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Chapter 1 - Sunday

As the SUV bumped up the winding road, I peered out the window at the flakes swirling down and the snow-laden pines towering like sentinels against the gray sky. Glancing at Gemma, I watched as she navigated the steep hill before finally stopping in the snow-packed driveway. I looked at the mountainside chalet with its steep roof, dark wooden beams, and railing, all draped in a pristine white blanket. The warm amber lights twinkling from within, the chimney with a light curl of smoke, and the oversized windows revealed the coziest scene. I could practically feel the fire from here.

“Wow, this place is gorgeous,” I exclaimed, sliding my sunglasses on my head. “This looks like a big step up from the cabin we stayed in last year.”

Gemma chuckled as she unbuckled her seatbelt. “I guess Jane got a great deal on it because it does look a bit out of our price range,” she said as she opened the driver's side door and hopped out.

I watched Gemma as she stretched her arms to the sky, arched her back, and went up on her tiptoes to stretch her long, athletic legs.

Gemma was stunning. Her gorgeous dark hair fell in waves over her shoulders, and her brown eyes made me feel like they could see straight through me. She had this low and husky laugh that sent shivers down my spine every time I heard it. I knew every detail of her face and every line of her smile. I’d memorized how she moved and carried herself with an effortless confidence that I both admired and envied.

And that was the problem. I’d been hopelessly in love with my best friend for longer than I wanted to admit. It was ridiculous, really. But I couldn’t stop myself. Every time she looked at me and teased me with that sexy grin, I felt like I was coming apart.

I shook my head and forced myself to look away. Stop drooling and act normal. Pretend like your heart doesn't leap like an untrained puppy every time she stretches like that.

“There it is. Our home sweet home for the next seven days,” Gemma announced, spreading her arms wide as if she’d designed the place herself. “Come on, Blondie, stop daydreaming,” she teased. “Let’s go and check the place out.”

I slid my sunglasses back in place and stepped out of the SUV. The mountain air was icy enough to sting, but that didn’t stop a wave of excitement from washing over me as my boots landed with a soft thud in the snow. The yearly ski trip was one of my favorite getaways, and I had been looking forward to it for the past few months.

“Welcome to our winter wonderland!” Tucker, Gemma’s brother, exclaimed as he and his wife, Jane, bounded down the stairs to meet us. “Ready to make some memories?”

“Absolutely! Let’s make some memories!” I chimed in instantly.

“Hey guys!” Gemma waved hi to her brother and pulled Jane into a quick hug. “It looks like you all beat us here. Traffic must have been kinder to you than it was to us.”

Jane stepped back, brushing her dark, shoulder-length hair away from her face. “We had a slight delay getting out of the house but made good time once we got on the road,” she replied as she approached me with her arms outstretched. “Hey, friend! Give me a hug! We’re going to have so much fun this week.”

Movement in my peripheral caught my attention, and I turned to see Madison approaching. She always looked so effortlessly cool, and her snug jeans, dark blue scoop-neck top, and white puffy vest were no exception. The vest was super cute, and I immediately wanted one and made a mental note to ask her where she had bought it.

Jane’s best friend, Madison, had been a great addition to our group vacations a few years ago. With her no-filter honesty, dry sense of humor, and undeniable charm, she was a guaranteed source of fun and entertainment.

“Why, Ms. Tracy White, you look like you’re excited enough to burst into song,” Madison said with a smirk as she reached out and squeezed my hand.

I laughed, shaking my head. “Guilty. This place looks incredible.”

Madison leaned in slightly. “Well, I hope you save some of that excitement for the slopes. And maybe a little for me, too.” She winked before stepping back.

She turned toward Gemma and smiled. “How are you doing, Woody? A little warning for you…keep an eye on Tracy this week, or she may get away from you.”

“Ah, okay. Thanks for the heads up, I guess,” Gemma said with a grin, though there was a flicker of something in her expression I couldn’t quite place.

Jane looped her arm around Madison’s waist. “Madison was banging on our door at sunrise, demanding we get on the road. She kept saying something about needing to keep her date with the mountain.” Jane turned her attention to Gemma, “I forgot to mention when we talked a couple of days ago that our reservation had a hiccup. The heating in our original cabin is broken, so they upgraded us to this chalet. This one only has three bedrooms instead of four, but it’s brand-new and has a better view. Just like the other place, it has a hot tub out back if you feel like braving the cold.”

She paused, giving Gemma and me an almost too-sweet smile, “So… I thought you two could share the room with the queen-sized bed, and Madison could take the room with the double bed. Okay?”

Gemma shrugged nonchalantly. “Been a while since Tracy and I bunked together, but I’m sure we can manage.” She playfully nudged me. “I’ll wear my insulated socks to bed just in case you’re still a notorious blanket thief.”

Her casual use of the words to bed hit me harder than they should’ve, and I scrambled to keep my face neutral. “Fine by me.”

I forced a light chuckle, trying to ignore that my stomach suddenly felt like it was free-falling at the thought of sharing a bed with Gemma. It’s fine. I got this. It’s only for seven days. I can totally do this.

Madison tilted her head, grinning, and squeezed my hand again as if she hadn’t just witnessed my composure slip. “Good to see you, Tracy,” she said, holding my hand for a beat longer than needed.

“Yeah, you too, Madison,” I replied, attempting to act normally.

Madison glanced over at Gemma, “Thanks for being a team player, Woody, so I get a room all to myself. Though I doubt sharing a bed with Tracy will be much of a hardship,” she added before turning and heading back inside.

Inside, the chalet was perfect. Warm amber light spilled from oversized windows, the smell of pine and cedar wafted through the air, and a fire cracked in the stone hearth. It was like stepping into a snow globe.

The spacious living area had a matching sofa and a loveseat heaped with brightly colored blankets and pillows, with a cozy overstuffed chair sitting opposite.

I smiled, imagining starting my day by snuggling on the sofa and drinking coffee while I gazed out the windows, admiring the gorgeous view.

“Okay, this place is ridiculous,” I said, spinning in a slow circle. My boots squeaked on the polished wooden floor as I took everything in.

Gemma appeared behind me. “Ridiculous in a good way, right?”

“Obviously,” I said, grinning.

I followed Gemma across the living room and kitchen and down a short hall with a closed door at the end. She reached, pushed it open, and stepped inside. A queen-sized bed covered in a vibrant paisley comforter, flanked by a single nightstand and a bulky cherry wood dresser, took up most of the space. The best part of the room was the two large windows that framed a breathtaking view of the snow-covered valley below.

I stepped toward the windows to get a better look, but my boot caught on the edge of the rug, and before I could catch myself, I stumbled forward.

“Whoa!” Gemma darted forward, grabbing my arms to steady me just as I pitched into her chest.

For a moment, neither of us moved. Her hands rested firmly on my shoulders, and I could feel the warmth of her body even through our layers of jackets. I tilted my head back to meet her gaze and saw the playful spark in her brown eyes that always seemed to undo me.

“Tracy,” she said, her lips twitching into a grin. “If you wanted a hug, you could’ve just asked.”

“Ha ha.” I stepped back quickly, praying my face wasn’t flaming. “I was testing your reflexes. You’re welcome.”

“Oh, they’re sharp,” she teased, crossing her arms as she leaned casually against the doorframe. “However, you might want to work on your coordination before tomorrow.”

I rolled my eyes and turned toward the window, hoping she couldn’t see the smile tugging at my lips. “It’s not my fault the rug tried to assassinate me.”

“Sure, blame the rug,” she said, her tone dripping with mock seriousness.

Gemma glanced around. “It’s a little snug, but I’m sure we’ll be fine.” She pointed toward another door standing open. “Look, we have our own bathroom. So that’s nice.” She beamed as she threw an arm over my shoulders, pulling me close. “I can feel it, Tracy. This week is going to be epic.”

I managed a smile. “Yeah.” I set my bag at the foot of the bed. “Which side do you want?”

“Hmm. I’ll take this side,” she replied as she unceremoniously dropped her duffel and backpack onto her half of the bed. “I’m a bed hog, but I’ll do my best to stay on my side. Keyword: try.” She said as she flashed a playful wink.

“Duly noted,” I joked, tossing my luggage on the bed.

Gemma shrugged out of her heavy coat and stretched, her sweatshirt riding up just enough to reveal a sliver of toned stomach. I immediately looked away, busying myself with unzipping my jacket. Stop it, Tracy.

As we unpacked in companionable silence, my focus kept wavering between the spectacular view outside and the thought of Gemma’s warm body rolling over on my side in the middle of the night. I glanced over and watched as she dug through her bag, utterly unaware of the panic currently waging war with my common sense.

I was stowing my toiletries under the bathroom sink when Madison's voice came from the bedroom. I popped my head around the corner to find her leaning against the doorframe, holding a large glass of red wine.

“Hey, I was telling Woody I couldn’t wait to open a bottle and wondered if either of you would like to join me,” she said, swirling the wine glass in her hand with a theatrical flourish.

Gemma rifled through her bag without looking up. “I passed on the wine and reminded her that I hate being called by my last name.”

Madison chuckled, clearly unfazed. “Calling you Woody makes me smile inside. Something about you screams Toy Story energy.”

Gemma muttered something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like “delusional” but didn’t look up.

Undeterred, Madison turned her attention to me, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “How about you, Tracy? Up for a glass of wine with me?”

“Sure, a glass of wine sounds great. Just pour me whatever you’ve got open. Let me freshen up and join you in a few minutes.”

Madison’s smile widened, and she gave me a playful salute with her glass before sauntering out of the room.

After splashing cold water on my face, I leaned on the edge of the sink and stared at my reflection. My new short pixie cut had just enough edge to it that it still felt like someone else’s bold choice.

I ran a hand through my short blonde strands and slowly exhaled. “It’s a vacation,” I muttered to the woman staring back at me in the mirror. “No overthinking allowed.”

Steeling myself, I left the bathroom and wandered into the kitchen. The warm light spilled across polished counters and highlighted Madison’s silhouette as she leaned casually against the butcher block island. She was swirling the glass of red wine in her hand like it was part of some artful performance.

“Nice of you to join me,” she said teasingly, tilting her head just enough for her dark hair to catch the light. Without waiting for an answer, she reached for another glass and poured. The wine swirled around the glass like velvet in motion.

She slid it toward me. “Wine’s a lot like skiing,” she said, her voice low and smooth. “Best enjoyed with someone who knows how to handle the curves.” The wink that followed was almost too perfect, as if she’d practiced the look many times before in a mirror.

I raised an eyebrow, suppressing the urge to laugh. “Is that so? I’m not much of a wine drinker, but I’ll bite. What makes you such an expert on wine and curves?”

Madison leaned in, just close enough for her light and citrusy scent to drift my way. Her light brown eyes sparkled with mischief, and the corner of her mouth lifted in a smirk. “Years of practice…on the slopes and otherwise.”

She clinked her glass against mine with a soft chime. “Here’s to finding the right angle.”

I brought the glass to my nose, catching the aroma of cherries and something darker, like spice or maybe smoke. My first sip was smooth and surprisingly rich. Madison watched me, her eyes full of amusement, as I took another tentative taste.

“Not bad,” I admitted, letting a small smile escape.

She grinned. “Told you. Smooth and exhilarating.”

The warmth of the wine spread through me, and I let myself relax, leaning one hip against the counter. Maybe a little wine and Madison’s harmless teasing were precisely what I needed to shake off the nerves.

“Okay, you know your wines,” I said, setting my glass down. “But I’m still not sure about this whole ‘curve expert’ thing.”

Madison tilted her head, her grin widening. “Stick around, Tracy. You might be surprised.” she said, her eyes sparkling in the warm light, “So, what you have been up to since I saw you last.”

“Well, let’s see.” I leaned back, swirling my wine for dramatic effect. “I became a certified cat lady. I rescued two cats from the shelter, took them home, and named them Pasta and Pesto.”

Madison’s smirk spread like wildfire. “Pasta and Pesto? Very… culinary. Let me guess, they’re huge two snobs who rule your house while you grovel for any tiny bit of attention?”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Exactly! It’s mostly me begging for cuddles while they stare at me like I’ve offended their ancestors.”

Madison chuckled. “That’s funny.”

“So, what about you?” I asked, setting my glass down. “What’s the latest scoop?”

“Oh, me?” She leaned in, her voice dropping like she was about to share state secrets. “Got promoted a few months ago to Women’s Clothing Buyer. Unlike you, I don’t own cats…” Her lips quirked into a cocky grin. “But I am rather fond of women who do.”

I rolled my eyes, biting back a grin. “Smooth. Very smooth.”

“Thanks, I try,” she said, clearly pleased with herself. “So, you ready to hit the slopes tomorrow?”

“Ready is a strong word.” I took a sip of my wine. “Mostly, I’m just hoping I don’t break anything on the way down.”

Madison tilted her head like she was contemplating life’s great mysteries. “If you do wipe out, don’t worry. I’m an expert at picking up beautiful women.”

“How thoughtful of you.” I gave her my best dry look. “But how about I just avoid faceplanting in the first place?”

Her laugh was warm and infectious, her eyes sparkling as she leaned closer. “You’re giving me no chance to play hero here.”

“Tragic,” I deadpanned, nudging her arm.

She nudged me back. “Okay, I’ll settle for cheering you on from a safe distance. But, fair warning, if you fall, I’m probably taking a photo for posterity.”

I groaned, but before I could fire back, her tone softened. “I’m kidding. I love the new haircut, by the way,” she added, smiling. “It’s sassier than your long hair. It suits you.”

“Thanks,” I murmured, taking another sip of wine.

The worry about my bed partner for the week was beginning to feel more distant. It was more like a faint echo that, if I tried hard enough, I might just be able to ignore altogether.

I tilted my glass toward Madison. “If I remember right, you’ve never been this much of a flirt.”

Madison’s grin turned wicked. “Well, I’m all about multitasking,” she said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Turns out, I can flirt and drink wine at the same time. Real talent, huh?”

“Impressive,” I said, leaning into her energy. “Are lessons on proper flirting included in this vacation package?”

She laughed, the sound warm and inviting, her eyes dancing with mischief. “Tracy, darling, lesson one: flirting isn’t just about talking. It’s all in the delivery.”

She posed, one hand on her hip, the other holding her glass aloft like a diva about to make a toast. The mix of seductive and ridiculous was executed so perfectly that I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Well, that’s good to know,” I said, raising my glass to her. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

“What will you keep in mind?” Gemma’s voice sounded from behind me.

I turned, my pulse skipping, and found her standing just a step away, close enough to feel the faint warmth of her presence. Her dark eyes sparkled with curiosity, though there was something else there, too, an almost guarded look.

“Madison was just sharing her multitasking expertise,” I said lightly, smirking as I took another sip of wine. “Apparently, she’s offering lessons.”

Gemma raised a brow, her lips quirking into a faint smile. “That’s... generous of her,” she said, her hand landing lightly on my shoulder. “But multitasking what, exactly?”

Gemma’s casual touch sent a small jolt through me, and I fought to keep my expression neutral as she stepped closer, joining me by the counter.

“Flirting and drinking wine, obviously,” Madison quipped, her grin widening. “I’d happily teach Tracy everything I know.”

Gemma’s smile didn’t falter, but her gaze sharpened. She tilted her head, her voice easy but laced with something that made me straighten instinctively. “Everything you know?”

“Hey, I’m just here to help,” Madison replied, throwing a devilish wink in my direction.

Gemma squinted slightly. “Okay, then,” she replied, her tone still light but carrying an undertone that was hard to miss.

The air shifted subtly, and I glanced between them, unsure whether to laugh or change the subject. Instead, I took another sip of wine, letting the bold flavors cover my rising nerves.

As the evening wore on, we all gathered to lounge around the living room. I leaned back against the oversized sofa cushions, the warmth of the crackling flames seeping into my skin. I wanted another glass of wine but thought a water bottle would be wiser.

Standing to stretch, I glanced around. “I’m grabbing a bottle of water. Can I get anyone anything?”

“I’ll take one,” Tucker said, nudging Jane lightly. She mumbled a sleepy protest, her feet draped over his lap, and he chuckled. “On second thought, I think I’ll take my lovely wife to bed before she conks out right here.”

Gemma raised an empty beer bottle. “Water for me, please.”

“I’m good, thanks,” Madison said, holding up her half-full glass.

In the kitchen, I rummaged through the fridge, moving things around to reach the stash of water bottles. From the living room, I could hear the rise and fall of Gemma and Madison’s voices, with Gemma’s laugh threading through the chatter. Then my name cut through the noise, and I froze, shamelessly leaning closer to catch the words.

“Wait, wait,” Madison was laughing. “You’re telling me she named them Pasta and Pesto on purpose? Not on a dare or a bet?”

“Oh, it was deliberate,” Gemma replied, her tone rich with mock somberness. “Tracy can be... creatively impulsive.”

“Impulsive?” Madison echoed, delighted. “Okay, now I need to know everything.”

I sighed, already knowing where this was going. Gemma adored this story, retelling it like it was some grand epic. Grabbing the water bottles, I walked back into the room, catching her in full storytelling mode, perched on the loveseat like it was her stage. Her legs were folded beneath her, and she looked unfairly gorgeous, her eyes bright with amusement.

“Well,” Gemma began, her voice dipping dramatically, “it all started when Tracy decided she wanted cats. And not just any cats. She wanted distinctive cats, you know, to match her ‘vibe.’ Gemma smiled, making bunny ears. “She drags me to this adoption event at the local animal shelter. As we’re walking around, she spots these two scruffy kittens. She takes one look at them and says―”

“Oh my god, they’re perfect,” I interrupted, finishing the sentence. I plopped down beside her and shoved the water bottle into her hand.

She grinned and held up a finger as she tipped the bottle back for a long drink of water. “Anyway, she announces, ‘You two are perfect, and it’s fate that I found you. I’ll name you Pasta and Pesto.”

“Well, they are perfect,” I muttered, trying to ignore how her shoulder brushed mine. “And you know it.”

Gemma’s eyes danced as she turned to me. “But you couldn’t name them something normal, like Shadow or Tom?”

“How many times do I have to tell you that normal is overrated,” I shot back. “Pasta’s floppy and lazy, and Pesto’s spicy and in everyone’s business. They are their names.”

Madison burst out laughing. “So what do you feed them? A nice lasagna and some garlic bread?”

Gemma howled, leaning into me, her laughter shaking both of us. The warmth of her shoulder against mine spread through me, leaving my thoughts muddled.

“No,” I groaned, rolling my eyes. “They eat regular cat food, thank you very much.”

Gemma, wiping at her eyes, grinned at me. “The best part is when she’s calling them, it sounds like she’s summoning dinner.”

I snickered despite myself. “That is true,” I admitted. Turning to Madison, I added, “Once, I had to explain to my neighbors why I was on my porch yelling, ‘Pasta! Pesto!’ like a deranged chef.”

Madison shook her head, her grin widening. “Tracy, you might be the only person who names her pets after carbs and condiments.”

“They’re great names,” I said, grinning. “Unique. Memorable. Perfect. And the part Gemma conveniently left out is that I love to cook. With that context, the names make total sense.”

“Fair enough,” Gemma conceded, her laughter softening into something warmer. “Pasta and Pesto are unique, memorable, and perfect… Just like their owner.”

Her gaze lingered on me, and the air felt charged for a second like we were orbiting something unnamed. My heart did that stupid, fluttery thing. God, it’s embarrassing how easily she can make me feel like a lovesick teenager.

“All I’m saying is," Madison said, interrupting my spiral, “if those cats are supposed to represent you, Tracy, you must be pretty saucy.”

I grinned. “You have no idea,” I shot back, lifting my water bottle in a mock toast. “To the Pasta and Pesto philosophy of life: keep it saucy and fun.”

Madison stood, stretching her arms overhead. “I’m heading to bed, so I’ll be fresh for the slopes tomorrow. Tracy,” she added, with a smile that could power a small city, “remember, I’m always available to pick you up. Just say the word.” She winked and sauntered away, leaving me shaking my head. 

“She’s a handful,” I muttered. 

Gemma flopped back beside me, her shoulder brushing mine. “That’s one way to describe her.”

She leaned over and rested her head on my shoulder as casually as if I were a pillow and not someone actively trying not to implode. The warmth of her cheek against me was a seismic event, and I froze, terrified of breaking the moment.

I focused on the fire and the sound of the crackling logs. This moment with Gemma and the soft silence wrapping around us was everything I wanted but couldn’t ask for. I’d heard people describe those rare instances when time seemed to stop, and now I finally understood. Oh, Gemma, if you only knew.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked with a sleepy rasp.

I hesitated, the truth hovering dangerously close to my lips. “You, actually,” I whispered before I could stop myself.

Her laugh was soft. “What about me? Is it how amazing I am?”

“Something like that,” I said, a grin tugging at my lips despite the lump in my throat.

She shifted slightly, her arm brushing against mine. “Be honest. You’re thinking about how bad I am at charades, right?”

I huffed a laugh. “What are you talking about? We’ve never even played charades.”

Gemma started laughing and squeezed my leg. “That’s true, but if we ever do, I’m pretty sure I’ll be bad at it.” She patted my leg, “Tell me, what were you thinking?”

I turned to look at her, her face was illuminated by the flickering firelight, and my heart skipped a beat. She held my gaze, refusing to look away. After a few seconds, I rubbed her thigh too lightly to be casual but not enough to be bold.

“I’m heading to bed. Gotta be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for tomorrow,” I announced as I pushed to my feet.

She tilted her head to look up at me, her smile easy, but there was something else in her eyes, a softness perhaps. “Go get your beauty sleep. I’m going to enjoy the fire a bit longer.”

“Okay. Don’t stay up too late.”

She caught my hand briefly, squeezing it before letting go. “We’re going to have a great time this week. Sweet dreams, Blondie.”

“That we will. Goodnight, roomie.” 

“Night,” she replied, her voice laced with amusement. 

An hour later, I was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling and blaming the hallway light, the firmer-than-usual mattress, and the multiple glasses of wine for my inability to sleep.

My head was a mess, but I knew the truth.  The real reason I can’t sleep can be summed up in one word… Gemma. 

I smiled, remembering the day we met in my sophomore year of college. I was crying and feeling sorry for myself because I had just struck out during the co-ed softball game, and my girlfriend had broken up with me earlier that morning.

Suddenly, this stranger sat down beside me and said, “Cheer up Blondie. You’re bringing down the vibe.” 

I’d stared at her, half-annoyed, half-intrigued, and fully charmed. Somehow, she’d made me laugh that day, and we had been pretty much inseparable ever since. 

Over the years, Gemma had dated several women, but none of them lasted long. I’d teased her about her short attention span, and she just shrugged and said, “They weren’t the one.” When I asked how she’d know if they were, she’d smiled and said, “My heart will know.” Like it was that simple.

She had seen me at my absolute worst. Like the time I ugly-cried after a horrible date with the girl, I had a huge crush on. All of my rants about dead-end jobs. And who could forget the bangs incident? She’d stood in her bathroom, barely holding her laughter as I stared at my reflection in horror, scissors still in hand.

Through it all, Gemma had been my rock. The one person I could always count on. But this? Admitting that I was in love with her? This was different. Crying on her shoulder about my disastrous love life was one thing. Confessing that I wanted her to be my love life? That felt impossible.

I’d imagined her reaction a hundred different ways, and none ended well. What if she said she would never feel the same? What if my confession made things weird between us, turned our easy friendship into awkward weather talk and strained silences? What if I ruined the one unshakable thing in my life because I couldn’t keep my feelings under control?

I squeezed my eyes shut, the fear twisting in my chest. Losing Gemma wasn’t something I wanted to risk. I guess I need to work on pushing my feelings down. Way, way, way down.

The creak of floorboards pulled me from my thoughts. I heard Gemma rummaging quietly around the room. Then the bathroom door clicked shut. Minutes later, it opened again, and my breath caught. In the dim light from the hallway, I could see her silhouetted, wearing a black tank top and boy shorts that clung to her like some cosmic joke. She ran her hand through her hair, loose strands brushing her collarbone, and I wanted to scream into my pillow. 

“Hey,” she said softly. “Did I wake you?” 

“No,” I croaked. 

She climbed into bed, the mattress dipping as she settled in. I could feel her warmth radiating across the gap, and my stupid, fluttery heart betrayed me again. 

“Night, Tracy,” she murmured. 

“Night, Gem,” I whispered, staring into the darkness and trying not to think about how it would feel to close the space between us. 


CHAPTER 2 - MONDAY

Something about the mountain air made everything feel clearer, sharper, and just a tad risky. It carried a bite of cold that woke you up in the kind of way coffee never could, which I needed badly this morning. I was struggling hard to find my usual morning pep because I’d barely slept last night.

Sharing a bed with Gemma was an experience, to put it mildly. She was a bed hog, a human furnace, and somehow, even in her sleep, the embodiment of effortless allure. Just thinking about how close we’d been all night made my pulse skip a beat and butterflies take off in my stomach.

As we gathered at the mountain's base, the sun’s long, golden streaks made the snow sparkle. The slopes stretched out ahead, pristine and inviting, and while I wasn’t the best at skiing, I wasn’t completely hopeless either.

On the other hand, Gemma looked like she belonged on the cover of a ski catalog, all flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes, her grin so wide it threatened to outshine the sun. Even her hair was perfect, escaping her beanie in dark, artful waves.

She caught me staring. “Why are you so quiet this morning? You’re not scared, are you?” she teased, leaning on her ski pole like a prop in some rom-com movie poster.

I snorted and rolled my eyes, trying to ignore the flutter her grin set loose in my stomach. “Scared? Please. I’m just… strategizing.”

“Right,” she said, her tone dripping with playful doubt. She nudged me lightly with her pole, “Well, lucky for you, I’m available for lessons. Especially on how to stop before you crash into a tree.”

Before I could think of a witty comeback, Madison sidled up, her smile bright enough to melt the ice. “Tracy, my darling,” she said, with the practiced ease of someone who knew exactly what she was doing, “don’t worry if you fall. I’m always happy to help another woman. Especially a sexy one lying helplessly in the snow.”

Gemma’s head whipped toward Madison, her smile faltering for a moment. It was a blink-and-you’d-miss-it moment. “Tracy won’t need your help. She’s got… excellent balance,” she said, her tone holding the tiniest hint of irritation.

Madison, completely unfazed, leaned a little closer. “Well, if she does, I’ll be close by. You know, just in case.”

“All right, all right,” Tucker’s voice cut in. His grin was plastered across his bearded face, clearly enjoying the himself. “How about a race? Loser buys the first round later at the bar in the lodge.”

Gemma, Jane, and Madison were instantly on board, and I agreed with a nod and a slight grin. I already knew I’d be the one picking up the tab, but I didn’t mind.

As we made our way to the chair lift, ski poles clicking against the hard-packed snow filled the air. Gemma eyed me as we got in line. Her expression made me want to both return her gaze and look away at the same time.

“Ready to eat some snow, Blondie?” Gemma joked lightly as we waited for our turn on the lift. Her cheeks were pink from the cold, and her grin was a perfect mix of mischief and confidence. 

I crossed my arms, trying to channel even half her swagger. “Oh, is that your goal today? To make me eat snow. Good luck with that.” 

Tucker laughed, nodding enthusiastically. “That’s the spirit! Don’t let her psych you out, Tracy. And remember, the last one down buys the drinks. The goal is not to be the one to pay.” 

“Guess I’m getting a free drink tonight,” Gemma said, tilting her head just enough to make it look like she was sizing me up. Her grin widened, and it hit me with all the grace of a snowball to the face. 

I opened my mouth for a witty comeback, but before I could say anything, she grabbed my arm and tugged me into the lift seat beside her. Our thighs pressed together as the chair lifted off the ground, causing my breath to hitch slightly.  Get a grip. It’s just her leg.

As we rose higher, the world below transformed into something out of a winter fantasy. The slopes stretched wide and gleamed under the sunlight, with tall pine trees lining the edges, their branches weighed down with snow. Skiers zipped down trails, looking like tiny colorful specks carving arcs into the snow. 

“Beautiful, huh?” Gemma’s voice was softer now.

I glanced at her, caught off guard by the tone of her voice. She wasn’t looking at the view below as I had been. She was directly looking at me. 

“Yeah,” I replied, unable to turn away. “It… certainly is.” 

Her lips quirked into a small, private smile before she turned her attention to the scenery. I slid my sunglasses into place, closed my eyes, and tried to calm my racing pulse. 

When we reached the top, a vast expanse of snow spread out in front of us, thrilling and terrifying. The cold air bit my face, and my stomach fluttered with nerves as I clicked my skis into place.

Gemma leaned in, her breath warm against my cheek. “Game face on, Blondie. No complaints when I leave you in the dust.” 

Her teasing gaze met mine, and for a moment, the snow, cold, and everything else fell away. I swallowed hard, forcing myself to play along. “Oh, you’ll be the one eating dust, Gem. Good luck trying to keep up.” 

She laughed, the sound rich and warm, and then quickly pushed off. I was left standing there with my heart doing its best impression of a ski jump. 

Taking a deep breath, I pushed off, feeling the snow crunch beneath my skis as the wind rushed past. As I gained speed, I smiled, feeling the freedom of the moment. I zigzagged down the slope, weaving in and out of the other skiers, exhilaration coursing through my veins. I was focused and determined.

The slope started to steepen, and I leaned into my turns, the thrill heightening with each twist and turn. Just as I was about to hit my stride, I spotted Madison up ahead, showing off her perfect form. Gemma, looking effortless and a stupid amount of sexy, quickly caught up and then passed Madison.

I was so busy watching Gemma that I didn’t notice the dip in the slope until it was too late. My skis decided they were no longer a team, splitting apart to go in different directions.  Oh, this isn’t good. 

Gravity did its thing, and I toppled forward in a painfully slow-motion wipeout. My legs stretched in ways they shouldn’t. A couple of tumbles later, my face was planted firmly into the snow. The world was suddenly icy and very white.

“Well, at least I stopped,” I muttered, rolling over and raising my head slightly.

A shadow fell over me, and Gemma’s voice followed, laced with amusement. “Having fun down there?” 

I brushed some snow off my face. “Just inspecting the snow for you. It’s fresh, in case you were wondering,” I said as I sat up.

I saw Madison waving from farther down the slope, giving me exaggerated thumbs-up as if I hadn’t just crash-landed into a snowbank. I waved back half-heartedly, embarrassed that my nose dive had been witnessed.

Gemma crouched beside me, her grin making it impossible to stay mad at the universe for the humiliation. “Need a hand?” 

She reached out, her gloved hands firm around my wrists as she helped me to my feet. Her hands slid naturally to my waist, steadying me, and suddenly, the air felt warmer despite the cold.  Her hands lingered, and we were close enough that I could see tiny flecks of gold in her brown eyes.

She cleared her throat, her grip sliding away as she moved back. The moment evaporated, leaving the cold air to rush back in. 

“Ready for round two, or do I need to give you a refresher course on the finer points of skiing,” Gemma asked, her tone teasing.

I stretched, wincing at the pull in my legs. “Oh, I’ve mastered skiing. That snowbank was jealous of my skills and decided to take me down.” 

“Of course,” she said, chuckling.

“I think I’ve earned a hot chocolate with a shot of Kahlua for the trauma I’ve experienced. Then maybe I’ll consider a round two,” I said, groaning as I brushed more snow off my jacket.

The rest of the afternoon blurred by in a mix of laughter, spills, and Gemma’s endless joking as she skied circles around me. Madison’s flirting was becoming more obvious, and each time, Gemma seemed to find another excuse to pull me aside for a “lesson,” adding a layer of tension I was having trouble ignoring. 

During one of the last runs of the day, Gemma and I were at the top, waiting for a family of four to get further down the slope. I was beginning to wear down from all the trips down the mountain, so the break was a welcome relief.

Gemma shuffled closer and leaned over. “Something I meant to tell you earlier. You need to bend your knees more. That will help you move more freely,” she explained. She placed her hands on my hips, moving me around to demonstrate her point.

Her hold on my hips lingered longer than necessary. She shook her head the tiniest amount and quickly pulled back, leaving me flustered and struggling to focus.

My legs were screaming when we finally stopped at the bottom and decided to let Tucker and Jane catch up. I had the feeling that I would be a little sore come tomorrow morning.

Gemma brushed a few stray strands of hair behind her ear. “You know,” she said, her voice low enough that only I could hear. “You must be exhausted from losing so many runs down the mountain.”

I shot her a mock glare, struggling to keep a straight face. “I’m just letting you win so your massive ego doesn’t take a hit, and I have to listen to you pout the rest of the night.” 

Her laugh was warm, and her eyes sparkled as she brushed some snow off her jacket. “If you say so. One more run before we head to the lodge? We can catch up with Tucker and Jane later.”

“Sure. Let’s do it,” I said, sounding confident. My legs felt like Jell-O, but I followed her lead, and soon, we were heading down the mountain again.

Gemma glided just ahead, her movements fluid and effortless. Halfway down, she slowed, glancing back at me. “Bet you can’t catch me,” she shouted, and before I could respond, she took off, picking up speed as she darted ahead.

I grinned, the challenge giving me a second wind. “Oh, it’s on!” I shouted back, bending my knees and pushing forward.

The chase was exhilarating. The wind tore past my face, biting my cheeks, but I kept my eyes locked on Gemma’s figure. She laughed, the sound echoing through the trees, and I felt a surge of something between frustration and awe. How is she always so effortlessly... her?

I wobbled slightly on a turn but forced myself to recover, narrowing the gap between us. When I caught up, she veered sharply left onto a narrower, and less-traveled path.

“Where are we going?” I called out.

Gemma glanced back. “You’ll see. Try to keep up!”

We continued down the trail, weaving through and dodging low-hanging branches until it opened into a secluded clearing. The valley below stretched in a breathtaking panorama. The setting sun cast pink hues over everything it touched.

“Wow,” I whispered.

Beside me, Gemma stood still, her gaze fixed on the horizon. She turned to me, her playful edge replaced by a softer expression.

“I noticed the trail earlier and checked it out,” she said, taking off her sunglasses. “I thought you’d like it here.” 

The warmth in her voice sent a ripple through me. “Thanks for thinking of me and bringing me here,” I said softly. 

“You don’t have to thank me.” Her tone was light, but her eyes betrayed a vulnerability she didn’t usually show. “Makes me happy that I was right,” she said, holding my gaze. “Besides, what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t share cool things every now and then?” 

The word friend hung heavy in the air. My heart raced, the exhilaration fading into something far more confusing. There was a fragile but undeniable tension between us, and I wondered if she was feeling it, too. 

“Gemma…” I started, her name feeling like a confession. 

She turned, her eyebrows raised in silent question. As I opened my mouth to speak, she shifted, breaking the spell. 

“So…” she said, pointing down the slope. “The last one to the bottom buys the winner a hot chocolate?” 

The challenge jolted me back to reality, and I grinned despite myself. “You’re on.” 

Gemma shot off, and I followed with determination. She was the better skier, weaving effortlessly through the snow, but I pushed myself harder, focusing on her figure ahead. When we reached the bottom, we were both breathless and laughing as we skidded to a stop. Gemma turned to me, her cheeks flushed, her eyes sparkling with a warmth that sent my pulse racing.

“I’d like my hot chocolate with extra marshmallows,” she teased, her smirk riding that infuriatingly charming line between maddening and endearing.

I was about to respond, something appropriately sarcastic, when Madison appeared at my side and draped an arm over my shoulder. “Hey, Tracy, can I join you for that hot chocolate? We should talk about some private coaching. I could have you beating Gemma down the mountain by lunchtime tomorrow.”

I snorted a laugh despite myself. “Private coaching, huh? Is that also part of the vacation package,” I quipped, glancing sideways.

My eyes drifted over to Gemma. The teasing glint in her eyes had vanished, replaced by a subtle tightness in her jaw. She brushed snow from her jacket in slow, measured sweeps, her gaze landing briefly on Madison’s arm around my shoulder.

Gemma cleared her throat. “Looks like you’ve got a better offer. Rain check on my winnings.” The words sounded flat and heavy, like a door closing softly but firmly. Without waiting for a reply, she turned, heading to where Tucker and Jane stood by the fence.

The chatter of skiers buzzed like white noise all around us, but I couldn’t tear my focus from Gemma’s retreating figure. Was that… jealousy? No, that couldn’t be it. Could it?

“So, how about that hot?” Madison’s voice cut through my thoughts.

“Yeah, yeah,” I replied, half-laughing as I shook my head. I should’ve been annoyed by Gemma’s reaction, but I wasn’t. I was amused. And maybe, a little thrilled, too.

•••••••

The noodles were boiling, the garlic bread was in the oven, and the kitchen was filled with the scent of tomatoes, garlic, and basil. Madison and I had turned the once-pristine counters into a mess of flour, crumbs, and sauce splatters. I glanced over at the meatballs browning in the pan as I stirred the marinara sauce. They were a gallery of misshapen lumps.

“We made the right choice volunteering to cook tonight,” I said, grinning as I nudged one of the uneven blobs with my spoon. “Making spaghetti and meatballs is far easier than cleaning up the mess afterward. Although,” I pointed at a particularly lopsided meatball, “I’m not convinced that is going to cook evenly.”

With her sleeves rolled up and hands coated in raw meat, Madison looked like she was auditioning for a culinary crime drama. She squinted at the pan and then shrugged her shoulder. “You’ve just got to trust the process, Tracy. The way those beauties look is part of my secret recipe.”

“Oh, so the secret is they’re not supposed to be round?” I teased, biting back a laugh.

She rolled her eyes, scooping up another handful of meat with exaggerated precision. “It’s called rustic charm. They have been the centerpiece of many of my romantic dinners. Besides, Tucker and Jane love them, and I know you and Gemma will, too.”

The mention of Gemma sent a familiar tingle through me, and I felt my face heat up. I quickly turned to the saucepan, hoping the steam would hide the blush creeping up my neck. Get a grip, Tracy.

I pulled the garlic bread out of the oven, its golden crust bubbling, and set it on the counter. “Even if those blobs of meat don’t live up to their hype, at least your bread is a solid winner,” I smirked at Madison. “Let’s be honest, though, you’re probably more skilled at spreading butter over bread than forming meatballs.”

She bumped my hip, grinning. “I’m very good at spreading butter.” She leaned in close to my ear, lowering her voice to a suggestive murmur. “I’ve been told, on more than one occasion, that I’m really good at spreading other things, too.”

Well,” I said, laughing, “that’s a talent that I’m sure works well for you and a few lucky ladies.”

Her laugh was low and throaty, and I caught the glint of mischief in her eyes.

“Don’t you two look cozy,” Gemma’s voice sounded behind me.

I turned and watched her stroll up to the counter, her eyes flicking between Madison and me. Her eyes landed just a second too long on the space where our hips had bumped moments ago. 

Madison chuckled. “Oh, we’re more than cozy. Just two cooks slaving away for the greater good.” She bumped my hip again, and I couldn’t stop the giggle that escaped me. 

Gemma stepped closer, her movements deliberate. She reached out, placing a warm hand on the small of my back, and leaned around me to dip a finger into the simmering marinara.

She popped the sauce covered finger in her mouth. “Mmm. Tracy, that’s delicious,” she murmured, her voice low enough to make my pulse flutter. Her eyes held mine as she suggestively licked the sauce off her finger. “That might just be your best sauce yet.” 

I swallowed, trying to play it cool despite the wave of desire that washed over me. “Glad you like it. Dinner’s almost ready, so why don’t you make yourself useful and set the table?” 

“Okay, but only because you asked so nicely,” Gemma replied, her lips curving into a grin. She leaned in and kissed my cheek, letting her hand slowly slide from my waist.

Her gaze flickered to Madison, her smirk growing. “I’m only kissing one cook.” 

Madison laughed and raised her hand, “I’m good, thanks.” She gestured toward the island. “We opened a bottle of wine if you want a glass.” 

Gemma waved her off. “Maybe later,” she said, grabbing glasses from the cabinet and carrying them to the table. 

Madison turned back to me, spearing one of the meatballs with a fork and holding it out like an offering. “Try this,” she said with a cheeky grin. “Bet you’re gonna love it.” 

I hesitated, glancing between her and the fork. “If I burn my tongue, you’re on dish duty the rest of the week,” I quipped, leaning in and taking a small bite.

I glanced at Gemma as she walked back to the counter. Her eyes were locked on Madison. The look wasn’t loud, but it was telling. The best way to describe it was calm on the surface but with a storm brewing underneath. 

“Well?” Madison asked, drawing my attention back. “Life-changing, right?” 

I laughed, trying to sound casual, as Gemma’s gaze was practically burning through me. “It’s… delicious,” I managed, feeling caught between them.

Madison bumped me again, her voice lilting with mischief. “Just ‘really good’? Come on, it’s practically an orgasmic experience.”

Gemma slammed several forks on the counter with a clatter. “Seriously, Madison? Fishing for compliments over meatballs?” 

Madison froze, her brow knitting in confusion. “What? I was just—” 

“Showing off, as usual,” Gemma muttered. She picked up the silverware with sharp and deliberate movements and stalked back to the table. 

My gaze darted between them. Gemma’s irritation was unmistakable, and while part of me wanted to defuse the moment, another part of me couldn’t ignore the little spark of hope it ignited. 

Jane breezed into the kitchen with a grin, breaking the weird tension. “This all smells amazing! I am starving! How much longer till we’re ready to eat?” 

“It’s ready now,” I said, grabbing a plate to add noodles, sauce, and a few of the “rustic” meatballs.

With Madison’s help, plates were filled within five minutes, and we were all seated at the table and digging in.

Jane poked her fork at one of Madison’s creations and laughed. “Madison, these meatballs are… Not exactly round, are they?” 

Madison grinned, totally unbothered. “You know they never turn out round. Besides, round is so yesterday. I’m pioneering the future of meatball design: abstract, eclectic, and delicious.” 

Tucker snorted, shaking his head. “You’re full of it, Madison.”

I held up one with my fork, inspecting its misshapen edges. “It’s like a little sculpture. A very, very tasty sculpture,” I said, popping it into my mouth. 

Madison’s eyes sparkled, her grin turning mischievous as she leaned toward me. “Well, Tracy, if you think that’s good, I can promise—” 

Gemma turned to Madison. “Why don’t you stop talking and let Tracy eat peacefully?”

Madison smirked, clearly enjoying herself. “Relax, Woody. I’m just kidding around. Tracy and I bonded over how talented I am at slapping meat and spices together.”

“We did have fun.” I grinned, trying to keep the mood light. “Hey, they might not be perfectly round, but they’re still delicious.”

Gemma let out an exaggerated sigh. “Can we please discuss something other than Madison’s… jacked up meatballs?”

The table fell into an awkward silence for half a beat before Jane chimed in. “So, Tucker, were you able to figure out the ski lift situation for tomorrow?” 

Tucker shook his head and pointed at his mouth, which was clearly stuffed. His cheeks reminded me of a chipmunk.

“I need some more garlic bread. Does anyone else need more?” I asked, hoping to steer the conversation away from whatever weirdness had settled over the table.

Gemma stood up so fast that her chair scraped against the floor. “Let me get that for you. You’ve already done enough.”

I got up and followed her to the stove. “You okay there, Gem?”

She avoided my gaze, busying herself with cutting more bread. “I’m perfectly fine. Why would you ask?”

I raised an eyebrow, amused. “Oh, no particular reason, except maybe you’re being a little, uh, intense… over meatballs.”

Gemma gave a tight smile, glancing back toward Madison, who was now cracking jokes with Tucker and Jane. “As I said, I’m fine. Here’s more bread,” she said, holding out the basket.

“Uh-huh,” I murmured, hiding a grin as I took the basket.

•••••••

The room was dark and warm, the quiet hum of the heat blowing filling the space as I lay on my back beside Gemma. After a day of laughter, lots of skiing, a couple of not-so-gentle falls, and a surprisingly tense dinner, the stillness felt like a relief.

Gemma’s soft voice broke the silence. “Today was… a lot,” she murmured. I could hear a faint smile woven into her words.

“You mean a lot of embarrassing falls and weird meatballs?”

She chuckled, her laughter melting the last bit of tension that had lingered from dinner. “That too. But also…”

She paused, and I felt her hand drift across the space between us, her fingers sliding over mine with a warmth that made my heart jump. Her grip was hesitant, as if she wanted to hold on but wasn’t sure she should.

I gently squeezed her hand to let her know it was okay. “Today was good, even the parts where I ate snow,” I said.

Gemma’s thumb traced small, slow circles on the back of my hand, each movement sending a steady pulse up my arm. I listened to her breathing, her presence so close it felt like we were sharing the same heartbeat.

After a long, quiet moment, she sighed, her voice almost wistful. “You’re my best friend and one of my favorite people,” she said, the words so soft they were barely more than a whisper. “I don’t say that enough. Anyway…”

The air suddenly felt thick between us. Her words hung there, unfinished, charged, and a little vulnerable. My chest tightened, and I squeezed her hand again, feeling a slight tremor in her fingers.

“Same,” I said softly, the word catching in my throat.

We lay in silence after that, her hand in mine. It felt like we were on the edge of something, but I had no idea what it was. For now, this closeness would have to be enough.


CHAPTER 3 - TUESDAY


I woke up wrapped in warmth and softness, with a weight pressed against me. I kept my eyes closed, holding onto that blissful, half-asleep feeling, and let myself sink into it for a hazy moment. And then it suddenly registered why I was so warm. My eyes flew open, and it felt like someone had thrown a bucket of ice-cold reality on my head.

Gemma was draped across me, one leg tangled with mine, her arm stretched over my waist, her cheek resting against my shoulder, and the faintest smile on her sleeping face. Her body was molded to mine like it was the most natural thing in the world.

I stilled, heart thumping, trying to ignore the immediate rush of emotions. Even though she was asleep and had no idea that she was practically on top of me, that didn’t stop my heart from clinging to the closeness like it was something it had a right to.

It would be amazing if she woke up, looked at me, and saw a woman who was more than just her friend. But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. She shifted, letting out a soft sigh, and tightened her grip around my waist, her face nuzzling even closer into my neck. I bit my lip to stop a grin from forming. How could this feel so right and yet so far from anything I’m allowed to hope for?

I closed my eyes, feeling the weight of her hand on my waist, warm and sure. I wanted to run my fingers through her hair, pull her closer, and wake her up to tell her everything I’d kept to myself. How she was all I thought about, how every second I spent with her made me want a thousand more. How every little touch, every laugh, every glance across the room only seemed to deepen the ache I felt for her.

But I couldn’t do that because I was her best friend, nothing more. And yet here she was, curled around me, making it nearly impossible to remember why I’d ever convinced myself that being her friend was enough. It wasn’t enough. Not even close.

My pulse quickened as I lay there, trying to decide the best way out of my current reality. I exhaled slowly, letting my fingers linger on her arm. Gemma shifted, her breath warm against my shoulder, and my heart clenched. We’re just friends. Just friends sharing a bed out of necessity while on vacation. Now, get up.

I held my breath and began the slow, excruciating process of freeing myself from her hold. First, I eased her arm off my waist, moving an inch at a time like I was defusing a bomb. Next, I slid my leg out from under hers, a quiet victory that was so ridiculous that it almost made me laugh. I began to shimmy to the edge of the mattress slowly. Just as I reached the edge, she mumbled something unintelligible, flopped onto her back, and sprawled across the bed. I froze, worried I had woken her. Thankfully, she stayed asleep, breathing deep and steady.

Taking one last look, I stood, pulled on a pair of warm jogging pants, slipped on my house shoes, grabbed an oversized hoodie and my phone. I needed a stiff drink, but since it was 6:28 a.m., coffee would have to do.

The chalet was blissfully silent as I padded from the kitchen with a steaming cup of coffee. I stepped onto the deck, immediately feeling the sharp coolness of the air. There was no way a photo could do justice to the grandeur that was this morning’s sunrise, but I decided to try anyway. I brushed a thin layer of snow off the railing and set my mug down. I opened the camera app and adjusted a few settings. After snapping a few photos, I tucked my phone into the pocket of my hoodie and reached for the mug.

A quiet peace settled over me as I stood in the cold, sipping my coffee. My thoughts returned to the woman I had left asleep inside. I took a long, steadying breath, tightening my grip on the mug, letting the heat press into my palms. I had to get a handle on this. I couldn’t keep pretending everything was normal when I secretly savored every brush of her skin, shared laugh, and lingering look.

It was one thing to keep quiet about my feelings. It was another thing entirely to feel this tangled up and have to keep reminding myself we were just friends. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep up the charade.

A part of me wanted to tell her. Just throw it out there and deal with the fallout later. But what would that even change? And if I lost her completely… that was a risk I wasn’t ready to take. Maybe I should put a little space between us. Or maybe I just need to learn to be around her and stop letting everything send me into a spiral.

The creak of the deck door startled me, and I turned to see Jane bundled up in a thick sweater, holding a steaming mug. She raised an eyebrow at me, smirking. “What’re you doing out here in the cold?” she asked, blowing over her coffee.

I shrugged. “I woke up to find Gemma practically glued to me. After I pried myself free, coffee and a pretty sunrise seemed like a good idea. What’s got you up so early?”

“Tucker’s snoring. Love him to pieces, but I swear, he sounds like a chainsaw wrapped around a rabid bear when he gets going.”

I laughed, giving Jane’s arm a sympathetic pat. “I’m sorry. If you have to suffer through chainsaw snores, I guess I should count myself lucky that all I’ve got is a serial snuggler.”

Jane chuckled, leaning against the railing as her coffee steamed in the cold air. “Serial snuggler. That’s a good one,” she said, her eyes glinting with amusement. “Though, honestly, I’d rather deal with loud snoring than other challenges any day.”

I raised an eyebrow, taking a sip from my mug. “Challenges?”

She shrugged, a playful smile tugging at her lips. “Oh, you know, like if your partner's feet smell or their morning breath is so bad it could kill a cat.” She turned toward me, her expression thoughtful. “A more serious challenge might be not saying how you really feel because you don’t know how they will take it. The point is that sometimes what you think is a challenge isn’t a challenge at all.”

I nodded slowly. “Keep things simple and avoid challenges,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.

“Simple isn’t always the best, but I guess it’s an option,” she replied with a small chuckle.

I was totally confused. It was like Jane was talking in riddles, and I needed a decoder ring to decipher the message. What a weird conversation to be having so early in the morning.

Jane bumped my shoulder lightly, “Hey, speaking of challenges. Gemma seemed a little off last night. Did you notice?”

I shifted on my feet, pretending to focus on a couple of squirrels that were jumping from limb to limb. “She was probably just tired.”

Jane hummed softly, and I could feel her staring at me even though I refused to meet her gaze. “Maybe. Or maybe something else is going on.” She tilted her head, studying me. “You’d know better than anyone.”

I forced a laugh, though it sounded too thin even to my ears. “I’m not sure about that. She doesn’t exactly come with a manual.”

“No, but some people don’t need one,” she said, her tone thoughtful. “You just... get them. You’re lucky when that happens.”

I stood there silent, unable to think of anything to say. Was she guessing? Fishing for confirmation? Or had she already put everything together and knew I had feelings for Gemma?

“Anyway,” she said, breaking the silence with a bright smile. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

I managed a weak smile. We stood silently for several moments, watching the sun come up. Today looked like another perfect day for skiing. I absently reached up, rubbing my sore shoulders. Instead of throwing myself down a mountain again today, I could take a break and check out the shops in town.

“I’m hungry. Want some bacon and eggs? I’m cooking.” Jane asked, breaking the silence.

“Thank you, but no. I think I’ll stroll through town and grab breakfast in some cute little dinner.”

She grinned. “Well, if you want company, you know where to find me. Or I bet Gemma would go with you.”

As the door clicked shut behind her, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

•••••••

Madison and I were perched at the bar, laughing way too loud for a place where people were supposed to be nursing sore muscles and sipping overpriced cocktails. My cheeks burned, partly from the ski lodge’s roaring fire and partly from Madison’s ridiculous story about a date she’d had last month. It sounded like something ripped straight out of a bad sitcom. 

“So, right after the server said she would be back with our check, my date pulls out a deck of cards and asks if I like magic,” Madison said, shaking her head, her voice dripping with disbelief. “And I’m thinking, ‘Okay, what fresh hell is this?’”

“Was her next trick pulling a rabbit out of her purse?”

“I wish it was that creative!” Madison groaned, throwing her hands up. “No, she goes, ‘Pick a card, any card,’ like I’m at some budget birthday party. Meanwhile, I’m trying to calculate how fast I can leave without looking like a total jerk.”

I snorted, nearly spilling my drink. “Please tell me you threw a couple of twenty dollar bills on the table and bolted.”

Madison slapped the bar with both palms, her expression a mix of horror and self-deprecation. “I should have! Instead, I sat through the whole stupid card trick, Tracy. The. Whole. Thing. And you know what the grand finale was?”

I shook my head, wiping tears of laughter from my eyes. “I can’t even guess.”

“She ‘magically’ made herself disappear seconds before the bill came. Poof! Gone!” Madison mimed an explosion with her hands, her dramatic flair sending me over the edge.

I looked at her, slacked-jawed. “You’re kidding?”

“Nope,” she sighed, leaning back in her chair with a resigned shrug. “Who even carries a deck of cards to a date? Like, is that her thing? Does she work through all the dating apps one card trick and disappearing act at a time?”

“I cannot believe you stayed,” I replied, shaking my head at the absurdity of it all.

Madison leaned forward, lowering her voice as she fluttered her lashes dramatically. “Tracy, my dear friend, sometimes you must see the chaos through to the end just to get a good story.” 

I chuckled as I signaled to the bartender for another round. I glanced over Madison’s shoulder and caught sight of someone standing at the bar’s entrance. It was Gemma. 

She stood there watching us. Her eyes narrowed, and her arms crossed over her chest. She started walking in our direction, her steps sharp and deliberate, like she’d just walked into a crime scene. The closer she got to us, the heavier the air felt.

“What’s so funny?” Gemma asked, her voice casual but with a tautness beneath the surface that I immediately picked up on. 

Madison grinned, completely unaware. “Oh, I was just telling Tracy about a date I went on last month. Total disaster!” 

Gemma’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Right. Must have been hilarious,” she said, her gaze flicking between us like she was scanning for evidence. 

I shifted in my seat, suddenly hyperaware of the small space between Madison and me. I tried to read the tension radiating from Gemma but couldn’t because it didn’t make sense in the first place.

“Yeah,” I said, attempting to break the awkwardness with a light tone. “Madison has some… interesting stories.” 

Gemma’s lips curved into a tight smile, her eyes lingering on me for a moment before she turned away. “Can I get a whiskey neat,” she briskly asked the bartender. 

Gemma slid onto the barstool on the other side of me. “Thought you were out shopping because you didn’t want to hang out at the slopes. Yet here you are with Madison.” 

Madison leaned in closer, her grin playful, utterly unfazed by the sudden shift in energy. “Oh, I got lonely sitting here, so I texted Tracy to join me for a few drinks. Lucky me, her beautiful smiling face strolled in and plopped down on the stool beside me.” 

I froze. It was harmless, but I caught how Gemma’s jaw tightened, her knuckles whitening as her fingers curled into the whisky glass. “Wow, Madison,” Gemma said, her smile razor sharp. “You certainly are lucky.” 

Madison’s eyebrow raised, and her grin faltered slightly as she finally picked up on the tension. “Well, what can I say? Some of us are just blessed, I guess.”

She stared at Madison for a moment longer before totally dismissing her. “Anyway,” she turned to me, her expression softening, “Tucker and Jane are over at a table in the corner. You should come join us.” 

I blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift. “Uh… yeah, sure,” I stammered.

Madison waved a hand in mock surrender as she glanced between. “Go ahead, have fun. I’ll catch up with you guys later.” 

Sliding off the stool, I had no time to process that incredible odd exchange when I felt Gemma’s hand resting lightly on my lower back. Her touch was steady, almost possessive, as she guided me across the room.

I glanced over my shoulder. “Gemma,” I ventured, breaking the awkwardly thick silence. “What exactly was that back there? Are you hangry and need a Snickers bar, or is there some secret beef between you and Madison that I don’t know about?” 

She let out a soft huff as her steps slowed. “No, I don’t need a Snickers,” she joked, though her eyes still looked distant. 

I nudged her side with my elbow. “Are you sure? Because I’d be happy to start a Snickers fund in your honor.” 

She smirked, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She stopped, turning to face me. The firelight from the hearth flickered across her face, softening the tight line of her jaw. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice quiet. “I didn’t mean to… I guess I was just surprised to see you hanging out with Madison.” 

Her eyes met mine, and then, with a soft sigh, she reached out, grabbing my hand. Her warm fingers squeezed mine. “I missed you… missed skiing with my best friend. That’s all.” 

I swallowed hard, trying to ignore how my heart was hammering in my chest. “Okay, if you say so. But just know, I will happily get you that Snickers bar if needed,” I said, hoping to lighten the mood.

Gemma rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Come on, let’s go sit down. Oh, and make sure you ask Tucker to tell you about racing down the Black Diamond.”

As we walked up to the table, Jane smiled brightly. “Hey, you two. Sit down and join us.”

Tucker pointed at Gemma, “You know you only won because my binding broke.”

Gemma pulled out my chair, her fingers brushing the backrest before she settled into her seat. “Tell Tracy the short version about your magnificent run,” she said, her tone teasing. “Skip the part where you were ‘gliding down the mountain like the wind’ and get straight to the walk of shame.”

Tucker took a long swallow from an amber bottle. “So, there I was, with a broken binding, stuck halfway down the slope, and this five-foot-nothing ski patrol skis up and goes, ‘You sure you know what you’re doing out here, big guy?’”

Tucker shook his head, taking another drink. “I told her I was perfectly fine, popped my other boot loose, and started walking down the hill carrying my skis and poles. The end.”

The mental image I got made me laugh. “For someone who doesn’t stop talking about how great he is on the slopes, that sounds a little… humbling.”

“Oh, he only talks a big game,” Jane said, nudging Tucker’s shoulder. “He can barely keep up with his sister and me.”

“Watch it, or I’ll start telling your stories,” Tucker shot back, winking at his wife with nothing but love written across his face.

Gemma chuckled like she was paying attention to the conversation, but I saw her look toward the bar and roll her eyes.

“So, where’s Madison,” Jane asked casually.

Gemma rolled her eyes again. “Chatting up the bartender, last I saw,” she replied with an edge. “She seems perfectly content, so let’s leave her there.”

“She does seem to be having fun,” I agreed, hoping to keep things light, though I couldn’t help noticing the way Gemma’s fingers started drumming against her glass.

Tucker, ever oblivious, chuckled. “Hey, maybe she’s finally taking a page from my book on how to charm pretty ladies.”

Jane snorted. “Settle down there, big guy. After four years of marriage, your charm’s a bit rusty.”

Gemma’s smile returned. “If he even had it to begin with.”

“Hey, Gemma, don’t you think Madison’s trying a little too hard with Tracy,” Jane asked, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

Gemma stilled, meeting her gaze. “I mean… she’s definitely trying,” she replied, her tone carefully neutral. “Whether it’s working or not is up for debate.”

My cheeks warmed as I laughed nervously. “Hey, I’m right here, you know.”

“Oh, I know,” Gemma replied, a flicker of something unreadable in her eyes. “Madison clearly thinks you’re great and hasn’t been shy about showing it. But she’s way out of her league.”

There was a split second of silence before Jane broke it with a chuckle. “Well, clearly, someone’s got opinions on Madison.”

Gemma gave her an exaggeratedly innocent look. “I’m just saying she’s been a little over the top showing it.”

Jane’s smirk deepened. “Madison’s never been shy about going after what she wants.”

Gemma’s fingers tightened around her glass. “Too bold and too persistent would be another way to say it.”

Jane raised an eyebrow, leaning in slightly. “Yeah, maybe. But you’re not bothered by it, are you?”

Gemma’s head snapped up, her jaw tightening. “Why would I be?” she shot back, though her gaze slid to me for just a fraction of a second before returning to her drink.

I caught the slight smirk on Jane’s lips and how Gemma’s cheeks flushed as she shot Jane a look. There seemed to be a whole other conversation going on between Jane and Gemma that I wasn’t privy to. It’s been a day of weird conversations, for sure.

Tucker finished his beer and sat the empty bottle on the table. “I’m ready to get out of here. How about you ladies?” he asked, pushing back his chair. “I need a shower and some food.”

I happily latched onto the change of subject. “I agree. Let’s head back. I put a roast in the crockpot this morning before I went into town. It should be close to done.”

Gemma’s face lit up, her smile finally reaching her eyes. “I love it when you make pot roast. Hey, let’s play some games after dinner.”

As Tucker flagged down the server, Jane leaned over and muttered something to Gemma. Whatever she said made Gemma shake her head and let out a small, self-conscious laugh. She looked over at me. Her gaze lingered a beat as she smiled. The moment passed quickly, but it left a warmth in its wake as we gathered our things and headed out into the cool evening air.

•••••••

The hot tub bubbled softly, its heat sending curls of steam into the crisp air as snowflakes drifted down like tiny, frozen whispers. Madison and I had been sitting out in the tub, enjoying a drink and laughing loud enough that the people in the next chalet could hear us. I leaned back, sighing as I watched the flakes fall, each melting before it could land. Thankfully, the hot water had managed to loosen my stiff muscles.

“Hot tubbing in the snow is always a good call, sore muscles or not,” Madison said, raising her glass in a mock toast.

I lifted my glass. “I couldn’t agree more.”

Madison leaned back, casting a sidelong glance my way. “Can I ask you a question?”

I sat up, nodded, and took another sip of my wine.

“When are you and Gemma going to stop pretending?”

I choked, the wine going down with a burn. “W-what are you talking about?” I stammered.

She smirked, eyeing me over her glass. “You clearly have a thing for her, and she obviously feels the same.”

My face was heating up, and not from the hot tub. “You’re imagining things. We’re just… friends. Best friends.”

“Oh sure,” she said, drawing out the words. “Just friends who stare longingly at one another when they think no one’s watching.”

I waved my hand, trying to laugh it off. “I do not do that,” I exclaimed, my voice cracking like a kid caught in a lie.

Madison dismissed me with a wave. “Honey, you look at her like she’s the last pair of Louboutin slingbacks on sale at 90% off.”

I stared intently at the red liquid swirling in my glass. “Those are very specific shoes,” I mumbled.

“Look, Tracy,” Madison leaned in, her voice softening, “you both think you’re hiding it, but everyone can see it. Maybe not Tucker since he’s, you know, a guy. But to Jane and me? It’s obvious.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “Madison, she’s… I mean… Gemma’s never looked at me like that,” I muttered. “She always goes after what she wants. If she wanted something to happen between us, trust me, I would know.”

“Maybe she’s waiting for you to make a move,” she said with a shrug. “Ever think of that?”

I let out a laugh, shaking my head. “Yeah, right. Me, make a move on Gemma. Sure, that’ll go over well.” I ran my finger along the rim of my glass, a small, sad smile tugging at my lips. “Plus, I don’t want to lose her. She’s… she’s my best friend. My person.”

Madison sighed, reaching over to put her hand on my shoulder. “At least take a second to really think about it. Maybe what you’re afraid of losing isn’t something you’d actually be losing.”

I swallowed a mix of nerves and hope bubbling up. For a second, I let myself imagine it. But I quickly stopped myself because the thought felt too fragile and way too risky.

“Madison, you’re sweet, but I think you’ve got the wrong idea. If Gemma wanted to be more than just friends, she’d have made it clear.” I gave her a wry grin, “And besides, I’m way too graceful to be caught staring like some lovesick teenager.”

Madison slowly shook her head, a smile tugging at her lips. “I think your idea of being graceful isn’t the same as mine.” She turned more toward me. “Why do you think I’ve been flirting so outrageously with you anytime Gemma is around?” She held up her hand, “Hold on, let me finish. We both know that you and I are just friends, but Gemma doesn’t know that.”

I gave Madison a confused look. “I have no idea where you’re going with this.”

“When we were on the ski trip last year, I noticed a shift in how Gemma acted when you were around. At first, I thought it was because you guys were sleeping together but weren’t telling anyone. So, I started paying more attention to how you acted. I decided you definitely weren’t having sex because there was way too much sexual tension between the two of you.”

I drained the remaining wine in my glass and reached for the bottle. “If I remember correctly, last year you and what’s her name were too focused on one another to notice anything happening around you. Whatever happened to her anyway?”

Madison splashed water my way. “Stop trying to change the subject. But to answer your question, Nicole and I decided we were better friends. We had great chemistry in the bedroom but not anywhere else.” She sat her glass to the side. “Back to my point, I’ve been extra flirty with you, hoping Gemma would see that other women find you desirable and that she better tell you how she really feels before someone else snatches you up.”

“Wow, okay. I’m not sure if I should be flattered or insulted. But either way, I didn’t think you were being serious because we are just friends. Plus, I know I’m not your type.”

Madison tilted her head, her expression turning serious. “Well, Tracy, my dear, that is where you are wrong. Why wouldn’t a strong, funny, sweet, smart, and super-sexy woman be my type? You are most definitely the type of woman I hope to meet and fall in love with someday.”

“I can’t tell if you’re being honest or just blowing smoke.”

Madison met my eyes. “I’m being honest. The truth is, I wish someone would look at me the way Gemma looks at you.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but a flicker of movement off to the side froze the words in my throat. A shadow broke through the steamy haze. My heart jumped, recognizing the figure even before the dim light caught the curve of her face. 

Gemma stood there, wrapped in a thick blanket that barely disguised the tension in her posture. Her arms were crossed tight against her chest, and though her face was cloaked in shadows, the tilt of her head and the rigid line of her shoulders spoke volumes. 

For a moment, she didn’t move. She just stood there looking at Madison and me. Then, with a slow shake of her head, she turned and disappeared into the house, the door clicking shut behind her. 

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, the sound cutting through the suddenly oppressive silence.  “What the hell was that?” I muttered, glancing at Madison.

“Not sure, but she didn’t look happy,” Madison replied, leaning back against the tub's edge. 

“That’s putting it lightly,” I said, running a hand through my short, wet hair. “I don’t get her. One minute, we’re joking and laughing. The next, she’s walking off like she’s angry with me. How am I supposed to know what’s going on with her when she won’t say what’s on her mind?” 

Madison put her hand on my shoulder, her grip comforting. “If I had to guess,” she said, her voice softer now, “she wasn’t thrilled to find you out here with me. And I think there’s a possibility that my plan may have backfired.” 

I turned to her, frowning. “What are you talking about?” 

She gave a slight shrug that screamed oops, my bad without actually saying it. “The attention I’ve been paying you… Let’s say it wasn’t exactly subtle. I hoped a little green-eyed monster would push her to get off her ass. But judging by her reaction, I think she might be too angry with me to realize what she actually feels is jealousy.”

“Wait,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “You think that Gemma’s jealous that I’m hanging out with you?” 

Madison’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “Jealousy has a funny way of making people act out. Gemma’s no exception.” 

I leaned back against the tub's edge, her words swirling in my head. Could she be right? I’d caught glimpses of what I thought could be jealousy, but I’d mostly brushed them off, convinced I was seeing what I wanted to see. 

“Madison, I’m not exactly the most reliable judge here,” I admitted, my voice quieter now. “I mean, look at me. I’ve got the emotional maturity of a lovesick teenager when it comes to her. And I hate it. I’m supposed to be a grown-ass woman, but one look from her, and I’m spiraling.” 

Madison chuckled lightly. “Love can make even the most put-together people feel like total idiots sometimes.” She leaned in, her tone becoming more serious. “Here’s the thing, Tracy. It’s obvious to me that you mean more to her than just a friend.” 

I stared at the door Gemma had disappeared through, my chest tightening. Did I dare let myself believe what Madison was saying was true? I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more than for Gemma to feel the same for me as I did her. But if I allowed myself to hope, only to realize we would never be more than friends, I wasn’t sure I would be able to move past the hurt.  


CHAPTER 4 - WEDNESDAY


I woke up to the bright glow of falling snow filtering through the bedroom curtains. When I got out of the hot tub last night, the snow had been coming down hard, and now everything was covered in white. I grabbed my phone and opened a message from the resort, confirming what I’d guessed: the roads were closed, skiing had been canceled for the day, and we were snowed in.

I tugged on my hoodie and wandered to the living room, where everyone was gathered looking out the big windows.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Jane confirmed, looking over her shoulder as I walked up. “So, plan for a cozy day inside!”

Madison turned and grinned, winking at me. “Well, look who finally decided to join us. Looks like you won’t have to worry about trying not to face-plant today.”

“Funny,” I shot back with a grin. “I think I would’ve survived.”

Tucker threw an arm around Jane. “We have beer and wine, a ton of snacks, and each other. Surely, we can keep ourselves entertained for the day.”

Madison piped up, “Let’s do games! Board games, tell secrets, and drink all the hot chocolate we can stand. You know, like a real snow day from when we were little kids and school was called off.”

Within twenty minutes, we were sitting around the big wooden table in the kitchen, mugs in hand and a pile of games ready. We started with Two Truths and a Lie.

Madison went first, leaning back with a mischievous grin. “Okay, mine are: I once climbed out of a locked closet half-naked during a frat party, I have a dolphin jumping over a rainbow tattoo somewhere only the luckiest of ladies gets to see, and I once spent a night in jail.”

Everyone stared, wide-eyed.

“Dolphin tattoo!” Jane yelled out.

Madison shrugged, smirking. “Nope. The lie is that I spent a night in jail. Never been arrested in my life.”

“Wait,” Tucker interjected, laughing. “You mean the dolphin jumping over a rainbow tattoo is real?”

“It is, and it’s in a very tasteful location,” she replied, blowing a kiss in my direction.

We went around the room, each taking a turn. The game quickly descended into fits of laughter as the exaggerations became more outlandish. After a couple of rounds, we moved on to simply telling embarrassing secrets. Every “secret” was more absurd than the last. My favorites were Tucker’s confession about a karaoke disaster and Gemma's revealing that she once faked an accent for an entire summer to impress a girl.

“Okay, Tracy!” Jane grinned, practically bouncing in her seat. “Your turn. Funniest secret! Don’t hold back.”

I groaned, scratching the back of my neck. “You’re all going to think I’m a terrible person.”

“That ship sailed when you picked Gemma as your best friend,” Tucker teased, earning a mock glare from his sister.

I sighed dramatically, feigning reluctance. “Okay, back in college, freshman year, I had this ongoing prank war with my roommate, Claire. It started innocent enough with sticky notes on the bathroom mirror, hiding her shoes and other small things. One night, I decided to up the ante. I bought a pack of fake spiders that were big, hairy, and horrifying little things and filled her bed with them. Then I got in bed, acted like I was reading a book, and waited.”

“Oh no,” Jane gasped, already giggling.

“Later that night, when she threw back the covers, she screamed so loud I thought the RA was going to bust down our door,” I chuckled at the memory. “And here’s the kicker: I acted scared and freaked out along with her. I screamed and went into full drama mode. I even blamed the prank on one of our guy friends, Derek.”

“Nice misdirection. I like it,” Tucker said, nodding appreciatively.

“Oh, but Claire figured it out,” I said, pointing at him. “And her revenge was spectacular. She took a photo of herself mid-scream with her mouth wide open, eyes bulging. Then she printed out a ton of color copies and plastered them all over my car.”

Gemma raised an eyebrow. “Define ‘all over.’”

“Every. Square. Inch,” I said, throwing up my hands. “The windshield, the doors, the hood. She did it while I was working at my internship. I didn’t know what she had done until it was time to leave, and I was walking out with my very serious, very intimidating boss, who, I will add, had no sense of humor at all.”

The room erupted in laughter. I glanced at Gemma, who was laughing so hard that tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. “What did you do,” she managed to ask between breaths.

“What could I do? I walked up to the driver's door and said, ‘Guess my roommate’s mad at me.’ My boss muttered something under his breath, shook his head, and walked away.”

“Claire sounds like a legend,” Madison said approvingly.

“She was and still is,” I admitted with a smile. “But I learned my lesson. Never mess with someone who has access to your car.”

“Or a color printer,” Jane added, still chuckling.

Gemma’s gaze was soft when it met mine. “After all the years of us being friends, how did I not know that story or that you were such a troublemaker,” she asked.

“I guess I’m just full of surprises,” I answered, shrugging.

When it was Gemma’s turn, she ran her hand through her hair, looking slightly embarrassed. “First, I’ve never told anyone this because it makes me feel less than smart. Second, don’t make fun of me. When I got my first apartment after college, I wanted to make it homier, so I bought a few plants. One of the plants I picked out was supposed to be good luck; at least, that is what the tag stuck in the pot said. I cared for it, watered it, and made sure it had the right amount of sunlight. Only to discover it was a high-quality fake a few months later.”

I smiled, reached over, and rubbed her on the arm. Gemma saw beauty in small things. So it wasn’t surprising that she’d believed so deeply in a simple plant's ability to bring her good luck that she had watered it for months only to realize it was plastic.

“Okay,” Jane said, clapping her hands, “it’s time for a new game…Truth or Dare. But before we start, let’s move to the living room. These chairs are starting to make my butt hurt.”

Tucker leaned in, grinning. “Or maybe we should play Never Have I Ever. I’ve got a few good ones up my sleeve.”

“Of course you do, but thankfully, no one wants to hear them,” Gemma said with a droll.

Madison jumped up from the table and quickly claimed a spot on the loveseat. “Tracy, come over here next to me,” she said, patting the seat beside her.

I plopped down, catching Gemma’s sideways glance. Her lips pressed into a tight, thin line when Madison leaned close and bumped my shoulder.

Jane pointed at Tucker. “You go first.”

Tucker puffed out his chest, looking ready for anything. “Dare.”

“Okay,” Jane said with a mischievous smile, “I dare you to serenade me with a popular love ballad. And you have to do it on bended knee.”

Tucker took the dare without hesitation, kneeling and belting out a very off-key version of ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart,’ complete with hand gestures. We were doubled over laughing before he finished the first chorus. Gemma grabbed her phone halfway through and recorded him for future blackmail purposes.

“That was a rockstar-quality performance,” Tucker announced after he’d caught his breath. He turned to his sister, “Gemma, it’s your turn. Truth or dare?”

“Truth,” she replied, settling back against the chair cushions with a confident smile.

Tucker rolled his eyes. He had been expecting Gemma to pick Dare, so it took him a minute to think of a question. “Okay, here's one. Who was your first kiss, and where did it happen?”

Gemma shot me a quick, barely noticeable look before answering. “Her name was Samantha. And it was a beautiful moonlit night by the middle school playground. We had been standing under the amber glow of a streetlight, looking up at the stars, when I leaned in to make my move.” She grinned. “I can be very romantic when the mood strikes.”

I noticed she kept looking at me as she told the story. I couldn’t help but think that Gemma saying she could be romantic was more for me than it was about some girl from over two decades ago. I filed it away, trying not to let my thoughts spiral.

“Your turn, Tracy,” Gemma said, smirking. “Truth or dare?”

“Truth,” I said, bracing myself.

She leaned forward, a twinkle of mischief in her eyes. “What’s something super embarrassing that no one here knows about you?”

I laughed nervously, wracking my brain. “Wow,” I said, deciding it was best to get it over with, “when I was eleven, I had a major crush on my cousin’s best friend, Tonya. She was a few years older, and every time she’d come around, I would do whatever I could to get her attention.”

Madison put her hand on my knee and squeezed, clearly eager for the embarrassing part. “And…?”

“And one day, she was at my cousin’s house at the same time I was. I decided to impress Tonya with my singing skills. I was in the middle school chorus, so I thought I was an amazing singer. I did a very loud and passionate rendition of ‘My Heart Will Go On.’ And Tonya… well, she stared at me in horror the whole time I was singing. When I was done, she asked if I felt okay and if I needed her to call my mom to pick me up.” I buried my face in my hands when everyone erupted in laughter.

We kept going, doing crazy Dares and teasing each other when we revealed embarrassing Truths. Jane admitted she once snuck backstage at a concert to meet a drummer she was obsessed with and ended up getting kicked out by security. Tucker confessed to being afraid of clowns until he was fourteen. Even Madison, queen of composure, admitted to accidentally texting the mother of one of her exes a very explicit message.

When it finally stopped snowing sometime after lunch, Madison and I stepped onto the back deck to get some fresh air. We hadn’t been out there long when the sound of the door opening and closing with a little too much force pulled my attention. I turned to see Gemma standing a few feet away, her hands stuffed into her hoodie pocket. Her face was mostly unreadable, except for her eyes. They were sharp, searching, and locked on Madison’s hand, which was resting on my shoulder.

“Having fun?” Gemma’s tone was calm but held a definite edge.

Madison smiled, all charm. “Oh, loads. Tracy’s a riot. Why? Are you feeling left out and want in on the fun?”

Gemma’s jaw tightened, “I’m good,” she replied, her voice clipped. Her eyes didn’t leave Madison. “Actually, Madison, can I borrow you for a second?”

Madison quirked an eyebrow at me, and I shrugged, though unease prickled at the base of my neck. They stepped inside, leaving the door slightly ajar. I so wanted to hear what they were saying, but I was too far away. I shouldn’t eavesdrop. Should I? Who am I kidding? I’m totally going to eavesdrop.

I went over to the door and got close enough to hear easily but not close enough that either would see me.

“Cut the crap, Madison,” Gemma said in a low, tense voice. “I know what you’re up to.”

Madison laughed. “What am I up to, exactly? Enlighten me.”

“You know what I mean. All the flirting and the touching.” Gemma’s voice grew steadier as if she was finding her footing. “I see how you look at her.”

“And I see how you look at her,” Madison countered. “But only when you think no one’s paying attention. I think what’s going on right now is that you’re jealous of the fact that Tracy and I are having fun together.”

There was a beat of silence, broken only by the muffled hum of the heat kicking on. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not jealous,” Gemma muttered.

“Don’t I?” Madison’s voice softened, though her words cut deeper. “You’re so busy pretending you don’t care, but here you are, warning me off like some jealous girlfriend. If you’re not jealous, what’s the problem?”

“I don’t want her to get hurt,” Gemma replied quickly.

Madison’s laugh this time was more pitying than amused. “Hurt by me, or hurt by you?”

I pressed closer to the door. I knew I should’ve walked away, but the tension in the silence held me captive.

“Look, Tracy and I are just friends. That’s it,” Gemma finally said, though her voice lacked conviction.

Madison sighed with frustration. “If that’s the story you need to stick to, fine. But let me give you a word of advice… you’ll lose her if you keep this up. People don’t wait forever. Not even for you.”

The silence stretched between them like a taut rope. Finally, Gemma muttered, “Stay out of it, Madison.” Without waiting for a reply, she turned on her heel and stormed away.

I stayed frozen by the door, my heart racing. Madison stepped back outside, catching my wide-eyed look. “What’d I miss?” she asked with a wink.

•••••••

The bedroom door creaked loudly when I pushed it. Gemma’s eyes snapped open like I’d startled her.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

She propped herself on one elbow. “It’s fine. I wasn’t asleep.”

I moved to the dresser, rummaging through the top drawer. “Missed you at dinner. Jane and I made those homemade pizzas you like. There’s some left if you’re hungry.”

Gemma sat up, leaning back against the headboard. “I’ll get some later. If Tucker hasn’t inhaled it all by then.”

My fingers finally closed around my black bikini, and I pulled it out with a triumphant grin. “Found it! I’m going to sit in the hot tub for a while. Want to grab a few beers and join me?”

Gemma scoffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Isn’t Madison already out there waiting for you with a cold beer?”

I froze, the bikini dangling from my hand. Her tone had an edge I refused to ignore. “Gemma, seriously. What’s your problem? You’ve been acting like a sulky teenager off and on for two days.”

“There’s no problem,” she said, looking away. “I’m just…PMSing.”

I raised an eyebrow, my frustration bubbling over. “Right. That’s the best you’ve got? Come on. I know your schedule as well as I know my own. Unless you’ve magically shifted by two weeks, I know you’re lying.”

Her jaw tightened, but she didn’t say anything. I sighed and pinned her with my gaze. “If you’re going to lie to me, at least make it good and somewhat believable.”

I started toward the bathroom, my footsteps heavy with irritation. I stopped in the doorway and glanced back. “If you’ve got something to say, now’s your chance.”

Her gaze flickered with something raw, but she continued to stay silent, her lips pressed into a thin line. Instead of taking the opportunity to talk to me, she just sat there, her arms folded tightly like she was holding herself together.

With a shake of my head, I stepped into the bathroom, shut the door behind me, and leaned against it. My chest ached with emotion, but I didn’t know if it was from anger or disappointment… or if it was a combination of both.

The steaming water enveloped me as I slid down into its warmth. I leaned back and watched snowflakes swirling against the dark sky. Somehow, the trip I couldn’t wait to go on had become the one I couldn’t wait to be over.

I took a long drink of beer and closed my eyes. Madison meant well, but I was sure her “help” had only served to light a match under whatever weird tension was brewing between Gemma and me. And Gemma is… well, if I’m honest, I have no idea what Gemma is. It was like Madison had handed her a jealousy handbook, and she was determined to ace the test. What in the actual hell is happening?

Lost in thought, I didn’t register that I was no longer alone until I felt a hand grab my wrist. “Aaaaah!” I yelped loudly, jerking away so fast that my beer bottle slipped from my grip and plunged into the frothy water. “Dammit!”

A familiar laugh sounded from behind me. “I’m sorry!” Gemma’s voice carried that teasing lilt that always made my stomach flip.

She leaned forward, fishing out the bottle with ease. Her eyes sparkled as she held up a small bucket. “Good thing I came prepared.” She pulled out another beer and handed it to me. “Mind if I join you?”

I took the fresh bottle and slid over to make room “Sure,” I said, keeping my voice casual as I tried to steady my pulse.

Gemma eased into the water, the ripples shifting toward me as she settled close enough for her shoulder to graze mine. She twisted the cap off the beer and raised it. “To…unexpected surprises?”

I clinked my bottle against hers. “Let’s hope they’re good ones.”

She watched me over the rim of her bottle, her gaze lingering. I felt my cheeks heat from the extra attention and quickly looked away, hyper-aware of how close she was sitting.

Several minutes passed in silence, and I felt her watching me the whole time. I glanced over, my eyes immediately locking on hers. She didn’t look away. Neither did I.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I finally asked, my voice coming out quieter than I intended.

Her smile faded a little, but she didn’t break eye contact. “Because I’m trying to figure some things out. Like, what’s going on with you, and why do things feel so off between us.”

My breath hitched, and I gripped my bottle tighter. The question settled between us, heavy and loaded with something I wasn’t sure I could name. I sipped my beer, focusing a little too hard on the bubbles popping along the tub's edge. I tried to ignore how Gemma’s arm brushed against mine every few seconds.

“So,” she said casually. “Are we not going to talk about anything or just continue to sit in silence?”

I blinked, playing dumb. “What do you want to talk about? Like, what toppings did we put on the pizzas, or if I’m still sore from my incredibly graceful crash and burn the other day?”

She tilted her head. “You know what I mean, Tracy.”

And just like that, the fragile shield I’d been holding onto cracked, leaving the air thick with questions neither of us seemed brave enough to ask or answer. Her gaze felt heavy as if she could see right through me.

I took another long drink, hoping it would steady me. “I might need you to be a little more specific.”

Gemma leaned in, her breath warm against my cheek, sending a shiver down my spine. “Madison.”

Ah. There it was. “What about her?”

“You don’t have to pretend like you haven’t noticed.” Her voice was soft and almost…vulnerable. “I’ve seen how she looks at you. Even Jane has noticed it.”

I fixed my eyes on the water, watching the bubbles swirl and pop. “I’m not sure what you think you’ve seen, but Madison and I are just friends. She likes to joke around, that’s it.”

Gemma exhaled slowly, and the quiet between us grew, pressing in like some invisible force. When I finally turned back, she was watching me intently. Her eyes searched mine like she was waiting for me to say something first.

I shifted around, the weight of her gaze too much. Suddenly, it struck me that maybe Madison and I were completely wrong about things. Maybe how Gemma was behaving wasn’t about me after all.

“Do you have a thing for Madison? Is that why you’re acting so weird? You’re jealous because she’s paying attention to me, not you.” The words had tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them.

Gemma burst out laughing, the sound warm and disarming, breaking through the tension. “Dear lord, no!”

She brought her bottle to her lips, taking a quick drink to stifle her amusement. “I like her, don’t get me wrong, but if I had to spend more than a few days with her, one of us wouldn’t make it out alive.”

“Then I don’t understand.” I forced myself to keep my tone steady. “Why do you seem like you’re angry with me if it’s not that?”

Gemma’s laughter faded, and she fell quiet. Her gaze softened as she looked down, swirling her fingers absently through the water. “I’m not angry with you. It’s just…”

I swallowed, feeling my pulse quicken. “Just what?”

Her mouth opened, but no words came out. She hesitated, chewing on the inside of her cheek, her fingers tracing aimless patterns in the water.

“I don’t like… I don’t like watching you with someone else,” she admitted quietly.

“I don’t understand,” I quietly said.

Her eyes lifted to meet mine, and she held my gaze. I could see the battle written across her face, the push and pull of wanting to say more but not knowing how.

“Forget it.” Her tone was slightly lighter, but her grip on the beer bottle told another story. She tipped it back, draining the rest in one go, then setting it down in the bucket with a soft clink.

I took a slow drink as silence settled over us again. Gemma exhaled softly, her gaze drifting upward, searching the stars as if they might hold all the answers. I studied her face in the dim light, noting how her jaw tightened and the slight furrow in her brow.

Several moments passed before she turned her head, her dark eyes locking onto mine. The weight of her gaze held me in place with a quiet intensity. Her eyes flickered downward, lingering briefly on my lips before she turned her attention back toward the water.

My breath hitched. Hold up. Did I imagine that, or did she just look down at my mouth? Okay… Wow…

I watched as her fingers traced the edge of the hot tub, slow and deliberate. Her movements were uncharacteristically hesitant, her usual confidence replaced by something quieter and almost tentative.

“Gemma?” I said softly, my voice breaking the stillness.

“Hmm?” she murmured without looking up, her fingers still trailing the water.

“Are you okay? You seem... different tonight.”

Her hand paused in the water, and she let out a soft, almost imperceptible laugh. “Different, how?”

I hesitated, unsure if I wanted to press further. “I don’t know. Just quieter, maybe. Like you’re thinking about something.”

She finally glanced back at me, her lips curving into a faint smile. “Maybe I am,” she said cryptically, fingers resuming their slow path along the edge.

“You’re doing it again,” I said, trying to keep my tone light even as my chest tightened.

“Doing what?”

“Being all mysterious and unreadable,” I teased, though my words carried a nervous edge.

Her smile widened slightly, the corner of her mouth quirking up in that familiar, maddeningly charming way. “Maybe I like keeping you guessing.”

I felt her leg brush against mine beneath the water. The touch was fleeting, likely unintentional, but it still sent a spark skittering down my spine.

“Tracy,” she murmured, her voice barely audible over the hum of the water.

“Yeah?” I breathed, sounding shakier than I intended.

She held my gaze, silently asking the question she wasn’t ready to put into words. My breath caught when she cupped my jaw, her thumb brushing over my cheek with a tenderness that made my stomach twist in the best way.

I pressed into her hand and let my eyes flutter shut, anticipation buzzing through me. I gravitated forward, giving in to the pull between us. I could feel her warm breath against my lips, and for a split second, everything stopped. There was no bubbling water, no wind, no stars. Just her. Just us.

Finally, her lips were on mine. I leaned into her, kissing her back, our mouths moving in a slow and deliberate dance that grew deeper with each heartbeat.

She moved her hand to the back of my neck, pulling me closer.  Her soft lips parted, and I felt the teasing swipe of her tongue against mine in a slow, deliberate movement that sent a shiver down my spine. A soft moan escaped me, and I surrendered completely, letting my fingers trace along her shoulder, marveling at the warmth of her skin beneath my touch.

Her fingers brushed the side of my neck in gentle, rhythmic strokes, each caress igniting sparks that rippled through me. The bottle I’d been holding slipped from my hand, disappearing into the water with a quiet splash. I barely noticed. My arms instinctively wrapped around her, pulling her closer, anchoring myself.

I gasped when her hand slid beneath the water to rest against the small of my back. My fingers tangled in her damp, silken strands as I kissed her deeper, pouring every unsaid word and unspoken feeling into this moment.

She gripped my waist with a confidence that made my pulse race. Her touch was firm yet tender as she guided me onto her lap. The feel of her body pressed so intimately against mine sent a wave of heat coursing through me that left no space for hesitation or doubt.

Her hands found my hips, pulling me flush against her, and the intensity of her touch sent my heart into a frantic rhythm. For a moment, I pulled back just enough to catch my breath, my eyes meeting hers in the dim light. Her gaze was unguarded, filled with something more profound, raw, and undeniable.

Without breaking eye contact, I cupped her face, my thumbs brushing her cheekbones. “Gemma...” I whispered, my voice trembling with a mix of wonder and certainty.

Her lips curved into a small smile before she leaned in again to claim my mouth with a kiss that left no doubt about what she wanted. Her hands roamed across my back, anchoring me to her, and I let myself get lost in the moment. Lost in her.

“Wow!” Tucker’s loud voice cut through the night like a foghorn. “I did not see this one coming.”

We froze in place. My immediate embarrassment at Tucker catching us in such an intimate moment set my face on fire.

He shuffled his feet and cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Looks like there’s a beer bottle floating in the water. So, yeah, I umm… Gemma, I was looking for you to ask if you were planning to eat the leftover pizza or if I could have it.”

Gemma leaned her head back, her frustration manifesting in a low growl. “Eat the pizza, Tucker.”

“Yeah, okay. Great.” He said as he made a fast retreat. “Act like I was never here. Carry on as you were. I’m going back inside to scrub my eyeballs. The last thing I ever wanted to see was my baby sister making out with her best friend in a hot tub.”

I exhaled slowly at the sound of the door latching shut. I leaned back a little, unsure what to do.

“Best friend…” Gemma had mumbled the words under her breath, her voice laced with incredible sadness. She shifted me off her lap and back on the seat beside her. “Tracy, I...”

Her eyes darted away, and she closed them briefly. She blew out a loud breath as she stood, water streaming down her body. She grabbed a towel and wrapped it tightly around herself.

She glanced in my direction without making eye contact. “I’m sorry. I’m going to take a shower. I’ll see you inside.”

And just like that, she disappeared into the house before I could find the words to stop her. I stared at the rippling water, my chest tightening. The warmth of the hot tub felt suffocating now, her absence leaving behind a hollow ache.

“Damnit…” I muttered under my breath, slapping at the water.

I leaned back and covered my face with my hands. My thoughts swirled. The feel of her lips, the way her voice softened when she said my name, and the sudden, aching loss of watching her walk away brought tears of frustration to my eyes.

The room was still, but my heart was pounding loud enough to fill the silence. I lay on my side, watching Gemma beside me, her face tilted toward the ceiling. The soft moonlight came through the window, catching the curve of her jaw and the faint furrow in her brow. She was so close I could feel the faint warmth of her skin, but her expression was cold and a thousand miles away. 

I studied her quietly, searching for anything to tell me what she was thinking. Was she overwhelmed? Caught off guard? Or had she already decided she regretted what had happened between us? 

“Gem,” I whispered, the sound barely breaking the stillness. “Are you okay?” 

She nodded, continuing to stare at the ceiling. “Yeah,” she said, her voice low and distant. “Just… processing.” 

Her words settled between us, heavy and unyielding. I searched her face, but a strong and maddeningly impenetrable wall was already in place.

“Are you…” My voice cracked, and I forced myself to try again. “Are you regretting what happened earlier?” 

She hesitated. In that pause, my chest tightened as my mind filled the gap with the worst-case scenario. Her faint smile didn’t reach her eyes when she finally looked at me. 

“No,” she said softly. “I’m not. I just…I need to think.”  Her tone was careful, but something unspoken beneath it made the space between us feel vast and uncrossable.

I reached out to brush my fingers against hers. She tensed for a second before relaxing. The warmth that had been there earlier was gone, replaced by a coolness. 

“Gemma,” I started, my voice wavering. “If this is too much—” 

She turned toward me, her eyes meeting mine, and for a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of fear in her eyes. 

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s not that. I just… I don’t want us to lose what we already have.”

I didn’t know what to say. I understood where she was coming from. Not wanting to do anything to hurt our friendship had been the very reason I had held back from sharing my feelings.

She pulled her hand from mine. “We should get some sleep. The slopes will be back open tomorrow, and I want to get an early start.” 

She turned away, pulling the blanket up as she shifted onto her side. “Sleep well,” she added, reaching back to squeeze my hand briefly before letting it go. 

I lay there, staring at her back. The connection we’d shared had been so electric and full of promise, but now it felt like a distant memory. Now, there was only the quiet hum of questions I didn’t know how to ask and the aching uncertainty of where we stood. 

I reached out, my hand hovering just above her shoulder. I hesitated, unable to close the gap. I let my hand fall back to the bed, the thread between us growing thinner every second. 


CHAPTER 5 - THURSDAY


I woke up to the distant clink of ski gear and muffled laughter. With my face buried in the pillow, I reached out and ran my hand across Gemma’s side of the bed. It was empty, the sheets cool.

I replayed everything that had happened last night over in my mind. Gemma leaning in, her eyes dark filled with passion. The way her soft lips had pressed so fearlessly against mine. The way she had kissed me made it feel like it was something she’d wanted just as much as I had. It had been amazing. And yet, here I am, solo in bed.

The smell of coffee and something warm and toasty drifted in. My stomach growling snapped me back to the present. I begrudgingly dragged myself out of bed and threw on some clothes.

When I walked into the kitchen, Jane was at the stove, stirring a pan of scrambled eggs. “Morning.”

“Good morning,” she said, looking up with a smile. “I just made a fresh pot of coffee.”

I poured a cup of coffee and noticed a couple of dirty plates and mugs sitting in the sink. “Did I miss a memo about today’s early morning activities? Where is everyone?”

Jane chuckled. “Tucker and Gemma were up early. They left a few minutes ago, heading to the slopes. And Madison… well, there’s no telling when she will grace us with her presence.” Jane winked as she scooped scrambled eggs onto a plate. “Looks like it’s just you and me for a while.”

I plopped down at the table, inhaling the scent of eggs and toast, and took a grateful and much needed sip of coffee. “Works for me. I could use a quiet morning.”

Jane slid a full plate my way and then settled across from me. “Quiet morning, huh? Considering what Tucker told me last night, that makes sense.”

I froze, my coffee mug halfway to my lips. “Oh, um… what?”

“Tucker told me he walked up on you and Gemma in the middle of a… shall we say, moment.” She couldn’t even finish without cracking a smile, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “He mentioned something about a floating beer bottle but not much more. Let’s just say he was slightly surprised at what he had seen.”

I could feel the blush creeping up my neck. “Oh, god. Of course, he would tell you.”

“Well, you know Tucker. He likes to share a good story.” She took a bite of toast. “But his reaction to last night isn’t what I’m curious about.”

I raised my brows, swallowing around the strange mix of excitement and panic in my throat. “What are you curious about?”

Jane leaned forward. “I’m curious about you, Tracy. I’m wondering how you feel about things and what is going through your head right now. Because the last time I checked, making out with your best friend isn’t exactly business as usual for you.”

I shifted in my seat, pushing a stray piece of scrambled egg around with my fork. “I… I don’t know. I mean, it was amazing. Like, really amazing. But now she’s off skiing like nothing happened, and I’m starting to wonder if I imagined the whole thing.”

Jane laughed softly and nodded. “You know how Gemma can be. She might not know how to handle it yet, especially if she’s feeling anything close to what it seems like you are.”

“But what am I feeling?” I muttered, more to myself than to her. “I won’t lie. I’m so happy, but I’m also kind of terrified. I mean, she left this morning without even talking to me.”

“Terrified?” Jane cocked her head, studying me thoughtfully. “Why are you terrified?”

I sighed, trying to figure out how to put it into words. “Gemma’s my best friend. A part of me doesn’t want to do anything that would mess that up. But the bigger part of me wants last night to be the start of something new and wonderful. You know what I mean?”

Jane nodded as she stirred creamer into her coffee. “It’s possible Gemma’s thinking and feeling the same things you are.”

“You really think so?”

Her lips curved into a reassuring smile. “Knowing my sister-in-law, I would say yes. Tracy, you know her well enough to know that she withdraws when she’s scared or feels out of her depth. So maybe you have to do the opposite. Be the brave one.”

I blinked, confused. “Be the brave one?”  

Jane pushed the jam jar toward me. “Yeah, brave. Be brave enough to stand still and be patient. Then, when the time is right, be brave enough to be honest about how you feel.”

I smeared a generous dollop of strawberry jam on my toast as I mulled over her words. “You make it sound so easy.”

“If it were easy, it wouldn’t be worth it,” Jane said, winking. “Just remember to breathe. And if that fails, maybe having a stiff drink probably wouldn’t hurt.”

I laughed, feeling a little lighter. “Thanks for the eggs with a side therapy. I appreciate you working me in.”

Jane chuckled. “I’ll send you my bill,” she said as she carried her plate to the sink. “I’m going to wake Madison and get ready. Let’s plan to leave in about an hour.”

I gave her a thumbs-up and took a big bite of my toast. As I chewed, I felt a little of the worry melt away. Maybe Jane was right. Maybe being a little brave was precisely what I needed to do.

•••••••

Every turn down the mountain felt like a comedy sketch, with Madison’s wild antics leading the way. She zoomed ahead, only to stop and ski backward, shouting, “What’s the holdup? Did I accidentally sign up for the beginner class?”

Her wide grin and confidence were borderline annoying, but she still made me laugh.

“She’s showing off,” Jane called out. “Madison loves to flirt and impress pretty women.”

I snorted. “So I’ve noticed.”

By the time we reached the base of the run, my leg muscles were burning, and the heaviness I felt earlier had lessened a little. But the moment I spotted Tucker and Gemma waiting near the lift, the feeling of anxiousness landed back down on me with a thud.

Tucker was standing with a group of guys, chatting. A few feet behind him was Gemma. She was shifting her weight between her skis like she would rather be anywhere else but where she was.

Her gaze landed on me for just a second before she dropped her eyes back to the snow. I watched her tug at the cuff of her ski jacket, her fingers nervously fumbling with the fabric. Gemma never fidgets and hates it when I do, so something must really be bothering her.

I skied over, trying to ignore the thrum in my chest. Be brave, Tracy. It’s just Gemma.

“Hey,” I said, flashing a grin as I did my best to sound normal.

Her head shot up. Her eyes met mine with an intensity that made my stomach flutter. “Hey,” she replied, her voice quiet.

Madison skied in behind me, slinging an arm around my shoulders. “Well, that was fun. Who’s up for another round?”

“Not me,” Tucker announced, clapping his gloves together. “I’m starving. Burger and fries, anyone?”

Jane appeared out of nowhere to chime in. “Sounds perfect. I could use a break.”

I glanced at Gemma, who was still toying with her jacket. She didn’t look up or offer an opinion, and for a moment, I wondered if she’d even heard him.

I tapped her with my ski pole. “Gem, do you want to have lunch with us?”

She nodded, her face unreadable. “Yeah. Lunch sounds good.”

Her words were so automatic and devoid of emotion that they gave me a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. The memory of the night before came rushing back for the hundredth time. Her hungry lips on mine, her hands roaming my body. The way she’d looked at me like I was the only person in the world. But as I watched her walk toward the lodge, it all felt like a distant memory, replaced by a wall I couldn’t see past.

Madison, oblivious to the tension, tapped my shoulder. “Tracy, come on. Let’s go find a table.”

“Sure,” I said absently, my focus still on Gemma.

I followed a few steps behind Gemma. I wanted to catch up with her, ask her what was wrong, and tell her it was okay to talk to me. But that didn’t feel like an option that I had. She was making it abundantly clear that she wasn’t ready or didn’t want to talk to me.  

The warmth of the lodge’s fireplace wrapped around me like a soft blanket, a welcome contrast to the chill still clinging to my skin. I watched from across the table as Gemma absently pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. She looked like she had the weight of the world on her. There wasn’t much doubt that whatever was going on in her head had everything to do with me.

I absently picked at my fries and wondered how long I would have to wait for Gemma to finally talk to me. I get needing time to process, but damn, this is bordering on ridiculous.

Madison cleared her throat and pushed back from the table. “I want something warm and yummy. Walk with me to the bar,” she said, grabbing my arm and pulling me along.

We weaved our way around several tables as we made our way across the room. Madison led us around the end of the bar, stopping by the hallway that led to the restrooms.

“Okay, spill,” she said, her arms crossed and an eyebrow raised questioningly. “What’s going on with you and Gemma? She’s acting weird. She’s not talking and won’t make eye contact with anyone. And now you’re acting weird, too.”

I sighed and leaned against the wall, lowering my voice. “Well… we kissed last night.”

Madison’s eyes widened for a split second before she broke into a grin, slapping my shoulder. “Oh, that’s it? Just a kiss?”

“Not just a kiss,” I said, my voice rising defensively before I caught myself. “It was amazing.”

Her expression shifted, and she studied me with something closer to empathy. “Okay, so if it was amazing, what’s the issue?”

I glanced back toward the table, where Gemma was scrolling through her phone with the intensity of someone trying to disappear into the screen.

“The issue,” I explained, “is that I don’t know what it meant to her. And now she’s avoiding me like I have the plague, so… I’m starting to think she regrets it.”

Madison followed my gaze, her lips pressing into a thoughtful line. “I don’t know,” she murmured. “She keeps sneaking glances at you when you’re not paying attention. So that part hasn’t changed.”

I shoved my hands into my pockets. “Great, stolen glances and complete avoidance. A winning combo for any relationship.”

Madison rolled her eyes and gave me a gentle push. “Tracy, stop overthinking. Gemma’s probably just freaked out about kissing her bestie. Give her some time.”

Her words lingered as we made our way back to the table, but the knot in my chest refused to untangle. I slid into my seat, trying not to feel like a middle schooler at the lunch table, trying to decipher every glance or sigh for hidden meaning. Things would be so much easier if she would talk to me.

Even though Gemma’s attention was glued to her phone, I thought it might lighten the mood if I addressed the elephant in the room with little humor. “You know, I’m not contagious. Pretty sure you can look at me without bursting into flames.”

Her head snapped up, her eyes wide with surprise. For a fleeting moment, her lips twitched as if she might laugh, but she swallowed it down just as quickly. “Oh, yeah. Right.” She cleared her throat. “Sorry. I’ve just been a little distracted.”

I watched as Gemma’s eyes dropped to my mouth, her gaze lingering. Then, as if in slow motion, her tongue darted out, tracing her bottom lip in a way that made my breath hitch. She shifted, and her eyes flicked back up to meet mine before quickly turning away.

I froze. I couldn’t look away, couldn’t move, couldn’t think. Was she even aware of what she’d just done? Or was I imagining things and reading too much into a simple look?

Madison nudged me under the table. “So, Tracy, have you learned any new ski moves you want to show me?”

Her voice was light, but the subtle tilt of her head let me know she’d seen the exchange I had just had with Gemma. She was offering me an escape route that was so obvious that it could’ve been printed on a billboard.

I cleared my throat, forcing a grin. “Oh, definitely. I’ve perfected one I call the ‘snow angel.’”

She leaned in, looking somewhat intrigued. “Snow angel?”

“Yeah. It’s an advanced move. It’s when you put an exclamation point on a wipeout by making the perfect imprint in the snow.” I said, raising my arms overhead and sweeping them in a wide arc. “Very technical. Only the pros can pull it off.”

Madison laughed loud enough to make a few heads turn. I leaned back in my chair, glad for the distraction.

When the server came to clear the table, I seized the opportunity to slip outside. The wind bit at my cheeks as I stepped onto the balcony. I found a spot along the railing and leaned against it, hugging my jacket tighter. It was blissfully quiet except for the occasional crunch of boots on snow. My thoughts were a whirlwind of Gemma’s lingering glances, her avoidance, and the scene in the hot tub replaying in an endless loop in my mind.

“Hey,” Madison said as she slid up beside me. “You look like you’re waiting for the universe to drop a flashing neon sign in front of you that says this way to clarity.”

I laughed weakly, shaking my head. “Honestly? I wouldn’t mind one right now. Or at least a Gemma-to-English dictionary.”

Madison smirked but didn’t rush to respond. She leaned on the railing, her demeanor turning more serious. “You know,” she said after a beat, “she’s not sending mixed signals to mess with you. She’s sending them because she’s probably just as confused as you are.”

I turned to look at her. “So, instead of us talking about it, I’m supposed to sit here and wait while she figures it out by herself?”

Madison shrugged, her breath puffing into the cold air. “Not wait, exactly. But maybe give her the space she seems to need.”

I bit my lip, staring out at the snow-dusted trees. “Last night was the best kiss of my life. But maybe it wasn’t monumental for her.”

Madison’s hand settled on my shoulder, a warm and grounding gesture. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on in her head. But I do know she can’t stop looking at you. Whatever she’s feeling, it’s certainly not indifference.”

I let out a shaky laugh as I ran my gloved hand across the rail, knocking off the snow. “Okay. But, tell me, what am I supposed to do with that?”

“If I knew the answer, I would tell you,” she replied, giving my arm a quick squeeze and heading back inside.

I was left alone with my thoughts once more. Part of me had known this would happen, and that’s why I never said anything. It might not have been easy to keep my feelings to myself, but it was definitely a hell of a lot easier than dealing with whatever this was.

The crunch of footsteps sounded from behind me, and my pulse quickened when I realized they were heading my way. I took a breath, bracing myself just in case.

“Hey.” Her voice was soft and tentative, but it hit me like a shot of adrenaline, warming and shattering me in the same breath.

I turned and froze when I saw her expression. She looked haunted like she’d been fighting a losing battle with herself all day. My stomach twisted as dread settled heavily in my chest.

“Hey,” I replied, trying to keep my tone light.

Gemma took a deep breath, her gaze darting everywhere but my face. “I, uh… I wanted to talk to you.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to keep my voice from trembling. “What do you want to talk about?”

Finally, she met my eyes, and the weight of her gaze nearly undid me. They were full of sadness, regret, and distance.

“Tracy…” She sighed, her breath clouding in the cold air. “I think we made a mistake.”

I’d known it was coming, but the words still hit like a gut punch. I swallowed hard, forcing my expression into something neutral, something unreadable. “Oh.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let things go that far. It was reckless and… and stupid of me.”

“Stupid?” The word slipped out before I could stop it, brittle and sharp-edged. I hated how my voice cracked on the second syllable. “Well, thanks for letting me know.”

Her face crumpled into a tangle of guilt and frustration. “No, that’s not what I meant,” she said, stepping closer. “I… I don’t want to lose you.”

I bit down hard on my lip, staring past her at the endless expanse of snow. “Right.”

She took another step, reaching out as if to touch my arm but stopping short. “Can we just go back to how things were?”

“You mean pretend it didn’t happen?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “You’re my best friend.” She sighed, raking a hand through her hair. “I don’t want to mess that up. Last night… it was a moment. I got caught up. I shouldn’t have—”

“Shouldn’t have what? Shouldn’t have kissed me.” I said, my tone sharper than I intended.

She flinched, her gaze falling to the ground. “I’m sorry.”

My chest tightened, the ache spreading like wildfire. “Pretend it didn’t happen,” I repeated, more to myself than to her.

“Yes,” she said, her voice so small it was almost a plea. “I want us to stay friends. If that means letting go of last night, then that’s what we have to do.”

My heart felt like it was being squeezed in a vise. I wanted to shout at her and tell her we couldn’t go back. That it was impossible for me to pretend everything was the same. But the look in her eyes stopped me.

“Okay,” I said quietly, even though it was the hardest word I’d ever had to say.

She forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you. That means a lot to me. I don’t want things to be weird between us.”

She lingered for a moment before turning and walking away. The door shut behind her, and the stillness surrounded me once more. My breath came out in a shudder, and I gripped the railing so hard my fingers ached. Her words replayed in my head like a cruel song stuck on repeat. How am I supposed to look at her and pretend that what happened last night didn’t change everything?

My legs felt shaky, and I needed to sit down. If I went inside now, they would take one look at my face and know something was wrong. The last thing I wanted was to have to explain this. I slid down the cold steps, rested my elbows on my knees, and buried my face in my hands. 

How had I let myself believe, even for a second, that last night could mean something more? I’d known better. I’d always known better. Gemma flirted like it was a reflex, like breathing, and just because she had turned that charm on me didn’t mean I was special. I should’ve seen this coming a mile away. 

I closed my eyes, the memory rushing back like a wave I couldn’t outrun. The way her lips had lingered, and her hands had found my waist, pulling me closer like I was the answer to some unspoken question. For those few seconds, I’d let myself believe I was something more to her than just a friend.  And now she wanted to act like it had never happened. 

The anger bubbled up before I could stop it. How was it fair that she got to decide? That she got to rewrite the narrative and leave me to carry the weight of it alone?  I wiped my face and stared out at the endless stretch of white. The snow was beautiful, in a detached kind of way, the kind that made you feel small and insignificant, which was incredibly fitting at the moment. 

Behind me, I heard the faint sound of the door creaking open, and my body tensed instinctively. For half a second, I thought it might be Gemma coming back.

“Hey,” Madison’s voice cut through the silence, softer than usual. “Mind some company?” 

“Not really in the mood to talk,” I muttered, hoping she’d get the hint and go back inside. 

“Good thing I didn’t ask if you were,” she replied lightly, settling down on the step next to me. 

I sighed, staring straight ahead, but didn’t tell her to leave. For a while, neither of us said anything. She just sat there, leaning back on her elbows and watching a couple of birds like they were the most fascinating things in the world. 

“Want to tell me what’s got you looking like your little food-themed kitties ran away from home?” 

I snapped my head around. “Not funny, Madison.”

“I apologize. I was trying to be funny to lighten the mood. Bad decision on my part.” She gently squeezed my arm. “Let me try again. I’m here to listen if you want to talk.”

I let out a short, bitter laugh. “Just Gemma being Gemma.” 

Madison tilted her head. “Ah, okay.”

I looked down at my hands, twisting my gloves between my fingers. “She wants to pretend last night never happened.” 

Her brows lifted, but she didn’t look surprised. “Does she now?” 

“She thinks it was a mistake,” I added, my voice cracking despite my best effort to keep it steady. 

Madison didn’t respond right away, but when she finally did, her tone was gentler than I’d expected. “And what do you think it was?” 

I hesitated, the answer catching in my throat. “I don’t know,” I said finally. “But I do know it wasn’t nothing.” 

“No,” Madison agreed quietly. “It wasn’t.” 

She stood, brushing snow off her pants. “Well, for what it’s worth,” she said, her voice laced with understanding, “I’m not so sure that Gemma believes it was the mistake she claims it was.” 

I looked up at her, confused. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

She shrugged, a small smile playing on her lips. “Just that Gemma’s great at a lot of things. Lying to herself isn’t one of them.” 

With that, she turned and headed back inside, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the unrelenting cold. 

•••••••

I walked into the bedroom as quietly as possible, careful not to disturb the fragile peace. The clock on the bedside table glowed at 12:07 a.m., casting a dim light across the room. Gemma’s back was turned to me, but she wasn’t asleep. I could tell by the way her breaths hitched every so often. It sounded like she was wrestling with her thoughts.

Sliding under the covers, I kept to my side of the bed, the space between us a silent reminder of what had changed. The warmth of her body radiated across the mattress, and I almost let myself sink into it as though it could soothe the ache in my chest.

I lay on my back, keeping my eyes on the ceiling, struggling against the urge to look over at her. The memory of her lips against mine hovered at the edge of my mind, still vivid enough to make me ache to go back in time.

I took a steadying breath as quietly as I could manage. The room felt too small, and the silence pressed down on me. A thousand things that I wanted to say ran through my mind, but each one sounded worse than the last. I wanted to ask her if she had felt anything and if she really thought it was a mistake, but I was terrified she’d confirm my fears. That it had meant nothing to her.

The bed shifted slightly when she turned and lay her back, her shoulder barely an inch from mine. She was close enough that I could feel her body heat. It was torture, lying this close to her.

Just as I started to think she’d fallen asleep, I heard a small, hesitant breath beside me. “Goodnight, Tracy,” she said, her voice heavy with sadness.

For a moment, I thought she might say more. But she stayed silent, unmoving, her breathing shallow. I swallowed, feeling a tightness in my throat. The words I wanted to say rose but stopped just before they crossed my lips.

“Goodnight, Gemma,” I finally whispered back.

The silence that followed felt like a chasm between us, stretching wider with every passing second. I lay there, hoping she’d say something more, anything that might bridge the distance she’d placed between us, but there was nothing. Just the quiet rise and fall of her breathing, a soft reminder that she was lying right beside me yet impossibly far away. I didn’t know if sleep would come for me, but I closed my eyes and prayed it would.


CHAPTER 6 - FRIDAY


Early morning light filtered through the curtains, nudging me out of the fragile sleep cocoon. I blinked against it, half-tempted to bury myself under the blankets and ignore the day altogether. But after a few moments, I forced myself to sit up. Just two more days, and I could leave this mess behind.

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, pushing myself to get up and put on a good face for the rest of this so-called “vacation.” As my feet hit the floor, I glanced back at Gemma’s still figure wrapped up in the blankets, her hair a soft mess against the pillow. My stomach gave a little twist at how incredibly beautiful she looked lying there. I couldn’t deny the ache of knowing she’d been only inches away all night, but the memory of her words yesterday was still a dull throb. Mistake. That single word, heavy and unmovable.

I stood, tugging down the hem of my T-shirt as I scanned the floor for my sweats. I heard the bed creak and looked over to see Gemma watching me. Her expression was bleary with sleep, but I saw an undeniable flicker of heat in her eyes. The same heat I’d seen two nights ago, just before she pulled me into her arms.

“Good morning,” I kept my tone light, though my heart was pounding like crazy.

Her lips curved into something that wasn’t quite a smirk. “Going somewhere, or just standing around?”

I clenched my jaw. “I’m going to get ready, grab some coffee, and enjoy the day,” I replied, sharper than I intended.

“Enjoy it with Madison, no doubt,” she said, the sarcasm cutting clean through the space between us.

“Yeah. With Madison.” I met her gaze, daring her to challenge me. “Is that a problem?”

She shrugged, her expression unreadable. “Nope.”

Something in me snapped at her dismissal. “You know what, Gemma? You’re acting like a petulant child.” My voice shook, and I curled my hands into fists. “I’m done with this.”

Her brow arched, with the faintest hint of uncertainty betraying her usual confidence. “This?”

“Yes. This.” The words tumbled out harsh and unforgiving. “You pull me in, then you push me away. You kiss me like you want me, and it means something, then dismiss it like it never mattered. ”

Her smirk vanished, her mouth tightening as she shifted and sat up. “I didn’t dismiss it.”

“You said it was a mistake.” My voice rose, my anger refusing to stay contained. “If that’s not dismissing, then what is?”

Her gaze dropped, skimming the bedspread like she could find an answer hidden in the paisley pattern. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she muttered.

“Then how did you mean it?” My anger was boiling over now. “If it’s a mistake, fine. Just say so, own it, and stop looking at me like you could devour me. Stop jerking me around like I don’t have any feelings. It’s beneath us both.”

She sighed frustratedly, running a hand through her tangled hair. “It’s not that simple, Tracy.”

I scoffed.“Right. I guess some things are just easier for you than they are for others,” bitterness curled at the edges of my voice.

Her gaze snapped back to me, a hard glint in her eyes. “You think this is easy for me?”

“Honestly?” My voice cracked with emotion as I shook my head. “I don’t know. You act like you want me one minute, then shut me out the next. It’s exhausting!”

Her jaw tightened, the muscles working as if she were biting back whatever she really wanted to say. “You don’t understand,” she said, her voice low and filled with tension.

“Then make me understand.” My frustration seeped into every word. “Explain why you’re acting like this and doing your best to push me away like I don’t matter.”

Her eyes darted to the side, avoiding mine, her fingers curling into the edge of the blanket. “I don’t want to lose you,” she murmured so quietly I almost didn’t catch it.

A hollow laugh escaped me, sharp and bitter. “Newsflash, Gemma.” I took a step closer, the hurt spilling out before I could stop it. “That is exactly what’s happening.”

Her eyes shot back to mine, and for a heartbeat, I saw something real and raw, unguarded and painfully honest. Her lips parted like she was on the edge of saying something that mattered. But then, her mouth snapped shut, and her expression hardened into that same distant mask.

The silence that followed was deafening, each second stretching unbearably long. I waited, giving her one last chance to speak, to say anything. But she didn’t.

I let out a slow, shuddering breath, shaking my head as I stepped back. “Forget it,” I said, my voice quieter.

Without another word, I turned and walked toward the bathroom, closing the door behind me. The cold metal of the handle pressing against my palm felt like the only solid thing in a room full of cracks. I leaned my forehead against the wooded door and breathed deeply as I attempted to steady my emotions.

I sat at the kitchen island with my hands wrapped around a warm mug of coffee, listening to Madison deliver a dramatic sales pitch about why tubing should replace skiing as the winter sport of champions. Her exaggerated gestures and absurd logic had me laughing so hard that I had to set my mug down to avoid spilling coffee everywhere. 

“Look, tubing is the superior winter sport,” she declared, pointing a spoon at me like a professor making a vital argument. “It has all the thrill, none of the skill, and zero broken bones. You sit there, screaming your lungs out as you fly down the hill and hope for the best.” 

“Right,” I said, wiping my eyes. “Because screaming for my life while I barrel down a hill on a giant inflatable death trap is so much better than having at least some control with skis.” I shook my head, still grinning. “But fine. I’m game. Let’s go tubing. We can ski tomorrow, assuming we survive today.” 

Madison clapped her hands together like a victorious coach. “Yes! You won’t regret it. Tubing changes lives. It’s the unsung hero of winter fun.” 

The sound of heavy footsteps grew closer until, finally, Jane and Tucker shuffled in. Jane’s hair was a wild mess, and Tucker still had pillow creases on his cheek. They looked like they’d barely survived the night.

“What’s got you two looking so happy at this ungodly hour?” Tucker muttered as he headed straight for the coffee pot. 

Madison shrugged, grinning. “Just convincing Tracy that tubing could possibly be the answer to all life’s problems. After hearing my well thought out arguments, she finally agreed to try it. We’re going later this morning.” 

Tucker let out a derisive snort as he poured himself a cup of coffee. “Good luck with that. The last time I went tubing, I bounced out, landed face-first, and ate about a pound of snow.”

Jane giggled as she leaned against the counter. “I remember that! You were spitting snow for ten minutes. I thought I was going to pass out from laughing.” 

As we joked and chatted about the plans for the day, Gemma’s absence hung in the air, unspoken and heavy. I glanced toward the hallway, wondering if she was still in bed or if she was simply avoiding the kitchen and me with it. I looked down at my hands and took a steadying breath as the unwelcome ache I’d pushed down earlier started creeping back in. 

Movement in my peripheral drew my attention. I looked over to see Gemma standing just inside the kitchen, her hair slightly mussed like she’d just gotten out of bed. Her eyes swept the room before landing on me. She paused, her gaze dropping to where Madison’s arm was casually resting along the back of my chair. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and her expression shifted to that same look of jealousy I’d seen repeatedly over the last few days. 

Everyone went quiet and looked at her, waiting. She stood there for a few more seconds before finally speaking. “Tracy, can we talk?” Her expression and tone conveyed nothing of what she was thinking.

I leaned back in my chair, feigning nonchalance. “Sure. What’s up? Did I leave the cap off the toothpaste again? Or forget to hang my towel on the hook,” I asked sarcastically.

Gemma’s eye flashed. “Now, who’s acting like a petulant child?” Her sharp words hung in the air as I stared back at her. I refused to let her bait me into another back-and-forth that wouldn’t serve any purpose but upset us both.

Jane cleared her throat, “I have an idea. Why don’t you two kiss and makeup so the five of us can go enjoy a day of skiing?”

I laughed bitterly and glanced at Jane. “Kissing is off the table. Turns out, that is what got us into this mess in the first place.”

I turned back to Gemma, pinning her with a look. “Isn’t that right, Gemma?” 

Madison leaned closer to me and whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear, “Wow. Someone’s feeling feisty this morning.” She nudged me with her shoulder and grinned. 

I could practically feel everyone’s eyes darting back and forth between Gemma and me. It was clear that neither of us was going to give in to the other.

Eventually, Jane piped up, cutting through the silence. “So… it seems like you two need to talk. We’ll go get ready and give you guys some privacy.” She grabbed Tucker’s arm and tugged him out of the kitchen. “Let’s go, Madison!”

Gemma stayed rooted in place, with her gaze locked on mine. My chest tightened under the weight of her stare, but I forced a cold smile. “Well, now that you’ve successfully cleared the room, what did you want to talk about?” 

She let out a sharp huff, turned, and walked out of the kitchen without another word. Her footsteps echoed down the hall, a challenge in every step. 

Exhaling heavily, I slid off the chair and followed after her. I found her leaning against the wall just outside the bedroom we shared. She was standing there motionless, staring at some indeterminate point ahead. 

“Gemma,” I said, my voice firmer than I felt. “What the hell?”

Her jaw visibly tightened, but she stayed silent. 

I let out a frustrated breath. “Tell me something because I still don’t understand. You pull me into your arms and kiss me, call it a mistake the next day, but continue to look at me like… like you want me, but you refuse to acknowledge it. What exactly am I supposed to do with that?”

Her eyes flickered to mine for a second before she looked away again. “You’re supposed to act like it didn’t happen, like we agreed,” she said, her voice strained. “That’s what friends do. They move on,” she stated as she pulled her arms tight across her chest.

“Move on?” I belted out a humorless laugh. “Do you honestly think that’s what I want? To pretend it didn’t happen or didn’t mean anything? You know me better than that, Gemma.”

She dropped her hands to her sides and looked up at the ceiling. I saw a slight tremble in her bottom lip. “You don’t understand,” she murmured. “This isn’t just some crush, Tracy. You’re my best friend, and if we screw this up—” 

“Then we screw it up,” I interrupted, feeling my frustration boil over. “I was there, Gemma. I didn’t imagine how amazing it was. I know you felt it, too. And I refuse to play some childish game where we act like it never happened.”

Her gaze snapped back to mine, and there was a flash of vulnerability in her eyes I had never seen before. She stayed silent for several moments, her face tight with emotions.

When she finally spoke, her voice was almost a whisper. “I don’t want to risk losing you. And if we were to go down that path, Tracy, I’m afraid that is exactly what would happen. It’s too risky to start something that might be fleeting.”

Her words hit me like a punch to the chest but weren’t enough to make me back down. “Maybe I’m worth that risk,” I said.

She didn’t respond immediately, but her gaze softened just enough for me to glimpse the longing in her eyes. “I’m afraid of how much I want you. Want us.” 

For a moment, everything seemed to stop. The air between us was thick and charged, and I took a cautious step closer. “Then be brave and stop fighting it,” I whispered, my voice shaking.

Her eyes stayed locked onto mine as she took a slow, deliberate breath before reaching out and pulling me closer. Her fingers trembled slightly as they rested on my waist. I stayed perfectly still, staring into her eyes, allowing the moment to be what it was meant to be. 

And then, just like that, she leaned in and pressed her lips to mine in an intense kiss. It was as if all the frustration, the want, the worry had coiled up and finally snapped and spilled out. She pulled me closer, and I felt myself melt into her, every doubt about how she felt slipping away as I gave in to the moment.

When we finally broke apart, she placed her forehead gently against mine as we struggled to catch our breath. Her fingers gripped my hips tightly, holding me in place, almost as if she was afraid to let go for fear it would all slip away.

“I don’t know what happens next, and that scares me,” she confessed, her voice so soft I almost didn’t hear it.

I leaned back and brushed the hair from her face. “You don’t have to know. We’ll figure it out together later. But right now… I want you to kiss me. Kiss me without hesitation. Kiss me without fear of the unknown. Kiss me because it’s all you want to do.”

A slight grin tugged at her lips. She leaned in, her breath warm against my ear. “Just so you know,” she whispered, “kissing you… isn’t the only thing I want to do.” 

My stomach flipped, a giddy laugh bubbling up as I grabbed her hand. “Thank god,” I said as I tugged her into the bedroom. 

The door slammed behind us, rattling on its hinges as Gemma pressed me against it, her body a wall of heat against mine. I barely had time to breathe before her lips were on mine again. Her mouth was hot and demanding, perfectly conveying all the feelings we’d been burying, hiding, and denying.

Her hands slid to my waist, gripping tight. The thick fabric of my sweater did little to dull the fire of her touch, and I gasped against her mouth when she pressed her body more firmly against mine.

I clutched at her shoulders, my fingers sliding into her hair and pulling her closer. “Gemma,” I breathed against her lips.

Her response was an even more chaotic kiss that was a mix of hunger and raw need. She pressed her thigh firmly against me and began rocking her hips as her fingers skimmed up my sides, her nails scraping lightly through my sweater. The sensation sent a shiver of desire through my whole body, weakening my knees.

“Someone’s going to hear us,” I whispered against her lips.

Her mouth left mine to trail a blazing path along my jaw and down the curve of my neck. “Let them,” she muttered, her teeth grazing my skin just enough to make me gasp.  

Every touch of her lips was a spark, the strike of a match, until I was blazing from the inside out and unable to contain the heat between us.

I fumbled with the edge of her hoodie, my hands desperate to feel her skin. “Take this off, now,” I demanded.

Gemma pulled back, her lips twisting into a playful smirk. “I never took you for the bossy type.”

I didn’t reply with words. Instead, I grabbed the front of her hoodie, yanking her back to me and kissing her with everything I had. I moved my hands down to her waist, tugging her closer, grinding down on her leg. She made a slight, desperate sound, causing a white-hot desire to shoot straight to my core. Everything around us blurred into fire, chaos, and need, utterly consuming me.

I pressed into her, deepening the kiss, my tongue battling hers as I slowly backed her toward the bed. Her hands gripped the hem of my sweater and tugged it over my head with an almost frantic energy. She quickly unhooked my bra, pushed the straps down my arms, and let it down to the floor.

I shivered when her hands slid up my sides to cup my bare breast. “Cold hands,” I gasped between kisses.

“Deal with it. They’ll warm up soon enough,” she murmured, her voice low and gravelly.

She paused, pulling back just enough to meet my gaze. “Is this okay,” she asked, her dark eyes searching mine.

I smiled as I slid my hands to her hips and curled my fingers around the soft waistband of her sweats. “More than okay,” I murmured, pushing the heavy material down her legs.

We moved together to the bed, our bodies tangling as we fell onto the soft blankets. Gemma leaned over me, her long hair falling like a curtain around us as her lips crashed back to mine. I pulled her closer, moving my hands over the curve of her back, tracing the line of her spine through the hoodie. When she shifted and pressed her thigh against my center, a hungry moan escaped me.

Gemma’s hand moved to my waist, pausing to unbutton my pants. She sat up, hooked her thumbs in the waistband, tugged the tight material off, and tossed them on the floor.

She shrugged her oversized sweatshirt over her head, causing her hair to spill out in messy waves. She looked at me, her chest rising and falling with ragged breaths, and froze, her eyes searching mine. I slid my hands along the soft curve of her hips before grabbing her arms and pulling her back down.

I smiled, cupping her cheek and brushing my thumb against her soft skin. “Stop overthinking this,” I whispered.

Her eyes softened as she leaned down to kiss the side of my neck. I pushed my hands through her hair and let my head fall back. She nipped lightly at the sensitive skin below my ear and ran her tongue over the spot. Her mouth began to travel slowly down my neck, leaving a trail of heat in its wake.

As we moved together, tentative and exploring, I lost myself in her. Gemma’s breath caught sharply when I ran my hand along the curve of her breast, my fingertips finding her hardened nipple. I gently kneaded it, and a trembling moan escaped her lips, the sound stirring something deep and primal within me.

I wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her closer until every curve of her body was pressed against mine. The soft sigh that brushed against my cheek when her breath mingled with mine was warm and intoxicating. The taste of her lips and the heat radiating between us threatened to overwhelm me. My need to touch her and be touched in return was an all-consuming need I’d been holding back for far too long.

“Please, Gemma,” I whispered, the plea spilling from my lips like a prayer only she could answer.

Her hands moved over my body, deliberate and unhurried. It felt like she was committing every inch of me to memory. Her fingers left whispers of heat as her lips followed the same path. Each touch was a quiet promise that stole the air from my lungs.

“You’re beautiful,” she murmured, her voice full of emotion.

Swollen lips brushed the corner of my mouth, her hot breath making me shiver. She bent her head and began tracing a slow and deliberate path along my neck with her tongue. Each lick and nip of her teeth sent sparks racing through me, pooling low in my center.

She explored and teased a path to my breast. Her tongue circled my nipple with aching slowness. When she grazed the sensitive nub with her teeth and sucking it into her mouth. I moaned loudly, arching up into her, craving more.

I felt her hand slip beneath the waistband of my panties, and her long fingers slide into my wetness.  She raised her head, eyes locking onto mine with intensity as she slowly and deliberately tugged the thin fabric down my legs.

My breath hitched, and I clutched the sheets in my fists when talented fingers began a steady, devastating rhythm, each movement building an unbearable heat inside me.

Gemma slid down to settle between my legs and dipped her head, running her tongue through my slick folds. She teased and licked my sensitive clit until I was crazed with the need for release. When she latched her lips around the tingling nub, I arched off the bed with a loud cry. Pleasure rushed through me in one unstoppable wave after another until I fell back against the bed.

Gemma pressed tender kisses along the inside of my thighs as I lay there breathless, my body quivering from the powerful climax. She slowly made her way back up my body until her mouth found mine. I could taste my pleasure on her lips, and it sent a hunger through me. I slid my hand down her stomach and groaned with satisfaction when I felt the slick evidence of her desire.

Gemma dropped her forehead to my shoulder, her soft moans vibrating against my neck as our bodies found an urgent rhythm. Her nails bit into my skin as she tightened her grip, and her hips moved in time with my touch.

“Oh god,” she gasped against my neck, her voice breaking as her body tensed.

I curled my fingers inside her, searching, finding, and coaxing her closer until she finally shattered in my arms and cried out. The raw, throaty sound left no doubt about the intensity of her release.

I kissed her cheek softly as I gently withdrew my hand. We stayed tangled together, our bodies slick with sweat, and our breaths ragged and uneven for several minutes. The frantic beat of our hearts slowly began to calm.

The silence was filled with the weight of everything we’d just shared. No words were necessary. In the quiet room, in the afterglow of us, I knew this was everything I’d ever wanted.

I felt her lips curl into a smile against my shoulder. “I’m starving. What are the chances I can talk you into making omelets?”

I smirked, “Mmmm. That sounds like a lot of work. What exactly are you offering in return?”

Gemma leaned back and grinned, that cocky and infuriating grin that always made my stomach flip. “More of what I did a few minutes ago.”

I laughed, patting her butt cheek playfully. “I’d be insane to say no to that deal.”

She rolled off me and onto her back, stretching languidly, a satisfied hum escaping her lips. I couldn’t stop staring. Her hair was messy, and her cheeks flushed, but she was gorgeous—so raw, unguarded, and, most importantly, mine.

“Think they left without us?” she asked, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. “Or do you think they’re out there, waiting to see if we kissed and made up?”

I giggled, rolling onto my side to face her. “God, I hope they left. The last thing I want to listen to is Madison bragging about how she knew all along that we were hot for one another.”

Gemma closed her eyes, the corners of her mouth twitching in an almost shy smile. Something about the expression made my chest ache in the best way.

“What are you smiling about?” I asked, unable to help myself.

She opened her eyes and turned her head, her gaze meeting mine. “I was thinking about how incredible what we just shared was. About how incredible you are.”

The sincerity in her voice made my throat tighten with emotion. I managed a small smile, my voice quieter now. “So… no regrets?”

She sat up and leaned on one elbow. She brushed her fingers across my lips with a feather-light touch. “You have no idea how often I’ve looked at these beautiful lips and wanted nothing more than to feel them against mine.”

Her fingers traced a slow path down my neck, lingering at the hollow of my throat before gliding along my arm. Goosebumps followed her touch, my skin hyperaware of her every slow and deliberate movement.

“How many nights I wanted to run my tongue down your neck,” she continued, her voice thick with longing, “feel your arms wrap around me.”

My chest tightened, not with fear, but with relief, hope, and love. She shifted, hovering over me, her hair falling around us like a curtain. Her eyes were wide and stripped of all her defenses.

“Tracy,” she whispered in a trembling voice. “You’re my best friend. My beautiful, maddening, absolutely amazing best friend.” Her lips quirked into a shaky smile. “and I am so in love with you,” she continued, her voice breaking on the last word.

I reached up, trembling slightly as I brushed her hair back and stared into her eyes. “I love you, too. So very much,” I whispered, bringing her lips to mine.

•••••••

I sank deeper into the corner of the tub, letting the jets work their magic on my aching back and shoulders. The heat seeped into me, unraveling knots I hadn’t even realized existed. Above me, the stars were scattered across the sky, shimmering like tiny diamonds.

How was this my life now? Three days ago, I was sitting here under these same stars, wondering if I’d ever stop aching for Gemma. Then, in an unexpected twist, she kissed me. Right here. And in that fleeting, perfect moment, it felt like the entire universe had finally shifted into place. But then she pulled away just as quickly.

But now… Now, I had her love. It still sounded ridiculous, like something ripped straight from a 2 a.m. Hallmark movie. Yet here I was, soaking in a hot tub under the stars with my heart fuller than it had any right to be.

The sound of footsteps pulled me from my thoughts. I turned toward the sound just as Gemma stepped into the golden glow of the porch light. Each breath escaped her lips in soft clouds that hung briefly and disappeared. Her hair was wonderfully untamed, a result of the hours we’d spent wrapped up in each other, ignoring the world outside.

My stomach did tiny flips at the sight of her, and all I could do was stare. The way the light caught the edges of her face and the softness in her eyes stole my breath away.

“Hey,” she said, handing me a water bottle. “Any room for me?”

I slid over on the bench, making space. “Always.”

She stepped in carefully and sank into the water with a contented sigh. “Oh, my god. This has to be close to what heaven feels like.”

Gemma unscrewed the cap on her water bottle and held it up. “Here’s to having this lovely chalet all to ourselves.”

I tapped my bottle against hers. “I’ll drink to that.”

She carefully placed her bottle on the tub’s edge and dipped her hands into the water. “Jane texted to let us know they decided to stay for night skiing and won’t be back until late.”

I raised a questioning eyebrow. “Really?”

Gemma’s flashed a wide grin. “Oh, it gets better. She said she’d give me a heads-up before they head back.” She paused for effect. “Because she didn’t want to risk seeing her sister-in-law having sex.”

I gasped, heat shooting to my face. “She did not say that.”

“Close,” Gemma said, laughing. “Her exact words were, ‘I’ll text you before we leave so I don’t walk in on anything I can’t unsee.’”

I groaned in embarrassment and covered my face with my hands.

“It’s kind of sweet, though,” she said as she reached over, taking my hand in hers. “She’s just letting us know we have a little more time to ourselves.”

She traced the back of my hand with her thumb. The warmth of her touch made my heart race, and my body come alive in a way I couldn’t and didn’t want to control.

“Time to ourselves,” I echoed, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Yeah,” she murmured, her gaze holding mine.

The heat from the water was nothing compared to the fire I had coursing through me. I shook my head, suddenly unable to look away from her. The soft glow of the light had turned her eyes into molten chocolate, rich and unyielding, and I felt like I was coming undone just looking at her. 

“I guess we should make the most of it, then,” I said, my breath hitching as the words left my lips.  

“Yeah,” she repeated, a smile tugging at her lips. “We should.”

Gemma slipped her fingers under the strap of my bikini top. The feather-light touch sent sparks dancing across my skin. I held my breath as she ran her thumb along the edge of the fabric, her eyes never leaving mine.

“This,” she said as she tugged lightly on the strap, “needs to go.”

I swallowed hard. “Oh, it does, does it?”

“It does,” she replied, her tone teasing but edged with a certainty that sent a thrill through me.

Her hand moved to the clasp at my back, her fingers brushing against my skin as she unfastened it. The top came loose, and she slid it off, releasing it to float away in the water.  Her gaze dipped to linger hungrily on my breasts. The pure desire I saw in her eyes made my skin flush hotter than the water.

“Much better,” she murmured, leaning closer.

She placed a small kiss on the corner of my mouth and smiled. Her fingers slowly skimmed the curve of my waist, sliding lower, testing the boundaries of my patience and sanity. I placed my hands on her shoulders and held on as if she were the only solid thing in a world suddenly spinning out of control.

“God, Gem,” I breathed, my voice thick with need. “I love the way you touch me.” 

“Good,” she said, her lips trailing down the hollow of my throat. Her mouth was soft and warm, each kiss a brand against my skin. “Because I’m just getting started.”

There was a gentle tug at the strings of my bikini bottoms, and I felt the ties come undone, and the fabric slid away. She tossed the wet material over her shoulder with a flick of her wrist and a wicked grin lighting up her face. 

My breath caught when she reached for me and dragged me against her. She leaned forward, her breath hot as she nipped at my ear lobe. “I think we should finish what we started the other night.”

“Mmmm. Yes, please.”

She released her hold on me, and I laughed softly as she wrestled her way out of her swimsuit. All traces of humor quickly evaporated when her hands found my waist again. She sat back and pulled me onto her lap in one fluid motion, her movements deliberate and her intention unmistakable.

I held onto the cool edge of the tub for balance as I pressed my knees against her. I let myself sink into her touch as she ran short nails lightly across my back, leaving trails of heat that made my pulse thunder in my ears. Gemma’s eyes met mine, dark, focused, and utterly unguarded. Our lips collided, and her tongue swept across mine, slow at first, then more insistent, coaxing me into an intoxicating rhythm.

Strong hands massaged my thighs, moving closer to where I needed them most, only to retreat, leaving me more desperate each time. Her hands skated up to my breasts to teasingly caress my sensitive nipples with her soft palms.

I caught her lower lip between my teeth, then ran the tip of my tongue across it as her hand curled around my neck. She held me in place, slanting her mouth over mine greedily, leaving no question who was in control.

Determined hands gripped my hips, pulling me closer until there was no space between us. She began to rock me slowly. The feel of her taunt stomach pressing against me almost sent me over the edge. I let my head fall back and moaned loudly into the night.

I felt her smile against my neck. She leaned back. “Look at me,” she commanded softly.

I returned my gaze to hers and pushed my hands into the wet strands of her hair. She smiled, lowering her head. Her teeth grazed my skin, then she fastened her lips around my pulse, sucking gently. 

“Gemma,” I gasped. “You’re…” 

“Not done,” her voice a low hum against my skin. 

She moved her hands lower, her touch firm and sure as she explored my body. Her mouth, her hands, and her body pressed against mine with a need that mirrored my own.

She paused, her lips hovering close to my ear, her voice a low whisper. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you inside me,” I pleaded breathlessly.

Her lips moved against mine with an urgency that made my pulse race. A low, desperate sound escaped her, and I felt it vibrate against my lips, sending a shiver down my spine.

When her skilled fingers thrust inside me, I arched instinctively toward her, my body begging for more. Gemma’s other hand settled at the small of my back, anchoring me against her. The water around us rippled and splashed as we moved, its heat indistinguishable from the fire coursing through my veins.

Her mouth found my breast. She wrapped her lips around my nipple with deliberate slowness and sucked hard on the nub. The exquisite pull of her mouth sent shudders through me. I clung to her shoulders, desperately needing something to hold onto as I began to break apart piece by piece.

Her fingers moved inside me with a rhythm that was both tender and unyielding, each stroke taking me closer to the edge. I dropped my head on her shoulder and gasped when her thumb brushed against my clit.

“I’ve got you,” she murmured, her lips brushing against my ear, her voice low and steady. “Just let go.”

Her words unraveled me. My body tightened around her fingers as the overwhelming wave she had built finally crashed. With a shuddering gasp, I came completely undone. The pleasure washed over me and left me trembling and weightless.

Gemma wrapped her arms around me. “You’re perfect,” she murmured as she kissed my temple.


CHAPTER 7 - SATURDAY


The first rays of dawn spilled through the massive windows, bathing the room in soft golds and pinks. Fresh snow blanketed the landscape outside, untouched and shimmering. I nestled deeper under the blanket Gemma and I shared, her arm draped lazily over my shoulders. The faint scent of her shampoo and the rich aroma of fresh coffee settled over me like a second layer of warmth.

I took a sip from my mug, letting the warmth seep into me. I sighed dramatically. “I’m pretty sure the day is brighter, and this coffee tastes better because I’m in love. That’s how it works, right?”

Gemma chuckled, her breath brushing my neck. “Or maybe it’s because I made it. Love might be magical, but I’m not taking chances on your coffee making skills.”

“Excuse me,” I said, turning to glare at her, though my grin gave me away. “My coffee skills are impeccable. Remember the time I added cinnamon and nutmeg? It was like we were drinking Christmas in a mug.”

“It was like drinking a Yankee Candle,” she countered, her lips twitching with amusement.

I poked her side and pulled the blanket tighter around us. “Fine, whatever,” I said with exaggerated defeat.”

Her lips brushed my temple. “You’re impossible.”

“Yeah,” I murmured, smiling. “But I’m your impossible.”

This didn’t feel real yet. After the careful glances, hidden feelings, and longing for something I never thought I could have, it felt surreal to be wrapped in her arms.

I glanced down at her hand resting on my shoulder, her thumb brushing patterns on my sleeve. She looked at ease like we’d always been like this. Whatever came next, I would hold on to this morning as proof that love could be as simple and breathtaking as this.

“Well, well, well,” Madison announced, her voice cutting through the peaceful morning like a gong. Madison strolled into the living room wearing a grin that practically screamed, I told you so. “Look at this cozy little love nest!”

“Good morning,” I greeted cheerfully.

“Good morning, lovebirds,” she said, flopping into the armchair. She gestured grandly at the blanket draped over Gemma and me. “Is there room for a third under there, or is that a VIP-only zone?”

“It’s a don’t push your luck zone,” Gemma replied dryly.

Madison puckered her lips and pretended to pout. “Fine. I’ll sit over here and bask in the radiant glow of new love.” She chuckled lightly. “It’s like a Nicholas Sparks novel threw up in here. All we’re missing is the dramatic kiss in the rain.”

I bit back a laugh. “Sounds like someone is a little jealous.”

“Please.” Madison waved a hand dramatically. “I’m thrilled. You two have been doing the slow burn dance for too long. Watching you finally figure it out is like watching the highly anticipated series finale of my favorite TV show.”

Gemma groaned as she snuggled in closer to me. “You are so unbearable sometimes.”

“And yet,” Madison said, grinning, “you keep me around. Must be my delightful charm.”

Madison nodded at me, her smirk widening. “Look at you, cozying up like Gemma’s your personal space heater. This is honestly the best thing I’ve seen in ages.”

I rolled my eyes, failing miserably at suppressing a laugh. “Do you ever stop with the commentary?”

Madison tapped her chin as if giving it serious thought. “Hmm… nope. Sorry. Speaking of not stopping, we should hit the slopes early today. Last chance to embarrass ourselves before we have to go back to the real world tomorrow.”

I perked up. “You’re assuming I’d embarrass myself.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Madison said, leaning forward with mock sincerity. “Watching you ski is like watching a baby deer on ice. Equal parts adorable and terrifying.”

“Hey!” I shot back, feigning offense.

“She’s not wrong,” Gemma added, barely containing her laughter. “To be fair, though, you get better every year. Not quite as good as me, but better than a few years ago.”

I gasped, clutching my chest in mock betrayal. “You’re supposed to be on my side!”

Gemma’s grin softened as she leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “I’m always on your side.”

Madison cleared her throat, drawing the attention back to herself. “By the way, I plan to take lots of pictures today, so make sure you both look super cute.” She stood, stretching dramatically. “Now, finish your coffee, lovebirds. We’ve got a mountain to conquer… or, in Tracy’s case, a mountain to mildly inconvenience.”

As Madison disappeared down the hallway toward her room, I turned to Gemma and squeezed her hand. “I have something I want us to do today. Just the two of us.”

“Ooooh,” Gemma teased, her smile full of mischief. “The snow might be a little cold on bare skin, but I’m game.”

I nudged her playfully. “I didn’t mean that… but now that you mention it, we should definitely find a big tree to hide behind for a little while.”

Her eyes darkened, making my pulse skip. “Since yesterday, we’ve logged the bedroom, the kitchen, this sofa, and the hot tub as sexy locations. A snowy mountainside sounds like the perfect addition to the list.”

She closed the small space between us, her fingers brushing lightly along my cheek. The simple touch instantly made me want her. I barely had time to process her knowing smile before she claimed my mouth.

It started slow and deliberate. Her lips moved against mine with maddening precision, igniting an addictive pull throughout my body. I instinctively reached for the front of her hoodie and clutched the soft fabric as if it were the only thing tethering me to earth.

She tilted her head, deepening the kiss. Her hand slipped to the back of my neck, sending sparks of desire racing down my body. 

The blanket pooled around our waists as I leaned into her. Gemma grabbed my hip and pressed her fingertips into me, instantly making me wish we were still in bed.

The sofa cushion dipped as Gemma shifted closer, angling her body into mine. I moaned softly, pushing my fingers into her hair, the strands still damp from her morning shower. I lost myself in her as her tongue slid against mine in a perfect, tantalizing rhythm.

When we finally broke apart, she pressed her forehead to mine. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, her lips slightly swollen, and her breath coming in short, ragged bursts that mirrored my own.

“You’re going to be the death of me,” she murmured, her voice husky and wrecked in the best way.

“Ditto,” I whispered back, my fingers still tangled in her hair.

Her lips quirked up in a devilish grin, but muffled footsteps on the stairs made us both freeze. 

Gemma groaned and dropped her head to my shoulder. “There are way too many people in this place.”

I laughed softly, pressing a kiss to the top of her head as I rubbed her back. “Way too many people.”

Tucker walked into the living room with Jane close behind. “Dear god, Gemma! What is it with you doing things in public?”

Jane smacked his shoulder as she passed by. “Leave them alone. I think it’s sweet,” she said as she flopped down on the loveseat. “So… it looks like you two did, in fact, kiss and makeup.”

Gemma pushed herself up and reached for her coffee cup. “We did and thanks for making yourselves scarce yesterday. But enough about that. We need to eat a quick breakfast, get ready, and head out. I don’t want to waste our last day here staring at my ugly brother.”

Tucker rolled his eyes. “You’re ugly.”

Gemma stuck out her tongue at him. “Not as ugly as you.”

•••••••

“Hey, guys, go over there and wait for me. I need to do something real quick,” Madison said as she motioned toward an area off the side. “And do not, under any circumstances, go down that hill without me.” 

Gemma crossed her arms, her skis planted firmly in the snow. “What the hell, Madison? I don’t want to wait while you run off to do whatever random thing that just popped into your head.” 

Madison smirked, adjusting her goggles. “Come on, Woody. You won’t let me flirt with your girlfriend. The least you can do is give me a second to chat up another pretty woman.” 

My mouth dropped open, and I shook my head. “Really? Did you need to say it like that?” 

“Transparency, babe. It’s part of my charm.” She winked. 

Tucker groaned, turning toward the slope. “I’m with Gemma. I’m not standing around just so Madison can hit on some poor, unsuspecting woman. She can catch up with us at the bottom.” 

“Let’s give her a minute. A little patience won’t kill you,” Jane said, shuffling out of the way of other skiers.

Madison blew Jane an air kiss, then skied off in the direction of a strikingly beautiful woman. Beside me, I heard Gemma exhale loudly, grumbling under her breath. I wasn’t positive, but I had the feeling Gemma wasn’t totally over Madison poking her little green monster. Thankfully, as ill-conceived as Madison’s plan had been, it all worked out in the end.  

Only a few minutes had passed when Madison skied up in a dramatic spray of snow with the woman beside her. “Everyone, this is Stephanie. Stephanie, meet the crew: Gemma, Tracy, Tucker, and my best friend, Jane.” She gestured with exaggerated flair, ending with a hand on her chest. “And I, as you already know, am Madison.” 

Stephanie offered a shy smile and a wave. “Hi, guys. I hope I’m not intruding. Madison was, um… persuasive about me joining you.” 

I bit back a laugh at her hesitant tone. Madison had clearly turned up her charm to full blast. “No intrusion at all,” I said warmly. “We’ve all been on the receiving end of her persuasive techniques. I find it’s usually best to go with the flow.” 

“Exactly!” Madison tossed her hair with mock drama. “Stephanie has graciously agreed to be our photographer for a few group shots.” She turned to Stephanie, her voice softening, “And to be my ski buddy for the day so I won’t be the fifth wheel for two lovebird couples. It’s obviously a win-win for everyone.” 

Jane clapped her hands together. “I love it! A group photo session sounds fun.” 

Tucker arched a brow at Madison. “So what? Now we have to stand here and smile pretty for the camera?” 

Madison ignored him and turned to Gemma. “See? Was that so hard? A little patience, and now we have a photographer. And I have a new friend. Like I said, win-win.” 

Gemma leaned over, her arm brushing mine. “Translation… She has someone new to shower with attention, which means she will leave my girlfriend alone.” 

I nudged her with my elbow, keeping my voice light. “You’re not still jealous, are you?” 

Her eyes locked onto mine, her tone dipping low and sultry. “Not even a little.” 

The intensity of her gaze sent a shot of longing straight to my core. For the second time in as many hours, I found myself wishing we were still in bed.

“All right, everyone!” Madison clapped her hands together. “Find a spot, and let’s do this. Stephanie has promised only to take pictures that make us all look amazing.” 

Jane took charge and moved us into position. “Tucker, stand here. Gemma and Tracy are on this side of me. Madison, you get on the other side of Tucker.” 

Stephanie held up the phone, her movements quick and practiced. “Okay, everyone. Big smiles on three! One, two—” 

“Tucker, stop scowling and smile,” Madison interrupted. 

“I’m smiling on the inside,” he shot back dryly. 

Madison reached up and yanked his beanie down over his eyes, making Jane snicker. Tucker pushed it back, promising revenge when she least expected it. 

“Okay, okay!” Stephanie giggled. “Let’s try again. Real smiles this time. One, two, three—” 

Stephanie snapped several pictures and moved around to get shots from different angles. Madison struck a dramatic pose for one of the shots, standing with her arms outstretched as if welcoming us to her kingdom. The last couple of photos were us acting goofy.

“Okay, I think I got some good ones,” Stephanie said after a few more. “I’m glad I got to meet you all. You guys seem like fun.” 

Madison flashed her winning smile, sliding the phone into her pocket and zipping it closed. “Stick with me. It only gets better.” 

Gemma’s hand brushed mine, and I glanced over. Her mischievous grin told me she had something in mind.

“What do you say we go find that tree we were talking about this morning,” she asked, her voice low and with just enough playfulness to warm me despite the chill. 

I nodded slowly and smiled. “Lead the way.” 

Gemma turned to the group and raised her voice enough to be heard over the noise. “Hey, you guys have fun. Tracy and I’ll catch up with you later.” 

“Madison, send me those pictures!” I yelled over as I pushed off to catch up with Gemma.

Following Gemma was both a delight and a challenge. Watching her ski with graceful and fearless confidence was mesmerizing. But I knew from experience that I couldn’t stare too long without risking a face-first encounter with the snow, so I shifted my attention back to the matter at hand, which was staying upright on my skis.

“Keep up, slowpoke,” she shouted over her shoulder. 

We veered off the main slope, and the noise of other skiers quickly faded into the quiet. When the path opened into a small clearing, I slowed, my skis skidding awkwardly as I came to a stop. 

The space felt untouched, sacred even. A massive tree stood at its center, branches stretching wide like a sheltering canopy. Tiny icicles dangled from the tips, catching the sunlight like crystal shards.

Gemma turned to me. “What do you think? Will this tree work for what you had in mind?” 

I pulled off my goggles and let them dangle around my neck as I took everything in. The light, silence, and untouched snow were better than perfect.

“It’s incredible,” I answered, smiling.

I bent to release the bindings, stuck my skis and poles in the snow by the tree, and tossed my gloves and goggles on the ground. When I turned back, Gemma was doing the same.

She straightened, her eyes locking on mine, and the air between us shifted. The teasing spark was replaced by something more intense, making the world feel sharper, closer, and impossibly quiet.

She stepped forward and slid her hand into mine, threading our fingers together. “I love you,” she whispered, stepping closer.

Sure hands gripped my waist, tugging our bodies together as she guided me backward. My back hit the rough bark of the tree, a fleeting reminder of where we were.

Gemma bent down, her mouth hovering an inch away from mine. My eyes slid shut as the tip of her tongue began a slow tease across my lips before slipping inside. Pushing her hat off, I shoved my hands into her hair as her mouth slanted across mine. The kiss was hot and demanding in the best possible way.

She stepped closer, her knee nudging between my thighs, gently parting them as her body pressed firmly against mine. I tilted my head, meeting her increasing hunger with my own

Gemma slowly ended the kiss and leaned closer. “Is this what you had in mind when you said we should find a tree to hide behind,” she asked, her breath hot against my ear.

Unable to speak, I nodded, swallowing hard.

“Mmm. Good,” she said, her voice deep with desire.

The snowy silence around us seemed to amplify our ragged breathing and the sound of my jacket zipper being lowered. Warm hands slipped inside, and the contrast with the icy air made every nerve in my body hum with awareness.

She pressed against my center as her hands moved up my sides with an unhurried certainty. Her mouth found mine again, harder this time, the urgency in her movements igniting a fire inside me. My hands fumbled for the front of her jacket, clutching at the fabric as if it were the only thing keeping me upright.

She slid her hand under my shirt, her palm gliding over my bare skin until it found its way to my breast. A low hum escaped my throat as her thumb stroked my nipple through the thin material of my bra. The sensation was exquisite, a teasing mix of friction and warmth that made my breath hitch. I arched into her touch, pressing against her hand as she circled her thumb, sending waves of heat coursing through me.

As her hips rolled in a deliberate and unhurried motion, I lay my head against the tree, baring my neck to her. Within seconds, her lips were moving across the sensitive skin. The friction of her body and her mouth on my neck was driving me mad with need.

“Please,” I breathed, the word tumbling out.

I felt her lips curve into a smile against my skin. “Say it again,” she whispered, low and commanding. 

“Please,” I begged, my voice trembling with need.

She quickly unbuttoned my pants and lowered the zipper. The cold air rushed against me, but forgotten once more when she thrust her fingers inside. 

“God, Tracy,” she breathed against my ear, her voice raw and hungry. “You’re so wet.” 

Her words sent a wave of heat through me, and my knees grew weak as her fingers explored with deliberate precision. She pressed me harder against the tree, her rhythm steady and unrelenting. 

I clutched at her shoulders as the pressure inside me built, coiling tighter with every pass of her hand.

“Don’t stop,” I pleaded between ragged breaths. 

Gemma slid a hand up to my waist, holding me steady as she possessively kissed me. One final thrust of her made every nerve in my body explode, the cold, snow, and tree forgotten as I came completely undone.

When the last wave of pleasure finally ebbed, I sagged against her, trembling and breathless.

“I could stay like this forever,” she murmured, her breath warm against my cheek, her hands lingering on my hips. 

I laughed softly. “In the snow?” 

She tilted her head, her gaze locking on mine. “Anywhere, as long as it’s with you.” 


CHAPTER 8 - SUNDAY


Packing up to go home after a week of vacation was like trying to squeeze joy back into a suitcase, only to realize halfway through that joy didn’t fold. While cleaning the refrigerator, I unearthed leftovers I wouldn’t claim even under interrogation. As I stripped the sheets off the bed, I thought about how little sleep I got and how much fun I ended up having under those sheets.

The final walk-through felt less like a checklist and more like a paranoid scavenger hunt, with every misplaced item sending one of us into a panic.

“Last chance. Has anyone forgotten anything?” Jane called from the porch steps.

“My sanity,” I quipped, dropping Gemma’s duffel by her feet.

Tucker stood by his car, examining how everything had been stowed. “Jane, that bag doesn’t go there,” he announced, gesturing like he was guiding air traffic. “Weight distribution matters if we want to stay on the road.”

“It’s a duffel bag, not a boulder,” Jane said without looking. “We’ll be fine, Tucker.”

“Need some help shoving all this in?” I asked Gemma, nodding at the cargo area.

She glanced over and winked. “You standing there looking beautiful is all the help I need.”

“Wow,” I deadpanned. “That’s... deeply cheesy.”

“I know,” she said, smirking as she slid the suitcase into the back of her SUV, “but you loved it.”

With Gemma focused on the packing and my help not needed, I decided to take one last look around. An untouched patch of snow a few feet from the driveway instantly snagged my attention. A wide grin spread across my face as I made my way over.

“Snow angels!” I declared, falling backward with a dramatic thud.

“Tracy!” Tucker groaned, throwing his hands up. “What are you doing? We’re trying to leave. We have to be out by 11 a.m.”

“And yet,” I replied, spreading my arms wide, “I’ve found time to make art.”

Gemma appeared, standing over me with her hands on her hips, her exasperated expression laced with a tiny bit of amusement. “You’re going to be soaked, you know.”

“Totally worth it,” I said, grinning up at her. “Come on, Gem. One last snow angel. It’s tradition.”

“What tradition,” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“The one I just started,” I answered, fluttering my eyelashes. “Come on. Don’t leave me hanging.”

Her lips twitched the beginnings of a smile she tried and failed to suppress. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously in love with you,” I quipped, making my lashes work overtime.

Madison groaned from a few feet away. “Oh my god, someone, please make them stop before I get a cavity.”

Gemma plopped down beside me, the snow crunching softly under her weight. She had a look of concentration and playful determination as she moved her arms and legs.

“Loosen up!” I laughed, grabbing her hand and widening the arc. “Snow angels are meant to be fun.”

“I have a better idea.” She rolled toward me and brushed her cold nose against mine, grinning.

“Your nose is freezing!” I laughed, wrinkling my nose.

“Sorry. Is this better,” she asked, her voice soft as she pressed her lips to mine. The kiss was slow and exquisitely tender, as if she was etching every second into memory. It was a quiet, perfect exclamation point on a week that had changed everything.

Tucker’s loud and exaggerated gag came from behind us. “For the love of—. Gemma, save it for when you get home!”

Gemma pulled back, her breath visible in the frosty air. “Shut up, Tucker,” she yelled back, her smirk firmly in place.

He muttered something, shook his head, and returned his attention to packing.

I pushed to my feet, turned, and grabbed Gemma’s hand to pull her up. “Let’s say our goodbyes and hit the road. I’m ready to be home and sleep in my own bed tonight.”

•••••••

I laid back and snuggled deeper into Gemma’s arms. Her steady breaths stirred my hair, their rhythm so soothing it felt like a melody just for me. I pressed closer, marveling at how her arms instinctively tightened around me.

I laced my finger through hers and traced tiny circles over her palm. Her skin was impossibly soft, and each sweep of my fingertip sent a gentle thrill through me. The familiar yearning for something I couldn’t have had melted away, replaced by the undeniable certainty that I was exactly where I belonged.

Her thumb brushed over my knuckles, the movement slow and deliberate. “You’ve been quieter than usual since we got back,” she murmured. “Is everything okay?”

I shrugged, pressing my face into the curve of her neck. The faint scent of her lavender shampoo mixed with something uniquely Gemma made it hard to think.

“Mmmm, everything’s perfect,” I said against her skin, my voice muffled. “I’m just tired. This past week was… short and endless all at once.”

Her fingers moved soothingly along my back, drawing lazy patterns that relaxed me to the point of sleep. “Short and endless,” she echoed, her tone understanding.

“Yeah,” I said, pulling back just enough to meet her gaze. “Everything happened so fast, but not really. At times, I felt like I was stuck in a loop, living the same moments over and over, never quite moving forward.”

She smiled. “Well, we’re here now and have all the time in the world. No more being stuck.”

Her words were simple, but something about the way she said them made my chest ache in the best way. I smiled back, letting myself sink back into her arms.

She rested her chin lightly on the top of my head and exhaled a deep, uneven breath. “No second thoughts about us, right?” she asked quietly, her voice heavy with vulnerability.

I tilted my head, meeting her gaze. “Gemma, I am completely and totally in love with you. I’ve never been more sure of anyone or anything in my life.”

I reached up to run my thumb along her bottom lip. “I’ve loved you quietly for so long. You always felt just out of reach and impossible to touch. And yet… here you are. Right here beside me. And I still can’t quite believe it.”

Her breath hitched as a tear slipped down her cheek. I leaned in, brushing my lips against her skin to catch it, the faint taste of salt lingering.

“I know what I want,” I whispered, my lips ghosting over the curve of her cheek. “But I need to ask you the same thing. Now that we’re back in the real world, instead of living in some magical, snowy winter wonderland where all the emotions run wild, are you sure? About me? About us?”

She didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she tilted my chin with gentle fingers, her thumb brushing across my jaw in a slow, deliberate sweep. Her eyes searched mine, flickering with an intensity that made my heart skip.

“You are exactly what I want,” she said at last, her voice breaking slightly as she leaned forward to press her forehead to mine.

Her words extinguished a fear deep inside me. A fear I hadn’t realized was there waiting for her to banish.

She laid her head back, her lips curving into a soft smile. “I fell in love with you the first time I saw you. You were sitting alone on that bench. You were covered in dirt, your face streaked with tears, and I knew I’d never seen anyone more beautiful in my life.” She took my hand and placed it on her heart. “My heart has known all along,” she whispered. “It’s always been you.”

Her confession stole the air from my lungs. For a heartbeat, all I could do was stare at her. The enormity of what she’d just said settled over me, warm and reassuring.

My heart overflowed with joy as I leaned down slowly, pressing my lips lovingly against hers. The gentle kiss swiftly turned heated as her mouth slid against mine, and her lips parted. Tongues hungrily battled for control, frantic and untamed.

Gemma pushed me onto my back and covered me with her body. Her swollen lips passionately captured mine as her hand slid under my tank top.

Furry paws landing close to my head, followed by a loud meow, was more than enough to ruin the moment.

“Oh, come on, Pesto,” Gemma groaned, dropping her head on my shoulder with a dramatic sigh. “Worst timing ever.”

Pesto meowed again as he walked to the end of the bed and burrowed under the covers near our feet. Pasta, not to be outdone, vaulted onto the bed, swishing her tail as she looked around.

“They’re subtly reminding us whose house this really is,” I said with an irritated chuckle.

Gemma scoffed. “Whatever. They’re just spoiled furballs.”

I shrugged my shoulder. “That’s true. And you’re just some strange woman I let into my bed.”

Gemma’s eyes widen. “What… Some strange woman…”

Before I could register her intent, Gemma’s hands darted to my sides, her fingers launching a relentless tickle assault. A startled squeal escaped me before I dissolved into uncontrollable laughter, writhing and squirming to escape her grip.

“Gemma, stop!” I gasped between fits of laughter, but she only grinned wider, clearly enjoying my torment.

Not fans of the sudden chaos, the cats leaped off the bed with indignant meows and streaked out of the room like tiny furry rockets with their tails high in protest.

I grabbed Gemma’s hands. “Okay! Okay! Sorry. You’re not just some woman.” I cried, gasping for air.

Her laughter melted into mine as she pinned my hands to the bed. “Apology accepted.”

She studied me for a moment, her expression turning heated. “Now… I believe we were right about…”

Her lips dropped to mine, urgent and hungry, her tongue sweeping across my lower lip before diving deeper. I gasped against her mouth, arching into her as her hand slid down my side, reigniting the fire deep inside me.


EPILOGUE 
Six Years Later


I glanced around the room, marveling at how everything had come together so perfectly for the big day. The soft glow of string lights reflected off the crystal centerpieces, casting a warm, golden hue across the room. The tiered wedding cake stood proudly near the chocolate fountain, which was unsurprisingly a hit with the kids, including two small figures I knew all too well.

The air buzzed with laughter and music, blending seamlessly with the clink of glasses and the low hum of conversation. Everywhere I looked, I saw love in the way couples leaned into each other, in the quiet smiles exchanged between old friends, and in the joyful chaos of kids twirling on the dance floor.

I sipped my wine, my gaze catching on Tucker as he guided his glowing, extremely pregnant wife in a slow dance. Jane’s bridesmaid dress, with its flowing fabric and expertly tailored seams, accommodated her growing belly beautifully. She radiated the kind of joy only a soon-to-be mother could.

Across the crowd, my eyes found her. Gemma. Even after all these years, she still had the power to make my heart stumble. Her dark eyes locked with mine, and a slow smile curved her lips in one of those devastatingly sexy smiles that made my pulse race.

She tilted her head, mouthing the words, I love you.

I pressed a hand to my heart and blew her a kiss. She looked breathtaking in her tailored suit, the top buttons of her shirt undone just enough to reveal a hint of the soft swell of her breast. A rush of heat spread through me at the thought of kissing my way down her body as I slowly unfastened each button.

She began weaving her way through the crowd, her movements unhurried, as though she had all the time in the world. When she reached me, the noise around us had faded into the background. She reached down, her fingers grazing my cheek.

“I would very much like to dance with my wife,” she said, her voice low and velvety.

I slid my hand into hers, smiling. “And I would love to dance with you.”

She placed her hand on the small of my back, guiding me to the edge of the dance floor, away from the crowd. I stepped into her arms, sighing at the feel of her body pressed against mine. The music shifted to a soft, sultry melody, and we began to sway. Her scent wrapped around me, a blend of sandalwood and something uniquely hers. I leaned in, brushing my lips just below her ear, enjoying the way she shivered against me.

“Mmmm. Stop that,” she murmured, her voice laced with warning and desire. “Or I’ll drag you off this dance floor and straight into the coat closet.”

I grinned, nibbling her ear. “You make that sound like a bad thing.”

She chuckled softly. “Someone’s feeling naughty.”

“I’m just deeply in love with my wife,” I whispered, my hands drifting lower, “and really want to show her how much.”

She pressed a kiss to my temple, her lips warm and soft. “That is something we will make happen later.”

I tilted my head back and looked at her with a grin. “Question. Would it be rude if we left now?”

Gemma’s smirk deepened. “Don’t you think we should at least say goodbye first?”

I glanced toward the far corner, where Madison and Stephanie stood locked in an embrace so heated it was a wonder they hadn’t already disappeared into the aforementioned coat closet.

I chuckled, nodding in their direction. “I doubt the brides will notice if we slip out early. I think they’ve got more pressing matters on their minds.”

Gemma followed my gaze and laughed. “Madison always did like to make a scene.”

“She’s earned it,” I said. “The way she talks about Steph, you’d think she hung the moon. Everyone should be so lucky to find their person. It’s still a little crazy to me that Madison found hers standing at the top of a mountain.”

Gemma turned back to me, her expression softening. “I found mine sitting in a dugout during a softball game.”

I tightened my arms around Gemma’s shoulders and pressed my cheek against hers. My eyes drifted closed as she led me in slow, effortless circles. Even after all these years, I still found myself pausing to marvel at the fact that she was mine. I loved everything about our little family and the life we had built together.

“Where are the twins?” I asked, breaking the spell.

“With my parents. Mom said they’d take them for the night if we wanted them to.”

I leaned back, letting my hands slide down her arms. “I adore our children with every fiber of my being,” I said, kissing her lips, “but I would love to have you all to myself tonight.”

Her grin widened as she leaned in, whispering, “I really like how that sounds. Let’s go home.”

We made our way around the room, saying quick goodbyes and pausing to spend some extra time with the twins. Sophie promptly climbed onto my lap and started telling me all about her favorite part of the day. I looked over at Gemma, smiling at the picture before me. In a rare moment of stillness, Sammy was leaning sleepily against Gemma’s shoulder. His chocolate-smeared face happy and relaxed.

“Thank you for bringing them into our lives,” Gemma whispered, her voice thick with emotion as she kissed the top of Sammy’s head.

I leaned over to press a kiss on her cheek. “They were the best decision we ever made.”

After a lot of hugs, kisses, and promises to see them early the next morning, we handed the twins over to their grandparents. The warm night air greeted us as we stepped outside. I slipped my arm through Gemma’s, my heart so full it felt like it might burst. At that moment, with the stars overhead and her by my side, I couldn’t imagine a more perfect ending to the night or a more perfect life.

THE END
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