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      Liz wiped the sweat out of her eyes—thanks to the San Diego sun—and then heaved up the hood of her ancient Ford Taurus. Using the set of tools she always had on hand, she checked the strength of the battery and went over the litany of other issues that could be wrong.

      “Shit,” she mumbled. The engine was dead.

      Pressure built up behind her eyes. All that planning. All that money saved. Something she should easily be able to handle was going to screw everything up.

      Liz pulled out her cell and called her dad.

      He answered on the first ring. “How’s the start of vacay?”

      “Over.” She took in a shaky breath. “My engine’s dead.” She glanced up through the tears in her eyes at the motel she’d stayed at the night before—nothing special, but it had done the job. She was only supposed to be there one night, but it looked like she’d have to extend her stay. “Can you bring the tow truck?”

      She lived in Vegas with her father, where he ran his own auto mechanic shop.

      “Oh, honey.” The sadness in his voice almost made her eyes spill tears. “Are you sure the engine is dead?”

      Liz let out a laugh. “Come on, Dad. You’re going to ask me that question?”

      “Of course you’re sure,” he said. “Knowing you, you checked everything four times.” She’d been tinkering in her father’s mechanic shop for as long as she could remember and based on pictures she’d seen, even earlier than that.

      “Exactly. So can you bring it?”

      “Sure. I’ve got a full plate today at the shop, but I’ll call in some reinforcements for tomorrow. I can be there mid-morning.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” She tried to hold her voice steady, but she wasn’t succeeding.

      “I’m so sorry, honey. I know how much this trip meant to you.”

      Liz swallowed the tears, knowing she’d have to get off the phone before she completely lost it. “Me too,” she whispered. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      They hung up, and Liz gave her car another once over. Nothing had changed. Not bothering to put the hood down, she dragged herself out onto the beach. She collapsed on a sand dune overlooking the ocean. She tried to hold back the tears, but they came anyway. What a crappy way to start, and quickly end, her one and only vacation.

      This had been her tribute to her late mother. She was going to retrace her parent’s honeymoon. Her mother had told her of the beautiful sites she’d seen on this roadtrip. It was Mother’s only trip outside of Las Vegas, and she spent the rest of her short life planning the repeat with Liz. Instead, she’d died when Liz was twelve, leaving only dreams.

      Liz had saved and planned for this trip for years, and now it was gone with one dead engine. If her boyfriend, Tanner hadn’t run off to Honduras, they could’ve taken his car. She didn’t want to resent him too bad, but at this point, she wanted to blame someone. He was supposed to be here with her. In some ways she expected this. His causes always came first. After five years, she should know better than to expect anything different.

      The waves crashed on the shore, and several black and tan dogs splashed in the water surrounded by a group of people who all looked like they just stepped off the set of Baywatch.

      This summer was supposed to be the last hurrah before she got married and started real life. Instead of going to college, she’d apprenticed under her dad for four years and spent the next six saving for her own shop, which she would start working on as soon as she got home. Her dream was to open an all-female auto mechanic shop. If and when she succeeded, she wouldn’t have time for fun. She’d been looking forward to this summer since she graduated high school, and it took her ten years to save her money. Now it was ruined.

      One of the black dogs broke away from the group and made a beeline for her. She turned around to see if there was a bird or a person behind her, but she was the only one out here. She turned back around just in time for the dog to knock her onto her back. Liz shoved at the pup, but instead of the dog moving, it collapsed on top of her and licked her face. A large hand gripped the collar and yanked the dog off.

      “Nona, stop. Bad dog.”

      Liz sat up to see Nona sitting in front of her owner, hanging her head down. She whimpered and pawed at the sand.

      “Stay,” he commanded.

      Nona collapsed in the sand and covered her snout with her paws. Liz had never seen such a thing. Her best friend, Jenny had a big dog, but he never listened to Jenny.

      Liz glanced up and groaned. Here she was, bawling her eyes out, and of course she’d come face-to-face with the last person she expected to see. Seriously, what were the chances? They were both over five hours away from where they’d grown up.

      Adam Winslow was handsome in high school, but he was even more so now. His jawline had sharpened, and he had a sexy five o’clock shadow. His raven-black hair was long on top but styled back, and his limbs were dark and defined. She shook her head, suddenly remembering his less than attractive personality from high school. In spite of having looks that made every girl in the school grovel at his very feet, he’d been a prick.

      Adam offered his hand and helped her up. “Are you okay?” He seemed to study her, his piercing eyes distracting. “Are you crying? Did Nona hurt you?”

      Liz wiped at the tears on her face, feeling silly. “Nona didn’t hurt me. I’m fine.”

      “But you’re crying. Where’d she hurt you? I’m so sorry.”

      “No, she didn’t hurt me. Really.” Liz wiped the rest of the moisture off her cheeks. “I was crying before she ran me over.” She hated having to admit it, but it was better than letting him think his dog had done something to her. They’d shared a few classes in high school but it wasn’t like they ever even uttered two words to one another.

      He met her eyes, and a light bulb of recognition flicked on. “Snow?”

      She laughed through a sob. She hadn’t heard that nickname in years. Sure everyone called her that in high school, but no one did now. “Yeah, I go by Liz now.” She sniffed and sighed loudly. “But long time no see.” She felt so foolish. Jenny would get a kick out of her run-in with Adam. It would be the only story Liz would have for her.

      “I’ll say. Sorry, only the teachers called you Liz in school. I’d actually forgotten it was your real name.”

      In seventh grade, she tried out Missy Gobel’s bright red lipstick, and everyone said she looked like Snow White. The nickname stuck. She still wore red lipstick, but mostly because she didn’t know how to wear any other kind of makeup.

      He chuckled, and then his face turned sad again. “What’s wrong?”

      Liz shook her head. “It’s nothing. I’m just disappointed because my vacation got hijacked.”

      Nona crawled over and nudged Liz’s foot. She leaned down and scratched Nona behind the ears.

      “I thought I told you to stay,” Adam scolded.

      Liz grinned. “Come on, Adam, she’s trying to love on me. Why’d she zero in on me in the first place?”

      She sat down, and the Doberman climbed in her lap.

      Adam gave the dog a patronizing look. “Probably because you were crying. She thinks it’s her mission to make every woman and child happy. The women usually respond better to it than the kids. She scares the crap out of them.”

      Liz laughed, her tears gone. “Wow a dog who saves the world from tears. I’m impressed. I’m also surprised you remember me.”

      “You sat in front of me in AP Bio. How could I forget the girl who showed no fear at any of the dissections? You graduate from med school yet?”

      “No. I didn’t go to college.”

      He opened and closed his mouth. “Why not?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t want to. I’ve always wanted to work on cars with my dad. So that’s what I’m doing.” She brushed her hands on her worn and holey jeans as she stood again. Nona stayed as close as she could get. “I’m opening my own shop when I get back to Vegas.”

      “Good for you. But that doesn’t answer the million-dollar question. What happened that your vacation’s been hijacked?” She was so surprised by his niceness. He seemed to genuinely care about her predicament. Maybe she’d misjudged him in high school.

      He nudged her, and she sighed. “My car engine died and I can’t go on my roadtrip now. It would take too much money to fix the engine, and I don’t have enough to rent a car either.”

      She sniffed. Funny how she couldn’t utter two words to the gorgeous Adam Winslow in high school, but now she was spilling her whole sob story to him. Course, back then he wouldn’t have uttered two words to her either.

      “Where were you going?” he asked, the sincerity on his face unmistakable. Who knew the Vegas playboy, Adam Winslow, could be so human. She didn’t usually follow the lives of her classmates, but Adam was a local celebrity. Jenny probably knew his life story.

      “I drove here to San Diego, and then my plan was to make my way up the coast, ending in Vancouver. I was going to camp out on the beach every night. Now I have no car, and by the time I figure out how to get the money to get it fixed, it will be too late. Engines are very expensive, even if I can do the labor myself.”

      Nothing was expensive for the Winslows, who had more money than God. His dad owned half the casinos in Vegas.

      “Camping, huh?” A slow grin appeared on his face.

      “Yeah. You know, with a tent and an air mattress.”

      He nodded, the devastating smile still there. “Never done that before.”

      “You’ve been deprived.” Before Mom died, they took camping trips around Vegas all the time. They did occasionally afterwards as well, but they weren’t quite as fun. Still, camping was in her blood.

      He chuckled. “I know. Just after my tenth birthday I told my mom I wanted to camp on the beach because of a movie I’d seen. So she bought a million-dollar RV and took me to one of those fancy parks here in San Diego. They wouldn’t even let us have a campfire.”

      “Poor you.” Her lip tugged as she envisioned Adam’s version of camping. Him being followed around by a nanny making sure he didn’t get speck of dirt on him and eating in their fancy RV with precious china.

      “Yeah.” He shook his head, and the smile drifted away. “I feel bad your trip got messed up. Can I do anything to help?”

      “No, my dad is driving the tow truck out tomorrow morning.” The tears started again, and Nona stuck her snout up, wanting to get at Liz’s face again. “I’m so sorry. I’m not usually a crybaby, but I’m so disappointed. I won’t get the opportunity to do this again.”

      Adam didn’t respond. She should let him take his dog back to his friends, and his friends’ dogs, who were having a great time on the beach.

      He took out his wallet. “Let me fix your problem for you.”

      “That’s nice, but I don’t want your pity money.” Yep. Still a prick. Wave a magical money wand, and suddenly all your problems are fixed.

      “No, that’s not it. I just broke up with my fiancée, and I could use a few weeks away from my family.” He dropped his gaze and ran a hand through his hair. He took a deep breath and met Liz’s eyes again. “What if I came with you? I could supply the car. You said you’ve already got everything else. I can buy another tent.”

      She let out a laugh, and his face fell.

      “Sorry. You’ve never been camping before, right? We’re talking a month of sleeping on the ground. Using campground showers. Plus all the sites I’ve booked only allow one tent.” The whole idea was absurd.

      He hesitated a moment. “I can handle that. Please. I’ve never camped before, and I think it would be fun. Can your tent accommodate two air mattresses?” She chewed on her bottom lip.

      “I have a boyfriend.” And he would not approve of the proposed situation. Liz couldn’t believe she was more concerned about Tanner’s potential concerns than her own. She was actually considering it.

      “Where?” Adam asked with a smirk.

      “Tanner is in Honduras working on a Habitat for Humanity project. He was supposed to come with me, but he had to extend his stay for another six months.”

      She didn’t tell Adam how much it bothered her. Tanner was going to propose on this trip. They’d talked about it and she’d picked out the ring. They would get engaged in Newport, Oregon, and elope when they arrived home in Vegas.

      Tanner promised he’d make it up to her. He said the work he was doing was super important, which Liz supposed it was, but she was still disappointed. He encouraged her to go anyway, not that she would’ve let that stop her. But now, not only did she not have her boyfriend to join her on her trip…she didn’t have a trip. She’d planned for possible issues, but she never thought she’d have a car problem she couldn’t fix.

      Adam shifted, so he was in Liz’s line of sight. “I’m not looking for a relationship or anything. Seriously. I want to spend a few weeks figuring out what’s next for me. My dad is upset I broke off my engagement, and I don’t want to go home to him. I’ll pay half of everything. Please.” His face held almost desperation.

      This was a viable, though slightly bizarre, option. As the seconds passed, the hope in his eyes grew. He really wanted to do this.

      But she still wasn’t sure. To buy herself a bit more time, she joked. “I haven’t seen you in over ten years. How do I know you’re not some creep?”

      “You don’t.” He smiled and laughed, and it was such a warm and comforting sound, Liz couldn’t help but laugh as well.

      She worried it would make the entire trip awkward and weird. She didn’t even know him. But without him, the trip wouldn’t exist.

      Despite all the ways the universe was scheming against her, something about this felt right.
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      Adam was worried Snow would say no. He’d probably come off as some jerk who assumed she’d say yes. Most of the time women did whatever he wanted them to, and once he became aware of it in college, he took extra pains to not take advantage of them. Snow would see right through him. She was the smartest woman he’d ever met. She’s probably tell him hell no.

      Regardless he needed to get away. He could easily book a trip to Fiji or Switzerland, but camping up the coast sounded more like the rugged adventure he was hoping for, and it was something he’d never done before. This experience didn’t have a price tag. He could try to do it on his own, but he had no clue how to camp or even how to do the research to do a roadtrip right.

      “Okay, you can come. But if you try to make even one move on me, we’re done.” Snow’s eyes sparkled with excitement, but her words held a promise. If Adam even stepped a toe over the line, she’d chuck him out of his own car.

      He nodded. He didn’t plan on making any moves. He wasn’t even sure what he wanted in a girlfriend, but he knew it wasn’t his ex-fiancée, Kelly, or any of the other girls his father encouraged him to date over the last few years. They were business relationships, meant to secure deals and merge money. But Adam looked at his future and realized he didn’t want any of that. He wanted love and happiness, but he risked his entire inheritance. His dad told him if he didn’t take over the business he’d give it to someone else.

      “When do we leave?” Adam asked.

      Snow looked over her shoulder at the grungy motel across the street. “We’ll start first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “And how long will the trip take, again?”

      “One month and we’ll be camping the whole time except when we’re in Newport. I booked a hotel there.”

      Adam wasn’t sure why Newport was special and deserved a hotel stay, but it sounded good to him. “Okay, then. Where shall I meet you?”

      “Back here is fine. In the parking lot. My dad will come pick up the car tomorrow sometime, and then we’ll leave.”

      “Where are you staying tonight?” He didn’t want her to have to sleep in her car.

      She pointed to the motel over her shoulder. “There.”

      Adam’s nose scrunched up involuntarily. He was grossed out at the thought that there might be bed bugs or something. He thought about offering to let her stay in his condo with him tonight, but he didn’t want to push her.

      Snow laughed quietly. “It doesn’t look the best, but it’s fine. I got in late last night and didn’t feel like pulling my camping gear out.” She pointed to the campground across the street.

      “Speaking of. What kind of gear do I need?”

      She shrugged. “Most of the sites I booked only allow one tent, and mine is big enough for both of us. So bring your own sleeping bag and cot or air mattress. Beyond that, whatever you want.”

      “Sounds simple enough.”

      She smiled. “It is.” She looked him up and down and then stuck her hand in the space between them. “I’ll see you tomorrow, travel partner.”

      His large hand wrapped around her small one, and they shook. He probably held on a second too long, but he was still in shock that he was talking to Snow after all these years. She probably didn’t have the best memories of him, hell they barely talked, but she sure made an impression on him. He’d wanted her from the moment she sat down in front of him in biology. As confident as he’d been with most girls, she’d terrified him. Those blue eyes and red lips still showed up in his dreams from time to time.

      Snow pulled her hand away, hiding the blush on her cheeks behind it. “See ya.”

      He watched her walk to the motel, feeling lighter than he had in a long time. In all honesty, one of the main reasons he offered to help Snow was so he could have a vacation that was already planned. He would drive the car and she would tell him where to go.

      But as she slammed the hood on a Ford, he couldn’t help but feel a bit chivalrous. He was actually helping a beautiful lady in distress. He didn’t often get the opportunity to be the hero. Snow got to go on her vacation because of him.

      Adam strolled back over to his buddies, Nona on his heels. Most of them were leaving in the morning, but they’d wanted a beach day before going home.

      Blake, who looked like a bodybuilder, thumped him on the back. “Who’s the girl?” he asked.

      Adam shrugged. “A classmate from high school. Nona spotted her crying.”

      “Say no more, brother. Nona’s licked away her fair share of tears this weekend,” Blake said with a laugh.

      “Good thing the kids have dogs. I think Garrett may have invented a few of those tears just to get her attention.”

      “Probably.” Blake gave Nona a pat on the head. “It’s weird to think of Jamie as having a kid, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Pretty soon we’re going to be the only bachelors left.”

      “Yeah, right. You were engaged for a while. You’re ready.” Blake snorted.

      Adam shook his head. “You’re one to talk. My dad pushed me into it, but you nearly popped the question.” Blake’s face fell and Adam immediately regretted it. “Sorry, man, I wasn’t thinking.” That damn Debbie broke Blake’s big heart.

      “It’s not a big deal. You’d think I’d be over her by now. It’s been three years.“ The silence ballooned the guilt inside Adam for bringing Debbie up. He opened his mouth to break it when Blake said, “Let’s make a bet. Who’s going to be last to get hitched?”

      Adam tapped his chin. “My money’s on David. He’s never dating anyone.”

      “I think he’ll surprise us. I’m going with Seth.” Blake frowned.

      “You’re going to lose that one. I heard he was dating Anna’s friend.”

      “Dating and marriage are two very different things, my friend.”

      Adam had to agree. Both he and Blake knew that all too well. “True. When are you going home?”

      “Tomorrow, but I’ve got a few things to take care of tonight. I’m going to bail.”

      “It was good seeing you. If you’re ever in Vegas, you know the drill.” Adam was closer to Blake than he was to any of his other frat brothers and appreciated a visit anytime Blake could swing it.

      “I might have to come check out that new casino you were talking about.” The presidential suite in the hotel his dad just built was by far the most opulent one he’d ever seen.

      “You should.”

      “I’m heading to Tokyo for a job in a couple of weeks, but maybe after that.” Good. He’d have Snow to keep him company until Blake came back from Tokyo and then he’d be busy with Blake. Maybe he’d get a couple of months before he’d have to face his father.

      He embraced Blake and went to say goodbye to the rest of his buddies. Adam had always been kind of a loner among his friends. He liked them, but he never felt at ease. Every one of them had their own life, but his was dictated by his father. They couldn’t understand his dilemma. Their families were supportive of their goals.

      Adam suspected none of his friends understood his true net worth. They were millionaires. A couple had achieved double digits. He was a billionaire. Though, without his daddy’s money, he wasn’t worth more than any of them. Which meant he’d have to drastically alter his lifestyle.

      He’d never questioned the plan his father had for him until recently. He liked his life, but after Kelly, he didn’t want his father dictating his love life anymore.

      Nona sat with Garrett and Hexa, and Adam knelt down next to him. “Garrett, I need to take Nona with me. We’re leaving.”

      “Mr. Adam, can we come visit you? Dad says you live in a hotel. I wanna live in a hotel.”

      “You’re welcome anytime, little man.”

      He jumped. “Cool. I’m going to go tell my dad.”

      Adam made the rounds of goodbyes and jogged off the beach. He had camping gear to buy. For the first time in a long time he was excited about something, and he tried to tell himself it had nothing to do with Snow.

      He doubted she knew he’d had a thing for her in high school. She was the one girl who seemed so far out of his league he didn’t even bother. The cheerleaders were easier.

      Snow was so full of confidence that no guy dared to talk to her for fear she’d laugh in their face. Adam was certain that the only dates she got were the ones she asked for.

      He was surprised she never went to college. Not only was she confident, but she was valedictorian. Smart as they came. Gorgeous to boot, but she never played it up. He supposed that was part of her appeal. Her jet-black hair was always up in a ponytail. Her wardrobe had been absurdly simple. Work boots, grease-stained blue jeans, simple t-shirts, and no makeup but her signature bright red lipstick.

      He’d spent many nights as a teen dreaming of those lips. As far as he knew, no one ever scored so much as a kiss with her, which was why her nickname as Snow had stuck.

      Now he was going on a month-long trip with her. This was definitely a pleasant and unexpected turn. He whistled for Nona, put REI into his GPS, and drove off to get outfitted.

      As the water flew by on his left, and the small beachside buildings on his right, Adam reminded himself that while he might have become Snow’s knight-in-shining-armor, there was no reason to expect anything from those lips.
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      He entered REI with Nona on a leash. She sniffed at a kayak, and an employee approached him.

      “I’m sorry sir, no dogs allowed.”

      He pulled out a hundred and handed it to the employee. The kid looked at the bill and grimaced. “It’s not my decision.”

      “Keep the hundred and call your manager.” He’d been through this so many times before. People who knew him never bothered to even argue. Those that didn’t were well paid. Nona went everywhere with him.

      Once he had Nona sorted out, the REI kid was more than happy to help outfit him for a camping trip and sneak Nona bits of beef jerky.

      Snow had said she had a tent, so he didn’t buy one, but he basically bought one of everything else in the camping section including a double sleeping bag because Nona would want to sleep with him, and the other sleeping bags were too small. His favorite find was the camping kitchen. He was certain Snow didn’t have one of those. He couldn’t believe how giddy he was over this trip.

      Every time he picked up another gadget, he imagined what he could do with it. He bought three different Yeti coolers—one big and two small. He had to have the rainbow fire packets. He would’ve loved those as a kid. And he nearly bought the outdoor movie screen, but figured Snow wouldn’t let them watch movies.

      After he checked out, he sized up his four shopping carts full of gear. It wouldn’t fit in his Porsche.

      “Can you watch this stuff for me for a couple hours? I need to get a bigger car.”

      He handed the guy another hundred, and the pimple faced kid’s face lit up. “Sure thing, mister.”

      As he drove away, his mind drifted to the trip before him. He’d heard amazing things about the California coast. He’d spent time on the beaches in L.A. and San Francisco but never anywhere else.

      The drive seemed like something he would enjoy, so he wasn’t sure why he never did. His little Porsche would hug those curvy roads nicely. Sadly, she would have to go into storage for the remainder of the trip.

      Speaking of curves.

      He didn’t remember Snow having quite so many. She’d been beautiful as a teenager, and now as a woman, she was absolutely breathtaking. He wasn’t sure what he was more excited about—camping or spending time with her. Either way, the next few weeks were sure to be incredible.

      He’d be away from his father, his life, and his job--everything that made him unhappy. He wasn’t sure when he’d realized he wasn’t happy. Maybe it was Kelly, and maybe it was before that. He’d been feeling unsettled for a while.

      Adam tried talking to his dad about it, but he didn’t get it. He just pointed to the Vegas skyline and said, “Son, we have everything we could possibly want. What is there to be unhappy about?”

      Maybe his dad was right. Maybe he wasn’t. Either way, Adam felt free for the first time in his life.
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      Liz stood next to her dead Taurus with her gear piled up: her tent, sleeping bag, and a small suitcase with three outfits, a couple of bathing suits, and two hoodies. In addition, she had a Rubbermaid tub filled with camping stuff like fire starters, paper plates, and rope. Her dad would be here within a few hours and told her to get going on her trip.

      A brand-new Range Rover pulled up next to her. She rolled her eyes as Adam stepped out, all smiles.

      “Hey, you ready?” He took off his sunglasses.

      “Nice ride,” she said, avoiding those eyes. They did weird things to the butterflies in her stomach and she didn’t want to encourage them.

      “Thanks. My other car was too small, so I bought this one.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I didn’t realize how much gear you needed for camping.” He laughed. “Luckily the sales guy at REI was really helpful, so I should be good to go.”

      That REI sales guy probably walked away with enough commission for a year. If they even made commission there. She circled the car and ran a hand over the brand-new paint, practically salivating at the idea that she was touching something so beautiful. This was no ordinary Range Rover. It was an SUV with a long wheelbase. He’d gone with the 22-inch wheels over the 21, and the signature grill gleamed in the early morning sun.

      “This is insane,” she said in awe. “This is a $200,000 dollar car.”

      ”Well, we needed the space with everything⁠—”

      “So, you went and bought it so we could go camping?” She creased her eyebrows. She didn’t understand.

      “Yeah. Like I said, the stuff wouldn’t fit in my other car.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What did you buy?”

      He dropped his eyes. “Basically, the entire camping section at REI. I didn’t know what we would need.” He popped open the hatch, and Liz gaped at the stuff in the back. She didn’t know what half of it was for.

      Adam set her suitcase, tent, and tub on top of what looked like a camp kitchen.

      She opened her mouth and closed it again. She didn’t want to explain to him they weren’t going to be spending much time at the campsites. The point of the trip was the journey, so they’d spend most of it in the car.
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