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Chapter 1


Bryn checked the road behind her in both side mirrors, then glanced in her rearview. Nothing but darkness beneath a churning blizzard of white. The view ahead was similarly void, but instead of streaming away from her in frantic billowing swirls, the heavy snow pushed toward her windshield in precise, mesmerizing lines. It reminded her of the opening crawl in the original Star Wars movie. She half-expected yellow lettering to appear. A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away…

Bryn’s head bobbed—and the movement jolted her awake. She blinked hard and jerked the wheel, pulling her car back into what she hoped was her lane, though the centerline was impossible to see. Shoot. This was no good. Steve, who was curled into a ball on the passenger seat, lifted his head and whined.

“I know, baby, I know. We’re almost there.” She wanted to give the little terrier’s ears a reassuring scratch, but couldn’t risk taking her concentration off the road again.

The problem was, they weren’t close enough to there yet. She hadn’t made a hotel booking for Greenridge because she’d originally planned to push straight through, but even if she had, the small town was thirty to forty minutes away. Rupert, her destination, was three hours. The weather and road conditions had seriously slowed her progress.

Her Corolla’s belly caught a thick ridge of ice and careened toward the snowbank on the highway’s shoulder. Bryn fought the natural impulse to hit the brakes, knowing that would make the slide worse. In the nick of time, her wheels found purchase on the nearly indiscernible road. There was no good choice. She couldn’t go any faster; the roads were too treacherous—but she couldn’t go much slower either or her vehicle wouldn’t have the power needed to push through the ever-deepening snow.

She turned off the old CD of Christmas tunes that had been crooning away the past hour and clicked the radio on, letting it search for the local station. A croak of broken voices and static met her ear. Rats. She was still out of the radio station’s range.

A blast of wind slammed the side of her car and the whole vehicle shuddered. A snow-covered sign, marking what looked like a small rest area, appeared briefly, then was lost to the whirling white and deep shadows. It was increasingly impossible to see her surroundings. The clock on her dashboard read 8:14 p.m., but the sky was so dark and the traffic so sparse it seemed more like 2:00 a.m.

If her car kept high-centering on the unplowed highway—and if another vehicle happened by when she was out of control—it would spell disaster. Bryn decided to take the sign as a sign and turned on her signal light.

The rest area was to her immediate left now. She shoulder-checked yet again and pulled over as far as she could, noting with mild curiosity that the small clearing seemed to narrow at one end and become a one-lane road that wound away into nothingness.

She debated turning her four-way flashers on, but decided against it. She didn’t want to attract attention to herself alone in the night. This way, if anyone passing by on the highway did happen to spot her dark vehicle, they’d just think some smart person had abandoned his or her car until the roads cleared.

She unclicked her seatbelt and reached into the backseat to retrieve her bulky winter coat from where it lay covering a pile of wrapped Christmas gifts and seasonal goodies. She also had a blanket, a candle and a lighter, water and nuts, and dog food. She’d wait until the storm lightened, dawn arrived and/or a plow truck came by, whichever came first. You can never be too prepared was her motto—something she found ironic, seeing as despite all her preparations for life, the things she wanted most seemed to allude her.

“Oh, come on,” she muttered aloud. “Don’t go there. Go to sleep. Take a nap.”

Steve grunted from his seat as if in agreement.

But it was too late. Her brain, as ever, was already “there”—and the dangerous exhaustion that made her nod off on the road had evaporated. She felt wide awake. Great, just great. She’d known she’d have the blues this week. It almost couldn’t be helped as she contemplated the solo road trip and the big family Christmas—but this? No, she hadn’t even considered the possibility that she’d get stuck on a remote piece of road in the middle of nowhere with only herself and her spiraling thoughts for company.

She sighed and Steve echoed her, which made her smile the tiniest bit. At least she had Steve.

Yeah, Steve, a three-year-old mutt, your one—and only—true love.

Bryn’s smile died.

Why did you even come? Every year you promise yourself you’ll do your big visit in a less poignant season, yet every Christmas here you are…

It was funny to Bryn—and by “funny” she meant the furthest thing from—that even eight years since their divorce, her inner critic at its meanest still spoke in her ex-husband Brad’s voice.

You know your family couldn’t care less if you don’t show up, right? Christmas is for people with kids, Bryn, not old maids.

Okay, so the last insult was something she used on herself, not really Brad’s line, but the rest of the comment was pure him, verbatim. He’d said it one year when he wanted them to go to Mexico for Christmas instead of to the big family gathering Bryn used to love so much.

Bryn reached into her glovebox and withdrew a package of bacon dog treats. Snoozing Steve was suddenly as awake as she was. She gave him one snack, then another, and put the package away.

“Of course, my family wants me there. They love me,” she whispered defensively, feeling every bit of how pathetic she was: thirty-five years old, stranded alone in the dark in the boonies a week before Christmas, arguing with her long-gone ex that her mummy and daddy do so love her.

And they did—just maybe not quite as much as they loved her three sisters with their busy, happy hordes of kids and loyal husbands. Spinster Bryn, with her condo in an adults-only complex and full-time career focus, was out of the loop. It didn’t matter that Bryn was a homebody, who loved to bake and cook and decorate, her mom and sisters acted like she had nothing in common with them, nothing to add or contribute to conversations…

“Of course, you ‘love’ to cook—because you don’t have to, day in, day out,” her sister Sasha had laughed at Thanksgiving once, when Bryn chimed in on a discussion about recipes and volunteered to head up the bulk of the cooking.

“It is different when you’re cooking for a family instead of one person,” Bryn’s mom had agreed gently.

It was just one stupid exchange, but one of so many similar ones over the years that it became symbolic to Bryn of all the ways she was the outsider, the odd woman out—barren and husbandless in her close-knit, progeny-producing family. It wasn’t hard to pick out the instance of unintentional insensitivity that had hurt her most, however. Hands down it was when she’d broken the news to her mom and dad, still shattered and reeling from the unforeseen blow, that Brad was leaving her because she couldn’t have kids and it was important to him to have his own biological children.

“I know it’s hard, honey—but it’s nature, you know? Men want to leave a legacy.”

That had been her mother’s idea of sympathy. That. What about Bryn’s nature? What about her disappointment? She had always, always, always wanted kids. Some people weren’t sure or could go either way, especially when they were young, but all Bryn’s fantasies had centered around house and home: one husband to love her for all her days—and a handful of kids. It was embarrassing how traditional and mumsy she was at heart—and she’d tried hard to downplay it at university. Having or not having children was supposed to be a rational, intellectual decision these days, not a craving from some deep, ancient part of your body and blood, not taken as a given conclusion, the way you expect your arms and legs to work, your heart to thump, your blood to automatically pump. But that’s how she’d been when she thought about the children she’d have—that they would just… be. The idea of anything else had never occurred to her.

Bryn tucked her coat around her more securely and reclined her seat. Although she hadn’t been parked for long, the windshield was completely covered in snow. Bryn sighed again; Steve sighed again.

Just for kicks, Bryn turned the car on briefly and let the wipers clear her front and back windows—not that there was anything to see. She rechecked the radio—still nothing. Powered her cell phone on—no service, but she hadn’t been expecting any.

Her head was loud and whiney and sad and she was sick of herself. Outside the car, the silence was a heavy, breathing presence.

“Your life is lovely,” she whispered. “You’re healthy. You have friends who love you. You have work that matters to you and that supplies all your needs. No one gets everything.”

Her gratitude wasn’t feigned. It really wasn’t. It was just that Christmas, the season that celebrated new life and family from its very roots, was a raw reminder of things she didn’t have but had always longed for.

A distant rumbling registered in her consciousness. Something about it put her on alert, though she couldn’t say what exactly. Maybe just that until now the whole world had been devoid of sound, muffled in snow, like she was the sole inhabitant of the isolated road she found herself on.

The noise grew louder and louder—became the roar of a big diesel engine.

Bryn cracked her door and poked her head out, peering into the dizzying white. She saw high beams and caught the glare of a chrome grill. Then a Dodge truck, black as the night, hurtled past, pushing snow and sending huge plumes of exhaust into the frigid air. The driver noticed the sharp curve looming ahead, too late. The angry red glow of brake lights split the darkness. Bryn had time for only the briefest thought. That truck’s going too fast. It’s going to—

A spinning carnival ride of lights lit up the night before her shocked eyes. The truck spun donut after donut, totally out of control. There was no screech of metal or rubber on cement, just a heavy whirring shush as the vehicle whooshed through the snow. Then it disappeared off the side of the road in a cloud of powder.

Into a ditch? Into the river that ran parallel to this stretch of highway in places? Bryn hated that she didn’t know exactly where she was on the road. She had an idea, but any truly familiar landmarks were obliterated by the night and the white.

A flood of adrenalin made her nauseous. She thought she could see lights level with the highway, glowing almost yellow, from beneath a layer of snow. So not in the river then—please God not, she prayed.

Bryn sat back in her car and shut her door, fretting. She should check on the person or persons in the truck. What if someone was hurt? She knew first aid. But what if the vehicle’s occupants were as crazy and potentially dangerous as the way they drove? Still, she couldn’t just leave them. She’d bring her phone and as she approached, she’d speak into it, like she’d been able to reach 9-1-1 and there was someone on the way. Even the biggest psycho, upon crashing his truck in a storm, would probably have bigger things on his mind than attacking a would-be helper.

Not completely happy with her decision, but knowing she’d never be able to live with herself if someone was hurt, then worsened or died when she could’ve helped, Bryn climbed out of her car. She bundled herself up in her long down jacket and fastened its hood securely under her chin. Then she wrapped a scarf around her face, leaving only her eyes peeking out. She put her key fob in her pocket and zipped it up, then, for added precaution, took her extra key out of a hidden change drawer in the car and put it in the ignition.

“Hold tight,” she told Steve. “I’ll be right back.”

She closed her door, careful not to lock it, and waded through the deep snow toward the buried truck.


Chapter 2


“You idiot,” Sean seethed, banging his palms against his steering wheel in frustrated fury. He’d been speeding, he admitted it. Worse, he’d been totally distracted—and by stupid woe-is-me stuff. He hadn’t even clued in to the fact he was in trouble until it was too late and he’d lost control and couldn’t get it back. “Story of my life,” he grumbled.

He pressed the gas pedal. The engine revved, but there was no forward movement. His tires didn’t even spin.

He cut the engine, stretched his neck and rubbed his head, then felt along each of his arms and pushed at his ribs. He didn’t seem injured. That was good at least.

Outside his truck’s cab, the wind shrieked and whistled. There was nothing to see for miles that he could tell—just a blinding, dizzying flurry of white and swirling darkness. He contemplated what to do next. He figured he was forty or fifty kilometers from Greenridge, way too far to walk. He rested his forearms on his steering wheel, then dropped his head. This was great, just great. A Christmas holiday to top all the rotten ones of the past five years, and that was saying something, considering how low he’d felt during some of them. Here he’d been congratulating himself on facing the storm strongly and head-on, the way he should be facing the rest of his life, and this was the good it did him.

Oh, come on. Was he seriously trying to say his stupid driving wasn’t his own fault?

No, he wasn’t. Being all angst-ridden and depressed by the Christmas spirit tinkling here, there and everywhere, reminding him of his loneliness, was no reason to drive irresponsibly.

He straightened abruptly, undid his seatbelt, and rummaged for his coat. A jumble of stuff had hit the floor when the truck made impact with whatever had stopped it. He supposed he should consider himself lucky—he could’ve gone off into the river and that would’ve been the end of him—but he couldn’t scrounge up gratitude, only relief. It kind of reminded him of his relationship with Gemma, actually—or his ex-relationship with Gemma, that is. He should be thankful that they weren’t still together, that she’d “cut him loose” to quote her compassionate break up speech—but he couldn’t quite muster it.

It wasn’t that he was still hung up on Gemma. Yes, she’d only ended it officially six months ago, but he had finally learned his lesson. She didn’t love him. In fact, she had never loved him, at least not according to his “old-fashioned ideals” about love anyway. Leave it to Gemma to think having ideals was old-fashioned, an insult, not something good or worth striving for.

The end of their ten-year relationship had shocked him by not being a lot more difficult—or any less lonely—than being with her. Often it was even a relief. He was no longer yanked back and forth, caught in a cycle of being dumped because he “wasn’t working for her”—always quickly followed by some variation of, “I’m so sorry. Please come back. This time I mean it. I can’t live without you.”

Other times, like now, he was sad about what might have been, about losing what he’d always wanted and hoped they were working toward, however inconsistently. Her confession that she’d had another guy on the side for “a while”—some douchebag named Marcus—was the last straw, though. Even Sean wasn’t a big enough sucker to keep fooling himself then.

It hurt that Gemma had cheated on him, but more than that, it made Sean angry. At himself. Why on earth was he so arrogant and naive to think he’d change her? That she’d suddenly genuinely want the things he did? Why had he been so dumb and unable to see through her? He’d been a fool, for not being happy alone, for wishing there was something more for him, for being the kind of sap who always just wanted a family and kids.

His hands finally landed on his jacket. It was soaking wet for some reason. Sean held it up to his face in the truck’s dark cab and sniffed. No odor that he could detect, but the wetness felt kind of sticky. A light went on—but only in his head, of course. The case of soda he’d brought with him must’ve burst. Awesome.

The wind died down and, for the time being at least, all was still. Sean decided he’d better brave the elements in his long sleeve T-shirt and sweater before the storm kicked up again. He needed to see if digging his truck out himself was even a remote possibility, or if he was going to be stuck until morning.

Just as he was about to open his door, he froze. Something—someone?—was moving in the thick darkness. The muffled shuffling sound came closer to the truck—and closer. What would be out in this weather? Nothing good. He would’ve seen or heard if a cop car or some other vehicle had driven up.

Thump, thump. Sean jumped. Someone was banging the side of the truck, near the hood. He wasn’t imagining it. Thump, thump. Were they trying to feel along the body of the vehicle? Had someone witnessed him go off the road? There was another thump—at his door now. Sean stared out the window and his eyes locked on a faceless, hooded specter—a slightly darker shadow in a night of shadows. It’s a person, just a person in a big coat. Despite knowing that was true, his heart still hammered extra fast.

The faceless entity leaned closer and its shadowy outline grew more pronounced. The handle clicked, but the door didn’t open. Sean hadn’t hit unlock yet.

“Hello?” a tentative, feminine voice called. “Are you okay? Is anybody hurt?”

Sean’s anger was instantaneous and irrational—maybe he had bashed his head, after all. “I’m fine,” he roared, throwing open the door. “I just put myself off the road like a big jerk.”

His rescuer made a startled sound and rushed sideways, barely avoiding being hit by the door. His truck must’ve landed in a drift because the snow was literally up past the woman’s waist. She was wading, not walking. “Oh, well… good then—that you’re fine, not that you, uh, went off the road.”

Sean scanned the darkness, but there was nothing to see but the black silhouette of the forest’s tree line and mounds and mounds of heavy—and still accumulating—snow. He strained his ears, but there was nothing to hear but silence and the slightly husky breathing of the woman.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Bryn. Bryn Hale. I was parked in what I thought was a rest area when you—”

Sean held up his hand. He didn’t want to hear her interpretation of his carelessness. “You have a car?”

“Yes, but it’s not handling the snow very well.”

“I could drive it out.”

“No, you couldn’t, Mr.—?” This Bryn Hale woman’s voice was firm, and Sean was unsure whether she meant he would be unable to drive the vehicle because of the weather conditions, or if she was saying he wasn’t allowed to drive it because, well, look at him—not exactly an ode to driving ability.

“Carson,” Sean supplied. “Sean Carson.”

The woman turned away. “I’ll let you be then, Mr. Carson. I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”

Sean hesitated, then called, “Wait. What are you going to do?”

“Car camp until morning. I recommend you do the same.” She was making decent time now that she could retrace the rough path she’d forged through the snow during her approach. Her breath made little white puffs in the darkness.

Sean turned back to his truck, grabbed his backpack, then locked the door and shoved his keys into his jeans’ pocket. “Do you know where we are?” he called after her.

“About half an hour east of Greenridge.”

“And you’re traveling this highway alone at night in this weather?”

The woman stopped and half turned back. “Um, yes.” Her face was still invisible, but her tone suggested she thought him a bit unstable. “And so are you. What’s your point?”

Sean hadn’t intended to be sexist, but realized it was probably how he sounded. There was no point, however, in lecturing the stranger about how he’d been raised by a strong single mom and a sister tough enough to take on anyone.

“And correction, I’m not actually alone. I left my good boy Steve in my vehicle.” The wind screeched in renewed fury, muffling her next line. It sounded like she said, “He’s, ah, terrific.”

Her “good boy Steve”—who’s ah, terrific? And this Bryn woman was acting like he was the unhinged person in this situation? Poor Steve, whoever he was. He didn’t think he was a child—she didn’t seem overly concerned about getting back to him—but if he was her partner? Yikes, he felt bad for the guy.

As if sensing Sean’s unspoken critique, Bryn’s head bobbed in what appeared to be a solid up and down glance. “Correction two, you’re traveling this highway, alone at night—and you don’t even have a decent jacket?”

Sean had a perfectly good winter coat, thank you very much. It just was inconveniently drenched in soda at the moment. He didn’t figure either point bore mentioning, however. He slung his pack over his shoulder as he recalled something she’d said earlier, something curious.

“You said you’d parked in what you thought was a rest area. If it’s not one, what is it?”


Chapter 3


Bryn and Sean stood at the edge of the highway, a good distance from his truck and a fair way from her car, looking up at a huge carved sign. Tin-capped cedar mountains shone silver, and a rising sun glowed in the dim beam of a snow encrusted light at the sign’s base. A flourish of text announced River’s Sigh B & B, and an arrow directed them into the woods, down the winding path Bryn had noticed earlier.

She tugged her scarf, though it still covered most of her face, higher yet. Not because she was cold, but because… oh, man, was she actually blushing? What a freak! Yet she couldn’t help it. Back at the snow-buried truck in the deep shadows—then trudging in front of him through the snow—Bryn had mistaken slightly snarly Sean Carson for some curmudgeonly old man. Here and now, the dim yellow light told a different story. Correction three… (And good grief, how embarrassing were her anal-retentive corrections? She could kick herself!) Sean wasn’t old—or not much older than her anyway. And he was, er, surprisingly—cheek warmingly, stutter inducingly—good looking.

He had tousled black hair, lovely, touchable looking olive skin, and a couple days’ worth of stubble on a strong chin that Bryn wanted to rub herself up and down on—Holy Hannah, what is wrong with you!? her brain intoned.

“I’m a desperate loser and it’s showing?” Bryn muttered back under her breath—then realized to her horror she’d whispered the words aloud.

“What?” Sean looked away from the sign and stepped closer.

“Nothing,” Bryn said loudly and clearly. Kill me now, she thought.

Was it her imagination or did his pale blue eyes, so striking against his swarthy skin, crease with amusement? If he had heard and was laughing at her, nothing in his tone gave him away.

“Your car’s over there somewhere?” he asked, jerking his chin in the direction of her invisible vehicle.

She nodded.

“If you’re okay with leaving it overnight, why don’t we check out this River’s Sigh place?”

Bryn looked at Sean—felt ridiculously warm again—then glanced toward the area where she knew her Corolla sat parked. It was well away from the road, safe from any passing snow plows. She studied the spot in the turnoff that narrowed into what must be the B & B’s driveway. It would definitely be more comfortable than spending a night cramped in her vehicle. How far could it be?

“Okay,” she said slowly. “Just let me get Steve.”

Sean followed her to her car and waited patiently as she clicked on the interior light and deliberated whether to bring her suitcase or just an overnight bag. She decided on the latter. She didn’t want to lug a suitcase for who knew how many miles. She added her purse to her overnight bag, then grabbed Steve’s blue blanket from the back, along with his leash, and whistled. He jumped out immediately, disappeared into the snow—then scrambled back into the car.

“Come on, silly. I know you hate the cold, but you won’t melt. I promise.” Steve shot her a side-eyed glance that suggested he didn’t believe her one bit, but did as asked and hopped out onto the ground near Sean’s feet.

“Steve’s a dog!” Sean exclaimed.

“Uh—yeah?” Bryn flicked the lights off, locked her car and turned, sounding amused. “That’s what a terrier is.”

“I thought you were talking about some guy who was ah, terrific.”

Bryn giggled. She couldn’t help it. “That I also referred to as my ‘good boy’? Poor man—if he existed.”

Steve jumped around Sean’s feet, disappearing and reappearing with each hop in in the fluffy snow.

“So there’s no sad, infantilized man in your life, just Steve who you talk to like a person? I’ve heard of crazy cat ladies, and I have to admit, being a crazy dog lady is way better.”

The inexplicable fluttery (stupid!) feeling that had been tormenting Bryn cooled. Just because she revealed in passing that she was single and just because she had a small dog that she obviously loved, this man thought he knew something about her? You could adore your pet and be happily married and have kids. Just look at all her annoying sisters!

“Did I say something wrong?” Sean asked a second later.

“No, no, of course not.” He had, but it wasn’t his fault. She apparently sent out a vibe like an invisible beacon—spinster for life. Even a gorgeous stranger in the middle of the night in almost pitch darkness picked up on it.

“If we’re going to do this,” she added, “we should get going. It’s getting late and we have no idea how far it is.”

Sean took the blanket from her, crouched down and coaxed Steve into his arms. Then he glanced up. “It’s going to be hard on the little guy, pushing through all that snow. I figured we could take turns carrying him and letting him walk.”

All Bryn’s warm feelings flooded back. Dumb, dumb, dumb—but again she had no control over it. Sean may have written her off as some gooney old dog lady, but underneath her layers of down and wool, she was just a girl, standing in front of a boy.

“You seriously need help,” she whispered as she started toward the opening in the tree line.

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that. What?” Sean called.


Chapter 4


The trek to River’s Sigh B & B was both worse and better than Sean had been expecting. Obviously, the establishment did their own snow removal, hence their turnoff and driveway being passable, at least compared to the highway, but it was a much longer walk than he’d expected. That—the long walk—was the better part. He wasn’t appreciating his snow-filled boots or the white stuff accumulating on his clothes—he and Bryn were going to look like White Walkers from Game of Thrones when they were done—but he was enjoying funny, quirky Bryn’s company very much.

Back at her car when she was collecting overnight things and first introduced him to Steve, she’d seemed a little snippy about his dog lady comment. Maybe she liked cats too and found him mildly offensive? Either way, he’d worried that conversation would be non-existent or stilted as they walked—but nothing could have been further from the truth.

The first hundred or so paces along the unfamiliar road were intimidating, but the heaviest of the clouds moved on and the snow fell softer. Every so often the moon peeked through, reflecting off each snow-covered tree and log, bathing their surroundings in a strangely luminous blue-white light. As agreed, they took turns carrying Steve and letting him walk intermittently. The small dog bounded rabbit-like through the deep snow, looking back at them from time to time as if to make sure they were appreciating how athletic and amazing he was. They both laughed every time.

They were surprised to find out they lived in the same small city, six hours from Greenridge. Sean planned to share Christmas with a friend who had relocated to Greenridge a few years back. Bryn told him of her family plans in Rupert, another three hours further along the highway.

They talked about movies and books. She devoured fiction of all kinds, but especially loved contemporary and regency romances. He had to pry it out of her. She kept insisting she didn’t really have favorite genres—but she did and he felt oddly satisfied at having gotten her to trust him with it.

When he told her he preferred non-fiction, she chuckled. “You’re such a guy.”

“Thanks for noticing,” he replied, making her laugh again. He loved her laugh—and how she laughed so often, a sweet tinkling sound, bell-like in the still, cold air.

Under duress (okay… “duress” was a strong word; she’d only thrown one snow ball) he confessed his own dirty secret—that he read self-help. Then Netflix somehow came up and they discovered they were both series junkies—and binged on the same shows, loving crime and suspense, zombies and sci-fi.

He discovered she worked in a group home, providing care for adults with special needs. She seemed genuinely interested when he mentioned he owned and ran an event planning company.

Earlier, he never could have predicted how his evening would go from nightmarish to dreamlike in such a short time—but that’s how it felt: like a happy dream. It really seemed as if the bitterest part of the storm had ended. The moon no longer peeked at them. It burst free of the brooding clouds entirely, huge and bright. Under its kiss, the snow-laden evergreens shone silver and the road before them was transformed into a shining white ribbon. It was like walking in a living, breathing Christmas card.

Bryn kept herself well wrapped, which made total sense, considering the weather and the temperature, but Sean found himself torn. He wanted to see the face of this woman he was finding so attractive. He already knew he wouldn’t be disappointed. He liked her and that wouldn’t change—but he was curious. And what if she was much, much older than he was—or, worse, horribly younger? He wasn’t into that. During their first exchange or two, he’d pegged her as older. Now, especially with her Netflix obsession, she seemed younger—and her voice was young.

“So how old are you anyway?” he finally asked, feeling awkward for the first time since they started their journey.

She gave him what he imagined would’ve been a sharp look except it’s hard to do anything sharply when your head is a mass of wrapped blue fluff. “Thirty-five. Why?”

He shrugged. Why did she sound almost defensive? “No reason, really. I’m thirty-eight.”

Eventually their conversation waned as they continued slogging through the snow. The walk was starting to feel too long. Sean wondered if he’d gotten her to join him on some fool’s errand. Steve seemed cold and tired and no longer wanted to walk at all, whining if they tried to put him down.

“Maybe we misinterpreted the sign,” Bryn worried aloud, giving voice to his silent concerns. “Maybe it was for something further along the highway. Maybe this is just an old logging road or something—or maybe there was another turn off on this road, but we missed it somehow.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Sean looked around. There were still no signs of human life or activity, except—“The road is plowed though. It’s filling in, yes, but it was plowed—and fairly recently.”

Bryn’s tone brightened immediately. “You’re right, so we must be headed to somewhere. I hope it’s not some summer only place—and that they have rooms available.”

Sean hadn’t even considered that it might be a seasonal B & B. “So what should we do? Do you want to keep going for a bit, or turn back?”

“Umm, maybe keep going for another ten minutes, then re-evaluate?”

“Sounds good.”

A few minutes later, Steve struggled in Sean’s arms and let out an anxious yip. Sean handed Steve to Bryn, but the dog wouldn’t settle.

“Shhh,” Bryn said, wrapping the terrier more snugly and covering his small head with the corner of his blue blanket. Then she inhaled sharply. “Oh, that’s why you’re excited. Good boy!”

Steve’s blanketed form wiggled as if in agreement, then stilled, and Sean laughed—as much at the exchange between Bryn and Steve, as from relief. The snow beyond a nearing bend in the road sparkled with soft red, green and blue light. It could only mean one thing: a Christmas tree.

No words were needed. He and Bryn simultaneously picked up their pace and soon found themselves in another Christmas card worthy picture: one featuring a cozy house, its windows aglow with candlelight, surrounded by snow that looked almost blue in the deep shadows. Tiny white lights decorated a copse of birch trees and a massive spruce gleamed cheerily, decked out in blue, green, red and yellow bulbs.

“It’s so pretty,” Bryn breathed.

They made their way across a large circle-shaped parking area, and Sean tried to be reassured by a variety of snowy lumps that had to be vehicles. That many trucks and cars must mean there were guests—but then again, it was deeply quiet and, while, yes, the windows on the main house were glowing, the office was dark. At the very least, they’d be disturbing the owners during their personal time.

“Here goes nothing.” Sean climbed three stairs to stand on the deck that wrapped the full perimeter of the house. Bryn followed, holding a sleeping Steve close. Sean knocked three times on the bright blue door in front of him. The holly wreath adorning it rustled cheerily.

Just as he was about to rap once more, the door opened. A stunning blonde, more Hollywood than backwoods BC, appeared. “Yes?” she said.

Sean motioned at Bryn who stood slightly behind him, holding blanket-wrapped Steve tightly. “I’m sorry to bother you so late, but we’ve been travelling all day and now the storm’s gotten the best of us. I know it’s last minute, but do you by any chance have room—”

He was cut off by a chortle of laughter. “Stop, no—you have to be kidding!” The blonde disappeared into the house, and they heard her calling, “Jo, Jo—come quick. You’re never going to believe who’s at the door and what they want.”

“Um,” Bryn whispered almost inaudibly at Sean’s back. “Should we be afraid? Maybe we’ve stumbled upon Little House in the Zombie Woods.”


Chapter 5


Sean laughed at Bryn’s joke, too busy enjoying the seductive heat wafting from the open door and the mouth-watering aroma of garlic and fresh, buttery bread to feel wary. His stomach growled rudely and a huge shiver ran through him. That—his deep chill—almost made him worry. He’d gotten a lot colder during their walk than he’d thought he would. He just hadn’t noticed it earlier because he’d been so busy enjoying Bryn’s company.

“Is anyone else going to come to the door, do you think?” Bryn asked. “And if not, do you think we can make off with some of whatever’s making that glorious smell?”

“I’m game to try if you are,” Sean said as another pretty woman appeared, this one with long wild reddish-gold curls. She was flanked by a tall dark-haired guy about his own age.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You just met my sister Sam. She was reading the Nativity story to her granddaughter and thought your timing and wording was a hilarious coincidence.” The woman must’ve realized that Sean was struggling to keep up. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I’m Jo. This is my husband Callum. We own River’s Sigh. Sam was saying you need a place to stay tonight?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“You’re in luck. A cabin literally just became available. It was booked, but the folks who reserved it called barely twenty minutes ago to say they can’t make it. The roads are too bad. The cabin doesn’t come with a crib, but my niece has a playpen that might do nicely and she doesn’t mind lending.”

“I’ll grab it for you,” the husband—Callum—volunteered, but Sean was still focused on the first part of Jo’s information.

“Only one room?” he asked.

Bryn stepped closer to the door and sounded equally, if not more, confused. “A crib?”

Jo and Callum exchanged a quick look, then glanced at Sean and Bryn again. “Um, Sam said… Aren’t you a couple, stranded by weather, needing a room for you and your small baby?”

Sean cleared his throat, then got Sam’s joke. Bryn was so covered in snow, she appeared to be wearing robes—and Steve, cuddled close to her chest, could only be described as swaddled. He darted a look at Bryn, but only her gray eyes were visible above her frosty scarf and they gave nothing away. Maybe she didn’t find it funny.

Sean shook his head. “I should’ve been clearer, sorry. We’re here together, but we’re not together-together—and we’re not traveling because of a census or anything.”

Bryn snorted softly behind him and his lip twitched. So she did find the situation at least a little comical, after all. Why was that such a big deal to him, that she wouldn’t be offended?

“We just walked in from the highway—”

Steve chose that moment to wake up and stretch. The blanket twisted dramatically and he let out a weird moaning sound.

Callum was visibly startled. Jo looked surprised too, and a grizzled white, brown and gray mutt appeared from behind her legs.

“It’s—this—is Steve. He’s a dog, not a baby,” Bryn supplied. The blanket vibrated some more, and Steve popped his head out.

Jo laughed almost as hard as Sam had when she first opened the door. “Ah, and that explains Hoover’s interest.”

“I guess this means I don’t have to traipse through the snow with a playpen,” Callum said.

“True,” Jo agreed. “But they’re probably starved. Are you starved?” She didn’t wait for a reply. “Do you mind packing them a dinner, sweetie?”

“Absolutely.” Callum disappeared before Sean or Bryn could politely pretend that they couldn’t possibly take their food.

“It’s just leftovers—we had a big family do tonight—but everything was cooked in a restaurant grade kitchen, if you’re hungry.”

“It smells amazing,” Sean said quickly.

“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t want you guys to feel like you had to sneak in just to get food.”

Bryn groaned. “I was only joking, I promise.”

“I know that,” Jo said merrily. She grabbed a coat off a hook near the door, then slipped into knee high fur-lined boots. “Let’s get you guys settled… Wait a minute. You said you’re not together? As in you’re not a couple? You mean you want separate accommodations?”

“Yes, please,” Sean and Bryn said as one.

Jo was on the deck now, about to head down the stairs to the parking lot. She looked back and her eyes were big and regretful in the porch light. “I’m really sorry. We only have the one cabin available for tonight and it’s a bachelor—just one bed, I’m afraid. There is a small couch, but…”

Sean looked at Bryn and felt terrible. This was all his fault. She’d dragged herself out of her warm vehicle where she’d been all set to sit out the storm because of his dumb ass driving—and then he’d convinced her to spend almost two hours trekking through the snow. He knew what he had to do, and could only hope he could beg a bit of dinner before he headed back to his lonely cold vehicle.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Bryn, you take the room. I’ll go back to my truck. I’ll be fine.”

Callum appeared in a navy peacoat and thick gray muffler. He was carrying an insulated bag that looked impossibly full for just two people. Sean’s stomach growled louder and Bryn peered at him over her scarf, which had thawed a little in the heat from the doorway. “No, no, don’t be silly. We’ll take the room, Jo. Thank you.”

“Are you sure?” Sean didn’t know if he was flattered or terrified for this woman who approached stranded vehicles in the dead of night and offered to share rooms with virtual strangers.

Bryn nodded. Jo and Callum remained inert, waiting on his reply it seemed.

“Well, if you’re really sure—”

“I am.”

“Then I’ll take the couch.”

“Absolutely, you will,” Bryn said, but there was humor in her voice. “Ah-terrific and I need all the space we can get.”

Sean was feeling gratitude now, not just relief, as he, Bryn and Steve followed Jo and Callum back into the night.


Chapter 6


Although the worst of the storm was over, heavy wet snow continued to fall. Bryn thought Sean looked frozen, almost snowman like—although, admittedly, oxymoron aside, he made a pretty hot snowman.

Trudging along, she could only imagine how awful she’d look when she finally got out of her snow clothes. Nothing special on her best day, exhaustion and exposure to extreme weather were not going to do her dishwater dull hair, blah eyes and pale complexion any favors—not that it should matter. Who cared what she looked like?

She knew the answer too well, even though it was utterly humiliating: she did. There was no way, of course, that Sean would be interested in geeky, weird her… but it would be nice if he wasn’t horrified the first time he laid eyes on her.

As Jo and Callum moved them along the well-groomed trail, describing and naming each cabin they passed, Bryn wondered if she’d lost her mind. What had she been thinking, inviting Sean to stay the night in a tiny, one-bed cabin with her? He was a stranger. It didn’t matter how they’d seemed to click during their long walk.

Yet it was the middle of night, the poor guy’s truck was toast, and the temperature would only keep dropping until morning. She was being a good Samaritan.

Uh huh. Right. She just hoped he didn’t get the wrong idea and think she was hitting on him. Was she hitting on him? Errgh, if he gave her some variation of the “you’re a nice person, but” speech, it would be beyond embarrassing. What was the least awkward way for her to open—and close—the subject before he could?

Steve wriggled in her arms and she set him down. He immediately peed then pranced down the trail in front of them.

Sean said something that she didn’t quite hear.

“Pardon?”

“Oh…” He sounded as self-conscious as she felt. “I only said it’s crazy pretty here, hey?”

“Yeah,” she said, and it really was: all snowy trees, twinkly lights and tiny picturesque cabins, most slumbering away in the night, but here or there, one or two with softly glowing windows.

“Here we are.” Jo stopped suddenly on the trail before them. “We call it Trout. It was just finished up a few weeks ago—two nights before the first snowfall, thankfully.” She waved her arm at the tiny cabin. Its porch light was on, illuminating a cranberry red door decorated with a huge wreath of soft pine and ivy. Antique silver bells—real ones—hung at the bottom of the wreath and clanged softly as Jo opened the door. She clicked on an interior light, then handed them the keys.

“No cell service here,” she said, “and there’s no landline or Internet hooked up in this cabin yet. Please feel free to use our office phone or Wi-Fi tomorrow.”

“And this should hold you over food-wise,” Callum added, passing the bag he carried to Sean. “Breakfast is served between eight and ten, see you then.”

Sean and Bryn thanked their hosts and said good night, then Jo and Callum headed back to the trail. Bryn whistled for Steve. He bounded over and zipped into the cabin. Obviously, he wasn’t feeling awkward at all. She and Sean followed him in, and Bryn wondered if Sean, like her, felt ill at ease. Probably not. He probably entertained one night stands all the time—which made her cringe. What if he thought that’s what she had in mind? I mean, she’d clearly said he was getting the couch, but her tone had been kind of jokey…

You’re being nuts, she told herself. Sean has acted like nothing but a genuinely decent guy—once he got his initial anger and surprise out of the way at the scene of the accident anyway.

Recognizing the truth in her words, Bryn calmed. She set her overnight bag down on a cedar bench in the small entrance way and pulled off her boots. Before she got a chance to remove her jacket and scarf, however, Sean stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“What?” she asked.

“I just wanted to thank you again, for letting me crash here with you. I’m exhausted.”

She nodded. “I bet you are. You’ve had a rough night. I’m sorry.”

“You, of all people, don’t need to apologize to me.”

She had been sympathizing not apologizing, but that wasn’t what struck her oddly. “Me, of all people—what does that mean?”

“That I owe you an apology. I was a rude jerk when you knocked on my truck door. I was startled—”

“And in a bit of shock from going off the road. It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay. I was furious with myself for driving like an ass—and embarrassed. I took it out on you at first. I’m sorry.”

“No apology necessary.”

“That’s just the thing. I do feel it’s necessary. You were very gracious and kind to risk seeing if I needed help—not to mention brave—so thank you.”

Bryn shrugged, but couldn’t deny that his words lit a happy little glow in her belly. Anybody would’ve done what she’d done, but it was nice to be appreciated. She unwrapped her scarf and hung it to dry on a hook by the door, then unzipped her long coat and put it away as well.

When she turned to see where Steve had gotten to, she didn’t spot her dog immediately—but she did catch Sean’s look. He was staring intently and seemed mildly shocked or confused by something. When her eyes met his, he quickly glanced away.

Bryn looked down at herself. “What?”

Sean shrugged.

“No, seriously, what?”

“It’s just that… you’re beautiful. I already knew I liked you, but I wasn’t expecting…” He gestured with his hands, like he was presenting something—presenting her.

A surprised smile bloomed across Bryn’s face before she could stop it, and tingling heat in her cheeks told her she’d just let Sean know in red technicolor how flattered his words made her feel.

But she was not beautiful; she was plain—and he was kind. Flustered, Bryn said the first thing to pop into her head, other than you’re the one who’s beautiful. “You’re dripping on the floor.”

Sean looked down. “Oh, I really am.”

She nodded. The cozy warmth of the cabin was thawing his snow-logged sweater. As if cued by the droplets forming a small puddle on the stone tiles, Sean quaked in a full body shiver.

“Good grief, you’re freezing to death.”

“Well, to death is a bit of an exaggeration—or so I hope, anyway.” His eyes crinkled charmingly. He really did have the cutest smile, and it was lovely to get to see it in full light. Sap, sap, sap! Bryn told herself.

“You’re not one of those macho types who acts all stupidly tough at the expense of their health and well-being, are you?”

Why did she always resort to being such a snarky bag when she felt uncomfortable?

Sean’s smile slid from his mouth, but continued to twinkle in his eyes. “Oh, I’m one of those macho types all right—the macho-est, in fact,” he mock growled. “But I am pretty badly chilled.”

Bryn giggled, then clamped back the sound. There was no way he was flirting with her. She was imagining things. “What you need is a warm soak. Let me see if this place has a bathtub, and I’ll run you one.”

The gentle teasing look fell from Sean’s face and was replaced by a slightly confused, quizzical expression.

Good lord, why was she such a weirdo? Like a grown man couldn’t fill his own bathtub? He would for sure think she was either hitting on him—suggesting a little tub action for two—which was mortifying appealing, she admitted—or that she was being some bizarre meddling wannabe mother figure—or a strange combo of both. Ugh!

The main part of the cabin was open concept and floored with multi-hued tiles that reminded Bryn of river stones, and there was a living room visually set apart from the rest of the space by a roomy square of warm plank flooring. Beyond that lay two closed doors. Bryn grabbed her night bag and fled past a beautiful slab of wood that formed an eating bar across from a small L-shaped kitchen nook before Sean could say a word. She peeked in one door and shut it, then peeked in another. Bingo.

She started the tub as promised.

“Are you allergic to eucalyptus?” she called.

“Um… no.”

His tone definitely suggested confusion. He was probably wondering what kind of lunatic he’d accidentally got himself locked up with for the night. Why did she go into extreme nurturer mode when she was nervous? Ah well, it was too late now—and at least the bath would be good for him, might even stave off getting a cold.

“Um,” he repeated when she popped out of the bathroom a moment later and told him it should be all ready for him. “Thank you?”

Bryn’s face burned as he headed into the steamy bathroom with his backpack and the impact of the situation hit her. He was going to take a bath—because she hadn’t left him any choice in the matter. Yikes.

Her dismay over her embarrassing tendency to fall into caregiver mode—an occupational hazard—faded quickly, however, as her imagination kicked in. Sean Carson soaking in a fragrant, bubble-filled tub. The image removed all traces of chill left from their sojourn through the freezing dark. In fact, she practically needed a fan.

What was wrong with her? She wasn’t usually such a bundle of uncontrolled hormones.

She went to the stove and turned the oven to a low heat, then unpacked the food Callum and Jo had provided. Her stomach rumbled as delicious smell after delicious smell teased her senses. After checking each aluminum container’s contents—two massive pieces of lasagna in one, garlicky ribs in the other—she placed them in the oven to stay warm. Then she peeked at the other plastic tubs and felt herself salivate. Assorted olives and cheeses in one partitioned box. A whipped cream and chocolate dessert of some kind in another. Foil-wrapped garlic bread that seemed homemade. She added the bread to the oven.

The hearty comfort food felt like exactly what the doctor ordered. She felt weirdly excited.

A splashing sound from the bathroom tickled her ear—followed by a gusty sigh of contentment that made her body tingle again. At least Sean didn’t sound like he was resenting the forced bath.

The meal was too nice to eat from takeaway containers, so Bryn checked out the kitchen’s sole cupboard, a light maple cabinet that stood as tall as the fridge. She was slightly awed by the dishes she found: beautiful pottery plates, bowls and mugs in earthy blues, greens and russet. Then her eyes lit on another surprise, a bottle of red wine with a little note hanging around its neck: Thank you for staying at River’s Sigh B & B. Enjoy!

The gift made her realize that she hadn’t asked Jo how much the room cost per night. She decided it was probably best not to know. Treating herself would be an early Christmas present.

She set two places on the gorgeous eating plank, arranged the cold food prettily on a big platter she found, and put the dessert in the fridge.

Surveying her work, she had a moment of panic. Sean really was going to think she was some freaky, overly invested, “smothering mother” type.

“No one wants to be micromanaged, Bryn, so get it through your head and stop mothering everyone. I’m not one of your retards, and you don’t have kids, remember? You can’t.”

Old words—Brad’s—slammed into her head. She winced and closed her eyes for a moment. His ignorant use of the R-word had sent fury rippling through her at the time and still created waves of anger in her now.

He could be so intentionally cruel, so quick to devalue any person who wasn’t his version of “normal.” She recognized his shallowness for what it was now—and knew that most of the accusations and insults he’d lobbed came from his issues, not hers. All the same, she’d be lying if she said he hadn’t deeply affected her. When would she be free of his nasty voice? When?

There is nothing weird or “motherly” about putting food out—or if there is, it’s in a nice, good way, she assured herself. People who care about each other do nice things for each other—not that she cared about Sean, of course. That would be psycho.

She opened her eyes, thought of the wine, and made an executive decision. She poured two glasses, placed one by the dinner plate she’d intended for Sean, and took hers to the living room.

Take that, Brad, she thought. If I’m going to make some huge faux pas, I’ll err on the side of looking like I’m shamelessly pursuing the poor accident victim, not trying to mother him.

Bryn flicked on a standing floor lamp behind the couch and located Steve. Wiped out by their adventures, he had claimed the only chair in the living room—a low slung recliner filled with cushions. His audible snoring made her smile as she sat down on the couch and curled her legs beneath her. Jo had been right about the couch. It was a tiny curved affair that even two people sitting together would find very cozy. It would be terrible for sleeping on.

A plush mink blanket lay across one of the couch arms. She ran her hand over its silky softness, but resisted wrapping herself in it. She wasn’t cold and Sean might still be chilled and need it when he was finished in the bath. A well-stocked bookshelf filled one wall and caught her eye. She considered perusing the titles and reading for a bit, but decided she was too comfortable to move and just enjoyed her wine instead. It was velvety on her tongue and tasted of blackberries and plums, with something darker and richer underneath. Yum.

She was about to cave to the increasingly loud nagging of her stomach—and planned to top up her wine glass—when Sean emerged from the bathroom, rubbing his hair dry with a thick white towel. “Holy cow, it smells amazing out here.”

He was barefoot and wearing gray sweatpants and a navy and white baseball shirt. Bryn found him—and the outfit—so ridiculously appealing that she was momentarily speechless.

Sean glanced toward the kitchen, then did a double take when he saw the arranged plates.

Bryn’s cheeks flamed immediately. She shook her head. “Uh, I hope you don’t mind or think I’m being some weird mother hen or something…” Shut up, Bryn, shut up, shut up, she told herself and managed to say something more normal. “It just all looked so good that I thought we should do it justice.”

Sean looked back at her and his voice was soft, “Are you kidding me? It looks fantastic. I can’t wait to dig in.” He registered the glass in her hand. “There’s wine?”

“I know. Crazy, right?”

He grinned.

Bryn’s insides flip-flopped. She bit her lip and stood. “Well, shall we?”

“We shall.” Sean ducked back into the bathroom and reappeared without the towel, but carrying his backpack. He unzipped it as he neared the table, then paused.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” He laughed, pulled a bottle of spiced rum from his pack, set it near the wine, and pushed the backpack against the wall. “It’s probably redundant with the wine, but you never know. I’d thought we might want to warm our bones.”

“And speaking of that, how are your bones?” Bryn asked, then almost choked on the mouthful of wine she’d just taken.

“My bones… are good. Great, actually. That tub—you’ll have to check it out. It’s amazing. No jets, but so deep. Great for soaking in.”

Bryn grabbed the food from the oven and filled their plates, then settled herself on one of the high-backed stools, hyper conscious of how close Sean was to her as he did the same.

He raised his wineglass. “To not freezing our asses off in cold vehicles in the middle of the night. This is much better, hey?”

She smiled and lifted her glass to his. “Hear, hear.”

“And to new friends.” His eyes burned into hers. “Who I assure you I don’t see as ‘mother hen-like’ at all.”

She sipped again and hoped it wasn’t a gulp.

“I was thinking while I was in the tub,” he added, “that crashing here like this, together, is kind of weird, hey? Sort of awkward.”

She nodded. Wait for it, she thought, sure he was going to explain how he didn’t want her to get the wrong idea.

“But it’s also, well… super fun, isn’t it?”

She smiled.

“And romantic—” Before she could respond to the word, Sean held up a hand. “Wait, sorry. Please don’t worry. I didn’t mean I think we’re going to be romantic, like physically or anything. I meant it in the other definition of the word. Idyllic, picturesque, fairy tale like… Uh…” He shook his head helplessly.

Relief coursed through Bryn and she burst out laughing. She was weird, no doubt about it, but maybe, just maybe, he was the same kind of weird. “Don’t worry. I know exactly what you mean.”

And just like that, the easy flow they’d enjoyed as they adventured down the unfamiliar road, looking for River’s Sigh, was back.

“Olive?” Bryn asked.

“You know it,” Sean replied.


Chapter 7


Sean stretched back in his chair, unable to eat another bite. The meal had been wonderful, the drinking companionable and cheering—but the conversation and the excellent company sitting so close to him even more so. Throughout the evening, he’d caught himself staring at Bryn a little too openly (Thanks, Captain Morgan!), but her eyes seemed to meet his just as often, so he didn’t feel too self-conscious—just happy.

Bryn waved her hand, gesturing at the pillaged food, the empty wine bottle and her tumbler of rum. “I just want you to know, I don’t do this all the time. This is not normal for me.” Her voice was both earnest and conspiratorial.

“Well, since we’re in confession mode. This is totally my normal.” Sean winked, enjoying the cute pink flush that spread across her fair skin. Nothing made Gemma blush, and her face never gave away her emotions, happy, sad or otherwise, unless she wanted it to. Sean imagined it would be difficult for Bryn to hide her feelings—and he hoped she’d find it impossible to lie bald-faced, then wondered why it mattered to him.

“Yep, I do this all the time,” he continued. “Put my truck off the road, convince my rescuer to shack up with me at a B & B, ply her with food and alcohol… it’s so commonplace now, it’s gotten boring.”

“Really?”

Sean laughed and shook his head. “No, not really—not ever until now. I
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