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Chapter 1 
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Clara Garvey slowly shook her head, staring at the colorful cover of the paperback she had just finished, the male and female leads gazing into each other’s eyes as if they knew they were destined to be together for all time. And maybe even beyond. Who knew? Then she picked up her phone and poked her sister’s number.

“CJ, did you read it?” Ella Garvey asked.

“Yes. Yes, I did.”

“Did you like it?”

“Let me put it this way. I spent six hours of my Saturday reading it, six hours I will never get back, and it’s safe to say Moon Rays and Butterflies is the worst book I’ve ever read. So thank you very much for recommending it and encouraging me three times to read it. Three times, Ella.”

“That isn’t even the real title, CJ.”

“It’s close enough. How could you like it so much? I always thought you had good taste in books,” Clara said, still eying the cover. The cover was the best thing about the book, which didn’t seem quite fair.

“I have excellent taste in books.”

“Not this time. Anyone could have written a better book than this one.”

“Is that so?” Ella asked.

“Yes. Anyone.”

“I bet you couldn’t, Clara Jane Garvey.”

“I bet I could, Ella Grace Garvey.”

“Prove it, then. I bet you can’t write a forty-thousand-word rom-com better than the one you’re glaring at right now. And forty-thousand words, I might mention, is on the short side for a novel. It’s practically a novella.”

“How do you know I’m glaring at the book?”

“I can hear it in your voice. I want to see forty-thousand words, in a nice romance, to be judged by me, and ... and Aria. She also reads nothing but romances. And since you think it’s so easy, I’ll give you a whole month to do it.”

Clara wondered if maybe she’d been too critical of the book. How was she supposed to wiggle her way out of this one? “A month doesn’t seem like enough time to write forty-thousand words. You know that isn’t realistic.”

“You can pick the month, or whichever thirty days you want,” Ella said. “And, correct me if I’m wrong, but doesn’t Gribbins Glass give you two weeks off after Christmas when they shut down the plant? It seems as if you’ll have plenty of time to finish a romance novel that will be so impressive Aria and I will be singing your praises.”

“They don’t ‘give’ us the two weeks. They force us to use our vacation time then.”

“Don’t split hairs. And let’s say you don’t manage to write a nice forty-thousand-word rom-com in those thirty days ... If you lose the bet, I get to fix you up with two guys on two blind dates as your penalty.”

Clara grimaced. “That’s ridiculous, Ella. What if I have a boyfriend already?”

“No, it’s not ridiculous. Not for someone as talented as you. And do you have a boyfriend? You haven’t mentioned him. Anyway, it won’t take you any time to whip up a book. According to you.”

Clara decided to ignore her sister’s comment, heavy on the sarcasm. “Just because I don’t have a boyfriend this minute, doesn’t mean I won’t have one by the time I finish the story. And just what do I get when I do write the forty-thousand-word romance that impresses you and Aria?”

“The satisfaction that you have become a writer.”

“That’s not going to do it for me. I want a fifty-dollar gift card to Page Turner so I can buy a few more rom-coms. Well-written ones.”

“Forty dollars.”

“Thirty-five, Ella. If I’m putting in a month of my time, I want something worthwhile as a reward.”

“Thirty. That’s plenty.”

Deciding that was probably all she was likely to get, Clara said, “Thirty, then. Are we writing up a contract?”

“Don’t be silly. You’re my sister. I’ll text you the terms and you’ll text me back with your agreement.”

Clara rolled her eyes. What had she expected? “Fine. And you need to think twice or three times before you recommend any other books to me.”

“It seems to me you should be less critical of the books you read and you won’t get yourself into these predicaments. Keep your phone handy, little sister. The agreement will be winging its way to you momentarily. Bye, now.”

After Ella disconnected, Clara knew she should have again mentioned that, although she may have been four years younger than Ella, she was also five inches taller, and the “little sister” comments were not only irritating, they were inaccurate. But what was the point? She had been hearing them all her life, and she doubted that would ever change.

Anyway, she had bigger things to worry about. Christmas, when she’d have to start writing, was only twenty-eight days away, meaning she would have until January twenty-fifth to finish the book. All things considered, she was thankful she hadn’t critiqued a science fiction or a historical or a spy novel. But then she, and Ella, only read romance novels. She supposed she should be thankful.

Gazing around at her condo, she guessed she wouldn’t be doing much over her vacation other than sitting at her laptop and squeezing out a story with clever dialogue, a sprinkling of descriptive scenes, and just enough romance so there would be no confusion about what genre it was. And this was supposed to have been the year she and Piper were going to try to learn how to ski. Dammity damn.

Picking up her phone, surprised when it chirped with a text from Ella, she read her sister’s terms. The forty-thousand words ... the thirty-dollar gift card ... the thirty days’ time ... the approval by Ella and Aria ... 

And the worst part, the two blind dates. Clara knew because Ella had mentioned it enough times, an annoying number of times, that there were engineers aplenty working at her company, and specifically in her department, and many of them were single. 

Why Ella wasn’t dating any of them was still a mystery to Clara, since none of Ella’s reasons seemed legit. Clara sent her response, reiterating her caveat that if she had a boyfriend when she finished writing, there would be no blind dates. She was determined not to lose the bet and be forced to date any of the guys who didn’t measure up to her sister’s standards. And she really hoped a boyfriend would come along to save her.

She needed to share with Piper. Maybe Piper would even help her write the story. Nowhere in the text of rules and conditions did it say she couldn’t collaborate, and she was proud of herself for finding a loophole. Tapping her phone, she waited for Piper to pick up.

“Hi, Clara,” Piper Daley said. “How was your Thanksgiving?”

“Lovely. My parents sent Ella and me home with lots of leftovers, and by day three of eating them, I’m about turkey’d out. How about yours?”

“The same. What are you doing today?”

“Planning for our forced winter vacation.” Clara again eyed the paperback that had gotten her into the fix she was in, and she shook her head.

“That reminds me, Clara. I was talking to my friend, Steph, yesterday, and I told her about the Gribbins Glass shutdown, and she said her family owns a log cabin in Vermont that they hardly ever use, and she said we can use it for the two weeks if we want. It’s free, except for paying for the cleaners the family always uses after visits, which won’t be too much. Her parents said they like people to stay there so it doesn’t look abandoned all the time, but they don’t want to rent it to complete strangers. What do you think?” 

“Really, Piper? Two weeks in a log cabin? That sounds so fun. Let’s put a pin in that until I tell you about the bet with Ella I got myself into.”

“Oh, no,” Piper said. “What is it this time?”

Clara explained, then said, “And I was hoping you might help me with writing it, or at least with ideas.”

“Let’s put a pin in that for another second, and say you’ll do the cabin with me. You could write just as well up in Vermont as you can in Howell, Massachusetts.”

“That may be true.” Clara had spoken slowly. “And the idea of being in a log cabin sounds really fun. But we were going to try skiing this year.”

“I decided I don’t want to learn to ski. Maybe next year.”

“What are you going to do while I’m trying to come up with forty-thousand words that actually sound like a romance novel? I really need to stay focused or I’m going to have to go on blind dates. Although, first Ella is going to have to find two guys who are willing to date me, and that might be asking too much.”

“What are you talking about? Plenty of guys would be happy to date you, Clara.”

“Thanks, but I mean Ella has never expressed any interest in any of the engineers at Larkin, and I continue to wonder why. But never mind about that. What are you going to do while I’m attempting to write a rom-com?”

“Are you kidding? I’m going to be reading one mystery after another. It will be amazing to have all that time to do anything I want. Maybe I’ll make a little bet with myself that I can read one book a day while we’re there.”

“That actually sounds like incredible fun. If you substitute romances for mysteries, I mean. But you like what you like.”

“So what do you say? Should I tell Steph we’ll be delighted to use the family cabin?”

“Yes. Please and thank you. If they want character references, I might be able to find someone to write me one.”

Piper laughed. “I’ll write you one if it comes to that. I’m going to call Steph as soon as we’re off the phone, before she tells someone else they can have it.”

“Good idea. Bye, now.”

“Bye.”

Clara put down her phone and thought about her story-to-be. How was she going to come up with an idea that was interesting? Let alone interesting enough to last through forty-thousand words?

She really needed to start watching everything she said around her shorter, older sister.
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Usually, Clara preferred doing her Christmas shopping from the comfort of her condo where there were snacks, but she was also aware sometimes personal visits to stores were required, and she had forced herself out into the less than balmy late November Sunday afternoon for that reason. 

She could have asked Piper to go with her, but then she wouldn’t have been able to keep half of her focus on what in the heckity heck she was supposed to write a romance novel about because she’d be too busy talking to Piper about everything she was seeing.

Instead, she was going to keep her eyes and her mind open, hoping to come across some major inspiration during her shopping adventure. With all the people she was likely to see, and the conversations she might be expected to overhear, there had to be plenty of story fodder. 

Traffic was frightful, as expected, and she reconsidered her idea to go to the mall as her car crawled along Main Street at a sedate seven miles an hour. Maybe she should have tried another route. 

At least drivers were being kind to other drivers by letting them pull out from the many side streets, which was contributing to the seven miles an hour speed, but it was the season for thanks and kindness and giving, so it came naturally to many people. When she saw a big silver SUV waiting to pull out, she waved to the driver, and he gave her an appreciative wave. Wow ...

She was pretty sure the sight of the man was what had made her heart rate speed up. Dark haired, with a manly beard, he was possibly the most beautiful man on the planet. Or at least the most beautiful man she had ever seen. He was worthy of being on a romance novel cover. Maybe on all of them. 

She stepped on the gas to get as up close and personal to his bumper as she could, trying to memorize his number plate, but she was afraid all she was going to remember were the letters MRG. Which had to stand for Mister Gorgeous. What else would they mean? The numbers surrounding the letters didn’t matter. Anyway, what was she going to do if she did remember his entire plate?

She’d just follow his Yukon. All she really needed was a photo of him. He would be the inspiration for her novel. Her muse. Every writer needed a muse. And if ever there was a perfect hero for a romance, this man was it. 

Apollo. She was going to call him Apollo. The god of ... of something. 

She’d have to look up whatever he was in charge of later. Now she was thankful for the seven miles an hour so she was guaranteed to be able to keep up. She hoped he wasn’t going to parallel park all of a sudden and go into one of the shops downtown or she’d never get her chance to whip out her phone and capture that face. And every other part of him she could capture.

When he continued on, she stayed right with him, even when the traffic again reached the speed limit, because her Corolla was absolutely not going to lose his Yukon, a big, manly vehicle, and when they had left the crowded downtown area and wandered a little way out of town, she saw his right blinker turn on just before he reached the entrance to the hardware store.

Perfect. The store was huge, the parking lot was huge, there weren’t too many cars at this time of day, and she was able to stay right with him until he parked, then she eased into a space with a couple of empty spots between them before pulling out her phone and setting up a video.

Apollo was out of his Yukon in an instant, and she captured what she could of him, wishing she could have gotten a closeup of his face. But he’d have to come out of the store soon, and she’d have another opportunity.

She could always go into the store herself, but he walked quickly, those long legs encased in those nicely fitting jeans and a jacket that didn’t seem warm enough for the weather, and she knew she’d have a hard time chasing him down. And if she did catch him, she’d only get a back view. As nice as that would be, she needed to catch him from the front. Anyway, taking photos of other shoppers might look a little suspicious. 

It was better if she stayed exactly where she was, her phone in camera mode, ready for him when he returned. Maybe she should move into the passenger seat, so she’d be just a little closer. She could even open the window to get a clearer shot. Only it was too cold, and if she developed hypothermia, she wouldn’t be alert enough to capture the man’s image, which was amazing and meant to be captured.

Maybe he was a model. He was certainly built like one. Not that she’d ever seen any in person, but he was long and lean and moved with a fluidity not many men could achieve. Deciding that was how she was going to describe Apollo in her novel, she wished she had a notebook she could scribble that in. She could always take the time now to add it to her Notes app, but she might miss Apollo’s return if she were looking down and not up. She’d just have to remember it. 
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CAVANAUGH BURKE WAS impressed by the fact he was starting his Christmas shopping while he still had Thanksgiving leftovers in the fridge. It helped that he’d gotten ideas for his father from his mother, and for his mother from his father. The shop vac had been a great suggestion, and he’d be buying the best one BuildMore had in stock, knowing it would be able to keep up with his dad.

As for his mother, that was a little more complicated, since jewelry stores weren’t quick and easy, but if his father said his mother wanted a mother’s ring, he’d get her a mother’s ring. Especially since his dad assured Cavanaugh he wouldn’t share the idea with Rafferty or Finn. Let his brothers come up with their own gift ideas.

While he was cruising the aisles, making sure he wasn’t missing out on any new gadgets he might need, his phone rang, and he pulled it from his back pocket. “Trent. What’s up?”

“We still doing a vacation this winter?” Trent McKay asked.

“We’d better. I put in for the week off, right after Christmas. So did you, unless you forgot. Did you find us a place where the skiing’s good?”

“Maybe.”

“Want to make sure before we get there? Spending a week in the Yukon isn’t what I had in mind.”

“A buddy of mine has a place he thinks we can use. It’s out in the sticks somewhere, but it’s near a mountain or two.”

“He ‘thinks’ we can use it? Get confirmation and more details and let me know. Time’s running out.”

“We have four weeks.”

“Like I said, get more details, and the address, things like that.”

“What are you doing now?”

“Christmas shopping for my folks.”

“Better you than me. I’m ordering everything this year. Beats walking around lost in stores.”

Cavanaugh had reached his destination. “Have to go. I need to grab a shop vac.”

“Get one for me while you’re at it. See you.”

Disconnecting, Cavanaugh slid the phone back in his pocket and got down to reading the box of every vacuum cleaner on the shelf.

––––––––
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CLARA HAD BEGUN WISHING she’d followed Apollo into the store about five minutes after he disappeared, which now seemed like an hour ago. She had watched the brief video she’d taken of him about twelve times, while also keeping an eye out for his return, and now she was cold, she hadn’t bought even one gift yet, and she really needed him to appear. Within the next five minutes would be nice. 

Luckily, no one had parked between her Corolla and his Yukon, or she would have had to come up with a new plan, but she knew the longer she waited, the more likely someone would show up and ruin her day.

Gazing across the parking lot and any area Apollo might suddenly appear in, she was finally rewarded by the sight of him as he pushed a cart carrying a couple of big boxes and at least two bags. Whipping her phone out, she aimed her camera, zoomed in, and started shooting, hoping she kept the phone steady enough to get something good.

She then went into video mode, capturing him as he loaded things into the back of his Yukon, then wheeled the cart back toward the store. But that was good. When he returned, she could get more frontal shots. And the man was just as handsome as she’d first thought.

Camera still ready, she got a few more shots before he climbed into his SUV, started it up, and drove away, while she squeezed out one more quick video of him behind the wheel. Feeling a little like a stalker, she assured herself the photos and videos were strictly aids to help her win a very important bet. And once she won that very important bet, she could delete everything in her phone that applied to Apollo. Or ... or maybe not.

After studying all the photos, deleting the few that weren’t very good, she watched the videos, wondering how hard it would be to add music to them, then she decided to worry about that once she was home. 

After having actually bought some gifts. 

But first she needed to get herself a little notebook. For very important romance notes. 

Beginning with the name Apollo, and the fact he was long and lean and fluid. 

And he had dark hair, almost black, and a beard she wanted to feel to see how soft it was.

And other important things like that.

Clara wondered when her heart rate was going to return to normal.
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Clara stared across her parents’ living room at Ella, who just couldn’t keep her mouth closed and had to blab about the rom-com bet.

Laura Garvey smiled at Clara. “You’re going to write a romance novel, Clara? That is amazing.” 

“It is amazing. All I can hope for is when Ella and Aria read it, they decide it’s not the worst book they ever read.”

“Of course they’re going to love it. Aren’t you, Ella?” Laura said.

Clara considered smirking at her older and shorter sister, but she only gave her a happy Christmas-morning smile.

“I’m going to be honest. Just as honest as Clara was when she told me how she felt about the last book I recommended to her,” Ella said. 

“I’m pretty impressed our daughter is going to be an author,” Tom Garvey said, gathering discarded wrapping paper from the carpet and stuffing it into a trash bag. “Laura, throw me that ribbon by your feet, will you?”

“Mom, Dad, this has been the best Christmas ever,” Clara said, having heard enough about the book she was supposed to finish writing in thirty days. Thirty days. 

What she hadn’t told Ella was she had already begun an outline. With photos of Apollo’s gorgeous face covering an entire page. And she even had a title, Drift Away. She wasn’t sure how she was going to finagle the story so the title made sense, but she’d figure it out somehow. 

What was most reassuring was she had come up with a clever backup plan. 

If she realized she needed more time to finish the book, more than the allotted thirty days, she was going to fake having the flu to buy her a few more days’ time. Ella would have to allow her time off to be sick, wouldn’t she?

Clara had shown Piper the photos and videos she had taken of Apollo, and Piper had been almost as blown away by the man as Clara was. Plus, Piper had agreed to maybe come up with some plot ideas once they reached the log cabin in Vermont the next day. Clara couldn’t wait to set off in the morning with Piper, their luggage stowed in the trunk of the Corolla, their snacks and groceries in the back seat.

It was going to be an amazing vacation, filled with writing and reading and writing and fun and writing and food, and Clara was confident she’d be able to win the bet and gain a thirty-dollar gift card for herself so she could get some well-written books by people who knew how a romance was supposed to be written.

Once Clara was back in her condo on Christmas night after the festivities of the day had wrapped up, she finished packing, adding a couple of new sweaters she’d gotten that morning, then she texted Piper. “Are you ready for our exciting vacation?”

“Yes! What time are you coming over to get me?”

“How is ten? Breakfast at home, lunch on the road before we get there, then we’ll make dinner?”

“Perfect!”

Realizing she had missed an important step, Clara sent another text. “Merry Christmas, Piper. How was the day with your family?”

“Wild and crazy, as usual. But fun. And yours?”

“Good. But Ella told my parents about the bet. I really, really need to win this, Piper.”

“I’ll help you any way I can, but don’t expect much.”

“Any help is welcome. See you at ten. Pack plenty of warm clothes.”

––––––––
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“WHAT TIME ARE WE LEAVING for the cabin?”

Cavanaugh looked at Trent’s text, wishing they were leaving the following day, but dentist appointments happened, and he supposed one more day wouldn’t make much of a difference. “How’s 7?”

“Early.”

“See you at 7. By the time we pack the Yukon it will be 7:30, and we can get to the cabin and see how far in the woods it is.”

“Supposed to be a snowstorm in the area that day. Maybe you need snow tires.” 

Cavanaugh frowned. “Have some faith in the Yukon. She hasn’t gotten stuck yet.”

“Famous last words”

“Wendy okay with you taking off?” In Cavanaugh’s opinion, Trent’s girlfriend was clingier than any girl he’d ever want to date. But then, Trent was the only one with a girlfriend at the moment, so maybe Cavanaugh was the one with the issue.

“Seems to be
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