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			In Which I Restrain Myself from Envelope-Related Homicide

			Responsible people do not take crotchless panties with them on business trips.

			I stood in my bedroom staring down my lumpy blue duffel bag with two piles of panties in my hands. In one fist I held sensible cotton bikinis with little donuts printed on them; in the other, black lace undies of questionable structural integrity.

			I weighed the two piles in my hands like some super-trashy version of Lady Justice and pondered why I was even considering bringing the new lacy panties with their still-attached tags on the annual Kentucky Commission on Tourism staff retreat. I would mostly likely spend the weekend taking notes and helping my boss, KCT marketing director Sadie Hutchins, construct complicated organizational charts out of color-coded index cards. I would not have the time to find a potential lace-panty-remover among the other guests at Lockwood Lodge. And I certainly didn’t have the inclination to hook up with one of my coworkers. So why was I even considering packing sexy lingerie on what was basically a three-day work bender?

			“This is what happens when you let post-traumatic breakup disorder do your thinking, isn’t it? It sucks all the logic right out of your brain,” I muttered aloud to my gaping bag. “Stupid Darrell.”

			Sighing, I tossed aside the delicate ball of sinful lace fluff and tucked the sensible cotton underwear in the bottom of my duffel, under my serial-killer-teddy-bear-print flannel pajamas. I zipped the enormous bag closed, chewing my bottom lip. Then I ripped the zipper back and, for reasons I didn’t want to examine too closely, stashed my favorite new pair—black roses and lace—under my socks. My eyes darted toward my bedroom door as if I was afraid someone would walk in and catch me. But of course, I lived alone now. I didn’t have to worry about anyone catching me doing something naughty . . . or finding me after I fell in the tub and knocked myself unconscious. It was only a matter of time, really. I was clumsy on wet surfaces.

			Shaking my head, I dragged my monster duffel off my bed and tried to focus on less gloomy topics. Despite Sadie’s insistence on productivity, this was going to be a fun weekend. The KCT staff had participated in the annual retreat for ten years. It was originally an effort to defuse escalating staff feuds over stolen lunches with trust falls and “cooperative exercises.” While we still took advantage of the team-building crap, Sadie had slowly shaped the retreat into a strategic planning session for the upcoming summer season.

			We usually took these excursions in the late fall, allowing us to make use of various high-ropes and obstacle courses around the state. But a crop of newly established small-town festivals needed our attention this past autumn, preventing us from taking our usual outdoorsy session. Ever the silver-lining miner, Sadie insisted that a winter retreat was more what she had in mind anyway. Besides, January was not only the cheapest month to book Lockwood Lodge, it was also our absolute last chance to breathe before the insane buildup to the Kentucky Derby in May and the state fair in August, not to mention our regular duties promoting the Bluegrass State as the only vacation destination for people who really love their families.

			I glanced out the window, grimacing at the matte gray skies and low-hanging clouds. Maybe it would be sunnier at the lake, away from Frankfort. I wasn’t sure how proximity to the lake would make a difference, particularly after the disheartening National Weather Service update blinking from my phone, but it seemed Sadie’s penchant for optimism might be rubbing off on me. I checked the coffeepot and the water levels on my plants one last time and walked out of my apartment. It felt very strange to be leaving for work after noon (to allow for the travel schedule), much less in jeans and a sweater. It was definitely a step down from my usual work wardrobe of pencil skirts and tailored blouses carefully selected to accentuate the few assets I had. But Casual Friday through Sunday was just another perk of the retreat.

			The green-and-gray hallway tiles creaked and groaned under my boots. What the Mayfair building lacked in luxury, it made up for in cozy ambience, giving its occupants the warm feeling of a lived-in dorm. Unfortunately, the warren-like prewar floor plan had never included an elevator, meaning I had to drag my bag down several flights of stairs, whacking my ankles all the way.

			Some might say that a forty-two-inch duffel bag was excessive for a three-day trip, but clearly they had never had to pack for the contingencies that arise when traveling with the KCT staff. Nestled beneath my clothes were a deluxe first aid kit, three flashlights, stain remover wipes, a sewing kit, three different types of cell phone chargers, printer cartridges, a twenty-four-pack of double A batteries, backup dry erase markers, and a box of limited-edition Godiva truffles. That last item was for me, as a reward for surviving the weekend without hurting any of my coworkers—whom I loved, dearly, really—most of the time.

			Two flights into my descent, my phone blared Britney Spears’s “Crazy” (Sadie’s ringtone because I knew she hated it). I dropped my canvas burden (on my foot) and grumbled mightily as I dug my phone out of my much smaller but equally stocked shoulder bag.

			Sadie didn’t bother with greetings, which, in fairness, was no reflection on her as a boss or person, just a reminder of how keyed up she was about the retreat. “You’re late.”

			Struggling to pull my duffel onto my shoulder while not falling down the stairs, I checked the clock on my phone. “We don’t leave for another hour.”

			“For you, that’s late,” Sadie retorted. I could hear the copier running in the background, which meant she was in the office assembling more materials for the weekend. I tried to suppress my snort of irritation. There was no reason for Sadie to go near the copier. I’d spent weeks putting together binders of information about upcoming events, planned marketing campaigns, and an overall vision for this year’s promotions.

			But since Sadie was our marketing director and a self-flagellating perfectionist, she couldn’t resist making last-minute changes. She had agonized over finding the right theme, something that would top the “Kentucky—Not What You Expect” campaign that won her the position. For weeks, she’d spitballed ideas off me with no satisfying results—because there were spitballs involved, and who could walk away from that satisfied?

			After Sadie had a small breakdown over a missing Post-it, Josh Vaughn, assistant director of marketing and Sadie’s not-so-secret boyfriend, sent me out of Sadie’s office with a silent, pointing finger and closed the door. I chose not to think about what he did behind that closed door, but Sadie emerged smiling and spouting plans for a campaign based on the best “secret” spots around the state.

			Sadie and Josh had begun dating, ever so discreetly, after the two of them (not so discreetly) battled it out over the director position. Their creative catfight was basically prolonged foreplay. Weirdos. Also, I may or may not have locked them in a closet overnight with vodka so they could work things out.

			After Josh abandoned the office rather than allow Sadie to accept anything other than her dream job, he was hired on as the assistant director. This caused a few hiccups, as technically, Sadie wasn’t allowed to date an employee she directly supervised. So they pretended they weren’t dating. And that supplied no end of entertainment for me.

			Josh’s exterior was just as magazine-perfect as Sadie’s, with his impossibly high cheekbones and coordinated-to-the-point-of-pain suits and ties. They were completely, disgustingly happy together, and I had it on good authority that Josh planned to propose at some point during this weekend. I had, after all, helped him select Sadie’s ring just a few weeks before.

			I was very pleased for my friend. I knew Josh would make Sadie happy. Still, I couldn’t help but feel a little bit left behind. I was no closer to settling down into true adulthood than I had been when I graduated from college. There were times I just felt so stuck, afraid of losing the comfortable situation I knew but terrified of doing anything new or unexpected. So I would hide those insecurities by continuing to call Josh “Mr. Perfect Pants.” He was a lovely guy, but he kept an emergency color-neutral tie in his car. That was a comedic gold mine.

			“So what’s going on? Is Darrell giving you a hard time again?” Sadie demanded. “Remind him that this is a mandated, non-optional work function and he can’t expect you to stay home and take care of him all weekend because he happens to have gamer’s thumb and can’t open his own Red Bulls.”

			Yep, that was what I needed at this very moment: a punch to the emotional kidneys dealt by my unwitting best friend.

			“Darrell is not keeping me from leaving,” I huffed. “But the weather report is calling for sleet, so you may want to consider delaying our departure time until the road crews have a chance to spray down the roads with salt.”

			“Oh, these are the same meteorologists who predicted two feet of snow over the holidays,” Sadie said, her tone dismissive. “And our so-called white Christmas was sixty degrees and sunny.”

			I snickered. Kentuckians were notoriously hypersensitive to snow predictions, immediately rushing out to buy bread, milk, and eggs at the first flake. Because everybody knows the first thing you want to do when you’re snowed in is make French toast. Winter storms invariably sent TV reporters to the bakery aisle to report the devastation to the Bunny Bread stock.

			“What would you do if I took a sudden turn on the interstate and ended up in Cancún instead?” I asked, finally reaching the bottom landing and struggling out the front door. I needed a damn Sherpa.

			“I would methodically hunt you down like something out of Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome. Or at the very least, that creepy bounty hunter from Raising Arizona. Also, since it’s the new year, nobody in the office has vacation time saved up, so you can’t get out of this with conveniently timed trips to Cancún.”

			“There’s always bereavement leave,” I muttered.

			“You’re just looking for an excuse to bump off your mom.”

			I didn’t disagree with her there.

			“I will be there soon. Take deep breaths. Or I will medicate you against your will.” I grunted, shoving my bag into the trunk of my molting blue 2000 Hyundai Elantra. “And you know I can and will use a tranquilizer gun without remorse.”

			“You can be distracted with pretty shoes,” she singsonged. “And I happen to know of a consignment store that just got a shipment of last-season Jimmy Choos.”

			“Damn your eyes, you know my weakness. I’ll be there in the next few minutes,” I told her. “But only because Jimmy knows the value of showcasing a slender ankle.”

			“That’s my girl.”
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			It took a grand total of eight minutes for me to drive to the office. Sadie was nowhere to be found, but my coworkers were scattered around the KCT van like a bunch of grumpy kids trying to delay going to church camp.

			The Kentucky Commission on Tourism was a branch of the state government devoted to letting the world at large know there were awesome things you could find only in Kentucky (beyond the sights regularly spotted on PeopleofWalmart.com). As the marketing director, Sadie liked to stick with the quirky and unusual, from fiberglass-driven roadside attractions like Dinosaur World to the Vent Haven Museum, the world’s only facility dedicated solely to the preservation of ventriloquism. But Josh’s addition to the staff meant we’d widened our focus to include the more genteel elements of Bluegrass State culture, like Thoroughbred horse racing and our famous bourbon. We designed advertising campaigns, published marketing materials in-house, worked with local governments to organize large events, and collected survey data to help us determine what those who vacationed in our fair state liked best about their experience.

			I parked my car and turned off the ignition, closing my eyes and praying for the patience and strength to get through this weekend with a little dignity. And short of that, I would settle for not collapsing into a snotty pile of loser in front of people I liked and respected.

			I took a deep breath and climbed out of my car. And of course, the first person I spotted was Dr. Charlie Bennett, resident statistician/math genius and devastator of my lady bits. And he was wearing jeans—dark, well-cut denim that clung in just the right places on those long legs.

			I heard what sounded like a tiny flare gun and the Morse code for SOS being tapped out in the hornier, less dignified section of my brain—the section responsible for buying and packing the slutty underwear.

			Since his first day at the office three years before, I’d been fascinated by Charlie’s lean swimmer’s body, his aristocratic features, his dark hair that fell messily over his high forehead. His dark green, slightly almond-shaped eyes. And right now, those eyes were directed at the back of the office van as he rubbed an elegant, long-fingered hand over his chin. I suspected that he was calculating the exact Tetris-like configuration of bags that would allow maximum luggage capacity.

			I sighed and let the expected shiver ripple down my spine. Curse his sexy brain!

			I lugged my enormous bag across the parking lot. Hearing my labored steps over the gravel, Charlie turned and gave me one of those world-tilting, knee-melting smiles I loved so very much. It just wasn’t fair what that man did to my nervous system.

			My interactions with Charlie had been hit-or-miss lately. He was either his normal, charming, distracting self or he was withdrawn and quiet, not responding to my jokes, and finding some reason to avoid me. And he was only like that with me, which hurt my feelings considerably.

			On the few occasions I’d asked him about it, he just got this really sad look on his face and assured me that everything was fine; that it was him, not me. But today he looked happy to see me, and I was going to consider that a sign of a good weekend to come.

			“Hey, Kels, let me help you with that.” Charlie rushed to grab the handles of my bag only to stumble under its weight and nearly topple to the pavement. “Yipe!”

			“Charlie!” I cried, rushing to help him back to a standing position. “I’m sorry. I should have told you it was so heavy.”

			“I’ll try not to let it bother me that you were able to cart that behemoth across the parking lot without help, while my weak T. rex arms couldn’t hold it upright,” he muttered as I helped him heave the bag into the back of the van.

			“You know that adrenal response that gives women the ability to lift cars off of their children?” I asked. When he nodded, I continued, “Well, it’s the same principle, but my super-strength only applies to saving my shoes.”

			While Charlie laughed, Josh stepped around the van door and gaped at my extra-large luggage. True to form, Josh was currently sporting the starched-and-pressed weekend lumberjack look, thanks to an outfit comprised entirely of L.L.Bean catalogue finds. I bit my cheek to keep my laughter at bay, because he looked horrified enough already. “Uh, Kelsey, do you have a body in there or something?”

			“Hey, crack wise all you want, but this bag contains everything we’ll need for the weekend. And this is where I put Sadie in time-out when she gets out of control.”

			“I would like to think you’re kidding, but I know you’re not,” Josh said with a sigh.

			Sadie emerged from the industrial-gray cracker box of an office building, locking the front door firmly behind her. She was practically skipping to the van, something I wouldn’t think possible in the high-heeled Prada boots she’d scored from our favorite consignment shop the previous week. I rolled my eyes at her boundless work enthusiasm.

			My boss was a kook. I’d lived in Kentucky my whole life and had never managed to drum up the enthusiasm Sadie had for what she called “the unique and wonderful quirks of the Bluegrass State.” Sadie often said we were two compulsive halves of the same neurotic whole. While she was polished and composed on the outside, at any given time she was experiencing a Chernobyl-size meltdown internally. I, on the other hand, processed my panic almost surgically through well-executed lists and plans, but occasionally walked through the office with copier toner smudged across my face. (The amount of time my coworkers were willing to let me walk around with smudges on my face was alarming.) I loved Sadie like the sister I’d always wanted, even if she got a little pushy when it came to my personal problems.

			My main problem, as far as she was concerned, was Darrell, and all Darrell-related side effects.

			When Sadie saw the expression on my face, she slowed her steps to a grown-up gait and slung an arm around me. Apparently I wasn’t handling the whole “breakup/being desperately in love with a man who only acknowledged me every other day” thing nearly as well as I thought I was, in terms of facial expressions.

			“Got a second, Kels?” she asked, though she was already leading me away from the van. Once we were outside of hearing distance, she said. “Look, as your boss, I don’t want to push you into a situation that’s going to make you uncomfortable. But as your friend, I think you need to use this weekend as an opportunity to get everything out on the table with Charlie; tell him that you’re very fond of him and that if he has the time, you would like to have a marathon of dirty, sweaty monkey sex until your thighs give out and then maybe have a dozen of his super-genius babies.”

			I nodded, chewing on my lip. “Right. No . . . that’s not going to work.”

			“If necessary, I will find a closet and lock the two of you in it.”

			“Remember that I did that out of love,” I told her. “And I left you and Josh a hidden supply of vodka.”

			“Yes, I definitely felt the love in the throes of my claustrophobic panic,” she deadpanned.

			“And I’m not even sorry,” I told her, pulling out her last-minute checklist as the other female staff members boarded the van and chose seats in the more spacious fourth row. Jacob Denton, our recently hired media relations manager, and Tom Lucas, our new IT guy/self-appointed curmudgeon at the ripe old age of thirty-eight, had already managed to slink into the van’s second row of seats without helping with the luggage, which I considered a mark of intelligence as well as sloth. The fact that we were able to hire new permanent staff members when other state government branches were ruthlessly slashing expenses was a testament to Sadie’s general pushiness during the legislative budget season.

			I slid into the van’s third row next to Charlie, who gave me a crooked smile. “I promise I’ll only elbow your ribs on the left turns.”

			“That works both ways, Bennett. And my elbows are bonier than yours.”

			Charlie frowned. “I’ve always thought you have nice elbows.”

			My eyebrows shot up, but before I could ask when exactly he’d studied my elbows, Sadie chirped from the front seat, “Is everybody ready to go?”

			The occupants of the backseat offered a halfhearted “yay.”

			“Clearly we’re going to have to avail ourselves of a Starbucks drive-through to caffeinate your draggy behinds,” Sadie commented. When even that didn’t elicit a cheerful answer, she added, “My treat.”

			The ensuing “yay” was a lot more enthusiastic. I laughed. This was why Sadie was a great boss. She was once one of us, so she understood that her employees weren’t mindless drones programmed to do her bidding. We needed incentive. And maybe one of those blueberry scone things with the sugar crystals crusted on top.

			Just as Josh started the van, the rumble of bass from a stereo system so far out of balance that the car’s speakers were rattling in their mounts assaulted my ears. 

			I closed my eyes. Please. Oh, please, by Superman’s inappropriate red Underoos, not now.

			I turned to see the fire-engine-red 1992 Corvette pulling into the parking lot. I gritted my teeth at the dreaded, familiar sight of my newly ex-boyfriend’s car. It wasn’t even one of the cool Corvette models. He looked like a drug dealer from a bad 90210 plotline.

			Darrell Watts crawled out of his car, smirking all the way, pushing his mirrored aviators up the bridge of his nose without any irony at all. The humiliation, it burned.

			I couldn’t claim Darrell was unattractive . . . because despite everything, I still had my pride and there had to have been something that drew me to this dink in the first place. Darrell had even features and big brown puppy eyes, and his dark hair was shaggy, because job interviews were for other people. He’d always landed on the thin side of an athletic build but had taken that for granted. He tried to bulk up his frame with protein bars and muscle milk, but forgot the step that involved actually going to the gym. So now he was going slightly soft around the middle, something he’d reminded me repeatedly that I had no room to judge him for.

			Once upon a time I’d found that whole package attractive and believed that he was a sweet, funny guy who just had a little growing up to do before he would make a great boyfriend. Now all I wanted was to get the dent of his butt out of my couch cushion.

			I threw the van door open, climbed out, and closed it behind me, praying the others wouldn’t hear whatever pointless, painful conversation would surely follow. Considering that we’d broken up only a few weeks before, I expected some sort of ache at the sight of him, some sign that my heart was still smarting from losing someone I’d spent the better (or was it the worst?) part of three years with. I thought I’d have to brace my heart against that now, protect myself from falling for the same crap again. Happily, I discovered this wasn’t necessary. I just wanted him to go away. I wanted him far from my safe, Darrell-free work space.

			It seemed my heart had finally learned its lesson. Yaaaay, heart.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked through tightly clenched teeth.

			Darrell smiled at me, all sincere and doting, like he was just a sweet boyfriend who couldn’t bear for his girlfriend to leave him for the weekend. Bastard. He knew I hadn’t told anybody about the breakup yet. Hell, I’d quit Facebook last year because it was too damn embarrassing to keep bouncing back and forth on the “Relationship Status” like a dysfunctional Ping-Pong ball—“In a relationship,” “Single,” “It’s complicated,” back to “In a relationship.” And there was the additional issue of Darrell trolling my friend list for potential “investors” in his get-rich-quick scheme of the week. It was easier just to keep up with people I liked by, well, calling them and talking to them.

			Darrell knew I wouldn’t want to make a scene in front of my coworkers right before I was supposed to spend a weekend trapped with them, so he was going to use that to his advantage. Once again, I questioned my very sanity for staying with this guy for so long.

			“I needed to drop off some of your stuff,” he said quietly, sending a smirk and a significant glance over my shoulder toward the van.

			I frowned at him. When he’d “moved out,” Darrell had left behind a crapload of his unwashed laundry and “men’s magazines.” I’d boxed the lot of it up and put it out on the curb with a sign that said FREE IF YOU DON’T MIND PARASITES. Sadly, it was snatched up within twenty-four hours. If he was willing to leave ten pairs of his underwear behind, I sincerely doubted he’d made the effort to pack up some of my stuff during his great escape. Darrell grinned as he dropped a stack of mail into my hands.

			“What the . . . ?” I sifted through the envelopes from his cell phone provider, a Best Buy store account, an Abercrombie & Fitch store account, and a Gamer’s Paradise store account, most of which were marked PAST DUE in big, scary red capital letters. “These are unpaid bills. In no way does this qualify as my stuff.”

			“Yeah, but your name is on the accounts, too.” Darrell smiled sweetly at me, winking over my shoulder at Gina, who was watching closely from the van window.

			“What?!” I exclaimed, immediately lowering my voice. “I never signed off on any of this!”

			“No, but you did leave your social security card in your filing cabinet. And your credit rating has always been so much better than mine. It was only fair that you helped out.” He shrugged, giving his impersonation of a winsome grin as I fumed at myself for not immediately checking my credit report after Darrell moved out. That stupid grin made me feel so very stabby. He was lucky I didn’t keep a nail file in my purse. I turned toward the van, wondering if Darrell would stand still long enough for me to dig through my duffel for my manicure kit.

			Charlie was watching from the window, an expression of concern flickering across his features. But when he saw me looking back at him, he squared his shoulders and looked away. I turned my back to him and growled, “How far behind are they?’ ”

			“Eh, a couple of weeks, you still have time to catch up.” Darrell’s hand moved dangerously near my chest, twisting my long, dark hair around his fingers.

			I glared, contemplating the various debilitating injuries I wanted to inflict on him. With my level of rage, I wouldn’t be able to make it look like an accident. But I could stash his body in my duffel bag and bury him somewhere in a state park. Thanks to Charlie’s statistical research, we knew which trail areas were rarely used. But with so many witnesses . . .

			I subtly smacked his hand away, wincing when he dragged a few strands of hair with it. “Go away.”

			“Hey, don’t be like that,” he chided. “I’m happy now, Kelsey. It’s not my fault that didn’t happen with you.”

			“Great, go be happy somewhere else.”

			“Oh, trust me, I am,” he said, shrugging with a self-assurance that made those stabby feelings resurface with a vengeance. “But I think I have some stuff at the apartment. Stuff I might need. I won’t know it until I see it.”

			I snorted, and it was just as derisive and loud as I hoped it would be. I wasn’t worried about him breaking into my apartment for whatever he thought he was entitled to. My Lost Boys—Cyrus, Bud, Aaron, and Wally—were watching the place in my absence. I’d adopted all four almost immediately after moving into the apartment down the hall from theirs, serving as a sort of den mother to their nerd herd. I cooked for them and occasionally translated geek to girl-speak. Next to Sadie and Bonnie, they were my closest friends; friends so dear to me that I regularly had to keep them from illegally entering several government databases to delete all evidence of Darrell’s existence. Also, they were my designated mail collectors and plant rescuers and therefore well aware of my travel plans.

			Knowing them, tech geeks that they were, I’d be surprised if there weren’t lasers and artificial intelligence involved. So I felt pretty comfortable responding, “It’s not the apartment. It’s my apartment. You can tell, because my name—not yours—is on the lease. Because I paid the rent, not you.”

			Before High King Lord Douche Bag could reply, Sadie climbed out of the van and slipped her arm around my shoulders, pasting on her best dealing-with-politicians-she-didn’t-like expression—one I’d seen many times. “Darrell, lovely to see you as always . . . Go away.”

			Darrell tried to turn on the charm for Sadie, but she was having none of it. The more he smiled, the frostier her gaze became. “I just wanted to see my girl off. Make sure she doesn’t forget about me while she’s gone.”

			Sadie nudged me toward the van. “Oh, maybe if I hit her over the head hard enough the amnesia will take this time. Say good-bye, Kelsey.”

			“Good-bye, Kelsey,” I muttered as she shoved me through the open door. Darrell practically simpered at me as Sadie shut the door, smiling with such charm I momentarily forgave myself for falling into his web of lies and hair gel. I resisted the urge to make a rude gesture in response.

			“It was so sweet of your boyfriend to see you off!” Gina cooed, patting my shoulder. “Wasn’t it sweet, Charlie?”

			Charlie nodded and gave us one of those tight-lipped, “I’m smiling because it’s expected, but I won’t show any actual teeth or mirth” smiles, then turned his attention to his copy of Business Trends. I didn’t respond, wondering why the hell Gina was speaking to me. Sleek, blond, and slender, Gina was the office shark, always moving, always looking for the next opportunity to suck up to someone higher ranked. She rarely had time for me unless the conversation was related to shoehorning her boss’s priorities into the budget.

			As tourism commissioner Ted Bidwell’s executive assistant, Gina was representing him at the retreat, since he could not be bothered to actually attend. She’d carried a big flamey torch for Josh when he’d first arrived and was loath to give up the goal. In fact, it had taken my none-too-subtle reminders of an unfortunate incident involving Gina’s “indiscretion” with a jockey at the annual Derby Day party to keep her from reporting Josh and Sadie’s relationship to HR out of spite. But with Josh and Sadie clearly coupled up, Gina seemed to have refocused her energy on Charlie. She’d changed her morning routine to make sure they were in the coffee room at the same time. She’d even started dropping Dr. Who references, only she called the character “Dr. Who,” which was just—no.

			This would not stand.

			“Charlie, don’t you think it’s sweet?” Gina asked again, nudging Charlie’s shoulder.

			Charlie didn’t bother looking up from his magazine to murmur, “Mmhmm.”

			I was careful not to touch Charlie’s hips as I buckled my seat belt. Charlie subtly shifted away from me in the seat. It seemed that we were back to the “miss” portion of our hit-or-miss friendship. Great.

			“Sorry, Kels, but I just couldn’t stand watching any sort of good-bye kiss,” Sadie said, still indecently cheerful, even after threatening me with significant head injuries. “We have a three-hour drive ahead of us and I wanted to hold on to my lunch.”

			Beside me, Charlie snorted softly. I dropped my chin against my chest and thought about my dad’s promise when I was a kid that road trips would go much faster if I fell asleep. I prayed to fall into some sort of road coma for the next few hours. At Sadie’s mention of the lengthy drive, Josh seemed impatient to get going. He started the van and turned sharply out of the parking lot. Of course, the sudden shift sent me sliding against Charlie’s side. He gently put his arm around my shoulders and righted me in my seat, giving me an awkward little smile, which he seemed to shut down somehow, and then turned to the window. Great, he took back a smile. What was the return policy on those?

			Sighing, I pulled out my phone and began angry-texting Aaron, which was never a good thing, because I ended up misspelling half the words beyond the capabilities of autocorrect. Fortunately, the boys were used to this, so they were able to interpret the gobbledygook I sent them as Darrell has racked up a bunch of bills in my name. Again. Would you mind checking my credit report? You know the info.

			A few minutes later, Aaron responded with, Yeah. It’s bad.

			I groaned and slumped forward until my forehead was resting on my phone. I just didn’t have the strength to deal with this right now. Who knew how much damage Darrell had managed to do to the credit I’d only just managed to rebuild after his last spree? My phone pinged again and I saw another message from Aaron. Wally put a freeze on your accounts and a fraud watch on your social security number. We’re already tracking the delinquent reports. We’ll have it cleared up by the time you get back. No worries.

			I sniffled a little, not wanting my coworkers to see me cry over my friends’ generosity. The last thing I’d wanted to do was ask my boys to spend hours clearing up the digital mess in my life, but they were already on it. No questions asked. I was very lucky to have them in my life.

			And once again, that little pilot light of anger I usually felt toward Darrell flared up into a healthy blaze. How freaking dare he do this to me again? How many times was he going to leave me with these messes to clean up, and what the hell was wrong with me for putting up with it for so long?

			My phone pinged and I checked it again. Protocol: Icarus? Aaron asked.

			My eyes went wide. Protocol: Icarus was a sort of legend within our small friend group. Named for the dipshit mythical son who reached beyond his capabilities and ended up falling into the ocean and drowning, it was a truly vindictive blueprint for revenge that we came up with after one too many of Darrell’s female “friends” turned out to be of the “with benefits” variety. When we’d sobered up and found the list of punishments, and realized the horrors we’d imagined, we’d put it on the boys’ fridge as a sort of reminder that we should use our powers for good instead of evil.

			Was Aaron kidding about breaking the glass around Icarus or was he really considering it? Did Darrell deserve that kind of treatment, even after what he’d done?

			Just then, my phone beeped again. It was a text from Darrell’s number. Oh, I forgot. You also opened a store account at Parson’s Leather Goods. I needed a new winter jacket. You should be getting a bill in a few weeks.

			Yeah, he had it coming. Gritting my teeth, I typed Make it so and sent the message to Aaron. I tossed my phone back into my bag. I would see Darrell in hell.

			The van merged on I-64, toward western Kentucky and the Land Between the Lakes recreational area. The lakes district boasted spectacular boating, fishing, and any number of water sports, and provided summer economic boosts to the locals who operated antique shops, go-kart tracks, mini-golf courses, regular-size golf courses, fudge shops, and country-kitchen-themed restaurants.

			But of course, very little of that would be available to us, because it was January and winter go-karting expeditions never ended well. The best we could hope for would be some very chilly hikes and shivery trust circles.

			True to our luck, at that very moment a misting rain speckled the windshield. So no outdoor activities at all, then.

			Awesome.
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			In Which the Lights Go Out in Kentucky

			Bouncing between my colleagues’ streams of chatter kept me distracted from the gloomy weather and my ex’s sociopathic tendencies. Gina and Theresa debated the relative merits of the Real Housewives series versus Big Rich Atlanta. Josh and Sadie argued over the color of the kitchen walls in Josh’s new (bigger, less sad) apartment. Josh wanted blue to reflect his alma mater, University of Kentucky. Sadie was an earth tones person and a University of Louisville graduate, so she refused blue on principle. Tom seemed to be grumbling to himself about his kids, who were texting him, asking for his credit card number for online purchases. And Jacob was reading aloud from a book of Chuck Norris facts that I got him for the office Secret Santa exchange. It was nice that my gift was appreciated, but I didn’t necessarily need to know that Chuck Norris could tie cherry stems with his ear.

			The weather seemed to be getting worse as we got closer to our destination. The drizzling mix of rain and tiny sleet pellets started to freeze to the windshield, giving it a crackling stained glass appearance. Josh mercilessly defrosted the windshield and kept up his color debate with Sadie, but I couldn’t help noticing that he frequently drifted into the other lane. Interior decorating angst was, apparently, a worse driving distraction than texting.

			I worried about Bonnie Turkle, yet another office soul mate, who worked out of a satellite KCT location four hours away from Frankfort in Mud Creek. She was one of the smartest women I knew, but she had a history of vehicular disasters. Icy roads were not going to help her chances of arriving safely. I pulled out my phone, frowning at its 40 percent charge. I had several missed calls and voice mails from a number I didn’t recognize. Maybe Darrell had used someone else’s phone? I’d kept my cell on silent just in case he tried to call, a common occurrence after a breakup when he ran out of clean underwear and friends who would let him crash on their couches. Also, I didn’t want to hear about any extra bills he found in my name.

			Shaking my head, I sent a quick text to Bonnie. U OK? DON’T respond if you’re driving. Wait til U stop!

			“I’m sure Bonnie is fine,” said a smooth voice to my left. My eyes darted to Charlie’s face, but he’d gone back to looking at his magazine.

			I nodded and tried to tamp down the pterodactyl-size tummy butterflies set loose by his mouth being so close to my ear.

			I’d been with the KCT’s marketing department for about three years. I majored in English literature, which meant that without a master’s degree I was basically qualified for nothing when I graduated. My parents lived in Frankfort and I had been desperate to move out of their house. I’d walked into the state department of tourism offices because I’d confused the address with that of the insurance company down the street. I was sitting in the lobby, explaining the mix-up to my (unlikely) potential employer, copying down directions to the insurance office with one hand and dabbing at a coffee stain on my blouse with the other. My ability to keep my cool and multitask in less than ideal circumstances caught then marketing director Ray Brackett’s attention.

			Ray pulled me in to interview for the assistant’s position and hired me on the spot.

			I adjusted to the position more quickly than I’d thought possible. Running someone else’s life? That I could do. It was like juggling a dozen little balls, and the reward for keeping them in the air was a schedule that ran smoothly. I was not a particularly creative person. I would never paint a great masterpiece or invent some life-changing gadget, but I could remember all the little details, anticipate the potential problems. I could see the big picture formed from the little puzzle pieces. And when I saw the work that the marketing department produced, I could feel like I was part of something great.

			Unfortunately, Charlie’s interview for the grant-funded statistician position happened to fall on one of my manic days, and I was running around the office like the proverbial headless chicken. Charlie came strolling out of the elevator like a cover boy for Suave Nerd Quarterly and I dropped a pile of file folders at his feet. And while he was helping me gather them up, I stood and he said, “Uh, you have a—” and reached up to peel a bright yellow Post-it note from my butt.

			Instead of commenting on the embarrassing grocery list on the Post-it, Charlie simply smiled and handed me the yellow paper, then asked me if there were any Sadie-related quirks he might need to be aware of before the interview. When that minefield of a conversation didn’t scare him off, I advised Sadie to hire him immediately.

			Much like with my Lost Boy nerd herd, I had taken Charlie under my wing as soon as he took the position as statistician, using his multiple advanced degrees in mathematics to create and decipher surveys that helped us predict state tourism trends. Sadly, Charlie’s insanely large brain had been installed without the “social ease” chip. That led to the occasional awkward moment in which I had to act as what Sadie called the “Ambassador of Dumbassery” and explain our normal colleagues’ wacky antics to him. And like my boys—and Sadie, for that matter—Charlie needed someone to help him with little details of everyday life, like making sure he ate actual food every day and was forced into the outside world for exposure to sunlight to prevent cave fish syndrome. Again, I was good at running other people’s schedules. I simply added Charlie to the rotation of people I cared for, literally and figuratively.

			In addition to being smart and well-mannered, Charlie was the type of guy who always remembered our birthdays with little potted plants and iTunes gift cards. I suspected there was a birthday spreadsheet involved, but it was the thought that counted. More than that, he was well-read, enjoyed the same obscure sci-fi movies that I did, and showed occasional flashes of absolutely filthy humor. They were few and far between, but so very worth the effort to see.

			And yes, he also appealed to me on a completely shallow, physical, non-intellectual level. Beyond the sharp, elegant features, the man’s voice was sex—deep, smooth, chocolate-covered sex. It didn’t matter what he was saying, it sounded ridiculously sensual. He asked me for a bottle of Wite-Out once and I swear my panties slid right off. And, just to prove the universe was a cruel place, over the past few months he’d magically figured out how to dress: cute little vest-and-tie combinations paired with dark jeans that emphasized his long legs and thoroughly bitable butt. It was like he was trying to torture me.

			I wanted him so badly my thighs ached with it. Charlie never dated, never mentioned a girlfriend, but I never had the guts to act on my feelings (read: do something naked and foolish). I told myself it was because it wasn’t fair to Darrell. I told myself that I valued my friendship with Charlie too much to ruin it. But honestly, I was afraid that I’d misinterpreted Charlie’s behavior and he would gently but firmly friend-zone me. Or worse, he wouldn’t reject me and I would manage to screw up the relationship in less than a month and end up alone. It was better to stay with familiar, predictable Darrell. 

			I had thought this holding pattern was working for us. I knew my place. Charlie knew his. But right after Sadie’s transition to the director’s position, the sweet, affable Charlie I knew gave way to this occasionally distant, tongue-tied version.

			As the van bumped along the interstate, I told myself for the twentieth or so time that morning that I couldn’t let my feelings affect my job. I closed my eyes and visualized a weekend spent handling the mundane details I could manage so deftly. I pictured hours of quiet time in my room, resting and restoring a psyche that had been smacked all to heck by Darrell’s dickery, not to mention Charlie’s mood swings. I pictured coming home to a newspaper headline reading LOCAL MAN DARRELL WATTS DIES OF OVEREXPOSURE TO AXE BODY SPRAY.

			“Wow,” I heard Jacob whisper. I opened my eyes and saw that we were turning off the access road, past the weathered stone Lockwood Lodge sign.

			Nestled in the heart of the heavily wooded Lake Lockwood Nature Preserve, Lockwood Lodge was a four-story, four-hundred-room resort constructed of local granite and timber. As the one who booked the accommodations for the retreat, I spent a lot of time considering our hotel options. Beyond the sturdy “country manor” exterior, I was drawn in by the cozily decorated rooms with their pearly blue walls and queen-size beds covered in blue-checked quilts. The lodge also boasted an eighteen-hole golf course, an indoor/outdoor pool with accompanying spas and saunas, and a stunning view over Lake Lockwood. Even through the tumbling sleet, it promised warmth and comfort.

			I supposed it was too much to hope that I could forage a bottle of champagne and just sit in one of those hot tubs all weekend.

			“Nice job, Kels,” Josh said, winking at me in the rearview mirror. I grinned back at him, pleased to feel that familiar flutter after a job well done. Charlie nudged me with his elbow and started to wink, but I gave an exaggerated gasp and cradled my side as if I’d been stabbed. “I was wrong, your elbows are bonier than mine.”

			“When Kelsey is done with her death throes, we can unload the van,” Sadie told us.

			“Dead people don’t carry their own bags!” I said without opening my eyes.

			Josh tossed a Starbucks napkin at my head. “They do when their bags are the size of coffins.”

			[image: ]

			With much leg stretching and griping about oversize luggage, we eventually piled out of the van. The rain was already forming a thick crust of ice over the pavement and the few cars in the parking lot. Sadie was going to have to send the Kentucky meteorological community at large a note of apology for openly mocking their predictions.

			As we dragged our luggage inside the lodge, I couldn’t help but notice how vacant the building was. Our voices practically echoed off the buff-colored cathedral ceilings. The comfy-looking tooled leather club chairs arranged around the huge stone fireplace were vacant. The cozy bar off to the left of the registration desk was quiet and dark, as was the dining room just beyond the glass double doors etched with two leaping white-tailed deer. While the carefully placed furniture and shiny maple floors were immaculately chic, the large room seemed oddly tomblike without the hum of conversation and excited tourists. When I’d booked the reservation, the clerk had warned me that this was considered the lodge’s off-season, but I’d expected a few other guests. The only person I could see was a big piece of tall, dark, and handsome standing behind the front desk.

			Yowza.

			Typically I didn’t go in for the broad-and-burly type, but the way the front desk clerk filled out his long-sleeved green Lockwood Lodge collared shirt was enough to make me change my mind. He wasn’t some gym-built meathead, but he was definitely fit. I imagined he’d built those sinewy arms chopping wood or wrestling bears or something equally manly. He glanced up at our party and my eyebrows rose. Blue-black hair and bright blue-green eyes so clear they reminded me of the ocean? Check. Rough-hewn, craggy features that belonged on a cowboy romance novel cover? Check. Slight beard scruff that might feel quite pleasant chafing against certain spots on my body? Check. I smiled, mostly out of nervousness, and he beamed back. His smile was almost blindingly white, set against tan skin that hadn’t faded since the summer.

			Charlie followed my line of sight to the front desk and frowned, as if he could hear my checklist of sexual objectification in his head. I had to learn to be more subtle about these things. But, since Charlie didn’t seem interested, the front desk cowboy might just fit the bill for a pleasant weekend distraction.

			I unbuttoned my heavy coat, which just happened to give him a generous view of my cleavage. Darrell-related self-esteem issues aside, there was no denying I had a nice rack. The cowboy—whose name tag read PARK RANGER LUKE HOLMES—let his smile ratchet up a notch.

			If Gina so much as simpered at him, I was going to shave her head.

			But Luke’s face immediately fell. Apparently, I’d overestimated the power of my cleavage. That was disappointing.

			“Oh, no, are you the KCT party?” he asked.

			“Uh, yes,” Sadie said. “We have a reservation and confirmation numbers. I just spoke to your manager yesterday and she assured me everything was ready.”

			“Did you not get my messages?” Luke asked, glancing down at some papers on his desk. “I called a Kelsey Wade twice in the last two hours to cancel.”

			Oh, no. I’d given the lodge my cell phone as the “in case of emergency” number. My cell phone, which had been set to silent. My cell phone, with the two missed calls I’d ignored.

			Damn it.

			“Cancel? You can’t cancel. We have a confirmation number!” Sadie exclaimed, pointing to the paperwork in her special retreat binder.

			His tone was sincerely apologetic. “We don’t have a choice. I was calling to let you know we received an emergency shutdown notice from the state parks department. The weather is supposed to get really ugly in the next twenty-four hours. We don’t want to risk guests or employees being injured on the drive to the property. You were the only large party we had booked this weekend, anyway. I managed to contact all the other guests and warn them to save them a dangerous drive.”

			“The weather is always supposed to get ugly, but it never actually happens,” Sadie retorted.

			“I’m sorry, ma’am. It wasn’t my call.”

			“Sadie, it’s my fault,” I told her. “I had my ringer turned off. I didn’t get the messages.”

			Ignored the messages . . . “didn’t get” the messages. That was the same thing, right?

			“No, Kelsey, he should have tried my phone, too. Because I gave it as a backup.” Sadie pulled out her cell phone. “And that wouldn’t have worked because my phone is dead. I worked the battery overtime making last-minute calls this morning.” She shot the clerk an apologetic look and sighed, more resigned to the obliteration of her plans than I would have thought possible. “Okay, so we’re supposed to just turn around and drive back home?”

			Josh cleared his throat. “Uh, Sadie, I didn’t want to tell you this, but I was struggling to keep the van straight for the last hour or so. The roads are icing over pretty badly right now. It would be too dangerous for us to try to drive home.”

			This news actually made Luke’s face brighten, and he began typing into his computer.

			“Believe it or not, that’s good news. Now that you’re here and you have declared that you feel unsafe leaving, I am required to offer you emergency accommodations,” he said in a very official-sounding tone. He winked at me. “I have to say it that way or it doesn’t count. I’m the only staffer here, so it won’t be quite the same level of service, but I can keep you warm and fed until this blows over.”

			“I never thought I would say this, but God bless bureaucracy,” Sadie said with a sigh.

			“Uh, Sadie, we work for the state government. We are the bureaucracy,” I reminded her.

			“Yeah, the functional, subversive part,” she insisted.

			I glanced down at the multichapter, color-coded binder Sadie was clutching like a lifeline. “Oh, yeah, you’re a rebel.”

			Sadie’s no-doubt scathing retort was cut off when our multimedia historian, Bonnie, and her boyfriend, Will McBride, came stomping through the front entrance, shivering. “We’re here! We made it!” Bonnie saw me and winced. “And I forgot to return your text. I’m sorry. But hey, as you can see, we’re okay!”

			I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and rushed to Bonnie, throwing my arms around her. I heard Josh tell Sadie, “When we get back to the office, I think we need to have a remedial session on appropriate employee cell phone use and etiquette.”

			“Sorry, I suck.” Bonnie sighed. “I owe you a Maple Bourbon Bacon cupcake from Sweet Eats.”

			“Darn right you do,” I said, squeezing her before making a sour face at Will. “And you brought a stray.”

			“Nice.” He chuckled, slinging an arm around my shoulders. “You know you love me.”

			“I am mildly fond of you, but only because you make this one happy.”

			Bonnie pinked up prettily, while Will pressed a kiss to her temple. I rolled my eyes. The truth was, I liked Will, a lot. He was just irreverent and no-nonsense enough to balance out Bonnie’s cockeyed optimism. He and Bonnie had a courtship almost as tumultuous as Sadie and Josh’s. Bonnie had journeyed to his dying backwater town, Mud Creek, to salvage museum pieces from his family’s music and dance hall for one of her multimedia exhibits. But when she found evidence that a historically significant blues song had been inspired and written about a local girl right there in the music hall, she overstepped ever so slightly and had the hall declared a landmark. The location’s landmark status derailed Will’s negotiations with a company that was interested in building a factory there, which would have been a major employer. Losing a potential large source of jobs for the town was something Will did not appreciate in the slightest. Thanks to some clever maneuvering on Bonnie’s part, she’d managed to convert the music hall into a museum while drawing in the much-needed factory. And now, because it seemed she could function only when he was within a ten-foot radius, Bonnie spent her time commuting between the Frankfort offices and Will’s place.

			Sadie was blurring the lines in inviting Will to participate in the KCT retreat. She justified what was obviously a favor to Bonnie by saying he could provide valuable “municipal insight” from the perspective of the government officials in the communities where we staged events. Personally, I think Sadie knew Bonnie was far more likely to actually get to the lodge if Will drove. His “not having trucks burn up on the side of a rural interstate” record was far more impressive than Bonnie’s.

			Like Sadie, Bonnie was unaware of my separation from Darrell. Like Sadie, she hated Darrell as much as her Disney-princess ass was capable of hating anyone. But also like Sadie with Josh, she was wrapped up in a love burrito with her handsome backwoods politician. She wouldn’t be a lot of help.

			“Wow, it’s really coming down out there,” Bonnie said, shuddering under her heavy denim jacket.

			“It’s just a little sleet,” Gina scoffed. “I don’t see why everybody’s making such a big deal out of it.”

			“No, it’s freezing rain, which is worse, in terms of road conditions and strain on power lines,” Charlie noted, stepping closer. “It’s coming down hard. Look at the trees.”

			I looked outside the entrance windows to see the rain slowly dripping from branches already slick and heavy with ice. Through the French doors opening to the back lawn and lake view, I could see a large sculptural bronze fountain—deer again—with icicles already forming on the delicately worked metal antlers.

			“The power lines were starting to droop as we came in,” Will added, though it was clear from his expression that he didn’t want to be the messenger used for target practice. 

			“Look, we’re going to be fine,” Sadie said. “I’m sure there’s plenty of food in the kitchen, and over there we have what looks like a generously stocked bar. We have provisions, blankets, a roaring fire, and people whose company we enjoy. There’s nothing to worry about.”

			We also had a chandelier overhead that appeared to be composed of deer antlers and white “candle” bulbs. That was something you didn’t see every day. And now I was thinking of a redneck version of Phantom of the Opera, in which the scarred, misunderstood, and bucktoothed country music genius dropped a deer antler chandelier on the jerks who messed up his magnum opus and “done stole his woman.”

			I was not a well-adjusted person.

			I swore I was seeing the chandelier swing ever so slightly when suddenly the lights snapped off and the HVAC system died with a mechanical whine.

			Before my eyes could adjust to the darkness or I could pull out my anti-redneck Phantom pepper spray, I heard Sadie sigh, “Crap.”
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			In Which We All Fail at Being Happy Campers

			Everybody seemed to start talking at once, but to no one in particular. I heard shuffling footsteps and the unmistakable smack of heads colliding as my esteemed colleagues stumbled around in the dark as if they’d expected those around them, whom they’d just seen a few seconds before, to have magically rearranged themselves when the lights went off. I froze in place, waiting for the chaos to ebb. And then I realized that I’d reached out for the nearest person and had frozen while clutching Charlie’s arms like lifelines.

			In the faded light provided by the lobby windows, I saw the outline of Charlie’s head bending toward me. His hands curved around my elbows, keeping me on my feet. Shadows and my maladjusted night vision kept me from seeing his face, but I doubted he wanted me clinging to him like a lamprey. Just then, one of our ever-so-flappable colleagues blindly smacked into Charlie from behind, driving him into me. Charlie’s arms instinctively curled around me to keep me upright as we collided, and my face ended up buried in his chest.

			By Frodo’s fuzzy feet, did he smell good! Like the herbal tea Bonnie drank, with notes of spice—cardamom or ginger or something like that. It was the same scent that had me drooling into my coffee during Charlie’s very first meeting on staff. All I wanted to do was bury my nose in his shirt and never come up for air.

			There was a soft pressure against the crown of my head, as if Charlie had tucked his chin over my hair. Right. I sighed, resisting the urge to burrow myself in Charlie’s chest and live in that scent. Indulge in more masochistic olfactory torture. That will make things better. I felt Charlie’s hand ghost down my back, settling at the base of my spine, and I relaxed into him.

			Everything was going to be okay. Sure, we were without power, in the middle of nowhere, in unfamiliar surroundings, with the storm of the century closing in on us . . . What was my point again?

			I could hear Sadie telling everyone to calm down and stop responding like a bunch of hysterical farm animals. And when that didn’t work, Bonnie suggested a song to lift our spirits and keep us centered. Her proposed chorus of “Bridge over Troubled Water” didn’t band us together as she anticipated.

			Finally I heard a booming voice from the direction of the front desk. “Ladies and gentlemen! Everybody stay right where you are.” A flashlight clicked on, revealing Luke’s handsome face, lit from below like a camper telling scary campfire stories. “Don’t move. Don’t speak. Don’t panic. If you all just wait a few minutes, I’m sure the power will come right back on. Everybody just have a seat and try not to run into anything sharp.”

			I looked up, my forehead bumping gently against Charlie’s chin. His grip loosened and his hands slid away. With one last deep breath of that delicious spicy smell—because I hadn’t tortured myself enough—I took a step away. And another, and another, until I bumped against a club chair and slid into it.

			We passed a half hour in darkness. We waited patiently for the insistent whine of electronics firing back up, but all we heard was the sluggish pattering of rain. We were tired and cranky, and our dinner of prepackaged sandwiches salvaged from the rapidly warming gift shop cooler hadn’t improved our collective mood.

			Luke was monitoring a weather radio, keeping it at a low volume so as not to freak us out. Sadie suggested a nightcap by candlelight, which temporarily raised our spirits, if for no other reason than that it was funny to watch former college bartender Jacob try to fix our drinks in such low light. A scene from Cocktail it was not, but he got the job done. He did, however, lean forward when he served the first few drinks, as if he expected us to tuck a tip in his shirt . . . which made me wonder exactly what sort of bar he worked at in college.

			The situation didn’t seem so dire with a (generously/sloppily poured) bourbon and branch in my hand. We gathered around the bar and watched through the picture window as the rain formed thick sheets of ice on the glass, blurring the world outside like a badly done watercolor. An hour later, the lights were still out and Sadie was calling a list of vendors to cancel various bonding activities she’d planned for us this weekend. The general response to her calls was (1) Duh, have you looked outside, lady? and (2) Good, because subjecting people to a firewalk in the middle of winter is barbaric.

			That last one wasn’t so much a general response as my response. But that didn’t make it any less true.

			Charlie’s phone beeped once, then twice, until he glanced down and switched it off. I wasn’t sure who was texting him, but he looked . . . pleased, happy even, with the messages he was getting. Charlie was never much of a texter. He was a phone call guy. Maybe he had a girlfriend now? It might explain his occasional distance. And how he suddenly figured out how to dress cute.

			Do not try to find logic in the male mind, I heard my friend Bud’s voice advise me. That way lies madness and sad conclusions.

			Josh sat in the corner with an increasingly fidgety Sadie, typing away on his smartphone, the light from the screen almost blinding now that our eyes had adjusted to the dark.

			“Josh, you might want to conserve the battery on your phone,” I told him. “Who knows when you’re going to be able to recharge?”

			He shook his head. “I’m checking on the storm damage. It’s pretty widespread already and it’s expected to get worse. Temperatures are dipping into the teens. We’re supposed to get several inches of snow on top of the ice.”

			Jacob tugged at the collar of his jacket, as if the idea of being snowed in with us didn’t fill him with incandescent joy. “We’ve never had an ice storm knock out power to half the state in one swoop, but that’s what happening right now.”

			“What are we going to do?” Bonnie asked. “We don’t have bread, milk, and eggs!”

			“Pretty sure they have those in the kitchen, Bon,” I reminded her.

			“Oh.” Bonnie’s face brightened back into its usual state of perkiness. “Never mind, then!”

			“Look, the good news is that the insulation is going to keep the rooms warm for at least a few hours,” Luke said, setting about a dozen flashlights on the bar. “So what we’re going to do is have one more round and then it’s off to bed. The electronic locks are not working, obviously, so you all can have your pick of the rooms on the first floor. Try to stay close together for convenience and safety. Please don’t do anything weird in there, because you’re not technically registered guests right now, but I will figure out a way to charge you for damages. Don’t make me put you in time-out in the snow.”

			Jacob poured the drinks with a little less zeal, but we all managed to imbibe enough that sleeping in a big blacked-out hotel didn’t seem all that bad an idea. Josh was lugging “two-drink Sadie” down the hall, where he dutifully put her to bed in the first room he found and then bunked down in separate accommodations. He was all about professional decorum, even in an ice-fueled crisis. Armed with our flashlights, the rest of the staff split off to our own rooms without comment beyond whispered good-nights. No one seemed to want to share a room, and that was fine with me. I had the feeling we would all get enough togetherness over the next few days.

			I dragged my giant duffel bag down to the last room on the right. True to Luke’s word, the door opened without a problem, but I couldn’t seem to pull my canvas albatross one more inch, much less around the corner into my bedroom.

			I grunted, jerking on the handle. I felt the weight of it lift behind me until the bag slid through the door.

			Charlie was there, lips quirked into a pleased grin. “I had to redeem my upper body strength somehow. Still packing the car-battery-size first aid kit, I see.”

			“With good reason. Because if the electricity isn’t on by tomorrow morning, Sadie’s head is going to explode. That will involve a lot of Band-Aids.” I nodded toward the bag. “Thanks, Charlie.”

			Charlie stepped back into the darkness of the hallway. “Good night, Kelsey.”

			Smiling, I closed the door behind me and flipped the dead bolt.

			I dropped the mega-bag and closed my eyes, leaning my head back against the door. “I want to have a marathon of dirty, sweaty monkey sex with you until my thighs give out and then maybe have a dozen of your super-genius babies,” I whispered against the door and then slid down to my knees and onto the carpet.

			The only thing more pathetic than my personal life was the weak little beam provided by my hotel-issued flashlight. I couldn’t seem to move. I just lay there by the door, shining my pitiful light into the darkness, unable to settle into what was going to be an exceedingly crappy night of sleep. 

			The room looked comfortable enough, with a queen-size bed and a comfy armchair in the corner. I couldn’t get a feel for the décor in the pitch darkness, but the room smelled clean and the bedspread seemed nice and fluffy. There was no fireplace, which was disappointing, considering our situation. I was sure the view of the lake would be fantastic, even by moonlight, but the idea of opening the blinds was downright unnerving. I felt safe(ish) in my little enclosed space. I did not need to look outside and watch falling ice form a glaze of doom around us. Or that creepy Deadite girl from the Evil Dead remake singing “We’re going to get you” while licking the glass.

			I climbed to my feet. Without the warm air circulating, I could feel the room getting colder. If I just stood there, I would be half-frozen before I managed to climb into bed. Using my light, I dug through my bag until I found a pair of pajama pants, then demonstrated mad speed-dressing skills, shivering all the way. Beyond splashing some warm water on my face and brushing my teeth, my bedtime grooming routine was seriously cut short.

			I slid under the blankets, hissing as the cool sheets made contact with my skin. I covered my face with the comforter, casting aside every germaphobic thought I’d ever had about public bedding, and burrowed in for the night. This was not how I planned to spend my weekend. This was not how I wanted to recover from the Darrell bullshit—cold and cranky and baconless.

			He broke up with me. That was what was really humiliating. I’d been dumped by a guy who referred to himself as a “theoretical entrepreneur” and sat on my freaking couch all day playing video games while he was supposedly gathering ideas for a Web site that would allow people to set up online stores to auction off their old junk. But if you pointed out that eBay had already sort of cornered that market, he stopped talking to you.

			But this time, he left me. That had never happened before. I’d thrown him out a few times. I’d declared that I needed a break from him. Of course, he’d cry, ask how he was supposed to find another apartment with his bad credit, slide pictures of us in happier times under the door with notes attached telling me that “This boy still loves this girl.” If that didn’t work, he’d change tactics, asking who was going to want me if he left me, and how I thought I was going to find someone better. He’d give me the silent treatment for about a week and would somehow know exactly when I was weakest and show up at my door to apologize just one last time.

			I didn’t know why I kept taking him back. It wasn’t that I loved him so much that I couldn’t let him go. That possibility died off early on in our relationship, after too many forgotten milestones, too many plans brushed aside in favor of hanging out with his friends, too many nights spent trying to sleep with earplugs in because his buddies came over for a marathon gaming session on a weeknight. I knew it was ridiculous for me to support a grown man, to watch him raid my purse for gas money. But it was a relationship, and it was familiar, like old sweatpants. You knew what to expect from them (not much), but they kept you from wanting to leave the house or be seen by other people. And it kept my mother off my back. My mother didn’t care who I was with as long as I was with someone.

			Elizabeth Wade was a beauty queen who never quite got over the fact that she wasn’t more. She was sure that if she had just won the right crown, met the right agent, made the right connection, she could have been the next big thing. Reminding her that she’d never actually acted or sung publicly beyond the painful concerts she forced guests to sit through at parties did no good.

			I made it my mission in life to keep Mother from vicariously living her ridiculous dreams through me. I dated a string of unacceptable men because—I knew deep down—I didn’t want to meet my mother’s demands that I marry. Of course, I didn’t realize how my mother’s standards would drop as she became more desperate for me to settle down. Darrell was the least acceptable of them all, but she pushed for me to keep him happy because who else would take me on?

			I maintained contact with her because she and my enabling dad were the only family I had. And somewhere in the back of my head, I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of person just walked away from their only family. There were a lot of people who had it much worse than I did. People whose parents hurt them or stole from them. All my mother did was annoy me.

			I just kept hoping that this time with Darrell would be different. This time, he had finally learned his lesson and grown up. This time, maybe we could finally make a go of being happy, or at least not hurt each other anymore.

			And then, I came home from work a few weeks before to find that he was moving out of our apartment. Unfortunately, he seemed to be moving out a lot of my stuff. It took intervention from my boys down the hall to get back my DVDs, my laser printer, and my pots and pans. The stealing I actually expected. What hurt was that he was so matter-of-fact about leaving me. As if it was expected that someday this was going to happen. I didn’t exactly try to talk him out of his decision, but I remember asking him why. Why now?

			And that was answered when our downstairs neighbor, Loud-Sex Shelley, appeared in my doorway and asked Darrell if he had any more boxes to move. We’d made fun of LSS and her late-night moan-and-groan performances for years. He claimed it was gross and off-putting that Shelley was so active and vocal. Darrell had stopped in to talk to her about the problem several times, which led to Shelley asking for Darrell’s help on various projects around her apartment: lightbulbs that needed changing, hinges that needed WD-40—all the stuff he didn’t have the time or the energy for at our place. Darrell assured me that he wasn’t interested in her, that she wasn’t even that attractive. But wouldn’t you know it, she seemed attractive and interesting enough for him to move in with. So now I got to see him in the Mayfair’s laundry room making out with his new girlfriend. Oh, and hear him through the floorboards on occasion.

			The only thing that made this breakup bearable was my Lost Boys down the hall, knowing that they didn’t judge, that they didn’t feel sorry for me, that they were slowly but surely adding Darrell to every existing junk mail list in the continental United States. And some in Guam. They watched my apartment to make sure Darrell didn’t break in to “retrieve his stuff.” They would watch my back there. I only wished they were here to watch me now.

			This had to stop, I told myself. I had to stop letting some stupid sense of rebellion and twisted obligation control my decisions. And I couldn’t rely on some man’s opinion to gauge how I felt about myself. I needed to either be alone for a while or date as many men as possible to work Darrell and Charlie out of my system and make my expectations normal.

			My eyes drifted closed to the ominous popping noises of tree limbs creaking under the weight of building ice. It sounded like a giant was standing at the window cracking his neck.

			Everything would look better in the morning, I promised myself as I tucked the blankets tighter around my head. The lights would come back on. I would take a shower without worrying about stepping into a cold, dark room and eat my metric weight in the applewood-smoked bacon advertised in the lodge’s brochure. I would stop imagining scary possessed coeds lurking outside my window. Everything would be better.

			It couldn’t get worse, right?

			[image: ]

			The power was most definitely not back on the next morning.

			I woke up with a start, shivering into my blanket cocoon. Thin gray morning light filtered through the gauzy curtains, allowing me to see my breath rising in wispy puffs. My head rang faintly and my sinuses felt all strained and tight. I could hear whispering and shuffling footsteps in the hallway, and outside, the echo of tree limbs breaking and falling to the ground.

			I blinked, rubbing at my eyes and reaching for my phone. The “Low charge” screen was flashing frantically, but I could see that I had a boatload of texts from Darrell and Mother. I doubted very much that Darrell or dear old Mom were aware or concerned that I was iced in at Lockwood. Darrell probably wanted to add a few more bills to the stack I needed to pay. And if there was some real emergency, my dad would overcome his tech phobia and send me a message. Until that happened, I would assume everybody was breathing.

			My phone screen died with a barely audible blip.

			And that was the moment when I remembered that I’d unleashed Protocol: Icarus on Darrell. He was in for several levels of emotional, financial, digital, and possibly dermatological pain. I knew that Darrell had been just awful to me, but did he really deserve that level of vengeance? Did anyone deserve that level of vengeance?

			There was a certain amount of welcome helplessness in knowing that I had no way to call Aaron and cancel it. The decision was out of my hands now. I was settled comfortably under the umbrella of plausible emotional deniability.

			I rolled out from under the blankets and gasped at the change in temperature. The residual heat had gone the way of Elvis and left the building. I shrugged into my jacket and went to the window to see the damage for myself. Pulling back the curtains, I had to shield my eyes from the glare of the sun reflected against a brilliant backdrop of snow. As far as I could see, the ground was smooth and perfect, an endless carpet of velvety white.

			It took me a few seconds to realize that the snowdrifts reached up to the third windowpane, nearly to my knees. The basin of the fountain I’d admired the night before was now completely full, meaning the snow had to be at least eighteen inches deep. Eighteen inches of snow on top of all that ice.

			I’d lived in Kentucky my whole life and I’d never seen this much snow on the ground. We rarely got more than two to three inches, and six inches was a real traffic-stopper. Eighteen inches was the snowpocalypse.

			In the distance, the surface of the lake had frozen over, tufts of snow swirling across the gray ice like drifting sand. Icicles as long as my arm hung from every stationary object, indicating just how long the freezing rain had continued through the night. The trees were treated to a crystal candy coating of ice, sparkling in the sun like something out of a fairy tale. But a good number of those trees were now split down the middle and resting in the snow or surrounded by the splintered remains of their limbs. Any that weren’t already shattered bent dramatically under the weight of ice. We were living in the middle of the Erectile Dysfunction Forest.

			“All trees, no wood,” I said with a snicker, looking around for someone to laugh. Oh, right. My fellow survivors were shuffling down the hallways toward the lobby, where they were probably getting emergency rations and snowpocalypse-issue crossbows for hunting small game . . . or each other, depending on how long this new ice age lasted.

			Yep, I needed caffeine. These were not normal thoughts.

			I was not willing to shower under these conditions. Wet hair and frigid temperatures were not a good combination. The others were just going to have to deal with second-day-jeans Kelsey. I did, however, change shirts and put on a second layer of deodorant, because I was a lady. 

			The hallway was cold enough that I needed to keep my jacket on to walk down to the lobby. I was sure I was supposed to head straight for the roaring fireplace, where Luke stood talking with Sadie and Josh. But I was too distracted by the enormous glass panels overlooking the lake. I felt like I should memorize every detail of the alien, snowy landscape, because it was doubtful that weather like this would occur again in my lifetime. And I should want to tell my kids—assuming I had some—where I was and what I was doing when the “big one” hit. But all I wanted to do was snuggle up in my flannel jammies with a cup of cocoa and wait for my boys to drag me outside to do something insanely fun, like build an army of snow Daleks.

			“I kind of want to go out and play in it,” I murmured, watching a swirl of tiny flakes break loose from the snowdrifts and dance across the patio. “It’s like a snow day.”

			Charlie’s voice was low and soft at my ear, making the flesh of my arms stand up. “What do you mean?”

			I jumped and gave him a slightly flustered smile. “A snow day. You know, you wake up to surprise snow on the ground. You’re in your pajamas, sitting in front of your TV, waiting and praying for the news reporter to say your school’s name. Please say Boone Elementary. Puh-leaze say Boone Elementary. And then they finally say it, and it’s this huge relief because all the responsibilities you had for the day are wiped off the slate. You can just sit and lounge and drink hot chocolate and watch cartoons. And you don’t even have to feel guilty about it, because it wasn’t your fault that school was canceled. That’s what’s going on right now. We came up here for a working weekend, but we can’t help it that we’re snowed in. If we can wrench that binder out of Sadie’s hands, we can just coast for the next few days.”

			Charlie was still looking at me like I’d grown a second, less attractive head. “You call working our collective butts off to keep warm and fed ‘coasting’?”

			I stared at him. “You never had a single snow day growing up, did you? I feel like I should find the pod people who hatched you and beat them with a very sensible shoe.”

			Charlie’s expression was amused, though slightly offended. “My school closed for bad weather, yes. But when I was kept home from school, my parents had an emergency backup lesson plan to make sure I still received the instruction I needed for the day.”

			“That sounds . . . really regimented.”

			He shrugged. “It was.”

			There was an extremely awkward and prolonged moment in which I could not figure out what the hell to say next, beyond “Your childhood makes me sad.” Why couldn’t I produce a sentence? I was stranded because of Mother Nature’s icy hissy fit and I couldn’t find words to tell him I was happy that it was with him—but penis-tree comparisons, those I had in spades. Life was not fair.

			Over Charlie’s shoulder, I spotted Luke lugging an industrial-size carafe into the lobby.

			“Coffee!” I exclaimed, making Sadie drop her binder.

			Luke gave me a megawatt smile while he poured a healthy dose of caffeine and produced a basket full of individually wrapped honey buns. I had been waiting most of my life for a man to provide this very service for me. I might have to marry this man and spend my life ironing plaid flannel. “It turns out all of that cast-iron ‘pioneer cookware’ we use for outdoor demonstrations is going to come in handy. We don’t have a percolator, but we have a campfire coffee pot. Fortunately for us, the decorator insisted on installing a pot brace in the fireplace for ‘ambience.’ ”

			“You may have just saved us all,” I told Luke as Sadie sucked down a cup in a few seconds. “Keeping Sadie caffeinated is a key component of our survival plan.”

			“Anything I can do to protect you from the elements, ma’am,” he said, tipping an invisible cowboy hat. I fluttered my eyelashes in an exaggerated schoolmarm fashion over the rim of my coffee cup.

			“I could use some of that,” a flat voice informed us. Gina was standing there, hand outstretched for a cup while she frowned at us. Her normally sleek golden hair was frizzled and limp over her face from what I could only assume was a lack of access to hot water and a salon-grade ceramic straightener. And the ring of smeared eyeliner around her blue eyes gave her all the intimidating bluster of a pissed-off raccoon.

			“Any reports of the storm damage?” Josh asked, accepting a cup of what happened to be very good coffee.

			Luke cleared his throat and asked us to gather around, using a tone I recognized. The “I have to give a large group of people bad news and don’t know how they’ll respond” tone. Sadie frequently used it at budget meetings. Clearly this coffee was not just coffee. It was meant to temper our nerves before the blow of bad news. This was pity coffee.

			“Okay, I’ve been listening to the radio this morning and the news isn’t good, folks. The governor has declared a state of emergency and is filing for federal disaster area status. The damage is widespread, across six states. Western Kentucky was the hardest hit, of course. We’ve got the most trees down and the worst accumulation.” Luke spared a glance at me and the corner of his mouth lifted a bit. “Frankfort got a bit of snow on the ground, but suffered very little in the way of outages. So at least you know your homes are okay. Hundreds of thousands of homes are without power here, middle Tennessee, and Southern Illinois. People are dying, from exposure and wrecks and trying to heat their homes in stupid, dangerous ways. Really, we’re lucky to have the shelter and the supplies we have here.”

			I noticed, with gratitude, that Luke didn’t point out that if I’d answered his calls and the staff had gone back home, we would have been just fine. We would have had to drive carefully, but we would have had heat and electricity. Silent mode, you vicious, hateful bitch.

			“At least we don’t have to worry about laundry, right?” I offered cheerfully.

			“Well, if we stay another week we might,” noted Theresa, who had become a lot more forceful in her opinions since she’d been promoted to web designer.

			“Can you just let me have my moment, Mary Thundercloud?” I whispered harshly.

			Luke snorted softly and continued. “The highways aren’t bad, but rural roads like ours, they’re covered with snow. And we’re not a priority. The transportation department has snowplows, but nowhere near the number and heavy-duty caliber required to clear this much accumulation. Not to mention the complication of downed tree limbs blocking the roads, which will require chainsaw crews to clear out just so electrical teams can repair the power lines. So we just have to sit tight until they get to us or the ice melts off, whichever comes first.”

			“And how long might that be?” Dorie Ann asked, with the slightest quiver to her round little chin.

			“I can’t answer that,” Luke said.

			“This is ridiculous! What the hell were you thinking, bringing us out here?” Gina exclaimed, shooting Sadie a baleful glare.

			I put a “firm” hand on Gina’s arm. “I’m thinking that while she’s not your direct supervisor, Sadie still ranks above you and you should watch your tone.”

			Oh, I would have to address this shit. Outbursts like that sowed trouble in the office setting, and even more so now that we were out of our comfort zone. Our department ran smoothly because we trusted Sadie to take care of us and support us. Undermining that trust would cause nothing but tension and inefficiency. And while I might be a mess personally, I did not tolerate tension and inefficiency in my office.

			Sadie couldn’t confront Gina directly without looking petty in front of the group. I, on the other hand, didn’t need my coworkers to count on my leadership skills, so I could go after Gina’s kneecaps. In a metaphorical sense, of course.

			“You rank lower than I do, Kelsey,” Gina spat. “And you should remember that.”

			“Sweetie, the last time I checked, personal assistants weren’t listed on the KCT’s ‘ascension to the throne’ chart. So just settle down before you hurt yourself, mmkay?”

			Gina rolled her eyes and huffed off. The group began grumbling among themselves, a low rumble of complaints that would only lead to increasing drama over the next few days. Still, Sadie remained completely composed as she turned to me and said, “Since we’re probably going to be here a few days—Kelsey? Logistics?”

			I took a deep breath. I was trying to remember every survival tip I’d ever picked up from episodes of Lost, but beyond “Avoid the Others and polar bears,” the show didn’t offer much in the way of practical knowledge. Focus, I told myself. What was once merely an annoying work trip was now a matter of surviving an adverse situation. We needed lists, organization, prep. Fortunately, I lived for this sort of thing.
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			In Which Bonnie Gets the Donner Party Warning

			I clapped my hands together, using my most authoritative office voice. “Okay, first things first: Who knows we’re here besides Commissioner Bidwell?”

			Luke stepped forward, his eyebrows raised. “I called my supervisors at the parks department to let them know I had emergency guests. They’re aware of our situation and the number of people.”

			I nodded. “Okay, that’s good. That outside awareness keeps us accountable and prevents us from murdering each other when someone inevitably drinks the last of the coffee. Also, we need to figure out our heating situation, because it’s getting a bit nippy in here.”

			“The lobby fireplace and the fireplace in the dining room are both wood-burning, because the management wanted to keep up the ambience,” Luke said. “We just got a load of firewood, so we should have enough to keep it going for a while.”

			“Great,” I said. “That’s a great start. We need someone to go into as many rooms as possible and drag the comforters off the beds and into the dining room. And we’ll need mattresses too, if we can get them. We’re going to need duct tape to tape some of the blankets over the doors to trap the heat in the dining room. We may not actually need a full-on dining room refugee camp; we could get the power back before we have to sleep in there. But it’s better to do it now instead of waiting until we know we’re going to need it and ending up stumbling around the hotel in the dark, trying to set up.”

			“Why not the lobby?” Josh asked, putting his arm around my best friend. “It’s got a bigger fireplace.”

			I shook my head, eyeing the wood beams crisscrossing the cathedral ceilings. “The ceilings are too high. It would be too hard to keep warm.”

			Sadie nudged Josh and grinned at him. “This is why we hired her. Just sit back and let her work through her checklist.”

			“Is there a disaster preparedness kit?” I asked.

			“In the office,” Luke said, “along with some Coleman lanterns and emergency supplies.”

			“Awesome, you bring them into the dining room as we set up camp.”

			“You do realize that I’m the one who’s supposed to be having this conversation with them, yes?” Luke asked, gesturing to the assembled survivors.

			My cheeks went hot. “Sorry about that.”

			“No, no, you were right. I just needed to reestablish my authority. If I let civilians walk in and stage a coup, my boss gets all upset with me.” He turned to the group and pointed at me. “Everything that she just said.”

			Sadie rounded up the troops to scavenge bedding from the first-floor guest rooms. She called out buddy assignments and insisted on a check-in within twenty minutes. Charlie cast a long look over his shoulder as he wandered down the hall with Tom, frowning at me. That was new.

			“Kels, I’m going to go use the last of Josh’s cell phone battery to call the commissioner and update him on our situation.”

			“Want me to run interference?” I offered. “I can make feedback noises in the background or pretend that there’s a conference call coming through or something.”

			She winked at me, heading for a quiet corner. “Nah, I think he knows something like this is coming.”

			“So, uh, what do you do, at your office?” Luke asked.

			“Keep everything organized and running on an even keel. Put out fires, figurative and literal, sometimes. On good days, I keep Josh and Sadie from killing each other. On bad days, I have to keep them from making out in the conference room when they think no one is looking.”

			“So, smart and brave.”

			“No, just interested in not being emotionally traumatized when I walk into the conference room unannounced,” I said, making him give a barking laugh. “What about the kitchen? Is the stove gas or electric?”

			Luke grimaced. “We switched over to high-efficiency electric appliances last year. Part of the governor’s environmentally friendly efforts. But the good news is that there wasn’t enough room in the budget to replace the big old gas water heaters yet, so we still have hot water.”

			“And I suppose a backup generator would be too much to ask for?”

			“We couldn’t afford to install one big enough to run the building. It’s not like we’re a hospital or anything. If we lose power, we send the guests home.”

			I wrinkled my nose. “Unless, of course, those guests invade without paying attention to your carefully prepared warnings.”

			“Well, that happens,” he said carefully.

			“No, it doesn’t.”

			He shook his head and grinned at me. “No, it doesn’t. But it’s been entertaining as hell so far. Wanna go forage?”

			“After you.”

			With a courtly bow and a sweep of his hand, Luke led me to the manager’s office. What the lodge lacked in backup generators it made up for in emergency supplies. The office closet offered up an emergency kit the size of a mini-fridge, plus lanterns, bulk-size packages of batteries, freeze-dried food, candles, and blankets. We dragged as much as we dared to the dining room, where Sadie was in full commander mode, directing the others in arranging rows of mattresses in front of the fireplace. Bonnie moved the food coolers to the second-floor balcony. Gina and Theresa were grudgingly folding blankets at the foot of each pallet.

			Despite the ice-reflected light coming in through the windows, the forest-green walls made the room feel even darker and smaller, like a prime-rib-scented cave. The shiny maple tables had been shoved aside to make a semicircular clearing. Tom and Jacob had chosen to make their pallets in the long, cushioned booth seats on the far wall, though I wasn’t sure whether that decision was the result of some floor avoidance strategy or an unwillingness to carry additional mattresses.

			Gina sidled up to Charlie, practically cooing at him. “Charlie, do you think you could help me gather extra blankets? I’m a little afraid of going to all of those rooms by myself. I’d feel better if you were with me.”

			Charlie gave me a pitiful “Help me!” look, but he still let Gina lead him away like a sacrificial lamb to the skanky slaughter. I rolled my eyes, and unfortunately I did it in the direction of Josh, who had walked into the dining room with an armload of wood. “Geez, Kelsey, I can only carry so much in one trip. It’s these city boy arms of mine. I’m built for show, not hard labor.”

			“No!” I exclaimed. “I wasn’t rolling my eyes at you.”

			“Well, that’s a relief.”

			“What about Operation Gollum?” I asked. “Is that still a go?”

			Blanching a little, Josh patted his coat pocket, where I’m sure the One Ring was stashed. “I wish you wouldn’t call it that.”

			“My best friend is getting engaged,” I said, even as he shushed me, searching around for signs of an eavesdropping Sadie. “I have the right to be a little irreverent.”

			“I think you have a right to insist on a decent bridesmaid’s dress. Everything else is optional. And yes, it’s a go. I still want to marry the crazy woman. I don’t see why a lack of electricity should change that. And besides, it will be a heck of a story to tell our kids, way more interesting than your standard ‘candlelit dinner and ring in a soufflé’ engagement. I just have to find the right moment, something special.”

			“Well, if you need help, let me know.”

			“Thanks, but I’m familiar with your brand of ‘help.’ I have no interest in proposing while locked in a supply closet,” he muttered.

			“That was one time!” I exclaimed, slapping at his coat sleeve.

			“Being locked in a closet, even once, is memorable.”

			“Everything I do is memorable!”

			He laughed, instantly quieting and patting his pocket as Sadie walked into the dining room carrying her giant box of retreat materials. God, that was adorable. One day, I would love to have the power to turn a reasonable, rational man into a quivering pile of twitches.

			With the others distracted by the essential elements of survival, I methodically unpacked my camera equipment, something that had helped me survive when other assistants had been laid off or furloughed. I’d become quite the amateur photographer in my time with KCT. We needed photos for our various ads and publications, and having someone on staff who could take reliably decent shots was considerably cheaper than hiring a full-time photographer. (Also, I could be bribed into working weekends with cupcakes from Sweet Eats, which was less likely with those mercenary art school types.) Sadie was savvy enough to secure funding for a digital camera that did all the thinking about lighting, aperture, shutter speed, and so on for me. All I had to do was correctly frame the object, point, and shoot. 

			I had three fully charged batteries in my bag. They would be enough to get me through several days of shooting. I might as well document our suffering. It would make for an amusing addition to the wall of “family photos” at the office. Or it would serve as evidence of which one of us snapped when the authorities stumbled onto our still-frozen remains in the spring.

			“Girls on the right, boys on the left. I don’t want to go down in the papers as the marketing director who encouraged sexual harassment lawsuits through coed sleeping arrangements,” Sadie called as the others claimed their beds.

			“Yes, because avoiding unwanted invasions of sleep space should take priority over not freezing to death,” Dorie Ann muttered.

			When Sadie leveled her “Really? You have jokes now?” expression at her, Dorie Ann dropped her head and said, “Sorry.”

			Slinging my shoulder bag on a folded comforter, I claimed the pallet between Sadie and Bonnie, who was keeping her typical sunny face on, despite the fact that she seemed none too thrilled to be separated from Will.

			“Doesn’t this make you think of all those crazy post-doomsday shows on TV?” Theresa asked, tossing pillows onto each pallet. “Like you’re supposed to be reviewing your zombie apocalypse survival plan in your head?”

			“I don’t have a zombie apocalypse plan,” I told her, and she gasped in mock horror. “I figure I’m going to fall to the first wave. And I’ll probably die in some really embarrassing way, like getting bitten and turned in the shower and end up wandering the earth for all eternity naked, clutching a loofah.”

			She pulled a disgusted face but laughed. “That’s so sick.”

			I giggled. It was at times like this that I missed my nerd herd even more. My boys wouldn’t have been thrown in the slightest by this situation. Though they were as hooked on electronics as any other self-respecting geek, the four of them had been raised in Kentucky, after all. They’d been taught to make camp, to hunt and fish, to clean and cook what they caught. They didn’t particularly enjoy the activities, but they kept up their skills and the equipment necessary, because Wally was convinced that one day the “grid” would go out and we would all need to go back to living off the land. Wally’s family had a hunting cabin near Lake Cumberland that he’d graciously offered us as sanctuary when the unhappy event occurred.

			My boys wouldn’t have screamed and worried about perishables. They would have already established a hierarchy based on useful skill sets and improvised a backup generator out of a paper clip and coconut water. So in their honor, I compared this situation to the Donner Party and started a debate over who should be on the menu first.

			“I say we eat Gina first,” I said, pointing at her.

			“Don’t be silly.” Sadie sniffed. “Gina hardly has any meat on her bones. If anything, we go for Bonnie first. She’s small, but she never exercises, like veal.”

			Josh covered his face with his hands. “I cannot believe this conversation is taking place.”

			Oddly enough, my liberal use of snark seemed to make the others relax a bit. Whether it was because of my return to my normal office attitude or my admitting and then laughing at the worst-case scenarios, I wasn’t sure. But eventually the grumbling turned to the usual patter we’d hear around the office on days when we weren’t trapped together like victims of Stephen King’s imagination. And the dining room was starting to look like a sultan’s tree house, which was sort of fun. 

			“You know, this could lead to any number of horror movie scenarios,” I mused. “Angry ghosts of people who bumped off their families while staying in the hotel. Crazy backwoods serial killer who uses a farm implement to stalk us one by one. One of us develops snow madness and starts killing everyone off while singing spooky nursery rhymes.

			Sadie’s head popped up from the nest of blankets she was trying to wrangle. “Kelsey?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Please stop trying to make us feel better.”

			But still, she laughed, as did Bonnie and Dorie Ann and Will, plus a familiar husky voice that I had not heard in quite some time. I looked up to see Charlie standing in the doorway with a pile of forest-green thermal blankets in his arms, shoulders shaking as he joined in with the rest of us. Our eyes connected, and I felt a little bit of the weight on my chest ease. My lips parted, whether to smile or speak I didn’t know. But before I could decide, Luke called my name. “Kelsey? Would you mind coming into the kitchen and helping me check over the pantry?”

			The spell was broken.

			“Sure,” I said. Charlie gave me a little shrug as I followed Luke through the industrial kitchen to a large closet tucked into the back wall.

			“We’re only stocked for the slow season, so it’s not going to be much of a selection,” he said, grunting as he yanked the door out of place.

			I eyed the floor-to-ceiling display of canned fruits and veggies, soups, individual packs of crackers, industrial-size jars of peanut butter, and granola. “I think our definitions of ‘not much’ are very different.”

			“I meant fresh-food-wise,” he amended. Of course he did. Look at the guy, I told myself, he probably lived on wheat germ and those protein bars that taste like chalk and feet. Definitely out of my league, considering my league involved a diet of takeout Thai food and experimental cupcakes from Sweet Eats.

			Most of the refrigerated food was still cold: economy-size tubs of margarine, enormous tubes of sliced American cheese, dozens of eggs, and five gallons of milk, ready to expire within the next week. The frozen foods didn’t fare as well without electricity, and I just about wept while throwing out enormous melted tubs of rocky road and mint chocolate chip ice cream. But buried under a thawing bag of chicken breasts I found a familiar green-and-yellow box.

			“Auntie Nina’s!” I exclaimed. “It’s the thinnest, limpest, most rubbery cheese pizza on the market!”

			Luke seemed disconcerted by my clutching the partially frozen pizza box to my chest like it was an orphaned kitten. “Yes, we keep them on hand for happy hour clients. Paying sixteen dollars for a cheap frozen pizza doesn’t sound unreasonable when you’ve had a few drinks.”

			“I lived on these in college. They taste like cardboard, but they bring back good memories.” I sighed, resting my cheek on top of the box. “And you have bacon cheeseburger, my favorite.”

			Luke swallowed thickly. “For some reason, you snuggling a pizza box is one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen.”

			“I think you’ve been out in the woods for too long,” I told him, giving the pizza box one last lingering look. “It’s a shame the oven isn’t working. A slice of Auntie Nina’s would have been a comfort.”

			Luke gave the box a speculative look. “Put it with the rest of the cold-storage stuff. Let me see what I can work out.”

			Just then, a loud CRACK sounded from just outside the windows, followed by the ominous thump of what was probably a tree trunk slamming into the side of the lodge near the front entrance.

			“What the hell was that?” I cried.

			We all ran into the lobby, expecting to find an Ent kicking down the front door. We could see branches smooshed up against the glass like helpless little tree fingers.

			“I should probably go out there and check the damage,” Luke said.

			“Can we all go?” Dorie Ann asked quietly. “I’d like to see what it’s like outside.”

			“I’m not going out there,” Gina cried. “It’s freezing!”

			Ignoring Gina, we geared up as if we were heading out for a polar expedition, with multiple layers of clothes, scarves, hats, and gloves. I put a pot of water on the fire to heat for hot chocolate and coffee when we came back, because we were going to be worse than a bunch of hopped-up, freezing kindergarteners. Gina swept by, slapping me in the face with the sleeve of her coat as she threw it around her shoulders.

			“I thought it was too cold for you to go outside,” I said, glaring up at her.

			“Like I’m going to let you leave me in the lodge all by myself.” Gina snorted, pulling a stylish knit hat over her hair. Of course, it looked adorable and perfect and made me want to smack her.

			I glanced over at Charlie, who was grinning slightly to no one in particular as he tied his boots. It was nice to see that smile again. I snagged my camera bag as Luke carefully popped open the back door to the porch, breaking through a healthy crust of ice.

			I was the last out the door by virtue of my camera detour, and I had no choice but to hold on to Gina’s arm. I hissed through my teeth as the frigid wind slapped against my cheeks and seeped through my jeans.

			The snow was relatively shallow on the porch, but still fluffy enough that it gave way easily under our boots, providing little traction over the thick layer of ice on the concrete. One by one, we carefully picked our way over the slick impromptu ice rink, holding hands to keep the links in our human chain from skittering around like Bambi. My hand slid down Gina’s arm to wrap around her fingers. She seemed none too pleased to be holding hands with her semi-nemesis.

			“See?” Sadie said brightly as we inched our way down the sweeping stone staircase to the rear grounds of the hotel. “Teamwork! If one of us falls, we all fall. We’re only as strong as our clumsiest link. This is like those ropes courses without the annoying gravity issues.”

			Unfortunately, just as the words “gravity issues” left Sadie’s lips, I reached the second step. And when I reached the second step, my foot slipped out from under me and practically flew forward in a wide arc. And in that moment, rather than holding on to my hand, Gina chose to let go, meaning I had nothing to keep me balanced and my other foot went flying forward in a classic “banana peel” fall. With my momentum throwing me forward, I fell to the next step with a dull, splatting thump and bumped my way all the way down the staircase. On my ass.

			Ow.

			For a second, the wind was knocked out of me and all I could do was sit there, trying to draw breath to my lungs as pain radiated through my tailbone. Charlie, Sadie, and Luke were on their knees in front of me, their voices barely seeping through the fog of “What the hell just happened?”

			My speech and my hearing seemed to return at the same time as I grumbled, “Mother . . . fudger!”

			“Oh my gosh, Kels, are you all right?” Sadie cried.

			“You should stay still,” Charlie said. “Catch your breath.”

			“Did you hit your head?” Luke demanded.

			“I’m fine,” I insisted, forcing enough air through my lungs so I could speak. “I’m fine. Nothing busted except my pride, I am eighty percent sure.”

			I looked up to see Gina holding her phone so she could capture this beautiful moment forever. Bonnie saw what she was doing and none-too-subtly stepped into her sight line to block the shot.

			I found two pairs of hands outstretched to help me up—Luke’s forest-green work gloves and the TARDIS-themed fingerless mitts that Dorie Ann made for Charlie last Christmas. I waved them both off, bracing my hands against my knees to push up. My ass felt thoroughly busted, but I didn’t feel any pain radiating up my back or down my legs. “Eighty-two percent sure,” I amended.

			I hoped the snow had been fluffy enough to cushion me against a broken coccyx. I didn’t know if I could fashion a donut pillow out of our current supplies. I patted my shoulder, searching for the strap that had been looped around it just moments before.

			“Oh, shoot, my camera!” I cried, searching around for my black canvas bag. “Is my camera okay?”

			“She flies five feet through the air, but she’s worried about her camera?” Luke asked Sadie as we searched the drifts for the bag.

			“You don’t know how she feels about her camera,” Charlie told him, almost airily. “She calls it Clyde.”

			Luke laughed. “Clyde?”

			“Hey, show him some respect. Clyde and I have spent some quality years together. If he had a vibrate feature, he would be my boyfriend,” I muttered.

			Dead silence. I looked up and realized that everyone was staring at me. And Gina, damn her, was still filming.
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			After locating Clyde, it took me more than a few steps to shake off the feeling that my ass was about to fall off. The group eventually lost interest in my extraordinary inability to control my limbs and/or mouth and took the time to appreciate the wintry wonderland that had dropped on our heads.

			We trudged around the side of the lodge to see that a massive fallen oak had glanced off the front of the building on its way down, but hadn’t broken through any exterior walls. And the better news was that it wasn’t blocking any of the building’s main exits. So the score was Humans: One; Evil Trees Trying to Trap Us Inside the Lodge: Zero.

			The huge hotel looked like a Christmas card gone terribly, terribly wrong, with deep drifts of snow and tree limbs hanging askew like broken bones. The wind slashing through the trees, tossing stray flakes against our cheeks, made it seem downright arctic. A cone of silence seemed to have descended over the woods, broken only by the occasional crackle of tree limbs rustling under their icy coating. I had the eerie feeling of being trapped inside one of those snow globes, just waiting for some giant to come shake us up again. 

			I snapped dozens of pictures of the snow-covered lodge, the cars, the frosted trees. Commissioner Bidwell and any number of bureaucrats would want to know how we spent our time here when we returned to Frankfort. As creative as Sadie was, I knew she would never be able to tell the story of today’s events properly. She would need the thousand words provided by my pictures. According to the little display window, I was getting plenty of poignant, nature-y destruction, combined with the relative silliness of my friends trying to walk like polar creatures.

			We made a valiant attempt to stick together but eventually wandered off in small groups to marvel. Jacob tossed snow down Tom’s collar and gamboled off like he was running in slow motion. (To be fair, it was pretty difficult for Tom to chase him.) Dorie Ann and Theresa made snow angels and sank so deep, we couldn’t see them. Bonnie attempted to throw a snowball at Sadie, but Sadie glared at her so sternly that Bonnie turned on her own boyfriend and tossed it at Will instead.

			“She’s so much meaner than you!” Bonnie yelled as she scampered away.

			“At least try to stay in pairs!” Luke called. “Nobody wanders off alone! Use the buddy system.” He glanced down at me. “Are they listening?”

			I pursed my lips and shook my head. “Nope. But look at it this way: if they get lost, there will be fewer mouths to feed.”

			He grinned. “That’s a little mercenary.”

			“Mercenary, pragmatic. Potato, potahto. As long as I get my fair share of the granola bars, who’s to say what’s right or wrong?”

		

	
		
			5

			In Which I Am Attacked by a Cranky Marsupial

			I had been so distracted by recording the wacky snow antics that I hadn’t even noticed I had inadvertently teamed up with both Charlie and Luke. Luke stayed by my side, keeping up a steady line of chatter, pointing out the different types of trees that had been culled and the animals that might have been hibernating inside of them before they fell. Charlie was contemplative and silent, carrying the fire ax like a club on his shoulder in case we ran across some tree limb that needed to be cleared. (The giant tree resting against the lodge was a bit beyond his scope.) He was our very own Tin Man, though more emotionally available.

			Between the ax and the chainsaw Luke was toting, I felt pretty safe. Trudging through the snow was more difficult than I’d expected, and Luke had to grab my elbow a few times to keep me from face-planting. Even through the sleeve of my coat, I could feel the warmth of his hand. I could only hope that my blush was mistaken for rosiness from the bracing wind.

			When we finally reached a little crest on the edge of the property, we could make out the entry road in the distance, distinguishable only by the regularly spaced yellow posts that lined the shoulders. The path was one long mess of fallen tree limbs, as if the hand of God had reached down to play a game of pick-up sticks on our only route to civilization. Entire trees had fallen across the path, making it impossible for anything larger than a Vespa to get around them. And that seemed unlikely, since small Italian motor scooters didn’t fare well in wintry conditions.

			I glanced at the chainsaw Luke carried, then at the trees, and then back at the chainsaw. “You’re going to need a bigger blade.”

			Luke blew out an exasperated breath. “Yeah, I don’t stand a chance of clearing this by myself. We couldn’t clear this out if every person here had a chainsaw.”

			“And there’s no chance of a roaming band of lumberjacks that might happen by and clear it for us out of the kindness of their hearts?”

			“Sadly, no,” he assured me. “Well, hell. While we’re out here, I’m going to go grab a few things from my cabin.” Luke nodded toward a small cabin in the distance, near the entrance to the lodge. “I’ll be right back. You could come with me. Kelsey?” After a long pause, he added, “Chuck?”

			I shook my head, holding Clyde up to face level. “I’m going to take a few more pictures.”

			Charlie grumbled, “Don’t call me Chuck.”

			Luke shrugged with a good-natured grin, and I could tell there would be many Chucks forthcoming. “All right, then, back in a few.”

			I swept my camera across the horizon, searching for some interesting visual that should be preserved. I listened to the trees groan and pop, almost musical in their complaints, and relaxed into the process of lining up the shot, finding an object to center my composition. A smooth, low voice sounded in my ear.

			“How’s your pride?”

			I started, nearly dropping my camera. “Don’t do that!”

			“Sorry,” Charlie said, offering me a sheepish grin. “I was only asking about your, uh, injuries. You took quite a spill back there.”

			“Well, I guess I should thank you for referring to it as my ‘pride,’ ” I said. “And I’m fine, really. Thank you for asking. And thank you for coming out here with me.” I cleared my throat as I tried to find the right words while expressing less than Sadie’s “marathon of dirty, sweaty monkey sex” sentiment. “I’ve missed spending time with you lately, Charlie. It seems like you’ve been really . . . busy.”

			Charlie was looking up at the ice-coated tree branches, the cold gray sky, anywhere but at the person who was speaking to him. And frankly, that was kind of irritating.

			“I have been busy,” he admitted. “But there have been other things going on too, things that I’ve wanted to talk to you about, but couldn’t, and it’s really . . .” He trailed off, cocking his ear toward the trees. Suddenly he put his hands on my shoulders and shoved me sideways, cushioning my head with his hands so I wouldn’t whack it against the tree that broke our fall.

			Just behind us, where we’d been standing, a tree branch the thickness of my thigh landed with a whompf, sending up a cloud of snow in its wake.

			“Holy hell!” I yelped into Charlie’s jacket. Charlie was clutching me close to his chest, his warm breath tickling my face as he watched the icy canopy overhead for more branch bombs. His hands remained cradled around my head and his spicy tea scent snuck its way into my nose, and I allowed myself that moment to just burrow in and appreciate the warmth and closeness that tree-driven terror could provide.

			Charlie glanced down at me and quickly dropped his hands away from my head.

			“I am having the worst luck today!” I exclaimed, because telling someone that it was awesome to have them cradle your head sounded weird and off-putting.

			Charlie’s gloved hand wrapped around mine and led me to walk through a branch-free safe zone. “Any of these tree branches could snap at any minute. It will actually make the forest stronger over time. Only the trees that are strong enough to survive the storm will be able to keep growing. Like how forest fires actually help the environment by clearing out underbrush and making it easier for new trees to sprout up.”

			I couldn’t help myself. I smiled and gave his hand a squeeze. “You memorized a list of facts about trees before we came up here, didn’t you?”

			His lips pursed in that way that meant he was trying to conceal a smirk. And that cold shell I’d tried to build around my heart thawed just a little. “It’s possible that I have a veritable encyclopedia of tree-related knowledge learned over my lifetime.”

			I snorted. “I’m sure you’re a real dendrophiliac.”

			“Hey, I know what that means!” Charlie exclaimed. “I have never once had sex with a tree!”

			I burst out laughing. “And that is why I enjoyed spending time with you, Charlie. You made me find all-new cerebrally challenging ways to insult you.”

			“So glad to be of help,” he said as his lips quirked into a smile. “So have you called Darrell to let him know you’re okay?”

			“Darrell?” I scoffed. “Not hardly.”

			“You don’t think he deserves a phone call? He’s probably worried about you.”

			I blew out a noise somewhere between a grunt and a raspberry, which sounded neither mature nor ladylike. An expression of pure disappointment rippled across Charlie’s face. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why Charlie would be offended on Darrell’s behalf, particularly since Darrell had no room to be offended. He was happily ensconced in 3C having ear-splitting romps with Loud-Sex Shelley.

			Oh, wait. Charlie didn’t know that.

			I sighed and pursed my lips. “I broke up with Darrell. A few weeks ago.”

			Charlie’s eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open. But he said nothing.

			“Charlie?”

			Nothing.

			I waved my hand in front of his face. He didn’t even blink. “Okay, then.”

			I waited a few more awkward seconds before walking away and snapping a few more pictures. I focused on light, composition, interesting patterns in the trees, anything but Charlie and his damned mood swings. I did wander too far,. I would admit later that looking up and walking backward when I should have been watching my feet was probably what led to my missing the angry snapping at my ankles.

			I turned to find a hissing, spitting, angry ball of gray fur that was none too pleased I’d nearly stepped on its leathery pink tail. I yelped, stumbling back a few steps into a tree—which prompted another yelp as I whacked my head against the rough bark. The possum advanced and I practically climbed up the trunk.

			“Okay, okay, no need to get snippy,” I told it. “I’m a big fan of marsupials. Captain Kangaroo, even though he was more of a person than a kangaroo. Um, Noozles. That Pokémon thing’s a marsupial, right? I’m just going to walk around you and go back toward the lodge. You can toddle off on your way and no one gets their face clawed.”

			The possum didn’t agree. It rounded, hopping mad and rearing for a fight. I turned right, it veered right. The possum was chasing me. I was being chased by a possum. Why was it that none of my women’s self-defense courses covered this?

			“How are you doing this without sinking in a foot of snow?” I huffed.

			Charlie came stomping through the snow, having dropped his fire ax somewhere among the trees. “Kelsey, are you okay?” He looked down at the possum, which was now attempting to stand on its back legs and challenging Charlie to box. “Yearrgh!”

			“It’s a possum, a really cranky possum. I thought they were nocturnal!” I exclaimed.

			“I thought they hibernated!”

			“Well, I guess we were both wrong!”

			Charlie shoved me behind him, making me collide with the tree again, and he picked up an ice-covered branch the size of a pool cue.

			“What are you going to do?” I asked. “Play fetch with it?”

			“Well, it’s a better option than your mountain man over there would give you, which would be Roastin’ it up with some sweet pataters!”

			I shouldered him aside so I could escape the “damsel in distress” position. If I was going down, it would not be related to unprovoked possum fury. I poked a gloved finger in Charlie’s face, nearly smacking him on the nose. “One, that is the worst Yosemite Sam impression I have ever heard. Two, I don’t know where you’re getting this ‘mountain man’ stuff. And three, none of this is helping us resolve the current possum situation!”

			“Fine, fine, I’ll gently nudge it away with this stick,” he said, stepping toward the gray ball of pissed-off fur and very gingerly moving his branch toward it. The possum responded by hissing and spitting and doing some sort of aerial somersault that almost yanked the branch out of Charlie’s hand.

			He raced back to my side. “It will not be nudged.”

			“Well, that’s it. We’re just going to have to live out here,” I deadpanned. “I’ll start building a shelter from sticks and—oh, nothing else, because everything is frozen.”

			“Nonsense, we’ll simply backtrack a mile just to get around him. That’s reasonable, right?”

			I looked up at him and giggled, making him burst out laughing. The possum seemed to take this personally. This was not a possum to be nudged or mocked. It charged at us, taking a swipe at my jeans. I let out a sound that was half scream, half laugh and jumped at Charlie, wrapping my feet around his left leg and my arms around his shoulders. And then I let out another scream, because scaling Mount Charlie was murder on my injured behind. His arms swept around my waist, holding me awkwardly against his hip. His slender legs almost buckled under me, and my cheeks flushed red. I tried to disentangle my legs from his, but he adjusted his grip and wrapped his hands under my thighs, pulling me closer.

			I stared at his collar, because I couldn’t look him in the eye. I could see that his head was tilted toward me, his lips this close to brushing my cheek. And in that moment, I was very aware that I had not showered in twenty-four hours. Charlie, on the other hand, smelled absolutely fantastic, and if I wasn’t careful, drool was going to start leaking out the side of my mouth. And that was a look that was good on no one.

			Don’t look up, I told myself as his breath feathered over my cold skin. Just don’t look up.

			But I couldn’t help but look up, to see those green eyes entirely focused on me, brows knit together like I was some sort of puzzle Charlie couldn’t solve. The warmth of his hand seeped through my clothes and left an electric, tingling spark at the small of my back. I wanted this. I wanted this so much and here he was. It was all I could do to keep completely still to avoid doing something foolish. Well, more foolish.

			Closing the distance between our faces, pressing my mouth against his, that would be wrong . . . right?

			“You broke up with Darrell?” he whispered.

			I nodded.

			He lowered his face until I could feel the warmth of his breath on my lips. I clutched at his jacket, making this embarrassing little whimpering noise as I felt the first brush of his mouth against mine, practically on a cellular level.

			A loud, deep voice broke through the possum’s chatter. “What’s going on?”

			Sonofabitch.

			Luke was standing a few feet away with a duffel bag and a rifle slung over his arm. Spotting Charlie’s hands curved near my butt, he raised an eyebrow. “You okay, Kelsey?”

			“F-fine,” I stammered as Charlie gently set me on my feet. The moment my boots connected with terra firma, all of my sense (and blood) flooded back where it belonged, and I was able to scoff at the silly, self-destructive detour my brain had just taken. I could not keep having these thoughts about Charlie. There was no chance there, and if I kept throwing myself at him (literally), I would end up the sad, lonely target of a creepy office nickname. “Just an encounter with the local wildlife.”

			“It’s just a little old possum,” Luke said, gently nudging the creature back with his boot. The possum took umbrage and swiped at Luke’s foot with his claws. But when Luke didn’t cower back in terror, it gave one last huff and waddled away.

			Luke shook his head, as if deeply disappointed by our lack of woodsmanship. “All that fuss over nothing. His little possum house probably got knocked down last night and now he’s all confused.”

			“It was a highly aggressive possum,” Charlie told him. “It could be rabid for all we know.”

			Luke snickered. “Sure, Chuck.”

			“Don’t call me Chuck!” Charlie snapped, though I believed (or at least hoped) that his hostility had more to do with the interrupted kiss than with the unwelcome nickname. Frankly, I was a little irritated with Luke for interrupting the kiss. Sexual tension years in the making almost fulfilled, and then undone by a pissed-off marsupial and Dudley Do-Right.

			Suddenly, waddling off after the possum didn’t seem like such a bad idea.
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			After we counted off in pairs to make sure we hadn’t lost anyone to roving yetis, it didn’t take much persuading to get the others back inside the lodge. We changed out of our wet clothes and hung them up to dry in front of the lobby fireplace. Personally, I was happy to peel off the rather rank sweater and jeans I was wearing in favor of a slightly less rank sweater and jeans. I used the mirror in the darkened bathroom to trick my thick hair into some semblance of order.

			We mixed up instant hot chocolate and devoured platters of cheese and crackers while we heated a “stew” made from various cans over the fire. The hope that the lights would snap back on and life would return to normal any minute was hard to extinguish. We’d been through so many snowstorm scares that came to nothing that it was difficult to decide whether it was appropriate to panic.

			The day felt so surreal, like it couldn’t really be this serious, like we would find out any second that this was an elaborate team-building ruse to test our problem-solving skills. But if that was the case, Sadie had the best poker face ever.

			At the moment, our fearless leader was dragging tall metal mattress frames in a semicircle around our sleeping area. She draped blankets over the frames, claiming that would trap more heat from the fireplace. The Swiss Family Robinson tree house it was not, but at the very least it would prevent that “something is staring at us through the windows” feeling at night.

			And Sadie was not done. She was, in fact, dragging the enormous plastic storage bin she used to tote around retreat materials.

			“Hey, Kelsey, could you help me set this up?” She nodded toward the twelve-seater table we’d moved near the fireplace for meals. “Everybody gets a binder, a folder, and this now-ironic ‘Warm Memories Are Made in Kentucky’ travel mug.”

			“Yeesh.” I staggered under the weight of the heavy bin as I wrestled it away from her. “Good Lord, you’re stronger than you look.”

			“Don’t you forget it.” Sadie winked at me and retreated to the kitchen. She came back with carafes full of campfire coffee and more hot chocolate, plus a tray of soft-baked chocolate cookies from the pantry. The potential for additional body-warming beverages and treats attracted the attention of our coworkers, who came sidling up to the table, their noses twitching like nervous bunnies’.

			Carefully removing the lid to the carafe so the delicious coffee smell would hit our colleagues at maximum velocity, Sadie called, “Okay, everybody, have a seat and we’ll get started! We didn’t have our intro meeting last night as planned, so we need to catch up.”

			“You’re going to try to hold the retreat?” asked Tom. “Seriously?”

			“Well, what else are we going to do?” Sadie asked, handing Tom his special IT issues folder and a cookie.

			He shrugged his rounded shoulders. “Try to stay warm, find food. Basic survival stuff?”

			“Which we’ve already done, for the most part. Hunting and gathering can only take up so many hours of the day,” Sadie insisted. “And we still have to do the work we planned. We can’t go back without a strategic plan for the summer.”

			The staff seemed to hold their collective breath, as if they were waiting for Sadie’s punch line. When she didn’t laugh, they all grimaced at once and headed for their “conference” table chairs, which Sadie had assigned with special place cards she’d bejeweled all to hell.

			So. Many. Sparkles.

			I turned on Josh, who was already seated. “You let her craft after midnight again, didn’t you? You know she makes bad rhinestone decisions when she’s sleep deprived!”

			“I swear, I thought I took away the BeDazzler.” He sighed, shaking his head. “She must have a backup somewhere in the house.”

			“They are a little shiny,” Sadie admitted, hanging a blank poster board on one of the blanketed frames. “But now they match our Winter Wonderland theme.”

			“Oh, man, she’s serious about this,” Dorie Ann said, her dark hair falling in a tangle over her face as she shook her head. “I’ll go get my sketchpad. This situation is just weird enough for Sadie to have her best idea ever.”

			“That’s the spirit!” Sadie exclaimed, clapping our reluctant graphic designer on the back. She slapped her hand against the blank poster board. “Okay, people, this is our suggestion board. For every day we are trapped here, someone will suggest a new campaign theme. We will keep doing this until we hit the right idea. The person who comes up with that right idea will get a special prize.”

			“An iPad?” Gina guessed.

			“A paid day off?” Tom suggested.

			Jacob raised his hand. “The last ration of food before we all turn to cannibalism?”

			Sadie looked more than a little aghast. “I was going to say bragging rights, but clearly I’m going to have to up my game.”

			With the office team seated, Will seemed unsure of himself as he took the chair next to Bonnie. This would be very different from the sort of meeting he was used to. Bonnie said the Mud Creek town council had lost their meeting facility when the municipal building was destroyed a few years ago, so they mostly met in a diner and had pie while discussing city budget issues and potholes. Still, Will was the sort of guy who relaxed once he was able to talk a little bit. And I had salted Sadie’s talking points with subjects that would appeal to him. He would relax into his role on this little panel by the end of the day.

			“So, who has an idea for this summer’s campaign?” Sadie asked, Sharpie marker at the ready.

			Jacob raised his hand and Sadie practically beamed at him. Jacob rarely participated in our brainstorming sessions, preferring to hang back until our plans were concrete and then put them into action. “Jacob! Great! What’s your idea?”

			“I’m going to grow a beard while we’re here,” he said.

			Sadie frowned. “Well, great, but that’s not really what I had in mind.”

			“I’ve always wanted to try it, but we have the dress code requirements about not looking scruffy. And now it would be downright dangerous for me to shave in a dark bathroom, right?”

			“I want to try one, too,” Tom said. “My wife hates them, says they’re too scratchy against her face. But what about me? It’s my face. I want to see what I look like with a beard. So I’m going to do it.”

			Jacob scoffed. “Yeah, right, because I’m growing a beard. I don’t need a facial hair twin. Lame.”

			“Please.” Tom snorted. “I’ll be in full Duck Dynasty mode by the time you manage a little peach fuzz.”

			“You wanna bet?”

			“That I’ll grow a fuller, more manly beard than you by the time we get out of here?” Tom sneered. “Yes.”

			“Look, I’m loving the enthusiasm,” Sadie interjected. “I really think we should focus on campaign-related—”

			“I’ll take that bet.” Jacob laughed. “If you lose, I get to put that Eagles reunion CD you listen to on repeat in the shredder, you freaking hippie.”

			“That’s not really what this is about.” Sadie sighed.

			Tom countered, “And if I win, I get to roast marshmallows over those stupid motivational posters you have hanging all over your cubicle. ‘Teamwork,’ ‘Achievement,’ ‘Positive Thinking’—I get to burn all of them. Particularly ‘Positive Thinking;’ that smiling kitty-cat in the bow tie annoys the hell out of me.”

			“I’ll take that bet.” Jacob stretched out his hand for a manly shake. “Because I am positive I can grow a better beard than you in just a few days.”

			“By Friday?” Tom pumped Jacob’s hand, sealing the bargain. “You’re on.”

			This conversation was eerily reminiscent of the wager that Josh and Sadie had made when Josh was first hired, over who would come up with the better marketing campaign for the state fair, and that resulted in poor Josh having to work all day in a University of Louisville cheerleader uniform. A female cheerleader’s uniform, complete with pigtails in little red bows.

			This could lead nowhere good.

			“Could we please focus on the work we’re actually being paid for, instead of your facial hair?” Sadie yelled in a voice so shrill even Tom and Jacob looked chagrined. They settled into their seats and opened their retreat binders, pretending to be good little boys.

			I hid my smile behind my own binder. Since I’d helped Sadie design her presentations for this weekend, I knew this morning’s opening session was just an intro and a review of the previous summer’s activities. But still, I pulled out my trusty organizer and legal pad for notes. I never knew when Sadie was going to get an idea. I was arranging my index cards, Post-it notes, and highlighters in their special alignment around my space when someone slumped into the chair next to mine.

			The familiar green-tea-and-spice fragrance rolled toward my seat. I looked over to see Charlie seated next to me, reviewing his meeting materials. I knew I shouldn’t have been surprised. Sadie had marked his seat with her special sparkly cards, after all. But he acted as if it was the most normal thing in the world to be sitting next to me. I mean, it would have been, before, but now that I knew how his hand molded itself around my ass? I couldn’t breathe for a second. I felt my heart flutter. There were actual flutterings near my aorta.

			And I was still staring at him.

			Right. That was weird.

			My eyes darted back down to my binder. Sadie was in full meeting mode, though a slightly more prehistoric version of meeting mode. As the already weak winter afternoon sun filtered through the windows, Sadie had to use the Coleman lanterns to provide enough light to read by. She kept reaching back to point where the Smart Board we normally used to display meeting notes would be. And she seemed to resent having to jot her thoughts on index cards instead of her iPad. Clearly she had not adjusted to running a meeting without electricity.

			But, still, she spoke with enthusiasm. She waxed poetic about the moment of anticipation as the horses trot up to the starting gate at the Derby, that moment your teeth break through the crisp shell of a funnel cake at the state fair, that moment a middle-aged man runs his fingers along the body of a coveted classic sports car at the Corvette Museum in Bowling Green.

			“Just imagine the poor bastards out there who have never come near Kentucky’s borders,” she said. “They have no idea what we have here, no clue what they’re missing out on. So we have to save them. We have to save them from their fourth trip to the same old theme park. We have to save them from the same bed-and-breakfast where they have tried to recapture the magic of their early married days over and over and it’s never quite worked out. We have to save them from the same old boring beach vacation that they’ve already taken ten times, the same restaurants, the same museums, the same lame mini-golf courses that they forget each year how much they hate until they get stuck behind another family that can’t get their balls into the elephant’s trunk. These people need our help. So, please, give me something, give me an idea, the hint of an idea, a brain spasm that might lead to a campaign that will rescue them from traumatic vacations.”

			Jacob raised his hand. Sadie pointed at him. “Jake, I swear by Colonel Sanders’s floppy black tie, if you bring up facial hair, I will make you sleep outside.”

			Jacob smirked, but he was smart enough to school his features into the appearance of embarrassment. “How about, ‘Kentucky: Save Yourself from the Same Old Vacation?’ ”

			“Well, that’s more of a regurgitation of my impassioned speech, but I’ll take it,” Sadie said, writing the proposed theme in neat block letters on the idea board. She rummaged in her magic tote box and threw him an iTunes gift card. “Congratulations, Jacob, you get the gift of music . . . which you will be able to enjoy once the electricity comes back on. Now, who has another idea? One that isn’t based on something I said?”

			And with that mild bribe, Sadie’s enthusiasm was contagious. While our colleagues may have grumbled when Sadie started the meeting, they were now gamely applying themselves to the info packets she’d provided, raising their hands, making suggestions, punning as if their lives depended on it. You just couldn’t help but get pulled in when Sadie got on a roll. (She knew about the staff’s weakness for legal downloads.)

			This was part of Sadie’s evil management voodoo. Yes, she was demanding, exacting, and sometimes just a little nuts, but she also knew how to encourage people. She knew how to keep them motivated, even if it was with something as simple as caffeine, carbs, and classic rock.

			One day, I would learn her ways, and I would rule the world.

			[image: ]

			While several of my colleagues chose napping in front of the fireplace as Sadie’s scheduled afternoon “free time” activity, I chose to explore the lodge and forage for potential supplies. My plan was to build up stock for the black market operation I would open up as my coworkers became more desperate for luxury items like chocolate, toothpaste, and dry socks.

			Or I would just hoard all the chocolate and socks for myself. Either way.

			I carried a large duffel bag as I wandered around the guest floors, picking up random items like extra toilet paper rolls and towels from the janitorial closet. I felt like a postapocalyptic scavenger, or at the very least one of those crazy ladies who smuggle out hotel linens in their suitcases. But I figured it didn’t count as looting as long as the KCT paid its bill. I eventually meandered to the third floor, where I found a large rec room stocked with pool tables and Ping-Pong equipment. There were several large, comfortable couches and floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the lake. The view of the vast white lake would have been beautiful if the room hadn’t been so freaking cold. I opened a storage closet and found a veritable jackpot of snowed-in activities. Scrabble, Rook, the Game of Life, Boggle, and Monopoly. There was more than enough stuff here to keep my coworkers happily occupied.

			Stuffing the game boxes into my bag, I scanned the room for any other useful items. But unless we found a way to hand-crank a flat-screen TV, we were probably out of luck. It was a shame, really, that we wouldn’t be able to make use of this beautiful space. But the windows let a crazy amount of cold leak into the room, and this happened to be one of the few communal spaces that didn’t have a fireplace.

			I frowned as I walked into the hall and closed the door behind me. Maybe I could come back to this room next year, I thought, assuming that we all survived this ordeal and Sadie was allowed to take us more than ten feet outside the office.

			Finding your way around in a darkened hotel is more challenging than it sounds. As the light outside faded and I couldn’t even count on the ambient light from exterior windows, I started to get a little panicky. I made jokes about scary movies, but deep down I knew there were no drifters or creepy ghost twins lurking in the hallways. Still, it was spooky to walk around these quiet, abandoned halls, unsure of what would greet you when you turned a corner.

			My bag was getting heavy, the strap wearing a groove into my shoulder. I made stupid mistakes, doubled back, changed floors. The hotel didn’t even have that complicated of a floor plan. I just kept thinking that any minute now, I would step through the double doors and find the main floor hallway leading to the lobby. Any minute.

			Wait, was I on the first floor?

			“Kelsey?” a concerned male voice called. “You okay?”

			I jumped and turned, whipping my flashlight beam toward the voice. Well, my palms were sweaty, so I actually whipped my flashlight toward the voice. Fortunately Luke ducked out of the way before it could hit him in the head.

			“Luke?” I exclaimed, clapping my hand over my mouth. Because laughing seemed very inappropriate.

			Luke, however, seemed to see the humor in it, chuckling as my Maglite rolled down the hallway. “You’ve been gone awhile. Are you all right?”

			I held up my bag and made the contents clink. “Just liberating your supplies. Don’t worry. I’m keeping a list of what we’re taking so we can add it to the bill.”

			Luke scoffed as he took the heavy bag from me. “Eh, it’s an emergency situation. The lodge isn’t going to begrudge you toilet paper. As long as there’s no damage, I will escape from this situation with a positive performance review.”

			Luke’s voice was more whiskey than chocolate sex. His thick accent was unexpectedly attractive. But part of me did wonder whether he had cousins named Bo and Daisy lurking around somewhere. He grinned and brushed my hair back behind my ear with the tips of his fingers.

			Clearly my flirtation skills were off, because it had taken me an embarrassing amount of time to recognize that he was coming on to me.

			“So what’s the story with you and the Professor?” he asked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, he doesn’t seem to like me talking to you, and I saw that the two of you are, uh, close. Is he your boyfriend? Your protective older brother? A cousin with an inappropriate interest in you?”

			“He’s just a friend. Sort of. Not really. I guess.”

			“Well, thank you, that clears it right up,” he said, laughing so loudly it echoed down the hall.

			“I know.” I giggled. “It’s kind of a mess. I’ve been into him for a really long time, but I don’t know. And I just gave him some pretty major news and he didn’t really respond. . . in a verbal way . . . so yeah, I don’t know how he feels about me.”

			“Well, given the way he looks at you and talks about you, I don’t think not liking you is the problem.”

			Charlie talked about me? To Luke? “I can only respond to that with a resounding ‘hmph.’ ”

			“I like you,” Luke told me. “And I’ll tell you that flat out. I don’t like games. I don’t like miscommunication. What you see is what you get. So if you’re interested, let me know.”

			My mouth hung open. “That was very straightforward.”

			“It’s all part of the ‘no games’ package.”

			“Something I will consider,” I promised. “So why’d you come looking for me?”

			“Well, if you don’t know why, clearly my flirting skills aren’t what they should be.”

			I tilted my head and gave him a smile of pure delight. It had been a long time since I’d received honest, open interest from a man, attention that wasn’t mixed with emotionally confusing doublespeak. A very long time. “You’re flirting with me?”

			“Man, I must be worse at this than I thought.”

			“No, no, you are exactly the right mix of disarming forthrightness and subtle naughtiness,” I swore. “Points for style.”

			“You’re forthright and subtly naughty,” he shot back while his cheeks went pleasantly pink in the flashlight glow.

			“Hey, I have a question for you,” I said, nudging at the sleeve of his ranger’s jacket with my hand. “You’re a desk clerk at the hotel, but your name tag says ‘Ranger’ and you are wearing what looks to be a park ranger’s uniform. So either you are really good at cosplay or you have a very strange division of responsibilities.”

			Luke grinned at me, leading me down a stairwell marked TO LOBBY. Oh, sure, it was easy to find your way around this place when you worked here. “Well, technically I work for the state park system in either position. I was a park ranger full-time for a while, and it was great.”

			“But then your partner was eaten by a rampaging bear and you just couldn’t stand the survivor’s guilt?” I suggested, stumbling a bit when my boot missed a step. Luke caught my elbow and righted me without comment.

			“No, I got engaged,” he said. “Jennifer, my fiancée, didn’t like the idea of living out in the ass end of nowhere just so we could be near a ranger station, or, God forbid, have to live in one. She searched through the job openings at the park system until she found this nice cushy position at Lake Lockwood, complete with a cabin on-site and privileges at the gift shop. All I had to do was be willing to fill in as an off-season desk clerk while continuing my winter duties.”

			Wait a minute. I glanced down at his hand and raised a brow at the bandless ring finger. Maybe he was one of those guys who didn’t wear a wedding ring for fear of losing his finger in an industrial accident? If so, he had no business flirting with me, forthrightly or otherwise.

			“We didn’t get married,” he assured me.

			Apparently I was less subtle in my finger-staring than I thought. “Because you resented the fact that you changed jobs?”

			“No, because she decided she liked the lodge’s golf pro better than me.”

			I gasped. What a bitch!

			“Well, Jen had her good qualities. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have stayed with her.”

			And in addition to finger-staring, I was also bad at containing my internal dialogue.

			“Sorry,” I said hastily. “No, you know what? Screw her. She made you change the course of your life and then she decided it still wasn’t good enough for her. She knew what you did for a living when you were dating. It was exceedingly crappy to look at a great guy like you as a fixer-upper. Trust me, I know from fixer-upper, and you are not it. So I don’t take it back. She was a bitch and if she were here, I would gladly slap her in the face with a salmon.”

			He stared at me, alternating expressions of wonder and muted irritation crossing his face. “With a salmon?”

			“I would follow with cream cheese,” I told him. “My vengeance is best served with bagels.” 

			He slipped his free hand into mine and gave it a squeeze. I missed his warmth when he dropped his hand back to his side. “You’re an incredibly strange girl, and I mean that in the best possible way.”

			“Trust me, I am aware.”

			“Well, I’m still a ranger with all the privileges that rank gets me . . . which is not much. I do all the research and patrols expected of me. But in the off hours, I run the lodge’s nature appreciation programs, give lectures on conservation and demonstrations. There’s a great little nature center about four miles from here, and I help with the youth education programs there. We have a bunch of native owls, snakes, and deer. The kids love seeing them up close.”

			I swear, my ovaries just did some sort of somersault. Good-looking, sweet and guileless as a golden retriever, and he liked kids? Maybe it was time I changed my type. There was something to be said for brawny and all-American. But I seemed to have enough romantic complications at the moment.

			We opened the stairwell door to the lobby and I breathed a sigh of relief. Luke leaned in close and whispered, “I did have a reason to look for you earlier. Can you give me a hand with the dinner shift? I have a surprise for you.”

			“It’s not possum-related, is it?”

			“I can guarantee you that it’s not.”

			“Then I will help you.”
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			In Which I Discover the Romantic Power of Cheap Frozen Pizza

			I was happy to help Luke with dinner, not only because of the promised possum-free surprise but also because it kept me from the Boggle game Sadie was organizing. I expected to meet Luke in the kitchen, but I spotted him outside through the dining room windows, dragging one of the massive gas grills from the kitchen storage area to the wide veranda. I pulled my fluffy red hat over my head and poked my head out the door. “It seems like the wrong time for a barbecue.”

			“There is a method to the madness,” he promised, pulling the cover from the grill and cranking up the propane tank. He lit the pilot and closed the lid with a flourish. “Heat source, heavy lid, effectively creating an oven. Redneck ingenuity at its finest.”

			“Awesome!” I exclaimed. “What are we baking?”

			“That’s the surprise.” Luke very carefully picked his way across the icy porch and into the kitchen. He emerged with a stack of green-and-yellow Auntie Nina’s boxes. “We are going to attempt the heretofore unknown propane-powered pizza oven.”

			“Oooh, exotically prepared cardboard pizza,” I said, clapping my hands. “I love novelty dinners. You’re a genius.”

			“As much as it pains me, I have to give credit where credit’s due. The Professor came up with this one.” His cheeks flushed. “He heard me tellin’ Sadie about you waxin’ poetic over a bunch of frozen pizzas and came up with the gas grill–pizza oven idea. It took me a while to find a full propane tank in one of the storage sheds. We don’t have much need for them in the winter.”

			I swear, my heart just skipped. Charlie had gone out of his way to engineer an oven for my favorite cheap frozen pizza. It may have been the most considerate, romantic gesture a guy had made for me in a while.

			That was possibly the saddest statement ever.

			Carefully, we unwrapped the partially thawed dough disks and threw them onto the iron cooking grates. We stood on the porch, hopping from foot to foot, waiting for the smell of cooking pizza to drift out of the grill cover. I giggled, Lord help me, I actually giggled. Smoking a pizza in the middle of frozen nowhere was the most fun I’d had in months.

			And we were going to be eating Auntie Nina’s, which I hadn’t had in almost three years. Auntie Nina’s was the cheapest pizza available at the Safeway near my college campus, and I’d stocked up on them as if imitation pepperoni were about to be declared illegal. College was the first time I’d been allowed to purchase and plan my own meals, so Auntie Nina’s full range of products was stocked in my mini-fridge/freezer. My meals had been pretty restricted through high school, since my mother had somehow gotten it into her head that she could diet the curves off of me. I may have gone a little crazy on the carbs. My freshman fifteen was more of a freshman thirty, but given a choice between a size six and a life that included bacon, I was a hell of a lot happier dancing with the divine swine.

			“See, scary snowpocalyptic start aside, today hasn’t been all bad,” Luke insisted as he slid the first pizza from the grill. The pizzas were a bit singed but evenly cooked, and they smelled like home. “Interesting company, questionable pizza. I know how to show a girl a good time!”

			“Oh, yes, you have game for days, Ranger.”

			We brought the pizzas into the kitchen and Luke offered me the first slice of the bacon cheeseburger pizza, holding the gooey, greasy treat up to my lips. Giggling a bit madly, I bit into the thick yellow pseudo-cheese and cracker-like crust. And then I moaned in what could only be considered an indecent manner.

			I opened my eyes to find Luke staring at me, wide eyed and openmouthed. “Yep, we should call the others for dinner.”

			“Never mind,” he said. “I’m just going to go stand outside for a little while. It will be good for me. I need to, uh, calm down. “

			“Go get the others!” I told him, tossing a dish towel at his back as he exited the kitchen. Laughing, I sliced the rest of the pizzas and carried them out to the communal dining room table. Humming happily, I placed the food out among the dishes Bonnie had set, eager to share my treat with my coworkers. I turned to find Charlie leaning against one of the booths, his arms crossed over his chest, watching me with a little grin on his face.

			“Charlie!” I exclaimed, throwing my arms around his shoulders. “Thank you for redneck-engineering the pizza oven! It worked so well! I am so excited about dinner.”

			“Well, it’s important to keep you in the luxurious lifestyle to which you have become accustomed,” he said, gesturing at the ooey, gooey cheese. “Do you have a minute?”

			I set the pizza cutter aside and covered the pizza with foil. “Sure.”

			Charlie led me out of the dining room, through the lobby, and into the hallway, behind the blanket door that separated the lobby from the residential floors.

			“Earlier, you said that you broke up with Darrell.”

			“It took you that long to process that, huh?”

			Charlie shrugged. “Well, you have to admit, it’s more than a little shocking, Kelsey. I mean, I—we—everybody has been trying to convince you to break things off with Darrell for years. And then suddenly, you break up with him and say nothing for weeks? What’s that about?”

			“I don’t want to rehash it. I’ve wasted too much time and breath on Darrell already. It’s over, enough said. And I’m glad.”

			“I’m glad, too. I couldn’t stand to hear you talk about him, make excuses for him when I knew how unhappy he was making you. I want you to be happy, Kelsey, no matter what. That’s all I ever wanted.”

			“So why have you been so . . .”

			“Yes?”

			“I’m searching for the right word,” I told him. “Inconsistent. You’ve been inconsistent with me. I thought we were friends, but there are times when you’re so distant, and it’s like you don’t even want to look at me. And it hurts my feelings, Charlie, really it does. And then, out in the woods, right after the possum thing, it was like you were going to—”

			Just then, we heard a loud click behind us. The door to the changing/shower room opened. Sadie’s face appeared in the darkened doorway.

			I clicked my flashlight on, shining it in her face like something out of Cops. She hissed, covering her eyes with her arm. Sadie’s wet hair was disheveled and her cheeks were rubbed raw. Given the distance at which Josh was following her out of the changing room, I guessed the damage had been done by beard stubble.

			And then I noticed that Josh’s zipper was down.

			I scoffed. “Really, you snuck away from the group to have sex in a secluded area of an abandoned hotel? It’s like the two of you have never seen a horror movie.”

			Josh’s and Sadie’s faces were both red now, but I got the feeling that it was blood being redirected to their cheeks from . . . other places. I glanced back at Charlie, who seemed caught between giggling hysterically and passing out.

			“Damn it, Kelsey, unless you’re planning on using excessive force, get that flashlight out of my eyes,” Sadie snarked. “You’re going to blind me. And we weren’t having sex. We were just checking blankets over the doorways in the hall. You know, making sure the heat stays in the dining room.”

			“From the changing room? Where the shower is?” Charlie asked skeptically.

			I giggled. “Sinners.”

			Josh pinched the bridge of his nose. “Shut up, Kelsey.”

			“You will never lecture me about appropriate behavior at work functions again,” I told them both.

			“They don’t do that anyway,” Charlie reminded me.

			“I like to hedge my bets.”

			“Coming, Bonnie!” Sadie yelled suddenly. “I think I hear Bonnie calling me.”

			“No, you don’t,” I told her.

			“I think I would hear it, too,” Josh told her, shaking his head.

			“No, I’m pretty sure I do,” Sadie insisted, before yelling, “I’ll be right there!” as if answering a call from the lobby. She smiled sweetly before disappearing through the blanket curtain.

			“So you’ve found time for clandestine trysts in strange places, but not to propose?” I asked Josh.

			“First of all, that wasn’t a matter of time management, that was water conservation,” Josh told me.

			“No, no details, please,” Charlie protested. “It will be hard enough making eye contact with Sadie as it is.”

			“Please don’t say ‘hard,’ ” I told him, holding up one finger in his face without even looking at him. Charlie shuddered.

			“And second,” Josh continued, as if Charlie hadn’t spoken, “I haven’t found the right moment yet. I want Sadie’s proposal to be romantic and memorable . . . for good reasons.”

			“It’ll work out,” I promised him. “But until then, I do plan on mocking your illicit shower sex, marking you for abandoned-hotel-horror-movie death at every opportunity.”

			“I would expect nothing less,” Josh assured me.

			Charlie peered up at the shadowed ceiling, chewing his lip. “Still not able to make eye contact . . . because your fly is still down.”

			I clapped my hand over my mouth to prevent an inelegant, honking laugh from escaping. Josh pushed through the blanket barrier without looking back at either of us. But before the blanket swung shut, we both heard the distinct rasp of a zipper.

			“So Josh is going to propose to Sadie?” Charlie asked. “That’s . . . well, it will be interesting to watch.”

			“Yeah, if he manages to get through this without losing it or having a stroke, it will be a miracle. Someone has to supervise those two before they hurt themselves. So, I was saying, earlier, you’ve been sort of distant and—”

			Suddenly, Josh reached around the blanket and yanked Charlie through. “Yipe!” Charlie cried.

			“Josh, what are you doing?” I demanded, shoving the blanket aside. “I need him!” Charlie’s dark slashing eyebrows rose. “For a conversation!” I added hastily.

			“Just had a brilliant idea,” Josh said. “Charlie, Will’s one of those creative thinkers, and you’re one of those people who sees the property damage and injuries that could be caused by creative thoughts. You two are going to help me come up with a romantic, memorable moment that will shock my lady-friend into promising to marry me.”

			“Wait, wait,” Charlie said. “I want to talk to her.”

			“You guys can talk later,” Josh promised. “My state of desperation is now.”

			And just like that, Josh pulled Charlie through the lobby blanket door and left me alone in the dark hallway with no resolution to my romantic quandary. Sighing, I wiped my hands over my face and then looked up at the ceiling. I was starting to think I was being lady-blocked by a higher power.

			“That was really mean.”

			I was going to need two slices of Auntie Nina’s to deal with this.
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			In Which Everything Gets Much, Much Worse

			To say our time in snow lockdown moved at a glacial pace would be an insult to both time management and puns.

			Life became much more complicated, but somehow simpler. We were hygiene conscious, but attention to eyeliner tends to fade when you’re drying your underwear and socks over a utility sink. The beard-growing contest got off to an abrupt start, with Tom waking up the next morning with what looked like a full Amish scruff. Apparently Tom was half werewolf.

			I captured our struggles on film, documenting each day’s beard growth, the meals we cobbled together, the expressions on my coworkers’ faces when they realized I had my camera. So far, it was a study in ill-kempt people who were alternately amused and irritable in each frame.

			The idea board grew exponentially as earning the coveted gift cards became the most entertainment we saw all day. Some suggested campaign themes were better than others—frankly, “Kentucky: At Least We’re Not Arkansas” seemed sort of mean-spirited—but the work kept us distracted and productive. And yet, I couldn’t help but feel that there was some reason we were stuck up here together, stretching a weekend out into an indefinite sentence—er, experience. There had to be some lesson to learn or future robotic world takeover I could prevent in order to free us from Work Retreat Groundhog Day.

			I made a more concerted effort to get to know my “fringe” colleagues, the people I hadn’t bonded with as closely as Sadie and Bonnie. We always felt so rushed at the office that I didn’t bother making conversation with them. I managed to pry out Jacob’s worst work-related memory, which involved his trying to power through the flu because a senator was expected to visit the biodiesel company he was working for and vomiting on the senator’s shoes. I found out that Tom used to work for Apple and had once survived a project supervised directly by Steve Jobs, but he had moved home to Kentucky when his wife’s parents needed more care. I talked more to Theresa and Dorie Ann, who always seemed a bit standoffish at the office, like their own little clique of two. It took me a few days to figure out that they weren’t a clique, they were a couple, and they weren’t quite ready for the others to know. I felt a little ashamed that I’d missed this development, and that I’d mistaken Jacob’s nerves for cockiness and Tom’s disappointed hopes for premature crotchetiness. I’d thought I shared important, close relationships with my coworkers, but I’d only skimmed the surface with some of them. I resolved to change that and asked more involved questions of them during our downtime.

			I chastised myself thoroughly for how much I took my electronics for granted. My phone might as well have been a plastic paperweight. I couldn’t charge it. I couldn’t send e-mail. I knew I didn’t necessarily need those things. They weren’t as essential as keeping warm or clean or fed. But I missed them. Clearly my chances of surviving a zombie apocalypse would be hindered by my attachment to technology. It’s hard to run from hordes of the undead if you’re pining for Wi-Fi.

			Then again, the upside of being trapped in the middle of nowhere with no phone was that I couldn’t check my voice mail, e-mail, or text messages. So I couldn’t be bombarded with “Oh baby, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean it” messages when Darrell figured out that his latest squeeze wouldn’t put up with his bullshit. It was like detox, only less painful. Eventually, I barely noticed the absence.

			It took me days to get over the sensation that I should be doing something work-related instead of chores. I’d been working to support myself since I was twenty. I worked holidays to stay away from home. I couldn’t afford vacations, thanks to Darrell’s spending habits. I wasn’t used to this sort of downtime.

			Behind closed doors, I watched Sadie slowly but surely lose her freaking mind. At first I thought it was just the isolation, the cold, and the stress of trying to keep it together for the rest of us. But then I found her in the dining room going through Josh’s bag, throwing his stuff around like a crazy woman.

			“Whatcha doin’?” I asked, dodging the necktie she threw past my head.

			“Where is it?” she hissed.

			“Sweetie, did you lose your backup flash drive again? Because we agreed not to hide that in things Josh loves after the last time.”

			“I found the ring,” Sadie grumbled under her breath so the others couldn’t hear us. The rest of the team was involved in a spirited game of Boggle in front of the lobby fireplace. “Three weeks ago, I was looking through Josh’s old T-shirt drawer for something to sleep in and I found the box.”

			“What ring?” I asked, trying to sound innocent.

			“Oh, Kelsey, please, I saw that gorgeous setting. There’s no way he picked that without you.”

			“Okay, yes, I helped,” I said.

			“Of course, none of that matters now, because he hasn’t proposed. Who holds on to a ring for three weeks and doesn’t pop the question?”

			“Maybe he’s just trying to find the right moment,” I suggested.

			“He’s had three weeks to pick the right moment,” she whispered. “What if he’s decided that there is no right moment, because he doesn’t want to marry me? What if he’s realized that I exceed the recommended daily allowance of crazy most men want in their lives? I mean, let’s face it: I’m controlling and rigid and I schedule away most people’s will to live.”

			“Sadie, I’m sorry, this has to be done,” I said, tweaking her nose.

			“Ow!” she yelped, drawing the attention of our coworkers.

			“It’s fine,” I told them, stuffing Josh’s clothes back into his bag. “Sadie just bumped her nose.”

			“You tweaked my nose, you lunatic,” she said, clutching her face. 

			“Because you are talking crazy, lady,” I told her. “You are fantastic. You are creative and brave and generous and an awesome friend, not to mention sexy as hell. Any man in his right mind would be thrilled to be married to you.”

			“Do you want to be married to me?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

			I smacked her arm. “You know what I mean.”

			“Stop hitting me!”

			“Not until you stop freaking out over Josh’s bad timing,” I said, smacking her arm again.

			“Hey!” She gasped. “You’re being supportive and violent. You’re only supportive and violent when you’re trying to keep something from me.”

			“Well, that’s not true.”

			Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “What aren’t you telling me? What’s going on with you and Darrell? Something is going on and I want you to tell me right now. Oh my God, Kelsey, if you tell me you’re pregnant, I’m going to murder you. No jury would find me guilty under these extenuating circumstances. We had the ‘you can’t have babies with Darrell’ talk. I brought out the demonstration banana and the condoms and everything—”

			“Shh,” I hissed at her. “We broke up, okay? A few weeks ago.”

			Please don’t notice that I didn’t mention who was the breaker and who was the breakee.

			“Really?!” She squealed like a little kid, throwing her arms around me in a mama-bear hug. “Forget my ring freakout. I am so happy right now!”

			“Please try to contain your joy.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” she exclaimed, her bright hazel eyes sparkling as she hopped up and down. “And why the hell did he come to see you off when we left the office parking lot?”

			“Because I didn’t want to see that look on your face. That triumphant, ‘Christmas has come eleven months early and Santa brought me a big bag of “I was right” for my stocking’ look. And because he needed to give me bills for accounts he opened in my name without telling me, which sort of leads back into the ‘I told you so’ thing.”

			Sadie put a tight damper on said triumph and gave me her best supportive face. She squeezed my arm. “I wouldn’t say ‘I told you so,’ Kels, you know that.”

			“I don’t know that, because you did tell me so,” I retorted. “You told me Darrell was no good over and over again. But I didn’t listen and I don’t know why. Frankly, an ‘I told you so’ billboard wouldn’t be overkill in this situation.”

			“You weren’t ready to hear it yet, that’s all.” The temporary lid on Sadie’s glee busted loose and she ran to the lobby and yelled to Bonnie and Josh, “Guys! Guess what? Darrell and Kelsey broke up! Weeks ago!”

			“Shh! Sadie, hush!” I cast a nervous glance at the lobby. I didn’t particularly want the others knowing my business. Tom and Jacob flashed me the thumbs-up. Bonnie squealed and threw her Boggle pad into the air. Gina, as expected, rolled her eyes and went back to her magazine.

			But it was Josh’s response that surprised me. Grinning broadly, he jumped from his seat and threw his arms around me. It was my first real hug from Josh, which made me feel sort of warm and fuzzy. He’d always been friendly, but appropriately office-distant. I hadn’t known he cared that much. “Good to know! I guess that means I can call off that amateur hit squad I booked.”

			“Amateur hit squad?” I asked, arching a brow.

			“College kids who live in my building,” he said, shaking his head. “They’re looking for beer money. They wouldn’t have actually killed him, just gone after his kneecaps.”

			I gave him a little squeeze. “Well, it’s the thought that counts.”

			Bonnie threw her arms around the pair of us and squeezed for all her tiny, bony arms were worth. “I’m so happy!” She sighed, resting her head against Josh’s back. “Ignore what Sadie is going to say about your being stubborn and immature and keeping this from us for no reason. This was definitely the right time to share, Kelsey. We needed some good news.”

			I frowned at Bonnie over Josh’s shoulder. “Stubborn and immature? That seems unfair.”

			“No, it’s about right,” Sadie told me.

			“Not that I mind being the sandwich filling, but this hug is starting to feel inappropriate,” Josh muttered.

			Charlie walked in from the lobby just before the Josh sandwich split apart.

			“Uh, what’s going on?” he asked, eyeing the way Bonnie and I were wrapped around Josh. He shot a curious look at Sadie, who simply beamed at us.

			“Darrell and I aren’t together anymore. It’s not a big deal.”

			“Not a big deal?” Bonnie scoffed. “I feel like I should get you an ice-cream cake or a fruit basket or something. Personal growth like this should be rewarded.” She turned to Charlie. “They’ve broken up before, but never for longer than a few days. It’s been weeks. And we probably won’t get out of here for another week. I think we may be reaching the detox stage. It’s so exciting!”

			Charlie’s eyebrows winged up. I shot Bonnie a stern look, which she blithely ignored. “I don’t think Will is a good influence on you,” I said.

			Still seated at the table, Will threw up his hands in a helpless gesture. Bonnie jabbed a finger at me, grinning at Will. “He’s an awesome influence on me. You want to know why? Because he showed me the difference between the kind of relationship where two people stimulate each other through occasional disagreements and the kind where one person being an enormous douche bag drags the other down.”

			“Bonnie said ‘douche bag,’ ” Sadie whispered to Josh. “Bonnie never says ‘douche bag.’ This could be the beginning of snow madness!”

			“Which kind is yours?” I asked Bonnie.

			“The stimulating kind,” Bonnie retorted, while Will beamed cheekily.

			I smirked at her. “Oh, you lucky girl.”

			Bonnie poked my shoulder. “I’m going to ignore your feeble attempt to distract me with crude jokes because I am so very happy that you and Darrell are no more. Finito. Kaput. Finished. A thing of the past. Ancient history.”

			Sadie rubbed her hands together gleefully. “We should make a Darrell piñata.”

			“Oh, sure, now you want to use my arts and crafts expertise,” Bonnie shot back. “But when I want to collage, it’s all ‘this is lame’ and ‘the adhesive is giving me a contact high.’ ”

			I pouted, sticking out an exaggerated bottom lip. “My attempts weren’t feeble. I didn’t . . . feeble.”

			I glanced toward Charlie, embarrassed. He was just grinning like crazy at our antics. Behind Sadie’s back, he mouthed the words Thanks for telling me first.

			I didn’t have time to process this gesture, as Sadie had side-tackled me into another fierce hug. If I wasn’t mistaken, my sweater was growing damp at the neck.

			“Are you crying now?” I asked her. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate Sadie’s enthusiasm. I recognized that there were many benefits to a Darrell-free life (clean apartment, full purse, laptop uncorrupted by viruses accumulated in Darrell’s search for naked pictures of Heidi Klum). But I’d processed all this already, and hearing Sadie’s raptures felt like just a little bit too much positive reinforcement.

			“No!” Sadie insisted, but when she pulled back, her eyes were shiny. “Do you promise this is the last time? And this isn’t me joking around, here. Bonnie and I were on the verge of staging an intervention. Darrell is no good for you. In fact, he is bad for you. Actively bad. Please, I’m begging you. We may joke around about you rebounding or relocating to a Darrell-proof containment facility, but you don’t have to do any of that. Just please, please don’t go back to him. Change your number. Move in with me if you want. Just don’t go back to him.”

			“Thank you,” I told her. “Although I can’t move out of my building. I love the Mayfair. And I couldn’t leave my boys. But I won’t go back.”

			“Since you didn’t give us a chance to give you a proper postmortem of the Darrell breakup, Sadie and I are going to take you to one of the nicest rooms on this floor, liberate one of the better bottles of vodka from the bar, and get you rip-snorting drunk.”

			“I don’t think that’s a proper use of state resources,” I mumbled. “And for the record, we can’t actually dissect Darrell.”

			I heard Sadie mutter something that sounded like “We have the technology.”
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			I blinked awake, snuggling into my nest of blankets. The snorting and snuffling sounds of my friends sleeping were muted under a constant hum of white noise. At first I thought it was the crackling of the fire, but the rippling sound was too constant. It was more of a pitter-patter, like raindrops against the windows.

			Rain.

			My head popped up from the blankets and I jumped out of bed, hoping that this was a sign of thaw, that warmer rains would wash away some of the snow and make it a bit easier for the road crews to free up the highways. Luke was already at the dining room windows, coffee in hand, staring through the glass.

			“Kelsey,” he began as I practically pressed my face to the cold glass.

			I gasped. The blanket of snow, which had just started to melt ever so slightly, was now covered in a slick sheet of ice. Great dripping icicles were forming from tree limbs in the distance. Trees that were already weakened had snapped and were lying broken on the ground.

			Rather than improving, our situation had just gotten exponentially more screwed up. Oh, and so had Josh’s plan to propose to Sadie outside by pinning glittery cardboard cutout letters to trees on a trail through the woods. That was not going to improve Sadie’s state of mind.

			“Oh come on!” I exclaimed, startling those who were still sleeping.

			Freezing rain on top of snow, on top of freezing rain: it was a parfait of bad-road-condition weather. “So, I’m guessing this is going to complicate the rescue efforts of that chainsaw crew we heard yesterday,” I said.

			“Yep,” Luke said, handing me a cup of coffee, which I hoped would mask the as-yet-unbrushed state of my teeth. “This has added a whole new layer of complications. The houses that just had their power restored? They’re out again. The lines that were just repaired got dropped by the most recent round of falling limbs. And the roads are even worse than after the first storm. We’re here for at least a few more days, and that’s if the temperature warms up.”

			“Did we piss off some sort of weather deity?” I asked. “Did we miss a scheduled sacrifice or something?”

			“We’re looking at one of those ‘storm of the century’ experiences,” Luke said. “It’s—”

			“If you say ‘unprecedented’ one more time, I will poke you in the eye,” I told him.

			He smirked at me and very deliberately pronounced the word. “Anomalous.”

			“Curse you and your thesaurus,” I hissed in mock fury.

			“I am brilliant in a way most people would not expect. So how are we going to explain this new, even crappier set of circumstances to the group?” Luke asked.

			“Impose a matriarchal dictatorship in which I make all decisions and install a justice system determined by gladiatorial combat?” I suggested.

			“Nah.” He shook his head. “It would take too long to build a gladiator ring.”

			“Yeah, because that’s the problem with a Kelseyocracy,” Sadie muttered, joining us at the window.

			Luke shot me a helpless look and I patted her shoulder. “Sadie—”

			“Yeah, yeah, I heard,” she said. “We’re much more screwed this morning than we were when we went to bed.”

			“That sounds wrong, even in my head,” I told her.

			Luke handed her yet another mug of coffee. “Even though you’re basically right.”

			The team did not respond well to our new circumstances, particularly the part about the extended stay in said circumstances. Sadie tried to rally our spirits by narrowing down the campaign ideas on the board while Luke and Will surveyed the (additional) damage around the lodge. Both efforts failed miserably. My coworkers didn’t produce so much as a brainbreeze, much less a brainstorm, with Gina actually suggesting that we just put new covers and graphics on promotional materials we published ten years ago. I was surprised Sadie didn’t send her outside into the snow for a time-out.

			“What is this blah-ness?” Sadie demanded of the mostly silent table. “I know we’re cold and we’re tired, but come on, people, we still have work to do. Give me some energy, some enthusiasm. Give me something.”

			“Look, Sadie, maybe this isn’t the best time for a meeting,” Jacob said in his best diplomatic tone. “I don’t think anyone is feeling particularly creative right now.”

			“We’ve got to get this done sometime, Jacob,” Sadie shot back. “Do you have any idea the crap-storm of e-mails and voice mails and every other kind of mail I’m going to have waiting for me when we eventually get back to civilization? It’s going to take me weeks to catch up. If we don’t have a comprehensive plan ready to go when we get back, we’ll be running behind until summer starts. And honestly, I don’t feel like missing printing deadlines and distribution dates because you don’t feel particularly creative right now.”

			“Sadie,” Josh said, softly nudging her arm. I watched the mood around the table shift as brows furrowed and mouths pressed into unhappy lines.

			“Hey, it’s not just you,” Gina countered. “You have no idea what my desk is going to look like when I get back. I run Commissioner Bidwell’s whole life. His phone calls, his calendar, his correspondence. This isn’t all about you, you know. Some of us have real responsibilities.”

			Sadie’s eyes narrowed and I could practically see her response forming in her head. Our brave commissioner rarely came into the office, electing to “work from home.” (Translation: leave the staff to operate the Commission on Tourism while he ran his family farm, coming to Frankfort only for high-profile events and meetings with the governor). I knew exactly what Sadie thought of Ted Bidwell and his management of his “responsibilities.” But for Sadie to actually speak those thoughts in front of Bidwell’s personal flying monkey, even under duress, would be career suicide.

			Charlie made his “Do something quick!” face.

			So I took drastic action.

			“Commissioner Bidwell—yowch!” Sadie yelped as I kicked her under the table. She turned on me, rubbing her now-sore ankle. I gave a sharp shake of the head. Sadie’s face froze in horror, as if she was finally processing the job-ending vitriol that was on the verge of escaping her mouth.

			“Yes?” Gina asked in a saccharine-sweet voice. Given the sly look on her face, I had this weird feeling she had a hidden recording device somewhere on her person.

			And into this barrel of fun tromped Luke and Will, stomping ice and slush from their boots.

			Please Lord, I prayed, unless they’re here to announce that the trees have magically shifted away from the road, allowing us to jet from this hellhole, please, just let them say “Nope” and walk away.

			“Well,” Luke started. “Uh . . .”

			“I knew it!” Gina cried. “We’re never getting out of here! Damn it, Sadie, your stupid retreat is going to get us killed!”

			“Oh, calm down and stop trying to start shit, Gina,” spat Dorie Ann, who as far I knew had never actually cursed before. “You’re about as subtle as a sack of hammers. We all know why you don’t like Sadie, and it has nothing to do with the retreat.”

			Gina’s face flushed red, though I wasn’t sure whether it was Dorie Ann’s defection or having her former crush on Josh dragged out in front of everybody.

			“Hey, don’t yell at her,” Tom shot back. “She’s just saying what the rest of us are thinking. Nothing about this trip has gone right. If Sadie had just paid attention to the damn weather reports like a normal person, we wouldn’t be in this mess!”

			“I am literally standing right here,” Sadie said.

			Tom continued as if he hadn’t heard Sadie, and given the head of steam he’d built up, it was entirely possible that he hadn’t. “We’re all just standing here, Sadie, freezing our asses off because you were so all-fired eager to get us up here to ‘bond’ or something that you didn’t care—”

			“Hey!” I cried, shooting to my feet. “Have you all gone nuts? Sadie is your boss. I don’t care if you’re tired or cold or you’ve lost respect for her because you’ve seen what she looks like in third-day jeans—”

			“Kelsey, please stop ‘defending’ me,” Sadie said.

			“You don’t get to have a little whiner-baby tantrum because it started to rain. Now everybody put your big-girl panties on and deal with it!” I exclaimed. “Tom and Gina, if you really don’t trust Sadie’s leadership, you two are welcome to start your own damn tribe on the other side of the lodge!”

			Gina hopped up, palms flat on the table as if she was going to spring over it and tackle me. At this point, she could bring it. I was tired of listening to her whine, tired of sleeping on the floor, tired of being cold and uncomfortable. I was pretty sure slapping the ever-present slick of pink lip gloss off Gina’s pretty, pert face would release the endorphins needed to make me feel better.

			“Well, we’ve officially arrived at the Lord of the Flies portion of the retreat. Who had Thursday in the betting pool?” Charlie asked brightly, as if the near-mutiny of the staff was some sort of therapeutic skit.

			No one laughed.

			“Look, everybody, just take a break, okay?” Sadie said, pinching the bridge of her nose as if to ward off a headache. “Go read or rest or warm up by the fire. I’m going to talk to Luke and figure out where we are. We’ll meet up again for lunch and see where to go from there.”

			Gina shoved her chair aside and flounced away to the lobby, glaring all the way. Dorie Ann pointedly ignored her and stalked into the kitchen with Theresa at her heels. Tom seemed to understand that he’d overstepped his bounds and approached Sadie to apologize. Everybody sort of drifted away from the table and found elsewhere to be. While Sadie and Tom retired to the fireplace to work out their differences, I flopped back into my chair. 

			“Will and I are going to go get some more firewood,” Luke told me. “Try not to start any screaming matches while I’m gone.”

			“That was nothing,” Charlie told him, sounding vaguely and inappropriately proud. “You should see her play Trivial Pursuit. The arts and entertainment questions get vicious.”

			“She wrestled Bonnie to the ground over the pink pie piece at the office Halloween party,” Will mused. “It was kind of hot.”

			I looked to Charlie, expecting some offense or defense or any reaction at all. But he just grinned and said, “No, I remember. It was.”

			“I’ll bet.” With a wink in my direction, Luke and Will tromped back out into the snow, leaving me and Charlie alone in the dining room. I leaned my forehead against the table and blew out a long breath.

			“Well, that was . . . colorful,” Charlie said. 

			“Thanks for stepping in,” I said. “It probably would have gotten ugly . . . er.”

			“It’s just stress. It’s natural for people who have been stuck together for this long to get on each other’s nerves. We all need a break, that’s all.”

			I grumbled, “I’ll give Gina a break.”

			“Easy, killer.” Charlie tapped me on the shoulder, prompting me to sit up in my seat. “We need to do something about the others.” 

			“And by that, I am assuming you don’t mean a neighboring tribe on the Lost island.”

			He snorted. “No, we need to do something for the staff, or this trip is going to be the thing that permanently changes all of the relationships in the office. The little Hatfield-McCoy-style split we had over Josh and Sadie? That will be nothing. We’ll go back and resentments and little arguments from this week will build up until the staff just won’t want to have anything to do with each other. No more break room chats. No more outings to historical reenactments and festivals. We’ll go to staff meetings and actually focus on work.”

			“Ugh.” I shuddered.

			“So what are we going to do?” he asked, his expression expectant. 

			“How should I know?”

			“Because you always know what to do. That’s your thing. You are presented with a problem. You come up with a plan. Your loyal minions use said plan to destroy said problem. You are Kelsey, Destroyer of Problems.”

			I hoped that chapped skin could be blamed for my flaming cheeks. “Oh, you have a lot of confidence in me.”

			Charlie nudged me with his elbow. “Always have.”

			“So, now that I have you alone, could we continue the conversation we were having about you being aloof and—”

			“Charlie!” Josh yelled. “Could you come here a minute? Will had an idea involving the minibar in the bridal suite and candles from the gift shop.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I exclaimed.

			Charlie dropped his head. “I would tell him no, but technically he’s my boss.”

			“Assistant boss,” I reminded him.

			“That’s not nice, Kelsey,” Josh called.

			“Neither is your pathological procrastination, Josh!” I yelled as Charlie walked away. “I’ll just take care of this team-building idea on my own, then!”
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			In Which My Novelty Ringtones Are Sadly Accurate

			When the team reluctantly filtered back into the dining room for lunch, they found that I had created a giant Jeopardy! board over the dining room window using a king-size sheet and construction paper. The categories were “Kentucky State History,” “Sweet Eats Cupcake Flavors,” “Kentucky Derby Winners,” “Obscure Roadside Attractions,” and “Funny Staff Phobias.”

			“Thank you for that last one, by the way,” Josh muttered as the contestants lined up at the little service bells we were using as buzzers.

			“You want more respect, have a manlier phobia,” I told him. “Now, first question: Kentucky is home to what museum that claims that dinosaurs were present in the Garden of Eden?”

			Dorie Ann smacked her bell. “The Creation Museum in Petersburg!”

			“And Dorie Ann is on the board with two hundred dollars. Dorie Ann, next category?”

			Dorie Ann chewed her plump bottom lip. “I’ll take ‘Funny Staff Phobias’ for four hundred dollars, Kelsey.”

			“This monkey puppet is the official Vent Haven ConVENTion mascot and was used by W. S. Berger.”

			Sadie slapped her bell and yelled, “What is Jacko the Monkey?”

			“Correct!” I exclaimed. “We would also accept ‘A monkey puppet in a bellhop costume that once made Josh cry, then pass out.’ ”

			“I hate you guys,” Josh groaned, though he was laughing with the rest of us. “And it was Jojo the Caveman that made me pass out, not Jacko the Monkey.”

			I played host while Charlie flipped the question cards and kept score. It took a few questions, but eventually the whole staff got involved in the game, shouting out answers and gloating over their scores. They relaxed, laughing and teasing each other over missed answers and the none-too-subtle in-jokes we’d hidden among the questions.

			We needed this. We needed to be reminded why we enjoyed our jobs. As much as we liked the work, the real thrill we got out of promoting Kentucky’s attractions was the fun we had together coming up with our wacky schemes.

			Eventually Dorie Ann claimed victory in Final Jeopardy by betting her whole pot on “Portions of this classic Western movie were shot in Smithland, Kentucky” and answering correctly that it was How the West Was Won.

			And because the team seemed to be having a pretty good time with Jeopardy!, Sadie suggested Trivial Pursuit after dinner to keep the momentum going. Luke found an old-school Genus Edition in the lodge’s cache of board games. Charlie and I paired up and absolutely slaughtered the other teams, between my grasp of eighties culture and literature and Charlie’s history and science knowledge. There may or may not have been an obnoxious victory dance when we obtained the elusive orange pie piece.

			“And in one horrifying swoop, Charlie and Kelsey made us their intellectual bitches,” grumbled Josh, who shared one measly blue pie piece with Sadie. “Everything’s back to normal.”

			“So this is normal for them?” Luke asked.

			Bonnie sighed. “I forgot how annoying they could be when they’re together.”

			I grinned at Charlie and held out my fist for bumping. “We’re back!”

			“Goofy euphoria. The second sign of snow madness,” Sadie whispered.
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			Sadie finally seemed to relax now that she was doing something productive. We planned our summer schedule, including our participation in the Columbus-Belmont Summer Training Encampment and the Hatfield-McCoy Reunion. But we still didn’t have our overall theme for the summer tourism season. Winnowed suggestions so far included “Kentucky—Off to the Bluegrass Yonder” and “Kentucky—What Are You Waiting For?”

			Gina defended her idea, “Kentucky—Home of Johnny Depp” pretty vigorously, but Sadie could not be swayed to spend thousands of dollars on brochures just because Captain Jack Sparrow had happened to be born in Owensboro.

			“We need something a little more universal,” Sadie told her as kindly as possible. “For instance, I have been claustrophobic since we got here. To be honest, I feel fenced in, trapped, closed off, like you’re all sucking in oxygen that rightfully belongs in my lungs.”

			“Well, jeez, Sadie, tell us how you really feel,” Jacob muttered.

			“It’s actually given me an idea,” she said, ignoring him. “What if we do a campaign called ‘Underground Kentucky’? We have a bunch of cave systems in the state, like Mammoth Cave and Lost River Cave. And some of the distilleries age their bourbon in basements, right? We could do a whole series of ads about staying cool underground in Kentucky this summer.”

			“What if we focused on the ‘staying cool’ message?” Josh suggested. “We can keep the cave systems. But we can add separate material on the weird ice creams available here. Ann’s Ice Balls in Newport. Dippin’ Dots are only produced in the Paducah plant. We can run in a couple different directions.”

			“Sounds good.” Sadie nodded. “Fun fact: in Kentucky, it is illegal to carry ice cream in your back pocket. Find some way to fit that into your campaign and you get a gold star.”

			“How does she know things like that?” Dorie Ann asked as she began sketching layouts involving caves and cones.

			“Years of study,” I told her.

			We went round and round until we narrowed our concept and had enough material to return home ready to produce the necessary brochures and paperwork. Even Will had some solid input, noting that we should alert local authorities before printing brochures with the various state landmarks, just to allow the municipalities to make adjustments to traffic enforcement and parking availability. And he none-too-subtly suggested that we produce a brochure of new historical sites around the state, which just happened to include the McBride’s Music Hall Museum and the Martha Smallwood Burlesque Museum in his hometown of Mud Creek.

			I went through my supply of backup camera batteries, but I managed to snap dozens of interesting photos during these sessions. I had my fill of exterior shots. Eventually they all started to look the same. So I took candids of my coworkers. Sadie and Josh attempting to work from a dining room table with only a dry-erase board and legal pads. Dorie Ann sketching in a corner. Gina didn’t want any close-ups of her in her makeup-free state, so I made sure to take a few extra.

			I had already decided to build a commemorative snowpocalypse pinboard when we got back to the office, entitled You Can’t Keep a Good Staff Down. I would have Bonnie make use of her snowflake-cutting skills to decorate the shots of us being all productive and responsible. At least we could prove to Commissioner Bidwell that we’d made good use of our time while we were away.

			Of course, our productivity meant that we ran through the office supplies we brought with us. We depleted our stock of binder clips, which I considered a remarkable proof of how much work we were actually accomplishing. Since the front desk didn’t stock them, Luke agreed to let me look through his manager’s desk for some extra. But the manager, Sandra, was not nearly as neat as Sadie. Her drawers were a jumbled mess of twisted rubber bands and paper clip chains. And she was a doodler, filling the margins of her blotter, her calendar, and her spare Post-its with stars and spirals. My hands nearly shook with the impulse to sort through the chaos.

			“That mess is driving you crazy, isn’t it?” Luke mused.

			I scooted Sandra’s chair closer to her desk so I could rifle through the top drawer. “It’s nice that you know me so well after such a short time together.”

			“Oh, I think it would take a few more months of being trapped together before I really figured you out. Maybe years. You’re a girl with a lot of layers,” Luke said. I grinned at him. “I’m willing to put in the time, though, just so you know. I just want to put that out there.” 

			And suddenly, I couldn’t seem to look up at him. I was depriving myself of seeing those oceanic eyes looking down at me, and for what? Because I had suffered a personality transplant and was now too shy to function? When we arrived at the lodge, I was all fired up to rebound with anything that had a pulse. And now that I seemed to be on the verge of something with Charlie, it seemed wrong to talk this way with someone else. Flirting was one thing, but outright discussion of what he was willing to “put time” into? It felt wrong.

			Taking a deep breath, I very deliberately locked eyes with Luke and gave him a smile. “Let’s just try to make it out of here without falling victim to any number of horror movie tropes, okay?”

			I opened the desk’s bottom left-hand drawer. This was definitely Sandra’s personal drawer, stocked with little packs of hot chocolate, trail mix, Teddy Grahams, and feminine supplies. Under a box of tampons, I found a small yellow electric lamp with a radio built in and a wind-up crank folded into the side. “Hmmm.”

			I turned the crank a few times and the lantern blinked to life. The radio broadcast a weak white noise signal. I laughed. I’d seen these in SkyMall catalogues. Wind ’N Go Portable Lantern Radios. You hand-wound the crank until the lantern was fully charged and it could light up a (small) room for hours. I flipped the lantern over to find the feature I was really interested in.

			“Yep.” I cackled. On the side of the lantern were a series of ports made for various cell phone charger cords. The adapters were stored in a little compartment in the bottom of the lantern. If we wound the lantern long enough, we could charge our phones.

			“Luke, do you know what this is?” I asked, spinning the little crank.

			“Oh, yeah, Sandra mentioned she’d picked one of those up just in case, but I wasn’t sure where she put it.”

			“Why didn’t you look in here before?”

			“Because I didn’t think she would store it in there with her snacks,” Luke said. “Besides, that’s her lady drawer,” he continued in a whisper. “I went in there looking for the good blue pens once and found things. Super-absorbency things. I’ve been scarred, Kelsey. I may need therapy.”

			“You are a ridiculous human being,” I told him.

			He shrugged. “I’m aware.”

			While Luke went to Sandra’s closet to search for binder clips, I immediately went about winding the lantern, building a charge. I took my long-dead phone out of my jacket pocket, debating whether I should plug it in. It had been better for me, I knew, not being able to check my phone. But I had to admit, I was jonesing to talk to people other than my coworkers, to let the outside world know that I still existed.

			I took out the little adapter cord that fit my model and plugged it in. My phone surged to life with what could only be called a triumphant chorus of notification chimes. Texts, voice mails, and e-mails popped into my queue like little Ping-Pong balls, demanding attention. There were several texts from Darrell, asking if I’d sent the payments on his cards yet. The fact that we were in the middle of a major weather emergency had apparently escaped him.

			I had several missed calls from my mother.

			Pass.

			I continued turning the hand crank and debated which of my Lost Boys would be most likely to answer the phone. After some deliberation, I dialed Wally’s number, since he was addicted to Words with Friends and rarely put his cell down. He picked up on the first ring.

			“KELSEY,” he practically shrieked, making Luke turn around and stare.

			“Hey, Wally, how are you?”

			“How are you? How are you? Do you have any clue how scared we’ve been around here?” he shouted, his voice cracking. “Aaron isn’t sleeping. Bud is compulsively checking your mailbox for new mail, like you’re going to send yourself a letter explaining that you’re okay. Cyrus is bouncing off the walls. He keeps coming up with airborne rescue scenarios. But we can’t afford that kind of helicopter rental.”

			“Well, I appreciate the thought,” I told him. “I’m fine, really. We’re at the lodge and we’re snowed in without power. We have food and water and limited heat. We’re pretty comfortable, considering. How about you guys? How are things there?”

			“Fine,” he said, far too quickly.

			“Wally.”

			“What?”

			“What aren’t you telling me?”

			“Darrell’s been sniffing around, asking about you, when you’re coming back, whether we—meaning him—should go into your apartment to clean out the fridge and sort through your mail, since you’ve been gone longer than you expected.”

			I lifted an eyebrow. Darrell hadn’t cleaned out the fridge once in all the years he’d lived in that apartment. And there was no reason for him to need my address book, since it contained only information on older relatives who didn’t like e-mail.

			“Maybe he wants to recruit my Nana Wade to sell water filters or something,” I drawled.

			“Well, we did give him a few pieces of mail that had his name on them, but that’s it. No information, no fridge, and definitely no address book. We’ll keep an eye on him,” Wally promised. “You take care of yourself. We love you. We’ll have an epic bad shark movie marathon when you get back.”

			“Sharknado?” I asked, my eyes misting a little.

			“I’ll even throw in Ghost Shark,” Wally promised. “Just get your butt back here. We’ll see you soon.”

			I hung up and wiped at the tears gathering at the corners of my eyes. Luke crossed the office and knelt in front of me. “Hey, hey, it’s okay,” he said, rubbing his warm hands over my chilled ones. “You’ll see him soon.”

			“I know. I just miss him, that’s all.”

			“Little brother?” he asked. I raised my eyebrows. He shrugged. “I could hear that ‘family love’ thing in your voice when you talked to him.”

			“One of several. Sort of. It’s kind of hard to explain.”

			And damn it, I’d forgotten to ask the boys to cancel Protocol: Icarus. I was sure that was significant in a subconscious, Freudian way.

			“What’s a Sharknado?” Luke asked.

			I gave a watery laugh just as my phone buzzed to life in my hand. Luke’s brow rose as Will Ferrell yelled, “I feel like I’m taking crazy pills!” The Zoolander ringtone was the perfect one for my mother.

			The noise seemed far too loud now that I was used to “off the grid” decibel levels. Between that and the panic at potentially having to deal with a phone ambush from my mother in front of Luke, I fumbled for the buttons and hit “Accept.”

			“Dang it,” I whispered. 

			“Kelsey?” she cried, so loudly that I could hear her voice with the phone two feet from my head. “Where on earth have you been? Why haven’t you answered my calls? Who do you think you are, ignoring me that way?”

			“Mother, I’m not ignoring you. I’m snowed in at my staff retreat at Lake Lockwood. We don’t have power and I couldn’t charge my phone. I’m fine, by the way. No need to worry.”

			Luke mouthed, I’ll let you take that, and backed out of the room as quickly as those long legs would carry him.

			“Snowed in.” Mother scoffed. “What do you mean, snowed in? Don’t be silly. People haven’t been snowed in by this weather. It’s just a little sleet.”

			“Yeah, in your end of the state, but trust me, it’s a regular ice age down here.”

			“I’m sure it’s not that bad.” She sniffed dismissively. “And besides, I didn’t call to talk to you about the weather. Darrell called me.”

			Oh, no.

			“He says you’ve been neglecting him. That you haven’t made any time for him lately and he’s feeling lonely. Now, you know what happens when a man starts to feel neglected, Kelsey Anne.”

			He moves in with your aptly named, highly vocal neighbor?

			Darrell must have started to feel desperate if he’d resorted to calling my mother to get me to respond to his texts. He only dragged her into our arguments when he was really afraid of losing. Mother was his last-resort nuclear option, mostly because her flattery and simpering at him bordered on creepy. But that didn’t keep him from turning on the baby brown eyes and tattling to her about my being distant or premenstrual or just generally incompetent as a girlfriend. I scrubbed my hand over my face and tilted my forehead against the cold maple table. I had known this was a possibility. But I certainly hadn’t expected him to go there so quickly. And of course he’d twisted our sorry tale into a poor, pitiful woe-is-Darrell fest instead of just telling her that we broke up.

			When I didn’t answer her, Mother hissed, “They stray, Kelsey. When men feel neglected, they stray. Now, if you don’t want to lose that man, here’s what you’re going to do.”

			“Mother, I’ve already lost that man. Darrell neglected to tell you that we broke up weeks ago.”

			“Kelsey, no!” Mother whined. “Oh, how could you let that happen?”

			“I didn’t let anything happen, Mother. It just happened.”

			I was not about to tell her that he dumped me. I would not enable this cycle. Honestly, the only kindness Darrell had done me in all of this was not telling Mother that he’d left me for Loud-Sex Shelley. That alone almost made up for the fact that he’d forgotten my last two birthdays. 

			“Because you let it! You act like good men just grow on trees.”

			“He’s not a good man! He’s not even an okay man. He’s an unemployed, immature thief with commitment issues.”

			“Well, no man is perfect. You have to take the time to train them up.”

			“I do not have that sort of time, Mother.”

			“You call him up and you apologize for whatever you did.”

			“No.”

			“I’m not asking you, Kelsey.”

			“Good, that means I still grasp what your tone of voice means after all these years.”

			“You’re going to call him.”

			“Good-bye, Mother.”

			I hung up the phone and disconnected it from the charger with a metallic pop. Without thinking, I lobbed the phone in its pretty, sparkly purple case across the office, toward the door, and buried my face in my hands.

			I was starting to think my mother actually disliked me. Not just disapproved of or resented me, but actively wished for bad things to come into my life. Why else would she want me to grovel my way back into Darrell’s good graces? How else was it possible for a parent to dismiss what her daughter needed or wanted so easily? It wasn’t that she was afraid I would end up alone. It wasn’t that she worried I would never settle down. She didn’t care whether I was loved. She didn’t care whether I was successful. She just didn’t want me to be happier than she was, and she was pretty damned miserable, from what I could tell.

			I’d always held on to the hope that one day I would settle into some sort of civil relationship with my mother, a stalemate in which we both tacitly agreed not to pick at each other at every opportunity. But now I realized that I was going to have to pull away from her even more if I wanted to stay sane. I would speak to her enough to stay in contact with my dad, but that was it.

			“Why are people always throwing things at my head?”

			I looked up to see Charlie standing in the office doorway, holding my phone. I swiped at my wet cheeks, hoping I didn’t look completely splotchy and snotty. Charlie was kind enough not to comment on my damp, reddened eyes as he flopped down in the chair across from Sandra’s desk. “First Bonnie throws a cactus at my head last year, and now you’re tossing your phone. Are you all trying to tell me something? Is the message that I shouldn’t walk down hallways?”

			“The message is ‘We’re going to put a bell on you so you can’t surprise us.’ ”

			“Well, a bell is preferable to a concussion by glitter phone,” he said. His expression softened. “Luke said your mom called. And it’s a testament to how upset you seemed by the phone call that he was more focused on the ‘mom’ part than the ‘Hey, Kelsey managed to charge her phone’ part. Also, that he came and found me to tell me about it, since he’s made his interest in you pretty clear.”

			I was unable to speak. I’d told Charlie a few stories about my mother, but I could not tell him how bad our relationship was. I couldn’t tell him that she wanted me back together with Darrell, where I “belonged.” I just couldn’t.

			Charlie came around the desk, wrapped his arms around me, and pressed me to his chest. I sighed into his sweater, breathing in that spicy tea scent. He tucked his chin over my hair and rocked me ever so slightly.

			“Have I ever told you what my dad said to me when I took the job at the KCT?” he asked.

			“You’ve never told me anything about your family, other than that your dad’s a math professor somewhere,” I told him. “In fact, you’ve been pretty pointed about not sharing information about your family.”

			“My family is batshit insane.”

			My eyes went wide at the sound of Charlie using actual curse words. 

			“My family has always disapproved of me working for the KCT,” he said. “And when I say ‘disapproved,’ I mean stopped speaking to me for months at a time when I have refused to quit. You Southerners think you have the market cornered on family dysfunction, but you underestimate how we Yankees can use sarcasm and withheld affection to really put the thumbscrews to each other. Sometimes cold sterility is just as bad as a drunken holiday meltdown.”

			“Clearly you’ve never been to Thanksgiving at my uncle Burl’s house,” I muttered, making him crack the slightest of smiles.

			“My father achieved the sort of stardom your mother dreamed of, only in academic circles. He’s a department chair at Northwestern, a onetime finalist for the Fields Medal. He intended that I would further his mathematical dynasty. I swear, he was running Singapore Math flash cards with me from my cradle.”

			“But . . . you’re pretty good at math,” I said. “So didn’t you fulfill his expectations?”

			“I never found my father’s area of research very interesting. Yes, theoretical math has its place, but I’d much rather find some way to put all of those formulas to good use. I was always interested in statistics, in the behavioral patterns that could be predicted from mathematical information. My father doesn’t see the use in it. People are stupid, destructive creatures, he says, and there’s no point in trying to predict what they’ll do because it will probably be the most stupid, destructive thing possible.”

			“He sort of has a point there.” He frowned at me. I threw up my hands. “I’m just sayin’.”

			“It was never enough. My grades. Choosing to go to University of Illinois for my undergrad. My decision to attend a state school over MIT for my first doctorate. The originality of my research. He was always pushing, always demanding. Always reminding me of the plans he had for me. And frankly, I sort of cracked.”

			“You had a nervous breakdown?”

			“I don’t know if you’d call it a breakdown so much as just walking away from everything and everyone I knew,” he said. “But in the circles where my parents travel it was almost as good as being dragged away by the white-clad men with butterfly nets. I stood up in the middle of an extremely boring faculty dinner—where my father was receiving some sort of award for especially dedicated brown-nosing from the university president—and told my father that I didn’t care about the teaching assistant position he’d secured for me there. I was going to use my statistics degree to work for a state-run travel department in Kentucky.”

			“No, that’s pretty close to a nervous breakdown,” I assured him. “So how often do you talk to your parents?”

			“Every few months, long enough for them to ask whether I’ve ‘come to my senses’ and am planning to come home.”

			“And do you plan to?”

			He shook his head. “I can’t live on their terms. With them, it’s an all-or-nothing proposition. There’s no compromise. And the life they want me to live . . . it would kill me. Kelsey, you can’t live your life to please other people.”

			“That sounds eerily applicable to my life,” I told him. I wiped at the last of the tear stains on my cheeks. “So, okay, clearly I’m doing a pretty good job of removing the destructive forces in my life. The next step is what?”

			He stared at me, long and hard, wetting his lips in a way that made my knees get a little wobbly. “Getting what you want.”

			“Oh, well, if I figure out how to make that happen, I will leave this place, write a bestselling self-help book, and move to the South of France.”

			“Well, the first step is deciding what you want and making it clear to the people around you.”

			By the power of Grayskull, that should not sound as sexy as it did. I cleared my throat and did some subtle leg crossing under the desk. “Interesting theory.”

			“For instance, I sort of wanted to be a poet,” he said.

			“Be serious.”

			“I’m being very serious. I was going to specialize in haiku.”

			“Is there a big market for mathematically themed haiku?”

			“Sadly, no.”
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			In Which I Lose My Panties in a Pillow Fort

			My discovery of the magical phone-charging lamp did much to improve the staff’s outlook. Being able to call loved ones, contact the office, and get updates from home gave us some hope that we would eventually get out of Lockwood Lodge and return to our normal, well-lit lives. Sadie was so pleased she declared Saturday an official “day off” to compensate us for all of our hard work. On Friday night, we stockpiled firewood and food that could be prepped ahead of time and planned to be completely idle for the next day.

			We’d woken to bright morning sunlight streaming through the windows. The (second) layer of ice was beginning to melt off in steady streaming rivulets of water dripping down from the roof, creating strange lacy patches in the snow near the lodge’s foundation.

			As we finished our breakfast, I gently nudged Charlie under the table with the toe of my boot. His eyes flew up to my face. “Kels?”

			I pressed a finger to my lips and gestured toward the lobby entrance. He frowned. “Kelsey, what are—”

			I waved my hands emphatically and pressed my finger to my lips again. Honestly, who doesn’t understand the international sign for shushing?

			I snatched his dishes and mine off the table and took them to the pass, where Bonnie was directing the other ladies in the most cheerful way to go about morning dishwashing duty. It looked like Jacob’s head was about to explode.

			Charlie was still seated, staring at me in complete confusion. I passed our table, snagging his arm and my shoulder bag on the way out. “What are you doing?” he asked, sounding sincerely concerned for my mental well-being.

			“Come on. We’re having a snow day,” I whispered.

			“What?”

			“Please stop saying ‘what’ so loudly. Honestly, it’s like hanging out with Sadie. Actually, stop talking altogether. We don’t want to call anyone’s attention to the fact that we’re ditching the group for the day. If Sadie feels like we’re not making proper use of our day off, she’ll probably jump-start a marathon ‘Kumbaya’ session or something.”

			He shuddered. “Anything is preferable to that.”

			I led Charlie to a remote corner of the second floor, where the management had placed an ill-planned rec room. It was just as well appointed as the rest of the resort: thick gray carpet, comfy couches, large-screen TV, and lovely views of the lake through windows that were now frosted floor-to-ceiling with a mottled sheet of ice. But the location was so far out of the normal flow of guest foot traffic, I doubted the place was ever used. Everything in the room looked practically brand-new. If we could keep our location a secret, it would be perfect for what I planned.

			Charlie seemed to get more nervous the farther we got from the lobby. He kept glancing over his shoulder, as if he was hoping that someone was watching us wander away together. Did he want witnesses? I shook my head and reminded myself that I wasn’t doing this for the current less likable version of Charlie Bennett. I was doing this for the little boy who had to do math drills while his schoolmates got to build snowmen.

			I opened the door to the rec room and ushered him inside to show him our snow day refuge. We were fully prepared for a day of do-nothing-ness. I’d taken blankets and pillows from the other guest rooms and built a pillow fort under a long table the owners most likely intended for board games or meetings. I’d stocked it with magazines and paperbacks from the gift shop and snacks I’d liberated from our food stash. Since we couldn’t watch actual cartoons, I had colored some pages from a Waterways of Kentucky coloring book and taped them to the TV screen. And the best part was that the table was placed behind one of the largest couches, so Fort Kelsey wasn’t visible unless you walked into the far corner of the room.

			It was like stealth slacking.

			“This is the weirdest, most creative, weirdest thing anyone has ever done for me,” Charlie told me.

			“You said ‘weirdest’ twice.”

			“Yes, I did.” He gave a mocking little salute. “Permission to enter the pillow fort?”

			My lips twitched, but I tried to keep a straight face. “If you’re nice to me.”

			He frowned. “It’s a conditional pillow fort?”

			“The snowpocalypse changes a woman. It’s a cold, cruel world out there.”

			He pressed his hand over his heart and adopted his best Southern drawl. “Please, ma’am, could I enter the pillow fort? I’ve been wanderin’ this frozen wasteland for, oh, a couple of hours now, and I’m shiverin’ to the bone.”

			“Okay, but the Archie comic is mine.”

			Charlie gave an exaggerated gasp. “You found an Archie comic?”

			“In the maintenance office. There was other reading material in there, too. But it wasn’t pillow-fort friendly.”

			He held up his hands. “In the interest of peace, I will not ask for details.”

			Figuring him for a “no thanks, I’ll stick with the couch” type, I hadn’t actually expected him to crawl under a table covered in bedding with me. If I had, I would have considered the potential awkwardness of being in such an enclosed space with someone who, only days ago, wasn’t being so nice to me.

			Daylight filtered in through the green polyester blankets, giving the little table cave a dappled forest feel, and thanks to the industrial fabric softener used by the lodge, it was incongruously April fresh. I scooted down to the opposite end of the table, maintaining what I considered a respectable fort interior distance. Charlie sprawled his lean body down the entire length of the tent, his sock-clad feet resting near my shoulder, crossed at the ankle. I was grateful I only whacked my head against the table leg once as I settled against my pile of pillows. I stretched my legs, nowhere near as long as Charlie’s, barely reaching his ribs. He tucked them under his arm, pressing them against the warmth of his side.

			A comfortable silence fell over Fort Kelsey. I had good company and snacks, and my immediate surroundings smelled like fabric softener. My toes felt room temperature for the first time in days. It was heaven.

			The snowpocalypse did change a woman’s standards of bliss.

			[image: ]

			By some miracle of poor supervision, we managed to escape our coworkers’ attention for hours. We snacked on little packs of Teddy Grahams. We napped. We talked about our favorite Saturday-morning cartoons. I was so tempted to ask him about his reasons for his distance over the past months, but I was afraid that would summon Josh for another proposal brainstorming session (all of which had failed so far, by the way). The subject seemed to conjure him up, like speaking of the devil.

			“I can’t believe you never saw a single episode of Captain Planet,” I said with a sigh, thumbing through a six-year-old copy of Us Weekly I’d found on the rec room coffee table. It was weird. Britney was still crazy. TomKat was just new enough that people weren’t sure how creepy it was. And there wasn’t a single mention of a Kardashian.

			Charlie snorted, reading through the Archie comic like it contained the secrets of the universe. “My parents barely let me get away with The Smurfs, which my mother thought encouraged children to adopt Communist values and bad grammar. Captain Planet was a bit too tree-huggy for them.”

			“Well, that’s too bad. You missed out on a lot of ham-handed indignity on behalf of Mother Earth.”

			“And I’m worse off for it, I’m sure.”

			I grinned at him and realized he was staring at me. I squirmed a little under the intense green gaze and wanted to glance down at my magazine, but I wasn’t sure when I would have a moment like this with Charlie again, given Josh’s constant interruptions.

			“Hey, Kelsey, I need to talk to you—” he started, but he suddenly whipped his head to the side as we heard the rec room door open. He opened his mouth, as if to say something, and I dove across the fort to clap a hand over his lips. It was entirely possible that the people who’d just walked in couldn’t see the fort and didn’t know we were in there. I landed with a soft thump beside him, which was covered by a familiar girlish giggle from outside the fort.

			Bonnie was the only person I knew who could giggle like that without irony. What the hell was she doing in here?

			“Are you sure this is a good idea, babe?” I heard Will ask in a throaty tone. “Luke’s already antsy because he hasn’t seen Kelsey since breakfast. Separatin’ off from the group like this might make him even crankier.”

			Charlie’s brow furrowed at the intrusion of my palm over his mouth. I raised my other hand to my lips, shaking my head. Maybe if we were quiet, they would just go away. It would be awfully embarrassing to make our presence known at this point. It was better to just ride out the potential eavesdropping trauma.

			No, not ride. That was not the right word to use right now.

			I burrowed into the blankets, which were still warm from Charlie’s body, and prayed Bonnie and Will would move along quickly. I didn’t know how much longer I could stay in this position without embarrassing myself. Charlie was so close, and his lips were so incredibly soft against my palm. The blankets and pillows had taken on his spicy scent and all I wanted to do was wallow in them.

			I heard the hiss of a zipper and the distinct sound of Will’s heavy belt buckle hitting the floor. Charlie’s eyes went as wide as dinner plates.

			Oh, no. Please no. I did not want to hear my friend and her hunky beau having illicit rec room sex while I had to make prolonged eye contact with Charlie.

			“It will be fine,” Bonnie whispered. “We’re only going to be gone for a few minutes.”

			“Hey! Now is not the moment to be criticizin’ my performance times!”

			“You know what I mean. I just need some time away from the others. I love them all, but they’re driving me crazy! Sadie’s determined to get some sort of bonding out of this experience. If Gina keeps making eyes at you, she may not come back from her next firewood run. Even my patience has its limits. And poor Kelsey is so wound up about Charlie, she can’t seem to focus on anything for more than a few minutes, which has me worried. I just wish she’d get it over with and tell him she’s crazy-stupid in love with him and has been for years.”

			Charlie’s eyes somehow went wider, while I could only blush and close my own. I changed my mind, I told whatever deity was listening, just let them have their illicit rec room sex and get it over with so they’ll stop talking!

			“Well, not everyone is as honest and forthright as you are,” Will teased.

			“Shut it, you,” Bonnie retorted.

			Yes, please, everybody should just shut it.

			Fortunately, their revelations were replaced by the smacking sounds of kisses and soft groans. I bit my lip to prevent my own groan of mortification from escaping. As horrifying as it would be to pop up and yell “Surprise!” at this juncture, I certainly didn’t want to hear the Will and Bonnie Show up close and personal. Maybe I should just move my hand and let Charlie decide whether we should be subjected to this.

			I pulled my fingertips away from his mouth. His lips parted and I expected him to scream bloody, sexually awkward murder, but we heard Sadie call from the hallway, “Bonnie, Will, are you guys in there? We’re still trying to find Kelsey.”

			This just kept getting worse. It was like one of those dreams where you were naked in school right before a big test and you couldn’t find your keys. And there were clowns, lots of clowns. It was the Inception of mentally traumatic situations.

			On the other side of our blanket walls, we heard the hasty zipping of pants. Bonnie stammered, “Uh, y-yeah, Sadie, we were just looking for her.”

			The door opened and Sadie said wryly, “I’m assuming she’s not in there?”

			“Nope! Coast is clear!” Bonnie chirped, slamming the door behind her as she and Will made their exit.

			“Maybe she went for a walk or something?” Will suggested, his voice muffled through the door.

			Sadie snorted. “It’s more likely she’s hiding in one of the rooms with a bottle of Grey Goose.”

			“And Ho-Hos,” Bonnie added. “And she’s probably singing Adele, really off-key. We can’t let her do that to herself.”

			It was nice that my friends knew me so well.

			Sadie and Bonnie’s voices faded as they wandered down the hall, leaving me to deal with the fallout from Bonnie’s chatterboxing. I scootched back across the fort to put some distance between me and Charlie.

			“Charlie, I’m so sorry, Bonnie doesn’t know what she’s talking about. She’s got a condition. It’s like Tourette’s only with gross exaggeration—mmph.” Charlie pulled me across the fort, rolled me onto my back, and gave me one of the five greatest kisses since the invention of the kiss. Thank you, Princess Bride.

			He tasted like cinnamon graham crackers and sin. I had guessed his lips were soft, but I had no idea how inadequate that description was until they were touching mine. His fingertips ghosted over my cheeks and slid into my hair. I groaned, sliding my foot along his leg until his hips were cradled in mine.

			Charlie leaned his forehead against mine and whispered, “I love math because it makes things predictable. I can expect people to behave a certain way based on the behavior of hundreds of other people. But you defy all logic, all probabilities. Believe it or not, when I compile results, I add a variable into the formula that I call the Kelsey Factor, accepting the likelihood that a very small percentage of the polled population will eschew the predicted action and do whatever the hell they want.”

			“I do not know how to take that.”

			“It’s a good thing. I like it. It’s a little boring being able to anticipate what’s going to happen. I like that I never know what’s going to come out of this mouth,” he said, rubbing his thumb along the seam of my lips.

			He kissed me again. I pulled away briefly enough to say, “You, too. As well. Also.”

			I know, even I was blown away by my eloquence.

			“I need to tell you about something,” he murmured against my mouth.

			My heart dropped. “Did you just decide that you’re celibate?” I asked him.

			His eyes went wide. “No.”

			“Okay. Are you currently involved in a green-card marriage that you’ve kept secret from me over the last few years?”

			He shook his head, trying like mad to suppress the grin on his lips. “No.”

			“Do you want to borrow money?”

			He shook his head again, dragging the tip of his nose across mine. “No.”

			“Then it can wait,” I whispered. “All talking from here out will be of the sexy kind.”

			He laughed and kissed me while trying to nod in agreement. Just when I was comfortable with his hovering over me, he wrapped my thighs around his hips and rolled me over him. I was straddling his hips, leaning back against his bent legs. He took my hair down, letting it fan around us like a dark curtain. Charlie grinned, wrapping the length of it around his hand and tugging my head back so he could nibble along my neck.

			He arched his hips and my eyes flew wide. Every bad romance novel description of “turgid members” and “stiff wantonness” ran through my head in an obscene fast-forward. For a slender guy, Charlie seemed none-too-slightly above average in the proportion department. I was not ashamed to say that I ground down against him, keeping the pressure against my center at just the right angle to make me moan.

			And the moan was followed by a soft yelp when his hands slid under my sweater, the cold fingers slipping over my skin, making me jump as they eased toward my bra. He laughed against my mouth, murmuring apologies as he worked loopy circles against my skin to warm them up. Gently pulling my sweater over my head, he nuzzled the cups of my bra, his lips tracing the mounds with a reverence I’d only seen paid to religious icons and mint-condition action figures.

			I plucked at the buttons on his shirt, slowly revealing more of his skin—smooth, pale skin stretched over lean muscle that I wanted to lick and kiss and bite until I left little Kelsey stamps all over him. Charlie left my breasts to their own devices long enough to kiss me again, and somehow my pants fell right off.

			It was broad daylight. There was nowhere to hide from the reflected snowlight streaming through the blankets. Charlie would be able to see every ripple, every blemish. I supposed I could dive under the blankets and pretend I was cold. But I didn’t want to be silly right now. Kissing me, he gently pushed me back on the pillows and peeled down his own jeans.

			He promised, “When we are not trapped in a bad survivalist TV episode, I will worship your breasts with the reverence they deserve. Because I feel like I have been offered a glimpse of one of God’s greatest masterpieces.

			“It’s not that I’m only interested in your body. You being a funny, adorable, intelligent, kind, fierce, loyal person is, of course, a lovely side benefit to looking like you were designed by some brilliant, deviant pinup cartoonist.”

			“That may be the dirtiest thing I have ever heard you say.”

			“I’m just getting started.” He laughed into the mound of my left breast. I realized that I hadn’t worn the irresponsible black lace panties I’d smuggled into my suitcase. I had worn ninja panties with a little pink bow on the waistband.

			Charlie didn’t seem to care much, given the way he pushed the panties aside to trace the outline of my sex with his index finger, making me shudder. I gasped, bucking against his cool palm and pulling back from his kiss.

			“Are we about to have sex in a pillow fort in broad daylight?” I asked.

			He nodded. “I think we are. Unless you forgot to pack condoms in that enormous bag of yours.”

			I scoffed and reached out of the fort to locate my Mary Poppins purse. Condoms were in their own secret compartment in the liner. I pulled out a neon blue glow-in-the-dark model in extra large.

			“Just checking,” he said, eyeing the package. “And thank you for the vote of confidence.”

			He kissed me again and I felt like pinching myself to make sure this wasn’t a dream or a bout of snow madness. I was more-than-half-naked with Charlie Bennett, waiting patiently as he rolled on a condom. I’d wanted this for such a long time that I was a little frightened now that it was happening. What if we were no good together? What if I couldn’t guess what he liked? What if . . .

			Charlie ringed my bottom lip with the tip of his tongue and I completely forgot what I was dithering over internally. The laughter was gone as well, but I found I didn’t mind so much. The quiet intensity with which he studied me and considered his options before choosing just the right course of pleasing me was possibly the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. He slid inside me, so silky smooth that I barely felt anything beyond the potent, powerful sensation of being filled.

			I shifted over him, but couldn’t rise fully on my knees because I would whack my head on the tabletop. I could only roll my hips, keeping our bodies in full contact, skin against skin. He spanned my waist with his hands, helping me find a rhythm. It was slow, so slow I could appreciate every movement, every slide. And it gave him the perfect angle to nuzzle and kiss my breasts as I rode him.

			He sighed my name against my skin over and over as the coiling tension built below my stomach. His hips pumped faster as he dragged his thumb in tight little circles between my thighs. I was going to come. It had been such a very long time since I’d come, and the little noises in my throat were starting to sound desperate.

			Charlie cupped my face in his hands, forcing me to look him in the eye as he gave one last rolling thrust. That was it.

			I threw my head back and howled as everything inside me rippled into release. Charlie’s hand snaked up between my breasts and over my mouth as he moaned and followed me over the edge. He had to keep me quiet now, to keep our friends from catching us. And even as the lovely throbbing energy ebbed out of my body, I had to find that sort of hot.

			Sighing, he drew his hand away and fell back. I tried to catch myself against the blankets, bracing my hands behind his shoulders to keep my weight from falling on him. But Charlie’s shoulder nudged my wrist out of the way and I landed against his chest with a thwump.

			I reeled back, expecting a sharp complaint, the sort of thing Darrell would have turned into a nightlong gripe session. But before I could apologize, Charlie was kissing me, chuckling against my mouth.

			“I have to say that was the best pillow fort sex I’ve ever had,” he said with a sigh, pulling me against his side.

			“Me, too. Not that I’ve had a lot of pillow fort sex. Or any, really.” I nibbled his bottom lip. “But I’m really glad that this finally happened.”

			“Finally?” he said, shifting up on his elbows. “Have you wanted this to happen for a while?”

			For some reason, the teasing words made the smile slide right off my face. “Don’t.” I rolled away from him. “Don’t do that.”

			“Wait, wait.” He caught me by the shoulders and pulled me close, drawing a blanket around me. “What did I say?”

			“Don’t pretend with me. Just ask me to tell you how I feel. Or better yet, tell me how you feel so I don’t feel like a total idiot. But don’t sit there and pretend like you don’t know that I have wanted you for a really long time . . . a ridiculously long time.”

			He kissed me long and hard, pressing his forehead against mine. “How long?”

			“I just said not to do that!”

			“Really, I mean it. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I never saw any signs from you of being interested in me. Believe me, if I had seen them, I would have thrown you onto the nearest flat surface and put your thighs over my shoulders while singing the Hallelujah chorus at the top of my lungs.”

			I tried to ignore the insane rush of images that description called to mind. “Then either you have a serious vision issue or I need to go over the checklist of signs that a woman is interested in a man.”

			He stared at me. I sighed. “I hung on every word you said. Translated our idiot coworkers’ antics into a language you could understand. I even smiled when you made math jokes. I couldn’t laugh, because I didn’t understand them, but I smiled. I wouldn’t have done any of those things for someone I didn’t have a significant interest in.”

			“How was I supposed to know that meant you were interested in me? For all I knew, you were happily ensconced in your relationship with Darrell. And for the record, I can’t remember a time when I didn’t want you. I’ve wanted you from the first second I saw you.”

			“Oh, come on; when we met, I was walking around the office with a Post-it stuck to my butt. I remember because it contained a particularly embarrassing grocery list.”

			He ran his hand over my bare ass cheek. “I only remember what seemed like a bright yellow flag waving from your perfect heart-shaped butt, screaming, ‘Notice me! Ogle me! Touch me!’ And then wondering if you were going to slap me for putting my hand anywhere near you. But you smiled at me, made a joke about you being clumsy, and put me at ease. I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. I was a goner. You really had no clue?”

			“Not one. Your ‘man on the prowl’ signals leave much to be desired.”

			“Well, then I am going to spell it out for you. I like you. ‘Like’ does not begin to describe what I feel for you, but I think it’s all we’re comfortable with for right now. And I want you even more. I want the whole Kelsey package,” he said, turning my back to him and sliding his lips down the column of my spine. He gave one butt cheek and then the other a little bite. “This is my second favorite of your physical features.”

			What had I done to sweet, unassuming Charlie Bennett? I shifted toward him and stared into his deep green eyes, looking for some sign that he’d undergone a sort of sex-based Dr. Jekyll/Mr. Hyde personality change. But he just gave me that sweet grin in return, stroking his hands down my arms.

			I threaded my fingers through his hair and snuggled closer to him. “Maybe you should list them one by one.”
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			The pillow fort seemed warmer, somehow, even though we were wearing a lot less clothing than when we entered it. I curled against Charlie’s side, enjoying a quiet post-second-round moment while he played with my hair.

			“So, I haven’t really been the best friend to you for the last few months,” he said.

			“Oh, right, that conversation we have been trying to have for days, which Josh has done everything short of tap-dance naked across the lobby to prevent.”

			He snorted and bopped me on the side of the head gently with a couch cushion. “I’m serious. I have been . . .”

			While he struggled to find words to describe our situation over the past couple months, I supplied, “Distant, occasionally cold, emotionally unreliable, just a tad douchey . . . I can keep going.”

			“Gah, I wish that was less accurate,” he said, squeezing his eyes shut. “I have been distant and aloof, but there was a reason, I promise. I was trying to—” He groaned. “This sounds so stupid now that I’m saying it out loud. I was trying to get you out of my system, like detox.”

			“So I’m toxic in this scenario? Because in terms of pillow talk, I would say telling a gal ‘You’re like crystal meth’ is not the way to go.”

			“No, and that was the problem. You’re not toxic. You’re too damn good, and smart, and funny, and gorgeous. And you were with Darrell, and no matter what anyone said, you just didn’t seem able to shake him loose. I didn’t think you were ever going to be free from him, or know if you really wanted to be. I wanted to tell you how I felt, but I was so afraid that you wouldn’t feel the same way, and then I’d have ruined our friendship and I’d still have to watch you date Darrell. So I kept quiet and I watched, until I just decided that I couldn’t watch anymore. Otherwise, I was going to be alone, pining for you, instead of having some sort of life for myself. I wanted to start a life with someone, have a real relationship, maybe even get married. I decided that it would be better to back away, to let go of you, because not having you at all was better than watching you let Darrell hurt you over and over again. I didn’t want to hurt you, but I just couldn’t be so close to you anymore.”

			“But that still meant you lost our friendship.”

			He grimaced. “It wasn’t a particularly well-thought-out plan. I’ll admit that a small part of me was a little angry with you, angry that you let someone treat you like that, angry that you couldn’t see that I cared about you. To be honest, it was one of the few truly irrational, emotional decisions I’ve made. Also there were some other factors that we’ll get to in a moment.

			“You didn’t make it easy for me. I had to spend less time with you, to focus on other things at work. It sucked, but I got through it, one day, and the next, and the next, until I could see you and not want to tell you every little detail of my day. After a while, it was easier and I could talk to you a little bit, joke with you a little. And then, of course, you’d say something about Darrell and remind me all over again why I needed the distance in the first place.”

			“I can’t decide if I’m proud of you, or angry, or hurt, or if I just want to poke you in the eye,” I told him.

			He nodded. “Those all seem like reasonable responses. But why didn’t you mention breaking things off with Darrell for weeks? If I’d known . . . things might have gone very differently.”

			“Well, I made the Sadie ‘I told you so’ issues pretty clear,” I said. “And I just didn’t want to go into some long, office-wide postmortem of how sad and pathetic my personal life was.”

			Charlie chewed that over for a moment. “Sadie would have used flow charts and dioramas to prove her points.”

			“And possibly sock puppets,” I agreed. “Josh would have to be evacuated from the office.”

			“There are still some things we need to talk about.”

			“I don’t know if I can take any more true confessions right now, Charlie,” I told him, stroking his hair back from his face. “I’m still sort of reeling from the crystal meth comparison.”

			“You made the crystal meth comparison!” he exclaimed, chuckling. “Okay, for now, I’ll say I’m sorry that I didn’t talk to you—about how I felt, about the detox, everything. If it makes you feel any better, the last few months have sucked.”

			“How badly?” I asked, none-too-subtly egging him on to expound on his misery. “Did you write epic poetry about it?”

			“If it, in fact, exists—which I am not saying it does—it will never see the light of day,” he vowed.

			“I am not saying I’m okay with this,” I told him, “but I accept your apology for right now . . . if you show me that poetry.”

			“That will never happen.”

			“Then you remain unforgiven.”

			“I am willing to risk it.”
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			I didn’t necessarily want to leave Fort Kelsey, but even our coworkers had their limits in terms of not reporting missing people to the authorities. I figured we were pushing it.

			We decided I would leave first, staggering his joining the group by fifteen or twenty minutes so it wasn’t completely obvious we’d been shacked up all day. Besides, Charlie wanted to pack up the fort and the snack debris. It was only right, he protested, since I’d spent so much time setting up the surprise for him.

			I stopped at the rec room door to straighten my clothes one last time and pull my thick hair back into a ponytail. “I don’t look like a woman who’s spent the last three hours romping naked in a pillow fort, do I?”

			Charlie scanned me over and frowned. “Wait . . . you have a kiss,” he said, leaning forward and brushing his lips over the corner of my mouth. “Right there.”

			I dropped my forehead against his shoulder, shaking with how hard I was trying to hold back a laugh. “Oh, that was so lame and embarrassingly effective.”

			“That’s actually the Bennett family motto, ‘Lame and embarrassingly effective,’ ” he said, his tone cheeky. “I’ll see you downstairs.”

			I nodded loopily, giving him one last kiss before darting out into the cold hallway. As I wandered in my goofy, slightly bowlegged state toward the lobby, I wasn’t sure which was harder to process: the fact that I’d really just done that with Charlie, or that he was willing to do fort housework. Sex with Charlie was so much better than I’d hoped for, so much better than what I’d experienced with . . . other parties. And he was trying to take care of me, or at least keep me from taking care of him. He hadn’t made excuses about “having stuff to do” and immediately run for the hills. He wasn’t asking me to make him a sandwich. There was every indication that he would like to continue seeing me . . . or at least my breasts.

			I snuck around several corners and down some stairs before arriving at Sandra’s office, where I’d set up a charging station for our phones at her desk, using the “magic lamp.” My phone should be charged and would need to be moved to make room for the next on the rotation. I was slated after Charlie’s slot, according to the careful schedule Sadie had drawn up.

			Gina was standing there at the desk, hovering over her own pink crystal–coated phone, smirking. Shit.

			“Gina,” I said stiffly, moving toward the charging station. My phone was nowhere to be seen. “Where is my phone?”

			“Oh, I must have dropped it when I took it off the charger.” Gina sniffed.

			“What?”

			“Oh, yeah, hours ago. I jumped ahead of you on the rotation. I work for the commissioner, Kelsey. My calls take priority. I just came back to check my voice mails.”

			So she’d used the time I’d spent distracted in the naked pillow fort to screw me out of phone charging. Clever little bitch. 

			Plucking my phone from the floor, I seriously contemplated whether it would be going too far to unleash Protocol: Icarus on Gina. She looked at her phone, looked at me, made a “sucks for you” face, then looked back at her phone.

			I may have sprained something in my face trying to hold in a combination eye roll/jaw clench/grimace. But on the third phone-face-phone cycle, I finally demanded, “What?!”

			“Oh, nothing.” She sighed, scrolling across her screen. “I just feel bad for you.”

			“Okay.” I was not about to bite that particular bait. I plugged the charger into my phone and turned toward the door.

			“It’s just that, I was checking my news feed and I saw Charlie changed his Facebook relationship status to ‘It’s complicated.’ I’ve seen the way you look at him. I know that has to hurt your feelings,” she said, handing me her phone, where she had Charlie’s wall on the screen. Sure enough, he’d changed his relationship status on the day we drove to the lodge. If my time calculations were correct, he’d changed his relationship status while we were driving to the lodge. What the hell did that mean?

			“I guess things are getting ‘complicated’ with that gorgeous blonde in all his photos.” Gina told me. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Kelsey?” she drawled, dragging her finger across the screen to show me Charlie’s profile. I looked away.

			“No, I wouldn’t know anything about Charlie’s profile. I don’t have a Facebook account,” I reminded her. And by not having an account, it seemed that I’d missed a pretty important part of Charlie’s life, a development that definitely would have prevented me from engaging in naked pillow fort activities.

			“Yeah, well, if you did, you’d see how hung up he is on this chick. Why are the good ones always taken?”

			“It’s funny how you’ve never mentioned it before,” I noted.

			“Well, you know, we don’t get a chance to talk, just us girls, very often,” she simpered. “It’s even funnier how Charlie never mentioned it. I guess some guys just don’t like to talk about their personal lives at work, huh?”

			Gina sashayed out of the office, and as she made her dramatic exit she threw one last triumphant look over her shoulder, as if to say “Check and mate.” I rolled my eyes.

			I was not going to buy into this. I was not going to turn into some crazy, jealous, hypersensitive girlfriend when I hadn’t even been labeled a girlfriend yet. I was going to walk out with my sanity and dignity intact. I was going to be a lady. I was going to be Sadie.

			Charlie’s phone was charged. As I picked it up, my thumb slipped across power button on the side of the unit. And apparently Charlie’s model had a hair-trigger power button. The phone came to life and a string of chimes noting new messages began pinging like crazy.

			“What sort of genius doesn’t put a code lock on his phone?” I muttered. The chimes kept ringing as the texts began streaming across the top of the screen.

			I tried not to look. I really did. But the word “sweetie” caught my eye and I couldn’t help it.

			Hey, sweetie, thanks for the flowers. Glad to know you’re okay. Talk soon. 

			Sweetie? Flowers? From a contact listed as “Laura”? What the?

			I racked my brain, trying to remember whether Charlie had ever mentioned someone named Laura. A sister, a cousin, a classmate he had strictly platonic feelings for—anyone he would send flowers for nonsexy reasons. I thumbed over Charlie’s text message folder and stared in horror as message after message from Laura scrolled by.

			We still on for the visit next weekend? Looking forward to the play.

			Wearing something blue to Neal and Kate’s wedding. Your arm candy is ready and waiting.

			Really enjoyed myself the other night, can’t wait to see you again.

			What the hell was this? Was Charlie dating someone? Had he slept with me while he was dating someone else? In all his confessions of feelings and detox, he’d failed to mention that he was dating someone seriously enough to send her flowers and visit her on weekends? The texts were dated nearly a month before, except for the last three, which were from the day before. The dreaded flower message, then, Hey, you’ve gone off the grid. Are you OK? and Haven’t heard from you in a few days. Getting worried. Call me?

			Of course, any girl would worry if her boyfriend suddenly went missing from the digital world. An icy flush crept through my chest and I couldn’t seem to draw a full breath. “Just put it down,” I told myself. “Put it down before you read something you can’t take back.”

			Hands shaking, I put the phone down on the desk. “Put down the phone, walk away, tell Charlie his phone is charged, and give him time to explain the texts.”

			I stepped away. “Right. Good job. Go Team Kelsey. Now, take another step and walk out the door.”

			I took a deep breath and turned around, getting as far as the doorjamb. I wrapped my fingers around the door frame and braced myself, as if some neurotic tornado inside the room was going to suck me back in. And I remembered the first day we arrived, and the pleased little smile on his face while he received texts.

			“Right.” I practically launched myself back across the room and grabbed the phone. I opened his text folder and opened the text stream marked “Laura.” I scrolled past the texts I’d already read and saw that this particular thread started months before.

			The texts were flirty, but still appropriate. The sort of thing you sent to someone you liked but didn’t trust enough to sext. I guessed they didn’t get to see each other very much because there were a lot of “Thinking of you”s and “Sorry I missed your call”s.

			This was a relationship with potential, something that was growing. A familiar, cold sinking sensation gripped my chest. Disappointment, despair, depression. The three sucky Ds I associated with another sucky D, Darrell. I would not end up in another situation like that. I would not end up in another empty, half-assed relationship with someone who had one foot out the door. I just couldn’t.

			I opened Charlie’s Facebook profile on his phone and checked his Friends list for girls named Laura.

			“Nope, nope, nope.” I dropped the phone and stepped away from the desk. I wasn’t going to do this to myself. I had been down this road before with Darrell. Knowing more about the girl Charlie was seeing would not make me feel better. It would not make me feel morally superior or give me closure.

			And yet, some bizarre, self-destructive urge had me picking up the phone again and clicking on the little picture icon next to Laura’s name, enlarging her photo—

			“Aw, sonofabitch!” I exclaimed.

			Laura was gorgeous. Perfect, Neutrogena-clear skin, Crest-white smile, Pantene-smooth golden corn silk hair. She covered the full complement of beauty commercials intended to make women feel terrible about themselves. Not to mention she had one of those perfectly structured faces that mathematicians use to prove that men are attracted to symmetry.

			I opened the photo folder on Charlie’s Facebook profile (right next to the “It’s Complicated” status) and scrolled through the photos of him tagged with Laura. They looked happy together, a little stiff, but happy. They were having fun, smiling cheesily for the camera over glasses of wine at a bar, at some formal event where Charlie was wearing a sharp black suit and a blue tie, at some science museum with dinosaur bones in the background.

			Charlie had been dating a Swedish milkmaid. Charlie was on the verge of a “complicated” relationship with said milkmaid. That’s what he wanted to tell me before, that he was dating someone else. After he’d slept with me, he was going to tell me that he had a girlfriend. 

			I closed the Facebook profile and stared at the phone in my hand like it was an incendiary device.
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			In Which I Officially Hate Everything

			Rage.

			White-hot, follicle-singeing, supernova rage fueled my progress down the hall and up the stairs toward the room that Charlie and I had just christened. I didn’t remember walking back past any of my coworkers. I didn’t remember having coherent thoughts or a plan. I only remembered my mother’s words to me on the phone the day before, “When men feel neglected, they stray.” And I wanted to scream. Charlie had strayed, all right, but he had used me to do the straying.

			I threw the rec room door open to find him meticulously folding blankets. He offered me one of those lopsided grins, and I swear I felt my heart crack inside my chest.

			“Hey there, I’m thinking for the next fort, we should do more of an Arabian Nights theme,” he said, gesturing at the pile of blankets and pillows.

			“Awesome,” I picked up one of the scavenged pillows and swung it wide, smacking Charlie in the face.

			“Ow!” he cried, toppling over the table.

			“Laura sent you a bunch of texts. She sounds like a nice girl; you should get back to her.” I tossed his phone at him, and he caught it in one hand. He glanced down at his screen and confusion skittered across his features. “And don’t even start with me about looking through your phone. Maybe it wasn’t the most trusting gesture ever, but don’t try to turn it around so somehow that’s worse than you and your dickery.”

			“Kelsey, wait.”

			“No, what the hell is wrong with you?” I exclaimed. “What about me makes you think I would be okay with sleeping with you while you’re dating someone else? You know! You know what I’ve been through, Charlie! I thought you were better than this! I thought you were different!”

			“Kelsey, I tried to tell you earlier, but you cut me off.” Before I could whack him again with the pillow, Charlie caught me by the elbows and tried to drag me close to him. “I have been seeing someone. In fact, I dated a few girls in the last few months.”

			“Why couldn’t you tell me that?”

			“I did tell you, I wanted to find someone to build a life with,” he said. “I wanted to have a relationship, get married, settle down. And that was never going to happen with you, not as long as you let Darrell cling to you like a barnacle. So I started seeing someone else. Laura’s a nice girl. She’s an old friend from school. You would like her, but I’m sure you know that now that you’ve read the texts from her.”

			“Oh, don’t play Mr. Wronged Party on His High Horse now because I ‘invaded your privacy.’ You don’t know—”

			“No, I do know. I know that right now, you’re acting off the script you’ve built in your head for dealing with that asshole. Stop treating me like him, Kelsey. And don’t tell me I don’t know what you’ve been through, because I’m the one who has watched you get run down over and over again. I’m the one who had to watch you get hurt.”

			“Well, you can watch me get hurt all over again, Dr. Bennett, only this time you’re doing the hurting. It’s a real step up for you.”

			“Kelsey, don’t do this. Just talk to me.”

			“No, I’m not going to do this again. I deserve more. I deserve better. And I . . . I just give up.”

			I turned on my heel and swept down the hall, down the stairs, and through the lobby. Sadie called out to me as I passed, but I shook my head and pointed to the back door. My boss nodded, brow furrowed, but only said, “Dinner’s at five, Kelsey.”

			I burst through the door, gulping in as much freezing-cold air as I could. I trudged toward the lake, my boots sticking in the diminishing snow with every step. When I finally reached the water’s frozen edge, I let out a scream that probably frightened whatever marine life fluttered underneath the thick ice.

			“Sonofabitch!” I yelled. “No good, rotten, lying, cheating, mold-licking scumbag! Twilight fan!”

			I fell to my knees in the snow, sucking in a shocked breath as the cold soaked through my jeans. This was sheer stupidity. I was courting hypothermia and ruined pants, but I needed this. I needed to rid my body of all this poisonous rage. I’d held it all in for so long, not just with Charlie, but with Darrell and my mother, just swallowing down their garbage and keeping it, because . . . what? I deserved it? I deserved nothing more? What was so wrong with me?

			I was smart. I was capable. I was strong enough to put up with the combined bullshit of two of the most toxic personalities this side of Dr. Phil’s stage. And I was hot, damn it. I’d taken the criticism from said toxic personalities over the years because it didn’t seem worth fighting over. But I had a mirror. I knew what I looked like. Darrell’s excuses about my body were just that, excuses. He couldn’t perform because of his own issues or because he was so busy cheating on me, he couldn’t maintain his stamina. He turned the focus on me to avoid talking about his receding hairline and blossoming waistline.

			I deserved better than this.

			“You okay?”

			I turned to find Luke standing over me, hands outstretched to help me up. I took them and he pulled me out of my snow-crouch. “No. No, I am not.”

			Luke hugged me and I pressed my forehead into the welcome warmth found in the crook of his neck. He rubbed his hands over my back, trying to keep me warm as I blinked tears into his jacket. “Didn’t know about her, huh?”

			“No, I did not.”

			A long silent moment passed and Luke just held me, rubbing his hands over my back, trying to bring me comfort. “I’m more than willing to let you use me for revenge. Just think of my body as a big playground of naked vengeance.”

			I gave an indelicate donkey bray of a laugh.

			“You’re so weird,” I told him. “And in a perfect world, I would climb you like my own personal monkey bars. But I’ve been in love with Charlie Bennett for years—I mean unrequited, dramatic, epic fangirl love. And he just ripped my heart out and did the safety dance all over the poor little sucker. I can’t start something with someone else right now. You are a fantastic guy, and you deserve somebody who can handle all of this”—I gestured to him—“without all of my baggage.”

			He gave me a little squeeze. “Well, if you change your mind, the offer stands.”

			“Thanks,” I said, smiling up at him, which was almost a miracle in itself. He leaned close and kissed me, a soft, friendly brushing of the lips against mine. In the distance, I heard the scrape of boots marching through the snow. I opened my eyes to see Charlie standing a few feet behind us, his expression thunderous.

			Frak my life.

			“I hate to interrupt,” he spat. “But Sadie’s looking for you.”

			“Aw, sonofabitch.”

			“You really know how to strike a blow, don’t you?” Charlie seethed.

			“Go away, Charlie!”

			Charlie turned on his heel and walked off with his spine iron straight. But he paused about ten yards away, staring up at the lodge like he was debating going in.

			“Sorry about that,” Luke said, seeming honestly mortified.

			“At least he didn’t hear me professing my undying love for him. I got to keep what’s left of the shreds of my dignity.”

			“I’ll walk you back to the lodge,” Luke said. “You can’t stay out here in the cold like this. As soon as the electricity is back on, we can have food that wasn’t cooked over a fire. And I’ll let you into any of the guest rooms you want, as far away from everybody else as you can get. Before you know it, the roads will be cleared up and you’ll be out of here.”

			“Are you trying to placate me? Like I’m a toddler having a tantrum?”

			“That depends. Is it working?” he asked, leading the way toward the lodge.

			“Sadly, yes.”

			“Well, it’s good to know that I can still pick up on some signs,” he said as we pushed through the back door, into the dining room. Through the entrance, I spotted Charlie storming through the lobby and into the guest wings. Gina was smirking at me so hard I thought the expression might become her new bitchy resting face. The rest of the staff were standing around the fireplace, still as statues, mesmerized by such un-Charlie-like behavior. Sadie turned toward us, brows furrowed, and said, “Kelsey, what the heck—”

			An insistent mechanical whine interrupted my boss’s perfectly reasonable question. With a steady flicker, the lights surged to life and the dining room was bathed in a harsh electric glow. We all blinked and shaded our eyes with our hands, our now-antiquated vision unaccustomed to newfangled ’lectric lamps.

			“Everybody else sees the lights too, right?” Theresa asked, waving her hand in front of her face.

			A triumphant roar rippled through the room, and everybody began hugging everyone else. But the others, even Bonnie and Sadie, knew enough to give me a wide berth. I watched as they danced and cheered, half expecting them to burn our chore boards in the fireplace. I wanted to be part of that joy. I wanted everything to rewind to thirty minutes before, when I was in the pillow fort love bubble, blissful and ignorant.

			“Okay, okay, okay!” Sadie called over the din. “Everybody calm down. The electricity could go off again, so for now, let’s make some dinner while the kitchen is operational. Luke, can you crank up the thermostat, try to get some heat flowing?”

			“Will do,” Luke said, giving me a nod before retreating to the office.

			“Dorie Ann, you’re in charge of dinner,” Sadie said. “Something that doesn’t come out of a can, if you can find it.”

			“Yes, boss!”

			“Gina, just be quiet and try not to cause any problems,” Sadie said, making Gina sneer. She turned to Tom and Jacob. “And you two, your beard-growing contest is a draw. There is no winner in this situation. Go shave, now.”

			[image: ]

			While everyone else was eating dinner, I moved my stuff into a guest room two floors away from the block of rooms Sadie had reserved. Excepting Bonnie and Sadie, I doubt anyone noticed my defection. They were too busy reveling in warm private rooms and well-lit showers.

			For twenty-four hours, I didn’t come out. Not for meals, not for drinks. I didn’t even come down for the morning “Hey, the electricity’s back on, here’s how we behave now that we’ve returned to polite society” meeting. I took multiple long, hot bubble baths. I foraged for food after everybody else went to bed.

			I took advantage of my newly charged computer and my cell phone wireless hot spot and caught up on missed e-mails. My mother called repeatedly, until she stopped. Darrell had left increasingly distressed messages. I managed a Skype chat with my boys to assure them that I was whole and healthy, if more than a little depressed.

			I didn’t care if it was unprofessional to pull my postmodern Howard Hughes impression. I didn’t care if it was immature. I just needed some time to process and be alone for a little while.

			The next morning, I woke up and pried myself out of bed, took extra care with my makeup, and slipped into a flame-red sweater dress that hugged me in all the right places—because screw Charlie, that’s why—then sashayed down to breakfast as if I didn’t have a care in the world.

			In my absence, the others had worked some feat of housekeeping magic on the first floor. All signs that we’d spent the better part of two weeks camping out in the dining room had been cleared away. It was all so normal and mundane that I felt a keen sense of depression welling up from my belly. It was like our being snowed in had never happened. It hadn’t meant anything. I snagged a cup of coffee from the buffet and diverted my steps outside onto the porch before anyone noticed me.

			I knew I wouldn’t last long outside without a coat, but it was worth the cold to know that I could go back inside to a fully heated, well-lit building. I just needed the air to clear my head, to help me focus.

			“Please, God, I know that we haven’t talked a lot lately, but if you can just get me home to Frankfort without having some sort of humiliating Real Housewives outburst, I would really appreciate it,” I murmured into my coffee.

			I heard someone clear their throat and turned to find Will sitting back in a rocking chair with his feet propped up on the railing. He had a large buckhorn knife in one hand and a block of wood in the other. It sort of resembled a duck . . . or a turtle. Either one. He looked totally at ease, and for some reason that really pissed me off.

			“Are you actually whittling right now?”

			Will smirked. “I’ll be honest, I have never done this in my life. Not once. But it was getting sort of noisy inside with everybody’s gadgets back up in order, and I couldn’t think of a way of sayin’ ‘Your coworkers are drivin’ me nuttier than squirrel crap’ to Bonnie without hurtin’ her feelings. So I came out here for a time-out.”

			“That is a harsh sentiment.”

			“Since nobody wanted me inside flashin’ a big knife around, whittlin’ seemed like the best solution.”

			“You’re a lot smarter than people give you credit for, Will McBride.”

			“Well, they set the bar pretty low. So what brings you out here to the ‘squirrel crap’ section?”

			“Barely contained fits of impotent rage?”

			Will gave the little block of wood a particularly vicious swipe with his knife. “Look, hon, I don’t know much about everybody here, but I know enough to see that something’s not right with Charlie. I’m telling you, I’ve seen the way the man looks at you. This is not a guy who wants to cause you pain.”

			“Doesn’t really make up for the fact that he did.”

			Will’s hand slipped and the little duck-lump lost what looked like an important piece of beak. Maybe it was a turtle now, after all. “I’m going to tell you a story and then I’m going to leave you alone.”

			“Does the story involve vampires or werewolves?”

			“No.”

			“Then my interest has waned.”

			He continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “When I was sixteen, I was dating a girl named Cindy MacKenzie. Now, I was crazy in love with that girl. Long blond hair, big brown doe eyes, a body that—”

			“Keep talking and I’m repeating this story to Bonnie.”

			Will shrugged. “I was in love with Cindy, but she had this asshole boyfriend named Merle. A real macho football idiot with the whole ugly-drunk-scenes-at-keggers and cheating-with-the-nearest-available-cheerleader package. If any guy so much as looked at Cindy, he’d crush him like a bug. And as much as I wanted Cindy for my own, I convinced myself that she was never going to leave Merle and I might as well get on with my life. So I started dating my friend Jenny Lee. She wasn’t exactly the love of my life, but I liked her a lot. But once we started dating, Cindy dumped Merle.”

			“Because she was jealous?”

			“I like to think so.”

			“And then you broke up with Jenny Lee and started dating Cindy?” I asked, my tone hopeful.

			“No, I stayed with Jenny Lee for a few years, until after we graduated from high school and she decided to go away to college.”

			“But Cindy ended up with some really nice guy from 4-H?”

			He pursed his lips and shook his head. “No, she didn’t date anybody for years, not until graduation, at least.”

			“So Cindy ended up alone and you ended up dating someone you had lukewarm feelings for? That’s the saddest freaking story I’ve ever heard.”

			“No, no, see, because when Cindy showed up at our ten-year class reunion, she explained the whole thing. She’d liked me for almost as long as I’d liked her. But she didn’t know how I felt and didn’t want to risk pissing off Merle and putting a target on my back if I didn’t feel the same way. Seeing me with someone else was the only thing that convinced her to break up with Merle. She said even if it didn’t work out between us, being alone was better than being with Merle.”

			“But that means Merle the hyperaggressive creeper sort of won, since Cindy ended up alone. How is that fair?”

			Will shrugged, his face an infuriating mix of impassive and cheerful. “It’s not, really, but it’s still a nice story. Losing her chance with someone she really liked because of Merle was her first big clue that he was not a good person to have in her life. She moved out of Mud Creek as soon as she graduated. Majored in psychology and works as a family counselor. Married a very nice orthodontist and lives in Orlando.”

			I frowned at him.

			“And Merle?

			“Got arrested for trying to have unnatural relations with the water return at the county pool.”

			“Augh.”

			“There’s a lot of suction.”

			“I get it,” I said, shuddering. “So what is the point of this emotionally traumatizing fable?”

			“That sometimes, we don’t know what we’re missing until someone shows us. And before you get mad at Charlie, you should think about why you’re so mad at him. We don’t get angry with people who can’t hurt us. And the people we care about? They’re the only ones that can really hurt us. I mean, you’ve called Darrell names and threatened his most delicate manly parts, but even Bonnie said that she’s only seen that little mushroom cloud over your head when it comes to Charlie.”

			I frowned, chewing my lip thoughtfully.

			“See? Gave you something to think about there, didn’t I?”

			“No, not at all.” I shook my head vehemently and pivoted toward the door. I was going right back up to my room. I was wrong. I wasn’t ready to see anyone yet. I wasn’t ready to face my coworkers. I was retreating to my fortress of solitude, and I was taking the bag of Oreos I had snagged from the dining room snack table.

			“You know, this is quality wisdom I’m droppin’ out here,” Will called after me. “People in Mud Creek appreciate my stories!”
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			In Which Closet Karma Bites Me on the Ass

			After an afternoon catching up on office-related e-mails and voice mail, I decided to come down from my tree house of seclusion and join the others for dinner. Not because of Will’s disturbing anecdote, but because the Oreos could only hold me for so long. Also, because screw Charlie, that’s why.

			I thought about Will’s twisted backwoods love story while wrapping up my self-exile. What exactly was I supposed to take away from this tale of woe? Was I supposed to feel bad for Charlie/Will for having waited so long for the clueless girl they loved? Was I supposed to understand why they each moved on? Mostly, I felt sorry for Cindy, the girl who got left behind . . . and whoever had to pry Merle loose from the pool filter.

			When I came down to the dining room, Charlie was sitting at one of the largest tables with a freshly shaved Tom and Jacob. All three of them looked absolutely miserable.

			Good; Charlie had it coming.

			And Jacob and Tom had been too attached to their facial hair anyway.

			The cooking crew had produced a lovely meal of spaghetti and garlic bread, which I planned to avoid, because it’s difficult to be all badass and unattainable if you have vampire-repellent breath. Luke was helping Theresa distribute the plates when he saw me walking through the door.

			“Hey!” he exclaimed. “There she is! You feeling better, Kelsey?”

			Charlie’s head popped up at the mention of my name. I walked past him, putting an extra bit of swivel in my hips and looking through him as if he and his stupid soft lips didn’t exist.

			“How are you doing? Sadie said you were taking it easy on account of a migraine,” Luke said, giving Charlie a pointed look.

			“Oh, I just needed a little rest and quiet, that’s all.” I bestowed my best million-watt smile on Luke and accepted a plate of pasta.

			He winked at me and sent an even more pointed look toward Charlie. “Save me a seat?”

			I kicked the smile up a notch. “Of course.”

			Charlie was staring holes through me as I walked past and sat with my back to him. Luke sat with me, asking me all sorts of questions about my day in “exile” and making me laugh with stories about the more colorful guests at the lodge. I stopped glancing over my shoulder at Charlie and concentrated on Luke and his above-par conversational skills. I had definitely learned my lesson. I was not ready to date or do anything similar to dating. But I could enjoy a pleasant dinner with a delicious piece of man-candy who just happened to be an intelligent, capable sweetheart of a person. There was no harm in that.

			Sadie had organized a final death-match Scrabble tournament to decide spelling superiority before we headed back home. Thanks to my ranking from previous matches, I was pitted against Charlie, Bonnie, and Dorie Ann. I refused to make eye contact with Charlie, who was staring at me with those stupid, lost, beautiful green eyes. I just couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

			An hour into the game, I was losing, but I was definitely getting my point across.

			“So with the triple letter score on the R, Kelsey gets a seventeen for ‘jerk,’ ” Dorie Ann said, hesitantly adding my score to the tally. Bonnie tugged at the collar of her sweater, looking around for Will, who was sitting by the lobby fireplace reading Field and Stream.

			Sadie sidled up to the table to check our progress. She frowned when she saw the tiles I’d laid down, spelling “liar,” “cheat,” “betray,” and “jackass.”

			“Wow, there appears to be a theme here,” she said, giving Charlie an apologetic glance. Charlie just shrugged, damn his shoulders.

			Sadie cleared her throat and failed in her attempt to sound casual. “Hey, Kelsey, Luke says there’s some extra towels in the storage closet by the service elevator. He said you know where it is from your wanderings around the hotel. Could you go get some for us?”

			I nodded, pushing away from the table. “That’s okay, I was losing anyway. I forfeit, guys.”

			“One down, three to go!” Dorie Ann crowed in an evil villain voice. “Mwahahaha!”

			“Really? We need new towels now?” I asked Sadie as we crossed the lobby.

			“Not really, but everybody at the Scrabble table looked so miserable, I decided to do something drastic. You managed to suck the fun out of America’s favorite board game, Kelsey. Honestly.” Sadie nodded, pressing Luke’s keys into my hand. “But we have run through the first-floor supply of towels, and it couldn’t hurt to get some more. I have to go talk to Luke about a conference call with the state fair director scheduled for tomorrow.”

			“You don’t need me around for that?”

			“Nah, all of the logistics are set up. Just get those towels so I don’t have to wander around spooky hotel hallways fetching them.”

			“Thanks for making it sound so appealing.”

			“Hey, I’ll even start your dish duty shift for you tomorrow. Have I mentioned you have dish duty tomorrow? Because you do, twice, payback for disappearing on us for almost two days.”

			“Ew. You just increased my enthusiasm for this task tenfold. I am all about avoiding dishpan hands. I’ll be right back.”

			“Thanks.”

			I ambled down the hall to the housekeeping storage room, wondering why new towels were such a priority when we were supposed to be leaving this place in a day or so. But considering my recent temporary disappearance, if it made Sadie happy for me to wander around abandoned hallways in search of linens, I would do it.

			The housekeeping closet unlocked easily enough. I fumbled around unsuccessfully for the light switch, but I could see that while the closet contained everything a janitorial engineer could possibly need to disinfect and deodorize the lodge, there were no towels on these shelves. “What the . . . ? Sadie? There are no towels in here,” I groaned into the darkness.

			Oh, no. I’d let my depression and anger fog me up. I’d walked right into a trap, a trap of my own design.

			I heard a footfall near the door and turned to see Sadie standing in the doorway. She smiled sweetly at me, dangling the key ring from her fingertips. “Vengeance is mine, sayeth your boss.”

			I knew I shouldn’t have left those keys in the doorknob.

			“Sadie, don’t!” I cried just as the door slammed in my face.

			Also, I shouldn’t have walked into this closet without questioning Sadie more closely.

			I pounded on the door, yelling threats to specific areas of my boss’s anatomy if she didn’t release me from this mini-prison. A warm hand slid over my shoulder from behind and I screamed, stomping backward on someone’s foot and jamming my elbow back into his sternum.

			“Augh!” the person yelled, far too close to my ears. I turned to see Charlie hunching over, bracing his palms against his knees. “I can taste my own spleen. Is that bad?”

			“Yes, and you know what else is bad?” I grunted, smacking his shoulders. “Hiding in the recesses of closets so you can scare the crap out of girls you’ve recently deceived.

			“And you suck, Sadie!” I shouted through the door.

			“Turnabout closet imprisonment is fair play!” came her muffled reply. “And I’m going to be nice to you and tell you there’s water and food on the bottom shelf. I won’t hide your supplies from you.”

			I heard Bonnie call, “For the record, Kelsey, I didn’t think this was a good idea! I voted against this plan.”

			“Well, for the record, Sadie and Josh keep sneaking off to have sex!” I exclaimed.

			Yes, I knew I was living in a glass pillow fort when it came to the subject, but I was stuck in a closet. I had to strike out however I could.

			“And I suppose the key to finding our way out of the closet is hidden somewhere in here with us?” I yelled.

			“Nope!” Sadie called. “I have the keys in my hand. That’s the only way out. And I won’t let you out until you talk through this. I love you both too much to let you continue acting like idiots. I’ll come back to check on you in an hour.”

			“This is inhuman!” I yelled as I heard her footsteps retreating. “You are violating the Geneva conventions! And the girl code! And democracy!

			“Why aren’t you more upset about this?” I asked Charlie, who was leaning against the wall, still cradling his hands over his sternum.

			“Sadie told me what she was planning to do. I thought it was a good idea. Before the sternum injury. It’s like your bony elbows are made of concrete.”

			“I would apologize, but I think you had that coming. How the hell did you get here before me?” I asked, sliding to the floor, leaning against the door.

			“Luke showed me a shortcut through the service corridor.”

			Et tu, Ranger Luke?

			“Kelsey, we need to talk.”

			I tried to ignore him. I sat against the door, staring at him and not saying a word.

			He knelt close to me. “Please, Kelsey.”

			“You stay on your side of the closet,” I told him. “I am not above hitting you with industrial-size cleaning products.”

			“Fine.” He sighed, leaning against the opposite wall.

			“How could you?” I demanded. “I don’t even think I’m mad at you on the jilted lady level—”

			“I didn’t jilt you!”

			“I feel betrayed as your friend. Friends try to prevent each other from being emotionally sucker-punched. You know what I just went through; how could you let me go through it again?”

			“I was wrong not to tell you about Laura. But I was being honest when I said that the relationship wasn’t serious. I stopped dating other girls a while ago, but she’s seeing other people. In fact, she’s seeing everybody but me, because I broke it off with her just before we came up here.”

			Wait.

			What?

			“I broke things off with her,” he said. “She’s a lovely girl, but it didn’t feel right to let things get any more serious with her when my heart wasn’t really in it. The breakup was actually very cordial. Her heart wasn’t really in it, either. There were a dozen or so texts from Laura talking about it—and no, I didn’t break up with her by text, I called her, thank you—and when you said you’d read her texts, I assumed you’d read the ones where she said she was sad to see things end with us, but hoped I found someone really nice.”

			“I didn’t see any texts like that,” I told him.

			He took his phone out of his back pocket and showed me the text stream with Laura. “I see that. I don’t know how, but they’re missing from my text folder. And considering the texts we exchanged Friday night included me telling her that you seemed more annoyed with Darrell than usual and since I was hoping to have some time with you this weekend, that seemed kind of important. I was hoping that you were on the verge of breaking up with him. I didn’t realize that it had already happened. And if I had known, I would have smiled even more. Shamelessly.”

			“You talked to your ex about me?”

			“I’ve told her all about you,” he swore. “I told her there was someone else when I ended it between us, and she had questions for me. For the record, she also thinks Darrell is a douche bag.”

			“So why did you look so damn pleased with the texts she was sending you Friday night?”

			“Because we were still able to talk to each other without it being weird! I really like Laura and I didn’t want to lose her friendship.”

			“And why did you send her flowers?”

			“It was her birthday yesterday. I arranged for them before we left town. Like I said, we’re friends. And I felt a little guilty for dumping her right before her birthday.”

			I pursed my lips. “Okay, why did you change your Facebook status to ‘It’s complicated’?”

			“Because clearly I’m not meant to be in a relationship with anybody but you—when I try, I screw it up. Because you and I were about to spend the weekend together and I had my hopes up. Because I prayed that maybe just this once, it was for good and you would look at me and see someone you wanted to be with. But based on past behavior, I knew you probably wouldn’t leave Darrell. And despite all that, I still wanted . . . you. I still wanted you. And I can’t think of anything more complicated than that.”

			“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” I said, narrowing my eyes at him.

			He rolled his eyes and showed me his screen again as he opened the FaceChat app and searched for “Laura” on his contact list.

			“How do you even have reception in here?” I asked as the phone rang.

			“I have a special ‘if you get locked in a closet by your insane boss’ calling plan,” he retorted.

			“She really is nuts sometimes,” I agreed.

			Laura’s perfect, symmetrical face filled the screen and a sweet, smooth talk-radio voice filled the tiny closet space. “Hello? Charlie, are you okay? I’ve been worried.”

			“I’m fine, Laura, thanks. Listen, I have Kelsey here with me—”

			“Really?” The sophistication of the voice gave way to schoolgirl squeals. “Is she listening?” I waved awkwardly at the phone and she squealed again. “Oh! I’m so excited to talk to you! Charlie talks about you all the time, even when we were togeth— Oooh, I just realized this conversation is potentially very awkward.” She pinched her lips together. “Sorry.”

			Charlie laughed. “Sorry to drag you into it Laura. But Kelsey would like to know if we are still dating.”

			“And why would she want to know that?” Laura asked, grinning at the phone. “You know, this is the perfect time for me to play the crazy wronged ex-girlfriend.”

			“Laura.” Charlie sighed.

			“No, we are not still seeing each other,” Laura said. “Charlie broke up with me in a very gentlemanly fashion more than a week ago. He was so nice about it. And I actually think the two of us can still be friends.”

			I closed my eyes and winced.

			“Did I say something wrong?” Laura asked.

			“No, but I did,” I groaned.

			“Thanks, Laura,” Charlie said.

			“It was great talking to you!” she cried. “Charlie’s crazy about you! He really—”

			Charlie closed the call with an abrupt beep. “You don’t need to hear that,” he said.

			“So, I was wrong,” I admitted. “I am sorry, but you can see why I drew the conclusions that I did.”

			“I will take your halfhearted apology. I never meant to keep anything from you. And I know this is not the best time to do this, but I want to tell you that I love you. I have loved you ever since the moment I met you and saw that Post-it stuck to the back of your skirt.”

			He kissed me and I swear I felt my heart grow two sizes. Charlie loved me. He was a bit of a dumbass, but he loved me. Someone I could actually envision spending the rest of my life with loved me. I kissed him back, hard, and pushed him to the carpet. His hands swept up my back and pinned me to him. His lips traveled down my throat to my collarbone, and he buried his face in my neck, breathing in the scent of my skin.

			“I’m so sorry that this fell apart so spectacularly,” he said.

			“It’s okay,” I promised him. “And I love you, too. I’ve loved you for such a long time, and I’m sorry that I was too scared to leave Darrell. I should have trusted my feelings for you. I should have trusted you, period. And I promise to come to you with problems in the future, instead of storming around like a crazy person.”

			“And I promise that you can see my phone, my Facebook page, my e-mails, anything you want, anytime you want. Total transparency.”

			“That’s very sweet. And I will try not to take you up on that,” I told him, kissing him. “But when we tell our friends this story, we are going to tell them that you fell in love with me while I was rescuing injured puppies from a runaway go-kart or something.”

			“I can do that.”

			“And we’re going to wait until after I spend some time alone and get my head together, so we don’t end up crashing and burning after our first date. I know that sounds pretty backward, considering that I engaged in pillow fort sex with you just a few days ago, but I think we need to take things slow.”

			“You’re right,” he conceded. “You’re right. I don’t want to be your rebound. When you’re ready, I want us to have one of those epic relationships that leads to shared living space and spoiled pets and embarrassing Christmas cards sent to our friends. I want all of that, when you’re ready.”

			He kissed me, nibbling at my bottom lip, and it took all the strength I had to push him away and catch my breath.

			“When you say time alone, do you mean not seeing me at all?” he asked.

			“No, we can see each other, just not naked.”

			Charlie’s face fell just a bit, but he was man enough to nod his assent. “All right.”

			“This is going to be the longest six months ever.” I sighed.

			“Six months?” he exclaimed. I shot him a significant look and he grimaced. “You’re right. Six months sounds reasonable.”

			“Are you always going to be this agreeable?” I asked.

			“Only when we’re locked in a closet.”

			“Fair enough.”

			He kissed me again, breaking free of my mouth to wonder aloud, “Why would those texts disappear from my phone?”

			And that was the moment I remembered walking into the office and finding Gina unattended, with all the phones, including Charlie’s, which didn’t have a password lock.

			“Sonofabitch.”
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			In Which My Friends Butter Up My Ex

			It was amazing how quickly our last twenty-four hours at the lodge went by, now that we had electricity and I had some insight into Charlie’s misguided distance.

			After Charlie and I had a very long talk proposing revenge scenarios for Gina—and eliminating the ones that would get me arrested—Sadie let us out of the closet. And then she ran as fast as her little booted feet would carry her, because she didn’t know what sort of weapons I had improvised during our imprisonment.

			After Charlie convinced me that running Gina over with a snowmobile would be an obvious and ham-handed reaction, we went to bed, separately. I plopped my head on my pillow with a sense of lightness that was completely alien to me. I believe that happy people call this sensation “hope.” I would be cautious, but I would trust Charlie. I would give him a chance to prove himself without lying down and waiting for him to hurt me, as I had with Darrell. This time, I would be smarter.

			In the morning, we woke to the sound of chainsaws. Now, under normal circumstances, this would be a little alarming, but in our position they were as welcome as the Hallelujah chorus. As the day went on, the noise of the chainsaws grew louder and louder. Luke reported that the road crew was working its way down the lane toward the lodge. Our access to the highway would be clear by the afternoon.

			We were going home.

			A strange mania swept through the lodge. The symptoms included frantic packing, thorough cleaning, and giddy laughter for no particular reason. It was like the last day of summer camp. Yes, we’d had a good time, but we were sick of the people we’d bunked with and were all anxious to get home.

			While we ran about the hallways like the proverbial headless chickens, Luke made himself useful, helping Josh and Will clear the van of snow and jump-starting it when the long-dormant battery wouldn’t turn the engine. I collected our work materials and meticulously sorted them into Sadie’s plastic storage bins so we’d be able to find what we needed when we got back to the office. Slowly but surely we built our mountain of bags by the front entrance.

			I was running through Sadie’s “get out of Dodge” checklist when Luke stomped into the entryway, knocking increasingly slushy snow from his boots.

			“It’s sort of sad, but I’m really going to miss all of you,” he said. “I’ve never had to bunk down with guests for weeks at a time.”

			“Well, those lovey feelings may disappear the minute you see the giant pile of towels, sheets, and blankets we left by the laundry room entrance.”

			“That’s okay,” he assured me. “The overtime form I’m going to submit will more than make up for laundry duty.” He cleared his throat. “So you and the Professor worked things out, huh?”

			I gave him a winsome smile. “Not entirely, but we’re working on it. And thank you for helping Sadie orchestrate the closet ambush.”

			“Well, it’s obvious that he’s what you want, so I wanted to help you get him.” Luke gave me a sad little smile. “I’m rooting for you. Of course, if he screws it up, I will jump in and sweep you off your feet faster than you can say ‘highly aggressive possum.’ ”

			“That’s good to know.”

			He wrapped a companionable arm around my shoulders and gave me a squeeze. “Keep in touch, Kelsey.”

			“You know that I will.”

			“Wait,” Josh yelled from the lobby.

			“You know, I kept trying to find the right time to do this.” Josh sighed, tugging a small parcel out of his pocket. “I wanted to find some perfect romantic moment and they kept getting ruined by Scrabble fights and trying not to freeze to death and people being locked in closets. And now, I realize that’s what our life together is always going to be, Sadie. These loud, insane moments of panic and mayhem, occasionally interrupted by you doing something awesome. So I guess there’s no better time for me to do this.”

			Josh got down on one knee and opened the small black velvet box. The ring inside, a small square solitaire flanked by tiny sapphires, was my personal pick after Josh had narrowed the search to a mere dozen possibilities. “Sadie, I love you. I don’t think I really understood how much fun, frustration, and absolute insanity loving someone could be until I met you. Would you please marry me?”

			“Now? You’re choosing to propose now?” Sadie exclaimed, jerking her head toward the pile of luggage and dirty linens. “Now?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			A happy smile quirked Sadie’s trembling lips as she lifted the ring box to eye level. “I noticed you slipped some UK blue into the setting.”

			“It’s your birthstone,” Josh said brightly. “The connection to my beloved and far superior alma mater has almost nothing to do with my choice.”

			“Well, despite your misplaced loyalty, I love you,” she told him. “So I will marry you.”

			“Yeah?” He sprang to his feet and threw his arms around her. She laughed, kissing him deeply while he tried—and failed—to slip the ring on her finger. “Fantastic. Also, I quit.”

			“What?!” she exclaimed.

			Our collective jaws dropped, and Theresa’s eyes grew wide and frightened. “Nobody move,” she whispered. “If she sees you move, she might attack, like a velociraptor.”

			I turned to Charlie. “Did Josh bring that up when he was brainstorming proposal scenarios?”

			Charlie shook his head, and Theresa whispered, “Stop moving!”

			Josh bobbed on his feet and gave Sadie his best “bad news” face. “As my spouse, you would not be allowed to supervise me. It’s against department policy.”

			“No! Josh, you can’t leave; we’ve talked about this!” she exclaimed. “I don’t deal well with change! And that would be a big change!”

			“A bigger change than getting married?” Will whispered. I shrugged.

			“That is why you are looking at the latest marketing director for the state department of agriculture,” Josh finished.

			“That’s in our building.” Sadie said, relaxing in Josh’s arms.

			“So we’ll still see each other every day,” he said. “And I’ll still be around to help you if you get stuck on an idea or in a panic cycle. I’ll even come and help at the state fair if you want.”

			“But I’ll miss you,” she protested. “And I’m whining right now, which is probably ruining the whole proposal thing. But still, I don’t know what I’m going to do without you.”

			“It’s for the best, honey. It’ll be great. And I won’t have to call you ‘boss’ anymore, which will do wonders for my pride.”

			“I love you, you insane person.” And with that, Sadie gave him a lingering kiss.

			“You know what?” Gina exclaimed. “I can’t take any more of this. Y’all are just a bunch of drama junkies, setting up these bizarre scenarios so you can act out some plot from a soap opera and pretend like you have lives! It’s ridiculous and sad and I’m not going to have anything to do with it anymore!”

			“Drama.” I snorted. “You mean like breaking into someone’s phone and deleting texts and then baiting another coworker into looking at them so she’ll draw some inappropriate conclusions?”

			The color drained out of Gina’s face, and for just a second her mouth flopped open like a guppy’s. I heard Sadie whisper, “Quick, grab Kelsey’s arms.” But I just stared at Gina with a perfectly pleasant, if slightly enigmatic, smile on my face.

			Gina cleared her throat delicately. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Oh, I’m sure you wouldn’t,” I said, giving her even more of the scary smile.

			“When everybody is done feeding into Sadie’s irrational need for attention, I’ll be in the van!” Gina yelled, dragging her suitcase out the front entrance, smacking it against her legs as she rushed.

			“It’s nice that everything is getting back to normal,” Sadie said, kissing Josh. She turned to me. “And you, that was unusually restrained for you. I appreciate you not going with the nuclear option of beating the tar out of her the minute the closet door opened. It saves me a lot of paperwork.”

			“Oh, Charlie and I talked about it and agreed that route was too obvious and potentially prosecutable,” I said as the others followed Gina’s lead and lugged their bags out of the lobby. “So we’re going the subtle route. I made a few phone calls last night and I don’t think Gina is going to be our problem for very much longer.”

			Josh pursed his lips. “I know I shouldn’t ask, for the sake of plausible deniability, but what do you mean?”

			“Well, for instance, did you know that Gina doesn’t know how to use mail merge? Theresa does it for her every time she has to send out a mass mailing from the commissioner. Also, Gina doesn’t know that you can’t click on those ‘You have won a free iPad!’ pop-ups every time you see one, and Tom is getting really sick of clearing all of those viruses off her hard drive. And the caterer that we use for department events? Refuses to deal with Gina after she called him a ‘useless waste of space whose crab puffs taste like crap,’ so Carol over in hospitality services has to handle that for her. And the florist who remembers to send bouquets to the commissioner’s wife on her birthday and anniversary without Gina reminding him? He’s never really liked Gina. So all I had to do was call these people up, ask how they were doing, and remind them of all the little ways Gina has screwed them over the years, and mysteriously they don’t want to do her little favors anymore. I predict her professional implosion within three weeks.”

			Also, I may or may not have arranged for my boys to put Gina on no-fly lists for several federal agencies. But the less Sadie knew about that, the better.

			“That sounds a lot like Protocol: Icarus,” Charlie noted.

			“Augh, I keep forgetting to call that off!” I groaned. “Too late now.”

			“Well, on that note.” Sadie threw her arm toward the door and announced, “Okay, everybody, let’s get out of here!”

			[image: ]

			Stretching my sore back muscles, I stepped away from the ice-blue wall of my apartment and considered my almost-completed paint job. The coat of “Scottish Mist” had dried over the past few days. Charlie and I were now painting the silhouettes of tall, thin birch trees in shades of gray and white. It was simple, comfortable, and it reminded me of those days trapped in the snowy woods with my friends. And Gina.

			“That looks really nice,” I told Charlie as he finished a particularly fractal branch. “I never thought I’d say this, but I sort of miss the lodge.”

			“Yes, I too miss the sounds of Bonnie’s snoring and the threat of death by canned beans,” Charlie quipped, ducking when I tossed a paint rag at him. I laughed and he pulled me close, kissing the tip of my nose, then my forehead, landing on my mouth with an urgency that still startled me, even after weeks of those kisses. “I don’t miss the setting, but the company more than made up for it.”

			“I will admit, the setting had its drawbacks. But it built our character, right?” I still had the marks of our ordeal on me. I still tried to use the bathroom without the lights on. I occasionally caught myself trying to return the milk carton to my balcony instead of my fridge. And I still based my prediction of how my day was going to go on whether I had fuzzy socks available.

			“Trust me, Kelsey, you have enough character.” He gave me one last peck on the lips before returning to his tree.

			I had stood my ground about not moving out of the Mayfair. But my apartment was going through a major post-Darrell overhaul, thanks to the extra cash I’d made from my ice storm photos. My work had been posted to several state agency Web sites, from the forestry department to human resources, demonstrating the ice buildup, the tree damage, and the effects of long-term confinement on employees. Because I was one of the few state reps to have the presence of mind to document the ice storm “up close and personal,” Sadie negotiated a healthy rate of compensation by other agencies that wanted to use my work. I was even getting offers to do freelance shots for the various state departments, and a 4-H agent from the Marshall County Cooperative Extension office asked me to shoot her wedding. So far, I’d made enough to pay for my apartment makeover and undo several of Darrell’s less scrupulous dings to my credit.

			The worst of those dings had been ironed out by the time we returned from captivity. Once again, my beloved Lost Boys had stepped in to save my behind. It turned out that one of the companies they developed software for sold vendor payment systems, giving the boys contacts at several different credit card companies. They didn’t even have to break any laws to clear my name from the accounts Darrell signed up for without my knowledge. They just had to provide the right people with affidavits stating that the accounts were opened without my consent. Membership in the nerd herd had its privileges. 

			I’d spent the first week after the Retreat from Hell, as Josh was officially calling it, turning my apartment inside out. Sadie and Bonnie helped, in that they came over with booze and candy bars to do this breakup cleansing ritual right, something I’d never bothered with before because I never felt like the breakup was permanent. But now I knew with absolute certainty: I never wanted to see Darrell again . . . unless he ended up on the news for developing a rare strain of flesh-eating bacteria or falling in a sinkhole or something.

			I had not heard from him since our return. Probably because I changed my phone number the day after we got home. Of course, this meant my mother wasn’t able to contact me either . . . and I was okay with that. After our phone conversation at the lodge, she had sent me an e-mail saying she wouldn’t speak to me until I’d kissed and made up with Darrell and apologized for treating her so rudely. I was perfectly at ease with letting her wait. Both of them had been specters poisoning my psyche for too long. My mother had held her disapproval and silence like a hammer over my head for as long as I could remember. She could deal with me not speaking to her for a change.

			My boys heartily approved of the Mom Embargo and were happy to present me with the checkpoints they’d met on the Protocol: Icarus list, including signing Darrell up for membership in the Justin Bieber fan club, closing all of Darrell’s online accounts, posting Darrell’s picture on the “banned customer” Web page for every Gamer’s Paradise store across the country, and arranging for him to receive every incarnation of the Oriental Trading Company catalogue. They were particularly proud of their pièce de résistance, which was remotely accessing his phone and installing a virus that would dial his mother’s number at random times at least once every twelve hours. So even if he didn’t get drawn into awkward “But I didn’t mean to call you, Mom” conversations with his mother—who wouldn’t appreciate being told that attention paid to her was accidental—she would pick up his inadvertent calls without his knowledge and get an earful of Darrell’s unfiltered conversations, most of which would radically change her view of him as her sweet little boy. Considering how often he threatened to call my mother with upsetting news, I preferred to think of this as sweet, well-executed justice. And reminded myself never to get on the boys’ collective bad side.

			The boys also held a council meeting to determine whether Charlie was worthy or whether they would have to chase him off with a mix of cyber-harassment and threats with cosplay weapons. But then Charlie started talking about mixed-integer nonlinear programming and they practically wanted to date him. I had a hard time keeping them out of the apartment so I could get some alone time with him.

			I did gripe about the interference, but in truth, my friends’ enthusiasm helped us take things slow. Neither of us was ready for the relationship we wanted together. We were working our way up to it with subtle not-quite-dates and nonpermanent renovations to my apartment that would make it look dramatically different from the one I’d shared with Darrell. Between the frozen forest motif on the walls, the new glass-and-chrome coffee table, and the minimalist but comfy white couch cover I planned to get, my new living room was going to be downright trendy.

			And while I was recovering from the massive sugar high/hangover fueled by my friends’ generosity, Bonnie had sorted through my closet, thrown out any remaining Darrell debris, and then installed an organizer rack thing that allowed me to actually see all my shoes at once. I had way more shoes than I realized, but still not nearly enough. It was the catch-22 of shoe worship.

			“Have I mentioned I have some ideas for your bedroom?” Charlie asked casually.

			“I’m all ears.”

			“I was thinking of a pillow-fort-slash-sultan theme, lots of pillows and blankets on the floor under a big dining room table. Maybe a little gas fireplace.”

			“Oh, you’re funny, you are.”

			He wiggled his eyebrows naughtily. “It’s only funny if you’re not willing to do it, in which case, yes, I am totally joking.”

			“You’re putting an awful lot of thought into a room that you won’t see for another . . .” I glanced at the KCT calendar on the fridge, as if I wasn’t acutely aware of exactly how much time was left before the sex embargo was lifted. “Five months and two weeks.”

			He groaned. “Don’t remind me. I’m in a state of sexual denial.”

			“That’s a slogan we haven’t tried yet. ‘Kentucky—a State of Sexual Denial.’ ”

			A bold knock at the door sounded and I reached for my purse to grab cash for our planned takeout feast. “That would be the deliveryman from Jasmine Garden with our dinner, which, clearly, I slaved over the phone ordering. Prepare for katsu don so good it will make you write God a thank-you note for creating pork.”

			“I’m offended that you think I haven’t already,” said Charlie, who had taken out his wallet and counted out the total, plus a healthy tip.

			“I’m not letting you pay for dinner when you’re being used as manual labor,” I told him.

			“You bought lunch,” he reminded me. “That means it’s my turn. And while we’re standing here arguing, poor Tony is standing outside, holding our rapidly cooling katsu don.”

			I huffed out a breath, but I wasn’t sure if it was based in annoyance at being outmaneuvered or at being so awkward about Charlie’s behaving like a reasonable adult over issues like money and work. I had to stop calling attention to the fact that I was not used to dating a grown-up. I was a work in progress. “We’ll talk about this when imperiled pork isn’t an issue.”

			“I’m sure we will,” Charlie said, packing up the painting supplies for the night.

			With a smile on my face, I whipped the door open, prepared to greet Tony, my favorite delivery guy. “I hope you remembered the extra wasabi this time, To— Shit.”

			There was Darrell, making the stupid doe eyes at me. He was disheveled, with big bags under the baby browns and a shirt that looked like it hadn’t even seen the inside of a hamper, much less an iron, in weeks. He leaned against the doorjamb, one foot already past the threshold, and gave me what I’m sure he thought was his best lazy-sexy smile. “Baby. Did you miss me? I missed you.”

			I was proud that instead of beaning him over the head with the heavy decorative metal tree on my entryway table, my first instinct was to slam the door in his face. I didn’t want to insult him. I didn’t want to attack him. I just wanted him gone. I considered that a step in the right direction, emotional-maturity-wise. I heard Charlie rinsing out the paint brushes in the kitchen. Please, please, I prayed, just let him stay in there while I get rid of Darrell. Seeing another “bull in the pen” would only make Darrell’s stupid caveman brain go into overdrive and the situation would escalate so quickly that cold katsu don would be the least of our problems.

			Instead of whacking him with the big metal tree, I grabbed the doorknob and tried to shut the door in his face. “No. I have not missed you. Go away.”

			Darrell slammed his hand against the door with a lot more force than I expected from him. I stepped back. “Aw, come on, don’t be like that. We need to talk, baby.”

			“Shouldn’t you be calling Shelley ‘baby’?” I asked brightly. “Or did that not work out for you?”

			I would admit that was a cheap shot. Thanks to my network of building spies, I already knew that Shelley had tossed Darrell’s delinquent ass out of her apartment just before we returned from the lodge. She apparently had a much lower tolerance for unpaid bills and unwashed dishes than I did.

			Darrell eyed me with exasperation, like he couldn’t believe I was putting up a fuss. “Kelsey, just let me in and we’ll work things out like we always do. Look, you win, okay? We’ll get married . . . in a year or so. I’ll get you a ring and everything.”

			“Well, be still my beating freaking heart, Darrell. You know how to sweep a girl off her feet.”

			“Why do you always have to be such a bitch?” he growled. “I’m just trying to give you what you want!”

			“What I want is definitely not you. It took nearly freezing to death in the middle of nowhere to get me to realize that my life is so much better without you in it. Now, go find somebody else to annoy.”

			This unexpected show of spine seemed to shock Darrell. I never talked to him this way. I placated and I cajoled. But I had never used that tone with him. And he clearly didn’t appreciate the new Kelsey. The wounded-puppy expression dropped like a stone. His eyes narrowed and his lip curled back into a sneer. “You’re lucky I’m willing to take you back after all the crap I have to put up with from you. It’s not like you’re some kind of prize.”

			I smiled sweetly. “So it ought to be easy for you to walk away and not worry about taking me back.”

			He smirked at me. “I don’t think you’ll be so damn smug when I call your mama and tell her that I begged you to marry me, and that you were being so uncooperative I just didn’t think it would work out. What do you think she’s going to do if she hears the sob story from my side?”

			“Really? You’re going to tell my mommy on me? Because I won’t date you anymore?” I stared at him for a long, silent moment before adding one last time, “Really?”

			I rolled my eyes and tried to shove the door closed, only to have Darrell throw his weight against it. I planted my feet and gave him a death glare, even when he said, “What the hell’s gotten into you, Kelsey? You go away for a few weeks and you come back with that mouth? What makes you think you can talk to me that way?”

			“Darrell, I am sick. Sick, sick, sick of your bullshit. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to talk to you. I want to pretend you were never a part of my life. You leaving me for Loud-Sex Shelley was one of the best things that could have happened to me, because it finally woke me up to how lazy I’d become. So do me a favor and just keep going.” I smirked at him. “And when you ‘accidentally’ call your mom this afternoon, tell her I said hi.”

			Realization took its time, but finally dawned on his face.

			“You bitch!” Darrell shoved the door again, and I reached for the metal tree on the entry table. But suddenly, he stopped in his tracks, his expression confused as he stared at something over my shoulder.

			“Who the hell is this, Kelsey?” Darrell demanded.

			I turned to see Charlie standing behind me, long, lean arms crossed over his chest and looking surprisingly dangerous as he stared through Darrell. The image was so striking that my mouth sort of dried up and I ignored Darrell’s repeated demands to be introduced to this strange man standing in “his” apartment. I couldn’t even be bothered to correct Darrell.

			“What, you replaced me already? You really are a little slut, aren’t you?” he spat as my grip on the tree tightened. Darrell smirked at Charlie. “Enjoy my seconds, jackass.”

			Charlie smiled, but it was more a sneer than a friendly expression. “As much as I would love to beat you senseless over calling Kelsey names, I know that’s what you want. You want a big, ugly fight so you can call the police and report me for assault, right? Isn’t that what little boys like you do, cry victim when you don’t get your way? You’re not worth the sweat it would take to beat some sense into you. So run along, little boy, and bother someone else.”

			Darrell lunged toward the door, but Charlie was too quick, slamming it in his face and locking the dead bolt. Cue the barrage of yelling from Darrell, demanding to know who the hell Charlie thought he was, what he thought he was doing with Darrell’s girlfriend, and if Charlie realized how hard Darrell was going to kick his ass. And then he started screaming through the door, telling me to get my ass out in the hall and talk to him.

			And then we heard, “No, Mom, I didn’t mean to call you!”

			“That was unexpectedly hot,” I told Charlie. “And you were right not to take the bait. As much as he deserves the whoopin’, he totally would have called the cops on you.”

			“I do what I can,” Charlie said. “Or I don’t, as the case may be.”

			Over the din of Darrell’s tantrum, I just made out my cell phone beginning to blast the original Star Trek theme music, which was Cyrus’s ringtone. He didn’t bother with a greeting. “The two of you need to go to your front window.”

			Outside my door, Darrell must have bruised one of his hands or something because he gave one last kick and said, “Fine! Take her! I don’t care!” And then he stomped down the hall.

			“Why should I go to my front window, Cyrus?” I asked, waving my hand at Charlie, who followed me toward the aforementioned window.

			“To paraphrase the words of Khan Noonien Singh, revenge is a dish best served hot with butter and salt.”

			I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared into it. My friend had finally lost his mind. “What?”

			“Just watch, Kelsey, jeez.” Wally’s voice sounded from behind us. He was standing in my doorway, munching on a big bowl of popcorn, the little flecks of white scattered on his sandy beard and HAN SHOT FIRST T-shirt.

			“Wasn’t that door locked?” Charlie asked.

			“Yes, but I have a key,” Wally pointed out.

			“You have a key for emergencies. A dramatic entrance is not an emergency.”

			“Just wait.” Wally tilted the bowl toward me in offering. I shook my head.

			Bud and Aaron tumbled into the apartment like gamboling puppies, laughing their heads off. Aaron had expressive brown eyes and a mischievous grin that reminded me of Puck from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Bud was so ginger-headed that he was practically a Weasley. He was as stocky and round as Aaron was thin and lanky.

			“What is going on?” I exclaimed. “Have you been experimenting with hydroponics again? Because I can only save up so much bail money!”

			“Just wait!” Bud snatched some popcorn from Wally’s bowl and shoved it into his mouth. “We’ve been looking forward to Darrell’s comeuppance for years.”

			Just then, we saw Darrell stomp into the parking lot and toward his Corvette. He climbed in, slamming the door behind him. He spun out in the parking lot, but as he drove toward McMahon Street, I noticed movement in the backseat through the rear windshield. I squinted at the pale shifting shape as Darrell’s brake lights flashed and he skidded to a stop. “What is that?”

			Without speaking, Aaron handed over a pair of what looked like Luke Skywalker’s macrobinoculars. Rolling my eyes, I focused the lenses on Darrell’s car and watched as a foil balloon seemed to bloom in the backseat.

			I turned to look at Wally as Charlie claimed the macrobinoculars. I frowned, looked down at the bowl of popcorn, glanced back toward the car and its foil stowaway, and down at the popcorn again. My jaw dropped and I burst out laughing. “No!”

			“It wasn’t as hard as you’d think,” Bud said, helping himself to some popcorn. “We told you, Darrell came sniffing around the apartment for mail he thought was his. We may have slipped a large package with your name on it from ShoeHeaven.com into the mix, a package to which we added about ten pounds of popcorn kernels and a remote control microwave emitter. The real trick was keeping the popcorn from rattling around. Shoes don’t rattle.”

			I howled with laughter. “And because it was a package of ‘shoes’ with my name on it, you knew he wouldn’t open it or even take it to whatever rock he’s sleeping under. Because he’d want to hold on to it in case he wanted an excuse to talk to me again. I leave no shoe behind.”

			Aaron nodded. “Cyrus is on the ground right now, running the microwave emitter. It has a limited range.”

			“He’s going to freak out,” I cackled. “He hates the smell of popcorn. And he doesn’t let anyone eat in his precious car. And you referenced one of my favorite eighties comedies, Real Genius. It’s the perfect revenge.”

			By now, the foil bubble had popped and was spewing forth a waterfall of fluffy white kernels. I took the macrobinoculars back so I could zoom in on Darrell, whom I could see thrashing in the front seat and mouthing words that didn’t look very happy. I giggled so hard that I may have snorted like Urkel. A few times.

			Charlie cleared his throat and in a very fatherly tone said, “Boys, I am very disappointed in you . . . for not including me in this plan. Seriously, this is insanely awesome.”

			Bud demurred. “We’ll decide how awesome it is when we find out whether Darrell charges us with destruction of his property.”

			“You didn’t destroy it. You just made it smell like Orville Redenbacher. Oh, look, he’s trying to bail the popcorn out like water in a leaky boat.” I snickered as Darrell climbed out of his car, smacking popcorn kernels off his clothes. He opened the back door and popcorn tumbled out onto the pavement like an avalanche. Darrell tossed popcorn over his shoulder by the handful, glaring at the apartment building.

			“Duck!” I yelped. And the others ducked down behind the windowsill. I waggled my fingers at Darrell and then showed him one in particular. He started screaming and stomping and throwing an even bigger tantrum.

			Why did I ever let him go?

			“You’d better tell Cyrus to get back up here before Darrell’s head explodes,” I whispered. I looked over the windowsill to see Darrell peeling out of the parking lot, leaving a trail of popcorn in his wake.

			I collapsed on the floor, giggling hysterically until tears rolled down my cheeks. “I love you guys. I really do.”

			“Well, I for one am still upset that I was left out,” Charlie grumbled good-naturedly. “Do you realize how often I get to play the hero? Never. My mother had a doctor’s note to get me out of dodgeball at school.”

			“I swear, the next time we reenact nerd revenge from a 1980s classic, we will include you,” Wally promised, pulling Aaron and Bud to their feet. “Well, fellas, I think our work here is done. This may be our only opportunity to swagger out of a room in a manly fashion, so let’s get to it.”

			And so my brilliant goofball friends moseyed out of my apartment John Wayne–style. Before shutting the door behind him, Aaron gave me a tip of his imaginary cowboy hat.

			“Is every day going to be this interesting with you?” Charlie asked.

			“I think you can count on it,” I told him. “And for the record, I thought you slamming the door in Darrell’s face was very manly and heroic. So consider all of your hero points used up. And you wasted them on a guy named Darrell.”

			“A life of bravery and valor, completely run off course.” Charlie sighed. “Well, I guess I can make up for my wasted potential by plying you with delicious baked goods. Bonnie sent me a text. She said that Sweet Eats has a new dessert that is the unholy offspring of cheesecake and brownies. Your friend Al tried to call them CheeseBrownies, but no one was buying them.”

			“Rightly so; that sounds disgusting,” I said, pulling a face. Though, secretly, I was so pleased that Charlie got along with my friends well enough to have his own text conversations with them. I had a not-quite-there-but-almost boyfriend that my friends liked. Yay for me.

			“Well, Bonnie says Al’s asking his favorite customers to come by for a brainstorming session. May I escort milady to the home of delicious forbidden treats?”

			How could one man’s voice make cupcakes sound so sexy?

			I tangled my fingers into his hair and kissed the little divot above his lips. “That’s very tempting. But didn’t you hear the weather report? It’s supposed to get really ugly over the next few hours. Sleet, freezing rain, snow, frogs, pestilence pouring forth from the sky . . .”

			“The weather reports always say that and it never happens,” he said, smirking.

			I gave a silly little giggle as Charlie pushed me back to the sofa and pulled me into his lap. “Still, to be safe, I think we’re going to have to stay holed up in this apartment for the next few hours, at least.”

			“Whatever will we do with our time?” he wondered aloud, oh so innocent and guileless.

			“I can think of a few things that will not violate our embargo.”

			“And then cupcakes after,” he insisted.

			“Are you always going to be this demanding?” I asked as he nuzzled the length of my neck.

			“When it comes to you? Always.”

			[[Buy buttons requested. To be added at epub stage.]]

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			In January 2009, my hometown—well, to be honest, most of Kentucky and six surrounding states—was hit by an epic ice storm. Western Kentucky was the hardest hit, with several inches of hard-packed ice on the ground, covered in nearly a foot of snow. This, in a state where two inches of snow on the ground sends people running for the bread and milk aisles.

			As my husband, David, says, when the Weather Channel’s Jim Cantore is doing live broadcasts from your Main Street, that’s not good.

			The storm took out power in thousands of homes in Kentucky that were left without electricity for several weeks. By the time I emerged from our encampment, I’d written about twenty pages of longhand notes on a legal pad. Most of those scrawled ramblings about feeling cold, twitchy with boredom, and under the extreme duress of being a Southern girl trapped in a virtual Siberia turned into the first few chapters of the Alaskan-based Naked Werewolf series.

			“The Big Ice Storm” has proven to be a rich source of inspiration. Even after three Naked Werewolf novels, my agent, Stephany Evans (who inspired the Bluegrass series in the first place with her fascination with my lovable, somewhat bizarre home state), remained curious about my ice storm entrapment and encouraged me to write a book about it.

			So thank you, of course, to Stephany, for her productive curiosity about the zany tragicomedy that is my everyday life. To my editor, Abby Zidle, for her patience and her passion for possums. To my in-laws, Russ and Nancy, for letting us take refuge at their house. And to my mom and dad, who contrived several plans (some legal) to obtain a generator and somehow get it through the tree-limb-blocked streets to m