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“I CAN’T BELIEVE RONELL kicked me out!” To say I was taken aback would be an understatement. Ronnell Barnes, my three-year fiancé, had kicked me out of his house ten days before Christmas. A house, that I helped him to get.

“I told you he won’t know good. You should've known better when he kept postponing the wedding,” Tara said. Tara was my best friend, and despite the fact that she had been telling me about Ronnell for years, I had refused to listen. Sure, Ronnell had a few flaws, but no one was perfect.

“I know, and yes, you did tell me, but I just assumed he'd change,” I replied before I sipped my lemon tea. It was much needed at the time, and the warmth of the beverage kept my throat from drying out after the previous 24 hours of crying.

Tara came over and sat next to me on the couch. She smiled at me and handed me a warm blanket. “Don't worry, Zoe. Everything will be okay. Besides, you are far better off without him. I don't know what you saw in Ronnell, but I'm glad it's over.” 

Tara was often blunt in her remarks. She was no-nonsense and didn't believe in lying. People either adored or despised her for it.

“Over? Tara, he dumped me right before Christmas. What type of jerk would do that? I invested so much into this relationship. I even loaned him money to start his barbershop when no one else would.” Just thinking about Ronnell’s betrayal made me want to cry some more. 

Ronnell had received $60,000 from me to help him launch his business. He was an excellent barber, and I thought it was a wise investment. It was a step up from his previous job working at shabby barbershops. Most of the barbershops where he previously worked were sketchy in the extreme. They were either drug-infested or smelled like a smoke shack. In any case, I felt better about him owning his own business where he could control the general environment. I wanted him to be more professional.

“See, that's where you messed up,” Tara reprimanded. “As a realtor, you should have known better. There’s a reason why contracts are important. I told you not to give him that money unless he signed a contract. Look at him now, he's going to open up a second location and hasn't even paid you back for the money you loaned him for the first one. He's a jerk.”

Tara despised Ronnell. Even when we were dating, she complained that he was too slick and too sly. I simply assumed it was the sheer charm, after all, the man was attractive and had a bedside manner that would drive any woman sexually nuts. When I met Ronnell, I was 30 years old, and I wasn't getting any younger. My biological clock was ticking, and I knew Ronnell was the one, or the one I was willing to accept. Sure, he wasn't financially secure when I met him, but I saw potential in him because he was a rising barber. He didn't have anywhere to stay at the time, but who was I to pass judgment? Nobody is perfect. Tara perceived such characteristics as red flags, whereas I saw Ronnell as a charming future prince. I was willing to change the frog into a prince if he only needed a little love and encouragement, and eventually, he did. However, once I converted his ass to a prince, he decided he no longer needed me. He wanted a younger woman with perkier breasts and a bigger behind. 

“You know what you need?” Tara interrupted my thoughts, as she rose from the couch and went to collect a brochure from the table. She then handed it over to me. “Here.”

As I grabbed the brochure, I gazed up at her, confused. “What's this?”

Tara sat back down next to me and crossed her legs on the couch before answering. “It’s a brochure about Meadowbrookes Wintry Resort in Meadowbrookes, North Carolina. I've heard nothing but good things about this place. One of my coworkers just returned from there, and she said she had a great time. You should go.”

I looked over the brochure and it piqued my interest. On the front of the brochure, there was a picture of several snow-covered mountains, as well as a sprawling estate of cabins. It appeared to be calm and pleasant. Even the offer of free hot chocolate for the duration of your stay was enticing, to say the least. I figured a vacation in North Carolina was both necessary and warranted. The last thing I needed was to spend my vacation wallowing in self-pity about Ronnell.

“Soooo..what do you think?” Tara interrupted my thoughts.

“Um...I think it looks amazing, but I don't want to go there by myself. That will just worsen the situation. Who wants to spend the holidays alone? Besides, I'm still getting over Ronnell.”

Tara rolled her eyes. “Listen, Zoe, I understand what you're going through. I went through the same hell with my ex-husband, which is why I warned you about Ronnell. I tell you what, why don't we go together? It would be good for me as well, plus I need a change of scenery.” Tara worked as a journalist, and her job was frequently demanding. Going on a vacation would have been well within her right.

With reluctance, I agreed. “Okay, sure. Why not? My family is in France for the holidays, and I am the only one left in the States. So, let's go for it.”

Tara gave me a high-five. “Let's make these next five days the best of our lives.”

I returned her high-five with an unenthusiastic smile.
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We drove for nearly five hours before arriving at Meadowbrooke Wintry Resort. Rather than flying, we opted to take a long road trip. With how I was feeling, the last thing I wanted to do was sit next to a stranger on a plane. When we got to the resort, I realized the pictures in the brochure didn't do it justice at all. It was much larger and more luxurious in person. It was so breathtaking that I didn't realize I was cold until I started shivering.

“Zoe, isn’t this awesome?” Like me, Tara was simply blown away by the beautiful resort. 

“It is nice,” I agreed.

“I'm glad that we decided to come after all. This is exactly what we need. We are going to have a blast!” Tara’s face lit up, and to be honest, I was starting to feel the same way she was about the whole thing. 

Tara began to shiver. It was obvious she was cold as well. “Come on, let's get out of this cold before the wind knocks us over!”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” I replied.

We spotted the big glass doorway as we neared the property. It was a set of sliding doors with the clearest glass I'd ever seen. Even more intriguing was the fact that as soon as you walked into the lobby, you could hear Christmas music playing and the smells of hot cocoa and cookies filled the air. Even the scent of fresh pine radiated through the atmosphere. There was a Christmas vibe, and it actually lifted my spirits.

“Girl, do you smell that? It smells so good in here,” Tara closed her eyes as she inhaled the various scents.

“I agree. It does smell good. I'm dying to taste some of that free hot chocolate.” Looking around the big resort, I noticed Christmas decorations in every corner of the lobby, as well as a massive Christmas tree in the center. It was at least 20 feet tall. The tree was elegantly decorated, and Christmas presents were surrounding it. Now I couldn't tell if the presents were real or if the boxes were just for show, but in any case, I was impressed.

“These decorations put my condo to shame,” Tara joked, shaking her head.

Tara's condo sprang to mind. Although it was nicely decorated, it paled in comparison to this.

“Well, don't feel too bad Tara. This place has far surpassed anything I've ever seen.” 

We ultimately made our way over to guest services. I decided to let Tara handle the check-in process while I continued to explore the lobby. My first pit stop was at the hot chocolate station. It had captivated me since the first time I saw it. An older woman with a bright smile greeted me as I reached the station.

“Welcome to Meadowbrooke Wintry Resort. Would you like to try some of our famous hot chocolate?” The woman let out a small chuckle. Her warm spirit made me feel good inside.

“Yes, please.”

“Alright, one steaming cup of hot cocoa is coming up. Would you prefer milk chocolate, dark chocolate, or white chocolate?”

“Wow, that’s a tough choice, but I think I will try the white chocolate,” I said, giving her a friendly smile.

The elderly woman winked. “Good choice.” She then started making my hot chocolate, before returning in five minutes.

“Here you go, sweetheart, white chocolate hot cocoa. “Now look over there,” she said, pointing to what appeared to be a buffet table. “There's a hot chocolate toppings’ station. Please help yourself to whatever toppings you want to add to your cocoa.”

I smiled at the woman and thanked her.

Before returning to assist the other guests, the woman flashed me one more wide smile. “Enjoy our wonderful resort.”

I made my way over to the toppings bar and was astounded by how many different toppings people like to put on their cocoa. There were trays of peppermints, marshmallows, chocolate chips, and a variety of other toppings. They took cocoa-making to a whole new level. I went with whip cream and a peppermint stick to keep things simple. Later, I'd experiment with several kinds of hot chocolate variations. I turned to leave the bar when I was bumped by a tall, solid body. My delicious hot chocolate splattered to the ground.

“Damn it,” I cursed. Fortunately, the hot liquid did not touch my white coat, otherwise, I would have been upset. This coat cost me a lot of money.

“I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” A sympathetic voice spoke in a deep tone. When I looked up, I noticed a tall man looking at me with concern. As I got a better look at him, I noticed that, despite his worried expression, the tall man was extremely attractive. He had a smooth chocolate complexion, gorgeous curls that wrapped around his head, and brown eyes that could captivate any woman.

“Are you okay?” The man inquired once more. I was completely ashamed this time. I had been glaring the man down so intently that I had nearly forgotten he had spilled my hot cocoa.

“Yes, I am... I’m fine,” I stammered. When I looked down, I saw my hot cocoa contents scattered on the floor. What a pity? I thought. I was looking forward to the hot beverage.

“I'm really sorry,” he apologized. “I was in a rush to get to this meeting. Did I get anything on you?” He began to examine me to see whether I was okay.
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