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      Like it or not, Margo Lewis was on vacation.

      A camping vacation.

      "Who in their right mind does this for fun," she grumbled, shoving a suitcase in the back of her SUV. Since winning the contest, she'd come close to canceling a dozen times. The timing was awful. She'd just bought into a partnership at the Hickory Hollow Veterinary Clinic, but a week away from her stepmother's "Reunite Brad and Margo" campaign was the final temptation.

      She'd given Brad's ring back six months ago, but neither he nor her stepmother seemed to have gotten the memo. Maybe being out of reach for a week would get it through their heads.

      Besides, she reminded herself, it would be wasteful and kind of rude to not go on this vacation. Not only was she an unrepentant workaholic, she was an unapologetic trivia nerd, and the radio contest had been irresistible. She hadn't even considered the prize when she dialed the number. In fact, she hadn't given it a second thought until the prize packet arrived in the mail, detailing her all-inclusive trip to the Hickory Hollow Campground.

      Margo started the engine, then fought the urge to turn it back off, take her suitcase inside, and go to work. What is my problem? I've wanted a vacation for ages, and now that I'm getting one, I don't want it. Okay, not true. I do want it. I need it. Get it together, Margo.

      She squinted against the noontime June sun and tried to remember the last time she'd taken time off. She came up empty. Even back in college, she took courses year-round, and when she'd had school breaks, she'd worked extra hours to save money.

      During the easy fifteen-minute drive to the Hickory Hollow Campground, she finally remembered her last real vacation. Disney. She'd been twelve and in the seventh grade. Twenty-two years ago. Her family had gone back to Disney when she was a junior in high school, but she hadn't wanted to take the time off work, so they'd gone without her. Her younger sister had been warned not to buy Margo any souvenirs since she didn't go along. Ashley bought her a Mickey Mouse t-shirt anyway.

      Time off. What a concept.

      She turned off the paved road and drove down a long gravel driveway. The tension – mostly self-inflicted – began draining from her shoulders as the lush green trees closed in behind the car, blocking out the real world. The road suddenly spilled out into a big square parking lot. At the far corner, bright red balloons gaily danced in the summer breeze, calling attention to colorful signs tacked to the fence row. The signs proclaimed, "Caller Number Nine Radio Contest Winner Parking!" with The Hollow 99's logo emblazoned on the bottom of each sign, complete with a cartoon picture of their mascot, Hollow Dog.

      Margo pulled into a spot and sat for a few minutes, checking out her surroundings. A stone path led from the parking lot to the lodge – a three-story log home that belonged on the cover of a magazine. A massive wrap-around porch lined with rocking chairs was the focal point of the front of the building. To the left, a path led from the lodge to a children's playground and an area with several picnic pavilions. To the right, she could only see trees.

      A little bubble of excitement welled up in her belly. She was truly on vacation. Vacation! She grabbed her purse and prize packet from the passenger seat and jumped out of the car. She heard water flowing but couldn't quite tell where the river was in relation to the parking lot. Bird songs and chirps filled the air.

      Red balloons and arrows cheerfully marked the sloping path up to the lodge. She climbed the six or seven steps up to the big front porch and opened the heavy wooden door. Margo's eyes widened as she took in the room. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all wood plank, buffed to a shine, highlighting the wood's grain. A stone counter stood off to the right, and to the left was a waiting area with comfortable-looking leather furniture arranged around a massive stone fireplace.

      "Hi, can I help you?"

      Margo tore her eyes from the fireplace and smiled. "Hi. I'm Margo Lewis. I-"

      The short blonde woman sped out from behind the counter and snatched Margo's hand, pumping it enthusiastically. A bright smile only emphasized the friendliness of the woman's face. "Of course! Margo. You're one of our contest winners." She let go of Margo's hand and returned to her spot behind the counter, talking the whole time. She patted the countertop. "Come on over here and I'll get you signed in. Welcome, welcome. I'm Bonnie Taylor. Not to be confused with Bonnie Tyler. I can't carry a tune in a bucket. Of course, you're probably too young to know who Bonnie Tyler is anyway. Doug tells me I should stop introducing myself that way because nobody gets it."

      Margo chuckled. "Nice to meet you. And I do know who Bonnie Tyler is. 'Total Eclipse of the Heart' is one of my favorite songs."

      Bonnie grinned. "Mine, too. Doug will be along in a few minutes. Oh. Doug's my husband. I don't think I said that. We're the owner-operators and we'll be taking care of you for the next week. He'll get your bags to your tent for you."

      "Tent?" Margo had been hoping for a cabin.

      Bonnie nodded vigorously. "Have you been camping before?"

      "Summer camp a few times."

      With a wink, Bonnie said, "You're in for a real treat, I promise."

      A tent didn't sound like much of a treat. "About that tent. I… Do I have to assemble it or something? Roughing it really isn't my forte." Her shoulders deflated. This was a terrible idea. Why she thought she'd enjoy camping for an entire week was beyond her.

      "Here comes Doug now. I think you'll be pleased with the accommodations." Bonnie winked and introduced Margo to her husband, who was very tall and dark-haired, a stark contrast to his wife.

      "Right this way," he said, leading her back to the parking lot. A golf cart sat idling behind her car. "We'll get your bags to your tent and I'll show you where the facilities are, then you can look around a bit. We're having a welcome meeting for all the contest winners at the main lodge at four o'clock, followed by dinner."

      Doug secured Margo's bags to the back of the golf cart. "Hop in." When she was seated and holding on, he drove down a path that took them behind the lodge and through a grove of trees. He waved to the right. "The cabins are over that direction."

      "I was kind of hoping for a cabin. I didn't know what to expect, but I'm not too sure about roughing it."

      Doug grinned but said nothing until they crested a hill and he jerked his chin toward their destination. "Tents are up ahead."

      Two rows of tiny white buildings, five on each side of the path, rose in front of them. As they got closer, she saw they were constructed with thick canvas. Each "tent" was a canvas cabin set on a wooden platform large enough to serve as a floor inside and a little front porch outside. Each tent/cabin had two rocking chairs on its porch.

      Doug rolled the cart to a stop in front of one of the cabins. "Here's your tent."

      "This is a tent?" Margo took it in. The canvas front walls were tied open to reveal the inside of the building. A large bed - a real bed - took up the middle of the room. A small dresser and gas lamp sat beside the bed. Pieces of the canvas were rolled up on each wall, exposing mesh windows.

      A wood picnic table was placed beside each tent, and each cabin had its own fire ring with a small stack of wood and a metal rack for cooking. The tent rows were staggered so the front porch of each tent faced the picnic table of the tent across the path, rather than having a direct view of the neighbors.

      Doug watched her for a moment, grinning. "Yeah, most people don't mind roughing it when they see the tents."

      "No, when I heard the word 'tent,' I was expecting something much more rustic."

      "There's even one outlet behind the nightstand so you can charge your phone or tablet or whatever. If you want to rough it for real, we do have regular tents and sleeping bags in the storage room. I can bring one out for you."

      "Nope, this'll do quite nicely."

      He consulted a clipboard. "You're in number four. Tent number is right there." He pointed to a large wooden number four nailed to a fence post beside the tent's porch.

      Margo looked around. "There are ten of these? Are all the contest winners going to be staying here? With regular campers?"

      "Yes, yes, and no. Five of the tents will be occupied by contest winners, no other campers in this area this week. It's all reserved for you guys." Doug pointed to a log building at the end of a dirt path that ran through the little tent village. "Restroom and showers are in that building there. Ladies on the right, men on the left. The other areas have their own facilities, so you won't be bothered by too many other campers here." He pointed to the right side of the building. "The path that goes past the restrooms will take you to the river."

      "Great, thanks."

      Doug carried her bags into the tent and set them beside the bed. "If you need anything, you can come to the lodge or text us anytime." He handed her a card with their cell numbers.

      "Thanks."

      "Remember, welcome meeting at the main lodge at four." Doug hopped back into the golf cart and sped away, a trail of dust following him.

      Margo watched him leave, then turned to investigate her tent. It was like a rustic hotel room, with a queen-size bed. She sat and gave it a little test bounce. It was exceedingly comfortable. Especially compared to the vision she'd had of sleeping on the ground in a sleeping bag when Bonnie said she'd be staying in a tent. The bed was covered with several layers of thin blankets, so no matter how warm or chilly the unpredictable June nights got, she'd never be too hot or too cold.

      She marveled at how cozy the room was. The handcrafted nightstand was topped by an old-fashioned looking hurricane lamp that was actually electric, sitting on a delicate doily. The nightstand had one drawer, and just like in a hotel, a black Bible with silver foil letters rested inside.

      Margo couldn't think of a single detail she'd change to improve the room. Except maybe add a bathroom. She was not looking forward to using a community bathroom for a week. Then again, it was definitely better than a port-a-potty. Or an outhouse. Bleh.

      Margo leaned back against the fluffy pillows. Oh yeah, she could get used to this. She kicked her shoes off and swung her legs onto the bed. The air was full of chirping birds and the faint sound of the river flowing nearby. The melody of laughter floated from somewhere beyond the canvas walls of her tent. She considered getting up to close the door flaps, but she was just too comfortable. For the first time in probably ten years, Margo dozed off into a relaxing nap.

      That relaxing nap came to a most un-relaxing, abrupt end when a large, furry, black body jumped onto the bed with her. Groggy and startled, Margo yelled, "Bear!" and half-rolled, half-fell out of the bed.

      The "bear" barked and wagged his tail enthusiastically.
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      "Scout! Come!" Connor commanded, rushing onto his neighbor's little wooden porch.

      The black Labrador jumped off the bed, bounded to Connor's side and dropped to sit, his tail thumping against the wooden floor.

      "I'm so sorry about that. Are you okay?" Connor took a tentative step toward the woman standing beside the bed, her fists pressed to her hips. Her pretty hair caught his eye. Various shades of brown, blonde, and almost black came together in a long ponytail.

      "Yeah, I'm fine. Holy crap." She turned her attention to the dog, pointing at him. "You scared me. Naughty dog."

      Scout grinned, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. Clearly unashamed of his behavior, he went over to Margo and offered his head for scratches.

      "Sorry again. He's usually much better about staying close…" Connor trailed off as he recognized the woman in front of him. His mouth went dry. His heart thumped faster in his chest. No. It couldn't be. Could it?

      She was saying, "Yeah, labs can be pretty obedient, but all bets are off when something catches their attention. No harm done." She reached down to rub the dog's ears.

      "Margo?" His lips hadn't formed that word in seventeen years.

      She jolted upright and warily studied him for a minute. He knew the second she made the connection. The friendly openness on her face vanished, replaced by a detached sort of professional expression and she took a step back. "Connor. I didn't recognize you." Ice. Her tone was pure ice.

      He ran a hand over his thick beard. "I get that a lot. It's the whole lumberjack thing, I think." He gave a little laugh, which she didn't return. "I guess we're neighbors." He gestured to tent number six, next to hers.

      "Great."

      Connor could tell from her tight expression she most definitely did not think it was great. "Okay, well, I guess we'll see you around. C'mon, Scout."

      "Bye, Scout." She turned and busied herself with something on the bedside table.

      Connor stepped off her porch and waved a finger at Scout, who gave Margo another look before following Connor to their tent.

      "You need to stay with me, dog. You can't be running off into other people's tents, and you definitely can't be jumping into their beds. I mean it."

      Scout stared up at him, wagging his tail as if he understood but had no intention of listening.

      "I'll explain later." Connor flopped his duffle bag onto his bed and unzipped it. The harder he tried not to think about Margo, the more insistent his brain was that he reexamine every detail of her. The years had been exceedingly kind to Margo. She'd be thirty-four now, same as him, and she was even more beautiful than she had been in high school. Her hair was longer, but her eyes were still the prettiest shade of chocolate brown he'd ever seen.

      He remembered looking into those eyes. And he remembered those eyes filled with hurt, refusing to meet his. Of all the things he'd go back and do over if he could…

      Connor zipped the duffel bag back up, then unzipped it again. "What was I doing with this, Scout?" Seeing Margo had thrown him for a loop. How many times over the years had he almost reached out to apologize but found a reason not to? It looked like his excuses had just run out.

      Scout's tail thumped against the floor.

      "Oh, yeah." He pulled a book out, set his bag on the floor beside the bed, then went out to sit on a rocking chair on his porch. Scout stood in front of him, then made a few circles before laying down with a loud huff.

      "Big day, huh?" Connor reached over and scratched Scout's head. "Better rest up. We have a full evening ahead."

      At a quarter 'til four, a dinner bell clanged from the direction of the lodge house. Connor closed his book and tossed it onto the bed. "You stay here."

      Scout's eyebrows twitched, but he didn't bother moving.

      As Connor stepped off his porch and onto the path, he discreetly watched Margo out of the corner of his eye. She walked ahead of him, moving fast. He guessed she was trying to make sure he didn't catch up and try to walk with her. He hung back, giving her space, wondering where her life had taken her since he'd last seen her.

      A young couple passed him, holding hands. They both smiled and said hello, and he returned the greeting. He could hear a few more people chatting from behind him.

      The campers gathered on the lodge's front porch, their group of eight forming a haphazard semicircle around Bonnie and Doug as they welcomed everyone and explained the VIP experience they'd created just for them, which included meals and activities like canoeing, hiking, nightly campfires, and a huge bonfire on the last evening.

      He only half-listened. Margo was on the other side of the semicircle, directly in his line of vision. He studied her face until she caught him looking and he forced his eyes to the ground. When he glanced back up, her gaze darted away just as his had.

      This was going to be a long week.
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      Margo crossed her arms over her chest, trying to pay attention to Bonnie's enthusiastic recitation of the activities that were planned for the group. Hiking, campfires, games, yada yada. Her attention wandered.

      She looked at the rocking chairs neatly lined up on the lodge's porch, at the back of the head in front of her, at a bug on the window, at the wooden floor planks… anywhere but at Connor. Why was he here? Not just here-here, but in Hickory Hollow at all? Why did seeing him affect her after all this time? Her gaze flitted to him. He was looking at her. She jerked her head to the side, forcing herself to look at Doug, even as her face burned.

      "Are there any questions?" Doug asked.

      A guy standing near Connor raised his hand. "My wife wants to know the significance of the number nine."

      Doug and Bonnie exchanged a glance and chuckled. She said, "You could say it's our lucky number. It was Doug's jersey number in high school for football and basketball."

      "And baseball," he added.

      Bonnie rolled her eyes with an affectionate smile. "Yes, heaven forbid I forget baseball. Our anniversary and both our sons' birthdays are in September, and this marks nine years since we took over the campground. We thought it would be fun to run the contest with our lucky number. Maybe it'll end up being lucky for all of you as well."

      Margo doubted it, but she couldn't help but smile at their enthusiasm.

      Bonnie continued, "Okay, we have the dining room set up for dinner. We're sure a lot of you want to go off on your own, but we thought it would be nice to get to know each other a little bit since it's the first night. If you'll follow Doug, he'll get you situated while I check on the food."

      Margo stepped into a spot near the end of the line as the contest winners – and their guests – followed Doug. She felt out of place. There had been five winners, and she and Connor appeared to be the only ones who hadn't brought a guest along. Great.

      In the dining room, which was more of a rustic-themed cafeteria, a round table was set up for them. Chatter filled the room as people grabbed chairs and sat with their partners, leaving only one open chair. Next to Connor. She fiddled with her napkin, devoting an incredible amount of attention to placing it on her lap and smoothing out every crease, real and imaginary.

      Thankfully, he was talking with the couple on his left, so she shifted to her right and smiled at the woman next to her. Before they could strike up a conversation, though, Bonnie and Doug stood, waiting for everyone to quiet.

      Behind them, two servers arranged bowls on a long buffet table. Bonnie reminded the contest winners of the hours the dining room would be open, that there would always be bottled water and cold cut sandwiches available in the attached kitchen, and ended with, "There's plenty of food, we hope you enjoy it."

      Margo stood when the people beside her did and followed them to the buffet line. She was keenly aware of Connor right behind her. She tried to ignore his existence and focus on the tag sticking out of the pink tank top in front of her, but her mind refused to cooperate. Connor looked so different with a full beard and muscles filling out his plaid button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up above his elbows to show off his solid forearms. Not that she'd noticed his forearms. Or the way his shirt strained across his shoulders. Or his full lips when he tentatively smiled at her. Nope. Hadn't noticed any of that.

      The last time she'd seen him, he was tall and gangly with a baby-face. That had been a good look for him, but this? This was fantas- she cut herself off. Nope. No way. She'd be cordial, but he was still Connor. He was still the jerk who'd played with her heart. He'd lied. He'd used her. Just seeing him again dredged up old memories, and they stung. No matter how pretty he might be on the outside, a leopard rarely changed their spots on the inside.

      She moved through the line, mentally arguing with herself that leopards probably didn't have spots on the inside as she piled her plate with spaghetti, garlic bread, meatballs, and topped it all off with a generous helping of parmesan cheese. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn't eaten since breakfast, and that had only been a sad granola bar on the go.

      Back at the table, Margo readjusted her napkin in her lap and waited for the rest of the guests to settle back into their seats. From the corner of her eye, she watched Connor arrange his napkin. His hands were large, strong. A tiny white scar stood out on the tanned back of his right hand, near the knuckle of his ring finger. Not that she was paying attention. He leaned slightly toward her, his broad shoulder invading her peripheral vision. She caught the faint scent of his cologne. Or maybe detergent. She absolutely did not inhale slowly to determine that it was, in fact, detergent.

      "What do you do these days?" Connor asked.

      "Work, mostly." She glanced over and made the mistake of looking into the blue-gray eyes that had captured her fragile teenage heart so long ago.

      "Still working with animals?"

      He remembered? "Yes. I'm a veterinarian. I'm a partner now at the Hickory Hollow Veterinary Clinic."

      His eyebrows rose. "That's great."

      "And you?" She nodded at his plaid shirt. "Do you chop wood for a living?"

      Crinkles appeared at the corner of his eyes as he smiled broadly. "Nah, lumberjacking is a hobby. I'm a structural engineer."

      Margo caught the falter in his smile. "And what does a structural engineer do?"

      "Inspect construction sites, make sure everything's up to code. Stuff like that."

      "Ah. So you're the guy with the white hat and clipboard who watches everyone else do the actual work." She internally winced at how nasty that sounded.

      Connor must not have taken it personally, since he grinned at her. "Exactly."

      "Do you enjoy it?"

      He shrugged. "Sure."

      "Good." She looked around the table, studying her fellow campers as she picked at her food. Conversation slowed as everyone ate, then ramped up again as everyone finished.

      Bonnie pushed her own empty plate away and said, "Alrighty, now that we're all fed, let's go around the table and tell us all a little bit about yourselves. Chandler?"

      The pretty brunette next to Bonnie blushed slightly. Margo guessed she was in her early twenties. "Oh. Okay, um, I'm Chandler and this is my husband, Oren. We got married last month, so this is our honeymoon." Her hand curled around his upper arm as she gazed adoringly at him.

      Everyone applauded and offered the young couple their congratulations. Oren put his arm across the back of Chandler's chair and gave a nod. "What she said. And thanks." He looked to the next person.

      The man beside Oren took his turn. He was good-looking, fit, probably in his mid-thirties. He ran a hand over his short blondish hair as he leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. "Hi. I'm Tanner and this is my big sister, Sarah. I'm an ER doctor and I've been told I don't spend enough time with my family since I'm never away from the hospital. So here we are."

      Sarah chuckled, revealing a smile identical to her brother's. "We're hoping to get through this togetherness without killing each other. I've been abroad for four years, so it's not Tanner's fault we haven't spent much time together. My husband is visiting his family in Colorado with our six kids, yes, I said six, so I'm going to enjoy every second of relaxation and quiet that I can."

      When Sarah was finished, she looked at Margo to go next.

      "Hi. I'm Margo." She gave a little wave. "I can sort of relate to Tanner. I'm a veterinarian, and I spend more time at the clinic than my own house. I haven't had an actual vacation since I was a kid, so my goal for this trip is to read an entire book, cover to cover. One without pictures of animal anatomy."

      When the polite chuckling ended, Bonnie snapped her fingers and said, "Books, that's something I forgot to mention. There's a lending library in the lobby, right next to the fireplace. We have a good variety of books. You're all free to borrow anything you like during your stay. We do ask you to use the signout sheet. Sorry to interrupt."

      After a beat, Connor added his introduction. "I'm Connor. Structural engineer. Grew up in Hickory Hollow, moved out to Oregon, and moved back just in time to catch the radio contest. My date for this vacation is my black lab, Scout."

      The woman beside Connor patted his arm. "You seem really outdoorsy. This trip must be right up your alley."

      "Yeah, I like the outdoors."

      Margo saw him pull his arm off the table, away from the woman. And what a woman she was. All fake hair, fake tan, fake nails, fake boobs. Probably wanted everyone to get a look at the great job her surgeon did since they were barely covered. How lucky for Connor that they were right in his face. A little bubble of something suspiciously like jealousy flared. What? Oh, heck no. That was unexpected. And unacceptable.

      The woman grinned and spoke to Connor more than anyone else in the group. "I'm Roxanne. I'm the CFO for a finance company based out of Pittsburgh. I'm here with my friend Shane. My goal is to have a really, really good time."

      Margo couldn't contain her eyeroll. Could this woman be any more ridiculous? Or pathetic? Or obvious about coming on to Connor? Not that she cared, of course. She was only concerned about poor Shane, who winced when Roxanne called him her friend.

      Shane cleared his throat. "Yeah, so, hi. I'm Shane. I teach high school math and accounting. I'm glad Roxy was able to take the time off for this vacation." He rested his arm on the back of her chair.

      Roxanne leaned forward, her eyes still on Connor. "Me, too," she added.

      Margo had never seen it, but she suspected lions pouncing on a wounded antelope had a more subtle approach than Roxanne. Sarah's eye roll suggested Margo wasn't alone in her opinions. Good, because that meant her own reaction was about Roxanne's absurdity. It had nothing to do with Connor. Nothing at all.

      Doug lightly smacked his palm on the table. "Alrighty then. You already know Bonnie and I have had the campground for nine years. We inherited it from her parents, and hopefully at least one of our kids will want to run it someday. We ran this contest to try to bring in some more local folks who might not be aware of what all goes on here. For instance, a lot of folks don't realize our mini-golf course is open to the public."

      Bonnie picked up as soon as Doug paused for breath. "At the end of your vacation, the local newspaper will be stopping by for a photo of the winners and to get your thoughts on the facilities. With your permission, of course." She stopped herself. "I'm probably boring you since this was all in your prize packet. Tomorrow we'll start with a grand tour of the entire grounds in the morning, then we have a hike planned. As always, all the activities we have planned are completely optional. If you want to do your own thing, please feel free. You won't offend us in the least, honest."

      Roxanne lifted her glass to her lips and quietly said, "I can think of a few activities I'd like to do."

      Connor jumped about a foot in the air, his legs knocking against the table. Margo saw Roxanne's hand slip back into her own lap. Connor's discomfort would have been more amusing if the whole situation wasn't so awkward for everyone.

      Bonnie was on her feet in a flash. "Oh, my goodness, are you okay?"

      "Yup, yes, I'm fine. I, um, I saw brownies. On the buffet. Over there." He took an awkward step away from the table.

      Doug jumped up, too. "Sorry, we don't want to keep anyone from dessert. Please. Help yourself."

      Margo stifled a laugh as Connor side-eyed Roxanne on his way to the buffet table. Taking pity on him, she wasn't sure why, she got up and followed him to the desserts before Roxanne could get behind him.

      He piled his plate with brownies, cookies, and a scoop of ice cream that he drizzled with chocolate syrup.

      Margo selected a brownie with peanut butter chips.

      Back at the table, he said, "Thanks, I owe you one."

      "You might want to booby trap your tent because I can't protect you there."

      "I really hope that's not necessary." He shuddered and shoveled a spoonful of ice cream in his mouth. "This is really good. You should get some."

      Margo picked at her brownie, wondering why she was giving Connor the time of day, let alone having an actual conversation with him. Maybe because they were the only two without partners? Her train of thought was interrupted when Connor jumped a little, surprised by Roxanne's red talons gripping his forearm. Margo's lips twitched. It was like being on the set of a really bad soap opera.

      "You're right, Connor, this ice cream is to die for." Her eyes drifted shut in ecstasy.

      Margo barely managed to not laugh out loud. No ice cream on Earth was that good.

      Connor extracted his arm and wolfed down the rest of his dessert in silence while Margo finished her brownie. Roxanne kept making suggestive noises about her ice cream. It was absurd. It made Margo think of the boy-crazy girls in high school.

      High school.

      Every bit of amusement vanished as the last bit of half-chewed brownie in her mouth turned to a sinister tar. Bad memories mixed with the chocolaty lump, nearly choking her. Forcing herself to swallow the gummy mess, she fought the sudden nausea in her constricting throat and pushed the plate away.

      "You okay?"

      Her gaze darted up to meet Connor's concerned eyes. Afraid to speak lest she throw up, she simply nodded and faked a smile. She took tiny sips of water until the feeling passed and the last crumbs crawled down her throat.

      The volume of conversation around them increased as people finished their desserts. Doug stood up and said, "Okay, guys, we'll be doing campfire and s'mores in the main field behind the lodge at full dark. Until then, you have a few hours on your own. Stay and get to know each other or explore the grounds. Or take a nap. Which is what I would do in your shoes." He finished with a laugh.

      A few people stayed seated and chatting, and a few more got up and filed toward the door. Margo wanted nothing more than to get away from Roxanne and the memories that exhumed themselves over dinner. She put her trash in the designated bin and headed for the exit. Before she could stop herself, Margo took a couple of long strides and caught up with Connor, who'd just gone out the door. Outside, Margo breathed in the fresh air. The heat of the day was being gently carried away by the early evening breeze.

      Despite a lingering discomfort, she kept her tone light. "You okay, or do you need me to escort you to your tent?"

      He snorted. "Funny. I have the feeling I'm going to be looking over my shoulder for the rest of this vacation."

      "I'm guessing Scout won't be much of a guard dog."

      "Not even a little bit. He might knock somebody over or lick them to death, but that's about it."

      "Wait. Are we talking about Scout or Roxanne?" Margo snickered.

      "Stop, that's not funny." Connor grimaced, the crinkles at the edges of his eyes deepening. "Just no."

      Margo burst out laughing. "Yes, it is. It's hilarious. You should see your face." At the word, she couldn't stop herself from taking in every detail – his thick eyelashes, those warm blue-gray eyes, smooth cheeks tanned from working outside above his meticulously groomed beard, and one stray freckle under his left eye. She nearly gave herself whiplash jerking her head to rip her gaze away.

      They walked back to the tents where Scout was napping on Margo's bed.

      "Apparently my tent's better than yours."

      Connor sighed. "I'm sorry. I don't know why he's being like this. Scout! Down!"

      Scout stretched all four legs straight out and rolled onto his back. His tail thumped against the mattress as he waited for a belly rub.

      "Scout! Get down!"

      The dog scooched his butt back and forth, his legs kicking at the air as he scratched his own back against the bed, ignoring Connor's demand.

      Margo stepped up onto her tent's porch and snapped her fingers. "Down."

      Scout immediately flipped over and jumped down onto the floor. He scampered over to her and flopped his butt down at her feet, leaned his body against her legs, and looked up at her, grinning his sweet doggy grin.

      Margo scratched his head. "Good boy."

      Scout's tail thumped harder, acknowledging that he was, in fact, a very good boy.

      "What kind of black magic was that?" Connor stared at his dog in disbelief.

      "He knew I meant business. He thought you were barking. Be firm, but don't raise your voice."

      "Scout, come," Connor said. His eyebrows were pinched, his mouth pursed. Scout trotted to stand beside him.

      Margo laughed. "You don't have to scowl. Be conversational. How long have you had him?"

      "Just shy of six months."

      "Is he a rescue?"

      Connor grimaced. "Sort of. I took him when my brother got too sick to take care of him."

      "Oh. I'm sorry." The question hung in the air, but she didn't want to give voice to it.

      Fortunately, or unfortunately, Connor understood. "He passed away in March."

      Margo reached out and touched his arm. Three months was still so fresh. She vaguely remembered Colin from high school. Three years ahead of her and Connor, she'd never had much interaction with him outside of theater club. They were never assigned to the same groups, but he'd always seemed nice enough. "I'm really sorry."

      "Thanks."

      "Do you know how old he is?"

      He gave her a strange look. "He was thirty-eight." As soon as he finished the sentence, he squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. "You mean Scout. Sorry. He's about five. Colin got him when he was a puppy."

      "Sorry, I should have been more specific."

      "No, that was all me. I was thinking about Colin and the train of thought kept heading that way." He shrugged slightly and looked around her tent, then reached down and focused all his attention on scratching Scout's head.

      Connor still looked a little lost in his thoughts, so she tried to lighten the mood. "Do you need me to protect you at the bonfire?"

      She wanted to yank the question back as soon as it was out. He'd been a jerk to her when she was at one of the lowest points in her life. Actually, he'd been the direct cause of one of the worst moments in her life, so why did she care if he was uncomfortable with Roxanne? It must be pity after learning he'd lost his brother so recently.

      "That'd be awesome. Thanks." He glanced at his watch. "I might have enough time to finish my book before then."

      Margo wanted to nod and send him on his way, but her mouth was uncooperative. "What are you reading?"

      He paused and grinned. "I really want to say War and Peace or Crime and Punishment or some other highbrow example of literary genius."

      "But?"

      "I'm actually rereading Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince."

      "You're kidding." That was not what she'd expected him to say.

      He shifted and shoved his hands into his pockets like he was embarrassed. "Yeah, I know. It's a kid's book."

      Margo didn't want him to think she was being judgmental about his choice in reading material. "No, no. I think it's great. Really. I've read the entire Harry Potter series three times, and I've seen all the movies a zillion times. Definitely qualifies as literary genius as far as I'm concerned."

      He asked, "Which one's your favorite?"

      "Prisoner of Azkaban, no question. You?"

      "Goblet of Fire."

      "That's a good one, too. They're all good. Now I want to read them again." This was good. A nice, safe, generic topic they could discuss. She ignored the fact that it meant they had something in common.

      "I only brought The Half-Blood Prince."

      Margo said, "I wonder if they're in the lodge library. I'll have to check later. Meanwhile, I'm halfway through some novel I can't even remember the name of."

      "That good?"

      "It's not bad. Just… forgettable. But it's probably not the book's fault. I can't remember the last time I sat down to read and wasn't interrupted by something."

      "Did you see they have hammocks by the river?"

      Margo perked up. She hadn't been to the river area yet to see what was there. Relaxing in a hammock and reading while the day drifted by sounded perfect. "Really?"

      "Really. That's my plan for tomorrow. Book, hammock, iced tea."

      "Sounds heavenly."

      Scout stretched and walked a few steps away, then turned back to look expectantly at Connor.

      Connor nodded at him. "I'm coming." He looked back at Margo. "I'll see you when it's time for the bonfire."

      Margo gave him a nod, then went inside to get the book from her suitcase. She settled into the rocking chair on her porch. Chandler and Oren were laughing in their tent, making her smile. They seemed like a nice couple. She hoped this ended up being an amazing honeymoon for them and spent a moment hoping wonderful things for their whole marriage.

      She opened the book, but her mind wandered immediately. Leaning back in the rocking chair, she rocked and tried to figure Connor out. He obviously remembered her, but either he didn't remember any details, or he was hoping she didn't. She decided she would be cordial and friendly, but nothing more. They could talk about books and Scout, but nothing personal. She was drawing her line, and she'd stick to it.
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      Connor changed his mind about sitting down to read. Instead, he got one of Scout's tennis balls and played catch with him in the open space behind their tent. A warm breeze blew, helping to keep the humidity at bay.

      "Good boy." Connor reached for the ball in Scout's mouth, but Scout danced away from his hand. "You know, if you want me to throw it, you have to give it to me."

      Scout's tail wagged hard as he hunkered low, pretending he was going to hand the ball over.

      Connor reached for it again as Scout bounced out of reach with a playful growl.

      "Okay, let's see if Margo's magic works for this." He cleared his throat and stood upright. "Scout. Come."

      The dog bounded over.

      "Sit."

      Scout sat.

      "Drop it."

      The ball fell from the dog's mouth and hit the ground. His ears perked forward and his front paws shifted back and forth excitedly as Connor picked up the ball.

      "I can't believe that worked. Good boy." Connor threw the ball and Scout took off after it, puffs of dirt kicking up behind his paws as he ran.

      Scout grabbed the ball and bounded back, waiting for Connor to toss it again.

      "Drop it."

      The ball dropped from Scout's mouth, the soggy felt picking up a fresh coating of dirt as it rolled toward Connor's feet.

      "This is so gross." He threw it again and wiped his hand on his shorts.

      Scout trotted back, stopping a few yards from Connor. The ball dropped from his mouth. His tail was down, slowly swinging back and forth. Definitely not his happy wag. He grabbed his ball again and laid down, his eyes fixed on something beyond Connor.

      Connor frowned. "Whassamatter, boy?"

      "There you are. I've been looking all over for you." Roxanne sauntered up and hooked her hand around his elbow.

      He spun around at her voice and pulled his arm away from her grasp. "What's up?"

      She looked him up and down and raised a drawn on eyebrow. "You tell me."

      On a good day, Connor didn't have a lot of patience for people who played games. Or people who couldn't take a hint. Or people who were just plain obnoxious. Roxanne checked all three boxes, in a big way. It would be funny if it were happening to someone else.

      "That's a nice dog."

      "Yes, he is."

      Roxanne bent forward and clapped her hands. "Come here, doggie."

      Her voice grated worse than nails on a chalkboard. She talked at Scout in some weird falsetto that suggested she'd never actually spent time with a real dog.

      Scout tilted his head but didn't move.

      Roxanne's mouth tightened and her tone dropped. "Doggie. Come here." She clapped to punctuate each word.

      Scout looked back and forth between Roxanne and Connor. Connor could clearly read the What the heck? expression on Scout's face.

      "Where's Shane?" Connor looked around, hoping to see Shane heading their way. No such luck.

      "In the tent. He didn't want to go for a walk."

      "Well, don't let me keep you from it. Let's go, Scout."

      The dog trotted over, giving Roxanne a wide berth. She bent down and clapped her hands again. "Come here, dog. Come here." She clapped again. It seemed to Connor that she wasn't used to not getting her way, and she was not pleased about being ignored by a dog.

      The sound was beyond Connor's last nerve. He could only imagine what Scout was thinking. "Yeah, he doesn't like that." Neither do I. Few people had the power to annoy him so thoroughly. If that was her goal, Roxanne was definitely bringing her A-game.

      "I see." She straightened and gave him a fake smile. "How about we go somewhere and talk? Get to know each other better? That uptight chick – Mindy or Mary or whatever – you were stuck with at dinner can watch the dog or you can tie him to a tree or something."

      "No." Irritation flared. Margo wasn't uptight. And even if she was, who did this woman think she was to insult her? And tie Scout to a tree? Really? Maybe someone should tie Roxanne to a tree. On second thought, she'd probably be into it.

      Surprise lifted her penciled brows. "Why not?"

      Connor wracked his brain for some way to get away from her. "Look, I gotta go. I'll see you later." As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them.

      Roxanne's face brightened. She reached out and squeezed his bicep. "Later, then." She winked and walked away, adding some obvious swing to her hips.

      Connor shook his head. He took one step toward the tent, then thought better of it. Roxanne would probably take it as an invitation. He snapped his fingers to get Scout's attention and took a path that led past the bathrooms. He had no idea what lay in that direction, but it was in the opposite direction of Roxanne, so whatever lay ahead was an improvement. Scout bounded ahead of him, off the path, and through some bushes. A moment later, he heard a loud splash. He ran forward, the branches stinging his arms as he fought his way through the brush. He stepped through and his feet slipped on an uneven sandy surface.

      The river lay directly in front of him. Scout sloshed around in chest-deep water, happily biting at twigs that floated past him. Every so often, he'd plunge his whole face down into the water.

      "Where's your ball?"

      Scout jerked his head up, water droplets flying from the tips of his ears, then splashed back to the shore where he'd abandoned his tennis ball. He dropped it at Connor's feet and looked up, looked at the river, then back at the ball, then up at Connor, then back at the river.

      "Yeah, I get it. But I'm not throwing your ball in the river." He rubbed the dog's wet head with great affection. One of the last things Colin had said to him was, "Take care of Scout." He'd said it with a desperate urgency Connor hadn't understood at the time, but with every day he spent with the dog, he was getting it. Scout was a sweet boy, pure love and affection, wrapped up in fur. So much fur. Connor swore it covered every surface of his house. And car.

      Scout shook himself, sending a spray of water in every direction.

      "Thanks a lot." Connor wiped his face and flicked the water from his arms. He let Scout play in the water a while longer, enjoying the warm sun.

      Scout finally tired himself out and trotted out of the river and rolled on the grass.

      "Okay, buddy, let's go." He scooped the nasty tennis ball up into his hand and walked back through the bushes, Scout on his heels, hoping Roxanne didn't see them coming back to the tent.

      Scout ran ahead, dirt from the path sticking to his wet paws. Roxanne stepped out of her tent and Scout skidded to a stop, his tail dropping straight down. He took a step sideways as Roxanne stepped off her porch toward him, holding her hand out. "Hello, doggie."

      Connor, still at least twenty yards behind Scout, was just about to call the dog when he heard Margo's firm command.

      "Scout, come."

      The dog happily trotted over to Margo, who was rocking on her porch, holding a book in one hand.

      "Sit."

      Scout sat and his tail wagged, sweeping a rainbow of wetness onto the wooden flooring.

      Roxanne scowled, standing ten or twelve feet from Margo and Scout. "What's its problem? I'm trying to be nice to it."

      Connor reached them as Margo said, "Look, it could be anything. A good rule of thumb for dogs is to watch the tail. If it's straight down and they're standing stiffly, do not approach them. Ignore him and give him some space and maybe he'll make up to you."

      Connor doubted it. In the time he'd had Scout, he'd never come across a person he didn't like. Scout had been out and about in every place imaginable, and like most Labradors, never had anything but love for everyone he came across.

      Roxanne was not pleased. "I'm just happy his owner likes me. That's the important thing."

      Frowning, Connor said, "Maybe just don't try getting close to him, okay?" It hadn't even been four full hours since he'd met her, and he was tired of her nonsense. Poor Shane.

      She turned on a huge smile. "I'd rather be close to you, anyway."

      Connor caught Margo's eye roll and managed not to roll his own.

      "But if he bites me, we're going to have a problem." The smile was still on her face.

      Margo put a protective hand on Scout's head. "Nobody wants that, Roxanne."

      A stab of panic sliced through Connor's chest. Maybe he should have boarded the dog instead of bringing him along. The campground was pet-friendly, and he'd never imagined there might be the slightest possibility of Scout biting someone. Roxanne was an annoyance for him, but she could be a real problem for Scout. And poor Scout had had enough upheaval in his life lately.

      "I'll keep him close, so you won't have to worry."

      Roxanne frowned. "I'll see you later." She turned on her heel and walked back to her tent. Shane appeared in the doorway and his face lit up when he saw her approaching.

      Margo watched her go. "Keep your eye on that one, Connor. She's bad news."

      "Yeah, I get that." He'd made mistakes in his life, and let people down, but he'd do anything to protect Scout.

      "And keep your eye on Scout. He's a good boy." Scout's tail thumped in agreement. "But any dog can bite. And a dog his size could really do substantial damage."

      "I know." He looked at Scout, who was leaning his wet body against Margo's leg. "Thanks. And sorry about the wet fur. Scout found the river."

      She scratched his head again. "Yeah, I figured that out. Silly boy. You like the water, don't you?"

      He thumped his tail again. Yes, yes, he did like the water. Any kind of water, but preferably dirty. The dirtier the better. And if there were fish and other smelly critters in it, that was hitting the jackpot.

      The sun had lowered, sending ribbons of orange and red across the sky.

      It warmed his heart that Margo was looking out for Scout. At least she wasn't punishing his dog for his old sins. It gave him a little hope that maybe she'd hear him out and accept his apology. All he had to do was gather up the courage to give it to her. Maybe she'd forgive him. Maybe her obvious affection for Scout would rub off on him, too.

      He mentally smacked himself upside the head. Get carried away much? He needed to focus on convincing Margo he wasn't the same idiot who'd hurt her. Period. Nothing more.

      "Come, Scout." He looked at Margo. "Are you sure you still want to be my buffer at the bonfire?"

      "No problem. I've dealt with way worse than her."

      "If you're sure." Now he was curious about the people she'd dealt with that were worse than Roxanne.

      "Trust me. She scares you way more than she scares me."

      "If I'm being completely honest, you're kind of scaring me right now, too."

      Margo's long ponytail swung as she tilted her head back and laughed. "Good."

      Connor and Scout went next door to their own tent. Scout jumped up on the bed and started licking his paws.

      "Down!"

      Scout huffed at the offense and slunk off the side of the bed. He cast a longing look at it, then flopped onto the rug and resumed his licking. A Scout-shaped wet spot soaked the comforter.

      "I guess I know which side of the bed is yours," Connor muttered.

      Scout ignored him and kept licking.
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      The bright moon lit the path to the bonfire. Stars popped out across the entire sky. Crickets chirped and the occasional owl hooted. Walking beside Connor, Margo could hear the logs crackling on the fire as they approached. In the trees, fireflies blinked off and on. It was a little unnerving, walking beside him. If someone had told her this morning that she'd be spending the evening with Connor, and that his company was tolerable, she'd have laughed until she peed herself.

      Lawn chairs circled the perimeter of the bonfire. Margo picked the seats farthest away from Roxanne and Shane, separating them by twenty-odd feet and a blazing fire. Scout flopped down beside Connor's chair and promptly went to sleep. The flickering orange glow illuminated Roxanne's contemptuous glare while Shane tried to get her attention.

      Margo was over Roxanne's middle school mean girl act already. She grumbled, "If she doesn't knock it off, I'm going to bite her myself."

      Connor laughed. "You probably don't want to do that unless all your shots are up to date."

      "Excellent point."

      Bonnie flitted around the group, handing out plastic trays covered with ingredients for s'mores and long sticks that had already been stripped of bark and were ready for the marshmallows.

      She paused in front of Margo and fidgeted with the last tray. "Here you go… Do you two mind sharing? I mean, I know you're not together, but… Oh, goodness, never mind. I can make up another tray. I shouldn't have even thought…"

      Margo reached for the tray. "It's not a problem."

      "I'm… well, a little embarrassed. Most of the activities are set up for two people. Like partners. If that's not okay, we can change some things around. I wasn't even thinking when I put the trays together. Oh, dear."

      "It's fine, Bonnie, really." Margo smiled and gave a little nod to signal an end to the conversation.

      Connor took the sticks from Bonnie and agreed. "If it's okay with her, it's okay with me."

      Bonnie looked relieved but didn't move away. "I mean, we aren't trying to force you two together or anything, not that you two being together would be a bad thing, you make a cute couple. We just don't want you to be uncomfortable."

      That particular ship had sailed. Margo held the tray over to Connor. "Truly. It's fine. We don't mind." He selected two marshmallows and slid them onto the sticks.

      "Okay, if you're sure," Bonnie said uncertainly.

      "We're sure." Margo punctuated her words with a wide smile, hoping Bonnie would take the hint, stop talking, and move on. And if that didn't happen, maybe the earth would do her a favor, open up, and swallow her whole, putting an end to this whole awkward conversation.

      Bonnie finally nodded, then smiled back. "Okay, wonderful! Great! If you need s'more s'mores, let me know." She walked away, glancing back at them every few steps until she reached her own lawn chair next to Doug.

      Margo felt bad about being even mildly annoyed with Bonnie. She'd worked so hard to put together an amazing vacation for all of them. She took a deep breath and let the feeling go. Bonnie's intentions were good.

      Connor held his stick into the fire and pulled it back out a second later.

      "You didn't even let your marshmallow get warm. No way you'll be able to squish it."

      He stuck it back into the fire. "You're an expert on s'mores?"

      Margo put her own stick into the flames. "Pfft. I'm an expert on darn near everything," she joked.

      "That must come in handy."

      "Absolutely." She pulled her flaming marshmallow out of the fire and blew it out, then smooshed the charred goo between the chocolate and graham cracker. "See? This is as good as it gets."

      "Nope, this is--" Connor pulled his stick out of the fire, but there was no marshmallow. Just an empty tip with a little flaming residue. He blew it out.

      "You were saying? Should I just start calling you Chef Gordon Ramsay now, or would you prefer I wait until you actually assemble a s'more? Assuming, of course, you ever do." She bit into her s'more. The crunchy graham cracker coated with melted chocolate and marshmallow was camping perfection.

      "Very funny." He grabbed another marshmallow, shoved it onto the stick, and held it into the fire. He watched it intently, then pulled it back and blew the fire out. "See?" He twirled the stick around. "Every side of it is perfectly done."

      "You're getting cocky. And taking too long. It's going to be too hard to smoosh if you let it cool."

      He wrestled with his chocolate and graham cracker, then finally smeared his marshmallow onto it, making a mess.

      "Harder than it looks, isn't it, Gordon?" Margo laughed as she licked melted chocolate off her fingertips.

      "I'm trying not to show you up." Connor's graham cracker snapped in half. He barely managed to keep it from falling.

      Okay, she didn't have to like him to appreciate that he didn't take himself too seriously. Her ex-fiancé had zero ability to laugh at himself, and it had been exhausting. She teased, "You're doing an outstanding job."

      Connor held up his mess of a s'more in triumph. "See? Perfect."

      "Nice." She made herself another treat.

      "Why do you burn your marshmallow like that?"

      "To obtain the perfect balance between a crispy outside and gooey inside. It's all about nailing the ratio of crisp to goo."

      "I see."

      "Have you ever had s'mores? You seem like a s'more newbie." She drew back and gasped in mock horror, pressing fingertips to her throat. "Or do you just… not like them?"

      "Um…" He gave her a thumbs up and an exaggerated grin. "They're great. The best thing I've ever eaten in my whole entire life. Ever." A few graham cracker crumbs dotted his beard. If it wasn't Connor, it might have almost been adorable.
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