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      "Not this year, Agnes." Or any other year. Sarah Winchester would rather smack a piñata full of bees than get wrangled into the stupid Love Drawing. She'd come to Sonny's Diner for pie, not to be accosted by the president of the Ladies' Society.

      "Oh, but Sarah, you must! You'll have a wonderful time." The older woman waved a slip of paper in one hand and held out a pen with the other, beckoning Sarah to join her in her booth.

      "No." She softened her firm word with a warm smile and stayed on her stool at the counter. Being matched with a random partner at the Ladies' Society Valentine's Day event felt more desperate than swiping through a dating app, which Sarah also had zero interest in doing. Even if she had time for a man, which she didn't, she didn't have the interest.

      The older woman clucked her tongue in disapproval and wrote Sarah's name on the entry form with a flourish.

      Sarah's smile vanished. "Agnes, don't you dare." Her legs tensed to jump off the stool and snatch the paper, but she knew she'd never make it in time.

      Agnes folded the form and slid it through the slot on top of the ancient wooden – and padlocked – box with the words Hickory Hollow Ladies' Society engraved on the lid. "Oops." Agnes tapped her ear – an ear that had never needed a hearing aid – and said, "I didn't hear you, dear."

      "It's not nice to lie." Sara tsked, wagging her finger.

      Agnes gave her a mock-horrified expression. "Oh, I would never." With a triumphant grin, she added, "See you at the ball, dear."

      "They should kick you out of here," Sarah said with affection, her dark curls swinging as she shook her head.

      Agnes and her old lady club were a permanent fixture at Sonny's Diner. They set up shop in a corner booth. Not that booth, that one, and unsuspecting visitors who unknowingly sat there were subjected to scathing looks of disapproval if the ladies should happen to come in. Nearly a decade ago, the talk of the town was when Sonny, the diner's owner, boldly refused to let them put a permanent 'reserved' sign on the booth.

      A steaming cup of coffee magically appeared on the counter, courtesy of Corinne, the best waitress – and best friend – ever. "I got married just to avoid their matchmaking schemes," she joked.

      Agnes piped up. "It's not a scheme. The Hickory Hollow Ladies' Society has been holding the Love Drawing every year since 1846 and we've had at least one marriage every single year. Even during the Civil War," she added proudly as she stood and pulled on her coat.

      Corinne leaned her hip against the counter. "Tell us about the first drawing, Agnes. Was it your idea or Millie's?"

      Agnes pretended to be affronted. "You should respect your elders." She wiggled her fingers and winked at them as she left the diner.

      Corinne moved the Ladies' Society box off the table and put it under the counter. Yeah, that was their spot, too. She wiped down the table, then came back to the counter. "Tough day?"

      Sarah let out a deep breath and lifted the cup to blow on the coffee. She promptly sloshed hot coffee down the front of her scrubs. "Crap. Yeah, rough day. But I can't talk about it." Not to mention she'd just been unwillingly entered into the stupid Love Drawing. One more item for the "lousy day" list.

      Without missing a beat, Corinne produced napkins from her spot behind the counter. "Not even in hypotheticals, huh?"

      She wiped at her shirt. "Nope."

      "Must be about Tanner. Poor kid."

      Tanner Atkins, the high school basketball star, had taken a bad fall on a jump shot and messed up his leg in front of pretty much the whole town last evening. Sarah was the technician who'd done his MRI, and had witnessed Tanner's parents' wrath when the doctor explained the extent of the injury. Sarah was no fortune teller, but she'd bet the farm Tanner's college scholarship offers would be drying up. And heaven knew an academic ride wasn't happening.

      "I can't tell you anything, even if you guess."

      Corinne had heard enough of Sarah's HIPAA lectures to know when to quit. "I'll stop fishing. Sorry you had a rough day, but the apple crumb pie's fresh. Want a piece?"

      "Absolutely."

      Corinne turned around and opened the glass door of the cooler. She unwrapped a slice of pie and set it in front of Sarah with a fork she snagged from under the counter. "Hey, the day's not a total waste. Agnes got you all fixed up for the Love Drawing. Maybe you'll end up with the love of your life."

      Sarah poked her finger toward her throat and made a gagging noise. "Harvey is the love of my life. Besides, you've seen what this town has to offer."

      "Maybe we'll get some newcomers before then."

      "Newcomers? Yeah, right. People don't move in. Or out. You're born here, you grow up here, you get old here, then you die here." She speared the pie.

      "Such a cynic."

      Around a bite of sugary goodness, she said, "Realist."

      "Call it what you want, but I don't think I've ever seen you so pessimistic about Hickory Hollow."

      Sarah reached back and rubbed her neck. "I don't think I've ever felt so pessimistic. I'm just tired. I need something new. Exciting. And not a man, either. The last thing I need is one of those."

      Corinne refilled her coffee cup. "Maybe the drawing will be a good thing. I heard it's the biggest event the ladies have ever put together, so at least it'll be fun."

      "Depending entirely on who I get stuck with."

      "I'll be right back." Corinne walked away to check on the only table of customers left in the diner while Sarah finished her pie and coffee.

      Rain mixed with snow shone in the circles of brightness from the pole lights in the parking lot. Sarah hated this time of year. The days were supposedly getting longer, but it was so dark and dreary it was impossible to tell.

      Corinne returned with the coffee decanter and gestured to Sarah's cup.

      "No, thanks." Sarah pushed her empty mug and pie plate toward Corinne. "I'm gonna head out. Genius me, I was in such a hurry to leave work I left my coat."

      "Good thing you're pretty," Corinne teased.

      "Ha." Sarah put money on the counter and blew a kiss.

      Driving home, her mood soured further when a sudden downpour burst from the black sky. Huge, fat drops of rain mixed with wet ice splattered against her windshield, reminding her she needed new wiper blades. It was after six, already full dark, and the driving rain made seeing nearly impossible. Sarah flipped her lights to high beams and slowed to a crawl.

      Empty cornfields on either side of the road gave her no landmarks to focus on, and made it impossible to gauge how far away from home she was. A mile? Five miles? Her shoulders ached from hunching toward the steering wheel. Hot air blasted from the vents but it still wasn't enough to completely get rid of the chill in the air.

      Ahead, faint light from a handful of houses situated on the right-hand side of the road helped orient her. The sleet calmed just enough for her to see the small red taillights of a vehicle about a hundred yards ahead of her.

      A second later, those red lights swam wildly back and forth as the car fishtailed, then swirled out of view until the headlights faced Sarah, then the taillights were in view again, whirling back around in a surreal arc. The lights came to an abrupt dead stop, punctuated by a bang so loud Sarah felt it in her chest. "Be okay, be okay, be okay," she whispered over and over.

      Sarah took her foot off the gas. Even so, her own tires spun and caught again. She eased forward, heart pounding, trying to hurry, but mindful of her own safety. She eased to the side of the road and threw her hazard lights on. Grabbing her cell phone, she dialed 9-1-1 and jumped out of the car. The icy rain soaked through her thin scrubs almost immediately.

      "Hello?" She hurried to the minivan, which now had a telephone pole for a hood ornament. Her slip-resistant work shoes offered little help against the ice on the road. Steam rose from under the crumpled hood.

      "9-1-1, what's your emergency?" a man's voice came across the line.

      Rapping on the driver's window, she hunched over to shield her phone from the rain. The driver was reclined against his seat, unmoving, the deflated airbag hanging limp from the steering wheel. Sarah smacked her palm against the window to get his attention, her fingers already numb.

      "One vehicle accident on Route 37, near the old mill. Driver appears to be unconscious."

      "Ma'am, what is your name?" His voice was clipped but calm.

      "Sarah. Winchester."

      "What is your phone number?"

      She hurriedly gave the dispatcher her number and rapped on the window again. "He lost control and hit a pole. I can't get the door open." She babbled whatever information she thought they'd need. Her teeth chattered almost as loud as her voice. For a second, she thought she heard a cry, but it was impossible to isolate it from the noise of the phone, the hissing from the van's front end, and her own violent shaking.

      "Is the driver moving?"

      Her fingers felt like they'd frozen into a claw as she held the phone. "No, he appears to be unconscious. I keep knocking on the window, but he's not moving." She couldn't remember if she'd already told the dispatcher that information.

      "Are there any other passengers?"

      "The back windows are tinted. I can't see." She cupped her hand against the rear door window and tried to peer inside, but she couldn't see anything. Once again, the noise that sounded like a cry rose up, louder this time, and longer. "I think there's a child in the back seat." She tried the door handle again. Nothing. She tried the back door, then ran around to the passenger side and slid against the slick muddy ground, falling hard onto her side. The phone flew out of her hand and skittered across the slick ground.

      Slipping, she eased to her feet and gingerly limped to her phone, then back to the car to try the passenger doors. The front passenger door was crumpled, the front end of the car now partially in the seat. Hot tears scratched the backs of her eyes. What if there had been a passenger in the front… She pushed the thought away. It wouldn't do any good to think about anything beyond the here and now.

      Sarah grabbed the door and pulled, but other than a sickening fingers-on-a-chalkboard screech, nothing happened.

      "Hello?" she yelled.

      There was no response. She looked back to her own vehicle. It would probably be better to go sit in her car and wait since there was nothing more she could do.

      She'd taken one step when a cry from a tiny voice inside the minivan sounded a lot like, "Help!"

      Shoving her freezing wet hair off her face, she tried the door again, knowing it was futile.

      Crying. Unmistakable this time.

      Her phone had gone dead at some point, probably when it hit the frozen ground. A shiver rocked her, but she tried not to think about how cold she was. Or how much her ankle and elbow hurt from where she'd fallen. Forcing her voice to be calm, she said, "Hi, sweetheart, everything's going to be okay." Why did people say that? She looked at the driver. Maybe everything was going to be very not okay.

      "My name's Sarah. Can you tell me your name?"

      The child cried harder. She tried to guess the age. Not an infant, maybe a bit older than a toddler? Definitely in a car seat, but she couldn't make anything out. The glow from the dash barely reached the driver and it was as dark outside as midnight.

      She hunched over to protect her face from the stinging rain that now contained little shards of ice.

      "Help!" the child cried, wrenching Sarah's heart and rooting her to the spot.

      The man groaned and lifted a hand.

      "Sir? You shouldn't move." She tapped the glass.

      He groaned again and the child resumed its terrified cries for help.

      Sarah's entire jaw chattered. She shook so badly she had to brace her hands against the side of the car. "Honey? It's going to be okay. Your daddy bumped his head. Sir, don't move."

      Sirens screamed in the distance. Sarah nearly wilted with relief.

      "The helpers are coming to get you and your daddy and make everything better."

      "Daddy?" the child sobbed.

      "It's okay, sweetheart, just… still and it'll… okay." It was getting harder to think of comforting things to say to the child in the back seat and the groaning man.

      Bright lights sliced through the darkness. Sarah squinted, watching them approach. "Almost here."

      The ambulance pulled beside the wrecked car, joined a few moments later by a fire truck and police car. People in the houses finally noticed the commotion and peered out their windows.

      Sarah moved toward her own car, her teeth no longer chattering. She put one foot in front of the other to get out of the way, watching the ground carefully because her numb legs fought to cooperate. The numbness wasn't all bad, though. At least she wasn't cold anymore.

      "You okay?"

      The voice came at her through a tunnel.

      Her head felt fuzzy, like she'd been drugged. Her car was so far away, but she needed to go home. Taking another step forward, the ground shifted and she stumbled.

      Strong arms grabbed her and held her steady. Voices and lights and noise and the driving rain all fell away and Sarah was suddenly so very, very tired. She needed to lie down.

      "Whoa, stand up." The voice wasn't particularly friendly, but the arms were comforting, and they were taking her somewhere. Her feet tangled together and she lost her balance.

      The huff of annoyance was clear in her mind, even if she couldn't quite place its owner. A second later, she was lifted into the air and it occurred to her that she needed to swim. Because the rain was so heavy.

      "Stay still!" the annoyed voice barked.

      She obeyed the sharp voice. Apparently she was swimming wrong. She stopped waving her arms and kicking her feet and decided to just float. The flashing lights were gone, replaced with a steady glow as they moved inside.

      "Millie, we need to get her warm."

      The voices floated around her like a dream.

      "Put her here and get the blankets," Annoyed Voice said.

      Suddenly, she was freezing again, her body shivering uncontrollably, her teeth chattering so hard she bit her cheek and tasted blood.

      Annoyed Voice said, "We have to get these wet clothes off her."

      Sarah felt them wrestle her shoes, socks, pants, and shirt off until she was in her wet bra and panties.

      He said, "I'll wait in the kitchen while you… finish."

      Millie's voice was close and soothing. "Should we let the ambulance people check her?"

      His voice moved away as he spoke and Millie took off her undergarments. "They're already gone with the two patients from the van. She'll be fine here. We just have to get her warm."

      Sarah couldn't stop whatever was happening to her. She couldn't make sense of it. She couldn't even open her eyes as a blanket was wrapped around her.

      A while later, maybe minutes, maybe hours, Annoyed Voice was back. "Here's a towel. I'll put more wood on the fire."

      Sarah felt the towel being wrapped around her head, soaking up the freezing water from her hair.

      The violent shaking subsided, and Sarah's mind felt a little clearer. She forced her eyes open and studied her captors. Millie Van Houten stood beside the sofa, holding Sarah's shirt. Her tight silver curls glowed like a halo in the firelight. Why had Millie kidnapped her? She squinted, her vision blurry. She was wrapped in several blankets and couldn't free her arms. She felt like a burrito.

      A giggle bubbled up her throat and escaped her lips.

      Millie's head turned. "Sarah, dear, are you okay?"

      Her gaze slid to the fireplace, where Annoyed Voice stoked the flames higher. Were they going to cook her? Maybe she really was a burrito. If she was, she probably wouldn't fit in the microwave. It made sense.

      "Sarah? Honey? I called your parents to let them know you're here." Millie perched on the edge of the sofa and squeezed the towel covering Sarah's hair.

      Annoyed Voice stood up and glared down at her. She couldn't make out his features, but he was tall and well-built. He wore jeans and a flannel shirt. A wolf was curled up by the fireplace. Maybe they were going to feed her to the wolf.

      Millie said, "Do you think she'll be okay?"

      "She'll be fine." He then spoke to Sarah. "That was really stupid. Another five minutes and you'd have ended up with permanent brain damage from hypothermia."

      She wanted to ask why he was yelling at her. All she'd done was call 9-1-1 and try to help a frightened child. Trying to avoid his gaze, she pulled her neck deeper into the blanket but couldn't get away.

      The fog in her brain lifted, bit by bit, and the feeling slowly returned to her fingers, even though she couldn't quite feel her toes. Her eyeballs felt like lead weights.

      "The car…"

      Millie's warm hands scrunched her wet hair with a towel. "Your car's fine, dear."

      "No." Sarah was getting frustrated that her words weren't coming out right. "Other car."

      "They're going to be just fine. The little girl was perfectly fine, and rode along to the hospital with her daddy."

      "Congrats, you saved them, hero."

      "Rowan!" Millie fixed a stern gaze on him. "Enough."

      He stormed away and a door slammed. Millie shook her head, her silver curls never moving, and sighed. "He's a good boy. But if he takes that tone again, I'll box his ears."
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      Rowan crossed the lawn carefully to Sarah's car, a gray Hyundai Elantra, and was surprised to find it still idling. Probably no one had heard the quiet engine over the commotion. Getting in the driver's seat, he turned off the hazard lights and pulled the car into Millie's driveway. He sat there as tiny balls of ice bounced off the windshield. In the rear view mirror, he watched the last burning flare on the road extinguish. The tow truck would pick up the wrecked car after the ice storm let up a bit.

      People were so stupid. How that woman thought standing in the freezing rain in those thin clothes was going to do anything except give her a nice case of hypothermia, he'd never know. Sure, she'd been the one to call 9-1-1, but she should have waited in her car.

      He sucked in an irritated breath. If she'd have fallen on Millie's lawn, Millie would have gone out to try to help her and there would be two frozen corpses on Millie's lawn right now. It was one thing when people wanted to be stupid on their own, but… He swallowed hard. Millie was all he had aside from Blue. If anything happened to her… especially because of someone's stupidity… He shoved the thoughts away. Millie was fine. The worst hadn't happened, despite this woman's best efforts.

      He looked around the interior of her car, probably only a year old. Maybe two. Spotless. He turned the car off and on a hunch, went back to open the trunk. Snorting in disgust, it was just as he'd suspected. She didn't even have a blanket or emergency kit. Nothing except a spare tire – flat, from the looks of it – and a jack he was certain she couldn't operate. Not even a set of jumper cables. He slammed the trunk shut.

      Who lived out in the country and drove around in January this unprepared? Stupid people, that's who. People who couldn't conceive of their precious cell phones not having signal. People who had other people waiting at home who'd notice if they were late.

      Rowan pulled his coat tighter and grabbed the bucket of rock salt from Millie's porch. He threw liberal handfuls over the sidewalk and driveway. When he was done, he put the bucket back in its spot. He snatched Sarah's purse from her car and took it inside Millie's cozy ranch home, setting it and her keys on the table by the door. She'd probably need her freaking lipstick or nail file or something just as useless from the bulky quilted bag.

      He rolled his eyes, betting she paid three hundred dollars for this ugly purse to carry around stuff she probably never even used.

      Like he'd said. People were stupid.

      "Are you sure she'll be all right?" Millie came up behind him, her voice hushed.

      "Yeah. Just keep her warm. I'm going to head home."

      "Oh no, you're not. It's dangerous out there. Don't believe me? Check the front yard." She planted her fists on her hips, her tone brooking no discussion.

      "Blue—"

      "Blue is just fine where he's at."

      The old German Shepherd snoozed beside the fireplace, his big paws twitching as he chased something in his dreams.

      "Fine." Rowan relented. He hadn't really wanted to take Blue back out in this weather anyway. And he didn't want to leave Millie alone in case Sarah took a turn for the worse. Unlikely, to be sure, but not impossible.

      "Ease up. She was trying to do the right thing."

      "Yeah, well, she could have…" he trailed off. Millie's face was a stern mask. Little old lady or not, Rowan knew she had the upper hand. "Fine. If you need anything, I'll be in the basement."

      Millie pursed her lips, but said nothing, so Rowan escaped to the downstairs, where he could watch TV in peace. Which he did. Until the power went out.

      "Are you freaking kidding me?" he muttered. The air chilled quickly without the furnace running. Reluctantly, he went upstairs to the living room, glad he'd cleaned the fireplace and gotten a nice blaze going.

      Millie was nowhere to be seen, and the couch was empty. Blue was still asleep.

      "Auntie? Where are you?"

      She called out, "In the bedroom. I was trying to find some clothes for Sarah, but now we can't see."

      He had to laugh a little. Millie was several inches shorter than Sarah, who was short herself, and a fair amount wider. "I'll get the flashlight."

      Feeling his way through the kitchen, he located the junk drawer and found the flashlight in the exact same spot it had occupied since the sixties. Not the same flashlight, of course, although the original was probably in a box in the attic.

      Rowan flicked it on and went to Millie's bedroom. Ignoring Sarah, he shined the flashlight into the closet. Millie pushed clothes back and forth on the hangers. "I don't think I have anything that will work. Rowan, go get your sweatpants and one of those flannel shirts for Sarah. They'll be big, but at least they'll do the job."

      He bristled a little bit at being ordered to give Sarah his own clothes, but he did as his aunt requested. Demanded. Whatever. Without a word, he went down the hall to the guest bedroom where he had some old clothes for when he worked at Millie's house, and picked the rattiest pair of sweatpants and stiffest flannel shirt. For good measure, he grabbed a pair of thick, scratchy socks he'd never worn. To be fair, they'd be warm. The flashlight cast eerie shadows along the walls and around the corners. It made him uneasy.

      Back in Millie's room, he ignored Sarah's outstretched hand, her bare arm poking out from the blankets, and set the pile of clothes on the bed. He handed Millie the flashlight before he turned and walked to the living room. He put another log on the fire and reached over to scratch Blue, who woke up and gave a huge yawn, then stood, licked Rowan's neck, turned in a circle, and lay back down with a huff.

      "Who's a good boy?" Rowan asked quietly, scratching Blue's head.

      Blue's tail thumped against the floor. He knew the answer to that.

      Sitting in the recliner closest to the dog, Rowan kept his attention on the fire as Sarah came into the living room and sat on the far end of the couch. His clothes swallowed her up, but her eyes still managed to spit defiance and fire. Millie took her place in the twin recliner next to Sarah.

      "I didn't catch your name," Sarah said.

      Without looking in her direction, he scowled. "I didn't give it."

      Millie cleared her throat. "My incorrigible nephew is Rowan Graham. Rowan, stop being so rude."

      "Sorry, Auntie." He forced himself to look at Sarah. "I'm Rowan Graham. So very pleased to meet you."

      She rolled her eyes. "Sarah Winchester. Likewise."

      "You need to have some emergency supplies in your trunk. You don't even have a set of jumper cables. You probably won't be so lucky next time."

      "I'll take it under advisement, Captain Safety." Her tone dripped sarcasm. "You sound like my dad."

      "Sounds like he has some sense." He turned back to the fireplace. She was the one who made this whole evening crazy, and she was eye rolling and getting snippy? Nice. Maybe he should have left her car idling along the road until it ran out of gas.

      Millie and Sarah talked and laughed until almost midnight, while Rowan did his best to ignore them and keep the fire blazing to stave off the chill. When the power flicked back on, Rowan went downstairs to reset the furnace and make sure it kicked on.

      Back upstairs, he found Millie pulling out every extra blanket and pillow she owned and dividing them up among the three of them. "Oh, dear, I only have one guest room."

      He grabbed a stack of blankets. "I have to keep an eye on the fire anyway, so I'll take the couch."

      "I can take the couch," Sarah said. She stood, his clothes swallowing up her petite frame.

      Rowan stopped and looked at her. "Guess you didn't hear me. I'm taking the couch. Good night." He slapped the pillow at the end of the couch and flung the blanket out, then sat on the couch and toed his boots off.

      Sarah looked like she was going to argue, and for a moment he hoped she did. He was itching for a good argument. Especially one he'd win. In the end, she followed Millie down the hall and went into the guest bedroom without another word.

      Hopefully, it was the last he'd see of her.
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      In the morning, Sarah looked around the unfamiliar room. Her mouth felt like she had a hangover, dry and foul. The loud floral bedspread reminded her she was in Millie's house. The ancient floral wallpaper confirmed it.

      Most of the house had a floral scent from Millie's liberally applied signature perfume, but this room smelled different. The pillow smelled faintly like Old Spice, clean and masculine. She hadn't been close enough to Rowan to smell him, but it made sense.

      Stretching, she pulled the covers back and slipped out of bed, eternally grateful the bedroom had its own bathroom attached. She felt like a little kid as she rolled the pantlegs of Rowan's sweatpants up so she wouldn't trip. When she finished, she gathered up her still-damp underwear, bra, and rolled them into her scrubs. The blankets were neatly folded on the couch, the fireplace cold. She peeked into the kitchen, where Millie was making coffee. There was no sign of Rowan or his dog.

      "Good morning. Thanks for letting me stay last night." Sarah didn’t want to think what might have happened if the accident had occurred just a hundred yards farther in either direction, with no houses, and no one paying attention.

      Turning, Millie smiled widely. "You're welcome, dear. I'll make you some breakfast."

      "Thank you so much, but I have to get home and check on Harvey, then get to work."

      "Are you sure? I have waffles."

      "I'm sure." She hugged the older woman. "I really appreciate it, though. And I'll get these clothes back to you."

      "No hurry."

      Sarah grabbed her keys and slipped her shoes on. She shoved her wadded up clothes into her massive purse and gave Millie one last wave before heading outside. It was wet outside, but the temperature had risen, so the ice was gone. Remnants of rock salt crunched with each step. She was still kicking herself for leaving her coat at work. The heavy flannel shirt was a big improvement over her thin scrubs, but it was by no means warm. She supposed it served her right for being so dumb. Lesson learned. It wasn't a mistake she'd ever make again.

      Grateful there was no frost on her windows, Sarah started the car and let it warm up for a minute before carefully backing out of Millie's driveway. The pole was splintered and bent where the van had impacted it. Pieces of the headlight littered the ground.

      She was halfway home before she realized Rowan must have moved her car for her.

      Rowan. He was gruff and annoying, but he seemed to have an affectionate relationship with Millie. And he obviously loved his dog, so he couldn't be all bad. She couldn't figure out why he'd been so annoyed with her. Okay, if she was completely objective, he wasn't wrong that she'd been stupid to stand out in the freezing rain that long. But in her defense, she hadn't realized how long it had been, or how cold she was, until she was being carried into the house. Who could expect her to walk away from a child crying for help?

      Her own little brick ranch house was a welcome sight. She pulled into her garage, hit the button to close the overhead door, and went into the house. The garage opened to the laundry room. She dropped her clothes in front of the washer, then went through the kitchen into the living room to look in on Harvey.

      "Hey, buddy."

      The turtle, a red-eared slider to be specific, stood on his rock, his head outstretched. He clearly did not approve of her being gone all night.

      She breathed a sigh of relief to see him safe and sound. "Yes, I know, you're starving, right?" She reached into the tank and rubbed his head. "You're always starving, you little pig."

      Harvey was offended, but he hid it well.

      Satisfied that the filter and heat lamp were working properly, some of the tension left her shoulders. It wasn't a big deal to leave Harvey alone overnight, but she was always paranoid that something would go wrong with his terrarium, especially with the power outage.

      She went to the kitchen, plugged her phone into the charger, reset the time on the microwave, got a carrot top from the fridge, dropped it in his tank, then showered and dressed for work. Checking her watch, she figured she either had time to inhale a bowl of cereal or run through the drive-through for coffee.

      The drive-through also sold muffins. Decision made.

      Twisting her hair up into a tight bun, she decided to skip putting on makeup, even though she felt pale as death.

      Checking on Harvey one more time, she smiled as he wrestled the carrot into submission. Her cell phone was still dead. Luckily today was her short shift, so she could stop at the wireless store after work.

      Dropping Rowan's clothes on the pile with her damp scrubs, she contemplated throwing the load into the washer, then checked her watch again. Nope. It would wait until later. She tugged on her backup coat, an ugly old thing, but warmth trumped cute. She'd definitely learned a lesson on that score.

      Back in her car, she felt like she'd just left work. What a long, eventful, sleepless night. Stopping at the drive-through, she ordered her muffin and coffee and headed to the hospital.

      Her department wasn't exactly part of the hospital, even though they were housed in a wing of the main building. They were lucky enough to have an office that ran 9-5 through the week and 9-12 on Saturdays, instead of the 24/7 operation of the main hospital. Sarah was one of three MRI technicians, the others being Julie and Becky, and they rotated Saturdays. Whoever worked Saturday got a half-day on Wednesday to make up the time. She knew it was just a corporate ploy to keep them from getting into overtime, but it suited her just fine. Especially since today was her half-day Wednesday.

      She parked in her designated space in the employee lot and hurried up the sidewalk. While the heavy glass doors slid open, she brushed the muffin crumbs off her shirt.

      The office door was already unlocked. "Hey, Julie."

      "Heard you had an eventful night." Julie slid a handful of file folders into the slot for scheduled patients.

      "How'd you hear?" She shrugged out of her coat and hung it over her other one.

      "Max told me you called in the wreck over on Bricker Drive." Julie's husband was a 9-1-1 dispatcher.

      "I didn't even recognize his voice."

      "I'm sure you had more important things to worry about. You okay?"

      They worked side by side, running through the routine of opening the office. "I'm fine. I was a good bit behind this minivan, I saw it spin around, so I stopped and called 9-1-1. It was right in front of Millie Van Houten's place." She left out the part about her encounter with hypothermia.

      "Oh, geez. The whole town will know the story before noon."

      "You'll probably also hear that I stayed in her guest room. It was so icy I couldn't go home." She took her stack of files. "Her nephew was there, too."

      "Rowan? I heard he was back."

      "You know him?" Sarah's hand froze in midair.

      "Not well. He went to school with Max. I've met him two or three times. Nice guy."

      Sarah begged to differ, but the first patient came in, so the conversation died there. Max had grown up in a neighboring town, so it made more sense that she'd never met Rowan if he hadn't lived in Hickory Hollow until recently. The morning schedule was packed, so time to clock out came as a happy surprise.

      Becky, the third tech, was taking another patient to the back. "Enjoy your afternoon."

      Sarah waved on her way out, glad she was leaving. The ice storm had caused a significant amount of slip and fall accidents, giving them their busiest day in weeks.

      The parking lot of Sonny’s Diner was empty when she pulled in. There were no customers inside, so when Corinne brought her club sandwich and French fries, she slid into the booth across from her with a cup of coffee. She watched the door as she sipped.

      "Has it been this slow all day?" Sarah dragged a french fry through gravy and popped it in her mouth.

      "No." Corinne leaned forward and rubbed her lower back. "This morning was insane. Standing room only. I'm hoping everyone is full from breakfast and won't be in again today. How come you're here?"

      "I work Saturday, so today's my half day."

      Corinne blinked at her. "You work Saturday. This Saturday." She poked a finger onto the table for emphasis.

      "Yeah, wh… oh, no." Sarah squeezed her eyes shut and pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. "I completely forgot you're moving this weekend."

      After a long pause, Corinne said, "It's fine."

      It wasn't fine, and she felt terrible. "My parents are still coming over with the truck. I just won't be there until after twelve."

      "I thought they were coming with you."

      Sarah shook her head, her curls bouncing just above her shoulders. "No, I remember now. I told Dad I had to work because it's Becky's kid's birthday. They'll be there by six. I'll text and – Ah, crap."

      "What?"

      "My phone's dead. I'm going to see if I can get it fixed after I'm done here. It's been a crazy twenty-four hours." As much as she missed her phone, it was kind of nice to not have it attached to her hand.

      "Do tell."

      Sarah launched into her tale, focusing on Rowan's crappy attitude and deliberately minimizing the severity of her own actions to avoid a safety lecture. "He didn't have to act so pissy. It was like I'd personally offended him by being out in the cold too long."

      "Wow, yeah, no need to be so rude, even if he wasn't totally wrong."

      "Exactly. You can be right without being smug and jerky about it."

      "It's kind of romantic, though, him carrying you into the house."

      Sarah snorted. "There was nothing romantic about it, trust me." She pushed her empty plate away. "He was like some reclusive lumberjack with zero social skills that should be living out in the woods somewhere instead of being around people."

      Corinne snickered. "Lumberjacks can be hot. And an isolated cabin away from people? Sounds pretty good to me."

      "You need to get out of the diner. Take a vacation."

      "Whatever that is." She looked up as the bells on the door jingled. "I guess I should go wait on those people who just came in."

      "Probably." Sarah put some bills on the table and pulled her coat on. "Off to waste the afternoon messing with my stupid phone."

      "Have fun."

      She waved on her way out of the diner. By the middle of the afternoon, she had a shiny new phone that cost more than her first car, a flower delivery scheduled for Millie, and a small box of crickets for Harvey from the pet store.

      As soon as she got home, she gave Harvey a fresh cricket and changed into yoga pants and a sweatshirt. While her new phone synced with her most recent backup, she crossed her fingers that her contacts would transfer without a hitch, and she grudgingly decided to take some of Rowan's advice and at least put a blanket in her car. With even more reluctance, she went to the hall closet and dug out the set of jumper cables her dad had given her several years ago and insisted she keep in her car. Oops.

      She supposed a neat, clean trunk was slightly less important than having a few basic items on hand in case of emergency. Her destroyed phone was a stark reminder that she might not always be able to call for help. As much as it pained her to admit, Rowan's point was valid, if his approach was not.

      Knowing it would annoy her if she heard things rattling around in the trunk, she went to the closet in her spare bedroom and found a pretty canvas utility tote she'd felt pressured to order at a home party a coworker had hosted several years ago. She dug through the stash of quilts she’d made, picking one with a pattern she never really loved. She folded it, put it in the tote bag, and set the jumper cables on top.

      After some more thought, she added a pair of sweatpants, a sweatshirt, and pair of heavy socks. There. Now she was prepared.

      The phone was still updating, so she took the tote to the car and found herself annoyed at the sense of accomplishment she felt. She didn't want Rowan to have been so right. A little right, fine, but this was ridiculous.

      At least she didn't have to admit it to his grumpy, smug face. Which she planned to never lay eyes on again.
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      "Settle down." Rowan scratched Blue's ears.

      He'd been barking out the side window for the better part of ten minutes.

      "What's the problem, anyway?"

      Bark! Bark! Bark! Blue's tail whipped back and forth so fast it was a blur.

      Rowan moved the curtain and chuckled. The neighbor's cat sat in the window across the street, mocking Blue by steadfastly ignoring him and casually licking his paws. "That cat's kind of a jerk, huh?"

      Blue barked in agreement.

      "If I let you go over there, you'd get your butt kicked." He scratched Blue's head and said the magic words. "Let's go for a walk."

      The barking stopped abruptly as Blue turned and sprinted for the door.

      "Hey, you forgetting something?" Rowan picked up the leash from the hall table and held it up.

      Blue sprinted back to where Rowan stood and waited for the leash to clip to his collar, his front paws dancing back and forth, then darted back toward the door.

      Rowan snapped his fingers, and Blue immediately went to heel. As excited as he was to go outside, he stayed by Rowan's side as they walked down the sidewalk, past the houses in their neighborhood. Even though he was retired, he still obeyed the commands he'd been taught.

      At the end of the street, they headed into the park, which was normally empty this time of year. Thanks to the crazy Pennsylvania weather – two solid weeks of temperatures in the teens, ice storm yesterday, and now temps in the mid-forties – it was full of kids and families shaking off their cabin fever.

      Blue did his business and Rowan bagged the results and tossed them in the closest trash can. They strolled around the trail at the perimeter of the park, then circled back to the street. The mild day was a nice change from the rainy, icy days they'd had for several weeks.

      They were almost back to the house when his phone vibrated in his pocket. Aunt Millie.

      "Rowan, sweetheart, I need a favor."

      Uh oh. This can’t be good. "Your favors always seem to cause me grief." Especially when she called him sweetheart.

      Her tone changed to super-sweet. Nothing good is coming of this, I just know it. "I hope you don't mind, but I might have to enter you in the drawing."

      That sounded innocuous enough. "What drawing?"

      "The entry period is over this evening, and we're short one man."

      "What are you…" Oh, no. She meant the Love Drawing. "No. No way. Not a chance." Millie and her little old lady friends thought themselves the official matchmakers for the town. "Sorry. No."

      There was a long pause. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, deciding to wait her out.

      Bringing out the big guns, she sniffled.

      Ah, geez. "You're not crying." He knew he'd lost by being the first to speak. He should know better than to think he could ever best the wily old woman.

      Sniffling again, she managed to infuse a deep sadness into her voice. "It's fine, sweetheart, I'm sorry to have bothered you."

      She was playing him like a fiddle, but he couldn't help himself. "You're not bothering me." He glanced down at Blue, who was more interested in watching a squirrel do a high wire act on the power line.

      "I know you think it's silly, but the drawing means a lot to me and I would simply be devastated if we had to turn one of the ladies away because we didn't have enough men participating. I know it's asking a lot…" she sighed heavily. "Never mind. It is asking a lot and I should never have assumed you'd help me out like this." She sighed again. "I'll let you go…"

      Rowan climbed the steps to his front porch. "Auntie, I'm not interested in dating anyone." He tugged Blue's leash and headed into the house.

      "It's not dating. It's just so everyone has a partner to participate with. Most of the people don't end up dating, it's just a one-time event for the town."

      "It sounds like torture." He couldn't think of anything he'd rather do less.

      Her voice brightened. "It'll be fun, I promise. The drawing will be at the ball on Valentine's Day. It's at the rec center, starts at six o'clock. Then the winners are awarded their prizes after the scavenger hunt."

      "I didn't say I would—"

      She talked over him. "Oh, Rowan, sweetheart, you don't know how happy this makes me, that you would do this for me." A fresh sniffle. "After all, I probably won't even be here to see next year's ball."

      Yup, he'd been had by the master.

      "You'll have so much fun. Each team does a weeklong scavenger hunt—"

      Weeklong? What? "I thought this was just so everyone had a partner for the ball?"

      There was a long hesitation. "No, sweetie, I said it was so everyone would have a partner for the event. The drawing is done at the ball, then there's a scavenger hunt for the teams. All the teams who complete the scavenger hunt get prizes."

      He heard paper rustling. "I don't think I want to do this."

      "Oh." There was another long pause. "Well, I'm sorry, dear, but I already entered your name into the drawing box. It's locked, I can't take it back out now."

      Dread. That was the feeling winding its way up his chest. "Fine."

      "You won't be sorry."

      He already was.
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