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CHAPTER 1


Bash


ONE YEAR AGO…


I’M STUCK IN AN AIRPORT, AND EVERYONE IS ANNOYING ME.


“We’re delayed again, but it’s so beautiful outside that I don’t even mind,” a voice singsongs from the row of blue pleather chairs behind me. It’s a nice voice. Rich and calm and, based on the way she’s chatting away on the phone, not at all frustrated by being stranded in a snowstorm. “I feel like I’m living in a snow globe or something.”


I scoff, flexing my fists beneath my crossed arms. We’ve been waiting to board for three hours, and this woman doesn’t even mind.


And I believe her. I don’t bother looking in her direction, but I can tell by her tone, the awe seeping into every word, that she’s never seen snow and would describe this nightmare as “cozy.”


“Yeah, honestly… it’s cozy.”


Yep. There it is. Whoever she is, she’s enjoying this.


Must be fucking nice because I’m ready to crawl right out of my skin. People sneezing without covering their faces, babies crying, the smell of stale bagels. I’ve walked laps like a tiger pacing his cage, and even that isn’t taking the edge off anymore.


Leave it to Vancouver to be the only place in Canada that doesn’t know how to handle a snowstorm. And it’s not even that bad.


The crackle of the speakers filters through the low hum of Gate 82’s waiting area. “Attention all passengers awaiting boarding for Air Acadia flight 2375 with service to Calgary. We regret to inform you that your flight has been canceled and rescheduled for tomorrow morning. You should receive an email shortly with updated flight information. Please see a booking agent if you require further assistance. We appreciate your patience and understanding and look forward to serving you tomorrow.”


A communal groan rolls through the space. What follows is a string of announcements delivering the same message to neighboring gates: no one is getting out of here tonight.


My head drops back against the chair’s metal top and I let out an exhausted sigh. It’s been a crappy week, and this is just the bread that makes the whole thing a shit sandwich.


I’d empty my entire bank account just to sleep in my own bed tonight. To be alone with some fucking peace and quiet. To decompress.


Instead, I am fully compressed. Every muscle feels tight, and my jaw hurts from clenching it. Even my lungs feel constricted.


This was the last thing I needed after having my entire world turned upside down.


“Yeah, canceled.” That too-happy voice floats through the air toward me. “It’s okay. It is what it is. I’m going to make the most of it! When life gives you lemons…”


It squeezes the acid right in your fucking eyes.


I push to my feet.


A peek over my shoulder reveals a shock of wavy, platinum hair draped over the woman’s face as she rifles through an oversize bag, her phone pressed to her ear.


My brows scrunch low as she laughs at whatever the person on the other end of the line has said. I shake my head as I turn away and heave my bag onto my shoulder, deciding she’s altogether too happy. It’s not normal.


For some reason, her cheerfulness sours my mood even further. So with my heavy footfalls echoing on the polished concrete floors, I head toward the booking agent’s desk to see if there’s a way I can get the hell out of here.


Waiting in line doesn’t ease my annoyance. As it turns out, I’m not the only one in a foul mood. An angry middle-aged man ahead of me has gone from agitated to a full-blown meltdown. He points his index finger at the frazzled customer service representative, demanding she fix this—as if she personally created the snowstorm.


He’s mad about his bags. He’s mad about the lack of available accommodations. He’s mad about the new early flight time.


I’m mad too, but I’m not punching down over it. And the longer I watch, the more I’m just mad about what a royal asshole this guy is.


The girl’s cheeks darken, and her bottom lip wobbles. When her eyes fill as she shrinks back from his tirade, I’ve had it.


“My man.” I project my deep voice toward the desk. “Shit happens. No need to speak to her that way.”


Heads swivel in my direction, including the one belonging to the red-faced man. “Excuse me?” His jowls vibrate with fury, his lip beneath his thick mustache curling as his eyes home in on me. I get the sense that he’s not accustomed to people telling him off.


I shrug. Looking nonchalant is the ultimate affront to someone who wields their power in such a belittling way. “Take a walk,” I say in a low rumble. “It is what it is.”


“It is what it is?” His eyes bug out, his pie face turning an even deeper shade of red.


I can’t believe I just used that woman’s line on this guy, but I’m getting a kick out of confronting him, so I borrow another sentiment from Miss Happy.


“Yeah, it’s like when life gives you lemons, don’t be an asshole to the service staff. Or something like that.”


The man stares at me, and I stare back. His gaze sweeps over my favorite plaid flannel shirt, then down my black jeans and leather boots. I’m bigger than him, and while it’s been a few years since I threw a punch, I’m not above it. I may be pushing forty, but I’m in great shape, and it might feel good to release this tension.


His beady eyes skitter across the hushed crowd, as though assessing how embarrassed he should be (the answer is very embarrassed). He must realize I’m not an easy target because he turns back to the woman behind the desk—who looks suitably shocked—and swipes his paper ticket off the counter before storming away as fast as his furious little legs will carry him.


Watching him waddle away in a huff makes my lips twitch.


And here I thought nothing could make me smile tonight.


Though her shy thank you pulls on my heartstrings a bit, my polite exchange with the agent behind the desk doesn’t make anything any better—the closest hotels have no availability because of other cancellations and our flight has been rescheduled for a 6 a.m. departure.


It’s currently 11:08, which means by the time I get through the hellish traffic in and around the city to a place with a vacancy, I might as well turn right back around since I’ll need to clear security all over again. The only reasonable solution is to sleep on a bench in the terminal.


Everything about tonight sucks, but I swallow my frustration like a real man and thank her for her help before leaving to find a place to hunker down for the night.


Tired legs carry me through the airport as I scan for a spot where I can go horizontal for a few hours. Years of battling active forest fires have left me with the uncanny ability to doze off almost anywhere and function with little sleep. Wildfires don’t care about your bedtime and often like to do their worst after dark, so I’m no stranger to catching some shut-eye in uncomfortable places.


Except, I’m not the only person who seems to have resigned themselves to sleeping at the airport tonight.


I stand in place, hands on my hips, searching for even a free corner, but the place is like a fucking hostel, people and bags splayed all over the place.


The only place my eyes land on that has a free spot is the bar. One lone table for two at the edge of the seating area, tucked right next to the walkway that leads to the bathroom. It’s not glamorous, but it’s something. And a drink sounds pretty damn good right now.


I don’t bother asking if it’s available. I just march past the deserted hostess stand and stake my claim. And just in the nick of time, based on the stream of people who walk up and peer around the restaurant like they can will an open spot into existence. But their wishful thinking is futile. The bar top is packed, shoulder to shoulder, with a mess of bags cluttering the floor. Frantic waitstaff hustle between the tables, struggling to keep up with the unexpected Monday night rush.


I feel bad for them too, so I pull my phone out and scroll as I wait—it’s not like I have anywhere to be. The news about the snowstorm and all the chaos it’s causing across the Pacific Northwest makes me shake my head. In almost any other Canadian city, this wouldn’t be an issue. But here? Not enough plows. Not enough deicing machines.


As I internally scold a major airport, a voice catches my attention.


The sound of it pulls me right out of my downward spiral.


I glance up, and there she is. The lemonade girl.


Woman.


Because there is nothing girlish about her. She carries herself with a confident ease, wearing soft, feminine curves like she invented them. And that voice? It’s the furthest thing from girlish. That voice is all grown-up. It’s not giddy or overly bright. It’s all honey and spice, smooth with a hint of heat—borderline sensual without even trying.


“Not a single spot in the entire place?”


There’s a kid at the front now who looks barely old enough to be working here. He stares back at her, and I can tell he’s not immune to the heart-shaped face with matching heart-shaped lips. He looks ready to build her a chair himself, just to give her somewhere to sit.


As her gaze searches the restaurant, he watches her raptly. And I follow suit.


No wonder he’s practically panting. He’s just encountered a modern-day Marilyn Monroe—but she’s even more buxom. Loose, platinum waves fall next to full cheeks and a button nose. But it’s her big blue doe eyes that are a fucking kick to the gut. They’re so vibrant, I swear they trend toward a lavender tone.


I shift in my seat and focus back on my phone. I’m too damn old to be gawking at a pretty girl in the airport. Scrolling the news is far more appropriate.


“S-sorry. I wish I could—”


I hear him trip over his words and chuckle.


Poor fucking kid.


“Oh, don’t be sorry. I see a spot over there, actually. I appreciate your help.”


I scoff under my breath. Help. That’s generous of her.


“Something funny?”


I hear that voice again, closer this time. And when I look up, she’s standing right in front of me.


And fuck me if for a moment I don’t feel as tongue-tied as the kid I was just laughing at. I stare back at her, feeling like I could squirm under the weight of her soulful gaze.


I grumble out an irritated-sounding no to cover for my otherwise-stunned reaction.


I deemed her pretty before, but I was wrong—she’s fucking gorgeous.


Her lips tug up in an almost-knowing smile. “Good. I’d hate to sit with a stranger who’s laughing to himself over nothing.”


“Sorry?” I ask, confused.


But any confusion vanishes when the woman slides the chair opposite me back from the table and takes a seat.


Uninvited.


“You don’t mind, do you?”


I straighten, a little put off by her… familiarity? Friendliness? I don’t know how to define it, but it throws me off. I’m not the guy who strikes up conversations with strangers. Hell, I barely like striking up conversations with the few people in my life that I consider friends.


“What if someone else is sitting there?” I grumble, not particularly comfortable with the unexpected nature of this run-in—or how attractive I find her.


She sets her bag on the floor with a husky, amused laugh. When she straightens, she doesn’t look remotely uncomfortable, resting her elbow on the table and propping her chin against her palm. “No one else is sitting here.”


I cross my arms and lean back, creating some space between us. “How do you know?”


Her head tilts, the overhead lights highlighting the apples of her cheeks. “No bag. No phone. And you are giving off some serious stay-the-fuck-away energy.”


I quirk a disbelieving brow at the woman. “Stay-the-fuck-away energy?”


She hits me with a conspiratorial smile. “Yes. If you were a house, I would sage you.”


Ah, more granola, woo-woo, make-lemonade, salt-of-the-earth shit. Exactly what I’m in the mood for.


I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing, and I suspect she picks up on my cynicism, but she just reaches across the table. That same tattoo I saw earlier catches my eye as dainty vines and leaves unfurl in my direction.


I frown at her hand, which gets me a throaty laugh followed by “Hi. Thanks for inviting me to join you. My name is Gwen, and you are?”


I glance back up, and her sparkling eyes flit between mine, a dimple deepening on her right cheek the longer I glare back. I swear to god, she’s getting a kick out of irritating me.


So, to ruin her fun, I reach for her hand with a brusque “Hi. I’m Bash. And I think our definitions of invite might be wildly different.”


Gwen lifts one shoulder in a gentle shrug. “Maybe this seat was meant to be empty.”


My lips flatten. “Yes, exactly. It was.”


She laughs softly, head shaking as though I fascinate her. “Yet here I am. And you know what they say… When life gives you lemons…” She winks at me, and my jeans feel the slightest bit tighter across the front.


My jaw flexes but I give the woman seated across from me my best bored look in a pathetic attempt to cover for my downright boyish reaction to her.


“What if I wanted limes?” I ask, right as a flustered server pops up at our table with a breathless, “What can I get you?”


With her eyes fixed on mine and that pretty mouth curved into a knowing smile, Gwen—the interloper—doesn’t miss a beat. “Oh, thank goodness you’re here. This man desperately needs a lime margarita. Extra sour.”









CHAPTER 2


Gwen


THE SERVER RUSHES AWAY BEFORE I’VE EVEN FINISHED SAYING, “Make that two.” When I turn my focus back on the man across the table from me, I am met with a look that could kill.


And if I hadn’t seen him be so damn nice to that poor customer service agent, I might buy it. Except I was there. From a few spots back in line, I watched him speak up for the woman without hesitation.


Hell, he’d even used a fresh and amusing spin on one of my favorite sayings.


So, no, Bash, the grump whose dark, heavy brows are tugged down tight with an adorable little wrinkle at the top of his nose, does not put me off at all.


I know what a truly mean expression looks like—the kind that precedes words sharp enough to wound. This isn’t it. Instead, he looks like all bluster and chiseled features.


If I had to use one word to describe him, it would be masculine. From head to toe.


Chunky black leather boots, no-nonsense Levi’s, and a soft, boxy flannel shirt give him a total lumberjack vibe. A grumpy lumberjack.


But it’s his face that’s most eye-catching. Not traditionally handsome, not conventionally pretty. His nose is strong, his jaw square, and his thick beard is neatly trimmed. Streaks of silver dust through his dark-brown hair that’s trimmed close on the sides and styled neatly on top.


“Did you just invite yourself to my table and then order for me?” His deep voice rumbles but there’s no bite.


“Oh, is this your table? My apologies. I didn’t realize you owned the airport.”


A vein on the side of his neck pulses. One that I know is only visible because this man is tense as hell. “No, but it’s a known rule that when someone is sitting at a table, the other chairs are also taken.”


My lips form into an O as I pretend to be enlightened by this new information. “Gosh, I had no idea. I haven’t read the rule book to being stuck in an airport overnight. Do you have it on hand?”


He glares back at me, tongue swiping over the front of his teeth.


I smile, offering an innocent shrug. “Strikes me that we’re all fucked tonight, and any open chair is fair game. If you don’t like me, then I fear I cannot help you. But if you just don’t like margaritas, then I’m happy to help you out by drinking both. I don’t have anywhere to be tonight, and I do love a good margarita.”


His full mouth pops open as though he’s about to say something, but no words come. He just stares back at me like I’m an exotic bird he’s never seen before. Finally, he mumbles, “I like you just fine.”


“Wow, high praise coming from you. Thank you for blessing me with your approval,” I tease, watching his eyes roll and a muscle in his jaw twitch like the implication annoys him somehow.


“I didn’t mean it like that, and you know it.”


With a satisfied smile, I lean back, crossing my arms to mimic his position. “Do I? All I know about you is that you prefer limes to lemons and have a strong moral compass.”


His head tilts ever so slightly. “Strong moral compass?”


“The booking desk.”


Understanding flares in his eyes. “Saw that, did you?”


“In all its glory. And it really was glorious.”


He grunts as he shifts, his eyes flicking away like he’s uncomfortable with the compliment. “It was no big deal.”


My head joggles as I consider that. “I mean… No one else did anything. I suspect, for that woman, it was a pretty big deal. It’s quite the phenomenon that men like that are all fire and brimstone when they’re talking to someone they can intimidate.”


Just ask my dad.


He’d wanted to send me out into the world meek and obedient.


And he failed.


The only thing he sent me into the world with was a defiant backbone, unfailing optimism, the desire to chase my dreams… and a few daddy issues. But none of those issues are actually him. Because I haven’t spoken to the man in eight years.


Bash scoffs at my assessment, fiddling with the napkin of rolled-up cutlery before him. “Yeah, that guy was a fucking loser. I can tell you that much.”


I nod my agreement when I hear Bash mumble, “Maybe you should sage him instead.”


My eyes widen as I take him in, not finding a single other sign that he just deadpanned a comment like that. So I play along. “Absolutely. I’ll take that under advisement. Maybe if we track him down tonight, I could offer a two-for-one deal and get both of you cleansed up.”


That earns me another scowl, which only makes me laugh.


“So where you headed?” the man asks.


“Toronto. You?”


“Calgary.” I nod, remembering his gate was just beside mine. One quick glance down and my eyes catch on the tag attached to his bag. It would appear “Bash” is short for Sebastian Rousseau.


Even his name is hot, I think to myself distractedly.


Just then, coasters slide across the table in each of our directions and two margaritas unceremoniously plunk down in front of us as the server basically does a drive-by.


Bash glares at the glass of bright-green liquid suspiciously before lifting his dark eyes in my direction. “They’re very… neon.”


I nod solemnly, gazing down at the drink. It’s definitely not reminding me of the margaritas I was enjoying on the beach in Mexico at my yoga retreat only a day ago. “This looks like it’s the from-concentrate juice off the soda gun. It’s a margarita but not a good margarita.”


Bash winces. “This is gonna be sweet as hell.”


“There is some good news.” His dark gaze flicks to mine, and an airy flutter in my chest distracts me for a beat. “The good news…” I lick my lips. “The good news is that there is tequila floating around in all that sugary juice.”


He nods, not looking away. And though I’m not usually one to squirm under a man’s attention, I feel my cheeks flush as this one looks me over. His gaze is appreciative, and I revel in it.


“That’s a great point. And when stuck in an airport overnight, some tequila is better than no tequila.”


I straighten, propping my forearms against the table as I lean closer. “Absolutely. I’m certain this will make us feel better. What with life giving us limes and all that.”


His stubbled cheek twitches before his fingers wrap around the glass.


His large palm dwarfs it, and I can’t help but notice the signs of physical labor on his hands. There’s a coarseness to them. Calloused on the palms, the odd scar on the backs. One nail with the dark-blue tinge of a deep bruise.


Yeah, this man works with his hands.


I swallow quickly and follow suit, lifting my glass to the middle of the table. “Cheers. To limes.”


Bash gives his head a slight shake before lifting his glass and clinking it against mine. “To limes.”


We both take a sip, and I try not to wince because it really does taste like liquid sugar. Each sip tastes better than the last though, and soon I barely notice that I’m drinking glorified limeade.


A companionable silence settles between us as we nurse our drinks, watching the world go by. But the more margaritas we down, the more that silence morphs into a tipsy, friendly sort of companionship. At the very least we partake in some mutual rubbernecking, tossing the odd comment each other’s way as we take turns pointing out the night’s mayhem—a couple arguing, a child toppling off a seat they were climbing, a man staggering out of the restaurant with bloodshot eyes.


But it’s the father and his young-adult daughter sitting at the bar together who continue to catch my eye. The way she said “Daaad” and tossed her head back when he’d cracked a joke drew my attention, and the friendly ease between them keeps me coming back. They’re each drinking a beer, watching the sports highlights on the screen. Laughing. He even squeezes her shoulder at one point.


Watching them is like digging a finger into an old wound. One that just won’t heal, no matter how hard I try. No matter how much work I put in.


I yearn for that relationship.


And I’ll never have it.


Eventually, the crowd in the bar thins. Other patrons have the foresight to find a place to hunker down for the night. The man and his daughter leave too.


But not us. No, we just keep ordering the shittiest margaritas I’ve ever tasted.


When we’re officially billed and the staff begin to close up shop around us, we still don’t rush. I have too many questions floating around in my head, ones I want to ask Bash now that tequila and sugar have softened him up.


“So what is it you do for a living?”


His tongue runs over his teeth like he’s considering whether to answer me. Then, with a shrug, he answers in a gruff voice. “I’m an aerial firefighter. But during the winter I—”


My palms slap the table as I pitch forward, breasts pressing against the edge. His gaze drops to my chest briefly, but I don’t call him on it. My boobs are pretty damn big and they’re constantly in the way. “I’m sorry, what? You’re not just a regular firefighting hero? You fly actual planes into actual fires and drop water on them?”


“Depends on the fire. And the strategy. Sometimes it’s retardant.”


I can feel my cheeks flush as my eyes rake over him with a whole new appreciation. “So you’re like a hero hero,” I say, leaning back in my chair to get a better view of the man before me.


Poor guy looks uncomfortable with the praise. I bet he doesn’t see himself that way at all. He’s all gruff and matter-of-fact. I bet he’s about to say that he’s just “doing his job.”


“That’s the tequila making you exaggerate.”


I scoff. “Okay, Top Gun. I’m sure someone whose home was saved by your perfect aim and huge set of brass balls would describe your contribution as ‘exaggerated.’”


He snorts and looks away. “You’ve got a way with words. That’s for sure.”


I flip my hand in a rolling motion and tip my head forward in a dramatic bow. “Thank you, thank you. I’ll be here all night.” My head pops up, and I wink at him. “No, literally, I’m fucking stuck here.”


A ghost of a smile touches his lips, and god, I bask in it. I’m certain that when I sat down, he found me annoying, and now I have weaseled my way into an entirely different territory. Which is a huge relief because I can’t handle people not liking me. That’s the stuff that eats away at me and keeps me up at night.


“And what do you do, Gwen? Is it stand-up comedy? Palm readings?”


My tongue pops into my cheek. “No. But I did go through a tarot phase.”


His eyes roll, but there’s no malice in the movement. “Of course you did.”


I chuckle softly and take another sip. His gaze lowers again, but this time to the tip of my tongue as it darts out over the salt rim.


“I’m a yoga instructor.”


His eyes widen, snapping away from my mouth. “That makes so much sense.”


That tiny critical voice that sounds an awful lot like my father pops into my head. That makes so much sense could be interpreted in many ways, but years of explaining my career choices make everything sound like a backhanded slight.


It puts me in defense mode.


“I’m really good at it too,” I say, explaining myself. “I have hundreds of teaching hours. Have trained all over the world. I even do contract work with professional sports teams.”


Bash nods, one sure dip of his stubbled chin. “I meant what I said. I can totally see it. And I have no doubt you’re excellent at it.”


Relief drops my shoulders, and I release a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “Yeah, no. I’m just used to people…” I trail off with a light laugh and glance away. “You know what? Never mind.”


“No, tell me.”


My gaze trails back to the man across from me. The one watching, listening. Really listening. He’s leaned forward a bit, shoulders square, attention locked on me. Like he actually wants to hear what I have to say.


So, with a shrug, I forge ahead. “I don’t know. For starters, I don’t look how people expect a yoga instructor to look.”


His gaze rakes over my body, chin tipping down and then back up. And the only thing I see in his eyes is appreciation. “What do you mean? You look like a yoga instructor to me.”


He says it so simply and with a slightly confused tone. It’s… endearing. Refreshing.


I lift a shoulder, playing his response off casually. “I meant my size.”


At that his brows furrow. Confusion morphing into irritation. “People are stupid,” he grumbles simply.


A happy hum vibrates in my chest and I bite down on a smile. Then I forge ahead. “And then people often sort of pat my head when I tell them what I do. Like, That’s so cute, but what do you plan to do when you grow up? Or but what about university? Very patronizing. It’s tiring having to justify that what I do has value.”


His brows furrow, and for a flash, he looks… fierce. Perhaps I’m imagining it, but he appears almost offended on my behalf. When he speaks again, his voice borders on stern. “Again, people are stupid. Plenty of us make great livings and have fulfilling careers without attending university.”


I smile my thanks and then slam back the rest of my margarita to cover any blubbering I might do. “You should tell my dad that,” I mutter before dropping my glass like a gavel on the table.


Internally, I berate myself for dumping my personal baggage all over this hot stranger just because he’s being nice to me and saying things I desperately want to hear.


Then, I push to standing and change the subject. “All right, too serious. Let’s go do something.”









CHAPTER 3


Bash


I BLINK UP AT HER, WANTING TO GO BACK TO THE PART ABOUT her dad. Or the comment about her size. Because I barely know her, but I’m pissed off that anyone could make her feel that way about herself. I’ve been in her presence for just over an hour, and I can tell she’s got a knack for helping people. For making a dark room feel just a little bit brighter. And that’s not something you can learn in the pages of a book.


But I can tell by the way she quickly hefts her bag over her shoulder and glances around that she’s practically running in the opposite direction of that conversation.


So, I let my agitation go and ask, “Do something? Here?”


“Yeah.” She shrugs. “Where else? There’s gotta be something to entertain us.”


“I was thinking of sleeping.”


“Pfft.” She waves me off. “Please. How many times in your life are you going to be stuck in an airport overnight?”


“Hopefully only once?”


“Exactly! This is a core memory. A night we’ll tell our kids about one day.”


I wince. Kids. That’s a sore spot tonight, but she doesn’t notice the sobering effect her words have on me. She just carries on, unruffled.


“And if the story ends with I lay on a dirty floor unsuccessfully trying to fall asleep for hours, it’s going to be the worst story. Don’t live life with regrets, Sebastian.”


Fuck me. It’s like she’s found my fresh wound and is squeezing her limes right into it.


Her arm shoots out, hand stretched toward me. “Come on. Don’t quit on me now. I have a deep inner need to make you like me, and I feel like I’m getting close.”


With a roll of my eyes, I toss back the last of my margarita. “I like you just fine, Gwen,” I grumble as I reach for her hand.


“That’s what you keep saying. But I’m not settling for fine,” she volleys, giving my arm an eager tug.


It feels strange to be holding hands with a woman I only just met. And yet, as she leads me out of the restaurant, I don’t pull away. I let her thread her dainty fingers through mine, as though we’ve done this a thousand times before. Heat hums through my hand, racing up the veins in my arm.


She warms me. And a cautious optimism surges from within. It makes me think that maybe—just maybe—despite my surliness and sour mood, she might be enjoying my company.


I hope she is. Because I know I’m enjoying hers, bewildered as that might make me.


She turns and leads us into the long, open hallway, pulling me along on her adventure.


My eyes drop to her round ass—jeans hugging her hourglass shape perfectly, curved hips swaying confidently with every stride.


Yeah, she’s hot as hell. She’s fucking trouble.


I let my hand fall away as I take a couple of longer strides to catch up with her. Walking side by side seems more appropriate now that I’ve taken a few breaths of fresh air and looked at something other than her unusual eyes and soft lips.


Gwen glances over her shoulder at me, her expression almost disappointed. Which is impossible. So I brush the thought away with a question.


“Where are we going?”


She shrugs, gazing around with an expression of wonder on her face and a flash of amusement on her features. “I don’t know. Do we need a plan? Maybe we’ll just walk along, and something will catch our eye.”


My Adam’s apple bobs in my throat as I regard her and wonder what the hell was in those margaritas. Because my mind is consumed by one thought: something has caught my eye.


She peeks at me. “I know what you need.”


I flush, feeling like a kid caught gawking. I sure hope not.


“You need a pick-me-up before we go on our adventure.”


“I think all the coffee shops are closed.”


She just laughs and leads me toward a stretch of darkened windows that faces out into the snowy night. I watch as she kicks off her shoes, sits down cross-legged, and lays her palms over her knees.


She doesn’t call me over, but I go all the same, intrigued by the woman and her zest for life. I could use a little of that zest, and I know it—I just don’t know how to find it. Not when it feels like the last several years of my life have been one big cosmic joke.


“What are you doing?”


“Meditating.” I can hear the smile in her smooth voice.


“Why?”


“Because it can be just as restorative as sleep. And I don’t want to waste my night sleeping.” She pats the space beside her, a silent invite for me to join.


“I’m not really a meditator,” I grumble, though I still fold myself down beside her while wondering what the fuck I’m doing. My knee brushes the tips of her fingers, and I stare at her hand before shifting away to leave a few inches of space between us. I’m stiff as hell and must look like a busted-up pretzel trying to match her position. I don’t think I’ve sat cross-legged since grade school.


“Okay. Well, just sit here for a while then.”


I sneak a glance in her direction to see that her eyes are now closed and her lips are tipped up in a soft smile. “And do what?”


Her smile widens, but her lashes stay down, casting shadows over her apple cheeks. “Nothing.”


“Do nothing?” Doing nothing is not my forte. I pride myself on staying busy, on always having a project on the go. Hell, I could take winters off since I quit going overseas to fight fires. I have enough money saved up to spend the season in Mexico, sipping margaritas on the beach. And yet, here I am, building up a contracting business and taking odd jobs over the winter months.


She peeks out of the eye closest to me. “It’s harder than it sounds.”


I bristle at that. “I know it is. It’s impossible.”


Her chin tips up as that one eye draws shut once again. “It’s not impossible. It’s good for you. But it takes practice. See if you can let your mind be blank.”


Blank? I scoff. Not after this week. “That’s impossible.”


She doesn’t respond to my feelings, though. Instead, she says, “Stare at the snow out the window. Watch it fall. Pick a single flake and watch its course. Then pick another one. Do it all over again.”


“What’s the point?” I ask, out of genuine curiosity. The way her brain works is… refreshing. And I want to know more about it. I think I’d like to spend some time in her brain just so I can get the hell out of mine.


“It’s beautiful, isn’t it? The snow. Each flake has its own unique shape. That hush of quiet it brings to the world. You have nowhere to be. You’re safe and warm. Peaceful.” She sighs the last word, chest rising and falling.


Peaceful.


I turn and face the window, considering her words.


Peaceful.


It’s the last thing I’ve felt lately. But as I stare at the snow, falling thick and soft, I have to admit I feel a glimmer of it stir within me—a soft corner amid all my rough edges.


My gaze latches on to a single flake, following its gentle descent.


Then another.


And another.


I lose count of how many I watch fall or how much time passes. I wouldn’t say that my mind is blank, but it’s… soothed. And it’s only Gwen moving beside me that draws my attention away from the window. She’s shifted onto her knees and folded forward, her elbows propped on the floor with her hands held up in a prayer position.


“You can follow along if you want to do some energy-boosting poses.”


“That’s okay. I suspect I’d injure myself if I tried to do that.”


She chuckles and carries on, breathing deeply, moving between yoga poses I recognize but couldn’t name.


I watch her without shame. Her body moves with effortless grace, every curve on display. I force myself not to leer, shifting my attention instead to her fingers splayed on the floor, the way her bright hair falls in soft waves when she drops her head. The smell of her shampoo when it hits me—rosemary and mint.


She’s borderline hypnotic. Flexible and feminine. And there’s something incredibly bold about her doing this right here and now, beside a man she barely knows.


She doesn’t give a fuck what I think. Nor should she.


And I admire that about her.


This night has been one surprise after another. I don’t know how I got here, but it almost feels like I’m having fun.


Stuck in an airport.


With a fucking stranger.


And what a stranger she is. I’m not usually taken with new people I meet. I usually have my guard up, reinforced and sky-high. Rock and ice.


But Gwen has blasted right through.


Eventually she stops, her shoulders held tall but soft. Then her lashes flutter open, and those unusual irises focus on me.


“Were you watching me the whole time?”


I feel my cheeks flush, but what’s the point in denying it? She could probably tell anyway.


“Yes.”


She searches my face before tilting her head. “And?”


I swallow, mind racing with all the different ways I could answer that question. Commenting on how fucking incredible her ass looked when she was on all fours is definitely creepy and off the table, so I shrug and tell her something else that’s true. “I knew you’d be good at your job. The snowflake thing almost worked.”


She brightens, like a ray of sunshine in the middle of a dark winter night. Her entire body lifts with the simple compliment, and she clasps her hands together in front of her chest. “Yeah?”


I give her a firm, reassuring nod, wanting to leave no doubt in her mind as to the sincerity of my comment. “Absolutely.”


Her face breaks into the most heartrending smile.


And all it does is make me want to pay her more compliments.









CHAPTER 4


Gwen


IT’S EERILY QUIET IN THE AIRPORT, THE LIGHTS DIMMED TO a soft glow. We’ve walked the entire terminal, read every placard detailing the area’s history, and admired every photo of Vancouver from over a century ago. Now, we’ve come across a special, limited-time display of tiny Disney figurines.


“Oh, look at this Minnie Mouse!” I point at the glass. “She’s doing yoga.”


Bash comes close, his thick shoulder brushing against mine as he bends at the hips to inspect the one I’m referring to. The unexpected contact makes my heart skip a beat.


“I think she’s just sitting cross-legged.”


The low gravel of his voice doesn’t help my heart rate either, and I realize that, for being an absolute stranger, I like him far more than I have any right to.


“No, she’s in Seated Pose or Easy Pose,” I say with a roll of my eyes, even though I’m amused. His surliness doesn’t put me off. Strangely, it charms me. “Like we just were.”


“First, that pose wasn’t easy. I think I dislocated my hip.” I try not to smirk. I did sneak a peek at him all folded up, looking stiff as hell. The man is strung tight. “Second, these figurines are probably as old as me. I promise you no one was making figurines of Minnie Mouse doing yoga back then.”


I give a solemn nod, still staring ahead at yoga Minnie. “Right. In the olden days.”


That gets me a snort. “Something like that.”


“How old are you, then? Like, do you just look phenomenal for someone born in 1928? Because the sign says that’s when they were created.”


His beleaguered sigh as he straightens has me clamping my lips down tight to cover my amusement. I turn to face him, watching his eyes scan my face. He looks at me with such intensity that I almost squirm under his attention.


“I’m thirty-nine.”


He slides his hands into the pockets of his jeans, as though going through the motions of acting casual when facing each other in this deserted hallway feels… not casual at all.


“Well, color me relieved. If you were born in 1928, you’d be altogether too old for me.”


He doesn’t react to the quip. Instead, he just keeps staring me down.


“How old are you, Gwen?” His dark eyes spark, and the question drips with—I don’t know what to call it. Promise? Knowing? He has to know I’m younger, but I’m also not so young that I’m afraid to take him by the hand and drag him out of the bar just to get him alone.


So I don’t slink away. I just tilt my head and let my eyes flit down to the grim line of his mouth. “I’m twenty-seven, Bash.”


He says nothing.


I swear I can see the gears turning in his head, but I don’t want him to use this as a reason to leave me tonight. I’m enjoying his company too much.


So I forge ahead before he can overthink it. “Glad we cleared that up. Let’s go.” I take his hand again and turn away as I do. His arm is rigid, and he resists, but a quick glance over my shoulder has him softening.


And following.


“Aren’t you tired?” he asks, not dropping my hand this time.


“Sure.” I shrug. “But tired is kind of relative. I have been more tired. And there are worse things to be than tired. I’ll let my body rest tomorrow. Tonight, we make memories.”


“Like debating whether Minnie Mouse does yoga?”


My eyes latch on to the moving sidewalk before us. It’s going the wrong direction for the way we’re headed. But I don’t let that deter me. I hop on anyway, the movement constantly pushing me back toward him.


“No. Like drinking bad margaritas, meditating in Terminal B, and racing on the moving walkway.”


“Have you never walked on one of those bef—”


I turn so I’m walking in reverse, facing him, and grin. “It’s just an added challenge.”


He stops, those thick, dark brows drawing together. “That sounds like a bad idea.”


I drop my tote bag on the ground beside me and lift a hand to my ear. “Sorry, what was that? Did you say that you’re scared?”


“Gwen.”


“Don’t Gwen me.”


A dimple on his right cheek pops up. “Gwenyth?”


“Nope.” I continue taking slow steps back toward the conveyor.


“Gwendolyn?”


I wink at him. “Nope. Sorry, that’s first-date information.”


He blinks. And blinks again. He looks so floored by what I’ve just said, I can’t keep myself from smiling.


I’m about to turn from him, ready to face the walkway, but his words bring me up short.


“What are we calling tonight, then?”


Blood rushes in my ears. I expected him to grumble and balk at my teasing, but here he is, arms crossed, stance wide, calling me out.


I can hear the threads of hope in his voice, which brings heat to my cheeks.


“Oh, tonight? Tonight is just our meet-cute. It’s the night we’ll tell our kids about one day. Remember?”


He quirks a brow, and I realize how what I just said sounds given the context. Embarrassment hits me hard and fast. If my cheeks were warm before, they’re downright boiling now. My entire face feels like lava.


God, he must think I’m totally nuts. Maybe he already has children. I could be lusting over a perfectly happy family man.


My eyes drop to his left hand. No wedding band.


“Respectively,” I clarify quickly, pointing a finger back and forth between us. “Our respective children. Separately.”


His expression remains unchanged.


Things are already awkward, so I add one more parting shot with a little shrug for good measure. “Or not.”


His head bucks back as though I’ve hit him, and I revel in even the most subtle reaction. But not for long. Recovering quickly—and partly because I’m eager to put some space between us—I turn away and call out a rushed, “On-your-marks-get-set-go!”


Then I turn and take off.


For several seconds, I can only hear my own footfalls as I struggle against the opposing motion of the walkway. A small giggle spills from my lips. Because honestly, I’m being ridiculous, and I’m well aware of it.


This stoic, almost-forty-year-old man will not want to do the equivalent of trying to go up the down escalator.


But I don’t let that stop me.


My arms pump as I work my way farther down. This is me. I still want to be silly sometimes. I love to explore. I like to look at the glass as half-full. Hell, I will happily make lemonade.


I’ve worked too hard in recent years at accepting and loving myself to let one random, grumpy guy in an airport make me second-guess who I am—


My thoughts come to a screeching halt. Because I hear it. And I feel it.


Heavy footfalls. The change in the air around me—it’s warm, and it hums as he pulls closer.


I let out a loud, unladylike guffaw when I hear his breathing behind me. “Sorry, this must be hard for someone your age,” I call back.


And for the first time, he laughs. It bursts from his throat like it’s a relief to let it go.


It gives me the fucking giggles.


The end of the walkway is in sight, and I’m already out of breath, but laughing like this? All breathless and grinning like a loon? It takes me out. I slow down. Bash is close, and I know he’s going to pass me and win.


But that’s okay. He kind of seems like he could use a win today.


Ten feet from the end of the belt, I give up and drop my hands to my knees, doubling over. I prepare to eat his dust and get my laughter under control.


But he stops beside me, mimicking my position. The space is narrow enough that we end up shoulder to shoulder again. The ramp continues moving, slowly taking us backward, the odd laugh spilling from our lips between heavy breaths.


“Fuck, Gwen. You…” I peek over at him, and his eyes are trained on the belt below us as he shakes his head before settling on, “You have no idea how badly I needed this.”


“What? To race some weird girl in the airport?”


He chuckles, and my spine tingles. “No. To blow off some steam.”


I glance back down and nod. “Rough day?”


“Rough week.”


“Those are the worst,” I reply, curious but not feeling comfortable enough to ask him what happened. That seems bold, even for me.


Bash shakes his head. “Found out I have a kid I never knew about. Met him for the first time yesterday.”


I stop breathing for a few seconds before pushing myself upright and groaning. The heartache in his voice is downright palpable, and I feel sick for a man I barely know. “Fuck meee. And you just let me fumble around all over the place with that awkward joke about kids?”


Bash straightens, and I’m struck by his height. Not only does he have that heavy set to his shoulders that comes from hours of manual labor, but he’s also got to be well over six feet.


“Different things.” He shrugs, the ghost of a smile still dancing over his lips. “He’s twenty-four.”


I blink. “Oh shit.”


“Yeah.” He grimaces. “Oh shit.”


“Listen, I’m no mathematician, but that means you were—”


“Fifteen and in high school? Yeah. Haven’t seen her in decades, but I ran into her brother at a fundraiser, and he let it slip.”


“And she never told you? That’s just…”


Some evil bullshit is what I want to say. I’m not even living the story, and it’s a punch to the gut. But looking at his face makes it so much worse. I see it now. He’s not just tired and grumpy.


He’s grieving.


He sniffs and looks away. “We were both fifteen and clearly stupid. I was the kid from the wrong side of the tracks, and she was very much from the right side. It sounds like her family played a heavy-handed role in sending her to a private boarding school. They even moved to a different city. I remember that day like it was yesterday. I showed up for class and she was just gone. Broke my fucking heart.”


I want to say that she’s known for twenty-four years, which is plenty of time to make it right. But I don’t. I settle on a weak “I’m so sorry.”


His gaze slides over to mine. “What’s that saying again? When life gives you lemons?”


I tap a finger against my lips. “Hmm, I’m not familiar with that one. The only one I know is When life gives you limes…”


His lips turn up in a faint smile as he nudges his shoulder against mine. Sensing we’re nearing the end of our ride, we both turn to face the spot where we dropped our bags. There’s something ominous about it. It feels like we’ve been living in a happy little bubble and the moment we step off this conveyor, reality will come crashing back down on us.


In silence, we draw nearer. And I find myself counting down.


Three.


Two.


One.


With a heavy swallow, we step onto solid ground. We reach for our bags, pulling ourselves back together after what feels like a shared moment of insanity. When I’ve righted myself, I finally look over at Bash. He’s staring at his watch. “I’ve only got about an hour,” he says.


“Is that all?” The words come out softer than I intend. It seems like the night went by in a flash, and a heavy weight settles in my gut over the impending cutoff.


I don’t want tonight to be over yet.


“Yes. Only an hour to ask for your number.”


My eyes snap to his, red-rimmed and clearly tired. “Me playing chase on the moving walkway didn’t scare you off?”


He shoves a hand into his pocket and pulls his phone out, hitting me with a gravelly “Not at all.”


I feel like a teenager again—that hot, fluttery feeling unfurling in my chest because a cute boy just asked me for my number. But this is so much better because he’s a hot man. With big fucking hands and a deep fucking voice.


“There’s no accounting for taste,” I volley, falling back on self-deprecation because there’s this little mean, vain part inside me that still feels unworthy of this kind of attention.


You’re too big.


You talk too much.


Your optimism is obnoxious.


They’re hard insecurities to shake, especially when they were planted so young, reinforced by the words I grew up hearing. But I’ve come to embrace these parts of myself. Most days, I believe they are some of my best qualities. Other days, I hear my dad’s voice in my head. And I hate it.


“Gwen. Your number.” Bash watches me carefully, phone in his hand, ready to input my contact information.


I give my head a shake and stop coming up with reasons I might not be worthy of his attention. “555-555-7699.”


He nods along, inputting the numbers with an excruciating level of focus. The broad pad of his index finger types on the screen as he repeats the numbers back to himself.


It’s adorable.


“Last name?”


I flush. Last names feel serious. And yet, there is something serious about what happened tonight. A connection. It’s hard for me to wrap my head around the fact that I’ve met a lot of people in my life but they don’t get under my skin the way Sebastian Rousseau has.


It’s borderline unnerving. It has my sleep-deprived brain reaching for reasons why we shouldn’t get our hopes up about meeting again.


“I’m kind of nomadic and move around a lot. I don’t have a home base.”


It’s almost easier this way, to bow out gracefully. We could part ways and leave this one dreamy night in the past. A perfect memory, untarnished by any outside forces.


He just shrugs, clearly not feeling the same. So sure. So direct. “I don’t care. I’ll figure it out. I want to see you again.”


I giggle, the punch-drunk feeling of having pulled an all-nighter settling in to accompany my giddiness over this entire situation.


All I can offer him is a nod and a “Same.” Because what else does a girl say to that?


We spend the next hour wandering the terminal, drinking coffee—the coffee shops now blessedly open—to keep ourselves from fading. He tells me about his contracting business, and I tell him about my dream of opening a yoga studio one day. All the while, I do my best to ignore the growing sense of dread in my gut.


Eventually our clock runs out.


He boards his flight, and as I watch him leave, I see the way he glances back over his shoulder, brows drawn low as he searches for me. A thrill races down my spine at the stoic parting wave he gives me.


And I tell myself it’s just goodbye for now and not forever.


Because the world works in mysterious ways, and it would never squander a meet-cute like ours.









CHAPTER 5


Bash


Bash: Hey. It’s Bash.


Bash: From the airport.
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I’M NOT A BIG TEXTER. BUT I TEXT GWEN AS SOON AS I LAND.


Fifteen years ago, I might not have. Now, I’m too fucking old to play mind games. I’m interested. Simple as that.


I don’t know her last name. Or if she lives in Toronto or was just visiting. I only know that she was on her way back from a yoga retreat in Mexico and that I had more fun with her than I have with anyone in a very long time.


And I want to do it again sometime. Hell, we could just meet and hang out in another airport for all I care.


With that thought in my head, I drive the three hours to Rose Hill, trudge through the door of my custom lakefront home, fall face-first into my king-size bed, and drift off into a dead, dreamless sleep.


When I wake up, the first thing I do is reach for my phone. When I see a text notification, I sit up, leaning against the head of my bed frame, and take a deep breath before sliding it open.


West: When are you back? We suck at bowling without you. We need our daddy back.


A disappointed sigh rushes over my lips. Weston Belmont is one of my closest friends, and even though I pretend to be irritated by him, I’m actually pretty attached to the guy.


Despite the fact that he’s taken to jokingly calling me daddy.


I suppose that’s how I ended up on a bowling team with him. Leave it to West to turn a casual night of beers and bowling between a few friends into a recurring event that requires a lot more commitment than I wanted to offer.


But he’s a persuasive motherfucker. So here I am. Committed to what has become a dads’ night out bowling team ever since I told the guys about my surprise son—Tripp Coleman.


Our other member is Clyde or, as everyone refers to him, Crazy Clyde. It’s a nickname he’s embraced with gusto. Sometimes I think he just says wild shit to get people talking, to live up to the name.


Either way, he’s another stray I’ve adopted along the way. A loner with no family who—for as bonkers as he is—has become something of a father figure to me. Or a paradoxical boomer child, depending on the day.


We’re a ragtag crew of three who are constantly on the hunt for a fourth. West brings in random people to try on for size, but they never make the cut. I usually have to tell him afterward how much I hate them and why.


One guy ate hot wings and stuffed his fingers into the bowling ball without washing them and I walked out mid-game to show my displeasure. Another one smiled too much. Like constantly. It was unnatural and creepy, so he had to go.


I’m pretty sure Clyde scared off the others with his zany conspiracy theories.


Aside from those two clowns, my life is simple. Fight fires all summer, pick up contractor jobs in the winter to keep myself busy. Plus, I enjoy working with my hands, so it keeps me sane.


Or at least it keeps me distracted from spending too much time in my head.


Bash: I will be there on Thursday.


West: Cool. How’d it go with Tripp?


How did it go with Tripp?


It went? It was weird? It felt like an out-of-body experience to be faced with a grown man who is supposedly my son. Hell, he looks enough like me that the DNA test is probably entirely unnecessary.


He looks like me, if I were a twenty-four-year-old NHL star who grew up in the lap of luxury. And his mom? She can barely look at me at all.


If I wasn’t so furious with her, I’d feel bad for her.


But I am, in fact, furious. I hate to admit it, but I’m bitter. I’ve spent the better part of my adulthood wanting to be a father. I’m sure I wouldn’t have been a good parent at fifteen, but I’d have shown up the best way I knew how. And considering my dad went to the grocery store when I was nine years old and never came back, there’s no doubt in my mind that I would have been better than nothing.


But Cecilia and her family decided it was better if I wasn’t around at all.


And that stings like hell.


They robbed me of the opportunity. Now I’m left feeling like I missed out on something I never even knew was within reach. And it’s only made worse by the fact that I’ve wanted a family of my own. That yearning cost me my marriage. I wanted something she didn’t. So we parted ways, and I’ve been too shit-scared to try again.


But now I’m faced with what I wanted but not at all in the way I expected it.


So how did it go with Tripp? We met in Vancouver so I could watch him play a game. We had dinner and exchanged contact information. It was nice enough… but the fact remains that I’m just a stranger to him.


Still, I left there with a determination to be more. I missed out on twenty-four years, but I get to be around for the next twenty-four. I told him I could be whatever he wanted me to be but that I’d love to be part of his life. He’d seemed amenable to that, so we shook hands and left it there.


It was equal parts awkward and incredible all at once.


It left me feeling… I don’t know. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to feel. Deep down, I’m worried. He comes from so much—what could I possibly have to offer him? Especially when he already has a man who’s been a father to him.


The entire week has left me feeling low.


Until Gwen sat her fine ass in the chair across from me and made herself at home.


She made me feel better.


But now, her lack of response gnaws at me, leaving a pit in my stomach and a sour mood I can’t seem to shake.


I don’t feel like hashing this out with West right now. I’m not ready for his brand of unshakable positivity. So I text him back, and I lie.


Bash: It was the best.









CHAPTER 6


Bash


Bash: Hey, Gwen. It’s Bash. We drank shitty margaritas together two weeks ago. I sent a text when I got home, but I don’t think it went through.
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EIGHT MONTHS LATER…


I EYE GWEN’S CONTACT IN MY PHONE AS I SIT AT THE CALGARY airport. It’s been eight months since that freak November snowstorm. Thirty-two weeks since I sent the first text to her. Thirty weeks since I sent that follow-up. And I still come back to our very one-sided chat.
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