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Brynnlee

I

t’s hard to believe I’ll be leaving all this in the past. Not sure I’m ready for that yet.

The tiniest droplets of rain flutter through the muted sky, obscuring the mountains rising from both sides of the valley. No matter the season, even a gangly, awkward in-between-season like this, I love it here. The calendar says it’s spring but winter always seems to hang on a little longer in Fox Valley. It’s not unusual to see a kiss of frosty snow blanketing the fresh crop of flowers in the mountain notch.

The ski season’s over but we’re already booked solid for the weekend. Overflow business from the more touristy areas that keep their slopes open longer. It’s got me wishing the winter help wasn’t gone already. All two of them.

The mountain stream’s come to life over the last few days, raging with ice melt as it crashes over boulders across the street from our little roadside motel. I only work here but it’s come to feel like home. I always thought the river would make the perfect swimming hole in the warmer months. Despite living here my whole life, I never found the time to do anything more than dip a toe in the always frigid water.

This was supposed to be the summer. I know I say that every summer but this time I even bought a swimsuit, one that accentuates my curves like I’ll be seen by anyone other than the local wildlife. Lady chipmunks, lock up your chipmunk husbands. I had all these plans and it hasn’t been easy watching them rush downstream with blocks of crumbling ice.

The Dolans decided, after 35 years, that it was time to sell the place. I think they always envisioned their army of children running it one day, but living in the mountains isn’t for everyone. We’re not exactly renowned for anything other than skiing, not since the 70s when Ashwood was a hot spot for hiking and tourism.

I was hoping Hayes would take over and keep me on in my recently appointed position as hotel manager, peopling has never been his thing. Sometimes I think I hear him talking to a guest only to round the corner and find him feeding a squirrel or a family of porcupines. I swear they understand the gentle recluse.

In my fantasies he usually comes riding in on a moose or a black bear, holding a giant wooden staff for some reason. He swings me onto the creature’s back like I weigh nothing at all and we gallop to his cabin on the lowest slopes of the mountainside. He scoops my curvy body into his arms and carries me to his live edge log bed with flames dancing rhythmically in the stone fireplace, jumping in tandem with our racing heartbeats. Mine racing a tad more than his because I’ve never done this before.

“Morning.”

The gruff voice scares the bejesus out of me, causing a few drops of my precious mocha latte to splash out of my cup. I didn’t realize anyone was here. I can usually hear him working on the owner’s quarters from the parking lot. The raging river must have drowned out his saw.

Hayes has been fixing up the attached house he grew up in, where his parents lived until a couple weeks ago, untouched since the late 80s when they bought the place. Why am I wishing for it to be anyone besides him?

It’s not like me to wish he wasn’t around but I’m convinced he can read my dirty thoughts like they’re scrawled across my face. I’m so obvious, as opposed to him who I couldn’t read if he came with an owner’s manual. He’s cold then hot then cold again and it’s giving me a severe case of hypothermia.

I tilt my head towards the floor, hoping he can’t see the embarrassment staining my skin. “Oh, morning, Hayes. You’re here early.”

“Something like that,” he snorts, not usually one for words. He’s more of a grunting type of guy. But when you get him going, he opens up like a daylily in the summer sun. Don’t tell him I likened him to a flower. He’d probably grunt at me.

“Have you been working all night?”

He grunts at me. I knew he could hear my thoughts. He must have heard my daylily comment. Usually, if I talk enough, he gives in and joins the conversation.

“How about you give me one grunt if you’ve been at it all night, two if you got to work early?”

“They haven’t updated a damn thing,” he groans, ignoring my question while continuing work on whatever masculine rugged man thing he’s doing, like he enjoys being difficult.

“It’s a beautiful day out,” I beam, taking off my jacket, hoping he notices me.

“Is it?”

“No, silly, it’s dreary and looks like it’s going to rain cats and dogs. But we’re in Fox Valley so every day is beautiful. Did you see the way the fog is rising from the water? The falls up on Foxhole Mountain look like they’re taking a steam bath. You should really see it.”

“Yeah.”

And this is where our conversation ends. An exchange of pleasantries. I like to think of them as pleasant anyway. I’m quite certain a heavy breath followed by a short grunt and a hand swipe across his forehead means he thinks I look especially cute today. Though I haven’t found his native tongue on Duolingo yet.

I’ll undoubtedly have a list of things for him to fix in the few occupied rooms, but half the time a list on a sticky note is all it is. I hope he finds my smiley faces and doodles charming but he’s fifteen years older than me, he probably thinks everything I do is annoying and immature.
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