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Dedication


For Mr. Campbell, in memory of all the naughty road trips of our youth. 






Chapter one
Desi


“Desi! Wake up! It’s almost eight o’clock!”
I groaned and pulled the covers up high, turning over and burying my head under the pillows. My choice was either that or scream. I took a deep breath and counted to seven before exhaling slowly, feeling the stress leave my body.
“Desi!”
And it was back.
I threw the covers aside and rolled out of bed, almost stepping on Lulu, my mother’s tiny white dog. She was staring up at me, tongue out, waiting anxiously for a little affection. I rubbed my eyes and looked around the room in my mother’s house that I’d lived in my entire life—twenty-four years, save the three I’d been gone for college. It had pale-pink walls, white furniture, and lace curtains, all of which contrasted with the concert posters I’d tacked up on every available surface. I sighed deeply and leaned over to pick up the dog.
“I’m up,” I called, hoping to end the shouting.
As I did every morning, I began the day by doing some mental math, figuring how much money I had and how much I needed to move out. I walked over to my dresser and pulled out some clothing before heading to the bathroom for a shower, likely a cold one as my mother would have woken me only after using all the hot water herself.
I hadn’t meant to stay in Mountain Valley after returning from college. I’d come back to give myself a little time to figure things out, but that was two years in the past. I had a couple of odd jobs here and there, most significantly when I worked as a nanny. But the time had come for me to get serious.
By the time I made my way down to breakfast, my mother was already packing up to leave for the day. She worked in one of the clothing boutiques in town and had to open the store at nine. She was glaring at me.
“I shouldn’t have to wake you. You’re a grown woman,” she said.
“You don’t have to wake me,” I said. 
We stared at each other until she finally looked away, grabbing her keys off the counter.
“What time will you be home from work?” she asked.
I shrugged.
“Not sure. I might head out for some drinks after. I’ll text you.”
She sighed in that way only mothers could and walked out the door. 
Screw her. She should’ve been happy I finally had a good job. A few months before, Logan Matthews had hired me to watch his woodshop and furniture store while he was out of town on a contract. That had been a desperate move on his part, but it worked out weirdly well for both of us. I loved the work, and he seemed to think I had some talent, so he hired me full-time.
In addition to all I’d learned about cabinet making, I was also forced to learn a shit-ton about responsibility. Logan’s work had become really well-known, and he was constantly in and out of town on contracts. The shop was mine to run most of the time, and in my first six weeks, I’d already learned how to do small repairs and buff out scratches. I loved the work, and I was relieved to have finally fallen into something I enjoyed and was good at.
Since I started with Logan in February, I’d been saving money religiously with the goal of moving out. I was extremely close. I just needed a bit more to put me over the edge, and I would be ready to take the leap. A lifetime of watching my mother struggle with money was enough to teach me to not jump before I was ready. Once I was gone, I was never coming back.
I loved my mom, of course, but Trish was… different. I’m not sure she ever considered me a daughter, really—just someone else who lived in the house, whom she was obligated to support.
I walked Lulu before heading to work because, of course, my mom had forgotten. That August morning was gorgeous, but rain had fallen all night, and the dirt roads by our house were still wet and muddy. I stuck to the side of the road, walking along the tall grass separating road from forest. 
From behind me, I heard the roar of an engine coming too quickly. I turned to look and saw a red car coming toward me. I rolled my eyes and picked Lulu up. Nick Felton. Of course. That asshole was always driving too fast. He raced past, splashing mud and covering me from head to toe. I turned to scream after him, but the sound died on my lips uselessly. He was gone.
I turned back toward the house, realizing I’d have to take another shower before heading in to work.




Chapter two
Nick


I drove down the country roads on my way into town. Maybe I went a little too fast, but no one was around—well, except that one girl. No harm done. I was heading to Logan Matthew’s furniture shop, located in a small strip of shops on the outskirts of town. Logan was a few years older than I was and had been running the business for years when he suddenly hit on huge success, mostly due to the interference of his girlfriend, Lainey.
The last time I’d seen him was when I offered him a gig at Mason Scott’s film studio. I’d gone to him with work, so I felt fairly comfortable going to see him with my little… problem. I pulled into the parking lot and grabbed my phone before getting out of the car. I walked the short distance to his front door and let myself in. 
As usual, the shop was filled with furniture that could’ve been made only by this dude. He had vision and talent that allowed him to execute that vision. Every piece was unique yet held his signature style. What I wouldn’t give for a gift like that. Instead, I was a worker bee, taking instruction and completing jobs. That was the case under ideal conditions, anyway.
Logan came out from the back room, phone pressed to his ear. He held up a finger, and I nodded in acknowledgment, waiting for him to finish.
“Really? Colm, that’s fantastic. I will set it up and let you know as soon as I’ve got the details. Right. Sure. Absolutely. I will give her your love. I’m also sorry we won’t get to see you, but Christmas, right? Right. Okay. Take care.”
Logan placed his phone on the counter before turning to me. 
“Hey, Nick,” he said. “What brings you in?”
I smiled awkwardly and looked around before hitting him with my ask. 
“Honestly? I need work, man. Got anything for me?”
Logan blinked, surprised by my bluntness, I guess. 
“What about Mason’s new film? You’re not on crew?” he asked.
Has that spot on the wall always been there? I cleared my throat and forced my eyes back to Logan’s. Time to man up, Nick.
“Let’s just say the whole film thing didn’t work out so great in the end.”
Logan nodded his head slowly. He’d known me for years—I’d looked up to him as a kid when he was the high school football star—and was likely piecing the story together in his head. Whatever. I needed the work, and I’d had enough balls to come ask for it. He had to decide whether he wanted to help me out or not.
“As a matter of fact, I do have something for you. If you’re up for it.” He eyed me carefully. He had no idea I was months away from being homeless.
“I’m up for anything, man. Hit me.”
He nodded his chin toward the phone on the counter. “I just hung up with Lainey’s dad. He’s ordered a bunch of stuff. I need someone to drive it out in a moving van to Vancouver. What do you say?”
That was better than I’d imagined. That wasn’t even real work. That was hours on the road with the stereo blasting and diner food every night.
“I’m in,” I said.
“Don’t you want the details?” he asked.
When I opened my mouth to tell him I didn’t need details, the door opened, and some girl walked in. I glanced at her, casual-like, and she glared at me in return. She was short with wavy brown hair, kinda light in parts. She had almond-shaped eyes and a full mouth, which was currently drawn up in a sneer.
“Well, look who’s here,” she said.
“Do I know you?” I asked, perplexed.
“Gee, I don’t know, Nick. Did you just cover me with mud as you sped into town?”
I thought back to that chick on the side of the road. Oops. 
“Do we know each other?” I asked.
She sighed, frustrated. “Fuck, Nick. I’ve lived here my whole life, same as you. Desi? Desi Wilson?”
I shrugged. 
“Did we graduate together?” I asked.
She looked like she was going to explode. “No.”
“Sorry. Don’t recognize you.”
I turned back to Logan, eager to hear the rest of what he was offering. He was just studying me, biting his lower lip.
I was getting a sinking feeling he’d changed his mind. “What’s wrong?”
“You sure you on board?” he asked.
“One hundred percent, man. Why?” I asked.
He nodded at Desi. “Because you’d be going with her.”
We both turned to look at her standing there completely clueless.
“What are you talking about? Going where?” Desi asked.
“Lainey’s dad ordered some furniture. I need two people to drive it out in a van and then fly back. Those two people are you and Nick.”
She stared. “Why can’t you just hire movers?” she asked.
Shut up!
“Because some of it needs to be a custom install, and I need someone I trust. Nick is perfect. And you already work for me.” When she opened her mouth, he put up a hand. “There will be a nice bonus in it for you. Plus, you get out of your mother’s house for a week.”
Her face transformed from flat-out refusal to complete understanding. Then it grew guarded again as she regarded me, eyes narrowed to slits. I rolled my eyes and looked at Logan.
“Really?” I asked.
“Really,” he said. “This is the deal. Take it or leave it.”
I had no choice. I needed that fucking cash, or I was done for. And from what I gathered, Desi needed the extra cash too. Logan had us both by the balls. I was about to spend a week on the road with—
“How old is she, anyway? She’s just a fucking kid,” I said.
She looked at me, indignant. “I’m almost twenty-five. There’s five years between us. Don’t be such an asshole.”
I blinked, wondering who the hell she was to talk to me like that. A week? I groaned inwardly. “Okay, fine. I’ll do it. Thanks, man.”
Logan turned to Desi, waiting for her answer.
“Enough to get me over the hump?” she asked.
“I’ll even help you find a place,” he said. 
She smiled sweetly, the first sign of friendliness I’d seen from her, and she nodded. “Okay, I’ll do it.”
“Great,” Logan said. “You leave tomorrow.”




Chapter three
Desi


A week on the road with Nick Felton. I took another quick look at him then turned right back to Logan. It had to be worth it. To get out of my mother’s house, to find a place to stay, and perhaps the most immediate thrill of all—to get away for a week—was definitely worth it.
The Festival. The Mountain Valley Music Festival was held in the middle of August each year, and the lineup that summer was spectacular. But we would be on the road and miss the entire thing. Still worth it.
Nick grunted under his breath before bombarding Logan with a bunch of questions. The guy was an arrogant asshole who’d spent his entire life trying to coast off his high-school-football-star status, but I’d dealt with worse. I tried to pay attention to what the guys were saying, but my brain was working at high speed, trying to figure out how I was going to get ready in less than twenty-four hours—and how I was going to sell my Festival pass.
“Is there anything in particular you need me to do before we go?” I asked.
They both turned to stare at me, surprised by the sudden interruption. 
“No, I guess not,” Logan said. 
“So it would be okay if I left to start packing?” I asked.
“Well, Desi, you’ve still got a full day of work to put in today.” He laughed.
That hadn’t occurred to me. Nick was regarding me with an amused expression, and I threw him a screw-you glare. I was not going to let that guy get under my skin before we’d even hit the road.
“What’s the rooming situation?” I asked.
“You can each get your own room,” Logan answered.
I nodded, content. One thing was for sure: I was not sleeping in the same room as Nick. Self-entitled pricks like that sometimes got funny ideas. But I was more worried about him trying to play me than forcing himself on me.
True, he had retained his high school arrogance, but he’d also retained his boyish good looks—tall, dark hair, dark eyes, body of an athlete. He was definitely a tasty morsel. But his personality just ruined everything. That didn’t stop him from getting lots of action during tourist season, however, when visiting women were somehow still seduced by his “charm.”
I realized I’d zoned out again and slowly walked away from them, heading to the back room to put away my stuff. Logan had been planning on showing me how to plane wood that morning, and I knew I had an old spare button-down shirt hanging back there too.
“So I’ll see you tomorrow,” Nick called, watching me with that same amused look in his eye. 
I hated that look. “Yeah. I’ll meet you here at nine?” I said.
He nodded, and I walked into the back room.

[image: image-placeholder]“You’re going where?” my mother asked.
“To Vancouver, for work,” I said.
“What kind of work?” she demanded.
“What do you mean, what kind of work? What kind of work do I do every day?” I asked.
“I have no fucking idea, Desi. I thought you worked in a furniture store, but now you’re driving a van out to Vancouver. Are you selling guns?”
I looked at her, shocked.
“Mother! I am not selling guns. What would even make you think that?”
She shook her head slowly, narrowed eyes studying me. “It just all seems suspicious.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m driving out with Nick Felton to deliver and install some furniture that Logan made for Lainey’s dad. That’s it. Nothing suspicious about it.”
“And that’s it?” she asked, still unsure.
“Well, actually, there’s one more thing,” I said, unable to resist. “When I get back, I’ll be looking for my own place.”
My mother stood there, too stunned to speak. Despite the amount of time she spent ragging on me, I knew she liked having me around—not necessarily as a daughter but as someone to vent to. I didn’t know who would listen to her if I wasn’t around. She’d decided long before never to marry or even get involved in a committed relationship, so I was it for her. And that was suffocating. 
She turned around and walked out of my bedroom. I stood there, bag open on my bed, half of my clothes thrown in. The entire room looked like a tornado had hit it. She wouldn’t miss that. I wasn’t exactly the tidiest person to share a house with, and that was one thing that drove her nuts, which was possibly why I left the dishes right next to the sink instead of in it.
I continued packing, figuring she would calm down at some point. After a moment, I reached for my phone and called Adam, my old boss. He ran the hottest restaurant in town, Cagney’s, and his daughter, Livvy, was the girl I used to take care of. Realizing I wouldn’t get to see her again for at least a week, I wanted to see if I could swing by to say goodbye.
“You’re going where?” Adam asked after I relayed the story.
“Not you too. Please. Can I see her tonight?” I asked.
“Absolutely. Come by around seven. Tess will be happy to see you too.”
I hung up the phone, suddenly much happier, with something to look forward to. I’d never imagined I could be so attached to a little girl, but Livvy was just the best thing that’d ever happened to me. My time with her was what had shown me I really needed to grow up. I wanted a life and a family of my own one day, and that had set me on the path toward Logan and a career in furniture making. 
With the rest of my day accounted for, I got back to packing. Before I knew it, we would have to hit the road.




Chapter four
Nick


I got to Logan’s shop bright and early on Tuesday morning, carrying a duffel bag filled with a week’s worth of clothes and an ounce of weed. Desi was already there, surrounded by an assortment of small luggage and a few shopping bags. Seriously? This is how she packed?
I gave her a tight smile and turned to greet Logan, who was standing beside the loaded truck. It was a moving van, not overly huge but by no means small. I’d driven bigger trucks. 
“Good morning,” I said.
“That it is. You ready?” Logan asked.
“Absolutely. This will be the bomb.”
Desi turned to me, not bothering to hide her disdain. “The bomb?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.
Ignoring her, I turned to Logan. “So… accommodations?”
“Right.” Logan reached into his back pocket and pulled out a thick envelope. “You’ve got a credit card to secure the room, but you’ll pay in cash. You’ve got a budget of a hundred fifty bucks per night, per room. I don’t expect to see any of this back, but I also don’t want a call in five days telling me you’re out of money. Got it?”
We both nodded. Logan studied us both then handed the envelope to Desi.
“Seriously, man?” I said, incredulous.
Logan just shrugged and pulled out another envelope.
“Food and gas. You’ve got more than enough here to get you through the trip. I’m thinking it’s reasonable to ask you to do eight to ten hours a day, so you should be there in a week or less. Sound good?”
Again, we both nodded. Again, Logan handed the envelope to Desi. She shoved both envelopes into her purse. Fuck me. 
“Call if there’s anything, okay? And then call when you get to Colm’s so I can walk you through the setup,” Logan said.
Desi leaned over and gave him a hug, so I stuck out my hand, and we shook. We threw our bags in the van and secured the latches. Then I walked around to the driver’s side and got in. After a moment, Desi climbed into the passenger side, giving me an odd look. I got the feeling I would be spending the week getting a lot of those looks. She pulled out a bunch of papers.
“I printed out directions,” she said.
“Directions? What the fuck for? We get on the Trans Canada, and we head west,” I said, turning the ignition key. 
She pulled her seat belt across her body and strapped herself in. I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye and found her biting her lip. She cocked her head to the side as if she was having a conversation with herself.
“Well, you see,” she said. “We’d save at least ten hours if we cut through the States.”
“We’re not cutting through the States. I’ve got an ounce of weed in the truck.”
She whipped around and looked at me, mortified.
“Don’t worry, kid,” I said. “There’s enough to share.”
“I don’t smoke dope,” she said, indignant.
“Maybe you should,” I muttered under my breath.
I pulled out of the parking spot and made my way slowly to the exit of the lot. I turned on the radio, finding a decent metal station. 
“Oh no,” Desi said, reaching for the tuner.
I braked and grabbed her wrist before she could reach the console. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“You’re not listening to this crap for the entire drive,” she said.
“Driver’s choice.” I shrugged.
“Fine. So when I’m driving, I’ll choose.”
“When you’re driving?” I laughed.
She twisted in her seat to face me, eyes narrowing. She looked like an evil little dwarf. Her brown hair was pulled back, her full lips puckered in disgust. I couldn’t tell what colour her eyes were. I’d never even seen it before. 
“Damn straight I’ll be driving. You are not driving forty-three hours—oh, excuse me, fifty-five hours now—all on your own. We will split the driving. I will not be dying on this job, thank you very much.”
“We’ll discuss this tomorrow,” I said, turning up the volume and putting my foot on the gas.
[image: image-placeholder]We’d been on the road for about two hours, and Desi still hadn’t said a word. We were heading toward Val d’Or and had quite a ways to go. I’d grown weary of the metal roughly forty minutes earlier but didn’t want to cave, so my head was fucking killing me. 
I reached over and turned down the volume under the pretense of having something important to ask her. “You going to stay silent the entire trip?” 
She tore her gaze away from the passenger window and turned to me, a look of mild disinterest on her face. “What would you like me to say?” she asked.
“For fuck’s sake, I don’t know, kid. But you’re sitting there not saying a damn word, and that’s going to get kind of old soon. Not to mention awkward.”
“Can you stop calling me ‘kid’?”
“What do you want me to call you?”
“Gee, I don’t know. How about my name?” 
I honestly thought she was going to explode. It was kind of funny.
“Fine. I can do that. Deena, right?”
“Oh, fuck off, Nick. You know my name is Desi. You call me a kid, but you’re the one who acts childish and immature.”
That hit hard. I asked myself if I was acting childish—maybe a bit. But she was easy to tease, and I’d never had a kid sister before.
“Fine. Desi. That’s an odd name. Is it short for something?”
She stared hard at me for a moment. “I’m going to assume you’re trying to make civilized
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