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Prologue

Dear Santa

I want just one thing this year
A mom
Plese dont forget I live in friday harbor now.
thank you

love
Holly
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Until his sister’s death, Mark Nolan had treated his 

niece Holly with the usual offhand affection of a bach-

elor uncle. He had seen her during the occasional holi-

day gatherings, and he’d always made certain to buy 

her something for her birthday and for Christmas. Usu-

ally gift cards. That had been the limit of his interac-

tions with Holly, and it had been enough.

But everything changed one rain- slicked April night 

in Seattle, when Victoria had been killed in a car wreck 

on I-5. Since Victoria had never mentioned a will or any 

plans she had made for Holly’s future, Mark had no 

idea what would happen to her six- year- old daughter. 

There was no father in the picture. Victoria had never 

divulged who he was, even to her close friends. Mark 

One
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was fairly certain that she had never told the father 

about Holly’s existence.

When Victoria had fi rst moved to Seattle, she had 

fallen in with a bohemian crowd, a group of musicians 

and creative types. This had resulted in a string of short- 

term relationships that had provided all the artistic 

razzle- dazzle Victoria had craved. Eventually, however, 

she had been forced to admit that the quest for per-

sonal fulfi llment had to be balanced with a regular pay-

check. She’d applied for a job at a software company 

and had gotten one in human resources, with decent 

pay and great benefi ts. Unfortunately by that time, Vic-

toria had found out she was pregnant.

“It’s better for everyone if he’s not involved,” she had 

told Mark when he had asked who the guy was.

“You need some help with this,” Mark had pro-

tested. “At the very least, the guy should live up to his 

fi nancial obligations. Having a kid isn’t cheap.”

“I can handle it by myself.”

“Vick . . .  being a single parent isn’t something I’d 

wish on anyone.”

“The concept of parenting, in any form, freaks you 

out,” Victoria had said. “Which is perfectly understand-

able, coming from our background. But I want this baby. 

And I’ll do a good job.”
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And she had. Victoria had turned out to be a respon-

sible parent, patient and kind with her only child, pro-

tective without being overcontrolling. God knew where 

such mothering skills had come from. They had to have 

been instinctive, since Victoria certainly hadn’t learned 

them from her own parents.

Mark knew without a doubt that he didn’t have 

those instincts. Which was why it was a shock upon 

shock when he learned that he had not only just lost a 

sister, he had gained a child.

Being named as Holly’s guardian was nothing he had 

ever anticipated. He knew his own capabilities about 

most things, and he had a good idea of what he probably 

would be able to do in situations he hadn’t yet encoun-

tered. But this . . .  taking care of a child . . .  this was 

beyond him.

If Holly had been a boy, he  might’ve had half a chance. 

Boys  weren’t all that hard to fi gure out. The entire fe-

male gender, on the other hand, was a mystery. Mark 

had long ago accepted that women  were complicated. 

They said things like, “If you don’t already know, I’m 

not going to tell you.” They never ordered their own des-

serts, and when they asked your opinion on which out-

fi t to wear, they always wore the one you didn’t pick. 

Still, although Mark would never claim to understand 
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women, he adored them: their elusiveness, the surprises 

of them, their intricate, fascinating shifts of mood.

But to actually raise one . . .  Jesus, no. The stakes 

 were too high. There was no way he could set a good 

enough example. And guiding a daughter through the 

treacherous, tricky climate of a society that presented 

every kind of pitfall . . .  God knew he had no qualifi ca-

tions for that.

Mark and his siblings had been raised by parents 

whose version of marriage had been a war of attrition 

in which their children had been used as pawns. As 

a  result, the three Nolan brothers— Mark, Sam, and 

Alex— had been fi ne with the idea of going their sepa-

rate ways upon reaching adulthood. Victoria, on the 

other hand, had craved the kind of connection their fam-

ily had never been able to muster. She had fi nally found 

it in Holly, and that had made her feel lucky.

But one wrong half turn of a steering wheel, one 

patch of wet road, one out- of- control moment, and the 

amount of life mea sured out to Victoria Nolan had run 

cruelly short.

Victoria had left a sealed letter, addressed to Mark, 

kept in a fi le with the will.

There’s no other choice but you. Holly  doesn’t 

know Sam or Alex at all. I write this hoping that 
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you’ll never have to read it, but if you are . . .  take 

care of my daughter, Mark. Help her. She needs 

you. I know how overwhelming this responsibility 

must seem. I’m sorry. I know you didn’t ask for 

this. But you can do it. You’ll fi gure everything out.

Just start by loving her. The rest will follow.

“You’re really going to take her?” Sam had asked 

Mark on the day of the funeral, after a reception at Vic-

toria’s  house. It had been eerie to see everything the 

way she’d left it: the books in the bookcase, a pair of 

shoes tossed carelessly to the closet fl oor, a tube of lip 

gloss on the bathroom counter.

“Of course I’m going to take her,” Mark said. “What 

 else can I do?”

“There’s Alex. He’s married. Why didn’t Vick leave 

Holly to him and Darcy?”

Mark gave him a speaking glance. Their youn gest 

brother’s marriage was like a virus- ridden computer— 

you  couldn’t open it in safe mode, and it ran programs 

that seemed harmless but performed all kinds of mali-

cious functions.

“Would you leave your kid to them?” he asked.

Slowly, Sam shook his head. “I guess not.”

“So you and I are all Holly’s got.”

Sam gave him a wary look. “You’re the one who’s 
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signing on for this, not me. There’s a reason Vick didn’t 

name me as her guardian. I’m not good with kids.”

“You’re still Holly’s uncle.”

“Yes, uncle. My responsibilities are limited to mak-

ing jokes about body functions and drinking too much 

beer at family cookouts. I’m not the dad type.”

“Neither am I,” Mark said grimly. “But we have to 

try. Unless you want to sign her up for foster care.”

Scowling, Sam rubbed his face with both hands. 

“What is Shelby’s take on this?”

Mark shook his head at the mention of his girlfriend, 

an interior decorator he had met when she had been 

decorating the high- end  house of a friend on Griffi n Bay. 

“I’ve only been going out with her a couple of months. 

She’ll either deal with it or bail— that’s up to her. But I’m 

not going to ask her for help. This is my responsibility. 

And yours.”

“Maybe I could babysit sometime. But don’t count 

on much help; I’ve sunk everything I have into the vine-

yard.”

“Exactly what I told you not to do, genius.”

Sam’s eyes, the same blue- green as his own, narrowed. 

“If I listened to your advice, I’d be making your mis-

takes instead of my own.” He paused. “Where does 

Vick keep the booze?”
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“Pantry.” Mark went to a cabinet, found two glasses, 

and fi lled them with ice.

Sam rummaged through the pantry. “It feels weird, 

drinking her liquor when she’s . . .  gone.”

“She’d be the fi rst to tell us to go ahead.”

“Probably right.” Sam came to the table with a bottle 

of whiskey. “Did she have life insurance?”

Mark shook his head. “She let it lapse.”

Sam shot him a look of concern. “Guess you’re going 

to put the  house up for sale?”

“Yeah. I doubt we’ll get much for it in this market.” 

Mark pushed a glass over to him. “Don’t hold back,” 

he said.

“Don’t worry.” Sam didn’t stop pouring until both 

glasses  were liberally fi lled.

They resumed their seats across from each other, 

raised their whiskey in a silent toast, and drank. It was 

good liquor, sliding smoothly down Mark’s throat, send-

ing a rush of mellow fi re into his chest.

He found unexpected comfort in his brother’s pres-

ence. It seemed their cantankerous childhood history— 

the fi ghts, the small betrayals— would no longer get in 

their way. They  were adults now, with a potential for 

friendship that had never existed while their parents 

had still been alive.
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With Alex, however, you could never get close enough 

to like or dislike him. Alex and his wife, Darcy, had come 

to the funeral, stayed at the reception for about fi fteen 

minutes, and then left with hardly a word to anyone.

“They’ve gone already?” Mark had asked incredu-

lously upon discovering their absence.

“If you wanted them to stay longer,” Sam had said, 

“you should have held the funeral reception at Nord-

strom.”

No doubt people wondered how three brothers 

could reside on an island with approximately seven 

thousand residents and have so little to do with one 

another. Alex lived with Darcy in Roche Harbor on the 

north side. When he  wasn’t busy with his condo de-

velopment, he was taking his wife to social events in 

Seattle. Mark, for his part, kept busy with a small 

coffee- roasting business he’d established in Friday Har-

bor. And Sam, who was always in his vineyard, tending 

and cosseting his vines, felt a deeper connection to na-

ture than to people.

The only thing they all had in common was their 

love of San Juan Island. It was part of an archipelago 

that consisted of approximately two hundred islands, 

some of them encompassed by the Washington main-

land counties of Whatcom and Skagit. The Nolans had 

spent their childhood in the rain shadow of the Olym-
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pic Mountains, a place sheltered from much of the 

grayness of the rest of the Pacifi c Northwest.

The Nolans had grown up breathing in humid ocean 

air, their bare feet constantly coated with the silt of 

exposed mudfl ats. They had been gifted with damp lav-

ender mornings, dry blue days, and the most beautiful 

sunsets on earth. Nothing could compare to the sight of 

nimble sandpipers chasing the waves. Or of bald ea gles 

swooping low and fast in pursuit of prey. Or of the 

dance of orcas, their sleek forms diving, spy- hopping, 

and cutting through the Salish Sea as they fed on the 

rich pulse of salmon runs.

The brothers had rambled over every inch of the is-

land, up and down wind- bitten slopes above the sea-

coast, among somber columns of timber forests, and 

across meadows thick with orchard grasses and wild-

fl owers with alluring names . . .  Chocolate Lily, Shoot-

ing Star, Sea Blush. No mix of water, sand, and sky had 

ever been as perfectly proportioned.

Although they had gone off to college and tried liv-

ing in other places, the island had always lured them 

back. Even Alex, with all his hard- shelled ambitions, had 

come back. It was the kind of life in which you knew the 

local farmers who grew most of the produce you ate, 

and the guy who made the soap you washed with, and 

you  were on a fi rst- name basis with the own ers of the 
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restaurants you went to. You could hitchhike safely, 

with friendly islanders giving one another a lift when 

they needed it.

Victoria had been the only one in the family who had 

ever found something worth leaving the island for. She 

had fallen in love with the glass peaks and cement val-

leys of Seattle, the urban coffee- and- culture scene, the 

stylishly understated restaurants that seduced your taste 

buds, the sensory labyrinth of Pike Place Market.

In response to a comment of Sam’s that everyone did 

too much talking and thinking in the city, Victoria had 

replied that Seattle made her smarter.

“I don’t need to be smarter,” Sam had said. “The 

smarter you are, the more reasons you have to be mis-

erable.”

“That explains why we Nolans are always in such 

high spirits,” Mark had told Victoria, making her laugh.

“Not Alex, though,” she had said, sobering after a 

minute. “I don’t think Alex has been happy a day in his 

life.”

“Alex  doesn’t want happiness,” Mark had replied. 

“He’s fi ne with the substitutes.”

Bringing his mind back to the present, Mark won-

dered what Victoria would say if she knew that he was 

going to raise Holly on San Juan Island. He didn’t real-

ize he had given voice to the thought until Sam replied.
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“Like she would have been surprised? Vick knew 

you’d never move away from the island. Your coffee 

business is there, your home, your friends. I’m sure she 

knew you’d take Holly to Friday Harbor, if anything 

happened to her.”

Mark nodded, feeling hollow and bleak. The magni-

tude of the child’s loss was not something he could 

dwell on for long.

“Did she say anything today?” Sam asked. “I didn’t 

hear a peep out of her.”

In the days since she had been told of her mother’s 

death, Holly had been silent, only responding to ques-

tions by nodding or shaking her head. She wore a dis-

tant, dazed expression, having retreated to an inner 

world where no one could intrude. On the night of Vic-

toria’s death, Mark had gone straight from the hospital 

to her  house, where a babysitter was looking after the 

little girl. He had broken the news to the child in the 

morning, and had stayed practically within arm’s reach 

of her ever since.

“Nothing,” Mark said. “If she  doesn’t start talking 

by tomorrow, I’m going to take her to the pediatrician.” 

He let out a shallow, shaken breath before adding, “I 

don’t even know who that is.”

“There’s a list on the fridge,” Sam said. “It’s got a 

few numbers on it, including one for Holly’s doctor. I’m 
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guessing Vick kept it there in case a babysitter needed it 

in an emergency.”

Mark went to the refrigerator, pulled off a Post- it 

note, and stuck it in his wallet. “Great,” he said sardoni-

cally. “Now I know at least as much as the babysitter.”

“It’s a start.”

Returning to the table, Mark took a long, deliberate 

swallow of whiskey. “There’s something I need to talk 

to you about. Living in my condo at Friday Harbor 

isn’t going to work for me and Holly. There’s only one 

bedroom, and no yard for her to play in.”

“Are you going to sell it?”

“Rent it out, maybe.”

“And then where would you go?”

Mark paused for a long, deliberate moment. “You’ve 

got plenty of room.”

Sam’s eyes widened. “No, I don’t.”

Two years earlier Sam had bought fi fteen acres at 

False Bay in pursuit of his long- held dream to establish 

his own winery. The property, with its well- drained sand 

and gravel soil and cool- climate terroir, was perfect for 

a vineyard. Along with the land had come a cavernous 

dilapidated Victorian country farm house with a wrap-

around porch, multiple bay windows, a big corner tur-

ret, and multicolored fi sh- scale shingles.

“Fixer- upper” was far too kind a term to use for the 
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place, which was troubled by creaks, sags, weird drips, 

and puddles without apparent origin. Past residents had 

left their mark on the  house, installing bathrooms where 

none had been intended, putting in fl imsy chipwood 

walls, shallow closets with wobbly sliding pocket doors, 

slathering cherrywood shelves and moldings with cheap 

white paint. The original hardwood fl oors had been 

covered with linoleum or shag carpeting you could ac-

tually lie on and make rug angels.

But the  house had three things going for it: there was 

more than enough room for two bachelors and a six- 

year- old kid, there was a big yard and orchard, and its 

location on False Bay was Mark’s favorite part of the 

island.

“It’s not happening,” Sam said fl atly. “I like living 

alone.”

“What do you have to lose by letting us stay with 

you? There’s not a single aspect of your life that we 

would interfere with.” We. Us. Pronouns that  were ap-

parently going to be replacing the “I” in most of Mark’s 

sentences from now on.

“You’re kidding, right? Do you know what life is 

like for single guys with kids? You miss out on all the 

hot women, because none of them wants to get conned 

into babysitting, and they don’t want to raise someone 

 else’s kid. Even if by some miracle of God you manage 
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to get a hot woman, you  can’t keep her. No spontane-

ous weekends in Portland or Vancouver, no wild sex, 

no sleeping late, ever.”

“You don’t do that stuff now,” Mark pointed out. 

“You spend all your time in the vineyard.”

“The point is, that’s my choice. But there’s no choice 

when there’s a kid. While your friends are knocking 

back a beer and watching a game, you’re at the grocery 

store looking for stain- fi ghting liquids and Goldfi sh 

crackers.”

“It’s not forever.”

“No, just the rest of my youth.” Sam lowered his 

head to the table as if to pound it, then settled for rest-

ing it on a forearm.

“How are you defi ning your youth, Sam? Because 

from where I’m sitting, your youth jumped the shark a 

couple years back.”

Sam stayed motionless except for the middle fi nger 

that shot up from his right hand. “I had plans for my 

thirties,” he said in a muffl ed voice. “And none of them 

included kids.”

“Neither did mine.”

“I’m not ready for this.”

“Neither am I. That’s why I need your help.” Mark 

let out a taut sigh. “Sam, when have I ever asked you 

for anything?”
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“Never. But do you have to start now?”

Mark made his tone quietly persuasive. “Think of it 

this way . . .  we’ll start off slow. We’ll be Holly’s tour 

guides to life. Easygoing tour guides who never come 

up with crap like ‘reasonable punishments’ or ‘because 

I said so.’ I’ve already accepted that I won’t do the best 

job raising a kid . . .  but unlike our dad, my mistakes 

are going to be benign. I’m not going to backhand her 

when she  doesn’t clean up her room. I’m not going to 

make her eat celery if she  doesn’t like it. No mind 

games. Hopefully she’ll end up with a decent worldview 

and a self- supporting job. God knows however we do 

this, it’ll be better than sending her off to be raised by 

strangers. Or worse, our other relatives.”

A few muttered curses emerged from the hard- 

muscled crucible of Sam’s arms. As Mark had hoped, 

his brother’s innate sense of fairness had gotten the 

better of him. “Okay.” His back  rose and fell with a sigh 

before he repeated, “Okay. But I have conditions. Start-

ing with, I want the rent from your condo when you 

lease it out.”

“Done.”

“And I’ll need your help fi xing up the  house.”

Mark gave him a wary look. “I’m not great with 

home renovations. I can do the basics, but—”

“You’re good enough. And the sight of you refi nishing 
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my fl oors will be a balm to my soul.” Now that Sam 

had the promise of rent money and cheap labor, some 

of his hostility had faded. “We’ll try it out for a couple 

of months. But if it’s not working for me, you’ll have to 

take the kid somewhere  else.”

“Six months.”

“Four.”

“Six.”

“All right, damn it. Six months.” Sam poured more 

whiskey. “My God,” he muttered. “Three Nolans under 

one roof. A disaster waiting to happen.”

“The disaster’s already happened,” Mark said curtly, 

and would have said more, but he heard a soft shuffl ing 

sound in the hallway.

Holly came to the kitchen doorway. She’d gotten 

out of bed and was standing there with a bewildered, 

sleep- dazed expression. A small refugee, dressed in pink 

pajamas, her feet pale and vulnerable on the dark slate 

fl oor.

“What’s the matter, honey?” Mark asked gently, 

 going to her. He picked her up— she  couldn’t have 

weighed more than forty pounds— and she clung to him 

like a monkey. “Can’t sleep?” The round weight of her 

head on his shoulder, the soft tangled mass of her blond 

hair, the little- girl smell of crayons and strawberry sham-

poo fi lled him with unnerving tenderness.
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He was all she had.

Just start by loving her . . .  

That would be the easy part. It was the rest of it he 

was worried about.

“I’m going to tuck you in, sugar- bee,” Mark said. 

“You need to sleep.  We’ve got a lot of busy days ahead 

of us.”

Sam followed as Mark carried Holly back to her 

room. The four- poster bed was fi tted with a frame at 

the top, from which Victoria had hung an assortment 

of fabric butterfl ies with sheer gauzy wings. Settling her 

on the mattress, Mark pulled the covers up to her chin, 

and sat on the edge of the bed. Holly was quiet and 

unblinking.

Looking into her haunting blue eyes, Mark smoothed 

the hair back from her forehead. He would have done 

anything for her. The force of his own emotions sur-

prised him. He  couldn’t make up for what Holly had 

lost. He  couldn’t give her the life she would have had. 

But he would take care of her. He  wouldn’t abandon 

her.

All of those thoughts, and more, fl ooded his mind. 

But what he said was, “You want me to tell you a bed-

time story?”

Holly nodded, her gaze fl icking briefl y to Sam, who 

had come to lean against the doorjamb.

053-45205_ch01_2P.indd   19053-45205_ch01_2P.indd   19 8/23/10   8:19 PM8/23/10   8:19 PM



LISA KLEYPAS

20

“Once upon a time,” Mark said, “there  were three 

bears.”

“Two uncle bears,” Sam added from the doorway, 

sounding vaguely resigned, “and a baby bear.”

Mark smiled faintly as he continued to smooth 

Holly’s hair. “And they all lived in a big  house by the 

sea . . .”
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The bell on the shop door jingled as the man of Mag-

gie’s dreams walked in. Or more accurately, he was 

the man of someone  else’s reality, since he was holding 

the hand of a small girl who had to be his daughter. 

While the child hurried to look at a huge carousel that 

revolved slowly in the corner of the toy store, her father 

wandered in more slowly.

Low- slanting September sunlight passed over dark 

hair cut in short, effi cient layers, the ends curling 

slightly against the back of his neck. As he passed a 

mobile dangling from the ceiling, he ducked his head to 

avoid colliding with it. He moved like an athlete, re-

laxed but alert, giving the impression that if you threw 

Two
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something at him unexpectedly, he’d catch it without 

hesitation.

Sensing Maggie’s helpless interest, he glanced in her 

direction. He had strong- boned, rough- edged good 

looks, and eyes so blue you could see them from across 

the shop. Although he was tall and striking, there was 

no swagger in him . . .  just quiet, potent confi dence. 

With the beginnings of a fi ve- o’clock shadow, and jeans 

worn to the point of raggedness, he was a little bit 

scruffy and a  whole lot sexy.

And he was taken.

Tearing her gaze away from him, Maggie hastily 

picked up a wooden weaving loom. With great care, she 

restrung a few stretchy fabric loops.

Shoving his hands in his pockets, the guy wandered 

to his daughter. He took an interest in the train that 

went around the entire store, the tracks positioned on a 

shelf built close to the ceiling.

Since the Magic Mirror had opened three months 

earlier, business had been brisk. Tables  were piled 

with old- fashioned toys: binoculars, handmade yo- yos, 

wooden vehicles, lifelike stuffed animals, sturdy kites.

“That’s Mark Nolan and his niece Holly,” Elizabeth, 

one of the store clerks, murmured to Maggie. Elizabeth 

was a retiree who had taken a part- time job at the 

shop. She was a vivacious older woman who seemed to 
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know everyone on San Juan Island. Maggie, having just 

moved from Bellingham at the beginning of the sum-

mer, had found Elizabeth to be an invaluable resource.

Elizabeth knew the customers, their family histories 

and personal tastes, and she remembered the names of 

everyone’s grandchildren. “Isn’t it getting close to Zach-

ary’s birthday?” she might ask a friend who was brows-

ing through the shop. Or, “Heard poor little Madison’s 

under the weather . . .   we’ve got some new books, per-

fect for reading in bed.” Whenever Elizabeth was there, 

no one left the Magic Mirror without buying some-

thing. Occasionally Elizabeth called customers when the 

store had something new in that she thought they’d 

like. When you lived on an island, word of mouth was 

still the most effective selling tool.

Maggie’s eyes widened slightly. “His niece?”

“Yes, Mark’s raising her. Her mother died in a car 

wreck about six months ago, poor little thing. So Mark 

brought her over from Seattle, and they’ve been living 

at Rainshadow Vineyard, at his brother Sam’s  house. I 

 couldn’t imagine those two trying to take care of a little 

girl by themselves, but they’ve managed so far.”

“They’re both single?” A question that Maggie had 

no business asking, but it slipped out before she could 

stop it.

Elizabeth nodded. “There’s another brother, Alex, 
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who is married, but I heard they’re having trouble.” She 

cast a regretful look at Holly. “She ought to have a 

woman in her life. I think it’s one of the reasons she 

won’t talk.”

Maggie’s brow furrowed. “To strangers, you mean?”

“To anyone. Not since the accident.”

“Oh,” Maggie whispered. “One of my nephews 

 wouldn’t talk to anyone at school when he started ele-

mentary school. But he would talk to his parents at 

home.”

Elizabeth gave a regretful shake of her head. “As far 

as I know, Holly’s quiet all the time.” She set a pink cone 

hat with a veil over her white curls that danced like 

butterfl y antennae, and adjusted an elastic band beneath 

her chin. “They’re hoping she’ll come out of it soon. 

The doctor told them not to push her.”

Picking up a scepter topped with a sparkling star, 

Elizabeth went back to the party room, where a birth-

day celebration was in progress. “Time for cake, Your 

Majesties!” she announced, and was greeted with high- 

pitched squeals before the door closed behind her.

After ringing up a customer who had bought a stuffed 

rabbit and a picture book, Maggie glanced around the 

shop until she found Holly Nolan again.

The child was staring at a fairy  house that had been 

fastened to the wall. Maggie had made it herself, deco-

053-45205_ch01_2P.indd   24053-45205_ch01_2P.indd   24 8/23/10   8:19 PM8/23/10   8:19 PM



CHRISTMAS EVE AT FRIDAY HARBOR

25

rating the roof with dried moss and gold- painted bottle 

caps. The circular door had been made from the casing 

of a broken pocket watch. Standing on her toes, Holly 

squinted through a tiny window.

Emerging from behind the counter, Maggie ap-

proached her, not missing the subtle stiffening of the 

child’s back.

“Do you know what that is?” Maggie asked gently.

Holly shook her head, not sparing her a glance.

“Most people think it’s a doll house, but it’s not. It’s a 

fairy  house.”

Holly looked at her then, her gaze traveling from 

Maggie’s lo-top Converse sneakers all the way to her 

curly red hair.

Maggie felt an unexpected rush of tenderness as 

they studied each other. She saw the frail solemnity of a 

child who no longer trusted in the permanence of any-

thing. And yet she sensed Holly still inhabited the cor-

ners of her childhood, ready to be tempted by something 

that hinted of magic.

“The fairy who lives  here is always gone in the day-

time,” Maggie said. “But she comes back at night. I’m 

sure she  wouldn’t mind if I gave you a peek into her 

 house. Would you like to see it?”

Holly nodded.

Carefully, Maggie reached for the clasp at the side of 
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the  house and unfastened it. The entire front swung 

open to reveal three small furnished rooms containing 

a bed made of twigs . . .  a gilded espresso cup for a 

bathtub . . .  a table shaped like a mushroom, with a wine 

cork for a chair.

Maggie was gratifi ed to see a hesitant smile spread 

across Holly’s face, revealing the endearing gap of a 

missing tooth on the bottom row. “She  doesn’t have a 

name, this fairy,” Maggie said confi dentially, closing the 

front of the  house. “Not a human name, that is. Only a 

fairy name, which of course humans could never pro-

nounce. So I’ve been trying to think of what to call her. 

When I decide, I’ll paint it over the front door. Laven-

der, maybe. Or  Rose. Do you like either of those?”

Holly shook her head and bit her lip, regarding the 

 house pensively.

“If you have a name in mind,” Maggie told her, “you 

can write it down for me.”

They  were joined by Holly’s uncle, a protective hand 

closing over one frail shoulder. “Everything okay, 

Holly?”

An attractive voice, dark and slow- simmered. But 

there was a gleam of warning in the glance he shot at 

Maggie. She fell back a step as she found herself con-

fronted by six- foot- plus of uncompromising male. Mark 

Nolan  wasn’t precisely handsome, but his bold features 
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and dark good looks made handsomeness irrelevant. 

A small crescent- shaped scar high on his cheek, faintly 

silvered in the light from the window, gave him an 

agreeable hint of toughness. And the eyes . . .  a rare 

shade of blue- green, like the ocean in a tropical travel 

brochure. He seemed dangerous in some way that had 

yet to reveal itself. He was the mistake you would never 

entirely regret making.

She managed a neutral smile. “Hi. I’m Maggie Con-

roy. This is my shop.”

Nolan didn’t bother to volunteer his own name. No-

ticing his niece’s fascination with the fairy  house, he 

asked, “Is that for sale?”

“Afraid not. It’s part of the shop decor.” Glancing 

down at Holly, Maggie added, “They’re not hard to 

make. If you draw a picture of one and bring it to me, I 

could help you build it.” Lowering to sit on her heels, 

she looked directly into the girl’s small face. “You never 

know if a fairy will come to live in it. All you can do is 

wait, and cross your fi ngers.”

“I don’t think—” Mark Nolan began, but he fell 

abruptly silent when Holly smiled and reached out to 

touch one of the crystal earrings that dangled from 

Maggie’s ears, sending the weight of it swinging.

Something about the girl, with her off- center pony-

tail and wistful gaze, reached past several layers of 
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self- protection. Maggie felt a sweet, almost painful 

ache in her chest as they contemplated each other.

I understand, Maggie wanted to tell her. I’ve lost 

someone, too. And there  were no rules for how to deal 

with the death of someone you loved. You had to ac-

cept that the loss would always stay with you, like a 

reminder note pinned to the inside of your jacket. But 

there  were still opportunities for happiness. Even joy. 

Maggie  couldn’t let herself doubt that.

“Would you like to see a book about fairies?” she 

asked, and saw eagerness light up the girl’s face.

As Maggie stood, she felt the brush of Holly’s hand 

against hers. Her hand closed carefully over the cool 

little bundle of fi ngers.

Risking a glance at Mark Nolan, Maggie saw that 

his face had gone blank, his unfriendly gaze arrowing 

to their clasped hands. She sensed that it had surprised 

him, this willingness of Holly’s to hold hands with a 

stranger. When he made no objection, Maggie drew 

Holly along with her toward the back of the store.

“The . . .  the book section is over  here,” Maggie said. 

They reached a child- sized table and a pair of small 

chairs. While Holly sat, Maggie pulled a ponderous and 

richly colored volume from the bookshelves. “Here we 

are,” she said brightly. “Everything you ever wanted to 

know about fairies.” It was a beautifully illustrated 
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book with several pages of pop- up scenes. Sitting on 

the tiny chair next to Holly’s, Maggie opened the book 

for her.

Nolan stood nearby, appearing to check messages 

on his cell phone, but Maggie was aware of his covert 

interest. Although he was willing to let her interact 

with his niece, it  wouldn’t happen without his supervi-

sion.

Maggie and Holly looked at the section titled “What 

Fairies Do All Day,” showing them stitching together 

rainbows like long ribbons, pruning their gardens, and 

having tea parties with butterfl ies and ladybugs.

From the corner of her eye, Maggie saw that Mark 

Nolan had pulled one of the sealed copies of the book 

from the shelf, and had put it in a handbasket. She 

 couldn’t help noticing the hard, lean lines of his body, 

the fl ex of muscle beneath ancient denim and a worn 

gray T-shirt.

What ever Nolan did for a living, he dressed like a 

working- class guy, with worn shoes, Levi’s, and a decent 

but unspectacular watch. That was one of the things 

Maggie liked about the islanders, or Sanjuaneros, as 

they lightly referred to themselves. You could never tell 

who was a millionaire and who was a landscaper.

An el der ly woman approached the register, and Mag-

gie pushed the book a bit closer to Holly. “I have to go 

053-45205_ch01_2P.indd   29053-45205_ch01_2P.indd   29 8/23/10   8:19 PM8/23/10   8:19 PM



LISA KLEYPAS

30

help someone,” she said. “You can look at that book as 

long as you want.”

Holly nodded, gently tracing the edge of a pop- up 

rainbow with her fi ngertip.

Going behind the counter, Maggie faced a woman 

with artfully styled gray hair and thick- lensed glasses.

“I’d like this gift- wrapped, please,” the woman said, 

pushing a boxed wooden train set across the counter.

“This is a great starter set,” Maggie told her. “You 

can rearrange the track four different ways. And later 

on, you can add the swivel bridge. It has little gates that 

automatically open and close.”

“Really? Maybe I should get one of them right now.”

“Let me show one to you.  We’ve got it on display 

near the front. . . .” As Maggie guided the woman to the 

train table, she saw that Holly and her uncle had left 

the book area and  were browsing among racks of fairy 

wings on the wall. Nolan lifted the child to give her a 

better view of the higher- up wings. Maggie’s stomach 

did a funny little swoop as she saw how his T-shirt 

molded to the powerful line of his back.

Dragging her gaze away from him, Maggie turned 

her attention to gift- wrapping the train set. While Mag-

gie worked, the customer squinted at a phrase painted 

on the wall behind the counter. There’s no sensation to 
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compare with this . . .  suspended animation, a state of 

bliss . . .  

“What a nice quote,” the woman said. “Is it from a 

poem?”

“Pink Floyd,” Nolan said as he came up to set a heav-

ily fi lled handbasket on the counter. “It’s from a song 

called ‘Learning to Fly.’ ”

As Maggie met his gaze, she felt color blooming from 

head to toe. “You like Pink Floyd?”

He smiled slightly. “I did in high school. During a 

phase of wearing black and whining about my emo-

tional isolation.”

“I remember that phase,” the el der ly woman said. 

“Your parents wanted to call the governor and enlist 

you in the National Guard.”

“Thank God they loved their country too much to 

go through with it.” Nolan’s smile widened, leaving 

Maggie momentarily dazzled, even though he hadn’t 

been looking in her direction.

She fumbled a little as she slid the wrapped present 

into a bag with cord handles. “Here you go,” she said 

brightly, nudging the bag toward the el der ly woman.

Nolan reached for it. “That looks heavy, Mrs. Boro-

witz. Why don’t you let me carry it out to the car for 

you?”
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