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Prologue
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Friends are like stars. You can’t always see them,

but they’re always there.

As one of my favorite stars, you are hopefully invited to attend my all expenses paid 85th birthday celebration

aboard the Xtasea in the Antarctic Ocean

March 25-28, 2026.

Please save the date and RSVP so a ticket can be

purchased and arrangements made for your travels.

See you soon.

Artie V.
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Chapter One
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“Orcas! Orcas!”

I jumped up so fast that I knocked over my chair before I darted past the steward who’d given us the good news. Bursting onto the lower deck of the yacht Artie Vincent had rented, I encountered unexpected ice. Of course I skidded. Luckily the metal railing saved me from a topple overboard. 

I boldly elbowed other passengers for standing room, all of us scanning the icy ocean’s surface. Following some pointed fingers with my gaze, I finally spotted shadows moving just under the surface—shadows shaped like torpedoes that could arch into the air at any moment. I’d only dreamed of this since a seventh-grade science project a zillion years ago. But landlocked my whole life, I’d been afraid I’d never get the chance to see them in their natural habitat. 

“Where’s your coat?”

A masculine voice had asked the question. I didn’t take my eyes off the water when I answered. “Never wear one.”

He snorted. “Well, it’s a whopping five degrees out here, so you might want to bend your rules. You’re shivering.”

Was I? Probably, I realized. My teeth were definitely chattering. But not for anything would I go get my stupid jacket and miss my very first sighting of real live whales.

“Why don’t I share mine?”

I shook my head. “Don’t bother.” 

“But I showered this morning and everything.”

That made me laugh. If I hadn’t valiantly flown from Tennessee USA to Argentina South America by myself and boarded a yacht named Xtasea full of strangers, I would’ve slunk away. But I had done those things and wasn’t the same girl as yesterday. 

If I let him share his jacket, would I be embracing the new me? Absolutely. But I’d also be breaking a promise the old me had made to mingle carefully on this cruise. Exotic locations and dreamy yachts could turn a rebounding romantic’s head. I was here to watch whales not men. 

Apparently taking my silent quandary for agreement, he stepped up close behind and pulled the front edges of his heavy coat around me. He hadn’t taken it off first, so my back was smashed to his front. Delicious warmth encased me. When I grudgingly turned my head just enough to speak, I got a whiff of his cologne. Armani, of course.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Look quick!”

I did...and saw one of the black-and-white whales explode from the slushy water, twist its pristine body, and dive sideways back into the ocean. My gasp was lost in the cheers and applause of other passengers. A second orca made the same graceful arc moments later. Then a third. My knees might’ve given way if I hadn’t been wrapped up so tightly. 

Best Saturday ever!

“Don’t forget to breathe.” The coat owner had ducked his head a little to be heard, so his teasing words were right in my ear. 

I dutifully inhaled the frigid breeze and then coughed when it hit the back of my throat.

“You okay?”

“Too much clean air.” Cough. Cough. “But the orcas are worth it.” 

“I never get tired of them, either.”

Curious in spite of myself, I tried to turn slightly, but we were just too close. I settled on a slight neck twist. “So this isn’t your first time?”

“Third, actually. The other two were also thanks to Artie, who is quite possibly the most generous man on the planet.”

“For sure,” I agreed, now thawing on the inside, too. How bad could this guy be if he loved Artie? 

The spry old man in question lived in a modest rock house in my hometown. He took a whole lot of trips and then wrote about them for a travel magazine called Wanderings. How he could afford to take twenty friends to the bottom of the world, I couldn’t begin to imagine. Writing articles for an obscure magazine must’ve paid very well. “How do you know Artie?

“We’re neighbors.”

“No way. I know every single person who lives in Redford and most of their relatives. You aren’t one of them.” 

“Where?”

“Redford. As in Tennessee, the Volunteer State. Artie lives across town from me.”

“Ah. No, not Redford. Los Angeles.”

“California?” 

“That’s right.” He couldn’t miss my surprise, which seemed to amuse him. “You didn’t know he owns an apartment complex there?”

“I did not.” Wow. No wonder that dear old man was gone so much. He was probably splitting his time between all his obligations.

“Well, we’re even. I didn’t know he had one in Tennessee.”

“It’s a house. He has a house. Inherited it from his mom.”

“And you guys are neighbors?” 

“Not next door, but yeah. I also groom his dog.”

“Opie.” The very canine in question. “Well, you can thank me for that.” 

Since I’d turned my head even more to better hear him, our faces were disconcertingly close. His cologne spiked every breath I took. “Why?” 

“A couple of years ago a friend of mine had four Bichon Frise puppies. I talked Artie into adopting one since he’d never replaced ZsaZsa—his other dog? —not that he ever could. I just thought he needed some company, and Bichons travel well.”

I’d known sweet ZsaZsa, a black poodle who’d been a guest at Canine Couture many times before she died of old age. Sometimes we’d just boarded her. She hadn’t traveled well. Other times she got the full spa treatment. After bathing and clipping her curly coat, I’d always let her choose her nail color. She’d invariably nosed the hot pink bottle. I clipped matching bows on her topknot. 

And when she and Artie left, she’d priss out the door just like she knew how cute she looked. Opie, who was bigger, white, and all male, was the opposite, although he did seem to like the bandana I always knotted around his neck before he went home.

“Show’s over, I think.” My mystery companion opened his coat to let me out, but I couldn’t go far since my body was squashed against the railing. When I managed to squeeze in a full turn to face him, he offered me a chin-high close-up handshake. “Travis Wade. And you are...?”

“Harlee Brady.”

Travis’s warm hand felt amazing since both of mine were still stiff with cold. Once he noticed that, he took the one he held in both of his and briskly rubbed it, a gesture that seemed reflexive until he did the other one, too. When my stomach flipflopped, I eased my hand free and covertly swiped it down my jeans as if that would brush off his enticing masculine persona.

Didn’t work.
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Chapter Two
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“Well, Miss Harlee,” he said. “It is ‘Miss’...?”

“Yes. I’m named after my parents, Harriet and Lee.” I was being polite even though I hated personal questions. But the guy had just shared his clothing, okay? I felt obligated to cooperate.

Travis nodded. “And I’m named after the city where I was conceived. So you’re free?”

“Free?”

“No significant other.” 

“Oh...not at the moment, no.” 

He glanced at the water. “Your orcas will come back later. You should go inside and warm up until they do.”

“It’s my food that’ll need warming,” I told him with a wry laugh. Travis Wade was having a strange effect on me even though I deliberately hadn’t looked him in the eye—thudding heart, tied tongue, butterflies in my tummy. Or maybe all that was spillover from the orca sightings. That made a lot more sense.

Freshly over the break-up blues, I’d promised myself I would politely but firmly avoid men for the rest of the year to clear my palate. It was a form of self-defense that had been working well...up to now.

“How’s the food?” Travis asked, nodding toward the dining room.

“Don’t know yet. You haven’t eaten, either?”

“Not since last night’s arrival snacks, which were nothing short of mind blowing.”

I nodded agreement. Trout croquettes, goat cheese stuffed dates, phyllo wrapped brie? I knew this because I’d asked. It had all been new to me. “Then you should have breakfast. There’s a lot to choose from.” 

I firmly edged by him and opened the door, motioning that he should go in first. With a nod he brushed past me and into the dining area. 

Someone had set my chair right side up and taken my plate, which meant we’d both have to raid the buffet. I didn’t think my double dipping would be a problem for our host. There was easily enough food for the passengers and crew, the whales, and every friendly star currently hidden in the bright blue sky.

While I once again helped myself to a slice of bacon, a biscuit, and strawberry jelly, I peeked at Travis. He was easy to look at with his shaggy brown hair and ready smile. The cold had nipped his face just as it had mine, but his ruddy coloring was actually flattering. My cheeks were a splotchy red mess, and the mirrored wall clearly showed me a Rudolph nose. I grimaced when I saw it.

Though I didn’t expect or want him to, Travis waited for me once he got his food. “Seating preference?” 

“Oh, uh, anywhere.”

With a nod he walked to one of the booths that edged two of the walls. He slipped out of his coat and tossed it on the bench seat before sliding in across from me. I saw he was wearing jeans and a dark green thermal Henley that hugged his chest and powerful arms. He was clearly very physical, a trait I admired in men when I was admiring men, which I wasn’t just then.

The dining room of the yacht also had tables. They were in the middle. The galley door and the buffet took up a third wall. Doors and port holes the fourth. There was a lot of paneling on the floor, booths, and walls. All trim was white and contrasted beautifully with the dark wood.

Travis and I began to eat. Me, because I couldn’t think of anything to say. Him, because he was obviously hungry. In fact, he polished off his mound of eggs before I got two bites of my jelly biscuit swallowed. 

“You’re not eating much,” Travis said when I reached for my orange juice.

“I’m distracted. It’s just so strange to be here, you know? As a rule we Bradys don’t wander far from home. In fact, there are four generations of us currently living on the same street back in Redford.” Extra personal details, and he hadn’t even asked for any. Could I already be under the spell of his mojo?

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. My two big sisters have hung around like me, but both my big brothers rebelled and joined the military after high school. The guys have been all over the globe while I’m still living with my folks until I get an ordinary degree at a local college, class of someday. Yes, it’s humiliating, but since I’m paying as I go, meaning no pay no go, I need the flexibility of working for my mom.” 

Stop. Talking. 

“I get it. And your job is grooming dogs?”

“Uh-huh. At Mom’s pet spa. I also do mobile grooming from a van Dad converted for her.”

“Monday through Friday?”

“That’s right, with my actual working hours based on my class schedule. My favorite thing to do is volunteer at the animal shelter on Saturdays. Nothing’s more rewarding than transforming a stray into a show dog, so to speak. Most of them don’t have a pedigree.” 

My breakfast companion grinned. “Your eyes just lit up.”

I felt a blush singe my frostbitten cheeks. “I like what I do. It can be challenging—you have to earn their trust—but it’s always worth it. And once I finally dig out the doggy within, we get to cuddle. That’s my favorite part. I can cuddle for hours. They need the love, you know? And usually I do, too.”

Travis abruptly leaned forward, his expression completely serious. “Will you marry me?”
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I choked on a startled laugh and began coughing. Travis, clearly trying to be helpful, pounded my back from across the table. We were both still at it when our generous host suddenly entered the dining room via the galley’s swing door and grabbed everyone’s attention. 

Artie wore gray pants and a slate sweater that made his blue eyes and snow-white hair pop. As he stepped further into the room, his guests gave him a standing ovation. Travis and I slid out of the booth to do the same. Artie pretended to stagger back in shock, which made everyone laugh, before motioning for us all to sit. I watched as he got a plate at the buffet and began to pick out what he wanted to eat. 

Artie had aged since I’d last laid eyes on him—slightly stooped, thinner, kind of frail looking. That was worrying. Maybe I wouldn’t have noticed if I’d seen him recently, but Opie’s last spa day had been in January, so changes were pretty obvious, at least to me. 

I wondered briefly if he’d been on the road or simply at his other house during that time. His having more than one place to live explained his long absences better than his travel articles, I thought.

With his plate of food in hand, Artie scanned the room and spotted us. Smiling, he made a beeline in our direction. To my delight, he sat beside me, which earned
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