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The snow fell softly over the Maine woods like a secret whispered only the forest itself could hear. Dorothy Sullivan had always loved this place in winter, the way the pines stood sentinel against the white hush, their branches heavy and bowed. She liked the silence that wrapped around her, the kind that didn’t demand conversation, just presence. Her cozy cabin—twelve feet by fourteen, tucked deep in a stand of white pines two miles from the nearest town—felt like a warm heart beating against the cold. A stone fireplace crackled in the main room. Outside, the world had gone hush; inside, the only sound was the hum of the generator and the occasional creak of old floorboards settling.

Ethan Cole had planned this visit for weeks.

He had emailed her two months earlier—*Hello, Ms. Sullivan, I’m an architect who’s been writing to you since I was sixteen. I read every one of your books on my lunch break. I’ve read them out loud to my grandmother who’s in hospice. Would you mind if I drove up one weekend to say thank you in person? I know you’re busy, but if it’s not too much trouble...*

She had replied within twenty-four hours with a simple, warm note: *Of course you’re welcome, Ethan. The cabin is yours for the weekend. Come whenever you like. Dorothy*

He had pictured her as the elegant woman on the book covers—silver hair pinned just so, smile soft and knowing. He had pictured this weekend as a chance to thank her properly, maybe share a meal, maybe even ask her to sign the only paperback he still kept in his truck: *The Day We Met*. He had driven up on Friday afternoon with nothing but a small duffel and the excitement of a man who had been in love with her words for years.

Now the snow was falling harder, the wind whipping against the windows like it wanted to push him off the road. Ethan gripped the steering wheel tighter, heart hammering with a mixture of dread and something else he couldn’t name.

He was only ten minutes from her cabin when the sky cracked open with lightning. Thunder followed so close it felt like it was inside the car. Rain turned to ice pellets, then sheets of white. The road disappeared. He pulled over on the shoulder, killed the engine, and sat in the sudden silence, staring at the swirling white beyond the windshield.

His phone battery was low. He tried the cabin number anyway, just in case.

She answered on the third ring.

“Ethan? Oh dear, I can barely hear you. What’s wrong?”

“I’m... I’m stuck on the side of the road,” he said, voice steady but tight. “The storm’s gotten worse. I can’t see anything. I was hoping maybe you could give me directions back to the main road, or... or tell me if there’s another way.”

A pause. Then her voice, calm and kind. “Ethan, listen to me. The roads are closed. I checked on the radio. They’re saying whiteout conditions, and it’s not letting up. You’re going to be safer here than on the road. Stay right where you are. I’ll call someone to come get you in the morning once it clears, but right now... you stay put. I’ll leave the porch light on for you.”

“Dorothy—”

“No arguments. You’re going to knock on my door as soon as the storm lets up a little, okay? I’ll have soup waiting. And a bed. You’re not driving back to wherever you came from tonight.”

He swallowed. “Thank you. I... I really appreciate it.”

She laughed softly, the sound warm through the static. “You’re welcome, dear. Now go inside if you can, turn on the heater, and stay warm. I’ll see you in a little while.”

He ended the call and sat for a long moment, breathing out a shaky laugh. The storm was already starting to bury his car. He was really staying the night.

Ethan dug his duffel from the back seat, grabbed his laptop, and trudged through the snow to the cabin. He knocked once, twice, three times—three sharp raps, pause, two more.

The door opened.

Dorothy Sullivan stood there in a cream-colored robe, silver hair loose and curling around her face, cheeks flushed from the warmth inside. She looked smaller than he had imagined, but the way she smiled at him made her seem larger than life.

“You made it,” she said. “Thank heaven. Come in before you freeze.”

He stepped inside, snow melting off his boots. The cabin smelled of pine and woodsmoke and something sweet—vanilla, maybe, or the candle she’d lit. Up close he could see the faint lines around her eyes, the gentle strength in her hands, the way her gaze moved over him with quiet curiosity rather than the hungry stare he sometimes saw from fans.

“I’m really sorry,” he said, shaking snow from his jacket. “I was supposed to be here hours ago. The storm—”

“I know,” she interrupted gently. “You’re here now. That’s what matters. Sit. Take off your boots. I’ll get you something warm.”

She led him to the living room, built a fresh fire in the stone hearth, and handed him a thick blanket. While she moved around the kitchen—potatoes, carrots, a can of chicken broth—Ethan watched her. He told himself it was just politeness. She was seventy-eight. Famous. Widowed. He was twenty-six, an architect who still lived at home with his mother and had never... well, never mind that.

“You’re really Dorothy Sullivan,” he said quietly when she brought him a mug of tea.

She glanced over her shoulder, one eyebrow raised. “Guilty. Most people say that like I’m a celebrity, not a lady who makes soup.”

“I know your books,” he admitted. “I’ve read every single one. More than once. I have them on my nightstand. I’ve read them to my grandmother when she was dying, to my little sister who’s twelve and thinks your heroines are the bravest women alive.”

Dorothy’s laugh was soft and real. “Your little sister sounds delightful. And your grandmother... I’m sorry she’s gone.”

“She is. But she left me her copy of *The Day We Met*. She said, ‘Read it slow, Ethan, because the love in it is the kind you don’t find every day.’”

He felt her eyes on him then, warm and steady. He looked away first, suddenly aware that his heart was beating too fast.

They talked through dinner. She asked about his work—how he designed homes that felt like stories, how he believed architecture could hold the same magic her books held. He told her about his latest project, a cabin in the woods that was supposed to be perfect. He told her he was still looking for that one person who would make the house feel like home.

She listened without interrupting, the way she always did in her books. When he finished, she said simply, “Architecture can be very lonely, Ethan. But it doesn’t have to be.”

He nodded, throat tight.

Later, when the soup bowls were empty and the fire was crackling low, he stood. “I should let you sleep. The guest room is ready whenever—”

“No,” she said. “It’s late. The storm’s not letting up. You stay here tonight. The guest room is yours, but so is the couch if you want. Or... or the bed in my room. It’s big. There’s plenty of space.”

He blinked. “Dorothy, I don’t want to put you out. I can—”

“You’re not putting me out,” she said, voice gentle but firm. “You’re a young man who drove through a blizzard to thank me for a story. I’m not kicking you out into the snow. Sleep on the couch. Or in my bed. Whichever makes you feel safest.”

He looked at her then, really looked, and something in his chest tightened. Not fear. Not the sudden pull he sometimes felt when a woman smiled at him. Something quieter. Something that felt like the first page of a book he had never been allowed to finish.

“Thank you,” he said softly. “For everything.”

She smiled, the same smile she put on the covers of her books. “Good night, Ethan.”

“Good night, Dorothy.”

He closed the door to the guest room and stood there for a long moment, listening to the wind howl outside. The house creaked around him. His heart was still racing from the storm, from the fire, from the way she had looked at him.

He pulled on a T-shirt and shorts, then went back to the living room. The couch was soft. He lay down, covered himself with the blanket, and stared at the fire.

For a long time he didn’t sleep.

He thought about the way her hand had felt when she shook his, the way her voice had softened when she said his name. He thought about the books—about heroines who found love in unexpected places, about men who had never been allowed to love women the way they wanted.

He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes.

He was twenty-six. He had never kissed a woman. Never held one close. Never let himself want anything more than the next chapter in someone else’s story. The idea of being with a man terrified him and thrilled him in equal measure, but he had never told anyone. Not his mother. Not his friends. Not even the anonymous pen pals who sometimes wrote to him through his online accounts.

He was gay. He was a virgin. And the one woman who had ever made him feel safe enough to breathe was seventy-eight years old, sleeping down the hall, and had just offered him her own bed.

The thought made him smile into the dark.

He drifted off eventually, the fire’s glow still warm on his face, the wind still roaring outside.

Tomorrow the storm would break. Tomorrow he would drive back to his ordinary life.

But tonight, for the first time in years, Ethan Cole felt something he had never allowed himself to feel before.

Like maybe, just maybe, the day he had
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