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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Before we begin, have you joined my VIP list yet? For news and special offers subscribe today! 
 
      
 
    CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kenzie felt chilled to the bone. Sitting there in her real estate office chair, glaring across the room at the empty seat near the window, she thought back to all the times she should have recognized the truth: that her boyfriend, Austin, was sleeping with their mutual coworker, Tori.  
 
      
 
    God, the clues had been right there in front of her, probably making many of her coworkers think she was completely stupid, or clueless, for not seeing them. But Kenzie had been happy, or at least mildly so, and she hadn’t pushed any questions. Not when Austin and Tori had worked late together, nearly every night of the week. Not when Austin and Tori had decided to take that real estate vacation out to California, to “bone up” on some of the West Coast real estate tactics. As if.  
 
      
 
    Austin had moved in with Kenzie the previous year, uniting their funds and their lives in a small apartment in Concord, New Hampshire, just 20 minutes from where Kenzie had grown up with her mother in a lower-class home in the suburbs. Her father had left her and her mother when she was 16, driving quickly away from them and toward another job, another life, in Nevada. This had devastated her mother, at least for a while. But Kenzie had watched as her mother had regrouped, plotting eternally to remarry someone rich, someone who could take care of them.  
 
      
 
    Often, throughout her later teenage years, her mother would sit her at the table, tossing chicken and beans onto her plate, and declare that Kenzie’s one position in life was to nail down a husband, someone who could pay for her and keep her safe. Someone who could ensure she had a seat at a table, with a heaping plate, every single night of her life. 
 
      
 
    When Kenzie was 19, her mother had opted to marry a man down the street, an ex-real estate agent with a broad smile and three young children from a previous marriage—a man who talked a great deal about how much money he had and who could flash a credit card. Of course, the funds ran dry rather quickly. Kenzie hadn’t had the money to move out or head to college with the rest of her classmates at that point, and thus she had found herself as head babysitter, chasing the kids around the backyard and daydreaming about personal freedom, about her own piece of the world—one that wasn’t tainted by her mother, or by the fact that her father had left. Naturally, since then, she hadn’t thought much about motherhood for herself.  
 
      
 
    Her mother’s husband had suggested it first: that Kenzie become a real estate agent at the local firm. “She’s pretty, bright, and personable,” her stepdad had said, speaking as if Kenzie weren’t mere feet away from him, nibbling on a cracker. “She could really bring in the cash. And we could use it, Barb.” 
 
      
 
    Once the spark had entered her mother’s mind, Kenzie hadn’t questioned her, knowing that requesting permission to live her life would stunt her growth even more. She’d immediately headed to the real estate office, asking flirtatiously to fill out an application and quickly finding herself in an interview. The interviewer, a balding man with a drawl who had obviously moved up from the South, simply leaned back, assessing her with fish eyes. “Sell yourself,” he’d said.  
 
      
 
    And Kenzie had. She’d sold herself with dramatic and piercing words in the interview. “I have the skills and the ambition to sell these houses,” she’d said. “I’ve worked my way up from the bottom, selling candy bars to kids on the playground when I needed the extra cash. I’m nothing if not resilient. I’m the girl for this job.”  
 
      
 
    Then she’d sold houses. So many houses, in fact, that she’d found herself brought up to the Concord office in less than a year, leading her to getting her own place, to building her own life from the ground up. She didn’t often return to her mother’s, knowing the moment she arrived back, she’d be sucked into the chaos, probably babysitting within the hour. And her mother would nag, often declaring that Kenzie needed to move home, to contribute to the family funds.  
 
      
 
    “I gave you my entire life, Kenzie,” her mother often said, taking a long drag from a secret cigarette. “The least you could do is help me out a little bit once in a while. My husband and his kids drive me absolutely nuts. I need you around.” 
 
      
 
    But Kenzie didn’t allow herself to fall into her trap. She’d met Austin at the office when she’d been 23 years old, and they’d begun an intimate affair, with Kenzie hardly able to believe she’d found the kind of love people dreamed about, the kind her mother had never sought because she hadn’t believed it could exist. She’d allowed her mother to meet Austin exactly once, and her mother had been impressed, whispering to her daughter across the table: “He’s a keeper.”  
 
      
 
    But he hadn’t been. Or, at least, Austin hadn’t believed Kenzie was a keeper. Kenzie was a beautiful brunette with a broad smile and a medium frame who exercised three times a week at the gym to keep everything tight, or at least tight-ish. But Tori was a stunning blonde with bouncing breasts and a cinched waist. Many of the men at the office had pined after her, speaking about her lovingly at their various company parties. More than once, Kenzie had watched Austin’s eyes glide down Tori’s body, assessing her every angle.  
 
      
 
    But the saying “boys will be boys” had followed her, keeping her sane, reminding her that what she and Austin had, alone in their apartment, was special. It couldn’t be destroyed.  
 
      
 
    How had she found out? How had it all come tumbling down, you ask? Well, at lunchtime that very day, Kenzie had checked in on Austin, who had told her he was doing some last-minute touchups for an apartment down the block from their office. With a spare hour at her disposal, Kenzie had decided to grab lunch from his favorite burger place and surprise him there, allowing them a few moments of privacy before returning to their frantic office life.  
 
      
 
    Of course, they wouldn’t sleep together in another person’s apartment; that was strictly forbidden, and Kenzie liked to play by the rules. She couldn’t afford to get fired. She couldn’t afford to take that chance. Not ever. She’d been at the bottom before, and she wouldn’t go back.  
 
      
 
    But when Kenzie arrived at the apartment, she found the door cracked open. Clinging to the greasy bag of food, she tipped the door open more and listened, her mouth ajar, as the sounds of lovemaking, moaning, met her ears. Immediately, she panicked. Had the owners of the apartment returned, thus ruining Austin’s plans to complete the apartment in time? Who was going to wash the sheets? She shifted her weight, hating that she’d been listening for so long.  
 
      
 
    Immediately, it struck her that she should call Austin and tell him what was going on. She lifted her phone and dialed quickly, still listening to the moaning inside the apartment. If she closed the door too loudly and was caught, she’d be mortified. 
 
      
 
    But as the phone rang, she heard a familiar ring on the other side of the door, coming from the direction of the bedroom. She stopped, tilted her head, and realized that the lovemaking and moaning had stopped. She heard muffled words from down the hallway, someone saying, “Who is it?” 
 
      
 
    And a familiar, gruff voice saying, “It’s her. It’s Kenzie.” 
 
      
 
    “Let it ring,” the other voice said, giggling. “It’s our time right now.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie’s eyes had grown wide, realizing that the other voice was Tori’s and that Tori and Austin were inside, naked, sweating, touching. She shivered and took a step back, feeling as if she were at the bottom of a well, looking up at another reality, another world—one she was no longer a part of.  
 
      
 
    She walked back to the office, taking a small bite of a burger before tossing it in the trash. She hated the taste of the meat against her tongue, the feel of the grease between her teeth. When she returned to the office, she immediately threw up, feeling the weight of Austin’s infidelity upon her shoulders. This was something that happened to other girls, not her. And yet, here she was.  
 
      
 
    Sitting there, in her chair, still in shock and waiting for Tori and Austin to return, she realized she had to leave. She couldn’t remain in the office another second, not when she knew Austin and Tori would march in, laughing, salty from sex, in just an hour’s time. She lifted a sheet of paper from her desk and scribbled on it, writing the words in jagged handwriting: “I know. Be out of the apartment before the weekend. I’m going away for a few days. No questions.” She turned toward Austin’s desk, folded the sheet of paper, and smacked it in the center. The noise was a bit too loud, causing the secretary to begin whispering to another coworker, her dark green eyes still upon Kenzie. But Kenzie was far from caring.  
 
      
 
    She sent an email to her boss, explaining that she’d canceled her client meetings over the next few days and she’d be in Vermont to “clear her head.”  
 
      
 
    “Go ahead,” her boss emailed back. “We’ll see you when you’re ready to return.”  
 
      
 
    From the email, Kenzie realized that her boss had known this day was coming all along. He’d probably recognized Tori and Austin’s affection for one another long before and had decided to stay out of it, for better or for worse.  
 
      
 
    As she sat, stewing, she clicked around online, checking out a few Vermont cabins near the ski resorts. She imagined having the entire creaky cabin to herself: making tea, reading poetry, trying to remind herself what made her unique, what made her who she was, beyond Austin. The photos seemed fine, displaying a rugged interior and a large, crooked bed.  
 
      
 
    “Perfect,” she whispered, clicking on the payment options. Before she knew it, she’d booked a stay for the next week.  
 
      
 
    Her boss gave her a knowing look as she left the office. She wrapped her coat around herself and trudged to her car. That morning she’d been loved, a woman with a boyfriend—one she’d assumed would propose in the next year. But this afternoon she was single, alone, with nothing but the open road stretched before her.  
 
      
 
    She stopped only once, at her apartment, to grab a few clothes and her skis. Then she swept off toward that tiny cabin in Vermont with fire in her eyes, listening to music as loudly as she possibly could and driving five miles over the speed limit, a reckless action incredibly unlike her.  
 
      
 
    Vermont became hilly, mountainous, covered in snow around her as she drove into the evening. As she drove farther toward her destination, she found she could no longer hear the gossiping of her coworkers echoing in her ears. She could no longer hear her mother’s words declaring that her only purpose was to find a suitable mate. All she could hear was the music blaring in her ears. She felt free.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Vermont cabin was tucked away on Mount Mansfield, behind several twiggy trees and up a winding driveway. As she crept up, Kenzie passed one or two other rickety cabins. She wondered who her neighbors were. Perhaps married couples, looking to get away? Or other soulless, single women trying to get over the prospect of love? She imagined she’d never know, as she’d be locking herself away, leaving only for food runs and long, solitary days at the ski resort. She hadn’t come to commune with anyone, or to make friends. She’d come to rid her brain of its current turmoil. She’d come to feel like a person again.  
 
      
 
    She parked outside the cabin she’d reserved, checking her email quickly to ensure it was the proper address. She shrugged to herself, noting that the cabin looked a bit more dilapidated than it had in the photograph. As a real estate agent herself, she knew the little tricks of the trade, the ways to make a place look better than it really was. Remarkably, the online tactics had worked on her as well. She supposed she’d been a bit distracted, however.  
 
      
 
    She got out of her car and marched through the snow, feeling the chilly precipitation melt upon her nylons and drench her skin. She walked up the creaky steps, lifting the ‘welcome’ mat to find a key beneath. She smiled to herself, feeling like it was 1950, when people trusted one another enough to leave hideaway keys, and even to keep their doors wide open for children to run in and out. 
 
      
 
    She unlocked the door, feeling a vague fear pass over her. The door stuck, but she forced it open, revealing the run-down interior. Immediately, she realized the cabin hadn’t been warmed in several weeks, as it was even chillier on the inside than it was on the porch. She walked along the floorboards toward the heating system, flinging the switch up. She waited, tipping her weight forward on her toes, and realized that the heater cranked nothing but dust into the air. She breathed hot air into her hands, scrubbing her palms together, realizing she couldn’t survive in that cabin without heat.  
 
      
 
    “Shoot,” she whispered. She turned toward the kitchen, with its ’60s-era refrigerator and its crooked sink, and turned the handle of the faucet, thinking she could heat up some water. Nothing but a small, brown trickle came from the mouth. She sighed.  
 
      
 
    “Guess it’s time to use those Girl Scout skills,” she murmured, turning toward the fireplace. Unfortunately, the previous tenant hadn’t stocked any firewood. As she gazed outside, into the woods, she realized that all the firewood she could find that evening, before twilight struck, would be coated in snow, unable to dry out before the following day.  
 
      
 
    As she pondered what to do, her mind fluttered back toward thoughts of Austin. He was a strong, able-bodied man, but he’d always complained when they’d gone camping together, nearly throwing out his back while chopping firewood. He would have hated this cabin. He would have requested a beach vacation, somewhere where they brought cocktails to you as you dipped your feet beneath the waves. Tori probably preferred something similar. If anything, this was what Kenzie was meant to be doing, despite her current predicament. She had to persevere.  
 
      
 
    Strapping a smile on her face, Kenzie stomped back to her car, changed into her dark snow boots, and hopped into the driver’s seat, not bothering to lock the cabin. She cranked backward, reversing the car, and chugged down the driveway, stopping at the first cabin. She parked and hopped out, still maintaining her real estate smile.  
 
      
 
    But neither this cabin nor the one down the hill was occupied. Growing chillier with each passing moment, Kenzie forced herself to drive farther into the mountains, deeper into the woods, hunting for a neighbor. If she couldn’t find one, she’d turn back, head to the closest town, rent a motel room, and weep herself to sleep in a grungy, bedbug-swarmed bed.  
 
      
 
    After driving for nearly 15 minutes, lost in the heat of her car’s blasting air and the cyclical nature of her own thoughts, Kenzie found herself staring at a small, remote cabin with a slight porch in front and a large truck parked in the center of the driveway. The cabin was far from the main road, leaving Kenzie to believe that whoever had built out here wasn’t hunting for visitors. But as she gazed at the cabin, watching as the light from the interior fireplace licked at the porch poles, she realized this was her only hope.  
 
      
 
    And now that she’d been shamed so supremely by a man she’d loved and a woman she’d worked alongside for years, she couldn’t imagine any kind of embarrassment at the hand of the stranger in the cabin. If he murdered her, perhaps that was all the better. At least Austin would feel guilty.  
 
      
 
    Giggling to herself, realizing her thoughts were crazed and her stomach was gurgling with hunger, she ducked from the driver’s seat and began her ascent toward the cabin, shivering full force. The stairs creaked beneath her. With mere inches between her nose and the door, she could almost feel the warmth of the fire inside.  
 
      
 
    Unable to wait in the chill a moment longer, Kenzie rapped on the door. She waited, listening to the shifting weight of someone inside coming to his feet and marching toward the door. His footfalls were heavy, sending fear coursing up and down Kenzie’s spine. Perhaps she wasn’t prepared to be murdered after all.  
 
      
 
    After what seemed like a small eternity, the door burst open, revealing a tall, blond, blue-eyed man with a muscular frame beneath his blue and black flannel. The blue in his shirt made his eyes gleam. The moment Kenzie caught sight of him, her breath stopped. She took a slight step back, overwhelmed by his masculinity and frank expression. She stuttered, wanting to find the right words.  
 
      
 
    “Hello,” he said, his voice gruff. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie strapped her familiar real estate smile on her face once more, knowing it had an effect on men—but not betting it would alter this man’s opinion of her one bit. He seemed too firm in his beliefs, not interested in the opinions of others.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, stumbling over her words. “I’ve just rented a cabin about 15 minutes from here, and it doesn’t seem to be as advertised…” She trailed off, shrugging. “By that I mean—nothing inside the cabin works. And I don’t have any firewood to make a fire.”  
 
      
 
    The man considered her for a moment, taking in her words. Finally, after what seemed like years, he beckoned her inside. “Just let me get my boots on. I’ll bring some firewood and help you get it started.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, gosh,” Kenzie said, feeling nervous. “I’m so sorry. You don’t have to—if I could just borrow the wood—” 
 
      
 
    “No. I don’t want you to go all the way back down and not be able to start it,” he said, slipping his socked feet into his thick boots. “I can do it in just a few minutes. I’m guessing that will save you a few hours.” He looked her up and down once more. “Where are you from?” 
 
      
 
    “Concord, New Hampshire,” she responded, tilting her head and feeling the compassion from his words. It had been a long time since she’d met a kind stranger. “I’m just here for the week. To ski.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. And you didn’t bother bringing anyone with you? Scary woods to sleep in alone,” the man said, cinching his bootlaces tight.  
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s just me for now,” Kenzie said. She allowed a long moment to pass before speaking again. “I’m Kenzie, by the way. Kenzie Harrington.” 
 
      
 
    The man got up from the couch and shook her hand, making intense eye contact. “Kenzie. I’m Bryce. Bryce Walker. It’s good to meet you. Now, let’s stop wasting time. It’s almost nine at night, and I have an early wakeup call.”  
 
      
 
    Was he being rude? Or just trying to save time? Kenzie couldn’t tell. But it was clear he wasn’t attracted to her, or perhaps hadn’t noticed her. Should she flirt with him?  
 
      
 
    Kenzie bounded after him, toward their cars in the driveway. Bryce revealed a small, dry arena beside his cabin where he kept large stacks of firewood. They began to pile the wood into the back of Kenzie’s car. Bryce informed her that he’d give her enough for a few days but that she’d better stockpile her own, from either the local town store or the branches surrounding her cabin.  
 
      
 
    “I won’t bother you every few days for wood,” Kenzie said, laughing and tossing some lumber into her trunk, on top of several real estate magazines. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Bryce said. Kenzie couldn’t tell if he was joking, but his eyes twinkled as he gave her a final look before ducking into the driver’s seat of his truck. Perhaps there was a chance? “Lead me, okay?” he called out the window.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie drove down the mountain and out of the depth of the woods, toward her cabin, thankful she remembered the way. As she drove slowly, the truck followed several feet behind, giving her enough room to make mistakes. He seemed conscious of how careful she was, that she required an easy trek.  
 
      
 
    As she drove, she imagined herself attempting to build a fire alone that night, shivering and cursing, snapping her real estate nails against the twigs and growing dirtier and more frustrated with each passing moment. She suspected Bryce had had a similar image. She suspected he could see through her with those piercing blue eyes, which were tinged with loneliness. A loneliness that, Kenzie knew, she’d probably have to grow accustomed to.  
 
      
 
    They arrived at her cabin 15 minutes later, Bryce popping out immediately and gathering the wood from her trunk. In no time, he’d stockpiled it in a dry area of her porch and begun to construct a fire-friendly structure in her fireplace. Kenzie looked on from the side of the dank, slight cabin room, watching his arms move easily, lifting and adjusting the wood, before he snapped a match. The fire made his eyes twinkle. He lit some of the smaller twigs first, allowing the logs to grow warmer and drier. Then he struck another match, making the larger logs catch.  
 
      
 
    With a firm, small fire growing in the fireplace, Kenzie clicked her tongue. “I’m impressed, Boy Scout,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Bryce lifted himself from his knees, brushing at his dirtied jeans. “You’ll get the hang of it,” he said. “Especially if you’re going to be here for a week, you said?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Kenzie said, scratching at the back of her skull. “I was hoping you could recommend some places in town? It’s what, 20 miles down the mountain?” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Bryce said, his voice taking on a polite tone. “There’s a great grocery store. Hank’s, is what he’s called it. And the pub next door has half-priced pints on Tuesdays and Thursdays, if that suits you. Also, the Early Bird diner. The best breakfast I’ve ever had in Vermont, and for less than five dollars, if you can believe it. And there’s a tiny medical center down there. A single nurse, and a doctor that drives in about once a week. God forbid you need something like that, but it’s good to know it’s there.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Kenzie said, swiping her brown hair behind her ears. “You don’t know what this means to me. I’ve had a crappy day.” She gave him a slight smile. 
 
      
 
    “I know all about crappy days,” Bryce said, walking toward the door. He was suddenly in a rush, anxious to stop the conversation in its tracks. He seemed aloof, as if he’d already spent his allotted words for the day. “I suppose I’ll get back to my cabin. Keep the fire going, and put a log on every once in a while. It should hold all night and keep you warm.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie watched as Bryce marched down the steps toward his truck. He looked handsome, if stooped, as if the weight of the world were continually on his shoulders. As she closed the door, she remained at the window, her fingertips against the pane, watching as he maneuvered back onto the winding road.  
 
      
 
    She sensed that he wouldn’t see anyone for another several days, that he normally lived in his head, safe from the dangers of the world. And god, Kenzie knew those dangers. As of today, she knew what it was like to open herself up to someone and feel like she’d been dragged through the mud. Remembering her mother, who’d been left after 17 years of marriage, she forced herself to begin forgiving the world, hopeful she wouldn’t follow a similar track.  
 
      
 
    She collapsed on the couch moments later, loving the feel of the tickling fire upon her frigid toes. She removed her soggy socks and undressed, donning a nightgown. She found several blankets in the closet and wrapped up, gazing into the fire, allowing her mind to drift back to Austin and Tori. She hadn’t received a single message on her phone, nothing to alert her that Austin was searching for her or worried about her.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps he and Tori were together at that exact moment, gazing into one another’s eyes, thanking their lucky stars that Kenzie had left town. Perhaps they were sleeping in her very bed, knowing they had several more days before she arrived home again. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie leaned back against the couch, gazing up at the low ceiling, which was cracked from the freezing winters and the bright summers, the wood stretched. Grateful for the fire, she cuddled against the back of the couch, her mind whirring with how nice and handsome Bryce was.  
 
      
 
    Even after dating Austin for two years, she couldn’t remember feeling that instant attraction, that sizzling in her gut that told her she felt something. Something important. Something that mattered. Rather, Austin had been convenient, at the office in which she worked every single day, flashing that smile at her and convincing her, after several months of working side by side, to go out for a drink with him. Starved for love and feeling lustful, she’d agreed.  
 
    Now she regretted it. She remembered thinking she was falling for him in ways she couldn’t have dreamed of before, but she’d convinced herself of that. Obviously.  
 
      
 
    After nearly an hour, Kenzie allowed herself to drift off to sleep, visions of Bryce still filling her mind. She had fleeting dreams about him, about them walking through the snowy woods together, hand in hand. There was such a warmth to him, a strength to him, that assured her everything would be all right. They didn’t have to speak. They could just gaze into one another’s eyes in this other dream world and feel the tension, the spark, that their presence together created. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie awoke early in the morning and dropped another log on the fire, watching as sparks burst into the air. She shivered, rubbing her hands together, and then dropped her feet into her boots. She brought a bucket from the kitchen and gathered up some snow, anxious for something to drink. Holding the bucket over the fire, she watched as the snow melted into glittering water, and then she drank gratefully. Her scratchy throat felt cool and clean, and her mind was free from thoughts of Austin and Tori.  
 
      
 
    Realizing she was absolutely starving, having eaten nothing since the previous day’s bite of burger, she moved to her car and drove down the mountain, toward the small town. Stretching her fingers over the steering wheel, she imagined finding Bryce at the diner, tucking into pancakes and drinking coffee slowly, contemplating whatever weight he felt from the world. Perhaps the moment she entered, she would cause him to smile. 
 
      
 
    The tiny town held no more than 1,000 people. It was a strip consisting of the grocery store, the diner, the pub, and a liquor store, a single paved road running down the center. A few people stood outside the diner, smoking cigarettes and kicking the snow. With the nearest city an hour away, Kenzie couldn’t imagine who lived here on purpose. Surely there weren’t enough people to sustain the place long term. 
 
      
 
    She parked her car outside the diner, not bothering to lock it, and wandered into the small establishment, which looked like it had last been decorated in 1955. She grinned at the waitress, a stout woman in her late 40s with a bad blond dye job. “Hi, honey. Sit wherever you like. You want me to grab you a cup of coffee?” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Kenzie said, taking a seat at the second booth, which had a good view of the mountains. Just two other couples were in the diner, both of them aging, eating toast slowly and allowing the crumbs to build up on the plastic table. They didn’t speak, but it wasn’t awkward. They’d get to conversation later, in time. There was always time. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie ordered a stack of blueberry pancakes, feeling giddy and childlike. She sipped her coffee after adding too much sugar and grinned to herself, looking forward to the ski slopes ahead. She hadn’t skied in nearly three years, when she’d gone with a few girls she’d met in downtown Concord. Then, she’d been uneasy, rickety on girlish knees. Perhaps today, as a 25-year-old, newly single woman, she would stand tall with her eyes toward the horizon and her skis racing over the fine snow. 
 
      
 
    She paid just four dollars, giving the woman a 100 percent tip, and then drove slowly toward the ski resort, growing more fatigued with each passing minute. The pancakes seemed to reaffirm that she’d had a difficult previous day, and that her sleep—although warm—had been fitful. Her eyelids began to droop as she waited in line to rent a ski lift pass. When her lips moved to speak to the attendant, she knew she was mumbling.  
 
      
 
    She forced herself up the mountain, though, knowing the slicing winds would wake her. At the top, standing near several pine trees, she gazed out over the slopes at the dots of dark trees surrounding her and the numerous, multi-colored coats whipping down the hill in front of her, each of the wearers seemingly pros. She leaned forward, feeling tentative, and felt her skis tilt over the edge. In an instant, she was going full speed, the wind biting into her soft cheeks and her brown ponytail whipping behind her.  
 
      
 
    She careened over first one hill and then the next, her skis shifting quickly, right and then left in the form she’d begun to learn as a younger woman. “Be patient with yourself,” she whispered, her voice lost in the wind. “Give yourself time.”  
 
      
 
    After what seemed like forever, she reached the bottom of the mountain. She dropped her ski poles, leaned forward, and grasped her knees, coughing. A man appeared beside her, removing his scarf from his face to speak to her. At first, Kenzie felt certain the man would be Bryce—that he had followed her all the way to the ski resort just to be near her. But of course, this was magical thinking.  
 
      
 
    “You okay, champ?” the man asked her, smiling. Three of his teeth were crooked, but his eyes were bright, friendly—without that color of loneliness found in Bryce’s.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Kenzie said, rising from her stance. “Just not used to this anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Been a while?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “A few years, yep,” Kenzie said, her smile faltering. She could tell this man was flirting with her, and she wanted to brush him off, to return to her daydreaming about Bryce. “Sorry. I think I’ll just—I’ll go back to the lodge.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you need help getting back?” he asked, anxious to stay around her. 
 
      
 
    “No, no,” she said, shaking her head and waving her ski poles. “I’m quite certain I can manage. Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    She stabbed her poles into the snow outside the lodge and removed her large ski boots from the skis before stomping into the warmth of the lodge. A massive fireplace crackled in the center of the room, warming the feet of many wives and mothers, all of who were taking a rest while their men continued their outdoor trekking.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie ordered a hot chocolate and gazed out the window at the mountain, thinking she saw the man who’d just flirted with her as he took another sleek run down the slopes. His bright blue coat was obnoxious, flamboyant against the backdrop of the snow. She remembered the humble nature of Bryce’s clothes, the flannel, surely so warm and soft against his skin.  
 
      
 
    After 30 minutes indoors, Kenzie forced herself back onto the slopes for another few rounds, hating the wild feeling in her gut when her skis swept too swiftly down the mountain. She lacked control, and she was unable to stop when she wanted to. During her second round, she fell to her knees, watching as her snow pants took on splotches of chilly water.  
 
      
 
    Finally, during the late afternoon, Kenzie allowed herself to quit, feeling exhaustion creeping up her arms and legs. Her muscles ached as she removed her skis and snow clothes. She stood in black stretch pants and a black turtleneck, grateful not to feel the weight of her snow clothes and ready to return to her cabin, guzzle some wine, maybe, and fall into a deep slumber. If she was going to be single forever, there was no one stopping her from sleeping at least half of her life away. 
 
      
 
    She returned to her car and drove to the grocery store, where she bought several bottles of wine, some snacks, vegetables, cheeses, and meats, thinking she could spend the next few days alone in the cabin, nibbling on food and considering what to do next with her life—and whether or not she could, feasibly, quit her job in Concord.  
 
      
 
    As the woman at the grocery store scanned her items, she looked Kenzie up and down with fatigued, gray eyes. She spoke, revealing yellow teeth between her lips. “Darlin’, you been goin’ through something? You look tired as they come.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie gave her an appreciative smile, inwardly hating that she looked tired enough to be called out at the grocery store. She piled her things into a paper bag and left, setting the bag in the passenger seat and taking a sip of cola for a jolt of caffeine.  
 
      
 
    The realization that the fire would be out struck her when she was about halfway home, her tires crunching over newly fallen snow. She hadn’t bothered to add extra logs to the fire that morning, not wanting to waste them. But she’d been away for hours, allowing the embers to cool, allowing the fire to recede. Surely, when she arrived home, the cabin would be dark, dank, the same cave dwelling she’d discovered the day before.  
 
      
 
    When she reached the cabin, she brought her paper bag in with her, slipping it onto the rickety table. She glanced toward the fire, affirming what she’d feared. The logs in the fireplace were black and gray, without a single spark of orange. It was a metaphor, Kenzie thought then, for her and Austin’s relationship. There was nothing left. 
 
      
 
    But Kenzie wouldn’t give up hope. Not on the fire. She turned toward the porch and gathered several logs, along with some twigs, remembering how Bryce had built the fire the previous evening. She piled the logs into a kind of teepee construction, with the twigs beneath, and tried to light them with a match. Each time, the twigs fizzled out without igniting the larger logs.  
 
      
 
    Frustrated, Kenzie wrapped herself in a blanket, beginning to jog in place to keep up her warmth. Darkness had fully fallen outside, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since early that morning. The pancakes hadn’t stuck to her bones, not the way she’d hoped. She felt exhausted, on the fringe of collapsing. After a final try, after she watched the leaves on the twigs sizzle away, she rushed toward her paper bag, lifting a bottle of wine from the bottom. Moments before she opened it, ready to swig it deep into the night, drinking her sorrows and her chill away, an idea occurred to her.  
 
      
 
    Immediately, she knew it was her only hope. 
 
      
 
    She shoved her feet into her boots, donned her coat, and lifted the wine, knowing Bryce wouldn’t necessarily be surprised that she’d allowed the fire to go out. He might not be pleased, sure, but he was her only hope out here in the wilderness, a place that wasn’t so kind to tiny, 25-year-old city girls.  
 
      
 
    She drove toward the now-familiar cabin, 15 minutes away, looping down the road and blaring music, trying to ignore how nervous she was to see him. As she drove, the snow flurries from the early afternoon continued, tapping gently against her windowpane. It looked like a proper winter wonderland, like a dream.  
 
      
 
    She drove slower, her hands clenched over the steering wheel with purpose, wishing she’d made time to change her tires to snow tires. Of course, she hadn’t had much time for anything before she’d left town in such a hurry. She’d allowed her life to explode before her very eyes, watching as her relationship shattered, the shards scattering. She was left to make up the story of the rest of her life, without Austin. Certainly without Tori.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kenzie parked outside the cabin, gazing up at the brightly lit windows. She imagined Bryce within, stretched out on the couch and gazing at the fire. Probably, all thought of her had drifted from his mind the moment he’d left her, while she’d been left to linger over the memory of his firm, muscular torso, that twinkle in his eye, and the shadow of loneliness that crept over his face.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie lifted the bottle of wine from the passenger seat, telling herself it was now or never. But as she maneuvered out of the car, she realized the snow had begun to pick up, already putting a half-inch of firm precipitation on her windshield. She shivered, hoping she would be able to get out of the driveway. She was imagining her tires squealing violently before her car tipped down into the trees surrounding the cabin.  
 
      
 
    Removing her mittens, she rapped several times on the door. Inside, she heard raspy rock music coming from a crackly speaker. She remembered it from long before, when her mother and father had danced in the kitchen, their love still strong and their movements matching.  
 
      
 
    Bryce appeared on the other side of the door, peering at her curiously behind his blond-tinged beard. He frowned, realizing she was coated in newly fallen snow. “Gosh, I just looked outside. This kicked up in no time.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie smiled, unsure how to respond. She shrugged slightly and held out the wine bottle, still shivering. “I thought I’d bring this. As a thank you for yesterday. You were a great help.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce sniffed, unable to keep his laughter in. “You picked a great time to do that, didn’t you?” he said. But his sarcasm was in good spirits. He gestured toward his living area, and the fire. “Please, come in. Let’s open that bottle of wine. I really don’t think you’ll make it back to your place tonight. Not with those tires.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie blushed. “I’m sorry. I should have checked the weather.” She entered, swiping snow from her shoulders. She got a better look at the cabin, at the walls made of rustic, wooden slabs, at the crooked table, at the warm blankets and pillows lining the couch. She began to unzip her coat, feeling immediately at home. “I’ve been a little out of my head lately, and this vacation hasn’t done much to help that.” 
 
      
 
    “It never does, does it?” Bryce said, laughing. “Come on, sit down. I’ll open this wine. It looks wonderful. Normally a beer drinker myself. Maybe just because the picture doesn’t look right: me, wearing flannel, sitting in a cabin, drinking wine.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you don’t have to drink—” 
 
      
 
    “No, no. The difference, now, is you,” Bryce said, his eyes centered on hers. Tension filled the room, reminding Kenzie of their apparent chemistry. She broke eye contact, flashes of her first moments with Austin going through her mind. Had she felt these things with Austin? Had she assumed everything would go all right with him as well? If so, she didn’t want to be foolish again. She didn’t want to march down that treacherous path. 
 
      
 
    Bryce found a wine opener in his cabinet and popped the cork with a flourish. Kenzie perched on the edge of the couch, watching him and allowing her feet to warm from the licks of the fire. His quietness made her feel awkward, compelled to fill the silence. 
 
      
 
    “What did you do today?” she asked him, feeling tentative. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, not much,” he answered. “Went hunting early this morning. Cut some more firewood. Lost myself in a book. Went for a walk through the trees.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Sounds like a dream,” Kenzie murmured. She imagined him deep in the forest, a gun across his shoulder, scouting for meat. It was animalistic, this intense attraction to him, but she couldn’t refute it.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose it seems like the cliché life of someone up here,” Bryce said, pouring them each a glass of wine. “Brooding in a cabin all by himself. It’s a romantic novel, maybe, not a real life.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in no position to tell anyone what kind of life they should live,” Kenzie said, laughing. “And I could never hack it. Truth be told, I came all the way up here today because I couldn’t get my fire restarted. It’s a fool’s errand, my vacationing here.” She grinned sheepishly. 
 
      
 
    “I assumed it was something like that,” he said. “But I needed the company, at least for tonight.”  
 
      
 
    They clinked their glasses, the sound ringing in Kenzie’s ears. She sipped the wine slowly, her eyes closed, trying to soak in the sensation of just being in his presence, of smelling his rugged musk.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know anything about wine,” he said, breaking the silence again, “but this is delicious. I think it’ll go wonderfully with what I had planned for dinner for tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie tilted her head. Her stomach felt stretched and empty, as if it contained only a cold rock. “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t suppose you’re hungry, are you?” he said, a smile stretching across his face.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I suppose I could eat,” Kenzie said, placing her long fingers over her abdomen. “Maybe just a little something. Can I help?”  
 
      
 
    “Let me do it,” he insisted, his eyes blue and bright. “It’s been a long time since I’ve cooked for someone else. Besides, you probably had a long day on the slopes.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha. Don’t remind me,” Kenzie said, leaning back. “I feel like my ankles are going to give out just walking around.” 
 
      
 
    “I used to ski. Maybe 10 years ago, I would hit the slopes on days I didn’t need to go hunting. But it just felt meaningless after a while, all that up and down. I couldn’t figure out what it was for after a while. I would rather be alone in the woods, thinking, hunting.” 
 
      
 
    “I had similar feelings today,” Kenzie said, gazing up at him as he rose, heading toward the kitchen. As he walked, his back muscles rippled beneath his flannel. “What are you making?” 
 
      
 
    “Venison,” he said, his voice gruff. He left the kitchen for a moment, stepping out onto the back porch, where he removed some meat from a cooler. “I usually get a few deer a year. I try never to take too much from the woods. I only take what I need to survive.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie tried not to look too hard at the venison as he prepped it, salting and peppering the meat before setting it in a skillet. As the meat began to heat, he chopped vegetables on a cutting board, whistling along with the raspy music that was still coming from the speaker. He continued to talk, clearly liking having someone to speak his thoughts to. Kenzie wondered if he often spoke to himself, alone in the cabin, his voice echoing against the wooden walls.  
 
      
 
    “I got these vegetables from the last harvest. Down the mountain, there’s a widow, Laurie Smith, who has me do odd jobs for her. She mostly pays me with vegetables from her garden. I’m nearly out. Started to freeze the last of them. Going to be a long winter up here. It always lasts till May.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie got up from the couch and wandered over, eyeing the bright green peppers and the many layers of onions, their juices squirting with each slice. Her stomach growled. She prayed Bryce couldn’t hear it. “How long have you lived here?” she asked finally.  
 
      
 
    “Since I was 18,” Bryce said, his words firm. “So nearly 12 years now. I’ll be 30 in March.”  
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Kenzie said, unable to imagine living anywhere for 12 years, let alone somewhere so lonely. “Have you ever considered leaving? Trying anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Bryce shrugged slightly, clearly not willing to consider the question. “I found a home here. As far as I can tell, most people on this planet are always on the hunt for the place where they feel the safest, the most secure. I don’t need to search for it. It’s right here.” He gestured with his knife toward the cabin, including the small living room and a dark doorway, which she assumed led to his bedroom and bathroom. “A man like me doesn’t need much.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie was impressed, if saddened. She stood a few feet away from him, still assessing the strength of his biceps, the way his eyes grew softer as he became more accustomed to her. “All my life, my mother told me to find a man who would take care of me, who wouldn’t allow me to feel lonely, and, most of all, who would pay for my every whim. I think I was bred with the belief that you weren’t allowed solitude.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce dropped the vegetables into a pot of water and considered her words. “I hope you don’t go into relationships with that mentality,” he said finally. “That they’re meant to fill a hole in your life.” 
 
      
 
    “I might,” Kenzie said, her voice soft. “I don’t know. I’m still reeling from the last one.”  
 
      
 
    Surprised at her honesty, Kenzie didn’t speak for a while, sipping her wine and watching as Bryce cooked the rest of the meal. The meat browned and then blackened, and the vegetables grew soft and salty, seasoned with herbs. He worked with incredible skill, his face stoic and concentrative. Kenzie poured herself another glass of wine, conscious that she’d grow less embarrassed and offer more excitement to the conversation if she was just the right amount of tipsy.  
 
      
 
    She set the table with two plates, two forks, and two large steak knives. Bryce apologized, softly, for not having much—and certainly not any “fine dining” equipment. Kenzie just shrugged, laughing and finally breaking the tense, almost sexual feel of the air around them. “Why in the world would you need fine dining dinnerware?” she asked. “You’re a mountain man. You could eat your venison with your fingers if you wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    “And if I did that tonight?” Bryce asked, his face brightening. “What would you do?”  
 
      
 
    “Probably join you,” Kenzie said, joking.  
 
      
 
    Finally, Bryce placed the venison on each plate, along with a heaping pile of vegetables. He poured himself another glass of wine, lifting his elbow in a fluid motion, and then turned the radio volume down, giving the dinner a more intimate feel.  
 
      
 
    What are we doing? Kenzie asked herself, suddenly panicked now that the dinner was feeling more and more date-like. And do I want it? 
 
      
 
    They sat across from one another and dove into their food. Kenzie slid her knife into the tender meat and took a small bite, closing her eyes. She chewed languidly, trying to avoid making any noise. When she opened her eyes again, she found herself staring into Bryce’s bright blue ones. He looked expectant.  
 
      
 
    “What did you think?” he asked. He looked like a hopeful child, despite being five years older than she was.  
 
      
 
    The taste still slid down her tongue, making her brain ignite with energy. “Oh my god,” she said, joyous. “It’s the best food I’ve ever had.” She took another bite hurriedly, pleasing Bryce. “Seriously. It’s different than anything from the grocery store. I can’t believe I haven’t eaten like this before.” 
 
      
 
    “Straight from the woods,” Bryce affirmed, swiping a napkin over his mouth. “No preservatives. No hormones. It’s made me healthier than ever, since I began hunting.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie blinked several times, remembering that Bryce had arrived at the cabin at age 18 and hadn’t made plans to leave. Didn’t that mean he was resigning himself from the rest of the world, from really living?  
 
      
 
    After another bite, she dredged up the nerve to ask him. “Why did you come here in the first place?”  
 
      
 
    After a pause, Bryce gave her a coy smile. It was clear he wouldn’t cooperate with her. “Why did you come here?” he asked. “This is my home, not yours. I’ll ask the questions.” 
 
      
 
    Curious about why he wouldn’t open up to her but feeling drunk enough to dive into her own emotional few days, Kenzie began.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I came here because of a guy,” she said, shrugging and laughing at herself. “Isn’t that how every story begins?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bryce said. “I don’t hear many stories.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, trust me, this is a cliché,” Kenzie said, her face growing warm. Her eyes flickered toward the window, watching as the snow continued its heavy slant to the ground. “I met Austin a few years ago, at work, and we hit it off. I thought he was really good looking, and, above all, he was good to me. After watching the way my father treated my mother, I wanted someone I could trust.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce nodded, taking another bite of his venison. Despite only having eaten half of hers, Kenzie felt completely full, wanting only to drink more. She had a small appetite and currently felt far too excited to bog herself down with food.  
 
      
 
    “Things were good for a while. At least, in my eyes they were,” she said, images of Austin passing through her mind. “I thought we would surely get married. I’m 25 now, and he’s a few years older. I genuinely imagined picking out baby names with him.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce didn’t interrupt her, although she gave him every reason to. She jumped around, speaking about her mother, about her stepfather, and about the real estate business, all to try to paint a portrait of why she had arrived in these mountains all alone, without a single ounce of fire-starting ability to her name.  
 
      
 
    “Anyway, I thought I’d surprise him for lunch a few days ago,” Kenzie said, getting to the end of her story. She pressed her lips together, hoping her teeth weren’t stained red with wine. “I stood outside, stupid enough to think the owners of the apartment were the ones making love inside. But when I called Austin to explain what was happening—” 
 
      
 
    “A phone rang from inside?” Bryce asked, finally breaking his silence. His eyes were dark now, and he was clearly upset by the story.  
 
      
 
    “And it was him,” Kenzie whispered. “I couldn’t believe it. Tori was good looking, sure. Huge boobs and long blond hair. Not even a caricature, really. She was smart, funny, a true 10 if you’re rating her.” Kenzie blushed, knowing she sounded foolish. “I couldn’t compete with her.” 
 
      
 
    “So you quit your job,” Bryce said, taking their plates and setting them in the sink without rinsing them. He refilled their glasses. With his free hand, he kneaded Kenzie’s tense shoulders, noting that she’d scrunched them up mid-story.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t afford it,” Kenzie whispered, swiping her fingers beneath her misty, near-tearful eyes. “But I took a few days off. Pathetically, my boss knew about the affair. It seemed the entire office did, but nobody bothered to tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t go back there, Kenzie,” Bryce said, his voice deep. “It’ll destroy you, body and soul. Running away from your problems is sometimes the only thing that keeps you alive. Give yourself the out.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie considered his words, biting her lip. The thought of never returning to her career in Concord filled her with dread. She got up from the rustic dining room table and wandered toward the window. As she sipped her wine, she realized the snow had stopped falling, leaving a glistening blanket over their vehicles and the twiggy trees.  
 
      
 
    “It stopped,” she murmured, thinking Bryce would probably want to drive her home, especially now that she’d birthed such a dramatic, girlish story into his solitary cabin.  
 
      
 
    “It’s gorgeous. It’s the perfect time of night to see it,” Bryce whispered, appearing beside her.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie paused, wanting to ask him about his personal life, about why he’d moved here in the first place. She craved knowledge about him. But as her eyes slipped toward him, she sensed a barrier he’d built, perhaps long ago, between himself and the outside world. She swallowed harshly, trying to clear her head. But still, even as minutes ticked by, Bryce made no mention of Kenzie needing to return to her frigid cabin. 
 
      
 
    “I have an idea,” he said. He scratched at his beard, looking contemplative. “But it might be reckless. And it might hurt those weak ankles you were talking about.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie laughed. “Pay no attention to my weak ankles. I’m stronger than I look.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Bryce said, making penetrating eye contact with her once more. His eyes seemed to drink her in, making Kenzie feel uneven. “I’ll ask you, point blank, and then you’re required to answer honestly. I’ll be able to tell if you’re lying.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure? I am a real estate agent,” Kenzie said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Decently sure,” Bryce said. “Do you want to ice skating with me?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie blinked wildly, her mind jolting from answer to answer. “I’m—um, isn’t it a little late to go ice skating?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not. It’s the perfect time,” Bryce said, turning toward an antique trunk positioned against the wall near his bedroom. The trunk was rugged and had clearly been lugged on countless moves and stationed in old, creaky cabins for many years. Bryce unlatched it like cracking open a book and then lifted two pairs of ice skates from the bottom. The skates gleamed in the soft light from the fire.  
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Kenzie whispered, awestruck. “You’ve just had these lying around, waiting for some girl to come ask you for firewood?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha,” Bryce said, knocking a bit of dust from a skate. “It might appear that way, but actually, Mrs. Smith, the lady I often work for, gave them to me when I cleaned her house last. They used to belong to her and her husband. But she’s too old to skate now. Has arthritis. I’m sure they haven’t been used in many years.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie grasped the old woman’s skates, assessing them. Her feet were perhaps one size smaller, meaning she would have to stuff them with old socks to make them fit. But as she eyed them, holding the skates in her thin hands, she remembered blissful times when she’d skated in the suburbs of Concord alongside her mother and father, back when they’d been happier, when they’d been free of the trials of old age and abandonment.  
 
      
 
    “Why not,” she said. 
 
      
 
    In the next few minutes, Kenzie cleaned the plates and wine glasses and Bryce blotted out the fire. Kenzie wrapped herself in her coat, and Bryce leafed through a pile of winter clothes near the door, ultimately wrapping her neck in a knitted scarf.  
 
      
 
    “You’ve been here 12 years, right?” she asked, tucking her chin beneath the scarf. “Did you knit this scarf yourself? Deep in the forest, you’ve been knitting? All this time?” 
 
      
 
    “Knitting is a good life skill,” Bryce said, his face stoic again. “Trust me. My stuff keeps me warm. It’s no fashion statement. But again, I don’t see many people.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie eyed herself in a crooked mirror near the corner, having to stifle a laugh at how silly she looked in the winter gear. “I look like a marshmallow,” she joked. 
 
      
 
    “The best-looking marshmallow I’ve ever seen,” Bryce said.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie blushed at the compliment. She followed him from the cabin, carrying her ice skates close to her chest, and then tucked herself into the passenger seat of his truck. She watched from the inside as Bryce revealed his face and upper body with a single swipe of his long arm over the windshield. The snow fluttered around the vehicle, giving them visibility. He grinned at her from the exterior, pointing up at the sky. As he opened the door, he spoke. “You won’t believe what the stars look like once we get there,” he said. “They’ll be extraordinary.” 
 
      
 
    He eased the truck down the driveway, the snow tires crunching through the near foot of snow. He told her he often fished at the lake in the summertime, switching his diet from venison to trout from June to September. Kenzie loved that image of him, wearing Huckleberry Finn-style overalls, his feet in the grass, and his pole in the water.  
 
      
 
    “Why are you grinning?” he asked her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. I think I’m just surprised how this night is going, is all,” she said.  
 
      
 
    He parked the truck along the side of the road, saying they had about a mile to walk into the forest before they’d find the lake. “It’s really hidden in there. I don’t know many who know where it is,” he told her. “That’s the beauty of it, though. It won’t be tainted. Ever.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie popped out of the passenger seat, dropping into the foot of snow below. Her boots immediately disappeared. She felt outside her body, so far away from the person who’d thought an evening at the movies with Austin was romantic. Perhaps Bryce had appeared in her life to show her what living actually meant. But could that be possible, since he hadn’t really interacted with other humans in nearly 12 years? 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t say, but she didn’t want to dwell on her questions, either. She followed Bryce into the forest, crunching beside him and growing fatigued with each step. “Walking through the snow isn’t easy,” she murmured, trying to sound cheerful but failing miserably.  
 
      
 
    Bryce was walking evenly, as if he walked through the snow all the time. She imagined the muscles of his thighs, flexing and stretching as he moved. He peered down at her curiously, watching her strain. “Do you think you can make it?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’ll be fine,” Kenzie said, her breath already staggered. “Mind over matter, right?”  
 
      
 
    But as the minutes crept by, Kenzie grew slower and slower. Soon she was gasping, leaning heavily upon her knees. She dropped her ice skates into the snow and watched them recede from view. Above them, the stars twinkled between the tops of the trees.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, let me carry you,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie’s ears perked up. “Oh, I couldn’t let you do that,” she said, her voice raspy. “I’m a grown woman.” She hadn’t been carried since she was a little girl, safe in her father’s arms.  
 
      
 
    “Of course you are, but that doesn’t mean you’re as tall as me or as strong as me. Not because you’re a woman, but because you don’t live out here full time,” Bryce said, teasing her. He lifted her ice skates from the ground and wound the tied strings over his shoulders. He then brought his arms forward, gesturing. “Come on. Get in.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie laughed, hardly able to believe she was allowing this. “I suppose we wouldn’t get there till morning if I kept on like this,” she said. She wrapped her thin arms around his neck and then leaped slightly, watching as his firm muscles caught her legs and back. He lifted her higher, far from the snow. Her muscles felt immediate relief without the gravity of the planet upon her shoulders.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, gosh. Can I hire you to do this all the time?” she asked, tossing her head back.  
 
      
 
    “You can’t afford me,” Bryce joked. 
 
      
 
    They continued down the mountain, the hill flattening. As Bryce walked, Kenzie marveled at the strength of his tense muscles, at the smell of his musk. With just a few inches between their mouths, Kenzie had to force her half-tipsy self not to kiss him. But just imagining what it would feel like, with his bearded chin upon hers, with their soft lips locked beneath the moon, made her nearly crazy. It was unbearable, wanting him so much.  
 
      
 
    Stop it, she thought to herself. She assumed she was just needy, post-relationship with Austin. She hadn’t gone through a traumatic breakup before. Maybe falling quickly for someone else was a part of the process.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Kenzie caught a glimpse of the lake, she gasped audibly. Her eyes grew wide, like a child’s. Safe in Bryce’s arms, she turned to face him. Her nose touched his, but she reared back quickly, hopeful he knew it had been an accident. He stopped, gazing down at her. They caught their breath, white fog flowing between their lips. 
 
      
 
    “We made it,” he said simply.  
 
      
 
    The frozen lake had been covered in snow in the recent fall. Bryce placed Kenzie gently at the edge of the lake and began to swipe out an area for them on the glassy surface. Kenzie rubbed her hands together, the excitement from their brief touch making her warm.  
 
      
 
    Once Bryce had created a wide clearing, he walked delicately back toward her, still in his boots. A permanent smile was strapped across his face, assuring Kenzie that he was in his element. A woodsman, safe deep in the forest atop a frozen lake. “You ready to skate?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m game,” she said, laughing. She knelt down and began to transfer her socked feet from her boots to her skates, getting dots of snow on her stockings and watching them melt. She began to tie her laces, conscious of Bryce watching her.  
 
      
 
    “Care if I do it?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie gave him a sassy look, raising her eyebrows high. “Am I not doing it well enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just that you have to tie them really tight. As it is, your ankles are going to flop around out there. You might strain something.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Kenzie said. She raised her hands and watched as Bryce knelt before her, taking the laces into his hands. He yanked at them, nearly tugging Kenzie’s foot forward. He tied loopy, tight bows at the top of each and then gave her a deep, excited look. “Let’s get out there.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie grabbed his hand and he lifted her up to a standing position. She began to march through the deep snow, stabbing her skates into the older layers of snow beneath the new. Bryce placed his gleaming skates upon the glass, looking briefly tentative, before leaping out onto the ice and skating easily, making smooth lines. He looked graceful but powerful, like a hockey player.   
 
      
 
    Soon, Bryce turned back toward her, catching sight of Kenzie’s first attempts to get out on the ice. Kenzie placed her right skate on the ice, her left skate still stabbed safely in the snow. The right skate swept forward and then back, with Kenzie’s body teetering. She gave Bryce an embarrassed wave. “I’ll make my way to you eventually,” she called. Her voice echoed off the trees around them.  
 
      
 
    But Bryce appeared before her almost instantly, taking several long strides on his skates.  
 
      
 
    “You make it look so easy,” she said, flashing her white teeth. “Maybe I should just stay on the sidelines, let you do the figure eights.”  
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Bryce said, taking her hand. Their fingers fit together perfectly, catching Kenzie off guard. She swallowed sharply. “I’ll guide you.” 
 
      
 
    With Bryce’s assurance, Kenzie swept her other skate onto the ice, wavering from left to right. Bryce placed both hands around her waist, gazing into her eyes as he stationed her firmly. “Don’t be nervous. I think you’re psyching yourself out at this point,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie took several deep breaths. “Okay. Let’s go.”  
 
      
 
    Matching Bryce’s movements as he skated backward, still holding her up, Kenzie began to skate. Her movements were sloppy at first, with shards of ice splashing behind her, but she didn’t fall, not with Bryce’s strong hands around her. Thus, she could take risks and maneuver with more ease, conscious that she wouldn’t smack her face on the dark ice below.  
 
      
 
    “It’s easy with someone holding you up,” Kenzie said. “Why don’t those Olympic athletes have someone grabbing their waist all the time, just in case?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be the smart thing to do. Frankly, they’re idiots,” Bryce said, laughing. “But I guess you’d have to be if you committed your entire life to ice skating.” 
 
      
 
    “It seems you have. That, and to being an all-around woodsman,” Kenzie said, taking larger glides, leaving a single skate on the ice and tracing her route with a clean line.  
 
      
 
    “Can you blame me?” Bryce asked, gesturing toward the woods around them. “Have you ever seen anything more beautiful?” 
 
      
 
    After several more strides, Kenzie stopped, clinging to Bryce’s firm forearms and catching her breath. She blinked several times, growing accustomed to the chill of the air. The stars twinkled above, mirrored perfectly in the black glass below. The snow-topped trees sparkled, looking Christmassy despite it being February. Kenzie had celebrated Christmas with Austin, eating cinnamon rolls next to the tree. He’d given her a glittering necklace, and she wanted to wonder what he’d gotten Tori.  
 
      
 
    But no. She wouldn’t allow her mind to reroute into Austin territory. The full moon appeared from behind a cloud, illuminating the snow. Kenzie shook her head, almost imperceptibly.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose I wouldn’t have left this place, either,” she said. “It’s a wonderland.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce took her hand, giving her more freedom, and the pair skated a few times in a circle inside the snow barrier he’d created.  
 
      
 
    “I used to come near here as a kid,” Kenzie said, feeling nostalgic suddenly, perhaps because of the lateness of the hour and the wine dulling her head. “My parents took me, when they were happier, when they were still trying to build something.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce parted his lips, looking uncertain. “Did you hike? Ski?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie nodded. “We did all that, yes. But there was this one particular part that sticks out in my memory. There was a giant corn maze, somewhere near the border. I was seven, maybe, and fearless. I would dash into the corn maze, yelling for my mom to time me. But always, when I got halfway through, I would get lost and frustrated. I would come up on one dead end after another, until I would start crying. Seriously, this happened every single time.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce didn’t speak for a moment.  
 
      
 
    “But inevitably, my dad would run in after me, find me in about five seconds, and scoop me up. I was such a brave kid, until everything got messy.” Kenzie laughed. “But after that, we would drink hot chocolate and walk through the woods. My parents would hold hands as I ran ahead of them. It was a time I couldn’t get back later. But I keep the memory.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Bryce finally said, sounding tentative. Kenzie remembered that he hadn’t spoken much about his past. Perhaps she could egg him on, try to leech information out of him.  
 
      
 
    “Was the corn maze about thirty minutes from here?” he asked, his voice deep. He appeared thoughtful. “With a pumpkin patch, and that big green barn?” 
 
      
 
    “The green barn,” Kenzie said, incredulous. “Yes! Have you been there? Is it still running?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Bryce said, rubbing the back of his neck. “But I went there when I was a kid as well.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, Bryce had revealed something from his life. Kenzie simmered with excitement, but she didn’t want to give herself away. “Oh?”  
 
      
 
    “Sure. We would do the corn maze and drink the same hot chocolate,” Bryce said. “I was probably around seven, just like you. We would explore the orchard, pick out a pumpkin, and then go to the neighboring town, at the base of these mountains.” 
 
      
 
    “Your parents must share your love of the outdoors,” Kenzie said. Beneath her, her skates faltered a bit, sending her head forward. Bryce reached out a hand, catching her before she smacked the ice below.  
 
      
 
    Bryce’s face grew wistful. “Going on those trips to the maze, and exploring the town, were some of the happiest times I had as a kid. They’re some of the memories I cherish most. Some of the only times when I felt I belonged.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie felt he was closing the door on his memories now. He clamped his mouth shut, his eyes growing gray and faraway.  
 
      
 
    “But you must have created more memories later?” Kenzie asked finally, trying to dig. “I couldn’t, since my parents divorced, but you—” 
 
      
 
    Bryce shook his head, turning his skates toward their base, where their things lay in the snow. “My parents? No. I haven’t talked to my parents in a long time,” he finally said.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie followed him toward the snow and collapsed upon the white fluff, still looking up at Bryce’s troubled face. Pressing her lips together, she searched for something else to bring up, something beyond the seemingly troubled past he wasn’t prepared to reveal. She brought her fingers around her ankles, noting how tender they felt.  
 
      
 
    “Skating is not for the faint of heart,” she said, flashing a grin.  
 
      
 
    Bryce released the crinkle between his eyebrows. He looked grateful that she’d dropped the topic of his parents and his memories. He began to unlace his shoelaces, his movements hurried. “You’re looking almost blue, Kenzie,” he said. “Let’s go sit by the fire. The clouds are coming over the moon, anyway. We’ll lose light fast.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie untied her skates and slipped her feet into the frigid air, wiggling her toes beneath the wool. She donned her boots once more, her shoulders slumping with sudden fatigue. Her ankles and calves ached. She gave Bryce a cartoonish, needy look, and he grinned. “I know just what you’re up to.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not up to anything,” Kenzie said. “I just know for a fact that I can’t get through that snow. So you can either leave me to die out here or you can carry me.” She winked, happy to be playful with him again. 
 
      
 
    Bryce strapped the ice skates around his neck, two hanging on either side of his chest. He lifted Kenzie easily, drawing her face close to his. He swiped his fingers through her hair. Gazing into his eyes, Kenzie tried to draw out the truth of his past. What had darkened him so much that he’d refused to leave his cabin in the woods for 12 years? Was he so stoic, so clamped shut, that she’d never learn the truth? 
 
      
 
    As they walked toward the truck, Kenzie felt her eyelids close. She leaned her head heavily against his shoulder, her chin bouncing slightly as she snoozed. With her head so close to his muscly chest, she could hear the strength of his heart booming beneath his ribcage. She’d never been so attracted to a man in her life.  
 
      
 
    Once they reached the truck, Bryce eased her into the passenger seat, attempting not to wake her. But her eyes snapped open quickly, taking in the sight of his reddened cheeks above his beard. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get you home soon,” Bryce said, his voice soft. “Then you can rest.” 
 
      
 
    But with Bryce sitting beside her in the driver’s seat, easing the truck back up the mountain, Kenzie’s nose steamed with the smell of him. She sat tensely, unable to find words, listening to the crackly radio. It was after midnight now, and the local radio played only oldies. The DJ, a man named Marty, explained that a famous actor and singer from the ’40s had hidden out in their mountains for several years, attempting to hide from his many Hollywood scandals. A song, sung by that particular singer, began rasping from the speaker. Bryce chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Kenzie asked, glancing at him.  
 
      
 
    “It’s just all these legends this town has,” he said, shaking his head and turning the volume down. “They’re always talking about people who’ve lived here, or people who have died here, or people who have created famous pieces of art here,” he said, laughing. “But the only people I’ve ever known who have lived here are suckers who’ve gotten stuck here, or alcoholics, or people like me who just want to be left alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but who’s to say you aren’t the next famous writer, or guitarist, or artist from Vermont?” Kenzie teased.  
 
      
 
    Bryce shrugged. “I have better things to do with my time.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and what on earth could you possibly do that’s more important than writing the next great American novel?” Kenzie asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, today at least, I’m busy flirting with a pretty girl. And tomorrow, who knows? Something always comes up.” He eyed her, causing her to blush. The tension between them increased dramatically, making the air thick. Kenzie was unable to speak. She crossed her legs tightly for the remainder of the drive, listening to the ’40s crooner and thinking about Bryce’s words. He’d acknowledged he was attracted to her. He’d pushed them over the line.  
 
      
 
    Despite feeling absolutely terrified, Kenzie hadn’t been more thrilled in her life.  
 
      
 
    Bryce parked the truck in front of his cabin, nudging the tires through the tracks they’d created a few hours before. The cabin looked warm and cozy hidden beneath a canopy of snow-covered trees. Kenzie turned her boots toward the door, wondering if this was the end of their night together. Would she sleep on the couch? Would he give her the bed?  
 
      
 
    They removed their coats, looking like smaller shadows of their former winter selves. Bryce poured them each another glass of wine and plopped a few more logs on the fire. His hair was mussed from his winter hat. Kenzie attempted to flatten it, pushing it against his forehead, but it spiked back up again, causing her to laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t bother,” he said, collapsing on the couch by the fire. He tapped the seat beside him, gazing into her eyes. His own blue ones twinkled with the light from the crackling flames.  
 
      
 
    Feeling nervous, Kenzie sat beside him, tucking herself deep into the cushions and not allowing their legs to touch. She sipped her wine, coziness folding over her.  
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing quite like coming in from the snow and sitting by the fire,” she said, breaking the heavy silence.  
 
      
 
    Bryce turned toward her in silent agreement. His lips were mere inches from hers. She sensed he wanted to kiss her, but she jolted back slightly, suddenly conscious that if she did kiss him, if she allowed this to happen, she’d have to leave him eventually. She’d have to return to her life in Concord. She’d have to forget about yet another guy. The mere thought of it made her feel exhausted.  
 
      
 
    Bryce turned away from her. He sighed evenly. His voice was crackly, tired. “Do you want to hear a few more local legends from around here?” he asked, still trying to engage her.  
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “My favorite’s about this very cabin,” Bryce said. “They say a husband and wife built it in the ’30s.” 
 
      
 
    “They? Who comes up with these legends,” Kenzie said, laughing, grateful that the tension was lessening. She sipped her wine and gazed at his handsome face, eternally conscious of her attraction to him.  
 
      
 
    “Just the bored townspeople, I guess,” Bryce said. “After the husband and wife built it, strange things began to happen around here. Their dog disappeared first. Not an entirely strange thing to happen in the forest, but it set them on edge. So they got another dog, to protect them. But then that dog went missing as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Shoot. Bad luck,” Kenzie said.  
 
      
 
    “Right. The house kept breaking down as well. The porch cracked off from the rest of the house. A part of the living room burned up, because the husband didn’t pay good enough attention to the fire. The wife grew increasingly depressed and jittery, thinking something else was going to crop up and ruin them.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m guessing, since this is a legend, something did?” Kenzie said, chortling good-naturedly.  
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Bryce said. “One day, she came home and her husband had disappeared. In his place was a tiny dwarf, who’d apparently been living in a nearby tree and watching everything that had happened to the house. He’d seen the fire. He’d watched their dogs get taken. And he told her, this woman, that he’d had enough, and she needed to stop.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Kenzie asked, her eyes wide.  
 
      
 
    “Turns out the woman was a witch but didn’t know it. She’d run her dogs out of the house because of her inner demons. And she’d taken her husband from the house, tied him in ropes, and tossed him into the very lake we just skated on.” 
 
      
 
    “And she didn’t remember any of it?” Kenzie asked.  
 
      
 
    “That’s the legend. After the dwarf told her the truth, he assumed she would unite with him. They could rule the forest, he told her. But the woman was so horrified by what she’d done, she immediately went mad. She morphed from a beautiful, 20-something woman into an old hag. And she did, ultimately, rule the forest, as nobody would come near her, knowing what she’d done.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie smirked. “Sounds eerily similar to every old legend out of Germany and France from hundreds of years ago.”  
 
      
 
    “You can doubt it if you want,” he said, shrugging. “But when I bought this cabin, it was only a few grand, and nobody would come show me where it was. I had to find it for myself.”  
 
      
 
    “I see. So you chose this place so you could be totally isolated.” 
 
      
 
    “I assumed everyone thought this old place was still ruled by the witch,” Bryce said, laughing. “You’d be surprised how superstitious everyone is around here. The town and these mountains reek of loneliness. The people are bored with their lives, and they go crazy.”  
 
      
 
    “And it hasn’t happened to you yet?” Kenzie asked, her eyelashes fluttering. “You haven’t gone crazy?” 
 
      
 
    “Since you’re asking, I think I might be right on the verge of crazy,” he whispered. He turned toward her, his nose just an inch away from hers. His breath was hot on her chin, causing her to shiver. His smell filled her nose. “You’re incredibly beautiful, Kenzie,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
    Unable to resist him a moment longer, Kenzie leaned toward him and brought her lips to his. Immediately, adrenaline pulsed within her, and every cell in her seemed to sizzle with anticipation. They broke the kiss after several moments, each of them breathing heavily with desire.  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Bryce asked, lifting his hand to the back of her head and smoothing it against her hair.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve wanted to since I met you,” Kenzie whispered back, catching his lips with hers once more. She slid her tongue against his, shivering, and then wrapped her arms around his thick neck, kneading his muscled shoulders beneath his jean jacket.  
 
      
 
    They continued to kiss on the couch for several minutes, Kenzie drawing herself up onto Bryce’s lap. She closed her eyes, feeling the lick of the fire at her legs, lust fueling her every movement.  
 
      
 
    Finally, after Kenzie felt she couldn’t stand it another moment, Bryce lifted her from his lap and carried her toward his bedroom. He grinned at her. “Be careful,” he whispered. “I heard this is the room the witch still haunts.”  
 
      
 
    “Ha. You know I don’t believe in such silly stories.” 
 
      
 
    “Shh. Did you hear that?” Bryce whispered, his eyebrows rising high on his forehead. “I think I heard her cackling.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie smacked his chest, giggling. “Don’t.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce sealed the silence with a kiss and then draped her on his bed. The comforter was flannel and cozy beneath her, and the mattress enveloped her. Kenzie wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck and kissed his lips, feeling the scratchiness of his beard upon her chin. As they kissed, they grew more insistent, needier, more passionate.  
 
      
 
    After several minutes more, Kenzie brought her hands to Bryce’s jean jacket, which was covered in many patches. As Kenzie removed the jacket from his body, forcing his strong, pulsing muscles from the sleeves, one of the patches burst from the top of the sleeve, landing near Kenzie’s face on the pillow. Without thinking about it, she lifted the soft patch and placed it upon the nightstand, out of their way. Her eyes were totally, blissfully on Bryce, who leaned toward her and began unbuttoning her clothing, revealing her stunning, glowing torso to the sliver of moonlight that peeked in through the window. 
 
      
 
    They made love there upon the comforter, deep into the night in the cozy cabin. Outside, the temperature continued to drop until the sun saved them, slipping up over the horizon to light the snow below. Kenzie and Bryce collapsed beneath the sheets, dripping with sweat and happy to hold the other close. They fell asleep, Kenzie’s face tucked close to Bryce’s neck and Bryce’s strong arms wrapped around her, holding her close.  
 
      
 
    They slept dreamlessly, finding solace from all nightmares, as if this—the life they were living—was the only dream they desired. It was as if Kenzie would never have to awaken and return to Concord, New Hampshire, where her life would continue its downtrodden nature. It was as if Bryce never had to wake up and return to his lonely existence, chopping and burning wood and shoveling snow and brooding about his mysterious past, off into infinity.  
 
      
 
    It was as if they were made for each other, living a legend of their own.  
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    Kenzie awoke the next morning to sunlight streaming over the flannel comforter. She blinked several times, unable to remember where she was. But soon the memories came flooding back into her brain, bringing with them the warm emotions she felt for Bryce. When she’d first slept with Austin, she’d felt naked, exposed in front of him, as if he were grading her appearance and judging her angles, her body, her form. But with Bryce, she’d fit perfectly, her pillowy breasts comfortable against his taut pectoral muscles.  
 
      
 
    Turning onto her side, naked beneath the sheets, Kenzie realized she was alone in the bed. She heard light tapping from the kitchen. Bryce had probably been awake for hours, meandering quietly through the house and building the fire back up, perhaps chopping wood outside the cabin.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie emerged from beneath the sheets, sitting up in bed. She blinked around her, assessing the bedroom in the light. It was nondescript, without much personality, much like the rest of the cabin. Bryce was committed to living as simply as possible, which meant she’d never glean anything of his past from his décor. She sighed, turning her attention to her bruised ankles, which were ruined from her sloppy skating the previous night.  
 
      
 
    As she sat in silence, she felt the tug of New Hampshire. She knew she had to be back at work, that her bills were piling up and her bank account was dwindling—especially now that Austin wasn’t going to help her with the rent. She tipped her head back, knocking it against the wooden headboard.  
 
      
 
    “Shit,” she whispered. Her soul felt stretched thin, exhausted. She couldn’t imagine facing the office, not after she’d experienced such magic, tucked away in the Vermont mountains. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she smelled bacon sizzling in the kitchen. She lifted her legs and flung them over the side of the bed, gazing down at her naked toes. She knew if she stayed for breakfast, she wouldn’t be able to resist staying with Bryce another day. And then another. Eventually, he would grow tired of her, as Austin had. It was best that she just leave immediately.  
 
      
 
    Her clothes were flung all over the room from their raucous lovemaking. She grinned at the memory as she stood, bringing her underwear over her thin legs. She shivered, searching for her pants. She snapped them into place, grateful her food baby from the wine and massive dinner had disappeared. Clinging to her sweater, she hunted for her bra, her breasts bouncing lightly as she walked.  
 
      
 
    Where had he flung it? Kenzie hunkered down onto her knees and peered under the bed, blinking several times to grow accustomed to the darkness. She ran her arm beneath it, hunting for a bra strap. Instead, her fingers traced a firm binder with what felt like photo pages inside. An album? 
 
      
 
    Suddenly alert, Kenzie put both hands beneath the bed and drew the album out into the light, her heart beating rapidly. Out in the kitchen, she heard Bryce place several dishes in the sink with a clatter. The moment she heard his footsteps come toward her, she’d have time to shove the album back under the bed, unnoticed.  
 
      
 
    Just a quick peek, then. 
 
      
 
    She opened the photo album gingerly, knowing she was opening a kind of Pandora’s box. This was Bryce’s past, which he so desperately hid. Yet he kept a vessel of his past directly under where he slept.  
 
      
 
    The first photo felt like a slap. She stared at it, feeling as if she were seeing a ghost. The photo was of a family, snuggled close together beneath a colorful tree in New England. There was a man, a woman, and a baby. The baby was giggling, his eyes scrunched together in surprise from the flash of the camera.  
 
      
 
    The woman, who held the baby, was extremely beautiful, with long, wavy blond hair, reddened cheeks from the autumn wind, and a chunky scarf wrapped loosely at her neck. The man beside her looked incredibly like Bryce, only without a beard.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie stared at the man, incredulous, placing her finger delicately over the plastic cover. It was him. It had to be. He was a bit younger, perhaps 24 years old, and didn’t yet have the muscles or staunch masculinity of his current 30 years. But his smile was firm, confident, showing the joy and love he held for his family, for his wife.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie shivered, snapping the photo album shut. Her mind sizzled with questions. Did Bryce have a wife and child he was hiding from her? Where did they live? Had he left them, just as her father had left her? If Bryce had been 24 in the photo, that meant the child was around six or seven, and had probably long forgotten his father.  
 
      
 
    Had they lived in this very cabin? Had there once been a cradle in the corner of the room, a baby inside? Had Bryce once woken up early to make his wife breakfast and coffee, working dutifully with love?  
 
      
 
    Kenzie slipped the photo album beneath the bed, forgetting all about her bra. As she sat upon her knees, she heard Bryce’s footsteps behind the door. Immediately, she leaped up and dove beneath the sheets, her pants on and her shirt off. She feigned sleep, wanting to make Bryce think she hadn’t been leafing around his room. Her cheeks were red, showing her lie. 
 
      
 
    Bryce didn’t notice. He peeked in, smiling at her the moment he saw her head lifting up from the pillow. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, sunshine,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Kenzie whispered, her voice cracking. She couldn’t help it; her heart leaped the moment she saw him. Their bodies were still linked from the night before. “You been awake a while?” 
 
      
 
    “Only about three hours.” Bryce laughed, rubbing at his bearded jawline. “I can’t help it. I rise with the sun.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a mountain man. I suppose that’s your way,” Kenzie said, sitting up and keeping her breasts covered. She stared at his face, at the contentment displayed there, and wondered about the monster lying beneath. Who was his wife? When had he left her? Why had she left him? What was lurking in his past? 
 
      
 
    “I’m making breakfast,” he said, breaking the silence and gesturing toward the kitchen. “Bacon, eggs, coffee. I figured you’d be hungry after ice skating last night.” 
 
      
 
    “I have bruises up and down my ankles,” Kenzie said, trying to avoid answering. “Quite a treacherous life you live up here.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get used to it, if you skate often enough,” he said, his eyes gleaming. “I can make up a plate for you while you get dressed? Do you need clothes to borrow?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie shook her head, sadness making her mouth turn down. “I should go,” she whispered. She felt reluctant, as if she were making the wrong choice. But faced with demanding the truth from Bryce or returning to her simple Concord life, she would return. She would take the easy route. She couldn’t allow herself to get her heart broken. Not again. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Bryce said, disappointed. “I thought you said your boss was giving you more time.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. But I thought about it, and I think it’s better if I go back. Face my problems. Make some money,” Kenzie said. She looked downtrodden. Her shoulders slumped forward.  
 
      
 
    “I see.” Bryce took a step back. “Well. I’ll give you some privacy.” He closed the door, leaving Kenzie in silence.  
 
      
 
    Quickly, anxiety fueling her, Kenzie slipped her arms into her sweater. In a moment of nostalgia, she lifted the small jean jacket patch from the side table without really looking at it and tucked it into her pocket, knowing she’d want the memento later: proof that she’d actually been here, had actually felt things for him.  
 
      
 
    Without lingering long, she flung herself to the door, gathering her things from the small cabin living space. Bryce had placed the now-cooked bacon and eggs to the side, still in their skillet, uneaten. He sat at the table, watching her scramble to go. Kenzie wondered if she was bringing back memories of a previous breakup, one he’d never be upfront with her about. 
 
      
 
    She stood at the doorway, gazing at him. She wore her coat, her boots. They hadn’t spoken since she’d informed him she was planning to leave. She felt the desire to tell him she was sorry. Old clichés formed in her head. Sometimes things didn’t work out, and there was no explanation.  
 
      
 
    “Well. It’s been fun,” Bryce said, standing tall. He stretched his muscled legs toward her and wrapped her in a friendly hug. They both understood this would be their last. Her skin sizzled as she touched him. Then she pulled back, gave him a final smile, and opened the door.  
 
      
 
    She didn’t say another word. She bounded through the snow, toward her car, which Bryce had scraped clean of snow that morning. Feeling small tears form in her eyes, she burst into the driver’s seat, conscious of Bryce watching her from the porch. After struggling with the keys, she cranked the engine on and turned down the driveway, her elbows visibly shaking from the cold.  
 
      
 
    Before leaving the mountain, she stopped by her own abandoned cabin, gathering her things quickly and writing a brief note to the owners, thanking them. She drove a bit too fast down the mountain, her tires slipping in the snow, and then burst out onto the highway, the sun blasting upon her windshield. She felt wild, chaotic, strange: as if she’d just lived through an adventure, or a tragedy, and would live to tell the tale.  
 
      
 
    When she arrived at her apartment in Concord, she found Austin had moved out quickly—probably diving immediately into Tori’s life and bed across town. Kenzie felt like a ghost, wandering through her place, taking stock of all that was missing. Half of the closet was black, empty. He’d even removed his socks, which she’d borrowed and kept in her sock drawer. He’d removed his DVDs, despite the fact that they hadn’t owned a DVD player the entire time they’d been together. He’d also moved out the other chair in the living room, which had been given to them by his tiring mother, whose high-pitched voice over the phone had made Kenzie cringe.  
 
      
 
    Now, her life was her own.  
 
      
 
    She splayed out on the couch and tried to watch television, anything to keep her mind off Bryce. For a long time, she watched winter skiing in the Swiss Alps, the skiers flying down with artistic flair, bounding from one side of the mountain to the other and skirting through trees. But none of it held her interest.  
 
      
 
    Her phone rang then. She looked down at it, irrationally hoping it was Bryce. It was just Austin. Out of curiosity, Kenzie answered it, rolling her eyes as she said, “Hello.” 
 
      
 
    “Kenz, it’s me. Austin. You—you’re back?” 
 
      
 
    “I am. Back in the newly emptied apartment,” Kenzie said, her words slightly sarcastic.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I wanted to talk to you about it before I moved everything out, but you weren’t picking up your phone.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have much signal,” Kenzie said. “And besides, I’m the one who told you to leave as soon as you could. Thanks for doing it. Now I can move on.” 
 
      
 
    “Kenzie, it’s going around the office that you’re going to keep working there.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really know where else to go,” Kenzie said. No sadness filled her. “It was my job first, and I’m good at it.” 
 
      
 
    “But Tori and I feel it would be much more comfortable for everyone if you found something else. We’ll be happy to help you.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie felt chilled just hearing him speak her name. For so long he’d avoided the subject of her, trying to dance around any attraction he felt for her. Now this was their reality.  
 
      
 
    “I think you and Tori better grow up then,” Kenzie said, knowing she was completely over him and not jealous in the least. She wanted to throw her memories with him in the trash. “Please don’t call me on this phone again.” 
 
    “Kenzie, I’m so sorry. If that’s any comfort to you…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not,” she said. She hung up the phone and hugged it close to her chest, forcing herself to take deep breaths.  
 
      
 
    Bryce was out of her life. Austin had moved on. She needed to find a way to get over the events of the previous few days, despite knowing she might never feel the emotion she had with Bryce again. 
 
      
 
    When she’d been younger, after her father had left, she’d spent long nights in her room gazing at the ceiling and feeling the pain of abandonment. Sometimes she’d press her lips close together, squeeze her nostrils with her fingers, and hold her breath for as long as she could. She could get up to 90 seconds. Afterward, she’d gasp for air, blinking wildly and seeing dark dots in her field of vision. Then she’d do it again, wanting to push the limits of her bodily pain.  
 
      
 
    Now, on her couch as an adult, she closed her eyes, counted to ten, and then held her breath. She listened to her heartbeat, which grew louder and louder as she voided her bloodstream of oxygen. You’re going to be okay, she told herself. Just keep going.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    At the beginning of April, Kenzie stood on the front steps of a suburban Concord house, her high heels making her feet ache. The house was a three-bedroom with a massive backyard, perfect for a dog and kids. But the place had been difficult to sell, the sellers consciously clinging to their initial price. This was the fourth time in the last three weeks Kenzie had shown it. She’d grown tired of trying to make it sound like a steal.  
 
      
 
    Around her, the first spots of spring had begun to appear. Buds sprouted on the tree limbs and the grass of the well-manicured lawn was beginning to green. Kenzie hadn’t seen Bryce in nearly two months now, and yet she couldn’t help thinking of him then as she listened to the silence of the surrounding nature and wondered what his mountains looked like with the changing of the seasons.   
 
      
 
    Interrupting her reverie, a husband and wife, both of whom worked in the medical field, parked their van in the side driveway and gave her a flat-palmed wave. Kenzie bowed her head as she shook each of their hands, looking humble yet bright. She had her real estate technique down to a science.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks for meeting me today,” she said. “This place is an absolute dream.” 
 
      
 
    “You said three bedrooms?” the husband asked, chomping at the bit to get inside. “But a bit out of our price range.” 
 
      
 
    “But the school district is impeccable,” Kenzie said, flashing her bright teeth. “Let’s go inside, shall we? I just put some cookies in the oven.”  
 
      
 
    She opened the door and stepped into the foyer, which had wooden floors and a gleaming antique mirror. A winding staircase with a swirling bannister met them near the front entrance. The house was quiet, empty, since the owners had moved away quickly after their divorce. The carpets had been newly cleaned, and the windows had been scrubbed by Kenzie that morning as she’d whistled along to oldies on the radio. In the silence after Kenzie closed the door, she waited for the full effect of the place to take hold.  
 
      
 
    “Wow,” the wife finally whispered, clearly impressed. The husband followed up with a whistle. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
      
 
    But after showing them the house and watching them carelessly gobble the cookies, the chocolate getting smeared on their lips, Kenzie found her smile faltering.  
 
      
 
    “We just need to talk about the price a bit more,” the husband said, his eyes growing dead and zombie-like. Kenzie had known this was coming. “I know you said we could maybe bring it down a few thousand—” 
 
      
 
    “I can ask the sellers,” Kenzie said. “Absolutely. There is always a negotiation process.” This was a lie, at least with these particular sellers. She’d tried negotiating with the divorced couple many times. They refused.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” the husband said, looking despondent. He made eye contact with his wife, who took another cookie. “Just give us a few days to mull it over. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Kenzie said, rising from her chair, suddenly accepting defeat. She showed them to the door. Despite their excuse that the price was the problem, she sensed they were unhappy in other ways—perhaps involving their marriage, their jobs—which disallowed them from feeling any kind of happiness for a new house. She’d hunt for several more for them, sure, but they would be tough to crack. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie ate the last cookie slowly, nibbling at the chocolate at the edges but feeling less than hungry. She hadn’t eaten in days, sensing an impending stomach bug. She’d hovered over the toilet in that very house that morning, waiting to vomit and cursing herself, knowing that would mean more cleaning to do.  
 
      
 
    Since she’d returned from Vermont, she’d had to scramble, taking on several more clients and showing nearly twice as many houses as normal just to scrape together a living. It was better this way, at least for now, given that she didn’t require much time at the office. Instead of bringing clients to her desk, she met them out in the field, sipping coffee at cafés or having small dinners in their homes after their long workdays.  
 
      
 
    That way, she could avoid Austin.  
 
      
 
    When she’d arrived back at her desk on that first Monday, she’d found almost nothing amiss in the office, as if she’d never left. Austin and Tori had both been out, showing houses, maybe, or just sleeping with each other—Kenzie didn’t care which. Her boss gave her a small salute, recognizing her commitment to the job. Then Kenzie burrowed herself into her desk area, sending emails, setting up appointments, and discovering new leads. She sent her mother a simple email, just checking in, explaining that she and Austin had decided to call it quits. She couldn’t imagine telling her mother that in person, or even over the phone. The disappointment in her voice would make Kenzie’s stomach curdle. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie and Tori had never been friendly, despite working together for years, and thus their brief encounters at the coffee maker or the revolving winding door didn’t alter. Sometimes Kenzie gave her a firm, toothless smile. Occasionally Tori said, “Morning.” But more often than not, they passed each other like two ships in the night, without acknowledging the other.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie took a brief nap in the three-bedroom, suburban home after the married couple left, draping herself on the single couch the living room held—for show—and making sure to fluff the pillows after rising. Along with her apparent stomach bug, she’d felt exhausted recently. At the grocery store, her eyes drooped. Once, when driving, she’d had to pull over and snap out of her fatigue just to make it the rest of the way home. She imagined it was because she was showing twice as many houses, was trying to work out often to keep her metabolism in check, and also wasn’t eating enough due to her lack of appetite.  
 
      
 
    But despite not eating, Kenzie hadn’t been pleased with her body recently. After her nap, she entered the master bedroom and lifted her dress, taking stock of her stomach and thighs. Her stomach had been flat once, not even that long ago, and her thighs had not previously had so much cellulite. Was it because she was aging? Panicked, she allowed her dress to fall back down, covering her. She made eye contact with herself in the mirror, a feeling of dread passing over her. If she was aging and gaining weight, would she ever be “picked” again for love? Or would she die alone, an aging, overweight woman with frazzled hair and no children?  
 
      
 
    Immediately, her stomach clenched: a reminder of her stomach bug. She rushed to the bathroom and flung herself onto her knees, vomiting into the toilet. Her body shuddered. Had the chocolate chip cookie been her undoing? 
 
      
 
    After cleaning herself up, she dialed her remaining clients for the day and informed them she needed to reschedule. “I’m coming down with something,” she told them, sounding defeated. “I hope we can reschedule later this week. Send me your availability.”  
 
      
 
    Driving home, Kenzie eyed the exit she’d taken to get to the Vermont mountains, during what seemed to be another lifetime. She squeezed the steering wheel tightly. Did Bryce ever think about their time together? Or had he gotten back together with his wife and child, forgotten her, and returned to a different life?   
 
      
 
    Kenzie parked outside her apartment and entered quickly, kicking her heels off and removing her dress. Avoiding the refrigerator, which had caused her to be sick nearly every time she’d opened it—or even looked at it—this week, she meandered toward her bed and collapsed into it, burrowing beneath the sheets. She quivered, placing her hands on her belly and kneading the growing skin.  
 
      
 
    She was gaining weight from stress, sure, but if she didn’t continue to show so many houses, her bills would pile up, thus becoming a different source of stress. Rolling over, she held on to her stomach tightly, praying she wouldn’t be sick again.  
 
      
 
    Over the next week, her nausea was near constant, and Kenzie had to learn to deal with it alongside her client meetings and house showings. Frustrated with her weight gain and feeling nutritionally deficit, she made an appointment with a doctor, admitting defeat. Her best friend in Concord, Rachel, had told her, point blank, “You need to start taking better care of yourself, or you’re going to run yourself ragged.”  
 
      
 
    Waiting in the doctor’s office, Kenzie felt fidgety. She read half articles in ripped magazines and gave other patients side-eyes. A clock on the wall ticked away, alerting her that she was missing yet another client meeting, yet another potential sale.  
 
      
 
    The doctor, an aging man with white-speckled dark hair and bright eyes above numerous skin bags, began to ask her questions inside the sterile room, Kenzie sitting on the strange patient chair with her ankles folded.    
 
      
 
    “You’ve been experiencing nausea for several weeks, then?” the doctor asked, marking his chart. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That and exhaustion. It feels like I can’t get out of bed in the morning.”  
 
      
 
    “I see,” the doctor said, marking his chart. “Have you thought about the possibility that you might be pregnant?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie frowned, a small crinkle forming between her eyebrows. “Of course I’m not pregnant. I’m newly single,” she said, thinking of Austin. 
 
      
 
    “Single women get pregnant just as often as women in relationships,” the doctor said, his eyes glinting. “Why don’t we have you take a test, just in case?”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie rolled her eyes, agreeing, anxious to get past this roadblock and move on to an actual, real-world diagnosis. She waited for a nurse to return with what she lovingly referred to as a “pee stick” and then used the bathroom quickly, capping the pregnancy test when she was finished.  
 
      
 
    She placed the test on the sink, waiting inside the cold bathroom with her bony arms crossed over her chest. A bit of a muffin top peeked out over her jeans. She wished she hadn’t decided on pants, not when she felt increasingly like a whale.  
 
      
 
    As she waited, she thought back to that period just before she’d met Bryce. She and Austin hadn’t slept together often. In fact, he’d spent most nights pointed away from her, almost as if he were pretending he was sleeping next to someone else. If she remembered correctly, in fact, Austin had been completely faithful to Tori, body and soul, for at least a month before she’d discovered the affair.  
 
      
 
    Which meant only one thing. 
 
      
 
    She peered down at the pregnancy test, which was flashing two bright pink lines down the center. She shivered, raising it up into the orange bathroom light. Pregnant. One hundred percent pregnant. And she was certain it was Bryce’s baby. 
 
      
 
    She opened the door of the bathroom, peering at the waiting nurse with big, bird-like eyes. The nurse knew the look immediately and wrapped Kenzie in a hug, patting her back like a stern mother.  
 
      
 
    “Darling, it’s all going to be okay,” she said. Her voice was strained. “I promise. Now, let’s get you an appointment for an ultrasound, shall we? Everyone loves seeing her baby for the first time. Even you will. I promise.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie peered down at her bulbous stomach. A baby? Inside her? She thought back to that photograph she’d found beneath Bryce’s bed, the one with the stunning blond woman holding the blue-eyed baby. Would her baby look like that baby? Would Bryce ever want to know about their baby?  
 
      
 
    Didn’t he have a right to know? 
 
      
 
    “Sure. An ultrasound seems…appropriate,” Kenzie said, trailing off.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie was transferred to the side office, where she made an appointment with the ultrasound technician for the next hour. “There was a dropout,” the woman told her brightly. Kenzie wondered what had come up in someone’s life that had caused them to decide they couldn’t make time to see their baby.  
 
      
 
    When it was Kenzie’s time, the technician spread the strange, sticky liquid evenly over her stomach, beneath her belly button. She asked Kenzie light questions, having been briefed that she had only just learned of her pregnancy—and that it was proving to be a shock. 
 
      
 
    “You’re in real estate?” the technician asked brightly.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie nodded, her eyes searching the ceiling. “I should tell him, shouldn’t I?” she murmured, only half speaking to the technician. “Even if he has a life he doesn’t want me to know about, I should tell him about mine.” 
 
      
 
    The ultrasound tech looked at her curiously, her eyebrows drawing closer together. She obviously didn’t want to interject.  
 
      
 
    But Kenzie needed advice. “Should I go to him? Tell him the truth?”  
 
      
 
    “I try to stay out of these issues,” the tech said, shrugging sadly. “I’ve been in the middle of several disputes, though. There was an all-out war, in this very tech room, with the father saying the baby on the screen looked shockingly like his best friend. But the baby was only at three months. He really didn’t look like anything!” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie laughed, trying to clear her mind. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to ask you that. I’m just out of my mind right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course you are, honey. And you will be for the rest of your life, with this baby in tow. Ready to see your little one?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kenzie whispered before pressing her lips together tightly.  
 
      
 
    The tech positioned the scanner directly on the goop, waiting until a fuzzy image appeared on the black screen. Kenzie frowned, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. The tech’s jaw dropped. Slowly, a secretive smile formed between her cheeks. She made eye contact with Kenzie, trying to repress a giggle.  
 
      
 
    “You won’t believe this,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Is it all right?” Kenzie asked, alarmed. 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is. You’re having twins, is all. Double the fun. Double the trouble.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie couldn’t believe it. She didn’t speak for several moments, the tech still assessing her uterus, making sure she was healthy. She bowed her head, placing her chin on her chest, glaring at her protruding abdomen. Two babies. Inside her. Two babies that would soon be out in the world, crying and eating and sleeping and loving. Two babies who would cost her money, making her budget even tighter than it already was. 
 
      
 
    The tech finished and slipped her latex gloves from her hands. She shrugged. “Twins are harder, yes,” she said, filling the silence and trying to relieve Kenzie’s panic, “but there isn’t any reason you can’t handle it. You seem strong, Kenzie, and good. These kids are lucky to have you.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie didn’t feel strong. After leaving the ultrasound clinic, she drove around Concord sullenly, the radio on. She drove past where she’d learned Tori and Austin now lived—a two-story colonial with a fenced-in backyard. She wondered if they were planning on having children. Had Austin ever mentioned kids, or wanting them? She couldn’t remember now. Her time with him was a blur, knocked out by her memories of Bryce. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie parked the car with a jolt outside her apartment building, sanding her palms against her rotund belly. The next week, she’d take three days off. She’d rearrange her client meetings, her showings, and her office hours, and she’d drive back to Vermont to tell Bryce the truth. She wouldn’t demand anything in return. Just telling him would have to be enough.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kenzie felt too catatonic that night to call or text anyone with the news. She sat with it, stewing, and drank hot chocolate, watching the clock tick. Her apartment was a one-bedroom, and there had been barely enough room for both her and Austin. Hunting for a house of her own sounded bizarre, like jumping the fence on the structured life she’d created. She imagined what she’d need. Three bedrooms, maybe? A backyard, if they wanted to get a dog when the kids were older? Should she start deciding on a school system? Now that she understood what her clients needed, she felt panicked, understanding why they had to “go talk about it” so often. It felt like the difference between life and death. 
 
      
 
    As she sat, blanketed, she began to doze. Her dream seemed like a premonition. She found herself standing on the porch of Bryce’s cabin, gazing out at the summery trees. She heard the wind ruffling through the leaves, birds twittering, no sign of civilization anywhere. Bryce’s truck was parked in the driveway, featuring what looked like a double baby seat in the back. She heard her name called from inside house and spun, swiping her hands over her apron. Were they cooking? 
 
      
 
    She found herself back in that familiar kitchen, which had been decorated with a woman’s touch. Unconsciously, she knew she’d done it. Bryce was standing at the stovetop, stirring a vegetable soup and smiling at her. His beard was full, his hair longer than it had been in February, and his shirt was off, showing his rippling, tanned, summertime muscles. Kenzie wrapped her arms around him, kissing the back of his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “They just fell asleep,” he whispered to her, kissing her nose.  
 
      
 
    Behind her, the babies were stationed in their cradles, their eyes closed and their eyelids sparkling in the sunlight. She could hardly believe how small they were, how perfect: one boy and one girl, both with Bryce’s blue eyes and Kenzie’s dark hair.  
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be chilly tonight,” dreamland Bryce told her. “I’m going to bring some wood in for a fire. Maybe cook some of the venison we still have frozen. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds cozy,” Kenzie said.  
 
      
 
    Together, in this dream world, Kenzie and Bryce gathered their babies and fed them dinner as the evening darkened and the wind began to howl outside. Bryce built a large fire in the fireplace, and Kenzie dressed the kids in adorable bedtime onesies. They placed them on a large bearskin rug near the fire and played with them, kissing their tiny, round cheeks and making them giggle. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad we did this,” Bryce told her, his eyes heavy with happiness and fatigue.  
 
      
 
    “Did what?” Kenzie asked quietly, watching as their babies began to slumber on the soft bearskin rug. 
 
      
 
    “Had babies. Made a family,” Bryce said. “But most of all, I’m happy you came back. You changed my life.” 
 
      
 
    Immediately, Kenzie’s eyes popped open, bringing her back to reality. She looked at the clock, realizing it was only five in the morning. But she’d never been so awake in her life. Her stomach clenched and she rushed to the bathroom, barreling toward the toilet and huffing, almost vomiting, but keeping it in.  
 
      
 
    As she sat on the cold tile, she pressed her chin to her knees and thought about Bryce, about the beautiful future she had seen for them in her dreams. She couldn’t wait another minute to see him. She had to leave immediately, work be damned. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie showered quickly, scrubbing at her legs and arms but being delicate with her abdomen. A boy and a girl, she just knew it: growing, living, becoming real in there. What were the rules she was meant to follow? No coffee? More vegetables? Should she start listening to classical music, just in case that made the babies smarter? She didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    She packed a small bag, not knowing how long she’d be gone, and emailed her clients and boss, informing them she had a family emergency. She set out in her car, wrapped up tight in a spring coat, conscious that the mountains would offer a much harsher climate.  
 
      
 
    I should have known something like this would happen, she thought as she drove. Their night together had seemed pivotal, sizzling with magic and a chemistry she couldn’t describe. She could only hope that Bryce would want to live her fantasies with her and become a part of their family—or at least a part of Kenzie and the babies’ lives, in any capacity he could.    
 
      
 
    Kenzie stopped many times along the way, using the bathroom and recharging with fruits and vegetables and nuts, along with the occasional dark chocolate square. She wore sunglasses, protecting her eyes from the spontaneous mounds of snow that glittered in the April sunshine.  
 
      
 
    When she first saw the mountains, she breathed a sigh of relief. Far away from her responsibilities, she felt her shoulders grow less tense, her body relaxing, and her stomach calming. She passed through the small town at the base of the mountain, stopping briefly for a grilled cheese sandwich. As she ate, crunching on the crust, she considered how she’d tell Bryce the truth. Would she just come out with it?  
 
      
 
    She sat, poised for several moments, with the cheese oozing out from between the bread. The waitress approached her, frowning.  
 
      
 
    “You all right, darling? You been staring at that sandwich for a while now.” 
 
      
 
    Flustered, Kenzie dropped the sandwich. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Just a little out of my mind today.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t we all,” the waitress said, flashing a wide smile, which contained just ten teeth. “I got your bill here for you,” she said, laying it lightly on the countertop. “Take your time.” 
 
      
 
    After Kenzie paid, she drove the rest of the way up the mountain, now fully shivering with jitters. She drove past the cabin she’d rented and then weaved up the tight streets, toward the familiar driveway. The area looked different without the mounds of snow, and the trees were beginning to open their arms to springtime. Sunrays swept through their still-empty limbs.  
 
      
 
    When Kenzie parked, she knew something was amiss with the cabin. It looked dark, almost abandoned, and was missing the massive pile of logs for his fire out front. Kenzie took tentative steps toward the door, peeking in through the window. The couch was still there, along with the rug and several pots and pans, but the heavy layer of dust on the other side of the windowpane spoke the truth: Bryce wasn’t around. He hadn’t been for a while. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie drew back from the window, suddenly frustrated. He hadn’t given her any information from his past whatsoever, meaning she didn’t have any clues regarding his current location. She considered giving up, driving home, and doing what her mother always said: finding a man who could take care of her and the babies so she didn’t have to be so careful with money. 
 
      
 
    But, honestly, the mere thought of that turned her stomach.  
 
      
 
    She sat on the porch, enjoying the scenery and trying to create a plan. She knew he’d been at the cabin for 12 years, which meant a planned move didn’t seem likely. He’d probably been taken away by surprise. Perhaps a relative had contacted him? Perhaps the child in the photo had needed him? Perhaps he was getting back together with the blond woman?  
 
      
 
    Don’t jump to conclusions, she thought. You’ll just depress yourself.  
 
      
 
    As she stepped down from the porch, she remembered something. When she’d ripped Bryce’s jean jacket from his body in a fit of sexual desire, a patch had fallen off. She’d picked it up on the morning she’d left, just as a keepsake.  
 
      
 
    She’d dropped it in her purse and promptly forgotten about it.  
 
      
 
    Feeling wild, she leafed through her purse and found the patch almost immediately. It was rectangular, thick, and had a motorcycle embroidered on it. Above it were the words: “The Blue Boys Clubhouse.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie frowned, realizing she’d found a path. But where on earth could the Blue Boys Clubhouse be? She rubbed the embroidered patch with her thumb and forefinger, knowing that if she did find this Blue Boys Clubhouse, Bryce wouldn’t necessarily be there. But others who knew him—who actually had a history with him!—would be there. Perhaps they could give her another clue, which would lead to another. She was on a scavenger hunt now. If she succeeded in finding him, it would alter the course of her life.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie returned to her car and drove back down the mountain, keeping the patch in her jacket pocket, close to the babies. She parked at the diner, suddenly starving again, and ordered a piece of pie from the same waitress. She laughed, slipping the apple pie slab onto a gleaming white plate. “Darling, this one’s on the house.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Kenzie said, dipping the fork into the tip of the pie. But as the waitress walked away, Kenzie got an idea. “Wait a minute!” she called. 
 
      
 
    She pulled the patch from her pocket and laid it on the counter, certain that if the clubhouse was around the area, the waitress would know about it. “Do you recognize this?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    The waitress frowned, bringing the patch closer to her eyes. “Hmm. Is this a jacket patch?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’m looking for someone who might hang out at this place. The Blue Boys Clubhouse. Have you heard of it, or recognize the label?” 
 
      
 
    At first, Kenzie thought she saw a glimmer of recognition cross the woman’s face. But soon the waitress was pushing the patch back across the counter, shrugging. “Sorry, babe. I don’t recognize it. Definitely not a part of this town, anyway. Maybe if you drive over to the surrounding towns you’ll find something? There are definitely a few too many bikers in the next town over, south of the mountains.” 
 
      
 
    Disappointed, Kenzie nodded and thanked the waitress, eating the rest of her pie in soft, easy bites. She leaned back heavily, accepting her fate, which was a long afternoon of research. But she had to get started.  
 
      
 
    Driving out of the small town, she swept eagle eyes from side to side, searching for any sign of the Blue Boys logo. Nothing seemed to match. The only bar in town had a familiar troupe of ragtag alcoholics out front, squabbling and bickering and smoking heavily. None of them seemed like the kind of company Bryce would keep, but she still pulled over, rolling her window down. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, pretty lady,” one of them said.  
 
      
 
    “Hi there,” Kenzie said, giving them a dull smile. They walked toward her slowly, tossing their cigarette butts to the ground and smashing them with their heels. “I wondered if you guys could answer a question for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for you,” one of them said.  
 
      
 
    “Great,” Kenzie said, quickly, hoping to get her information quickly. “I’m friends with a man who lives in a cabin on the mountain. A guy named Bryce. Have you heard of him?” 
 
      
 
    The men eyed each other, shrugging slightly. “There’s lots of men that live in these mountains, ma’am. Do you reckon you could get more specific?” 
 
      
 
    “He drives a big truck?” Kenzie said, knowing she sounded foolish and laughing at herself. “Anyway, he’s also involved with a group called Blue Boys Clubhouse. Maybe motorcyclists. Heard of them?” 
 
      
 
    The men shook their heads, giving her the same sad expression the waitress had. Kenzie thanked them and drove quickly away, keeping her eyes on the mountains. I will find you, Bryce, she thought. She knew it wasn’t the end of their time together.  
 
      
 
    She continued toward the neighboring town, driving the car up and over hills, daydreaming about her babies. She hadn’t spent much time with children, not since she’d lived with her mother and her stepsiblings, and the idea of holding one in her arms made her heart ache.  
 
      
 
    The next town over, a place called Jericho, had a remarkable view of Mount Mansfield. Kenzie parked near a local diner, one that seemed to be a cookie cutout of the previous diner. She wandered in, her hand on her belly, and ordered a cup of tea. After warming her hands over the steaming cup, she asked the waitress about Bryce and his Blue Boys, but again she received a shrug and an “I’m sorry, honey.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie thanked the woman, her shoulders slumping forward. She drove around the town a few times, winding down the main road with its general store and its gas station and its church, before giving up and heading to the next town, a place named Cambridge. She rolled the word over in her mouth, giving it a British accent in the privacy of her car.  
 
      
 
    Cambridge. Bryce, will I find you there?   
 
      
 
    As she drove, the sunlight began to dwindle. She grew nervous, knowing she didn’t have a place to stay that night—having thought she would have miraculously found Bryce by now. She parked in front of the downtown Cambridge bar, a shaded place with a blue Bud Light sign flashing in the window. She wandered from her car, inhaling the sharp, chilly air, and walked down the street, searching for that Blue Boys logo, or maybe just a place to eat some dinner.  
 
      
 
    As she wandered past the final corner, peeking around the bar and seeing only firelight gleaming from the surrounding houses, she heard rapid footfalls behind her. Shocked, she turned quickly and found a man with a black hat pulled low over his ears. He growled at her and grabbed her purse, yanking it.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie screamed. Her eyes flashed with panic, like a dog’s. She lurched back, falling to the sidewalk and yanking at her purse, trying to keep it. “SOMEONE! PLEASE! HELP!” she screeched. Blood pumped wildly in her ears.  
 
      
 
    Someone rushed out of the dark, smoky bar beside them. He wrapped his arms around her attacker’s upper torso and yanked at him, pulling him toward the ground. The man immediately gave up on her purse and reared back, trying to get his balance. But the man who’d come to help her was far more powerful. After scrambling with the attacker for a moment, he pushed him against the brick wall of the bar beside them. The attacker’s head snapped back, banging against the hard wall.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie quivered behind them, watching as the taller man of the two, wearing a red hat and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, demanded the attacker tell him who he was. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” the red-hatted man cried. “Get out of Cambridge. Leave our women alone. Do you even know what you’re doing? You don’t belong here.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie clung to her purse, shuffling back. The attacker’s face was babyish, with large cheeks and bulbous lips. She frowned at him, trying to memorize his face. Could she pick him out of a lineup?  
 
      
 
    But the red-hatted man let the attacker go. The pair watched as the squirrely man rushed down the street and into the darkness, far away from the gleaming lights of the Cambridge main street. He was like a rat returning to the sewers.  
 
      
 
    “Oh my god, are you all right?” the man asked her, springing to her side again. He wrapped his hand around her arm and helped her up. She still quivered, her knees knocking together.  
 
      
 
    “I think so,” she whispered, feeling tears spring to her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “That was horrible. I saw the whole thing from the window,” he said, gesturing. “In Cambridge, mugging is rare. It seems you’ve had a bit of bad luck.” His eyes were deep brown, shining. It was clear he was attracted to her. Kenzie was just grateful for a friendly face. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been here before,” Kenzie said. “I’m just passing through.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, hopefully, so is he,” the man said. “I’m Gunner, by the way.” He shook Kenzie’s hand, leaning closer to her. “What do you say we get you a drink?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Kenzie said, thinking of the babies. “I could have a tea, I suppose. Get out of the cold for a minute. I’m—I’m Kenzie.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner led her into the dark bar, helping her to a back booth. He ordered swiftly from the bartender, a frothing beer for him and a tea for her. He sipped the beer quickly after its arrival, making foam appear on his mustache. “What brings you all the way out here, then?” he asked, gazing at her. “You don’t look like you belong up here in the mountains.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie swallowed, raising her shoulders. “Am I so obvious?” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you come from?” Gunner said.  
 
      
 
    “Concord. New Hampshire,” Kenzie answered, finally calming down. She nodded several times, trying to connect her thoughts to her mouth. “Sorry. I’m still just processing what happened out there.” She pulled the patch from her pocket and laid it on the table in front of them, feeling like Gunner was her last chance, at least for the night.  
 
      
 
    Gunner peered down at it curiously, his eyes glinting with familiarity. “Where did you get that?”  
 
      
 
    “Do you know it?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    “I might,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie couldn’t speak for a moment. What were the chances? She pushed the patch toward him, turning it around so he could really look at it. “You know the Blue Boys?” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you looking for?” Gunner asked, leaning toward her. His teeth glinted in the soft light of the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Bryce Walker,” Kenzie whispered. “Do you know him?” 
 
      
 
    The man leaned back, assessing her. His face had become gray. He’d forgotten his beer. “How do you know Bryce Walker?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie placed her hand on her abdomen, feeling warm, knowing she wasn’t alone. “I met Bryce recently. Last February, in his cabin in the mountains.” Her eyes flickered toward Gunner, trying to deliver the severity of the situation. “If you know him, you have to tell me. It’s incredibly important that I find him.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner scratched at his red, cold face, pausing. “I do know Bryce,” he finally said. “I used to know him quite well, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie perked up, righting her posture. She couldn’t believe she’d found it: her ticket home. “You know where to find him? You know about this motorcycle club?” 
 
      
 
    Gunner lifted his hands, stretching his fingers high. “I need to give you fair warning before I tell you,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie frowned, trying to align this warning with the Bryce she’d met, the man who’d held her as she’d ice skated, gliding backward so he could look into her eyes. She waited, realizing Gunner was pausing for dramatic effect.  
 
      
 
    “The man has demons, is all,” Gunner said, shrugging. “Demons I wouldn’t want to be involved with if I were a pretty girl like you.” 
 
      
 
    “What does me being pretty have anything to do with his demons?” Kenzie whispered.  
 
      
 
    “You want to know the entire story then?” he asked, sounding tentative. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. I wouldn’t have traveled all this way just to be left in the dark,” Kenzie said. She sipped her tea, watching him with cat eyes. “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner bit his lower lip, waiting. He ordered another beer from the bartender with a flick of his hand. The bartender smacked the glass on the table, allowing the foam to froth over the sides.  
 
      
 
    “I knew Bryce when we were younger,” Gunner said. “Quite a bit younger, actually. Maybe five or so years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “So you know about this Blue Boys Clubhouse?” Kenzie asked, tilting her head.  
 
      
 
    “I’m a Blue Boy myself,” Gunner said, laughing. “It’s a hokey name for our motorcycle hangout, but we go with it. It was passed down to us from other bikers, and the bikers before them. It’s like our church.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. A real community,” Kenzie said, waiting. All she wanted to hear was Bryce’s name. All she wanted was information about him. She was sitting at the edge of her seat.  
 
      
 
    “The clubhouse is local to Cambridge, just a few miles away. Bryce and I would spend long, hot afternoons there, drinking beer and shooting the breeze. He was a good guy, but he was guarded. He didn’t want to reveal a lot.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie frowned, watching as Gunner finished the rest of his beer in several quick gulps. “Will you take me to this clubhouse?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Kenzie,” Gunner said. “Are you sure you want to follow this road?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really have a choice,” Kenzie answered honestly. “Come on. I’ll drive. You’ve been drinking.” 
 
      
 
    Gunner smacked a 10-dollar bill onto the table and rose, following her into the darkness. The night had begun to spit a cold, harsh spring rain. Kenzie wrapped her jacket tighter around her without speaking. Gunner coughed several times before lighting a cigarette and pointing toward a motorcycle parked across the street. “That’s my bike,” he said, as if Kenzie should be impressed.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been on a bike,” Kenzie said, unlocking the car.  
 
      
 
    “Bryce didn’t take you?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie didn’t answer, choosing instead to keep up her mystique. She drove out of her parking spot, waiting for directions, as Gunner exhaled smoke out of the small crack in the window. The chilly air kept Kenzie shivering.  
 
      
 
    “Which way?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you when to turn,” Gunner said.  
 
      
 
    “Pretty far out of town?” 
 
      
 
    “It couldn’t have been close,” Gunner answered. “Too many of the guys are into drugs. Had to keep a low profile.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie’s heart nearly burst. “Not Bryce, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Of course not,” Gunner answered, his voice sincere. “He was an honest guy. Almost a protector, with that quiet kindness. He nursed some of the guys when they overdosed, things like that.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie imagined her Bryce, the muscled, stoic man with piercing blue eyes, placing cool washcloths over other men’s foreheads. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. This is the road,” Gunner said, flicking his cigarette out the window. “Turn left. Now.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie jerked her steering wheel to the left, toward the mountain, and found herself barreling down a dark country road with trees on either side, creating a kind of canopy. Gunner closed the window and exhaled into his palms, his eyes beady. “Coming up on it. You’ll see it on your right.” 
 
      
 
    Moments later, a red barn appeared on Kenzie’s right. Its windows were alight with candles and beer signs, and some of its clientele was outside, smoking cigarettes and gazing at the mountains. Kenzie parked to the side, giving Gunner a last-second, tentative look.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry. Once they hear you know Bryce, they’ll love you,” Gunner said, popping out of the passenger seat. He held her arm as they walked into the barn. The same logo from the patch was painted on the top half, sending a shiver down Kenzie’s spine. That morning she’d been a crumpled ball of life on the floor of her bathroom in her Concord apartment. Now she was out in the mad world, chasing a dream.  
 
      
 
    The moment Kenzie entered the biker clubhouse, she sensed she’d made a mistake. The music was blaring, pumping blues from every speaker. She cradled her abdomen, hoping her babies couldn’t hear the ruckus. She leaned toward Gunner, who was already buying a beer. “Can we go somewhere quieter?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Gunner smacked his palm on the top of the counter, glaring at the bartender. “This lady needs the music turned down. It’s manners, Jeff,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Dutifully, Jeff turned down the music and grinned at Kenzie, looking at her as if he’d never seen a woman before. “What can I get the lady?” 
 
      
 
    “Just water,” she answered, giving him her real estate smile.   
 
      
 
    With their drinks in hand, they walked toward the back of the clubhouse where five bearded men sat, leaning back, watching a baseball game on television with dead eyes. Gunner got their attention, smacking one of the men on the back.  
 
      
 
    “Hey. I have a surprise for you guys,” he said, tilting his head toward Kenzie.  
 
      
 
    “A broad?” one of the bikers said, leering at her. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t speak about her that way, Ev,” Gunner said, snapping his fingers. “She knows Bryce. Bryce Walker. She’s looking for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that right?” the man, named Everett, said, leaning closer. “That seems like a fool’s errand. If you’re in love with him, that is.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie tilted her head. She wasn’t fearful of these men; rather, their apparent lack of character confused her, as she felt she knew Bryce so well. “Why do you say that?” She sat down beside Everett, gazing at him curiously.  
 
      
 
    “I knew it. She is in love with him!” Gunner said, sipping his beer.  
 
      
 
    Everett’s initial hardened face eased. He thought for a moment. “Bryce is about the best kind of man there is. Saw him here just a few days ago in fact. He asked me countless questions, about my wife, about my kids. He even remembered the name of the daughter who doesn’t speak to me anymore. I probably hadn’t seen him in five years.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I was telling her,” Gunner said excitedly. “He hasn’t been around. But he just popped up the other day?” 
 
      
 
    “Larry and I both saw him,” Everett said.  
 
      
 
    “He already said he’d help me with my tractor this spring. Needs some fine-tuning. He was always such a good handyman, that one. Before he disappeared.” Larry turned his shaggy head back toward Kenzie. “Where was it that you met him?” 
 
      
 
    “Up in the mountains.” 
 
      
 
    “So that’s where he’s been,” Larry muttered to himself.  
 
      
 
    “He abandoned you?” Kenzie asked. “Didn’t tell you where he was going?” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t tell us a lot, no,” Larry said.  
 
      
 
    “Well, do you know where I could find him tonight?” Kenzie asked, feeling hopeful. They’d seen him only days before! That meant he couldn’t have gone far. Unless he was on the run.  
 
      
 
    No one spoke for a moment. Gunner sipped his beer, and a man rushed around the bases on the TV screen, scoring a point for his team. The men acknowledged it, always keeping one eye on the game.  
 
      
 
    “I might know where he is,” Gunner said then, sounding cryptic. “But warm yourself here first. I don’t want you running around in the cold. Found her getting mugged on a street corner just over an hour ago.” 
 
      
 
    “What are the chances?” Everett said, shaking his head.  
 
      
 
    “It was terrifying,” Kenzie admitted. As she sat, sipping her water, she watched as some snow kicked up outside, one of those sad, April snows where winter reared its ugly head once more. She was reminded of the safety of Bryce’s cabin, and of the secrets therein.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know anything about Bryce’s wife or child, would you?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    Everett and Larry exchanged glances. Gunner looked perturbed. “Wife? Child?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    “I have reason to suspect he has both, yes,” Kenzie said.  
 
      
 
    “Well, he never mentioned anything to us,” Everett said. “Remember—he kept his mouth shut a lot, unless he was giving one of us idiots advice. A good man, but not one you can get close to.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie turned toward Gunner, pleading with her eyes. “Just tell me where I might find him,” she whispered, finishing the last droplets of her water and aching to be on her feet again. The sooner she found Bryce, the sooner she could feel safe, warm.  
 
      
 
    Gunner scratched the back of his scalp, clearly disappointed to see her go. He’d found a curiosity in her, one he could show off to the other Blues Boys at the clubhouse. But he drew up a napkin from his back pocket and wrote directions in a black scrawl. “You’ll find him just east of town, where the town dwindles off and the mountains begin. He said he likes to sit in a park called Blue Blossom and think.” 
 
      
 
    “Think about what?” Kenzie asked.  
 
      
 
    Gunner shrugged. “He told me that years ago. He could be writing poetry in his head for all I know.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie thanked Gunner, standing up and wrapping her arms around his neck. “Thanks for taking such good care of me today. Bryce is lucky to count all of you as friends.” 
 
      
 
    The men, now looking tired, with bags folding several times beneath their eyes, hugged her back and sent her on her way, telling her to be careful on the roads near the mountains. “It’s still April, ma’am, and the roads get slick.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie walked quickly to her car, grateful to be alone again. She couldn’t imagine her Bryce hanging around men like that, men who seemed to swap off-color stories and drink beer long into the night. But then again, there was little she really knew about Bryce. Perhaps loneliness had kept him there. Perhaps just having another warm body to talk to or be around for a few hours had been enough back then. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know if she should feel encouraged that the men hadn’t known about a wife and child or not. Her information was lacking. For all she knew, she might come upon Bryce in the park only to find him playing with his six-year-old child, his wife looking on. It would break her, certainly, but perhaps she’d watch from afar and make peace with the situation.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie ducked into her car and drove east, toward the mountains. She shivered as she drove, her elbows swinging. If she didn’t find Bryce at the park—late as it was—she’d have to check into a hotel immediately. Clinging to the steering wheel for dear life, she hoped, prayed, wept—just wanting him to be there. Her heart felt squeezed.  
 
      
 
    After driving 15 minutes, Kenzie found the wooden sign for the park on her right. She slowed to a halt, parking along the dirt walkway. The park was small, with a single bench near the far side, tucked between several trees. Kenzie peered at the figure sitting on the bench. He wore a dark hat, black pants, a large coat, and his hands were stuffed into his pockets. With so much distance between them, Kenzie couldn’t tell if it was Bryce or not. 
 
      
 
    She had to get closer. She had to try. Don’t give up now, she thought.  
 
      
 
    Using the last of her dwindling energy, she wandered down the dark path toward the bench. As she drew closer, she sensed the man on the bench looking at her, trying to gage who she was, what she was doing. But with Kenzie’s massive coat wrapped around her, along with her rotund, newly pregnant belly, she assumed her figure in the dark looked nothing like that of the woman he’d held tightly in his bed. Probably more like a whale, she thought.  
 
      
 
    Finally, she reached the bench and peered down at him, standing two feet in front of his black boots, which were stamped into the frigid ground. Slowly, a smile stretched across Bryce’s face. He looked incredulous.  
 
      
 
    “Kenzie. What on earth are you doing here?” he asked. His words were dreamlike, as if he didn’t fully believe she was there.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie felt frazzled. She wanted to wrap her arms around him immediately and weep into his shoulder, telling him how terrified she’d been that she’d never find him. But she exhaled deeply, showing the whites of her eyes. After all, she reminded herself, he might still have a wife and child lurking somewhere.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Where? Near the cabin?” 
 
      
 
    “All of the surrounding towns. I had your patch. The Blue Boys Clubhouse patch. I figured I’d find you there.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce smiled again, nearly outright laughing now. “You met the Blue Boys?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Gunner, Larry, Everett…” Kenzie said, trailing off.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, wow. That’s my old gang,” he said. He tapped the bench beside him, telling her to sit down. She did, collapsing. Bryce rubbed her shivering shoulders, trying to calm her. “You look freezing. Should we go somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “I just drove here from Cambridge. There’s nothing close,” Kenzie said. “Besides, I’m not actually cold. Just nervous. I came all the way here to tell you something. Something important.” Her eyelashes fluttered.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Bryce said, after a pause. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pregnant. With twins. They’re yours,” Kenzie blurted. She smacked her hand over her mouth. After hours of practicing how she would tell him, she’d done it like a child: loudly, quickly, without regard for his feelings.  
 
      
 
    Bryce didn’t speak for a long time. He rubbed his blond beard, trying to make sense of the news. Just when Kenzie assumed he wanted nothing to do with her, nothing to do with any of them, Bryce wrapped her in a bear hug. He kissed her cheek, looking overjoyed. His eyes glittered with tears.  
 
      
 
    “Kenzie, this is beautiful news,” he whispered, kissing her cheek again. “Whatever happens, no matter what, I’ll be there for you. Twins. You have got to be kidding me. Really?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie nodded, sniffling. “Two babies.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know the genders yet?”  
 
      
 
    “No,” Kenzie said. “I only just had the ultrasound. This is relatively new for me as well.”  
 
      
 
    But is it new for him? she wondered. Her face clouded with the thought of his apparent wife and child. Would he leave her for someone else down the road, like her father had? Or was he just that impossible to get to know, as the men at the Blues Boys Clubhouse had said? 
 
      
 
    “I have to ask you something,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “Anything,” Bryce returned. He swiped her dark hair behind her shoulder, clearing her face.  
 
      
 
    “I found a photograph in your cabin. A photograph of you, and a beautiful blond woman, and a baby. Where is your wife and child? Why don’t you tell anyone about them?” 
 
      
 
    Bryce looked taken aback. Immediately, Kenzie was fearful, realizing she’d drawn the line between them, calling him out on his falsehoods. But how could she live knowing he was telling her lies?  
 
      
 
    Bryce leaned back against the bench, crossing his muscled arms over his chest. “Well. I have to admit, I didn’t think I’d be telling this story today. Although, it’s always running through my head.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie frowned, sensing tragedy. Her heart grew heavy in her chest. She focused on her breathing: inhale, exhale.  
 
      
 
    “That’s one of the only photos I still have of my parents,” he said, sighing. “The man you thought was me is actually my father. But he never lived to be as old as I am. The year after that photo was taken, when I was only two, both of my parents died in a house fire not far from here.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my gosh,” Kenzie whispered, her shoulders falling. “That’s horrible.” 
 
      
 
    “I survived the fire. My room was near the back of the house, and a firefighter was able to break my window and save me. But my parents were too deep inside the house, and the stability of the place was totally gone. Strange, isn’t it, that I’m always building fires?” 
 
      
 
    “I assume you have your reasons,” Kenzie answered.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t have any memories of my parents,” he said, “but I have a vague feeling for the warmth of them, holding me by the fire. I know it sounds crazy, but building those fires seems like a way to link myself with them. So I chop wood, and I build fires, all day and all night, up in my cabin.” 
 
      
 
    “But you moved away,” Kenzie said. “I went to the cabin first, and it seemed you’d been gone for weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “I always go back. I sometimes like to be closer to where I grew up. You see, this park is the very one we took that photo in. After they died, they renamed the park.” 
 
      
 
    “Blue Blossom?” Kenzie asked, remembering the wooden sign. 
 
      
 
    “That was my father’s nickname for my mother,” Bryce said. “Because of her bright blue eyes and her cheerfulness. At least, that’s what my mother’s friend told me. She made sure the park was appropriately named.” Bryce moved his back away from the bench and gestured toward the golden plaque there, which read: Carter and Molly Walker, R.I.P.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie placed her finger against the plaque, tracing the words. Sitting beside Bryce, with nothing hidden between them anymore, she felt the chemistry, the electricity, the lust growing within her. She placed her hand on Bryce’s knee, and he took her fingers in his. Her nose filled with his musk. Kenzie leaned into him, kissing his soft, pink lips and feeling the scratchiness of his beard.  
 
      
 
    Once the kiss broke, Bryce smiled. “You’re even more beautiful now that I know you’re carrying my babies.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re even more handsome now that I know a bit more about you,” Kenzie said. “I’m so sorry, Bryce. I’m so sorry you had to go through all that. It must have been terribly hard, growing up without them.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s all the more reason I want to be a part of our children’s lives,” Bryce said. Tears glittered in his eyes. “I bounced from foster home to foster home, never finding a place to land. Never adopted. Too quiet for that. Potential parents said I ‘lacked something.’ But really, I was just guarded. I’d never really known love. 
 
      
 
    “Now that you’re pregnant, I want to do it all right. I want to play baseball in the backyard, and help my daughter learn to cook, and run around, and laugh. I want to open up more and stop being such a closed-off hermit.” 
 
      
 
    “You could never be an asshole,” Kenzie said, laughing, feeling giddy from his promises. “You have demons, Bryce, but you can overcome them. This is a new start.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie leaned toward Bryce and kissed him again, lifting her body onto his lap and wrapping her arms around his neck. She lifted his hand to her abdomen, allowing him to feel her stomach. “I didn’t know what was wrong,” she said, laughing with joy. “I was sick all the time and always gaining weight!” 
 
      
 
    “You look absolutely perfect,” Bryce said, kissing her neck. “That said, I want to take you back with me. I won’t have my babies out here in the cold another minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Already you’re such a strict father,” Kenzie teased. She felt electric, her face so close to his. It felt as if they’d never been apart.  
 
      
 
    “They’ll do what I say, and that means they’ll follow their curfew,” Bryce teased back. He lifted Kenzie into the air and carried her, just as he had in the forest nearly two months before. He took her back to his truck, telling her he’d grab her car the next day—that he just wanted to be close to her for fear of losing her again. Exhausted after her long day of driving, Kenzie agreed. She was grateful for the warmth and familiarity of his truck, for the scratchy radio station, for Bryce’s sturdy hands on the wheel.  
 
      
 
    Bryce drove them back toward the Blue Boys Clubhouse. They passed it quickly, Kenzie peering out at Gunner and Larry, both of who were smoking near the entrance. “I can’t believe you used to drive motorcycles,” she said, laughing. “I can hardly picture it.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Bryce said. “I had a leather jacket. Thick boots. We would go all over the country—once we drove all the way to New Orleans. It was the only time I felt really free from all my anxieties. And none of the guys cared if you shared anything about yourself or not. But I always listened.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what they said. But it sounded like you,” Kenzie said, feeling warm. “I remember when I first met you, I word-vomited everything about my ex to you, and you just took it. It was exactly what I needed back then.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, the infamous Austin,” Bryce said, laughing, knowing he didn’t matter any longer to her. No one else did. “How did that go when you got back?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie rolled her eyes playfully. “He’s a dick. I was grateful to be rid of him. Plus, it gave me more time to daydream about you.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce peered at her curiously. “You left because you were scared of what this could be? Or because you found that photograph under my bed?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe a bit of both,” Kenzie said honestly, feeling foolish now for wasting any time. “I probably wasn’t ready. I needed to stew over you for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Same. I’d spent too much time alone. I felt things for you I didn’t fully understand.” He paused for a long time, screeching the wheels as he turned into a driveway next to a yellow bed and breakfast. “But now I think I’m ready. Let’s do this, baby. Full steam ahead.” He smacked the steering wheel, making Kenzie giggle. 
 
      
 
    Bryce helped Kenzie from the front seat, offering her his sturdy arm. He gestured toward the yellow bed and breakfast, explaining its origins. “I always stay here when I want a break from the cabin. Larry’s sister owns it, and she always gives me a discount. But most of all, she treats me like family, which, as you know now, means a lot to me.” 
 
      
 
    At the door stood an older woman who did resemble the shaggy-haired man at the Blue Boys Clubhouse. She grinned behind her cat-eye glasses, looking Kenzie up and down. “Bryce. In all your years here, you’ve never brought a girl home. What’s gotten into you?” she teased. 
 
      
 
    “Marnie, we’re going to need two pieces of pie, I think. And some tea. Up in my room, if you don’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. The apple or the cherry?” 
 
      
 
    “One of each, of course, please,” he said, laughing. He lifted Kenzie again and carried her gingerly up the steps, Kenzie wrapping her arms around his neck.  
 
      
 
    Marnie stood below, on the first step, shaking her head at them. “You’re a 30-year-old man, Bryce. Act your age. Let the lady walk.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce tapped Kenzie’s tiny feet on the landing and saluted Marnie, giving her a foolish grin. “I can’t help myself. I just found out I’m going to be a father. Twins, Marnie.” He wrapped his arms around Kenzie again and kissed her forehead tenderly, overjoyed.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be darned,” Marnie said. “I didn’t think any woman around here would come within three feet you, let alone…” She trailed off. “I’ll get that pie up to you, darlings. Happy news!” She clacked back to the kitchen, which exuded the smell of gooey cinnamon rolls. 
 
      
 
    Bryce opened the far door, revealing a small, intimate bedroom with a canopy bed and antique furniture, including an eggshell blue lamp that hadn’t worked for at least 40 years. “They always have things that don’t work in bed and breakfasts,” Bryce said. “It’s almost a requirement.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I show you how I would sell this room as a real estate agent?” Kenzie said, unbuttoning her coat to reveal her sweater beneath. She dropped the coat onto the floral bedspread, waggling her eyebrows. “First, I’d tell you that about ten people are currently squabbling over this place, but I got you the very last viewing possible.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you want to lie to me?” Bryce said, his eyes flashing. 
 
      
 
    “Not a lie,” Kenzie corrected. “A stretched truth, maybe. But it’s one of the tools in the business. Afterward, I’d explain that once upon a time, Queen Elizabeth II had slept in this very bed, along with three of her corgis. She’d gotten a cold in it and had thus sold it off to New England, where it now resides.” 
 
      
 
    “A royal bed. I had no idea Larry’s sister understood such luxury.” Bryce laughed.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s not even the half of it,” Kenzie said. She gestured toward the antique lamp. “The eggshell blue is a sign of the Civil War era, when an old woman waited up, night after night, for her dead sons to come home. Naturally, back then, the lamp had a candle. They upgraded, for practicality.” 
 
      
 
    “And now, for practicality, the lamp doesn’t even work,” Bryce pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but it’s antique,” Kenzie said, shrugging. Exhausted, she collapsed on the deep mattress, raising her arms and gesturing for Bryce to come closer. “So, do you think you’d buy the place? Have I sufficiently sold it?” 
 
      
 
    Bryce leaned over her, careful not to put any pressure on her abdomen. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he kissed her soundly, gazing into her eyes. “What’s your asking price?” he teased.  
 
      
 
    “It’s not steep,” she whispered back. “The only qualification is you must agree to be the father of my children. Do you think you can handle it?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I can,” Bryce whispered, kissing her chin. 
 
      
 
    There was a rap at the door. Bryce leaped up and opened it, revealing a huffing Marnie, who carried two plates of countless treats, including cinnamon rolls, pies, cakes, and a pumpkin roll. She placed the plate on the side dresser, looking at them both with bright, approving eyes. “I didn’t know what the pregnant lady was hungry for, so I brought everything,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Bryce lifted a cinnamon roll from the plate and bit into it, the sweetness of the icing forcing his eyes closed. “Gosh, Marnie, you’ve outdone yourself this time.”   
 
      
 
    Marnie blushed but was clearly accustomed to his praises. She pointed to the goodies, telling Kenzie to eat up. “Those babies are hungry, darling. You have permission to eat as much as you want for nine months. Do it for the rest of us.” She patted her own rather rotund yet not-pregnant belly. 
 
      
 
    Marnie left them then, sensing they wanted privacy to flirt, gaze into one another’s eyes, and daydream about their future. They placed the pie plate between them and fed each other small bites, feeling like children with crumbs scattered on the bedspread.  
 
      
 
    “What do you think you’ll do, by the way?” Bryce asked her. “About your job. About Concord. Do you want me to move there?”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie considered this. She realized that after abandoning her meetings that morning, she hadn’t thought beyond what would happen if, and only if, Bryce agreed to be involved as the father of her children. She bit her lip, remembering the gray office carpet, the whitewashed walls, the sad, downward glances of her clients, just looking for a good deal on a three-bedroom colonial. It all seemed meaningless.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t imagine going back there,” she said, her voice soft. “I can’t imagine Austin seeing me pregnant. The questions at the office. Showing another stupid house and lying about it. I only did this work because I was good at it. But I’d rather do anything else, like concentrate on being a mom, and on being with you.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce looked overjoyed. He stretched his palms flat in front of him. “Move in with me,” he said. “As soon as you can gather all your things. I want to support you and care for you during the pregnancy. I want you to be as comfortable as possible. And I don’t want you running all over Concord with a twin belly.” He wrapped her in a hug, removing the plate from the bedspread and leaning against the pillows. The clock on the wall read 12:30 at night. “I want to rub your feet when you grow tired and make fires for you. I want to argue with you about baby names, and I want to make you sun tea on the deck when you get too hot in the summertime.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what I’ll manage to do for you,” Kenzie said, beginning to remove her sweater and pants, preparing for bed. Her eyelids were drooping. “I’ll be far too fat by the time summer hits to do much more than complain to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Then complain away,” Bryce said, laughing. He began to undress as well. They lay beneath the covers in their underwear, their warm skin pressed tightly together. They were too exhausted to make love. They immediately fell asleep, safe from the chilly April weather, listening to their breaths grow slower into the night. Bryce held on to Kenzie’s baby bump, already protecting them.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Kenzie spent the next several days in Cambridge with Bryce, occasionally hanging out with the Blue Boys—who were much less rugged during the afternoons, when they drank tea instead of beer and didn’t smell of cigarettes. Bryce was open and warm with his friends, who accepted him back into the gang full force. He took Kenzie on a brief motorcycle ride, using Gunner’s bike, and they shot through the tiny town in mere minutes, Kenzie clinging tightly to Bryce’s back.  
 
      
 
    Bryce went to Concord for several days with Kenzie to gather her things, driving his truck across the border. He lost his radio station after about an hour’s ride and scrambled to find another with enough oldies, failing miserably. “Another reason to stick to Vermont, I guess,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll wash our hands of New Hampshire soon,” Kenzie replied.  
 
      
 
    They arrived at her tiny apartment after several hours, and Kenzie required an immediate nap. Bryce gathered supplies at a local grocery store and cooked them a vibrant meal, conscious of the vegetables, meats, and nutrients Kenzie required now as a pregnant woman.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie sent a letter of resignation to her boss, asking him to reassign her clients to other real estate agents. After the company received an email explaining Kenzie’s departure, Kenzie received no note from Austin, no “Good luck.” But she felt a collective sigh across the company, everyone grateful that the drama of Tori, Austin, and Kenzie could be over for good. Perhaps she just imagined it, though.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie sold many of her belongings, bringing only the bare essentials for her new life on the mountain. Before leaving, she met a final time with her gynecologist, who set her up with a colleague in Vermont. Kenzie couldn’t have planned anything better; it seemed her life was suited for moving in with Bryce, for motherhood. Even her own mother didn’t seem to care about her decision, seeming frazzled and far away on the phone. “That’s great, honey. Call me when the babies are born.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie supposed she’d done precisely what her mother had asked, at least in a sense. She’d found a man who would take care of her. But that was just the bare minimum. In her mind, she’d found her soul mate.  
 
      
 
    The summer months were bright, sunny, with the forest trees springing to life with vibrant blossoms in May. Kenzie and Bryce took long walks together, Kenzie clinging to her belly and Bryce clinging to her, conscious of the uneven terrain. Kenzie poked fun at herself often, telling him that if she grew another inch around her belly, she’d have to start crawling.  
 
      
 
    It was true that the twins made her look like a glowing balloon, albeit one with long, flowing dark hair, thin arms, and a wide, hopeful smile. She didn’t often think about her old life back in Concord. Bryce seemed to have found reprieve from his past as well, having placed a portrait of his parents in the living room instead of hiding them away under his bed.  
 
      
 
    The twins’ due date was mid-November, a full nine months after Bryce and Kenzie had met. As Kenzie prepared to give birth, the true Vermont winter weather kicked in, pummeling them with snow showers and sleet. Kenzie began to grow nervous, gazing out the window with her tea in hand. Steam filled her face, opening her pores. “Do you think we’ll be able to get down the mountain when it happens?” she asked, her fear obvious.  
 
      
 
    “Your due date’s not for another week or so,” Bryce said, rubbing her tense shoulders. “By then we’re supposed to get some sun. I’ll clear the roads with my snow tires. You know, if anyone can handle Vermont mountain snow, it’s me.”  
 
      
 
    But Kenzie was still fearful, becoming the portrait of an anxious new mom. She couldn’t sleep at night, despite being incredibly fatigued, and she found herself growing haggard looking just from worry. One particular night, on November 11, she stood in her winter coat, gazing out at the snowy, winter night. Her boots were laced, her hat was tucked low over her eyebrows, and snow was falling thick and fast. Bryce was out front, trying to dig them out, suddenly conscious that this was the kind of snow he couldn’t conquer. They both seemed to pray for the same thing: No labor. Not today. 
 
      
 
    But standing there, Kenzie felt her first contraction. She cried out, placing her hand against her massive belly. Bryce immediately dropped his shovel and ran to her, his blue eyes wide. “Is it happening?” he asked her, panicked.  
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Kenzie said. She leaned against the cabin, waiting for the contraction to stop. “It hurts. They said it would hurt, but I didn’t know it would be this bad…” Her face was pale.  
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be fine,” Bryce said, although he didn’t sound convinced. He swiped his hand over his hat, ridding it of the thick snowflakes. “Why don’t we grab the bag and try to make it down the mountain, huh? If I go slow, I think the tires can make it.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Kenzie asked, imagining cartoon car crashes, the truck barreling off the steep road.  
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Bryce said. He grabbed the bag from inside the cabin, not bothering to lock the door behind him. “When we get back, we’ll have two safe babies in our arms. Just focus on that. And on your breathing.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce helped Kenzie to the truck, unable to carry her any longer. Kenzie shifted up into the passenger seat, watching as Bryce cleared the snow from the windshield. He leaned toward her as he got in, kissing her quickly. “Let’s do this.” 
 
      
 
    But the truck didn’t make it far. It spun its wheels quickly before bounding down the mountain, losing traction. Bryce stabbed his foot on the brake, making the back end of the truck lurch forward. The snow was still coming quickly, the windshield wipers unable to keep up. Kenzie didn’t scream, but she felt like it. The truck was sideways on the road, and the hospital was over a 30-minute drive away.  
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do?” she cried, wrapping her arms tightly around her babies. “We should have stayed in the city this week. We’re not going to make it.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie’s fear made her think terrible thoughts, reminding her of all the things that could possibly go wrong during a birth—especially a botched home birth.  
 
      
 
    Bryce didn’t speak for a moment. He needed time to think. He pressed his lips together, gripping the steering wheel. After what seemed like nearly forever, he burst from the driver’s seat, bounded through the snow, and got Kenzie from the passenger seat. “We’re going back to the house. I know someone who can come help.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie allowed Bryce to help her back to the cabin. She lifted her exhausted legs high, her knees cresting over the snow, having to stop only once to breathe through her contractions. She reached the house after what seemed like a small eternity and collapsed on the couch, still in her massive coat.  
 
      
 
    “What’s your plan, then?” she asked Bryce, her weary eyes turning toward him.  
 
      
 
    “The widow I used to work for,” he said, pacing. “Laurie Smith. She was also a midwife for a long time. She helped give birth to many of the people who still live in the town at the base of the mountain.”  
 
      
 
    “You think you can get to her?” Kenzie asked weakly.  
 
      
 
    “She lives only a mile down the mountain. I’ll walk down and grab her, bring her back up with me. I promise, we won’t be any more than 40 minutes. Do you trust me?” He clung to her tiny shoulders, gazing into her eyes with those big, blue irises. Kenzie couldn’t imagine trusting anyone else more. 
 
      
 
    “Go now,” she whispered. “Another contraction’s coming on, and I want to practice my scream.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce kissed her nose and fled the cabin, shoving his hat back on his head. He bounded past the window and into the trees, the very portrait of a mountain man. And as he fled, Kenzie’s contraction intensified, alerting her that the babies were on their way; they were coming soon.  
 
      
 
    After the contraction passed, Kenzie tried to distract herself from her fears. She rose from the couch and placed another log on the fire, grateful for the licking flames. Bryce had been gone only 25 minutes at that point. Time was moving slowly.  
 
      
 
    When Kenzie had imagined the birth, she’d imagined white-coated doctors, nurses telling her to push, and then she and Bryce kissing beneath the fluorescent lights of the hospital, holding their babies in their arms. Now, she didn’t know what to imagine. Pain, certainly. Suffering, absolutely. But at least Bryce would be there to hold her hand.  
 
      
 
    After nearly an hour—something Kenzie would nag Bryce about, teasingly, for years to come—Laurie Smith and Bryce appeared in the doorway. Kenzie was sweating, wearing only a thin nightgown, her shoulders slumped in fear and pain. Her eyes were wild, like an animal’s. “Bryce,” she whimpered. “What took so long?” 
 
      
 
    Bryce bounded toward her, placing his hand behind her neck and dabbing at the sweat. “It’s okay now. Laurie knows just what to do. She told me on the way here she’s delivered almost 40 babies, all of them healthy.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie eyed Laurie tentatively, noting she was nearly 90 years old and had probably struggled through the snow. The woman was bone thin, with a crooked nose and flashing eagle eyes. She unwrapped her scarf and laid it on the dining chair, moving with her bag toward the kitchen sink.  
 
      
 
    “She’s going to wash up her equipment and then prepare you for delivery,” Bryce explained. “Remember, she’s done this a million times.” 
 
      
 
    “Only forty,” Kenzie corrected, looking lost. Another contraction barreled through her, and she clung to Bryce’s hand, making his fingers striped with red and yellow.  
 
      
 
    Mrs. Smith approached her then, wearing a long sweater dress she’d obviously knitted herself. She still wore her boots. Her face was stern, but kind and sure. “Kenzie, I need you to come to the floor. We’re going to create a little area for you, near the fire, so you can stay warm and comfortable.” Her words were succinct, without any emotion.  
 
      
 
    Mrs. Smith and Bryce set several pillows down, along with newspapers, and then helped Kenzie to the new setup. Kenzie felt that the babies were already really low, pushing toward the outside world, ready to break out.  
 
      
 
    “I think it’s soon,” Kenzie said, situating herself on the pillows. She spread her legs, allowing Laurie Smith to check her progress.  
 
      
 
    The woman nodded curtly, looking at Bryce with sharp eyes. “It’s good you came when you did. This is going to be a fast delivery.” 
 
      
 
    Outside, the wind began to howl, the snow barreling down viciously and coating their cars with another half-foot. But Kenzie’s mind was far away, focused only on the pain of being alive, and of bringing living beings into the world. 
 
      
 
    “You’re doing so wonderfully, baby,” Bryce whispered, clinging to Kenzie’s hand and supporting her head. “Just keep breathing, like Laurie says. Just keep going.”  
 
      
 
    Laurie Smith was quick in her movements, rolling up her sleeves and eyeing Kenzie clinically. “All right, Kenzie. On the count of three, I’m going to ask you to push.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Kenzie said, knowing this was it.  
 
      
 
    “One. Two. Three.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie pushed as hard as she could, closing her eyes and allowing small tears to run down her cheeks. She squeezed Bryce’s hand, sensing she was almost finished. In a flurry of activity, she heard the first cry of one of her children, who had dropped into Laurie Smith’s outstretched hands. The woman lifted the baby up to Bryce, who held on to it, gazing down at the tiny arms and legs. “It’s a boy, Kenzie,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
    Bryce began to wash their new baby, with Kenzie focusing on delivering the second twin. Kenzie watched through bleary eyes as the smooth, gleaming baby skin was revealed. Bryce wrapped the boy in blankets and placed him in a small bassinet, where he cried out for the second time.  
 
      
 
    “That’s a beautiful sound,” Kenzie whispered, feeling exhausted. But she pushed a final time, delivering her second child into the world.  
 
      
 
    The baby lay, splayed, in Laurie Smith’s arms before hiccupping and beginning to squeal. Laurie handed the baby to Bryce once more, who cleaned her while Laurie finished the delivery of the placenta and helped clean Kenzie up. Kenzie fell asleep almost immediately, her last image that of her two babies lying together, two tiny forms in their bassinet.  
 
      
 
    She awoke nearly three hours later to find her babies still sleeping and Laurie and Bryce sitting at the table, both drinking whiskey. Kenzie tried to rise up on her elbows but felt too exhausted. She smiled up at them and watched as Bryce rushed to her side. He placed his hand on her cheek, kissing her lips. “Kenzie, you were remarkable. Really. Laurie says it was one of the best and easiest births she’s ever had.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha. I’m just glad it’s over,” Kenzie whispered weakly, turning toward her babies. “I can’t wait to hold them.” 
 
      
 
    “Laurie says we can when they wake up,” Bryce said. “I’m going to set you up in the bedroom and let Laurie sleep out here, in the living room. The snow’s still falling out there. She’ll stay here till morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Kenzie whispered. Bryce lifted her from the pillows and carried her into the bedroom, helping her change into a fresh nightgown. Afterward, he wheeled the babies into the bedroom, unable to take his eyes from them. “They’re glowing,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie watched as one of them, the girl, began to quiver and then cry, her eyes opening. Her tiny hands waved through the air, searching for comfort. “Bring her to me,” she whispered.  
 
      
 
    Bryce lifted the baby into the air and laid her in her mother’s arms, gazing down at them. Kenzie placed her finger gently against her baby’s nose, immediately calming her. But without his sister by his side, her brother began to squeal as well, causing Bryce to lift him into his arms. Bryce held the baby close, his large hand wrapped around his dark head.  
 
      
 
    “They have blue eyes. Did you notice?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    “And my dark hair,” Kenzie whispered, remembering her dream about the babies playing by the fire.  
 
      
 
    “Do you think we should name them? Are we ready?” Bryce asked, sitting at the edge of the bed.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie thought for a few moments, watching Bryce. He looked far happier than she’d ever seen, the weight of his past off his shoulders completely.  
 
      
 
    “I think we should give them names that mean something to both of us,” Kenzie said. 
 
      
 
    Bryce waited, thinking. “We had all those names picked out already,” he said, counting them out. “There was Claire and Connor. Max and Charlotte. Matthew and Olivia.”  
 
      
 
    “And I do like all of those names, sure,” Kenzie said, interrupting, “but I think the babies deserve something more.” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” Bryce asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why not name them after your parents? Carter and Molly.”  
 
      
 
    Bryce didn’t speak for a moment. He looked down at his now-sleeping son, trying to assign the name of his father to his firstborn. “You know, I didn’t say their names for years,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
    “I assumed that,” Kenzie said.  
 
      
 
    “While they were alive, I probably couldn’t say much to them. I was probably never able to tell them I loved them, or understand that they were anything more than the people who fed me and made me go to sleep. I suppose it’ll be like that for these guys for a while, won’t it? We’ll be the only other beings they know.” 
 
      
 
    “I think that’s the way it goes,” Kenzie said, laughing slightly. She saw a smile pass over Bryce’s face as he made peace with the names.  
 
      
 
    “Carter and Molly,” Bryce said again, with more certainty. “I’m liking it more and more.” 
 
      
 
    Baby Molly responded then with a bright cry. Kenzie fed her instinctively, feeling useful, certain, as if her hormones were guiding the way. She fed baby Carter afterward, and then Bryce put them both back in their bassinets. He checked on Laurie Smith, who he said was now conked out on the couch, her thin arms crossed over her chest like a mummy. 
 
      
 
    Bryce lay next to Kenzie, holding her tightly against him as they slept. They drifted off together, safe inside the thick walls of their cabin. Their babies slumbered for several hours, until the crack of dawn, when their cries woke the adults in the house.  
 
      
 
    As Kenzie fed the babies, comforting them, trying to juggle them, Bryce checked the roads, finding them to be drivable. He drove Laurie back down to her house, thanking her with another bottle of whiskey, and then stopped at the town store to buy Kenzie the supplies she needed, along with enough food for the next week. He arrived back to find both babies sleeping in their mother’s arms and Kenzie’s eyes on the horizon out the window.  
 
      
 
    “I have a feeling a lot of the next few months are going to involve me sitting in this bed, waiting for you to come back,” she said, laughing quietly, her face pale. “This is only the first day of their lives, and it already feels like the last day of mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Stay optimistic. Let me make you some breakfast,” Bryce said, laughing. He rustled around the kitchen, tossing bacon into a skillet and cracking eggshells with a fluid motion. Kenzie remembered her first morning at the cabin, when she’d listened to him making her breakfast. She’d been scared of him, of the love she knew could grow between them—and, of course, of losing him. She’d second-guessed everything. But the truth was, when two people fit together, you couldn’t tear them apart. Not for long. 
 
      
 
    Bryce helped her place the babies back in their bassinets gingerly, his large hands gentle with their tiny forms. He helped Kenzie out to the kitchen, where she sat up for the first time, stabbing a fork into the yolk of her egg and watching as the bright yellow oozed out.  
 
      
 
    Bryce sat across from her and they ate in silence, enjoying the peace after such a dramatic day. Kenzie smiled at him from across the table, imagining her future with this man. Bryce’s eyes, bright blue and gleaming, met hers. Kenzie shivered in anticipation.  
 
      
 
    “Do you think they’ll be movie stars?” she asked quietly, joking. 
 
      
 
    “Why not scientists?” Bryce said, challenging her. 
 
      
 
    “Or architects. I’m sure Carter will learn to chop wood like his daddy. That’s just a few steps away from building a mansion. Wouldn’t you say?” 
 
      
 
    “If you want to stretch the truth, sure,” Bryce said, laughing. “What about Molly? Think she’ll join the family real estate business? Learn how to lie like her momma?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha,” Kenzie said. “I definitely don’t want that.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they’ll just want to stay with us, up in the mountains,” Bryce offered. “Build cabins close by. Raise their kids up here.” 
 
      
 
    The thought of that made Kenzie’s heart grow warm. “We could rule the mountain,” she joked. “Just you and me and our dynasty.”  
 
      
 
    “Precisely,” Bryce said. “I was thinking we should build onto the cabin a bit this spring. We can add two bedrooms to the side, with a hallway beside the kitchen. That way the kids can have their own rooms.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to take on that kind of project with two newborns?” Kenzie asked, laughing. 
 
      
 
    Bryce shrugged. “It’ll be painful for a while, sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Hammers and babies, as far as I can tell, don’t go together,” Kenzie said. 
 
      
 
    “But when they’re older, we’ll want nothing but a bit more privacy. Because I’m still going to be into you. In every way.” He winked at her. “Maybe even make a few more kids?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not talk about that now,” Kenzie said, laughing. “I’m too exhausted. And I’m too in love with all three of you. I don’t have space in my heart for anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Bryce whispered, leaning toward her and kissing her across the table. Kenzie felt overwhelmed with emotion, hardly able to believe the whirlwind of the last nine months. Now, safely tucked away in the mountains, she had a family, a man she could rely on, and a gorgeous view, ever at her disposal. How could she have been content with anything else?  
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    Kenzie and Bryce stood on the porch with the early June light pouring over them. Both held a seven-month-old baby, bobbing them to keep them quiet and happy, and watched as Kenzie’s mother drove down the driveway and out of sight.  
 
      
 
    As their smiles faltered, Bryce leaned toward Kenzie, whispering into her ear. “That was eventful,” he said curtly. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Kenzie said. Her smile fell completely and she crumpled into the rocking chair on the porch, lifting Molly higher into her arms. “Did you hear what she said about the cabin? That it was ‘too rustic for a family’?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah. I definitely heard that. I also heard her trying to convince you to go home and marry someone in your hometown.” 
 
      
 
    “She just wants me to be around so I can run her errands for her, since she’s getting older, and lazier,” Kenzie said, laughing. “She’s always been a kidder.” 
 
      
 
    They sat in the silence that followed, gazing out at the summery mountains and trees. The babies collapsed, exhausted, on their shoulders, and—conscious that this was perhaps their last bit of quiet for the day—Kenzie and Bryce opted not to move.  
 
      
 
    The winter had been difficult. With two babies in tow, and constant snowstorms, Kenzie had often felt crazed, running in circles and wishing to herself that the babies would just stop crying. But in her moments of peace, when the snow glittered on the horizon and when Bryce played with the babies, making them giggle and spit, she knew she was the luckiest person on the planet.  
 
      
 
    Now that the babies were older, over seven months now, they had begun to sleep through the night. They’d also begun to show their unique personalities, with Molly being more serious and Carter being gigglier and more whimsical. He’d spend hours making faces at his father, waggling his tongue.  
 
      
 
    “I was thinking we could drive to town today,” Bryce said. “Larry has a lumber shipment for me, and I wouldn’t mind staying at the bed and breakfast. Marnie wants to see the babies again too.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re going ahead with the add-on, then?” Kenzie asked, nodding toward the side of the cabin, where he planned to build two extra rooms.  
 
      
 
    “I am,” he said. “It’s a good summer project to prepare us for winter. I’ll also build another fireplace in one of the rooms to keep that side of the house warm.” 
 
      
 
    “What began as a simple cabin, with no decorations whatsoever, will now become a proper mansion,” Kenzie teased, rising from the rocking chair delicately. “I’ll get the babies’ things to go to Cambridge. We need groceries, anyway. And formula.”  
 
      
 
    Kenzie and Bryce scrambled to gather everything, loading up the truck and placing the babies in their car seats. Bryce played the familiar radio station quietly, humming along while the babies slept on in the back.  
 
      
 
    They arrived in Cambridge about 45 minutes later, parking near the Blue Boys Clubhouse. Bryce left Kenzie and the babies in the cool truck for a minute, walking inside to find Larry. As expected, Larry was awash with drink, but he instructed Bryce where to find the lumber, around back. Larry waved a sloppy hand toward Kenzie, who grinned back while lifting a now-crying Molly from her seat. She waved Molly’s hand as well, whispering, “Say hello to Uncle Larry!” 
 
      
 
    Bryce returned to the truck and drove around the back of the clubhouse, finding Larry’s truck in back with the load of lumber. He untied the logs and began to stack them in the back of his truck, whistling. As Kenzie fed Molly, she watched Bryce’s muscles pulse and flash. He was still the attractive, capable man she’d met a year and a half ago. He grinned at her, happy to build their family and their home.  
 
      
 
    Afterward, they went to the bed and breakfast. Marnie was out front, sewing another patch onto Larry’s jean jacket. She waved, looking like an excitable grandmother. She set the jean jacket on the side table and busied herself with taking the babies’ bassinets and setting them up in their usual room.  
 
      
 
    With the baby monitor clasped safely in Kenzie’s hands, she sat with Marnie and Bryce at the porch table, enjoying a slice of pie and a glass of wine and watching the golden sun retreat behind the trees. Marnie updated them on the Cambridge happenings since their last trip, which had been nearly three weeks before.  
 
      
 
    “There was another mugging, but the guy was caught,” Marnie said, looking at Kenzie with knowing eyes. “Turns out it was the school substitute teacher. He just needed a bit of extra cash. And he would steal bills right out of teachers’ purses!”  
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Kenzie said, wondering if this was the same man who’d mugged her. She hoped he was behind bars somewhere, not attacking unsuspecting, frightened, pregnant women.  
 
      
 
    “What else? Larry’s dating someone new, but I’m expecting that won’t last much longer than a few weeks, maybe less,” Marnie said. “You know how it is with him. He’s always on that bike of his. You aren’t going to let your kids ride on motorcycles, are you, Kenzie?” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie turned toward Bryce, shrugging slightly. “Their father appears to like to take risks. If it’s bred into them, then I don’t really see why not. As long as they always wear their helmets.” 
 
      
 
    Bryce laughed. “That Carter’s already up to something. I can see it brewing behind his eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s silly. Our girl’s going to discover the cure for cancer. But Carter? He’s going to drive across the earth on a motorcycle, giggling all the way. I can already see it,” Kenzie said.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I have to admit, when Bryce first told me you were pregnant, I was a bit nervous. Didn’t know how he’d take to being a father. But I see it’s going rather smoothly, so alone up there in the mountains.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie, Marnie, and Bryce enjoyed a beautiful evening together on the porch, with an exhausted Kenzie returning to the bedroom just before eleven to check on the still-sleeping babies. She collapsed beneath the covers, grateful for their good friends and their community.  
 
      
 
    Bryce arrived moments later, creaking the door ajar. He gazed at her from the bright light of the hallway, looking blissfully happy, if a little tipsy. 
 
      
 
    “Come to bed. You’re going to wake the babies,” Kenzie whispered. 
 
      
 
    Bryce began to undress, revealing his muscled torso. He wore only his boxers and stood above her, watching her feign sleep. “I know you’re still with us, Kenzie,” he said quietly, kissing her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “I’m exhausted,” she whispered back.  
 
      
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he answered.  
 
      
 
    He joined her beneath the covers, wrapping his arms around her and kissing her passionately, adrenaline pulsing through his blood. Her body turned toward his, and they made love in the safety of the bed and breakfast, beneath the twinkling stars of Cambridge, Vermont. They collapsed, sweating, in one another’s arms, realizing that the strain of being parents, and of having Kenzie’s mother around, had kept them from making love for several weeks—perhaps a month.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s never wait that long again,” Bryce said, kissing Kenzie on the nose. “I missed your body. I need it.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie agreed, passing out in his arms. They slept until the babies began to cry at the crack of dawn, when they rose like haggard soldiers, ready to fight the battle of being parents. They fed the babies and changed them, kissing their dark-haired heads and playing with them until they collapsed back into their bassinets, their little hands forming fists planted near their ears.  
 
      
 
    They drove back to the cabin that afternoon, as Bryce was anxious to get started on his building project. When they arrived, Kenzie strapped the babies into her chest carrier, telling Bryce she would leave him to his “loud project” and go for a walk through the woods with the babies. Kenzie felt the fuzz of their hair against her chin as she began walking through the forest, thinking she’d go as far as the lake. As she walked, she heard the first noise of a roaring chainsaw and knew Bryce was in his element.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie gave thanks for the past year and a half as she crunched through the dead leaves from last winter and trudged through the mushy grass from the last rain. The trees gave her shade, yet the weight of her babies made her neck sweat. The babies were both much heavier than they’d been in the womb, making her back ache when she carried them on her chest.  
 
      
 
    When she arrived at the lake, she skipped a rock across the sparkling water, remembering her and Bryce’s ice skating date, so long ago now. The previous winter, she’d become a remarkable skater, gliding over the glassy water without hesitation while their occasional babysitter, Laurie Smith, watched the kids in the cabin. She’d gotten her body back this way: marching through the snowy terrain, ice skating, and even occasionally skiing, when Bryce agreed to stay with the babies on his own—quite a feat.  
 
      
 
    In February, when the babies had been just three months old, their entire family had gotten severe colds. The babies had been particularly sick, unable to shake the shivers, the fevers, and the coughs for nearly three weeks. Kenzie had been endlessly worried, working continuously to ensure they were still breathing, that their nostrils were cleared out. Bryce had continued to chop wood, making sure the fire was aflame and powerful, that their world remained bright.  
 
      
 
    Once, when both of the babies had fallen asleep, after nearly 20 hours of being awake and coughing, Kenzie had broken down, sobbing into her palms. 
 
      
 
    “They’re getting better, Kenzie,” Bryce had told her, lifting her from her sad position on the couch and carrying her to the bed. 
 
      
 
    And, as usual, Bryce’s positive words had proved true. Finally, both Molly and Carter were better and growing like weeds, playing with their father and mother and even getting to know each other. Kenzie loved watching them interact, their big blue eyes meeting across the basinet as they giggled. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie finished her walk in an hour, feeling exhausted after carrying her growing babies so many miles. She waved to Bryce from afar, telling him to stop hammering, as the babies had just fallen asleep on her chest. Bryce placed the hammer to the side, gesturing to her, and then showed her what he’d built thus far. Weeks before, he’d dug the foundation and solidified it, and now he’d begun to build the floor and the structure, outlining where the entrance to both rooms would be.  
 
      
 
    “I know it doesn’t look like a lot—” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie cut him off by reaching for him and kissing him, thankful for his strength. “Don’t be silly. I’ll put the babies to bed, and then I’m going to pour us both some wine.” 
 
      
 
    Kenzie returned indoors, changed the babies while making sure they remained asleep, and placed them back into their bassinets. Then she poured the glasses of wine, waiting for Bryce to put his tools away. When he returned, he held a frozen slab of venison from the outdoor freezer. He smacked it onto a skillet, excitement fueling him. “We haven’t eaten like kings for a while. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “If we’re going to rule this mountain dynasty, we’re going to need fuel,” Kenzie said, laughing. She rose from her chair, attempting to help, but Bryce sent her back to the couch, telling her to get comfortable.  
 
      
 
    Near the couch, Kenzie found Bryce’s jean jacket, with its Blue Boys Clubhouse patch sewn back on in its original place. In the previous few months, Kenzie had begun to embroider new patches for him, learning the skill from the widow, Laurie Smith. Despite the woman’s cool demeanor, it was clear she really did love Kenzie and the babies. She would anxiously ask after them if she didn’t hear from them for a few days.  
 
      
 
    The newest patch was of Blue Blossom Park, the place that had been dedicated to Bryce’s mother and father. The patch featured the bench, several trees, and some flowers, with the words “Blue Blossom” across the top. It had been difficult to embroider, Kenzie tearing out several stitches a day and redoing them.  
 
      
 
    But finally, it was ready to sew onto the jacket. Kenzie slipped the thread through the needle’s eye, closing one of her own eyes to do it swiftly, without failing. As the venison sizzled in the skillet, the smell filled her nose, causing her stomach to grumble.  
 
      
 
    “That smells amazing, baby,” she called. But Bryce didn’t hear her, what with the skillet still sizzling and the radio crackling in the corner.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie finished one side of the embroidery attachment and then peered up at the mantel over the crackling fire. There sat the portrait of Bryce’s mother and father, the first Molly and Carter, holding on to Bryce himself. There was another photo beside it. Kenzie’s little family had copied the portrait, holding on to their babies in Blue Blossom Park and grinning madly, fully knowledgeable of how lucky they truly were to have one another.  
 
      
 
    In the photo, baby Carter stuck his pink tongue out, looking silly and wild, while Molly looked demure, far away, as if she were writing tiny poems in her head. Kenzie and Bryce looked tired, but happy—much like the original Carter and Molly in the first photograph. The exhaustion of being parents was constant, but they knew they were the best kind of team when together.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie finished the patch and lifted the jacket high, assessing her work. She rolled over the couch top in a quick motion, anxious to show Bryce. She smiled, handing it to him. “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Bryce moved the skillet from the hot burner to the cold, noting that the venison was finished cooking. Beside it, a pot of potatoes bubbled. He lifted the jacket from Kenzie’s hands, gazing at her handiwork. He shook his head, a small tear forming in his eye. “This means the world to me, baby,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
    Kenzie leaned into him, hugging his muscled torso tight. “Do you mean it?” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Bryce kissed her nose and then her mouth, holding her close. “I always knew I’d find a woman who could sew,” he said, teasing her. 
 
      
 
    Kenzie swatted him on the shoulder playfully, and kissed him again. Her tongue glided against his. Their passion for each other was never far away. Her body filled with lust for him. Half of her brain wanted him to toss her on the couch and make love to her, to gobble her up, to make her forget her name.  
 
      
 
    But she knew there would be endless hours for that later. In fact, they had an entire eternity together, as parents and partners and lovers and friends.   
 
      
 
    The world was theirs. They could see it all from atop their mountain, safe together in their love.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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