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“ISN’T THIS wonderful?” Eden Harper commended herself for having made it all the way to her car to slam the door before beginning what would be a lengthy monologue directed at her windshield, and which might possibly continue until she reached her apartment. “’Can you meet me for lunch?’ Alex asks me, and naturally I say I can, even though I wonder why he wouldn’t just pick me up the way he always does, so I meet him at Souper Sandwich, we order our lunch, then we find a booth, then when I have a mouthful of clam chowder, he tells me he thinks it would be best if we end our relationship because we’re too different. Too different? I ask him. We’ve always been different. How are we suddenly too different? Then the truth comes out, and the truth has a name. Jade. And why am I just sitting here in this freezing car?” Starting the Honda, Eden took a calming breath. “Well, Alex and Jade, good flipping luck to you.”

Pulling out of the restaurant parking lot, not seeing Alex’s car because he was probably halfway to Jade’s house by now, she told herself maybe it was for the best. Maybe she and Alex had been together for six months but lately they hadn’t seemed to be getting anywhere, which should have clued her in that all was not well in Alex-Eden land.

All was explained now. 

Well, just stop thinking about Alex and Jade and take your “too different” self home and... and... 

Ugh. 

What was she going to do about the wedding? 

She’d already committed to bringing someone to the wedding, and one didn’t minus a plus one after committing.

And the party? 

Her family was expecting her to bring Alex so they could meet him. Finally. 

Swiping her wet cheek with the back of her hand, she said, “Maybe I knew deep down Alex wasn’t going to last. But still, six months...” Shaking her head, she focused on the road ahead and the leafless trees and the gray sky. Wasn’t winter just a flipping beautiful sight every single day? 

At least they hadn’t had snow yet, or at least any that had stayed around. But it was December, and in Massachusetts, that meant there would be buckets of it coming down at any point from now until possibly April. Maybe even every single day. Yay. 

“Never mind winter, Eden. Think about that cursed wedding instead. And showing up alone, instead of having Alex beside you.” Autumn’s emailed response to Eden’s emailed RSVP still stung; “It will be so nice to meet your little boyfriend”. 

“Why didn’t I just respond with regrets? Why do I continue to put myself through these things?” Not that seeing Autumn happened very often, but she had seen Autumn three times since college, for the weddings of their mutual friends. 

But Autumn’s wedding would be it, since there were only five of them in their group, and there would be no other reasons to get together. Eden knew there was no way she was going to invite Autumn to her own wedding. Not that there was a wedding in her near future. Or possibly even in her distant future. Seeing the sign for Peabody Place ahead, happy to be almost home, she tapped her blinker and made the right turn.

And there was that huge truck again, parked right where it would cause the most trouble for her. “Thanks for your consideration, Alex O’Ryan. One more Alex sent my way just to make my life even more special every single day.” She squeezed her Honda in beside the truck, then climbed out, feeling the winter winds cutting right through her clothes. 

Keying her way into the apartment building, she eyed the elevator for a moment knowing it would be less taxing for her brain, then she turned for the stairwell, not wanting to see anyone else and perhaps be forced to have to speak nicely when being nice was the last thing she felt capable of right now. Maybe she’d take a nap and she’d wake up with some idea of what she was going to do now that she was Alex-less. De-Alexed. Alex-free. Whatever.

After hiking up the three flights, she pushed open the heavy stairwell door and almost crashed into the last person she wanted to see. “Do you have to park your truck right there?”

Alex O’Ryan eyed Eden Harper. “It’s an SUV, not a truck, and what are you talking about? Have they designated parking spaces for the apartments since I parked an hour ago? Because I didn’t notice any signs.”

“No, but I can’t see around your truck because it’s so big.”

“Then don’t park beside me.” He wasn’t going to try again with the SUV versus truck topic. The seventeen times he’d already told her hadn’t made any difference.

“But I really like that space.”

“Can’t help you with that.” Alex reached for the door handle. “If we’re finished here?”

“It seems as if we were finished before we even started.”

“Then you have a great day.”

“You have a wonderful day.” Which was what Eden always said to Alex O’Ryan after he told her to have a great day. She knew he was no more sincere than she was. Reaching her apartment, she unlocked her door and stepped inside, headed for her bed. 

Unless she decided to have a snack first. She hadn’t even finished her chowder because her throat had just about closed up when Alex shared his news, and she needed something now. Maybe a cup of hot cocoa would help her feel better. Or at least less bad.

Alex reached his Tahoe and climbed in the SUV, and he thought about the O’Ryan family reunion coming up in a few weeks. How the hell was he going to get out of it? 

Seeing Layla there. 

Probably attached to Luke’s side the same way she used to... 

Hell, no. 

It had been a year and he should have been able to move past it, and he had, for the most part. But having the whole family there, knowing there would be adult-beverage-inspired questions directed at him that he sure as hell didn’t want to answer? Knowing he had to face the two of them, because why wouldn’t they be there?

No.

He needed an excuse, one that would convince his family he wasn’t ditching because of what happened.

Better get working on that because last time he checked, handy excuses didn’t fall into his lap just from wishing.
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NO. Now that Eden had finished her mug of hot cocoa, she decided a nap wasn’t going to cut it because that would be a waste of her precious time. Tapping her phone, she made a call to the only one she could share with and the only one who would understand the situation.

“Hi, Eden. How was lunch with Alex?” Hallie Glenn said.

“Can I come over?” She sniffed, upset with herself because she thought she’d swallowed the rest of her tears along with the Swiss Miss with marshmallows.

“What happened, Eden? Yes, come over. Do you need some cocoa?”

“I just had some, thanks. I’ll be right down.” 

When she reached the second floor, she saw Hallie’s door was open, her friend waiting for her, concern all over her beautiful face.

“Come in and tell me what happened.”

After settling on Hallie’s couch, Eden took a slow breath, determined there would be no more crying. “Alex broke up with me over chowder which is bad enough but now I don’t have a plus one to bring to Autumn’s wedding or to my parents’ Christmas party with the whole family.”

Hallie put her hand on Eden’s arm. “I’m so sorry, Eden. Just so I understand, because the way you said that, I can’t tell which one of those things is the most upsetting. I know you and Alex have been together since summer, and that’s a long time.” 

“I think I’m focusing on the wedding and the party because I don’t want to be devastated by Alex dumping me.”

“Okay, I get that,” Hallie said.

“I did cry, so I know the breakup is upsetting. Maybe I’ve seen signs of it coming but I didn’t want to examine those very closely.” Eden swallowed. “It will probably hit me later, and again tomorrow, but I need to keep it together for now, because there are plenty of other things to worry about. Hallie, I can’t go alone that weekend. I have two big social nightmares and I need someone with me. And worse, I was so relieved to finally have a boyfriend I told my family all about Alex this and Alex that so they’d believe I actually had a boyfriend, and I don’t know what I’m going to do. And worse than that, I can’t show up without my plus one or Autumn will say something mean and condescending. Even more mean and condescending than her usual.”

“Remind me why you’re going to this wedding?”

“She was in my group and the other girls forced me into saying I’d go. But this is it. I’m never doing anything Autumn-related again. And, really, what a time to have a wedding, only days before Christmas.”

“Inconsiderate and selfish of her, I know. Now about your family thing... You never brought Alex home, right? They haven’t met him?”

“No, they haven’t even seen a picture of him. Maybe my laziness about posting things is finally going to work in my favor.”

“So you just need to ask one of your guy friends to go with you. It’s only for the weekend, right?”

Eden stared at Hallie. “Which guy friends are you talking about? Do you really think I have the type of guy friends who would do this for me? Because I don’t.”

“How about someone at Titon? Aren’t there any guys who would work?” Hallie asked.

Thinking about her male colleague options, imagining herself with her mother, father, and sister, all of them sitting around while they and all her other relatives stared at him as they bombarded him with questions, Eden shook her head. “I would be ashamed to even ask them to do it. And I can’t see myself sharing a hotel room with any of those guys anyway, then having to face them at work after the weekend from hell is over. And I don’t want to have to pay for two hotel rooms. Paying for one was bad enough. And they’re probably all booked anyway.”

“Right... Sharing a room is a big consideration, isn’t it?”

“The biggest. I’ll just have to keep thinking.” She looked around Hallie’s living room. “Did I interrupt you doing anything? I’m sorry.”

“I was just hanging around, wondering if I wanted to go grocery shopping.”

“Then you must need food, so I’ll get going. Thanks for being here for me, as always. A burden shared, and all that. I feel better already.” She gave Hallie a hug. “Happy shopping.”

“Call me if you need to talk, okay? And if it makes you feel any better, I didn’t think Alex was ever right for you. You guys were just too different.”

“How was I the only one who didn’t see that?” Eden ran her hand through her hair. “I’ll do better next time. I know I will.”

“I know you will, too. Bye, friend.”

Taking the stairs again, Eden pushed open the stairwell door and walked her hallway, startled when a door was pulled open just as she was about to pass it. Alex O’Ryan, apparently on his way out for the second time. “You again?”

“The name’s Alex. Wish I could say it’s a pleasure to see you.”

Say nothing. Just get to your door. Maybe she needed to trade apartments with Hallie so she wouldn’t be two doors away from him any longer. Except that was no way to treat her bestie, making her suffer through everything Eden had to suffer through on a daily basis. Glancing down the hall as she unlocked her door, she saw Alex was unfortunately looking her way, and she hurried inside, deciding never to look toward where she might possibly see the man. Ever again.

Alex grinned, wondering how he’d gotten so lucky as to find a place that provided this much free entertainment and kept his wits sharpened. Between Eden, two doors down, and Daisy, the white-haired woman between the two of them, there was often something happening that was worth a few laughs. 

His grin faded when he thought about his continued failure to come up with a convincing excuse to miss the damned reunion. Maybe if he asked Cullen, his friend might come up with something. Except he might then need to give Cullen more of a reason than he wasn’t feeling a reunion weekend at this time, didn’t want to travel to central Massachusetts so close to Christmas, then Cullen would ask him when he’d become an old man because he still looked the same as he always did. The verbal abuse he could expect to hear would still be better than telling his friend the whole truth. Cullen knew about his breakup with Layla, but he didn’t know the rest. 

And Alex wasn’t going to tell him.
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MONDAY NIGHT, REACHING home before five as usual, Eden wished it wasn’t so flipping dark out. The daylight disappeared earlier every day because that was the way the planet rotated or something like that, but knowing it and experiencing it were two different things. She knew by her age she should have become resigned to darkness just after four every afternoon that lasted until about 7:30 the next morning, but she just didn’t feel like being resigned to it. Anyway, as of December 21st, the daylight would be extended a little longer every day, and she would focus on that. Unfortunately, thinking about the 21st was a reminder she still had no boyfriend for that all-important weekend. 

Sighing and grabbing the door handle, she saw a truck appear beside her, zipping into the next space. Of course Alex had to arrive home as soon as she did. And since she’d backed into her space and he’d pulled in, they were driver’s door to driver’s door. If they both tried to get out at the same time, they’d smack each other’s doors and someone would be left with a dent. 

Alex realized when he saw movement in the Civic that Eden was inside, and he wondered if she were coming or going. She usually landed home around the same time he did, and the weather wasn’t the sit-outside-and-enjoy type. Opening his door, he kept his eye on her door, ready for an evasive maneuver, but she didn’t move until he was well out of the way.

“Finally,” Eden muttered, climbing out only to find Alex standing behind his truck. “Oh, did you need help finding your way to the door? It’s this way.” She was amazed when he got into step with her. “Or did you think I’d forgotten how to get there?”

“Thought I’d hold the door for you so you wouldn’t hit me in the face with it,” Alex said, knowing she wouldn’t be able to see his grin in the dark. Inside, when she bypassed the elevator and headed to the stairwell, he followed, wondering if there would be another comment.

What was this all about? Alex was sticking to her like a pair of leggings, just the way he always seemed to do. She’d have to start parking in a different part of the lot. “Are you sure you can manage all these stairs? You’re looking really tired tonight.”

“Your concern is touching, but I’ll probably be all right.”

Hearing his steps following her up and up and up the cement stairs, she told herself to forget about him. She had much better things to worry about. After spending a good part of her work day studying all her male colleagues as possible fake-for-a-weekend-boyfriends, she had admitted defeat when she couldn’t stomach the thought of sharing a hotel room with any of them. And for all she knew, the feeling would have been mutual. 

Plus, trying to remember her boyfriend’s name was supposed to be “Alex”, she knew, she just knew, she would consistently call her fake-for-a-weekend-boyfriend by his actual name. This would be a problem with her family, but also at the wedding, since she’d made the mistake of mentioning his name in her email to Autumn. She was approaching the desperation stage, and she didn’t like the feeling. She really, really didn’t like it. 

They reached Alex’s door first, and she wondered exactly how desperate she was feeling. Turning to face him before he disappeared into his apartment, she realized exactly how desperate she was. “Excuse me, Alex.”

Alex was certain Eden Harper had never used the words “excuse me” in conversation with him. Not that the words they’d exchanged over the past year could be construed as conversation. “Yes, Eden?”

“I was wondering...” Looking into his eyes, she realized what a ridiculous idea it was to even think of asking him. “Never mind.”

Alex thought she looked dejected, which was a new look for the intrepid Eden Harper. “What were you wondering?”

Well, what did she have to lose? The man probably couldn’t think any less of her than he already did, as evidenced by every single interaction they’d ever had. “The weekend of the 21st and 22nd, are you busy?”

Would she consider a freakin’ family reunion “busy”? This was possibly crossing the line from neighbor to something quite different, and he was intrigued. “Why are you asking?”

He hadn’t said no yet. Maybe because she hadn’t given him what any normal human being would need to know. “I need someone to go with me for that whole weekend, for a family Christmas party and then a wedding.”

Staring at Eden, her dark hair windblown, cheeks flushed, possibly with embarrassment, the idea of being with her for a weekend was even more intriguing. “To go with you in what capacity?”

“As my boyfriend of the last six months.” There. She’d said it and he hadn’t laughed and slammed his door on her. Of course, he hadn’t opened his door yet, either.

He wondered if the idea was crazy or was a sign that someone, somewhere was looking out for him. He’d have to spend two days with Eden Harper, probably with a much better attitude than he’d ever shown her, but he’d miss the damn reunion. “Here in Bristol?”

“Um, no. The Christmas party at my parents’ house is in Addison, then we drive to Tollham for the wedding. That’s at the Lincoln Estate.”

“That’s a bit of a hike.”

“Yes.”

“Then you drive home Saturday night?”

She would have much preferred hearing Alex say “we” instead of “you” would drive home Saturday night, but that was small potatoes compared to what she needed to tell him next. “Um, no. We’d need to stay overnight in the room I booked because it will be late plus there’s a brunch scheduled for Sunday morning that we’d also have to go to.” Which would include only a very small, select few, of which Eden dearly wished she was not a part of.

Stay overnight with Eden? Same room. He imagined Layla’s and Luke’s faces at the reunion, then the face of every other person there, watching and waiting for him to lose it. 

The decision was easy. 

He stuck his key in the lock, then looked over his shoulder. “I don’t know. You and I together for an entire weekend, 24/7? Sounds like a bad idea. But I’ll think about it.”
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EDEN STARED AT ALEX’S closed door, feeling her temper spike, and she wished she were the type to stand there and knock until he opened it and gave her an answer. What an infuriating man. Knowing he could very well be inside peering through the peephole at her, she lifted her chin and walked to her apartment, getting inside before she rethought the pounding-on-his-door idea.

Alex stood at the fridge, staring at everything but seeing nothing, still in a state of amazement. After all the time he’d wasted worrying about the damned reunion, was skipping out on it really going to happen? With his salvation in the form of Eden Harper, of all people? When he heard knocking, he guessed it would be her, wanting a definitive answer. Couldn’t blame her, he supposed. Pulling open the door, wondering what words would best yank her chain this time, he was surprised to see Daisy. 

“Hello, Daisy.” Visits from Daisy were infrequent but always interesting. One time he’d been able to supply her with the requested soy sauce when she was attempting what she called a new recipe but hadn’t remembered to pick up all the ingredients. “Can I help you?”

“I couldn’t help overhearing you and Eden, and I think it would be best if you went with her that weekend. That young man, her boyfriend, hasn’t been around for quite a while, and I think they must have gone their separate ways. You have a good night, now.”

He watched Daisy take her usual careful steps, assisted by her cane, to her own door before giving him a wave, then he closed his door, feeling as if he’d been reprimanded by someone’s grandmother. Which, he supposed, Daisy probably was. How the hell had she heard what Eden and he had said? Unless she kept her door open just far enough for her to hear everything that happened down this end of the hall.

So the boyfriend wasn’t around anymore? He realized that was the first question he should have asked Eden when she’d come out with her question, but he used his stupefaction as an excuse for his oversight. Should he go talk to Eden now? What if she asked someone else only because he hadn’t wanted to make it too easy for her? He headed into the hall and two doors down.

When Eden heard knocking, she wondered if Hallie had come over to see how she was doing, because that’s what Hallie was like. But it wasn’t Hallie at her door. “Can I help you?”

“I need more details, but I think I can do that weekend,” Alex said.

Standing taller, she said, “I’ll need a firmer commitment than you ‘think’ you can do it.”

“What happened with your boyfriend?”

“How do you know about... Never mind. He’s no longer in the picture.”

He’d have the weekend, including two hellishly long
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