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You have heard the law that says, ‘Love your neighbor’ and hate your enemy.

But I say, love your enemies! Pray for those who persecute you! 

In that way, you will be acting as true children of your Father in heaven. 

Matthew 5:43-45 (NLT)
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Hello & Welcome!
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Hello! I’m so glad you’re reading this set!

.

If I’m a new-to-you author, here’s a little about me and my books. I'm an Aussie transplanted to England, where I live just north of London with my very English husband (aka The Cat Magnet) and our tribe of rescue cats. I’m also a USA Today bestselling author of clean Christian inspirational romances. If you love happy-ever-afters, it-could-happen-to-you sweet romance, and faith that makes a difference, chances are you’ll enjoy my stories! 

.

Would you like to know more? Why not sign up for my reader newsletter?

Subscribers have access to all my news, a sweet romance ebook as a welcome gift, plus contests and info I don't share anywhere else. Emails are rarely more than weekly, your email address will never be passed on to anyone else, and you can unsubscribe at any time. 

.

Sign up for my newsletter here!

.

Or if you want to know about my new releases but don’t want to be emailed so often, follow me on Amazon or Bookbub. That way, you’ll be emailed only when I launch a new book.
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FAITH, HOPE, AND HEARTWARMING

Real romance, real faith!
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ABOUT THE BOOKS IN THIS SET
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Romance blossoms between initially antagonistic couples with reason to dislike each other in the six clean, faith-filled, enemies-to-love romances in this set! Whether in the city or a small town, whether a Hollywood star, a missionary doctor, or a baker; an accountant, a saleswoman, or a blogger, they discover that lasting love and deepened faith can change everything. Even overcome the heartaches of the past and the challenges of the future to bring God's blessings of hope and happiness to couples who least expect it.

.

I hope you're blessed and uplifted by these deeply emotional, ultimately heartwarming stories of men and women overcoming real-life difficulties with God's help, and finding their forever love along the way! Includes a bonus novella.
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IMPERFECTLY PROVERBS 31 (from Huckleberry Lake)

She's trying to be what she's not. He's where he doesn't want to be.

.

To help her archeologist sister, geeky Samantha Rose agrees to swap her black T-shirts and diet of pizza and ice-cream for a pretty apron and a summer caring for her adorable twin nieces and their newfoundland dog in Huckleberry Lake, Idaho. How hard can it be?

.

When Perfectly Proverbs 31, the blog she starts to reassure her sister, unexpectedly goes viral and everyone believes she really is a wonderful homemaker, Sam has to keep up the pretense. If she doesn’t, she risks ruining everyone’s summer. The girls’ overprotective grandma will surely swoop in to take them away from her.

.

Forced by his boss to interview Sam then take a vacation, a month at the lake with nothing to do but write a fluff piece is burned-out city crime journalist Daniel Novak’s worst nightmare. But he finds her surprising and delightful, as her attempts to impress him with a picnic go horribly wrong. Time with Sam could restore his lost faith in people — and in God.

.

Can Ms Klutz-in-the-Kitchen transform herself to a Proverbs 31 woman in time to stop him revealing the truth about her blog? And what will happen to their growing love when he does?
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BELIEVE IN ME (from Love in Store)

God's gifts of love and forgiveness last all year round!

.

All Cara Talbot wants for Christmas is for it to be over. The workaholic accountant has good reason to hate Christmas, along with charmers like actor Nick Callaghan, playing celebrity Santa at the failing London department store she has the thankless job of managing.

.

She's determined to save her staff's jobs, Hollywood golden boy Nick just wants to live up to his Mr Unattached reputation and enjoy life. They couldn't be more opposite. But if accepting Nick's dare - dates showing her the magic of a London Christmas - can create enough publicity to keep the store open, she'll do it. Even if she risks falling in love with him in the process.

.

Can this surprising Santa allow love to deepen his untested faith and learn to commit, while helping Ms Scrooge believe in Christmas, and in God's merciful love?
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A MODEL BRIDE (from The Macleans and Love in Store)

Her plans for her Europe trip didn’t include falling in love! 

.

When Tiffany Gallagher flies to London from L.A. to spend the holidays with her family, she hopes the media interest in her actor brother will be enough to get her sketches to the hands of the right fashion designers. Volunteering at a homeless shelter on Christmas Day and getting nowhere with designers aren't part of her plan. Nor is having to travel with Mac, the grumpy, wounded and cynical Scottish photojournalist also volunteering at the shelter, to get the New Year’s Eve she'd dreamed of, an Edinburgh Hogmanay. 

.

Determined to prove she’s good at something other than shopping, she sets up an ambitious back-to-work partnership between the shelter and Pettett & Mayfield’s department store. But her scheme means she and Mac are thrown together, as he’s working at the shelter while he recovers from a bomb blast. When he turns the camera on her to help her get a modelling job, she begins to see past his wounds. 

.

Neither is looking for love, but love finds them anyway, though they know it can’t last when their plans are taking them in different directions. Can they learn in time that no matter what they’ve planned, God’s loving purpose for their lives can’t be denied?
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TEAPOTS & TIARAS (from Love in Store)

An enemies-to-love, matchmaking friends, false first impressions romance!

.

When their best friends’ summer wedding in London pushes proud judgmental medical missionary Matthew Coalbrooke and bubbly shoe-aholic kitchenware saleswoman Anita Kiernan together, it’s dislike at first sight. 

.

The only thing they can both agree on is that the bride and groom’s matchmaking attempts are bound to fail. Between his pride and her prejudice, there could hardly be a less likely couple.

But God has a bigger plan for them than they can possibly imagine.
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THE REAL THING (from The Macleans)

He's an embittered cynic. She's a perpetually cheerful Pollyanna. They both need to learn what trusting God really means.

.

Disabled since birth, bullied as a child, Edinburgh author Brodie Maclean has no faith in God, or in human nature. He learned young that his best weapons are his sharp tongue and his biting honesty, and he doesn’t hesitate to use them. When he’s forced to employ Flynn Ferguson as his housekeeper, it’s instant dislike. She’s too cheerful, she’s too loud, she’s too everything. Including distracting. How is he supposed to write with her around?

.

Even always-look-on-the-bright-side Flynn finds it hard to be glad about her new boss, apart from the little fact that the generous salary means she can give her daughter a wonderful birthday. As soon as she can (“Tomorrow, please Lord?”), she’ll quit.

.

Neither intends to deceive the other, but only when they meet online, safe behind names that aren’t their names and photos that aren’t their photos, are they able to be their real selves and fall in love. Can they recognise the truth behind their false impressions before it’s too late?

.

You’ve Got Mail meets As Good As It Gets meets a mischievous ferret in this faith-filled Scottish enemies-to-love opposites-attract romance.
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HIS FATHER'S SON (from Sweetapple Falls)

Can a single mom forgive her disabled son's father, when he returns to her small hometown wanting to help?

.

When former bad boy Luke Tanner discovers the son he believed was adopted is fatherless, he's determined to help — and regain the trust of the only woman he's ever loved.

.

For small-town single mom Anna Harrison, his return is twelve years too late. Luke broke her heart when he left. She can’t risk that for their son, disabled by a life-limiting illness. But she can’t deny Josh the father he wants so badly, either.

.

To become the loving family Luke hopes they can be, they’ll both need to forgive secrets from his troubled and painful past. Can they leave old hurts behind to face the future together with God’s help, or will only a crisis heal their stubborn hearts?
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BONUS NOVELLA - LAST CHRISTMAS  (from The Blue Door)

Last Christmas, they teetered on the edge of falling in love, until a misunderstanding tore them apart. This Christmas, when an emergency throws them together as volunteers at a homeless shelter, can they see beyond their past to the future God intends for them?

.

Zay and Holliday have been friends since their preteens. They’ve shared everything from vacation Bible school to their high school prom to following their chosen work paths – as friends. But last Christmas, their developing romantic love changed everything. Made what they had sweeter and deeper, sure, but also scared them silly, when both grew up in troubled, unhappy homes. One hasty argument on Christmas Eve later, their friendship is over. Holliday takes a job offer that moves her to the other end of England. The further from Zay, the better.

.

Neither expect to see each other again, let alone be forced to spend this Christmas Eve together at The Blue Door. Much has changed in their year apart, but not their feelings for each other. As they support the other staff and the shelter residents, they learn to open their hurting hearts to faith, trust, and love.

.

But if they both get what they most want for Christmas, will they break each others’ hearts all over again?
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PLEASE NOTE: the stories set in Britain use British English grammar and spelling. Though this may look wrong to American readers, it’s correct for the UK, promise! Please have fun discovering the differences rather than judging them!
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​IMPERFECTLY PROVERBS 31
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Huckleberry Lake Book #2
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by

Autumn Macarthur
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She speaks with wisdom and teaches others to be loving and kind.

Proverbs 31:26 ERV
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About the book
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She's trying to be what she's not. He's where he doesn't want to be.

.

To help her archeologist sister, geeky Samantha Rose agrees to swap her black T-shirts and diet of pizza and ice-cream for a pretty apron and a summer caring for her adorable twin nieces and their newfoundland dog in Huckleberry Lake, Idaho. How hard can it be?

.

When Perfectly Proverbs 31, the blog she starts to reassure her sister, unexpectedly goes viral and everyone believes she really is a wonderful homemaker, Sam has to keep up the pretense. If she doesn’t, she risks ruining everyone’s summer. The girls’ overprotective grandma will surely swoop in to take them away from her.

.

Forced by his boss to interview Sam then take a vacation, a month at the lake with nothing to do but write a fluff piece is burned-out city crime journalist Daniel Novak’s worst nightmare. But he finds her surprising and delightful, as her attempts to impress him with a picnic go horribly wrong. Time with Sam could restore his lost faith in people — and in God.

.

​Can Ms Klutz-in-the-Kitchen transform herself to a Proverbs 31 woman in time to stop him revealing the truth about her blog? And what will happen to their growing love when he does?

.

FAITH, HOPE, AND HEARTWARMING

Real romance, real faith!

Subscribe to my reader newsletter here.

––––––––
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Dear Reader,
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Have you ever compared yourself to other people in your life and felt second-best? Samantha Rose, the heroine of this book certainly does, and I admit, I do as well, at times!

But if we’re not careful, comparing can lead to jealousy or despair (or its wicked stepsister, pride). That’s not part of what God intends for us!

Sam’s lesson is to learn that God has given us different gifts and talents, for His own purposes. In His eyes, we are all equal. Equally valued, equally loved.

Any time we find ourselves comparing, we can hand those feelings of inadequacy over to Him, trusting that He does have a loving plan and purpose for every single one of us.

I hope you enjoy Samantha and Daniel’s story, and that it blesses and uplifts you,
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FAITH, HOPE, AND HEARTWARMING

Real romance, real faith!

Subscribe to my reader newsletter here.
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Prologue
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Daniel Novak stared at his boss. She’d called him to her office for this? “I think I misheard you. You want me to do what?”

Meg shook her head, her stiff salt-and-pepper hair barely moving. “You didn’t mishear, Novak. I’m sending you to Idaho to interview Samantha Rose, the homemaking blogger a mention in our magazine section made an overnight hit.”

Her brisk businesslike voice didn’t shift gear as she repeated her outrageous statement.

“Send one of the junior reporters. This is a piece for the lifestyle pages.” He turned to leave. “Excuse me, I have some real news to chase.”

“It isn’t a suggestion for your next assignment. It’s an order.”

The hint of steel in her tone stopped him at the door. He glanced back at her, eyebrows raised.

Was the editor reputed to be the toughest and smartest in New York losing it? No one knew Meg’s real age, but she’d have to be hitting her seventies. Not that old.

Her fist thudded on the desk. Controlled, but unmistakably a thump. “I still run this paper. I know everyone’s contracts inside out. You’re going, or you’re fired.”

They faced off. The words, Go ahead, hovered unsaid on his lips.

She’d mentored him from his first day as a cocky intern here, made him who he was. Besides, Meg had way too much business savvy to fire one of her best investigative reporters on a whim.

Her lips curved in the merest hint of a smile. “Don’t try calling my bluff, Novak. You know I never make threats I won’t follow through on.”

That much she was right about. In his fifteen years at the paper, he’d never heard her order anything she didn’t make happen. But this was ridiculous.

A homemaking blogger, for crying out loud, when his job was uncovering the city’s hidden crime and deception! Still, he could knock over a simple interview like this in a day. A day’s travel either side, three days tops. If he couldn’t talk Meg out of sending him, he’d have to humor her and go along with it.

But not without putting up a fight first.

“I want a follow-up on Samantha Rose. And I want you to do it.” A perfectly manicured bony finger poked a folder across her wide desk. “Here’s the plane reservation, the rental car, and your booking at a bed and breakfast. The details have been emailed to you.”

He stepped closer to pick up the folder and leafed through the printed pages as she continued speaking.

“Take whatever angle you want. You can add some critical analysis. The power of the press. Why a modern woman wants to devote so much time to homemaking. The impossible images of perfection most lifestyle media portray.” Irony warped those steel tones. “Including our own lifestyle pages, by the way, so don’t be too critical.”

“Forget the story for a minute. There’s something wrong here.” Pausing, he checked the dates again on the bookings. “Your assistant made a mistake. I’m booked into this place for four weeks. Even four days is more than it needs. There’s no reason I can think of not to simply call the woman and do a phone interview.”

“It’s not a mistake.” She eyed him steadily. “That’s what I told her to book. And there’s every reason not to do a phone interview. I want you to go in person.”

“You’re demanding I fly right across the country and lose an entire month doing what’s little more than a filler piece, no matter how you try to dress it up?” Lowering the folder, he stared at her, head shaking, forehead creased.

“When did you last use your vacation time?” The shrewd glance over the top of her glasses said she already knew.

Jaw tight, he placed both hands on her wide desk, leaning over it. “You know I haven’t taken any time off for years. And I don’t need to start.”

“Don’t you? We have a difference of opinion on that.” Meg wasn’t backing down. Not one inch.

Time for a different approach.

Stepping back, dropping his tense shoulders, he forced his body language to become as conciliatory as he could manage. “With the paper facing tough times financially, why spend so much on one story to fill space in the lifestyle section? And why me?”

“Consider it a thirty-fifth birthday gift. I’m paying.” Her harsh features softened, and for a moment, she looked more human than he’d seen her. “I taught you to ask all those whys. Here’s why — you’re burning out, Daniel. I know the signs better than anyone. You need some time off.”

He dragged in a deep, careful breath to relax his tensed muscles. Conciliatory, remember? “No. No way am I burning out. My last few stories were better than ever.”

The corners of her mouth turned down. “Were they? They were scoops, sure. I know beyond doubt everything you write is one-hundred-percent accurate and factual. But there’s something missing. It’s always been missing from your stories. The human element. Any sense of caring for something greater than the facts.”

“There is nothing greater than the facts. Getting to the truth and seeing justice done is all that matters.” Outrage rocked him, echoing in his voice. How could Meg, of all people, say differently? “That’s what good investigative journalism is all about. You taught me that, too. About the same time you taught me who, why, where, what, how.”

“Did I?” Regret further drooped her lips as she shook her head. “In that case, I owe you an apology. I don’t like what I’m seeing in you. You’re so tuned into dishonesty and deceit, it’s all you can see in people.”

Before he could reply, she held up a hand. “I know about your father and the effect that had on you. But not everyone is crooked.”

The old pain of discovering Dad’s hypocrisy clenched his gut. He stiffened. “Aren’t they? In my experience, once you scratch beneath their nice shiny surfaces, most people are.”

Meg huffed. “You don’t think the fact that you’ve spent all your adult life investigating crime and fraud has anything to do with that? And this is exactly why I’m giving you a month off. You need to reset your internal lie detector by spending time with normal, honest people. Tell me, who do you trust? Anyone?” Her quirked eyebrow told him she didn’t expect the list would be long.

It wasn’t. Despite the way it played right into her argument, he couldn’t and wouldn’t lie.

“You. That’s it.” He shrugged, focused on her desk. “After the way you mentored me, I can’t imagine you’d stab me in the back. Though this” — he waved the papers — “sure looks like it.”

Meg rolled her eyes. “Come on, Novak. You know me better than that. If I ever decide to stab you in the back, you’ll know. There won’t be any ‘looks like’ about it. Besides, the city’s fraudsters and conmen aren’t going to disappear if you take four weeks off.” She dismissed his concerns with an airy wave of the hand. Easy to say when it wasn’t her career on the line. “And yes, I did mentor you. You’re the closest thing to a son I have.”

Slowly, he nodded. She had him now. He’d never known his mother, and though no one could call Meg motherly, he did respect and admire her.

Smiling wryly, he spread his hands. “I know. If anyone else but you had suggested this, I’d already have challenged them to go ahead and fire me, and be back at my desk. It’s the craziest suggestion I’ve ever heard, but I’m still here listening.”

“So keep listening, kid.” Genuine affection warmed her face. “I’m not sure I want to see you turn out like me. Hard-boiled and cynical. Living for nothing but the next scoop, on an endless search for truth and justice.”

“Dedication to the truth made you the best there is.” He’d never heard her speak such heresy, contradicting the journalistic code she taught.

“The best in a very dirty game. Are you sure that’s what you want?” She gazed at the copy of today’s newspaper on her desk, brow furrowed, lips pensive. “A long time ago, I hit a fork in the road. I had to choose — marriage or my job. I’ve loved this newspaper, and I’m not saying I made the wrong choice. For the last forty years, I’ve been convinced I made the right one. But lately, I’ve been wondering. What if I’d chosen marriage instead...?” The choices she hadn’t made clouded her gray eyes.

He regarded her steadily. She was losing it. “What ifs are for fiction writers, not journalists. This is the life I want. I’m not pining for anything different.”

Meg lifted one hand to the chest of her man-styled gray suit. “That’s what worries me. You’ve made the decision without ever considering an alternative. I’m giving you the chance at a fork in the road now. You have a week to tidy up loose ends here. Then I want you on your flight to Spokane. Take time out. Start the book you want to write. Think about what you really need from your life. And email me the story on Samantha Rose. Make it a good one.”

In other words, discussion over. And he’d been well and truly steamrollered. Arms flexing, he stalked from her office. A boss who’d lost her edge. She’d be ordering him to write about unicorns and fairy dust, next.

And a month in a hick lakeside town with nothing to do but write a fluff piece on some homemaking blogger.

Probably his worst nightmare.

​
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Chapter 1
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“So tell me, Sam, what’s it like to be famous?”

Liz, the grandmotherly neighbor who’d helped so much in the six weeks since she’d arrived at the lake rental, peered at Samantha Rose over the top of her iced tea.

Biting her lip, Sam shook her head. “I never wanted this to happen. I’d take the blog down if I could.”

Guilt chewed at her stomach. She’d end up with indigestion if the fuss about her website didn’t disappear as fast as it started. Who would have guessed that tongue-in-cheek titled Perfectly Proverbs 31 would go viral after a single mention in a national paper?

Not her, that’s for sure.

Few women could be further from the Proverbs 31 ideal. But so far, only her sister grasped the name’s irony.

“No! It’s so pretty,” Liz protested. “And people seem to like seeing the recipes and the food and your photos of the garden. Why not let it give them pleasure?”

How could she get Liz to understand her distress over the blog being seen and read by so many women? “Because it’s not really the truth. No one but my sister was supposed to see it.” Her hands lifted to massage her aching temples. “I only started it to show her that the girls were well and happy with me. Steph’s never left them with anyone else for more than a couple of days since their father died, let alone an entire summer. Any mama would worry.”

As if on a reflex, she glanced out the kitchen window to check the twins. Both fine. If two adorable blonde five-year-olds hanging upside down in an apple tree, throwing tiny unripe fruit for their huge Newfoundland dog, Bear, to catch counted as fine.

It did to her.

She’d deliberately not posted pictures of them tree climbing. Or those pics Liz snapped of them bobbing happily in the shallow water when she managed to overturn the canoe. PTL for life jackets was the best she could say about that.

Steph would have to wait till she came back from Bolivia to see those photos.

The girls were having such fun. She couldn’t believe she should stop them climbing, as long as they stayed on the lower branches as she’d told them. If they fell, the soft grass beneath the tree would cushion their fall.

Still, she did have to stop them pulling off apples. She’d rented the cottage for the summer from Liz’s grown-up granddaughter, Maddie, so Sam had a responsibility to ensure they didn’t damage anything.

Brow crinkled, she stood, ready to call them in.

Following her gaze, Liz smiled. “Let them be. The fruit on that tree has never been good for more than vinegar, anyway.”

The older woman had an uncanny knack of guessing her thoughts. Sam subsided into her chair as her neighbor continued.

“I’m not so worried about any mischief those two get up to as I am about you. You haven’t seemed properly happy since that newspaper mentioned you.” Eyes bright as a bird’s behind her thick glasses, Liz studied her. “I’m sure you’ve lost weight. You know, we need to trust the Lord has a plan and a purpose for everything. He must have a reason for this, too.”

“I have no idea what His reason could be.” Sam rolled her eyes. “Any of the homemaking bloggers I design sites for would be ecstatic to get a result like this. But I only intended to let Steph get on with her work, knowing I’m feeding the girls more than the pizza and Cocoa Krispies I live on back in Seattle.” She loosed a rueful chuckle. “Fat chance of that. No pizza places here in Sunset Point.”

Liz laughed. “No. Though Maddie and I have tried to make up for that.”

“And you’ve both done great. I haven’t missed pizza once.” Sam smiled her gratitude at the kindly older woman. Liz cooked amazing food, and Maddie inherited her gift. “Whenever Steph can get online, she checks the blog to see what new meals I’ve posted.”

“Well, surely, reassuring her is a good enough reason.” Her neighbor’s bright tone, designed to comfort, didn’t quite convince Sam.

“I hope so. But it doesn’t stop me from feeling like a fraud when other women believe I’m a good homemaker.” She took a gulp of her iced tea, hoping to dislodge the lump of misery in her throat.

“What does your sister say?”

“She appreciates seeing for herself the girls are eating well and happy.” Thinking of the thirty-minute-older twin sister she adored lightened Sam’s distress a little. She could ride out a few weeks of instant fame if it helped Steph. “I’ve had a couple of emails. She’s so fired up by being out in the field again doing real archaeology. Plus, she’s set up a Bible study group in the village they’re staying in and has even learned to cook the local foods. We’re so very different.”

Despite her pride in all her sister achieved, she didn’t quite manage to prevent a sigh escaping.

Mom and Steph were natural homemakers and mothers. They effortlessly shared their love for the Lord and were always beautifully groomed. They could probably teach the mommy bloggers she made websites for stuff they didn’t know.

As for her, she lived in jeans and T-shirts, failed Mom’s patient attempts to teach her any household skills, then topped it off by being the only girl to flunk the compulsory Homemaking 101 class in junior high.

Even the guys did better than her. She’d had the rock-hard rock biscuits and bleeding fingers from attempts at sewing to prove it. Not to mention the ridicule from the teacher.

Mom never let her disappointment show, but she did always sigh at the mess whenever she visited. And that was after Sam cleaned up.

Then there were those puzzled glances. As if Mom was trying to figure out how she produced identical twins who were complete opposites. Steph so like her, and Sam... just not.

Her sister wasn’t just born first — Steph was born better than her at everything.

Concern puckered Liz’s brow.

Oh no. Had she said her thoughts out loud?

“You know, we’re not to compare ourselves to others. You do worthwhile things, too. You’re looking after the girls. You run your own business. You’ve fitted right into the community here.” Her neighbor flashed an impish grin. “You’re even cooking a bit better since you asked me to start teaching you.”

Sam laughed. “I hope so. It would be hard to be worse. I have to try, at least.”

She wanted to learn. Really, she did.

If good intentions counted, she’d live a calm, ordered life in an immaculate home, cooking delicious and healthy meals. Like Mom, Steph, and the real mommy bloggers did.

“So you can eat more than pizza when you go home?” Liz asked, chuckling.

Her tiny one-room apartment hardly counted as a home, though she did love Seattle. “Maybe. It’s mostly because if I can learn to cook, I might feel less of a fraud. Everyone but Steph and I’m guessing Mom thinks it’s me making the food on the blog. It’s not sitting easy on my conscience that I can’t.”

Liz leaned over to pat her hand, but said nothing, so Sam kept talking.

“And I do trust God knows best.” She scrunched her face. “It’s just... this has been the craziest two weeks of my life. You’re the one who should be famous, not me.”

Two weeks since that national newspaper linked to the huckleberry pie recipe she’d posted, along with a cuter-than-a-bug picture of the girls grinning big purple smiles as they ate it.

Liz’s recipe.

Liz’s pie, baked in her big country kitchen next door, not by Sam in the equally lovely and well-equipped kitchen of this cottage.

Her neighbor smiled. “I don’t mind at all.” She touched her shiny gold wedding band, then chuckled. “After all, I have my Hiram. What would I do with all these men proposing to me instead of you?”

A groan escaped Sam, and she rested her iced tea glass against her heated forehead. “I don’t know what to do with them, either. I’m just thankful none of them have turned up here in person. Good thing I registered the website at my Seattle address.”

Liz might get a chuckle from her unwanted fame and the daily crop of new emails, but it was harder for her to see it as a joke. All it did was reinforce her sense of being a fake. Not to mention raising unpleasant echoes of that junior high homemaking teacher ridiculing her failures and telling her no man would want to marry a girl who couldn’t cook and keep house.

It appeared Mrs. Murphy was right.

Sam never imagined so many men would propose to a complete stranger, just because they thought she could bake a good pie.

“Any new ones today? Let’s look!” Excited as a child, Liz pointed to the open laptop and took another sip of her sweet tea.

With exaggerated reluctance, Sam pulled it over, angled the screen so they both could see, and clicked on the webmail she’d set up expecting only Steph to use.

“Ad.” Delete. “Spam.” Delete again. “Oh, you might be interested in this one. An offer from Bloomingdales to stock the pies in their gourmet food department.” She glanced at Liz. “That could be a nice additional income earner for you or Maddie.”

Liz grinned. “Not you, then?”

“Not likely!” Shaking her head, Sam laughed. “You’ve seen my pitiful attempts at baking.”

For her, they were unforgettable. Her first try using Liz’s recipe had the delightfully chewy texture of cardboard, as well as being an unappetizing shade of gray.

Her second try fell apart into a crumbled mess, though at least it tasted more or less okay. Probably less rather than more. If she’d aimed at baking apple crumble instead of pie, she might have even been pleased with how it turned out.

“You’ll get better with practice. We have plenty of summer left for more lessons. Or you could move here. Maddie would love to have someone renting the cottage year-round.”

Sam rolled her eyes, doubting her dear friend’s well-meant reassurance. “Much as I’d love to move here, even twenty years might not be enough. Maybe teaching me to cook pie is beyond even your ability.”

Waving an admonishing finger, Liz shook her head. “Have more faith, girl. I don’t know who else might want to bake those pies, but I’ll ask around. Certainly not me or Maddie. Since that mention in the newspaper, she’s busier with the store and her accommodation bookings. I’m sure she won’t have time for more baking. And I’m not interested in making extra money. I bake for the pleasure of eating and sharing good food. I’d hate for something I love to become a chore, which it would if I had to bake twenty pies a day.”

“Well, if you change your mind, or think of anyone else who might be able to use the income, let me know. I’ll keep that one, just in case.” She hit save.

“No proposals?” Liz mock-pouted. “I was looking forward to a good proposal. It felt like an interesting proposal sort of day.”

“There’s more email.” Sam clicked to open it. “Free goods for review.” Eyes widening at the huge shiny kitchenware set offered, she hovered her hand over the delete button. “I really should pass these on to you. Come clean and tell everyone you’re the perfect Proverbs 31 woman, not me.”

Liz snorted, a surprising sound from those darling wrinkled-apple lips. “You ask Hiram if I’m perfect! There’s a lot more to being a Biblical woman than baking.”

Sam waved at the screen. “But I’m cheating you out of the chance to get all these lovely things. Emails like this come every day.”

“You’re cheating me out of nothing.” A vigorous head shake sent gray curls dancing. “Can you imagine me trying to do one of those blog things? I can hardly switch on my cellphone, let alone a computer. Besides, I have a perfectly good set of pots and pans next door. I don’t need more. And as for ‘fessing up’, wouldn’t that worry your family?”

“Not Steph.” Planting her chin in one palm, Sam drummed the fingers of her other hand beside the keyboard. “She thinks it’s a huge joke. It’s her mother-in-law I’m worried about. Nancy would be here in a shot to take her granddaughters away from my bad influence. Though she’s too houseproud to tolerate them for long. She always makes me feel like Pollyanna, facing her disapproving aunt.”

“Hmm, the girls wouldn’t be happy there. I’m sure they’re glad they got to stay with their fun Auntie Sam for the summer instead.” Mischief lit Liz’s eyes as if she were barely older than five years old herself. “And your parents?”

“They’re away on a missions trip. Dad would understand. He’d just laugh and know I meant it for the best. Mom...?” Clicking delete on the saucepan offer, Sam took another big gulp of her iced tea. “She’d say nothing to me, but I expect she’d secretly be disappointed and embarrassed. Really, I have to keep it going till Steph comes back. But that doesn’t stop it from feeling wrong.”

“You’ve never told an actual lie in what you write, have you?” Mischief vanishing, Liz’s shrewd old eyes assessed her.

“No, of course not!” Sam closed her eyes for a moment, examining her conscience. The results weren’t pretty. “Not an out-and-out lie. But isn’t giving a false impression just as bad?”

“You’d need to discuss that with your pastor. Or with the Lord. My opinion — you’re doing it to console a mother’s loving heart and give the girls a happy summer, not to deliberately deceive.” Liz folded her hands on the table and gave a single decisive nod as if she’d made her mind up.

Sam couldn’t feel so sure, but no point protesting.

“Anyway, you really are doing a great job, the way you’re caring for them. That’s no lie. You’re keeping them safe and well, showing them you love them, and letting them be children, which means things get a little messy sometimes.” Leaning back comfortably, Liz resettled in her chair and waved toward the laptop. “But I’m disappointed. This must be the first day with no proposals.”

Best not to utter her thought — Thank the Lord for that! For Sam, this wasn’t nearly the entertainment Liz found it.

“Looks like that’s it for now.” She refreshed the screen. “Oh wait. Another email just came in.”

Opening it, she scanned the blunt words. Her heart sank to her sneakers.

“Your sister or your parents?” Liz leaned forward, squinting to read the text, concern clouding her eyes.

“No, nothing that bad.” Sam rushed to reassure her. “But bad enough. Way worse than a proposal. Worse even than one of those guys turning up here. Another journalist wants to interview me.”

Her shoulders sagged. She’d never pull this off.

Her neighbor’s head tilted to one side like a puzzled sparrow. “But you’ve already done interviews and handled them wonderfully.”

“They were phone or email interviews with other homemaking bloggers and local radio stations. I had the questions in advance, so I had time to find honest but safe answers. I’ve started turning down even those. This instant celebrity thing has gone too far.”

“So what makes this one any different?”

“I’d hoped Sunset Point was a little too far from anywhere for anyone to suggest face-to-face interviews. Seems I was wrong.” She checked the name again. “It’s a guy called Daniel Novak, from the national paper that started all this.”

“And?” Liz prompted.

“And — he’s already on his way to Sunset Point. He wants to interview me lunchtime tomorrow. Here in the cottage. If I refuse, he’s sure to guess something is up. Most bloggers would jump at the chance to get such amazing publicity. But if I agree...”

Panic growing, Sam swiveled from side to side, scanning the cheery but untidy kitchen. The open connecting door into the living room gave a clear view of toys, coloring books, and crayons scattered across the floor from the girls’ morning playtime.

Her neighbor’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

“Right.” Sam nodded grimly. “I can’t let everyone find out through a national newspaper trumpeting to the world that I’m a fake.”

She shuddered. Once Nancy knew, she’d probably quit her cruise and fly right home to rescue her granddaughters, and they’d be miserable for the rest of the summer. Not to mention, she’d disappoint poor Mom again.

To her surprise, Liz settled back with a serene smile. “So, it’s easy. We have nearly twenty-four hours to make the cottage sparkle and work out how to convince this Daniel Novak that you really are a good homemaker.”
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Ten a.m. Two hours before he’d leave for the interview with Samantha Rose. Time for more coffee. Daniel looked up from his laptop, stretched, and yawned.

His room, stuffed full of antique furniture and pieced quilts, with framed Bible verses on the wall like a hangover from the 1880s, would probably please some tastes. He preferred clean-lined modern, himself. And rooms with coffeemakers. He’d have to go to the café downstairs.

It appeared the bed and breakfast also served as the small community’s store and café. As the only other eatery was in a more upmarket resort across the lake, the café would inevitably be his lunch and dinner place as well.

He’d already tried a slice of the huckleberry-apple pie that gave Meg the crazy idea to send him here. One taste explained why the travel writer raved. Except she’d been wrong suggesting it tasted like blueberry pie.

Comparing wild mountain huckleberries to blueberries was comparing a ride on a mustang to sitting on a kid’s rocking horse.

So at least the food seemed good and the bed comfortable. Though the quiet last night kept him awake. Nothing but crickets.

The writing desk under the window looked out onto the lake, glittering in the sunshine. Pine-covered mountains towered behind it. The only sound, besides the occasional murmur of voices from the store porch below and the even more occasional passing vehicle, was birdsong. The air he breathed tasted fresh and clean.

Too rural for him. Give him the roar of city traffic, any day.

And the young couple running the store were far too much in love and far too full of the faith he’d left behind long ago to suit him. To keep his sanity as the four weeks at the lake stretched ahead like an eternity, he might have to start writing that political thriller he’d been thinking about for years.

But first, the lunchtime interview with Ms. Samantha Rose.

His research on her turned up surprisingly little. Unlike many bloggers, plastering their face on every post, only one photo adorned the “About Me” page of her excessively pink and pretty blog, and none anywhere else. That single black and white image showed her face obscured by leaves as if she’d deliberately hidden behind the tree branch. The most he could make out of her features was fair hair and bright laughing eyes.

Her Facebook profile didn’t help, either. It showed a big-eyed anime-style cartoon caricature, unlikely to resemble any real woman without extensive plastic surgery.

And when he’d questioned his perpetually smiling hostess as she served breakfast, Maddie told him little more. Only that Ms. Rose had rented her cottage for the summer. He’d assumed such a small town would be bursting with gossip about its newly famous resident.

It appeared not. So many contradictions to his expectations set his antennae twitching.

More caffeine would help him think better. He stood to go downstairs and find that coffee.

Before he’d taken a step off the creaky stairs and into the store, Maddie looked up from dealing with a customer and called out. “Daniel, do you want coffee? Go on through to the café and help yourself. I’ve made a fresh jug.” Her voice rang loud with an edge of tension.

The slender shopper at the counter shoved her purchases into a canvas tote with quick jerky movements and hurried to the door. As she opened it, she turned just enough to throw him a nervous glance before exiting.

Blonde hair, big eyes, pretty. And apparently, also afraid of being seen.

Of him?

His Spidey-senses tingled even more. If that was Samantha Rose, this interview promised to be more interesting than he’d thought. She gave the unmistakable impression of a woman who wanted to hide something.

His job — to find out what that something was.

Two hours later, on his way to the interview, his journalism-trained mind cataloged Sunset Point’s Main Street as he slowed his Manhattan stride to an amble, better suited to his surroundings.

Very little “main” about the street, apart from it being slightly more so than the others. On the map he’d picked up at the store, another street curved behind this one, higher up the hill but almost in parallel. A few short roads connected the two.

That comprised the entire town.

Clapboard houses with wide porches lined one side of Main Street. The other side lay open to the lake and the mountains beyond. Only two commercial buildings — the big general store, also serving as café, accommodation, tourist information, and boat hire; and a tiny US Mail office.

Probably bitterly cold and frozen here in winter, but on a July day with the sun shining and a light breeze blowing off the lake, he could think of worse places to be exiled. Siberia? Maybe he should be grateful Meg hadn’t taken her whim to send him to the wilderness back in February.

But despite his suspicions about Ms. Rose, he wasn’t in the mood to be too grateful. A month away from where the real news happened wasn’t ever part of his plan.

He blew out a long frustrated breath. Only honesty compelled him to stay the full time Meg insisted on, rather than hightailing it to the city the minute he’d done his interview. His single act of rebellion was changing his afternoon flights back to the earliest morning departure. That would get him home a whole six hours earlier. Worth the hefty fee to switch.

Twenty-seven days to go.

Yes, he was counting.

He turned off Main Street at the first intersection. Samantha Rose’s email said first on the right, up the hill, then hers was the house on the corner.

The gray clapboard cottage with a bright blue front door and even brighter pink flowers in hanging baskets on the porch looked like the right place for a homemaking blogger with a rose-pink website to live in. The odor of baking wafting through the open window smelled like the right way for her house to smell, too.

Cookies.

The cookie shop he walked past daily on the way to the office pumped that same mouth watering odor out onto the street, to entice people in.

It worked for them, and it worked for Samantha Rose.

His knock on the door was answered almost immediately. Definitely the woman he’d seen in the store. No makeup, blonde hair in a soft wispy up-do, and a pink flowered apron over her white T-shirt and slim jeans. Instead of the earlier wary glance, she smiled welcome, though the smile didn’t light up her eyes.

And there, in her oven-mitted hand, was the source of the delicious scent. A tray of chocolate chip cookies. They looked as good as they smelled.

“Ms. Rose? I’m Daniel Novak.”

She swung the door wide, revealing an entry hall with braided rugs on the polished wood floors. “Come in. We have a picnic lunch all prepared. As it’s such a lovely day, we can eat by the lake. But I wanted to bake some cookies for the girls to have later. I’ll just set them cooling before we go.”

“Thank you for agreeing to an interview at such short notice, Ms. Rose.”

“Please call me Sam.”

Nodding acknowledgment, though the boyish name didn’t suit her in the least, he followed her into a spacious old-fashioned kitchen. A huge oak table filled the center of the room. As she wielded a spatula to lift the cookies onto a metal rack, he admired her graceful movements and hoped he’d get one of those cookies, too.

He pulled out his small voice recorder and flicked it on. “Do you agree to me recording the interview?”

For a fleeting moment, apprehension gleamed in her blue eyes. He’d been right to suspect she wanted to hide something. He filed the observation away.

Then she nodded. “Sure. That’s standard procedure, right?”

“It makes sure the final article stays factual, which is in your interest. So, the girls are your nieces, staying with you for the summer, correct?” Easy questions he already knew the answer to first, to warm her up.

After that glimpse of her in the store, he’d done more research, read right through her website, Perfectly Proverbs 31. All the pictures were of food, flowers and plants in the garden, or two little girls, usually wearing matching print dresses.

“Yes. Five-year-old twins, Emily and Rose. I’m minding them while their mom is abroad. I started the blog as a record of these months with them, purely for their mother. I never anticipated it would get as much attention as it has.”

Her voice, low and sweet, fell softly on his ear. He didn’t get the sense she hid anything now.

An irrelevant question tickled his sense of the ridiculous. “Rose Rose?”

Samantha Rose gurgled as she deposited the baking tray in the sink and pulled off her floral mitt. “Thankfully, no. Her name is hard enough for her as it is.”

He raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Rose still has a slight lisp, so she says her name as Wose. The girls have a different last name than me. And no, I won’t disclose it, to maintain their privacy.”

She’d answered a question he had no intention of asking. Memories of the way Dad used pictures of him as a kid in mail outs and promotions for his so-called charity still burned in his gut. “Wise. So where are they now?”

Focus on the interview, Novak. Do not reach out and snatch a warm cookie to comfort those memories. No matter how delicious they smell, or how much you want one.

“Next door with my neighbors. As I said, I never expected the site would go viral, and I don’t intend to expose them to any more publicity than necessary. The picnic is all ready to go.” She rested a hand on the large lidded basket sitting on the table. “There’s a perfect spot on the lakeshore.”

“Sounds fine.”

She struggled to lift the basket. “Oops, it’s heavier than I thought since it has everything in it.”

“Let me carry it.” Tucking the voice recorder in his shirt pocket, he took the basket from her and needed to brace himself. No wonder she’d struggled. The thing must weigh thirty pounds. Either her idea of a picnic lunch didn’t involve plastic plates, or she had enough food in here to invite all of Sunset Point.

Or he seriously needed to consider more time in the gym.

Samantha Rose untied her apron and slipped it off, hanging it on a hook behind the door. “I’ll just grab my purse.” She slung a large tote over one shoulder. “I’m ready.”

On the porch, she pulled the front door closed but didn’t lock it.

“No locks?” He couldn’t hide his surprise.

A charming chuckle accompanied the smile she flashed him as she pushed the garden gate open. “I thought the same when I arrived. It seems no one in Sunset Point locks up. I’m told it would be considered downright unneighborly.”

Carrying the basket down the hill without pitching forward limited how much breath he had left to talk. “City girl?”

“Mostly.” She grinned. “We moved around a lot for Dad’s job, but Mom always managed to create a home in the new place within days. She’s a gifted homemaker. Since moving away from home, I’ve continued the family tradition by going where my past jobs took me, most recently Seattle.”

Reaching level ground on Main Street made hauling the picnic basket far easier. She turned right, away from the store.

“Right here. I’m glad we could get a table.” She grinned and pointed to the only unoccupied table among the heavy timber picnic settings scattered along the grassy lake bank. “I’m told that mention in the newspaper has doubled visitors to Sunset Point, despite how out-of-the-way it is. Would you put that on the bench?”

Relieved, he hefted the basket and deposited it where she asked, then clasped his hands together and stretched out his arms and shoulders. Time to get back to the interview. “You can take all summer off to mind your nieces? Great employer.”

Again, she flashed him a bright genuine smile as she opened the basket lid and lifted out a blue-checked tablecloth. “My employer is me. Since I quit my last job and started working for myself, my office can be wherever there’s an internet connection. This summer, I’m working evenings, once the twins are in bed.”

Deftly, she shook the tablecloth open, laid it over the table, and clipped weights shaped like dragonflies to each corner. “To stop the breeze blowing it away,” she explained, answering his unspoken question.

“What can I do to help?”

“Nothing. It’s all done. I only need to lay it all out.” The three thick glass dishes with plastic lids, a set of proper cutlery, cloth napkins, and two Mason jars containing what looked like apple juice explained why the basket weighed so much. “I’ll leave the pie in the basket for now.”

She peeled back the lids to reveal the first two dishes contained a mix of salads, nicely presented on a bed of lettuce, while the third held bread rolls.

“Looks good.” He meant it.

“The vegetables are organic, fresh from the backyard. My neighbor, and her granddaughter who owns the house, had it all planted up before I arrived. You already know Maddie, of course.” Frowning at the table, she repositioned a few items. “There, that looks right. I’ll just take a few photos before we eat.”

The camera she pulled from her bag looked professional.

“Why not let me take the pictures, and then you’ll be in them, too?” Unusually, Meg hadn’t insisted he bring a photographer to the interview, instead suggesting he ask permission to use images from the blog.

He wanted at least one of the evasive Ms. Rose.

Samantha Rose’s cheeks pinked. “No, none of me. I hate having my photo taken. I won’t bother with photos today. It’s a habit I’ve gotten into. If something looks nice, I photograph it, in case I can use it in a website. I’m a web designer and using my own images means I produce unique pages for my clients.”

A plausible enough reason, but her breathy tone and the slightly hunted look in her blue eyes suggested she had other reasons to keep herself out of the photos.

His newshound instinct kicked all the way in. Not that he’d let his suspicions show.

Raising a hand, he stood back. With a month here, he’d get the photos he wanted some other time. “Take as long as you need. I can wait to eat. Breakfast this morning was twice what I’d have at home.”

Her musical chuckle sounded again. “Maddie enjoys looking after her guests. I loved the welcome they gave me — two days’ worth of home-cooked meals, to tide me over till we’d settled in.”

He nodded and let her get on with her photos. Food was one thing, but after a few days, all the sweetness and light from his hosts would become cloying.

The shots she took weren’t just snapshots. Not with the way she carefully framed and adjusted things. Then she smiled. “There, done! Now we can sit.”

Once they were both seated, she spread her napkin in her lap then gazed at him expectantly. What did she want?

“Will you give thanks, or shall I?” she asked when the silence stretched uncomfortably long.

Give thanks? He hadn’t done that for years and had no idea what he’d say to God if he did. “Uh, how about we each give thanks silently?”

She quirked her lips to one side and raised an eyebrow. “Okay.”

Instead of praying, he watched her bow her head. Another Christian. He’d figured that already from her blog, with its scattering of Bible verses and mentions of God. If Meg sent him here in the hope he’d regain his lost faith and magically turn into some happy-clappy seeing the best in everyone, she’d be disappointed.

Years of exposure to the seedy underbelly of human nature taught him to be cynical.

Not to mention, his father. People who called themselves Christians could be the worst hypocrites of all, as if playing the God card gave a get-out-of-jail-free pass.

Even Samantha Rose, sweet as she seemed, hid a secret she didn’t want discovered. Somehow, somewhere, she’d lied to the public. His earlier suspicions hardened into certainty.

He was here to uncover her lie. And then, let everyone know.
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Sam breathed a silent, grateful prayer. So far, the picnic had progressed well.

She’d almost died of fright when Maddie called Daniel’s name at the store, warning her he was there. The last thing she wanted was him seeing her buying supplies to window dress the cottage for his arrival. That near-miss meeting made her even more determined everything had to be perfect.

Seeing how good-looking he was may have had the teeniest bit to do with it.

Rushing home to do a Google search and uncovering the sort of reporting he did had a lot to do with it.

Something in his eyes when she opened the door told her he recognized her from the store. Too much to hope he wouldn’t.

But so far, the interview hadn’t fazed her the way she’d expected. No difficult questions yet. Not that she’d lie if he did, but thankfully, she’d been able to answer everything without too much maneuvering around the truth.

Okay, the occasional slight omissions, like not admitting Liz and Maddie continued to provide their meals, at a far lower cost than her buying the ingredients at the store and then ruining them.

Omitting a little of the truth wasn’t nearly as bad as lying.

She hoped God would forgive her if it was.

At least, Daniel gave every indication of savoring his lunch. Nerves killed her appetite, but she made herself eat enough to know Liz excelled herself with the wonderful salads she’d prepared. That gift freed Sam to focus on bringing as much order as she could to the house.

Maybe enough order to pass herself off as a real homemaker, not the domestic disaster she truly was.

After forking up his final mouthful of the tomato and basil salad, Daniel chewed slowly with an appreciative gleam in his blue eyes. “Hmm, this is good. Simple, but the flavors blend so well. Mind if I use some bread to mop up the juices? Seems a shame to waste them.”

“Of course, go ahead.” She grinned. “I always do. I have the recipe written down at home, if you’d like to share it with your readers.” It was the one thing she’d learned from Liz simple enough to prepare herself, though hers never looked nearly as pretty.

He nodded, unable to speak as he crunched on a piece of juice-soaked crusty roll. “Please. I’ll share it with my local deli, too, and hope they’ll make it for me rather than get insulted. That truly was amazing.”

Her cheeks heated, a sure sign she’d be blushing. Hopefully, he wouldn’t guess the reason his compliments embarrassed her so much. “It’s the homegrown tomatoes that make the difference. My neighbors grow them, using a greenhouse to start them early since the season here is so short.”

“Tomatoes aside, the whole meal was wonderful. Where did you learn to cook so well?”

Of course, back to the interview. She’d almost forgotten, enjoying their picnic in the sunshine as if Daniel was no more than a friendly and appealing single man she’d met at church or work and wanted to impress.

At least, she assumed he was single. He didn’t wear a ring, and her internet search hadn’t mentioned a wife.

Though maybe thinking of him as an attractive single guy wasn’t the best idea. The rare occasions she dated, she always became tongue-tied. And now he’d asked one of those difficult questions she’d hoped to avoid.

“My mother is a superb cook. She worked hard to teach her daughters all she knows.” Almost true, but sailing uncomfortably close to a lie. Mom worked hard trying to teach her. And failed.

Rather than meet his intense inquiring gaze, she stared out over the lake to the blue-tinged mountains. A Bible verse popped into her mind. I lift up my eyes to the mountains — where does my help come from? My help comes from the Lord....

Lord, I surely need Your help now. Please help me to stay honest, without being so honest Daniel writes a terrible article. For the girls’ sake?

“My sister is a far better cook than I am,” she added.

“She must be excellent.” No obvious suspicion in his voice. She risked a peek at him to check if any gleamed in his intent clear eyes. Not that she could see.

Phew!

“She definitely is.” That, she could be completely honest about. “If you’ve finished your salad, would you like some pie? I thought you’d enjoy trying the recipe the travel writer linked to. No cream, I’m afraid.” Busying herself easing the covered dishes from the basket gave her something to do.

“I had huckleberry pie at the café last night.” He smiled. “But I’m more than happy to eat another piece.”

Sam placed a dish holding a single slice in front of him. Dear Liz had thought of everything.

After scooping a spoonful, he examined it. “This looks exactly like the pie at the café. So you bake for them?”

Oops, another of those pesky questions. She dropped her napkin in surprise. At least having to stoop for it might explain away her renewed blush.

Somehow, she managed a smile. “Not me. Maddie uses the same recipe.”

He threw her a sharp glance, eyebrow raised.

Perhaps she should tell him more of the truth. That would salve her conscience, a lot. Willing her racing heart to slow, she pressed a hand to her chest. “I’m actually embarrassed at the fuss about my blog. It makes me feel a fraud. I didn’t create the recipe, and I’ve never claimed I did. It’s a traditional regional recipe, perfected by my lovely neighbor.”

She’d have to keep talking, stop him asking more questions. Though if she kept babbling, she’d soon be spilling everything and telling him her entire blog was a big implied falsehood.

That would salve her conscience, sure. And probably wreck the rest of the summer for the twins.

“Liz’s family has lived in this area and cooked with huckleberries for generations. I’m not sure if you know that they only grow wild in a few mountain areas in the Northwest? No one has managed to cultivate them successfully and keep the same taste.”

The geography lesson Hiram gave the first time he ambled through the gate between the houses bearing three big slices of Liz’s pie came in handy.

Daniel had his mouth open to say something, when a shout interrupted.

“Bear! Bear!”

Liz’s voice. Please, no! An actual bear?

She’d been warned they came into town sometimes to scavenge for food. Liz’s pie would taste just as good to a brown bear as it did for a human.

Far more likely, the Bear Liz called was that four-legged canine accident looking for a place to happen the girls adored. Though Bear was supposed to be kept in the yard today, not brought to the lake. Sam swiveled in her seat.

Just in time to see the huge black dog bound straight past her and jump up to plant two very muddy front paws on Daniel’s pristine, white linen shirt, before licking his face enthusiastically. As he did, his long wagging tail swept across the table, right into the remainder of Daniel’s pie. He completely ignored all attempts to push him away.

“Bear, down,” she ordered firmly. Well, as firmly as she could when halfway between hysterical laughter and tears.

To her astonishment, the unruly dog obeyed for once, lying at Daniel’s feet blissfully panting up at him.

“I guess I should be grateful it wasn’t a real bear.” Daniel’s dry voice and raised eyebrow suggested he wasn’t exactly impressed, but trying to see the funny side.

She couldn’t. Not yet, anyway.

Maybe once the mortification flaming her cheeks and making her wish she could close her eyes and disappear passed, she might.

Leaping from her seat, she babbled apologies and dabbed ineffectually at his ruined shirt with her napkin. Mud caked the lap of his chinos, too, but she wasn’t about to try dabbing there. “I’m so sorry. Bear is usually a little better behaved around new people. I have no idea what got into him.”

“My irresistible animal magnetism?” Daniel’s wry self-deprecating smile showed he was joking.

“Must be.” Her words emerged weakly. Truly, he was the most attractive man she’d met for ages, but what he thought of her, she couldn’t guess. She doubted it was good. Abandoning her fruitless attempt to mop up the mud, she slumped into her chair.

So much for her efforts to make a good impression.

Slower than their dog, the twins rushed up. Liz followed, a way behind them.

“We’re sorry, Auntie Sam,” Emily said. Older by twenty
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