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  Chapter 1
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The sound of my cell phone vibrating against the hard surface of my desk ricochets through my silent condo, startling me. I press my hand over my pounding heart. Twilight has fallen since I started working a few hours ago, shrouding my home office in shadows.  
The phone rings again, grinding against my desk. A picture of my boyfriend, Zeke, illuminates the screen. I grab it and stab at the green answer button. Why the heck is he calling me right now? He should know that I don’t have time for a chat. Not if I’m going to get this done before his company Christmas party tonight.
I put the call on speaker to keep my hands free, so I can continue working while I talk to him. I excel at multi-tasking.
“Zeke!” My greeting is cringe-worthy with a hysterical edge, doing nothing to hide my irritation at being interrupted right at a critical moment in my report. 
“Are you almost here? Some of the guys are heading to the pub already.”
My pulse gallops as I glance at the clock. It has to be a mistake. But it’s not. I’m late. So very late. 
I was due to meet Zeke at his office twenty minutes ago. We planned to grab drinks with his work buddies before going to his company holiday party at the Pan Pacific Hotel in downtown Vancouver. 
“I’m running behind on getting ready. What time is everyone planning to head to the hotel?” By running behind, I mean I lost track of time and am still in my yoga pants and a slouchy sweater with my hair pulled up in a messy bun. And I still have a few more key items to address in the report I’m preparing for my boss.
There’s a silent pause, like Zeke’s processing the information I rapid fired at him. “You’re still at home.”
Of course, he’d come to the correct conclusion. He couldn’t just assume that I’m stuck in traffic somewhere. We’ve been together for too long, and he knows me too well for that.
“Yeah. But I can be out the door in a few minutes and meet you at the pub. Or you could make it a guys’ thing, and I could meet you at the Pan Pacific.”
There is another long pause. His disappointment is palpable in the silence. “I really need you to be here, Mari. This event is critical.”
“I know.” I scramble to finish up the last few entries on the report I’ve spent the afternoon drafting, while still listening to Zeke with one ear. Both are important. Both need my attention. I can juggle this.
“Do you? Because you’re not here.”
I curl my hands into fists and brace them on the edge of my desk as a mix of frustration and guilt grips my stomach. It takes all my self-control not to remind him that last year’s New Year’s party was important to me, and he ditched that for a work emergency. 
I don’t say it because we don’t have that kind of relationship. We support each other’s dedication to our careers. No guilt for cancelling on events. It’s what makes us perfect for each other.
Plus, after multiple discussions with my therapist, I agreed I needed to let it go if I want to have a positive relationship with Zeke. And I do.
He gets me. And I get him.
Most of the time, anyway. Except on those rare occasions when his career goals and mine come into direct conflict—then, things get a little dicey. Tonight seems like one of those times.
“Derrick dropped a report on me. It’s due in the morning.” I should be honest with him. If he knows the circumstances, he’s more likely to be empathetic to my plight. He’s more likely to give me some wiggle room to get out of attending this party.
“Babe,” Zeke groans. “You can’t ditch.”
Most of the time, I love that Zeke knows me so well that I don’t have to say what I’m thinking, but in moments like this, I wish he were just a little clueless.
“I need to finish this.” It bugs me that my voice sounds small, but I need Zeke to be his understanding self.
“Can’t you ask for an extension? It’s more than a simple party. You need to be there.”
My heart flutters at his words, and despite the anguish roiling in my stomach at needing to choose between Zeke’s career and mine, a smile curves my lips. This isn’t the first time Zeke has hinted that this party is special, and I’m pretty sure our relationship is about to take a giant leap forward.  
And after seven years of not even living together, I’m ready for it. Whether I’m willing to admit that to myself or anyone else is another story. Not even my best friends, Ruby, Kelsey, Charlotte, Jenna, and Fae, know that I suspect Zeke is going to pop the question tonight. 
Even though these five women have been through every messy moment of my life since we met at university a few decades ago, I’m not ready to air my suspicions. Saying it out loud seems kind of dangerous. Like it could jinx the entire thing. 
Plus, I don’t want to explain my sudden interest in the domestic side of life, if there isn’t a good reason for it.
I shut down thoughts of a potential proposal. There won’t be one if I don’t focus on the current situation and find a workable solution. One that both Zeke and I are comfortable with. It’ll take some multi-tasking and some compromise, but I’m good at both.
“What time does the party start?” This is doable. I can finish the report and make Zeke’s party to be there for his special surprise. There’s no need to sacrifice what I want for us. I can do both. Lots of people do both.
He sighs heavily. “The plan is to arrive for seven thirty.”
A quick mental calculation reveals I have about an hour-and-a-half to finish my work and make myself over for the party. It’ll be tight, but if I stay focused, it’s doable. An experienced woman can get beautified in under twenty minutes, right?
I don’t have any intention of missing out on my future happiness because it took too long to curl my hair. It’s time to take our relationship to the next level.
“Okay. I can do that. I’ll meet you in front of the hotel.”
“Do I have any other choice?” Resignation is heavy in Zeke’s voice, making guilt tug at my heart.
“We could skip the party, and I could meet you in our hotel room,” I say hopefully. 
Zeke booked us a suite at the Pan Pacific—another sign that he has something special planned for tonight. I’m particularly excited about enjoying an evening in luxury. And having a new fiancé would be the icing on that delicious cake. Bypassing the company festivities would be the perfect solution.
Foregoing the party and getting straight to the good stuff would allow me to finish my work with no compromises. Plus, I could avoid the awkwardness of being the girlfriend at a work event. That’s something I definitely don’t enjoy and is one more reason that a proposal will change my life for the better. The wives get more respect at company events.
Zeke sighs. “The party is non-negotiable. Apparently, the senior partners think I’ve been avoiding social events. And it’s not a good look. I have to go, and I need you there. It’s critical they think my home life is stable.”
My stomach squeezes, making me queasy. Choosing between Zeke and work is never easy, especially when I know Zeke needs this win, and I have to compromise my own victory to give it to him.
“Yes, I know. I’m kidding.” I wasn’t. If I could, I would bail on this party in a hot second. 
An evening spent in uncomfortable shoes, chatting with the other girlfriends and wives, while Zeke schmoozes with the senior partners from his law firm doesn’t appeal to me at all. Especially with an unfinished report hanging over my head.
But Zeke needs me, and I know what it’s like to need someone. And if I need to sacrifice to get a diamond ring on my finger, I will. I’m starting to suspect that our happily-ever-after will be worth it.
“Please be there, babe.” His words are gentle, but what I hear is a please don’t let me down.
It rips at my heart, because I know there is a real chance that I’ll be disappointing someone tonight. Let’s hope I make the right choice.






  
  Chapter 2
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An hour-and-a-half later, I push out the front door of my condo building into the Vancouver rain. The drizzle from earlier has turned into a steady downpour, leaving the holiday decorations on the buildings drooping.  
With dark clouds shrouding the moon, the mood is more dreary than festive. Even the white lights wrapped around the trunks of the cherry trees lining the boulevard can’t compete with the gloom. It certainly doesn’t seem like we’re only two weeks out from Christmas. 
The fact that I’m running late for Zeke’s company holiday party dressed in a holly green gown feels surreal in the soggy gloom.
That’s the thing about living in Vancouver: it never quite feels like winter or Christmas, except for the rare times it snows.
My phone rings, and I juggle my umbrella and overnight bag to dig it out of my purse, scrambling to answer before it goes to voicemail. It’ll be Zeke checking on my progress.
“Zeke. I’m getting into the Uber right now.” Or at least I will be as soon as I get off the phone, so I can stow my umbrella and actually get into the car. 
I love living in Vancouver. I wouldn’t return to the snow back home in Montreal for anything, but sometimes, the rain in the winter gets to be a bit much. Even if you never have to shovel it. 
“I’m out front of the hotel alone, like an idiot.”
“Sorry. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” I swallow a sigh at my lateness. Punctuality is important to me. Which isn’t something I can say for him. But I get it; I promised, and he’s trying to make partner. Events like this are important. I meant to keep that promise. But ninety minutes wasn’t enough time to get everything done. Not to my standard. And I don’t enjoy making compromises on my work. 
Which means I compromised on getting ready. I still need to finish my hair and makeup in the Uber. 
“Twenty minutes? Really?” Zeke’s irritation radiates through the phone. 
Frustration bubbles up in me at his impatience. I’ll get there when I get there. Zeke can just deal. He left me standing alone like an idiot at our New Year’s Eve party last year. I bite down on the caustic words threatening to fly off the end of my tongue. It’s over and done with. I’m not supposed to bring it up anymore.
“Oh, crap.” My foot being submerged up to the ankle in an icy puddle yanks my thoughts back from getting ditched at last year’s snowy holiday to the rainy present.
“Everything okay?” Concern replaces his annoyance, ramping up my ever-present guilt.
I swallow a shriek. Nothing is okay. I have to go to a stupid holiday party as Zeke’s grinning, carefree girlfriend instead of putting the final touches on my report before submitting it. I’m ankle deep in dirty street water. And my shoe is probably ruined. “Yes. Just excited to get there.” I force a smile, hoping it will create the illusion of excitement in my tone.
“Me too.” The youthful enthusiasm in Zeke’s voice can only mean one thing, and it isn’t about the partnership. Or at least not the one at work. 
Closing my umbrella, I slip into the Uber. Joy slithers through me. It’ll make an evening of being relegated to drinking wine with the wives and girlfriends worth it. I just need to make sure I don’t repeat last year’s debacle where I got blitzed and passed out in the Uber. 
I plan to be at my best when Zeke reveals his secret. I even tucked my sexiest lingerie into my overnight bag. It’s the red sequined corset with flirty translucent skirt that Fae—my talented clothing designer best friend—gifted me for our sexy secret Santa exchange that Kelsey—my wild and spirited best friend—organized two Christmases ago. It was a desperate attempt to distract Ruby—my in-love-with-love best friend—from her heartbreak over her dirtbag ex marrying her young and sexy neighbour.
That was two years ago, the first year we went to Christmas Cove for a girlfriends’ getaway. The year Ruby and Kelsey found love with the Ascot twins. That success was followed up last year when Charlotte—my professional matchmaker best friend—hooked up with Grant Kennedy. Now it’s my turn to secure a proper committed relationship. And it’s exhilarating!
The lingerie fits me perfectly and practically guarantees an evening of sizzling fun to celebrate. I almost giggle, except I’m a grown adult, and I stifle it. Which isn’t too tough, because there’s another part of me that wants to retreat to my condo, chuck my glittery shoes in the corner, and dive back into the report. 
Zeke is not the only one who has a promotion on the line. The effort spent supporting him takes precious time away from my career goals. It’s one of the challenges that love requires. And one of the reasons we don’t live together yet, despite being together for so long.
But it’s time for a change. Excited bubbles gurgle in my stomach, and I grin. It’s definitely time for a change.
Ending the call with Zeke, I wrestle with my umbrella to close it and slide into the Uber as my phone kicks off again. It’s a video chat this time. I habitually answer before it registers that I shouldn’t.
“Marisol! How are you?” 
I swallow a groan as my mother’s face appears in closeup on the screen. “Mama, you need to hold it further away. I can only see your nose hairs,” I say in French, the words feeling rusty in my mouth. I don’t speak my childhood language enough anymore to feel fluent, much to my mother’s disappointment. But answering her in English would only exacerbate the situation, and I need to keep her focused so I can get off this call quickly and unscathed.
“Where are you?” she demands.
“In an Uber. Zeke’s firm has a holiday party tonight.”
She harrumphs her disapproval, then shifts the camera, revealing my entire family. “Your sisters and their families are here to decorate the tree. Which is where you should be.”“We’ve been over this, Mama. Zeke can’t be that far away from work.”
“You could’ve come alone.”
“I don’t want to be without him over the holidays. And we have our trip planned.” To make up for last year’s holiday season being a bit of a bust, Zeke agreed to spend ten days in the village of Christmas Cove with me this year. 
We’ve been together for seven years, and we’ve never gone on a trip together. He’s bringing his laptop, so it won’t be work-free, but that’s fine because I’ll have mine too. Neither of us can go ten days without getting some work done.
We can work together in between enjoying Christmas Cove’s festive atmosphere and time with friends. I can already imagine us sitting together with our laptops in front of a fire in the big hearth in the cabin—probably sipping on one of Kelsey’s festive margaritas or a hot beverage from Kay Kringle’s Cup O’Christmas Joy—the café in the village. Oh, and the wine. There is this dessert wine called Jingle Juice that hits my taste buds in just the right way. I bring a case of it home from Christmas Cove every time, but it never lasts until this late in the year.
We’ll also get to attend Kelsey and Nolan’s Christmas wedding. It’ll be perfect.
Mama harrumphs again, snapping me out of my cozy Christmas Cove fantasy and back to reality, reminding me that this call will not end until she deems it long enough. But I need to finish my party preps, or my soaking foot won’t be the only disaster of the evening. 
Propping my phone against my purse, so they can still see me, I dig my makeup kit out of my overnight bag.
“But you never come home. And that Zeke hasn’t proposed. He just breaks your heart. My chérie, you’re not young anymore. Your ovaries are drying up, and it’ll be too late for babies.”
“Mama! I’ve told you—” I cut my protest short. I really can’t get into the topic of babies with my mother tonight. Or at least, not with any hope of applying my eyeliner evenly. 
“Where is Zeke? Why isn’t he driving you?”
This time I fail to swallow my sigh. This is a long-standing argument with my mother. She wants me to get married and have babies like my sisters. Like her version of a proper woman. Personally, I’m more than happy being an aunt—from a distance—and focusing on my career. The thought of diapers and middle-of-the-night feedings makes me crave a stiff drink.
And she never sees all the sweet things Zeke does for me. Like when he stops by with takeout, having anticipated that I’ll be working too hard to feed myself. She only cares that we’re not married.
“Justine, stop pressuring her.” My dad appears beside my mother, resting a hand on her shoulder and leaning forward to peer at the screen.
I smile gratefully at him. He has always been good at defending me when it comes to the grandbaby situation.
“She needs to focus on her career if she’s going to make it to COO before she’s fifty.”
And my gratitude shrivels. My dad isn’t shy about his view that me being in the second half of my forties and only the Operations Manager at Monarch Research—which isn’t quite C-level enough—is a failure. 
For my father, it’s all about the bottom line. Whereas Mama views success in terms of your husband’s net worth and the number of grandbabies you have supplied her with. Neither view entices me to visit.
The Uber swerves, the driver laying on his horn and cursing, as a car cuts us off, and I almost stab myself in the eye with the eyeliner pencil. I stifle a curse, not needing to add unladylike behaviour to the list of sins my parents are cataloguing.
“Oh, shush Jerome. That means nothing.” She pats my father’s arm. “She needs to focus on being more feminine, so she can attract a man who will actually marry her.”
Gritting my teeth, I jam the lid back onto the eyeliner pencil. “Zeke is my boyfriend. I don’t need to attract a man.” 
“Zeke will never marry you. He isn’t the right kind of man. You’ve wasted so much precious time on him.”
I’ve been having this argument with my mother long enough that I should be better at ignoring her. I should be able to let it roll off my back. She has never approved of anyone I’ve ever dated. Not the boys I went out with in high school, and not a single man I’ve dated since. 
This isn’t about Zeke. This is about her wanting me to be something I’m not.
But tonight, I’m distracted by work and the party, and I clamp onto her bait like I’m a horny salmon returning to the river. “I think he’s going to propose.”
The words hang heavy in the air. There is silence on the phone and even my Uber driver looks in the rear-view mirror at me. I shouldn’t have said it. I don’t even know if it’s true. Or if I truly want it to be. It could just be my perimenopausal hormones talking.
I want to slap my hand over my mouth, like it could change what I said, but it’s out there in the universe now. Even as my chest squeezes with anxiety, there are little tendrils of excitement exploding in my belly. I’ve never been the type of girl who dreams about getting married, but there is a small part of me that is secretly thrilled about the fact that he might propose.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What will I understand?” Zeke opens the door of the Uber the moment it pulls up to the curb in front of the Pan Pacific Hotel. 
I scramble to end the call with my family and exit the Uber before Zeke hears any speculation about proposals. I go up on my tiptoes and press a kiss to his cheek. Stubble scrapes my lips and sends bolts of electricity down my spine. “How much I work. You understand how much I work.”
The tight lines of worry around his eyes ease as he gazes down at me. He smooths back a stray wisp of hair that has escaped from my hastily secured twist. “Of course I do,” he murmurs against my lips, before sealing them with a scintillating kiss that leaves me weak in the knees.
When he breaks away, my rubbery legs threaten to let me drop. If it wasn’t for Zeke’s arms wrapped around me, I’d be mush on the sidewalk. “That was unexpected. You’re not mad?” I say in a breathy voice.
“No.” He shakes his head. “I saw this evening going another way. But you’re here now, and that’s all that matters. This evening is the one.”
Excitement swirls in my belly. This is exactly why Zeke is the perfect man for me. He gets my life. We might have moments of misunderstanding and frustration, but they always work themselves out.
A vision of myself walking down the aisle in a fancy designer dress—designed by Fae—flashes through my mind. 
And I want it.
I’m sure my therapist will have something to say about my complete three-hundred-and-sixty-degree change. Or perhaps she already knows what I want, and I’ve been deluding myself this entire time. Because my mother isn’t completely wrong. Zeke and I have been together for seven years, and he hasn’t made a move to change the status of our relationship since we became exclusive.
Which, truth be told, was more of a habit we fell into than an actual decision. We rarely spend the night at each other’s place, never mind living together. Marriage would be an enormous leap.
But I’m one hundred percent sure that I want to take it. And I want to take it with Zeke. He understands my ambition. He understands me.
Zeke releases me, leaving me wobbling on the sidewalk, and reaches into the Uber to grab my overnight bag. He joyfully wishes the driver a happy holiday. Zeke almost vibrates with excitement. Despite a rocky start, I’m suddenly sure this night is going to be amazing. 
He turns to me, swooping a low bow with his hand flourished out in front of him. “Shall we go in?”
Unable to contain my own joy, I giggle and take his arm. We sweep through the automatic glass doors and into the hotel, only stopping long enough to drop my bag, coat, and umbrella at the coat check, then glide into the party and our future together.






  
  Chapter 3
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Standing with the ladies, sipping my wine, I glance around the crowded space. The hotel conference room has been transformed into a Christmas Wonderland that rivals the square in Christmas Cove. With an abundance of real trees amongst the decorations, it even smells like Christmas.  
My gaze comes to rest on Zeke across the room. He looks extra fine in a custom tailored, grey suit. I can’t wait to get him alone in our hotel suite tonight and celebrate the turn our relationship is about to take. 
He looks up and catches me watching him. He raises his scotch glass at me in a salute.
I tip my wineglass at him, twisting my lips into a coy smile, hinting at the fun we’re going to get up to later. He needs to schmooze with the partners right now, but he promised me we would dance—something we haven’t done in forever.
I’m so deliciously happy. I just needed a perspective change. Maybe a little domestic bliss is what I need to offset the pressures of my career. And who says you can’t have both? 
I’m already making it work. I’m at a party helping Zeke’s career, and I even snuck away to the bathroom, hiding in a stall, to make the last few critical changes to my report from my phone. The rest of the changes are what Kelsey would describe as my anal retentiveness kicking in. They aren’t critical. I’m probably the only one who will even notice. I can forget about them and enjoy this party.
“Gorgeous, right?”
I glance up to find Savannah Knox—the daughter of Adam Knox, the senior partner championing Zeke for partner—smiling at me. She’s in her mid-twenties and is the type of girl that women love to hate. Smart. Beautiful. Friendly. Well-connected. According to Zeke, she finished law school last year and is now making a name for herself at the firm.
I return her smile. “The decorating committee really did a great job.” 
“No. I mean Zeke.” She points a long, perfectly manicured finger towards my boyfriend and winks.
“I… Yeah. He is.” What the heck? My brain scrambles to process. My lips freeze in a rictus smile. Doesn’t she know Zeke is off the market? He’s my man, and it doesn’t matter if they’ve worked together on several projects. She can’t have him.
“You should hang onto him. He’s a keeper.”
“My mother doesn’t think so,” I blurt out. It’s none of her business, but my brain is struggling to catch up and form a coherent thought, nevermind an intelligent answer. Savannah definitely knows we’re together.
“In my experience, mothers don’t know about these kinds of things.” Savannah raises her eyebrows suggestively, then glides away to speak with a young man, who, judging by his age and the cut of his suit, must be one of the other junior associates.
I watch with my mouth practically hanging open, like I’ve just witnessed Santa crashing his sled after too many rum and egg nogs. In her experience? What the hell? In adult years, she’s like sixteen. What does she know about relationships?
“Don’t worry about her.” Miranda, the long-term girlfriend of one of the partners, raises her wineglass to me in greeting, arriving at my side. “She doesn’t mean to be trouble. It just seems to follow her.”
“Yeah. She’s been like that since she was small.” Tina—an associate’s wife—appears next to Miranda. She sips her wine as she watches Savannah cozy up to the guy.
“Do you and Zeke have plans for the holiday?” Miranda turns her back on Savannah, who is heading out to the dancefloor on the guy’s arm.
I flinch at her question. It seems casual, but I’ve been around long enough to know that it isn’t benign. I recognize the real question underneath. And I’ve no one to blame but myself for the company gossip related to me and the holidays.
It all comes back to the New Year’s Eve incident my therapist has banned me from discussing.
Last year when I got home from Christmas Cove—after watching Charlotte snag Grant Kennedy—I was feeling cocky. So, I agreed to host a New Year’s party at Zeke’s place that included my colleagues and his. It was supposed to solve the problem of us needing to split our time between two parties. 
But it didn’t quite turn out like that. Zeke was hit with a last-minute case and got stuck at work, and Miranda—and everyone Zeke and I work with—was front row for Zeke standing me up. Mortification still twists my stomach thinking about it.
“We do. We’re going to Christmas Cove for ten days.”
“Wow! Impressive. How’d you convince him to unplug for that long?” Tina raises her glass in an honorary salute.
“Oh, I didn’t exactly. He’s taking his laptop.” I catch their doubtful looks and hurry to explain. “But it’s okay. I’ve got work too. We’ll just do it somewhere magical, instead of in our boring home offices. We’ll be together, and that’s what matters.” I chuckle awkwardly, knowing full well they doubt the situation. 
And maybe they’re right to be doubtful. All the details are true, but it feels a little like I’m trying to convince myself. It could be the aftermath of my parents reminding me I’m not quite measuring up, but I can’t shake the niggling sensation that Zeke is about to disappoint me.
Like how I let him down tonight.
I gulp down some wine, drowning my thoughts. It was an entire year ago and old news. Zeke wouldn’t stand me up again—especially if he has a ring in his pocket. And he worked so hard to make up for it. Surprising me with flowers and making sure I have milk and veggies in my fridge when I’m really swamped.
“I’ve always wanted to go to Christmas Cove. Is it really as magical as they say?” Miranda asks.
“Depends on your opinion on all-Christmas-all-the-time.” Christmas Cove is definitely not for the Christmas faint of heart. I yank my thoughts away from Zeke and the special moments he sprinkled throughout the year, and back to the party.
“That’s up the Alberni Inlet?” Tina asks.
“That’s right. In the middle of nowhere, right next to the end of the earth. I haven’t mentioned the dodgy Wi-Fi to Zeke yet. I don’t want to spook him.”
“Who are we spooking?” Zeke wraps his arms around me from behind, pressing a kiss to the spot behind my ear that he knows drives me crazy. A delicious shiver dances up my spine and I smile nervously. He’s developing an uncanny habit of showing up at awkward moments in conversations tonight.
“Hopefully not Santa.” I press back into him. The last remnants of doubt from my conversation with Savannah slips from my mind.
“Marisol was telling us about your holiday to Christmas Cove. I’m a little jealous. Perhaps you can talk Neil into going.” Miranda’s voice has a hopeful edge.
“Well, I haven’t made it there yet, but there’s this brewery tour I read about that I’m keen to check out.” Zeke grins, then plants another kiss behind my ear.
“I bet the other guys would love to go on that with you. Max is really into craft beer.” Tendrils of excitement swirling up from my core bring a grin to my face and cause me to babble. Zeke has been tight-lipped about our Christmas Cove plans. This is really happening. He’s really coming this year.
It would be great if he got to know the partners of my friends better. Jenna—my serious scientist best friend—and Max have been married forever, but I doubt Zeke could pick Max out of a lineup without Jenna on his arm. That’s how few times they’ve met.
“A brewery tour is exactly the kind of thing that would get Neil excited. Not sure it’s enough to convince him to go on a holiday, though. You’re so lucky, Marisol.” Miranda raises her glass to me, her expression wry.
I grin. I am lucky. Sure, this is our first official holiday in seven years together, but everything is changing. Once we’re married, we’ll be planning vacations bigger and better than Christmas Cove—perhaps something tropical and with a luxury yacht. I almost shiver with anticipation; my life changes tonight.
“Not as lucky as I am that she puts up with me.” Zeke grins. “And I think it’s time to thank her properly. You ladies will have to excuse us.” He tightens his arms around me and leads me away.
Giddiness pulses in my stomach. Our perpetual dating status and us not living together have never bothered me. I don’t need a fancy ceremony or a piece of paper to prove that Zeke loves me. But since I started to suspect he’s going to propose tonight, there’s been a shift. I want something different from a condo conveniently located near work, career success, and a boyfriend who never makes a fuss about my schedule. 
At forty-seven, I might be past my prime. If this was a few hundred years ago, I would already be considered a dried-up spinster and have been stashed in a convent by my family. Mother isn’t exactly shy about reminding me that my ovaries are past their best-before date. But Zeke doesn’t care about that kind of thing. He wants to make me his wife. And I want to say, “Yes.”
“Where are we going?” My body trembles with keeping it all in.
The corners of his lips quirk, then he spins me out and back again, pulling me in so that my breasts press against his chest. He gazes down at me, his eyes hooded and dark with promise. “I believe I promised you a dance.” Releasing me from his embrace, he swipes my wineglass from my hand and places it on a nearby table, winking at the people sitting there.
My knees weaken, and I wobble on my spikey heels. This might be the closest I’ve ever been to swooning over a man. I press my lips together to keep from saying something that’ll blow the surprise. I don’t want to mess up his plan—but the anticipation is driving me wild.
Giddy, I almost skip in my stilettos onto the dancefloor. It’s been a long time since Zeke and I danced together, and he has skills that would make any man-loving woman swoon. And he’s all mine.
Thank god I didn’t use work as an excuse to miss this, especially with what’s coming. Anticipatory shivers dance up my spine. I swear I don’t even recognize myself. I’m acting more like Kelsey than me, spontaneous and free. But then I’ve never thought my boyfriend might propose before. I never even knew I wanted it. 
But I do.
When we arrive at the dancefloor, it’s almost empty, but that doesn’t stop Zeke from sweeping me out onto it. The current song ends with perfect timing, as if someone planned it. The moment he holds his hand out to me, the beat slows and turns into a waltz. I place my hand in his, and he twirls me in against his chest.
The dancefloor clears before us, like the entire room knows we’re in love and wants to leave space for us. Zeke takes full advantage. We swoop out onto the dancefloor like we’re competitors in a ballroom dance competition. 
I stumble on the first step. My spikey heel tilts at a dangerous angle and trepidation shoots up my spine. Zeke counters, tightening his arms and sweeping me into the next step. I relax into the motion, letting the music flow over me, letting Zeke take the lead.
This is exactly why we’re meant to be together. This dance is like a metaphor for our relationship. We’re a formidable couple, both strong enough to take the lead when necessary and willing to step back when appropriate.
Zeke pushes against my hand, sending me spinning out to the end of his reach, pausing there, then reeling me back in. I sway, the dizziness of the sudden movement catching me by surprise, and I trod on his instep. I quickly pull my foot back into the proper place. 
He releases his hand from my waist, pressing a finger to my chin, guiding me to look up at him. His smouldering gaze could melt my panties off. If it wasn’t for his other hand gripping mine and giving me firm guidance, I would completely lose the rhythm of our dance.
“Relax. Trust me. I’ve got you.” His voice is deep and gravelly. My knees are already rubber, otherwise his words would’ve done me in. 
“I do trust you. I trust you with my future.” It’s corny and might give away my suspicions about him proposing, but I don’t care. I’m happy.
Zeke quirks his eyebrows at me. He has definitely noticed I’m acting weird. I better dial it in or I’m going to give myself away and ruin the surprise.
But he just grins and spins me again, pulling me against his chest and our waltz morphs into the high school version of slow dancing, our bodies pressed together, swaying to the music.
“Tonight is going to be special. The perfect start to our future,” he murmurs against my hair.
I almost swoon right there on the dancefloor in front of an entire firm of high-powered lawyers and their significant others. But I don’t care. They can judge me all they want. I’m in love, and he’s going to propose.
I shimmy in his arms as giddy shivers ripple up from my core. 
My friends think I’m too serious—that my bosswoman attitude isn’t simply a persona; it’s my actual personality. And I’ve had so many boyfriends tell me I’m not like other girls, but what they really meant was that I’m not sentimental like most women, that I don’t lose myself to my emotions. They found that intimidating.
But not tonight. Tonight, I’m one step away from being a giggling, boy crazy, high school co-ed, who wants nothing more than to marry the man of her dreams.
Snuggled up against Zeke, I happily let my gaze wander the room, seeing everything through love-tinged eyes. My gaze snags on a woman with a ripe
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