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CHAPTER ONE





BROOKE LARSEN HISSED when her best friend, Caroline, rocked the ski lift. “Why, in God’s good name, did I agree to this?”


“Because you love me,” Caroline said, leaning close and nudging Brooke in the ribs. “And you don’t want me to be a lonely, crazy, cat lady when we’re old and gray.”


“You’re already crazy and a cat lady.” Brooke mumbled, staring up into the deep blue cloudless sky. She ignored, or tried to ignore, the swinging of the chair as they barreled up the side of Emery mountain. Her feet dangled under her with the foreign weight of skis. 


“It’s so beautiful.” Caroline took a video with her phone, panning it over the landscape, then to her lift-mate. “Look, here’s Brooke. You know she loves me because she is afraid of heights, and she’s climbing a mountain to go skiing with me. Say ‘hi’ Brooke.”


“Hi, Brooke,” Brooke said, pasting on a smile.


“You look petrified.” Caroline put the phone away. “We are almost at the top.”


“Liar,” Brooke growled. They’d only boarded. She tried to rationalize the view. Good weather and much needed girl time helped to override her fear, but her heart remained lodged in her throat. Or was it her stomach? A wave of nausea rolled over her. She squeezed her eyes shut and filled her lungs with a deep breath of the brisk air.


When Caroline asked Brooke to join her church’s singles’ outing for a day of skiing, she’d taken pity on Caroline. Her friend crushed on Kyle from the singles’ group and wanted the chance to get to know him better. What a more perfect time than Valentine’s weekend?


Brooke considered the church bus ride to the ski resort torture with Kyle’s friend Isaac staring at her the entire ride. Apparently, he thought it was some sort of double date set up. 


Not the case. I just came for moral support.


“Oh my God.” Brooke hollered when Caroline shifted and the lift rocked. “I did not come all the way from Knoxville to die.”


“You’d know if I was trying to kill you.” Caroline winked. “I just want to flirt with Kyle.” She twisted so she could see behind her, then waved. The car swayed again and Brooke grasped the side, remembering the reason why she hadn’t skied since she was ten years old.


“Hey, Kyle,” Caroline called, waving. She’d purchased a puffy powder blue coat with a hood edged in white faux fur. She had white knit mittens with pale blue snowflakes. Her long blonde hair hung loose under the coordinating knit hat with pompom.


“Hi, Caroline,” came a sickly sweet sing-song voice. Kyle had rubbed Brooke the wrong way. He was cute, and he knew it. Brooke feared he was just stringing Caroline along. She deserved better than a narcissistic virgin stroking his ego.


“Hiya, Brooke,” Isaac’s frog-like voice hollered. 


Brooke shivered, and Caroline giggled. “I think he likes you.”


She might as well jump out of the ski lift now. “He said he’d never leave Emeryville and even hinted he’d expect his ‘significant other’ to move here. That rules me out. I’m only here for a couple of weeks, Caroline. I hope you didn’t suggest otherwise.”


Caroline faced forward, her cheeks rosy. From embarrassment or the cold, Brooke couldn’t tell. “I may have talked you up some trying to get Kyle to commit to the ski trip.” She stared down at her mittens. “Everything I said is true.” She glanced up and met Brooke’s gaze. Her brown eyes sparkled. “You are a wonderful friend, and you’re beautiful. Why you haven’t found a boyfriend… Those Tennessee boys don’t know what they’re missing.”


A smile tugged at Brooke’s lips. “Thank you.”


“Aren’t you going to say I’m a great friend, too?”


“No. Because you’ve forced me to face my greatest fear and pawned me off to some creepy dude who thinks just because we both go to church means it’s a match made in heaven.” Brooke shook her head and instantly regretted it.


Brooke wished she had begged off skiing. She would have preferred riding around with her brother Luke blaring his new favorite country singer, Tallen Jacobs, and the annoying single, “I’m not going anywhere.” The song hadn’t been out that long, yet it had skyrocketed to number one. Every radio station in Tennessee overplayed it. Now, if Brooke heard it, she wanted to stab her ears. However, she refrained from telling Luke about her disdain for the song. He would have tortured her, belting it over and over again.


It was too bad about the song. The lyrics were sweet and Tallen had a smooth, sexy sound.


“Get ready,” Caroline said.


“For--?”


Caroline pointed. The top of the mountain and the end of their ride loomed ahead. The occupants of the chair in front of them stood on their skis and glided down a small slope away from the lift. Their empty chair circled around and passed Brooke. 


“I, uh…” Brooke couldn’t form words. Her heart thundered in her chest. The first and only time she’d skied, she’d floundered off the lift. She’d crossed her skis and tripped herself and her brother, then landed with a face-plant on the packed snowy ice mound. 


“Here we go,” Caroline said, leaning forward and pushing off. Gravity gracefully pulled her away.


Brooke stood and let the chair nudge her until she glided without propelling. She barely restrained her balance when she eased to a stop beside Caroline. 


“You lived.” Caroline glanced around Brooke, craning her neck. A blue and red blur passed them, but Caroline ignored it. Her eyes widened, and a smile spread across her face. She raised a hand, her lashes fluttering.


“You’ve got it bad,” Brooke murmured. She avoided Caroline’s attempted smack to her arm, but at a cost. Brooke began to move again. Her heart raced as the edge of the slope lurked close. “Stop. Stop. Stop.” She leaned back and froze, her gaze glued on a couple who teetered on the top then plunged down the hill, shrieking.


“I’m so going to die.”







CHAPTER TWO



T.J. OLIVER WATCHED the petrified brunette, wondering if she’d also lost a bet. Appearing to be on the verge of a panic attack, her deep blue eyes honed in on a couple whooping for joy as they descended out of sight.


He moved far from the lift, next to the line of evergreens. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. The crisp bite of cold and the tantalizing scent of pine reminded him of his childhood. A wave of nostalgia rolled over him. He loved spending time under the open sky and among the trees. He couldn’t wait to try the little known secret runs he and his brother used to ski.


His lips tipped into a smirk, thinking of his older brother Colin and the stupid bet. “Cheater,” T.J. said under his breath.


A feminine laugh pulled his attention back to the brunette. Her companion, the giggly, loud-mouthed flirt, motioned for two men to join them. The brunette in black ski pants and purple jacket smiled politely but looked as if she would be sick. Her eyes scanned the area, stopping on T.J. She gaped and color returned to her face.


Warmth filled him, thinking he’d eased her discomfort somehow. A smile threatened to grow on his face but fizzled out when the men pointed at him and laughed. T.J. couldn’t blame them. Thanks to his brother, he wore a ridiculous Superman costume. Including the cape.


“He doesn’t need skis











































