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To Mum and Jaimie. Thank you for your unending support, encouragement, and love.

Dwi’n caru chi.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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It’s going to snow tonight. I can feel it. They’ve been calling for it in the forecast nearly every day for the last two weeks, but so far I haven’t seen so much as a single flake. Today is different, though. Steely clouds have hung low in the sky all day, and the air holds a crispness that promises snow. Some would argue that early November is too soon for snow, but I would counter that it's never too early for the white stuff. The minute Halloween was over, I packed away all my leaves, pumpkins, and spooky decorations, and began the transition into winter mode: cozy throws, extra candles, fuzzy socks. I’m officially ready for winter.

I tuck my scarf closer to my neck and glance up at the dark, early-evening sky. Inhaling deeply, I channel my inner Lorelai Gilmore, certain I smell snow in the air. Hoping it’ll start in the next few minutes, I slow my pace. The heels of my boots click along the pavement, reminding me I should dig my proper winter boots out of the closet tonight. The ones I’m currently wearing—ankle booties with a heel that adds a good three inches to my five-foot-four frame—are adorable and surprisingly comfortable, but would be a hazard on slippery pavement.

When I reach my apartment building, I hesitate outside the front door, turning my face to the sky again. “Come on,” I murmur, closing my eyes and praying to Mother Nature, the weather gods, and whoever else might be listening and willing to grant my wish for snow. We had a couple of blizzards last winter, but in between the severe weather, there was hardly more than a light dusting. They’re forecasting a long, snowy winter this year, though, and I’m so ready for it.

The first snowflake touches my nose while my eyes are still closed. My eyelids pop open, and I watch fluffy white flakes float in the air around me. They catch in my lashes and melt on my warm skin. Happy childhood memories of long winter days spent outdoors flood my mind, and I shut my eyes against the onslaught of emotions.

Despite the stinging in my eyes, the smile remains on my face. I’m sure I look ridiculous standing out here on the sidewalk with my eyes closed and my face tilted upward, but I don’t care. The sound of the front door of my apartment building slamming shut jars me from my reverie, and I glance over to see one of my neighbors standing at the top of the steps, her dog clutched tightly in her arms.

“It’s snowing, Mrs. Moscowitz!” I sound like an excited child. Of all the people to come across within moments of the first snow of the season, crotchety Mrs. Moscowitz is probably the last one I’d have hoped for. My enthusiasm is clearly lost on someone who hates just about everyone and everything other than her precious pooch. 

The old woman looks at me as if I’ve just sprouted a second head. “Wish I could muster up as much excitement as you, Julia. I hate walking Duchess in this weather.” She indicates the tiny snow-white terrier still wrapped in her arms. Mrs. Moscowitz doesn’t look in the mood for me to make a joke about how Duchess would likely blend in with the snow and get lost. “In fact, I hate winter in general.” She shudders, yanking her coat collar up as she makes her way carefully down the stairs.

I roll my eyes when she’s not looking. After five years of living in the same building, I’m used to her complaints and her snarky attitude. Whether it’s the weather, her noisy upstairs neighbor, the ‘new-fangled washing machines’ in the laundry room, or the way I supposedly slam doors (which I absolutely do not), it’s always something. Right now, though, not even cranky Mrs. Moscowitz can put a damper on my first-snow high.

“Have a good night, Mrs. Moscowitz. Bye, Duchess.” I give her a cheery wave just to piss her off, and she walks away muttering something under her breath.

I’m digging my keys from the depths of my purse when my phone buzzes. Fumbling for it before it stops ringing, my keys fall to the ground and are quickly forgotten when I see it’s my best friend Dee calling. I swipe to answer and greet her with a squealed, “Deeee! It’s snowing!”

A low chuckle vibrates in my ear. “I know, babe. I picked up the phone to call you the second I noticed.”

Dee is the only person other than my brother who knows the real reason I love winter: it was my mother’s favorite season. We spent more time outside during the winter months than the summer ones, building endless snow forts and snow families, ice skating, skiing, even driving to every nearby town that had a winter carnival. Most of my best memories involve my mom, brother, and me bundled in layers and playing in the snow.

“Think it’ll last?” I ask.

“It’s supposed to, which is actually why I called.” She pauses, and I know Dee well enough to know it’s for dramatic effect. I picture her twirling one of springy dark curls around a finger, her brown eyes shining.

“Oh? Do tell.”

“You know how my brother has that cottage at James Lake? He usually goes up there about this time of year to get it ready for the winter, but he’s swamped with work. He asked me to go, and I told him I’d be happy to do it...if I could stay for a few days and bring some friends along.”

Dee’s a master at the catch. She would do anything for anyone, but if she can somehow benefit from it, so much the better. “What’d he say?”

“He said if you were one of those friends, he guessed it was okay.”

“Aww, I knew I loved him for a reason.” I’ve known Dee’s brother Tyrone almost as long as I’ve known her, which is since the beginning of college when Dee and I were paired as dorm roommates. Getting Dee as a roommate was like winning the lottery; she drives me crazy sometimes and can exasperate me beyond belief, but I love her like a sister, and she’s always made me feel like part of her family.

“He’s not seeing that Tenisha girl anymore, you know,” Dee says with a forced casualness that makes me swallow a groan. We’ve had similar conversations approximately a thousand times over the last decade. Dee is a natural-born matchmaker (and a natural-born meddler), and if she’s not trying to set me up with her brother, it’s a coworker, a new guy on her street, or once, even her mailman.

“Anyway,” I say pointedly, “when would this winter getaway be?”

“Well, see, that’s the thing.” There’s a rustling on her end of the line, followed by the sound of bedsprings creaking. “It’s this weekend. Do you think you can get off work early on Friday and take Monday off while you’re at it?”

I prop my phone between my ear and my shoulder so I can wrap my arms around myself. The snow is falling fast now, but it’s melting as soon as it hits the ground—and me, which means I’m getting damp. I’m not quite ready to go inside yet, though. “This weekend,” I say, more to myself than to Dee.

My boss won’t be too pleased with the last minute request. But I’ve been working a ton of overtime lately, not to mention the errands I’ve run for her the last couple of weeks to help out while her assistant is away. Getting coffee and picking up dry cleaning is definitely not in my usual job description as project manager for a consulting company, but since I like my boss and she pays me well, I can’t complain. Still, she owes me, and the thought of spending three days alternately lounging by the fire and playing in the snow sounds like exactly what I need.

“I’m in.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Dee pulls up to the curb in her black SUV, honking the horn and hollering out the window as if we’re college kids heading out of town on spring break. Our friend Remy covers her face and slinks down in the passenger seat as people stop in the street and turn to stare. I imagine Mrs. Moscowitz bursting through the front door at any minute to ask what the hell Dee thinks she’s doing making such a racket.

I just laugh and shake my head. After ten years of friendship, I’m used to Dee’s antics. Remy, however, has only known Dee for about two years and still gets embarrassed by Dee’s over-the-top, impulsive, bubbly nature. Remy owns a yoga studio downtown, which is how we met her (Dee quit yoga after two sessions, but I still go weekly), so she’s the Zen one of the group. I fall somewhere between their two personalities—mostly chill, but prone to excitability, especially for things I’m passionate about—which is why I think the three of us work so well as friends.

Dee unbuckles her seatbelt and leans toward Remy. “Woo! Hoo!” 

Remy startles. She uncovers her face, laughing despite herself as she unbuckles her own seatbelt and scrambles out of the car, slipping in the slush by the curb. I grip her arms to steady her, and she uses the momentum to give me a quick hug.

“I’m going to sit in the back now,” she says when she releases me.

My eyes cut to Dee, who’s still sitting in the front seat, now sporting a semi-maniacal smile. “I don’t blame you.” Once I’ve thrown my suitcase in the back with the others, I settle in the front seat while Remy stretches out in the back.

“Ready for this epic winter mini-vacation, my loves?” Dee asks.

Remy and I attempt to match her enthusiasm by cheering and whistling. I realize belatedly that encouraging Dee only gets her more fired up; she honks the horn in a succession of short bursts as she pulls away from my building. I hope Mrs. Moscowitz didn’t see me get in Dee’s car, or I’ll be hearing about this next week...and probably every week until the new year.

Dee hands me her phone and I automatically search for a playlist titled something like ‘winter vacation’. For as long as I’ve known her, she’s made a special playlist for every single road trip we’ve ever taken. Back in college and even for a few years after, she burned CDs and decorated them with doodles and stickers, along with a fancy handwritten song list. I still have each one in a box in my closet. She was determined to hold out against technology and continue burning CDs, but when she discovered Spotify last year, she conceded it was much easier and faster to just hook her phone up to the car’s stereo system.

I find the playlist—titled Pre-Winter Celebration Vacation—and smile as I look at the list of songs. There’s a mix of wintery and Christmas songs, favorites from our shared past, plus a few current pop and rock songs. “Excellent choices as always, DeeDee.”

She shoots a quick grin my way before returning her attention to the road. She may be a wild child in a lot of ways, but when it comes to driving, her full attention is on the road at all times. I’ve always thought she was extra careful when I was in the car because she knows my mother died in a car accident when I was eleven. It’s just one of the many reasons I love her. 

“The guys are meeting us there, right?” I ask.

“Yep. Kai couldn’t get off work early, and Todd offered to wait and drive up with him,” Dee says, referencing her and Remy’s boyfriends. Until about a year ago, Dee was perpetually single like me. We both dated and even had a few short relationships here and there, but never anything serious. We’d often hear other women lamenting about being almost thirty and still single, and how they thought it meant there was something wrong with them, but we loved the single life. We both had good jobs, we shared a beautiful apartment, we had money to spend on things like travel and girls’ trips. We figured we’d settle down eventually, but there was no hurry.

Then Dee met Kai, and suddenly ‘eventually’ and ‘someday’ turned into ‘now’. The epitome of tall, dark, and handsome, Kai Hayashi is everything Dee didn’t know she was looking for. Now they’re Dee and Kai, Kai and Dee, mostly inseparable and madly in love. I adore Kai, and I couldn’t be happier for my best friend, even if being in love has made her insufferable when it comes to trying to set me up. It’s less about her already forgetting how great the single life can be, and more about her wanting to see me as happy as she is. And while I love her for it, I’ve been single for so long it’s going to take someone extraordinary to get me to take the leap from singlehood to coupledom.

“I wish I had your confidence,” Remy says to me from the backseat. I shift to give her an inquisitive look. “When I was single, I hated being around other couples. I always felt left out or like the awkward third or fifth wheel, even though it was probably just in my head.”

“I think it depends on who you’re with,” I say. “I’ll admit there are times when I don’t necessarily enjoy watching my friends hang all over their boyfriends and play kissy face, but then there’s you guys, who never make me feel left out. Even though Dee does still go all heart-eyes for Kai a lot of the time, it mostly feels like we’re just a big group of friends hanging out.”

“Guilty.” Dee lifts one shoulder, a small smile tugging at her lips. “But you have to admit, Kai is pretty swoony.”

“No arguments here,” I agree, and her grin widens.

*****
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Tyrone’s cottage is like something plucked straight from every winter getaway fantasy I’ve ever had. Nestled among tall evergreen trees at the end of a long private driveway, the two-story house sits on several acres of land. Hills that look perfect for tobogganing and maybe even amateur skiing (aka my kind of skiing) rise beyond the house. A lot more snow has fallen here than in town, and it’s untouched and pristine except for a few animal tracks. The last of the afternoon sun casts enough of a glow to make the snow look like it’s sparkling. It’s picture perfect. In fact, the first thing I do when Dee stops the car is whip my phone from my purse, hop out of the passenger seat, and start snapping photos.

The sound of Dee’s laughter floats from the other side of the car, making my lips twitch. I’m known as the group photographer. I’m not big on solo selfies, but my phone is full of shots of Dee and me hamming it up for the camera, plus various shots of our group of five wherever we go.

“This place is incredible,” I say as Dee joins me. Remy fell asleep about twenty minutes ago, but I can see her rousing through the tinted window. “I can’t believe we’ve never been here before.”

“Tyrone won’t be able to get rid of us now.” Dee stretches her arms above her head and twists from side to side. With a satisfied groan, she lets her arms fall, dropping one around my shoulders. “I’m so glad we’re finally doing this. I hate that we didn’t get to spend Thanksgiving together this year. I thought maybe on our last night here, we could do a celebration dinner while we’re all together.”

“In other words you want me to cook a giant feast for everyone while you guys go play in the snow all day?”

Dee bumps me with her hip, shooting me an indignant look. She can’t hold it long before a smile breaks through. “Well, kind of. Except we’ll all help with the food prep.”

“Uh huh.” I’ve heard this before. Being the resident cook of the group, I’m the one who always prepares meals when we’re together. Everyone promises to pitch in, but the excuses start just before prep time, and those who do actually start out helping usually drift away or get in my way, so it’s easier to just do it myself. That doesn’t mean I don’t like to give Dee a hard time about it, though. Best friend privileges and all.

Remy opens the back door a few inches and pokes her face through. “Are we going inside any time soon? I’m freezing my ass off here.”

“Maybe if you ever wore anything other than yoga pants, your ass wouldn’t be so cold,” Dee says, opening Remy’s door all the way and reaching in to pinch her.

Remy squeals and scrambles out the other side of the car. “I’ll have you know I bought long underwear, fleecy pants, and snow pants just for this trip.”

Dee snickers as she opens the cargo area and starts handing our bags out to us. “Long underwear. Now that I’ve gotta see.”

The three of us trudge a path through the snow, which is now turning pink and orange from the setting sun. The only sounds are the crunch of snow under our boots, and our heavy breaths from the effort.

When we finally reach the front door, Dee unlocks it and ushers us inside. My breath catches in anticipation as I step over the threshold. I didn’t realize quite how much I needed this break until we arrived and I saw the postcard scene spread out before me. I feel around for the light switch inside the door, and we all let out a collective sigh of happiness, which makes us dissolve into giggles.

“This place is perfect,” Dee says.

“Perfect, but freezing.” Remy is standing so close to me I can feel her shivering. “If we ever come back, we’re sending the boys ahead to turn up the heat and get the fire going.”

“Agreed.” Dee drops her bag and kicks off her boots, nudging them toward a boot rack a few feet away. Remy and I do the same before following her deeper into the house. The front door opens into a small hall that leads to a giant open space with a cozy living room to the left and a surprisingly high-end kitchen to the right. A set of stairs disappears upward at the far end of the living room; from what Dee told me, I know there are four bedrooms upstairs. We traipse through the house, oohing and ahhing and pointing out all the features we love, including the mudroom at the back of the house, the door of which opens to a snow-covered deck with a view of the hills.

“Think Tyrone would let us move in permanently?” I ask once we’ve made our way back to the living room, each carrying a small stack of wood.

“I think we could bribe him.” Dee nods slowly as if she’s giving it serious consideration. “And if that doesn’t work, I could blackmail him with things he wouldn’t want our gran knowing.”

It takes a while, but we finally get a fire going in the living room. We head upstairs to choose our rooms; Dee called the master before we even left Bellevue, and Remy and I each choose rooms with a double bed, mine facing the back of the house so I get a view of the mountains. I peek into the last bedroom out of curiosity and see it has twin beds. Tyrone could start a small B&B here and make a killing.

By the time Remy and I head back downstairs, Dee has a pot of mulled wine simmering on the stove. She motions for us to sit in the living room as she tucks a bottle of wine under her arm and pulls three glasses from a cabinet.

“While that’s heating, we’ll enjoy some of this,” she says, perching beside me on the couch. She pours a generous amount of wine into each glass before handing them out, and then raising hers. “To good friends.”

Remy clinks her glass against Dee’s and mine. “And relaxation.”

“And snow,” I add.

Dee laughs. “And snow. Seriously, I hope you girls know how glad I am we’re finally doing this and how much I love you.” She looks at me as she says the last part. I know she cares about Remy and considers her a good friend, but we’ve always said it’ll be the two of us ’til the end, no matter what. We’ve been through hell and back together over the last decade, and know all of each other’s darkest secrets and deepest desires. We may drive each other nuts at times, but our bond is as thick as blood.

“We love you too.” I kiss her cheek and clink my glass against hers.

The three of us settle into the typical easy chatter that has become our routine whenever we’re together. I let Dee and Remy do most of the talking while I admire the cottage and the view from the window near my seat. The fire crackles in the hearth, its warmth wrapping around me. The scent of cinnamon and orange from the simmering wine perfumes the air, taking away the slight musty smell that greeted us when we arrived.

Between the cozy atmosphere and my early start this morning, my eyelids are growing heavier by the minute. I’ve nearly forgotten the guys are due to arrive soon until Dee stops talking and cocks her head toward the front of the house.

“They’re here!” She sets her wine glass on the table and jumps to her feet. It’s adorable how excited she still gets whenever she’s about to see Kai. When she glances my way, there’s something else mixed with the enthusiasm in her expression. Apprehension? I wonder for a second if my drowsy brain is misinterpreting, but then her gaze darts to Remy, and the two of them seem to have a conversation with just their eyes.

I rise from my seat, still clutching my wine glass. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing!” Dee says quickly. Too quickly. Her dark cheeks are turning pinker than they did from the cold. “Jules, I—”

The front door opens and the guys call out to us. Dee grabs my hand and squeezes it. “Remember I love you.”

Somehow I manage to hold back a groan. “What did you do?” I mutter more to myself than to her as she pulls me along behind her. My mind races with possibilities. Is Tyrone coming after all? Did she concoct a list of guys she wants to set me up with? It wouldn’t be the first time.

We turn the corner that leads to the front hall, and Dee stops abruptly. The guys are crowded in the hallway, stomping their boots and shaking snow from their coats. Despite the low light, I can make out a third figure behind Kai and Todd. I step back, prepared to hide in the living room until the commotion of their arrival has passed, but Dee tightens her grip on my hand.

Remy, tiny thing that she is, slips past us and Kai, and goes straight for Todd, jumping up to wrap her arms around his neck. Kai looks over at us, his smile faltering when his gaze moves from Dee to me and back again. Like Dee and Remy did a moment ago, the two of them appear to have a silent conversation. Finally, Remy releases Todd and finds the light switch, illuminating the hall. I still can’t see who the third person is behind the guys because he’s bending to undo his boots.

Todd frees himself from the jumble in the hall and comes forward to kiss Dee’s cheek, then mine. Kai follows suit, giving Dee a peck on the lips before stopping in front of me. He grips my shoulders lightly, the way he always does when we see each other, and bends to kiss both my cheeks. “I’m happy to see you, Jules,” he says in his deep, measured voice. “I’m glad you could come for the weekend.” He leans forward and whispers, “Don’t be too mad at her. You know her heart is always in the right place, even if she tends to overstep.”

I don’t get a chance to ask what he’s talking about before he steps to the side, giving me my first look at the mystery stranger in the hall. His glasses have fogged up after coming in from the cold, but as the mist clears, I get a better look at his dark-blue eyes. The uncertainty on his face likely matches my own as he looks between the two couples. His eyes land on me next, and the crease in his forehead eases slightly, his frown morphing into a tiny, shy smile. He takes off his hat, revealing thick brown hair that stands in every direction, even after he attempts to smooth it down.

My stomach does a little flip. I get it now: this is a setup. I should probably be irritated, and that’s clearly what Dee expects, but this guy is cute. Really cute. He has a bit of a nerdy vibe, which isn’t my usual type, but there’s something about his shy, almost boyish smile that piques my curiosity. I usually resist Dee’s attempts to fix me up, but maybe I’ll cut her some slack this time. I’m single, I’m young, and there’s nothing wrong with a weekend hookup every now and then, right?

Dee steps forward and gives the guy a quick hug. “I’m so glad you decided to take Kai up on his offer to come. We’re going to have so much fun!” I’m vaguely aware of butterflies taking flight in my stomach as Dee turns to me. “This is Julia Coleman, my best friend. Jules, this is Zack Clayton. He and Kai work at the same insurance company.”

Zack steps forward, pulling off his right glove to shake my hand. Warm skin, good grip. His smile gives me a girl-in-a-romance-novel reaction: weak knees, heart fluttering, skin buzzing with awareness. Up close, I can see the crinkles around his eyes and the shallow dimple in his right cheek. I’ve always been a sucker for a cute smile.

“Nice to meet you, Julia.”

Oh god, and his deep, sexy voice. It’s the perfect complement to those beautiful eyes and adorable smile. I’m a goner.

“Nice to meet you too.” I’m proud of myself for managing to keep my voice level, and not sounding like a breathy, star-struck teenager. “I wish I could say I’ve heard a lot of great things about you, but...” I shrug and tilt my head in Dee and Kai’s direction.

Before Zack can say anything, Dee charges forward. “Zack and Kai have been spending some time together outside of work lately, and I’ve had the pleasure of meeting him a few times. I thought he’d be the perfect addition to round out our group.”

“Well, thank you,” Zack says when Dee turns her bright smile on him. “It took awhile for Kai to convince me, but I’m glad I decided to come.” He looks down at his hands and seems to just now realize he’s still wearing one glove. He pulls it off, and my stomach flips again, but this time not in the giddy, curious, lust-fueled way it did before. The overhead light reflects off a gold ring on his left hand. The ring finger of his left hand.

Zack is wearing a wedding ring. I’m going to murder Dee.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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“Is he a priest?”

Dee cringes as I rattle around in the kitchen drawers and cupboards, searching for what I need to prepare dinner.

I slam a knife down on the counter and whirl to face her. “Tell me he’s a priest and that’s why he’s wearing a wedding ring,” I hiss.

Dee waves her hands in the air before raising a finger to her lips to shush me. It’s just the two of us down here; as soon as she saw me notice Zack’s wedding band, she hurriedly suggested the guys go upstairs and get settled while we get dinner started. Remy offered to show them the way and hasn’t returned since.

“Or if he’s not a priest, tell me he’s one of those guys who’s taken a vow of celibacy until he’s married. You know I usually like my guys a bit more experienced, but I could at least work with that.” I stop to watch her gnaw on her lip. She still hasn’t said anything. “Or tell me I’m completely misunderstanding and you didn’t bring him here in the hopes of setting us up. That you didn’t bring a married man here for your best friend.”

Dee’s cringe deepens. I fleetingly wonder if I’m overreacting, but I dismiss the thought as quickly as it comes. Some of Dee’s attempted setups over the last year have been ridiculous, but this takes the cake. A married man is far worse than the time we were supposed to meet at the movies and she texted after I arrived at the theater, claiming she wasn’t feeling well, and she had sent her coworker Jed so I could still see the movie. Or the time I went to her place for dinner and she’d invited the guy who had done her taxes that month.

She inhales deeply and blows out the breath on a noisy exhale. “Just listen.” Her gaze darts toward the stairs before she moves closer to me, sliding the knife out of my reach. “Listen. Zack is a really good guy. I know the wedding ring looks bad, but do you honestly think I’d set you up with a married man?”

“You tell me, Dee.”

She looks stung by my words. “I wouldn’t. Things with Zack are...complicated. He’s technically married, but it’s in name only. He and his wife haven’t been together for months. Most of this year, in fact.”

“But he is married. And he still wears his wedding ring. Which means there must be even a small chance they could get back together. I won’t get between a married couple who might be able to work things out.”

Dee shakes her head slowly. Sadness creeps into her eyes, making me want to reach out to her, but my confusion and irritation over this whole situation stop me. “There’s no chance. Zack’s wife left him for another guy earlier this year.” She’s whispering now, her gaze darting between me and the stairs. “I guess she’d been having an affair for a while and finally decided to get it all out in the open. Kai’s been spending some time with him over the last few months, and he says Zack can’t seem to move on. Whether he’s unwilling or unable, I don’t know, but he’s just sort of...frozen in time, I guess.”

Silence falls while I process what Dee just told me. Despite only knowing Zack for all of five minutes, I can say no one deserves to be treated that way, especially by someone they love and have committed themselves to. I’m just not sure what my role is supposed to be in all this. “So you’re hoping I’ll be...what? A distraction for him? A test to dip his feet back into the dating pool?”

Dee covers her face with her hands. “I’m not really sure what I was hoping for.” Her words are muffled, so I gently grip her wrists and pull her hands away from her face. “You know how impetuous I am. Kai was talking about Zack last night at dinner, and without even thinking, I blurted out that he should invite him. His first thought was clearly what your first thought was: a setup. And while it did cross my mind, I also honestly thought it might be a nice break for Zack. I didn’t think he’d accept, especially on such short notice.”

I remember what Kai whispered to me when he arrived: ‘Don’t be too mad at her. You know her heart is always in the right place, even if she tends to overstep.’ He’s right. After all our years of friendship, I know what Dee is like. She’s impulsive and is definitely the type to leap first and think later. But I also know she has the biggest heart of anyone I’ve ever met, and seeing someone like Zack hurting would cause her pain too.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “So sorry. I should have warned you, but I was afraid you’d back out of the trip entirely if you knew some strange guy was coming, and thought I was hoping to set you up. I know I have a shitty track record when it comes to this stuff, but I promise this time is different. You could be great for Zack, even if it’s just as a friend. He’s living this half life and he deserves better than that.”

She freezes at the sound of footsteps on the stairs, but it’s just Remy. “They’re coming down in a minute.” Remy hovers at the bottom of the stairs until Dee waves her over.

“I know you thought he was cute,” Dee says to me, a bit of her usual playfulness returning. I roll my eyes. I’m not going to give her the satisfaction of agreeing with her, even if she is right. “Do this for me, please? Be your usual charming, sweet, funny self. You don’t have to do anything other than that.”

“For now,” Remy mutters.

Dee makes a face at her, but then shrugs one shoulder as if conceding. “Okay, fine, for now. If something happens between you two, you know I’ll totally gloat and take credit and be over the moon, but if you just become friends, I’ll be happy with that too. Zack is a good guy, Jules. He’s had a rough year and could use a friend. And since you’re the best friend anyone could ask for...” She smiles and wiggles her eyebrows.

“Not fair,” I say half-heartedly.

“It’s true, though. No offense, Rem, you’re an awesome friend too—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Remy holds up a hand to cut off Dee. “I get it, you two are inseparable bosom buddies, yada yada.”

Her dry comment is exactly what we needed to break the remaining tension. Dee hugs both of us in turn, giving me an extra tight squeeze. “You don’t hate me, do you?”

“I could never hate you.” I kiss her cheek and give her a playful shove away from me. “Now be gone so I can get dinner started, otherwise we’ll be eating at midnight.”

“We should help,” Dee says.

“I’m going to ignore that half-assed offer and kick you out now.” I grip her shoulders and turn her toward the living room, cocking my head at Remy for her to follow. “At least with this open floor plan I can see you guys and hear you if you talk loud enough. Not like my place or even Kai’s, where I’m on my own when I get relegated to the kitchen.”

Once I’m alone, I go through the groceries we brought. There’s enough here for at least a week, which means we shouldn’t have to venture into town to shop. I decide on something quick but filling: roasted carrot and sweet potato soup, paired with the loaf of crusty bread one of the guys must have brought. I’m searching for a baking sheet when the tap at the kitchen sink starts running.

I turn to find Zack washing his hands, the sleeves of his plaid shirt rolled to his elbows. “W-what are you doing?”

He shuts off the water and grabs the tea towel draped over the oven railing to dry his hands. “I thought I could help you make dinner.”

“Oh.” I’m not used to this. My friends are rarely ever serious when they ask if I need help in the kitchen. Zack sounds like he means it, though. “I’m just whipping up something quick for tonight,” I tell him. “I figured I’d save the bigger meals for when we’ve been outside and have worked up an appetite. No need for you to be on kitchen duty when you can hang out with the others.”

Zack crosses his arms over his chest and leans one hip on the counter. He shoots a glance over his shoulder; Kai and Todd have joined the girls in the living room, and the four of them are talking and laughing. When he turns back and our eyes meet, understanding dawns: he doesn’t want to be the fifth wheel. I’m used to it, and my friends never make me feel left out, but I’m sure it’s different for him. I’ve never really been part of a couple, so I don’t know what I’m missing. For him, being the odd man out with two sets of couples probably feels like salt being rubbed into an open wound.

“Actually, you know what?” I point to the pile of veggies on the counter. “It would go a lot quicker if I had help. Do you mind peeling carrots?”

Relief flashes over Zack’s face. I’ve never seen someone look so happy at the prospect of peeling carrots. “Not at all.” He rummages through the drawers until he finds a vegetable peeler. I finally find the baking sheets, along with a bottle of olive oil, and I start stabbing holes in the sweet potatoes with a fork before coating them lightly in oil.

We’ve been working for a few minutes in silence when Zack says, “Thank you.” The words are so quiet I almost think I’ve imagined them. When I look in his direction, he’s standing with a carrot in one hand and the peeler in the other, watching me. Those serious, dark-blue eyes do funny things to my insides, which I try hard to ignore. He clears his throat. “Thank you,” he says again a little louder.

“For what?”

“For letting me help you. I’m grateful to Kai and Dee for inviting me along this weekend. I knew it could potentially be awkward being a single guy with two couples, but I figured I could do my own thing as much as possible. I just liked the idea of a break.” He goes back to peeling carrots. His movements are slow and steady, and I watch for a minute, mesmerized by his long fingers.

Get it together, Jules.

“On the way up here I started wishing I had backed out,” he continues. “So when we arrived and I saw you, I was relieved. I mean, I’ve spent enough time with Dee and have heard enough from Kai to smell a setup, but...” He shoots me a quick glance, and that shallow dimple winks in his cheek. “Even if that’s the case, I’m glad I won’t be the fifth wheel all weekend.”

I’m about to say I’m glad too when he sets the peeler down with a thud and looks at me head on. “Unless you have someone joining you later. In which case, it’s probably not too late for me to borrow Kai’s car or find a getaway snowmobile and head back to the city.”

I can’t help the laugh that bursts out of my mouth. Despite his light tone, there’s real concern in his eyes. I can’t blame him; if two couples seem intimidating to a single guy, three would be torture. “You’re safe, it’s just me. Neither of us will have to be the odd one out when Dee inevitably makes us split into teams for games.”

His low chuckle makes me smile. Zack is absolutely adorable. While I’d normally be thrilled at the prospect of a weekend with a cute guy, I kind of want to kill Dee for inviting someone who’s emotionally unavailable.

Dinner is ready a little over an hour later. Dee tries to work it so I sit beside Zack at the table, but I suggest the couples sit facing each other while Zack and I take either end of the table. She makes another attempt when we all move into the living room, but I zip ahead of her and sit in one of the armchairs, leaving the two couches for the couples and the matching armchair, which is a few feet away from mine, for Zack.

She glares at the smug look I give her once we’re all settled. I may have agreed to be nice to Zack and possibly even befriend him, but Dee can’t help herself from reverting to meddle mode. The fact is, I can tell myself to ignore the butterflies Zack’s proximity causes. I can even argue with the annoying little voice in my head that says I’m worried I’ll develop a crush on him. I’ve done the whole unrequited crush thing, and I’m not in any hurry to do it again. What I can’t ignore is the wedding band on Zack’s left hand that keeps catching the light with his movements.

Yep. Dee is definitely going to pay for her meddling this time.
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​CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]




The moment my eyes open the next morning, I’m hit with a giddy feeling I remember well from childhood: it’s a snow day. There was plenty of snow on the ground already when we arrived yesterday, but I know when I look outside there’ll be more. A lot more.

I roll out of bed, squealing when my bare feet hit the cold hardwood floor. I dance across the room to the window, where I throw back the curtains and lean close to the glass. Through the fog my breath creates, I can see there’s at least half a foot more snow than there was last night when we went to bed. The sight of all that pristine white stretching out for miles, uninterrupted by anything other than trees, takes me back to my childhood.

I grew up on a ranch in Alberta and, while the winters could be brutal, it was always my favorite time of year. My mom would spend hours playing outside with my brother and me from the first snowfall until there was nothing left but slush and frozen earth. She told me I’d inherited her sixth sense for snow; I always knew when it was coming, and also knew when enough had fallen for it to be an official snow day.

My brother lost his love for the season after our mom died, but I never did. When I moved to Ontario ten years ago for college, I didn’t know what to expect during my first winter in Bellevue, but it had snowed almost as much as it did back home. Dee thought I was crazy the first time I dragged her outside to watch it fall, but by the end of that first winter, she was ready to bundle up and head outside with me at a moment’s notice. She was, as my mother would have said, a kindred spirit.

I step away from the window, blinking rapidly. I tell myself it’s because I’ve gone temporarily snow blind from staring at the sea of white, and not because my little jaunt down memory lane has made me emotional.

Crossing back to the bed, I perch on the edge and contemplate going back to sleep for a bit. My friends all like to sleep in—well, except for Remy, who was probably up before the sun to do yoga and is now likely reading in bed while waiting for Todd to wake up—but my internal clock rarely lets me sleep past nine. I’m about to burrow back under the covers even if I can’t fall asleep again when the scent of coffee wafts into my room. I sniff the air to make sure I’m not imagining things, but I definitely smell coffee.

I grab my fuzzy slippers from my suitcase and stuff my feet into them before leaving my room. All the other doors are still closed and no voices or other sounds drift from the first floor. When I reach the bottom of the stairs, I’m surprised to see a small fire already crackling away in the hearth. By the time I turn toward the kitchen, I’m not surprised to find Zack sitting at the breakfast bar, sipping coffee and reading a thick novel. A bowl of what looks like pancake batter is sitting on the counter next to a griddle and a stack of plates.

I wait until he sets his coffee cup down so I don’t startle him into scalding himself. “Looks like you’re gunning for my job, Mr. Clayton.”

His shoulders jerk and his head whips in my direction. A small smile graces his face when he sees me. “What job would that be?”

“House...mother?” I say, and he laughs lightly, rising from his seat to go to the coffee maker. He holds up a mug and, at my nod, pours me a cup of coffee. “I’m always the first one up, so naturally that means I’m the one who has to make coffee and start breakfast. Mind you, the same would still be true even if I slept in, and we all know it. Same as it’s a given I’ll make meals for everyone, although I draw the line at cleaning up afterward too.”

His answering grin does the same funny things to my insides as it did last night. I was hoping a good night’s sleep would quell that feeling, but no such luck. He hands me the cup of steaming coffee and, with a murmured thanks, I duck my head and raise the mug to my nose, inhaling the rich aroma. Over the rim, my eyes follow Zack as he returns to his stool, closing his book with one hand and indicating the seat next to him with the other. He’s already dressed in faded jeans and a thick cable-knit sweater. Good thing I’m not the type to feel self-conscious about wearing my pajamas in front of cute semi-strangers. Especially considering I’m currently wearing purple flannel PJs with a unicorn print. The fact he didn’t so much as blink at my attire makes me like him more.

“You always an early riser?” I ask, hoisting myself onto the stool beside him.

“Pretty much. I’ve been working since I was a teenager, so if I wasn’t up early for school, I was up early on the weekends and during the summer. Hard habit to break, I guess.” He takes a sip of his coffee. “You?”

“Same, actually. Used to drive Dee nuts when we shared a dorm room, even though I was as quiet as possible. When I realized we were going to be good friends—the forever kind, not just while we were stuck living in the tiny cinderblock cell that passed as our dorm room—I started setting aside part of each paycheck to take her out for drinks on Friday nights to make up for waking her so early on the weekends.”

He lets out a low laugh. “It’s so cool you guys have been friends for so long, and that you knew early on you’d stay friends. A lot of people in college say they’ll remain friends, but then they move on, move away, get jobs, get busy. Get married. So few things are permanent anymore, you know? People just don’t stick to anything.” He glances at his left hand where it rests on the counter, his eyes losing focus. “Sorry,” he says after a few moments, sliding his hand off the counter and into his lap. He gives me a small, slightly unsteady smile. There’s sadness in his eyes, along with a hint of regret, but both are gone quickly as he blows out a breath and laughs lightly. “It’s way too early in the morning to get so serious.”

He rises from his seat and goes to the coffee maker to top up his mug. I want so badly to ask about the situation with his wife—what happened and when and why—but we just met, and that’s not something you generally ask someone you haven’t even known for twenty-four hours. During a moment alone with Dee last night, I asked for more details, but she said she hoped Zack would tell me himself in his own time. But now isn’t that time.
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