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      To the real Stormi, loyal reader and friend. Thanks for the inspiration and love over the years. You are the heroine of your own story and it’s a great one!
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      Five Years Ago…

      I was born on a stormy night on Halloween. My mother said I came in like a storm and thus named me Stormi. Tonight, however, on my twenty-second birthday, the weather was calm and cold. A night in New York City when the lights sparkled so brightly the stars disappeared, but one knew they existed, nonetheless. Faith and hope were the tenets of my young life in the city, even when one couldn’t see the stars.

      The costume party was in full swing by the time I arrived. I’d dressed as a cat burglar, having had no time, what with my two jobs, to come up with anything more creative. A pair of black leggings and a tight black sweater were easily accessible since I wore them a lot of the time anyway. I’d covered my head and face with a knit cap that had only eye and mouth holes. I’d originally thought of going as a cat but realized it was impossible to wear whiskers and a pink nose while covered in the cap, which then made the cat burglar costume necessary. It reminded me of the time my best friend from childhood had originally wanted to dress as a pumpkin but the costume came out too red, so her mother had decided she would be a tomato instead.

      I’d worked a long shift that day and arrived late. Juggling two jobs in New York City to try to make the exorbitant rent for the apartment I shared with three friends, I was always late. And exhausted. Like all the time. Scratchy eyes and irritable, I was glad my face was covered. Perhaps the mask would hide my mood.

      Every year this particular bar threw a Halloween bash. We’d wanted to go the year before, but we were all too broke. I was born on Halloween. As a kid, I hadn’t minded too much. It was like the whole world threw a party just for me. Which was good if you had a mother like mine who’d never made a cupcake in her life nor organized a party for her only daughter.

      At this point in time, I’d been out of college for over a year. My fine arts degree hadn’t given me many opportunities for a fancy office job. Instead, I waited tables during the day and bartended at night. My hopes of making a living as a wedding photographer seemed too far away to even dream about any longer. I’d pretty much decided my mother had been right all along. I was useless to do anything but daydream of a better life. I didn’t have the talent or drive to do better. The grime and noise of New York City made me feel physically ill. My roommates were friends from my college days and were decent enough if you could overlook Kaitlyn’s boyfriends, who rotated in and out of her life in rapid succession and were always waking me in the middle of the night with the various volumes and styles by which the men expressed their enjoyment. Susanne, on the other hand, had come from a deeply religious upbringing and not only despaired for Kaitlyn’s soul but openly fretted about the parade of men who ate from her corner of the refrigerator.

      So we bumped along together, trying our best to be good roommates to the others but failing. My trouble was in the details. I liked everything neat and tidy. Neither of my friends was of the same ilk. Susanne loved to cook but apparently didn’t realize that dishes were left at the end of whatever gourmet meal she’d made. Kaitlyn had gobs of clothes, none of which were ever hung in the closet in the bedroom we shared. And don’t even get me started on the bathroom.

      They called me Mommy Dearest, trying to make light of my militant instructions on how to keep the place clean, but proving that it annoyed them. Humor only barely disguises the truth.

      However, tonight they’d planned a gathering for my birthday, reminding me of what good friends they were even if we all annoyed one another as roommates. They’d chosen a club that threw an annual Halloween party on the last Saturday of October as the venue for the aforementioned celebration. Which was good with me, even if I did have to come up with a costume. I was used to it. When you’re born on Halloween, one had to accept these things.

      I found my friends at the bar. Susanne wearing a cotton dress that looked like it had come from the 1800s paired with a clown mask. “What are you supposed to be?” I asked as she gave me a birthday hug.

      “A child’s worst nightmare,” she said.

      “That’s a good one.” I hoped it wouldn’t give me nightmares. Clowns were not my favorite. Really, who liked clowns? Did anyone? Apparently, yes, because there were actual schools. We had a good friend from art school who had recently decided he wanted to be a clown and had enrolled in an actual school, which I hadn’t even known was a thing.

      Kaitlyn was dressed as a naughty nurse. She wore the same costume every year. This time, however, she had added a black veiled masquerade mask, which seemed more like an evil nurse look than a naughty one. “Where have you been? This place is raining men.” Kaitlyn was an aspiring actress and often used references to songs in musicals. “And it’s your birthday,” she added, as if realizing that she should have opened with that.

      “BFH made me stay late,” I said. BFH stood for Boss From Hell. His real name was Martin, but we all referred to him by his nickname. “My replacement didn’t show up. He almost didn’t let me go. One of our regulars had to guilt him into it by telling him it was my birthday. Which, by the way, Martin didn’t seem to believe, but he couldn’t have the whole bar turn on him, especially on Halloween.”

      I ordered a Manhattan from the bar, happy to be on this side of it for once, and scanned the crowd for my friends. However, they’d disappeared into the masses.

      Next to me, a man was dressed as Indiana Jones with a mask made of distressed leather. The eyeholes were only slits, and the mouth only large enough for a straw to fit through, making it impossible to see anything but shadows.

      “Nice mask,” I said.

      “Why do you say it like that?” He had a raspy, gravelly voice. A smoker, maybe? I hated the smell of smoke. Several of my mother’s past boyfriends were smokers. I could never get the scent out of my clothes.

      “Say it like what?” I asked him.

      “Sarcastic. Patronizing? Or indulgent, like you’re sorry for me and my homemade costume.” Even with the mask hiding his mouth, I could tell he was teasing me.

      “Sometimes I sound sarcastic when I don’t mean to be. According to my mom anyway. I like your mask for real. I’ve never seen one like it before.”

      “My mother made it,” Indiana Jones said. “She’s one of those types of mothers. You know the type.”

      “Not really.” Whatever type he referred to, my mother was not it. She would no sooner think to make a mask for a party than climb Everest. “Good idea for a costume, even if it is a little old school.”

      “Old school? Are you calling me old?”

      “Are you old?”

      “I’m twenty-five, if you must know. In the prime of manhood, just like Indiana Jones. However, to your point, I’ve worn this costume since I was in high school. We had a masquerade dance our senior year. Everyone was into it so I had to step up even though, in general, I hate dressing up.”

      “You don’t like Halloween?” I asked, as I thought about his answer. Twenty-five was just the right age for me. Dare I hope? Was I actually meeting a nice guy?

      “Not particularly. It’s a lot of work. And a little weird, you know, adults dressing up in costumes.”

      “I was thinking that exact thing earlier.” I swept a hand down the side of my sweater. “Thus, my lame costume. I always go as a cat but threw the mask in at the last minute.”

      “You wear it well.”

      “Which part?”

      “I can’t see your face, so I’m going to have to go with the costume itself. Not everyone can wear a skintight catsuit.”

      Black leggings and a sweater weren’t a catsuit, but I didn’t think that was worth correcting.

      “And you fill it out just right,” he said.

      Under my mask, I felt my cheeks flame. There was something about his voice that sent shivers up my spine. The good kind. “Is your voice always so raspy?” I had to ask. Getting an answer about the smoking question was relevant to whether I would be hanging around for more flirting.

      “No, I screamed my head off at the Jets game last night.”

      “I thought maybe you were a two-pack-a-day smoker or something.”

      “No way. I hate smoking. Hate the smell,” he said.

      “I do too.”

      “How do you feel about the Jets?”

      “Is that a football team?” I asked.

      “Never mind then.” Despite the volume of the music, I heard him chuckle.

      “Have you been here for the Halloween celebration before?” I asked.

      “No, I’m here with friends. This is my last night in New York before I head out for work.”

      Last night? Bummer. I should have known better than to get excited about a man in New York City. “What kind of work do you do?” Given his outfit, it was hard to imagine him as anything other than an archaeologist. Was he headed to the desert to look for ancient sand scripts or something? Would he ride a camel and sleep in a tent?

      “I’m a reporter for the Times—headed to Afghanistan to cover the war. I’ll be gone for at least a year.”

      “Wow. That’s really cool.” I was impressed. Most of the people I knew were like me, struggling artists. This guy had a real job with a real paper. The paper, as far as that went. Too bad he was leaving tomorrow. That’s how it went for me and romance, though. All the good ones were taken or otherwise engaged, like reporting from across the world.

      “It’s been my dream to be a foreign correspondent since I was a kid,” Indiana Jones said.

      “I thought it was to find buried treasure, Indiana Jones?”

      “Only on Halloween. Normally, I prefer to chase stories instead of treasure. Although I have to say, given the way you look in that outfit, I’d say you were treasure enough for one night.”

      I had trouble hearing him over the music, which was unfortunate because I liked compliments and this guy seemed to know just what to say to make me smile. Instinctually, I leaned closer to him. He smelled like oranges mixed with bourbon. Heady and delicious. I blinked, trying to focus. The drink was going to my head already. Or was it the primal attraction I seemed to feel for this masked man? He was only here for one night, I reminded myself. Don’t get too excited. I’d probably never see him again after tonight.

      What did he look like under the mask? The rest of him was tall and lean. He wore the brown leather jacket unzipped, giving me a glimpse of a muscular chest under a white T-shirt.

      “Stories can be treasures,” I said. “Right?”

      “Depends on who’s writing them.”

      “You must be good if you work for the Times.”

      He shrugged one wide shoulder. “I do all right. There’s always more to learn. This assignment is coveted, so I’m feeling pretty high tonight.”

      A drunk gangster tripped into me, spilling part of his beer onto my sleeve. I patted at the wet spot with a napkin and gave Al Capone a dirty look, which of course he wouldn’t be able to see because of my mask. “Do you want to go outside to talk? It’s really loud in here,” I said.

      He nodded, causing his mask to bob up and down. “Cat burglars are more accustomed to quiet.”

      I laughed as I followed him through the packed bar past several Red Riding Hoods, a nun, a zombie, and a mermaid. I breathed in the crisp air, as cold and tart as a green apple. It was nice to be out of the bar. The weather had turned cold last week, sucking away any remnants of our warm fall. Out here I could hear myself think. No more pulsing beat. I didn’t like how clubs always overdid the bass. He was most likely teasing me, but he was right—this cat burglar hated noise. I craved the quiet of the country, like the little town where I’d spent my childhood. As terrible as my mother or her boyfriends were, I’d always been able to escape outside to look at the stars or smell the summer roses.

      “You come here every year for Halloween?” Indiana Jones asked.

      “Not often. Too expensive for me. But it’s my birthday, so my friends are buying all the drinks.” I looked down at my hands, realizing I’d left my empty glass somewhere.

      “You were born on Halloween? No wonder you’re a cat burglar.” His mouth under the mask was barely visible, but I caught a glimpse of pink lips.

      “How about you?” I asked. “Have you been here for Halloween before?”

      “Nah. My friends from work wanted to come here. It’s supposed to be my goodbye party, but I can’t seem to find them.” He tapped on his mask. “This thing doesn’t help.”

      This guy had an ease about him that made me think he had money. Or had come from money, which was a subtle nuance but there just the same.

      “You’re an artist, aren’t you?” Indiana Jones asked.

      “How did you know that?”

      “Your fingernails. There’s paint under them. Either that or you’re not a very hygienic person. Or maybe you’re homeless?”

      “You don’t really think I’m homeless, do you?”

      “I don’t think you’re homeless. However, I do think you’re a young struggling artist—very romantic.”

      “I’m twenty-two. Today, in fact.” I lifted my chin, feeling defensive for no reason.

      “Happy birthday.”

      “Thanks. I graduated last spring with a fine arts degree—emphasis in photography.”

      “Not painting.” He picked up one of my hands and rubbed his thumb over my nail.

      “No, that’s just for fun. I’m hoping to make a living with my photography—weddings if I can find the work. I have lots of dreams.”

      “What kind of dreams?” he asked.

      “Nothing too special. A wedding photography business somewhere beautiful. And a dog. I’d love to have a dog who loved me unconditionally.”

      “They do that.”

      “Do you have a dog?” I asked.

      “Nope, not right now. I’m focused on becoming the greatest correspondent that ever lived.” His voice had a teasing lilt to it that didn’t hide naked ambition.

      “Why do you want that?” I asked.

      He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “It’s the family business to be ambitious and to earn a living through writing. My dad’s a writer too.”

      “So you’re trying to prove yourself to him?”

      “Something like that,” he said. “My father writes fiction and is one of those anomalies, you know. He’s doing exactly what he should with his life. I’d like to do that too. Sometimes it seems harder than I expected.”

      “I know what you mean.” I surely did. When I was a kid I dreamed of taking photographs of famous celebrities and being invited to fancy parties where I could wear expensive cocktail dresses. I’d daydreamed as a way to cope with my reality, which was not parties or pretty dresses.

      “What’s your name?” Indiana Jones peered at me through the slits of his mask.

      I hesitated. Should I tell him my real name? No, too risky these days. All it took was a quick search on the internet and he’d know where I lived. “Since you’re leaving tomorrow, let’s just keep our names to ourselves tonight.”

      “Why does it matter if we know each other’s names?”

      “I don’t know you. If I give you my name, you can look me up and plan my murder.”

      “Death?” He laughed.

      “It’s not funny. How do I know you’re not a mass murderer? Or worse, a stalker.”

      “A stalker is not worse than a mass murderer.”

      “Okay, maybe not.” I grinned under my mask, having fun with this unexpected birthday present. Instead of answering his question, I changed the subject. “I don’t understand people who can write for a living. I can barely sign my name.”

      “I doubt that.” He waved over one of the servers covering the outside area. I watched him, impressed at the way he could summon someone. Places like this loved to make people like me invisible. I didn’t matter here in the city. Just one more hopeful artist.

      “A whiskey, neat,” he said. “And whatever the birthday girl wants.”

      “I’ll have a Manhattan, please.”

      After the server left, he turned back to me. “I’d never do that,” he said. “Even though it’s been hard to remember all the things I’m not supposed to say these days.”

      “You’re talking like you’re an old man.”

      He tapped the side of his head. “I was born an old man.”

      “Shouting at children to get off your lawn?” I asked.

      “Yeah, my friends say I’m kind of intense at times. I’m working on it.”

      The server returned with our drinks. Indiana Jones reached into his jeans and pulled out some cash. “Let me get this, birthday cat.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Tell me about your work,” he said before taking a sip of his drink through a straw. They were putting tiny straws in all of the glasses to make it easier to consume through our masks. “Why photography?”

      “I like capturing moments, I guess.” Behind the camera was a comfortable place for me to be. Invisibility had its advantages, especially when capturing a moment without tampering with the subject. One of my professors had said my eye was keen for both composition and emotion. I’d lived on that compliment for months. I hadn’t had much encouragement in my life before art school. At college, for the first time in my life, I’d felt I belonged. I missed being there in the cocoon of the university and under the watchful eyes of our teachers. Without school as an anchor, I was now in the real world. I’d been reminded how easily one could get lost.

      Or maybe it was only me who felt lost most of the time, wandering through the dark looking for my place of belonging. My mother and I hadn’t spoken since last Christmas, having had a terrible fight that ended with me leaving in the early-morning hours of Christmas Day for New York City. I’d cried the entire ride back to school, the hot tears stinging my eyes. I had my friends at school, and that was about it.

      “I like taking photos of people on their best days,” I said. “Which is why I want to do weddings. People are so happy on those days. With their families there, everyone dressed up.” The wistful tone that had crept into my voice embarrassed me. It didn’t take long, according to my friends, before my longing for family became clear. I’d thought I hid it pretty well, but apparently, I was wrong.

      “You’ll do it,” he said. “You’re going to make a huge name for yourself and be wildly successful.”

      “You really think so?” Why did I suddenly want validation from a stranger?

      “I know so. Don’t take no for an answer, Cat. Just go for what you want. The whole world can be ours, you know. That’s what my dad always said, and it’s true.”

      “There’s a lot of competition here in the city.”

      “Go somewhere else. Like a resort town. The kind with lots of weddings,” he said.

      “Somewhere else?” Strangely enough, I had never thought of it before. Yes, I could go somewhere else where there was less competition but a lot of weddings. “I’ve always wanted to live in the mountains.”

      “Make it happen. You’re in charge of your own destiny.”

      “Maybe Idaho or Montana?” I asked.

      “Or Colorado. I know a town just like the one you’re describing.”

      Before I could ask him where, my friends pounced on me. “There you are,” Susanne said. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you. It’s time for our second destination of the evening.”

      “Second?” I hadn’t known there was a second.

      “Yeah, we made reservations at Marios. They have a table ready for us.”

      Marios was my favorite. Normally, I would have been delighted with the idea. But I found myself reluctant to leave Indiana Jones. Which was silly. He was leaving tomorrow. I’d never see him again.

      “Thanks for the drink,” I said.

      “Happy birthday, Cat Woman. Good luck with your photography.”

      “Best of luck to you, too.” I turned to go, but he grabbed me and pulled me into an embrace and spoke into my ear.

      “Make all those dreams come true, Cat Woman.”

      “Take care of yourself, Indiana Jones,” I said. “Be careful over there.”

      “You got it.”

      I followed my friends out of the fenced-in area of the bar. When I turned to look back, Indiana Jones was no longer standing there.

      No worries, I thought. Not meant to be.
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      Present Day…

      I’d been looking forward to this moment for a long time. Today I would tell Huck Clifton he no longer had old Stormi Collins to push around. I was quitting the Emerson Pass Tribune and would no longer have to work for him, the ogre of Emerson Pass and owner of our small-town newspaper. Now that I’d been asked to run the new gallery, I no longer needed the photography gig or the waitress job at our local bar and grill I’d been forced to take after the wedding business dwindled to almost nothing. Thankfully, Emerson Pass had recovered from the wildfire that had temporarily ruined tourism, I was starting to book brides and grooms again for the upcoming summer. Stormi was going places. Finally.

      I was a tiny bit worried about getting kicked out of the apartment I rented from Huck on the upstairs level of the newspaper office. However, having gone over the various scenarios in my mind, I decided that even if he kicked me out of the apartment, Sassy and I would be just fine. My best friends, Jamie and Tiffany, would let Sassy and me sleep on their couches if it came to that. Sassy, my sweet pooch, didn’t deserve to be homeless. If he kicked me out, which I didn’t think he would. Huck Clifton was a son of a biscuit, but he wasn’t the type to toss a poor artist out on her tailbone just for revenge.

      Or was he?

      Technically speaking, he hated me. So it was possible that by the end of the day I could be out on my skinny butt. Whatever, I told myself as I scrambled up a few eggs for my breakfast and made some tofu sausage. The sausage was for me, although I would rather have given it to Sassy. I didn’t appreciate the smell as much as Sassy did. My doctor told me I needed more protein. I bought all these overly-priced plant-based substitutes but they’re not very good. I would have liked to give them to Sassy but Breck, our beloved town vet, said they were bad for her. Plus she’s a small dog and must be careful about her weight, he told me, so limit the treats. He’s no fun. Although Sassy and I have a lot in common, we don’t share the same body type. Sassy is round with short legs and eyes too big for her face. On the other hand, I am not round, more hard angles and scrawny limbs and no boobs to speak of. Sadly. Back in high school, I overheard one of the popular girls refer to me as a bird without feathers because of my long, skinny legs. This was rude but somewhat accurate.

      Sassy raised her head to look at me from where she was curled into a ball in her bed by the small kitchen table. She and I both have bangs, which I keep neatly trimmed on both of us or they hang over our eyes. I cut hers so she can see better. My bangs disguise the scar one of my mother’s boyfriends gave me when he knocked me onto the floor and split open my forehead. My almost black hair, cut into a bob that hangs at chin level, is fine and thin whereas Sassy’s hair is wiry and thick. Breck thinks she might have terrier in her, but even he isn’t sure. I heard there’s a DNA test you can order to figure out what kind of mutt you have and if they have any diseases or whatever, but they’re way too expensive for Sassy and me. We’re on a budget. An even tighter one now that my wedding photography business was in the crapper. Thus, the shifts at the grill, as well as working for Huck as the newspaper’s only photographer.

      Not anymore, baby! I was going to run the newly opened art gallery in town. Thanks to my friend Crystal, who is like a billionaire for real, and her mother, Jennie, who had the idea of opening the gallery, I am now the manager and curator of the Emerson Pass Art Gallery. I’m going to help make it a success. By habit, I silently spoke encouragingly to myself. I will. I will make it a success. I will be a success.

      Okay, there was no evidence that this would be true. If you counted all my previous failures, a gambler wouldn’t necessarily bet on me. But I believed in myself.

      I fixed my gaze for a moment on the sticky note I had on the refrigerator. YOU ARE A WINNER. Take it in, I thought. Live it. Be it. Manifest it.

      I made a mental note to see if one of the manifest podcasts I loved had dropped another episode. My resolve felt shaky this morning. I was supposed to have believed in myself fully by now. The art gallery job had fallen in my lap, therefore giving me ample evidence that my manifesting was working. However, self-doubt, the insidious wench, loved to creep in and steal my confidence.

      Never mind that. I had to focus. I didn’t need Huck Clifton’s approval. He was a grumpy old man in a young man’s body. A hot body, unfortunately. Good Lord, the man could fill out a pair of jeans. I’d just leave it at that and not mention his broad chest or muscular arms. And I definitely won’t mention his face that reminded me of a Michelangelo sculpture carved from the finest pale brown stone. The lines and angles of those cheekbones and jawline were inspiring. I’d have loved to spend hours and hours photographing him in various light. Until he opened his mouth and spewed grouchy. What a pity he was so mean. He reminded me of my mother. She was like that. Mean for no reason. It hadn’t mattered how hard I tried to please her, nothing did. Well, good riddance to them both.

      It was nearing nine. Huck was usually in by eight, rattling around down in the office and disturbing my peace. I hadn’t yet heard him this morning, but that didn’t mean anything. He might have chosen today to be quiet. That would be just like him. He’d never said so, but I knew he lived to throw me off-balance.

      The narrow stairway down to the offices creaked under my boots. A cat burglar would have no luck here. Even the lightest-footed person wouldn’t be able to make it down the stairs without alerting the entire town. Cat burglar. I hadn’t thought about that costume in a while. The previous time I’d worn it was my last Halloween in New York City. I’d moved out to Colorado by the next one.

      Those first months here had been heady and dreamy. I’d managed to get in with the Barnes family, who owned and ran the lodge, where a lot of people booked weddings. They asked if I’d like to be on their referral list, and I’d jumped at the chance. Until the fire, things were going really well. After that, I’d taken the job at the paper and picked up some shifts at the bar and grill. Ends were being met, but just barely.

      I heard the sound of Huck typing on his science-fiction-looking ergonomic keyboard the moment I walked through the doors to the office. He’d already made coffee, the smell of which wafted pleasantly toward me as I let the door swing closed behind me. One had to be careful of that door. It was like a hungry hippo from the children’s game and would smack me if I didn’t move quickly enough. I secretly thought Huck had done something to make it dangerous after I came to work for him.

      His majesty didn’t look up when I approached his desk, continuing with the incessant tapping. I tugged nervously on the bottom of my thick Irish-style sweater. Why was I apprehensive suddenly? He deserved my abandonment. Well, I was giving two weeks, of course. I couldn’t leave him in the lurch. The people of Emerson Pass relied on the paper. Not so much for news, since not much happened here. Other than the forest fire that had taken out homes and businesses, including Huck’s house. He’d only recently moved back into his newly built home. I hadn’t been invited to his housewarming. If there had been one, that is. He may not have had one, given his antisocial attitude.

      “Can I talk to you a minute?” I asked.

      Without looking up, he said, “Yep.”

      Could you look at me, I wanted to say. Whatever. I would just blurt it out. If he didn’t deign me important enough to stop typing, then so be it.

      “I’m giving my two weeks’ notice.”

      His hands quieted over the keyboard before he twisted his head sideways to look at me. “When I heard you were heading up the gallery, I figured you would. Two weeks isn’t necessary. I already have a replacement.”

      Already had a replacement? Had I heard him right? Yes, of course I had. I was easily replaced in his eyes. He didn’t even see me as a person. Well, this alleviated me of all guilt anyway. “Great. Well, I’ll just clean my stuff out of the desk.” I kept a few items down here, like my extra lens and some other photography equipment. The job had been fun, I had to admit that to myself. I’d have stayed forever if it weren’t for the paper’s owner. I’d loved taking photos of the small town. We covered mostly Emerson Pass events, like the Winter Festival or high school reunions, that kind of thing. Having grown up in Rochester and then moving to New York City for art school, I never tired of the simple pleasures of living in a small, close-knit community.

      Sure, it was sleepy around here, especially during warmer months when the ski resort was without snow, but I loved it. Unless I was forced out from lack of work, I would spend the rest of my life here. Making a living was hard but then again, rents were cheap. As long as you could rent from an actual resident and not some conglomerate buying up real estate with no ties to the community. They had city ordinances against that kind of thing here. Legacy from long ago had put in strict laws about building anything new that wasn’t a replacement for something or didn’t have special approval, which kept the town small and quaint. In the winter, we had a lot of skiers come from all over the world, but after they left, we were just a small town.

      “Who did you hire?” I asked, more out of curiosity than anything but also wishing to know who he could so easily replace me with. Despite my shaken self-confidence, I knew one thing—I was a good photographer. I loved taking photographs of weddings and got so much satisfaction out of capturing what was probably one of the bride and groom’s best days of their lives. Behind my lens, I had a glimpse into the world of loving families and optimistic lovers. Even if I never found the right man and there would be no family to invite, no father to walk me down the aisle, I could observe and record and thus enjoy aspects of life I would never have.

      “She’s just moved here,” Huck said. “From Georgia…or one of those Southern states.”

      My replacement was a she? Would he hate her too? Did he hate all women? I knew the answer to that one. No, just me. “Is she a wedding photographer?” All I needed was competition in an already tight market.

      He tilted his head and glanced at the floor while scratching his cheek. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Does she have any newspaper experience?”

      “Um, yeah. Tons. Big-time papers. City papers.”

      “Great. Well, then, I won’t worry to leave you in a lurch.”

      “The thing is, she’s not here yet. I mean, she’s in the process of moving, so until then, I could use you this weekend for the book festival in Louisville. My dad’s the star novelist, and people will expect me to have an article and a bunch of photographs of him dazzling the crowds with his white teeth.”

      “Yes, right. I can totally do that.” A spasm of worry tightened my stomach. My car had started making a noise that reminded me of a turkey gobble. Louisville was fifty miles away. Although it was officially spring next week and some of the snow had melted, the highway down the mountain and into Louisville was isolated with stretches without cell coverage. If I were to break down, I could be stranded and forced to walk for miles before I found civilization.

      “What is it?” Huck asked, all growly.

      “My car’s been making this noise.” I made a gobbling noise to demonstrate. “It kind of shakes at the same time.”

      “What’s that to do with me?” Huck asked, drolly.

      “I would need to bum a ride from you.” I warmed, embarrassed. That’s the thing about being broke all the time. One would think one would get used to the shame and all that, but it’s not true. I often had hot, messy feelings that spiraled into self-hatred, never feeling enough for this world or anyone in it. Money shouldn’t be a confidence builder, but it was. For me, at least.

      “Yeah, fine,” Huck said. “We can drive together.”

      “Great,” I said, relieved. “We can listen to your dad’s new book on audio.”

      He sent me a withering look.

      “Oh, you’ve probably already read it, right?” I asked. Of course he had. What was it about Huck that always made me say dumb things, as if he needed any more proof of why he disliked me?

      “I haven’t read it and don’t intend to.” He turned back to the screen and hovered his fingers over the keyboard, ready to pounce on whatever he was writing, as if his fingers were punishing the keys for some transgression. I often expected to see blood or at least some bruising on the ends of those fingers.

      “You haven’t read it?” I blurted out. “But it’s his best one yet.” Even before I’d moved here, I’d been a fan of Garrett Clifton’s mystery series about a small-town detective and his sidekick, a golden retriever named Holly. In fact, Holly had sealed my decision to get a dog once I’d moved here. Like a miracle, Sassy had appeared before me, all dirty and flea-bitten when I’d seen her ambling along the road with a broken paw. Just thinking of it made me want to cry.

      “I don’t read any of them,” Huck said.

      “But why? They’re so good. I thought you must be super proud of him. I would be.”

      “He doesn’t need me to read them. Millions of other people do. Problem solved.”

      I rocked back on my heels. I should let this go. I really should. But it bothered me. If I had a father like Garrett Clifton, I would be talking about him nonstop. Instead, I had my alcoholic welfare mom who’d let her boyfriends beat the crap out of me on the regular. “People feel connected to him and his books,” I said, swallowing a nastier retort. “I’d be proud if I were you.” What kept him from reading them? Jealousy? Disinterest in anything but himself? It was probably the latter.

      “His books aren’t my thing. That’s all. There’s no deep-seated resentment or family secrets, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “I wasn’t thinking anything.”

      He raised one eyebrow, sniffed haughtily, and returned to his writing. Pound, pound, pound.

      “When do we go?” I asked.

      “This afternoon. Be ready at three. We’ll have to stay overnight, so pack accordingly.”

      “Stay overnight? But how much will that cost?”

      “My dad’s picking up the tab,” Huck said. “My mom booked two rooms in the hotel where the signing is.”

      “What kind of book signing is it?”

      He whipped off the thick black glasses he always wore when he was writing and let out what sounded like a long-suffering sigh. “What does it matter? You’re just there to take pictures.”

      “So sue me, I’m interested. I love books and stuff,” I finished, feeling lame. He had that way of making me feel small the way my mother always had. Well, and all the boyfriends too. When I left New York and that rundown trailer for the last time, I swore I’d never let myself be treated that way again. This was one of the reasons I had to leave this job. I would miss it, though. The work, not the man, mind you.

      “The signing is all mystery writers,” Huck said. “My dad’s the star. They’ll have his picture everywhere. You’ll be in heaven.”

      “Sounds nice.” I stood there for a moment, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. “Listen, I know you haven’t enjoyed working with me, but I wanted to say thanks for the opportunity. It’s been really great to get to know the town through taking pictures at all the events.” Why did I sound so conciliatory? I’d rehearsed this. He was supposed to be getting a Stormi blast, and now I was acting all nice. When was I nice? Apparently when I wasn’t trying to be.

      He looked down at the glasses dangling from one hand and seemed to decide they needed cleaning, because he lifted his shirt from his six-pack stomach to clean them. I held my breath. This was going to be it. He was going to say he was sorry for being an ass and wish me well. “Yeah, whatever. We’re colleagues. No need to get sentimental or attached, right?”

      I hated when people finished their sentences with a “right?” Not only was it annoying, they weren’t really asking a question. They were just using it for emphasis, as if the listener was too stupid to follow.

      “All right, I’ll see you down here at three. I have some photos to take of the garden club’s contribution to the park this morning.” Every spring they put together gorgeous pots and hanging baskets for the park. Another perfect example of why I loved it here. Who else had garden clubs with the sole purpose to beautify a town?

      He didn’t reply, simply put his glasses back on and went back to punishing the keyboard.

      Good riddance, I reminded myself. Then why did I feel sad?
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      Stormi was quitting? I was so mad I could have devoured a dozen nails and still asked for more to chew. Where would I possibly find anyone even near as talented? She was a complete pain in my rear end, but she was darn good at her job. It was that gallery, I thought, fuming. Gave her a new lease on life. Thanks a lot, I muttered to myself, as if Crystal Whalen could hear me. That’s what a billion dollars gave you. The opportunity to open bullshit art galleries and ask your talented friends to run them for you. As much as Stormi got on my last nerve, I knew she’d be great running the gallery.

      What was I supposed to do? I didn’t like change. Stormi was good at the job. She had a knack for capturing the sweetest moments of small-town life. I could see love for the subjects in every frame. There might be others technically as good, but no one had the affection for this town or its residents as Stormi Collins and her camera. Replacing her would be hard and time-consuming. I didn’t have the patience for this kind of thing. As much as I could do the writing in my sleep, the people stuff flummoxed me. I hadn’t always been this way, but I sure was now. Any hint of decisions about people and I wanted to run the other direction.

      And even worse? I had to go to my dad’s stupid signing and act nice until my head throbbed from the effort and my jaw ached from pretending to smile. Mom would be there dressed in one of those pink dresses of hers looking all perfect and sweet, which, let’s face it, she was. She was a woman who lit up a room. My sister was the same, but she couldn’t be there. Apparently, medical school kept a person busy. That meant they were stuck with me: grumpy, disheveled, bitter, and reeking of self-hatred. The confident, outgoing, and optimistic parts of me had been extinguished in Afghanistan. As had the family my negligence had caused.

      Everyone would be there this afternoon. I needed to get myself together. My best friends from childhood, Breck and Trapper, along with their significant others, would be there. Brandi had mentioned to me how excited she was for a proper night out and a chance to dress in something besides jeans. Garth, who was married to richer-than-God Crystal, would be there. Darby, also a new friend, who taught English at Quinn Cooper High School and loved books more than beer, wouldn’t miss it. Breck’s mom, who was basically my second mom, would also go through hell and back to get there to support him. They’d gone to high school together, and she couldn’t be prouder of him. Everyone would be all festive, and I’d have to drink too much to get through the whole seemingly endless night.

      I know. I’m a shit. It’s true. Don’t get me wrong. I am proud of my dad. Of course I am. It’s just that when your father shines so bright, it’s hard to know where you fit into the world. I’d thought it was being a fancy war correspondent until all that ruined my life. Now here I was, running Emerson Pass Tribune and wondering what happened to the years between my dreams and now.

      Never mind. I’d deal with it as I always do. Tomorrow I could come home and escape into my new house for the next few days. As soon as I’d finished the article in front of me, I’d have the paper wrapped up for the weekend edition. We only put out an edition on Saturdays, which gave me plenty of time during the week to write the articles. When I’d bought the paper, I’d kept the man on who did the layout and printing process. He’d been with the Tribune for twenty years and knew what he was doing without any input from me. I simply told him where I wanted the articles and photos, and he did the rest. We still did it old-school with real newsprint but also had an online version. This had been one of the only changes I’d made when I purchased it from the former owner and editor.

      My house, I reminded myself, was waiting. I could close myself in there for the weekend and listen to music or watch television and forget reality. When it had burned down, I’d thought it was just another notch in the old bedpost of bad luck. Now, however, when it was all finished, new and shiny, I could see the silver lining. I’d gotten a new house with all new things. A chance to start fresh, right?

      Then why was I still so depressed?

      I needed a woman. Not one who wanted to get married and have beautiful fat babies, but one who wanted a good roll around in the proverbial hay and then go on her merry way. Brandi had scolded me last night at dinner about this very subject. She claims there are no women in our age group who want that. “Not a good Christian woman, anyway,” Brandi had said.

      Brandi was big on me finding a good Christian woman. I’d abbreviated it in my head to GCW. If only I had any of the guys left to exchange bitter, mocking texts with, I could have put a hashtag in front of the letters and the guys would know just what I meant. But all my friends were joyfully coupled up these days and producing babies as though it was up to them to keep the world populated. Again, as with my dad, I was happy for them. However, where did that leave me? I knew exactly. Haunted by memories of what I saw in the war with no hope of ever forgetting any of it.

      Worst of all? I’d be stuck in the car with Stormi for the hour and a half it took to get there. The only good quality I could find in the woman was that she knew not to talk incessantly. She could read a room. And my room had a sign that said: Closed for Business.

      I yawned, exhausted. Last night had been another night of waking several times in a cold sweat from a bad dream.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, wishing fervently for a nap. This article about the opening of Trapper’s new hockey training facility needed to be done before we left for the book signing. As much as I loved my buddy and was once again proud of his accomplishments, it wasn’t exactly riveting news copy. We’d already done an article about how he’d raised enough money to put in a first-class training facility for impoverished youth to come train for free. Trapper. Town hero. Always had been and always would be.

      I returned to the keyboard to finish the article. Despite everything, I still knew how to write.
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      The skies were looking distinctly opposite of springlike when we left for Louisville that afternoon. Stormi had come downstairs five minutes after three. Five minutes late. I didn’t know if she ran late to vex me or if she were simply disorganized and undisciplined. Either way, she added to my irritation by showing up with the misfit dog on her leash.

      “Do you mind if we drop Sassy off at Jamie’s? She’s going to keep her for me since we won’t be home tonight.”

      Sassy had tilted her head to the side, sizing me up to see if the rumors of my jerkiness were true. I gave her a tight smile, to which she responded by wagging her tail. “Does she have a bed? She might like that if she’s in a strange place.”

      “Um, a bed?” Stormi’s face lit up as an understanding of my suggestion seemed to occur to her. “Yes, I’ll grab it from upstairs. I won’t be a minute.”

      “We’re already late, so take your time.”

      Her eyes flashed with irritation, but she didn’t respond verbally. Sassy remained behind, still watching me with big brown eyes. “What kind of mutt are you?” I asked, holding out my hand for her to sniff. We’d met before once or twice, but mostly Stormi kept her away from the offices, probably thinking I was the male version of Cruella.

      Sassy wagged her tail and let out a soft whine.

      “What’s that mean?” I asked. “You don’t have to apologize for being kind of ugly. It happens to the best of us.” I knelt to get a better look at her. She was well taken care of, with her wiry hair trimmed nicely. I could have lived without the bow tied behind her ears but all in all, she was pretty cute.

      She sat back on her haunches, continuing to wag her tail.

      “You’re pretty cute, you know that?”

      Sassy tilted her head and let out a short bark in obvious agreement.

      “I’m not as bad as you’ve heard, by the way.” I scratched behind her ears before reaching into my desk drawer for a treat. I’d always kept a few in there for Breck’s dogs before they’d passed from old age. “This will be a little stale, but you might not mind, being a dog.”

      Sassy gave me a nice smile and gobbled the treat from my hand, then looked at me expectantly. “That’s it, girl. No more for you. I don’t want to get in trouble.”

      “Get in trouble?” Stormi asked from behind me.

      I jumped, startled. “I gave her a treat. Hope that’s all right.”

      She blinked, as if I’d surprised her by being un-Cruella-like. “Sure, that’s fine. I don’t give her too many. As you can see, she’s kind of plump. She came to me all skinny and stuff and I might have overdone it on the fattening her up thing.”

      “She does remind me of a wiry-haired sausage.” I gathered my leather bag from my desk. My dad and mom had given it to me as a graduation gift. It had been a lot of places with me. Sadly, it was in better shape than I. The bag had grown softer and prettier with time. That was not the case for yours truly.
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      We were now on the two-lane road out of town. Soon, we’d merge onto the four-way highway toward Louisville.

      “Did you bring a dress? For the event after the signing?” I’d forgotten to tell her there was going to be a dinner afterward.

      “Yeah, I called Brandi to find out what she was wearing, so I tossed one in at the last minute. I wasn’t sure if I’d be invited or if that was just a family-and-friend thing.”

      “I’ll want you to take some photos. If not for the paper, I’m sure my dad and mom would like to have a few of the night. Mom always says she means to take photos on her phone but then starts socializing and forgets all about it.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll get some good ones.” Stormi stretched her legs out. Dressed in black leggings and those long boots that come up to the knees and a sweater the color of a robin’s egg, she looked surprisingly conservative. A lot of times she wore combat boots, jeans, and a black leather jacket. Not a bad look, all in all, especially for her. Stormi was the type who could wear something like that and still manage to look feminine and pretty. I didn’t find her attractive, obviously, but I could imagine that someone else might. She was a little skinny for my taste, not that anyone was asking. We were unsuited in every way. If I were interested in a relationship, which I was not, she would be the last woman I’d think of for the position.

      We drove along in silence. She looked out the window mostly. A lot of people were on their phones constantly, but I’d never noticed her looking at hers unless it was to take a photograph. I’d noticed her keen sense of observation before and figured it came with the territory. Photographers must be especially observant, like reporters. We both framed the world. Did she do it to try to make sense of things as I did?

      “You mind if I turn on some music?” I asked.

      She looked away from the window to gaze at me for a second. Her raised eyebrows told me I’d surprised her with my question. Seriously, how bad was my reputation? “Suit yourself.”

      We were in a particularly curvy part of the road. “My phone’s there. Would you mind pulling up Spotify? I’ve got some playlists, or you can choose something you like.” I chuckled as she continued to look at me as if I’d just told her I’d decided to join the seminary. “What?”

      “Nothing. You’re being nice. It’s weird.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I ignored the comment and mentioned the weather. “Does it look like snow to you?” I gestured toward the white sky.

      “It kind of does, actually. Isn’t it supposed to be spring in a few days?”

      “Next Friday is the first day of spring. Technically, anyway.”

      She scrolled through my music playlists on my phone. “Don’t you have anything but country on here?”

      “It’s Spotify. You can find anything you want.” Why were women like her always against country music? “You know, the story of America is in every country song ever written.”

      “I thought that when I saw Ken Burns’s documentary on country music,” Stormi said. “Whatever people think or whatever their taste in music, that can’t be denied.”

      “You watched that?” I was a huge Ken Burns fan. Obviously. I mean, I was a journalist. Or, I used to be. Now I owed a podunk newspaper and wrote about gunnysack races.

      “Sure. I love Ken Burns documentaries. I mean, everyone does. It’s not as if watching them proves how smart I am. I hate that, don’t you?”

      “What’s that exactly?” Being smart or having to prove it? I was lost. That was the problem with Stormi Collins. She mystified me. Which agitated me to no end.

      “I hate when people talk about stuff just to make themselves seem smart or educated,” I said. “Or worse, pretend to know about art or culture when they spend most of their time watching reality television shows.”

      That, in fact, bugged me too. A lot.

      I didn’t respond out loud, figuring it was obvious I agreed with her until she asked, “Does that kind of thing ever bother you?”

      “Yeah, all of it.”

      She placed the phone back into the console as a hip-hop tune played faintly from the car speakers. “This okay?” Stormi asked.

      She knew I hated this kind of music. We’d had a disagreement about it when she’d first started at the paper. One day I came into the office early to find her editing some photos on the computer with some obnoxiously loud bass coming through the portable speaker. I’d politely asked her to turn it off, and she’d not so politely declined. A fight ensued. I think that was our first one. Followed by many more. We had nothing in common. Well, except Ken Burns, apparently.

      “As you’re aware, this isn’t my favorite kind of music, but if it’s what you enjoy, then by all means, turn it up.”

      She gave me a smug smile and did just that.

      It only took another mile for the pounding headache to begin.
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      The mystery author book signing was underway in the lobby of a swanky Louisville hotel, all old charm and dark wood with chandeliers that sparkled with teardrop pieces of glass. Although there were thirty authors, the star of the show was undeniably Garrett Clifton. His table was at the back of the room, piled high with paperbacks of Mystery at Icicle Lake. Outside the doors, dozens of fans waited patiently for the festivities to begin.

      Huck had gone up to the front desk to get the keys to our rooms and returned now with a disgruntled air emanating from him.

      “They put us up on the eighth floor,” he said, handing me the envelope with the plastic key and Wi-Fi instructions. “I tried to get us on a lower floor but apparently this darn thing is sold out.”

      “Your dad’s a big deal.”

      “No need to remind me,” he said.

      What was it exactly that bothered Huck about his dad’s fame and success? Jealousy? Feelings of inadequacy? It was very curious indeed. I’d never know. It wasn’t as if he’d open up to little old Stormi.

      “Why did you want to stay on a lower floor?” I asked. Didn’t people want upper floors to enjoy the view?

      “Easier to get out of here tomorrow.” He glowered at me before gesturing toward the elevators. “The signing starts in an hour. I’ll swing by and get you. We can go down together. Don’t forget you’re invited to the dinner afterward.”

      “Sure. I’d love to. Is it a party or dinner?”

      “Kind of both, I guess. Mom arranged something to celebrate Dad’s book and invited some friends. When Mom heard you were coming with me today, she insisted you join us.”

      “That’s nice,” I said, instead of: but you hate me and I’ll sweat the entire time.

      “Mom didn’t want you eating alone in your room or whatever.” Interpretation: this invitation’s from my mother, not me.

      I wouldn’t have eaten alone in my room. I’d been planning on a boozy dinner in the bar, but I didn’t want to be rude. “Sure, I’d love to.” Not exactly love, but a free meal was always welcome.

      The elevator doors opened, and Huck stepped aside so I could go in first. I punched the eighth-floor button. Growing up, I’d coveted pressing any buttons, and I found that to this day I still enjoyed it. The therapist I went to a few years back had said I enjoyed childlike activities because I’d never felt safe to be a child in my mother’s chaotic world. She was right, obviously.

      “There’s a steak house across the street that’s supposedly the talk of the town.” Huck rolled his eyes in time to the elevator doors closing. “Of Louisville, mind you.”

      “Do they have vegetarian dishes?” I asked out loud.

      “You’re a vegetarian?”

      I did a double-take to see if he was joking. He wasn’t—if the deep furrows in his forehead were any indication. “Yes, I’ve been a vegetarian the whole time I’ve worked for you.” Hadn’t he noticed all the salads I brought into the office? Or the pita bread and hummus?

      “I’m sure they’ll have a few veggie dishes. They usually do these days, don’t they?” He sounded bored with the subject. Sometimes I felt like a gnat flying around his big head. All right, it wasn’t really big. In fact, it was quite well-shaped, like the rest of him. Not that I noticed or anything.

      The elevator doors opened, saving me from having to answer. How could he not know I was a vegetarian? I mean, sure, he didn’t like me, but it wasn’t as if we hadn’t spent a lot of hours together in the office. I was invisible to him. Why that bothered me, I couldn’t say. I didn’t like him, either. So, yeah, whatever. I’d take a free dinner, and in a few weeks, I’d be a free woman. No more Huck Clifton.

      Our rooms were next to each other at the far end of the hallway. His came first, but instead of stopping there as I figured he would, he walked me to my door. “I’ll come by in a few minutes,” Huck said.

      In my room, I tugged off my boots and plopped on the bed just to feel the softness of the comforter and mattress. I loved hotel rooms. This one was posh with crisp white everything and smelled of lemons. Did they pipe that in? If so, I needed to get some for my apartment.

      My eyes were tired and itchy. I’ll just close them for a moment, I thought. Next thing I knew, someone was knocking on the door. I shot upright. Crap, it was time to go, and I’d fallen asleep. I sprang from the bed and grabbed my camera bag. Glancing in the mirror quickly, I fluffed my bangs back over my scar and then grabbed a gloss to smooth over my lips. I didn’t look too disheveled from my nap. Anyway, no one noticed the photographer. It was my job to notice them.

      I yanked open the door to see an impatient Huck staring at his phone, his shoulders hunched over and a crease on his forehead. “Late, as usual?”

      “Sorry, I fell asleep.” I slung the shoulder strap of my camera bag over my shoulder. “But I’m ready.”

      He nodded and strode toward the elevator. After he pushed the button, he said, “Are you always a napper? I never can fall asleep even if I’m dog-tired.”

      “I can fall into a deep and satisfying slumber at any moment. Courtesy of my three jobs.”

      “You’ve been working late at the bar.” Not a question. He’d noticed that?

      “I’ve had to pick up a lot of extra work since the fire. The money’s too good to pass up, so whenever anyone calls, I always take the shift. How did you know?”

      “I’ve been in the office a few nights when you got home,” Huck said.

      “How come?”

      “There’s no one else to do the job, so if I want the paper out on time, I have to do it.”

      The elevator jerked slightly and then began to descend.

      “Are you going to quit the job at the bar?” Huck asked.

      “Well, um, I’m not sure,” I said.

      He shoved his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket and leaned against the wall of the elevator. “So, you’d prefer waiting tables to working for me? That’s the job you’re going to keep?” His tone sounded incredulous. Had he ever worked for himself?

      I didn’t answer for a moment as I thought about what to say. This was my chance to stick it to him as I’d planned. Somehow, it didn’t seem like as much fun as I’d thought. There was something about him that seemed different in my eyes. I couldn’t pinpoint it precisely, other than the way his shoulders seemed to droop with fatigue. Was he depressed? Was that what made him so mean?

      “I’ve been a jerk. You can say it,” Huck said, disrupting the awkward silence.

      “It’s not the work at the paper but, to be perfectly honest, yes, working for you is hard.” I spoke in gentle tones, but the truth was the truth. He was a bear most days.

      “I’m just hard in general,” Huck said. “These days anyway. Believe it or not, I used to be kind of fun.”

      I couldn’t believe that. Not at all.

      “Come on, let’s get this over with,” Huck said as the elevator doors opened into the lobby of the hotel.

      Get it over with? Regardless of Huck, I was going to enjoy every minute of it.
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      Huck gestured for me to follow him to Garrett’s table. “Hey, Dad. You remember Stormi?”

      “Yes, of course. Stormi, so nice to see you,” Garrett said. “Thanks for coming all this way. My wife tells me you’re joining us for dinner?” He flashed a nice smile. He was handsome, with a sculpted bone structure and dark complexion that he’d passed on to his son. His brown hair was sprinkled with silver. Fine lines tapered out from the corners of his eyes and crinkled attractively when he smiled. He was as gregarious and personable as Huck was tetchy and antisocial. Weird.

      “Yes, thank you for the invitation,” I said. “I’m looking forward to a decadent meal.” Why had I said it as if I were an impoverished waif? Maybe I was.

      “My wife says I don’t do enough celebrating, so she likes to mark the occasion,” Garrett said before turning to Huck. “How was the drive?”

      “Nothing of note,” Huck said.

      “Other than a beautiful young lady by your side?” Garrett directed his sunny smile my way once again.

      “Stormi’s here to take photographs,” Huck said, in a terse tone that implied I was not a friend.

      “Excellent. Would you mind getting some photos of the family at dinner?” Garrett asked. “Our daughter’s flying in for the celebration, and we rarely have the opportunity.”

      “I’d be honored,” I said.

      “Wonderful.” Garrett tapped the top of one stack of books. “I don’t suppose you’d want a copy?”

      I pulled my copy from my camera bag. “I already have one. I’d love a signature, though.”

      “You read my books?” Garrett asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

      “You’re one of my favorite authors. I love mysteries, so I’m thrilled to be here today.”

      “I’m amazed. I didn’t know any of my readers were under forty.” Garrett chuckled as he took the book from my outstretched hand. “My son here doesn’t like my books—thinks they’re too pedestrian for his sharp mind.”

      “That’s not what I think,” Huck said stiffly. “I don’t have time to read fiction, that’s all.”

      Garrett looked as if he wanted to say something else but instead seemed to make a concerted effort to change the subject by asking how to spell my last name. “Is Stormi your real name or a nickname?”

      “Real. There was a storm the night I was born. My mother always said it was the perfect name for my attitude.”

      Huck laughed.

      I shot him a dirty look.

      “Well, if she meant dramatic and striking, then I’d have to agree.” Garrett grinned and handed me back the copy of the book.

      “I’d love to ask you about how you get your ideas,” I said to Garrett. “Sometime. Not now.” I flushed. Garrett was so charming I’d lost my head for a moment.

      “Anytime, Stormi. Perhaps you could come out to the house one of these weekends. Sally loves to show off her cooking.”

      “I’d love it,” I said, smiling back at him.

      “Doors open in a minute.” Huck spoke as if we’d violated some code. “No more time to chat. Stormi, can you get photos of the crowds coming in?”

      “You should ask her nicely,” Garrett said. “More bees with honey, you know.”

      “Dad, really?”

      I scurried away, not wanting to get in the middle of any family drama. I’d walked away from all that the last time I’d talked to my mother.

      The double doors into the ballroom opened, and a swarm of people flocked toward Garrett’s table. I took photos, smiling behind the camera at the hum of excitement and delighted expressions of the readers.

      “He’s so handsome,” one woman said to her friend.

      “Too bad he’s married to Sally.” She said “Sally” as if she knew her. The Cliftons had done a good job of that, I thought, making readers feel as if they were part of their lives.

      I took some photos of Garrett signing books before going around to take some of the other authors. I’d gotten to most of the tables when a burst of familiar laughter drew my attention. I looked over to see Brandi and Crystal talking in the corner. They waved me over. Happy to see familiar faces, I joined them. Just for a few minutes, I told myself. I didn’t want to neglect my duties and give Huck something to chastise me for.

      “Stormi, it’s great to see you.” Crystal drew me into a quick hug. She was tall and slender, with long limbs that had once walked runways in Europe. With long sun-streaked light hair and big eyes, her bone structure and fair skin seemed carved from ivory. I’d have loved to photograph her. I had no problem imagining how others had wanted to as well.

      Brandi hugged me as well. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine. Here to take photos for the paper.” I don’t know why I always felt apologetic on occasions such as these, as if I didn’t belong when in reality I was here doing a job.

      “It’s great to see you. I’ve been so busy since the baby came that I haven’t had a chance to go out with the gang.” Brandi was of average height but seemed dwarfed next to Crystal. Her dewy skin and long, shiny blond hair could have been photographed for an advertisement on the benefits of a healthy lifestyle. Her slender figure did not indicate that she made her living as a baker. Perhaps she didn’t sample the product too often?

      “I was surprised Huck asked me to come since I gave my notice this morning,” I said.

      “I wondered why he was grumpier than usual,” Brandi said.

      “How can you tell?” Crystal asked. “He always seems about the same level of grumpy.”

      They giggled together. I didn’t find it as funny as they did. They hadn’t had to work for him all these months or been the source of his wrath.

      Our conversation meandered to discussion of the new gallery. Both ladies were excited about the grand opening party next month. Crystal had wanted a champagne and hors d’oeuvre type of reception to celebrate her mother’s dream of opening a gallery to feature local artists as well as others.

      “I cannot wait,” Brandi said. “And don’t worry, Stormi, I got your order the other day. We’ll do something really special.” We’d asked Brandi’s bakery to make appetizers and tea-sized sandwiches for the party at a discount. The bar and grill had agreed to give us wine and beer at cost. I loved our small town. Everyone was willing to pitch in when they were needed.

      “We should go,” Crystal said, explaining to me that their babies were upstairs in the hotel room with a nanny. “We’ll see you later at dinner.”

      I was about to head over to Garrett’s table to take more photographs when Huck’s mother sauntered over to say hello, greeting me as if I were an old friend. Although I’d seen her around town a few times, I hadn’t gotten a good look at her until today. She wasn’t what I’d have thought Huck’s mother would be like. Small and tanned, she was dressed in an impeccable light pink suit that I suspected was an expensive designer brand I would never be able to afford. Say what you will about designer clothes. They hung off a person just right if the woman before me was any indication.

      “Are you enjoying yourself so far?” She dazzled me with a bright smile that went perfectly with her husband’s. She had straight, perfect white teeth, and her brown hair was fixed in attractive waves that hung just below her chin. I didn’t think she’d had any work done on her face, but she seemed younger than she should be to have a son in his early thirties. Maybe she’d had him in her teens? No, that wasn’t right, I thought. The back cover blurb on Garrett said they’d met in college and married soon after graduation. That would put her in her early twenties before she’d had Huck.

      “Yes, I’ve never been to anything like this before. And, I’m a big fan of your husband’s books.”

      “Isn’t that wonderful? Garrett loves his readers. I hope dinner won’t be boring for you.” She said this last bit as if the thought had just occurred to her.

      “I’m never bored,” I said. “People always interest me.”

      “Really?” Her eyes squinted slightly as she seemed to consider this. “That’s an admirable quality.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Tell me, if you don’t mind—how do you think Huck’s doing lately? He hardly comes by the house. Since he came back from Afghanistan, he’s like a shell of his former self. The prickly kind of shell.” A sadness settled in her eyes.

      “I don’t know him that well, so I wouldn’t be able to say for sure. He’s not much of a talker. To me, at any rate.”

      “Is that your polite way of saying he’s kind of a jerk?” Her eyes sparkled with humor, erasing her concern for a moment.

      “No, no. I wouldn’t say jerk. Not exactly.”

      “It’s all right, sweetie. We know him.” A tiny crease in her forehead near her temple twitched. “Believe it or not, he was not like this as a little boy.”

      The idea of Huck as a little boy had never occurred to me. I couldn’t imagine him as small and sweet. “What was he like?” I had to ask. My natural curiosity made it impossible not to.

      “Have you ever met someone who seems too sensitive for the world? Too aware of everything?”

      Only myself, I thought, but said out loud, “How do you mean?”

      “He would cry watching some benign children’s show because one of the characters had endured an injustice of some kind. The smallest thing. My daughter, Josie, was the opposite. She never seemed to notice anything bad in the world, just laughed and danced her way through life. She’s still doing that. But my boy? He took everything so hard—noticed details I would never have expected from a child. Although I don’t know why I was so surprised by this. His father’s the same way. It’s what makes them good writers. But don’t let his grouch exterior fool you. Inside he’s hurting.” Her voice had softened as she described Huck. “I wish I knew how to reach him. He’s been avoiding us, I think, because we know him the best. He doesn’t want us probing around in there.”

      “In there?”

      “His head, I mean. His feelings. Memories, too. If it weren’t for Breck and Trapper, I’d be even more worried about him. Their friendship keeps him from being too isolated. They’d never let anything happen to him.”

      Happen to him? What did she mean by that? For the second time that day, it occurred to me that he was depressed. Suicidal? My stomach clenched at the thought. “I wish I could help, but as I mentioned, Huck’s not my biggest fan.”

      “How could he not be fond of you? You’re absolutely adorable and so talented. The paper’s never had photographs like the ones you take in its entire history.” She touched her fingertips to my shoulder in an affectionate, motherly way that made my eyes scratchy.

      “Thank you for saying that, but I can be overly combative. I’m sure that hasn’t helped.” My throat felt sore and tight. I wished I could melt into Sally’s embrace. She would be so comforting. What a lucky girl her daughter was.

      “You might be surprised at what he really thinks about you and a lot of other things,” Sally said. “It’s a pity he never lets anyone in. It’s easier for him to hold everyone at arm’s length. Especially now. After what happened over there, I mean.”

      “Do you know what happened to him?” Was there a particular incident? I was afraid to seem like I was poking my nose in where it didn’t belong, but my curiosity about Huck took precedent.

      “He won’t talk about it.” She glanced over at her husband, who was still signing books. “Garrett says it reminds him of the way his grandfather was after he came home from fighting in World War II. He never said a word about any of it, but everyone knew he’d seen and done things over there he could never forget. War, you know. No one gets out without wounds of some kind.”

      I nodded sympathetically. “Sadly, no.”

      “For a man like Huck, there’s not much chance of him recovering fully. I didn’t want him to take the assignment. In fact, I begged him not to go. We got into a big thing over it, which broke my heart. He left the country angry with me. Every night I was down on my knees asking God to take care of him since I no longer could. But when your kids have dreams, they become yours too. Even if the pursuit of those dreams worries you sick.” She blinked and pushed her curls away from her face. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m talking about all this. You have a sympathetic face.”

      I did? My own mother always told me I had the kind of face people wanted to slap.

      “You must tell me more about yourself,” Sally said. “And forgive me for my rudeness.”

      I shared a few details of my life, including art school and the decision to move out to Colorado. “I wanted to get as far away from my mother as I could.” I hadn’t meant to say that last part. Right away I wished I hadn’t. Sally’s face fell. She raised a hand to her neck and fiddled with the collar of her pink jacket.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Sally said. “That must be hard for you.”

      “It was. Not anymore. I’ve moved on.”

      “What happened between you, if I may ask?”

      I sighed, trying to come up with how to best explain my mother to a woman like Sally Clifton. “She’s mostly a victim of really poor taste in men—letting them move in and be part of her daughter’s life at the drop of a hat.” A bitter laugh escaped from my stomach. “I’ve had a lot of ‘uncles.’” I made air quotes. “She never asked me to call them Dad or refer to them as my stepdad. Only Uncle this and that.” I swallowed, embarrassed. Sally was a good listener, never taking her eyes from me as I spoke.

      “It sounds like you’ve both had a hard time,” Sally said. “Not that I’m speaking up for her or anything. However, sometimes when we’re empty, we try to fill up on all the wrong things.”

      She knew what I was talking about from personal experience. I could sense it. Had she had a difficult childhood?

      “My mother didn’t have boyfriends,” Sally said as if answering my silent question. “She was too busy being unhappily married to my cheating father. They successfully made each other and me miserable for decades.” She said this with no bitterness in her voice. How could that be, I wondered? “I escaped them and never looked back. Much as you have.” She tilted her head toward Garrett. “He saved me, if you want to know the truth. I know we’re not supposed to want to be saved by a man these days, but gender has nothing to do with it. Sometimes it’s the woman who saves the man. Or two people who save each other.”

      We were interrupted by Huck approaching.

      “Hi, honey,” Sally said, holding out her hands.

      He took them briefly, and the tension in his face lessened. “Hey, Mom. Are you having a nice time?”

      “I’m getting to know Stormi here. Where have you been hiding her?”

      “She’s a work colleague, Mom,” he said tersely. “No one’s hiding anyone.”

      “It’s a turn of phrase, honey.” Sally brushed her hands down the sleeves of his blue shirt. Such a loving gesture, I thought. He didn’t know how lucky he was. I could give him an earful.

      “Did you need something?” I asked politely.

      “No, I wanted to let you know you can skip out of here if you’re done. No reason to hang around. You can take another nap, for example.”

      “Good idea,” I said, brightly. He could poke at me all he wanted. Nothing would break my good mood. I was about to be done with him forever.

      “We’ll see you at dinner,” Huck said.

      “You’ll escort Stormi to dinner.” Sally fixed a steely stare on her son.

      “Yes, I’ll come by and get you. Walk you over.” Huck sounded sheepish. I’d never heard him that way before. Sally Clifton was on my good list. This mother in her pink suit had certain expectations about manners, especially when it came to her son. Wouldn’t it have been nice to have one who taught good manners? I’d had to fill all that in for myself.

      “That would be nice, thanks,” I said.

      “Walk her to her room now, too, please,” Sally said.

      Huck met my eyes briefly before nodding. “Sure. You want to go up now?”

      “That would be fine,” I said. “I’ve got enough photos of the event.”

      “How many?” Huck asked.

      This was the kind of thing that really bugged me about my boss. “Enough,” I said.

      “How much is enough?” Huck asked as we walked toward the entrance of the ballroom.

      “Five million.”

      “No need to be sarcastic.” He stopped at the doorway to let me pass into the lobby.

      “Why do you have to micromanage me? You know I deliver.”

      We were at the elevator bank by then, and he punched the button to take us up. “Why do you have so many problems with authority?”

      Never mind, I thought. Let it go. You’re almost done.

      I lifted one shoulder in a dismissive shrug and pulled out my phone, scrolling through photos until we reached our floor, and then strode out of the elevator without saying goodbye.
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      I spent the hour before dinner uploading the photos from the book event onto my laptop and choosing which ones would be good for the newspaper, adding a few I thought Garrett could use on his website or newsletter. When I was done, I took a bath, enjoying the expensive soaps and endless hot water until it was time to dress for dinner.

      Just last week I’d purchased a few new dresses from the sales rack to wear at the gallery. I’d even found several pairs of sandals that would go better with nice dresses than my combat boots. Crystal wanted the gallery to have an elegant, high-end atmosphere. I took that to mean I should, too.

      On a whim this morning, I’d tossed one of the new dresses and a new pair of black pumps into my suitcase. The dress was made of a rayon that didn’t wrinkle, making it perfect for travel. I put it on now and smoothed it over my slim hips before slipping my feet into the pumps. Running a comb through my short bob, I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. The dress was conservative for me, in a green material that matched my almond-shaped green eyes. Other than a few freckles on my nose, my creamy skin was clear. I didn’t miss the hormonal breakouts from my teenage years. I rubbed some blush into my cheeks and added mascara and eye shadow. Staring at my reflection in the mirror, I appraised my face, wondering what people thought when they looked at me. Did they think I was pretty or plain? My eyes were heavy-lidded, which, according to my mother, made me look permanently stoned. Fortunately, friends were always telling me how pretty they were, and I was starting to hear their voices rather than my mother’s. Progress.

      I put on a little lipstick. I had nice full lips. One of my mother’s boyfriends had said they looked like someone had socked me in the mouth. Whatever. My mother or any of her boyfriends were not here. In fact, I’d blocked her from my life, and it had gotten better ever since.

      A knock on the door distracted me from my appearance. I hurried to open it, knowing Huck hated to be kept waiting. He was one of the most impatient men I’d ever known.

      I swung open the door and there he was, looking more attractive than I’d ever seen him. And let’s face it, that’s saying something. His dark waves of hair had been tamed with gel and his face freshly shaven. He wore a gorgeous plum suit jacket. Most men wouldn’t be able to pull it off but he looked fantastic, especially paired with a white button-down shirt and dark denim jeans. I caught the scent of his spicy cologne mixed with bourbon. He smelled like a Manhattan cocktail, I decided. Over the years I’d served a lot of those. If pressed, I had to admit he smelled good enough to eat. Not that anyone was asking.

      “Look at you, on time and dressed like you’re going to church,” Huck said.

      “Church?” I asked, offended. What did that even mean? I slipped a finger through one of the loops in the tie around the waist. “This is a new dress, and I like it.” So screw you, I thought. Would it hurt him to say something nice?

      “Don’t get me wrong. You look good. I’ve never seen you dressed like that. You surprised me. That’s all.” His dark eyes swept over my body in a way that made me feel as if he didn’t see the dress at all. “Very flattering.”

      I flushed hot with irritation. Or was it attraction? No, not that. God help me.

      “I thought I better wear a dress. Your mother and those pink suits.”

      He actually laughed. “She has about a dozen of them in various shades of pink peonies.”

      Pink peonies. Only a writer would be that detailed with his description of all the types of pink in his mother’s color palette.

      “She gave me this coat for Christmas.” He tugged at the collar of his jacket. “She likes purple, too.”

      “It looks nice on you. Most guys couldn’t pull it off.”

      “A compliment, Collins?”

      “You gave me one first,” I said, glaring at him.

      He barked out a command. “I need to change my shoes. These are killing my feet already. And Mom texted that everyone’s running late. Come on into my room and I’ll pour us a pre-function drink.”

      “I can wait here until it’s time to go.” I didn’t like the idea of being alone in his hotel room with him. Which was silly, as we worked together every day. But the idea of being that close to where he’d just bathed and dressed made me way too stimulated. I’d die if he knew how attractive I found him.

      “Just come have a drink with me, Collins. I won’t bite you.”

      I hesitated for another second before deciding it wasn’t worth the fight. Even I could give in once in a blue moon. “Yeah, okay.”

      He stood back to let me pass. The rooms we were staying in had a petite sitting area and desk but couldn’t have been more than three hundred square feet. Feeling awkward and nervous, I headed toward the desk chair and sat.

      I took a better look at him. Upon further inspection, he seemed ruffled and upset. I’d last seen him just a few hours ago. Had something happened to agitate him? Or was he simply annoyed that he had to take me to the dinner?

      His suitcase was open on top of the luggage container. The cover on his bed was slightly rumpled, telling me he’d been sprawled out on top, probably watching the news. Two empty airplane-sized bottles of bourbon were lined up neatly next to each other on the side table.

      Huck followed my gaze. “These celebratory dinners are better attended soused.”

      The chair squeaked as I moved positions. “What’s so bad about these dinners?” My heel slipped out of the heel of my black pump. I let it catch at my toes and dangle there. Sexy? Maybe? Did I want him to think so? Never mind, I thought. The drinks had gone to my head.

      He grabbed a pair of black leather wing tips from the side pocket of his suitcase and sat on the end of his bed. I sneaked a quick peek at his suitcase. His clothes were folded in perfect squares and held in place with the bag’s interior belts. Who actually used those things? We’d been in a car, not a plane. It wasn’t as though anything would have been shaken around.

      “Let me count the ways,” he said. “Lionel, my dad’s agent, will be there. He’s obnoxious and never stops name dropping or ordering more wine on my dad’s tab. I cannot stand him.” He elongated the sentence. Was that how he talked about me to others? “My mother will be all excited and have too much wine and start telling stories of the early days before Dad was published and how she’d waitressed to keep them afloat, and my dad will look at her like they’re in a romance novel and get all weepy and start in on how he couldn’t have done it without her.”

      “That sounds nice,” I said under my breath, mesmerized by this happy family description.

      He ignored me. “My sister Josie came in for the party, so she’ll be all sulky or ecstatic about a boy, depending. Trapper and Brandi had to cancel at the last minute.”

      “Wait. Why?” I’d been counting on sweet Brandi and Tiffany to keep me company.

      “The baby has a cold. But Breck and Tiffany will be there. Don’t worry, you’ll still have a friend.” He stuffed his feet into a pair of shoes as if he were angry with them.

      “And me, obviously. The life of any party,” I said, and smiled, hoping to lessen the tension between us.

      “Is that what you are?” He looked at me for a moment before leaning over his thighs to tie his shoes. Instead of straightening after tying them, he remained bent over, his arms hanging at his sides. A deep breath rippled the back of his shirt.

      What was wrong with him? “Um, is everything all right?” I untangled my legs and scooted toward the edge of the chair.

      To my utter horror, he lifted his face and there were tears in his eyes. “I just got a call. A buddy of mine from back then—from my time over there—took his life. I got the call about an hour ago.”

      I stepped out of my shoes and dropped to my knees in front of him, forgetting our feud or my self-consciousness for a moment. This was a man in pain, and my instinct was to show compassion. “I’m sorry. You must be in shock.”

      “He has two kids and a wife.”

      The pain in his glittering eyes stabbed me in the chest. “Was he military?” I asked. Back home a lot of the boys I grew up with had joined the military. Poor kids didn’t always have a lot of choices, and the military offered the chance at a promising future. If one was willing to risk their life in some foreign land.

      He stared at the carpet just to the right of me and spoke without inflection. “No, Brad was a cameraman. For BNB.”

      BNB was one of the big cable news stations. I didn’t watch the news much, but even I knew that one.

      My stomach clenched. I sat back on my heels. “That’s terrible. Those poor kids.”

      “And Mae. His wife. Afghanistan, the gift that keeps on giving. And what was it for? The Taliban…well, we know what happened when we left, don’t we? What no one seems to get over here is that those were real people with families and dreams. Over here, it’s easy to forget what others are going through. But not me. I remember. So did Brad.”

      “And you came home and no one gets it. What it was like and what you experienced. They were all just living their lives, right?”

      His eyes narrowed, but the rest of his face seemed to loosen, as if my words had unscrewed the muscles. “That’s right. So I had a few drinks and was hoping to drift away like a speck of dust and still I don’t feel better.”

      “Do you want me to call Breck? He’d be good to talk to, wouldn’t he? I could go to dinner with Tiffany. We could make an excuse for you two.” I had no idea what excuse I would give, but I was scrambling to think of a solution for the distraught man before me.

      “I texted him, but he didn’t answer. He’s probably having sex with Tiffany. Same with the other two. Damn breeders.”

      Despite the seriousness of the conversation, this caused me to giggle. I tried to stomp it out, but it rose up anyway. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not funny.”

      “It’s all right.” His mouth formed into a smile that didn’t translate to the rest of his face. “Do you have any bourbon in your refrigerator? I drank all mine. Those bottles are very small.”

      I’d had a lot of experience with drunk people during my years of bartending and waitressing. He wasn’t totally pickled, but another drink might send him over the edge. His mother and father would be sad if he weren’t at that dinner. Had he even eaten today? We’d driven straight here. I’d had some nuts and dried fruit in my bag that I’d used as lunch. Girls on a budget always had snacks in their bags.

      “How about we head over to the restaurant?” I suggested. “You can have a drink there. After some food, maybe?”

      “How sensible of you.”

      “You don’t really want to miss the dinner, do you? It’s probably a great family memory waiting to happen.”

      “Yeah, and I shouldn’t be rip-roaring drunk for it. Is that what you’re saying?”

      I smiled. “Something like that.”

      He stared at me for a moment. “You have a pretty mouth. Anyone ever tell you that?”

      “Usually they’re mentioning what’s coming out of my mouth rather than what it looks like.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. A happy thump pounded in my chest. I’d heard him laugh like that a few times, but only when in the company of Breck or Trapper. This time I’d made him laugh, and I liked the feeling a little too much. No matter. I’d shove that thought aside for now. We had a dinner to go to.

      “Come on, cowboy. Let’s get some food in you. I’m wearing my new shoes and everything.”

      “Those are good shoes,” he said flatly. “You’ve got the legs for them.”

      Well, now, that was interesting. If I was counting correctly, he’d given me three compliments in a row. That was three more than he’d ever given me in the past.
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      I offered Stormi my arm as we stepped out of the hotel to cross the street. It was the least I could do. She’d been really cool just now. I was already kicking myself for letting her see me like that. But God help me, the phone call from Brad’s assistant had me on my knees. I hadn’t expected it to be Brad. Maybe some of the others, but not him. He’d always been so optimistic. I’d assumed his outward demeanor meant he was fine. Processing his death would take some time. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to sort through the death of a friend from my war years.

      “You going to be all right?” Stormi asked. “For the next few hours, anyway?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “It must seem weird to be going to a celebratory party when you feel like curling up into a ball at the foot of your bed,” Stormi said.

      “You say that like you know from your own experience.” I placed my hand on the small of her back as I escorted her inside the restaurant.

      “Trust me, I do. I wish I didn’t.” A shadow crossed over her face. “More than once.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” I met her gaze for a moment before we were greeted by the host and shown the way to the back room. The restaurant was the quintessential steak house with dark paneling and heavily padded booths. Most of the tables were occupied. Servers dressed in black hustled around the room, delivering trays of drinks and steaming dishes. Piano music was piped in through invisible speakers.

      What was it about Stormi that seemed different today? I wondered as we entered the private space where a long table had been set for our dinner. Before this, Stormi and I had not spent much time together outside of the newspaper office. Was I seeing a new side to her? Is that why my dislike of her seemed to be waning? Or was I merely vulnerable and she’d said all the right things? Whatever it was, we seemed to be connecting on a deeper level than I was accustomed to interacting with anyone these days. I didn’t know what that meant. Probably nothing. Other than to emphasize how totally isolated I’d made myself over the last few years. One can be in the company of others and still feel utterly alone.

      Everyone was already there by the time we arrived. My dad was at the head of the table with Lionel on one side and my mother on the other. Josie was at the other end of the table talking with Tiffany. As we passed by to say hello first to my parents, I heard something about tulle and roses and figured they were talking about Breck and Tiffany’s upcoming nuptials. Breck was in the corner drinking a soda and talking to Lionel’s wife. As usual, he looked relaxed and ready to take a nap at any moment. We teased him often about his cot in his veterinarian’s office, where he took a nap almost every lunch hour.

      My sister caught sight of me and hurried over to give me a hug. “Hey, big brother.” She peered at me like a jackhammer breaking up concrete. “How are you feeling? You good today?”

      “I’m fine.” Why was she asking me that? Had she heard about Brad somehow? No, I decided. She always looked at me this way now. Instead of the admiring way she used to look at me, she now vacillated between pity and fear. Anyway, she was the one who had seemed on the verge of a mental breakdown last Christmas. Josie had suffered a bad breakup at the end of the year and had cried through most of her school break. Crying was good for her, our mother had said. “It’s healthy to let yourself grieve.”

      Whatever. I was perfectly good. Holding it together. By the skin of my teeth maybe, but together all the same.

      “This is Stormi,” I said to my sister. “She’s the photographer at the paper and came to document Dad’s release and signing today.”

      “Huck, really? Stormi and I have met many times.” Josie squeezed Stormi’s shoulder. “Nice to see you. Thanks for being here.” Her brown hair hung down her back in waves, and her eyes were shining. I was glad to see she seemed to have returned to her cheery self.

      “My pleasure,” Stormi said. “I’m a big fan of your dad’s books.”

      Josie grinned. “And Dad says he doesn’t have any readers under sixty.” As appearances go, my sister was the feminine version of me. We both favored our father, with dark complexions and hair. She was extremely pretty, even though half the time I wanted to send her to her room for showing too much skin. It wasn’t just her. All her friends seemed to think it wasn’t necessary to keep any inch of themselves under clothing. Much like today, I noted, taking in her black cocktail dress that barely covered her bottom. The dress was tight against her abdomen, where her belly button piercing created a bump under the fabric.

      “Good to see you,” Josie said to Stormi, giving her one of the Clifton charming smiles. She got that from my dad, too. “Tiffany’s just been telling me you two have booked a lot of weddings this coming summer. I’m glad to hear that things seem to be returning to normal.”

      Thus ensued a few minutes of small talk, including my sister’s impending graduation from college and what it was like to live in Boulder. Josie had majored in library science. Like the original Josephine, who opened the first library in Emerson Pass, my sister was strong-willed and smart but also compassionate and kind. Whatever she wanted to do, she could. As a profession, library science didn’t seem terribly ambitious. She was smart enough to be whatever she wanted. However, she was less likely to suffer the horrors of reality in a library, so it was fine with me. If I could, I’d have kept her between the walls of our local library for the rest of her life. It was safe there, just like inside the pages of a book.

      On the other side of the room, Tiffany and Breck were talking in a corner, oblivious to the rest of us in their cocoon of love. Tiffany had that glow about her, which warmed my cold heart, if I were to be honest. She was a woman who had been through a lot and come out the other side engaged to Breck Stokes, one of the best men I’d ever known. Unflappably optimistic and kind, he made me feel a little ashamed of myself most days.

      I left Stormi and my sister talking about books and wandered over to my parents. I’d not yet congratulated Dad on his new release. I’d seen earlier that Mystery at Icicle Lake had already climbed the best-seller charts on the major retailers. He had a hit. Yet again.

      Mom wore a dark pink sheath dress that took advantage of her slim figure. The woman ate almost nothing to remain the same size she’d been when she and my dad first met. That and walking miles and miles a day did the trick. Looking at her in a designer dress and with her perfectly highlighted tresses, no one would guess where she’d come from or how much she’d had to deal with as a kid. A surge of pride overwhelmed me. She and Dad had been deep in conversation with Lionel but stood to greet me.

      “Son, thanks for being here.” Dad held out his hand, and we shook while giving each other one of those half hugs men like us do.

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” I hugged Mom and told her how nice she looked.

      “Thank you. Your father picked out this dress.”

      “Good job, Dad.” I shook Lionel’s hand and immediately wanted to wipe my palm clean or punch him, whichever impulse came first. He wore a tweed jacket and slacks. I suspected he dressed this way because he thought they were appropriate for a literary agent, emphasis on literary. These publishing people were pretentious, perhaps making up for the fact that they latched onto authors and then gaslighted them into believing they couldn’t live without their agents and editors. Such a crock. The authors were the ones with talent.

      “Huck, your dad tells me you bought the town’s little paper.” Lionel’s bald head shone under the light, like a pig’s underbelly on a sunny afternoon. “Must be quite a change for you.”

      Little paper. This guy was so passive-aggressive. He was self-aware enough to know I didn’t like him and loved to get little digs in whenever he could.

      “Yep,” I said, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of engagement.

      “Ignore Lionel,” Dad said quietly in my ear before we took our seats at the table. “He’s an idiot most of the time.”

      “You think?” I asked.

      “I’ve been with him for twenty years, you know. It would be impossible to start over with someone else.”

      “It’s not been twenty years,” Mom said from behind me. “Seventeen years and forty books.”

      “Is that right?” Dad asked.

      In addition, he could certainly start over with someone else. Any agent in the country would see him as the dream client, almost as good as winning the lottery.

      “I can’t keep numbers in my head.” Dad winked at my mom, and she leaned close to kiss him on his temple.

      My dad had a heart of gold and had been a great father to me and my sister. But the man couldn’t keep an actual fact for more than a minute. He was so often in the clouds planning out his stories or thinking about characters that I wondered sometimes if he missed too much of his real life. I guess it didn’t matter. He was happy. My mom, too. So I left it alone. Still, every once in a while, it bugged me.

      Everyone joined us around the long table. Mom had put place cards out so we knew where to sit. No detail ever went unnoticed with her. I got that from her. Stormi and I were seated together, with Josie on my other side. Breck and Tiffany were across from us. His mother, who had slipped in at the last minute, was next to her son. Our retired veterinarian, Breck’s mother, Camille, was like a third parent to me. I’d spent as much time at their house growing up as I had my own. After I lost my house in the fire, she’d convinced me to take one of her extra bedrooms. I’d lived there over a year. Although I hated to admit it, living with them had helped me considerably. Now that I was back in my own house, life seemed emptier than ever.

      Camille and my dad were the best of friends, going back all the way to high school. Even if Breck hadn’t been one of my favorite people, we would have been forced into friendship because of our parents. Breck had to put up with me. So, basically, I got the good end of the deal.

      The servers brought champagne in buckets of ice. Everyone was poured a glass, and then Dad made a toast, thanking stupid Lionel and my mother. After that we enjoyed cups of clam chowder with soft, warm bread. The food did me good. Stormi had been right about that part. However, I ordered a bourbon on the rocks the minute that soup was in my stomach.

      Everything went on around me, but I was lost inside my head. Brad. All I could think of was Brad. Why hadn’t he reached out? We’d promised each other that if the thoughts got bad we would reach out to the other. I’d talked to him just last week. He’d sounded good. Maybe too good. Had he already decided?

      “You all right?” Stormi asked in my ear.

      “A little distracted, but yeah.” A total lie.

      She picked up her glass of champagne and took a dainty sip. Next to me my sister was holding her empty glass up to get the server to pour her another one. The room had a festive, celebratory feel. Lively and fun, like those sparklers on July Fourth. For me, however, the bourbon had dimmed everything.

      The rest of the dinner passed by in a blur. All of my predictions from earlier proved to be true. There was copious amounts of champagne followed by wine. My mother and father both made teary speeches. Camille, as reticent as my parents were effusive, toasted my dad with surprising emotion in her voice. “Forty books. My goodness, Garrett, who knew you had so much to say. Certainly not me in high school. I swear he spoke no more than three words a day back then.”

      “I was saving up,” Dad bellowed from the other end of the table, and everyone cheered.

      Stormi, who as much as I disliked her had never seemed like the type to participate in drunken revelry, got into the mood and was cheering as loudly as everyone else. She was a good sport, actually, coming along for my family’s self-congratulatory party.

      To my surprise, Breck got up to make a speech. With one hand on Tiffany’s shoulder and the other holding his glass, he thanked my mother for including them for this special dinner.

      “You’re family,” Mom called out.

      “Amen,” Josie said.

      “When my dad died, you were there for us,” Breck said. “Mom and I never forgot your kindness or compassion. As much as we missed him, we knew he could rest easy with Garrett and Sally Clifton around to look after us. No one has been more pleased than we are to see your success, Garrett. I don’t know any other authors, but I can’t imagine any are as deserving as you. Thank you for sharing your work with us and for being a role model for all the kids who grew up slamming your screen door as we went in and out.”

      More glass clinking. My dad’s eyes were red from happy tears by then. Mom wore her tipsy smile like a good lipstick.

      Josie said a few words, crying through the whole thing, and going on about how lucky we were to have parents like them. All true, of course.

      After she finished, it was obvious to everyone that it was my turn. If I waited a few seconds too long, the moment would pass. No such luck. Stormi nudged me with her elbow.

      Actually nudged me in the ribs. What right did she have to prompt me? She wasn’t family. Or even a friend. Regardless, I got up to speak. It wasn’t until I was standing that I realized how drunk I was. Swaying slightly, I scrambled to find words to express my admiration and love.

      The room had grown still. Probably all holding their breath for whatever asinine thing I might say.

      “Dad, you are a good writer and a fine man. If it weren’t for you and the rest of the people in this room, I might not have had the will to keep on after what I saw over there.” I paused to get my emotions under control. “All the words I didn’t write. You know, all the stuff I never said.” My voice cracked. I reached into space, hoping to find the back of my chair. Instead, I found Stormi’s narrow shoulder. Before I could remove my hand, she covered it briefly with hers, small and warm. “Anyway, congratulations on a long and prosperous career.”

      I looked across the table and caught Tiffany’s gaze. Over the last few months we’d been working together on her memoir about growing up in a cult. The horrors she’d lived through made me silently weep a thousand times a day. Now, in her eyes, I saw that she understood. I’ve been to hell and back. I know, she seemed to say.

      That was enough. I withdrew my hand from Stormi’s shoulder and sank back into my chair. All the gazes currently directed at me would look away at any second, I told myself. No such luck. The awkward silence continued. My mother’s smile was gone, replaced by a wrinkled brow and worried eyes. Dad, shoulders slumped, stared into the remnants of the chocolate cake they’d served for dessert. Teleport me anywhere but here, I begged God silently before chastising myself. Good job, genius. You’ve ruined the whole damn night.

      “I got this,” Stormi whispered in my ear before standing and raising her glass. “Thank you for allowing me to be here tonight. Growing up the way I did, I never thought it would be possible to actually know someone who used their talents and gifts to actually make a sustainable career. Not only do you create beautiful stories, but you’re also an example for me and anyone else with dreams that they can come true. I’d like to humbly request permission to represent your readers tonight, who have spent so many hours escaping their troubles by immersing themselves in your stories. Never forget that they’re out there, silently cheering you on and very thankful for what you’ve done with your life. To you, Garrett Clifton.”

      I couldn’t stop staring at her as she spoke, astounded by her eloquence and the poignancy of her words. When she was finished, the table burst into applause, whether for her speech or my dad’s accomplishments, I wasn’t sure. Regardless, everyone had forgotten my lame and obviously troubled words.

      “Thanks for that,” I whispered in her ear when she returned to her chair.

      “Any time,” she whispered back.
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      After dinner, Breck and Tiffany asked Huck and me if we wanted to join them for a nightcap over in the hotel bar. I figured Huck had already had his share, but he seemed eager, so I agreed as well.

      The entire night had stirred up more feelings for me than I cared to have. Confusing ones. Mostly about Huck Clifton. He was a puzzling mess of a man. That said, I’d seen a whole new side to him tonight—a wounded, tortured man who loved his family. At the same time, he seemed emotionally removed and unable to express his deep love. Not tonight, anyway.

      The entire room had felt for him during his heartbreaking speech. I’d caught Breck’s teary glance afterward. He and Tiffany seemed to understand how much pain he was in but were without answers. Being unable to help those you love is as helpless as one can be. I should know.

      We ended up in a booth at the bar in the hotel. The atmosphere was relaxed with blue pendant lights over each table casting a comforting glow. We ordered a round of drinks before Tiffany touched her foot to mine under the table. “Bathroom?”

      I nodded, and we excused ourselves.

      We hadn’t had a chance to talk at dinner, and I was sure she was curious how it was going with Huck. I’d texted her earlier that day to tell her I’d be here but had left it at that.

      We used the restroom, then huddled together in the lounge area of the women’s bathroom. Over the last year, Tiffany and I had become close. She was completely opposite of me, quiet and sweet and much more innocent despite having spent her first sixteen years in a misogynist cult. Since she and Breck had fallen in love, she’d blossomed. It did my bitter heart good to see her so happy.

      As quickly as I could, I told her about Huck’s friend’s death. “He got the news this afternoon. I found him two whiskeys in,” I concluded at the end.

      “How awful,” Tiffany said. “The poor man must have been in a really bad place.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about his wife and kids.”

      “Poor Huck.” Tiffany gazed at the ceiling for a second, obviously taking in what I’d told her. “No wonder he’s so mixed up. What do you think they saw over there that messed them up this badly?”

      I shook my head, unable to even venture a guess. “I don’t know, but he’s not all right.” It begged the question, however, what it was about me that he disliked so much. Did I remind him of someone from his past? Never mind. It didn’t matter. This wasn’t about me. I couldn’t help him. Soon, I wouldn’t even see him much.

      “I don’t know if he’ll talk to Breck about all of it,” I said. “But will you let Breck know to keep a good watch over him? He seems…” I trailed off. What was the word? “Fragile. He seems fragile.”

      “We all are in our own way,” Tiffany said softly.

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      She gave me a quick hug. “What was that for?” I asked, giving her my weight for a few seconds. It felt good to have someone wrapping their arms around me.

      “I don’t know. Breck’s rubbing off on me. He’s always hugging everyone.”

      “Hugs are good. From the right people.”

      “True. Come on, we should get back.” She bobbed her head in the direction of the bar.

      The men were in the middle of a heated discussion about hockey. Huck seemed all right, not as drunk as I’d feared. When we were seated, Huck gestured toward me. “Did you guys know Stormi’s leaving me?”

      “We know,” Breck said. “We’re pleased for her.”

      “Hey, what’s that mean?” Huck asked, grumpily.

      “I mean, we’re pleased she’s been asked to run the new gallery. It suits her. Or, I mean, it suits you.” Breck raised his beer bottle and clinked against the side of my wineglass.

      We talked for a while about Jennie and Crystal’s vision for the gallery. “They’re going to eventually give me more decision-making power about who we display and stuff, but for now I’m a glorified assistant.”

      “You have to start somewhere,” Tiffany said. “As long as you have time for our weddings, then I’m not going to worry.”

      “I’ll have time,” I said. “Especially since it’s slow during the cooler months. The weddings will fill in the gaps nicely.” I sighed before taking a sip from my glass of wine. It wasn’t nearly as good as the wine from dinner. “Who will I be without money problems, though? You guys won’t recognize me.”

      “You’ll be free.” Tiffany tipped her head to rest her cheek against Breck’s shoulder. “The best kind of free.”

      Our conversation halted as the cover band returned to the small stage in the corner of the bar. Given the number of people in here, I guessed they were getting a lot of spillover from the earlier book event. As the band started to play a country ballad, people wandered onto the small dance floor. Tiffany and Breck got up to partake, leaving me alone with Huck.

      Next to me in the booth, Huck radiated heat in waves as if I were sunbathing on cement during a scorching summer day. Did he run hot, or was it just that I ran cold? Or was it this annoying attraction I felt for him? I wanted to wrap myself around him for warmth and other naughty things. It had been a long while since I’d had a boyfriend, and I had to admit with all of my friends pairing off with their soul mates, it was beginning to feel pretty lonely. I still had Jamie, I reminded myself. She was too busy running her inn to have time for men. That was me too, I decided. No time for men or entanglements. I was a woman of the art community—busy and talented, very sought-after for my many skills. Who needed a man? Or physical affection? Not me. I’d promised myself a long time ago that I wouldn’t be like my mother, attaching to one massive loser after another until there was nothing left of whoever she used to be. No dignity, self-worth, or interest in anything more than survival. People might think I was brash and prickly, but I didn’t care. I’d take those over needy and desperate any day of the week.

      Back to Huck. I took another quick look at him before pretending to be interested in the bottom of my wineglass. He was draped across half the booth with the back of his head resting against the wall, scowling out at the dance floor.

      He’d been pleasant, even nice to me all night. Would that last? I hesitated to say anything. Maybe I should just let him be. Wherever he went to in that brain of his was none of my business.

      I don’t know what had possessed me to cover his hand with mine during that sad little speech. Although he started it. He was the one who’d had his hand on my shoulder to begin with. What was that about anyway? He’d reached for me as if I were support instead of the enemy. That simple, vulnerable move had moved me to the point of tears. I knew what it was like to be at the raw, bitter end of hope, unable to see out of the darkness.

      Now, I twisted around to get a better look at him. “You okay?” I asked.

      He jumped slightly. “Yeah, totally good.”

      “Thanks for including me tonight.”

      “You kind of saved my butt.”

      The band was so loud I could barely hear him. “Do you want to stay here or go someplace quieter?” I asked him.

      “We could go upstairs. They won’t mind.” He pointed toward Breck and Tiffany, who were wrapped around each other dancing to a ballad about a winding road. These country songs were so sentimental.

      Huck left some money on the table, and we waved goodbye to the lovebirds. They looked surprised we were leaving but waved back. When we reached our floor, I turned to him. “Do you want to come to my room? Just to talk?” It was only ten. Despite the long day, I was wired.

      “Do you have bourbon?” Huck asked.

      “I believe there’s two little bottles with your name on them.” I silently calculated how much those would cost me. “But you have to leave money on the table.”

      “Done,” he mumbled.

      “That sounded wrong,” I said as I used my key card to enter my room.

      He grunted in what could be interpreted as a laugh and followed me through the open door.

      “Here we are,” I mumbled, awkward. Was this a good idea? Probably not.

      “Did a team of cheerleaders get dressed in here?” Huck asked.

      The room was a mirror image of his, other than my clothes strewn about and my suitcase open on the end of the bed. I fluffed my fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck. Was it hot in here? The room was definitely smaller with Huck in here. “No, just me,” I said without humor. Here he was. Overly critical and way too blunt.

      “It looks like Josie and her friends were here. Are you sure this was just you?”

      “Very funny.” I bent down to get the small bottles of booze and then set them on the desk. “Should I get ice?”

      “I’ll get it.” Huck grabbed the bucket. “Hang on two seconds.”

      After the door shut, I tried to decide if I’d rather tidy up or change into jeans and a sweater. The latter won out. By the time he returned, I’d changed into a pair of soft, comfortable jeans and a cream-colored cable-knit sweater.

      He blinked as he came back in. “What happened to the church outfit?”

      “I’d had enough for one night.” Suddenly aware that my panties were on the top of the pile of clothes in my suitcase, I slammed it shut. “I wanted to be comfortable.”

      “Can I fix you a drink?” He dumped the small bottle of bourbon into a clean glass.

      “No, I’m good with water.” I must keep a clear head with the way my mind kept drifting to his…well, everything.

      He shrugged out of his jacket and unbuttoned the collar of his shirt before sitting in the armchair with his feet resting on the ottoman. “So, Collins, who would have thought?”

      “Thought what?” I sat cross-legged on the bed with my back against the wall of pillows.

      “That we’d be sitting in your hotel room having a drink.” He lifted his glass. “Or one of us, anyway.”

      Our gaze lingered for a moment too long. With some effort, I drew away from those eyes and sipped my water. “It’s been an interesting day.”

      “Indeed.”

      “I wanted to tell you—if you need me to stick around for a few more weeks at the paper, I can fit it in. You know, if you need some photos and that new person hasn’t started yet.”

      He blinked as if he hadn’t heard me right. “New person?”

      “Didn’t you say you had someone in mind?”

      “Did I?” He looked at me blankly. “Right. Yeah, they might need a few weeks before they could start.”

      “What do we have coming up next? For articles, that is.”

      “Probably the spring festival with special attention paid to the pie contest.”

      I smiled, remembering last year’s event. Two women had gotten so heated over their pies that they’d ended up in the grass rolling around like little boys on a playground. “It would be hard to beat last year.”

      He made a disgusted noise at the back of his throat. “I could have lived a long time without seeing Mrs. Perkins and Mrs. Smith in a physical altercation. Thank God the spring mud was all dried up by then.”

      I laughed. “I love Emerson Pass. I mean, where else would you see something like that and not have the cops show up?”

      “Maybe the cops should.”

      “What was it like to grow up there?” I asked, unable to keep the wistfulness out of my voice.

      “Nice. Quiet.” He smiled, his full lips lifted into a perfect arc. “We had some good times when we were all in high school. Down at the river mostly, you know, hanging out, talking about our dreams and all the stuff we were going to do when we grew up.” He lifted one hand but let it fall back to his thigh.

      “What were your dreams back then?” I asked.

      “I wanted to be an international correspondent. Breck wanted to be a vet like his mom. Trapper wanted to play pro hockey. We did those things, and now we’re all back here. I never thought that would happen. I figured Breck would come home, but Trapper and I fancied ourselves men of the world. We were idiots back then.”

      “Trapper thought he’d live somewhere other than Emerson Pass?” I asked. “I can’t imagine him anywhere else.” His family was legend in our town. The Barneses had helped build everything between the two mountains. I said as much to Huck now.

      He stretched his legs out over the ottoman. I hadn’t noticed before how long they were. “Did you know we’re distant cousins?” Huck asked me. “My great-great-grandmother was Josephine Barnes. Trapper’s bloodline traces to her brother Flynn.”

      “I think I heard that before, yes.” The descendants of some of the early residents of Emerson Pass were proud of their heritages. It made me jealous to think of being part of all that history. My legacy was not knowing who my father was. My mother didn’t know hers, either. Not quite the same thing as founding Emerson Pass, including the library.

      “We come from a long line of book people.”

      “Did you ever think you’d write a novel like your dad?” I asked.

      “No, not really. I thought I’d write some kind of political book, like Bernstein. Now I run a paper with riveting front page stories about pie contests.”

      I took a moment before answering, not wanting to anger him. However, his disdain for his own paper got on my last nerve. I wanted to blast him for it.

      Before I could speak, he asked, “What, Collins? You think I’m ungrateful?”

      “If I had had a family like yours to come home to and the means to buy a newspaper, I would have been pretty happy.”

      “I know you’re right. But…”

      “But your dreams weren’t what you thought they’d be?”

      “Something like that, yeah.” The ice in his glass clinked as he lifted it to his mouth. “What about you? Did you have dreams when you were a kid?”

      “Sure. Everyone does. Mine were simpler than yours. I just wanted to get out of my mom’s house and away from her.” A muscle next to my eye twitched. I placed a finger against it, willing it to stop. “I didn’t think I’d make it out of there, to be honest. I wasn’t much good at school. Other than art and checking books out of the school library, school wasn’t really for me. One of my teachers talked me into applying to a small art school in New York City. I got in, and they gave me financial aid. It was a miracle to me. Same with finding my way out here. As hard as it’s been since the fire, I wake up every morning thinking how grateful I am.”

      “Are you in contact with your mother?”

      I shook my head, surprised at his obvious curiosity about my life. “Not in five years.” The night after my birthday, I’d woken up hungover and had taken a long walk through the city thinking about what I wanted from my life. The masked man I’d met had made an impression on me. I’d wanted to be like him, full of purpose and confidence. “I finally decided it was better to not have her in my life than wishing she’d show up for me in a different way. It’s been a relief. A clean slate. When I moved here, it was the best feeling in the world. No one knew me. I knew no one. Fresh start.” I’d driven out to the cemetery one of the first weeks I’d lived in Emerson Pass. I couldn’t even explain why or how I’d found myself there, staring at a bunch of headstones of people I’d never known. But as I stood there, looking over the final resting places of all those souls, I’d decided it was the beginning of my rebirth. I could be anyone I wanted, and my mother would have nothing to say about it.

      “You ever miss her?”

      I took a sip of water before answering. “No, not really. I miss the idea of her but not her.” I turned to look at him. “Does that make sense?”

      “Perfectly.”

      “I’m sorry things didn’t work out for you the way you wanted,” I said. “There’s still lots of time, though. You’re young.”

      “I feel older than the mountains.”

      “Nothing like disappointment to age you from the inside out.”

      “For sure.” He swung his legs from the ottoman and tossed back the rest of his drink. “Thanks for tonight. It was nice to have you there at the dinner. Also, something I’ve been meaning to tell you—you’re really talented, Collins. You really get to the heart of your subject. I’m sorry I haven’t told you that before now.”

      “No problem. And thanks.” I flushed with pleasure at the compliment. “You know, I don’t know what’s gotten into you but I like it when you’re nice to me.”

      “Yeah, I’m a real son of bitch, aren’t I? I’m sorry about that.” He pitched the small empty bottle of booze into the trash can next to the table.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Shoot.” He shoved his hands into the back pockets of his jeans and rocked back onto his heels, his face tense.

      “Why do you dislike me so much?” I asked.

      He looked at me for a second before answering. “I can’t really say why.”

      “Go ahead. I’m tough.”

      “No, I mean it. I don’t know. It’s just…” He stopped and rubbed his face. “You make me feel bad about myself. You remind me of what could have been, maybe? It makes no sense but I’ve felt it since the first time I met you—this feeling of shame and regret.”

      “What?” Me? That was impossible. He had everything and I was a scrapper, barely able to keep myself fed.

      “I can feel how grateful you are for the simplest things, and it makes me see what a total jerk I am. Have you ever felt like that about anyone? You look at them and think, I should be like them, but you can’t bring yourself to do so. And you hate yourself and them, too?”

      I thought for a second. “Yeah, actually.” There had been a girl in high school named Heather. She had everything, and she was genuinely nice. I hated her for it, and the more I hated her the more I hated myself. I told him about Heather—about her perfect face and family and how all the teachers loved her. “She could do anything without breaking a sweat. Sports, schoolwork, and student leadership. Her mom was the head of the PTA and that kind of thing. And all I could do was sweat. Like, literally.”

      He laughed. “I know what you mean, Collins. And now, I should go and let you get some sleep. You okay leaving after breakfast?”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      “Five minutes late?”

      “Most likely.” We were both laughing as he crossed the room and left through the door.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Huck

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I woke to gray skies out the window. It looked as if it might snow. This time of year the weather could be unpredictable. In fact, today it looked as if a blizzard were coming through. I had a headache from the booze from last night, but some aspirin and coffee cured it for the most part.

      Stormi was ten minutes late instead of her usual five. What would have normally irritated me didn’t bother me as much as it would have even yesterday. My feelings had softened toward Stormi Collins. She’d been a great sport about my family and my morose speech. If I were to be honest, she was more than that. She’d been a great support. Was this what it felt like to have a woman in one’s life? If so, I could see why the guys seemed so much happier and content after meeting their partners.

      We headed out of Louisville a few minutes after nine. I’d stopped at the hotel café and gotten us both lattes and breakfast sandwiches. “Do you eat cheese?” I asked. Was she a vegetarian or vegan?

      “I eat cheese,” Stormi said. “And occasionally, fish.”

      “Pescatarian,” I muttered under my breath.

      “That’s right.” She opened her sandwich and let out a delighted grunt. “This looks great. I woke late and didn’t have time to grab anything.” She tapped a finger against the plastic top of her latte. “The coffee from the room wasn’t too good.”

      “We’re spoiled from Brandi’s shop,” I said.

      She didn’t answer because she’d just taken a large bite from her sandwich. When she was done chewing, she asked me if I’d like her to unwrap mine. “It’s hard to do when driving.”

      “Sure, thanks.” I peered through the windshield at the sky. The close white cloud layer had me worried. In this part of Colorado, a storm could sweep through at a moment’s notice. One day it could be seventy and then we’d wake up to a layer of snow the next morning.

      “Does it look like it might snow?” Stormi asked, picking up her latte. “Or is it just me?”

      “No, it looks that way to me too.”

      “You’re worried, aren’t you?” She peered at me over the top of her coffee.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “When you’re worried about something, you do that thing with your fingers.”

      “What thing?”

      “You play with that dent above your upper lip.” She imitated how I fiddled with my philtrum with my thumb and index finger. “What do you call this thing anyway?” She pressed hers together.

      “Philtrum,” I said.

      She repeated the word philtrum under her breath. “I’ve never heard that word before.”

      “Yeah, sometimes it’s confused with the Cupid’s bow.”

      “I’ve noticed you do it when you’re writing and can’t think of the right word to use next.”

      She’d observed me that closely? Interesting.

      “I should probably not pick up a poker habit, then?” I asked. “Or maybe I’d have some other weird tic to give me away.”

      “Maybe we should have a friendly game and see?”

      “Are you a card shark, Collins?”

      “You’d have to play with me to find out.”

      I’d like to play with her, all right. What? Where had that come from?

      I merged onto the highway. There weren’t many cars or trucks out this morning. It was Saturday, I remembered. Or had they all heard about a storm and decided to stay safe? I had purposely not looked at the news this morning. I’d found it depressed me for a few reasons. Not only the content, which let’s face it, these days had nothing but frightening predictions about climate change, global pandemics, and some politician proving to lead a duplicitous life. I could live without knowing about those for sure. The rest of it, all the news of the world, had consumed a lot of my life before I gave it all up to come home. I’d decided I’d had enough and cut myself off cold turkey. Well, at least in the mornings. Lunch hour was a different situation. As was the news right before I went to bed. No wonder I couldn’t sleep.

      The first snowflake hit the window, then another. Soon, the sky was dumping wide, hard flakes. The kind that would stick easily. I glanced nervously at the clock on my dashboard. It would normally take us about an hour and a half to get back to Emerson Pass from Louisville. Hopefully we could make it before the roads got bad.

      A half an hour later, I understood that had been wishful thinking. We were in a full-on blizzard. My knuckles whitened as I gripped the steering wheel, willing my small SUV not to slide off the road.

      We were both quiet for at least ten minutes. I’d slowed the SUV to a crawl, the snow blinding. The light had dimmed as if it were evening instead of morning. I hadn’t seen a car in either direction for miles.

      “Is it time to start praying?” Stormi asked softly.

      I didn’t dare take my eyes from the road to look at her, so I just nodded. “I can’t see crap.”

      “Should we stop?”

      “I think so. We have a long way to go.”

      Where were we? It was such a white sheet that I couldn’t tell, even though I’d driven this road many, many times.

      It was in the middle of that thought that we started slipping. I tried to correct by steering into the slide, but it didn’t work. We were out of control, a circle and another one until we were headed straight for a tree. I vaguely registered Stormi screaming. And then we were soaring off the side of the mountain. This was it. We were dead. There was no way to survive this. I’d seen it too many times in the news. Car headed over embankment. No survivors.
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      I must have blacked out from fright for a moment because when I opened my eyes, we were in water. We’d landed in the river or something. We were quickly sinking. I unbuckled my seat belt while shouting to Stormi, “Get out, get out now.”

      She stared at me with wide eyes for only an instant before a violent jerk of the car seemed to wake her. She undid her seat belt and pushed the door open. I did the same on my side. The water was so cold it would put us into shock quickly.

      “Swim. Do you hear me?” I shouted. But I’d lost her. She’d gotten out but I couldn’t see through the gush of water as the car continued to sink fast. I headed for the shore. As far as I could tell this was a skinny part of the river, not big in width but deep and bone-chillingly cold.

      I dragged myself to shore and then turned back, frantic to see Stormi. And there she was, her dark head just above water. I plunged back into the water and grabbed her by the waist and dragged her to shore.

      We fell onto the riverbank and lay there for a moment, breathing heavy. Then the shivering started. I pulled her onto my lap and held her close, hoping our combined body heat would help. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I think so.” Her teeth chattered.

      Having been in the warm car, neither of us was wearing a coat. We both had on jeans, boots, and sweaters, now completely soaked with river water. If I didn’t find a warm, dry place for us soon, we would die of hypothermia. I scanned the slope again. It was steep and icy. Getting up would be impossible. We’d have to walk along the river’s edge and pray we found something.

      She buried her face in my neck and clung to me, her slender frame pressed into mine. “What do we do now?”

      I looked at the SUV, which was almost completely under water. Good God, if we hadn’t gotten out, we would have been goners. I looked around us, wild and nearly insane with fright and cold. The highway was above us. Way above us. Think, I told myself. You can figure out what to do next. I knew this stretch of river mostly from the view from the mountain road. However, one summer the guys and I had joined a friend at her grandfather’s fishing cabin somewhere. If I remembered correctly, we’d taken an exit off the two-lane highway up to Emerson Pass to a skinny country road that ran parallel to the river. Every mile or so there were driveways to fishing cabins, including the one where we’d stayed. They were impossible to get to during the winter months but once the snow melted, people spent summers in the vacation cabins. If we could find one of them and break-in, we could wait out the storm, warm and dry.

      “We need to try to find someplace to shelter.” As if that weren’t obvious. I lifted my face to the sky. Snow fell in hard, bitter flakes that had already covered most of the terrain in two inches of snow. If it continued this way, we’d be looking at a foot of snow before the end of an hour.

      My vehicle now sank without ceremony under the river water, our laptops, Stormi’s photography equipment, and cell phones with it.

      “Do you have any idea where we are?” Stormi’s voice shook as much as the rest of her.

      “I think so. The highway’s up there.” I pointed with my chin to the bank high above us. “But there’s a road that runs along the river around that bend there. Along that road, down the mountainside—if I’m right about where we are—there are summer cabins built right at the river’s edge. If we walk that way, we might find one. There’s no way we’re getting back up to the highway on foot.” I stammered out an explanation of what I remembered about the area as best I could, so cold I could barely think straight.

      She scooted off my lap and nodded, obviously comprehending what I was saying despite my stammering. “Yes, okay. We can do it. Just one foot in front of the other until we find a cabin.”

      “That’s right. There’s quite a few of them, I’m pretty sure. From that road, I remember seeing a lot of driveways.” Unsteady on the rocky, icy bank, I managed to get to my feet and offered both hands to help her up. If only we’d brought gloves. Her hands were as cold as the water we’d just come from. Not that it would have mattered, since our suitcases were now submerged under water. Regardless, I rubbed them between mine and then up and down her arms.

      We trudged along for several minutes without speaking. I kept hold of her arm to keep her from falling. She seemed so small here on the riverbank. Snow continued to dump, making it hard to see more than a few feet in front of us. We were both shivering hard; the activity didn’t seem to help us warm.

      I don’t know how long we walked before we saw a small cabin. “There. Do you see it?”

      “How will we get in?” Stormi asked, teeth chattering.

      “I’ll break a window if I have to.” Please, God, let it have heat and hot water.

      We sped up, stumbling on the icy rocks until we reached steps that led up to a patio that hung over the river. I trudged up the stairs, so cold I couldn’t feel my feet, and tried the sliding glass doors. Locked. “Wait here. I’m going to go around back.”

      She didn’t say anything as she sank onto a crude bench to the left of the doors. I sprinted around to the back of the house. A shed full of firewood was about twenty feet from the cabin, I noted, as I tried the handle. Also locked. Of course it was. What did I expect? No one left a cabin unlocked, especially if they wouldn’t be back until the next summer. On either side of the door, two skinny, decorative windows could be broken with the right instrument. I looked through the glass to see a small foyer and a living room with a stone fireplace.

      I grabbed a piece of hardwood from the woodshed, hoping it would smash through the glass without too much effort. Hopefully, these were cheap windows and not the weatherproof kind.

      With a quick, violent move I smashed one end of the log into the glass. Boom, it broke through. I reached around, careful not to cut myself on the jagged remains of glass, and unlocked the door. “I’m in,” I shouted, but the wind stole my voice.

      I ran through to the patio doors. Stormi was curled into a ball on the bench. She didn’t look up at me when I knelt to pick her up and carry her inside.

      The place was small but well-decorated in that folksy way so popular with vacation cabins. A sign over the fireplace read “River House.” Photos on the mantel were of a couple around my parents’ age, as well as family pictures with young adults and grandchildren. The fireplace seemed to be the only source of heat. This was a summer cabin, I reminded myself. Rustic, but surely there would be a phone and heat? I went to a window to look out and saw that a driveway had been carved into the side of the mountain, steep and glassy with ice. There was no way I could get up there and flag someone down without freezing to death. We’d have to wait until the storm was over if we were to have a chance to find help. Thank God for all those camping trips Trapper’s dad had taken us on, I thought, as I deposited Stormi on a chair in the only bedroom. She opened her eyes and peered up at me with a glazed expression. “We need to get our clothes off,” I said to her. “I’m going to run a bath for you.”

      She nodded and peeled her sweater over her head. I did the same. Tugging wet jeans off our nearly frozen skin proved harder, but we managed. I left her and headed into the bathroom. There was a claw-foot tub, very picturesque near a window that looked out to the water, but no shower. I turned on the water at the sink. It spurted and gasped before spraying dirty water into the porcelain bowl. After a few seconds, it ran clear. I put my hand under the stream until the water went from cold to room temperature to warm and finally hot. “Yes,” I said to myself, relief flooding through me.

      Stormi appeared in the doorway, wrapped in a blanket. She shook, causing the blanket to ripple like waves on a lake, and stared at me with glassy eyes as if she weren’t sure who I was. “There’s water?” Her teeth clanged together like a skeleton in a horror film.

      “Yep, it’s hot, too.” I turned the water on in the tub. It did the sputtery thing before gushing brown water. “Give it just a minute. I want you to get in there when it’s ready, okay?”

      “I will, yes.” She gazed at the floor, listless, then seemed to crumple.

      I caught her before she hit the hard tiles and brought her back onto my lap. She really fit well there between my thighs, I thought, idly. I tucked her head against my chest. The blanket fell away, but I pulled it around her shoulders and hugged her tight. “Listen, we’re okay. We got out and we’re safe now.”

      “Safe,” she repeated. “We’re safe.”

      “We can stay here as long as we need to. Right now, you need to get into the tub for me. Can you do that?”

      I felt her nod against my neck. “I’m sorry I’m being such a baby.”

      “You’re not,” I said. “You’re doing amazing. We’re just cold, that’s all.”

      I set her gently on the floor and perched on the side of the bath with my hand under the water, which now ran clean and hot. I put the rubber plug into the drain and motioned for her to climb in. “It’s hot water now,” I said gently. “You’ll feel warmer soon.” I needed to keep everything simple and direct for now. She was still in shock. I’d witnessed it enough times overseas to recognize the glazed eyes and pale skin.

      “Turn away,” she said.

      I did so, hearing the blanket drop to the floor in a soft whoosh, as I put my hand under the water again. Too hot. It burned my frigid hands. I adjusted the knobs until I found the right temperature. “It’s good. Get in there.”

      I kept my gaze on the faucet while she climbed into the tub. She yelped, causing me to jump.

      Without looking at her, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “It hurts my feet.”

      “Give it a minute. Keep them in there.”

      “You can look at me now,” Stormi said. “I’m hiding all the important parts.”

      I turned to see her curled up with her arms wrapped around her knees. I dropped to my knees next to the tub. Her feet were red. A good sign. However, her fair skin was almost blue from the cold. Damp, muddy hair clung to her cheeks and neck. I’d never seen her without her bangs covering her forehead. A scar ran close to her hairline. Was that why she always wore the thick bangs?

      “Can I rub your feet for you?” I asked.

      She looked into my eyes, still with those eyes that seemed unsure about my identity. “Yes, you can.”

      I kneaded the bottom of one of her feet with my thumb, careful not to put too much pressure on her toes. “Does that hurt?”

      “No, it feels good.” She rested her forehead against her knees and took in a deep breath. “This is weird. Naked in a tub with Huck Clifton watching me.”

      “I’m not looking at anything but your feet.”

      “I know. You’re a gentleman.”

      “Just making sure.” I massaged the other foot, noticing how long and narrow they were, like her arms and legs.

      “How can you be so calm?” Stormi asked.

      “Boy Scout training. You’re in good hands.”

      “Welcome to Colorado,” Stormi said. “Land of Boy Scouts and blizzards in spring. And perfect gentlemen.”

      The bathwater was about four inches deep by then. “I’ll find you some soap.” I once more averted my eyes away from her exposed skin by getting up and opening a few cabinets to search for soap. Instead, I found a jar of bath gel, which I poured into the water. Bubbles immediately rose up near the drain. Soon, they would cover her. Thank God. I didn’t know how long I could keep my eyes averted.

      “I’m going to get the fire going and fix the window. Will you be all right?”

      “Put the blanket around you,” she said. “Running around in your boxers isn’t a good idea.”

      “Good point,” I said, picking up the discarded blanket and wrapping it around my own shoulders. “You stay in there while I build a fire. Don’t come out until you can feel your feet and hands.”

      She nodded, seeming resigned to compliance. What other choice did either of us have? We were in this together.

      I did a quick scan of the three-room cabin but found no indication of central heating. Fortunately, a pile of firewood was stacked in a basket next to the woodstove. A flannel-lined jacket hung on the rack by the sliding glass doors. Discarding the blanket, I slipped it on over my muddied, shivering shoulders. We were already invading the owner’s home. What was mud on the jacket but another thing to replace? I found some old newspaper stashed to the side as well as a couple of pieces of dry kindling.

      In no time at all I had the fire going. With a cabin this size, it should heat fairly quickly, even with only the fireplace if I could get the hole in the window sealed up.

      Outside, the blizzard raged, dumping snow. Wind howled through the trees. I searched the small kitchen for supplies. After a look through the drawers and pantry, I found painter’s tape and waxed paper. Would that work? I quickly dismissed the idea and went out to the mudroom and found a box and packing tape. There was a washer and dryer, I noted. This was good. We could at least get our clothes in there for a good washing and drying.

      I cut the box into the right shape for the window and taped it securely to the wall. The cardboard wouldn’t keep out the cold completely, but it was better than nothing. Then I gathered our clothes to put in the washer.

      Did bras and panties go in with regular clothes? I held her bra in my hands, noting the pretty lace and the pink hue. I wouldn’t have thought she’d be the pink bra type. Her panties were a lacy thong, which seemed delicate and easily ruined by putting it in the wash cycle. In the end, I tossed underclothes into the wash with our sweaters but held off on the jeans. My mother had told me never to mix the two.

      The place was actually cute as could be. Whoever owned it must love fishing and decorating equally. Perhaps the couple in the photograph had compromised. A fishing cabin but also a sanctuary for her. Dozens of books displayed on shelves ranged from knitting to fishing to detective novels and romances. In other circumstances, I would have loved to stay here.

      Once I had the first load going, I returned to the kitchen to see about supplies. Please God, let there be canned goods. The small pantry built into the wall had more than I’d expected: pancake mix, cans of soup and chili, dry pasta, and spaghetti sauce in a jar. In the freezer, I found several frozen dinners, a pizza, and a full bottle of vodka. There were a dozen bottles of wine in the rack on the counter as well. Depending on how long we were stuck here, we would not go hungry or thirsty.

      There were the usual condiments in the refrigerator that people leave at vacation homes but nothing else. I’d hoped for a carton of eggs, but they may not have been here recently. One more sweep of the cabin yielded no phones. Not even an outlet. It was all right, I told myself. We were safe and warm. Until the weather changed, we would be fine. Our loved ones, however, would be worried sick. I inwardly cringed at the thought of my poor mother pacing the floor of her kitchen waiting for news.

      The bedroom was only big enough for the queen bed and one bureau. No television or internet. Not that it mattered. Without phones or laptops, Wi-Fi wouldn’t do us much good.

      I looked at my watch, forgetting for a moment that it would be dead. The plunge into subzero water had been too much for the supposedly waterproof case. A clock in the kitchen told me it was nearing noon. A lot had happened since we had those breakfast sandwiches.

      First, I’d find some clothes for us to change into and then make us something to eat next. Warm, dry clothes were essential. I said a silent apology to the owners of the cabin for the invasion of privacy. In the bedroom’s dresser, I found socks and underwear for both genders. I held up the pair of women’s panties and almost laughed. They were large cotton numbers that I had a feeling Stormi would not normally wear. The second drawer contained jeans and shorts and the third yielded T-shirts and sweatshirts.

      I pulled out a pair of jeans big enough for two Stormis. Not that it mattered. This wasn’t a fashion show. These would at least keep her warm until her clothes were out of the dryer. In addition, two well-loved Colorado State University sweatshirts were nestled together in the bottom drawer. It’s amazing what you can discover about people you’ve never met by going through their drawers, I thought absently, as I grabbed them and headed back to Stormi. One thing at a time.

      Next, I peeked in on Stormi. She was in a good foot of hot water, lying flat and staring at the ceiling. Bubbles covered the surface, hiding her.

      She turned her head toward me when I entered. “Hey.”

      “Good news.” I filled her in on what I’d found as well as assuring her that the fire would soon warm the cabin. “And I put our things in the washer.”

      “Is there a phone?” She sat up, crossing her arms over her chest. She seemed so small and vulnerable. Any hint of her brashness had disappeared at the bottom of the river. The enormity of what had happened to us made my legs shake. If we hadn’t thought quickly, the water would have taken the car down with us in it. Never mind. I would think about that later. Right now I needed to focus on survival.

      “I didn’t see one. Mostly people rely on cell phones these days. There must be service here. Not that it matters, since our phones are gone.”

      “Even if we’d thought to grab them, they’d have been ruined from our unexpected swim,” Stormi said. “I’ve been thinking about that. You know, going over all the different scenarios in my head.”

      Sinking onto the closed toilet seat, I rubbed my face with my cold fingers. “I know what you mean. But again, we’re fine. See.” I held up my hands as if she needed reminding that we were alive. They shook like a drunk’s after a bender.

      “How will we get out of here? And when?” Stormi asked.

      Getting out of here? Now there was something to contemplate. Once the storm passed, I could walk up the driveway to the road and flag someone down. Worst case, I could walk until I found a gas station or store and explain my predicament.

      For the first time, I thought about everyone at home. They would be beyond alarmed when we didn’t return as planned.

      “My mom’s going to freak,” I said. “When we don’t show up.”

      “My friends will too,” Stormi said, voice cracking. “And Sassy. I keep thinking about her waiting for me to come home.”

      “There’s nothing we can do about it now, other than take good care of ourselves until we can get out of here.”

      “Hand me a towel. It’s your turn to get warm.”

      I gave her a towel and left her to dry herself off even though I’d have loved to stay to watch the soap suds trail down her naked torso.

      You almost died, I reminded myself. This is not the time to think of anyone’s naked body, most especially Stormi’s.
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      Despite the warmth of the water, I could not stop shaking. Even after I had dried off with the towel Huck had produced from a drawer in the bathroom and dressed in the soft jeans that were four sizes too big and a sweatshirt, I continued to tremble. While Huck bathed, I went into the living room to sit by the fire. I curled up on one end of a deep, comfortable sofa and tried to distract myself by looking around. This was a surprisingly quaint cabin, decorated in shades of sand with spots of blues and greens that reflected the water and trees. A window seat with cushions next to the shelves of books hinted at many peaceful hours spent reading and watching the view. Two soft armchairs were placed on either side of the couch, all facing the fireplace.

      The logs shifted in the fireplace, hurling red embers against the iron grate that protected the pretty rug. I grabbed a blanket draped over the back of the sofa and wrapped it around my legs.

      We were safe. Even if we were stuck here for days or even weeks, we would be safe and warm. Huck had said he found a lot of food in the kitchen cabinets and even some supplies in the freezer. “Everything is fine,” I whispered out loud.

      I closed my eyes, trying to avoid the image of the river right before the car plunged into its cold waters. I’d thought for sure we were dead. When we hit the water, I’d been surprised to find we were not. Huck had shouted at me to open the door, and I’d followed his lead blindly. If he hadn’t been there, I don’t know what I would have done. Doesn’t matter, I reminded myself. We’re fine.

      The girls would be worried when we didn’t return home. They’d know something was wrong and send out authorities to look for us. I wasn’t sure exactly when that would be or if they were able to even make a move before the twenty-four-hour period. That was always in television and movies. Twenty-four hours have to go by before someone is considered missing.

      We were missing but not lost. I was in good hands with Huck. Who would have thought that grumpy Huck was a Boy Scout? Not me, that’s for certain. Honestly, he’d been incredible so far. Hopefully he wouldn’t be reminded how much he disliked me and decide to feed me to a bear. There would be bears out here, and hungry ones after being asleep all winter. The few days of spring would have surely wakened them. I would put it out of my mind. We were inside. They could not get us here.

      From the bathroom came the sound of feet on the hardwood floors followed by the creak of floorboards.

      Huck appeared, wearing a pair of baggy jeans and a sweatshirt that matched my own.

      He had dried his hair with the towel but not combed it, giving him an adorable, youthful appearance. He had nice hair. I couldn’t deny that. Those eyes of his weren’t bad either. I blinked, ridding myself of these thoughts. Now was not the time to start noticing Huck’s good looks.

      We were stranded in the woods with no means of communication. My chest tightened with anxiety.

      Huck tilted his head, looking at me. “How are you doing?”

      “Nervous.” I fluttered my fingers toward the outside. “Do you think there are critters out there and can they get in here?”

      “There are critters, but they can’t get in here.”

      I sighed with relief. “That’s good.”

      He grimaced and tilted his head further, then pounded on the side of his face to get water out of his other ear. “This is not how I anticipated my day to go.” He gestured toward the kitchen. “You hungry? I can scare us up some grub.” He said this in a fake Western accent.

      To my surprise, I laughed. “I could eat.”

      “You want to help or stay here by the fire?”

      “I can help, but I’m not really too good in the kitchen.” Pinching the jeans around the waist to keep them from falling down, I uncurled from the sofa and padded over to him in the oversize wool socks he’d found for me.

      “I’m not either,” Huck was saying. “When I was living with Breck and Camille, he did most of the cooking. It was nice. When I’m alone, I usually just heat up a can of soup or order in.”

      “Or go out,” I said, remembering how often he’d come into the bar and grill until recently. “I haven’t seen you as much at the bar. Was it because of me?”

      “What? No, don’t be silly. Since my house is finally done, I’ve been trying not to eat out as much.” He opened the freezer and rummaged around, coming out with two frozen dinners. “Salisbury steak? Wait, no. I forgot about the meat thing.”

      “Is there anything else?” Beggars might not be able to be choosers. If it was between starvation or eating meat, I was prepared to survive.

      “I saw some veggie chili in one of those cabinets.” He gestured toward the bank of cabinets on the wall. They were painted a pretty shade of blue that contrasted nicely with the white walls and stained wood rafters.

      “It’s hard to get enthused to make food for one, though, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “For sure.”

      I found vegetarian chili and various types of soup in the small pantry. There was dry pasta and sauce as well.

      For the next few minutes, we moved around the kitchen, turning on the oven for his frozen dinner and finding a pan for my chili. “We won’t starve, at least,” I said.

      “No, God’s looking out for us today,” Huck said.

      God? Was Huck a believer? I didn’t make it to church most Sundays. Did he? I put that aside to ask him later. If he seemed in a talkative mood, that is. So far, he’d been the perfect gentleman and not at all like the grumpy boss he was at work.

      We talked through the various scenarios of how people would figure out what had happened and subsequently look for us. “If they find my rig at the bottom of the river with no bodies inside, they’ll know we’re okay.” Huck opened the oven to stick his dinner inside. No microwave in here, I thought. These were the back-to-nature types. Whoever this cabin belonged to didn’t care much for technology. No phone or internet. No television. What were we going to do for the next few days? Books. There were a lot of books. We could read. Perhaps that would make up for the fact that we had nothing to talk about and nowhere to go. Of all people to be snowed in with after a near-death experience, it had to be Huck.

      I should be grateful for my life, I chided myself. Not complaining about the company. We found a place that was safe and warm and even had food. I lifted my gaze to get a better look at Huck. He seemed fine. In fact, he seemed better than fine. His eyes sparkled with energy and his skin had a healthy glow. Did almost dying do that to a man? “Thanks for everything you did,” I said to him. “You were a rock.” Past tense, as at the moment, he seemed to have traded places with me emotionally. I was strong, and he was falling apart.

      “Well, we wouldn’t have been in the situation at all if I’d been a better driver.”

      “It could’ve happened to anyone,” I said. “The bad weather seemed to come out of nowhere.”

      “Still, I should have been paying better attention. It was stupid. I’m sorry I got you into this.” He paused and looked at his hands as if there were answers in the ridges of his knuckles. “Listen, I don’t want you to freak out, but I don’t think we’re getting out of here for a while. I’m so sorry this happened.”

      He looked so genuinely remorseful and caring, I almost started crying. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I didn’t see that ice. It was my fault. God, I could have killed you.” The pain in his voice made me flinch. “I shouldn’t have the blood of another person on me.”

      “It was an accident.” I reached for him, taking both his hands in mine. “Look at me.”

      He lifted his gaze to mine. For the first time since I’d known him, I could see into his soul through his eyes. Something terrible had happened to him overseas, and he felt responsible for it. I knew this with utter certainty.

      “This was just bad luck, okay?” I let go of his hands but remained close, absorbing the warmth of his body. “The storm seemed to come out of nowhere. And the way the temperatures dropped—no one could have predicted that.”

      “I just…when I think about what could have happened.” His face twitched. He pressed in his cheeks and let out a long, shaky breath.

      “But it didn’t happen. We’re here.” I placed my hands on his upper arms, feeling the hard muscles under my fingers. “We found a place to stay and wait out the storm.”

      “I should be grateful.” His voice cracked. “Isn’t that what everyone will tell us? Right now I don’t feel that way. I feel like we cheated death and like something else bad will happen.”

      “No, nothing else is going to happen. We’re going to wait it out here, driving each other batty. Anyway, I am grateful. You’re grateful, too. Under the shock, you are. Whether we cheated death or not, we’re here.” I rested my forehead against his chest for a second and listened to the beating of his heart. “And I’m grateful to you for getting us out of there. If it had been me alone, I don’t know what I would have done.”

      “I’m the one who made you come on this trip in the first place.”

      “Huck, please.” I backed up to look at him. “Don’t do this to yourself. You have enough demons. Don’t add this one. There’s no reason to. Do you hear what I’m saying?”

      “Yes, I hear you.” His eyes locked with mine. “How do you know about my demons?”

      “Takes one to know one? Not everything in the world is your fault,” I said softly. “Don’t you know that by now?”

      He stared at me for a moment, then pulled me closer with an arm wrapped around my waist. He brushed a lock of hair from my cheek, then ran his knuckles along the side of my face and pushed aside my bangs. He could see my scar. Somehow, I couldn’t get myself to care.

      “Yes, I know that by that now, but it doesn’t help, does it?” Huck said gruffly. “The nightmares and self-hatred just love to push away rational thought.”

      “They do.” I stared up into his eyes, wishing I could read his thoughts.

      “Stormi Collins,” he whispered. “Damned if you aren’t pretty.”

      “Not like this. With my hair. And this.” I touched my fingers to my scar that ran close to my hairline. “I like to keep it hidden.”

      “Who did that to you?”

      “Yeah. My mother doesn’t have the best taste in men. She could really pick them. Every few years she’d cycle through another one, usually worse than the last. This was from Mark. He lived with us when I was fourteen. Knocked me so hard that it split my head open.”

      His fingers traced the scar. “This doesn’t need to be hidden. You should wear it like a badge for making it out alive. There’s no part of you that should be hidden. Not ever. Not for anyone, especially me.”

      “I’m sorry it’s me you have to be stuck with,” I said lightly, fishing around for his thoughts.

      “My dislike of you has greatly decreased.” A slight smile lifted the corners of his mouth.

      “I like you a little better, too. For the record.”

      Was he going to kiss me? No, surely not. Even if he did, it wouldn’t mean anything. Our nerves were raw and exposed from a harrowing experience. We craved physical touch. That’s all.

      He dipped his mouth toward mine. Oh, God, it was happening. Huck Clifton was going to kiss me. All it took was nearly dying.

      The oven dinged. He jerked away from me as if someone had smacked his head. His steak was done. The moment was gone. Just like that, we were back to Stormi and Huck, two frenemies stranded in a blizzard.
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      After we’d finished our meal and washed up the dishes, my head just about split open from a yawn.

      “You tired?” Huck hung a dish towel on the oven door.

      “Yeah. I think the adrenaline’s wearing off.”

      “Take a nap. It’s not like there’s anything else to do,” he said.

      “Good point. Wake me, though, if you need anything.”

      “Will do.” He turned to put away a bowl. Whatever it was between us earlier had clearly been a reaction to what had happened to us. I shouldn’t look too deeply into it, I decided. Forget it. I was good at that particular task. My mother had given me a lot of training in that way.

      In the bedroom, I pulled back the covers on the bed and lay down under a heavy down duvet. It wasn’t long before I fell into a deep sleep. When I woke, a thin light filtered in through the windows. What time was it? I rubbed my eyes before looking closely at the clock on the bedside table. Nearly four? I’d slept for hours. I tossed back the covers and went to the window. Snow continued to fall steadily, adding to the twelve inches already covering the ground. I peered over the white blanket to the water. Ice had formed in the shallow areas at the river’s edge. The beginnings of icicles had formed on the side of the house.

      I used the bathroom, splashing warm water on my face. All my makeup had been in my suitcase, now lodged at the bottom of the river. I’d have to replace it all. With what money? I wouldn’t get a paycheck for a few more weeks, and my waitressing money could only stretch so far. You’re alive, I reminded myself again. Tiffany and Jamie would help if I needed money. They’ll be so relieved that I’m alive that they’ll probably take me shopping, I thought, smiling to myself.

      Two new toothbrushes with a Nelson Dentistry logo imprinted into their plastic handles lay on the counter near the sink, along with a small tube of paste. Huck must have done more reconnaissance while I was sleeping. Using a modest dab of paste, I cleaned my teeth, glad to replace the taste of fear with mint. Whoever they were at Nelson Dentistry, I was thankful they gave out goody bags.

      I flashed once more upon my friends. They’d be really worried. I closed my eyes and sent them a silent message, hoping somehow it would reach them. I’m all right. Huck’s okay too. We’ll be home soon.

      After cleaning up a bit, I went out to the other room to see how Huck was doing. The living room was considerably warmer than the bedroom. He was fast asleep on the sofa, curled on his side with the blanket draped over him. The fire crackled in the hearth. Lights hung on the patio had been switched on, giving the outside a festive glow. If a stranger had looked in on us, they would have thought this was a romantic getaway.

      I turned back to get another look at Huck. Good Lord above, the man was pretty. His dark lashes splayed against his cheeks, and without creases etched into his forehead, he seemed younger than when he was awake and growling. I watched him for a few more seconds before tiptoeing to the bookshelf to look for a novel to read. I had just picked a mystery when I heard Huck stirring behind me.

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

      He sat all the way up and brought both hands through his hair. “No, I don’t think so. I didn’t mean to fall asleep, but I suddenly felt like I couldn’t keep my eyes open.” Sleeping on the throw pillow hand dented one cheek.

      “I slept hard too.” With the book in my hand, I sat on the edge of the rustic wood coffee table in front of him. “We had an ordeal. If you weren’t tired, I’d have to question whether you’re human.”

      “How are you feeling?” His gaze scrutinized me as if I might fall apart at any moment. “I mean, it’s okay if you’re not all right.”

      I smiled, touched by his concern. “There may have been easier ways to take a vacation.”

      “What would they call this? Unplugging?”

      “Forced unplugging. But look at this place. It’s like something out of a magazine. We might as well enjoy it while we’re here.”

      “You’re right.” He hung his head for a second, shoulders scrunched up near his ears. “But…you know.”

      “I do know.” I touched his shoulder. We’d gone through something together that was specifically unique to us. Regardless of the future, we would always share that.

      He raised just his eyes, leaving his chin tucked into his neck. “Is there wine in this unplugged scenario?”

      “It’s almost five,” I said, remembering that I’d seen a few cases of wine stored at the back of the pantry. “Why not?”

      “These poor people. Now we’re invading their wine cabinet. I’ll be sure to replace everything. In fact, we should write down exactly what we’ve borrowed.” He rose up from the couch, wincing.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked.

      “I have a bump on my head. Nothing serious.” He pushed against a spot above his forehead and winced again.

      “Are you sure? Should I look?” I drew closer and instinctively reached my hand to his head but pulled back at the last moment.

      “What about you?” Huck asked. “Anything that needs tending by your roommate here?”

      I’d noticed my knees were bruised, but that seemed to be it. I relayed this information to Huck. “I feel like a truck hit me.”

      “Or you were slammed into a near-freezing body of water?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      We opened wine and poured two large glasses. Huck put more wood on the fire. I noticed that he’d brought in another load of logs from outside and thanked him for doing so.

      “It’s no problem. I’m glad to do it. The stack on the patio should last us another day, but I’m going to have to figure out how to get to the shed for more.” He sank into one of the armchairs and sipped from his wine. “What should we eat for dinner? A frozen pizza?”

      I nodded but didn’t answer, too busy savoring the wine. “This is good. I hope it’s not too expensive.” I was already worried about how I was going to pay for half of everything we were consuming from our unsuspecting hosts.

      “Don’t worry about it. I got you covered, either way.”

      “How did you know I was thinking about money?” I asked.

      “It hasn’t been that long ago that I worried about money,” he said. “When I first got out of college and took my first reporter job, things were tight.”

      Somehow I hadn’t imagined him ever worried about money. However, it was his parents who were wealthy, not him. “Did it clean you out to buy the newspaper?” I’d always wondered about that but had never felt as if I could ask.

      “Nah, the former editor couldn’t wait to get rid of it. I’d lived cheap when I was overseas, so I had a little nest egg I could use.”

      “Do you ever miss it?”

      “Miss what?” He took another drink of his wine. “Oh, you mean my former job?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’ve been curious about that and what brought you home in the first place.” I knew I was in dangerous territory. Asking him about his past was risky. Anytime I’d done it before, he’d bitten my head off. That said, we seemed to be at a different level of friendship after nearly dying together.

      “I was done with that kind of work. A few things happened that last year I was there that convinced me life was too short.”

      “Was it hard to give up on your dream?”

      He shrugged. “By that point, I’d figured out it was not a dream anyone should have. I just wanted to get home and forget all about what I’d seen during the years I covered the war.”

      “That’s what brought me out here, too. In a way. My war was with my mother.” I touched my forehead, then brushed my bangs over my forehead.

      “Why Emerson Pass?” Huck asked. “Of all the places in the country to move, why there?”

      “I read an article about great winter wedding destinations in this travel magazine when I was a kid. I cut out the article and stuck it in a book. Every once in a while I’d take it out and look at the photo of the church with the red door and think about what it would be like to live in a place like that. When I finished school and had had enough of the city, I sold everything that wouldn’t fit into my old Honda and came west.” What a trip that had been. It had felt as if the whole world were at my fingertips. My real life starting at last. “I can remember the first time I drove into town like it was yesterday. Have you ever felt in your gut that something was right even though there wasn’t much evidence to back it up?”

      “Sure,” Huck said, noncommittally. “Where’s your mother now?”

      “As far as I know, she’s still living in upstate New York where I grew up. I haven’t talked to her in years. I was thinking about her earlier, wondering how long it would take her to find out I was dead. And would she even care?”

      “I’m sure she would.”

      “I don’t think so. One time I heard her say to one of the boyfriends that she’d never wanted to be a mother and couldn’t wait for me to leave.”

      His eyes softened with obvious sympathy. “That’s rough. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m fine now. But I’ll never forgive her or let her back into my life. There are some grievances you can’t let go. Some actions that cannot be forgiven.”

      He clicked his tongue, clearly understanding.

      “You don’t think we’ll be stuck here longer than we have food, do you?” I asked after a few minutes of silence.

      “No, I’ve seen a lot of blizzards. They eventually stop. There’s a lot of food in there. I did a good search while you were sleeping. We have enough for at least a week. Plus, there were muffin mixes as well as flour and sugar and whatever else it is you use to make pancakes or biscuits.”

      “A biscuit sounds really good.” My mouth watered.

      “Doesn’t it? I saw a cookbook in the kitchen if you want to give them a try. I wouldn’t argue with you if you decided to take up cooking while we’re stuck here.”

      I laughed. “I was wondering what we were going to do here. Besides read, that is. There are some good reads on that shelf.” I held up the book to show him. “A few of your dad’s books, too.”

      “Figures.”

      I studied him for a moment. What was it exactly that bothered him about his father’s success?

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he said.

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re trying to figure me out.”

      “I am trying to figure you out,” I said. “Why don’t you read your dad’s books?”

      He took a long time to answer. “I don’t know exactly. I guess I don’t want to be inside my father’s head. It’s hard to explain.”

      That made sense. Sort of. However, he wrote characters, so it wasn’t completely like getting into his father’s head. I decided to change the subject. “Tell me about Tiffany’s manuscript. Are you almost done?”

      He looked into the fire. “Yes, it’s off to an editor friend of mine. It felt good to work on something like that. Something important. It sickens me every time I think about what she went through—what those men did to the girls.”

      I nodded, feeling that familiar pang every time I thought about sweet Tiffany growing up in a cult.

      “She’s thankful for your help, I know that,” I said. Tiffany had truly blossomed of late, thanks to Breck’s love and support. In addition, she’d mentioned recently that telling her story to Huck had lessened the hold the past had on her. Maybe I should do the same?

      We were quiet for a few minutes, sipping our wine. Despite all the reasons why he shouldn’t, Huck intrigued me. He was quiet most of the time, other than when he was growling at me. However, I had a feeling that his mind was never quiet.

      “I was thinking about her book earlier,” Huck said. “Not at the moment, obviously, but when I realized we weren’t dead, I thought about what mattered to me and what I was proud of. You might be surprised to know how few things are on that list. Her story might be the best work I’ve ever done.”

      Given his career as a war correspondent, it surprised me to hear him say that a book told to him by someone else was his most important work. Again, still waters ran deep.

      “Do you ever think about writing the story of your time in Afghanistan?” I braced myself for a harsh retort to mind my own business.

      Instead, he shook his head. “I don’t think I ever could. Reliving it would be too hard. I’ve repressed some, too. And then I wonder, does anyone really need to know what I saw over there? It’s not like anyone can do anything. I couldn’t. Not one thing that would change anything over there for the better. And now, well, you know what’s happened recently. When I think of all the good people I met over there.” He closed his eyes, and his face twitched as if he were in physical pain. “Never mind. Let’s talk about something else. Tell me about your new job at the gallery.”

      I did as he asked, describing the work we’d done to get the gallery up and running. “I’ve mostly worked with Jennie on it. Crystal’s just funding the project for her mom.” Jennie, Crystal’s mother, was a successful potter and knew a lot of respected artists. Her idea was to feature several new artists every quarter. “She’s hoping to sell some pieces for her artist friends. We have a lot of people with money that come through Emerson Pass during ski season.”

      “It’s a good idea. I’ll be sure to do a piece for the paper.”

      Just then, we heard a tremendous crash that sounded like it was right next to the patio. “What was that?” I jumped up, hands and feet tingling with fear. Loud noises brought me right back to my childhood. I went to the window, sure I would see a man with a gun. It wasn’t a man. A bear was making himself at home on the patio, rooting around. Was he looking for food?

      “It’s a bear,” I said, voice shaking. “He’s hungry. It’s spring and he probably just woke up.”

      “You’re right about that.” Huck got up to join me, sounding amused. “But he can’t get in here.”

      “What about the broken window?” Could a bear reach inside and unlock a door?

      “He won’t come in. He’s more afraid of us than we are him.”

      “I don’t think so.” I eyed the bear warily. He wasn’t a large bear. I didn’t think, anyway. In fact, he was kind of cute, all brown and furry. Not that I wanted him to come any closer.

      Instinctively, I moved toward Huck. The man might be grumpy, but he knew his way around these woods. “I’m glad you’re here. Or I’d probably already have been eaten by a bear.”

      “I don’t know that he’d choose you for his supper—too scrawny.”

      “Not if he hasn’t eaten all winter,” I said. “Even a skinny chicken wing is better than none.”

      Huck laughed. “Give it a minute. He’ll see there’s no food out there and scuttle off. The trash cans are in the shed there, so he can’t get in there. You have to do that out here or you’d have a bear in the trash every day.”

      I thought longingly of my apartment above the newspaper offices. The second story was much more unlikely to be inhabited by a bear or any other creature. Although one morning I’d woken to a raccoon’s face staring at me from the tree outside my bedroom windows.

      We stood side by side and watched as the bear got bored and ambled away, through the snow and down toward the riverbank.

      “I feel bad for him,” I said. “How’s he supposed to find anything to eat with all this snow?”

      “He’ll find some fish.” Huck chuckled. “But I bet he’s super irritated with the weather. He’s wondering why he didn’t stay hibernating.”

      I went to stand in front of the fire, feeling suddenly chilled. The heat felt good on the back of my legs.

      “That reminds me,” Huck said. “Your clothes are clean and dry.”

      He disappeared for a few seconds and came back with my jeans and sweater folded into a neat square. He cleared his throat. “Your underthings are in the folds of the jeans.”

      “Are you blushing?” I asked, laughing.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not thirteen.”

      My observations had led me to believe that most men were thirteen in their minds. I didn’t say so, though. We were getting along so well. I didn’t want to mess anything up by shooting off my mouth.

      I went to the bedroom to change out of the baggy jeans and sweatshirt into my own clothes. Doing something so normal made me feel more like myself. If I could just put my friends out of my mind, I could enjoy myself a little. That’s when it hit me. My camera was in Huck’s car. How had I not thought of it until now? I let out a wail.

      “What’s wrong?” Huck’s voice came from behind the closed bedroom door.

      I yanked it open. “My camera and lenses. My laptop. They were in the car. I can’t believe I just thought of it.”

      His face fell. “I’m sorry. My computer was in there. Thank God I religiously back things up.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed, feeling sick to my stomach. “I can’t afford new equipment.”

      “Do you have insurance?”

      I brightened, remembering that I’d taken out a policy when I started renting from Huck. “I do. Renters’ insurance. In case I burned down the building.”

      “Don’t even say that.” He smiled in a way that was surprisingly reassuring. “But good idea. Your policy will probably cover your equipment.”

      I certainly hoped so. Without my camera, the entire wedding season would be a bust. Just when things were picking up. I buried my face in my hands, suddenly overwhelmed.

      We agreed to fix dinner and not dwell on this thing we had no control over anyway.

      Wasn’t that always true in life? We wasted so much energy on that which we couldn’t fix. It was better to focus on what you could change. Right now it was my attitude.

      Huck poured us more wine while I surveyed the contents of the pantry. “I know how to make pasta and heat up sauce.”

      “Sounds delicious.”

      “No meatballs, though,” I said, teasing. “By the end of this storm, I’ll have you eating vegetarian.”

      “As long as someone else makes it, I’m happy.”

      Was that true? Was he easygoing about such things? I contemplated this as we moved around the small kitchen, careful not to touch each other. Why was that? Did we think we might explode if we brushed hands?

      “How come you don’t have a girlfriend?” I asked, before thinking it through. Should I have kept that one to myself? By the immediate scowl that transformed him from handsome to grumpy, the answer would be yes. “Never mind,” I added hastily and with a note of apology in my voice.

      “No, it’s all right. I’m not used to talking about things like this. The reason I don’t have a girlfriend? Let’s see. How long have you got?”

      “Well, apparently, at least a few more days.” I pointed toward the windows.

      “I dated a few women when I was overseas. Other reporters. But nothing serious. More like two lonely souls in the loneliest of places taking comfort from each other. Since then, I haven’t been interested in bringing an unsuspecting woman into my messiness. I mean, you know. You work with me almost every day. Am I a man who should have a girlfriend?”

      “Well…” I smiled, hoping to take the edge off what I was about to say. “You’re not the easiest person to get along with.”

      “Right. And I come with enough baggage to plow over any good woman before too long.”

      “Maybe a girlfriend would help? You might feel less grumpy if you were having sex on a regular basis.”

      “Perhaps. But it wouldn’t be just sex, would it? That’s not how women work.”

      “What does that mean?” I bristled. Here it was. The whole: women want commitment and because they do, I’m suffocating speech. God, I hated that.

      “Before you get all mad, I mean that at our age, women want to date seriously, not sleep around. I’m not in any position to offer anyone a partnership. You of all people should know that.”

      “It’s good that you know that,” I said. “So you don’t break someone’s heart unnecessarily.”

      “Exactly.” He looked somewhat satisfied by my response. “It’s actually more responsible to simply stay away from women.”

      “Is there anyone you like, though?” I asked. “Anyone you wish they’d agree to just sex with no attachments?”

      His eyes flickered with an emotion I couldn’t read. There might be a woman, but he wasn’t about to tell me. “What about you, Collins?”

      As we’d talked, I’d filled a pot with water and set it on the burner. “There’s no one in my life worth going to the trouble. I’m too old for games, and men don’t like women like me for a relationship.”

      “Why do you say that?” He poured more wine into my glass and then leaned against the counter with his arms folded. “What’s wrong with you?” He asked this without inflection, as if he were truly interested in what I had to say.

      “I’m not like Tiffany or Brandi. They’re sweet and nurturing. Great mothers. Great looking on some man’s arm.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “Well, look at me.” I ran a hand down the front of my jeans.

      “I’m looking. What I see is a rare beauty.”

      I laughed. “Rare? What’s that?”

      “I mean you’re exceptionally pretty. Different looking than a lot of women with their long hair and pink sweaters but pretty nonetheless.”

      “Pink sweaters,” I said, laughing. “Instead of combat boots and tattoos?” I moved my collar to show him the dragonfly just above my left breast.

      “Why a dragonfly?” Huck asked.

      “I love them. They’re so colorful and optimistic.”

      “Optimistic? How can you tell?”

      “I mean, flying around like that all day with those delicate wings? How can they be anything but optimistic? Don’t they know how vulnerable they are?”

      “I never thought of it that way, but you have a point.” He picked up his wineglass and took a slug. “Aren’t we all like the dragonflies, though? Running around with our delicate wings or hearts, as the case may be, expecting we’ll be fine when the truth is we’re a second away from complete disaster?”

      “Like today?” I asked. “Except we’re still here.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      “Did it make you think about things you wish you’d already done?” I asked, flushing as I realized I’d just revealed my own thoughts.

      “Yeah, if you want to know the truth. I should be a better person. Unfortunately, that may not be possible.”

      “What would make you a better person? Like what would you have to do? Rescue some cats or orphans?”

      “I could start with my family. They’re all so nice, and I’m sarcastic and caustic. All the ‘tics.’ They all love me, even though I don’t deserve it. I can see my mom struggling all the time to find a way to connect with me. But I’m shut down. I can’t seem to figure a way out—a way to fly around like a dragonfly with this innate sense that all will be well. I know it isn’t and never will be. We might have moments of respite, but eventually, everything goes wrong again.”

      “But we can’t live that way,” I said. “We have to find a way to believe the future will be better than the present.”

      “What about those of us who, even during moments of peace, we’re waiting for something bad to happen?”

      “Maybe get a tattoo? One that reminds you that life is hard, yes, but also beautiful. We have to have faith that everything will work for good in the end.”

      He stared at me with his head tilted to one side. “Do you really believe that?”

      “Most of the time, yes.”

      “Even after everything you went through?” Huck asked.

      “Yeah, even then.”

      He drifted toward the window and looked out into the darkness. “What would my tattoo be of? What could possibly make my entire personality change and make me a true believer in the lightness?”

      “When you were a kid, full of possibility, what would you have chosen?” I asked softly. The water bubbled in the pan, ready for the spaghetti, but I held the package tight against my stomach, waiting for his answer.

      “An eagle, I suppose.” He turned slowly to face me. “They’re powerful. Strong. Smart. They soar close to God.”

      “Good choice.” I gave him a wistful smile, moved by his confession and wishing I could take him in my arms and reassure him that everything would be all right. But I didn’t know that for sure. He was right. Living every day with hope was hard. What other choice did we have, though? Curl up and hibernate like a bear? Or soar like an eagle?

      I’d choose to soar. Every time. Every day.

      For now, I’d make us some spaghetti and open more wine.
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      “Wait a minute, Darby and Jamie knew each other before moving to Emerson Pass?” I asked Stormi as I nibbled on a cookie we’d found in the pantry. We’d cleaned up the dinner dishes and were now back in front of the fire. The wind had died down, leaving a sense of stillness behind. Snow continued to fall.

      “Yes, they met when Jamie was staying with her brother in Cliffside Bay at a bar one night and had a one-night thing. Then, strangely enough, they both moved to Emerson Pass.”

      “Trey Wattson is Jamie’s brother, right?” I asked. Trey had done a lot of the interior design on homes lost in the fire, including mine.

      “That’s right. Older brother. They’re from San Diego, I think.”

      “What a shocker, to see someone you never thought you’d see again.”

      “Totally. A casual encounter in a bar is one thing. You’ll probably never see the person again. But then to find out the person moved to the same small town as you? Kind of a nightmare.” Stormi had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders like a scarf and was curled up on one end of the couch. I was in one of the chairs, purposely keeping my distance. I think I’d almost kissed her earlier. That had been my inclination, anyway, until I came to my senses at the last moment. This snowed-in-remote-cabin thing had me discombobulated. It didn’t help that she was so pretty. I don’t know how I’d not noticed her delicate bone structure before. Seeing her in the bathtub had awakened thoughts I shouldn’t be having. My friends might have been right that my hostility toward her was hiding a deep attraction.

      Darn. I hated it when they were right.

      “And now they have to see each other all the time,” Stormi said. “Because of the building where they live, obviously, but also because everyone’s become friends. There’s no escaping the friend group.”

      “For a long time, it was just Breck, Trapper, and me. Then, Trap and Brandi got back together and it snowballed—Garth and Crystal, then Breck and Tiffany. I’m going to be the only man left standing.”

      “Do you want to be?” She reached out to grab her wineglass. “Do you want to find someone to share your life with?”

      I didn’t answer for a moment, formulating my response. Did I want someone? It wasn’t something I thought about any longer. “I can’t imagine anyone who would put up with me,” I said.

      “So it’s easier to close yourself up and then no one can hurt you? No disappointment, either.”

      “That’s right,” I said.

      “For most of my life, I’ve just been trying to survive. Love seemed superfluous and like it’s for other people. Like I said earlier. I have my work. That should be enough.”

      “Maybe. Until your work betrays you. And then you’re left without much.”

      “Is that what happened to you?” Stormi asked.

      I nodded but didn’t add anything further. There was no way I was going into all of that. Not tonight, anyway. Strangely enough, telling her what had happened to me over there didn’t seem like an impossibility. She was refreshingly nonjudgmental. A good listener, too. I hadn’t noticed that before. But how could I have? I hadn’t given her a chance to talk to me at all. From the moment she walked into the newspaper offices, I’d been pushing her away.

      “I’m sorry,” Stormi said. “I should mind my own business.”

      “No, it’s not that. I just don’t want to talk about it. All of it—it’s too hard after the day we had.”

      I changed the subject back to gossip about our friends. “Do you think Jamie and Darby like each other, or was it just a one-night thing?”

      “She won’t admit it, but I’d say yes. She told me they have phenomenal chemistry and that every time we all hang out she has to give herself stern instructions to stay away from him.”

      “If they have all that chemistry, why not just go for it?” I knew the answer to my own question. Because people are complicated and insecure, with all kinds of self-induced misery.

      She looked flummoxed for a moment. “I don’t know, actually. I’ve never thought to ask her why she’s so adamant that they never repeat what happened back in California. Jamie hasn’t really explained it. Any time one of us brings him up, she gets quiet. I think she may have daddy issues. He’s a real jerk, from what she says.” She wrapped the blanket tighter around her torso. “When I was a kid, I wished I knew my real dad, but maybe I was the lucky one. If he’d been around, I’m sure he would have been as bad as all the others, only this one I’d share DNA with, which would be worse.” She wrinkled her nose. “Or is that all mixed-up thinking?”

      “Which part?” I asked. “Because if you’re looking at it from just a factual standpoint, your mother’s track record with men isn’t good. Using that knowledge, we can assume he was probably terrible.”

      Her expression changed to one of contentment, as if I’d understood perfectly. “That’s exactly how I think of it.”

      The lights flickered. She jerked and looked over at the lamp behind me. “What if the electricity goes out?”

      “The stove is gas,” I said. “And we’ll have heat from the fire.”

      “Are there any candles?” She was on her feet before I could tell her that I’d already taken care of it. “Should I look for some?”

      I gestured with a lift of my chin toward a drawer in the built-in cabinets on one side of the hearth. “I found some in there. A flashlight, too, there on the table. We’ll be fine.”

      She sank back into the couch. “You really are a Boy Scout. Thanks for taking such good care of me.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” I said, gruffer than I wished.

      “I really hope our friends and family aren’t stressing about where we are. The girls always worry about me anyway, but this is a whole new level.”

      “Why do they worry?”

      She shrugged under the blanket, lifting the corners to reveal a jean-clad thigh. “I’ve had a lot of struggles since the fire. Money, mostly. They’re all lucky to have family help if they need it. Well, not Tiffany, obviously. She was in the same boat as me until she started up with Breck. Now she’s set. I’m so happy for her, but it’s lonely being the only one with money issues. If things hadn’t changed recently, I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to continue my photography business. What was I supposed to do, though? Be a waitress or bartender the rest of my life?”

      “There’s no shame in hard work,” I said. “Some of the best people I know do work that people dismiss as unimportant. Makes me mad, actually. Not everyone has to be a lawyer.”

      “I know, but I’m in my late twenties and I thought I’d have more to show for my life than waitressing and living in an apartment above the newspaper office. No offense. It’s a great little place.”

      “But it’s small and a rental. You’d like a house of your own.”

      “Or at least a condo.”

      “Don’t count yourself out yet.”

      “Growing up, I was so jealous of all the kids who lived in nice houses with intact families. I guess I still am.”

      “A house doesn’t mean it’s a home,” I said, thinking of my new, beautiful place that felt as lonely and cold as my heart.

      “I suppose that’s true,” Stormi said. “But it’s still my biggest dream.” She brought her hands out from under the blanket to splay them on either side of her face in a dramatic gesture. “To own a house with a little yard where I can grow tomatoes.”

      “That’s strangely specific,” I said, laughing.

      “I love tomatoes. Especially the cherry ones. They burst in your mouth and never disappoint.”

      “You’ll get it,” I said. “The house and a little garden. I have no doubts. Someday you’ll be the most sought-out photographer in the world. Your photos will be hanging in our gallery and all over the country.”

      She stared at me, her mouth open slightly. “I don’t think so. There are not that many famous photographers. And I’m not going to be one of them.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. I’m not in New York taking fashion photos or celebrity stuff. No one’s going to hang a wedding montage in a gallery.”

      “No, but some of the work you’ve done for the paper could be.”

      “What are you talking about?” She pointed at the wineglass. “You better make that one your last drink.”

      “I’m serious,” I said. “I’ve never told you before how talented I think you are. My little paper doesn’t deserve to have someone like you. You’re a really good photojournalist, even if we don’t have many newsworthy subjects.”

      “That’s kind of you to say.” Her voice sounded husky in the quiet room. “I love working at the paper. Actually, I like it better than the wedding photography, which has surprised me a lot. Capturing small-town moments for the paper has given me a lot of joy. I know you think what we report on is silly, but to me, it’s like living in a fairy tale.”

      “Which part exactly?” I asked, scratching the back of my neck. “Do you mean the festivals and our obsession with celebrating each season?”

      “Yes, all of that.” Her voice sounded dreamy as she continued. “We live in such a sweet little town. One that’s stuck in time while still being modern and lovely. All the shops and the main part of town are adorable. And then there are the statues in the park. I love those. They give me something to aspire to. Every day when I take Sassy out for her walk, I stop at the one of Alexander Barnes and think about what he did—making something out of nothing—and it gives me the courage to keep going and to keep wishing for things even though they seem impossible.”

      “What do you dream about? Other than your little house?” I asked, too curious to stay quiet. The more I learned about her the more interesting she became to me. She was not at all what I’d thought. Under her tough exterior was a soft, kind-spirited woman. One I wanted to know more about.

      “You’ll think it’s dumb.”

      “Try me,” I said.

      “I want to go into a store and gather what I want, whether it be a clothing store or groceries, and not look at prices. Not worry about the total amount at the end and worry if my debit card will go through or have to dig out the exact change from the bottom of my purse. I’d just hand them a card and tell them to package it all up. My friends do that, you know. Brandi and Crystal, of course.”

      “Right.” Crystal was the widow of a billionaire tech guy. She and Garth didn’t live like it, but they could probably buy up the entire town and still have money left over. Brandi had a very successful bakery in town. Trapper had retired from the professional hockey league with more money than he would ever need. Breck had inherited a fortune from his dad. Now that Tiffany was set to marry him, she’d never have to worry about money again. “Well, I think you’ll make that dream happen. My dad didn’t get his first publishing deal until he was almost forty. There’s always a chance to make your dreams come true. As long as you don’t die at the bottom of the river.”

      “Huck, that’s terrible.” She giggled and tossed back her blanket to pick up her drink. “Although it does put everything into perspective, doesn’t it?” She turned to look at me. “What about you? Do you have new dreams now that you’ve already conquered one and found out it’s not as great as you thought it be?”

      “You’ll think it’s dumb.”

      “Try me,” she said, repeating my words from earlier.

      I’d never told anyone this. Or really ever admitted it to myself. But as the day progressed and I’d completed the tasks necessary to keep us warm and fed, thoughts about the rest of my life had crept in. What if my life had ended today? What regrets would I have? The answer had come suddenly, almost knocking me off my feet. I pushed the last piece of ice in my glass around with the tip of my index finger. “I want to write a novel. More than one even.”

      She gaped at me. “Really? A novel? What kind of novel?”

      “A thriller. With a James Bond type of hero. A flawed man who does important feats in the world. Someone like me, only badass.”

      “You are badass.”

      Her compliment pleased me. I felt that vote of confidence in my mouth, as sweet as candy. I mumbled a word of thanks.

      “What’s stopped you?” Stormi asked. “From writing it?”

      “Can you guess?” I asked.

      “Probably.” She held up her hand and began to count off as she spoke. “Your dad’s success is intimidating. You’re worried you won’t be able to write anything good. Lastly, you’re afraid to look stupid.”

      A burst of air through my nose sounded precariously close to a snort. “That pretty much nails it,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t have to tell anyone while you were writing it. Until you’re sure it’s good. which it will be. You’re a fantastic writer. The articles you write for the paper are…” She shook her head. “I don’t even know how to say it. I’m not a word person, obviously. But they’re excellent. The series you’ve been doing highlighting some of our older residents makes me cry.”

      “You read those?”

      “Of course I do. I read the entire paper every weekend. But I never do the crossword puzzle. I hate those things. They make me feel really stupid.”

      “Well, those are syndicated, so I can’t be blamed.”

      “Anyway, they’re special. I hear people talking about them all the time. If you think the work you do doesn’t matter, you should think again.”

      “Well, now that we have our futures all mapped out, what should we do next?”

      As if God were answering me instead of Stormi, the lights flickered and then went completely out, leaving us in the glow of the fire.

      Stormi cursed under her breath and looked over at me. “Please tell me those will come back on.”

      “I’m not sure.” I was already up and headed toward the cupboard with the candles. I’d noticed them earlier when searching for electrical tape. There was a package with a hundred tea lights as well as a half dozen fat, round ones. It had given me the impression that the power often went out here.

      I used a lighter from the same drawer to light a few of the larger ones. Then, using one to illuminate my path, went into the kitchen to find a few small plates for tea lights.

      When I returned to the living room, Stormi was standing by the fire. Her hands were twisted together in front of her and she was shifting from one foot to the other. Was she afraid of the dark?

      “Nothing to worry about,” I said, setting four tea candles on each plate.

      “How will I find the bathroom in the middle of the night?” Her voice sounded small and almost childlike. She was afraid of the dark.

      “Of everything that happened today, I don’t think that’s much of a problem. You walked a mile nearly frozen. You lost all your equipment. You’re stuck here with…me. And you haven’t broken. A little dark won’t break you.”

      “I-I don’t like it when the power goes out. It reminds me of when I was a kid. Monsters under my bed and that kind of thing.”

      The darkness had brought monsters to life. Monsters in the form of men. “No one can hurt you. Not while I’m here.”

      “Are you sure? What if someone gets in here?”

      “If someone could get in here it would mean we could get out. Which we both know is impossible.”

      “If you’re going to be rational about everything, then I have no use for you.” She drew in a breath and gave me a tremulous but brave smile.

      “I’ll be right here, all night.” I patted the arm of the couch. “All you have to do is call out and I’ll come running.”

      Her eyes glistened in the candlelight. “It’s kind of far away from the bedroom. What if the wind starts again and you can’t hear me?”

      I swallowed a laugh. This place couldn’t be larger than twelve hundred square feet. It would be impossible not to hear her. “I’m a light sleeper. I’ll hear you.”

      “Or you could just sleep in the bedroom with me. The bed’s big. A queen. Plenty of room.”

      I studied her. What was this? An invitation to spend the night with her? But in what capacity? As a protector or a lover?

      “Don’t look like you’ve just smelled something bad,” Stormi said, teasing but with an edge to her voice. “We’ve already agreed to be friends, haven’t we? I promise not to get my girl germs on you.”

      “You don’t smell bad. The opposite, in fact.”

      “But the idea of sharing a bed with me makes you sick?”

      I hesitated, unsure how to proceed. “No, it doesn’t make me sick. I’d have to be mentally incapacitated…” I placed a finger over my mouth as I trailed off, still without any idea of how to answer her without giving myself away. “If you want to know the truth, I don’t trust myself to be that close to you and not do something that would embarrass us both.”

      “Oh.” She sucked in a breath, clearly surprised by my answer. “That’s different from being repulsed.”

      “Stormi, I’m not repulsed by you. Quite the opposite.” My attraction toward her had seemed to grow with every passing minute. “I would hate to give you any inkling of feeling unsafe or threatened by my presence.”

      “I see.” She dipped her pointy chin into her neck and switched her gaze to the floor. “Before today, I thought you might be like the men my mother would allow into our house. Angry men. Always mad about one thing or the other, shouting and throwing things. Hitting me for one crime or the other. Crimes I never understood. You seemed angry all the time. Now I see a new side of you. The side of you I believe is truer than the bitterness and anger. I’ve seen the real you today, and I’m no longer afraid.”

      Energy drained from me until I was a limp rag doll standing there, embarrassed and humbled. “I’m sorry I made you feel that way.”

      “It’s all right. I understand.”

      Now I really didn’t know what to say, other than to express relief. “I’m glad you no longer feel threatened or scared by me. I’m devastated to hear that I made you feel that way.”

      “It reminded me of the boyfriends,” she said softly. “And made me want to run and hide.”

      Oh God. An image of small Stormi came to mind, playing in front of me like a home movie. I could easily imagine her huddled behind a piece of furniture, praying to become invisible. Was that why she’d become a photographer? No one paid attention to the person taking the pictures. Having subject matters to capture had allowed her to shrink into the background.

      “I’m sorry, Stormi. I’m such an ass. My anger has nothing to do with you. Never did.” In a million years I would never have thought Stormi was afraid of men. She always seemed so self-assured and tough. I could see now it was an act. “I’ve seen a new side to you today, too.”

      “But you don’t like me,” she whispered. “Just like them. They never liked me.”

      “For heaven’s sake, Stormi. I’ve been insanely attracted to you. That’s where the hostility came from. I didn’t want to be, and it pissed me off. I couldn’t admit it to myself or anyone else, for that matter.”

      There it was. The truth. And now I stood, waiting for her response, knowing I didn’t deserve a positive reaction but wanting one as desperately as I’d ever wanted anything in my life.
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      I couldn’t believe my ears. Had Huck Clifton just admitted to an attraction toward me? I’d thought so way back when I’d first met him. Had there been a spark between us? I don’t think so. About five minutes after I met him, it had become obvious he disliked me. I’d seen the irritation and impatience in his eyes when I was around. Had I misinterpreted it?

      “Say something, please,” Huck said. “Anything.”

      “I’m shocked. Quite shocked.”

      He held up his hands in surrender. “It’s not like you have to do anything with that information or feel worried I’m going to hit on you. I just wanted you to know so you wouldn’t feel afraid of me. I feel like the biggest heel in the world thinking that I’ve done that to you all these months.”

      “I was attracted to you too,” I said. “The first time we ever met, my eyes about fell out of my head. Do you remember that first day?”

      He nodded, a wry twist turning up one corner of his full mouth. “I remember very well. You came in like a tornado and mixed up all my thoughts.”

      “I felt something then, but later I decided it was my imagination. Or, more likely, one-sided.”

      “Apparently not.” He grinned, lessening the tension between us.

      “Well, darn, now what do we do?” I twinkled back at him, hoping he’d get the hint.

      “Not that,” Huck said. “Definitely not that.”

      “What? I didn’t say anything.” My cheeks flamed. My mind had gone exactly there. I’d caught a glimpse of him without many clothes on earlier, and I sure wouldn’t mind seeing it again.

      “It would be a terrible idea. I mean, what would happen when we got out of here? Awkwardness and everything. We’d be like Darby and Jamie.”

      My hope faded as quickly as it had come. “Right. Because you would never consider a relationship, especially with me.”

      Even in the dim light, I could see the way his teeth clenched under that gorgeous jaw. However, I couldn’t read what the glitter in his eyes meant. Had I just made a total fool of myself? I had. For sure. I should know better than to open my big mouth. Anyway, Huck was the very worst choice I could make. Here and now and when we got out of here. The whole thing would blow up into a natural disaster like the fire that had taken out half of our mountain.

      “I should go to bed,” I said, finally. “I’ll take a candle and brush my teeth in the bathroom. We can probably find some blankets for the couch.” Even as I suggested it, I was worried he would be really cold. Once the fire died down, there was no source of heat in the small cabin.

      “Yeah, good idea. I should get some shut-eye too.”

      And that was that. The moment of intimacy vanished as fast as the lights had gone out.
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      I lay in bed staring into the darkness. I’d never seen a room this dark in my life. Without light sources coming from streetlights or cars, I couldn’t even see my hand in front of my face. Thankfully, Huck had sent me to bed with a flashlight. I reached for it, clasping my fingers around the cold metal. It could also be used to fight a bear if he decided to come in and try to eat me.

      Perhaps it was my earlier nap or the stimulation of Huck Clifton, but I was wide-awake. From the living room came the sound of the scraping of the grate over the hearth tiles as he tossed a few more logs on the fire. These were noises both reassuring and agitating. I could imagine the way his thigh muscles bulged against his jeans as he knelt near the flames. I flamed as hot as the fire at the thought.

      After a few minutes, his voice called to me through the crack I’d left in the door. “You all settled in?”

      “Yes. But it’s too dark to sleep.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Just close your eyes, and you won’t notice the dark.”

      “That’s not true,” I called out. “It’s the same either way.”

      “You’re not scared, are you?”

      “The bear really can’t get in here, right?” I asked.

      “He can’t. Anyway, we already established that he’d eat me first. Way more meat.”

      “Are you calling me scrawny, Clifton?” I smiled into the darkness, wishing he were next to me.

      “You’ve got everything in the right places.”

      His words sent a shiver up my spine, and not because I was cold. Actually, the duvet was doing its job, because suddenly I was toasty. Thinking of Huck made me warmer.

      “How’s the couch?” I asked.

      “Skinny.”

      “Don’t fall off and hit your head. I need you.” The words came out a little breathier than I’d expected. I was a bad person. A weak person. One who hadn’t had any physical contact with a man in way too long. How long had it been? Never mind. I sighed and rolled to my other side. Still couldn’t see a thing. This tension in my body would never allow me to sleep. If only I could read, but without lights even that was impossible.

      “Good night, Stormi.”

      “Night.”

      I heard the creak of floorboards as he walked back to the couch.

      I’d had very few dates or hints of romance since I moved to Emerson Pass. A few flings here and there, but nothing that stuck. Why was that? Was I right that I wasn’t the type of woman a man would choose for his forever mate? If only I were a nicer person. Good luck with that. I was lucky not to be a serial killer given everything that happened during my childhood.

      I rolled back the other way, making the bed groan softly from my shifting weight. Was Huck warm enough in there? We’d only found one additional blanket, and he’d insisted I keep the down comforter on the bed. The other one was more of a throw blanket for decoration and daytime snuggling, not to keep a man warm during a frigid night. What happened when the fire died out?

      “Are you warm enough in there?” I called out, hoping he wasn’t yet asleep.

      He didn’t answer for a few seconds, as if taking his time to construct an answer. He’d tell me he was fine, I thought. There was no way he’d tell me if he was cold. Too much pride. And he didn’t want me to worry about him. When we’d said good night earlier, he’d told me to get some good sleep and that everything would be better in the morning. It had been a strangely comforting little speech. Was that what it was like to have a boyfriend who actually cared about you?

      I really wouldn’t know. The boy I’d dated during art school had not been the comforting type. He was too busy running from commitment to concentrate on any moments of reassurance about his feelings for me or anything else. We’d dated for two years, but he never once stayed over in my room.

      I tried to picture his face, but nothing came to me. Instead, Huck’s grin from earlier appeared. Why did he have to be so good-looking? It was easier to ignore his handsomeness when he was being caustic or impatient. Today, he’d been heroic. No question about it. Huck Clifton had impressed me. It took a lot these days for anyone to evoke admiration from my tainted heart. Everywhere I looked lately, all I could see was hypocrisy and selfishness.

      Maybe you need to look more closely at those around you, a voice in my head whispered.

      I twisted my legs the other direction. They actually ached tonight from our trudge through the snow and perhaps the trauma of submerging in the almost-freezing temperature of the river.

      Was that why this had happened? To make me more appreciative of the people around me? I too often focused on people in my life who disappointed or disgusted me. In my defense, waitressing and bartending exposed a person to a lot of abuse and glimpses into the worst of humanity. My friends, though? They’d been there for me when I needed them. Over the last few years, we’d grown as close as these near-perfect families I’d met since moving to Colorado. No matter the situation, if I needed them, Jamie and Tiffany would come. During Tiffany’s ordeal a few months back, we’d become even closer. I hadn’t understood my capacity for friendship until recently. Had I found the family I yearned for in their friendship? The moment we got out of here, I was going to tell them how I felt and thank them for always being there.

      “You still awake?” Huck’s voice startled me, and I jerked upright.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Obviously, Collins.”

      “Right.” I giggled, feeling slightly hysterical. “You’re talking. Wait, maybe you’re a sleep-talker. Are you?”

      “I’m awake. At least I think so.”

      “Are you cold?” I asked. “Tell me the truth.”

      “I’m cold.”

      I opened my eyes as wide as I could. Still total darkness. I couldn’t even see the light from the fire through the crack in the door. Why was that?

      “How come I can’t see any light from the fire?” I asked.

      “I let it die out.”

      “What? Why?” My arms were cold outside of the comforter. I slipped back under the duvet with just my head sticking out.

      “I didn’t want to say anything, but there’s not much wood out there on the patio. We should save it for the daytime, or I’m going to have to carve a tunnel through the snow to the shed.”

      “You’re going to freeze out there,” I said.

      “I am pretty cold.” Huck’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

      “This is a big bed. Just come sleep in here with me.” I held my breath, waiting for an answer.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” I waited, listening for the signs of his movement. Sure enough, the floor creaked, and then a narrow slant of light appeared as he opened the door. His bulk filled the space. He tilted the flashlight upward, making him appear ghoulish.

      “Should I make a joke about The Shining?” Huck asked.

      “Oh my God, don’t even mention that movie.”

      He scuttled around the other side of the bed, fully dressed, including the plaid jacket shirt he’d found on the coatrack. About to climb in with all his clothes on, I stopped him. “Take off your jacket and pants. You’ll be more comfortable.”

      “You trying to get me naked, Collins?”

      “Very funny.” Not so funny. My stomach did a cartwheel, and nerves long dormant seemed to pop into life.

      He turned off the flashlight, bringing back total blackness. I listened to the noises of him undressing. The sound of his jeans being tugged from his legs and tossed onto the end of the bed gave me a twinge in a place it shouldn’t. If he took off the jacket I might explode. Like a kid, he hurled himself under the covers and let out what sounded like a contented sigh.

      “This is heaven,” he said. “I didn’t want to seem like a baby, but I was shivering out there. Thanks for sharing the bed.”

      “You’re welcome.” I could feel the heat of his body from all the way on the other side of the bed. When I’d gotten in earlier I’d thought how large a queen was compared to my full at home. Not so much now.

      “There’s no reason for you to freeze out there when the bed’s here,” I said, hoping I sounded practical instead of lustful. How could I have all these feelings when I’d almost died just this morning? Wasn’t that supposed to give you a different sense of life? Focus on things more important than Huck’s chest muscles? Apparently, the answer was no. We went right back to our normal states of being the moment we were back to safety. Maybe that was a good thing. In general, if we walked around afraid of dying all the time, we’d miss all the living we were supposed to do. Maybe that was another lesson from earlier? We should have as much fun as we could before it was our time.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the firewood,” Huck said.

      “You didn’t want to worry me.”

      “That’s right.” The bed moved. Was he rolling to his side? Away from me or closer? When he spoke, I felt the slightest brush of his breath on my neck. He smelled of citrus and soap.

      “You smell good,” I murmured, half to myself.

      “You do too. You always do,” he added. “I’ve noticed.”

      I hadn’t thought we’d ever been close enough for him to smell me, but maybe he meant yesterday at dinner?

      “You’re full of surprises,” I said.

      “Are we still talking about the firewood?”

      “You know I’m not.” I held my breath waiting for his response.

      “You sleepy yet?” he asked as he moved, making the bed creak.

      “Wide-awake.”

      “Me too.” He shifted again. “This bed seems small.”

      “I was thinking that too.” I moved slightly closer. “It feels good to have you in here, though.”

      “Body heat can be a good thing.”

      “Even for us?” I asked. “I mean, you and me specifically?”

      “Yeah, especially for us.”

      I smiled into the darkness. Screw it. I was going for it. If he rejected me, so what? “I’m glad you found toothbrushes.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I want to have fresh breath when you kiss me for the first time.” There, I said it. See what he’d do with that. You’re it.

      The sound of his soft laughter was the only answer.

      “If you’d like a kiss, that is,” I said.

      “I might like a kiss,” Huck said. “But how come I’m kissing you? Aren’t you the one who should kiss me?”

      “Why would it go that way?”

      “You’re the one who brought it up,” he said. “So I assumed you had a plan.”

      Whether or not my brain had a plan seemed to be superfluous to my body. Everything was awake, dying for his touch. “I don’t have a plan. Actually, this is all instinct, and I don’t know quite what to make of it.”

      “Yeah, me neither.”

      “Anyway, I didn’t invite you in here to kiss you. The idea of you freezing to death in the other room was not to my advantage. I mean, how am I supposed to fight off the bear if you’re frozen stiff in the morning?”

      “I can’t decide if I should be flattered or insulted,” Huck said. “I thought it was my hot body you wanted in here.”

      “Exactly. Body heat. Utilitarian. A way to keep warm.” I laughed, a husky, wanton kind of laugh. What was going on here? Was I suddenly a flirt? A flirt flirting with Huck Clifton. Of all the men on earth, I hadn’t thought it would be him I craved more than anyone I ever had before. Perhaps it was only the circumstances and not a true connection, but I was starting to doubt that was true. It was him—gorgeous, sensitive, brave Huck Clifton.

      His arm snatched out and pulled me close to him. “I’m at your mercy. Whatever you want is what I want to give you. Do you know what you want?”

      “I want you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

      And with that, he kissed me, and all thoughts flew from my head as I gave in to my body and shut off my mind. At the moment of our second kiss, the electricity returned. The lamp beside the bed came on, and we were no longer cast in the dark.

      “Does this mean I should leave you be?” Huck asked, trailing his mouth down my neck.

      With the shivers he was sending up my spine? Not a chance.

      “It could go off again,” I said. “Best you stay put.”

      “If you insist.” With that, he reached over and shut out the light. This time I didn’t mind nearly as much.
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      I woke disoriented. This was not my bed or my bedroom. A lump next to me was warm and smelled good. Really good. I slowly turned to get a better look at my companion. Stormi Collins was asleep next to me, curled up like an adorable cat. It had not been a dream. If it had been a dream, it would have been a fantastic one. Stormi had been…I didn’t know the word to describe what it felt like to hold her, caress her, kiss that sassy mouth. She was soft and yielding yet passionate and assertive. All in all, the heat between us had been one for the record books. Not that I kept score or even had enough women in my past to make a list. If I had one, she’d be at the top.

      Then uncertainty crept in, little by little. Not regret. Not that. But this was Stormi. The girl I supposedly immensely disliked. I had not acted as if I disliked any part of her last night.

      I’d like to have blamed it on booze, but that wasn’t the case. I’d been perfectly sober. What did this mean? Did it have to mean something? Yes, fool, I said to myself. We were connected forever, whether we wanted to be or not, because of the smallness of our town, the closeness of our friend group, and the fact that we’d worked together for several years. This wasn’t a one-night thing either of us could walk away from easily. Did I even want to?

      No, idiot. Why would you?

      Since I’d come home from Afghanistan I’d run from anything that hinted at personal complications. I was a lone wolf. Women who wanted anything more than sex were not for me. As tough as Stormi seemed on the outside, the last few days had shown me a soft, vulnerable side of her. She’d been abused as a child, of that I had no doubt. The scar on her forehead told me as much, as did the hints she’d given me yesterday about how rough it had truly been. Playing with her was not an option. And yet, was I capable of more?

      I watched her sleeping, so cute with her hair sticking up every which way. Her fair skin was flushed from the warmth we shared under the down comforter, and her mouth was red and swollen. Traces of my whiskers scraping the soft skin of her neck were there too. I was a beast.

      A smile twitched the corners of my mouth. She was a beast, too. The best kind of beast.

      Watching her breathe slowly in and out, I softened into the consistency of warm caramel pudding. She was so pretty. Sweet, too. Most of all, brave. It took grit to make it out of her childhood intact, let alone earn an art scholarship and come out here to start a business with no contacts or assistance. I’m not sure how I hadn’t seen that before.

      It was true that I’d been insanely attracted to her from the very first time I ever met her. That I’d confessed that to her, however, was quite a surprise to me. Camille had been right all along. My antagonism toward Stormi was my misguided mind’s attempt to protect myself.

      Lilah. She’d done this to me. Made me afraid to fall in love again. Who could blame me? She’d destroyed me. Used me and tossed me away the moment she got what she wanted. Tossed me aside when I needed her most.

      The pain moved in then, pushing away the softness around my heart that Stormi had evoked. I could not fall for her. Not ever. If she hurt me as Lilah had, I might not recover. I’d barely made it out alive the last time.

      I rolled onto my back and closed my eyes. It was not yet seven. Maybe I could go back to sleep and know what to do about all of this when I woke.

      Instead of sleep, however, thoughts of Lilah pushed their way in, stealing any sense of peace and replacing it with the familiar ache in my chest.

      She’d been assigned the same stories as I, only for a competing paper. All of us on assignment over there hung out together in the evenings, drinking too much in an attempt to forget what we’d seen that day and subsequently put into our articles. She was a tall blond who looked as if she’d just walked off a beach in sunny southern California. Not only was she pretty but she had a fine, quick mind. She was a great writer and had a way of nosing around until she got the full story. Usually beating us all to print. I hadn’t minded so much, especially when we started sharing a bed.

      The guys had all warned me to stay away from her, but none of their words had any effect on me. I wanted her, and that was that. I’d thought we were good together. I’d imagined taking her home with me for a holiday, introducing her to my family. She’d fit in well, I’d told Trapper and Breck in late-night confessional texts. She’d fit well with my family. Smart and interested in the world but also fun-spirited. There wasn’t a party without her at the center of it.

      It was after I brought her home that I started to understand the extent of her ambitions. She’d mentioned to me her dream to write a novel only once. I hadn’t thought much about it. We all hoped to one day write either a novel or a nonfiction account of our war experiences.

      When I took her home for the holidays, she and my dad hit it off immediately. She was charming and clever, drawing all of them into her web like a pretty spider. Even my sister, who I’d always thought had the best instincts about people of anyone I knew, fell for her. The entire week had been The Lilah Show in capital letters.

      What I didn’t know was that she’d brought several completed manuscripts to my father. He’d promised to send them to his agent. It was from him that I even learned that she’d not only written them but had managed to convince his agent of their viability in the marketplace. Before I understood the extent of what it would do to us, she had a three-book deal with one of the big houses after her series idea had gone to auction. She got a huge advance. So big that she immediately quit her job and announced her plans for going home to write fiction full-time.

      “What about us?” I’d asked her.

      She’d looked at me with her cool green eyes as if I’d suggested she cut her own hand off. “Baby, this was just for fun. You’re not in the plan for the future. Not for me, anyway.”

      Then she’d ghosted me. Like, completely. After talking with my sister over the phone, she explained to me that Lilah’s interest in me had been wrapped up in her desire to meet our dad. “She’s ambitious,” Josie had said. “Women like that have a singular focus. For her, it was all about the book deal. I’m sorry you couldn’t see that.”

      I was sorry too. I was a fool. I burned with shame. I’d actually asked my dad for my grandmother’s ring so I could propose. God, even after all this time, I felt that burn of her rejection and manipulation. She’d used me to get to my dad. That’s all there was to it. I understood, finally.

      It was in the shadow of that hurt that the other thing happened. The one I couldn’t forgive myself for. Four lives lost because of my foolish mistakes. It had been then that I realized I was alone. Even my family that everyone thought was so idyllic couldn’t help me. We were born alone, lived alone, and died alone. Even with people around me, I was alone. As we all were.

      Why then, I asked myself, are you in bed with Stormi Collins? Setting yourself up for more heartache and complications?

      I brought an arm out from under the duvet and covered my face with my biceps. What was I supposed to do now?

      Next to me, Stormi stirred. I removed my arm to look at her. She blinked, then stared at me as if I were a ghost. This was not exactly the response a man wants after a night of passion. Her eyes reflected fear and regret, not excitement and joy.

      “Morning,” I said.

      “Hey.” She looked at me with big eyes. “It’s you.”

      “Yeah, it really happened,” I said, matter-of-factly. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” She flinched. “Sorry it happened? Sorry for your performance? Sorry for me?”

      “No, no. I mean…” Actually, I had no idea why I’d said it. “I mean, I’m sorry if you regret it.”

      “Do you?” She sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest.

      I sat up too, rubbing my eyes. “It complicates things.”

      “Right.” She brought her knees to her chest, letting the sheet fall away. I caught a glimpse of her small, perfect breasts. They’d fit really well in my hands. Why was I thinking about them now instead of saving this conversation? I was hopeless.

      “Hey now,” I said. “I don’t mean anything bad. But it’s true that we have some complications. Our friends, for example. How do we explain all this to them?”

      Her arms had little bumps on them. I wanted to smooth them with my hands. “You mean after you told everyone how much you hate me?” Stormi asked without a hint of humor.

      A smile tugged at my mouth, despite my attempt to remain serious. But she was so cute. I’d managed to rile her, and we hadn’t even had coffee yet. “I was thinking more along the lines of their expectations. They’ll want to marry us off, you know, if they learn about all this.” I swept my hand along the top of the duvet. “They’re all so focused on marriage these days,” I finished lamely.

      She jerked her head up to glare at me. “And God forbid you’d be associated in any way with me.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” I clenched my teeth together. “It’s that we’re not exactly suited, and I wouldn’t want anyone to get excited about the idea of us. And don’t even get me started on my parents. They’ll think there’s more to this than there really is.”

      “God forbid.” She threw back the covers and hopped out of bed, naked. She screamed and dived right back into bed. “Good Lord, it’s like an icicle in this room.”

      This made me laugh so hard I thought my sides would split open from the effort it took to try to stop. Unfortunately, my laughter made her angrier. She huffed and turned over on her side, yanking the covers with her until one half of me, including my backside, was exposed to the cold air. “Hey, it’s cold,” I said, tugging the covers back toward me.

      With surprising strength, she pulled them back the other direction. “You deserve to be out in the cold.”

      “You’re mean. You know that, Collins?” I started laughing again. The more I tried to stop, the more hysterical I became.

      She turned all the way around to stare at me. Her consternation had left, at least for the moment, and she watched me as if I were a strange animal in the zoo.

      “What?” I spluttered from behind my hand, still trying to get control of myself.

      “I’ve never really seen you laugh before.”

      “Oh, well, you’re funny.”

      “I’m not funny. You’re not funny either, in case you were wondering.” She sucked in her bottom lip, looking even more delicious than she had the moment before.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, wiping a tear from the corner of my eyes. “It’s not funny. Nothing’s funny. I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings. Let me make it up to you by getting the fire going and putting on some coffee.”

      “That would be a good start.” She turned back around, bringing the comforter up over her head.

      Wishing I could stay in bed and warm her up with my body heat, I jumped up and grabbed my jeans and sweater from the chair. I’d found a pair of woolen socks the day before and tugged those over my feet, which hurt from the cold. I could see my breath in the air. This was not good. The thought sobered me considerably. I’d have to figure out a way to get to the woodshed. If I could find a shovel, it would be easier. However, I had a feeling the shovel was in the shed with the wood. I built a fire first, assessing the situation. There was at least a day’s worth of logs on the porch. With a little luck, I’d be able to figure out a way to gather more. I peered out the window. The sky was dark. More snow was coming. I needed to get this figured out sooner rather than later. I had a bad feeling we weren’t getting out of here for a few more days. Perhaps more alarming? I didn’t care. It felt as if I could stay here forever, living simply with a special woman by my side.

      In the kitchen, I made a small pot of coffee. We’d have to drink it black, as there was no milk or cream.

      Stormi was in the same position as she’d been when I left, turned toward the wall with the blankets over her head. Only a few strands of her dark hair appeared on the pillow. However, when I approached, she stuck her head out and sniffed. “That smells good.”

      I had two cups in my hands and set hers down on the bedside table. Wrapping my hands around my mug, I sat on the end of the bed. “I think it’s going to start snowing again, and I need to get more firewood. I’m going to have to make a tunnel to get out there.”

      She’d sat up by then, her thin shoulders blue with cold. I grabbed the sweatshirt she’d been wearing yesterday and handed it to her. “Put this on while you have your coffee. I’ll make you something to eat in a minute.”

      “Thanks,” she said gruffly, before setting her cup aside and slipping the tattered sweatshirt over her head. She took up her cup and sipped, then made a face. “I hate coffee without milk.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      We held each other’s gaze for a second before she turned back to her coffee.

      “That’s the least of our worries,” she said. “Isn’t it?”

      “We’re fine. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of us.”

      “As long as I don’t hint at a relationship, that is?” Stormi eyed me over the rim of her cup with a hostile expression.

      “Listen, I didn’t handle that conversation well.” I held my cup close to my chest for warmth. “I had a great time last night. You’re amazing. It’s just that I don’t know if this is such a good idea. We—I have a lot to lose if this thing went south, which it probably will. It’s only a matter of time before I do something that makes you mad.”

      “You already did.”

      “Yeah, right. That’s a good example. I’m just not made for this kind of thing. I think you should know that going in.”

      “I do know that.” She brushed her bangs back into place. “But I’m not really up for anything casual. Not these days. I want someone to love me the way Breck loves Tiffany. A man who adores me and is all in. I’m getting too old for anything less.”

      “I understand.” Heck yes, I understood. A part of me wanted that too. Many parts of me. The difference between Stormi and me? She still believed it was possible. I simply wanted it without believing it could be mine.

      “Can you honestly look me in the eye and tell me this is nothing but sex?”

      I downed the rest of my coffee to buy some time.

      “Huck, look at me.”

      I lifted my gaze to meet her eyes. “This is more than sex. I know it is. But I’m not sure I’m capable of being the man you deserve.”

      “It’s your choice,” Stormi said. “That’s all. Be the man you want to be. Not a chicken but an eagle.”

      I laughed. “I should never have told you about the eagle.” Leaning closer, I nuzzled her neck, inhaling her scent combined with the night we’d shared. “Last night was incredible. I won’t lie to you about that. Or anything else, for that matter. I’m flawed and terrified.”

      “Of what?”

      “Getting hurt. I’ve had a few bad experiences with women. Letting myself be vulnerable like this scares the heck out of me.”

      “We learned yesterday how short life can be,” she said. “It’s our choice if we want to seize the good while we can.”

      “I agree,” I said, relieved she no longer seemed angry.

      “You’re right, though. I learned a long time ago not to have many expectations from life. That way you’re never disappointed or hurt. Especially from guys like you.”

      Ouch. But she was right. Guys like me were dangerous. “I didn’t used to be this way.”

      She reached out to cup my face with one hand. Her fingertips were cool on my skin. “You’re not really this way. You just don’t know it yet.”

      My chest ached at the sweetness of her words and her face. Was she right? Could I be the man she wanted instead of the man I currently was? “I’m going to fix us some grub. I saw some oatmeal packets on the shelf above the coffee. Will that be okay for you?”

      “I love oatmeal.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was sarcastic or not. “Oatmeal’s good for you, according to Breck.”

      “I know. That’s what I just said.”

      “You said you loved it, not that it was good for you.”

      She handed me her empty coffee cup. “Just go.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      What was it about us that made every conversation a sparring match? And why did I enjoy it so much?
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      I’d have liked to say it didn’t matter. If Huck wanted whatever this was between us reduced to a snowed-in fling, then so be it. If I were smart, I would have put all thoughts of romance out of my mind. This was a man too broken to love me as I deserved. I must remember that.

      The problem? I wasn’t that smart. Never had been.

      After he left to fix breakfast, I took a bath to warm up and then dressed in my jeans and sweater and added the sweatshirt over it for extra warmth. I shivered as I dressed, wishing I were back in bed.

      An equity between us must be restored, I told myself as I used the blow-dryer on my hair. I’d given him too much of myself already, let him see my vulnerabilities, and acted like a clingy girl instead of an independent woman. No man liked a woman who immediately started planning a wedding after the first date.

      I wasn’t really. However, I had to admit that after a night like that, my mind wandered to the future. Not exactly a wedding and picket fence, but at least the promise of a real date. Hadn’t that always been my mother’s problem, though? Moving too quickly? Inviting them into our house and into her daughter’s life? Forget all your daydreams. Be cautious. Restore the equity between us. I could do it. Of course I could.

      By the time I went to the kitchen, he’d made us each a bowl of oatmeal and added some almond slices on top. “Where did you find those?” I asked as I sat down to eat.

      “They were with the oatmeal. I think the Wallace family are healthy eaters like Breck. The man practically starved me when I lived with them.”

      Ungrateful. That’s what he was. His skills in the bedroom weren’t enough. This was not a man for me. Steam from the cereal drifted upward. I scooped my spoon in but blew on it to cool it off before putting it in my mouth.

      “What is it?” Huck asked me, joining me at the table with his own bowl.

      “What’s that?” I glanced at him before taking another bite of breakfast.

      “You didn’t like what I said just now.”

      “It’s none of my business.”

      “Just tell me.” He peered across the table at me, his eyes serious.

      “Fine. You complain a lot. Nothing’s ever quite right. You’re never afraid to share your opinion with whoever is around. Surely you know that about yourself?”

      He looked affronted but nodded. “I guess so. I don’t think of it like that.”

      “How do you think of it?” I asked.

      “I’m just stating facts. They’re not judgments necessarily.”

      “Sometimes the facts sound like a judgment. For example, Breck was kind enough to take you into his home and feed you healthy meals. To me, that’s the sign of a truly good friend. I wonder, sometimes, if you appreciate what’s right in front of you?”

      “I told you that about myself yesterday,” Huck said, his voice tight. “In regard to my family, especially. You don’t have to use it against me.” He actually seemed hurt.

      “I wasn’t using it against you,” I said, softening as a twinge of guilt came over me. I was, actually. In my defense, he’d wounded me first. This was totally immature, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. He’d gotten under my skin. I didn’t just jump into bed willy-nilly like the rest of the world. Well, except for last night. Exactly how was I supposed to keep my heart out of it? I most certainly didn’t roll that way. I wasn’t a ball—no bouncing or rolling. I was shaped in a heart. Whether people could see it or not, that was the truth.

      “Well, thank you for bringing this to my attention,” Huck said with an obvious effort to be less grumpy. His mouth seemed strained as he gave me a smile.

      “You’re welcome.” I returned his smile, feeling smug. I’d won that round.

      It’s not a fight, a voice whispered to me.

      Yes, it is, I said back to the voice in my head. A fight for my survival. A fight that had nothing to do with being snowed in.
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      An hour later, we had made several feet of progress in our attempt to dig our way to the woodshed. The snow was heavy and wet, making it hard to shovel through. Snowfall had ceased, finally, leaving at least three feet of snow behind.

      I’d insisted on assisting him. A decision I now regretted. My hands ached from the effort. Despite gloves, I could feel the sting of blisters. I sat in the section we’d cleared. “I’m exhausted.” The moment I stopped moving, a chill came over me. Wind whipped through the trees, bringing bits of snow with it and a cold that seemed to seep right into my bones.

      Huck leaned against his shovel. “Yeah, this is taking forever.” He looked up at the white sky. There would be another snowfall later today. I felt certain of it.

      “I’ll do a bit more, but why don’t you go in,” Huck said. “I’ve got this.”

      Thus far, we’d been taking turns, shoveling until we needed a break. I looked out toward the shed. We had at least another six feet of shoveling before we reached it. “No, we need to finish before the new snow comes,” I said, getting back on my feet. “Give it here. It’s your turn for a break.”

      His brows seemed to dip lower over his eyes as he gazed at me with an expression I couldn’t place. It might have been admiration or irritation. One couldn’t be certain with Huck Clifton.

      In the end, he gave me the shovel and went back to the house to pour us each another cup of coffee. As cold as it was, I wouldn’t complain even if there was no milk to soften the bitterness.

      When he returned, I’d managed to get another six inches or so. “Here, have this and I’ll do some more,” he said.

      I did as he asked. Every muscle in my body was currently screaming at me to please stop. I sat on the bottom step, from which the snow had been cleared, and sipped the hot drink, thankful for the break and hot beverage. The view wasn’t bad, either. Despite the bulky lined flannel coat Huck had found in the closet, his backside was on full display every time he lifted the shovel with a new bit of snow.

      “You look like you could do this all day,” I said.

      “I actually thought I was in good shape until today.” He leaned against the handle of the shovel for a moment, his breathing heavy.

      His breath had been heavy last night too. Only that exertion was a lot more fun.

      “Well, I’m impressed,” I said. “My muscles don’t understand what’s happening. They want to go back to the couch and do nothing while I read.”

      “You sure you don’t want to go inside?”

      “No way. We’re in this together.”

      “You’re tough, Collins, I’ll give you that.”

      “A compliment? How nice.” I smiled, hoping to dazzle him with my pearly whites.

      “I don’t want to give you a big head.” He scooped another pile of snow and tossed it into the growing mound at the side of our tunnel. “But I could compliment you all day.”

      “No way. You wouldn’t be able to think of any if I put you on the spot.” I wanted to hear every one of them, but I’d never admit it to him.

      “Sure I could.”

      “I don’t believe it.” Goading him worked well. He was too competitive for his own good.

      “Fine. You have a nice…everything. Especially when it’s all wrapped around me.”

      Heat flamed in my cheeks. I imagined laying my face in the snow and melting it with the heat this man infused me with. “Well, it’s easy when there’s just the right amount to wrap around.” That sounded stupid, I thought, the moment it was out of my mouth.

      “Thank you. I also enjoy compliments.” He went back to work, hauling at least another foot away before taking a break. My coffee cup was empty by then. Time to begin again. Groaning slightly, I stood and asked for the shovel. “Hand it over.”

      “Great. I’ll just sit and enjoy the view.”

      “Depending, it’s pretty nice this time of year.”

      “Oh, I know it is.” He sank onto the top step, grinning.
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      It took us another hour to finish. By the time we’d reached the shed, my blisters were burning and I wasn’t sure I would be able to walk in a few hours. My back ached. My muscles felt as if they’d melted away, leaving a shaking set of bones in their place.

      Huck sent me back inside, saying he would bring the wood into the house and stack a bunch on the front porch where we’d found the others. I didn’t argue with him. I wasn’t sure I could even carry a load of logs in my arms.

      I ran a bath for myself, finding some nice-smelling bubbles in one of the cupboards.

      As cold as the house was, the water heater seemed to be working well. The water was hot as I dipped into the tub, moaning with half pleasure and half pain.

      Resting the back of my head on the end of the tub, I lifted my hands to examine my blisters in the crease between my thumb and index finger. They were the size of dimes and stung. I would not pop them, I decided, remembering that made them hurt worse. Instead, I held my breath and plunged my hands under the water. After a second, they felt better in the warmth.

      From the other room, I could hear Huck’s heavy footsteps as he carried in stacks of firewood. We’d be good for at least a week. Surely we’d get out of here before then? As I lay there, I thought about what we should do to stretch out our food. I’d found flour and yeast in the pantry. A few months back, Tiffany and I had taken a class at the kitchen store to learn how to make bread. Should I make us some this afternoon? We could live on bread if everything else ran out.

      Later, while Huck took a bath, I set out to make the bread, mixing the sugar and yeast first and then adding melted butter and six cups of flour. I kneaded it, getting all my aggression out until my tired arms grew too tired. Darn the blizzard. I was starting to break down physically. As active as I was, this was a different level.

      Eventually I had a nice elastic dough, which I then made into a ball and set in front of the roaring fire. Hopefully it would rise, despite the cool house.

      A sudden burst of homesickness for my friends hit me so hard I had to sit down. We would make it out of here. Of course we would. Huck wouldn’t let us freeze to death. We had food. It would all be fine.

      But what about your heart? I heard the voice inside my head ask. Will you be intact after another week of Huck Clifton?
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      A little later, I was curled up on the couch with a book. Huck came in, dressed and freshly shaved. He looked about five years younger than when I’d last seen him.

      I glanced up from my book and greeted him with a smile. “How was your bath? Was there enough hot water?”

      “Yes. And I sure am thankful for it.”

      “Very funny,” I said.

      “I mean it. I am.” His glance slid to the bread near the fire. “What’s that?”

      “I made bread. It’s rising.” Why did I feel ridiculous all of the sudden? Who was I trying to be? Some character from a cowboy movie?

      “You made bread?” He ran a hand through his damp hair. “I wouldn’t have predicted that one, Collins.”

      I pinched my upper lip between my finger and thumb and raised an eyebrow. “I’m full of surprises.”

      He hesitated for a moment. “You truly are.”

      “It has to rise for another half hour or so,” I said. “Then I have to shape it into a loaf and it has to rise again. We can bake it after that and have it with our dinner.”

      “We’ll eat like kings. I found tofu in the freezer. And some chicken.”

      “Maybe they’re like us? One a carnivore and the other pure of body.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, just like that.”

      He sat in the leather chair closest to the fire. “You warm enough?”

      I drew the blanket closer around my shoulders. “For now, yes. I just hope it’s warm enough in here for our bread to rise.”

      He nodded as he got to his feet and headed to the bookshelf. I went back to reading the first chapter of the mystery I’d chosen. I glanced up when he returned to his chair and did a double take. He had one of his father’s books in his hands. I’d read it already. It was the sixth one in his detective series. I knew better than to say anything. He was like the bear. Easily riled and scared away.

      We read in silence for a while until my stomach growled loud enough that he looked up from his book. “I’m hungry too,” he said. “All that exercise.”

      He got up to go into the kitchen. I heard the pantry doors open and him rummaging around for a snack, returning with a bag of pretzels and a small dish of mustard. “It’s the best I could do. There were no chips and salsa.”

      “Doesn’t that sound good?” I sat up to grab a handful of pretzels and popped one in my mouth. They were crisp when I’d been expecting stale. “Was it a new bag?”

      “Yes, there were two of them in there. They must love pretzels.”

      I motioned toward the photograph on the mantel of the middle-aged couple who belonged to this cabin. They were fit looking in the photograph and wore fleece jackets. He had a baseball cap on with “Colorado State” etched into the front. She had her hair cut in a bob but had purple feathery earrings that hinted at a certain eccentricity. All I knew was that I was grateful for their house and hoped we could make it up to them at some point.

      My body ached from the physical exertion. In addition, my head had started throbbing and I had chills. It was only because it was so cold in the house and I’d worked muscles I didn’t even know I had. That was all. I was not getting sick. Not here. Not now. I was never sick.
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      After our snow-shoveling adventure, I dozed on the couch while the scent of freshly baked bread filled the cabin. When I woke from my nap, the sounds of Stormi moving around in the kitchen greeted me. I smiled, remembering her animated expression when she suggested homemade bread.

      Stormi. I was completely smitten. Who would have ever thought it possible? Not me. I’d pegged her as a city girl, but so far she’d kicked some major butt here in the wilderness. After my big mouth and poor handling of the situation when I woke this morning, I may have ruined my chances for a deeper connection. What was it about me that made me incapable of telling the people I cared about how I felt? She got the totally wrong impression about what I was thinking. How else could she think otherwise, though?

      I picked up my dad’s book from the coffee table and turned to the second chapter. The first scenes had totally sucked me into the story. My dad could write. I’d known that, obviously, but reading his words for myself made it real to me.

      For the next half hour, I became completely absorbed in the tale of the crusty, grumpy detective and the dead body he discovers in a lake, buried beneath a layer of ice. The detective reminded me of myself. Had my father based him on me? Probably not, but there were a lot of similarities. None that I would have wished for if asking God for a list of qualities, mind you, including impatience and disdain for weakness in self and others.

      I looked up when Stormi came in from the kitchen. She looked different, pale and droopy. I rose up from the couch to meet her by the fire. “You don’t look so good. Do you feel all right?”

      “All of a sudden, I started feeling achy and light-headed.” She gave me a little smile. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      I placed my hand on her forehead the way my mother always did when one of us was sick. She felt as hot as my laptop had last month right before it stopped working. “I think you might have a fever.”

      “No, I’m fine,” she mumbled without much conviction.

      “Come on, let’s get you to bed. I’ll find a thermometer.”

      “I just put the bread in to bake.”

      “I’ll get it out. What time?”

      “I set that archaic timer we found for twenty minutes,” Stormi said. “It’ll ping when it’s done.”

      “Good, now let’s get you into some pajamas and into bed.”

      I thought she’d argue with me, but she let me lead her into the bedroom and get her changed into a pair of flannel pajamas I’d discovered in the closet.

      I pulled back the covers and watched as she basically collapsed onto the mattress. “Just stay here. I’ll be back in a second.” There had to be a thermometer somewhere in this place. They seemed to have everything one would need for an extended stay.

      In the bathroom, I rummaged through a few drawers but came up empty. Maybe they didn’t have one. Did it matter? From touch and experience, I knew she was feverish. I’d give her some ibuprofen. I was about to give up my search when I found a thermometer in the cabinet on the wall. It lit up when I pushed the button on the side.

      Stormi’s eyes were closed, and she was as white as the sheet. Had the river water given her some kind of bacteria? She would need antibiotics. I cursed under my breath.

      Her eyes fluttered open. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I’m worried about you.” I instructed her to open up so I could stick the thermometer under her tongue. A few seconds later, it beeped, and I took it out to look. One hundred and three. That was bad. Mom always said for people it was life-threatening if it hit one hundred and five. I think, anyway. Actually, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know anything about taking care of other people. Let’s be honest, I could barely take care of myself.

      “Hang on,” I said, realizing I’d forgotten the ibuprofen. Okay, calm down, I instructed myself. Everything’s going to be fine. She just has a touch of the flu or something. No need for any kind of medicine other than ibuprofen. Right?

      I helped her sit up so she could swallow the pills and a few additional sips of water. That seemed to exhaust her. She fell back onto the pillows.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “It came on all of a sudden.”

      “No reason to apologize.” I smoothed her bangs back from her forehead where they were sticking to her clammy skin.

      “I don’t like people to see my scar,” she murmured, sounding feverish and confused. Had she forgotten I’d already seen it?

      “It’s dark in here. I can’t see it.”

      “Good. Because I like to be pretty for you.”

      “You’re always pretty.” I stroked her cheek.

      “Don’t tell my mom.”

      I sat up straighter, startled. “Tell your mom what?”

      “She doesn’t like it when I’m sick. She has expectations.” Her voice was just above a whisper and sounded remarkably like a child’s. I could see her as an eight-year-old without much stretch to the imagination.

      “What kind of expectations?” I asked, unable to keep the question to myself.

      “She needs me to cook and clean when she’s at work. ‘Money doesn’t grow on trees.’ That’s what she always says.”

      “Don’t worry about that now. You’re with me. Totally safe. I’ll look after you.”

      She opened her eyes wider, inspecting me as if she didn’t know who I was.

      “It’s me,” I said. “Huck.”

      “Right. Huck. I’m sorry. I feel a little tired. I’m just going to close my eyes for a moment.”

      I stayed with her until her breathing grew steady. When I laid my hand back on her forehead, she felt cooler than she had before I gave her the medicine.

      From the kitchen, the timer chirped. I hurried into the kitchen and yanked open the oven door. The bread turned out plump and perfectly brown on the top. I set it on the table to cool and paced around the cabin, fretting. What if she got worse? I’d better sit by her and make sure. Easier to keep a close watch.

      I sat in the chair by the bed with Dad’s book, but I couldn’t concentrate on the story. If Stormi wasn’t better by the morning, I was going to have to hike out of here and get help. There had to be a driveway somewhere under all that snow. A driveway that led to a road that would lead to the highway?

      Would that be better than staying and feeding her fever reducers?

      From the bed, she moaned softly. I leaped up to perch on the side of the bed and felt her forehead. It was not as hot as earlier, I reassured myself. Regardless, I stuck the thermometer under her tongue and waited for the beep. When it did, I pulled the plastic gently from her mouth and held it up to see if I was right. The digital numbers now said one hundred and one. Much better.

      Her eyes opened, and for a moment, she looked at me with that same blank stare from earlier. “Huck?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. How are you feeling?”

      “Everything aches. From all the exercise. I’m not in good shape.”

      “No, you’re sick with a fever. Your muscle aches are because you’re sick.”

      “Did you put me to bed?”

      I explained everything that had happened in the last few hours. “Do you not remember?”

      She shook her head. “I remember the bread.” Struggling, she tried to sit up but seemed to give up and sank back into the pillow. “I put the bread in the oven. It might be burning.”

      “I got it. I got you.”

      “I’m so cold. So cold.”

      “What can I do?” I asked, desperate to help but without any idea of what to do.

      I hated being helpless.

      That night I’d been helpless too. What had unfolded was my fault. If I’d been more on top of it instead of drinking I wouldn’t have overslept and maybe could have saved them. But I was too selfish to do such a thing. Instead, I was sleeping off yet another hangover while they gunned down an innocent family.

      I slumped to the floor next to the bed, willing myself to think of something else. Anything else. The truth about my part in the demise of a family of four haunted me. I didn’t need to relive it. For the past several years, I’d been trying to do the opposite of reliving it.

      One thing I’d learned: no matter how far you run away from or run back to, the memories of a trauma stay with you. I’d tried everything to erase that time from my mind, but it was of no use. If only keeping it to myself had been the trick to forgetting. I hadn’t told anyone about what happened over there, not even Trapper and Breck. For the first time in my life, I’d kept something from them. If I’d shared it with them, they’d be forever tainted with the experience. I didn’t want that for them. It was bad enough that I had to live with it myself.

      Thoughts of Brad drifted into my mind. Had the memories from over there haunted him as they did me? Was that why he ended his life? Were the demons just too much? I knew he’d been depressed since he came home. His wife had emailed me about a year ago telling me about his depression and lack of engagement with her and their kids. She’d asked me if I had any advice, as I seemed to be doing so well with moving on and all of that. I’d written back that she should do whatever it took to get him into therapy.

      Good advice. I should have taken it myself.

      I drew my knees to my chest and rested my forehead on them, thinking about Brad. If I’d done a better job reaching out to him, would he be alive now? We’d been good friends over there, sharing many meals and bottles of whiskey. He’d always seemed like he handled everything better than I. He appeared to have a way of detaching himself from the situation. He was there to do a job, he’d told me more than once, not to have an opinion about how things should go. “I record history with this camera, brother. Nothing more.”

      He’d been with me the day I learned about the shootings. I’d broken down in front of him. He’d soothed me and tried to reassure me that it wasn’t my fault. I knew differently, though. If Mo hadn’t agreed to be my informant, he would be alive today. So would his family. They’d all been gunned down in retaliation for what was seen as a betrayal against the rebels. He was only trying to feed his family by cooperating with a nosy reporter.

      I know what Breck and Trapper would say if I told them how everything had gone down that night. It wasn’t your fault. You were just doing your job. While that may be true, it didn’t matter. I felt culpable. It had soured me on my entire career. Nothing I thought I knew seemed to be true.

      Now, Stormi made a low moan. I scrambled to my feet.

      “Hey, how you feeling?” I asked, sitting next to her on the bed.

      Her eyes were not their usual bright green but instead appeared foggy and without focus. “Thirsty.”

      I helped her to drink from the water glass. That seemed to take all her strength. She immediately lay back on the pillows. “Did you remember the bread?”

      “Yep. It’s cooling on the counter. Do you want some?” I stroked her pink cheek. Her color was better, no longer the hue of dough.

      “No, I’m not hungry.” She closed her eyes. “How sick am I?”

      “You have a high fever.”

      Her eyes fluttered open and peered up at me. “Has it started snowing again?”

      I glanced at the window. During my time despairing on the floor, it had indeed begun to dump wide flakes. “Yes, it’s coming down again.”

      “Which means we’re stuck here at least a few more days?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Should I be worried? Do I need medicine?”

      “No way. You’re going to be fine. It’s not surprising you’ve caught something, given yesterday. We were exposed to the cold for a long time. You’ll be fine by tomorrow, I bet.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “What can I get you?” I asked.

      Her gaze drifted across my face, as if in search of answers. Whatever she wished to see in my expression, I’d have given her in a second, but I had no control over anything at the moment. The snow would fall. Her fever would continue. No matter how much I wished it otherwise. I wanted to get us the heck out of here. But as most things in life went, I had no way of doing anything to change our situation. All I could do was take care of her as best I could and pray for warmer weather.

      “Would you come in here with me?” she asked finally. “I’m so cold. And you must be too.”

      “I’ll just put a few more logs on the fire, and then I’ll be back,” I said.

      She nodded, then winced. “My head hurts so much.”

      “I know.” I smoothed my hand over the blanket near her legs. “I’ll be right back, okay?”

      A few minutes later, after checking on the fire, I kicked off my shoes and socks and climbed in next to her. On my side, I studied her. She seemed to be drifting off to sleep again. I’d just keep an eye on her until she was asleep. It was so nice and toasty in this bed. Her feverish body had warmed the air under the comforter.

      I let my head sink further into the pillow. Stormi turned to her side, facing me. “Hey,” she said softly. “You’re not feeling sick, are you?”

      “No, right as rain. Except I’m tired. And cold.”

      Her feet reached over and touched mine. “It’s good you got in here with me. If there’s any good that can come from a fever, then it’s giving you all my warmth.”

      “You should rest.”

      “I still can’t believe it’s you I got snowed in with,” Stormi said, sounding woozy. “Isn’t life weird?”

      “It is.”

      “Don’t leave me.” Stormi’s eyes closed and after only a few seconds, she fell back asleep.

      I must have drifted off because when I woke, it was early evening. I sat upright, worried about the fire. However, after rushing to the living room, I was relieved to see the logs had been reduced to hot red embers. I tossed more wood in and warmed my hands as the logs flamed. When it was properly roaring, I returned to the bedroom. Stormi was not in bed. For a second, I panicked. Where had she gone? Then I heard the bath water running. Should she be up? Did she need more painkillers? Her fever would have risen again. Unless she was better? I really hoped it was the latter.

      I knocked on the bathroom door. “You all right in there?”

      No answer. Could she hear me?

      “Stormi?”

      I heard a thump, like a body falling onto hard tiles. Without thinking, I burst into the bathroom. Stormi was on the floor, crumpled up like an abandoned rag doll.

      The water was running, but she still had the faded flannel pajamas on, so she hadn’t yet attempted to get in. I scooped her up off the floor. She was surprisingly light in my arms. I set her as gently as I could back on the bed, then tugged the duvet and top sheet out from under her and tucked it around her shoulders. She was hot again. I’d have to get her to take some more pills.

      I managed to get her up and force-fed her the pills and a swallow of water. She mumbled something incoherent and sank back onto the pillow. Her head moved from side to side as she continued to speak in words that could have been a foreign language.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Do you need something?”

      Her eyes flew open, and she peered at me as if she was not sure who I was. “Huck?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. You’ll feel better soon.”

      She moaned. “My head. It. Hurts.”

      “Hang in there. I let the meds wear off. You’ll be okay in a minute.” Why had I allowed myself to fall asleep?

      “Did I tell you yet?” Stormi asked.

      “Tell me what?” I smoothed back her hair from her damp forehead and cheeks.

      “That I finally figured out where I knew you.”

      I wasn’t following so decided to stay quiet and see what she said next.

      “We met before. Do you know that?” Stormi asked.

      “Sure, we did.” I had no idea what she was talking about, but even I knew better than to reason with a person with a high fever. She could be hallucinating.

      “I thought I knew you that first time I ever came to the office. And then, finally, I remembered.”

      She fell back asleep. What in the heck was she talking about? I’d have to wait until she was well again and then maybe ask her what she was referring to.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Stormi

          

        

      

    

    
      I was dreaming it was my birthday. Halloween night in the club we’d often frequented. The annual masquerade party. I looked down at my legs to see I was dressed in my cat burglar costume. Music blared, the bass thumping so hard it seemed as if the room shook with the beat.

      A man dressed as Indiana Jones walked toward me. He took off his mask. It was Huck, smiling broadly. What was he doing in Manhattan?

      “Stormi, I’ve been looking for you.”

      And then I woke, shivering and sweaty. I turned slowly, my head heavy and light at the same time. My heart beat between my ears. How had I gotten this sick? And so suddenly? Was it the water or the walk in a blizzard while soaking wet? Or had the hours spent shoveling snow done me in? Regardless, I felt awful. Was I going to die here in the woods with Huck Clifton?

      Huck, beside me, slept with one cheek pressed against the pillow. The lines around his eyes disappeared when he was asleep. Was it the only peace he had?

      I rolled onto my other side. Two pills waited next to the glass of water. He’d left the lamp on so I could see the note that said: “Take anytime after eleven p.m.” The clock read almost midnight. No wonder I felt so bad. The fever and aches had returned without the medicine. Groaning softly, I rose up as if I’d been holding the longest-ever plank and grasped the glass in one hand and scooped up the pills in the other. My throat hurt almost as much as my head, but I managed to swallow them. I crumpled back into the softness of the pillow.

      Think. Don’t let the dream fade away. What was it about? Why would my dreaming brain have put Huck in one of the bars I used to go to with my friends when I was in art school? When was the last time I’d been there?

      Halloween. My birthday. The night I’d met the masked man dressed as Indiana Jones. He’d been such fun, so uplifting to my spirits. I’d been down that night, wishing I could be home licking my wounds instead of out with friends dressed in my cat burglar costume. Acrylic paint stained my fingernails. I’d finished a painting that afternoon. What birthday was it? Twenty-two. The one before I moved to Emerson Pass.

      I closed my eyes. Perhaps because of my feverish state, I drifted into the past. The bar had been crowded. He’d been standing next to me and we started talking, then went outside where it was quieter. People spilled onto the street from the bar. I hadn’t thought about Indiana Jones for a long time. We’d talked for a long time that night about our dreams and plans for the future. He’d been on his way somewhere for work. I’d known in that moment that I wanted to move out of the city and start my photography business. When I’d gotten home that night, I’d pulled out a collage I’d made for an art school project that had the photos of Emerson Pass, including the church with the red door. The photographs had leaped out at me, like messages from God.

      I’d traced my fingers along the images and thought, why not? If Indiana Jones could go halfway around the world for his dream, I could move across the country for mine.

      Later, I’d wished he’d kissed me. What would have happened had I stayed?

      I hadn’t thought of him in a long time. If ever, really. He’d been an encounter in a bar a long time ago. Nothing to do with me now. Where had he said he was going? What was his job? I couldn’t remember now. Not that it mattered. I got what I needed from him. No use in the past, other than it brought me here.

      Now I rolled over to my other side. I wasn’t nearly as cold, and I’d stopped shivering. The pills were starting to work. Huck let out a faint snore and moved slightly in his sleep. I brought my knees closer to my chest and watched him in the dim light. I hadn’t watched another person sleep before. He was a beautiful man.

      I drifted back to sleep, waking much later to light outside of the windows. In fact, it was brighter in the room than I’d ever seen it. Was that sunshine sneaking under the bottom of the drawn shades? I sat up and looked to my right. Huck wasn’t there. An indent from where his head had lain on the pillow the only reminder that he’d been there.

      My thoughts drifted back to my dream from earlier. It had seemed very real. That’s when it hit me right between my chest. Indiana Jones had said he was going to Afghanistan to cover a story. A correspondent, he’d said. I would have sat up but I was too weak. Was it possible that Indiana Jones had been Huck? The pieces fit.

      Wouldn’t I have known his voice? Indiana Jones had said he lost it screaming at some sports event and that he was quieter than usual.

      What had my feverish brain discovered? Was Indiana Jones right under my nose all this time?

      If I was right, what had happened to the man who’d inspired me to take charge of my own life? The years had been unkind to him. The carefree young man I’d met on that crisp autumn night years before was no longer evident. Oh, Huck, what happened to you over there? How did it rob you of your youth and optimism?
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      I was in the kitchen making toast when I heard the water start. Stormi was awake and feeling well enough to bathe, which meant she would indeed have some breakfast. I’d been hoping to convince her to eat some of her delicious homemade bread. The loaf came out soft and warm, even though it hadn’t risen to its full potential, thanks to the cold house. I’d found some strawberry preserves in the refrigerator and knew it would taste great on a piece toasted just right. Breck was always telling me how jam and jellies were full of sugar and unnecessary to the enjoyment of the nutty wheat bread he served us. I disagreed. This fluffy white bread and pink jam suited me just fine.

      I put a pot of coffee on, thinking she’d want a cup when she was out of the shower. I’d washed her jeans and sweater and set them on the chair in the bedroom for when she was better.

      The thought of her naked body stirred me. No, that was wrong. She was really sick. My lusting after her gorgeous legs was possibly a sin. But those legs. Could I blame them on the devil?

      I busied myself by putting a tray together with the toast and a cup of coffee. If only I had some fruit or eggs, it would be a better breakfast.

      While I waited for the sound of the shower to shut off, I wandered over to the window to look out at the sparkling snow. Blue skies and sunshine had wakened me from a deep sleep about an hour ago. I’d wanted to dance a jig at the sight of the sun. Things were looking up. Stormi was getting better, and the sun was shining. Maybe we’d get out of here tomorrow if the weather warmed.

      Getting out of here. Why did that suddenly sound like a death sentence? Being here with Stormi, before she became so sick, had been a respite from my life. A much-needed escape. Going back to the real world didn’t sound as appealing as it should.

      Wait, what? Was that true? Did I wish we had a few days alone?

      Of course not. I had a life to return to. Tiffany’s book needed publishing. The paper needed its editor and only writer. My friends and family were probably beside themselves with worry, thinking we were dead. Staying here was selfish. The moment the snow melted enough for me to walk out of here and get help, I would go. But darn, I’d miss this cabin with its quiet lack of technology and constant news reports of how screwed-up the world was. And Stormi. Mostly I’d miss her. Her bubbly laugh and energy. Her wit and humor. Her strength and partnership.

      Yikes. What was happening to me? Had I fallen for my enemy?

      She’s not really your enemy, I told myself. She’s never done anything to you. There was no reason for my feelings of dislike. I’d had to admit that to myself over the last few days. Whatever or wherever the hostility had come from was a mystery. Perhaps it was as simple as a primal attraction I wished I didn’t have. Truly, I didn’t know. I also had no idea what to do going forward. Would the return to reality destroy everything that had happened between us over the last few days?

      My thoughts were interrupted when Stormi came into the kitchen. She looked so much better I almost wept with relief. I rushed to her and took her by the hands. “Are you sure you should be up?”

      She had her jeans and sweater on, and the jeans seemed too big. She’d lost weight since we’d been here. Weight she couldn’t afford to lose.

      “I’m feeling much better. The fever’s gone. Although I have to admit, the shower exhausted me. Regardless, I couldn’t be in that bed one more moment.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “A little, yes.”

      “Why don’t you eat on the couch near the fire?”

      Her eyes widened at the sight of the tray I’d put together. “Is that for me?”

      I grinned, sheepish. “I was going to bring it to you in bed.”

      “I’ve never had anyone bring me breakfast in bed before.”

      “Do you want to go back in there and I’ll bring it?” I asked, teasing.

      “No, but maybe tomorrow?”

      I laughed and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m so glad you’re better. I was worried.”

      “That’s really sweet. I appreciate it.” She looked up at me with a strange expression on her face but turned and went into the living room.

      I followed a minute or so later with the tray. She was sitting on one end of the couch, watching the fire with a pensive expression on her face.

      I set the tray on the coffee table. “Your bread turned out really good,” I said.

      She lifted her gaze to mine. “Did it?”

      I sat in the chair next to the couch and peered at her carefully. She seemed different, as though she’d been on a trip to someplace interesting without me. “Everything all right?” I asked.

      “Yes, it’s good.” She smiled back at me, warming me from the inside out.

      I encouraged her to eat. She took a few bites of toast before leaning back against the cushions. “I don’t know if I’m as hungry as I thought.”

      “Eat a bit more, okay?” I flashed upon a scene when I was a kid when I’d been sick and home from school. Mom always let me rest on the couch and waited on me all day. I didn’t love being sick, but I loved feeling special for a whole day. My mom was good at making people feel special. She’d been such a good mother. Why didn’t I tell her that more often? When I got home, I was going to make sure she knew how much I appreciated her.

      I took my own advice and ate a few pieces of toast washed down with hot coffee. After breakfast, I went back to the bedroom and stripped the bed, then made it up with a clean set of sheets. By the time I returned, she was curled up with her head on a throw pillow. I placed a blanket over her and sat on the end of the couch and took her feet into my lap. She had on a pair of the wool socks that were way too big for her. Adorable.

      “Have you ever had a dream that prompted a memory?” Stormi asked.

      “I have dreams, yeah.” Dreams of the same events over and over, reliving them, waking up in a cold sweat. I kept that to myself.

      “I had one about you,” she said.

      That should not have aroused me to the extent it did. She was still sick, I reminded myself sternly. “Yeah?”

      “Not that kind.” She looked at me with serious eyes. “Do you remember what you were doing five years ago on Halloween?”

      Halloween five years ago? “That was right before I went overseas.” I’d gone out for drinks with a few of my coworkers. Someone had convinced me to try a bar that held a masquerade ball every Halloween. “I was in New York. The next day, extremely hungover, I flew to my assignment.”

      “What costume did you wear?” Stormi asked.

      “Indiana Jones. I had a really itchy leather mask on so I could get into this bar in the city that required them for entry.”

      She’d gone very still. “Do you remember meeting a girl in a cat burglar costume?”

      “What?” A cat burglar costume?

      “That’s what I was wearing. The night we met. It was my birthday. Five years ago at that bar in Manhattan. You were leaving the next day for your gig in Afghanistan.”

      “We met?” I tugged on my earlobe, trying to absorb what she was saying. “You and I?”

      “Yes, and we talked. A lot, actually.”

      I couldn’t speak as the memory appeared from a dusty drawer I kept closed. “I remember going out with friends that night.” I rubbed my eyes, trying to retrieve more of the night. I’d had a lot to drink, if I recalled correctly. “Are you sure it was us?”

      “We agreed not to share names, do you remember?”

      And then the drawer slid all the way open—the one with memories of the time before Afghanistan. “Oh my God. I remember.” I stared at her, flabbergasted. “You were the cat burglar lady. We talked for a long time. Outside, right?”

      “Yes. They had orange lights strung across the awning.”

      I had to take a moment to get my head around this. We had met before. The next day I got on a plane for Afghanistan. For hell. Images from that night played before my eyes. “And we talked about the future—what we wanted—who we wanted to be. It was the most intense conversation I’d ever had in a bar with a stranger. I wanted to ask you to take off your mask so I could see what you looked like, but you had to go before that could happen.”

      “I had to go.” She blinked, looking baffled for a moment. “I don’t know how it didn’t occur to me, but I’d forgotten the part about where you were going and what your job was. I was pretty drunk, I think.”

      “We both had had a lot to drink. I mean, I know I had.”

      “Me too. It was my birthday,” Stormi said. “My friends had brought me out for dancing and drinks.” She held up her hands. “I had all this paint under my fingernails, and you noticed. You guessed I was an artist. That’s when I still dabbled in paint.”

      “It was your birthday. Yes, I remember,” I said, thinking out loud.

      “You challenged me. You told me to go for what I wanted, what I dreamed of doing. I went home and that next morning I started making plans to move to Emerson Pass.”

      She’d told me about her dream of becoming a wedding photographer. “But you never said Colorado, did you?”

      “Probably not. I mean, why would I have? I had no idea where you were from. You seemed like a big-city guy going off to a fancy job. I wouldn’t have ever connected you to Emerson Pass.”

      “Right. That makes sense.”

      “You were like a different person,” Stormi said softly. “Young and funny. Innocent and full of dreams.”

      “No wonder you didn’t know it was me.” Breck and Trapper had mentioned more than once how I’d changed. I always cut the conversation short, not wanting to hear about how great I used to be and that I was now a complete ass. “That was before. Before everything happened.”

      She continued to watch me. Was she thinking how much she’d liked that version of me and now she was stuck in a cabin with this iteration? Join the club, I thought.

      “I can’t believe we never put that together.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” she said. “Maybe it’s the reason you took such a disliking to me. Maybe I remind you of who you used to be, and that angers you.”

      “Maybe. I’m…I was…I am attracted to you, and I didn’t like it, so I was trying to avoid my feelings by telling myself I didn’t like you. I know it sounds ridiculous, but that’s the power of any mind trying to trick itself into safety.”

      “Safety?” She wrinkled her nose. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean I didn’t want to ever feel strongly about anything or anyone again.” Tears sprang to my eyes and blurred my vision. “These last few days have me thinking about a lot of things. I’ve been shut down. Everything and everyone meaningful I’ve pushed away, including my family and Breck and Trapper. I think I’ve been acting like a jerk hoping to push them further away.”

      “But why? Don’t you need them? They could help you.”

      I sat there for a moment as my thoughts came into focus. Saying this out loud was making me understand how very true it was. I’d blocked out the world as best I could when I came home. “I didn’t do it on purpose. It was just my way of protecting myself. I had a bad thing happen over there. Something that haunts me every minute of every day. This thing’s like a yoke around my neck. Any time I feel a little joy or love, it yanks me back and reminds me that I no longer deserve anything good.” I wiped my cheeks of the tears that were now rolling from my eyes like molten rock. Still, I was beyond caring. Stormi could see me this way. I didn’t mind. In fact, I wanted her to see me. To know the real me. “I think that’s why I’ve pushed so hard against the idea of us. You’re everything a man could want. Especially a man like me. There’s something about you that moves me. Stirs up all the feelings I’ve been trying to run from. Maybe there was some part of me that remembered our pact and seeing you made me feel like I’d deserted myself and my dreams. Coming home seemed like the only option, Stormi. I was so low. I’ve been low. All this time later, I can’t seem to start again. Even with my best friends and my family on my side.”

      “I know.” She sat up, pulling her feet from my lap. “Come here.”

      I scooted closer and wrapped one arm around the top of the couch. “I thought about the cat burglar for a long time afterward.”

      “You did?”

      “You didn’t think about Indiana Jones?” I asked, laughing as I wiped my eyes with the back of my sleeve.

      “Not until today. But there must have been something down deep that recognized you.” She played with the fringe on the blanket, running her fingers in and out of the yarn. “We have my fever to thank for it. Apparently the memory was in there somewhere.”

      My arm remained on the couch, but I stroked her cheek with my thumb as affection for this woman overwhelmed me. “I don’t know why I acted so weird yesterday morning. Actually, I take that back. I do know. It’s the same thing. All the time fighting with myself.”

      “What’s the fight about?”

      “Whether I’m worthy of love. Of happiness. Of someone like you.”

      “You’re worthy of it all.” She peered at me, her expression soft. “What happened over there? Can you tell me?”

      I moved my arm from the couch and rested both of my hands in my lap. Could I do this? Admit out loud what had happened? I have to, I thought. If there was any chance to make this work between us, I had to open up to her. She wouldn’t take less than that. I’d known that all along, I guess. Stormi Collins didn’t mess around. She played the game of life as if every choice mattered. It did, of course.

      I drew in a deep breath. The logs on the fire shifted and spit up a flurry of sparks. “I’ve never talked about it. I’m deeply ashamed of what happened.” Tears came again, and my voice sounded like a kid who knew he was in trouble and was trying desperately not to cry.

      “I won’t judge you,” she said softly, and reached out to place a hand on my knee.

      “You might.” I wiped my damp face once more and drew in another deep breath. “It’s complicated to explain what it was like over there, the different factions and deception. The stakes people lived with day in and day out.” I swallowed back another round of tears and continued. “For years, I had developed a symbiotic relationship with a man in the village where I lived. My assignment was to cover that region, but at first, I found it difficult to understand the dynamics of the politics, and for lack of a better word, intrigue. All that changed when he and I agreed to help each other. He gave me information in exchange for money. When it came out, after years of this arrangement, someone close to him thought of it as a betrayal. He and his entire family were killed. Gunned down in their own home. He had small children. A boy and a girl. His wife was sweet and pretty. None of them deserved what happened to them.”

      “All because of his relationship with you?”

      “Yes. I believe so, anyway. To this day, I don’t fully understand it. But I believe it was either seen as betrayal to share knowledge with an American reporter or as profiting when others suffered. I’ll never know exactly why it happened. But I know my part in it. One night I went to bed a self-satisfied pig and when I woke up, the blood of four innocent people was on my hands. I won’t be able to forgive myself. I’ve been trying to learn how to live with the guilt, but it’s felt impossible. When I look at my family, all I can think of are the children I killed.”

      “That’s why you’ve distanced yourself from them?” A sentiment like sympathy had crept into her voice. “It hurts you to be with them.”

      I nodded, staring down at the swirling pattern of the blue-and-tan rug under my feet. “Most of the people over there are so poor. He saw a way to help his family. I can’t blame him. But myself? What was I even doing over there? Reporting on a situation for the sole purpose of feeding my own ego. I’d had an idea of myself as this war correspondent, as if I were a character in my father’s books. A hero. Bringing news from a foreign land. I was no hero. I was only ambition and sweat. After it happened, I couldn’t pretend any longer that I was doing good by reporting the truth. I wanted only to come home and start over. Begin again. Forget everything.”

      “But it didn’t work.”

      “No. It never does,” I said.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You shouldn’t have to carry this with you for the rest of your life.”

      “If I don’t, then who will? Who will shoulder the guilt if not me? I am the only one who can suffer for my sins. Pride, greed, ambition. It wasn’t how I thought it would be. Not this life. Not like this. Some days I wonder if it’s worth it to keep getting out of bed.”

      “Do you think your friend’s decision to take his own life had anything to do with what happened?” Stormi asked, sounding trepidatious.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. He had his own demons. Blood on his own hands perhaps? Or maybe, after what he saw and captured with his camera, he couldn’t make sense of the world or why he’d want to be in it any longer. Whatever his demons were, I didn’t know about them. But I know what it is to feel that despair and to feel hopeless about humanity—that we continue to destroy one another in the name of religion, power, and money. It’s hard to understand the point of this life.”

      Stormi’s eyes leaked tears. She drew closer and put her arms around my neck and kissed my damp cheeks. “I know what you mean. I get all of it, actually. My childhood was a war zone of its own. It’s hard to understand how that can be in the same world as this.” She gestured toward the row of framed photographs on the mantel. “These happy people who love one another.”

      I nodded as sobs rose up from my belly. She crawled onto my lap, and I wrapped my arms around her waist and cried into her slender shoulder as if I would never stop.
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      For the next two days, the skies were clear. Without another layer of snow to add to the others, we had easy access to the woodshed. However, the temperatures had dropped, turning the heavy, wet snow into immovable layers of ice. Icicles hung long and dangerous from the rafters. Inside, we were safe, and if not completely warm, close enough. On the third morning after my fever had broken, I woke to an empty bed and bright sun streaming in through the shades. I sat up and rubbed my eyes, then squinted into the light.

      I felt as if I hadn’t been sick at all. Whatever flu or virus I’d had decided to leave me alone. The last few days we’d spent baking, talking, and spending nights together curled up after enjoying each other in a more primal way.

      Since Huck had told me about what happened overseas, he’d continued to open up to me, sharing more stories from his time in Afghanistan. I was beginning to get a full picture of his life there: too much drinking; hot, dry conditions; and days that replicated the one before in what felt like perpetuity. His work had kept him somewhat busy, but there were still hours and hours where he and other news friends spent nights drinking and days chasing a story.

      I spent a lot of time thinking about Huck and the past that haunted him. So much made sense when looked at through that lens. His transformation from idealistic youth to bitter adult had been more drastic than most. He wore it on his face and expressed it in every sarcastic word out of his mouth.

      Here, though, he seemed different. Without access to any of the tools we used for work, we were forced to focus on other things. Our feelings, for one. Feelings that seemed to grow from intense dislike to attraction to emotional longing in the instant it took for us to crawl our way out of the car on that scary morning.

      As for me, without my camera or phone, my hands twitched for something to do, as did my natural leanings toward capturing a moment on camera instead of fully living in it. We were both out of our elements. Which, as it turned out, might be just what we needed.

      Now, Huck came into the bedroom carrying a tray with thick slabs of toast and mugs of coffee. The coffee’s rich aroma wafted up in swirls of steam and scented the air.

      If we had to, we’d be able to live for a while on homemade bread and coffee. Honestly, if it was down to the essentials, we had it covered. Huck had kept meticulous notes on what we’d taken from the shelves and their wine stash. We hoped they would understand why we’d taken what we had and wouldn’t mind the replacements. Fortunately, Huck knew a lot about wine and had made sure not to take any bottles that were of expensive vintages or vineyards. I couldn’t really taste the difference, so it wasn’t exactly a hardship.

      I brushed hair away from my eyes and smiled up at him. “Breakfast in bed? I’m never going to want to go home.”

      He set the tray on my lap and then climbed back into bed beside me. “Speaking of which. If it warms up today, I think I might be able to walk up the driveway and see if I can flag someone down on the highway. Worst case, they’d lend me their phone so I could call home.”

      Why did it give me a sinking feeling to hear his words? I should want to get out of here. Poor Sassy would be desolate without me. Or would she even remember me by the time I got home? The gallery was opening next week, and Jennie needed me there to help. There was the newspaper, too. For the first time in its history, there would not be a weekend edition.

      “I don’t know if I want to leave,” I said lightly, even though I felt the opposite. “It’s been pretty great to escape from the world for a bit.”

      “Agreed.” He leaned his back against the headboard and bit into a piece of bread slathered with jam.

      I asked him about the paper. “Are you upset we won’t have an edition this week?”

      “I’m not worried,” Huck said, shrugging. “It’s not that big a deal. Everyone knows the news of the week. We had an unexpected spring storm and two of our residents were lost somewhere between Louisville and Emerson Pass.

      My stomach dropped. It wasn’t just our family and friends but the whole town. In Emerson Pass, everyone counted. Everyone would have accepted that we were probably gone forever. The Cliftons would be inundated with casseroles. “I feel bad. People must be really worried. I’ve been having such a nice time, it’s easy to forget that part.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      I tensed, worried about him out in the elements by himself. How would he plow through the feet of snow to get down the driveway? Worse, what if the storm returned? “What if another blizzard comes while you’re out there?”

      “It’s unlikely. Seems to have passed by now. If it wasn’t so darned cold, we could be home by now.”

      I crunched into my toast, thinking through this option. Other than our friends and family worrying about us, I craved another few days here with Huck. I knew that everything would change the minute we returned to reality. I liked our nest here together.

      “I’m having withdrawals from Brandi’s cookies,” Huck was saying. “Maybe we could make some cookies today?”

      “Cookies? Sure. They won’t be like Brandi’s, but we can do our best.” I let my gaze linger on him. He’d shaved his face a few days ago, but now the stubble was back. His beauty took my breath away. How could I have ever thought differently about him than I did right now?

      The next thought plummeted my mood. This would all end, and he’d be done with me. If my worst fears came true, he’d feel embarrassed for getting wrapped up in a fantasy and want nothing more to do with me.

      “What’s wrong?” His brow furrowed. “Are you feeling sick again?”

      “No, I’m fine.” I picked up another piece of bread, but I was no longer hungry.

      “I can see you’re not. Tell me.” He stroked my hand with his thumb, making circular movements that sent shivers up my spine.

      “I just wonder what will happen when we get home. To us.” There. I might as well say it. Pretending I didn’t care about him was no longer an option.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Huck asked, turning on his side to face me. With his cheek cradled in one hand, he peered at me.

      “I guess we should.” My voice caught at the back of my throat. My hand jerked up to my hair and fluffed my bangs so they covered my scar. I’d become so comfortable with him that I hadn’t been obsessively making sure my bangs covered my forehead.

      “What do you want, Stormi Collins? From me? From life? Do you know?”

      The questions unleashed something unfamiliar—hope.

      “I’d like us to be an us,” I said. “But I’m trying to keep myself from hoping for more when I don’t know what you’ll do. If you’ll change when we get back.” If you’ll go back to being the other Huck.

      “I can understand why you’re worried about that,” Huck said. “I’ve not exactly given you reason to believe otherwise, have I?”

      “Not before, no. But this week…” I splayed my hands out on my lap. “This week you’ve been more than anyone could hope for. I’ve felt cared for and…” What was the word?

      “Cherished? Adored?” Huck prompted. “Understood?”

      I sneaked a shy look at him. “All those things, actually.”

      “Well, good. Because that’s how I feel. I adore you. I feel as if I understand you better than most because we’re very alike.”

      “But you don’t want a relationship?” I asked. “Or emotional entanglements. You don’t think you deserve someone as awesome as me.” I said all this lightly, but the tears in my eyes gave me away.

      “You are awesome.” His eyes were soft as he traced his thumb along the side of my face. “And beautiful. Smart. Tough. Resilient. There are many adjectives I could use to describe you, but we don’t have that long.”

      “We don’t?” My stomach clenched again.

      “That was just a figure of speech. What I mean to say is—I’d very much like us to be an us too. I know it won’t be like this every day.”

      “We’ll be a lot warmer.”

      “True.” He smirked. “And there’ll be some meat to eat. And cookies. And coffee from Brandi’s shop.”

      “That sounds so good right now.”

      “Stormi, would you like to go steady?”

      I laughed. “How long have we been stuck in this cabin? Are we a hundred years old now?

      His eyes were serious as he reached over to brush his mouth against mine. I tasted strawberry jam in his kisses.

      “I haven’t felt this good in a long time,” he said. “My past is still there, but I feel lighter, less burdened. Sharing everything with you has lessened my load. I’m grateful to you for that. But mostly, I need you to understand how much you’ve changed me.”

      “Me or nearly dying?”

      His mouth left kisses down my neck. “Nearly dying perhaps had something to do with it. But you, here in this bed with me, and spending all our time together has opened me up to the idea that love might exist for me. That there might be a person who can take me just as I am, despite my shortcomings.”

      “A person?” Did he mean he was now ready to date people? People who were not me?

      “You. I mean you, Stormi.”

      “Oh,” I breathed out in relief.

      “Do you find that hard to believe?”

      “Not really. I mean, I am awesome,” I said. “As we’ve already established.”

      “You are. I don’t want to lose you. I hope you feel the same way?”

      “I do,” I said.

      “When we get home, it’s going to be different from being sheltered away together. I know that. All the stuff that’s been put on hold will come roaring back. Still, when I think about a future, it’s with you in it.” His voice had grown husky. “Is that what you want?”

      I realized I’d been holding my breath. “Yes. I want that too.”

      He looked up at the ceiling. “I’m going to start therapy when we get home. After sharing so much with you, I see how helpful it is to talk about all of it.” He chuckled and shook his head ruefully. “I’m scared to go, but I know I should.”

      “What are you scared of?” I cradled his cheek with one of my hands, wishing he could be free from all of his burdens. I wished it fervently. More so than I’d ever wanted anything for anyone.

      “Just reliving all of it, I guess. And maybe finding out that I’m irrevocably broken.”

      “We’re all broken,” I said. “Our brokenness makes us kinder and insightful about others and ourselves.”

      He gazed into my eyes for a long moment. “My brokenness seems to have made me into an ass.”

      I laughed. “Temporarily, yes. But you’re back. Huck Clifton, man of my dreams, has returned to earth.”

      His expression sobered. “Am I really the man of your dreams?” Huck asked, his voice as thick as sweet pudding.

      “Yeah, I think you are. And let me tell you—I did not see that coming. But there you have it. Love’s sneaky that way.”

      “Wait a minute. Do you love me?” Huck asked.

      “It’s too early to say.” I let my eyes twinkle at him flirtatiously.

      “Too early to say, as in the words, or in the discovery?”

      I pushed at his chest. “You’ll have to interpret that for yourself.”
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      If it hadn’t been for my parents and my friends, I would have liked to stay in our haven forever. A sense of calm and contentment I hadn’t felt in years had taken hold. I didn’t want to lose that. Or Stormi. Knowing what a total jerk I’d become over the years, I was afraid to return and go right back to the beast I’d been for the last few years. Would my obnoxious and sardonic personality come back with central heating? I wouldn’t mind some warmth and Brandi’s cookies, but the rest of my life I could leave well enough behind. For example, the endless cell phone messages and calls, the deadlines for articles I didn’t care about, and mostly the dark thoughts that invaded my life.

      However, I missed my family and friends. The idea of them suffering because of our disappearance made me feel sick. It hadn’t been a full week since we plummeted into the river, but it could have been a year for all the ways I’d changed. Was it possible that love could transform me this way?

      Yes, I loved Stormi Collins. Damn.

      After she told me about that Halloween, the rest of that night had come back to me like an intact video file. That night had marked the last time I’d ever felt hopeful about my life or humanity. Why had I forgotten meeting her? Perhaps because it had been part of my old life? All in all, my mind was a complicated, dense forest. God only knows how it all worked in there. I doubted even the smartest brain scientist could explain mine. Clearly, however, I’d blocked the night from my memory. Somehow, I’d turned that intense feeling into dislike of the woman who had challenged me all those years before.

      The temperatures had not warmed the day before. In fact, they’d remained in the low twenties, making it impossible for me to venture out to the driveway. However, the next morning we woke to cloudy skies and rain. I immediately padded over to the bedroom window. Icicles that had formed on the rafters were melting like a child’s Popsicle on a hot day. Although the snow was still a good four feet deep, if it began to melt throughout the day I might be able to make it to the road.

      As I showered and dressed, I thought through my plan. Would it be best to hike out of here by myself? Or should Stormi and I go together? If we got to the highway, we could walk until someone drove by. But what if they didn’t? What if people were still staying in because of the storm? How far were we from the highway, anyway? I’d stood outside yesterday hoping to hear an engine of some kind, but it was silent. Even the birds had retreated into their nests, figuring spring wasn’t to come this year.

      Stormi had made us coffee by the time I was finished dressing. She’d also gotten the fire going. “You’re a good pioneer woman,” I said as I took a mug of coffee from her outstretched hand.

      “Hardly. All I can think about is how much I’d like some half-and-half for my coffee.”

      She put together a couple of bowls of oatmeal for us and joined me at the table. Instead of digging her spoon into the cereal, she glanced over at me. “What’re you thinking? Do you want to try to walk out of here today?”

      “I don’t know. It seems risky.” I explained my thought process and fears about getting stranded outside, unable to return to the cabin but without a way home either. “I think we should probably wait at least another day.”

      “You’re worried about your mom, though?” Stormi asked.

      How did she always know what I was thinking? “Yes, she’s probably going out of her mind.”

      She nodded, sticking her spoon into her bowl and lifting it to her mouth. After swallowing, she turned toward the window, looking out as if contemplating a strategic war move. “Think of it this way—she’d rather have you home safe a few days later than risk dying trying to get out of here. Let’s wait and see what this afternoon brings. Until then, we’re going to have to distract ourselves to keep from thinking about what’s going on at home. There’s nothing we can do about any of it. All we can control is how much risk we want to take out there.” She jerked her hand back toward the window. “And I know your mom would rather have us err on the side of caution.”

      “Agreed.” I raised my eyebrows. “So what should we do to distract ourselves?”

      “Make cookies?”

      “Oh, I thought you had something else in mind.”

      “Didn’t you get enough last night?” Stormi gazed at me with a faux innocence in her eyes.

      “I’ll never get enough of you,” I said.

      She grinned before returning to her breakfast. “The good news for you is that there’s time for cookies and nookie.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      An hour later, after a return to the warmth of the bed and Stormi’s arms, we were back in the kitchen. She was standing by the pantry, examining the contents for cookie ingredients.

      “There’s no chocolate, obviously, or we would have already eaten it.”

      “We would have?” I came up behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist and nuzzled her neck.

      “If there’s chocolate, I would have eaten it, anyway. You would too, sweet tooth.” She leaned back against me and made a soft moan as my lips trailed the back of her neck. “But you better stop that, or you’ll never get your cookies.”

      Reluctantly, I stepped aside. “I do want some cookies.”

      She trailed her fingers down the shelves. “We’ve got sugar, Crisco, and flour, so we could do a sugar cookie. Or we could make oatmeal without the raisins.”

      “I love raisins,” I said mournfully.

      She grabbed the vegetable oil and cinnamon. “We don’t have eggs, though, so I don’t know how these will come out. We’ll have to just make them and hope for the best. I’ll make you some with eggs and raisins when we get home.”

      When we get home. A spasm of fear passed through me. Would I ever get those cookies, or would I mess this up first?

      I’d gotten the cookbook out and had it opened on the table to the cookie section. I thumbed through to find the oatmeal recipe and read it through quickly. A sudden memory came to me of my mom in our kitchen, putting together last-minute cookies for my classroom.

      “You have to tell me these things sooner, sweetie,” Mom said. “Otherwise, I might not have all the ingredients.”

      “But you do have all of them, don’t you?” The counter was riddled with containers. To my eight-year-old eyes there seemed to be a lot of them. Baking powder, sugar, brown sugar, and flour.

      “Yes, I happen to have all of them, but I might have been out of something, which is why you need to tell me sooner.”

      “Can’t you just go to the store?”

      Mom sighed and put her head through the loop of her apron, then tied it behind her back. “Huck, what I’m saying is that you must think of others, not just yourself. I might have had something to do tonight that would have made making cookies impossible. It’s common courtesy. Not doing so is rude. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I stared up at her, sorry I’d agitated her. “And I’m sorry.”

      She kissed the top of my head. “Never mind. Next time, okay?”

      “Yes, Mama.” I’d hugged her legs before climbing up on the stool to watch her deftly mix the ingredients together.

      Now, Stormi tugged at my collar and planted a kiss below my ear. “Hey, you still with me?”

      “Yes, I’m still with you.” I pulled her to me and gave her a kiss on the mouth. When we parted, she started measuring ingredients into a mixing bowl. Had I been inconsiderate of her time during her tenure at the paper?

      “I was remembering a time with my mom making cookies,” I said. “I hadn’t thought of it in a long time.”

      “Yeah?” She raised her eyebrows.

      “My mom was making cookies and told me I needed to respect others’ time. I asked for last-minute cookies for school. Which got me thinking about your time at the paper. Was I inconsiderate of your time?” I wrapped my fingers around the top of one of the kitchen chairs and leaned against it.

      She pointed at me with the wooden spoon. “No, you were actually a good boss in that way. I wouldn’t have had any complaints at all if you’d been a little nicer to me. Said thank you once in a while and not growled at me instead of talking.”

      “I feel terrible about that.” I hung my head between my arms.

      “You already apologized. If I spent all my time thinking about grievances from the past, I’d rob the future of possible joy.”

      I straightened to get a better look at her, curious about something she’d said. What else had she remembered while we were here? Other than the one memory of us at the bar? “Anything pop up for you since we’ve been here? Besides the one about us?”

      She lifted one shoulder. “A few.”

      “Anything you care to share?”

      “Not now. Maybe some other time.” She returned to her cookies, tossing the cup of oats into the bowl and stirring.

      I sat at the kitchen table and crossed one leg over the other. As much as I wanted to know everything about her, I must trust the process. Slowly, she would reveal herself to me. If, that is, I kept doing the same. I would, I promised myself.

      “I wonder what would have happened if we’d decided to stay in touch after meeting that night?” I asked, thinking out loud.

      She startled, reminding me of a deer in the forest. “Are you turning into a romantic on me?”

      “Who said I wasn’t always?” I asked.

      “We’ll see about that.” She tossed the metal measuring spoons into the sink, causing a clatter.

      “If we’d flirted online, who knows what that would have led to?” I asked, totally serious.

      “It might be that we had to go through all we’ve gone through in order to be the people the other person needs. Or wants.” She wiped her hands on the front of her apron. “Wash your hands and help me roll these into balls.”

      I did as she asked, lingering to let the warm water soothe my cold fingers. For a few minutes, we worked in compatible silence.

      Stormi placed the last roll of dough on the corner of the baking sheet. “Do you mind opening the oven door for me, please?”

      I hurried over to do so. “I like doing your bidding.”

      She laughed. “You probably don’t, but maybe I don’t care. I’m naturally bossy.” A shadow crossed her face.

      “What?” I asked. “What did that make you think of?”

      “Oh, nothing really.” She set a spatula and spoon into the sink. “It’s just that girls weren’t supposed to be bossy. At least that’s what my mother always told me. ‘Don’t be such a know-it-all.’ That’s what she’d say, followed by a prediction of my future destitute and alone.” She poured dish soap into the mixing bowl and added water. The suds rapidly rose and spilled out into the sink. “She always told me no man would ever love me if I didn’t learn how to keep my opinions to myself. Which is ironic, given her life. She’s destitute and alone, as far as I know. All that agreeing with whatever opinion her boyfriend had didn’t really work out for her.” A bitter edge had crept into her voice. I suspected she might never resolve what were complicated feelings about her mother.

      “Do you ever think about calling her?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No, that ship’s sailed. She made it clear years ago that she never wanted to hear from me again.”

      “What happened?” I asked as gently as I could, despite my curiosity.

      “We had a fight about money,” Stormi said. “She thought being a photographer was a ridiculous dream. She didn’t think I had any talent and that I was setting myself up for failure.”

      “She said that?” I asked, horrified.

      “Not those exact words.” She scrunched up her forehead, obviously trying to recall the details of the conversation. “It was something about thinking I was fancy and that I’d find out once and for all how wrong I was when forced to take a job at Walmart like she’d done.”

      “But that’s not what happened, is it?”

      “No, but it’s true that it hasn’t always been easy. Choosing a profession in the arts, even if it’s a skill people will pay for, is unpredictable. She was in my head when I had to take the job at the bar. Proving my mother was right.”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?” How could she not see how talented and imaginative she was? Was I partly to blame? “I should have told you more often how great your photos are. They’re as good as or better than any of the people’s I’ve worked with over the years. Too good for my little paper, maybe?”

      “Your paper isn’t little,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. “Stop saying that. You should be proud of the work you do and the town where you live.”

      I put my hands up in self-defense. “I know, I’m sorry. I should be more appreciative of it all. And of you.”

      “I could still take pictures for the paper,” Stormi said. “If that new person doesn’t work out. Or if you ever need a backup. I’ll miss it, to be totally honest.”

      New person? Who was she talking about? I scrambled to find the answer and then remembered my lie about the new photographer I’d supposedly found. “Yeah, about that. The new photographer is more an idea than an actual person.”

      Her eyes narrowed playfully. She placed both hands on my chest, as if ready to shove me at any moment. “What are you saying?”

      “I don’t really have anyone. I just told you that to save face.”

      “You rat.” She jerked away from me to grab a dish towel and swat at me with it. I caught it midair and used it like a rope to yank her toward me.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you,” I said before kissing her. “Anything you want.”

      “Anything?” She looked up at me, playful and sexy.

      I nodded. “Within reason.”

      Her face burst into a smile and made me think of a field of sunflowers I’d seen once in the Loire Valley in France. “I know what I want.”

      “Should I be scared?”

      “I want you to dance with me right here in the kitchen.” She gestured toward the living room where we’d been playing music from the stack of CDs left by the owners.

      “Dancing in the kitchen? That’s what you want?” I asked. “Are you sure?”

      “Let’s just say it’s on my bucket list.”

      “What music do you want?” I asked, feeling one side of my lip curl up.

      “You can choose,” Stormi said. “Because I’m gracious like that.”

      “Well, that makes this easier.” I broke away from her to hustle off to pick our music. Kneeling in front of the cabinet, I perused the collection. They needed to be put in alphabetical order. Maybe I’d do that before we left as a thank you to the Wallaces. Regardless of the messy order, they obviously liked nineties country. My fingertip landed on Garth Brooks. Fresh Horses. A classic album. My dad must have listened to it a thousand times when I was young. I knew just the song for a dance in the kitchen.

      I returned, feeling triumphant. “I got it right here. Garth Brooks. ‘To Make You Feel My Love.’ Do you know that song?”

      “I don’t think I know any Garth Brooks. My mother didn’t like country.”

      “She missed out.” I put the CD into the player and pushed the button to fast-forward to the song I wanted. At the first notes of the piano filled the room, I held out my hand. “Come here, baby. I should pay my debt.”

      She folded into my arms as if she’d been born to be there. We swayed gently to the ballad, Garth’s amazing voice like an old friend. She rested her cheek against my chest.

      “I would stay this way forever if I could,” Stormi said softly. “Is it bad that I don’t want to go back?”

      “No, I feel that way too.”

      “I want to dance in the summertime, too,” Stormi said. “Barefoot when the weather is warm and we’ve had a few margaritas at a backyard party. We’re cleaning up and you put this song on and we dance. Anytime we want.”

      The longing in her voice made my chest ache. Could I give her all that? Her desires were so simple yet complicated for a man like me to give. Or were they? Had she coaxed me into a different kind of man? The kind who danced with his wife in the kitchen? The answers seemed to be in the lyrics of the song itself. He claimed there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do to make her dreams come true. Could that be me, too?

      I wanted it to be me. God, I wanted this. I wanted to be a better man for her. It was that simple. “You make me want to be better,” I said against the downy softness of her hair.

      “You make me better. No trying about it.” She looked up at me. “I feel like myself with you. The version of myself that I’ve been chasing all these years. Who knew I’d find peace in your arms? You, of all people.”

      I wrapped one arm more tightly around her waist. “I’m not sure how I could evoke such things, but I’m glad you think so.”

      “I’ll continue as your photographer,” she said. “I love taking pictures of the people of our town. My town. If you want me.”

      “Do I want you? Of course I do.” I kissed her while still swaying gently to the music. Who was I to have all this? I didn’t deserve it when so many better men suffered. Why it was me and not someone else was too hard to understand, but for now, I would be grateful and hope my gratitude pleased God.
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      The cookies had just come out of the oven when we heard rain on the roof. Warm, sweet rain fell hard, pounding the snow away. The icicles hanging outside the windows were half what they were when we’d gotten up that morning. The river remained high and brown, but the snow was melting before my eyes. I’d never been so happy to see rain.

      As we ate a few cookies, we discussed whether we should venture out to find the road. Huck wanted to go without me, citing the boots he’d found in the closet as his biggest argument as to why he should go and leave me safe here. The idea of him leaving me alone, worried about his safety, left me hollow and cold inside, but I knew he was right. Without proper shoes, I would get cold fast. I’d slow him down, even if I had the right footwear. He could be on the road quickly if he was right about the driveway leading out to the old highway. “If I’m right about where we are, there’s bound to be a car or truck eventually. That person will have a cell phone. I can call home. My dad or one of the guys will be here or worst case, I have to hike back in here to you and wait until someone can get down this driveway.”

      “Maybe we should wait one more day,” I said. “Just to be on the safe side.”

      He nodded, seeming to consider the idea before shaking his head. “No, I should go today. I keep thinking about my mom. She probably hasn’t slept a wink since we disappeared. I don’t want her suffering for any longer than she has to. The rain’s washing away the snow at a fast rate. I’ll be fine.”

      We held each other’s gaze. So much passed between us in that moment. All the scenarios that could hinder him from getting to civilization played before my eyes: coyotes, bears, a sudden cold front that could freeze melting snow into ice, walking for miles without finding the road, or a person to help.

      “I’ll go with you,” I said, shrilly.

      “You don’t have the right shoes. We found that out the other day.” Huck blamed my illness on my feet getting too cold. I wasn’t sure that was true, but I had to agree that my boots were no good for tramping through slushy snow.

      “But going alone is not safe,” I said. “What if you can’t find the road and get totally lost?”

      He took my hand and led me over to the window. The snow was slushy now, he pointed out. “Easy to walk through.”

      It was the most sensible thing. I knew that. Of course I did. But the idea of being here without him and not knowing if he was all right or not seemed impossible to endure. I sat back at the table, my emotions raging around like a storm in my mind. It was logical, I thought. This feeling of abandonment. “Please be careful.”

      “I will, and I’ll come back for you as fast as I can.” Huck knelt on his knees next to my chair. “I know it’s scary, but you have to have faith in me.”

      I wrapped my legs around his waist as he pulled me toward him, then rested my chin on the top of his glossy hair. “I have faith. In you.” In God. Please, keep him safe. Bring him back to me, I prayed silently.

      While he added layers over his sweater, I made and packed several sandwiches and a half dozen cookies, then filled a portable water bottle.

      When he returned to the kitchen, wearing his boots and jacket, I handed him the hat that had been hanging on the rack. “This should keep you a little dry at least.” It wouldn’t help with warmth but would hopefully keep water from running down the back of his jacket. “And I made you these.” I handed him the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches that I’d packed into plastic bags.

      I drew in a deep breath, preparing myself to say goodbye. He put the sandwiches in the pockets of his jacket and held out his arms. “See you soon,” he said before kissing me. “Try not to worry.”

      “I’ll try.”

      I walked him to the back door and followed him down the path he’d made to the woodshed. Rain had washed away the rest of the snow from the path, revealing tufts of trodden grass in its place.

      “You should have enough wood for three days,” he said. “But I’ll be back later today, so you won’t need it.” He’d brought in more wood late yesterday afternoon, stacking it under the awning as well as in the house next to the fireplace.

      “Don’t forget to keep an eye on the fire,” he said, his breath coming out in clouds. The rain fell heavily, already soaking his jacket. He wouldn’t have long before he was completely wet.

      “Hurry,” I said, pushing him gently away from me. “I’ll be fine.”

      I hugged myself as I watched him make his way through the wet snow until he disappeared from view. Then, not knowing what else to do, I walked back into the empty house and put another log on the fire.
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      I trudged through the snow, figuring I was safe from getting lost if I stayed between the trees on either side of me. This had to be the driveway, I kept telling myself, even though it wasn’t totally obvious. The snowdrifts were up to my knees, so it was slow going. Rain dripped off the brim of the hat but so far had not penetrated the oilskin jacket. Thank God for the Wallaces, I thought, for the hundredth time since this ordeal had started.

      I had no idea how long it took me to walk to the highway, but it felt like hours before I finally saw a glimpse of concrete through a clump of trees. Feeling jubilant, I sped up, willing the snow to part with the urgency of my gait. A few minutes later, I spotted the road. I yelped with glee and even raised my fist as if there were anyone to see my triumph.

      Once I’d reached the road, I was amazed to see how clear it looked. The snowplow had clearly come through recently, as I could see the yellow lines painted into the concrete. I stopped, catching my breath, and looked one way and then the other. Which way was the right way to go?

      “All your life,” my father had said to me one time, “there will be times when you have to decide which way to go. There will be choices before you, none of which will seem better than the other. The important thing is that you decide. Pick one and go for it, never looking back.”

      As I stood there, I thought about that advice. Was that even right? Was it as simple as that? Should we keep going, never questioning the path we were on for the sake of keeping on?

      Regardless of whether his advice was good for all of my life, right now I had to take one direction or the other. I went left. Walking on the road without snow hindering my speed made it seem like I’d lost fifty pounds. I would eventually see someone, wouldn’t I?

      Fifteen or so minutes later, as far as I could guess anyway, without a watch, I turned the corner to see a building of some kind. As I got closer, I saw it was a fishing-and-tackle type of place. The kind you stopped at before going to your fishing cabin to pick up some night crawlers, corn chips, and beer. A freezer with one of those ICE signs was partially covered with snow. No one had been through for ice. Not a surprise there.

      The bell above the door rang as I walked into the store. It smelled of old wood and cardboard. Behind the register, an older man dressed in a thick flannel coat sat on a stool reading a newspaper. He looked up as I approached, clearly surprised to see a potential customer.

      “Hey,” I said. “Am I glad to see you.”

      “What can I do for you?” He wore a red shirt with the name Jim embroidered into the front pocket.

      I’d only just begun to explain my predicament when he grabbed the newspaper on the counter next to his half-empty plastic can of diet cola. “The whole state’s been looking for you two.” He held up the Louisville paper and pointed to a front-page article. There were photographs of Stormi and me, along with a headline that read: AUTHORITIES HOLDING OUT HOPE FOR MISSING COUPLE. “That’s you, isn’t it?” Jim asked, seeming pleased with himself, as if he’d found me all on his own.

      “Yes, that’s me.” My heart pounded fast and hard inside my chest. My poor mother.

      “They’ve not been able to do much searching because of the weather,” he said. “But today they were sending out a helicopter to see if they could find your car.”

      “They won’t find it unless they look at the bottom of the river,” I said. “We slid off the road and went off the side of the mountain. Landed in the water.”

      “What about the girl?” Jim asked.

      “Stormi’s fine. We found a cabin and essentially broke in. We’ve been holed up there until the weather was good enough for me to walk out and look for help.”

      “The Wallaces’ cabin? Sure, I know the place. That’s at least three miles from here. You walked down that driveway of theirs in this weather?” He jerked a hand toward the window. “Rain’s melting this darn nuisance, but that’s a long driveway.”

      “It wasn’t easy. I’d be mighty obliged if you’d let me use your phone. I need to call my mother.”

      “Yes, absolutely.” He pulled a phone up from under the counter and handed it to me. “You know her number? Cell phones these days make it so we don’t know anyone’s number.”

      “Yes, I’ll call her at home.” To my horror, I choked up. Good old Jim didn’t miss a beat, just patted my shoulder and said he’d get me a hot dog with all the fixings while I talked to my mom.

      She answered on the first ring. “Mom, it’s me.”

      I could almost see her sinking onto one of the stools at the kitchen island. “Oh, Huck. You’re okay?” She was crying so hard I almost couldn’t make out the words.

      “I’m okay. Stormi too. We’ve been safe but without a way to get home or call. The cabin we essentially broke into didn’t have a phone and everything was lost when we crashed. My car’s at the bottom of the river.” I explained as well as I could, given my own tears. “We were there this whole time. I mean, after we walked a mile shivering our butts off. I was able to walk down their driveway this morning and found a store.”

      “That’s where you are now?” Mom asked.

      “Yes. I had to walk out of there to find help.” Had I already said that? “Stormi’s still there, waiting for me to come back and get her.”

      “Here’s your dad,” she said. “He wants to hear your voice.”

      “Huck?”

      “Yeah, Dad, it’s me.”

      “Thank God. We’ve been going out of our minds.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I got out as soon as I could. Could you come get us in your truck?” I looked over at Jim. “Where are we exactly?”

      Jim took the phone from me and explained to my dad how to get here from Emerson Pass. “Plow came through this morning, so the roads are clear. Sounds like you’ll need to wait for them at the end of the driveway, though. The Wallaces’ place will be snowed in for at least a few more days.”

      After we hung up, Jim patted the chair behind the counter. “Listen, kid, let’s get you warmed up and fed. Come on back here and take a load off.”

      “I won’t argue with you on that.” I went behind the counter and sat in the rickety chair, suddenly exhausted. Obediently, I ate the hot dog, which tasted pretty darn good. My dad had said he’d be here as fast as he could and then drive me out to the Wallaces’. We’d have to walk in to get her, but that was fine with me. The sooner the better. I knew she’d be worried until I returned. Strangely enough, I missed her as though it had been weeks instead of hours since I’d seen her.
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      Dad arrived almost exactly an hour after we talked on the phone. To my surprise, Mom was with him. I went out to greet them, full and warm, thanks to Jim’s hospitality. Mom was out of the truck before Dad even made a full stop. She wrapped her arms around my waist as I enfolded her small frame into my chest.

      “Oh, my boy, I thought I’d lost you.”

      “I know, Mom. I’m sorry I worried you. I’m sorry for everything.”

      She looked up at me with a questioning look in her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “It took almost dying to see what I have done and how I’ve hurt the people around me, especially you and Dad. I’m sorry for all the worry I’ve caused you these last few years.”

      “It’s all right.” Mom wiped her puffy eyes. How many tears had she shed for me over the years? “I love you no matter what. I hope you know that.”

      “I do know that. But I’d like to earn it from now on.”

      Dad got out of the truck as if his entire body ached. The last few days had aged him. He pulled me to him and kissed the top of my head the way he used to when I was a little boy. I nearly started weeping. “Dad, I’m sorry.”

      “You’re here and safe. That’s all I care about.”

      “Stormi’s waiting at the cabin. We should go.”

      “You got it.” Dad smiled and put his arm around my mother’s shoulders, who was texting with my sister.

      “Josie didn’t go home,” Mom said. “She’s been at the house with us.”

      “Tell her I said hello.” I grinned. “And that she’s going to have to share the inheritance with me after all.”

      “She’s happy to share,” Mom said. “Trust me.”

      On the way down the road, my parents filled me in on what had happened since we’d disappeared. When we didn’t show up that evening, Breck, Trapper, and Dad had gathered together to call the authorities and hospitals. “No one could figure it out,” Dad said. “There were no tracks because of the snowfall. No abandoned car. It was like you two just disappeared from the face of the earth.”

      “We thought someone must know something. Like another car saw you but no one came forward,” Mom said. “We even put up a reward.”

      “Nothing. And the weather was so bad, we couldn’t send a search party out. The guys were beside themselves. If we hadn’t heard from you today, Breck and Trapper had organized a search party. They were planning on covering every inch between Louisville and Emerson Pass.”

      Mom turned around to look at me where I sat in the back seat. “The cops acted as if you and Stormi had disappeared on purpose.”

      “Not quite like that,” Dad said. “They were just trying to understand what happened, turning over every possibility. But Breck and Trapper annoyed them a great deal.” He caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “The Emerson Pass police will be happy you reappeared for more than one reason.”

      “Did they think about us driving off the side of the mountain?” I asked. “I kept hoping to hear a helicopter overhead.”

      “They couldn’t get out because of the storm,” Dad said. “Too dangerous. But they believed you must have gone over the mountain.” His voice croaked. “We felt sure about that, too.”

      “I didn’t want to believe it,” Mom said. “But we couldn’t imagine how you would have survived if you’d gone over.”

      “Ironically, the water softened our blow,” I said.

      “Trapper and Breck wanted to rent their own helicopter, as if they know how to fly one,” Mom said. “Crystal offered to pay for a private detective, a helicopter, anything that would help—but Mother Nature doesn’t care about money.”

      “Everyone’s been at the house,” Dad said. “Fuming because they thought the police should do more to find you guys. In their defense, there was really nothing more they could have done while the storm was still raging.”

      “Our only hope was that you were safe in your car. Somehow surviving the cold.” Mom started to cry again. “We couldn’t imagine how you could survive, if that was the case.”

      “I don’t know what would have happened if we hadn’t come across the Wallaces’ cabin,” I said, shuddering. “Stormi was amazing. So tough and smart.” I couldn’t keep the love out of my voice. My mother noticed. Of course she did.

      “Interesting.” She narrowed her eyes and looked me up and down. “Very interesting.”

      “Did something happen between you two?” Dad asked, sounding like himself for the first time.

      “Let’s just say the time together was illuminating.” I’d have to explain everything later. Right now, I needed to get to my girl. “She’s probably climbing the walls, waiting for me. She didn’t really want me to risk coming out here alone, but I had to. I knew you’d be sick with worry.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” Mom said.

      “As soon as I got to the road, I knew I’d be all right,” I said. “Once I saw that the snowplow had come through, I figured I’d come across someone with a phone. However far I had to walk.”

      “What did you do for food?” Mom asked.

      I explained about the Wallaces’ stocked cabin. “We had enough food to last us weeks. However, I owe them a lot of money for all the food and wine.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be pleased to have helped,” Dad said. “The local news has covered the story. Everyone in Colorado knows about it.”

      “There’s the driveway,” I said, pointing at my footprints from earlier. “It’s down there about a half-mile. Straight down. The place is right on the river.”

      Dad pulled as far to the side of the driveway as he could, careful not to sink into the snowdrift. Mom agreed to stay in the car while Dad and I walked back to get Stormi. “We can use the tracks I made to make it easier.”

      We set out together. The rain had stopped, but the sky was covered in clouds.

      “That warm cloud cover sure was a welcome sight,” Dad said. “I got down on my knees this morning and asked God to make it rain.”

      “He must have been listening.

      “I think I’m in love with Stormi,” I blurted out before I could stop it. “Don’t tell Mom I said it or she’ll be planning a wedding already.” I glanced over at him. He wore an expression I couldn’t quite place, somewhere between surprise and sentiment?

      “The whole snowed-in in a remote cabin trope, huh?” Dad laughed, his voice ringing out in the quiet of the afternoon. “I always loved that trope.”

      “I’m kind of a fan myself.”

      “I’m happy for you, son. If it took almost dying to start living again, then the last week was worth it.”

      We continued onward, trudging through the tracks I made earlier. The rain had stopped, making it easier.

      “Some things happened in Afghanistan,” I said. “Things I haven’t known how to deal with or how to even talk about them. This guilt and self-hatred has made me act like an idiot, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry I haven’t been a better son.”

      My dad’s breathing sounded labored. For a moment, I thought we should stop and rest, but then I realized he was crying.

      “Dad, don’t.” I stopped him by tugging on the sleeve of his jacket. “I’m fine. I’m here, and I’m going to get better.”

      He placed his hands on the sides of my face and looked deeply into my eyes. “You’ve done fine. Just fine. I’m sorry for whatever happened to you and that you felt like you couldn’t come to me. I feel like I’ve failed you. I’ve wanted us to be closer more than anything. I haven’t known how to reach you. We have so many things in common. When you were a boy, I thought we’d be…best friends. I know, that sounds so trite.” He dropped his hands to hang limply at his sides and looked up at the sky.

      “It doesn’t, Dad. It’s all my fault. You’ve been as good a dad as anyone could hope for.”

      “Well, you say the word and I’m here for you—whatever you need. Whenever you need me.”

      “I’ll take you up on that. Not today. For now, we need to go rescue my girl.”

      “You got it.”

      Along we trudged, careful to put our feet into the tracks I’d made earlier as best we could, both of us huffing from the exertion, even though it was downhill. When I saw the smoke from the chimney rising up over the treetops, I pointed toward the cabin. “Just through those trees, and we’re there,” I said.

      “Praise God,” Dad said. “Praise God.”
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      I can’t say I didn’t almost wear a hole in the floor as I waited for Huck to return. For the first hour, I paced between the sofa and the window at least fifty times, scrutinizing the sky for snow. However, the rain continued to fall steadily, chipping away at the persistent blanket of ice.

      After a few hours, I went to the window and stared out at the driveway. I squinted so much hoping to make out a figure that I probably gave myself permanent lines at the corners of my eyes. Finally, I gave up and made myself a piece of toast and a cup of tea and settled down in front of the fire with the paperback I’d been reading. Finding it hard to focus, I looked up after reading the same paragraph five times without any retention or understanding, and stared into the fire. He would be fine, I assured myself. He knew what he was doing in these parts, and the boots would keep his feet dry and warm. That was the most important thing. I hated waiting. That’s all there was to it.

      I set the book aside and tried to think of something else. How was I going to replace all of my photography equipment and laptop by the time of my first wedding on the first weekend of June? Insurance would hopefully come through for me, but how long would that take? I might have to put it all on a credit card and hope for the best. I’d bought it all on credit in the first place. I could do it again. Rebuild and rebuild and lose it all only to start again. That was the mantra of my life since I was eighteen years old. Keep plugging away. Keep the faith and hope. Even when life pummeled me. Stormi Collins never gave up.

      The relationship with my mother had been like that, too. I’d always hoped things would be different. Every time one of the boyfriends didn’t work out and he finally left, a new sense of purpose had come to me. Even when I was small, I always thought each time had the potential to bring a new kind of life. A different relationship with my mother. One where I felt supported and nurtured. The thing was, though? People didn’t change. No matter how much I wanted her to be a different type of person, she couldn’t do it. All the prayers and bargaining with God didn’t make a dent in my mother’s behavior. She was who she was. Nothing could change that.

      My thoughts drifted back to the last time I’d spoken to my mother. The time I’d decided it was enough. I was done. She didn’t even know where I lived now. If she wanted to find out, of course, she could. Social media made sure of that. It wasn’t as if I was hiding from her. Maybe there was even a part of me that still hoped, would this be the year she reached out to me?

      We didn’t fight. There was no point of view to understand or overcome. No differences or misunderstandings that happened in the course of every relationship. No, this was me finally realizing there was no hope for her to be the parent I wanted or needed.

      It wasn’t anything she did, as it turned out, but what she didn’t do. She didn’t come to my graduation. I was like that little girl in her school play who peeps through the curtains, hoping to see a loving face in the audience but finding the chair empty. I thought she’d come. I truly did. Even though she hadn’t committed either way. I’d sent her the invitation via email to the ceremony and to the party my roommates’ parents were throwing us afterward. She’d written that it would depend on a few things and couldn’t commit. What those things were, she didn’t say. I knew though. It would depend on Roger’s schedule and opinion. He was the boyfriend at the time and had moved in with her the year before. In fact, when I’d gone home for the holidays, he’d been fully instated into the household. Ironically, he wasn’t that bad. I mean, as far as Mom’s boyfriends go, anyway.

      Roger claimed to be a personal fitness trainer but I hadn’t yet seen him actually leave for work. Instead, he’d turned my old bedroom into a home gym, installing a treadmill, weights, and even a rope that he’d managed to bolt to the ceiling. At first, I thought it was a good thing. Maybe he’d encourage my mother to be healthier. She might quit smoking and eat something besides potato chips and diet soda. Sadly, his health habits didn’t seem to rub off on her. Actually, they seemed to anger her. Especially because he wouldn’t let her smoke in the house. The one weekend I spent with them, they’d gotten into a screaming match because he’d found cigarette buds in a teacup. If anything, his controlling behavior made her less healthy. Perhaps in passive-aggressive rebellion? I wasn’t sure. She’d grown even thinner and more spastic, flying into rages like a hungry child.

      That was the thing with my mother. When she first met these men, she’d adapt to what they wanted or where their interests leaned. They never lasted long. The men came and sucked her dry and then left. Without a man to anchor her, she drifted along until the next one appeared.

      Like the sporty thing with Roger. After first meeting him, she’d gone on and on about how good he was for her, how encouraging. She’d changed her whole outlook on life, she’d told me over the phone, between puffs of her cigarette. She didn’t think I could hear her smoking, but her quick sucks in and out were obviously just that.

      “What does he think about your smoking?” I’d asked her on the last Christmas morning I spent with her.

      On Christmas Day, Roger had run out to the store to pick up a few missing ingredients for Christmas dinner. Roger cooked. He loved gourmet products from the fancy grocery store, which irked me. Especially since he didn’t work and they were living on my mom’s meager salary from her job at a discount grocery outlet. The irony wasn’t lost on me.

      We’d already opened presents. He’d given her one of those dust busters as a gift. She’d gotten him romantic items: cologne, a massage, and a cashmere sweater. She would never have admitted it to me, but I could see his gift had hurt her feelings.

      We were in the kitchen putting a turkey in the oven. She’d been slamming around in there for the last twenty minutes. “Mom, has Roger gotten any new clients lately?”

      “Times are tough here. This isn’t New York City where women can throw away money on personal trainers.”

      “Maybe he should get a real job, then?”

      “Real job?” She reached into a cupboard to fetch her secret stash of cigarettes. “What are you trying to say?”

      “I’m asking a question, that’s all. Are you paying for everything? Working extra shifts to buy him a cashmere sweater?”

      She laughed, a hard, bitter bark. “I don’t have any money. I don’t have anything but this trailer. You really think someone would choose me for money? I don’t have anything. Less because of you. If I hadn’t had you to take care of, who knows what my life would have been like?”

      “This again,” I muttered under my breath.

      She’d gotten pregnant with me when she was only seventeen, setting off a course of events that ruined her life. I’d ruined her life.

      “Mom, can’t you see it?” I’d asked. Usually I let it go, knowing nothing positive would come from an argument. She would never see the truth. She told herself a story until that story no longer served her, and then she’d move to a new one.

      “See what?” Her voice sounded weary and disappointed. Why was I the one who disappointed her instead of the men she let into her life?

      “When was the last time he contributed to the household budget?” I pressed onward, knowing I was pushing not only her but also my luck.

      “Budget? There’s no budget. We live from paycheck to paycheck, like most people do. These rich kids you go to school with have no idea what it’s like for people like us. ‘Art’ students. I mean, really?” She put art in air quotes. “You should remember that they all have rich daddies before you get too many ideas about what your life should be like. Low expectations, Stormi. That’s what women like us should have.”

      “But I don’t want to. Not anymore. I’ve seen a glimpse into another kind of life. A life where I’m independent and hopeful, instead of quietly accepting life has to be crap.”

      “I’ve given up my own life for you. Someday you’ll see that.” She’d lifted her chin with an injured, martyred look. “You’ll be sorry you’ve been so totally ungrateful.”

      “I’m not ungrateful, Mom. I just want you to see that this Roger guy is just another one in a long line of losers.”

      “How can you say that?” She gestured toward the room with the gym equipment. “Do you see what he’s done? That’s for his clients, not just him. He has big dreams, Stormi. You should appreciate that about him, what with your unrealistic ideas about your career.”

      “My professors don’t think it’s unrealistic. People need wedding photographers. They’re willing to pay someone who will do justice to their big day.”

      She rolled her eyes. One side of her mouth lifted in a cruel grimace. “You live in a fairy-tale world. You’ll see. When life kicks your butt, you’ll see.”

      I looked at the carpet instead of her, counting the loops in the design. One of the boyfriends had sold flooring and had gotten it from scraps left over by some corporate client. The bright colors and swirls made me slightly dizzy.

      No, not this time. I won’t let her ridicule my dreams. Not again. It wasn’t even as though I was claiming I was going to Hollywood to make movies. All I wanted was a modest life taking photos.

      She stared at me with flinty eyes before turning back to her television show. She’d loved Wheel of Fortune for as long as I could remember. Every night, she had her diet cola and her cigarettes and called out the answers to a television that never spoke back. If this was the life she wanted, then she could have it. I was not about to give up just because she thought I should.

      I left her in front of her precious show. Feeling calm and resolute, I went into the small bathroom and gathered my toiletries, all the while thinking about what it would be like to never come back here. Weight lifted from my shoulders at the mere thought. I grabbed the rest of my things and tossed them into the suitcase next to the couch. Since I no longer had a room there, the couch had been my bed. All night I’d woken to the scent of dust on my mother’s old Christmas tree. Even in the dim light, I’d caught glimpses of the shiny tinsel.

      “I’m going,” I said to her. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Going?” She didn’t even bother to look up from the gossip magazine she was reading. Cigarette smoke blossomed around her head. Roger would be mad when he returned with his organic fresh thyme.

      “Back to school. I’ll see you at graduation maybe?”

      “We’ll see.”

      If she didn’t bother to show up for graduation, I swore I wouldn’t return to her home. She hadn’t come to my special day. I hadn’t returned home. By the next Christmas, I’d moved to Emerson Pass.

      Was she why I’d resisted getting involved with anyone? Was I afraid to be like her? She’d given away her power with each one of the men. I’d vowed never to do that. I’d done what I told her I’d do, invented a new way of living. One where hopes and dreams weren’t ridiculed. Had I had a few setbacks? Of course. That was to be expected. But one kept going. One tried new solutions. Giving up wasn’t an option.

      What about Huck? a little voice in my head nagged at me. What if you’ve misjudged him? What if he’s not what he seems to be? What if all this was only a distraction to him?

      No, that wasn’t the case. He was not like my mother’s boyfriends. He was a professional, smart, educated man who had been all over the world. Still, giving him my power scared me. If he hurt me? Well, what would I be? My mother’s daughter?

      Would the feelings we found during the storm remain when we returned to our normal routines? Would Huck revert back to the man I knew last week or the one from years ago? More likely, someone in between? His blush of youth had been robbed by the realities of a violent war. However, love could waken the hope and resilience of innocence, reminding us of what could be, despite the ugliness of the world. Would the wakening Huck experienced remain? Only time would tell. I must go forward with faith that all would work out as it should. Sadly, I’d never been good at that.

      I waited for the feeling that usually came about now. The desire to flee. Self-protection above all else, even the chance that a man might not be like the ones my mother had chosen. But it didn’t come. Instead, I closed my eyes and imagined Huck walking back into this cabin and taking me home with him. I smiled, knowing he would. Believing in another person was not the same as giving my power away.
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      In the late afternoon, I thought I heard voices and lifted my head from where I’d been resting it on the arm of the sofa. Yes, those were voices. Was it Huck calling my name? Please, let it be true and not my imagination.

      I leaped up from the couch and ran to the window. God bless. It was Huck and Garrett headed down the path from the woodshed toward the kitchen door. I squealed with delight at the sight of them looking as if they were just out for a leisurely hike.

      I yanked open the door and called out to them. Huck’s face lit up to see me standing there shivering in the doorway. He sped up and pulled me into his arms. “I told you I’d be back soon.”

      “I’m glad you were right.” I clung to him for a moment before extricating myself to greet Garrett. “I’m very glad to see you. Both of you.”

      Garrett hugged me, his intelligent eyes searching my face, as if to assure himself that the water and cold hadn’t permanently hurt me. Or was it that he wanted to know if there was more to Huck’s embrace than one between two people who’d survived an accident and days in a storm? He knew. I could see it in his eyes. He’d always been friendly, but this was different. He was looking at me as if I were Huck’s girlfriend. Inspecting me.

      I smiled up at him, noticing how much Huck looked like him. Huck would age well, if his father were any indication. “I’m sorry for all this,” I said.

      “Not your fault, sweetheart,” Garrett said. “We’re beyond relieved, though. I couldn’t figure out how this could end in any way but tragedy.” He took off his gloves and rubbed his cheeks. Dark circles under his eyes and his unshaven face hinted at how difficult the last few days had been.

      They were wet from the rain but other than that seemed good. I took their coats and hung them over the back of the chair nearest the fire. “I can’t wait to go home.”

      Garrett excused himself to use the bathroom, leaving me alone with Huck. He pulled me into his arms and kissed me. “I missed you. I hurried as fast as I could.”

      “I know you did,” I said, holding him tight before drawing away to ask him how his mother was doing.

      “She’s all right. A few tears from both of us, but otherwise okay.”

      “Did you tell them about us?” I whispered. “Your dad was looking at me differently.”

      “Yes, they know.”

      What would Garrett and Sally think? Would they wish it was someone else he’d been snowed in with? Someone more like Brandi or Tiffany?

      “They’re happy,” Huck said. “So stop thinking whatever it is you’re thinking.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I’m starting to figure you out.” He kissed me again. “Now let’s get out of here. I can’t wait to see you tucked into my bed at home.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      Huck wrapped his arm around my shoulder and kissed the top of my head. “Yes, it does.”
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      The next few hours passed in a blur. After we walked back out to the highway, I got in the back seat with Stormi while my dad drove us home. Stormi’s feet had gotten completely soaked by the time we’d gotten to the SUV. I tugged off the worthless boots and wet socks and rubbed her feet until they felt warm under my touch. While I did this, she closed her eyes and appeared to fall asleep, slumped against the side of the car. As happy as we were together, this had been an ordeal. We were exhausted.

      I drew from my jacket pocket a dry pair of socks and slipped them over her feet. Yet another item we’d taken from the cabin. We owed the Wallaces a great debt.

      In the front passenger seat, Mom was also asleep. She and my dad might have been more exhausted than Stormi and me put together. I doubted either had slept much since my disappearance.

      My thoughts drifted to the future. Had I punished myself enough for the pain I’d put into the world? I didn’t know. I didn’t know much of anything, truth be told. I knew only that my life was rich with love. I no longer wanted to push people away. I wanted to savor whatever time I had with those I loved, whether I deserved it or not. Life was not fair. The sooner I accepted that, the better. Terrible things happened to good people. Had I been waiting, holding my breath, for the next bad event in my life?

      Again, I wasn’t sure. I vowed to myself right then to spend the next period of my life giving back to all of the people who’d stood by me despite my hurtful treatment of them. I would make amends to my parents and my friends. But how? I’d have to have faith that the answers would become apparent later.

      Dad had music playing softly on the car stereo. I leaned my head against the side of the car and watched the scenery. The roads were clear, but the rest of the landscape was hidden under the masses of snowpack. Rainfall had not made much of a dent. Enough that we got out, I thought. Good enough for me.

      I glanced over at Stormi. She was still asleep, her head tilted at a strange angle. Was Stormi worried about returning to our normal lives? Wondering what I would be like? I couldn’t blame her if she was. Only time would prove otherwise.

      And Stormi too. We had a chance for something great. If I could keep myself from ruining whatever this was between us. Love? Could it be love? A week ago, I would have scoffed at such an idea. Love? Not for me. No one could possibly love me. My heart was too hard to love anyone. I’d been wrong.

      Stormi stirred awake and looked at me for a moment before adjusting herself so that her head now rested on my shoulder and her feet were back on the floor.

      I closed my eyes and must have fallen asleep myself because the next thing I knew, we were pulling up to the newspaper building. Stormi had asked my dad if he’d take her home first so that she could see Sassy. Jamie had agreed to bring Stormi’s fur baby over to the apartment so Stormi could see her right away.

      It felt weird to get out of the car without having to fetch bags or computers. We’d lost a lot in the accident but found so much more.

      The barking began the moment we started up the stairs. Would Sassy’s little heart explode from happiness? As soon as we were through the door, she jumped into Stormi’s arms and covered her face in doggy kisses. Stormi buried her face in Sassy’s soft hair before lifting her head to smile back at her dog. “I’ve missed you, too,” Stormi said.

      Jamie and Tiffany were there to greet us. They swarmed Stormi, who set Sassy down to give them both hugs.

      I stood back to let them have their reunion. Had they noticed the closeness between their friend and me? What would they think? It might take some convincing, but hopefully they’d come around. I knew I was no one’s favorite person.

      After her friends left, Stormi and Sassy both joined me on the couch. “It’s going to be weird to be without you tonight,” Stormi said.

      I stroked her cheek. “You can come over any time.”

      “I should probably stay here with Sassy tonight.” Sassy’s tail thumped at the sound of her name. “And maybe it would be best if we spent some time apart.”

      My stomach flipped over with nerves. Was she getting rid of me already? Seeing me in the light of day, so to speak, might have put her off me. “Okay.” I drew in a deep breath. “Should I read anything into that?”

      “What? No, not at all.” She wrapped her hands around my shoulders. “We need time to get some things done besides, you know…”

      “You’re right. I should get going. I don’t want to keep my parents waiting too long. They’re going to take me back to my house. Dad said my sister and Breck and Trapper are waiting to welcome me home.”

      She looked up at me with a wariness in her eyes. “What do we do about telling our friends? Do you want to keep us a secret?”

      I rocked back on my heels, surprised. “Do you?”

      “No, I don’t care what anyone thinks. You know that.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, right.”

      “But I didn’t know how you felt. Like maybe you want everyone to think you hate me still.”

      I placed my hands on either side of her face. “Why would I ever want that?”

      “I don’t know. Men are different after sex. They run away when things get real. Now that we’re home, it’s all real. We’re back to normal life. I don’t know how you want to do this. Or if you want to at all.”

      “I want to.” My chest ached. She was insecure about me. About men. I needed to remember that and offer assurances along the way. Just as I needed them, so did she. “I very much want to. We’re going steady, remember?”

      She rested her head on my chest. “I remember. I was just making sure you did.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “Are you embarrassed to tell everyone that jerky Huck Clifton is in your bed?”

      She drew back, laughing. “No, I’m not embarrassed. Who cares what people think?”

      “I’m a little sheepish that I made such a big deal about how I didn’t like you and no, I wasn’t in the least attracted to you, thank you very much.”

      “People thought you were?” Her mouth opened slightly in the cute way it did when she was surprised.

      “Breck’s mom mentioned it a few times.” More than a few. She’d told me she was absolutely certain I had feelings for Stormi. I’d shut her down every time, but obviously she was smarter than I. “She was right, as it turns out.”

      She lifted her pointy chin for one of her haughty expressions. “Who wouldn’t be attracted to all this?”

      “No one with eyes that worked.”

      She pushed against my chest. “Flatterer.”

      I wrapped my arms around her. At that time, I noticed Sassy. She was sitting on the couch staring at us. Her tail was not wagging. In fact, it was a very still little nub. “Um, I think Sassy might disapprove of me.”

      Stormi’s gaze meandered over to Sassy and then back to me. “She’s heard me complain about you a lot. So it may take her a while to adjust.”

      “Nothing a few dog treats won’t cure,” I said.

      “She can’t be bribed.”

      “All dogs can be bribed with treats,” I said.

      “Make sure they’re vegetarian treats.”

      Sassy barked. I couldn’t tell if that was in agreement or disagreement with her mistress’s request.

      “Call me later?” I asked.

      “Call? Where? We still don’t have phones.”

      “I forgot about that.” I’d have to get online and order some for us. Although I had no computer either. “We need to go shopping tomorrow.”

      “Yes, I need to get my photography equipment ordered as soon as possible.”

      We talked for a few more minutes about the logistics of putting our lives back together. “I’ll ask my dad if he’d take us in the morning to buy new stuff. And I’ll need a new car.” I sighed. The hassles of real life were back with a vengeance. “I liked it better when it was just you and me hidden away from the real world.”

      “Except for Sassy,” Stormi said with her teeth clenched as if her dog could understand what she was saying. “We’d want her there too, of course.”

      “You know she can’t understand English, right?”

      “That’s obviously not true. Look at her.” Stormi gestured toward her precious dog. “She knows everything we’re saying.”

      “Do you, girl?” I asked.

      Sassy tilted her head, observing me, as if trying to decide if I were friend or foe, then barked an answer. Unfortunately, I couldn’t understand dog language so I wasn’t sure which direction she was leaning.

      “Dog treats,” I mumbled under my breath. “Must get dog treats.”
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      My house seemed large and lavish compared to the compact cabin we’d come from. When I walked in through the garage door, I was greeted by Breck and Trapper, who had made themselves at home in my kitchen. The scent of lasagna filled the entire house. Breck had been here awhile. I’d never been as happy to see him or a casserole in my life.

      They had beers open and were sitting at the island but jumped up to greet me the moment I walked into my kitchen.

      “We thought you were dead.” Trapper grabbed me into a rough hug, his dark eyes shining with unshed tears. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

      I hugged him back, holding him more tightly than I ever had. “Only the good die young, apparently.”

      “Apparently.” Breck hugged me in the same manner as Trapper. “Mom sends her love and said to tell you to come by to see her when you’re feeling rested enough.” He grinned, looking me up and down. “You don’t look as if you climbed out of a sinking car.”

      “I look considerably better than I did that day.” I sat at my island, suddenly exhausted. Breck brought me a beer.

      “Tell us everything,” Trapper said. “Spare no details.” He leaned up against my cooktop, his red flannel shirt matching the knobs.

      I did as I was asked, telling them how the accident happened and what we’d done to escape the sinking car. “Honestly, we were out of there before it started to sink. Stormi was incredible. Quick thinking and moving.”

      “How was it being alone with your nemesis?” Breck asked, amusement twinkling in his eyes. Did he guess already? These guys knew me very well.

      “She wasn’t my nemesis,” I said. “That’s the wrong word.”

      “Enemy?” Trapper asked.

      I looked at Breck, taking in his red eyes and haggard appearance that marred his usually handsome face. He had one of those open, sweet faces that everyone fell in love with. Trapper didn’t look so great, either. He hadn’t shaved in what appeared to be days, and his dark skin looked almost green. They’d been worried about me.

      “It was fine,” I said, gearing up to tell them the truth. “We kind of changed our opinions of each other.”

      Trapper snapped to and zoned right in on my face. “How’s that now?”

      Breck placed both hands on the granite island and fixed his gaze on me. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “Was it like one of those love stories where the main characters get snowed in together and they realize their real feelings?” Trapper asked.

      “Actually,” I said, unsure if he was joking or not, “it was exactly like that. We kind of fell in love.”

      Neither said anything, staring at me as if I’d just changed into another species.

      Finally, Breck said, “Are you messing with us?”

      “No, I swear.” I took a long pull from my beer, savoring the bitterness of one of our local IPAs. “Darn, this beer is good. You two look terrible, though.”

      “Something does seem different about you,” Trapper said.

      “Like you’ve taken a lover, now that you mention it,” Breck said. “You have that well-used look about you.”

      “Lover? Oh my God, we’re not in the seventies,” Trapper said, laughing. “But is he right? Did being snowed in do the trick and you two finally admitted how hot you are for each other?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” I said. “But it’s more than that. The thing is—I’m in love with her. I think I always was. There’s part of the story you guys don’t know.” As best I could, I summarized our encounter all those years ago. “And once she remembered it and told me, I remembered too. It was the night before I left. When I came back, I was a different person.”

      “This means you guys are like soul mates.” Breck’s eyes had filled. My friend was such a bighearted, nap-loving sap. “And you didn’t even know it? It’s very romantic, dude. I have to hand it to you.”

      “I don’t know about soul mates or anything else about love,” I said. “Something shifted for me over the last few days. Maybe it was thinking for however briefly that I might not live to see the next day, but everything became clearer. I know it sounds like a cliché, but I swear that’s how it happened. I’ve been wasting my life consumed with the past.” I looked down at the counter, gathering my thoughts. “Stormi and I talked a lot while we were stuck there at the cabin. I shared with her what happened in Afghanistan—the incident that made me change so dramatically. I’d like to share it with you guys, too. Not today, but soon. Being open and honest with my feelings has worn me out. But in general, I would like to say I’m sorry for being such an ass these past few years. I’ve been hurting. And guilty. I’ve felt like good things shouldn’t happen to me any longer.”

      “Dude, we love you,” Breck said. “No matter what.”

      “But you have been an ass.” Trapper set aside his beer to come put his hand on my shoulder. He looked me in the eyes. “Welcome back. I missed you.”

      “I missed you too,” I whispered, overcome with emotion.

      “How serious are you?” Breck said. “Like was this a fling or what?”

      “Not a fling,” I said. “She’s not the type to have one of those anyway.”

      “And neither are you,” Trapper said.

      “No, I guess I’m not.” I splayed my hands out on my knees. “I think I’m in love with her.”

      “It’s a miracle from God,” Breck said. “I can’t believe it.”

      “What about her?’ Trapper’s forehead creased. “Are these feelings reciprocated?”

      “Don’t look so skeptical.” I chuckled. “You can ask her if you don’t believe me.”

      “I didn’t think you had it in you.” Trapper punched me on the shoulder.

      “In love with Stormi. My mom was right,” Breck said, shaking his head. “She’ll never let you forget it.”

      “Don’t I know it? But for once, I’m not sad to have been wrong.” I lifted my beer bottle. “Toast me, idiots. To living another day.”

      “To having you back where you belong,” Trapper said.

      “And to our friendship,” Breck said. “Long may we live.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Stormi

          

        

      

    

    
      Tiffany and Jamie invited themselves over for dinner, and we ordered a pizza. I hadn’t yet told them the details of my time with Huck. I knew they’d want to know everything, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to talk about it yet. However, Huck and I had agreed to tell our friends, so I couldn’t exactly keep it to myself for long.

      We opened wine and dug into the pizza sitting on my living room floor. Sassy was attached to me like another limb, as if she were worried I’d leave again if she got too far away.

      “This is the best pizza I’ve ever had.” I grabbed another piece of the veggie one they’d ordered for me.

      “It’s the same as it always is,” Jamie said. “But you’ve been half-starved.”

      “That’s not true.” I explained about the pantry and how I’d made bread and cookies to supplement the canned goods. “Other than right after the accident, we were not in any danger.” I explained about the long walk from the river to the cabin. “We could have died from the elements if we hadn’t found the cabin. It makes me shudder to think about it.”

      “It’s amazing you survived the crash and got through that storm to safety,” Jamie said. “It makes me think there really is a God.”

      “Of course there is,” Tiffany said. “How could you doubt it?”

      “How can you not?” Jamie asked. “When you look at the world and all the horrible things that happen all the time. For example, what those horrible men did to you.”

      “That’s not God,” Tiffany said. “That’s man.”

      I leaned against the couch and smiled, only half listening. It was good to be home and back to normal. “I missed you girls.”

      “We missed you,” Jamie said. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” The muscles in her face quivered as she fought to keep from crying. Jamie never let herself cry. She told me once it was a badge of honor to be stoic enough to keep your tears from spilling. “I’m so glad I was wrong.”

      “I knew you guys were okay,” Tiffany said. “Breck thought the same as Jamie. They thought you guys were lost to us forever.” She tugged on the cross hanging on a chain around her neck. “I knew you were fine. I don’t know how, but I did.”

      “It was awful waiting—especially because we couldn’t do anything to help. Honestly, total torture.” Jamie picked up another piece of pizza and set it on her paper plate, then proceeded to pick off all the mushrooms. “And the darn storm that just seemed to go on and on. We were going out of our minds.”

      “We?” I asked.

      “The whole town,” Jamie said. “Have you seen your social media yet?”

      “No phone or computer,” I said.

      “Right. Well, you’ll see. Everyone was writing things on your feed. Huck’s too. Like you were already dead.” Jamie took a bite of her mushroom-less pizza slice.

      “Yeah, speaking of Huck,” I said, a little too carefully. How did I explain what had happened between us? What words could describe the unfolding of our feelings and discovery of that precious lost memory? “We kind of…hooked up.” That was definitely not the way to describe it.

      “What?” Tiffany asked, her eyebrows practically to her hairline. “Like sex?”

      “Yes.” I flushed. “Great sex.”

      “No, no. This is not happening.” Jamie had her hands over her mouth and spoke through splayed fingers. “You and Huck? Was it just a snowed-in thing? Or a drunk thing like Darby and me?”

      “No, not like that,” I said. “Not at all. I, um, well, I’m kind of in love with him. Yes, that’s how I’d say it.” I set aside my plate, leaving the crusts uneaten.

      “What are you talking about?” Jamie asked. “You hate him.”

      “I did hate him, but I don’t now.” My cheeks flamed with heat. “I’ve never ever felt like this before. He’s everything I’ve wanted. I had no idea what he was really like. He’s just so perfect for me. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before now.”

      “Perhaps because he’s been a complete jerk?” Jamie asked. “Just a thought.”

      “I know he’s been that way, but all that was just to hide what’s going on in his tortured brain.” I explained some of what he shared with me about Afghanistan. “It’s not really my story to tell, but I thought it might help you understand him a little better.”

      “I know what it’s like to feel like a failure and a screw- up,” Jamie said. “And like you’re letting people down.”

      “Hating yourself makes you hate others, too,” Tiffany said. “But I could see the person he was under all that. When we were working together, I saw it all the time. I’ve never said anything because I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.” She gestured toward me. “I’m always on your side first, obviously. That’s why I never told you my theory.”

      “Which was?” Jamie asked.

      “That he had something very traumatic in his past that he didn’t know how to live with.” Tiffany patted my leg. “I recognized the symptoms.”

      “So you think you’re in love with him?” Jamie asked, her eyes hard and glittery. “What’s his stance on love? Is he going to break your heart now that you’re back to real life?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “We’ve promised each other we won’t let it ruin what we have. He’s telling Breck and Trapper about us, so what does that say about it?”

      Jamie still looked skeptical. “We’ll see.”

      “If he’s telling Breck, then his feelings must be really strong,” Tiffany said in her feathery voice. “Breck and his mom have thought he had a thing for you, and now it’s proven that they were right. Huck’s proud, so telling them is a huge indicator that he feels the same way.” She clasped her hands together, beaming. “I’m so happy for you both. You two just fit together.”

      “Is this for real?” Jamie asked. “Does he make you happy?”

      “Happier than I ever thought possible,” I said. “But also scared out of my mind. I’ve pretty much given him my heart, and he could totally stomp on it.”

      “He won’t,” Tiffany said.

      “How do you know?” Jamie waggled a crust at her.

      “His eyes,” Tiffany said. “They’re the windows to the soul, you know.”

      “His eyes always tell me what a jerk he is,” Jamie said. “No matter how pretty they are.”

      “No, not if you look deeper,” Tiffany said. “Then you see the hurt he carries around with him. Guilt and shame.”

      “That’s what he finally showed to me,” I said. “When we came through a near-death experience, we were both more vulnerable and honest than we ever would have been out here in the real world, so to speak.”

      “What is it about him, then?” Jamie said. “That’s so great.”

      I laughed. “Jamie, you sound like me a week ago.”

      “I don’t want you hurt,” Jamie said. “You’ve been through enough in your life.”

      We glanced into each other’s eyes. Her father was as bad as my mother. We’d bonded over it when we first met. “I know you don’t. But honestly, there’s something about the two of us that just makes sense. I can’t explain it really.”

      “You mean hot sex?” Jamie asked.

      “No, not just that, even though it’s very nice. He really gets me.”

      “Nice?” Jamie asked.

      “Very nice,” Tiffany said, correcting her.

      “Okay, fine, hotter than hot.” I grinned. “He’s delicious. Every grumpy inch of him.”

      “This is unbelievable.” Jamie groaned and threw herself onto the rug dramatically. “This means I’m the only one still single. What’s wrong with me?” Sassy ran over to her and laid her head on one of Jamie’s knees, obviously very sympathetic.

      “Darby’s still single,” I said, casually.

      Jamie lifted her head, blond hair cascading over the rug. “Don’t even think it.”

      “But why not?” Tiffany asked. “You’re the one who says sex is super important. You told us how good he was.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Jamie thudded her head back on the floor and then yelped. “Ouch.” She sat up, rubbing her head. Sassy galloped away, landing on my lap. “When did I say that about sex?”

      “It’s not so much what you’ve said.” I scratched behind Sassy’s ears. “But how you act.”

      “How I act?” Jamie scowled over at me. “What does that mean?”

      “You’re a very physical person.” Tiffany gave her a prim smile. “Very energetic.”

      “And you’re always talking about how long it’s been since you had any action,” I added. “Which, if we’re correct, was back in Cliffside Bay for your one-night stand with Darby.”

      “You two are not my friends right now.” Jamie stuck out her bottom lip. “Neither of you are nice.”

      Tiffany and I giggled, exchanging a look.

      “All we’re saying is that you two obviously had chemistry and maybe you shouldn’t toss the idea of him aside.” I snuggled Sassy close, giving her a kiss on top of the head. “As an example, I have a little story to share. It was Halloween…”
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      That night I lay in my bed with Sassy next to me. As much as I enjoyed the heat in my apartment, it felt cold in a different way than the cabin had. I could scarcely believe it, but I missed Huck so much it physically hurt. Finally, unable to sleep, I decided to get up and drive over to see him. He wouldn’t mind if I knocked on the door in the middle of the night, would he?

      If only I had a phone.

      I dressed quickly, throwing on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. “Come on, Sassy. You’re coming with me. You’d better get used to the idea of me and Huck, okay?”

      She wriggled her tail happily. Maybe Huck was right that she couldn’t understand English.

      I stuffed my feet into my Converse and headed toward the door. Just as I was about to open it, a knock came from the other side. After my heart skipped a few beats, I realized it had to be Huck. He was the only one with a key to the door to my stairwell. I yanked it open, and he stood before me, his hair a mess and eyes tired.

      “Why are you dressed?” Huck asked.

      “I was coming to you. Couldn’t sleep.”

      “Neither could I.” He stepped inside and shut the door with his foot before gathering me into his arms and kissing me as I’d never been kissed before. “No more nights apart.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Now come to bed. I’m exhausted.”
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      Three months after we returned home to our friends and family, we gathered for Tiffany and Breck’s wedding. The day mimicked my imagination of heaven with temperatures in the mid-seventies and the sky a cerulean blue against the green mountains that rose up majestically. Tiffany had asked me to be maid of honor and photographer, so as I fixed my camera on the most beautiful bride I’d ever seen, I did so in a silky baby-blue gown. Breck, in his typical laid-back manner, had let Tiffany plan whatever she wanted for their big day, except for one thing. He’d suggested the colors of the celebration mimic his bride’s remarkably light eyes and fair skin. Everything was in a light blue and cream, elegant and subtle. “Like my bride,” Breck had said to me earlier.

      They were to be married in the church with the red door that had brought me to Emerson Pass all those years ago. The notes of “Canon in D” swelled as that red door opened and Tiffany appeared in her white gown and veil. With the sun behind her, she looked almost ethereal. She held her bouquet of white roses between trembling hands. Having everyone look at her in this way must be excruciating to her. Despite her fears, she’d agreed to Breck’s request that they marry in the church in front of the small gathering of close friends. To him, having his family and friends witness their commitment was the most important aspect of the ceremony.

      Breck stood at the front of the church with Trapper and Huck to one side and Jamie on the other. I’d hired an assistant for the day to take some of the photographs so I could perform my maid of honor duties. However, I wanted to capture the bride’s walk myself.

      And what a bride she was.

      She floated down the aisle on her own, no father or father figure for our Tiffany. She didn’t need anyone to “give” her away. As she said to us one night over glasses of wine, she’d chosen to give herself to Breck and didn’t need anyone escorting her there or anywhere else.

      She wore an off the shoulder lace gown with a scalloped lace edge all along the neckline, front and back that complimented her glowing skin and beautiful smile. From the back, the sheer lace scallop edge, lace trimmed train and covered buttons seemed from another time. I couldn’t help but think of all the brides of Emerson Pass, both present and past who had chosen to give their hearts to one man, promising to love him for all time.

      Breck, big softy that he was, cried as she walked toward him, holding his great-great-grandfather’s handkerchief to his eyes.

      They’d asked Garrett to perform the ceremony, which disappointed me a little. Pastor Jordan’s weddings were epic around here, with him often saying inappropriate things during the ceremony. However, uncomfortable with men she didn’t know, Tiffany had wanted a friend to conduct the ceremony. Garrett, in customary good humor, had gladly stepped up to the task, including ordering a license off the internet.

      I snapped a few more pictures of the bride reaching her groom. For a few seconds, she seemed to forget her nervousness and beamed up at him. Almost losing myself in the moment, I took a few more photographs before setting the camera on a tripod near the wall, and went to my spot next to Jamie, motioning to my assistant to come closer to capture the most intimate of moments.

      Garrett welcomed everyone and began the ceremony. “Thanks be to God for this glorious day in which we celebrate the commitment of these two beautiful young people. They’ve written their own vows for the occasion.” He nodded toward Tiffany, who stared back at him like a startled kitten.

      “You want me to go first?” Breck asked her, leaning close to his bride.

      “No, I can do it.” A petal from her bouquet of roses fluttered toward the floor when she handed them to Jamie. “I had a lot of things planned to say.” She waved a small square of paper toward Breck. “But now I can’t get the paper open, and I figure I’ll just give it to you later.”

      “That’s fine, baby,” Breck said softly. “It doesn’t matter.”

      She drew in a deep breath. “I think you’re the finest human I’ve ever known, and I still pinch myself that it’s me you chose. More than anything, I want to be your wife and make a life with you. I’ve never wanted anything as much or been as sure of any decision. My heart feels like it might explode from all the love. That’s all I can think of to say right now. Oh, and I promise to cherish you and be there for you always.” She gazed back up at Breck, who had finally managed to stop crying. “And do whatever I can to make your life with me as great as you are. Okay, I’m done.”

      Breck smiled down at her, his eyes shining with tears and love. “I promise to always do my best to take care of you and treat you as the precious gift you are. I’ll never feel quite worthy of you and your huge heart.”

      “You’re the one with the huge heart,” Tiffany said, voice shaking.

      He took both her hands. “I’m the lucky one. I can promise you without reservation that I’ll never take it for granted that you chose me. No one could ask for more than what we have. This love between us is the stuff of soul mates. Thank you for loving me exactly as I am. I love you that way too, you know. And I’ve forgotten all the other things I was going to say, so we’ll just have to agree to read each other’s vows later. After cake.”

      She nodded, looking relieved. “We should probably not have decided to do it this way.”

      “All that matters is that we’re married by the end of the day.”

      “Well, let’s get those rings exchanged, then, shall we?” Garrett asked.

      A few minutes later, they were pronounced husband and wife. There wasn’t a dry eye in the church, including mine.
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      Later, after that glorious sun had set and a million stars glimmered from an inky sky, we danced. The backyard of Breck’s mother’s house was scented with roses, and a lovely summer breeze swept away the heat of the day. We’d dined on salmon and paella as well as crispy greens with a tangy dressing. Brandi’s white pound cake decorated with cream icing and blue flowers had already been cut, delivered, and devoured. Now we could party until the dawn if we so wished.

      I was in Huck’s arms, dancing as we did that first time in the kitchen. Pressing myself against his chest, a little tipsy from all the wine, I was light-headed with happiness. “Have I mentioned I love you?” I whispered in his ear.

      “I love you.”

      A lump in his jacket pocket pushed against my collarbone. “What’s that in your pocket?”

      He gazed down at me, his eyes sparkling under the lights strewn from the trees and around the tables. The Garth Brooks song we’d danced to on the snowy day came over the speakers. “Oh, Huck, it’s our song.”

      “I know. I planned it that way.” Huck dropped to one knee. I was vaguely aware that everyone had cleared the dance floor. What was happening?

      He took a small box from his breast pocket and opened it to show me a gigantic diamond. “Stormi, Breck and Tiffany gave me permission to ask you to marry me on their big day. Breck and I have been like brothers, so we figured why not do it on this glorious night that none of us will ever forget?”

      I stared at him, almost out of my body.

      “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” Huck said. “I would do anything for you—lay down my life to make you happy. I want you to be my wife and have my babies and dance with me in the kitchen. What do you say, Stormi Collins? Will you marry me?”

      “I-I didn’t expect this.” I looked around at the smiling faces of all the people who loved Tiffany and Breck. They also loved me. And they loved Huck. We were home. Both of us, finally. The paths to this moment might not have always been easy, but we’d arrived. Together, at last. “But yes, I’ll marry you. I want that so much. I never thought I would, but then there was you and you’re just the right one for me.”

      “And you’re the right one for me.” He slipped the ring on my finger.

      “My God, it’s huge.” I held it up for everyone to see as Huck rose from the dance floor to kiss me. For the second time that day, everyone cheered. For love. For friendship and family and happy endings. I did it. I made the life I’d dreamed of. The final piece? Huck Clifton. Who would have ever figured that one out? Not me. But I was so happy it was him. “I’m glad it’s you,” I said into his ear.

      “Me too. Me too.”

      The song continued and we danced, gently swaying to the music. Our friends joined us on the dance floor, and we felt the music in our souls and hearts. This was a night no one could ever take from us. No matter what happened. Love was here, louder and sweeter than anything else, drifting upward from the rose-scented night to meet the star-studded sky.
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        Have you read the historical Emerson Pass books yet? Here they are in order…

      

        

      
        The School Mistress

        The Spinster

        The Scholar

        The Problem Child

        The Musician

        The Wordsmith (coming September 2022 so pre-order now!)
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      USA Today Bestselling author Tess Thompson writes small-town romances and historical fiction. She started her writing career in fourth grade when she wrote a story about an orphan who opened a pizza restaurant. Oddly enough, her first novel, "Riversong" is about an adult orphan who opens a restaurant. Clearly, she's been obsessed with food and words for a long time now.

      With a degree from the University of Southern California in theatre, she’s spent her adult life studying story, word craft, and character. Since 2011, she’s published 20 novels and 3 novellas. Most days she spends at her desk chasing her daily word count or rewriting a terrible first draft.

      She currently lives in a suburb of Seattle, Washington with her husband, the hero of her own love story, and their Brady Bunch clan of two sons, two daughters and five cats. Yes, that's four kids and five cats.
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