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​Chapter One
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“A CHRISTMAS WEDDING.” Jill worked hard to sound enthusiastic. “That’ll be different.”

Summer laughed at her best friend. “You should see your face. You don’t have to pretend.” She stirred some sweetener into her coffee. “It’s the only time of year Gareth could get a decent amount of time off.” She kept her gaze focused on her coffee. “He’s already rented a chalet at Mount Washington for ten days and then we’re flying to Seattle for his company’s annual sales conference. He thinks it’s fitting that we go to the ski hill for our honeymoon because that’s where we met.”

“How sweet.” Jill wished she could take back the sarcastic remark the moment she uttered it. “Sorry, Sum, it’s just that you had your heart set on Hawaii. What’s the name of that place you like so much?”

Summer sat back in her chair and allowed her gaze to drift around the busy mall. “Haleiwa. It’s on the North Shore of Oahu. I’ve been thinking about going there ever since I read about it on one of those online rental sites. All the best surfing spots are up there on the North Shore. Not that I’m a surfer, but the waves are fantastic at this time of year, so just watching is exciting.” She sighed. “Some other time, I guess.”

Jill glanced around the Food Court to make sure no one could overhear their conversation, then eased forward on her chair. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but are you sure you’re ready for this? You only met him a year ago.” She waved a hand in the air. “The whole thing seems so rushed.”

“I understand.” Summer tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice. More than anything, she wanted Jill to like Gareth, but that didn’t seem likely, especially at this late date. “I agree that a year isn’t a long time, but it feels right, so why should we wait?”

Jill lifted her shoulders. “I hear what you’re saying, and I promise this is the last you’ll hear from me on the subject, but you’ve always been so analytical, I thought...” She paused for a moment and the fire seemed to go out of her. “I guess I thought that because you’re a lawyer and everything you’d take your time when it came to getting married.” She smiled at her friend. “I just want you to be happy.”

Summer blinked back tears. “I’m happy. Trust me, it’s going to be fine.”
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Chapter Two
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SUMMER PARKED HER CAR in the mall parking lot near the food court entrance. Had it really been three months since that conversation with Jill? Between a surge of business at her law firm and preparations for the wedding, she hadn’t had much time to spend with her friend. They’d tentatively agreed to have coffee today after her appointment with the photographer.

Jill’s position as Mall Administrator allowed her an inside perspective on the various businesses within the mall. She’d recommended the photo studio in the mall and today’s meeting was Summer’s final appointment before the wedding. She’d made the booking with the photographer’s assistant Trudi. The older woman had inspired confidence and yet Summer was pleased to know that the photographer wanted a final face-to-face to go over any preferences she might have.

Trudi was busy with a customer when she entered the shop, and Summer took the opportunity to inspect the various photographs on display. It appeared that in addition to a thriving portrait business, Nick Watson had a contract with the School District for school pictures. Dealing with the students must take a special skill set and she found herself smiling as she studied the faces on display.

“Penny for your thoughts.” She turned to find a man watching her.

“I was thinking they must be a handful,” she said, pointing to one young boy in particular. “Look at that expression. He’s either going to be a politician when he grows up, or a heartbreaker.” She paused. “Maybe both.”

The man laughed and stuck out his hand. “You must be Summer Carmichael.” He gestured to the photo in question. “I think maybe you’re right about that one. I’m not sure where these young kids get their confidence, but I don’t think it’s a bad thing, do you?” He looked at her as though her answer was important to him.

Summer raised her eyebrows. “I wish I’d had that much confidence when I was young, so I agree with you that confidence is a good thing.” She studied him for a moment. “You must be Nick Watson.”

“That’s right.” He stepped aside and gestured her toward his office in the back of the shop. “Thanks for coming by. I know you must be busy with wedding preparations.” He glanced back out toward the front of the shop. “Will your fiancé be along later? Trudi said both of you would be stopping by.”

Summer managed to keep her smile in place. “That was the plan, but Gareth called last night to let me know he couldn’t make it back in time. He’s a drug rep for a major pharmaceutical company and his territory is the entire island with the exception of Victoria.”

“Big territory,” said Nick, ushering her into a comfortable chair. “But it’s okay with me if it’s okay with you. It’s usually the bride who makes all the decisions anyway.” He sat back and studied her. “Every bride has a vision of what her wedding is going to be, and I’d like to hear yours.”

“It’s going to be small when compared to most weddings,” she said. “And I’ve decided to embrace the fact that we’re doing it in the winter.” She proceeded to outline her plans and he nodded attentively.

“Since we’re not having a sit-down dinner, we’ve decided to have the ceremony and the reception at the same venue. There won’t be a long break between the two events... just enough for a couple of quick photos.” She leaned forward eagerly. “The shots I’m interested in are of Gareth and I with our friends. That’s how I’d like to remember the day.”

Something moved deep in his eyes. “Your friends; I like that. Anybody in particular, or is everyone fair game?”

“We haven’t invited anyone who’s not a friend, so click away.” She paused and chuckled softly. “I guess there’s no such thing as a click in these days what with digital cameras and all.”

His gaze drifted to a credenza against the far wall. “I still have my first Hasselblad, but sadly I only use it for personal work these days. Everyone’s in such a hurry.” He glanced down at the contract. “Speaking of which, I see that Trudi told you I’m going away the day after your wedding, so I won’t be able to go over the shots with you for a couple of weeks.”

Summer nodded. “That’s fine. We’re going up to Mount Washington for a skiing honeymoon, and directly after that we’re attending a sales conference for Gareth’s company, so the timing is perfect.”

“Excellent.” He checked over his notes. “I don’t think I have any more questions. What about you?”

“No questions.” She rose. “I can’t believe the day is almost here. I’ll be seeing you again in just a little over two weeks.”

He walked with her to the front of the shop. “Do you mind me asking why you decided to use us for your wedding?”

“No, I don’t mind. Jill Warner is a friend of mine, and she recommended you.”

“Jill? From the Admin. Office?”

“Yes, we grew up together. You’ll be seeing her at the wedding.”

“Small world,” he said. “I must remember to thank her for the referral. And guess what... here she is now.”

“Hi Nick, Hi Summer.” Jill’s greeting was breezy. “Is everything set?”

They nodded in unison, and Summer stuck out her hand. “Thanks, Nick. See you on the big day.” She slipped her arm through Jill’s. “My turn to buy coffee.”

* * *
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NICK WATCHED THE TWO women walk away, but his thoughts were on Summer. She would make a beautiful bride, he was sure of that. There was something sweet and vulnerable about her and yet he suspected that she could take care of herself. Her comment about taking pictures of their friends had touched him deeply. Generally at this stage of the planning most brides were so focused on themselves it was almost impossible to communicate with them. This one was different.

He sighed and walked back into the shop.

“She’s a real sweetheart, isn’t she?” Trudi gave him a piercing look across the counter.

If he wasn’t careful, his long-time shop assistant would segue into a lecture about him dating again. He was tempted to ignore her remark, but if he didn’t respond, she’d only double down. “You’re right. This one’s special.” He kept his eyes averted and walked back into his office where Summer’s scent still lingered in the air. He sat down heavily and allowed his memories to overwhelm him.

It had been a little over three years since his wife Claire died after a short, hard-fought battle with cancer. No death was easy, but Claire’s had hit him especially hard and there had been times when he wondered if he’d ever smile again. These days, he sometimes went a whole day without thinking of her, but there was still a hole where his heart should be. Well-meaning friends and family were starting to make broad hints about his lack of a social life but the idea of becoming involved again filled him with dread. On the positive side, he was looking forward to his winter holiday, the first real vacation since Claire died. He knew that there was no such thing as a geographical cure for a broken heart, but several times recently he’d found himself smiling at the thought of a change of scenery.

* * *
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JILL CAME TO THE TABLE with two cups of coffee. “So what did you think of Nick? That was your first time meeting him, wasn’t it?”

Summer had been observing the line-up of children waiting to see Santa. “What? Oh yes, today was the first time. I like him.” She dug some sweetener out of her purse. “I’m not sure what I expected, but it definitely wasn’t someone our age.”

“You’re not having second thoughts about him, are you?”

“No, as a matter of fact he seemed to grasp right away what I have in mind. I liked him.”

Jill gave a low chuckle. “It doesn’t hurt that he’s devilishly handsome.”

“I don’t know, he –”

“You don’t think he’s handsome?”

Summer felt a telltale blush rise in her cheeks. “Yes, of course, it’s just that underneath those killer looks, he seems kind of sad.”

Jill nodded. “That’s true, but he’s better than he was.”

Summer waited for her friend to continue.

“His wife died. I forget exactly when, but it’s been more than two years.” She took a sip of coffee. “The poor guy took it really hard, but he seems to be slowly coming out of it.”

“He says he’s going on holiday the day after my wedding, so that’s a good sign, don’t you think?”

Jill sighed. “I agree, and I hope he finds someone when he’s ready. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to Stu.”

Summer shook her head. “Don’t even go there. You guys are perfect together.”

Jill got a dreamy look on her face. “We are, aren’t we?” She gave herself a little shake. “Okay, that’s enough daydreaming. Is there anything you need me to do for the wedding?”

“Nope, I’m all organized.” She hesitated for a moment. “Once I realized that Gareth wasn’t going to be any help, things have been going smoothly. What’s the old expression? If you want something done right, do it yourself?”

Jill put on her brightest smile. “Absolutely, but let me know if anything comes up at the last minute.”

“Thanks Jill. And thanks for taking the time to have coffee with me. I know how busy you must be with all the Christmas celebrations.”

Her friend nodded. “The elementary school is singing Christmas Carols tonight. That’s always popular. And of course there’s the never-ending stream of kids waiting to talk to Santa.”

“I noticed that. Any problems this year?”

Jill rapped her knuckles against her head. “So far, everything’s going well.” She glanced over toward Santa’s chair, but only the back of his head was visible. “He’s not your average Santa. Quite educated actually, but I wasn’t about to hold that against him.” She gave a wry smile. “Just kidding, of course.” She drained her coffee. “Speaking of work, I’d better get back.”

Summer checked her watch. “I have a few minutes to spare, so I think I’ll go over my To-Do list. Talk to you soon.”

She watched her friend walk away, stopping to say a few words to a couple of store owners along the way. Jill had kept her promise not to bad-mouth Gareth even though he’d been a no-show at the photography studio, and she was grateful for that. Her fiancé’s enthusiasm for the wedding preparations was lukewarm at best, but what she’d said about doing it herself was true. Gareth’s help usually consisted of thinly veiled criticism. She hated to admit it, but there were times she wondered if she was making a mistake. And then he would surprise her with a romantic gesture that reminded her of why she’d fallen in love with him in the first place...
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Chapter Three
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SNOW HAD COME EARLY to Mount Washington last year. She and Jill made a spur-of-the-moment decision and headed for the ski resort to check it out. The snow pack was amazing and the waits were short; it had been a perfect day and Summer stood at the bottom of the lift, catching her breath.

“Once more?” asked Jill breathlessly. Just then the lights came on and she moved toward the lift. “Come on, lazy bones.”

Summer laughed. “You go ahead. I’ll be in the Lodge having a coffee.”

“Your loss!” Jill shoved off.

Summer entered the Lodge, got a coffee and an apple fritter, and then looked around for an empty table.
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