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			Chapter 1

			Flying Solo

			Movies led me to believe that people run through airports for two reasons:

			 

			1. You’re running toward someone, say, to tell a woman you love her before it’s too late.

			2. You’re running away from someone, say, the assassin who’s chasing you in pursuit of a relic.

			 

			But what if the reason you’re running isn’t someone else at all? What if you’re running because you can’t bear to stay in the place that holds the shattered remains of your heart?

			My breaths rasp out of me as I weave through the crowd. I can’t miss my flight. I need to get out of here.

			At the security checkpoint, where the stagnant, dry air carries the aroma of everyone’s feet, I remove my snow boots and down jacket with trembling fingers. They go in a gray bin on the conveyor belt, along with my carry-on luggage, backpack, phone, and passport.

			I speed-walk through the metal detector—and, of course, it beeps. Waiting is agony while a stern-looking woman runs a handheld device over me. She’d better not think I’m sweaty and wide-eyed because I’m guilty of something. She holds my gaze, then waves me on.

			As my stuff passes through the scanner, my ears fill with clattering bins, beeping machines, shuffling clothes, and the hum of conversations. The sound of couples and families talking seems to expand, making the building vast and desolate with me in the middle.

			Alone.

			The bin with my phone emerges. I grab it and check the time, my heart missing a beat.

			Boarding started twenty minutes ago. Why did I do this to myself? This is so unlike me.

			My bag emerges next—and I watch in horror as the agent on the other side of the glass pulls it toward him.

			I almost yell, Dammit, no! But that attitude never helped anyone in an airport. I tug on my boots, grab my stuff, and dash to the end of the conveyor belt in time to watch him expose my heap of clothing to the world—unfolded, wrinkled, too many pairs of underwear hastily thrown in.

			“Did you pack hand warmers, ma’am?” he asks in a bored tone.

			“Yes.” I check the time. “My flight is boarding.”

			Ignoring me, he pushes my clothes aside to take out the brand-new, brick-sized package of ten. “There’s a limit. I’m going to have to take most of them.”

			He can take my entire luggage for all I care, as long as he makes it quick so I can get on that damn plane. “Okay. Sure.”

			What a waste of money and hand warmers. And now I won’t have enough to last the week. I’d better not lose a finger to frostbite because airport security has a stick up their ass.

			I check my phone again. The gate attendants are probably calling my name over the PA. “Would Miss Avery Graham please report to Gate B-23?”

			He returns my luggage, and I zip it up without folding or rearranging anything.

			Also unlike me.

			My mind and body disconnect as I sprint toward the gate, wheeling my lumpy carry-on behind me. My palm is slick on the handle. Am I really doing this? Am I really giving everything I have to making my flight?

			An hour ago, I was convinced I would stay home. But when I looked at my phone to find the background picture of Nolan and me—our breakup so fresh I hadn’t even had time to change it—I thought, screw it. I can’t let that asshole ruin the trip I spent months looking forward to. Not to mention thousands of dollars on booking. I’m going to have a great time by myself.

			“I—I’m on this flight,” I tell the gate attendant, the words jumbled beneath my wheezing. I hold out my passport and phone with the boarding pass open.

			As she accepts them, her lips press together, and her eyebrows lift in an “mm-hmm” expression.

			My face burns. I can’t believe I’m that person, inconveniencing everyone around me. “I’m so sorry.”

			She says nothing, scanning my boarding pass.

			The Avery in my passport photo gazes blankly up at her. The version of me in that four-year-old photo was pre-Nolan, and it feels like a lifetime ago. I hadn’t even started my event planning business yet and was still doing trade shows for SolarGrid+. I look youthful, my pale skin a little tanned, my face round, my shoulder-length blond hair a shade darker.

			Huh, have I really gone that much blonder since then? Is my hair too light now?

			The attendant returns my passport and phone and opens the gate for me to pass, still looking unimpressed.

			“Thank you. I’m sorry. Thanks.” I grab my luggage and enter the jet bridge.

			Holy shit, I made it. I—made—it.

			Yukon, here I come.

			The familiar, musky airplane smell hits my nose, triggering a hint of travel anxiety. It’s a Boeing 747 with three seats on either side of the aisle, and most overhead bins are full and shut. Everybody is seated, their eyes following me as I do the walk of shame to find my seat.

			“Sorry. Sorry.” My carry-on bumps into everything and everyone as I struggle along the narrow aisle.

			I have a window seat near the front, which I chose the moment check-in opened yesterday.

			The middle one was supposed to be for Nolan.

			But there’s no need to dwell on the seat’s emptiness because a woman is sitting in it. She’s about my age, pale, freckly, with her blond hair piled in a high bun and a brand-new-looking winter coat overflowing onto my seat.

			A spark of annoyance hits me to see her in Nolan’s spot—but, of course, it’s not his spot. The unclaimed boarding pass in my inbox proves it.

			“Excuse me.” I point to my seat with the hand holding my phone and passport.

			“Oh, yep,” the woman says. “Are you alone?”

			“Yes.” I scan the overhead bin for where to fit my carry-on. It’s jam-packed.

			“We were sitting across from each other and shifted over when we saw this empty row,” she explains with a note of apology, putting her hand on her partner’s knee. Her engagement ring catches the light and stabs me in the eye.

			Another pang of annoyance.

			Her partner smiles at me. He’s a tall, handsome Black man with thick-rimmed glasses who’s also wearing a brand-new-looking winter coat. They must be from somewhere warm if they bought new jackets for the occasion.

			“Do you mind?” the woman asks me.

			Yes, I do mind. I want nothing more than to sit by myself and not have to be chatty with strangers while I process the state of my life over the next two and a half hours.

			But I don’t want to be difficult and stop these two from enjoying the flight together, so I do my best to smile. “No problem!”

			I go back to scanning the overhead compartments. Dammit, where am I going to put my luggage?

			The flight attendant comes over to help. “There’s a spot near the back.”

			Great. Now I’ll be twenty rows away from my bag. I surrender it to her, and she frowns at it.

			“You’re going to have to close your bag properly so it fits.”

			My face is on fire as I grab the zipper. It won’t close over the heap of clothing. I open the suitcase, yank out my scarf and wool toque with the ridiculously large pom-pom on top, fight with the underwear that wants to fall out, and close it.

			We do a little square-dancing shuffle: the couple gets out of their seats, I get in, they get in, and the flight attendant continues on with my luggage.

			The woman smiles at me. “Yukon on the winter solstice, huh?”

			I shove my jacket, scarf, toque, and backpack under the seat in front of me, using my feet to get everything in. “Yep.”

			December 21st isn’t for another four days, so I have the whole week of maximal hours of darkness to see the northern lights.

			The tiniest spark of excitement tries to flare to life inside me. It’s about time I made this trip happen. I’ve wanted to do it for, like, nine years—ever since I was eighteen and dating Summer Joshi.

			I remember sharing the idea with her on my bedroom floor one afternoon, the way her brown eyes lit up and she got a dreamy, far-off look on her face. We immediately huddled closer, our arms brushing, and started researching things to do in the Yukon.

			I clench my jaw, a balloon deflating in my chest. Thinking about her, about the dream we never fulfilled, is just as painful as thinking about Nolan. Why do I do this to myself? It’s like my brain is spiraling, one heartbreak leading into the memory of another.

			I guess I was always destined to do this trip by myself.

			“Are you meeting with a tour group or going alone?” the woman beside me asks.

			“Tour group. Alone. Alone in a tour group.”

			My annoyance seeps into my tone, spurred on by how many times she’s made me say the word alone. I inhale deeply, trying to let it go. It’s not their fault my love life is in shambles. I can’t blame them for wanting to sit together. Nolan and I would have done the same if we’d seen an empty row beside us.

			It’s also not their fault that they look like a foggy reflection of Nolan and me. I mean, I don’t have freckles, Nolan doesn’t wear glasses, and there’s a rock on her finger—but there are enough similarities to spark recognition.

			Or maybe I’m just looking for it. Maybe I’m doomed to see reminders of Nolan everywhere for the rest of my life.

			I fix my flannel shirt, which is comfortably oversized but likes to get twisted around my butt, then pull out my phone to change the background to anything other than Nolan and me being happy together.

			The plane rolls back. Wow, I cut it close.

			My heart is still pounding, my nostrils flaring, as I try not to openly wheeze for breath.

			“Was your connecting flight delayed?” the woman asks.

			“No, I’m from here. Like, an hour outside of Vancouver. I was just late.”

			“Oh.”

			A few seconds of scrolling makes me realize every picture I have reminds me of him, so I pick a generic photo of a bouquet from a corporate event I planned last week. I put my phone into airplane mode.

			Feeling squished, I angle toward the window. I have half a mind to ask them to vacate Nolan’s seat so I can have the breathing room. But there’s no sense in inconveniencing them because I’m having a mild panic attack. I’m fine.

			“Where are you from?” I ask, trying to look less miserable.

			“San Diego,” the woman says.

			I nod. “Ready for the cold?”

			The guy laughs and shakes his head. “She’s forcing me into this.”

			She pats the sleeve of her new jacket. “We’re as ready as we’ll ever be. What tour company are you with?”

			“Wild North Lodge.”

			“No way! Us too! I’m Hannah.”

			I smile. “Avery.”

			“Trevor,” the guy says with a little wave.

			“Nice to meet you both.” Shit, I hope I didn’t make a bad first impression.

			In the way of travel companions, they seem all right. I’ve traveled a few times in my twenty-seven years and haven’t always liked the people I’m stuck with on tours.

			Hannah glances back at the rest of the plane. “I wonder who the other three people in our group will be.”

			“Two,” I correct her. There are three cabins at the lodge, so there will be two others in our group—or maybe just one, if the other party is a solo traveler.

			And now I’ve opened my big mouth and have to explain about the absent person.

			“My boyfriend was supposed to come with me,” I say. “Ex-boyfriend. That would be his seat.”

			Her face falls. “Oh. Wow. That sucks.”

			“That’s life,” I say valiantly, but my throat tightens around the words.

			The plane’s engine gets louder as we taxi to a runway.

			“How long were you together?” she asks.

			“Two years.” I stare at my pile of belongings, debating rummaging for my headphones, but something compels me to say more. Maybe it’s because I haven’t told anyone about the breakup yet, not even my parents or my Zucchini Muffins group chat. The friends in that group, named for some in-joke none of us can remember due to wine, will be the first people I tell.

			For now, I want sympathy from strangers. “He was going to propose to me under the northern lights. Instead, he dumped me last night. Just zipped up his luggage and…drove away.”

			To put it lightly. There were words. Loud words.

			Hannah gapes. “What a dick!”

			Trevor grimaces. “That is a bit of a dick move.”

			The engine revs, and I suck back as the plane speeds up. My heartbeat accelerates with the plane, and then we’re in the air, soaring over rainy Vancouver and away from yesterday’s bullshit.

			Hannah and Trevor’s reassurance soothes me. Nolan is a dick, and he ruined a perfect trip. This was all supposed to be part of our plan:

			 

			1. Get engaged. The photo of the moment would be picturesque, candid, and so perfectly “us.”

			2. Get married. Small ceremony, big reception.

			3. Spend our lives building and nurturing our perfect home.

			 

			Step three has its own sublist in my notes app, to which I constantly add items when inspiration strikes: DIY renovations, garden plans, sustainability upgrades. I even had solar panels picked out.

			Hannah raises her voice over the whining plane. “So…you even talked about a northern lights proposal, and he backed out right before your trip? Who does that?”

			I hesitate. “Well, sort of. Like, he knew that’s what I wanted.” My cheeks heat up. My words came out like he’d bought the ring and planned to do it. In reality, it was a hope I had, but he obviously didn’t share it. “I thought the northern lights would have been the perfect spot.”

			Trevor chuckles. “You’re so like Hannah. She planned my proposal for me too.”

			She smacks his arm. “I did not! I only told you I wanted it to happen on a hike.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			They exchange a gooey, teasing look that hurts my heart.

			Fine, he might be right that I planned Nolan’s proposal for him.

			But men are impossible. If you don’t tell them exactly what you want, they’ll never figure it out. They’ll look at you in confusion on February 14th, wondering why you seem subdued, whereas a woman will wake you up with a dozen roses and a heart-shaped pie before you even realize what day it is.

			Hannah turns back to me. “I guess it’s good he did it before the trip instead of during.”

			“I guess.”

			Except his timing gave me no chance to find someone else to take his place. If I’d had even a day or two, I could have called a friend, a cousin, the girl who does my lash extensions… Literally anyone.

			Maybe I was always doomed to make this trip alone. When I told people I was going up north in the dead of winter, the most common reaction was an expression of horror. Even Nolan took convincing.

			The only person who ever seemed excited about doing this trip with me was Summer.

			But that’s enough thinking about Summer.

			As we reach cruising altitude, I take out my headphones, and Trevor turns on his tablet. He puts on a James Bond movie, and Hannah leans on his shoulder to take an earbud and watch with him.

			My chest tightens, and my wish for an empty middle seat returns. Time for my meditation app.

			Beyond the window, the view shifts from Vancouver’s light dusting of snow to a gorgeous, jagged range of white mountains. Vancouver is behind me, and ahead is a snowy, subarctic adventure. The faintest wisp of excitement flares in my belly, but it dies quickly, as if there isn’t enough air inside me to keep it alive.

			Who would I be if I hadn’t made that mad dash through the airport?

			I’d be a girl sitting alone in a townhouse full of memories, staring at my empty luggage, weighed down by every regret in the world.

			Instead, I’m a single girl on an airplane, breathing through a suffocating mix of anger, hurt, and determination, hoping this trip is worth it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Avoiding Summer

			When you’re traveling, there are always more pressing matters than broken relationships and everyday life—like waiting for everybody else to disembark so you can get to your carry-on bag at the back of the plane.

			Annoyance twisting my gut, I finally extend the handle of my luggage and exit, the last one to thank the pilot and flight attendant on my way out. Sweat prickles across my back, and my snow boots clunk obnoxiously across the floor.

			In Arrivals, Hannah and Trevor stand before a woman in her thirties holding a Wild North Lodge sign and a clipboard.

			Good. Let’s get outside so I can breathe fresh air. My down jacket, scarf, and toque are suffocating.

			Someone else is standing with them, a woman around my age wearing a red jacket and a huge backpack and—

			I stop in my tracks. My heart drops into my feet.

			No, no, no.

			I blink, waiting for my eyes to pick out a feature that proves it’s just someone who looks like her.

			But there’s no denying it. I’m looking at the side profile of Summer Joshi.

			She looks infuriatingly hot. She’s cut her dark hair into a long bob that grazes her shoulders in beachy waves. Her brown skin glows like she’s been in the tropics—which is possible if she’s been traveling as much as she said she would. Her liner is the same as when we were teenagers, a subtle smokey eye that makes her light brown irises pop. Her full lips are curved upward in a little smile as she listens to the others.

			She got her nose pierced. A diamond stud. She talked about wanting to do it around the time we started dating in grade 12, but she never built enough courage to swing a third strike against her parents.

			Seeing her again freezes me in place, thrusting forward memories of our three years together: pushing her back against a wall, a bed, a table, a couch, a bathroom stall, a tree trunk, the back seat of a car, anywhere and everywhere. Her hand between my legs, the sensation so good it left me dizzy. Her warm breath on my neck, hitching as I pushed her thighs apart. Her teeth sinking into my shoulder as she cried out.

			Hannah and Trevor see me, and Summer begins to turn as well—and I pull my scarf up over my nose and tug my toque firmly downward. I drop my gaze to my luggage before we can make eye contact, pretending to struggle with it.

			Oh my God, she’s on the same tour as me? Kill me now. There’s no way I’ll be able to avoid her for a whole week, which means we’ll have to talk.

			And if we talk, will we pick up the argument where we left it seven years ago?

			I can’t handle that right now. Not when I’m already in emotional turmoil.

			This was a bad idea. I should get back on the plane.

			“Here for Wild North Lodge?” the host asks me.

			“Yep,” I grunt through the scarf, forcing my feet to move closer to the group.

			I’m being weird and rude, but it’s better than having an awkward reunion in front of all these people.

			She looks at her clipboard and opens her mouth, and before she can do anything disastrous like say my name, I tap my info on the paper.

			She nods. “Great. I’m Chantal.”

			Phew.

			She’s the person I emailed when I booked, and she’s younger than I expected for someone who runs a lodge and tour company—maybe in her early thirties. She’s tall and fit with long, brown hair, golden-brown eyes, tan skin, and the relaxed smile of someone who loves what they do for a living. “Welcome to paradise,” she adds.

			Trevor looks pointedly out the window, where the tarmac looks like an arctic wasteland.

			“I’m Summer,” Summer says.

			I let an awkward beat fill the silence, refusing to meet her gaze.

			Chantal scans the clipboard again. “My trusty guest list tells me we’re one adventurer short. Did you arrive with someone else?”

			“Oh, he’s not coming,” Hannah says gently, almost a whisper. “Last-minute cancellation.”

			Chantal looks at me for confirmation, and I nod stiffly.

			After a beat, she smiles understandingly and turns to the others. “Okay, friends. I’ll be your wilderness guide and host. It’s my job to ensure that by the end of this trip, you understand why I called this place paradise.” She lowers her sign and waves for us to follow. “Let’s hit it.”

			My shoulders drop. I could hug Hannah. She’s being sweet by sparing me from saying I got dumped before the trip, but she doesn’t realize the full extent of what she’s saving me from. I meet her gaze, hoping to convey my gratitude through the slit I’ve left for my eyes.

			I get a searching, concerned look in response.

			“Anyway, it’s hard to pick,” Summer says to Chantal, apparently continuing a conversation. “I’ve always wanted to see the northern lights on the winter solstice, so that was my main reason for booking. But the dogsledding is what sealed it for me.”

			I roll my eyes. It was my idea to see the northern lights on the winter solstice. She stole my idea, and now she’s here, invading my plans.

			I trail behind everyone. I didn’t tie my laces before leaving the plane, and my heels lift inside my snow boots as we walk. Clunk, clunk, clunk. The hollow, rhythmic stomping seems to fill my insides.

			The trip wasn’t supposed to begin this way. It’s the first one I’ve done in over a year, and it was supposed to start off with me being chatty, getting to know my travel companions, and making new friends. Instead, I’m being silent and reclusive, and a scarf is covering three-quarters of my face.

			“Ooh, me too,” Hannah says. “I can’t wait to try it. Trev’s excited to try ice fishing.”

			“Gonna catch a big one,” Trevor says, putting on a boastful voice.

			“Those are usually our two big draws,” Chantal says. “We’ll make sure to snap some good photos of you so you have the memory.”

			Summer turns her head and flashes a bright, wide smile, and it’s infuriating to feel the imprint of what that smile used to do to me. I guess I didn’t erase my memories of her as much as I thought.

			I’m looking forward to visiting the wildlife preserve, I want to say. A hot surge of anger swells inside me at Summer for ruining my chance to join the conversation.

			I glare at the back of her head as if hoping she can feel my blistering gaze. How dare she show up here?

			Ugh, I should just reveal my face and get this over with.

			But then what? We have an awkward, bitter reunion in front of strangers?

			No, I need the right moment—somewhere we can have a civil conversation away from the others. Or at least some privacy if civility is not in the picture.

			“Brace yourselves.” Chantal looks each of us over and lingers on Trevor. “Better zip up that jacket.”

			He does.

			We step out the sliding glass doors, and through my jacket, toque, scarf, and leggings, the cold slams into me.

			Holy shit.

			I cough as if my lungs are trying to reject something toxic.

			Trevor exhales sharply. “Fucking fuck. What’s the temperature?”

			“Minus fifteen,” Chantal says brightly.

			“What’s that in Fahrenheit?”

			Chantal looks skyward, apparently doing the math. “Five. Pretty mild, to be honest. Winters have been getting warmer around here.”

			“This is amazing!” Hannah shouts, running ahead of us with an arm out like she’s frolicking in a meadow. Her luggage bumps along behind her. “Have you ever felt anything like it?”

			I draw a deep breath of very dry air, struggling to adjust to the temperature shock. Why didn’t I book a trip to Mexico instead?

			Chantal leads us across the parking lot to a white van with the Wild North Lodge logo. A husky silhouette runs beneath the words, framed by two pine trees.

			Hannah runs back to us, out of breath and grinning. Trevor shakes his head at her.

			“How long have you lived in Whitehorse?” Summer asks.

			“Born here.” Chantal opens the back of the van for our luggage. “My life and soul. I’m a member of the Kwanlin Dün First Nation.”

			“Oh, wow!” Summer’s cheeks dimple when she smiles. I forgot about her dimples.

			I look at my feet, burying my face deeper into my scarf. She’s my personal Pink Elephant Problem—if you tell yourself not to think about a pink elephant, all you can think about is a pink elephant.

			Don’t look at Summer, don’t look at Summer, don’t look—

			Dammit, I’m looking at Summer.

			There’s a chance I’m making a bad judgment call. The longer I wait, the worse this will be because I’ve spent all this time hiding and not saying hi.

			“How long have you been running the business?” Summer asks.

			Chantal finishes stacking our luggage and shuts the back doors. “Four years as the owner and five years as an employee before that. That was back when Fred Lockwood owned the place. Heard of him?”

			We all shake our heads. It’s the most I’ve participated in the conversation.

			“The man, the myth, the king of canines. He was a famous musher.” Chantal slides open the van’s side door. It has three passenger rows. Hannah and Trevor climb into the first one, and Summer motions for me to go ahead.

			I bow my head and climb in, dread simmering in my gut.

			Oh, God, she’s going to sit next to me. Our awkward reunion is going to happen in an enclosed space with an audience—or else I’ll have to keep my head turned away from her and my scarf over my face for the next half hour.

			“You bought the business from him?” Summer asks.

			There she goes, effortlessly chatty and making friends as always.

			I move on toward the back row and put my backpack on the seat next to me, avoiding her eye.

			After a hesitation, Summer reads my body language and sits in the middle row, putting her backpack on the seat beside her.

			I let out a breath. At least I’ll have the drive to sit in peace and avoid being discovered.

			“He was in his seventies and decided it was time to hang up the mushing harness.” Chantal rolls the door shut and goes around to climb into the driver’s seat before continuing. “I didn’t have the finances myself, but I pitched it to my parents. That took some work. Mom expected me to have a more conventional career—she’s a grade-1 teacher—and Dad’s a chef and not a social guy, so he didn’t get why I’d want to talk to strangers for a living.”

			“Trev’s a second-grade teacher!” Hannah says.

			I can picture it. He seems patient and soft around the edges.

			“Yeah?” Chantal meets their gazes in the mirror as she takes us out of the parking lot. “Hats off to you. I couldn’t do it.”

			He tilts his head. “There are good and bad days.”

			“Well, my parents agreed to help with the investment in the end,” Chantal says, “so I made Fred an offer. Now he’s enjoying his golden years an hour away in an off-grid cabin with his wife and a few dogs.”

			“What a life,” Summer says wistfully.

			I always thought she would get bored living somewhere remote—she’s so social—but she insisted her retirement plan was to be a homesteader in northern BC.

			I open my mouth to ask Chantal what it’s like being off-grid all year, then close it. I’ll break my silence and say hi to Summer at the lodge.

			Chantal drives us up the Alaska Highway, the van’s tires grinding and crunching over salt and packed snow. Everything outside looks frigid, from the ice-encrusted road signs to the stunted, white-tipped trees.

			Inside the van, however, the heat is blasting. Uncomfortable, I pluck at my scarf to let some air hit my face. Loose strands of Summer’s hair flutter in the circulating air, and she gathers it into a ponytail, drawing my gaze to the back of her neck. How many times did I kiss her there—one hand sliding around her hips, the other on her throat, running my tongue over the most sensitive parts of her body until she couldn’t take it?

			I avert my attention to the front row, where Trevor puts his arm around Hannah’s shoulders. A lump forms in my throat. That should be Nolan and me right now. Instead, the empty seat next to me feels like a canyon.

			After half an hour of staring out the window, sweltering and itching inside my arctic disguise, we turn off the highway onto a bumpy road of compacted snow. The same stunted, frostbitten trees crowd the sides of the road. We must be out of cell range now.

			I check my phone, and sure enough, it shows no service. A few messages await from my Zucchini Muffins group chat.

			 

			Olivia: Have the best time in the Yukon, Avee!! Send pics!!

			Kai: I’ve always wanted to get it on inside a yurt. Tell us what it’s like.

			Ming: Ooh, do it in the wilderness under the northern lights.

			Roya: Sounds like a good way to get frostbite on your vag.

			Olivia: UM, AGREED. Don’t do that, please.

			 

			Far from cracking a smile, I sink deeper into my seat, my gut lurching. I still have to tell my friends I got dumped. At least they’re engaged listeners who gasp in all the right places, so I’m sure we’ll end up venting about what a shitbag Nolan is until we all run out of air.

			I’m just not looking forward to the tears that are sure to come as I type the words.

			“Oooh!” Hannah and Summer cry.

			I look up, and my breath catches. Wild North Lodge sprawls before us—and I have never seen so many dogs.

			Across a snowy yard the size of a hockey rink, a hundred or so sled dogs are tethered outside wooden kennels and corralled inside large, chain-link enclosures. A cacophony carries through the van’s closed windows, barking, howling, and other husky sounds that can only be called screaming. I wait for a jolt of excitement to hit me at the sight of the dogs, but a block of ice must have encased my heart because I only get a dull ache in my temples.

			“Do they live outside?” Hannah asks with a note of concern.

			“They have to. Their coats are so thick that they overheat if it gets up to minus ten. Uh, fourteen Fahrenheit,” Chantal adds, meeting her eyes in the rearview.

			“Holy crap,” Trevor says.

			As someone who let the family mutt sleep in the bed with me, I feel better hearing this. Working dogs like these are probably happier here than in a hot downtown apartment.

			“We also rotate them in and out of the paddocks, depending on whether they’ll be running that day,” Chantal says. “Don’t worry, these pups are my babies. They live on premium diets and kisses.”

			Peering out the window at the mayhem, a bout of nerves hits me. I expected a bunch of floofy, chunky huskies—the kind you see talking back to their owners in funny videos. But these dogs are shaped more like cheetahs than teddy bears. Am I seriously going to jump on a sled behind a pack of these fifty-pound balls of energy? What have I signed up for?

			“The puppies and retired dogs live in the lodge, though,” Chantal adds. “We’re a big, hairy family in there.”

			Summer fist-pumps. “Yes!”

			Trevor lets out a soft groan, and Hannah pats his back, grinning. I wonder if he’s not much of a dog guy.

			I try to summon a wisp of happiness. I’ve got all the necessary pieces—dogs, impending adventure, the promise of good food, and a cute yurt to sleep in—but happiness might be a little harder to find than anticipated after getting dumped, especially given the looming prospect of facing my ex-girlfriend.

			We park in front of a wooden cabin that must have once been a house. The roof is covered in solar panels, and the hum of a generator can be heard beyond all the barking. Wooden outbuildings to the right have their doors open to reveal sleds, harnesses, tools, firewood, and more. Beside the cabin are three yurts—round, green pods with peaked roofs and wooden signs over the doors reading Kodiak, Grizzly, and Polar. More than anything, I can’t wait to cozy up in mine and decompress tonight.

			As we get out into the breathtaking cold, the dogs become so loud that my ears ring, and a smell hits my nose through my scarf. Looking around at the yellow and brown patches on the snow, it’s clear that rain hasn’t graced this place for weeks, and the extreme cold has fixed the dog excrement to the landscape.

			I scowl, hunching against the frigid air. I think I’m doomed to be surrounded by shit this week.

			Chantal unloads our luggage with practiced efficiency. “Hannah, you can say hi to them in a minute. Let’s get your snow gear and digs sorted first.”

			I look around to find Hannah speeding toward the nearest dog pen while its occupants jump and bark. She turns back, slumping a little. “They’re so wiggly…”

			“Come on.” Trevor crosses his arms, hunching against the cold, his expression telling me he’s wondering why he agreed to this.

			We enter the lodge with a hollow clunk of boots on wood, our jackets shuffling, our luggage bumping into the walls and each other. My heart lurches. It’s almost time to take off my scarf and say hi.

			“Wild North Lodge is proudly sustainable,” Chantal says, kicking off her boots, “so we ask that you be mindful of your usage. A flicked switch, a shorter shower—it all makes a difference.”

			I nod. The sustainability pledge was a selling point when I chose this tour.

			“Other than that, this is your home for the week,” she says, patting the log wall on the way past, “so feel free to use the TV, games, anything you want.”

			I feel a trickle of the comfort she’s promising. Something about being in a wood cabin is calming. Maybe there’s hope that I can enjoy this trip.

			Two free-roaming huskies come to greet us, and they have to be the oldest, boniest animals I’ve ever seen in my life. Their tails wag as they hobble over and sniff our knees. These must be some of the retired dogs.

			“Oh, they’re so cute!” Summer coos, leaning down to scratch them both.

			“The black furball is Dash, formerly our little speed demon. Still thinks he is one. The gray one is Smokey. Both have fathered quite a few of the pups outside.” Chantal walks behind a reception desk covered in forms and pens. A section of art and clothing with price tags fills up the right side. “Dinner is in the dining room here at six. Feel free to explore the yard and say hi to all the dogs once you get your snow gear on. They’re all friendly.”

			Hannah bounces excitedly.

			A pang of homesickness hits me in the chest as the lull of the afternoon stretches before me—an unbidden wish that Nolan was here.

			No. I do not wish he was here. He’s not the guy I thought he was, and I deserve better than someone who packs up and leaves right before a romantic getaway.

			Anyway, this afternoon won’t be a lull. I have a plan: gear up, say hi to all the dogs in the yard, freshen up before dinner.

			A chorus of high-pitched yips interrupts my thoughts, and five puppies stampede in from the living room, followed by a lean, tan dog who brings to mind a doe.

			The block of ice encasing my heart melts a little.

			“Doing all right, Pippi?” Chantal asks.

			Summer gasps and shrugs out of her heavy backpack, bending closer to the stampede of puppies. “Pippi, are these your babies?”

			Pippi wags her tail and leans into Summer’s legs. Dogs always did love her. Our family mutt, Stitch, used to pee in excitement when she walked in the door.

			“We went with an artist theme for this litter,” Chantal says. “Leonardo, Frida, Vincent, Georgia, Pablo.”

			“Aww, how dignified!” Summer bends down to coo at them.

			“Trevor, Hannah, let me grab some signatures from you here.” Chantal holds out a couple of pens and forms. “You’ll be in the Kodiak yurt.”

			I bend to pet the puppies clawing at my legs. They’re round with stubby tails, each one a different color, all of them baby soft with loose skin. “Hi, sweet—ouch!”

			I pull my hand back as a white one clamps its sharp puppy teeth over my fingers.

			“Pablo, gentle,” Chantal snaps, though the puppy doesn’t seem to know his own name yet and ignores her.

			While Hannah and Trevor fill out forms and Summer and I wait our turn, the entryway is quiet, filled only by scratching pens and whining puppies.

			Okay, I should pull my scarf down and say hi.

			No, I should ask her to step aside and tell her out of earshot.

			No, I’ll wait until we’re back outside. That’ll be the least public way to do this.

			Pablo jumps relentlessly at my calf, aiming for my fingers again.

			I crack a smile, bending to pet his chubby body.

			As he wiggles beneath my fingers, I let out a laugh—and, God, it feels good to laugh. Are puppies the cure for heartbreak?

			“Look at you!” I rub his pink belly as he gnaws on my hand. “You’re just a little potato!”

			Summer stiffens. Slowly, she straightens up, her eyes wide with recognition—and maybe a flash of panic. Her mouth forms an O.

			I freeze, cold dread pulsing through me.

			Busted.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A Lot of Layers

			It was the potato thing. I always call little animals potatoes.

			Summer’s gaze darts to Chantal, Trevor, and Hannah, who are busy with the forms. By the time she looks back at me, her eyes have narrowed.

			Shame pulses through me as the reality of being caught settles in. I feel my expression shift to panic, my eyes asking her not to make a scene in front of everyone. This is bad enough without adding public embarrassment to the mix.

			She backs away from the reception desk toward an open door. “Let’s get out of the way, puppies!”

			The puppies bound after her, biting her laces. I follow with heavy feet, feeling like I’m walking into a fighting ring.

			“This is a big waiver,” Trevor says behind us, apparently continuing his spiral of regret.

			“Big waivers mean big fun,” Hannah says brightly.

			“What? That’s not a thing.”

			“Don’t worry,” Chantal says. “It sounds scary, but it’s a standard form for activity-based vacations…”

			Summer and I step into a mudroom with a lot of parkas, gloves, and boots. “Is this why you were being—why you didn’t—” she whispers, her gaze darting over me. She might be piecing together my standoffishness since the airport.

			I rub my face—and then regret it because I haven’t washed my hands since being on an airplane and touching a bunch of dogs. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” I hiss back. “I planned to say hi to you—”

			She rolls her eyes. “Your famous catchphrase.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“It’s not supposed to happen this way. It’s not the plan.” She waves her hands, which look tiny sticking out of her massive jacket. “What was the plan, then?”

			Anger roils in my gut, heat building inside me like steam. Did she just mock me? “Well, it didn’t involve running into you.”

			We glare at each other. Picking up where we left off, just like I expected. I was right to avoid having this reunion in front of the others.

			They’d better not be able to hear us.

			“It’s been seven years,” I whisper.

			“And it seems you haven’t changed a bit.” She unzips her jacket with jerky movements. “I cannot believe we came all the way here from the airport and you were just hiding like a gremlin.”

			There’s a scuffle at our feet as the puppies continue attacking Summer’s laces, their claws scraping the floor and little playful groans rumbling from their throats.

			Sweltering, I tug at my scarf. “Were we on the same flight? Vancouver?”

			She nods stiffly, shrugging out of her jacket.

			“And you didn’t see me?” My tone is accusatory, like this is all her fault.

			“I’m good at sleeping on planes.”

			Wow. We spent the whole flight together and didn’t know it. I guess if I hadn’t been so late, I might have run into her in the waiting area before boarding.

			Would I have turned around and gone home then? Or would I have stuck it out?

			“So you were actually in Vancouver?” I ask, deadpan.

			“Layover.”

			I scoff. Of course. “Still afraid to commit to a city, huh?”

			“Still obsessed with having a plan, huh?” she snaps back.

			I clench my teeth, my jaw throbbing. Fury returns after years of lying dormant. The fact she thinks that about me is enraging. All I wanted was to know where our relationship stood. “I forgot you can’t discuss anything but the present moment.”

			She tosses her coat onto a bench, her cheeks red. She’s wearing a flattering beige cardigan with wooden buttons and a plunging neckline. She’s smaller than I remember, her shoulders slight, the top of her head only coming to my nose. Maybe I got used to being with a guy over the last few years—or maybe she just takes up so much room in my memory that I remember her being taller.

			“I told you I wanted to travel,” she says.

			I unwrap my scarf, which is driving me nuts in the heat of the lodge. “You sure did.”

			Specifically, the day after finishing her two-year software engineering diploma, she told me she wanted to work remotely and spend the next several years backpacking. Though I’ve always liked traveling, I was never interested in being away from home for as long as she wanted—especially not when I’d just landed a job at SolarGrid+. Traveling for a couple of weeks? Sign me up. Taking off for months or even years? Uh, not unless you want me crying into my pillow from homesickness.

			So, after three years together, she packed up and followed her dreams, leaving me behind.

			Why does everyone in my life eventually pack up and leave?

			“Your first stop of the tour is the mudroom,” Chantal tells Hannah and Trevor, startling both of us. “We’ll assign you snow gear for the week.”

			Summer kicks off her boots, leaving them to the puppies, before stepping toward the door.

			“Was it the potato thing?” I ask.

			Summer turns. “What?”

			I yank my toque off my head, taking a clump of hair with it. “Just now. When you knew it was me. Was it because I called the dog a potato?”

			“Yes.” She purses her lips, and my mouth tries to twist into a smile, but I firmly stop it. “That and your laugh,” she adds, walking away.

			I shed my jacket and boots, feeling naked in my flannel shirt and leggings. I squeeze past Trevor and Hannah and hurry to the front desk.

			“Waiver, medical form, autograph here and here,” Chantal says.

			A stiff silence swells between Summer and me as we skim through the forms and sign where we need to.

			“Avery, right?” Chantal asks. “Your travel buddy is officially a no-show?”

			A sensation like molten lava oozes through my gut.

			“Yep,” I say without looking at Summer.

			“Okay. Because you’re both lone wolves, I’m going to assign you to the same yurt.”

			I freeze, her words swirling over my head like hummingbirds around a feeder.

			Summer and I stare at her.

			My chest seems to collapse on itself. “But—but you have three, right? We could each have our own.”

			“Yes, but seeing as you’re both solo travelers, it’s our policy to pair people up. Heating and powering each yurt is a resource guzzler when it’s this cold out. It’s in the fine print of our sustainability pledge.”

			The fine print. Of course. Why would I have read the fine print for solo travelers?

			Damn sustainability pledge.

			“You’ll be in the Grizzly yurt.” Chantal smiles. “No keys or locks on anything. We don’t need those here.”

			Summer nods. Her expression is blank, unreadable. I can’t tell if she’s pissed off or resigned to our fate.

			I let out a slow breath. When I decided to get on the plane this morning, I thought I’d at least have a room to myself to mourn my breakup in peace. Maybe sob a little. Now I’ll never have privacy. And I’m being forced to room with Summer of all people?

			Chantal furrows her brow, looking between us as if trying to figure out why we both seem reluctant to share.

			“We used to know each other,” Summer says.

			A spike of irritation shoots through me. Okay, I guess we’re telling people.

			“Oh!” Chantal’s eyes widen.

			Behind us in the mudroom, the shuffle of Trevor and Hannah’s jackets pauses. They definitely overheard.

			Everybody is clearly waiting for us to elaborate. Ugh, this is as awkward as I thought it would be. I should’ve gotten back on the plane and flown home.

			“We used to date,” I say, hoping my casual tone conveys that I’m so over it.

			If she wants to tell everyone, then fine, we’ll tell them.

			Summer shoots me a look I can’t interpret. Maybe she heard the urgency in my tone—the desire to one-up her.

			Holding grudges? Who, me?

			“Okay.” Chantal looks down at the paperwork as if gathering her thoughts. She’s obviously never had to deal with this particular type of trainwreck before. “Well, if you want, we could… I mean, it’s our policy to pair up…”

			“It’s okay.” Summer offers Chantal a smile. “We won’t be difficult for you. This’ll be a fun reunion.”

			She turns a blank smile onto me before continuing with the forms.

			I want to argue. I want to insist I have my own room. But that would mean causing a scene and getting off to a bad start with Chantal and everyone. More than my desire to have my own space, I don’t want to be difficult.

			“It’ll be the time of our lives,” I say through my teeth.

			I’m not sure who won this conversation. Maybe everybody loses.

			When the forms are signed and we’re gathered in the mudroom, Chantal grabs snow gear for each of us—insulated overalls, parkas with hoods, boots, and mittens. All of it is rated for extreme cold, and by the time I have it on, I feel like I’m wrapped in sleeping bags.

			“The long winters must get to you here, hey?” Trevor asks, standing with his arms out in a way that reminds me of the overdressed snowsuit kid in A Christmas Story.

			“Sometimes I dream of piña coladas on a beach.” Chantal riffles through a box of parka hoods. “But when springtime swoops in, it’s like nature’s grand apology. You should visit us in June. I dare you to find a place that’ll steal your breath away quite like here.”

			I zip up my parka and grab the mittens. My face is clammy from the gear and embarrassment.

			“Looking good, friends,” Chantal says, scanning us. She walks behind me and tugs the collar of my parka. “You’re missing a hood.”

			I reach back to confirm, my hand flailing across open air. “Oh. It’s okay.”

			“No, it’s not. One sec, I’ll get you one.”

			Damn, just how cold is it going to be? I feel like a marshmallow.

			“Chantal, I think I need bigger boots,” Hannah says, wincing as she tries to cram her foot into one.

			“Sure. Let me get you a size up.” Chantal grabs a hood from a bin and hands it to Summer. “Can you zip this onto Avery’s parka?”

			No. Can’t someone else do it?

			Summer takes it, looking like she wants to say no as well. She walks behind me, and I stand there while she struggles to connect the zipper ends. Her fingers move intimately close to my cheek, threatening to graze my neck at any moment. I can hear her every breath.

			I stare ahead, pretending not to care about the proximity. She must have used hand lotion because a floral scent drifts into my nostrils. It’s soothing, feminine—awakening the part of me that’s been dormant for years.

			Memories push forward, softer, hazier ones: leaning back on the couch so I can settle in against her chest, scooting back against her so I can be the little spoon, feeling her arms slide around my waist and her lips on my neck as she sneaks up behind me in the kitchen.

			My heart skips a beat. Why am I thinking about these things? I thought I got rid of those memories long ago.

			Heat rises into my cheeks, making my skin clammier. I probably look like a tomato.

			Hannah finishes lacing up her boots and runs outside, abandoning her luggage. “Here I come, puppers!”

			Trevor sighs, looking around as if trying to find a hole to climb into, before following. He moves stiffly and slowly in all his layers.

			We plunge into silence, and Summer finally zips the hood onto my parka. She steps back. “Done.”

			“Be free,” Chantal says, tidying up the clothing explosion on the benches. Her hair falls across her eyes, and she blows it back. “Settle into your yurts and explore the property, and I’ll see you at six for dinner.”

			Summer heaves her backpack on and leaves.

			I grab my backpack and luggage, a mix of relief and regret simmering in my chest. I’m relieved she didn’t say anything to make that awkward or hostile in front of everyone. But I regret we argued in the first place. Maybe I should have just apologized for hiding and stayed quiet.

			I guess seven years weren’t enough to make the hard feelings fizzle. For either of us.

			The air bites my face, but the rest of me is dressed for it this time, and it’s a relief not to want to die the second I step outside. The lingering heat of embarrassment probably helps too. Dogs continue to howl, and the dirty, packed snow squeaks beneath my boots as I follow Summer toward our home for the next week: the yurt with the sign above the door reading Grizzly.

			The circular structure is cozy inside, with walls made of a wooden lattice and thick material. The ceiling is supported by thin, narrowly spaced rafters. A sled hangs upside-down above us, and white clouds are visible through a skylight at the peak. Mismatched rugs cover the wooden floor, looking well-worn after warming the feet of hundreds of guests. The furniture is all handcrafted wood—two queen beds, end tables with drawers, a table and two chairs, a couch, and a bookshelf with a few games and books. A wood-burning fireplace with a teakettle on top stands ready to pump out extra heat, though it’s warm already.

			Comfort hovers at the edge of my senses, trying its hardest to penetrate my skin and make me relax. But I can only stand here, stiff and uncomfortable in this romantic little dwelling with my angry ex-girlfriend.

			The overpowering dog smell has also worked its way into our yurt. I guess that’s unavoidable at a place like this.

			Summer drops her backpack onto the bed further from the door. I take the closer one, dragging my luggage to the end table and leaving it for later.

			I want to say something to break the silence. Do I ask how she’s been, or would she roll her eyes at the basic question?

			Before I can come up with something, she says, “We could try harder to be in separate rooms. I mean, you did pay for two people, and I’m willing to pay a solo traveler fee. I’ve done it before in tour groups. I doubt she’d say no if we’re willing to offset the cost.”

			The anger has left her voice, her smooth, natural tone filling the air between us. She crosses her arms as she studies the worn-out games and coffee table books on the shelves.

			“True.” I hesitate. The thought of going back to argue with Chantal is nauseating. She shouldn’t have to go out of her way to accommodate my petty request. Anyway, now that I’m in the yurt, it’s spacious enough. There are two beds, and that’s a win. “I guess I’m fine sharing if you are.”

			Summer’s gaze lingers on me, making me wonder what’s going through her head. “Yeah, I’m fine with it.”

			There. We said words that weren’t angry.

			She walks past me and leaves.

			I look around, shifting on my feet. Art in the distinctive Northwest Coast style covers the lattice walls—animals carved into wood and painted black, red, and blue, a mask, a drum. Over my bed hangs a canvas painting of an enormous octopus with long, winding tentacles rising out of the water. The caption says Tlingit Octopus at Sunset.

			It’s a beautiful place—everything I hoped it would be and more.

			I breathe deeply to loosen the tightness in my chest. This is the first time I’ve traveled solo, and it feels…empty. Lacking. I’m ready to share this experience with someone, but that someone isn’t here.

			Instead, I get Summer.

			The barking outside swells. She’s obviously gone to say hi to the sled dogs.

			I don’t know what to do except sit here and feel the weight of being alone, so I head outside too.

			As I step into the snowy expanse of the Yukon, the sight of a hundred huskies greets me. Across the yard, Summer bends to cuddle one, laughing as he licks her face.

			My stomach twists. Time to figure out how to cope with the fact that I’m rooming with my ex-girlfriend all week.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Comfort Zones

			Ninety-seven.

			There are ninety-seven dogs in the yard, and in the time it takes to pet all of them, I come to a decision: I can’t let this ruin my vacation. Summer and I are going to be stuck together all week whether we like it or not, so we have to put any hard feelings behind us. In fact, I’m going to be so damn friendly, she’ll feel guilty for snapping at me.

			My stomach rumbles as I enter the lodge with Summer, Hannah, and Trevor at dinnertime. We shed our parkas and boots, breathing in the smell of freshly baked bread—which overpowers the dog smell for a blissful moment.

			I trace my fingers over the wall as we enter the living room, letting the rough texture of the wood transport me back to childhood—memories of winter retreats and summer vacations in my grandparents’ oceanfront cabin.

			Two old dogs lay draped on a cracked leather couch like bony blankets, and another is sprawled flat on the floor. They look lazily up at us, wagging their tails.

			“I could live here,” Hannah says with a dreamy sigh.

			“It’d have to be without me,” Trevor says.

			She laughs, which makes him smile.

			“I’ll live here with you,” Summer says as Pippi and her babies come stampeding in.

			I hold back a snort. As if she would ever stay in one place long enough to call it “living here.”

			But in the interest of being really damn friendly, I stay quiet.

			Hannah rounds on Trevor with a grin. “Careful, Trev, or you’ll be replaced.”

			He playfully shoves her toward Summer. “You can have her.”

			Hannah cries out indignantly, and they play fight, laughing.

			Summer and I catch each other’s eye and look away. I wonder if she’s remembering how we used to play fight like that in high school as a way of flirting—an excuse to touch each other.

			Clanking pots and pans come from somewhere around the corner, and Chantal shouts, “Come in! Have a seat and help yourselves to drinks.”

			A long table big enough for ten stretches out at the far end of the living room, where a door opens to the kitchen. On the far wall hang two large Northwest Coast paintings of red-and-black animals, their labels reading Kajèt (Raven or Crow) and Aguna (Wolf). On the left wall hangs a TV and shelves full of board games. It’s pitch-black beyond the windows, but inside, the cabin’s lights bathe us in a warm glow.

			Hannah and Trevor sit next to each other on the far side of the table, and I pull out a chair across from them. Summer sidesteps and leaves an empty chair between us—which doesn’t bode well for reconciling.

			My stomach twists, and I reach for the open bottle of red wine on the table.

			Summer reaches for it at the same moment, and I pull my hand back before we have an awkward finger-entwining moment. “Sorry. You go.”

			“Here, let me.” She grabs my glass and pours some.

			“Thanks!” Wow, my tone sounds forced-polite.

			She keeps pouring until it’s full to the brim. “You seem like you could use a drink. Anyone else?”

			I cast her a tight-lipped smile and take a sip.

			The others hold out their glasses, oblivious. Maybe our exchange looks normal to them, but compared to how things used to be between Summer and me—the sort of teasing and playfulness that Hannah and Trevor have and their constant need to touch and look at each other—we’re being stiff and uptight.

			Summer pours everyone’s wine, her hips pressing against the table as she leans across it. Her beige cardigan hugs her body, leaving a glimpse of skin at her waist. She looks more mature since we dated, curvier and less like a willowy teenager. Too bad she doesn’t seem to have changed on the inside.

			“Cheers!” Hannah says when we all have our drinks. We clink glasses.

			I sip my wine, which turns into a big, fortifying gulp. The fruity sweetness coats my tongue, easing itself down my throat.

			Time to defrost this situation with Summer. We have a few possible conversation topics:

			 

			1. The past. Places she traveled after she dumped me, people she met and possibly dated, how her career is going, memories from when we dated. Avoid.

			2. The future. Avoid.

			3. The present. Safe, uncomplicated, with potential to divert attention to other people. Attempt.

			 

			“Did you have a favorite dog outside?” I ask her. Dogs are always a good topic.

			“Um—” She looks at me as if surprised I asked her a question. “Bruno tried to climb into my lap, so that was pretty cute.”

			“He was sweet. Shadow also hugged me around the waist—”

			“Dinner is served!” Chantal sings, carrying a silver stockpot out of the kitchen.

			“Great!” Summer exclaims, bringing her wine to her lips.

			Okay, making things not weird with Summer might be even harder than anticipated.

			“Everyone, this is my husband, Craig.”

			A man follows Chantal in with a basket of biscuits and a serrated knife. “Hello, all,” he says.

			Craig’s tall, white, and in his forties, with short salt-and-pepper hair and a chevron mustache. He’s in a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows—the type of guy you’d expect to see carrying around an ax and saying things like, Boy, that tree’s a real beauty, eh?

			As he leans to set it onto the table, the knife slips from the basket, landing on the wood with a clatter. “Oops, there we go,” he says, putting it back. “Help yourselves to Chantal’s famous bannock, all.”

			Steam rises from the biscuits, and my mouth waters in anticipation.

			“Best dipped in bison stew,” Chantal announces, removing the stockpot lid.

			Everyone oohs.

			Chantal and Craig take a seat with us, and we all help ourselves.

			“Everyone settled into their yurts all right?” Chantal’s golden-brown eyes pause on Summer and me.

			We nod. Heat creeps into my cheeks after the earlier awkwardness.

			“They’re great,” I add, hoping my cheerful tone negates it.

			I feel Summer glance at me, like maybe she sees right through my tone to the lingering discomfort.

			“They’re so neat inside,” Hannah says. “I’ve always wondered what it’s like to stay in one.”

			As she gushes about their yurt, I take a spoonful of stew, and my taste buds dance. The slow-cooked meat and vegetables dissolve in my mouth, rich and hearty, warming me to my core. Notes of thyme and rosemary play across my tongue. Yep, I believe her when she says her dad’s a chef.

			I sigh, savoring the comfort food after that roller coaster of a day. The wine hits my system, a pleasant tingle radiating from the inside out.

			“God, this is good,” I say with a dramatic moan.

			Summer catches my eye for the briefest moment, a flush in her cheeks, before she bows her head to take another bite.

			Heat rises in my face. I might have made that moan a little too convincing.

			The others don’t seem to notice because they’re nodding in agreement.

			“Incredible,” Trevor says through a mouthful.

			Chantal clearly takes pride in every aspect of her business, from the accommodations to the well-loved dogs to the delicious meals. To think she and Craig welcome new guests every week year-round is impressive.

			“Hey, let’s make a pact that if someone sees the northern lights, we’ll wake up everyone else,” Summer says, leaning forward.

			Hannah nods vigorously. “Even if it’s three in the morning. We have to see them while we’re here, right, Trev?”

			Trevor’s smile looks a bit like a grimace.

			“It’s a good idea to take turns looking for them,” Chantal says. “My advice is to spend at least half an hour out there. Don’t just poke your head out and back in again. It takes your eyes about fifteen minutes to shake off the indoor light and adjust to the darkness. That’s when you really see them dance.”

			“Noted.” Summer nods firmly. “We’ll work as a team.”

			Hannah leans across the table to high-five her.

			I can’t help remembering that this is why I fell in love with Summer. She makes friends easily and makes adventures out of everything, drawing those around her out of their shells and encouraging them to seize the day with her—like she did with me. In the first year we were together, I had more new experiences than in my whole life up until then.

			“It must be hard for you two to go anywhere,” Summer says to Chantal and Craig, “with all the tours coming through and a hundred dogs to take care of.”

			“Oh, we don’t go anywhere.” Chantal laughs. “At least, I don’t. Craig visits his family in New Brunswick once a year during the in-between season.”

			Summer smiles, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s inwardly judging them and wondering why anyone would choose to live a stationary life—unlike Summer the Adventurous Nomad.

			Be nice, I remind myself.

			Something nudges my foot, and I look down to find that the dining table hides the mayhem going on underneath it—the dogs that were on the couch and floor rove around for dropped food, while the puppies wrestle each other, soft thumps rising as they flop all over the hardwood. The white puppy, Pablo, chews my pant leg, and Smokey gazes at me with a Class A begging face. I gently remove my pants from Pablo’s mouth and scratch the old dog behind the ear.

			Should I ask Summer another question? If we want to survive this trip, we should try to start off on a better foot—but I don’t want her to get annoyed or think I’m being passive-aggressive.

			I open my mouth, then decide against it at the last moment and redirect my focus to Chantal and Craig. “How did you two meet?”

			Chantal’s eyes gleam, and she casts her husband a knowing smile. “He was a guest. Gosh, he had a knack for getting himself wedged into every snowdrift this side of the river. And facing just about every challenge Mother Nature could toss his way. Didn’t you even get hung up on a tree at one point?”

			Craig grunts.

			“I found myself constantly heading out into the fray to help him out of tight spots,” Chantal says.

			“Smooth,” Trevor says with an approving nod.

			Chantal grins. “I mean, I thought he was an idiot at first…”

			We all burst into laughter, including Craig. Summer’s whole aura changes, making her glow.

			“He insists his mishaps weren’t on purpose,” Chantal says, eyeing her husband, “but I spent more time with him than anyone else in the group, and I fell for his charms by the end of it.”

			“It wasn’t on purpose,” Craig says insistently, like this is a conversation they’ve had many times. “I’m just a bit of a disaster magnet, y’know?”

			I purse my lips, thinking of the knife flying out of the bread basket a moment ago.

			Chantal tilts her head and smiles, something passing between her and her husband in a look.

			My heart squeezes. I hope this pain goes away—the trigger of seeing a couple sharing what I took for granted with Nolan. It’s that wordless communication that gets stronger over time, the joy of sharing the story of how you met over and over again, the looks that say more than words.

			The others are still talking, and I look up from my bowl, forcing myself to stay present. I take a bite of buttery, warm bannock, letting the carbs soothe me.

			“…we get people from all over,” Craig says, answering a question I missed. “We had a couple from Istanbul last week.”

			I feel Summer’s gaze on me, a familiar warmth on the side of my face, but when I look over at her, she’s looking past me at Craig. The flash of hope inside me extinguishes. Maybe I imagined it.

			“You can tell who didn’t do their research before booking,” Chantal says with a grin. “We’ve had people show up in windbreakers, freezing their asses off.”

			Craig shakes his head, chuckling. “Remember the lady who wouldn’t get out of the car because she was scared of dogs? Goddamn, who books a dogsledding trip if you don’t like dogs?”

			Hannah points emphatically at Trevor. “That’s him!”

			We all gasp.

			“You’re kidding!” Craig puts a hand over his heart as if in pain.

			“I’m not scared of them,” Trevor insists, but I can’t help noticing he’s carefully angling his legs away from the one begging at his side. “I just…never had one.”

			Oh, this poor guy. Between the extra-hairy dogs leaning against our legs, the smells, and the sounds, this is probably the worst place in the world for someone who isn’t a dog person.

			“Well, you’ll get used to ’em real fast around here.” Craig pats Dash, who is leaning against his thigh.

			“I’ll do my best,” Trevor says, glancing cautiously at the one breathing on his arm.

			“You must really love Hannah,” I say teasingly.

			They both laugh and look at each other.

			“We tend to push each other out of our comfort zones.” He smiles reluctantly. “I’m making her do swing dancing lessons with me when we get back.”

			Hannah grimaces.

			“Ooh, I have a challenge for everyone,” Summer says, leaning forward.

			I’m not surprised to hear these words come out of her mouth. She has a way of breaking the ice and getting people to play games. I always thought she’d make a great leader, whether in her career, a sport, or a club—another calling she cast aside to go after her traveling dreams.

			“By the end of the trip,” she says, splaying her hands on the table, “we all have to face our fears.”

			“Good idea!” I say.

			Summer casts me the most fleeting of glances. “Trevor, you have to cuddle a dog.”

			He moans. “They smell.”

			“Cuddle one! It’s good for the soul.”

			“It’s a scientific fact that dog cuddles release oxytocin,” I add.

			“Hannah, what about you?” Summer asks. “What are you nervous about?”

			Hannah spins her glass. “Probably coming face-to-face with a moose at the wildlife preserve. I’ve heard they’re massive and dangerous.”

			Chantal smiles. “They are, but you don’t have to worry about the ones at the preserve. They’re all orphans who have been raised by humans, so they’re kinda like big, dorky horses.”

			Hannah gives a weak smile, seeming no more reassured.

			“You’re going to pose for a photo with a moose,” Summer says.

			Hannah hesitates, then sits taller. “Okay.”

			“As for me… I’m not super keen on snowmobiling…”

			I grin, trying to catch her eye to convey that I remember her fear of driving motorized things. Over the Canada Day long weekend after high school graduation, at a lake with my family, my parents rented a Jet Ski for all of us to try—and for someone so adventurous, she was trembling as we climbed on to take it for a spin. I vividly recall her arms wrapping tightly around my waist as she sat behind me, her cheek against my shoulder, her lips moving as she murmured, “Ohmygod-ohmygod…”

			Summer doesn’t look at me. “Well, I knew there’d be snowmobiling when I signed up for this thing, so I’m ready for it.” She leans over the table for another helping of stew. “What about you, Avery?”

			The brief pause before she asked makes me wonder if she considered skipping over me entirely.

			A pit of frustration forms in my gut. I’m trying, and she’s giving me nothing.

			“Hm…” I sip my wine, taking the second to think. Beyond the window, the vast wilderness is shrouded in darkness. “Given all the hours of nightfall, I was thinking about how we’ll be doing some stuff outside when it’s still dark out. So I guess I’m a little scared of”—I don’t want to admit something I’m afraid of to Summer, but everybody else has acknowledged a fear—“um, it’ll be a little unnerving walking around in the wilderness when it’s pitch-black out.”

			“Afraid of not knowing where you’re going, huh?” Summer nods as if to say, That checks out. “Well, by the end of the trip, you’re going for a walk at night.”

			The spark of anger I’ve been trying to suppress flares to life. I raise my glass, my willpower cracking. “It’s good to see you facing a fear instead of running away from it.”

			She tilts her head, casting me a forced smile. Around us, everyone is either oblivious to the tension between us or pointedly ignoring it.

			“If your worry is that you’ll be attacked by a wild animal, you can breathe easy,” Chantal assures me. “It’s pretty quiet in these woods. We also have headlamps you can borrow, and you can bring a dog for comfort.”

			I tear my gaze away from the stare-down with Summer to smile at Chantal. Her reassurance helps. “Thanks.”

			“It’s on,” Hannah says, banging her fist on the table. She and Summer lift their chins as if about to face off in a duel.

			Trevor looks a little less pumped, but he doesn’t protest.

			Chantal raises her glass in a toast. “I’m glad you all booked this trip despite knowing you’d be confronting your fears.”

			We all meet her toast, Summer and I holding each other’s gaze with narrowed eyes.

			The pit of frustration in my gut expands. How are we supposed to start off on friendly terms if she’s going to be snarky? Admittedly, I could have let her comment about being afraid of not knowing where I’m going slide, but I’m not going to be a punching bag. I’m the one who got dumped. Of the two of us, I have the right to be angry. But I’m ready to forget about the past while she’s holding onto bad feelings.

			What’s she been doing since we broke up, anyway? Did she angrily bottle up the memory of me and start dating other people right away? Or maybe her new, travel-filled life doesn’t allow time for relationships. Maybe she’s spent all this time resenting me. At least I found love and did my best to forget her—even if that love has since gone to pieces.

			As Hannah gushes about how excited she is to try dogsledding tomorrow, I finish my bowl in silence. Maybe I’m hoping for too much with Summer. Maybe some wounds are too deep to heal, no matter how much time has passed.

			Which begs the question: how unbearable is this trip going to be if we can’t get over what happened between us?

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Without a Destination

			“I’m staying out,” Summer says as we return to our yurt.

			The fact she’s telling me this instead of leaving unannounced catches me by surprise. Maybe the wine made her forget to clam up.

			I hang my parka on a giant hook by the door. “Okay. Come get me if you see the northern lights?”

			Summer nods, stepping into her snow pants. “I’ll honor the pact.”

			We’re back to being civil, I guess—another dip in this emotional rollercoaster. Is the ride coming to an end, or are we doomed to be tossed around for the whole week?

			While she gets ready to go outside, something familiar hovers between us—a system, a habit, something I’d forgotten about until now. She lets out a slow breath as if drained, and it clicks: this was our routine.

			As outgoing as Summer is, she often disappears after a social event—sometimes in the middle of one. When I asked her about it early in our friendship, she confessed that she needs to recharge alone. She’s like an introverted extrovert, if that’s a thing. So, whenever we went out somewhere and she vanished, it was never a surprise. Ten or twenty minutes later, she would come back, full of renewed energy. Her flighty behavior became a joke among our mutual friends when we couldn’t find her: “Classic Summer!” “There goes Summer again.”

			I guess I shouldn’t have been so surprised when she took off on me. There goes Summer.

			When the door clicks shut, I grab my phone and settle at the table to video call Mom. She worries when I travel and expects frequent updates. Also, I have an important life change to tell her and Dad about.

			“Shit,” I whisper, the word a sigh. They’re going to be disappointed. They won’t show it, but it’ll be there, lingering.

			Mom answers with a wide smile. “Avee!”

			Her blond hair is pulled back with a clip, loose strands falling around her heart-shaped face. She’s settled into her usual post-dinner spot on the couch, the blue fleece blanket draped over the back that’s been around since I was a kid. Her freckled cheeks are rosy, maybe because she also had wine with dinner or maybe from sitting beside the fireplace. The room around her has a soft, festive glow, and her glasses reflect the red and green lights of the Christmas tree.

			It’s eight o’clock there too—I might be a whole ecosystem away, but I haven’t changed time zones.

			“Hi, Mom! I made it.”

			Dad shouts from somewhere in the background. “Good to hear you haven’t turned into an ice cube!”

			Their words drag in the choppy video as the Wi-Fi struggles to keep up.

			I smile. “Not yet.”

			Hearing their voices, emotion tightens my throat. I need their comfort after these couple of days. A hug would be nice, but their words will do fine for now.

			“Are you keeping warm?” Mom props her tablet on the TV tray in front of her, and I glimpse our old family dog, Stitch, in her lap. He’s a twelve-pound rescue mutt with an underbite whose cuddliness and intelligence make up for his looks.

			“Don’t worry,” I say. “The hosts set us up well. You should see how thick the parkas are.”

			“Good.”

			Stitch stares at the screen with his ears up, recognizing my voice, as Mom absently pets him.

			“Have you eaten dinner yet?” she asks. “Was the food okay?”

			Typical Mom, blurting out concerns as the opening to our conversation.

			“Just finished. The food was amazing.”

			“How’s Nolan finding it?”

			My insides deflate. Here we go.

			“Actually…” My voice breaks. Dammit. “Nolan…broke up with me right before the trip. I came here without him.”

			“What? Oh my God, sweetie. Are you okay?”

			Why does that question have to be such a trigger for tears? I thought I was dealing with it. I thought I had let anger triumph over sadness.

			My face crumples in on itself, the weight of the breakup slamming down on me. “I’ll be fine. I—I’m just a little in shock. I didn’t see it coming.”

			“Of course you didn’t. I’m surprised too. You two seemed so…” Mom shakes her head, looking past the tablet as if searching her memory for clues.

			“I think he just…fell out of love.” I haven’t let myself dwell on Nolan’s words for long enough to process them.

			We’ve drifted…I don’t feel a spark anymore…

			“I’m sorry.” I wipe my cheeks, taking a steadying breath. “I wish I was calling with better news.”

			“Stop it,” Mom says sternly.

			Dad comes over and sits beside her, worry creasing his forehead. Stitch looks up as if annoyed to find himself competing for Mom’s attention. “Want me to go smack him upside the head for ya?” Dad says.

			I give a wet laugh. “Yes.”

			He nods firmly. “I’ll get the car.”

			Mom scoffs and rests her hand on his leg. “You two…”

			Dad and I exchange a grin. This is exactly what I need—soothing words and empathy from Mom, questionable humor from Dad.

			“Did he leave?” Mom asks.

			“Yeah. Packed a suitcase and everything.” I hate the hot wave of self-pity that rises in me as the words come out.

			“When you get home, I’ll come help you de-Nolan the place, okay?” Mom says. “We’ll sell or donate anything that reminds you of him and start fresh. We can go shopping for new stuff.”

			I smile, grateful for her undying support. She and Dad helped me out financially when it came time to buy my own place—it’s the only way to buy a home in Vancouver—and they’re as attached to the townhouse as I am. The prospect of giving it a makeover and taking out everything that reminds me of Nolan lifts me higher.

			“But Avee, are you staying all alone in a big cabin?” Mom asks, concern straining her voice. “Maybe a dog can sleep inside with you for protection.”

			I suppress a smirk, dabbing my eyes with my sleeve. What does she think will happen? A bear attack? A cougar? Sasquatch?

			“No, I’m not alone. They pair up solo travelers. Actually—” I swallow. Mom and Dad loved Summer, and they were genuinely sad when we broke up. How will they react if they find out she’s here?

			“You’re paired up with a stranger?” Mom asks, filling the silence. The note of worry is still there. Apparently, my sleeping in the same cabin as a stranger doesn’t ease her worries any more than if I’d been alone.

			“No, I—” My mouth goes dry. “Summer is here.”

			“Summer Joshi?” Mom asks as if we know more than one Summer.

			I brace for her reaction. “Yup. She’s just outside looking for the northern lights.”

			“No kidding,” Dad says, his expression brightening.

			Mom beams. “I’m surprised she was in town! Did you give her a call after Nolan left?”

			“What? No!” I say quickly. Shit, they think I invited her. “It’s a coincidence she’s here. I didn’t know. The lodge put us together.”

			Mom sits back, a flash of surprise crossing her face.

			Dad, ever oblivious, still looks delighted. “Well, how’s she doing?”

			Mom swats his knee to silence him and leans closer to the tablet. “Is it weird to share a room with her? You could ask to be separated, you know.”

			It was no secret how torn up I was when Summer dumped me. I appreciate her concern.

			“It’s okay. It’s not bad. I’m just trying to avoid talking about the past with her.” And failing miserably. Our snarky comments over dinner linger, making me grimace.

			Stitch seems to have had enough of this conversation and jumps off Mom’s lap. His claws make a slow click-click on the hardwood as he lumbers away. How is it that Stitch and the dogs outside are the same species?

			“So, how is she?” Dad asks more gently with a cautious glance at Mom.

			I shift, the wooden chair creaking under me. I should end this call before Summer comes back inside and adds a whole other layer of emotional discomfort to this conversation. “She’s fine. She’s been traveling all over like she said she would.”

			“I should hope so.” Mom scowls, a crease between her eyebrows. “She sacrificed a lot to go off and do that.”

			“Mom,” I protest. I agree that if she was going to dump me to travel the world, she’d better have actually done it—but hearing it from Mom makes me defensive. I’m the only one who’s allowed to criticize my ex’s life choices.

			The door of the yurt opens, and a blast of icy air hits me as Summer comes inside with her hood up, everything but her eyes covered. She gives an exaggerated shudder. “Too cloudy for the northern lights. Freaking freezing out there.”

			I sit up straight, wiping my cheeks to avoid betraying that I was crying over Nolan. “Just video chatting with my parents. I’m almost done.”

			Crap. I thought I had more time. As if our reunion isn’t complicated enough, now I have to try and hide that I’m an emotional wreck. Also, are my parents about to see how awkward things have been with Summer?

			“Oh.” Summer freezes, staring at my phone. She kicks off her boots and walks behind me, leaning down to see the call. “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Graham!”

			“Hi, Summer. How—how have you been?” Mom’s tone is polite, but her eyes glint with the affection she’s loyally suppressing.

			Summer’s pleasant, floral scent makes my brain foggy as she leans close to see the phone. I lean away a little to avoid it.

			“Great!” She unzips her parka and drops it on the floor, peppier than she’s been all day. “I’m a programmer at a data analytics company. Working remotely and traveling the world.”

			“Oh, wow.” Mom’s barely suppressed enthusiasm seeps into her tone. “Good for you, sweetie.”

			I stare at Summer, wordless. Okay, first of all, she’s more talkative with my parents than with me. If they were here in person, she would definitely be hugging them right now. Secondly, Mom’s tone made me feel like we’re teenagers again. I guess for the amount of time Summer spent at our house between the ages of seventeen and twenty, Mom still sees her that way—the same way she sees me.

			“You two and your sense of adventure.” Dad laughs and shakes his head. “Remember that road trip where you didn’t have a destination? Or maybe you had a destination but didn’t want to admit it.”

			Mom casts him a shut-up look that he doesn’t notice.

			But rather than cringe, Summer smiles in a way that makes my stomach flip—the curve of her lips, the dimples in her cheeks, the brightness in her eyes. Maybe it’s the memory messing with my brain, but her face looks more like it did when we were younger.

			The smile is contagious, and I have to bite my lip. I remember the road trip well. When we were eighteen, we ended up in Washington in the town where Twilight took place—and as much as we claimed we were driving with no real destination, we sort of knew where we were going.

			“Forks, yeah.” Summer laughs. “We geeked out pretty hard that day.”

			“Remember how gorgeous the beach was?” I ask her.

			“All the mist? It was incredible.”

			When she meets my gaze, her brow pinches. She searches my face.

			Oh, crap, can she tell I was crying a minute ago?

			We break eye contact at the same time, returning our attention to my phone.

			What if she thinks I was crying over her? Should I explain?

			No. Blurting out what happened with Nolan would do nothing for my attempts to keep things light between us. Also, she’s supposed to think I’m thriving, not miserable and heartbroken. That’s the first rule of running into someone who dumped you—make them think you’re doing amazing without them.

			I scramble for something to say that will distract her from my puffy eyes, but Dad swoops in.

			“Well, fill us in on all the places you’ve been!” he says, and I immediately regret not coming up with something to say first. Now we’re stuck in this conversation.

			Mom purses her lips, probably wondering if she should redirect Dad to the next room somehow.

			“Oh, gosh.” Summer pulls out the chair next to mine and sits. “I’ve been to every continent and am planning to hit every country someday.”

			Dad whistles. “That’s a big dream.”

			“It’ll take a while, but I’m not in a rush. So far, I’ve been to Tunisia, Cambodia, Chile, Australia, Antarctica, about a dozen countries in Europe…plus my first family vacation to India when I was thirteen. I’ve got the full list in my journal. It’s been a blur.”

			I barely hold my mouth shut. She said she wanted to travel the world when she ditched me, and travel she did. She’s been to the ends of the earth since we broke up.

			Maybe she’s a girl with a plan, after all. It’s just not a plan that has a partner in it.

			“How are your sisters?” Mom asks, a perfectly reasonable, casual catch-up question—the sort of conversation I should’ve had with Summer instead of whisper-shouting with her in a mudroom.

			“They’re good. All three of them came to Australia with me. It was amazing.”

			Mom puts a hand over her heart like this is all too wonderful, then catches herself and says calmly, “Well, we’re happy to see you living your dreams.”

			Summer smiles. “Thanks.”

			It hurts to be reminded of the way Summer used to fit in with our family, from pancake breakfasts to evening campfires and everything in between. I don’t think any of us got over losing her.

			“Both of you are such go-getters,” Mom says. “You traveling, Avery running a business…”

			“You’re running a business?” Summer snaps her gaze to me. “Are you not at that solar company anymore?”

			My heart skips at the personal question. When I meet her eye, she looks down as if embarrassed for asking.

			“Avee, you didn’t tell her?” Dad says.

			No, I didn’t tell her, Father. We’ve done nothing but snap at each other today.

			“I started my own event planning business four years ago,” I explain, fidgeting with my shirt buttons. “After working for someone else for a few years, I figured I could launch my own business and plan events for more than one company.”

			Summer searches my face curiously. Is she surprised to learn I quit? Wondering if I’m capable of running my own business?

			“I think she was destined to launch a business,” Mom says proudly. “Everything else was a stepping stone.”

			Summer turns her gaze to the phone instead of me, like she can’t quite meet my eye. “I’m happy for you. You’re too ambitious to be working for someone else.”

			“It’s true!” Mom exclaims.

			I smile, my heart bouncing at the compliment.

			There’s a pause.

			Mom is glowing as she looks at us.

			“Well…” Dad sighs. “Life takes its twists and turns, doesn’t it?”

			My heart lurches. I don’t think he’s talking about my job anymore.

			“Anyway—” Mom says.

			“I should get ready for bed,” I say at the same time before we veer any closer to how sad it is that things didn’t work out between us.

			“Okay, sweetie.” Mom casts me a sympathetic smile. “Have a good sleep.”

			“Catch you both later!” Dad says.

			I blow a kiss. “Love you.”

			Summer waves at them, and before I even end the call, she’s out of her chair.

			Silence descends on us. The sound of her footsteps is amplified as she crosses to her bed and sifts through her clothes with her back to me.

			I stare after her, waiting for her to meet my eye, but it doesn’t happen. It’s like a curtain has been pulled shut around her.

			My frustration boils over, hot and acidic. Was her chattiness in front of my parents fake? She didn’t want to look surly in front of them?

			I open my mouth to ask what that sudden cheerfulness was all about and then hesitate. Do I want to go there? I’m either about to open old wounds or bring us a step closer to closure.

			It’s a risk worth taking. I have to know if she meant what she said—if there’s any hope of us moving forward and being happy for each other.

			“Are you really happy for me, or were you just saying that?” I ask. My stomach clenches as I wait for the answer, unsure what I want her to say.

			“Of course I am.” Summer pauses, standing motionless over her bed. Her shoulders are tense, her fingers twisting around a scarf. “I guess you can’t manage to be happy for me and my travels?”

			Her phrasing sends a spike of irritation through me. “Oh, come on. Why are you acting like I’m the bad guy? You dumped me.”

			She spins around, her eyes narrowed. “You said some pretty hurtful things when I left!”

			I did, and my cheeks burn at the memory of telling her exactly what I thought about her priorities—but that’s beside the point. “Because I was hurt! You chose a backpack and an open-ended plane ticket over your girlfriend!”

			“I had to. I’d had enough of being smothered.”

			“Smothered? Because I wanted to talk about our relationship?” I stand, my fists clenched. All the events of the last twenty-four hours build inside me—getting dumped, traveling alone, seeing Summer, arguing with her, being forced to room with her. I’m not sure what I was thinking, starting this conversation. There’s clearly no hope of us being happy for each other, and now the bitter feelings are free-flowing. “Nowhere in your plan for the future did you mention a relationship or marriage or—”

			“We were twenty!” Her voice gets higher, her hands waving impatiently.

			“And together for three years.” Which apparently meant nothing to her if the decision to leave was that easy.

			“So? You were pressuring me to make a decision I wasn’t ready for. I was too young to know what I wanted in our relationship.”

			I snort. She wasn’t too young to know. We were the same age, and envisioning our future wedding was my favorite pastime. I even made a Pinterest board. But Summer? Her Pinterest was all travel destinations.

			I try to calm the anger and hurt raging through me. “Look, I’m not saying I wanted to get married at twenty, but I at least wanted a place in your life plans.”

			She finally holds my gaze, her eyes softening. “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you an answer.”

			Her voice is quiet, resigned.

			My throat is tight. “I’m sorry I wanted an answer so badly that it pushed you away.”

			We stare at each other. My heart is pounding like we’ve just had a fistfight.

			Where does this leave us? Are we any closer to resolving how things ended?

			Outside, a howling dog pierces the silence. More join the chorus, their voices filling the night air.

			Summer clears her throat, breaking our gaze. She snatches from her bed a toiletry bag with a Moroccan pattern. “Going to get ready for sleep.”

			I nod, disappointment settling over me so heavily that I have to sit down. Maybe I was foolish to hope this conversation would lead anywhere. We both said the words “I’m sorry,” but we’re miles from proper apologies.

			She grabs a headlamp that’s beside the door and turns back, her mouth open, the words seeming to stick in her throat for a second. “I—I didn’t mean for things to get so messed up. I just want you to know I didn’t take the decision to leave lightly. There’s a reason it all happened the way it did.”

			She lets the door close, leaving me alone with the echo of her words.

			I always thought her decision to leave me was an easy one, but hearing her say the opposite makes me wonder what I’m missing. She’s never been an open book.

			I stare after her. If she didn’t take the decision to leave me lightly, then how long did she agonize over it? And if she didn’t mean for our relationship to end the way it did, then how did she mean for it to go?

			We haven’t resolved anything, but I can’t help feeling like a faucet has opened, and all these years of unspoken words and buried feelings are about to spill out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Leads, Swings, and Wheels

			“Not knowing where we’re going? That’s the best part, Avee!”

			“Anywhere but here, baby!”

			I wake with a gasp, a suffocating tightness in my chest. The yurt is pitch-black, the faintest glow coming from the moon through the skylight.

			As I lay catching my breath, images from my dreams play across my vision—driving down the I-5 with Summer, singing at the top of our lungs, my feet on the dash.

			I’d forgotten about that spontaneous road trip to Forks, and the memory hits me like a punch. While the details have long faded, flashes are burned in my mind like photos—her wide smile and the lightness in her step as we walked through the little town with our fingers entwined. The way she drummed her chipped black nail polish on the wheel as she took a turn driving my car, the wind tangling her hair, the wispy clouds and blue sky reflecting in her sunglasses. Her soft lips when we kissed on the beach. With nobody around, we found a spot against a tree with the waves crashing beside us, our kisses growing frantic as we reached beneath each other’s clothes. I remember the feel of her coating my fingers, the way her breaths hitched in my ear, how her cry got swept away in the wind.

			“I love you so much,” I whispered, kissing her as she caught her breath after.

			“I love you too much.” Her gaze was so soft and vulnerable that my heart seemed to melt right into the rocks at our feet.

			We were blissfully happy that day—giddy, even. But I’ve had years to accept the end of that era. The ache in my chest is about more than that.

			I haven’t done anything that adventurous in years. What have I done besides go to work, watch shows with Nolan, and hang out with the same friends? I haven’t gone anywhere. I haven’t tried anything new.

			Pulling the thick duvet tighter around my shoulders, I roll over and unplug my phone on the bedside table.

			The time shows 7:23. A sleep-in by my usual 6 a.m. standards.

			Ducking under the covers so that the light won’t wake Summer, I open my notes app and scroll to the list I made for Nolan and me: Dream Home Plans.

			 

			
					Refurbish closet doors

					Update kitchen sink

					Make a rain garden

					Solar panels

					Fix broken front step

					Find art for living room

					Install a rain barrel

					Set up at-home composting

			

			 

			On and on it goes. Thirty items. Renovating a home is exciting, and I would argue that some of these things qualify as adventurous—except we never got around to any of them. The only one we achieved was buying a new dishwasher, which we had to do because the old one barely worked.

			What happened to me? Where is the version of me who liked seeing new places and trying new things?

			I scroll down to my note titled Travel Plans.

			It hasn’t been edited in over a year.

			At one time, I consulted this list every few days, adding to it, revising it, pasting in flight deals and fun hotels.

			Did I lose my sense of adventure? Booking this trip is the most “out there” thing I’ve done in the last couple of years.

			I switch to my Zucchini Muffins group chat. I’ve known these friends for three years, which is short in the grand scheme of things, but it feels like we’ve been besties our whole lives. I’d been missing having a friend group after I lost the mutual ones Summer and I’d shared since high school—things were too painful and messy after the breakup, and we lost touch. Then, three years ago, Roya walked into my life. She and I met at a networking event for women entrepreneurs, and when she saw the Bi pin on my bag, she invited me to join their weekly mastermind group. The “meetings” turned out to be more like a group of queer friends hanging out and drinking, with the common theme that we all run a business. It was perfect. I knew from the first meeting that I’d found my people. They’ve become my emotional support group, my cheer squad, and my closest friends.

			Now that I won’t be hanging out with Nolan’s friends anymore, I guess they’ll be my only friends.

			I swallow hard, blinking my phone back into focus.

			 

			Hey from the Yukon! It’s cold AF and the sun won’t rise for another 3-4 hours. You’d all hate it. Look at this face, though.

			 

			I send a picture I took yesterday with one of the sled dogs, a sweet girl with big eyes and extra-fuzzy ears.

			My throat tightens as I type another message.

			 

			So…Nolan dumped me right before the trip. He said he felt like we’d drifted, like we’re different people than when we met, and he wasn’t feeling it anymore. I dunno. I’m doing OK, but send hugs.

			 

			Two replies come instantly.

			 

			Ming: NO

			Roya: WHAT!! Omg babe, I’m so sorry. Big hugs. We love you and he’s an idiot.

			 

			They both send group-hug gifs, which brings a small smile to my lips.

			 

			Avery: Thanks. I’m thinking about what he said when he left, and I wonder if booking this trip had something to do with it. He’s not big on traveling, and I haven’t asked him to do anything like this before… I might have tried to make him step too far outside of his comfort zone.

			 

			It can’t be a coincidence that he dumped me right before the most adventurous trip I’ve planned since meeting him. Maybe this made him realize we’re two different people.

			 

			Roya: If he thinks booking a trip is you “changing” then he really is an idiot. You’ve always liked traveling.

			Ming: Yeah, I hope it didn’t take him this long to realize you’re more outgoing than he is. But why would that bug him?? If he didn’t want to go, he could’ve just said so.

			 

			I’ve only known them a year longer than I knew Nolan, but they seem to have a different idea of me than he does. They say I’ve always been outgoing, while Nolan says we’ve changed.

			 

			Avery: You think I’m more outgoing than him?

			Ming: Aves!! You’re our shenanigan initiator!

			 

			I smile. Me, a shenanigan initiator? I guess I tend to let my guard down when I’m with them.

			 

			Roya: Well, you’ve mellowed a little since dating him. But yes.

			 

			There it is. The answer to my question. I have “mellowed” since dating Nolan. Roya is putting it gently, but the truth lies beneath it—I lost my sense of adventure.

			 

			Avery: Do you think Nolan panicked when I tried to release the outgoing side of me? That he thought this sort of trip would forever be in his future and ran?

			Roya: Maybe. Which sucks. He should’ve just talked to you instead of running.

			 

			Yes, but the people in my life tend to run, don’t they?

			I scowl at my phone.

			 

			Ming: Well, you don’t need him. You’ve got toys to take his place. Did you pack one?

			 

			I let out a huff of laughter.

			 

			Avery: No, and thank God because airport security went through my bag. Also I think my roomie would notice the buzzing sound coming from my bed.

			 

			Shuffling hits my ears as Summer rolls over, fracturing my thoughts. She might be waking up.

			 

			Roya: Roomie?

			 

			This is the other thing I’m going to have to tell them. They know about Summer—we all know about everyone’s exes in intimate detail. I wonder how they’ll react.

			 

			Avery: I’ll tell you more later. Gotta get up for breakfast and an expedition.

			 

			Today, I have a choice. I can regret how a core part of who I am pushed Nolan away—or I can forget about him and focus on what I want.

			I click my phone off and stretch, ready to start this trip properly.

			First adventure: dogsledding.

			The week’s potential brightens before me like sunlight illuminating a path. The old me is still in here—the one who jumped into an old Toyota Corolla and drove six hours into Washington on a whim.

			Lightness tingles through me. I know what I need to do. It’s time to rediscover the person I used to be.

			Over the coming week, I’m going to set the old Avery free.

			* * *

			Things to wear if you want to survive a dogsledding expedition:

			 

			Base layer:

			-Loose-fitting, moisture-wicking socks

			-Thermal pants

			-Thermal turtleneck

			 

			Second layer:

			-Loose-fitting, thick wool socks

			-Sweatpants

			-Wool sweater

			-Balaclava

			-Toque (or as Trevor and Hannah call it, a beanie)

			-Base layer gloves

			-Fleece vest

			-Down jacket

			-Toe warmers

			-Hand warmers

			-Sunglasses

			 

			Extreme-cold rated outer layer:

			-Snow overalls

			-Parka

			-Snow boots

			-Mittens

			 

			I’m out of breath by the time I’m dressed, weighed down by more layers than I’ve ever worn in my life. My heart is also beating fast in anticipation of what I’m about to do.

			I peer out the window to where the dogs are making a ruckus, but I can’t see anything. I’ve eaten breakfast, taken my time getting ready, flipped through a book on the history of the Iditarod dogsledding race, and it’s still black out.

			Ah, the great north.

			It’s a neat feeling, but the slow mornings would get to me if I had to live here. I need more than six hours of daylight, and normally I would’ve gone for a run by now.

			I carefully pocket my sunglasses for when the sun rises.

			“Are you bringing your phone?” I ask Summer. I grab mine to find a wall of notifications taking up the screen—Kai and Olivia have obviously checked their phones and spent some time hurling insults at Nolan.

			Summer bends to lace her boots. “No. The battery will just freeze and die.”

			She’s bundled so thickly, she looks twice her size. I’m sure I look the same.

			This morning has been civil. No snarky comments. We haven’t exactly had a conversation, but she hasn’t ignored my existence either. I’ll take it.

			I stare at my phone, debating. She has a point about the cold, but I really want to take pictures and videos. This is probably the only time I’ll ever go dogsledding, and I want to remember every detail. Hand warmers in my pocket would help keep my phone warm, but I need to use those sparingly since I lost most of them to airport security.

			I settle on putting one hand warmer in my left glove and the other in my pocket with my phone. It’ll be worth having a cold hand for some epic footage.

			In the yard, it’s absolute bedlam, which spikes my pulse even more. Dawn cuts through the darkness, casting just enough light to see Chantal standing with Trevor and Hannah near the lodge. Everyone is completely bundled except for their eyes.

			Beyond them, Craig pulls out sleds and harnesses from a shed. The dogs take their cue, howling and barking at the end of their tethers, some running in circles, others jumping in place.

			Chantal pulls down her balaclava as Summer and I arrive. “Two per sled,” she shouts over the barking. “Craig will lead you along the trail on a snowmobile.”

			Of course it’s two per sled. Trevor and Hannah will have one, and Summer and I will have the other.

			There’s no time to be exasperated because a more pressing concern pushes forward.

			“Wait, you’re trusting us to steer the dogs?” I ask, my panicked tone muffled beneath my balaclava. I assumed we would all be going with someone who knows what they’re doing.

			“Time to start reading the fine print when you sign up for things, Avery,” Summer says in singsong.

			I ignore her. She’s right, though.

			“The dogs will follow the person in front,” Chantal explains, her confident tone easing me slightly. “No need to steer. Your only job is to slow them down if you get too close. Come on. Trevor and Hannah, with me.”

			They follow Chantal to one sled, and Summer and I head to the other. I inhale deeply, trying to stay calm as the reality of what I’ve signed up for sinks in.

			“Heya,” Craig shouts, tethering our sled to a metal post in the ground. The rope twists around his hand as he knots it, and he curses and shakes it loose before trying again. “Okay. Stand here while I get your team together.”

			We do, catching each other’s eye and exchanging a tight-lipped smile.

			She’s so hard to read. Does she want me to initiate a conversation, or should we just be silent for the journey?

			The sled is a long, wooden frame with a place for the musher to stand and hold onto a waist-high bar. In front of the musher is a cargo area, probably where the other person will sit while they aren’t driving. Red nylon ropes lay on the ground in front of the sled, ready to connect to the dogs. They’ll be positioned in pairs, six per team.

			Craig leads a dog in a harness and booties over and connects him to the front. “This is Atlas. Your lead dog.”

			Atlas barks and lunges wildly, eager to get started.

			“I guess that’s why they tie the sled to the post.” Summer points to where it’s been tethered in place. She doesn’t sound anxious.

			“Apparently.”

			The dog continues lunging. If not for that rope, he would be sprinting ahead without us.

			I’ll interpret this silence breaker as her green light to talk.

			“Are you nervous?” I ask, hoping for solidarity.

			She faces me, turning her whole upper body because she’s too thickly bundled to turn just her neck. “You mean with the recent polar bear problem?”

			My heart jumps into my throat. “What? I didn’t think there were…”

			Her eyes crinkle, and even through the balaclava, I can tell she’s laughing.

			A wave of mild embarrassment hits me as I realize she’s joking. She used to do stuff like that all the time. After all these years, I’ve let my guard down.

			I laugh in spite of myself.

			Craig returns with another dog. “This is Aurora. Your other lead dog. She and Atlas are good pals.”

			The huskies lick each other’s faces before continuing to bark and lunge forward.

			Craig jogs away to get another dog.

			“I guess I’m a little nervous,” Summer says. “But more excited.”

			“Excited,” I repeat, trying to psych myself up. “This will be fun. Not scary. Fun.”

			It’s a step toward the Avery I used to be, and the one I want to be—outgoing and adventurous. Why does it frighten me so much?

			I let out a slow breath, channeling the energy from that Forks road trip.

			Summer fidgets with her mittens. “Hey, are you good with us sharing? We can ask to have separate sleds. Chantal will understand.”

			“No, this is fine,” I say automatically.

			“Avery.”

			Hearing her say my name in that gentle tone is a memory I forgot I had, a familiar feeling struggling to get back to the surface.

			“I don’t want to ruin your trip,” she says. “This wasn’t a cheap vacation, and you have the right to enjoy it without being forced to partner up with me all week.”

			Ah, here it is—the fact she walked in after I was crying on the phone last night. She does think it was because of her.

			I should tell her about Nolan. It’ll help her understand what’s going on with me.

			Craig returns with another dog. “This one’s Comet. He’s a swing. The middle dogs help the sled around turns.”

			As he takes off again, I meet Summer’s eye. Holding her gaze is hard, so I look back at the dogs. “It’s not ruining my trip. I don’t hate you.”

			I feel Summer searching my face. “Not hating someone isn’t the same as liking them. I’ll ask Chantal if I can have a separate sled.”

			“No.” I reach for her as she starts to move, pulling back before I can touch her.

			She stops, waiting.

			“I wasn’t upset last night because of you. Rooming with you is fine.” I draw a breath. “I was upset because I got dumped before the trip. I was supposed to be here with someone else.”

			Her eyes widen.

			“Vega,” Craig announces, startling both of us. “Your other swing dog.”

			Summer waits until he leaves before saying, “The guest who canceled?”

			“That’d be him. Yup.”

			Summer swings her arms. “I’m sorry. That sucks.”

			Her sincerity eases over me, making my shoulders relax. “Thanks.”

			“Good thing you brought your phone, then, because we’re going to get such good pics and videos of you that he’ll regret it so hard.”

			I laugh, relieved by her reaction.

			Craig hooks up our last two team members, called wheel dogs. They’re both chunky, obviously chosen for their strength and sturdiness. Their names are Titan and Juno.

			He pushes his hood back, his cheeks rosy and his heavy breaths misting the air.

			“So you’ll put your feet on these runners.” He motions to the skis jutting out of the back of the sled, then to a rubber mat filling the space between them. “This is your brake. Step on it lightly to slow down, and put all your weight on it to bring ’er to a stop.”

			I nod, my heart pounding faster. What if I mess up?

			“Lean into the corners. You probably won’t tip over, but if you do, don’t let go. The dogs will keep running without you. Trust me—I know.”

			Summer laughs, but I’m having a hard time seeing humor in the idea of being dragged through the snow by six mega-strong dogs.

			“All right.” Craig claps his hands together, his mittens making a dull thwap. “You two can fight over who drives first. The other one can either sit here in the cargo area or stand behind the other like they’re doing.” He points ahead to where Trevor stands behind Hannah on the runners, his arms around her so they’re both holding onto the bar.

			“Uh—” I say.

			“I’ll sit in the cargo area,” Summer says, already getting in. “Avery can drive first.”

			I’m not sure how I feel about going first, but I’m glad she opted for the cargo area because there is no need for us to be doing a romantic Titanic pose on the back of a dogsled today.

			I step onto the runners, my hands shaking, and look down at the top of her head. She’s so bundled, she could be a pile of pillows.

			Craig squats to inspect the bottom of the sled, his eyes narrowed. “Hold up. This looks a bit wonky.”

			He bangs his fist against the metal piece connecting the brake pad to the rest of the sled. Something clicks into place, and he reaches into the cargo area at Summer’s feet and pulls out a roll of duct tape. He wraps it three times around the metal. “There we go! Good as new.”

			Should I be concerned that he just duct-taped our sled together?

			There’s no time to say anything because he’s already running toward the snowmobile in front of Trevor and Hannah.

			I swallow hard. “Summer, do you think we should ask Chantal—”

			Craig turns on the snowmobile and puts a hand up. “All set!”

			The dogs go berserk, lunging forward in their harnesses, the impact reverberating through my body. They know the routine.

			I toe the rubber mat. Will this little pad really be enough to stop them?

			Chantal returns a thumbs-up. Her hood is down, and her breath mists on the air—she’s worked up a sweat getting all the dogs in place. She jogs over to the rope holding Trevor and Hannah’s sled to the post.

			“Oh God…” Summer slumps down in front of me, gripping the bars on either side of the cargo area.

			Wait, shouldn’t they tell us about the route we’re taking and how fast to go? I feel unprepared and—

			I take a breath, summoning the feeling of road-tripping without a plan.

			Not knowing where we’re going? That’s the best part, Avee!

			Chantal unties Trevor and Hannah’s rope, and a whoop carries toward us as their team pulls them quickly out of the yard and down a forest trail.

			They’re gone in a blink.

			Holy crap. It’s happening. I can’t believe I’m doing this.

			The din in the yard reaches a whole other decibel. Our dogs pull harder than ever, trying to get moving.

			Chantal rushes over to us, breathing hard, her cheeks flushed. “Ready?”

			My mouth is dry. I nod, gripping the bar tightly.

			She pulls the rope tethering us to the post and to safety, letting it fall.

			The dogs lunge forward, and this time, their efforts are rewarded: the sled moves. I lurch back as we rocket forward, the strength of six huskies taking us toward the trailhead.

			We’re off.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Fast Dogs

			Summer lets out a whoop, laughing as the dogs pull us away from the lodge. Snowmobile and sled tracks cut a clear path into the woods, where frosty trees hug us on either side.

			“Oh my God, oh my God…” I grip the bar and keep my feet squarely on the runners.

			Behind us, the dozens of dogs left in the yard howl as if protesting that they can’t come. Or maybe howling is just what huskies do. Then we arc around a curve in the trail, and the volume turns down on the earsplitting din. Wind whistles in my ears, the sled scrapes and crunches, and our team’s paws pound over the packed snow.

			Trevor and Hannah are too far ahead to see. It’s just me, Summer, and six dogs racing through the snow-covered trees. My breaths come fast, and I fight the urge to step on the brake to control the speed.

			Go with it. Embrace the unknown.

			An exhilarated laugh bubbles up inside me. “This is awesome!”

			“The best!” Summer cries, her voice getting whipped away in the wind.

			The familiar thrill of adventure we used to share swells between us, long forgotten. I want to go back to that place, to have fun with her without all of this hurt weighing it down. Could we ever have that again, even as friends?

			The trail snakes gently through the woods before opening up to a wide, frozen river. As we descend onto it, the dogs pick up speed, galloping easily over the flat terrain. My head is on a swivel as I take in the gorgeous subarctic wonderland sprawling around us.

			Trevor and Hannah come into view, following Craig on the snowmobile. Their six dogs are an incredible sight as they trot with long strides, their heads down and their tongues lolling.

			Our team is barreling full tilt, catching up to the others quickly, so I step on the brake—which does nothing. I step harder, and the dogs slow to a brisk trot before we get too close to the other sled.

			Confident with the steady pace, I pull out my phone to get a quick video with the pristine forest and hills as a backdrop.

			I guess I’m glad I got on that plane after all.

			“Is this the coldest place you’ve been?” I ask Summer, raising my voice over the scraping snow and wind, and through our many layers. I hope she reads beneath my question to the peace offering—as much as she hurt me, I hope she’s experienced everything she wanted to.

			She twists her upper body, moving stiffly in the massive parka. “No, actually. I went to northern Norway in February.”

			“Sounds incredible,” I say, and I mean it. I’m totally jealous.

			“It was. I have to go back, though.”

			“Why? You left your heart in the fjords?”

			There’s a pause, and then she lets out a loud, genuine laugh. After our famed road trip, we spent several weeks saying we left our hearts in Forks, and it became a thing. When we spent a weekend in Tofino a few months later, we left our hearts in Tofino. When we went camping in Golden Ears, it was Golden Ears. Our hearts are scattered all over the Pacific Northwest.

			“No, it’s because I never got to try reindeer sledding,” she says.

			“Reindeer?” I exclaim. “Yeah, that’s worth going back for.”

			“Right?!”

			I smile, lightness tingling through me at the ease of talking to her. It feels like we’re making progress, but I have to remember to guard my emotions.

			We’re catching up to Trevor and Hannah again, so I step on the brake. Apparently, the dogs give it 100 percent at all times, and they’re going to need a bit of speed checking. As we continue along the edge of the frozen river, I keep one foot on the runners and the other hovering over the rubber mat, easing the dogs into a slower pace whenever they get too fast.

			After about ten minutes, Craig lifts his hand and slows down. Trevor steps on the brake, and so do I.

			“Oof—” I grunt. The dogs pull harder against the resistance. I lean more weight on it until both feet are on the brake and my team is fighting against me. They finally give up, Aurora and Atlas stopping so close to Trevor and Hannah that Hannah turns around to pat them on the head.

			Guilt rises in me for getting too close, but, damn, stopping is hard.

			Aurora and Atlas lunge forward, and the sled jerks under me. I tighten my grip on the bar so I don’t fall off.

			“These—dogs—are—strong,” I grunt, keeping both feet on the pad.

			Summer laughs. “Pure muscle.”

			Ahead, Craig checks on Trevor and Hannah’s team, looking over their harnesses, feet, and ropes.

			“This is making me judge my parents’ dog,” I say, thinking of Stitch. “He flops down on the sidewalk and refuses to move if we’re out for more than an hour.”

			“They still have Stitch?” Summer cries, turning in the cargo area to look back at me. “How old is he?”

			I smile. I guess she didn’t see Stitch on the video call last night. I should’ve known she would remember him and his sidewalk-flopping habits. “Fourteen. That’s little dogs for you.”

			Summer faces forward again. “Huh.”

			The condensation gathering on my balaclava has frozen, so it’s like wearing a hard shell over my mouth. I pull it down to breathe for a minute.

			I want to ask how her parents are doing, but this is going well, and I don’t want to cross a line into territory that’s too personal. How open do we want to be? I miss the closeness we once had, but a small knot in my stomach is there to remind me that the last time I got close to her, it ended badly.

			Maybe it’s better to keep the topics light.

			I take out my phone for another picture. “I can’t get over this landscape.”

			Summer gives a thumbs-up for the camera. “I know!”

			Craig comes to check on us. “Everything hunky-dory back here?”

			“Yep,” I say.

			Summer nods vigorously.

			He seems satisfied with our team’s harnesses and booties, gives Comet a pat, and jogs back to the snowmobile.

			Summer turns back again. “Hey, I’m sorry the trip started off the way it did. Me snapping at you. I was…angry I didn’t know it was you until we got inside. Embarrassed, I guess.”

			“Oh.” The apology catches me off guard. So much for sticking to light topics. “It’s okay. There was obviously lingering anger for both of us.”

			She faces forward again. In front of us, the dogs roll around in the snow, maybe to stay cool.

			I should put myself in her shoes. It would be weird to suddenly realize the person you thought was a stranger is actually your ex. Hiding from her instead of just saying hi was a ridiculous thing to do.

			“I’m sorry I snapped at you too—and for trying to hide from you like a weirdo.”

			“Thanks.” I can hear the smile in her voice.

			Craig gets back on the snowmobile and raises a hand to indicate we’re about to depart.

			The huskies bark and lunge, recognizing the hand signal.

			Hannah returns a thumbs-up, and so do I.

			I step back onto the runners, releasing the brake, and we jerk forward, continuing along the frozen river.

			The dogs power on without signs of tiring, occasionally darting sideways to capture a mouthful of snow and stay hydrated without slowing down.

			Summer’s apology eases over me like a warm bath. Maybe we can enjoy this trip together without letting the past ruin it.

			Or maybe we’re both forcing the issue, and all this fake friendliness is doomed to explode at the slightest nudge.

			Stop expecting the worst, I tell myself, but the sense of being on unsteady ground with Summer refuses to budge.

			Maybe it has something to do with thinking I was on steady ground with Nolan until I suddenly wasn’t.

			Half an hour later, we stop again, and Craig goes to help Trevor and Hannah swap places. None of the dogs have lost any energy.

			“Have you done any trips over the last few years?” Summer asks.

			My answer makes my stomach churn. I imagine my untouched Travel Plans note wilting in my phone like an unwatered plant. Why did I let part of me fade away?

			“Not in a while. Nolan—my ex—didn’t like traveling.” Realization trickles through me—I went from one extreme to the other, from Summer the nomad to Nolan the homebody. And, apparently, neither of them were right for me.

			Summer looks back at me. “He didn’t let you?”

			“No, it wasn’t like that. He wasn’t a manipulative person,” I say quickly. “Actually, at the beginning of our relationship, I made him go places with me. But he was always happier at home, so I stopped trying.”

			The image of him looking miserable in a kayak on Vancouver Island—the smallest of getaways—is seared into my brain, the moment when it clicked that if I wanted to be with him, I would have to stop making him do these sorts of things. That was a year and a half ago—six months into our relationship.

			“Is that what ended it for you two?” Summer asks, her tone neutral, objective. “You wanted to come here and he didn’t?”

			I swallow hard. This is definitely not a light topic. This is a can of worms I didn’t intend to open with Summer. “It’s complicated.”

			“Complicated because you don’t understand why you broke up? Or you just don’t like explaining it?”

			“I haven’t had a lot of time to think about it.” Nor have I wanted to face the discomfort of reflecting on why I got dumped. Again.

			“Well, we can have a therapy session if you’d like. Consider this your chaise longue.” She motions around her to the cargo area.

			I laugh, but the little knot in my belly is still there, warning me against opening up to her.

			Craig jogs up to us, sparing me from responding. “A-okay back here?”

			“Yep!” Summer says cheerfully.

			I nod.

			“Great. Time to swap places. I’ll step on the brake to help keep your dogs still.”

			He comes to relieve me from my position, and Summer climbs out. With our balaclavas down, we exchange an exhilarated smile, and my heart jumps. This might be the first real smile we’ve shared in seven years.

			I settle into the cargo area, getting a whole other view of the dogs’ butts as they flop around in the snow.

			Craig checks over the team, then jogs back up to the snowmobile.

			“So, what did your ex say when he left?” Summer asks, not letting the topic die.

			Yep, can of worms.

			“Generic dumping lines about how we drifted apart.”

			“Did you?”

			“Not that I was aware of.”

			“Did one of you change?”

			I hesitate. I guess there’s no harm in talking about this with her. She’s always been a good listener. “I did, but only in a way that would make him like me more.” Heat rises in my cheeks as the words come out. “That sounded better in my head. But I knew he didn’t like certain things, so I stopped asking him to do those things with me.”

			“And you stopped doing them too?”

			I don’t answer. I did stop, but it feels shameful to admit it. Was I so wrapped up in Nolan that I lost my sense of self? Is this why I stopped being adventurous?

			It wasn’t his idea for me to stop doing what I loved. I made that decision on my own. I forced myself to be compatible with him even though we weren’t.

			Craig raises a hand, and Summer grabs the bar. She lets off the brake, and we start moving again, gliding smoothly over the pristine white landscape.

			Sitting in the cargo area with nothing to do but take in the view and snap pictures, our conversation jitters around inside me, unsettled.

			When Nolan and I started dating, we were very much “opposites attract.” We liked different things and bantered about every topic. Our conversations were exciting. From him, I learned about guitars, NASCAR, and the tech world. From me, he learned about camping, hiking, traveling, and the ins and outs of event planning. We were different, yet it worked.

			But as our relationship progressed, I adapted to his life. I was afraid that if I didn’t change for him, he would leave me.

			Maybe I was a little traumatized after what happened with Summer. She left me because we didn’t like the same thing, which was dropping everything to travel the world. I was terrified Nolan would leave me if we weren’t compatible, so I changed who I was for him, right down to how I looked. If he told me he liked my hair a certain way or my makeup and clothes a certain way, I clung to that. I did my best to conform to beauty standards to keep his attention, even if it didn’t feel like me.

			It wasn’t his fault. He never tried to control me or tell me what to do. But I was so insecure that I changed who I was, hoping it would make him never want to leave me.

			Of course, that didn’t work. Why did I ever think it would? I sacrificed part of myself to fit into Nolan’s world, believing it would strengthen our relationship—but it only made me feel empty and unfulfilled.

			I set my jaw. I won’t be that girl anymore. I’m going to be purely me, pursuing my desires without trying to conform to other people’s wishes.

			There’s a snap, and the sled lurches, jerking me out of my thoughts.

			“What was that?” I ask, craning my neck to see Summer behind me.

			She looks down. “Fuck.”

			My heart skips. I lean over the side of the cargo area to see what she’s looking at. The rubber mat is lopsided, the duct-taped side disconnected from the rest of the sled.

			“It’s okay! I think it’ll still work.” She steps on the mat to slow down the dogs, and the sled shudders. With a shriek, she tips sideways, one of her boots catching in the snow.

			Panic surges through me. “Summer!”

			She cannot fall off the sled. Where would that leave me? Helplessly riding along in a cargo area with no brakes and six dogs who can run all day without tiring?

			“It’s fine!” she shouts, the strain in her voice indicating otherwise. “I’m good!”

			Hardly. She’s holding onto the bar for dear life, struggling to get both feet back on the runners. The brake bounces loosely, attached by one hinge.

			Our wheel dogs, Titan and Juno, glance back at us as they run, as if wondering what the ruckus is. The rest power onward, barking excitedly as we catch up to Trevor and Hannah.

			I tighten my grip on the sides of the cargo area as the dogs veer to the right. They take us off-roading, flying past Trevor and Hannah. The sled tilts a little, and I lean over to compensate.

			“No brakes!” Summer cries.

			Hannah shrieks.

			“Holy shit!” Trevor shouts.

			My heart is in my throat, adrenaline shooting through my veins as I do everything I can to keep my balance centered.

			The dogs catch up to the snowmobile, where Craig is oblivious to what’s happening.

			I cup a hand around my mouth. “Coming up behind you, Craig!”

			“The brake is falling off!” Summer shouts behind me.

			“Oh, shit!” The snowmobile whines as Craig gives it gas. He tries to drive in front of us to slow the dogs down, but they dodge him, continuing up the path.

			“We’re almost back!” Craig waves us on. “Let ’em take you to the yard. Just hold on!”

			Oh, thank God.

			The absurdity of the situation hits me, and I let out a giggle.

			“Are you laughing?” Summer cries.

			“I can’t help it!” I shout. “We’re hauling ass!”

			There’s a real chance this could end in a tipped sled and a runaway team, but it’s hard to feel any gravity in the situation. I laugh until my face hurts, spurred on by the sound of Summer giggling uncontrollably.

			Atlas and Aurora lead the way back to the yard. We have no brakes, no steering, only our prayers that the dogs will take us in the right direction. The snowmobile whines behind us, keeping up.

			After a few minutes, we arrive at the lodge, where Chantal is waiting. Her smile quickly falls into an expression of surprise.

			The dogs come to a jerky stop beside her, their tongues lolling and their tails wagging. The sled keeps going until the team is a jumble of dogs and ropes.

			Craig turns off the snowmobile and rubs his hands down his face. “Well, that was a quicker trip than anticipated.”

			Summer and I are laughing too hard to speak. I wipe tears from my eyes as I jump off the sled and land on shaky legs, and our dogs bark and wag their tails.

			Trevor and Hannah’s sled arrives calmly at the yard, coming to an orderly stop next to the equipment shed.

			“Avee, look, your hair’s frozen.” Summer pulls off her gloves and reaches out, brushing my chin as she pinches a lock of hair between her thumb and forefinger. Her skin is warm and soft against my numb face, sending a tingle down to my toes.

			I peel my gaze from her face and to her fingers. She’s right. I must have been breathing on my hair; it’s crystallized in ice and frozen solid.

			I smile, relieved she doesn’t know my stomach flipped over when she brushed my face—and when she called me Avee. Did she even realize she called me that?

			Chantal smiles weakly as she nudges our faulty, duct-taped brake with her toe. “Craig…”

			We all laugh—and for a second, Summer holds my gaze, her brown eyes full of light.

			Maybe sometimes, having things go according to plan is overrated.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Baby Steps

			After dinner and a blissfully hot shower in the lodge, I get cozy in my favorite sweatpants and hoodie. I return to the yurt to find Summer in black-and-white plaid pajama pants and a pink hoodie, cross-legged on her bed under the warm glow of the lamplight. Seeing her scrolling through her phone in her pajamas with her makeup removed is a familiar sight, transporting me back to all the weekends we spent together.

			Maybe I was meant to meet up with her here. I want to reconnect with my old self and rediscover my sense of adventure, and who better to do that with than the girl I dated when I was that version of me?

			While I wouldn’t ask for Summer’s advice in a lot of areas of life—setting priorities and maintaining successful relationships, to name a couple—she is probably the best resource I have for travel tips. I should seize this opportunity while we’re here and come up with a plan for when I get home.

			Plus, talking to her while sledding earlier wasn’t so bad. She made me realize a few things about myself, and maybe she can do that again as I figure out where I want my life to go.

			She gets up and pulls on her snow overalls. Her gaze catches on me, her brow pinching, before she looks away.

			I reach a hand up to my wet hair, finding nothing strange. What was that about?

			Considering I’m in loungewear and makeupless, maybe sleepover memories are also coming forward for her.

			She clears her throat. “Want to look for the northern lights with me?”

			Her bright tone sounds forced, and the way she’s avoiding my eye betrays her uncertainty about the state of things between us.

			“Oh—yeah, sure.” The invitation catches me by surprise. Does she want me to come, or is this a courtesy invite?

			She grabs her parka. “We don’t have to walk through the dark or anything. There are chairs beside the yurt.”

			I smile. She must have misread my hesitation as my slight fear of the dark. “I’m in.”

			She grabs a pair of headlamps hanging beside the door and holds one out to me.

			As we head outside and shut off the yurt’s lights, the night engulfs us. A shiver ripples through me, and I turn on the headlamp. It’s the only thing saving me from tripping over the uneven ground as we make our way to the two frozen-looking lawn chairs a few feet away. Summer exhales, as if she’s relieved to be out of the yurt’s confined space.

			We settle into the chairs and turn off our lamps, leaning back to look at the sky.

			Around us, the still air is peacefully quiet except for the occasional rustling or barking from the huskies in the yard. Lights pop in my vision in the sudden blackness.

			I close my eyes to let them adjust, feeling safe with the yurt at our backs. I will absolutely sprint to the door if there’s so much as a rustle in the nearest bush.

			“Summer, can I ask you something?” My mouth goes dry, her name feeling strange on my tongue.

			“Yeah?”

			I steel myself. Asking for advice means opening up a little more. “Earlier, you asked if Nolan or I changed. Well, I did. I changed a lot during that relationship.”

			“Good change or bad?” She must read my serious tone if she’s asking.

			We’re sitting so close that her voice is barely above a murmur.

			“Bad. I miss the old me. I miss the way I was when—” I was about to say when we were together, but that might come off wrong. “This trip is an opportunity to reconnect with myself.”

			I open my eyes and look in her direction, though I can barely see her. Above us, the moon and stars make the sky bright against the black outlines of the surrounding trees.

			“Wow. That’s great,” she says, and I’m relieved to hear genuine warmth in her tone.

			I let out a breath, bolstered by her encouragement. “I’m thinking I want to book another trip so I have something to look forward to when I get home. Recommendations?”

			Summer hums, a gentle scraping telling me she’s running her gloves over the ice-encrusted armrests of her lawn chair. “Broad question. It might also be best to wait a bit before booking. I’ve learned it’s important to find a balance, and it’s easy to overcommit.”

			“Overcommit to what?”

			“Booking action-packed trips too close together, ignoring the state of your bank account, signing up for too many activities outside of your comfort zone…”

			“These sound like stories worth hearing.” I look toward her, finding her faint outline against the snowy backdrop. A strange, nervous sensation fills me—I’m curious about what she’s done over the last few years, but at the same time, I’m prying into a part of her life I no longer belong to.

			Summer laughs. “You don’t want to hear about my failures.”

			“I’m sure they were more learning experiences than failures.”

			“As optimistic as ever, Avee.”

			There’s a pause. We both seem to have frozen. She definitely caught herself using my nickname that time.

			“Do you want to hear about the time I signed up for parasailing or the scuba- diving-panic-attack incident?” she asks, a playful edge to her voice.

			Wow, she’s done a lot of wild activities—and these were just the mistakes, by the sound of it.

			“Ugh, a scuba diving story will give me secondhand panic.” I shudder. “Tell me about parasailing.”

			“Okay, it was in Spain on my very first solo trip.” She hesitates, maybe realizing her first solo trip was right after she dumped me. “Um—I signed up for every bonus activity during that tour, ready for anything. The adventure of a lifetime. I was all excited about it, taking selfies, making a big show. But when I got on the boat…”

			“That damned watercraft again,” I say, forcing a casual tone. It’s hard to make the sting go away whenever I’m reminded of the time she was off having a blast while I was heartbroken at home.

			“Damned watercraft.” She lets out a huff of laughter. “They started to harness me up, and… I have this vivid memory of the feel of the cold buckles and the motion of the boat.” She must be covering her face with her hands because her voice gets muffled. “I kept hoping for a rush of courage, but it didn’t come. It was time to take off, and the reality of what I’d signed up for slammed into me, and…”

			“You didn’t do it?”

			“Started crying. Bailed. Total wimp.” Her hands hit the armrests. “And that’s the story of my really expensive day of not parasailing.”

			I smile. “At least you started panicking before they pushed you into the air.”

			“There’s always that.”

			I sink deeper into my chair, relaxing. Though the night is frigid, I’m warm in my snowsuit.

			It’s nice, this feeling. Which reminds me not to get attached to it.

			“Anyway, my point is not to push your comfort zone too hard,” Summer says. “You have to take baby steps. Don’t book a two-month trip to Cambodia if you’re not ready for it.”

			I open my mouth to argue that I’m fully capable of traveling on my own—but maybe that’s not what she means. Maybe she’s done exactly that and is giving me a friendly warning.

			“This trip is a good baby step,” I say. “I’ve never traveled solo before.”

			“Yeah? Well, I bet you’ll be pleasantly surprised. Solo trips are great for the soul. You’ll learn about yourself and be able to figure out what you want.”

			I nod, tracing my gaze over the blanket of stars, connecting them into constellations while I wait for a light show to appear. The vast sky makes me think of endless possibilities, at once inspiring and overwhelming. “Well, if you have any advice for traveling alone and being outgoing, I’d love to hear it. Because part of me just wants to crawl into bed and wait until it’s time to go home.”

			I flush as the confession comes out, but this new phase of my life has put a pendulum in my gut that’s constantly swinging between excitement and loneliness. I don’t know what I’ll do next.

			“One time, I sort of did that,” Summer says.

			“What, crawl into bed until it was time to go home?”

			“Yup. I got homesick at the end of my Cambodia trip and spent the week in my room reading the entire Lord of the Rings series to distract myself.”

			I smile, feeling better about my confession. “Understandable.”

			This also makes me feel better about missing out on traveling over the last couple of years. Hearing Summer open up about her bouts of homesickness and moments of panic proves that her life isn’t a mystical journey we should all aspire to. She’s not some adventure queen who lives every day like there’s no tomorrow. She’s had low moments and made errors in judgment like the rest of us.

			“As for tips?” She shuffles her feet, the scrape of her boots filling the quiet air. “Talk to strangers and be more social than you otherwise would; it can get lonely if you let yourself be shy. Do extensive research on your destination—you’ll be good at that. Share your itinerary with your family. Share your phone’s location with them, honestly. Pack half of what you think counts as ‘packing light.’ I can email you my usual packing list and planning websites.”

			“Cool. Thanks.” This implies we’ll be exchanging contact information. Unless she still has mine, for some reason. I sure as hell deleted her from my life after she dumped me. My stomach twists as the thought of reconnecting stirs up mixed feelings.

			Do I want to reestablish communication with her?

			I guess there’s no harm in it. It’s not like we’re going to hang out. We’ll probably just message each other occasionally for travel advice. And if I’m honest, talking to her again is nice. It’s a sensation both calming and energizing, like drinking hot cider.

			“One more piece of advice,” she says. “Let yourself do whatever you want, whenever you want, while you’re traveling. There’s no better opportunity to follow your whims.”

			Something sparks inside me like a hammer striking steel, and I fold my arms over my stomach. It takes me a moment to interpret the feeling: defensive. Is it because Summer seems so comfortable in her own skin, so in tune with her dreams and desires? Or is it because her words remind me of what I’ve been missing out on?

			Though I can’t see her face, I can tell she’s looking in my direction. We’re so close together that a strange sensation fills my chest. I catch myself leaning in, like my body wants to get closer.

			Instead, I drop my shoulders, releasing the confused jumble of emotions inside me. Some long-buried reflex is messing with me, making me want to sink into old behaviors with her.

			Sitting under the vast Yukon sky with the possibility of the northern lights in the air, I consider her advice: do whatever I want, whenever I want.

			I don’t think I’ve ever lived a day like that. All the way back to elementary school, I did what I was told and hated disobeying my parents. Even my career as an event planner is about meeting other people’s wishes, not my own.

			Anticipation fills my heart, making it beat faster. Will I be happier if I let myself go after what I want instead of what I think someone else wants from me?

			“I’d like us to talk again,” I say, my lips going numb as the words come out. It’s bold, and I might be misinterpreting her intentions—but it’s the truth. I miss having her in my life. “Acquaintances, friends, whatever you want to call it.”

			My voice shakes a little as I express my wish—the fear of rejection creeping in despite my best efforts.

			There’s a pause.

			I wish I could see her expression. Is she hesitating?

			“Me too.” Her words are barely audible, but in the still night air, they don’t need to be any louder than a whisper.

			Warmth rushes through me. Under the mask of darkness, I smile.

			* * *

			“I swear I saw a streak of green last night around one a.m.,” Hannah tells us while we get fitted for snowshoes in the mudroom. “Came and went in a flash. Trevor doesn’t believe me.”

			“You were hallucinating,” he says, accepting a pair from Chantal.

			“You weren’t even paying attention! You fell asleep!”

			He puts a hand on his chest. “I did not.”

			She rolls her eyes. “The snoring coming from your lawn chair tells a different story.”

			“It was heavy breathing. The dogs are giving me allergies.” His tone is unconvincing.

			Hannah gives him a deadpan look. “We both know you aren’t allergic to dogs.”

			Summer and I exchange grins as they bicker. The air between us feels lighter this morning, the day’s possibilities filling me with hope. Last night’s conversation hasn’t left my mind. I’m going to try taking Summer’s advice. Today is the first day of a new Avery—one who does what she wants, when she wants. Whatever that entails.

			The pain of missing Nolan is still there, threatening to well up inside me, but I can’t miss this chance to learn a few things about myself on my first solo trip.

			Chantal grabs her snowshoes off the wall behind the front desk. Her hair is in a braid today, and she pushes it back over her shoulder while she rummages through the desk drawers. “Once you’re all happy with your snowshoes, come here to fill out your fishing licenses, and then we’ll hop in the van. We’re headed to Fish Lake—or Łu Zil Män in the Southern Tutchone language—for a treat for your senses and a trip through time and tradition.”

			Man, she’s a good tour guide. We all stare at her, hanging on her every word.

			She pulls out some papers and grabs a handful of pens from a wooden mug. “The lake is steeped in cultural significance and is a haven for animals like moose, caribou, and mountain sheep. And if you like fishing, let’s just say this is where the magic happens. A Tagish Kwan story says the lake is home to a pair of giant fish who ensure there’s always a good supply.”

			“Yes,” Trevor whispers, doing a fist pump.

			Chantal flashes him a smile and passes him a pen.

			“How long have the Kwanlin Dün people been fishing in this lake?” I ask.

			“Oh, probably over ten thousand years,” she says casually.

			We all make sounds of awe.

			“Yeah,” Chantal says. “There’s a certain connection you feel when you’re out there. It’s home.”

			I take a pen and a form, eager to experience this incredible place.

			As I get my fishing license, a bout of nerves hits me at the prospect of making a catch. Am I too soft to kill a fish? What if I can’t handle it? When I signed up for this trip, the ice fishing part was more of an afterthought compared to the chance to go snowshoeing and sightseeing on a frozen lake.

			“The licenses are critical, so keep them in your pockets,” Chantal says. “It’s part of respecting the lake and taking only what we need. If we catch something, no part of the fish goes to waste, and we’ll be grateful for whatever the lake offers. We take care of the lake, and it takes care of us, right?”

			We nod. Her words help soothe my unease.

			Once we’re ready, we pile into the van, where Craig waits behind the wheel in a lumberjack hat. “Heya. Get on in!”

			I sit in the middle row and slide over to the window. Summer reads my body language and slides in next to me. Neither of us says a word about it.

			The moment we step out of the vehicle at the start of the snowshoe trail, Hannah takes off running, leaving Trevor to sigh and stomp after her. She makes it about ten feet before tripping over the snowshoes and falling in a powdery explosion, laughing.

			“Hann…” Trevor says, a mix of exasperation and amusement.

			Summer and I walk past them, continuing down the trail. Our arms and legs make a swish-swish sound as we walk, and our snowshoes crunch rhythmically. As this place hasn’t had a fresh snowfall in a while, the path is full of tracks from previous guests.

			Chantal and Craig are several paces ahead, letting us explore. I go where my whims take me, pausing to take photos of trees, animal tracks, and the winding path. The trees are crusted in ice, looking so frozen that it’s a wonder they’ll bloom again.

			I expect Summer to continue ahead as I dawdle, but she stays with me.

			“Uh-oh,” she says, bending to examine a set of tracks. Four shallow divots form a vague triangle the size of my hand. “Polar bears.”

			I laugh and shove her, not falling for it this time. “Yeah, yeah.”

			She straightens up, a mischievous smirk on her face. “That or a hare.”

			I take a photo of the little tracks before we continue on.

			“The lodge reminds me of your grandparents’ cabin,” she says.

			I smile into my balaclava. “I thought the same. As soon as we walked in.”

			“It’s just missing all the doilies and potpourri.”

			I laugh. “And that antique rabbit statue in the corner.”

			“Oh God, I forgot about that thing. Its stare haunted my dreams.”

			We crunch onward, staying side-by-side as the path narrows and forces us closer together.

			“Did your shell hold up?” she asks.

			Shell? I look at her, waiting for it to make sense—and then it clicks. We found a pink scallop shell on the beach, and each of us took home half as a souvenir.

			“Um—” How do I say nicely that I tossed mine into the compost bin after she dumped me?

			She must read my hesitation because she buries her chin and drops her gaze.

			“You still have yours?” I ask, emotion straining my voice.

			“Well, it’s disintegrated a little, so I don’t know how much longer it’ll last,” she says dismissively, but it’s too late and my heart squeezes. I can’t believe she kept it for all these years. Now I feel like an ass for ditching mine.

			“I’ve still got the pics somewhere,” I say guiltily. At least I had the sense not to delete all of the photos and videos from our years together.

			“Same. But that place is burned into my memory anyway.” Summer looks up as if picturing it. “Remember how the guest room looked out on the bay and…” She trails off, leaving me hanging.

			Failing to hide her flushed cheeks, she looks the other way, and I think I know where her brain went: we didn’t do much sleeping in that bed. Throwing pretense aside, I say, “You’re thinking about how many times we had sex in there.”

			She looks around quickly, checking where everyone else is. They’re out of earshot.

			Laughter bursts from her lips. “Maybe.”

			“Getting it on with my grandparents in the next room…” I shake my head. “Not our finest moments.”

			“At least we had a bed. Most of our friends were limited to the back seat of a car.”

			“True. The perks of letting your parents think you’re just having sleepovers.”

			She flashes me a shy, knowing grin. Nobody realized all our sleepovers were anything more than two friends lying beside each other in a queen bed. It even took us a while to realize it. I’d had a crush on Summer for the whole school year in grade 11 but didn’t recognize it for what it was. I told myself we were just besties. Besties who liked to cuddle.

			Then, one night in June at her place, our faces got really close on the same pillow, and our noses brushed. I could feel the heat of her body against mine, all the way from her chest down to her bare thighs. The way her toes felt against my leg.

			Nothing stopped our teenage hormones after that first kiss. Not even a totally unsexy guest bedroom in my grandparents’ house with doilies on the bedside table. We made out in secret every chance we got—in the woods, behind a shed, in the bathroom at school when grade 12 started in the fall. Every touch and every kiss was as exciting as the first.

			We came out to our families after high school when we could no longer keep it a secret. My coming out went a lot better than Summer’s. That was her first strike, so to speak. The second was choosing to travel throughout her twenties instead of staying home and starting a family.

			The trail slopes upward, and I push back my hood, warming up from the exercise. “How are your parents doing?”

			It feels less intrusive asking about her family now that we’re on better terms.

			“They’re good,” she says, her tone unreadable.

			“You got your nose pierced.”

			A little smile curves her lips. Her gaze stays on the path. “They made peace with everything.”

			“Are you serious? Summer, that’s amazing.”

			“Both of them actually managed to say they’re happy for me, if you can believe it.”

			“Wow.” I’ll never forget the way she cried when her parents reacted with anger. In the year that followed, she spent most nights at my place. Her parents were divorced, so she told each one she was staying with the other and came over to our house. Mom and Dad welcomed her with open arms, though they made us sleep in separate rooms.

			That year, when we basically lived together, made it all the lonelier when she left.

			“It took me a few years to accept my own sexuality, so I granted them a few years to accept it too,” Summer says between breaths. “My sisters got through to them while I was in Tunisia, and they’ve apologized.”

			“Good.”

			I remember those early days when we were figuring out our sexuality together—a little anxiety, a lot of exhilaration. We were both unsure of ourselves at first, shy about showing affection in public, and even about what was going on between us. The ride was bumpier for her than it was for me, but we had each other, and that was all we needed.

			The trail crosses a snow-packed road, and Chantal watches for cars as she waves us past.

			My legs are burning. This is working a different set of muscles than my usual morning jogs. My breaths come faster, turning to ice where it hits my pulled-down balaclava and the neck of my parka.

			Summer’s relationship with her parents had been strained since before we met. With four daughters and high expectations, the Joshis were strict about everything from homework to curfews. Summer didn’t complain about it much, knowing her parents sacrificed a lot to leave India and immigrate to Canada, but her brooding silences were enough to tell me it was a complicated relationship.

			Given her coming-out experience and all the times she butted heads with her parents, it made sense that she gravitated to traveling. I remember noticing the further from home she was, the more she opened up and let her inner beauty shine. Our happiest memories were formed away from home—away from anyone who made her feel like she wasn’t enough. We would hold hands, lean into each other, kiss whenever we felt like it.

			Alone at the cabin, both of us feeling safe and loved, we had some of our most intimate moments—and I’ll never forget how it felt to kiss her: the soft skin of her cheeks, shoulders, and arms beneath my palms, her cushiony lips against mine, how she tasted so sweet, like honey and vanilla. It always made me crave more of her.

			My hands seem to have memories of their own, tingling as I recall the feel of running them up the back of her neck, her soft hair sliding between my fingers.

			“There it is!” Summer exclaims, snapping me out of my thoughts.

			My cheeks burn as I realize where my memories led me.

			As the path ends, the world opens to a sweeping, pure-white canvas. The frozen lake is nestled between forests, stretching out until the furthest edge disappears into a haze.

			As vast as the lake is, it’s anything but empty. A team of dogs pulls a sled across it, a fishing shack sits on the ice, and people have driven pickup trucks and SUVs right onto the lake and set up a circle of camping chairs—which eases any of my concerns about the safety of sitting on the ice all afternoon. If it can support a bunch of trucks, a few tourists in snowshoes will be fine.

			“Wow,” I whisper, taking out my phone for a quick shot.

			Summer looks at me, a wide smile making her glow. The way the soft sunlight hits her face, illuminating her brown eyes and smooth skin, she is, without doubt, the most beautiful person in the entire world. My chest tightens, making me lose my breath.

			I look past her as something wakes up deep inside me—a longing that feels like a hollow ache. As my memories of her come to the surface, I’m unearthing feelings I thought were long frozen over.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Drilling Holes

			We swish through the layer of powder on top of the ice, our snowshoes crunching rhythmically. Footprints and disturbances dot the snow all around us, evidence of others who have done this trek in recent weeks. Old fishing holes— easy to spot by the circles of disturbed snow around them—have frozen over.

			“Look at how pristine it is!” Hannah cries, racing ahead. She grabs a fistful of snow, bunches it tightly, and throws it at Trevor.

			It disintegrates in the air, too dry to form a snowball.

			Trevor blinks as the snow descends in front of him like a glitter bomb. Slowly, his expression shifts into playful vengeance, and Hannah screams and runs.

			“C’mere!” He chases her through the snow, catching up quickly and wrapping his arms around her waist. She giggles as they collapse into a heap, each trying to give the other a faceful.

			I glance at Summer. I can’t help it—it’s automatic. Their playfulness reminds me of the way the two of us used to be.

			She’s looking at me too.

			There’s a pause.

			She makes an X with her arms as if to ward me off. “Truce?”

			I nod. “Truce.”

			She grins and drops her arms.

			I can’t help wondering—what if I’d said no? Was a snow fight actually on the table?

			Chantal and Craig lead us to the fishing shack on the ice. Sitting on wood pallets, it’s no bigger than a shed, storing extra snowshoes, a wood-burning stove, random supplies, and fishing rods. The rods look tiny enough for children, but I guess it makes sense that they’d be small when freshwater fishing through a little hole in the ice.

			“Everybody arm yourselves with a fishing rod,” Chantal says, grabbing a handful off the wall.

			Trevor is the first to jump forward, followed by Hannah.

			Summer and I don’t move—and I have a feeling it’s for the same reason.

			“Is this catch-and-release, or are we eating them?” she asks, her arms at her sides.

			Yep, we both have a huge soft spot for animals, and I know from experience that killing a fish appeals to her as much as it does to me.

			“We’ll bring any catches back for dinner,” Chantal says. “You can’t catch and release here because it’s so cold that the fish die when you pull them out of the water.”

			Summer nods. “Is it okay if I don’t have my own fishing hole? I can share with someone else. I don’t really want to catch anything.”

			I blink. Wow, I didn’t even think that was an option. I don’t want to catch a fish either, but it never occurred to me to say no. I thought we were expected to go along with everything.

			In the spirit of doing what I want and not agreeing to something just because I feel like I’m supposed to, I summon confidence. “Me too. I’d rather hang out on the lake and explore.”

			My breath catches as the words come out. There, I asserted what I want. Why is guilt rising in my chest? Am I that bad at saying no to things I don’t want to do?

			I guess this is a skill I need to learn. It’s gotten me into tight spots at work—like when I agreed to set up a last-minute Jurassic exhibit that included animatronic dinosaurs for a themed party. God, how I wanted to say no. And, really, why didn’t I?

			“Absolutely,” Chantal says, a casual and anticlimactic response for the monumental shift going on inside me. “We’ll have Craig drill holes for Trevor and Hannah.”

			As she heads to the shack, I murmur for Summer’s ears only, “Justice for fishies.”

			She buries her chin into her neck warmer, stifling a laugh. We went fishing that first summer together at the cabin, and we both screamed when my grandpa caught a huge salmon. We made him put it back in the water, and my panicked cry of “Justice for fishies!” exploded out of me, making us both keel over with laughter. We must have referenced the line a hundred times after that—much to the irritation of my grandpa, who never forgave us for making him eat vegetarian that night.

			I’m glad she remembers.

			While Chantal brings lawn chairs, bait, and other supplies out of the shack, Craig brings out a long corkscrew and positions its sharp point on the ice. The corkscrew comes up to his navel and must be eight inches across, with an engine the size of a toaster sitting between two handles.

			“This here’s an auger, and we’ll use it to cut your fishing holes.” He pats it, and it wobbles under his grip.

			Summer and I exchange a look and take a step back, quickly turning our attention back to Craig so that we don’t laugh.

			“We also have a manual one you turn with a hand crank,” Craig continues, “but that takes ages, so we’re treating ourselves to this gas-powered beauty. ’Round this time of year, the ice is just about thick enough to drive a semitruck on it. So, any guesses on how thick it might be?”

			A semitruck? Holy crap.

			“A foot,” Hannah says.

			“Two feet,” Trevor says.

			“A hundred feet,” Summer says with false bravado, and we all laugh.

			I hum. “I’ll go in the middle and say a foot and a half.

			“Let’s see.” Craig starts the engine. At the loud whine, I take another step back.

			Holding the handles tightly, he drills downward, the auger shuddering as it sinks into the ice. It keeps going down, down, and he adjusts his stance to keep holding it tightly. He stops before he hits the bottom and turns off the engine. “Have a look before I drill through the final layer.”

			He pulls the auger out of the hole, and we all gather around to look. A perfect circle plunges downward. At the bottom, loose snow has fallen in. The cut ice is black around the edges, looking rough and layered like a canyon in the desert.

			We all “ooh” at the sight.

			“Was I right? Two feet?” Trevor asks.

			“About two and a half,” Craig says.

			“So if we’re going by The Price Is Right rules, I win,” Summer says.

			Trevor chuckles.

			Craig puts the auger back into the hole and drills through the last layer of ice. It plunges downward as he breaks through, and he stumbles. “Whoopsie!”

			I suck in a breath, stepping forward automatically as he catches himself.

			Getting his feet under him, he lifts the auger, bringing a torrent of icy water up and out. He plunges it up and down a few times, removing the ice and snow before turning off the engine and backing away.

			Chantal passes Trevor a little green net like the ones used for fish tanks. “Use this to scoop out the ice,” she instructs us. “You’ll have to do it periodically to stop the hole from freezing over.”

			He rushes forward eagerly, his face alight. What is it with men and fishing?

			In the hole, thick, slushy water has risen to the top, bobbing up and down. I frown at it. There’s some kind of water physics I don’t understand here. Why is the water at the top of the hole instead of at the bottom with the rest of the water?

			I look to Summer, my mouth open to ask, and she says, “There’s a beluga beneath the surface pushing the water up toward us. Either that, or we’re witnessing the way water equalizes itself.”

			I nod solemnly. “Must be the legendary lake belugas.”

			Of the two of us, she’s the one who took science classes, so I used to treat her like my personal search engine, asking so many questions about how everything worked that she started inventing answers.

			While Trevor scoops ice out of his fishing hole, Craig moves a few feet over to drill a second hole for Hannah.

			“Want to make snow angels?” Summer asks me, and before I can answer, she lays down and flaps her arms and legs.

			I sit beside her with my knees against my chest, needing to rest my legs for a minute after the trek here.

			Craig stumbles again and nearly face-plants as the auger breaks through the bottom of the ice. My heart jumps into my throat, but he holds on.

			“What would happen if he let go?” I ask in an undertone.

			Summer doesn’t need to sit up to know what I’m talking about. “It’d probably spin out of control, and we wouldn’t be able to catch it without hurting ourselves,” she says to the sky.

			I press my lips together.

			Soon, Hannah and Trevor are sitting in lawn chairs a few feet from each other, holding their tiny fishing rods, looking round and squat in their big parkas. Trevor’s smile is the widest it’s been all trip, and the way Hannah keeps looking at him, I think she’s relieved to see him enjoying himself.

			“Feel free to warm up in the fishing shack at any time,” Chantal says, a hand on the doorknob. “I’m going to start a fire.”

			Any body heat I built up on the trek has already dissipated, so I might have to take her up on that later.

			Summer and I keep catching each other’s eye. It’s like we’re hyperaware of each other now that the communication lines are open.

			“Has anything surprised you in your travels?” I ask, hoping my tone is casual. I want to show an interest in her life, even if it hurts to hear about all the things she’s done without me.

			She clicks her tongue. “Everywhere I go surprises me in some way. Could be as simple as the setting—like finding snow on the Swiss Alps in June. Wasn’t prepared for it and froze my ass off.”

			I smile, but it’s forced. I remember checking her Instagram a few times after we broke up and seeing the videos of her touring Europe—including one of her shivering while wearing capri pants and a windbreaker in the snow. I’d wished I was there with her, snow and all.

			“I think the best surprises are when I learn things about myself or others,” she says. “I keep a travel journal.”

			My curiosity piques. “Oh?”

			She doesn’t respond. Maybe the contents of her journal aren’t up for discussion.

			My left hand is numb from the cold, and no amount of finger wiggling is warming it up. I remove my gloves and swap my hand warmer from right to left.

			Summer props herself up on her elbows. “Do you only have one hand warmer?”

			“I have two, but one is in my pocket to stop my phone from freezing.”

			“I have extras. I could’ve given you some.”

			“What? How do you have extras? Didn’t they confiscate yours at airport security?”

			“No. They confiscated yours?”

			I huff. Just my luck. “It’s fine. I can go into the shack if it gets bad.”

			She sits up with a grunt and reaches toward me. “Put your cold hand in my mitten.”

			My heart jumps. “What? No.”

			She keeps her hand extended. “Come on. If your fingers are cold, this’ll warm them up.”

			Every bit of logic in my brain says no. Doesn’t she see how intimate it would be to hold hands?

			In the pause, she drops her arm. “If you want to stay cold…”

			My breath hitches as my feelings argue with my brain. I want to say yes. I want to feel her fingers in mine—and the reason is way too complicated to think about right now.

			But what about the promise I made to myself to do what I want on this trip? My sensible half says no, but what I really want is to say yes.

			So I reach out, my heart skipping. “Okay.”

			She holds open her mitten, and I force my hand inside.

			And, fine, it’s blissfully warm.

			We struggle awkwardly as we try to arrange our hands so they aren’t clasped—or at least, that’s what I’m trying to do. Eventually, I give up and press my palm flat against hers so our fingers interlock.

			It feels daring yet comfortable—a bad idea, yet everything I need.

			My face heats up faster than my hand does. I knew sharing a mitten would be intimate, but this is more than I expected.

			We don’t look at each other, keeping our gazes forward. My fingers thaw out, the sensation traveling up my arm.

			God, holding onto someone feels good right now. Maybe it’s the aftermath of being dumped, but I really needed physical contact. A hug, ideally. But this is good too.

			Maybe too good. It’s as if I wasn’t just craving any simple human touch, but Summer’s specifically. Her warmth trickles through me, comforting and familiar. My heart beats faster as our hands fit together the way the sole of a shoe molds to your foot over time. I haven’t held hands with her in years, so why does this feel like something I’ve done every day since?

			I stay still, not wanting her to misinterpret any movement as a flirty squeeze.

			I pretend to be interested in the circle of bundled-up ice fishers in the distance with their trucks and SUVs. They resemble giant pillows sitting in lawn chairs. Our group must look the same, sitting in a little circle, waiting for a fish to bite.

			Jesus, does Summer feel the same tension I do? I can barely breathe. It’s as if an invisible string is pulled taut between us, thrumming with each breath. Am I reading too much into this and it’s really nothing more than an offer to keep me warm?

			I steal a glance at her. She’s staring ahead at Hannah, who’s scooping ice out of her hole. I hope she can’t feel my pulse racing through my fingers.

			Trevor’s gaze catches on our shared mitten.

			Summer raises our hands. “This dumbass chose her phone over her fingers.”

			He laughs, and a trickle of relief seeps through me. At least one of us knows how to deflect awkward questions.

			“Any luck over there?” I ask him.

			“Not yet, but I feel it coming.”

			“Bet I catch one before you do,” Hannah says.

			He scrutinizes her. “Yeah? Winner does the other one’s laundry when we get home?”

			“Done.” Hannah raises her phone. “Smile for the ’gram!”

			Trevor beams and gives a thumbs-up.

			“Oh, can I follow you?” Summer asks, pulling out her own phone.

			I pull out mine too—there’s service out here—and we all follow each other on social media. My insides dance with the little victory of making new friends. Trust Summer to initiate that.

			When we’ve all followed each other and Trevor and Hannah return to bantering about who’s going to catch the bigger fish, Summer turns to me. I snap my gaze to her without deciding to, like I was subconsciously waiting for the opportunity to look at her.

			Her gaze flicks up and down my face, her lips parted as if she’s about to ask me something.

			I wait, still finding it unusually hard to breathe.

			“I caught something!” Hannah shrieks. “It’s pulling! It’s pulling!”

			Trevor abandons his fishing hole to race over to her, slipping and stumbling, nearly knocking into her. “Don’t let go, babe.”

			Chantal and Craig rush over too, grinning.

			“Reel it in nice and steady,” Craig says. “There ya go.”

			“Oh no, I can’t watch,” Summer says. She lets go of my fingers, and I take my cue, pulling out of the glove.

			Emptiness hits me like winter wind cutting through my clothes. What did I expect, that she’d turn into me so I could put my arms around her and comfort her?

			As I clench my fist inside my mitten, saving the remaining warmth, I can’t help feeling like I’m holding onto a past that’s long gone. I thought I wanted to reconnect with the old Avery, but it turns out I’m awakening more of the old me than I’m prepared to confront.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Revelations from a Travel Journal

			“I can’t believe you caught one and I didn’t,” Trevor says, gazing longingly at the fried fish Chantal places on the dinner table.

			Hannah smiles smugly, taking a seat. “Jealous?”

			He salutes her. “Proud of you, champ.”

			I sit across from him, and Summer pulls out the chair beside me. Like our ride in the van, there’s no longer a “chair gap” between us, and it feels nice to take that wall down.

			I catch her eye, and she presses her lips together and looks away, reaching for the wine.

			Mixed emotions stir inside me. I’m glad we’re past acting distant and snappy—but am I entering dangerous territory by getting friendly with her? Was I better off with a literal arm’s length between us? As much as I miss her, I can’t let myself forget how much she hurt me.

			“The one that tugged my fishing line was huge,” Trevor insists. “We would’ve had enough to eat for tomorrow’s dinner too.”

			Hannah pats his shoulder. “Sure, bud.”

			Craig joins us, and we all help ourselves to fish, rice, and a roasted vegetable-and-potato medley. The meal, of course, is incredible. The fish is cooked to perfection in butter and lemon, mild in taste and crispy at the edges.

			“So you’ll eat fish as long as you don’t have to wrangle it yourself, eh?” Craig asks with a hint of amusement.

			“I’m a gatherer, not a hunter,” I say, taking a bite.

			Summer nods and nudges me with her elbow. “What she said.”

			My arm tingles where she nudged me, like every cell is doing a little jig.

			Dammit. My body is betraying me by reacting to her touch in this way.

			“Fair enough,” Craig says, raising his glass of water to us. “I tend not to fish, myself. But that’s probably for a different reason.”

			“Last August, he cast a line and hooked his friend’s T-shirt behind him,” Chantal says.

			Craig slaps his thigh, roaring with laughter. “Oh, he went right in. Good thing it was a scorcher out.”

			We all laugh with him, and he puts his hands over his face. Chantal rubs his arm as if in apology for sharing his embarrassing story.

			The dogs rove under the table, waiting for dropped food or acts of sympathy. When Dash pokes his head between Summer and me to make puppy-dog eyes at us, she reaches down to pat him, her fingers combing through his fur.

			Something twists inside me. She always had nice hands, her soft skin telling a story in the scrapes and nicks she earned doing some fun activity like kayaking or hiking. Holding her hand earlier—feeling the way her fingers slotted between mine like just the right puzzle piece—was too good. Should I be alarmed by what I’m feeling, or is this just the nostalgia talking?

			“Skies look pretty clear,” Chantal says. “Good night to stay up and watch for the lights.”

			“Time for an all-nighter,” I say, only half-joking. It’s what the old Avery would’ve done—and what Summer and I actually did once during a meteor shower.

			Summer flashes me a smile that makes my stomach flip. “Not a bad night for it. What’s tomorrow, Chantal, the hot springs?”

			Chantal nods. “You’ll have as long as you want to simmer. No energy required.”

			“Perfect,” I say. “All-nighter it is.”

			“Oof, I dunno if I can pull that off,” Trevor says, pouring himself a generous glass of wine. “Hard to go outside and sit there in the cold for half an hour when a warm bed is waiting.”

			“Well, it’s your turn tonight, sweetie,” Hannah says through a mouthful. “Bundle up and watch out for wolves.”

			“Wow, okay,” he deadpans. “My fiancée is literally throwing me to the wolves.”

			“We’ll come get you if we see them,” Summer assures him.

			I could dance at her words. I’m fine with just the two of us staying up all night to watch the sky and talk—which is probably not a good thing to be feeling.

			“Opportunity of a lifetime,” Hannah sings. “People were so jealous when we told them we were coming here.”

			Trevor rubs the bridge of his nose under his glasses. “Hann, people looked at us like we’d morphed into aliens when we told them we were going to the Yukon in the middle of winter.”

			“Same,” I say, recalling the mixed reactions from my friends and parents. They were all wowed, but most of them seemed to have little desire to do the trip themselves.

			Summer shrugs. “People have stopped being surprised when I tell them where I’m going.”

			“Really?” Chantal asks, looking at her with interest. “Where’ve you been?”

			As Summer launches into her list of places, it occurs to me how often she must have to do this when she meets people. I wonder if she enjoys telling everyone or if it gets old—the same song playing over and over.

			Is her life as incredible as it sounds, or is traveling that much one of those things that sounds better as a recap than it is in the moment? And would all of those places have been better to visit with a partner?

			There’s so much about what goes on in her head that I don’t understand. I probably never fully knew her, even when she was the closest person to me.

			While she answers their questions about her travels (yes, yes, it’s all fantastic and wonderful and good for her), her earlier mention of keeping a travel journal drifts at the edge of my curiosity. Maybe it’s the secretive nature of a diary piquing my interest, but I want to know what she’s been writing about. Is it a simple play-by-play of things she saw that day, or does she record something more interesting, like her thoughts and feelings?

			“What do you write in your travel journal?” I ask, hoping it’s not too bold a question.

			She lifts a shoulder. “Everything that happened that day, what I did and saw…”

			Of course.

			“How all of it made me feel,” she adds, much to my surprise. “Things I learned.”

			Ah. So she does have feelings.

			“Traveling to find yourself?” Chantal asks with a wry smile. She and Craig get up to clear everyone’s empty plates.

			Summer smiles, fidgeting with her napkin. “I thought that was a cliche, but it works. I learn something new about myself with every trip I go on.”

			“Like what?” I ask, everything in me pulling toward her, hoping for a glimpse of what’s inside her head. Maybe this will get me closer to solving the mystery of Summer that has plagued me for about a decade.

			She pauses while Chantal and Craig bring over apple crumble and ice cream—maybe taking a moment to choose which secrets to spill.

			As we all help ourselves, she says, “Okay, take my very first trip to Europe…”

			The one she dumped me for.

			“In the first half, I was desperate to make friends with the people in my tour groups and agreed to go partying even when I didn’t feel like it. About halfway through, it hit me that I didn’t need to say yes all the time. I could go back to my room and read a book and fall asleep early, and it didn’t impact how much fun I had. I was actually happier because I felt refreshed the next day. Everybody else was hungover, but I was up early to beat the crowds and take it all in.”

			“Ugh, that’s so true,” Hannah says.

			Chantal and Craig disappear into the kitchen again, where the clinking of dishes going into the dishwasher rings out.

			I stare at my bowl, the ice cream melting over the hot crumble. Summer’s answer churns in my gut, a bitter taste rising.

			She shrugs. “Anyway, that’s the sort of thing I explore while journaling.”

			“Interesting,” I say, my disappointment swelling beneath my tone. “I learned that about myself over the last few years too—how I can just stay home on a Saturday night if I feel like it.”

			“Yeah?” Summer meets my eye, a crease between her brows.

			The acid in me rises, burning my throat until my next words spill out without my permission. “I didn’t have to go to Europe to figure that out.”

			Silence stretches between us.

			“Different ways of solving the same problem, then,” Summer says curtly.

			Maybe I shouldn’t have said that, but come on, is this the sort of self-exploration she left me for? The realization that she didn’t have to party if she didn’t want to? This is bullshit.

			Hannah looks between us, silent. Trevor is busy scooping ice cream onto both of their plates.

			I want to ask if her travels were worth it—if leaving me and everyone she loved was everything she thought it would be. But I also don’t want open hostilities in front of an audience.

			“It must be hard, leaving home for that long,” I say with a forced smile.

			Summer stabs her spoon into her crumble. “Not really.”

			A chill colder than the air outside descends between us, but with Chantal and Craig in the kitchen and Trevor blissfully oblivious, Hannah might be the only one noticing. I press on. “What happens at the end of all the traveling?”

			The chill reaches Summer’s eyes. The ghost of all the hurtful things I said when she left me lingers between us, obscuring the air. You’re selfish. Making the biggest mistake of your life. You’re going to die alone.

			“At the end of it, I’ll have seen the world.” Her voice is low, no longer keeping up the cheery pretense.

			“Excellent crumble, Chantal,” Trevor calls out to the kitchen. “Hann, have you tried it yet? This is amazing.”

			She glances impatiently at him. “Yeah. It’s great.”

			I take a breath and try to lighten my tone. “I wonder how people who travel all the time balance their lifestyle with everything else. Friends, family, a relationship…”

			“People who travel a lot usually end up making friends all over the world.” Summer’s voice is steady, flat.

			“Friends or acquaintances?” The need to understand her presses in on me, making me shift in my seat. I want to understand why she’s choosing to live this way—why she left me to go after something fleeting. “What happens when they never stay in one place for long enough to maintain connections?”

			“Oh, it’s true,” Trevor says, nodding as he swallows a mouthful of dessert. “My buddy’s in a band and goes on tour all the time, sometimes for weeks or months. He was gone so much last year that his wife ended up leaving him. Hard to build a future when—ow!”

			He looks sharply at Hannah, who gives him a not-so-subtle death glare. “Hey,” she says, “I think you should face your fear tonight and pet a husky. What do you think?”

			Trevor’s expression changes to alarm. “What? Why?”

			She grabs a morsel of fish that fell onto the table and hands it to him. “Here. Feed the one begging beside you.”

			He moans. “Oh, come on.”

			I meet Summer’s eye. Her scowl deepens, but there’s more than anger behind her expression. I don’t think she believes I’m right—but I don’t think she’s ready to shout at me for being wrong either.

			“And what about people who never go anywhere?” she asks, her voice low. “Will they regret spending the best years of their lives in one place when they could’ve been having new experiences every day?”

			Her words coil inside me, nauseating. I hadn’t considered that perspective. Is there a right answer? Are we just on two diverging paths, doomed to argue about the best way to live?

			Trevor feeds Smokey, letting out an “eugh!” as slobber coats his fingers.

			Hannah kisses his cheek. “Proud of you.”

			He wipes his fingers on his napkin, wrinkling his nose. “You owe me. Now you have to pet a moose.”

			“I just hope it’s worth it in the end,” I murmur, hoping only Summer can hear.

			She pushes her dessert around her bowl, not eating. “Every seized opportunity comes with a cost. That’s life. But I know I’ve grown in ways I never could have if I’d stayed in one place.”

			The sincerity in her words almost makes the bitterness dissipate, but it hangs on stubbornly, a stain that refuses to be washed out.

			Maybe wanting her in my life again was a mistake. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to look at her without feeling the sting of what we could’ve had.

			* * *

			Back in the yurt, a flood of messages from the Zucchini Muffins is waiting for me on my phone.

			 

			Olivia: AVERY

			Olivia: WHY IS YOUR EX-GIRLFRIEND IN YOUR DOGSLEDDING VIDEO

			Olivia: ANSWER PRONTO PLEASE

			Kai: I just opened Instagram so fast, I sprained my thumbs. EXPLAIN RIGHT NOW.

			Roya: WHAT

			Ming: I’m screaming. Please answer so I can stop screaming.

			 

			Oh, crap. I didn’t think anyone would be able to tell it was Summer when I posted the video. But knowing them, they probably cross-checked Summer’s profile to verify she was also posting Yukon pictures.

			“Going to body shower,” Summer announces. “Though that might be useless since the dog smell is embedded in my clothes.”

			“Good luck.” I sit on my bed, debating how to reply to the group. In truth, my brain and heart are in a violent battle, and I really need my friends’ advice. But telling them everything would mean confessing the feelings I’m trying not to put into words.

			 

			Avery: Yeah, she’s here. It was an unpleasant surprise to see her with my tour group. I considered getting back on the plane and coming home.

			Roya: So when you said “roomie”…?

			 

			I grimace. Nothing gets by them.

			 

			Avery: They made us room together since we’re both traveling solo.

			Ming: PLEASE TELL ME THERE’S ONLY ONE BED

			 

			I laugh, automatically glancing at the door as if to make sure Summer is really gone.

			 

			Avery: There are two beds, thank you very much. And if there were only one, I’d be sleeping on the floor. Things have been a little…uh…tense.

			Roya: Probably because she still has feelings for you.

			 

			I purse my lips. They all came to that conclusion when I told them our breakup story—that Summer made a huge mistake in breaking up with me and would come to regret it. But none of them were there. None of them saw how coldly she left, how we completely cut off contact, and, now, how much we’ve struggled to make peace on this trip.

			 

			Avery: She definitely doesn’t.

			Olivia: Before you write it off, at least look for signs that we’re right.

			Kai: Yeah. Do what you do best and make a list.

			 

			I smirk. Their arguments and denial arrived so fast, it’s like they knew what I would say.

			 

			Avery: A list of what?

			Kai: Clues she’s still in love with you.

			 

			I sigh. That’s going to be a short list.

			 

			Roya: Oooh, I like that. Does she keep catching your eye? Has she brought up memories of how in love you were or times you had sex? Does she seem jealous when you talk about other partners?

			 

			Okay, there might be a couple of things that could loosely be interpreted as clues, but it’s still going to be a short list.

			 

			Avery: No point. We keep arguing about our breakup. One minute we’re getting along fine, but then all the hurt bubbles up. I’m emotionally drained.

			 

			Typing the words, tears spring to my eyes. I look up and blink them back. I don’t want to keep arguing with her, so why do I keep approaching her with my fists up?

			 

			Roya: Oh, shit. Sorry to hear that, Aves.

			Ming: I say this gently, but I think it’s because there are lingering feelings.

			Kai: It’s possible. Make that list.

			Avery: Then what?

			Kai: Then report back to us.

			Ming: Then you’ll understand what you’re both feeling and can act accordingly

			Olivia: ONE STEP AT A TIME

			 

			My brain wants to go to the next step, and I fight with it.

			What if she likes—?

			Stop it.

			What if—?

			No.

			I smother the tiny flame that ignites in my chest. The last thing I should be feeling is hopeful. What am I even hoping for?

			 

			Roya: Stop overthinking it, and just figure out what you’re both feeling first.

			 

			They know me well.

			I chew my lip. Should I do it? They’re not telling me to act on anything—merely gather information instead of making assumptions about what Summer is feeling. And that sounds reasonable.

			I trust my friends’ opinions, and we’ve always steered each other right when it comes to our love lives. I’m willing to try this if they think it’s worth it.

			 

			Avery: Fine. But even if she still cares about me, it’s not like we’re going to start a relationship again.

			Olivia: OVERTHINKING. This is purely information gathering. Don’t feel pressured to make a decision.

			Roya: We love you, Aves. Don’t do it if you don’t want to, but the point is to help you understand what’s happening by figuring out where both of your feelings are at. Know what I mean?

			Kai: Exactly. We’re here for you if you need to talk or vent!

			 

			I smile, grateful for them. I know this isn’t about playing a game to satisfy their curiosity—they genuinely want to help me put my mind at ease.

			I create a mental list called Signs Summer is Interested in Me and add the first item:

			 

			1. My friends think she is.

			 

			It’s a pretty terrible clue and probably doesn’t even qualify.

			Time to see if I can add any more.

			As a lot of hugging gifs and a rainbow of heart emojis come through, I shift, a bout of nerves hitting me. Creating this list feels like preparing for a different kind of expedition. A treacherous hike might be a less dangerous and more predictable undertaking.

			I know what I’m going to discover. I know Summer’s priorities.

			But, damn, my fluttering heart is telling me something: it would be nice if I could get back to my friends and tell them they’re right.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Navigating the Darkness

			The door of the yurt opens, and my heart jumps like I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t be. I tell my friends I have to go, and I click off my phone’s screen as Summer enters. She’s in her cotton pajamas underneath her parka, her hair dry and in a bun.

			My heart tugs in her direction, and I yank it back. I hate how she still has this effect on me.

			“Should we head out to look for the lights?” Her tone is soft, resigned. Maybe she’s fed up with the tension between us.

			Right—the all-nighter we talked about.

			I stand, a little ashamed of attacking her over dinner. “Sure.”

			“I think we’ll have a better chance of seeing the lights if we walk to an open spot on the river,” she says. “Might be a good night to face your fear.”

			Ugh. I know I agreed to this, but does it have to be now? Can’t I put it off?

			Her lips quirk like she’s fighting a smile, which tells me she’s going to enjoy this.

			Relief washes over me, knowing we can get past it, and I fight my own smile.

			“Fiiine,” I say, drawing out the word. Despite my fear, I do want to experience the Yukon wilderness by night, and I trust Chantal’s promise that I won’t get attacked by a wild animal. Time to stop being a wimp and embrace adventure.

			Cool, so I’m about to go for a snowy walk under a blanket of stars with my ex-girlfriend who I have complicated feelings about.

			We put on all of our warm layers on top of our pajamas, grab the headlamps, and head out.

			As we step into the yard, our lights illuminate a sea of glowing eyes. Ninety-seven dogs have turned to look at us—and beyond them, the world is an inky void.

			I groan. “Summer, this is so creepy.”

			“They’re just dogs. Look, one is—”

			Something nudges the back of my legs, and I shriek and leap into the air. The dogs in the yard erupt into barking.

			My headlamp reveals Summer bent over with laughter, bracing herself on her knees. “It’s just Dash! Look, he wants to come with us.”

			I put my hand over my heart, catching my breath. The old, black husky was obviously sniffing around the yard and came up behind us. I reach down to pat him with a trembling hand. “Not funny!”

			Summer is still giggling. “I think you jumped a foot.”

			I crack a smile and continue on. I’ll hand it to Dash for melting the wall of ice between us. “Let’s get this over with.”

			As we cross the yard and enter the woods, the symphony of huskies fades, the snow and trees muffling it so quickly that it feels as if we’re already miles from safety. With each step, the crunch of snow underfoot sounds unnaturally loud.

			“Oh God,” I say under my breath, steeling myself for whatever I’m walking into.

			The dogsledding trail morphs into something different from the peaceful wonderland I saw by day. The dark forest presses in on us, skeletal branches reaching out. Our breaths mist, white and opaque against a black canvas. The glow of our headlamps illuminates only the path and the first layer of trees, casting moving shadows in all directions. Past the edge of the light is the unknown. Literally anything could be waiting beyond the veil.

			My heartbeat whooshes in my ears as a primal fear overtakes me.

			“Um…” My steps falter. “What if we run into a bear?”

			“They’re all hibernating,” Summer says, her tone contrasting with the boulder of unease weighing me down.

			“A moose, then.”

			“Dash will protect us. Anyway, this whole trail smells like a hundred huskies, so I’m sure the local wildlife avoids it.”

			Dash prances ahead, barely visible as he leads the way with his tail up. His unbothered trot is comforting, but it’s hard to ignore the smothering darkness.

			I huff out a shaky breath, forcing my legs to keep moving. I can’t help but glance over my shoulder, half expecting to see glowing eyes.

			“I have the heebie-jeebies,” I confess.

			Summer slows down and puts her hand on my back. “I’ll walk half a step behind you to protect you from Sasquatches.”

			At her touch, a pleasant sensation runs down my back and into my toes. I keep going, feeling a little more courageous.

			“This is like the time you braved the wooden roller coaster,” she says.

			I smile, surprised she recalls that day. “Nice of you to remember my panic.”

			“I remember you pushing through it—and we ended up with the best photo.”

			It was a great picture. As we flew down the slope of the hundred-year-old coaster, my eyes were closed and my grip on the lap bar was strong, Summer’s eyes were wide and her hands were up, and both of us had the world’s biggest smiles as we dissolved into uncontrollable laughter.

			I let out a breath. “I’ll try to summon that bravery.”

			My smile is still there, and I fight to tame it. I guess I assumed she’d brushed away all of our good memories together—but they’re still there for her as much as they are for me. She remembers our dates, our laughs, our bonding moments.

			As we continue on, the crunch of our boots over the dry, packed snow sounds less like the soundtrack of a horror movie.

			“It’s not surprising we both ended up here,” Summer says. The air is so quiet that I can hear her at barely a murmur.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Yukon on the winter solstice, just like we said we were going to.”

			Crunch, crunch, crunch.

			I press my lips into almost a smile. “You know, it was my idea.”

			“I remember. It was a great idea.”

			My gaze catches on the trees. The light from my headlamp makes the frost on the branches sparkle. They look dazzling, like they’ve been coated in silver glitter.

			“Well, we made it,” I say. “Better late than never.”

			“Late? Who says this is late?”

			“The plan was—I mean, I thought we’d come here together a few years ago.” I bury my chin at my blunder of talking again about a plan.

			“Ah,” she says, thankfully not chastising me this time. She moves her hand, sending another pleasant rush through my back. “I guess I derailed that for you.”

			“It’s okay,” I say automatically, though we both know it definitely wasn’t.

			Dash sniffs around and pees on everything, doing laps around us. I feel better having him here, although I’m not sure how any of us would fare against a startled moose.

			Overhead, the gibbous moon is visible over the treetops, a beacon in the pitch blackness. We must be close to the river now.

			“You weren’t wrong,” Summer says.

			“About what?”

			“All the traveling I’m doing makes it hard to maintain friendships. I know people all over the world, but they’re not the sort of lifelong friends you see all the time. They’re not the sort of friends you call if you need help.”

			My heart stumbles. I didn’t expect this sort of confession from her.

			“That’s okay, though.” I feel guilty for the things I said earlier. “There are different types of friendships.”

			A pause.

			“Yeah,” she says quietly.

			“As long as you’re happy, that’s what matters, right?”

			She’s quiet. Our boots crunch, our snow pants swish, and Dash’s paws thump chaotically. Still, she says nothing.

			Wait, is she happy?

			Far from feeling victorious that I was right, an ache shoots through my chest. I want Summer to have friends and thrive and get everything she wants in life.

			I bite the inside of my cheek hard, even more confused about how I feel and what I want from her. I want her to be happy, but that’s always seemed to conflict with what makes me happy.

			“I’ve been wondering lately if I should book shorter trips,” she says.

			A heavy pause hangs in the air, and the confession hits me like a boulder landing on my head. Summer Joshi is getting tired of long adventures? That’s like saying the sea is tired of making waves.

			I look over at her, making both of us scrunch up our faces as our headlamps blind each other.

			Maybe she chose to tell me this now because we can’t really look at one another. Confessions are easier from under a mask.

			“What makes you feel that way?” I turn my gaze ahead, taking in the glimmering trees lining the trail.

			“I’ve just done so many of them. Living out of a backpack, sharing a room in a hostel, wearing sandals in the shower, figuring out a new city, eating at restaurants every day… It can be a lot. I’m glad I’ve done all these trips, but over the last few months, I’ve found myself antsy to come home by the end.”

			Dash stops to sniff something, then goes racing past, having the time of his life.

			“This is…surprising,” I say, an understatement.

			“Don’t get me wrong,” Summer says quickly. “I’m not going to stop traveling. But I might be done with the long ones. When I booked this trip, I was relieved to be going for only a week.”

			Wow. I don’t know what to make of this. Does it mean she’s opening up space in her life for lasting friendships—or more?

			We get to the frozen river, and the heebie-jeebies return. Standing in the middle of the open space surrounded by darkness isn’t my idea of a good time.

			Summer takes my hand and pulls me onward, clicking off her headlamp.

			Her touch tingles up my arm, soothing me. I do the same, plunging us into blackness.

			“Which way is north?” I ask, disoriented.

			She leans into me to spin me in the right direction, and we stop, waiting.

			As my eyes adjust, the moon and stars overhead cast enough light on the white landscape to see. Soon, I can make out Summer’s eyes looking skyward, her smile, her dimples.

			“I think life has phases,” I say. “You don’t have to pick a thing and stick to it your whole life. You can have a traveling phase, a career phase, a family phase. Traveling has been your priority in your twenties, but you’re allowed to change focus after a while.”

			There’s a twist of uncertainty in my chest as I say it. While I believe these words, I might be biased when it comes to Summer, suggesting something I want from her rather than what she needs.

			Rather, something I used to want.

			Or do I still want that?

			The twist of uncertainty expands, getting uncomfortable.

			She hums thoughtfully. “Phases. That’s a nice way of looking at it.”

			She turns on the spot, and I turn with her. She’s still holding my hand. I don’t move my fingers, afraid that if I do, she’ll let go.

			Should this go on the Signs Summer is Interested in Me list?

			Possibly.

			I mentally add it.

			 

			2. She’s holding my hand.

			 

			“Where are you going next?” I ask.

			She keeps her gaze on the sky. “That’s the thing. I’m…not sure yet. It’s the first time in years that I’m not sure.”

			A rising sensation fills me, like I’m filling with helium. Does this mean Summer might stay in Vancouver for longer than a few days?

			“It’d be easier for you to make friends and go on dates if you stayed in one place,” I say, hoping her response answers a couple of questions I have.

			“Yeah.”

			She says nothing more.

			Damn. I guess I have to ask outright.

			“Are you still calling Vancouver home?”

			“Yep. No plans to change that.”

			Good. “Would you download a dating app?”

			Hopefully this is an indirect enough way of asking if she plans to get into a relationship again.

			She shrugs. “Meh.”

			I stare blankly at the sky, not really putting effort into searching for the lights.

			One of many things I don’t understand about her lingers at the front of my mind—something that comes with being in a relationship.

			“When we were together…” I say, aware I might be broaching a subject she wanted to avoid.

			But she looks at me with interest, waiting for me to go on.

			“Our sex life was, um, active,” I say, my face burning. The memories flood back—her tongue between my legs, her hands on my breasts, her sweaty, naked body arching beneath me as I drew gasps from her mouth. I clear my throat. “I get that you want to travel more than you want a relationship, but don’t you sometimes get…?”

			I catch a flash of white teeth as she casts me a lopsided smile. “Oh, yeah. Sometimes I have random hookups while traveling. But mostly I take care of business myself.”

			I manage to force a smile, my heart doing a painful somersault. I wasn’t ready to hear that she’s had hookups. I mean, it’d be naive to hope she hasn’t been with anyone since we dated, but I still don’t like to think of it.

			“Just hookups?” I ask.

			“Tour groups aren’t really the right context for anything else. Everyone’s drunk and just there short-term.”

			Well, there’s that.

			“I bet you found some quality people that way,” I tease.

			She chuckles. “It’s about all I have the capacity for.”

			Ah. In other words, still no capacity for a relationship.

			My heart sinks, and I inhale deeply to try and stop the sensation. This is exactly why I told myself not to be hopeful. She hasn’t changed, and she still isn’t interested in a relationship or even dating. Meaningless hookups, end of story.

			“You found love,” she says. Is that accusation in her tone?

			It’s true. I fell in love so hard, I thought I’d marry him. That’s probably worse to hear about.

			Or it would be worse if she still had feelings for me.

			“I thought I found love,” I say. “I guess I did for a while. But the breakup feels distant right now. Like I can manage it. Maybe it’ll hit me harder when I get home.”

			“Flying away from your problems can be a temporary help.”

			“Temporary,” I say with a sigh.

			More stars become visible with each passing minute, a blanket of them overhead. My neck hurts from looking up.

			“Other than Nolan, have you dated anyone else since we were together?” she asks.

			“I did the dating app thing for a bit. I wasn’t into anyone until he came along.” It took me so long to get over Summer, and I went through a turbulent one-night-stand phase before I met Nolan at a corporate gig I planned, but I refuse to admit that to her.

			“Sounds like you’ve met some quality people too,” she says smugly.

			“Yeah, yeah.” I trace my gaze over the stars, searching for constellations.

			“Are your fingers cold?” Summer asks, squeezing my hand.

			I open my mouth to say yes—which would be a lie. They’re not cold. Saying yes would just be an excuse to share a mitten again.

			“No,” I say. “Thanks.”

			In the pause that follows, something twists inside me. Was she hoping for a particular answer?

			Summer gasps and grabs my arm so abruptly that my heart tries to exit my body. I scream, flailing my limbs as if to fight off a wolf. Dash barks.

			“There it is!” Summer whisper-shouts. “Oh my God!”

			“Summer, for fuck’s sake, I thought—” So much adrenaline is pulsing through me that it takes a second to realize what she’s talking about. I blink, taking in the sight of the silvery curtain fluttering in the sky above.

			Summer leans into me, and I freeze, stunned into silence. The milky-green light undulates as if caught in a breeze, soothing and ethereal. The sight is mesmerizing, filling me with wonder.

			For a long minute, we stand like statues, and my heart beats faster.

			I’m watching the northern lights!

			Correction: I’m watching the northern lights with Summer.

			I never thought we would get this moment. I thought the opportunity had come and gone before I turned twenty-one.

			Summer squeezes my hand again. “The pact. We should go get Hannah and Trevor.”

			She lets go of my hand and takes off at a run, leaving me to follow.

			An exhilarated laugh escapes me as we race back along the trail. Dash barks and gallops alongside us.

			Running back, the heebie-jeebies return, as if my primal brain thinks I’m running from a predator. But it’s easy to ignore the sensation. We found the northern lights!

			We get to the Kodiak yurt and knock, panting. The huskies are barking, the whole yard in an uproar.

			When the light turns on and the door opens, Summer’s smile makes my breath catch. Her glowing expression is one I haven’t seen in years—and she’s directing it at me.

			She seems to catch herself and turns her gaze to Trevor, who is bleary-eyed in sweatpants.

			“Lights?” he grunts.

			“Yes!” Summer cries.

			There’s a scuffle behind him as Hannah leaps out of bed. “Coming!”

			As the four of us and Dash race back together, my grin can’t get any bigger. I did it. I faced my fear and walked through the wilderness at night—and like soaring down the slope of a roller coaster, God, was it ever worth it.

			In fact, right now, there’s nowhere I’d rather be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			A Plan for Redecorating

			When I wake up, the yurt is warm. The fire is on, casting an orange glow throughout the dark room.

			I sit up, finding the air comfortable enough that I don’t have to rush for my hoodie like the last couple of mornings. Summer’s bed is empty, the shadows of her blankets are in disarray, and she’s nowhere to be seen.

			She must be eating breakfast—or else she’s done one of her classic disappearances and is off in the woods somewhere.

			My feet are warm for once.

			There’s a lump under the covers at the foot of my bed. I reach down to touch it, finding something hard. Pulling back the covers reveals a ceramic container. It’s an old-fashioned foot warmer.

			What the…?

			My heart seems to dissolve in my chest, and I slump. Summer must have slipped that into the foot of my bed before leaving. She remembered how cold my feet get at night. Back then, she used to get me a hot water bottle, or else take my feet in her hands to warm them up.

			Damn you, Summer.

			The gesture sends a shooting pain through my chest. I grit my teeth to ward it off, reaching for my phone.

			While I have a minute alone, I take the opportunity to video call Mom.

			“Morning, sunshine!” she sings, nestled into her usual spot with Stitch on her lap.

			“Morning.” My voice is croaky, and I clear my throat. “Everything good at home?”

			“Nothing new. How was yesterday?”

			Seeing her on the couch with Stitch, the Christmas tree lights reflecting in her glasses, a strange mix of emotion trickles through my chest: a pang of homesickness hits as I wish I could settle into my familiar routines, and at the same time, my chest tightens with suppressed panic. Once this trip is over, then what? I’ll return to the place where I had my heart broken and start picking up the pieces. I’ll be alone and single, and everything that happened on this trip will fade until it’s a distant memory.

			I draw a breath to keep my emotions in check, diving into a recap of yesterday’s snowshoeing excursion and the northern lights. “Today, we’re heading into Whitehorse to explore, and then Summer and I are going to visit the hot springs while Hannah and Trevor stay in town for a date night.”

			“That sounds nice!” Mom says. “Are the hot springs also a date night?”

			“Mom!” Heat rises in my face.

			“Teasing, teasing,” she says, but I’m positive she said that to gauge my reaction. “How are things going with her?”

			She’s always been terrible at forcing a casual tone.

			“It’s…” I rub my forehead. The truth? Some moments are great, and some are terrible. Averaging that out… “Fine,” I finish.

			“She was always so sweet. It’s too bad—” Mom fidgets with a loose thread on the blanket. “People have different priorities in life.”

			“Yep.” I’m not sure I like the direction of the conversation, so I say, “Dad would like ice fishing.”

			“Has Summer mentioned any kind of relationship or partner?” Mom says, not letting me change the topic.

			I sigh. “I know you’re secretly hoping we’ll make up after all this time,” I say, not beating around the bush, “but Summer is still the same. She’s obsessed with traveling, and her life doesn’t have room for a relationship. She doesn’t want one.”

			“And what do you want?”

			I furrow my brow. “What do you mean?”

			“You just told me what Summer wants, but you didn’t tell me what you want.”

			I adjust my position on the bed, uncomfortable. “That’s irrelevant.”

			“Is it?”

			“Yes, when the other person doesn’t reciprocate it.”

			“So you do feel something toward her.”

			“What? No, that’s not what I said.”

			“You should tell her how you feel, Avery.”

			Typical Mom, seeing right through me. Even ten years ago, when I came out and told her I was dating Summer, her lack of surprise made me wonder how long she’d known. Maybe our “sleepovers” got past everyone but her.

			“No, I shouldn’t. She dumped me for a reason. I’m not going to put myself out there and confess I still—” I huff, my throat tight. “I already know her answer. I don’t need to make her repeat it.”

			My eyes burn, tears welling. Dammit. I wish I didn’t still love Summer.

			“Anyway, Mom, I have to heal from being dumped by Nolan first.”

			She nods, leaning back from the camera a little as if trying to give me space. “Smart, Avee. How are you feeling now that it’s been a few days?”

			“I’m fine because I’ve been so busy. I imagine when I get home to an empty townhouse, it’ll hit me. But that’s a problem for future Avery.”

			My brain climbs out of a deep hole to get back to reality—the part where I live in a townhouse with a lot of my ex-boyfriend’s stuff in it. Though he left with a full suitcase, he couldn’t fit two years’ worth of life into it, so there’ll be a lot to do.

			I rub my throat as if to massage away the tightness. Ugh, there are pictures of us being happy together all over the fridge, the walls, the corkboard beside the door. This cleanup is going to suck.

			Mom nods, a crease between her eyebrows. She must see that this topic is upsetting me. “Hey, I saw a beautiful coffee table today. When you’re home, we can go look at it. I know you didn’t like the one Nolan had.”

			I let out a breath, trying for a smile. “Sounds good. Once Christmas is over, let’s focus on giving my place a makeover.”

			We launch into formulating the plan to de-Nolan the townhouse, and I open my notes app to consult my Dream Home Plans. It’s time to finally follow through. Maybe I can find my first piece of new decor while I’m in Whitehorse today.

			The yurt’s door opens, and Summer enters with her hood up and her balaclava covered in frost. I turn down my phone’s volume a little so she doesn’t have to listen to Mom’s detailed plan for painting the walls.

			“Hi, Mrs. Graham!”

			Mom’s face lights up. “Hi, Summer!”

			Summer comes over to the bed and pulls down the balaclava. “Hey, look at this—I was breathing on my hair, and it froze.”

			She leans in to show Mom and me the ice encasing the tresses around her face. Even as we look, the heat of the yurt starts to melt it.

			Mom shivers. “Brr. I hope you two are keeping warm.”

			“We are,” Summer assures her. “I was out walking just now and have so many layers on, I worked up a sweat.”

			Her floral scent hits me full force, filling my nostrils and swimming through my brain.

			She catches my eye, and I press my lips together, thinking of the warmer at the foot of my bed. The softness in her gaze tells me she knows what I’m thinking.

			“You’re not dreaming of the tropics?” Mom teases. “Hawaii is nice at this time of year, you know.”

			“I was dreaming of Mexico when we stepped out of the airport,” I confess, rocking back on my hands. Summer is so close that I have to lean away to avoid brushing her arm.

			Summer chuckles. “No, I am. My next trip will be somewhere warm to make up for this.”

			Another trip. She’s not even done with this one and she’s thinking about the next one.

			What I said to Mom is true—whatever my feelings are, they don’t matter. Summer is still a traveler, a nomad, and this trip is likely all the time we have together.

			* * *

			“What about these?” Summer asks, pointing to a section of wooden wall art. Around us, people shuffle through the winter market at the Kwanlin Dün Cultural Centre in Whitehorse, browsing the art, clothing, food, jewelry, and other items for sale.

			I stop beside her, crossing my arms as I imagine the wood art hanging on my wall. A twinge of excitement rises in me at the possibility of redecorating my place. “I like it. Very trendy.”

			“Shopping while traveling makes for the best decor,” Summer says, checking the back of a bear carving for the price. “It gives all your stuff meaning.”

			“Is that how you decorate?” I ask, curious. I imagine eclectic decor from every corner of the world coming together to create an interior design that might not be HGTV-approved but that tells an interesting story.

			Summer nods. “My bedroom at my dad’s is crammed full of things I’ve brought back from my travels, so when I get my own place, I’ll have enough to decorate an entire condo with memories.”

			When she gets her own place? So that’s on the agenda?

			I pick up a wooden frame in the shape of the Yukon Territory, trying to sound casual. “You’re planning to buy a place, then?”

			“Eventually. I’ve considered searching for one now and renting it out until I’m ready to come home and live in it, but…” She shrugs. “I think I’ll wait and buy one when I’m ready to live in it for more than a few weeks out of the year.”

			Hearing her talk about this theoretical “someday” puts a familiar knot of frustration in my gut. “Someday” isn’t a plan. It’s hypothetical, and with the way she’s going, it might never happen.

			I put down the frame and scan a collection of wooden animals, which have trees and mountain ranges carved into their bodies. “Buying now and renting the place until you’re ready sounds like a good idea,” I say, a gentle nudge. “The income would pay the mortgage.”

			“It would. But renters would be a hassle I don’t want to deal with at this point in my life. I’m doing fine with my investments for now.”

			I open my mouth to argue, then close it at the word investments. Okay, maybe she does have a plan. “Where would you live?”

			“Vancouver suburbs, probably. Not too far out…but not the city either.”

			I can picture her in the suburbs. She would love the area where I live. It’s close to parks and hikes without being too rural, the traffic is quiet, and there are a lot of dogs. Plus, if she lived there, we might be able to continue whatever semblance of friendship we’re rekindling on this trip.

			But I know better than to say this aloud. I don’t want to smother her with suggestions of putting down roots.

			She looks back at me as if she wants to say more. But she turns back to the row of vendors and keeps moving.

			“What?” I press.

			“I feel like I…owe you more explanation.”

			Whatever she’s referring to—her resistance to putting down roots, her decision to leave me, the way she prioritizes traveling over having a relationship, or anything else—I would gladly welcome more explanation.

			I say nothing, letting my silence speak for itself.

			She swallows hard, and her shoulders sag. Her confidence, her cheerfulness, her very essence seems to flicker.

			“No pressure,” I say softly. As much as I want to know her better, it hurts to see her curl in on herself like this.

			She takes a breath, straightening up. “My parents had a blueprint for my sisters and me—get a good education, marry a man, have kids, blah, blah. Everything always had to go according to plan.” She avoids my eye, gazing blankly at the items on the table as if she’s debating whether to continue.

			My heart aches for her. I caught glimpses of her restrictive upbringing all the time—I vividly recall how she was never allowed out on a weeknight, had to be home by eight on weekends, and got into serious trouble if her homework wasn’t done. Based on their reactions to her coming out, I guess I also knew they expected her to marry a man. I just never put all those pieces together.

			“I did the education part,” she says, “but marriage and kids were a tough sell. I know they sacrificed a lot to give me a good life here and didn’t want me to waste it, but…” She shakes her head, her lips turned down. “I never understood why they wanted marriage and kids for me when those things clearly made them miserable. When their marriage crumbled, that was when I decided I wouldn’t follow the path they laid out for me. Exploring the world freely—alone—was more appealing.”

			A lump forms in my throat. She’s never said these things before. I knew her parents’ divorce soured her opinion of marriage, and I knew she resented their ideas of gender roles, but we’ve never talked openly about any of this.

			No wonder she valued freedom. Where societal norms failed her, traveling promised everything she craved.

			“You decided you’d forge your own path after they divorced?” I ask softly. She would’ve been fifteen then. Before she and I met.

			“It took me a while to get there, but yes. At some point during high school, I knew I was going to end up disappointing them on many levels.”

			I nod, staring at the table without really seeing anything. We’ve both stopped moving.

			Understanding fills me. I remember her struggles well—their fights over house rules, the way her parents reacted to her coming out. Even when I shouted at her for leaving me, she told me her parents had just finished shouting at her for taking off to travel too. But I guess I never really knew the extent of what went on in her household.

			“I didn’t realize your parents’ divorce affected you so much.” My voice comes out strained.

			Summer lifts a shoulder as if to say, It is what it is.

			We hold each other’s gaze, her words slotting into place. Of course she wanted to leave home, experience different places and cultures, and live without restrictions. And of course she wanted to remain single. She wasn’t going to marry a man like her parents wanted, but if she followed her heart and married a woman, she would forever alienate herself from them. How was she supposed to make that decision? Staying single was easier.

			Summer draws a breath and shakes her head a little, as if to pull herself out of her memories. “Anyway, they’re coming around. I’ve spent time with each of them lately, and things are better. I just… I wanted you to know.”

			I nod, her explanation soothing something deep within me. “I get it.”

			She smiles, her shoulders dropping. Warmth eases through me, and I smile back, feeling like I’m a step closer to knowing her better.

			She blinks, turning her focus back to the vendors as if suddenly remembering where we are. I study her profile, unable to take my eyes away. It hurts how much I care about her, like a hole in my chest.

			Her eyes light up as she spots something. “Hey, what about these?”

			She brushes past to check out a metalwork section, and as she crosses behind me, her hand trails over my waist.

			My heart skips. The crowd isn’t thick, so she didn’t have to get that close to me. That touch was intentional.

			Thinking of my friends, I add this to my mental list of clues.

			 

			3. She’s making excuses to touch me.

			 

			How many items does the list need before I can draw a conclusion? Does the fact that she opened up to me count for anything?

			Something simmers inside me, heating up. I shift on my feet. I know without doubt what conclusion I want to draw. I want Summer to have feelings for me so we can do something about it.

			I miss the feel of her lips, her taste, the way she teases me with her tongue—and the way kissing her always escalated until we were tugging at each other’s clothes. Every damn time.

			I check out the metalwork, humming. “It’s nice, but it doesn’t fit the woodsy theme I’m going for.”

			I scan the next table, which is full of jewelry. Let’s test this theory a little more.

			“These would look good on you.” I pick up a pair of beaded fringe earrings, which fade from turquoise to amber like a sunset.

			I step in close and lift them to her ears, brushing her hair back. I let my fingers graze her neck and earlobes as I hold them up, studying the way they look against her face.

			Her breath hitches.

			They look incredible, actually. The colors complement her warm skin tone, and the length accentuates her jawline.

			Our gazes lock, and a lick of fire travels downward inside me.

			“Maybe I’ll buy them, then,” she says with a slight quaver.

			I swallow hard, thrown off-balance. “You should.”

			She takes them from me, our fingers entwining for a fraction too long. As she turns to the vendor, her gaze stays on me, as if drawn in by a magnet, before she finally looks away.

			I step back.

			 

			4. Whatever that was.

			 

			We continue, the silence stretching on. My heart is beating fast. There’s definitely tension between us.

			But what does it mean? What do I do about it?

			“Would you like a sample?” someone asks me.

			I turn to find a lady standing behind a table full of baked goods and jam.

			Summer steps up behind me and rests her chin on my shoulder. “What’d you find? Oh, snacks!”

			An electric current runs from my shoulder down to my toes. My knees weaken.

			Oblivious to what she’s doing to me—or at least pretending to be—Summer steps around me to approach the booth. “I’d love to try!”

			After regaining my composure, I follow. A sample plate of bannock and jelly lays on the table, and we each take a bite. The bannock dissolves in my mouth like a buttery biscuit.

			“Oh my God,” Summer says.

			“Cedar jelly,” the lady explains.

			Faint notes of cedar hit my tongue—pleasant, herbal, and sweet. I’ve never tasted anything like it. “This is so good!”

			Summer nudges me and points to the jars. “If you’re in the mood to get something confiscated at airport security again, you should bring home a jar in your carry-on.”

			“Hilarious.” I nudge her back.

			“We have smaller sizes too,” the lady offers.

			We each buy a small one.

			“You’ve got crumbs on your face,” Summer says as we turn away. She lifts her hand, then catches herself and points to her own lip instead.

			I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

			Damn. I guess I won’t be adding made an excuse to brush a thumb over my bottom lip to the list.

			We continue browsing through soaps, pastries, ornaments, dishes, clothing, and more artwork. My gaze lands on a six-foot-long silhouette of a canoe, which would look perfect hanging on the wall behind my couch. Windows have been carved into the canoe’s wood in a Northwest Coast art style, casting shadows on the wall behind it.

			“This. This is the one,” I say, awestruck.

			Summer looks from me to the canoe. “It looks expensive.”

			“My business had a good season.”

			“How will you get it home?”

			“Oversize luggage,” I tell her, then turn to the artist, a middle-aged man working on a new wood carving right at the table. “Hello, I’d like to buy this.”

			He puts his work down with a smile and dusts his hands on his jeans.

			“But—” Summer says.

			I put my hands on her shoulders to stop her. “I spent my entire relationship with Nolan putting off my plans to build my dream home. This is the first step toward building the life I want. I need this canoe.”

			“Not a fan of starting small?”

			“Nope.”

			She smiles, raising her hands in surrender. “Okay. I must say, this is a good look on you.”

			I furrow my brow, searching her face for clarity. “What is?”

			“Going for what you want.”

			I grin. “It was good advice.”

			When the transaction is done, I wave Summer over. “Come on. Help me carry this.”

			She purses her lips, looking like she has reservations, but grabs the other end without protest.

			I squat. “Ready? Lift.”

			It feels as nice as it looks, smooth and solid—and heavy.

			“Wait.” Summer grunts, adjusting her grip. “It’s slipping.”

			I hoist my end higher. “Carry it over your head.”

			“And knock out innocent bystanders?”

			We struggle with it, failing to get more than two steps without one of us having to change our grip.

			Summer stumbles. “This hurts—”

			I put my end underneath my arm. “Let me just adjust—”

			People give us a wide berth, which is probably wise.

			Summer starts laughing, which does nothing to help.

			Laughter bubbles up inside me, bringing a sense of lightness I haven’t felt in a long time. “Focus!” I cry, but it’s hard to hold onto something heavy when you’re having a giggle fit.

			Unable to hold it any longer, we put the canoe on the floor, buckled over.

			“Uh, I can ship it home for you,” the artist says with a faint smile tugging at his lips.

			Summer brushes hair out of her eyes. “She would like that very much.”

			Hiccupping, I rub my face. “Okay. That’s smarter.”

			Our gazes catch, and I return her smile. My heart bounces in my chest, a light sensation lifting me higher. Something passes between us—maybe the memory of how things used to be. We always seemed to get into weird situations together, and, God, it feels so good to be like this with her again.

			I wish it could last. But I guess I’ll have to take what I can get.

			My phone buzzes in my pocket.

			 

			Roya: How are things with Summer? Need us to fly in to diffuse any awkwardness?

			 

			I smile, even as the question makes me squirm. Things are good with Summer. Really good.

			 

			Avery: I wouldn’t make you suffer like that for me… It’s -27 today. Anyway, things are fine with her. I’m still working on the list.

			 

			I don’t want to overstate things and make my friends explode, so I’ll keep it vague until I figure out what’s going on between us.

			“We should get to the hot springs,” Summer says, checking the time.

			I almost forgot we’re on a schedule. “Right. Yes.”

			Uncertainty trickles through me. As if this day isn’t toying with my emotions enough already, now we’re about to go to a romantic spa together, where I’m going to have to spend all afternoon looking at her in a swimsuit.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Fire and Ice

			The spa welcomes us with the cleansing aroma of eucalyptus and a blast of hot air as we walk in through the glass double doors.

			I inhale, savoring the humidity.

			Yes. After days in the dry subarctic air, the hot springs will be more than welcome.

			The woman at the front desk gives Summer and me baskets, fluffy white towels, and locker keys, and we head to the changing rooms to put on our swimsuits and rinse off.

			With my clothes stowed in a locker, I grab my towel and meet Summer in the corridor leading to the pools—where my breath catches. I knew this would happen, but seeing her in a sporty yellow bikini, my brain short-circuits.

			I thought she hadn’t changed since we dated, and maybe that’s true emotionally. But physically? She’s become a woman, her body curvy, her breasts full, her hips and legs and…

			Heat rises in my cheeks.

			My heart thrums as she turns around to hang her towel on a hook, and I have to look away before she catches me staring at her ass.

			God, Summer.

			Seeing her body doesn’t help me repress the memories that keep surging forward. What I wouldn’t give to run my tongue down her stomach again, to slide my hands around her waist and hold her in place while I kiss my way downward.

			Stop it.

			“Ready?” I ask, my voice coming out strained. I clear my throat and hang up my towel next to hers, definitely not thinking about how her thighs would feel against my ears.

			I would be mortified about where my mind went, except she’s definitely checking me out too. Satisfaction surges through me. I know I’ve changed since we dated—memories on my photo app and Facebook love to remind me how young I looked when I was twenty, baby fat and all. Plus, I have to admit, I’m rocking this blue string bikini.

			We get to a glass door that will lead us to the first pool and stop, peering through it.

			I moan. “I’m not looking forward to these two seconds of being outside before we get into the water.”

			Summer grimaces. “You know, I heard that if you don’t get into the pool within 1.6 seconds at this temperature, your nipples freeze and fall off.”

			I shove her, laughing. “You’re the worst! Get out there, and I’ll time how long it takes for your nipples to fall off.”

			She pushes me back and leans so close that her breasts brush my arm. “Okay, go. I’m already cold.”

			Butterflies rushing through me, I seize the door handle. “One, two…”

			Summer crosses her arms over her stomach as if that’ll help protect her from the arctic blast. “Three!”

			The air that hits my bare skin is so mind-blowingly cold that my body doesn’t know what to do. I freeze, goosebumps rising all over me so fast that it’s painful. Then survival instinct kicks in, and I let out a shriek as I run down the steps into the hot tub.

			“Cold, cold, c—OUCH, hot, hot, hot!” Summer cries, doing a jig as she lands in the tub. She sinks in and out of the water as if torn between frostbite and lava burns.

			I choose lava. Sinking in up to my chin, I let out a slow breath and close my eyes. The water bites my skin, a welcome pain. “This—is—paradise.”

			After a few seconds of struggling against the extreme temperatures, Summer sinks down too, and her face relaxes. Steam unfurls between us, making the air hazy.

			Snow hugs the edge of the pool, the air so cold that not even the rising steam can melt it. Even the decorative boulder in the center of the pool is capped with hard snow. A small waterfall burbles in on one end, and a stream takes water out on the other, winding down and out of sight. The setting sun casts the snowy, forested hills in the distance in a golden glow.

			One other couple is in here with us. We make eye contact and nod, exchanging polite smiles.

			The burbling water tickles my ears.

			“I think we were a little too loud when we entered,” I murmur.

			Summer chuckles. “Oops.”

			She smiles at me, the steam dampening her cheeks.

			“This has been nice,” she says, and the shy way she’s smiling tells me she’s talking about more than just the excursions.

			My insides flutter. A familiar ease expands between us. “It has. I missed being weird with you.”

			“Same.” A strange expression wavers on her face, like sadness or hurt.

			A flash of regret surges through me, like maybe I said the wrong thing. “I—I know you had reasons for leaving. I just mean I’ve missed having you as a friend.”

			Her eyebrows pull down. She drops her gaze to the water, moving her hands back and forth beneath the surface. “Avee, I hope you understand that I just wanted to take my twenties to live for myself—see the world, build my career, figure out who I am.”

			I clench my jaw to stop the scowl that threatens to appear. I don’t want to argue again. “It makes sense that you wanted to travel in your twenties. But I don’t get why you had to break up with me for it.”

			“I wasn’t ready to think about marriage. You were. We were going to make each other miserable.”

			“I wasn’t asking you to marry me.” I can’t help it—my voice is tired, exasperated.

			She frowns. “If we’d been together all this time, would you have been fine with waiting until we were thirty to get married? Would you have been fine with a thirteen-year relationship before one of us popped the question?”

			I blink. No, I probably wouldn’t have been. I would’ve gotten frustrated after a few years. But—

			“What do you mean, waiting until we’re thirty? Isn’t marriage off the table for you?”

			She hesitates. Shakes her head. “I wasn’t permanently against it—I just wasn’t ready to think about it yet.”

			“Oh.”

			Just when I thought I had her figured out.

			So she wasn’t opposed to getting married, but we were too young, and that made her break up with me. I don’t get it.

			I force lightness into my tone. “So I lost you to a backpack and an airplane ticket because I wanted to spend my life with you. That’s what I get for falling in love with a nomad.”

			She meets my gaze, and her eyes are watery. Her expression sends a jolt through my chest. I fight the instinct to pull her into a hug and tell her everything is fine.

			“It wasn’t about you,” she whispers. “It was my parents’ divorce, my need for freedom, all of that stuff going on in my life.”

			I nod, though I’m still not sure I understand. I get that her parents’ divorce made her hesitant about commitment, but our relationship was nothing like theirs. If she cared about me, why did she leave me?

			She drifts closer, searching my face. “I really hurt you when we broke up. I’m sorry. I never wanted to do that to you.”

			Her apology eases through me like warm tea—and with it, the rising guilt over the things I shouted when she left.

			“Everyone you’re leaving behind is going to move on, Summer, and you’re going to come back to realize you’re totally, utterly alone.

			I poured my heart into us, and you’re throwing it all away. Fuck you, and fuck all the time we spent together. I regret wasting these years with you when I could have been building something real with someone else.”

			The words we exchanged never left me. They replay at random times when my guard is down.

			“I’m so sorry for what I said when you left, Summer.” My throat tightens as the apology comes out, and I exhale sharply through it. “I didn’t mean any of it. I was in pain, and I was trying to hurt you back.”

			She nods with pursed lips, her eyes glossy.

			We hold each other’s gaze for a long time, the air around us filling with what is, at last, a real apology.

			“Maybe we should leave the past where it is,” I say, offering a smile. “Let’s enjoy the spa?”

			She nods again, her shoulders relaxing as she returns my smile. “Agreed. And I’m roasting. Want to try out the other pools?”

			I stand, thigh-deep, letting the warm water run down my torso. “Let’s do it.”

			As much as I’ve enjoyed the company of the others on the tour, I’m selfishly glad it’s just Summer and me this afternoon. We needed this day badly, and we wouldn’t have said half these things with the others around.

			The arctic blast as we get out is no better than before, even after we’ve been cooked to al dente. We head back inside to where the spa connects to all of the other pools and pick a random door, plunging back in.

			“Oh, this is better,” Summer says with a sigh.

			I hum my agreement. This isn’t as hot as the last one.

			“Hey, want to freeze our hair like in the photos?” she asks.

			I grin, relieved to be moving on to a lighter topic. “Yes!”

			Part of the fun of this spa is their photo gallery online, where they feature the wild hairdos of guests who’ve frozen their wet hair and beards into funny configurations. Some people even bring props like brushes, combs, and bows to work into their design.

			I can’t think of anyone I’d rather do this with. It brings to mind some of our antics from years past, like the time we dyed our hair for the Vancouver Pride Festival.

			Summer closes her eyes and dips under the water, emerging with soaking hair.

			Ugh, she looks like a goddamned mermaid with her hair back and her skin glistening.

			I tamp down the longing stirring inside me.

			“It supposedly only takes a few minutes when it’s this cold.” She pinches a lock between her fingers and separates it from the rest. “Look, crystals are already forming.”

			“Perfect. Want me to help you shape yours first, and then we’ll do mine?”

			She nods.

			I hesitate, then move closer. The water swishes around us, lapping between our bodies.

			Caution and hope do battle in my chest. We’ve definitely been flirty today, but I don’t want to misinterpret her intentions.

			“Any particular shape in mind?” I ask. “Beehive?”

			She shrugs. “Whatever, as long as it stays in place.”

			I place my hands on either side of her head and run my fingers through her hair, combing it upwards.

			Her eyelids do a little flutter that makes me think it must feel good. I suppress a smile, focusing on what I’m doing.

			“First, I’m just going to make sure it stays up.” I gather it all at the crown of her head and twist it to keep it together.

			“I don’t think there’s a method to it.”

			“Who knows.”

			I hold her hair in place until the sides harden.

			“I feel it getting stiff,” she says.

			“That’s what she said.”

			“Avery,” she moans.

			I smirk. “Sorry. You walked right into it.”

			“I did,” she admits.

			I test the sides with a finger, making sure her hair is sufficiently frozen before continuing to the next part of my masterpiece. When my arms get cold, I alternate dipping them into the water to stay warm.

			Summer does the same for her ears, cupping her hands over them every so often.

			Our faces are so close that my heart won’t stop fluttering. I can’t make eye contact or my brain might completely derail.

			The thing is, she could easily have done this herself and just had me help with sculpting the ends. But I’m not sure if our closeness means the same to her as it does to me.

			“Avery?” Her voice is barely audible. She swallows hard. “I need you to know that leaving you was the hardest decision I ever made.”

			My heart aches. As much as I want to reassure her and tell her to drop the subject, I want to talk about it. I want to bare my soul to her, and I hope she does the same in return. “It didn’t feel like that,” I say honestly.

			“I know. I went about it all wrong. I had some maturing to do and…I thought I was doing the right thing for both of us.”

			“I had no clue you planned to leave the moment you finished your diploma—and the worst part was, you’d obviously planned on leaving since you were fifteen and your parents divorced but you never told me. You knew I was applying for a job that would anchor me to Vancouver, and you didn’t warn me.” My words come tumbling out, unstoppable.

			“I know.”

			I wait for her to go on, to offer an explanation. When she doesn’t, I say, “It’s like you intentionally sabotaged our relationship.”

			“I didn’t want to be the person who prevented you from following your career dreams.”

			I chew the inside of my cheek, trying to make sense of this. “So you broke up with me so I’d be forced to choose my career over you?”

			“I didn’t want to. I wanted to have you and travel the world all at once. But I wasn’t going to make you come with me to pursue my goals. You had goals of your own. You had to stay home to build your career, and if I’d asked you to come with me, you would’ve sacrificed that for a goal that wasn’t your own.”

			“I didn’t want to come with you. It’s not in me to travel long-term like that.”

			“But if I’d asked you to come with me, you would have.”

			I hesitate. She has a point. At that age, I probably would’ve dropped everything to be with Summer, even at the expense of the career I’d worked for. Or I would’ve gotten into a serious fight with my parents over it as they tried to make me see reason. “Maybe.”

			“You wanted to start your adult life and make a plan for the future. I didn’t. I let you go so you could focus on your dreams and I could focus on mine. I left without you so I wouldn’t hold you back.”

			The breath leaves me like I’ve been hit by a team of runaway sled dogs.

			Summer left me because she cared about me? I fail my resolve and meet her gaze.

			My stomach flips.

			Her brown eyes burn into me. Her lips are parted, looking soft, supple, and damp in the rising steam.

			My lips tingle. Old desires are back in full force, and I’m far past the point where I can make them go away.

			I blink, forcing myself to focus. “I—I think it’s frozen enough to stand on its own.”

			I let go of her hair and step back. Her hair points skyward like a Troll doll.

			We both laugh.

			“That looks epic,” I say. “My turn.”

			I plunge my head under the water, needing a minute away from her. It’s like she’s cast a fishing line out to me and no matter how hard I fight it, she keeps reeling me in.

			When I surface, she reaches for my head. “Your hair had better freeze quickly, because my scalp is numb.”

			As her fingers comb through my hair, the spark that goes through me is enough to weaken my legs.

			Her gaze flicks to mine, and then away again. Is she also trying to avoid looking at me? What’s she thinking about?

			My cheeks, ears, and scalp sting from the cold, but that ache has nothing on how my body is reacting without my permission, wanting to close the distance.

			The vivid memory of her taste is forever imprinted on me—light, sweet, like icing sugar.

			“So you made me follow my career dreams instead of being with you,” I say. “Don’t you think that sounds like a decision I should’ve made myself?”

			“Yes. But the other day, you admitted you changed when you were with Nolan, and that’s exactly what I feared happening when you and I were together. I didn’t want you to change for me and do things you didn’t want to do. You had to go follow your own dreams.”

			A sinking feeling pulls me down, tugging me toward the bottom of the pool. She’s right. For someone who runs a business, I’m a follower in my personal life. I keep molding myself to what I think other people want from me.

			“We needed time apart,” she says. “We both needed to grow up. I somehow recognized that, even when the rest of me was a mess.”

			I don’t know what to say or how to argue. Maybe she’s right. Maybe neither of us was emotionally ready for what it meant to be in a relationship, and the best thing for us was to break up and spend the better part of a decade figuring out who we were and what we wanted.

			The problem is, I’m still not very good at getting what I want, and Summer doesn’t seem to have finished her journey yet. Which means that after seven years, we’re still incompatible.

			After a torturously long time with our faces close together, Summer grins. “There.”

			She lets go carefully, taking her hands away and leaving my hair to stand on its own.

			“Yes!” I whisper, as if talking too loudly will disturb it. The frozen locks feel weird, like I’m wearing a hat made of popsicle sticks. I’m afraid to turn my head or move too quickly.

			The other people in the pool admire our work, grinning.

			“Looking good!” a young guy says.

			The woman with him chuckles. “You two are so cute.”

			My stomach swoops at her compliment. We haven’t been “us two” in years.

			The guy offers to go get a staff member, and minutes later, we smile for the camera. Summer puts her arm across my shoulders, making my heart flutter.

			As we leave the pools and get changed, we’re quiet. Summer’s words loop through my mind—her apologies, her explanations, her justification for ditching me without warning. It was all because she wanted the best for both of us.

			Outside, where the setting sun mutes the world’s colors, we wait for our ride next to a pillar under the arched front entrance. Summer’s cheeks are flushed, and she looks as mellow and relaxed as I feel. My skin dances from the hot water, and though my hood is up, the cold sneaks in and caresses my wet hair.

			My heart beats faster as a question pushes its way up, wading through all of our fights, all of our conversations.

			“Summer?” My mouth is dry.

			“Yeah?” Her dark eyes are in stark contrast to the pale, snowy backdrop.

			Tires crunch on salt and gravel. I tear my gaze from her to see the Wild North Lodge van driving toward us along the snowy driveway. The bottom scrapes along a snow pile, and it gets stuck. The engine revs, and the tires spin as it backs up to try again.

			“Must be Craig driving,” Summer says.

			“Probably.” Urgency rises. We have seconds left. “Summer, I just have to ask. If you left me because you cared about me…”

			She stares at me, her eyes widening.

			The van gets unstuck, moving toward us again.

			“Did you ever stop caring about me?” I ask, forcing the words out.

			There’s a pause that feels like a full minute.

			The van comes closer.

			Summer reaches out. Her hand closes around mine, warm and soft. She tugs me behind the stone pillar she’s leaning against.

			Out of sight of the van, she steps in. My breath hitches, her intoxicating scent filling me before she presses her lips to mine.

			I stiffen in surprise, every nerve in my body coming alive. Then, at her familiar taste, all thought dissipates into a whirl of pleasure. I part my lips, kissing her back hungrily. She’s everything I remember—honey, vanilla, achingly soft and sweet.

			She exhales into me, breathing life back into feelings I’ve tried so hard to suppress.

			My pulse races as desire overtakes me. Were her lips always this full, this easy to tease and nip?

			Tires crunch as the van stops on the other side of the pillar.

			It takes my last drop of willpower to pull away from her.

			She holds my gaze, her eyes watery, a sad smile on her lips. “No,” she says.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Crazy Eights

			The ride back to the lodge is quiet. My heart is beating out of my chest.

			 

			5. Summer kissed me.

			6. She admitted she still cares about me.

			 

			End of list. Case closed.

			I don’t send an update to my friends. I don’t want to ask what comes next.

			Where does this leave us? Is there a point in acting on our feelings if this week is all we have? She’s not going to stop traveling anytime soon. Trying to rekindle a relationship would end in heartbreak like it did last time, and I can’t handle going through that again.

			My pulse doesn’t stop racing all the way back to our yurt, where we shut the door and let silence engulf us.

			Summer pulls back her hood and shakes loose her braid, her hair damp from the spa. The scent of her berry shampoo wafts toward me, awakening my senses.

			Our gazes lock. My lips part as if in anticipation.

			How is it possible to simultaneously want something and not want something so desperately? My body is making its desire crystal clear, but I don’t know if acting on our attraction tonight will cause more pain.

			Abruptly, Summer steps toward the bookshelf, studying it. “Do you want to play one of these games?”

			Her casual tone catches me off guard. I follow her gaze, not processing what I’m seeing. A game isn’t exactly what I had in mind. “Um—sure.”

			The silence presses in on me, tuning me in to Summer’s every breath, every shuffle of clothing. She grabs a deck of cards. “Pick a card game.”

			I struggle to pull my mind away from what it wants right now and into something more appropriate. Summer clearly doesn’t want to do anything if she’s suggesting a card game, so I have to calm down. This is probably for the best, anyway. Acting on our feelings would be a mistake, right?

			“Crazy Eights,” I say. It’s the only card game I ever really played growing up.

			She pulls out a chair and sits at the wooden table. “I knew you’d say that.”

			I sit across from her, trying to smile.

			How did we go from kissing to a card game? Am I going to be able to focus?

			“We’ll play it with a twist.” Summer pauses shuffling and puts her elbows on the table, holding my gaze. “Strip Crazy Eights.”

			My heart lurches, and a wave of heat rolls through me.

			“Oh?” I ask, my mouth dry.

			“Whoever loses each round has to remove an article of clothing.” She deals our hands, catching her bottom lip on her teeth.

			An uncontrollable smile tugs at my cheeks. “Something tells me there won’t be any losers in this game.”

			Dimples appear as she suppresses her own smile.

			The truth takes shape in my brain. Summer still has feelings for me, and we’re about to play a strip card game. I can guess where this will lead—but should we go there if she hasn’t changed?

			“It’s a complicated thing, caring about someone but not being able to make them happy,” she says, glancing between me and the cards. Maybe she’s reading the confused panic on my face.

			“The complications are from your own choices, though,” I say, taking each card as she deals them to me. “You’ve decided to be a nomad instead of being with the person you care about.”

			She sits back with her eight cards, arranging them in her hands. The creak of her chair fills the quiet space.“When I’m off doing something fun or thinking back on all the places I’ve been, I feel I made the right choice in following my dream. But coming here…seeing you…”

			She trails off, leaving me with a confusing mix of hope and longing. It’s hard to focus on my hand. I can barely remember what we’re playing, never mind how to play it. “You said it was the hardest decision you ever made. So what would’ve made it easier?”

			She pauses before answering, tapping her fingers on the backs of her cards. “Loving you less—or if I didn’t have the desire to travel.”

			“But if you didn’t want to travel, you wouldn’t be you.”

			She smiles. “I’m glad you think so.”

			A queen of hearts stares at me from the middle of the table. I scan my hand for a heart or a queen. “Do you ever wonder what would’ve happened if you’d stayed?”

			“Sometimes. But I don’t think there was a right or wrong answer to my dilemma. It was just a fork in the road.”

			I summon every drop of focus so I can pick a card to put down. Ace of hearts.

			“You said you’re thinking about traveling less,” I say, hoping my tone is casual.

			“Thinking about it. Not sure yet. It would be a big life transition.”

			I nod, pretending not to be frustrated by this indecision. Is she sick of traveling for long periods or not? Does she or does she not want to put down roots?

			We play the round, and I put down my last card and raise my fists in victory.

			Summer groans, throwing down her two remaining cards. She reaches for a sock, making a sultry face as she tugs it off her foot and tosses it at me.

			“And the other,” I demand, letting it hit the floor.

			“One article of clothing.”

			“Socks are a single unit.”

			“Fine.” She pulls off the other and throws it at me, much less sultry this time.

			I grin. “You’re about to get really cold. Need me to turn on the fireplace?”

			“Don’t get so cocky.” She gathers the cards and passes them to me to deal the second round.

			“What happens next, then?” I ask as I shuffle, every cell in my body awake and vibrating. “I know nothing’s changed, and you’re going to travel somewhere new soon, and a relationship is off the table. So what does…this mean?” I motion between us.

			She waits until I’ve dealt our hands before answering. “Just because I didn’t want a relationship doesn’t mean I’m not attracted to you. I’ve always been attracted to you, Avery.”

			I swallow hard. She did say she only has the capacity for meaningless sex at this point in her life. Can I handle that?

			“You’re right that I can’t fit a relationship into my life,” she says, “but I don’t think it’s right to say nothing’s changed. I have grown, believe it or not. I always got uncomfortable when you asked me where our relationship was headed, but I realize now that was a me problem.”

			My shoulders relax. “I probably didn’t help by constantly asking you where we stood.”

			“It was a terrible combination. The more I avoided answering, the more you asked, until I panicked and had to make a decision about my priorities.”

			A pang goes through my chest. “So if I hadn’t smothered you—”

			She shakes her head firmly. “I didn’t mean it when I said you were smothering me. Like, that’s what I was feeling at the time, but I know now that you were asking normal questions. I wasn’t in the right headspace for us to work. It wasn’t your fault.”

			I nod, sorting my hand into suits. Maybe we were always doomed to break up. But sitting across from her like this, comfortable in each other’s presence, anticipation thick in the air, I wish things could have been different.

			Summer loses the second round too.

			I do a victory dance in my chair and wolf-whistle as she strips off her T-shirt. She’s in a pink sports bra, her cleavage and smooth midsection competing for my gaze.

			She must see me looking at her body because her lips curve into a grin.

			In the next round, I lose my socks. In the one after that, Summer loses her pants.

			This game is growing torturous. She’s now in her bra and some lacy white underwear, and I’m getting wet. I don’t know how long I can wait to act on this.

			My sense of logic and my emotions are in a full-blown fistfight. I want to climb on top of her and run my tongue over every inch of her, from lips to toes.

			But…

			How badly is this going to hurt when we have to part ways again—maybe forever?

			Let yourself do whatever you want, whenever you want while you’re traveling.

			Summer’s words trickle forward in my memory. Is she following her own advice tonight? Should I?

			After years of putting my needs aside for other people’s, I want to be better at putting myself first. Tonight, I want to have sex with Summer, and maybe I need to ignore my logical half for once.

			“You’re in an inward spiral,” Summer says as we start the next round. “Are you having second thoughts?”

			“No,” I say quickly. “Definitely not. I just…”

			I don’t know how to end the sentence, so I trail off. My internal fistfight rages on. The truth is, I’m afraid of being left again. But I want her so badly right now that I might be willing to risk emotional pain.

			“Are you worried this will be a mistake?” Summer asks.

			I lift one shoulder. “I guess I’m just trying to figure out expectations.”

			She lays down a six of diamonds. “Personally, I’d like to enjoy each other’s company a little while we’re here, if you’re up for it.”

			While we’re here. That’s the extent of it.

			Interestingly, there is no surge of disappointment. Probably because I already knew this. This trip is all the time we have, and I can choose to seize it or ignore it.

			Summer leans her elbows on the table, distracting me with her half-nakedness. Her lips are parted, her gaze seductive. My tongue tingles as I imagine kissing every part of her gorgeous skin. Feeling the way my heart thumps against my ribs and the growing tightness between my legs, I have my answer: she makes me feel alive like no one else.

			“I am completely up for that,” I say.

			Sure, a casual hookup might be a terrible idea when I feel this way about her, but Summer doesn’t need to know that. As far as she’s concerned, I’m totally fine with a fling and have no problem saying bye at the end of it. I’ll deal with that part when it gets here.

			Summer searches my face as if checking to make sure I’m serious. Whatever she sees brings a smile to her lips.

			A new resolve fills me—to allow myself to get what I want, at least for tonight.

			“Listen, no pressure,” she says more seriously. “I get it if things are complicated for you—especially coming out of a breakup.”

			I nod. “Honestly, with a naked girl sitting across from me, I’ve all but forgotten anyone else exists.”

			She laughs.

			I’m not lying. As anticipation coils inside me like a spring, I suddenly feel less terrible about Nolan dumping me.

			Summer loses the round.

			Our gazes snap to each other across the mess of cards on the table.

			“What’ll it be?” I ask, my voice low. “Top or bottom?”

			She hums, toying with her bra, and then her underwear. I cross and uncross my legs, unable to bear this for much longer.

			She pulls her sports bra over her head, and my brain derails.

			My imagination takes me to a place where I can run my tongue over her perfect breasts and take her hard nipples in my mouth. I imagine gliding my hands over her ribcage, down her waist, finding the apex between her legs.

			“Summer,” I whisper.

			She tilts her head innocently, shuffling the cards. “Hm?”

			“Do we have to wait until the end of the game?”

			She teases me with a fiery look in her eyes. “Yes.”

			I shift in my seat. If I win the next round, I get her last article of clothing, and the game’s over. “I’ve never wanted to win anything so badly.”

			To my annoyance, I lose the next game. I peel off my pants, leaving my shirt on because I’m not wearing a bra. If she’s going to force me to play this through, I’m not letting her get me naked that easily.

			“Lemme see those legs,” Summer says.

			I extend a leg and point my toe. “Now hurry up and deal.”

			She cocks an eyebrow. “Impatient much?”

			“I’m like a bottle we’ve been shaking for the last hour.”

			“Maybe I like teasing you.”

			We fall quiet as we begin the next round—the one that either ends in Summer totally naked or in me topless.

			I can barely focus, my gaze pulling back to her like a magnet. I’m aching between my legs. The logical side of me finally goes dormant—my body knows what it wants.

			Summer’s self-control seems to wane as she chews her lip, shifting in her seat. Her foot brushes mine under the table, and she traces her toes up my calf.

			“You,” I say, my head swimming like I’ve had too much to drink, “are in for it.”

			Her breath catches, and she squirms again in her seat. “Good.”

			We play in silence, our gazes hardly leaving each other.

			I’m down to three cards—two diamonds and a wild eight.

			Summer lays down a three of clubs.

			I lay down the eight to change the suit. “Diamonds.” My heart pounds against my ribs.

			She lays down a seven of diamonds.

			I lay down a two. “Last card.”

			My mouth is dry. My breaths come faster.

			Put down a diamond. Diamond. Diamond, I think, willing it into existence.

			Slowly, watching my face for a reaction, Summer puts down a ten of diamonds.

			Victory surges through me as I lay down my last card.

			My hands are empty.

			I win.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Taking Control

			Summer and I lock gazes, and the air grows still. She releases her bottom lip from her teeth and drops her remaining cards.

			“And I finally get you naked,” I say, my mouth dry.

			Summer stands, her fingers finding the hem of her lacy white underwear.

			Before she can strip down, my feet are moving on their own, my thigh bumping into the table as I rush over to her.

			I take her face between my palms and kiss her hard.

			She kisses me back, a soft moan escaping her that makes my head spin.

			Longing surges through me as she fills my senses—her floral scent, her sweet taste, and the feel of her plump lips bring back memories of all the times we’ve kissed. I run my hands down her back, tugging her against me, and her body arches into mine like it was meant to fit there. The feel of her against me is so familiar that I let myself respond automatically, acting on instinct.

			I comb my fingers through her hair and down her neck the way she likes it, and she hisses out a breath against my lips, pulling me toward the beds.

			We stumble as we kiss and walk, using each other for balance until our legs bump into my bed.

			I spin us and push her back, the soft duvet engulfing her.

			As I climb on top, I straddle her so that her smooth waist presses against my inner thighs. Kissing her deeply, I trace a hand up and down her belly, reveling in the feel of her. Every bit of my skin touching her tingles.

			“I need you so bad,” she whispers into my mouth, making me shiver. Her knees come up to my sides and draw me down, holding me to her.

			Dizzy, I reach between her thighs and cup my palm on the outside of her underwear, eliciting a gasp.

			She rocks against my hand. She’s wet through the material, so ready for me that it’s a wonder she had the self-control to wait until the game ended.

			“You spent so long teasing me…” I tug her underwear down to her thighs. “Now it’s only fair I get to do the same to you.”

			“Good.” She digs her nails into my shoulders, sending a crackle of energy through my core. “Do what you want with me.”

			God, she knows what to say to spur me on.

			I pull her underwear down to her toes and toss it aside. The sight of her naked body, perfect in all its angles and curves, awakens something long dormant. As desire fills me to the brim, my pulse quickens. My mouth waters in anticipation, like I’m about to get dessert for the first time in years.

			I lean forward again and hold her down with the weight of my body, kissing and biting her neck.

			Her fingers roam over my hips. “Show me what you need,” she whispers.

			I grab her wrists and pin them at her sides before she can go further. “I need you to lie back and let me devour you.”

			Her mouth opens in surprise, and then she drops her head with a sly smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

			I kiss her neck again. “You told me to do whatever I want. You’re reaping what you sowed.”

			She lets out a breathy laugh.

			Being with her is unleashing something I haven’t felt in a long time—the raw desire to satisfy, and also to be satisfied. In the bedroom, Summer always had a way of making me forget myself and getting me to let go of my inhibitions. This might be the only place I feel fully in tune with myself and with what I want.

			I fist one hand in her hair and run the other down her stomach. She squirms beneath me, letting out soft moans.

			I graze my lips over her clavicle, down her chest, to her full breasts. I lick a circle around each nipple, all the while teasing her inner thigh with my fingers.

			She parts her legs wider. “You’re so sexy when you take charge.”

			I hum in response, my mouth occupied.

			When she arches into me, I move lower, kissing my way down her belly. I trace both palms along her stomach and thighs, aligning myself perpendicular to her; she always liked this angle. Something about the way my tongue played against her from the side made her lose control more than any other position.

			“Oh,” she says, breathing hard as she grips the bedding.

			I suppress a grin, one hand returning to her nipple, the other to her inner thigh.

			I look up, and she meets my gaze, a blazing-hot vulnerability in her eyes that I haven’t seen in years. We pause for a fraction of a second, something passing between us that I’m too intoxicated to interpret.

			Then she closes her eyes and leans her head back with a whimper, and the spell is broken. I kiss her soft skin, moving closer to where her scent lures me in.

			“Please,” she begs, knotting a fist in my hair.

			Grinning, I make her wait, brushing my lips over her hip bones.

			By the time I run the tip of my tongue over her apex, she gasps, sinking deeper into the bed. “Oh God…”

			The taste of her makes me hungry for more. I lick her again, drawing a zigzag with my tongue. The noises she’s making spur me on, increasing my speed. I push her thighs further apart.

			God, I missed her. I missed her taste, the way she moans, the way her body feels as she writhes underneath me. I missed our talks, our games, our laughter, our teasing—even the parts of her that frustrated me.

			I’m lost in her, my tongue moving relentlessly as she wraps both her fists in my hair. Her legs tremble, her chest heaving. I reach a hand back up to her breasts, massaging one and circling her nipple with my thumb.

			“Avery—” She says, her voice breaking.

			I close my mouth over her and moan, savoring the way she tastes.

			She arches her back. “Yes, don’t stop…”

			I keep teasing her nipples with one hand and hold her thighs open with the other. I move my tongue faster, circling around and around. She trembles beneath me, her chest heaving.

			I forgot how it felt to pleasure her—the way I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make her feel good. I want to drive her wild, to make her scream, to make her climax so hard she forgets her own name.

			“Avery, I’m—”

			“Yeah?” I moan into her, quickening my tempo as her legs quiver.

			“Oh—” She arches her back, and at the next flick of my tongue, she cries out so loudly that I’m sure they must hear her in the next yurt. I wrap my arms around her thighs to hold on, keeping my mouth on her as waves roll through her body.

			Pleasure blooms inside me at her loss of control. I can’t get enough of making her feel this way—which is exactly why sex with her could never be meaningless.

			I push that thought down, staying in the moment.

			A gasp shudders through her, and she falls limp, coming undone beneath me.

			I let go of her legs and sit up. There’s an uncontrollable grin on my face.

			“I forgot how good you were,” she says weakly.

			I lay next to her. Being in her arms sends a tremor through me—which turns into a shiver. “I’m freezing. Should we get under the covers?”

			She sits up, her gaze flicking up and down my naked upper body. “And hide this gorgeous view? I’ll start a fire.”

			She hops off the bed and goes to put wood into the fireplace, leaving me to stare after her in the dim light. She’s like a goddess, every part of her an image of perfection.

			I’m already aching and wet between my legs, and the sight doesn’t help matters.

			I slide up to lay my head on the pillows, letting out a slow breath as my pulse calms down.

			“I wish I never left you,” Summer says with her back to me as she strikes a match.

			Wait. Did I hear that right?

			Agape, I can only watch her prod the fire until it comes to life. What’s the right response here? “I—I thought you said you made the right decision to travel.”

			“I did. But also, I—” She returns to the bed and flops on her stomach next to me. “I wish I could’ve had two things at once.”

			It sounds like she’s having second thoughts about her decision to live a nomadic life—but I made the mistake of asking about her future plans last time, and it only made her pull away. I have to let her come to a decision on her own.

			She did say she was getting sick of traveling long-term, so maybe there’s hope for us. Maybe this trip is a chance for us to start over.

			She reaches over and traces her fingers down my stomach, derailing my thoughts. She stops at my underwear and tugs firmly downward. “My turn to get you naked.”

			I smile, tingling between my legs.

			She wipes it off my face with a kiss, tugging my underwear down. I lift my hips and kick my legs to get them off, impatient. Summer might have come already, but I’m nowhere near done with her.

			I nip her bottom lip and tease her with my tongue, arching into her. The feel of our naked bodies pressed together is driving me out of my mind. Her soft hand runs down my waist, hip, and thigh, making me shiver.

			“Want to sit on my face?” she whispers between kisses.

			Is that even a question? “Yes.”

			She rolls onto her back, an excited gleam in her eyes. “I like it when you’re in this position.”

			Heat blooms inside me. “Then it’s a win for both of us.”

			“Know why?” she asks.

			I place my knees on either side of her neck, looking down at her. “A multitude of reasons?”

			“Well, yes, but I like how you let go and follow your instincts. You move your hips how you want and use me like a toy. It’s…a different side of you from the Avery I know outside the bedroom.”

			My insides simmer at her words—“use me like a toy.” We only did this a couple of times when we were together, and it’s a surprise to hear her talk about how much she liked it. She’s obviously noticed the same thing I feel when we’re having sex—the side of me that’s not afraid to take control.

			“Now get over here and use me,” she says, a gleam in her eyes.

			Yep, she really likes it.

			My mind goes foggy at her words, and I shimmy up so I’m over her face.

			Everything we’re doing is familiar and yet brand-new. She’s changed in ways I can’t put into words. Confidence, maybe? I want to know this new Summer, to fully explore her.

			She wraps her arms around my thighs—and the world spirals into a haze as her lips claim me. I cry out, gripping the lattice wall for support.

			As her tongue draws circles, I sink down, spreading my knees wider.

			“Oh.” I lean forward to bite my forearm so I don’t make too much noise. Heat builds inside me. I can’t take it. I rock my hips, gliding along her tongue. She runs her hands over my thighs, up my waist, then down again.

			“You taste so good…”

			“You’re sure you like this?” I ask, forcing my hips to stop moving for a second.

			“Shut up and keep going,” she says, closing her mouth over me again.

			I gasp. “Okay.”

			I let my hips do what they will, sliding back and forth over her tongue. When the sensation is too much, I raise myself higher, reaching down to stop her from following. When I want more, I sink lower, eliciting her moans. The bed creaks as I move faster. “Yes. Oh, fuck.” I don’t even know what I’m saying. My face numbs as blood rushes to my center.

			I wrap a hand in her hair, feeling the soft, damp tresses between my fingers. Does she have a point about this being a different side of me? Is this the only time in my life where I take control and get what I want?

			Summer’s tongue moves faster. Her lips close over me. Tongue, lips, tongue. Incomprehensible sounds escape me.

			Maybe it’s time to take this sense of control into the rest of my life. If tonight proves anything, it’s that getting what I want is so—fucking—worth it.

			Summer moves her tongue in a circle, and the burning inside me gets hotter, unbearable. I keep rocking my hips, lost in her, everything beyond these walls dissolving.

			My thighs quake. My mind spins away from me. I close my eyes, moving even faster. The bed creaks louder.

			“Yes—yes—”

			The bed thumps against the wall. Somewhere in the distant corner of my mind, a tiny voice tells me to be quiet in case others can hear us.

			The more dominant part of me tells that voice to shut up as Summer’s tongue draws out every drop of pleasure.

			I can’t take it anymore. The pressure reaches a peak, an eruption point.

			“Summer…”

			She moans, wrapping her arms more firmly around my thighs.

			My grip on the lattice wall tightens as pleasure ripples through my body, making me cry out. Everything in me seems to melt. I can barely hold myself upright. I bite my arm again to stifle the noise as the waves crash through me.

			A long moment passes as I surrender to it, the climax taking hold of every one of my muscles. Then it releases me, leaving me gulping down air.

			I collapse sideways onto the pillows. “Oh…”

			Summer keeps ahold of my leg, stroking my thigh.

			I slap my hand over hers to stop her. My body is so on edge, I can’t handle the lightest touch right now. “Don’t move,” I whisper, closing my eyes.

			We lie there for a long moment, catching our breaths. We’re tangled in each other, my leg over her belly, her hand on my thigh, my hand over hers.

			As sense returns to my brain, I turn my head to watch Summer, whose eyes are closed as she lays on her back, a small smile curving her lips.

			My resolve swims back to the surface. I’ve been living my life in a way that gives all the control to others. I’ve spent my relationships trying to make my partner like me, and I’ve spent my academic life trying to meet criteria set by someone else. Even my career as an event planner is built around making other people happy and doing whatever they ask.

			Summer has been telling me the same thing in different ways—that I have to learn how to go after what I want. And she’s right. I’m the one who gets dumped, the one who gets her heart broken. I’m the one trying to change so that my partner likes me, but, of course, that never works. I have all these plans and lists, but what have I done to complete them? I’ve blamed my abandoned plans on others when I could achieve them on my own terms.

			So I have the power to get what I want—but what I want the most right now is something I can’t have.

			At least not yet. How long will I have to wait before Summer stops wanting to be a nomad? In hoping she’ll change, am I putting my heart in danger?

			She opens her eyes, her brow pinching when she finds me staring. “What are you thinking so hard about?”

			I roll over, suspended above her so that my hair makes a curtain around our faces. I have a serious decision to make about how invested I want to get. But for now…

			I cock an eyebrow. “I’m thinking about how I want to go down on you again.”

			Summer smiles, linking her hands around the back of my neck to pull me in for a kiss.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			No Secrets

			We’re late for snowmobiling and embarrassingly sleep-deprived.

			“They all totally know,” I whisper to Summer as we grab helmets from the mudroom.

			“Oh, they do not.”

			“They do! Did you see the way they looked at us?”

			Maybe Chantal and Craig don’t know we hooked up, but Hannah and Trevor are totally smirking at each other this morning. They probably heard us—or maybe we’re giving it away in our body language. I admit we were a little touchy-feely as we went to get breakfast.

			Summer puts her helmet under her arm and shrugs. “So what if they know? They’re probably having sex, so why shouldn’t we?”

			When she puts it that way, I relax a little. “I guess.”

			Still, the memory of me crying out as I rode Summer’s face floods back—and the way the bed creaked as I rocked my hips faster. My cheeks burn. God, no matter what Summer says, I hope they didn’t hear us.

			We head over to where the others are waiting with three snowmobiles. Craig brushes snow off the side of the first one, which makes me wonder what happened to it in the moments before we got here.

			Chantal is with Trevor and Hannah at the middle snowmobile, and she nods at us. “We’ve got a two-hour adventure ahead, so you can both have a turn driving. I’ll be there to show you the controls in a second.”

			“Thanks,” Summer says.

			I smile bashfully. When they resume talking, I nudge her. “How you feeling? You want me to drive first?”

			She hesitates. “I’ll go first and get it over with.”

			“You got this, champ.” I smack her on the ass, and she whirls around to throw me a playful glare.

			The others are too busy to notice, so I blow her a cheeky kiss.

			She cracks a smile and leads the way to the third snowmobile.

			We’re being flirty, acting like everything is sunshine and rainbows now that we’ve hooked up—but underneath, uncertainty lingers. I catch glimpses of it in the way she studies me when she thinks I’m not paying attention, and the way my brain keeps getting lost in hypotheticals.

			Where do we stand? She said she cares about me and wishes she never left me—but she also said she isn’t ready for a relationship and only wants us to enjoy a few nights together. How can both of those things be true at the same time? How meaningless can sex be if you care about the person?

			Either she’s lying to herself about her feelings and priorities or she’s capable of having more complex feelings than I’m able to understand.

			To me, it’s simple. I love Summer, and if I got my wish, we would start a proper relationship.

			“I’m nervous to drive this thing,” Summer says as Chantal steps back from the others, her words coming out as a whimper.

			“We’ll go as slow as you want,” I promise, holding her gaze.

			She lets out a breath, nodding.

			“What makes you afraid of them?” I ask.

			“They’re just…powerful. I’m afraid of getting hurt.”

			That makes two of us afraid of getting hurt on this trip. Different reasons, though.

			“Then let’s go slow enough that if we fall off we’ll just…” I grab her around the waist and pull her down into the snowbank beside us. “Poof!”

			She laughs as we collapse into the snow.

			Chantal comes over. “Ready to go?”

			“Yep!” Heat blooms in my face as I get hastily to my feet.

			Summer does the same beside me, struggling in her layers. “Just practicing bailing in case of an emergency.”

			“Of course,” she says, a knowing smile on her lips.

			Chantal shows us how to operate the snowmobile, and I climb on behind Summer. It roars to life beneath us—and, fine, now that I hear the sound of it and feel the rumble, nerves ripple through me.

			“Is it too late to back out?” Summer asks shakily. “Can I just spend the afternoon with the dogs?”

			Chantal smiles kindly. “Take it slow, and you’ll be fine. Avery’s got your back, right?”

			I reassure Summer with a squeeze around the waist. “You bet.”

			With that, Chantal climbs on behind Craig, and they lead the way into the wilderness. We follow in single file, the wind whipping around us and the engines roaring.

			Summer goes slowly at first, falling behind, but it doesn’t take her long to gain confidence. Snow kicks up behind us, creating a shimmering dance of white flakes. I can’t help grinning, the thrill of the ride and the closeness to Summer making the experience all the more enjoyable.

			We follow the trail deep into the woods, winding higher through the frosty trees, past the dogsledding trails, and toward the promise of a beautiful view.

			“I can’t wait to get you naked again tonight,” I say in Summer’s ear.

			She sucks in a breath. “You’re going to make me lose focus and drive off the trail.”

			I drop my hands to her hips, sliding them underneath her parka. “Worth it.”

			“Avery, I swear,” she says, a note of stress in her voice. The machine wobbles beneath us as her steering falters.

			“Okay.” I laugh and put my hands back where they were. “But remember, it would be a gentle poof.”

			She guides us around a corner, accelerating so we keep up with the others. “Well, you can leave your hands there if you want…”

			Grinning, I slide them under her parka again. I can’t get enough of the way her waist feels in my arms. I press closer, half wishing we could be back at the yurt already.

			Then the trail opens up to a view—and I guess I can wait a bit longer. My breath catches at the beautiful sight, a sense of awe rendering me speechless. Beneath the sun’s low arc, snowy peaks rise and fall, the land a patchwork quilt of white snow and dark trees.

			I give Summer a supportive tap on the thigh. “You’re doing great!”

			She lets out a strained, one-note laugh.

			Ahead, Hannah and Trevor weave along the trail, their voices carrying back to us on the wind. “Bump it up to sixty, Trev! Just for a second.”

			“You’re going to get us in trouble!”

			“Better to ask for forgiveness than permission.”

			“I disagree.”

			Summer and I laugh.

			After half an hour on the trail, she finally relaxes in my arms. “Okay, this isn’t so bad. I should’ve known Chantal wasn’t going to make us do ramps.”

			“Yay!” My cheeks are numb and my fingers are cold, but this is more than worthwhile.

			We drive alongside a section of river that isn’t frozen over—water roars beneath a gorgeous network of natural ice bridges. Chantal turns in her seat and motions for us to stay far from the river’s edge. I watch it flow as we pass, mesmerized by the way it weaves through the ice.

			Summer steals quick glances to the side, and I can tell by the way her eyes crinkle that she’s smiling.

			My heart flutters. Sharing this with her is way better than experiencing it alone. Doesn’t she feel that absence when she travels solo all the time? Wouldn’t she be happier sharing it with someone?

			The familiar uncertainty trickles through me. I have to figure out what all of this touching and flirting means to her. Tomorrow is our last day here. Are we going to say goodbye forever as if none of this meant anything, or will Summer want to keep in touch like we planned? I don’t want the sort of arrangement where we only see each other every few months, have sex, and part ways again. I want a full-time partner. I want to go on dates, move in together, celebrate anniversaries. One day, I’d like to get married.

			After an hour, we arrive at a mountain peak that looks as windblown and frozen as a tundra, with wisps of brittle, leafless trees no taller than my shoulders.

			We shut off the machines, plunging into still, silent air.

			“Fish Lake from a whole other perspective,” Chantal says, climbing off their snowmobile. She motions for us to come see.

			We walk up to the edge of the peak, and my breath hitches. The panorama is a two-toned painting, the dark trees contrasting with the pure-white lake, valley, and clouds.

			“Wow,” Summer whispers.

			I nudge her. “Glad you faced your fear?”

			She gives a reluctant smile and nudges me back.

			We hold each other’s gaze, something passing between us that makes both of our smiles falter. My heart misses a beat. Right now, standing on top of the world, looking over this ancient, extraordinary landscape, there’s no one else I’d rather be with.

			What’s she thinking about to make her look at me this way? I want to ask, but I’m afraid to know. It could be anything from the view to what’s for dinner tonight.

			“Want me to take a photo of you two?” Chantal asks, extending a hand.

			My face burns at the implication. I guess we aren’t doing a good job of hiding what happened in our yurt last night.

			I pass her my phone, trying to act casual. “Sure!”

			Summer and I stand for the photo, exchanging a quick, questioning glance. Do we put our arms around each other or stand beside each other with awkward smiles?

			Throwing aside pretense, I put my arm around her waist, and she relaxes, doing the same to me. Past Chantal, I can see Trevor and Hannah exchange another smile.

			Heat returns to my face, along with the memory of all the different positions we tried last night. Oh, the sounds that must have carried through the thin walls.

			I wonder what they think—if they’re rooting for us or if they feel like they’re watching a train wreck.

			Train wreck or not, I can’t get Summer out of my head. Her hands, her tongue, her body…and the way she’s looking at me.

			Chantal lifts the phone higher to get a good angle of the view behind us. “Okay, say, ‘Holy shit it’s freezing up here!’”

			We both laugh, and the camera clicks. It’s going to be a good one.

			When it’s time to head back down, I get onto the snowmobile first, eager to return to the lodge. Food and warmth aside, there’s another thing I’d like to rush back for.

			Summer slides onto the seat behind me, her arms winding around my parka, anchoring her to me. My heart beats faster as she wraps herself around my body.

			“My turn to distract you,” she says.

			I can’t help smiling. “Poor me.”

			We head back down the mountain, and the machine’s heated handlebars offer a welcome rush of warmth beneath my mittens. The thrill of driving it hits me, and I grin as I steer us confidently down the pristine trail.

			Summer slides her hands under my parka and hugs me tighter, leaning her face against my back. My heart skips at the feel of her hands moving a little closer inside all these layers.

			She withdraws her hands, but before I can wish she’d put them back, she slides them forward again—and this time, they’re underneath my snow overalls. And her gloves are off.

			Oh.

			Oh.

			My pulse spikes as she slides her fingers down. She struggles with all of the layers, tugging hard to get my shirt untucked.

			“Summer…” I say in warning.

			“You want me to stop?” she murmurs in my ear.

			I hesitate. No, I don’t. But what if the others turn around and see Summer’s hands where they shouldn’t be?

			Except that my parka is long and oversized, and it would look like Summer’s hands are just underneath it. There would be enough time for her to pull back. They wouldn’t know.

			“Keep going,” I say.

			She continues struggling with my layers while I try to focus on steering.

			Her fingers find their way down the front of my leggings, and my attention definitely veers from the trail.

			“For someone who’s afraid of snowmobiles, th-this is a risky activity,” I stammer.

			“I trust you. You navigated that Jet Ski through all those boats like a pro. Besides—poof, remember?”

			I huff out a laugh, which turns into a gasp as her fingers find the right spot. She can’t move them much with all the clothing in the way, but the limited motion makes it all the more teasing. The snowmobile’s vibrations add to the sensation.

			My breaths come faster. “Summer, you’re such a tease.”

			“You’re already wet,” she says.

			I can tell. She keeps going, moving her fingers just enough to send pleasure crackling through me.

			Distracted, I drive us over a big bump, and we both let out little screams.

			She laughs, continuing to move her fingers. She slides one inside me, and I bite my lip to keep quiet.

			I’m lucky I only have to follow the vehicle in front of us at a moderate pace because between the movement of her fingers and the vibration of the snowmobile, it’s more than I can handle.

			Heat builds inside me. My whole body is tense, quivering, and I grip the handlebars tighter. I don’t know if I can finish in a situation like this, but she’s bringing me to the brink.

			“Oh my God,” I moan, struggling to keep quiet.

			I forgot how active our sex life was when we were together—repressed it, maybe. It was painful to think about everything I’d lost. Nolan and I had sex once or twice a week, but it was never this exciting or satisfying. Toward the end, I only pretended to be into it because I was afraid he would leave me if he realized my sex drive had gone down. But given the desires pulsing through me over these last couple of days, I don’t think there was anything wrong with my libido. There was something wrong with our relationship.

			But Summer…

			I barely stop myself from making noise. Focusing on the trail is getting harder and harder. Her fingers are warm, her breath hitching in my ear.

			Summer is igniting a fire inside me that hasn’t been there since we were last together. She’s always brought out something different in me, something exciting and rebellious. I don’t want to let this go.

			By the time we get back to the lodge, I can’t wait another second. Summer and I stumble back into the yurt, kissing even before we kick the door shut.

			Darkness already threatens to take hold of the yard, muting the colors.

			“Know what day it is?” I whisper into her mouth.

			She kisses me again, tugging the hem of my shirt. “Hm?”

			“December 21st.”

			She pauses, her gaze unfocused as if she’s too distracted to process my words.

			I smile and graze my lips gently over hers. “Winter solstice.”

			We’re in the Yukon on the solstice, just like we said we would do. Maybe I was never supposed to take this trip with Nolan. Maybe all along, it was supposed to be with Summer.

			“Oh. Right.” She pauses, a mischievous smile appearing on her lips. “Longest night of the year.”

			“Over sixteen hours of darkness.” I tug her shirt over her head. “If only we had something to occupy us.”

			As we strip each other naked, my resolve grows. I’ll give myself today to surrender to my desires without inhibitions—but tomorrow, I have to find out what this trip means for our future.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			A Little Moose

			I wake up with Summer asleep beside me, my feet warm as my legs tangle with hers. I stay still, turning my head to spend a moment watching her peaceful face. It’s tempting to kiss her awake and make us late for breakfast again, but for now, it’s nice just staying like this. Quiet. Unguarded.

			Her chest rises and falls under the covers, her breaths slow.

			There’s an ache in me that I try to keep at bay. Don’t think. Stay in the moment. But the more awake I become, the stronger it gets.

			It’s already our last day together—tomorrow after breakfast, we’ll head to the airport. Regret fills me for wasting the first couple of days at odds with her when we could have spent more time like this.

			Once we get off that plane, what’s next? Is this it?

			The conversation we need to have hovers over me. We agreed to stay in each other’s lives; that might mean something different to her than it does to me. Can I handle seeing her every few months as a friend and casual hookup, or should I end this now and spare my emotions?

			She stirs and opens her eyes, and my worries dissolve in her groggy smile. I smile back, letting this fleeting moment linger. I trace a finger along her nose, her cheekbone, her earlobe. As she stretches and lets out a soft groan, I kiss her cheek and lay my head back down, cuddling closer.

			It’s nearly nine. The skylight reveals a few shimmering stars in the inky sky. The yurt is cool, but under the covers with our shared body heat, it’s blissfully warm.

			“I dreamt I took over Chantal’s business and turned it into a reindeer-sledding lodge,” Summer murmurs, pulling the covers higher over our shoulders.

			I laugh. “What’d you do with the dogs?”

			“You offered to adopt them.”

			“All of them? My poor townhouse.”

			She rubs her face. “Your poor neighbors.”

			Our bodies quake with suppressed giggles.

			“Chantal’s a badass,” Summer says. “Running an adventure lodge. Living the dream.”

			I hum in agreement. Of course Summer would think about it from a badass adventurer perspective. I’ve been admiring it from another angle. “I can’t believe it’s just the two of them running the business. All the moving pieces—not just guests, but also the dogs.”

			Summer angles her face up so she’s looking at me. She runs a finger along my jawline and down my throat, continuing underneath the covers. “Do you like running a business?”

			“I do,” I say honestly. “Nothing’s perfect, but most of the time, I feel like I found my calling.”

			“It brings you happiness?”

			I hesitate, wondering where she’s going with this. “As much happiness as a job can bring a person. Why?”

			“Just making sure.”

			My heart swells. It’s not the first time she’s said something like this. When I enrolled in college, she said the same: Are you happy? Just making sure.

			I get it now. Even back then, she recognized how malleable I was—how I made decisions based on what I thought other people wanted from me. When she asks me this, she’s making sure I’m doing something for myself.

			“I decided I wanted to start a business so I could break away from the corporate world,” I add, and the way she smiles tells me that’s exactly why she was asking. “You know—control my own hours, salary, all of it.”

			“I bet you’re great at it.”

			For someone who seems to care so much about my happiness, she’s good at breaking my heart.

			Her fingers continue to trail gently over my chest, stomach, arms, and hips, and I let my eyes flutter closed.

			“Is physical touch your favorite way to show affection?” I ask, trying to slot another piece into the big puzzle that is Summer.

			“You mean like my love language?”

			“Yeah.” I was trying not to use that word, but she saw through me as always.

			“Probably.” Her fingers stop over my navel. “I think I know what yours is.”

			I open my eyes and tip my face toward hers. “What is it?”

			“Quality time.”

			I press my lips together. It hurts to hear it because this is the one thing Summer can’t give me. “I think you’re right.”

			Summer resumes tracing her fingers over me, her caresses so soft, my skin dances.

			“That’s not to say I don’t like touch,” I murmur. “Your touch, specifically.”

			She slides her hand down between my legs. “Oh, I know.”

			“Summer…” I arch my back, pressing closer as she teases me.

			She massages between my legs, leaning over to kiss my throat, my chest, my shoulder. It wakes me up as if the sun’s rays are already shining in.

			The conversation we need to have stays at the front of my mind like someone knocking on the door. The future is the worst topic to bring up with her, and I know she doesn’t want to talk about our feelings, but I can’t go home without asking. I need to know if there’s hope for us rekindling a relationship—or at least something more than a fling.

			“Summer?” I ask before I lose my nerve. “What do you see happening between us after this trip?”

			She freezes for the briefest moment before resuming kissing me. “I want us to stay in each other’s lives like we talked about.”

			“Right.” My heart is beating fast. “But what does that mean to you?”

			“I dunno. Keeping in touch. Hanging out when I’m in town. Doing more of this.” She kisses my throat.

			Her nonchalant tone deflates me. “So I’m an in-town booty call, basically?”

			She looks up at me, her mouth open in surprise. “No! Avee, not at all. I care about you, okay?”

			“Then why—”

			She shimmies up so we’re eye to eye. “I know I’m hard to figure out. But please trust me when I tell you I really, really care about you.”

			That’s two “reallys,” so it must be serious, I want to say—but we’ve argued enough. So I nod. I should consider it a victory that she said that at all.

			Still, she hasn’t said “I want us to be in a relationship” or anything remotely close to it, which is concerning.

			“Does this mean we’re dating? Does it mean we’re in an open relationship and will see other people when you’re not in town?” I ask, trying to keep my tone even.

			She rolls onto her back and looks at the ceiling. Her brow furrows like she’s having a hard time finding the right words. “There’s a part of me that wants a normal relationship. But I’m…afraid of not traveling. Staying still. Sacrificing the thing that makes me happy. You know?”

			When she meets my gaze, a flash of that fear appears in her eyes—a glimpse into how conflicted she is.

			I want to believe she’s hesitant about commitment because of reasons unrelated to me—that she cares about me but is scared. But it’s hard when I don’t understand her need for travel. For me, if I had to choose between backpacking alone for several months and being at home with the love of my life, the choice would be easy. It hurts to think that Summer is having a hard time deciding between those things.

			“So we’re casually hooking up for now,” I say, the words carving a hole in my chest, “until otherwise noted.”

			She offers a sad smile, like she knows how unsatisfactory this is.

			“I’ll do my best to understand where you’re coming from,” I say. It’s the most I can offer.

			Her brow pinches in concern. That glint of fear is still there. “You’re still okay with us hooking up?”

			I lean over to kiss her. I don’t want her to know how much this is hurting me. If I do, she might want to stop. “I’m more than okay with it.”

			She returns my smile before moving her hand back down to part my legs.

			We’re late for breakfast again.

			* * *

			“Help, they’re so cute!” Hannah cries, running her hands down her face like she can’t take it.

			Summer pretends to sob as she takes a photo through the wire fence. “I want one.”

			At the Yukon Wildlife Preserve, a herd of very huggable thinhorn sheep stare at us, blinking their big eyes and chewing the air. Their fur is varying shades of white and gray, and they stand with their hooves toed out. If not for the barnyard scent filling the air, I wouldn’t say no to a few of these as pets.

			I look over my shoulder. “Okay, I’ll distract the staff, and you two grab one and start running.”

			“Don’t give them ideas,” Trevor says.

			Summer laughs, and I can’t help the smile that curves my lips at the sound.

			“You know, thinhorn sheep are where the legend of the unicorn comes from,” Summer says, miming their horns. The females in front of us have thin horns with only a slight curve, as opposed to the thick, curled ones sported by the males.

			“Really?” Trevor asks.

			Hannah squints at the herd. “But they’re so…”

			I cover Summer’s mouth. “Don’t listen to her. She makes shit up all the time.”

			They groan, and Summer bats my hand away, laughing impishly.

			Being like this with her sends a thrill through my veins. But with every hidden smirk and playful touch, my confusion grows over where we stand. She’s acting like we did when we dated—when we were in love. Am I misreading her, or is that something more I’m seeing in her eyes?

			We move along to see bison, muskox, arctic foxes, red foxes, mountain goats, elk, and caribou, taking the van from exhibit to exhibit. All the while, my attention keeps flitting back to Summer, who’s making eyes at me without shame.

			At the lynx exhibit, she bites her lip, her eyes raking over me hungrily.

			I cock an eyebrow.

			She leans into me, bumping me with her hip.

			If we didn’t have a group of people with us—not to mention the extreme cold that I don’t want anywhere near my bare skin—I wouldn’t have put it past us to find a place to sneak off to for a quickie.

			Then again, I can’t help wondering if this flirting game we’re playing means anything.

			“He’s so beautiful,” Hannah says, taking a photo of the lynx through the fence. “Hi, kitty, kitty!”

			“Hann, this kitty would eat your face,” Trevor says.

			I’m with Hannah. The lynx has a gorgeous, silver-spotted coat, long legs, thick paws, tufted ears, and a short tail. He’s also very cuddly-looking—until he yawns and his fangs make an appearance.

			“Oh,” Hannah says.

			Chantal claps her gloved hands. “Ready for the moose?”

			Hannah takes a deep breath. “Yes. I’m feeling brave.”

			“You can pose with the smaller one. He’s only two.”

			“Aww,” Summer says, “a baby.”

			Chantal tilts her head. “Well, you’ll see.”

			On the ride to the moose exhibit, Summer is busy pressing her face against the window, so I pull out my phone to text my friends.

			 

			So, uh, you were right. And Summer and I may or may not be hooking up.

			 

			I hesitate, then type another quick one before they can jump to conclusions.

			 

			It’s just for the week, though. She insists she still doesn’t want commitment. I know it’s a bad idea.

			 

			Oh God, why did I have to tell them? I can feel the judgment already and I haven’t even gotten a response yet. Putting it into words, confessing it to people who love me, I know exactly what they’re going to say.

			 

			Ming: GET SOME ARCTIC ASS, GURL

			 

			Okay, that’s not where I thought they’d go.

			 

			Roya: Holy crap, are you serious?! I love that you’re hooking up in a yurt. So cute. But darling, you know a fling with someone you have real feelings for is risky business. Please protect your heart.

			 

			There it is.

			 

			Avery: I know. It’s just hard to shut it down when we have so much chemistry. The thing is, she says she cares about me, and she’s acting like she does. She’s even hinted she might be done with long travels soon. But then in the next breath, she tells me she’s not in the right place for a relationship. It’s not adding up.

			Ming: Ugh, mixed signals.

			Roya: Hmm do you think she’s avoiding commitment out of fear, or does she genuinely know herself and understand that she’s not interested in a relationship?

			Avery: A good question. One I don’t have the answer to.

			Roya: What happens if you ask her on a date after you get home? Is she open to it?

			 

			I guess I haven’t explicitly asked her to do something once we’re home. Her reaction will tell me what “casual” means to her.

			 

			Avery: I’ll try it and let you know.

			 

			Summer and Hannah gasp, and I snap my head up. Two moose are standing less than twenty feet from us, staring at our vehicle from the other side of a wire fence.

			My heart leaps in excitement.

			 

			Avery: I have to go now but I’ll keep you posted. Thanks for the advice. xo

			 

			Chantal shuts off the van, and we clamber out.

			“Holy crap, I’m looking at a moose,” I say in disbelief, and Summer laughs.

			We step up to the fence. The moose are surprisingly cute—their eyes are docile, curious, more like domesticated livestock than wild animals. Though one is indeed smaller, they’re both huge, the tops of their shoulders taller than any of us.

			Hannah stays cautiously back, studying them with narrowed eyes as if gauging whether it’s safe to approach.

			“After this, will we all have faced our fears?” Summer asks.

			“Trevor hasn’t cuddled a dog yet,” Hannah says, ratting him out with a smile.

			Trevor groans and rubs his eyes under his glasses.

			“Oh, yeah,” Summer says. “You’ve been so good with the dogs that I guess I assumed.”

			“Hear that? I’ve been good with the dogs.” Trevor nudges his fiancée.

			She stands on her toes to kiss him. “And I’m proud of you. But we only have one day left, so tomorrow, it’s cuddle time.”

			My stomach lurches at the reminder that tomorrow evening, we’re flying home.

			Summer and I catch each other’s eye, the unspoken question lingering heavily between us.

			I guess there’s one fear left to confront—asking her to spend time with me when we get home. I need to know what’s next for us. Are we going on dates? Are we just hanging out and having sex? At least by asking her out, I’ll make it clear what I want.

			“Go on, then,” Trevor says, taking out his phone to record Hannah’s moment.

			She takes a deep breath and marches up to the exhibit, reaching a hand toward the fence. We aren’t allowed to touch anything, but she lets the smaller moose stretch its neck forward and sniff the air near her palm.

			She giggles nervously. “You’re just a big horse.”

			“Don’t let a horse hear you say that,” I say, taking in the animal’s droopy nose, the dangly skin flap under his chin, and the rest of his oddly shaped body. What a funny-looking and awesomely majestic creature.

			Trevor joins her, wrapping an arm around her waist and raising his phone for a selfie of the two of them with the moose behind them. “My brave warrior,” he says, kissing the top of her head.

			Hannah smiles widely for the picture, then hops away from the fence, letting out a little squeak.

			We applaud her, and the noise makes both moose back away suspiciously.

			“I’m not ready for home yet,” Hannah says with a wistful sigh.

			“Same,” I say, glancing at Summer.

			Maybe I’ll start by inviting her to join my family on Christmas the day after we get back. She used to love coming over for the holidays, and I’m sure everybody would be happy to see her. It would feel like old times.

			I wait for her to look my way, but she’s staring at the animals, a far-off look in her eyes. “Yeah, me too. It’s hard to think about staying still after an adventure like this.”

			Her tone makes my stomach lurch—like she’s dreading going home. Like she’s going to do something spontaneous to avoid spending longer than she has to there. I freeze, staring at her, waiting for this awful, plunging feeling to make sense.

			“Decided where you’re heading next?” Trevor asks her.

			“I have.” For a fraction of a second, her gaze flicks to me. “I’m leaving for Malaysia on Christmas Day.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			An Impossible Conversation

			Summer’s words hit me like a punch. When did this happen? Did she book a plane ticket before or after she said, “I wish I never left you”?

			“I—I thought you were going to take a break from traveling,” I blurt out. Memories of her leaving me before wallop me in the chest, making my breaths shallow.

			She still doesn’t look at me. “Well, I started thinking about being home without a plan for what’s next, and the urge to book overtook me.”

			I blink. What the hell does that even mean? She couldn’t bear to be home for more than a few days?

			“Exciting!” Hannah exclaims, oblivious to how very not exciting this is.

			“How long are you going for?” I ask.

			“It’s open-ended, but maybe a month?”

			Open-ended? Like, she bought a one-way ticket?

			“And then what?” I press, frustration bleeding into my tone.

			She finally shoots me a nervous glance. “I don’t know. I haven’t planned that far.”

			Anger fills me—first at Summer, and then at myself. Why am I surprised? I shouldn’t have expected anything else from her. She’s flighty and unpredictable, and I need to accept that we’re not going to be in each other’s lives for anything other than sporadic visits when she happens to be in town.

			On the other side of the fence, the smaller moose headbutts the larger one, and they get into a sparring match. Their antlers clatter as they push each other around.

			“Will you stay in Kuala Lumpur?” Trevor asks.

			Summer shifts, looking uncomfortable. “Yeah.”

			She tells them about the sights she wants to see there while I stare blankly at the moose exhibit. Her news feels both unexpected and inevitable, infuriating and heartbreaking. I try to look unbothered by recording a video of the moose sparring, but my mind is elsewhere, trying to untangle the knots inside my head. Why am I so disappointed? Shouldn’t I have known this was coming?

			I knew her plan was to keep traveling—she made it clear she’s not into starting a relationship—but I thought I’d at least have a chance to talk to her about it. I thought I had time to fight for us before she went ahead and booked the next getaway. The familiar ache of wanting more from her swells in my chest.

			We finish the tour and head back to the lodge without another word to each other, no touching, no eye contact. I clench my jaw, frustration bubbling inside me. I can’t believe I got my hopes up again.

			As we sit down for dinner—creamy vegetable risotto and blueberry pie for dessert—I catch Summer’s eye. She looks so apologetic that my heart melts for just a moment. I see a flash of the girl from all those years ago who told me she was going backpacking without me—afraid, yet hopeful—everything hinging on my reaction.

			I don’t want to lose her to a plane ticket again. But it looks like that might be exactly what happens.

			* * *

			Back in the yurt, Summer steps in close like she wants me to kiss her. “It’s our last night here.”

			“Really? You’re going to pretend everything’s fine?” I say, exasperated.

			She takes my face in her hands. “Why are you surprised I booked a trip?”

			At her gentle touch, my belly flutters, even as my heart hurts. “I’m not surprised, just…”

			She leans in to kiss me, and I put a hand out to stop her.

			“What are you running away from?” I ask.

			She tilts her head, a crease between her eyebrows. “I’m not running away from anything.”

			“You told me you were going to take a break, and the second you started thinking about being home for more than a day, you panicked and booked another trip.” I wave a hand. “An open-ended ticket to the other side of the world? Seriously?”

			She hooks a finger under my chin. “Traveling is what I do. You knew I would, right?”

			“But you told me—”

			“I care about you. I didn’t book the trip to hurt you, Avee. I booked it because it’s who I am.” Her nostrils flare, and there’s a now-familiar glint of fear in her eyes. She really is scared.

			“I don’t know how long I can wait for you,” I admit. As much as my heart wants to give her as long as she needs, I owe it to myself to move on if this is how it’s going to be.

			She steps back, keeping her hands on my neck. Her eyes are glossy, her pain evident. She’s hurting herself as much as she’s hurting me.

			“Do you want to stop?” she whispers.

			I slump, everything inside me pulling toward her. “Of course I don’t want to stop.”

			A small smile appears as she leans closer. Her lips graze mine. “Then kiss me.”

			The sensation travels down my body and into my toes. I kiss her harder than I intended, driven by a storm of anger and frustration.

			We press closer to each other, our kiss heating up, our hands finding the hem of each other’s shirts.

			I tug her shirt over her head. “I want to understand, though. If you care about me, why would you—”

			She bites my lip.

			“Ow!” I hiss, yanking her closer by the waistband of her leggings.

			Our hands move feverishly as we take each other’s clothes off. My bare skin tingles under her touch, the cool air putting my senses on edge.

			She walks me backward until I hit the table where we played Strip Crazy Eights. I gasp into her mouth as the cold wood touches the back of my legs. She pushes me until I’m sitting on it.

			Heat coils inside me as I grab the back of her head and cover her lips with mine, wrapping my legs around her hips.

			“I just—want to know,” I say between kisses, “why you said you were done with long trips and then booked one.”

			“It was a feeling, not a decision,” she says into my mouth between hitched breaths. “I might decide to come home after three weeks, for all I know.”

			“And if not? If you decide to stay for months?”

			She pauses, resting her forehead against mine. “I don’t know how to be with you and follow my dreams at the same time. I have to choose one over the other. That doesn’t mean it’s an easy decision. It doesn’t mean I don’t care about you.”

			My brain is slow to make sense of her words, distracted as she kisses my neck and runs her hands down my waist.

			I open my mouth to make her explain further, but before I can make a sound, she slides two fingers inside me.

			I hiss. “Summer!”

			She kisses me hard and teases me with her tongue on my lips and throat, unraveling me.

			I lean back to brace my hands on the table’s edges. “This time we’ve spent together has been—really good,” I stammer. “You going away kind of ruins—oh…”

			My sentence derails as she bends to take my breast in her mouth, swirling her tongue over my nipple. Her fingers move faster and harder inside me, drawing involuntary gasps.

			“I don’t—want to stop waking up next to you,” I say, determined to tell her what I need to. The table rocks beneath me as we put its construction to the test.

			Summer moans but doesn’t respond, moving lower. She kisses and bites me as she moves from my chest down to my stomach.

			Any intention I had on continuing the conversation dissolves as her tongue finds its way between my legs. She devours me hungrily, her fingers still gliding in and out. I let out a noise between a gasp and a cry, tightening my grip on the table.

			I drape my legs over her shoulders, and the sight of her kneeling between them drives me out of my mind. My chest heaves.

			“That’s—oh—” I knot a hand in her hair, guiding her.

			“There?” she whispers.

			“Yes. Softer.”

			She eases off a little, teasing me with the gentlest flicks of her tongue.

			“L-like that,” I stammer.

			Sex might be the only time she does exactly what I want.

			The sensations traveling through my body are at war with my brain, making my thoughts jumbled.

			Is the trip about Summer’s desire for freedom? Does she need to travel the world and find herself so badly that she’s willing to be away from the woman she cares about for months at a time?

			Her hair tickles my inner thighs, unbearably good. “Oh God, don’t stop,” I whimper.

			She moves her tongue so gently, it drives me wild. She kisses me softly between licks, drawing this out until I can’t take it.

			My legs tremble over her shoulders, my breaths heaving.

			“That’s so good—” Heat sizzles low in my belly, intensifying. “I’m going to—”

			“Come for me,” she murmurs.

			I cry out as my body unravels. My toes curl, and I tighten my grip on her hair.

			By the time the ripples of pleasure release me, I’m desperate for breath, and I’ve managed to push myself halfway across the table so that my calves dangle over the edge.

			Summer’s hair is a mess.

			“I see what you did there,” I say, panting. My whole body is tingling, and there’s a pleasant throbbing between my legs. “Distracting me.”

			Summer backs up and sits on the bed, leaning back on her hands. Her perky breasts and hard nipples draw my gaze. “Avee, I think you’d be happier if you let go of your expectations of me.”

			I scowl. She’s right, of course. This hot anger and hurt flaring to life inside me is there because I had my own ideas about what she would do next. I hoped she would behave a certain way, and when she didn’t, it made me disappointed and angry. If I stop hoping, I’ll let go of the anger.

			When I say nothing, she lets out a slow breath.

			“I know it sounds cliche but…” She combs her hair back, taming the mess I made with my fist. “I’m not done finding myself. I need to figure out a few more things before I can commit to a relationship.”

			Things. Is she talking about a fear she needs to conquer, priorities she needs to set, or something else?

			“Let me help you figure them out.” My tone comes out embarrassingly eager. I clear my throat. “Whatever they are. I’m here for you.”

			Her shoulders drop, and she looks at me so tenderly that I almost think she might say yes. But she doesn’t. She stays quiet, staring at me, her lips parted.

			I slide off the table and walk closer, looking down at her. She’s irresistible in the way she looks up at me through her lashes, the dim lighting illuminating her smooth skin and the perfect curves of her body. Her eyes are wide, beckoning, as she catches her bottom lip on her teeth.

			“You’re infuriating,” I whisper, shoving her until she falls back onto the bed.

			She grins as I climb on top of her and clamp down on her wrists, holding them to the mattress above her head. I kiss her hard, claiming her lips and tongue. When I put my knees between hers and part her legs wider, she gasps into my mouth.

			Okay, I’ll have to work on letting go of the anger. For now, it’s still there—and I’m going to take it out on her the same way she just took hers out on me.

			I bite her neck, making her cry out, and reach down to where her desire has pooled between her legs.

			She grabs my hand, pushing my fingers inside her. “Right there…”

			We’ve unlocked something entirely new between us, both of us demanding what we want from each other. It’s like we know we’re short on time together, so we have to make the most of every moment.

			Her fingers tighten around the back of my neck, her nails digging into my skin. “Harder.”

			I thrust my fingers into her, taking one of her nipples into my mouth.

			I commit every bit of her to memory—her scent, her taste, the sounds she makes, the feel of her skin against mine. If this is the end of our time together, I want to remember everything about it.

			“Babe, you feel so good…” Her body arches into me.

			I try not to focus on the way she called me babe, or the way her gaze locks onto mine, or the way our kisses slow down, growing softer, more intimate.

			You’re lying to both of us, Summer. I think you’re too scared to admit how you feel.

			I stay quiet, the conversation over. Neither of us is going to win.

			Her eyes close and her fists ball around the sheets. I kiss her ear, pausing to feel her quickening breaths rush over my skin.

			A sheen of sweat breaks out over her chest, and I move down to graze my lips over it. Moving lower, I kiss her belly, running my hands down her hips and savoring the way she squirms beneath me.

			I shimmy down between her thighs, getting lost in her taste and the sounds she makes.

			“Yes…yes…” she whimpers.

			Goosebumps rise on her thighs, and I quicken my tempo with my fingers and tongue, bringing her to climax.

			She cries out, her warm hands grabbing my hair on either side of my head, her fingers grazing my ears. A ripple of satisfaction courses through me as she loses control, head tipping back, back arching, legs writhing.

			As she goes limp, I crawl up beside her. Sweaty and out of breath, we lay side-by-side on her bed. All Summer’s pillows have fallen to the floor.

			After a pause that feels too short, she gets up and pulls on sweatpants. “Bathroom.”

			“’Kay.”

			When she leaves for the lodge, I stare at the ceiling, our conversations over the last few days circling my head like a flock of birds. She insists she cares about me, but what does “care about” mean to her? To me, caring about someone means you want to be with them. To her, apparently it means you want to fly across the world and leave them behind.

			I could insist on talking about this when she gets back, but I know she’s going to clam up. Hell, we’ll probably end up fighting. This is exactly what happened last time. I wanted to talk about our relationship and she didn’t, and then she left me.

			But I could tell her I love her. I could tell her how being with her is all I want. I want to wake up with her, hear her laugh, see her smile, hold her hand—and not just once in a while.

			Telling her this sounds like a terrible idea.

			I get up and look for my phone. I need advice from my friends.

			I pick up my phone and freeze, staring. I stare at it for so long that the screen goes black again.

			My heart seems to lurch to a stop.

			I have a message from Nolan.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Reinforcements

			I read the message several times, my heart beating fast. The words blur together as a storm of emotions rages inside me.

			 

			Hey Avery…I’ve been missing you like crazy since I left. These Christmas gatherings don’t feel right without you. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and I really messed up. You deserve better. Can we talk? I want to apologize properly.

			 

			A rush of anger makes my hands tremble. But with it comes a heavy weight on my chest, pressing down until it’s hard to breathe. My eyes prickle. As furious as I am at him for leaving me, I can’t change that we were together for two years, and I miss him. Summer has been a distraction from the gaping hole in my heart. I miss the way things were before he ran out—the feeling of being unconditionally in love, blissfully happy, comfortable in our friendship.

			But I can’t let him know that. I’m glad he feels bad for what he did to me, and I want the apology he owes me.

			I check the message’s timestamp. He sent it two hours ago.

			Good. After the pain he put me through, he deserves to wait in agony for my reply.

			I type with trembling thumbs, relying on autocorrect to fix my many typos.

			 

			You’d better have a good apology ready because that was a really shitty thing to do. Give me 5 mins. It’ll be a video call because I don’t have cell service.

			 

			My words are harsh, but my fluttering heart betrays me. The thought of seeing his face again tugs me to my feet.

			His reply comes immediately.

			 

			Okay. Thank you.

			 

			That formal tone. A person who knows they’re in trouble.

			I pull on my loungewear and shrug into my parka, trembling as a volatile mix of anger, longing, and dread courses through my veins. I don’t know what he’ll say or how I’ll respond to it, but I have to see this through.

			When I open the door to step outside, Summer is there, a hand extended to grab the knob. We startle, catching each other by surprise.

			“Um—hey.” I hold up my phone. “Just going to make a call in the lodge.”

			“Oh. Okay.” Her brow pinches in confusion, picking up on my visible stress.

			I’m too preoccupied with fretting over what Nolan might say to offer an explanation.

			What does he want? To ease his conscience, or is this about something more?

			In the lodge, I use the bathroom, taking a minute to steady myself with a few deep breaths. My reflection reveals a mop of sex hair, flushed cheeks, and the solemn expression of someone who’s about to have a very uncomfortable conversation. I fix my hair.

			I find the router so we can hopefully talk without a choppy Wi-Fi connection. The seat nearest to it is a cracked leather sofa with Pippi and her five puppies taking up 90 percent of the space, so I wedge myself among them. They wiggle in excitement and climb all over me.

			“Pablo, no biting,” I say half-heartedly, tugging my sleeve out of his jaws.

			Reinforced with baby huskies, I tap Nolan’s name. There is still a heart emoji next to it. I’ll have to change that.

			He answers within a second—and his appearance is startling. His posture is slumped, and his normally clean-shaven face looks unkempt. It makes him look years older. Lines and puffiness around his brown eyes hint at how he’s been faring.

			Behind him is a dark window reflecting the red and green lights of a Christmas tree and the soft glow of a living room lamp. He’s at his parents’ place.

			“Avery, I’m a piece of shit for leaving you like that. I’m so sorry.”

			Straight to the point.

			I nod, my throat too tight to say much. “Okay.”

			“I panicked about going to the Yukon. When you booked the trip back in the summer, I thought I had time to come to terms with going. But I spent every damned day stressing about it. I kept fantasizing about the trip being canceled at the last minute and us having to stay home. When the day came…I couldn’t do it. I think I’d already made up my mind weeks beforehand. I should have told you all this, but I felt like a coward.”

			Hearing him panic over our trip makes my emotions rise like floodwaters. How could I have been so oblivious to his stress? Was he hiding it, or was I being ignorant? I swallow hard. “Nolan, I never wanted to force you into something that makes you uncomfortable.”

			My saying his name does something to both of us—my insides ache, a feeling like homesickness. In the pause that follows, it seems to ease over him, dropping his shoulders, making him shift closer to the camera.

			The puppies settle down on my lap, little warm loaves on my thighs.

			Nolan’s mouth tightens into something more pained than a frown—like he’s trying not to cry. “It’s not your fault. I never told you how much it scared me. I don’t think I even recognized it in myself until reality hit and we had to start packing.”

			“What is it that scares you?” I shift in my seat, and Pippi slides closer into the sofa’s dip. Her fur pokes into my sweatpants, little prickles against my leg.

			“Airplanes, being in a new place, trying unfamiliar things, eating different food. All of it.”

			Seeing him looking this sad, talking openly with him, my heart swells until it’s hard to breathe. I thought I was going to marry this man. Why did things have to go awry? “I—didn’t know it was fear holding you back,” I choke out. Fuck, the tears are coming. I look at the ceiling and huff, trying to keep them at bay. “I thought you just had to be pushed out of your comfort zone. I’m sorry—”

			“Don’t. I’m sorry for not telling you.” He leans closer.

			The thing with Nolan was that he never toyed with me the way Summer does. Everything was easy with him. We flirted, he asked me out, we dated for a year, we moved in together. We always made our feelings clear—at least until the end.

			“Avery, I miss you.”

			My gut twists, disbelief fighting with a secret wish for it to be true. “Do you? You said it in your text—it’s just the holidays talking.”

			“It’s not. I miss you. Your personality, your face, hugging you, kissing you.”

			“What are you saying, then? You miss me, but you don’t want to be with me?” My voice cracks. It’s Summer all over again. This is too much rejection in one week.

			“No. I’m—” He rubs his face, which makes him look even more tired. “I want you to give me another chance. I can make it up to you. I’ll book us a nice dinner at whatever restaurant you want, and…”

			His words jumble, and I can’t make sense of what he’s saying anymore. Another chance? He wants to get back together?

			My face is numb. “I—I don’t need a fancy dinner. I need a partner who I can be myself with. We’re two different people, Nolan. We like different things.”

			I search his face, looking for any sign I could be wrong.

			He hesitates, tilting his head. “In some ways, maybe. But, overall, I think we fit together like a key and a lock. Or like a…husky and a sled?”

			I crack a smile, and he mirrors it.

			I sigh and lean my head back against the couch, mental exhaustion weighing me down. “But what about the things you said about not feeling it anymore? I thought you realized you can’t be with someone who wants to do trips like this.”

			“No. That wasn’t it.” He shakes his head, earnestness plain on his tired face. “It’s hard to explain. Like, when we started dating, you were into all these spontaneous things like kayak trips and waterfall hikes, and I thought that was so cool. You were this amazing person with this big sense of adventure. Then you started moving away from doing those things, and I was fine with it because I didn’t feel pressure to do those things with you. But…”

			There’s a pause. Nausea rises in me as I guess where he’s headed.

			“But you got bored,” I say. “I changed from the person you fell in love with.”

			“Not bored. But…” He lifts a shoulder. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what happened.”

			He looks genuinely unsure—but I’m not. I know what the problem was.

			“I’ve been thinking about us a lot this week, Nolan. I changed who I was for you. It’s not your fault, but it’s the truth. I stopped planning adventurous activities and booking trips because I knew this sort of thing makes you uncomfortable.”

			He frowns. “Do you really feel like you had to change who you are to be with me?”

			Heat builds in my face. “It’s something I’m working on. I was afraid that if I didn’t, you would leave me.”

			There’s a heavy pause, filled with the truth that he left me regardless.

			He looks past the camera, his gaze unfocused, as if he’s searching his memories. “It’s possible I was feeling that change in you. It’s like we merged personalities, and I was missing the Avery I fell in love with. Maybe on some level, I didn’t like knowing I was holding you back.”

			Holding you back. It’s exactly what Summer said. I’m stuck in a loop of being dumped because I’m a fucking people pleaser who doesn’t have her own personality.

			Well, that’s about to change.

			“I’m not going to change who I am for other people anymore,” I say firmly. “This is me—off-grid in the Yukon with a bunch of dogs cuddling me—and I love it.”

			His expression relaxes, like we’re getting somewhere. “I don’t want to stop you from being you. I want you to go on adventures as much as you want. I’ll hold down the fort while you’re away.”

			I furrow my brow. “You’d be fine with being in a relationship with someone who likes different things than you?”

			“Sure. Couples need to have their own interests.”

			I search his face for any flicker of doubt. “But my interest might take me away from you for a couple of weeks at a time.”

			He leans in. “As long as you’re happy. And as long as I don’t have to drive a friggin’ dogsled.”

			A small laugh escapes me. The tiniest of smiles appears on his lips, making my heart squeeze.

			He has a point that we’re allowed to have different interests—but how happy can we really be together if we have a totally different idea of fun? What if I start to lose my sense of self again as I try to make a relationship with him work?

			“I think we can be happy together, Avery. Long-term. As long as you’re okay with doing some things without me.”

			My pulse picks up. This is exactly what I needed to hear from him—a promise that we’re okay being different people sometimes. That he won’t leave me because I want to do something outside of his comfort zone.

			If I can learn to be true to myself and avoid molding myself to fit what I think he wants, could we be happy together? Could we be ourselves with no pressure to change?

			Maybe.

			But he left me once, and I don’t know if I can trust that he won’t do it again. He might change his mind when he realizes how different we are.

			My gaze darts to the dining room table, where Summer and I went from snarky comments to something more in the span of a week.

			My heart squeezes.

			This trip has been the best week I’ve had in years. Reconnecting with Summer has made me realize how well we fit together—how it’s possible to feel alive and exhilarated every minute of every day. I don’t want to say goodbye to her.

			But I’m going to have to at the end of this trip. This fling with her was always doomed to be short-lived.

			Yes, I feel adventurous and free when I’m with Summer, but that doesn’t mean she’s the best partner for me. Nolan is promising everything I’ve been hoping for from her. He won’t leave me for months at a time. He’s willing to commit.

			The lodge door opens, and the dogs raise their heads.

			Summer walks into the living room.

			My heart lurches. She points toward the kitchen and mimes drinking from a cup before continuing on.

			“Listen, I gotta go,” I tell Nolan. I can’t keep talking about this with Summer listening. “This has given me a lot to think about. We can talk more when I’m home, okay?”

			His face falls, but he recovers quickly, forcing a smile. “Yeah, sure. When are you back?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			“Okay. Talk then. I love you—”

			“Don’t,” I say, panic constricting my voice. “Please don’t. I need time.”

			He blinks as if stunned. Nauseating guilt rushes through me over not saying it back—along with panic over Summer being in the next room. I’m trapped. I want to say it back to him so I don’t hurt him, but I don’t want Summer to hear me say it to him.

			And what do you want? The voice in my head sounds like Mom.

			My throat tightens. I’m panicking over what I want Nolan and Summer to hear, but I haven’t paused to consider what I actually want to say.

			The problem is, I don’t know. I’m so confused. It’s hard to fall out of love with someone quickly, so it’s true that I might still love him—but saying it wouldn’t help either of us if I’m not going to get back together with him. I need to process all of this.

			“Um, bye,” I say.

			“See you.”

			My fingers tremble as I end the call.

			I take a breath, calming my heartbeat. Is Nolan the best partner for me? Or is he only good on paper?

			I gently move Pablo and his siblings off my lap. They’re so sleepy that they stay limp. Gentle snores come from each of them. A rush of cool air hits my thighs where they were a moment ago. I scratch Pippi behind the ear before getting up, and she gives her tail a little wag.

			Summer is standing at the coffee station filling a mug with hot water. The sharp scent of peppermint tea drifts toward me.

			Did she really come here to get tea, or was she making an excuse to eavesdrop? She must have known something was wrong when I left.

			I wave my phone, my heart hammering. “That was Nolan.”

			“Oh?” She puts down the peppermint tea and passes me a second mug she’s already prepared. The scent hits me—English Breakfast with lemon and maple syrup, just how I like it.

			I swallow down the tightness in my throat as I accept it. “Thanks.”

			The seconds stretch unbearably while she pretends to concentrate on steeping her tea, dragging the bag around and around the mug.

			“He apologized for leaving and wants to get back together.” My lips are numb, the words coming on their own.

			Still not looking at me, she throws away the tea bag. “What did you say?”

			I blow on my tea. I’m torn between honesty and being strategic. If I seem uninterested in Nolan, will she see that as an opportunity?

			“I told him I needed to think.”

			Come on, Summer. Fight for me.

			My breath hitches as hope seizes hold of my chest. I want her to remind me what we talked about—how I need to be my truest self, and that means being with someone who I can be myself around and who brings out the best in me. I want her to tell me she can be that partner.

			She presses her lips together in an attempt at a smile, her glossy eyes betraying her. “You should do what makes you the happiest.”

			My last thread of hope breaks. Not “can we talk” or any semblance of “pick me instead.” Nothing telling me this week meant more to her. She’s clearly hurting, but she refuses to change.

			Pain swells inside me. After all our time together, both this week and in the past, she still won’t commit to a relationship. She won’t fight for me, she won’t tell me she’s better for me than the guy who broke up with me last week…and she definitely won’t tell me she loves me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Rejection Triangles

			Reasons I shouldn’t love Summer:

			 

			1. She doesn’t want a relationship.

			2. Even if she did, it would be long-distance because she’s never home.

			3. I can’t be with someone who will always make me the second priority.

			 

			I stare at my breakfast, trying to find more reasons to add to my mental list.

			But I can make all the lists I want; the reality is that I’m madly in love with her.

			The fluffy scrambled eggs, golden toasted bread, and homemade granola taunt me, reminding me how we could be enjoying this last meal together. Darkness surrounds the cabin, the windows reflecting the four of us at the table.

			Summer and I are seated beside each other, but there might as well be an entire table between us for the amount we’re acknowledging each other.

			As much as I reassured her that I was fine with hooking up this week, this open-ended trip to Malaysia has forced the uncomfortable truth to the surface: I still have feelings for her, and now she knows how complicated things really are.

			Chantal is in the kitchen tidying up, Craig is outside feeding the dogs—the cacophony of barks and husky screams seeps in—and Hannah and Trevor are in a conversation about checking into their flight. I take the chance to look at Summer. Her hair’s tousled waves try to block my view of her face, of her glossy eyes that seem to focus on everything but me.

			“Did you sleep well?” My voice is strained, tired.

			She pauses with her spoon halfway to her mouth. “Fine,” she chokes out, barely audible.

			We both take a bite of granola, the crunch filling the silence.

			“No dreams?” I ask.

			She shakes her head once, her lips pressed together.

			I study the side of her face, trying to decipher her.

			She’s clearly hurting, and the fact that she’s doing this to herself—to both of us—ignites a spark of frustration in my chest. It doesn’t have to be this way.

			We both reach for the orange juice. I fight the instinct to pull my hand back, grabbing hold of the glass bottle. We both end up clasping it, our fingers entwined.

			I look over, expecting our eyes to meet, but Summer keeps her gaze on the table and takes her hand away quickly. “You go.”

			I grab her glass and pour some for her. “Anyone else?”

			Hannah and Trevor shake their heads, their gazes flicking between us as if trying to read what’s going on.

			Chantal comes in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel, and pulls out a chair. “Well, Trevor, are you going to cuddle a dog this morning?”

			“Ready when you are,” Hannah tells him brightly.

			Trevor looks from one eager face to the other before setting his jaw and narrowing his eyes. He pushes his chair back from his half-eaten breakfast. “Let’s do this.”

			Hannah claps. “Yes!”

			I try to look like I’m excited for this, but smiling hurts, and anything but a frown seems impossible. I hide my mouth behind my glass.

			Trevor moves to the couch, where Smokey is sprawled flat like an old blanket. The husky’s tail goes pat-pat on the cushions as Trevor sits next to him.

			“What do I do?” he asks, looking down at the dog.

			“Invite him closer to you so you can hug him,” Hannah says.

			Trevor pats his thighs. “Come on. Bring it in.”

			Smokey accepts the invite, sitting up and flopping all his weight against Trevor. Hannah and Chantal laugh as he looks up at Trevor with love in his big blue eyes.

			All of this seems to be happening from very far away. On some level, I can see the struggle going on behind Trevor’s expression, and I’m rooting for him—but my focus remains on Summer sitting next to me, silent, closed off.

			Trevor wraps his arms around Smokey and smiles for a photo. “Oh—I thought this would be like hugging a cloud. He’s so bony.”

			The others laugh.

			“You’re doing great,” Chantal says.

			Hannah squats to take a photo. “Smile!”

			While they’re busy, I turn to Summer. “I might get back together with Nolan.”

			I don’t mean it. I still have to do a lot of thinking. But I want her to make a decision about us before it’s too late.

			Summer stares at the others as they take photos. A muscle in her jaw flexes, but the rest of her doesn’t move. “As long as it makes you happy.”

			My insides cinch. I wait for her to say more, to reveal something, anything, about what she’s thinking.

			“Smokey,” Chantal says, snapping her fingers. “Look this way.”

			Smokey is too busy trying to lick Trevor’s face.

			Behind us, there’s the sound of a door opening and boots stomping in.

			“Craig?” Chantal calls. “Can you bring over the dog treats?”

			The shuffle of clothing pauses in the mudroom. “Yep.”

			I try again with Summer. “You aren’t going to tell me that Nolan left me once already so how is this time going to be different?”

			A crease appears between her eyebrows, and she meets my gaze with red-rimmed eyes. “It sounds like you don’t want to get back together with him.”

			No, I don’t. My heart pulls relentlessly toward Summer like a compass needle. She’s my own goddamn northern lights: elusive, rarely present, but so breathtakingly wonderful that it makes all the waiting worth it.

			Craig comes over with a cardboard box of dog bones, his snow overalls unbuckled and hanging off his hips. He shakes the box, and every dog in the room snaps to attention.

			Hannah takes a photo. “Yes! Adorable! Oh, Smokey, you’re so handsome.”

			“What about me?” Trevor cocks an eyebrow and makes a smoldering expression.

			“You’re all right,” Hannah teases.

			It’s killing me that Summer knows exactly how I feel about her—and I can tell by the tears in her eyes that she cares about me too—but she can’t get over her fears enough for us to be together. For an indeterminate amount of time, possibly forever, I’m going to keep losing her to airplane tickets because she’s too scared to commit to us.

			Frustration has turned into a boulder in my gut. I push my breakfast away, no longer hungry.

			“Avery, I don’t want us to fight—”

			There’s a scrape of nails on hardwood, a clatter, and Craig exclaims, “Oops—oh, shit.”

			The box of dog treats hits the floor, spilling its contents everywhere.

			All the dogs, Smokey included, race over to clean up the mess.

			“Oh, hell,” Craig says, rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly.

			Chantal kisses his cheek. “You’re good at the important things, and that’s what matters.”

			He picks up the box, leaving the dogs to clean up the rest.

			“You don’t care if I get back with Nolan?” I ask Summer, clenching my fists under the table until my knuckles strain.

			“Of course I care.” She drops her voice, her gaze darting between me and the others. “I want you to be happy, and this is for the best. I’m not ready to settle down.”

			“Oh, please. I’m not asking you to settle down. Do you really think our life together would be something people call settled? We fucking did it on a snowmobile, Summer.”

			She glances at the others, who aren’t listening, then looks in the opposite direction as if interested in the darkness outside the window.

			Is she upset?

			I force myself to soften my tone. “We could make it work. A long-distance relationship, if we have to.”

			“You wouldn’t be happy with a long-distance relationship.”

			I don’t know how to respond. Yeah, I’d hate not seeing her for months at a time, but I can’t think of what else to suggest. I don’t know any other way to keep her in my life romantically, and maybe this is the sort of compromise necessary to make it work. The thought of losing her gnaws at me.

			She looks back at me. Her eyes are red, glistening with unshed tears. “I’m sorry I can’t give you what you want right now. I wish I could.”

			My hands tremble in my lap, my nails digging into my palms. “If you’re still thinking you have to leave me for my own good, I can make my own decisions.”

			“I’m not. I know you have dreams. I’m just not in a place to have structure in my life.”

			“So I’m still a low priority.”

			“It’s not like that.”

			“Oh, stop it. That’s exactly what it is.” My face grows hot as anger bubbles up.

			Her eyes brim, threatening to spill over any second. “Avery—”

			“You said you care about me. And the way you look at me, Summer—the way we act around each other—am I misreading whatever there is between us?”

			“What I’m feeling is complicated.” Her words barely come out.

			“It doesn’t have to be. Over these last few days, I’ve seen a different side of you. You lit up, Summer. And so did I.”

			The others return to the table, and there’s a palpable awkwardness in the air. We probably should have stopped this conversation several seconds ago.

			“Can I get anyone anything? More coffee?” Chantal asks brightly, maybe trying to break the tension or pretend it’s not happening to spare Summer and me.

			“I’m good, thanks,” Trevor says.

			Hannah shakes her head. “Thanks.”

			I stare down at my orange juice. In my periphery, Summer forces a tight smile.

			My heart beats quickly as everyone finishes eating, and I do my best to smile through their valiant attempts at conversation. I feel Summer looking at me, but meeting her eye would only add to the pain.

			I can’t believe Summer. Worse, I can’t believe I let myself get attached like this. Despite having no evidence—despite getting badly hurt once before. I guess I was holding onto hope that Summer had changed.

			* * *

			“I’ll see you all in the summer months, yeah?” Chantal says as she unloads our bags at the airport. “We’ll take you on a multiday canoeing adventure up the Takhini River.”

			Hannah practically skips. “Yes!”

			Trevor pulls his fiancée into a side hug. “We’ll see if I’ve recovered from this trip by then.”

			Same, but I think we both need to recover from this trip in different ways.

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” Summer says—a noncommittal answer for a noncommittal person.

			“Thanks for everything, Chantal,” I say, a lump in my throat. Between saying goodbye to new friends, returning home to make a decision about Nolan, and everything with Summer, I’m one minor inconvenience away from a breakdown.

			Chantal must see this on my face because she pulls me into a hug. “Things have a way of working out,” she murmurs in my ear.

			I nod against her shoulder and blink a lot, barely holding it together.

			Summer is as quiet as she was the whole drive over. She and the others hug Chantal goodbye, and we set off into the warmth of the airport.

			There’s a painful knot inside me. I have nothing more to say to Summer, despite the feeling that there’s a lot left unsaid.

			As we get to the security checkpoint, Summer clears her throat. “I didn’t mean to hurt you or give you mixed signals,” she says, barely audible over the clatter of bins and buzz of conversations. “Feelings are complicated.”

			I hoist my bag onto the conveyor belt, my jaw set. “You’re the one making them complicated.”

			Behind me, she pulls out her bag of liquids and drops them into a bin with a thump. “You told me you were fine with us hooking up.”

			I open my mouth, but no sound comes. Okay, fair.

			“I’m still figuring some things out,” Summer says.

			“Maybe traveling to find yourself isn’t going as well as it should be, then.” I’m being snappy, but I don’t care. “You told me I need to figure out what I want. Well, maybe I’m not the one with that problem. You told me you regret leaving me, which made me think you were changing your mind. But now you’re leaving me again.”

			She says nothing, taking off her boots. Her silence tells me I’m right.

			Let go, I tell myself, breathing through the pain in my chest. Move on.

			When we’re on the other side of the metal detector, I gather my belongings and stuff my feet into my boots. “Anyway, it was fun having meaningless sex, I guess.”

			A woman beside us glances over. When I catch her eye, she blushes and bends down to tie her shoes.

			My mind can’t spare a thought for embarrassment right now. I heave my backpack over my shoulder and set my luggage on the floor. “Have fun running away to Malaysia.”

			“I’m not—” Summer begins, her voice wavering. There’s a hurricane behind her dark eyes, but she still won’t let me in.

			I was foolish to hope this time might be different. Her walls are too high for anyone to scale.

			I pull out the handle of my luggage with a snap—a punctuation mark to the end of our time together. Blinking back the tears that want to fall, I turn away, determined to move on.

			“Wait.” Summer’s hand lands on my arm. She pulls me to face her and steps in, wrapping her arms around me in a hug. Her cheek presses against my shoulder, warm and soft. “Bye, Avee.”

			I hug her back automatically, numb. Before my brain can process the feel of her body pressed against mine for the last time, she lets go.

			My feet are rooted in the floor as she returns to the security belt. She gathers her belongings clumsily, her face angled downward, her hands swiping at her wet cheeks.

			Letting out a shaky breath, I hook a thumb into my backpack, my fingers splayed across my chest as if to hold together the shattered pieces of my heart.

			I walk away, leaving Summer behind.

			* * *

			On the plane, I’m seated across the aisle from Trevor and Hannah. An elderly man and woman are in the window and middle seat beside me. Summer is somewhere near the back, lost in the sea of people.

			I pull out my phone and text Mom.

			 

			Boarded my flight. Everything’s good. I’ll text you when I’m home. Xo

			 

			I switch to the Zucchini Muffins.

			 

			Home in a couple hours. Ugh, hooking up with Summer was a mistake. Maybe we can meet up after Christmas and I can vent/cry/etc.

			 

			Their virtual hugs and support come back at the speed of light, and I take a few moments to absorb them before putting my phone into airplane mode.

			Beside me, the aisle seat remains empty beside Hannah. Up and down the aisle, people are still getting settled, so I hop over to sit beside them. “Can I ask you something?”

			Hannah takes out her earbud, looking concerned, and Trevor pauses the video on his tablet. They’ve just hit play on that dogsledding movie, Togo.

			“What’s up?” Hannah asks.

			“How do you two make it work?” I ask. “You don’t like the same things.”

			Hannah smiles sadly, maybe knowing why I’m asking. “If Trev seriously didn’t want to come on this trip, he wouldn’t have come. I would’ve brought my bestie, and he would’ve stayed home all week playing Call of Duty with his friends.”

			“A choice I questioned every day of this trip,” he says, looking at the ceiling.

			She nudges him with a smile. “But he kind of likes it when I push him out of his comfort zone.”

			He nods. “We have a safe word for when Hannah gets too—”

			Hannah laughs. “We do not!”

			I crack a smile.

			“Seriously, though,” Trevor says, meeting my eye, “our interests don’t line up sometimes, but it’s about setting expectations. If one of us genuinely doesn’t want to do something with the other, that’s okay. Hannah’s been on trips without me, and I’m happy to stay home and play video games for a week.”

			I fidget with my sleeve, trying to imagine how I could make this work with Summer.

			Or Nolan?

			Fuck, this has to be the world’s worst love triangle. It’s more like a rejection triangle.

			“What if one person likes to travel for eight months at a time and the other doesn’t?”

			“Ah,” Hannah says softly. There’s a pause—maybe both of them are finally getting an answer to what’s going on between Summer and me. “That’s a tough one.”

			“In that case, I think a relationship has to be about compromise,” Trevor says. “You have to be willing to accept her travel habits, but she also has to realize she can’t have a healthy relationship if she’s never home.”

			I lean back against my headrest. “And that’s where it falls apart.”

			Hannah places a comforting hand on my forearm. “I’m so sorry you’re going through this. You deserve someone who’s going to meet you halfway.”

			“She won’t compromise?” Trevor asks.

			I shake my head. “She’s not interested.”

			Hannah frowns. “I don’t get it. We both saw the way she looked at you. Why is she choosing to be alone when she’s clearly—?” She trails off, and I’m grateful she didn’t finish the sentence. She’s voicing the very thing I’ve been asking myself and Summer.

			“Sometimes, people don’t realize what they have until it’s too late,” Trevor says. “All you can do is focus on yourself and think about what you really want in a relationship. You’ll find it.”

			“You’re a catch,” Hannah says, squeezing my arm. “Don’t settle.”

			I purse my lips, trying to smile, but my eyes are burning. “Thanks.”

			“You know where to find us,” Hannah says, holding up her phone. “We’re here for you, even from hundreds of miles away.”

			I smile. I will definitely be keeping in touch with them.

			Trevor’s advice rolls around in my brain, wisdom worth clinging to. Focus on yourself.

			As we take off into the clear skies and leave the snowy Yukon behind, I lean my head back.

			Enough crying over someone who’s unwilling to fight for me. The only person I need to fight for is myself. I know what I deserve, and I’m not going to settle for less.

			As soon as the plane lands, I’m going to tell Nolan I’ve made up my mind: I need to be single. I owe it to myself to recover from having my heart broken so many times. This is my chance to forge my own path, to discover what I want—and what I don’t want.

			It’s time to heal and move on with my life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			De-Nolaning

			As I get to my front door, rolling my luggage over the snowless pavement, I swipe my hand over the back of my eyes and let out a shaky breath. What kind of monster breaks up with someone on Christmas Eve? Was I too harsh?

			He broke up with you the day before a vacation, my inner voice reminds me.

			It doesn’t make me feel any better.

			My Uber driver’s going to have some gossip to share when he gets home tonight.

			The moment I walk into my place, I strip naked and dump my entire luggage straight into the washer. I’ve always been the type to unpack as soon as I get home, but this lingering dog smell is giving me a new sense of urgency. I envision it following me like green cartoon stink lines as I race to the shower.

			Scrubbing it all away with my sea sponge is cathartic, as if I’m sending the week’s emotions down the drain too.

			The Yukon is behind me, Nolan is behind me. She is behind me, and it’s time for a plan.

			Vigorously shampooing my hair, I make a mental list of what needs to be done in order to start the next phase of my life.

			 

			1. Gather Nolan’s stuff from every corner of the house and return it to him.

			2. Build my Dream Home—see sublist.

			3. Plan a trip to somewhere I’ve always wanted to go.

			4. Learn to garden…and otherwise do whatever I want, whenever I want.

			 

			I exhale slowly, smiling as the hot water runs down my face. It’s a good list.

			Item three is calling my name, so I settle in at the kitchen island with my laptop open and crackers and cheese sprawled across a wooden cutting board. Twenty minutes after arriving home is a good time to book my next adventure, right?

			I find a tour company offering active vacations in Costa Rica, which includes a zip line, canyoning, horseback riding on the beach, and a night walk through the jungle.

			An excited flutter fills me. It’s perfect.

			There’s a knock at the door.

			A jolt goes through my chest. Who’s at my door at 5 p.m. on Christmas Eve?

			My brain leaps to the person I want it to be—and the flash of hope is so infuriating that it takes me a second to move my feet. It could be anyone. A neighbor noticing I’m home. A courier delivering my canoe wall art. Nolan, here to apologize in person and try to win me over. God, I hope not.

			Or it could be…

			That frustrating, desperate hope seizes hold of me, and I have to scold myself for thinking of her when I’m supposed to be well on my way to forgetting her. She doesn’t even know where I live, for God’s sake. She only ever came over when I still lived with my parents.

			When I peer through the peephole, my heart jumps.

			It’s my friends, huddled together on the step with big smiles.

			I fling open the door, laughing in disbelief. “What?!”

			Olivia, Kai, Ming, and Roya stand there, each with a bottle of wine.

			“Surprise!” they cheer, drawing out the word in harmony.

			Roya holds up a black garbage bag, her pale cheeks rosy from the cold. “We thought we’d come help you get rid of Nolan’s stuff and have that vent-cry session you talked about.”

			“I brought cleaning supplies,” Olivia says, holding up a bucket. Her dark hair is in a thick braid beneath a knitted green toque, and she’s wearing an ugly Christmas sweater.

			“I had photos of us printed so we can make some updates to the walls and fridge,” Kai says, shivering in a T-shirt and ripped jeans. As usual, they’re way underdressed in the name of style.

			“I brought bulk chocolate from Costco,” Ming says, their brown eyes glinting as they do a little hop of excitement.

			I look from one face to the next, stunned. My heart swells as reality sets in. They’re all here for me.

			A smile eases through my whole body, making me lighter. I step aside. “Come in.”

			They trickle past, each of them stopping to hug me like this is some kind of receiving line.

			“We don’t have to clean tonight,” I say through a breath of laughter.

			“Why not?” Kai asks.

			“Because it’s Christmas Eve!”

			“And what better way to spend it than by helping a bestie?” Roya says.

			“Yeah.” Ming looks around with their arms crossed. “Tell us what needs burning.”

			The rest of us laugh.

			In the kitchen, the wine is opened, glasses are poured, the Costco chocolate is opened, and more cheese and crackers are scattered across the cutting board. We gather around the island, leaning in to feast.

			Olivia points to my open laptop, where an itinerary fills the screen. “Were you planning another trip before we knocked?”

			“I was just about to book it.” My heart skips in anticipation. “Costa Rica in April. Just a ten-day getaway.”

			She claps her hands to her cheeks. “No way.”

			“Look at you go!” Ming exclaims.

			Roya eyes me suspiciously. “Really embracing the adventurous life, huh?”

			I twirl my glass of white wine, watching how it sticks to the glass. “I want to live for myself for a bit. Just follow my ambitions and not worry about what other people want from me.”

			She keeps studying me. “What’s going on?”

			“Are you having an identity crisis?” Ming asks through a mouthful of cheese.

			The acidic truth rises in me, making me pucker my lips. Where do I start?

			“I talked to Nolan,” I admit, and they all gasp. “He wanted to get back together.”

			Roya narrows her eyes.

			“No way,” Kai says.

			“After walking out on you?” Olivia cries.

			“Fuck that,” Ming says.

			I lean my hips against the counter. “I told him no. He made a good apology, and, honestly, there’s nothing wrong with him and he’s a perfectly good partner. But…”

			Ming and Kai look skeptical. The other two listen with interest, sipping their wine.

			“All that aside, I don’t think we’re a good match. This trip made me realize…” Well, Summer made me realize it, but I don’t want to say her name. “I’ve been malleable, I guess. Like, I’ve been such a people pleaser that it’s ruining my relationships, and it made me lose my own identity.”

			“I see.” Roya considers over a long sip. “Is this about when we said you mellowed out when you were with Nolan?”

			“It’s related. What you said is the truth. I changed for him, and I changed while I was with Summer way back when, and they both left me.” My throat is tight. I take a sip. “Clearly, trying to mold my personality to fit my partner’s expectations isn’t a great way to live.”

			“Agreed,” Olivia says. “Been there, done that.”

			I nod firmly. “So I’ve decided I won’t be a people pleaser anymore.”

			“Don’t beat yourself up over it,” Roya says. “You love to make other people happy. It makes you really easy to get along with and good at your job. People like you and trust you, right?”

			I tilt my head. “Yeah…”

			“But,” she says, gesturing to me, “the downsides you’re talking about come with it. It’s good you’ve noticed so you can set boundaries.”

			“Back to Nolan, then,” Kai says. “Do you think he won’t like you if you stop trying to change for him?”

			“I don’t know—but the thing with relationships is that we’re still going to bring out certain qualities in each other, right? That’s just what happens when you spend a lot of time with someone.”

			“And you feel like he makes you boring?” Ming asks.

			Bluntly put. “I’m not the person I want to be with him.”

			But with Summer, I feel myself radiating like with no one else. I’m fun, happy, excited for each new day. It’s always been like that with her.

			It’s interesting how I wanted to reconnect with the old Avery in the Yukon, and in the end, I guess I did. Because now I know I don’t want to be with Nolan. I want to be with someone who brings out the best parts of me.

			“Relationships mean compromise, though,” Kai says. “You both have to be willing to grow and change.”

			“No, I get what Ave’s talking about,” Olivia says, hoisting herself up so she’s sitting on the counter beside the fridge. “A good relationship makes you grow and be a better person; a bad one makes you change in ways you don’t like. If you end up not doing the things you enjoy and losing your own interests, it’s kind of a red flag.”

			“Exactly,” I say, grateful for her perspective. “I want someone who shares my excitement when it comes to things like travel and trying new activities. Someone who makes me feel alive—not someone I’m subdued around.”

			My cheeks burn. I’ve described what it’s like to be with Summer.

			There’s a pause that makes me wonder if they know where my brain went. I’m not ready to talk about Summer, though.

			“You can feel alive on your own terms,” Ming says. “You don’t need a partner for that.”

			I nod. “Hence the Costa Rica trip. Nothing like rappelling down a waterfall to get the adrenaline going.”

			Ming smiles and gives a thumbs-up.

			“Ming’s right,” Roya says, making a triple-decker cheese-and-cracker sandwich. “You don’t want to fall into the trap of making your other partner responsible for your happiness or identity.”

			I nod, my brain overflowing. This is a good point. Though I’ve decided not to be a people pleaser, am I still giving my partner too much power over my happiness?

			Maybe I still have a few things to figure out.

			It helps talking this through with my friends. I’m confident about my decision to end things with Nolan, but my motivation to find a partner who brings out the best in me—while also trying to be my authentic self—is complicated. Should I stay single for a while to work on myself and learn how to be happy alone? Am I open to finding the right person, or should I close the door to dating until I’ve done some more self-exploration?

			“Thanks for listening to me, muffins,” I say, rubbing my face. My eyes are heavy, and settling in for the proverbial Long Winter’s Nap sounds really good right about now.

			“Of course!” Roya claps her hands. “Now, let’s get your life sorted. Where would you like us to start?”

			I chuckle. Right, that part. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s just eat and drink.”

			“Nah, we’re here to help you,” Ming insists, downing the rest of their wine and reaching for a refill. “We can eat and drink while we work.”

			I think of the first item on my to-do list: getting rid of Nolan’s stuff. I want to tell my friends it’s okay and they should just sit down and relax. But I really could use the help gathering all his things—and it’ll be easier to reset my life with my friends’ moral support. I don’t want to have to do this alone.

			So, summoning that newfound desire to listen to my own needs, I straighten up.

			“I guess it’s not a bad night to de-Nolan the place.”

			They all cheer.

			I smile, feeling better already. “Kai, please scour the house for pictures of us and take them all down. Ming and Roya, the TV in the living room is his, so we’ll have to take it off the wall. Olivia, he left some of his stuff on his side of the closet and the right side of the bathroom. Can you bag all of it?”

			They salute me and get started, wine in hand. I put on music, which instantly lifts the mood.

			God, I love these people.

			I get started in the kitchen, where the mugs, dishes, and appliances are a jumble of both of our belongings.

			We sing at the top of our lungs while we work, and after an hour of cleaning, replacing photos, and downing three bottles of wine, Olivia shouts from the end of the hall.

			“Aves? There’s a really big delivery for you.”

			I gasp. “My canoe!”

			“Canoe?” Roya and Ming shout in unison.

			“Not a real one,” I shout back as I race for the door. “Wall art. You can help me put it up.”

			Everyone comes to help, and with five of us, it’s a lot easier to carry. We bring it into the living room, bumping into walls and cursing, and set it down on the coffee table.

			“I really appreciate all of you coming to help,” I say, emotion welling up.

			“You would do the same for any of us,” Kai says, nodding firmly.

			I smile. I would, and I’m glad they know it.

			We hang the canoe and sit around to admire it, all of us flushed from wine and exertion.

			I check my phone to find a message from Mom.

			 

			Merry Christmas Eve, hun. See you in the morning?

			 

			An uncontrollable smile tugs at my cheeks. I’m so full of love that my heart could burst. I always spend Christmas Day at my parents’ before we do the big family gathering in the evening. We do pancakes and presents, and it feels like being a kid again. Right now, after that bumpy sleigh ride of a week, there’s no feeling I’d rather have.

			 

			Of course. Merry Christmas Eve, Mom. I love you.

			I love you too, Avee.

			 

			This is why I’ve chosen to put down roots—my family, my chosen family, everyone who makes me feel so alive and full of love that my eyes prickle with tears.

			When my friends leave, my place is so quiet that my ears ring. I sit on the couch. The townhouse feels empty—but it’s not lonely. It’s mine, and it’s exactly the way I like it.

			I flop down on my back, soaking it in. It might take a while for me to adjust to living life exactly the way I want, but I’m off to a good start.

			* * *

			My parents’ house is fully decked out, pulling its weight in the subdivision’s over-the-top Christmas displays. A family of wire reindeer stand on the lawn, Santa waves from the chimney, and red and green lights line every peak and gutter on the roof.

			I’ve dressed to match in snow globe earrings and my custom-made ugly Christmas sweater with Stitch’s face on it.

			Juggling their gift—a wooden sign I ordered from Etsy that says The Grahams—a jar of peanut butter for Stitch, and the homemade apple pie I pulled out of the freezer, I shuffle to the front door and use my elbow to ring the doorbell.

			“Merry Christmas!” I shout.

			My stomach rumbles in anticipation of pancakes, and my heart dances in anticipation of the much-needed family time.

			The door opens, and my muscles fail me, icy shock surging through my body. I fumble the packages, nearly dropping them.

			Summer is looking back at me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Our Old Maple Tree

			Summer’s eyes are red-rimmed and glossy, like she’s ready to cry. Maybe she was already crying. She’s wearing leggings, a jean jacket over a flannel shirt, and the beaded earrings she got at the Whitehorse winter market. Her floral scent drifts toward me, mingled with the gingerbread spice wafting from elsewhere in the house.

			My heart races, and a knot forms in my stomach as a thousand questions and scenarios flood my mind. What’s she doing here?

			“I thought you were on a plane,” I say through numb lips. My voice seems to come from someone else.

			“I was about to board,” she says, barely audible. “I’ve only been here a few minutes.”

			We stare at each other for a second before the packages in my hands slip, and we both jump into action—she takes the big one from me, and I juggle the other two. Summoning all my willpower, I move my feet and step over the threshold.

			“Avee?” Mom calls.

			“H-hi,” I stammer, my voice croaky.

			Stitch runs over, a tap-dance of claws on hardwood, and wiggles around my ankles. He’s wearing a tiny Christmas sweater with reindeer on it. I pick him up and kiss his shaggy head.

			Mom and Dad follow, both wearing mildly panicked expressions, as if they aren’t sure whether they did the right thing by inviting Summer in.

			I’m not even sure if they did the right thing. I’m so confused. What does she want?

			“Merry Christmas. I was just about to start pancakes,” Mom says, pulling me in for a hug.

			“We’ll call you when it’s ready.” Dad gives me a quick side hug and takes the pie and wrapped jar of peanut butter out of my hands.

			“Okay.” I’ve spent the week looking forward to big hugs from them, and now I can only look past them at Summer, who fidgets with her beaded earrings, her gaze on the opposite wall.

			Does she seem nervous?

			My parents disappear into the kitchen, and their not-so-subtle way of letting us talk in private makes my face heat up.

			Stitch continues to wiggle in my arms and try to lick my face, so I pet him to calm his excitement.

			“He remembered me,” Summer says, motioning to the dog.

			“Not surprised.” The exchange, though simple, gets my power of speech working again. I peek into the kitchen, where my parents are definitely within listening distance. “Um, do you want to come out to the backyard?”

			Summer nods.

			“Your old ski jacket is in the hall closet,” Mom calls, confirming my suspicion that they can hear us.

			I put down Stitch, pass my old red ski jacket to Summer, and zip up the one I’m wearing. It’s nowhere near as cold as the Yukon here, but the sky is overcast and threatening snow.

			We pass through the living room, where the Christmas tree touches the ceiling and garlands accent every shelf and railing. The fireplace is on with three large stockings and a miniature dog stocking hanging over it. It’s cozy and welcoming, but my insides are in too much turmoil to appreciate it. My heart is pounding, preparing me for whatever is about to happen.

			We slide open the patio door and step outside. The chill bites my face, but it’s a lot less painful than the cold we left behind yesterday.

			We cross the lawn, treading slowly. Summer and I used to spend a lot of time out here, having picnics, watching movies with a projector after the sun went down, roasting marshmallows over a fire. The treehouse I played in as a kid became our little getaway where we had some of our very first teenaged kisses.

			The yard looks dismal at this time of year, the lawn mostly frozen mud, the flowerbeds empty, the treehouse wood rotting more with each passing season. I don’t even know if it’s safe to go in it anymore.

			I stuff my hands into my pockets and open my mouth to ask why she’s not on an airplane right now, but Summer speaks first.

			“Avery, I’m so sorry for everything I put you through,” she says, her voice shaking. “I regret leaving you the way I did—both back then and at the end of our trip. I led you on and confused you with mixed signals, and it was inexcusable.”

			I nod, fighting the instinct to deliver my usual “it’s okay” or “no problem.” She did hurt me, and I deserve this apology.

			“If I could go back and change how I handled things, I would. I was selfish and afraid, and I took you for granted.”

			I bury my chin in my jacket, frowning. It’s good to hear her apology, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.

			“I was afraid of facing the truth—of admitting I was wrong—and I hurt you,” she says. “You were right. I’ve been running away. Running from fears, memories, mistakes.”

			My heart misses a beat. We keep walking over the frozen, uneven lawn. My suspicion and confusion melt a little, unearthing something softer—curiosity, empathy. “What’s here that you don’t want to face?”

			Our breaths mist, dissipating into the white, cloudy sky. The crunch beneath our feet emphasizes the silence. Everybody in the neighborhood is inside with their families, leaving just us and the chirping birds.

			“This is the place where I was never…” Summer links her hands together so that they disappear inside the sleeves of my old ski jacket. It’s too big for her, making her look small and scared. “I was never enough. I lost all the friends I had through grade school, I kept pissing off my parents, and I couldn’t manage to find a sense of belonging no matter what I did. At home, there’s a history: every mistake I ever made, every moment I felt like shit, every reminder of what I have to lose. That’s all in Vancouver. But when I’m traveling, none of that matters. When I go to a new place, it’s a chance to start fresh.”

			I frown, my chest squeezing. I get what she’s saying, but she’s forgetting something important. “But everyone you know and love is here—every chance to build lasting, deep connections.”

			She shrugs. “Sometimes, life is just simpler when I’m away from everyone I know and love.”

			I disagree, but I stay quiet, waiting for her to go on.

			We stop walking at the edge of the yard, where the fence separates us from a hill plunging into a ravine. The old maple supporting the treehouse blocks our view of the house, plunging us into solitude.

			“Maya got engaged last night,” Summer says, her breath misting.

			“Congratulations,” I say automatically.

			She faces me, her eyes still glossy. “It made me think… My sister can get over our parents’ divorce, so why can’t I? I’m clinging to this fear of commitment as if my parents are the only example of what comes out the other side.”

			“It’s okay if the divorce hit you harder. Everyone’s different.”

			She shakes her head as if to dismiss my reassurances. “The thing is, seeing Maya and Adam together… They’re so happy. Like us.” Her voice trembles, and she swallows hard.

			A sensation like slipping on ice grips me. Like us? What does she mean by us, and what does she want it to mean?

			Her tears finally overflow, streaming down her cheeks. “I’m sorry I hurt you, Avery. I thought I was doing what’s best for both of us, but I was so wrong, and you deserve better.”

			“Thanks,” I say, barely audible.

			“You’ve always been an anchor in my life—all the way back to the beginning. When I came out to my parents and needed love and support, you were there. You helped me embrace my identity and love myself, even when I thought I was unlovable.”

			My eyes well as her words stream out. “You could never be unlovable.”

			She looks skyward, trying to stop the tears, and huffs. “I should’ve come here right away—caught up to you as we disembarked, even. I wanted to, but my feet wouldn’t move. I needed to summon bravery like you did when you walked into the wilderness at night.”

			She steps closer, trying to smile, but I can’t return it. I’m too hurt, too confused.

			She draws a deep breath. “I want to be with you, Avery. I messed up before. I thought I had to choose between traveling or being with you—but I can have both. I want both. I can’t imagine my life without you in it.”

			Heat rises in my face. A jumble of emotions rockets through me. Anger, hurt, fear, elation. Why did she have to come back now, after I decided it would be in my best interest to stay single for a while?

			I have to explain what I’ve been thinking about since coming home last night, but my brain is leaping around, frantic, as I try to piece all of this together. “Summer, I did some serious thinking last night, and I have some growing to do. I need to learn how to be happy alone—how to create my own identity.”

			Her mouth opens in surprise before she blinks and looks away. “I see. Good for you. That’s important.”

			Two birds sing to each other from trees on either side of us, a melody undulating from ear to ear. I look up, needing to tear my gaze away from Summer for a moment.

			My heart hammers against my ribs, desperation rising in me. Am I really saying no after I spent so long fighting for her? Is this what I want?

			“Well, you have every right to tell me to go,” she says shakily. “You’ve been beyond patient with me.”

			“I have been,” I say firmly. “And it’s not fair of you to come back here after I decided I would move on from you.” My voice breaks. I swipe angrily at my cheeks.

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			My chest is tight, making my breaths come quickly. “What am I supposed to do now? Move on knowing that our timing was just never right?”

			She lifts a shoulder. “I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to move on from me, and from everything I’ve put you through.” Her words become stronger, the tremor in her voice disappearing. “But I need you to know how much I love you, Avery.”

			The words slam into me full force. I look at her sharply, making sure I heard right.

			Her eyes are as bright as sunlight reflecting off snow. She’s looking so deeply into my soul that tears well up in my eyes.

			I love her back, of course—so much it hurts. The thought of losing her again is unbearable. But what about my resolve to find my own path? What about everything I just told her?

			“Are you sure?” I ask.

			She nods vigorously. “I’ve never been surer of anything. I’ve always known it, even when I was making the mistake of trying to repress it.”

			As we hold each other’s gaze, there’s nobody in the world but us, nothing but her brown eyes, her bittersweet smile, the soft waves framing her gorgeous face. A snowflake drifts down between us and lands on her cheek, melting like another teardrop beneath her eye.

			“I want to believe you’ve changed,” I say, my mouth dry. “But how do I know you won’t leave again when you get scared?”

			She takes my hand between both of hers. Her touch is so warm and comforting, like coming home. “I’ll put in the work to prove it to you. I’ll earn your trust back. Let me take you on a real date next week.”

			Hearing her make these promises, my pulse quickens. “And next time you want to book a trip?”

			“We’ll go somewhere we’re both interested in. Together.”

			“Summer, I…” I swallow hard. Despite it all, there’s only one response I want to give her. No other words will come to my lips, and I won’t be happy any other way. “I love you too,” I say, my voice fragile.

			Speaking the words is like opening a cage around my heart and setting it free. Is any feeling as good as this one? Is anything more deeply warming and comforting than exchanging those words with her?

			Her breath catches, and her gaze flicks to my lips.

			I want to step in and kiss her. My body pulls me there, everything inside me tingling in anticipation.

			But I can’t yet. We have to talk about what this means so I don’t get my heart broken again.

			“You know I want to be with you too.” I swallow hard. “But if that’s going to work, I’d like us to find a balance.”

			“Of what?” she whispers, stepping closer.

			“Togetherness and independence. Prioritizing each other without giving up on our own dreams. It’s okay if you need to travel alone sometimes—it’ll be good for me to be alone too.”

			She considers, then nods. “I like that. But, Avee, please know I don’t want to be away from you for weeks at a time. I’ve had my fill of long trips. You’re the most important person in my life, and I’m going to live accordingly.”

			I could dance. “You don’t know how good it feels to hear you say that.”

			Her pupils dilate. She’s impossibly cute standing there in my old jacket, making herself vulnerable by opening her heart to me, looking just like the Summer I fell in love with.

			I can’t hold off anymore. Her scent pulls me in until her lips are so close that I can’t focus on anything else. Everything I’ve wanted is inches away if I have the courage to go for it.

			I pull her into a kiss. Her sweet taste fills me, making me forget everything around us. Her soft lips part for me, her hands sliding atop mine to draw me closer.

			When we break apart, she holds my face, her soft hands warming my cheeks. “I won’t lie: marriage still scares me. I saw what it did to my parents—I lived through the effects—and I don’t want that for us.”

			I shake my head. “That’s okay. There’s no rush, as long as we’re together.”

			She brushes a thumb over my bottom lip. “The thing is, I also believe in us. We’re a lot different from them, and I think we can make it work. Someday.”

			I kiss her again, her bravery meaning more than she knows.

			In the distance, the patio door slides open. “Girls! Pancakes are ready,” Mom shouts from beyond the maple tree.

			Summer and I smile at each other. The nostalgia of old times fills me, warming me to my core.

			“You know, I ran through the airport to get back to you,” she murmurs.

			My grin widens, my heart swelling. “You did an airport run for me?”

			“I did. It was in the opposite direction, though. Running away from the plane that’s about to take off instead of toward it.”

			I laugh. “Nothing plays out quite the way it’s supposed to.”

			We kiss again as soft flakes start to fall around us, sweeping us away in our perfect winter escape.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Eighteen Months Later

			“Pablo, sit!” I cry, gripping the sides of the rocking canoe as the young dog throws us off-balance.

			In front of me, Summer laughs, reaching back to try and calm the excited husky. “Take it easy, bud.”

			Distracted by Summer scratching him behind the ear, Pablo stops trying to look for fish in the river and sits back down. His wagging tail thumps on the bottom.

			I let out a breath. Canoeing the Takhini River is all fun and games until an excitable dog capsizes us. Craig already had to deal with that two minutes after pushing off.

			Chantal and Craig are ahead in separate canoes, four dogs shared between the two of them, and Hannah and Trevor are way off, exploring the left riverbank with another young dog, Leonardo, perched between them. Beneath the bright, overcast sky, we glide gently along the sparkling water, the burble of our paddles tickling my eardrums and soothing me to my core.

			“Remember how we could actually stand on this river to look at the northern lights?” Summer asks.

			I smile. “One of my favorite memories of the trip. I left my heart in the Yukon right here on this river.”

			“Same.” She chuckles, then points at the water. “Look, there it is!”

			“What, your heart?”

			“Yep. Just floated away.”

			“You’re a nut.”

			She flashes me a grin and faces forward, her short ponytail fluttering in the breeze. Her arms flex as her paddle cuts through the water, beads trickling from the wood onto her smooth hands. I can’t believe we’re back here again—together, happy, in love.

			A bird sings nearby, and I pry my gaze away from Summer to take in the wide river and the rocky banks surrounding us. The June air is cool and crisp, the perfect temperature to be in cropped pants and a long-sleeved shirt underneath my life jacket. We’ve been at this for two hours, and as I admire the way the sparkling river takes us toward new and exciting landscapes, I’m glad we have the whole week ahead of us.

			“A moose! A moose!” Hannah cries. “It’s swimming across!”

			Summer gasps. We all turn, looking to where she’s pointing.

			“Where?” I shout.

			“Hann, that’s a branch,” Trevor says.

			A pause.

			“Oh.”

			The branch bobs past, looking vaguely like antlers if I squint really hard.

			“But good for you for not freaking out, sweetheart,” he says encouragingly.

			She slumps. “I was so ready.”

			“Don’t worry, there’s plenty of time to see wildlife,” Chantal says.

			A flutter of excitement rushes through me at the promise of what the week has in store.

			We continue on, the sun’s rays peeking through the clouds and making the water glisten.

			“I thought no canoeing experience could ever come close to Lake Tahoe,” I say, “but they all have their unique draws, don’t you think?”

			Summer moans. “Lake Tahoe… God, that was a good trip.”

			I grin as the memory takes me far away. Between canoeing, camping under the stars, and hiking to picturesque waterfalls, it was a trip to remember. Then again, with Summer, all of them are. It’s as if we’ve been making up for lost time since reconnecting, booking short getaways across North America whenever I can take time off work.

			Summer pulls her paddle out of the water and rests it across her lap. She hesitates like she’s about to turn around, but she doesn’t.

			I stop paddling too, waiting. The river carries us on its own, taking us wherever the current leads.

			“Can you believe what we’ve been able to do in the last year and a half?” Summer asks, turning stiffly in her life jacket to face me.

			“It’s been good,” I say—an understatement.

			Her jaw works as if she’s deep in thought. There’s something going on behind her expression that I can’t interpret.

			“What?” I ask.

			She seems to struggle with herself for a moment, then breathes into a smile. “You just make me really happy.”

			Warmth fills me. “You make me really happy too.”

			We hold each other’s gaze. Sinking into her brown eyes, a familiar, deep sense of belonging fills me, at once comfortable and exciting. It’s the feeling I’ve been getting a lot lately—the joy of knowing that I’ve found my person, my partner, my soulmate. Not a day goes by where I don’t think about how grateful I am to have her in my life.

			She swallows hard. “You know, I feel like the luckiest woman in the world to have you by my side.”

			My heart flutters at her words, though I’m a little confused by the sudden flood of affection. “I feel the same way.”

			Is being in the Yukon giving her flashbacks and making her reminisce?

			Summer takes a deep breath. “Being with you has helped me figure out who I want to be—and who I want to be with.”

			My heart seems to trip over itself. Is she…?

			No. I’m reading too much into her words. She’s probably just feeling a little mushy being back here.

			“You were so patient with me, waiting until I figured myself out,” she says, flushing, “and gracious to forgive me after I messed up so badly.”

			“Stop it.” Heat rises in my cheeks too. I’ve tried to tell her many times that she can stop being sorry for what’s in the past. We’re beyond it, and we’re happy.

			“Last time I’ll bring it up.” She puts a hand over her heart, then reaches into her pocket. “Now, there’s something I want to ask you.”

			My heart seems to stop beating.

			She swings her legs over the bench so she’s backward in her seat, then slides off it to kneel on the bottom of the canoe.

			“Oh my God,” I blurt out.

			Pablo seems to interpret Summer’s new position as an invitation for pets, because he wiggles over to her and licks her face.

			“Pablo, no,” she splutters, leaning back. “Dammit, I shouldn’t have agreed to have a dog in here with us.”

			A laugh bursts out of me. I reach forward to hold Pablo back, pulling him by the chest so he sits between my knees. My eyes sting, blurring so much that I have to swipe the back of my hand over them in order to see her properly.

			Summer’s hands tremble as she opens a green box she’s pulled out of her pocket. I tear my gaze away from her glossy eyes to see a round diamond ring glittering radiantly in the sunlight. “Avery Graham, you are the love of my life. I’m grateful for every minute we spend together, every time I get to look in your eyes—” Her voice cracks, and she blinks a lot and looks at the sky. “I—c-can’t—dammit—”

			I let out a wet laugh as she fails to get the words out, which seems to bolster her.

			“I can’t put into words how grateful I am to have gotten a second chance with you,” she says.

			Tears run down my cheeks, and I swipe them away impatiently. “Me too, Summer.”

			“The best days of my life are the ones I get to spend with you,” she chokes out. “Will you marry me?”

			“Yes!” I cry, my head foggy with disbelief as the word passes my lips. “Summer, of course I will.”

			We lean over Pablo—who barks excitedly as if he knows what’s going on—and kiss, the canoe rocking with all the shifting weight.

			I grab the sides. “Oh no, this is dangerous.”

			“Better put this on quick, then,” Summer says, taking my hand and sliding on the ring.

			We kiss again, laughing and crying as our canoe floats aimlessly down the river.

			There’s a click-click noise nearby. Dazed, I turn my head to see Chantal snapping photos of our moment with a DSLR camera.

			An elated laugh bubbles out of me. “You were all in on it?”

			“Hell yeah!” Hannah cries, raising her fists.

			Trevor applauds. “Congrats!”

			Chantal beams at us, reaching out to take Craig’s hand as his canoe bumps into hers.

			I look back at Summer, who is glowing.

			“I can’t wait to spend forever having adventures with you,” I murmur, my heart ready to burst with joy.

			She smiles. “Forever sounds perfect.”

			She pulls a bottle of bubbly out of her dry bag—I knew it looked overstuffed when we left this morning—and two plastic flutes.

			My head spins and my heart dances in my chest as she pours us the champagne. We let the canoe float, taking us onward to wherever.

			Really, it doesn’t matter where, as long as we’re together.

			She passes me a flute and raises her own for a toast. “To the beginning of our best adventure yet.”
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