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“I am lost without you. What a hauntingly beautiful thing to say to a person — that whether you are off on another wild adventure or in the familiar quiet comfort of your very own home, you are all the same, enormously lost, whenever you are without them.”

 

— Beau Tapin
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“Have a holly, jolly whoamygodshiiiii!”

I braked as gently as I could, holding onto my wheel for dear life and squinting through the windshield of the rental car I’d picked up from the Burlington airport. Burl Ives continued singing his merry cheer through the car speakers, but I was too busy trying to keep my car on the slick road that was quickly covering with snow to join him.

“Jesus Christ,” I breathed when the car was steady again, and I slowed even more, practically to a crawl since I’d already been going just twenty miles per hour. But that was how it went when you were driving in the snow in Vermont, and I remembered well how awful it could be and how conditions could change at a moment’s notice.

Add that to the list of things I did not miss when I moved away.

My knuckles were white where they held the wheel steady, and I cursed under my breath as the sun set even more, the snow falling quicker as the sky got darker. I shouldn’t have been surprised to find snow in my path once I pulled off the highway and on the backroads that would lead me to my parents’ house in eastern Vermont, but expected or not, I knew the last thirty minutes of my drive would not be fun.

I tried to relax, blowing out a breath and humming along to the next Christmas song that filled my car. The music, coupled with me being back in Vermont for the first time in four years, had me faintly feeling the Christmas spirit, something I hadn’t had even a hint of since I was a teenager.

I could already envision the Christmas tree in the corner of my parents’ living room, ornaments my sister and I had made throughout childhood hanging from the limbs. I could smell Mom’s pumpkin pie, and Grandma’s stuffing, and Dad’s pineapple brown sugar ham.

My stomach growled as a smile spread on my face. Driving through the snow sucked, but soon, I’d be home again.

There was another pinch in my stomach, one not born of hunger, when I remembered who else would be waiting for me in Wellhaven. Not that he knew I was coming, or would care that I was back, and he certainly wouldn’t want to see me.

But he’d be there, nonetheless.

And just that fact was enough to twist my guts.

I took a right on the old county road a mile from Lake Wellhaven, the lake our little town was built on, knowing it wouldn’t be long now. Just a couple miles, a left, a bumpy old road and a long, worn-out driveway separated me from a hug from my mama.

And the best thing was that she didn’t even know I was coming.

Ever since I left Wellhaven four years ago, freshly twenty-four with a dream in my heart and a goodbye kiss on my mama’s cheek, she’d been begging me to come back for a holiday. Christmas, Thanksgiving, Easter — hell, she told me President’s Day would be just fine, as long as she could see me. But I’d been on an adventure of my own, one that hadn’t made it possible for me to come back home.

Until now.

The last four years had taken me all over the world — South Africa, Europe, Asia, Canada, Mexico. Most recently, I’d been on a work visa in New Zealand for the spring and first part of summer, which was fall and winter here, and I’d made it back to the states just in time to surprise my family for Christmas.

And for the snow to surprise me.

The negative temperatures and blistering wind outside my rental car were a drastic change from the beautiful, sunny, sixty-to-seventy degrees I’d left behind. I found myself wondering if I should have just spent the holidays there, hiking through the mountains or working on whatever yacht needed an extra crew member.

But as beautiful and as rich as New Zealand was, it didn’t have my family.

And I missed my family dearly.

A thick swallow found my throat as I made the left onto one of the oldest, bumpiest roads in our town, and I slowed the car even more, knowing that one false move on this bad boy when it was snowing would have me in the ditch. It felt like only yesterday that I’d driven on this same road the opposite way, hightailing my ass out of this town and swearing I wouldn’t be back.

I needed adventure.

I needed to explore, to travel, to be free of the crushing reality of the small town I’d grown up in.

I needed to be free of him.

I shook my head, and the image of pine-green eyes that seemed to haunt me even still, keeping my focus on the road.

But it didn’t matter.

Focusing or not, the best damn driver in the northeast or an out-of-stater driving in the snow for the very first time, nothing could have prevented what happened next.

The front left tire of my car hit a pothole buried under the snow, sending me skidding across the ice. It was getting late, the last of the sun fading, temperatures dropping, and all of that combined with the fresh snow left a slick sheet of ice on that shady part of the road that I just didn’t see.

I gripped the wheel as best I could, holding it steady, trying to slow down without braking too hard, but the car wouldn’t comply with my will. I cursed myself for not thinking to get an SUV or at least some snow tires, but I hadn’t expected a storm. I was still thinking of what I could’ve, would’ve, should’ve done when the wheels started to slide toward the left side of the road. I knew even when I did it that I involuntarily cranked the wheel too much, but it was too late to correct my mistake.

The car whipped around, sliding in reverse off the edge of the road and into the snowy ditch.

I stopped with a quiet thunk of metal against snow, or perhaps metal against the mud I knew was under that snow. I didn’t give myself time to think too much on it, though, before I was gassing it.

“Come on, come on,” I prayed under my breath as the wheels spun under me. Snow and mud went flying in my rearview mirror, the front wheels trying to find traction but coming up short. Every time it would move a little, hope would surge in my chest, but just as quickly I’d slide backward.

“Fuck!”

I let off the gas, dropping my head back to the headrest and forcing as much of a calming breath as I could in that moment. The snow was coming down even harder now, the wind picking up, and I knew I needed to get out of my car and find some traction for these wheels — fast — or I’d be in trouble.

I checked the signal on my phone, knowing before I looked that there’d be no service. There never was on this road, or most of the roads out past the little village on the lake. Wellhaven might as well have been the middle of the ocean when it came to cell service.

Calling my dad wasn’t an option, but I knew if I could just find some wood and stick it under the tires, get some traction… I could be on the road and at my parents in twenty.

I shrugged on my coat, put on my gloves, and pulled my thick, knitted beanie over my ears. Then, with one final breath and a silent you can do this, I shoved the driver-side door open.

And instantly, my breath was stolen.

It didn’t matter how thick my coat or hat or gloves were. It didn’t matter that I’d had the heat blasting inside the car. It didn’t matter that I’d at least been smart enough to put on my good, warm boots before leaving the airport. No amount of clothing could have prepared me for that icy wind.

I was already shivering when I rounded the back of the car to assess the damage, and when I saw the snow already piling up around the tires, my stomach sank.

This was not good.

I used the flashlight on the back of my phone, looking at the ditch and the woods behind it. Surely there would be some piece of scrap wood I could use for traction. I headed in that direction, squinting against the fluffy white flakes falling from the sky. One step, and my boot was covered in snow. A second step, and the snow hit my calf.

There was no option but to just go through the ditch, but I knew it wasn’t safe to be outside in this weather for too long.

I steeled a breath, preparing myself to be waist deep in the snow, but before I could take another step, a loud, deep voice called from behind me.

“Hey! You alright?!”

The voice was muffled by the wind, and I turned, hopeful, knowing whoever it was could help me. This was the beauty of Small Town America that I missed — there was always someone around to extend a neighborly hand.

The fear that had been niggling at my belly subsided, and I found my first breath since the car slid off the road.

I waved my hands in the air. “I need help! My car’s stuck!”

My savior was just a shadow in the dusk as he approached me, a big bundle of fabric behind the bright light of his flashlight. I climbed my way back to the side of the road, turning off my own flashlight that wasn’t doing much anyway. There was no other car or truck around, so I assumed the man had joined me from the end of the dirt driveway he was walking away from now.

Oh, thank God, I thought. Just some wood and a quick push and I’ll be on my way. Or maybe this guy’s got a big truck and a tow hitch and he can just pull me out.

I was already smiling when the man reached me, and I shook my head, thumbing over my shoulder to the car. “Guess these rental cars aren’t made for driving on these roads in the snow, huh?” I joked.

But when the flashlight lowered and my eyes adjusted, all semblance of humor left me in a whoosh.

Because the man wasn’t my savior at all.

He was my ex-husband.
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This can’t be happening.

Even as I prayed the words in my head, I knew it was. I knew that my ever-reliable bad luck had delivered my ex to me within ten minutes of being back in the town limits. I knew it was none other than River Jensen standing there before me.

I would know that man anywhere.

I’d know the line of his jaw — dusted in stubble because he never could grow a beard, and the curve of his nose — broken in ninth grade at a baseball game, and the shape of his torso — lean and narrow at the waist, broad and proud at the shoulders. I’d know the thick brown hair, even hidden under his hat, though it didn’t look as long as I’d remembered. And of course, I’d know those furrowed brows, the deep wrinkle between them, and the earthy green eyes they sheltered, too.

I’d never forget those eyes.

Not as long as I lived.

I was still standing there shocked stupid, trying to convince myself it couldn’t possibly be my ex-husband and the number-one reason I left this town who’d come to save me and get my car out of the ditch when the bastard let out a long, heavy sigh of his own.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

At that, my senses came back to me like the snap of a rubber band.

I narrowed my eyes with a cross of my arms over my chest. “Well, hello to you, too.”

River ignored my remark, gesturing to the mess behind me with his big bear paw of a gloved hand. “What the hell kind of car is that to be driving in a blizzard, Eliza?”

I shivered at the sound of my name in that gruff voice, somehow familiar and yet reminiscent of another life I questioned if I’d even lived at all.

“And what are you doing driving in a blizzard at all, period?”

“Excuse me,” I said, pressing a hand to my chest. “Don’t be rude. I just got here.”

“No shit.”

I frowned. “I drove here straight from the airport, okay? I thought I’d make it before the sun set. Forgive me if I miscalculated.” I shook my head. “I see you haven’t changed.”

He ignored my dig, still assessing the car behind me. “Did you also forget to check the weather forecast before booking your flight?”

“Of course not,” I scoffed, but my cheeks heated from the truth, which was that I hadn’t even considered it. “I’m very capable of driving on these roads in a little snowstorm. I grew up here, in case you forgot.”

A shadow of something passed over his eyes at those words, but he neglected to answer, shaking his head, instead. “A blizzard isn’t a little snowstorm.”

As if he’d conjured it, a gust of wind so cold and strong blew through the trees, stinging my face and making my eyes water.

“Come on, let’s get inside.”

River was already on his way back up the hill to that driveaway I assumed he’d joined me from, and from his recommendation to get inside, I knew now that I was right.

But I stood rooted in place.

“No, thank you.”

At that, he stopped, turning on the heel of his boot with a cocked brow. “No, thank you?”

“I’m going to get some wood to put under the back tires and be on my way,” I said firmly, already heading back toward the woods. “If you’d be so kind as to help me, I’d appreciate it. But if you’d rather be on your way, don’t let me stop you.”

He chuckled, and the sound sent a wave of fury through me.

“A little wood isn’t going to get that car unstuck,” he said.

“I’ve used that trick a dozen times before,” I argued back, but somehow I had stopped, facing him again with a popped hip and a watch me attitude.

“That may be so, but those wheels are already half buried, and so is any scrap of anything you’d find in those woods. It’ll also be wet. And of no use.”

I looked over my shoulder at the woods, chewing on his observation and hating that he was probably right.

Another gust of wind whipped through, and I was shivering so hard now I didn’t know if I could stand another minute outside. My feet were numb. My hands, too. My eyes stung from the wind, and my nose was threatening to divorce me if I didn’t get some warm air on it.

But the alternative was going inside with him.

I shook my head. “I’ll figure something out.”

I started making my way toward the ditch, remembering I’d have to climb through it to get to the woods, and that I’d have to ignore my numb, aching feet in the process. I expected River to leave, but instead he let out another deep and heavy sigh, and then he was trudging past me and ripping the back driver-side door open on my little rental car.

“Hey!” I said when he heaved out my suitcase, lugging the thing over his shoulder like it weighed nothing. “Put that back!”

But he ignored me, his boots leaving fresh prints in the snow as he marched right past me and toward the driveway he’d come out from.

I stood there, gaping, looking at the car and then at him with my suitcase and back again at least a half-dozen times. The snow was falling harder and harder, the wind unbearable, and as much as it was the absolute last thing I wanted to do, I knew I had no choice.

I let out something between a growl and a scream, though not loud enough that he could hear it, and then I stomped back to the car and leaned in long enough to grab my purse. I slammed the door, hit the lock button, and jogged to catch up to the grumpy man carrying the rest of my things.

I’ll just get inside, warm up, and call Dad.

No big deal.

“You’re insufferable,” I said when I finally caught up to him.

“Aren’t you glad you left?”

“If only I’d had the good sense to stay gone.”

His jaw ticked, but he said nothing, adjusting my bag on his shoulder.

And we walked the rest of the way to the cabin at the end of the drive in silence.
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I didn’t take the time to marvel at the little A-frame cabin River led us up to — mostly because every part of my body was just about frozen by the time we made it to the front door. Instead, I happily followed him inside when he shoved the door open, every molecule of my being rejoicing at the rush of warm air that greeted us.

And the very next instant, a pair of paws greeted me, too — landing right on the center of my chest and pushing me back against the door River had just closed.

I let out a squeak, squinting against the slobbery tongue assaulting my face. It stung against my cold cheeks, and I would have been annoyed or pissed off if River wouldn’t have said the next words he did.

“That’s enough, Moose,” he said. “Down boy.”

River didn’t even raise his voice, it was just a low, firm command. But Moose obeyed, just like he always had, and all the shock and displeasure faded in an instant at the sound of his name.

“Moose?” I asked, first to the dog, and then my eyes found River’s. “Our Moose?”

River’s jaw ticked, but he otherwise said nothing, dropping my suitcase to the floor with a thud.

Moose was making the strangest squealing noises I’d ever heard, and I knew it took every ounce of willpower that mutt had to keep his ass on the floor as he looked up at me with his tongue lolling out of his mouth. His tail was waving furiously, his mahogany brown fur long and silky just like I remembered, although the fur around his mouth was peppered with gray now, and he had the same scar over his nose from when we’d first found him abandoned and bleeding in the woods.

“Oh my God, it really is you!” I dropped to my knees then, opening my arms, and that was the only permission Moose needed to leap onto me once more. I fell backward at the impact, my petite frame no match for the ninety pounds of muscle that dog had on him, but I was laughing all the same as he licked my cheeks, my chin, still making those same squealing noises.

“Traitor,” River murmured under his breath, and then he left us at the door, shrugging off his coat and hanging it on the rack by the fireplace.

“I can’t believe you still have him,” I marveled, rubbing Moose behind the ears. I didn’t care that his breath smelled like he’d been eating dead skunks for dinner a week straight — I never thought I’d see this dog again, and now that he was in my arms, I couldn’t imagine how I ever left him behind.

“What, did you think I’d just kick him out?” River bit back. And I thought I heard him mumble something under his breath, but couldn’t be sure what.

“Of course not,” I answered softly, patting Moose’s head once more before I stood. I didn’t want to say it out loud, but the dog was at least eleven years old now, if not more. We never were sure of his age when we found him. “I guess I’m just surprised to see him, that’s all.”

“Well, today is just full of surprises, isn’t it?”

The joy Moose had brought evaporated in an instant, and I frowned, watching as River shook the snow from his boots next before dropping them by the fireplace. He peeled off his hat and gloves, and then it was just him in a pair of dark jeans, a beige, thermal, long-sleeve shirt, and two mismatched socks with holes in the toes.

Nothing had changed, and yet everything had.

River was older than when I’d left, that much was obvious, but now that we were inside and in the warm light of his cabin, I could see it. I could see the lines of his face that weren’t there before, the creases of his eyes, the strong line between his brows. I could see the bit of gray dotting his stubble prematurely, something his father had, too, when he was younger. His hair used to be so long it’d curl around the edge of his baseball cap, but now, it was just a fade, cut short and simple. His arms were bigger, his chest, too — the lean frame from the days he’d played ball replaced by a body I barely recognized. It seemed everything about him was more sculpted and manly, such a contrast from the boy who’d stood in my rearview mirror and watched me drive away.

And while I stood there and studied my ex, he didn’t so much as give me a second glance before he was headed for the kitchen.

I watched his head disappear inside the old yellow refrigerator long enough to pull out a can of Budweiser, and then he cracked it and drank half in one gulp.

At least some things never change.

Moose was still circling around my feet with a wagging tail as I stripped off my own coat and hung it next to River’s on the rack, finally taking in the scene of the small cabin.

It was essentially one large room, the only door one in the back corner that I assumed hid a bathroom. Everything else existed in a sort of chaotic harmony inside the shared space — a tiny kitchen with appliances older than we were, a small folding table cracked at the edges with three mismatched metal chairs around it, a queen-size bed in the corner with navy sheets, two worn pillows, and a simple quilt on top of it. There was a large leather couch that I thought I recognized as the same one his dad used to have in the den, and three shelves of books lining the wall by the fireplace.

It smelled a little like cinnamon, a little like firewood, and a little like whiskey — all wrapped in one.

There seemed to be little projects scattered everywhere else — a half-built something or other in the center of the room, with saw dust and tools littered around it, a half-finished puzzle on the folding table next to a deck of cards splayed out in a half-finished game of solitaire. A book was spread open, face down, the coffee table in front of the couch serving as a bookmark — and it looked halfway finished, too.

So many things started, not a single one completed.

Again, I found myself thinking how some things never change.

I cleared my throat as I unwrapped my scarf, hanging it over my coat. “Well, I would say thank you for helping me, but since you really didn’t help as much as you forced me against my will into your house…”

“I saved you from hypothermia,” he grunted back. “So yeah, you’re welcome.”

I rolled my eyes.

The sooner I get out of here, the better.

“I would have just called Daddy, if there was any damn cell service on this road,” I said, pulling my phone from my back pocket and sliding my thumb over the screen to unlock it. “If you just give me your WiFi password, I can text him and be on my way.”

“I don’t have one.”

I peeled my eyes away from my phone screen where I’d been ready to connect after verifying that, as suspected, I had zero bars of service. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me, Sparrow,” he said, leaning a hip against the kitchen counter and taking a sip of his beer. I used to adore that little nickname, but it only made me glare at him now. “No WiFi.”

“What do you mean, no WiFi?”

“I mean, I don’t have it.”

I blinked. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t have it,” he said again, slower this time, punctuating each word. “Never have. I don’t have a need for it.”

“You don’t have a need to be connected to the world?” I asked, but then I shook my head, holding up a hand to stop him before he could come up with some smartass remark. “Whatever. Just let me use your house phone, then.”

“Don’t have one of those, either.”

“What?” I asked, incredulously and maybe a little too excitedly, since Moose let out a bark and started hopping around my feet again.

I was still staring at River with my mouth open like a trout when he chuckled, tipping his beer toward me. “No Internet. No phone.”

I blinked several times. “You have got to be kidding me. How the hell do you survive? Don’t you work? Don’t you need a way to get in touch with people?”

River shrugged. “I work, but I don’t need a phone or Internet to do it. And people know where to find me if they need me.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, letting out a sigh I hoped would give me a little patience to survive this interaction. “Fine,” I gritted through my teeth. “Can you just give me a ride up to Mom and Dad’s, please?”

“No can do.”

This time, I couldn’t help the growl that came from my throat. “You’re so maddening! Just take me home so we can both end this nightmare before Christmas.”

“Trust me, Eliza, I don’t want you here anymore than you want to be here,” he said, his voice low and rumbling so much it shook my own chest. His eyes were hard on mine when he crushed the can in his hand and chucked it into the trashcan next to him. “But there’s a fucking blizzard going on outside, and whether you planned for that or not doesn’t change the fact that it’s happening. I can’t drive anywhere, and neither can you, and neither can your dad, even if you could get in touch with him. That is the reality of the situation.” He threw his hands up. “Sorry if it doesn’t meet your storybook picture you had in mind.” Then, he pushed off the counter and dipped back inside the fridge, mumbling the next sentence so low I almost convinced myself I didn’t hear it at all. “Just like everything else in your life you left behind here.”

The wind howled outside, the wood cabin creaking against the pressure as if to hammer home the point River had just made. And I stood there by the fireplace, obstinate and frustrated, not wanting to take no for an answer.

“So, you’re telling me that I’m stuck here?” I deadpanned, gesturing toward him before I let my hand fall against my thigh with a slap. “With you.”

“Until the snow lets up and it’s safe for either me to drive you, get your car unstuck, or you to walk your happy ass the last dozen miles home?” He cracked open his new beer with a grin that told me he was more pleased than not. “Yep.”

The word popped on his lips, and I shook my head, wondering how this could possibly be my life. I hadn’t seen River since a week after we signed our divorce papers, on the day I left Wellhaven with a vow to never return.

A vow I stupidly broke, all in the name of being home for the holidays.

I sighed, looking down at Moose who was still wagging his tail furiously and smiling up at me like it was the best day of his life.

That makes one of us, pup.
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A heavy sigh found my chest as I stared at my reflection in the small, dingy mirror of River’s bathroom.

As I suspected, the only door in the back corner of his cabin had the bathroom behind it, and it was small, but clean — as clean as an old cabin bathroom could get, anyway.

There was no counter space, save for the small edge around the off-yellow ceramic sink, and it held only River’s toothbrush and toothpaste in a little plastic cup. I tried my best to find space for my own toiletries, but ended up setting them on the back of the toilet, since that was the only place they’d fit.

I felt a little more like a functioning human after brushing my teeth and washing my face, changing into a pair of sweatpants and oversized sweater, and pulling on my thickest pair of wool socks. As much as I wanted to pull all my heavy black hair off my neck, I left it there for warmth, seeing as how the fireplace was the only thing warming the entire cabin.

My eyes were just as black as my hair, the brown of the iris so dark you couldn’t tell the difference between it and my pupil unless you really stopped to stare. I was uncharacteristically tan for this time of year, thanks to my time in New Zealand, and it made the cream sweater I wore blaze in contrast.

I hadn’t even been in Vermont for a full day yet, and already I could feel my lips drying out, so I ran a sheen of lip balm over them and rolled them together, taking in my appearance one last time before I abandoned the bathroom and rejoined my gracious host.

River was still in the kitchen, only this time he was holding his beer in one hand and a spatula in the other, browning hamburger meat on the stove.

That sight hit me like a semi-truck, because with just one blink I could see him ten years younger, doing the exact same thing in the first house we rented together as a couple. His eyes were softer then, younger, not as worn by life.

I’d loved that boy.

I’d loved him since I was twelve years old, before I could even truly understand what love was at all. I’d loved him through all the hell we put each other through, the ups and the downs, the other boys and girls we used mostly to make the other mad or jealous before always finding our way back to each other.

He was the one.

He was the one I’d married two months after high school graduation, the one I’d moved in with two months after graduation without a single hesitation or concern that it wasn’t the best decision I could have ever made, and the one I swore I’d spend the rest of my life with — going on adventures, having babies, growing old.

It seemed like another lifetime.

The man who stood before me now was nothing I recognized.

Nothing more than a stranger.

I cleared my throat once I’d shoved my airport clothes in my suitcase, and I held my hands in front of the fireplace, trying to get warm again. Moose had settled into a curled-up ball by the fireplace, too, and his tail wagged gently when I bent down to scratch behind one ear.

“Whatcha making?” I finally asked River after enough awkward silence to last me a year.

“Dinner.”

“Obviously,” I said as he drained the meat, setting it aside. He put the skillet back on the stove then and added a heap of butter, and I salivated a little as it sizzled to life. “But what?”

“Shit on a shingle.”

I let out a low, sarcastic laugh through my nose. “S.O.S. How fitting.” Then, my nose wrinkled of its own accord. “I can’t believe you still eat that stuff.”

River shrugged, adding flour to the skillet. “What, you too good for it now?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You might as well have.” He stirred the ingredients together with more force than necessary. “I didn’t expect company, alright? This is what’s for dinner. You can have some or not. Up to you.”

River poured milk into the mixture on the stove without another word or glance in my direction, and I sighed, looking up to the ceiling like God could help me.

“Look, if we’re going to be stuck together, we might as well try to get along,” I said, joining him in the kitchen. I grabbed the loaf of bread off the top of the fridge and pulled out six slices — four for him, two for me — and popped the first two in the old toaster on the counter.

River eyed me, but then his brows furrowed once more, and he kept his focus on the gravy.

“You and me, get along?” He shook his head. “When has that ever been the case?”

“So maybe we try something new.” I leaned a hip against the counter, crossing my arms and watching him salt and pepper the gravy. “God, this stuff looks so nasty,” I said, but couldn’t help the smile that spread on my lips next. “But I’d be lying if I said my stomach isn’t growling at the smell of it.”

Something close to a grunt was the only response I got.

“I remember the first time your dad made this for me,” I said after a moment, trying again for civility. “I think we were fourteen? It was sophomore year, after homecoming. We were drunk, and he was so mad at us.” I chuckled, remembering the way River’s dad had cursed us out the entire way home after picking us up. “But he also couldn’t stop laughing at us. And then he made us this…. this goop,” I said, waving my hand over the gravy. “To soak up the booze,” I mimicked in my deepest voice. “Remember that? And he was telling us how it was a staple meal in the military back in the day, and how his dad had made it for him. And—”

“I don’t really want to go down memory fucking lane, okay?” River slung the ground beef into the gravy mixture he’d made, stirring it a few times before he abandoned it altogether. “Serve yourself.”

He walked away without another word, giving me his back as he retreated into the bathroom.

And I just stood there, shocked silent, wondering what I’d said wrong.

Wondering if it was going to be like this until the snow decided to let me out of this cabin jail cell.
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Unsurprisingly, we ate dinner in silence — me practically done with my plate by the time River rejoined me to make his, smelling faintly of cigarette smoke. I hated that he still had that habit, and found the words to tell him so on the tip of my tongue, but I somehow managed to keep them at bay.

If I was going to be stuck with him for God knew how long, I didn’t want to nag him.

I was tired of nagging him.

It was one of the many reasons I’d put him out of his misery and delivered him a divorce.

It seemed so long ago, the conversations that turned into fights that turned into us staring at each other at a complete impasse, knowing this was where we would end. I wanted to get out of this town, see the world, travel, explore. I wanted him to go with me.

He wanted to stay.

It was as simple and as complicated as that.

No matter how I tried to convince him that we could travel and then come back, that we could go see the world and still come see our family here at home, he wouldn’t budge. He loved the small-town life, where I only longed for more.

And we were so young and so stupidly in love that we didn’t think to talk about what we really wanted before we got married.

More than that, what I wanted changed.

When I was eighteen, an engagement ring on my finger and a field of butterflies in my heart, being married to River and living here in Wellhaven was what I wanted. I wanted the house and the yard and the dog and the kids — just like my parents had, and his parents, too.

But something in me shifted around age twenty-three.

Suddenly, more and more of our friends were coming home from college, or from traveling the world. I would look online and see photos of our friends in exotic countries, eating amazing food, seeing amazing sights. I listened to them talk about their time at college, the classes they took, the parties they went to, the sporting events and bars and clubs and travels abroad.

And I realized it then — there was only so much living you could do in a small town.

I can’t explain the thirst that was born in me then. I didn’t just want to get out, I had to get out — just as much as I had to inhale my next breath in order to keep surviving. My dreams were overhauled, and no longer did I envision the house and the kids — at least, not as soon. Instead, I saw River and myself drinking wine in Italy, snorkeling off the coast of Australia, taking a dip in the hot springs in Iceland, hell, even hiking the mountains in Oregon.

I didn’t even consider it, the possibility that River wouldn’t want those same things.

But when I brought it all up to him, you would have thought I’d told him I cheated on him with his best friend.

He wanted nothing to do with it. He wouldn’t entertain the possibility of leaving. He wouldn’t even consider taking a long vacation when I proposed that as a compromise.

He didn’t want to leave Wellhaven. Period.

And that was it. The first little snowflake that balled into another, rolling rolling rolling, until the snowball was so big and heavy, we couldn’t breathe beneath its force.

We lost sight of what once was, what we had wanted, what we had planned.

We lost sight of each other.

Everyone told us it was normal. We were high school sweethearts, married too young to know better. People fall apart. Marriages don’t always last.

But still, that divorce felt like the biggest failure of my life. It felt like everything I thought could exist in this world was no longer possible, like I’d been lying to myself all along.

It crushed me.

And though River showed no emotion, I knew it crushed him, too.

After we ate dinner, I offered to take care of the dishes — mostly because I was getting more and more anxious as each moment ticked by, and I needed something to do. When I finished, I didn’t know what to do with myself. Talking hadn’t worked, and there was no television to turn on for the noise I desperately wished for. It seemed River had decided to live the life of a caveman once I was gone — no Internet, no phone, no TV.

The only sound I was afforded was the storm raging on outside.

The wind whistled, the wood cabin creaked against the weight of it and perhaps the snow, too. It was so dark now that I couldn’t see anything out the window, but I stared out it anyway, absentmindedly petting Moose where he lay curled up on my lap on the couch.

“Can you please do something?” River said after a while, and when I looked over to where he sat at one of the chairs at the folding table, he was glaring at me over the pages of the book in his hand. “You’re driving me nuts with all that sighing.”

I hadn’t even realized I’d sighed at all until he called me out on it, but once he had, I realized it was all I’d been doing since I sat down.

“Well, what am I supposed to do? You don’t have a television. Or Internet. And apparently having a conversation is off the table.”

I could almost hear the grinding of his jaw as he turned his attention back to his book. “I’ve got a whole shelf of books over there.”

“I don’t feel like reading.”

“Well, read, or don’t read, I don’t care. But whatever you do, be quiet about it.”

I sighed, heavy and loud, just to earn myself one more glare over that book. I couldn’t help it. I smirked when he looked away again.

The only light left on in the place was a tall lamp in the corner, and it cast a warm glow over half his face, leaving the rest in shadows. I wondered how he could read with the light in front of him instead of behind him, and again found myself wanting to point that out and make his life easier by advising he switch chairs, but I held back.

Partly because with the way he sat now, I could study his face.

I couldn’t explain the rollercoaster of emotions I’d felt since seeing him out on the road. In fact, I wasn’t sure I’d allowed myself to feel anything at all until that very moment that I watched him reading, his brows bent together, frown firmly in place like the book he was supposedly taking so much pleasure in was actually bringing him great pain.

It just felt… odd, to be there with him again. To be around a cabin full of things that smelled like him, and yet nothing like the way our home used to smell when we had one together. He was the same boy I’d loved for most of my life, and yet he wasn’t a boy at all any longer.

When I blinked, he was throwing his arm around me after a baseball game, sweaty and smelly, but I leaned into him, anyway. I blinked again, and I saw him laughing under a handful of rice as we walked out of the church by the lake. Another blink, and he was holding me as I cried after burning my first attempt at my mother’s chicken casserole in our new home.

Every blink, a new memory.

I was lost in those tiny specks of time until River glanced up at me, those piercing green eyes finding mine, and I tore my gaze away quickly, looking out the window again.

I wished I was home.

I was supposed to be with Mom and Dad and my little sister, Beth. I was supposed to be eating pumpkin pie and watching Christmas movies. I was supposed to be listening to Christmas music as we all sat around the tree, or drinking hot chocolate on the porch, or decorating cookies like Beth and I did as kids.

I was not supposed to be stuck in an old cabin with my ex.

I fought the urge to sigh again as I looked around at the utter lack of Christmas cheer. He did have a tree in the corner, between the fireplace and the window, but it looked like it had been placed by someone else. It was in a stand without a skirt to cover it, and it didn’t have a single decoration on it — no lights, no garland, no tinsel or ornaments. And aside from that tree? There was nothing. Not a single stocking or wreath or even a freaking candy cane. The entire place was void of anything that would hint that Christmas was the day after tomorrow.

And suddenly, I had an idea.

“I know what I can do,” I announced, popping off the couch. Moose lifted his head and one ear, watching me in a sleepy daze before his head rested on his paws again.

“Oh yippee, it’s a Christmas miracle,” River mumbled.

I rolled my eyes, walking over to stand proudly in front of him. “I’m going to decorate.”

It was his turn to sigh, and he held his place in his book with one thumb before looking up at me. “Do what?”

“I’m going to decorate. You need some holiday spirit in here.”

He blinked. “I don’t have space for holiday spirit.”

“Sure, you do. I mean, you’ve already got the biggest part,” I said, pointing at the bare tree. “It’s just sad that you have that whole tree and not a single thing on it.”

River glanced at the tree with a look I couldn’t decipher, and then his eyes found mine again.

“Come on,” I begged. “You’ve got to have a box of Christmas decorations.”

The heavy sigh he let loose next made me smile.

“You do, don’t you? Where is it?”

“The loft,” he said, nodding up toward the ceiling behind me. I followed his gaze and found a small, triangle loft that fit with the roof of the cabin, settled right above the bed. I wasn’t sure how I’d missed it before, and I found myself wondering why he hadn’t done something with it. It didn’t look to be that large, at least from this angle, but it would be enough to have a small sitting area, or perhaps another bed, or a reading nook.

As it was, it was dark and ominous and not inviting in the slightest.

I turned back to him, expectant.

“Look, you can do whatever you want to do, so long as you leave me alone.”

He went back to reading like I wasn’t even there, and as much as I didn’t love the idea of climbing up into that loft without any help, the alternative was to sit back down on the couch and stare out the window for eternity.

So, with a shrug and a fuck it, I got to work.

I knew River was watching me. It didn’t matter that his eyes never left the pages of his book as I climbed the creaky ladder up to that loft, he was watching me. He hadn’t flipped a page when I peeked down at him once I’d made it to the top, and his jaw was set like it was made of stone.

Stubborn ass.

I used the flashlight of my phone once I made it up into the loft, carefully sidestepping the massive cobwebs that cluttered the stacks of boxes until I found what I was looking for. There were two old and musty boxes falling apart and splitting at the edges, but they were both faintly labeled Christmas.

I smiled in victory.

At least, until I realized I had to figure out a way to get them down the ladder now.

I chewed my lip, lifting each box to test the weight before I looked down at the ladder, and then back at each box.

When I glanced down at River, he was looking at me, too.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” he grumbled, slamming his book down and using the table to hold his spot, just like it had been when I first walked in. Then, he stomped over to the bottom of the ladder and climbed a few rungs, holding his hands up toward me. “Hand them down.”

I wanted to do a little fist pump of victory again, but knew I was testing it already, so I just silently handed down each box with a smile that River didn’t return.

As soon as the boxes were on the ground, River was back at the table and his nose back in his book.

I lugged each box over closer to the tree, taking a moment to warm my hands by the fire. Moose was up and excited again, wagging his tail and sniffing the boxes. I watched him with a smile for a long moment before I opened the first one.

When I did, I lost the ability to breathe.

I’m not sure what I expected. Maybe it was to see some lights, some ornaments, some holiday trinkets from the dollar store in town. Maybe I thought I’d find some old Christmas décor that he’d rummaged from a yard sale. And maybe part of me was curious to see just what kind of décor he’d picked out, once he didn’t have me around.

But I never expected to open that box and see all of our old Christmas décor staring back at me.

I glanced at River once the box was open, but he was focused on the book, and he turned the page just as my eyes found the box again. My hands trembled with my next breath, and I reached inside, pulling out each item one by one.

Our lights, the white and blue ones I’d picked out to go with the theme I’d always wanted on my tree.

Our tree skirt, navy blue with silver and white trim and a beautiful, stitched snowy scene.

Our ornaments — the silver bell my parents had given us, the Santa-hat wearing Star Wars figurines I’d given him as a gift our second year together because I knew it was his favorite series of all time, and even the two little reindeer, one with a bow in her hair, holding each other, with our names and wedding date written in black ink below them.

Our First Christmas.

My eyes stung with emotion I hadn’t felt in years, and when I glanced back up at River, he was watching me.

“You… you kept our stuff,” I said quietly, stupidly.

River’s only acknowledgement was to close his book — softly, this time — and then he made his way over to where I sat by the tree. He reached inside, pulling out one of the Star Wars ornaments and turning it about in his hands.

I watched him for a long moment, wondering why he would have kept them. When I left, I assumed he hated me. He hadn’t fought for me to stay, that was for damn sure, and he didn’t show a single ounce of emotion when I brought up what I wanted, when I asked what he wanted, when I got so tired of waiting for an answer that I gave him an ultimatum.

Come with me…or let me leave without you.

And he chose the latter.

My next swallow was more difficult than the last, and I reached for the other box, cracking the top open with my stomach in knots over what I might find inside.

And when I saw what was on top, I gasped.

My eyes flicked to River, who watched me with his brows pinched together and frown firmly in place. I let our gazes stick for a moment before I turned my attention back to the box, pulling out the old, worn quilt on top.

“River…” I whispered, shaking my head as I pulled the fabric into my chest. I inhaled the scent, and a flurry of memories assaulted me like the snowflakes falling on the ground outside. I closed my eyes, soaking it in, and when I opened them again, they met River’s. “The Christmas Blanket,” I said softly, a smile spreading on my lips. “You kept the Christmas Blanket.”

He swallowed, and the corner of his lips tugged up just a smidge — almost so imperceptibly that I wondered if it happened at all. Then, he shrugged, his eyes on mine.

Watching.

Waiting.

And with just that look, those emerald green pools took me back in time.
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Ten Years Earlier

 

It was our first Christmas Eve as a married couple.

In my head, I’d always imagined what this would be like. I pictured us in our own home, with our own tree, and our own Christmas decorations. I imagined how we would decorate outside — would we put lights around the door and across the roof? Would we have a Nativity scene in the yard? What would the wreath on our door look like?

Blame it on all the fairy tales I’d read, or the fact that my parents were a real-life fairy tale, but my imagination had run wild since I was a little girl, thinking of all the possibilities.

Instead, River and I were in a run down, one-bedroom apartment on the east side of Wellhaven, with a busted heater and a small, sad Christmas tree that we only had thanks to the local tree-seller taking pity on us and giving us one of the rejects still left over just a few days before Christmas.

I stared at that tree from my spot on our old couch, a hand-me-down from my parents, and felt my heart ache a little. There were only two ornaments on the tree — one from my parents, a silver bell, and one from his parents, two little reindeers that said Our First Christmas with our names and wedding date underneath it.

I was eighteen. River was nineteen.

It’d all seemed so romantic, getting married right out of high school. River was everything I ever wanted or needed, and I didn’t care that our wedding was modest, or that we didn’t get to go on a honeymoon, or that we couldn’t immediately buy a big house with a big yard and a big porch and a big white fence. This one-bedroom apartment was fine by me, as long as he was in it.

But now, staring at our barren tree, with my feet so cold I thought they’d fall off at any moment even wrapped up in two pairs of socks and tucked under Moose’s fur where he lay at my feet on the floor, I wondered if we’d rushed it all.

Would it have been smarter to wait? What if we would have gone to college first? What if we would have saved up for a big wedding, and a long, luxurious honeymoon in the Bahamas?

And what would it be like to be in a little house, with a real Christmas tree, and real Christmas decorations?

As it was, I worked down at the supermarket in town — usually only thirty hours a week. River did odds and ends jobs whenever and wherever he could. Sometimes he was a plumber, sometimes a car mechanic, other times an electrician or lawn mower or forest clearer. If there was a job in town, River found it, and he worked it with a smile — even though I knew he was tired, and the days were long, and it wasn’t what made him happy.

But he did it for us.

We saved up every penny we could after the bills were paid, but somehow, that savings would disappear no sooner than we had it saved up. The car transmission would go out, or Moose would have to go to the vet, or someone in town would go through a hard time, and we’d help in whatever way we could.

And now, it was Christmas Eve, barely above zero degrees outside with another round of snow fluttering in, and we didn’t have a working heater or a fireplace or even a single strand of lights on our Christmas tree.

River sat down next to me on the couch once he was out of the shower, one that was absolutely necessary after a long day of work. He couldn’t even afford to take the holiday off. I leaned into his fresh scent, his body still warm from the water. He wrapped me in his arms, and I sighed, laying my head on his chest with my eyes still on the tree.

“I wish I could jump inside that head of yours,” he said after a while, rubbing my arms to keep me warm.

“Trust me. It’s not fun in here.”

A soft chuckle left his chest. “Talk to me.”

I shook my head, leaning into him more, just wanting to be held. And River obliged me for a long while before he kissed my forehead and pulled back, still holding me, but with enough space that he could look at me, too.

“Come on. Out with it.”

“You’ll think I’m horrible,” I said, trying to bury my face in his chest, but he held my chin to stop me.

“Try me.”

I sighed, looking at the tree. “I just… I’ve dreamed about this for so long, what it would be like to have my first Christmas with my husband. I always pictured a beautiful tree, like the one my mom always has. All the lights and the ornaments and the candy canes. And I imagined decorating a wreath, and a yard, and baking pies all night long on Christmas Eve.” My eyes welled with tears. “But here it is, Christmas Eve, and we both worked all day. We’re exhausted. We don’t have the money for any Christmas gifts, let alone decorations, and we’re going to your parents’ for breakfast and my parents’ for dinner because we wouldn’t have any sort of holiday meal otherwise.” I sniffed. “And I’m so cold, and so sick and tired of being so cold. If we were in a house, we’d have a fireplace. But all we have is a broken heater and that small space heater in the corner that barely does a thing,” I said, gesturing to the little box doing its best to fill our apartment with warm air.

My bottom lip trembled as River ran his thumb along my jaw, and I leaned into his palm, my eyes finding his.

“I don’t mean it to sound ungrateful,” I said. “I just… is it awful to say that I’m a little sad that this is our first Christmas Eve?”

River shook his head, a gentle smile on his lips. “I’m a little sad, too.”

At that, my eyes found his. “Really?”

He nodded. “It’s okay, Eliza. It’s okay to be sad, to want more for us. I want more for us, too. I wish…”

He stopped, his next words seemingly strangled by emotion, and I squeezed his hand where he held me. His eyes looked longingly at the tree, and then he sighed, squeezing me once more before he stood.

“Wait here,” he said.

He disappeared into the bedroom, and I wrapped myself up as much as I could in my sweater, tugging it over my knees, too. Even with a beanie on that covered my ears, I was still shivering, and I missed the warmth of River’s arms around me.

When he returned, he held a large box in his hands — wrapped haphazardly in newspaper with a bow made out of shoestring. Moose hopped up and circled River with the box, trying to sniff at it.

I laughed when River sat it on the couch between us. “What is this?”

“It’s your Christmas gift,” he said with a shy smile. “I wanted to wait until tomorrow morning, but… well… I think tonight is better.”

My heart zipped with panic. “River! We said no gifts!” I shook my head, fingers running over the paper on the box. “I didn’t… I don’t have one for you.”

“Would you just open it, woman?”

I shook my head, pinching his side before I pulled at the first shoestring, and then the other, freeing the hold on the box. I peeled back the newspaper carefully, and then opened the box — the one that had held the space heater his dad bought for us when our heater broke.

Inside the box was a beautiful blanket.

It had the look of a quilt, with “patches” covering every inch of it, though they weren’t actually stitched on. It was the pattern, but it gave the look that each little square had been sewed and stitched together. The blanket was every shade of green and red imaginable, with little scenes playing out in each square — Santa on his sleigh, presents around a tree, baby Jesus in the manger, a snowman with a carrot nose. On and on, every square telling a story as I peeled the blanket out of the box, unfolding it as I did.

The blanket was massive — the largest one I’d ever seen. And it was heavy, lined with fleece. I marveled at the pictures and the colors as I pulled it out, until the entire thing rested in a heap over my lap, River’s, and the empty box between us.

“It’s beautiful,” I said with a smile, holding it to my chest. “And so warm.”

River smiled, setting aside the box between us and wrapping us both up in the new blanket. Its warmth was instantaneous, and it seemed to hold our body heat underneath it like a sauna. I cozied up inside it, tucking the edges under my legs and bum before leaning into River’s embrace.

“I know it’s not much,” he said, shaking his head. “And maybe I shouldn’t have spent the money I did on this blanket. I’m sure we could have used it for something else. We need milk and bread. We’re almost out of coffee. Hell, most importantly, we need another space heater while we wait for old man Lonny to fix our heat.” He pulled back, tilting my chin until our eyes met. “But I wanted you to have this blanket. I wanted you to have a gift to open on Christmas, because you should, and because you deserve it.” He swallowed. “You deserve so much more.”

I framed his face, shaking my head, but before I could speak, he continued.

“I know this isn’t what either of us pictured when we thought of our first Christmas together. God knows I wish I could give you everything you’ve ever dreamed of, Eliza. I wish I could give you the house and the yard and the big tree and the kitchen of your dreams. But, take this blanket as a promise. This is my promise that I will work hard, all my life, to give you everything I can. I will do everything in my power to get you that house, to shower you in gifts, to make all your dreams come true.” He leaned in to press a kiss to my lips, long and slow. “And I will never stop fighting for us.”

Tears flooded my eyes again, but this time from a completely different emotion. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled his lips to mine, kissing him over and over, again and again.

“You silly boy,” I said through a mixture of laughter and tears. “You are the only gift I have ever wanted or needed. You are the best gift I have ever been given.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry that I lost sight of that.”

“One day, you’ll have it all,” he promised me.

But when I patted the spot next to us on the couch and Moose hopped up to sit on the other side of me, I wrapped that blanket around me and River a little tighter, leaning into his warm arms and feeling his lips press against my hair. And I knew one thing to be true.

“I already do.”
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Moose licking my face brought me back to the present, and as if he had also been in that memory with me, he nuzzled into the blanket, letting out little playful snorts as he rolled around in it.

I laughed, patting his belly, my eyes tracing over the little scenes on each square just like they had all those years ago.

“I can’t believe you still have this,” I said, glancing up at River. His eyes were on the blanket, too, though he wore those bent brows just as fiercely as before.

He said nothing.

“I still remember when you gave it to me,” I said with a smile, running my hands over the fabric. “God, I don’t think I would have survived that cold Christmas without it.” I chuckled. “And we used it every year after that. Do you remember? It was our tree skirt one year, if I remember right.” I shook my head. “I used to love pulling it out every year, having it on the couch for us to cuddle under.” My heart squeezed. “I think it’s my favorite gift I’ve ever received.”

My eyes found River’s then, and he was watching me with a sort of glaze over those green irises. His Adam’s apple bobbed hard in his throat.

Then, abruptly, he stood.

“I’m going to bed.”

I blinked, mouth hinging open as I scrambled to my feet, too. “Wait,” I started, but when he turned to look at me, I found I didn’t know what else to say. I couldn’t claim that it was early, since it was well after ten now, and if I knew anything about River, it was that he got up early. And I couldn’t ask him to stay up and help me decorate, knowing that was the last thing he wanted to do.

But I wanted him to wait.

I just couldn’t figure out why.

“You can have the bed,” he said when I didn’t speak. “I’ll take the couch.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I’m not letting you sleep on the sofa, Eliza.”

I swallowed, nodding. “Okay. Thank you.” Then, I chewed my lip, looking behind me at the open boxes, the Christmas Blanket spilling half out of the bigger one. “Would it keep you up if I stayed up a little while longer?” I asked, facing River again. “I really would like to decorate, if that’s okay.”

River’s eyes flicked behind me, his jaw tense again. “You know I can sleep through a hurricane.”

“Or in this case, a blizzard?” I joked.

He didn’t laugh.

“Come on, Moose,” he said, patting his thigh. Then, his eyes met mine. “It’s too cold to take him out tonight, and there’s no telling if I’d even be able to get the door open with the snow right now. I’m going to lay some newspaper out in the bathroom for him. Just let me know if he does a number two and you see it before I do.”

“I can clean it up,” I offered.

“No need,” he said, turning his back on me. “He’s my dog.”

The truth of that statement stung like dry ice on a wet tongue. I watched Moose follow him back to the bathroom, and when the door closed with a snick, I winced as if he’d slammed it.

River got ready for bed quietly — so quietly I didn’t even realize he had laid down on the couch while I’d been unpacking all the items from the two boxes. It wasn’t until I turned with the Christmas Blanket draped over my arms and found him lying there, his feet hanging over the arm of one side, arm resting over his eyes on the other, that I realized he was no longer in the bathroom.

He had a blanket that only covered him from his shins to his armpits, and the pillow shoved under his head was small and not nearly as fluffy as the two he’d left for me on the bed. But by the sound of his breath, he was already asleep, and I remembered with a smile that that man could sleep anywhere, anytime, through anything.

I set the blanket aside, carefully taking the first string of lights from where I’d set it on the stone edge of the fireplace. I plugged it in, smiling when the cool blue bulbs came to life. The crackling of the fire and the quietness only fresh falling snow can bring was my only comfort as I strung those lights, and then the white ones. I wrapped the silver garland around next, and then I carefully placed each ornament.

As I decorated, my thoughts ran wild.

It was so strange, being back in this town, in this cabin, back with River. It was like the last four years of my adventures around the globe had been a dream, and I’d just woken up back in my own bed, in my own home.

Except it wasn’t my home at all.

Not anymore.

But why did it feel that way? Why did I feel such warmth and comfort in the same place I’d felt so stuck in?

I found myself wondering more and more with each new piece of decoration what my life would have been like, if things would have been different. Holding that Christmas blanket, it was hard to remember the bad times. It was hard to remember the fights, the weeks of silence from River, of him not letting me in and me fighting for him to try for us.

How did we go from that pure, innocent love, to practical strangers living under the same roof?

How had he gone from the man swearing he would fight for us, to the one telling me I should go on without him?

How had I gone from the girl who had all she ever needed in her husband and her dog, to the woman who needed more to feed her soul than this small town could ever provide?

My mom used to always quote Woody Allen.

If you want to make God laugh, tell him about your plans.

I thought I understood that when I was a little girl. I thought even more so when I was a young woman, a young wife.

But now, thinking about the plans I’d made, the way those plans had fallen apart, the path life had led me on that I never would have imagined… I think I finally truly understood it.

I must have been God’s favorite joke.

River let out a loud snore, and I suppressed a giggle, watching as he flopped around a few times in his attempt to turn into a more comfortable position. Moose flopped around in his own bed on the floor next to the couch in solidarity, ending up on his back with his legs spread, belly up.

River’s breathing smoothed out again after a moment, heavy and steady, and I watched his chest rise and fall with each breath. In his tossing and turning, the little blanket that couldn’t have been doing much anyway had wrapped around his legs, covering nothing more than one thigh and calf.

I smiled, chest aching in a most unfamiliar way as I unfolded the Christmas Blanket, spreading the massive thing over where he lay. It covered every inch from his toes to his shoulders, and I tucked it around him a little for good measure.

My throat was tight as I looked down on him — the stranger, the man I once knew better than I knew myself.

How had we lost a love that was so true?

And who were we now, on the other side of that loss?

Those questions kept me awake long after I climbed into his bed that night — into sheets that smelled like River, my head resting on pillows that I knew without looking were the ones we’d bought together.

That night, I dreamed about all the places I’d been in the last four years. I dreamed of Italy, and Canada. Of Scotland and Japan. I dreamed of the south of France and the U.S. Virgin Islands and the stunning coast of Australia. Only instead of being on the ground, I was flying over every place I’d explored, pointing at the different landmarks with an ever-extended finger.

And I wasn’t flying in a plane.

I was sitting cross-legged on a magical Christmas Blanket, floating over the cities and mountains and beautiful rivers.

And there beside me, holding my free hand as I pointed out everywhere I’d been with the other, was River.
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I woke the next morning to the smell of a strong pot of coffee brewing and the sweet sound of bacon sizzling.

I reached my arms up overhead, toes pointed toward the foot of the bed, letting out a giant yawn as I stretched. When my eyes finally cracked open, I found a slobbering Moose staring at me from the side of the bed.

I chuckled, “Morning, Moose.”

His tail wagged even more excitedly when I plopped my feet on the floor, and instantly, I reached for the pair of socks I’d stripped off in the middle of the night, along with my big sweater. Even with that and my sweatpants, I was freezing.

I took my time petting Moose, making sure to scratch his butt and behind his ears and under his collar like I knew he loved. Then, I looked out the window at the blinding blanket of white.

It was difficult to tell just how much snow had fallen because it was still falling — or maybe what had already fallen was just being blown around by the wind. I couldn’t be sure, but it was easy to see the conditions hadn’t improved much. It was cloudy and windy and there was definitely no way I was getting to my parents — at least, not anytime soon.

I made a pit stop in the bathroom, brushing my hair and my teeth before I made my way into the kitchen, rubbing my hands together.

“Hey,” I said, leaning a hip against the counter. “Merry Christmas Eve.”

A sort of grunt was the gist of the response I got from River, who was flipping bacon in a sizzling skillet on the stove.

Shirtless.

And somehow, he seemed to be… sweaty?

There was just a light sheen of gloss over his chest, his arms, his abdomen — all which were bigger than I ever remembered seeing. He’d always been more of the lean variety, thanks to years of playing baseball, but he’d filled out. The ridges of his abs were thick and cut, his biceps round and full, chest puffed without trying.

Those lean lines and edges led all the way down to where a pair of black jogger pants hung on his hips, and I’d have been blind not to see just how well fitted they were in certain areas.

When my eyes made their way back up to River’s face, he was already looking at me.

Which meant he’d definitely caught me staring.

“Aren’t you freezing?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

I thought I saw a little smirk at the corner of his lips, but he turned back to the bacon before I could be sure. “Just worked out. Hope I didn’t wake you.”

“You didn’t,” I said, ignoring the little visions frolicking in my head at the thought of what kind of workout he’d done. Then, I walked over to the pot of coffee. “This did.”

“Help yourself. Mugs are up there.” He nodded toward one of the cabinets before taking the bacon off the skillet and setting the strips on a paper towel-covered plate. He reached into the fridge next for the carton of eggs, setting six of them on the counter and dropping the first two into the still sizzling skillet.

I added a touch of sugar to my coffee once it was poured, and as soon as I took the first sip, my chest warmed, and I sighed with relief. “Thank you,” I said, tilting my mug toward him.

A nod was my only response.

For a while, I just watched him cook the eggs, heart warming a little when I realized he was making two of them scrambled, the way I liked them, while he made the rest sunny side up.

He remembered.

I sipped my coffee, wrapping my hands around the mug to soak up all the warmth I could. “You’re a pretty great host for someone who wasn’t expecting anyone.”

A shrug.

“Did you see the tree?”

A nod.

“Well, do you like it?”

“I liked it just as well before.”

I snorted, shaking my head. “You’re such a Scrooge. Come on, you know it’s pretty. You picked out half of those ornaments. And I even hung up your favorite wreath,” I said, pointing to the front door. “Provided, it’s on the inside when it should be on the outside, but at least we can see it this way.”

River finished the last of the eggs, and then he served up my scrambled and a few slices of bacon on a plate and handed it to me. “I didn’t make toast.”

I chuckled, taking the plate. “Thank you.” Then, I nudged him. “See? See how easy that is, those two simple words? You should try them sometime.”

He rolled his eyes up to the ceiling before they found mine, and then he plastered on the fakest smile I’d ever seen. “Thank you, Eliza, for decorating when I didn’t ask you to.”

“And for doing it quietly, as requested,” I added. “You’re welcome.”

River made a noise under his breath, piling up his own plate as we both made our way over to the table he’d been reading at the night before. The metal of the folding chair was cold, even through my sweatpants, but the coffee was still hot enough to help when I took another sip, and Moose curled up right on top of my feet to help the cause — though I was pretty sure he just wanted some bacon.

Which, of course, I slipped to him under the table when River wasn’t looking.

River stopped long enough to pull on a long-sleeve thermal before joining me at the table, and I was thankful for his new muscles being covered again. I found them far too distracting — though I’d never admit that to him.

“So,” I said after a stretch of silence. “What’s that you’re working on?”

I nodded toward the mess of saw dust and wood in the middle of the cabin over by the bookshelves.

“Boot barn,” he said, shoveling a heap of eggs into his mouth. He washed it down with a big pull of coffee. “Making it for Mrs. Owens. She’s giving it to her son as a wedding gift.”

“I really like the color of the wood.”

“Cedar.”

I nodded, sipping my coffee with my eyes on the project. “So, is that what you’re doing now? Woodwork?”

River shrugged. “Sometimes. More of a hobby than anything.”

Of course, I thought. He’d been that way ever since I’d known him. River hated school, hated tests, hated anything that required studying or long-term dedication. He was smart as hell, and skilled, but when it came to applying himself… well… he just didn’t. He preferred one-off projects that he could do in a day or two and be done with.

“I guess as long as it pays the bills, right?” I said.

Another shrug. “It doesn’t.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“It’s a hobby, like I said. I’m doing it as a favor to Mrs. Owens.”

I shook my head. “River, you should charge for work like that. It’s… I mean, the materials alone have got to be expensive.”

“Mrs. Owens has done a lot for me through the years,” he said, his eyes finding mine. “For us, if you remember.”

I shut up at that, because I did remember. Leila Owens was the one who gave me the job down at the supermarket fresh out of high school, and she’d let me take home “expired” food more times than I could count, knowing that River and I didn’t have much.

“Besides, I make plenty to cover the bills working for Skidder.”

I frowned. “Skidder? I thought he said he wouldn’t hire you unless you got your journeyman certificate.”

“He did say that.”

I blinked. “Okay, so… then… how are you working for him, exactly?”

“I got my certificate.”

He said the words casually, as if it were obvious, as if that test wasn’t extremely difficult and required months of studying to pass. Plus, you had to do a certain amount of hours as an apprentice on top of it.

I’d pushed him to go for it more times than I could count when we were together, and he’d dug his heels in every time, saying he didn’t need a piece of paper to get by.

River picked up a piece of bacon, crunching on it while he looked at my expression with a slight amusement in his eyes.

“You… you did it? You got your journeyman’s?”

He nodded.

“River… that’s amazing! I mean…” I shook my head, mouth still hanging open. “I always knew you could do it, I just…”

“You never thought I actually would.”

I clamped my mouth shut.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I never did either. But, well...” He scratched at the stubble on his jaw. “Let’s just say I had time on my hands. I figured I might as well use it constructively.”

A long silence passed between us, and I ate my last piece of bacon, chewing more on what he’d just told me than the meat itself.

“So, you’re working for Skidder now. And what do you do?”

“A little of everything. Electrician work, plumbing, welding, carpentry… whatever he needs.”

“How many hours have you put in with him so far?”

River shrugged. “Not sure. It’s been about two years.”

I must have looked like a trout trophy on the wall for the way my mouth was hanging open.

“I’m so proud of you,” I managed to say.

River’s eyes found mine, and there was something there that I couldn’t quite decipher — a longing, or perhaps a deep pain disguised as longing.

I couldn’t put a name to it.

All I knew was that I felt it, too.

My chest was still tight, eyes bouncing back and forth between his when he cleared his throat and scraped the last of his eggs off the plate and onto his fork, shoveling it into his mouth. “What about you?” he asked. His eyes flicked to mine, but then he shrugged, as if he didn’t really care, even though he was asking. “Been seeing the world like you wanted to?”

I smiled. “Some of it, yeah.”

He took a sip of his coffee, running his thumb over the handle for a moment. “What’s it like?”

My rib cage squeezed painfully around my lungs. I hated the way that question sounded so defeated when it came from his lips, the way he couldn’t even look at me when he asked it.

“Weird. Beautiful. Breathtaking. Awful. Incredible.” I stared at my own hands. “It’s hard sometimes, being alone, traveling alone. I’ve had more than my fair share of breakdowns. But…” A smile found me then. “When I’d go on a hike and reach a stunning vantage point, or talk to someone from a different culture — even through a language barrier, or taste a food I’ve never tasted before, or hear a new type of music I’d never heard before…” I shook my head. “It’s like I can’t even remember the hard times it took to get there.”

My eyes found River’s, and he wore a subdued smile. “What’s been your favorite place so far?”

“Italy,” I answered quickly. “Hands down, Italy. The food, the wine, the people, the landscape… they have it all. There’s country, and beautiful coastal towns, and bustling cities.” I paused, rolling my lips together before I looked at him again. “Would you maybe want to see some pictures?”

River frowned, looking down at his coffee mug even though it was empty now.

I didn’t wait for an answer before I grabbed my phone off the bedside table where I’d plugged it in, pulling up my photos from Italy. I pulled my chair over next to River’s, showing him the first one.

“This was in Tuscany. I stayed on this gorgeous farm with a lovely family. They let me stay for free as long as I worked.”

“It’s beautiful,” he said as I swiped through the pictures, showing the Tuscan hills and cypress trees. “What did you do for them?”

“A little of everything, kind of like you,” I said, nudging him. “I’d cook, clean, pick grapes, shake olives off the trees when the season came. I’d do the shopping in town. Sometimes, I’d babysit.” I shrugged. “Whatever they asked of me.”

“I can see why it’s your favorite,” River said, swiping through. I noticed that he paused longer on the photos I was in rather than the ones I wasn’t. “You look happy.”

“I am,” I whispered.

River swallowed, handing the phone back to me.

“Want to see more?”

His frown was so severe, you would have thought I’d just asked him to make the choice between sticking a fork through his arm or his leg. But his eyes found mine, and he nodded — just once.

What was left of my coffee grew cold as I showed him album after album, picture after picture on my phone. I told him stories of the families I’d stayed with, the crews I’d worked with, the houses I’d watched over in exchange for a place to stay, the hostels that had creeped me out more than once, and even the time I slept in an open field in the south of France because of a transportation mishap.

I showed him pictures of castles and reefs, of skyscrapers and beaches, of hidden hiking trails and bustling bars.

And with each new story I told, I asked him for one of his own.

I wanted to know how he spent his free time, to which he answered with a multitude of things that surprised me. He’d fallen in love with reading, and fishing, and he’d even picked up skiing, though he said he was still figuring it out. He was trying to teach himself another language and had decided on Mandarin, mostly because everyone said it was one of the most difficult to learn.

And I wanted to know about our friends, the ones who weren’t on social media. He filled me in on how everyone around town was doing, the drama and the gossip — well, as much gossip as River would partake in, anyway.

It wasn’t a lot of talking, and sometimes we’d have long stretches of silence between us. But it felt good to talk at all, to ask questions and actually get responses.

To be asked questions in return.

At one point, I even called him on it. See? Isn’t this nice? To which I received nothing more than a wry smile before he turned the attention back to one of my stories.

“And how are your mom and dad?” I asked after maybe an hour had passed.

The second the question left my lips, River went stiff.

I frowned. “I… I haven’t heard from them in a while. We kept in touch for about a year after I left. You know, talking on the phone here and there. But then they stopped calling, and stopped answering my calls…”

There was a coldness in his eyes, and they seemed to lose focus where they were trained on my phone screen.

“I just figured they were trying to put some space between us… with you and me being divorced and all…”

River hastily handed my phone back to me then, abandoning his place where he’d been looking through my pictures at an old fishing port in Israel. He stood just as quickly, the legs of his chair scraping against the wood.

“River?” I asked, but he ignored me, picking up his plate and then mine. He took them to the sink and flipped the faucet on to wash, and I stood to join him. “Did I say something wrong?”

“They’re dead, Eliza!” River screamed suddenly, his chest heaving when he turned his manic gaze on me. Then, he winced, pinching the bridge of his nose with his wet, soapy fingers. He blew out a breath, shaking his head before he looked at me again. “That’s it,” he said, quiet again. “That’s how they’re doing. Alright?”

If my mouth had hung open wide when he’d told me about his job with Skidder, it might as well have been a train tunnel now.

“I…” I swallowed. “I had no idea.” I shook my head, eyes glossing over. “What happened?”

River sniffed, turning back to the dishes in the sink. “Dad got sick. And after he died, Mom just couldn’t live without him. She was gone seven months later.”

My eyes stung more, the tears welling up and falling over before I could stop them. I covered my mouth with my hands, shaking my head over and over. How? How could this have happened? When did it happen?

Why didn’t my parents tell me?

Why didn’t River tell me?

I opened my mouth to ask him just that when he held up a hand, silencing me. “Please, Eliza. Can we just…” He swallowed, hands bracing on the edge of the sink, eyes averted.

And I knew what he was asking without him having to say it.

I nodded, even though he wasn’t looking at me, and then grabbed our coffee mugs off the table. I walked over to him slowly, like he was a bear caught in a trap, one that I might provoke into murdering me if I moved too quickly. I dropped the mugs in the soapy water, and then I grabbed the towel hanging on the stove.

“I’ll dry,” I whispered.
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The rest of the morning and afternoon, we were quiet.

I did my best to stay out of River’s way. He turned on his small radio long enough to tune into the weather report — which essentially said conditions were still terrible and to stay inside. They did predict that the wind would die down overnight, and that the snow would stop falling — both of which meant I might still be able to be home on Christmas.

But only time would tell.

Once he shut the radio off, River busied himself around the house. He worked on the boot barn, read a little, played with Moose — all while not saying anything to me. And for once, I didn’t push him. I suffered my boredom in silence, even picking up a book off his shelf just to keep myself busy, and even playing a few games of solitaire.

I felt awful for what I’d asked.

It was a harmless question, or so I thought, to ask about his parents. But I’d never expected his answer to be that they were no longer with us.

Dawn and Cole Jensen may have just been in my in-laws in technicality, but for all intents and purposes, they were just like my real parents.

Sure, Dawn was sassier than my mother, with her fiery auburn hair and can’t tell me shit attitude. And Cole was broody and severe compared to my warm-hearted father. But they’d brought me up just as much as my own parents. I’d stayed as many nights in their home as I had my own in the years between when I was sixteen and eighteen, and even well after River and I had moved in together.

Dawn and River had a good relationship, but the whole town knew that River was closer with his father.

Dawn had battled with drugs for many years, and though she’d found her way out, it was during that time that River and Cole grew to be inseparable. Cole kept River focused on school, even when he didn’t want to be. And River kept Cole strong, even when he didn’t want to be.

They were a team, through and through, and if I knew one thing about my ex-husband, it was that no one in this world mattered more to him than his father.

Which meant it must have killed him when Cole passed.

And then to have Dawn go just as quickly…

My stomach was sour all day at the thought of it, and I couldn’t release the thought of it. All I could think about were the memories of the times we’d all shared together, the stories River had told me about his childhood, the way Dawn and Cole had helped us as newlyweds just as much as they could manage. I thought about how fiercely they loved their son, and me by proxy.

And I thought about our last conversation, a phone call that was quick and shallow and cut short by me needing to catch a train.

I didn’t know that would be my last memory of them.

I didn’t know those would be the last words we ever spoke.

The cabin felt heavy and dark all day long, regardless of the Christmas cheer I’d tried to bring in with the decorations the night before. Even when I stared at that tree and hummed Christmas music to myself, I couldn’t shake it.

It felt like a funeral years too late.

Maybe that’s why I was exhausted by the time the sun set, and I wondered if I should just go to bed and get this day over with so I could wake up on a new one. I was just about to concede to that notion when a low hum reverberated through the cabin, and the lights flickered before cutting out altogether.

The kind of silence that engulfed us was all-encompassing.

It was almost like a blanket, the way it fell on us, heavy and thick. It lasted for a split second that seemed to stretch on for hours before Moose’s nails clicked and clacked on the wood. He barked for good measure, as if we didn’t already realize there was something going on.

“Shit,” River mumbled under his breath. He’d been reading at the table, and thanks to the little bit of light the fire was still giving off, I could see his frown as he closed his book.

“Power’s out?”

“Seems like it.” He let out a long sigh. “Can’t say I’m surprised. If anything, I’m shocked we didn’t lose it last night with the wind. I’ve got some candles and flashlights… just have to find them—AH, SHIT!”

There was a loud thump preceding his curse, and I shot upright from where I’d been reclining on the couch, looking over my shoulder where he was by the bed now. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” he grumbled. “Just took a few centimeters off my big toe.”

I tried not to laugh, thankful that my smile was at least covered by the semi-darkness.

A few seconds later, the cabin came more into view, thanks to a little ray of light coming from a small flashlight in River’s hands. He handed me one, too, and then he started pulling out candles, setting them up in various corners of the cabin and sparking them to life.

Once they were all lit, he turned out his flashlight, and I did the same.

“Well, this is kind of cozy,” I said with a smile.

River chuckled. “Always finding the silver lining.”

“More of a golden glow this time.”

He returned my smile for a split second before making his way back to the table, and he opened his book where he’d left off, positioning himself near a candle for more light.

I watched him reading for a while, the light and shadows playing over his face the way they had the night before. Only this time, they did a sort of dance, the flickering flames waltzing with the darkness.

I’d been so ready to pass out before. But now, with a fresh shot of adrenaline, I found my boredom suffocating and my need to do something, anything, growing too much to bear.

“It’s Christmas Eve,” I said, popping up onto my knees and draping my arms over the back of the couch. “We should do something.”

“Like what?”

I frowned, because we couldn’t watch a Christmas movie since he didn’t have a TV, and he didn’t have any games other than the ones we could play with a deck of cards. “How about we turn on the radio?” I suggested. “Find a station that’s playing Christmas music. And we can bake cookies!”

“We can’t bake anything,” River corrected, eyes still on his book. “Power’s out, dum-dum.”

I threw the little pillow on the couch at him. “Hey!”

He chuckled, catching the pillow with ease and tucking it under his arm before he shut his book and looked at me with a sigh. “Just pointing out the facts. Plus, I don’t have the ingredients to make cookies.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Fine. No cookies.” I paused. “What do you have that we could make good use of?”

River let out another long breath, but then something of a glint found his eyes, and he smirked. “I have eggnog,” he said. “And rum.”

A smile curled on my own lips. “Anddd Christmas music?”

River groaned but stood in concession. “Fine. But if Mariah Carey comes on, I’m throwing this radio across the room.”

“Or we could just turn it off for a few minutes.”

“Deal.”

I jumped up off the couch, squealing with delight. The excitement had Moose up and bouncing around my legs, too, and River chuckled when we both slid into the kitchen Tom Cruise style.

“Oh, I hope they play ‘The Christmas Song’. It’s my favorite!”

River shook his head, pulling down two glasses from the cabinet with another grunt of annoyance.

But I saw the smile he was trying to fight.
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“That’s so not true!” I said on the heels of a hiccup, giggling at the sound of it. “It was you who dared me to get on that old rope swing in the first place.”

“Oh, like you wouldn’t have done it whether I dared you or not,” River argued. “That’s why you wanted to party out behind that old house. It’s why you dragged us all there that day. You wanted to get on that rope swing, and you know it.” He shrugged then, taking a drink of his eggnog that was definitely more rum than anything at this point. “Not my fault you didn’t realize the rope was rotted.”

“I had a bruised tailbone for weeks,” I reminded him. “And you, you just laughed at me. Asshole.”

“It was funny!”

“I hurt myself!”

“You survived. And trust me, if you could have seen the way your arms flailed when that rope broke, sending you into the water right there off the shore, and the way you flopped into the shallow water like a fish…” He started laughing again at the memory of it, so much so that he couldn’t speak for a long moment, and I took the cinnamon stick out of my eggnog and chucked it at his head.

That made him laugh harder.

“And the sound you made,” he said when he finally caught his breath. “Sounded like a cat in heat.”

I joined in his laughter then, because even though I did hurt myself that day, I’d dragged us and a group of our friends down to the lake to party, it was pretty funny afterward.

“Wasn’t that the same day that Jenny tried to dare you to kiss Tabatha?” I asked, squinting through the rum haze swimming in my head as I tried to remember.

“Oh, shit,” River said on a chuckle, then he let out a low whistle. “Sure was. You were not happy about that.”

“Hell no, I wasn’t. That little tramp, she knew exactly what she was doing. Tabatha had the hots for you all through high school. She never did care that we were together.” I shook my head. “Just waiting for her chance.”

“Well, you didn’t let her take that chance, if I remember correctly,” River said with a shit-eating grin. “Because I’m pretty sure you said something along the lines of in your dreams, Flabby Tabby and then you straddled me and made out with me right there for everyone to see.”

I smiled proudly. “Had to remind those girls who had your heart.”

River’s eyes crinkled more with his grin, and maybe a little from the rum, too. I’d lost count of how many spiked eggnogs we’d had. All I knew was that they had gone from a nice, smooth, proper mixture, to something closer to all rum with a splash of nog on top.

I took a drink from my glass, still smiling at the memory. Then, an idea struck me.

“We should play now.”

River cocked a brow. “Play what?”

“Truth or dare.”

His smile turned into a frown, and he looked down at what remained in his glass, finishing it off before standing. He was already heading to the kitchen to refill when he said, “Aren’t we a little old for games?”

“Age is just a number,” I argued, hopping up from where I’d been sitting crisscross on the floor. I drained what was left of my own nog in the name of refilling at the same time as River, though he’d had a sip left in his and I’d had half a glass.

He smirked at me when I slid my glass next to his just as he was pouring the rum.

“Come on,” I insisted. “It’ll be fun. And tell you what — I’ll even give you a skip. If I ask you something you don’t want to answer, or dare you to do something you don’t want to do, you can use it.”

A heavy breath came from his throat as he poured.

“Pleeeease,” I added, batting my lashes.

He peeked at me with a grin, and then shook his head. “Fine. But I want two skips.”

“Baby.”

“Hey, I just know how dirty you can play this game, and I’m not trying to go streaking in a snowstorm.”

“Aw, dang it — you took my first idea!” I winked with the joke, pulling the eggnog from the fridge to top off our glasses.

Once we had our refills, we sat back down in front of the fire on the pillows we’d laid out there, and Moose curled up beside me again, wagging his tail gently when I rubbed the fur on his neck.

“Okay, truth or dare?” I asked when we were settled.

River laughed. “You’re so excited. You look like a kid who just got turned loose in Disneyland.”

“Answer the question.”

Another laugh. “Truth.”

“Lame,” I teased, but then I tapped my chin, looking up to the ceiling as I thought of a question. “Oh! I know.” I pointed my finger at his chest. “That one day that I walked in on you in our bedroom and you were all out of breath and naked, had you really just finished a workout and you were getting in the shower, or were you masturbating?”

His eyes went wide as saucers, and he barked out a laugh. “I can’t believe you remember that.”

“Answer the question, mister.”

“Both.”

I arched a brow. “Both?”

“I had just worked out. And I was getting in the shower,” he said, smirking. “But I also might have had a little one-on-one time in-between those two things.”

“I knew it!” I giggled. “You were so jumpy when I walked in. Also, no fair, didn’t invite me to the party.” I stuck my bottom lip out in a pout.

River just laughed me off, taking a big drink of his nog. “Your turn. Truth or dare?”

“Dare.”

He shook his head like he already knew. Then, after a long pause, he said, “I dare you to take a shot.”

“Done.”

“Of gin.”

At that, I grimaced. “Riverrrrr…noooo.”

“Does that mean you’re using your pass?”

I narrowed my eyes, determined when I stood. “Hell no. Pour the shot, big boy.”

He did, and I took it, and promptly had to cover my mouth and squeeze my eyes shut to avoid vomiting. Once the terrible liquid had settled in my gut, I chased it with some water and a little eggnog before it was River’s turn again.

This time, he chose dare.

“I dare you to stick your bare ass to that window and hold it there for sixty seconds,” I said, pointing to the window on the other side of the Christmas tree. Sure, it was dark. And sure, no one lived close enough on either side of River’s cabin that anyone would see.

But I knew that window was freezing cold.

River groaned, looking up to the ceiling.

“You can pass,” I teased. “If you’re too chicken.”

“You wish,” he said, and then he hopped up off the floor, and without another ounce of hesitation, he yanked his sweatpants and boxers down in one strong pull.

“River!” I said, laughing as I shielded my eyes.

“Just doing my dare.”

I laughed again, shaking my head, and I swear I only peeked a little through the slits of my fingers as he walked away from me, watching each glorious muscle of his toned ass move with him.

When he got to the window, he turned to face me, using his hands to shield his member. “Alright, you can look, ya big baby.” He chuckled. “Not like you haven’t seen it before.”

I rolled my eyes once they were uncovered, and then with a deep breath, River leaned back until his ass was on the window.

He sucked in a breath, eyes shooting open wide. “Fuck me, that’s cold!”

I cackled, and that laughter stayed with me for the whole sixty seconds as he bounced a little, squeezing his eyes closed, cursing over and over, all the while holding his junk and pressing his ass against that window.

I may have counted slower than necessary, but once I hit sixty, he hopped back over to his pants and pulled them on quickly while I looked away, keeping my eyes on my eggnog, instead.

“That was just cruel,” he said when he was clothed again, standing and holding his butt toward the fire. “Laugh while you can, because I’m going to get you back. Truth or dare?”

“Truth.”

He glared at me. “Now who’s chicken shit?”

I stuck my tongue out, sipping on my eggnog while I waited for him to ask his question.

“Alright,” he said, plopping down in front of me on the floor again. “How many people have you slept with?”

My jaw hinged open. I waited for him to make a comment, or laugh, but he just watched me unflinchingly, waiting.

I could have used my skip. Part of me wanted to use my skip. But I had no idea what the rest of this game would hold, and I had a feeling I should hold onto those passes for something worse.

I swallowed. “One.”

River’s gaze didn’t change. His forest eyes held mine until I could no longer stand the way he stared at me, the way he was looking through my answer like there was something more behind it.

No, I hadn’t slept with anyone else.

No, it didn’t mean anything.

Other than I had been too busy seeing the world to care about hooking up with anyone.

I cleared my throat. “Truth or dare?”

“Dare,” he croaked out. “And just in case you’re wondering, it’s one for me, too.”

My heart thumped hard in my chest at his admission, at the truth he answered that I didn’t ask but wanted so desperately to know.

All this time… and he hadn’t slept with anyone else, either.

What did that mean?

I lifted my eggnog to my lips, telling myself sternly that it meant nothing. Nothing that I needed to read into, anyway.

I tore my eyes from River’s and looked at the fire, instead.

And so the game went.

I dared him to take a shot of whiskey, he dared me to lick one of Moose’s dog toys. I asked him where the strangest place he’d ever peed was, and he asked me to tell him the truth about the expensive bracelet I’d come home with when we were nineteen that he knew I couldn’t afford.

The more the game went on, the more we drank, and laughed, and teased each other. It seemed the harsh environment we’d lived in for the majority of the day was finally gone, and I much preferred the one we were in now.

It was close to midnight when River selected dare, and I was running out of ideas. But one glance across the room and that all changed.

“Remember that home video your dad showed me where you had that big blanket wrapped around you as a kid, and you were prancing around saying Look at me, Dad! I’m a queen! I’m a queen!”

“Men can’t be queens, son. Men are kings.” He mocked in his father’s voice.

“But… boys can be queens too, right? I wanna be a queen!” I said, and we both laughed.

When the sound faded, River had a distant look in his eyes, his thumb tracing the lip of his glass.

“Alright. That’s your dare,” I said, snapping my fingers before the moment became too heavy. “I want a replay.”

I hopped up from where I’d been sitting and grabbed the Christmas Blanket, tossing it at him. He caught it with a dramatic oof, folding the fabric over in his hands with a grin.

“Come on,” I said, and I took a seat on the couch like I was in the audience, and the space in front of the fireplace was his stage. “Let’s see it.”

River heaved a sigh, but when he was up on his feet, he slipped right into the role. He held his head high, wrapping the blanket around his shoulders and letting it trail behind him while he waltzed around saying I’m a queen! I’m a queen!

I laughed and laughed until my sides hurt, rolling around on the couch. When River finally stopped, he stood in front of the fire with the blanket still on his shoulders, watching me.

The fire illuminated him from behind, making him something of a silhouette. I wished the power was on for the simple fact that I would have loved to see him in the twinkle of the lights winding around the Christmas tree.

Still, the garland and ornaments reflected the flames of the fire, and all the candles that surrounded us cast him in a warm glow. I watched a million different emotions pass over that half-shadowed face of his before he opened his arms, the blanket stretching out like a cape.

“Come here.”

I frowned, and didn’t move an inch, not until River smirked and nodded his head, motioning for me to join him.

“Come on, Eliza. Get in here.”

My chest tightened when he said my name, along with my throat, and I tried but failed to swallow as I made my way over to where he stood. When I was a few feet in front of him, he grinned wider, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me flush against him.

The Christmas Blanket was around us both now, covering us in warmth. For a moment, I didn’t know what to do with my hands. My arms were glued to my sides awkwardly until River chuckled, using his own hands to guide mine up to his shoulders.

Then, he wrapped his around me once more, and we started to sway.

The music from the radio had been so soft before, and us so loud, that I didn’t really remember it was playing at all. But now that we were silent, it was all I heard, the smooth melody and sweet voice of Bing Crosby singing “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.”

We swayed gently in front of the fire, my eyes on River’s chest, but I knew his were on me. I didn’t know why I was so nervous, but when I finally looked up and into his eyes, I felt it ten-fold.

“Truth or dare?”

The question was just above a whisper, and I whispered my reply. “Truth.”

“Do you hate me?”

I frowned, dropping my head down to his chest and soaking in the feel of his arms around me for a long while. I’d forgotten what it felt like, to be wrapped up this way, to be held. I forgot the way my head fit just perfectly under his chin, the way his flannel shirt smelled, the way I could always faintly hear his heartbeat when I rested my head on his chest like I did now.

“No,” I finally said. I lifted my head again to look at him. “But sometimes, I wish I did.”

His jaw tensed, but he never stopped holding me, never stopped swaying.

God, those eyes. How they’d haunted me since the last time I saw them, watching me leave in my rearview mirror. They watched me the same way now — like I was all River had ever known, all he’d ever needed, and also the only thing to ever break him.

River’s hands were warm against my lower back, my hips, and he pulled me in even closer, gazing down at me over his nose.

His eyes flicked to my lips, and the breath that came from his chest when he did was one I knew I’d hear forever replayed in my memory.

Longing.

Pain.

Regret.

“Truth or dare?” I asked, voice cracking with the question.

“Truth.”

“Did you ever miss me, after I left?”

He shook his head, the muscles of his jaw ticking, nose flaring, hands still pulling me in, closer, closer.

“Only every day, Eliza,” he whispered, his brows bending together. “Every hour. Every minute. Every second you’ve been gone.”

Emotion surged through me, but I didn’t have the chance to break beneath it before the blanket dropped from around us, and River took me full in his arms.

And then his mouth was on mine, hard and punishing, a kiss and a gunshot all the same.

I cried out at the connection — a sigh, perhaps, or a moan or a whimper. Maybe it was all of those things, all wrapped into one, my body and brain so confused it couldn’t decide how to react.

But I leaned into him, into that kiss, and the ghost that was River Jensen.

His arms were sturdy where they held me, and as our lips melded together, it was as if there was no other place in the world we could possibly be. It was a kiss we’d shared a hundred times before. It was a kiss I’d never experienced, never even dreamed of, not until the moment his lips were on mine. It was years of love and passion. It was years of heartache and pain. It was everything I hated, everything I desired, everything I’d forgotten and everything I would always remember, too.

This is my husband, my heart screamed. This is the love of my life.

This is a stranger, my brain combatted. This is the man who let you go.

River swept his tongue over mine, sending a bolt of electricity ripping through me, shooting straight to my core. And in the next breath, I pressed my hands into his chest, shoving him away.

I’d already turned my back when River groaned at the loss, covering my mouth with both hands. I shook my head, eyes welling with tears, emotion swimming with the alcohol in my bloodstream, making for a dangerous current I knew had the power to sweep me under.

“Why,” I asked softly, almost so soft I wondered if he’d heard me at all. I turned to face him again, slowly, timidly, the glow of him blurred through my tears. “Why would you do that? Hold me like that, kiss me like that…” I sniffed. “But you just let me go. When I stood in front of you just like this and asked you what you wanted, what you needed. When I asked you to come with me, but you wouldn’t.” I shook my head, desperation aching through me. “Why, River?”

“Eliza…”

“Just tell me why.”

He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing hard in his throat as he looked into the fire. Tears glossed his own eyes, and when he found my gaze again, I swore the way he looked at me would break whatever part of me was still holding on.

“I knew Dad was dying,” he said gruffly. “He told me.”

My bottom lip trembled. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I was going to,” he said. “Of course, I was going to. You were my best friend, Eliza. But I came home, and there you were, sitting at our dining table with all these plans laid out.”

He shook his head, and realization washed over me like an icy flood.

It was the night I told him I wanted to leave.

Or rather, I wanted us to leave.

I’d spent my day off clipping photos out of travel magazines, making vision boards, planning routes and researching what we could do to earn money in each place I wanted to visit around the world. I had a plan, a way to make it work, a way for us to see the world and make enough to live on, too.

And when he walked through the door that night, it was all I could do to wait until he’d taken his coat off to tell him all of it.

“When I saw it all, and listened to you talking about getting away, about how this town was suffocating you, how you felt stuck…” He grimaced. “Eliza, I couldn’t tell you. Not then.”

“But you should have,” I argued. “I… I could have stayed. I would have stayed.”

“And that’s exactly the problem!” River held his hands out toward me before letting them fall. “Don’t you see? My dad was already dying. And if you would have stayed, you would have died, too. This town was killing you. I was killing you — your spirit, your dreams, your love and vivaciousness for life. I was holding you back from where you wanted to be… from who you wanted to be.”

I shook my head, over and over, the tears falling harder now. “You should have told me. You should have given me a choice. You… you didn’t fight for me,” I said through my tears. “You just let me go.”

“And I regret that mistake,” he said firmly, his feet carrying him toward me. I wanted to move. God, how I wanted to back away, but I was rooted in place. “I have every minute since the one where I lost you. But I loved you, Eliza,” River croaked when he was just inches from me. “I loved you. So I let you go.” His hands reached out, framing my face, his eyes searching mine as he shook his head like every word was the most horrible truth. “And damn it if I don’t love you still.”

The next sob that broke through my chest was cut off when his mouth met mine again, this time warm and comforting and gentle, yet sure. His hands held my face, fingers curling in my hair, thumbs brushing my temples. I leaned into that touch, into that kiss, into that man with everything that I was, with everything I ever had be.

And in that moment, I was home.

It was a dizzy blur, the steps we took through the cabin to where the bed lay hidden in the shadows in the corner. The candlelight was dimmer here, the whole world seeming to turn its lights down to hum a distant shhh, giving us privacy and peace.

River only broke our kiss long enough to strip my sweater overhead, my hair tumbling out of the neck hole in a waterfall down my back. Chills raced from the cool air, from the feel of his hands on me, wrapping around my rib cage in a gentle squeeze before he moved for my sports bra next. He pulled it up and over my head, too, letting it fall to the floor.

His shirt came next, and then his briefs, his sweatpants, until he was fully naked and trembling in my grasp as he backed me up to the bed.

My back hit the quilt, the fabric cold against my hot skin, but that sensation was dull compared to the way my heart raced at the sight of River standing over me. He towered like a god, peeling my sweatpants off my hips, off one leg and then the other. His eyes didn’t leave mine as he did the same with my thong, and only when I was nude did he let his gaze rake over me.

I felt those eyes like big, calloused hands, working their way over my breasts, my navel, my thighs, and the little gap between them where I was already wet and throbbing for him. River’s throat was so tight I heard his next swallow, and a gentle shake of his head was all I got before he was climbing on top of me, maneuvering me up until my head was on the pillow and he was between my legs.

We both shuddered at the rush of heat from our bodies being together again, and River swept my hair from my face, kissing my jaw, my neck, my collarbone and back up until his mouth claimed mine.

There was no time to think, no time to second guess or let logic sneak its way in before River was balancing all his weight on one elbow, his other hand reaching down to hook my leg up his thigh. He pressed more weight into his knees, the tip of him sliding against my wet, warm entrance in a skating glide that had us both hissing with need.

I knew the feel of him, even after all these years. I knew the shape of his crown, the lean of his shaft, the exact lining of the vein that rippled up from his base. I knew how he would fill me even before he did, but when the flex of his hips brought us together, when he slipped inside me for the first time in four trips around the sun, I gasped, holding onto that breath like it was my last.

It was a searing fire, the way he stretched me, and yet it filled me with a current of pleasure all the same. I whimpered into his mouth and he caught that cry with a growl, with a demanding kiss, with a slight withdrawal before he rocked into me again, deeper.

My other leg lifted, ankles hooking behind him, hips bucking up to give him better access. I thought I felt those lips of his curl into a smile against mine before he slid into me again, harder this time, deeper still, and he picked up the pace, finding a rhythm.

Our bodies were slick where they met, my breasts sliding against his chest as he wrapped his arms up and under my back, hooking his hands on my shoulders. He held me there as he flexed again, and I felt the muscles of his ass working under my heels with every new thrust.

It couldn’t have even been a full minute of us being connected, and already, I was ready to fall apart.

But River flipped us, quickly, holding me to him to keep the connection. I unhooked my ankles just in time to land straddling him, and he sat up, back against the headboard, me in his lap.

His hands traced a trail down my shoulders, my arms, my hips, until he was grabbing my ass and helping me ride him. It didn’t matter how long had passed since we last touched, he still knew every way to please me.

He knew grabbing my ass like that, tilting his hips the way he was — it was in just the right way for my clit to catch the friction it so desperately wished for. He knew that when he yanked on me hard and my hands flew forward, finding the headboard on either side of him, it was the perfect angle to let that gentled curve of his cock reach all the right spots. And he knew when he leaned forward just enough to capture my left nipple in his mouth, sucking it between his teeth, that it was all I needed to combust.

I was wild in that moment, my hips bucking uncontrollably, thighs barely even moving me up and down anymore. Now, I rocked back and forth, feeling him deep, rubbing my clit until my orgasm caught light like a dying star. It ripped me apart from the inside out, shredding me inch by inch in the most ecstasy-filled demise.

I rode every wave of that death until I was spent, limp in his arms, heaving each new breath as if it took everything I had left in me just to give my body oxygen.

River slowed his pace, kissing my lips hard, bruisingly, until he dragged those lips and nipping teeth and sweeping tongue down my neck again. I was so limp and small in his arms that it didn’t take much effort for him to flip me over again, onto my stomach, with my ass in the air just the way I knew he liked it.

He slapped my ass as a reward for remembering, and I fisted my hands in the sheets as he lined up at my entrance, remembering all too well how deep he felt in this position. His hands slipped between the folds where my thighs met my hips, and in one full thrust, he filled me again.

“Fuck, Eliza,” he husked, slipping out just to slide back in again. “So wet. So fucking tight.”

He flexed in, again and again, picking up speed and groaning more with every new thrust. His hand splayed on my back, pushing me down even more into the sheets, and then he was riding me like a fucking horse, plowing into me. I cried out against the pain, but it was met with a searing pleasure that confused my senses.

I wanted to beg him to stop.

I wanted to beg him to never stop.

I didn’t have the chance to decide before he was ripping out of me, the loss so violent I shuddered beneath him, and then I felt his warm release painting my ass, my back, my shoulders and my thighs all at once.

I looked over my shoulder, watching him stroking his long, thick length as the last of his release pulsed out. It was the hottest fucking thing I’d ever seen, and I knew before we’d even cleaned up that it wouldn’t be the last time I’d make that man come for me tonight.

If it was up to me, that night would have lasted forever.

If it was up to me, the morning would have never come.

But it wasn’t up to me.

And when the sun finally found its way through those cabin windows, bright and blinding off the snow covering the ground outside, it would be the wake-up call I never wanted.
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My head pounded me to consciousness the next morning, eyeballs throbbing beneath my lids until I was brave enough to creak them open.

I groaned when the first little ray of sunlight found me…and realized two things at the same time.

One, I was extremely warm — thanks to being sandwiched between Moose and River on the bed. Moose was on top of the quilt and River was underneath the sheets with me, his legs and arms tangled up with mine, our naked bodies stuck together and steaming.

Two, I was going to vomit.

I nearly fell on my face in my scramble out of the bed, twisting and turning until I freed each limb from the sheets. Moose barked at the commotion, and River groaned, mumbling something under his breath that sounded like are you okay, but I couldn’t be sure, because I had approximately four seconds to get to the bathroom.

I made it to the toilet just in time to drop to my knees and forfeit whatever I had left in my stomach, which wasn’t much else than booze. We’d eaten dinner so early, and then proceeded to get rip-roaring wasted the rest of the night, and my body was reminding me of those dire choices in every possible way this morning.

A long groan left me when I’d finished heaving, and I rested my cheek on the toilet, peeking up at the mass of man staring down at me.

River smiled. “Merry Christmas.”

“I hate you for making me take that shot of gin.”

He chuckled, lowering down to the ground next to me. It was then that I noticed the glass of something cloudy and orange in his hand, and two little candy-coated pills.

“Advil,” he explained. “And chase it with this.”

“What is it,” I asked, sitting up and taking the glass from him, inspecting the contents.

“My hangover cure.”

I arched a brow.

“Just trust me,” he insisted, and so I did, tossing the pills into my mouth and washing them down with the cure. It tasted like orange juice and saltwater, and I grimaced, choking down as much as I could manage before I gave up.

When I looked back at River, at the way his eyes were crawling over me, the way his lips were set in a soft smile, I realized what I’d somehow forgotten.

I was stark ass naked.

“God, look at me,” I said, curling in on myself. “A mess on Jesus’s birthday.”

River barked out a laugh, standing before he helped me up and back to the bed. We crawled in together, right next to a very happy Moose, who promptly licked my face in greeting.

Littered around the cabin was all the evidence of what had transpired last night. There were our half-empty glasses of spiked eggnog, and the two empty shot glasses we’d used to do our dares. The Christmas Blanket was in a heap by the fire, which had gone out overnight, and all the candles had burned down, or maybe River had blown them out.

The little radio still played Christmas music softly, and with just one look out the window, I could see the storm was over. It was still mostly cloudy, but the sun was shining through the silvery clouds.

My stomach was still unsettled when I looked at River, who had his head propped on his bicep, his eyes on me.

“So…” he said.

“So…” I echoed.

“We should probably talk.”

I swallowed. “About?”

A short laugh through his nose told me he saw right through me. “Well… after last night…” He shrugged. “I think we should maybe talk about what happens next. About what this means.”

Those words snapped me back to reality, and I sat up straighter in the bed, pulling the sheets up to cover my chest. I felt the panic zipping through me like live wires under my skin, and I took a deep breath too soothe my soul as best I could.

River sat up, too, watching me with bent brows now. “Eliza,” he said, not really as a question so much as a warning.

“Well…” I finally said, cheeks heating. “We… we had fun. We had a good night.” I paused. “Does it really have to mean anything?”

Even as the words formed on my tongue, I knew they were all wrong. But it was too late. I’d said them, and they hadn’t hung in the space between us for longer than a second before River rolled over onto his back, eyes on the ceiling and a short puff of a laugh from his chest.

“Of course.”

He shot up out of the bed before I could reach to stop him.

“I should have seen this coming,” he said, more to himself than to me. He shook his head, ripping open the top drawer of his dresser. He yanked on a fresh pair of boxer briefs, and then stomped into a pair of long johns. “Lucky for you, looks like it stopped snowing. We should have you out of here and on your way by lunch.”

He was already pulling on more clothing when my jaw fell open, and I watched the muscles of his back, blinking and trying to see my way out of the haze still pounding through my head. “Wait,” I tried, squeezing my eyes shut. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

When I opened my eyes again, River was still getting dressed.

“I just… I mean…” Every word I wanted to say was scrambled, and I found myself more and more confused as I tried to explain what I felt.

What did I feel?

“I’m leaving,” I reminded him. “I just… I came to surprise my family for Christmas, but I have a house-sitting job lined up in Corfu. And you…”

River stood straight after pulling socks on, his boots in his hands and his eyes landing hard on mine. “And I’m staying here. In boring Wellhaven,” he added, shaking his head before he gave me his back. “Where nothing that matters to you lives.”

My head snapped back as if he’d slapped me, and I rolled out of bed, wrapping the sheets around me. “Would you stop putting words in my mouth? You’re not even letting me speak.”

River spun on me. “Well, what could you possibly have to say that I’d want to hear right now, Eliza, if not that you’re back, you’re staying, and you want me?”

His chest puffed, up and down, his brows bent severely as he waited for me to respond.

I swallowed, trying to take a tentative step toward him, but as soon as I did, he backed away.

“Why is that the only option?” I asked softly.

I didn’t get the chance to get another word out before he scoffed, turning on me again and stomping toward the door. He yanked his coat off the rack, pulling it on one arm at a time.

“You’re such a stubborn ass!” I screamed, following him. “We were drunk. Wasted, okay? And… and…” I lost steam, waving my hand around, because the truth was that I didn’t know what to say about last night.

Had we been drunk? Yes.

Had we done what we did only because we were drunk?

Would I take it back now that I was sober?

I knew the answers to those questions, and yet still, panic was flittering through me like a thousand angry wasps, muddling my words and making it impossible for me to see straight.

“It’s fine, Eliza,” River said, and this time, his voice was more subdued. His eyes met mine only briefly before he tugged on his hat, his gloves. He paused, opening his mouth before he shut it again, and then he just shook his head and walked out the door.

He had to give it a hard shove with his shoulder, clearing the bit of snow that had been blown over the porch despite the roof that hung over it. But once he made it out, he closed the door behind him, leaving me in the wake of the cold air that had rushed in.

I pulled the sheet tighter around me, staring at the door for a long moment before I looked down at Moose who was whimpering softly at my feet.

“It’s okay, boy,” I said, bending to pet behind his ear.

I just wished I believed my own words.




 

 

[image: ]

[image: ]

 

River spent the morning shoveling snow, and I spent it trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with me.

I made a pot of coffee, and considered taking him a Thermos of it, but knew by the way he was heaving snow that he wouldn’t take it. The same way I was sitting with my thoughts to try to work through them, he was working through his own by grunting and sweating and making his back ache.

So, I watched him from the window, holding my coffee between my hands more for warmth than to actually drink. And all the while, I stared at that boy, that man, the one I’d never expected to run into.

The one I’d run away from.

Nothing made sense. Finally, after years of wondering why he didn’t ask me to stay, why he didn’t come with me, why he didn’t fight for me at all, I knew the reason why.

And somehow, it made me hurt even more than when I didn’t know at all.

I was angry with him for not telling me, for stripping away my choice of what to do, had I known all the facts.

And I was thankful to him — for loving me enough to let me go, to shield me from the truth because he wanted my happiness more than his own.

And I was sad. God, I was so soul-crushingly sad. I was sad for the loss he had to endure on his own, for the years we’d lost that we could have been together, for the choice he had to make.

For the lack of choice he gave me.

I had plans. I had four weeks in Greece, and then a job on a river cruise in Austria, and then a three-month hiking trip along the southwest coast of the United Kingdom.

I had a new life now, and whether River had good intentions when he set me about it or not, he had chosen not to be a part of it. And now… now he wanted me to… to what?

I was only supposed to make a pit stop in Wellhaven.

I was only supposed to be here long enough to hug my family and have a little pie.

I was not supposed to get stuck in a cabin with my ex-husband, and I was certainly not supposed to sleep with him.

He’d ruined everything.

And now, I had a new longing in my gut, one I hadn’t felt in so long that I truly thought I was over him. Over us.

But had I really ever lost it?

Or was I just trying to deny its existence, to pretend I was okay for the sake of moving on?

My thoughts whirled in a vicious storm all morning like that, tossing me in waves between anger and sorrow until I felt nothing but washed up and shredded.

River dragged himself inside somewhere around one, shaking the snow off him as best he could on the porch before he came inside. A little trail of cigarette smoke followed him in, and he stripped off his hat and coat, hanging them by the fire before his gaze finally found me.

“Sidewalk’s clear, and I dug your car out, too. Skidder just came through with his snowplow. It’s not as big or as good as the city ones, but it’ll be a while before they make it out here.” River looked out the window. “Anyway, he’s got some crew coming behind him with sand to try to keep the roads drivable, at least for a while. So, you should be good to go.”

His eyes met mine briefly, and then he stalked over to the kitchen, pouring himself a finger of whiskey and throwing it back.

My rib cage shrank three sizes, the pressure so vicious on my lungs that I nearly keeled over. But instead, I crossed my arms over my chest to soothe it as much as I could, walking into the kitchen and leaning a hip against the counter.

I don’t want to go.

I can’t stay.

Last night didn’t mean anything.

Last night meant everything.

I don’t know what to do.

Please, tell me what to do.

“River…” I said, and he braced his hands on the counter before looking sideways at where I stood.

His eyes were bloodshot and glossy, and just one look from him stole any words I might have had forming.

“Come on,” he said, standing. “You get your coat. I’ll get your bag.”

I hated how silent we were as I packed up what little I’d taken out of my bag, mostly toiletries and the clothes we’d littered the floor with last night. I hated even more the way Moose whimpered at my feet when I was pulling on my coat, as if he knew that I was leaving.

As if he knew that this time, I wasn’t coming back.

“I love you, Moosey boy,” I said, kneeling down to put my forehead against his. He licked at my face when I gave him a kiss, and I fought back the tears when I stood again. “You be good.”

River had his hands in his pockets, but he withdrew them once I’d said my goodbyes to Moose, grabbing my suitcase. We walked outside in silence, and he helped me get my bag into the rental, and then we stood there by the driver door.

“Thank you,” I finally managed. “For taking me in. I…” I smiled, trying to lighten things. “I hope I wasn’t too much of a pest.”

River winced at my words, shaking his head and looking down the road as he swallowed. “I’m going to follow you,” he said. “Just to make sure you make it alright.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I know.”

I tried again for a joke. “You know, if you had a phone, I could just text you and let you know I’d made it.”

He tried to smile, but it fell flat. “Alright, well. Take care, Eliza,” he said, and then he turned his back on me before I had the chance to say anything in return.

I stood there and watched him go, watched him hop into his truck and fire the engine to life, letting it idle as he waited for me to get in and lead the way. My chest was on fire, tears pricking my eyes. I’d already said goodbye to that man once.

I never imagined I’d have to do it again.

I never imagined it’d hurt worse the second time around.

Before a single tear could fall, I slipped into my car, the engine groaning a little as I fired it up. As I checked my mirrors, my eyes caught River’s in the rearview.

Just forty-eight hours ago, I knew exactly who I was.

I knew what my plan was, where my life was leading, what I’d see and do and explore next. I knew where I’d been, and most importantly, I knew where I was going.

But then a blizzard had blown in unexpectedly, flipping everything upside down.

And now, I felt more lost than ever before.
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All month long, I’d dreamed of the pumpkin pie that now sat on a beautiful, gold-trimmed china saucer in my lap.

When I was in New Zealand, I told the Kiwis I worked with about this pie. I described the cinnamon, the nutmeg, the creamy, delectable pumpkin and perfect buttery crust, salivating as I did so. My stomach grumbled at the thought of it on the very long flight back to the States. As I drove here from the airport, and all the time I was at River’s, this pie was all I could think about.

Home is where Mama’s pumpkin pie is, I thought.

And yet now that I had it within reach, just a fork sweep away from it being in my mouth, I couldn’t eat it.

I pushed it around on my plate, eyes following the orangey brown smear of the filling. It smelled amazing, and I’d topped it with a heaping serving of Cool Whip. But still, I couldn’t take even one bite.

I’d never felt this nauseous in my life.

I wished it was because I was still hungover, that the Advil and hangover cure River had given me hadn’t worked. But the truth was that physically, I was fine.

But emotionally? Mentally?

I was a hot, steaming pile of garbage.

The surprise I’d looked forward to went off without a hitch, Mom and Dad both crying when they found me on the other side of the front door I’d knocked on. River had already pulled away after following me home by the time they ushered me inside, and from there, it was Mom fussing over whether there would be enough food or not, Grandma pinching my hips and saying I needed at least two servings before I withered away, Dad hugging me and doting on me, and my sister teasing me about how I had wrinkles now.

There was Christmas music and all the food I’d been lusting after. There was a warm fire and all the people I loved.

And yet, I was miserable.

“Mom’s gonna be offended if you don’t eat at least half of that,” my sister, Beth, said from where she sat on the other end of the couch. Mom and Dad were in the kitchen with Grandma and Robert, Beth’s husband, and Beth and I had retreated into the living room, sitting on the sofa in front of the Christmas tree.

“Trust me, I’d love to eat it all,” I said, stacking a bite up on my fork. “If only my stomach would allow it.”

Beth frowned, setting her own finished plate aside before she turned toward me. She had to move slowly, and she shifted a bit before getting her legs comfortably under her, thanks to her protruding belly.

Her protruding belly that was housing a baby. My future nephew.

And she hadn’t even told me.

Just like Mama hadn’t told me about her hip replacement surgery last fall, and Daddy hadn’t told me that he sold both our horses two years ago.

I was in a house with my family, and yet I realized I’d been so caught up in living my own life, in chasing my own adventure, that I completely missed out on what was happening here.

I felt like a stranger.

I might as well have been.

“Well, you going to talk to me about it, or just sit there playing with your food?”

I sighed, dragging my fork across the plate to remove the pie I’d stacked on it just to stack another one right after. “I don’t know what there is to say. I told you what happened.”

“You did. But you haven’t told me how you feel about being stuck in a cabin for two days with your ex-husband.” She glanced into the kitchen before lowering her voice. “Or sleeping with him.”

My sister looked nothing like me. Where my hair was dark as sin and slick straight, hers was dirty blonde and made of big barrel-wave curls. I tanned where she burned, her eyes were blue, where mine were inky wells of black.

But we had the same nose, and the same smile, and the same blood running through our veins.

And right now, I hated that she could see right through me.

I frowned, still staring at my pie. “Why doesn’t anyone tell me anything anymore?”

Beth didn’t answer, and when I looked up at her, she was watching me with the same look you might give an old woman slowly forgetting her memory. It was pity and sympathy and love all wrapped into one.

I hated it.

“Mom didn’t tell me about her surgery,” I continued. “Dad didn’t tell me about the horses. You didn’t tell me you’re freaking pregnant.” I pointed to her belly, letting my hand fall against my thigh with a slap as I shook my head. “And not a single one of you told me about River’s parents.”

Beth looked down at where her fingers curled together in her lap.

“Well?” I urged.

“What do you want from us, Eliza?” she finally asked, shaking her head as her blue eyes found mine. “You never wanted me to talk about River. Any time I would in that first year that you were gone, you’d get angry and ask me to stop. You told me it hurt to talk about him. You told me you didn’t want to know.”

“Yes, I realize that,” I conceded. “But come on, this is different.”

“Well, how I was supposed to know what was okay to mention and what wasn’t? What you’d want to know versus what you wouldn’t?”

Beth let out a frustrated breath, glancing at the tree before she found me again.

“You left this town like you never wanted any piece of it ever again, Eliza. I was trying to abide by your wishes. I was trying to give you what you wanted.”

What I wanted.

I laughed under my breath at that.

It seemed everyone was trying to figure out what I wanted, including myself.

I abandoned my pie on the coffee table, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m just… I feel like a fish out of water. I’m back home in the town I grew up in, and everything is the same, yet nothing is. River’s parents are gone, Beth. They’re gone. I never got to say goodbye. I never got to tell them how much they both meant to me. I never got to…” I held back the sob building in my throat, shaking my head. “I wasn’t here for River. I wasn’t here to help him, to listen to him, to hold his hand at the funeral. He went through all of that alone.”

Beth’s brows bent together, and she scooted close enough on the couch to where she could place her small, pale hand over mine.

“And he knew,” I whispered, shaking my head as my eyes welled up. “He knew his dad was sick, that he wouldn’t be here long. But he didn’t tell me.”

“Of course, he didn’t,” Beth said, as if it were obvious. “He loved you. He wanted you to be happy, and you had literally told him that you weren’t happy here. Why would he try to keep you in that situation?”

“But it wasn’t that simple,” I said, frustrated. “We had been stuck in a rut for a full year. He was miserable, trying to work all those odds and ends jobs, breaking his back, never having a vacation or even a full weekend off. I was working at the supermarket. We were working, day in and day out, all day and night long sometimes just to pay our freaking bills.” I shook my head. “That’s not living, Beth. Neither one of us was living.”

“I know,” she said, rubbing her belly. I knew she was thinking about Robert, about how hard he worked to make ends meet, and how hard she worked to keep their little home up. “But then again, that may not be living to you, but to some of us, just getting by is enough. You know? I mean, sure, Robert and I don’t have a bunch of nice things. We don’t get to go take all these fancy vacations. But at the end of a long day, we come home to each other. We love watching our TV shows together, and we love sitting out at the lake watching the sunset, or taking a long drive through the old winding roads.” She shrugged, a soft smile on her lips. “Sometimes you gotta look past all the hard things you go through and look at all the little things you have to be thankful for. Like someone to hug you, someone to laugh with.” She patted her belly. “Someone to make new life with.”

I swallowed down the emotion still strangling me. “I guess some of us just want more.”

“Maybe,” she said, but her smile told me she thought otherwise. “But maybe some of us just get lost and think we know what we want when really, we have no idea.”

I frowned.

“Why do you think you’re so sick to your stomach right now, Eliza?” she asked. “Why do you think you can’t eat, can’t fathom trying to sleep? Something has changed. Something inside you woke up that you didn’t even realize was there, soundly sleeping, all this time.”

Beth moved even closer, taking both of my hands in hers and looking into my eyes earnestly.

“Let me ask you this, sis. When you left, you said you were off to find adventure,” she said, accentuating the word like it was an epic tale itself. “You’ve been gone for four years now. You’ve seen dozens of different countries, hundreds of cities and towns and farms and lakes and rivers. You’ve spoken new languages, walked down new streets, met new people and maybe even found a new version of yourself, too. But tell me this… have you found what you’re looking for yet?”

My heart thumped hard at the question, another searing zip of pain splitting my chest.

“Because if you haven’t,” she continued, a little shrug on her shoulders and knowing smile on her lips. “Maybe it’s because you’ve been looking in the wrong places. Maybe it’s because it’s been right here, in the town that built you, all along.”

I watched my baby sister like she was an angel, or a psychopath, or maybe a cross between the two. I blinked over and over, my frown deepening the longer silence passed between us.

And the more those words she’d spoken sank in, the more the emotion I’d tried to fight back all evening long surfaced.

“Oh God,” I whispered, pulling my hands from hers to cover my mouth. I shook my head. “You’re right. You’re right, Beth. I… I felt so stuck, so suffocated, that it felt like the only way out was to leave. But all this time, I’ve been searching for this… this feeling. I thought I would know it when it came. I thought one day I’d find a place or a person and everything would just click together and suddenly, right then, I’d know I was where I was supposed to be.”

Beth nodded, smoothing her thumb over my knee.

“And I did,” I said, emotion warping my face before I found a smile, found my sister’s gaze. “I did find that feeling. But it wasn’t in Europe, or Asia, or on a mountaintop or on a beautiful, white sand beach.” I shook my head. “It was in that boring, tiny cabin with no power, no technology, no fancy food or fancy views or fancy entertainment. It was in front of that fireplace, under that stupid old blanket,” I said on a laugh that Beth joined me in. “With that stupid man and that stupid dog.” I sniffed. “I had everything I needed in that moment. And I felt it in my soul.”

It was a revelation. As the words tumbled out of my mouth, I felt them soaring through every inch of my body like a cool breeze on a hot summer day. I pressed my hand to my heart, feeling where it beat inside my rib cage, where it was breaking with another realization.

“But I ran away from it,” I whispered. “I found what I’d been looking for all this time, right where I left it, and it was like finally finding it scared me more than searching for it had.” I shook my head, looking at Beth. “I left him. Again.” A sniff. “I am so, so stupid.”

“You’re not,” she insisted, squeezing my leg. “You were just lost, Eliza. And sometimes that can be easier than being found.”

My stomach toppled over itself, urging me to do something, but I had no idea what.

“What do I do now?” I asked my sister hopelessly.

To which she responded with only a smile, and a kiss to my forehead as she stood and grabbed my plate off the table. “You eat this pie,” she said, shrugging. “And then, you go home.”

“Home…” I echoed, taking the plate from her.

She nodded, thumbing my chin. “Home.”

Then, she left me, joining her husband and our parents and grandmother in the kitchen. I watched them from where I sat — their smiles and laughter, my dad’s arm around Mom’s shoulders and Robert’s hand interlaced tightly with Beth’s.

And I felt it again, the same thing I’d felt coursing through me in the cabin with River.

Home.

It’d taken me too long to realize it. It’d caused pain to so many people I loved just for me to pull my head out of my ass and realize that what mattered most to me in my life wasn’t what museums I’d been to or what continents I’d set foot on.

It was these people, right here in this tiny little map dot town that had a thousand others just like it sprawling across the United States, across the world.

I didn’t need another plane, or boat, or train. I didn’t need another beach, or city, or mountaintop.

What I needed was River.

I just hoped he needed me, too.
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Knock-knock-knock.

My hands were shaking inside my gloves as I waited on River’s doorstep, Moose barking like crazy on the other side. There was a warm glow coming from the windows, smoke from the chimney, and looking now at the cabin from the outside in only made me long for what I’d had inside it even more.

There was a low, grumbly command for Moose to be quiet, and then the door swung open, and River stood there on the other side of it.

It wasn’t surprise or joy that passed over his face at the sight of me. Instead, it was a sort of indifference that made my heart sink. His jaw ticked, eyes taking me in before he swallowed. Moose was jumping around behind him, wagging his tail and trying not to bolt between his legs and the door to get to me.

“Hi,” I whispered.

He didn’t say a word, just watched me with those furrowed brows, his jaw set.

“Mind if I come in?” I asked, holding up the box in my hand. It was wrapped in a metallic green paper Mom had left over and topped with a simple red bow. “It’s kinda cold out here.”

River stood there a moment longer before he moved aside, allowing enough space for me to step through. As soon as I did, Moose was jumping on me, and I held the present out of the way just in time to save it from being mauled by his paws.

I chuckled, patting his paws where they landed on my chest before I kissed his wet nose. “Hey, boy. Missed you, too.”

Moose was still whining softly when River finally got him down off me, and then we stood there in the entryway, me still wrapped in my coat and hat and gloves and scarf because the way River was watching me, I wasn’t sure if I was invited to take them off and stay a while.

Well, here goes nothing…

“Merry Christmas,” I said sheepishly, holding the box in my hand toward him.

River looked at it, looked at me, back at the box like it was a trap, and then back at me. “What are you doing here, Eliza?”

“Please,” I begged, pushing the box closer to him. “Just open it.”

He sighed, unfolding his arms where they were crossed over his chest and taking the box from my hands. He tore the paper open unceremoniously, ripping the ribbon off and letting it all fall to the ground. Then, he popped the lid on the small, rectangular box.

When it was open, he stilled.

For a long time, he just stared at that notebook, the one I’d carried with me all these years. It was thick and hardback, with a beautiful, matte black-and-white photograph of a rushing river winding between thick forests of trees, snow-topped mountains waiting, stretching up into the overcast sky in the background.

River swallowed, touching the cover before his eyes flicked to mine.

“Open it,” I whispered.

He pulled it out of the box slowly, carefully, letting the box drop to the floor where the wrapping paper waited for it. Then, he balanced the book carefully in his hands and opened it to the first entry.

I watched his eyes scan the page, left to right over each sentence until he turned the page to the next one. He frowned more and more as he read, and my heart thumped loud and heavy in my ears.

“It’s a journal,” I explained. “Or a love letter. Maybe a cross between the two.” I folded my hands together in front of me to keep myself from fidgeting. “I picked it up at the airport the day I left Vermont. And I’ve been writing in it every week since I left.” I swallowed. “I’ve been writing it to you. For you.”

River’s eyes bounced over the pages as he turned them, and then they found mine, confusion written within the green depths.

That journal was one I’d written in religiously, and every entry started with My Dearest River.

I wrote to him about my travels, about the places I saw, the people I met. I shared the worst of weeks and the best of ones, too. I tried to explain the way I’d felt when I walked the streets of London, and the color of the sky as the sun set over Tuscany. I tried to imagine what he would have thought or felt if he were there with me.

I tried to write him into the story.

River turned another page, fingers tracing over the ink inside.

“I never stopped thinking of you,” I said softly. “I always wished you were with me, and all along, I knew that something was missing.”

River swallowed, nose flaring as he turned another page.

“I think I went looking for adventure, but what I didn’t realize was that I left the best one behind.”

At that, he stopped turning the pages, holding the book open in his hands and looking at me, instead. His eyes flicked back and forth between mine, and when a sheen of gloss covered them, emotion stole my next breath, tears building in my own eyes.

“You are my adventure, River,” I whispered helplessly, two tears streaming simultaneously down each of my cheeks at the admission. “Just as much as you are my home.”

I didn’t miss the quiver of his bottom lip where he kept it buckled, or the way his next breath shuddered a bit with the effort to bring new oxygen into his lungs.

And I just shrugged, knowing there was no other way to put it. “I am lost without you.”

As soon as the words left my lips, River blindly placed the journal on the kitchen counter behind him. Then, he swooped me into his arms, and I lost it.

I clung to him like life itself, wrapping my arms around his neck as his wound around my waist. He crushed me to him, and I tried to pull him closer still, sobbing into his shoulder.

“I don’t care if it’s in a big city or in another country or right here in this town we grew up in,” I said through my tears. “I want this. I want you. I’ll go wherever you want or stay right here in this tiny little cabin, as long as I can have you.”

River framed my face, shaking his head before he kissed me hard and promising. Both of our faces were bent in agony, like that kiss killed us as much as it brought back every ounce of life we’d been missing.

“I thought I lost you again,” he said, his words shaky and strained.

I clung to him tighter. “Oh, baby. You never lost me at all.”

He shook his head, like he still couldn’t believe I was there in his arms, before he met me with another long, deep kiss. Then, he was helping me strip out of my coat, my scarf, my hat and gloves and boots. He took me in his arms as soon as I was rid of my outerwear, and then he pulled me into his lap on the couch, surrounding me with his arms, his kisses, his love.

For a long while, we sat there just like that, holding each other and kissing and crying and not saying a single word. My heart surged with relief. My soul cried out in victory at finally being found. Every molecule of who I was came to life with that man by my side.

“Maybe you can have both,” River said softly, when my cheeks were rosy and flushed from kissing.

“Both?”

“Me, and adventure.”

I smiled, tapping his chest with my palm. “You are my adventure, silly. Weren’t you listening?”

His eyes gleamed in the firelight as they searched mine. “Let’s go, Eliza.”

“Go?” I frowned.

“Let’s do one more year out in the big wide world,” he said. “But this time, we do it together.”

My lips parted. “I… what are you saying?”

“One year. One year of going, doing, seeing. One year of exploring together. Then, we can decide what we want, where we want to settle — if we want to settle at all.” He shook his head. “When you left, I let you go. I chose to stay here with my father, and I don’t…” River swallowed. “I don’t know that I regret that choice, because I loved those last months I had with my father. With my mother.”

I squeezed him where I held him, letting him know I was there.

“But I lost you in the process. And now that I have you again, now that I know you were always mine just as I was always yours… I don’t want to make another mistake. So, let’s go. Let’s see it all before we make a decision about what happens next.”

My heart swelled. “You really mean it?”

“Yeah,” River said on a nod. “Yeah, I really do. I want you, Eliza,” he whispered, sliding his hand back over my cheek, fingers tangling in my hair. “And I want you to have your adventure, too.”

I leaned into his palm, closing my eyes on a long breath before I kissed his warm skin, thinking over the life we’d already lived together, all the things we’d been through. “I think I’ve already had it.”

But River shook his head, pulling me closer and whispering his own declaration over my lips before he kissed them, long and sweet.

“I think it’s only just begun.”

Moose hopped up onto the couch, practically right on top of us until we wiggled to make room for him, too. I laughed, kissing his head and rubbing behind his ears.

Then, River reached behind me, where the Christmas Blanket was hanging over the back of the couch. He smiled at me as he unfolded it, spreading it across the three of us, and then he took me and Moose both into his arms, holding us there by the fire.

When he gave me that blanket, he made a promise — that he would never stop fighting for us.

I knew as I held him in front of that fire, as he ran his hands through my hair and kissed my forehead softly, that his promise was true.

And that I would never stop fighting for us, either.

My heart fluttered, a smile spreading on my lips as I wrapped us up tighter in the blanket that brought me back to who I’d always been. I wished I’d never lost sight of that girl in the first place, but perhaps it made it sweeter now, knowing she was always there all along, knowing that River knew that, too, and that he believed I’d come back to him, just as I believed he’d never leave me, no matter how far away I went.

“Merry Christmas, baby,” River whispered.

And I smiled, and held him closer, and thanked God for blizzards. “Merry Christmas.”
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Thank you for reading The Christmas Blanket! I wrote this little story because it was what my soul was craving this holiday season. I wanted to feel warm and cozy and hopeful, to wrap myself up in everything powerful and all-consuming about love. I hope you felt that, too.

 

If you’re new to me and my books, I love to keep in touch with my readers. So, if you want to stay in touch, too, you can…

Sign up for my newsletter

Follow me on Instagram

Join my reader group on Facebook

 

And if you liked The Christmas Blanket, you’ll love my Becker Brothers series – free with Kindle Unlimited! It follows four brothers finding love in a small Tennessee town, and trying to solve the mystery of their father’s death along the way. Start with book one, On the Rocks.

 

Or, if you’d rather a sports romance, I’m a huge football gal and this is my favorite season of the year. I’ve got two football books that you’ll love if you’re an NFL fan like me. Start with The Wrong Game, free with Kindle Unlimited!

 

All My Love,

Kandi
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The Becker Brothers Series

On the Rocks (book 1)

Neat (book 2)

Manhattan (book 3)

Old Fashioned (book 4)

Four brothers finding love in a small Tennessee town that revolves around a whiskey distillery with a dark past — including the mysterious death of their father.

 

The Best Kept Secrets Series

What He Doesn’t Know (book 1)

What He Always Knew (book 2)

What He Never Knew (book 3)

Charlie’s marriage is dying. She’s perfectly content to go down in the flames, until her first love shows back up and reminds her the other way love can burn.

 

Make Me Hate You

Jasmine has been avoiding her best friend’s brother for years, but when they’re both in the same house for a wedding, she can’t resist him — no matter how she tries.

 

The Wrong Game

Gemma’s plan is simple: invite a new guy to each home game using her season tickets for the Chicago Bears. It’s the perfect way to avoid getting emotionally attached and also get some action. But after Zach gets his chance to be her practice round, he decides one game just isn’t enough. A sexy, fun sports romance.

 

The Right Player

She’s avoiding love at all costs. He wants nothing more than to lock her down. Sexy, hilarious and swoon-worthy, The Right Player is the perfect read for football season!

 

On the Way to You

It was only supposed to be a road trip, but when Cooper discovers the journal of the boy driving the getaway car, everything changes. An emotional, angsty road trip romance.

 

A Love Letter to Whiskey

An angsty, emotional romance between two lovers fighting the curse of bad timing.

 

Weightless

Young Natalie finds self-love and romance with her personal trainer, along with a slew of secrets that tie them together in ways she never thought possible.

 

Revelry

Recently divorced, Wren searches for clarity in a summer cabin outside of Seattle, where she makes an unforgettable connection with the broody, small town recluse next door.

 

Black Number Four

A college, Greek-life romance of a hot young poker star and the boy sent to take her down.

 

The Palm South University Series

Rush (book 1) ➔ FREE if you sign up for my newsletter!

Anchor, PSU #2

Pledge, PSU #3

Legacy, PSU #4

#1 NYT Bestselling Author Rachel Van Dyken says, “If Gossip Girl and Riverdale had a love child, it would be PSU.” This angsty college series will be your next guilty addiction.

 

Tag Chaser

She made a bet that she could stop chasing military men, which seemed easy — until her knight in shining armor and latest client at work showed up in Army ACUs.

 

Song Chaser

Tanner and Kellee are perfect for each other. They frequent the same bars, love the same music, and have the same desire to rip each other’s clothes off. Only problem? Tanner is still in love with his best friend.
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Kandi Steiner is a bestselling author and whiskey connoisseur living in Tampa, FL. Best known for writing “emotional rollercoaster” stories, she loves bringing flawed characters to life and writing about real, raw romance — in all its forms. No two Kandi Steiner books are the same, and if you’re a lover of angsty, emotional, and inspirational reads, she’s your gal.

 

An alumna of the University of Central Florida, Kandi graduated with a double major in Creative Writing and Advertising/PR with a minor in Women’s Studies. She started writing back in the 4th grade after reading the first Harry Potter installment. In 6th grade, she wrote and edited her own newspaper and distributed to her classmates. Eventually, the principal caught on and the newspaper was quickly halted, though Kandi tried fighting for her “freedom of press.” She took particular interest in writing romance after college, as she has always been a die hard hopeless romantic, and likes to highlight all the challenges of love as well as the triumphs.

 

When Kandi isn’t writing, you can find her reading books of all kinds, talking with her extremely vocal cat, and spending time with her friends and family. She enjoys live music, traveling, hiking, anything heavy in carbs, beach days, movie marathons, craft beer and sweet wine — not necessarily in that order.

 

CONNECT WITH KANDI:

 

➜ NEWSLETTER

➜ INSTAGRAM

➜ FACEBOOK

➜ FACEBOOK READER GROUP (Kandiland)

➜ GOODREADS

➜ BOOKBUB

➜ TWITTER

➜ WEBSITE

 

Kandi Steiner may be coming to a city near you! Check out her “events” tab to see all the signings she’s attending in the near future.

 

➜ SEE UPCOMING EVENTS
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