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Love is free.

So I told myself all the time. Love is free and wonderful and wild and untamed. So why had I given mine so freely to men who didn’t deserve it and never received it back? Why was everyone so unwilling to bestow it on me? I was a volcano ready to erupt and shower one lucky person in all the pent-up love I had to give. But so far nobody had ever wanted it.

I sighed, squinting through the window at the fat flakes of snow falling from the white sky. I suppose it didn’t help that I spent so much time in solitude, but I was a writer, so what was a man supposed to do? It also didn’t help that I enjoyed my solitude and resented anyone breaking it, so yeah, I didn’t make any effort to find this free love. I just kind of dreamt about it falling into my lap.

Right now, I was heading for my winter writing retreat, the cabin I took for three months a year to finish off my latest novel. Things were going well and with any luck I might be able to take a long break if I got it done early enough.

The snow was coming down even harder this year and I almost missed the turn off to the cabin. Everything tended to look the same covered in white in Oregon and even though I’d been to this particular location twice before, I still hadn’t found it any easier to navigate this time. I did remember it was a few hundred yards up the rutted lane, standing proud on its own, the nearest neighbours some two miles away.

It would be well stocked. It always was. And there were the lights, shining into the gathering darkness, welcoming me. Hopefully, the owners had lit the fire, too, and had a bottle of crisp white wine chilling. I could taste the wine on my tongue, feel the heat of the flames on my face as I lounged on the couch with Netflix, the novel firmly parked until tomorrow morning.

Then I frowned as I drew up behind a low slung sports car partly covered in snow parked outside the cabin. I didn’t want to see anyone. I preferred it when the owners came and went like ghosts rather than having to make small talk after a long, tiring drive.

I switched off the engine, feeling irritable now, and opened the trunk to retrieve my luggage. The lights coming from the porch and front window gave a warm, welcoming feel. Almost Christmassy even though it was now the end of January, but I couldn’t help being annoyed that someone was here, already breaking my solitude. They should have known better.

I resolved to use my key to open the door rather than knock, to let the owners know they weren’t welcome when I had already started my stay. I would feign bewilderment and extreme tiredness when I saw them, and they would get the hint and piss off. Even if they had started the fire for me.

I jammed the key into the lock and threw open the door, dragging my heavy suitcase in behind me. In the hall, the unmistakeable tones of Freddie Mercury hit my ears as he proclaimed he was Mr. Fahrenheit and that he travelled at the speed of light. Don’t Stop Me Now was blasting out from a speaker in the living room and with some trepidation and confusion at the welcome, I all but tiptoed inside the room.

My jaw dropped at what I saw.

A half-naked man was dancing on the polished wooden floor and sliding around on the treacherous Turkish rugs, using them as part of his stage act as he belted out the words at the top of his voice. He wore nothing but a pair of tight, white boxer briefs and he had the most amazing physique I had ever seen. Lean, toned and muscled in all the right places. A six pack and hard pecs and biceps. Plenty to fill his underwear to bursting. He was also a fabulous dancer and singer.

I gawped, unable to believe my eyes, my loins stirring, and wondering why the owner had chosen to start dancing almost naked when he was expecting me to turn up.

The man continued to sing, nearly drowning Freddie out, his voice powerful and on key. As he proclaimed he was going to make a supersonic man out of me, he spun around to face me, his arms spread wide, stopping dead in his tracks.

The two of us stared at each other as Freddie went on with the show. Finally, I swallowed, because I had noticed his glossy, dark hair, fine cheekbones and endlessly blue eyes. He darted for a phone on the table and jabbed off the music, bringing a crushing silence that still echoed with Freddie.

I pulled myself together. “What are you doing?” I said in a voice less steady than I would have liked.

His eyes widened, then narrowed as he frowned. “Excuse me? You just walked in here!” His voice was deep, a twang of New York in his accent. “What are you doing?”

We eyeballed each other in mounting anger. When I didn’t speak, he said, “You need to get out of here right now.” He was still making no move to cover himself, which I kind of liked.

I scoffed. “I don’t think so. I have a reservation. I’m exactly where I should be.” With a dawning horror, I was starting to realise far too late that he wasn’t the owner.

He shook his head. “I’m not sure what’s going on here,” he said, “but I have a reservation and I’ve been here two hours. So please leave.”

I wondered briefly if he had been dancing for two hours. The fire was crackling merrily but he didn’t seem sweaty or out of breath. His pale skin glowed in the firelight with an almost luminescent quality. “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “I’ve been here twice before and...”

“I don’t care if you come here every week,” he said. “I have a reservation, my stuff is here, and I’m about to have my dinner. Now go.”

Now I was really pissed off. “Put some pants on and fuck off,” I snarled.

His face darkened. He grabbed the cell from the table and thumbed a few buttons while managing to glare at me at the same time. His pout drew my attention to his plump and juicy lips and I stared at him while he proceeded to have a long, irritated conversation with someone, the gist being that the owners had double booked us and nothing could be done about it until morning.

I stood there clenching my teeth while he hung up, his pale face flushed. “Did you get that?”

For a moment we had a stare-out competition, then I said, “You’re not having the bed.”

“I fucking am,” he shot back.

“You’re not.”

“Yes, I am.”

I charged out of the lounge and headed for the stairs in some ridiculous attempt to stake my claim on the bed before he could get his hands, or his body, on it. I hesitated at my suitcase and realised there was no way I could drag it
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