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      Gabby believes in true love. But Cupid and her best friend could use a little convincing…

      I just stumbled into Cupid at a truck stop. Literally. And he’s hot. He could also use a pair of pants.

      But when he checks his magical matchmaking list, neither my name nor my best friend Lamonte’s appears on it.

      I think we should be.

      We share an apartment and do everything together. Platonically. Painfully so, since my very real feelings for him are 100% unrequited.

      We’re the perfect friends-to-lovers match.

      We’re just not matched.

      Yet.

      And if anyone can help me change that, it’s Cupid.

      I just have to figure out how to convince him to help me out while I’m on a Valentine’s Day weekend road trip with Lamonte. Then maybe my sweet, slow-burn crush can finally become something real.

      But magic has rules, love has risks, and I might need more courage than Cupid’s willing to lend.

      A cosy road trip romance with a touch of romantasy, Canadian charm, forced proximity, and slow-burn longing.

      This is book three in Jean Oram’s Fairy Godmothers and Other Fiascos series. It can be enjoyed as part of the series, or read as a standalone.
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      To friend and author Kay Lyons. Thank you for inviting me to Jeep Invasion. Gabby and Lamonte’s story wouldn’t have been a road trip without you!

      (Sorry for saying I liked Broncos better.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Canadian Words

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Somewhat Intentional and Slightly Random Selection of Words that Might be Confusing to those Outside of Canada.

      

      

      

      B.C.: Abbreviation for the province of British Columbia which is located on the west coast.

      Boost your car: What you do when you want to run out for a double-double (see below) and it’s -30 C out and you forgot to plug in your (gas-powered) car.

      Okay, let me back up. When it’s super cold out sometimes your vehicle won’t start because the engine oil has become so cold and thick. Your battery is unable to provide enough amps to crank that engine over because of the added resistance of the thick oil. So, you get booster (jumper) cables and hook your car battery up to another running car’s battery. (And hope you remembered which cable goes where so you don’t freak yourself out by making things spark.) After a few seconds, you can start your car by borrowing energy from their battery. Then off you go—happily ever after.

      Bunny hug/Hoodie: Sweatshirt with a hood and one long front pocket that is accessible from each side. (Bunny hug is a Saskatchewan word for hoodie.)

      Canuck: Slang for Canadian.

      Centimetre: A small unit of measurement.

      Chocolate bars: Bars of chocolate. Some call it candy bars. But candy is a sugar-based treat, and is not chocolate. So, really, a candy bar makes no sense. It’s chocolate. And in bar form. Hence, chocolate bar.

      Chinook: (pronounced shin-ook) A term attributed to the Chinook people. A warm wind that blows over the rocky mountains from the Pacific Ocean. Referred to as a “snow eater” by the Blackfoot people. The region around Calgary, Alberta Canada can go from -20C to +20C in a 24-hour period during a winter Chinook. And yes, Calgarians might break out the shorts and a T-shirt during a Chinook because it feels that balmy.

      Clicks: Slang for kilometres. As in, ”How many clicks did you go?” But we also still use expressions using “miles” as well.

      Cow town: Calgary. (Edmonton, the other major city in the province, is ‘Oil Town.’)

      Double-double: A coffee with two creams, two sugars. National drink for true Canadians. (Not really, but it’s a fun suggestion.)

      Dresser: Chest of drawers, small wardrobe, bureau. A piece of bedroom furniture with drawers that you keep your clothes in instead of on the floor or over an unused treadmill.

      E-brake: Emergency brake on a vehicle. It can also be called a parking brake. (It is separate from the brake pedal you would use to stop at a red light. Unless, of course, you want to leave a strip of rubber.)

      Elementary/Elementary school: The first six grades of school. (Plus kindergarten which isn’t really a grade and isn’t mandatory.)

      Frostbite: When your skin freezes. (Just in case you have lived somewhere tropical all your life and are thinking this is something fictional. It’s real.) Sometimes frostbite is a little nip, sometimes it can be very serious.

      Goosebumps: Goose flesh. That pebbling of your skin when you’re cold. A very familiar sensation for Canadians most months of the year.

      Grad: Graduation.

      H-e-double-hockey-sticks: What polite Canadians say when they don’t want to say the word hell. (The hockey sticks are ‘L’s.)

      I’d worked oil field: Yes, I know, I know. In Chapter 8 it sounds like Lamonte should have said “I’d worked IN AN oil field up north” instead of “I’d worked oil field up north.” But if I’d worded it that way…then it wouldn’t sound like a true oil fielder.

      Keener: A brown-noser, eager beaver, goody-goody. Someone who is super keen to do something, and frequently it is over something nobody else is excited about. This person puts their hand up first in class, volunteers, and does an enthusiastic and remarkably great job of whatever task is given to them. Sometimes they are just keen, sometimes they want to curry favour for themselves with someone in a position of power. In other words, they’re annoying. (Even when we catch ourselves being a keener.)

      Kilometre / km: Unit used to measure distance. 1 km = 0.6 miles.

      Mat leave: Maternity leave. A leave of absence from work for new mothers.

      Millimetre: An even smaller unit of measurement.

      Minus thirty: Temperature. A minus thirty Celcius is close to minus thirty in Fahrenheit.

      Newfoundland: An eastern coastal province.

      Nickelback: A Canadian band that Canadians resent for numerous reasons that makes little actual sense. One theory is that they rose to success quickly. Apparently Canadian bands need to suffer in obscurity for a lot longer than they did, because Canadians distrust fame. Another theory is that they are ‘mediocre’ and ‘generic’ and ‘commercial’ and, oddly enough, ‘too radio friendly.’ And despite all of this, try and find a Canadian who can’t sing along to at least one of their songs.

      Not bad: A Canadian compliment. It’s not bad—which means it’s good.

      Parental leave: An all encompassing non-gendered term that means a leave for parents.

      Paternal leave: A leave of absence from work for new fathers.

      Per cent: (%). Exact same thing as percent, but with a space between the syllables. It’s a weird Canadian thing where we put a gap in the word. Don’t worry, it looks wrong to me, too.

      Physiotherapy/physio: A licensed health practitioner who helps people with injuries, etc. get back to life. It may also be known as physical therapy in other countries.

      Porta Potty: Essentially, a mobile outhouse, only made from plastic and hauled around to different events where temporary bathrooms are needed.

      Poutine: French fries, beef gravy and cheese curds is the basic, original iteration of this splendid little snack that is totally okay to eat as a complete meal. You know, if you are cool with high cholesterol and all that. Then again, potatoes are a vegetable…

      Pyjamas/PJs: Sleepwear.

      RCMP: Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Our national police service. The ‘mounted’ part is because they used to ride horses and were ‘mounted’ on top of them.

      Rockies: Rocky Mountains. A large mountain range that extends through western Canada and the western United States. People who grew up around them, when visiting the ‘mountains’ out east, tend to ask where the mountains are while sitting upon one’s summit. We simply don’t recognize those old, eroded mountain ranges as anything more than big hills. Sorry about that. We don’t mean to be rude.

      RRSP: Registered Retirement Savings Plan. Basically, put some money aside for retirement in a registered plan, and the government gives you a tax break on it—to a point, of course.

      Runners: Sneakers, running shoes, trainers, athletic shoes, gym shoes, tennis shoes…you know…lace up shoes with good grips on them for playing sports in hopes of limiting your chances of slipping and dying.

      Sans: A French word meaning ‘without.’ I feel like the world got on the French trend for a little bit with saying stuff like “sans drama,” but in case it didn’t actually make its way out of my neck of the woods, here is the definition so when you read the word, you can do so sans confusion.

      Saskatchewan: A Canadian prairie province.

      Semi: Big truck with a trailer that hauls goods.

      Shuswap: An area in the B.C. mountains popular for houseboating adventures. It’s approximately halfway between Calgary, Alberta and Vancouver Island in British Columbia.

      Slacks: Dress pants. AKA fancy pants for guys.

      Sledding: Slang for snowmobiling. Different from tobogganing (see below), which is also sledding.

      Sweats: Sweat pants. (Warm and thick pants with a fuzzy inside and an elastic waist.)

      Tim Hortons: A popular coffee/donut shop that was started by a hockey player by the name of Tim Horton.

      Timbits: This is Tim Hortons staying on brand by calling their donut holes Timbits. (Or as my daughter used to call the coffee shop: Timbit Hortons.)

      Tobogganing: A long wooden sled with a curved front used for sliding down snowy hills.

      Tonneau cover: An attached cover that goes over the back of your truck box. It can be a soft roll-up cover, or retractable, or a hard fold-up, or even a hinged door-like cover. The idea is that it protects and secures stuff in the back of the open truck box by closing it up.

      Washroom: It’s a bathroom/restroom/the facilities/toilets/ladies’ or men’s room… Or you could call it a lavatory or water closet. A friend from Texas always gets a hoot out of it when I call it a washroom, so I thought I’d better include this term in the list of Canadian stuff.

      Yeah, maybe: Maybe.

      Yeah, no: No. Unless it means ‘yeah.’

      Yeah, no. Of course.: Of course.
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      To add to the authentic Canadianness of this Canadian story, this (Canadian) author uses Canadian spellings. Enjoy!

      

      P.S. There is a glossary of Canadian terms a few pages before this—in case your ereader pops open to this page and skips over showing it to you.
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      “Come with me to the coast.” Lamonte’s dark eyes watched me as he hoisted the heavy barbell upward and away from his chest. As his spotter, I kept my hands loose on the bar, struggling to keep my gaze connected with his, and not to allow them to slip toward his chest where his navy blue shirt was hugging his flat pecs. He was the sole reason I’d grown stronger over the past year and a half after a long bout of resistance in joining a gym.

      It turned out that growing stronger was actually kind of fun if you went with a friend who knew how to use all of the various torture devices.

      Okay, let’s be honest. I liked seeing the definition appear in my arms and legs, not to mention having Lamonte notice it with a compliment or two as well.

      If the medical community really wanted women lifting weights to prevent bone loss later in life, they just needed to get them to join the gym with a hot guy friend who complimented them on their form or newly gained definition. They’d soon have the fittest cohort of women on the planet.

      “Gabby?” Lamonte asked, bringing my attention back to his tag-along-with-him trip proposal.

      Right. Friends. He was not someone to ogle.

      “To Vancouver Island?” I confirmed, sliding into my practiced role of just-a-friend.

      I’d sorta-kinda been planting the idea all week that I could come along since his usual event-going employee wasn’t available, due to the imminent birth of his fourth child.

      And my hinting had worked. Lamonte was inviting me.

      “Tomorrow?” I said, realizing how soon we’d be hitting the road. “After work?” Honestly, I thought I’d missed the chance to go since Lamonte was so detail-oriented, and didn’t like to change plans at the last minute.

      “Yeah.”

      “Really?”

      “Why not? A road trip would be fun.”

      This weekend was Valentine’s Day. He wanted to spend Valentine’s Day with me.

      Only…he meant as a friend. I knew that. He’d never once given me a sign he was interested in breaking our stupid friendship pact.

      Lamonte shot me one of his gorgeous, toothy smiles that always made me feel warm inside. The man was hot. It was mid-winter, and while most of our Canadian friends were a bit on the pasty side of the complexion spectrum, we both looked as if we’d been to Mexico, like my friend Char. But whereas she was momentarily tanned due to a holiday trip with her very loving boyfriend, Lamonte and I had naturally darker complexions. In other words, Lamonte always appeared tanned. He also had thick black hair, and deep brown eyes you could get lost in.

      He’d grown a beard once, and it had been a total swoon fest. And I was not a facial hair sort of person. At all. But on him, the beard had made his eyes extra warm and gooey and lovable. The English language continuously failed me when describing just how hot Lamonte was.

      Therefore, it couldn’t be helped that my heart perked up at the idea of having him to myself on a multi-day road trip over Valentine’s Day weekend.

      “You’ll be working,” I confirmed, referring to the reason for his trip. I glanced up at the string of red hearts lacing the wall of mirrors across from us and the workout benches. Chances were high that I’d spend yet another Valentine’s Day as a single woman.

      I sighed. I was getting tired of waiting for Lamonte to come around, and he was the reason I was on most of the dating apps. Lamonte knew everything about me, and still hadn’t fallen in love with me. I wanted, and deserved, a man who knew every tiny thing about me and, as a result, loved me even more.

      “It’s a fun event.”

      “Yeah.” I’d tagged along to the odd Jeep event with him before. As a custom Jeep modification specialist, he would be showing off his latest spiffed up Jeep to aficionados to drum up more business.

      That part was a bit boring, as I wasn’t into vehicles. But there was usually fun swag and interesting people to meet.

      It would also be an excuse to get out of town and break my February cabin fever routine.

      Then again, the event was on the coast, which meant a thousand-kilometre drive through the Canadian Rocky Mountains to the Pacific Ocean. That was a lot of driving, but I enjoyed hanging out with Lamonte. Mentally, I was already planning new road-trip playlists.

      My mind slipped its leash again and began imagining an accidental hotel mis-booking where we had to share a bed, just like in a romantic comedy. And of course, since this was a fantasy, he finally fell in love with me.

      I reminded my brain that Lamonte and I had been sharing an apartment for over six months, and nothing had happened outside the bounds of platonic friendship. If anything ever warranted us needing to share a bed, I was pretty sure Lamonte would sleep on the floor. The man had some impressive walls keeping me from getting any closer than a good friend.

      Even though he kept me at bay, we were close. He’d told me things he hadn’t told others, like the way he’d been blindsided by his long-term girlfriend at his high school graduation when she’d dumped him. He’d even talked about his late mom with me, and how he missed her lighthearted laughter over the smallest things.

      I wanted a deep emotional connection like my friends Char and Tamara had with their new boyfriends. They’d barely even been looking for love, and they’d found it. Now, they were happily in love, going home each night to someone who loved them with all their heart. Meanwhile, I was on every dating app and striking out.

      Then again, they both swore they had a fairy godmother. Maybe the trick to love was less about looking and luck, and more about making the right wish to a magical being who could make it happen.

      Realizing Lamonte was talking trip logistics, I tuned back in, romantic ideas still swirling in my mind. Fairy godmothers. Valentine’s Day weekend. Wishes for love…

      Maybe I could find true love like my friends had. All it took was one wish.

      Why was I waiting? I should be making a wish right this minute.

      “Gabs?”

      “Sorry?” I’d tuned out Lamonte again, my brain a hazy mess of scenarios that all ended with my best friend finally kissing me.

      “We’d be gone six days—well, five and a bit. We’d get back late Monday night,” Lamonte said.

      I nodded, taking a moment to consider his proposal from several angles. I needed to figure out whether I had a fairy godmother. I bet there’d be lots of opportunities on a trip like this to make a wish and sway him into loving me.

      Six days together with no escaping, unlike in our shared apartment where he could leave at any time. We’d be together. We could grow close in an all-new way.

      “Could be fun,” he replied, clearly unaware that I was totally on board for this road trip, and hoping to convince him to return home as my boyfriend.

      “You’re sure I wouldn’t be in the way?” I asked.

      “Not at all. Do you want to come?” He paused, the barbell extended above him, his forearms flexed.

      “Yeah, no,” I said casually. “Maybe.” Yes!

      He looked away. “You probably can’t get the time off work.”

      Was he backpedalling? Was he aware I was reading something romantic into the invitation? Because that would be silly of him. I’d always steadfastly respected his wishes and never done a thing inappropriate due to his stupid relationship fears, many thanks to that evil high school girlfriend who’d dumped him the moment she’d no longer needed him as her date. She hadn’t even waited a week or until the next day. Nope. As soon as everything involving Lamonte was over at their graduation ceremony and dance, she’d hiked up her gown, grabbed him by his cummerbund, pushed him aside and broken his heart. Moments later, she’d been making out with someone new.

      He’d confessed that he’d believed the two of them would marry. After being used and blindsided like that, it was no wonder the poor guy no longer trusted his judgement. It likely didn’t help that it came a few years after losing his mom, when he’d still been trying to find his way. His dad had separated himself from all emotions after his wife’s death, and Lamonte had followed suit, believing that was how men did it.

      I wasn’t without my own dumb stuff that had left gouges in my heart, but I still had hope that I could find love. But this time, for real. Not with a guy I barely liked. When I’d been young and naïve, I’d accepted a promise ring from a boyfriend, thinking that was the first step to falling in love with someone. I was still a bit embarrassed, remembering those years, and how starry-eyed I’d been about the idea of falling in love, and how easily manipulated I’d been as a result. Being so desperate for love, I’d stayed with that boyfriend even as he twisted my emotions and used them against me. He’d made me believe that if I just did more for him and tried harder, we’d have an amazing love story like my parents.

      A flurry of angry thoughts whirled through my mind, spurring my determination to go on this trip and convince Lamonte Valentine that it was time to live up to his last name and be mine. I was the one for him, and we should quit tiptoeing around each other. It was time for our friendship to blossom into something more.

      He could trust me with his heart.

      “Margie can take my appointments,” I said, referring to a physiotherapist I worked with who’d returned from mat leave yesterday. “Did I tell you they forgot to put her back on the schedule?”

      “Yeah. That’s brutal.”

      “I’ll shift my clients to her.” Then I’d be free to travel to the coast.

      “It’s fate,” Lamonte said with a grin, dropping the barbell back into its slot.

      My heart gave a tiny flutter at the idea of fate having a go at us this weekend.

      “Yeah, fate,” I murmured vaguely, adjusting the barbell while he rested between sets.

      Maybe this wasn’t actually fate, but the first steps of magic. Maybe I had a fairy godmother like Char and Tamara, and I’d made a wish without thinking about it, and now everything was lining up so it could come true.

      Except Char and Tamara had seen their fairy godmother—Estelle—and I’d never seen anything stranger than someone in a Halloween costume.

      I sighed. Lamonte was simply being a nice guy and my best friend. This wasn’t a sign.

      But just imagine what a fairy godmother could do with my life!

      Yes, yes. My life was fine. I was quite privileged, to be honest. But things could be truly fine with some help from a fairy godmother. I could abandon those hopeless dating apps, for one thing.

      “Then?” Lamonte prompted, returning my thoughts back to his trip invitation. “You’ll come?”

      “Sure, I’ll go,” I said casually.

      “Great. You’ll need to pack light.”

      “I…what?” His quick shift into luggage logistics had me spinning.

      “I’m not bringing the trailer because of the mountain passes.”

      When he went to Jeep events to drum up business for his award-winning custom mods shop, he usually hauled a trailer. He filled it with boxes of swag like shirts and hundreds of rubber duckies with his shop’s logo on them, as well as banners, business cards, coupons, rims and other macho vehicle stuff for displaying in the company’s booth.

      But Sidney, B.C. on Vancouver Island, where the Jeep event was being held, was on the other side of the Rockies. And it was February. That meant hours and hours of climbing up and down winding mountain passes lined with semis, and dealing with potential avalanche closures, heavy snow and general extreme winter craziness. These were the kinds of roads where winter tires and/or chains were absolutely required—by law. If you could avoid hauling a trailer, it was wise to do so.

      On second thought, did I really want to be on those roads in the middle of February? It was the Trans-Canada highway, our nation’s main route that went from sea to sea, but if you were looking for some of the potentially worst driving conditions while still on a major road, that was where you could find them if Mother Nature was feeling moody.

      “I’m taking the new Gladiator,” Lamonte said, referring to the Jeep truck that he’d been working on for months, “but room will be tight.” He sat up and towelled his face, his reps done. “One backpack each. The shop will cover our costs, so don’t bring a cooler or any other big items.”

      “Wait. You’re covering my costs?”

      Not only did I get more time with Lamonte over Valentine’s Day, but I got a free trip to the coast where there would be no snow? Well, probably. You could never trust Mother Nature when she played in Canada. But on the coast, she might not try to kill me whenever I stepped outside without wearing eight-hundred layers. This trip was starting to look really good.

      “I’ll get Pam to give you Carson’s room.”

      This was where a booking snafu could be my wingman. Or maybe I could just ask Pam to put me and Lamonte in a room with one bed. I’d gotten her the job at Lamonte’s shop, and it was possible she believed she owed me and, therefore, would help nudge her boss into my waiting arms.

      “Yeah, no Carson this weekend, huh?” I said, my brain still spitting out one-bed scenarios that all ended with me happily engaged by summer. Or like Carson’s wife, expecting a baby.

      “That’s why I need you.”

      Why did I love the sound of that so much? And why did my mind flit to a one-bed situation again as well as deep professions of undying love? I was supposed to be over my crush on this man.

      But he was hot, and I was only human. He was sweet and enjoyed doing the same things I did. We lived in harmony and had fun together. In fact, he was the perfect man for me.

      And, again, I was human.

      Lamonte got up, giving the legs of his shorts an impatient brush with his hand. “I need someone who’s good with people, and who’s strong enough to help me haul all this stuff around and set it up.”

      Oh. Strong.

      “Right,” I said, proud of how normal my voice sounded as I cleaned the barbell and bench with the gym’s bottle of disinfectant. “Of course.” My heart gave a sad little death-throes thump of disappointment.

      He was never going to fall in love with me. Not unless I got my fairy godmother involved.
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        Wednesday

      

      

      “You sure this is a good idea, man?”

      I shook my head at Carson and sighed, knowing I couldn’t back out of inviting Gabby to this weekend’s Jeep event. Not that I wanted to. She was great company and would be helpful. Plus, she hadn’t sent me an I-am-interested-in-you signal in months. Strangely, the thought that she’d moved on shot an odd pang through my chest rather than relief, and I wasn’t sure why.

      I mean, I was relieved. We lived together. We were friends. I didn’t want something awkward between us like unrequited feelings. My ego must be pretty warped if it needed constant reinforcement that I was desirable, and needed to have my best friend swooning after me.

      “I could use the help,” I told Carson, as I hoisted a heavy box into the back of the Jeep Gladiator I’d tricked out for the event. My goal this weekend was to secure at least a half-dozen solid leads on customers who wanted work done on their Jeeps to make them stand out, and would travel to Alberta for them. We’d had a few people come to us from the neighbouring province of British Columbia already, and my reputation in Western Canada was growing. I needed that steady customer base to open a second location, which Carson would run.

      The current plan was to open it in five years. It would take me that long—even with Gabby as my roommate to save on rent—to squirrel away the funds.

      For a while, I’d thought that opening a location closer to Carson’s parents in B.C. would be the answer. His parents were ageing and reluctant to leave the more temperate climate of Vancouver Island to move closer to him and his growing family here in Calgary, Alberta. I’d researched the island, loving the idea of fresh territory. But after a bit of digging, I’d realized the logistics of working out of a separate province wouldn’t be as basic as simply opening a second shop. So, I’d brought the plan back to something more local.

      “You don’t need help,” Carson said. “You could bat your dreamy eyes at other vendors, and they’d fall over themselves to get you all set up.” Carson stacked his hands flat under his chin and batted his lashes at me. “What is that organizer’s name again? The one who wants to date you?” He snapped his fingers a few times as if it would prime his memory. “Reece! That’s her name! Just flirt with her.”

      I had once. Accidentally. I’d thought we were all joking around in the bar after an event down in Lethbridge a few months after I’d modified her Jeep, and she’d taken it the wrong way. It had been awkward, even though she’d been great about it, but now I did my best to avoid her in case I accidentally did it again.

      “Clearly,” Carson said, as we lifted more boxes into the truck, “if you’re bringing Gabby, you’re finally going to make a move.”

      “I’m not.” Carson knew she was practically one of the guys—even though I made them clean up their language when she was around.

      “It’s Valentine’s Day weekend. Get her some roses. Ladies like flowers. Maybe some chocolates, too.”

      “So, your recommendation is to be as generic as possible when showing your affection? Poor Lori,” I said, referring to his wife.

      “Ladies like flowers and chocolates. There’s a reason they’re classics. And when you give them to a lady, she knows your intentions. There’s no confusion, like there would be if you gave her a Jeep keychain.”

      “She was admiring it.”

      “Reece was flirting with you, numbskull,” Carson said on a chuckle. “You don’t have game, man.”

      “And that works out well for me, because I’m not looking.”

      “Because you already found someone.” Carson slid closer. “Find excuses to touch her. Get the door for her.”

      “I always get the door for her—for everyone.”

      “Make a romantic playlist. Actually, let me share the one Lori loves.” He pulled out his phone.

      “I’m not making a move. We’re friends. And Gabby makes great playlists.” Even though she constantly teased me about adding Nickelback songs to them.

      And anyway, we often played trivia games on long drives in order to buff up our skills as Team Dynamo, where we creamed our weekly opponents as a duo at the neighbourhood pub’s trivia night.

      “You need a romantic playlist.” He glanced up, smiling. “I sent you the link.”

      “Carson…” I warned. “I’m not going to romance Gabby.”

      “Dude.” He spread his arms and shifted his weight as if to really ask, ‘What the heck, you moron?’ “You asked her to spend Valentine’s Day weekend with you.”

      “As friends. For work. She understands that.”

      But Carson’s words had placed a small wedge of doubt in my mind, and now he was taking a hammer to it, cracking that wedge into a full-fledged crisis of uncertainty.

      Gabby wanted to be more than friends. She always had. But she also respected our boundaries and didn’t take things the wrong way—not like Reece had. Plus, Gabby was on a million dating apps, to the point that her phone dinged and binged and bonged with potential matches so many times each night, I thought about smashing the thing. She was moving on. I wasn’t going to change things between us, and she knew that.

      A trip—even over Valentine’s Day weekend—wouldn’t alter anything between us.

      I shook my head at Carson. “It’ll be fine.”

      “‘It’ll be fine’ was literally what I thought when I met Lori.” Carson put his phone away and chucked another box of swag into the back of the truck. “Now we’ve got three kids, and a fourth one being induced this weekend.”

      “That’s because,” I shoved the boxes into a row, hoping to keep the rear seats free for more of Gabby’s gear since she wasn’t one to pack light, “unlike me, you can’t keep it in your pants.”

      Carson grinned at my smirk. “You’ve seen my wife. Of course I can’t.”

      I clapped him on the back as I went to grab the rolled-up banners with my shop’s logo and name. Carson and Lori were the two most in-love people I’d ever met, and it awed me every time I saw them together. We Valentines, despite our romantic last name, didn’t do love. My parents had met during a protest while at university in Guyana. After graduation, they’d moved to Canada, accidentally had me, got married and got their citizenship. Then Mom died, and Dad carried on, as did I.

      Life wasn’t about letting your emotions lead you around. As my dad often said, quoting Henry David Thoreau, we all lead lives of quiet desperation.

      So, what was the point in wallowing? We all carried something, and if you wanted to survive, it was about action. It was about tomorrow, and what you could do today to shape it into the thing you wanted. The thing that would propel you forward.

      Unless you were Carson and Lori. I still didn’t understand those two. They were all about making out in the present moment.

      “I’ve met Gabby,” Carson said, pointing out the obvious, while leaning against the truck’s open tailgate. “You must have superhuman strength. I mean, living under the same roof? Duuuude. Superhuman, or batting for the other team.” He lifted an eyebrow and shrugged. “It could go either way.”

      I chucked a box of business cards at his chest.

      He caught it and set it on the tailgate. “This is where you toss out that flimsy ‘we’re friends’ excuse.”

      “We are friends.”

      “So are Lori and me. Lori and myself. Lori and I? What’s the proper grammatical use here? Anyway, we’re friends, and we get all the benefits of being more than that, too. We don’t have to jump on the apps to scratch an itch like you do. And then go to the doctor for a dose of antibiotics a week later.”

      “That’s never happened.”

      “Do you even know what the apps are for?”

      Finding love or a hookup. In a moment of weakness, probably around the time Gabby had been out on a fifth date with a guy I knew would never make the distance, I’d given the apps a shot. I’d thought that maybe with their help, I’d find someone who was easy to be with, the way it was with Gabby. But everyone I’d been matched with had felt wrong.

      I’d concluded that if I hadn’t fallen in love with Gabby, who was the easiest person on earth to hang out with, then what were the chances that these awkward meet-ups were going to work? Clearly, I was meant to embrace bachelorhood, and love was not in the cards.

      Back to Carson. He was too stubborn to let me give up on finding love and was determined to prove that Gabby and I should level up our friendship. He couldn’t comprehend how I could be friends with a woman who was a verified stunner.

      It annoyed me he’d noticed. But then, so had pretty much every other guy at the gym—if the way their gazes kept straying and sticking to Gabby were any indicator. I’d considered changing gyms several times, but figured it would just be a new batch of droolers following her around the gym. Instead, I stuck to her like glue and glared at every guy I decided wasn’t good enough for her. So, basically everyone.

      Just because Gabby was hot, and we got along, that didn’t mean I should make a move. I had yet to fall in love with her, and I didn’t want to risk ruining everything we had by sending her the wrong signals.

      I’d been blindsided like a fool as a teenager, and nobody had been able to win my heart since. Even Gabby. Something was irrevocably broken inside me, and to intentionally lead on my best friend would be nothing short of cruel since it was obvious I’d be unable to let her into my heart. I’d leave the woman I cared most about decimated by my inability to love her.

      I didn’t think there was anything I could do that would be more cruel than that.

      “I know what you’re going to say,” I said to Carson, my tone sharp. “Why not go for it with Gabs, and see what happens?”

      “Because you think you already know what’ll happen,” Carson mocked. He picked up the box of business cards I’d tossed at him earlier and chucked them back at me.

      “Our friendship is worth something, Carson.”

      “You’re afraid that squirrelly beast called love might finally get its shot at you.” He stepped forward and poked a finger into the spot where my ribs met, and often ached for no apparent reason. “You need to open the gate in your heart. She’s the one for you.”

      “Carson, we’re not crossing that line.”

      “Someone else is going to get her. Women don’t wait around forever. Someday she’ll just be somebody you used to know.”

      “Not Gabby.”

      “Yes, Gabby. She’s been cooling her jets for ages, hoping you’ll come to your senses. But she won’t wait forever. Not a gal like her. Some stud’s gonna saunter in, see how special she is, and have a ring on her finger before you know it.”

      I threw the box of business cards into the back of the truck, the box splitting and sending cards flying. I cursed under my breath and started collecting them, hoping I hadn’t just messed up five-hundred new cards.

      I didn’t want Gabby to leave me, but I also wanted her to be happy.

      “Just lead her on a bit and see where it takes you,” Carson prompted.

      “I’m not going to lead her on.” I could feel tension radiating up from my jaw, threatening to bloom into a headache as I jammed the loose business cards into one of the boxes holding T-shirts.

      “You guys are meant to be together.”

      “You know I’m happy as a bachelor.” I slammed the tailgate closed on the truck.

      “Are you, though?”

      “Yes.” My tone was terse.

      Carson gestured to the rolled-up canopy meant to protect the company’s table from rain. It was still sitting on the floor. I reopened the tailgate and we jammed it in.

      “What are you going to do when she meets someone nice on those apps you’re both on⁠—”

      “I’m off the apps.”

      “—and falls in love, and moves on?”

      This? Again?

      “I’ll be happy for her,” I ground out.

      “You think her new man will want a handsome stud like yourself hanging around?”

      “Yes.”

      “Especially when he sees the way the two of you look at each other, and giggle over inside jokes?”

      The way we looked at each other? What was he on about now?

      “I don’t giggle,” I grumbled.

      “No dude wants his lady friend being close to another dude. Your days as besties will be over faster than you can say lickety-split, Barbara Schmitt.”

      I laughed. “Who’s Barbara? Someone you want to talk to me about?”

      “Seriously, man,” Carson said, his tone surprisingly grave. “Think twice about the future.”

      “Yeah, sure.” I already was, despite my attempt to block out everything he was saying along with the heavy discomfort in my chest.

      Gabs wouldn’t let something happen to our friendship, but I could see Carson’s point. Men were naturally territorial, and the idea of another man being your girlfriend’s go-to wouldn’t sit well. The guy would have to be incredibly self-assured to be cool with us being close friends and her living with me.

      Yeah, he’d want her to move out.

      And I’d have to let her go, because Gabs wanted all of the things that went beyond friendship, like love and family. All the things I couldn’t give her. All the things she’d grown up around and expected in her life. Her same-age cousins were pairing off and having kids, and I knew she felt left behind.

      I expected the dating apps to keep failing her, but she only needed to find one gem in that rock pile, and then, like Carson said, she’d be gone. I’d lose my best friend, my sweet and fun roommate, my running and workout partner, and my trivia buddy. I’d not only have a huge Gabby-sized hole in my life, but I knew I’d never replace her as a roommate, pushing back my business’s expansion even further. Every part of my life would fall apart without Gabby.

      Unable to help myself, I kicked a box of T-shirts across the concrete floor of the shop.

      “You may as well start searching for a new roommate now,” Carson warned, as though aware of the tangent my thoughts had drifted down.

      I growled. “Point made.”

      “Want me to shut up?”

      “Yup.”

      “Good. That means you’re finally listening. You know she’s a total hottie, and she checks off all the boxes for ninety per cent of the male population. The other ten aren’t into chicks.”

      Carson was really starting to annoy me. The way I slammed the passenger side door on the new truck must have helped him realize just how far under my skin he was, because he quickly changed the subject. “Pam tweaked your hotel booking?” he asked, referring to our office manager.

      “Yup.” I stood back, forcing my mind off of Gabby. I mentally ran through the inventory of all the things I’d need at Island Jeepentine’s Day, and whether I’d packed said items.

      I checked my watch, noting I had plenty of time before I needed to pick up Gabby from work. We’d hit the road tonight, eat up a few miles, and arrive on the island tomorrow night so we’d be rested and able to set up our booth early on Friday. The thought of being in a vehicle with Gabby with no interlopers trying to steal her away had me relaxing.

      “Feels weird going without you,” I confessed to Carson. We had a lot of road trips under our belts and were a well-oiled machine when it came to setting up the company’s booth, then tag-teaming potential clients with the info they needed for deciding on mods.

      As for pitstops while on the road, efficiency ruled. One of us pumped gas while the other used the washroom, then grabbed us coffees and Timbits. It would take us less than five minutes, unless Tim Hortons had a giant line-up. If they did, we made do with gas station coffee, and hoped it didn’t burn a hole in our gut.

      But with Carson taking two weeks of parental leave starting Monday, because their baby was scheduled to make its appearance this weekend, there was no way he could make this trip.

      I clicked the tonneau cover into place over the truck’s box and closed the tailgate again. I was pleased with how the truck had turned out. I’d intentionally made this one less masculine than the last Gladiator I’d done, which had been cammo with side racks for tools along with big, knobby tires. With the new Jeep, I’d aimed for a more high-end, urban appeal, thanks to its sleek bright red paint and flashier add-ons. And while the cammo truck, Thor, appealed to the male market, I hoped this one would speak to both the male and female markets.

      “What?” I asked, taking in Carson’s smirk as I peeled my attention away from admiring my latest truck.

      “You’re going to spend a few days over Valentine’s Day weekend in your truck, Cupid⁠—”

      “That was Gabby’s name suggestion,” I pointed out. “Can’t be used against me.”

      “—with a beautiful, sweet woman you steadfastly resist?” Carson let out a guffaw. “Good luck, buddy.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t come back pregnant.”

      “I’ll leave that business to you,” I mumbled, as he drew me in for a one-armed dude hug. “Good luck with Number Four. Enjoy your paternal leave.”

      The soon-to-be father (again) grinned with a happiness that left a weird pang of emptiness hitting me in the chest.
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      Okay, I could do this. I could get Lamonte to release his wounded, closed-up heart on our six-day road trip. We’d find our way to that enduring love my parents had, and we’d become just like them. If Lamonte and I had each other, we’d have everything we needed in the world.

      And I had a plan to get there. I’d work on wooing Lamonte this weekend. Then, if that failed, I’d bring in the big guns—I’d make a wish. Hopefully, Estelle the fairy godmother, would hear it.

      I exited the physiotherapy clinic at the end of the day, eager to hit the road. I was toting a few gifts from clients—including a dozen roses—along with my shoulder bag and my carry-on-sized roller bag, since I hadn’t finished stuffing it as full as possible before Lamonte left for his shop after breakfast.

      Lamonte was already in the parking lot, waiting for me so we could head out. We were at the tail end of a chinook, and the temperature, which had warmed to above freezing, was dipping low again.

      I walked toward the red, tricked-out Jeep, my roller bag rattling behind me, wobbling whenever its wheels got caught on clumps of snow the chinook hadn’t managed to steal away.

      “This is Cupid,” Lamonte said, gesturing to his Jeep truck as he hurried to my side, taking my suitcase.

      “You named it Cupid?” I was delighted. I’d suggested the name, since he was unveiling the truck’s mods at a Valentine’s Day Jeep event. But I’d never for a second believed he’d go for it. He wasn’t the sentimental type, and it annoyed him that people assumed he was a romantic because his last name was Valentine.

      “Yeah, of course. It was your turn to name one.”

      “I love it.” I took in the truck, surprised by how much I liked it. I was used to riding in Thor. That one was a beast. It was like someone had poured testosterone into the truck’s radiator, and then a radioactive spider had bitten the machine, blowing it up into a tricked-out, jacked-up dude’s ride. This new truck was a powderpuff in comparison. Not exactly feminine, but softer than Lamonte’s usual manly mods. It could make me reconsider a Jeep, even though my heart belonged to my Ford Bronco.

      I scanned the truck as I came closer, noting a few of the things he’d been excited about. The chrome detailing and running boards, of course. Guys really loved their shiny stuff. That and the lift kit that raised the vehicle up higher than the way it came from the factory. He’d also added red and white lights that ran along the curve of the wheel wells which had larger, very black new tires on fancy rims that would surely get scratched during our journey on the messy mountain highways. Whip lights, extra decorative lights in the custom grill. Blah, blah, blah. All the usual add-ons that cost more than I made in a month. I couldn’t believe he was going to drive this precious and very expensive baby on salted highways in the dead of winter. This thing belonged in a showroom or a garage until the weather smartened up.

      He frowned at the roses in my arms. “You’re bringing flowers?”

      “They’re from a client.” I held the bouquet a little closer, realizing I should have left it in the clinic until I got back. Travelling with a dozen red roses wasn’t practical, even though I loved the way they smelled, and I smiled every time I laid eyes on them.

      I’d met the rose-giver on the apps in December, and we’d gone to an ice sculpting festival together. He was romantic and sweet, but we’d agreed there was no spark. Then today, he’d shown up out of the blue as my 11 o’clock Achilles tendonitis appointment, carrying a dozen red roses. He’d asked me out for dinner. I’d said no, and the rest of the appointment had been awkward. But he’d let me keep the roses, and I couldn’t help but bury my nose in them another time, knowing I was going to have to abandon them.

      “Roses are so predictable,” Lamonte muttered, shaking his head.

      I clutched the flowers closer and shot him a glare. “I happen to like them.”

      “Well, they should stay here.”

      “I know.”

      Of course, Lamonte wouldn’t want them coming along with us. He was about practicality. When we’d met, I’d wondered if he was naturally inclined toward being anal, or if he was somewhere on the spectrum. Then I’d met his dad. They clearly both had hereditary CS—checklist syndrome. I was pretty sure they viewed each day as a high-stakes mission to be tackled. It made them both reliably cute in my mind.

      As I gave the flowers a deep goodbye inhale, smiling at their sweet scent, Lamonte’s eyes darkened.

      “Did you get chocolates, too?” he asked gruffly.

      “Yes.” I patted the faux leather shoulder bag Lamonte had given me for my birthday.

      “Did you meet him on an app?”

      I shot Lamonte a prim look. “Them. Two men gave me gifts, thank you.” I didn’t tell him one was eighty and recovering from a broken hip. He’d brought me the chocolates because he wanted to support his chocolatier daughter-in-law and her new business in any way he could.

      “The apps are working out for you,” Lamonte grumbled, an edge of resentment to his tone as he shoved the extendable handle on my heavy roller bag back into its hidey-hole.

      “Maybe,” I said lightly.

      I’d never admit the apps weren’t working. If he thought I was still out there, actively searching, it allowed him to relax because it meant I wasn’t after him. But every date I went on—with each potential new mate landing somewhere on the spectrum of hopelessly clingy to hopelessly horny—it simply reinforced the fact that I’d already found the right man for me. Lamonte.

      We had the kind of trust and friendship I was looking for.

      “Your phone is always binging with a match,” he grumbled.

      “I’m easy to like,” I said with a hint of flirtiness, wondering if he was jealous. The possibility gave me a flash of hope.

      I really should have asked his assistant to engineer us a one-bed situation at our hotel tonight. Then we’d have some natural forced proximity and he’d finally see me as a woman, and be unable to hide from the attraction he’d been studiously denying.

      Should I ask Estelle for help? Assuming that she was my fairy godmother, too? I did I just close my eyes and make a wish?

      I considered the option. There was no harm in trying, right?

      I wish for a one-bed situation with Lamonte tonight so he’ll be able to see his attraction to me, and then we can fall in love and live happily ever after.

      There. Done.

      That felt too easy. It probably wasn’t going to work.

      I reopened my eyes to find Lamonte lightly chucking my small suitcase into the back seat of his truck.

      “Hey!” I protested. “What if I had breakables in there?”

      “You don’t.”

      “Um, hairdryer? My hair might be short, but you’ve seen what happens if I let it air dry.” I wiggled my hands near my head. “I need it along with tons of product.” I shuddered, imagining what the damp seaside air on Vancouver Island might do to my naturally wavy hair without my steadfast interference.

      I glowered at Lamonte without any real heat, juggling my roses in order to reach into the Jeep to rearrange my roller bag, even though it was fine.

      “What are you going to do with those?” Lamonte asked, gesturing to the flowers.

      “Leave them here, I guess.”

      Catching my expression, he said, “Sorry.”

      “Yeah.” I trudged back inside the clinic, aware the bouquet would likely be on its last legs by the time I saw them again. At least the receptionist, a recent divorcee, would get a chance to enjoy them.

      Returning to the Jeep, I circled to the passenger side of the truck, resisting the urge to trace the letters of the truck’s name, which was stencilled along the curved edge of the hood. Cupid. This was a romantic weekend, as well as a romantically-themed Jeep event—Island Jeepentine’s Day.

      Cupid. My mind paused, considering. If fairy godmothers were real, was the Roman god Cupid also real? Could I call upon him this weekend if my romantic playlists, tight sweaters, and light flirting didn’t sway him?

      “Well? You haven’t said what you think,” Lamonte stated.

      “I said it’s nice.”

      “And?”

      Realizing he was waiting for my approval, I added, “I like the white detailing.” He’d done a lot to the Jeep, but the white accents were nice. So was the tiny Canadian flag by the Jeep’s name.

      I could tell he wanted me to say more. I shrugged and helplessly lifted my hands. “It looks good. I like it more than Thor.”

      His shoulders relaxed. “Yeah?”

      “It would make me consider a Jeep.”

      “Oh, how you lie to me,” he said, his voice deep and warm as melted chocolate as he closed the back door of the Jeep. “I know you’re a Ford girl.”

      I giggled. It was true. I loved my Bronco, which was essentially the enemy make and model of all Jeepers—what Jeep fans and aficionados called themselves.

      “I like your truck. It’s pretty nice for something that’s not a Bronco.” I giggled again.

      Lamonte smiled as he opened the passenger door for me, and I paused before getting in. “Oh! I have something to show you. I got it for our trip.”

      “I told you I have snacks covered.”

      “You do not,” I said, rooting through my shoulder bag. “I saw you packing. You’re planning to stop at gas stations for snacks.”

      “That’s having it covered.”

      “If you’re a dude.”

      “I am a dude.”

      And that he was. A very good-looking one, who was currently standing a bit too close for just-friends, and sending my heart racing.
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