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      Poppy

      “I look absolutely gorgeous. Tragically so.”

      Gentle afternoon light spilled through the sheer curtains of the bridal suite, casting a soft glow on Poppy McMaster’s face. Sitting on the stool in front of the antique, gilt-framed mirror, she tipped her head to the left, then the right, not recognizing her reflection.

      Her normally tousled blonde hair was swept up into a sleek, smooth chignon, tucked into the left side of her neck, a style her mother liked. She’d wanted a natural look, but the makeup artist opted for the smoky eyes and contoured cheekbones that her mother demanded.

      When Glenda McMaster spoke, even God listened.

      As for her dress … Poppy’d imagined something floaty, light, boho-ish. But Glenda had insisted on a can-barely-breathe number that resented every move she made. It hugged her hips, then flared into a peppy, mermaid’s tale. Poppy loathed it with the fire of a thousand suns. But she loved the look in Glenda’s eyes when she wore it. The pride, the satisfaction, the “she’s finally acceptable” gleam.

      Poppy was the perfect bride, marrying the perfect groom, their wedding highly and perfectly curated.

      An uncomfortable truth bomb floated up to the surface. She wanted to ignore it, but couldn’t… If her mother was this happy with her, then she should probably be concerned. Because it meant she was further away from her authentic self. And judging by Glenda’s effusive praise earlier, Poppy wasn’t just in trouble.

      She was in deep, irreversible, mermaid-tailed shit.

      Poppy touched her grandmother’s pearl necklace. It didn’t suit the dress, she knew that. Everyone knew that. But she didn’t care. It was the only sartorial detail she’d cared enough about to dig in her heels over.

      Today was, as she’d realized a month after first becoming engaged to Benji Sheffield, Glenda’s wedding. Poppy was simply the lead actress in the production, there to look pretty but not to give any input.

      Not how she should feel on her wedding day.

      The dress, the makeup, the two-hundred guests, most of whom she didn’t know … there were a dozen reasons why this day wasn’t what she’d imagined. Oh, and her best friend and matron of honor was on the other side of the country, in LA, currently in the hospital after suffering from dehydration post-food-poisoning. Poor Wren, it was her first choreography job in months, and she’d fallen ill. Her boyfriend, Dane, had naturally flown to her side immediately. Poppy, who’d known Wren since they were five, had wanted to be with her, too, but there was the small matter of getting married.

      If Dane hadn’t been around, then not rabid wolves, aliens, nor Glenda would’ve have kept Poppy from jumping on a plane, upcoming wedding or not. As for today, how was she supposed to get married without Wren by her side? They’d taken turns wearing the veil when playing dress-up-weddings as kids, written their own vows, and practiced walking down the aisle. Sometimes the bride, sometimes the groom. Always together.

      That she was doing this majorly adult thing without Wren was all sorts of wrong.

      Standing in the bridal suite, Poppy heard raised voices floating in from the adjacent room, now occupied by her bridesmaids, her sisters, and acquaintances chosen by Glenda. Someone was arguing about a shade of lipstick, and she recognized her second-oldest sister’s voice. Apparently, she urgently needed a protein bar.

      Poppy urgently needed a drink. Or several.

      Poppy stared at herself in the mirror, clutching her pearls like a talisman, her mind spinning her away to her favorite place in the world, Solstice Springs. She didn’t want to be in Boston, playing the starring role in this polished, socially perfect, city wedding. Solstice Deep, her grandparents’ bluff-top, Victorian inn on the edge of the small town of Solstice Springs, was where she most wanted to be. There, where the Berkshires loomed, and the lake glittered…

      During all her childhood and teen summers, she’d run through the town and the surrounding woods like she owned both, laughing with Wren at things too dumb to remember. Memories, all of them and all at once, hit—a punch of nostalgia, longing, and wild, impossible happiness. Yes, Solstice Springs was deeply weird, but weird was the point there. With its all-year-round Halloween madness and a mayor who was a part-time witch and a full-time hustler, it was spooky, chaotic, and a little ridiculous.

      Poppy loved it, and it was where she most wanted to be.

      She knew that on this last day of September, Halloween Town, as tourists affectionately called it, would look beautiful. It was a pretty, pretty town—wide streets, big yards, Victorian buildings, and flowerboxes. Every season was wonderful, but the fall was her favorite. She could see it all so clearly … the lake shimmering in the sunlight, its surface ruffled by an autumnal wind. There would be orange kayaks on the wide shore of Lantern Beach, lined in a neat little row, waiting for anyone who liked a little exercise with their pumpkin spiced lattes and spooky decorations. Blackweather Green, the large park running alongside the lake, would already be transformed in preparation for the town’s biggest festival, a month-long affair celebrating everything Halloween, culminating in the Bonfire of the Bewitched on Halloween night.

      An iron Victorian bandstand stood in the center of the meadow, its rails wrapped in black-and-orange bunting. The hills overlooking the town blazed with the kind of foliage people drove six hours to see, the slopes rolling upward in waves of fire-red and gold, like someone had set them on a slow burn.

      H-Town was home. It was where she most wanted to be.

      “Harper, shall we go check on Poppy?” She heard Isobel, her oldest sister, ask from the other side of the door. “She was looking a bit pale earlier.”

      God, Poppy did not want to deal with perfect sister one and two right now. She wasn’t ready to smile sweetly or act like this day was what she’d dreamed of, wanted, and looked forward to for months. Moving as quickly as she could in her breath-restricting dress, Poppy slipped into the adjoining bathroom, closed the door, and locked it. The huge, sash window dominated the space, and she pushed it up, inhaling the scent of the blood-red roses in the bed just outside the window. If she wanted to, she could sling a leg over the sash, hightail it through the garden, and run.

      It was so very tempting…

      But that wasn’t an option. Her family was one of the most respected in Boston, her mother a stalwart of the A-List social scene; her father, a highly regarded neurosurgeon. Two of her siblings worked at the hospital with him, one as a thoracic surgeon, the other as a pediatric specialist. Her oldest brother ran the family business interests—medical-related—which were impressive and wide-ranging. Another sibling was an actuary, with his own super-successful venture-capital firm.

      In their eyes, Poppy’s greatest achievement was marrying into the legendary Sheffield family, a political dynasty that boasted a few senators and a couple of state judges, and one of the oldest law firms in the state. Her fiancé, Benji, who, when his older half-brother, Thom, had “stepped down,” had taken over Sheffield Strategy, a well-respected public and government affairs company, planned to go into politics in a few years, starting with becoming a…

      She couldn’t remember.

      Everyone agreed that a merger between the two most influential families in Massachusetts was a flex, good for both sides. Poppy wasn’t so sure; she knew she wasn’t cut out to be a politician’s wife.

      Or even Benji’s wife.

      “Having cold feet on your wedding day is normal,” she told herself, speaking out loud to convince herself. “Everything will go back to normal soon.”

      She’d been telling herself the same tired story for months, but nothing had changed. Would it ever? She and Benji barely saw each other these days, and they hadn’t had sex for, uh, how long? Weeks? And that raised the question: if he wasn’t getting it from her, who was he getting lucky with?

      Because Benji liked sex. Benji liked sex a lot.

      Poppy gripped the edge of the basin, astonished to realize that the thought of Benji having an affair didn’t shock her, nor did it hurt. She didn’t feel … well, anything. Not love, or jealousy, nor a smidgen of concern.

      Shit. That was concerning. And a hell of a thing to figure out on your wedding day.

      Poppy shook out her hands and hauled in some much-needed air.

      You’re just having a bridal panic attack. Just breathe. All you have to do is breathe. And get through today. After today, everything will be better.

      Would it, though?

      Seeing that her veil was off-center, she adjusted it and frowned at the flicker of movement in the bathroom mirror. That was odd.

      Poppy looked at the locked door and wondered what time it was. How much freedom remained? She looked at her phone… She had half an hour. Thirty minutes before she married Benji, became his wife … before they got the government involved and made it legal.

      Lifting her eyes to look in the mirror, she frowned at the fog forming on the edges of the frame. The windows were open, there was a breeze blowing … and, oh, my God, what the fuck was a woman doing inside the mirror?

      Poppy gripped the sides of the basin again, unable to wrench her eyes away. A sweet face, hair pulled back into a simple tail, huge eyes, and far too thin.

      What the hell was she doing in her mirror? In her goddamn mirror!

      Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope.

      Look, she’d spent all her childhood summers, and a lot of her other school vacations, in a town that lived and breathed the paranormal and ghosts, and while she’d had a couple of encounters—seeing people out of the corner of her eye, waking up to someone standing at the end of her bed, cold patches in her grandparents’ inn—she’d never been face-to-face, eye to eye with … well … with an apparition before.

      “Poppy, sweetheart … I hate to barge in without warning, but you’re running out of time.”

      The apparition was talking to her? Poppy pinched the inside of her wrist and twisted her skin. Ow! She definitely wasn’t dreaming. Maybe she was having a stroke. Or a hallucinatory panic attack brought on by the stress of marrying Benji.

      Just keep holding on to the basin; do not let your knees buckle. And do not, whatever you do, faint. Your mother will kill you if you crease your dress or muss your hair.

      Poppy couldn’t take her eyes off the woman in the mirror. This was so fucking weird.

      Then another female figure materialized in the mirror, and Poppy blinked. Leather jacket and pants, streaked eyeliner, teased bottle-blonde hair, a smoker’s mouth… This ghost looked like she’d walked straight out of a 1970s documentary on female bikers and hellraisers.

      The biker ghost hip-bumped the other apparition. “Move over, cupcake. This requires some tough love⁠—”

      “Ruby, for heaven’s sake, you can’t barge in and take over. We agreed that I’d persuade her—gently.”

      “Gently won’t cut it. This one needs a swift boot to her ass.”

      “Ohmigod, ohmigod, there’s two of you? What? Why—?” Poppy slapped her hand on her chest, her mouth wide open. “I’m having a breakdown, that’s the only explanation. It’s been a rough few months, too much stress, too little sleep. I haven’t eaten that much. Cried too much.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m Ruby, by the way.” Ruby jabbed a thumb at the more polite ghost. “She’s Naomi.”

      Ruby pulled out a pack of cigarettes and tapped one out. “The point is, hon, you’re about to make a mistake you can’t undo. To put it plain, your fiancé is a douchebag asshole.”

      Poppy felt like her head was about to explode.

      “Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?” she muttered, unable to believe she was talking to two mirror-bound ghosts.

      Okay, no matter whether this was real or whether she was hallucinating, it was time to yank back some control. And that meant thinking, breathing, returning to normal. “I’ve just got a case of wedding jitters. Yes, I admit, it’s extreme, but everyone panics before a wedding. I’m feeling a little overwhelmed.”

      Ruby released an unladylike snort. “Honey, you are so fucked up that you summoned two ghosts to help you out of this jam.”

      While Poppy was partial to the odd F-bomb herself, she never expected to hear it out of the mouth of someone, well, dead.

      “Let’s get real, shall we? You don’t want to get married. And you especially don’t want to marry Benji. I don’t blame you, he’s a dick.”

      “If you marry him, you’re going to regret it forever,” Naomi, the other one, interjected. “You want to bail, Poppy, we know you do. You just have to find the courage to walk.”

      “In your case, run,” Ruby stated, her voice hard.

      Poppy shook her head. She couldn’t. Too many people, including Benji and her parents, her siblings—The Fabulous Four—were waiting for her. Too much money had been spent, so much effort had gone into making this the wedding of the year. Her mother might never recover from the embarrassment.

      “Choose yourself, and fucking run,” Ruby told her.

      “You have a future to save,” Naomi urged.

      “And it isn’t with him,” Ruby added. Her face softened, just for a moment. “You can do this, Poppy.”

      Poppy watched, entranced as a thin, hairline crack appeared in the mirror, right between the ghosts’ faces. Cracks then covered the mirror in a thousand, scattered lines, and the faces distorted, then faded away. Poppy, coming back to herself, took a deep breath. The mirror was completely back to normal, and everything was as it was when she’d walked in here, just—she looked at her phone and checked the time—five minutes before.

      Her face, now the only image in the mirror, was bloodless-white. She’d imagined it all, right? It had been a dreadful hallucination, a trick from too much stress and too little sleep.

      At that moment, her grandmother’s gorgeous, perfectly matched pearl necklace slowly slid from her neck and dropped into the basin, still intact, still on its string. She picked it up, checked the diamond clasp, and saw that it had come undone. How? The clasp was tricky and she’d needed help to fasten it around her neck. They’d even joked that she might need to cut it off her neck because the clasp was so tight.

      It was, Poppy realized, her grandmother’s way of telling her she agreed that Poppy should bolt.

      She lifted her hand and saw that it was trembling. “Right. So, are you going to choose yourself?”

      Poppy scooped up the necklace, shoved it into the cup of her custom-made, strapless bra, picked up her phone and shuffled over to the window. She kicked off her wedding shoes, designer and expensive, ripped off her sheer stockings and lifted the heavy hem of her dress to her knees. Higher, higher, there … she could now lift her leg and sling it over the windowsill.

      She hesitated and looked back at the mirror. Was she going to do this? Seriously? Yep, it looked like she was. Sitting on the edge of the windowsill, she swung her legs over and dropped down into the bed of roses below, her bare feet sinking into the mulch, soil, and manure. It squelched up between her toes and covered her French pedicure. The back of her dress fell into a pile of dislodged soil, and Poppy looked at the streak of brown mud on the cream silk. Oh, well.

      There was no going back now.
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      “Oh, I love your costume!”

      Three hours later, Poppy, still barefoot, took a step back when a tiny woman bolted toward her, her grin wide. “A jilted bride! You’re just perfect!”

      Tired after the bus ride, scared and utterly overwhelmed, Poppy tried to make sense of her words. Her new friend, thoroughly overexcited, hopped up and down on the spot, squealing again when she saw her bare feet.

      “Oh my God, you look so authentic!” The tourist looked around and waved her partner, wearing two cameras as necklaces, over.

      “Honey, the tourism page said that we might see people dressed in Halloween costumes wandering around Solstice Springs. Since it’s early in the season, I didn’t expect to see anyone. But look!”

      “I see her, babe.”

      “Can I take a photo with you?” Without waiting for her answer, the woman tossed her arm around Poppy’s bare shoulder. It was warm and a little sweaty on her shoulder, and her husband lifted the bigger of the two cameras.

      “Oh my God, I just love Halloween, and I’ve been begging my husband to bring me to Solstice Springs, and he surprised me with this trip.”

      “Smile, ladies.”

      “She can’t smile, she’s a runaway bride, silly.”

      So Poppy stood there, unsmiling, not willing to spoil her new best friend’s H-Town experience. The tourist, after telling her for the fourth time, or was it the fifth, that she was nuts, just nuts about Halloween, completely obsessed, thanked her, told her she adored her costume, and finally, finally walked away.

      Poppy rolled her eyes and rubbed the back of her neck, not that surprised by the encounter; this was H-Town after all. She swatted her veil out of her face, picked up her dress, and contemplated whether she should walk east up Main Street or duck through the park. The walk to Solstice Deep would take longer through Blackweather Green, but it would be a lot quieter, and there was less chance of running into someone she knew at this time of the day. If she walked up Main Street, by the time she got to the inn, everyone in town would know she’d bolted from her afternoon wedding.

      Yeah, the park it was.

      Poppy hadn’t pictured herself coming back like this. Not in a crumpled wedding dress, barefoot, clutching her phone and the ragged edges of her sanity, stepping off the bus like some tragic heroine from a midnight zombie movie.

      It absolutely hadn’t featured anywhere on her life’s bingo card. Still, none of it mattered now. Because soon she’d be in her grandparents’ creaky inn, her heart’s true home. Grandpa M.’s estate was finally settled, and her father was now the fourth McMaster to own the property. Sure, it was officially her dad’s, but she knew where the spare key to the kitchen door was hidden.

      She’d sneak in and head straight upstairs to her childhood bedroom, a quirky little sanctuary, nestled under the slant of the third-floor roof. With its drafty windows and floors that groaned with every step, it was her secret hideaway. Solstice Deep had always been her soft place to land, the only spot she’d ever felt absolutely herself, no masks required. And right now? She needed that. She needed home like she needed oxygen. She needed safe.

      Because, frankly, there was a good chance she was losing her bloody mind.

      Who ran away from their wedding because two ghosts told them to?

      Crossing Main Street, she ignored the curious looks from tourists and entered the park. Looking around, she sighed.

      It was, as she’d imagined, beautiful. Even before Luna—Wren’s godmother—got her Halloween-obsessed paws on the place, Solstice Springs had been quietly charming.

      Truth was, the town was easy-to-sell-to-tourists lovely. Add the element of it being settled by an offshoot of the Salem Puritans, who’d been kicked out of Salem for being a little too wild, a little too theatrical, and its wholehearted, year-round embrace of Halloween, and visitors poured into the town. Its soundtrack was the ching of cash registers pinging from tourist income.

      Yet Poppy heard another whisper deep in her soul.

      “Hey, sweetheart, welcome home. You’re safe here.”

      Further along, Main Street curved around the park, the restored Victorian buildings now home to boutiques, galleries, and stores completely committed to Halloween and all things paranormal. The lampposts had already dressed up for the season—velvet bows, old-fashioned lanterns, judgy, fake ravens, and the odd broomstick tied on at a jaunty angle. Poppy looked up and shook her head. Only in H-Town, she thought, as she took in a set of striped legs dangling out of a second-floor picture window. Black-and-white stockings, pointy boots, a poor witch was lodged halfway through the round, small window. A broom was wedged under her one leg, implying the witch had been at a cauldron, drinking too much eye-of-the-frog or heel-of-the-cat or whatever. Her billowing black robe fluttered dramatically down the side of the building. The whole scene suggested she was questioning her life choices.

      Honestly? Poppy could relate.

      Despite being across the road, the scent of fresh coffee and warm pie drifting out of Spirited Grounds hit her, colliding with a thick wall of patchouli and sage rolling out from Madame Calliope’s. She desperately wanted a pumpkin spiced latte, but picking up a drink would be like taking out a front-page ad in the next edition of Solstice Springs News, announcing her return.

      Poppy eyed Madame Calliope—real name Glynis Smith—emerging from her store, with Morrigan, her gigantic pitch-black Maine Coon, draped around her shoulders. Morrigan, like Reggie, the town’s infamous semi-feral turkey, was equal parts local celebrity and living tourist trap: visitors lined up to get a selfie with either creature. Reggie, for his part, treated all humans with the disdain of a true artist, while Morrigan, consummate professional, charged ten bucks a photo. To be fair, if cats read romance novels, he’d be on every cover.

      Unlike Wren, Poppy didn’t think Madame Calliope—though capitalist to her core—was an excellent bullshit artist. She had, after all, once predicted that Poppy’s last name would be Sheffield. And honestly? She’d come damn close today. That had to count for something, didn’t it?

      If Poppy could say one thing with absolute certainty, it was that Madame Calliope was certifiably odd. Then again, in H-Town, weird wasn’t just tolerated—it was celebrated.

      But not at The Bar. Diagonally across the road, The Bar’s plain, square windows stared back at her, as stubbornly undecorated and blissfully ordinary as ever. The faded sign above the door hadn’t changed either. Poppy managed a small smile. Jasper, the owner, was still proudly flying the flag as H-Town’s biggest skeptic. He still hadn’t defected to the glitter-smeared, ghost-worshipping side of the town’s great divide. Gruff and with minimal patience for BS, Poppy knew he never would.

      H-Town was in a permanent tug-of-war for its soul. On one side, the True Believers—loud, a little obnoxious, and utterly convinced witches, ghosts, and all things paranormal were as real as income tax. The skeptics were pragmatic, and only interested in the tangible cash Halloween, and everything associated with it, generated. The only energy they believed in was money moving from tourists’ wallets into their bank accounts.

      Living in a place that celebrated Halloween most of the year, the skeptics had a tough gig.

      Poppy didn’t belong to either camp. Despite her minor encounters with things-she-couldn’t-explain, there were too many variables for her to believe believe, but she’d seen too much weird shit—today’s encounter was weirder than most!—to be a skeptic. She was, she supposed, ghost-curious. Willing to consider the possibility of the paranormal without hopping onto the “let’s have a séance to consult the spirits about every little thing” crazy train.

      Although, after what she’d seen in that mirror—two ghosts, clear as day, talking to her—she might have to stop calling herself curious and book herself an appointment with a psychiatrist. Or Madame Calliope.

      Poppy stepped off the path and onto the grass of the meadow and walked down the slope toward the lake, the water dancing under the autumn breeze. Like H-Town, the park along the shoreline was already deep in its annual transformation for the month-long Halloween Festival—a month of events, candles, crowds, and absolute mayhem.

      Ambling down the path, with the lake on one side of her, Blackweather Green on the other, she took in the plastic jack-o’-lanterns, each roughly the size of a chubby toddler, dangling from the branches of the red maples, oaks, and birches. Fairy lights and fake cobwebs zigzagged between the trees. Poppy caught the faint outlines of the painted glow-in-the-dark “ghost” footprints on the path that wound through a dark portion of the woods, skirted the boathouse, and ended at the bandstand. On weekends, tourists could join an organized walk through the woods, where they’d be scared shitless by volunteers dressed up as ghouls, zombies, and witches. H‑Town, because Luna reveled in being different, boasted a haunted wood instead of a haunted house…

      Poppy walked on, the hem of her dress scrunched up in her hands, catching the odd glimpse of Solstice Deep. She was breathless, heartsore, confused, overdressed, underprepared, hoping—praying—that her grandparents’ Victorian home and her favorite town would provide her with the healing and the clarity she so badly needed.
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      Thom

      From the moment he’d set foot on this property as the owner, Thom Sheffield was convinced Solstice Deep was quietly judging him. And that no matter how much sweat and money he poured into the place, it was never quite enough. That the house thought he could do better.

      A lot better. Standing on the wide porch, to the right of the front door, he stepped away from the windowsill he was sanding—one of a million—and dusted off his hands by slapping them against his denim-covered thighs. Sometimes, very imaginatively for him, he felt like the big, brooding Victorian inn was squinting at him, unimpressed by his lack of progress. The place reminded him of a haughty old lady who’d fallen on hard times, her once exquisite navy dress now baggy and saggy, tired and worn out.

      She’d been grand once—he could see that. Hell, you couldn’t miss it. She was three stories of fancy flourishes and pointless curves, built by someone with far too much money who wanted everyone to know it. She sported too many turrets, gingerbread, narrow windows topped with fussy arches, and a wide porch that wrapped the ground floor in a three-armed hug. The house creaked constantly, a never-ending complaint that had started, he was sure, in 1890 and never quite stopped.

      Still … he cherished some things just as much as he did when he was a child. The way colored shards of sunlight spilled through the stained-glass panels above the front door onto the rich wooden floor of the hallway. The hand-carved newel post shaped like a lantern, the hidden staircase, the many spacious bedrooms, most with a view of the lake—solidity, history, and stubbornness melded together over one-hundred and forty years.

      He liked stubborn things. Stubborn things he knew how to fix.

      And there was a lot to fix. She needed new wiring, new plumbing, new shingles, new everything. On good days, he could imagine what she would look like restored. Standing proud again. Alive again. On bad days, he wondered if he was as delusional as everyone said.

      He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. H-Town’s True Believers were convinced she was haunted. Thom was firmly Team Skeptic; he had too much to do without wasting energy on bullshit like ghosts and hauntings. But he did admit she had a … let’s call it a personality. Sure, it was only a building, but on days like today, when he was tired and pissed off, he thought the house wasn’t sold on his idea of a makeover. That she didn’t like surprises and enjoyed reminding him that, through her creaking, swaying, and a series of bumps-in-the-night noises, she was in charge.

      He sighed. Solstice Deep was a cranky old bitch, but he loved her, and he far preferred to wrestle with her than with people. Rebuilding the inn was far safer than rebuilding trust, with his family or with anyone else.

      He’d first visited this property as a child with his family, back when his father was newly remarried, when Thom had acquired not only a stepmother but a legally adopted brother. He’d been nine and Benji seven when they’d spent their first summer here getting to know each other and the woods and lake of H-Town, picking up friends as spring turned to summer.

      Seeing how much fun they had in the area, his dad had bought a house just a few doors down from here, and he and Benji—and other H-Town kids—regularly ambled up to Solstice Deep to join Grandpa M. for fishing, kayaking, and boating adventures. Grandma M., in turn, fed them cookies and sandwiches, and handed them Band-Aids or bandages, depending on the severity of their wounds. She also supplied Thom with books and quiet corners when he wanted to retreat from the mayhem the huge group of summer kids generated.

      With the McMasters he felt … peace. So, when his world fell apart and his career disintegrated, he ran back to the inn, to the one place he felt … well, safe. But nothing remained the same: Grandma M. had died just six months before he arrived at Solstice Deep a little more than two years back, and with the inn long being closed, Grandpa M. rattled around the huge house. Grandpa M. appreciated the company, and during the summer of 2024, the number of heartbroken bachelors, for different reasons, soared to the grand total of two.

      He returned to live in Boston but by the Christmas of that year, he’d bought and paid for the house, with the agreement that Grandpa M. could live there until he died. That happened sooner than anyone thought, just six months later, and currently there was only one bachelor in residence at what used to be the town’s oldest inn. Not emotionally shattered anymore, but oh-so-wary and comprehensively distrustful.

      Walking inside, Thom crossed the hallway and walked down the short passage into the extensive, mostly gutted kitchen. He had a fridge and a gas cooker, but no cupboards, and just a single countertop. He’d moved most of the inn’s furniture—included in the sale—into storage, but he’d kept the kitchen’s long wooden table, battered and weather-worn. It was his desk, his dining table, the center and heartbeat of the house and the renovation.

      He walked to the vintage fridge standing in the corner of the kitchen. Back in the day, Grandma M. filled it with fresh fruit, cartons of milk, and plates of sandwiches piled high. These days, it contained leftover Chinese and pizza from Il Fantasma, the Italian place in town, bottled water, and a few beers as a reward for his hard work at the end of the day. He reached for a bottle of water, cracked the top, and chugged half. It was the end of September but still warm; late-summer storm clouds that refused to break made the air heavy and humid, and sweat ran down his back and plastered his T-shirt to his chest.

      He finished the bottle, reached for another one, opened it, and heard footsteps on the shaky steps leading up to the kitchen door. Who was outside, and what did they want with him? The few people he still knew in town—Hayes Wellington, an old friend from childhood, Luna, and one or two others—usually gave him a heads-up when they made the short trip out of town to the inn, and the inn hadn’t seen a guest for more than ten years.

      He kicked the fridge door shut, but before he could reach the kitchen door, it flew open, and he blinked at the vision standing in the doorway.

      A bride stood in his doorway.

      Which was alarming, given that he hadn’t ordered one.
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      Why the hell was a bride standing in his kitchen in a grubby wedding dress?

      She reminded him, in ways big and small, of that bride from a musical Benji’s mom took them to when they were kids. The Rocky Horror Show. With her red eyes and smudged eye makeup, she looked like a hyperactive panda who’d been awake for days, living on coffee and speed. A short veil was pinned to her hair, half of which tumbled down the side of her face in a bright-blonde fall, ruthlessly straight. Her dress was obviously expensive and … yeah, ridiculous. But the body within it was slender, curvy. All woman.

      She wore no shoes, and she clutched a cell phone.

      “What the fuck have you done to my grandma’s kitchen?”

      Although he wasn’t a guy who scared easily, her high-pitched yell caused him to drop his open bottle of water, splashing water on his trainers and the hems of his jeans. It instantly mingled with the dust on the floor and painted brown streaks across his shoes and up his jeans. It rolled across the floor and came to rest by her pretty, but grubby, feet.

      Her hand clutched her phone in a too-tight grip, highlighting the scar running around the knuckle of her thumb. Poppy had a scar like that. Shit. Thom’s eyes widened, and he hauled in a shocked breath as he took a closer look at the hands-on-her-hips bride.

      This was Poppy?

      Holy fucking crap.

      She glared at him and lifted her finger to point it at him. “I desperately need to pee. Do not move.” Grabbing the bottom quarter of her dress, she whirled around and stomped out of the room, presumably to use the small bathroom off the hallway. He winced. It was clean and usable, but bare of anything but the essentials.

      His brain stuttered, misfired, and it took him a moment to make sense of what was happening. He’d heard from—Hayes? Luna? Someone in town?—that Poppy McMaster was marrying his brother, Benji, but hadn’t realized the wedding was today. Or judging by the state of her, it wasn’t.

      He hadn’t been invited to witness his childhood devotee marry his so-called brother. Not that he would’ve gone. He’d have preferred an afternoon with a nail gun and his own eyeballs.

      Three years younger than Thom, Poppy’d followed him around with the devotion of a golden retriever puppy. She’d latched on to him shortly after he’d caught her older siblings bullying her—holding her down and tickling her so hard that she turned hysterical. Ever since that day, he’d somehow became her protector, and she his constant shadow. Once they knew Poppy had someone in their corner, they did what all bullies do, backed off and lost interest. Every summer, Poppy’s devotion to him was renewed.

      Everything changed the summer she turned seventeen—and a seismic shift occurred between them. Somewhere in the space of a year, Poppy had shed her baby fat, chopped her hair, grown into her body. She wasn’t a kid anymore. And in her eyes, that unwavering devotion had picked up an edge he couldn’t ignore. Awareness.

      Thirteen years might’ve passed, but he could still picture her stretched out on the wooden pontoon in a blue-and-white bikini, blonde hair whipping in the wind, eyes impossibly blue. And the shock of realizing she’d become someone he saw in a totally different light—not the sometimes-annoying kid, sunburnt nose, grazed knees, who’d followed him around like a puppy, but a young woman he was attracted to—had hit him like a cold slap.

      Within the blink of an eye, everything had changed and the kid Poppy had been disappeared. Their easy, uncomplicated dynamic was gone. She’d always looked at him like he was safe, like she only ever expected him to be there for her and to be kind. But his new feelings for Poppy had made him a risk. She wasn’t that much younger than him, and the age gap now felt smaller than before.

      The new dynamic had taken him completely by surprise, and despite it being, on paper, somewhat acceptable, it didn’t feel right to let her down, to stop being someone safe for her.

      In those few minutes before clocking her in that bikini and diving off the raft, he’d realized that being around her meant policing himself. He wouldn’t be able to talk to her or treat her the same way he had before; he’d have to retreat and ignore her. He’d have to hurt her feelings to protect her.

      He hadn’t been the only one who’d noticed her transformation, his brother Benji had too. Back then, Poppy and Benji had made sense. The same age, the same level of experience…

      Despite knowing Poppy wouldn’t understand, Thom decided disappearing was the less hurtful option. Clean breaks healed faster, he told himself. It had been the right thing to do, but he’d missed her, missed having someone in his life who thought he hung the moon.

      And to be honest, nobody had ever looked at him the way she did.

      Poppy stomped into the kitchen and slapped her hand on the only empty space on his table. The sound of her palm connecting echoed in the empty kitchen. He studied her warily. If anything, she looked angrier than before—which was saying a lot. Her blue eyes had lightened and brightened, a telltale sign her temper was sparking. Beneath her too-heavy makeup, her cheeks were flushed, the color spreading down her throat and across her chest, which was barely contained by a wedding dress that was cut far too low for a confrontation in his kitchen.

      “Explain, Sheffield. Right damn now.”

      He wasn’t someone who took orders meekly. Or at all. And especially not from someone who’d stumbled into his house looking like a refugee from the wedding from hell. And talking of, why had she agreed to marry Benji in the first place? He thought she was smarter than that.

      Thom simply folded his arms and lifted one eyebrow in what Benji used to call his “supercilious shit” look.

      “What are you doing to my grandfather’s house?” she demanded, her voice shaking. With anger, dismay, and fear? Or maybe a mixture of all three.

      “My house,” he corrected, deliberately sounding bored. “Why aren’t you in Boston saying I do?”

      She waved his question away and pushed a heavy strand of hair behind her ears. It never used to be that shade of blonde; it used to be richer, deeper, bottled sunlight.

      “My non-wedding has nothing to do with you, but your destruction of my house has everything to do with me,” she yelled. “Who the hell gave you the right to move the furniture and to strip wallpaper, sand floors, and knock out walls?”

      “I haven’t knocked out a wall,” he countered. The house was listed, and he wasn’t allowed to make structural changes, even if he wanted to.

      “The reception area is twice the size it was,” she pointed out. A gust of wind through the open door tossed her veil over her face, and she ripped it off her head with one hand and threw it to the floor.

      “I took out a drywall. And, again, my house. I can do whatever I want with it.”

      “I know my grandfather mentioned wanting to sell the inn shortly before he died, but we didn’t hear anything more about it.”

      Now that wasn’t true. Her parents knew that he’d bought the property and that he’d offered to allow Grandpa M. to live in the house until he died. Thom suspected that the rest of Poppy’s siblings knew he was the owner, too, but they’d declined to share that information with the youngest member of the family.

      Partly, he suspected, because they knew she would raise hell—this was her favorite place in the world. But she’d never been, as they would put it, as intellectually, financially, and fiscally educated as they were. It was just a fancy way of saying that, because Poppy didn’t have at least two college degrees, they considered her stupid.

      Her family were very far up their own asses and considered themselves rather special. He considered all of them to be dicks.

      “I own this house,” Thom said, bending to pick the water bottle off the floor. He screwed on the cap and gripped it tightly.

      “I’ll believe that when I see it,” Poppy scoffed. “I would know if our family home went out of the family.”

      It had, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      Although he knew the answer, he still asked his next question. “Why are you here, Poppy?”

      He saw confusion flash in her eyes, a whole bunch of hurt, and caught the wobble of her full bottom lip. She looked around and shrugged. “Because this is where I needed to be.”

      That was how he’d felt two years ago when his world fell apart. But Poppy was the one person he didn’t need in his house, or back in H-Town. Under her weird hair, makeup, and panda eyes, he could see the beautiful woman he always knew she’d become. Her heart-shaped, pixie-like face, perfectly feminine with its high cheekbones, straight nose, and ever-so-slightly pouty lips. Her dress was ridiculous—it was the least Poppy-like creation ever—but the body within it was slim, curvy, effortlessly female.

      And God, her eyes. As a kid, they’d always been too big for her face, and that was still, sort of, true. High, arched brows and thick black eyelashes, made longer and thicker by too much mascara, were the perfect contrast to all that blue. Grandma M. had called them Persian Blue.

      When Poppy was angry, they turned lighter; when emotional, they deepened to the color of the lake as night fell, dark and mysterious. Thom had never been able to resist her when she looked up at him through her long lashes and thick bangs. Part fairy, part devil.

      He pulled his eyes from her and shook himself out of his reverie. Now wasn’t the time to get soppy. He wasn’t a sentimental guy, and he wasn’t impressed by having his peaceful life—boring, but peaceful—derailed by a heartbroken bride. He nodded to her dirty wedding dress. “What did Benji do?” he asked. He couldn’t help it; he was curious.

      She looked down and smoothed her hand over her stomach, and her mouth twisted in a grimace. “Nothing in particular,” she told him, sounding bleak. “I just … ran.”

      Best decision she could’ve made, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. “And you ran here.”

      She nodded. “I’m going to check in with my grandfather’s lawyer,” she told him, in an obvious attempt to sound tough.

      “Be my guest,” he replied. “I’m sure he’ll be in his office on Monday morning.”

      “Right. Or maybe I’ll call Luna and ask her to give me his contact details so I can talk to him this afternoon.”

      Thom rested his left butt cheek on the edge of the table and swung his leg. “It might be quicker if you called your parents. They know the situation.”

      She blanched, horrified at his suggestion and immediately shook her head. “Uh … I’m trying to avoid talking to them as long as possible,” she replied. When he asked why, she looked dumbfounded.

      “Because I just ran out on a very expensive wedding, Boston’s wedding of the year. I’d like to delay talking to them for as long as I can. Possibly forever,” she glumly added.

      Fair enough. Thom stood up, walked over to the kitchen door and opened it. He gestured for her to walk out. “Fine. Do whatever you need to do, but do it somewhere else.”

      She looked from him to the door and back at him. Then her expression turned stubborn. “I’m not leaving until I know.”

      He gripped the bridge of his nose with his index finger and thumb and closed his eyes. “Poppy, seriously, I am losing patience.”

      “I’ve been on a bus in the world’s most uncomfortable wedding dress. I’ve had to endure about a million comments, some sympathetic, some mocking. I left my shoes in the bathroom of the bridal suite. A tourist thought I was playing dress-up and made me pose for photos. I am dirty and sweaty, and I have nothing but my goddamn cell phone. So, please, don’t talk to me about losing patience,” she told him, her eyes spitting blue fire. “This was my grandparents’ home. I am staying here until I know what’s what.”

      “Call. Your. Parents,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “I damn well won’t.”

      “Then I will.”

      “I won’t talk to them, and I won’t listen to their confirmation or denial, so we’re back to square one with the lawyer.”

      “You are not staying here.”

      “Fucking watch me do just that, Sheffield.”

      Their eyes clashed and held, and for the first time in too long—months, maybe years—he felt a spark of something other than basic sexual awareness. Of interest, of well, shit, here you are. Someone interesting, head-tipping, party-in-my-pants attractive. Thom didn’t need to be attracted to his brother’s almost wife, to the grown-up, human version of the puppy that had followed him around. Wrapped up in silk or satin, she embodied the worst type of drama: romantic drama.

      “Look, Poppy, my inn is not your refuge from drama, or starry-eyed stupidity. Take your reality show and leave.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and he saw the fuck you in her eyes, the you maggot-infested son-of-a-bitch about to fall from her lips. What he didn’t see, surprisingly, was any measure of betrayal, heartbreak, or remorse for running out on her society wedding. What was all that about? And what, exactly, had happened?

      Curiosity, something he thought he’d lost, bubbled again.

      “I am not going anywhere until I see a deed of sale.”

      He had a copy, but in her current mood, Thom knew she wasn’t prepared to believe anything he said or showed her.

      Poppy swiped the bottle of water out of his hands, opened it, and chugged. She swallowed it down in record time, and Thom walked over to the fridge and pulled another from the door. He cracked it and handed it to her. Maybe she’d be more reasonable once she was properly hydrated.

      He rubbed the back of his neck and ran through his options. The only properly furnished room in this multi-roomed house was his bedroom. He’d brought in a California King—he was a big guy and needed a decent bed after spending the day breaking his back—and a comfortable sofa, a bar fridge, and a desk. The en-suite bathroom had a working shower, toilet, and basin, and basically nothing else. To say it was functional was stretching the word. Renovating the bedrooms and bathrooms was way down his priority list. He was starting at the bottom and working his way up.

      Basically, Poppy staying here was out of the question. Unfortunately, so was her staying anywhere else in H-Town. Because it was the opening weekend of the month-long Halloween festival, the town was full to overflowing and an utter nightmare.

      The queues at his favorite coffee shop—Spirited Grounds—were twenty deep at any time of the day, and ordering a pizza from Il Fantasma now took forever. At least The Bar—the only non-Halloween themed bar in H-Town—was a safe haven from the craziness, and the hardware store was, mostly, a tourist-free zone.

      H-Town during October was madness, and Thom tried to avoid it as much as possible. But crucially, all accommodation in town and in the surrounding towns had been booked out for months. There wasn’t a room, tent, or stable for rent within fifty miles. Since Thom was restoring the inn and planned on providing upmarket accommodation in time for next year’s bumper tourism season, he was pleased. Having Poppy in his kitchen right now? Not thrilled.

      He had an inn to renovate, he was considering taking a consulting job with an old client, and he had a dog to keep him company. Talking of, where was his dog? He whistled, then heard the click of dog nails on wooden floors.

      Felony, his three-year-old golden retriever, looking like he had absolutely no fucks to give, gave him a “what do you want now?” glare.

      Thom patted his thigh. “Here, Fel.”

      The dog yawned, bored, and dragged his ass over to where Poppy stood. Sniffing her gown, he lifted his leg and peed on the fabric that was brushing the floor.

      Okay, the dress was hideous, but Felony didn’t need to be such a shit. Actually, given his dog’s bad attitude, Thom was glad that peeing was all he did.

      He grabbed his dog’s collar, shoved his nose into the small puddle of pee on the fabric, and dragged him over to the kitchen door, and opened it. He pointed to his outside kennel and, in his most authoritative voice, told Felony to go there. Felony simply lifted his nose in the air, turned his back to Thom, and farted.

      Yeah, he wasn’t remotely in charge here.

      When he walked back into the kitchen, his eyes watering, he looked at Poppy and couldn’t tell if she was about to laugh or cry. Her nose was scrunched up, and she stared down at the yellow stain on her dust-streaked dress. “Perfect. Honestly, I can’t blame him; it’s horrible. If I could, I’d pee on it, too.”

      Thom’s eyes widened. “You don’t like your wedding dress?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “No, I have taste.”

      “Then why would—” He pulled his question and shook his head. He didn’t care why she’d chosen to wear a dress she didn’t like or why she’d chosen to marry his brother or why she was here. He simply wanted her gone. He wanted his quiet life back, where his biggest problem was stripping the windowsills and dealing with his psychotic dog and dismissing the sound of footsteps coming from the floors above as the old house settling.

      “I also need to get out of it, right damn now.”

      Thom watched as Poppy placed the water bottle on the dining table and reached under her left arm, fiddling with the material on her dress. His eyes widened as the tight-fitting material slowly parted, revealing heavily embroidered lace. She kept pulling the zip down, and more of the lacy bra was revealed. No, it couldn’t be called a bra, it was more complicated than that. Strapless, its cups nestled her breasts, and the material covered her ribs and dipped into her waist. Did it reach her hips?

      Judging by the way she pulled it down her waist, he was destined to find out. Completely entranced by the impromptu strip-show happening at 5.50 on a late Saturday afternoon, he watched as the heavy dress fell into a frothy pile of fabric and pooled around her feet. Thom swallowed, wondering what had happened to the moisture in his mouth. It turned out that her corset-thingy did reach her hips, stopping just a half-inch from her boy panties.

      They shouldn’t be sexy, but, damn, they were, and somehow made her smooth, slim legs look more feminine … if that was at all possible. Clipped onto the hem of her panties were tiny hooks, and on one he saw the remnants of a stocking she’d obviously, at some point, ripped off. He wondered whether they were with her shoes. Or had she lost them later?

      Coming back to himself, he was about to ask what the hell she thought she was doing stripping off in his kitchen—to be honest, it would be a memory that would live with him forever—when she shoved her hand into the left cup of her bra-thing. What now? He waited, hardly breathing, as she pulled her hand out, her fingers tightly clasping a pearl necklace…

      He watched, fascinated, as one end of the string fell out of her hand. Then, in slow motion, the pearls slid down the string and—oh, shit—dropped into fresh air. As the pearls gained momentum, they flew off the string, bouncing on the slate tiles and skittering away. Looking down, Poppy let out a frustrated yell, tried to gather the rest of the necklace, but, somehow, simply made the situation worse, and the rest of the pearls fell and bounced.

      Then she let out an ear-piercing scream and dropped to her knees and sobbed.

      Thom, in turn, reached for an ibuprofen and a bottle of Scotch.
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