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Chapter One - Goodbye

Camouflage eyes that reflected every color of the forest but hid his every thought locked steadily onto mine.

So.

This was it.

The sounds of the park that kept me company while I waited for him, the dogs barking, children squealing, parents and grandparents calling out encouragement interspersed with sharp warnings to be careful, receded into the background as I stared back at him.

Only yesterday I’d entertained the thought of bringing him home to meet my family. 

No longer able to bear the weight of his scrutiny, I dropped my chin to focus on the rough wooden boards of the picnic table spanning the growing distance between us.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his big body momentarily shift toward me only to retreat abruptly. I watched as he stuffed his hands into his pockets. Hands that only yesterday would have reached out to hold me.

My heart recoiled as the sharp barb of loss pierced me. I sucked in a deep breath and pushed the pain back out. I didn’t blame him. I couldn’t. He didn’t mean any more to me than I meant to him.

But I’d hoped we could be more. 

“I understand,” I uttered through wooden lips. “That special something that we should feel in our guts just isn’t there.”

Was that true?

The tension in his wide shoulders eased as his rumbly voice extended an olive branch. “We’ll part as friends.”

Pain twisted my guts, and my lips pressed together into a thin line. He was more than a friend. He was my companion. My lover. My friend. He was hope. 

But he was not mine. He was never mine just as I was never his. 

If you had given yourself to him, it could have been different. 

I knew that, but I didn’t think I was capable of giving myself to anyone.

Tears of disappointment prickled behind my eyes. I blinked them back quickly and offered him a small smile. “No, it’s too late for that, but we don’t part as enemies,” I promised. “I’ll remember you as the one who healed what was broken. And showed me how high to raise the bar.”

For a moment I stared off into the trees as if they held the answers. Why was I never the one? And, why, oh why, did it always come back to HIM?

The wind picked up and tossed my long hair around as if it knew I needed to shake off those thoughts.

Turning back to Barrett, I took him in one last time, his severe features dear to me though perhaps not loved. Even so, my fingers ached to touch him one last time.

A goodbye.

I stood and circled the end of the table. With my palms cradling his wild beard, I pressed my dry lips to his immobile ones briefly before releasing him and stepping away.

“Good luck, Barrett. I sincerely hope you get what you deserve,” I whispered, the only sound that could make it past the lump lodged in my throat.

The groove in his forehead deepened, and I could not help but laugh. “Don’t think too hard, I’ll rephrase. I hope you feel it in your gut next time and that she feels the same. I wish you every happiness.” I paused to read his face. “Better?”

“Thank you.” He gave me a rare grin. “You deserve nothing less. I hope you don’t settle next time.”

I felt my lips melt into the smile time spent with him never failed to elicit. “I have no regrets. You were exactly what I needed.”

Walking away, the sounds of the park reentered my consciousness. Sundays at the park were always busy. I should have known something was up when he asked me to meet him here rather than our usual routine.

One fat, hot, tear stung my cheek. The only one I would allow.

As my long legs ate up the distance, carrying me away from him and bringing me steadily closer to my townhome, I did not look back.

I never looked back.

 


Chapter Two - Infinite

I lay back on the couch, where I had a perfect view out the window, and I watched the near-naked branches of the trees dance and wave against a colorless sky.

Twelve weeks A.B. (After Barrett), I finally felt like myself again. A little too much like me.

As a child, I did not make friends easily. The situation worsened in my teens. For a brief spell in my twenties, I lived it up, but that was a knee-jerk reaction to the pain of rejection. And now I found myself almost completely alone for the first time in my life.

Five hours of driving separated me from my family and my best friend since childhood. My only friends here, if I could even call them that, were the few colleagues I occasionally had drinks with on a Thursday night. 

No boyfriend.

No best friend.

No girl posse.

I’d been in Bridgewater for well over two years, so I’d had time to make connections and lay down some roots. But, just like the town before, and the town before that, I didn’t.

Bruce kneaded his dainty paws into my thigh as if he could read my thoughts and blinked at me expectantly.

“I know I have you, my handsome little boy.” 

Bruce, a faded, scrappy, dilute calico of indeterminate age, joined my tiny household a little over a year ago. We’d been good for each other. Well, he’d been good for me, my catspeak needed improving.

I retrieved the faded satin ribbon I’d carried with me since I left home from beneath him, running the tips of my fingers over his tiny head to distract him as I rescued it. Frayed and faded from my twirling fingers, it would not hold up for long under his sharp claws.

My voice sounded loud in the quiet of the room. It struck me that I hadn't heard any voice other than mine since Friday afternoon. Okay, it was damp and cold outside, but even so, I’d reached a new level of isolation.

Bruce turned his little head and nuzzled into my palm, then unabashedly unsheathed his claws into the tender flesh of my thigh.

“Ouch!” I gasped.

He leaped off my lap and streaked across the floor like his butt caught fire.

“What is wrong with you?” I grumbled. “I’m showing you love! Affection!” I lifted my long skirt to check the damage. One solitary drop of blood beaded on my thigh. Only one this time. 

“I suppose this is an improvement,” I nodded to my thigh while I continued to address him where he sat watching from across the room. “I pulled you out of that dumpster. Remember? I got my hands dirty! A little respect is due at the very least, little man,” I reprimanded.

He stared back at me from his one good eye, dropped his lid in a slow blink, then lifted his front paw to lick his patchy fur back into submission.

I crossed my arms over my knees and sighed. “You’re a misfit just like me.” 

Bruce and I had a little too much in common lately. He’d been rejected and left out in the cold. By the time I found him, the infection had destroyed his eye. Which is how I met Barrett, a veterinarian who patched him up and fixed his eye the only way he could.

“You know I thought you were my good luck charm for a little while there,” I mused, licking the tip of my finger and pressing it over the tiny cut. 

Perhaps it was time to move on, I mused, weaving the long strip of silk between my fingers. Working in the hotel industry offered me countless opportunities to uproot pretty well any time I wanted. 

Not that there was much to uproot. Looking around the kitchen and family room of my rental, there was not one thing that made it feel anything more than a temporary stop.

It was unfortunate in one sense because instead of waiting for a job opportunity that would allow me to move up into a higher-paying position, the constant moves at my request landed me in lateral positions over and over.

And I was bored.

I lay my head back on the couch.

Even the furniture came with the unit.

“If I give my notice now,” I mused to Bruce, “we could be gone by Hallowe’en. What do you think?”

Memories of past Hallowe’ens crowded my brain. Usually, I didn’t like to look back, but I felt my lips tipping up in a smile.

Our mothers trained us well. Since we were babies, they’d planned our costumes. The first year, there were only two of us. My brother Max and him. My mother turned their strollers into pumpkin patches and Lou turned them into pumpkins. 

Every year thereafter the costumes became more complicated. Especially as the rest of us came along. Planning began in April most years. We did Scooby Doo, Narnia, and Harry Potter as our numbers allowed.

The year we did Angry Birds things turned violent and required a quick costume change. Hawkley and his younger brother Hunter had to be put on the same side so they’d stop crashing into one another. 

I laughed out loud as more memories tumbled in. The snow globe disaster. That costume lasted all of 30 minutes before we returned home demanding to change into the previous year’s costumes.

Hawkley and Hunter’s younger sister Harley, my best friend to this day, and I took over the planning in our teens. Our moms were pissed until we promised to let them help. My lips stretched into a wide, tremulous smile. Of course, they took over, but at least we got to choose the themes. The sewing for Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles kept them busy for months.

And of course, the boys argued over who got to be Shredder. Hawk’s height secured it for him in the end.

The five of us were inseparable. 

My smile faded. 

Until we weren’t. 

I picked at the frayed edges of my ribbon. Looking back on good memories tended to resurrect the bad. The old sadness threatened to pull me under, but I swam under it and carried on.

Because memories of Sage Ridge were mostly sweet. The winters were brutal, but because of the Sage Ridge Resort, which Harley’s family owned, we spent them skiing and snowboarding on the mountain or snowmobiling through the woods. Summers on Silver Lake, climbing the bluffs, and fishing in Little River were arguably better. 

Four neighborhoods made up the town of Sage Ridge. Harley and her family lived in Hailey’s Falls, within a few minutes walk to the resort they owned. 

Like it was yesterday, I remembered going to the store with the boys to buy spray paint to change the i to an r on the sign, turning it into Harley’s Falls. We caught hell for that stunt. 

My eyes crinkled with happiness. 

South of Hailey’s Falls lay downtown. I hadn’t been there in years. Anytime I visited my family, I stayed as close to home as possible. I never stayed long enough to shop anyways. 

I missed those stores. Had they changed in the past ten years? Did Novel-Tea still host a book exchange? I missed meeting up with Harley at The Beanery. Did Anita still rule the roost at Mary Lou’s candy shop? Mmm, Krippy’s Chippy.

My mouth watered. I could go for some fish and chips.

South of downtown and divided by the river lay the neighborhoods of Little River and Crystal Beach, named for the river and beach they bordered. 

I grew up in Crystal Beach. Crystal Beach and Wildflower Bluffs were my playgrounds, my running shoes filled with sand, my socks carting burrs. The footbridge that separated Crystal Beach from Hope Harbor led to Carousel Island. I could not begin to count the number of times I crossed over it after hours to sit on the painted ponies and dream.

Home.

I could go home again.

Where I was loved.

My mouth twisted wryly. Even if it wouldn’t ever be by him.

Standing, I crossed to my furry frenemy and scooped him up. “Let’s not be too hasty, hm? Might just be time to bite the bullet and grow up a bit. See if I can’t shake things up a bit at work and get a promotion. Get back on dating apps. Join a,” I swallowed then spat out the offensive word, “club of some sort.”

Bruce’s tiny paw batted a lock of my long hair.

I cuddled him close. “You’re right. I’m not much of a joiner, but Mr. Willis, I need to do something.”

Carrying him into my bedroom, I resolutely tucked the ribbon back into my jewelry box and climbed into bed. My furry frenemy curled into a ball on my chest. His nightly ploy to lull me into complacency. Sometime during the night, he’d move to my head, and I’d wake with a mouthful of cat tail. 

I slowly pulled the covers up to my chin, careful not to provoke an attack, and drifted off to sleep with my newfound commitment to apply myself at work.

Morning arrived with a healthy slice of irony when I, along with a dozen other people, were laid off effective November 1st.

After the meeting, I sat at my desk twirling a long curl around my finger. My thoughts banged around in my head like drunken frat boys. I’d never lost a job before, but I wouldn’t miss it. I should be excited. Usually, I reveled in packing up and moving on, but I did not feel that same sense of restlessness that usually spurred my moves.

April, one of the girls I ate lunch with, plopped down in the chair opposite my desk. My favorite of all of them. Always smiling, upbeat, and quirky…she played Pokemon Go for frig’s sake! 

She looked at me expectantly. “So?”

My eyes widened. I leaned toward her, searching her face for clues about what she wanted from me. “What?”

She scoffed. “What?” she mimicked then threw her hands wide impatiently. “What are you going to do?”

I shrugged and relaxed back in my chair. “I don’t know.”

She harrumphed loudly and sat back in her chair.

“What are you going to do?” I asked curiously.

She tilted her head and studied me. “You know that’s the first time you’ve ever asked me something personal about myself or my plans?”

I drew back. “No… that’s not possible.”

She waved me away. “I’m not saying you’re not caring. You are. When I was sick, you organized the casserole brigade. You brought me treats every morning when I was struggling with leaving the baby.” She paused and stared into space before continuing softly. “You are infinitely caring, but you hold yourself back.” Turning back to face me, she went on. “You’re so very careful to not get personally involved. You never share anything personal. Not once in the past three years have you accepted an invitation to visit. Not from me, not from any of the girls.”

I swallowed. The fear of having offended her clawed at my throat.

She stretched her hand across my desk and lay her palm over my madly twirling fingers. “I’m not criticizing you. I don’t know what happened to you to make you draw into yourself the way you do, but I want to let you in on a little secret.”

Stripped raw, my walls vapor, I stared back at her.

Her eyes watered. She squeezed my hand and whispered fiercely, “You are infinite. Your ability to give love and receive love, it is infinite. I hate to see you alone. You’re far too beautiful, inside and out.”

Closing my eyes, I momentarily shuttered my pain to gather myself. Twice I opened my mouth to respond. 

Twice I snapped it shut. 

My eyes were still closed when I felt the brush of her lips across my forehead. “I’ll miss you, Noelle.” Pressing her forehead to mine, she snickered. “Now you have to join Pokemon Go so we can still be friends.”

I barked out a watery laugh.

She patted my hand and turned to leave before stopping abruptly. “In answer to your question, I’m going to stay home with my boys for a while. Maybe I’ll finally enroll in that photography course I’ve always wanted to take.” She smiled. “It’s not a bad thing to revisit the dreams of the past now and then. Perhaps now is the right time.”

Perhaps now is the right time.

November 1st.

I’d miss Hallowe’en but it might be better this way.

Less painful.

Looked like I was going home after all.

 


Chapter Three - Welcome Home

Unbelievable.

No matter which weather app I looked at, they all reported 8-10 inches of snow between now and tomorrow morning. My lips twisted wryly. In retrospect, saving one month’s rent and moving out on October 31st did not represent my best planning.

I looked at my watch. If I left right now, I’d be home by 1:00 a.m. By the time the landlord came to pick up the keys, it would be closer to 2:00 a.m. I was getting off to a late start but at least I wouldn’t be driving when the trick-or-treaters were out in full force. 

8-10 inches before morning was a considerable amount of snow to drive through but it couldn’t be helped. If I booked myself into a hotel, I’d have to smuggle Bruce in and risk getting kicked out. Also, I didn’t fancy leaving all my worldly goods parked outside in my car overnight. Especially my beautiful shoes.

I leaned against the kitchen counter twirling my car keys around my finger. No one from home knew exactly when I planned to arrive. I’d done that on purpose, needing an out in case I changed my mind. I brightened. This worked in my favor. When my dad knew I was driving, he worried. No matter that I’d lived on my own for the past ten years. This way I could just call him from his driveway when I got there and tell him to open the door.

I paced back and forth checking my watch. 

I’d already run out to the car and dug through my suitcases to exchange my artfully ripped jeans and funky sweater for cozy fleece. I’d been to the bathroom four times. Just in case. I’d checked the apartment from tip to toe. 

It was sad really, how little space everything took up in my little car. Two suitcases, one of which was entirely shoes. My hiking boots. Laptop. A couple of boxes of books. The type I used to hide under the bed. A few framed pictures. My jewelry box which held precious little. 

And Bruce’s temporary lodgings.

There was nothing left for me to do but wait. 

I could put the key on the counter and leave but I’d been burned before. One of my landlords tried to claim damages. I’d never left a key again after that.

Bruce wound around my legs.

“You ready for an adventure, buddy?” I rubbed the top of my foot against his furry chest.

He butted my arch with his little head, rubbed his scrawny body along the side of my foot, then turned and nipped my big toe.

“Ow! Shit! Bruce!” I snatched my foot away from him as he dashed off hell-bent for leather. “Why do you do that?” I exclaimed. 

He winked at me slowly.

“You’re so obnoxious,” I grumbled. “I hope you like the set-up I made for you in the car, Mr. Willis. It won’t be up to your usual standards, but it’s the best I could do. It’s going to be a long drive and I need you to behave.”

One bright green eye studied me. “You’d totally eat me if I died, wouldn’t you?” I scooped him up and scratched him under his chin. “Could you at least wait until I’m dead? Hm? No snacking beforehand?”

The doorbell interrupted my one-sided conversation. I never imagined I’d be a crazy cat lady, but I had to admit my conversations with Bruce bordered on the insane.

Leaving my townhome for the last time, I allowed myself a moment to remember the good times I’d shared there with Barrett. I missed him. I could admit that now. Then I got into my car and began my journey home.

Five hours later, I’d made it little more than halfway. 

Twice I’d been forced to pull over. Once to wait out a particularly bad white-out and the other to clean Bruce’s litter box. The first half of the car trip wreaked havoc with his tiny bowels. And my nose. 

I peered at myself in the rearview mirror. Wadded-up tissue blocked both nostrils, my solution to his eye-watering farts. Zero visibility on the roads made driving horrendous but at least it hid my insane predicament. After I cleaned him and his litter box, I gave him the sedative and he slept. Right through his arse’s regularly released, potently noxious, thought balloons.

Breathing through my mouth, the stress of driving under these conditions, and the blast of air from the heater dried out my throat.

Did farts have particles? Was I ingesting fart particles? Could a person get a lung disease from inhaling cat fart particles? Was that a thing?

I took a swig from my water bottle and crawled along, my knuckles white on the steering wheel. Ahead of me stretched a winding ribbon of flashing hazard lights. A sad parade.

I wondered who headed up of the line. Did they know where they were going? One thing was a certainty: If they went off the road, we were all going.

Every motel along the highway boasted no vacancy, and I thanked God, repeatedly, for the gas stations that peppered the route home. The pile on the passenger seat beside me grew with each stop. Emergency blankets, water, and snacks. 

Lots of snacks.

I’d been so grateful for the first one. That coffee I downed in the first fifteen minutes ran through me like Niagara Falls. The bathroom left much to be desired, and I’d ended up peeing in that same coffee cup. Growing up in the country, we roamed the hills, and I learned I could precision pee into the neck of an apple juice bottle when need be.

The line drew to a stop. I let go of the wheel and shook out my hands, flexing the stiffness from my joints. Rolling my neck. Forcing my shoulders down from around my ears. 

I would be sore tomorrow. Well, later today. At this rate, I wouldn’t make it home until breakfast. 

Needing sleep but knowing it wasn’t an option, I continued on, the bright white of the snow, the reflection of the headlights, and lack of sleep doing a number on my eyes. 

Finally, I reached the outskirts of town and pulled over. Somewhere, I’d read the statistic that most car accidents occurred within a mile of home. 

It wouldn’t be the first time. 

My eyelids weighed heavily as I fought to keep them open. My head nodded forward, my chin nearly hitting my chest before it shot back up. I needed ten minutes, just ten minutes to close my eyes and then I could make it home. It’s not like I could see even two feet in front of me anyway. At that last turnoff, me, myself, and I were the only ones going to Sage Ridge.

I blasted the heat while I pulled over. Just a few minutes and then I’d continue on.

Frantic shouting and aggressive banging on my window woke me from my stupor. Bruce lay curled up on my chest, my nose tissues shredded between his tiny paws. Oh, God, the smell. I blinked my bleary eyes. Where the hell was I?

A blanket of snow shrouded every window save the one Hawkley presently pounded on.

Was that Hawkley staring at me through my window? He looked furious. Did Max beat him at Mario Brothers again?

Was this a dream?

“Noelle, open the damn door for fuck’s sake!”

No, not a dream. He never spoke to me like that in my dreams.

I rolled my window down. “Hawkley? What are you doing here?”

He gaped, then his eyebrows crashed down over his stormy eyes, and he scowled. “Me? What the fuck are you doing here?” 

“I was heading home…” I trailed off. How did I get here?

The storm had ended, and the world lay blanketed in white. Silent. Sparkling. 

New.

He leaned in the window toward me then recoiled, his mouth twisted into a grimace. “What the fuck? Did you shit yourself?”

“What? No!” I sucked in a deeply mortified breath, at which time the true extent of Bruce’s unsavory condition made itself known to my olfactory system.

I gagged and covered my nose. “It’s Bruce. The car ride didn’t agree with him.”

“That still doesn’t explain what you’re doing at the bottom of my driveway,” he barked. If possible, his face darkened further with anger. “And who the fuck is Bruce?”

My lagging brain struggled to process information that seemed too fantastical to be real. These things only happened in romance novels.

Instead of answering him, I clarified, “This is your driveway?”

His mouth gaped open again. “You don’t even know where you are?”

Beginning to fully wake, I took him in where he stood a safe three feet back from the fumes. Beanie pulled low over his ears, his beard wild, a thick, fleecy lumber jacket worn over jeans that did all kinds of good things for his long legs that drew my eyes steadily down to his sturdy work boots. 

Combined with his angry scowl, he looked like a slightly feral mountain man and my neglected lady parts wanted to climb him.

I brought my eyes back to his to catch him staring at me incredulously. “Are you checking me out?”

That tiny shrapnel of humiliation supplied the brisk mental shake I required, and I snapped at him. “Close your mouth. You look like a mutant guppy.”

His jaw slammed shut.

“I didn’t know this was your driveway.” My voice seemed to echo across the snow. “I’ve been driving all night. I needed a break, so I pulled over. I didn’t think I’d sleep this long. So sorry to disturb you. Believe me when I tell you, I wish I’d picked another driveway. Any other driveway rather than yours.”

He smirked. “The only other driveway on this stretch is Mrs. McGillivray’s. You remember Mrs. McGillivray? She still makes homemade yogurt on the kitchen counter, the old-fashioned way. Can you even imagine the smell of sour milk mixed in with you and that fleabag?”

Half mad, half trying not to laugh, I opted for sass. “Probably still would have been preferable to you and your dramatics.” I grasped the window crank to block him out and turned the key in the ignition. 

Nothing happened.

He stepped back and crossed his arms over his wide chest, face smug. He never could hide his feelings. 

I attempted to turn the engine over again only to hear the telltale click of a dead battery.

I dropped my head in defeat. I was tired. I smelled like shit. And I was cold. So damn cold. I slept far longer than I should have. The truth, which shook me, was that I was lucky he found me when he did.

I sighed. “Can you please give me a boost?”

“No.” He turned and stomped away.

I screamed in frustration. “Are you fucking kidding me? You can’t be serious?”

He spun around and stalked back, his finger in my face. “Potty mouth!”

I laughed. How many times his mother had reprimanded him the same way. “It’s warranted!”

Instead of smiling back at me, his lips flattened grimly. 

He really did not want me here.

I tipped my chin down, giving myself a private moment to absorb the pain before locating my purse and phoning my dad to come and get me.

His next words stopped me cold.

“I’m getting my truck to tow you up to the house. The roads are closed. You’re not going anywhere,” he stated grimly. “Welcome home, Noelle.”

 


Chapter Four - Impassable

I watched him walk away, grumbling, “That’s not much of a welcome.”

For years I’d successfully limited my contact with him to a mere few minutes here and there. Even that much only after his divorce. Most times I visited, I managed to avoid him altogether. Staying with him at his house, where he most definitely did not want me, stung more than I wanted to admit.

Would I ever be over this foolishness?

Bruce stood up on my chest, arching his back. His tail swished back and forth over my face. Something dry and crusty and decidedly smelly brushed across my cheek.

I gagged and grabbed new tissues to wipe my face and block my nose. The thought of ingesting cat fart particles through my mouth flitted through my mind but I dismissed it. 

“If I die, I die,” I stated resolutely. “Bruce, you have not lived up to your name during this journey and I feel you and I are not going to be friends today.” I scooped him under his belly and spun him around to assess the damage.

Pleasantly surprised to find the mess contained to only one leg and his tail, I cleaned him up with a few wet wipes that had joined the supplies on my passenger seat somewhere around hour four. Pulling the larger turds away, I earned myself several indignant ‘meows’ and a bat of his tiny paw. No claws. Perhaps we’d be friends after all. I twisted around to see the damage in the back and screwed up my face. 

Perhaps not.

A violent shiver raced down my spine just as Hawk’s truck came into view. I hoped he had a big-ass fireplace up at his house. And I hoped it housed a roaring hot fire. 

As he pulled to a stop, I moved to get out of my car.

“Nope,” he held up a hand. “You and that cat are not getting into my truck until you smell better.”

My mouth dropped open. “We don’t smell bad! The car smells bad!”

He smirked, “Oh, I know.” He drew an imaginary circle around his face. “I see your homemade filtration system. It’s a good look on you. And believe me when I tell you, you smell like you’ve been marinating in shit.”

The tissues. Ugh. I pulled them from my nose only to be assailed by the frozen air. “Mean!” I pointed at him.

He laughed and spread his hands wide. “What? You think you can sit in the car with him for all those hours and not have that smell in your clothes? In your hair?” he stressed.

I gasped. He knew my hair was my pride and joy. Long, lush, slightly wavy, the ends curved in the most arresting ways, lending my twitchy fingers the very best of fidgets. 

My hands flew to my head. “No!”

He grimaced as he came closer and took a whiff. “Yes.” Spinning he headed back to his truck, tossing orders over his shoulder, “Get in your car.”

His broad shoulders rocked as he stalked away. Dark curls snuck out beneath his beanie. Worn jeans stretched across thick thighs. 

He’d changed since the last time I’d seen him. Not all those changes were good, but physically, he was even more of a powerhouse.

My head tipped to the side.

What was it about the way men moved that so fascinated me? This particular man’s walk made me want to spread my thighs. Filled me with the sudden urge to fall to my knees. A picture of us flashed in my brain. My palms braced against the hard length of his thighs, the hair crisp beneath my palms. His hands in my hair, hips flexing…

“Stop daydreaming, Noelle, and get in the damn car! It’s freezing out here and no matter how bad you smell I’ve gotta get you up to the house and get you warm.”

I snapped out of my lust-induced haze in time to see his back as he continued away from me. Gah! The man infuriated me. I dropped to my haunches and made three snowballs in quick succession. Back in the day, they called me ‘the sniper’. It had been awhile, but I hoped I hadn’t lost my touch.

The first struck him in the middle of his back.

He jerked to a stop, an actual growl reverberating from his chest.

I hummed with satisfaction. 

The second hit the back of his neck. I stood with my arm cocked back, poised, ready. 

He slowly turned around to face me. 

I imagined him gathering his temper and laughed softly to myself in anticipation as I let go and hit him square in the face. “Bullseye,” I whispered.

He roared as he swiped the snow from his cheeks and barreled toward me. “Noelle, what the hell do you think you’re doing? I’m going to toss that round arse into the snow!”

Pressing my lips together primly, I forced a serene expression onto my face though I felt anything but. Fire raged and ice burned as a maelstrom of adrenalin ripped through me. Sadness, loneliness. The pain of rejection. The bittersweet of homecoming. People who should have still been there but weren’t. Unrequited love. 

I’d never felt so alive.

“Your mama’s not here to correct your manners so I took matters into my own hands.” I brushed the snow from my hands and held them up to illustrate my point. 

Grabbing them in both of his, he yelled. “These hands, Noelle? These near frost-bitten hands? Fuck me, but is there a single, solitary thought left in your head?” Transferring both my hands to one of his, he unzipped his coat and shoved my fingers under his armpits.

I wiggled my fingers and laughed. “What are you doing?”

“You need to get into your goddamn car so I can get you up to the house,” he growled.

With my hands locked under his arms, I searched his eyes. Eyes I’d known my entire life. Eyes that used to smile into mine. Eyes that filled with sorrow and regret as he turned me away. 

Eyes that now sparked with fury and impatience.

Where was the Hawk I once knew? The one who would have tossed me over his shoulder before tossing me into the nearest snowbank?

Too many years had passed, and he was obviously not the same man. Another loss.

I sniffed, mortified to feel the icy kiss of a tear on my cheek, and attempted to tug my hands away.

His chest heaved with a sigh. “Noelle… I’m sorry… Seeing you out here asleep in your car in the freezing cold… it did a number on me.”

Sudden and aching chagrin consumed me. Of course. “I’m so sorry, Hawk,” I murmured.

He dropped his head to look at the ground. “Let’s get you up to the house.” He drew my hands out from under his arms and led me to his truck.

“I thought I wasn’t allowed in the truck,” I teased hesitantly.

He side-eyed me, a small smile threatening his beautiful mouth. “Don’t remind me.”

Retrieving Bruce, he carried him like a football and handed him to me so we could warm up in the truck while he hooked up the car. Up at the house, he ushered me inside before going back for my bags. 

So caught up in the thrill of his proximity in the close confines of the cab, I’d barely taken a glance at the outside of his house. The inside, however, would not be ignored.

Rich wood, solid pine beams, a wall of windows along the back and one entire side overlooking miles and miles of open space.

Breathtaking.

Large couches and ample chairs the perfect size for his big body beckoned. And the fireplace. Gah! Wood-burning and still smoldering. 

I headed straight for it and held my hands out to the heat. It stung as I flexed my fingers and shook them to dispel the discomfort.

Instead of feeling warmer, I began to shiver in earnest. The cold I’d barely noticed while the adrenalin pumped through me began to make itself known as it seeped into my bones.

The front door slammed shut but I ignored it, intent on getting as close to the heat as I could.

A heavy blanket dropped on my shoulders. “I’ll build up the fire and then we’ll get you into the bath to warm you up.”

I nodded. Having lived up here most of my life, I knew the drill.

“Let me see your hands?”

“They’re okay,” I assured him.

“Noelle,” he reprimanded. “I want to see for myself.”

I opened my mouth to deny him when he continued, softer now, “I need to see for myself.”

I gave him my hands. As the oldest of the five of us, well, the four of us now, he was well used to taking care of all of us. 

And we were well used to following his lead.

He gently examined each finger. His beautiful face tipped down in concentration, his mouth pursed in disapproval. I could still read his expressions as easily as I knew my own. 

“We can take care of this at home,” he finally decided. “And good thing too because the roads are impassable. What were you thinking?” 

Pushing me back toward the chair, he dropped to his knees and began to remove my boots.

I hissed in a breath, and he looked at me sharply, growling my name.

“I’m sure it’s fine!” I quickly reassured him as he gave my feet and toes the same attention he gave my hands before stuffing them into his groin.

I froze, exclaiming, “What are you doing?”

His mouth quirked, the first hint of the boy I knew. “Not getting off on your icy toes, that’s for sure.”

 


Chapter Five - Cold

I’m so cold. 

Too cold to get out, too cold to stay in the now tepid water of the bath. The only thing that burned was the knowledge that this bathroom was designed with a woman in mind.

Deep, clawfoot tub. Rainfall shower. His and hers sinks.

The thought of her choosing all of this while planning a life with him poked at a wound that had never closed. Even the fact that they divorced years ago didn’t change the fact that he chose her. 

And rejected me.

My eyelids drifted shut. I braced my feet on the end of the tub to ensure I didn’t slip under the water. My head was cold, but my hair smelled wonderful. 

This is what he smells like. I closed my eyes, breathing deep, filling my lungs and my belly with him.
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