
  
    [image: Mountain Men of Castle Lodge]
  


  
    
      MOUNTAIN MEN OF CASTLE LODGE

      COMPLETE SERIES

    

    
      
        ELENA AITKEN

      

    

    
      INK BLOT COMMUNICATIONS

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreward

      

    

    
      
        
          Unexpected Kisses

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

      
        
          Hidden Kisses

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

      
        
          Mistaken Kisses

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

      
        
          Secret Kisses

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            9. Copyright

          

        

      

      
        
          Goodbye Kisses

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

      
        
          Tempting Kisses

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

      
        Summer of Change

      

    

    
      
        Also by Elena Aitken

      

      
        Join Me!

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Copyright

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWARD

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      I have really enjoyed writing the love stories at Castle Mountain Lodge, and my biggest goal has always been the romance of the story. However, I have always wondered about how the characters would have reacted to a little more ‘heat’ in their stories.

      

      After hearing the same question from some readers, I decided to go ahead and explore a ‘hotter’ side of Castle Mountain Lodge. If you’ve read these stories before, don’t worry, the heat level isn’t over the top. But there are sexy scenes, similar to my other series, The Springs.

      

      If a sweet, clean romance is more your style, the original versions of The Castle Mountain Lodge Series will always be available and I will continue writing them.

      

      Happy Reading!

      ~Elena
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      December 21

      

      Unable to take one more second, Andi Williams spun around and hit the power button on the stereo. Bing Crosby’s Winter Wonderland cut off mid-wonder and blissful silence filled the space.

      Her best friend and business partner, Eva, appeared from the storage room wearing antlers and holding two hats: a Santa in one hand, an elf in the other. She glanced at the mute stereo and shot Andi a look. “Which do you think?” she asked and held up the hats.

      “Go with the reindeer,” she said. “Santa is overdone and if you dress as an elf, people might get the wrong idea about Santa’s little helper.” With Eva’s tall, curvy body, pretty much anything she wore gave men the wrong idea.

      “It’s a party for the Senior Mens’ curling team.” Eva tossed the other two hats behind her onto a shelf and moved over to the stereo, flicking it on again.

      Party Hearty, their event planning business, was stuffed into a tiny office, with barely enough room for their desks and a couch for client meetings. Despite the small space, Eva felt it was crucial to maintain a festive atmosphere for potential clients, which, in her opinion, meant carols on repeat play and the overpowering scent of cinnamon and apple spice. For Andi, it was less festive and more like torture to be constantly surrounded by a reminder of the holidays.

      “Definitely the reindeer then,” Andi said, trying her best to ignore the music. “When did we get the curling team? I don’t remember it in the books.”

      Andi was in charge of bookings and most of the business side for Party Hearty, but this year, the holiday season had been their busiest ever. She’d be relieved when it was over. It’s not that Andi was dreading the holiday season because it meant working late into the night, or juggling schedules, or even trying to find enough staff to work each party; no, it was because Christmas this year represented everything Andi was supposed to have, and didn’t.

      “It was a last-minute thing,” Eva said. “They called yesterday and the party’s this Saturday. Short notice, means lots of extra cash. Plus, it’s a no-brainer. I already have the girls working out the details.”

      The ‘girls’ were the two college students Andi had hired at the beginning of November. They’d been a blessing and naturals at the party business, as college students usually were. Regardless, their presence meant Andi could stay in the office and as far away from the actual parties as possible. Exactly where she wanted to be.

      “What’s in the bags?” Eva asked and pointed to the pile of packages stacked next to Andi’s desk. “Don’t tell me you have presents in there? I thought you hated Christmas?”

      Andi sighed and rolled her eyes. “It’s not that I hate Christmas...”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “I got the boys their gifts,” Andi said. “Watching my little brothers open their presents is going to be the only saving grace to this stupid holiday.” She flopped backwards, sinking into her leather chair. Her desk was organized into neat piles of invoices, to-do lists, and a growing stack of unopened Christmas cards and invitations. Andi moved a magazine so it was covering the envelopes. “Three is the perfect age for this stuff. And when they see the drums I got them, they’re going to go crazy.” Andi flashed a wicked smile.

      “Your dad is going to kill you,” Eva said.

      “It’s his own fault for having twins at his age. Besides, isn’t that my job as the older half-sister?”

      Eva didn’t answer her. Instead, she tossed a thick, red envelope on her desk. “This came for you today.”

      Andi knew what it was before she even turned it over to read the calligraphy on the front. The invitation to the Porter’s Annual Night Before, The Night Before, Christmas Party. Her stomach churned and for a brief, terrifying moment she thought she might throw up on her desk, right on top of the offending envelope in all its glossy, card stock weighted glory.

      Why did they send her an invitation this year? They had to know she wouldn’t go. How could she show her face in a room filled with her ex’s family and friends? Why would she want to?

      “Damn, I should have recycled it,” Eva said. She appeared in front of Andi, her face creased with concern. “I’m sorry. I knew I shouldn’t have given it to you. Do you need a drink? I can get you a bottle of water. I think we might even have some wine in the back. I can get you what—“

      “I’m fine.” Andi took a deep breath and sat up straight. The only way to make it was to fake it, so she slapped both hands on her desk and stood. “Now,” she said. “What needs to be done?”

      Eva stared at Andi as if she’d spontaneously grown a horn out of her forehead.

      “What?” Andi asked. “We have parties to plan, don’t we? After all, that is what people pay us to do, right?” She walked as she spoke, moving to the wall where they kept clipboards for each event.

      “Andi, it’s okay.”

      “What’s okay?” She flipped through the pages, not seeing any of the lists.

      “Sit.” Eva pushed a chair towards her.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Sit,” she said again. This time there was enough force behind her voice that Andi stopped and looked at her friend. “It’s okay,” she said softly.

      “I can’t do this,” Andi whispered. She could feel the tears building in the corners of her eyes and she hated herself for them. She’d promised herself months ago that she wouldn’t cry. Tears didn’t do any good. They never had. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “You don’t have to go to the party.”

      “No,” she said and waved her arms around the room. “I can’t do this. Any of this. Christmas. The holidays. The happy, cheerful people. The kids singing carols and eating candy. Santa. Gingerbread. Any of it. Christmas is for families.”

      “You have a family,” Eva said gently.

      “You know what I mean.” Andi grabbed a tissue and dabbed her eyes before the tears could leak out.

      “I know,” Eva said. She pulled a chair next to her friend and held her hand tight. “Andi, you will have a family. It wasn’t—“

      “Don’t you dare say it wasn’t meant to be.” She snatched her hand away. For the last eight months—since her daughter had been stillborn—Andi had heard those words too much. They were what people said when they didn’t know what else to say. They were the words uttered by those who couldn’t handle seeing her in pain and thought she should just get over it. How did you get over losing a baby? How could you ever get over pain like that?

      “I wasn’t going to say that,” Eva said. “I was going to say…okay, I was going to say that. But only because Blaine wasn’t right for you, not because of anything else. He’s a total jerk and he should’ve stood by you. What kind of guy takes off after something like that? I mean—“

      “Please.” Andi held her hand up to stop her friend’s tirade. Eva had never liked Blaine. From the moment they’d been introduced, she’d declared him a pretty boy who was too into himself and his career. She never understood what Andi saw in him. She didn’t see the tender side of Blaine that Andi did. The way they used to talk for hours about the future, how he used to encourage Andi to make Party Hearty bigger, to expand and become the biggest party planning firm in Calgary. And when Andi was pregnant with their child, how he’d sit for hours with his hand on her belly, talking to the baby and poring through name books with her. They’d talked about getting married after finding out they were expecting, and there wasn’t a doubt in Andi’s mind that it would be perfect. Until it wasn’t.

      “Can we talk about something else?” Andi said. “Are you sure you don’t need me for any of the parties next week?”

      Eva scooted her chair back to her own desk and grabbed her planner. “You know I don’t,” she said. “They’re all taken care of. We have that charity ball on the twenty-third and then the Anderson gig on Boxing Day. I have the girls lined up. We’re good to go.”

      “Really, Eva, I don’t mind being there if you need me.”

      “I don’t need you,” she said with a grin. “Besides, you’d be miserable acting like you were full of festive joy. No offense, but you’re not really very good at pretending.”

      “None taken,” she mumbled.

      “You know, if you really don’t want to be around, we got a promo invite from the Castle Mountain Lodge for a villa. You can use it.”

      The Castle Mountain Lodge was only two hours from the city, but it might as well have been a world away. Nestled in the mountains, the Lodge had a reputation as a mountain hideaway far away from the rest of the world. It would be the perfect place to escape to. The thought of hiding away in the forest, reading a good book in front of a crackling fire until the holidays were over, did have its appeal.

      “For when?” Andi asked.

      “It’s actually good through to the twenty-sixth. You can hide from the whole holiday.” Eva dug in a pile on her desk. Producing the invitation, she tossed it to Andi. “But I thought you were spending Christmas with your dad? Didn’t you say, and I quote, ‘watching my little brothers open their presents is going to be the only saving grace to this stupid holiday’?”

      Andi smiled at the thought of her twin brothers. They were busy, full of mischief and fun, but best of all they adored their half-sister, which made their mother, who was only three years older than Andi herself, miserable. She’d give up the dream of hiding at the Lodge, but only for them.

      “It’s true,” she said. “I’ll tolerate Roxanne and her awful cooking to see the boys. Maybe I can pretend that we’re all one big happy family and it won’t be so bad.”

      Eva smiled, but before she could say anything, the phone rang. Eva answered with a jingle in her voice, “Good afternoon. It’s a happy holiday season at Party Hearty.”

      Andi rolled her eyes and turned back to the piles on her desk.

      “Yes, Mr. Williams, she’s right here. Let me put you through.”

      Eva pressed the button to put him on hold and said, “Speak of the devil. He’s on line one. I’ll be in the storage room if you need me. I think I’m going to need some mistletoe for the curlers.”

      Andi laughed along with her and was still laughing when she picked up the phone. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Hi, sugar. How’s work today? Are you girls busy over there?”

      Leave it to Dad to put business first.

      “Very,” she said. “’Tis the season and all that. What’s up?”

      There was a silence on the line and in that instant, Andi knew she wasn’t going to like what she heard.

      “Well,” he said after a moment. “I’m afraid I don’t have very good news. I know you were looking forward to a family Christmas this year.”

      ‘Looking forward to’, weren’t really the words she would have chosen. More like “‘would tolerate’”.

      “But plans have changed,” Andi’s dad was still talking.

      “What do you mean, plans have changed? Christmas is in five days.”

      “That’s just it. Roxanne decided she’d like to go to Disney World this year and the boys are at a good age for the Magic Kingdom and she found a great last-minute deal and—“

      “Wait,” Andi stopped him. “Did I hear you right? You’re ditching me, your only daughter, to spend the holidays with Mickey Mouse?” Andi’s chest tightened and she took a sip of water.

      “We leave tonight.”

      “I’ve never been to Disney.”

      “Did you want to come?”

      “You know I don’t.”

      “We’ll be back for New Year’s, if you want to come over then?”

      The only thing more pathetic than the prospect of spending Christmas alone, was the idea of spending New Year’s Eve with her father and his child bride.

      “No thanks,” she said.

      “What about your mother?”

      “She’s on a cruise with Val,” Andi said. “I told you that.” And she had, but he’d likely blocked it from his memory, as he did with any reminder that his first wife had left him for another woman.

      “Well, you’re always saying how busy you are at this time of the year and—”

      “Don’t worry, Dad. I’ll be fine,” she muttered. “Merry Christmas.”

      She hung up before he could return her well wishes. She didn’t want to hear them.

      “Eva,” she called in to the back room. “Where did you put that promo invite for Castle Mountain Lodge?”
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      December 22

      

      Colin Hartford steered his four-wheel drive up the windy road leading to the Castle Mountain Lodge. His tires crunched on the freshly fallen snow. The plows couldn’t keep up with the thick white stuff covering the roads and Colin was pretty sure they’d given up on trying to keep the roads clear. He hadn’t seen one in over an hour. The weather forecast had said it would be a white Christmas, but they hadn’t said anything about a blizzard. It took all his concentration to navigate the icy roads. Combined with the low visibility, the dense pines on both sides of the road gave him the sense that he was driving farther and farther into the middle of nowhere. But Rose, his grandmotherly assistant, had assured him that the Lodge had full resort facilities. Plus, Rose had promised it was famous for the grand holiday festivities it put on. It was perfect for his first Christmas back in Canada.

      He’d had enough of beaches and hot sun to ring in the holidays. Colin craved some old-fashioned carols, ice skating, gingerbread houses and lots of snow. Five years away was enough to make him miss the cold weather. It didn’t matter what anyone said; Christmas without snow was just wrong.

      After a few minutes of steady climbing up the steep mountain road, the trees began to thin, and soon they were covered in white and red lights, illuminating the drive as the sun began to set. Like a candy cane lane, Colin thought with excitement. He couldn’t keep the grin off his face but he fought the urge to accelerate. He couldn’t wait to start experiencing everything the season had to offer, but he didn’t think digging the Jeep out of a snow drift was a good way to start.

      Even driving slowly, it didn’t take long before buildings and cabins came into view. They were all joined by interconnected pathways, loosely arranged around a large pond and common area. The main lodge served as the focus of the tiny village, placed at the far end of the pond. The Lodge was impressive. Certainly a lot nicer than the hotels Colin had been living out of in the Caribbean for the last few years.

      He pulled up to the main entrance, where a valet opened his door.

      “Good evening, sir,” the valet said. “Welcome to Castle Mountain Lodge.”

      “Thank you.” Colin unfolded his large frame from the vehicle and grabbed his bag out of the back. A bellboy appeared, but Colin waved him away. “This is it, really,” he said, gesturing to his duffle.

      “Carmen at the desk will get you settled, and I’ll take care of your car. Enjoy your stay, sir. And Merry Christmas.”

      Colin smiled. It would be a merry Christmas. He looked around through the falling snow at the trees and took a deep breath of mountain air. How could it not be when this beauty surrounded him?

      The main doors opened up to a majestic three-story room. Exposed timbers framed the walls and vaulted ceiling. Colin moved through the lobby, taking in the rustic holiday atmosphere. There were fresh pine boughs draped around the banisters leading to the upper stories and a smell of spice and cinnamon filled the air. Before heading to the check-in desk, he stopped to admire a massive tree decorated with oversized white pine cones, holly berries, and strands of popcorn that stood in the center of the lobby. A fire crackled in the large river rock hearth across the room and a piano player filled the space with the soft sounds of carols.

      Colin stood for a moment taking it all in. It was just as Rose promised. A scene right out of a movie, or one of those home and style magazines she was always reading. Eager to get checked in and start participating in some festive activities, he found the front desk and spotted a woman standing behind it with Carmen on her name tag. She was madly typing something into her computer and repeatedly running her hands through her hair. As Colin got closer, he could hear her apologizing to a petite dark-haired woman in front of him at the desk.

      “I’m so sorry, Ms Williams,” Carmen said. “I wish there was more that I could do.”

      “But you sent us the invitation,” the woman said. “How can you not have a room for me, when you sent it?”

      There was something about her voice that was familiar. But that was impossible. He barely knew anyone in Canada anymore; he’d been gone so long.

      “I’m so sorry,” Carmen said again. “We did have the room but the invitation was sent a few weeks ago and we expected that since we didn’t hear from you or your company, you would be declining the offer. I can offer you and your company another complimentary stay as well as some dinner vouchers for the restaurant.”

      The woman, her back still to Colin, shook her head. “Is there anywhere else nearby?”

      “There’s a bed and breakfast about twenty miles down the mountain. I could call them to see if they have a room?”

      It was a blizzard out there. If the highways weren’t already closed, they would be soon. Colin was about to say so, but Carmen was still talking.

      “We usually keep a few extra rooms open,” Carmen said, as she reached for the phone, “just in case of a situation like this, but with the holiday season upon us…well, we did have one villa available, but it was booked last minute. Just yesterday in fact.”

      Rose had made his reservation only yesterday, Colin thought. She hadn’t told him she’d secured him a villa. He made a mental note to talk to her about excessive spending.

      “What am I supposed to do now?” the woman said.

      “Ms Williams, I can’t tell you how sorry we are about the mix-up. Let me make the call for you.”

      The woman waved her hand. “No, it’s fine,” she said, and turned around so quickly, she almost smacked right into Colin’s chest and for the first time, he saw her face. She was stunning. And very familiar. It wasn’t just her voice. He knew this woman. She swiped her black hair away from her eyes with a quick, angry wipe. Her dark eyes contrasted sharply against her pale skin, and if he hadn’t been eavesdropping, Colin might have missed the unshed tears that glistened in the corners.

      “Do I know you?” he asked, before she could move past him.

      The woman stopped short and looked up at him. He watched as a flash of recognition crossed her face, but then her eyes narrowed and she said, “No. I don’t think so.”

      Colin stared at her for a moment. He was sure he knew her. Someone from high school maybe?

      “Did you go to Mountain View High?” he asked.

      “No,” she said and turned away again. While he watched, she pulled her hair off her face into a ponytail. When she turned back, Colin’s memory clicked into place.

      Blaine Porter’s girlfriend. He’d known Blaine since grade school, and even though they’d ended up more as rivals than friends over the years, they occasionally ran into each other. When Blaine had called to tell Colin he was visiting St. Lucia with his girlfriend last year, Colin had hooked up with the couple for dinner and drinks. It had only been one evening, and it was awhile ago, but there was no doubt that’s why she looked so familiar.

      “Wait,” Colin said. “I do know you.”

      The look that crossed over her face left no room for doubt that she knew him too.

      “Blaine’s girlfriend,” he said. “St. Lucia. Remember?”

      “I remember.”

      Colin looked around the room. “It’s Andi, right? Is Blaine here with you? I haven’t—“

      The look on her face stopped him.

      “He’s not here,” she said. Her voice was soft, but hard. Evidently it had been too long since he’d caught up with Blaine.

      “The two of you aren’t together anymore?“

      Her silence and the hard look in her eyes was the only answer he needed.

      “I should get going before it gets too late.” Andi turned and moved to leave but before she could get away, Colin reached out and grabbed her arm.

      “Wait,” he said. “You can’t go out in that.”

      She turned to look out the picture windows, where the outside lights illuminated the increasing snowdrifts, and the snow still fell from the sky.

      “What am I going to do now?” She didn’t speak to Colin directly, but he could tell she was near tears.

      “Excuse me,” Colin said, turning to Carmen. “How big are these villas?”

      “I’m sorry, sir?”

      “The villas,” he said, and glanced back at the woman who was watching the exchange. “I believe my assistant booked me a villa yesterday, and I really don’t need that much space.”

      Carmen straightened behind the desk and clicked some keys on her computer. “What was your name, Sir?”

      “Hartford. Colin Hartford,” he said, his eyes still on the woman next to him. She didn’t say anything.

      “Yes,” Carmen said. “You are registered in a villa. They’re really quite large. Twelve hundred square feet. Three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a small kitchen.”

      Colin turned to Andi who still hadn’t said anything. “I know this seems strange, but we do kind of know each other and you really have no place to stay. Would you consider taking a room? It’s snowing really hard out there, and I can’t in good conscience let you drive back down the mountain tonight.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, Carmen interrupted. “That’s a very generous offer, Mr. Hartford, but—“

      “Let her answer,” he said and turned back to Andi.

      She cleared her throat and said, “I don’t know. I—“

      “I would suggest that you call Blaine for a character reference,” he said. “But something tells me that wouldn’t work in my favor and I honestly can’t be sure he’d give me a glowing report either. So what about the fact that I haven’t seen or spoken to him in over a year? Does that help?”

      Andi smiled again. “Actually, it does.”

      “See? I really am a good guy. Even if I didn’t choose my childhood friends very well.”

      That made her smile again but before she could say anything, the main doors opened and the doorman rushed into the lobby in a blast of snow and icy air. “It’s nasty out there,” he said. “You folks are lucky you got here when you did. We just heard over the radio that the highway has been closed.” He rubbed his hands together and blew on them to warm up.

      Andi looked past the doorman, out to the building blizzard outside. With a sigh, she turned to Colin, and said, “Well, being friends with Blaine is certainly not a ringing endorsement, but it doesn’t look like I have a lot of options.”

      “Ms Williams,” Carmen said, “we could offer you a couch in the lobby, or maybe even in the staff quarters.”

      Both Colin and Andi turned to stare at Carmen.

      “Or,” Colin said slowly, “you can take one of my extra rooms. I swear, I’m perfectly normal. And it has to be more comfortable than a couch somewhere.”

      “I’ll admit, an extra room sounds a lot better than sleeping on a couch,” Andi said to Carmen before turning to Colin. “And from what I remember about you in St. Lucia, you’re fairly normal. Even though I’m not sure ordering flying fish off the menu is all that normal.”

      “You remember?”

      She shrugged.

      “So, I’ll take that as a yes?” Colin asked. “And I promise, I’m not a crazy ax murderer or anything.” He swung his duffle around so she could see it. “See? An ax wouldn’t fit.”

      Andi glanced at the bag and gave Colin a pointed look. “Like I said, I don’t seem to have much of a choice. But if I’m going to spend time with any of Blaine’s friends, I’m going to need a drink.”

      “We’re not—“

      “I know, I know.” She held up her hand. “You’re not besties. I got it.”

      “We’ll take care of your bags, Ms Williams,” Carmen said, and before Colin could say anything, Andi started walking to the bar situated at the other end of the lobby.

      In a hurry to join her, he quickly finished the check-in process and left his own bag to be delivered to his room. Colin couldn’t remember much about their brief dinner meeting in St. Lucia, only that Blaine had phoned him out of the blue to let him know that they were visiting the island. The entire visit seemed more like a reason for Blaine to show off his beautiful fiancée and brag to Colin about his successful business than anything else. But Blaine had always been that way. Even as kids, he used every chance he got to show off or brag about what he had and what he could do.

      Colin’s first impression of Andi that night had been that she was beautiful and smart, but he couldn’t for the life of him figure out why she was with Blaine. Not that Blaine was all bad; they’d hung out in the same circle, and at one time, they’d been close friends. But things change, and certainly after high school there hadn’t been much of a friendship between them, unless you could call Blaine’s constant one-upmanship a friendship. But there’d been something about Blaine and Andi together that didn’t sit right with Colin then. And now as he crossed the lobby towards the bar, Colin couldn’t help but smile at the thought that Blaine would hate the fact that he was about to spend time with his ex. His very beautiful ex.
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      Andi twisted her napkin in her hand and looked up to where Colin was waiting for drinks at the bar. What was she thinking, staying in a strange man’s hotel room in the middle of the mountains? But that was the problem, wasn’t it? He wasn’t really a stranger. Andi sighed and rubbed her temples. She’d recognized him right away and had hoped he wouldn’t remember her. What were the odds that she’d run into someone who knew Blaine? Especially when she was trying to flee anything that reminded her of him? This really wasn’t her week.

      Andi smiled, thinking of how shocked Eva would be to find out about her accommodations. She’d probably think it was a great idea for Andi to bust out of her typical groove. It’s not like she had a lot of choices, though, she told herself again. Besides, Colin had seemed normal enough when they’d met that one time in St. Lucia, and from what she could remember, Colin had been very friendly and not at all like Blaine’s usual stuck-up friends. He’d tried, without much success, to include her in the conversation but Blaine had seemed bent on telling Colin about his latest business acquisitions and how well he was doing. Andi remembered the fight they’d had later that night when she accused Blaine of behaving like a jerk. He didn’t get like that often, but every once in a while…

      Andi’s thoughts drifted off when Colin turned from the bar holding a glass of wine and a bottle of beer. Colin looked like the total opposite of Blaine, which maybe had something to do with the animosity between them. Where Blaine was always well-groomed, wearing a shirt and tie, this man wore faded jeans and a worn t-shirt that hugged his chest. Overdue for a haircut, his shaggy hair persistently fell over one eye in a way Andi would normally find annoying. But there was something about the way Colin brushed it off his face that Andi found ridiculously sexy. In fact, he did seem to have the most unnerving way of making her stomach flutter every time he looked at her.

      “I hope Shiraz is okay?” he asked, as he reached the table and put the glass in front of her. “You didn’t tell me your preference, so I guessed.”

      “Shiraz is great.” She took a sip of her drink in an effort to squash the sudden and completely ridiculous urge to reach out and touch the scruff on his chin. What was wrong with her?

      Colin reclined in the chair across from her and took a long pull on his beer. When he put the bottle down, his green eyes locked on hers and they looked so familiar that for a moment, Andi forgot that she barely knew anything about him.

      “So, Andi,” he said, and a smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “It just occurred to me that I offered you a room in my villa and all I really know about you is that you like red wine, you don’t plan ahead by confirming reservations, and you get a really sour look on your face when I mention Blaine.”

      She opened her mouth to object, but before she did, closed it again. There was nothing to protest. She really didn’t like the mention of Blaine’s name and even though it wasn’t her fault that the reservation wasn’t confirmed, it didn’t really matter. Of course, she should have known that Eva wouldn’t have checked. There was a reason Andi took care of the business side of Party Hearty.

      Andi took another sip of her wine. She swirled it around in her mouth before swallowing and responding. “What do you want to know?”

      “Well, I’m assuming that you don’t want to talk about Blaine.”

      “You assume correctly.”

      “Right. And since my relationship with him seems to depend solely on him telling me how great he is every few years, why don’t we just pretend that we don’t have that in common? That way you can’t hold it against me.”

      Andi raised her glass. There was something endearing about him and his effort to make her feel more comfortable. “Deal,” she said.

      They clinked glasses, and after taking a drink, Colin said, “I’ve already assured you that I’m not an ax murderer. How about a similar assurance?”

      “I’ve been rehabilitated,” she said with a straight face.

      “Good thing.” Colin laughed. “I suppose I should have asked if you had an ax in your bag.”

      She raised her eyebrows and laughed along with him.

      “Now that we have the important details cleared up,” he said after a moment, “there’s something I have to know. Is Andi your full name or is it short for something?”

      Andi took another sip of her wine and fiddled with the napkin. “Really? That’s what you have to know?”

      “What? We’re trying to get to know each other, aren’t we?” he asked in mock defense. “It’s a fair question.”

      She found herself smiling again, and answered, “You can call me Andi.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Colin said. “Is that what I should call you, or is that your actual name?”

      “Believe it or not, it is my actual name,” she said, and looked down at her napkin. “I wish I could say it was short for something, but really my dad was convinced I would be a boy and when I wasn’t, he decided the next best thing to having a son would be to pretend I was one.”

      “Wow,” he said. The light atmosphere between them shifted, and when she looked up, there was a look of concern on his face. “So I assume the two of you aren’t close?”

      Andi shrugged. “We were actually, but now he really does have those sons he wanted so bad, along with a new wife. So he’s pretty busy with them.”

      “And your mom?”

      Andi took another sip of her wine before answering. With any other guy, she would have balked at such intimate questions, but there was something about Colin and she couldn’t remember the last time she felt so relaxed with a man. He was incredibly easy to talk to and he genuinely seemed interested. Heck, she’d even told him the story behind her name and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d ever done that. With anyone.

      “My mom and I are close.”

      “Then why are you here?” He asked the question gently. “Holidays are supposed to be for friends and family. Why are you here alone?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “Touché.” He picked up his beer bottle and raised it to her, diffusing the tension in the air.

      They sat in silence for a few minutes. Andi pretended not to notice the way he studied her. She focused instead on the picture windows framing the winter wonderland scene outside. The snow was falling even heavier than when she’d arrived and was forming a thick blanket over the courtyard. It was beautiful, but it would also mean the drive back down the mountains to the city would be treacherous. She was used to winter driving, but winter driving in the unpredictable mountains was a different story.

      “The highways are going to be a mess,” Colin said, reading her mind. “I barely got here and I have four-wheel drive.”

      She nodded and raised her glass to her mouth.

      “Don’t worry about staying,” he said. “I already promised you I’m a nice guy. And besides, it’s not good to be alone on the holidays.”

      She flipped around in her chair so she was staring at him head-on. “Who said I was going to be alone?”

      “Who said I was talking about you?”
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      He didn’t think she would agree to it. It was a spur-of-the-moment offer to share his villa with her, but she was stranded, and kind of an old friend, and besides, he was alone. Colin was determined to make this Christmas the best he’d had in years. With his recent history, it wasn’t going to be hard to top the past, but having Andi around, even temporarily, would definitely make things more interesting.

      Colin swiped the card in the key lock and held the door open for Andi.

      “Thank you.” She swept past him, her arm brushing his chest. “Sorry,” she said, turning around to look at him. The slight touch—despite the barriers of thick coats—had sparked something, and he could tell by the look in her eyes that she’d felt it too.

      He shrugged and Andi turned to enter the villa.

      Colin assumed since she’d received a promo invitation from her company, that she’d been on the receiving end of many such offers, and had probably seen her fair share of elegant accommodations. Even so, how could she not be impressed with the room? He had to make a dedicated effort to keep his own mouth from hanging open in shock as he entered behind her, followed by the bellboy with a trolley of her luggage.

      A smaller scale of the lobby in the main building, this room was two stories of vaulted, wood beam ceilings. A fire had been laid in the rock work fireplace and there was even a Christmas tree, fully decorated, in the center of the window. With the snow still falling outside, the room looked like it belonged on a greeting card.

      “What do you think?” he asked Andi. “Have you been here before?”

      She turned to face him but he couldn’t read the expression on her face.

      “I’ve stayed at the Lodge before, but never in a villa. This is…” She stopped and spun slowly, encompassing the room with her arms. “Amazing,” she finished. When she stopped moving, she stood in front of him, and he was rewarded with a smile on her face that made her eyes sparkle. He realized he hadn’t seen such an honest smile from her yet. It was gorgeous. “I could do without all the decorations, though,” she added.

      “I must admit,” he said. “I didn’t expect anything like this either. But I like it.” He watched for her reaction, and added, “And I think the Christmas decorations are a nice touch.”

      “Sir,” the bellboy said, interrupting them. “Which room shall I put the bags in?”

      Colin turned. He’d forgotten the bellboy was still there. “Oh.” He glanced at Andi, who was now standing at the window, staring outside. “You can put them all in the master suite,” he said to the boy, “except the duffle bag. Choose another room for that one.”

      The bellboy nodded and turned to carry out his duty, but not before Colin noticed the look on his face. No doubt the kid was likely thinking that if he had a woman as beautiful as Andi in his villa, there would not be separate rooms involved.

      “Make yourself at home,” Colin said to Andi. “I really don’t want you to feel like a guest. Please just think of it as your space.”

      She turned away from the window at the sound of his voice. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like she was fighting back tears. “Thank you,” she said. “I mean it, Colin. You didn’t have to do this. But I really appreciate you letting me stay here. I don’t think I could—“

      “Will there be anything else, sir?” the bellboy asked, appearing at Colin’s side. “Would you like me to show you the controls for the hot tub?”

      “There’s a hot tub?” he asked.

      “Of course, sir. On the deck. It’s quite simple to use.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Colin said. A vision of Andi sitting in that very hot tub popped into his head. He shook the thought away.  “I think we’ll be fine,” he said. “Thank you.” He had no business thinking that way about her. There arrangement was purely for convenience, nothing more. It would serve him, and his libido, well to remember that.

      He handed over a twenty-dollar bill and the boy disappeared.

      Colin wanted to finish the conversation with Andi. He wanted to know more about why she was here, why she wasn’t with Blaine, and just more about her, period. But when he turned his attention back to her, she was in the small kitchen, searching through the cupboards.

      He watched her for a minute before asking, “Looking for something?”

      She looked up and smiled. “Did you know they stocked the fridge? You have quite the spread here.”

      “You mean, we have. I told you, this is your place too.”

      A look crossed over her face. “You know,” she said. “I just realized that I didn’t get a chance to ask you about your situation. Won’t your girlfriend be upset that I’m here?”

      Colin crossed his arms. She was obviously fishing for information, and by the smirk on her pretty face, she already knew the answer to her question.

      “I don’t have a girlfriend,” he said. “Women are nothing but trouble.” Her smile faltered a little at his gruffness and he immediately softened his tone. “I prefer to be single. Besides, there isn’t room for women in my life, at least not for anything long-term.”

      “Well, I guess that’s good then,” she said. “I wouldn’t want some jealous woman chasing after me.” Her smile was back, teasing him, sparking something inside him.

      There was no way that Blaine’s ex would be interested in a little festive fling. Would she? Colin pushed the thought from his mind. It didn’t matter how attracted to her he was. Some things were off-limits.

      “Are you hungry?” he said, and pointed to the jar of almonds she’d pulled out of the cupboard. “We could go find one of the restaurants, or if there’s something to cook here…or, maybe you don’t want to spend all your time with me. I’m sure you have something you want to be doing. After all, you didn’t plan on spending your holidays with a stranger.” As soon as the words came out of his mouth, he realized how much he hoped she didn’t have any other plans. What was it about this woman? He’d never been so unsure of himself around the ladies, but with her he felt like everything he did or said might scare her away, or…if he was lucky, draw her closer.

      Colin waited while Andi walked around the kitchen island, back into the living room. She looked like she wanted to say something, but instead, she stopped and said, “You know, you’re right. I should probably get my things unpacked.”

      “Of course.” He pointed her towards the room the bellboy had put her bags in and watched her go down the hall. As soon as she was out of sight, Colin wished she were back. It had been a very long time since a woman had stirred such intense feelings in him and intrigued him so completely. The last time had been a very long time ago.

      And remember how well that turned out? he reminded himself. No, he wouldn’t get involved. No matter how strong the pull towards her might be. Besides that, she was Blaine’s ex, and even if was a jerk, Colin had a rule. No getting involved with a buddy’s woman. It wasn’t a good idea. For either of them.
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      It didn’t take long for Andi to unpack her bags and get organized. It was kind of strange taking the master bedroom, but when she’d gone back into the living room to ask Colin about it, he was gone. It was stupid but she was disappointed that he wasn’t there. She liked him. There was something about him that allowed her to relax and it was nice to spend time with a man without it feeling forced. She felt more comfortable around Colin, who was still a relative stranger, than with Blaine, at least at the end.

      Eva would roll her eyes at that. She was always telling her that relationships shouldn’t be so hard. At the thought of her friend, Andi had to laugh. She would never believe where Andi was staying. She grabbed her cell phone and walked to the window to call her.

      The phone went straight to voicemail. Of course Eva would be busy putting the finishing touches on the events this week. Andi had a flash of guilt. She should be there to help out. After all, it was her company, too.

      “Hi,” she said into the phone. “It’s me. I just wanted to tell you I got here alright and my reservation got messed up. But you’ll never guess how it worked out.” Andi smiled, knowing her message would drive her friend crazy with wonder. “Anyway, let me know how everything’s going. We’ll talk soon.”

      After she hung up the phone, she didn’t know what to do with herself. She hadn’t thought much beyond getting out of the city for the holidays. She’d wanted to hide, and the mountains seemed to be a good place to do it. But she hadn’t considered what she might do once she arrived. A glance at the clock on the nightstand told her it was still a bit early for dinner, which was fine with her, she didn’t want to be inside anyway.

      The snow was still falling, but it didn’t seem to be coming down quite so hard. She looked through the window at the darkening village and Andi watched the lights in the nearby buildings come on, giving the covered earth a sparkle. The scene outside, while frosty, also looked inviting. The Lodge staff were out, busy with shovels and mini snowplows, doing their best to clear the paths. They’d be clear enough to walk on. Andi grabbed her gloves, hat, and coat and headed out for a walk.

      Right before she let the door of the villa close behind her, she wondered if she should leave Colin a note telling him where she’d gone. But he hadn’t left her one. And why should he? He had told her to make herself at home, and he would have his own things to do. It might be nice to do some of those things with him. The thought popped into her head so fast she didn’t have a chance to stop it. But he was a nice guy, and cute, and…it had been awhile since she’d felt anything towards a man. Even with Blaine, things had gone downhill and…there was no point dwelling on it. Nothing would happen anyway.

      She shoved thoughts of Colin out of her head, Andi tucked her hands into her pockets and strode out onto the cleared walkway. She’d noticed the path system when they made their way from the main lodge earlier and the bellboy had told them the trails were all well-lit and maintained. When she asked, he told her they traveled through the village, and made up a total of fifteen kilometers. The system was designed so there was no need to drive anywhere. Everything was in walking distance. With the chill in the air, Andi was pretty sure she would turn into an ice cube before she walked all fifteen kilometers, but she was definitely looking forward to stretching her legs for a little bit.

      Letting the trails lead her away from the buildings, Andi walked where the trees started getting thicker. She wasn’t the only one with the idea of an evening stroll and there were other guests out as well; couples holding hands, a few families, and every once in a while she saw another lone walker like herself.

      Her thoughts drifted to Colin. What was his story? Why was such a handsome man alone for Christmas? There could be a million explanations and he had made it pretty clear that he didn’t want anything to do with a relationship, but there had to be more to it than that. Blaine had only mentioned him the once, right before their trip to St. Lucia, and she got the distinct impression that although they’d hung out as kids, they weren’t all that close. Their dinner had been more about proving to Colin how great Blaine had turned out than a chance to catch up with a friend. There had to be a story behind that. Maybe something happened between them in high school? Instead of creating stories in her head, Andi resolved to ask him about it when she saw him again. If she saw him again. She didn’t know anything about the man or why he was alone during Christmas. Maybe he was at the Lodge for business, although she couldn’t imagine what business he would have in the mountains the week of Christmas.

      Distracted by her thoughts, she didn’t notice the little boy until he crashed into her legs.

      “Oh,” she said, bending down to help him up. “Are you okay?”

      The moment she spoke, the little boy burst into tears.

      Andi glanced around, looking for a parent. She didn’t know how to handle kids, especially ones who were crying. For the last eight months, she’d done her best to avoid children, even her half-brothers, when she could manage it.

      She looked around desperately, but there was no one around except her and the little boy, whose cries had only become more intense. She crouched and took his hand. “It’s okay,” she said, trying her best to sound calm. She could feel her body shaking and hoped he wouldn’t notice. “Where’s your mom?”

      The boy looked to be about four. “I’m lost,” he managed to choke out between sobs.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll go find your mommy, okay?”

      The little boy nodded and wiped his nose with the back of his mittened hand. She took his hand in hers and stood. They only got a few steps when she heard a woman’s voice calling through the trees. A moment later, the woman turned the corner on the path and spotted them.

      “Noah,” she called and jogged—as best she could with a baby strapped to her chest—towards them.

      The little boy dropped Andi’s hand and ran towards his mom. Andi watched the reunion and squeezed her now empty hands together. It had felt nice to hold him, even for a minute.

      Once their reunion was complete, the woman and her son walked towards Andi. “Thank you,” she said. “He just ran ahead on the path and the next thing I knew…”

      “It was no problem,” Andi said. “I’m glad I was here when he needed me.”

      “At least this one isn’t walking yet,” the woman said.

      Andi felt her chest tighten with the familiar pain as she looked at the baby. She knew it was socially acceptable to ask how old the baby was, or even what her name was. Instead, Andi managed a smile and said, “You’re very lucky.”

      “I’m Sarah.” The woman extended her hand.

      “Andi.” She took the woman’s hand but couldn’t tear her gaze away from the sleeping infant. She must have been about six months old. She would know if she asked. But she couldn’t. She didn’t want to know. Not really.

      “Sarah? Noah?”

      Both women turned towards the voice as a man came running down the path towards them.

      “Dad!”

      Noah tore away from his mom and ran full force to his dad, who swept him up in a big hug.

      “I’m glad I could help,” Andi said again, and excused herself from the happy scene.

      “It was nice to meet you,” Sarah called after her and smiled one more time before turning and joining in a family hug.

      Andi walked as fast as she could, leaving their voices far behind her. Paige would have been a few months older than that baby. They would have been celebrating her first Christmas as a family.

      She couldn’t stop the thoughts from forming. But as soon as they did, she wished them away. The fact was, she would never know what Paige would have looked like if she’d lived, and there would never be a happy family scene for them. She was alone, and the sooner she accepted it, the easier it would be. She sniffed hard and wiped her gloved hand across her face.

      I refuse to think about it this week, she thought to herself, as if willing her brain to cooperate with her heart would make a difference this time.
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      He should have waited for her, Colin thought for the hundredth time. Or at least left a note. He’d struggled with the proper way to handle leaving the villa earlier. He hadn’t wanted to disturb her while she was in her room. He’d been more than pleasantly surprised that she’d agreed to stay, but he didn’t want to make it weird for her.

      After Andi had disappeared to her room, Colin, feeling awkward and unsure of what to do next, decided to go over to the main building to explore a bit. He’d only been gone an hour when he went back to see if she’d like to have dinner with him. But finding her gone, he went back to the Lodge, hoping to find her. It was probably a bit on the desperate side, and completely out of character for him to chase after a woman, but there was something about her.

      Trying not to look like he was waiting for someone, Colin chose a large wingback chair close to the fire that had a perfect view of the main doors. He flicked through a magazine, but didn’t bother glancing at it. The Lodge was busy with people coming and going in different directions, no doubt to one of the many events or activities offered. Colin had picked up a schedule and chatted with Carmen earlier, who, as it turned out, was also the social director. Rose had been right; from a quick look at everything they had planned for the week, Castle Mountain Lodge was the perfect place to enjoy Christmas. There was everything from gingerbread house building to sleigh rides. Colin looked closely at the itinerary for that one. He could imagine that snuggling up to Andi, under a warm blanket, while riding through the pines, would be the perfect way to spend an evening.

      He sighed, tossed the magazine aside and stood. He had to stop thinking of her that way. But the truth was, ever since seeing her in the lobby, he couldn’t stop thinking of her like that. Wrong or not. Stretching his arms over his head, he turned and looked out the window. Before he could berate himself yet again for his poor decision to leave Andi alone, he caught a glimpse through the window of a woman who looked a lot like her. She was bundled up against the weather, but he knew. It was her.

      Colin moved across the main room quickly and reached the side door at the exact moment Andi opened it. A blast of winter air preceded her.

      “Andi,” he said. “I was wondering where you went.”

      Did he really just say that? Colin inwardly cringed at his eagerness.

      “Oh, hi.” She looked up at him. Her face was flushed from the cold, crystals of ice formed on her eyelashes, and the very tip of her nose was red. He surprised himself by wanting to bend and kiss it, to feel the coolness on his lips.

      But something was wrong. She looked distracted or upset. He couldn’t tell which. Female emotions had never been his strong suit. “Are you okay?” By instinct, he took her arm and led her towards a group of chairs. She went willingly, but shook her head in protest.

      “No,” she said. “I mean, yes. I’m fine. Nothing happened. I went for a walk to get some fresh air, and I probably just stayed outside a little too long.” She pulled the knit cap off her head and fluffed out her hair. “It’s beautiful out there,” she said and when she looked up again, any trace of sadness there might have been was gone.

      “I don’t know about beautiful,” he said. “But definitely cold. Can I buy you a hot drink to warm up?”

      She smiled and unzipped her thick coat. “I think I’d like that, thank you.”

      Together they walked down the long, open hallway that led away from the main room. There was a variety of gift shops lining one side of the corridor. Each shop held the usual t-shirts and coffee mugs emblazoned with pictures of the Canadian Rockies or wild animals. Things Colin used to find cheesy and tacky, but after being gone for so long, he could appreciate why visitors wanted to take a bit of Canada home with them.

      They walked until they reached a small cafe-type of restaurant. “I know there are a few more choices in the village, but this looks nice,” Colin said.

      “I don’t want to go outside again, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Here it is, then.” Colin led them into the dim room and to a table near the fireplace.

      After the waitress took their orders—a hot chocolate with Baileys for her, a beer for him—they settled into their chairs and looked at each other.

      “Why does this feel like a first date?” Andi asked after a moment. She laughed, but Colin couldn’t help wishing it was a first date. Or any date at all.

      “You think so?”

      “Well,” she said with a smile. “I guess we’ve moved past the whole first date stage. Since we’re staying together and all.”

      She tried to look confident, but Colin noticed her look away and she wouldn’t meet his gaze. Could she be nervous about their arrangement? Or their shared history? If they weren’t on a ‘first date’ did that mean that…no he wouldn’t let his mind go there. There would be no coming back from that.

      Lord knows he was, but only because of the intense attraction he had for her from the moment he met her. He wanted to ask her about Blaine—there was a lot of history between them—and as much as he might want to, he didn’t know if it was a good idea to get involved with one of Blaine’s exes.

      Instead of asking what he really wanted to, he said, “Since we kind of skipped the first date, we should probably ask each other those awkward first date type questions. Don’t you think?”

      She looked up at him and Colin was rewarded with another smile. She relaxed into her chair and said, “Why not? Let me start.”

      “Absolutely, ladies first.”

      “I think the obvious question is, why are you here by yourself?”

      So, she wasn’t going to pull any punches, Colin thought.

      “I mean, it’s Christmas,” Andi continued. “Why would you come to the mountains alone? Don’t you have family?”

      “Don’t you?”

      She sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. The smile faded. “It’s your turn,” she said. “Besides, we already talked about my family.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I came to Castle Mountain because I was told it the best place around to experience everything the holidays has to offer. I wanted it all. The whole Christmas experience.”

      “You haven’t had it?”

      “Not since I was a kid,” Colin said truthfully. “I’ve missed it.”

      “Well, I think the whole holiday thing is for kids anyway,” Andi said, her voice laced with bitterness. “I didn’t realize there would be so many families up here. Shouldn’t they all be at home wrapping gifts and decorating trees and all that?”

      Before Colin could ask her what she had against Christmas, or families for that matter, the waitress arrived with their drinks. She placed a large mug of hot chocolate topped with a mountain of whipped cream and a cherry in front of Andi and a bottle of beer in front of him. When she left, the tension in the air had dissipated a little.

      “You know I’m going to ask why you’re here,” he said.

      “I told you earlier, my party planning company was offered a promo invitation. We’ve been wanting to check out the Lodge for a while. It’s a great spot for weddings and large company functions and—“

      “You thought Christmas would be the best time to conduct your research?”

      “I did.” She pulled her mug toward her and plucked the cherry from the top of her drink.

      “You didn’t want to spend it with your family? Those step-brothers you mentioned earlier?” Or Blaine, he’d wanted to add.

      She sucked the cherry into her mouth, licking it clean while she considered the question. Colin had to look away.

      “More like they didn’t want to spend it with me,” she said. Her voice was so soft and vulnerable, Colin looked back. The air of confidence she’d worn earlier was gone, but she didn’t look sad either. “Eva, my business partner, didn’t need me at work, so here I am.”

      Her quiet acceptance of her situation drew him, but he knew there was more to it. Colin couldn’t remember the last time he’d met a woman as interesting as Andi. She was a mystery, one that he was looking forward to unraveling. He watched her for a minute while she sipped at her drink. When she looked up again, there was a thin line of whipped cream over her mouth.

      “Well, Andi. So far, I know that you don’t think much of Christmas,” he said and leaned forward in his chair. “I also know that I plan to change that, because now that you’ve run into me, you’re no longer going to be alone for the holidays.” He reached out with his finger and with a gentle touch, wiped the cream off her lip.

      It was a bold move, something he wouldn’t normally do. But he also wasn’t normally faced with such an unusual circumstance. Instinct told him bold was necessary; the intensity and heat behind Andi’s gaze told him he was right.
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      December 23

      

      The morning dawned bright and clear. Andi stretched in her bed, rolled over and looked out the large picture window. The view was magnificent. The snow from the night before blanketed the trees, sparkling like gemstones in the morning sun.

      Andi could have just lay there wrapped in her down comforter all morning, and was contemplating how to get a cup of coffee without actually moving, when there was a knock at the door.

      “Good morning.” Colin’s voice came from the other side. “Are you awake?”

      “I am. You can come in.”

      The door opened a crack. “I don’t want to bug you.”

      “You kind of already did,” Andi said with a smile. She hauled herself up to a sitting position and let her blankets fall. A moment too late, she realized she was wearing her faded Bugs Bunny t-shirt, her sleepwear of choice since Blaine left.

      Colin moved slowly, like he was unsure if he should even be in her bedroom. His sandy hair was still damp, and he smelled fresh, yet musky in that way men did when they had just stepped out of the shower. He held a mug of coffee in his hand.

      “I wasn’t sure how you took it, so I guessed,” he said before handing it to her.

      Andi wrapped her hands around the mug and inhaled the rich aroma deeply. “Am I still dreaming?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I think you read my mind.” She took a tentative sip. “Sugar,” she said. “No cream.” She looked at Colin, who was grinning like he’d just won the lottery.

      “Like I said, I guessed. Did I get it right?”

      Andi took another sip and said, “Close. I like it a little sweeter. But really close, thank you.”

      What were the odds he knew how she liked her coffee? Andi didn’t think Blaine had known how she took it, and they’d shared more than one cup together in the past.

      Banishing thoughts of her ex, she said to Colin, “I was just laying here thinking how much I’d love a coffee while I enjoyed the view and then you showed up. Are you a mind reader?”

      Colin laughed and gestured to the corner of the bed. “May I?” he asked.

      When she nodded, he sat down opposite from where she lay. It was a king-sized bed, and he was quite far away, but his proximity sent shivers through her body.

      “This is weird, isn’t it?” Colin said.

      “Being here in this villa with my ex’s friend? Or the fact that you’re sitting on my bed while I’m wearing the lamest pajamas ever?”

      “Both, I guess.” He laughed. “And I like your pajamas, but I must admit, I’m a closet Bugs Bunny fan.”

      Andi smiled. “It’s not weird. At least not anymore,” she said and meant it.

      Of course, she did still think the circumstances of their accommodations were less than normal. And the fact that she was going to spend the holiday season with a guy she just met was also not typical. And she was going to stay. She’d decided last night that even if the roads were cleared, she’d stay. There was nothing waiting for her at home and after talking over drinks and dinner well into the wee hours the night before, she felt okay with it all. Better than okay. She liked the idea. And she liked Colin. He was genuinely funny and kind. He made her laugh over stories of his childhood growing up in Sparwood, a small town in the mountains, and told her all about how he’d spent the last few years working and traveling in the Caribbean, installing alarm systems for his own company, which explained his amazing tan in the middle of winter. It also explained how he could afford an entire villa to himself. The one subject they’d both avoided was Blaine. And that was okay with her.

      “Well, I’m glad,” he said, bringing her back to their conversation. “Because I have plans for today. That is, assuming you don’t have anything else to do.”

      “Turns out my calendar is totally open.”

      “Good,” Colin said. “Because I’ve been thinking about what you said last night. About not liking Christmas.”

      The smile faded from her face.

      “It’s not that I don’t like Christmas,” she said warily.

      “You said it was for kids. But over the next few days, I plan to show you that Christmas can be just as much fun, if not more so, for adults too.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You said yourself you had nothing to do today,” Colin said with a grin. “So get ready. We need to leave in an hour.”

      Before she could think of a valid argument, her cell phone rang. Taking the opportunity she grabbed it off the nightstand and glanced at the caller ID. “It’s my mom,” she said to Colin. “I should take it.”

      “I’ll wait outside,” he said and stood up. “Remember, one hour.”

      “Don’t count on it,” she said, but he was already gone.

      Andi sighed and clicked on her phone.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Andi.” Her mother’s voice came on the line. The connection crackled and there was an echo. She must have found a pay phone somewhere. “Merry Christmas, sweetie.”

      “Thanks. Where are you?”

      “We’re in the cutest little town on the coast of Costa Rica. Just here for the day, though. The ship sails at five.”

      “It sounds lovely,” Andi said. “And hot.”

      “I just wanted to see how you’re holding up today. It’s Blaine’s party tonight, isn’t it?”

      Leave it to her mom to remember the details. Of course last year, she’d attended the party as well. After all, they’d all been practically family.

      “I guess it is today,” Andi said. She’d managed to put it out
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