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          KELSEY

        

      

    

    
      “I’m so glad you came.” Elle’s familiar voice wrapped around me along with her arms, easing the pressure in my chest. Her citrus scent blocked out the stale smell of the airport.

      I pulled back, soaking her in. I hadn’t seen her since high school except on video calls. “Thanks for coming to get me.”

      Elle clasped her hands together, her smile widening. “I’m just so happy you’re here. Talking on the phone isn’t the same.”

      The tightness in my muscles slowly unraveled, the tension in my neck dissipating. When we were kids, we’d run over to each other’s houses, leaving notes, or talking for hours in the tree house in her backyard. There was just something about hanging out with someone who got you, who knew where you came from, and what you struggled with.

      “It isn’t.” My smile came easier this time as I slung one bag over my shoulder, rolling the larger one next to me. Glancing at her relaxed profile, I realized I hadn’t had a friend like her since we’d lost touch.

      Flashing me a large smile, she said, “I can’t wait to show you around.”

      Her voice vibrated with excitement and happiness.

      We stepped through the automatic doors; the cold wind stung my face, stealing my breath from my lungs.

      I had gotten used to chilly weather in New York, but this was different. There were no skyscrapers to block the gusts of wind. The relatively flat land of the airport gave way to snowcapped mountains. I paused to take it in. The ocean I’d grown up next to wasn’t this awe-inspiring. “Look at that view.”

      Elle’s lips curved into a wistful smile. “When I came here as a child, I thought there was something magical about the mountains, like they’d protect me from anything. When I was looking for a place to open my barber shop, this was the first place I considered.”

      “I think you might be right.” The sheer size of the mountains and the beauty of the snow caps were unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Covering my hands and head with a hat and gloves, I followed her to her Range Rover.

      With a sheepish expression, Elle waved a hand at the SUV. “The one thing from LA I haven’t been able to part with.”

      In New York, I had no need for a vehicle, not that I’d waste money on one. The apartment I shared with three roommates was expensive. Takeout and taxi rides all added up.

      Sliding onto her plush leather seats, Elle turned up the heat, pointing the vents at me.

      I laughed. “I’m not a California girl anymore.”

      Her lips curled into a smile. “I guess not.” She sobered, considering me before backing her SUV out of the parking spot. “How are you really doing?”

      Her question, spiked with concern, pierced my aching heart. I longed to confide in her, but years of holding back won over. “I should be asking how you are with the wedding coming up in a week, and a baby on the way.”

      Elle’s smile widened. “You know, I never thought I’d move to Colorado, meet someone, get pregnant and married, and all within a year.”

      “It’s crazy,” I agreed, relaxing into the seat, relieved I’d redirected the conversation to her.

      Living in New York, marriage and kids never entered my mind. The single lifestyle of partying, clubbing, and late nights for twenty-somethings―even thirty-somethings―was strong even though I was too busy to do the same.

      She shook her head. “I can’t get over how lucky I am. I moved here hoping to make my business a success and ended up with so much more.”

      I settled deeper into the plush leather seats, the heater warming me, searching for a word to describe this place. “You found peace.”

      “Yeah. I did.” She hesitated as if she had more to say. “I want you to find that too.”

      I laughed. “I won’t find it here. My life is in New York.”

      “I didn’t mean that. I just thought this would be a nice break for you. You work so hard.”

      “I love my job.” Working at a small two-dollar firm on the New York Stock Exchange was fast-paced and exciting.

      “But are you happy?” Her tone was filled with concern.

      I shifted in my seat, my eyes trained on the mountains. In New York, the only constant was street noise, people, and skyscrapers. My job was high stress, one mistake could mean hundreds of thousands or even millions of dollars lost, but I thrived on it. I loved the camaraderie, working with a lot of different personalities in a small space. The job involved a lot of socializing, dinners, and evenings out. “I love work. I love New York. I think that’s all anyone can ask for.”

      There was always something to do and someone to do it with. After being alone so much as a child, I longed to be surrounded by other people even if the interactions fell flat. I’m sure it was my fault due to my inability to let go and have fun.

      “Are your parents still living in California?” Elle’s simple question was loaded with empathy.

      She knew how much my parents’ disinterest in my life grated on my feelings over the years. I thought moving across the country would erase the desire to please them, and the longing for them to notice me. It hadn’t.

      “They still live in the same house. They’re working and traveling.” I kept my tone light. I didn’t like to visit often. Going home summoned these overwhelming feelings of disappointment and hurt. They lived their life—one I never fit into. I was a missing puzzle piece to a puzzle they didn’t have. I moved around, tried to find a good fit, but in the end, I didn’t belong. I just wish it didn’t bother me so much.

      I shifted in my seat to face her. “Did you tell your parents about the baby or the wedding?”

      She turned right at the Mountain Haven Lodge sign. “I took Gray to meet them a few weeks ago.” Elle’s face screwed up as if whatever happened was unpleasant. “Mom said I ruined any chance of a spin-off because I’m pregnant.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “You never wanted to do the show anyway.”

      “They never cared about what I wanted.” Her nose wrinkled in disgust.

      What our parents thought shouldn’t matter but it was hard to escape old hurts, to set them aside. It was almost as if letting it go was excusing what happened, pretending it didn’t exist. Not wanting her to dwell on our past, I changed the subject, “How is the barber shop?”

      “Owning something that’s all mine is—it’s indescribable. I feel like I have a purpose, that I’m doing something good for the community, providing a service. I get to interact with the townspeople and the tourists. It’s a great way to get to know everyone. I love hearing their stories, what brought them to Telluride, why they couldn’t leave, or how they’d lived here all their lives.” Her voice was filled with emotion.

      Her experience was a direct contrast to mine. In New York, no one delved beneath the surface to ask why you were here or where you were going.

      Elle gestured down the lane at the cabin coming into view. “Gray’s friend, Henry, just opened the lodge where we’re getting married.”

      The trees cleared as the lodge came into view, the ever-present mountains the perfect backdrop. With a wraparound wood porch, an A-framed roof, stone chimneys, and large windows to showcase the view, I wasn’t sure what the right word for it was—impressive.

      Everything faded—the dream job I’d applied for and the decision to take the Series 7 test—gave way to serenity. The feeling that there was something bigger and more important than what was going on in my life settled in my chest, spreading outward to my limbs, relaxing me.

      Elle parked. “This will be the perfect escape for you.”

      Sharp twinges pierced my heart like pins on a pincushion. At first, I thought I’d be bored taking off for a week and a half. Now, it didn’t seem long enough.

      I opened the passenger side door, my boots crunching on the snow, the crisp air held the promise of more. Working as a clerk on the New York Stock Exchange, I was overdue for a reset. I was afraid to take time off, worried someone else would take over my position. Standing in front of the lodge, it was hard to care about what I’d left behind in New York. It was impossible to consider anything but what was in front of me.

      “Henry,” Elle said as a man stepped down the porch steps, his arms outspread to welcome her.

      After a brief hug, Elle pulled back, gesturing to me. “This is my friend, Kelsey Turner.”

      “New York Kelsey.” His gravelly voice reverberated in my chest.

      I stepped forward, my hand extended, trying to remember what Elle said about him. All I could remember was that he was Gray’s college friend who convinced him to move here and work at the vet clinic. “That’s right. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “Henry Rigby.” His gloved hand encased mine, his grip strong. Sandy blond hair, blue eyes, tan weather-roughened skin, and a scruff-lined chin as if he didn’t have the time or inclination to shave. He was rugged, the opposite of the men I’d met in New York. Where I’d been relaxed a second ago, everything suddenly sparked to life. My skin tingled with awareness, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. What was it about him?

      “Henry is Gray’s friend from college, and the reason Gray moved here.” Elle curled a hand around his arm, her expression affectionate.

      “Well then, we’re destined to be friends.” I was thrilled Elle met Gray. They were so good for each other.

      Henry’s lips tipped into a smile, his eyes intent on me.

      Looking away from the heat of his gaze, I said, “This place is beautiful. It’s a great location.”

      “Thanks. We already had the cabins on my parents’ property. I wanted to renovate them, put them up for rent. Gray had other ideas.” Henry exchanged a smile with Elle.

      “Gray convinced Henry to build the lodge, thinking some guests would prefer more luxurious accommodations.”

      Henry turned to me, his expression earnest. “I want people to see what makes Telluride special. It’s not the town itself, the shops, or restaurants; it’s the mountains.”

      Him. The word popped into my head without further thought. There were the mountains, the snow that seemed to hush the world around it, the crunch of the snow signaling life, and the tall pines. It all paled in comparison to this one man, his eyes swimming with the intensity of his dreams, his visions for the lodge, and his hopes for the guests.

      “Telluride has its share of bed and breakfasts and inns. We’re hoping visitors will prefer the ranch feel. You can ride horses, hike, snowmobile, and ski or snowboard on the mountain.”

      Elle’s voice brought me back to the conversation. My skin heated despite the cool air.

      Henry’s cheeks were pink. “Elle’s wedding will be our first big event.”

      “I can’t wait to see everything.” I meant the town, the countryside, and Elle’s wedding, but I also wanted to get to know Henry. Was he content here in Telluride? Did he have another career before opening the lodge?

      “Let’s get you checked in.” Henry led the way inside, stopping at the reception counter.

      The interior was wood—the floors, walls, and beams—a large stone fireplace the centerpiece of one wall. Drawn to the large windows and the view at the back of the house, I wandered further into the room.

      “I knew you’d love it here.” Elle’s voice came from behind me.

      “Thanks for pushing me to come,” I said over my shoulder. Ever since Elle reached out to me a few months ago, we’d kept in touch. When she told me she was engaged and getting married, I was happy for her even though her goals seemed so out of reach―something happening to someone else, far from my reality. Now that I was here, Elle’s hand covering her still-flat belly, the gorgeous Colorado landscape filling my vision, I was curious. Was I happy with my life? Did I want more than a challenging career?

      “We’ll clear out the furniture and have the wedding here.” Henry gestured around the room.

      Without the furniture, the room was large enough for a small wedding party. Both Gray and Elle had small families, so there was no need for a big wedding.

      “It’s perfect.” The only thing better would be to get married outside.

      As if she’d read my mind, she added, “The weather’s too unpredictable this time of year to plan something outside. I’m happy with the snow in the background.”

      “Your photographer could take some photographs outside. Is there a deck or a porch?”

      Henry stood slightly behind Elle, observing us, his hands stuffed into his worn jeans. “There is.”

      Elle looked from Henry to me. “I’m hoping you could work with Henry on some of the details for the wedding.”

      Her tone was hesitant even though we’d discussed me coming early to assist.

      My heart rate picked up. She hadn’t mentioned working with Henry. Smiling to cover my nerves, I said, “I’m happy to help.”

      Being in her first trimester, Elle was exhausted.

      Henry’s smile stiffened.

      Was he worried about working with me? Or did he not want to plan a wedding?

      “Great. I’ll let you get settled in. We can talk about the wedding later. I’m ready for a nap myself.” Elle hugged me, whispering in my ear. “I’m so relieved you’re here.”

      “Me too.”

      With one last squeeze, Elle walked away, leaving me alone with Henry.

      “I’ll take you on the tour.” Henry led the way through the dining room to a wood-paneled kitchen with stainless steel appliances and wood countertops. “These are all custom-made to give the place a lodge-feel.”

      “You accomplished that.” The wood gave it a cozy feel despite the stainless steel.

      Next, he showed me a smaller room with book-filled shelves on every wall, oversized leather couches, and a cozy rug that covered the wood floors.

      I sighed, the remaining tension leaving my body, making me feel light-headed. “A study. I can see myself reading while watching the snow fall outside the window.”

      And drinking hot chocolate with a blanket thrown over my lap… When was the last time I had a chance to sit and enjoy a book? I’d barely been able to concentrate on anything on the plane, I was so used to jumping from one thing to the next. Maybe this vacation would force me to slow down.

      Henry stood in the doorway to the room. “That’s the idea.”

      I turned to consider him. “Do you read?”

      He nodded. “I do.”

      Something about that admission warmed my heart more than the fire burning in every room of his lodge.

      A picture frame on the wall caught my eye. Moving closer to get a better look, there was a tire swing hanging from the large tree, a barn off to the side, and horses grazing by the fence.

      Henry moved closer, standing by my shoulder. “That’s the farmhouse I grew up in. It’s on the other end of the property.”

      I looked at him, his face full of fondness for his family home.

      “I can’t even imagine growing up in a place like this.” Idyllic was the word that came to mind. I wondered if his family gathered for meals each morning and night. Did he have siblings he played with?

      I swallowed those questions down. Getting to know him better would only make leaving this amazing place harder than it had to be. “I’ve never ridden a horse.”

      I turned, inches separating us, his presence taking up all the air in the room.

      “It’s not the right season, but I can take you snowmobiling or skiing.” His blue eyes sparked with something. Was he interested in me? Or was he merely being nice since I was Elle’s friend?

      “I’d love that.” My stomach clenched at the idea of spending more time with Henry. I liked his voice and his calm demeanor. Here, there was no rushing around or schedules to keep. It was relaxed. It was a feeling I could easily get addicted to.

      He cleared his throat, taking a step back. “You’re probably exhausted. I’ll take you to your room.”

      Grabbing my bags, he led the way up wide stairs to the second floor. “There’s a game room with a pool table in the basement. I can take you down there later.”

      The long hallway held rooms on either side. I would have preferred staying in a cabin but they were booked until the wedding guests arrived. “Where do you live?”

      “My apartment is on the top floor. I wish I had enough cabins so you could stay in one, but I’m still expanding.” He pushed open the last door on the left. The windows showcased the view from the back of the house, large trees giving way to mountains.

      I stepped closer to the window, the mountains never failing to draw me in. “This is perfect. I’ll have this snapshot in my head to remember when I return to the city.”

      “I wasn’t sure you’d like it here being a city girl and all.” His tone was light and teasing.

      Amused, I turned to face him.

      His lips curled into a sheepish smile. “I couldn’t resist.”

      “I’m from California, remember? I grew up on the beach.” What I remembered from my childhood was a loneliness that seeped into my bones so deep, it became part of me.

      He considered me. “You knew Elle when you were kids.”

      “Yeah. We lost touch when she signed on to do the reality show. The producers only wanted her to hang out with her castmates.” I relaxed my expression so he wouldn’t suspect how much that had hurt.

      “That’s too bad.”

      I smiled to cover the hurt. “I’m just happy we were able to reconnect.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was confiding in him. He was this solid, quiet presence that made me want to unload my worries.

      “Let me know if you want to do anything specific. I can take you bike riding or snowmobiling.”

      I wanted to hear all about his plans for the lodge, but something else he said caught my attention. “Bike riding in the snow?”

      “Yeah, the bikes have large tires.” He demonstrated the size with his hands.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect when I agreed to come. I wasn’t big on taking risks or adventures, but now that I was here, I wanted to immerse myself in Telluride. “That sounds fun. I want the full experience.”

      Henry’s eyes darkened, making me think of other experiences. His lips on mine, his hands in my hair and elsewhere. I wasn’t here for a guy.

      “You’ll get it. I’ll make sure of it.” He nodded before turning to leave.

      The risk-averse side of me worried how adventurous he was. I’d learned the hard way to take the safe path, never straying from my lane. It wasn’t worth it.

      Alone, I turned to the window, reveling in the view. I could stay forever and it wouldn’t be long enough. I’d always loved the beach, but this? The land, the trees, and the mountains were unlike anything I’d seen before.

      In New York, my job was everything, and I thought I was happy with that. The adrenaline rush I got from my fast-paced job was all I needed.

      Here, I wanted more. I wanted an adventure.
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      I closed her door; my palm was slick on the knob. My heart pounded under my rib cage. Elle never mentioned I’d be working with Kelsey on the wedding. She certainly hadn’t said anything about her childhood friend being attractive.

      Her thick brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, glasses perched on her nose covering expressive brown eyes. She wore a cozy sweater and snow boots over tight jeans. Looking like the quintessential girl next door, I wondered if getting under her clothes would unleash a passionate side?

      Nothing about her screamed New York. I usually went for the flashier women who were in town for a short time looking for nothing more than a fling. I avoided anyone or anything serious—the type that wanted things—marriage, a house, kids. I had no desire for anything else in my life except for the ranch and the lodge. I wasn’t sure why this woman was getting to me.

      If Kelsey was up for an adventure, we could have a great time together. But as Elle’s friend, she was completely off-limits.

      When I headed downstairs, Sally, the part-time woman I’d hired to work the front desk had arrived. After checking in with her, I headed to the cabins to fix one of the sinks the maid mentioned was leaking. The few cabins were booked, but the lodge wasn’t filling up as quickly as I’d like. It was Gray’s idea to build the lodge to increase the type of tourist I’d attract. He invested in it, but it still came with a mortgage. I wanted the ranch to generate income so that we could keep the property. Values were increasing so high, our neighbors were quickly selling to celebrities and other rich people who’d only visit for vacation a few days a year. I didn’t want to see that happen to Rigby Ranch.

      I’d agreed to host Elle’s wedding with no plans to offer the option to guests. When I came up with the idea of the lodge, it was supposed to be the place you go for winter sports activities, not a romantic getaway. Watching Kelsey’s eyes light up earlier when she took in the lodge and the views, I could see how it could be both. It would be stupid not to capitalize on all sources of revenue especially when the ranch had been in the red for years.

      When I finished the final details at the cabins, it was time to get ready for dinner. Elle wanted us to meet them at our usual spot in town, the Last Dollar Saloon. After a quick shower and changing into jeans and a sweater, I knocked on Kelsey’s door feeling a little like a teenager taking a girl out for the first time. My heart raced as I waited for her to answer.

      She pulled open the door wearing black from head to toe―a curve-hugging black dress, tights, and chunky heels. The smell of soap and shampoo drifted out from the open bathroom door. She left the door open as she went back to the mirror over the dresser to pick up an earring.

      I leaned a hip against the door frame. “Now you look like a New Yorker.”

      She wasn’t wearing her glasses. I loved the contrast between her earlier studious girl next door and this sexy evening look.

      She rolled her eyes, one dangly earring hovering by her ear. “I’m not from New York, remember?”

      “If you’re there long enough, you change.” I wanted to shake her up, get under that cool facade she’d had earlier today.

      I glanced around the room, noting her suitcase open on the bed, shoes lined up against the wall, and a few dresses hung in the closet.

      “Have you ever left Telluride?”

      I sat on the edge of the rumpled bed, wondering if she’d taken a nap. “I went to the University of Colorado, then came back here. I worked the ranch for a few years until I could afford to renovate the cabins.”

      “It’s a wonderful business idea. I just can’t imagine returning home and going into business on my parents’ property.”

      “Why not?” When Elle talked about their hometown, Huntington Beach, it sounded like a nice place, minus her family of course. Her parents supported her decision to sign on for a reality show, not protecting her from the producer’s manipulative control. I didn’t know anything about Kelsey’s background.

      Kelsey put on the back of her second earring, standing straight as she looked in the mirror, smoothing the skirt over her thighs. I couldn’t help noticing the way her dress draped just so over the curve of her hip and her delectable ass.

      “My parents live their own lives. I’m not really part of that.” She turned to face me, her face a cool mask.

      Her reaction seemed practiced. I wondered if she said the same thing anytime someone asked. I wondered if anyone in New York bothered to delve deeper.

      My family was close, family dinners every Sunday night. Piper couldn’t be counted on to show up, but she was flighty. I couldn’t imagine being detached from my family like Kelsey seemed to be. There was a story there, one I shouldn’t be interested in.

      I stood, feeling unsteady. “Ready to go?”

      Kelsey nodded, relief in her eyes.

      I took the black wool jacket off the hook behind the door, holding it open for her, hoping this was the one she wanted. She turned, lifting her long thick hair out of the way, baring her neck. I stepped closer, smelling whatever perfume that clung to her skin, wanting to lower my head and place a kiss on her skin. Resisting the urge, I placed the jacket on her shoulders. I forced myself to step back, gesturing for her to precede me out the door.

      “Am I the only guest?” she asked as we descended the wide stairs.

      “A few of the other rooms are reserved, but the cabins are more popular. I cleared the lodge for the wedding weekend since it takes place in the great room.”

      She swallowed. “That was nice of you.”

      “I’m just glad Gray’s happy with Elle and he’s going to stay in town.”

      “Elle said you’re the reason Gray moved here after college?” Her voice was light.

      “Yeah, he was a transplant from the East Coast. He never traveled back home for breaks, so I invited him here. When he graduated, I selfishly told him about the position at the veterinary clinic.”

      “Elle told me about his past.”

      “One he likes to keep private.” My tone was clear. I wouldn’t discuss Gray’s past even with Elle’s friend. Holding the door for her to walk out, I said, “Your shoes aren’t the best for the snow.”

      Elle sighed. “No. I suppose not.”

      “I’ll help you.” I held out my elbow when I joined her on the sidewalk.

      “Thank you.” Her hand slid over the crook of my elbow. I wished I could feel the heat from her touch, but our thick jackets prevented it.

      I’d parked my truck in front of the lodge so she didn’t have to walk far. Opening the door for her and waiting until she was situated, I walked around the hood, allowing the cold air to clear my brain. I was intrigued by her but getting involved with Elle’s friend was a bad idea.

      I climbed into the truck, making sure she was ready before I pulled away.

      Kelsey’s perfume filled the cab. “Thanks for driving me.”

      “No problem.” Glancing over at her, there was a light dusting of freckles on her nose. Her eyelashes were long. She was beautiful.

      Clearing my throat, I drove toward town, repeating the mantra, she’s not for me.

      “Are you close with your family?” Kelsey asked me.

      “I am. Gray, and now Elle, are always invited to our family dinners. My family has a way of pulling you in, not letting go.”

      Something crossed over her face when I glanced at her.

      “That sounds nice.” Her expression was troubled.

      “You said you’re not close with your parents?” She’d alluded to it in her room. I shouldn’t pry but I couldn’t stop myself.

      “They’re very much in love.” She smiled but her eyes were sad. “It was a good thing. I was able to come and go as I pleased. I was independent at a young age.”

      Had they been more in love with each other than their only child? Something in the set of her shoulders, the defensiveness in her eyes made me want to say I’m sorry, but she hadn’t admitted to anything being wrong. It was just something I sensed.

      Trying to lighten the mood, I smiled over at her. “I would have gotten into trouble if I didn’t have my parents reining me in.”

      Her lips tipped up into a smile. “Oh, trust me. I did. When Elle was filming the show, the kids were out of control, partying every night. It was like they were trying to get the producers’ attention. Everyone wanted to be part of it.”

      I got the impression she had acted the same way. “I’m impressed. You don’t look like a hellraiser.”

      There was a lot more to Kelsey than I originally thought. Elle described her as intelligent, hardworking, and quiet. But there was this whole other side to her, one that partied and let go. Where had that girl gone?

      She smiled mischievously. “I had fun. Then you become an adult. You’re forced to grow up.”

      I parked at the curb near the bar, sensing there was more to her story. She smiled fondly when she talked about being out of control, but there was a sadness there too. Had something happened that made her change? She certainly didn’t seem like a wild girl now.

      Kelsey chewed her lip as she considered the bar. “I’m overdressed, aren’t I?”

      I laughed. “Just a bit.”

      She tilted her head slightly, considering me. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I lowered my voice. “Who am I to tell you how you should dress or who you should be?”

      Something about being alone with her in the cab of my truck was intoxicating. Her scent filled the small space, her shy smile pinged off my heart, ricocheting off my ribs. I wanted to extend this time together. “Why’d you move to New York?”

      Kelsey looked out the windshield. “I went for college. I got a job after I graduated. I loved it, so I stayed.”

      I wondered if there was anywhere else she could have gone. Were her parents her only family?

      “You moved to New York not knowing anyone?” My heart pounded a steady rhythm in my chest. I wondered how far I could go with questions before she pushed back.

      “I wanted to go somewhere that was the opposite of where I was from.”

      I wondered why she felt like she needed to get away. Did it have something to do with her parents?

      A knock sounded on my window, startling me.

      “You coming in?” Gray’s voice was muffled through the window.

      “I guess we should join them.” Kelsey exchanged a smile with me.

      “We’re coming,” I said to Gray. Then to Kelsey, “You ready for this?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” She reached for the door handle.

      “Wait there. I’ll come get you.” I opened the door, not waiting for her response.

      Rounding the hood, I called out a hello to Gray and Elle who held hands on the sidewalk waiting for us. Opening the passenger side door for Kelsey, I held out my hand for her. “I don’t want you to slip.”

      Greeting them, we went inside. Gray requested a table on the rooftop deck.

      “The view is something you have to experience,” Gray said to Kelsey.

      Taking our seats, Kelsey said, “This is incredible.”

      The town was located in a box canyon, the mountains surrounding it.

      “Growing up here, I took it for granted.” The view from the rooftop was spectacular. Even on the roof, I felt small, almost insignificant. Twinkly lights hung from the banister surrounding the roof, heaters between each table making it cozy.

      “Thank you for coming to help with the wedding.” Gray sat back in his chair, his arm around the back of Elle’s.

      Her face was glowing. It was probably the pregnancy or a testament to how happy they were together. It hit me then that my relationship with Gray wouldn’t be the same after he got married and had a baby. His priorities had already shifted and changed.

      “Of course. You know I’m happy to help,” Kelsey said.

      “I know how busy you are at work.” Elle bit her lip as if she was worried she’d asked too much of her friend.

      I rested my elbows on the table, tipping my head toward Kelsey. “You work on the New York Stock Exchange?”

      “Yeah, I’m a clerk for a two-dollar firm.”

      At my confused look, she laughed. “I forget no one knows what that means outside of the exchange. I’m literally on the phone all day. I find out what stock the client wants, the parameters for pricing, then I communicate with the broker. The broker facilitates the sale on the “floor”. There’s a lot of money involved, so there’s a ton of pressure not to mess up. You have to stay on top of world events, anything that will affect the market. It probably sounds boring, but it’s a lot of fun.”

      I wanted to say it sounded impressive, not boring, but I’d already told her she was.

      Elle shuddered. “It sounds hard to me. I can’t even imagine dealing with numbers all day.”

      “You have to know numbers to run a successful business.” Gray squeezed her shoulder.

      Elle smiled at Gray, the love for him evident in her eyes, and by the way they leaned closer to each other as if pulled by some gravitational force.

      The longing for what I thought I had so many years ago wrapped around my chest, tightening.

      Gray dropped a soft kiss on Elle’s lips before they turned to us. “We’d like you two to help us with the wedding details at the lodge.”

      “I wanted her to hire a wedding planner, but…” Gray trailed off.

      “I didn’t want a stranger planning my wedding.”

      Kelsey leaned across the table, resting her hand over Elle’s. “You prefer a friend to be involved. I get it.”

      Elle’s face relaxed as she looked from Kelsey to me. “I trust you.”

      “Of course, we’ll help.” I couldn’t tell her no. She made my best friend the happiest he’d ever been. I understood her reluctance to have someone else involved in one of the most important days of her life.

      “We’ll make it perfect,” Kelsey added.

      “What do you need?” I asked.

      “If you could coordinate things on your end, work with the florist, the company providing the chairs, tables, and linens, figure out where everything should go.” Elle sighed heavily.

      “I can handle the deliveries and placement, but I’m not sure about the florist.”

      “I’ll handle it.” Kelsey reached over as if she was going to squeeze my leg but then paused, moving it back to her lap.

      I was oddly disappointed. I wanted to feel the warmth of her hand on my thigh.

      “I don’t want Elle worried about anything. I don’t want her running back and forth from the shop to the lodge. I want her resting.” Gray gave me a pointed look.

      I held my hands up. “I’ll send her home if she shows up. She won’t lift a thing on my watch.”

      “You have our word,” Kelsey promised.

      Satisfied, Gray nodded.

      The waitress stopped by our table to get our drinks and food orders.

      Eating dinner, I stayed quiet, hoping I’d glean more information about Kelsey through her conversation with Elle. Instead, talk revolved around the renovation of their new home and the baby.

      The girls were talking about what she needed for the baby when Gray asked me, “You on board with helping with the wedding and entertaining Kelsey?”

      “It’s my venue. You know I don’t mind helping with the wedding. It will be a good trial run for the future if I decide to allow other weddings.”

      “You up for entertaining Kelsey? I want her to experience everything Telluride has to offer, but Elle can’t go skiing or hiking.”

      “Sure.” My tone was confident even if I wasn’t positive I’d be able to resist her if we were alone, exploring my favorite places.

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” It would be just us at the lodge, working together on the wedding and showing her around the town. “It’ll be fun.”

      Gray nodded. “Good. I appreciate it, man.”

      “I’m so glad we reconnected.” Elle’s voice wavered, drawing my attention back to her.

      “Me too,” Kelsey said. “The producers and that show were toxic.”

      “They were,” Elle agreed, “but I shouldn’t have gone along with what the producers wanted. I pushed you away and I heard—what happened after.”

      We’d told Elle numerous times she wasn’t at fault for the show, but she still harbored some guilt.

      Kelsey stilled, putting her fork down. “What do you mean?”

      “I heard you were at that party that got out of control. There was a fight. Kids were jumping off the balcony into the pool. I think someone even went to the hospital.”

      Kelsey’s lips pursed. “Oh, I wasn’t there.”

      “Everyone was talking about it. I think it was… Josh who said you were there.”

      Kelsey’s eyes widened at the name Josh. She shook her head adamantly, her shoulders tense. “You know parties weren’t my scene in high school. I wasn’t there.”

      She was there. Elle seemed to be satisfied with her denial but my instincts were on high alert. Kelsey was lying, but why? Did something happen she didn’t want Elle feeling bad about? What could be so bad that she’d lie to her friend?

      I’d have plenty of time alone with Kelsey the next couple of weeks. I’d have time to delve below the surface.
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      Henry was quiet on the drive home from the bar. I hoped he wasn’t regretting offering to help with the wedding.

      He parked, leading the way through the lodge. It was inviting and cozy, exactly how guests want to feel on vacation.

      I unlocked the door to my room, pushing it open. I turned to tell Henry goodnight, my breath hitching when he grasped the top of the door frame, leaning forward as if he wasn’t ready for the night to end. His eyes searched mine. “Are you adventurous?”

      “Not anymore—I mean, not really.” With good reason. I chewed my lip wondering if I could trust him. “But I want to be.”

      His eyes softened. “You’re in good hands with me.”

      I wanted to wrap my arms around his waist and melt into him. I wanted to rely on someone other than myself. Trusting anyone wouldn’t be easy, but I had to start somewhere. “Okay.”

      His lips tipped up at the corners. “Yeah? You trust me to take care of you?”

      I slapped my hand on his stomach to lighten the moment― the cotton of his shirt was soft, but his abs underneath were hard. I wanted to push up his shirt, exploring the ridges and valleys with my fingers, then with my tongue. Smiling, I tried to cover my reaction to him. “Elle trusts you, so you must be a good guy.”

      “I am.” His expression was uncertain.

      Had he done something he wasn’t proud of?

      My mind drifted back to that party Elle mentioned, the one I tried hard to forget even as the reminder of not being able to count on anyone but myself pushed me to be stronger.

      “I haven’t discussed this with Gray, or anyone really, but I’d like to offer adventure tours for my guests.”

      Standing this close to him, his unique scent—soap and pine—surrounded me. “You’d be the tour guide?”

      “I’d prefer that over planning weddings.”

      I tapped a finger on my chin before giving him an impish grin. “Let me guess, I’m going to be your guinea pig.”

      He tipped his head to the side considering me. “I would describe you as the beautiful volunteer.”

      “You think I’m beautiful?” My voice tipped up at the end, full of hope as if I were sixteen and this was the first boy I wanted to kiss me.

      He lowered his hands from the door frame, the knuckles of one hand grazing my cheek. “You’re even more beautiful with your cheeks red from the cold and your eyes full of wonder when you look at the mountains. I want to introduce you to more of Telluride.”

      Had I been beautiful in New York? Or was this place bringing it out in me? I wasn’t prepared to be attracted to anyone, much less Elle and Gray’s friend. Desperate to change the subject, I asked, “Do you have any specific adventures in mind?”

      “We could take a helicopter ride to see the waterfall, go bike riding in the snow, Nordic skiing in the valley, or snowmobiling to a ghost town.” His eyes filled with excitement as he listed the options.

      “All of those sound great, but I don’t want to take you away from what you need to do here.” Anticipation flowed through my body, something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

      “Like I said, you’re doing me a favor. Let’s call it research for my adventure tours.”

      I stepped back, severing the moment we’d shared. “I’m happy to help.”

      He rested a hand on the doorframe. “I’ll figure out which adventure we’ll do tomorrow and text you a time. I’ll need your number.”

      I pulled my phone out of my purse, handing it to him to enter his information. When his phone buzzed with an incoming text, he said, “There. Now you have mine.”

      Exchanging numbers felt like we were embarking on something bigger than just being Elle and Gray’s friends. There was a thrumming of desire and anticipation skidding across my skin. When was the last time I was this excited about anything? And it wasn’t just the promise of adventure—it was Henry.

      His eyes focused on me with an intensity I’d never experienced from anyone before. “You might not think of yourself as adventurous, but you are. Maybe you never realized it or maybe you pushed it down so far you don’t recognize it, but I’m going bring out that side of you—the side that craves it.”

      A shiver went through my body at the promise in his words. I was carefree when I was younger, a product of my parents’ free-range style. One scare shocked that part of me out of my system. I’d reinvented myself as someone who followed the rules and took all necessary precautions. I hoped I was making the right move with Henry, trusting him to take care of me at the same time, trusting myself not to act on my attraction to him.
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        * * *

      

      The buzz of a text came through after I climbed into bed and pulled the covers around me. I grabbed my phone from the nightstand, my heart thumping faster when I saw the name Henry as the contact.

      Henry: Your first adventure, should you choose to accept it: Nordic skiing at Telluride Town Park.

      My fingers hovered over his message. Nordic skiing sounded intimidating. I tried to rack my brain for anything I’d ever heard about it, coming up with nothing. Could I keep up? Would Henry be disappointed in my lack of athleticism? I was more of a bookworm these days.

      Henry: Stop panicking.

      I laughed that he’d read me so easily when he couldn’t even see my face.

      Kelsey: I’m not.

      Henry: You are.

      Kelsey: Ugh. Fine. I am. What if I can’t keep up?

      Henry: It’s not like I’m going to leave you in the dust. I’m a nice guy.

      My heart pinched at his words—I’m a nice guy. Many guys claim they are, but I’d yet to meet one that was.

      Henry: When was the last time you had fun?

      I could almost hear Henry asking me that question out loud, almost smelling his scent as if he was in the room with me. I’d felt so free as a kid. Then I learned the hard way that there was no one there when I got hurt. Being wild lost its appeal pretty quickly.

      Henry: That long, huh?

      Kelsey: I’m afraid so. Thinking of backing out?

      Henry: No. I love a good challenge.

      His text came through with no hesitation. A thrill shot down my spine, sending tingles to my extremities as I thought of a different challenge—Henry and me alone in my room again—except this time, I give into my urge to push up his shirt, going up on tiptoes to kiss him. For once, I’d ignore any rational thought as I explored him. I could practically feel the ridges of his stomach under my fingertips, the warmth of his lips under mine.

      Kelsey: Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

      Henry: Consider me warned. Sweet dreams, Kelsey.

      His words were playful and sweet. He shouldn’t be affecting me like this. He was a friend of a friend, one tasked with showing me the town. His text shouldn’t have meant anything, but his words wrapped around my heart, making me long for something I hadn’t in a long time—companionship, connection, and love.
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        * * *

      

      I tied my boots, prepping myself mentally for what I’d researched online last night. Nordic skiing seemed easy enough. At least it was on level ground. A knock sounded on my door.

      A smile easily spread over my face at the sight of Henry holding a steaming coffee he held out to me. “I could get used to this.”

      I took a fortifying sip, letting the warmth flow through my body. I drank another while waiting for the caffeine to clear the fuzziness from sleep.

      He was dressed in snow pants, boots, and a University of Colorado sweatshirt. “I picked up a box of pastries too. It’s not exactly the breakfast of champions, but it will do.”

      Headed downstairs, Henry grabbed the box of pastries from the counter before heading to his truck. Eating on the way to Telluride’s Town Center, Henry explained that the area hosted musical festivals in the summer, boasting two ice rinks, a Nordic training center, and Nordic trails for skiing in the winter. It wasn’t just his family that seemed idyllic, it was the whole town.

      He helped me choose equipment to rent, assisting me in snapping on the skis at the trail head.

      Henry nodded toward the path. “This trail is fairly easy, a good first run.”

      “A first run?” I asked, amusement lacing my words.

      “You’ll fall in love with Nordic skiing and beg me to take you out again.” He smiled, the playfulness in his expression impossible to ignore.

      “Ah. You’re so confident.”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to love it.”

      His words sent warmth spreading through my body despite the cold morning.

      Henry demonstrated the proper stance, feet shoulder-width apart with knees slightly bent, then shifted weight from one foot to the other as he glided away from me. He glanced over his shoulder, “Ready to give it a try?”

      “Sure,” I said, feeling more confident than I felt.

      He skied back in my direction. “You’ll get the hang of it in no time. I promise.”

      Looking up into his blue eyes, I trusted I would. “Okay.”

      I shifted my weight, kicking back like he’d demonstrated, a thrill shooting through me when I glided on the track like he had.

      “See? I knew you could do it.”

      When had anyone ever encouraged me to do something? With my parents, there was none of this gentle instruction, more of an expectation that I would. I’d gone through life figuring things out on my own, hoping for the best. With Henry, I felt safe. He’d guide and help me along the way.

      We slid into a good rhythm, gliding side by side on the worn trail until I felt confident enough to take in the world around me. The cool morning air—the quiet of the landscape aided by the cushion of layers of snow—serenity. No one needed me to do anything for them. I just was.

      “It’s peaceful, yeah?” Henry asked.

      “I’ve never experienced anything like this.” Honesty poured from me. I wasn’t sure if it was Henry or the purity of my surroundings. A crash of a branch in the nearby trees startled me.
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