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Chapter 1



 



The cause of Whitney’s consternation ignored her completely as he finished off his supper.



“You know, you could act a little concerned about all this. Share the load,” Whitney said.



He continued to ignore her in favor of such hurried bites she worried he might choke. She worried a lot. She was a worrier.



“Or, you know, at least acknowledge I’m talking to you. The person who fed you. You’re welcome, by the way.”



He bent his head closer to the food, now in a full-on frenzy.



“Why do you eat that fast, Luck? Who’s here to steal your food? Me?”



Still completely ignored, Whitney sighed and leaned down to scratch her German Schnauzer mix between his shoulder blades, his favorite spot. Bad Luck didn’t slow down even then. She supposed it was probably a holdover from his days before she adopted him. His nervous nature wasn’t limited just to his desperate desire to wolf down every bit of kibble as fast as doggily possible.



The bowls were kept in her mudroom, and with nothing else to do, Whitney sat against the old wooden storage bench across from Bad Luck. She petted him absently as she dug out her phone and looked through her contacts.



Christmas was coming fast. Too fast. In just two days she’d be tossing her luggage in her Kia Soul and heading out for her yearly holiday sojourn to her parents’ place all the way in New Bainbridge. She wasn’t flying for one very simple reason – she was terrified of planes. Besides, a road trip was just what she needed. That, and some time with her mom, dad, and her brother. She loved her family dearly and the thought of a week sitting around her parents’ house playing board games, drinking hot cocoa, and doing the yearly Christmas loop of giving out gifts to friends of the family all sounded divine to her.



The big problem was Bad Luck, not that it was really his fault. His nerves meant he didn’t do well on road trips. He would bark or whine constantly, and work himself into such fits that he would get sick and eventually go into a shaking fit so terrible it was like he was catatonic. Medication would have been an option if she could get in to see a vet but they were all booked up solid this close to the holidays.



Whitney thought she had a place for him to stay, with her sorta kinda boyfriend, but he shut that door when a friend confessed to Whitney they’d been sleeping together since Thanksgiving. That friend was definitely not getting a Christmas card or cookies that year. And the boyfriend? She had a wickedly fun time carving angels, snowmen, and reindeer in all the clothes in her house that belonged to him, and he dressed very, very well. The thought of him spending his Christmas bonus on a new wardrobe almost made up for the whole thing. And how dare he call her the crazy one? Had he seen the work she’d been putting in the last couple years on her ass and hips?



Now she sat and browsed names on her phone, trying to find someone who could watch Bad Luck and feeling dawning dread. She was already stressed enough in life, and now… this.



Keep it together
 , she thought.
 You’ll find someone.



Like Julie. Yeah! Julie! She loved Bad Luck and Bad Luck liked her. True, Whitney hadn’t talked to Julie in… oh gosh, two, maybe three years, but she was great. She dialed, and cleared her throat before Julie picked up. Unfortunately, it seemed Julie moved, and not anywhere close. Boring, Oregon. Wow.



“Stupid Boring, Oregon!” Julie muttered. Bad Luck chuffed as if in agreement, and she nodded firmly in his direction.



Okay. So just keep dialing. Oooh. Graeme and Brian. They were great. Sure, being vegans, they might turn their noses up about feeding Bad Luck anything with meat in it, but she could swing by the dog store and pick up some food that wouldn’t offend them. A small price to pay for peace of mind.



Except they were flying to Denver for a ski vacation. Crap.



“Stupid Denver and stupid… skiing!” she muttered, wishing she’d been invited.



Cara and her husband Ron were going to be visiting family out of town. Same with the next two people she called. Millie would be in town but she would host her family all week along with several dogs.



Thea.



Here, Whitney stopped, her thumb hovering over the screen. Thea would almost certainly be in town. Her family lived locally, and being single and not particularly religious, she liked to pick up shifts at the hospital for the extra money. Whitney knew all this because they had been best friends. She still sort of thought of Thea that way, even if it had been a couple years since they talked in person. Thea was great. Thea was wonderful.



But Thea came with complications. Or rather one complication. One handsome, stupidly charming complication.



Her brother.



Whitney sighed. It was at this point Bad Luck finally finished with his food and turned to look at her querulously, as if to ask why she’d sighed.



“She’s not our last resort. We have other people we can call.”



He came to her and stood on her hip, looking up at her, still licking his chops to make sure he got every particle of food off his finely trimmed goatee.



“Why do you have to hate kennels so much?” she asked, but the answer was obvious. Bad Luck spent most of his life before her in too-small cages. He did not like being cooped up in small places.



She pulled him onto her lap and he belched contentedly as he settled in. She stroked his back, and called a few more people, but Whitney was a big believer in signs and portents, and she knew from the moment she hit on Thea’s name who was going to be the one to help her out. Who would say yes, and twist that knife in a little deeper.



Tina? Her number changed and Whitney instead got a boisterous man with an East Texas drawl who didn’t know who Tina was but he could be good company that night if she needed it. Whitney blocked that number in a hurry. Her hairdresser and after-work drink friend Vanessa didn’t pick up, but texted Whitney back with a simple
 cant sorry
 .  And with that, there was no one else but Thea. Still, she went back through the contact list again, carefully hunting for someone else she might have missed, but there was no one.



“Ohhhh, this is going to suck,” she muttered to herself.



* * *



“Hey, Whitney! Long time,” Thea said cheerfully.



“Hi, Thea. I, um… yeah. I guess it has been a couple years.”



“I guess it has.”



“Did I catch you at work?”



“No, one of my last days off before the Christmas apocalypse,” Thea said. “Nearly two weeks of twelve-hour shifts. Girl, the overtime is going to be insane. I hope so, anyways. I’m booking a cruise after it’s done. You should think about coming with. The Caribbean. Somewhere warm.”



Bad Luck’s head popped up and he cocked his head. He had unnaturally good hearing, even for a dog, and he knew his favorite people when he heard them, even if it had been forever since he was in the same room as Thea. He twisted around until he was standing on Whitney’s chest, nose pointed at the phone, eyes wide.



“Ow, ow, off the boobs,” Whitney said, and nudged him off her. She stood up quickly before he could jump back onto her chest.



“I hope you’re talking to Lucky and not some guy,” Thea said.



“Yeaaaah. He’s… kind of the reason I’m calling? Oh God. I feel awful about this. We don’t talk for two years and I call you out of nowhere looking for a favor.”



“I get it. I know what happened with you and Mike.”



“Let’s not talk about that,” Whitney said hastily. “Like… ever.”



“Awww, but I love actually hearing you cringe over the phone.”



Whitney couldn’t help but laugh. Despite Thea’s brother Mike and the amazing night gone-horribly-wrong, she missed her friend and felt a spike of sadness that she hadn’t reached out to do coffee or something. Mike hadn’t been the only one she dodged after their hookup. Thea left her a dozen calls, texts, and messages and Whitney hadn’t responded to a single one. That was kind of shitty.



“There’s my girl. I love making you laugh. Do you still snort?” Thea asked.



“Oh God. Yes. I haven’t changed that much, you dork.” Whitney said. She followed Bad Luck into the house. He was already rushing for one of his dog beds and a pile of throws. Whitney had no children, so she kept her dog properly spoiled with toys, treats, beds, and cute blankets. He used to prefer the couch next to her, but his joints pained him sometimes and getting up and down wasn’t really viable for him anymore unless she lifted him. The little stinker certainly didn’t seem to mind, as he beat a comfortable spot to nest and dropped with a contented sigh she envied.



“I’m glad. It was always so much fun making you do it. So what’s up? Are you looking to get in touch with Mike?”



“No. God no. Jesus God, no. Never. Ever ever ever.”



“Aw. He asks about you from time to time.”



“He does not.”



“He does.”



“He does not!”



“He’s my brother. I know better than you, brat.”



Whitney almost hung up. It would suck taking Bad Luck cross-country but she could manage it. Lots of stops for walks and pets and if she covered up some of the windows on his pet carrier it might help him think it was nighttime and… oh, who was she kidding? He would still be miserable, no matter how many stops they made or how much comfort she gave him.



She sighed a long, deep sigh that made Thea laugh. She missed that laugh. Missed playing the straight man to Thea’s sharp sense of humor. “I am not a brat.”



“Says the brat.”



“I’d stick my tongue out at you right now if you could see me,” Whitney said.



“See? Totally a brat thing to do. So what’s up? What’s your favor? And keep in mind just asking me means we’re meeting up for coffee one of these days.”



“I’d… I’d like that,” Whitney said. “As long as the he-devil stays home.”



“I promise, it’ll just be you and me.”



“Okay. Well… I feel really terrible about this. But I just broke up with someone. I mean, like, days ago just broke up with someone.”



“Aw, honey, I’m sorry.”



“I’m not. He was sleeping with another friend of mine.”



“Nobody I know, is it? I’ve got knives. Lots and lots of knives.”



Whitney laughed. “I don’t think so. Anyways, it’s done. But I’m about to drive to my parents’ place for Christmas and Bad Luck does not travel well in cars. My boyfriend was going to watch him but now, uh uh, not gonna happen.”



“And you need someone to dog-sit?”



“Yeah. Are you… I mean… please, if you’re going to be around…”



“Your parents live in New Bainbridge, right?”



“Um, yeah, why?”



Silence, and her heart fell. Shit. Maybe Thea did have plans. But she surprised her. “I’ll do it,” she said cheerfully.



“You will?”



“Yeah. I love that little guy and I miss him. Buuuuuut.”



“Oh no.”



“You have to do something for me in return.”



“I’ll pay you, I’ll buy you dinner, name it.”



“No. I’m going to keep it a secret for now. When do you leave?”



They talked the details. Alarm bells went off in the back of Whitney’s head but she was too grateful to pay much attention to them. If she had, she would have hung up on Thea, deleted her number, and ran for the door in a couple days with Bad Luck in her arms, pukey dog or not. Because she would have realized her friend was setting her up.



Again.









Chapter 2



 



The morning of the trip, Luck cowered in his pet carrier, his whining growing louder until he was howling like the tortured howls of a damned soul working in the sulfur pits of hell. Whitney tried to soothe him, but to no avail. Thankfully, Thea’s place wasn’t all that far, a ten-minute drive even with the thick early morning traffic.



The small house she rented in the suburbs suited her friend. Thea made crazy good money as a nurse and could have bought her own house, but she lived to play, saving her money instead for good food, travel, and her “weekend toys,” as she called her boat, four-wheeler, and her motorcycle. She was a kick, a big, boisterous woman about the same age as Whitney, just a hair shy of thirty, and seeing her house brought back so many great memories of Thea’s rare days off, of hitting up the town’s bars and its lone club, of lazy days at the lake eyeing guys together.



And then her jackass brother had to move back to town and completely ruin things between them. Well… okay, maybe not “completely,” but he put a years-long dent in their friendship.



Whitney pulled into Thea’s driveway, and like that, Bad Luck seemed to understand that the torture was over. His whines trailed off, and when she stepped out to retrieve the pet carrier, his tiny stub of a tail wagged.



“Do you know where we’re at? Do you remember Thea?” She really had no idea if he did or didn’t. Could dogs remember that far back? Could he recognize some smell of Thea’s? Food for thought for the drive, she supposed.



Thea opened the door and came out dressed for the day in scrubs and a bandanna keeping her long frizzy hair in check. “Hey you!” she said, rushing for the car and Whitney. She carried maybe fifty or sixty extra pounds, and even without the weight was built like a long-haul trucker Her hugs were the best and Whitney accepted one gratefully. God. Two years. It really had been too long, he-devil or not.



“It’s good to see you,” she managed to say.



“Aw, Whitney. Are you crying? Cause then I’m going to cry too.”



“No. Maybe. Shut up.”



Thea laughed, and as if to join in, Bad Luck barked. She knelt down to look in the carrier. “Hey little guy! Do you have your leash on? How about I take you while your mom grabs your things?”



Whiteny opened the door and the dog flew out in a frenzy to jump up on Thea’s leg. Whitney started to tell him to get down, but Thea scooped him up and accepted his thousand kisses, his butt shaking from trying to wiggle his tail.



Laughing to herself, Whitney stuffed his carrier full of the two beds, four throws, pee pads, and treats on the backseat. Thea eyed this with good humor.



“Does anything in there actually belong to you, or is it all his?” Thea asked.



“Pretty much all his,” Whitney said as she pulled the carrier free.



“Is that his food on the other side? I can get that.”



“And the fence too. Sorry, I know it’s a lot.”



“Ah, hey, it’s all right.”



Together, with a whole houseful of doggy stuff in tow, they made their way inside. The house smelled like pumpkin spice, probably from a scented candle. Thea used to be a fiend for those and always had one burning. They hauled all of Bad Luck’s things into the laundry room, where Whitney fluffed out a bed and a pair of his favorite throws and laid out a pee pad for her dog. She was so busy getting Bad Luck set up she didn’t notice there was a third person watching all this, amused.



“He should be all right in here if he goes out in the morning and the evening a couple times, but just in case, he’s trained to go on the pee pads. If you put the fence down and either shut the door or use the fence, this should be enough room for him to be comfortable when you’re at work or even when you’re home, but if he acts up…”



“Relax,” Thea said. “And say hi, Mike, and stop staring at her ass, you creeper.”



Whitney whipped upright and spun around. There he was, best friend’s brother, the charmer who got her in bed on their very first date if it could even be called that, the best lay she’d ever had and it wasn’t even freaking close. And the heartbreaker. The one who gutted her and left her hating all men for months on end.



“It is still a fantastic ass,” Mike said. And ohhhh, how she hated herself for feeling a spike of warmth at that devil’s grin.



* * *



“It’s only an hour out of your way,” Thea said reasonably. She still held Bad Luck. More importantly to Whitney, Thea had also locked herself in the bathroom with her dog, meaning Whitney couldn’t just grab him and escape.



“I don’t care about that,” Whiteny shouted. “I care about him being in the car with me for hours on end.”



“I’m hurt,” Mike said. The object of her disaffection stood behind her, plucking bites from an oversized muffin and watching the show. He wasn’t even trying to hide his appreciation of her ass again.



“Eat a platter of dicks, Michael,” Whitney snapped.



“Not even our parents call me Michael, Whitneythomolew,” he said through a mouthful of muffin. He was so stupidly irritating. And handsome. His dark brown hair was slightly shaggier than the last time she’d seen him, and she hated how his five o’clock shadow framed his sweet face just right to age him up a little from the boyish good looks she remembered. He was still that delicious blend of muscular and soft all at once, a great cuddler – right up to the point where he was sneaking out of bed and running away.



And of course, those eyes and that smile. The eyes that could dance and sparkle and then in the next moment make her feel like she was losing herself in the darkest of woods at night.



Damn him for making her body respond so hungrily, even now, even after he ripped out her heart.



Thea said from inside the bathroom, “He’ll be quiet. The whole trip, you won’t have to speak to each other.”



“I will be?” Mike asked.



“You will be. And I’ll pay his way.”



“You won’t,” Mike said flatly. “I have this. That’s the whole reason I’m…” He stopped there.



“It’s not about me thinking you’re poor, Mike. It’s a gift. It’s Christmas.”



Whitney rubbed her forehead. “Why do you need to go to Liggett?”



“Ah. A girl,” Mike said cheerfully. “In my opinion, the most beautiful girl in the world.”



“Of course,” Whitney muttered to herself.



“His daughter,” Thea said with a long-suffering sigh.



“Oh. I… oh,” Whitney said.



“My ex-wife Charli invited me last-minute to their house for Christmas. I was going to fly but then I’d have to find a ride from New Bainbridge to Liggett.”



Though he still had some vision left thanks to contacts, Mike was legally blind, the result of bad genetics. As he once put it to Whitney, “If I drove, I could see the car coming, but not realize I was in the opposite lane until it hit me.” It hit Thea too but not nearly as badly, something she had once confessed to Whitney made her feel guilty.



Whitney wanted to say no. She should say no. But a kid… that was a low blow. If she could help him see his daughter…



“You will say nothing on the trip,” she said.



“Nothing. At all. I will definitely not compliment your ass again on the trip.”



“Mike!” she snapped.



“Right. Yes. Or your boobs. Do they still clap against your chest when you’re-?”



Now his sister shouted it, “Mike!”



He cleared his throat, his smile widening. “Ah. Memories.”



“Say one more word about my body, and it’s a hell no from me. I mean it.”



“As long as you let me say that you look good, Whitney. I’m not going to stay quiet about that. Your diet. Your exercise. They paid off.”



She twisted towards him, lost between anger and wanting to lap up the compliment. His smile changed, softened, his eyes kind and warm. “I want to slap you so bad,” she muttered. No she didn’t. She wanted to drag him off somewhere private and ride that face to find out if his five o’clock shadow tickled and if he was still as good with his tongue as he had been.



“No you don’t,” he said softly. She did slap him then, a quick crack that caught him by surprise. He laughed, shook his head, and stepped back, palms raised in a “you win” gesture.



The bathroom door opened, and Thea stepped out. Bad Luck was snuggled against her under one arm, looking around with bright cheerful doggo interest. “Did you slap him?” she asked.



“Yup. Want a turn?”



“Oh yeah.”



“Hey now-” Mike started to protest, then he got a smack on the other cheek. He sighed, and reached out to pet Bad Luck. “At least your dog still loves me.”









Chapter 3



 



True to his word, Mike didn’t say a thing from the moment they left the house. When she stopped to gas up the Soul, he wrote out a message on his phone and held it out to her, asking if he should pay.



“Yuuuuup,” Whitney said. “The whole way.”



He sighed, but said nothing.



Once Mike finished pumping gas, he headed inside the store. She wanted to tell him to bring her back a donut or maybe one of those plastic-wrapped Danishes if they had one, but she’d suffer in hungry silence before she asked him for anything. Instead, she followed him in, sullenly listening to him greet the clerk and hum to himself as he picked out snacks. A lot of snacks. An insane amount of snacks. Good Lord, was he buying the entire store?



She grabbed a donut out of a case, frosted in red and white, and a bottle of water. After a moment’s hesitation, she snagged a bag of sour cream and onion chips too. She thought about Mike’s words to her, that her diet and exercise had been paying off. When they slept together, Whitney had been in the process of losing about twenty pounds. It was hell but she hit her target weight a year ago and had been pretty good about keeping it off. However, it was the holidays, and she did usually allow herself some leeway around then.



You look good, Whitney.



Another memory, him beside her at the bar, leaning in, his hand on her hip.



If you were mine, I’d show you how beautiful you were. I’d make you feel it every goddamn day.



As she had then, she shivered now, thinking about his words. Their first kiss, him so dominant, his hand at her back right there in the bar, tasting like the dark, smooth scotch he’d been drinking, her with a little giggle, not born of drunkenness, but desire.



I had to kiss you. I couldn’t fucking take it anymore if I didn’t.



I’m glad you did.



She squeezed her eyes shut. “Hey. Hey!” someone said to her. The clerk. She opened her eyes and saw she was next. Behind her, she heard Mike chuckle. She hated him so much.



Back in the Soul, Whitney eyed all the bags of food he tossed on the back seat floorboard, then at him. “Hungry?”



He shrugged and grinned, but it didn’t really touch his eyes the way his normal goofy smiles did. They set off, their silence only interrupted when Whitney called her parents to let them know that she was on the road.



“Be careful,” her mom warned her. “The news is saying the weather’s going to be a lot worse than they predicted. This wind, it’s already awful today. And if the snow pushes towards you… you just be safe. Stop if you need to.”



“We will.” Whitney realized she’d screwed up in saying “we” and winced.



“We? What do you mean, we? Oh, is Lucky with you?”



“No, he’s…” She sighed. “He’s staying with my friend Thea. I’m giving her brother a ride to Liggett.”



“Brother… oh, no. Is it that boy that broke your heart?”



Mike glanced at her, eyebrows raised. He smirked, and she smacked his chest, hard.



“It… kind of is, yeah.”



“Oh, honey.”



“It’s all right. He’s paying for gas and… it’s complicated,” she muttered. “I gotta go. See you tonight or tomorrow morning.”



“Okay. Just… be safe,” her mother said doubtfully.



Whitney hung up. By that point, they were taking the turn onto the Interstate. Traffic had cleared up some and they roared along, her foot maybe riding the accelerator a little harder than necessary.



She muttered, “I’m not sorry.” Mike was silent. “You really did break my heart, you bastard.” He was still silent, but he tapped out a message on his phone.



You broke mine too



 “What is that supposed to mean, asshole? You’re the one who jumped out of bed with me and ran straight for the nearest woman in sight. Record fucking time for a guy cheating on me.” She was nearly shouting by the end of that. He stared at her, shaking his head. “What? What? Speak up.”



But he didn’t. His eyes had gone cold and dead, and he stared straight ahead, saying nothing for hours.



* * *



They made good time, but the skies were graying, and fast. The wind was picking up too and would get even worse when they hit the plains where there was nothing to block it. It shoved around the Kia, and twice Whitney passed semis whose trailers looked about ready to flip over.



Mike fiddled with the Kia’s radio, switching it from satellite to local stations until he found a weather report. They listened, both of them glum and silent, as the DJ confirmed the worst – the “twenty-five-percent chance of snow” from a few days prior had just become a certainty.



He switched it back to satellite radio and put on some Christmas music. That surprised Whitney. There had been no Christmas decorations at his sister’s and she kind of assumed their entire family didn’t celebrate, given what she knew about Thea.



“You don’t have to put that on because of me,” she said haltingly. Mike looked at her quizzically. “Would you please talk to me? It’s getting annoying.”



“But you said…”



“I know what I said, jackass. I thought you and your family maybe didn’t celebrate.”



“What gave you that idea? The whole reason I’m on this trip is so I can see my daughter for Christmas.”



“Maybe I phrased that wrong. I didn’t see decorations at Thea’s. I wasn’t expecting you to, you know, listen to Christmas music.”



“Oh yeah, she’s not big on decorating. And now that you say it, yeah, she’s never really been big on the holidays in general, but she likes them okay. But you should see our parents’ place. Huge display. They go crazy with it.”



“Mine too. And my brother.”



“I like to decorate some, but without Annette…” He shrugged uncomfortably.



“You told me when we… you told me she was six. So she’s got to be about eight?”



“That’s right. She’s in her artist phase. That’s what Charli calls it. It’s cute. I get a drawing in the mail just about every week.” He smiled to himself. “I’m going out there to…” He trailed off and shook his head.



“To what?”



“Never mind.”



They fell silent again. He twisted in his seat and grabbed one of his travel bags from the back. From it, he pulled out a Christmas stocking and a marker. Whitney watched out of the corner of her eye as he slowly wrote his daughter Annette’s name on the stocking, and finally understood why he bought so many snacks.



“We could stop. Get her some stocking stuffers. Crayons and stuff,” she said as he began to pull bags up onto his lap.



“I wouldn’t want to force you to spend any more time with me than you have to.”



“You know…” she started, then grunted irritably and returned her focus to the road. They were almost having a moment, but of course Mike had to go and ruin it.



It didn’t take long for him to fill the stocking with jerky, gum, a couple holiday themed candy bars, and other snacks. “Crap. I bought way too much.”



“I noticed,” she said drily.



Whitney thought of him sitting beside her on Thea’s couch, showing her picture after picture of his daughter. The bittersweet praise, the pride in him, they had all made her fall so hard for him in the weeks before the one and only date. She wondered for a long time if the moments like that were faked to get in her pants, but she didn’t think so, at least not when it came to Annette. And so, through gritted teeth, she said, “Fill the stocking with non-candy and snack stuff. Then we stop and buy a gift box, and you fill that up with the food and give it to her and her mom for a present.”



“Hey, that’s not bad. But really, I don’t know if stopping’s the right move with this storm.”



She sighed. “I don’t think we’re going to make Liggett or New Bainbridge tonight. Do you?”



By that point, the snow was whipping nearly sideways against the Kia, and people had their lights on, trying to navigate through the storm. “No,” he said. “Not really.”



They drove on another hour, making sixty miles an hour at best. There were no towns out here, not real ones with hotels and stores beyond a gas station. Mike seemed unconcerned about things, tucking himself into the door with his coat over his lap, his eyes closed, his breathing evening out. The worst storm she’d ever seen, and her jerk passenger was sleeping.



To distract herself from the worsening roads, Whitney began to sing to the Christmas songs on the radio under her breath. It didn’t help. Her knuckles tightened around the steering wheel, her eyes wide, unwilling to blink lest she miss a car through the near-whiteout conditions. Finally she saw a sign detailing hotels and restaurants coming up.



“Yesss,” she said, followed almost immediately by, “Nooo. Damn it!”



Mike came awake with a start, and saw what she saw. A line of vehicles blocked the offramp. Through the snow could just barely be seen the flashing colored lights of emergency vehicles. She carefully pulled into the left lane and kept going, a flare sparking to life behind them as a cop or someone must have been illuminating the traffic buildup for oncoming cars.



“We have to get off the Interstate,” Mike said.



“No kidding?” she asked. “Want to mansplain to me how the brake and gas pedals work too?”



“Sorry, I… sorry. Nervous.”



“Me too,” she admitted. “I know what you mean. This is insane.”



She slowed way down and turned on her emergency flashers. A car passed them to the left, blowing so much snow up around them that Whitney involuntarily gasped. Mike reached out as if to squeeze her knee or take her hand or something, but thought better of it, either because she was driving or liable to stab him.



The next exit had a line of cars too. They were moving but backed up so far that Whitney went one offramp further. This one wasn’t congested, but they had to drive back towards the hotels. Through the blinding white snow, there was a big box store’s bright lights and it gave her pause. She wouldn’t have seen the turn for it if it wasn’t for a car making a turn towards the Interstate.



They pulled into the parking lot. “Now’s really not the time to be doing my Christmas shopping,” Mike said.



“I have a plan. Run in. Get your ex-wife and daughter a gift box. I’m going to call around and see about hotels, see if we can’t get one before they’re all booked. At the very least, no one’s going to come barreling into this parking lot at seventy miles an hour.”



“Smart. Okay. Want anything?”



“Not unless they have something hot to drink.”



“Be right back.”



And he was. He rapped on her window just ten seconds after shutting his door. She rolled it down, and he told her he’d try calling some hotels too while he was running through the store. They agreed on who would call which ones, and started dialing.



The first hotel had no vacancy. And the second. And the third, the woman snapping, “No vacancies” without even a hello.



By that point, Mike was back again, a reindeer-adorned folded box under one arm. No coffee. Damn.



“No hotel rooms,” she said as Mike slid in.



“No luck here either. But the manager gave me a tip. There’s a town twenty miles away, Blue Falls. There’s a small hotel there.” He tapped away at his phone, and dialed a number.



Whitney started to say that twenty miles on the Interstate would be crazy, but a faint memory tickled her mind. Blue Falls wasn’t on the Interstate. She and her family went there for something one summer. No. Fall. A corn maze. She couldn’t remember much about it except her father stamping his feet and roaring like he was a minotaur. Her father was a giant teddy bear of a man so all it did was make her laugh, though she did remember reading about minotaurs afterwards and having nightmares about them.



Mike held up a finger and spoke into his phone. “Hi. Yes, we’re traveling to New Bainbridge and we’re in Smithton looking for a hotel room to get out of this storm. They recommended we try you. Do you have anything available? Awesome. Yes. Please. One room-”



“Two,” Whitney snapped.



“Two rooms if you have them. Okay great.” He dug out his wallet and gave the clerk his credit card information as Whitney programmed the small town into her phone’s GPS. Mike finished the reservations as she pulled out carefully onto the street, following the route the robot voice gave her and hoping like hell this wasn’t as crazy as it seemed.



It was.



Just miles out of Smithton, the center line was no longer visible, and had Whitney spotted anywhere to turn around, she would have. They met no traffic on the road except for one brave snowplow. The moment she saw that, Whitney sat up straighter, whispering, “See us, see us, see us.” The snowplow did, saving them from a drive off the embankment. They crawled after that, only managing fifteen miles an hour most of the trip. It was still early in the afternoon but it might as well have been nighttime. There was no visibility, save for the glimmer of their lights off reflectors and mile markers through the snow. The world was awash in white and gray. Whitney only dared to glance over at Mike once or twice. He was as white as she felt, leaning forward to peer at what little they could see, his hands clasped between his knees. They spoke next to nothing, the radio now silent.



There. Lights. Whitney slowed. There, parked in the other lane, was an SUV. When they passed it, it turned around carefully and followed them into town. Its flashers came on, and Whitney couldn’t pull over. She couldn’t see the edge of the road. Instead, she turned on her emergency flashers again, not realizing she’d turned them off at some point, and slowed to a stop right there in the middle of the highway. The SUV rolled carefully to the side of their Kia, and now she could just barely see it was a sheriff’s vehicle. The window rolled down, and two men peered at them through the snow.



“You need to stop here for the night,” the deputy in the passenger seat called.



“We called ahead and got a hotel room.”



“Ah, yeah, you’re the ones we’re expecting then. Was there anybody else behind you?”



“A plow going the other direction,” Whitney said.



“Okay. Follow us to the hotel.”



They did. The two deputies drove as slowly and carefully as Whitney had, but she felt immeasurable relief. “We’re safe,” she breathed.



“That was… incredible driving,” Mike said. “Fuck, Whitney.”



“Thanks.” She laughed a desperate, scared laugh and he joined in. This time his hand did go to hers and she let him take it for the briefest of moments before letting go, her smile disappearing. “You’re still an asshole.”



“I…” He sighed. “At least Liggett’s only like… an hour from here. When the roads clear up, I’m out of your hair.”



“Good.”









Chapter 4



 



The hotel was tiny, just twelve rooms attached to a stub of a lobby and a small communal seating area with four tables and as many chairs around each. A Christmas tree dominated the lobby’s lone window, all lit up and twinkling for the season. A few strands of silver and red beads hung like garland in waves off the front desk, and a chintzy but cute tiki-themed nativity set sat atop it. The clerk, a thin balding man in his fifties or sixties with a huge overbite and sunken eyes, came to the front doors as they pulled in and rushed out.



“Oh man, you made it,” he said when they stepped out. He didn’t seem dressed for the weather in a Hawaiian shirt and slacks.



“You got ‘em squared away?” one of the deputies called.



“Yeah, they’re all set,” the clerk said. “Thanks, guys.”



After Whitney thanked them profusely, the deputies pulled out of the lot, headed back down the highway. The clerk said, “They closed the roads right after you guys called. Like… maybe five minutes later. I can’t believe you made it. Worst storm I’ve ever seen and we see some real bad ones. You should know, power’s been flickering.” He caught himself and shook his head. “Sorry. I’m a rambler. Let’s get you inside and checked in. Want some help with your bags?”



There wasn’t that much to grab, but Whitney appreciated the clerk – Robert – holding the door for them and suffering it out while they got their things, including the snacks. He grinned at that.



“You came prepared. Nice.”



“Been on the road since this morning,” Mike said. “Can’t have a road trip without the food.”



“Brother, I hear you,” Robert said, and laughed a breathless laugh Whitney liked immensely. He hurried through the process of getting their keys to them. And they were actual keys, something Whitney thought was quaint.



“I smell coffee. Do you have any left?” she asked.



“Oh yeah,” Robert said, then his face fell. “Oh. No. I mean, I have some, half a pot, but it’s cold by now. I could microwave it for you.”



“That would be great, thank you.”



He did that, and while that was warming up, they took their bags down the hall. As Robert explained, there weren’t a lot of other guests. “Not much reason for people to come here, even at Christmas,” he said glumly. “Especially at Christmas. They all go to the city, or anywhere else really.” He cheered up. “Guess that sort of rhymes.”



Mike chuckled at that. Whitney was still coming down from the intense last hour and a half, and had to settle for a wan smile, though her thank you was heartfelt.



Their rooms were small things, no bigger than her spare bedroom, but the queen-size beds were nicely kept, with a thin comforter and blanket combination and pillows that looked divine to her at that moment. Suddenly, all she wanted was a hot shower and sleep. And that coffee, no matter if it had been brewed that morning or a week ago.



Whitney tossed her bag on the bed. Mike stood at her doorway, peering in. “You okay?” he asked.



“No. Not really.”



He came in. She watched him, her whole body trembling. He held out his hands as if he was going to hug her, but hesitated. “Can I….?”



“This one time.”



He wrapped her up, and she pressed her head against his chest, her heart still hammering hard. Whether that was from the road or being so close to Mike again, she wasn’t sure. Both, more than likely. “You smell like teriyaki and cheese dust,” she muttered.



“I’m sorry. I think I’m sorry. Am I sorry?”



She laughed despite herself. “No. It smells good. Now let me go before I forget you’re a royal asshole and you hurt me all over again.”



He did. Standing in the door, watching them both, was Robert. He had two disposable coffee cups in hand. “Um. Here’s your coffee. I’ll be at the front desk if you need anything else.”



“Thanks, Robert,” Whitney said. She broke free of the devil man – no, really, he did smell good, good enough that she wanted to lick up the leftover crumbs off him and wasn’t that just the weirdest thought?  - and went to the clerk to take the coffee cups.



He left them, and Mike took his coffee and headed for his own room. Whitney sat on the edge of the bed, drank the disgusting but oh-so-warm coffee, and called her mom. She explained they were safe and where they were staying, deciding to leave out the insane last leg of the trip.



“Have you heard how long the storm’s supposed to last?” she asked her mom.



“They’re saying it might let up tomorrow morning, but it could be until Christmas Eve.”



Great. Two days stuck with Mike. Whitney groaned and fell back against the bed. At least it was comfortable. She thanked her mom, told her goodbye, and hung up to text Thea that she appreciated her looking out for Bad Luck, and that the trip had been one crazy time so far. Just as she fired that one off, the power went out completely.



“Merry Christmas to me,” she muttered, and got up to undress and take a nap.



* * *



Whitney’s keys hit the floor as Mike buried his mouth against the small of her neck, making her tilt her head with the pleasure washing through her.



“Nice house,” he growled against her skin.



“Uh huh.”



She could barely focus, barely see. Her eyelids fluttered hard as she rose up on her toes, his fingers under her little black dress, playing at her pussy as he pushed her backwards. Bad Luck yapped and danced around them. “Let me just… um… take care of… oh… oh that’s…”



Mike slid a finger into her and pulled it free almost immediately. “Take care of him.” He sucked the wet digit into his mouth and closed his eyes. “But hurry back.”



“Y-yeah. Hurry… I should hurry.”



Lucky led the way to the back door, and she let him out into the night. Her dog taken care of, she spun, racing to her unmade bed, and her laundry was everywhere, and Mike was laughing throatily behind her, knowing she wasn’t expecting this. She burned for that laugh, that smile, that earnest honestness of him. What had she said earlier? Miss Anti-Commitment? Fuck that. When he got her on the bed and yanked her panties down to her knees, she would have howled a yes if he asked her to marry him in that moment, so long as he put that tongue to work. Or that cock.



She wondered which it would be.



It was his mouth, and oh God, he was good, so good, so fucking good, spreading her wide, his nose pressed against her delicate bud, his tongue sliding deep inside her. For once, Mike was without words, eating her out with ferocious devotion, his hands squeezing her ass as he feasted.



“Ahhhh, ahhhh, mmmm, M-Mike!”



He chuckled throatily against her skin. “So wet for me, Whitney.”



“Yesss, wet for you, please, please keep going, lick me hard…”



“Mm, I shouldn’t tease you?”



“No, don’t tease, please don’t tease…”



“Since you said please…”



He redoubled his efforts, and her head twisted, her mouth popping open in what would be a comically huge O if she could see herself. Her dark hair brushed the bedspread, then her head, her face rubbing against the soft, thick material of her comforter. Her eyes closed as he made her feel so good. Her ass rose up even higher, like she was saying, here, please, stick that big thing inside me, I’d like it right here please, and if you didn’t use a condom, if you let go inside me, that would be okay, that would be more than okay, I could be yours, I could always be yours if you took me.



“Oh… God!” she wailed as she came.



And he still kept going. He flipped her over onto her back, and she pushed herself up just far enough to watch him yank her towards the edge of the bed and drop. He pried her thighs apart and she lifted her legs on instinct, draping them over his shoulders. He stared up at her, those eyes twinkling with good humor as he knew he had her any way he wanted her.



She clutched at his short hair and dipped her head back as he teased her clit with his thumbs. Then he lapped it, his humor evaporating as he set about the work of making her worship the ground he walked on. They’d barely started and this was already some of the best sex she’d ever had – and he wasn’t even undressed.



His skilled tongue and teasing fingers swapped. He sucked her clit into his mouth and simultaneously slid two fingers inside her. “Oh, oh fuck!” Whitney cried out, and clapped the hand that had been clutching his hair to her mouth.



Mike reached up with his free hand. “Give me that hand,” he murmured. She did, and he squeezed it. “Say what you like.”



“It’s embarrassing,” she whispered.



“Don’t be embarrassed. It’s hot as hell.” He kept hold of that hand, and returned his attention to her needy little core. “Be my dirty girl. Because when I’m taking you, I’m sure as hell going to want to say that I love this fucking pussy.”



Like that, Mike made it okay, and there was pleasure again, so much heat she thought she must be burning up. She couldn’t stand it, couldn’t take another minute without him, and she begged him with a single word.



“Please…”



He kissed her clit, then stood, his hands going to his belt. He kicked off his shoes, staring down at her with such hunger it was like he was almost angry. As her hands slipped down to her pussy, he hurried out of his button-down and jeans. His chest was dark with a forest of hair she wanted to run her fingers through, his frame muscled but not cut, not a bodybuilder type but strong, so strong.



Mike dipped and dug in his wallet for a condom, and she gasped, “Tell me you have more than the one.” He laughed, and produced two more, tossing them on the nightstand before returning to her. Her hands went to his thick cock, stroking him against her mound as she looked up into his eyes, their lips connecting over and over again, soft kisses, promises, or so she thought.



“Are you clean?” she whispered.



“Yeah.”



“Then let me feel it inside, just the first couple strokes. Okay?”



He nodded, and guided himself to her entrance. He was big, but she took him, her back arching as his every inch rubbed her spot just right, her body shouting out yes, yes, this is the one, we’ll have him for the rest of our life please. She scratched his back as he slid back and forth, his eyes locked on hers, his hand just above her shoulder.



“Fuck, Whitney,” he moaned.



“Yessss, I’m yours, baby, I’m yours, take me, mm, God, take me…”



He snatched at the condoms, making her almost groan in frustration. God, how she wanted to feel him come inside her, fill her, make her drip him. But it wouldn’t be safe, she’d been off the pill since her breakup. Part of her still wanted to beg him anyways, to grovel on her hands and knees and worship that big fucking cock until he agreed to finish that night with her most likely pregnant.



“Oh, God, oh, oh fuck,” she gasped, and this time there was no shame on her part because the fantasy and the pleasure wiped her mind clean. He spent just enough time outside of her to roll the condom on and then he was back inside, and she clutched him, crying out his name, howling it again a moment later as he began to thrust with unchecked need inside her.



He took Whitney, fucked her the way she so desperately needed, and oh God, she was falling so hard for him, so very hard, all words she wanted to say, but language was lost to her. Only cries of pleasure, of her orgasms hitting her like all-consuming waves. She was his in those moments, uncontrolled passion making her body boneless, her nerves completely fried.



Slowly she came out of it, a wild, goofy grin on her face, and she pushed at his chest. Grinning too, he fell away and she hurried to slide over him, taking him inside her, driving down on his cock with such force that their skin slapped together. She took his hands, both of them, and gripped them tight as she completely used him for her pleasure – not that Mike was complaining much. His greedy eyes feasted on her bobbing breasts and thick, dark nipples, but just as frequently he stared up at her face, so serious now, his mouth opening and closing a few times like he wanted to say something, but he didn’t, aside from her name.



“Whiteny… God… Whitney…”



“Yessss,” she moaned. She brought his hands to her breasts, but he didn’t let go of hers. She liked that, liked the closeness, even as she was acting so wanton for him, so dirty. She didn’t know that this was the tamest she’d act all night, that she’d soon be howling for him to take her from behind, that she’d run to her bathroom at one point to grab the lube and let him do to her what she hadn’t let her last boyfriend do for an entire year when they dated.



She didn’t know that she would pass out in his arms, only to wake up the next day alone.



“Mike,” she whispered as she began to ride him with faster and faster flicks of her hips.



“I’m yours,” he said, and she was such a fool for believing it, for letting those words lead her to her next crest, her heart hammering with such love for this man, crazy as it might seem. Two weeks, just two weeks since she met him, and already she knew she was his.



She came, and soon, he pushed her onto her back again, and came too.









Chapter 5



 



Whitney woke to darkness, though not to silence. The wind picked up again, whipping the snow against the window like sand. With that kind of
 scritching
 sound, she was never going to get back to sleep.



She reached for her phone and discovered it was just after six.
 There’s a nice big sleeping aid right next door,
 her body purred to her. Her cheeks flushed at the memory of her one-night stand with Mike, of him whispering in her ear, “You’re taking every inch of me,” of him gripping her shoulder as he came inside her ass, all because they’d run out of condoms and they still wanted to fuck. Jesus, why hadn’t she given him a blowjob or something? Oh right. She’d done that for him too.



She half-laughed, half-sobbed into her hands, and got up to navigate the darkness with the light of her phone to take a shower and get dressed. The room was getting chillier, and she shivered as she pulled on some plain cotton panties, sweatpants, and a cable-knit sweater. No real point in a bra in this darkness.



A rustle of plastic greeted her when she opened her hotel room door. A shopping bag hung off the doorknob. Inside was a cheap plastic light, the kind her grandmother used to have up and down her hallways that could be pressed to create a nightlight-like effect. Whitney pressed it now, and it lit up with a soft glow. Not very bright, but it was enough to read the accompanying note
 . Power will be out all night. See front desk if you need more batteries.



Great.



She heard Mike talking in the next room, his voice muffled. She checked her phone and realized they still had bars, even if the power was out. That was good, though she decided to shut hers off in case this power outage really did last all night.



Whatever she meant to do – go check on the car, maybe, if just to stretch her legs – fell by the wayside when she heard Mike laugh. She couldn’t help herself. She moved towards his door, feeling a little miffed that he could laugh when the situation was this miserable. That was chased by a tinge of guilt that she quickly stuffed away. He was the one who hurt her, after all, first leaving and then sleeping with whoever the hell that woman was the very next night.



“It’s not an Xbox,” he said. His voice was still muffled but easy enough to make out. “Nothing that big. Sorry. No, I did not buy you a baby hippo, you goofball.” He laughed again. “You’ve only got one more guess.” A pause, then he made a buzzer sound. “Ehhhh, you lose. Guess you’ll just have to be surprised. But I should go. I love you so much, baby. Give your mom a great big hug for me, okay? Okay. Bye bye.”



He actually said the words “bye bye” to his daughter. Oh, why did that twist the knife even harder?



You nearly begged that man to have a kid with you. You know, it is definitely not too late.



Shut up, brain.



Except that really wasn’t her brain talking, was it? It was her body, and her stupid treacherous heart.



She walked on down the hallway. From one of the other rooms she heard snoring so loud it was like the person was revving a motor. That was it, save for the noise of a door shutting back the way she came.



“Mike?”



“Oh hey, you’re up,” her frenemy said. “Good nap?”



She thought back to her dreams of him above her, gripping her by the hips and pounding into her while she sucked on a candy cane. “Um. Yeah. Did you get a nap?”



“Nah. Too amped up after the drive. Robert and I were playing some poker. He headed home before this storm jammed him up here. You know he’s a published poet?”



She could see him now coming towards her. “No. You know I don’t.”



“Well, he is. I promised I’ll look him up. Crap, when we get power back, I’ll buy every collection he has available, the way that guy hooked us up here. I caught a look at their prices and he only charged me for one room. Nicest dude in the world.”



“Before we leave town, we’ll find some way to thank him. Maybe a snack basket like you got Annette.”



“I like that idea. You okay?”



I really want a ride on your candy cane again.



Fighting a bizarre case of the giggles, she turned away from him and looked out the glass doors. “Yeah. Fine.” Except she was hungry. Crazy hungry. “I don’t suppose I could buy some of your snacks from you, could I? I’m starving.”



He studied her in the dim light. “I could be talked into it.”



“Oh Lord. How? No sexual favors. I’m not that hungry.”



“Damn. Here I was going to ask you for a kiss for every bite. Just keep me company. I’m bored out of my tits here. Let’s play a game of cards or something.”



Whitney thought about that. “Nothing sexy?”



“Unless you want to play strip poker.” She smacked him. “Kidding. Except if you do.”



They walked back down the hallway. “Any word on the power? Is it supposed to be out long?”



“The deputies came by again and said it might be all night, given the roads. Maybe longer. They’ve got linemen ready but until the weather clears up they’re not going to be able to do anything.” He sighed. “Could be tonight, could be tomorrow, could be Christmas Eve.”



“Oh no. Your daughter.”



He hiked his shoulders in a shrug. “I’m not crazy about the idea, but better to be safe, right?”



“Yeah.” She thought of her own family. If she was home what would she be doing at that hour? Probably board games or a jigsaw puzzle. “And hot cocoa,” she whispered to herself.



“Huh?”



“Nothing. Thinking about my parents’ place. My family has a lot of traditions. My mom and I both don’t generally drink hot cocoa but when I c-come home…” She struggled not to let her emotions through, but Mike noticed anyways, and reached out to squeeze her arm.  For once, he didn’t say anything, and if he noticed the gleam of tears on her cheeks, he didn’t bring attention to it.



They played poker late into the night, surrounded by the bags of snacks. Mike couldn’t see the cards very well in the darkness, and muttered to himself more than once when she told him he’d just played a heart rather than a diamond, or a six rather than an eight.



“Controversial opinion,” she said around a mouthful of chocolate and caramel, “but I don’t think nuts have any place in candy bars.”



“That’s crazy,” he said,



“Oh come on. There’s got to be something you don’t like in candy.”



He thought about that. “Okay. I’ve got a weird one, but not something I hate. Those weird little Christmassy jelly-filled chocolate logs? I love them.”



She threw a wrapper at him. “Ew, gross, no. That’s like loving fruitcake.” He grinned. “Oh no. No no no.”



“I like all sweets.”



“You and me and my mom.”



“Not your dad?”



“Diabetic,” she mumbled around the last bite of chocolate. “I’m probably headed that way after tonight.” Silence fell between them for a minute, then she added, “My mom, she’s crazy about cooking candy around Christmas. I love it but mostly because I get to be with her, you know?”



He moved aside a half-empty bag of sour cream and onion chips and rested on his side, head on the pillows. “I do.”



“I wasn’t… a great teenager. I thought traditions were stupid, and we were so old-fashioned, and… all of it. I was just terrible to them. And then I moved away and…”



“Now it feels like home.”



“Exactly.”



“That’s part of why I wanted to come back to town. To have that with Thea and my parents again. Though my mom can’t cook candy. Or doesn’t. Not really sure which.”



She began picking up her side of the bed. When it was cleared of the food, she dropped onto her back too.



“What do I owe you for the hotel room?’ she asked.



 “Nothing. Don’t worry about it. I’m the one getting the ride from you.”



“Shut up, you’re already covering gas and dinner.”



“Such as it is.”



“Hey, I get to feel like a teenager at a sleepover again. So that’s fun. Really though, can I pay you something for the room?”



He was quiet a minute, then finally said, “I know things between us are… whatever they are.”



“There is no anything between us,” she said flatly.



“Right. Anyway. I’m in a much better place than I was a couple years ago. So just… let me do this. As a peace offering, as a friend, however you want to take it. I don’t want anything in return. I just… want to be able to do it. It’s a pride thing for me.”



She could understand that. “Okay. Thank you.”



“Mm hm. Another game of cards?”



“No. I’m done for the night.”



“Me too,” Mike said. She shivered and he noticed. “Cold?”



“A bit,” she said, not wanting to tell him the truth, that she was shivering because she felt like they were getting closer again, and that scared and thrilled her in equal measure.



“Supposed to drop way below zero tonight.”



“Damn it, Mike…” she said, but there was no real heat to her voice, only a throatiness that didn’t surprise her in the least.



He propped himself up further. “Listen. I’m making it out to be a joke, but it really is supposed to drop below zero, if it’s not already. It’s really fucking cold out there. I hurt my hand just touching the door handle. And it’ll get really cold in here too.”



She hesitated. “We stay fully clothed.”



“Absolutely. But I’m not sleeping in jeans. I’ve got a pair of shorts.”



She thought about it. Did she really want to be alone in the dark in a hotel in the middle of nowhere in the complete dark? Besides, he was right. It really was cold. Possibly deadly. This did make a certain sort of sense. Kind of. Maybe. Sort of. And maybe she was just lonely.



Screw it.



“Fine. Fully clothed. And you stay on your side of the bed.”



“Done.”



“We aren’t having sex.”



“I promise.”



She was more or less already dressed for bed, deciding to keep her sweater on. He found his bag in the darkness, telling her he had it when she offered to turn on her emergency light. She turned it on anyways, not wanting to be surprised by something long, hard, and naked in the middle of the night. And if she caught a peek now…



“Hoping for a look?” he asked, grinning. “I’m pretty used to getting around in the dark.”



“Oh. I guess that’s because of the eyes?”



“Nah. Because I’m lazy and I’ve never changed out the light bulb in the lamp next to my bed.” He laughed at her consternation. “Yeah, because of the blindness too, I guess.”



“Sorry, I…”



“Don’t be. It’s okay to be curious and you’ve never made it weird. If you did, I’d say so.”



“Thanks.”



She slipped out of bed so they could pull down the blankets. The wind picked up again, but seemed to quiet as they slid under the sheets and covers.



“Uh. Good night,” he said. “And thanks again the ride.”



“Yeah,” Whitney whispered. Would he reach out and touch her? Would he try to slide closer to her? Was that what she wanted?



She squeezed her eyes shut and twisted away from him towards the window. He shifted, adjusted his pillow, and cleared his throat.



If he said sorry, if he offered an explanation… but he didn’t. He was a player, pure and simple, a cheater and a heartbreaker. He might seem genuine, but he wasn’t and she had to remember that. But God, she couldn’t help wishing he would say something, give her some reason he’d hurt her so badly.



And why had he said she did the same thing to him?



Whitney opened her mouth to ask the question. But she didn’t. Instead, she stared into the darkness, unable to sleep, reliving that night, that whole amazing and cursed night over and over and over again in her head, especially the kisses outside her house and just in the doorway, when he had his lips pressed against her throat, her body roaring to life at his touch.



“Fuck,” she mouthed. Like back then, she was so wet but she was not going to play with herself now, not with the bastard right there in bed with her.



How long they tried to sleep, she was never sure later. After the first few minutes, he was still, but his breathing never deepened into sleep. It was easy to imagine him doing the same thing she was doing, staring at the wall, imagining that night, about everything they’d done. God, she gave him so much of herself. She’d gone from a pretty good girl to a wanton slut begging for more. Never in her life had she acted like that with any guy, but with him, she’d done it happily.



Don’t think about that
 , she told herself. But she couldn’t help herself. Thoughts of Mike crept into her mind over and over again. Thrusting into her. Gripping the back of her head when she was on her knees for him. Sliding his lubed fingers into her bottom, making her tense and giggle all at once, but he’d been so good, so gentle at first until she told him…



Oh God. There she went again.



Whitney did know one thing. She was getting hot, and not just from the memories. The sweater was a mistake. She should have changed into a tee shirt or something. Maybe she should ask him for one. Or maybe since there wasn’t going to be any touching, she should just take the damn thing off. She sat up to do just that. She felt him move, and she murmured, “Don’t look. It’s too hot for the sweater.”



He didn’t speak, and he didn’t turn on the light either. She slipped back into bed in only her panties and sweatpants. Much better. The sheets were cool against her skin, and now she thought she could get some rest. And maybe she did. Later she wasn’t sure, but she thought there might have been an hour maybe when she finally got some troubled sleep, his phantom whispers following into her dreams, his caresses making her shiver. But at some point the world solidified around her again. She thought maybe he’d slipped out of bed to go to the bathroom and that was what woke her, but she could still feel his presence beside her.



And finally, Whitney could take no more. A word escaped her. A soft, barely audible word.



“Please.”



Mike turned like he’d been waiting for it. Probably he had. She pushed back against him, still in her sweater bottoms, and he roped his arms around her, spooning her. He didn’t say a word, not one, as his hand slid into her sweats and across her pussy through the cotton fabric of her panties. She expected him to tease her about how wet she was for him, but still he said nothing. He didn’t need to. Something pressed against her ass, something long, hard, and familiar. She reached back to feel for him. He was still in his shorts, so she started to take them down.



He finally spoke, his voice dark and husky. “I promised not to fuck you, and I meant it.”



And with that, his hand finally slid into her panties and went to her lips. She gasped and ground back against him as he began to push his fingers inside her, two, then a third. He might not have actually fucked her, but his hips worked, his cock sliding through the cleft of her ass, the tip coming to rest against her lower back each time.



She moved too, pushing back, taking his free hand and moving it to her bared tit. This he cupped and squeezed, her name escaping him. “Whitney.”



“Fuck, this is a mistake, this is…” He started to withdraw his fingers, but she clamped her thighs against him. “No, no, keep going, keep…”



He kissed her neck, seeming to know exactly what she wanted. His fingers on her breast tweaked the nipple as he sucked and kissed her skin, and that was it for her, her body flinging itself towards one great big release, her ass jerking back against him, her mouth opening wide. They made so little noise, barely more than whispers, a primal cry forming itself in her throat but never escaping her lips. She came on his fingers, came for him so fucking hard as she had a dozen times that mind-blowing night together, and soon he was pushing her onto her stomach, his hands on her waist, his cock thrusting between her still-clothed cheeks. His warmth hit her shoulder blades, her spine, and she almost whined for him to slide it inside her before it was too late, before he was soft again.



He pulled away and slid out of bed. She almost cried then, an irrational fear that he was leaving her again nearly paralyzing her. But no, he was simply retreating to the bathroom again, running the sink and coming back with a hand towel. He cleaned her up with gentle strokes, kissed her neck again, and slid back into bed beside her.



Finally, with her ass resting against him, his arm around her, she found sleep.









Chapter 6



 



“So. What brings you here?”



“To town?” Mike asked, and he amped up the wattage of his smile, his eyes lighting her up like a bonfire. “Or out for a drink with you?”



Whitney laughed. He was so skilled at drawing that out of her, and she could almost swear she hadn’t stopped smiling since the first met a couple weeks prior. “Here in town.”



“Family and the job.” He reconsidered that. “My family here, I mean. My ex and my daughter live in Denver.”



“That must be hard.”



“It is. But they’re moving on to a new town, one I can’t get to by bus. And until I’m a little firmer on my feet, I can’t really take care of Annette.”



“I’m sorry.”



“Me too,” he said quietly, staring at his two fingers of scotch. “Goals, though, right?”



“What broke you and your ex-wife up, if you don’t mind me asking?”



“Aw, nobody wants to hear a divorce story on a first date.”



“Is that what this is? A date?”



“Oh, you bet your ass it is. I’m not turning down the opportunity to say I got to take you out for a night.” He took a sip and settled the tumbler down. “It was a lot of little things. We were young when we got married and had Annette. We were both so opinionated, you know? We thought we had all the answers to all the world’s problems, but we couldn’t agree on anything. I mean, anything. Big things, politics, religion, and maybe more importantly, little things. We’d talk about ideas for dinner, and we’d both suggest ten different things until we were snapping at each other that we’d both just cook for ourselves. If I put dishes in the dishwasher, it was never the right way, according to her even if I did it the exact same way she did it. I tested that one, by the way. I took a picture of how she loaded the dishwasher and recreated it exactly. She wouldn’t apologize even when I showed her the picture. Our whole life was like that.”



“Both of you were dominant.”



He nodded enthusiastically. “That’s it. Yeah. And she’d never say as much but I know my blindness irritated her sometimes too.” He scanned the bar and pointed at a grease board where the specials are listed. “Okay. Good example. I can see that grease board, but I can’t see the writing. She was great at first about not minding reading me stuff like that, but eventually it came with this little hint of irritation. I know she didn’t mean it. In my heart, I know that. But it was still there and it hurt. It really hurt. And it started to affect me and my happiness. I tried to get where I could go by bus, but sometimes that doesn’t happen. We couldn’t really afford taxis or Ubers or whatever. So I’d hear about a concert or something and want to go, but I’d keep quiet, because I knew it irritated her to…” He sighed. “Fuck. I’m making her sound like the villain but she’s not. She’s really not. It’s just little things, on both sides. And little things add up.” He waved a hand as if sweeping the discussion away. “But what about you? What’s been making you shout ‘no commitments’ all evening?”



Whitney picked up her own drink, almost forgotten about. “Oh, just a shitty cheating boyfriend.”



“Some asshole would cheat on you? With a ridiculous butt like that?”



She snickered.  “Oh yeah. I have the worst track record in that regard. And I have a motto. Never twice. If an asshole shows you he’s an asshole, you burn it all to the ground. You know what the worst part is? The part that really hurts?”



“What’s that?”



“It’s going to sound weird.”



“Seems like a good night for confessional time. Hit me with the weirdness, Whitney.”



“All right. The loss of time. I should be hurt about the relationship ending. I mean, I loved him. Or… I thought I did? I know he was shopping for rings and I thought at the time that was what I wanted. But now that we broke up, it’s like… I’m more pissed about having spent two years of my life on this guy. All the wasted weekends, all the times we went to movies he wanted to see, all the minutes I spent sitting around waiting for him to finish his video games, all of that crap. I want my time back! So no new commitments. Ever. I am no longer a commitment girl.”



Mike hesitated at that, but then he raised his empty glass. “To the new no-commitment girl.”



“Goddamn right.”



* * *



Whitney woke snuggled up to him, still in the same position as when they fell asleep. It was pleasant, everything she’d wanted once for a couple weeks, but then the realization sank in and memories flooded back.



“Oh shit,” she said, jolting away from him.



“What?” he asked, sitting bolt upright. “Something happen?”



“You did! We did!”



“You… you said please. I thought…” He squinted at her. His contacts were out and his vision was even worse than normal.



“You shouldn’t have cuddled me!”



“I… what? You were the one who pushed back at me when we were falling asleep.”



“I did not!”



“You did, you psycho!”



“I am not a psycho!”



“Oh for fuck’s sake. I’m going pee, then I’m going to take a shower.”



“Thanks for announcing that,” she shouted.



“Will you stop shouting at me?”



“No! Because you c-cheated on me!”



Mike stared at her, blinking slowly. Then he pushed himself out of bed, and muttered under his breath, “Unbelievable.”



“How is that unbelievable? Are you going to deny you slept with that blonde the night after we… after I…?”



“You’re right. You’re totally right. I cheated on Ms. No Commitment.”



“What?” she hissed.



“Never mind,” he muttered, and stormed into the bathroom.



“No! Finish what you’re saying.”



He grunted something under his breath, something that definitely involved the word “psycho.” She grabbed her sweater off the floor, dressed in a hurry, and rushed back to her room, leaving him as the shower came on.



Ms. No Commitment. That tickled at the back of her brain. No. No, this was his fault, damn it. She would not fall for him again. She wouldn’t.



The power was still out, but the sun was up well over the horizon, casting her hotel room in brilliant light reflected off the fresh snow She took a shower, trying not to cry over the asshole next door doing the same thing. Angry, red-eyed, and bleary from the good sleep she finally got the night before – it most definitely did not have to do with his arm around her and feeling so warm and safe – she hurriedly threw everything she’d unpacked into her bags and stormed out of her hotel room just seconds ahead of Mike.



“Asshole,” she spat.



“Yup,” he said with low-key venom in his tone. “Think I’ll find two or three women tonight. Run a train on them just to piss you off.”



She walked faster. She would not cry again. Too many tears had been shed over Mike already.



A new clerk was at the front desk, a woman as thin and tall as Robert the night before. Also like him, she had be sixtyish, or thereabout, her gray hair done up in a severe bun. “Oh hello. The guests from yesterday afternoon. Good morning.”



“Good morning,” Whitney said with brittle cheer. “Are the roads open?”



“Yes, but there’s going to be more snow soon.”



“How soon?”



“In the next hour.”



“So enough time to drive to Liggett?”



“Well… I guess so, but better to be sa-”



“Safe than sorry, yes. Here’s my key, please tell Robert he was wonderful, thank you so much.”



“Sorry,” Mike said affably. “She’s furious with me. Not you.”



“I guess so,” the clerk said, smiling slightly at all this.



“Congratulations, Mike,” Whitney said. “You can find a different ride the rest of the way. I’m heading back for the Interstate.” Immediately, she thought of his phone call the night before and sighed. “No. I’m not. But only because your kid deserves you not being a completely shitty human being.”



“Thanks every so much, darling,” Mike said drily.



“Um,” the clerk said.



“I guess I’m checking out too. And yeah, please tell Robert thanks. I’m gonna send him something, a thank you. Or do something for him. The guy was awesome. MVP.”



“He’s a nice guy,” the clerk said, still utterly flummoxed by them. “The computers are down, but we have your information, so if we need anything, we’ll be in touch.”



“Perfect. Thank you so much,” Mike said, following Whitney as she stormed outside.



The clouds were still angry and gray, but at least the wind had calmed down. Snow fell, but the flakes were fat and sparse. But overnight, the drifts had come up nearly to Whitney’s window. Someone had shoveled them out and made a path to the road, but all around them, the world was blanketed in thick white.



“They must have got a foot of snow, at least,” Mike said, staring around wonderingly.



Whitney didn’t answer. She sniffed and threw her bags into the back. Mike sighed and did the same. But when they were both in and she turned the key in the ignition, nothing happened. Just a click.



They both stared at the key. She tried it again. Nothing. The Kia was dead.



“Oh come on,” she said. A third time produced no new results. Her head dropped against the steering wheel. They were both silent a long time. Finally Whitney muttered, “I should be home with my family. I should be doing last-minute Christmas shopping with my mom. I should be helping my dad wrap his presents because he’s terrible at it. Or maybe that’s just what he says and he knows I’ll do it for him.” She banged her head against the steering wheel. “I should be watching Christmas romances and… and eating popcorn and too much fudge and almond rocha.” She came up off the steering wheel but refused to look at Mike. “Instead, I’m stuck here. In hell. With you to torture me.”



Mike was still silent for a moment, then finally said, “Am I really that bad, Whitney?”



She sniffed, opened her door, and got out. She looked all around. The town was small but there had to be a mechanic here somewhere. And if there wasn’t, she’d start making phone calls. Someone had to be able to work on her crossover. Without looking back at the man she hated to love, she walked away, brushing at her eyes and wishing she’d never met Thea or Mike.









Chapter 7



 



The snow and wind might have lessened but the temperatures were still hovering right around zero. A child of the Harpy Mountains, Whitney wore a sensible parka and gloves, but she’d forgotten a beanie and it didn’t take long for her ears to go numb. She needed to get inside and get warm.



The town was as tiny as her vague memories. There was a gas station across the street from the hotel, but nobody moved in or around the building and the whole place had a vibe of abandonment. Beyond that was a line of businesses and shops over six or seven blocks. A veterinarian’s office and a bar were closed, but the third business she pass a clothing store, was open.



She stopped there and was greeted with the pleasant smell of pine. A real Christmas tree had been set up in front of the window, decorated sparsely but with a good eye. The power was out here too and all over town, but the clerk said they could take cash. Winter wear was right up front with a sign that said “GREAT CHRISTMAS IDEAS!” Whitney picked out an oversized slouchie beanie that the round-faced, pleasant clerk told her was made right there in the state. The price tag reflected that, but she was too emotionally numb to care much about it, and thanked the woman distractedly before setting out again.



Whitney forgot to ask about a mechanic but it didn’t really matter. She just needed to move, to get away from the hotel, and more specifically, Mike. God, how he’d made her heart sing the night before, those frantic minutes of his fingers inside her, the warmth of him, the way he took control. Her eyes squeezed shut trying not to remember the pleasure and she nearly fell off a curb.



A generator ran somewhere down the street. Four vehicles were parked in front of a restaurant, the liveliest business open save maybe for a gas station at the far end of the street, and the sight made her remember she hadn’t eaten a decent meal in far too long. She wandered in. It was a nice place, with a deliberate 50’s style café retro feel to its black-and-white tiled floors, the counter and stool seating, and the framed car art on the walls. The smell of bacon hung heavy in the air, nearly making her drool. Another season and she would have almost certainly gone for one of their touted milkshakes in a dozen different flavors. Instead, she ordered the biggest breakfast combination they ordered.



“This wind and this cold, that’s a good choice. Keep some calories burning,” the waitress said. She was a beautiful woman, with curly hair a shade lighter than Whitney’s dark locks, and her sweater fit her slim curves in such a way that Whitney knew that if Mike saw her, he’d probably add her to the list of potentials for his promised orgy that night. Of course she knew he was being sarcastic, but his words still stung.



Then again, she hadn’t been so kind herself. Not to him. Not to the clerk back at the hotel.



When the waitress came back with a pot of piping hot coffee – gloriously freshly brewed – Whitney asked, “I’m sorry. This is going to sound like an odd question, but do you know the woman who works at the hotel about this time of day?”



“Maybe in her sixties, tall, thin?” the waitress asked.



“Yes.”



“Rebekah, sure. She used to teach here until they shut the school down. I think everybody in here had her at some point or another.” Her eyes lit up. “Ohhh, I didn’t put it together until now, but you’re one of the ones that came in just before the storm shut us all down, aren’t you?”



“Yes. And now my SUV’s broken down, so I’m looking for a mechanic too if you know one.”



“Oh yeah! You want Sam Beasley. He’s the only real mechanic left in Blue Falls, I think.”



“Might be stuck in Wichita,” one of the guys down the counter said. “I think he’s visiting the in-laws for Christmas but he might have made it back before the snowstorm.”



Whitney powered on her phone and looked up a number for the mechanic. He answered on the first ring, sounding cheerful. “Yello, this is Sam.”



“Mr. Beasley, my name is Whitney Carter. I’m kind of…” She closed her eyes and said shakily, “Kind of desperate here.”



“Are you calling about the Kia Soul?”



“Yes. Yes! Are you in town? Is there any way I could have you look at it?”



“We’re on the road back from Wichita. Couldn’t tell you how long it’s going to be. Might not even be tonight depending on if they close the roads again. So at the outside, tomorrow morning.”



Christmas Eve. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve. Still, she would be home for Christmas. That was something. “Thank you,” she said, the tears sliding down her cheeks. “That would be… thank you.”



“Hey, you’re welcome.”



“How did you know about the Kia? Did Rebekah at the hotel call?”



“Nah. Your friend Mike. He wanted me to keep this quiet and play it off like it’s small-town kindliness but you should know he wants to pick up the bill. Got yourself a keeper.”



“We’re not dating,” she said automatically, but heat rose in her cheeks and her eyes. How did he keep finding little ways to sucker her in? “Thank you. Thank you so much. I’ll let you get back to driving.”



“Ah, wife’s doing the driving. I’m just doing a crossword and trying to keep the kids entertained. But you take care. Stay warm there. Hope the power comes back on soon.”



When Whitney hung up, she powered her phone back off and rested her elbows on the countertop before sinking her head into her hands. The waitress was still close by and asked softly, “You all right?”



“Yes. No. I… men don’t make it easy, do they?”



“I suppose they don’t. A small part of why I’m team lesbian.”



That startled a laugh out Whitney. She looked up, and the waitress winked before whirling away to take car of the guys down the counter.



* * *



Finally warm and with a bellyful of eggs, home fries, bacon, sausage, and toast, she took a longer stroll through town. There wasn’t much more to it, about five more blocks of businesses and stores, most of which had CLOSED signs in the windows due to the power outage. A clerk in a pharmacy and gift store told her Mike had been in before her.



“Did he find a ride?” the clerk asked.



“Uh. Sorry. A ride?”



“Yes. He was wondering if I knew anyone who could give him a ride to Liggett. Said you two had car trouble and he was looking to see his daughter for Christmas. So sweet, a devoted dad like that.”



“Oh. I… I don’t know.”



“Kind of hope he didn’t. The wind’s not as bad as last night but I don’t doubt they’ll close the roads again soon.”



Whitney nodded mutely and turned away. The holiday section caught her eye and she moved there. She fingered the rough cheap material of the Christmas stockings, thinking about Mike and those bags and bags of snacks. She hoped he did find a ride before the roads closed. Whatever was happening between the two of them, Annette deserved to see her dad that Christmas.



If he was still in town, maybe she could send along a little something. She found a dancing plush Santa and picked it up. It was expensive but the cutest thing for a kid she could find there. “Can you do gift wrapping?” she asked the clerk.



“Oh sure! Yeah, it’s free this week. A way to get people in the store, you know?”



Whitney gave her a much more genuine smile this time. “That’s smart.”



She picked out a few Christmas cards, some plastic wrapped fudge and chocolates for Rober, and after a moment’s hesitation, the same for Rebekah. Whitney really had been terrible to her. The clerk cut off the Santa’s price tag and put it in a gift box before wrapping that in silver snowflake-adorned wrapping paper. The gifts for the hotel staff she put in gift bags with some festive tissue paper and tied off the handles with ribbon. It was beautiful stuff, and Whitney insisted on tipping the woman for the service.



It was about then the power flickered back on momentarily before going right back out again. But less than five minutes later, as Whitney trudged back to the hotel, lights up and down Blue Falls’ main street came on and stayed on. She heard cheers coming from the same restaurant where she’d eaten, and she couldn’t help a laugh.



She filled out two of the Christmas cards as she walked, addressing them to Rebekah and Robert, and slipped them into the gift bags. Back at the hotel, the clerk was nowhere to be seen at first, but when Whitney headed down the hallway to her room, Rebekah stepped out of the room the snoring had come from the night before, pulling a cleaning cart behind her.



“Oh. Hello again,” she said, her tone more brittle this time.



“I’m sorry,” Whitney blurted. “I was having a terrible morning and…” She shook her head. “That’s no excuse. I’m just… I’m very sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”



“Well… thank you,” Rebekah said uncomfortably.



“Um. I got you a little something. A combination Christmas present and… I don’t know, an apology. I swear to you, I’m not the person I was this morning.” Whitney raised the hand holding the bags to her forehead. “No, maybe I am. I just…”



“It’s the holidays,” Rebekah said sympathetically. “It always gets us.”



“Right?” Whitney asked. She gave over the gift, and Rebekah’s eyes lit up as she pulled out the fudge.



“Oooh, Fudge. My favorite. Well, all the holiday treats are my favorites, but especially fudge. Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”



“Um. You haven’t seen Mike, have you? Did he…?” Whitney swallowed hard. “Did he find a ride to see his daughter?”



“No, I don’t think so. The sheriff came by about twenty minutes ago and said they were closing the roads. I haven’t seen your… um… friend since this morning, but he hasn’t picked up his things, so…”



“Right. We probably owe you for another day’s stay.”



Rebekah’s lips twisted left and right as she thought, then she waved it away. “Aw, don’t worry about it. I’m the manager and it’s Christmas.”



“You won’t get in trouble?”



“Oh no. The owner’s a snowbird. She’s down in Texas and an extra night by a couple of our guests won’t hurt her a bit.”



“Thank you,” Whitney said, touched. “Everyone I’ve met here is so nice. And you especially really didn’t have to be to me. I appreciate that.”



“Hey. Pay it forward. And come back sometime in better weather. We love Halloween around here.”



“I will,” Whitney said, thinking of a young girl and her family driving all the way out to this little town just to wander a corn maze for twenty minutes. She couldn’t wait to get home, but if she had to be stuck anywhere, it could be far worse than Blue Falls.









Chapter 8



 



With the power back on, Whitney charged her phone and spent a couple hours resting on the bed and watching TV. To her delight, she finally got her Christmas romance movie fix, though she did wish she had her mother beside her, bowls of popcorn in hand.



After the movie ended, she wondered idly where Mike was. She hadn’t heard him come back into the room beside her, but she was still irritated enough with him not to care too much. It wasn’t until halfway through a second movie that she realized the wind had picked back up. That was bad. She stood and looked out the window. It wasn’t howling like it had the night before, but the fat flakes of snow had again become a fine, silt-like powder blowing against the windows. She didn’t need to step outside to know the temperatures were very likely below zero again.



Maybe he got a ride after all and Rebekah just hadn’t noticed him grabbing his stuff and leaving. The thought brought out a swirl of mixed emotions from her, but it was the most likely answer. She turned off the movie and headed down the silent hallway. Rebekah was at the front desk, sitting and reading from her Kindle. Probably more from boredom than anything else, she agreed to come with Whitney and check the room just to make sure Mike hadn’t left.



It was in vain. All his stuff was still there, his overnight bag on his unmade bed.



An image crossed Whitney’s mind. Mike, tripping over a parking block, hurt and in the snow somewhere. Shit.



Rebekah must have seen something in her face that revealed her worry. “I’ll call around, see if anyone’s seen him. He’s probably just getting lunch and staying warm.”



“Yeah, that’s… that’s probably it,” Whitney said. “I’m going to take a walk, see if I can’t find him. You’ll call if you hear anything?”



“Of course.”



Whitney returned to her room, donned her parka and new beanie, and headed out into the bitter cold.
 Don’t panic
 , she told herself.
 He’s fine. He’s totally fine. He probably found someone to sleep with so he can stab you in the heart all over again.



At the diner, a man with a huge beer gut was just pulling the shades. She waved to him and he came to the front door to unlock and open it. She explained who she was looking for. He told her to come in and get out of the cold for a minute, and called deeper into the restaurant. The same waitress as earlier came out shrugging on a puffy coat and a wool beanie.



“He came in, but that was a couple hours ago,” she said. “I’m not sure where he went after that. Sorry. He had a lot of bags, though, I remember that.”



“A lot of bags?”



“Yeah. Like he was last-minute Christmas shopping. Everything in town’s going to be closed tomorrow except us and the gas station, and even we’ll be closing up at one.”



“Okay. You can’t remember which way he went or anything he might have said?”



“No, sorry. Hey, they’re telling everybody to go home, but… come with me. We’ll drive around a minute and see if we can’t find him. It’ll be faster and warmer than walking.”



“Thank you,” Whitney said. It was almost more of a gasp.



“You bet. Don’t worry. We’ll find him.”



A few minutes later, they were in an old Ford Explorer, the shocks creaking as they left the parking lot. The waitress, whose name was Laurianna, hunched over the steering wheel to peer through the snow, snapping gum and attempting a thin stream of conversation.



“I think it’s a nice town. We lost a lot of people when one of the big corporate farms closed down but shoot, that was fifteen years ago and the town’s hanging on. Even growing a bit. They’re talking about bringing in a gym and a sauna.”



“I could use a sauna about now,” Whitney said, trying to keep things light and ignoring the thudding in her heart.



“Right?”



Laurianna’s comment about the gas station being open gave Whtiney the idea to check there. They drove there and stopped, but Before Whitney could go inside, she got a phone call from an unknown number. “Hello?” she answered.



“Hey, it’s Rebekah. Your guy just pulled in with one of our locals.”



“Oh thank God,” Whitney said. To Laurianna, “He’s back at the hotel.”



“Yay!”



To the phone, “Is he okay?”



“Looks fine to me.”



Whitney couldn’t help a desperate laugh. “Thank you, Rebekah. We’ll be there in just a minute.”



At the hotel, Laurianna wouldn’t take payment for helping in the search, and wished her a merry Christmas before pulling out of the parking lot and heading for home. Mike was there at the front desk with a dismantled folding cane in one hand, talking to Rebekah. He turned, a questioning look on his face.



“Hey. Rebekah was telling me-”



Whitney rushed him and grabbed him in a fierce hug. Surprised, he hesitated, then wrapped her up in a hug too.



“I thought… I thought you’d left me again, or worse, that you were… were out there in the cold, that you’d fallen or something and… why didn’t you call me?”



“I didn’t have my phone. It was dead after last night. I forgot to charge it.”



“You forgot to charge it?” she nearly shouted.



“Yeah, the power-out… why are you shouting at me?”



“Because I… how do you not know?” she said, even louder.



“How do I not know what?” Mike half-turned towards the front desk, looking at Rebekah, then back at Whitney. “Let’s take this to one of the rooms, okay?”



Whitney charged down the hallway, her room key in hand. Mike followed behind her, muttering something under his breath. Inside her room, she yanked off her parka and tossed it aside.



“You could have left me a message, you could have charged your phone like a sane person, you could have had someone call the hotel,” she fired off, not looking at him, not daring to stand in the same space as him. Her heart was firing as hard as it ever had and her fingernails dug into her palm. “I heard you were trying to leave town.”



“I was, at first. I thought… it doesn’t matter. I bumped into one of the deputies. He told me we’d have to turn around.”



“So then what? Where were you all day? You found another woman, didn’t you? You had me last night and you thought, hey, I’ll break Whitney’s heart all over again.”



“You are the craziest goddamn woman in the world, do you know that? I was talking to the hardware store guy.”



“The… what?” she asked, finally turning around.



He ran his hand through his hair. “The. Hardware. Store. Guy. I was looking for… for something, and he didn’t have what I needed but he did at home. So I went there, met his wife and his kids, they invited me to stay for a slice of pie, and we ended up bullshitting for a while.”



“What did you need from a hardware store?” she shouted.



Mike didn’t answer that. His eyes were furious, his lips pressed tight. Finally, he spoke in halting words. “You. The whole day before we slept together, Whitney. You kept saying no commitments. The no commitment girl. That was what you called yourself.”



“What?” she asked, her anger hitting a wall. “I…”



But she had, hadn’t she? That was why they went out. Her boyfriend had cheated on her. Ture, she didn’t have her heart in the relationship anyways, but he was something like the fourth or fifth guy to do it to her in as many years, not to mention the boyfriends who came after him and Mike.



Oh God. She’d been so angry, and when Mike suggested they go for a drink, she’d agreed. And told him all night she didn’t want a relationship.



“I wasn’t…. it wasn’t serious,” she whispered.



“I know that now, you psycho. But I was trying to listen to you. I was trying to, to… to let you have your space and not tell you that I was falling so goddamn hard in love with you.”



“What?”



“It was stupid sleeping with her. I know it was. I felt sorry for myself and I made a dumb mistake. But I thought what you and I were… it was just for the night. I tried to explain how I felt but you blocked my number. When I came to your work…”



“I told them not to let you in.”



“And to call the cops if I came around. Thanks for that, by the way.” He stared at her. “You’re shaking.”



“I’m really cold,” she whispered. “And I love you too.”



“You…”



“Yeah. I love you. Like… big time.”



“Whitney…”



Mike moved. She stared up at him, still shivering, and his big hands went to her face, her neck, her shoulders. He held her like that, staring into her eyes.



“Tell me you want to marry me,” she blurted.



“I… what?”



“You called me crazy. So here it is. Me at my absolute craziest. I want this between us to be forever this time. No running.”



“Married… okay. Okay.”



“And don’t use a condom. I almost begged you the first time.”



“I… no cond…”



She grabbed the zipper for his coat and yanked it down. He let go of her just long enough to drop it behind him, then he was on her again, kissing her,



“And we’re going to… to do the grand finale that we did that night again sometime, but not tonight, not when I have to drive tomorrow,” she babbled.



“My God, be quiet, have my kid, and agree to marry me.”



“No, you have to ask it nicely.”



Mike buried his mouth against her neck and she arched upward, her shaking fingers stroking his chest before she started ripping at his shirt too. “Marry me,” he whispered against her skin. “You are ten gallons of crazy sauce-”



“I said nicely!” she barked.



“-but I love you so much.” He pulled back, smirking. The bastard was smirking. “Come with me.”



“Where? What? No! We just did the big romantic outpouring thing. So now we kiss and make love. Make love to me, damn it!”



“Thea’s right. You are such a brat. Come with me.”



“Where? It’s freezing-ass cold and…”



With that, he sighed, dipped at the knees, and threw her over his shoulder. She was so surprised it startled a laugh out of her. He carried her to the door, Whitney bouncing up and down on his shoulder, spanking his ass like he was a horsie.



“Hyah, hyah!” she said.



“The craziest woman in the frigging universe,” he said, and walked her out into the hallway. He fumbled in his pocket for his key, came up with it, and unlocked his hotel room’s door. “Close your eyes,” he said. “I didn’t have time to plug it in, or do the ornaments, or any of it. I only had a minute before you showed up. I mean, literally, maybe a minute.”



“What? What are you talking about?”



He sighed and set her down. She tried to twist and see what he was talking about but he grabbed her shoulders and clamped one hand to her eyes. “Don’t. Peek,” he said. “Or I will not come inside you. To… have our baby. Is that really…?”



“Oh yeah. We are popping out like… four or five kids.”



“Well… all right. Stay there. Don’t look.”



Whitney fought the urge to peek, kind of knowing what she’d see anyways but enjoying this silly game. A minute passed, and then he said, “All right. You can peek.”



She turned. The tree was only maybe two feet tall, a sparse little plastic thing on a chintzy plastic base. The tips of the branches lit up in multi-colored lights, and beside it were stacked two boxes of unopened ornaments and beads, which she’d learn later were from the hotel’s lobby.



“I didn’t know if we’d get out of here tomorrow or not. I know it’s not exactly cocoa and romance movies with your mom, but…”



“Yes,” Whitney whispered, her eyes glassy as she stepped towards him, feeling like she was walking on a cloud.



“Yes?”



“I’ll marry you. That’s how you propose to a girl.”









Chapter 9



 



Mike started to undress her slowly, but he finally realized her shivering wasn’t just from emotions.



“You really are freezing.”



“Yeah. I was scared. I ran all over looking for you.”



“Whitney…”



His fingers moved faster as she stared up at him. Cold though she might be, she wanted to remember every moment of this and fought to imprint it all in her mind. His deft fingers. His soulful eyes studying her. The soft down of his five o’clock shadow, the brush of his lips as he started in on her jeans.



When she was completely nude, he guided her into the bathroom and started the shower. She shivered harder until he hurried out of his clothes too and wrapped her in his arms. There she felt warm.



“I really do love you,” he whispered against her hair.



“I love you too.”



“I should have never left you or slept with her.”



“Just promise we talk things out. Whatever happens.”



“So long as you promise never to do something so dumb as run into a subzero snowstorm to look for me again.”



“Again… communication, bub.”



He laughed softly at that, and they moved into the shower. The tub was miniscule but that was kind of what they both needed in that moment, making them move together as one. He put her under the spray first, warm, not hot, but soon when the worst of the cold had abated, she cranked up the heat and turned in his arms. He roped his arms around her, his big hands at the small of her back and the base of her neck, and he crushed her to him as she kissed him with slow determination, every kiss binding them tighter and tighter.



“I need you,” she whispered.



He reached behind her and stopped the spray of the shower. They both stepped out, and he took her to bed, the wind reaching its afternoon crescendo as they slid beneath the covers. She wanted him to make love to her, but he had other plans, and smiled up at her as he slid down her body, pulling the sheets and blanket up around them both as he went.



Whitney tucked in tight against the pillows, wiggling into the comfy mattress as her man kissed his way down to her mound. This, he relished kissing and licking as he spread her legs for his playtime. Whitney lifted the covers just far enough to watch him, his eyes glinting with good humor as he looked up at her.



But despite his teasing look, Mike was intent on making this slow and sweet. She thought she wanted him inside her right then and there, but as the afternoon stretched on, she arched with luxuriant pleasure, her whispered words dappling the quiet between them. She sought his hands early on and he gave them to her, content to hold onto them and show her simply with his tongue how much he loved her. His pace only intensified when she neared her countless climaxes, his name on her lips as she squeezed her eyes shut and undulated to the sensations. Then he would slow back down, make it sweet again, take his time.



When Whitney could hold onto his hands no longer, her body too out of control, he flipped her over. She expected Mike to take her like that, on her hands and knees, which had definitely been one of the best ways they went about it when they made love, but no, he was still positioned with his mouth at her cheeks, kissing and squeezing them. And when she finally realized his intent, her eyes widened and his name escaped her in a gasp. “M-Mike!”



His tongue slid along her cleft, teasing her delicate bud. He slid a hand under her, his practiced fingers teasing her pussy lips until she felt like she must be leaving a puddle. Her head dipped towards the pillows as he licked and fucked her little bud with his tongue.



“Oh God, Mike, Mike, that’s… mmm… that’s so good… ahhhh, ahhhh…”



Like that, he drove her wild until she was pushing back against him, hips rising and falling. She buried her face in the pillows to keep as quiet as she could but it didn’t help. Her sob and yelp had to be heard at the front desk. Heat erupted inside her, sweeping her away into the same kind of delirious, mindless oblivion as their first night together, the physical the only thing she could register.



“Miiiii-IKE!” she screamed as she came.



Her vision dimmed. Her whole body went boneless and she dropped. The next minute came in hazy blinks as her senses slowly returned to her. Mike checking on her, making sure she was okay, then his dark chuckle. The sink running, and him gargling. Then the warmth of him again, sliding into bed with her as her eyes finally fluttered and refocused.



“Oh God,” she croaked. “I think I passed out.”



“Yeah you did. I know. I’m pretty awesome.”



“Aaaaand way to ruin the sexy moment.”



He laughed. Only when he slid on top of her did she realize he’d flipped her over onto her back. She roped her hands around him, staring up into his eyes. “I really do want it all. Can you handle that kind of crazy?”



“Baby, I don’t think I’ve wanted anything else more in my life.”



“Then make love to me?”



He kissed her as together they stroked him back to hardness. Her legs twined around his, her hands behind his neck as he eased into her, filling her just right. He cupped her head with one hand, his lips going to hers, finding their home.



“Don’t leave me again,” she whispered.



“Never.”



They moved together in a way new to them, slow and easy. This was not the frantic need she felt for him the first time or the night before, but something deeper. She hadn’t meant to blurt that she wanted to marry him or have kids with him, but she meant it, and wrapped up in each other like that, she had all the time in the world to hope. Four or five kids, and Bad Luck trailing along behind them, happily yapping at their antics. Holiday dinners with their families, laughing with Thea, putting up stockings for the kids in the still of the night on Christmas Eve. A home together, a life, and she kissed his neck as she came for him the first time, breathless, tears staining her cheeks.



He smiled as he began to move faster, and she nodded, wanting it, wanting him. Her eyes drifted to the little Christmas tree, the lights twinkling merrily. The power did not go out as the sun set, and by the tree’s light, they made love, Mike beginning to thrust into her, his smile turning more serious, his eyes fixated on hers.



“Are you sure?’ she whispered. “Please tell me you’re sure.”



He grinned. “I’m sure. Let’s have a life together.”



“Then come inside me, Mike, please, please come inside me…”



“I love you.”



“I love you, ohhh, oh God, I’m coming again… ohhh, Mike!”



She came, her body almost too exhausted to do more than shiver, but she could kiss him, and she did, her lips showing him what she could no longer voice, too breathless, too exhausted. He drove deep a minute more, then said her name as the wind stilled outside, as if listening in.



“Whitney.”









Chapter 10



 



They woke to a brilliant Christmas Eve morning and knocking on their door. Mike kissed Whitney’s bared shoulder and slipped out of bed, calling, “Coming.”



“Yeah you were,” she murmured. “Over and over and over again.”



He snickered as he grabbed up his jeans and tugged them on. Bare-chested, he went to the room’s door and opened it.



“Oh. Oh wow. That is… that is my Christmas present,” Rebekah said, staring at his chest.



“Mine too,” Whitney called, drawing the blankets up nearly to her ears and snuggling in tighter.



“Merry Christmas Eve,.” Mike said. “Did we miss checkout?”



“No, nothing like that. But sort of related. Sam Beasley is here to take a look at your Kia. The roads are open but it might snow again by noon, so now’s your window, if you’re still looking to leave.”



“Yeah. Yeah, absolutely,” Mike said. “Thank you. Let me just throw on some clothes and I’ll be right out.”



He did that, grabbing Whitney’s keys as she slid out of bed to take a shower before joining them. Sam Beasley wasn’t at all what she imagined he would be, a short, thuggish-looking man with several piercings in his eyebrows, lip, and ears and a half-dozen or so tattoos on his arms. He was a pleasant man who had the battery changed out and the Kia running in just minutes.



“That new battery will do you much better in this winter weather,” he said.



“Thank you. Thank you so much” Whitney said. “How much do I owe you?” Mike shook his head at the mechanic slightly. “He told me you tried to pay, but I’m covering it.”



“Please. Let me,” Mike said. “For the ride and getting me to my daughter.”



Same grinned at them both. “She told me on the phone you two weren’t dating. You sure about that?”



“Oh, um…” Whitney said.



Mike took her arm. “Things, ah… got better.”



“Glad to hear it. And neither one of you owes me a thing. Free today, it being Christmas Eve.”



Whitney was gobsmacked. “That battery can’t be cheap.”



“You kidding? You’ve been the town’s entertainment the last couple days, the way I hear it. I think Laurianne down at the diner’s even getting a betting pool going on when you two get married. Hey, you want to repay me, I’ll send you the date I reserve.”



Whitney grabbed him in a hug. “Thank you. This is… you, Blue Falls… all of it is just… it’s perfect.”



“Hey. Merry Christmas,” Sam said abashedly and maybe blushing a bit.



Mike stuck out a hand and the two men shook. As the mechanic took off, they held each other in the parking lot, Whitney waving until he made his turn.



“You know, I generally hate destination weddings,” Mike said. “But this place… this would make for a great wedding spot.”



“Halfway between our families. Close to your ex-wife and daughter. Hm.”



He chuckled, and kissed the side of her head. “And speaking of…”



“You must be so anxious to see her.”



“I am. And I’m looking forward to meeting your family.”



“You’re going to come home with me?” Whitney asked.



“Oh yeah. Though I’m not looking forward to explaining to your parents how it is we’re engaged after three nights together.”



“Yeah, that’s going to be a fun conversation.”



* * *



After stopping in at the diner to introduce Mike to Laurianne, with promises between the two women to keep in touch. In another few minutes, they said goodbye to Blue Falls, at least for the time being. They would be back, first in July to get married, then again many times in their life for vacations and finally to retire and take over the reins of a hotel they both loved. In the moment, though, they only knew they had fallen more than a little bit in love with the small town, but they were anxious to see their families too.



This time, there was no tension to their road-tripping. They sang along to Christmas music, Whitney making Mike cringe by trying to hit the nigh notes, him making her laugh by doing a very passable Boris Karloff impression. He told Whitney about the surprise he had in store for his daughter, and she loved it. He was as excited as a little kid himself about it, grinning ear to ear.



The roads were still dangerously snow-packed and icy in spots, but they were content taking things slow. Mike called his ex-wife about fifteen miles out. They hadn’t yet told his daughter Annette that he was coming, so when they finally pulled up in front of the two-story house, there was no commotion from within.



Mike stared up at the place, grinning, and Whitney took his hand. He squeezed it tight, and when he looked at her, his voice was thick with emotion. “Thanks for getting me here.”



“Any time,” she said. “Would you like a few minutes with them alone, or…?”



“No. Come with me. Meet her.” He rolled his eyes. “And Charli too. You can listen to her horror stories.”



They stepped out, the sky cloudy again but the worst of the storm firmly in the rearview mirror. The curtains moved, and a little face peeked out. A moment later, as they walked up towards the house, the door was jerked open and a little girl in a sweater and pajama bottoms shot out and down the stairs.



“Daddy! Daddy!” she shouted. And then she spoke no more, too overwhelmed by tears and joy at the best kind of Christmas surprise.



Mike lifted his daughter and she clung to him, sobbing into his chest as he whispered sweet words into her ear. Charli, his ex-wife, came out onto the steps, her own eyes brimming with tears, and Whitney went up to quietly introduce herself.



“Did you two really get engaged last night?” she asked.



Whitney looked down at Mike and Annette still clinging together. “We did,” she said.



To her surprise, Charli smiled at that.



* * *



Christmas morning, when all the presents had been opened, Annette sat in the middle of the room, happily examining the box for a bracelet-making kit for kids.



“Happy, baby?” Charli asked.



“Yeah!” Annette said, giving her a big goofy grin. She was a sweet child, a little shy around Whitney still, but so very creative. The house – and Mike’s apartment, she’d learn – was papered with her drawings and artwork. Things along those lines – crayons, markers, notepads, and a scrapbooking kit – formed the bulk of her presents.



Whitney thought her present was going to be put aside with the socks and the usual things kids needed around Christmas but weren’t the showstoppers, but the little girl had laughed with delight at the dancing Santa, and danced along with it, making her parents and even Whitney join in.



And as for Charli, she was a lovely woman, who like Mike said, definitely had an argumentative nature in her. They cooked steaks the night before on a grill, and she wanted to micromanage Mike to the point where Whitney was sure he might just barbeque his wife instead of the meat. But she was also fiercely intelligent and Whitney liked her dry sense of humor, which never seemed acidic, as so many smart people could be. It was too soon to know if they would be friends or not but things were definitely leaning in that direction, a good thing, considering what Mike had in store.



Beside Whitney on the couch, Mike reached for an envelope he’d tucked under a hardcover book on the end table. Both women tensed, watching him steel himself. Whitney took his free hand and squeezed it, and his ex-wife bit her lip.



Mike knelt on the floor next to Annette and stroked her hair. She looked up at him, her grin dimming. “Daddy? Are you okay?”



“Yeah, baby. I… I am.” He cleared his throat. “I, um… your mom and I… we have one last present for you. But I want you to know you can say no. I hope you won’t but I know you love your mom and…”



“Daddy?” Annette whispered. Tears slipped down her little cheeks, a mirror of her father in that moment. He could say no more, and handed his daughter the envelope.



Her mother said softly, “Open it, sweetheart.”



Annette did. She pulled out a sheet of paper, thick and decorative. On it was Mike’s tight handwriting, his words short but sweet. It was an invitation to spend her summers with her father.



“Yes! Yes!” Annette said, dropping the paper and flinging her arms around Mike’s neck. She sobbed, but then again, no one in the room was dry-eyed. Charli slid off the loveseat and joined her daughter and her ex-husband, and over Mike’s shoulder, she gestured at Whitney to come in too. That took both Mike and Whitney by surprise, but she did, joining the three for a group hug.



“Be good to him,” Charli said. “He deserves you for Christmas.”



* * *



The night before they headed home, they sat together on Whitney’s parents deck, the snow falling again but slow this time, and with no real malice to it like their vacation started. Mike held her hand, and kissed it often. They’d just finished up what Whitney’s father called Christmas Dinner Redux, and both were stuffed and content.



Whitney couldn’t help lifting her free hand and marveling at the ring on it. After spending Christmas with Annette and Charli, they drove to New Bainbridge, thankfully with no incidents this time. They’d gone shopping together for it with her parents in tow, Mike and Whitney’s Christmas present to themselves. It was more than an engagement ring. It was a promise, to talk things out and to never leave each other again.



Her mom stepped out with a platter topped with steaming mugs of hot cocoa and tea. Her father joined them soon, the two older folks continuing a conversation they’d started at dinner about their own favorite road trips. Mike smiled at Whitney, and she returned it.



“You know, I just thought of something,” Whitney’s father said eventually. “That time we went to Blue Falls. You know, I think it was your idea.”



“Me?” Whitney asked.



“That’s right,” her mother said. “We asked you where you heard about the corn maze, and you said you didn’t know. You were only… gosh… eight or nine. It’s not like you were reading about that sort of thing online.”



“Maybe…” Mike said hesitantly, then laughed. “Jeez, I’m not normally the romantic type, but…”



“Say it,” Whitney said.



“Maybe that’s where you knew something big would happen.” Mike brought her hand to his lips again, his eyes holding hers. “Where we’d realize we’d fall in love.”



“A little big of magic,” Whitney whispered.



“Christmas magic,” her dad said. “Why not?”



 



* * * * *
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