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      Olivia Harris

      

      “I need to confirm my reservation.” I put the phone on speaker and drop it onto the bed next to my overstuffed suitcase.

      Of course the automated system goes to music. Elevator music. At least it has a Christmas beat to it. So there’s that.

      Why did Hannah, one of my two best friends, have to get married in winter? In the mountains, no less. She could’ve had a wedding on a warm beach somewhere like most December brides.

      Doesn’t she know that packing for a cold weather trip requires ten times as many clothes?

      I pull out a chunky, oversized cable sweater that’s taking up a fourth of my whole suitcase and toss it aside. I’ll just take it with me. I’ll need something warm when I get off the airplane in Denver anyway.

      At least now I have room for my maid-of-honor dress. And shoes. I almost forgot my heels.

      I dash to the closet and grab the box of sparkly high heels I’ve only worn once. But they are a perfect match for my new burgundy evening gown with its sparkly waistband.

      My dog, a little Yorkshire terrier with an adorable caramel colored head and a white body, trots into the room carrying her leash in her mouth.

      She drops it at my feet and barks once.

      “Hey Cupcake. Time to go outside?”

      Instead of answering, she sits down and looks at me with big puppy dog eyes.

      Shoving my phone, still playing nondescript music, into my back pocket, I snap her leash onto her collar and together we head to the back door of my little cottage.

      Since I own the house outright after inheriting it from my grandmother, I can have as many dogs living with me as I want to.

      Right now I only have Cupcake. I’ve taken her around to two different families for possible adoption, but they both declined. Something about her fur color not lining up.

      It was their loss and since I personally think Cupcake is cute as a bug’s ear, I’m keeping her for myself.

      The temperature outside is warm. Currently in the seventies. Not like December at all. Cold weather is one point in favor of a mountain wedding. Christmas weather is supposed to be cold.

      Cupcake runs down the steps and straight out to her favorite tree where she promptly does her business. Standing at the top of the stairs, I let the leash roll out and somehow she knows exactly when to stop before it runs out and stops. It was a one-trial learning for her to figure out just how far out she could run without her leash running out on her. She has impressive spatial skills in that way.

      Not one to dilly dally, Cupcake comes bounding back up the stairs.

      I pick her up and carry her the rest of the way inside. Just an excuse to bury my face in her soft fur.

      When the doorbell rings, she goes on alert and wiggles until I let her down.

      Not expecting anyone, I scowl at the door.

      A peek outside tells me its Stan, my current boyfriend. I pick Cupcake up again so she won’t run outside and open the door.

      “I know,” he says, holding up a hand. “I know you’re leaving in the morning and don’t have time for me tonight, but...” He holds up a paper sack. “I know that you forget to eat.”

      With a sigh, I open the door. I did forget to eat. Sort of. I got busy packing and didn’t bother with it.

      He smiles and kisses me on the cheek as he comes inside. “Hello Cupcake,” he says to the dog in my arms.

      “You’re right,” I say, taking the bag from him and sliding two ham sandwiches and two bags of chips out onto the table. “I didn’t eat.”

      “Interesting music,” he says.

      “What? Oh.” I pull my phone out of my back pocket and disconnect the call. “I was trying to confirm my reservation. I’ll check online later.”

      “I brought Cupcake a treat.” He pulls a dog treat out of his pocket and Cupcake stands up for it, then runs off to chew on it in private.

      “I’ve decided to keep her,” I say, sitting down in one of the wooden chairs at my well-worn square kitchen table that seats four.

      “I know,” he says.

      “How do you know?”

      He sits down next to me, unwraps one of the sandwiches and slides it in front of me.

      “I know because you like her.” He opens a bag of chips. “Besides. You need a dog.”

      “A pet makes a house a home,” I say with a sigh. It’s the tagline on our pet adoption agency website.

      My two friends, Hanna (the one who ran off to Colorado and is getting married) and Madison and I have our own pet adoption agency. When we started Madison and I were handling the dogs while Hanna was handling cat adoptions.

      But now that Hanna is in Colorado, we all do what we can. Quite truthfully, Hanna isn’t doing much pet adoption work at all. She lives in a tiny little mountain town and helps her husband/fiancé’s family with their horse ranch. Yes. Her relationship is complicated. Long story. She was married, but thought she was divorced for ten years. So they’re getting married again.

      “Are you sure I can’t go with you?” Stan asks.

      “You’ve got finals to grade and two grad student dissertations to chair,” I say. “And your sister is coming in from Portugal for Christmas.”

      “I know. I was hoping you’d be here to spend some time with her.”

      I smile. “Maybe later.” It’s about as noncommittal as I can get.

      I like Stan. He’s a good guy. Thoughtful. Dependable. Always thinking about me.

      Is there a spark? Define spark.

      He knows, should know, because I’ve told him, that I don’t want to get married. It’s not him. It’s me. I like being single.

      “It’s okay,” he says. “You need to be with your friend. Maybe my sister will be still be in country when you get back.”

      “Maybe,” I say with a forced smile before I bite into the sandwich.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to keep Cupcake for you?”

      “That would be the sane thing to do. But no. Cupcake is coming with me.”

      “When you adopt, you go all in, don’t you?”

      “You know I do. That’s why I try to get the dogs — and cats — out of here as soon as I can. I get attached.”

      He grins. I try not to roll my eyes. I know exactly what he’s thinking. He’s thinking that I must surely be getting attached to him by now. We’ve been seeing each other since spring.

      It’s impossible not to like Stan. It’s also almost impossible to keep him from getting his hopes up that we’re ever going to be something we’re not.
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      Olivia

      

      Shortly after landing at the Denver airport, I discover that the car rental agencies were not prepared for the number of people heading into the mountains for the holidays.

      It makes no sense to me. Hannah warned me that Alpine Falls and Whiskey Springs and a couple of the other little towns like Silver Pines, are Christmas destinations.

      Every year.

      If I was managing a car rental agency, I would make sure to have enough cars on hand for this time of year. Most especially enough cars to cover the reservations.

      But they don’t. I send Hannah a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m in Denver. But there are no cars.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hannah

      

      
        Somehow not surprised.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Options?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hannah

      

      
        I’ll come get you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’ve already studied the map in preparation for my drive. It’s a good three hour drive up to Alpine Falls. Then she’d have to drive here, then back into the mountains. At least six hours for her. Plus I have to wait here for her.

      
        
          
            
              
        No. Let me think.

      

      

      

      

      

      I do a quick online search.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll get a car to the train station and ride the train up there.

      

      

      

      

      

      Thought bubbles.

      Then nothing.

      I shift the pet carrier on my shoulder. Cupcake is getting heavy.

      I sit down on a bench and look for an Uber.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hannah

      

      
        We have a better solution. Jack’s brother is in Denver. He can swing by the airport and pick you up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jack’s brother?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hannah

      

      
        Trenton

      

      

      

      

      

      So Trenton Thompson. I vaguely remember Hannah mentioning that Jack had a couple of brothers. I know absolutely nothing about them.

      But. I like the idea of hitching a ride far better than I like the idea of sitting here for three plus hours waiting for Hannah to get here or worse, riding a train.

      I had enough trouble with airplane staff leaving me alone about Cupcake. The thought of going through that again to try to get Cupcake on a train is daunting at best.

      Speaking of Cupcake, she needs to go outside for a potty break.

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay. I’ll go outside and wait.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hannah

      

      
        Can’t you wait inside the airport?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I can. But I have to take Cupcake for a bathroom break.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hannah

      

      
        Oh. Okay. Let me get in touch with Trenton.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the people hurrying past. Something about being in an airport makes people feel like they have to rush from one place to the next. It’s part of the energy that comes with being here.

      So this guy, Trenton, doesn’t know he’s giving me a ride.

      Isn’t that just great.

      After I take my dog outside for a walk, I’ll read up on the train. It might end up being my best option after all.

      I hoist Cupcake’s carrier back over my shoulder and, dragging my overstuffed suitcase along behind me, head for the nearest door to the outside world. If I ran an airport, I’d put in a park where people could walk their dogs. But, of course, that isn’t going to happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Trenton Thompson

      
      My meeting went well. I’m not sure why the meeting had to be in Denver. I think the owners of the little company were trying to impress people with their fancy meeting space and city attorneys sitting at the table.

      If I get the job, great. If I don’t, that’s okay, too.

      Either way, my building design is solid and they’d be crazy to walk away from it. If they walk away, I’ll use the ideas in my next projects. Sure. I’ll only be able to use bits and pieces for the next client. Each client has their own unique needs.

      As an architect, I pride myself on listening to what a client wants, hearing what they need, and putting it all together into something they can be proud of.

      I’m back in my car before I turn my phone back on. I learned the hard way that the phone has to actually be turned off during presentations. Otherwise, even a phone on silent is a distraction.

      When my father fell from a horse and had to be rushed to the hospital, I’d had my phone on silent. Keeping my focus on the presentation while watching those texts come through had been brutal. If I could rewind time, I’d probably stop my presentation and go to my family. At the time, however, I’d been determined to land the contract on the table in front of me. I’d
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