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        Ramona Dorokhova is twenty-eight, posing as a bartender, and on the brink of a confession that could change everything. She's crossed an ocean with a bold plan: to tell a man she hasn't seen since childhood to marry her.

      

        

      
        Owen Chandler, a man who lacks for nothing and lives to fulfill fantasies, finds himself intrigued by his enigmatic new employee. When a snowstorm knocks out the power and they're forced to share a bed, Owen sees it as the perfect opportunity to turn the situation to his favor.

      

        

      
        But the past has a way of entangling itself with the present. As hidden truths start to surface, their fleeting night of passion leads to perilous outcomes neither had anticipated. With so much at stake, can Ramona and Owen navigate the dangerous waters of their rediscovered connection, or will their rediscovered feelings end with deadly consequences?
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Owen

          

        

      

    

    
      The woman behind the counter, with her wavy shoulder-length dark blonde hair and bright red lips, doesn’t belong here.

      Her curious eyes dart around the room even as she makes the customer's drinks as if she’s searching for something — or someone, perhaps.

      Since this is the first time I’ve laid eyes on her, and I’m here each evening even if other things occupy my time during the day, she must be none other than the new hire.

      The odd thing is, even though I’m fairly sure we’ve never been introduced, she seems familiar. And there’s no doubt in my mind, that if we knew each other intimately, I never would’ve forgotten such an occurrence.

      “I would ask what you’re staring at,” Joy remarks with a soft laugh as she slides into the seat across from me, “but something tells me it’s the beauty behind the counter who has caught your attention.”

      Reluctantly dragging my gaze away from the object of my intense scrutiny, I look at my loyal assistant with an indulgent smirk. “I assume the final decision on hiring her took some convincing on your part to the manager.”

      “A little, but he seemed as impressed as I was. She came with wonderful references and incredible skills. Plus, she’s easy on the eyes and has sold more drinks tonight than we’ve sold all week. Worth every cent she asked for, and more, but we won’t tell her that.”

      “Is she?” Flicking my eyes toward the woman for a brief second more, I return my attention back to Joy along with a single brow raised. “What’s her name?”

      “Rachel Dawson, or so she says.”

      Taking a sip of my drink before setting it down on the table with a decisive tap, I chuckle and give my watch a quick glance. “You don’t believe that’s her name?”

      “A girl that beautiful wanting a job here with her background? I’m instantly suspicious, as you’ve instructed me to be, sir.”

      “She does strike me as someone I’ve met before. There’s no way I would forget fucking her, however, making it likely I’ve run into her elsewhere.”

      Joy doesn’t even blink at my blunt statement since she’s often involved in setting up my intimate sessions with women and used to frank talk. “I doubt it, as she told me she arrived here not even a week ago, and she’s taken the rooms above the bar as part of her compensation.”

      Interesting. “Ah. Now, in that case, I’m genuinely intrigued and must introduce myself to my newest employee.”

      “I would be careful if I were you. She looks like the biting type.”

      Chuckling, I pick up my glass and savor the last of my drink before rising to my feet while winking at her. “My favorite kind of pet, as you’re aware, so that’ll hardly put me off, Joy.”

      “Don’t scare her away,” she admonishes me with a long and overly dramatic sigh. “She’s the best hire we’ve had in ages.”

      Because I’m the owner of this establishment — and also due to the fact I’ve never gotten involved with an employee despite my joking about pets — I don’t bother responding to her impassioned plea, striding toward the bar with focused determination.

      The woman pauses in her duties as I approach, the cloth in her hand stopping on the surface of the bar as she watches me, unflinching with a curiosity equaling my own as she stares back with her light golden-brown gaze.

      Stopping in front of her, I hold my hand out for her over the counter and smile at her waiting for me to speak first, and am more than willing to break the ice. “Owen Chandler.”

      I introduce myself this way as she should recognize my name, if not my face, as it’s something Joy would’ve told her during the interview or upon being hired. Since she’s not from around here, she wouldn’t be generally aware of who owns this place, nor what I do for fun on the side.

      And as she puts her hand in mine and shakes it firmly, she confirms my assumption with a single nod. “Rachel Dawson, sir. Pleased to meet you.”

      “My pleasure, I assure you, along with welcoming you to the team. I hope you thoroughly enjoy working here.”

      “I’m sure I will,” she replies with a bright smile, her rigid stance softening as she lowers her shoulders and slips her hand from mine before dropping it to her side. “The pay alone is worth the men licking their lips and the women staring at me with daggers in their eyes.”

      A quick glance to my left and then right to prove her comment on point makes me grin wider as I focus back on her with a small inclination of my head, even as I avoid commenting on her appearance to keep things professional. “I’m pleased the pay meets with your approval.”

      “Wouldn’t have taken the job otherwise.”

      I might’ve believed her statement had there not been a soft and almost small hitch of her breath before she spoke the words. It makes me wonder why she might lie about not taking the job, but not enough to ask.

      “Well, Miss Dawson, if you need assistance or have any concerns at any time, please let either Joy or I know and we’ll be happy to help however we can.”

      “Thanks. I will.”

      Before I can respond, a customer catches her attention for a drink by raising his empty glass in the air, and she tosses me a quick smile before walking toward him without another word.

      Not even three seconds pass before Joy is standing beside me and places a firm hand on my arm to gain my attention, which I give her with only a small bit of reluctance as her interruption prevents me from checking Rachel out further. “Owen, we should get going. You’ve got the wedding tomorrow and need your rest.”

      “When did you begin acting like my mother, Joy?”

      My question is without heat, as it always is. Joy’s eyes soften with emotion and her lips curve up in a gentle smile when my hand covers hers with a light squeeze. She doesn’t respond as we head toward the door because we both know the answer to the question.

      Four weeks after my mother’s death, leaving behind a devastated husband and sixteen-year-old son, is when twenty-one-year-old Joy moved in. Her mother had worked at the university with my father and told her daughter everything. So, after a brief conversation with my dad, Joy decided to become helper-slash-chaperone to both of us for a little while.

      Yet, she never left after becoming my best friend, closest confidante, and business partner, cementing her place as a permanent part of the family with her devotion. And with my father’s death two years ago, just a few months after my thirty-second birthday, Joy’s the only family — albeit chosen — I have left.

      And that’s why she takes good care of me, as I do her because that’s what families do for one another.

      It’s what I keep in mind as we get into the car, reminding myself that taking care of Joy means I have to behave when it comes to business. Because of that, I absolutely mustn’t become intimately acquainted with the bartender, even if she’s among one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.
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        * * *

      

      “Nothing like watching a woman you would’ve loved having as your own marry another man.”

      After muttering the words, I put an obnoxious fake pout on my lips and pair it with a glare as Joy laughs softly.

      “You never had a chance with her, Owen, and you damn well know it,” she says after quickly smothering her reaction with the palm of her hand at my scowl and rolls her eyes from where she sits to my right.

      There’s nothing to do except smile in response and straighten in my seat because even if I’m aware of that, I’m sure as hell not going to admit it to anyone. “Shh. I’m trying to watch a wedding here and your babbling’s ruining it.”

      “Hush, then.”

      Chuckling, I turn my gaze back to the bride, and the woman I will only ever dream of having as mine. Simone is as beautiful as ever in her wedding gown, and for a split second, I curse my stupidity at approaching Isaac that day to help get the two of them to work out their differences and reunite.

      Then, I shake my head at my foolishness. Ridiculous to think that way even for a moment, because these two genuinely love each other, and are now the parents of two boys after the birth of their second son, Elijah, four months prior. Although Isaac had desired marriage almost immediately upon Simone’s return to living with him, she made it clear she wanted to wait until after the baby was born, and today’s ceremony shows she got her way.

      No surprise there since I would’ve done anything to make her happy as well, especially after everything she’s gone through. She deserves a man who treats her as if she's a queen, and much as I adore her, she’s happy even if it isn’t with me.

      As much as I shouldn’t admit it, though, watching them pledge their lives and love to one another causes an old and familiar ache to build in my chest. Other than my voracious sexual appetite keeping my bed warm with women who share in my particular interests, none of my relationships have been long-term, let alone leading toward marriage and a family.

      It’s my own damn fault, and perhaps a bit of nature’s too since it’s rare to meet a woman who makes me feel as if we would make a good match beyond the bedroom. Except with Simone, nobody has come close in a long time, and some of that is due to me becoming more selective as the years go by.

      I know what I’m looking for, I just need to fucking find it.

      Looking around at the guests isn’t necessary to know I won’t find the woman I’m looking for through my friends, since the gathering’s rather small, with only Simone and Isaac’s closest non-single friends and staff attending their intimate wedding. And yes, Isaac and I have a friendship of sorts even with everything that went down, but only because Simone insisted she felt nothing for me beyond friendship.

      Great for her and her relationship, not so much for me; however, I’m happy to have any place in her life because she’s a beautiful person inside and out.

      When they kiss after being declared husband and wife, Joy sighs with pleasure beside me, and I find it necessary to smother a groan at the way those two wrap their arms around each other to kiss with abundant enthusiasm.

      Then, in a sudden whirl of activity, we’re being ushered out of our chairs as the setup of the room is redesigned by the staff, and it doesn’t take long for the reception to start. Joy wanders off to get something to eat from where the food is put out a few minutes later while I take a seat at one of the tables closest to where Simone and Isaac sit near the front of the room.

      Helen speaks to Simone for a moment before heading to a door off to the side, and just as Joy returns to the table with a plate full of food, Helen re-enters the room cradling Elijah in her arms while Malik toddles along beside her. He takes off at the sight of his mother, flying into her arms as she gets out of her seat to crouch low to the floor, only to stand up and hold him above her head while he giggles.

      “Go say hi already,” Joy mutters, lifting a brow at me when I glance over at her, and nods in Simone’s direction as she takes a bite of food without saying another word.

      She doesn’t need to, as the moment I start to rise Simone’s voice calls out to me, and I look up to find her walking toward me with Malik on her hip. Moving to meet her halfway, she doesn’t even pause when she gets close, choosing to slip her arm around my waist and hug me from the side while Malik babbles incoherently from his perch.

      Putting an arm around Simone’s upper back, I give her a return squeeze filled with all the warmth and affection I have for her, and after a moment, she steps away with a grin up at me. “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to greet you before the ceremony, but I’m so glad you made it.”

      “I told you I would be here, even if there were a blizzard, which thankfully there wasn’t.” We both look at the tall windows — which line both walls and let in a ton of natural light — to see the bright sun reflecting off the snow already on the ground. “Looks like the storm they predicted decided to hold off another day.”

      “Yeah. I’m quite happy about that too.”

      “If you weren’t happy today, I might be the only one in the room who didn’t question your sanity.” Leaning down close to her ear, I give into the urge to tease her a little in my usual fashion, chuckling as I whisper, “You married the wrong man, after all.”

      “Shh,” she responds with a laugh, reaching up to slap me gently on the arm, and looks back over her shoulder to smile at Isaac before returning her gaze to mine. “You two might get along now, but he’ll kick your ass if he hears you talking to me like that.”

      Straightening, I shake my head and take a step back even as I say, “Not a chance in hell. At best the fight would end in a tie.”

      She laughs again and rolls her eyes, which light up as the beginning notes of the first dance begin to play, and with another glance at Isaac rising from his seat she holds Malik out to me. “Mind keeping an eye on him for a dance or two?”

      “I’d rather be dancing with you,” is my answer even as I take Malik from her, his little hands coming up to grab onto my shirt as Isaac reaches us and holds out his hand for Simone to place hers in.

      With a look back at me, she takes his hand and says, “Thanks!”

      They’re whirling around the room a minute later, Simone’s happy laughter filling the air, and for a brief second, Malik is as quiet as me while both of us watch his mother dance.

      Then, he bursts into tears, Joy rescuing him from my cluelessness when he won’t calm down no matter what I do after a couple minutes. With a final glance at the dance floor, I stride off to the bar for a drink or two in an attempt to drown my feelings until the things I know I shouldn’t want are the last thing on my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Ramona

          

        

      

    

    
      The man is as handsome as I expected he would be.

      In fact, he looks so much like his father, a man my own father showed me pictures of when I asked about him as he had no photos of the son I’ve been promised to marry since birth — Odin Vasnetsov.

      In this country, he’s known as Owen Chandler, and I know I can’t blame him for the fact his parents fled with him when he had been a mere child of eight himself, as my father helped them disappear for their own safety.

      However, the promises his father made to mine — and my dad being a man of his word no matter how inconvenient he found the vow after this long — meant my whole life has been on hold because of this agreement.

      At my age, I should’ve married a man ages ago, and already have a house filled with children as well. Instead, against my father’s desire to keep me close to home, I planned a trip to find the man I’m promised to marry.

      He wasn’t the only one unhappy with my decision.

      My childhood friend, Maksim, begged me to run off and elope after declaring himself in love with me. His declaration hadn’t really surprised me as I suspected he’s had feelings for me for a while, but I still told him that a promise made should never be broken without the consent of the other party.

      Plus, as much as I love Maksim and he would make an excellent husband and father, I’ve never thought of him as more than a friend. I didn’t know, however, if it was because of being promised to someone else had prevented me from ever actually dating or exploring my connection with others, or if he just didn’t spark any romantic desire in me.

      Now that I’m here, I know it’s the latter, and want nothing more than to be honest about who I am and what I've come for.

      However, I don’t want Odin to find out that information before I’m able to get a good idea of the sort of man he is, so I became Rachel Dawson, an identity which cost my father a good amount of money from the same man he hired before. As Rachel, I’m a simple woman from a dull background just looking to start a new life away from her overbearing parents.

      It’s not far off the mark with the way my father has sheltered me my whole life, but since someone tried to kill his best friend along with his wife and son, I suppose I’ve never been able to blame my father for the way he acts.

      With my perfect English skills and no sign of my accent — something which took a lot of practice to accomplish — there’s no way for anyone to think I’m from anywhere else except the States. And no way to connect Rachel Dawson with Ramona Dorokhova, the little girl five years his junior and declared his future wife to bring our families together forever.

      Nobody knew their identity except for my father, and with the help of a P.I., getting information about his life here had happened within weeks of my request. Locating him had been easy, and after a few phone calls, my experience in bartending was established after I saw his restaurant hiring one. At no point had I considered what I might do if I didn’t get hired, but I’m glad things worked out that way.

      Especially tonight when he walks in wearing a tux, appearing deliciously disheveled and more than a little bit lost.

      I keep thinking of him as Odin in my head. I’m so afraid it will slip out uninvited that when he spoke to me for the first time yesterday, the marked pause before my response had been intentional. I had to make sure I didn’t call him the wrong name, because no matter how hard I try, he’s been Odin to me for so long I’m not sure I’ll ever think of him as Owen.

      Not even my father calling him by his American name — something he only did in private in case I ever met the man — had managed to accomplish that in all these years, since we’d been introduced briefly when I was three right before he and his family vanished. His name has stuck in my heart despite efforts to call him otherwise.

      So I mostly refer to him as, well, ‘he’ or ‘him’ in my thoughts because it’s neutral and I’m hoping this keeps me from saying the wrong thing. Perhaps more time spent in his presence and around others referring to him as his known name will assist me as well, but it’s hard to say.

      His eyes skim the room, landing on mine right as I place a drink in front of a customer who thanks me by slapping the money on the counter before walking away, and my stomach flips as a delighted grin lights up his whole face.

      I respond with a smile of my own even as I wonder why he’s looking at me like that. He met me yesterday and barely knows me, yet he strides toward me with such purpose I’m unable to do much except watch in fascination.

      Perhaps he feels the same pull I do, the one which has intensified since setting eyes on him in person, and keeps growing the more I think about this gorgeous man putting his hands on every inch of my body.

      My thoughts about this are interrupted as he gets closer to the bar, a strong whiff of whiskey greeting my nose as he sits down making it obvious he’s been drinking quite a bit already. He’s not wobbling or incapable of walking, but I think if he orders more than a drink or two I will have to cut him off. Even if he is my boss, it’s still my job to make sure my customers aren’t too wasted.

      When he takes a seat, he chooses one right in front of where I’m standing behind the bar and plops down with a heavy sigh. But the grin remains on his face as he says, “Hello there.”

      His words aren’t slurred, which surprises me, and I keep a reciprocating smile on my face while addressing him. “Long night?”

      “You’ve no idea, I assure you.” Bringing his hands up to the counter, he taps it briefly before folding them together in front of him and ordering a drink.

      Without responding, it’s only once I’ve given the drink to him and he takes a sip that I notice the woman who hired me hadn’t come in with him. It’s probably inappropriate for me to ask, but since Joy told me she’s his assistant, my internal questioning finds its way out of my mouth.“Nobody with you tonight?”

      “Nope.” The look on his face as he pauses, staring at me as if he wonders why I would ask such a thing, and lifts his brows when my eyes flick to his drink. “Ah. Joy wanted to stay longer at the wedding, so I left her the car and hailed a cab.”

      That’s a relief. He’ll take a cab home, which means there’s no need for me to cut him off unless he gets rowdy, and he doesn’t seem the type to start a fight even with his size. Although I’m sure he’d happily finish a brawl with little issue. “Wedding?”

      He takes another drink and then shakes his head. “Don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Sure.”

      My attention is diverted by another customer as Jay, the bartender who will take over once I leave for the night, arrives. Seems as if every time I turn around following that, Jay’s pouring him another glass, and I clock out when done with everything as my shift ends.

      After a moment in the back talking with the manager, I walk back out and stop abruptly at the sight of a woman in a tight black skirt and a shiny tank top with her arms wrapped around his neck.

      Screw it. I’m just gonna call him O.

      And not only does O look not interested by the bored expression on his face, but he’s visibly drunk at this point. So, without even thinking about the potential consequences of overstepping any boundaries, I stomp over to where he sits and tap on the woman’s shoulder from behind.

      Her arms slip from around his neck as she whirls around with a scowl, her eyes widening as she lifts her head to look me in the eyes since I’m about six inches taller than her. I only know this because she’s about the same height my mother reaches when she stands next to me, and my mom is five-foot-five.

      I take after my father, and in moments like this, it comes in handy because many women I meet are intimidated by my height.

      She almost proves me right when she takes a step to the side, but after a glance at O — who merely flicks his gaze between the both of us with a smile before taking another drink — she squares her shoulders and deepens her frown. “What’s your problem?”

      “I don’t have one, but he doesn’t appear to want you hanging on him.”

      She laughs, tossing her red hair over her shoulder along with a glance at O as he throws back the rest of his drink, and brings her focus back to me with a shrug. “Who are you, his girlfriend? Because your thoughts on the matter don’t mean shit otherwise. We were getting along just fine.”

      “No, I’m not his⁠—”

      She doesn’t even let me finish before cutting in with a sneer. “Duh, I know he doesn’t have a girlfriend, so fuck off because what we do is none of your fucking business.” Stepping close to him, she slips her arm around his, her hand slipping down to clasp his tightly while leaning down to speak close to his ear. “Come on baby, I’ll take good care of you at my place.”

      His eyes find mine after she says that, as if he’s waiting for me to object again, and when I don’t he nods at the woman before standing up. That’s when he wobbles, his hand coming up to slap the counter, and the woman laughs.

      Laughs, as if it’s the funniest thing she’s ever seen, and I wonder how many other times she’s gotten him to go to her place when he’s like this. Either way, not a chance of that happening with me here, and I step forward while signaling Jay to assist me.

      “He’s not going anywhere with you. He’s too drunk to consent to anything at this point, and will be going home alone.”

      “Fuck you,” she says, her hand clasping his tighter and tugging on it, huffing when he doesn’t move. “I’ve taken care of him many times. This isn’t any of your fucking business, bitch, so get out of our way.”

      “You need to let go of him,” Jay tells her as he walks out from behind the counter and stands next to me, crossing his arms over his chest as he gives the woman a nasty look. “Consent doesn’t only apply to women, and if he’s too drunk to walk, he’s too drunk to fuck someone who takes him home. You need to leave, now.”

      “He’s fine,” she hisses, giving O an expectant look, but when he only stares back at her with a blank look, she yanks her hand away and flips me off. “Fine. Screw both of you, I’ll talk to him tomorrow and get both of you fired.”

      She storms off before either of us can reply while Jay steps forward to steady O, who lifts a hand to rub at his forehead while still not speaking.

      Jay, with an expectant and confused look, asks me, “Now what?”

      “Well, you have to work, and I don’t know anything about where he lives or if Joy would even still be awake this late.” Thinking about what to do, I finally blow out a breath and shrug while pointing upward. “Help him to my place upstairs. Can put him in my bed and if I can’t get ahold of Joy, I’ll take the couch.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I mean, he’s smashed and can barely stand. Besides, I can take care of myself, and he’ll probably be out the moment he hits the bed.” Taking my keys out of my pocket, I hold them out to him. “Go ahead. I’ll take care of the bar while you do that, and go up when you come back down.”

      It’s obvious he’s skeptical, but after a moment, he takes the keys and walks off with O stumbling along beside him. And ten minutes later, when I enter my apartment and go to check on him, he’s out cold while lying diagonal and snoring softly.

      I manage to locate Joy’s number, but she doesn’t answer, so I just shut the bedroom door and head into the living room. Exhausted from my long day, it’s not long before I pass out on the couch while thinking this is not the way I thought having O in my bed would happen for the first time, if ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Owen

          

        

      

    

    
      I know before I’ve even opened my eyes that I’m not in my own bed.

      My head is pounding, and even though I don’t want to force my eyelids to lift, the fact I know it's not my home makes figuring out where I'm at imperative.

      Another fact is that I had too much to drink last night. I rarely drink so much I can’t recall what happened the evening before, but since I’m in a strange bed and can’t recall whose bed this is in an instant, this qualifies as one of those times.

      Glancing around the room after my eyes have adjusted to the daylight, my initial conclusion is this isn’t the room I usually wake up in when Sally manages to get me to go home with her, so thank fuck for that. She always has perfect timing, coming upon me when I’ve had a bad day and don’t stop drinking when I should because it’s what she enjoys doing and I’m usually happy to fulfill her needs.

      There aren’t many women I engage with on a regular basis, but Sally’s an exception since we get on so well. Yet doesn’t seem as if she did that last night, which is good since I probably wouldn’t have turned her down, even if she wasn’t set to receive services until next week.

      But if not Sally’s place, then whose bed is this? This room doesn’t provide many clues being as sparsely furnished as it is: a bed, a nightstand with only a lamp on it, the closet closed, and a dresser with a mirror on the back. Nothing else, not even personal items.

      Sitting up nice and slow, I spot my suit jacket hanging over the back of the chair, and with a quick glance down realize I remain fully clothed. Fucking incredible. Not only was I drunk, but I passed out on whoever brought me home with them.

      With a sigh, I stand up and grab my jacket, shaking it out before tossing it over my shoulder. Then, after shoving a hand through my hair, I walk over and open up the door, the smell of pancakes greeting me. Striding out, my surroundings are taken in on auto-pilot, leaving me clueless at the lack of pictures on the hallway wall.

      Ignorant of where I am is how I remain while stepping into the empty living room, and at the sound of a woman softly humming, I head toward what must be the kitchen.

      And as I push the door in, two sudden realizations halt me in my steps. One, I finally recognize that I’m in the apartment above my restaurant, and two, that means the woman standing at the stove in a long shirt with her legs bared must be none other than my new bartender.

      “What the fuck?”

      She lets out a squeal of surprise at the sound of my voice, spinning around as one hand flies up to cover her heart, and stares at me with round eyes. If I weren’t extremely fucking confused on how I ended up in her bed, I would find her reaction amusing and her attire arousing. Instead, I place my jacket on the back of the chair by the table, and cross my arms over my chest as I ask, “Want to tell me how the hell I ended up in your apartment, Miss Dawson?”

      Recovering from her brief shock, she turns back around to face the stove and flips the pancake over, her response filled with amusement. “If you aren’t aware of that one little detail, then it’s good you didn’t go home with that vulture.”

      “Vulture?”

      “Red hair, beady eyes, ugly attitude. Threatened to get me fired when she saw you again. Ring a bell?”

      Chuckling, I pull out a chair at the table and sit down. “You prevented Sally from taking me home with her?”

      “If that’s the woman I’m talking about, then yes. Jay assisted, especially with getting you up here to bed.” She pauses to flip the pancakes again, then lifts the pan and slides them onto the plate next to her on the counter. “She was rather angry when we told her you were too wasted to consent and, therefore, she had to leave you alone.”

      Keeping a straight face is impossible at the thought of Sally’s reaction to being told that, and my laughter has Miss Dawson tossing me a smile over her shoulder while turning off the burner and then picking up the plate.

      She walks around the room after placing the pancakes in the center of the table, grabbing two empty plates and forks as well as two glasses. It would’ve been polite to offer assistance, but my attention’s diverted by her legs, and by the time it comes to mind she’s already sitting down across from me with orange juice in hand.

      After pouring herself a glass, she holds the jug out to me and smiles without saying anything as I take it from her. From there, total silence falls between us while we eat, and right as we finish is when I notice how quiet it is.

      Too quiet, with none of the usual busy sounds of traffic or people yelling outside, and a sharp glance toward the window above the sink makes the reason why crystal clear — the snowstorm has arrived in the form of a complete white out.

      “Yeah, nobody’s going anywhere today.” Dragging my gaze from the window at her words, she’s staring at me and shrugs when I meet her eyes with raised brows. “They’ve shut down the city. I called Joy this morning to let her know you were here with me since I couldn’t get ahold of her last night.”

      “Did you? I’m surprised she isn’t blowing
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