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This Never Happened
Julia Kent
 
A stolen kiss with her professor two months ago comes back to haunt a young woman when fate—and Mother Nature—bring them together.
 
DESCRIPTION: Jamie told her to pretend the kiss they shared two months ago never happened, but when fate intervenes and traps Shelly with him in a her boss’s getaway cabin at the ski resort where the two now work, they can’t deny their attraction. Or the gliding ottoman that has a—oh, dear.
That’s not an ottoman.
Set in the New York Times bestselling Her Billionaires world of Mike, Laura and Dylan, this is a sweeter romance, with a few spicy elements thrown in for flavor.
 
GENRE: New Adult Contemporary Romance, 11,500 words (approximately 56 pages printed). This is a stand-alone short story with a happy ending. The characters are connected to Julia Kent’s New York Times bestselling Her Billionaires series, but you don't need to have read that series to enjoy this story.
 
HEAT LEVEL: Mostly sweet, some spice!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter One
 
Shelly Jordan walked into her boss’s office and found him standing, tall as a redwood, in front of the giant picture window that faced the ski lift. Mike’s head was tipped up and his hands were planted on his hips. Rays of sunshine poked through between the handful of clouds, bouncing off Mike’s blonde locks. One leg was bent, just slightly, giving him an uneven look, but not an unstable one.
It was as if nature had made him just a little unbalanced so he could look that hot.
She’d spent the last three years accepting the fact that her crush on good old Mike was long gone. A thing of the past. When she’d started working at the ski resort the week after she turned sixteen, Mike had been the guy who trained her on everything.
A ski instructor, he even knew how to work the grill in the tiny cafeteria in the lodge, explaining patiently how to make fried eggs and sausages for breakfast sandwiches for the crack-of-dawn crowd. She’d learned that everyone was a Jack or Jill-of-all-Trades there, learning nearly every job just in case you needed to fill in.
That had been five years ago. And for the first two, she’d loved him with an unrequited burning that had died the day he brought his new girlfriend, Laura, around. And, later, Dylan, their partner. And—finally—the adorable and amazing little miss Jillian, their daughter they were raising together. All three of them, in the weirdest, most loving, relationship Shelly had ever seen.
And yet.
Nothing like a big, giant avalanche of hope-killing snow to snuff out the torch you carry for someone. Three years to get over him had been more than enough to give her perspective. But she could still look at him and admire, right? He was like Michaelangelo’s David. Even if you couldn’t make love with him, you could stare and enjoy the reverie.
Five years ago Mike had been a ski instructor. Now he owned the entire resort after receiving an inheritance with nine zeros at the end.
She wasn’t exactly that meek little sixteen year old, either.
Everything had changed.
She cleared her throat, willing herself out of the past and back to the present. Mike turned around, a bit startled, his face going from pensive to to friendly.
“What’s up, Shel?” She was his Operations Manager now. Not bad for a twenty-one year old with a GED and a few accounting courses from the local community college under her belt.
“You got a call from someone. Bad signal, though. Said he’s on his way for your two o’clock meeting and will be a little early, if that’s okay.”
Mike crossed the room and sat at his desk. “That’s Jamie. He’s a financial auditor I hired to come and take a look at how we’re doing with the books.”
Her heart seized. “Jamie?” she squeaked. She knew a Jamie in accounting. In fact, he’d been her professor and—
“Right. He’s a professor at the Mount. Teaches part-time, but does the audit thing full-time.”
Oh God.
“James Cantrelle?” Shelly choked out. Please don’t be him, she begged the world. Please.
“You know him?” Mike’s eyebrows arched up in surprise, making his impossibly-blue eyes stand out even more. His hair was getting long, back to the way he wore it before he’d shaved it for his old girlfriend, Jill. The one before Laura. When Jill had been diagnosed with cancer Mike had shaved his head, which had made Shelly kind of fall in love with him. She had just been hired here and—
Stop it, she chided herself. Just stop it. You’re over him.
Besides, she had worse things to obsess about than her stupid ex-crush on Mike.
“Shelly? You okay? Is there something about Jamie I need to know?”
How could she possibly answer that?
“He was my professor,” she answered slowly. Those four words could have been thousands more, because they meant nothing. And everything. All at once.
“You took a class with him?” Mike’s interest shifted from concern to politeness as he began to open mail.
All she could do was nod. The ski lift made its slow ascent up the hill in the distance, each chair filled with smiling skiers, the little kids dangling their skis and wiggling, the adults stretching back and relaxing. She’d worked here for just about a quarter of her entire life. The snow, the lift, the night-time lights, the snow machines -- all of it was embedded in her DNA.
Mike stared at her, hands paused in midair with an envelope, expecting a response. She reached up and pulled on a lock of her ginger hair. She was growing it long, the waves new to her. It had been short forever, but some part of her decided to make a change last year.
Right around the time she started taking classes with Jamie.
“Three. Three classes.” Every accounting class he offered, she took. The reason why, though, was about to unfold in horrifying detail.
Shelly’s eyes took Mike in, from blonde, tousled locks to sapphire eyes. He wore a teal turtleneck and a cream cabled sweater over it, faded jeans and hiking boots finishing the look. If someone took an REI catalogue and mashed it up with an L.L. Bean ad, they’d have Mike.
Maybe blend in a Thor movie poster for good measure.
And then there was Jamie…
Her eyes raced to the clock over Mike’s desk. 1:42 p.m. Eighteen minutes before their meeting.
“Is he any good?”
Mike’s words hung in the air. She turned a furious red, her whole body running hot instantly, and not for Mike.
“Excuse me?” she sputtered.
Mike’s face morphed into something not quite suspicious, not quite amused, but close to both. “I may not be the best guy when it comes to reading people, but you’re on fire right now and won’t look me in the eye. What is up with you and Jamie?” Mike asked. He sat back in his aero chair and crossed his arms over his chest. Even under the thick sweater his biceps bulged, wider than Shelly’s thigh.
Which was tingling.
Mike wasn’t going to let her out of this conversation, was he? And yet, she had to get out of here before Jamie arrived.
Er… Professor Cantrelle.
Had to. Because…
Tap tap tap.
Mike’s eyes shifted from her to the main door to his office. The door was ajar, and inch by inch it opened, slow and steady. A shock of pale blonde hair poked around the edge of the door, making Shelly’s entire body flush hot now, her cheeks just the first in a succession of appendages and skin that sought out the boiling point.
If she flushed any more she’s start to whistle like a tea kettle.
Blue eyes. Impossibly tall body. Tree truck legs.
Professor James Cantrelle entered the room, and if he weren’t in a navy suit and wing tips, he’d be Mike Pine’s twin.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Two
 
Jamie crossed the room with those long legs, eating space the way Shelly ate her way through coconut shrimp. He was halfway across the room, eyes on Mike, when he realized she was there.
Those blue eyes pinned her in place.
Much like his arms and lips had two months ago.
“Shelly?” Jamie’s eyebrows folded down, face carefully neutral.
“You’re early.” These were the only words she could blurt out that didn’t involve expressing a desire to be horizontal with him.
“You’re here.” His eyes took her in, the slow hunger growing in them, like witnessing a lion spotting an injured gazelle. She wondered what he saw. Shelly wore her typical work clothes—jeans and a v-neck sweater, boots, and her shoulder-length red hair in a loose braid with large chunks floating at her shoulders. No make up.
The ski resort offices were casual, and she never knew when she’d be called into the Kid’s Korner to double as a substitute babysitter. Heels and suits wouldn’t do.
But Jamie… oh, sweet merciful creator. His suit made her want to call him Mr. Grey and submit to some handcuff and silk scarf treatment that normally lived in her imagination.
“Of course I’m here,” she snapped, turning to anger to cover for the swirling enormity of thousands of feelings pulling her to him. “I work here. I’m the Operations Manager.”
“You never told me that.” He tilted his head to one side, eyes flashing, studying her. Amusement tickled the corners of his eyes, but there was nothing funny about any of this.
“You never asked.”
She wished life had a pause button, so she could press it and get a few minutes to pull herself together. Wouldn’t that be nice? She’d have to log a request with the creator of the universe and demand such a thing, because without it she was about to fall apart, melting into a puddle of Shellygoo as the guy she crushed on met the other guy she crushed on and they discovered they were dopplegängers.
Mike stood and came around the front of the desk, his eyes taking Jamie in from stem to stern. “Mike Pine,” he said, extending a hand. His knees bent slightly, and Shelly realized he was so accustomed to bending down when he shook hands that he did it reflexively.
But Jamie was Mike’s height.
“Jamie Cantrelle.” He gave Mike a quizzical look. “Funny. We’ve spoken on the phone and emailed so many times and yet we’ve never met in person.”
Mike took in Jamie with eyes that had the same bemused look. “Yeah. You’d think I’d have heard about a finance guy who looked like my second cousin. There aren’t a whole lot of nearly seven foot tall guys in central Massachusetts.”
To Shelly’s horror, they both slowly turned and looked at her.
“What?” she yipped.
Mike laughed and jerked a thumb toward Jamie, who unbuttoned his suit jacket, revealing a pale blue shirt that hugged his abs.
“He’s kind of familiar,” Mike answered.
Jamie leaned against Mike’s desk, his thigh pressed into the wood, a smirk on his face as he said to Shelly, “You never mentioned Mike.”
“Do all your students mention their bosses?” she barked back. Her face wouldn’t stop blushing and she needed to escape. The door was blocked slightly by Mike, who might as well have been a telephone pole in the way. Perhaps she could quietly jump through the picture window…
“When they look like, well… my older brother… ”
Mike arched an eyebrow. “Older?”
“I’m twenty-seven,” Jamie said with a jut of his chin. Shelly knew that. She’d googled the hell out of him. Twenty-seven. Two years with a big accounting firm. PhD in hand by twenty-four. Consulting company he owned. Hometown: Orville, Ohio. Siblings: two brothers. Favorite sports team: Cleveland Browns.
Marital status: no ring.
Mike’s shoulders slumped. “Alright. Older.”
The two men laughed, Mike moving just enough for Shelly to step closer to the door.
“My phone. Gotta go. Just got a text,” she announced, absolutely lying. Her phone was in her purse in her office.
“Where are you hiding a phone?” Jamie asked, looking at her ass. Of all the days to wear her tight jeans.
“Why are you looking at my ass?” she shot back. Mike’s turn to pinken a bit, his discomfort swift and disturbing. Those ocean eyes turned cloudy, pinging between her and Jamie. She felt like she couldn’t breathe, even though the bright sun on white snow outside made the world seem so open and free.
“I’m not—” Jamie protested, cutting his own sentence off. Caught!
He, on the other hand, didn’t look uncomfortable at all. His eyes were clear and forthright, taking her in with an appreciation that made her feel like the only other person in the world. Suddenly, Mike wasn’t there. Wasn’t important.
Jamie chuckled with a self-effacing embarrassment. “Sorry. Go answer your phone,” he said quietly, stepping close to her. Mike frowned but pretended to rifle through some papers on his desk.
“It’s fine,” she said in a loud voice, working desperately to ignore his scent, a mix of cologne and soap that made her body go hard and soft, frozen and melting, all at once.
“In fact,” she declared, stepping away from him and squaring her shoulders, “let’s pretend this never happened at all.”
The look of complete shock in his eyes was what she’d been going for.
What she hadn’t anticipated was the hurt there, too.
It haunted her as she strode out of the room, grabbed her purse from her desk and strode right on out to her car, forgetting her coat, her afternoon calls, and her sense of professionalism.
Sixty minutes later she found herself parking at a meter in the city, eyes salty with dried tears.
Of all the times not to have a best friend. And yet she kind of had one. The only person in the world she could turn to.
Let’s pretend this never happened.
If only I could, Jamie. If only I could, she thought as she shoved quarters through the slot and turned toward the diner where, if she couldn’t find solace, she’d at least get a good meal full of comfort food.
 

Chapter Three
 
“You look like you saw a ghost, honey,” Shelly’s grandma said with alarm as she set a hot cup of coffee in front of her. Shelly wasn’t really Madge’s granddaughter. Not legally. Years ago Shelly had come in to Jeddy’s when she was fourteen and living in a foster home nearby. Desperate for a job, she’d begged the old waitress to let her do anything. Literally anything.
Madge had handed her a cleaning caddy full of supplies and told her to clean the bathrooms. An hour later they sparkled, so fresh Shelly ate a plate of spaghetti off the floor to prove her point.
Madge had anointed her an honorary granddaughter. “Any woman who’s willing to go that far always has a job with me,” she’d said. “Now get your ass up off the floor and don’t ever do anything like that again, Shelly. Never debase yourself trying to prove your worth.”
She’d worked at Jeddy’s for two more years, until the state had moved her to a new foster home in Fitchburg. That family let her use her savings to buy a rattletrap beater car and she’d found a job at the ski resort. The day she’d turned eighteen she’d gotten her own little shithole apartment in the Cleghorn neighborhood and the rest was history.
A GED, a few classes at the community college, and a huge gaping hole in her chest where love was supposed to live.
Let’s pretend this never happened.
She never forgot Madge. Never forgot how to clean a bathroom that well, either. She trekked out to Cambridge a few times a year to see her old friend, who was the closest thing to a grandmother she’d ever had.
“I didn’t see a ghost, Madge, but I did see an asshole.”
Madge sat down across from her, grabbing a glass of ice water and giving Shelly a hard once over, evaluating her. The old woman didn’t try to hide it, those clever eyes studying her. Shelly began to squirm. She hated being looked at.
Staying under the radar kept you safe when you had no one on your team.
“It’s that professor, isn’t it?”
How in hell did Madge do that? How did she just know? Shelly had told Madge about the kiss, crying and snot bubbling over a creme de menthe sundae two months ago. But that was ancient history.
“It’s all over your face, Shelly. You look like a woman haunted. Besides, I knew he’d come back into your life. Dropping his class wasn’t going to cut it.”
“I didn’t tell you I—” How did she know that?
Madge sighed, long and slow. “Because that’s what you do. You panic and run away. I had a hunch you’d drop out of his class the minute you realized he liked you right back.”
Shelly’s stomach twisted. “He doesn’t—I didn’t—it’s not like… .”
Madge spun a wrinkled hand that looked like a pickled orange peel. “Keep going. Talk in circles. You know you’re hot for his bod and you—”
“Madge!” Shelly squealed.
“And you like him enough to run away.”
“That is ludicrous! If you like someone, you don’t run away from them.”
“Exactly.” Madge’s word hung in the air like an unpleasant scent. She stood slowly, then sped away. “I’ll be back with your food. We’re not done!”
Shelly guzzled her water. Hmph. Not done. As if Madge really understood. The last time Madge was a virgin was probably long before cars had been invented.
The old woman was right, though. Jamie had been the one to confess he had feelings for her first. Shelly’s crush hadn’t gone unnoticed, because it turned out he crushed right back.
And that kiss—that achingly beautiful kiss after class, during his office hours, his lips soft and strong at the same time, arms wrapping her in a tight embrace that felt so safe. His cologne had enveloped her, mouth saying ‘hello,’ hands saying more… .
Reality had intruded damn fast as Jamie had let go, pulled back, forehead touching hers, and said in a ragged voice, “I can’t. You’re a student, and I just—”
She’d kissed him that second time, her force of attraction as hard to fight as a supermagnet. His body made it clear he was as wanting as she was, fingers burying in her hair, mouth fighting to taste as much of her as he could while they pressed against each other and said more with curves and muscle than with words and looks.
And then—
Let’s pretend this never happened.
He’d grabbed his briefcase and walked out of his own office without so much as another word, leaving her breathless, aching, and ashamed.
“Ashamed,” she muttered to herself, teeth against the lip of her water glass, ice cubes clinking against her top two teeth.
“What do you have to be ashamed of?” Madge asked softly, shoving a plate of fried food that would feed Shelly for a week. Was that a fried wheel of brie?
She couldn’t answer, because Shelly’s eyeballs had fallen out of their sockets and onto the booth’s surface. “This is enough food to feed a fraternity house for a month.”
“You got a parade of frat boys coming through your apartment these days?”
“No. Just cockroaches,” Shelly joked (halfway) as she picked up a shrimp and bit gingerly.
“Same thing,” Madge said, pouring them both a cup of coffee and settling back down. “Now—what’s this about shame? You have nothing to be ashamed of.”
A wave of numbness covered her body. Shame in tangible form. She felt overexposed, too vulnerable. Her eyes darted to the exit door, brain pattern-matching to find an escape route. Once she knew how to get away she could tackle the issue of not trying to run away.
One couldn’t happen without the other.
Breathe, she reminded herself. She drew on every technique her college counselor had given her to handle the transition from feeling unsafe to being okay.
Madge was safe. Madge was secure. She didn’t have to feel out of sorts with her. Shelly felt most centered when she was doing something she’d done thousands of times before. That’s why she planned to major in accounting. All those neat little numbers fitting in their proscribed boxes.
Accounting was predictable. It was orderly. Numbers never lied, or had shifty eyes. Dollar amounts didn’t say one thing and do the other. Money didn’t promise to visit you in your new foster home and then not show up for the one hour a month of supervised visitation the state allowed you with your kid.
Spreadsheets didn’t bail on you.
And if Shelly made a mistake, the numbers didn’t hurt her.
“Honey,” Madge said with a concerned frown, her leathery old hand covering Shelly’s. “You’re really suffering.”
Tears sprang to life in Shelly’s eyes. Shit. She couldn’t let this happen. She didn’t do public displays of emotion. But with Madge, she could just be. She could feel.
Too bad it hurt so much.
“I’m fine. Fine,” she stressed, sniffing hard as if she could suck the tears back in through sheer force of will. She grabbed a knife and cut a chunk out of what turned out to be -- yes -- a wheel of brie cheese and shoved it on a grilled slice of French bread.
Once her mouth was full she couldn’t talk.
Madge gave her a skeptical look. “I know you’re harder to pry anything out of than a gerbil from of a man’s ass, but this is ridiculous.”
Shelly nearly choked on her food. “You’re comparing my failed love life to a live animal in someone’s anus?”
“About right.”
“It’s that bad?”
Madge smirked and said nothing. Someone at a table on the other side of a divider wall snorted. Shelly’s eye darted over to see a big blonde with bushy hair sitting with two incredibly hot guys a little bit older than her. The guys were familiar. Local band?
“When I start comparing your sex life to a dead rat, you know it’s bad,” Madge said with a twinkle in her eye.
Shelly’s throat closed up with emotion. She sighed deeply, speared a fried green tomato, and ate it.
Madge waited her out.
Mouth empty, Shelly finally muttered, “He’s the first guy I’ve kissed.”
“In how long?”
“In ever.”
“Ever?”
“Um, since… you know.” Her face flamed hot.
Madge’s face crumpled with sympathy. “Oh, honey.” The details had been hard to cough up way back when she was fourteen, but Shelly had told Madge the basics. Drug addict mother. A series of “uncles” in a revolving door. The last one had decided he was more the boyfriend type for a helpless teen. Her mom had known but hadn’t stopped him because he was her drug supplier.
An eagle-eyed teacher had figured out the basics and a few social workers, a CORI background check and bam—turns out Uncle Theo had a rap sheet that included being a sexual offender. Living with her and her mother had violated his parole, and he was incarcerated for more than the rest of Shelly’s life, much less his own.
But about that sexual predator thing… Shelly had been prey. Fortunately for her, Uncle Asshole hadn’t progressed beyond kisses and gropes. A few more weeks and she’d have probably been… .
Well.
Let’s pretend this never happened.
“He’s the first guy you’ve shown any… ” Madge seemed to be at a loss for words, which made Shelly just stare at her. The old woman always had words. Most of them with four letters.
“You know,” Shelly said, suddenly weary. “Conversations like this really require ice cream.” She stood. “I’ll serve myself, and you’re going to let me pay my own check this time. I make good money. I can pay my own way.”
“You’d need to eat three gallons of ice cream to handle this conversation properly, Shelly,” Madge cracked. She jumped to her feet as the front door bells jingled. A crowd of ten kids carrying hockey bags stumbled in off a giant bus.
“Aw, crap,” the cook, Falon, muttered from behind the grill. Madge’s grandson, Caleb, was up in Maine at their family’s campground. The only people working were Madge and Falon.
“Shelly, you got a few hours? Looks like we’re about to get slammed.” Madge tossed her an apron and gave her a huge grin. She loved a challenge.
So did Shelly.
Just not with her heart.
“Sure. Why not?” It’s not like I have anyone waiting for me at home.
“You keep your tips and the meal’s on me.”
“Deal.” Serve plate after plate of fried food and ice cream or sort through her emotional well being?
That decision was easy. She looped her head through the apron strings and got down to work.
 

Chapter Four
 
The electricity in the office must be broken, Shelly thought. Because the air fairly crackled whenever Jamie walked into the room. Her hair felt like it was standing on end. The swish of his wool pant legs as he walked from Mike’s office to the networked printer. The little sigh he made as he waited for his cup of coffee to brew. How his booming laugh came through the slightly-ajar door when he met with Mike.
And that was all before two p.m. on his first day in the office.
Jamie would be here for three weeks. Every single day except for his class times.
And Shelly was, as Mike informed her, “to give him access to whatever he wants.”
Oh, boy.
Those piercing eyes followed her whenever she crossed his path, even if she didn’t acknowledge his existence. She could feel him cataloguing her, hear him swallow, feel his eyes observing her as if they had a mind of their own.
Jamie’s good-natured laugh came easily around Mike, but when she entered the room he clammed up, suddenly serious and even a bit dour. Mike noticed.
By lunch time on the first day Mike pulled her aside.
“Do you have a problem with Jamie?” he asked, eyes cautious, face a neutral mask.
“Why are you asking the question that way?”
He seemed genuinely perplexed. “Huh?”
“You didn’t ask Jamie whether he has a problem with me.”
“Actually, I did.”
Her heart suddenly started sprinting in her chest, hurtling itself over eight-foot barricades. “You did?” What did he say?
“He said you were a good student and he had no problems with you.”
Her heart slammed into a brick wall and lay there, unconscious.
“Huh,” was all that came out of her, as if the wind had been knocked out of her soul. “He said that?”
What she really meant was, That’s all he said about me? But she kept her emotions under control, her face unreadable.
Mike’s eyes combed over her. He didn’t even bother to hide the fact that he was clearly scoping her out. “Yes.” Mike was king of the one-word answers.
“Well, then.” She felt a burst of shakiness inside, like she was riding the ski lift and it came to a sudden, violent halt. “He was a good professor and I had no problems with him, either.”
Jamie appeared suddenly, coffee tray in hand, three white cups tucked in. “Coffee break anyone? I got lattes.” Those beautiful blue eyes landed on her, searching. “You like vanilla mochas, right?”
He remembered? How did he—
“You got one once during a class break,” he muttered as he handed Mike his coffee, ignoring Mike’s arched eyebrow. “And Mike gets doubles made with half ‘n half, which means he’ll have clogged arteries by fifty.”
Mike gave a half smile but watched Jamie with a kind of careful edge that made Shelly’s mouth go dry.
“Thanks, man. I could use the caffeine. Our daughter’s cutting another molar and Laura is so exhausted with this first trimester morning sickness with the new baby. Haven’t been getting much sleep,” Mike said as he gave Shelly a meaningful look. Whatever the meaning was, though, flew right past her as she took a sip of her latte and burned the hell out of her tongue.
The pain somehow helped. Grounded her. Made her feel real again.
She just smiled, pretending she was fine. “Laura’s a champ at this pregnancy stuff.”
Jamie had the look of someone who was trying to be socially nice but didn’t know the full story behind a conversation, so he just said, “Congratulations. You and your wife expecting again?”
Oh. Wow. This was about to get… uncomfortable. Shelly felt bad for Jamie. He clearly hadn’t done his research and didn’t know about Mike’s unconventional relationship with Laura.
And Dylan.
Mike gave Jamie a tight smile and said simply, “We have Jillian, who is a year and a half, and Laura’s three months pregnant. I have a husband, though; Laura’s not my wife. Not yet, at least.”
Try figuring that one out.
Jamie’s golden eyebrows shot up, then down into a frown of utter befuddlement. Shelly wanted to laugh, but wouldn’t. Not when he seemed pained to understand what Mike meant. Jamie’s sincerity was one of his most attractive qualities. When she’d taken her first class with him, he’d been curious when he’d learned she attended college on a foster kid scholarship. He had been the first person in her life other than her last foster parents, and Madge, to seem to care.
“You do research your clients, don’t you?” she finally asked, filling in the awkward silence. Her voice was kind.
“I research my clients’ companies,” he said, giving her a look that said, Help me out here. It made her feel like they were friends. “Not their personal lives.”
This pleased Mike. The corner of his mouth twitched with amusement. “I’m in a relationship with both Laura and Dylan. Together.”
“Oh. Cool,” Jamie said, blinking rapidly. “You’re polyamorous?”
“Something like that,” Mike said.
“You said ‘husband,’” Jamie continued, clearly puzzling his way through this. Mike bristled visibly. Shelly knew that was a sore spot, but she couldn’t think of a way to warn Jamie.
“Yes.” Mike’s body language made it clear there would be no further discussion. He opened the top of his coffee and began gulping it down, turning away.
Jamie made a helpless gesture and Shelly bit her lips. He reached out for her arm and grasped it gently, pulling her into her small office. The feel of his fingertips against a small section of bare skin on her wrist sent a zing of electricity through her. He was so graceful, so powerful, so—
Jamie.
Suddenly, she didn’t want to pretend that kiss had never happened. In fact, she wanted very much to remember every achingly amazing moment of that kiss. And the second one.
And at this rate, perhaps a third one, because he was looking at her with eyes that said he remembered, too.
For two months she’d run away from this burning desire that turned her dry and wet at the same time, leaving her parched and sweaty. Control was the only tool in her toolbox that allowed her to function as a contributing member of society and to give her the illusion that she could have a happy adult life after living through a really shitty childhood.
Jamie made her lose control.
That made him so dangerous.
All these thoughts ripped through her mind like a flock of starlings scared by a gun shot. All she could feel was the rush of so much motion, panicked movement working in concert with a single instinct:
Flee.
She pulled against his grip and he tensed but didn’t let go. Oh, if only he had.
Instead, his thumb stroked the soft pulse at her wrist, centering over her thready vein where her blood danced a salsa throughout every cell.
Sweet thunder. Holy sunshine. Her breath came out in short bursts, her body screaming at her to move away, to get free of his touch, but she didn’t. Couldn’t.
Wouldn’t.
This wasn’t the frozen inaction of a scared child too trained to comply.
She wanted him. Craved that sensual stroke. Desired the proximity of his tall, strong body.
Needed to look into those eyes and see her own smoky look mirrored in pupils that widened and darkened.
For her.
He cleared his throat and looked away, but he didn’t stop touching her. “What’s the deal with Mike?” he asked in a soft voice.
“Mike?” she squeaked. Mike who? She would answer any question as long as he didn’t stop touching her. Want the combination to the company safe? Just keep doing that.
His face broke into a nervous smile, wide cheekbones and dimples pouring off his skin like rain over a waterfall.
“Yeah. Mike.” He took a step closer, his breath smelling like coffee. Something chocolate. Something sweet and bitter, something she wanted to taste.
Like life.
“He’s, um… ” She lost her fucking mind. It just ran off with the little path of skin that connected her to him. “He’s good.”
Jamie’s eyes danced. “He is? That’s… good to know.” One more step and his knee nudged hers. “But I meant the whole husband and wife thing. Pregnant non-wife? Husband? I’m a pretty open-minded guy. No judgment. I just don’t understand. Can you explain it all?”
His words were low and suggestive, but they cut through Shelly’s haze. “Oh! That. Mike and Dylan have been together forever,” she chattered, pulling her wrist back, her skin like dry ice without his touch. “And they met Laura a few years ago and had a baby with her.”
“She’s a surrogate?”
“No.” Shelly shook her head, confused. He smelled so good. Why were they talking about Laura? The stretch of his business shirt across his chest made her fingers twitch to touch him, her thumbs begging to unbutton each button slowly, to spread her skin against his and just explore. What would it feel like to do that with a man?
“Then she’s—I’m confused.” Jamie gave her a pleasant smile.
She was staring dumbly at a small patch of chest hair that poked out from the V of his shirt. It mesmerized her.
“Do I have a coffee stain?” he asked, poking his chin down to look. “You’re staring at my chest.”
“Yes. Because nice.” Because nice? WHAT DID SHE JUST SAY?
“You like my chest?”
I like your everything.
“I, um—so, Laura. Yeah. She’s Mike and Dylan’s wife,” she sputtered.
“That’s not legal. Except maybe in Utah. And even then, I don’t think it’s legal.”
“I know, right? Stupid law. Hasn’t caught up to real life.”
“Laws aren’t stupid.”
“They are when they don’t allow people to love whoever they want.”
“The law doesn’t prevent that.”
He had her there.
“People do that. Not laws,” he added. His face clouded with something she couldn’t read. The air between them felt like someone had infused it with lust. She was keenly aware of exactly how close they were to each other.
“Right. But Mike had to marry Dylan when both guys wanted to marry Laura.”
“You lost me.”
“Yeah. I know. Two months ago.”
Oh.
No.
She did not just say that.
His eyes turned down and his face changed, filled with a yearning she felt. His hand reached out for her arm, and it took everything in her to stay in place. She was either going to launch herself at him or run away.
In the end, she did both.
The kiss was everything she’d been dreaming of for two months, a reminder of their last encounter and so much more, the new texture of their interactions with each other adding to the nuance of whatever it was they were doing. Shelly’s tenuous grasp on words and ideas and useless stuff like that faded to nothing as she dissolved into the kiss, Jamie’s body warm and so large, looming over her as he bent for another kiss, her hands on his broad shoulders, the muscles curled down and over her, like a protective shield that kept the world away.
Only she and Jamie existed.
Connected by hot, welcoming tongues that did all the communicating they needed.
Shelly’s mind returned with a sickening snap and she pushed on Jamie’s chest with both palms, hard. He moved back immediately with a stunned look, eyes hazy and unfocused.
“I can’t do this,” she gasped.
“It’s about last time, isn’t it?” he asked, eyes pleading with her. “I’m so sorry, Shelly. I just couldn’t. You were a student then, and I… ” His voice went low and confused.
“I dropped your class,” she said, the words coming out with more raggedness than intended. You didn’t come after me was the implication in her words. The accusation.
“And I dropped the ball.”
Mike chose that moment to hunt them down, spreadsheets in hand, marching toward Jamie and halfway through a question that sounded like Greek to Shelly before he seemed to realize the tension in the room.
“Did I interrupt something?”
“It’s fine,” Shelly said, taking her out. “We’re done here.”
“We’re not done here,” Jamie said in an even tone, aiming for something professional, but failing. Some catch in his voice made everyone twitch.
Shelly looked at Mike, then Jamie, holding him with a steely gaze.
“Yes. We are.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Five
 
The nice part about working at an enormous ski resort was the trails in the woods. With the tiniest presence of mind, Shelly grabbed her coat, gloves and hat before she high-tailed it out of the office. A light snow made the walk outside easier, and a deep breath of cold air helped to center her.
Her legs ate up the ground, an inch of newly-fallen snow completely covering the trail, which was now just a wide indent in the white blanket. The flakes that fell were small and compact, but there were so many. Half a mile and seven minutes later she slowed her pace, her breathlessness to blame for walking so quickly.
And not only from that kiss.
Damn it. Why did Mike have to hire Jamie of all people? Weren’t there a million accountants out there in central Massachusetts? He had to pick the one she had a heartbreakingly stupid crush on?
And the only man she’d ever willingly kissed.
The whole situation spiraled out of control inside the confines of her ribs, an ache she couldn’t pin down. The top of her hat began to feel heavy with snow and her face felt beautifully cold. Good. She needed to become so cold she’d numb herself to the raging emotions inside her.
She walked another mile, then two, letting the minutes unravel behind her like an old sweater with a hole in it that needed to be fixed.
Madge had taught her to knit when she was fifteen, declaring it the only useful art in the world.
“Anything that can be used to make a sweater and scratch your back at the same time has to be good,” she’d declared. “Even better—just marry a guy who knits and has strong fingernails,” she’d cackled, making Shelly blush.
Why was she thinking about Madge? And knitting? She raced down the trail at a half-run, her eyes catching little half-full animal tracks. The bunnies ran free here, along with some fox and coyote, though they stayed far away from the ski area.
Shelly’s boots ate the ground beneath her, but she slowed, suddenly a bit on edge.
The woods seemed darker than usual. She snagged her phone from her back pocket and looked at the time. It wasn’t even three yet. Why was the light changing?
A sudden gust of wind blew a mouthful of slanting snow in her face, the pace of snowfall quickening.
For a split second all she saw was white.
The wind died down briefly, leaving her with a view of the trees through the thick snowfall, but the darkness made her skin prickle. That wasn’t from the cold. It came from the realization that she was at least a forty-minute walk from the resort’s offices and out on a trail in what looked like the beginnings of a a nasty snowstorm.
Why hadn’t she checked the weather this morning? Her entire routine was thrown off now that Jamie was here. Rooting herself in place, she forced herself to calm down.
Could she run back in time?
The sky darkened more, the trees overhead making a canopy. Even without the leaves they were thick, half of them evergreens that blocked out the sun.
She turned back toward the offices and then suddenly remembered Mike’s cabin. The place was about three miles from the offices, and if memory served her correctly, should be within a half mile of where she stood.
Half a mile sounded a lot better than two and a half.
Trudging further into the woods, she grabbed her phone and turned the power off. The temptation to use it as a flashlight was keen, but it wasn’t that dark yet. She kept her head down and marched quickly, needing the heat generated from the exercise, but also aware that time was running out.
The snow was coming down faster, but that wasn’t the problem.
The wind, and her own fear of predatory animals was the issue. In the Cleghorn the only predators she had to worry about were the drug dealers on the streets and the occasional junkie who tried to break into her apartment and steal whatever they could get for cash for a hit or a pill.
Out here there were animals that bit.
She began to chant the first two lines of the chorus of a popular song, just loud enough to make animals know she was here, and also to have something to do. By her internal clock she should be getting close.
The outline of a building greeted her as she turned to the left, following the trail.
Ah. Sweet relief. She broke into a run, adrenaline surging through her as if she were being chased, the thud of her boots on the deck like crossing a finish line.
Her hand fumbled on the door knob. Locked.
Damn.
Think, Shelly, think. She turned her phone back on and took a good look at the door. No key. It was a code lock. Four digits.
Mike had told her the code, and it was written down at the office, but as she reached for her phone to text Mike, she saw she had no signal.
Double damn.
Four digits. Code. If she were Mike, what would she pick?
Aha.
Jillian’s birthdate.
She pressed the first four digits on the lock and the blessed green light began to flash.
Click.
The best sound ever.
The cabin was cold and clean as she hurried herself in, pushing to close the door with a fair amount of force against the wind. Sudden squalls were one thing, but this looked like one hell of a storm. Distracted and too obsessed with Jamie, she’d just put herself in danger and now look at the mess she’d made of the day.
She knew from previous trips here that the cabin was designed to run on solar power. One look outside at the greyish-white view and she figured the sun wouldn’t be adding any power for a while. Fortunately, living with her last foster family meant learning how to use a wood stove. While the Dalmans hadn’t been the most loving of foster parents, they’d been ruthlessly efficient in teaching life skills in a practical way. Shelly could chop wood, paint an eave, clean a gutter and bake a souffle.
None of those mattered right now. What she needed was to start a fire in the little wood stove. She pulled off her boots, hung up her coat, threw her gloves and hat on the small table next to the door and got started. Someone had left a stack of newspapers, enough wood for a day, and some kindling next to the little stone stove, and within five minutes she had an anemic flame at work.
“Huh,” she said aloud to herself, just to hear a human voice.
A howling sound outside made her tense up. Just the wind. No worries. Then why did her skin crawl like this? She was accustomed to being alone. Shelly walked into the kitchen and checked the fridge.
Two bottles of white wine.
She snorted. If nothing else, she’d have calories. A look in the freezer showed breakfast waffles and sausage, and the cupboards were full of a variety of snacks.
She wouldn’t starve.
Flames flickered through the window of the wood stove, putting her mind at ease.
She wouldn’t freeze, either.
A check of her phone told her it was headed toward four o’clock, and darkness would descend soon. Mike would worry if she didn’t find a way to contact him. She needed to find a way. Didn’t he have an old-fashioned landline somewhere in here? She remembered going over the monthly charge with the resort’s accountant.
Which made her think of Jamie.
“Huh,” she said again, this time with more emphasis. Not thinking about Jamie. Thinking about Shelly.
If this cabin had a landline, it was well hidden. Her eyes combed the big, open room, catching a glimmer of metal and black hanging from one corner of the ceiling.
IKEA sure does have some strange hanging chairs, she thought to herself as she walked closer.
It was a series of black leather straps and stainless steel chains with hooks and loops. An ottoman was directly under it, and the chair—Shelly assumed it was some kind of chair—hung down fairly low.
“Maybe you sit in it and rest your feet on the ottoman,” she mused aloud. Why not? No one could hear her.
She stood on the ottoman and nearly fell on her ass. It moved like a glider rocker. She grabbed the hanging chair for support and laughed. What in the hell kind of furniture was this?
The chair itself seemed simple enough to climb into, though she didn’t understand why your thighs would need to be separated by special loops. Was this for acrobats? There was a school an hour or so north in Vermont that taught circus skills. Maybe this chair was designed by someone there?
She leaned back in what was starting to feel less like a chair and more like a harness, her feet pulled up by the sudden support of the chair and—
Airborne.
Her arms reached up, hands grasping the straps connected to a carabiner clip attached to a giant metal circle in the ceiling. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t close her legs.
Using as much muscled force as she could, she tried to brace herself against the ottoman.
She couldn’t reach.
“What the hell is this thing?” she muttered to herself. It wasn’t a very comfortable chair.
A red flush began in the base of her spine, thin tentacles of awareness making a slow ascent.
This isn’t a chair, she thought to herself. A small whimper of awakening came out of the back of her throat.
This is a sex swing.
Lights flashed across the window next to the cabin’s main door as Shelly began to thrash furiously. Mike must have gone out to look for her. Or someone had rented the cabin. Oh, dear God, she would die a thousand times if someone found her like this.
Bang bang bang.
She froze, then squirmed, trying to get out. It was no use. Without the ottoman to push against, she couldn’t get her legs out of the straps and Mike was going to find her like this.
Please don’t be Mike. Please don’t be Mike. Please don’t be Mike.
Four beeps as someone typed the code, and then click.
Oh God.
“Hello?”
That was not Mike.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Six
 
Covered in a light dusting of snow, his face not yet bitten by the cold, Jamie burst into the cabin and shoved the door closed. Shelly closed her eyes, squeezed them tight, and held her breath. Maybe if she pretended she didn’t even exist, he wouldn’t notice her.
Where was an invisibility cloak when you needed one?
“Well,” said his smooth, deep voice. “There’s a sight you don’t see every day.”
Didn’t work.
“This is not what you think.” She opened her eyes to find herself facing him, legs spread-eagled, her dignity a million miles away.
“What do you think I think, Shelly?” He made little sounds of amusement behind a broad smile, clearly struggling not to burst out laughing.
She was nonplussed. “Um… I thought it was a chair, and I—” A deeply embarrassed sigh poured out of her. Might as well just give up. There was no way this wasn’t going to be an excruciatingly humiliating experience.
Like most of life itself.
“You thought that was a chair?”
“Yes.”
“Where are you from? The 1950s?” He glanced at the wood stove, where the fire had begun to burn in earnest.
She started to answer and then realized she didn’t have to. “What are you doing here?” she demanded.
He arched one eyebrow, a curving slope around eyes so bright she could light the night with them. “I’ll ask you the same question right back.”
“I went for a walk after… after… .” Shit. After I argued with you and needed to get away.
Why did her problems follow her?
“And?”
“And the snow caught me off guard. The cabin was closer than my office.”
“You mean you didn’t come here to hang out in a sex swing for fun?”
Who needed the wood stove? Shelly’s blazing face could heat the cabin now.
Jamie took two steps toward her, then paused. A strange look floated across his face, one of apprehension. “Is someone else here?”
“What?”
“Are you in that… thing because you have a boyfriend? Is he here and I’m interrupting something?” He cast a dubious eye toward the window, and she knew he was calculating whether he could leave and be safe.
“No. I don’t have a boyfriend,” she said with a glare.
He stiffened. “A girlfriend?”
“No.”
He relaxed visibly and let out a breath. “Good.”
“Good?”
Two slow steps towards her and Jamie brought that damn electric field with him. Her skin began to prickle as the hair on her arms stood on end. Much closer and he’d be between her legs.
Her whole body burned.
“Need some help?” he asked as he walked behind her. Strong hands slid under her arms, lifting her. “Brace your feet on my shoulders,” he commanded as he bent down.
“I’ll whack my head on the ceiling,” she countered, confused. He was so tall. So strong.
With great determination and a performance worthy of an airborne version of the Twister game she’d played as a kid, Shelly managed to get out of the swing. Her body slid down the entire length of his as he dropped her slowly to the floor, her sweater pulling up, belly brushing against his belt buckle.
That fire inside her raged on.
“Thank you.”
“Any time.”
“There won’t be another time.”
“Too bad,” he said under his breath, but she heard him.
Her breath halted. She walked over to the wood stove and pretended to check on the fire.
“Why are you here?” she asked again.
“Mike suggested I examine the property. Take inventory. We need to assess the total value of the resort for depreciation and… ” He continued his explanation, accounting terms flying over her head as she watched his mouth move, his long, lean hands gesture along, and could only think about their kiss.
Kisses. Plural.
“… and here I am.” He looked at her. “And here you are.” Jamie’s hand touched hers. “What a coincidence.”
What a nightmare.
The only coping mechanism Shelly had when overcome with emotion was to flee. Run away. Hide. Get away. Emotions were dangerous and Jamie was one big walking feeling.
His hand rested against hers, fingers gently squeezing.
A phone rang.
Shelly jumped, Jamie letting go of her hand. Both fished in their pockets for their phones.
Neither one was ringing.
“Landline!” she shouted, running along the walls of the open cabin. “Mike said there’s a landline here!” Jamie followed her lead and searched, covering the wall opposite her. Shelly’s ears perked as she got closer to the kitchen, the counter, the—aha!
A small, plastic phone circa 1998 in a little cupboard. She grabbed it and shoved the thick plastic against her ear.
“Hello?”
“Thank God. Shelly, are you okay? I was calling for Jamie, but this is even better. What the hell happened to you? I’ve been texting and calling your mobile phone.”
“No signal here.”
Mike groaned. “At least now I know you’re safe. What happened?”
“I went for a walk and got caught in the storm. The cabin was closer than the office.”
“I knew that cabin would come in handy.”
She gave the sex swing a frown. “It appears so.”
“I told Jamie to go check out all the buildings on the land, but man—do I have bad timing, or what?”
Bad timing? Is that what you call this?
“Shelly? Is Jamie there?”
“Yes.”
Mike made a suggestive laughing sound. “Well. Isn’t that a… predicament.”
Anger flared in her. “You think this is funny?”
He backpedaled. “A little. But at least you’re safe, and you’re with someone you know.”
Someone you know.
“And who knows? You’re single, he’s single… ”
“Now you’re a matchmaker?”
“Maybe it runs in the family.” Laura and her best friend had started a dating service, so Mike’s joke made sense, but Shelly wasn’t laughing.
“Not funny.”
“Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Mike joked.
“Based on what I see in here, that doesn’t leave anything.”
Silence.
“Excuse me?”
“Nice sex swing.” Jamie had been tending the fire during the call, but at her clipped words looked up with keen interest.
More silence from Mike. A hissed curse.
And then: “Oh. Sorry. I thought the cabin was, um… more guest appropriate. I’ll speak to Dylan and Laura about whatever they were up to.”
“It’s pretty clear what they were up to. I’m guessing that sliding leather footstool isn’t really a—”
“Holy shit!” came Jamie’s shout as Shelly turned and looked in the living room, where Jamie had discovered exactly what the ottoman near the sex swing.
“What is this contraption?” Jamie called out. He pulled back as it slid to and fro as what appeared to be a giant plastic penis popped up and down. Up and down. It was mesmerizing. Shelly watched as he walked over to the fireplace, grabbed a poker, and gently prodded the device as if it were a small woodland creature that might just bite.
“Let me guess,” Mike said with a sigh. “Jamie found the ottoman.”
“Yeah.”
“This isn’t awkward at all.”
“No, not at all. I just love learning this much about my boss’s sex life.”
Dead silence.
Shelly started to laugh. Mike didn’t join her.
“Um,” he finally said, “just don’t look in the closet.”
“Which one?”
“The one to the right of the fireplace.”
Oh. The one Jamie was opening the door to right now.
A low whistle filled the room.
“Too late,” Shelly whispered into the phone. “Jamie’s just found it.”
“I’m either terminating my contract with him or doubling his rate,” Mike muttered. “And adding a confidentiality clause to our agreement.”
“Is this all part of the rental fee?” Jamie called out. “Because if so, this is all deductible. Even the—sweet Jesus, what is that thing?” His tall head disappeared into the closet, one arm braced on the door’s threshold, the other rummaging around.
Shelly held back a snicker. Maybe this was funny after all.
“Look. Explore. Check it all out. Just don’t use anything, okay?” Mike groused.
Shelly gave the gliding ottoman thing the hairy eyeball. “No worries.”
“But let’s also have a gentleman’s—gentlewoman’s—agreement that we will pretend this never happened.”
Mike’s words sent a tendril of cold down her spine. Those had been Jamie’s exact words after their kiss in his office two months ago.
Let’s pretend this never happened.
Her eyes jumped to the window. The snow was flying sideways. She was trapped. She and Jamie were stuck here until the plows could get through. Which would be… ?
“What’s the weather prediction now?” she asked Mike. “Internet is out here, and I assume Jamie and I can’t get cell signals, either.”
“Yeah, I know. Hazard of wanting privacy. That’s why we have the landline. You also have a radio signal, and the cabin runs on solar energy with battery banks that give you enough power for three days. So you’re covered for the basics. Hang on.” A few seconds later, Mike added, “You’re looking at getting twelve to fourteen inches tonight.”
That’s what she said.
“Maybe as little as ten.”
Little?
“But there’s no way you two can leave that cabin before morning.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Seven
 
Jamie emerged from the Closet of Doom as white as a sheet.
“There is an entire world of sexuality that I did not know existed. It’s like discovering an alien civilization. I—I—wow.” Jamie’s eyes caught hers. He looked a bit terrified.
She started to laugh.
He held up his hands, palms facing her in defense. “Don’t blame me if you look in there. What has been seen cannot be unseen. I think I’ll have nightmares for weeks.”
If by ‘nightmares’ you mean ‘wet dreams,’ then yes.
He gaped at her.
Oh. Did she say that aloud? It was hard to tell from the look on his face.
“Are you that kinky?” he asked, pointing at the closet. There was no judgment in the question.
I’m a virgin, she wanted to admit. This time, she actually bit her lips to make sure the words didn’t come out unbidden. What twenty one year old was a virgin these days? The Duggar girls, right? That was pretty much it.
She locked eyes with him, their faces pink with embarrassment (or arousal? maybe both), their grins sheepish.
“What did Mike say about the weather?”
“Twelve to fourteen inches,” she said.
“That’s what she said,” he mumbled out of the side of his mouth.
God damn it. She fell in love with him a little bit more right then.
“I guess we’re stuck,” he said, plopping down on the sofa and stretching his arms up, then across the back of the couch. He smiled at her. “Might as well make the best of it.”
How romantic. He really knew how to woo a woman.
Shelly pointedly avoided him as she walked into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of wine out of the fridge. Barely twenty-one, she wasn’t used to the freedom to grab alcohol at will, but if there was ever a time to drown her sorrows in a few glasses of Pinot Grigio, it was now.
“You legal?”
“Excuse me?” she growled, turning toward the sound as she slammed drawers open and closed, searching for a corkscrew.
“Are you twenty-one?”
“Yes. And even if I weren’t, why in the hell shouldn’t I drink a glass of wine or ten when I’m trapped with a guy who wants nothing to do with me?”
Jamie’s head snapped back like she’d slapped him. Good. Good. Let someone else have an emotion here.
“Nothing to do with… you think that?” His voice cracked halfway through the sentence, eyes narrowing. “You think I don’t spend every day wondering how you are? Replaying that kiss in my office at the college? Wishing I’d been less foolish and more brave?”
“Then why didn’t you find me?” Her words shook like her hands. Finally, she found the bottle opener, but it clattered to the floor, useless. Jamie shot across the room, picked it up, and grabbed the wine from her. In seconds, the cork popped, he poured two glasses, and drank half of his.
Her mind buzzed like high tension electric lines filled her head.
“Why did you run away?”
“You told me,” she said savagely, caution blown away on the wind. “You told me to pretend the kiss never happened! What the hell was I supposed to think, Jamie? I don’t know how this all works!” She took a sip of wine, the dryness making her throat tighten.
He set down his glass. Her blood pumped through her like the pneumatic push of the ski lift, like a gear wheel inside that just kept going, the force needed to make everything work a little greater than usual.
And then his hands were on her hips, his lips next to her ear, and he whispered, “I’m sorry I didn’t find you. When people leave me I assume they want to be left alone. I didn’t want to chase you down and push you. I was trying to be respectful. Instead, I screwed up.”
In the steady breath she let out, Shelly could feel some part of her change. It was as if the never-ending jangling of bells inside her came to a stillness. A sudden, blessed silence within.
The quiet gave her the chance to taste him as his lips met hers. To feel each strand of his thick locks as her fingers buried themselves in the hair at the nape of his neck. To stretch her calves and thighs as she stood on tiptoe to meet him, square on, as an equal. As her lips parted and their tongues met she felt a taming of the fire within. From quick flame that burned bright and fast to a more enduring heat, her heart and mouth and hands settled in for the long haul.
And Jamie was right there, urgent hands touching her with a want that no one could ever pretend wasn’t there.
He pulled back and rested his forehead against hers. “Do you want to be alone?” he asked, finger reaching up to pull gently on her lip.
“No.”
“Good. Because you don’t really have a choice,” he said as a huge gust of wind shook the windows.
“Even if I did, Jamie,” she said, eyes unwavering, “I wouldn’t want to be alone.”
The next kiss was deeper, holding questions Shelly couldn’t answer. The stillness inside her swelled with an eagerness and a blind confusion that made terror emerge as his palms flirted with her breasts, his hands doing what came naturally. What came next.
Next.
A cold panic descended, the ever-present buzzing refilling her like a tidal wave, and she broke away.
Panting, she simply said, “I can’t.”
“Wait,” he said, panting right with her in the same inbreath, the same outbreath. There with her. Present. “If I… if I cross a line, just tell me. Tell me. Don’t hide. Don’t run away. I can’t fix something that isn’t there. I can’t make amends if you leave.”
Desperation tinged his voice, a kind of kinship emerging from his tone. She knew that feeling.
“You said you can’t, Shelly,” he asked, eyes gentle and curious. “What can you do? What can we do? Let’s start there.” He swallowed and picked up his glass of wine, taking a sip. “You lead.”
“I can’t pretend this never happened,” she said simply.
He winced. “I’ll regret that statement for the rest of my life.” Another sip. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“I know.”
“I don’t think you do.”
He was right. She didn’t know he was sorry. Not in the marrow of her bones. I’m sorry was something people said to get you to shut up. To make you stop asserting yourself. To make their transgressions go away.
Shelly picked up her glass and walked over to the couch. She sat down and turned, looking at him.
“How about we start right here. I’ll start by staying.”
“And I’ll start by following you.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Eight
 
Shelly’s eyes slowly opened to find herself blinded by nothing but white snow, blonde hair, and the face of a man in repose, breathing softly and slowly, so kind and sweet her heart felt like it might melt into the sheets.
She was fully clothed, as was Jamie, under the thick down comforter and wool blankets on the bed. A quick look at the wood stove told her why the air was so cold. A glance down at the arms snuggled around her, the push of a muscled body nestled against her behind told her why she was so warm.
A smile spread across her face, completely unbidden. Tears began to fill in her eyes.
He sighed behind her, the sound turning into a groaning yawn. Jamie’s chin burrowed in her shoulder, his hands tightening around her waist.
His body went on and on and on under the blankets, her stockinged feet sliding against his shins, tentative and exploratory. With his arms around her, she was encased from behind by his chest. She didn’t need blankets. His body itself was the equivalent.
A sweet kiss landed on her neck. “Good morning,” he whispered in her ear. They’d spent hours talking, staying up late and finishing one bottle of wine. In agreement, they’d not opened the second. Shelly wanted no regrets, and Jamie did, in fact, follow her lead.
Both had studiously avoided any further exploration of the cabin for fear of what they might find. The gliding ottoman and sex swing were carefully placed in the Closet of Doom by Jamie, who had bravely taken on that task.
“It is,” she agreed, rooted in place. How did this work? Should she turn over and kiss him? What if her breath smelled like dead hedgehogs? How did people wake up in the morning and navigate this interaction? She was lost. No one had a how-to guide for what to do when you don’t have sex with your crush but wake up in their arms the next morning anyhow.
“C’mere,” he whispered, giving her a hook. She turned over and he gave her a chaste kiss, brushing her ragged hair off her face. “Coffee?”
“Sounds marvelous.”
The storm was over, the ground outside covered with what looked to be a solid foot of snow. It had raged on through the night but now seemed placid. Peaceful.
Centered.
The snow had created obstacles that needed to be dealt with. Shovels and plows, salt and sand were the tools for carving out paths and roadways so that life could go on. The snow would come every winter in this Massachusetts town, and no one wanted it to disappear. It was just there, ever present, cyclical and seasonal.
Like feelings.
Shelly’s tears pooled in her eyes, quick to come whenever she felt happiness. Like the snowstorms, her emotions would storm and rage at times, coming unexpectedly and leaving a mess in their wake. The right tools—and at that thought, her eyes alighted on Jamie, who now spooned coffee grounds into a basket filter as he prepared a pot of morning java—patience, and the realization that without the snow, there can be no spring or summer, no birdsong or sunny days at the beach, no time to hibernate and emerge reborn were all part of life.
Jamie’s thick, warm hands encircled her waist as she stared out the window, his body hard against her back. She leaned into him, melting. Thawing. Sighing.
“I’m glad you didn’t run,” he murmured in her ear.
“I couldn’t,” she laughed, looking at his car, buried under the thick powder.
“Then I should thank the snow,” he said.
“Me, too,” she whispered as she turned and stood on tiptoe again, reaching up for a kiss.
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