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      Oliver

      December 23

      

      Visibility maxes out at about thirty feet. The gray haze blocks what should be an expansive view across two thousand acres of winter wonderland. Light ice and snow fall steadily, prickling any exposed skin. The darkness on the horizon promises a full-on blizzard. In other words, it’s not only frigid, but this weather is for shit.

      Drew, the frat brother we called Loki for solid reasons back in the day, is long gone. The notorious troublemaker whipped down the infamous canyon with a rebel yell and not one glance back. Fucker. The guy lives near Jackson and skis all the damn time. In all fairness, I’m an expert skier, too. But there’s a snowboard currently attached to my feet, and that’s giving me pause. I’m not a newbie boarder, but I’m not great, and I’ve got a sinking feeling this blasted canyon demands great.

      On a normal day, there’d be a crowd of onlookers gathered to gawk at anyone foolish enough to attempt Corbet’s. Folks from the lift could get a good look at any epic crash and burn. On the bright side, the current storm system stops the lookie-loos. If I smash into one of the imposing rock walls on either side of this canyon, there will be no video posted on YouTube.

      I hop forward and peer over the edge. The invisible lift is somewhere out there in the haze.

      I’m too fucking old for this shit. Why the hell did I let Drew talk me into this? What the hell am I going to do if I break a limb? I live on a fucking ranch. A vision of my sorry ass riding a horse in a cast has me cringing.

      We knew conditions wouldn’t be great today. Why the hell didn’t I pick skis? What the hell was I thinking? I’m a good snowboarder, but am I Corbet’s Couloir good?

      My hands sweat in my gloves, but a deep freeze stings my toes. My quads burn, a solid reminder I’m no longer in my twenties. Yes, this might qualify as one of the stupidest things I’ve done in my thirties, and that’s saying a whole helluva lot. Fucking Drew.

      “You okay?”

      The voice comes from out of nowhere. It’s almost like I imagined it. Tips of skis appear. My gaze follows up loose black ski pants to a helmet, goggles, and a black face and neck cover.

      “There are other ways down. You don’t have to do it.” The voice is distinctly feminine, and I’m just man enough that I won’t ask her about those alternate routes.

      Drew left me here, and I assumed this was the only way down. An alternate route is damn attractive, but there will be a blizzard in Texas before I admit that to a girl. Even one in shapeless ski pants and a matching shapeless black ski coat that falls mid-thigh, with winter gear that completely hides her face.

      “Are you scared?”

      Now, that question just pisses me off. Never ask a Texan if he’s scared. “No, ma’am, I’m good. You go.”

      “I don’t want to leave you up here if you…that storm’s coming in. Lifts have stopped.”

      Visibility is now about ten feet. This has to be the stupidest thing I could possibly do. I can’t even see the rock walls I need to avoid. Flakes fall, dusting my gloves and my coat.

      “There’s no shame in fear.” There’s a hint of a smile in the way she lassos those words.

      “That sounds like a dare.”

      Her muffled laugh travels over the packed snow. “Take it how you want.”

      The twenty-foot drop taunts me. The stranger mocks me.

      “I can call ski patrol⁠—”

      “That’s quite all right.” My southern drawl comes out with the statement because that’s what I do to calm a situation. It’s instinctual. A slow southern drawl relaxes all things. But southern drawl and all, that cliff in front of me is still a straight fucking drop.

      “What level snowboarder are you?” There’s an air of authority in her tone that makes me suspect she’s an instructor. She’s not wearing the signature ski patrol red jacket, but she is up here on what’s widely considered one of the most difficult routes at Jackson Hole. “If you⁠—”

      “I’m fine, promise,” I lie. “Just go on.”

      “Nuh-uh. You first.” She pushes forward on her poles so she’s a whole helluva lot closer. She’s probably one of those college kids on holiday vacation with her parents and knows the mountain like the back of her hand. I recognize her type because I used to be that type. Know-it-all. Fearless. It’s not that I’m fearful, but I have responsibilities that will be a shit ton more complicated if I’m sporting a cast on one or both legs.

      The snow falls heavier now, further diminishing visibility. Once I go, it’s going to be a blind fall.

      “Ladies first,” I tell her. She shakes her head like she’s annoyed with me and she’s tired of my shit. That would be entirely understandable. But I’m not giving in, and I gallantly gesture with my arm for her to proceed.

      “I’m gonna go, but I’m waiting for you. It’s a regular expert run after you get through the pass. When you land, do a quick right to avoid smashing into the rock.”

      Smashing into the rock? Fucking great. “No problem, got it,” I lie again.

      “Do you have a phone? To call ski patrol? In case we get separated?”

      “You taking me under your wing?”

      “Do you have a phone?” Her gloves wrap around her poles, but she sounds like those hands are on her hips.

      Visibility is piss-poor. A wall of blurry white exists behind her. Snowflakes plaster to my goggles, and I use the back of my glove to wipe them, only for new flakes to replace old ones.

      “I do,” I grunt.

      Satisfied, she raises one ski, pushes on a pole, lines up on the edge, and whoosh. I get one glimpse of a long dark braid down her back that lifts from the base of a sticker-plastered helmet as gravity claims her. And…she’s gone.

      Ah, shit. The next person to come around will be ski patrol.

      I hop until the tip of my board hangs over the edge, lean forward, and freefall.

      The scream that rips out is half terror and half thrill.

      “Holy fuuuuck!”
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      Kate

      December 23

      

      The snowboarder performed a handful of rolls and one epic garage sale. His speed bordered on reckless, but he maintained acceptable control. The whole way down, I could imagine Hudson, a professional snowboarder and my older brother, egging him on. My whole life Hudson egged me on, mocking me for inadequate speed and hesitation. So as much as I wanted to give the boarder a well-deserved razing, I bit it back.

      The Corbet run is one I need to master for my training. Out of respect for the mountain and the community, I checked on the lone boarder.

      Most people hang a bit at the top of Corbet’s. But I watched him hovering for at least five minutes. I’d hoped he’d go so I’d have it all to myself. I wanted the exhilaration of being the lone soul on the mountain. Then it became apparent he was probably in over his head. Which is dangerous. If you don’t know what you’re doing, severe injuries, even death, await. Corbet’s is no joke. But, like most dudes, he couldn’t admit he might be out of his depth. He wouldn’t back down, and I’m not ski patrol. I have no authority.

      With more luck than skill, the guy conquered Corbet’s, albeit shrieking like a little girl the whole way down. I led him to what I think of as the intermediate middle. But, in these near-whiteout conditions, the intermediates are technically advanced slopes.

      The descent took forever, leading a boarder. But I finally got him to Sundance, a pretty benign slope. From there, ski patrol was all around, and I lost patience. With a straight shot down, he didn’t need me pointing the way. If it wasn’t for the boarder, I might have gotten in two runs after work. But, under these conditions, it probably all worked out for the best.

      “Oak!” The shrill shriek cuts through the base crowd. Through the heavily falling snow, I can barely make out my roommate, Nash.

      Nash possesses the soul of an eternal wild child. He’s loud as fuck, brash, and daring. He’s the embodiment of the frat boy from movies. The kind of guy I didn’t know in college because I studied too hard and avoided the frat scene. But he’s a lot like my older brother, so I get him.

      We met three months earlier when I applied for his roommate posting. I’d applied because he said he was a ski school instructor, and I thought that would be an in to jobs on the mountain. And he had been. But I didn’t accurately estimate his penchant for a good party.

      “Oak!” There’s a pause. “Lee!”

      Nash waves his pole back and forth in the air. He’s far down the dip, toward the restaurants and the path that leads back to lodging.

      A couple of skiers approach him. They look like an older couple, probably parents of a kid he taught today. I wave my glove, letting Nash know I see him and I’m headed down.

      My braid gets caught on something, and my head pulls back. I raise my arm, attempting to free my braid from whatever coat snagged it, and come face to face with the boarder. His bright orange coat is hard to miss. It’s part of the reason I could keep an eye on him as he coasted down behind me.

      “Made it down,” he says.

      “I see that.” I bite back a snarky comment. Something like ‘do you want a medal’ comes to mind, but that’s my brother’s world coming out to play. I want the mountain life, not the asshole vibe. “Nicely done.”

      Another skier skis up, close enough I assume the two are together. The snowboarder taps a hand on my shoulder. “She stayed to make sure I got down.”

      “You took him up to Corbet’s?” I gape at the skier. I really cannot believe the audacity—or perhaps stupidity is the better word. His friend could have died.

      The skier shoves his gator, a thick black cloth that covers his entire neck and part of his face down, revealing a wide, schmucky smirk.

      I glare at the guy, not that he can see me behind my reflective goggles. Friends don’t take friends up to Corbet’s unless they can handle it. And you especially don’t do it in severe conditions and leave their ass.

      “Tell me. How scared was he?”

      “Not,” I say. “Took it like a pro.” The lie rolls easily off my lips. “Later,” I say as I leave the two guys, heading toward Nash.

      “Wait, can I buy you a drink?” the snowboarder calls from behind me.

      Nash is a good twenty feet ahead, and the couple he was talking to has moved on. He’s not about to climb up the slope to me. Instead, he just yells out, “See you at Mangy Moose!”

      “I saw that. That’s down across from the resort hotel, right?” the snowboarder asks.

      “Straight ahead,” I answer with a polite smile, not that they can see it because my facemask covers from my goggles, down my face and throat, into my jacket, which is zipped up tight to my jaw. I push forward, gliding easily down the gentle slope.

      Ski people are friendly people, mostly. The guests are on vacation and in good moods. The people who work at the resort are thankful to be here because it’s a fantastic place. The vacationers tend to hang in the group they travel with, and the locals hang with locals. But, on the mountain, there’s a spirit of camaraderie. When you see someone down, you help them.

      The Mangy Moose is packed, as evidenced by the overflowing ski racks out front. I recognize Nash’s skis and set mine near his. A flash of orange catches my attention.

      The snowboarder has his board slung over a shoulder, but he sets it down against my skis. He’s in his comfy snowboarder boots. He holds an arm out, as if he’s directing the way.

      “Shall we?” He pushes his gator down and leans in. In a conspiratorial tone, he adds, “Thanks for not selling me out.”

      “No problem.” I lower my gator, and the icy wind bites my skin. “What happens on the mountain stays on the mountain.”

      He barks out a laugh. We step through the doors, and we’re met with a blast of heat. The threadbare carpet mat is soaked with melted snow. The boarder opens the second door. I peel off my gloves and scan past the hostess to the bar area. Sure enough, Nash has commandeered a high-top table across from the bar. I lift my goggles up on my helmet, unsnap the helmet clasp, and lift. On instinct, I breathe in deeply, released from the confines of the goggles, helmet, and facemask. The tip of my nose drips, and I wipe it with the back of my glove.

      “See ya’,” I call to the boarder who’s in line at the hostess stand.

      My ski boots clomp on the hardwood floor. Families are packed at tables. Skiers, snowboarders, and a few folks who don’t look like they went out at all today fill the bar stools, and others hover. The jammed après-ski scene in Jackson is par for the course. They don’t quite have enough bars for everyone to get their hot toddy with ease. But those of us who work here look out for each other, which I’m sure is how Nash scored us this table.

      When I moved here two months ago, I applied for ski patrol, and they handed over a list of the requirements and told me, “Not this year, kid.” One requirement is to possess the skills to traverse every single foot of this mountain. I’m working on it.

      “How was ski school?” I ask him as I unzip my coat. My toes burn from the cold, but my body is quickly reaching hot tub-level heat. Because of the extremely low temps, I layered up today with an additional wool sweater. Good for outside, but it has to come off the minute you step indoors.

      “Groovy,” Nash answers, glancing up from the menu on his phone. “You up for nachos?”

      The wicked high prices deter me. Resort prices are fine for those on vacation. For those of us living here and working the hourly jobs, it’s not such a great thing.

      “I’ve got food back at the apartment. I was just going to get a beer. Cheapest one.”

      “If we can sit with you, I’ll pay for dinner and all the drinks.”

      “These two seats are yours, my man,” Nash belts out.

      My heavy ski boots are resting on the rail of the empty stool beside me, and I have to brace myself on the table to turn and see who is behind me. But, without seeing him, I kind of already know. It’s the boarder.

      His helmet and goggles are off, and his orange jacket lies draped over an arm. His helmet hair spews back and forth in bursts of blond and brown pieces. He’s got a couple of days’ dark growth along his jaw that gives him a rugged, manly vibe. He’s pared down to a form-fitting long-sleeve top that augments muscular arms, a chiseled chest, and tapered stomach. That’s no dad bod. Which is what we see a lot of on the mountain. Especially over Christmas break. Almost everyone packed into the Mangy Moose is married, and a vast majority have kids with them. The throngs of college students at the bar tonight are most likely also here with parents. It’s the Christmas season.

      “Thanks for the seats. It’s an hour wait for a table. I’m Oliver. And this is Drew.”

      “I’m Nash.” Nash smiles good-naturedly. “And this is Kate. My buddies are stuck at work. Running late. Do you guys live around here, or are you on vacay?”

      Oliver slides onto the stool next to me, and his friend claims the seat next to Nash.

      “God, I’m starving,” Drew says as he hunts for waitstaff.

      “Menu’s here,” Nash hands him his phone.

      “I’m visiting this guy,” Oliver says. “He lives on the Idaho side.”

      “Oh, are you from around here?”

      Drew mumbles something about not originally, but he and his wife moved to Idaho recently. After placing a food order, Nash and Drew launch into an intense discussion about the surrounding towns and which places are growing and which aren’t. Nash aims to buy a place, and it won’t be in Jackson. Not too many of the folks who work for Jackson Resorts live in Jackson. There are several towns on the outskirts with more affordable housing. Nash lucked into the current rental we occupy, but he let me know up front it’s a year-to-year rental agreement and he never knows when it might end.

      “What about you?” Oliver asks in a deep, slow drawl that’s definitely not local.

      “What about me?” My brain muddles next to this attractive man. It’s a symptom I am familiar with. Hudson has some friends who stir the same clueless reaction. My fingers shred the paper napkin on my lap.

      “Are you on vacation? From here?” Oliver clarifies his question to assist my addled brain. It would be easier if Nash and Drew led the conversation, but they’re wrapped up in the Wyoming dispatch.

      “I live here. Right now, I work at the ski rental place.” I also wait tables and am searching for an additional part-time job, but this random doesn’t need to know that. “Is your family here?”

      Christmas is in a couple of days, so the question rolls off my tongue, even though I just learned he’s visiting his friend, Drew. This is the first Christmas I won’t be with my family back in Vermont. I couldn’t get the days off, and even if I could, I couldn’t afford the flight.

      “Well, funny thing about that. I’m supposed to be in Aspen. My brother’s family normally hosts. But his kids came down with something called hand, foot, and mouth disease. Have you ever heard of that?”

      “It sounds…” My nose scrunches automatically.

      “The photos on Google are every bit as bad as it sounds. It’s also highly contagious. So, I sent out a mayday. Drew and I went to UT together. He’s been asking me to visit, so here I am.”

      “Did he know you were a boarder when he invited you out?”

      “Oh, I can ski too. And I’m a better skier. I just had my headset on boarding. Now, what about you? What’s your story?”

      “I ski and board. I chose skis because of the conditions.”

      Boarding isn’t more dangerous, but in near whiteout conditions, it’s a challenge to keep pace with a friend. It’s hard for a boarder to keep pace with a skier, if not impossible, on a good day. Given the weather conditions, they should’ve chosen the same sport.

      A server arrives and fills our table with nachos, wings, mini burgers, and four hot toddies loaded with whipped cream. It’s a smorgasbord of food. She also unloads four small shot glasses filled with amber liquid.

      “I ordered a lot,” Drew says to the table. “We’ll get more if we need it.”

      I can’t afford all this. I always order the cheapest on-tap beer.

      “They’re paying. Stop frowning, Oak.”

      Drew smiles and clinks his glass against mine, supporting Nash’s announcement with yet another friendly, silent toast.

      “Thanks,” I mumble.

      Nash often has parents of his students offer to pay if they see him at restaurants. He also gets big cash tips. I don’t get cash tips, and I also have student debt. As much as I might like to refuse to accept their generosity, I really have no choice.

      “Oak?” Oliver asks beside me as he digs a nacho into a pile of meat and cheese.

      “It’s for Oakley. My last name. Nash loves to call me Oak. I have no idea why. If you hang out with him long enough, you’ll get some sort of nickname, too.”

      “Gotcha.”

      The Mangy Moose is loud, packed to the brim, and music blares from speakers all over the room. The result is that Oliver and I are paired off and pretty much in our own world of conversation.

      The alcohol keeps coming. Toasty warmth cocoons my cramped toes. Oliver’s southern drawl strengthens with each drink. He rests one elbow lazily on the table, and he’s got a welcoming, warm smile that lights up his face. You can tell he’s an entertainer by nature.

      Funny stories roll out. Our knees touch, and he presses his hand to my thigh or my arm to highlight a punchline.

      I’ve always had a thing for men’s arms, and the black Thinsulate top hugs the curves of his biceps. The corners of his eyes wrinkle with every chuckle. Over dinner, he traverses the line from stranger to friend. He brushes loose hair back behind my ear, and my skin lights. His touch reverberates down the curve of my neck. As we talk, my mind wanders to his age. I’d guess from his weathered skin he’s in his mid-thirties, but he possesses a boyish quality, an effervescent love of life that’s unexpected for a middle-aged man. Unlike my brother’s dyed blond highlights, Oliver’s are real. He’s not looking to draw a crowd around him. The only person he’s lavishing his attention on is me.

      “So, tell me, Kate, what was it like growing up on a mountain?” He’s leaning forward, grinning. His upper teeth drag across his lower lip, and he’s looking at me with avid interest. Yes, he’s learned I grew up in Vermont and I’ve been skiing since my toddler days.

      “Overrated.”

      He barks out a laugh and rests his elbow on the table. An electrical charge flows between us, fueled by alcohol. The rest of the world becomes background noise, and there’s only this man who keeps ordering wicked expensive hot toddies. This man with a deep-throated laugh who shows an interest in everything I say.

      “Are you going to be here for Christmas?” Christmas is in a couple of days. It’s pretty obvious I’ll be here. But the alcohol buries my snark, and I simply nod.

      “My brother will be home with my parents. It’ll be my first Christmas away from my…” I sigh. The room spins a bit, and I chug down some water. He’s still staring at me like I’m catching air off a jump. “I’d like to pretend it’s not Christmas. Just skip this one this year.”

      “Skip it? You can’t skip Christmas. What are you? The Grinch?”

      “No.” There’s this silly, super-wide smile I can’t wipe off my face.

      “Okay. In the Duke family, we’re allowed one Christmas wish. Just one.” He holds up his finger. “Now, as kids, that wish was always some big-ticket item, but it was clear, we got to wish for one thing.” He rubs his hand over his mouth. He may have forgotten where he was going with his story. “Now, if we all skip Christmas, think of all those boys and girls who wouldn’t get their wishes.”

      “They can still get their wish. I just won’t.” I’m not getting a wish, anyway. My parents already sent me a check for my Christmas gift, which this year I wholeheartedly appreciate.

      “No.” Oliver’s thick eyelashes flutter closed. When he opens his eyes, I notice his eyelids are half-shuttered, and I giggle. “You gotta make a wish. Tell me. What’s your Christmas wish this year?”

      With one discreet glance across the table, double-checking Nash won’t weigh in, I say, “I’m giving myself one year to make ski patrol.”

      I don’t share that this is a big life change for me or that no one in my life approves.

      “Ski patrol?” He verifies that’s my wish, and I nod. “Awesome. Let’s drink to ski patrol.”

      His index finger bats my nose. He leans in like he’s going to kiss me, and I tilt my chin up, receptive. But he slowly leans back, lifts his beer glass, clinks it against mine, and swallows.

      When he waves away the next shot glass, his whiskey eyes are pouring over me in a way I recognize. He’s over the alcohol. He’s interested in a different kind of post-ski party.

      The question is, am I interested? Sure, he’s cute. Nice. But he’s a vacationer. Here one week, gone forever. But it’s Christmas. And in the spirit of Christmas, sharing the time with someone feels more than a little right. And all that alcohol swirls and warms. My heart rate hitches when he leans in, and his fingers press against the back of my neck, sending tendrils cascading down my spine.

      “Let’s get out of here.” He pulls back and smiles a slow smile. “It’s too loud. You probably want to get those boots off.”

      He’s right. I do. The bones in my feet throb inside the ungiving ski boots. Nash and Drew are no longer sitting at the table with us. They are over talking to a group at the bar.

      “I have a fireplace. Let’s go get comfy.”

      My insides curl, and I can almost hear Claire, my other roommate, chastising me. This is so cliche. Hooking up with a resort guest.

      He brushes his lips across mine. Just a light touch that whips flurries through me and heats me from within. He pulls back, and those whiskey eyes probe, questioning. I reach forward, digging my fingers into his unruly hair, and take the leap. He tastes like cinnamon and bourbon, and the combination spins and whirls. My heart rate skyrockets the same way it does the moment I push off, let go, and sail through the air at the top of a run.

      When he breaks the kiss, he swallows, smirks, clasps my hand, and scrunches his nose as he says, “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
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        Claire:

      

      
        Where are you? I’m here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Claire:

      

      
        Nash said you left. Where did you go?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Paisley:

      

      
        Nash says you left with a guy. Who???

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Hudson:

      

      
        Hey, sis. Back home. Sucks without you here. How’s the snow? Looks like you’re getting a dump.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I scan the texts on the sofa in the living area of Oliver’s hotel room at the Four Seasons. I’ve always wondered about this hotel but have never been inside. It’s as gorgeous as expected. He flipped a switch, and the fireplace roared to life. Then he excused himself to go to the bathroom, but not until he offered me a bottle of water. My ski boots are over by the door on a warming pole. And I am sitting here in my flannels and only my flannels. It felt good to get rid of the heavy outer layers, but now I’m feeling naughty. I wish we’d just stumbled in kissing and I didn’t have to sit out here and second guess myself.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me to Paisley:

      

      
        A guy I met. Vacationer. 🤦‍♀️

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me to Claire:

      

      
        Already left. Sorry! See you tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      A text comes through.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Paisley:

      

      
        Woo hoo! Holiday fling! Have fun girl! 🍆🍑

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me:

      

      
        🤦‍♀️

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Paisley:

      

      
        Have fun! 🎉  Like my grams says, you’re only young once! Merry Christmas to you!

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Yes, indeed. Merry Christmas to me. The weight of my recent decisions has crushed all remnants of the Kate I once was. And for what? This is the new leaf I supposedly turned over. What’s the point of life redirects if nothing changes? This next year, I am going to enjoy life, and that starts now. What’s the point in waiting until New Year’s Day?

      “Would you like another hot chocolate? Or water?” Oliver shuffles into the living area and waffles between the small kitchen and the sofa. He’s wearing a form-fitting athletic shirt and black flannel bottoms, and he truly looks delicious.

      “Water would be great.”

      The buzz from our earlier alcoholic beverages permeates my cheeks and blurs the edges of the room. But nerves fray my peaceful, happy state. The high altitude and frigid temperatures require hydration, and I know this, so I down about half the bottle in several gulps.

      He plops down on the sofa beside me and kicks his socked feet up on the coffee table. Thick gray cotton socks have replaced his ski socks, and they climb almost up to the bottom curve of his calf.

      Behind the sofa is a separate bedroom area with a looming king-size bed and crisp white comforter. The curtains on the window are open, and outside the lights along the ski lift twinkle in the otherwise dark, snowy night.

      “Your feet sore?” Oliver’s left-field question draws me back into the room.

      “A little. I’m pretty used to my ski boots, though.”

      “Kick ’em up here.” Oliver presses his back against the sofa and taps his thigh, asking for my throbbing socked feet. Most of the guys from my past would’ve moved on to the next step the moment the hotel room door closed. And there’s definitely a part of me that wishes for that heated, mindless rush.

      “Right here,” he repeats, tapping his thigh again.

      “You’re offering to massage my feet?”

      “You’re a quick one, aren’t ya, darlin’?”

      I swivel so my back is against the side of the sofa, and my feet land on top of his thigh. He presses his thumb into my arch, and I lurch forward.

      “Ow.”

      “Less pressure?”

      With a lighter touch, the heel of his hand kneads the sore area. Warmth permeates the bottom of my foot, and I slowly relax back against the sofa. He kneads the knots away, and the comforting sensation travels up my ankle, calves, and thighs. I tilt my head back and close my eyes. A moan escapes, and my eyes flutter open. Whiskey eyes pour over me, the corner of his lips turned up in clear amusement.

      “You like that?” He’s worked through the initial soreness, and my limbs are now transitioning into loose, satisfied extensions.

      “So much.”

      “Yeah?” That slow, deep drawl does things to me. It’s suggestive and teasing and wraps around me.

      “It’s better than sex.” Heat rises in my cheeks, and I bite back a giggle as his eyebrows raise in mock dramatic shock.

      “If you think this is better than sex, then you haven’t been doing it right, darlin’.”

      The flames flicker orange in the fireplace, and I sigh in contentment. The quiet of his hotel is so much more relaxing than the raucous noise of the Mangy Moose.

      “How long are you here?” Most vacationers flying in stay for anywhere from five to seven days.

      “I head back on the twenty-ninth.”

      “And you’re not staying with your friend?” It didn’t sound like Drew lived too far away.

      “Nah, he’s married. It’s Christmas. They’ve got stuff to do.”

      I didn’t notice a wedding band on Drew’s finger, but I also wasn’t looking. No, I’d only been looking at the man sitting beside me with a tousled helmet head mix of chocolate, caramel, and honey-colored strands. His southern drawl and half-cocked smile, and whiskey-brown eyes pulled me right in—well, along with the alcohol. His weathered tan skin speaks to years outside in the sun, which makes me wonder exactly what he does when he’s not on vacation.

      “Tell me about yourself, Oliver.”

      “What would you like to know?” He digs a thumb into my arch, and I squirm and stifle a moan.

      “Last name.”

      “Duke.”

      “Where are you from, Oliver Duke?”

      “Texas.” He’s got the swagger and the drawl. “Outside Austin. Ever been?”

      I shake my head then reconsider. “Well, I might have had a connection in Dallas once or twice. That airport is enormous. No snow in Texas, right?”

      “Not much to speak of. And the tiniest bit causes all hell to break loose.”

      “What’s going on outside would⁠—”

      “End the world.” He drops my foot and waves his hands for comedic effect. “Electricity would frazzle. Cars would crash. Empty shelves in the grocery store. End. Of. Days.”

      We grin at each other as he switches to my other foot.

      “Tell me about Vermont. You said you grew up skiing?”

      “And boarding. Did it all.”

      “And then?”

      “Went to college at the University of Vermont.” A satisfied sigh escapes. The relaxation permeating my body softens this next admission. “Moved here this past fall. Where’d you go to school?”

      “University of Texas.” He smiles his wide smile that wrinkles the corners of his eyes. “Best school on the planet. Go, Longhorns.”

      I’d rather not talk about college. I glance around the room, looking anywhere but at the hot, sexy Texan blissing me out with his handiwork. This hotel is probably the nicest hotel I’ve ever been in. And it must cost a fortune.

      “Do you visit Drew often?”

      “First time, other than his wedding a couple of years ago. That’s how I knew about this place. When my plans changed, I called, and they had a cancellation. All these places sell out over the holidays, but there’s usually at least one cancellation. It’s a traveler’s secret.” He winks at me, and I swear that wink travels to my clit.

      “Did they give you a deal because of the cancellation?” I’ve never researched the cost of a hotel at The Four Seasons. Given technically I can’t afford the cheapest beer on tap, it goes without saying a night here isn’t within my means.

      “Nah. I don’t think they give discounts. But when you get to my age, a good hotel ranks as worth it.”

      “An old man, are you?” He smirks and moves up to my ankles and calves. I scoot down so he doesn’t have to reach. He doesn’t offer more, but now I have to ask. “How old are you?”

      “Thirty-five in January.” His hand wanders higher up my calf near my knee.

      “Wow.”

      “Wow.” He jerks on my leg, and I laugh. “You don’t say ‘wow’ when someone tells you their age. How old are you?”

      “Old enough.” My cheek muscles burn from the width of my grin.

      “What kind of answer is that? If you mean you are legal…” His brow wrinkles. “You’re older than eighteen?” His jaw drops. “You have to be. You said you went to college.”

      I laugh at the dismay written all over his face. I’m pretty certain if I answer eighteen or even nineteen, I’ll be escorted out of the hotel in a hot second.

      “Yeah. I’m twenty-four,” I go ahead and share to settle his consternation. “I’ll be twenty-five soon.”

      “You know what they say, don’t you?”

      “About what?”

      “You have until twenty-five to do something crazy. Then it’s all downhill from there.”

      “I’m a skier. I live for downhill.” My bravado laugh might be as much for my benefit as his. My life isn’t exactly following the path I expected, but I do my best to not dwell on it. I have a plan. He kneads the muscle on the side of my knee, and I jerk, lifting my leg so his hands are lower.

      “Does that hurt?”

      “Sore ITB band.”

      “You should roll it.”

      “I do.” Sometimes. I hate rolling it. Hurts like hell.

      “Do you do the forever winter thing?” I tilt my head, questioning, although I suspect I know what he’s referring to. “Australia next season?”

      “No. I’ll be here in the summer.” Only the wealthiest and most well-sponsored athletes can compete year-round. My brother doesn’t even get to do the Australia circuit every year.

      “What’ll you do?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Work at a golf course? Something outdoors.” I’ll be doing everything I can to get hired for ski patrol, but he doesn’t need the details.

      “I’m the same way. If given a choice, I’m outside.”

      “You look like it. You’ve got that weathered tan. What do you do?”

      “Ranch work.”

      “A cowboy, huh?”

      “Something like that.” He tugs on the end of my sock and pulls. It glides off. Cool air wraps around my skin. Then he repeats the action. His gaze travels up my body, and my skin heats. “God, you are scrumptious.”

      He takes my fingers and toys with them. The pad of his finger traces the ends of my short nail, but his heated gaze stays locked on me, warming me more thoroughly than the nearby fire. He shifts and leans over me, one hand braced on each side of my body. My thighs spread, making room for him to rest. He holds himself above me in a plank position, and time slows.

      He scans my face. I reach up for him, and my fingers weave through that mess of hair. His lips brush across mine, and his breath flutters over my skin. My fingers roam the curves of his corded, flexed biceps. His mouth covers mine, and this time, his tongue flicks across my lower lip. I open for him, and his body lowers, creating much-needed pressure over my core, and my hips buck up into him as our tongues explore in a slow sensuous rhythm. Mint with a hint of chocolate combine.

      This kiss is so much more than a kiss. A thin layer of cotton covers us from our wrists to our ankles. An extremely thin layer reveals every curve, every hard and soft inch. We might as well be naked. Bared to each other. There’s no doubt where this kiss will lead.

      His hips rock and press back and forth, ratcheting up an instinctual need. I tug on the bottom of his shirt and skim his smooth, firm stomach. The cotton bunches as I continue moving forward across the plains of his chest. There’s a light fuzz of hair, and I scratch my nails through it. I feel the rise of his nipple and pinch. He breaks our kiss. We’re both panting, sucking in oxygen.

      “Bed.” He says it like a command. But he lifts, and cool air breaches the chasm. Am I really doing this? A one-night stand? The unnerving thought hits like a spray of sleet.

      “I don’t know your middle name.” It’s a weird thing to say, but it’s what comes to mind.

      “It’s Carson.” He grins a slow grin and presses his lips against mine.

      The press of his lips is electric, and my hips rock forward.

      “What’s yours?” The tip of his nose brushes against mine, and I exhale. The top layer of worry disseminates as visceral reactions overtake thought.

      “Hannah.”

      “Kate Hannah?” There’s the sexy half-smile.

      “Katherine Hannah.”

      “Oakley.” He breathes out my last name in a way that makes it sound better than it ever has.

      I tug his head down and kiss him with abandon, throwing caution to the wind. I’m twenty-four and still have time to be stupid and crazy. Cool air surrounds my back. He groans, and I giggle.

      “I can walk.”

      He stumbles, and I squeal. His hand slaps my ass, and he picks up his pace. He tosses me down on the bed, and I bounce on the comforter.

      “Well, now that we’ve got the middle name thing out of the way.” He gives me the absolute sexiest, most panty-melting grin. I swear my panties go from damp to dripping. How lucky am I? A sexy Texan cowboy. This is one experience I must journal about so I never ever forget it.

      He grips my waistband and tugs. My ass rises off the bed a few inches as my flannels and my panties leave my body and find their way to the floor. He stands and soaks in my thighs appreciatively. I sit up and pull off my top, revealing a jog bra. There’s no way to take it off in a sexy way, but I go ahead and remove the breast flattener. I toss it past him to the spot on the floor where the rest of my clothes lie.

      By the time I’ve gotten the jog bra over my head, he’s removed his shirt, and I gawk at his lean muscles. It’s the kind of corded muscle earned with an active lifestyle. The weathered tan skin on his chest and shoulders is lighter than his arms, neck, and face. Somehow, he wears the farmer’s tan well.

      He reaches forward, behind my neck, and clasps my braid. With one hand, he undoes the band.

      “Loosen that.” He stands above me like a lord or master.

      My fingers unravel the wavy strands.

      “You.” He swallows, and I cover one breast with my arm. “Gorgeous.” He blinks. “Fuck. Lean back.”

      I do as he says, leaning against the stacked pillows. He climbs up on the bed, and my lungs cease functioning. It’s as if his dark gaze has simultaneously sucked the oxygen out of my lungs and halted my bodily functions. He spreads my legs, and his fingers lightly graze my inner thighs. He bends before me, and his lips follow the path his fingers blazed all the way to my exposed and needy pussy.

      I watch, mesmerized, as the tip of his nose hovers above me. He bows, and his soft, warm tongue dips in. His palms press against my thighs, creating more room, and his tongue traces my seam. My hips buck.

      What I want is him. Foreplay can be nice, but a need burns to have him deep inside me, filling me up, and his tongue is merely serving to tease. And what he’s doing also threads the line on a deeper intimacy.

      As if sensing my unease, his finger penetrates me, and he presses down harder, his tongue circling my most sensitive nub. My thigh muscles tighten and quiver. Any uneasiness melts away.

      “Please,” I gasp.

      A second finger stretches me, and he thrusts them in just the way I need. His teeth graze against me as his tongue works me over. I lean forward, reaching for his waistband. I want to tug him up, but he pushes me back.

      “Nuh-uh,” he grumbles. And then he attacks me with his tongue and fingers like this is his life’s work. My thighs squeeze against his ears, my hips rise, my back muscles tighten, and all of my muscles quiver.

      “Fuuuck,” comes out of my mouth as I gasp for air and the room goes momentarily black. “Oli—” His name is too fucking long. I might not be able to say it, but it’s one I will never forget.

      When the room returns and I am panting against the pillow, his grin comes into view.

      “That was sexy as hell.”

      Then he gets up off the bed, reaches for a wallet, takes out a condom, and tosses it on the bed beside me. He removes the remainder of his clothes within seconds. His erection salutes me, and as he returns to the bed, I reach for it. Pre-cum covers his tip, and I smear it with my thumb. Then I take my thumb and taste.

      “Fuck, Katie girl, you’re going to be the death of me.”

      He grabs the condom and bites the corner of the wrapper as I grip his shaft, moving up and down. He bats my hand out of the way and rolls a condom down.

      “I need inside you.”

      I only nod. After what he just did with his tongue, he’s earned it. Hell, I need him.

      He hovers over me and blinks. He reaches down, and his palm slaps the side of my thigh.

      “On your knees.”

      I scramble onto my knees, thrust my ass out at him, and look over my shoulder. My hair pools onto the comforter.

      “Like this?”

      “Fuck,” he grits out, his hand gripping his covered cock. “Just like this.”

      He positions his tip at my entrance, and I rock back, ready for him, eager. His palm circles the side of my ass. Rough callouses graze sensitive skin, and I arch my spine. I’m on the verge of whimpering, pleading for him to stop with the teasing and hesitation. His palm slaps hard. The sound echoes in the room, and with one thrust, he fills me.

      “Fuuuck,” he says and stills. I need him to move, and I rock back.

      That palm slaps again. My throat stretches as my head snaps back at the crisp sound.

      “Still. Give me a minute. Fuck. You are tight. And wet. So fucking…”

      I can’t wait. I inch forward, then back, begging him to move. He grabs a fistful of my hair, my back dips, and my chest angles out. Fingers massage my tits and pinch my nipples. The tug on my scalp burns. The added sensation threatens sensory overload. And then he moves. Hard thrusts, pounding into me, and I rock back, matching his beat.

      His thighs slap against me over and over, and I push back on my arms. My muscles clench, and I lower onto my forearms. He abandons my nipples and finds my sensitized mound and kneads it, circling over the pulsing nub as he hits deep within me.

      It’s wild, and it’s crazy, and it’s absolute insanity to be doing this, and it’s also fucking awesome. My muscles seize. His hips buck into me, losing rhythm. Deep inside me, he pulses as I quiver.

      “Fuck,” he breathes out. I collapse, and he falls over me.

      “Damn, girl. You are something.”

      I chuckle. “I hope they don’t charge you extra for what we did to this comforter.”

      “If they do, it’s worth it.”

      He trails kisses along my shoulder and back. The distinct smell of sex fills the air. The stretch of my bladder reminds me that there are less sexy things that need to be taken care of, and I make my way to the bathroom. When I open the door, I scan the floor for my clothes.

      He slips by me for his turn. When the toilet flushes and the door opens, I’m fully dressed, hopping as I pull on my last sock.

      “Whoa. Where do you think you’re going, missy?”

      “I have to work tomorrow.” I didn’t think he’d want me to stay.

      “Where do you live?”

      “Not far. About a mile away.”

      “Then stay.” My disbelief must be transparent. “There’s a snowstorm outside. Stay.”

      The bulk of the storm should pass in the early hours of the morning. And tomorrow will be mayhem as everyone rushes to get their powder time. If I were on ski patrol, I’d be the first one out. But that’s not me…yet.

      He pulls back the comforters and lifts the hem of my top and tugs, forcing me to raise my arms. The top hits the floor, and he bends and presses his lips to my breast. Then he swirls his tongue around my nipple. It tickles, and I bite back a laugh. He bends and removes my flannel bottoms, patiently waiting at my feet for me to step each leg free.

      In the bed, he pulls me up against him. It’s warm and cozy. The wind howls past the window. The wind, the strange bed, and the late-night surge of adrenaline combine to chase away sleep. Oliver’s breathing evens out, and his arms loosen around me. The time on my watch shows it’s after midnight. There’s no way I’ll sleep in this strange bed, and tomorrow I have a full day of work.

      With the stealth I once used to sneak out of the house in high school, I gather my clothes and carry them as far away from the bedroom area as possible to the entry door near my ski boots. I dress and carry all my ski paraphernalia out into the hotel hallway. In the corridor, I force my heated ski boots on and freeze all the way home.
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      December 24

      
      “Merry Christmas!” I shout for the umpteenth time over the course of the day. The stitching on the discount Santa hat itches, and my eyelids droop with the weight of exhaustion.

      Thoughts of the night before have circled my head all day, and a goofy Looney Tunes perma-grin has been planted on my face. His deep drawl has been on constant mental replay, mixing in with Jingle Bells and Last Christmas and all the upbeat holiday pop songs. Flashbacks from last night periodically heat me from within, and a random daydream overrides the cash register at unexpected moments. The fantasy that has populated my overactive imagination is of Oliver riding along on a horse, wearing a cowboy hat, jeans, and no shirt. There’s a stick of grass hanging out of the corner of his lips, and he flashes that sexy grin. Gah. I hope I never forget him.

      It’s Christmas Eve, and everyone’s smiles are bigger, so my omnipresent smile fits right in. There hasn’t been a single irate guest all day. It could be the Christmas magic in the air. It could also be the two feet of powder at the top of the mountain. A snow dump like that is pretty much the skier equivalent of winning the lottery on vacation, especially early in the season.

      One might think we’d close early on Christmas Eve, but we won’t. We do, however, get to open a full hour late on Christmas Day, and our boss has claimed a hospitality room at a nearby hotel restaurant for an employee holiday party this evening. Almost all of us are away from our families. It’s the busiest week of the year, and not working isn’t an option. Mom isn’t so happy about it, but it’s just one Christmas. There will be more.

      Paisley enters the shop and promptly stomps snow off her boots. We have a big mat near the door that remains permanently damp and nasty because everyone does exactly what she’s doing. We close in five minutes, and at the moment, there are no customers, so I leave my station behind the register to preempt her from embarrassing me by shouting a question about last night.

      I love her to death, but she’s loud and possesses a subpar filter. Paisley is younger than I am and just out of college. She’s doing a hospitality internship and currently works as a cashier at one of the Jackson Resort spas. But before she finishes her internship, she’ll work in several businesses within the resort.

      Her straight blonde hair practically glitters under the lights. Because she works in hospitality, she always sports perfect, blown-out hair. Those of us who work on the mountain don’t bother. We all wear helmets. Primped hair and helmets don’t mix. The most I do is braid my hair.

      “Tell me.” She beams.

      My cheeks warm, and I glance around the shop. I’m the only female working here, and while the guys carry on about their sex lives like they are up for medals, my preference is to keep my adventures under wraps.

      “Was it good?” She grins and playfully elbows me, and her mouth drops close to my ear. “Did you get the Big O?”

      “Would you hush?”

      The guys I work with are behind the counter, double-checking the organization of the ski boots to prep for the morning rush. They show zero interest in what Paisley is going on about. The lifts closed two hours ago, and we’re all ready to close up shop. At this stage of the day, we’re wasting time as we clock gaze, wishing for the minutes to drip quickly.

      My phone vibrates, and I tug it out of my back jeans pocket. I’m expecting a text from my family because it’s Christmas Eve, and we normally spend the day making cookies and playing board games. But the text isn’t from anyone I know. It’s from an unknown number.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown:

      

      
        Merry Christmas Eve! Hope you don’t mind I’m texting. Ran into Nash on the slopes, and he gave me your number. What are you up to?

      

      

      

      

      

      
      Paisley reads the text over my shoulder. She’s taller than I am and grins down at me with irrational excitement.

      “Is that last night calling?”

      I let out a sigh and shove the phone back into my pocket.

      “It is. Walk with me to the register. I have to close it down, and then we can go.”

      Paisley is my plus-one to the shop holiday party. Not that anyone will be monitoring attendance. My boss, Harvey, is a pretty laid-back guy with an anything-goes attitude. He’s fully aware that I’m here with the goal of getting a job with ski patrol, and he’s one hundred percent okay with that. He says he knows when he hires young kids they will not be lifers. For my part, I like that I’m almost twenty-five and he calls me a kid.

      Another text comes through, and after I close down the register, I surreptitiously check it while I’m grabbing my coat.

      
      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown:

      

      
        Oh, this is Oliver. The guy from last night.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown:

      

      
        Oliver Carson Duke

      

      

      

      

      

      
      Paisley grins and wiggles her eyebrows.

      “Oliver. I like that name.”

      “He’s from Texas. He’s leaving in a few days.” I shove my phone into a coat pocket.

      “So? Who cares? It’s a fling. Have fun. Enjoy it. And trust me, you hit the jackpot. Not sure if you’ve noticed, but mostly couples vacation here. And the hard-core boarders and skiers are…” She twists her hand back and forth, giving a so-so hand signal.

      I laugh. I get it. My brother and his friends are an unruly crew, as are a lot of the guys who live for sport.

      “Stoners who never want to grow up.” She expands
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