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Falling for Denver
Emma Ellis is having an awesome day. An early snowstorm has struck Chicago, blanketing the city in a foot 

of snow. She finally makes it into work, only to be fired from the soul-crushing job she never wanted in the first 
place. When she catches her fiancé with his tongue in another woman’s mouth, she decides to stop letting the 
universe decide her fate. Taking a leap of faith, she packs up her car and heads to Utah to take a job with an old 
friend.

Luke Denver has been in love with Emma for years. Now she’s finally single and she has moved into the 
house next door. This is the chance he’s been waiting for, but is Emma ready to love again?

Emma knows that Luke is everything her fiancé wasn’t- he’s kind, considerate, affectionate, and wants 
nothing more than to make her happy. But now that she has finally escaped her nightmare, she must decide if she is 
ready for all of her dreams to come true.
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NOVEMBER
Chicago

“It’s going to be a mess out there, everyone. If you haven’t left for work yet, you’re never going to make it in 
time. Over six inches of snow fell last night, making the roads a slushy mess.”

“I get it!” I snapped at the television, feeling inexplicably hostile toward the newscaster. Roberta Robertson 
had never actually done anything to me, but I didn’t appreciate the happy way she had just informed me that my day 
was going to suck.

I was late for work; this weather was going to make me even later. As if I didn’t already hate the snow 
enough, now it was going to get me fired.

Hurriedly, I slammed my feet into my warmest pair of boots and reached for my coat, which could’ve passed 
for a sleeping bag. I couldn’t believe that the weather had turned so bad so early. It was only November. Winter 
hadn’t even technically started yet, but that didn’t stop Chicago.

I almost fell three different times on my way to the bus stop. Naturally, I just missed my bus and had to wait 
in the cold for ten minutes for the next one. Even with my gloves on, my fingers were starting to go numb by the 
time I was safely aboard the bus. Then we headed onto Lake Shore Drive which might as well have been a parking 
lot.

I was over an hour late for work, which might have bothered me if I actually cared about my job. For the last 
month, I had been having dreams of severance packages and unemployment. Yes, I was aware that I had a problem.

“Parks is in one of his moods,” my coworker, Kyle, said as soon as I walked into our cubicle area. We shared a 
wall, and since he was one of my only friends in the office, we also shared a lot more. Mostly gossip.

“Great. I have a 3:00 with him today.”
Parks was our boss, but really he was just an ass. He liked to have meetings where he listed all of the reasons 

we were bad at our job. It was very motivational.
“Just don’t bring up the Sifread project.” Kyle leaned over the wall while I settled into my chair.
I hesitated with my hand on the keyboard, knowing that once I signed on I would be committed to 

answering emails, filling out status reports, and updating work breakdown structures. Just the thought of that made 
me die a little inside.

“I can’t do this,” I said, my head shaking. “Coffee?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Kyle and I got coffee together every morning. It was our chance to vent about work and procrastinate from 

doing more work. Today was no exception.
Kwest had been a dream job when I first started there after college. It was a start-up, and that meant I got a 

lot of opportunities I wouldn’t have gotten at a more established company. But now, two years later, it had become a 
standard corporate job with layers of bureaucracy. I had been half-heartedly planning an exit strategy for the last 
month.

After enough stalling in the kitchen, I finally started my work day. I suffered through hours of meetings and 
dozens of emails. By the time my meeting with Parks rolled around, my annoyance level was at an all-time high. I 
probably should’ve taken a few deep breaths before entering his office, but I didn’t.

“Sit down, Ellis.”
Parks was a gruff man. He was young- in his mid-thirties, but his personality was that of a much older and 

harder man.
“I assume you want to talk about Sifread.” I didn’t feel like playing games. Might as well get it over with.
“Past deadline and over budget.” Parks ran a hand through his thinning hair. “What the hell went wrong?”
This time I did take a deep breath. “We didn’t have the right resources on the project. We got started late 

because of bad equipment. Half of the team members quit during the project. We were set up for failure.”
“Sounds like a lot of damn excuses.” Parks’ volume increased exponentially.
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“Sure, if you choose to interpret it that way.” I had dealt with my boss in a variety of environments. From 
fall-down-drunk to sexual offensive to insanely hostile. I wasn’t sure which version of him I disliked the most.

Parks let out a loud breath. “I don’t have time for this. I wanted to let you know that we are restructuring the 
project management team. We’ve decided to outsource most of the work to a consulting company.”

“Outsource?” That meant only one thing. “Are you firing me?”
“Not firing,” he said in a hurry. “We are laying off all of the team except for senior management.”
“So you are firing me.” I was surprised at how little that bothered me. “Effective when?”
“You can stay on for two more weeks, or you may leave today. It’s your decision.” He pretended to study a 

piece of paper on his desk. “You will be getting six week’s severance pay regardless of your decision.”
“Okay.”
He looked at me carefully. “Is that all you have to say?”
I considered it for a second. “Thank you?”
“Thank you?” Now he was even more lost. “You’re thanking me for firing you?”
“Yeah,” I said, fighting back a smile. “I am.”
It should have been a depressing day. Not only had I been let go, so had the rest of my team. And I actually 

liked at least two of those people. But when I found Kyle and our other friend Sara waiting at my desk, they were all 
smiles.

“Six week’s pay and no work?” Kyle pumped his fist. “Don’t mind if I do!”
“What are we going to do?” Sara asked.
“Enjoy every second of it,” Kyle answered without thinking.
Sara laughed. “I meant, what are we going to do right now?”
There was really only one logical answer to that question- drink.
Our usual bar was nearly empty when we arrived. Most productive members of society were still working. I 

didn’t mind the prime bar seating and prompt service we got by drinking during off hours. In the first half hour, we 
finished two rounds of beers and shots.

“I am not looking forward to job hunting again,” Sara said, slurring her words slightly. “My resume isn’t 
exactly impressive.”

“You’ll be fine,” Kyle said, for at least the third time.
“This is for the best,” I said. “It’s not the end of the world.”
Sara sighed. “Easy for you to say. You’ve got a rich fiancé that can support you. Not all of us are so lucky.”
“I’m lucky alright,” I said with a frown.
“Things still rocky?” Kyle asked knowingly.
I had been dating my fiancé, Jared, since we were sophomores in high school. In fact, he was the only guy I 

had ever dated. We stayed together through college even though I went to school in the city while he attended a 
university downstate.  After graduation, he had moved back to Chicago for law school and last year, he had proposed 
and I had said yes. Things had been strange ever since.

“He’s busy with school and his clerkship. I barely even see him.” I didn’t want to sound like a clingy 
girlfriend, but it bothered me that I hadn’t seen Jared in over a week while we only lived two miles from each other.

“How are things... you know?” Kyle smirked.
I knew what he was hinting at in his unsubtle way. “Non-existent. We haven’t had sex in months.”
“Whoa,” Kyle and Sara sung in harmony.
“I know.” The truth was that Jared had never been a very sexual guy. We hadn’t gone past second base until 

after high school. Once we hit college, we only saw each other every few weeks and we both had lived in dorms for 
the first couple of years which hadn’t given us much privacy. Even after we moved into apartments with our own 
bedrooms, sex had been a rare occurrence. I had assumed that would change once we both lived in the same city, but 
it had actually gotten worse.
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“Doesn’t it bother you?” Sara asked.
“Not as much as it should.” I knew that I was drunk because I never talked so openly about personal issues. 

“Jared is kind of... boring. In bed.”
“Boring?”
I shrugged. “It’s like he’s just going through the motions or something.”
Kyle actually laughed. “Your fiancé is a lousy lay? Classic.”
“Stop.” I glared at him, wishing I hadn’t said anything. “He’s not lousy. We’ve been together a long time and 

it’s comfortable.”
“Whatever.” Kyle had already lost interest. “Drop the loser. You can do better.”
“You don’t even know Jared.” I felt like I had to defend him. Jared was a really good guy. He treated me just 

fine and I had no reason not to be head-over-heels in love with him. Yet it still felt like something was missing in our 
relationship.

Sara was ready to ease the tension. “Let’s do another shot.”
Two hours later, I was having a hard time seeing straight. When I almost fell off my bar stool, I decided it 

was time to head home.
“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Sara asked as I struggled to put on my coat.
“I’m find.” I tried again. “Fine.”
“I can walk you home,” Kyle said without moving.
“I live five miles away.” I frantically searched for my phone only to realize that it was in my hand. “I’m taking 

a crab. Cab.”
It took another five minutes for us to exchange drunken goodbyes. When I finally stepped outside, I was 

amazed by the amount of snow waiting for me. Somehow I had managed to forget that winter had arrived.
I checked my phone quickly to see if Jared had tried calling. No messages and no texts. Even though I had 

called him after getting fired and told him that I needed to talk to him, he hadn’t reached out yet. That meant I was 
going to my own apartment to sulk alone. The problem was, I couldn’t get a cab.

The bar was on a side street and if I had any hope of flagging down a ride, I needed to make it to LaSalle, just 
one block away. Not exactly a challenge under normal conditions, but it seemed to be a near impossible feat for a 
drunk girl in almost a foot of snow.

Just five yards from the door of the bar, I fell. My feet slipped out from under me like a cartoon character 
and I landed in a snowdrift. Stunned, it took me several attempts to get back on my feet.

I cursed several times and angrily wiped away snow. “As if this day wasn’t bad enough,” I muttered, looking 
around to see if anyone had witnessed my spill.

The street was empty, but I was right in front of another bar. A couple sat at the table near the window, too 
lost in each other to notice me. If I had been slightly more drunk or just a little more distracted, I might have 
immediately turned away. But something made me pause and take a closer look.

“Jared?”
His name escaped my lips in a puff of air. I didn’t know the girl that he was with, but he seemed to know her 

quite well based on the fact that his tongue was down her throat.
If I had been holding something heavy, I would’ve thrown it through the window. As it was, I just stood in 

the cold staring stupidly at them until Jared finally pulled away and turned in my direction.
His eyes connected with mine for a second, flitting away quickly. After a pause, they shot back in my 

direction. I glared at him and his mouth dropped open. I could tell that he knew I had seen everything.
I did the only thing I could think to do- flipped him the middle finger and walked away.
Magically, I was able to quickly catch a cab once I hit LaSalle. Twenty minutes later, I was inside my warm 

apartment, but I still felt very cold. After checking to make sure my heat was turned all the way up, I peeled off my 
many layers of clothes and stepped into a steaming hot shower.
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It occurred to me that I should probably be crying or freaking out in some way, but I didn’t feel sad. I was 
angry. My relationship with Jared hadn’t been easy, but I’d been willing to put up with a lot of difficult times because 
we had made a promise to each other. Jared had broken that promise.

In less than eight hours, I had lost my job and found out my fiancé was cheating on me. It could be said that 
it had not been my best day. Unfortunately, it was about to get worse. After redressing in fleece pajamas, I found 
Jared sitting on my couch. I instantly regretted giving him a key.

“What are you doing here?” I snapped.
“I need to explain.” Jared stood and I noticed that he was wearing a new shirt. No doubt he had picked it out 

to impress her.
“I don’t need an explanation, Jared.” I couldn’t even look at him. “Who is she?”
Jared seemed surprised by the directness of my question. “Her name is Claudia.”
“Claudia?” I made a face. “Sounds skanky.”
“Emma.” Jared looked like he was about to reproach me for being mean, but he thought better of it. “I don’t 

want to hurt you.”
“Too late.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “How long?”
“How long?” Again, he looked surprised. I could tell from the way he took a deep breath before speaking 

that I wasn’t going to like his answer. “Three years.”
The words hit me like a punch to the gut. I had been expecting him to say a few weeks, maybe a few months. 

But three years? That wasn’t an affair- that was a relationship.
“Three years?” I laughed. “Sounds serious. Are you going to get engaged soon?”
He winced. “Emma, please, let me explain.”
Suddenly, I was thinking back on all the times Jared had been “busy” on the weekends, all the times my calls 

had gone unanswered. He had been lying to me for so long that I had no way of knowing what was true anymore.
“I told you, I don’t want an explanation.” My chest started to constrict painfully.
“What do you want then?” He gave me a helpless look.
That same look used to make me feel warm inside. I would think how sad and innocent he looked and I 

would want nothing more than to kiss him. But not anymore.
I yanked my engagement ring off my finger and set it on the table next to me. “I want you to get the hell out 

of my life.”
Without another look in his direction, I marched to the bedroom and slammed the door behind me.
I would like to say that I recovered gracefully the next morning, but that couldn’t have been further from the 

truth. At least I didn’t have to worry about pulling myself together enough to go to work.
After three days of doing nothing but watching junk television and eating junk food, I made the decision to 

move on. My life was more than my job and I was more than Jared. Now I just had to remember who I was.
As I was scanning job postings online, I distracted myself by messing around on social media sites. Nothing 

made you feel better about your current situation than seeing people you hadn’t spoken to in ten years boasting 
about their adorable children and perfect husbands. It was a very painful form of therapy.

But then a post caught my eye. My old friend, Luke Denver, mentioned that they were hitting their busy 
season at work and he needed to hire some seasonal workers for the ski resort. I hadn’t spoken to Luke in almost two 
years, since we graduated from college. He had been in the same fraternity as Jared so we had hung out whenever I 
was in town, but we were hadn’t exactly stayed close in the years since. I remembered that his father had died during 
our last month of college and he had given up plans to attend medical school so he could move home and take over 
the family business.

I quickly clicked on the link he posted, mostly because I needed a break from kids’ birthday party pictures.
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Luke was now the owner of Denver Ski Resort, which was ironically not located in Colorado. He was out in 
Utah. The resort looked quaint and from what I could tell, catered to wealthy clientele. I suddenly had visions of 
myself selling skis to celebrities.

“Whoa,” I said to myself with a shake of my head. “Slow down, Ellis.”
It was a crazy thought. I didn’t know anything about skiing and I hated snow. Utah was really far away and I 

didn’t know anyone that lived there aside from Luke. Whatever jobs were available would be minimum wage and 
seasonal- not exactly a long-term career plan. I would be insane to even consider doing something like that.

Yet the next thing I knew, I was emailing Luke.
Everything happened fast from there. Of course Luke remembered me. And he would absolutely talk to me 

about a potential position at the resort. Did I have time for a quick call?
Five minutes later, my phone rang.
“Hello?” I said, breathlessly. It felt like my world was spinning.
“Emma?”
Luke’s voice brought back a million memories. He had been one of those people that everyone instantly 

enjoyed being around. He was smart, funny, slightly nerdy, and it didn’t hurt at all that he was one of the best 
looking people I had ever seen outside of a magazine. Maybe the best thing about him was that he had no idea how 
amazing he was. I had been completely endeared to him back then, but had never thought much about it because of 
Jared.

“Hey, Luke.”
“So you’re thinking of moving to Utah?” He sounded slightly skeptical and I couldn’t blame him.
“I need a change of scenery. We have all this snow in Chicago but no mountains.” I knew that I wasn’t giving 

him a good reason for my interest, but now didn’t seem like the best time to get into recent developments.
“Valid point.” He said. I could hear him typing in the background. “What about Jared? Is he planning to 

come with you?”
I knew that question would come up eventually. Better to get it out of the way now. “We broke up.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, not sounding at all sorry. “Well, the good news is we do have quite a 

few positions open at the resort. I can send you a list, but I kind of have one in mind if you’re interested.”
“Sure.”
By now, I was so intrigued by the idea of packing up and moving across the country that I would probably 

have accepted any job.
“We need a new manager at our shop. Someone to oversee staff, handle inventory, do some small marketing 

stuff. It won’t be the same as a fancy office job in the city, but you’ll get to work with some good people.” Luke 
sounded almost apologetic. “Not to mention that you’ll get to work with me.”

If I hadn’t already been convinced, that would’ve been the icing on the cake.
“When would you want me to start?” I quickly tried to think about how long it would take me make 

arrangements for the move. Was it even possible?
“Technically, you could start tomorrow.” He chuckled softly. “But I would imagine you need more time 

than that to make the move. How about the first Monday in December?”
That was three weeks from now. Could it be done?
“That sounds fine,” I said, my mouth working without referencing my brain. “Do you need me to fill out an 

application or something?”
“I think I can make this hire on good faith. If you’re still the same Emma I remember from college, you’re 

more than qualified for this gig.” Luke said something to whomever was in the room with him. “Sorry to cut this 
short, but I need to be on another call soon. I’ll send you some information so you can make sure you really want to 
do this.”

“I do,” I said quickly. “But I’ll look everything over.”
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“Sounds good. We’ll talk soon, Emma.”
I hung up feeling a bit shell-shocked. In less than an hour, I had made a big decision that would alter the 

course of my life. Did I really want to go through with this?
Rather than make a rash decision based solely on the dramatic last few days, I decided to make a trusty 

pro/con list about moving to Utah. It took me two hours to make what I felt was a thorough assessment. While I 
had a number of important items in the “con” column, there was one item in the “pro” list that trumped everything.

I actually wanted to do it. For so long I had been worrying about my future, questioning my career and love 
life. I had never felt comfortable in my own skin and up until today, I’d had no idea how to fix that. But trying 
something new, even if it was a little crazy, terrified and excited me. It made me feel alive.

For the first time in my life, I was doing what I wanted to do regardless of what other people might think. If 
it didn’t work out, fine. But I owed it to myself to take a chance.

Now, I just needed to find a place to live.
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DECEMBER
The next three weeks flew by in a blur. It took a ton of focus and organization, but I was able to make the move to 
Utah happen in just three weeks.

When I officially accepted Luke’s job offer, I asked him for tips on finding a place to live. Lady Luck was 
smiling on me because it just so happened that he knew of the perfect place for me. His family owned two mountain 
homes at the resort. One had been his parents’ home. After his father died, he moved back into that house to take 
over the resort. The other home had belonged to his grandparents. They had died a few years back, but no one had 
the heart to sell the home.

Luke was willing to rent it to me at a reasonable price, in exchange for me keeping the place in good shape. It 
was too good to be true.

The second step was deciding how much stuff I wanted to take with me. I had kept my apartment pretty 
bare, thinking I would wait until Jared and I moved in together before I started purchasing a lot of things. That 
ended out working to my favor and I decided to sell the meager furniture I did own, rather than pay to have it 
moved. The house I would be renting was already fully furnished so it wasn’t worth the hassle.

I boxed up some items to send through the mail and the rest I crammed into the back of my car. It was going 
to be a long drive to Utah, but I didn’t mind. My parents had both died when I was in high school, and since that 
time I had gotten used to being alone. I was pretty good at taking care of myself so a solitary drive across the country 
seemed like an interesting adventure.

The day before I was scheduled to leave, Jared stopped by to pick up the rest of his things before I threw 
them in a dumpster. He was shocked when I told him about my plans.

“You’re moving to Utah to work with Denver?” He was astounded. “That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever 
heard.”

“Even more stupid than cheating on your girlfriend for three years?” I didn’t think Jared was in any position 
to start passing judgment.

“Fine.” He exhaled loudly. “You have every right to hate me. But I still care about you, Emma, and I don’t 
want to see you screw up your life just because you are mad at me.”

My face flushed in anger. “This has nothing to do with you.”
He shrugged. “Whatever.”
I watched him walk toward the door, expecting that I would be hit with sadness. This was probably the last 

time I would ever see him. Surely that should make me feel something? But I just felt empty inside.
“Jared?”
He turned, looking apprehensive. “Yeah?”
“Why?” I had been wanting to ask him that since the moment I saw his lips on hers. What had I done that 

made him cheat? What did that other woman offer him that I didn’t?
“I don’t know.” He looked at me sadly. “You didn’t deserve it, Emma. You’re a great girl.”
“There must’ve been something?” I sounded a bit desperate. “I had to have done something that made you 

stop loving me.”
Jared’s eyes widened. “I never stopped loving you, Emma. I still love you. I just stopped feeling that you loved 

me back.”
He didn’t say it as an accusation or a judgment on me. Jared was just being honest about his feelings. I 

couldn’t even argue that he was wrong to feel that way. I suspected that somewhere along the way, I had stopped 
loving him.

The door shut behind him without either of us saying goodbye. It didn’t seem right to use one word to end 
so much history. The best way I knew to put that past behind me was to dive into the future without looking back.

The entire journey took four days. It was a twenty hour drive, and I broke up the ride into several two or 
three hour stretches at a time. Any more than that and my legs began to cramp and I got too tired.
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The Denver Ski Resort was located outside of Salt Lake City, not too far from the Wyoming border. It was 
my first time driving through the mountains and after I got the hang of it, I could see the appeal. Illinois was such a 
flat state it lacked a lot of the natural beauty you could find in the mountains. Our snow was dirty and salt ridden, 
our air polluted.

Luke had sent me detailed instruction on how to find the resort. He told me that I would be able to find him 
at the Welcome Center which was easy to find as it was the very first building I encountered when I pulled into the 
resort.

It was still a little early in the season and many of the people I encountered on the way inside were workers, 
not guests. I asked one of them where I could find Luke and they pointed me to the back of the building.

I expected to find some sort of office, but instead I found one large room. A few desks were scattered around 
and I scanned them all before I found Luke in the far corner. He looked up just as I started to walk over.

“Emma!” A wide grin spread over his face. “You made it.”
“Even despite my driving skills,” I joked. I wasn’t sure how I should greet him. We had once been friends, so 

a hug felt appropriate. But now he was technically my boss, so maybe that was too forward?
Fortunately, Luke made the decision for me when he threw his arms around me in a tight hug.
“Welcome,” he said, stepping back and holding me at arm’s length. “Still as beautiful as I remember.”
“Stop.” I slapped his arm. “I see you’ve fully embraced the mountain man lifestyle.”
In college, Luke had been clean-shaven and neatly groomed. It had very much fit the pre-med persona he 

gave off back then. Now, rough stubble covered his strong jaw and chin. His hair was shaggy and he wore 
comfortable clothes- jeans and sweatshirt that said Denver Ski Resort in bold red letters.

“Too lazy to shave,” he said with a casual laugh.
I had to admit that it looked good on him. “You can pull it off.”
“Did you have a good trip?” he asked, sweeping an arm toward a nearby couch.
“It wasn’t bad.”
We sank onto the couch in perfect synchronization. I was surprised at how comfortable I already felt, both 

with Luke and in this strange new place.
“After you get settled in, I thought I could take you on a tour of the resort if you’re up for it.” His blue eyes 

shone when he smiled at me.
“That sounds nice.” I was surprised at the butterflies flapping up a windstorm in my stomach.
“The house is about a ten minute drive up the mountain.” He gestured out the window. “I think you’ll like 

it. It’s a little outdated, but it’s in great condition. Plus you have a really great neighbor.”
I detected a tease in his words. “I do?”
“A very handsome, smart young man. I think you’ll really enjoy living by him.”
“Let me guess, you?” I laughed when he nodded. “How close of neighbors are we talking?”
“Don’t worry. There’s about a half-acre of land between us. But close enough for me to stop by if you need 

anything.”
“How’s your mom doing?” I hadn’t talked to Luke about anything personal since his father’s death. I know 

that it had really shocked his family.
His smile faded just a touch. “She’s doing pretty well these days. A few months back she decided she didn’t 

like living this far away from the city without my dad around so she bought a place down the mountain.”
“So you’re all alone up here?” I teased. “How very brave of you.”
“Not alone anymore,” he said meaningfully. “Ready to see your new home?”
I followed his SUV up the mountain, wondering if my poor car was cut out for the snow. I decided to take it 

slow until I had a better feel for how it would handle the curvy, slick roads.
It did take about ten minutes for us to reach the two houses. We passed the first one, which I assumed was 

Luke’s, and stopped in front of the second one. I gasped out loud when I saw it.
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The way Luke had described it, I was picturing a tiny log cabin. Instead, it was a winding, three-story house. 
The exterior was surrounded by outdoor decks with beautiful views of the surrounding area.

“What do you think?” Luke asked proudly as I stared at it in surprise.
“It’s amazing.”
He pointed to my car. “Let’s get this thing unloaded.”
Since I hadn’t brought much with me, it didn’t take long to unload my car. We dropped everything just 

inside the doorway, and when the last box was inside, Luke gave me a tour.
The house was even more amazing on the inside. It had been decorated in a rustic, but cozy theme. Lots of 

throw rugs, fireplaces, and tapestries. Downstairs was a kitchen and living room, plus a small guest room and 
bathroom. The second floor was entirely one large master bedroom with its own seating area, fireplace, and giant 
bathroom with a Jacuzzi bathtub. It opened to a beautiful balcony.

The top floor was my favorite. It had two more bedrooms, but also a giant multi-functional area. Lots of 
leather chairs and couches, another fireplace, a small kitchenette and bar.

“Your grandparents went all out,” I said, taking it all in.
“This is where the whole family used to gather for the holidays. It was nice to have a place where we could all 

hang out and not feel claustrophobic.” He pointed to the large glass windows that looked down the mountain. “We 
used to put the Christmas tree right there.”

“It sounds pretty magical,” I said, thinking about my own lonely holidays. I usually ordered Chinese food 
and watched bad movies on Christmas. “Are you sure you don’t mind me staying here?”

It was starting to feel like I was treading on sacred ground.
“Not at all.” He smiled. “It will be good to have someone enjoying this house again. I hated the thought of it 

sitting here empty, but I never trusted anyone enough to rent it out.”
“But you trust me?” I was touched.
He gave me a serious look. “Don’t make me regret it.” Then he laughed. “Let’s go check out the resort.”
I was happy to let Luke drive us down the mountain and around the resort. His vehicle was much better at 

handling the snow and curves.
“Most of the homes are up that way,” he said, waving behind us. “We have some smaller rental rooms closer 

to Ground. That’s what we call the main resort area. That’s where you will be working.”
It seemed straight forward enough. “Where do the other employees live?”
“Some of them house-sit for the owners of the mountain homes. They live there year round, except for when 

the owners return a couple of weeks out of the year.”
“What do they do during those times?” It seemed like a bit of a hassle having to pack up and leave for weeks 

at a time.
“They usually just bunk with a friend. We also have some employee rental rooms available.” Luke turned 

into the main parking lot. “Okay, so you’ve seen the Welcome Center. We have three restaurants, a gift shop, we 
have a rental shop farther down the road by the lifts. There’s a spa on your right. And two bars.”

“It’s almost like its own town,” I said. “Does that make you the mayor?”
He laughed. “Something like that.”
At the end of the road, he parked the car. “This is the store you’ll be running. I mentioned the rental shops, 

but this is an actual store. People can pick up winter gear, skis, boards, whatnot. We actually do pretty good 
business.”

I started toward the door and was surprised when Luke didn’t follow.
“Aren’t we going inside?”
“You can start working on Monday.” He pointed back toward the bars. “Let’s go have some drinks.”
It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. I was beginning to think I would like having Luke as my boss.
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It was only mid-afternoon and most guests were still on the slopes or at the spa. Just a couple of men were 
seated at the bar. Luke waved to the bartender and led us to a secluded table in the corner. The bar was designed very 
much like a tavern straight out of a western movie. I loved it.

“So what do you do for fun around here?” I asked, wondering if Luke spent all of his time on the resort.
“Work, mostly,” he said with a grimace. “It took me almost two years to figure everything out after Dad died. 

I finally feel like I’ve gotten to a place where I don’t have to work nonstop just to keep up.”
“Are you dating anyone?” I had already done a little digging online, but I hadn’t been able to find the answer 

to that question. Not that I was interested in dating anyone right now.
Luke’s eyes sparkled. “No, I’m not. The only women I encounter on a regular basis are my employees. I try to 

keep things professional.”
“Does that include drinking with me?” I teased.
The bartender brought over two mugs of beer without us needing to order. It was nice to know the boss.
“You’re not my employee yet,” he said carefully. “Besides, we were friends first so this is different.”
“If you say so.” I took a sip of the frothy liquid. “This is delicious.”
“It’s an old family recipe.” He seemed pleased that I liked it.
My head tilted. “How did I not know that your family has its own beer?”
I tried to remember what personal conversations I’d had with Luke in college and couldn’t come up with 

many.
“People look at you different when you tell them your family owns a ski resort and beer company. I didn’t 

want people to only be friends with me because of my money.” His eyes darkened. “Not that it mattered. I learned 
who my real friends were anyway after Dad died.”

“What do you mean?”
He sighed. “Did you know that only three people from college even reached out to me after it happened?”
“Really?” I remembered that I had called him a week afterward to see how he was doing. Should I have gone 

to the funeral? At that time, I hadn’t thought he would want me there. But now I wondered if I had been wrong.
“You were the first person to call me, and you didn’t even technically go to our school.” He studied his beer. 

“Derrick Cort called me a couple of days after that. And an old girlfriend, Sandy, sent an email. That’s it.”
“You’re kidding!” I couldn’t believe that in a fraternity of 100 guys, only one of them had bothered to call 

him. “Wait. Jared came out with some guys to see you like a month afterward.”
His eyes snapped to my face. “No one visited me.”
“Yes, they did. I remember because I had to go to a wedding that weekend and Jared was supposed to go with 

me, but he came out here instead.”
“Emma, Jared has never visited me,” Luke said softly.
It was until then that I realized the Utah trip had been just another one of Jared’s lies. He had probably been 

spending a romantic weekend with Claudia. “Oh, right. I’m thinking of something else.”
I could tell from the awkward silence that Luke had figured it out at the same time as me.
“When did you guys break up?” he asked.
“A few days before I reached out to you about moving here.” I hated to admit it because I knew it made me 

sound pathetic. It looked like I couldn’t handle the break-up and that was why I had moved so far away. Which 
wasn’t exactly untrue.

Luke nodded at the bartender again and I realized that we had both almost finished our beers already.
“He cheated on you, didn’t he?” Luke said with bitterness in his voice.
I was surprised at how easily he had been able to guess the truth. Was I the only one that hadn’t believed 

Jared was capable of being such a big jerk?
“For three years, apparently.” I sounded equally bitter. “You don’t seem surprised.”
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Luke gave me a long look. “I don’t like to talk bad about people that aren’t around to defend themselves, but 
Jared was an asshole.”

I was shocked by how strongly he said that word.
“What do you mean? I thought you guys were friends.”
He scoffed. “We were fraternity brothers. There’s a big difference.”
“Fine. But you never acted like you had a problem with him back then.” In fact, Luke had spent a lot of time 

with us whenever I visited Jared. That seemed strange if he really hadn’t liked Jared.
“I tolerated him because I had to.”
“Because of the fraternity?”
His eyes were icy. “Because of you.”
My breath hitched in my throat and I flushed warmly. Had I heard him right?
“Because of me? What does that mean?”
“I liked being around you. You were funny and nerdy, like me. Not stupid and shallow like most of the 

people in college. But if I wanted to be around you, I had to put up with Jared.” He waited for the bartender to sit 
down our new drinks and take away the empties. “That guy never treated you right. He didn’t appreciate you.”

I swallowed hard. “I had no idea you felt that way. You never said anything.”
“You were in love,” he said with a wry smile. “Would it have made any difference?”
That was a good question. I had been pretty focused on Jared in college. Would I have been receptive to 

Luke’s thoughts on the matter? Probably not.
“I don’t know,” I said with a shake of my head. “It’s not an issue anymore.”
“I guess not.” His smile became more relaxed. “You’re here with me now.”
I don’t know why those words made me so flustered, but my hand shook as I reached for my beer. “I’m ready 

for a fresh start.”
“I’m ready for another drink. You?”
I looked at my half-empty glass. “Bring it on.”
We wisely decided to stop after beer number three. Luke got one of the employees to take me back up the 

mountain while he hurried off to take care of a ski lift emergency. My chauffeur’s name was Gary and he was quite 
the chatterbox. By the time he dropped me off, I’d learned all about his background. If I hadn’t been borderline 
drunk, I might’ve tried harder to remember some of it.

It was only early evening and I wasn’t ready for bed yet.  I decided to tackle the boxes in my entryway. It took 
some time, and quite of bit of stair climbing, but I eventually was completely unpacked. In the process, I became 
more familiar with my new home and discovered a fridge and pantry stocked with food. Apparently, Luke had 
thought to stock up for me. It was such a sweet gesture that I nearly cried, which might also have had something to 
do with how much I’d had to drink.

Once I was settled, I took a long, hot bath. The tub was big enough for two people and the jets loosened my 
sore muscles. I was already spoiled.

After bathing, I dressed in warm clothes and busted out the teapot. While the water heated up, I got a fire 
going in the bedroom fireplace. After a cup of hot tea and two chapters in a cozy mystery, I fell right asleep and 
stayed that way until morning.

Luke had to go into the city on Sunday for some errands so I was left to my own devices. I drove down to the 
Ground and walked around, getting acquainted. The sun was shining brilliantly, lighting up the snow. I had already 
started to get used to the snow and cold, but the fresh air was still surprising to me. It was probably part of the reason 
I had slept so deeply.

When I had seen all there was to see, I got back in my car and drove further down the mountain. I found a 
small little town about fifteen minutes from the resort. It had a market, a diner, and a bookstore. It was perfect.
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I ate lunch in the diner, enjoying the small town atmosphere and the way everyone knew each other by 
name. The food was pretty darn good, too. I left the diner and headed to the bookstore next. I hadn’t felt like paying 
to ship my books from Chicago so I had donated them instead. Now I needed to start building my library again. And 
based on my experience so far, I knew I was going to have a lot of time to read in the mountains.

The bookstore had a surprisingly good selection and they were cheap. I was willing to bet they got a lot of 
business because of their close proximity to the resort. After selecting a half-dozen books, I made a final stop by the 
market for a few perishable items. It took me less than two hours to complete everything and return home. I 
remembered how it often took me an entire day to run errands in Chicago.

Even after making dinner and finishing an entire book, I was still in bed early. Mountain life was turning me 
into an old lady.

The next morning I officially started work. Luke was waiting for me at the shop and he introduced me to the 
other employees.

“You remember Gary?” He pointed to my friendly driver. “This is Elsie. The two of them have been working 
here for over a year so they can help get you up to speed.”

“Nice to meet you,” Elsie said. She was a pretty girl, probably the same age as me. I noticed how she blushed 
whenever Luke looked in her direction.

“I’ll come by later this afternoon to go over the books.” Luke winked at me. “Don’t worry. You are in good 
hands here.”

The store hadn’t opened yet so Gary and Elsie took the opportunity to bombard me with questions. First, 
they wanted to know about me. When they learned that I was old friends with the boss, they wanted to know all 
about him.

“Did you guys date?” Elsie asked excitedly. “I bet you did.”
“No. We didn’t.” I tried not to make it sound like I was protesting too much. “We were just friends.”
“Friends... with benefits?” Gary asked with a smirk.
“I used to date his fraternity brother,” I said by way of explanation, hoping they wouldn’t dig into that.
They both looked at me like they didn’t believe me.
“Well, you should rectify that just friends business.” Elsie waggled her eyebrows. “There isn’t a female in a 

100 mile radius of the resort that isn’t in love with that man.”
“Luke?”
She gaped at me. “Duh. Have you looked at him?”
Okay, she had a point.
“I just got out of a relationship and I’m not looking to get right back into another one.” I hoped that would 

be enough information for them. “Now, can you guys please show me what I’m supposed to do?”
I spent my entire first week learning the ins and outs of running the store. It had been a long time since I’d 

worked retail, but it was a bit like riding a bike. Soon I was running the register like a pro, stocking shelves like I had 
been doing it my whole life. Gary gave me a stack of magazines to start studying up on winter sports and Luke came 
by for a couple of hours each day to take me through payroll, balancing the register, and ordering inventory.

By the end of the week, I felt like I was in over my head. Eventually, I would feel comfortable with running 
the store, but I wasn’t sure I would ever be comfortable recommending skis when I had never even attempted to ski 
myself.

Luke didn’t seem as concerned as me, but he volunteered to help me learn over the weekend. I tried not to 
think of it as a date, but after a week of flirtatious chatter and sly looks over snow shoes, my heart raced every time I 
thought of him.

I woke up early on Saturday morning and wrapped myself in a warm blanket before taking my coffee out on 
the deck. I had gotten into the habit of having my coffee outside so that I could watch the sun rise over the 
mountain. The mornings were so peaceful, I started to wonder why I had ever enjoyed living in a busy city.
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“Got any coffee for me?”
Alarmed, I looked down. Luke was standing below, smiling up at me adorably. There was no way I could say 

no to that smile.
“I’ll be right down.”
When I let him in the front door, I noticed that he was weighed down by bags. “For you,” he said, dumping 

them on the floor.
“Me? Christmas is two weeks away.” I eyed them suspiciously.
“Snow gear,” he explained. “I assumed you would need something to wear besides your weak city girl 

clothes.”
“Fair enough. But you have to let me pay for them.”
He waved away my offer. “Don’t worry about it. I just took them from the store. You’re inventory numbers 

might be off now, by the way.”
“You can’t just take things from the store!” I pretended to be horrified.
“I’m the owner,” he reminded me. “Now where’s that coffee I was promised?”
I poured him a cup and refilled my own. We took them outside, Luke joining me comfortably on the 

wooden bench. He laughed at me as I bundled myself in the blanket.
“Wimp,” he teased.
“Not everyone can be as amazing as you,” I said, sticking my tongue out at him.
“Wait until you see me on the slopes.” He grinned smugly. “So you’ve been here a week now. What do you 

think? Be honest.”
It was a valid question. “I think I like it so far. We’ll see if I still feel that way after I break my leg skiing.”
“Stop. You’ll be fine.” He leaned a few inches closer to me. “I’m an excellent teacher.”
“Yeah, but I’m a terrible student,” I joked.
Luke looked at me for several seconds, like he was debating saying something that I might not like. After a 

quick headshake, he said, “Let’s head out. We should get you up there before it gets busy.”
I dressed quickly in the gear Luke had brought and realized that I would’ve been very unprepared if he 

hadn’t thought ahead. Luke had his own skis, but we had to stop at the rental shop to get a pair for me.
“Just push your foot down,” Luke instructed for the fifth time as I tried to get my skis in place.
“I’m pushing,” I snapped. “It’s not working. Maybe they are broken.”
He groaned and bent down, taking my boot in his hand and pushing it in place. It snapped easily. “Broken?”
“Show off,” I hissed. “I’m a city girl. I’m not supposed to know how to work these things.”
“Not anymore. You’re a Denver girl now. Everyone that works here at least knows how to put on skis.” He 

finished getting the second ski locked and then stood up. “Okay, let’s go over your form.”
Luke hadn’t been lying; he was a really good teacher. I wasn’t the best student, but even I was able to pick up 

most of what he said. It wasn’t long before I was slowly gliding down the kiddie run. I would’ve been proud if I 
wasn’t also being passed by six-year-olds.

“I’m pretty awesome at this,” I said, pushing off with my poles to pick up speed. I started to turn toward 
Luke, but I lost my balance, falling on my butt.

“Really awesome,” he teased.
“My rear-end is going to be sore tonight,” I moaned before I had a chance to think about my choice of words.
Luke’s lips twitched. “No comment.”
“I’m shocked.”
“It was too easy.” He reached out a hand to help me up. “At this rate, we’ll get you on a real slope in about 

five years.”
I yanked hard, catching him off balance and bringing him down next to me. While I laughed, he threw a 

handful of snow at me.
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“Very funny. You’re worse than a child.”
“You love my sparkling personality,” I teased. I managed to unhook my boots from my skis. “You could say I 

literally just swept you off your feet.”
“I could, but I won’t.” He watched me lie back in the snow. “What are you doing, weirdo?”
I spread my arms wide and began to sweep them in the snow. “Making a snow angel.”
He shook his head as he watched me, but eventually he smiled. “I used to think you were kind of cool back 

when we were in college. I’ve definitely changed my mind about that.”
This time I was the one to scoop up snow and throw it at him, nailing him in the face. “I’m the coolest girl 

you’ll ever know.”
“That may be true.” He got quiet again, just like he had back at my house.
“You keep doing that,” I said.
“What?”
I sat up and brushed snow from my coat.  “You keep looking at me like you have something to say, but you’re 

afraid of telling me.”
Luke unhooked his own skis, obviously avoiding looking at me. “You’re imagining things.”
“Hey.” I grabbed his arm and waited for him to look at me. “You can tell me. Whatever it is, you can tell 

me.”
“Go out with me,” he said abruptly, staring directly into my eyes. “Tonight.”
“Go out?” My mouth dropped open and I stuttered over the words. “Like a date?”
“Well, yeah.” He smiled uncertainly. “I like you, Emma. Unless I’m completely misreading everything, I 

think you like me, too.”
Even though I was sitting in the snow, I felt very warm under his watchful gaze. “I do like you, Luke.”
“Good. Then say yes.”
“I’m not ready to date anyone right now,” I said after looking away. I didn’t want to see the disappointment 

in his eyes. “I came to Utah to figure out my life.”
“And your life can’t include me?” He didn’t wait for me to answer as he stood. “We should get back.”
“Luke, wait.” I scrambled to my feet, but he was already walking away, skis in hand.
It took me a few attempts to get my own skis settled under my arm. I hurried as quickly as I could to catch 

up to him, but he was more surefooted than me on the snow. He reached the rental shop and went inside without 
waiting for me.

I left my skis with the attendant and found Luke waiting for me at the door. He wouldn’t look at me.
“I’m sorry,” I said as we walked to his car. “I’m not saying no forever, Luke. Just no for now.”
“I’ve been waiting for years to have a chance to date you, Emma.” He opened the passenger door for me. “I’m 

not sure how much longer I can wait.”
It was one of the quietest and most awkward car rides of my life. Luke had taken a chance, asked me out after 

I basically forced it out of him, and I had rejected him. And as I thought about the reasons why, I realized that I had 
been wrong. It wasn’t that I wasn’t ready to date again.

“I don’t want to get hurt again,” I said abruptly, just as Luke parked in front of my house.
He looked at me for the first time. “What?”
“I said that I wasn’t ready to date, but that’s not really why I’m saying no. I don’t want to get hurt again. I 

don’t think I could handle it.”
“I would never hurt you, Emma,” he said urgently.
He reached over, taking my hand. We were both wearing gloves, but it still felt electric. “How do I know I 

can trust you?”
“Because I’m not Jared.” He squeezed my hand. “I’ve never lied to you in my life and I don’t intend to start 

now.”
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I realized that he was right. It wasn’t fair of me to project Jared’s faults onto him. He’d never done anything 
that would lead me to believe he couldn’t be trusted. In fact, in the last few weeks he’d done more to help me than 
Jared ever had.

“Pick me up at seven,” I said decisively.
“Really?” He smiled shyly. “What do you want to do?”
“You decide.” I corrected my statement. “No skiing.”
He laughed. “Deal.”
Getting ready for our date, I began to have second thoughts. Not because I didn’t want to go out with Luke, 

but because I had no idea how to date. Jared had been my only boyfriend and we had started dating when we were 
just teenagers. My last first date had been over seven years ago.

Finding something to wear that would be both cute and warm was a challenge. It helped a little bit when 
Luke texted me that I should wear a lot of layers. Apparently, whatever he had planned involved the outdoors. 
Looking cute pretty much wasn’t an option once I was covered by three separate layers of clothes.

I was waiting at the door when he knocked.
“You look... warm,” he said, eyeing my ensemble.
“You told me to!” I protested.
He laughed. “I’m kidding. You look perfect.”
“What are we doing tonight?” I asked, still a little concerned.
After I locked the door, I turned to walk to his car and realized that he hadn’t brought it.
“What is that?”
It was a stupid question, really. I was acting like I had never seen a horse-drawn carriage.
“Our transportation, my lady,” he said, offering his hand.
Stunned, I took it. “A white horse?”
“I convinced you to go out with me. Now I have to convince you that you made the right choice.”
He helped me over the snow and climbed into the carriage first, turning back to help me in. Once I was 

seated on the bench, he placed a blanket on my lap and another one over my shoulders.
“Good?” he asked.
“Sure.” I was still in awe. “Is this yours?”
“It belongs to the resort. Guests can rent it out. We have a regular driver but I gave him the night off.” Luke 

handed me a thermos. “Spiked hot chocolate.”
“You know the way to my heart.” I opened it and took a big whiff and then a tentative sip. “Strong. Planning 

to take advantage of me tonight?”
He narrowed his eyes at me. “I don’t kiss on the first date.”
“Prude.”
The horse kicked up its hooves and we were off. We were lucky that it hadn’t snowed in a few days and the 

carriage wheels moved smoothly. Luke handled the reins easily.
We took turns sipping from the thermos on the way down the mountain. A light snow started to fall, 

making me feel like I was in a snow globe.
“When did you decide that you wanted to stay here?” I asked. “When you left school, you said it was just 

temporary.”
“I thought it was,” he admitted. “But after a few months, I realized that I really like doing this. I like being 

my own boss, working at a place that has so much history for my family.”
“You’re good at it,” I said. “Your employees love working here.”
He nudged me. “Are you trying to say that you love having me as your boss?”
“I’m serious, Luke. It’s pretty impressive what you’ve managed to do here.” 
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“Thanks.” He smirked at me. “I think you’ll come to find that there are a lot of things about me that are 
impressive.”

I rolled my eyes. “Not tonight, I won’t. You already shot me down.”
“I take it back,” he said hurriedly. “I was just joking.”
I looped my arm through his and rested my head on his shoulder. “This is really nice. Thank you.”
“It’s only just beginning.”
When we finally made it to Ground, one of the resort workers was waiting to take control of the horse. Luke 

handed over the reins and helped me out of the carriage.
“How are we going to get home?” I wondered.
“Don’t worry about it,” he said, taking my hand again to lead me into Sid’s. It was the resort’s most popular 

bar because it had an old jukebox and a dance floor. I had come with Gary and Elsie on Wednesday night and been 
surprised to find it hopping. Tonight was more of the same.

“Stick with me,” he said, holding my hand tighter as he guided us through the crowd toward the back.
He opened the door to the storage room. “Take your clothes off,” he said with a smile.
“What?”
“The coat. Hat. Gloves. Scarf.” He started to take off his own outerwear. “We can leave everything back here 

so we don’t overheat in the bar.”
It made sense. I was already starting to sweat. When I got down to my last layer, I was glad that I had chosen 

a form-fitting sweater instead of one of my oversized ones. This was a first date, after all.
“Alright,” Luke said with a nod. “Now we’re ready to party.”
He’d even planned ahead and had a table reserved. Two bottles of beer were waiting for us.
I sighed as I sat down.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing.” I was at a loss for words. “Everything is perfect.”
“Then why do you look like someone just plucked one of your nose hairs?” He inched his chair closer to 

mine so we wouldn’t have to shout over the music.
How could I explain to him what I was feeling without sounding like an emotional train wreck?
“I think you’re too good for me, Luke. I don’t deserve all of this.”
“It’s just a beer in a dive bar, Em.” He looked like he wanted to smile, but was afraid that it wasn’t 

appropriate. “That Jared must’ve really done a number on you if you think this is too much.”
I took a long drink. “I don’t want to talk about Jared.”
“No complaints here.” He shrugged. “Let’s talk about your favorite things about me instead.”
I smiled. “What will we do after those thirty seconds?”
“Funny.”
“I like your smile,” I said, feeling bold. “And your eyes. I like the way you laugh at your own jokes, even when 

they are terrible. I like the way you run ahead to open doors for people and the way you sing along with the holiday 
music in the shop.”

The way that he stared at me after that made me worry that I had gone too far. He had just been joking, after 
all.

“Thank you,” he said. After a pause, he added, “I like everything about you.”
“Please. You’re just saying that because you can’t come up with anything specific,” I teased.
“I like the way you play with the ends of your hair when you are uncomfortable.” He pointedly looked at 

where my hand was twisting a strand of hair. “I like the way you bite your lip when you’re thinking and the way you 
always remember random facts about people you’ve barely met. I like how you look just as beautiful having coffee on 
your deck in the morning without any makeup on as you do tonight.”
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And then, just when I thought he couldn’t get any sweeter, he nearly ruined it by adding, “I like the way that 
sweater fits you.”

“Such a charmer,” I said quietly, feeling a little breathless.
“Come on. Let’s dance.” Luke grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet before I realized what was 

happening.
“I don’t know how to dance to this,” I said, looking around uncomfortably.
Luke grinned. “Neither do I. That’s what makes it fun.”
We joined the back of the dancers, watching their moves for a few seconds before attempting to join in. I 

had never attempted line dancing, and it was pretty apparent why. Luke was only slightly less terrible than me.
“Two steps, then you kick,” he said.
“I don’t think that’s right.”
We ended up colliding into each other, breaking down in laughter. It took us three songs, but eventually we 

were able to keep up for at least part of the dance. When they finally switched to a slow song, I was relieved.
“That was a nightmare,” I said, stepping easily into Luke’s arms.
My arms went around his neck, his around my lower back. We swayed slowly, bodies pressing gently against 

each other.
“This is my dream coming true,” he countered.
“It’s really too bad you don’t kiss on the first date,” I said, my lips just two inches from his.
“I might be willing to make an exception,” he said.
“Denver!”
We both snapped away, flustered.
“Carl.” Luke regained his composure quickly. “What’s wrong?”
“There’s a blizzard coming, boss. We need to prepare for shut down.” Carl never even looked at me.
“Shut down? What does that mean?”
Luke reached for his phone. “If the snow gets too bad on the roads, we lock down the resort. It isn’t safe for 

people to be out in blizzard conditions.”
“Is it really going to be that bad?”
Carl eyed me like I was an idiot. “I wouldn’t be raising an alarm if it wasn’t.”
“Can you give me a second, Carl?” Luke gave him a pointed look and he surprisingly took the hint. “Emma, 

I’m sorry. We’re going to have to cut the date short.”
“No apology necessary. You need to take care of this.” I noticed that the snow was falling heavily out the 

window. 
“I’ll have Carl drive you home.”
“I’m sure he’ll be pumped about that.”
Luke gave me a shaky smile. “Look at it this way- you’ll get a day off work tomorrow.”
“Sweet.” I faked a smile for his benefit. “Be safe out there, okay?”
“Of course.” He leaned over and whispered in my ear. “I plan to cash in that kiss as soon as possible.”
Carl was openly hostile about the request to take me home, but he did as Luke asked. I tried to make small 

talk with him, but he reached over and cranked up the radio to drown me out. The weather was indeed supposed to 
become dangerous. With snowfall accumulating overnight, we were looking at a potential of two-feet of snow in the 
next few days.

They weren’t wrong.
The next morning when I woke up, we had already added eight inches of snow and it was still falling. I was 

able to sit on the lower deck and watch it come down, the upper deck keeping me dry. It was actually quite beautiful.
Luke had shut down the resort proactively and while it meant I got a day off work, it meant that Luke was 

busier than ever. I was starting to feel lonely trapped in my giant mountain home.
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I couldn’t even call anyone because the signal was out. It was the perfect opening scene of a horror movie.
To distract myself from those thoughts, I cranked up the radio and started dancing around while I cleaned. 

The hardwood floors were pretty, but they also accumulated dust like crazy.
When that was done, I started a fire in the bedroom. The music was still playing which was why I didn’t 

realize that I was no longer alone.
“Emma!” A hand clamped down on my shoulder.
“Ah!” I whirled and swung my fist, catching Luke in the jaw.
His head snapped back and he grunted. “Ouch.”
“Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry.” I reached for him, feeling like a total jerk. “You surprised me.”
“It’s okay. I never should’ve let myself in like that. But the phones aren’t working and you didn’t hear me 

knocking...” he stopped talking the minute my fingers touched his skin.
“I didn’t hurt you bad, did I?” His jaw was just a little red.
“You have a pretty good hook,” he said solemnly. “Only one thing is going to make me feel better.”
My eyes narrowed as I anticipated where he was going. “What’s that?”
His arm circled around me and he pulled me close. “A kiss.”
I was happy to oblige.
Our first kiss was tender and sweet. When it was over, I instantly wanted more. Fortunately, Luke wasn’t in 

a hurry to leave.
“It’s getting pretty bad out there,” he said, still holding me. “It’s not safe to be out after dark.”
“No, it’s not,” I agreed. “You should probably stay here until morning.”
“Just until morning?”
I thought about it. “Longer would be okay. Did you have a timeline in mind?”
“I was thinking about forever,” he said, giving me his adorable smile that he knew I could never resist. “Does 

forever work for you?”
I returned his smile. “Make it longer.”
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Love in London

Stepping out onto the sidewalk again felt like leaving behind a magical world. We were instantly back in London, 
surrounded by millions of people.

We fell into step with them, back in step with the city. It was easy to stroll next to Dexter, taking in the 
neighborhood. He liked to point out his favorite pubs and bookshops, giving me his own personal guided tour of the 
city.

With his baseball hat pulled low over his eyes, very few people seemed to recognize him. I only spotted a 
couple people pointing in our direction. I wondered if Dexter ever got used to the attention.

“I feel like I’m on a date with a movie star or something,” I said, noticing a group of people taking our 
picture. “Does it ever bother you?”

“I barely even notice.” He kept his eyes straight ahead as we walked. “People are only fascinated because I’m 
young. In a couple of years, no one will care how much I’m worth.”

“Give yourself more credit than that.” Even I, a pop culture deviant, could appreciate his legacy. He had 
created one of the most successful websites in history, not to mention developing an entirely new way for people to 
communicate. “You’ve done something pretty amazing.”

“It’s just a job, Taylor.” He seemed almost annoyed by my comment. “There’s more to me than just my 
success with Scuttle.”

“I know.” I grabbed his arm, forcing him to stop and look at me. “You know I don’t care about any of that 
right? I liked you before I ever knew about your company, back when I was just a clumsy girl throwing water in your 
lap.”

A cocky smile spread over his face. “I knew you liked me. Now you’re grabbing my arm, pretty soon you’ll be 
inviting me into your bed.”

“And that moment was just ruined...” I rolled my eyes. “Forget what I just said. I used to like you- until I was 
exposed to your arrogant, gross alter-ego.”

“It was only a matter of time.” He pointed to the structure in front of us. “Second stop- straight up.”
“Up?” I looked toward the top of the pillar and was surprised to see an observatory deck. “What is this 

place?”
“The Monument.” He pointed to a sign nearby giving the history of the landmark. “It was built to 

commemorate the Great Fire of London. 311 steps all the way up so we better get started.”
I suddenly understood why he had been so adamant about comfortable shoes. “The view better be worth it.”
“It will be,” he said with certainty.
Dexter led the way as we climbed, stopping occasionally to look over his should at me. About halfway up, he 

asked, “The view is worth it, right?”
“Ha.” I scowled. I couldn’t deny that I had been checking out his firm butt. Since it was directly in my line of 

sight, I’d barely been looking at anything else. “At least now I’ve found your redeeming trait.”
“Funny,” he said, not-quite-smiling.
By the time we made it to the top, my legs were beginning to burn and I felt slightly dizzy from the winding 

repetition on the way up.
“Oh!” I was pleasantly surprised to find that the view had been more than worth the climb. “Nice work, 

Sanders.”
“We’re still talking about my butt, right?”
“You’re incorrigible.” I slapped his arm and he caught my hand, pulling me out further.
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Dexter led us to the edge. “See that building there with the gargoyle type thing on top?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s my office.” He smiled proudly. “Scuttle takes up the top three floors.”
It was cute to see him finally showing some excitement when talking about his company. “When do I get to 

see the inside?”
“Whenever you want.” His hand pressed against my lower back as he looked over my shoulder. I got a whiff 

of his clean, manly scent and my heart jumped.
“It really is a beautiful city,” I said, more to myself than him.
“We’re just getting started.” 
Dexter tapped the arm of a nearby tourist and held out his phone. “Would you take our photo?”
I was surprised. “Really?”
“We need to document this moment,” he said. “Smile.”
His arm went around my shoulders easily and I leaned into him, forcing a smile despite the butterflies in my 

stomach. I was surprised that the picture actually turned out pretty well.
“That figures,” I said, frowning at it.
“What?” Dexter looked at it closer.
“We’re up here with the wind whipping around after having climbed all those stairs and I look like a crazy 

person while you look like a model. Figures.” I handed him the phone.
“You are insane.”
I remembered what he had said just prior. “Why was it so important to document this moment?”
He leaned close, lips a few inches from my ear. “Because this is the moment where you start to realize that 

you are crazy about me.”


