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Monday morning came too soon and it was back to work again. The sun had barely risen when Cassie was setting up her laptop at her desk and sipping hot coffee. She paid no mind to Rob, Sammi and Jo chatting at the next desk over. At least she was ready for the busy work week to distract her. Sunday had been meant for a day of R&R after the week on assignment, however, the day felt too long with too little to do. Cassie had woken up to a silent house and eventually got up to get some breakfast but nothing appealed to her. Then, watching the neighborhood from her large front window it was as if it were another planet. How peculiar that she’d feel so out of sorts after coming home from the Oak Valley Ski Resort, but it was likely due to crossing paths with Luke and parting on unresolved terms. 

Taking another sip of coffee to clear the cobwebs, Cassie glanced up and saw Evan hobbling forward with an arm supporting his back. Cassie stood up to address him. “Hey! Evan, do you need any help? How are you feeling? Do you still have that back brace on?”

“Moving slowly but feeling semi-normal again.” Evan smirked, limping past her to his desk. “And maybe after today I’ll take the brace off.”

“Do you need anything? Want me to get a coffee for you?” Cassie gestured toward the breakroom down the hall. It took no effort at all to get a coffee for Evan, as he took it black. “You know what? Never mind. I’ll be right back.”

When Cassie came back to join the others, Mr. Redmond was there with a box of pastries. “Good morning team. How did everyone like the trip?”

“We survived!” Jo cheered.

“Just barely.” Sammi nodded to Cassie and Evan.

“It was pretty intense.” Rob agreed, taking a bite out of a jelly donut.

“I don’t think Yellowstone last year was half as perilous.” Jo commented.

“Duly noted. It’s unfortunate that a few of our people ran into difficulties last week. However, Mrs. Redmond and I relished the fact that we could appreciate a location in our home-state this winter. Despite the differing of opinions about the location this year, there has to be at least a few things you liked about the Resort. Hopefully you've all gathered some valuable details from our visit. I want a report from each of you by end of the day along with an outline of your next article. Check over your expense reports and make sure you haven't forgotten to log anything. I need those finished up by noon." Mr. Redmond rattled on about other things due by end of the day. "I couldn't be more happy with you guys. So how did you all like the Resort, and would you plan to go again?” 

Go again? The back of Cassie’s neck prickled with the thought of returning to the resort knowing Luke was there. Could she face him after what they almost did? The group split up and Mr. Redmond corralled Evan to his desk to determine the photos they’d be able to use for an eye-catching layout.

“So...” Cassie turned to regard her friend, wondering what exactly happened with Jo and Evan spending the day together. “About your day with Evan, how’d it go?” 

“It was fine. A family member was there and Rob from the office showed up too.” Jolene shrugged, wiping her mouth with a napkin while placing the chocolate eclair on a paper plate. “We ended up playing cards and snacking all afternoon.” 

“Oh. Is that all?” Cassie commented with half an ear, disappointed in herself because she had wanted to hear some gossip to distract herself but all the same didn't really want to hear it.

“What do you want me to say? You seem sort of upset about it.” Jo remarked.

“Oh, come on!” Cassie lowered her voice another notch and made a face. “You wanted to be alone with Evan.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I have a fiancé, and besides, there isn’t anything wrong with being friends with a guy who isn’t your significant other. Besides, he can't do a whole lot because of his condition if you can't tell.” Jo pointed out. “Anyway, I still think Evan has the hots for you, Cassie dear.” 

Cassie shook her head and rolled her eyes at any indication of Evan wanting her. So they played cards. So what! It’s not like they were gossiping about her. Turning back to her computer, Cassie sighed, ignoring her friend’s snickering.

That day, Cassie stayed pretty absorbed in her work. Before she knew it was the end of the workday and she had to turn in the outline for her foodie article. However, instead of going home Cassie stayed late grappling to come up with dazzling wordplay for her meal at CJ’s. Closing her eyes, she could remember what she’d tasted and experienced that last afternoon with Luke. The sandwich at the restaurant he’d recommended. Dynamic! The luscious and foamy hot chocolate. Sensational! The gusts of snow from the chopper circling rising in the air around her leaving wet crystals on her cheeks. Spirited. The endless white and evergreens lining the horizon. Spectacular! 

She missed him. 

She reached for the Ski Resort's brochure in her bag and stared at the number on the back. She could call the resort and ask for Luke. Before she realized it, she’d picked up the phone and started punching in the numbers. What made her think this was a brilliant idea? She hung up the phone.

Was Luke thinking of her? Without hesitation, she googled Luke Denning, Oak Valley Ski Resort.  Cassie bit the corner of her lip as their sexy kiss replayed over and over in her mind. The heat of it made her shiver. Then Luke had avoided her that last day. What did it mean? He probably didn’t want to make the wrong impression while her whole team was convening in the lobby before the drive home. She was a sad lot if she thought he’d come bounding after her. Besides, they hadn’t seen each other in years and might never cross paths again. They were both busy adults now with jobs they each loved, which was far more important than a could-be-romance. Why would they drop everything for the sake of their chance encounter? 

Exhaling, she shut down her computer to head home. Alone.
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The next day, Cassie was in a worse mood. She’d kept her head down most of the morning so as not to attract attention. Glaring at the phone on her desktop for the hundredth time, her eye began to twitch. Pulling up her email again, the curser hovered over the mail icon. The tension caused her hand to shake and her heart beat unsteadily. At lunchtime she had to take some Advil because a headache was throbbing at her temples. It didn’t help that she hadn’t slept the greatest, tossing and turning all night long.

“What’s wrong Cassie?” Jolene propped a hip against the cubicle. “Are you coming down with something?”

“Everything is getting on my nerves.” Cassie answered, her head in her hands. 

“Do you want to take a walk and talk about it?” Jo offered.

Grumbling, Cassie shoved herself up from her chair and strode past her friend. “Right now, I couldn’t be any more annoyed. The assignment has left me distraught. Things couldn’t be any worse than they are right now.”

“Why is that?”

“You’d think this assignment would be like any of the others, right? But after writing up my draft for Redmond, I can't stop rehashing my time with that guy.”

“Luke Denning?” Jo quirked an eyebrow.

Nodding slightly, Cassie chewed her lip. Cassie didn’t want to make a big deal about Luke being stuck on her mind. “I mean, our team was at the one place in the whole country that I had to run into him.”

“Ok...” Jo urged. “So, why is this assignment troubling you exactly?”

Cassie brought her hand to her forehead and closed her eyes, willing a little patience to her friend. “Are you kidding me right now? I really need to spell it out?”

“I’m sorry Cass. Is there something you need to tell me?” Jo took a step toward Cassie, her voice gentle. “Did something happen between you two?”

“Aside from Luke taking me on an all-day tour of the town. It seemed somewhat of a drawn-out date. Like an actual date with just the two of us sharing coffee in the morning, lunch, and I can’t leave out the part about us riding a snowmobile all over town holding hands. Who does that? Does that sound like childhood friends catching up? I mean, aside from us being apart for nearly two decades there shouldn’t be anything there but old friends catching up. Right?”

“Right.” Jo nodded slowly, hearing Cassie out. She could tell something was off. “Sounds like this guy really got to you. Look, I can tell it’s really bothering you but maybe-”

“Of course it is!” Cassie interrupted. “I can’t sleep. It’s like a constant knocking on my conscience. How am I supposed to organize all of this? I can’t.”

“Cassie, if I may, I think this is a different matter altogether. I mean, once upon a time ago you were in his life. Like forever ago."

"Chronologically, you think it’s a long time ago, but it feels like just a few years." Cassie pointed out.

"Right, but now, in today's world you’re not in his life anymore. Therefore, he was trying to be open to a new friendship with you. A friendship that you’ve both missed. You both haven’t seen each other in so long that of course you’d want to try connecting again. However, normally on assignment you’re with me and we do stuff together. So now you have this hotshot ski-jumper man of steel splitting your time between professional you and personal you. How about you quit thinking so hard keeping the two separate, and embrace it? Because it sounds like maybe Luke’s feelings are more involved, and maybe he did make it personal so that you might care about the things he cares about now. Do you think you could have feelings developing for him too?”

Cassie shook her head but thought about it. Did she want to tell Jo about the make out session with Luke that last night? The way she remembered his eyes shining, his hair ruffling in the wind, his smile so bright it made her weak in the knees again. “The images keep replaying in my mind. They’re so vivid, but part of me keeps telling myself that he’s just an old friend.”

Jo observed her friend, nodding slowly. “But maybe not. Maybe there's more, Cassie. Do you want it to mean something more?”

“There can’t be more. We aren’t in each other’s lives anymore. And besides, I’m here and he’s there. So, I guess that means we’re friends. That’s it!”

“If that’s all, then quit making it more complicated and keep it professional. Do the job. Then you can boil it all down to sharing a life experience together.” Jo continued to watch her friend for a reaction. After all, Jolene had felt the anticipation, anxiety and frustration with an infatuation before and knew what it could mean. Something had Cassie wound up. 

“So, do you think I should call and pretend to ask follow up questions for the magazine?” 

“Girl! You don’t have to pretend to call him about work. If you call him, ask him how his week is going instead. Keep up with this new chance you’ve been given. That is, if you’re friends again.”

“We are.” Cassie hoped that she was playing it down that she might have a crush on Luke. She’d practically admitted to Jo that he was on her mind all hours of the evening. Cassie didn’t want Jo making a big deal of it when she still wanted to check into the situation herself. She really wanted to call Luke and ask what he’d meant after he’d said what he said their last day together. Maybe she’d call him tonight when she was at home. She hated to admit it but if she couldn’t make that call, she was contemplating sending an email. It was less direct, but it still showed she was thinking of him. “Thanks Jo.”

“No problem. Now let’s grab a bottled water and go see if Evan has the photos back yet from his mangled equipment. I want to inspect the ones that were able to be extricated and developed. Come on.”

By mid-week Cassie couldn’t stop worrying no matter how often she walked away from her desk to clear her mind. 

At the weekly follow up meeting Mr. Redmond revealed the magazine cover design including some seasonal ads already pieced into the inlay. Then, he flipped through the slide projector to some of the photos captured by Evan's camera before his accident indicating the images they could use to best showcase the Resort's sparkling grounds. The team gave a jovial round of applause in lieu of Evan's efforts. She had too much on her mind and was too distracted to notice Evan trying to make eye contact across the conference table.

After the meeting, Cassie stopped by Jolene’s desk even though she didn’t want to be interrogated about the phone call she never made last night. Following dinner, Cassie replayed in her mind the way Luke took charge coming to her aid as soon as she fell down the snowbank last week. His aura of adventure bright around him as he showed her places he frequented. She liked how determined he was now. Even at a younger age he seemed to know what he was doing and what he wanted. And now, she had been the focus of his attentions. Reflecting on the fiery kisses she’d shared with him; she simply couldn’t make the phone call and act unaffected. She felt a blush rising in her cheeks and grit her teeth in exasperation, dismally cringing at herself. Why did she have to make this so hard? Any normal available woman who appreciated the attention would pick up the phone. Cassie asked her friend, “Were you making progress on your article yet?”

“Some,” Jo responded, tapping her pen against the desktop. “Did you call your mister ski instructor yet?”

Just then, Rob walked by and commented. “You mean the guy Cassie was getting cozy with by the fireplace at the Resort?”

“Hey!” Cassie whipped around, her mouth gaping open in stunned disbelief. Rob chuckled and kept walking. Turning back to Jo she made a face. 

“What are you waiting for? What reservations do you have that you can’t pick up the phone for a casual conversation?” Jolene scrutinized. “Girl! Your face is saying more than you are. Now, tell me what happened.” 

“I... ,” Cassie’s nerves prickling, she was sure her face turned several shades of red before she walked away in embarrassment, and she couldn’t turn around when Jo called after her.

The rest of the week Cassie floated through the long workdays. Sitting at her computer she focused mainly on the work at hand while secretly kicking herself for turning down one night with Luke. Why couldn’t it just have been two old friends that had a great few days catching up and shared an amazing kiss? But, did it mean something more? Did Luke want it to be more? She’d never let any guy get to her like this before and it was becoming an obsession. It was the unresolved interaction with Luke that was causing Cassie to be this way. It had only been one week since they’d been back home and she was tired of feeling this way, but she didn’t want to lose him again after things ended the way they had. If she called him, how would she keep things casual?

She couldn’t keep having these maddening thoughts spinning around in her mind. She’d turned down any further discussion with Jo about her complicated feelings. As much as she had already rebuffed her friend for additional information, Jo respected Cassie’s space.

"Hey," Evan stopped by her desk. "How are you doing? You look a little worse for the wear."

"Thanks. It’s been a long week. That's all." She glanced up at him and put on a smile she didn't really feel.

"You’ll pull through." He rested a hand on her shoulder for moral support.

"Are you feeling better? You seem to be moving around a little better." Cassie remarked with genuine concern.

"I'll get there." He smiled, though it seemed like he had something more to say. "The weekend is right around the corner and I'll get as much rest in as I’m able."

When he smiled at her, something zinged right through her and her eyes dropped to his mouth. No, stop this she chided herself. Mentally shaking her head, she said instead "Those pictures in the slides turned out great. I'm glad everything worked out."

"Thanks. Have a good night Cass." His gaze seemed to settle on her longer than necessary for their brief exchange, but then he pushed himself to his feet.

Did he feel the same thing she felt when he looked at her? She still wasn’t sure she wanted to know what lingered between them.

Brushing it off
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