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Snowflakes & Second Chances

Lindsey Harper is having a very bad week and it’s about to get worse. After her boyfriend, make that ex-boyfriend, takes someone else on their vacation, all Lindsey wants is to spend a few days alone at the family cabin. When her car gets stranded in the snow on her way there, the last person she expected to see coming to her rescue was Ryan Ford. She had fallen for him when she was a teenager, and after he broke her heart she vowed to never see him again.

Ryan Ford was looking forward to spending a few days at his best friend, Logan Harper’s family cabin. He had a deadline to meet and the solitude was just what he needed. When he gets a call that Logan’s little sister is lost in the snow storm, he has no choice but to find her. Only she’s not so little anymore.

Forced to spend the night at the cabin, will they get a second chance at love?
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“So I told him, ‘Have fun, Dean. I hope you step on a jellyfish and get a drink umbrella lodged in your hind end’,” Lindsey Harper shoved one last pair of thick socks into her pink hard-side suitcase, slammed the lid shut, and yanked the zipper around to close it. How one person could be so infuriating was beyond her.

“Whoa!” Her best friend, Hannah Michaels, lifted her hands in a calming gesture. “Take it easy. I know you’re upset, but it’s bad karma to wish bodily harm on someone. Even if it is that louse,” she rolled her eyes.

Lindsey let out a small giggle. Her friend was right, it wasn’t right to wish ill on someone, but now, she didn’t think Dean Benson counted. She flopped onto the bed next to the suitcase and let herself fall back. “I just can’t help it. I’m supposed to be two margaritas deep on a white sandy beach right now, not packing my snow boots to go up north to the cabin.” She knew she was whining, but at this moment, she didn’t care. She didn’t really care about anything, which was why she needed to get away from everything.

Hannah tilted her head, narrowed her eyes, and let out an exasperated sigh. “Forget him!” Her short black hair stuck up in a spiky style that only she could pull off, framing her bright blue eyes and petite features perfectly. 

Hannah had been on the way to her future in-law’s home in Mankato when Lindsey called, in tears over her change in plans. Like the good friend she was, Hannah immediately turned around to help her friend. Lindsey protested, but Hannah assured her she had the entire week to spend with them, and Seth, her fiancé, wouldn’t be there until later in the day, so it wasn’t any trouble. Lindsey was grateful for her friend’s presence and reassurance that it was him, not her, that was the bad guy in this situation.

Lindsey and Hannah were assigned to be roommates their freshman year at the University of Wisconsin-Stout and had been inseparable ever since. After graduation, they rented a cute little apartment in Minneapolis. It was in a turn of the century craftsman home that had been converted into a four-plex. The apartment itself was quaint and full of vintage charm with its hardwood flooring, wide trim, and many built-in cabinets. The neighbors were older and quiet. But the best part of the house was the fact that it was across the street from Lake Calhoun, or Bde Maka Ska as it was now called, and within walking distance from the vibrant Uptown area. 

They were both employed as paralegals in downtown Minneapolis, but at separate law firms. Lindsey loved coming home from work and walking to Uptown with Hannah to grab a bite to eat at one of the many eclectic cafes or go window shopping together at the indie boutiques that lined Lake Street. Dean didn’t like that area as much and preferred to go to the finer restaurants downtown when he and Lindsey went out. Dean. Lindsey felt her stomach go sour, and she swallowed several times before sitting back up and looking at her friend.

“We’ve been planning this trip for two months. The one thing that got me through working all that overtime for the last couple of weeks was knowing that the beaches of Jamaica were waiting for us,” Lindsey moaned. Her firm had a high profile case they were preparing for court, and she’d been putting in twelve-hour days on a regular basis. When Dean suggested the trip, she didn’t hesitate. Lindsey had put a margarita-shaped sticker on every day in her planner since he’d asked. 

Hannah slid the suitcase off the bed and sat next to her, wrapping her arm around Lindsey’s shoulders. She tilted her head and rested it on Hannah’s shoulder and let out a long breath. 

“His secretary. He left me for his secretary,” Lindsey said incredulously. “I mean, how cliché is that?” She was still reeling from the “Dear Jane” voicemail Dean left her telling her their trip was off, and so was their relationship. He didn’t even have the common decency to let her know her in person. “I was really looking forward to this trip, Hannah,” she said softly, trying to blink back the tears that welled up in her eyes. “I needed this vacation, this break.” 

That was an understatement. Between the stress of Lindsey’s job and the shift she’d felt in her relationship with Dean, she’d been looking forward to the time on the beach to recharge. Both herself and their relationship. Now she knew why there’d been a shift. She swiped a tear from her face with the side of her fist. 

“Dean’s an arrogant jerk that doesn’t deserve your tears, sweetie,” Hannah said. “I never like him, anyway.”

Lindsey’s head snapped up, and she stared at her friend. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Would you have listened? You were all, ‘Oh, he’s so handsome, he’s got such a good job, he’s so perfect.’” She lifted her hand, poked her index finger in her open mouth in a gagging gesture, and rolled her eyes. 

Lindsey clamped her lips together while she considered what Hannah said. Dean Benson was a first-year associate attorney at the law firm where she worked. She’d met him that summer at the firm’s annual gathering when they had ended up sitting next to each other on the dinner cruise. The law office where they worked encompassed three floors of the IDS building in Minneapolis, and they both worked on a different floor. It wasn’t surprising they hadn’t crossed paths before that night. 

Dean was smart, and handsome, and charming...oh, so charming. She’d let herself get caught up in the fancy restaurants and box-seat events he’d taken her to. But, if she were honest with herself, she would have to admit that he was not a great boyfriend. He forgot her birthday, was terrible about returning phone calls, and had a terrible habit of flirting with the waitresses when they dined out. Lindsey had seen Dean’s shortcomings and tried to convince herself he didn’t mean to be callous—but he was.

When Lindsey looked back over the last few weeks, all the signs were there. Dean had been working late more than usual, and when she’d been away visiting her parents for Christmas just the week before, he was almost impossible to contact. When she was able to reach him, he was uncharacteristically brief. 

Dean had just hired a new secretary. A very curvy, very leggy...very blonde secretary. From the gossip Lindsey had heard around the water cooler, the woman was looking for more than just a paycheck. She’d set her sights on Dean, and he had moved on to blonder pastures with her. 

“I mean Linds, be honest,” Hannah placed her hand on Lindsey’s arm, pulling her from her thoughts. “Did you want the vacation with Dean or just the vacation?”

Hannah was right, of course. She usually was. The truth was, Lindsey had given her heart to someone else a long time ago. He had brushed her off, but she’d never forgotten him. Dean never stood a chance. 

“Why do you have to be right all the time?” Lindsey elbowed her friend and stood. She glanced around the room to see if she’d forgotten anything, and grabbed a hot pink scrunchie from the top of her dresser. She pulled her shoulder-length hair into a ponytail and wrapped the scrunchie around it. Satisfied she hadn’t overlooked anything, she turned to Hannah. “I think that’s everything.”

“I still think you’re crazy for wanting to go to the cabin by yourself. It’s supposed to snow—a lot. Come to Mankato with me. I’m sure Seth’s parents won’t mind.”

“No way. You’re supposed to be bonding with his mom and sister,” Lindsey needled her friend. Hannah and Seth were supposed to get married the following summer, and this would be the first time she would stay with his family for any extended length of time. While Lindsey knew she loved them, she also knew her friend was a little nervous about it. “And you’ve got all that wedding planning to do. I’m sure they’ll want you all to themselves.”

“Yeah, I suppose. We do have a ton of wedding stuff to get finalized this week.”

“See? It’s one more reason that I don’t need to be there.”

“Plus,” Hannah shrugged. “I still need to convince his mother that we do not need bows on the bridesmaid dresses.”

“Yes, please do,” Lindsey smiled. She knew she’d be wearing one of the dresses, and she hated bows almost as much as Hannah did. “Besides, I love being at the cabin. If I can’t be on a white sand beach, I’ll have to settle for a white snowbank. Besides, it’s not supposed to start snowing until later this evening. I’ll be up there with my feet up in front of the fire with a book by then.”

“Fine, be that way,” Hannah laughed. “Will Logan be there?”

“No, he’s still in Arizona with our parents. He’s coming back next week.” 

Lindsey’s brother, Logan, was five years older than she, and they’d always been close. He also lived in Minneapolis, not too far from where Lindsey and Hannah lived. Now that their parents were official “snowbirds”, Lindsey and Logan had traveled together to Mesa to spend Christmas with them, but Logan had stayed on through the week after Lindsey flew home. 

“And he’s okay with you going there by yourself?” Hannah looked skeptical. 

“I haven’t said anything to him yet,” she admitted, rolling her eyes. “I don’t need my mom lamenting about never having grandkids, and you know how Logan gets. He’d likely end up tracking Dean down in Jamaica, and I can only imagine how that would turn out,” she giggled.

“That might actually be worth the phone call,” Hannah snorted. “I just don’t like the idea of you being there by yourself.”

“I’ll be fine,” Lindsey assured her. “This is exactly what I need right now. Some time alone to think and regroup. I’ll be fine. I’ve been up there by myself before.” 

Lindsey loved the cabin. It was about two hours north of Minneapolis on Pinecone Lake. She’d spent countless hours there over the years, fishing and swimming in the lake during the summer, and cross-country skiing on it in the winter. It was her home away from home.

“Okay, okay. You win. But you have to make sure you call me the minute you get there.”

“Yes, mother,” Lindsey laughed and picked up the handle of her suitcase.
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Chapter Two
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"You sure it's okay if I use the cabin then?" Ryan Ford asked his best friend, Logan.

"Absolutely. I'm still down in Arizona with the folks, and Lindsey should be landing in Jamaica right about now, so she won’t be there."

"Thanks. I appreciate it."

"No problem. Enjoy, man, and get that book done," Logan said and Ryan clicked off the line.

The Harper’s were like a second family to Ryan. He and his mom had moved to the small town of Willow Creek when he was ten, and the Harper’s house was right across the street from their apartment building. Logan had been outside when they were unpacking their rented moving van and came over to check out Ryan’s skateboard. They had been best friends ever since.

Ryan's mom was a lot older than most of his friends' parents were, and his dad had split when he was too young to remember him. Being an only child of a parent that liked her house very quiet, it was only natural that he spent a lot of time at the Harper house playing ball in the backyard, or video games in their basement. They also took him with them on their trips to the cabin, and it had become a special place to Ryan for many reasons.

Ryan thought for a moment about what Logan had said about Lindsey being in Jamaica. He wondered if she was there with friends, or if she had found someone special. Logan hadn’t said anything about her to him recently, and Ryan tried not to ask too many questions about her. Lindsey was Logan's younger sister, and had been almost like a sister to him as well. Almost. He hadn't seen her since he and Logan had graduated from college, which was nearly eight years ago. She'd been about seventeen at the time, and it had actually been at the cabin, come to think of it. 

She'd been such a tomboy when he met her, always on their heels. Just a kid really, and they took to calling her "Tagalong." The last time he saw her, she was anything but tomboyish. But she’d been just seventeen, and off-limits to him, for a handful of reasons.

Pushing those thoughts aside, Ryan finished loading his pickup and began the two-hour drive from his small apartment in St. Louis Park to Pinecone Lake. After college, he started going to the cabin during the holiday breaks from his teaching job to write. He always felt inspired there, and it was a lot quieter than his apartment. While he loved living in the city, the constant traffic noise and the sounds of people going in and out of his building were distracting when he needed to focus. Now that he was writing full-time, he still enjoyed being able to come to the cabin to work on his latest novel and relax.

The snow started falling lightly as he drove, and he was grateful he had left before the storm hit. The meteorologists were expecting a blizzard and had been talking about nothing else for the last few days. There was even talk this one could rival the Great Halloween Blizzard of '91.

Turning off the interstate, Ryan stopped at the convenience store at the top of the exit ramp to pick up a few snacks, and drove in silence the last few miles until he came to the turnoff for the cabin. Pulling to the end of the long driveway, he sat in the truck for a moment and watched the snow fall. It was a postcard-like backdrop to the large cedar cabin. He took a deep breath as the tension from driving was replaced by a peaceful sense of calm he always felt when he was here. 

By some standards, the cabin was quite large and much more like a second home than a vacation space. There were three large bedrooms, a bathroom, and a large great room that connected to an eat-in kitchen.

Ryan lifted his brown leather duffel bag out of the back seat of his black pickup, its surface already dotted with snowflakes, and swung the door shut with his elbow. The truck had been a high school graduation gift from his mother, and even though he could now afford to buy a much newer model, Ryan couldn't bring himself to sell it. Plus, he appreciated the four-wheel-drive during the winter months. His throat tightened as he thought about his mom for a long moment. She had passed away his first year in college from cancer. It all happened so fast. By the time they had diagnosed her, it was too late to do anything about it. He made him even more grateful for the Harper family.

The boughs on the trees surrounding the cabin were already thick with the fluffy white snow, and Ryan's boots left tracks on the path to the large, wrap-around deck of the cabin. Next to the door were three clay pots that contained vibrantly colored flowering plants during the summer, but now were little more than mounds of snow. He carefully lifted the middle pot out of its clay drain tray, picked up the key he knew was hidden underneath, and unlocked the door to the cabin.

Ryan stepped into the cabin and immediately felt as though he were home. It was simply, but tastefully decorated in typical Minnesota cabin decor — bears and pine trees. It hadn't changed much since the first time he was there. Checking to make sure there were enough logs in the wood box to last the rest of the day, he pulled out some kindling and lit a fire in the stone fireplace in the great room. Soon the fire was roaring and its warmth was starting to spread through the cabin. He made one more trip out to the truck to bring in his groceries and his old electric typewriter.

Ryan had received the old IBM Selectric as a gift from his high school English teacher, Mrs. Gunderson. She had recognized his gift for putting words together and encouraged him to write his stories and let her read them all through high school. It had been her encouragement that had eventually led to him writing as a full-time career. Even now, he still preferred to type the first draft of his novels on the old machine, much to his editor's chagrin. There was just something extremely tactile about typing on a typewriter, and it held a certain sentimental charm he was unwilling to let go.

He said about storing his supplies, stocking the refrigerator with his groceries, and getting his bags unpacked in the bedroom that he and Logan had always shared. The twin beds still sat end-to-end like they had when they were younger. The boys could then talk late into the night without disturbing Logan's parents. 

Smiling at the memory, Ryan moved into the kitchen. He stacked two reams of paper next to the typewriter on the sturdy wooden table and set out his notebooks and pens. The ergonomic desk chair he had brought up to the cabin the previous summer sat across the room. He wielded it out of the corner and up to the table. The chair made long writing sessions much easier. 

Grabbing a cold beer out of the fridge, Ryan settled into his chair and began writing. The snow falling outside the cabin helped absorb any ambient noise until the only thing he heard was the sound of the typewriter keys as they created words upon the page.
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Chapter Three
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Lindsey loaded her sage green VW beetle and waved at Hannah as she pulled away from their apartment. By the time she stopped for her requisite road trip for vanilla latte at the local coffee shop and made her way through traffic and out of the Twin Cities, the snow was already falling. The farther north she drove, the harder it fell. Even though it was still daylight, the driving snow made seeing further than about 50 feet in front of her next to impossible.

Traffic, what little there was on the interstate, was barely crawling. Lindsey could feel her stomach tighten as the red glow of brake lights shone ahead. The visibility was so limited she was unable to see why the cars were slowing down and she flipped the radio on, hoping to get a road condition update. The only thing the DJs were talking about was that the snow arrived much earlier than expected and was much heavier than they anticipated. 

Lindsey grew up in Minnesota, and had learned to drive in Minnesota winters, so winter driving was almost second nature to her, but she had never driven in anything this bad before. Out in the open areas, the blowing and drifting made the road almost impossible to see, and Lindsey gripped the steering wheel so tight her fingers were white. The flakes fell heavily on the glass of the windshield and were clogging the wipers. Even with the defrost on its highest setting, the window was freezing up.

Traffic continued to move at snail's pace, and the flashing lights of emergency vehicles began to come into view. A semi-truck had slid off the road and was lying on its side just off the shoulder. Lindsey was increasingly grateful her exit was just a few miles ahead. The sun, although you couldn't see it, was beginning to set and she was hoping she could still make it to the cabin before it got completely dark.

The Beetle fishtailed several times going up the exit ramp, and Lindsey's heart raced as she slid through the stop sign at the top. Thankfully, there didn't appear to be anyone else brave enough, or stupid enough, to be out on the roads beside her. She carefully guided the car onto the narrow road that led to the cabin. Although the road had not yet been plowed, the heavy tree coverage on both sides helped diminish the snow accumulation, if just a little.

Lindsey gripped the steering will tighter, ignoring the cramping in her fingers. She had less than two miles to go and she inched cautiously along. In the areas where there was less tree coverage, snow was beginning to drift, and the small car was struggling to maintain forward motion. Panic rose in her throat as she barely made it through the last drift of snow. She knew the driveway to the cabin was just around the curve ahead, so she pressed on the gas a little harder, hoping a bit more speed might make plowing through the drift ahead and around the curve a little bit easier.

A sudden swirl of snow completely wiped out her visibility as she was trying to negotiate the curve in the road. Her foot instinctively went to the brake pedal. The small car’s back end swung to the left, and her heart pounded as she frantically turned the steering wheel in a vain attempt to correct the slide. It was no use. The Beetle veered off the road and down into the ditch, landing with a whump as it plowed into a snowbank.

Could this week possibly get any worse? The snow was up to the top of the window of the driver’s door, and Lindsey knew it was pointless to even attempt to open it. She sat for a moment and tried to collect herself. The car was still running, but she had no way of knowing if the exhaust was blocked by snow so she shut it off. Cold immediately began settling into the small space. Not knowing whether to laugh or cry at this point, she crawled over the center console and pushed open the passenger door to assess the damage.

The Beetle was almost completely buried, just the top of its bubbled roof and the passenger side were visible in the snowbank where it landed. Lindsey’s stomach fell as she realized there was no way she was going to be able to get her car out of this by herself. The cabin was only about a half a mile away, and she would have to walk. At least she had the foresight to wear her boots. 

She grabbed her purse off the passenger floor where it had fallen when she crashed and slung it over her shoulder. She flipped the front seat forward and leaned into the vehicle to pull her suitcase out from the back seat when out of the corner of her eye, through the nearly snow-covered windshield, she could see a strange glow. She stood to get a better look. It was headlights from an approaching vehicle.

Her mind raced. Why was someone coming down the road from that direction? The cabin was the only place left on the road, so the vehicle had to be coming from there. Her eyes darted around, looking for some place to escape if she needed to run, but the snow was so deep she knew she wouldn't be able to get very far. The vehicle was steadily moving closer. Her heart pounded in her ears and images of being murdered in the snow began to fill her head. Hannah was right, she never should've come up here alone during the winter. It wasn't uncommon for vagrants to break in the cabins in this part of the state over the winter and ransack them.

Lindsey’s hands felt clammy inside her gloves as she flipped the seat back up and jumped inside the vehicle. She tried in vain to pull the door shut, but snow had backfilled the space next to the car when she opened it and now it refused to close. Panic began to settle in and she glanced back up to see how close the vehicle was. It was a large black pickup truck. Wait just a second. She blinked several times to make sure she wasn't imagining things. She knew that truck. The door opened and her fears were confirmed as the man of her dreams stepped out of the truck. Ryan Ford. 

Things just got worse.
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Chapter Four
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"What do you mean Lindsey is supposed to be here?” Ryan tried not to yell into the phone as he ran his fingers through his hair. “I thought she was supposed to be in Hawaii." He could feel his heart rate increase, Lindsey was on her way there? In a blizzard?

"Jamaica,” Logan clarified. “She should have been there by now. Her roommate, Hannah, just called me and said Lindsey's jerk of a boyfriend took someone else to Jamaica and that Lindsey was heading up the cabin for the rest of the week to regroup. She was supposed to let Hannah know when she got there, but she hasn't gotten a text or phone call since Lindsey left. She should've arrived a couple of hours ago, and Hannah is really worried because of the snowstorm. How bad is the weather up there? Can you get out?"

Ryan could hear the concern and near panic in Logan’s voice through the phone. "It's a total whiteout. I checked the radio about a half an hour ago and they've closed interstate," he said. "Listen, I have my truck and can use the four-wheel-drive. I'll go out and see if I can find her. If she was supposed to be here that long ago, she should be close. I'll keep my phone on me, but you know the service is not great. I'll call you as soon as I know something."

"Thanks man, I owe you. Call me as soon as you can."

Clicking off the call, Ryan shoved his phone into his pocket and threw on his jacket and boots. He grabbed a flashlight off the closet shelf and one of the extra blankets out of the bedroom and headed to his truck. There was at least six inches of fresh snow accumulation since his arrival just a few hours earlier. The snow was falling so hard now it made visibility next to nothing, but it wasn't quite dark yet and Ryan knew these roads well. He was confident he would be able to find Lindsey if she was out there.

Why was she coming up here now, in this blizzard? He shook his head. When that girl had something set in her mind, there wasn't much you could do to change it. He remembered the first time the Harper’s let him and Logan spend a weekend at the cabin by themselves.

It was the middle of the summer before their senior year in high school, so Lindsey would've been about twelve. She had wanted to come with them in the worst way. The boys had planned on inviting a couple of the girls from the volleyball team to come up so they could take them out on the lake in the boat. Logan didn't want Tagalong to be in the way, or to tattle. They weren't supposed to use the boat, and they were especially not supposed to have female volleyball players at the cabin. Lindsey was spitting mad when they left Willow Creek without her.

He and Logan spent several hours cruising the lake with the girls and were heading toward the cabin when who did they spy standing on the dock waiting for them but Tagalong. She had ridden the nearly fifteen miles from their home in Willow Creek to the cabin on her bicycle. Ryan didn't think he'd ever seen Logan so mad at her before. He remembered her standing there with her arms crossed and chin up not willing to give an inch. In exchange for her silence, he and Logan had driven to the gas station by the interstate and called Logan's mom to let her know Lindsey would be staying with them for the remainder of the weekend. She had won, she usually did.

Getting into his truck, Ryan flipped the switch to engage the four-wheel-drive and began negotiating the long, winding driveway until he reached the road, frantically searching for any sign of Lindsey or her car. The wind made the snow appear to be falling sideways as he navigated the curve in the road. He noticed a flash of green in the ditch. Looking closer he recognized the green top of a Volkswagen Beetle half buried in the snow. This had to be Lindsey. Please let her be okay. 

He slowed to a stop, threw the truck’s transmission into park, jumped out and began racing to the disabled vehicle. Through the car’s windshield he saw a hot pink pom-pom of a winter beanie moving and then rising up from the passenger side of the car. Relief flooded through him as he realized she was okay. A tangle of caramel brown curls tumbled from the bottom of the hat, and when her brilliant green eyes met his, he felt something in his mind snap. Hooooooo-ly cow, Tagalong was all grown up.
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Chapter Five
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Lindsey stood next to the car and met Ryan's gaze. She could feel heat rising in her cheeks and was glad the cold could be blamed. His dark blue eyes were just as mesmerizing as they were the last time she saw him. She couldn't think straight. What on earth was he doing here?

"Ryan?" She managed to choke out. She carefully worked to avoid being at the lake any time he might be, or at any events her brother hosted where she might run into him, and yet here he was. Making the lousiest week of her life even worse. She suddenly felt like she was a teenager again, looking at her biggest crush. One who had humiliated her and broke her heart. "W — what are you doing here?" She stammered, feeling even more foolish.

He smiled that same crooked, easy smile that had made her stomach do flip-flops all those years ago, and she could feel her stomach doing flip-flops now.

"Coming to save you, Tagalong."

It took a second for the old nickname to register in her addled brain. Tagalong, indeed. She had always been nothing more than her brother's little sister to him. No matter how hard she’d tried. She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. Time to focus on the present. 

"No. What are you doing at our cabin? You just about gave me a heart attack, you jerk! Do my parents know you're here?"

His smile faded. "As a matter of fact, they do," he answered, not volunteering any more information. "The bigger question is, what are you doing here?"

Lindsey flexed her fingers inside her mittens. "It's my cabin, I don't need a reason to be here," she snapped. Any other day she would've been mortified by her rudeness, but today she didn't care. She had never wanted to lay eyes on Ryan Ford again, and on top of that, he'd scared her so badly she was struggling not to break down, which only served to make her even angrier. She ducked back in the car, yanked the suitcase from the back seat and slammed the car door. She forgot about the snow blocking the bottom and when the door bounced back, it caught her off guard and she lost her balance. She dropped the suitcase and clung to the door frame, trying desperately to remain on her feet. So much for making her point. 

A large, gloved hand appeared in front of her. "Here, let me help you," Ryan offered.

"I've got it," she let go of the door and tried to shove past him, but the snow was too deep and she ended up falling against him. He put his hands on her waist to steady her and the bottom fell out of her stomach. Why did he still have to be so darn good looking? 

Not trusting herself to look at him, she grasped the handle of her bag and tugged it up the ditch and onto the road. She paused long enough to see that he had been able to move enough snow to get her car door shut before she turned and started walking toward the cabin. "I don't need your help,” she said more to herself than to him. She just needed him to go away, far away.

"Suit yourself, but you might want to watch out for the ice...."

She just about made it past his truck when her boots slipped out from under her and she landed flat on her back. Karma was on a roll today.
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Chapter Six
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Lindsey was sprawled on her back, snowflakes catching on her long eyelashes. Ryan could almost feel the anger rating off her as she slapped his outstretched hand away and struggled to sit up.

"Lindsey, come on. Get in the truck and let me give you a ride to the cabin. It's snowing too hard, and it's too cold to walk. Quit being so stubborn and let me help you up."

Her eyes narrowed. "I told you, I don't need your help." Scrambling to her feet, she brushed the snow off her jeans and began walking away from him.

Ryan clenched his teeth for a moment and took a deep breath. He'd been “in the zone" with his writing when Logan called. His editor wanted a draft in three weeks and he had been unable to make much progress on the book at home. He'd been confident he could finish it up here, but now he was not only dealing with a difficult, emotional woman, she was going to be staying at the cabin too. Neither one of them could leave, at least not until the snow stopped and the plows did their work. He was not in the mood to put up with her attitude.

"Lindsey, I am not going to explain to your brother that I found you and then left you to walk back to the cabin by yourself during a blizzard. I don't care how close it is, get your behind in the truck and don't argue with me."

She whirled around, her mouth a perfect O. "Logan knows I'm here?" She blinked.

"Yes, your roommate hadn't heard it from you and called him. How do you think I knew to look for you?"

"Oh no," she put her mittened hand over her face and Ryan could see she was struggling to get control over her emotions. He wasn't sure what he should say, he’d never been any good with women, especially not distraught ones. He wasn’t sure why she hadn’t talked to Logan about it, but he sensed now was not the time to ask. 

He took her suitcase and placed it in the back seat of the truck and moved out of her way. She climbed into the passenger seat without saying a word and he closed the door. He climbed in the other side and slid a quick glance at her. She had her arms crossed over her chest and sat quietly staring ahead. Not knowing what to say, Ryan shifted the truck into gear and turned back toward the cabin. 

The last time he saw Lindsey was the summer he and Logan had graduated from college. Logan was moving to St. Paul to take a job at 3M, and Ryan was moving to Minneapolis to take a teaching job. They decided to spend a week at the cabin to relax before moving into their respective apartments. Lindsey had been about seventeen at the time and she was all legs in the denim cutoffs and bikini top she paraded around in. She looked much older than a 17-year-old should, and she knew it. 

Ryan was pretty sure she’d had a crush on him, and as flattering as her attempts at flirting were at the time, it was also totally wrong. She was not only too young for him, she was his best friend's little sister.

Six years later, Lindsey was no longer a little teenage girl. Her cheeks were bright pink against the pale skin on her face, and he wasn't sure if it was from the cold weather or the cold shoulder she was giving him. She was wearing a white down filled parka in jeans that fit snug in her curves, and dang did she have curves. She's out of bounds, he reminded himself as he pulled in front of the cabin and turned off the truck. It was going to be an interesting night. 

[image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seven
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The short ride to the cabin was awkward and silent. Lindsey climbed out of Ryan's truck and was reaching for her suitcase behind the seat when she felt Ryan bump against her and grab the handle out of her hands.

“I’ve got this,” he said, his deep voice in her ear, sending shivers down her spine. His body was warm and firm and her stomach fluttered as he brushed against her with her bag. She shied away from him, mentally screaming at herself to get her stuff together. 

“You coming?” he asked, before turning and walking toward the cabin. Lindsey followed, feeling a mixture of anger and self-loathing.  

She kicked off her boots and hung her park on one of the brass folks on the wall by the door. There was a fire burning in the fireplace, creating a soft glow around the great room. A large beige sectional filled one half of the room, and she noticed the small television had been replaced with a new larger, flat screen model since she had been there last. There was no cable service at the cabin, but there was an impressive collection of DVDs.

Lindsey wheeled her suitcase to her room. She could hear Ryan on the phone in the kitchen, presumably with Logan. Not wanting to chance being handed the phone, as Logan was the last person she needed on her case right now, Lindsey decided to unpack. 

She flicked the light on. It was like stepping fifteen years into the past. An enormous canopy bed, draped with sheer white panels filled most of the room. The bed was covered with a white down comforter with delicate pink daisies embroidered on it. A thick, white woolen rug covered much of the scuffed hardwood floor. All of it was exactly as she had left it, down to the smudge of blue nail polish on the floor that she had never been able to get off.

The room was the only one in the cabin that wasn’t rustic. Lindsey had seen a canopy bed on a television show and begged her mom for one. Her mom, happy that her daughter finally wanted something girly, complied. She closed her eyes and savored the memory. A calmness began to flow through her veins until she remembered Ryan was there to.

Lindsey quickly emptied her suitcase and slid it under the bed. She slipped her cell phone out of her pocket and sat on the edge of the mattress. No signal. That would explain why Hannah had called Logan instead of her. Her cellular carrier worked well in the cities, but had spotty service up north and nothing at the cabin. Her shoulders fell. That meant she would have to ask Ryan to use his phone, which clearly worked fine, to call Hannah.

She reluctantly padded down the hall into the kitchen. There was an old electric typewriter on the table, along with the fancy desk chair that she hadn't seen before. Paper was strewn all across the table, and several crumpled pieces lay on the floor next to the chair. Ryan was leaning against the counter, his arms crossed in front of him, clearly waiting for her. It was unsettling to be in the same room with him. 

He’d traded his horn-rim glasses for contacts and his light brown hair just touched the collar of his shirt. He had a few days’ growth on his chin and he looked like he belonged there. In a cabin in the woods. She averted her eyes. Just use his phone and go back to your room.

"Was that Logan?" She asked, even though she knew the answer. 

Ryan nodded. "Yes."

She stuck her hands in the back pockets of her jeans, looked down and toed the floor with her stocking foot. She just wanted to get this day over with and having to ask Ryan for help was the icing on the cake, especially after she’d been so rude earlier. She took a deep breath. "My phone doesn't work, can't call out. Can I use yours, please?"

"I figured you didn’t have a signal,” he said, pulling his phone out of his pocket and holding it out to her. "Logan said he'd call your roommate."

"Good, I don't need it now,” she waved her hand toward the phone and turned to go back to her bedroom. At least now she didn't have to deal with Hannah giving her the, “I told you so lecture”.

"Lindsey, what the heck is going on with you?" Ryan's word stopped her dead in her tracks.

She spun around, eyes narrowed. "What?"

"What were you thinking driving up here by yourself in a blizzard? I know you're smarter than that. What would you have done if I hadn’t been here?" Ryan's eyes reflected a mixture of anger and concern. 

"I didn't need your help, Ryan. I was less than a mile from here and perfectly capable of walking, it's not like I didn't know where I was. In case you hadn't noticed, I am a grown woman. Why are you here anyways? Don't you have a home?"

Ryan shook his head, his eyes wide. "Oh, I noticed. You know, you were a lot nicer back when you were a kid. We haven't seen the other in years, and now you not only won’t talk to me, but you’re deliberately being rude to me?"

"Exactly, Ryan. You haven't seen in years. You don't know me anymore. I learned my lesson a long time ago about hanging out with my brother’s friends. All you see when you look at me is ‘Tagalong’,” she made air quotes with her fingers. “I haven’t been that for a long time.” She could see the hurt and confusion in his eyes and felt it made her feel like a small, spiteful person.

He opened his mouth to say something, but she held up her hand and to cut him off. "Look, I'm sorry, Ryan. Being here right now was not part of my plan. I'm supposed to be in Jamaica. On a beach. With a slushy umbrella drink in my hand and steel drum music playing in the background. I wasn't planning on getting dumped the day before a vacation I had been looking forward to for months. This is the only place I could think of to go to clear my head."

Her throat tightened and she looked away, blinking, determined not to let him see her cry. But luck was not on her side today, and the tears started streaming down her face anyway. All her anger and resolve falling down her cheeks with them. 

"I wasn't planning on seeing you here," she practically whispered. Could she be more pathetic? Could he be more gorgeous? "I just wanted to be alone," she turned and ran into her bedroom, letting the door slam shut behind her. She fell face first onto the bed and burst into tears, letting all the pent-up emotion from the past few days fall onto her pillow.
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Chapter Eight
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Ryan stood for a minute, looking at the closed door down the hall, trying to decide what to do. Should he go and try to talk to her again? It didn't go well the first time. He ran his fingers through his hair, he hadn't meant for her to cry. Women. He pulled open the fridge door, selected a bottle of beer, and sat at the table. He twisted the top off the bottle and took a long pull of the cold beverage. 

Women had always confounded him. When he was in high school, he was tall and gangly with glasses and a bad complexion. Girls didn't exactly go for that look. In college, he filled out, got contacts, and his skin cleared up. But then he discovered writing, and most of the girls he met didn't understand that he would rather spend his weekend nights behind his typewriter rather than at a party with them.

When his books started selling, especially after they started selling well, he had gotten a fair amount of fan mail, mostly from women, but he wasn't interested in dating a fan. Ryan went on a few dates here and there, most were friends of Logan's friends. Nothing really clicked with any of them though. He wanted someone who was not afraid to speak her mind, who didn't care about Bennett the author, but cared about Ryan the person. There was only one person that had ever really fit that description, he glanced down the hall, and she was off-limits.

When they were younger, he and Lindsey had spent hours down on the dock by the lake during the summer talking about, well everything. He had always felt comfortable around her, until that last summer he had seen her. They were sitting at the dock, looking at the stars, and she had kissed him. He hadn't known what to say then, and hadn't seen her since. She obviously found other friends and moved on, which was probably for the best. Logan and the Harper’s had been too good to Ryan for him to make a move on their only daughter.

Ryan looked back at the door where she disappeared and was filled with a longing so deep it burned. He’d never quite been able to put Lindsey out of his mind. He didn't know how a man could be so stupid as to dump someone as amazing as Lindsey, especially in such a callous way. He thought about some of the things she had said to him, but he wasn't offended. He knew that she was just lashing out, the way she always had when her feelings were hurt. Lindsey was actually one of the kindest people he'd ever met. 

He stared at the closed door again for a long moment and decided that he was just going to give her some space. He sighed and turned back to the typewriter. Maybe he could get some writing done after all. He set the beer next to the stack of paper, stretched his neck, and started typing.
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Chapter Nine
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Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, ding!

What in the world was that noise? Lindsey sat up and rubbed her eyes, trying to focus on the numbers of small digital clock on the night table; it was eight-thirty. She must've fallen asleep. She listened closer and recognized the sound as the typewriter she'd seen on the table in the kitchen, and the events from earlier that day came rushing back to her in a flood. Ryan was really here. And she had been a total witch to him.

She thought about her options. She was clearly stuck there, at least for the rest of the night, and she could either stay in this room and sulk or she could pull up her big girl britches, as Hannah would say, and make the best out of the nightmare that she was in. Lindsey let out a long sigh. She’d have to face Ryan eventually, might as well get it over with and try to salvage the rest of the night.

Stopping in the bathroom, she ran a brush through her hair and washed her face. She applied a thin layer of tinted moisturizer and just a touch of mascara. She'd always favored a more natural look and wasn't about to change now, although she didn't know why she was even bothering. However her pride wouldn't let Ryan see her looking like she just crawled out from under a rock. Especially not looking as good as he did.

Returning to the bedroom, she changed into a clean pair of jeans and an oversized University of Wisconsin sweatshirt and padded back into the kitchen in her stocking feet. She paused at the end of the hallway and watched Ryan typing on the old typewriter. The whir of the motor interrupted by the staccato report from fingers flying across the keyboard filled the room. He was so engrossed in his work, he hadn’t noticed her.

There was an empty beer bottle next to him and a small stack of paper on the other side consisting of the pages he already typed. His jeans hugged his long muscular legs and he wore a blue check flannel shirt over a black T-shirt. His shoulders were even broader than she remembered. His hair was disheveled as if he'd just ran his hands through it. He really hadn’t changed much over the years.

After she'd embarrassed herself with him in high school, she had gone out of her way to avoid him, and any mention of him. Realizing she didn't even know what he did for a living anymore, she furrowed her brow and tried to remember if Logan had said anything about Ryan being a writer. The last she remembered, he was a teacher. Over the years, she stubbornly shut down every conversation Logan started that had anything to do with Ryan. Looking at Ryan now, she was embarrassed at her behavior.

She cleared her throat. “Need a refill?” It was as close to a peace offering that she could get right now.

Ryan looked up in surprise, his gaze meeting hers. His full lips curved into a crooked smile that immediately knotted her stomach. Get a grip, Lindsey!

"That would be great,” he said. “Thank you. Grab one for yourself too."

Lindsey pulled two bottles out of the refrigerator and handed him one. He twisted off the top and handed it back, taking the other. Always the gentleman. She took a sip and pointed at the stack of paper on the table. "What are you working on?" She asked, determined to act as though nothing happened earlier.

He lifted an eyebrow, and his lips curled up slightly at the ends. "A manuscript. I have a deadline in a few weeks."

"A book? You write books? Since when? I thought you were a teacher." 

“I was a teacher. And yes, I write books." He didn't elaborate, but she was unwilling to let it go because now her curiosity was piqued.

“You write books. On a typewriter. Isn't that kind of archaic?" 

Ryan chuckled. "You sound just like my editor. I started writing on a typewriter, and call it superstition. I have always done the first draft on it."

She was intrigued. An avid reader, she knew she hadn't seen any books written by Ryan Ford. Maybe he wrote technical manuals.

Ryan shifted uncomfortably in his chair and it was clear he didn't want to continue this conversation. Maybe he hadn't done very well with his books. Lindsey didn't want to press, but curiosity got the best of her and she leaned toward him trying to catch a glimpse of the words on the paper sticking out of the top of the typewriter. "What kind of books? Are they published?"

Ryan cleared his throat and let out a long breath. "My last book, Death House, was actually just optioned for film”, he said, fidgeting with the label on his beer bottle.

Oh. My. Heavens. Lindsey felt like a world-class idiot. He was not only a writer, he was a best-selling novelist. "You’re... Be — Bennett Ford?”

"Guilty," he grinned. "Bennett was my mom's maiden name."

Lindsey's mouth opened, then closed, and opened again but nothing came out. She could feel the heat rising her cheeks. Ryan was one of the most well-known authors in the horror genre, next to Stephen King and Dean Koontz. His first book, the Killing Club, was an international best seller. 

She'd heard the talk show circuit referring to Bennett Ford as the new Stephen King and a writing phenom, but had never seen a photo of the author that would have connected him to Ryan. Bennett Ford was notoriously famous for avoiding in-person interviews and live appearances. Lindsey recalled seeing a stack of his books in Logan's apartment, but just assumed Logan liked reading horror. How many ways could today get worse? Lindsey closed her eyes and took a deep breath before meeting Ryan’s amused gaze. "Apparently, I'm bound and determined to make a fool out of myself today. Can we start over?"

Ryan stood, cocked his head to the side and smiled. "Starting over is good. I'd be in favor of that. Let's go sit by the fire," he said walking into the great room. He took another log out of the wood box, placed it in the fireplace adjusting its position with poker, and turned and looked at her expectantly.

Lindsey's brain was on overload. Ryan wanted to sit by the fire. With her. Alone. She mentally shook her head. He made it clear earlier that she was still just Tagalong to him, nothing had changed. They were stuck in the cabin together and were just old friends. She crossed the room and settled on the farthest end of the sectional from where he was standing, and folded her legs underneath her. She grabbed the Sherpa throw blanket that had been draped across the back of the sofa and covered her lap with it. 

He took a seat on the other end of the sectional, rested his feet on the coffee table and crossed his legs at the ankles. "So, tell me about Mr. Jamaica."

Lindsey rolled her eyes and groaned. "There's nothing really to tell. I'm sure Logan filled you in." The last thing she wanted to do was discuss her failed love-life with Ryan.

"Actually, all he said was that your boyfriend took someone else. Come on, spill it. There has to be a good story behind that."

"Fine, fine. As long as it doesn't end up in one of your books," she relented. "Dean is an attorney where I work. You know all those people that tell you not to date someone at work?”

Ryan nodded.

“Well, guys like him are the reason."

"Oh come on, Linds, not all guys are like that."

Lindsey snorted, then covered her mouth with her hand. "Yeah? Well tell that to my coworkers that will be talking about this for the next month."

"I'm sure it's not that bad. What happened?"

"Long story short, at the last minute he decided to take his new secretary with him instead of me."

Ryan brought his hand up to the side of his face, trying to cover the smirk that had appeared on his face. "Are you serious? I thought that only happened in movies."

Lindsey studied his face. He looked more amused than sorry. "It's okay,” she shrugged. “I think my pride is hurt more than my feelings. She probably did me a favor by taking him off my hands, he wasn’t exactly the marrying kind, if you know what I mean. What about you? Why are you here and not with some hot babe?"

Ryan's expression suddenly turned serious and he lifted an eyebrow. "Who said I wasn't."
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Chapter Ten
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Lindsey's face flushed bright pink, and she took a long pull on her beer. She was adorable when she was embarrassed. Ryan had to admit that while he felt bad for her situation, he was glad she was there instead of in Jamaica with some jerk who obviously couldn't appreciate a good thing when he had it. An image of her standing on a beach in a bikini suddenly felt his mind and he felt his own cheeks getting hot. What was he thinking? She's out of bounds, man. He shifted his position and cleared his throat, and his mind.

"I'm usually busy writing, or trying to figure out how to get out of speaking engagements and book tours," he finally said. "The few women I've dated lately haven't exactly been what I would consider second date material."

"Oh come on, you're a hot, famous author. You must have women lining up at your door for a chance to go out with you."

Trying to ignore the “hot” comment, Ryan shook his head. “It's not as great as it might sound."

She raised one eyebrow, "Mmm hmm, must be real tough."

"No, really. You wouldn't believe how crazy some people get. Once, I agreed to go on a date with the cousin of a friend, as a favor. She was apparently a huge fan and was supposed to be really cute and nice."

"What's so bad about that?"

"I went to pick her up for our date, and she was dressed like Elvira. Black wig, red nails and lipstick and the dress. Oh my word, the dress. I think she even stuffed her bra.”

Lindsey broke out into laughter, snorting the way she always when she was younger, her eyes sparkling in the glow from the fire. She gazed at him, a look of amused sympathy on her face. "That's awful, what did you do?"

"I was in shock,” he lifted his hands and shrugged. “I didn't know what to say. I asked her if someone had forgotten to tell me that we were going to a costume party, and she got mad and slammed the door on me. But not before she bestowed every insult known to man on me."

Lindsey was doubled over in laughter by now. "Okay... Okay... You win. You win," she said between gasps of air and cute little snorts.

"So, you can see why I don't get out much," he chuckled. “I pretty much just write.” He watched as she took a few deep breaths to settle herself, and wiped her eyes with her fingers. 

Her eyebrows raised. "Ah yes, your writing. I still can’t believe I didn't make the connection. You always did tell the best ghost stories at our campfires out here, though,” the corners of her mouth turned up into an easy smile. "Half the time I was so scared I didn't want to stay, but I was too afraid to run across the yard in the dark by myself to get away."

Ryan laughed and got up to get them each a fresh beer. "Then you wouldn't like any of my books."
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Chapter Eleven
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Ryan handed Lindsey a fresh bottle and sat closer to her on the sectional. He rubbed his forehead and locked eyes with her. "Why were you so mad at me earlier?"

She lowered her gaze and began picking at imaginary lint on the blanket. "I'm sorry about that," she said softly. "I've had just about the worst week of my entire life, and you are the last person I expected to see here. I just sort of took it all out on you."

"There is more though, isn't there?" he prodded. He could tell she was holding something back. Lindsey always wore her emotions on her sleeve, and that clearly hadn't changed since the last time he saw her. She hesitated, her cheeks tinging pink again. She hunched her shoulders and let out a ragged sigh. 

"After I crashed and burned with you that last time we were both here, I was so humiliated, I never wanted to see you again." She continued to look at the blanket on her lap, her delicate fingers running along its soft edge

Ryan edged closer to her. She was so beautiful. Her dark lashes were spread along the tops of her cheeks. The glow of the fire reflected softly off of her silky hair and pert nose. "The northern lights?" His voice had taken on a husky tone.

Lindsey's head snapped up and her eyes widened. "You remember?"

"I remember," Ryan said. How could he forget? "Logan and I were playing Madden on the PlayStation and I think your folks were already in bed. It was pretty late. You came flying in from outside begging us to come down to the dock to watch the aurora borealis with you."

"You could see it better down by the lake," she reasoned. "Logan didn't want to come, but you did."

"I did. I love watching the northern lights." He had walked down to the lake with her and they sat next to each other at the end of the wooden dock, dangling their legs off the edge, bare toes brushing the cool surface of the lake. Lindsey kept looking up at him with her wide green eyes that reflected so much more than moonlight. He remembered struggling to focus on the beauty of the northern lights, and less on the beauty sitting next to him. Then, she leaned into him, her face upturned, lips slightly parted. He remembered it like it was yesterday. He looked at her. "You kissed me," he said softly.

"I did. And you couldn't pull away fast enough," she turned her head away from him. The glow of the fire reflected the tears that had welled up in her eyes.

She was right, he pulled back, as much from the jolt of electricity he had felt as from the responsibility he felt he had to the Harper family. He still remembered the hurt etched in her face. She left to her feet and fled toward the cabin.

"I felt like such a fool. I talked mom into taking me home the next morning, I told her I didn't feel well."

"That explains why you weren't there the next day. I'd wanted to talk to you."

She narrowed her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. "About what? You made it very clear that you weren't interested."

"It wasn't that simple, Lindsey." Ryan stood and ran his fingers through his hair. "Don't you understand, you are Logan's little sister. I was a guest of your parents. I wasn't supposed to notice how long your legs looked when you paraded around in those short denim cutoffs"

Lindsey furled her brow and wrinkled her nose. "My legs? Why?"

Ryan took a deep breath and looked at her. "Because Logan would have had my rear in a sling, as well he should have. Because you were seventeen and I was twenty-one. Because I could've ended up in jail."

Her eyes widened, and hurt cheeks flooded with color again. "I — I never thought about it that way. So, it wasn't because you didn't want me?"

Ryan stepped back to the couch and sat down next to her. "It was because I did like you, Lindsey." Their eyes met, neither of them wanting to look away. He was close enough that he could smell the delicate sweetness of her cologne. He was unable to think about anything except how much he wanted to kiss her. He leaned toward her.

A loud thud sounded on the outside of the cabin. Lindsey pulled away. "What was that?" she gasped.
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Chapter Twelve
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Lindsey's mind raced with thoughts of everything that could have made that sound, and none of them were good. As if today wasn't bad enough, now something was on the outside of the cabin trying to get in.

"Wait here," Ryan instructed and ran to the door, grabbing the flashlight off the shelf on his way out. Never having been one for following the rules, Lindsey went after him.

The wind had stopped, and it was still and quiet. The snow still fell in giant flakes, almost like a soft rain, soft white rain. Ryan was making his way along the deck to the corner of the cabin, and Lindsey could see the beam of light from the flashlight making erratic movements as he walked. He paused and turned back motioning with his hands for her to stay put, and turned the corner. Naturally, she continued in his footprints. Before she could reach the corner, the soft crunching of his footfalls in the snow stopped. She paused to listen.

"Lindsey, get a towel," she could hear urgency in Ryan's voice. She spun around and ran back into the cabin, not bothering to remove her shoes as she collected a bath towel from under the sink in the bathroom and ran back outside. Ryan was kneeling in the snow next to the side of the cabin. He looked up as she approached, worry etched on his face.

"It's an owl," he said, taking the towel from her trembling fingers and spreading it in the snow next to him. He gently turned over the large white bird. "I think it's a snowy owl. It must have gotten disoriented in the snow and flew into the side of the cabin."

“An owl?" Lindsey felt her knees go weak. Her heart started pounding in her chest and her fingers began to tingle. She looked over her shoulder at the big white bird laying very still in the snow next to the cabin. “Is it is it dead?" 

"I don't know. I can't tell. I'm going to bring it inside to take a better look at it." He lifted the large bird onto the towel and meticulously wrapped it up

“In? You bring it inside?" Her heart felt like it was going to jump out of her chest, and her sweatshirt felt tight on her neck. How could a writer know what to do with an injured or dead owl? "C — C — can't you just look at it out here?"

"It's too dark to get a good look at it here, I need better lights." Ryan handed her the flashlight and carefully slid his hands under the bundled bird. He stood and carefully made his way back through their tracks to the cabin door.

"Wait," she cried, fumbling with the switch on the flashlight. "Let me turn the light back on." If that bird started moving, she needed to make sure she could see it happen.

Ryan stopped and turned back to face her. The corner of his mouth turned up into a rakish smirk. "Lindsey, are you afraid of owls?"

She shifted from foot to foot. "Um, no," she lied. "I just think the...the owl would be more comfortable in its own habitat. We really shouldn't move it. What if it has a neck injury?"

He chuckled, "I need to take it inside to make sure it's okay. I can't check it properly here with all the snow."

"Can't we call a conservation officer? They can come and take it to a vet," she pleaded. "You aren't certified." Certifiably crazy maybe, but surely not certified to evaluate a wild animal.

"Hold the door open for me, Lindsey. I promise it will be alright."

She reluctantly went inside the cabin and slipped behind the door, holding it open from the back to allow maximum distance between her and the bird. She felt like she was going to vomit.

One of the first winter's Ryan came up to the cabin, Logan had invited her to watch movies with them. It was snowing too hard to play outside, and she was excited to be included so she had eagerly settled in while they loaded a DVD into the player. The movie was Alfred Hitchcock's The Birds. Lindsey remembered watching most of it from behind her fingers, under her blanket and she had been deathly afraid of birds ever since.

Closing the door behind her, she cautiously made her way toward where Ryan knelt with his avian bundle. He carefully laid the encased bird on the floor in front of the fireplace and gently unwrapped it.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Out of the corner of his eye, Ryan could see Lindsey wringing her hands, her eyes darting from him to the owl. 

"Is it dead?” She whispered.

Carefully, he placed his hand on the bird’s wide, white chest. He could feel the slight movement of its breathing. "No, it's alive. It must have been knocked out when it hit the side of the cabin. I just want to check its wings to see if they are broken. I’ll call a conservation officer as soon as I finish checking it, if that will make you feel better.”

“I’d feel better if you checked it outside.”

“Everything will be okay," Ryan reassured her and he began feeling gingerly along the fine bones of the owl’s long, white and black wings. They appeared to be intact and unharmed.

"What are we going to do with it? What if it wakes up?" Lindsey's hands were up by her face now, her fingers picking at her lower lip. Terror filled her eyes. He'd never recalled her being afraid of much of anything, let alone animals, but he could see she was physically visibly shaken. Crap.

Suddenly, the owl opened its large yellow eyes. It blinked several times and slowly turned its head, taking in its surroundings. Double crap.

"It's moving!" Lindsey shrieked, jumping onto the sectional and huddling in the corner. She grasped the blanket she'd been using earlier and pulled it up over her nose, so just her wide, terrified eyes were visible.

Ryan quickly grabbed the corners of the towel and tried to wrap the bird back up, but it started to flap its wings. This was not going to be good. Maybe he should have left it outside. The owl jumped onto its feet, its wings flapping vigorously at first and then settling against its side. It stood on the bricks on the fireplace hearth, a little unsteady, blinking its large eyes as if trying to get its bearing. Either that or it was scoping them out.

Ryan ran to the door of the cabin and threw it open, a blast of cold air rushed into the room. Lindsey was still sitting on the sectional, her face, what he could see of it, was ashen. He could hear her breaths coming in small gasps and her fingers were white where she held a blanket in a death grip. The owl began flapping its wings again and lifted off, making large sweeps of the great room.

"Make it stop! Make it stop!" Lindsey screamed, pulling the blanket over her head and shrinking into the cushions. What was he thinking bringing it inside?

"I don't know what to do, it's not going out the door." Ryan racked his brain trying to remember if he’d ever read anything about how to get an owl out of the house, but he was drawing a blank. The owl continued to fly laps.

"Get a sheet," Lindsey hollered from beneath the blanket. 

"A sheet? I don't want to go to bed with it," he tried not to laugh at his own joke, but he honestly wasn't sure how a sheet was supposed to help.

"Oh my word, Ryan. This is not time to try to be funny. In the first bedroom closet, get a freaking sheet. Dad caught a bat one summer using a sheet. Throw the sheet on the owl."

Ryan ran to get the sheet, deciding that plan made perfect sense. He unfolded it and tried to gauge the owl's flight pattern. The ceilings were high, and the best chance he had of getting the sheet over the owl was to stand on the sectional. He climbed onto the cushion next to where Lindsey was huddled. It was the center point of the room and his best vantage point.

"What are you doing?" Lindsey pulled the blanket off her face and glared at him.

"You said throw the sheet on it. I'm tall, but not that tall. I need to stand on something."

"Stand farther away," she demanded.

The owl was making its way back around the room. Ryan tried estimating its speed with the trajectory he'd need to hit it just right, and flung the sheet. He missed the owl and the sheet landed right on Lindsey’s head. There was a reason he was a writer and not an athlete.
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Chapter Fourteen
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"You're supposed to throw it on the owl, Ryan. Not on me," Lindsey clawed the sheet off her head and glared at him. 

Ryan was still standing on the cushion next to her. He looked at her and started laughing. Big deep belly laughing. 

"This isn’t funny, have you lost your mind?" 

That made him laugh even harder. The owl continued to swoop in circles over their heads. If Ryan didn't do something soon, she was going to totally lose it. She stuck a stockinged foot out from under the blanket and kicked him square in the shin. He lost his balance and his arms flailed as he tried to catch himself. He came down right on top of her, his muscular arms resting on either side of hers. Their eyes locked, and he stopped laughing. The weight and warmth of his body on hers did nothing for her nerves.

"That didn't work out as planned," he murmured.

Lindsey bit her lip to keep from smiling. "Are you sure about that?" Ryan was so close she could feel the heat of his breath on her neck. She had often fantasized about this moment, but an owl had never been involved. Ryan's face softened, and his gaze shifted to her mouth.

The owl made another swoop above them and settled on top of the television, watching them intently. Lindsey looked at Ryan, her eyes pleaded with him. "Please get it out of here."

He carefully climbed off her, taking the sheet with him. With slow, deliberate steps he approached the television where the bird continued to perch, its bright yellow eyes blinking at him as if daring him to try again. Ryan carefully arranged the sheet between his hands and hastily tossed it over the owl. He ran forward to catch it before it fell, its wings flapping in the sheet. Relief washed over Lindsey in waves as she watched him carefully secure the owl to keep it from hurting itself.

"See? I told you everything would be okay." Ryan grinned, taking the bundle to the door. He paused in the doorway. “Come with me,” he gestured with the backward nod of his head.

"Oh, heck no," she shook her head. She’d had just about enough of the great outdoors for one night. She pulled the Sherpa blanket back up over her shoulders. The room was cooling rapidly with the door open.

"Don't you want to see it fly away?" 

"I never want to see it again in my life. Take it out of here."

“Okay, okay," he laughed, closing the door behind him. What in the world had just happened? Lindsey still felt warm tingles from their brief entanglement. She could swear he was going to kiss her. The thought of Ryan's lips on hers took away any chills she might have had and she pulled the blanket back off. The door opened and Ryan came back into the cabin, the now empty sheet folded across his arm.

"The owl has left the building," he beamed. "It stopped snowing too. The clouds are moving south, and the stars are coming out. I think we must've gotten about a foot of snow." He headed to the refrigerator and pulled out a beer. "Need a refill?"

"That sounds like exactly what I need," she said. Between the owl and the lingering feeling of Ryan's body on top of hers, Lindsey hoped the beer would help settle her fried nerves.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Lindsey looked significantly more relaxed now that the owl was gone. Her cheeks were still slightly flushed, and Ryan couldn't stop thinking about how close he’d been to kissing her. He needed to put some space between them to clear his head. Handing her the cold bottle, he walked over to the fireplace and watched as she tried to stifle a yawn. She even yawned cute. Get a grip, Ford.

"I can't remember the last time I was up this late that didn't involve writing," he stretched his arms over his head and rolled his neck. The fire was getting low and so was the wood supply. "I need to bring in some more wood, be right back." He went to the door and slipped his boots on. The cold air would do him some good. 

"Don't bring any stray birds back with you," Lindsey called from the sofa as he closed the door behind him. Smiling, he went around the corner of the cabin to the wood pile. He sat on the large oak chopping block and looked up. What was he doing? He knew he shouldn't want her, but he had never stopped thinking about her. Lindsey was the only woman he had ever felt comfortable being himself with. Seeing her here today just reawakened all those feelings. Would Logan understand?

The sky was now clear and inky black, and stars shone like brilliant diamonds. The fresh blanket of snow looked almost like clouds in the moonlight with the swirls and drifts left by the wind. It was so peaceful and calm. Forgetting about the wood, Ryan stood and rushed back to the cabin. Lindsey was standing next to the sectional, folding the sheet. The glow from what was left of the fire reflected off her face and hair. He didn't think he had ever seen anything more beautiful.

“Lindsey," he said. She turned and met his gaze, her brows knitted in question. "Get your jacket and come with me."

"Are you serious? It's the middle of the night and it's freezing."

"Please," he held his hand out, beckoning her to join him.

She set the sheet down and came to the door. "This better be good, Ford," she smirked, reaching for her coat. "No disabled birds?"

"No birds, I promise." He took her small hand in his, and let her around the corner to the lake side of the cabin. Her gaze traveled upward, and she let out a small, barely audible gasp.

"There are so many of them," she exclaimed, looking at the twinkling stars. "It's beautiful."

“Yes," he agreed, looking at her profile in the moonlight. "The most beautiful thing I've ever seen." He pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her. She felt so good nestled against his chest. So right. Her eyes connected with his, her lips curving into a timid smile.

"How do you feel about second chances?" She asked softly.

"I like second chances," he replied, lowering his head and placing his lips on hers.

[image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png][image: C:\Users\lsorgaar\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Snowflake.png]

Author’s Note

THIS STORY ORIGINALLY APPEARED, in part, in Kiss or Kill: Under the Northern Lights, Volume 1, and its reprint, Northern Kisses. This is an expanded version of that story. I’d like to thank the members of the Northern Lights Writers for being the catalyst I needed to stop wishing and start doing. Your help and support in writing Ryan and Lindsey’s story, and including it in the group anthology, are greatly appreciated.
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