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Chapter 1
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Chase

I’d eaten a lot of humble pie over the past twelve months, but there was still one more slice I needed to take a bite from, and then I could put the past behind me and move on. 

To say I’d been a bit of an arse the past year or so was an understatement, especially where my brother and his new wife were concerned. I’d treated Lizzy badly from the minute we met, and I regretted that. I regretted it both for me, and for Tanner. Not only did I feel bad for the way I acted, but I felt bad I ever made my brother feel like he was someone who couldn’t be loved. The fact was, he was a better man than me. He always had been, only he could never see it. To Tanner, it was always me who had the dream life, but he only saw the façade, the smokescreen that covered up the real life going on underneath the false show I put on every day. Funny thing was, Lizzy had been able to see through me from the beginning, and despite everything I’d done to her, she’d been one of the biggest supports to me over the past year as I battled my gambling addiction and got my finances back on track, and I could never thank her enough. 

“Hey,” I stepped up beside Lizzy, and she gave me one of those smiles that brought my brother to his knees. “How’s it going? Does it look like you’ll have a house to move into before my nephew comes along?” 

“I think so,” Lizzy looked towards Tanner and her brother Jesse, who were walking around the new house with the building inspector. Tanner had started designing the house of their dreams the day after he proposed to Lizzy, and with the help of Jesse, Lizzy’s builder brother, it was done. “And what are you going to do if you end up with a niece?” 

“Niece, nephew, doesn’t matter really, either way they’ll be the best snowboarder in the country, and they’ll be the first Australian to win gold in two different disciplines at the winter Olympics,” I pointed to her ballooning stomach. “Trust me, that kid in there is going to be a superstar.” 

“Really?” Lizzy looked at me and shook her head. “I guess you and Tanner will be teaching them to snowboard and ski before they can even walk.” 

“For sure,” I shoulder bumped her a little. “Until we could walk, our parents used to drag us around everywhere on a toboggan, Tanner could ski down the mountain before he started kindergarten, he was a natural, this kid will be too,” I grinned at her. “Unless he gets your book nerd brain for numbers, in which case, I will have to exercise my rights as top uncle and turn him into a sporty kid.” 

“Hey,” Lizzy punched my arm. “There is nothing wrong with being a book and numbers nerd.” 

“True,” I laughed at her. “I guess you fit into those categories and you’re alright,” I took a step back when she went to hit me again. She might have been small, but she could pack a punch. “Speaking of books and numbers, I’m heading into town, got a meeting to get to,” I looked at my watch, then back at Lizzy. “Do you need anything in town? Chocolate, jam doughnuts, haemorrhoid cream?” I grinned at her. 

“No,” she laughed at me and shook her head in disgust. “I haven’t reached that stage yet,” she rubbed her belly. “Get going so you don't miss your meeting, and don’t speed down that mountain.” 

“Yes ma’am.” I saluted her. “How does my brother put up with your bossy arse?” I shook my head as I walked away, with Lizzy telling me I needed to lose the smart arse attitude before her kid arrived. 

On the drive into town, I made a mental note to do some online shopping. I needed to find the perfect gift for Tanner and Lizzy’s home, and for their baby’s nursery, only problem was, interior design wasn't my forte, and I had no idea where to start with this stuff. What I needed was some help of the female kind. I didn't want to ask my mother for help, she had a reputation for letting out secrets all the time, and I wanted this to be a surprise for both of them. I couldn't ask Alice either, because she and my mother talked about everything, so it would only get back to her through Alice. What I needed was someone who had no ties to the lodge, or to my brother. That wasn't an impossible ask was it? 

As the meeting started, I pushed all other thoughts from my head so I could focus on why I was here. Tomorrow would mark one year since I started coming to these meetings. I wasn't sure if anyone here knew that, but I did. We didn't usually ask questions of each other, even though this wasn't a big city, I didn’t personally know anyone else in the group, and I liked it that way. We were all battling our own demons, and undoubtedly gambling wasn't the only one for most of us, but we didn’t pry. If someone wanted to talk about something other than their gambling addiction, that was fine, but it was their choice to bring it up, not anyone else’s. 

Another thing I liked to do in the meetings, was to look at the person who was speaking. It was a small thing, but for me, when I was speaking, I found that if people were looking at me, it made me more accountable for my words. It wasn't just lip service, it was me admitting to them, and to myself that I had a problem, and I was dealing with it. I owned the problem so it no longer owned me. That might not have made sense to anyone else, but for me, it made perfect sense. It sorted things out in my head, and for me, that’s the only way I knew how to deal with the problem. 

So I listened. I listened as Ted spoke about the urge to put a bet on the horses, I listened to Trish as she spoke about not being able to go to the club for dinner with her friends because the poker machines would be looking at her, taunting her, tempting her to come and try her luck. I listened to Jody as she spoke about the poker machines too, and about blowing all of the money she should have spent on the kids school supplies or food for her family. I listened as Mike spoke about his online gambling and how it had cost his marriage, and time with his kids. Then I listened as the new girl spoke. We hadn't had anyone new at the meetings for a while now, so everyone was keen to make her feel welcome, to let her know that she could count on us because we knew what she was going through. 

“Hi,” she looked so unsure. “My name’s Ari, and I’m a compulsive gambler,” I watched her as she spoke. She spoke quietly, without looking up at any of us. It was almost as if she was talking to herself, and that was fine. Whatever worked for you, that was the motto here. There was something about her. A sadness, a loneliness almost, one that I picked from the minute she started to speak, and I had to resist the urge to go over and reach for her hand. That wouldn't fly for two reasons. One, she was new here and for all I knew, she might be dealing with something more than a gambling addiction, and an innocent gesture like physical contact could spark any kind of reaction, and two, she looked like she’d bolt straight out the doors if anyone moved right now, and that was the last thing any of us wanted. 

When Ari finished speaking, she looked up at the group, but only for a few seconds before looking back at her hands. “Right, that’s a wrap for tonight folks, and remember, reach out if you need to talk, you all have my number, call if you need,” Dave stood and went to Ari. I watched as he introduced himself as the meeting counsellor, and he handed her a business card with his number. She looked like she was agreeing to come to the next meeting, which was good. It took three attempts for me to finally admit I needed to be here every week, but like Lizzy said, that wasn’t uncommon. She knew as she’d attempted AA a few times when she was younger, even stuck with it for six months, but then decided she didn't need it, mostly because the temptation to drink had been taken away when an alcoholic drink meant a painful hospital stay. There were times when I wished I were in the same boat as Lizzy. That I didn't have an option because if I did head back to the poker table it would potentially kill me, but that wasn’t the case, so here I was. 

“Chase,” I was almost out the door when Dave called me back.

“Hey, what’s up?” I looked at the older man. He looked much older than his sixty years, but by his own admission, his gambling had led him to lead a much harder life than was necessary, and now he was paying the price. 

“Just wanted to congratulate you and acknowledge your one year without a bet,” he slapped me on the back. “They say the first year is the hardest, but you’ve made it,” he gave me a nod of approval. “I hope you’ll continue to come to meetings though. I know there will come a time when you won’t need the support as much, but we’re always here for you.” 

“Thanks Dave,” I shook his hand. “I’ll be back next week. I’m not quite ready to walk away just yet.” This made the old man smile. 

––––––––
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IT TOOK ME A GOOD FEW days to convince Tanner and Lizzy to leave the interior design of their baby’s nursery to me. I begged, pleaded, basically harassed them until they caved, and I wasn't the slightest bit ashamed of it, which made them laugh. The only thing they wanted in return was a promise that it was done and ready for the baby in three months’ time. So now, my search began in earnest for some design help. First, I did some internet research hoping to just get some ideas that I could then replicate, but the amount of stuff on the internet for baby nurseries was insane. Then I started reading blogs and articles about all the things you needed to consider when designing a nursery, all the safety measures you needed to take, all the toxic paints to avoid, the chemicals in rugs and furnishings, and I was starting to regret that I ever turned to the internet for help. This was like the Dr Google of room decorating. It was too much. 

My next internet search was a smarter move, and as I dialled up the number for the interior design place, I felt a lot better about this nursery, and how it was going to turn out. “Pluen Eira Designs, can I help you?” 

“Hi,” I clicked on some of the designs on her website as I spoke. “I’m looking for someone to design and furnish a baby nursery for me. I’m looking at your website now, looks like you’ve done a few nurseries.” 

“I have. They’re actually my favourite room to design,” she laughed a little. “What did you have in mind?” 

“Ah, I don’t know, paint the walls, maybe a rug for the floor, a crib, that kind of thing,” I clicked on some of her other pictures, making a mental note of the ones that I thought Lizzy might like. 

“No,” she laughed again. “I meant what theme did you have in mind.” 

“Ah, I don’t know, you mean like cars or fire trucks or dinosaurs and things like that?” 

“Well, that’s not exactly in anymore,” again with her little laugh. “So it’s for a little boy’s bedroom?” 

“Ah, we don’t know yet.” Okay, so now I was sounding like a bloke in a handbag shop. I had no idea what I wanted, but I wanted it to be amazing. 

“Would you like me to come to you? I can look at the space, get a feel for the rest of the house design, and I can show you my nursery portfolio, it might give you some ideas, help you decide what you’d like for your nursery,” there was something about this woman’s voice that made me like her instantly. She sounded warm, if that made sense. I didn't know if a person could sound warm, but that was the only word I could think of to describe this woman.  

“That’d be great,” I gave her the address of the lodge, and we agreed for her to come out the next day. Now that was sorted, I needed to get back to work. Tanner, Lizzy, Mum, and I had all been working our butts off to get the lodge back in the black after Claire and Rose ripped us off, and things were starting to look good for us again. My personal finances were back on track too, now that I wasn't losing my pay check at the poker table ever week. Overall, I was happier than I had been in a long time. Since admitting I had a gambling problem, and seeking help, I felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders, and it was a weight I never wanted to carry again. 

“Hey Josh,” I got off the chairlift and went over to him. “You head down and have a break for a bit.” 

Since the whole embezzlement incident, we hadn’t had to lay off any staff, but we did have to make changes that meant more work for the staff that were here. One of those changes was opening up the lodge for people looking to do a day trip to the snow. They arrived early and left late. We set a limit of three busloads per day, which essentially meant an extra hundred and fifty people on the chairlift and ski fields every day, not to mention the extra work it created for Alice in having to cook for them as well as our lodge guests. But it was all worth it. We’d do whatever it took to keep the lodge. 

The increase in people traffic had meant the amount of women through here had risen. It had been a long time, about five years in fact, since I’d had a steady girlfriend. There had been plenty of women in between though, finding a woman to spend the night with had never been a problem, but now I was ready for something more. Seeing Tanner and Lizzy together, watching them plan their house and now their family, I was ready for that too. It was funny how many things I was finding out about myself now that gambling wasn’t the only thought occupying my head twenty four seven. Things like wanting a relationship, a meaningful one that had the potential to lead to something more. Like my baking skills. No one was surprised more than me when I started producing desserts to rival Alice’s. I guess all those hours in the kitchen with her when we were kids had subconsciously stuck with me. I had a new found love of skiing and snowboarding too. Not that I’d ever really lost the passion for it, but now I was spending my time out in the snow rather than at the poker table, I was loving it again. I hadn't realised how much of my life had been taken over by the disease that is gambling addiction, but now that I was starting to enjoy life again, I was never going back.  

****
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THE DINING HALL WAS packed this morning. The lodge was fully booked for the week, which was awesome. Lizzy had really turned things around for us, which is why this nursery had to be perfect. 

“Morning Mum,” I kissed her cheek then sat beside her. “Morning everyone,” I looked at the rest of our breakfast companions, and introduced myself to the one’s I didn't know. As soon as I said hello to Amber, one of the women sitting opposite me, my mother started nudging my leg under the table. Amber was three days into her ten day stay here, and my mother hadn't let up since she’d arrived. But it wasn't going to happen. My days of being someone’s holiday fling were over. I wanted something more, like I thought last night, something real. 

Over breakfast, we talked about the weather, today’s predicted snowfall, and what everyone had planned for the day. More than once I had to give my mother the what are you doing glare when she kept dropping into the conversation that I was single, and that Amber should sign up for a snowboarding lesson this afternoon as I was the one instructing the class. “Ladies,” I stood and looked at the women. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a morning briefing to do.” I leant down and whispered in my mother’s ear. “Stop trying to set me up, I can find my own women,” I kissed her cheek then headed for the podium where Tanner stood waiting for me. 

“What’s wrong?” he handed me the activity list for the day. I knew he hated speaking in front of a large group. He’d been better at it since he’d met Lizzy, but he still avoided it when he could, which meant I usually did most of the talking. 

“Just Mum trying to set me up with every un-attached woman that walks through the door,” I looked over the papers in my hand as I spoke. “I’m not sure if she’s noticed, but I can find my own women, I don't need help from my mother.” 

“I’m pretty sure she’s noticed,” Tanner smirked at me. “Nothing happens around here without her knowing about it, including the revolving door to your place.” 

“Very funny,” I looked at him. “There hasn't been a woman in my bed for almost two months.” 

The look on Tanner’s face was golden. “What’s going on? Did your test results come back positive?” He grinned at me like he’d just told the funniest joke ever. This was another of the things I liked. Having things good between Tanner and I again. We were great mates once, and over the past year, we’d been working our way back to that again. It was nice.

“No smart arse,” I shook my head at him. “I’m done with the one night stands and the holiday flings,” I shrugged and pretended like it didn't matter to me, when really, it was a big deal. “Just ready for something more, something that means something.” 

“That’s a lot of something’s,” he slapped me on the back. “But I can highly recommend the something’s, they’re pretty awesome,” he looked over at Lizzy and smiled, like he was a love struck teenager with his first big boy crush. “Let’s get this show on the road,” he tapped the microphone then stepped back so I could do all the talking. That was another thing I was going to work on. Getting my brother to see he had nothing to fear from public speaking. 

As soon as the briefing was done, Amber and her friend headed my way. “Chase,” she was nice enough, and I didn't want to be rude to her, but I just wasn't interested. “I think I’ll take you up on that snowboarding lesson, it sounds like fun.” 

“Here you go,” I handed her the group sign-up sheet. “Just add your name to the list, the spots fill up fast but there’s still room for two more,” I smiled at both her and her friend. 

“So no private lesson then?” She looked at me, keeping her eyes on mine. A year earlier, I would have taken her up on her unspoken offer, but not now. Just like the gambling, if I caved this time, I’d cave again, and again, and I’d end up stuck in a loop of meaningless hook ups for the rest of my life. 

“You can book private lessons through the hire shop,” I smiled at her, playing dumb as to what she was really after. “Josh is one of our best. I recommend signing up for a lesson with him.” Amber was about to respond when the walkie-talkie on my hip crackled to life. It was Lucy, asking me to come to reception. “Duty calls,” I looked at each of the women in front of me. “See Tyler in the hire shop, he’ll sort out booking the snowboard lessons for you.” 

I shook my head as I walked away from the two women. In the past I’d have them both back at my place by now. I turned and looked over my shoulder, then shook my head again. No. I would not be tempted. 

“Hey Lucy,” I went around behind the reception desk. “What’s up?” 

“There’s a woman here to see you,” she pointed to the woman standing by the fireplace. She had her back to us as she looked out over the valley below. “She said she had an appointment with you, something about a nursery.” 

“Awesome,” she was a little earlier than I expected, but this was great. “Thanks Lucy.” 

I kept my eyes on the woman as I walked towards her. From the back, she looked young, mid-twenties maybe. She was short, her long brown hair tumbled over her shoulders and curled at the bottom. If I were an artist, I’d take a snapshot of her and put it away in the memory banks so I could paint it later. She looked picture perfect standing there by the window, and I imagined she’d be just as beautiful from the front too. As soon as the thought popped into my head, I scolded myself. No more flings. No more one-night stands. No more random hook ups, not that she might necessarily be interested in a hook up anyway. Who knew what her story was, and she was here for business, not pleasure. 

“Hi,” as soon as I spoke she spun around, and I almost fell into the chair beside me. It was her. The beautiful sad woman from the GA meeting. “Hi, I’m Chase,” I extended my hand, and I took the opportunity to look for a wedding ring, which there was none. I couldn't help smiling as she shook my hand. “Ari right?” If she felt the zing when our hands met, she didn't show it. 

“Yeah,” she let go of my hand and stepped back a little, rubbing her palm on her thigh like I’d just given her cooties. She looked uncomfortable, and I didn't like that. I didn't like it for two reasons. 

One, I’d found her. I’d finally found her. She was the one. I knew it the second our hands touched and two, I didn’t want to give her any reason to turn down the job.

****
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Chapter 2
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Ari

Of all the people in this town to need a nursery designed, it had to be the man that I’d had a nice steamy dream about last night. He was all I could think about when I left that meeting, and now here he was again. What were the chances? If I was still a betting woman, I’d say the odds of meeting up with him again the very next day weren’t in my favour, but here we were. Gambling had never been my forte I guess. 

Still, steamy dreams and palpitating heart aside, he’d asked me here to design a nursery for his baby, so that meant he was taken. Shame that, relationships and commitments were out of the question, but a little fling wouldn't be so bad right about now. But like my grandma used to say, all the good ones are taken, gay or dead, so what did that leave for all us single girls? Not much, and wasn't that the truth. 

If I was going to take this man and his wife on as clients, I needed to get these x-rated thoughts of him out of my head. Maybe I should ask to meet his wife. That would help. Seeing them all loved up with each other, that’d squash these thoughts for sure. 

“So, you have a nursery you want designed?” I tried to keep my mind on the reason I was here. 

“Yeah,” Chase looked across the foyer of the lodge to where a very pregnant woman stood talking to a man who looked a little like him. “It has to be awesome though, which is where you come in, I have no idea about interior design, and I really want the nursery to be special.” 

“I’m sure I can come up with a few designs for you to choose from,” I lifted my portfolio a little. “Is there somewhere we can sit to go through my portfolio, you can point out the things you like, and I’ll take some notes if you have anything else in mind as well.” 

“I’ll just grab the keys to the house and we can go talk there if you like, that way you can see the room that will be the nursery,” he looked back towards his wife. “I’ll just be one sec.”

While Chase went to get the house keys, I looked around the lodge. It was such a beautiful space. I loved the exposed timber beams, the leather couches, and the stone fireplace. The design worked well together. It felt like I was on a ranch in Montana, and I could only imagine how beautiful it would be in autumn with all the leaves changing colour and blanketing the ground in various shades of red. 

“Here we go,” I spun around when Chase spoke, and I was surprised to see he was alone. 

“Is your wife not joining us?” I looked from Chase to the pregnant woman, and he spun around to look at her too. The smile on his face when he looked at her totally gave him away. 

“Lizzy?” he looked back at me like I was nuts. “Oh,” he shook his head and smiled at me. “You thought she and I,” he pointed to himself, then back towards the woman. “You thought this nursery was for me?”

“Well you did call me, and you said you needed someone to design a nursery for you,” I kept my eyes on him, which wasn't hard. He was smiling at me now, and that smile was a killer. 

“I did,” he nodded towards the door of the lodge and started walking, so I fell into step beside him. “The nursery is for me, well, kind of for me,” he held the door open for me. “My brother and his wife are expecting their first baby, delivering a beautifully designed and decorated nursery is my gift to them, so while you’d be designing the nursery for me, it’s really for them.” 

“Oh, I thought the nursery was for your baby,” I looked at him as we headed towards a pickup truck parked at the back of the lodge. Well didn't this just change everything? 

“No,” he shook his head and laughed a little. “Lizzy and Tanner just finished building their house. I wanted to do something special for them,” he shrugged a little. “Lizzy’s been a huge support to me over the past twelve months, I feel like giving them a beautiful space for their first baby is the least I can do in return,” Chase opened the truck door for me. “Actually, it doesn’t even come close given all they’ve done for me.” 

I gave him a little nod, one that told him I understood what he meant. There was a reason he was at the meeting last night, and that meant there would undoubtedly be people in his life he had both hurt because of his gambling addiction, and people who he owed a debt to because of his gambling addiction, and not just financial debt. I’d been there, I knew exactly what it was like to feel indebted to someone and feeling like no matter how much you did, it would never come close to being enough. 

“So where is this house?” I tried to steer the conversation away from our common ground. Gamblers Anonymous meetings were called that for a reason. What was said in a meeting was kept in a meeting. Anonymity was the key. It was the reason I kept going back. It wasn't that I was ashamed of my addiction, not now. In the beginning I was, but now that I owned the addiction, and it didn't own me, I wasn't so ashamed anymore. 

“Just up on the ridge, there’s a flat spot about half way up the mountain,” Chase looked at me and gave me that killer smile again. “They only got the final sign off on the house yesterday, so it’s literally a blank canvas.” 

“That’s like music to a designers ears, you know that right,” I looked out at the beautiful landscape as we drove up a dirt track. “But our job is just the nursery yeah?” 

“Just the nursery,” Chase looked at me again, and I made a mental decision to stop asking questions. If I didn't ask questions, he’d keep his eyes on the track and he wouldn't look at me. When we pulled up at the house, Chase killed the engine and looked over at me, so much for my theory. “I know talking about meetings is off limits, but last night, your first meeting, how did you find it?” 

“It wasn't my first meeting,” I looked down and shook my head a little. “And you're right, talking about meetings is off limits,” I looked up towards the house. “Let’s see this nursery room.” 

I was at the porch steps when Chase caught up with me and reached for my arm. “Ari, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked, it’s just I wanted you to know,” he stepped around in front of me and I had no choice but to stop and look up at him. “I know what it’s like to be the new person at the meeting. I know how hard it can be, and if you need someone to talk to, you can call me. Full confidentiality, just like if we were at a meeting,” he held up his hand as if swearing on a bible. “I promise.” 

“Thanks,” I kept my eyes on his. “I’ll keep it in mind.” 

We stood like that for a few seconds, looking at each other, neither of us making the first move, and I couldn't take my eyes off his lips. I kept replaying that steamy dream from last night, wondering what it would be like if we played it out in real life. In my dream those lips went places that hadn’t been kissed for a long, long time, but it was time I snapped out of it. Chase was a design client. My first paying client since moving to town, and I wasn't about to mess that up. 

I cleared my throat and looked up into his eyes, and damn, if I didn't just about dampen my knickers. “Um,” I shook my head a little, trying to get my thoughts back on track. “The nursery?” 

“This way,” Chase gave me a little smile, not the full sexy smile I’d gotten when I first introduced myself, but it was still pretty damn hot. Stop it. I mentally scolded myself as I followed him into the house. Paying client remember. You’re here to design a room for a new baby, not to hit on the client. Damn he has a cute butt too. Oh. My. God. Stop it. 

He wasn't wrong about it being a blank canvas. There wasn’t even one piece of furniture in the house, but you could tell it was going to be a stunning family home. The entry opened onto an open plan living area with a whole wall of full length windows that ran from floor to ceiling, and looked out over the snow covered mountain side and the chair lift. “This room is stunning,” I turned to look up at Chase who was standing beside me. “And the fireplace,” I went over and ran my hand over the elaborate stonework. “It’s beautiful, very dude ranch.” 

Chase laughed at my words. “Don't let Tanner hear you say that. He hates the dude ranch tag,” he nodded his head towards the kitchen. “I’ll give you a tour before we check out the nursery room.” 

I followed Chase as he led me through the house. Every room had spectacular views, even the main bedroom ensuite, that looked out over a small pine forest. Some beautiful cedar shutters on the windows gave privacy, but still allowed for the user to take in the stunning views at the same time. 

“Oh my god,” I was practically drooling over the kitchen. “It’s beautiful,” I ran my hand over the granite bench top and looked at Chase. “Whoever designed this kitchen has beautiful taste, it’s gorgeous.” 
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