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“It’s so beautiful up here,” I said dreamily as I pressed my nose against the window to get a better look at the snow-covered forest surrounding us. “It’s going to be such a romantic weekend.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Henry, batting my eyes at him playfully, but his attention was laser-focused on the road in front of us, so he hadn’t noticed. 

Not that it was odd for him. He was always so uptight about everything; I rarely saw him relaxed and enjoying himself these days. I knew that he must be stressed with putting together such an elaborate plan to finally pop the question to me after five long years, so I was cutting him some slack—even if it felt like he was pulling further away by the day. 

I was a city girl—born and raised—and rarely took the time to go on adventures in the mountains. When Henry suggested that we come up to his family’s cabin for the weekend, I couldn’t say no. I’d even gone to great lengths to google what one should pack for a wilderness retreat. It was disappointing when I got a handful of results leading me to sites full of flannel and long johns. How the hell was I supposed to make that look sexy?

“It’s going to be cold,” he replied, ignoring my comment about it being a romantic weekend.

Okay, okay, I like the secrecy bit. I’ll just continue to pretend like I don’t know he’s going to ask me to marry him and make me the happiest—and richest—woman alive!

“Yeah, but the cabin has a heater, so we’ll be fine.”

I lifted my shoulders and let them fall. The loose neck of the ivory cowl neck sweater I was wearing slid to the side, exposing my shoulder. I had picked this one to wear on our drive out, along with my skinny jeans tucked neatly into the sexy knee-high boots I bought at the last minute. Henry shook his head when he saw my outfit, and I knew he must’ve been frustrated to have to wait that long before ripping it off of me.

When he didn’t answer, I felt a slight tingle of dread creep down my spine.

“There is a heater, right?” I asked, turning to face him.

He glanced briefly at me before turning his attention back to the road.

“There’s a fireplace.”

My eyebrows shot up.

“And a heater. RIGHT?”

He rubbed his lips together the way he always did when he didn’t want to tell me something.

“Henry Aaron Smith—you’re taking me to a secluded cabin in the middle of the woods, and it doesn’t even have a heater?!”

“I told you that it was a little outdated.”

“Yeah, and I thought maybe that meant that your mom had some hideous curtains hung from the seventies or beat-up wood floors. You never said anything about there not being proper heat in the damn place.” I turned and folded my arms over my chest, more frustrated with myself for not asking more questions before packing for this damn trip.

“You’ll be fine, Holly. My dad grew up in this cabin. His parents did before that. It’s not as bad as you’re making it sound.”

His tone was snappy, as if he was angry with me. 

“Why haven’t you guys fixed it up? I mean, you have the money to...”

I felt rude for asking, but it wasn’t like Henry didn’t constantly remind people of his family’s empire and the wealth he’d been born into. I didn’t know many of the details of how they came to be so well off, but I knew it had something to do with his grandparents, Texas, and a lot of oil. Like A LOT of oil.

“Why fix something that’s not broken?” His hand gripped the steering wheel tighter as he slowly turned down another dirt road. 

We were literally in the middle of nowhere with snowbanks at least ten feet tall on either side of the SUV. Even if I wanted to turn and run back to the city, I couldn’t. I was officially stuck here with him—in a heatless cabin—until Monday. 

We kept driving until the road curved, and he stopped in front of a log-looking cabin. He frowned when he noticed the other car parked in front of the garage. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

“My parents are here.”

“What?” My head whipped around in panic, looking for them. “Did you invite them?”

He shook his head and grabbed his cell phone from the cupholder in the middle console. 

“No, Holly, I didn’t invite them. Apparently, they had the same idea as us.”

I swallowed hard, nervous about seeing his parents. I’d met them a few times, but they never seemed to like me. We lived in Los Angeles, while they had a massive mansion in Beverly Hills. Needless to say, the holidays were usually spent with them at their house because they didn’t like to slum it at mine. They never said that, but they didn’t have to. Margaret, Henry’s mom, had no problem wearing her emotions on her face, which usually gave way to what she was thinking.

“We better get inside before we freeze to death out here,” Henry said sternly, climbing out before giving me a chance to process his words.
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We walked through the door, and I felt my stomach knot harder. His parents weren’t in the living room, so Henry called out to let them know we were there. The last thing any of us needed right now was surprises that could traumatize us.

I lingered by the door, wrapping my arms around myself to try to get warm. It was freaking cold in here, and they hadn’t even bothered to start a fire yet. Maybe they hadn’t been there that long, or perhaps they didn’t get as cold as I did. 

I looked around, taking in the floor-to-ceiling windows that spanned around the small living room. Two leather couches sat in the middle, facing the TV mounted above the fireplace that wasn’t lit. Was I bitter about it? Maybe. 

Part of me wanted to take a tour through the rest of the cabin, but I stayed put until I knew where Margaret and Stan were. Henry was already looking for them, so I didn’t need to. 

I was busy browsing through the collection of books lining the bookshelf that was part of the entertainment center when Henry walked in with his parents in tow behind him.

“Mom, dad, you remember Holly,” he said, though it sounded a bit forced. He raked a hand through his hair and forced a smile.

“Yes,” Margaret said coldly, giving me a judgmental once over before turning to her husband. “Stan, why don’t you and Henry go unload the vehicles? It’s obvious none of us are getting back down the mountain before this storm hits, so we’ll all have to figure out how to share this space together.” She looked down her nose at me. 

“I can help,” I volunteered to Henry, not wanting to be left alone with his mom.

I knew that if he were going to propose, he probably wouldn’t do so now with them hovering around us. It was a small cabin which meant we were all going to be on top of each other for the next few days.

“In those boots?” His mother rolled her eyes in Stan’s direction, not bothering to hide it from me. “You’ll fall and break your leg before you even get one bag out of the car. It’s fine; I’ll help them. You can just stay inside, where it’s safe.”

I felt my cheeks flame with embarrassment. At least the heat spreading through my body worked to warm me up for a few minutes before it passed.

The three of them went to the car and started unpacking. I was curious why they hadn’t just pulled into the garage, where it was dry and not covered with snow, but what did I know? I was just a silly girl from the city who knew nothing about the wilderness.

It was over seven hours to drive to Hope Valley from Los Angeles, and now I was ready to pack up and head home. This was not how I wanted to spend the weekend—cooped up with people who couldn’t stand me and a boyfriend who seemed more preoccupied with something he wouldn’t talk to me about. I could be enjoying the weather in LA or working on getting new auditions. Lord knew I needed some if I was ever going to achieve my dream of being a movie star.

A few minutes later, the front door flew open, gaining speed as a gust of wind whipped past. Henry pushed inside, setting our luggage behind the couch before helping his mother. Her perfectly manicured nails struggled to keep hold of the bags in her hands before he grabbed them and relieved her of them.

Stan came in right as Henry slipped back outside to grab the rest. Aside from our suitcases, I had a few duffle bags that contained my makeup and bathroom stuff, and Henry had brought a few boxes full of groceries. I had offered to help, but he declined and said he would get things that would last—whatever that meant. 

“Um, what room would you like us to take?” I asked as nicely as possible while Margaret lifted the handle to their hard-shell luggage and started pulling.

“Well, we haven’t talked about that. We hadn’t expected any guests, so I was planning to use the other bedroom for my craft stuff. I guess you guys can take the other room. It’s through the kitchen.” 

She turned on her heel and took off down the hallway.

I muffled the groan that wanted to escape my lips and grabbed my luggage. There were only two doors in the kitchen, so I tried the first one, which ended up being a rather decently stocked pantry of canned goods and gallons of bottled water that lined the floor. I closed it and then opened the other door, gasping when I saw the room she was talking about.

It wasn’t a room at all. It was the garage that someone had once started to convert to a bedroom but never finished. There were no windows, so I fumbled around, trying to find the light switch when I slipped off the step down that I hadn’t seen.

My hands flew in the air as I landed hard on my ass. I let out a slew of curse words as my ass ached from the fall. There was no padding beneath me, just hard concrete. 

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from crying, but it didn’t help. The pain was intense and radiated throughout my body. I took a deep, steadying breath and tried to stand up, only to realize that the heel of my boot had broken off in the process. 

That was the final straw that broke the camel’s back.

I let my head fall forward and covered my face with my hands as the tears started streaming down my face. 

“What’s wrong?” Henry asked, coming up behind me. He reached in and flicked on the lights. 

I held the broken piece of my shoe in the air and kept crying.

“Yeah, well, I could have told you those were the wrong shoes to wear out here,” he said before brushing past me and setting the rest of our luggage beside a rickety-looking futon. 

I couldn’t stop crying to tell him about the fall. It wasn’t even just that; it was a combination of things that kept building. The way his mother acted toward me. The fact that his father hadn’t said a single word to me. The way Henry had been the entire drive up. The crappy room we would be spending the next few days in when he’d promised me a romantic getaway at his family’s cabin. Okay, so maybe he hadn’t promised me any romance, but he also didn’t forewarn me about what a shitshow this would be.

“The futon is kinda old, so we can decide who’s going to sleep on it and who wants to take the couch,” he offered, completely dismissing the fact that I was still sitting there crying. He finally looked down at me and then pointed to a small couch in the corner of the room that looked like it had seen better days.

I took one look at it and then cried harder.

“I don’t know what you expected, Holly. It’s not like we were planning a stay at some fancy resort or something.”

I threw my hands in the air and let out a whoosh of air.

“I don’t know what I expected either, Henry. You’ve been so distant and aloof with me that I have no idea what’s going on. Don’t sit there and act like I’m some princess who’s throwing a fit about not staying in a five-star establishment. I was fine coming to the cabin with you. In fact, I was excited about it! But now that we’re here—with your parents—I’m not feeling anything but irritated with how everyone is treating me!” 

I knew that I was yelling and his parents could probably hear me, but I didn’t care. 

It was like something snapped inside him, and the grumpy Henry left.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly, coming over and wrapping his arms around me. “I’ve been super stressed out with stuff at work this week, and it just caught up to me. I was hoping that this weekend would be the break that I needed to reset before the holidays. I didn’t mean for it to start off this way, and I honestly had no idea that my parents would be here. Usually, they go to the ranch in Texas and spend the holidays there. I know that it sucks having to sleep in here, but we can try to make the best of it. If not, I can rearrange the living room, and we can sleep up there. It’ll be much warmer since we can keep the fire going at night.”

The corners of my lips turned up into a smile as I allowed my body to melt against his. 

“That sounds like a plan, but what happens when I want to take advantage of you? We can’t do that in the living room,” I whispered playfully.

“No, we can’t,” he laughed. “But we can come in here for quickies, then go back to the living room.” 

“Deal,” I giggled as he tickled my sides. 

His hands slowly caressed my back and then dipped lower, hovering right above my ass when I winced in pain.

“What’s wrong?” His eyebrows pulled together in concern.

“I fell and landed on my ass. That’s how my heel broke.” I held up the piece again to show him.

“Ouch, are you okay?”

“It hurts pretty bad. Definitely going to have a bruise.”

“Let me see.”

“What?” I pulled back and laughed at him. “I’m not going to show you my ass.”

“Why not? I see it every time we have sex.”

“Yeah, but that’s different.” I felt the blush creeping up my neck under the thickness of the sweater.

“You’re so weird,” he laughed but didn’t push further. He let go and walked back to our luggage, opening his suitcase and pulling out the hoodie on top. 

“So, how many bathrooms are there?” I asked, chewing my bottom lip as I prayed that he would say at least two.

“Just one.”

I frowned. That sucked. I really wanted to soak in a long, hot bath, but I couldn’t easily tie up the only bathroom for a few hours. That wouldn’t be fair.

“I’m going to go see what my parents need help with and get the groceries unpacked.”

He walked out and left me standing there, nice Henry gone just as quickly as he appeared.
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The fire crackled and roared as I curled up on the couch, tucking my feet beneath me. There was no need to wear shoes, but it was still too cold to go without socks. Now I understood why so many of those websites had thick, non-slip socks for sale. Easy to keep you warm without the risk of slipping and falling on hardwood floors because very few cabins would have carpet, given how much snow people would trek in from outside. Not that they had gone into that much detail, but Margaret had when she lectured me about the boots I had been wearing earlier. 

We were all holed up in the small space in the living room, with Henry and me sharing the small loveseat while Margaret and Stan spread out on the oversized couch that had recliners. I already knew where I was sleeping tonight. 

The conversation had been dull and pretty much one-sided at that. The sun was starting to set, casting a warm reddish-orange glow on the trees outside. My stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since the breakfast burrito I bought this morning.

“I’m going to go make dinner,” I announced, getting up and not bothering to wait for anyone to object.

I wasn’t a terrible cook, but I wasn’t an award-winning chef, either. 

When Henry and I first started dating, he did most of the cooking, and I simply enjoyed it. I was barely eighteen and had just moved out of my parent's house, while he was twenty-three and had just graduated from college. We were as different as different could be, but that was what I always thought pulled us together. You know, opposites attract and all that. 

After three months of dating, Henry asked me to move in with him. It was definitely quicker than I had imagined us moving, but I was also in between roommates and needed to find more stable housing. Living with Henry was easy, and he turned out to be one of the best roommates I’d had. Everything since then seemed to fall naturally in place until recently. 

I rummaged through the fridge, looking for something to cook but unsure of what Henry had brought and what was his parents. Deciding that I would use this weekend to get in his parents’ good graces, I wanted to make dinner for all of us. I was going to be their future daughter-in-law, so it wouldn’t hurt to start trying to impress them now. 

I preheated the oven and then began prepping the ingredients. It was a dish I’d made for Henry plenty of times, and if he liked it, surely his parents would too. Granted, it was no filet mignon, but it wasn’t inedible either. Whether or not I could ever live up to their expectations was still beyond me.

The oven beeped, letting me know it was ready. I slid the foil-covered casserole dish in and closed the door. There wasn’t much else that needed to be done, but I still wasn’t ready to go back into the living room and sit with them. It was awkward, and I had difficulty getting comfortable on the couch without room to spread out. Not only that, but I had to sit in a way that put a lot of pressure on my hips and ass, which were still sore.

Suddenly remembering I had brought wine, I headed into the garage and rummaged through my bags until I found the bottles I had packed. There were a few that I thought Henry and I would drink with dinner, a few that were planned for our romantic late-night lovemaking, and a bottle of champagne that I added, just in case Henry forgot to bring one to celebrate our engagement with.

I loaded my arms with the bottles and then made my way back into the kitchen. 

No one had bothered to ask if they could help with anything, which honestly didn’t upset me. I preferred solitude right now, anyway. 

I took the liberty of putting the bottles in the fridge to let them chill while I set the table for dinner.

I knew that it shouldn’t matter to me that much whether his parents liked me or not, but I literally had nothing else to do with my time than try to get them to. Leisurely, I looked around the kitchen, gathering the things that I needed. I wiped down the table and then found a pile of linens in the pantry that were tucked inside a box. 

Choosing to make dinner more to their liking, I grabbed a deep maroon-colored tablecloth and then draped a lace table runner on top of it. It was an odd shape that was narrow at one end and flared out at the other, but I tucked in it and made it work the best I could.

Then I grabbed some wine glasses from the cabinet, as well as some glasses for ice water, and washed the dust off of them. There weren’t many dishes to choose from, so I picked the solid white set since it looked less breakable than the fine China sitting next to it. 

Once the table was set, I grabbed the loaf of French bread I found on the counter and began cutting it. Dinner already smelled amazing and I couldn’t wait to sit down and eat. 

I debated which wine to open for dinner but decided to go with a pinot grigio since it would pair well with the chicken. I filled a glass for each person and then went to the freezer to get ice for the water. I frowned when I pushed the button and nothing came out. I opened the door and peeked inside, looking to see if I could find an ice bin instead. 

The bin was empty, and I realized that the water line probably wasn’t set up for it. I found a small bag of ice cubes and hoped they would work. Once the glasses had enough ice, I grabbed one of the gallon jugs of water out of the pantry and filled them. 

I stepped back, impressed with the beautiful display, given there were limited supplies.

The timer on the oven dinged, so I grabbed some potholders and pulled the casserole out, setting it on a trivet in the middle of the table. Next to it, I set down the cutting board with the French bread and a bottle of balsamic oil. 

My nerves were at an all-time high as sweat dotted my forehead. 

“Dinner’s ready,” I announced as I walked into the living room and held my hands in front of me. 

Stan faked enthusiasm as he plastered on a smile and stood up while Margaret didn’t bother to try. She followed her husband into the kitchen, leaving me alone with Henry for a few seconds before we joined them.

“It smells delicious,” he whispered, walking behind me as he led me in with his hands on my shoulders.

“They’re going to hate it,” I muttered right before we went through the door.
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“This is.... Lovely.” Margaret stared at the display in front of her, not bothering to serve herself.

“Thank you,” I said nervously and took my seat. “It’s this chicken and rice casserole that Henry loves.” I reached over and squeezed his hand, hoping he would jump in and talk it up. 

“Chicken?” his mother asked, her eyebrow attempting to lift but permanently frozen in place from the constant supply of Botox. 

I nodded slowly, unsure of what the problem was. 

She gave me a cold smile and looked at Henry with a look that only a mother could give their child. It was the what the hell were you thinking look that my own mother had given me several times in my life.

Henry winced and closed his eyes.

“My mom is a vegetarian.” 

My eyes widened in horror as I stared at the dish. Not only had I shredded the chicken and spread it throughout, but I also cooked it in chicken broth and then used cream of chicken soup for the casserole mixture. 

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.”

She lifted her glass of wine and lifted it to her lips.

“It’s fine. Just as I’m sure you didn’t know that Stan is twenty-seven years sober and doesn’t drink.”

I felt my heart sink and looked at the glass of wine in front of him. 

“Don’t worry, dear; I’ll relieve you of that. It looks like I’ll be drinking my calories tonight instead.” Margaret reached over, took the glass from him, and then set it in front of her as she took another large drink from hers.

“I really am sorry,” I apologized, looking between them. “I had no idea.”

I turned my attention back to Margaret, feeling bad that I’d ruined dinner, and now she had nothing to eat unless she cooked something herself.

“There’s bread if you want to start with that. I can check to see what else there is and make you something,” I offered. 

“I don’t eat bread,” she spat out as if I had somehow insulted her—which I probably did.

Henry said nothing as he served himself and then passed the dish to his father. Both of them took heaping portions while his mom sat there drinking her wine and staring at the tablecloth.

“Where did you get all of this?” she asked, pointing to the table runner.

“Oh, I, um, found it in a box in the pantry with a few other linens. I hope you don’t mind.” 

I was in the middle of dishing some of the casserole out onto my plate when she spoke.

“Absolutely I mind,” she scoffed, reaching out to run her fingers over the delicate lace fabric. “This isn’t a table runner; it was my mother’s wedding veil.”

The metal serving spoon slipped out of my hand, dropping the chicken casserole onto my plate and sending a spatter of food onto the wedding veil.

“I had no idea,” I whispered, covering my mouth with my hand. This was turning into a total and utter disaster.

“Here, I can take it off real quick,” I offered, standing up and bumping my glass of wine. I watched in horror as it tipped to the side before Henry’s hand reached out and grabbed it. 

“Oh, for the love of God, I’ve had enough.” Margaret grabbed both glasses of wine and pushed away from the table before leaving the kitchen. 

I covered my face with my hands in embarrassment while the guys continued eating as if nothing had happened. My world was ending before me, and they were stuffing their faces.

I heard a chair scraping against the floor and opened my eyes. Stan’s plate still had food, but his water glass was empty. I knew he was heading to the sink to refill it, so I stood up to stop him.

“Here, let me refill that for you,” I offered, trying my best to smile despite everything that had happened. 

With curious eyes, he handed me his glass and watched as I slid past Henry to open the fridge. I grabbed the gallon of water and started to refill it when I heard a quiet gasp escape Henry’s lips. 

I spun around and looked between them, trying to figure out what I had done wrong now. 

“Where did you get that?” Henry asked quietly.

The words were stuck in my throat, so I pointed behind them to the pantry. 

Henry set his fork down, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. 

“What?” I asked worriedly. “What did I do wrong this time?”

“That’s our emergency stash. When the weather gets terrible, it can be hard to get into town for supplies,” Stan explained. 

“Of course,” I sighed and handed him the glass of emergency water. “I’m so sorry. Again, I didn’t know.”

He pulled his lips into a thin line that was supposed to be a smile but wasn’t. After that, we all ate in silence. Henry insisted that he would handle the dishes, which was probably the best idea at this point. 

Deciding that I couldn’t face his parents right now, I retreated to the cold garage and added a few more layers of clothing to keep from losing a limb to frostbite. 

It was going to be a long weekend. 
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“Are you going to hide in here all night?” Henry asked, leaning against the doorframe but not bothering to come into the freezing cold garage.

I wrapped my arms tighter around myself and felt my teeth chattering.

“It’s not like anyone misses me,” I snorted and rolled my eyes.

“That’s not true. I do.”

I pinned him with a look that called him on his bullshit.

He crossed the room and sat down on the futon beside me.

“I’m sorry that today was so rough and eventful. I should have been in the kitchen helping you make dinner. I just didn’t trust my parents not to come in and harass you while you were cooking, so I thought I was keeping the calm by keeping them out of your way. I let you down so much today, and I hate that.”

“It’s okay,” I said softly as he reached over and pulled me closer to him.

I yelped in pain, and he immediately let go and looked down at my ass.

“You should go soak in a hot bath,” he offered, his eyes softening as he looked up at me.

“Thanks, but I don’t think so,” I laughed. “There’s no way I’m tying up the only bathroom for a few hours. I’ll never live that down, along with everything else that happened today.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself; they were honest mistakes.”

“I’m sure your parents don’t think so. I tried to feed your mom meat, gave your dad alcohol, and dropped chicken casserole on your grandmother’s wedding veil. Why was that in the pantry anyway?”

He tilted his head back and laughed.

“I have no idea. But I’ll go talk to them and let them know you’re going to soak for a bit. Grab some of your bath stuff, and I’ll meet you in the bathroom.”

I was reluctant to take him up on the offer, but the way my body was aching, I didn’t have much of a choice. 

He headed back inside while I rummaged through my duffle bags and collected the items I wanted. 

When I found him in the living room, he was talking to his parents, who got up the moment they saw me. They walked past without saying a word and closed their bedroom door.

“They’re going to retire to their room early tonight,” he explained though I could read the words he didn’t say all over his face. They hate you. They wish you weren’t here. You’re inconveniencing them. 

“Okay,” I whispered, feeling my throat tighten with emotion. 

“Let me show you how to work the tub.” 

I was going to object and tell him that I knew how to use one, but when I followed him into the bathroom, I realized that this wasn’t an ordinary bathtub. It was a large soaking one with jets and different settings with an LED touch-screen to control them. 

He turned on the water and explained the different features, but all I could think about at that moment was how badly I had to pee. I had gotten so caught up with everything earlier that I didn’t realize I hadn’t gone since the gas station we stopped at right before we got to the cabin. 

I squeezed my thighs together and squirmed, hoping he would leave me alone so I could pee. As if sensing my discomfort, he glanced at me doing the potty dance and nodded. 

“Just call me if you need help with the settings. I’ve already programmed it with what I think you’ll like, but I can come back if you want to change anything.”

“Okay, thanks.” 

Once he was gone, I closed the door and locked it before rushing to the toilet. 

After what felt like the longest pee in the world, I dipped my hand into the running water to test the temperature. Henry had set it perfectly where it was hot enough to melt my troubles away but not hot enough to burn me. 

I opened the bag of coconut Epsom salts, sprinkled some in, and then set out the loofah and bottle of body wash I had just bought for the trip. There were towels hanging by the tub, but I didn’t trust that they weren’t special or reserved for the Queen or something, so I opened the large cabinets on the far end of the wall and grabbed a basic-looking towel from the pile. Odds were it was a safe bet if it was mixed with the others. 

Slowly I climbed into the oversized tub and sank into the water, closing my eyes as it warmed the chill I hadn’t been able to shake since we got here. 

I grabbed my phone and turned on one of the audiobooks I had been listening to while resting my head against the pillow Henry had set up for me. The water felt amazing and was just what the doctor ordered.

I didn’t know how long I had my eyes closed, but suddenly, the room was silent as my audiobook ended. I swiped my finger and checked the text notifications that had come in from Henry. Usually, I heard them, but I must have been so relaxed and out of it that I completely missed them. I checked the time and noticed they were sent half an hour ago.

Henry: Hey, how much longer do you think you’ll be? My mom needs to use the restroom. 

Henry: Sorry, I don’t want to rush you, but my mom really needs to go. I told them to go before you got in, but they didn’t listen for whatever reason.

Henry: Don’t worry about it. She went outside. Enjoy your bath.

I read the last one again and cringed. Not only had I cooked a meal she couldn’t eat, but I also used mother’s veil as a table runner, and now I’d forced her to pop a squat in the woods. This wasn’t going to be good. 

Trying to move as quickly as possible, I grabbed the towel and wrapped it around my body before stepping out of the tub. I looked down for a plug to pull and couldn’t find anything. Then I looked at the control panel and assumed it was on there, but now wasn’t the time to break their fancy tub by button mashing. I’d just leave it for Henry to take care of so I didn’t screw anything else up.

I looked around for the pajamas I’d picked out but frowned when I remembered that I had left them on the futon. Not having any other options, I quickly put on the clothes I was wearing earlier and hung the towel on the rack mounted to the back of the door. 

I hoped to sneak out without running into his parents, but luck didn’t seem to be in my favor today. As soon as I opened the door, his mother came out of their room and glared at me. 

My mouth opened to say something but snapped shut when I realized I didn’t know what to say. 

Henry came around the corner at that moment and seemed startled to see me.

“Hey, I was just coming to check on you,” he said happily, avoiding the look his mom was giving him.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear my phone and lost track of time.”

“No worries, it’s fine. I’m going to use the restroom real quick.”

“Oh, do you mind draining the tub? I wasn’t sure how to do it and didn’t want to break something,” I said quietly, tucking my chin to my chest. 

“Sure, I’ll take care of it. I’ll be done in a few minutes, mom.”

“Don’t rush on my account. I’ll be waiting for the hot water to return.” 

She turned on her heel and shut the bedroom door on us. 

Henry tried to smile, but neither of us felt it. I left him to his business and went to the garage to take care of mine. 

Just as I expected, the pajamas I picked earlier were still sitting on top of my suitcase. I felt silly now for wearing them, but when I packed, I had expected it to be just Henry and me. I also thought I would be happily engaged by now, so I didn’t bother to pack warm or comfy—I packed sexy. 

I picked up the black lace lingerie and matching robe and held it up. There was absolutely no way I was going to wear that. I hadn’t even paid attention to it when I pulled it out earlier; I was just too excited about the bath that I didn’t think about anything else. 

I opened my suitcase and looked around for something decent to wear. His parents had already deemed me to be incompetent, and the last thing I wanted was to prove them right.

There weren’t many options, given it was a short weekend trip. I had a few pairs of jeans, some bulky sweaters, a couple of tank tops to wear underneath them, and then sexy lingerie. It wasn’t going to be comfortable sleeping in jeans, but then again, it would be much less comfortable if his parents spotted me in the crotchless underwear I brought to seduce their son. 

I sighed and got dressed, tucking the lingerie into the bottom of the suitcase, so I didn’t accidentally pull it out again. 

Henry was sitting on the larger couch when I went to the living room. I looked around for his parents, but they were nowhere to be found. Thankfully. 

He patted the spot beside him, so I gently sat down, making sure not to put too much pressure on my swollen backside.

“Did the bath help any?” he asked, brushing a strand of blonde hair from my face. 

“It did,” I smiled. “But I feel terrible for taking so long in there. I completely lost track of time.”

He kissed my forehead, then looked back at the TV and flipped through the channels with the remote in his other hand.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal.”

“Tell that to your mother,” I bit out sarcastically. “She had to pee in the woods, and then I used all the hot water.”

“It comes with the territory. She knows that.”

“Yeah, but if I weren’t here, she wouldn’t have to worry about either.”

He didn’t respond, which was probably for the better. The last thing I wanted to do was keep obsessing over how much Margaret didn’t like me.

We watched some sports channel for a bit until Henry yawned and lifted his arm from around my shoulders. 

“I think I’m going to call it a night,” he announced. 

“Okay.” I started to get up but stopped when he frowned at me.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Getting up so you can go to bed.”

I looked at the couch I was sitting on, wondering if he had changed his mind about sleeping in there. I really, really hoped he didn’t. I couldn’t stand the thought of sleeping on the hard futon in the freezing-cold garage. 

“You’re fine,” he laughed. “I’ll sleep on the other couch.”

“But it’s way too small. You won’t fit comfortably. I can take that one, and you can sleep on this one.”

He walked over to the other couch, removed the cushions, and then pulled a cloth handle that released a pull-out bed. It was small and definitely wouldn’t fit both of us, but it was decent-sized for him. 

“Oh,” I laughed. “I didn’t expect that to be in there.”

“I used to sleep on this couch a lot as a kid. It’s pretty comfy, actually.”

I smiled and looked at the couch I was sitting on, wondering what the most comfortable position would be. I figured we could both use one of the recliners and sleep there, but now that I had the entire couch to myself, it looked comfier to lie across it. 

Henry grabbed us some blankets and found a pillow for me to use. I knew that once he was ready for bed, that was it. So, I said goodnight to him, then got situated on the couch with one of the books I’d decided to try from the bookshelf. There were a lot of non-fiction ones about success and building your empire, but there were also a few older romance-looking ones tucked into the corner. 

The fire put out a surprising amount of heat but started to die down right before I fell asleep. Not wanting us to get cold, I grabbed a few logs from the wooden basket next to the fireplace and tossed them in, just as I had seen Henry do earlier. 

Satisfied and proud of doing something right for once, I got comfortable on the couch and drifted asleep. 

I woke up to the sound of someone clearing their throat and blinked a few times to clear the sleep from my eyes. 

Standing across from me was Stan. Beat red, looking more uncomfortable than I’d ever seen anyone before, Stan. 

I struggled to sit up and felt the chill on my skin when the blanket slid down. At some point, I must’ve gotten too hot last night and taken my sweater off. It was tossed on the floor in front of me. 

I was about to say something, but then I heard Henry shift on his bed. He sat up, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and then his jaw dropped in disbelief. 

I followed where his eyes dropped and found that my left tit had popped out of my tank top and was hanging freely for everyone to see. 

Lovely. Just freaking lovely.
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I spent the majority of the morning hiding out in the garage as I tried to avoid seeing Henry’s parents after the whole tit-gate scandal this morning. I was mortified the moment I realized what had happened and fled the room before anyone could say anything. 

An hour had passed, and Henry hadn’t bothered to come check on me yet. He sent a few text messages, but other than that—nothing. 

I couldn’t blame him; I mean, I flashed his very prim and proper father my breast as if I were some girl trying to get beads at Mardi Gras. I had already embarrassed him more than once, but this time it took the cake.

There was the sound of voices outside, and I sighed a breath of relief that they were all gone for now. I pulled on my only other pair of shoes—also knee-high boots with stiletto heels, but in brown leather instead of black—and headed to the kitchen.

I was starving but I wasn’t about to cook for everyone again. Hell, I wasn’t even going to cook for myself. I rummaged through the bags of nonperishable groceries Henry had brought but didn’t unpack and found a box of organic energy bars he loved.

Knowing he wouldn’t miss one, I took it out of the wrapper and quickly scarfed it down. I looked around for a coffee pot but not finding anything. Before I could look further, I heard the front door open, and voices floated through. I finished chewing my bite quickly, cursing when I accidentally bit the inside of my cheek, and then swallowed.

I rounded the corner to the living room at the same time Stan was heading toward the bathroom. I stepped to the side, moving out of his way, my face blushing red when I remembered the unfortunate incident from earlier. I didn’t have to ask whether Margaret had heard about it, given the daggers she was shooting at me at the moment. 

Henry sat down on the small couch he slept on last night and motioned for me to join him. Before I sat down, I noticed the fire was dwindling. 

“Do you want me to add another log to the fire?” I offered, feeling the heat of his mother’s glare on the back of my head. 

“I can do it,” he said, getting up.

“I know how to do it,” I said flatly, blowing out a breath of frustration. “I did it last night after you fell asleep and nothing terrible happened.”

I heard his mom clear her throat and ignored it.

“Okay, sure.”

I smiled and turned around, ignoring the way my fingers trembled as I reached into the basket to grab another log.

Henry jumped forward, holding his hand out to stop me.

“What are you doing?!”

I pulled back in surprise and looked at him. Had we not just talked about this?

“I’m adding a log to the fire...” I said slowly, just in case he was having trouble processing things this morning without coffee.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes.

“Please tell me you didn’t use those logs for the fire last night.”

I looked at them and then at the other pile stacked tightly and piled high in a hole in the wall beside the fireplace.

I could feel my heart hammering in my chest. 

“Holly,” he pressed. Standing up to join me in front of the fire. “Which logs did you use last night?”

I discreetly pointed in the direction of the logs in the basket. 

“What did I do wrong?” I whispered, not wanting to draw his mother’s attention any more than I had already. 

She stood up behind me and pointed at the logs. 

“Those aren’t for the fire. They’re logs that have had names and special dates carved into them from many generations.” She smugly looked down into the basket and shook her head. “At least they were.”

She left the room, and I let out the shaky breath I’d been holding.

“Henry, I’m—” 

He lifted his hand to stop me.

I pressed my lips together and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, Henry was gone. 

Twenty minutes passed without anyone returning to the living room, so I grabbed Henry’s car keys and went outside to get some fresh air. If anything, I could sit in the SUV and listen to music. At least I wouldn’t be in anyone’s way, and there was nothing I could destroy.

I stepped outside and gasped at the bitter cold that nipped at my nose. I definitely didn’t pack enough warm clothes for this weather. Thankfully we were spending our time inside, warm by the fire that was burning the precious memories that had been engraved onto the logs I had so absentmindedly thrown into the fire. 

I walked around, enjoying the way the snow crunched beneath my heels, but reminded myself to be careful that I didn’t slip and fall. The last thing I needed right now was broken bones or a trip to a hospital, given that I couldn’t imagine one was close by. I scanned the area around me and felt an eerie chill when I realized that there was nothing close by. Not even another cabin if we needed help. 

While I had taken the time to google what to wear in the wilderness, I hadn’t bothered looking up what kind of animals to expect. There were large prints in the snow on the side of the house that seemed to go deep into the woods. Whatever it was, I was pretty sure I didn’t want to meet it up close and personal. 

Deciding that I’d already roamed too far, I turned to head back inside when I heard voices on the other side of the house. I stepped lightly and watched my footing until I was close enough to listen to what they were saying.

“What are you even doing with her, son?” Stan asked, his words sending knives straight to my heart. “I know you’ve been with her for a while, but you can’t honestly tell me that you see yourself settling down and starting a life with her.”

“I don’t know,” Henry answered. “Things have been rough for a few months now, and I thought that if I brought her up here for a weekend away that it might be the reset that we needed.”

Reset? What in the world was he talking about?

I stepped closer, pulling down branches of the tree in front of me so I could hear better. 

“I think you need more than a weekend.”

“I know. I just didn’t want to give up on us so easily, you know? It’s been five years, dad. How did I not see that it wasn’t working for me before now?”

A tear slid down my cheek and froze before it could make it all the way down. 

“You’ve been busy with work and setting up your future. Sure, Holly has been fun, and I’m sure it’s been nice having her at your house for some companionship, but she’s not wife material. Just look at all the blunders she’s made in the twenty-four hours she’s been here. You can do better, I hate to say it.”

“Yeah, I know.” Henry exhaled heavily. “I actually met someone at work. I’ve been trying not to act on the chemistry between us, but it’s hard not to when I don’t feel the same heat between Holly and me anymore. It’s like whatever we had when we first started dating has just fizzled and died. We’ve been together so long, but I can’t imagine spending the rest of my life like this—with someone who will never live up to our family's standards.”

“We have a reputation to uphold,” Stan agreed firmly. “It would suit you well to find someone more within our class, so to speak.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to end it with Holly without her losing her mind. I guess maybe I brought her up here to buy some time. Give her one last weekend together before I break up with her.”

“Is she going home for Christmas?”

“I doubt it. She doesn’t talk to her family anymore, which has made it harder for me to do this. I know how much she clings to me and what she thinks we have together. It’s like she’s a frail person who can’t function independently without someone holding their hand.”

“Well, I can’t help with that. But my recommendation is to rip the band-aid off now. Do it before you get back to the city. Then you can come spend Christmas with your mom and me in Texas on the ranch.”

“I didn’t even get her a gift yet,” Henry said with a lack of emotion. “I know she’s had her shopping done for months, but I haven’t bothered looking for her. Maybe I knew all along that we wouldn’t be together for Christmas?”

My body trembled as I stood there and listened. In an instant, the world around me started to crumble. 

Here I had thought that he was bringing me up for a romantic weekend getaway so he could propose to me when in reality, he brought me here to see if there was anything worth trying to save before he broke up with me. 

I turned to leave, having heard enough when I tripped over a low tree branch and snapped it. The sound was loud enough to get Henry and Stan’s attention as they whipped around and caught me. 

“Holly—” Henry said, his face turning red with embarrassment. 

“Don’t.” I held my hand up. “If you want to break up with me, fine. I’m gone. I deserve better than this, anyway. Maybe you’ll actually be able to satisfy the girl at work because you sure as hell haven’t been hitting the mark with me.”

I knew it was a low blow, but I didn’t care at that point. It wasn’t like he’d tried to spare my feelings, even though he didn’t know I was listening. 

He took a few steps toward me, but I shook my head and stormed off. There was nothing left to say—he’d already said it all; he just didn’t know I had heard him. 

What was I going to do anyway? Beg him to reconsider? Ask him to love me again when apparently he had already fallen out of love with me? He’d admitted that he had already met someone who gave him something I didn’t—a spark. Chemistry. There was nothing left to try to save, and we both knew it. 

I still had Henry’s keys to his SUV in my pocket, so I dug them out, unlocked it, and climbed inside. I didn’t give it a second thought as I started the engine and put it in drive. 

The window was covered with snow and ice, which made it hard to see anything in front of me. But I didn’t have time to stop and worry about scraping the ice off. The last thing I wanted right now was to see Henry or his parents. I drove slowly, praying that I didn’t hit anything as I cranked the heater up to full blast and turned the defrosters on. 

Things were going okay as I gripped the wheel tightly and shivered against the cold leather seat. I didn’t want to turn the seat warmers on until after I could get the windows cleared, so that meant I was going to freeze my ass off for a few minutes.

Thankfully I was in the middle of the woods and didn’t have to worry about other vehicles right now. Soon a small patch of the window was clear at the bottom, so I leaned down and kept driving now that I could see what was in front of me. 

I don’t know how far I’d gotten before more than half of the window was clear, but I was happy that I could see and that there was no sign of Henry coming after me. Not that he had any reason to—this was what he wanted, after all. 

My stomach turned, and I started crying again, trying to wipe the tears away as quickly as possible so they didn’t blur my vision. I needed to focus on driving so I could get the hell out of there. 

I was finally gaining some confidence in handling the SUV in the terrible weather, even with the snow falling faster than I could clear it with the wiper blades. I held my breath and kept my foot over the brake in case I needed it. Suddenly, a large animal darted out in front of me, and instead of hitting the brake, my foot tapped the gas. Realizing my mistake, I quickly reached over and slammed on the brakes, not remembering that I was technically driving on a sheet of ice. 

There was no traction as the SUV spun wildly out of control. I pulled the wheel in every direction I could to keep the vehicle on the road but watched in horror as it plummeted down the side of a hill and straight into a tree.
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I was busy splitting logs for firewood when I heard the sound of metal crunching in the distance. Luna’s head whipped up, and I knew she heard it too.

“Let’s go check it out.” I set my ax down on the stump and started walking with her leading the way.

We walked a few miles with the snow whipping around me. I pulled the beanie down lower on my head and adjusted the insulated face covering I had on. I followed the sound of the horn blaring and discovered an expensive SUV stuck headfirst into a large pine tree.
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