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Chapter One
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Parker doesn’t snore, but I couldn’t be more annoyed with him if he did.

His ability to sleep soundly after we’ve been arguing for hours is infuriating, and I find myself stomping down the hall and muttering at the vending machine to get away from him. 

We’re alone here, everyone else in my college dorm gone for winter break, and the building is cold and lonely. 

So is my room, even with my boyfriend only a few feet away, fast asleep on my roommate’s bed.

The chocolate mint candy I hope will improve my mood flutters from the silver coils in the machine and promptly gets stuck between the window and the shelf. 

I bang on the grubby glass with the side of my fist, the thump echoing in the empty space around me, to no avail. 

All I have in my room are the granola bars my mom has been sending me all semester.

And the aforementioned boyfriend, who I need to maintain a distance from if I want to keep my sanity. 

Why can’t he be as upset as I am, instead of drifting off to sleep as if everything is fine between us?

I pace in the hall, my stomach in knots, until my phone hums in my back pocket.

Maybe it’s the university, and all my calls to their maintenance and grounds crew phone numbers are finally being answered. 

No such luck.

“Sydney? Why aren’t you sleeping? It’s so late. Or early, I guess.”

My older sister Jenny should be sleeping herself, so I don’t know why she’s calling me and telling me what to do.

“Why did you call if you thought I’d be asleep?”

I don’t mean to sound snippy, but I hear the impatience in my tone and want to apologize, but Jenny answers before I continue. 

“I thought you’d be worried, that’s all. If you didn’t answer, I’d be relieved you were able to rest.”

Another reason for me to feel guilty about being stuck here. 

Jenny’s getting married tomorrow, or rather this afternoon, and while the odds are a snow plow will make the rounds in time for Parker and me to get out of the parking lot and head back to Cherish Creek for the wedding, I’ve missed last night’s rehearsal and distracted Jenny. 

It’s three in the morning and the bride should be tucked away, dreaming of her perfect day to come. 

“I’m fine, just upset that the vending machine won’t give me a peppermint patty.”

She laughs, but I can tell she’s trying to be quiet. 

If she wakes our baby brother, the whole house will be tired tomorrow.

“We have plenty of candy for the reception, so keep your sweet tooth in check. Did Parker try to get it for you?”

Jenny doesn’t know Parker and I had an argument, and since we’ve never fought before there’s no reason for her to suspect it.

It’s not as if she needs to know, not with visions of walking down the aisle after her own difficulties with her high school sweetheart are coming true within hours. 

“He’s asleep.”

I sniffle and swipe at my nose with the back of my hand, hoping she didn’t hear me, and she sighs. 

“You should be, too. Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, Sydney.”

Parker and I don’t fool around, and I know Jenny and Michael don’t, or at least they won’t until the honeymoon begins, and there’s no chance of that tonight between Parker and me regardless. 

“Come on, Jenny. Go to bed and quit lecturing me already.”

We tell each other goodnight and exchange I love yous before I stuff my phone back in my pocket as I head back to my room, glancing out the hall windows.

The street lights in the parking lot cast a creepy yellow tone over the packed snow, some of it several feet high in spots.

Like all around Parker’s car, which is stuffed with everything from our dorm rooms we want to take home. 

Leaving us in here without blankets or pillows, never mind everyday items I didn’t realize I took for granted until now. 

I’m not starving yet, so even without the candy I gave up a dollar and a quarter not to get, I’m not looking at another granola bar, which I definitely did not pack.

Parker has rolled over and is facing the wall when I walk in, and I watch his back move as he breathes evenly, fighting the urge to stomp over and wake him up. 

He’s the sweetest boy I know, and we’ve been together for a year and a half. 

We do everything together, and he’s never once had a problem with that. 

Until today.

Or at least, today was the first time he mentioned it, but it seems like he’s been thinking about it for some time. 

“Sydney.”

He doesn’t move, but he says my name in that way, the one that makes me feel like I’m the only person in the world, the only girl who is ever on his mind.

And I want to hurry to sit beside him, to put my arms around him and hug him tight.

But I wait, holding back to see what he’ll say next. 

“Lie down with me, okay? We’ll work this out, I promise.”

I realize I’m holding my breath, and let it out slowly through my mouth.

His voice is sleepy, but his tone, the words, sound so certain. 

As if he thinks we’ll wake up in the morning, drive back home, and everything will be fine.

The wind outside rattles against the window and I shiver as Parker reaches out behind him, his face still towards the white wall. 

“Please, Sydney.”

He’s hard to resist, and I’m fortunate he’s not the type of guy to take advantage of that.

I turn away, though, and step over to my own bed, sitting on the edge so I nearly slide off. 

While I rub my hands together, thinking I might as well put my gloves on, Parker drops his arm and rests it along his leg.

The silence is deafening.

“How many times do I have to apologize before you’ll believe me?”

I do believe him, but he’s not taking back anything he’s said. 

He’s only sorry he upset me.

“It was bad timing, Sydney. I should have waited until after the wedding to say anything, but it just came up.”

My hair flops into my face as I lean forward, and I shove it back. I should brush it out, pull it into a fresh ponytail or braid, but I don’t care enough about it to do more than push it behind my ears. 

Parker doesn’t care how I look, and he’s turned away from me anyhow. 

Until he shifts on the bare mattress and rolls over to face me. 

I look away, wondering if I can stay in the hall the rest of the night, wandering back and forth in the emptiness in order to avoid him. 

It’s my own fault if I miss Jenny’s wedding, since I was the one who insisted on hanging around and helping everyone else pack up to leave. 

Parker stood by my offers of assistance, hauling boxes and bags, random items from my floormates’ rooms to their cars, smiling the entire time as if it was his idea. 

All the while he was worried about getting me home for the rehearsal dinner.

I could take a hot shower, but I don’t have any clean clothes to change into.

Like everything else, my clothes are in Parker’s car. 

The snow is over the car doors, so we can’t get anything back out. 

“Sydney . . .”

The way he says my name has always made a little flutter grow in my chest, as if those specific notes in his voice are the key to my heart. 

I nearly smile at the thought, so romantic and sweet. 

Just like Parker. 

But I don’t want to hear him apologize again, or try to explain his side of our conversation yesterday. 

I don’t want to think about it, because whenever I do, I imagine us once we get home, once he leaves me and my belongings at my house. 

Once we leave each other for good. 

“Don’t, Parker. Please.”

I watched my sister suffer when she and her high school sweetheart Michael broke up, and while their problems came from a misunderstanding, this isn’t the same. 

And later today, they’re getting married. 

It would be a lie to say I’ve never imagined walking down the aisle in our church with Parker, in a simple white gown like Jenny’s but with much shorter sleeves. 

Who gets married in December, anyway? 

I want plenty of summer flowers, the sun high overhead as we step outside with our large bridal party for pictures, the only thing brighter than the sunlight my smile . . . 

Okay, so I’ve thought of it a lot. 

Is that why it’s hard to accept it won’t happen now?

Parker rubs the palm of his hand on his thigh, but he doesn’t speak again, and after a few moments, I hear his breathing even out again. 

If he sleeps deeply, he’ll snore, and I’ll be furious. 

But it will be better than the sadness that fills my heart right now. 

When I flop back onto my bed, the fabric chilly underneath me, I remember the first time I found out Parker snores. 

We went to Fallingwater in Pennsylvania, a trip my sister promised me before I met him.

Since we both are interested in architecture, to put it mildly, I begged her to let Parker come with us. 

Even then, he was already a student of the subject, home from his first year of college in a competitive program not far from Cherish Creek. 

The same one I planned to apply to. 

Our hotel was within walking distance from the Frank Lloyd Wright home we came to see, and we had an adjoining room with Parker, who of course paid his own way and for all of our meals.

He was a perfect gentleman, holding doors open for us and asking us if we needed anything.

He still is. 

The room is quiet except for our breathing, and I hold my own breath for a few heartbeats, almost wishing for the telltale snorts from Parker across the small room. 

But there are none, only the faint, gentle breathing that means he is troubled, too. 

I know he loves me, so this makes no sense. 

My phone hums loudly in the quiet night, and I roll over to yank it from my pocket.

Go to sleep already

Jenny will have purple shadows under her eyes when she gets out of bed, staying up like this out of concern for me. 

Although I’m sure it’s partly out of excitement for the wedding.

She’s included me in every aspect she could, although I’ve been here at college since the end of August, and Parker is the one who has taken me home every so often to help with details.

My bridesmaid dress, a forest green perfect for my complexion and hair as well as the holiday season, sits in my closet at home, waiting for me to step into it and walk ahead of Jenny with a simple bouquet of red roses.

It can’t be that hard, or at least I hope it isn’t.

Since I missed the rehearsal last night, I don’t know.

I twirled baton for our school band during all four years of high school, performing in front of ridiculously huge audiences.

So why does this simple walk down the aisle make me nervous?

While my sister wouldn’t be angry with me for making a mistake, I don’t want to disappoint her on the most important day of her life. 

Not like I’ve already disappointed Parker. 

I roll onto my side, remembering Jenny said she would know I was asleep if I didn’t answer her call earlier.

So I don’t respond to her text, hoping she will believe I’m asleep now.

Instead, I think through yesterday, the memory of Parker’s words like a stab to my heart, and wish I would wake up tomorrow to find this has all been a bad dream. 
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Yesterday 

“See you in January! Have a great time at the wedding!”

My roommate Molly waves to me from her car window, rolling it up quickly as soon as she pulls her hand inside.

The snow had been falling since early in the morning, not unusual for December in Ohio and not worth any worry.

Except Parker does.

“We shouldn’t wait too long to go, Sydney. I’m sure Jenny and your parents will worry if we have any trouble on the drive back.”

I kiss him quickly, dodging the bags he carries in both hands. 

None of my stuff, which we packed tightly in his car before helping Molly take all hers to her car. 

These were for another girl on my floor, and of course, Parker couldn’t help grabbing them when he saw her struggling.

“We’ll be fine. You worry too much.”

When I kiss him again, he sighs, smiling at me and leaning closer to kiss me back before I bound off back up the stairs. 

Several girls wave and wish me well with Jenny’s wedding, which I hadn’t stopped talking about the entire semester. 

Fortunately, they were all interested in every detail, which I was happy to share.

“You have, like, a two hour drive back to Cherish Creek, right, Sydney?”

My resident advisor steps out of her room, as empty as mine is now, with her coat and boots on as if she is ready to leave this minute. 

She isn't supposed to leave before the rest of us do, but she has a sick grandmother back home and wants to get back to her as quickly as she can.

I wave away her concern.

“There are only a few of us left, and Parker and I are helping them get their boxes and bags to their cars. We have lots of time, and the highway should be clear.”

She hugs me tight, the puffy sleeves of her padded coat rustling against my long-sleeved t-shirt. 

I hadn’t bothered to put on a coat, not when Parker and I are warm from rushing around all day. 

“Okay, I’ll get going. Be careful, and get some rest on the way back. I know you’re excited about Jenny’s wedding, but you don’t want to wear yourself out.”

I shrug, smiling at her concern.

She had to deal with so much drama in the dorm, and while most of us had kept out of trouble the past few months, there were some incidents, as she called them, that tried her patience. 

But that was her job, she explained, along with telling us how happy she was we all got along and didn’t come home from parties throwing up in the shower at three in the morning on weekends.

Gross, but apparently not uncommon.

“Do you have anything else you need help carrying out?”

I back out into the hall as she pulls her door closed. 

“Nope. You and that adorable boyfriend of yours were a big help. I’ll buy pizza for the two of you when we come back in January, okay?”

Parker and I spent a lot of time working on projects in the group study room at the end of the hall, and we often ordered out to keep us going through dinner or late night sessions. 

“That would be great. We’d appreciate it.”

Her smile is wry. 

“The two of you are perfect for each other. I can totally see you with your own architecture firm, a houseful of kids, and a white picket fence.”

My smile is instantaneous. 

“That’s the plan.”

“What’s the plan, Sydney? Does someone else need help?”

Parker puts an arm around me, stepping up silently from behind me.

I jump, startled, but smile when he looks at me.

His face is flushed, his forehead damp. 

We'll both need to take a shower before heading over to the church for the rehearsal and dinner afterwards, but we have lots of time.

“I’m good, Parker. Thanks again, and be careful driving home.”

My RA offers him a quick salute and leaves us as I lean back in Parker’s arms. 

His breath is warm on my neck, and he smells like the sweet coffee he loves. 

Three packets of sugar per mug, and I imagine myself tapping them into one each morning for the rest of our lives. 

“We should get moving, Sydney. Everyone else is about gone.”

He pats my arms, his own criss-crossed over my body, and hugs me tight. 

I want to stand here for a few more minutes, though, and enjoy how perfect this feels. 

While we've been dating for nearly a year and a half, a good part of it was the last school year, when I was a senior in high school and he was a sophomore here at the university. 

We saw each other some weekends, but rarely during the week.

But once we were together again, we were inseparable, both back at home in Cherish Creek  and when I started here in the same architecture program as Parker a few months ago.

“Okay, but let me check and see who else is left.”

I tilt my head back and kiss Parker’s cheek, which is a little scratchy since he hasn't shaved for the past few mornings. 

While we study the same subject, his third year work is much more intense than mine, and that was saying something. 

His final projects took a lot of time and he had been so stressed the past few weeks it was all I could do to get him to take a nap now and again so he wouldn’t fall asleep over his 3D models. 

Even with all the work he had to do, he still helped me with mine, offering suggestions and reminding me about certain professors’ preferences. 

Just like in high school, the teachers have their idiosyncrasies, and it is a big help to have someone with inside information willing to share in such a competitive field. 

He nods, backing up as I run off, knocking on doors and waving at the last few girls headed towards the elevator and steps. 

As I turn around, I glance out the hall window at the end of the row of rooms and see the snow coming down harder, as if it was in a hurry to cover the world in a blur of white.

Just like a snow globe. 

“I’m ready, Parker. Thanks for indulging me.”

He had walked along behind me, so I don't have to run back to thank him.

But he frowns, following my gaze. 

“I hope they cleaned the back parking lot as well as they did the front one.”

He always keeps his car away from the busier parking areas, and especially today, when so many people were coming and going, he doesn't want to be in the way or blocked in. 

While we did have to leave the dorm today, he's been primarily worried about me being late for the wedding rehearsal.

As always, he keeps me at the front of his mind, as likewise he is always in my thoughts. 

We are a perfect match. 

Marriage and a firm of our own, with plenty of little ones at our feet, wasn’t far off, and the more time we spent together the more certain of this I had become. 

“I’m sure they did. They know we all have to get off campus, so why wouldn’t they make it easy?”

This makes sense to me, although sometimes the lots do get a bit icy and the town itself wasn’t great about keeping the roads clear. 

“You have your phone?”

I nod and take his hand.

The phone is all that's left, with even my purse in his car, tucked under the front seat. 

“I wonder if Brandon has grown since the last time we saw him. If he doesn’t play football for Cherish Creek High, I don’t know what we’ll do with him.”

My baby brother is headed for varsity stardom, according to everyone in town, whether or he likes it or not. 

At only a little over a year old, he has tiny footballs pressed into his arms all the time, and his burbling laughter is a good sign he likes the squishy toy balls at the very least. 

Jenny and I could barely convince our dad to wait to give Brandon a real football until he was in preschool.

“Could be. I can’t say I know anything about child development, but he definitely gets bigger every time I see him.”

Parker sounds distracted as we grab our coats, hats, and scarves from the group meeting room that has become our study space.

Keeping them out of the way was a good idea, Parker’s, of course, and kept them from getting lost in the shuffle. 

I wind the maroon scarf around his neck, tucking the ends into the front of his coat before pulling the matching knit hat over his head. 

His dark hair barely fits under it, and while he had mentioned needing a haircut, I love his hair unruly like this.

When so much of his habits are orderly and neat, I like seeing parts of him a little out of his control.

Even if it is just a few tufts of hair.

I rub a bit of it between my fingers before Parker breaks my grip by zipping up my coat. 

“Do you think we’ll be doing this for each other when we’re old and gray?”

His fingers go still on my coat, the zipper part way up when I ask, and I frown.

“Parker?”

He finishes zipping suddenly and pats the front of my coat before pulling the hood over my head.

My own hair is a frizzy ball somehow contained by an elastic, the heat in the building creating a natural disaster of my locks. 

“Let’s get going.”

His smile is strained and I assume he is worried about the drive. 

“Once we get on the highway, it should be fine, don’t you think?”

While I'm always the one to find something positive to say when he is concerned, I'm growing worried, too. 

Not that I'll be late to the wedding rehearsal, but that I’ve upset Parker by insisting we stay and help everyone else.

“I might have to hunt down a shovel and dig up some of the snow around the back tires.”

Once we're outside, all the fresh snow in drifts to my knees, I can't help grabbing a handful and making a snowball.

“Don’t you dare!”

Parker laughs for the first time today, and I'm glad I'm able to distract him. 

It wouldn’t hurt to have a little snowball fight before we leave, and if it makes Parker less stressed, all the better. 

I lob my lumpy snowball at him and stumble away, laughing as I barely make it a few feet away until a slap of snow hits the back of my coat. 

The sidewalk is somewhere around here, I think, kicking at the snow to see if I can find the concrete beneath. 

I pack another snowball tight and turn to find Parker right behind me, his own snowball much larger than mine and only a few inches from my face.

“You wouldn’t. Come on, Parker.”

When I pout and blink my eyes quickly, he shakes his head, smiling. 

“As if flirting will save you.”

He squashes it on top of my head and a chunk of it falls into my face, the tiny flakes fluttering over my eyelashes.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean for it to get into your face.”

I smile to reassure him, but in an instant his own expression goes blank, and he shakes his head. 

“The snowplow must have packed all the snow from the lot against it. There’s no way we’re getting out of here anytime soon.”

When I follow his gaze, I find his dark blue Chevy Malibu.

Or what I can find of it hidden underneath several feet of snow. 
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“I’ll call around and get someone to come dig us out.”

I struggle with my phone for a moment until I tug my glove off, dripping on my screen as I pull it from my coat pocket. 

Parker walks ahead of me slowly, his expression incredulous as he shakes his head. 

His hands are stuffed in his pockets, his arms rigid, and as I finally find a number to call in the university directory, my phone hums against my wrist.

“Hello?”

I don’t look at who is calling before I answer, as I watch Parker stumble through the snow.

“Hey. Where are you? Mom’s getting worried.”

My sister sounds worried herself, or maybe a little annoyed. 

After all, I should have been home by now, or at least on my way. 

But what’s wrong with trying to help everyone else first?

“Hi, Jenny. We’re just getting ready to go.”

Should I tell her we’re stuck in the snow, even before we’ve left the parking lot?

No, I figure I can contact the maintenance department and ask them to come dig the snow from around the car, and if that’s not what they do, they can tell me who will.

Jenny sighs loudly.

“Okay. Be careful, we hear the roads are bad there.”

Someone calls out to her, and I think it’s Michael, her soon-to-be husband. 

“Sure thing. Go see what your true love wants.”

She laughs. 

“He’s panicking over every detail. You know how it is.”

Parker and Michael have a lot in common, and worrying is at the top of the list. 

“I definitely do. I’ll see you soon, Jenny.”

I hang up after she does, and stay where I am as Parker encircles the car.

He’s slow and quiet, kicking at chunks of ice as he frowns. 

While I hurry to tap on the number in the university directory that will ideally get us out of this situation, I keep an eye on him. 

He’s not one to say I told you so, but if we’re delayed for a long while, enough to stress him out, I wouldn’t blame him if he at least thought it. 

And I would never want to upset him. 

But keeping us here so long, when he’s been reminding me we need to get going because of the weather, has done just that. 

My phone makes the only sound in the quiet afternoon air, the short buzzing rings going unanswered as I slide my finger around to search for another number to call. 

Parker holds out his hand and I hold my phone against my chest as I hurry towards him.

Once I take his hand, I immediately feel better, as if even while concerned he isn’t blaming me.

“Can you get back inside? You should stay there while I look for a shovel.”

I put my phone in my pocket and feel my keycard in there.

“In a strange twist to the story, yes, I can. It’s like I knew we’d need to get back inside.”

I smile as brightly as I can, but Parker’s lips merely quirk at the ends.

He leans in and I do the same without a second thought, our lips meeting with what I assume will be a quick kiss like the many we’ve shared today. 

But he pulls me close and in an instant I’m lost in the taste of the sweet coffee he loves, the way my heart seems to stop when he kisses me like this, as if he couldn’t bear to let me go again. 

When we move apart the tiniest bit, our noses touching, his eyes are closed and the sight of him so lost in us makes me sleepy and content. 

Even in the midst of the frozen surroundings. 

“I’ll call around for help, okay? Don’t worry, Parker. Everything will be fine.”

I ruffle his hair and flakes of snow tumble onto both of our faces.

He finally smiles, and kisses me again quickly before turning away. 

I’m not sure where he expects to find a shovel, but this is Ohio. There should be shovels around every corner with the way the weather changes so unpredictably. 

But this snow was predicted, and it’s my fault we’re stuck.

So I’ll be sure to get us out. 

I swipe my key card to get back into my dorm, and sit on a chair against the wall near a window as I make more calls. 

No one is answering. 

I leave messages explaining the situation, and wonder if I should call the university police.

Maybe the city?

If Parker finds a shovel and can dig the car out, the police might be annoyed with me for bothering them. 

But I do anyway. 

The university says they’re short staffed and I should call the city, and the city says they are busy with car accidents and will call me back to see how we’re doing. 

As long as we’re safe, the dispatcher tells me, we’re not a priority. 

I sigh, because while this makes sense, getting home is definitely a priority. 

The snow has stopped falling, which gives me hope, although the snow already packed around Parker’s car isn’t magically going to melt away because more isn’t drifting down. 

It’s cold in the building now, and I figure they must have turned the heat down since everyone would be gone after today.

I huddle in the chair, smiling as I think of the kiss Parker and I shared, which reminds me of our very first kiss. 

Maybe not the very first, because there were plenty of sweet, quick kisses during the first few months we dated, when we saw each other mostly in the company of our families and friends in Cherish Creek.

Before he came back here and I stayed there for my last year of high school.

We saw each other a few weekends that semester, and once during the week in November. 

Jenny was going to Ohio State to visit her old roommate, and Michael was driving down with her.

“Why don’t we stop by and see Parker? I’m sure he’d love a surprise visit.”

My sister had wiggled her eyebrows and Michael nudged her with a knowing smile. 

Since I would be with Jenny, our parents agreed, and the two hour trip felt like two days as I wondered if I was being too pushy. 

After all, Parker and I had just met that summer, although we both lived in Cherish Creek our whole lives. 

Jenny introduced us at a wedding, and our shared interest in architecture was only the start of what made us into a couple. 

Parker was busy at school, and he liked to plan. 

He liked to know what to expect, and when he came home on weekends he could get away or work on school projects at home, it was on his own terms. 

Would he be pleasantly surprised to see me, or too busy to enjoy my company?

I chewed my bottom lip during the two hour drive, and my sister and Michael exchanged smiles as I whined.

“Stop making fun of me! You’re so mean, Jenny.”

They couldn’t help teasing me, and I didn’t mind as much as I protested. 

Parker
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