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The Art of Getting Off




“You can do this.” 

“N-no.”

“Come on, Kalie.”

“I can’t.”

“You have to.”

“There’s no way. No way.”

“Just relax. Take a deep breath. Let go.”

“But—”

“I’m right here. I’ll catch you.” 

Kalie Bowen tightens her grip on the brightly painted pole on the side of the padded chair. Even through her thick mittens, she can feel the coldness of the metal. 

This is how she’s going to die. And it’s going to be horrible and embarrassing, because even though she’s never heard of anyone dying after getting stuck on a ski lift when they’re dangling in the air barely higher than the outstretched fingertips of their super-attractive ski instructor, this is how it’s going to happen anyway.

There’s a good view, at least. Snow-capped peaks jut into a crystal-blue sky, bushy pine trees sag under the weight of fresh powder, and skiers carve perfect “S” curves into the slope.

Oh, and on top of everything else, today is Christmas. 

She’s going to die on Christmas Day, falling eight feet from the ski lift that’s meant to take children to the top of the bunny slope. 

When she signed up for private ski lessons a month ago, she’d filled out the questionnaire with her address and insurance information and signed on the line that said she wouldn’t sue the crap out of the resort if she broke anything. She’d skipped over the section for listing any pertinent information her instructor should know. In hindsight, it would have been a good idea to write “not super okay with heights,” but of course, when she was filling out the paperwork, it hadn’t seemed important. 

The first few times she got off the lift had been shaky, but acceptable.

“There’s an art to it,” her instructor, Dex,  said. It’s all about relaxing. Easy for him to say. 

A gust of wind, which on the ground would have been cool and refreshing, rocks the chair. Kalie’s stomach settles into her ski boots, and her mittened grip tightens on the chair’s pole. 

“You can do this,” Dex says again.

Kalie whimpers. 

It would be much better if Dex wasn’t super attractive. That could make a difference. His body is achingly tall and breathtakingly wide. Golden-blonde hair tumbles effortlessly out from underneath his helmet and brushes against his lips, and he looks as if he’s been transplanted from a surfboard onto a snow-covered mountain. His mirrored goggles perch on a strong, wide nose that always seems a few sunny hours away from getting burned. And then there’s his voice. 

Dear God, his voice.

Whatever he says in that deep, rumbling baritone makes her tingle all over, whether it’s “Try it again, but slower this time,” or “Stick your butt out a little more,” or “Snow.”

Yeah, so she has an enormous crush on her ski instructor. 

It’s stupid, honestly, because she’s only known him a month and only been to six lessons, and—the stupidest part of it all—she still hasn’t even seen his eyes. How can you have a crush on someone and not know that pivotal detail? She’s managed to, in any case. 

And because she has said enormous crush on said super-attractive ski instructor, her mind drifted right as she was supposed to stand up and get off of the ski lift, so instead of thinking about getting off of the ski lift, she was thinking about getting off with him.

A small crowd has formed around the lift tower, murmuring and pointing at her. She’s already been on the receiving end of enough double-takes for being the only adult on the kids’ slope. A bit of irritation joins the panic.

She isn’t even high enough to warrant a ladder. 

As soon as he noticed she hadn’t disembarked, Dex shouted something to the attendant and the lift  jerked to a sudden, gut-wrenching halt. He talked Kalie through undoing the bindings on her skis, and once those fell to the snow, he speared them onto the slope a safe distance away, then gone about trying to convince her to fall.

Large, gloved fingers close around the toe of her boot. 

“Just let go,” he says now. 

The ground lurches below her, and Kalie lets out another whimper. 

“What’s stopping you?”

So much. 

If she falls, she might break a leg. She might land on the compacted snow with enough force to snap her femur or crack a tibia or rip her ACL in half, and then she would be stuck on a couch with crutches and powerful medication. Trapped inside, only able to stare regretfully out of the window.

“It’s far,” is what she finally manages to say.

Dex twists his mouth in a suppressed smile. A dimple creases one cheek. Kalie focuses on the dimple, because it lurches less than the ground. 

It’s not just the fall that scares her. Falling in front of this man scares her, because she can’t bear to look like an idiot in front of him.

Of all excuses, it isn’t the most logical. He undoubtedly already thinks she’s an idiot ever since the second lesson when she’d been unbalanced and nearly out-of-control and he’d shouted, “Pizza! Pizza!” and Kalie had shouted back, “Maybe later!” unaware he was actually telling her to angle her skis into a wedge so she could slow herself down. 

Dex wiggles her boot gently. “You work on engines, right? That must be a lot harder than this.”

Fuck, and he even remembers when she told him about her job, although he’s left out a key detail—Kalie designs engines from behind the organized safety of a computer. There are too many moving parts inside an engine, and too many opportunities for pinched fingers, ripped-off arms, and grease stains that soak into her skin like tattoos. Maybe she could blame her childhood for this, because when your bitch of a grandmother tells you that your dirty hands are the real reason behind your lack of friends, those words tend to set up residence in your brain and never want to leave.

Yet Dex remembers her job, and it gives her pause. 

After her third lesson, he hadn’t had anyone scheduled after her, so they’d sat together on a sun-blasted picnic table right outside the lodge and sipped watery hot chocolate. It was light conversation: jobs, pets, favorite vacations. She’d found out that, at twenty-eight, he’s two years her junior. When he doesn’t teach ski lessons, he’s a trail-running guide, or a mountain-biking instructor, or he volunteers for the local trail-building crews. Kalie had asked him if he ever left the mountains, and he’d answered, “Only when dragged away. Or when I need groceries.”

He just needs a wild beard—which, judging from the stubble she saw a few weeks ago, would be a reddish gold—and he’d fit within every mountain man  stereotype. Kalie would bet he owns an axe. And looks great in plaid. 

The ski chair sways on the cable when a stronger breeze gives it a nudge, and Kalie lets out a squeak and cinches her arms tighter around the pole. 

“Okay,” Dex says beneath her. “Tell you what. If you jump down, I’ll buy you a drink after the lesson.” When Kalie frowns at him, he continues. “An alcoholic drink. Not that crappy hot cocoa. Come on.” Arms outstretched, he gestures toward himself with his gloved fingers. 

“Are you trying to bribe me?” 

“Yes.”

She hates to admit it, but it’s working. She’s been wanting to ask him out for a drink since that third lesson, but nerves have always gotten the better of her. It’s been a while since her last relationship, and the very concept of boldness makes her shake nearly as much as being stuck in a swaying lift chair. 

He’s just given her an opening.

She inches forward on the vinyl seat and moves her hands to the thinner metal forming the armrest.

Do it. Just fucking DO IT. 

Kalie takes a deep breath to prepare herself for dropping, but when she does, her body shifts just enough for her snow pants to slip off the snowmelt-slicked vinyl. She falls with a shrill yelp. Something twinges in her shoulder and she barely manages to keep a tight hold on the armrest. Strong arms wrap around her thighs to support her, stilling her thrashing legs. 

“Let go, Kalie.” He sounds muffled, and when she looks down, she realizes why—his goggle-clad face is buried in her crotch. 

Surprise short-circuits her thoughts and for a split second, she forgets she’s high off the ground and releases the chair. Dex takes that moment to stumble backward out of reach of the swinging metal seat and loosens his grip so the front of her body slides down the front of his body. With her long underwear, her fleece, and both of their bulky ski jackets, it’s a lot less erotic than it should be. Her boots thud on the packed snow.

A few people cheer. Someone whistles. Another person claps, the sound muted by a pair of fuzzy gloves. 

Before she can get too used to the feel of his (unfortunately) professional embrace, Dex grips her shoulders and holds her steady at arm’s length. 

Her own reflection shines back at her from the iridescent lenses of his goggles: chapped lips, long nose, a few black curls escaping from her hat. It’s not quite breezy enough to blame the wind for her flushed cheeks. 

“You okay?” he says. 

Kalie nods, trying not to get distracted by the woodsy smell of him or how right it had felt to have his face— 

“Put your skis back on.”

“What?”

She’s sure he’s giving her an unamused look underneath those shining goggles. 

“If you fall off a horse, you get back on,” Dex says. “If you get stuck on a chair lift, you ski down the slope then get back on the lift so you can practice getting off of it.” 

“Um,” Kalie says, “I’m not sure that’s the best—”

He interrupts her with a wry twist of his lips. One of his eyebrows is probably raised. “Yeah? How long have you been teaching people how to ski?”

As they make their way down the children’s slope, Kalie decides the only bad thing about wearing mittens is that when she flips someone off, no one can tell. 
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After what she’s started to call the Chair Lift Incident, she'd made it down the bunny slope without falling, which apparently convinced Dex that it was time to go to the top of the mountain. “We’ll stick to the green routes,” he said.

As the lift had approached the last tower, Kalie’s heart pounded a frantic rhythm in her chest, and Dex linked his arm in hers. 

“You can do this,” he said. “Relax.”

And she had done it. No falling down the gentle slope that led from the exit point, no getting stuck and swooping back into the air, no crashing into a small group of children with puffy jackets and skis as long as her forearm. 

A few plump snowflakes tickle Kalie’s nose as she watches Dex demonstrate how she should angle her torso. With only a half hour left in her two-hour lesson, something has barely begun to click. On the last run, there had been a moment—brief and fleeting, but a moment all the same—where she had carved into the slope and turned, and it had almost felt natural. 

“Lean,” Dex says. “Feel it all the way—no, wait, here.” 

He glides behind her, his skis on either side of hers. 

“Is it okay if I touch your hips?” 

“Yep.” She means to sound casual, but it comes out too squeaky for her liking. 

There’s no way she can feel the heat of his hands through his gloves and her long underwear and her snow pants.

She feels it anyway. 

“Lean,” Dex says again, the pressure from his touch making her shift her weight just so. 

More fat snowflakes settle on her goggles and she brushes them away. 

“Got it?” Dex says. 

Kalie nods, though she doesn’t seem to remember what he was trying to teach her. A brisk wind nips at her exposed cheeks and manages to make its way behind her goggles. 

Earlier in the day, she had been able to see the glimmering, snow-capped peaks at the opposite end of the valley. Now, as she practices her lean at the saddle at the top of the resort slopes, all she can see is white. A close white. An oppressive white. 

More snowflakes fall. They’re light, puffy things, completely different from the snow she’d grown used to in the Midwest. The snow out here is as soft as powdered sugar and as airy as champagne. 

Another instructor, clad in the resort’s jacket, zips past.

“Time-and-a-half on Christmas, Dex!” she says. 

Dex gives her a gloved thumbs-up in response. 

For the thousandth time today, Kalie is utterly grateful he had a lesson available. After looking morosely at a week with her friends all having flown back to their respective families, Kalie had gone out on a limb and asked Dex if he was teaching on Christmas. He’d agreed, luckily, since Kalie wasn’t keen on spending another year alone in her apartment warmed by the dual embrace of Netflix and spiked hot cocoa. One year, sure. Two in a row? Nah. 

Besides, there have been far fewer people on the slopes today, which means there are far fewer people to watch Kalie biff on her ass and/or face. A few lessons ago, she’d managed to do both in the span of three seconds in one truly majestic fumble. 

The flakes fall harder, and Kalie struggles to see. 

Dex spits out harsh words into the air. 

“What?” Kalie says over the wind. 

“It’s too fucking early for this!” Dex shouts. 

She remembers the forecast that crackled out of her speakers on the drive up—snow is expected in the high country, but not until the evening.  

It appears she’s listened to the forecast more than this storm.

The temperature must have dropped far below freezing. The little hairs inside Kalie’s nose have stiffened, and when she rubs her nose with the back of a mitten, they crackle.

Dex gets close enough for her to hear him say, “Hold onto my pole!”

It’s difficult to not to giggle at that, and the impulse is only smothered by the heavy blanket of panic starting to settle on her shoulders.

Kalie has taken classes about getting lost in the woods, and how not to do it. She’s been to Wilderness First Aid seminars, and has taken notes all through talks titled, “How to Survive in the Forest.” In every lesson and class, one of the most important rules is always, “Don’t fucking get stuck in a blizzard at the top of a mountain.”

Paraphrased, of course. 

The basket end of Dex’s ski pole nudges at her waist, and Kalie wraps her mitten around it, letting him tug her along. They don’t pass the lift tower, and Kalie wonders for a moment why they’re not going down the slope they’ve always used, until she remembers that the resort has a back bowl filled with workers’ cabins and a few maintenance trails. Oh, and black diamonds, which was why she’s never paid too much attention to the back bowl. 

The storm intensifies. Her vision is a whirlwind of spinning flakes and white-gray clouds. The lurch in her stomach tells her they are still moving downhill rather quickly. 

She has no idea how Dex does it. Decades of training. Maybe echolocation. Dark magic, perhaps. 

They jerk to a halt, and Kalie can barely make out the angular shape of a cabin. After stabbing their skis into a drift by the door, Dex fumbles with the door’s handle, slams his shoulder against the wood with a grunt loud enough for Kalie to hear it above the wail of the blizzard, and the door swings open into blackness. He ushers her inside, and then—

Warmth.

Oh, merciful warmth. It surrounds her like an embrace. Her goggles fog up instantly and Kalie wrenches them off, wanting to laugh at the thrill of being suddenly sheltered. 

Behind her, Dex struggles out of his ski boots. Kalie bends to do the same, but the cabin has distracted her—rough wooden floors, a squat tea kettle sitting on a boxy wood stove, a narrow door leading to what seems to be a narrow bathroom. A bed sits against one wall, its frame made of thick, shaved logs.

The space is just small enough to be cozy and not quite large enough to be comfortable. A pair of grubby running shoes are tucked underneath the foot of the bed.

“Is this where you live?” Kalie says. Her foot pops free from her boot, and she steadies herself against the door.  

“Yeah,” Dex says. “When I’m working with the resort, at least.”

He’s divested himself of his boots and makes his way to the wood stove, goggles thrown onto a small stand by the door, helmet unbuckled. 

Turn around, Kalie thinks. Turn around so I can see you. 

Although he’s amazing at skiing, he’s terrible at mind-reading, and instead shoves a log into the open grate of the stove, blowing on the coals until they crackle into a flame. The cast-iron hinge squeals as he closes it. 

The warmth makes her head itch, and she wrestles with the helmet before setting it beside her boots. She scrubs her hands through her curls in an attempt to give them a little bit of loft. They fall limply to her shoulders instead.

“There are some hooks by the door for your jacket,” Dex says while Kalie struggles with the sudden, alarming knowledge that she’s here, in his home, and they’re going to be trapped here. She isn’t sure whether to be more excited or nervous, so she settles somewhere in the middle.

“By now, you’d think I’d have learned not to trust weather forecasters,” Dex mumbles, slipping off his helmet. Shining waves tumble just shy of his shoulders, and he ruffles both hands through the dense mass. Another few inches, and that mane could be on the cover of a cheesy romance novel from the eighties. 

Kalie can’t help but stare. Her mouth drifts open and her jacket falls from her slackened grip to the floor. At the thud of her phone smacking the wooden boards, she jumps, then ducks to snatch the jacket back up and slam it onto a hook. 

Her face is so hot that her forehead begins to perspire, so she turns to the small window beside the door and stares out of it. 

Just be cool. You’re a strong, capable woman. You can do anything you put your mind to. Of course, her internal monologue then goes off on a tangent about how she’s had sex only four times in the past three years, and how awful it would be for her to have forgotten how sex works, because it turns out her internal monologue sucks as a consoling voice.

Outside, the storm rages. Snowflakes streak past the window so quickly they blur. Kalie’s breath fogs the glass and she swipes a finger through it. The condensation has already frozen and comes away on her finger as little flakes of ice. 

The floorboards creak as Dex moves behind her. She hears the long zip of his jacket and the scrape of fabric as he shrugs out of it. 

When he stands next to her and looks out the window, she feels his presence first, warm and overwhelming. 

“Shit,” he says abruptly. “I should have taken you to your car.” 

He runs a hand again through his hair, and Kalie wonders if this is one of his nervous tics. Is he nervous around her? She’d love it to be true, since then at least she wouldn’t be the only one. 

“I’m sorry,” he continues, “I wasn’t thinking.” Another pass of his fingers through his hair, and Kalie decides it’s definitely a nervous tic. She lets herself relax a fraction. His hazel eyes are tipped down a little at the outer corners and framed by thick lashes that turn golden at the tips.

“It’s fine,” she says. “Don’t worry about it.” 

“I just . . .” He narrows his eyes at the blizzard. “I don’t want you to think that I took you back here to . . .”—his next words are barely audible—“. . . just throw you over my shoulder and take you back to my cave.” He scoffs at himself. 

Warmth that has nothing to do with the stove spreads through her limbs at the thought. 

“You have a nice cave,” she says. “Quite dry. Very clean for a cave.”

Dex snorts in derision, but a small smile plucks at one side of his mouth. “Thanks.”

She stares at the swirling mass of white, thinks of her car, and lets out a short laugh. “Besides,” she says. “I drive a Corolla. If we were even able to make it to my car, I couldn’t go anywhere in this.” 

“It’s not one of those lifted, souped-up, four-wheel-drive Corollas?” 

Kalie shakes her head mournfully. “Nope. I skipped the monster truck additions at my last oil change.” 

“Pity.” 

“It’s all right, though. Being stuck in a cabin together is a lot more comfy than being stuck in a sedan.” 

She turns to him, wry smile already prepared, and when he looks down at her—because she hadn’t realized how tall the man is—something seems to snag both of them by the lungs. 

His eyes are greener than she realized. His gaze roams over her face with a mixture of curiosity and hunger, and it makes her belly flutter. There’s a pensiveness in him, previously hidden by mirrored goggles, and a softness, too. She could imagine this man pouring over a stack of novels as he sits by his fire, or tipping his head backward so that he can take in as much of a bluebird sky as possible, or nudging a caterpillar off of a trail with the toe of his shoe. 

But somewhere, underneath that softness, there’s an intensity. Kalie isn’t quite sure where she sees this—maybe it’s the slope of his eyebrows, the way he presses his lips together, the little line that creases his forehead. Or maybe she’s just made it all up. 

Dex clears his throat. Kalie thinks she’s heard a bit of a tremble in the sound, but perhaps she’s made that up, too. 

“You, uh, want some hot cocoa?” he says. 

Kalie nods. “That’d be great.” 

“Oh.” His plump lips tip into a frown. “I was hoping you’d say no.” 

Her frown matches his. “Why?”

“I don’t have any.”

“Then why’d you offer?”

That lip press again. A muscle in his jaw twitches. “I was trying to be a good host.”

“Good hosts don’t offer things their guests can’t have.”

There is innuendo somewhere in there, but Kalie isn’t going reach deep enough to find it.

Reach deep enough. There’s innuendo in that too. 

Whatever.

Dex heaves a sigh. The movement stretches the fabric across his shoulders, and at the sight of the waffle-textured henley expanding along with his torso, Kalie realizes that she’s never seen him without his jacket before.

“I usually prefer to be on my own,” Dex says. 

Hold on, gloriously muscled shoulders aside, he has the gall, the absolute gall to blame her for intruding? She points a finger at his chest.

“Wait just a minute. You’re the one who brought me here. If you’re going to get snippy about me invading your fortress of solit—”

“Oh, shit, no, I didn’t mean it like . . .” He rubs his face roughly. “It’s just . . . I don’t ever have people over. I don’t know how to”—he gestures at the one-room cabin—“entertain.” He says the word as if it’s from a language he’s just learned. 

“Lucky for you, I’m easy.” 

Dex turns to her, his eyebrows high on his forehead.

Oh, damn. “To entertain! E-easy . . . easy to entertain.” 

“Uh huh.” He fights with a smile. 

Kalie shoves her hands in the pockets of her ski bib. “Some food would be nice.” 

Crinkles appear in the corners of Dex’s eyes as he peeks into a small cabinet, then he frowns and sucks his teeth. “All right. I have packaged soup, trail mix, and a bag of dried apricots.”

“Ooh, delicious. I’ll take a soup, please.”
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