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CHAPTER ONE
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“Snow!  It’s April.” Angela Sewald pushed back from her desk.  Great, the night just slowed down even more.  Graveyard shift at the town’s urgent care facility didn’t slow down often.  Spring break—the one week that the nearby universities and schools closed and most of Peyton Corners left town. The ski resort stopped advertising, knowing that freak spring snowstorms missed more than hit this time of year.  Ski season was over in people’s minds.  Folks headed to Asheville or farther south for sun and surf during spring break.  

Angela walked toward the automatic door, moving right to avoid the electronic eye sensor.  White puffs billowed and scattered close to the door.  She shielded her eyes, letting her night vision kick in.  Out across the lit portions of the parking lot, she could make out the drifts and accumulating piles.  Windblasts rattled the front doors.   Crap, the arctic air reached further south than predicted. Her garden wouldn’t see warmth and green shoots for weeks thanks to winter lingering a bit longer.

“Snow. One of those four-letter words your Mom didn’t tell you about.”  A male voice spoke behind her.  She knew that voice, sultry, deep and tinged with a hint of Southern huskiness.  She pressed her lips together as well as her legs.  She didn’t need to turn around to verify the man standing behind her.  Parker Jones’s six-foot-three height didn’t go unnoticed.  Everything about him caught her attention.  From his riotous blond curls to his brown eyes that glowed when he smiled.  He oozed confidence and expertise.  His Emergency Medical Technician uniform hugged his body, accenting his ass, long legs and ...Angela shook out her hands, flexing them. Running her hands over the places Parker’s uniform hugged him best was the tip of where her fantasies ran.  

She turned around, moving away from the window and door.  “Hey, Parker.  Didn’t know you were still here.”

“Yeah.  Doc Stillwell headed out to Mrs. Carmichael’s.  Her granddaughter’s baby decided to arrive now.”  Parker walked across the lobby and dropped on to the couch against the outside wall.  The dark circles under his eyes stood out against his fading tan.  Back four days from his Hawaiian vacation and with his shift partner Mitch laid up with the flu, two days of sixteen-hour shifts’ toll showed. “And Mitch’s wife is sick. His mother is helping out.”

Angela sat down on the chair across from the couch.  “Wow.  That keeps you on call?”

“Help is supposedly en route.  With the storm, who knows?”  Parker combed his fingers through his hair.  “I sent Mandy home forty-five minutes ago.”

“Good, her husband is on the road.  I know she doesn’t like leaving her mom and dad alone.”

“She called before I came in to check on things.  Glad she made it before the brunt of this damn thing hit.”  Parker looked up, a small grin on his face.  “Doc said if the storm worsened to close up and head home.”

“How the hell are we supposed to do that?” Angela clapped her hand over her mouth.  She swallowed hard and ducked her head. She owned an all-wheel drive SUV.  She also knew the winter precautions. Full gas tank, emergency supplies and clothes in the back seat, along with blankets and pillows. That didn’t help the icy road conditions if the county hadn’t plowed or treated the roads. At the rate the snow fell, her driveway apron would be blocked and impassable. Holing up with her best friend Tricia wouldn’t work. Tricia took off for Las Vegas three days prior and forgot to drop off her spare apartment key.

Parker chuckled. “Believe me, I wish I knew a better answer than ‘carefully’.”  He sat upright, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his legs. He snuck a glance at Angela. He wasn’t a good judge of height in numbers.  He knew she came up to his chest the times they’d stood side-by-side.  She looked up at him and he tilted his head down to get a good view of her. The uniform scrubs she wore didn’t reveal much of her build or curves. The one time he’d seen her in other than work clothes was the company Christmas party.  Some of the women wore dresses.  Angela and others wore blouses and pants.  Her red and green top and black pants showed off her curves.  Hugged ‘em in all the right places, if she asked him.  She hadn’t. Mitch’s wife had elbowed him more than once when she caught him gawking at Angela. Yes, she caught his attention often that evening.  Especially during the two slow dances they’d shared.  Angela felt nice against him as they danced. A pleasure he’d like to indulge in again, this time without the dancing.  He looked down as Angela lifted her head. 

“Carefully. Right,” Angela scoffed. She stood and started back toward the reception desk. “You don’t live outside of town, do you?”

Parker sighed. He hated townhouse living.  His schedule didn’t leave much time for hunting for a single-family home.  Most he looked at were outside his price range or too far out.  Tonight he was grateful he lived in town and not out along some of the rural roads leading out of town.  Some of those folks might not get out for a week like with the blizzard two months ago. “No, I don’t. Tonight I’m thankful I don’t.”

Angela walked over to the couch, looked at him and dropped down beside him. “Route Forty-Two is going to be icy and dicey.  I don’t know how I’m going to get in my drive.”

“That’s the section between the city and county line, isn’t it?” Parker sat upright, moving over a bit so Angela could sit without brushing up against him.  He enjoyed her brief touch as she sat down. He wished she hadn’t scooted away so soon.

“Yes, I’m tired of calling both to get a plow out my way.  Private party rates are killing my bank account.” Angela turned sideways on the couch and faced him.

“Well,” Parker began as the reception desk phone started ringing.

Angela hurried over to the desk, picking the phone up on the fourth ring. “Peyton Corners Urgent Care.”

Parker scooted to the front of the couch and stood.  He walked to the entrance.  Looking out, he grimaced. Ten or more inches of snow covered the parking lot and sidewalk.  He glanced toward the employee parking section, checking on his pickup when he caught part of Angela’s conversation. 

“Yes, Doc, it’s still coming down. No, the relief help didn’t arrive.”

Parker made his way over to the desk.  He leaned on it, listening to the rest of Angela and Doc’s conversation. “Notify the hospital and answering service we’re closed and head home.  Got you, Doc.”

Angela’s gaze met his. She pressed her lips together holding the phone away from her.  Doc kept talking.  His next line had Parker moving around the desk and reaching for the phone.

Give me the phone, he silently mouthed. Angela squinted at him and shook her head.  Doc’s voice got louder.  “Angela, you can get home, right?”

Parker voiced his earlier statement. “Give me the phone.”

He held his hand out, closing the space between him and Angela.

“Hey, Doc,” Parker started speaking loudly, pointing to his hand at the same time. “I’ll get Angela home or she’ll stay with me.”

“Not necessary,” Angela countered.

Parker pried the receiver from Angela’s hand and spoke again, holding the receiver to his ear.  “Don’t worry, Doc.  I’ll make sure we’re ok.  You take care of Mrs. Carmichael and the new grandbaby.”

Parker waited for Doc’s reply. A loud crackle and pop sounded, followed by silence.  He handed the receiver to Angela. “Hang it up and see if our line works. I’m getting my jacket from my locker.”

Angela hung up the receiver and started to turn. Parker moved behind her toward the doorway leading to the exam rooms and lab area. He paused at the door, turning back to her. 

“Sorry for the caveman tactics. Bad roads mean we’re gonna get one place and hole up. Make your decision.  Either your place or mine.” Parker pushed the door open until it clicked against the doorjamb leaving it open.

Angela licked her lips, blinked, and fisted her hands.  Accepting his help didn’t mean she gave up her independence. Parker was right. They’d get one place.  Where was up to her.  

She took her fanny pack out of the bottom desk drawer and laid it on the desk. She touched the speaker button on the phone base as she reached for the second set of keys attached to her pack.  Crackles of static and loud hums rolled out of the speaker.  She turned the speaker off and started locking her desk and file cabinets. 

As she turned back to her desk, Parker came through the open door with his jacket over his arm.  “Ready?”

“Almost.  Give me ten more minutes.”  She took the other key fob off her pack. “Gotta get my coat and use the restroom.”

“Ok.  I’ll meet you out front.” Parker started putting his jacket on. “Make it five if you can. Got a text from Mitch saying it’s whiteout conditions in places.”

Angela nodded and trotted down the hall muttering. “Like I needed help making up my mind.  Thanks a lot, Mother Nature!” 

––––––––
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Parker smiled as he zipped his down jacket. Until they got on the road, nothing was final. He preferred his place since it was fifteen minutes away on a good day.  Tonight might take forty-five to fifty.  If Angela insisted on her place, he’d get them there weather permitting.  For now, he needed to brush off his truck and check on Angela’s SUV.  He wanted to get her parked under the overhead awning closer to the building. It’d make digging her vehicle out after the storm.

He pulled on his black knit watch cap and quilted ski gloves. He glanced down the hall as he reached the entrance.  The door started to slide open.  A blast of arctic air blew in along with several snowflakes. He tugged the jacket sleeve cuffs down over his gloves. The air reminded him of his rescue training class on Mount St. Helen.  Half up the slopes in early March with the winds blowing thirty to forty knots, the chill frosted their breath and a few pairs of glasses. Thank goodness, the instructor cancelled the campout or it would have taken until July for him to thaw out. He missed South Carolina’s warm winters. Didn’t miss them enough to move back and have his family hanging around his neck.  Being the middle child cut down on the grief he got as a kid, but as an adult, he wished his mother would stop hinting about grandchildren or planning another wedding. Damn, she and her sisters were a competitive lot. He smiled as he stepped outside.  He loved his family a lot. A bit of distance between them helped him have a life of his own, not one of their making.

The door slid closed behind him.  He stood still, waiting for his eyes to adjust.  The front of the building faced the street.  To his left the uncovered parking area for patients took up most of the front and side portion of the building.  On the right, the four handicapped spots along with seven employee parking spaces were under the covered awning.  At the back of the building was an old garage that housed the ambulance and Doc’s car when he was on duty.  He squinted, looking toward the street.  He couldn’t make out a tire track.  The few remaining ones in the parking lot were under the awning from when Mandy pulled out.  At the rate the snow fell, getting to his place looked more doable than trying to make the drive to Angela’s. He glanced back toward the door.  He hoped Angela had boots with her.  Getting her stuff into his truck was going to take both of them.  

Angela double-knotted her hiking boots and stood. She took one last look around the reception area.  Her coat, scarf, and hat lay on the couch.  Her tote bag with her work shoes and uneaten lunch sat next to it.  Her extra cell phone charger was in her coat pocket where she had stuffed it on her way out the door. The answering service said they would take care of notifying the hospital.  Both had conference-called her cell to confirm everyone knew what was going on.  She pulled on her quilted coat and wrapped her scarf around her neck.  As she fastened her fanny pack around her waist, Parker came back in. 

He stomped his feet, getting some of the snow clinging to him off.  He looked up and spoke.  “It’s getting worse.  Wind is picking up.  I hope you aren’t planning on getting home.”

Angela pulled her crocheted hat on and finished zipping her coat close. She walked to the window and looked out.  Snow swirled in batches, settled and blew again, creating another whiteout. She turned to Parker, waited until his gaze met hers.  She wet her lips and spoke.  “Not now.  My downhill drive is iced and covered.  I wouldn’t chance it.”

Parker nodded.  “Hope you don’t mind sharing my place for a few days.  Let’s get your stuff into my truck.”

Angela walked back to the couch. She picked up her tote and started back toward the door. “In the back seat are my duffel bag, a small cooler, and a backpack.”

“What can’t go in the cap on the back of the truck?” Parker joined her at the door, holding out his hand. “I’ll take your tote bag.  I’ll pull my truck up alongside your SUV.”  

“All of it can.  Cooler has food and water in it.  The duffel has clothes and the backpack has toiletries and a flannel blanket.”  Angela turned as Parker came up alongside her. “Survival stuff.  The other stuff is in the back near the rear hatch.”

“Other stuff?”  Parker looked at her, his eyebrows raised.

Angela grinned.  “Pillow and afghan. Additional warmth.  An extra pair of boots.”

“Essentials for sure. We’ll take it with us.”  He took a hold of the tote handle and continued speaking. “I took my camping gear out of the truck last night.  Thought about heading out to fish over the weekend.  Glad I didn’t go.”

“I heard Mitch tell his wife your place has a wood burning stove. If electric and heat goes out, we may be camped out in front of it.” Angela put on her gloves.  “It isn’t a gas one, is it?”

“Burns wood or pellets.  I’ve got enough wood on hand to last several days.  Pellets too.  We’ll get by.”  Parker started out the door and stopped. He turned back, faced her, smiling.  “Question is can you rough it?”

“Don’t underestimate this California girl.  My parents believed in teaching us how to survive and respect the land.  I’m a farmer’s daughter.” Angela walked past Parker, wondering what prompted her to let that part of her past out.  

She wasn’t ashamed of her family or their values.  Living out in the country close to off the grid left her feeling alone, vulnerable, and estranged from many of her classmates and the few friends she had.  A few years after her Grandpa Will passed away, she began to understand why he chose the life he did. Her affluent paternal grandparents wanted to shower her with money and privilege. None of which the rural farm community had. Everyone worked alongside each other like they did here at the clinic.  People valued people, not things.  Angela turned the brim of her hat down and her coat collar up.  She hoped Parker’s reception of her information didn’t turn icy. 

“Good to know.  You won’t mind helping out with cooking?”  Parker asked as he moved up beside her. “I’m good at breakfast and a few dinner dishes.”

Angela laughed.  “I hate packaged food.  Too much salt and chemicals.”

“My sister’s allergies required home cooking until she outgrew them. Short cuts saved me from takeout and fast food.” Parker pointed at a truck across the parking lot. “I’ll pull up beside you in a couple of minutes.”

Parker started walking away from her. Angela watched him take one cautious step after another, all the while holding her Betty Boop tote in one hand. Other men would have left her holding the bag. Not bother asking about helping out, either. Nurses at the hospital said Parker was different. Two of his past dates confided he was a perfect gentleman the few times he went out with them. Angela pressed her lips together and started making her way to her SUV. Gossip didn’t happen much around Peyton Corners.  Too many people knew each other to let malingering rumors or tales run amok.  The truthful tales got nipped in the bud by the churchwomen who read the tattle rag sheets they picked up at the supermarket two towns over like it was the national news.  

Parker pulled his keys from his pants pocket.  Glad for their warmth from his body heat, he worked the door key into the lock and slowly turned it. A click sounded and the inside lock popped up. He exhaled, noting how his breath fogged.  Opening the door, he offered a quick prayer hoping his guardian angel wasn’t on break. He tossed Angela’s tote on to the passenger seat and climbed in.  The door banged shut as he put the key into the ignition and pumped the gas pedal. Silence greeted him.  He pumped the gas pedal again. He turned the key again and the engine sputtered.  It coughed and wheezed, then revved into its familiar purring hum. Parker smiled. He fastened his seatbelt and put the truck into gear. He inched his way across the parking lot until he eased into the parking space next to Angela’s SUV.  The truck’s headlights spotlighted Angela’s ass as she leaned into the open door getting something out of the back seat. He swallowed, wishing his mind would focus elsewhere and not on being snowed in with the woman, he fantasized about more than once.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Angela straightened up once he parked.  Her hat hung sideways on her head. She looked like she tussled with something and won the skirmish.  Parker snorted. Humor would get him through for a while.  Could he keep his thoughts on civilities once they reached his place? Keeping them there while he drove wasn’t a problem.  He didn’t daydream and drive. Given how icy the parking lot was, his driving would take all his attention. Angela would understand without much explanation. Another positive in her favor.      

Parker slid across the driver’s seat until he could put both feet out on the snow-covered asphalt. Skating wasn’t one of his more graceful sport attempts.  He grinned as the image of his kid sister skating circles around him at the local ice rink came to mind. Tonight he wasn’t trying to rival her in any way. 

He swept one foot back and forth, testing for ice and snow packing. The sole of his boot dragged and scraped across the fallen flakes.  Good, he didn’t need to grip the truck for balance like he had before. He stood up and stepped forward taking half his normal stride.  Moving fast would have him on his ass and cussing. While the thought of Angela rubbing liniment across his back and hips ignited a warm streak in his groin, other thoughts required his attention. Like watching where Angela was and loading the truck.  Snow fell thicker than when he’d first gone out to check on his truck. If they didn’t get on the road soon, making it to his place would take on snow-covered ice.

He reached the overhang of the carport as another blast of wind pushed snow off it.  “Damn, that’s cold,” he cussed, reaching up to dust his head and hat off. “Gonna need a quick shower to warm up at this rate.”

“If the electric holds out.” Angela handed him the basket she held. “One reason I invested in solar panels.”

“My townhouse co-op did the same last year.” Parker moved to the back of the truck and opened the cap.  He set the basket inside. “Came in handy when the last blizzard hit.  Nice to have even lukewarm water available.”

“Last freaky spring storm took three days to dig out.” Angela went back to her vehicle and came back with two more bags. “Wonder how long it’ll take this time.”

Parker tipped his head back and squinted at the sky.  “Well, I think. . .”  Another blast of wind blew snow off the carport roof at him. “Ok! I get it, don’t guestimate old man winter’s stay.”

Angela’s laughter sounded behind him.  He glanced over his shoulder. “Hiding?”

“No. Keeping the snow off me.  You’re doing a good job at it too.” She grinned at him and stepped around him.  “Would you get the body bag out of the rear please?”

“Body bag?” Parker shut the SUV’s door and moved to the rear hatch. 

“Yes, large bag that holds a lot of stuff. Not made for regular bodies.” Angela stuck her tongue out as she faced him, holding out her hand. A beep sounded.

He walked over to her, glancing down at her hand.  The outside lights glimmered off the set of keys she held. He reached for them——

“Damn, what the hell?” He wrapped his hand around Angela’s.  “Guess we don’t have to worry about the exterior lights.”

Angela’s chortle told him she hadn’t moved.  Good. He waited until his vision adjusted, glad he’d left the truck running and the headlights on. “Can you see all right? Make it to the truck?”

“Yes,” Angela replied, moving closer to him. “Stash the body bag in the cap. Hatch is unlatched. Can I get in on your side?”

“Sorry bucket seats.” Parker carefully stepped back. He turned, blinking as his night vision kicked in more. The partially open hatch came into view. He moved forward. Step, shuffle, test for ice and step again.  Ten steps later, he was at the SUV.

“Do I need your keys to lock it?” he called out, lifting the hatch completely open.

“No, keyless remote.”

“Ok.” He grabbed the body bag and pulled it to him. “Is this it? What’s in it?”

“Yes. My other boots and extra gear.” Angela called back.

Parker lifted the bag up on to his shoulder and closed the hatch. As he turned, a beep and the click of locks sounded.  He followed his path back to the truck.  As he passed Angela, he spoke. “Heard the locks click. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Angela watched Parker disappear around the back of the truck.  Watching him lift the bag got to her. Knowing his muscular build and how his uniform hugged him when he moved certain ways set off warmth that she wished her face, hands, and feet felt. The temperature must have dropped more while they were loading her stuff.  

She shielded her eyes as she made her way around the front of truck. The headlights gave off enough light for her to easily make out the end of the carport. More snow flew off the hood of the truck as she stepped out into the windblasts sending swirling snow around her. Step-swipe-step-swipe like she’d seen Parker do. Ice loved to find her and a bruised ass was always the prize. She wasn’t going there tonight.  Two more steps and she had the passenger door open. Heat rolled out greeting her as she opened the door more. Gripping the interior handle, she eased her way around the door and tossed her tote on the floor. She let go of the door handle, reaching for the overhead grab bar.

A loud clunk sounded, followed by metal latching closed. “Hold on,” Parker called out. “I’ll help you get in.”

“Thanks. I can do it,” Angela called back, lifting one foot up, ready to step into the cab.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Parker replied close to her.

Angela startled and jumped, falling backwards, her arms flailing as she tried to catch her balance. “What the hell?” she yelled, her feet sliding different directions. Frack, so much for getting one up on ice and avoiding a bruised ass.

“Got ya,” Parker said, tight to her. She drooped against Parker, her head practically lying on his chest. Dignity and coordination drained out of her faster than a lit match could start a fire. 

“Sorry,” she murmured, raising her head. 

Parker smiled down at her. He reached down, patted her cheek. “Don’t sweat it. I caught you off-guard.”

“Yeah,” she replied, trying to stand up. “Let me get my footing. I found the ice we’re trying to avoid.”

Parker’s chuckle warmed her cheek. “Bound to be some. Wind isn’t warming things up.”

Angela nodded and squinted as she looked down. “I think if you upright me and let me grab the door, I can get in.”

“How about this instead?” Parker asked, scooping her up in his arms and sitting her on the passenger seat. “Quick and easy. Height and dexterity beats out wind and ice.”

Angela grinned. “Thanks. Be careful getting in yourself.”

Parker gave her a quick salute and closed the passenger door. She watched him carefully make his way around the truck, leaning on the hood with both hands, ducking as the wind buffeted him several times. A few minutes later, he pulled open the driver’s door, jumping in. “Damn, that wind’s got a nasty bite to it.”

Parker turned, gripped the door handle with both hands, and yanked. Wind whipped around the door trying to send its icy fingers up his pant leg. He pulled harder until he slammed the door shut. He looked at Angela. She flashed him another grin and gave him a thumbs-up.

“All right. Seatbelt fastened?” he asked, fastening his.

“Yes. We’re heading to my place or yours?”

“I know your place is closer. It’s level roads to mine,” Parker continued, “Best option is my place.”

Angela didn’t respond. He laid his hand on Angela’s arm and asked, “Are you okay?”

Angela turned, nodding. “Yes, I’m fine. Trying to remember another way around the hairpin turn on to Main Street.’

“I know one through a couple back streets. Bet they aren’t plowed.” He put the truck in reverse and slowly backed up.

“Guess we’ll figure something out when we get there,” Angela said as he glanced in the rearview mirror. Large flakes of snow fell faster than when they first came out. They needed to make it to his place soon or they’d end up stuck out on the road somewhere. Ten minutes later, they were at the end of the parking lot entrance, ready to turn on to the highway. Parker glanced at Angela again. “My place, here we come.”

“Yes,” Angela replied. “Let’s get there safe and sound.”

Parker snorted as he eased on to the highway. “And no idiots out joyriding either.”

Snow flew as he slowed for the first of five traffic lights at the outer edge of downtown. Stopping for whiteout conditions had cost them extra time, and driving blind wasn’t an option. He’d rolled down his window twice to see if there was oncoming traffic at two of the crossroads he had planned on using.  He glanced at the dashboard clock. Shit, forty minutes had passed. It took them forty minutes to drive what he covered in ten minutes in decent weather. If plows had gone through, there wasn’t any evidence showing. Parker glanced at Angela. “I think we’re going to have to negotiate the hairpin turn. If I take it slow and easy we should make it.”

Angela nodded. “Halfway through the first part of the turn is the opening to Mama Lucia’s parking lot. If we go through it, we come out on the second half of the turn which puts us closer to Main St.”

“Yes,” he said, easing the truck into the intersection as the light changed. “The lot is behind two office buildings. A level snow-covered lot is better than dealing with that tight turn across Fox Creek bridge.”

“As my dad use to say, straight and narrow can be a good option.” Angela glanced at him, grinning. “His grandpa was a minister.”

Parker chuckled. “Hellfire and damnation type?”

“Only when needed. Great-grandpa could pulpit-bang with the best of them. He did the revival tent circuit in his twenties. Meeting grandma and falling in love settled him down.”

“Sounds like your great grandpa was a character.” He held up his hand as they came to the next traffic light. “I’m gonna need your help. I can’t watch the street signs and keep my eye on the road.”

“Great grandpa was.” Angela rolled down her window, reached up and took a hold of the grab handle. “No cars coming. I hear faint beeps.”

“Plow probably down the road. Is this Wilson East?”

Angela leaned against the door, squinting. “Yes. I can make out part of the road is plowed. One lane wide.”

“All right. Here we go.” Parker started turning into the lane. Angela kept watching where the headlights shined, noting how close they came to drifted and plowed snow.

“Ease it to the left. Drift on your right.” Angela gripped the grab bar tighter.

“Thanks.” Parker maneuvered the truck left and right until they were center of the lane. He let go a short shrill whistle. “Damn, I hope we’re closer than I think.”

Angela grinned even though Parker couldn’t see her. “Yes. Two buildings down on the left is where the parking lot begins.”

“Got ya. You watch too, okay?” 

Angela rolled up her window, turned a bit in her seat. “Definitely. Mama leaves a bright red light on near the back door. It should stand out even in this.”

Parker’s chuckle reached out to her, embracing her in its warmth and comfort. Her grin deepened. She rubbed her lips together. If they got across the parking lot and out on to Main Street, the rest of their drive should be easier.

“Red light, here we come.” Parker inched the truck forward. “Crack your window and listen for the plow truck. We don’t want to run into each other.”

“Right,” she said, opening her window again. “I’m beginning to think I hate snow.”

“Climate we anticipate. Weather is what we get.” 

“Never expected snow like this three weeks into spring.” Angela tapped the windshield. “There’s the red light.” She glanced at Parker. 

“See it. Where are the buildings?”

“First one coming up. You’ll see a break between them. Keep going. When you see the light clearly. Entrance is nearby.”

Parker cleared his throat. “See clearly. Right.”

“Well, better than we see it now.” Angela let go of the grab bar, leaned toward Parker, and put her hand on his arm. “I’ll guide you as best I can.”

“We’ll do our best.” Parker slowed the truck, glanced at her and nodded. “First building counted.”

They crept past the second building as a burst of wind blasted through their open windows. “Damn, that’s cold,” Parker cussed. 

“Sure shit is,” Angela said, chafing her arms. “Parts of the guardrails marking the entrance are sticking up.”

“I see them. Here we go.” Parker put on the left turn signal and started across the road, easing into the space between the guardrails.

Ten minutes passed before either of them spoke. Angela rubbed her gloved hand across the partially fogged windshield. “I think we’re mid-parking lot.” 

“I agree.” Parker put the truck in park. He rolled up his window and faced Angela. “Roll your window up. Let’s get warm before we start moving again.”

Angela rolled up her window, took her gloves off, and held them out close to the heat vent near her. “How much farther to your place?”

“About a mile down Main Street past Wooster Lane. Wind’s died down some. Maybe we’ll make better time.” He turned in the seat. Angela’s gaze met his. Neither of them looked away. 

Silence mixed with the ping of ice pellets hitting the truck filled the cab. He pulled his gloves off, stuck them in his jacket pocket, and held his hand out palm up. “Put your hand on mine. I’ll warm ‘em between mine.”

Angela looked away first. She slowly raised her arm, reaching toward him. Neither of them spoke as she laid her cold palm on his. He laid his other over hers, pressing up and down lightly. Each time he pressed against her, he felt her pulse. Slow, steady and strong. A faint flutter caught his attention and vanished until he pressed again. He looked up, catching her watching him. His pulse sped up. Need to take her in his arms, press his lips to hers, and reassure her flooded his mind and ego. 

“Thanks.” Angela pulled her hand out from between his. 

“Welcome. Your other one too.” He pointed at Angela’s gloved hand.

She nodded. Pulled her glove off and placed her hand between his.

He repeated his actions and let go. “Give me both hands, palms together.”

“Why?” she asked, holding up her hands, palms together. 

“Chafing them will add warmth.” He covered her hands again with his and rubbed. Warmth flowed off him on to her. It continued up over his wrists and along his forearms, working spirals as it inched its way toward his center right where his male urge awaited ignition. 

Parker took his upper hand away, raised Angela’s hands to his lips and kissed each knuckle. He tested for warmth and reaction. She jerked and began pulling back. “Wait,” he said, gripping her wrist as best he could. “Need to test the other.”

She lowered her top hand, turned the one over until her palm lay against his. He rubbed his lips over her knuckles and kissed each as he worked his way back across. He let go and faced the windshield. If her pulse was any indication, he affected Angela like she affected him. He got to her and she him. 

Wind blasted against the truck, rattled the hood and shook it from side to side. Angela pulled her gloves back on. “Thank you. I think we best get going.”

Parker put the truck into gear and started across the parking lot. He could make out the edges of the buildings where the exit onto Main was. The traffic light hanging over it swung back and forth with almost the same force as the last hurricane winds he’d dealt with. Not good. Wind shears would make drifting and blowing more prevalent. “Yes. The wind’s picked up.”

“No kidding. That light is swinging fast and furious. We need to get out of here before it comes crashing down.” Angela took another swipe across the windshield with her gloved hand. 

“I’ll go as fast as safety allows.” Parker pressed on the gas pedal a bit more, gripping the steering wheel tighter at the same time.

Forward they crept, the steering wheel trying to turn a different direction with each windblast battering them. He hunched forward, pressed on the gas pedal more and prayed. Timing their exit and turn onto Main needed precision he couldn’t stop to calculate. 

Fifteen minutes of fighting the wind, ice and blowing snow brought them to the edge of the parking lot. He pumped the brake, turned the high beam lights on and snuck a quick glance at Angela. She sat hunched forward much like him, looking straight ahead. Her hand wiped the foggy interior glass. She tapped the glass as she spoke. “A few more feet and we’re there.”

As if the heavens heard his prayer, took a liking to him, or old man winter decided to take a break, the wind died down. The traffic light halted part of its violent back-and-forth swinging. Parker wasn’t bothering to ask what happened. He knew and words weren’t needed. They’d gotten a break and he was taking it. “Hang on, we’re going out.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Yanks and jerks of the steering wheel kept them from skidding across the road as the truck hit a patch of ice.  Parker looked in the rearview mirror as he straightened the truck. Zigzag tire treads marked their path out of the parking lot and onto Main. Parker leaned back against the seat, heaving a sigh. 

“I agree,” Angela replied. “I hope we get to your place soon. I’d say we earned a stiff drink.”

Parker snorted. “I’m for heat, washing up, and food. My stiff drink is hot chocolate with a shot of flavored coffee cream.”

“Hope there’s enough hot water.”

“Well, we might have to share.” Parker glanced at Angela, grinned as she shook her head. He added, “Five minute showers with each of us ready to wet soap and rinse.”

“Been there. Done that. Remember, I’ve got practice living off the grid,” Angela countered.

“Well, you may get to put it to use. We may be camping out indoors for the next few days.” Parker pressed on the gas, causing the truck’s tires to spin. “Hang on. I’m gunning it a bit.”

He applied more gas. The truck jerked forward, flinging snow in the air behind them. Spinning of tires sounded as he tried applying more gas. “Open your window. Listen for when we get off the ice.”

Angela rolled down her window and leaned out, looking toward the back of the truck. “We’re almost clear. I’d take it easy on gunning it. Don’t know if there’s more ice in front of us.”

“Right,” Parker said, taking his foot off the gas pedal. He applied the brake, shifted the truck into second gear and pushed on the gas pedal. The tires spun. Ice and snow flew in the air and the truck jerked forward several feet. 

“Looks clear from here,” Angela pointed at the side mirror.

“Good,” Parker said. “A mile and half to my place. I hope it’s not an hour away.”

Forty-five minutes later, Parker pulled up to the garage of his two-story townhouse. The outside lights flickered, dimmed and came back on, illuminating rows of parked cars. Several snow-covered cars sat in the additional parking areas close to the entrance to the complex. He pushed the garage door remote. Snow sprayed into the air as the door rose, spiraled around as wind caught it before settling on drifts and piles close to the edge of the short driveway. He pulled in, turned off the ignition and faced Angela. “Anything that you can leave in the truck?”

“Why do you ask?” Angela asked, unfastening her seatbelt. 

“Two sets of stairs up and back down.” Parker opened his door, hit the remote button and closing the garage door. “So what do you absolutely need tonight?”

“Food needs go up. Clothes and blankets.” Angela opened her door and got out. “My backpack. I’ll consolidate what I need in the body bag.”

“All right,” Parker said, exiting the truck. “I can carry some things too. I took my camping gear inside last night.”

He started toward the door, stopped and turned back. “What is in your body bag?”

Angela laughed. “Towels and a couple of old afghans. Why?”

“It might be our best option to move a lot of stuff up all at once.” He started toward the door again as the lights flickered, dimmed, and darkness engulfed them. “What a damn time for the lights to go out.”

“Stay put,” Angela called out. “I’ve got a flashlight we can use. Hang on.”

Parker opened his mouth, ready to reply, when a cold hand touched his arm. Chills swept up and over him. He jerked and pulled, trying to get away.

“Hey. It’s me,” Angela said. A beam of light illuminated a spot on the floor near his feet. 

“Sorry,” Parker offered. “Kid sister pranked me by sneaking up on me in the dark a lot.”

Angela snickered. “Older brother loved spooking me and my middle sister. Mom got him good though.”

“Oh? How so?” Parker accepted the flashlight she pressed into his hand.

“He hated snakes. She tucked him in on a campout telling him to watch for snakes as she saw a few around the tent. Lights went out and my brother started screaming. Mom had put a dozen rubber snakes in the bottom of his sleeping bag.”

Parker groaned. “Man, you traumatized him. Your mom was mean.”

“Nah, she helped him dump them out and explained that it could have been a real snake. He needed to check and not just accept.”

Parker heard Angela walk away. “Don’t you need the flashlight?”

“Nope. Got one in my pocket.”  A thin beam of light arced through the air. “I learned from his experience too. I always carry a flashlight with me. Never know when you may need one.”

“Yeah, snakes can be anywhere.” Parker walked over to the door, shining the flashlight on the lock as he fumbled with his keys. 

“Got ya. I’ve got my backpack on. Clothes, blankets and food in body bag. My other stuff can make it up in daylight.” 

“Good. I’ll get mine after I unlock the door.” Parker moved to his left, shining the flashlight ahead of him. He took a hold of the cold door handle, inserted his key and listened. The click of the key unlocking the lock had him almost grinning. Out of the storm and amongst his familiar things—home. The place where he felt secure and safe. Would Angela feel the same way if they were snowed in for a few days?  Bright light momentarily blinded him. He blinked and yelled. “Hot damn. Light exists. Heat too ,I think.”

“Great,” Angela said coming up behind him. “Let’s get upstairs while the lights work.”

––––––––
[image: image]


Parker took his backpack from her, put it on and he held the door open with his foot. “Cap hatch down and locked? You checked the cab for all your stuff?”

“Yes,” Angela said, slinging the strap of the body bag over her head and on to her opposite shoulder. “You want to check the cap and truck before we go up?”

Parker hesitated, handed her the flashlight as he started to move away from the door. “Double checking never hurts.”

She grabbed for the door. “I’ve got the door. And the flashlight.” She shined the light in the direction of the truck.

She heard the jingle of keys, Parker muttering to himself, and the click of the cab door locks. He walked back to her, holding his hand out.

“What do you want?” She started to hand him the flashlight. 

“Body bag. I can carry it easier than you can. No offense. I’m used to heavy lifting all day.” Parker didn’t lower his hand.

Angela shifted her feet, ready to say no as she moved into the small hall leading to the stairs. Several narrow steps greeted her. “Do the steps get any better?”

“Past the first, yes.” Parker took a hold of the body bag strap. “I’m fine with carrying this.”

Angela faced him. “I yield. I’d be too busy watching my feet instead of bounding up the steps.”

Parker raised the strap off her shoulder. “Duck your head. You a stair watcher, eh?”

Angela nodded as she straightened her neck. “From way back. Slipped on a throw rug at my grandma Fiona’s, slid on my ass across the waxed floor and tumbled down six steps.”

“Ouch.” Parker slipped the body bag strap over his head. “Go ahead of me. You can shine the flashlight if needed.”

“Yup,” Angela said clicking the flashlight off and hooking it on her fanny pack. “Bruised my ass, my legs and my ego.”

Parker chuckled. “Please don’t do that tonight. We need to get us up these steps safely.”

“Top priority,” Angela called out, reaching the top of the first set of stairs. “You weren’t kidding about two flights of steps. I’m getting my cardio.”

Parker waited until Angela started up the next flight before taking the first set of steps two at a time. As he reached the landing, he paused, watching Angela take the steps one at a time, placing her foot on the middle of each step. Her hips swayed as she stepped and moved. He’d caught her bending over, picking something up off the floor at work a couple weeks earlier. Her plump ass and hips set his hormones raging and his mind imagining how deep he could penetrate her in that position. Some women liked the feel of a man pumping in and out of her with a rhythm that had his balls slapping against them. Boney women were harder to hang on to with them bent over. With Angela, he’d give it a try. She had padding he wouldn’t mind bumping up against. Then there was anal. Tried
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