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The bus skidded suddenly, tyres slipping on the icy road before crashing into a snowdrift with a dull, muffled thud. My breath caught, the jolt making my heart lurch in my chest. We hadn’t been going fast, but the impact was still enough to set my nerves alight. Around me, the handful of passengers sat wide-eyed and frozen as the bus came to an unsteady halt. The engine sputtered to silence, leaving us wrapped in an eerie stillness. Outside, a thick blanket of snow absorbed every sound.

My eyes were unfocused, staring blankly ahead for a moment before blinking myself back to reality. I glanced around the dim interior, my pulse still pounding. My eyes settled on the man sitting a few rows across from me. “You okay?” He asked, concerned. He had dark, slightly tousled hair that seemed effortlessly styled, and deep-set eyes that held a spark of intrigue. His broad shoulders filled out the thick Parka he wore, flecked with remnants of snow from the storm outside, and his fitted jeans and leather boots showed a man who was both practical and knew how to dress. The faint scruff on his jawline gave him an air of someone who didn’t try too hard to impress yet managed to capture attention effortlessly.

I nodded back, voice trembling slightly, and not just from the shock of the crash. “I think so.”

There were only a few of us on the bus: an older couple, huddled close to one another in their seats; two teenage girls clutching their bags tightly; and a couple of men, probably in their thirties, quietly reassuring each other. Everyone looked rattled but unhurt.

The driver clambered out of his seat, his cheeks red and his expression sheepish. “Well,” he said, his voice breaking the heavy silence, “at least we’re all okay. There’s a pub about 800 metres up ahead. Shall we make for it?”

No one argued. The cold crept into the bus through the doors, biting at my hands and face. One by one, we filed out into the frosty night. The man fell into step beside me as we trudged up the road, our breath misting in the cold air. I tried to shake off the lingering tension, glancing over at him. “Well,” I said, aiming for light-hearted, “this wasn’t how I planned to spend my evening.”

The man chuckled softly, a low, warm sound that made the cold seem a little less biting. My own shiver reminded me how poorly I’d dressed for the weather. A thin hoodie over a strappy top and jeans was no match for the biting wind. I clenched my arms around myself, my teeth chattering.

Without a word, the man shrugged off his large parka and draped it around my shoulders. “Better?” he asked with a grin.

I looked up at him, startled by the gesture, but grateful all the same. “Thanks,” I murmured, pulling the coat tighter around me. It was far too big, but the warmth was immediate and soothing. We continued walking, the icy road treacherous underfoot.

The man offered his hand as we reached a particularly slippery patch. His leather boots seemed to handle the conditions better than my converse trainers, which slipped and slid with every step. I hesitated only a moment before taking his hand, his grip steady and reassuring. Snow flecked his woollen jumper, the cold painting his cheeks a faint pink.

When we finally reached the pub, the warmth spilling out from its open door felt like a blessing. The first few passengers had already entered, and we heard a collective sigh of relief as they reached the fire. Inside, the landlord and landlady greeted us with a mix of concern and curiosity, clearly caught off guard by the sudden influx of stranded travellers.

I glanced at the man, my shivering worse now that I’d stopped moving. “I don’t know about you,” I said, teeth chattering, “but I could use a drink.”

“Something string,” I added quickly.

He chuckled and made his way to the bar. A moment later, he returned with two glasses of whiskey, the amber liquid catching the light from the fire. “The landlord says it’s on the house,” he said, setting one glass in front of me.

“Thank you,” I said, my hands wrapping around the glass. He led me to a small table near the fire, and I rushed to it, opening his coat to catch every bit of the flames’ warmth. My face began to thaw, the heat chasing away the lingering cold.

The man took the seat opposite me, watching me as I slowly relaxed. I sipped the whiskey, the heat spreading through me in waves. I realised I’d been so focused on the chaos, I hadn’t even introduced myself. Before I could say anything, the landlady’s voice rose above the murmurs.

“The roads are iced over,” she announced, hands on her hips. “No one’s going anywhere tonight. We’ve got blankets and rooms upstairs. You’ll all stay here.”

As she moved around the room, distributing keys, I realised she’d assumed we were a couple, handing the man a single key before moving on. I opened my mouth to correct her, but he held up a hand.

“I’ll take the sofa,” he said easily, giving me a reassuring smile.

I nodded, lifting the glass to my lips. The whiskey’s warmth didn’t stop my mind from wandering. As I glanced at him, I couldn’t help but wonder how much warmer it would be to snuggle into him instead.

He must have noticed me watching him because he chuckled softly. “I’m Tom, by the way.”

“Katie,” I replied.

“Nice to meet you,” He said, smiling softly as I leaned back in my chair. His gaze drifted down to my hand, noticing the wedding ring for the first time. It made him pause for a moment. “You looked cute in that,” he added with a grin, nodding to his large coat I was still huddled into, trying to keep the conversation light.

I shrugged out of it, and handed it back to him, along with a faint trace of my perfume that now clung to the fabric. “Thanks for letting me borrow it,” I said.

He smiled as he draped the coat over the arm of his chair. “And now you’re stuck here with me, eh?”

I took a sip of my drink, raising my eyebrows. “I can think of worse places to be stuck.”

Tom gave me a conspiratorial smile, his glass catching the flickering light from the fire as he took another sip. There was a spark in his gaze, one that sent a warm ripple through me. “Another drink?” he asked, his voice low, inviting.

“Mmm, yes, please,” I replied, my cheeks feeling warm from more than just the whiskey. “Then I might go check out our room.”

He smirked, leaning forward slightly. “Same again, or something a little longer to take up with you?”

I laughed softly. “I do like them long.”

His grin widened. “Good to know.” He stood, nodding toward the bar. “How about a bottle of wine, and I come up with you?”

I tilted my head, pretending to consider it for a moment. “Sounds delightful.” I knew what I was doing. I couldn’t help it. I wanted this man and I was pretty sure he wanted me
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