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      A great gust of wind scooped up a barrel-full of snow and hurled it at Etta Brossetta’s windshield. It’ll take more than that to run me off the road. Nice try, she tempted the weather, willing her silent bravado to make the gale behave. The pickup truck was a hand-me-down, as was the home she inherited. The house on the hill suited her better than the large truck, but she had learned to maneuver it around the tight turns and steep inclines. Of course, failure to master the vehicle meant a swift death over the side of the mountain, so mastery was a given.

      When she pulled into the small, empty lot of the check-in office, Etta found a snow-covered parking space. She secured the sapphire scarf in a knot around her neck, making sure to tuck her shoulder-length chestnut hair into the wool. Her matching knit cap was tugged down over her ears in anticipation of the freezing weather that no amount of preparation could stave off. She glanced in the rearview mirror, noting her sallow complexion that just a few months ago had been an age-accurate twenty-seven-year-old glow. She sighed, making peace with the bags under her eyes while praying Vera would not notice.

      The white was coming faster now, and chunkier by the minute. She jumped down from the dark green hunk of metal and padded toward the back of the building. Her black snow boots were not meant for hustling, but she managed well enough. Etta reached out to twist the knob, but it would not budge. Stupid mitten, she scolded, eyeing the offending garment for the third time that evening. Four of the B&B owners were avid knitters, so she was always discovering some woolen item showing up out of nowhere. She yanked off the navy, periwinkle and teal covering (she once made the mistake of mentioning to Mrs. Jenkins that she liked the color blue) and tried the knob with her bare fingers. The steel was unforgiving in its attempts to chill her to the bone. When the door still would not open, Etta stared at the round gold handle, perplexed. This door’s never locked. I didn’t even know it could lock. What’s going on?

      Etta banged her fist against the back door. When no answer came, she debated going around to the front entrance – the visitor’s entrance. She only used that if she was pretending to be an eccentric renter to cheer up her elderly friend Vera after a particularly long day. The skit usually involved an imaginary fur coat, a purse full of puppies and a hideous accent that always made the old woman’s jowls shake with a hearty chortle.

      “Etta?” came the timid voice from the other side of the back door. “Is that you?”

      Eyebrows furrowed, Etta shrugged. “Were you expecting someone else?”

      The door opened slowly. The old woman’s glassy eyes darted over Etta’s shoulder for possible danger. “Come in, quick!”

      Concerned with her friend’s odd behavior, Etta obeyed, following the stooped old woman into the office. When the door shut behind them, she leaned against it, eyeing Vera. “What’s going on? You look like we’re about to be bombed.”

      Vera waved her wrinkled hand in the air dismissively as she began shoving items into her bottomless purse. “Nothing. Nothing at all, dear. Just want to get going. Thanks for coming by to pick me up.” She paused her haste to give a long, deflating sigh. “A shifty man came in earlier.” She shook her head in judgment. “No reservations, and of course you know we’re booked through the end of next week. I told him we had no rooms available, so he left to catch his cab back down the mountain, thank goodness.” She stage-whispered over her shoulder to the girl, “Plus, I think he was hooked on the dope or the smack.”

      Etta was grateful Vera’s hearing was spotty, for she missed Etta’s choked-back laughter at the woman’s terminology. “Well, that… that’s just a shame. Good thing he didn’t get his hands on your swear jar.” She nodded her head to the Mason jar half-full of silver coins on the desk.

      Vera smoothed a few gray strands of hair back toward her bun. “I’ll say. Though, I’m fairly certain he was eyeing it at one point.”

      “Dirty scoundrel!” Etta teased.

      Vera did not catch the cheek in Etta’s tone, and nodded with a frown. “He was wearing a leather jacket, too. You know what that means.”

      “Gang member,” Etta responded solemnly. Vera was given to overreacting to any renter not fitting the usual newlywed couple or happy family profile. No matter how many times she tried to convince Vera that leather jackets were not affiliated with gang activity, the old woman held firm to her beliefs. Etta suspected they were instilled by watching West Side Story too many times.

      Etta watched Vera stuff her arms into her favorite old knit sweater. It had cats on the pockets with silver dollar-sized googly eyes that Etta thought were unnaturally wide and aware. She stared the dowdy felines down when Vera’s head was turned. “Do you want me to get your boots?”

      Vera nodded, and then shut down her computer. While she waited for the screen to respond, Vera shuffled through her purse, rattling around coins, hard candy and several months’ worth of receipts and scraps of paper. “Where are my glasses? I know I had them at lunch.”

      Pointing to Vera’s hair, Etta cracked a small smirk as she dropped the fur-lined boots at Vera’s feet. “They’re on your head, babe.” She clapped her hand against the fingers that stuck out of her cast. “Alright, so you sent the shifty criminal home in a cab. You ready to go paint the town pink with me? Light up the night like the two wild women we are?”

      Conjuring up a look that held both amusement and reproach, Vera responded with a hint of scolding. “I’m sure I’ve never done a wild thing in my life, dear. It’s your turn to have some fun. Though, not tonight. Straight home with you after you drop me off. You’ll catch your death out in that cold.” She zipped her coat with unsteady fingers. “Thanks for coming to get me. My Buick wouldn’t budge. Unreliable thing never starts when it’s below five degrees out.”

      “Not a problem.” There were at least three other people Vera could have called on, but Etta knew the old woman beckoned her so Etta would have to break her borderline recluse behavior and finally leave the house. “You got the lights?” Etta held the back door open for her friend, making sure to offer her plastered arm for Vera to hold onto.

      As soon as the two stepped out into the night, the wind sliced them with its frosty teeth, gnawing away any semblance of comfort acquired in the cozy office. “Hurry, Etta! Don’t dawdle.”

      Sighing inwardly, Etta bit her tongue. Everyone still spoke to her in the same parental tones, no matter how much she tried to be seen as an equal. She tried not to be bothered by it.

      Large icicles hung over the edge of the roof, threatening to impale the ladies as they slowly made their way through the snowstorm. “Move back a little,” Etta instructed. She dropped Vera’s grip and grabbed the shovel that could always be found propped up next to the door. With her good hand, she hefted up the tool and swept it across the gutters, knocking the icy knives to the ground. “Thomas was supposed to clean your gutters a few months ago. Don’t tell me it slipped his mind. I swear, your son needs a good talking to. Just say the word.”

      “Let’s go, Etta. I’ll have him come by tomorrow and do a sweep of the icicles before we open,” urged Vera, plodding along as steady as she could on the snow-covered walkway.

      “And risk you getting skewered? I don’t think so.” Etta struggled with the tool, using her forearm to balance the stick as she turned the corner to conquer more of the sharp shingle daggers. She took a few more steps, and then noticed a black blur trembling amidst the white. “What the –” Her confusion cleared up as she moved closer. “Oh my gracious!” Etta shouted. “Hello? Can I help you?” She knew better than to run on the icy ground, but hurried all the same. Her heart pounded when she saw the dark shape was a man in a thin leather jacket, huddled on the ice-covered stoop leading to the front entrance. “Sir?” His black hair was styled with gel that had frozen, turning the spiky tips white.

      When he looked up at her, compassion swelled in Etta. Nose running, violent shaking and visible chill spreading through his extremities trumped the logic that told her to keep a safe distance from male strangers. “Who’s coming for you?” she asked, voice raised to counteract the wind picking up at her back.

      The man was unintelligible through his chattering teeth.

      Vera’s shrill voice reached Etta. “Etta Brossetta, you come here this instant!”

      Etta did something so heinous, she instantly felt remorseful. For two whole seconds, she glared at Vera. Her grandfather would have been ashamed. “Is this the renter you sent away? I thought you said he caught his cab!”

      “I thought he had! He just left, Etta. Where else would he be going in this weather?”

      The man finally pushed out a few coherent words. “It’s fine. I can wait till morning. My fault. No cell reception yet.”

      “Etta, you get in this truck!” Vera called in her most stern tone.

      Indignation swelled up in Etta, daring her to spew unsavory words at her friend. She took a breath before responding. “You want me to leave him in the cold? He could die out here!”

      Vera motioned for Etta to abandon the stranger and come to the safety of the vehicle. “I’ll have one of the boys come pick him up later.”

      Etta heard a noisy gale rattling through the woods behind her, and braced herself for its approach. “Get in the truck, Vera!” she yelled.

      Without thinking, Etta wrapped her arms around the stranger to offer her body as a shelter from the violent gust of sub-zero wind. His balled-up body shuddered against her, melting her anger at Vera into pity for his plight. “Can you wait here a minute? I’ll pull my truck around.”

      She watched the man nod, and then stomped off toward a disapproving Vera who shook her head from inside the truck. “You think you’re mad at me?” Etta challenged as she hoisted herself ungracefully into the driver’s seat. Etta did not mean to shout, but the volume could not be controlled. Cold mixed with anger, heightening her nerves nearer the breaking point.

      

      Vera shrunk under Etta’s rare show of anger. “Well, I…he didn’t have a reservation. I thought he was running out to catch his cab!”

      Etta pursed her lips to keep the venom from spewing. Instead of answering, she pulled her truck around to the front entrance and hopped out. The man managed to stand, and he hunched against the cold, clutching his backpack to his chest. Etta let him in on her side, taking his stiff movements as a bad sign of how deep the chill went through him. “Where’s your luggage?” Etta inquired, glancing to the stoop to see if one of his suitcases was buried in the drifts.

      The man patted his backpack and shook his head. “This is it.”

      Etta launched herself into the cab after three failed attempts and slammed the door shut just before a detonation of freezing wind rocked the truck. She shivered and turned the heat up to full blast, aiming the vents at the trembling stranger. “Here.” Etta ripped off her mitten using her teeth and handed it to the man. The other mitten was in her pocket, so she reached across her body to fish it out for him. Her hat came off next, followed by her scarf. He tried to refuse the help, but Etta paid him no mind. She fitted the blue knitted cap on his head, wincing at the crunch as the ice in his hair was pushed down. Then she wrapped the scarf around his neck. Her heart clenched in her chest when his teeth chattered uncontrollably. “There you go. Give it a few minutes. You’ll warm up soon. Hang in there.”

      

      Etta looked over at Vera, who was plastering her body to the door to avoid contact with the dangerous criminal from her musicals.
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      Etta put the truck into gear and began the short drive to Vera’s house. The turns were icy and the roads were steep, but Etta’s stern, one-handed hold on the steering wheel communicated to the truck that there would be no sass from it tonight.

      Vera glanced at the purple cast with dismay. “When is Benjamin going to take that off?”

      Etta shrugged, permitting Vera to engage with her in small talk to cover over her thoughtless behavior and nerves. “In a week or so, I think. When it comes off, you, me and Chloe are getting manicures to celebrate.”

      “That sounds lovely. But you choose the color this time. Chloe picked out that bawdy red for me, and I didn’t like it. All the customers kept looking at me like I was a loose woman.” Vera shuddered as she looked out the window. Etta did not miss that she gripped her purse to her chest, as if she thought the man might try to rob her.

      Etta cracked a smile, despite her best efforts to maintain her indignation toward her elderly friend. “Well, we can’t have that.”

      Vera finally addressed the man next to her. “Young man, you’ll freeze to death out here if you don’t get a proper coat. And those tennis shoes will soak right through with how much snow we get. I hope you packed something sturdier in that bag of yours. You’re shaking!”

      “Give it a minute; you’ll be toasty soon,” Etta assured him, nodding toward the vents. Vera lived only a few minutes away, so Etta made good use of the time trying to calm the tension with conversation. “Vera, those gutters need cleaning. Something’s in there, clogging them up. Once the storm passes and the ice starts to melt a little, I’ll come by with the ladder and take care of it.”

      “How? You’ve got one hand, young lady.”

      Etta shrugged. “I don’t need both hands for that.”

      “I can have Thomas do it. You don’t need to take care of me, sweetheart.”

      “Yes, I do,” Etta insisted, voice firm. “Tell your son that if he doesn’t muck them out soon, I will.”

      The old woman tsked at the young woman. “You’re supposed to be resting, not worrying about my gutters. I’m not helpless, dear.”

      Etta postured, glancing in her mirrors before taking a slow turn into Vera’s driveway. “Neither am I.” Etta glanced apologetically at the quiet stranger. “I’ll be right back.” She knew taking the keys was the prudent thing to do, but she did not have the heart to leave the man-turned-popsicle without heat just yet. He was still too pink and purple around the edges. She could not get a good look at his whole face. He was hunched over his backpack and shivering so badly in the dark; Etta feared he might break a tooth with all the chattering.

      Etta jumped down and ran around to offer her good hand to Vera, who scooted toward her unsteadily. “What’s your name, young man?” Vera demanded, turning around to face the stranger once her feet were steady on the ground.

      “Anson,” he replied through gritted teeth.

      “And do you have a last name?” Vera inquired.

      Etta was so cold; she did not have the patience for Vera’s questions. “Come on, Vera. In the house with you.”

      “Anson Gable,” he responded quietly. He cast a cagey glance over at Etta, who tried to hide her discomfort at being out in the tundra without her gloves, scarf or hat.

      “Alright, then. I’ll make sure to write that down. For billing purposes, of course,” Vera explained. Etta knew better. She made a mental note to call Vera as soon as they made it home to assure her that Mr. Gable was not a gang member.

      “I’m not billing him, Vera. He’s just staying the night, and I’m not officially open for business yet anyway.”

      Vera shook her head. “Well, that’s up to you, I guess.”

      Etta moved slowly, matching Vera’s pace as she walked her friend to the door. The wind whipped them, making their cheeks so cold, they felt prickly with the painful freeze.

      “Thank you, dear.” Vera reached out to hold onto the girl again as she crossed over the one step that led to her cozy cottage. “Wait here for a second. I’ve got a few blankets I finished knitting and a dozen jars of jam. Would you mind taking them up to Benjamin’s store when the weather clears up?” She handed Etta a bag from the settee, and then began rummaging through her purse. “And give these to the boys.” Vera handed her a few butterscotch candies. “Tell them they’ll make them grow big and strong. They just love that.”

      “Can Thomas bring up the jams for me?” Etta did not want to track her sloppy boots into Vera’s home. She shivered as she spoke. The kitten motif was a little off-putting to Etta. Every time she entered the home, she felt dozens of sets of eyes staring at her, watching her every move. So despite the arctic temperatures, Etta remained on the stoop. “And Coop’s thirty, and Jamie’s twenty-one. I think they’re pretty much done growing by now, Vera.” Etta glanced past the old woman, relieved that her son Thomas’ standard Friday night casserole was baking in the oven, and that he had not forgotten. He had moved in with his mother to help her manage things and assist her in running the business. The only thing he ran consistently, though, was the television set.

      Thomas was sitting in his easy chair, and did not get up at Vera’s arrival home. Etta helped Vera take her boots off with a smile, though inside she was grumbling at Thomas’ laziness. “Thomas, can you grab the jams from the basement for me?” she repeated.

      Thomas stood and stretched. “Could you shut the door, Etta? It’s a little cold.” His red flannel pajama pants had holes in the knees. Etta secretly hoped the draft would attack him there and spread through his body, so he would really have something to whine about.

      Etta nodded impatiently as the wind whipped around her. “Jams, Thomas. Sooner I get them, sooner this door closes.”

      He came back up and handed her the box, unconcerned that she had one functioning hand. Donning the warmest smile she could muster in the freezing cold, Etta juggled the bag and box as best she could. “You all set in here, Vera?”

      “Oh, of course. Thank you for the ride home.” Vera waved to Etta, braving the arctic gale again so she could give the girl one last word of caution. “Be safe, dear. Lock your bedroom door tonight. That boy’s got shifty eyes.”

      “Will do, Vera.” Etta wanted to brush off the warning, but she was just as nervous about the situation.

      Etta shoved Vera’s bag and the jams in the bed of her truck. Then she hoisted herself into the cab – a thing that was far harder to do with only one hand that was able to maintain a grip. “Hey. Sorry that took so long.” The heater had worked its magic, transforming the cab into a furnace. Etta turned down the airflow and offered a small smile to the stranger. She was grateful he had not stolen her truck.

      The frostbitten look of him was beginning to thaw, giving way to a handsome face that would have looked commanding if it were not so gun-shy and borderline traumatized. Etta was determined not to turn into a mumbling idiot in his presence. She turned her head away to keep her junior high butterflies and heightened stranger-danger caution at bay. She was a business owner, after all. “My house is just a few minutes from here, but I need to stop at the general store for supplies, in case the storm doesn’t let up soon. You okay with that, Mr. Gable?”

      “Anson.” He looked over at Etta, returning her smile with a cautious one of his own. “You can call me Anson.”

      The roar of the truck muffled his answer. “Hanson? Like that boy group from the nineties?”

      A true smile broke out on his face, alerting Etta further to his appealing looks. Perfect teeth revealed themselves with his alluring mouth, transforming his features with the simple switch of levity. The rigid hold he had on his body loosened, altering his entire demeanor. His hands relaxed from gripping his backpack on his lap. His shoulders released a bit of their tension. “Anson. Without the ‘H’. ‘Mr. Gable’ makes me sound like your tenant, which I’m not. I’m just a friend of a friend, crashing on your couch.” He ran a mittened hand over his face and blinked the exhaustion away as best he could. His bloodshot eyes had bags underneath.

      Etta laughed quietly, cursing the preprogrammed blush that always came when she was nervous. “Is that so?” Her truck rocked against the angry wind. She was glad her snow tires were still holding up against the ice on the road. “Whose friend are you, then?”

      

      “Vera’s, of course. Couldn’t you tell? Long lost best friends. We went to high school together.”

      “Naturally.” Etta grinned, relaxing at his introduction of humor to the conversation. The smile illuminating her face was a welcome change. It dawned on her that she had been missing a reason to smile, and she was grateful to the outsider for giving her a moment of light in a period of dark. “And you’re not sleeping on my couch. You wanted to rent a room, but my place isn’t exactly customer-ready right now. So I won’t charge you, but I won’t make you sleep on the couch, either.” Etta kept her eyes on the icy road as she spoke. “You should probably think about grabbing whatever you need in the general store. Everything else will be closed down tomorrow. Weather report said the snowstorm would pass through tonight and be done in the morning, but we never know if they’re telling the truth. You might be stuck here longer than the night. Fair warning. I didn’t say anything back there because I didn’t want to worry Vera.” Etta snuck another glance at his striking features. “Her being your best friend, and all. She’ll be very concerned for your wellbeing.”

      Anson scratched a patch of his black hair that stuck out under the knit cap with his mittened hand. “Alright. I might need a few pointers on winter life, though. I’ve never actually seen snow before. Kind of a shock when I got off the plane.”

      She stared at him in surprise. “Seriously? This is your first time seeing snow? Where are you from?” She asked the question as if the only logical answer he could give would be that he was from outer space. She covered her mouth with her cast, chagrinned. “I’m sorry. That was rude. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Anson waved his hand to indicate his lack of a need for her to be on her best behavior. “LA. Always wanted to have a white Christmas and all that. Figured if I didn’t take a vacation now, I might never do it. So I just shoved a few things in a bag and hopped on a plane.”

      Etta mulled over his answer, guessing there was more to it than that. “Well, good for you. It’s healthy to be crazy every now and then. Wow. Your first time seeing snow is a mountain blizzard? You’re in for a real treat.” She frowned. “Or a scare. Can’t decide which, at the moment. It’s getting deep. We’ll have to make the shopping trip a quick one. I’m not keen on getting stuck out in the cold. You?” Her heart was beating faster than usual, and she tried not to be fearful of the man she insisted on rescuing. This was all her doing, not his.

      “No, ma’am. Not a second time.”

      “Any high school classmate of Vera’s can call me Etta, not ma’am.” She kept her eyes on the icy path ahead of them, avoiding the gaze that kept drawing hers. “Are you going to be alright? You’re looking kinda piqued.”

      Anson smirked, the little life still in him coming to light. He leaned his head back against the window to further size up the driver, leaving a healthy distance between them. “What a nice way to say I look like crap.”

      Etta shook her head. “Oh, no! I didn’t mean anything like that. You look… well, a little strange in my mittens, I’ll admit. But not like crap.”

      He laughed, breaking both of them out of the last vestiges of their unease. “Thanks for this, Etta.” Anson’s voice was deep and laced with kindness. “I’ll try to stay out of your hair tonight. I’d probably be a popsicle if you hadn’t given me a place to stay.”

      “Probably?” Etta shifted in her seat. “Definitely. What was your plan? Just show up and hope for an empty room to rent?”

      “Pretty much. It was supposed to be a vacation. I’ve never put one together myself. Thought it was a good time to try my hand at spontaneity.”

      “In my experience, snow and spontaneity don’t mix,” Etta mused, trying to hold back the scolding tone in her voice.

      Anson nodded. “Noted.”

      Etta pulled into the parking lot of the general store, relieved that hers was the only vehicle besides the owners’. The roads were difficult to drive on, and she did not fancy digging anyone out of a ditch with one functioning wrist.

      She reached for the car door, paused, and turned to Anson. “So, just ignore the guys that run the store. They’re goofy, and they sometimes get a little weird. If they say anything off, just don’t listen.”

      He shrugged and tossed her an uneasy grin. “Hey, I’m not a client, remember? You’re doing me the favor. I won’t judge your friends.”

      “You say that now,” she commented, taking a deep breath before she thrust open the door. She looked over her shoulder at Anson, who had not moved. The dome light revealed his backpack clutched tight to his chest. He regarded the outside of the unimpressive general store with a wary expression. Etta wondered if he thought a bear might pop out of the woods and attack him. “You coming?”

      “I… I, um. I’m not sure. I don’t think I need anything.” The bits of unease that had been peeled away with their breezy banter did nothing to hide his cagey eyes as they took in the store. He was suddenly withdrawn again, which increased Etta’s anxiety over her decision to take him home with her.

      She refused to feel unsafe in her own vehicle. Etta shut herself back in the truck with the man and looked him over. He had gone from smiling to tense in the time it took her to park the car. “Something the matter?”

      “Um, no. I just… It looks busy in there.” He motioned to the two other cars in the lot.

      “Oh. Actually that truck with the plow belongs to the owners. And the other one’s a permanent fixture. Broken. Cooper keeps trying to fix it, but it’s not going anywhere.” Her best friend was always trying to fix things that she wished he would stop tinkering with.

      “Okay. Um, it’s just that I…” He wiped the fresh sweat from his forehead as he faced the store. “I’m not so great with crowds.” His eyes darted around the parking lot as his chest heaved, and Etta wondered if this was the beginning of some sort of panic attack.

      Etta reached over and placed her hand on Anson’s arm, retracting it when he gasped and jolted away from the touch as if her hand burned him. “I’m sorry!” Her apology came out at a squeaky pitch. “I

      

      didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. You just seemed a little lost.”

      Anson’s breath came to him in shallow pants as he tried to steady himself. “No, you’re fine. I just… I don’t like to be touched a whole lot.”

      Etta held up her hands in surrender, wondering how she had dropped her own discomfort so easily around him. “Me neither,” she admitted quietly. She pulled a pen and scrap of paper from her coat pocket. “How about you write down what you want, and I’ll go inside and get it for you. You can just wait out here.”

      Anson gusted out a sigh of great relief when Etta put the pen and paper on the dash for him to retrieve without being accidentally touched by her. “Thank you. Really. So much. Thank you.” He scribbled down a few essentials and spoke without looking up at her. “I know I must seem strange. Thanks for this.”

      “You don’t seem strange,” she lied. Then, donning the serious cap she had admired on her grandfather, she leveled her gaze at him. “You are a stranger, though. I hope you’re not offended that I’m taking the keys in with me. I won’t be long, so you won’t freeze to death.”

      “That’s fair.” Anson dipped into his pocket and pulled out a crisp one hundred dollar bill.

      Etta examined the novelty like it was foreign currency. “Whoa. What’s on this list?” she wondered aloud. “I’ll be back with change.”

      Anson shrugged. “Get whatever you need. My treat. You won’t let me pay rent. At least let me buy dinner.” He fished around in his backpack and pulled out sunglasses and a bottle of prescription pills. He avoided Etta’s questioning gaze as he unscrewed the cap and downed two white pills, and then slipped on the sunglasses to shield himself from the moonlight.

      Etta nodded her thanks, thoroughly confused by the man. “By the way, those James Dean glasses look stellar with my fuzzy scarf and mittens. Sunglasses at this time of night? Totally normal.”

      Anson tried to slide back into their newly established easy back-and-forth. He hugged the scarf more securely around his neck. “Yeah? Well, for that, I just might not give your mittens back. They’re fetching on me, yeah?”

      The wind had picked up considerably in the short time it took them to get from Vera’s to the general store. Etta hopped out, opened the bed of the truck and stretched to swipe at the box and bag, struggling with her one-handed grip.

      When the box moved magically toward her, she looked up and found Anson at her side. “Oh, thanks. I’m still not as useful as I imagine I am.”

      Anson displayed half a grin as he braced himself against the cold. He kept checking over his shoulder as if a tornado or something equally threatening might descend on him at any moment. “No problem. Sorry I can’t be more helpful.” He motioned to the store. “Crowds, I just… I can’t. I’m sorry.” He placed the box in her outstretched arms with a frown, as if he hated himself for the lack of chivalry he was displaying.

      “No problem. Could you hand me the bag, too?” She smiled up at him when he gently placed the bag atop the box. “Thanks. Now get back inside. You’ll catch your death out here.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “That’s a good boy,” she teased, not able to recall the last person who called her “ma’am”.

      It was difficult to balance with the cast, but she managed, even after nearly toppling over on a patch of ice. Etta kept her head down as she braved the elements, though she could feel Anson’s shielded eyes on her the whole way.
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      The bell over the door announced her entry. A tall middle-aged man with brown hair, studious gold-rimmed glasses and a warm smile for Etta greeted her from behind the register. “Etta! So good to see you. I didn’t know you’d be stopping by.”

      “Hey, Benji. Just a quick pit stop. Not exactly sunbathing weather out there.”

      Jamie dropped his pricing gun and trotted over to her, his dark hair matching his father’s in style and color. “What are you doing here?” His youthful exuberance had not slowed when he entered his teen years. Even at twenty-one, he was still like a puppy who only needed the slightest bit of excitement to wag his tail.

      “Well, hello to you, too, Jamie,” she greeted with a smile. Etta stood on her toes and pecked Benjamin’s cheek. “Got a delivery from Vera. Do you want it all in the back?”

      Benjamin nodded. He was about to offer his assistance, when a male voice boomed from the storeroom behind the register. Cooper sang with much bravado an operatic tune with Etta’s name laced through the harmonious French lyrics. “Etta, my love!” Cooper shouted from the back, then threw open the door to make his presence known.

      Benjamin waved his hand to the boys. “Jamie, go on back and grab the pie tins for Etta. Could you load them into her truck for her?”

      “I’ll get them,” Etta spoke up. “I’ve got a renter in the truck who wants some quiet.”

      “I’ll do it. I can be quiet,” Cooper said, offended.

      “Maybe when you’re asleep.” Etta thought on this, and then revised. “Nope. You snore. Scratch that.”

      Cooper stared out the window in confusion as Jamie fetched the pie tins. Then his gaze turned skeptical. “You’ve got a renter? Since when?”

      “Since ten minutes ago. Storm’s moving in, and everyone else was full. It’s no big deal.” When Cooper’s eyebrows furrowed with the big brotherly concern she was all-too familiar with, she added, “He’s a friend of Vera’s. Just crashing for the night.”

      “Huh. You want me to stay over?”

      She was afraid he would say that. “No, Cooper. I want you to move so I can put the jams in the storage room.”

      As if just coming back to himself, Cooper Grant shook his head at his best friend. “Give me those.” He lifted the box easily that she had been struggling with. He flexed his thick bicep and grinned. “Need me to lift anything else with my big, strong arms? My two, functioning hands?”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      Cooper frowned down at her thinned face, sizing up her fatigue. “You’re supposed to be taking it easy. You look exhausted.”

      “You need to work on your compliments. I’m fine, Coop.” Etta figured the bags under her eyes would be noticed by the people who knew her best, which was why she had decided to become a shut-in for the past month. She turned her head away from Cooper to avoid his scrutiny. She quickly shoved a few items into her basket.

      “Uncle Ben?” Cooper called over his shoulder to tattle on Etta.

      “You’re thirty!” she scolded him. “You should know better than to tell on me to your uncle.”

      Cooper shrugged. “And you’re twenty-seven. That makes me older, wiser, and cooler.”

      Benjamin Grant looked on the woman with a paternal smile. “I can come by a week from Monday to take your cast off, if you can’t wait.”

      “You can’t just do it now?” she whined, glancing at the scissors by the register. “I’m totally healed. I swear.”

      Just to appease her, Benjamin pretended to consider her request. “Give it a little while longer. Rest. That’s what you’re supposed to be doing.”

      “I’m doing it,” Etta grumbled.

      “You look thin,” Benjamin noted unhappily, examining her face. “Are you eating enough?”

      

      Etta huffed. “I’m just going to tattoo ‘I’m fine’ on my forehead from now on. That should answer everyone’s questions. You running low on anything?”

      “Nothing we can’t take care of.”

      “Benji, seriously. I’m not leaving until you give me a count on the quiches.”

      Benjamin looked to the refrigerated display case uneasily. There was an empty spot where her quiches usually sat. “Well…”

      The space between Etta’s eyebrows creased. “You told me you had plenty!”

      “You don’t need to be troubling yourself with cooking for the village right now. We can live without quiches for a few weeks.” When Etta moved to the aisle that held the eggs, Benjamin’s gentle tone turned sharp. “Etta, I am your doctor, and I told you to rest.”

      Etta turned to face Benjamin, who was only eighteen years older than her, but still commanded her as a father might. She was glad Anson was not here to witness her scolding. “I will rest. Cooking soothes me. You told me to do things that are easy and don’t stress me out. An empty display case when every house is booked stresses me. Roy can’t cook! Neither can Silas! People don’t come to a Bed and Breakfast for cereal.”

      “Roy, Silas, the customers and the world will get on just fine. I’m laying down the law, young lady. Rest.”

      “I hate when you call me ‘young lady’,” Etta groused.

      

      Benjamin raised his eyebrow at her. “I hate when you ignore me.”

      “What’s that? I can’t hear you.” She piled more things into her basket defiantly.

      “Did you know there’s someone in your truck, Etta?” Jamie informed her as he stomped the white chunks off his boots.

      “Thanks, Jamie. Did you know there’s snow outside?” She laughed when he narrowed his dark brown eyes at her. She set to loading her basket with enough food for her and her guest to last several days, just in case. If the roads did clear up in the morning, she still wanted to be able to avoid her best friend and his family for as long as she could get away with it. “When’s your sister coming home?” she inquired of Jamie, who always followed her around the store like a puppy.

      “Oh, Chloe says she’ll be back soon, but that means nothing.”

      Cooper chimed in from the next aisle. “Maybe a week or two? You know how Aunt Liz is. Once she’s got you in Florida, she holds you captive until you confess all your secrets.”

      Jamie grabbed two oranges from the display and juggled them for Etta’s amusement, not stopping the show until she indulged him in the required applause. “Do you want me to stay over tonight?” Though Jamie was only twenty-one, he staked his claim for his babysitter years ago. Etta had never given him the slightest encouragement. He placed the oranges in her basket and added a box of crackers.

      

      Etta shook her head, smiling at his eagerness to look out for her. “I already told your dad and Coop that I’m alright.” She lowered her voice, even though there was no one else in the store who might eavesdrop. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m older than you.”

      Jamie put his arm around Etta’s shoulders as he had seen his older cousin do on several occasions. “You know you can always call me if you change your mind. I’m happy to help out.”

      “I’ll bet you are,” Cooper teased the younger man, palming Jamie’s face to give Etta some distance from him. Etta would have appreciated the separation, if Cooper had not immediately taken Jamie’s place, arresting Etta’s basket from her. “When do you want me to start renovations on the dining room?”

      “I’ll let you know,” Etta answered evasively. She eyed June’s homemade peanut butter on the top shelf. She reached for it, but her limited stature would not permit her to even brush the jar with her fingertip. She stepped on the lip of the bottom shelf, getting that much closer, but she was unable to grip the shelf and scoot the peanut butter toward her with her cast on.

      Cooper’s tone was taunting. “Jeez, Etta. Looks like you need two hands for that.”

      “No, I don’t,” she argued, stretching as far as she could. She huffed when her cast only nudged the container further back. “Benji! Please take my cast off,” she called to the register.

      

      “Week from Monday,” Benjamin answered, shaking his head at the girl he always thought of as his second daughter.

      “You done?” Cooper reached over her easily and placed the peanut butter in her basket. “That was a real good try, little girl. You almost looked like a true grownup.” He patted the top of her head to further irritate her.

      Etta shoved Cooper and tried to wrestle her basket away. Though he was teasing, as he always did, the comment struck her as an insult. She was a business owner now. She lived alone, paid the bills and earned a living by herself. If something broke in the middle of the night, she fixed it. If a tenant had a problem, she handled it. Cooper was rarely serious, so she knew not to take him to heart. She swallowed the things she wished she was bold enough to say, and let go of the basket he would not relinquish. “Fine, Coop. You shop for me. You’re such a fantastic housewife.”

      “That’s trophy wife, to you.” He fluffed his imaginary womanly locks with a wink. Cooper shoved a package of frozen chicken in her basket.

      Etta did not bother to correct his assumptions on what she needed. That would only clue him in to the fact that she had lost her appetite as of late and invite more unwelcome questions.

      Etta added twelve cartons of eggs to her basket. “Be a good little trophy wife, Coop, and go fetch me the stuff on this list, will ya?” She pulled out Anson’s list and shoved it into Cooper’s hands. “Without the banter? Storm’s moving in.”

      

      “Can I buy myself something pretty while I’m at it?”

      Jamie chatted animatedly to Etta while he bagged her groceries. Most of the young man’s attempts at flirting went straight over Etta’s head. She was too tired lately, and only had enough diplomacy left in her for a polite smile. “Separate purchase for the stuff in Coop’s basket,” she instructed, handing over the hundred-dollar bill to pay for Anson’s things.

      Benjamin rang up her groceries, moving his glasses up his face every now and then when they slipped down his long nose. “You might want to head home. The snow’s really starting to pick up.” He raised his voice so it carried to his nephew. “Cooper, can you load up Etta’s truck?”

      “I’ve got it, Coop,” she protested.

      “How many trips do you feel like taking in this weather?” Cooper countered, slipping his heavy jacket over his muscular shoulders.

      Bags disappeared from the counter as Etta frowned down at her cast with barely contained misery. When she glanced up, though, her well-mannered smile was fixed firmly on her face. “Alright. Thanks, Cooper. See ya, Benji. Bye, Jamie.” She permitted Jamie to kiss her cheek, mussing his hair as she reached for the door.

      She braved the cold next to Cooper, who disregarded the notion of keeping a respectable distance from her. When they reached the truck, he sized up the man in the passenger’s seat, face hardening when he took in the male he deemed as a threat. “Etta, really. I’m coming with you.”

      “Really, you’re not. It’s my house now. My business. My rules. I’m not a child. It’s a snowstorm, and I have a renter who needs a room. I’m fine.”

      “I don’t like it.” Cooper shoved the last of the groceries in the bed of the truck, glad there was a cover to keep the snow and ice off the paper bags. His dark brown hair already had large chunks of snow in it.

      “I didn’t ask you. Running the B&B is how I make a living. Like it or not, half the people in the world are men. Some of them even take vacations. You can’t big brother me every step of the way.”

      “Not even for the first step? Come on, Etta. This isn’t safe.”

      “Stop bossing me around!” she shouted, knowing she had forsaken any semblance of conducting herself as an adult. “Either I learn to run the B&B on my own, or I sell it and move. I don’t see a third option.”

      Cooper refused to meet her eyes. “I could always move in for a little while. At least until you get on your feet.”

      Etta did not bother to hide the gagging she knew was childish. “Oh, dear goodness! Don’t start with that again. I don’t need a chaperone. Papa left the business to me because he knew I could handle it. He didn’t specify that I needed a father.” She glared up at him. “I haven’t had a dad in two decades. Stop parenting me. It’s infuriating.”

      Cooper’s easy grin surfaced, though Etta could not imagine what he found amusing about their conversation. “You could always call me Big Daddy.”

      

      “Ugh!” she groaned, shoving him with her forearm. “Seriously. I have a renter waiting for his room right now. I have to go. Please tell me you can control yourself and not make me look unprofessional.”

      Cooper held up his hand in pledge. “I can behave.”

      “All evidence to the contrary,” she mumbled, making her way to the driver’s side.

      Cooper opened the door for her, making sure that the thirty-something man in the sunglasses was watching them. Before she could stop him, Cooper snaked his arms around Etta’s waist. Tightening his hold on his best friend, he leaned down and kissed her lips.

      It was not the first time he had done this, and Etta feared it would not be the last. She held her breath like she was being dunked underwater and froze, refusing to participate in the charade.

      Cooper pulled back, grinning widely at her barely contained fury.

      “Thanks for peeing all over me,” she hissed.

      Cooper’s face scrunched, and he leaned down to whisper in her ear, “I know it’s been a while, but that was kissing, not peeing.” He gave her a look that suggested he thought he had done her a favor by showing the stranger she was spoken for. “Up you go,” he said as he lifted her by her hips into the truck. “Goodnight, baby.”
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      Etta started the vehicle with a shaking hand, refusing to look at Cooper or her guest. She loathed how unprofessional Cooper made her appear, and guessed sticking her tongue out at him would not improve the situation any.

      Cooper shouted over the roar of the engine. “Do you want me to take a look at your engine? Truck’s sounding a little pathetic.”

      Before she could stop herself, Etta turned to glare at him out the window. “Me, my house, my wrist, and my truck are fine!” She shifted into reverse and pulled out of the lot, visibly fuming.

      It was several minutes before either Etta or Anson spoke. Etta broke the silence first. “I’m real sorry about that. Totally unprofessional. Cooper’s always a little…”

      Anson shook his head, stifling a chuckle. “Hey, you warned me about them. I’m just glad he didn’t punch me or something.”

      Etta’s frown became more pronounced. “They’re a bit overprotective. I swear, normally they’re good people. They just don’t know when to stop.”

      “It’s nice they care about you so much. A lot of girls would want that in their boyfriend.”

      “Cooper is not my boyfriend. He just kisses me like that sometimes to make sure other guys stay away. He worries about me being alone out here.” She caught herself too late and began backpedaling. “I mean, I’m not alone alone. Plenty of neighbors nearby.”

      Anson held up his hands to display their

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  
OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents



    
      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Copyright
        


        		
          Dedication
        


        		
          Table of Contents
        


        		
          Part One
          
            		
              1. Braving the Storm
            


            		
              2. Stranger in the Snow
            


            		
              3. “Fine” in the General Store
            


            		
              4. The French Connection
            


            		
              5. Tea at Eight
            


            		
              6. Cracking Eggs and Cracking Up
            


            		
              7. Bonding in Bed
            


            		
              8. Mr. Wiener
            


            		
              9. Virgin
            


          


        


        		
          Part Two
          
            		
              1. Want
            


            		
              2. The Learning Curves
            


            		
              3. In it
            


            		
              4. Visitors
            


            		
              5. Facing Cooper’s Music
            


            		
              6. Papa’s Room
            


            		
              7. The Handiest Man
            


            		
              8. Bursting the Bubble
            


            		
              9. Outing Anson
            


            		
              10. Anson Clark Gable
            


          


        


        		
          Part Three
          
            		
              1. Chloe and Etta
            


            		
              2. Soap and Bubbles
            


            		
              3. The Talk
            


            		
              4. Big Decisions
            


            		
              5. Goodbye, Cooper
            


            		
              6. Chloe’s Rite of Passage
            


            		
              7. Hiding in Bed
            


            		
              8. Anson’s Territory
            


            		
              9. Etta’s Competition
            


            		
              10. First Date
            


            		
              11. Wanton Need
            


            		
              12. Chase Gable
            


            		
              13. Onions and Presents
            


            		
              14. Competition in the Salon
            


            		
              15. Valentino and Louboutin
            


            		
              16. Nerves
            


            		
              17. Ekaterina, Oksana and Sarah
            


            		
              18. Gunning for Etta
            


            		
              19. Midnight Call with Cooper
            


            		
              20. Talking and Dreaming
            


            		
              21. Anson in Action
            


            		
              22. The Return of Chloe
            


            		
              23. Making it Worse
            


            		
              24. Going Home
            


            		
              25. Anson and Cooper
            


            		
              26. Lumberjack John
            


            		
              27. Vera and Henri
            


            		
              28. Big Basket, Small Box
            


            		
              29. Baby Duck
            


          


        


        		
          Exploding
          
            		
              1. Ladles and Labels
            


          


        


        		
          Books by Tuesday Embers
        


        		
          Books by Mary E. Twomey
        


      


    
    
      
        		
        Cover
        


        		
        Title Page
        


        		
        Copyright
        


        		
        Dedication
        


        		
        Table of Contents
        


        		
        Beginning
        


        		
        Also by Tuesday Embers
        


      


    
  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/liberating-mr-gable-high-resolution.jpg
TUESDAY

BERS






