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Chapter One
 
 
Thea stepped into her apartment and rolled her eyes. Mya was nothing if not predictable.
“See, this is what you need,” Mya said, peering over the back of the couch at Thea, all dark eyes and expectant smiles.
“Good evening, Mya. Oh, how was work, you ask? Yeah, not bad, and you?” Thea set her bag down and removed her coat.
Mya snorted. “I’m not your mother asking how your day at school was. I’m your best friend trying to make sure you save face at this wedding.”
“I don’t need to save face. What exactly do you think I need to save face from?”
She gestured at the TV. “Same thing she does. Meddling family, pitying looks, the tragedy of being the last one to move on.”
Thea frowned as she dropped down onto the sofa next to Mya. “Nice time to tell me you think my life is pathetic.”
Mya threw a blanket at her. “That’s not what I think. It just might be what they think. Clearly, it’s a thing.”
Thea flicked her eyes at the television to watch the main character frantically packing up her things to head to her fictional sister’s wedding. The Wedding Date. It was a movie they’d watched together before, but this time it was pointed—particularly if you accounted for the fact that it had barely even started when Thea walked through the door.
Mya shifted to be able to look directly at Thea. “I don’t think you or your life are pathetic. I’m just saying that this movie exists because running into your ex at a wedding is a thing people experience, and so are the associated comments. So, clearly, some people are thinking it. Wouldn’t be a movie if it wasn’t a thing.”
“Last night, you were watching a movie about an alien invasion,” Thea said pointedly.
Mya waved her off. “Look, everyone knows it’s weird to see your ex after you break up. It’s even weirder to do it at a wedding. And even weirder than that to do it at Christmas. Just bring along a date. Someone who is in your corner.”
“Drew and I had a perfectly amicable breakup. This whole thing isn’t about me, or us, or any of that. And I can hardly dictate when my sister chooses to get married, can I?”
“Absolutely wild behavior on her part, if you ask me. Who invites their sister’s ex to their wedding? Especially as a member of the wedding party?”
“What can I say? Drew and Javier became really good friends while we were dating. It’s not my place to dictate who my sister’s fiancé can be friends with.”
“Well, I’m better to you than Lenore is because I’d never invite one of your exes to my wedding.”
Thea smiled, rolling her head along the back of the couch to look at her best friend. “And I appreciate that, but it’s really not that big of a deal. There’s nothing left between us, and I have no plans to…” She gestured towards the TV. “Do all of this in a bid to get him back. I don’t even want him back.”
“Too right you don’t.” She shook her head in disgust. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t make it abundantly clear that you’ve never been happier.”
Thea shook her head. Mya had never even met Drew. She just wasn’t a fan of going back to what you’d let go of. “And a random date is the way to do that?”
“Well, maybe you should take the movie’s advice and hire a professional. He does a great job,” she said, eyeing the film again.
“He’s fictional.”
“Potato, potahto.”
“That’s not— Never mind.”
“You’re telling me you don’t want a total hunk hanging all over you for a week and a half, fending off any ridiculous comments from your family about how you should be getting married first as the elder sister, or how hard it must be to see Drew again when you’re still single, or how hot and perfect his new girlfriend is.”
Neither of them had any idea whether or not he had a new girlfriend, and Thea had no interest in that information.
“Literally, I do not want that. And I feel nothing about people making those comments. I’m perfectly happy being single, being single isn’t an insult, and as for those comments… Well, the people who are going to say them will say them regardless of who I’m there with. That’s really on them and their archaic ideas. I’m not a piece of property that needed selling off in her twenties in order to have value.”
“I know that. You’re hot. Super fucking hot. And, honestly, even better in your thirties than you were in your twenties. And, and—”
“You don’t need to say and twice.”
Mya quickly stuck her tongue out at Thea. “And, and you’re not stuck spending your life with some crusty dude who doesn’t deserve you—and who you didn’t realize wasn’t good enough for you when you were in your twenties.”
“Great. Same page.” She looked pointedly at Mya. “So why are we having this conversation? Again?”
“Because you’re stuck flying across the country for your sister’s wedding that’s taking up your entire Christmas, and I think you deserve a little treat while you do that.”
“If you’re fishing for an invite, you’re going about it weirdly.”
She laughed. “No. Definitely not. As you’re well aware, I’m flying back to Canada for Christmas. And, besides, your family knows me, they’d never buy me as your date.”
Thea’s brain stalled for a second. She’d never had any remotely romantic interest in her best friend, but was it really all that bizarre to imagine she might fall for a woman? Friends fell for each other all the time. It wasn’t exactly unusual. Did Mya not think it seemed believable that Thea could be gay?
Why was she even worried about that? She wasn’t dating Mya. Nor did she want to.
She shook her head. “I’m not hiring a fake date for Christmas. At my sister’s wedding.”
“But you might fall in love.” She threw her arms open, framing the TV, and wiggled her fingers.
“Be real right now. Even if I did do that, all it would lead to is me being out several thousand dollars, an awkward couple of weeks pretending I’m super into someone I barely even know, and stealing someone else away from their own friends and family for the holiday.”
“That’s why you hire the one who is looking for a reason to be away from their family for Christmas.”
“Yes, I’m sure that’s exactly what they’d write as the opening line for their ad.” She sucked in a breath. “I wouldn’t even know where to start looking.”
“Oh, I—”
“And I don’t want to know.”
Mya harrumphed and sunk deeper into the couch. “Fine. Boring, but fine.”
“You’re far more invested in this than you should be.”
“Well, sue me for being worried about my best friend.”
“Shan’t.”
“Good because that would make things weird. But still. I just want you to…”
“Yes?”
“Ugh. Fine. I know it’s not about this—or it shouldn’t be, whatever—but I want you to win the breakup.”
Thea sat up and twisted to look at Mya. “Win the breakup? What does that mean?”
“You know, like when one person gets out of the relationship and everything goes great for them, and the other gets out and clearly wishes they hadn’t broken up because their life is pathetic now.”
“We’ve already covered—at length—that my life isn’t pathetic.”
“Yes. I know that. You know that. But I want all of them to know that. Especially Drew. That dick had no place breaking up with you.”
“I mean, if he hadn’t done it, it probably wouldn’t have been long before I’d have needed to. We just didn’t work together by the end.”
“Yeah, but he is the one that did it. So you need to win the breakup.”
“I am winning the breakup. It’s been years. I’m happy and free and everything feels better than it had in… Oof. Like, five years. But that doesn’t mean I’m holding any weird grudges.”
“I’ll hold them for you. And I want him to see how much you’re winning.”
Thea laughed. “I really didn’t realize you were the one that needed therapy over this whole thing.”
“Oh, don’t worry, I totally keep my therapist up to date on it.”
Thea frowned. “She hasn’t told you to let it go?”
“Nah. She loves the gossip. I’m sure I’m the client that brings her the best drama.”
“So, I’m winning the breakup and you’re winning… therapy?”
“Absolutely. Can you imagine not being your therapist’s favorite client? I think I’d die.”
“Dramatic.”
“It’s fine. I have a therapist.”
“Yeah, about that…”
Mya waved her hand in Thea’s direction. “Don’t worry about it. My therapeutic relationship is totally fine and normal.”
“If you say so.”
“What matters is that there are plenty of people looking to avoid family Christmasses, and I’m sure one of them would love to come to some magical Christmas wedding with you.”
“I’m totally fine going alone.”
“Why? It’s not like you can hook up with a groomsman. You don’t want to be working your way through that particular friend group.”
“The friend group is fine. I’m not interested in any of them. I just want to go and celebrate my sister’s wedding in peace.”
“You know Holden from work is—”
“Absolutely not. He’s way too young and I have no interest in spending the entire trip talking about that god-awful book he’s such a fan of. Which is exactly what would happen as soon as anyone asked his name.”
“It’s weird that you hate it. It’s a classic. And he loves it so much.”
“It’s really a moot point because, once again, way too young.”
Mya thought about that, pulling a bag of candy seemingly from nowhere as she did. “Yeah, okay, maybe not the place to launch your new identity as a cougar.”
“Not my identity for a start,” Thea pointed out, reaching over to take some of the candy. She really should eat dinner but they clearly needed to get this conversation over and done with before she was allowed to do that.
“Eh. Details.”
“Important ones, too.”
“Debatable.”
“Definitely not.”
“Can you at least ask Lenore to send the guestlist over? With pictures? That way we could scope out some prospects ahead of time. Because hooking up with the hottest guy there would also be a great way to win.”
“How many people do you know that plan their weddings with a picture guestlist?” Thea asked, ignoring the pang in her chest at the assumption she needed to hook up with a guy. She had only ever dated guys. She probably always would. Not one part of her understood why it always felt a little off when people assumed.
“None, but it’s Lenore,” Mya said with a shrug.
“I don’t even know what that means,” Thea pointed out. There was nothing about her sister that suggested she’d have a pictorial guestlist.
“Don’t worry about it.” She tipped a handful of candy into her mouth. “Remind me again how many people are going?”
“I think it was about eighty at last count.”
“That’s so many people to be flying out there and giving up their holidays.”
“I mean, our family and Javier’s family would be getting together anyway, so that’s a big chunk of the guests. Plus, a lot of Javier’s friends are connected to his family and have been for years, so they’re practically family. And then, the rest… I don’t know, maybe they’re just excited about getting to spend Christmas at a gorgeous mountain retreat?”
“Yeah, maybe. Either way, in eighty people, there has to be someone you’re interested in.”
“I wouldn’t count on it.”
Mya laughed. “I look forward to you calling me to eat your words.”
“You think I’m calling you while you’re in Canada? Good luck.”
She rolled her eyes. “We know you are, so let’s not make ourselves look silly by pretending otherwise.”
“Right. I’m the one making us look silly in this conversation.”
“Well, at least you acknowledge it.”
Thea blew out an exasperated breath.
“At least promise me one thing,” Mya said, a little more seriously.
“Sure. What?”
“You’ll take an absolutely killer wardrobe with you.”
Thea huffed. “Was this whole thing just a ploy to get me to go shopping with you tomorrow?”
“No! Of course not. But I’m not sad about that being a thing we need to do.”
“Of course you’re not.” Thea shook her head. “I’m not buying all brand-new clothes.”
“You don’t need to. You already own some great pieces. Plus, you’ve got that drop-dead gorgeous dress for the wedding. Is Lenore looking to be upstaged by you?”
“I think it’s almost impossible to upstage the literal bride on her wedding day. You know, the one in the wedding dress, looking happy and radiant and like she’s having the best day of her life…”
“Yeah, but still. I’d sleep with you in it.”
“You’d sleep with me in a trash bag.”
“I’m sure you’d wear it well.”
Thea shook her head again, moving to stand up. “Fine. Shopping tomorrow. Now, though, do you think we should eat something with a little more nutritional content?”
“Ooh, does that mean you’re cooking?”
“If you promise not to tell me I need to emulate Hollywood for the rest of this film, then yes.” They both knew she’d cook either way, but it was still worth making conditions to avoid further insistence that she needed to hire a date.
“Depends on what you’re making.”
Thea laughed. “Of course it does.”
She headed to the kitchen determined to make something she knew Mya loved. If Mya was going to play this weird game, Thea was going to join her in it and play just as dirty. And, with Mya, winning her over with food was always the way to go. 



Chapter Two
 
 
Erin didn’t look up from her emails when Destiny walked into her office, sat on her desk, and picked up one of the linen samples Erin had out. It was late and Destiny was obviously ready to call it quits for the day.
“Ivory?” Destiny guessed.
“Nope.” Erin continued typing, the slightest hint of a smile crossing her face.
“Red?”
“Nope.”
She rifled through the samples, humming slightly. “Navy?”
“Nope.” Erin’s smile grew slightly.
Destiny grumbled slightly. “Bronze is their other color, right?”
“Correct.”
“Turquoise? Unusual for Christmas, but not impossible… Jade green, maybe?”
Erin finally looked up and smiled fully. “Nope.”
Destiny let out a frustrated sigh. She always hated it when clients had unpredictable color choices. It ruined her generally impeccable record of guessing a couple’s wedding colors, simply by hearing their names, wedding date, and location. Though, perhaps that wasn’t an entirely surprising ability given that Destiny was Erin’s social media manager and her entire job was based around beautiful aesthetics and knowing which color combinations garnered the best leads and the most interest.
Erin, however, enjoyed the unpredictable ones.
“Bronze and…” Destiny muttered, mostly to herself, as she flipped through the samples again.
Erin’s eyes darted to the mood board on the opposite wall. A dead giveaway if Destiny bothered to turn around. It was honestly a wonder she hadn’t already seen it. She had been out sick for a minute, but it had been there before that. Of course, Destiny enjoyed the game so much that she tried not to see before she guessed.
“Other metallics?” she asked skeptically, not even believing the idea herself. “It’s not like that wouldn’t be festive, but I just don’t think that’s what they’re doing…”
“Do you want me to put you out of your misery?” Erin asked, resting her head on her hand as her eyes flipped between Destiny’s irritated expression and her inbox.
“Not yet. I’m determined to get it.” She furrowed her brow. “Is it a Christmassy combo?”
“Eh. Not predictably. It’s going to work based on the choices they’ve made with it, but no, it’s not automatically Christmassy.”
“What’s the point of making you work Christmas if they’re not even having Christmassy decor?”
Erin scoffed. “Firstly, they’re not required to do a Christmas theme. Secondly, I agreed to work Christmas for it. And finally, as I just said, the other choices are going to make it Christmassy.”
“Ice blue?”
“No, but you’re getting closer this time.”
“Ugh. Fine. I give. Tell me.”
“Gray.”
“Gray? Which one?” She pursed her lips as she flipped through the samples.
As she got to the right one, Erin’s hand flew out to stop her. “That one.”
“Huh. For Christmas?”
“Yes,” Erin said, drawing the word out. She gestured to the board behind Destiny, who hopped off the desk and approached the wall.
“I guess I can see it. This is nice.”
“Thank you. It’s almost like I’m good at my job.”
“Oh, my god,” she said and Erin could practically hear the eye roll. “You know what I mean. It’s… festive. More than I was expecting for bronze and gray.”
“I can tell.”
“I still think I’d do more traditionally festive colors if I was having a Christmas wedding—if only to make it worthwhile for all the vendors I was making work so close to Christmas. But it works.”
“Well, you’re a sucker for the whole red and green Christmas wedding. And I’m sure the other vendors are seeing it the same way I am—as an excuse to be in a gorgeous little ski resort for Christmas. Mountains, snow, cute village… What’s not to love? Although, most of them will be in and out the day of, so not quite the same.”
Destiny twirled on her heel, her skirt flaring out around her dramatically. “That’s a good point. Maybe I shouldn’t be complaining about someone having you working over Christmas and should be thanking them instead. So long as you’re stuck up there for Christmas, you’ll be forced to actually take a break.”
“I might have taken a break here.”
Her expression dropped and she glared at Erin. “Let’s not lie to ourselves. You’d have paused to have dinner, but you’d have used work to get away from your family as much as possible.”
“I’m not avoiding them.”
“No, you’re avoiding socializing in general. It’s not really about them.”
“I’m perfectly sociable.”
“When you want to be.”
Erin narrowed her eyes. “So, like everyone ever in the world, then?”
“No. You’re a workaholic. It’s different.”
“I have a business to run.”
“Yes. But taking Christmas Day off isn’t going to kill you.”
“That’s what you think. Have you eaten my dad’s roast potatoes?”
Destiny pulled the pin out of a picture of a bronze dress—one Erin was fairly certain one of the bridesmaids was going to be wearing. It might have been one of the most beautiful bridesmaid dresses she’d ever seen—and she’d seen a lot of them in her job. She crossed the room back to Erin’s desk and held the picture against the pale gray fabric. “Is this what you’re wearing?”
Erin narrowed her eyes at Destiny, her hands hovering over her keyboard. “No. When have I ever included my own outfits on mood boards?”
“Well, never, but if you wore this you’d at least be able to pick up someone to have some fun with.”
“It’s a bridesmaid dress, and, as I’m hoping you know as my employee, sleeping with the clients is rather counterproductive to the reason they’re hiring us.”
“Not if they’re poly.”
Erin watched her with narrowed eyes. “Even then, it’s still a bit weird to sleep with your wedding planner.” She paused. “Please don’t sleep with the clients.”
Destiny laughed. “I’m not planning to. I’m just saying, while you’re out there in the mountains and taking a little break, you should have some fun.”
“I’m not looking to have any fun. I’ll be working.”
“Mm. Yes, those two things are entirely incompatible.”
Erin shook her head and continued typing up her email.
“It doesn’t hurt to let your hair down sometimes,” Destiny continued.
“I’m suddenly really starting to wonder about your approach to clients.”
She laughed again. “It’s nothing untoward—and you wouldn’t have hired me if you thought it was. I’m just saying, if there’s a hot guest or something, you know. Romantic setting, two sets of eyes meeting across the room, it’s festive and magical. Things happen.”
“Unless the eyes I’m meeting across the room belong to a vendor I’m coordinating with, they’re entirely irrelevant.”
“Come on. I’m starting to forget the last time you dated anyone.”
“We’ve been friends since college. You’ve been there for my entire dating history, so I doubt that’s true.” Given that her dating history wasn’t particularly extensive, she especially doubted Destiny had forgotten any of it.
“No, it is.” She held the picture she’d taken from the wall up towards Erin, clearly imagining her in the bronze dress. As if being a wedding planner wasn’t a job about blending in, making everything run smoothly, and handling the business of a wedding day. It was not about showing up in a bridesmaid dress and making a scene.
“Heather,” Erin said dryly. She’d really rather not remember that whole situation too much.
“Ha,” Destiny spluttered. “Okay, yeah, I do remember that. Wow. That whole thing was a mess.”
“I know,” Erin said through gritted teeth. She was totally over it, but that didn’t mean she liked reliving it.
“Well,” Destiny said through stifled laughter, “you definitely deserve some fun after that.”
“Oh, no. Heather was all about fun. Fun was not her problem.”
“Fair point. Though, I suppose it depends on what your definition of fun is…”
“You think?” Erin deadpanned. She wasn’t an especially anxious person, but even she’d found Heather’s preferred brand of fun anxiety-inducing.
Destiny laughed. “I think,” she said pointedly, “that Heather was a little bit… too much of a… free spirit to match well with someone whose entire life is about having everything under control.”
Erin gave her a look. Even if they were only taking into account how little respect Heather had for Erin’s work, that would have been a generous description. “Thank you for that incredibly deep insight.”
“Oh, you’re welcome. I’m here all week.”
“You work here. You’re here every week.”
“Lucky for you.”
Erin looked pointedly at where Destiny was sitting on her desk again. “Yet here we are, me wondering what exactly it is I pay you for, and you… advocating for sleeping with clients, as far as I can tell.”
“Not clients. The hot… friends, siblings, cousins—hot, single parents, maybe—of clients.”
“Yeah, that’s better.”
“Objectively it is.”
Erin supposed that was true, but she still had no interest. This was her business, her livelihood. She didn’t have any interest in complicating it by sleeping with the relatives of the people paying her. Especially not their parents. Just imagining the potential awkwardness of that whole thing made her shudder.
Another email landed in her inbox and she opened it, glad to see the final confirmation of booked rooms from the lodge where the Cooper-Perez wedding was taking place. Objectively, it was a lot of people giving up their holidays to spend them with a couple getting married, but maybe there was something extra magical about that. Maybe most of them would have gathered together anyway, in smaller groups across the continent. Maybe a Christmas wedding like this was genius.
It wasn’t their first Christmas wedding by any stretch but it was one of the more elaborate ones. It was also the closest to Christmas Day they’d ever done a wedding. Wedding on the 23rd, post-wedding activities on Christmas Eve, and, because it had just been easier for the couple, they were paying Erin extra to coordinate Christmas Day too. She wasn’t expected to work the day of, but she was coordinating with the lodge ahead of time.
In truth, she didn’t mind working Christmas Day, but even she knew it was odd to spend the day with her clients and their friends and family. She had, however, known all of that when she agreed to the job. She’d long since made her peace with it.
She did not, however, need to make things more complicated by having a one-night stand with one of the guests.
“I can’t believe you’re not even taking Yolanda with you,” Destiny said, moving to replace the picture on the board and snap a few photos.
“You can’t post those until—”
“I know, I know. My head is entirely out of the sickness fog, don’t worry. I’m not about to post it now and ruin the whole thing.”
“Good to know.”
“But seriously, doing this whole thing alone? It’s a lot.”
“I can handle it.”
“I’m sure you can, but should you have to?” She gestured to the board. “With all of this, they can’t be strapped for cash. I’m sure they’d have—”
“It’s not about the cash. It’s about Yolanda being able to go back to Jackson for the holidays. I’m not going to drag her all the way to Montana, work a wedding, and then spend Christmas Eve trying to fly from Montana to Mississippi.”
Destiny rolled her eyes in a way that said she still didn’t love the idea of Erin going it alone but that she couldn’t argue with the logic.
In truth, Yolanda was an incredible assistant planner, and having her on a job made things a million times easier to handle on the day of the wedding. However, when she’d started her business, Erin had been clear that she wasn’t going to have any future employees run their lives into the ground for her or it. The company could be Erin’s whole life, but it couldn’t be her employees’ whole lives. So far, she’d managed that. And she’d manage it again through a Christmas wedding in Montana.
“The whole thing is happening in one building and I’ll be there well ahead of time. It shouldn’t be a problem,” she told Destiny. “Besides, other than the resort itself, I’ve worked with all the vendors before. They know how I work and they know what they’re doing. They’re not going to send me rookies who can’t handle this thing.”
Destiny sighed. “Fine. But just remember that your friends are worried about you, and you deserve a rest during the holidays too.”
“We don’t have a wedding in January. I’ll rest then.”
“Yeah, right,” Destiny scoffed. “You’ll be knee-deep in planning for all the weddings we do have next year.”
“Eh. Someone’s gotta do it.”
“You are impossible.”
Erin looked up from her spreadsheet and smiled. “Actually, I make the impossible possible. That’s kind of our whole thing.”
Destiny laughed. “That’s money’s whole thing. We’re just the facilitators.”
“That might be the most pessimistic thing I’ve ever heard you say.”
“Just saying it how it is. When you take on couples with this much money to throw around, they can have anything they want. Although, I will say, you are a genius with what you do with it all.”
“Thus, I have to work hard to be worth the money.”
Destiny scoffed again and Erin knew she was thinking about how small their fee was in comparison to the overall cost of most of the weddings they worked, but it still felt like a lot to Erin. They were full service and she’d worked hard to get where she was, working high-end weddings. She wasn’t taking any of it for granted.
“Did you come in here for a reason, by the way?” Erin asked. “I’m guessing you’re not here to talk social media numbers with me?”
Destiny laughed. “No. I’m here partly to guess the color scheme, but mostly to tell you about the staff Christmas party.”
“Staff Christmas party? There’s three of us.”
“Yes, so it’s really important that we all attend.”
Erin closed her eyes and shook her head. They’d done something last year, too, but nothing so grand it needed to be described as a party. “Fine. When, what, where?”
“Yes!” Destiny cheered, clapping her hands together. “Well, there’s that new taco place—”
“Tacos? For Christmas?”
“No? Not speaking to you?”
“It just wouldn’t have been my first guess.”
“Ugh. Okay. Well, that wasn’t Yolanda’s first choice either, so I guess I’m overruled.”
Erin laughed. “Maybe in the new year? Plus, if you’re charging me for the bill, I’m surprised you didn’t pick somewhere more expensive.”
Destiny grinned. “Well… that’s kind of where my next suggestion comes in.”
Erin, still somewhat amused, narrowed her eyes at Destiny. The tacos hadn’t been a real suggestion, she’d just been preparing Erin to be more receptive to whatever her actual suggestion was.
The ridiculous part was they all knew Erin would say yes. They didn’t need the weird cat-and-mouse game, but maybe that was the fun of it all. And Erin, apparently, needed some fun. 



Chapter Three
 
 
Mya waited until they were squashed onto the subway with all of the other holiday shoppers to announce that she’d been up late doing research.
Thea frowned. “Research about what?”
“You.” Mya grinned widely.
Thea stared at her for a moment before glancing around, trying to check that nobody was listening—a ridiculous endeavor when she was pressed up against New Yorkers and tourists alike. “What?”
“I was doing research about you.”
“Yes, thank you. I understood the words. I just don’t understand what you mean. We’re best friends. We live in the same apartment. What could you possibly have needed to research about me that you didn’t already know?” She pursed her lips, running through what might come up if someone searched her name. Her staff profile on her company’s website? Her LinkedIn profile? Mya already knew she was a data scientist and who she worked for. She couldn’t think of a single other thing that would show up. She didn’t even have non-work social media accounts that listed her actual name.
“Your season,” Mya replied as if that answered every question Thea had ever had.
Thea stared at her as the train trundled onwards. She really didn’t understand. “Like… the one I was born in?”
Mya rolled her eyes as if Thea was the ridiculous one. “No. I know when you were born. Summer.”
“Winter.”
Mya laughed. “I know. Just teasing.”
Thea nodded, slightly exasperated. They both knew Mya was perfectly aware of when Thea’s birthday was. She threw a party for it every year. Exactly on time.
“Not that,” Mya said, grabbing hold of Thea’s free hand as they approached their stop. It wouldn’t do to lose each other in the throngs of Christmas shoppers and tourists. “Your color season. For style.”
“Oh.” Now that she said it, Thea was pretty sure she had seen people online discussing that. It wasn’t something she’d ever paid much attention to, but at least it wasn’t finding out that her best friend had forgotten when her birthday was. “Okay…”
Mya beamed as the train shuddered to a halt and yanked Thea towards the doors. “It’s genius. Tells us all the colors that will look amazing on you, what kind of makeup will best suit you, just all the things we need to know to make you look like your hottest self for this trip.”
“I don’t know if hot should be the goal for my sister’s wedding,” Thea pointed out, gripping Mya’s hand tightly as the crowd pressed impossibly tighter around them, leading them without choice towards the exit.
“Hot should always be the goal.”
“I’m just hoping for warm, honestly. It’s Christmas in Montana, and I’m in a bridesmaid dress…”
“Yes, well, as hot as you look in that, we’re going to make sure the rest of your wardrobe for the trip is just as good. You can be warm and hot. Hot and hot, if you like.”
“You and I have very different approaches to this wedding.”
“So you’re very lucky to have me. One of us has to ensure you do it correctly.”
They stepped out onto the chilly sidewalk and darted around slow-moving tourists in that tried and tested way that came from being residents in one of the most visited cities in the world.
“Do you think there’s something wrong with the way I dress?” Thea asked. “Is the wedding just a ploy for you to redo my whole wardrobe?”
Mya shot her a wild, bewildered look. “No? If I thought you dressed like shit, I’d have told you bluntly years ago.”
Thea paused. That was true. They didn’t really have the kind of relationship where things like that were veiled. She wasn’t sure Mya even knew how to do friendship like that. As far as Thea could tell, Mya was blunt with everyone. Not in a brutal way, just in that she wasn’t great at hiding how she felt. Well, she could be, but, with the people she cared about, she didn’t want to be. Mya was a big believer in open honesty with the people you truly cared about.
“Did you get the guestlist from Lenore?” Mya asked, interrupting Thea’s thoughts and leading the way to their first stop of the day.
“No.” Thea laughed. “I told you I’m not doing that. We are not shopping a guestlist for names you think sound good for me. Knowing my luck, you’ll imagine an entire romance with someone who turns out to be Javier’s ninety-year-old great-uncle and I’ll never hear the end of it.”
“The lack of trust is truly astounding. Am I the only one who cares about your happiness?”
Thea scoffed. “I don’t think my happiness is going to be found with one of my sister’s new in-laws.”
“Never say never.”
“Never. Never. Never ever ever.” She shot Mya a pointed look.
Mya rolled her eyes, gesturing Thea into a store. “Fine. Jinx it all you want. I will still be here, doing all the work to make sure you’re as hot as possible when you happen to run into the man of your dreams.”
Thea’s insides squirmed in that ridiculous, uncomfortable way again. “Maybe it wouldn’t be a man.”
Mya frowned, watching her. “You got something you need to tell me?”
“What? No. Of course not.” Thea’s face burned and she hoped Mya would put it down to the change in temperature between the outdoors and the store’s cozy interior. She really shouldn’t have said anything.
“Just casual, straight girl speculations?” Mya’s voice was suddenly purposefully light. She was blunt, but she could be gentle when she wanted to be.
Thea sighed. She didn’t know what she was doing, or why. “No. Just… trying to get you off my back.”
Mya snorted. “Pretending to come out probably isn’t the way to do that.”
“I wasn’t pretending to do anything.”
“Okay. Fine. Making purposefully obtuse comments that hint at you being queer probably isn’t the way to do that.”
“I wasn’t… You know what? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I’m not looking to—” She broke off as she felt her phone vibrating in her pocket. Pulling it out, she found her sister’s name lighting up the screen.
“Who?” Mya asked, leaning over to see the phone as she picked up a purple dress Thea knew she’d never wear.
“Lenore.”
“Ask about the guestlist.”
“No.” Thea took two steps away as she answered the call. “Hey, Lenore.”
“Theodora. Finally. How are you?”
Thea narrowed her eyes. “Have you been trying to call me?”
“No?”
She hesitated, waiting for an explanation that seemed not to be coming.
After an awkwardly long silence where Lenore didn’t expand, Thea gave up. “Okay. Sure. What’s up?”
“Nothing.”
Thea rubbed her temple. How was it that everyone chose the same day to be completely chaotic? “It’s early there,” she prompted, guesstimating it must be about eight in the morning in California.
“Oh. Right. Yeah, I’m just on my way to get a massage. It made me think of you,” Lenore said brightly.
“In that someone rubbing your naked body makes you think of your sibling? Feels weird to me, but who am I to judge?”
“Ew. Theodora. No.”
She laughed. “Okay. Explain then?”
Lenore huffed but continued. “Our wedding planner is sorting out treatments for the wedding. Javier and I are both getting full-body massages the day we arrive—you know, to defeat jet lag and wedding stress and stuff.”
“You’re worried about jet lag between California and Montana?”
“Yes,” Lenore replied without the slightest hint of insincerity.
“Okay,” Thea replied after a beat too long. Lenore seemed not to notice.
“The last thing I need for my wedding is to be jet-lagged. Or stressed.”
“Isn’t that why you hired the planner?”
“Essentially, yes. Oh, she’s such a godsend. You have no idea how stressful it can get planning a wedding. So many decisions and stuff, so much to manage. I couldn’t do it without her.”
Thea narrowed her eyes. As far as she understood it, Lenore and Javier had picked out a fairly exclusive, full-service planner who had handled almost every aspect of the planning. She was sure wedding planning could be stressful, but she wasn’t entirely sure how much of it her sister could be feeling. If anyone was stressed, it had to be the poor wedding planner who was presented with a list of wants from her sister and then told to make it all just work.
Even the ‘bridesmaid proposal’ box she’d gotten had been sent by the planner—or her office. Everything just listed the business name and address, and all emails came through a dedicated ‘LenoreAndJavier’ account that Thea knew was controlled by the planner.
It was honestly weird Thea didn’t know the planner’s name at this point.
But, Thea was not one to tell her sister—or anyone else—that she wasn’t allowed to be stressed about her upcoming wedding. Instead, she hummed and said lightly, “I can only imagine.”
Mya shot her a look, immediately noticing the overly polite tone. Thea waved her off.
“Exactly,” Lenore said. “So you can see why we need the spa services. I refuse to get married looking anything other than my absolute best.”
“Aren’t you not supposed to try anything too new right before your wedding? Just in case your body reacts badly to it?”
“Oh, yeah, that’s totally a thing, but we’ve checked—well, the planner did—and none of the treatments we’re getting contain any ingredients we aren’t used to, so we’re all good. They’ve actually been incredible about being accommodating on that front.”
“I would imagine they have,” Thea mumbled. At the price point Lenore had been talking about—not to mention the cost of booking her own room there, even at the discounted rate—Thea would have been surprised if they weren’t rolling out the red carpet.
“So, yeah, do you need any treatments? You have to be looking your best for my wedding. Can’t have you standing in the corner looking gray.”
“Gray? When was the last time you thought I looked gray?” Thea asked, indignant.
Lenore giggled. “When you were really sick with food poisoning.”
Thea winced. She really preferred not to think about that horrid incident. Of course, siblings always did bring up the things you most wanted to forget. It was like… familial rights or something, apparently. “Somehow, I don’t think a massage would have solved that problem.”
“Yeah, might have even made it worse,” Lenore said, still laughing.
“Thank you for that.”
She cleared her throat and stifled the laughter. “Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. It was just so funny because it came on so fast and you looked so gray and sick.”
“Glad my suffering amuses you.”
“Your suffering amused everyone that day.”
“Ugh. I’m not coming to your wedding.”
“Ha. Yes, you are. You wouldn’t let me down.”
And that was what this whole thing really came down to, wasn’t it? Thea wanted to celebrate her sister. She was happy for her and Javier. If truth be told, she wasn’t entirely sold on being a bridesmaid—she and Lenore got along, but Lenore had a large, incredibly tight friendship group who would have made sense as bridesmaids without her—but Lenore had asked and given a long speech about how Thea was her older sister and she just had to do it. She’d given a similar speech when Thea had expressed some low-level concerns about being a bridesmaid when Drew was a groomsman. And Thea had given in. What was one day of awkwardness—or a week and a half around her ex—if it made her sister happy? She’d figure it out.
“Fine. I’m coming. Just don’t poison me. I don’t want you forever telling everyone about how hilarious it was when your sister got food poisoning at your wedding.”
“Please, the planner would murder them all if they served food that poisoned the guests.”
“Does your planner have a name?” Thea asked, thinking maybe it wasn’t that weird that she didn’t already know her name if that was how Lenore was going to refer to her. But Lenore exclusively referring to her by her job title really was weird. Surely, at this point, she could at least do the poor woman the courtesy of using her name?
“Yes.”
Thea blinked as she waited. “And what is it?”
“Her name?”
“No. Her Social Security number. Yes, her name.”
“There’s no need to be so sarcastic, Theodora. You know, Javier says sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.”
“And somehow still the most effective.”
“Hmm. Well, I don’t want everyone thinking you’re mean and… not very bright.”
Thea wasn’t sure she really cared what everyone else thought about her. It wasn’t as though she was going to run into the ones she didn’t already know very frequently. However, if someone said something to Lenore about her, Lenore would be sure never to let her live it down, so she sighed and said, “No sarcasm. Got it.”
She wondered how long that resolution would hold up…
“Thank you,” Lenore half yelled. “I have to go now. I’ve arrived at my appointment, but email the planner for the services list and let her know what you want. She’ll book it all for you. You have to pay for the service, but not for the planner. I already paid for her.”
“Yes, I know.”
“Great. But don’t get a massage when Javier and I first get there. It would be weird to have a third wheel. We are getting married after all.”
Thea laughed. “You’re arriving three days before I do. And, believe me, as much as I love you and Javier, I have no intention of third-wheeling on you and your husband.”
Lenore giggled the way she did any time anyone referred to Javier as her husband. She might be a little weird about a lot of things around the wedding, but Thea couldn’t deny they were marrying for the right reasons. They were both completely obsessed with each other. It was sweet. Thea was happy for them. And, no matter how many things her sister wrangled out of her with the threat of being let down, what really mattered was how much Lenore and Javier loved each other.
“Great,” she said before she hummed. “I forgot you’re going to be late. Don’t be late for the actual wedding!”
“I’m not late. I’m arriving the exact same day as most of the guests.”
“Yeah, but Mom and Dad are arriving the same day as us.”
“You live in the same place and they don’t have work to—”
“Okay, love you, gotta go. Bye,” she held the word as a shrill note until she hung up, ending one of the weirder phone calls the two of them had ever had. She hadn’t called for a reason, really. The message about treatments could have been a text. It could have been an email from the planner. Thea really wasn’t sure why Lenore had called. She never called for no reason or just to chat. But, hey, weddings were like that.
Thea supposed she’d have to email the planner now whether she liked it or not. If she didn’t, Lenore would randomly find out and then yell at her for not getting treatments she wasn’t even involved with.
She opened her notes app, ready to leave herself a message. It was only when she went to type the sentence that she realized she still didn’t know the planner’s name. Lenore had never actually answered the question.
“Son of a—” Thea muttered.
“What’s up?” Mya asked, appearing directly over her shoulder.
Thea jumped away in shock, looking back at Mya with wide eyes. “Oh. Uh, nothing. Just… Lenore.”
“I mean, obviously, but what specifically?”
Thea shook her head, finishing her note with ‘the planner’ instead of the woman’s name, and slipped her phone away. “She apparently wants me to get some spa services while I’m there—though not at the same time she and Javier are getting them.”
“As if they only have one treatment room?”
“Don’t even try to apply logic.” She shook her head. “But, yeah, she told me to email the planner for the list of services and to let the planner know which I wanted and the planner would book them for me.”
“You just said planner way too many times.”
“Exactly. I asked the woman’s name and Lenore dodged the question. Not once in this whole thing has she mentioned the planner by name.”
“That’s weird.”
“Right?”
Mya shrugged and Thea finally noticed the mountain of clothes she’d collected while Thea was on the phone. “Maybe that’s what happens when you’re marrying an anesthetist from a family of doctors, you finally have enough money not to care about people’s names.”
“Ugh. I really hope it’s not that.”
“You never know,” Mya taunted. “Let’s give her a name we can use in the meantime.”
“What? Who?”
“The planner, obviously.” She pursed her lips and considered. “Okay, full-service, exclusive wedding planner. She’s got to be about, what, fifty, sixty?”
“Probably. She’s literally on top of everything as far as I can tell. And she’s good at it.” Surprisingly good. Nothing seemed to be out of place as far as planning the wedding was going, and every single aspect of it ran through that woman. It was seriously impressive.
“Great, so… Gladys.”
“Gladys?”
“Mm. Gladys. Gladys the wedding planner.”
Thea laughed. “Okay, fine. Gladys it is. I’m sure Gladys is lovely.” She looked down at the pile of clothes. “And I’m sure Gladys won’t remotely appreciate whatever it is you’re making me buy to make me hot for my sister’s wedding.”
“First you might be gay. Now, you’re after fifty-year-old Gladys? Kinky age-gap thing? You really might be gay.”
“What? No!” Thea felt the color drain from her face. She absolutely had no interest in her sister’s middle-aged wedding planner.
Mya laughed loudly. “I’m just teasing you. Don’t worry, all this stuff isn’t for Gladys. She’s not the one I want imagining you out of it every time she sees you in it.”
Thea groaned. “I don’t want anyone there thinking about me out of my clothes.”
“Sure you do. Just not Gladys.” 



Chapter Four
 
 
Erin had a policy. She did not work on planes. It was probably the only place in the whole world where she didn’t work. Airports were fair game, her childhood bedroom when she visited her family was fair game, cafés, parks, the subway, trains… all of it fair game. But planes were the one place she switched off and did not work. She supposed it was a holdover from when working on planes was unheard of and potentially impossible. These days, however, with laptops and WiFi, working on planes had become more common, even if the vast majority seemed to still switch off, watch movies, sleep, and pretty much just wait the flight out. Erin was firmly in the latter camp.
She’d checked everything she needed to check at the airport, made a couple of last calls, sent more than a few emails, and then she’d boarded. She’d turned her phone off, put her laptop away, and settled in.
New York to Montana wasn’t the longest flight she’d ever been on—which was probably a blessing so close to a wedding. If she disappeared for too long this close to the date, brides, grooms, mothers, and MOHs started to get worried. But, as she’d settled into her seat, listening to cheerful Christmas music playing over the plane’s speakers and feeling the festive, frenetic energy around her, she felt almost free. She knew she’d have to hit the ground running when she landed—as if she ever operated any other way—but, for those few hours, she was just another passenger, flying somewhere for Christmas, and not a single person on the plane had an opinion about where she was going or why. It was oddly peaceful in its chaos.
And, once she landed, hitting the ground running was exactly what she did.
She’d found the ride the lodge sent with ease, and she never traveled for work with checked baggage, so making it out of the airport was easy. As were most of the fifteen messages from Lenore she’d found waiting for her when she switched her phone back on. But this was the moment, the big time. This was when Erin demonstrated just how worth the money she was. She arrived at the hotel and started the hands-on coordination that would last through both the wedding and Christmas.
Erin was relieved to find the hotel’s wedding coordinator was accommodating and competent. Erin had worked with more than one coordinator who seemed to be on their first day of work. Which was fine. Everyone was new at some point. But she didn’t have the time for people who didn’t know how to run a tight ship—or get on board the one she was running and make it work.
Abigail, however, was great. She’d read the emails Erin had sent and she knew exactly what to give Erin when something was requested—such as entrance to all of the guests’ rooms.
Sent ahead of Erin had been boxes full of welcome goodies sourced from local companies to fulfill Lenore’s request that the guests all felt welcome, special, and like they were learning something about the area. Erin had spent more time than she’d like to admit trawling through the websites of local businesses, finding the right products with the kind of aesthetic branding Lenore wanted. Five different items for each guest, accommodating for allergies, intolerances, and dietary restrictions, and all sending that welcome to Montana vibe—Christmas wedding edition.
Thus, now, only half an hour after arriving at the hotel, she was working her way through her list, visiting every guest’s room with her cart of goodies, and assembling the requisite number of welcome baskets for each room—along with extra water that was branded with the couple’s monogram.
When she was three-quarters of the way through the rooms, Lenore messaged her stating they were about to start boarding their plane and wanting to know if the hotel was up to standards—as if there had been any possibility that it wouldn’t have been, or that Erin wouldn’t have been there to set up the welcome baskets well ahead of time.
Erin was quick to reply with the pictures she’d taken earlier of the foyer—she liked having them for her own records, but she had also been expecting Lenore to request them, wanting to see the beautiful, decoration-laden tree that had been set up there.
Looks great! Lenore replied almost instantly. Don’t forget to put the welcome sign in the lobby.
Erin had already replied before Lenore added the Please!
The sign, like everything else, was on Erin’s list. She’d learned long ago not to take it too personally when clients spoke to her that way. It could get annoying, and she’d refused to work with clients who were rude from the start, but panicking clients in the middle of catching flights weren’t about to have her quitting. Much like everyone in customer service jobs, she’d developed a thicker skin than that.
With Lenore satisfied and off to take her flight, Erin finished the welcome baskets and headed back to reception, running into Abigail by the stairs.
“We’ve had your bags taken to your room. Here’s your key,” Abigail said, her voice clipped and to the point. Exactly the way Erin liked it. “Don’t forget to get some rest while you’re here.”
Erin shot her a weary look. “You and I both know this thing isn’t about me relaxing.”
“Maybe not, but if you have a free hour and want me to slip you in for a massage, let me know. I can send someone up to your room so you don’t even have to be seen by anyone else.”
Erin smiled politely. “Very thorough. I’ll let you know.”
“Fantastic.” Abigail paused as they made it to the grand entrance through which all of the guests would enter. “Welcome sign. Welcome sign stand. Guestbook and pen.”
Erin nodded, her eyes flicking between the boxes Abigail was pointing to. Given how thorough Abigail was, maybe this whole thing wouldn’t be a disaster without Yolanda to assist her. “Great. Thank you.”
“Do you want a hand with that?” Abigail asked as she watched Erin wrangle the giant box with a hand-painted acrylic welcome sign inside it.
Erin shot her a look. “I got it.”
And, indeed, as Abigail watched, Erin expertly maneuvered it and the stand into position, and slid the acrylic out of its box and onto the stand.
Abigail let out a low whistle. “Not bad, Foxglove.”
“Mm.”
Weddings brought out the amorous in people. That wasn’t unusual, and it wasn’t the first time another vendor had hit on Erin, but it did take until the second Abigail last-named her for Erin to realize that was what was happening.
She shook her head slightly. She hadn’t been joking when she told Destiny she had no intention of hooking up with anyone at this wedding. And, while Abigail was a beautiful woman, and clearly competent, nothing had changed in Erin’s resolution. She didn’t want to hook up with the guests or the vendors.
She really hoped it was simply a passing flirtation—one that would pass particularly quickly.
Abigail seemed undeterred by Erin’s minimal reaction, continuing to stand by, watching her as Erin stepped back, assessed the sign, adjusted it, assessed it again, and nodded. The longer she stood there watching, the more prickly Erin’s skin became. She wasn’t used to being watched so closely as she set up. Usually, it was her, Yolanda—who definitely wasn’t interested—and a whirlwind of guests and vendors. The intimacy of a stunning entryway, with soft, classical Christmas music, a glowing tree, and just Abigail and herself was unfamiliar and awkward. She wondered where the concierge from behind the desk had disappeared off to.
She pulled the guestbook out of its packaging and examined it. Perfectly intact. Exactly what she’d ordered. At least that was going right.
Erin had never quite gotten over the time she’d ordered a soft pink guestbook and arrived to find they’d sent her a hot pink one. She’d had Yolanda running out for replacement fabric hours before the wedding, and then covered it herself just in time for the big event.
They’d sent a pen with the book but Erin had experienced that far too many times to assume it was going to be a good one.
She pulled out her notebook—the actual paper one she kept in her pocket, rather than her tablet where most of her notes went—and tested the pen.
Scratchy, sharp, an unpleasant snag as it battled with the paper. Of course.
She might use a tablet for work most of the time, but she still loved a good pen. That perfect symphony of a pen that just knew how to dance and glide over perfect paper.
This was not that pen.
Luckily, she never took her chances on these things.
She reached into the small bag she carried with her constantly and pulled out a handful of pens.
Abigail laughed. “Of course you’re carrying ten different pens with you.”
“No such thing as too prepared,” Erin replied, glancing only quickly in her direction. Abigail was definitely enjoying watching her too much. That was going to be awkward.
“Apparently not.”
Erin opened the guestbook. She knew from the order what the GSM was but, when selecting the perfect pen, it was always important to know exactly the paper you were working with.
Soft, natural, slight possibility of a bleed.
She halved the number of pens she was holding, removing any that were prone to bleeding.
She ran her hand over it again and removed three more pens.
For the final couple, she scribbled quickly in her notebook, examining the way they wrote and considering them for the paper in question. It wasn’t difficult to select the correct one.
She positioned the guestbook on the table beside the welcome sign, leaving the pen beside it. In her luggage, she had more of the same pens—she really never took her chances—but she wasn’t going to put them all out. She’d learned long ago that if there were multiple pens out, people were more likely to walk away with them. If she only left one pen out, it was likely to be left behind. She’d just need to monitor the situation and ensure that, if someone did take it, she replaced it quickly. Weddings were stressful times and a lost pen could be the straw that broke the camel’s back.
She stepped back. Everything was perfect.
For documentary purposes, and for Destiny and their social media, she snapped several photos, quickly sending them to Destiny with the reminder not to post them yet.
“So, is that you all done down here, then?” Abigail asked, a little too intensely.
“For now. I’ll be back when the guests start arriving,” Erin said, slipping her phone back into her pocket. “Is this music going to continue?”
“Yes, unless you’d like something else?”
“No. This is good. The bride will love it.”
“And the groom?”
Erin shrugged. She hadn’t dealt much with Javier if truth be told. “I’m sure he’ll love it too.”
“Of course. One of those grooms that passes everything to the bride to handle,” Abigail said, as if they’d had other weddings like that here.
In Javier’s case, Erin wasn’t certain that it was because he didn’t care, as Abigail’s tone seemed to suggest. Rather, she’d gotten the impression that he was busy and desperate to please Lenore. It wasn’t Erin’s place to judge how couples divided up their labor, but she’d been in the business long enough at this point to have a decent sense of the marriages that were going to make it and those that were just in it for the wedding. She was cautiously optimistic for Javier and Lenore. Lenore was in charge of communicating decisions to Erin, but she mentioned Javier and his preferences every time they discussed anything related to the wedding. He did, in fact, seem to care.
She shrugged. She didn’t need to be getting into a debate with Abigail about her clients. Nor did she need to be extending their time together. “I’m going to finally go get set up in my room. I’ll be back.”
Abigail smiled. “I’ll call if anyone arrives early.”
Erin nodded, thanked her quickly, and headed for the elevators. It was highly unlikely anyone would catch Erin by surprise. She knew almost every flight people were taking to the wedding, especially those arriving early, and she had them all set up in a tracker.
When the elevator doors closed on her, alone in the small space, she breathed a sigh of relief. Overall, things were going smoothly so far. That was really all she could hope for, particularly so early on. If things started going badly before the couple even showed up, it wasn’t a good sign. But, as far as complications went, a coordinator with a crush wasn’t the worst she’d ever dealt with.
Her room was easy to find—close to the elevators, as she’d requested. She couldn’t be in the right place every moment of the day, but she could at least be close to the elevator if she needed it. Besides, her taking a room close to the elevator prevented a guest from being there and being disrupted if too much noise leaked into the rooms.
It didn’t take long upon entering her room to imagine that there would be minimal noise leak through the heavy doors. Still, it would have been helpful if that had been a problem. Her goal was to ensure the best experience for guests, not for herself.
Although… She walked into her room. It was gorgeous. She’d seen enough rooms while setting up to know there didn’t seem to be a bad room in the place, but it was still nice to have her own peaceful retreat while she was working. She was giving up her Christmas for this after all.
Her eyes lingered on the lit-up Christmas tree in the corner of the room by the large window that let out onto beautiful, snow-capped mountains in the distance, and her own fireplace—illusion flames, but still stunning. For one moment, it felt like she wasn’t working at all, simply enjoying her own vacation for Christmas.
But, hey, if she had to work, she couldn’t have asked for a better place to do so.
She pulled her laptop from her bag, set it on the desk, and set about pulling up her flight tracking spreadsheet. No time like the present to ensure everyone was correctly on their way. 



Chapter Five
 
 
Thea’s eyebrows shot up her head as she climbed out of the lodge’s minivan and stared up at the beautiful, imposing chalet-like structure in front of her. Lenore and Javier really had picked the perfect Christmas venue. Well, Javier had. Lenore loved it, too, but the suggestion had come from Javier. Apparently, his family had spent the New Year here once and he’d never gotten over how festive and beautiful it was. Now that she saw it, Thea totally understood why Lenore had jumped at the location, too. Lenore wasn’t much of an outdoorsy person, but you didn’t need to be when the accommodations were this beautiful and luxurious.
“Theodora. A hand?” called one of her great-aunts.
She was the only member of the family who lived in New York, but her flight had coincidentally landed at almost the exact same time as a flight with a bunch of her distant relatives on, coming in from Florida.
In truth, she hadn’t even known this branch of the family had been invited—not until she’d been herded into a minivan with them. She’d been about seven the last time she’d seen any of them in person. There was only one cousin she had any connection to simply by virtue of being online friends who never actually spoke but who politely liked each other’s posts. And, as far as she was aware, Lenore hadn’t seen them any more recently than Thea had. But, she’d never planned a wedding. Maybe this was just the kind of thing you were expected to do when you were getting married.
Thea honestly couldn’t imagine anything worse. If she ever got married, she really hoped her future spouse didn’t want them inviting every single person they’d ever met in their lives. And blood didn’t automatically mean an invitation. At least, not in Thea’s book—not that she’d tell Lenore that. Or anyone else in her family, for that matter. She didn’t need to be fielding uncomfortable, irrelevant questions about a hypothetical wedding she might never even have. It wasn’t as though she’d ever been particularly desperate to make it down the aisle. She loved weddings and she supported everyone who wanted that, but she’d never felt that spark. She’d never met anyone she could imagine wanting to be with for the rest of her life—nobody that she could imagine standing up and declaring her feelings for.
That was one of the many reasons she and Drew never would have worked. They’d been together long enough and Thea’s feelings weren’t changing. She knew it frustrated him. She understood. If she’d have wanted to get married and her long-term partner wasn’t getting any closer to wanting to be with them forever, she’d have wanted out too.
But that was the thing. He wanted to marry her and she wanted out. It was never right for either of them.
She helped her great-aunt Suzanne out of the minivan and towards the door, letting go once the woman was stable and distracted by the building. From Thea’s memory, she was a bitter, cruel woman. One who took any excuse to complain. Thea didn’t have time for that. This was her sister’s wedding, her Christmas, and she wasn’t letting some bitter, distant relative wreck that for her.
She snapped a quick picture of the building and texted it to Mya. Jealous yet?
Mya replied instantly. Are you?? The message was accompanied by a picture of a packed airport terminal with low ceilings and harsh lights.
Mya had decided that making it home to Canada was going to be relaxing and lovely enough that she didn’t care about getting there quickly, and she’d proceeded to buy the cheapest tickets she could find. Thus, she was stuck with two layovers and a ridiculous travel time. But hey, her grandparents doted on her—had since long before they’d taken her in as a teenager—and, from the second she landed, they wouldn’t let her lift a finger, so she really would rest once she arrived.
Plus, she’d be immediately plied with Granny Tremblay’s apple pie and hot chocolate. There were few things in their lives that couldn’t be made better by that.
Ooh. Totally. Wish I were there, Thea replied before slipping her phone away. If she loitered too long, she was sure her snapping great-aunt would have things to say.
Funny how memories from so long ago came rushing back when you met a person again and they appeared not to have changed at all. All she could really hope was that the same couldn’t be said of her. Being the same at seven as you were in your thirties probably wasn’t aspirational—no matter how important it was to hang onto the innocence and fun of childhood.
She followed the crowd of cousins she’d never met into the lobby of the building. It really was gorgeous—sleek, warm wood, and a moody gray floor that made the place modern, all lit by strategic light fixtures and an exceptional Christmas tree. Stunning.
And there, in the center, a giant, acrylic welcome sign. Thea would bet good money the thing was handpainted. They really had spared no expense for this wedding.
A voice—warm and rich and slightly commanding—spoke over the general chatter and Thea wondered what the hell was wrong with her at the chill it sent down her spine.
“Welcome to the Cooper-Perez wedding. Please sign the guestbook and check in at the desk to your right.” Then, seemingly to someone closer to them and not the assembled crowd, “Is that the lot? If there’s more, we’ll send them to check in first.”
“No, that’s the lot for now,” replied a bubbly, friendly voice.
“Fine,” the first voice replied. Thea thought she seemed a lot less happy with working together than the bubbly woman seemed.
By the time the small crowd parted and Thea could see the place the voices had come from, the two women had turned away from her. From behind, it was difficult to tell who each voice belonged to, but she’d put good money on the richer, warmer voice belonging to the woman with the perfect, glossy blowout, unbelievable posture, and polished brogues, while the bubblier voice had come from the woman with strawberry-blonde hair in a swishy ponytail and impressively high heels for someone at work. They had to be good quality. There was no way she was wrecking her feet in bad heels for Lenore’s wedding.
Thea inched closer to the table with the guestbook and was ready to simply sign it in the next available open spot—keeping her message short and sweet, as everyone else in her group seemed to be doing—when someone stopped her right as she took hold of the sleek pen.
“Theodora!” her mother called delightedly.
Thea spun around, slightly surprised by the woman’s pitch and volume. Her parents had arrived days ago, along with Lenore, Javier, and his parents, and, as far as Thea could tell, her mom was absolutely in vacation mode and had helped herself to a drink with lunch—and maybe breakfast.
“There you are, sweetie,” her mom said, scooping her into a tight hug.
“Hey, Mom. Happy Holidays,” she said, her voice slightly strangled by the strength of her mom’s hold. “Have you been working out?”
Her mom laughed, stepping back to look at her. “Psh. Strong girl like you should be able to handle an old woman like me.”
Thea shook her head. “You’re not that old, Mom.” She turned to check that nobody else was waiting to sign the guestbook and was relieved she wasn’t holding anyone up with her tipsy mother. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d seen Estelle Cooper with a drink, let alone tipsy.
“Nothing to fear in aging, Theodora.”
Thea shrugged. Part of her understood what her mom meant, and even agreed, but the realistic part of her knew aging was a gift that wasn’t always plain sailing. “Well, you’re wearing it well.”
“Thanks. I took your advice and started Pilates. I love it.”
“Well, I’m really glad.” She gestured to the hallway around them. “Should I sign this book and get checked in, so we don’t spend all day standing in the entryway?”
Her parents had been odd about that when she was younger. They’d hated when she and Lenore would have friends over and simply greet them in the doorway before leaving. It went against her mother’s sense of hospitality. Apparently, it only took a few drinks to make her forget that, though.
Estelle laughed. “Of course, of course. But make sure you sign in the right place. We saved you a page.”
“You saved me a page? In a guestbook? Does it really matter where I sign it?”
Her mom rolled her eyes. “Of course it does, silly. You’re one of the more important guests. I don’t want you writing a quick, generic message back here with your great-aunt Suzanne. Can you imagine?” She shuddered like the thought was mortifying.
“Mom! You can’t say things like that.” Thea glanced around quickly, checking that none of the ‘less important’ guests heard that. She was relieved they seemed to be out of earshot, but any relief she experienced plummeted through the floor when her gaze was met by the woman with the sleek, brown blowout and perfect posture. She was in earshot.
“Please,” Thea’s mom continued. “If they don’t know the bride’s sister is more important than they are, I can’t help them. Now, sign here. A nice long message congratulating your sister and Javier.”
“Uh-huh,” Thea breathed, still locked into the prettiest eyes she’d ever seen. Even from this distance, they seemed completely alive. They were dark hazel, but they sparkled like gemstones—brown, green, almost gold. Thea had never seen anything like it.
The woman quirked an eyebrow and Thea gulped and looked away, feeling slightly like the whole room was spinning.
She didn’t know what was wrong with her. Perhaps she shouldn’t have made fun of Lenore worrying about jet lag between California and Montana. Clearly, she should have been worrying about it between New York and Montana instead.
“Theodora,” her mother said, slightly more impatiently. “Come along now, you’re holding everyone up.”
Thea relaxed, attempting to shake the weird moment with the woman off, and gestured to the empty lobby around them. “Who, Mom? Who am I holding up?”
Estelle rolled her eyes. “Don’t be difficult, Theodora. Sign the book.”
“I’m signing, I’m signing.” And she did.
She felt like the woman’s gaze was still on her as she wrote as much as she could squeeze onto one page to tell her sister and Javier how excited she was for them, how beautiful the place was, and how much she couldn’t wait for the wedding itself, but, when she was done and looked up, the woman was nowhere to be seen.
As her mom swept her over to the counter to pick up her room key, it was honestly a relief the woman was nowhere to be seen. The sense of being watched had simply been all in her head. She could work with that. It was just a busy, emotionally loaded time, and her mind and body were a little… haywire. She just needed a minute alone in her room to rest and refresh and everything would be fine.
Her mom, however, had other designs for her.
“Can you have my daughter’s case taken up to her room, please?” she asked the guy behind reception as he handed Thea her keycard.
“I can really take it myself, Mom. It’s just a carry-on.”
“Nonsense. You have to come see your sister.”
“Can’t I see her after I take a shower?”
Regardless of what her mom’s answer was, Thea’s suitcase was being taken for her. A bellhop appeared at her side, gently taking control of the small case and quietly communicating with the guy behind reception about where it was going.
“Didn’t you shower this morning, Theodora?” her mom asked critically.
“What? Yes! Of course I did, but I just flew halfway across the country and it might be nice to freshen up.”
“Hm. I’m sure it will be. Later. After you’ve said hello to your sister, her husband, and his family.”
“He’s not her husband yet,” Thea muttered, mostly just to be contrary as she gripped her handbag closer to herself before someone could swipe that from her as well.
“Behave, Theodora,” her mom said darkly before wrapping an arm around her waist and leading her off down a hallway. “We’re all in the lounge.”
“Are we all?” Thea muttered.
“Yes. Lenore, Javier, his parents, Drew…”
Thea’s eyes narrowed at her mom’s tone. The woman had quite some audacity. “Who’s Drew?”
Her mom sighed. “Can we not?”
“I wish we couldn’t.”
She stopped, spinning Thea to look at her. “I know you broke up—well, he broke up with you. But he still loves you, and we want you to be happy. Think about how great it would be if you got back together. You could come back to California, you’d see your sister more, your husbands would be best friends. It would be perfect for you.”
“No. It would be perfect for you.” She took her mom’s hand between both of hers. “I know you hate that he dumped me and getting dumped is some great tragedy, but he simply beat me to it. And it doesn’t matter who did it. We needed to break up.”
“But you’re older now, different. It might work out.”
“It’s not going to because I don’t have any feelings for him, I’m pretty sure he is not still in love with me, and I have a life I love in New York. I’m really, really happy, Mom. I promise.”
Her mom studied her, seeming suddenly more sober as her expression became the far more familiar face of a concerned mother. “If you’re sure, sweetheart. You’re just so far away out there. And the winters are so cold.”
Thea barked a laugh. “What can I say? I kind of like it. Guess I’m just a snow person.”
“Hm.” She scowled. “But you hardly know anyone in New York.”
“I know Mya, I know my colleagues, I have friends. I promise I could not be happier.”
“Love makes everyone happier. Just look at your sister.”
“I’m sure I will in a minute…” She breathed a laugh. “And, if love comes along one day, maybe I will be happier, but Drew is not the way to give me that.”
“Ah, I don’t know,” her mom mused, looping her arm through Thea’s and starting them moving again. “I do think he regrets letting you go.”
“Well, that’s for him to sort out with his therapist, not for you to fix by forcing me back on him.”
“You sure you’re not even a little bit interested? It would be lovely to have you back home.”
“I know you miss me, Mom. I miss you, too,” she said, not pointing out that she could miss her family and love her freedom simultaneously. “But that ship has sailed. I really am the happiest I’ve ever been right now.”
Her mom heaved a heavy sigh. “Okay, if you say so. But, just keep an open mind, okay? Not necessarily about Drew, but just keep an eye open. There will be plenty of eligible men at this thing.”
Thea shook her head, her chin falling to her chest as she let her mom lead her towards the lounge. “Good to know,” she said, not even attempting to cover up how much of a lie that statement was. 



Chapter Six
 
 
The interesting thing about being a wedding planner, in Erin’s experience, was that you tended to get to know people you’d never met—at least the way she operated. Months of emailing back and forth, learning tiny details in the way people messaged her, the choices they made, and how they operated with someone who had been hired to talk to them added up to a patchwork of insights.
Of course, there were those who answered the questions they were asked in a quick, neutral tone, that gave little away, but that still said something about them. There was always something to be discerned in those emails, and it was interesting to see how that played out in person.
While Erin would never admit to it, typically, she’d have a list of guests she thought she’d enjoy and a list of guests she knew she wouldn’t. And she was almost always accurate.
Lenore’s great-aunt Suzanne had been on the latter list for months now. Seeing the woman in person had not changed that in the slightest. She’d refused to ever even speak to Erin. As if Erin was the help and Suzanne didn’t speak to the help. Every email to her had been left unanswered, but her replies had been tacked onto her son’s replies. It was an oddly passive-aggressive move—insist you be included and accounted for, but refuse to speak to the person tasked with catering to your needs. No matter how long she was in the business, Erin would never understand such people.
Weirder still was the fact that, apparently, she had no problem talking to Erin in person. Well, talking to might have been a stretch. Suzanne had no problem talking at her in person.
Erin maintained an impassive expression as she watched Suzanne recount a list of things her room needed. And it was precisely that list that confirmed to Erin that Suzanne wasn’t used to… help. She didn’t ignore Erin because she had a lot of staff and she refused to speak to them. She ignored Erin because she wanted to be that kind of person. The kind of person who thought refusing to speak to the staff made you better than them.
It was Erin’s experience that it, in fact, made you worse. Every person she’d ever met with the money to have staff was always absolutely lovely to their employees. They knew their people were the ones who kept things going and treating them with respect was, well, basic courtesy.
“Are you writing this down?” Suzanne snapped, actually looking at Erin for a brief moment. “I don’t trust the help not to forget.”
She really had never had staff.
Erin waved her tablet. “Speech-to-text. Don’t worry, it’s capturing it all.”
Suzanne scoffed and shook her head. “Wasteful, lazy generation. In my day, that kind of behavior wouldn’t have been tolerated.”
“In your day,” a voice said, cutting in, “didn’t people use shorthand, Aunt Suzanne?”
Erin turned to where Theodora Cooper was standing with her hands clasped behind her back, her head tilted slightly as she looked at her aunt. She was the picture of innocence, but something in her almost sickly-sweet tone told Erin she wasn’t being quite as sincere as she seemed—no matter how much those fiercely green eyes sold the act.
Suzanne faltered, huffing slightly. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”
Theodora shrugged. “Well, it was a process to speed things along and ensure nothing got missed. This is the same kind of thing. The lovely planner here has so many things to be keeping track of, that, this way, she can ensure nothing is missed and everything is recorded exactly as you asked for it.”
Her tone sounded very slightly like she was speaking to a child, even as she forced a certain childish innocence into her own voice, and Erin had to work hard to stifle her expression.
Suzanne floundered for a response as Theodora calmly waited for one. It took a minute, but finally, she said, “Yes, well, we learned a relevant skill. We didn’t just palm it off on technology and let our brains rot.”
Theodora’s eyes went wide. “Wow, Aunt Suzanne, you still use shorthand? That’s so cool! Just like every day or special occasions? And it must be so nice to be so disconnected from all of the technology in the world. You know, TVs, the internet, phones… They really are all just rotting our brains, aren’t they? So great that you’ve avoided getting involved in all of that.”
Suzanne froze, her eyes wild and desperate for escape. Erin was pretty sure she saw a vein in her temple twitch when Theodora smiled wider and bounced slightly on the balls of her feet, no obvious sign that she wasn’t entirely genuine in what she’d said. Erin was sure she wasn’t, though—perhaps because of the smartphone she could see sticking out of Theodora’s back pocket.
Erin waited, absolutely refusing to break the incredible moment of tension between Lenore’s most annoying guest and the sister who had come to her rescue. She’d already been fascinated by Theodora from the look she’d given Erin in the lobby after arriving—and the way she’d taken it upon herself to attempt to censor her tipsy mother—but this just made her even more interesting.
Of course, the gorgeous chestnut hair and green eyes didn’t hurt either, but that was neither here nor there.
Theodora had been sweet over email. She always signed off as ‘Thea’, but her family seemed to exclusively refer to her as Theodora, so Erin had taken to thinking of her as that, just in case you had to wait to be invited into using Thea—and to avoid Lenore correcting her repeatedly. Although, ostensibly, her signing off emails she knew were going to Erin as ‘Thea’ might have been permission. She never addressed them to Erin, though. She consistently sent them addressed, ‘Dear Lenore, Javier, and Team Wedding Planning’. That alone made her emails stand out in a sea of generically addressed messages. The fact that she was always quick to reply, cheerful in her messages, and always provided all of the information requested made her Erin’s dream client. She even went so far as to provide information that hadn't been explicitly requested but that she thought might be relevant.
Erin didn’t expect clients to go above and beyond, or to anticipate her needs—her whole job was about anticipating their needs—but she couldn’t deny it was thrilling to find a client who just got it. She assumed Theodora had a fairly traditional business job from the way she addressed needs, but her tone was so friendly that it seemed at odds with a faceless office. Erin wondered what it was that she did. She was clearly good with people and with handling difficult situations.
Erin narrowed her eyes and shook her head. Theodora was not her client. She was her client’s sister. And Erin did not make wondering about the details of wedding guests’ lives a thing.
Suzanne, meanwhile, seemed not to make thinking a thing.
She was still floundering. Now, she was just looking around frantically and floundering.
Theodora cleared her throat lightly, still bouncing up and down slightly, and clearly not afraid of an awkward silence.
“It looks like Jason needs my help,” Suzanne said with a sniff, before charging off towards the bar.
Erin scanned the bar. Jason—Suzanne’s son—was there, but he didn’t look like he needed or wanted his mother’s help. If anything, he looked like he was hitting on the bartender.
“I’d wager good money she doesn’t realize Jason’s bi,” Theodora murmured, just for Erin.
Erin smirked and turned to Theodora. “Well, aren’t you interesting?” she asked, noticing how Theodora’s voice dropped half an octave when she wasn’t playing innocent with her aunt.
Theodora laughed and looked away, suddenly interested in the view. “You looked like you could use some help… Well, actually, you looked like you could handle it, but she looked like she needed taking down a peg.”
Erin’s eyes ran over Theodora’s face. She had one of the most perfect profiles Erin had ever seen—even as she knew that was an odd thing to think about someone. “Not your favorite aunt?”
Theodora laughed. “Great-aunt, actually, but no. I haven’t seen her in years, but the journey from the airport to here was enough to tell me she hasn’t changed enough to earn that particular accolade.”
“Understandable.”
“Are you supposed to say things like that about clients?”
Erin shot her a conspiratorial look, something that bordered on flirty, even though it absolutely shouldn’t have. “Suzanne isn’t my client, don’t worry.”
Theodora laughed again. It was a soft, sweet sound. “Just don’t let Lenore hear you saying that. She’ll have your guts for garters.”
“Oh, damn. The garter is the one thing she didn’t want me handling for her. Guess I’ll have to keep my thoughts to myself.”
Theodora shuddered. “Yeah, because she’s using one that’s about ninety years old and has been used by… every bride in our family in that time.”
Erin had met more than enough wedding traditions to not have visible reactions to any of them. She had her personal likes and dislikes, but it wasn’t about her. Theodora, however, clearly had a very visible dislike of her particular family tradition.
“Not your thing?” Erin asked.
Theodora shot her a mildly horrified look. “No. Thank you. Lenore thinks I’m ridiculous, but something about the garter, where it goes, what happens to it… I don’t need to be thinking about all of that.”
Erin bit her bottom lip as she laughed, attempting to school her expression and failing. The sheer horror on Theodora’s face was hilarious. “I suppose every tradition isn’t for everyone.”
“I’ll say.” She nodded towards the bar where Jason was being well and truly blocked by his mother in his efforts to get to know the handsome bartender. “Suzanne wore it. Imagine your wedding day and you’re wearing the same garter Suzanne got freaky with.”
“You think Suzanne’s ever done anything freaky?” Erin asked, amused but doubtful.
Theodora shot her an intense look. “It’s always the repressed ones.”
“I thought the saying was that it’s always the quiet ones…”
“Different saying,” she replied quickly, as if it needed saying. “It’s definitely the repressed ones in this case.”
Erin looked her over. “Well, like I said, aren’t you interesting.”
She looked away again, blushing slightly, and it was the first time Erin consciously thought that maybe Jason wasn’t the only queer one in this family.
“You too, Wedding Planner,” Theodora replied, still blushing and looking away, but emphasizing the job like it was an official title.
“You can use my name, you know? I don’t bite.”
Theodora’s head whipped up and something flickered across her face that Erin didn’t quite understand. From the look on Theodora’s face, she didn’t either. “Would that I could…”
“You’ve forgotten it?” Erin asked, amused.
“Um. More like never actually known it.”
Erin raised an eyebrow. “How?”
“Well, your emails were never from you by name, and, you know…” She winced. “Lenore’s weird and only called you The Planner every time I talked to her.”
“You never thought to ask?” She breathed a laugh at the way Theodora was squirming. She really was enjoying the entire interaction far more than she should.
“I did! I tried. I don’t know how, but, every time, Lenore managed to wriggle out of it and hang up on me.”
Erin laughed. “Well, okay then, Theodora Cooper.”
“You can just call me Thea.” Her cheeks were far brighter than Erin thought they should be for the situation, but it was adorable. She’d been so cool with her aunt but was losing it over not knowing Erin’s name.
“Your family calls you Theodora,” she said, more an invitation to explain than a statement.
Thea rolled her eyes affectionately. “Indeed. We’ve talked about it. It doesn’t bother me, it just feels a little like being in trouble. You know? Like I’m a teenager who got caught sneaking out again because everyone else in my life calls me Thea.”
“Snuck out a lot, did you?” Erin asked, and again, it was far more flirty than she was supposed to be. She was never like this while she was working. She was barely like this on the rare occasion she wasn’t working.
Perhaps she should have been checking to see if her water had been spiked.
Thea seemed to recover some of her earlier confidence. She shot Erin a look through narrowed, mysterious eyes and stepped a little closer. “Maybe. But a good girl never tells.”
“You sure about that?” Erin’s voice dropped lower and quieter, something deeply seductive and private. She didn’t miss the way Thea’s breath caught slightly.
“Theodora!” Lenore’s voice called, almost shrill, from in the bar. She felt like the complete opposite of Thea, especially when she spoke like that.
Erin straightened up, realizing she’d been leaning in towards Thea, and looked over towards the bar again. The lighting in there was much more moody than the foyer she and Thea stood in with its panoramic windows and overhead lights. However, it seemed the light hadn’t been enough to prevent Erin from engaging in an ill-advised flirtation with her client’s sister—one that would have been much more suited to a bar. For half a second, Erin couldn’t help but wonder where the conversation would have gone if they had simply met in a bar.
“Lenore?” Thea asked, blushing furiously but attempting to seem relaxed.
Lenore practically bounced her way over to them, barely acknowledging Erin as she grabbed Thea’s hands. “Come, come. We’re doing shots.”
“I don’t want to do shots,” Thea told her, taking half a step back.
“Boring,” Lenore said, dragging the word out as she twirled and twisted like a pleading child. “Come on. Me, you, Javier, and Drew. Just like old times.”
Erin watched Thea take a measured breath. Lenore hadn’t mentioned any interpersonal dynamics Erin needed to be aware of between Thea and the other guests, but it was apparent that whatever good energy had existed between that group of four in the past, Thea wasn’t feeling quite so generous now. Given the fact that she was here and a bridesmaid, Erin could only assume the problem was Drew.
Drew had an… interesting energy over email, but Erin hadn’t interacted with him in person yet, other than checking him off her list when he arrived and putting a face to the name, as she did with all the guests. He was the kind of guy who liked to seem enlightened but occasionally spoke like he thought nobody else could get things done, like he was the chosen one who had all the answers—at least when talking to Erin. She’d been interested to see how he was in person, but Thea’s hesitance to do shots with him had her wondering more than ever whether he was a complete dick in person.
“I had a long flight,” Thea said.
“Yeah, well, you’re the one who didn’t want the jet lag massage,” Lenore shot back.
“Mom and Dad are here. I don’t want to be drunk on shots around them the day I arrive.”
“Please. Mom is already wasted.”
“Yes, so she might need someone to help her.”
“Javier and Drew can handle it.”
“Not if they’re wasted too, they can’t.”
“Thea,” Lenore whined. “It’s my wedding. Don’t be a spoilsport.”
Erin wondered if Lenore only called her Thea when she wanted something.
“It’s your wedding?” Thea faked a gasp. “Today? You should have said something.”
Lenore’s shoulders dropped and she glared at Thea. “Worst sister ever.”
Thea laughed. “Why, thank you.”
“Come. Make it up to me. With shots.”
Thea sighed, giving in. “I’ll come to the bar with you, but I’m not doing shots.”
Lenore grinned and jumped up and down. “Yay! And we’ll see.” She turned and took off towards the bar, trying to drag Thea with her.
Thea resisted, lingering the best she could with Erin. “See you later then… Planner.”
Erin smirked. She knew she shouldn’t be flirting—or doing anything close to it—but she couldn’t resist looking Thea in the eyes, taking a few steps after her to keep her close, and murmuring in a low voice, “See you later, Theodora.”
Thea Cooper, it turned out, was possibly both the best and worst guest at this thing, and the way she shuddered involuntarily at Erin’s words, even as her sister dragged her under the sparkling garlands around the doorway to the bar, was definitely both the best and worst thing Erin could have gotten for Christmas.



Chapter Seven
 
 
Thea locked her room door behind herself, feeling almost too overwhelmed to actually take the room in. It was only the bar shutting down for the night that had managed to coax most of the younger guests off to bed. The more elderly guests had gotten away hours ago, but even having spent the day traveling wasn’t enough for Lenore to allow Thea to slip off to her room.
She was, however, cognizant enough to register that her luggage had made it up to her room without any issues. The last thing she needed would have been showing up to find her clothes and toiletries had been delivered to someone else’s room with no clue as to whose.
While she was honestly desperate to take a quick shower and fall into bed—in absence of the midnight snack she was craving—she wandered over to the floor-to-ceiling window that let out over an incredible view of snow-tipped trees and ski trails. This far out in nature, the stars weren’t shy at all. Thea stared up at them in awe as they glistened in the cold, clear night.
The entire day seemed to crash around her as she finally got to stand still. Travel—which she loved, but which was always going to be chaotic so close to Christmas and for her sister’s wedding—her drunk parents, not being allowed a second away from everyone to sort herself out, being forced to hang out with Drew for hours, and, most of all, The Planner, whose name Thea couldn’t believe she still didn’t know.
Being around Drew was weird, of course—made all the weirder by the looks everyone gave them. Her family really did seem to be counting on some odd, holiday miracle to push the two of them back together, regardless of how Thea felt about that. She hated thinking Drew might be in cahoots with them about it, that he might want that. They could call her callous, but she had no interest in revisiting the past, no matter how much the holiday season and happy sentiment about Lenore’s wedding was clouding their hearts and minds. But the weirdest part of all was the way that, the second The Planner was around, Drew seemed little more than a blip on a distant radar. Nothing with him or her family seemed to matter in the slightest. Indeed, chatting with The Planner had been the only time all day that not one part of Thea had been wishing for a moment alone.
After their intense moment of eye contact in the lobby when she arrived, going over to talk to her at all had been a wild decision, but Thea hadn’t been able to resist. She’d learned who the woman was from Lenore, but that didn’t change the weird magnetism Thea felt around her.
Plus, no matter what she’d told her mother about keeping the sarcasm off the table, seeing an opportunity to put Suzanne in her place had just been too good an offer to refuse. Especially if it came with the opportunity to talk to The Planner.
She pulled her phone out and leaned against the giant window. They were double-glazed, but she could feel the frosty air seeping through her sweater and into her arm as she did so.
“It’s almost three in the morning,” a groggy, husky voice said a moment after the call connected. “Is everything okay?”
“Ah,” Thea said with a slight grimace. “I’m so used to us being in the same place, I… kind of forgot we were in different time zones.”
There was a loaded pause before Mya cleared her throat. “Something must be big if you forgot the times. What’s up?”
She glanced at her watch, fully realizing that New Brunswick was three whole hours ahead of Montana. It made sense—two hours behind New York, and one hour difference between New Brunswick and New York, but she hadn’t really thought about the consequences of that until she was calling her best friend at three in the morning. “Nothing. Doesn’t matter. I’ll let you sleep.”
“Fuck off. I’m already awake. Give me the gossip. I’m getting up to get hot chocolate.”
“No, don’t do that. You’ll wake your grandparents and then I’ll be responsible for getting the whole house up in the middle of the night.”
“I could demolish the entire kitchen and they wouldn’t wake up. They don’t sleep with their hearing aids in. You’re fine.”
“Well, it’s probably freezing.”
“Don’t spend a lot of time around the elderly, do you?” Mya asked with a sardonic laugh. “It’s freezing outside, but, inside, it’s like a toasty little oven.”
“Well… okay… If you’re sure?”
“Like I said, I’m already awake. And you’re calling me at—what time is it for you?”
“Midnight, almost.”
“While I miss our midnight snacks together, too, I’m guessing that’s not why you called. So, shoot. What’s going on? Your sister doing a striptease over dinner? Your mother riding in on a horse? Javier skiing down a mountain with a massive ‘Marry Me’ sign?”
Thea laughed, eyeing the ski slopes and imagining it. Honestly, he probably would do that if he thought Lenore would like it. “No, not quite any of that. Not yet at least. Although, my mom was wasted enough to have tried, I suppose. Good thing this place doesn’t have easily accessible horses, I guess.”
“Mm. I can see it now—Estelle, drunk, on the back of a horse, facing the wrong way, yelling about how her youngest daughter is finally getting married.”
“Thank you for that.” Thea shook her head.
“Seriously, though, what’s bothering you? I can tell it’s something.” The sound of her moving around the kitchen filled the call for a moment as she searched for a mug and pulled the milk out of the fridge. She really wasn’t worried about her grandparents waking up.
“Um. Gladys, I guess.”
Mya paused. “The wedding planner? She’s really called Gladys?”
“I… don’t know.”
Mya huffed. “Thea, I’m going to need more details if you want me to participate in this conversation. It’s three in the morning and you’re hardly being cooperative.”
Thea sighed. “I still don’t know what her name is, but I doubt it’s Gladys, honestly.”
“Because she’s not a sixty-year-old woman?”
“She is not.”
“Okay. So, kinda weird that you don’t know her name, but that’s okay, it’s your first day. What’s the problem?”
Thea’s insides churned. How did she even talk about it? Why did she need to? Maybe it had all been first-day chaos and a little misunderstanding. She hadn’t needed to get Mya up in the early hours to talk about it. It was silly.
“Thea.” Mya’s steady, clear voice cut through the silence. “Whatever it is, I’m on your side. If she purposefully threw wine over you, we’ll deal with it. If she’s making you do stuff for the wedding you don’t want to, we’ll deal with it. If your sister’s assigned you as her assistant, we’ll deal with it. You and me.”
“It’s not… quite that.”
“Okay. So, what is it?” she asked over the sound of a microwave ping.
“She… flirted with me. I think.”
Mya paused. “People have flirted with you before. You work with predominantly men and—regardless of whether they should or not—they flirt with you all the time.”
“Right.”
“But this is different.”
“Yes.”
Mya cleared her throat in a way that sounded less like she needed to cough and more like she was covering a laugh. “Let’s switch to video.”
“Oh, okay,” Thea said as the phone vibrated in her hand. She slid the accept button on Mya’s video request.
“That’s what you’re wearing?” Mya asked, scowling.
Thea frowned. “You’re currently wearing an oversized fleece you’ve had since the 90s.”
She rolled her eyes, cutting the microwave off before it beeped again, and pulled a large, steaming mug from within. “I was in bed. You have a brand new wardrobe you should be wearing to demonstrate how hot you are. And you’re wearing the same thing you flew in, which still looks good, but… it’s travel attire.”
“Believe me, if I’d been given even a minute alone, I’d have showered and changed. As it happens, my mom accosted me the minute I arrived, sent my things to my room, and my family wouldn’t let me leave until the bar shut down and everyone finally went to bed.”
“Weird, but fine, I guess.” She shook her head and climbed into one of the bar seats at the island in her grandparents’ kitchen.
Thea couldn’t help but smile. The hotel was gorgeous, and she loved the Christmas decorations they had up—including in her room—but there was something so magical about seeing that oddly nostalgic wood of the kitchen cabinets that screamed grandma’s house bedecked with garlands, and tinsel, and those little Christmas figurines grandparents seemed to love.
Mya took a sip of her drink and hummed. “So, forgetting your family and outfit, what’s going on with the wedding planner?”
Thea twitched. This was even more difficult on video call. How did she explain that the woman was… magnetic? How did she explain that she flirted back? “I don’t know. It just… was a thing, I guess.”
“A thing you liked?”
She looked away. “I guess? I don’t know. We just were talking, and it was… something.”
“I’m sure she’d be delighted to know she was something,” Mya said with a smirk.
“Not helpful.”
“When have I ever promised to be helpful at three in the morning?”
“I don’t know. It’s just…” Thea sighed heavily. She needed someone to talk to, and she wanted it to be her best friend. No matter what, Mya was going to have her back. It didn’t matter what she said. If she had a little crisis tonight but never wanted to talk about it again, Mya would oblige her. It was fine. “You know, my family seems to be… pushing me to get back with Drew. My mom was drunk but she was going on about how he still has feelings for me. Lenore wanted to do shots, just the four of us again, like old times. I don’t know. They’re all pushing for this thing that feels a million years ago.”
“Right, well, they suck for that. He shouldn’t even be there. Your sister’s just feeling emotional and sentimental right now. Your mom, too, probably.”
“Yeah, I know that. I just wish—”
“They wouldn’t do this. Fair. Valid. They shouldn’t be doing this, regardless of what their motivations might be.” She sipped her drink. “What’s this got to do with the planner?”
“Well, when we were talking…” Thea’s face burned and she wondered whether she might be the one inside the mini oven that was Mya’s family home. “The rest of that didn’t feel relevant.”
Mya smiled and tried to hide it behind her mug, even though they both knew Thea knew her better than that. “It was fun?”
“Yeah. Really fun, honestly.”
“What did you talk about?”
“Um. My family, mostly. Whether my weird great-aunt has freaky sex.”
Mya spluttered into her mug. “Come again?”
Thea waved a hand. “My sister has invited my weird, kind of mean great-aunt to this thing. She was giving the wedding planner a hard time, so I intervened. Not because I didn’t think she could handle it—she looked like she was doing absolutely fine—but just because I detest that woman and wanted to put her in her place. So, then we got to talking.”
“About her sex life.” Mya frowned. “Are you sure “Gladys” was flirting with you?”
“It’s not less weird to call her that just because you air quote it.”
“Noted.”
“But, yes, I’m sure. Pretty sure. Maybe?” Thea chewed her lip. “She asked about my family using my whole name. I told her it felt a little like being in trouble, getting caught sneaking out…”
Mya’s expression shifted and she leaned into the phone, looking interested. “Okay. Better. Go on.”
“She asked if I snuck out a lot.” Thea’s face burned. It had to have been flirting if it made her feel that way.
“That’s the good stuff. What did you say?”
Thea groaned and covered her face with her free hand. “I don’t want to say it.”
“That means it was good. You flirted back!” Mya said through a laugh, looking proud. “Tell me.”
“That good girls don’t tell…”
Mya whistled. “Not bad, Cooper. First time flirting with a woman and you’re nailing it. So, what’d she say?”
Thea dropped her hand, watching Mya despite her embarrassment. “Nothing. Lenore showed up and dragged me away to the bar.”
“Ugh. I’m going to murder your family.”
“Well… Um. Maybe not nothing. As I was… being dragged away. She, uh, said my name.”
“Explain.”
“Like, my full name. Like…” She winced before impersonating the way The Planner had spoken to her, the emphasis she’d put on saying Theodora, the tone, the intimacy of it all…
Mya’s expression lit up. “Shit. She absolutely was flirting with you! Good work. I’m assuming she’s hot?”
“Well, um, she’s very, you know, very, very…”
“Hot. You can say it. It’s fine if you think women are hot.”
Thea sighed. “That’s the thing, though, isn’t it? I don’t. Usually. I’m straight.” Even to herself, it sounded weak.
“Are you?” Mya frowned, put her mug down, and looked serious. “I know that’s what everyone thinks, but, like, do you, yourself, feel straight?”
“I don’t know.” Thea was exhausted with herself. Weren’t you supposed to know these things? Wasn’t she supposed to figure this whole thing out when she was about fifteen, rather than twenty years after that? “I don’t know what that’s supposed to feel like. I feel the same way I’ve always felt. It’s just… there was something about that interaction.”
“Well, you don’t have to make any huge decisions or declarations right now, you know? Maybe just think about what it’s like when you see her, think about how it feels, and go with what feels good.”
“Yeah, I guess… I mean, aside from the fact that I’m… straight, probably, she’s here doing a job. I don’t think she has time to be… entertaining me going wild.”
Mya smirked. “If she’s gay, I’m sure she’s got all the time in the world for that. And I’m guessing she is because she was definitely flirting with you.”
“She’s being paid to be nice to everyone here.”
“You think she spoke like that to, say, Javier’s grandma?”
Thea snorted in surprise, grateful for the break in the tension in her chest. “No. I do not think that. At all.”
“Good, because we’d have to revisit the whole sixty-year-old Gladys thing, and you said you didn’t like that.”
“Yeah, that’s the reason that would be weird.”
Mya laughed. “All I’m saying is maybe you’re not as straight as you’ve been trying to convince yourself you are, and, if you think about it, maybe you’ll see some more signs. Or, you’ll wake up tomorrow, see her, and today will just feel like some emotion-fueled nonsense you can’t figure out. Either way is fine.”
“You think so?”
“I really do.”
“How did you know?”
“That I liked women?”
Thea nodded. “I know you were young, but that kind of feels like when I should have figured this all out, don’t you think? And I was sure I was straight back then.”
Mya shot her a look like it wasn’t worth believing those thoughts. “You’re allowed to figure yourself out any time you want.”
“But, how do you know?”
Mya smiled. “For me, it was Ruby Shah. The day I saw that girl, it was all over for me. I was a kid, but I was in love. Maybe “Gladys” is your Ruby Shah.”
Thea smiled in response to Mya’s happiness. “You’ve never mentioned Ruby before.”
“Yeah, because that would be weird. Still being obsessed with the girl you loved at twelve is both tragic and giving peaked in high school.”
“Hey, some people marry their childhood sweethearts.”
“You think I wouldn’t have mentioned Ruby if she happened to be my wife?” She stared deadpan through the phone.
Thea laughed. “Okay, fair point. Being obsessed with someone you were in love with twenty-odd years ago and aren’t still with is really weird.”
“Thank you. But, for you, we don’t have that problem. Tomorrow, you can see “Gladys”, maybe learn her real name, and maybe fuck her senseless.” She furrowed her brow. “Actually, you’re new and, well, you. She’d probably be the one fucking you senseless.”
“Oh my god. Can we not?”
“What? You like to be in charge? That’s cool too. You know how women work, in a general sense. If she was with a guy when she was younger, you’d definitely do a better job than he did.”
“I cannot believe I call you in a panic about maybe having… chemistry with a woman and this is your response.”
“What do you want from me? You know who I am. Now, tell me that she’s hot.”
“She’s… hot.” Thea ran a hand over her hair, still pulled back into a messy bun from traveling. “I wish I had food. I’m so hungry and I can’t handle this conversation without carbs.”
“They’re not feeding you at that place? With how much it costs?”
“No, they are. It’s just been a day, and dinner was hours ago.”
“Fair. Sneak out, raid the kitchens. There’s bound to be stuff.”
“Pretty sure that’s frowned upon.”
“So? Lenore and Javier are paying a fortune for this thing, they can spare a midnight snack for one person.”
“Imagine if everybody thought like that.”
“I’d tell them all to get lost. This is our moment.”
Thea laughed. “You’re not even here.”
“I am in spirit. Go on. Go look.”
“Well, maybe they have a vending machine or something.”
“A little vanilla, but sure. Let’s go.”
Thea grabbed her credit card and some cash, shaking her head at the hand Mya was waving to urge her on. “I’m going, I’m going.”
Like a teenager sneaking out, she opened her door as quietly as possible and stepped out into the hallway. The place sounded quiet and Mya didn’t say a word, simply sipping her hot chocolate with an amused grin.
Thea headed down the hallway, noting how unnervingly silent the place seemed. However, as she turned the corner for the elevators, she almost shattered the silence with a scream. She managed to stifle it into a high-pitched squeak, but that wasn’t more dignified.
The Planner smirked at her, eyes dancing in the low light from the dimmed sconces. “Sneaking out again, Theodora?” she asked, her voice low and smooth like earlier, only now it felt even more salacious because it was dark and late and they were alone, with Thea being pressed up against a wall.
“Gladys?” Mya called down the line.
Not alone.
“Shit,” Thea muttered, yanking the phone up to her face. “Mya, I’ll call you back. Tomorrow. Bye.”
“Oh, you’d better,” Mya said, cackling, as Thea slammed the screen to hang up the call.
“You, Mya, Gladys… Quite the situation I find you in tonight, huh, Theodora Cooper?” The Planner asked, and everything about her voice and expression and the moment was turning Thea’s insides into Jell-O.
She looked up at The Planner, really not sure what to do. “I was just… looking for food. And, um, Gladys is, well, you.” Thea winced, not really sure why she’d admitted that. Out loud. To “Gladys” herself.
The Planner smiled, warm and amused, looking Thea over. “I can’t wait to hear that story. Go get your coat.”
Thea’s head was spinning. “What? Coat? Why?”
The Planner smirked again. “You’ll see. You can explain why I’m Gladys on the way.” 



Chapter Eight
 
 
Erin was waiting by the front door when Thea reappeared looking confused and still more than a little embarrassed, but bundled up. Lenore and Javier lived in California. Almost all of their guests had come from California—or Florida in the case of terrible Suzanne—so all of them had underestimated just how cold Montana was. They’d brought winter gear, but the kind of winter gear you could buy in California, where it wasn’t likely to actually hit freezing.
Thea, however, was wearing an actual winter coat. Which made sense, given that she lived in New York. It also explained some of the other slight differences between her and her family. She was still clearly part of the group, but there was something about moving to the opposite coast that left a mark on you. You became more New York than LA, Erin supposed. Including when it came to buying winter clothing.
She’d also switched from the sneakers she’d been wearing all day to a pair of winter boots. Thea definitely understood going outside in the winter, in Montana.
Erin was only vaguely amused to see they owned basically the same winter boots. She supposed that was New York life.
“Ready. For… whatever this is,” Thea said, standing in front of her, still looking a little like a caught child.
Erin smiled slightly. “Great. Let’s go.” She turned to open the front door with her keycard. “Nice boots.”
“Oh, uh. Thanks. You too,” Thea said as she stumbled slightly out of the door behind Erin, who pretended not to notice.
The cold air was sharp in the clear night and Erin was glad to have been given access to the lodge’s fleet of 4x4s—well, one of them, at least. She wouldn’t have dreamed of driving anything without four-wheel drive in this weather. Even with it, she’d have to take it easy in case of ice.
She led Thea over to the car, fully aware that when Abigail had given her the key, she hadn’t expected Erin to use it to whisk pretty girls around in the middle of the night.
“You’re driving us somewhere?” Thea asked.
Erin turned as she unlocked the vehicle and gestured Thea inside. “I never go anywhere without knowing where to get supplies all hours of the day and night.”
“What could you possibly need for the wedding that couldn’t wait for tomorrow?” she asked, clambering quickly into the car and shivering slightly. The cold was penetrating even with the coat.
“I don’t need anything,” Erin said, starting it up and turning on the GPS.
“You weren’t up because you were already going out? You had your coat on.”
Even while surprised, Thea was observant. Erin appreciated that.
“I was just doing the rounds. Ensuring everyone got to bed, nobody was passed out in the lounges, or, worse, outside,” Erin explained plainly as she pulled out of the parking space.
The whole sky was intensely dark, even close to the lodge. Nowhere near the kind of light pollution New York had. It made everything feel like a different world, like only she, Thea, and the car existed.
“Is that part of your job description?” Thea asked, no longer embarrassed.
“Do you want to read my contract? In the market for a wedding planner?”
“No. Just curious about whether my sister’s paying you to mop up our drunk relatives.”
Erin laughed. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
“Delightful.”
She hummed. “I suppose, technically, it’s not in the contract—I can’t put it there if I can’t promise to always be available for that. You never know when something might come up that requires my attention, at which point, checking everyone made it back to their rooms is sort of on them—”
“They are grown adults.”
“Even adults let loose and need a little support sometimes.”
Thea relaxed and nodded slightly, leaning closer to Erin as she checked the engine temperature on the dashboard and turned the heat on. The air was still a little cold and they both shivered, but it set about warming up the car quickly.
Thea twisted as much as her belt would allow, her hands tucked up inside the sleeves of her coat, and studied Erin. “So, every wedding, you just… chase after drunk guests?”
“Pretty much. I mean, people are happier when they feel like someone is taking care of all of their needs—and the needs of their guests.”
“That feels above and beyond, honestly.”
Erin grinned. “That’s what makes a service luxury.”
“Luxury, darling.” Thea imitated a posh voice, drawing the sounds out oddly, like a bad English accent.
“Absolutely,” Erin said with a laugh.
“And does luxury include driving siblings of your clients to 24-hour stores at midnight?”
Erin shot her the quickest of looks. “Honestly, I can truly say that you’re the first time I’ve ever done that.”
“That feels hard to believe.”
She shrugged. “What can I say? First time for everything.”
“I suppose,” she said with a furrowed brow, flicking the radio on at a quiet volume.
She scrolled until she found a Christmas channel and let the music play softly as they drove along a vast, empty road in complete darkness outside of the car’s headlights.
“Are you telling me you often have event planners taking you to the store?” Erin asked.
“Ha. No. First time for that.”
“There you go, then.”
“Yeah, but my whole job isn’t… attending to people’s needs like yours seems to be.”
“What is your job?” she asked curiously.
“Data scientist.”
Erin smiled. “Interesting.”
“It’s not that interesting once you start trying to explain it to people. Like, I enjoy it, but people tend to glaze over if I give too many details.”
“I’m sure I wouldn’t, but I was more thinking about how close my guesses had gotten—or how far they were.”
Thea grinned. “What did you think I’d do?”
She shook her head. “Not sure. You were tricky to decipher.”
“Well, we had only met once.”
“I’m very good at figuring people out from their emails, too.”
“Really?” Thea asked, audibly excited.
“Yes, but that’s not the point.” Erin laughed. “You were too happy to seem corporate, honestly, but then you handled your aunt with a kind of cutting niceness that screamed PR or communications or marketing—something kind of corporate. Then, you spoke to me and became… flustered, should we say?”
Thea groaned and ducked her chin into the collar of her coat. “We can call it that, if you like.”
“What would you rather call it?”
“I’d rather not think about it.” She nodded pointedly at the radio. “Nice song.”
Erin hummed, amused, and listened to the choral version of ‘O Holy Night’. “Very nice, indeed.”
“I love Christmas songs.” Thea settled back in her seat. “I love Christmas.”
In her peripheral vision, Erin could see the way Thea stared up at the sparkling night sky contentedly. She quickly pushed away the image of Destiny’s smug face. She was not falling for a… hot sibling of a client.
“Do you hate that you’re stuck at your sister’s wedding for it?” she asked Thea quietly.
“No. She made a few choices with the guestlist that I wouldn’t have, but, otherwise, no. This is an incredible place to spend Christmas, and I’m really happy to be celebrating her and Javier.”
“Suzanne?”
“For a start, yeah.” She laughed as she pulled a half-horrified, half-amused face. “Do you hate that you’re stuck working for Christmas?”
“I knew what I was signing up for. And I get Christmas Day off, technically.”
She huffed skeptically. “Kind of. I know you’ve been organizing that whole day, too.”
“Lenore told you?”
“I mean, she didn’t have to, but yeah, she did.”
“How’d you mean?”
Thea pursed her lips. “I love Lenore, so much, but you've worked with her. She’s sort of just… stopped doing anything and delegated it all to you.”
“That’s my job.”
“I know, I just… It’s Christmas, you know?”
Erin glanced at her again, struck by the emotion in her voice. Lenore was a perfectly fine client. She was lovely, even. Erin didn’t think they’d ever be friends, but she wasn’t even close to being a bad client. She was just a client.
Thea, however, was different. She cared more than you’d expect.
The differences between her and her family weren’t just coastal, or weather preparedness. Although, that wasn’t just a family difference. Erin had never had a client worried about what she was giving up to do the job they were paying her for. That was more like being friends with someone.
“I promise I’m okay working Christmas,” Erin said sincerely. “I usually bring my assistant with me, but I sent her home for Christmas. I know how to set boundaries.”
Thea smiled. “That’s nice of you. I guess my office does a similar thing.”
“How so?”
“They run a… skeleton crew over Christmas and New Year. Basically, you can have the holidays off if you want them off. If you want to work, you can. Then you can take that time off later, whenever you like.”
Erin smiled. “That explains how you’re both New York corporate and not.”
“What?”
“You work at an actually decent company.”
“Oh. Right. Yeah, I was… fussy, let’s say. Fussier than I could afford in the beginning. Ended up sharing the tiniest, shittiest apartment I’ve ever seen in my life with my friend Mya.” She shot Erin a look. “We had bunk beds.”
“Welcome to New York.”
“Indeed.” She laughed. “But I got this job, moved us into a decent apartment, and met my best friend, so it was okay in the end. And, as you say, I have a decent workplace.”
“Hm. So, since you brought Mya up, do I get to ask about the whole Gladys thing now?” Erin asked, laughing.
Thea let out a sound somewhere between a groan and a laugh. “I guess? If you must?”
“Oh, I must.”
If she was going to react like that, Erin absolutely had to know what the whole thing was about. She’d already been itching to know how she’d become Gladys without that reaction.
Thea sighed and slid down in her seat. “Fine. Well, I was talking to Mya about how Lenore wouldn’t tell me your name, and she said we needed to give you a working title in the meantime.”
“And you went with Gladys?” Erin asked with a laugh.
“I didn’t! Mya did.” She covered her face with her sleeves. “We speculated that you were about fifty or sixty because you were so good at your job and established and everything, so Gladys just… fit.”
Erin laughed again. “You didn’t think to just Google my company?”
Thea froze like nothing had ever been further from her mind and she was suddenly realizing how ridiculous that was. “Clearly, I did not.”
“So, what you’re telling me is that you still don’t know my name?”
“I do not,” she said rigidly, and Erin couldn’t help but laugh louder.
“There’s a picture of me on the website and everything. Even a list of facts about me. Nothing too revealing, just a little get to know me section.”
“Of course there is,” Thea said with a slightly strangled voice. “Are you going to tell me your name, though?”
“Maybe it’s Gladys.”
“Maybe it’s not.”
“Maybe. But maybe I like Gladys.”
“You’re, what, early thirties? I think Gladys—lovely though the name might be—had fallen out of vogue by the time you were born.”
Erin laughed. “Thirty-seven, but your point stands.”
“So Gladys isn’t your name?”
“No, but wouldn’t it be fun if it were?”
“No. It would be mortifying.” She shook her head in a way that made Erin both desperate and reluctant to ask what she was thinking.
Erin smiled. “But that does narrow it down a bit for you.”
“How so?”
She pulled into the parking lot of the 24-hour grocery store she’d been driving them to—a chain she’d never been to before, but she wasn’t picky so long as they were open and available.
She parked and turned in her seat to look directly at Thea. “Didn’t you just tell me you’re a data scientist, Ms. Cooper?”
“Yes,” she replied, her blush visible in the parking lot’s floodlights.
“I imagine baby name statistics are one of the most consulted sets of data every year.”
“Uh. Right.” She paused, full comprehension dawning. “Oh. Right.”
Erin smiled. “Ready?” She got out of the car, hearing Thea scrambling to follow after her. She wasn’t sure why, but everything about the woman made Erin feel like an entirely different person—relaxed and teasing and fun.
Destiny’s smug expression popped into her mind again. If she developed a crush on Thea, she really would never hear the end of it.
“You really don’t want anything from here?” Thea asked, catching her up.
Erin shot her an amused look. “Well, probably whatever it was you were hoping to find around the hotel.”
“I was hoping for a vending machine—it wouldn’t have what I was craving, but it would have food. Mya was hoping I’d raid the kitchens.”
Erin raised an eyebrow. “Hard to tell which one of you is the worse influence on the other.”
“I’m a great influence, thank you.”
“Oh, I’m sure.”
She shook her head, walking a little quicker. “Ramen. I want ramen.”
“Nice choice.”
“Yes, and helpful that I won’t have to break into the lodge’s kitchen.”
“Indeed.” Erin could only imagine Thea had no interest in breaking into Javier and Lenore’s room—for obvious reasons—or her parents’ room to use their fully-equipped kitchens either.
Ramen, however, she’d be fine making in her own little kitchenette. Thea had one of the mini suite rooms. A separate bedroom from the small sitting area, equipped with a kettle, microwave, and minifridge. Nothing to rival the suites the rest of her family were in, but perfect for late-night snacks.
They made it into the store, not stopping to pick up a basket or cart, and Thea beelined for the noodles.
Erin followed after her, distantly aware that it was weird. She hadn’t lied—she never had done anything like this with a wedding guest before. She hadn’t even thought twice about it when she offered. It had just felt right. Even now, it didn’t feel wrong. Perhaps because nothing had happened. She could write it off as ensuring all of the guests were fully attended to. Maybe she hadn’t done this before, but she’d gone above and beyond plenty of times. This was just another version of that.
She had to love plausible deniability. I wasn’t flirting, I was being friendly.
“Do you like soy flavor?” Thea asked as she picked up a multipack.
“Do I? Is that relevant?”
She glared at Erin. “You think I’m going to let you drive me all the way out here in the middle of the night and not invite you in for the spoils?”
Midnight private dining—even if it was just ramen—definitely felt like it was pushing the bounds of that plausible deniability.
“You don’t have to do that,” Erin insisted.
“And you didn’t have to bring me here. So. Soy?”
Erin sighed and gave in. “Soy is good.”
“Good.” She grinned before turning and walking back down the aisle. “Cheese? Vegetables? Chips?”
“Sorry?”
“To go with it. Or, in it?”
“In it?”
Thea laughed. “You don’t eat ramen a lot, do you?”
For the first time, Erin felt herself blush slightly. “Not from a package, honestly. Not since I was a student.”
Thea shot her an amused, knowing look. “We’re getting cheese and chips.”
“Why?”
“Because you need to try them. The cheese is pretty classic. American cheese in your ramen. Classic.”
“Like burger slices?”
“Exactly.”
“And that’s classic?”
“Yes.”
“I have never seen that where I get ramen.”
Thea laughed. “Of course you haven’t. But you’ve got to mix it up. Branch out.”
“You’re telling me there are restaurants that do that?”
“One hundred percent.”
“Interesting.” Maybe she did need to branch out a little.
“The chips are just because I love them crumbled on top of ramen. The contrast in textures. Soft noodles, rich broth, crunchy chips… Divine.”
“I’ll… take your word for it.”
“You won’t have to for too long.” She turned and winked at Erin.
It honestly felt like the floor dropped out from under her for a second. She’d never met anyone who put her on the back foot like that. Erin’s whole life was built on being organized and in charge, and she was losing it over a cute girl and ramen? What was going on?
Thea grabbed cheese slices and a bag of chips. Then, while they were heading to check out—which was easy enough in the mostly empty store—she shot a speculative look at Erin. “So, 1987…”
Erin grinned, feeling in control of something again. “Yes?”
“Jessica? Ashley? Jennifer?”
“Data scientist indeed. You just know those off the top of your head?”
“Everyone knows those when you’re thinking about popular eighties baby names. I went to school with about ten of each.”
Erin laughed as she grabbed a bag of Christmas candy for their haul. “Me too, actually. But no, I’m not one of them. Right thinking, wrong names.”
“So you do have a popular eighties name?”
“Pretty popular. Not Jessica popular.”
“Okay, so, top one hundred, for sure. Probably top fifty.”
“You really could just look me up,” she said, taking each item from Thea and scanning it.
“But where’s the fun in that?”
Somehow, Erin felt like that was Thea’s mantra. At least, it was how she felt around Thea—inexplicably like everything was just a little more fun and a little more adventurous.
Driving Thea to the store in the middle of the night on a whim probably wasn’t the best idea Erin had ever had. Flirting with her probably wasn’t the best idea. Erin should be keeping her distance, staying professional, and treating Thea like every other client—or every other client’s sibling.
But where was the fun in that? 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Waking up to the remnants of last night wasn’t the best decision Thea had ever made. If she’d cleared away all of the evidence, she might have been able to refrain from thinking about it. As it was, the remaining packages of noodles were sitting on the sideboard, a bag of half-eaten candy cane Kisses was on the coffee table, and the sofa just looked like two people had been sitting on it until far later than they should have.
It wasn’t like anything had really happened. It was just that something had. Thea had run into a woman whose name she still, inexplicably, didn’t know, said woman had whisked her off on a nighttime adventure, and she’d invited that very same woman up to her room at one in the morning for snacks, and chatting, and sitting a little too close together on her sofa while lit by nothing more than the glowing fire and the moon outside.
It felt like a date.
She shook her head and stashed the ramen and chocolate in a cupboard. She’d bought the multipack to have snacks on standby. Now, they just felt like a hanging invitation, like The Planner was going to come back.
The worst part was that Thea wanted her to.
She loved the flirting and the closeness. It wasn’t really a date, and yet, it felt like the best one she’d ever been on. There was nervousness and electricity. There was the magic of a cold, December night, just the two of them and the drive and the music. It felt like something and Thea found it impossible to deny wanting that something.
Maybe she really wasn’t straight after all. Maybe that was the reason she’d always hated people assuming she was.
That made sense. If, deep inside, your body knew you weren’t straight but you’d spent your entire life trying to convince yourself you were, as people told you you were, of course that secret, truthful part of you would rebel.
It really would have been easier if she’d figured that out earlier.
She attempted to put all of the nervousness, confusion, and excitement away and get ready for the day. After all, this trip wasn’t about her flirting with a beautiful woman. It was about Lenore, Javier, and their wedding. And, today, they had plans.
Actually, they had plans for the group every day. Ones The Planner had definitely coordinated.
Thea wondered quickly whether that meant she’d also be participating…
After forcing herself through her morning routine and texting an incredibly curious Mya back, she headed for the elevator down to breakfast.
Lenore had already texted her reminding her of the assembly time and place. Thea could only assume it was a generic message sent to everyone. Thea wasn’t known for being late or unreliable, and Lenore wasn’t known for timekeeping and managing everyone.
It had the hallmarks of The Planner all over it.
There was a line of people already waiting for the elevator, and while, ostensibly, they were family, Thea was in no mood to chat. She needed to sort her head out before the day’s activities.
She hadn’t taken the stairs yet, but they weren’t exactly difficult to find, and, the second she found them, she wondered why she hadn’t used them yet.
The thick, wooden banister was enrobed in lush garlands, filled with berries, pinecones, and lights. It felt like walking through a movie set. Thea loved every second of it, especially when it opened up into one of the grandest staircases she’d ever been on. Everything about this place was a Christmas wonderland, and she loved it.
Feeling slightly better, she headed to breakfast, loading up her plate like her life depended on it. What could she say? She loved breakfast, and the hotel made an incredible one.
A lot of the guests were sitting in large groups, chatting, but Thea wanted just another moment to herself, so she headed through an archway with her tray towards a lounge that seemed to host board games.
She was planning to sit looking out of the window, but as she walked to a table, she noticed that it provided a line of sight towards reception. Ordinarily, that would only push her to face the window more. As it happened, though, it provided a perfect view of The Planner.
She’d clearly already been up and at ’em for a while—impressive for how late she’d stayed in Thea’s room—and she was receiving and directing numerous large deliveries that could only be for the wedding. There was something so mesmerizing about how smoothly she handled everything. A serious expression on her face as she checked her list, made notes, and kept everything in order. Even from this distance, it was clear she was the center of everything—everything ran through her and every other person in the lobby was relying on her to tell them what to do without even having to think.
Thea sat with her back to the window, mesmerized as she picked absently at her breakfast. She really wanted to know The Planner’s name. For the first time, she started to wonder whether she should just look up the website. But it was a game now. It was their thing—a little back and forth. A little tension, a little teasing.
A little something Thea could do for the rest of her life and never get bored of.
She startled when the chair opposite her was pulled back.
Javier laughed apologetically. “Forgive me. I didn’t realize you were so lost in your own thoughts.”
Thea fought the embarrassment. So long as he didn’t think she was obsessively watching his wedding planner, everything was fine. And why would he be thinking that? As far as everyone knew, she was straight.
“Are you doing well?” Javier asked in his concerned doctor voice when she didn’t respond.
Thea smiled warmly. “Yes, sorry. Just… enjoying how beautiful this place is.”
He grinned. “We’re so happy to have you here. It’s been too long, Thea.”
She smiled in a self-deprecating kind of way. “My fault, of course. I haven’t been back to LA in a minute.”
“The sun is good for you. You should come home more often.”
She laughed. “Are you supposed to say that, you know, as a doctor?”
He waved a hand through the air. “Wear sunscreen. It has mental health benefits and provides vitamin D. I can’t imagine you’re getting much of that during those New York winters.”
“Don’t worry. I have a doctor.”
“And we’re family, I know. But I worry about you.”
“I promise I’m good.” She smiled, looking him over. “You look well, Javier.”
He relaxed back in the chair. “A few days off with the love of my life and all of our friends and family is doing the world for me.”
“I can imagine. When was the last time you took a vacation?”
He groaned. “Oh, don’t bring that up around my abuela. She’ll kill me.”
Thea held her hands up. “She won’t hear a word from me. But, between the two of us, I think she might already suspect.”
“Suspecting is not knowing. We’re good so long as that stays true.”
Thea laughed and took a bite of her breakfast potatoes. “Fair enough. I’m glad you’re getting this break, though.”
“Believe me, me too. I feel like Lenore has been alone in organizing all of this. I’ve started things by being a terrible husband.”
“That’s not true. You adore her. And this place has you all over it, too.” She cleared her throat. “Plus, you know, the wedding planner seems really… competent.”
He laughed. “You’re not kidding. She’s an absolute godsend.”
Thea smiled. “Lenore said the same thing. See, you two are on the same page.”
His smile softened, his gaze slipping somewhere far away, and Thea knew he was thinking about Lenore. He really did love her sister. It made Thea so happy for them.
That was what she’d always wanted for herself. Not whatever it was people were trying to push with Drew.
She worked hard not to look back over at the lobby.
A voice called over in Spanish to Javier. Thea’s Spanish wasn’t perfect by any stretch, but she knew enough to know it was his dad asking for help using the coffee machine. Thea couldn’t help but be amused by how things never changed. Mr. Perez had never been a fan of coffee machines. He loved the coffee, but she’d heard him ask at least ten times how to use the coffee machine in his own home.
Javier shot her an apologetic look. “Forgive me, mija.”
She smiled, shaking her head. “Your father and his coffee machines call.”
He stood up before his eyes lit up. “But, apparently, I was about to be replaced anyway.”
“What?” Thea turned as Javier strode purposefully away—with far more purpose than his father needing assistance required, at least to Thea’s mind.
Thus, she wasn’t surprised, only disappointed, when she found Drew approaching her table with his own breakfast tray. Of course.
She’d mostly managed to avoid having any specific conversations with him yesterday—by the time Lenore had dragged her off to the bar, there were so many people in their group that she’d barely spoken to Lenore or Javier, let alone Drew.
Now, however, he seemed insistent upon ruining her lovely breakfast.
Perhaps that was unfair. She didn’t have confirmation that he was actually considering wanting her back. That could entirely be her family’s convoluted hopes.
“Good morning, TeeTee,” he said, sitting down without being invited.
Something inside of her cringed at the old nickname. She’d never adored it, but she’d never hated it the way she did now. To Thea’s mind, when you broke up, all of those things got left behind. It was poor form to whip them out again when you next saw each other as it suggested an intimacy that no longer existed.
The version of her Drew had known suddenly felt like an entirely different person indeed.
“Drew,” she said, politely but significantly less warmly than he’d greeted her.
He laughed before nodding at her plate. “Someone’s hungry.”
She hummed. It wasn’t an insult, but it felt judgmental. It had always been a million tiny comments that didn’t quite sit right. Nothing breakup-worthy, but not nice. She wanted someone who went to the store with her at midnight to buy ramen, cheese, chips, and chocolate. Someone who didn’t judge her midnight snacks—and midnight snacks were serious business in the Mya-Thea household. She wanted someone who understood that she ate a balanced diet and they didn’t need to comment on the times she was particularly hungry or enjoying her food.
“Yes,” she said simply.
He smiled. “No judgment. Just wondering if it’ll make you sleepy for today’s plans. Lots happening, after all.”
“We’re going skiing. I’m pretty sure it’s good practice to ensure you’ve eaten enough before doing that.”
“Yeah, it is. But let me know if you need any pointers on a meal plan suited to the week’s activities.”
“I think I can figure it out, thank you.”
He smiled again, no hint that he was being consciously overbearing. “Well, let me know anytime. I’m just thinking about your well-being. Wouldn’t want anything happening to you.”
Everything about it sounded like he truly believed that. Maybe he did. Maybe he was like this with everyone. Maybe this was how he tried to show he cared. Maybe it was just weird because things were weird between them now.
Thea hadn’t really thought about how weird seeing each other might be—least of all when others wanted them back together. It had been so long since the breakup and she was so over the whole thing that it hadn’t occurred to her that it might be hard or complicated. Maybe he was just trying to find a way for them to be… friendly, and, since they were eating, that was the obvious choice of discussion.
She relaxed. If that was all it was, she could deal with it. It was weird, but maybe that’s why Mya had been so concerned about this whole thing. Maybe Thea was the weird one, thinking it would just be fine because she wanted it to be.
“So,” Drew said, pushing food around his plate, “how have you been?”
Thea watched him—the nervous action, the tension around his eyes. He really was anxious. She hadn’t expected that.
She took a breath, smiling gently. “Good. Things are good.”
“Yeah? You’re happy?” He avoided her gaze.
“I am, yeah.” She tried not to be too emphatic so as not to insult him, but even she couldn’t pretend to be sad just because she was talking to an ex she was happier without. “And you?”
“Yeah, good. Things are good. Pretty weird without you ever being around, but I guess we’re all here now.”
She nodded. Was it really weird, years after a breakup? They’d been together for a while, sure, but now they’d been broken up for over half as long as they were together. Surely things shouldn’t still be weird?
“You always did like Christmas,” he said, gesturing around himself.
“I did.” She narrowed her eyes, noticing the slight mocking in his eyes. He’d enjoyed Christmas well enough, but he’d never loved it like she had. He thought they were too old to be excited over every little thing.
Thea had gone all out the first Christmas she was in New York and finally living with someone who didn’t find every little Christmas light to be mildly annoying. She’d never looked back and she’d tried not to allow her past with Drew to interfere with potential future relationships, but she’d also never told a date how much she loved Christmas since. Not that any of them had been remotely serious.
Well, she supposed she’d told The Planner last night. That didn’t count though. That wasn’t a date.
Drew leaned across the table towards her. “I will admit it’s pretty nice in this place. Suits it, you know? Although, the stairs are a little too much for my taste.”
Thea laughed. “Not for mine.”
And that was them all over, wasn’t it? Neither wrong, just two people on very different paths, with very different tastes.
He smiled, a little apologetically. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to—”
“Thea!” a small child screamed, barrelling towards her.
Thea laughed, jumping up in time to scoop up six-year-old Valentina Perez, who was covered in snow from clearly having jumped straight in it outside.
“I’m here and I missed you so much,” she told Thea, holding on impossibly tightly for such a small child.
“I missed you too,” Thea replied. “Even if you are covered in snow.”
She giggled adorably. “I made a snow angel outside.”
“Without your coat?”
She pulled back, nodding. Her expression clearly gave away that she knew she’d done something mischievous.
“Well, let’s brush it off,” Thea said, adjusting her grip to be able to brush off some of the rapidly melting snow. It was warm enough inside that they’d evaporate quickly.
“Uh, Thea?” Drew said, polite but uncertain.
She turned back towards him. “Sorry. I’ll be back in a minute.”
Still holding Valentina, she walked towards the lobby and Valentina’s parents, Arturo and Nayeli. Arturo was Javier’s older brother, but, by virtue of the family also living on the East Coast, Thea saw a lot more of them than she did Javier or her own sister. It was no secret between the three of them that Arturo and Nayeli were happy to have her close. With the Perez family mostly in California, and Nayeli’s family mostly in Mexico, they were grateful to have some family nearby for Valentina, and Thea absolutely adored her.
“Thea,” Nayeli said warmly as she put down her suitcase and spotted Thea and Valentina approaching her. “No surprise the first thing Valentina spotted inside was you.”
Thea put her forehead to Valentina’s. “I’d have been devastated if I wasn’t.”
Valentina giggled happily, holding Thea’s face in both her hands.
Thea kept hold of Valentina as she hugged Nayeli and Arturo—the three of them catching up as if it had been more than a few weeks since they’d last seen each other. And, as they slipped into Spanish, Thea struggled to keep her blush away when she noticed The Planner watching them, her face no longer cool and controlled but soft and warm.
Thea might not have gotten the opportunity to speak to her since last night, but she loved being able to impress someone so impressive.
Maybe she just loved impressing The Planner. Maybe she just wanted all of that woman’s attention no matter what she was doing.
Arturo glanced around surreptitiously and lowered his voice. “So, tell us, how are things with Drew?”
Thea groaned, even though she knew they weren’t hoping the two of them would get back together like her mother was. Apparently, everyone but her had known this was going to be weird. She’d so wanted to be adults and over it, for it to be casual and unimportant. But here they were.
“That good, huh?” Nayeli said, stepping a little closer.
“Who is Drew?” Valentina asked.
“Uncle Javier’s friend,” Arturo said at almost the exact same time Nayeli said, “Someone Auntie Thea used to be friends with.”
Valentina nodded wisely as if she understood all of the complexities of the situation.
Thea loved that kid.
“My mom’s on a whole thing about—” she started, but Arturo cut her off.
“Believe me. We’ve heard.”
Thea frowned. “You have?”
Nayeli rolled her eyes. “When Javier isn’t working, he loves a gossip.”
“Of course he does. Fabulous.”
Arturo clapped her on the back. “But don’t worry. We’re here now. And we can help form a shield around you.”
Thea laughed. “You’re coming skiing when you just arrived?”
“Oh, absolutely not. We’re relaxing, showering, eating…”
“The breakfast spread is amazing.”
“But, for the Christmas market later, we’re there. By your side.”
Thea laughed. “I appreciate that. I suppose it’s fair. Five or six hours in the air, with a child, and an overnight layover… I suppose I can ski alone.”
Nayeli laughed. “We believe in you. But not enough to give up sorting our lives out.”
“Speaking of.” Arturo gestured to the counter. “Should we check in?”
“I want to do it,” Valentina announced, wiggling down from Thea’s arms and racing towards the concierge.
“Well-traveled children be like…” Thea said to Nayeli as she laughed and followed her daughter.
As they left her alone, the realization that she had to go back to breakfast with Drew hit her and she scrunched her face up. When she opened her eyes, however, it was to find The Planner watching her with a smile, somehow still directing everyone around her.
She stepped away and towards Thea, keeping her voice low. “Good with kids and fluent in Spanish? Impressive, Cooper.”
“Not fluent. I just… know enough to get along.”
She smirked. “My Spanish is good enough to know you’re better than you’re letting on.”
Thea blushed. “Good to know.”
She wondered whether that meant she also knew more about the whole situation with Drew than Thea would have wanted to bring up. Although, there was also the possibility she’d already heard the whole thing from Lenore.
The Planner’s phone rang and she pulled it out from under the tablet she was working from. “Excuse me a second.” She grinned knowingly and curiously as she answered. “Erin Foxglove.”
It took a stunned moment for Thea to realize she finally knew The Planner’s name. Erin. Erin Foxglove.
Foxglove hadn’t just been a pretty business name. It was her name.
Erin Foxglove of Foxglove Weddings.
It was magical and perfect and somehow suited to both someone who made beautiful weddings and someone who was so perfectly in control.
Thea finally knew her name and breakfast with Drew felt a million miles away. It might just have been the best day ever.
Erin, she thought again, almost dying on the spot when Erin smiled at her. 



Chapter Ten
 
 
Erin finished setting up the chairs for the service alone, having shaken off Abigail by insisting she could handle it. That was the benefit of the couple essentially renting out the entire venue for a week before the wedding—plenty of time to set everything up. Nobody else was getting married there and the room wasn’t going to be used for anything in the meantime.
She crossed it off her checklist. The preparations for the day seemed a lot less stressful and rushed than she was used to, but she couldn’t stop her mind from constantly operating like she was on an unforgiving clock. That was how she got things done and she wasn’t giving it up for one wedding with a more relaxed timeline.
Of course, from here, there wasn’t much she could do. Most of the decorations were live florals. There were a couple of things she could still bring in, but, overall, the room was just going to have to wait until the florist delivered.
She covered everything in dust clothes to keep it clean and headed out of the room, locking the door behind her. She wasn’t one to take chances on guests wandering in and ruining her hard work.
The coast was clear of Abigail, deliveries, and any guests needing things from her as she headed up to her room, ready to follow up with her next items via email. Lenore and Javier had told her to enjoy the time before the wedding, to join some of the planned activities. However, that wasn’t really how Erin operated when she was on the clock. It hadn’t even occurred to her that she would want to join the guests in their bonding activities—not until she’d met Thea, at least. But that didn’t make it a good idea. If anything, it made joining them a worse idea.
She made it back to her room and found herself craving the chocolates she’d left in Thea’s room. Although, she couldn’t quite be sure if it was the candy itself or the situation she was craving.
She locked her door, grabbed her laptop, and settled into the armchair by the window. Even she had to admit, it wasn’t a bad way to work.
She didn’t have the same view Thea had over the ski slopes, but she knew they were out there—the group, but most importantly, Thea. Erin couldn’t help but wonder if Thea already knew how to ski or snowboard, or if she was going to be learning for the first time ever.
Privately, she’d wondered whether skiing followed by a trip to a Christmas market was too much in one day, especially the day after most people had arrived, but it wasn’t her place to argue with her clients. They’d requested the events, it was her job to simply arrange them.
She pushed Thea out of her thoughts and concentrated on her emails. She’d gotten through five of them before her phone was ringing again and Thea was back on her mind. The look on her face when Erin had answered the phone had been hilarious—the slight delay, followed, finally, by recognition.
This time, however, she knew who was calling.
“Destiny,” she said as she answered the phone.
“Hey, Boss,” Destiny responded in a purposefully light tone.
“Oh, no. What’s wrong?”
Destiny sighed. “How did you know?”
“I always know.”
“You really do.”
“What is it?”
Destiny cleared her throat and lunged into a description of some demanding customer who had not stopped leaving messages on the answering machine for the last three days, and how Destiny had tried to talk to them to smooth the situation over before leaving for Christmas, but somehow, that had seemed to only make things worse.
Erin wasn’t surprised. For every great client she had, there were always those who took things too far. Half of the time, it wasn’t even the client, just a meddling relative or friend the client would likely have a better wedding without.
She nodded and took notes before asking for the phone number and saying she’d sort it. Given that the person calling had refused to give a name, and it wasn’t a number Erin already had in her phone, she could only imagine it was an unfairly disgruntled relative. Not really what she needed, but dealt with easily enough.
Destiny sighed in relief. “Thank you so much. I’m really sorry, I know you have a whole wedding going on right now, but I didn’t want to leave with them still calling.”
Erin waved a hand through the air. “You did the right thing.”
“Great,” she said, sounding much more relaxed. “So, that’s taken care of? It’s off my plate?”
Erin scoffed lightly. “It’s off your plate.”
“Fantastic. How’s Montana?”
“Cold. A little snowy.”
“A little snowy?”
“It’s not snowed in over twenty-four hours.”
“Shocking.”
“Don’t worry, there’s more coming tonight. A lot more.”
“There you go. What’s the point in being in Montana if it’s not a winter wonderland?”
“Still plenty of snow on the ground.”
Destiny laughed. “Good. And how’s the couple? How are the guests?”
“No complaints.”
She groaned. “Erin, come on. Give me something. It’s me. I’m not some client.”
“Technically, you’re my employee.”
Destiny scoffed. “And we’re all so concerned about that.”
“Professionalism is important.”
“I was your best friend long before I was your employee. Now. Give me the details.”
Erin sighed. “The couple is perfectly fine. Everything is running smoothly. For the most part.”
“What does that mean?”
Erin ran her fingers through her hair. “Are we really doing this?”
“Are we really best friends?”
She laughed. “Fine. Just a slightly awkward crush from one of the staff.”
“Ah, you’re popular in Montana?” She laughed. “I mean, you’re popular in New York, so who’s surprised?”
“I am not popular.”
“Refusing to date doesn’t make you unpopular.”
“Well, it’s not relevant. I’m not interested in her.”
“What’s her name?”
Erin sighed again. “Abigail.”
“Yeah, can’t see you with an Abigail.”
“What?”
“What? Can you? Erin and Abigail? Really?”
Erin found herself suddenly defensive over a relationship she didn’t even want. “What’s wrong with that? They sound fine together.”
“I thought you weren’t even interested? What difference does it make?”
“I’m not interested.”
“Oh,” she said, drawing the word out in a knowing way. “But you are interested in someone. Is her name Abigail too?”
Erin rolled her eyes. “No.”
“No, you’re not interested in anyone, or no, her name is not Abigail?”
“Just no.”
“Okay, clearly her name is not Abigail. Good to know. But, if you’re trying to lie to me about there not being anyone, would you like me to pretend I believe you?”
“I could fire you, you know?”
She cackled with laughter. “Yeah, right. So, hot MILF?”
“Jesus Christ, Destiny. No.”
“Shame. I would have enjoyed watching you eat your words.”
Erin didn’t doubt that was true. “Nothing to eat.”
“No? So not a hot cousin?”
“No.”
“Friend?”
“No.”
“Sibling?”
Shit.
Erin cleared her throat. “No.”
“Liar,” Destiny said, laughing. “You really went all the way out to Montana and fell for your client’s sibling.”
“I did no such thing.”
“So, you’re telling me there’s not a drop-dead gorgeous sibling out there?”
“I don’t remember you asking me if there was, so how could I remember telling you that?”
“Being tricky isn’t going to get you out of this. You should just relax. Have a little fun. Get yours.”
“I’m not getting anything,” Erin insisted. “They’re paying me to do a job and I’m not jeopardizing that.”
“Hey, what you do after dark is your time. It’s none of their business. And I’m sure the sibling in question would feel the same way.”
Erin thought about that. It certainly felt that way last night. Just her and Thea and nothing to do with anyone else. As far as she could tell, Thea hadn’t even mentioned it to anyone else. Although, clearly, the two people she was closest to had only arrived today and had a child in tow, so filling them in on her late-night escapades probably wasn’t top of the pile.
Plus, there was Mya. Thea’s best friend who she’d been on the phone with when she and Thea had run into each other. Mya probably knew. But Mya wasn’t there. Mya wasn’t paying for Erin’s services. Her opinion on the whole thing didn’t matter.
Erin cleared her throat. “When you’re being paid to stay at a resort with all of the guests, it’s somewhat debatable whether you really get to clock off.”
“You’re being so ridiculous about this whole thing right now.”
“Her sister is paying for my services. It’s complicated.”
Destiny giggled. “And I’m sure she’d love your services too. Just, the unpaid kind.”
“How highbrow of you.”
“Oh, relax. We both know if she showed up at your room tonight, begging for you to service her, you’d jump right on it.”
“I would not,” Erin insisted, not completely sure that was true.
She thought about when they'd sat close together on Thea’s couch last night. The light low, the fire glowing, the taste of peppermint chocolate on both their lips… If Thea had leaned in, Erin knew she wouldn’t have even tried to resist her. She’d wanted to taste that peppermint on Thea’s lips.
“Whatever,” Destiny scoffed. “So, what’s her name?”
Erin hesitated. “Thea.”
“And I’m guessing she’s hotter than Abigail?”
“I’m not really about pitting them against each other.”
“So chivalrous. I, however, am. So, if you’d like to give me some characteristics, I can paint a better picture.”
“I would not like that. At all.”
“Boring.”
“Is she blonde?”
Erin thought about simply hanging up but she knew Destiny would call her straight back. “I’m not telling you anything.”
“Don’t make me imagine her looking like Heather.”
“Ugh. She looks nothing like Heather, thank you very much.”
“Great. Great start. Personality like Heather?”
Erin actually thought about that question. The two couldn’t be further from each other, really. It was nice. Thea was fun and funny, but in a way that gelled with Erin’s usual seriousness. She took Erin’s work seriously, and she understood what it took to hold down a job. But she made life outside work interesting and exciting. She was intelligent and sweet, thoughtful and sarcastic. She made Erin feel alive and seen but in a way that felt safe, not in a way that terrified her and risked everything she’d built.
In truth, Erin wasn’t sure she’d ever met anyone like Thea. Women like Thea didn’t come along very often in her experience.
That didn’t really help, though.
“No,” she said firmly. “She’s nothing like Heather.”
“Fantastic. Marry her.”
“For God’s sake, Destiny. I’m not going to marry her. I only just met her, nothing has happened, and I’m her sister’s employee. For all intents and purposes, I’m her employee right now.”
“Oh, kinky bit of roleplay? I like it.”
“Fuck right off.”
Destiny laughed again, the sound echoing in the hallway as she left the office. “Okay, so she’s sweet. That’s good. You deserve sweet. You need sweet.”
“I don’t need anything.” She paused. “How did you get sweet from that?”
“Well, because you got protective when I speculated about her being kinky.”
“What?”
“Not once in the entire time you were with Heather did you feel the need to protect her like that. You made excuses for her. You told me she was sweet, but it was…” She sighed. “Well, we all know what it was. She wasn’t sweet. She didn’t prompt that same response from you—and rightly so. I’m just glad you’ve found someone sweet.”
“I haven’t found anyone. Aren’t you listening? Nothing has happened.”
“Not yet, but give it time. You like her, she likes you.”
“Oh, have you met her?”
“She obviously likes you. Everyone likes you.”
“Everyone thinks I’m… commanding.”
“You are. It’s your job. That doesn’t stop people from being attracted to you, though. In some cases, I actually think it helps. But this isn’t just about whether she thinks you’re hot. You wouldn’t be this… soft over someone who was giving you nothing back emotionally. It’s not your style.”
Erin deflated slightly. It was always terrifying when your friends seemed to know you better than you knew yourself, when they put together the pieces of your life to tell you truths you’d never even been aware of. Destiny was scarily good at it.
“And it’s not hurting anyone,” she told Erin. “Seriously, just flirt a bit, after hours if you must, and see where it goes. A little… holiday fling.”
Thea wasn’t the kind of person you had a fling with. Erin wasn’t into flings to begin with, but Thea wasn’t fling material. She was—
Erin shook her head. She was not being lured in by Destiny’s nonsense. “I’m working. We can be friendly, but that’s all.”
“Okay, well, keep her number and text her afterwards.”
“Creepy and illegal, Destiny. And, if I find out you’ve been taking customers’ numbers from their files to hit on them, I will definitely fire you.” She didn’t really think Destiny would do anything close to that, but she really didn’t like the suggestion she should do that, no matter how unserious a suggestion it was.
“Please, I manage the social media. I have my own accounts linked. If people want to contact me, they slide into my DMs and I message them back after hours.”
Erin closed her eyes and shook her head. “Fantastic to know. So glad my business is getting you picked up.”
She laughed. “You’re telling me you’ve never slid into someone’s DMs?”
“I am telling you exactly that.”
“Wow. Welcome to the twenty-first century. Try it. It’s fun. A little flirting, a little fun. It doesn’t have to go anywhere.”
“I’m good, thank you.”
Of course, the bigger problem was that she could describe what she and Thea had been doing in exactly those terms. They were having a little fun, flirting a little. Nothing serious, ostensibly. But Erin wasn’t that person, and she wasn’t sure she could make herself be. She didn’t want a quick fling and she already felt like she liked Thea a little too much. If she got any deeper, she wouldn’t be able to just call it fun and walk away.
Even now, she had a feeling that Thea was forever going to feel like the one that got away, and nothing had even happened. A few flirty encounters and a three-hour, middle-of-the-night date that wasn’t a date.
She really should have been trying harder to stay away. Aside from anything else, it was embarrassing how fast and hard she fell when she met someone she actually liked.



Chapter Eleven
 
 
Thea was met by her parents when she stepped into the elevator on her way back to the lobby. They’d had a quick turnaround from skiing to meeting back up to go to a Christmas market, and Thea could only imagine some of the guests were going to be exhausted on the way back—particularly since most had stayed up late last night and because several had been nursing hangovers all day.
“Ah,” her dad said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “There’s my favorite daughter.”
“Eric,” her mother chastised.
Thea shook her head. “You say that to both of us, Dad.”
“Doesn’t mean it’s not true. You're both my favorite.”
“Really, Eric,” her mom said, shaking her head.
He laughed before looking up at Thea—she was only a couple of inches taller than him, but it was apparent when they stood so close together. “Enjoying being back with your family?”
Thea shook her head slightly at his ridiculous milking of that particular topic. “Of course, Dad. You know I miss you all. I just… love my life in New York, too.”
Eric nodded sagely as her mother tutted and said, “I’ve told her Drew still loves her and she could easily come home with him.”
“Mom, please.”
“Estelle, if she’s over him, she’s over him. No use forcing yourself back into the past if it isn’t working for you—no matter how much I’d love to have her home again.”
The elevator dinged for the lobby and Thea shot them both a look. “You do both realize that if I wanted to go back to California, I wouldn’t need Drew to drag me there, right? I’m perfectly capable of bringing myself back.”
Eric laughed. “We know that. Your mother is just a romantic.”
“Shouldn’t a romantic want me to have a big, beautiful love story with the right person?” Thea asked, leading them to the meeting point.
Estelle shrugged. “I just wondered whether you wrote Drew off too quickly. You know, you two were always great together, and with him still having feelings for you… Well, I just think it would be romantic.”
Thea sighed. “Thanks, Mom. But I’m not interested.”
“Well, you can’t say I didn’t try.”
Thea huffed a laugh. “I definitely can’t say that, you’re right.”
As if summoned by her mother’s supernatural abilities, Thea rounded a column and skidded to a halt to avoid bumping directly into Drew.
As he laughed and held up his hands to steady her, Thea was glad she’d avoided the collision. She could only imagine how her mother’s foolish heart would explode if they’d literally run into each other.
“Sorry. Didn’t see you there,” Thea said, stepping back to put some distance between them.
“Don’t worry, I’d have caught you if you’d fallen,” he said with a roguish grin.
Maybe there had been a time that grin would have worked on her, but that was so far in the past, she couldn’t even recall it.
She frowned slightly. “Well, luckily, it didn’t come to that.”
“Drew,” her mom said, warmly, “excited for the Christmas market? You know Theodora here is.”
He smiled widely, falling into a rhythm with her like it had never stopped as they chatted about Thea’s intense love of Christmas.
Maybe that was why her mom was taking the breakup harder than Thea ever had. She’d always adored Drew and the two of them had had a back-and-forth, often in a veiled, teasing way at Thea’s expense, for years. Thea had never really gotten it, but it was part of what made everyone around them think they were a done deal. He just fit with her family. But he didn’t fit with Thea, and, clearly, he’d known that too.
She stood awkwardly listening to her mom chat with Drew and slowly started backing away. If she moved carefully enough, they might not notice her going.
Sadly, such an approach did not allow for monitoring behind her and it wasn’t long before she felt herself collide with a warm body.
“Oh, my god. I’m so sorry,” she said, turning around and blushing furiously when she realized it was Erin she’d collided with.
Wasn’t that some kind of sign? Something like fate? She avoided colliding with Drew but smacked straight into Erin with abandon?
Erin was on the phone, clearly waiting for the other person to finish what they were saying, but she smiled warmly and slightly teasingly at Thea. Why did it feel so much different—and so much better—when it was Erin teasing her rather than Drew?
“Theodora, leave the poor woman alone. She’s busy,” Estelle called from behind Thea.
Thea sighed, feeling like a little child, but Erin simply shot her mother a look and waved her off, indicating it was completely fine.
Thea felt like she might swoon. Which was ridiculous, but it was how she felt.
“Yes, I can see how that would be frustrating,” Erin said to the person over the call, the picture of professionalism. “However, I cannot change the florist to the one you would prefer.”
Thea frowned as the person on the call responded. She couldn’t hear their side of the conversation in the busy lobby but she had to wonder at people calling Erin and demanding florists be changed while she was in the middle of another wedding.
“I understand that you’ve been friends for a long time. However, I am employed and contracted by the couple and not by you.” Erin paused, fighting a smile as Thea stared at her in shock that the caller wasn’t even someone getting married. “I’m afraid I cannot do that. They were very clear and the contracts have already been signed.”
“Thea,” Drew called from behind, lowering his voice because Erin was on the phone. “Are you coming?”
Thea turned slightly to see everyone was being led out towards the minivans. “Yeah. Just one sec, sorry.”
Erin winced and mouthed her own apologies. “You are welcome to try that. If my clients wish to change their choice of florist, I would be happy to facilitate such a decision. Until then, however, I will not be changing the florist.”
Thea’s insides squirmed. Erin was both professional and firm. She wasn’t rude to the—frankly intrusive—caller, but she was so clear on her decision, allowing no space for bartering, no matter how much the caller might want it. Thea hadn’t ever realized she’d find such a thing attractive, but, there she was, just about ready to melt into a puddle.
Erin smirked. “Indeed. I’m sure I look forward to speaking with you again. Goodbye.”
Thea winced as she hung up. “Fun call?”
“Just business. I’m used to it,” she replied with a laugh.
“People regularly call you trying to change other people’s weddings?”
“More often than you’d think, yes.”
“Wow. That’s wild.”
“Indeed.”
“So,” Thea stepped a little closer, knowing she shouldn’t but unable to resist, “if I asked you to change something about Lenore’s wedding…?”
Erin’s eyes flashed dangerously and she dropped her voice, switching to the firm tone she’d had with the caller but with a sexier, flirtier edge. “I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to accommodate such a request.”
“Not even for me?” Thea asked, her own voice sultry.
Erin raised an eyebrow. “You’d really need to know the password.”
“Would I, indeed?” Thea licked her bottom lip. “And how might I get that?”
“Well—”
“Thea, are you coming or not?” Drew asked, more impatiently this time.
“Yeah, are you coming, Thea?” Nayeli added, looking deeply amused. Thea hadn’t even noticed her arriving.
“Yeah, yeah. I’m coming,” Thea replied, feeling winded. She turned back to Erin. “Are you coming?”
Erin smirked, clearly thinking something entirely unrelated to the market trip. “To the market? No can do, sorry.” She waved her phone. “Work to do.”
“You don’t get time off?” Thea asked, disappointed.
Erin laughed. “Sure I do. Usually around midnight, as I’m sure you’ll recall.”
Was that an invitation? It felt like an invitation? Would it be weird for Thea to ask if it was? No weirder than simply assuming that it was, surely?
She cleared her throat. “I, uh, do recall that.”
“Great. Well, have fun. I’ll see you when you get back.” She shot Thea one last, suggestive grin before she turned and headed to the front desk. Thea could only assume that was where she’d originally been heading when Thea had collided with her.
Thea turned and headed off towards the door where Drew, thankfully, seemed to have given up waiting.
Nayeli grinned widely at her. “I told Drew to go ahead and I’d make sure you made it. He said to tell you he’d see you at the market.”
“Great.”
She laughed, leading the way to the only remaining minibus. “Somehow, though, I’m feeling like he’s maybe not the one you’d be looking to run into there.”
Thea sucked in a mouthful of air incorrectly, slightly choking as she followed Nayeli into the vehicle. “Oh, my god. Can we not do this here?”
“Oh, absolutely. But once we get to the market…”
Thea shot her a look as they both buckled their belts. “Don’t you have a husband and a child to be catching up with?”
She laughed. “Valentina’s fast asleep. Traveling took it out of her. Arturo volunteered to stay with her. Told me to come and have fun. I think he just wants to watch his own shows on TV for a while. But, that means, you’ve got me all to yourself.”
“Oh, actually, I think I’m supposed to be meeting Drew…”
Nayeli laughed again but lowered her voice to say, “Oh, this must be good if you’re using Drew to get out of talking about it.”
Thea nudged her to get her to stop talking and, while she laughed, she did.
The ride wasn’t long and, before she knew it, Thea was clambering out of the vehicle and looking up at a magical winter wonderland.
Nayeli linked her arm through Thea’s. “Don’t want you getting away now,” she said darkly.
Thea shook her head. “Look at how pretty it is.”
Her eyes darted from one stall to the other, each housed in tiny wooden chalets topped with snow and twinkling with lights. The smell of mulled wine drifted over in the air and it didn’t even matter that Thea couldn’t stand the stuff. The smell was Christmas markets through and through.
“You know what else you seem to think is pretty?” Nayeli said, starting them moving forward.
Thea shot her a look, knowing from her voice exactly what she was getting at. “I’m sure I can imagine.”
“Anything you need to tell me?”
Thea hummed. “Can’t think of a thing.”
“Thea,” Nayeli complained. “How long have we been friends now?”
Thea sighed and relented. “A while. I just… don’t know what there is to tell.”
She looked around before pulling Thea slightly behind one of the stalls and off the beaten path. “You like the wedding planner.”
“Does everyone just not know her name?”
Nayeli laughed. “Lenore’s not one for names. Javier is though. Erin, right?”
Thea stared at her. “How long have you known that?”
“Uh… a few months, probably?”
“You’re telling me I could have just asked Javier this entire time?”
“What? Yes?”
“Oh, my god.” She slapped a hand to her forehead. “He called her The Planner too.”
“Just because Lenore does, I think.”
“Ridiculous. Fine. Yes, her name is Erin.”
Nayeli nodded slowly. “And you’re into Erin.”
“I’m…” She huffed, her breath rising in a cloud around them. “I’m not not into her. It’s just… I’m… straight.”
Nayeli let out a sharp laugh. “You can’t even say it believably.”
“Ugh. Fine. Well, everyone thinks I’m straight.”
“I don’t.”
“Well— Wait. How long have you not thought that?”
She shrugged. “A good minute. Your best friend in the world is like… the billboard for being gay. Which is fine, you can have gay friends, but you’ve always been so into supporting her that it’s never felt quite like it was just allyship, you know?”
Thea stared at her in shock.
Nayeli raised her eyebrows. “Oh. You don’t know. Huh.”
“Huh? That’s what you’re giving me when I just found out you thought I was gay all along?”
“Not all along, but maybe after the breakup with Drew when you moved to New York and shacked up with Mya. Honestly, I thought Drew was just telling everyone he ended it, while you’d actually ended it because you realized you weren’t into men.”
Thea blinked slowly. “I might need to sit down.”
Nayeli took her arm, holding Thea up, but still looking amused by the whole thing.
“I still like men,” Thea said quietly. “I think.”
“Okay. Cool,” she replied, like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Just not Drew.”
“Just not Drew.” She thought it through. “I don’t know. I’ve gone on dates with men since Drew and nothing has… stuck. And then…”
“Then you met Erin.” She smiled widely.
“Yeah. I guess, then I met Erin.”
“And you like her?”
“Yes.” Something about saying it out loud, plainly, with no caveats felt right and terrifying at the same time.
“Well, you don’t need to know exactly what your sexuality is to know you like her. That’s really enough.” She giggled. “Trust me, from that scene you two pulled in the lobby, it’s clear she likes you too.”
Thea winced. “Oh, no. Do you think Drew knows? I mean, it’s fine. I’m not embarrassed by it, I’d just like to understand it before I’m letting him in on it.”
Nayeli scoffed. “Dude doesn’t know a thing. He was just annoyed that you weren’t paying him enough attention.”
Thea breathed a sigh of relief. “Great.”
“So… Give me all the details. What’s happening between you and the wedding planner?”
Thea laughed, slightly despairingly, and collapsed forwards so her head hit Nayeli’s shoulder. “Nothing.”
“Nothing? You’re serious? She was looking at you like she’d have taken you right there in the lobby.”
“Oh, my god. No. She was not.”
“She absolutely was. Do you know how often you get to share looks like that once you have a kid? Not often. I live for those looks. I can spot them sixty feet away. And she was definitely looking.”
“She’s Lenore’s wedding planner.”
“So? As if Lenore wouldn’t do it to you. Besides, she looks like she eats, breathes, and sleeps competency. I’m sure she can get everything done at the same time that she’s doing you.”
Thea’s face burned. “Oh, my god. Can you please not?”
Nayeli gripped Thea’s shoulders and pulled her back. “What? You don’t want that? You weren’t drooling over her being all firm on that phone call?”
“No,” Thea whined, but they both knew it was a lie. “I just… I’m just… Ugh. I don’t know. This is all so new and I wasn’t expecting it and she’s so… wow, but she’s employed by my sister, and my whole family is here.”
“Seems like a whole lot of useless excuses to me. All that matters is whether you two want each other. And you do. You can figure out the rest later.”
Thea chewed her lip. “What if there is no later?”
Nayeli frowned. “How’d you mean?”
“I don’t know where she lives. She’s got a really busy job. I don’t know… anything important, really.”
“Oh. I see.” She smiled softly. “You like her for more than a quick fling. You really like her.”
“I barely know her. We only just met.”
“Please. I know more than enough lesbians to know that dating women happens on a totally different timeline. You’re fine.”
“Not helping.”
“And her company is based in New York. That’s probably where she lives. It’s also where you live.”
If Erin was based in New York, did that mean Thea had a chance? Would Erin want that?
Thea chewed her lip and thought it through. It was ridiculous to already be thinking such things. Nothing had happened between them. But she couldn’t deny the magnetism or the energy between them. And, while she might have been wrong that she wouldn’t want anyone at the wedding, she hadn’t been wrong that she wasn’t looking for a quick fling while she was there.
Nayeli laughed. “All I’m saying is, if you like her as much as you clearly do, you owe it to yourself to give it a go.”
Thea grumbled and led them back out to the stalls. “I need a hot chocolate.”
“Excellent choice. Maybe we should get them spiked in celebration.”
Thea laughed. “My mom’s going to be devastated.”
“By you liking women?” Nayeli looked appalled. “I can’t see her having a problem with that.”
“No, not that. By me liking someone other than Drew.”
“Oh. That. They only really want that because they think it will get you back home.”
“Falling for someone who lives in New York is probably contrary to those hopes, though.”
Nayeli laughed. “You wouldn’t be going back either way. It’s kind of irrelevant. I’m sure your mom would just be happy you were happy.”
“I hope so.” She stopped at a stall that smelled like rich hot chocolate and turned as they joined the line to look at the stalls around them—all kinds of foods and gifts. She couldn’t help but wonder if Erin would have enjoyed it. She sighed. “It doesn’t really matter, though, because nothing’s even happened.”
“Not yet, maybe. Well, not physically, perhaps, but she was fully eating you up mentally.”
Thea blushed and waved her off. Still, she couldn’t fight the part of her that really hoped it was true. 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
The group had gotten back from the market just in time for dinner, laden with packages. Erin met them in the lobby, volunteering to coordinate the return of their purchases to their rooms if they wanted to head straight to dinner.
Part of her suspected she was simply volunteering for jobs to keep her busy and stop her from thinking about the fact that, when she’d been talking to Destiny, she’d been convinced of her need to keep her distance from Thea, yet, barely even an hour later, she’d run into the woman in the lobby and all thoughts of avoiding her had gone straight out the window. She was playing with fire. But the way Thea looked at her, talked to her, ignored her party to linger just a little longer with Erin… All of it suggested she was interested. And, while it was a little frustrating to have her friends spell out who she was, Destiny had been right that Erin was never interested in people who weren’t signaling that they were interested and emotionally available.
Then, if she was accepting that she wasn’t staying away from Thea, she had to acknowledge that maybe she was also volunteering for jobs that would allow her to see the woman in question.
Of course, they hadn’t gotten a moment to speak. Thea, who had arrived back with just two small bags, had entered the building with Drew stuck to her side, his hand snaking around her back to lead her directly to the dining room, even as she gestured in the direction of the elevators.
Erin had now picked up enough pieces to put together the history between the two of them. She didn’t think she needed to hear Thea telling people she wasn’t interested in rekindling anything with him to know she wasn’t interested. Just the way Thea was around him seemed to scream that she wasn’t. Drew and her mother, however, seemed not to have noticed.
In truth, Erin supposed she couldn’t fault the guy for losing her and realizing he’d lost the best thing that ever happened to him. She’d never even been with Thea and she was consumed by feeling like she was the one who got away. The woman was simply magical.
Nayeli, who had left and arrived back with Thea, only to be shaken off by Drew in the lobby, joined the line to talk to Erin.
She was sweet, warm in emails, and quick to respond. Erin liked her. She was also Javier’s sister-in-law and the mother of the youngest child attending the wedding. It suited the venue that there weren’t many young children in either of the families—ten years between Valentina and the next youngest guest—but Erin got the impression that, even if the family had fifty toddlers in it, Lenore and Javier would have invited them all. They were just those kinds of people, with those close kinds of families, and Nayeli was an important part of that.
Of course, the most interesting thing to Erin about Nayeli was that she seemed to be good friends with Thea.
Erin noted down each person, their belongings, and their room number. The line dwindled until it was just her and Nayeli.
She smiled at Erin, something excited and knowing underneath her polite expression. “Good evening.”
Erin raised an eyebrow. “Good evening.” She gestured with her pen to the assembled bags. “Can I take something for you?”
Nayeli waved her off. “No, it’s totally fine. Got to go claim my husband and child for dinner.”
“Okay. What can I do for you, then?” Erin asked, all business.
Nayeli smirked. “She likes it when you do that.”
“Sorry?”
“Nothing.” She tilted her head. “You’re gay, right?”
Erin barked a laugh. “Okay. Not what I was expecting.”
“But you are, right?”
“Are you looking to hire me? Because, legally, questions like that are off-limits from employers.”
“Probably different in the wedding industry, right? Lots of people want to know if their vendors are gay too.”
Erin nodded her head, acquiescing. “Fair point. Are you in the market for queer wedding vendors?”
“Not yet.”
“Valentina’s a little young to be getting married, you know?”
She laughed. “Hey, I’m sure I’ll have you on speed dial if the time comes, no matter who she chooses to marry.”
“It is good to book early. I do get busy.”
“You didn’t exactly answer the question, though.”
“And you didn’t exactly explain why you’re asking,” Erin shot back. She had a pretty good idea, though she couldn’t help but wonder what Thea had said while they were out that prompted the question in such a forward manner.
Nayeli smirked. “I think you know why.”
“I think I know you should be getting to dinner.”
“Is it a secret?” She narrowed her eyes. “Because, if it is, you might want to know that you’re not doing a very good job of hiding it.”
Erin shook her head, slightly amused. “It’s not a secret, no. Though it is fascinating why a married woman is so insistent upon knowing the answer.”
“Hey, I’m just looking for some confirmation of my observations.”
Erin sighed. “You know what, sure. It’s on my website, so what difference does it make? Yes, I’m gay. A lesbian to be exact.”
Nayeli grinned. “Do you think you might be interested in answering more personal questions right now?”
“No.”
She laughed again. “Fair enough. Not the right person asking?”
Erin nodded towards the dining room. “You should really go get dinner.”
“Are you joining us?”
“Not my job, sorry. I’ve got deliveries to make.” She gestured to the assorted bags.
“Shame. I’m sure Thea will miss you.”
Erin shook her head. “She’s a grown woman. I’m sure she’ll be just fine.”
“Maybe. Maybe not,” Nayeli said, as she headed for the elevators.
∞∞∞
After a day of activities and a late night last night, the lodge seemed to get quiet quickly after dinner. A few guests lingered over their wine, a few others grabbed a nightcap in the bar, but, long before closing, the place had cleared out.
While it seemed less likely that there were guests drunk and lost, Erin still did her rounds.
She was walking past the small library when she heard a quiet, familiar voice—Thea.
Something inside of her twisted and she couldn’t help but wonder whether Thea was purposely up and out, hoping to run into her.
She approached the archway into the long room, ready to leave if the conversation seemed private.
“Ugh. That’s what Nayeli said too.” Thea paused, shaking her head. “I can’t believe I told her.”
Erin smiled to herself, leaning against the open archway. She’d be perfectly visible if Thea looked up from where she was curled up in one of the wingback armchairs right by the roaring fireplace, looking every inch the Christmas miracle.
“Mya, don’t laugh,” she complained down the phone. “It’s not funny.”
Mya clearly didn’t agree, laughing loud enough for even Erin to hear.
“Ugh. You’re the worst,” Thea said, no actual malice in her voice. “I’ve just never done anything like this. Like, aren’t you supposed to… I don’t know, stress about these things more? Be more wary of telling people? Not just… spit it out the second someone asks?”
She paused for a second, listening to Mya, and her tense posture was almost enough to send Erin away, afraid that she was eavesdropping on a difficult conversation. It was only Thea insisting that Mya stop laughing again that told Erin it wasn’t actually that serious.
Still, rather than lurking, she took three steps back from the door and approached again with more noise, entering the room so that Thea would see her this time.
Thea looked up with wide eyes, blushing furiously as she mouthed a greeting.
Erin smiled and dropped into the seat on the other side of the fire.
“What? Yeah, I’m still here, sorry,” Thea said into the phone, her eyes fixed on Erin.
It was intoxicating to be watched so intently. Erin wasn’t unfamiliar with people watching her. She wasn’t used to enjoying it the way she did when the eyes watching her were Thea’s, though.
“How could you possibly know that?” Thea said into the phone, distressed in a way that suggested Mya had accurately called her out.
Erin grinned, wondering whether Mya had guessed she was the reason Thea was distracted. Clearly, Thea wasn’t shy in talking to her friends about Erin.
“No. I’m not. I mean, well, maybe. I just… I can’t really have this conversation right now.” She paused, her cheeks burning red. “I don’t want to.”
She was adorable when she was flustered.
Erin crossed one leg over the other, loving the way Thea’s eyes followed the movement. Her mind flashed back to Thea licking her lips earlier before they’d been rudely interrupted. The power of a simple, physical gesture really was something.
“Mya, I really need to go. And you need to sleep. It’s so late there.” She scrunched her face up, shaking her head. “Yeah, okay, fair. It is earlier than that, but that was different. I forgot about the time zone thing.”
When she opened her eyes again, Erin lightly drummed her fingers on the edge of the chair’s arm. She wasn’t impatient. She was checking whether Thea would follow the movement.
Like clockwork, her eyes zeroed in on Erin’s fingers. And wasn’t that sapphic of her? The way she stared at Erin’s hands like she wanted them on her. Erin wasn’t sure she’d ever felt so wanted in her whole life.
“Fine. Yeah, yeah, whatever you say,” Thea said into the phone. “Sleep tight. Ha. Love you too. You are ridiculous though.”
She shook her head while Mya finished speaking, and finally hung up, looking shyly up at Erin when she put her phone down.
“Hi,” Erin said, her voice low. She’d noticed the effect that tone seemed to have on Thea and she wanted more of it.
“Hello,” Thea replied, looking shy but sounding confident. It was a fascinating combination.
“Everything okay?” Erin nodded towards her phone.
Thea chewed her lip. “You’re gay, right?”
Erin laughed. “A popular question tonight.”
“Sorry?” She sounded Canadian when she said it like that.
Erin smirked, putting together the pieces. “Where is your friend Mya?”
“Currently?” she asked, her eyes wide. “New Brunswick.”
“She’s Canadian?”
She nodded. “Why?”
“You just sounded Canadian when you apologized.”
“Oh.” She blinked. “Sorry.”
It sounded more like her usual accent that time.
“You really don’t need to apologize.”
Thea leaned forward, looking slightly more confident. “What do you mean it’s a popular question tonight?”
“Your friend Nayeli already asked. Honestly, I assumed she’d have told you.”
“Oh, my god. She definitely did not tell me that. I am so sorry.”
“Is it your fault she asked?”
“Well, no. But, also, maybe not no?”
“You’re not sure?”
She looked away, fidgeting with her hands. “I might have said something that prompted the question.”
“Unless that thing was ‘I really wish you’d ask Erin if she’s gay’, I don’t think you’re responsible.”
“It wasn’t that.”
“I see.”
She was quiet for a moment, seemingly gathering her courage. “But, you are, right? Gay?”
“I am. Are you?”
“I… don’t know.”
Erin’s eyebrows shot up. She honestly hadn’t been expecting that. “Interesting.”
“Is that bad?”
“No, not necessarily.”
Thea groaned and sank back into her chair. “I just feel like it’s supposed to be… I don’t know, easier to know. Or, like harder to know? I don’t know.”
“You want it to be harder than still feeling unsure in your thirties?” Erin asked without criticism.
“Well, when you put it like that, I guess it is hard.” She sighed and watched the fire. “I just… people talk about how hard it was to realize—or not realizing, but telling people. You know, some people get disowned or kicked out. They spend years trying to make peace with it.”
“You know, not everyone’s story looks the same way, and that’s okay. I’m sure anyone who did go through that would be happy you don’t have to.”
She looked at Erin curiously. “It wasn’t like that for you?”
Erin shook her head. “Not really. I think I always knew. I think my family always knew. I’m one of the lucky ones in that sense. Nothing happened that seemed to prompt the realization, nobody was surprised when I finally talked about it, I didn’t really agonize over it.”
“Like with Nayeli,” she said, mostly to herself.
“How so?”
She glanced shyly at Erin, pursing her lips. “I thought I was straight. For a long time. I only dated men. Honestly, I always felt a bit weird when people would, kind of, assume that I was going to end up with a man, but I thought I just didn’t like assumptions or something.”
Erin stifled a grin. She’d had other friends like that—one who had even said she would be fine marrying a woman and thought that just made her a good ally. They still all teased her about that. “So, what happened?”
Thea took a deep breath, resolutely not looking at Erin. She held it for a long, tense moment, before pointedly looking at Erin and holding her gaze. “You did.”
“Ah.”
“And nothing about it bothered me. Nothing felt wrong or weird or difficult. It just… made sense that I, well, that I… liked you. Liked being around you. And so, when Nayeli asked, I just… admitted it. And she was fine about it, said she’d long suspected.”
Erin tilted her head, giving Thea a sympathetic look. “In the nicest way, you weren’t exactly acting straight around me.”
She blushed but held Erin’s gaze. “Yes, well, you weren’t either.”
“I’m a lesbian.”
“Right.”
“But I can imagine it wasn’t expected that your friend just knew.”
“Exactly. And Mya seems to have known too. Or, at least, she’s not surprised. She seems more… excited that I finally got here, if I’m honest.” She huffed. “Not that she’s much help. I’ve been told that having a queer best friend was an indicator. I was too into being a good ally, apparently.”
Erin laughed. “We’ve all been there. Or know people who have.”
“How could I just not have known?”
Erin shrugged slightly. “Compulsory heterosexuality is complicated. And, if you have any attraction to men, it can make the journey of self-discovery really complicated and muddy. All of the things society is telling you you’re supposed to like and want are things you enjoy. It’s hard to realize everyone else isn’t also feeling those things about women too.”
“I mean, in my defense, I’ve also never met anyone like you before. So, really, how could I have known?”
Erin laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“Yes, well, you should,” she said, slightly indignant in an adorable way.
Erin watched the swirl of complicated emotions crossing over Thea’s face—oscillating between happy, excited, confused, and a little frustrated with herself. “The good news is that you know now.”
She shrugged. “I guess. I still feel like I don’t know anything. I don’t know exactly what I am. I’m in my thirties and figuring out dating and attraction. I feel like I was supposed to do that when I was a teenager.”
“I didn’t have my first girlfriend until I was twenty-four if that helps.”
Thea stared at her. “How is that possible? Have you seen you?”
Erin laughed. “And you thought you didn’t like women?”
“Oh, my god, Erin.” She squirmed, burying her face in her arm.
Erin found herself extremely glad Thea had finally figured out her name. She loved hearing her say it. “Yes, Thea?”
“Don’t say things like that.”
“I thought you enjoyed our… conversations.”
“I do! Don’t you see, they’ve given me an entire… personality crisis.”
“I think your personality is just fine.”
“Yeah, totally fine apart from the fact that I’ve been oblivious to a part of who I am my whole life.”
Erin leaned forward, sensing the change in tone. “Thea, look at me.” She waited for those green eyes to meet hers. They really were gorgeous, especially by the firelight. “You’re still the same person. It sucks to realize something later than we wish we had, but it doesn’t change who you are. It can feel difficult, or it can feel as easy as breathing. Neither way is right or wrong. It’s part of who you are and it probably always has been. You’re still you.”
“I feel like I’m cheating.”
“How so?”
“It’s like, yes, I feel like I should have known this about myself earlier, but then it happened, and it was just like, oh, there you are. Like I was waiting for it all along, like a piece that finally slotted into place and everything about it made sense. It’s like I got it too easy and that’s cheating.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe I’d feel like I wasn’t doing it right no matter how it happened. But, it’s you. It kind of feels like every woman in the world should be looking at you and realizing they’re gay. It’s like you make it too easy and I’m cheating because I got to figure it out with you.”
Erin grinned, she wanted to focus on Thea and what she was going through, but she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t a little bit happy to hear how Thea saw her. “It’s not cheating. I promise every woman in the world isn’t looking at me and wanting me. Every queer woman isn’t even doing that.”
“Yeah right.”
Erin smiled but otherwise ignored the slightly petulant comment. “It’s okay if it hits you suddenly and everything makes sense. It’s also okay if it takes years to figure out. There’s no one way to come out. And, you know, lots of people don’t realize until later in life—even after their thirties. It isn’t a race and there’s no punishment for taking your time.”
She eyed Erin cautiously. “You sure about that?”
Erin’s brow furrowed and she tried to see what she was missing. When nothing occurred to her, she said, “Yes. Should I not be?”
Thea scratched her head. “Well, I’d understand if you didn’t think it was… cool to… flirt with someone who didn’t even realize they were queer until they met you.”
“I think you’ve been doing a great job flirting with a woman regardless of what you thought you knew. You’re a natural.”
“So… not too scared away then?”
Erin laughed. She tried not to think about what that meant, but she doubted, after all Thea had said, that she was looking for a one-night stand, and Erin couldn’t help but be happy about that. “It takes a hell of a lot more than that to scare me off.”
Thea smiled, shy and excited and a million other things that flitted across her face one after the other.
Erin would never say it out loud, but, given how much Thea’s emotions showed on her face, Erin wasn’t entirely surprised those closest to her had been unsurprised by her coming out.
There was a knock on the wood paneling of the arched entryway. Erin sat up to turn towards the sound.
Chase from reception smiled apologetically. “Sorry, there’s a call at reception for you, Erin,” he said, pointing over his shoulder.
She stifled her surprise that someone would call her there rather than her cell phone. “Great. Thanks, Chase.”
He looked around her at Thea. “Also, sorry, Miss, but we have to put the fire out in five minutes.”
Thea nodded. “No worries. I should get to bed, anyway. Another packed day tomorrow.”
He nodded and turned back towards the reception desk.
Erin lingered slightly as they both rose, stepping into Thea’s space. “No getting lost in the night now, Ms. Cooper. I’ve already done my rounds, so I won't find you until tomorrow.”
Thea smiled, slightly nervous but bold enough to take another step towards Erin. “Oh, I’ll do my very best to make it all the way back to my bed.”
Erin hummed, the noise coming out very slightly like a growl. How Thea had never tried to flirt with women before was beyond her. It felt like she knew exactly what she was doing.
Especially when she pointedly licked her bottom lip again, exactly as she had earlier that afternoon.
Erin shot her a look. “Sleep well, Theodora.”
She blushed in a way that reaffirmed just how much she enjoyed hearing Erin say her full name like that. “You too, Erin.”
She stressed Erin’s name just slightly, nothing too much or too obvious, but Erin knew she’d be thinking about it long after she’d dealt with whoever was on the phone.




Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Thea felt like a weight had been lifted when she woke up the next day. She’d been so confused by how easily being into Erin had hit her that it felt like she’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop. She’d been so busy feeling like she wasn’t figuring out she was queer the way you were supposed to do it—not that she knew the way that was supposed to happen. She’d never heard the same story twice for how people knew. She just somehow felt like she was doing it wrong. But, the truth of the matter was, she’d met Erin, something had lit up inside of her, and she loved it. She loved how magical and wonderful it felt to flirt with Erin. She loved the way Erin looked at her. She’d never felt wanted like that before. And she loved liking Erin. It felt right. She’d never wanted like that, either. Not until Erin.
And Erin had told her it was okay, that her journey was her own and she wasn’t doing it wrong. Mya had told her that. Nayeli had told her that. Maybe she’d just been overcomplicating matters because, for once, everything just made sense. And maybe she felt a little guilty that she didn’t have to worry about how people were going to react. So many people were forced to contend with that when they shouldn’t have to and she’d felt guilty that it was coming so easily for her. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t valid or that she was cheating being queer.
Now that she thought about it, that whole thing did sound weird.
She rolled over, looking out of the window. It got so dark here, and there was nobody to see into her room, so she’d taken to sleeping with the curtains open. The day waking up to meet her in the mornings was invigorating.
Outside, the clear sky of her first day was long gone and the snow from last night was still coming down in thick flakes. She loved every second of it. It felt like the snow created a perfect, peaceful, private bubble just for her, where she could do anything she wanted and nobody would know.
Her mind slipped back to last night, to Erin sitting in that wingback armchair like she belonged there. She’d crossed her legs slowly, so in control of every physical movement. Her fingers had tapped a rhythm on the arms of the chair, methodical and mesmerizing. Long, slender fingers, her nails short and perfectly smooth. Thea wanted those hands on her so badly.
She glanced at the clock. Still fairly early. She had time before they were supposed to meet for breakfast, followed by a cookie decorating session.
Thea seldom got herself off thinking about other people. She usually focused exclusively on the sensations—plus, she had a particularly skilled wand vibrator that got her off before she’d even be able to think through an entire scenario.
This time, however, she thought about Erin, and she noticed just how easy it was to imagine Erin touching her, kissing her, getting her off.
Her hand slid down her body, over her stomach, and into her pajama pants. She sucked in a breath as two fingers found her clit. She didn’t need the wand vibrator this time. Just thinking about Erin was enough to have her more than ready.
She circled her clit, building up a rhythm as she thought about Erin touching her. She was aiming for slow and steady, but her body needed more. It was already becoming desperate.
She moved faster and faster, barely pulling her pajama bottoms down to her knees before she was gasping and aching and calling Erin’s name as she came.
Afterwards, she lay there, breathless and dizzy. She couldn’t remember ever coming so fast before.
Seriously, how had she not known? It seemed ridiculous now.
But it also seemed right. Everything about imagining Erin’s hands and mouth on her, everything about coming while calling her name, everything about it was right. She really had never wanted anyone as badly as she wanted Erin, and, wonder of wonders, she enjoyed Erin’s company too. She was attracted to every part of Erin she’d met.
For the first time, possibly ever, she felt perfectly in sync with her body.
She glanced towards the wall that separated her room from the one next door. While it felt right, she was eternally grateful that the hotel took its soundproofing seriously. She was already certain she’d be furiously blushing the second she saw Erin. She didn’t also need to know that Javier’s cousin in the next room had heard her getting herself off while screaming the wedding planner’s name.
Thea laughed, shaking her head as she got up to shower, her legs a little unsteady. The whole thing was both ridiculous and amazing.
And, now, Erin knew.
She wasn’t entirely sure what that meant—and she was impossibly glad Erin didn’t know she’d just gotten off while screaming her name—but Thea had been honest. With Mya, with Nayeli, and with Erin. And it had gone well. They all knew and nothing bad had happened.
Now, she just needed to know if something amazing could happen.
∞∞∞
It was infuriating that, by dinner time, she’d barely gotten a second alone with Erin. Their glances had been somehow more flirty and loaded than before, and every look felt like an electric jolt into Thea’s core, but something or someone kept them constantly apart.
Erin, for her part, seemed rushed off her feet. Thea couldn’t help but wonder whether it was related to the late phone call last night. If someone was trying to reach her via the hotel late at night, it hardly signaled good things, but Thea had hoped it wouldn’t be too bad. Today, every time she’d seen Erin, there had been someone chatting at her side, someone on the phone, or someone needing her attention.
While on Thea’s side, Drew was becoming harder to shake. It seemed the more attention he got from her, the more he felt he could demand. Well, demand might have been a strong word. She supposed he was probably looking at it as hope. She hadn’t done anything she thought should inspire hope, but she couldn’t guarantee her mother wasn’t feeding into his imaginings.
He popped up at her side as she headed into the dining room.
Thea gasped in surprise. “Jesus. Didn’t see you there.”
He laughed. “Hey, I’m always right there with you.”
She shot him a look. “Sounds a little weird when you say it that way.”
“Does it?”
“Yeah.”
“Huh. I thought it sounded like I was always by your side. You know, supporting you, believing in you, helping you.”
“Hm.” She headed for the table Lenore and Javier were sitting at. At least they’d both talk to Drew and not leave him all to Thea. “I don’t know if that’s really necessary.”
“It’s kind of the foundation of any good relationship, though, don’t you think?” he asked, nudging her in a way that suggested he thought she was in on what their relationship was.
“Being there every time a person turns around? I don’t think so. Space is important, you know?”
His expression faltered. “Yeah, but too much space can be a bad thing. People drift apart.”
“Right. Which some people are supposed to do.” She knew she was being too diplomatic and he thought they were having a completely different conversation to the one she did, but she couldn’t cause a scene. Lenore would never forgive her.
“Hey,” Javier said brightly as Thea quickly pulled out her own seat, preventing Drew from doing it for her. “How are you two doing?”
“We’re just having a conversation about how important time together is,” Drew answered before Thea could say anything.
“Very important,” Lenore said, shooting Javier a blissful look. “We’re so loving our time together here—and with all of you too.”
Javier, seeming to pick up on the slight mismatch in energy between Thea and Drew, smiled at Lenore before looking pointedly across the table. “But, it is so special to us because we have such full lives. You know, we make time to spend together, but we’re both still our own people with our own things.”
“Right, right,” Drew said, waving a hand and looking down at his menu. “But, you know, you’re always there for each other. Believing in the other, supporting them, being there when they need you.”
“Yes, well, that’s how marriage is supposed to work.”
“And we’re getting married,” Lenore said, snuggling into Javier’s side.
Thea smiled, hiding a gentle laugh. Her sister was always free with her emotions, but she was only that kind of soft around Javier. She really had found the person around whom she could most be herself. It made Thea so happy for them, even as it reinforced how much Drew had never been that person for her.
He was clearly trying to be everything he thought Thea wanted, even if he was miles off base, but he’d had his chance to be the person she felt safest and most relaxed around, and he’d never been that. They’d never fit together like that.
“You found the person that makes you feel most like yourself,” she said aloud, mostly to Lenore, but to the table too.
Lenore looked up at her with a huge grin. “Exactly. See, Theodora gets it.”
Javier smiled and kissed Lenore’s cheek. “She does.” He shot Thea a look. “And now, we’re just waiting for her to find the same thing.”
Drew looked up from his menu to watch Thea. “Right. And, you know, on some level, it’s got to be weird watching your younger sister get married first.”
Thea frowned. He hadn’t said it with malice, but she didn’t think it needed saying either way. “Not really. People find these things at different times. And there’s only a few years between us, it’s not that weird.”
“Sure, but, you know, weddings… They make you feel things, don’t they?”
“I feel happy for my sister and brother-to-be. I feel delighted to be here with so many of our loved ones. And I feel confident that I’ll find what I’m looking for in my own time.”
“What if you already found it and it’s right there in front of you? People miss these things all the time.”
Thea’s mind flipped immediately to Erin. It was far too early to be thinking she’d marry her, but, when she thought about someone right in front of her that she could spend time being herself around, Erin was the one who came to mind. Not Drew.
She shrugged. “Some people do miss things, but I also think people sometimes hang too tightly to things close to them that they need to let go of. You know, sometimes things just feel easier if you stick with what you know because putting yourself out there can be scary, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try it. You never know what you’re missing if you don’t at least look.”
Drew stared at her, seemingly finally realizing that she wasn’t on the same page he was.
The moment hung, awkward and uncomfortable in the air.
Javier shifted and cleared his throat. “Both excellent philosophies. Should we order?”
Thea smiled, attempting to break the tension. She really didn’t want to ruin their wedding. “Absolutely. The risotto sounds amazing.”
“Oh, make sure you specify which one,” Lenore said, leaning towards Thea. “They’ve got a special one for Christmas, but that one has bacon on top. The regular one is the vegetarian one.”
Thea grinned at her sister, grateful for a change of subject. “Good to know, thanks.”
“No problem. I’m just glad I’m hungry tonight, honestly. I ate so many cookies earlier. But they were just so tasty. I really think they make the best food in the entire world here.”
“The cookies were pretty delicious,” Thea agreed.
Javier grinned. “We’ve got three trays of them back in our room.”
The table laughed, Drew attempting to join in, despite the distant look in his eye, and the rest of dinner went smoothly. Both sets of parents arrived and sat at the tables on either side of them, and there was a steady stream of visitors stopping to chat, mostly to Lenore and Javier, but to the table in general, too. When Nayeli, Arturo, and Valentina joined them, Thea was eternally grateful to Valentina for monopolizing her attention and reducing any attempts Drew might have made to further discuss the issue. And, when Lenore insisted they all get dessert together in the bar, he peeled off from the group to chat with their mother. Thea could only hope the two of them would finally figure out that Thea was not, and never would be, interested in getting back together with Drew.
As the evening wore on, she was on the receiving end of a few sad looks from her mother, but neither she nor Drew attempted to approach Thea. By the time they were all ready to head to their rooms, Thea was feeling much happier about the situation.
Rather than join the group in the elevator, she told them to go ahead without her, claiming she needed the bathroom as an excuse to hang back. Luckily nobody pointed out that within seconds she could have been back in her room using her own bathroom. They crowded into the elevator and left her downstairs, mostly alone. A few guests were lingering in the bar but none who were particularly likely to start a conversation with her or expect to accompany her in the elevator.
She headed to the bathroom as part of her ruse, leaving quickly and finding herself entirely unsure of where to find Erin but determined to do so. While she hoped Erin wasn’t still working, she decided heading towards the ceremony space made the most sense. She didn’t get far before she spotted a dark sweater in the small games lounge where she’d taken breakfast.
She knocked lightly on the wood paneling and wandered in. “Well, well, well, you do eat.”
Erin shook her head in amusement. “We had ramen together the other night.”
“Which is the only time I’ve seen you eat a meal.”
“I usually have food sent up to my room so I can work while I eat. Plus, it just seems more professional that way.”
Thea frowned. “I’m pretty sure everyone is expecting you to eat. You’re here for days.”
She shrugged. “I guess I just like to keep things professional. Usually.”
Thea blushed at her addition, suddenly remembering how many unprofessional things she’d imagined Erin doing to her.
Erin laughed. “What’s that blush about?”
“Nothing,” she said too quickly, nodding towards Erin’s plate. “So, why the change tonight?”
Erin wrinkled her nose. “That call last night? Well, there was a problem with the cake. I’ve spent all day figuring out a solution, including having about twenty different samples delivered to find a good replacement. I figured, after working miracles, I deserved to eat here.”
“I’m sorry about the cake mess.”
“It’s all part of the job.” She smirked. “Did you know your sister has very specific wedding cake opinions?”
“I didn’t, but I can’t say I’m surprised.”
“Well, wedding cakes are special, so it’s unsurprising, really, just rough timing.”
“Indeed, but it’s still okay that it was an annoyance today.”
Erin shook her head. “I just don’t really like cake, so tasting twenty of them and trying to match Lenore’s requirements wasn’t my favorite thing to do.”
“Oh. I’d have thought it was the stress of the whole thing.”
“Nah, that I’m good with.”
Thea laughed. It was a very Erin response. “So, you don’t like cake, huh?”
Erin shook her head, sipping her sparkling water. “Yeah, not so much. Never have been a huge fan, honestly. This job hasn’t changed that.”
“So,” Thea said, wondering if she was pushing her luck with the question, “you wouldn’t have cake at your wedding?”
Erin shot her a look as she finished the water. “Do you want to get out of here?”
“Sorry?” Thea looked around in confusion.
“I could do with a break. Want to come with?”
“Yes. Of course.”
“Great. Get your coat and I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
Thea practically raced back to her room, threw on an extra sweater, her coat, boots, and a hat, and sped back downstairs. Erin still managed to beat her to the lobby, though. Thea could only imagine she kept her own outdoor gear closer to the front doors.
“Ready?” Erin asked with a smile as Thea’s boots squeaked to a halt before her.
“Ready,” Thea replied with a wince.
They headed outside, the snow still falling but slower, softer now. The visibility was far better than the morning when Thea had—
She shook her head and realized Erin was heading for one of the cars again. “You’re going to drive in the snow?”
Erin grinned. “I grew up on a farm in Vermont. I’m an old hand at this, don’t worry. They’ve got good snow tires.”
Thea climbed into the passenger seat. “I can’t really imagine you on a farm.”
“It wasn’t really a working one. My family kept animals, but mostly just for pleasure.”
“And then you found yourself craving big city life?” She paused. “Or do you not live where your business is based?”
Erin started the car and flicked the radio to the station Thea had picked the other day. Soft, Christmas music filled the car around them. “I live in New York. Moved there for college and never left. Liked it too much, I guess.”
“I imagine it’s better for business too?”
She hummed as she pulled away from the hotel. “It is better connected than Vermont is, I’ll give you that. And how about you? Why New York?”
Thea sank back in her seat, keeping her hands in her sleeves for warmth. “I guess I just wanted someplace completely different. Someplace that felt like it was mine, you know? Not like I own New York, more like, I don’t know, just mine.”
“A million miles from LA.”
“It’s actually about two-and-a-half thousand miles, but yeah, basically.”
“Okay, data scientist.”
Thea laughed. “I just needed to feel like I could be my own person.”
“Yeah, I get that. I’m not quite as far from my hometown, but I get the feeling.”
Thea smiled, watching Erin drive. “I bet you’re like a local celebrity when you get back there.”
She laughed. “Not quite.”
“Yeah, right. All sleek clothes and big business attitude.”
“Is that how you see me?” Erin asked, amused.
“I mean, that’s a little reductive, but it’s part of it, yeah.”
“Well, now you can add 'doesn't
like cake’ to that list.” She pulled off the road and into a lookout point. They couldn’t see much of the view in the dark and with the snow, but it was a place away from the hotel just for the two of them. Someplace they could be themselves in all their cake-hating glory.
Thea breathed a laugh. “I guess I can.”
Erin flicked the heat on now that the car had warmed up and the air was like sweet relief to Thea’s nose after breathing the icy cold on the drive.
They were quiet for a minute, both looking out at the snowflakes being illuminated by their headlights.
“I wouldn’t want cake at my wedding,” Erin said eventually, the sentence almost a whisper, just for Thea. “Of course, if my wife wanted cake, we’d have cake, but it wouldn’t be my pick.”
“What would you want instead?”
Erin grinned, leaned her head back against her seat, and turned it to look at Thea. “Pie, probably. Love a good pie. Although, I wouldn’t be averse to one of those cheese wheel cakes. I think they look awesome. Though, I doubt we’d ever get through all that cheese.”
Thea giggled. “I guess, in your job, you see a lot of different weddings and get a pretty clear idea of what you like and don’t like.”
“You could definitely say that.”
“So, would you do a wedding like Lenore and Javier’s?”
Erin narrowed her eyes. “What, hiring a lodge and retreating there with all of my friends and family?”
“Yeah. You know, pretty big guest list, going all out, that kind of thing.”
“Would you?”
Thea wrinkled her nose. “I love them both, but I don’t know if that’s my style.”
Erin nodded. “I’d do a micro one. Me, my wife, a handful of our very closest friends. I’d go all out for photography and catering—you can never have too much delicious food or too many memories of the day. And I’d pick somewhere a little different and unique for the venue. Maybe an incredible cave, maybe a library, or a rooftop. Probably something that mattered to us as a couple. Then, you know, just have the best, most intimate day with my wife and our best friends. Laugh, chat, be in love.”
Thea was completely absorbed in Erin’s words, watching, mesmerized, as she spoke, hearing the far-off, wondrous tone in her voice. It made sense that a wedding planner would think weddings were magical. It made sense that she’d imagine the perfect day.
Thea slipped a finger out of her sleeve and traced it over the back of Erin’s hand where it rested on the center console.
Finally touching her was like a rush of blood to the head, like Thea couldn’t breathe from the intensity of it. They’d collided before, but this was different. This was tender and purposeful.
Thea’s heart pounded in her chest and her hands shook slightly, but she smiled steadily. “That sounds nice,” she whispered.
Erin looked at her intently. “It does, doesn’t it?” 



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Erin turned her hand, no longer cold now the heat was running and Thea was touching her. Thea’s finger traced, light as a feather, over the lines of her palm and up along each finger. It had been a while since she’d been with someone, but not long enough to explain why the movements felt so erotic and consuming.
She curled her fingers down as Thea’s finger headed for her wrist, teasing just inside the cuff of her sleeve. If Erin hadn’t known better, she’d have said she was the rookie in this situation and Thea knew exactly what she was doing. But then, she always had enjoyed a woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to go after it.
Perhaps that was why she’d been so attracted to Thea from the beginning. She was interesting and amusing and beautiful, of course, but she’d also always just seemed to know what she wanted and how to get it. It had always been so clear on Thea’s face that she wanted Erin. So clear it hadn’t once occurred to her that Thea might have been working through her own sexuality with the crush.
She edged closer to Thea. The car was still separating them, but it felt right for these teasing, tentative first steps. Erin had no interest in pushing Thea faster than she wanted to go. Thea’s comfort was paramount. And, while their time at the lodge might have an end date, Erin didn’t. Maybe Thea did, maybe her interest expired when they flew back home, but, as far as Erin was concerned, she’d wait forever for Thea to be ready.
“What were you like as a kid?” Thea asked, her voice quiet and gentle in the car.
Erin breathed a laugh. “Precocious, I think is the word.”
“That feels right.”
“Always a little too informed on what was going on, a little too opinionated, perhaps.”
“I like your opinions.”
She smiled. “I make a living out of getting things done and not having opinions.”
Thea looked up, a crease between her brows. “Couples don’t ask for your opinion?”
“Sometimes they do, but generally I’m just there to facilitate their vision.”
“Do you give your opinion if they ask?”
“It depends.” She breathed in right as Thea inched closer and was hit with a wave of Thea’s shampoo—something Christmassy and woodsy. “Sometimes, they’re asking because they feel like they need permission to do the thing they want to. In that case, I give them the answer they’re hoping for.”
“You are really good at what you do. I’m sure they appreciate that coming from a professional.”
Erin smiled. “You finally looked me up.”
She breathed a laugh. “Did I need to? I’ve been watching you doing your job since I arrived and you’re amazing.”
“You’re very sweet, but I can tell you looked me up.”
“I did. And you’re incredible. Your staff look great too.”
“Destiny will be delighted to hear that.”
“Which one is Destiny?”
“Social media manager. Bantu knots in her hair in the photo of us on the website.”
“Ah, yes.” She nodded immediately and Erin’s insides flamed at the thought of Thea staring at that photo.
She refused to think about Destiny’s opinion on this particular rendezvous.
“And what were you like as a teenager?” Thea asked.
“Ah… Studious is probably the best descriptor. I knew what I wanted and I wasn’t risking not getting it. Still a little opinionated, but organized, focused. There’s a reason I wasn’t dating, I suppose. But I had my group of friends. All of us queer, of course.”
She smiled softly. “Are you still in touch with any of them?”
“A few of them still live in the area, so I see them when I get back home. But, regularly, only one of them. They were my best friend back then, we went to different colleges but both ended up in New York, and we’ve been close ever since.”
“Where’d they go?” she asked, clearly already knowing where Erin went from finally looking her up online.
“Julliard.”
“Oh, wow.”
Erin smiled. “Yeah, they’re a hell of a viola player.” She shot Thea a look. She really was playing with fire. “Maybe I’ll take you to listen to them play one day.”
“Yeah?” The hope and excitement in her voice made Erin’s heart ache.
Erin had been with Heather for two years and the woman had always refused to go watch Aspen play. But here was Thea, just the promise of something between them—a flirtation, an attraction—and she was already itching to go? Maybe Destiny and Yolanda had been right all along and Erin had deserved something better than Heather gave her. She sure as hell preferred what she was getting from Thea.
“Yes,” she said, feeling the promise burning in her words.
Maybe it was too early for such promises. It was definitely too early for tender talks about what she wanted her wedding to look like, but she liked this. And she was a wedding planner. Plenty of people asked questions like that when they knew her job. It didn’t mean they were talking about their wedding. It was simply curiosity about the person Thea was interested in. Erin refused to overthink it. She liked Thea. She liked the way she felt alive with Thea. The way Thea switched from teasing and challenging to soft and excitable. The way she softened Erin. All of it just… worked.
And maybe Aspen, at least, would be proud. They’d once gone on a seventeen-hour first date, fallen completely in love, and immediately moved in together a week later. And it was somehow still working out for them. Maybe you really could just know.
Erin had no interest in doing that, but maybe she needed to take all of the advice her friends gave her and just let herself like someone, get to know them, let them in, and have fun. It felt like a long time since she’d had fun.
“What were you like as a child?” she asked Thea.
Thea giggled, her head falling forward so it brushed against Erin’s shoulder. “Dramatic. I liked an audience. I liked performing. And I really liked cooking. Still do. But, back then, I’d make my mom let me help in the kitchen and then really intensely quiz everyone on how much they liked the food, what they liked about it, all the little details… Just really annoying, I guess.”
Erin breathed the smell of her in. So Christmassy and so perfect for the setting and the snow and the soft sound of carols coming from the speakers.
She reached her free hand up, placing her finger just under Thea’s chin, and tilted her head up so she could look her in the eyes. “The ramen we shared the other night was the best midnight snack I’ve ever had. The cheese made it rich and delicious, and you were totally right that the chips on top added that extra texture that just made the dish.”
Thea smiled like she might explode from happiness, not moving her chin from Erin’s finger, the two of them breathing the same air. “And the Kisses after?” she asked.
Erin’s gaze flicked to Thea’s lips. She knew she was talking about the candy, but she also suspected she wasn’t. They hadn’t kissed the other night, but it felt like they were hanging on the precipice of doing so now, and bringing up the candy was a push in that direction.
Erin welcomed the push.
She sank her teeth into her own lip as she thought Thea’s question through. “Refreshing, creamy, indulgent. The perfect after-dinner treat.”
Thea stared at Erin’s lips and, just like they had been before, her thoughts were written across her face. Still, she sucked in a breath and whispered, “I really wanted to kiss you that night.”
Erin smiled. She really did love it when someone wasn’t afraid to say what they wanted. “I wouldn’t have objected.”
“And I really want to kiss you now.”
“I wouldn’t object now, either.”
“You’re sure?” Thea asked, her voice a little shaky.
“I’ve never been more sure about wanting to kiss someone in my life.”
“Wow.” Thea breathed the word and Erin realized she’d never felt wanted like this before either. There was something comforting in it, but also something freeing. Erin had been so worried about not wanting to push her too far or too fast that it hadn’t occurred to her that Thea might want to know exactly how badly Erin wanted her.
She licked her lips, watching Thea’s eyes trace the movement hungrily. “From the moment you cut Suzanne off with your smart mouth and innocent demeanor, I’ve wanted to kiss you. You have no idea how attractive it was watching you pick her apart so skillfully.”
Thea breathed the quietest of laughs, edging closer to Erin’s lips. “I’m pretty sure I’ve wanted to kiss you since the moment I laid eyes on you.”
“Well, I have to admit, it was also pretty sexy watching you attempt to control your mother, too.”
Something unsure flickered across her face. “You think I’m sexy?”
Erin studied her face. Nobody had ever told her that in a way she thought rang true? It seemed impossible it hadn’t been said to her, but Erin knew from experience it felt different when you felt connected to the person saying it, when you believed them. “I think you are the sexiest person I’ve ever met.”
She blushed, and Erin was intensely grateful for the low lights in the car that were letting her see every little flicker of emotion over Thea’s face.
“You’re one to talk,” she told Erin after a moment. “You have no idea how sexy it is watching you boss everyone around, looking cool as a cucumber.”
“Cool as a cucumber, huh?”
“Ugh. I can’t believe I just said that. This is so not the time for that saying. But yes, cool as a cucumber. You just… control everyone and everything around you with ridiculous ease and success. It’s like everything around you is chaos, but you have it all under control.”
Erin traced her thumb along the edge of Thea’s lower lip. “You might be the only thing in the world that makes me feel completely out of control.”
“Oh, my god,” she gasped quietly. “I really have to kiss you now.”
Erin nodded and softly closed her eyes as Thea leaned in.
It only took a second, but the second seemed to hang tantalizingly in the air for eons. But then, Thea’s mouth was on hers. Not scared or unsure, but wanting, teasing, tasting. Every ounce of Thea knowing exactly what she wanted flooded through the kiss. She moved to Erin’s top lip, gentle but certain, before claiming her bottom lip again, pulling it in between her teeth and tracing her tongue along it.
Thea Cooper knew how to kiss.
Erin slipped her fingers up into Thea’s hair, dislodging her hat as she did, while Thea’s hands gripped tightly to Erin’s lapels, pulling her in close. And they kissed and kissed, their breathing becoming more and more ragged.
Eventually, Thea pulled back, looking up at Erin with a dazed expression. “Um, wow. That was the best kiss I’ve ever had.”
Erin laughed softly. “Me too. I find it hard to believe you haven’t been breaking hearts all over the place, kissing people like that.”
She squirmed in her seat. “I, um, don’t usually kiss people like that.”
Erin stole another quick kiss from her lips. “Well, I’m delighted I bring that out in you.”
“You could bring anything you wanted out of me, I think. That’s kind of why I had to stop.” She looked away. “If we kept going, I think I’d just… want you right here. You know. And I don’t think I’d want our first time to be in someone else’s car.”
“Not the first time, but maybe the second?” Erin asked lightly.
“Oh. Well. Never say never.”
Erin laughed, she’d been joking, and Thea knew that, but there was a part of her that was a little into the possibility, and that was absolutely fascinating to Erin. “I wouldn’t want our first time to be here, either.”
“But you would want us to have a first time?”
“Mm. Definitely.”
“And calling it a first time implies you might want more times too?”
“You really have no idea how beautiful and attractive you are, do you?”
“Um. I mean, I think I’m okay, but you’re better.”
“I have been having a very difficult time keeping my hands off you.”
She let out a startled laugh. “Nayeli said you looked at me, before the market trip, like you wanted to take me right there in the lobby.”
“Nayeli was right,” Erin said, answering her unasked question.
“Wow. I don’t know if I want to brag that she was right or never let her know that she was.”
Erin laughed again. “Well, you have my complete support for whichever option you choose.”
“Really? You’d let me tell people that?”
“Haven’t you already been telling Nayeli and Mya about us anyway?”
“Oh. Um. Maybe a little bit… Yes. Sorry. But that was just when I had a crush on you and didn’t really think you’d actually be interested. Sorry.”
“You don’t need to be sorry. Destiny asked about you, if it makes you feel better.”
“She did?” she asked, looking for all the world like she couldn’t believe Erin would have talked to her friends about her.
“Mm. And she’s definitely in a gloating mood after telling me that I should pick up a hot sibling while I was here.”
“Is that all I am?” she asked, amused.
“It is not.” Erin enunciated the words clearly. She knew Thea was joking, but a part of her suspected something inside of Thea worried it might be true, and Erin wanted to be very clear that it wasn’t. “I have rules, usually, about not picking people up, not falling for people at weddings. It’s never been an issue because I’ve never wanted to. On retreat weddings like this, Destiny likes to tell me to treat myself, but it’s never been a thing.”
“Until me.”
Erin smiled. “Until you.”
“Sorry I made you break your rules.”
“You are not.”
“No, admittedly, I’m not. But, hey, I broke your rules; you broke my whole sexuality.”
“I don’t think that’s how that works.”
“Maybe not, but I like it better this way.”
Erin brushed Thea’s hair back behind her ear. “Well, for the record, I’m always ready to hear exactly how you like it—you know, for any it that might occur to you.”
“Erin,” she whined, the sound closer to a moan than anything else. “We’re supposed to not be having sex in a car.”
Erin laughed, the sound dirty and seductive. “Should I drive us back?”
Thea harrumphed, settling back in her seat. “I suppose so. If you must.”
“Hey, I’m just trying to save us from doing something we don’t want to.”
“It’s not that I don’t want to…” she muttered.
“Okay,” Erin amended, amused. “I’m saving us from doing something we want to do in a place we don’t want to do it.”
“Good. So long as we’re clear on that.”
“We do so love clarity and precision,” Erin said, putting the car into drive again, and thinking that they probably did both love clarity and precision in their working lives, maybe even their personal lives to a degree. But, when it came to teasing each other, all bets were off.



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Nervous excitement coursed through Thea as she sat on the floor in front of her fireplace, Erin close beside her, twisted to face her. It wasn’t as though she didn’t know what she wanted, or where things were leading, and it wasn’t as though she was new to sex as a concept. She was just new to sex with women and what if she didn’t know what to do?
She wasn’t sure she’d ever had a truly satisfying sexual encounter in her life. Some had been good enough, but she’d never felt safe enough to ask for what she needed more than once, and, when she’d named it and her partner had failed or refused to follow instructions, she’d just accepted she wasn’t going to finish. The last thing she wanted was to do that to Erin. She wanted to know exactly what to do, exactly how to make Erin feel good. She didn’t want to struggle with it as her partners had seemed to with her.
Erin reached over and brushed her hair back. “Are you doing okay?”
Thea giggled nervously. “Yeah, I’m good. Just… thinking.”
“Anything you want to share?”
Thea’s breath caught. Erin was so confident and clear and knew exactly what she wanted. It felt impossible to believe that Thea was the one that made her feel out of control, but she’d seemed entirely genuine when she’d said it.
Not entirely sure speaking her mind wouldn’t ruin the moment, Thea simply leaned forward and kissed Erin. The fact that she was allowed to do that was mind-blowing. Erin was, without a doubt, the most beautiful person Thea had ever kissed in her life.
Erin kissed her back readily but breathed a laugh when she pulled away. “Not that I don’t love that, because I really do, but I want to know what’s on your mind too.”
“Oh.” She chewed her lip. “Are you sure?”
Erin played with a lock of Thea’s hair in a very distracting way. “Completely sure. I want to know what’s on your mind and I want you to feel completely safe in anything that happens.”
It felt hard to breathe. It was like an entirely different world was opening up, and that world was safe and beautiful and a little terrifying, but in a good way.
She tried to suck in a deep breath. It didn’t work very well. “I just… want to make sure I do this right.”
Erin smiled, her hazel eyes alight in the fire. “As long as you’re freely and enthusiastically participating, and you’re having a good time, you’re doing it exactly right. The second something is too much or isn’t working for you, I want to know. We can stop. We can pause. We can do nothing more than this, and everything will be okay.”
“Oh, no, I want to—” she said, cutting off when she realized how quickly the words had tumbled from her mouth.
“I did say enthusiastic,” Erin said with a wink, and Thea thought she might die right there.
She blushed, but she knew Erin meant it. She wanted to know what Thea wanted, and Thea wanted to meet her there.
Erin kissed her quickly. “Do you want to have sex?”
“Yes,” Thea said, clear but embarrassed. She’d never been asked outright like that and there was some part of her that felt embarrassed for wanting it.
“Me too,” Erin said, her expression blissful, and suddenly Thea didn’t feel so silly or alone.
“Okay. Great.”
Erin leaned in, her breath tickling over Thea’s neck and she began peppering light kisses over Thea’s skin. “Just do what feels right to you right now, in this moment. Don’t worry about anything that’s come before, or what you think you’re supposed to do. Just do what feels right.”
Thea could do that. Probably.
She took a deep breath and tried to shut out the silly voice in her head that had developed from too many unsatisfying sexual encounters, and she focused on the feeling of Erin’s mouth on her. It was a million times better than she’d even imagined it.
Her hands moved, as if led by her desire rather than her mind, and gripped Erin’s hips. She lay back on the rug, pulling Erin down on top of her.
“Good,” Erin breathed against her neck, and every part of Thea felt like she was on fire.
She’d never thought of herself as much of a butt girl, but her hands found Erin’s and it felt like the best thing in the world. She spread her legs and pressed, pulling Erin closer to her.
Erin moaned against her skin. Even though the sound was quiet, it felt scandalous. Thea’s hips bucked in response, and Erin’s hands slipped up under her shirt, soft and warm and teasingly light.
Thea knew her breath was coming in fast pants but she didn’t care. Erin was consuming her mind and pushing out any shame she’d ever felt for being loud in bed.
Erin’s hands worked higher up her body, under her shirt, and, suddenly, Thea panicked.
Erin knelt up immediately, giving Thea space, her hands held safely up in the air. “Do you want to stop?”
“Um. No. Not at all. I just… think I should take a shower first.”
“Of course. Anything you want.” She looked so sweet and concerned and genuine that it caused Thea’s heart to ache. She’d never felt so cared for in her life.
She looked away. “I want you. But I, um, didn’t have time to shave this morning, so there’s… you know, stubble.”
Erin narrowed her eyes, smiling. “That’s the only reason you want a shower?”
“Yes.”
She leaned over, placing her hands on either side of Thea’s head. It was possibly the sexiest thing Thea had ever experienced.
“Hello,” she said, blushing furiously as she tried to hold Erin’s gaze.
Erin leaned in slightly. “You being a human being who has body hair is not going to put me off.”
Thea froze. “Are you sure?”
Erin raised an eyebrow—it had always looked sexy when she did that, but it was especially so when she was looking ridiculously turned on and hovering over Thea. “Completely sure.”
Thea chose to believe her. “Okay.” She wrapped her arms around Erin’s back and pulled her back down into a kiss.
Erin gave her a moment to get back into it, and, knowing that was what she was doing, Thea snaked her hands under Erin’s sweater, urging her on. Her fingers traced the soft, smooth, perfect expanse of Erin’s back, mesmerized that anyone so perfect could possibly exist.
Their shirts and bras were shed, flung across the room towards the couch, but Thea could not have cared less whether they made it or landed on the floor. All she cared about was Erin shirtless, and the look on Erin’s face when she gazed down at Thea like she was the best thing she had ever seen.
Erin settled back on her heels again, perched between Thea’s legs as she unbuttoned her pants. “I want you to show me how you touch yourself.”
“Um. What?” Thea asked, her eyes wide.
“I want to see how you do it, want to learn how to touch you exactly the way you like.”
Thea moaned involuntarily, the sound eliciting a sexy smirk from Erin. She took it as the encouragement it was and moved her hands to the button of Thea’s jeans, looking up questioningly.
Thea nodded. “Please.”
Erin leaned in, kissing Thea’s bare stomach as she unbuttoned the jeans and wrangled them out of the way. “Show me,” she said, sitting back up again.
Thea’s heart was pounding. She looked down at Erin, gesturing to her black pants. “Can you…?”
“Of course.” She stood and slipped them off, and Thea was mesmerized by Erin, completely naked, standing before her, moving to kneel between Thea’s thighs again. Every inch of her was so perfect and beautiful—soft curves, smooth muscles, a scar on her side that glistened in the firelight.
Thea had never been so turned on in her life. “Should I… now?”
“Do you want to?”
She nodded shyly.
Erin smiled. “Touch yourself for me.”
And Thea melted, following the instruction like her life depended on it.
Erin, it turned out, was in control in the bedroom, too. Not that that was any real surprise, but Thea loved it. Commanding, in control, but gentle and encouraging. She was perfect.
The way her eyes were glued to Thea’s hand, watching so intently as it moved in tight circles, was intoxicating. Even more so when she couldn’t hold herself back any longer and spread her own knees to touch herself in response. Just the sight of how much Erin wanted her was enough to have Thea almost coming.
After a moment, Erin leaned over her again, taking her mouth in a passionate kiss as her hand expertly replaced Thea’s.
Thea gasped and panted. Erin’s fingers felt exactly right, perfect, just what Thea had always needed. They worked at exactly the right pace, leaning into exactly what Thea needed from every clue her body gave. It felt like Erin knew her body every bit as well as Thea did. And the way she’d paid attention, the way she was keeping up the exact touches Thea loved felt like a dream.
She wanted to touch Erin, but, as Erin’s fingers worked her clit achingly well, Thea’s touch was clumsy and distracted. Erin didn’t seem to mind, though. She was so wet. Just feeling how much Erin wanted her was pushing her closer and closer to the edge. Right up to the point that Erin looked her in the eyes and said, “You’re so perfect,” and Thea’s orgasm tore through her body.
Every part of her felt alive and electric. Her body bucked entirely out of her control. Erin’s skilled fingers worked her through it exactly right, and Thea felt like she was floating.
She came back down slowly, dizzy and unable to catch her breath. She’d never come so hard in her life, but it was perfect. She wanted it for the rest of time.
But she wanted to make Erin feel good too.
Erin lay beside her, softly caressing her skin, perfectly happy to wait for Thea, no matter how long she was floating for.
“Wow,” Thea choked out eventually, her voice a little hoarse. She hadn’t realized she’d made enough noise for that, but she’d only really been paying attention to Erin. “You’re amazing.”
Erin grinned. “So are you.”
Thea laughed, a little awkwardly, aware that she couldn’t think of a better view in the world than Erin lying naked beside her, framed by a softly glowing Christmas tree. “I didn’t do anything.”
“I don’t think I’d say that,” Erin replied, her voice teasing. “I don’t think my body would either.”
Thea blew out a breath. She was ridiculously sexy. “I want to get you off.”
Erin smirked at the desperation in Thea’s voice. “I don’t think it will take you long.”
“Wow,” she whispered, moving to push Erin down on the floor, spreading her legs. “Show me how.”
Erin nodded as she took Thea’s fingers and moved them to dance across her clit, guiding, writhing, gasping.
It was perfect.
∞∞∞
The next few days were a whirlwind of stolen moments and long nights with Erin, a parade of family events, and numerous calls with Mya who both wanted the details of what was happening with Erin, while also providing far too many details about her own holiday fling. Apparently, she’d attended a town event with her grandparents and managed to run into Ruby Shah and her family. Ruby still wasn’t gay, but her cousin sure was.
Mya and Thea were both having excellent Christmases.
Thea honestly wasn’t sure how Erin was still managing to stay on top of everything. She found she was barely able to walk in a straight line when she saw or thought about Erin, but Erin was still there, keeping everything in order—and keeping Thea completely satisfied. She’d even organized having the rug in Thea’s room cleaned, which was only marginally horrifying to think about. Thea honestly hadn’t realized she could even get that wet, but Erin was an education in putting down a towel if she didn’t want to keep asking room service to clean up after the two of them.
In a blissful state, Thea had made it to the day before the wedding, and even Drew had backed off. So, it was a surprise when Lenore and their mother dropped into the seats across from Thea at breakfast with serious expressions on their faces.
“Good morning,” Thea said, slightly concerned. “Everything okay?”
“What’s going on with you and the wedding planner?” Lenore asked, cutting straight to the chase.
Thea froze, her eyes wide. She hadn’t said anything to anyone but Mya and Nayeli. She wasn’t interested in causing problems before her sister’s wedding. “Nothing. Why?”
Lenore rolled her eyes. “Hilarious. Do you think we don’t see what’s going on around us?”
“Honestly, I kind of expected you to be too busy organizing your wedding to think about anything else.”
“We booked a planner so I didn’t have to worry about it. And it’s not just me, Mom’s noticed it too.”
“Noticed what?” Thea asked, faking ignorance and sipping her orange juice, careful not to choke on it.
“Theodora, come along,” her mother said seriously. “We really don’t have time for games.”
“Not playing a game, Mom,” she insisted, which was half true.
Estelle rolled her eyes. “The only reason we haven’t said anything sooner is because it doesn’t seem to be interfering with the woman doing her job, but if anything goes wrong tomorrow, it’s going to be on you.”
Thea frowned. “Erin is incredible at her job. If anything goes wrong, it’s not going to be anything to do with her.”
“So you admit, there is something going on,” Lenore said in a voice that suggested she’d caught Thea in some great trap.
“Point to where I said that,” Thea said, her tone a little cool.
Estelle patted Lenore’s hand, keeping her quiet. “Sweetheart,” she said, leaning across the table towards Thea. “It’s okay if you’re gay. Obviously, we’d rather you fall in love with someone back home, but this isn’t about that.”
“What is it about?” Thea asked, fighting her blush.
“My wedding, obviously,” Lenore said, shaking her head at Thea’s ridiculousness.
“Right. Of course. My bad,” Thea said, spearing a piece of her waffle.
“Everything tomorrow has to be perfect. Javier and I have been waiting for this moment for so long.”
Thea frowned. “I have no interest in ruining your wedding. I’m really happy for you both. I want tomorrow to be perfect.”
Estelle frowned. “You’re really not upset?”
“Upset?” Thea’s head whipped between the two, entirely confused. “About what?”
“About your younger sister getting married first, of course.”
Thea didn’t mean to, but she barked a laugh and stifled it quickly. “Sorry. But, no, I honestly couldn’t care less about that. I’m really, genuinely happy for you and Javier.”
Lenore pouted. “See, Mom, I told you she didn’t care.”
Estelle’s mouth opened and closed a few times. “But…”
“Yes?” Thea said, eyeing Lenore now she knew this was all her mother’s scheming.
“I don’t… understand.”
“Why not?”
Her mom thought for a moment. “When your aunt got married, everyone gave me such a hard time.”
“But then you found Dad and you two are happy. What does it matter that she got married first?” Thea asked, wondering why her mom had been stuck carrying those wounds her whole life. Her sister’s marriage hadn’t even lasted. They’d had a good five years together and amicably gone their separate ways. There was no shame in that, but it felt weird to Thea that her mom was still stuck carrying that marriage with her.
“Well, it just… does. It did. Everyone… said it did. My mother…”
Thea reached across the table to hold her mom’s hand at the same time Lenore did. “Mom, is this why you’ve been so insistent on me getting back together with Drew?”
Her mom at least had the decency to look chagrined. “Maybe a little. I mean, I really would like you to come home.”
Thea laughed gently. “Mom, Drew and I are done. We’ve been done for a long time. Trying to get us back together isn’t going to heal some wound people have told you I should be carrying. I promise I’m good. I know I’ll find my person.”
Estelle looked a little teary and a little like the world was shifting for her. Thea’s heart ached for how long she’d clearly felt inferior for not being the elder sister who got married first. Given how happy her parents were, it was particularly tragic.
“I’m really good,” Thea promised. “And Grandma hasn’t said a thing about me not being married yet.”
“She hasn’t?” Estelle asked, looking absolutely scandalized. “After how much trouble that woman gave me?”
Thea laughed sympathetically. “I guess we’re all just trying something new here, huh?”
Lenore kept her hand on the pile but turned to look at Thea again. “So you are sleeping with my wedding planner?”
“Jesus, Lenore. That’s how you’re phrasing it?”
“Oh, are you not sleeping with her? Is she not rocking your world every night?”
“I really don’t think Mom wants to hear this. I don’t think I want to hear this.”
Lenore cackled. “I bet she’s really good in bed, actually. It’s that whole in control thing she’s got going on.”
“Lenore,” their mother scolded. “Must we be so crass over breakfast?”
“Relax, Mom. I’m not asking for a demonstration.”
“Good,” Thea said immediately. “Because that is never an option.”
“Lenore, really,” Estelle said, looking scandalized but a little like a weight had been lifted.
Lenore waved them both away. “Seriously, though, you’re together, right? The way you look at each other is just… magic, really.”
Thea couldn’t fight her smile. It felt magic too. “Don’t kill me, okay?”
“I’ll only kill you if you screw up my wedding.”
Thea shook her head. “Not going to happen. Erin wouldn’t let it for a start.”
“Oh, Erin this and Erin that,” Lenore said, pretending haughty.
“Lenore. You asked.” Thea shook her head.
“I’m just teasing. I can see it. You two. I think it works. She’s… what you need. You know, Drew never was, I guess. Not like she seems to be.”
Estelle bowed her head, slightly ashamed. “You have seemed happier this last week. Am I to take it that she’s the reason?”
Thea smiled at them both. None of this had gone the way she was expecting. “I don’t know exactly what it is, and it’s very, very early days, but, yeah. I really like her. She makes me happy. Really… myself.”
Her mom smiled, slightly teary, as she reached her free hand up to cup Thea’s face. “That’s all I ever really wanted for you. Although, you really couldn’t have fallen for a woman from LA?”
Thea laughed. “Mom, most of the women here who are from LA are people I’m related to.”
“Well, yes, I suppose that wouldn’t be ideal. But, you know, there’s a couple of Lenore’s friends.”
Thea laughed. “And we all know that has always been an immediate no.”
“Hey!” Lenore protested. “What’s wrong with my friends?”
“Nothing,” Thea insisted. “They’re just not my type.”
“Hey, I only just learned your type is women. Maybe I’d have brought other friends if I’d known that was on the table.”
“We haven’t done it on a table,” Thea said flippantly before she popped a slice of tangerine in her mouth.
“Theodora Cooper,” her mother scolded. “We do not need details.”
“I mean, in fairness, Mom, you can’t have details of something that hasn’t happened,” Lenore pointed out.
Estelle shook her head. “How on earth did I raise you two?”
They both laughed and Thea said, “You were trying something different than what you’d had. And, honestly, I think I like this better—the whole Drew thing aside.”
Her mom smiled softly, turning her hand to grip her daughters’. “Well, yes, I’m sorry about that. But I’m very glad you’re happy. However, I am banning you from distracting her from her job until the wedding is over.”
Thea laughed. “It’s like being fifteen all over again.”
She groaned. “If this means you’re going to be sneaking out again, I don’t want to know about it.”
“My lips are sealed.”
“I want to know about it,” Lenore said.
“You have a wedding to focus on,” Estelle told her.
“So? Erin’s got it covered. I’m just here for the gossip.”
Thea narrowed her eyes. “That’s the first time you’ve ever just used her name like that.”
“Well, if she’s going to be your girlfriend, I probably should start using it.”
“I didn’t say that…”
“Pfft. You didn’t have to. The way she looks at you says that.”
Thea blushed and looked down at her plate. “Well, I’m sure she’ll be delighted you finally learned to say her name.”
“Not as delighted as she is about you screaming it, I’m sure.”
Their mom stood up abruptly. “I swear. You girls. I’m going to get some coffee. Talk like this before I’m even caffeinated, really.”
Thea laughed and watched her mom go, honestly a little unsure how everyone else around her happened to be so eager to talk about her sex life. “Sorry, Mom.”
“Get me some too, please,” Lenore called after her before turning back to Thea. “Okay. Tell me everything.”
Thea smiled and shook her head. Every part of falling for Erin had gone differently than she’d expected. Maybe it made sense that telling her family did too. Either way, she was just glad they were all finally on the same page. 



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“How’s it going?” Destiny asked over the phone as Erin adjusted and readjusted a table setting.
She knew she was just being picky and stressed the night before the wedding. She knew it was a waste of time fussing before the flowers arrived first thing in the morning to complete the tables, but what could she say? She was a stickler for details, especially when she had longer to mull over the details than usual.
She hummed, mostly to herself. “Getting there, I suppose.”
“You suppose? Is something wrong?”
“No.” She glanced out the wide window. “Well, not so long as this storm clears a little overnight like it’s supposed to. I really need the florist to be able to get here.”
“They’re local, right? I’m sure they’ll be fine.”
“Even locals need to take care of themselves in this much snow.”
Destiny huffed. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”
“Indeed.” Erin stood in the center of the room, a hand on her forehead. It was late and she hadn’t paused for breath all day.
“Why do you sound moodier than usual?” Destiny asked, only sounding mildly concerned.
“When do I not sound moody?”
“Actually a good point, but, I don’t know, lately, you’ve had a little spring in your step. And I think we both know why. Sexy siblings will do that for you.”
“Never say that again. You make it sound like I’m hooking up with Thea and her sister.”
“Oh, never. We both know you have a clear rule about clients.”
“A fair rule when you’re a wedding planner, I’d say.” She hesitated. “Of course, I generally have a no family members of clients rule too.”
Destiny laughed. “Hey, we’ve all got that one person we’d burn it all to the ground for.”
“I don’t think that’s quite what’s going on here.”
“But you like her, though.”
Erin closed her eyes and sighed. “Is there any use denying it at this point?”
“Not at all.”
“Just what I suspected. Fine. Yes, I like her.”
“So, what’s the problem?”
“Nothing. I’m just busy.”
Destiny laughed again. “Oh, I see. You’re pouty because you haven’t seen her today.”
“I passed her in the hallway earlier, thank you.”
“Not what I mean, and you know it.”
Was that who Erin was now? Someone who sounded pouty when she’d barely seen Thea all day? She wasn’t sure. She really was busy and she’d barely eaten anything all day, but sure, maybe being around Thea did make her happier, and maybe she had been missing that all day.
“Ignoring the point, I see,” Destiny said when Erin didn’t reply.
“Sometimes, it’s easier that way.”
“Good thing you don’t do business like that.”
Erin laughed. “Actually, that pesky caller from the other day is currently going unanswered. Of course, after the wedding and Christmas, I’ll call back and explain we were unavailable due to a wedding, but that is currently how I’m doing business with her.”
“Didn’t you tell her she’d need a passcode to change anything?”
“I did.”
“And she’s still calling? Did she get the code?”
“She did not.”
“Some people, hey?”
“All part of the service.”
“Dealing with annoying relatives?”
“Essentially? Yes.”
Destiny hummed. “And how are you enjoying dealing with your own future in-laws?”
Erin rolled her eyes. “Not funny, Destiny.”
“Not a joke, Erin.”
“Of course it is.”
She scoffed. “It is not. I’ve known you a long time. Not once have you ever been this into a woman.”
Erin thought about that. It was probably true, but part of her was worried the whole thing was just a product of the location, the being forced together in this place away from society, surrounded by wedding prep and holiday cheer. What happened when all of that ended and real life kicked back in?
“Yolanda and I are both excited to meet her,” Destiny said in a teasing tone.
“You’re spending your holidays calling Yolanda to chat about my love life?”
“You say that like it’s surprising. She’s delighted for you. And so am I.”
“She’s supposed to be celebrating with her family, not speculating about her boss.”
“Ah, you have higher standards for her than you have for me.”
“I’ve known you long enough to know better. There’s nothing you enjoy more than speculating about my love life, apparently.”
Destiny laughed. “You’ve known Yolanda long enough to know better about her, too.”
Erin sighed. “Yolanda at least maintains the pretense of respecting the boss.”
“Where’s the fun in that? I want all the juicy details.”
The door to the room opened and Erin was expecting to see Abigail, the woman giving it one more shot before they weren’t coordinating a wedding together anymore. Instead, she was pleasantly surprised to see Thea. Finally. It had been a long day.
Erin grinned as Thea walked towards her. She was wearing a pair of blue jeans and Erin’s black, cashmere sweater that she’d left in Thea’s room. Erin wasn’t sure she’d ever seen anything so perfect in her life.
As Thea approached, pretending she wasn’t spoiling the surprise of seeing the room before tomorrow, Erin told Destiny, “You’re my employee, I’m not giving you the juicy details.”
“I’m your best friend. Give them to me.”
“And run the risk of a lawsuit? No.”
Destiny laughed. “Please. I’d rather quit and get the details than keep working for you and starve in the gossip desert.”
“Weird way to resign,” Erin said, wrapping her arm around Thea and pulling her in close.
She shot Erin a confused look, but Erin just shook her head and smiled, waving the concern away.
“Come on,” Destiny pleaded. “Give me something. I’m dying out here. Do you know how much talent there isn’t in my hometown?”
Erin hummed. “I do not. But I don’t think knowing details about Thea is going to help you. Something tells me you’re not the member of the team she’s interested in.”
“Accurate,” Thea replied, pressing a kiss to Erin’s collarbone. It was both adorable and sexy how much more confident she’d become in just a couple of days. “No offense, though. Destiny, you’re still very pretty.”
“She’s there?” Destiny screeched so loudly that Erin’s ear started ringing and she was certain Thea must have heard.
“She just arrived, yes. Thank you for piercing my eardrum.”
“Eh. You’ll be fine. Put her on the phone.”
“No.”
“Come on. Maybe she’ll give me the details you won’t.”
“She will not,” Thea said, kissing her way up Erin’s neck and definitely able to hear Destiny.
“Wow,” Destiny deadpanned. “A match made in heaven, aren’t you? No details at all? Just leaving me to waste away out here?”
Thea pulled back, laughing.
Erin shook her head. “Somehow, I think you’ll survive.”
“Just give me one, teeny, tiny detail.”
“She has a tiny smattering of freckles on one cheek,” Erin said, looking fondly at the spot in question.
“That’s… adorable, but not really what I was getting at.” She laughed. “You’re such a sucker for this one. Betting on it being your wedding this time next year.”
Erin fought a blush as Thea looked up at her, definitely having heard. “Yeah, well, there goes your invitation if it is,” she said, going for humorous and unbothered rather than acting like that might be remotely a serious suggestion.
“As if you’d do that to me,” Destiny said. “As if you’d do that to yourself. Getting married without your best friend in the world there? Yeah, right.”
“Is there something we can actually help you with right now?” Erin asked pointedly.
“Hey, I called to ask how your prep was going. Forgive me for being concerned about you.”
“You called to avoid helping your family make that weird Jell-O salad thing.”
“You just have no taste.”
“You don’t like it either.”
“Beside the point.”
Erin shook her head and pulled Thea closer. “Well, then, we’ll let you get back to it.”
“Ugh. Fine. Go have sex without me.”
“How I always have sex, thank you.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I truly don’t.”
“Go be happy and have sex and leave me to wallow.”
“You’re not wallowing.”
“I am if you’re off getting married and I can’t even get a decent date.”
“I’m not getting married.”
“Yet.” She paused. “Actually, ask Thea if she’s got any friends that would be good for me. That’s a new, unexplored avenue.”
“I think you just asked her yourself.”
“Of course you’re basically on top of each other.”
Thea laughed. “Any specific gender in mind?” she called down the phone.
“Nah. I’m open to everyone. Well, within reason.”
“I’ll give it some thought and get back to you.”
Erin shook her head. That part of her that wondered whether they’d still have something after this trip was poking at her, like pressing a bruise, but she liked this. She liked how much Destiny already adored Thea. She liked that Thea could hold her own with Destiny. And she liked the notion that Thea would be talking to Destiny later, that she’d consider setting Destiny up with one of her friends. That didn’t imply a temporary fling.
“How are you doing?” Thea asked after Erin hung up the call. Her eyes ran over Erin’s face like she knew exactly how much Erin hadn’t stopped all day.
“All the better for having you here.”
She smiled, soft and warm and smitten, and it was everything.
“Although,” Erin said, pointedly. “You’re not even supposed to see this place until tomorrow.”
She laughed. “Oh, believe me, I know.”
Something about her tone made Erin curious. She gave her a questioning look.
Thea rolled her eyes. “My mom and Lenore cornered me at breakfast to ask about us.”
Erin winced. “Are you serious? Was it okay?”
“Honestly, better than I expected. And… illuminating too.”
“How so?”
“Well, it turns out that, while my mom really would like me to move back to LA, part of her pushing me together with Drew was because she had all of these hangups about the eldest being unmarried while the youngest was getting married.”
“Wow. Like Regency England.”
“Indeed.” She shook her head. “Apparently, my grandma gave her a really hard time when my aunt was getting married because my mom still hadn’t found anyone. She just assumed it was the same for me. It was kind of sad, really.”
“Families can mess you up, huh?”
“I guess so.” She shook her head. “I mean, it was also kind of insulting because she thought I was sleeping with you to distract you from the wedding prep in order to ruin the wedding.”
Erin pulled back, shooting her a confused look. “She said that to you?”
“Yeah… Weird, right?”
“I’ll say.”
“At least Lenore had my corner. Sort of.”
“Well, at least that.”
“Yeah, she started making pointed comments about our sex life and my mom hated every second of that.”
“Deserved.” Erin laughed. “Did she guess right?”
Thea shot her a look that was a glorious mix of flustered and captivated. “She guessed you rock my world. And that you like it when I scream your name.”
“I do love that.” She winked. “Did you confirm?”
“Not exactly. I didn’t deny it. And I did make a flippant comment about how we haven’t had sex on a table.”
“Yet. Think your mom would hate it if we tested out one of these?” She gestured to the room around them.
“More than you know,” Thea said with a laugh. “Besides, I wouldn’t want to ruin your handiwork. And, if I’m correct, you haven’t eaten anything today, so I think we should attend to that first.”
Erin was touched by her concern but still raised an eyebrow and shot her a salacious look.
“Oh, my god. Not like that.” She blushed, stepped back, and took Erin’s hand. “Just come with me.”
“Anytime, darling.” And she allowed Thea to lead her from the room.
It took a moment for them to get up to Thea’s room, and Erin didn’t miss that Thea was suddenly a lot less cautious about whether anyone saw them touching—at least so long as it wasn’t her mom. But, when they got there, Erin was the cautious one, pausing in the doorway.
“What’s all this?” she asked, looking at the room.
A dining table for two had been set up with faux candles, and the sideboard was laden with exquisite-looking dishes.
Thea tugged Erin into the room and looked away. “I told you I liked to cook.”
“You made all of this?”
“Yeah, it’s not that big a deal.”
“It’s a huge deal,” Erin said, trying to pull Thea back to face her.
“It’s really not. I just used Lenore’s kitchen and I didn’t have all of my spices and stuff, so I did my best, but it’s nothing too special.”
“This is the first time anyone’s ever done something like this for me,” Erin said quietly. “It really is a huge deal.”
Thea frowned. “Nobody has ever made you dinner before?”
Erin shook her head. “They have, but not like this. This is something else.”
“Well, I’m at least glad the other people you’ve dated have fed you,” she said, shaking the idea out of her head.
“Yeah, but it wasn’t this. This is special.”
Thea smiled. “Well, you deserve it. And I’m glad you like it.”
Erin loved it. She loved her job, she was great at being the one looking after everyone else, but having someone give her that in return… Well, she didn’t really have words for how that felt, but she knew it meant the world to her.
“So,” Thea said, stepping back and gesturing to the table. “I’m thinking you’ve had a ridiculously busy day, you have an early call time tomorrow, and next to no food in your system. Let’s get you fed and off to bed.”
Erin pulled her back in for a long kiss, one that was loaded with every emotion she was feeling, all of the hopes and dreams she knew they didn’t have time to talk about until the wedding was over. But, the way Thea kissed her back, the whole spread she’d made, the way she’d anticipated Erin’s needs, and all the trouble she’d gone to, they all said her hopes and dreams weren’t a million miles away from Erin’s. 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Thea had had an early morning for wedding prep but, somehow, Erin’s had been even earlier. She’d woken up to Erin’s side of the bed empty, but there had been a note left on the pillow saying that Erin couldn’t wait to see her in her dress. Thea had found herself exceedingly grateful she’d listened to Mya’s fashion advice for this trip. She kind of got the feeling Erin would like her no matter what she was wearing, but she was glad she at least put up a fighting chance of looking like she belonged with Erin.
It had been a wild morning of makeup and celebration and photography, a beautiful ceremony that was every inch Lenore and Javier, a delicious meal, and, now, Thea was standing at the bar, in the room she’d found Erin last night, having finally been given permission from Valentina to take a break from dancing. The room felt like a completely different space than it had the night before. What a difference the flowers had made. Erin really was incredible at her job.
Of course, being incredible at her job meant she and Thea had barely seen each other all day. When they had been together, it was because Erin was coordinating with Lenore. They’d both known that was how the day was going to go, and, while Thea missed just being able to talk to Erin, she loved seeing her at work. Her competency was so incredibly attractive. The serious expression, the multitasking, the way she knew exactly what was going on… All of it was amazing, but it wasn’t about them. It was about Lenore and Javier. And Erin had a job to do.
Thea ordered a glass of wine and was startled when her mom appeared beside her. “Mom. Hi. Are you good?”
Her mom nodded, looking just as emotional as she had all day. “You didn’t ruin the wedding.”
Thea let out a shocked laugh. “I was never going to, Mom.”
“Yes, I know, but love makes people do silly things.”
“Love might be a strong word for it…”
Her mom gave her an appraising look. “I don’t think it is. Your sister was right. The way you two look at each other is really something special. Even if it’s early days, I think you’ll get there. It reminds me of how I used to look at your dad when we first met.”
“You don’t still look at him like that?”
“No, I do. It’s just more established now. When it’s new and electric, it pulls you in and it’s terrifying, but it’s magical, you know? It’s all you want, every second of the day. And then it grows and settles, becomes a part of you that you couldn’t imagine being without, and that’s magic, too. It’s just a different kind of magic.” She took Thea’s face in her hands. “I’m excited for you to have that. And I’m sorry I tried to push Drew back on you.”
Thea hummed. “It’s okay, Mom. I know it came from a good place.”
“Well,” she sniffed, “you know what they say about the road to Hell.”
“I do know, but I want to be very clear that I did not tell you to go to Hell.”
Estelle laughed and dropped her hands. “Well, at least that, I suppose.”
Thea smiled. Part of her felt younger than she’d ever been, still a child in her mother’s eyes. The other part of her finally felt seen as an adult who had her own life to live, her own choices to make.
“Thank you, Mom,” she said genuinely. “I appreciate the apology and your thoughts.”
Estelle hummed. “I suppose I really am going to have to get used to those New York winters, aren’t I?”
“I’ve lived there for years and you haven’t once been to visit in the winter.”
“Yes, well, if you’re falling in love and building your life there, I think it’s probably about time.”
Thea wasn’t sure whether it was just the day or whether it was the whole trip, but she felt herself welling up. She’d had her moments of not feeling worthy of Erin, of feeling like she was cheating coming out, but she didn’t take for granted just how lucky she was to have found Erin and to have her family supporting her in it. All of her fears suddenly felt very silly indeed.
She took a deep breath and cleared her throat. “I’d really like that.”
“Me too, sweetie.” Estelle frowned slightly. “You’ll probably need to help me shop for a jacket, though. If this trip has taught me anything, it’s that I’m woefully unprepared for winter.”
Thea laughed. “I think I know some places for shopping in New York.”
“With a dress like this? You obviously do.”
“Well, Mya does. I just go along with it.”
Estelle laughed. “Don’t worry, your girlfriend is a sharp dresser, too. Between the two of them, I think we’ll figure it out.”
Thea’s insides burned and bubbled. “I think we will too.”
She knew she and Erin hadn’t actually talked about what came next, they weren’t actually girlfriends, but neither of them had done or said anything that implied they wouldn’t continue seeing each other back in New York. Thea suddenly found herself particularly grateful she’d upped and moved across the country—she had a feeling she’d have been doing it the second she met Erin if she hadn’t already been there.
Someone cleared their throat and Thea turned to find Drew standing beside her.
He gave her a lopsided smile. “Could I… have a word?”
She nodded, looking back at her mom who slipped off, muttering something about giving them a moment.
“So,” he said, turning awkwardly on his heels, “it’s true about you and the wedding planner?”
Thea nodded. She wasn’t sure what he’d heard, but, whatever it was, it was clearly enough. “I’m sorry if my mom gave you the wrong idea.”
He shrugged. “She didn’t, really. She just knew I was… Well, that doesn’t matter now. I suppose you were right, hey? Never going back and all that?”
She smiled. “You’re not a bad guy, Drew. We just weren’t meant to be. And, really, I think you know that. You knew it when you called it off, and you know it now. It's easy to get nostalgic for something in a setting like this, but we’re still not on the same page, and I don’t think we ever will be.”
“We had some good times, though, didn’t we?”
She nodded. “We did. But I know you’ll find someone who can give you even better times ahead.”
He turned to order a scotch from the barman. “Your friend in New York. Is she single?”
Thea almost choked on her wine. “Mya? I don’t think you’d be each other’s type.”
“Eh, worth a shot,” he said with a wry laugh.
“Besides, she really hates LA.” They didn’t need to get into how she apparently felt about Drew.
“How does someone hate LA?”
“I’d give you her answer, but it’s long and manifold, and I don’t think we’ve got time for that tonight.”
He laughed, looking out across the dance floor to where Javier and Lenore were slow dancing together, completely in love and completely oblivious to the rest of the world.
She clapped Drew on the shoulder. “You’ll find it, don’t worry.”
He nodded, looking back at her. “Thanks, Thea.” He held out a hand. “Friends?”
She smiled and took it. “Friends.”
He picked up his drink, gave her one last, slightly longing, look, and disappeared into the crowd.
Thea wandered over towards the windows. The snow was coming down in thick, fast flakes. It was magical. The perfect weather for the perfect day.
She turned and it didn’t take her long to spot Erin, finally stopped in one place.
As if Thea had called her name out loud, Erin lifted her head, her eyes meeting Thea’s across the room, and it was everything Thea had ever thought those moments should be. She’d waited her whole life to find the person whose eyes found hers in a crowded room and who understood her even without words.
Erin tilted her head, smiling like Thea was the best thing she’d ever seen, and Thea was helpless to do anything but approach her.
“This dress doesn’t disappoint, Ms. Cooper,” she said when Thea stopped in front of her, a little too close.
“Glad you’re a fan.” She nodded at Erin’s tablet. “You all done for the day yet?”
“Almost.” She flashed Thea a checklist that was mostly checked off. “Not much for me to do until this party winds down.”
Thea grinned. “So, does that mean I might be able to steal you for a dance?”
Erin raised an eyebrow. Thea had to wonder if she knew the way doing that made Thea’s heart jump because she’d noticed Erin doing it more frequently lately. Thea didn’t mind.
“I don’t know about that. Don’t you think it would be a little unprofessional?” Erin asked, teasingly.
“Maybe I’m a bad influence.”
“Hm. All that sneaking out and now you’re dancing, too? Scandalous.”
Thea shot her a conspiratorial wink. “How about a little of both?”
“I’m intrigued.”
She took Erin’s hand and led her towards the double doors that let out onto the balcony, pausing only to grab a huge blanket before she stepped outside. She wasn’t really wearing the right shoes for the outside world, but they were closed-toe at least.
“I’ll admit this is not what I was expecting,” Erin said, sliding the doors mostly shut behind them, leaving just enough of a crack for the music to drift out with them.
“We can go back inside, if you’d prefer?”
Erin shook her head and stepped close, wrapping her arms around Thea. “Not yet.”
Thea wrapped the blanket around them both and they swayed to the music together, the snow crunching underfoot as it fluttered down around them, their own plush, private curtain against the world.
“You really do look incredible in this dress,” Erin said, her hands squeezing Thea’s waist gently, her fingers sliding over the bronze fabric. “You know, there’s been a picture of it on my office wall for months, and I didn’t think anyone could make it look better than it did in the picture, but here we are.”
“There’s no way—”
“There absolutely is.”
Thea blushed and buried her face in Erin’s shoulder.
They swayed together for a moment, dancing out the rest of the song, until Thea couldn’t hold the burning question in anymore.
“So, what next?” she asked, her heart pounding painfully in her chest.
“Well, there will be late-night snacks, then everyone going to bed, breaking down all the tables and such…” Erin shot her a mischievous smirk.
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Oh, is it not?”
“Not at all.”
She laughed. The sound petered off into a sigh. “Well, I imagine I’m supposed to play it cool, and ask what you want, and pretend like it doesn’t make any difference to me either way? But I guess I never really was that cool.”
“Cool is overrated.”
Erin smiled, impossibly fond, and held Thea’s gaze. “I like you. So much. I know it’s only been a week or so, but this feels like something—something more than I’ve had before. And maybe that’s because we’re here and in this intense thing together, but…”
“But maybe it’s not just that,” Thea said, voicing the thought that had been burning inside of her for days. It felt like sweet relief to hear that Erin was feeling the same way.
She nodded. “I’d like to figure out that it’s not.”
“Me too,” Thea whispered. Her hands were shaking as she clung to Erin’s blazer in a way that had nothing to do with the freezing night.
Erin’s smile was radiant. “Well, we do have the benefit of living in the same city…”
Thea laughed. “We do.”
“I think I’d like to figure out a work-life balance if it includes you.”
“Name the time and the place and I’m there.”
“Any time and any place you want, Theodora Cooper. No sneaking out required.”
Thea blushed and giggled. “Not even a little bit? A tiny bit of sneaking can be fun.”
Erin raised an eyebrow. “How do you feel about sneaking into places?”
“Depends on the place, but let’s say, intrigued.”
“Well, I happen to have a fabulous little office.” She looked down into the blanket and the place where they were pressed together. “And I’ve seen this dress in my office, but I think I’d like to see you in this dress in my office.”
“You’re not worried Destiny will catch me there?”
“That’s where the sneaking part comes in, Cooper. She can meet you later.”
Thea laughed and pulled Erin in for a kiss—tender and wanting and full of promises. Erin’s tongue felt particularly hot in the cold evening as it traced along Thea’s lower lip.
They pulled back and Thea was again struck by the way Erin’s hazel eyes glistened a million different colors in the lights strung along the edge of the building. She truly was the most beautiful sight Thea had ever seen.
“You and me and New York,” she said, smiling widely at Erin as they began swaying to the music again.
“I’ll let you in on a little secret,” Erin said, leaning towards Thea’s ear, her breath tickling tantalizingly across Thea’s cool skin. “I think we’re going to make it work.”
Thea felt so happy she might explode.
Not one part of her had imagined this when she’d agreed to fly to Montana for Christmas, but, now that she was here, she couldn’t imagine anywhere else in the world she was supposed to be.
“I think we are too,” she murmured back before pulling Erin into another tender, loving kiss. 



Epilogue
 
 
Erin’s hands wrapped around Thea’s waist from behind. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m here.”
Thea laughed, twisting as best she could to kiss her girlfriend. The restaurant bar she was waiting at was packed to the rafters, but she supposed that was to be expected a week before Christmas.
“No worries,” she said when Erin pulled back from the kiss. “I’ve been enjoying watching all of the holiday party groups coming in, one couple who somehow ended up at the wrong restaurant from the one they had a reservation at, and at least three first dates.”
“A first date this close to Christmas? Brutal,” Erin said, taking her hand and leading her to the host’s stand.
“Hey, our first date was basically this close to Christmas.”
Erin grinned as she told the host, “Reservation for Foxglove,” without looking away from Thea.
“Right this way,” they said, picking up two menus.
“You have to admit,” Erin said as they walked through the sleek, vegan sushi place, “that was a pretty spectacular first date.”
“What? You rescuing me in the middle of the night, driving us to a 24-hour store, and having ramen together at one in the morning?”
“Exactly.”
Thea thanked the host, took off her coat, and dropped into her seat. Her mind filled with the memories of how many times they’d had ramen together at one in the morning over the last year. “Best first date I’ve ever been on.”
“Best year I’ve ever been on,” Erin countered.
“I’m not sure that’s how language works, my love.”
“Eh. You’re a data scientist, not a language scientist. We can take some liberties.”
“I suppose so.” Thea laughed and shook her head. “You know, that entire time, I wanted to kiss you so badly. It was actually ridiculous.”
Erin grinned. “I know.”
“Wow. Allow a woman to retain some of her cool points.”
She laughed. “Don’t worry. I felt the exact same way. When I told you I wouldn’t have objected, I really meant I wouldn’t have objected. The thought of what those candy cane Kisses tasted like on your lips haunted my every waking minute—and my sleeping ones, too, actually.”
“Oh, yeah? Did you dream about me?” Thea asked, leaning her head on one hand.
“This is not remotely the setting in which you want me to tell you all the ways I dreamed about you.”
“Maybe it is.”
Erin shot her a look and they both knew it wasn’t. That was far too dangerous a path to go down if they actually wanted to try the food here, and they’d been talking about that for weeks now.
Thea took a steadying breath and smoothed her expression, watching as Erin did too. “So, is everything okay at work? It wasn’t anything too serious that had you running late?”
Erin rolled her eyes and shook her head, but the movement was filled with fondness. “Destiny couldn’t decide which shoes worked best for her date tonight. She wouldn’t let me leave until I helped her decide.”
“What?”
“Yeah. She barricaded me in my office and threw a bag of shoes at me.”
“Of course she did.” Thea laughed. “Still no idea who the date is with?”
“Nope.”
Destiny had been talking about the date in question for weeks now, but, unlike with her usual dates, she hadn’t said a single thing about the person it was with. They’d both tried quizzing her, wrangling details from her, everything they could think of to get something out of her, but the woman was a sealed box. They were pretty sure it was with a woman, but even that, Destiny hadn’t confirmed.
Thea hummed. The whole thing was very unusual. “Well, maybe she’ll be more forthcoming with details once it’s over?”
“Maybe,” Erin said, confident at the start but trailing off as her eyes caught on something over Thea’s shoulder.
“Everything okay?” Thea asked, turning to follow Erin’s gaze.
“Or, maybe we’ll find out everything we need to know right now.”
Thea let out a startled bubble of laughter.
Three tables away from them, Destiny and Mya were being seated. Together. Looking every inch like they were on a date.
Thea looked back at Erin just in time to see her wiggle her fingers in a teasing wave and turned back around again to see Destiny and Mya both looking slightly flabbergasted.
They approached slowly, cautiously, like they both thought Erin and Thea might burst into flames.
“What are you two doing here?” Destiny asked.
“Celebrating our anniversary,” Erin said through barely concealed amusement. “And, you know, having a night alone together before Thea’s family descends.”
“Here?” Mya asked, less shocked than Destiny seemed to be. “You didn’t think to mention you’d booked here?”
Thea laughed. “Didn’t you?”
“You didn’t ask.”
In truth, despite how many times they’d hung out with Mya lately—and the fact that she’d been at Erin and Thea’s apartment last night—she hadn’t once mentioned that she was going on a date anytime soon. They hadn’t known they were supposed to ask. Destiny might not have given them details, but she’d at least owned that she was going on a date.
“Neither did you,” Thea pointed out, laughing as she laced her fingers with Erin’s on top of their table. “And we had mentioned we were going out for dinner tonight.”
“Yes, well, here we all are then, aren’t we,” Mya said, sniffing slightly.
Thea knew Mya well enough to know she must really be into Destiny. She was never quiet about her dates, but this one… something about it had inspired a change in her. Thea hoped it worked out.
Honestly, a year ago, when Destiny had asked about friends Thea might be able to set her up with, she’d thought of Mya. Something about their energies had immediately stood out to her as a good match, but then, she and Erin had made it back to New York, they’d been newly dating, their friends had met, and Mya and Destiny just seemed to be verbal sparring partners. They liked each other well enough, but they both seemed to get a kick out of winding the other up, out of being purposefully contrary with one another. Perhaps it made sense that they’d finally found themselves here. Months of foreplay building up to this moment. Perhaps Erin and Thea should have guessed Mya was Destiny’s date after all.
Mya crossed her arms when Thea didn’t say anything. “I can’t believe you’re here, intruding on our first date.”
Erin laughed. “I think you’ll find we were seated first, so you’re the ones technically intruding.”
“Ugh.” Mya rolled her eyes. “I always knew you were bad news.”
“Hey!” Thea protested. “You did not.”
Erin simply laughed again. “Without me, this whole date wouldn’t even be happening.” She winked as she pointed between Mya and Destiny. “So, you’re welcome.”
“You’ve become insufferable since falling in love,” Destiny said, finally seeming to recover. She shook her head. “For the purposes of tonight, we don’t know each other. Never met, never spoken, never even looked at each other. And, if I see you looking over at our table, I’ll kick you in the shins.”
Erin shot her a look. “You’re assuming I have any interest in looking at you two when Thea’s in the room?”
“Ugh. Sickening.”
“Do you want to be reminded of that in a couple of months?” Erin asked with a teasing grin.
Destiny narrowed her eyes in a movement ridiculously reminiscent of Mya. “I don’t know how you would because we don’t know each other.”
“Indeed we don’t. So, if you’d like to leave us to our dinner? Unless you’re here to take our order?” Erin glanced quickly at her menu. “I think we’re still deciding, though.”
Thea laughed as Destiny and Mya both shook their heads and turned to walk back to their table.
“What are the chances?” Erin said, looking down at her menu with more deliberation.
“Probably pretty high, honestly. They have always had that… energy between them.”
Erin looked up at her. “You’re not wrong there. All those little side comments and moments just for the two of them. Just like us, really. Everyone in your family knew immediately there was something between us.”
Thea smiled widely. “Sometimes, you just know.”
“And sometimes you need to be verbal sparring partners for a few months before one of you cuts to the chase and asks the other out.”
“Apparently so. I wonder which one did.” Thea laughed. “The shoes look great though, they were the right call.”
“I’ll be sure to let Destiny know when she’s ready to acknowledge my existence again.”
“And how soon do we think that will be?”
“Hard to say. A week, a month… Probably less than a year.” Erin smirked.
Thea had seen that smirk a million times over the last year, but it still made her stomach flip.
“Yeah, it would be weird to run into each other here again next year if they’ve been ignoring us all year.”
“You think they’re ever coming here again after this?”
Thea half shrugged. “It’s their first date. The location is important. I think they’ll be unable to resist.”
Erin watched her softly, and Thea knew she was thinking about their first date again. It was hard not to when they were surrounded by twinkling lights and Christmas songs and that festive energy that seemed to penetrate everything at this time of year.
Thea lifted Erin’s hand to her lips and pressed a soft kiss on it. It really wasn’t hard to pretend Mya and Destiny weren’t there when she was so wrapped up in Erin. A year later, not one second of that feeling had changed. Thea was certain it never would, and she was glad of that.
Erin hummed. “I suppose you’re right. We’ve booked tickets to Montana just to revisit the site of our first date. If they’re just here, in the same city, feels like a mistake to avoid it.”
“Indeed.” Thea felt herself blushing as she thought about their upcoming trip back to the lodge.
Her family wanted to spend Christmas in New York, and the two of them were more than happy to host. They’d spent the entirety of the weekend after Thanksgiving decorating their apartment and Thea was excited to show it off. However, that did mean they were in New York for their actual anniversary and Christmas, but, for New Year’s, it was just going to be the two of them and Montana, and Thea couldn’t wait.
The past year had been the best of her life and any fears they’d had that their relationship wouldn’t translate to the world outside the lodge had been unfounded, their lives fitting together like they’d been waiting for the two of them to meet. Thea had never felt so much at ease with another person, nor had she ever felt so cared for or adored. And she’d never been close to this much in love before. Erin had assured her over and over again—mostly in awe—that she’d never been so in love either. It was the very best life either of them could imagine. And, one year later, all Thea wanted for Christmas was the knowledge that every Christmas yet to come was going to be spent with Erin.
Her insides squirmed as she thought about the engagement ring she had hidden in her sock drawer. Every single day was a battle not to whip it out and simply ask, but she wanted to wait. She wanted to ask at that lookout point where they’d shared their first kiss. Just the night and the snow and the two of them and the promise that she was going to love Erin forever.
She leaned over the table, pressing a quick kiss to Erin’s lips. “Something tells me this year is going to be the best year yet.”
Erin’s eyes sparkled. “I have the exact same feeling.” 
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