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CONTENT WARNING



This book contains references to a suicide that occurred prior to the events of the story. If you or someone you know is in crisis, call 988 to reach the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline.
















Amanda Bailey Jenner,


daughter of Dr. Rupert & Mrs. Emilia Jenner


and Mr. Frederick & Mrs. Kathleen Kennedy,


and


Anne Elizabeth Rodriguez,


daughter of Mr. Matias Rodriguez and the late Emily Laughlin Rodriguez,


request the honor of your presence


at their wedding


on the sixth of January,


at four o’clock in the afternoon


Pine Hollow Mountain Resort


Pine Hollow, Vermont


Dinner & dancing to follow


Black tie optional.


















Chapter One



There comes a point in every wedding planner’s life when she finds herself chasing an escaped golden retriever across a ballroom, futilely trying to reach him before he takes a swan dive into the five-tier wedding cake.


Or maybe that was only Kendall’s life.


It was like some scene from a wedding movie designed to make the audience cringe—but it was a lot less entertaining when it was her disaster.


As the golden menace launched himself at the cake, his tongue flapping gleefully out of the side of his mouth, Kendall lunged forward—along with half a dozen guests with outstretched hands, as if they were trying to stop time or freeze the dog with telekinesis.


She saw her wedding planning career flashing before her eyes—which admittedly was a short replay. The ski resort had never been much of a wedding venue. But she’d been so sure she could do this.


Five minutes ago, she’d been standing at the back of the ballroom in a sleeveless black pantsuit and a French twist, holding a tablet and trying to be invisible and approachable at the same time. On a dais forty feet away, the father of one of the two brides had been crying his way through his toast.


It really had been a sweet moment. There hadn’t been a dry eye in the house. Except Kendall’s.


Even if she’d been the type to feel all sappy at weddings—which she absolutely wasn’t—she’d been too busy scanning the ballroom for potential mishaps and making sure the staff whisking away the dinner plates were doing so in a suitably unobtrusive manner.


Everything needed to be perfect.


This wasn’t just a wedding. It was an audition. Her chance to get out of conference purgatory. To show her father that the resort should be courting more wedding business.


Kendall didn’t have a romantic bone in her body. Which made her quite possibly the least likely wedding planner on the face of the planet, but she’d learned long ago that sometimes life took an unexpected turn and all you could do was hang on and ride it out.


Destination weddings were a big business in Vermont. The resort’s massive ballroom with its two-story curved windows and attached veranda provided jaw-dropping views of the surrounding snow-covered mountains. It appealed to conference organizers for its sheer size, but it could be a gold mine as a reception venue. Maybe even a way to get the resort far enough into the black that they could hire more help and she could finally take some time off.


All she’d needed was perfection.


So she’d been scanning the room, on guard for anything that might develop into a problem if left unchecked.


Orchestrating a flawlessly timed meal for 275 guests had felt a bit like trying to turn water into wine, but they’d done it. Dinner plates were being cleared. Champagne flutes were being deftly topped up. The toasts would be wrapping up soon. The brides would open the dancing, and then it would just be cake cutting and keeping the smiles on everyone’s faces for the rest of the night. As far as her staff were concerned, the hard part would be over.


But then she’d seen him.


Furry, golden chaos in canine form.


Banner.


Kendall adored dogs. She wanted a dog. She just didn’t have time to commit to one long term. So fostering Banner until he found his new home had seemed like a nice compromise between her wants and the realities of her life.


Unfortunately, her best friend Charlotte had left out one or two things when she’d suckered Kendall into fostering the demon dog.


Like the fact that the eleven-month-old golden retriever had been returned to the shelter by two different families after chewing through three cellphones, five pairs of designer shoes, and one couch in the last six months. Or that he was a canine pinball, constantly in motion, and a giant klutz who hadn’t gotten used to the length of his gangly legs and ran into things constantly—when he wasn’t chewing the furniture.


He’d seemed so sweet and harmless when Charlotte brought him to Kendall’s doorstep—but he’d also been three-quarters asleep after playing with Charlotte’s dog all afternoon. Kendall’s heart had gone out to the little guy with his big black puppy dog eyes. She’d hated that the people who’d promised to love him had given up on him the second things got hard.


But after only eight days of fostering, she was now certain the only reason he was called Banner was because naming him Hulk Smash would have been too on the nose.


He was an adorable furry wrecking ball.


And someone had left one of the double doors to the lobby open wide enough for him to get in.


Spotting him, Kendall had jerked to attention so fast that her back twinged.


One of the ski instructors was supposed to be distracting the energetic puppy and keeping him far away from the wedding guests, but she should have known if there was an opportunity for trouble somewhere on the resort property, Banner would find it.


As the golden puppy had made a beeline for the nearest table, Kendall moved quickly to intercept, trying to keep her movements calm and restrained—both to avoid spooking the dog and so no one at the head table had reason to wonder why the resort’s wedding planner was chasing a golden tail through the distant-cousins-and-work-acquaintances tables.


He’d moved through the back tables, leaving a ripple of murmurs in his wake—though thankfully the reactions had seemed to be more “Oh look! A dog!” than alarm. He’d wagged his tail eagerly as he veered from mark to mark, looking for someone to beg food off of.


The dog was extremely food motivated, but Kendall didn’t have his treat bag to shake as she edged along the side of the ballroom, so she’d paused long enough to set down her tablet and grab a dinner roll off a bus tray.


“Banner!” Kendall shout-whispered as Bailey’s brother took the microphone to begin his best man toast.


The dog had glanced in her direction—and then performed evasive maneuvers around table eighteen.


“Banner!” Kendall tried again, a little louder, wagging the roll in his direction. At that point, the brides hadn’t yet noticed the kamikaze golden retriever on a mission to destroy all of Kendall’s hard work from the past several months, but it was only a matter of time.


“Is that Bingley? Here, Bingley!” one of the aunties at table nine cooed, mistaking the troublemaker for his littermate, Charlotte’s perfectly behaved angel puppy. Charlotte’s aunt extended her hand—which Banner mistook as an invitation to play, crouching and wagging his tail before romping away.


Kendall smiled at Charlotte’s aunt as she tried to give chase without looking like she was giving chase. With the toasts directing everyone’s attention toward the bridal table, so far only a handful of the guests seem to have noticed the furry wedding crasher, and she’d been trying to keep it that way.


“Banner!” Kendall hissed, creeping closer, but the best man’s toast ended in that moment and everyone in the room rose to toast the brides, sending the dog into spins of excitement. “Come here!”


He leapt in little circles, zigging and zagging. She could almost grab him—


And then a cellphone rang. Banner’s siren song. Someone had left their phone out on the dessert table, and it had called the food-obsessed dog’s attention toward the magnificent wedding cake on display there.


His head had perked up, ears twitching forward—and Kendall’s heart had dropped to the bottom of her chest.


“No no no no no.” She’d given up on stealth as Banner suddenly bolted across the open dance floor, straight for the glorious five-tiered lemon raspberry masterpiece from Magda’s Bakery.


Kendall needed everything to be perfect. Which did not include a dog she was responsible for demolishing that tower of buttercream perfection.


She’d sprinted after him—but he was fast and he had a head start.


Gasps and shouts rippled through the room as the wedding guests caught on to the imminent destruction of the cake.


She could see it all happening in slow motion—the dog building up speed, the cake looming ahead.


Back when she’d been a professional athlete, her brain would click into a different mode: race mode. Everything would slow down and get a little sharper, a little brighter. She didn’t often find herself in that mode anymore, when everything was instinct and reaction and it all felt so clear—but she clicked into it now.


At the head table, the brides rose, clasping one another’s hands, and Kendall caught sight of Charlotte, seated next to her sister as part of the bridal party, her face twisted into an almost comical mask of horror. More guests were surging to their feet—the entirety of table two making it nearly impossible for Kendall to see Banner, let alone reach him in time.


She’d needed this.


And she certainly didn’t want to ruin the lovely wedding of two lovely people by splattering them with buttercream shrapnel after a puppy grenade landed in the middle of their cake.


Kendall shouted a pointless “Noooo!” along with two-thirds of the occupants of the ballroom.


Banner soared through the air—


And slammed into a solid chest in a fitted gray vest.


Kendall hadn’t seen him move, but somehow the tall man in the charcoal vest caught the squirming puppy in the nick of time.


A cheer echoed through the ballroom, but Kendall didn’t join in. She was too mortified—and too busy rushing to help the man in the charcoal vest before Banner could wriggle free.


She grabbed Banner’s collar, fully focused on the dog and trying to figure out what she could fashion into a leash to get him out of here—though it was hard not to notice the arms holding the dog.


The man was fit. Not surprising, since he was the only one who’d managed to move faster than a speeding golden retriever. The event was black tie, but he’d taken off his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves. Tanned forearms flexed as he hefted Banner’s wiggly weight, getting little white-gold hairs all over his perfectly fitted vest.


“Thank you,” Kendall said, still looking around for something leash-like. “You just saved my life.”


“And here I thought I just saved dessert.”


At the laughter rumbling in his voice—that familiar sound—Kendall looked up at his face, actually looked at him for the first time.


Recognition kicked her hard in the chest, forcing out a gasp.


He had a beard now. His trademark sun-streaked curls were gone, his sandy brown hair seeming darker when it was short like this and gelled up in some fancy style that probably took hours to complete, but damn if it wasn’t worth every second. Sophisticated. Like a box of luxury chocolates. The man was pure eye candy.


But then he’d always been.


And the laughing blue eyes were exactly the same.


His name floated out on a breath. “Brody.”


He grinned, those straight white teeth that had actually been on a toothpaste commercial flashing out of his neatly trimmed beard. “Hey, Speed Demon. Been a while.”


Brody James. Pride of Vermont. Two-time Winter Olympian. Four-time medalist.


Her childhood best friend. Her brother’s current best friend. Her first crush.


And the man who was the walking example of what her life could have been, if one awful fraction of a second hadn’t changed everything.


“What are you doing here?” She shook her head, dismissing the question before he had a chance to answer. “Never mind. Here. Give him to me.”


She had no idea what to feel when she looked at Brody anymore—but she didn’t have time to feel any of it. She needed to get Banner out of here before he got any more white-golden fur all over Brody’s perfectly fitted charcoal vest.


And then hopefully she’d find some way to erase the last five minutes from the memories of everyone in the room.


Kendall thrust out her arms for the dog, only realizing she was still holding the dinner roll when Banner lunged for it.


“Whoa,” Brody chuckled, catching Banner when the dog would have tumbled out of his oh-so-capable arms.


Other wedding guests were gathering around, patting Brody on the back and gushing about his heroism. It was about to become even more of a spectacle.


The absolute last thing Kendall needed when the guests left was everyone talking about how the Pine Hollow Mountain Resort weddings featured rowdy dogs who nearly ruined everything. This wedding was supposed to be their freaking calling card.


And Brody was just standing there, holding the squirming dog in his stupidly gorgeous arms in the middle of the dance floor.


“Do you have a leash?” he asked, and Kendall badly wanted to snap, If I had a leash, don’t you think I would have used it?


Instead, she kept her voice calm and wedding-planner smooth. “I don’t. I’ll just carry him. Here.”


She gave Banner the roll and tried to take him, but Brody hitched him up higher—and he was enough taller than she was that it made it impossible for her to get the gangly puppy from him without making an even bigger scene. “I can carry him,” he insisted. “Where do you want him?”


Kendall rapidly weighed the satisfaction of arguing with him against the virtue of getting Banner away from the other guests—and the cake—as quickly as humanly possible.


“Way to use those quick Olympic reflexes, Brody!” one of Bailey’s uncles called out—and Kendall officially tipped in favor of get the hell out of here.


“Fine,” she said briskly. “Let’s go.”


She started toward the closest service door, but Charlotte was suddenly there in her powder-blue Regency-style bridesmaid dress, blocking their path. “Is that Banner? Bingley’s supposed to be at George’s—”


“It’s Banner,” Kendall confirmed, proud of herself that she refrained from adding, The demon dog you conned me into fostering. “And the sooner everyone forgets he exists, the better. Do you have some magical distraction that can erase the last five minutes from everyone’s brains while we get him out of here?”


At the we Charlotte’s curious gaze moved to Brody, still holding the dog, and her eyes flared wide with recognition. “Brody. Hi.”


She was staring—but then Charlotte knew all about Kendall’s inappropriate teenage crush, and all the other emotions she’d pinned on an oblivious Brody over the years.


“Charlotte. Distraction?” Kendall prompted.


Charlotte snapped to attention. “Right. On it. I’ll shove a microphone in Elinor’s face and make her sing a song for the happy couple. No one will remember anything about a dog.”


That might actually work. Charlotte’s oldest sister, Elinor, had one of those voices that could have been on the radio, if she hadn’t been happier as a small-town librarian. Her karaoke performances were legendary.


“Thank you.” Kendall squeezed Charlotte’s hand, jerked her chin at Brody for him to follow her, and beelined toward the nearest exit.


Thankfully, no one else tried to intercept them. She pushed through into the bright white service hallway—and her anxiety level dropped fifty percent as soon as the door closed between them and the wedding.


Everything’s fine.


She was just going to keep telling herself that until it was true.


“Do I know Charlotte?” Brody asked as Banner wriggled more frantically to be let down. Brody shifted him in his arms, cradling him with one big hand rubbing his belly. The dog instantly settled down, going limp in his arms and gazing adoringly up at the source of the pets.


“One of my best friends, Charlotte Rodriguez,” Kendall explained, eyeing a couple napkins on a rack to see if she could MacGyver them into a leash. “Also, sister of Anne, one of the brides.” She grabbed the napkins and looked back at him, frowning as she began to knot them together. “Why are you here?”


“The other bride. Bailey’s my stepcousin.”


“No, why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be in Switzerland or the Italian Alps? Isn’t there a World Cup competition this weekend?”


Her attention was on the napkins she was tying, but she looked up when he didn’t immediately respond. He opened his mouth, something complicated shifting across his face, before his high-wattage movie-star smile flashed back on his face so brightly she almost convinced herself she must have been imagining his hesitation.


“I’m just taking a little time off,” he said, still absently rubbing Banner’s tummy. “Rehabbing the knee.”


“You okay?” Kendall glanced automatically down at his leg, but none of the old injury was visible beneath his perfectly fitted trousers.


“Yeah. You know how it is.” He shifted his leg back, almost like he didn’t want her looking at it.


She had the strangest sense that he was lying—but that didn’t make any sense. And she didn’t need to be staring at his legs. She pulled her attention back to adding another napkin to the chain before she got caught ogling her old crush. “You should put him down,” she said. “Carting Banner around can’t be good for it.”


“I’m fine,” he insisted.


“Don’t play macho and make your recovery worse.” She yanked a knot tight. “You should get back anyway. My office is close. I’ll take him in a sec,” she said, nearly done jury-rigging a leash out of stray linen.


“You have an office here?”


Her face heated. “Didn’t Kev say? I work at the resort. Staffing and events.”


“Oh…” His brow furrowed, something distinctly pitying in his eyes.


Yes, she’d run home with her tail between her legs and never left, but did he have to look at her like that? Brody, whose life had always been so freaking perfect. “You can set down the dog.”


“I can help you find the owner—”


“I’m the owner. At least this week. I’m fostering. Look, just—” Kendall broke off, gathering herself with a deep breath. Had Brody always been this aggravating, or was it just the fact that she hated the idea of him seeing what her life was like right now that made it so excruciating for him to keep standing there, petting the dog and asking her questions?


“I really need this wedding to go well,” she explained with forced calm. “So I would appreciate it if you would just brush the dog hair off your two-thousand-dollar suit, go back out there, and pretend none of this happened. Consider it a personal favor to your friendly neighborhood wedding planner.”


“I can’t wrap my head around you as a wedding planner.”


“Yeah, well, life’s full of surprises.”


She’d never been the hearts-and-flowers type—the Kendall Walsh who’d tried to jump her bike across the Woodland quarry when she was eight and eloped on a dare at twenty-three had been more of a risk-taker than a romantic. But she wasn’t that girl anymore.


Banner tried to do a backflip out of Brody’s arms, and Brody set him down before he could hurt himself, keeping a firm hand on his collar. Kendall quickly took her own grip, attempting to tie on her leash.


“I’ve got him,” she insisted, refusing to look at Brody’s face so close to hers. His aftershave smelled freaking incredible—which was frankly irritating. Did he have to be so damn perfect?


“I can help—”


“I’ve got him,” she snapped.


“Okay.” Brody straightened and she gave her napkin-leash a firm tug to make sure it was going to hold before following suit. The man was ridiculously tall, so her gaze hit two inches below his collarbone—where his vest was covered in white-gold hair.


“Oh God, you’re a mess.” She automatically swiped at the hair—and his rock-hard muscles tightened beneath her hand. Kendall jerked her hand back, reminding herself that she did not need to be petting Brody James. “Sorry.”


“It’s fine. It’s just a little hair.”


Her face was hot enough to roast marshmallows, but Brody, in typical Brody fashion, was utterly oblivious to the fact that touching him might give her feels. He’d never seen her that way, and it didn’t look like he was about to start now.


“I guess I’ll see you out there, Speed Demon,” he said with that same easy, carefree smile he’d always had—and Kendall nearly flinched as he repeated the old nickname.


She wasn’t that person anymore. She hadn’t been that person in a long time. Right now, she was just the one who needed to find a place to stash the dog and get back to the wedding before anything else went wrong.


And the absolute last thing she needed was to spend any more time being reminded of who she might have been in another life.


She jerked her chin in farewell. “See you around, Brody. Enjoy the wedding.”















Chapter Two



Kendall Walsh hadn’t changed a bit.


Her blond hair still looked like sunshine—and she still had that ever-present grumpy frown line between her eyebrows to warn the world that they should assume she was sunny at their own risk.


And Brody still couldn’t resist grinning in the face of that semipermanent glower.


God, it was good to see her.


He’d wanted to talk to her longer. He could easily have spent the entire night in that service hallway with her, but he’d gotten the distinct impression that she couldn’t wait to get rid of him.


Kendall had never been subtle.


Brody returned to the ballroom in time to join the standing ovation for Anne’s sister, who had brought both brides to tears with her rendition of “Time After Time.” Which did seem to have helped distract people somewhat from the surprise guest appearance of one overgrown puppy.


He made his way back to table eight but had to pause several times to accept handshakes and pats on the back on the way—so maybe the puppy incident wasn’t completely forgotten. But he did his best to downplay it, since Kendall very clearly didn’t want it to be a thing. Though he didn’t know why. People loved stories like that. They’d be telling their friends they saw Brody James save a cake from a runaway puppy for months.


“Hail, the conquering hero,” his sister, Steph, drawled as he reclaimed his seat, raising her champagne glass in a toast.


“I’ve never seen anyone move that fast!” gasped one of his cousins, whom Brody hadn’t seen since he was seventeen. His voice a little too loud, his eyes carrying the awestruck glimmer of a superfan. “Must be those Olympic reflexes!”


“Must be,” Steph confirmed, meeting his eyes with a glint of humor in hers—as if she knew that he’d already heard that phrase three times in the last ten minutes.


Steph always seemed to find it hysterical when people were in awe of him, and he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed that reality check. He’d been away from home a lot these last few years. Hell, the last decade.


No wonder members of his own family were treating him like a visiting celebrity. None of them really knew him anymore.


He hadn’t planned to be back for this wedding. Nothing about this trip had been planned or thought out. It had all been impulse. Reaction. He’d arrived back in the States four days ago and scored a last-minute invite to Bailey’s massive spectacle of a wedding, grateful for the distraction.


He’d thought he could come to the wedding, see some family, do the chicken dance, and soak up some normalcy. Maybe get his head on straight. Figure out his next steps.


But his plan to fly beneath the radar hadn’t exactly panned out. Even before the puppy incident, people had been buzzing around him. Asking for his autograph. Asking him how long he was back for this time. Where he kept his Olympic medals. What it was like dating an Italian runway model.


He’d had to play the part. Be the Brody James. And that hadn’t exactly helped his quest for a little peace and hometown clarity.


Not that anyone knew what he was doing here. He hadn’t even told his parents or his sister why he was back. If they asked, he wasn’t sure he’d even be able to put into words why he’d walked off the training course and left his entire life behind. His chest still felt tight whenever he thought about it. So he pushed the thoughts away. Introspection had never really been his thing anyway.


The knee was a good excuse. Every professional skier was always managing various injuries, especially at his age. So he’d let people think that was why he was here, skipping a pivotal World Cup event right as the season was kicking into high gear. Pretending everything was fine.


A hand clapped him suddenly on the shoulder, and he flinched. “Back to grace the mortals with your presence, eh, Brodster?” his uncle Pat slurred, squeezing a little too hard. “Show us all up with your perfect life?”


At his side, Steph stiffened, going into protective big-sister mode. “We’re all here for Bailey and Anne,” Steph corrected, glaring down their mother’s most obnoxious brother.


“Yeah, but not all of us left a freaking lingerie model behind to come. Unless she dumped your ass already. I see you didn’t bring her with you.”


Steph smiled her sweetest smile, somehow pairing it with a steely glare. “Maybe he was afraid she’d run for the hills if she met you, Uncle Pat.”


Uncle Pat snorted, saluting Steph with his drink. “Always the ballbuster, Stephie Girl,” he praised, before wandering off to embarrass some other member of the family.


“Thanks,” Brody mumbled under his breath, realizing after Pat left that he hadn’t had to say a single word.


His sister shrugged. “No one gets to give you a hard time but me.” She turned her attention back to the bridal proceedings as Bailey and Anne moved toward the dance floor for their first dance. Then she slanted him a look out of the corner of her eye. “Though did she dump your ass?”


“Not that I know of,” he answered—and Steph’s lips twitched as if he was joking.


She had no way of knowing he hadn’t spoken to Valeria since he left Zermatt.


Hiding from his regularly scheduled life.


Their relationship had never been the talk-every-day kind, though. Valeria had her own high-profile career to chase, and sometimes they’d go for days or even weeks just exchanging texts from different time zones. They got along well when they were together, but even after nine months he didn’t know how well she actually knew him.


Which was part of why he hadn’t known what to say to her since he left. He didn’t go to her with problems. Hell, he wasn’t used to having problems, beyond which wax to use on his skis for race day conditions.


Valeria had her own life when he was competing, but no one liked being ignored, and he wouldn’t be able to dodge her forever. It was only a matter of time.


God, he was such a coward. He shouldn’t be hoping that his girlfriend of nine months would get fed up and break up with him via text so he wouldn’t have to talk to her about his messed-up feelings, but this week nothing had felt like it should.


Except seeing Kendall.


That had been different. He’d felt… grounded. Like himself for the first time since Zermatt.


They hadn’t really kept in touch the last few years. He’d been so caught up in being the best that even her brother, Kevin, his best friend, only managed to get him on the phone once a month. He and Kev would talk about racing, about Kevin’s finance job, about who he’d run into at an après-ski party or who Kevin had met at a posh fundraiser—and somehow Kendall never came up.


Brody’s gaze returned to the service door she’d taken him through. She still wasn’t back.


The brides opened the dancing, and Brody watched with half of his attention, preoccupied by waiting for Kendall’s return. Her family had owned this resort for generations. He’d known he might see her here, but he hadn’t expected her to be working the event. The idea of Kendall Walsh sitting behind a desk in an office somewhere felt like an insult to the natural order of the universe.


She’d always been the human embodiment of “Faster, Higher, Stronger.” Always pushing. Always moving.


They’d met racing on the mountain when she was seven and he was eight. She’d beaten him down a run and crowed her victory. Then beaten him again. And again.


He’d never met anyone more daring than he was on skis, until Kendall. No one who wanted to win more than he did. She’d been faster than him. Faster than everyone.


But that was before her accident.


Over the last six years since that day in the hospital, he’d probably only seen her a handful of times—he was almost never back in Vermont. He’d texted her a few times after the accident, but when she didn’t respond, he’d thought she would reach out when she was ready. Kev had probably told him that Kendall had moved back home. Brody just hadn’t realized she was still here. In his head, she’d still been Kendall Walsh, Speed Demon.


Things always changed back home while he was off chasing gold. People changed, going on with their lives, settling down when he wasn’t looking, but it was still jarring. Especially this time.


His best friend was a partner now at a fancy financial firm, his sister was engaged—and Kendall Walsh worked in an office.


He didn’t really know her anymore. He hadn’t known her in a long time.


But he still felt, strangely, like she was the only one who would understand if he told her the real reason he’d left Zermatt.


“Taking notes for your wedding?” one of his aunts asked from across the table.


Brody opened his mouth to instinctively protest that he and Valeria weren’t even talking about the distant future possibility of getting married—but Steph spoke before he could.


“Absolutely,” she said brightly. “Though pretty much everything is already locked in with less than two months to go.”


Brody snapped his mouth shut, his cheeks warming as Steph snuck him a glance out of the corner of her eye. The little smirk playing around her mouth let him know that she had absolutely caught his almost denial.


It wasn’t that he always thought every question was directed at him—it was just so easy to get into that mindset when he was at things like this and it felt like he was sitting in a spotlight. Steph might tease him for his arrogance, but that attitude was almost a defensive reflex, honed by years of experience.


“It’s mostly logistics now,” Steph went on. “Figuring out who to ask to drive to Burlington to pick up the centerpieces, since we’re getting married up here and Frank and I are both based in Pittsburgh.”


“I can pick them up,” Brody offered.


Steph almost laughed. “Mom’s getting them. It was just an example. Don’t worry. We know better than to ask you to do anything that doesn’t involve skiing. I’m just glad the World Cup decided to have a competition in Lake Placid that week, so I can have a reasonable chance of my brother showing up.”


She was smiling as she spoke, but the words still made him bristle. Yes, he was rarely home. He’d prioritized training and competing—and when he wasn’t training and competing, his PR team had encouraged him to do interviews and commercials, even a stint on Dancing with the Stars a few years back. Building his brand, attracting sponsors. Becoming the face of US men’s downhill skiing.


But the idea that his family knew better than to ask him for anything and thought there was only a reasonable chance he was going to make it to his only sister’s wedding… that grated. Even if it might be a little true.


Everyone thought his life was perfect. All supermodels and fast skiing. Which it was. That was how he’d built it. But he didn’t like the idea that he’d trained his loved ones back home not to rely on him. To expect him to never be around, even for the important things. Had he been so focused on gold he’d forgotten to have a life?


“When’s your next race?” his aunt asked, pulling him back to the conversation and repeating the question everyone had been asking since he arrived.


“I’m not sure. I might stick around for a while.” When Steph shot him a surprised frown, he added the lie: “I’m rehabbing my knee.”


His aunt made a sympathetic face—and across the room Brody caught sight of platinum blond hair in a tight twist. Kendall.


“Excuse me for a sec.” He was on his feet before he realized the impulse, moving toward her.


As he wove through the crowd, Kendall shifted in and out of his line of sight.


When he reached the place he’d spotted her, she wasn’t there, but he caught a glimpse of her across the ballroom again. The side of her face. The sculpted muscle of her arms visible in her sleeveless black outfit. He followed again, smiling as he avoided getting sucked into conversations with friends and family, but he couldn’t seem to catch up with her.


Story of his life. He’d never been able to catch Kendall Walsh.


He lost sight of her and found himself on the edge of the dance floor, turning in a slow circle as he scanned the room.


When he completed his circle, his sister was standing waiting for him to finish, arms folded, eyes narrowed. “Okay, what’s going on with you?” she demanded.


“I thought I saw someone.”


“Not that. You’re acting weird.”


“Because I volunteered to pick up centerpieces?”


“Because you wanted to come to this wedding. Because you aren’t spending every second of every day either working out, skiing, or talking about working out or skiing.” Her worried face looked a lot like a glare, but he knew Steph, so he didn’t take it personally when she glowered at him. “Exactly how bad is the knee?”


Brody hadn’t realized how badly he wanted her to see through his bullshit until she asked that question and something inside him deflated.


“It’s fine,” he insisted—which was the truth. There was nothing wrong with it. Or at least nothing more wrong than had been since his last surgery. But he didn’t know how to talk about what was really wrong.


When you were the guy who had always known exactly what you wanted and been willing to do whatever it took to be the best, how did you tell people you were suddenly having a freaking existential crisis and weren’t even sure you knew who you were anymore? That your life suddenly felt empty and wrong? How could he explain that in a way that made sense?


He’d fled from the life he’d always wanted, and he didn’t know when he was going back. If he was going back. He was freaking lost.


But he said what he always said. “I’m fine.”


And because he was the Brody James and his life was perfect, everyone believed him.















Chapter Three



That night, Kendall walked into her place to find a gaping hole in the carpet beside her couch, with Banner sleeping angelically next to it, and couldn’t even find the energy to be upset.


With the day she’d had, coming home to find Banner had dug a hole through the ratty shag carpet and all the way through the carpet pad to the subfloor below just felt like a natural conclusion.


After the near-disaster with the cake, Kendall had decided on impulse not to put Banner in her office—it was too small, and he’d probably destroy it in under thirty minutes—so instead she’d taken him back to the ramshackle old ski lodge that she’d converted into her personal retreat.


The old lodge had been built by her however-many-greats-grandfather when the Pine Hollow Mountain Resort first opened back in the 1920s, but it had been closed to the public for more than half her life. Until she’d moved in, it had mostly been used for storage and teenage parties—like the ones once thrown by her brother when they were in high school.


The rustic A-frame building was mostly one large room in the front, facing the massive windows, with a loft above and offices and storage rooms in the back. It had been renovated and repurposed a few times as the resort expanded, most recently in the early seventies—as evidenced by the dingy orange shag carpet.


The resort now centered around the main lodge with its luxury hotel rooms, giant ballroom, and ski-out access to the new lifts that spanned the sunnier side of the mountain—and the old lodge had been left to fall into neglect.


It was a huge, drafty space for one person. The pipes had a tendency to freeze, it was furnished entirely by mismatched pieces she’d scavenged from the main lodge over the years, and the furnace made an ungodly clanging noise when it came on, but it was her sanctuary. The one place in the resort where she didn’t have to worry about anything being perfect.


And the one place where she’d been sure Banner couldn’t do any damage.


More the fool her.


Kendall sank down onto the shabby couch she’d appropriated from the lobby when they’d updated the furniture there. She’d always hated that carpet. Having an excuse to replace it wasn’t so horrible. Though the last thing she needed right now was one more thing on her to-do list.


God, she was tired.


“Cheer up committee, incoming!”


Kendall looked up from the black hole in her carpet as her two best friends entered, knocking as they were already walking through the door. Charlotte and Magda had known her since kindergarten. She should have known they would realize she was stewing.


“We come bearing champagne and leftover cake,” Magda said, holding up their spoils.


The rest of the wedding had gone off—mostly—without a hitch. Her staff had managed to scramble and avert a dessert fork shortage when it was time to cut the cake. No more canine wedding crashers had appeared, and the happy couple had made their getaway with smiles on their faces. But Kendall still felt like she’d barely survived.


She wasn’t so sure she was cut out for this wedding planning business, but she didn’t see another option. Something had to get the resort out of debt. She was so tired of wondering if each season was going to be the one when they finally went under. One bad snow year might be all it took.


Charlotte made herself at home, moving to the old built-in bar and opening the champagne, but as she delivered a flute to Kendall, she froze, staring at the floor. “What happened here?”


“Banner happened.”


“Oh.” Charlotte sank down beside Kendall on the couch, both of them staring at the hole, as Magda portioned out leftover wedding cake. “Do you hate me?”


That brought Kendall’s gaze off the hole and onto Charlotte. “Why would I hate you? You didn’t sneak in here and scratch a hole in my floor, did you?”


“I made you foster Banner.”


Kendall snorted, accepting cake from Magda, who sat down on her other side. “You can’t make me do anything. I wanted to foster him. And I’m not even upset about the floor. Maybe I will be later, when it hits me—but right now, it just feels sort of fitting. The cherry on top of this disaster of a day.”


“Anne and Bailey couldn’t have cared less about Banner’s little sprint across the dance floor,” Charlotte assured her.


“And Bailey’s parents? The ones footing the bill for this two-hundred-seventy-five-guest black-tie extravaganza that was supposed to be our calling card? We needed good referrals from this.”


“And you’ll get them. Everyone was happy,” Charlotte insisted. “The resort looks like it’s doing great.”


“Yeah, well, looks can be deceiving. We’re hanging on by the skin of our teeth.” She took a long drink of champagne, feeling the bubbles all the way down. “I thought weddings would be a way to get us comfortable—but to do them on the scale I want we’d need a dedicated events person, which I thought I could do, but I’ve just had to fire that idiot Phil when it took me forever to convince my dad to hire someone to take over staff management—”


“Wait, you fired Phil?”


Kendall grimaced, reminded of the other disaster that had hit today. She’d been on her way back to the ballroom after stashing Banner when she’d run into the ski instructor who was supposed to be watching him.


Ashley had been all apologies—but then she’d admitted that the reason she’d been distracted and lost Banner in the first place had been because she’d been comforting one of the concierges, who was apparently being harassed by the new manager. None of the staff had wanted to bother Kendall with their problems with Phil, but as soon as Ashley started talking, everything had come out.


“He tried to get one of our concierges to sleep with him for better shifts.”


“Wow. Asshole.” Charlotte reached for the bottle to refill her glass.


“Thank you.” Kendall accepted the drink, taking a welcome sip.


Kendall hadn’t had time to deal with him until the reception no longer needed her attention, but as soon as she could get away, she’d done some digging and then called Phil to confront him.


Phil had insisted that the concierge had misunderstood him, but he’d openly admitted to giving more shifts to the male ski instructors, because they could “handle it,” and leaving some of their best female instructors without enough hours to get benefits. And he’d actually bragged that he would be saving the resort money by cutting the hours of a pregnant maid in an attempt to force her to quit so they wouldn’t have to pay maternity leave.


Kendall had never liked the guy—her dad had overruled her when they were hiring him—but now she couldn’t help wondering if she’d missed the warning signs that he was even worse than she thought because she hadn’t wanted to see them. Because if she saw them, then she had to fire Phil, and she really hadn’t wanted to fire Phil. Because as soon as she did, all of his duties landed right back on her. She’d needed him to be good at his job. She’d been so overwhelmed.


“He was supposed to be the solution.” And now she felt like she’d let all of her people down. All the ones who had trusted her to look after them. “He was supposed to make it so I finally had a chance to breathe, and he didn’t even make it six weeks.” She took a bite of the wedding cake and closed her eyes on a groan. “Oh, Mags, this is amazing. What did you put in here?”


“About twenty-seven pounds of butter and sugar,” Magda answered absently, still focused on Kendall’s problem. “I feel like we should watch Hallmark movies. There’s always a plucky heroine trying to save the family business. We’ll get ideas.”


“And if there’s a big-city developer swooping in to steal your family legacy, you should absolutely jump on him and teach him the meaning of Christmas,” Charlotte added, taking her own bite of cake and pausing to groan appreciatively.


“It’s January,” Kendall reminded them.


Charlotte shrugged. “It’s always Christmas in Hallmarkville.”


“If a big-city developer tried to swoop in and buy us out, at this point I might just let him.”


Magda looked at her in surprise. “Really?”


It did sound tempting. Freeing. The idea that she wouldn’t have to keep running on the treadmill of her family business and could figure out what she wanted to do instead. But just walking away from the resort… letting it leave the family, when she was the reason it was even in trouble in the first place…


“No. I don’t mean it. I’m just tired,” she admitted. “We keep coming up with ways to survive through one more season—and then our solutions only seem to make things worse. Like the conferences. They got us through the summer, but we lost ten percent of our year-round service staff after Bagel Gate because we somehow managed to only book conferences that treated our people like crap. And now this stuff with Phil… I just feel like I’m letting everyone down.”


She’d never wanted to do this in the first place. Running the resort had never been her dream. But then her dream had ended, much faster than she was ready for, and the resort had been there. A safe place to fall. And she’d owed her dad so much—both emotionally and financially after he’d drained money from the resort to pay for her treatment. She still owed him.


“Your family relies on you too much,” Magda said gently.


Kendall snorted. “Says the pot to the kettle.”


“You need to get your groove back,” Charlotte proclaimed.


Which sounded great in theory. It was just the reality part that was tricky. “Stella went on a Caribbean vacation to get hers back. How am I supposed to swing that when I can’t even get two days off in a row?”


“Okay, not a vacation. Maybe just forget about the big-city developer and jump Brody instead. Did you find out how long he’s staying this time?”


“No, because I was too busy being a total jerk to him.”


“What?” Charlotte frowned. “Why? You’ve been obsessed with Brody James since grade school.”


“I’m not obsessed.”


“Wait, Brody puppy guy from the wedding was your Brody?” Magda asked. Mags hadn’t been at the wedding. She’d just dropped off the cake, so she hadn’t seen the ski god in the flesh. She’d only heard about Puppy Gate after the fact on their group text.


“He isn’t my Brody,” Kendall corrected Magda. “If he’s anyone’s Brody, he’s Kev’s. But yes, Brody James is apparently Bailey’s cousin—which you could have warned me about.” That last part was directed at Charlotte, who held up her hands innocently.


“I didn’t know. I got the scoop after you saw him at the reception. Apparently, Brody’s aunt married Bailey’s dad five years ago and her parents invited everyone to the wedding because they were sort of competing with one another to see who could shower her with the most attention. No one really expected Brody to show, because he’s always off skiing in Zurich or whatever, but then, like three days before the wedding, he flies back from Europe and decides to come. Everyone was really shocked he was back. And you still have to explain why you were mean to him.”


“Because… I don’t know,” Kendall stalled—though she did know.


She’d hated him seeing what her life was like now. Because then she had to see it.


She’d been so good at just putting one foot in front of the other for the last several years. There were always a million things to do at the resort—and yes, she was frustrated by feeling responsible for everything while also being continually overruled by her dad when it came to making decisions. But she’d kept busy and gotten very good at ignoring the deeper problem.


Her powers of denial were strong. Second only to her stubbornness.


The first step might be admitting you had a problem, but Kendall had never been good at that step.


Though she had to admit she wasn’t happy. Even if the only people she was willing to admit that to were her two best friends.


“I didn’t want him to see me like this,” she confessed. “He hasn’t really seen me since the accident. It’s like he’s the only person left in the world who remembers me as I was, and I didn’t want him to figure out who I am now.”


Her best friends closed their arms around her. “Who you are is awesome,” Charlotte insisted, and Magda hummed her agreement.


Banner chose that moment to wake up and wriggle up close, his sweet soft head resting on her lap. Just when he seemed like he might be more trouble than he was worth, he looked at her with those big sweet eyes, and she just melted.


“You proud of yourself?” she asked the puppy, who continued to gaze at her lovingly. “You’re lucky this place needs a remodel, bub.”


Magda bent down, peering more closely at the wood that had been exposed by Banner’s attempt to dig to China. “It’s actually kind of nice. The hardwood. Is that original?”


“Yeah. This place was something, back in the day. You should see the pictures.” She tipped her head back, taking in the exposed rafters and massive windows looking up toward a defunct ski lift from the fifties. “I’ve wanted to fix it up for a while. Turn it into a secondary event space. For smaller parties that don’t need the ballroom but don’t want to risk the weather being poor if they book the rooftop space.”


“Ooh, that would be amazing,” Charlotte enthused. “It’d be a good wedding venue too. Rustic is very in. I’d have gotten married here myself if George didn’t have twenty-seven million sisters and we needed the space of the ballroom.”


“And if it were actually renovated,” Kendall reminded her. “Which requires money. Money my father is never going to invest. He still thinks we shouldn’t be trying to attract weddings.”


Charlotte and her sister were the only brides Kendall had managed to book. Charlotte had actually come up with the plan to use the two weddings as samples on the resort’s website—Anne’s in the winter and Charlotte’s in the summer, showing off the resort in both seasons. But then one of George’s sisters had announced she was pregnant and wouldn’t be able to fly for a summer wedding and everything had changed.


Faced with the choice between moving the wedding up or pushing it back until she and baby were able to travel, Charlotte and George had rescheduled for February, leaving them only a few weeks to get everything ready.


“What if you only used money you brought in from the weddings?” Magda suggested. “It wouldn’t take much.”


“Banner’s already started demoing the carpet for you,” Charlotte added.


Kendall snorted. “Somehow I don’t think my dad is going to see it that way. You know how he is.”


Charlotte sighed, her enthusiasm deflating. “It was such a good plan.”


“Thank you for your attempt to help me save the family farm,” Kendall said, bumping her shoulder against each of her friends in turn. They really were the best. She didn’t know what she would have done without them for the last few years.


“We’ll think of something,” Magda insisted.


“Maybe your dad will go for it,” Charlotte said, always the optimist.


“Maybe.” But they all knew the truth.


It would take an act of God.
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