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   I sighed as I saw the black Jeep blocking the narrow road in front of me.  Its hazard lights were flashing, blinking a warm yellow, but it was hard to see much else with the snow quickly falling.  The sudden storm had come out of nowhere, and I hoped it would quickly pass so that I could make it home in time for dinner.  My five-year-old daughter Hannah was staying at my parents’ house this afternoon while I finished my Christmas shopping, and I’d promised her a special evening.  We had plans to bake Christmas cookies, decorate our tree, and watch some of our favorite holiday movies.  I’d planned to pick her up by 4:00, and it was already 3:30 now.  The sudden snowfall, plus whatever was causing the delay in front of me, was already throwing a wrench in my plans.
 
   I turned down the Christmas music playing on my stereo, trying to concentrate as I navigated the slippery road.  Should I drive around the Jeep?  Pull up behind it and find out what was going on?  If the bridge up ahead was icy, I wouldn’t have much chance of getting by either.  If there was an accident blocking access, then I really would be in trouble.  It would take a couple of hours to navigate the winding country roads back out to the freeway and approach town from another direction.  I could always abandon my car and trek through the woods, finding a spot where the creek was narrow enough to cross, and make my way back to the road leading into town.  I’d have to call someone to pick me up though, and I didn’t really want my parents driving out with Hannah to come get me in this weather.
 
   Finally deciding that it would be better just to stop and see what was going on, I gently applied the brakes.  My car slid even as it slowed down, and I felt the anti-lock brakes pumping beneath my foot.  The noise and motion of it startled me, and I let my foot up ever so slightly, causing my car to slide right into the Jeep.
 
   “Damn it,” I muttered to myself.  My car’s bumper had barely grazed the Jeep’s, and I doubted there was any damage, but now I was going to have to get out in the cold to look at it with the other driver.  I pulled the key from the ignition and wrapped my red scarf around my neck.  Glancing in the rearview mirror, I ran a hand through my long blonde hair, which hung just past my shoulders.  My cheeks were flushed from the heat I had cranked up in the car, and my blue eyes were wide and alert.
 
   The brisk air bit into me as I stepped outside, and despite the snow still falling, I could tell that it was starting to slightly let up.  A few snowflakes landed in my hair, and I brushed them off.  I stomped my brown leather boots on the ground, looking at the imprint the sole left on the thin layer of snow, and zipped up my black down jacket as I walked toward the Jeep.
 
   As I approached the vehicle, I saw that despite the hazard lights being left on, no one was actually inside.  That’s strange, I thought.  Maybe they had car trouble and had started walking on foot when no other cars came by.  I looked up into the distance, and my heart fell as I saw the reason they hadn’t been able to continue: a large tree had fallen across the bridge, blocking access in both directions.  I really would have to walk through the woods if I wanted to get home to Hannah at a reasonable hour.
 
   I was just getting ready to head back to my car to grab my cell phone when I noticed a man walking toward me from the bridge.  He was pushing through some of the branches of the fallen tree, apparently on his way back after attempting in vain to get by.  I assumed he was the missing owner of the Jeep and stood there watching as he approached.  He was wearing fatigues and black combat boots and looked to be at least six feet tall.  With broad shoulders and an athletic frame, I could tell that he was in excellent shape.  His dark hair was cropped in the standard military fashion, and his chiseled face was set in hard lines as he gazed at me.  I wondered if he noticed that my car had slid into his and suddenly felt myself flushing.  Nothing like explaining to a handsome stranger that I’d accidently rear-ended him in the icy conditions.
 
   “You better turn around; the bridge is out,” he called out to me in a gruff voice.
 
   A few snow flurries continued to fall, and he shook his head, brushing the snow off himself as he approached.
 
   “I know, I just noticed.  I was actually looking for you though because I accidentally rear-ended your Jeep.”
 
   He walked the remaining twenty feet to where I stood, his dark brown eyes narrowing.  “You’ve got to be kidding me.  As if I needed another problem today.”  He brushed past me, walking over instead to inspect where our car fenders connected.
 
   I awkwardly stepped back, letting him examine the damage.  “I’m really sorry,” I said.  “I slowed down, and the anti-lock brakes came on, and I got a little startled by the whole thing.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to pump the brakes,” he said exasperatedly.
 
   “I didn’t.  I mean, I’m sorry, but I don’t think there’s any damage.”
 
   He continued looking at his vehicle and then finally fixed his dark eyes on me.  He had dark stubble covering his face, like he hadn’t shaved this morning, and his eyes looked a little tired despite the harshness in them.  His mouth was set in a firm line, and I couldn’t quite tell if he was angry or just indifferent.  There were no military bases near our small town, and I wondered why he was wearing fatigues.  Was he here on official business?  Or maybe just visiting someone?  He finally seemed to realize that he hadn’t responded to me, and he cleared his throat.  “Look, just forget about it.  I’ve got enough on my mind without dealing with you, too.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes slightly, taken aback, confusion flickering across my face.  Dealing with me, too?  What a jerk, I thought.  It’s not like I’d intended to get into a car accident this afternoon.  And it’s not my fault that he’d stopped and abandoned his car in the middle of the road.  If he wanted to go check out the bridge, he should have at least pulled off the road first.
 
   “Whatever,” I said, holding my hands up in defeat.  I turned back to my car, and as he stepped away, a piece of paper fluttered to the ground.
 
   He walked off in such haste that he was already pulling open his door as I bent down to retrieve it.  “Hey!” I called out after him.
 
   “What?” he snapped, turning back to me.
 
   I instinctively stepped back, the paper still in my hand.
 
   “Where did you get that?” he asked angrily.
 
   “You just dropped it,” I replied, looking warily at him.
 
   He walked back over, this time stopping directly in front of me.  He was 6’1” and towered over my small frame.  My eyes ran up over his broad chest and shoulders, memorized the lines of his strong jaw, and eventually met his gaze.  Although his eyes seemed to soften slightly as he took in my expression, I started to feel slightly concerned.  Although this road led back to town, there were no other cars in sight.  Of course, no one could come from the opposite direction, leaving town, with the tree blocking the bridge.  There could be a whole traffic jam on the other side of it for all I knew.  I was stranded out here with a complete stranger, one who seemed to be a bit of a jerk at that—a handsome jerk, but not that it mattered.  I needed to get going and didn’t want to waste another minute figuring out what his problem was.
 
   “Here,” I said, thrusting the paper at him without even glancing at it.  “Have a nice life.”  I turned and walked back to my car, angrily climbing inside the driver’s seat.  I watched as he shoved the paper in his pocket and walked away.  “What a jerk,” I muttered to myself.  I grabbed my cell phone from the dashboard and realized that I didn’t have any reception.  Great, just great, I thought.  The sensible thing to do would be to turn around and drive to the highway.  I’d certainly get reception from there, and I could call my parents and tell them I’d be there to pick up Hannah in a couple of hours.  I hated the idea of disappointing Hannah, though.  She’d so been looking forward to our evening together.  I could just pull off the road and leave my car here, take a quick twenty-minute hike through the woods, then call someone to pick me up when I reached the road from the other side of the creek.  Hannah and I could still have our mother/daughter evening together, and I could come back to retrieve my car tomorrow.
 
   Deciding the latter would be my plan, I quickly gathered a few of my things and stuffed them into my backpack.  I’d leave the Christmas presents that I’d purchased in my trunk, but some of the things I’d picked up for Hannah and me to use tonight made it into my pile of what to bring with me: sugar cookies, frosting, and sprinkles for our cookie decorating; a tin of chocolate shavings for making our special homemade hot cocoa, and candy canes that we’d use when decorating our tree.  I tossed in a bottle of water and finally added my small purse, containing my wallet and cell phone.
 
   Opening my door to get out, I noticed that the mysterious solider still hadn’t left either.  He’d pulled up a few feet though, probably as eager to get out of here as I was.  I decided it wasn’t really my problem what he did, and I quickly walked around my car to head into the woods.  With any luck, in twenty minutes I’d be in my parents’ warm car, riding home to Hannah.
 
   “What are you doing?” the soldier’s angry voice called out.  I heard him slam his door and come stomping toward me.
 
   I wheeled around to face him, annoyed that he was still even here.  His dark eyes blazed as he looked at me, and I wondered why on earth he cared where I was going.  “Cutting through the woods,” I said shortly.  “So like I said earlier, have a nice life.  Goodbye.”
 
   “You can’t cut through there,” he said in disbelief.
 
   “Uh, sure I can.  And what’s it to you anyway?  You told me you have enough problems to deal with.”
 
   “I’m not letting you run off and get lost in the woods.”
 
   I laughed, thinking this guy really was crazy.  A few minutes ago he’d wanted nothing to do with me, and now he was suddenly concerned about my wandering off alone.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I said, rolling my eyes as I turned away.
 
   “Then I’m coming with you.”
 
   “You are not coming with me,” I said, glaring at him.
 
   It was his turn to look slightly confused.  “Look, I figure you’ll need help finding your way through the forest.  I need to get into town tonight also.  We’ll make our back to the road, then each be on our way.  You’ll never have to see me again.”
 
   I sighed, exasperated.  “Look, I’m not letting some strange man come traipsing through the woods with me.  You could be some serial killer for all I know.  Or maybe just a complete lunatic.  I’m in a kind of a hurry here, so for the last time, goodbye.”
 
   A slight smile tugged at his lips, and I could tell that he was trying not to laugh at me.  Annoying, cocky, and handsome, I thought to myself.  Perfect.  “Well I’m glad you find it so funny,” I said, sulking.
 
   “Wait here,” he said, starting to turn away.  “I want to show you something.”  He jogged back to his Jeep and pulled out his gear.  It certainly looked like he had every intention of following me.  Both our cars were here, so they could probably trace his plates if something did happen.  But really, I knew better than to wander off with some random stranger.  It looked like I was going to have to make the long drive after all.
 
   He grabbed a newspaper from his front seat before slamming the door shut and walking back to me.  With his long stride, he quickly made it back to my side.  “Here you go,” he said, tossing the newspaper at me.
 
   I looked at it, confused, then glanced back up at him.
 
   “Open it up.  That’s all you need to know.”
 
   Curiosity getting the better of me, I unrolled the paper, glancing at the front page.  In bold, black letters, the headline jumped out at me.  “Local Hero Returns Home.”  Underneath was a picture of my mystery man, along with the caption, “Local Soldier Trent Harrison Returns Home After Saving Comrades in Afghanistan.”  I stared at it, dumbfounded, until Trent reached over and grabbed the paper back from me.
 
   “See?  I’m not a psychopath or a serial killer; I’m just a soldier on my way home.”
 
   The snow had stopped falling at this point, but the cold, dry air left me chilled to the bone.  It’d be warmer if we got moving, and the less time we spent standing around arguing, the sooner we’d be home.  Since he obviously wasn’t really a threat, I might as well let him come along.  He’d probably have better luck finding the way through the woods than me since I’d never so much as even been camping before.  He probably knew all sorts of survival techniques for the wilderness, so a quick hike would be a walk in the woods (ha!) for him.
 
   “Fine,” I said, giving in.  “You can come with me.  I’m Meghan, by the way.”
 
   “Trent,” he said, reaching out and engulfing my hand in his.  His large hand felt warm despite the chill, and I wondered how he wasn’t freezing to death out here, too.  Before I could say anything else, he quickly released my hand, his face returning to stone, and turned to walk toward the woods.  I silently followed behind him, hoping that I wasn’t making a big mistake.
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   An hour later we were lost, cold, hungry, and no closer to home than when we’d abandoned our cars by the side of the road.  It was well past 5:00 by now, and the sky was starting to darken.  My mom, dad, and Hannah would all be wondering where I was.  I felt a pang of guilt as I realized there was no way Hannah and I would have the special evening that we’d planned.  Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and I’d been looking forward to getting everything prepared for tomorrow night—the tree decked-out with plenty of ornaments, cookies decorated and ready to set out for Santa.  Hannah’s little eyes lit up over all the wonders of Christmas, and I was sad to take some of the magic away from her by not being there to continue our traditions tonight.
 
   I’d raised Hannah alone since my ex-boyfriend had decided he wasn’t really the family-man type.  He barely saw Hannah for the first several years of her life and then tragically was killed in a car accident when she was three.  I felt bad that she’d never have a relationship with her father, but we did have extended family around.  My parents still lived in the small town that I’d grown up in, and they were always there to watch Hannah when needed.  My sister and brother-in-law lived close by as well.  They had two kids, a spunky 7-year-old named Samantha, and a little 3-year-old named Alex.  Hannah adored her cousins, and I was happy that despite all of things I couldn’t give her, she had family around that knew and loved her.
 
   “This damn thing must be broken,” Trent muttered, bringing my mind back to the present.  He held his compass up in the air, then shook it, as if that would somehow make it work properly.
 
   “Are you sure you know how to use that thing?” I asked skeptically.
 
   “Of course I know,” he snapped.  Trent’s mood had been worsening as we walked along, and I was beginning to feel sorry that I’d even agreed to let him come.  He hadn’t helped me navigate the forest any faster, and he wasn’t even very good company.  We still hadn’t found a safe spot to cross over the creek, and the farther we walked away from the road, the longer it would take to walk back once we did.
 
   “Maybe we should just go back to our cars,” I said with a sigh.
 
   “No, we’ll find something,” he said, looking around.  “I have to get into town tonight.”
 
   “Well so do I,” I muttered.
 
   “Big plans?” he asked sarcastically.
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “Look, I don’t know what your problem is.  You’re the one who insisted on following me out here.  But yes, as a matter of fact, I did have a special evening planned.”
 
   “Figures,” he mumbled, starting to walk again.
 
   I ignored his comment and hurried along beside him to keep pace with his long stride.  We walked in silence for another half an hour as darkness fell.  Leaves crunched under my feet, and I was glad that I at least had on boots and a warm jacket.  Even if we did find somewhere to cross the water, I was worried we wouldn’t be able to find our way back out of the woods until morning.  I remembered the cookies that I’d stashed in my backpack, intending to decorate them with Hannah tonight, and wondered if those would end up being our dinner.  My family would be worried sick by now, and I wondered how long it would be before they contacted the authorities.  I should’ve left a note in my car, instructing them where to come looking for me.  Of course, I’d never considered that I might end up spending the night out here.
 
   “So, did you come to town just for the holidays?” I asked, trying to make small talk as we continued trudging along.
 
   “Nope.”  His face was set in a hard line as I glanced up at his profile, his eyes focused ahead of him.
 
   “Family live here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I was started to feel a little miffed at his curt responses.  It almost seemed impolite, like he was brushing me off and couldn’t even be bothered to talk to me. “Well, what are you in town for?” I persisted.
 
   “Not all of us have perfect lives like you,” he muttered.
 
   I stopped walking, slightly insulted.  Where did he get off judging me like that?  He didn’t know anything about me.  I was just trying to be polite and ask him a few questions about his life.  We’d been walking side-by-side for almost two hours now.  It wouldn’t kill him to attempt to carry on a conversation with me.  Trent stopped when he realized that I was no longer beside him.  He glanced back over his shoulder, his dark eyes boring into mine.  There was a hardness to his face, and for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what he was so angry about.  “I have no idea why you think my life is perfect, but it’s far from it,” I said tightly.
 
   “Hey, you’re the one who said earlier that you had a special evening planned,” he said sarcastically.  “I wouldn’t want to keep you from him.”
 
   “Him?”
 
   “Yeah, your boyfriend, husband, whatever.”
 
   “It’s not—” I started to say, but Trent cut me off.
 
   “Look, it’s starting to get dark out, and I’m worried we might have to set up camp for the night.  Why don’t I scout around to see if I can find a good campsite.  You should wait here.  It’ll slow me down, having you tag along.”
 
   It was getting darker, and I realized that nightfall would be here momentarily.  The crisp air had a smoky scent to it, and I was sure it would only get colder as the night wore on.  The tall trees in the forest stood as black silhouettes against the evening sky, the light was waning, and I was suddenly feeling more and more alone.  This wasn’t just a quick afternoon hike through the woods anymore.  We were going to be stranded out here for the night.  I certainly didn’t want Trent wandering off and leaving me alone when I had absolutely no idea where I was, even if he would only be gone for a short time.
 
   “I don’t mind,” I said quickly.  “I can come along.”
 
   “Well, I mind,” he snapped.  “I just said it would be faster if I looked around alone before it gets pitch black out.  Why don’t you go refill the water bottles or something?”
 
   I stepped back, offended.  Did he really think I couldn’t do anything more than get water for us?  And was he really going to go off alone?  Everything looked the same out here, and if he went off in direction while I went off in another, who’s to say if I would even see him again?  I didn’t want to spend the night alone trying to survive out here.
 
   “By myself?” I asked, hearing the panic in my voice.
 
   “Do I have to do everything?” he angrily asked.
 
   I stared at him as tears welled in my eyes.  He was the one who said he’d help me, who said he didn’t want me getting lost out here all alone.  Now he was going to abandon me?  Who knows if he’d actually be able to find his way back to where I was.  Then I’d be stuck alone in the forest all night.  I felt my chest starting to constrict as he looked at me, exasperated.  “Fine,” I said, not willing to let him see my cry.  “I’ll get the water.”  I dropped my backpack on the ground and snatched his canteen from him, turning and hurrying away.  I wasn’t sure if the shocked lock on his face was from seeing the expression on mine, or if he’d just dreamt up some entire new reason to be angry with me.
 
   I stumbled through the trees, tripping over an exposed root on the ground, as hot tears fell down my face.  I wasn’t even sure if I could find my way to the damn creek from here, let alone find my way back.  This entire day, which I’d imagined so differently, was turning into a nightmare.  I tripped over something else in my haste to get away from Trent and finally just sank to the ground, giving in to my tears.  I dropped the water bottles beside me and lowered my head into my hands, sobbing quietly.  I hadn’t sat down since we’d left our cars, and I was exhausted.  I was cold, hungry, and upset that I wouldn’t get home to my daughter tonight.  And now, on top of everything, I had to deal with this jerk of a guy who I’d agreed to let come along with me.  Could my day really even get any worse?
 
   I heard a twig break a few moments later and knew that Trent had followed me.  I wondered why he hadn’t gone off to find shelter or a good place for spending the night, but at this point I didn’t really care.  He hesitated for a moment before coming over and crouching down by my side.  I could smell the spicy scent of his cologne, and while I wondered for a moment why I hadn’t noticed it earlier, I realized that he’d never been close enough for me to catch a whiff of its scent.  He’d done everything he could to keep his distance from me and push me away.  I pressed my face farther into my hands as my body shook with sobs.
 
   “Meghan?” he asked gently, reaching out to touch my arm.
 
   “Just leave me alone,” I said, tears streaming down my cheeks.
 
   “Meghan, please don’t cry,” he said, his own voice suddenly sounding pained.  He took off his camouflaged jacket and placed it over me, and despite myself, I let him because I was freezing.  His hand hesitantly stroked my hair, and he whispered “Shhh” until my tears begin to slow.  After a moment of him comforting me, I finally glanced up.  A look of alarm passed over his eyes as a few more hot tears slipped down my cheeks.  I realized that he was wearing nothing but a white tee shirt now, tucked into his camouflaged pants, and I knew he must be freezing in this cold weather.  The fabric of the shirt hugged his biceps nicely, and I noticed his broad shoulders and strong chest beneath the soft cotton.
 
   “You must be freezing,” I blurted out.
 
   “I’m okay.”
 
   I shivered just thinking about it, and he wrapped his coat more tightly around me, encasing me in his strong arms.  His hand gently touched my cheek, turning my head toward him.  “I’m sorry for being such a jerk today, Meghan.  I have a lot on my mind, and I’m having the bad day to end all other bad days, but I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”
 
   I didn’t respond, my mind too distracted by his sudden closeness and the burning touch of his fingers against my skin.  He lowered his hand, firmly gripping his jacket, so that he was holding it closed around me.  “I just want to go home,” I whispered, another fat tear trailing down my cheek.
 
   “Right,” he said, suddenly looking a little uncomfortable.  “Your big romantic evening.”
 
   “Romantic?” I asked, letting out a small laugh.  “I had an evening all planned out with my five-year-old daughter, but it was far from romantic.”
 
   Now Trent looked slightly embarrassed.  It was different from the arrogance and attitude he’d shown all day long, and I rather liked seeing a softer side to him.  “When you said you had a special evening planned, I assumed you meant with a boyfriend or something.”
 
   “No,” I said with a resigned sigh.  “Just a special night with Hannah.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know if I’ll be able to get you home to her tonight,” he said slowly, his voice deep and smooth.  “But I promise that you’ll see her tomorrow.  Right now we need to go find a place to camp for the night, and morning will be here before you know it.  What do you say?”
 
   “Okay,” I whispered, knowing we didn’t have any other options.
 
   He stood and extended a broad hand out to me.  I took it, and felt his firm grip as he pulled me to my feet.
 
   “Here,” I said, pulling off his jacket and handing it back to him.
 
   “You keep it,” he said.  “I’m going to be busy chopping firewood.”
 
   “Chopping firewood?” I asked, confused.  I assumed he had some supplies in the big rucksack he was carrying around, but an axe didn’t seem likely.
 
   “Yep,” he said, a smile coming to his face for the first time all day.  “There’s a cabin right over there.”
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   The fire blazed in front of us later that evening, and I could hardly believe our luck that we’d found somewhere warm to spend the night.  Luck was hardly the word I would have used earlier in the day if someone had told me that my evening with Hannah would be ruined, I’d abandon my car along the side of the road, and then be stuck wandering around for hours in the forest.  But after trekking around all afternoon in the cold, a crackling fire in a warm cabin with a handsome stranger didn’t seem so bad.
 
   My wandering off in an attempt to refill my water bottle and Trent’s canteen had turned into the one good thing that happened to us that afternoon.  After Trent had come looking for me, he’d spotted the wooden cabin tucked away in the trees.  I wasn’t sure what on earth it was doing here, but it looked like it had been lived in not too long ago.  Although there was no food inside, the place was furnished, with clean linens in the closest, a working bathroom with running water—albeit freezing cold—and a bedroom separate from the main living area.  We’d dropped our bags down in the small living room, and I discovered a few candles in the pantry.  Being a good soldier, Trent carried matches, amongst other supplies, with him.  I’d lit the candles while he’d gone outside and gathered some firewood.  Fortunately there was some already chopped and stacked neatly by the side of the cabin, so there was no need for an axe after all.  Before long, he’d carried logs inside and started a roaring fire.
 
   I was starting to feel a little better now that we were inside and warm.  I knew Hannah was safe at my parents’ house, and I didn’t have to worry about where we’d be staying tonight.  Trent’s attitude had completely changed since we’d gotten here.  Maybe he’d gotten out of whatever funk he’d been in earlier or maybe he just felt bad that he’d made me cry.  He’d made sure that I was okay before going outside to gather the firewood, and I noticed his eyes linger on me when he’d come back in moments later with his arms full.  His biceps bulged as he carried it inside, his arms curled against his chest, and I found myself watching him as well as he knelt down in front of the fireplace and lit the kindling.  He was much more attractive now that his mood had lightened, and I watched his profile as he worked, taking in his chiseled features and the dark stubble covering his jaw.  I watched his strong hands move with ease as he arranged the logs and flushed, suddenly imagining what it would be like to feel their touch on my skin.  I’d felt safe in his arms earlier, like everything would be okay, but it’s not like I was going to instantly develop a relationship with this stranger.  And one-night-stands were something that I didn’t do.
 
   “At least we’ll stay warm,” Trent said, his voice deep as he rose.
 
   “What?” I asked, feeling flustered.  He couldn’t have known what I was just thinking.
 
   “The fire,” he said, gesturing toward it.  “We won’t freeze to death.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I said, nodding embarrassedly.
 
   He looked at me curiously but continued.  “I don’t suppose you found anything to eat in the kitchen?”
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head.  “I have cookies in my backpack that I was planning to decorate tonight with Hannah though.  And chocolate shavings for hot cocoa, but we don’t have any milk.”
 
   “Well, tomorrow you’ll be home and you and Hannah can make all the hot chocolate you want,” he said with a grin.  “But I won’t turn down cookies.”
 
   I laughed and grabbed the package of cookies from my backpack.  I glanced down at my cell phone, hoping my reception had somehow miraculously returned, then tossed my phone into my backpack again when I realized it was hopeless.  I walked over and sat down beside Trent in front of the fire.  He grabbed a couple of the cookies and started eating, and I slowly took a bite into one of my own.  “So you’re not from around here?” I asked.
 
   “No, I’m from town.  I just haven’t been around in a while.”
 
   “But you said you weren’t here for the holidays?” I asked, confused.
 
   “I’m not,” he said, his eyes growing darker.  “I’m on leave, but I came here for my father’s funeral.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, too surprised to say anything else.  It was no wonder he was in such a bad mood all day and in such a hurry to get home.  Dealing with a death would be hard any time of year, but I imagined it must be especially difficult around the holidays.  Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and rather than planning a festive gathering with his family, he was home for the saddest of occasions.  “Does the rest of your family live around here?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t have other family—not anymore,” he said quietly.
 
   My heart felt heavy as I looked over at him.  Although I was raising Hannah alone, I had my parents, sister, and brother-in-law close by.  Plus my niece and nephew, who were some of Hannah’s favorite playmates.  It was hard to imagine not having any family at all.  “I’m sorry,” I said softly.
 
   “Well, I haven’t seen my father for a long time.  We hadn’t even talked in years,” he said matter-of-factly.  “We weren’t close, but coming back was something that I needed to do.”
 
   “Are you staying in town for Christmas?” I asked, suddenly feeling sorry for the soldier sitting in front of me.  All day long I’d thought he was nothing but a first-class jerk, but if one of my parents had died, I’d gotten stranded on the road, and some stranger had rear-ended my car, I probably wouldn’t be in the best of moods either.
 
   “Probably not.  The funeral’s tomorrow; after that, I’ll probably just be on my way.”
 
   “Well,” I said slowly, an idea forming in my mind.  “If you do decide to stay, you’re welcome to spend Christmas with us.  It will just be Hannah and me tomorrow night, but we’re all headed over to my parents’ house on Christmas morning.  They’ll have plenty of food, and my sister and brother-in-law will be there with their two kids.  It’ll be fun, as long as you don’t mind a little chaos.”
 
   He looked over at me, surprised at my offer.
 
   “Look, I’d probably be freezing to death right now if it weren’t for you,” I explained.  “It was a stupid idea to go wandering off in the woods by myself.  Hannah and I would love to have you over for dinner tomorrow night.  And Christmas day, too, if you want.  It’s the least I can do.”
 
   “Thank you for inviting me, but like I said, I’ll probably be leaving town right after the funeral.”
 
   I nodded, understanding why he wouldn’t want to come and be around a happy family gathering at a time like this.
 
   “But hey,” he said, trying to lighten the mood.  “There’s no reason we can’t have a little celebration tonight.”  He  reached over to his rucksack, rooting around inside.  “I have a bottle of wine that I was bringing along for my father’s next-door neighbors.  They’ve done a lot to help him out, and it was just a little thank-you for them.  But since we’re stuck out here in the woods, what do you say?” he asked, pulling a bottle of Merlot from his bag.
 
   “I’ll never turn down a glass of wine,” I said with a smile, glad to see him looking happier.
 
   “All right,” he said, jumping to his feet.  “I’ll go see if they have any glasses in the kitchen.  I’ve got a bottle opener on my Swiss Army knife, but it’s too depressing drinking straight from the bottle—even with good company.”  He winked at me, and I felt myself flushing again.  He certainly knew how to turn on the charm when he wanted.  He disappeared into the kitchen and was back a moment later with two water glasses.  “No wine glasses,” he said with a wry smile.
 
   “Somehow I didn’t really expect them to be here,” I teased.  “Wine glasses don’t really seem like a requirement for a rustic cabin experience.”
 
   He chuckled and opened the bottle, pouring us each a glass.  “If I had a rustic cabin, I would definitely have plenty of wine glasses,” he said with a grin.  “You never know when they might come in handy.  To good company,” he continued, raising his glass as his dark brown eyes met mine.
 
   “To good company,” I said, toasting his glass.  “And to spending the night with strangers in abandoned cabins.”
 
   He laughed and took a sip.  I followed suit, feeling the warm liquid seep down my throat, and I felt myself relaxing for the first time in a while.  Now that we really were stuck here, it was useless for me to spend the rest of the night worrying.  Hannah was safe, I was safe, and I was starting to make a new friend.  A friend I’d probably never see again, but it was still better than being scared alone outside in the forest.
 
   One glass of wine turned into two, and before long we’d finished the entire bottle.  Trent told me stories of serving in Afghanistan and his early days in the military.  I told him all about my daily adventures as a single mom and answered his questions about Hannah.  Over the course of the evening, we’d ended up sitting side-by-side, right in front of the fire.  I wasn’t sure if it was the wine, the cozy cabin, or the closeness of him beside me, but I found myself leaning slightly toward him as his eyes once again locked with mine.  He reached out, his fingers gently caressing my cheek, and then leaned in and gave me a gentle kiss.  A warm feeling rushed though me, and I knew it had been way too long since I’d kissed a man.  Sure I dated a little here and there, but no one had lit that spark inside me in a very long time.
 
   He hesitated, seeming unsure if he should continue, and I reached up, feeling the stubble on his jaw and cheeks.  I held him to me as I kissed him back, eagerly wanting more of the feeling of his warm mouth on mine.
 
   He didn’t resist, and as we slid even closer together, his strong arms wrapped around me.  He gently leaned me back, so that I was lying on the soft rug in front of the fireplace, and his body hovered over mine.  His lips met mine in another passionate kiss, his tongue gently licking my lips and then tasting the inside of my mouth.  He brought one hand to my side, his large hand stretching across my ribcage, and although I could feel his warmth beneath the cotton of my shirt, I longed to feel his fingers caressing my bare skin.  His hand trailed upward, sliding over my breast, and I wrapped my arms around his strong shoulders, holding him to me.  His mouth lowered to my neck, and he gently nipped at the skin there.  I gasped as I felt his teeth on my flesh and became even more aroused as he adjusted his position above me and I realized that I was completely pinned beneath him.
 
   “Are you sure about this Meghan?” Trent asked, slowly raising his head so that his eyes met mine.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered back.
 
   My simple answer was all the response that he needed, and soon his hands were exploring my body.  I felt his fingers slide underneath the edge of my shirt, softly touching the skin at my stomach.  His fingers skimmed against my skin as he raised my shirt higher and higher, and then he tugged it off over my head.  I looked up, seeing the desire in his brown eyes as he hovered above me, and I was relieved that I’d worn my silky black bra today.  He traced his fingers along the lines of my bra, caressing the tops of my breasts, before finally sliding one of the straps off my shoulder.  My heartbeat quickened as he lowered his mouth to my flesh, kissing me where the strap had been and moving his lips down until  he reached my breasts.  His hands slid around my back, easily unhooking my bra.  I let him slide it off me, and there was lust in his eyes as I lay bare-chested before him.  He lowered his head once more and took one breast into his mouth, sucking on it eagerly.  I tilted my head back and moaned, enraptured with his touch.  His tongue flicked lightly across my nipple, and I felt a sudden dampness in my panties.  At the rate he was going, I was going to come before he’d even taken my pants off.
 
   As I lay gasping under him, he moved his mouth to my other breast.  He took that one into his mouth, while one hand cupped the breast he’d just released, his finger and thumb gently tugging at the nipple.  As he flicked his tongue across my other nipple I cried out, feeling the sensation shoot right down through me.
 
   “You are so sexy,” he growled, finally releasing my breast from his mouth and planting heated kisses down my abdomen.
 
   I lightly ran my fingers down the front of his chest, feeling the hardness of his body.  I reached down for the bottom of his tee-shirt and started to pull it up.  He sat up slightly and tugged the shirt off over his head.  I reached up and touched his chest, running my hands over the hard muscles of his torso.  Trent bent to kiss me and then sat up, pulling me with him, so that I was suddenly facing him on his lap.
 
   “I want you so badly,” he whispered gruffly.  I could feel the bulge forming in his pants, and I couldn’t wait to feel him deep inside of me.
 
   “I want you, too,” I whispered, suddenly pushing him to the ground.  My fingers brushed over his nipples as I ran my hands all over the hard muscles of his chest.  He reached out to unbutton my jeans, and soon his hands were gently tugging at them, trying to pull them off.  I rose up to my knees, pulling my jeans down over my hips, as he quickly slid down his own pants and boxers.  He helped me push my jeans the rest of the way down, and I was suddenly back on top of him, wearing nothing but my panties.
 
   My breasts pushed into his chest as I eagerly kissed him, and I felt his hands sliding down my back and over my bottom.  Our tongues intertwined as we kissed, and his teeth nipped at me again in his eagerness.  Slipping his fingers beneath the silky fabric, he tugged my panties down, and soon his hands were caressing the bare skin of my backside.  He reached over to his bag, pulling out a condom, and I moved to the side, continuing to passionately kiss him, as he slid it on.  “I want to be on top,” I whispered, before he could say anything.  I climbed back on top of him, and gripping his firm length in my hand, guided it inside my body.
 
   I gasped at the hardness and girth of him inside me.  It had been way too long since I’d been with a man, and sensations I hadn’t felt in ages were overpowering me now.  His warm lips on my mouth, his thick length filling me up, his hard chest pressing against my breasts; I was overwhelmed with lust.  I started gently moving on top of him, riding his shaft.  We didn’t stop kissing, and with his tongue in my mouth and manhood inside me, I couldn’t imagine anything feeling better than this.  His hands slid to my hips, holding me, as I lay splayed on top of him.  Suddenly he thrust himself up and further inside me, and I gasped as the base of his penis brushed against my sensitive nub.  I was just catching my breath when he thrust again, causing me to gasp once more as he came into contact with my sensitive skin.  A warm heat was growing inside of me, building from the core, and I knew I couldn’t control myself much longer if he continued his powerful thrusts.  I was slightly in awe that he was taking charge of our movements, despite my being on top.  I eagerly kissed him as I straddled his manhood, wanting to drink in every aspect of this moment.  Before I had a chance to regain control, he was thrusting over and over, filling me up with his hardness, pressing against the sensitive bundle of nerves.  A warmth spread through me, spiraling out of control, and I finally gave myself over to Trent, my body collapsing against his, and I cried out again and again.
 
   Panting on top of him, my face beside his, too overcome to continue our kisses, I was aware that he too had stiffened even more and had finally come inside of me.  His hands on my back and bottom, he rolled us over and gently extracted himself.  Tying off the condom and tossing it aside, he pulled me into his arms, his stomach pressed against my back.  “That was unexpected,” he whispered, allowing his hand to cup one of my breasts as he held me.  His lips brushed against my neck.  “You were completely amazing,” he said appreciatively.
 
   “So you were,” I answered, feeling completely sated.  The warmth of the wine buzz I still had and the relaxed state from my amazing orgasm had left me more open and content than I’d been in ages.  Sure I was happy with things in my life, but happy didn’t always mean feeling this satisfied while a sexy soldier held me in his strong arms.  He caressed my breast, his thumb moving back and forth over my tender nipple, and he gently grazed his teeth over my bare shoulder.
 
   “You taste amazing,” he murmured.  “Like strawberries in summer….”  He trailed off, and I felt his hardness rising against my bottom.  He gently pinched my nipple between his thumb and finger, and I gasped, starting to become aroused all over again.
 
   “I hope you liked it, too,” he said softly, kissing my shoulder.  He lowered his hand from my breast, softly running his fingers over the skin on my abdomen until his hand came to a rest between my legs.  “Because I want to make you come again.”  He gently held me between my legs as I lay on my side, and he brought his lips to my neck, sucking on my skin.  I felt his teeth gently grazing on my flesh, and I wondered if is actions would leave a telltale sign tomorrow.
 
   He started to rub his hand slowly against me, and I groaned, pushing myself into his hand, wanting him to touch me even more.  He didn’t disappoint, and his fingers easily found my fleshy nub.  They started to trace in slow circles, and I arched my back, unable to contain myself against the deliciousness of his touch.  I felt the heat once again begin to build inside of me, and I knew I would come faster this time, still turned on from making love just minutes before.  As my breathing intensified, his touch became faster, until I started to gasp.  He slid a couple of strong fingers inside of me, working them in and out, and I thrust against him, desperate for release.  My arousal slick around him, he slid his fingers back out, and after a few teasing strokes against my clitoris, he sped up his movement again.  I let out another groan, and as his finger circled around and around, I arched back and was crying out again, coming as he held me in his strong arms.
 
   He tightened his grasp around me as I lay limp against his firm body.  “I love how your body responds to me,” he whispered huskily.  “It is so damn sexy.”
 
   “Mmmm,” was my only reply.
 
   “Did that feel good?”
 
   “Amazing,” I said, letting myself relax against his warm embrace.
 
   “Good,” he said, his breath hot on my skin.  “Because there’s nothing I want more than to make love to you over and over again.”
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   I woke up the next morning feeling content and exhausted.  As I sleepily opened my eyes, I realized that I was lying in bed in a strange room, the winter sun beaming in through the window.  Suddenly, memories of last night came flooding back: making love to my mystery soldier in front of the fire, having the most amazing orgasm of my life as he’d held me close, and then making love a second time even though we’d just finished.  What on earth had come over me?  I’d never had a one-night-stand before; I didn’t sleep around.  Yet I was willing to have sex again and again with a man I’d just met?
 
   The last thing I remembered was drifting off to sleep together in front of the fire.  Trent’s strong arms had been around me, the spicy scent of his cologne all over my skin.  It had felt so good to be with a man, to fall asleep in his arms.  How had I gotten into the bedroom?  And where was Trent anyway?
 
   As if hearing my thoughts, he appeared in the doorway a moment later.  He was wearing his fatigues and white tee shirt, and I drunk in the way it hugged his firm chest and biceps.  His broad shoulders and chest narrowed to a slim waist and hips—and, oh God, I knew what those hips could do.  Just the memory of last night was stirring tingling sensations inside me and sending shivers down my spine.
 
   “How’d you sleep?” he asked, his deep voice sounding sexy as hell first thing in the morning.
 
   “Really well,” I said, sitting up in bed.  “Too well.”  I pulled the covers around myself as I looked at him.  Of course he’d already seen me completely naked, but a night of drunken passion that had let my inhibitions go out the window didn’t mean I felt as reckless with abandon first thing in the morning.
 
   “Me too,” he said, a relaxed smile coming to his face.
 
   Apparently our activities under the covers had worn him out as well—although we hadn’t actually made it to the bedroom, let alone to a bed with covers, instead making love right in front of the fireplace.  Again and again.  His eyes trailed over me, noticing the way I was clutching the sheet around me.  “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice deep.  “I didn’t mean to barge in here and make you uncomfortable.”
 
   “No problem,” I said, and he started to turn away.  “I mean you didn’t; you can stay.”
 
   He nodded, and turned back, his dark eyes meeting mine.  His gaze drifted down to my chest, and I suddenly realized that I was barely covered by the thin sheet.  He quickly met my eyes again, and despite my embarrassment, I found myself slightly flattered that he was still looking at me that way after having plenty of amazing sex last night.  Still, I sat up a little straighter and pulled the covers more tightly around myself.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said again, a slight smile tugging at his mouth.  “I don’t, uh, usually have an amazing night like that.”
 
   “Me either.  And I definitely don’t usually sleep with handsome strangers,” I said, flushing slightly.
 
   “Your secret’s safe with me,” he said with a grin.  I instantly felt relieved, which was silly, because there really wasn’t anything for me to feel bad about.  I was single; he was single.  I was a grown woman and capable of making my own decisions.  Yet it felt nice to know that he wasn’t the type to kiss and tell.  “I’m glad you made an exception for me, though,” he added with a mischievous look in his eye.
 
   This time I really did start blushing, and I could tell that he was amused.
 
   “I’ll let you get ready.  I didn’t want to wake you, but as soon as you’re dressed and gather your things, we can head out.  I’ve got the funeral today, and I know that you’re probably eager to get home to your family.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, nodding.  I noticed my clothes had been neatly piled on a chair in the corner of the room.  Trent had obviously brought them in for me.  Had he carried me into the bedroom last night as well?  I cringed when I saw my lacy bra and panties lying neatly atop my jeans.  That was hardly a reason for me to be embarrassed though.  He’d seen a lot more than just my lingerie last night.
 
   “I don’t mean to rush you,” he said politely.  “I just really need to get back—” he said, cutting himself off.
 
   “Right, I understand,” I said softly.  “I’m eager to get home to my daughter as well.
 
   He softly closed the door as he left the bedroom, and I was left alone to mull over my thoughts.  I’d slept with this guy, and now we’d be spending a few more hours walking back through the woods together.  Should I offer to come with him today?  A funeral seemed like the type of thing you wouldn’t want to go through alone, but for all I knew Trent had tons of friends and neighbors waiting for him.  I know he mentioned he didn’t have any other family, but certainly he had someone who would be there.  Maybe he wouldn’t want me, his surprise one-night-stand, there at all.
 
   My invitation for him to join us for dinner tonight still stood, but I didn’t want to overcomplicate things after what had happened last night.  Maybe it was better that he’d turned down my invitation yesterday.  It somehow seemed different to invite an acquaintance you’d just met over for Christmas Eve, someone who didn’t have anywhere else to go, than to invite over the guy you’d accidentally had amazing sex with.  It’s not like anything would develop between us; he’d already said that he had plans to leave town.
 
   I quickly dressed and went to join Trent in the living room.  He’d somehow managed to heat some water over the fire, and had instant coffee packets in his rucksack, so we both had a cup of coffee before we headed out.  He poured mine into the little cup attached to the thermos, and he drank his from the glass he’d used last night.
 
   I suddenly felt a little awkward sitting here next to him, back in front of the fire.  Trent must have felt it, too, because he suddenly stood up.  “I need to put this fire out before we go—don’t want to burn the whole place down.”
 
   “All right; I’ll put the glasses from last night in the kitchen.”  His fingers brushed against mine as I took the glass away, and I felt a jolt of electricity shoot through me at his touch.  His dark eyes met mine, and from the smoldering look in them, I knew that he’d felt it, too.
 
   He cleared his throat, and I flushed as I turned away.  No sense getting all worked up over nothing.  We’d be heading out soon, and after we finally made our way back to the road, I’d probably never see him again.  I carried the glasses to the kitchen, thinking about what Hannah would be doing this morning.  She’d spent the night at her grandparents’ house plenty of times before, so I knew she’d be okay, but I also knew they’d all be worried sick about me.  I assumed someone had found my car and Trent’s Jeep by now.  They were probably out searching the woods right now looking for us.  I quickly put the glasses away and went to Trent in the living room, suddenly eager to get home.  He had his rucksack slung over his shoulder and was holding my backpack in his other hand.  “Here you go,” he said, his voice deep, as he handed it over to me.  “Unless you want me to carry it?”
 
   “Oh, no, I got it,” I said, feeling an unexpected surge of pleasure at his thoughtful gesture.  He’s just being polite, I told myself.  I slept with him last night for God’s sake, he probably just doesn’t want to seem like a jerk making me carry my things as we hiked back.  Trent held the door for me as we stepped outside, and I was very aware of his tall, athletic physique as I brushed by him.
 
   “I hope the owners of this cabin don’t mind that we crashed at their place,” he said, his voice deep.
 
   He pulled the door shut behind us, and we started walking back the way that we’d come yesterday.  “I guess you’ll be happy to get home to your daughter,” he said.
 
   “Yeah, I can’t wait to see Hannah.  She was at her grandparents’ house, so I know she’s safe, but the poor thing must have been scared to death wondering where I was.”
 
   He nodded, seeming lost in his own thoughts.  I realized that his father’s funeral was today and cringed at my choice of words.  “Listen, Trent, I just want to say thanks for coming with me yesterday.  I never would have found that cabin if you hadn’t been there.”
 
   “It was my pleasure,” he said quietly.  “I never would have forgiven myself if I’d let you wander off alone and something had happened to you.”
 
   “That’s very chivalrous.  You didn’t even know me.”
 
   He shrugged as we walked along.  “It was nothing.”
 
   “No, it was,” I disagreed.  “Not everyone would go out of their way to help someone they didn’t even know.  I, uh, wanted to ask you something though.  What time is your father’s funeral?  I’d like to come and pay my condolences.  It’s the least I could do.”
 
   “There’s no need,” he said in a low voice.  “My father didn’t have many friends, so it will just be a small service.”
 
   “I’d still like to come,” I insisted.
 
   “I said no,” he said harshly.  My mouth dropped open in surprise.  Glancing down at me, he quickly amended his words.  “I mean, thank you for offering Meghan.  But you’ll be with your daughter; I’m sure you entire family is worried about you.  I’m used to doing things on my own, so you really don’t need to worry about being there.”
 
   “Well, if you say so,” I said hesitantly.
 
   We climbed up over a large tree that had fallen, and rather than let me navigate it on my own, Trent reached up to help me get down.  As his hands firmly gripped my waist, I reached out to his strong arms, letting my hands rest on his firm biceps as he lifted me to the ground.  “Thanks,” I said, suddenly feeling shy.
 
   He eyed me carefully but didn’t say anything, and I wondered what he was thinking.  After fifteen more minutes of walking, we started to hear faint voices calling our names.  “We’re over here!” Trent bellowed.  There seemed to be a commotion up ahead, and suddenly a group of people burst through the trees: police officers with search dogs, townspeople, and even a few of my own neighbors and friends.
 
   “Meghan!” shouted my next-door neighbor Barbara, running over to me.  “Thank God you’re okay!”
 
   She engulfed me a big hug, and I hugged her back, happy to see a familiar face.
 
   “How’s Hannah?” I asked.  “Have you talked to my parents?”
 
   “They’re over at the police station.  The police found your car last night, and everyone was so worried that something happened to you.  How did you survive out here in the cold all night?”
 
   “It’s kind of a long story,” I replied, my eyes watching Trent as he talked with several police officers.  He seemed to be gesturing in the direction we’d come, maybe telling them about spending the night in the cabin.
 
   “Were you two together?” she asked.  “They found a Jeep by your car on the road.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought we could cut through the forest since the road was closed.  It was pretty much the worst idea I’ve ever had.”
 
   I could see the police leading Trent off in one direction, and I was worried that we might not get a chance to say goodbye with everything that was going on.  Another policeman with a K-9 dog was approaching me now that Barbara had released me from her embrace.  He radioed for the ambulance that was waiting by the road, insisting that I get checked out before I could return home.  We walked the remaining five minutes back to the edge of the forest.  As we exited the trees, I saw that the entire area was filled with cars, emergency vehicles, and onlookers.  Our little town had never seen such commotion before.
 
   A team of paramedics came rushing over to me, each taking an arm and ushering me to the waiting ambulance.  I looked around for Trent and saw him angrily talking to another medical team at a second ambulance.  He kept brushing their hands off him and seemed determined to walk away.  I knew he was in a rush and had a lot on his mind, and I felt bad that they were stalling him.  They didn’t know we’d spent the night indoors though and probably were worried that we had hypothermia or something.  Trent finally dropped his rucksack to the ground and managed to get away for a moment, and I was surprised that he came over to me.
 
   “They’re insisting I go to the hospital,” he said, frustrated.
 
   “Yeah, same here.”  The paramedics getting ready to take me away in the ambulance had stepped aside for a moment to give us some privacy.  I was aware that all eyes were on us though and wished that Trent and I had been able to say goodbye earlier while we were still alone.
 
   “I’m going to be tied up all afternoon at the funeral,” Trent said, his voice deep.  “Then I’ve got a few other things that I need to take care of before I head out.”
 
   “Right,” I said, nodding.  I wished that he’d let me come with him, but it seemed that he was determined to do everything on his own.
 
   He cleared his throat, and his dark brown eyes gazed right into mine.  “I was wondering if that offer for dinner tonight still stands though?  I’d love to come, if you’ll still have me.”
 
   A smile came to my lips as I realized that this wasn’t goodbye, and I’d get to see him again this evening.  A dinner with my daughter wasn’t the same as a reckless night of passion, and I was happy that he wanted to come anyway.  “Absolutely,” I said softly.
 
   “Great,” he said, a slight smile passing over his face.  “I’ll see you tonight, Meghan.”
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   After being examined at the hospital early this morning, I’d quickly been reunited with my parents and daughter, and Hannah and I had spent the day doing all that I’d promised yesterday.  Lunch had been spent snuggled on the sofa watching a Christmas movie, and after that I’d made good on my promise to decorate the tree.  After stringing lights for what felt like forever, we’d finally gotten to both our favorite parts: digging out all our special ornaments and hanging them on the tree.  I smiled as I hung the little white bunny that I’d picked out for Hannah when she was just a baby.  I gave her a special ornament each year so that she’d have her own collection as she grew older, just as my mother had done for me.
 
   We’d run out to the grocery store to purchase ingredients to make cookies, a step up from the store-bought kind I’d originally intended for us to decorate.  Not that there were any of those left anyway.  “Mommy, does this look good?” Hannah asked, dumping a pile of sprinkles on top of the star-shaped cookie she was decorating.
 
   “That might be a little too much, Sweetie,” I said, rushing over to help.  At the rate she was going through them, we’d never have enough to decorate our entire batch.
 
   “Are we going to see Samantha and Alex tonight?” she asked in her little voice.  I looked over at her and smiled fondly as her adorable little blonde curls bounced as she looked up at me.
 
   “No, not tonight, honey.  We’ll go over there tomorrow.”
 
   “But I want to see them tonight,” she pouted.
 
   “I know, but they want to be home so that Santa will come.”
 
   “Santa only comes when kids are asleep in their beds,” she said, proud of her knowledge of the ins-and-outs of how Santa worked.
 
   “Exactly,” I said with a smile.  “And don’t forgot, Mommy’s friend is coming over tonight for dinner.”
 
   “He saved Mommy,” she said, looking up from her next cookie.
 
   “That’s right, he did,” I said.  Hannah didn’t seem too concerned that I had a friend coming over this evening.  She was too young to really understand, of course.  Hannah didn’t remember her own father, and as far as she was concerned, some kids had mommies and daddies, and some just had mommies.  Trent coming over this evening would give us a chance to say goodbye, but since he was leaving, it wasn’t even something that I needed to try to explain to her further.
 
   ***
 
   At 6:30 sharp our doorbell rang.  I had a roast in the oven, mashed potatoes warming on the stove, and a bottle of red wine already open.  I was a little more nervous than I should have been, and I had to remind myself this was just a thank-you dinner for Trent’s help.  I glanced down at flouncy black skirt and short-sleeved cream blouse.  I hoped that I didn’t look overdressed, but after traipsing around the woods all day yesterday in jeans and hiking boots, I wanted to wear something a little nicer.  Hannah already had on her special Christmas pajamas, a tradition in our house, and I didn’t see the need to change that just because Trent would be here.
 
   I opened the door and was surprised to see Trent carrying a potted red poinsettia and wrapped gift.  As attractive as he’d been in his fatigues yesterday, tonight he was even more handsome.  He had on his dress uniform, and I realized that he’d probably come shortly after leaving the funeral and hadn’t brought many other clothes with him for his short trip.  His was clean-shaven today, and I memorized the lines of his strong jaw and chiseled face as I met his dark eyes.
 
   “I wanted to bring you some flowers,” he said, his voice deep.  “Poinsettias seemed appropriate for the occasion.”
 
   “They’re perfect,” I said.  “You really didn’t need to bring anything at all though.”
 
   “Well, I couldn’t exactly show up empty-handed on Christmas Eve,” he said.
 
   Hannah came bounding over just then.  “Is that for me?” she asked excitedly, catching sight of the brightly wrapped present with the big red bow on top.
 
   “It is,” he said, smiling down at her warmly.  “I’m Trent,” he said, stooping down to her level.  I smiled, happy that he seemed to know how to talk to children.
 
   “Mommy, can I open it now?” Hannah asked, jumping up and down as she looked up at me.
 
   “How about after dinner?  The roast is ready, and that will give you something to do later on while Trent and I talk.”
 
   “Okay,” she said begrudgingly.  “Can I show him our tree though?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   “I’d love to see it,” he said.
 
   My mouth dropped open as Hannah took his hand and pulled him into the living room.  She was used to being around my father and brother-in-law, but I hadn’t seen her warm up to a strange man before.  I felt a little bittersweet as I watched the two of them walk away hand-in-hand.  I’m sure Hannah would love to have a father-figure in her life, but Trent was just passing through.  It didn’t matter if she warmed up to him because he would never be able to stick around.
 
   I pulled the roast from the oven and finished setting the table as Hannah showed Trent her favorite ornaments.  I heard her tiny, little voice mixed in with his deep one, and my heart melted a little as I listened to them talking.  He asked questions about which ornaments were hers, and she was more than happy to tell him the story behind each.  I called them to the table before long, and Trent helped me carry the food over.  He poured us each a glass of wine, and I smiled when he commented that he like my wineglasses.  Hannah said a prayer, and then Trent made a toast.  “To new friends,” he said.
 
   I smiled, happy that he was here with us.  “To new friends,” I echoed.
 
   I helped Hannah slice her food, and before long we were all enjoying a nice meal together.
 
   “Will you come back and have dinner with us again?” Hannah asked.
 
   Trent met my eyes.  “Well, that’s up to your mom.”
 
   “Mommy, can he come back again?  He’s really nice and even brings presents!”
 
   I laughed and looked embarrassedly at Trent.  “We’ll see,” I said.  “Speaking of presents, do you want to open yours now?”
 
   Hannah excitedly jumped down from her chair and went to retrieve it from the other room.  She came running back into the kitchen and sat down right on the floor to open her present.  “A doll!” she yelled out a moment later, happily holding the box up in the air.
 
   “Need some help opening that?” Trent asked as her little fingers tried to pry their way into the cardboard and plastic.
 
   “Yes, please!” she said eagerly, thrusting the box to him.  I smiled to myself as I carried our plates to the dishwasher, pleased to see her so happy.
 
   An hour later she was still happily playing with her new doll under the Christmas tree while Trent and I each enjoyed another glass of wine.  Hannah was starting to yawn, and I picked her up to carry her off to bed.
 
   “Say goodnight to Mr. Trent,” I said, holding her in my arms.
 
   “Goodnight.  I have to go to bed soon because Santa’s coming.”
 
   “That he is,” Trent said with a low chuckle.  “Goodnight Hannah.”
 
   I carried her upstairs and tucked her in, eager to have some quiet time alone with Trent.  I still had a few presents to finish wrapping and had to get everything under the tree before Hannah woke up tomorrow morning, but there would be plenty of time for that later.  Right now I wanted nothing more than to relax and enjoy some adult company.
 
   Trent was standing there looking at ornaments on the tree when I came back downstairs.  He turned to look at me and smiled, his brown eyes locking with mine as I descended the last few steps.  “Thank you for dinner,” he said, walking over to me.  “I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed myself so much.”  He took my hand and brought it to his mouth, and I flushed as his lips brushed against my skin.
 
   “I’m glad you could come,” I said softly.  “Hannah adored you.”
 
   “Well, I’m pretty fond of her and her mother,” he said, a smile playing on his lips.  We were close enough that I could smell the spicy scent of his cologne, and I was forced to look up to meet his gaze since he towered above me.  He bought his hand up to my face and slowly traced his knuckles across my cheek.  Something began to stir inside me, and I wanted nothing more than for him to take me into his arms.
 
   As if reading my mind, he put his hands on my waist and gently pulled me closer to him.  He filled out his uniform nicely, and I couldn’t wait to feel his body against mine once more.  I reached up, putting my arms around his neck, and he lowered his head, giving me a sweet and gentle kiss.  I stood up on my tiptoes, wanting to be closer to him still, and he suddenly reached down and scooped me up into his arms.  My legs wrapped tightly around him, and he carried me in his arms as if I weighed almost nothing, walking over to the sofa.
 
   The room was dimly lit from the white lights on the Christmas tree, and I loved the way a warm glow was cast about the room.  It created a magical, romantic atmosphere.  Trent sat down on the sofa, with me straddling him, and I felt a bulge beginning to form beneath his trousers.  “I take that back,” he said, his voice deep.  “Last night was pretty amazing, too.”  His hungry mouth met mine, his tongue pushing inside and exploring.  His fingers slid to the front of my delicate blouse, and he hastily unbuttoned it, accidentally knocking one button off in his eagerness.  His hands reached up to hold my breasts, and his fingers tugged at the cups of my bra, exposing my nipples.  He bent down, his mouth hot on my flesh, and he kissed first one nipple then the other, flicking his tongue quickly back and forth across each.  I let out a moan, and he slid his hands around my back, unhooking my bra to free my aching breasts.  He caressed them with his strong hands, grasping and kneading them with able fingers.
 
   “Trent,” I moaned, as his thumbs grazed across each nipple.  He kissed me again, his tongue thrusting into my mouth, and I felt the sensitive spot between my legs beginning to throb.  His hands soon moved down my abdomen, eagerly wanting to explore more of me.  They slid over my hips and then down the outside of my skirt, easily sliding under the fabric until his fingertips grazed the skin on my thighs.
 
   “I want to make you feel nice,” he whispered huskily, suddenly turning and leaning me back against the plush pillows on the sofa.  His eyes gazed at my bare breasts, and he planted a trail of kisses across them before lowering his head down to my thighs.  He pushed my skirt up and slid his fingers beneath the waist of my silky panties.  I took a sharp intake of breath as his knuckles grazed across my stomach, and I was already wet with arousal as he gently tugged my panties off.  He kissed me softly on my inner thigh, slowly moving higher and higher, until I was writhing under his touch.  His nose grazed across my mound, but rather than stopping there, he planted a few kisses down my other thigh, until at last he returned to where I was desperate for his touch.
 
   Spreading my legs slightly farther apart, he slid his thumb across my sensitive nub.  “Oh!” I cried out, barely able to contain myself at his touch.  He leaned down and slowly flicked his tongue across my clitoris, tickling me with pleasure.  I gasped and writhed again beneath him.  Pinning my thighs down with his strong arms, he held me in position and bent down again to satisfy me, his tongue gently caressing my most sensitive spot.  I groaned and thought I detected a pleased sound coming from him at my reaction.  He continued to tease me with his tongue, flicking it up and down over the fleshy nub and stopping just as I begin gasping.  “Trent,” I moaned, my face flushed from coming so close to orgasm.  “Don’t stop.”  He tasted me again then begin to speed up, his tongue moving faster and faster, each stroke building the heat burning inside of me, until at last he gave one final flutter over my sensitive nub, and I shouted out as I finally came.
 
   “God, you are sexy,” he muttered, slowly raising his head up to meet up gaze.  I panted as I looked at him, and I saw a satisfied look in his eyes, mixed in with desire of his own.  He planted slow kisses up my abdomen before reaching my breasts.  He paused there, paying them each due attention, as his fingers gently trailed up my sides.
 
   “Let’s go upstairs,” he said huskily.
 
   “Okay,” I whispered back.
 
   Before I could stand, he rose, scooping me into his strong arms.  Trent easily carried me up the stairs, and I worried for a moment that we might wake Hannah, but he was quiet as he carried me into the bedroom.  Placing me on the bed, Trent quickly undressed down to his boxers.  I slipped off my skirt, knowing I’d left the rest of my clothes abandoned on the living room floor.  Climbing into bed beside me, Trent pulled me into his arms.  We lay kissing in the darkness, my body pressed tightly against his.  He rolled us over so that he was on top of me and slid his hand down, over my waist and hip, coming to rest mid-thigh.  He softly ran his hand up and down along my bare skin, and I felt a familiar warmth growing inside of me at his touch.  Slowly Trent slid his hand back up again, and I gasped aloud as his thumb grazed the inside of my thigh.  He continued moving his hand higher until at last he was gently caressing me where his mouth had been only minutes before.
 
   He paused to pull down his boxers, and I could see that he was as ready as I was.  He pulled a foil wrapper from his pants pocket.  Swiftly putting on the condom, he lowered himself back down to me.  I reached out my hand to guide him, and as our bodies touched, he gently slid inside of me.  I gasped as I took him in, feeling his hardness and girth fill me up.  Trent kissed my neck and began slowly moving, and I wrapped my arms around his strong chest.  I could feel my body respond to his, remembering where we’d left off, and I moved in rhythm with him.  A warm feeling was growing inside of me, building from the core.  He began to move faster, his body thrusting into mine, until soon I was gasping again.  I clung onto him, feeling the heat wash over me, and as his manhood again pushed farther inside me, I couldn’t hold back any longer and cried out.
 
   Trent finished as well, grunting, before slowing his rhythm down and finally resting atop of me.  He kissed me tenderly on the lips before lifting himself off of me and rolling to my side.  He wrapped his strong arms around me and pulled me close.  “I’m glad you rear-ended my Jeep yesterday,” he said with smile, reaching up to gently caress my cheek with the back of his hand.
 
   “Me too,” I whispered.
 
   “If it’s still okay, I’d like to spend Christmas with you tomorrow,” he said.
 
   “I’d like that.”  Our eyes locked, and I could see the love and emotion filling his.  I leaned over and kissed him, feeling completely content, not wanting to be anywhere other than by his side.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc343462630]Epilogue
 
    
 
   On Christmas morning I awoke to Hannah running into my bedroom.  I sat up in a panic, realizing that not only had I never finished wrapping her presents, but I also hadn’t set anything under the tree.  Looking around, I wondered where Trent was.  His clothes were gone, so he’d obviously dressed, and my clothes from last night were neatly folded on the dresser.  At least Hannah wouldn’t see my clothing strewn about our living room.
 
   “Mommy!  Mommy!  Santa came!” she exclaimed, jumping up and down.
 
   “Well, let me go and check, Sweetie,” I said.  “Why don’t you wait here?”
 
   “No, he did come, Mr. Trent told me!”
 
   “Mr. Trent?  Where did you see him?”
 
   “He was walking down our stairs.  He said to tell you he took care of everything.”
 
   I looked at Hannah, puzzled, and climbed out of bed.  Grabbing my black silk robe, I slipped it on and took Hannah’s hand, quickly walking out into the hallway.  As we walked downstairs, I saw our Christmas tree aglow as we’d left it the night before.  But rather than encountering a tree with no presents underneath, as I’d feared, I was greeted by the sight of piles of gifts.  I’d left the remaining things for Hannah in my bedroom, along with rolls of wrapping paper, and somehow Trent had discovered them all.  He must have been up early this morning, wrapping the presents and putting them under the tree for me.  I’d been so exhausted that I hadn’t even heard him moving around in our small house.
 
   We stepped into the living room, Hannah squealing with glee, and Trent walked out of the kitchen, a huge smile on his face.
 
   “When did you do this?” I mouthed, looking at him over Hannah’s blonde curls.
 
   “It can be our little secret,” he said, and I suddenly flushed, remembering that he’d said that same thing the first morning we’d woken up together.  This secret was so much better though, because rather than referring to just one night of unbridled passion, he’d helped me give Hannah a magical Christmas morning.  There was nothing better than seeing the wonder of Christmas through the eyes of a child, and I knew Trent was feeling that magic as well.
 
   He walked across the room to me, his large frame filling up our small living room.  His brown eyes shone as he gazed down at me, and I felt my heartbeat quicken as he approached.  I could smell his spicy cologne as he stopped in front of me, and he bent down, brushing my lips with a tender kiss.
 
   “Is Mr. Trent staying today?” Hannah asked, glancing up at us.
 
   “He better be,” I said, playfully nudging him.
 
   “Of course I’m staying, Hannah,” he said, grinning down at her.  He turned back to me and leaned closer, nuzzling my cheek.  “I have to leave in a few days, because I’m actually just here for a short time.  But my annual R&R is coming up soon.  What do you say I plan to spend it with you and Hannah?”
 
   “I couldn’t imagine anything better,” I replied, a smile spreading across my face.
 
   Trent glanced up, a gleam coming to his eyes.  “I just realized we’re standing under the mistletoe,” he said mischievously.
 
   “So kiss me,” I said, looking up at him through lowered lashes.
 
   And he did.
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