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   I walked into the bar of my hotel, finding it packed with Friday night revelers.  I was a little surprised since it had been virtually empty earlier in the week, but then again, I was staying in the touristy Fisherman’s Wharf area of San Francisco.  There was nothing like a group of happy vacationers here for the weekend to keep the alcohol flowing.  Low rock music thumped from the stereo, but it was almost impossible to hear over the din of the crowd.  Oddly enough, the loud noise and all the people crammed inside gave the entire place a warm and cozy feel—maybe because it was easier to be enveloped into the crowd and disappear this way.  Nothing was worse than sitting in an empty bar and having some creepy guy hit on you because you were the only chick there.  I could hopefully enjoy my dinner tucked away into a corner somewhere and then slip back upstairs to my room.
 
   I traveled a lot for work and was used to finding myself alone in a new city.  Monday through Friday I’d be in airports, on planes, and in strange hotels all over the country finalizing the details of the conferences I organized.  Vendor agreements, menu selection, transportation to-and-from airports, even floral arrangements—it was all second nature to me.  I had good attention to detail and was a people person, so the job was a perfect fit.  Finding myself stranded in a strange city over the weekend, however, was not something that I was accustomed to.  Although the weather here in California was perfect, my flight back home to Chicago was cancelled due to the snowstorm descending on the city.  I probably wouldn’t be able to fly out for another day or two, which meant losing my precious weekend to catch up on things at home, and more importantly, missing my best friend’s bachelorette party tonight.
 
   Morgan and I had been best friends since college.  We’d been roommates our freshman year and inseparable ever since—well, until her fiancé Josh came along at least.  I was thrilled for them but disappointed to miss out on our last weekend together as single girls.  Morgan was a free spirit and hopeless at getting the details of something like wedding planning nailed down, so I’d happily agreed to the role of being both her maid of honor and wedding planner.  The wedding next Saturday, which also happened to be Valentine’s Day, was the type of thing I hoped to plan for myself one day.  It didn’t have to necessarily be on February 14, but a wedding with lush bouquets of red roses and an intimate dinner with plenty of warm candlelight filling the room sounded just about right.  All I needed was for the right guy to come along.  I’d also planned a kick-ass bachelorette party for tonight, which right about now, Morgan and all of our girlfriends would be enjoying without me.
 
   The hostess told me there were no tables available, and I negotiated my way through the crowd until I found a seat at the bar.  I was even dressed for our girl’s night out: my shoulder-length brown hair silky smooth, my makeup done just so, and my slinky black dress and black patent heels perfect for a night on the town.  I’d had high hopes earlier today of jetting off to Chicago and taking the cab straight to our first destination of the evening.  Unfortunately, after staring in frustration at the “cancelled” sign on the airport arrivals and departures board, I’d reluctantly taken a cab back to the hotel I’d just checked out of here in San Francisco.  Because I’d been in charge of the large conference here this week and had brought in tons of business for them, the front desk was more than willing to find me a room.  I’d just dropped my bags off and was now down at the bar to drown my sorrows and grab a quick bite to eat.
 
   Sinking down onto my barstool, I glanced around.  The group of middle-aged women to my left didn’t pose any threat.  They certainly wouldn’t be hitting on me and hopefully wouldn’t attract much male attention since they all appeared to be married.  One of the women was giving a loud toast to their weekend getaway sans husbands and kids.  The older couple to my right was also unlikely to cause me any problems.  The woman was happily sipping a glass of red wine and the man enjoying a beer.  Maybe I’d be able to order a quick meal and eat in peace after all.
 
   The bartender took my drink order, and I glanced down at my phone, looking at the flurry of text messages coming in from my friends.
 
   Noooo, you can’t miss it!
 
   What?!  How can we have the bachelorette party without you?
 
   I can’t believe the weather is ruining our night out!!!
 
   I sighed, knowing there was nothing that could be done.  On my way back from the airport I’d sent a text en masse to my friends, telling them I wouldn’t be home in time for the bachelorette party.  I’d already warned Morgan this morning after watching the weather report.  Being a complete optimist, she blew off my worries and said that she’d see me tonight.  But since contingency planning is something I do best, I went ahead and lined everything up so that the evening could go off without a hitch in my absence.  She was getting married in one week, so it’s not exactly like we could reschedule the bachelorette party for next Friday night.  We’d be busy with the rehearsal dinner and other last-minute wedding details then.  I’d have to just make the best of it.
 
   The bartender placed my glass of Merlot down on the counter, and I was dismayed to see the couple beside me leaving.  Hopefully someone looking to chit-chat wouldn’t sit down beside me.  After the three-day conference I’d just pulled off, I was getting a little tired of making small talk with strangers.  Even if I didn’t bat an eye at chatting up clients and conference attendees Monday through Friday, by the time the weekend rolled around I just wanted to relax and unwind.  Since going out with my girlfriends tonight wasn’t an option, I at least deserved to enjoy my wine in peace and quiet.
 
   The barstool beside me was suddenly yanked back, and a guy in his early thirties sat down.  He had short dark hair, cut in a military style, and a chiseled, masculine face.  He shrugged out of his black leather jacket, and I saw that he had on a black v-neck tee shirt and well-fitting jeans that hung perfectly from his hips.  Normally I didn’t like v-neck shirts on men, thinking they were too feminine, but there was no mistaking he was all male.  Taking in his strong biceps, broad shoulders, and muscular chest, I noticed that he certainly filled it out in all the right places.  I couldn’t help but wonder what lied beneath it and then found myself blushing and turning away before he caught me watching him.  It wasn’t like me at all to go undressing a man in my mind.
 
   He sat close since the bar was crammed full of people, and I could smell the clean scent of his soap and aftershave.  When he ordered a beer, his deep, sexy voice had my mind spinning in circles.  Could this guy be any hotter?  And why tonight of all nights, when I just needed a break and desperately wanted to be left alone, had he sat down beside me?  I took a sip of my wine, wishing that I’d ordered a shot of tequila instead.  Then I could have quickly thrown back my drink and gone.  If I stayed to finish my glass of Merlot, I’d almost certainly have to say something to him.  We were, after all, the only two people seated at the bar who seemed to be here alone.  Was I supposed to sit by his side and ignore him all evening?
 
   The stranger beside me finally glanced over my way, and I looked up into his piercing blue eyes.  “Don’t worry, I’m not going to hit on you,” he said in his deep voice.
 
   I laughed, thinking that was in fact the cheesiest pick-up line I’d ever heard, but he had a look of complete seriousness about him.  He wasn’t leaning closer to me, invading my personal space; he didn’t have a twinkle of mischief in those blue eyes.  If he was trying to pick me up he wasn’t even very good at it.  Well, aside from the devastatingly handsome part.  “Okay,” I said with a shrug, glancing down at my phone as it beeped again.
 
   No worries, Sar.  Get back as soon as you can!
 
   I sighed.  Even though I hated that nickname and always went by Sarah, Morgan was the only one who could get away with calling me that.
 
   “Been stood up?” the guy next to me asked.
 
   “As a matter of fact, I’m the one standing someone up.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows, probably wondering why I was sitting here talking to him when I obviously had other plans.
 
   “My best friend,” I explained, trying not to stare as my eyes traveled over his features—full lips, strong jaw.  Yes, this guy was attractive and certainly knew it.
 
   “What, did you two get in a fight or something?” he asked, taking a swig of his beer.
 
   “No,” I said with a laugh.  “I just shouldn’t even be here right now.”
 
   “So what are you doing sitting by yourself at a bar?  Go grab a cab and meet her.”
 
   Yeah, he definitely couldn’t be hitting on me if he was already encouraging me to leave.  Maybe he really wasn’t looking to meet anyone either.  “It’d be a long ride to Chicago,” I said wistfully.
 
   He laughed, catching on that there was more to the story.  “That does complicate things,” he mused, a friendly smile finally reaching his blue eyes.  I liked seeing the twinkle in them and wondered what his story was.  If he wasn’t here to hit on women, then what was he doing at a popular touristy bar?  Certainly the locals had their own hangouts that didn’t involve hotels filled with vacationers.  Was he just traveling around by himself?  He looked like he was in the military with his short haircut and chiseled physique.  Maybe he was on leave or something, just passing through.
 
   He was still gazing at me with those baby blues, so I finally replied.  “Yeah, it’s kind of ruining my evening.”
 
   “I can see how that would be a problem,” he agreed.  “Snowstorm, right?”
 
   “So you’ve been watching the news.”
 
   “Afraid so.”
 
   Thankfully he was about as chatty as I felt right now—not peppering me with questions or awful one-liners, just making casual conversation.  I liked that about him—he seemed in no hurry to get to know me better, like it didn’t matter to him if he we talked or not.  I could probably ask him to leave me alone and he’d be more than happy to sit there nursing his beer without so much as another word.
 
   I suddenly wanted to get to know him though.  A guy who’s mysterious, tall, dark, and handsome does that to a girl.  “Are you here on vacation?” I asked.  “I assume if you lived in San Francisco, you wouldn’t be hanging around in this tourist trap.”
 
   He smiled and glanced over at me again.  “I’m on leave,” he replied.
 
   “Oh, like military leave?  Are you in the Marines or something?”
 
   “Special Forces.”
 
   I nodded, realizing he wasn’t really willing to give me any more information.  Maybe he was just on vacation and needed a break as much as I did.  Here I didn’t want to be bothered and now I was the one asking all the annoying questions.  I took a sip of my wine and looked around.  The group of women to my left was growing louder and louder, but as I tried to focus on them, I could feel Ryan’s eyes on me.
 
   “How about you?” he asked.  “You seem awfully dressed up for an evening with your best friend.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, looking back over at him.  “Bachelorette party.”  I gestured to my dress as if it were something only worn for that type of occasion.
 
   “Yours?” he asked, glancing down at my left hand.
 
   “No,” I said, laughing again.  “My best friend’s.  She’s getting married next weekend.”
 
   “Valentine’s Day,” he said knowingly.
 
   “Yep.  I’m the maid of honor and her wedding planner—that’s just a one-time gig though.”
 
   “You’re a good friend.  My sister went crazy planning her wedding; I don’t know how you women do it.”
 
   “I think that’s why Morgan put me in charge,” I said with a grin.  “She didn’t want to deal with all the stress of it either.”
 
   “Are you bringing a date?”
 
   “To the wedding?” I asked, puzzled.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Is that a roundabout way of asking if I have a boyfriend?”
 
   “Maybe,” he said with a sheepish grin.  As I looked over at him again I couldn’t help but think that if I was looking to meet someone tonight, he was just my type.  And for someone who claimed he wasn’t even hitting on me, he was certainly making my heart pitter-patter an awful lot.
 
   “Nope, no boyfriend,” I answered, and it looked like he relaxed somewhat.
 
   “Of course not,” he teased.
 
   Now I raised my eyebrows at him, waiting for an explanation.
 
   “It just figures that now that I’ve sworn off women forever, the perfect woman shows up.”
 
   “Now that was a cheesy pick-up line,” I protested.  “Besides, I was here first.  You’re the one who showed up.”
 
   “I’m kind of glad that I did,” he said, eyeing me again with that smoldering gaze.
 
   “Just kind of glad,” I mused.
 
   “Well, I don’t want to come on too strong.”
 
   I smiled, thinking how easy this guy was to talk to.  I didn’t even know his name; maybe that’s what made our entire conversation feel so effortless.  I could pick up and leave right now, a warm feeling inside of me thanks to his flattering attention, and not have risked a thing.  We’d had a few laughs, exchanged a few glances.  The safest thing to do would be to go on my way and ignore that pounding feeling in my chest each time I looked at him.  I didn’t want to leave though, despite my earlier hopes to sneak in and out without having to talk to anyone.  I’d come down for a drink expecting a lot of things, but certainly not him.
 
   “I’m Sarah Cooper,” I said, holding out my hand.
 
   “Ryan Bradley,” he replied, his muscular hand enveloping mine.  A warmth surged through me at his touch, and I didn’t want him to let go.  In fact as soon as he did, I was imagining him touching me again—maybe accidently brushing up against me as he leaned closer, or reaching out and affectionately caressing my arm.  Or better yet, wrapping those muscular arms right around me, which certainly wasn’t about to happen, but a girl can dream, right?
 
   “So you still didn’t tell me what you were doing in San Francisco,” I hinted, hoping to get him to open up a little more.
 
   “I was in California a few years ago,” he said with a shrug.  “I’d planned to come back, so here I am.”  He took a swig of his beer, and I sensed there was more to the story.  He didn’t seem to want to share though, and I didn’t see any need to press the issue.  I swirled the remaining wine around in my glass, and he glanced down at it.  “Can I buy you another drink?”
 
   “Sure, why not?” I agreed.  I never let men I didn’t know buy me drinks, but despite my being undeniably attracted to him, he felt more like a friend or proper date than a stranger I’d run into at a bar.  He wasn’t leering at me or making suggestive come-ons.  We were having an actual conversation.
 
   “Another glass of wine?”
 
   “Yes, thanks.”  He gestured to the bartender, who came over to refill my glass and bring him a second beer.  My phone beeped, and I glanced down at the screen, seeing a picture of my friends perched on barstools at the beginning of their big night out.  It looked like the snowstorm hadn’t put a dent in their plans.  They were all wearing skimpy cocktail dresses with huge smiles on their faces and drinks in their hands.  Morgan had a little veil and tiara atop her head, with the words “Bride to Be!” jumping out in glittery hot pink letters.  I’d found it at a party shop near my apartment back in Chicago and knew she’d enjoy being the center of attention for one evening.  I showed the picture to Ryan, and he grinned.
 
   “Yep, you’re definitely the prettiest of the bunch.”
 
   I shook my head and smiled.  “Flattery won’t get you anywhere.”
 
   “I’m not hitting on you, remember?”
 
   “Right,” I said, with a knowing look.
 
   “So you planned this big bachelorette party for tonight, but you’re stuck here in California.  I’m guessing you’re not on vacation.  Were you here on business or something?”
 
   “Actually, yes.  I’m a conference planner, and I was here all week for the big conference going on at the hotel.”
 
   “Right, I saw a bunch of medical types wandering around a few days ago.  Was it a medical convention or something?”
 
   “Yep.  It ended this morning, so I thought I’d have plenty of time to get home.  I wasn’t taking into account Mother Nature when I booked my flight months ago though.  It sucks, but I’d rather miss this than the actual wedding.”
 
   “That’s a good way of looking at it,” he said thoughtfully.
 
   “So you said you’re in the military.  Where are you stationed?”
 
   “I’m back stateside now.  I just returned from my third tour in Iraq, so I’m spending my R&R traveling up and down the west coast.”
 
   I nodded, thinking it was a little strange that he wanted to vacation alone.  Didn’t he have friends or family to spend time with?  A girlfriend?  Okay, he probably didn’t have a girlfriend judging from the way he’d been looking at me, but if I’d been stationed overseas, I couldn’t imagine wanting to go anywhere but home.  Or if I was going to travel, I’d at least bring some of my girlfriends along with me.
 
   “So what about you?” he asked.  “You must travel a lot for work.”
 
   “All the time,” I agreed.  “I think I’d get bored being stuck in an office all day.  I mean, I do spend my fair share of time at a desk organizing all the details for the events that I plan, but seeing new places is one of the reasons I love my job so much.  It’s definitely more fun when a conference I’m running is somewhere other than Chicago.”
 
   “I know what you mean.  I’ve moved around a lot being in the military and all.  It suits me though,” he said with an easy shrug.
 
   I finished my second glass of wine and decided to quit while I was ahead.  We’d had a nice chat, but I should probably just head back up to my room and let each of us go our separate way.  Maybe I’d call my friends, and they could put me on speakerphone so I could pretend I was there with them.  I at least wanted to find out what Morgan thought of all the activities I’d arranged for the evening: drinks at a swanky bar, dinner at a top-rated restaurant on the other side of town, and then dancing at one of our favorite clubs.  I’d arranged for a limo service so we didn’t need to worry about finding cabs after each stop, and I imagined my friends laughing and giggling, sipping champagne, as they went from one venue to the next.  We didn’t usually have a big night out like that, so I’d wanted to pull all the stops for Morgan’s last night out as a single girl.
 
   I grabbed my purse and opened it up, pulling out a twenty.
 
   “No, I got it,” Ryan said, holding his hand up in protest.  “I would’ve been lonely sitting here all by myself.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Of course,” he said easily.
 
   “If you insist,” I said with a shrug.  “Thanks.  Maybe I’ll see you around,” I continued, sliding off my barstool.  “You know, if I can’t get a flight out of here soon.”  I was gazing directly into Ryan’s eyes now, standing between my barstool and his, and I felt an unexpected feeling of sadness that I was about to walk away and probably wouldn’t ever see him again.  Why couldn’t I meet a nice guy like this when I was back home in Chicago?
 
   “Hopefully so,” he said.  “Well, of course I don’t want you to be stuck here,” he added with a grin.  “But if you are, then hopefully we’ll run into each other again.”
 
   I was about to say goodbye when a drunk guy bumped into me, pushing me even closer to Ryan.  Ryan reached out to steady me, the touch of his warm fingers on my bare arm burning into my skin.  Our eyes locked for a moment at our sudden closeness before we were interrupted again.
 
   “Can I buy you a drink?” the newcomer slurred.
 
   I turned slightly to face him, puzzled as to why he’d decided to approach me now.  I was getting ready to leave and was obviously already having a conversation with someone else.  “No,” I said, shaking my head.
 
   “Just one drink,” he insisted, reaching out like he was going to touch my hair.
 
   I took a step back, ending up nestled between Ryan’s legs where he remained perched on the barstool.  His broad chest pressed up against my back, and I felt his muscular arms come protectively around me.  I felt safe with him and wondered if he noticed that I was shivering slightly, taken aback by the drunk guy’s attempt to touch me.  “She’s not interested,” he said in a deep, authoritative voice, holding up one hand to indicate the guy should back off.
 
   “Sorry man, I didn’t realize you guys were together.”
 
   Neither of us corrected him, and Ryan draped his leather jacket over me.  “Come on,” he said, resting his hands on my shoulders as he got to his feet.  He towered above me, able to rest his chin atop of my head if he wanted to.  “I’ll walk you to your room.”
 
   “Thanks,” I replied, warily giving the creepy guy a once over before we walked away.  Ryan kept one hand lightly on my shoulder as he let me lead the way out of the crowded bar, almost as if just to reassure me he was still there.  I hadn’t exactly planned to leave the bar with anyone, but Ryan was definitely the lesser of the two evils.  Although I wasn’t completely sure that I wanted him to know where my room was either.  The potential of spending time alone together outside of the crowded bar and in my hotel room sounded enticing, and somehow I sensed that it might lead to nothing but trouble.  Trouble in the best sense of the word.
 
   We walked into the elevator, and I pressed the button for my floor.  Ryan hovered close to me but in more of a protective manner.  Not that it mattered because the creepy guy from the bar was long gone.  I was relieved to have him by my side though, still feeling slightly shaken up.  We got off at my floor and silently walked down the hall to my room, Ryan slowing his long stride to match my pace.  I stopped when we reached the door.  “So,” I said, turning to face him.
 
   “So,” he echoed, seeming unsure himself.
 
   I kept his jacket over my shoulders, making no move to take it off.  He stood gazing down at me, making no move to leave.  Suddenly feeling bold, I met his blue eyes.  “I still haven’t eaten.  Want to order room service?”
 
   “That sounds great,” he said.  “I’m starving.”  He flashed me a quick grin, and for a moment he looked like he was hungry for much more than just a good meal.  I knew nothing would happen between us unless I wanted it too though, and I slid my card into the door, gesturing for him to come inside.


[bookmark: _Toc345445690]Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Later that evening, I playfully tossed a french fry at Ryan, laughing as he teased me.  We’d been enjoying a leisurely dinner together, talking and joking around back in my hotel room.  I didn’t want to wear my bachelorette party black dress all evening, so while Ryan had ordered us food, I’d gone into the bathroom and pulled on a stretchy camisole, loose open cardigan, and dark jeans.  The camisole dipped low and wasn’t any less revealing than the dress I had on earlier—just more comfortable.  Ryan had ordered a full spread from the room service menu while I changed: burgers, fries, a cheese sampler platter, slices of cake, chocolate-covered strawberries, and a bottle of wine.  They’d wheeled it all in for us on a cart covered in white linens and set it up on the tiny table in my room.  We’d been having such a good time it felt like I was having dinner with a guy friend I had a huge crush on, or maybe someone I’d been on a few dates with but not yet kissed, not a handsome stranger I’d met only hours ago.  I mean how many times did you meet someone new and have instant rapport?  It just didn’t happen.
 
   Ryan easily caught the french fry midair and raised his eyebrows.  “Did you just throw a fry at me?” he asked in mock disbelief.
 
   “You totally had it coming,” I said, not denying it in the slightest.
 
   “You know I’m in the Special Forces, right?  I have all kinds of military training,” he teased.
 
   “Oh, so they prepare you for french-fry attacks?  Food fights with 28-year-old-women?”
 
   “Something like that,” he replied, his eyes not leaving my face.
 
   The only kind of food fight I wanted to get into with Ryan involved him licking chocolate syrup off my body.  But since we didn’t have any, and I wouldn’t exactly have put up a fight if we did, there was no sense in mentioning it to him right now.
 
   “You look cute when you’re trying to be mad at me,” he said.
 
   “I’m not mad at you,” I replied with a laugh.
 
   “Exactly.  ‘Trying to be’ were the key words.”
 
   I opened my mouth in protest but suddenly found myself speechless for the first time all night.
 
   “Here, have one of these,” he said, passing the plate of chocolate-covered strawberries over to me.  I took a bite of one and felt his eyes on me, watching my every movement.  All of a sudden it felt like our playful evening had taken on a different tone.  I licked my lips and then brought a napkin to my mouth, not wanting chocolate all over my face or to have him think I was making a suggestive come-on.  I watched his gaze lower, taking in my cleavage, and then his eyes hastily returned to mine, as if he didn’t want me to know where he’d just been looking.
 
   “You’re really pretty,” he said.  “I can see why that drunk guy was hitting on you at the bar.”
 
   I found myself flushing as I gazed back at him.  “Right, but you weren’t when you sat down beside me.”
 
   “No, I just wanted to order a beer,” he said with a grin.  “But I’ll tell you what, meeting you was the best part of my day.”
 
   My heartbeat sped up as I looked at him.  Certainly he wasn’t just feeding me lines.  I mean he was already in my hotel room for God’s sake.  “It was that bad of a day, huh?” I joked, attempting to keep things light.
 
   “As a matter of fact, it was kind of bad.  But even if it had been perfect, it still wouldn’t have topped this.”
 
   I smiled, because even though I hated to admit it, I felt exactly the same way.
 
   “I know you’re probably leaving tomorrow,” he continued, “but if you’re still here, what do you say we go sightseeing together?”
 
   “So you want to make plans even though you know I’ll probably have to stand you up?”
 
   “Life is short,” he said with a shrug.
 
   “How about you call me in the morning,” I said, not willing to let this be our last conversation.  I couldn’t bear to agree to meet him somewhere tomorrow and then just never show.  I’d been trying to reschedule my flight all afternoon and probably would be long gone by whatever time we arranged to meet.  If he called me tomorrow morning, I’d at least have a chance to say goodbye.
 
   “I can do that,” he said, his voice low.  He stood up, and I followed suit, suddenly feeling like the little table in my hotel room was a huge obstacle separating us.  He was so close yet so far away.  Ryan gestured for me to go ahead, and I slipped by him, our bodies barely brushing against one another as I walked across the room.  I could feel his eyes on me the entire way, and as I reached out to unlock the door, something inside me made me turn back to him once more.
 
   He walked over, his blue eyes piercing even in the dim light.  The five-o’clock shadow across his face made him sexy as hell, and my eyes ran over his strong jaw and chiseled face before I once again met his gaze.  Now on the pretense of him leaving, we were standing face-to-face in front of the door.  I could feel the warmth radiating off his body as he stood only inches away, and the electricity between us was palpable.  Slowly he leaned down, the air growing thicker.  I could hardly breathe as his face hovered near mine, and then he was kissing me at last.
 
   His warm mouth and full lips were soft against my own, his kiss somehow both gentle and hungry at the same time.  I raised my hands to his face, running them over the stubble on his cheeks and strong jaw, holding him to me.  Stretching up on my tip-toes, I kissed him back, not wanting to let the moment between us end.  His gentle kiss gave way to something more, and soon his tongue was gently pushing inside my mouth.  I backed against the door as he stepped even closer, neither of us speaking a single word.  His mouth hot on mine, I was finding it hard to concentrate on anything else.  Ryan was supposed to be leaving, but somehow none of that mattered when he was kissing me this way.  His tongue thrust inside my mouth, exploring, and I felt the stubble on his face rub roughly against my skin in his eagerness.  He planted heated kisses along my neck, causing my breathing to become shallow.  I tilted my head back, closing my eyes and gasping against the door, as an electric current shot straight through me.  He lowered his mouth to my chest, kissing the tops of my breasts as they rose and fell beneath his touch.  Finally he raised his mouth back to mine, and his full lips crushed against my own again and again.
 
   His hand lightly grazed my breast, and I gasped as his strong fingers squeezed and caressed me.  I could feel every touch beneath my thin camisole as he began to run his thumb back and forth across my nipple, and I felt a sudden dampness in my panties.  He easily slid my cardigan off my shoulders, letting it fall into a crumpled pile on the ground.  Ryan then slipped his strong fingers beneath the slinky straps of my camisole, sliding them down off my shoulders as well.  He tugged the fabric of my top down, releasing my breasts from the material that contained them.  They pushed out over my camisole, which now covered only my midsection.
 
   “God, you have amazing breasts,” he said appreciatively, his eyes eagerly drinking them in.  He bent down and planted heated kisses across my chest, worshipping each breast with lust in his eyes.  He took one nipple into his mouth and sucked on it intently, flicking his tongue back and forth, and I gasped, writhing against the door.  Moving to my other breast he did the same, putting his warm mouth over my firm nipple and then delicately teasing it with his experienced tongue.
 
   “Oh,” I moaned, running my hands through Ryan’s short hair.  Desire shot straight through me, and I felt a throbbing between my legs.  He took my breast further into his mouth, his warm breath on my flesh leaving me yearning for more.  After a moment he knelt down before me.  He undid the button on my jeans and slowly slid the zipper down.  Slipping his muscular hands inside my jeans, he pushed them down, his hands running over my hips and down my thighs.  I stepped out of my crumpled pants, and as Ryan pushed them aside, I trembled at the anticipation of what I knew was next.  Making a pleased sound at the sight of my silky red thong, he didn’t waste any time, kissing me on the thin triangle of fabric.  I practically withered under his touch, grateful that I had the door to lean against for support.  Now slick with arousal, I whimpered as he kissed me again.  He moved his mouth to the side, just along the thin patch of fabric, and planted a trail of kisses upward.  His teeth gently tugged at the string across my hip, and I looked down in awe, wondering if he was about to tear my panties right off.  Finally, he slid his strong fingers beneath the fragile strings on each side of my thong, pulling it down in one easy tug.
 
   “Sexy,” he said, casting the skimpy undergarment aside with an amused smile.
 
   I flushed, but before I had time to think about it, Ryan hitched my leg up over his strong shoulder.  He leaned in again and kissed me where the fabric of my thong had just been.  “Ryan,” I moaned, barely able to stand anymore because I felt so dizzy with lust.
 
   “Trust me,” he said, his voice deep and gravelly.  He placed one hand on my thigh, firmly holding it up on his broad shoulder, and slid his other hand to my hip.  His mouth eagerly kissed the folds of my sensitive skin, and as his tongue slowly licked my fleshy nub, I almost collapsed against him.  Raising one hand to my breast, his thumb started caressing my nipple.  Simultaneously, he lightly flicked his tongue up and down across my most sensitive spot, tickling me with pleasure.  I cried out, but he didn’t let up.  He teased me with his tongue again and again until I was gasping for breath.  Suddenly I felt his strong fingers slipping inside of me.  I was wet with arousal, and he easily began to slide them in and out, encouraging me on.  With his fingers filling me up and the teasing dance of his tongue across my sensitive bundle of nerves, I knew I was going to come at any moment.  A hot white light was filling my vision, and as his tongue lapped back and forth, again and again, I finally cried out in ecstasy.
 
   His hands grasped my hips to keep me from collapsing and then he gently lifted my thigh off his shoulder.  Ryan stood up before me, his fingers lightly trailing over my hips, as I rested my head on his strong chest.  “Let’s get this off,” he said huskily, slipping his fingers beneath the bunched-up camisole and lifting it up over my head.  He tugged his own shirt off, and I gazed admiringly at his strong chest and torso.  Hard muscles covered every square inch of him, and I reached out, running my hands over his firm chest, feeling the ripples across his abdomen.  He unzipped his pants and quickly slid off both them and his boxers.  His manhood sprang out against me, and I could feel it pushing against my stomach as he leaned in for a kiss.
 
   “I can’t wait to be inside you,” he whispered into my ear as he slid on a condom.  “Think I can make you come again?”
 
   My mouth dropped open in surprise, and his hands reached around, cupping my bare bottom as he kissed me.  His tongue slipped into my mouth, and I ran my hands over his pectorals, feeling the hard muscles, when Ryan suddenly lifted me up into his strong arms.  I wrapped one arm around his shoulder and reached down with the other to guide him to my entrance.  Ryan kept his strong hands on my bottom, squeezing gently, as he backed me against the door.  The tip of his manhood pushed into my opening, and I gasped as he slowly inched his way inside.  His thick length filled me up, overwhelming my senses.  I kissed him as he held me suspended between the door and him, and as he gently began rocking his hips, I clung to him, loving the way I could feel every movement of his in this position.
 
   Ryan’s tongue thrust into my mouth again, and I let him explore as he slowly made love to me.  The feeling of him inside me, filling me up, was turning me on all over again.  He gently rocked against me, and I was relaxing into the rhythm of our lovemaking when the base of his penis suddenly brushed up against my sensitive nerves as he plunged deeper.  I gasped, feeling the beginning of a second orgasm starting to form.  Ryan lowered his head so that his lips brushed against my neck.  “Mmmm, you like that?” he whispered softly.  He gave another powerful thrust, and I gasped as he again came into contact with my fleshy nub.  He began to rock his hips faster, thrusting into me again and again.  I was powerless to control any of our movements in this position as he kept up his new unrelenting pace.  The feeling of his length and girth inside of me was overwhelming, and each powerful thrust sent me spiraling toward ecstasy.  As he filled me up over and over, I was soon crying out his name.
 
   “Ryan,” I panted, holding on tightly to his strong shoulders as he hardened more and finally came as well.
 
   He began to slow down until he had stopped moving completely and was holding me tightly against the door.  He lifted his head, his blue eyes piercing into mine.  “I want to make love to you all night long,” he said gruffly, brushing his lips against mine.
 
   “Does that mean you’re staying over?” I teased.
 
   A new trace of lust was present in his eyes, and I could feel him start to harden again, already inside of me.  “Absolutely.”
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   I shivered and snuggled closer to the warmth beside me.  I was freezing, but for some reason the other side of my bed felt so amazingly warm.  Suddenly strong arms wrapped around me, pulling me close, and I awoke with a start, remembering that I wasn’t alone in my bed.  It was hard to remember the last time I’d slept so well, and I knew it was partly from our amazing lovemaking session last night and partly from the comfort of falling asleep safe in Ryan’s arms.
 
   He kissed my bare shoulder, and his hand trailed down my front, softly running over my breasts and coming to a rest on my bare stomach.  “I like sleeping with you,” he whispered softly.
 
   “Oh really?  Why don’t I find that surprising?” I teased.
 
   “Well, I like having sex with you—that’s a given after last night.  But I like sleeping with you, too.  You’re soft and warm—it feels good holding you in my arms.”
 
   I relaxed back against him, knowing I felt the same way.  “I like it, too,” I said softly.
 
   We lay there a moment in quiet contentment, with Ryan’s large frame wrapped around me.  He buried his face in my hair, like he didn’t want to let me go.  It felt sweet and different from the passionate night that we’d shared—like he was my boyfriend holding me close and not a guy I would probably never see again.
 
   “Your flight’s at 11:00,” he said quietly.
 
   “What?” I asked, confused, turning to face him.
 
   “The concierge called the room earlier.  They said they were able to find a flight out for you.”
 
   “Oh,” I replied, suddenly feeling crestfallen.  I couldn’t wait to fly home yesterday, and now I couldn’t imagine leaving.
 
   “Want me to order breakfast while you get ready?” he asked, his voice deep.
 
   “Sure, let’s have breakfast together,” I answered, gazing into those blue eyes.
 
   “First things first though.”  He brushed my hair aside and lowered his lips to my neck, planting kisses slowly up it until he finally reached my mouth.  His hand trailed down from my stomach, landing much farther below it and reminding me of what it had felt like to be with him last night.  I wondered if we’d even have time for breakfast.
 
   ***
 
   Although I was no expert at one-night-stands, I didn’t think that you were supposed to fall for the guy you’d slept with.  I wanted to cry when Ryan dropped me off at the airport.  It was kind of silly for him to ride in the cab along with me, simply prolonging our inevitable goodbye, but he’d insisted, and I didn’t have the strength in me to tell him not to.  I wanted to spend a few more precious minutes together as much as he had.  As we stood by the check-in counter, right before I went through airport security, I wanted to imagine that I was leaving for a quick trip and would be coming home again soon.  Coming back to Ryan.  I knew I was probably just head-over-heels in lust from an amazing night spent together—an amazing morning as well, if I must admit.  But as he brushed his thumb against my lips and tenderly kissed me goodbye, it was hard to imagine that I’d never see him again.  People didn’t just meet like this and have such a great connection and spark only to be separated a short time later.
 
   The plane ride back to Chicago gradually began to dull my memories, though.  I knew we’d had an amazing night together, knew that the physical feelings had been real, but I was now certain that any other feelings between us were something that I’d imagined.  Maybe he’d come to see me someday, months from now, and we’d realize what a mistake it had been.  That our night in San Francisco had been just that—one night, and not something that we could carry on into any kind of future or long-distance relationship.
 
   Morgan and Josh were waiting for me when I exited the plane.  I was surprised but realized I should have expected it.  Although they didn’t make it a habit of picking me up at the airport since I traveled all the time, we had a lot of last-minute wedding planning to do.  There was a final dress-fitting for Morgan this afternoon, plus the bridesmaid dress-fittings for the other girls and me.  I’d also promised Josh I’d help him pick out something to give Morgan on their wedding day, an outing Morgan knew about but pretended that she didn’t for his sake.
 
   Morgan ran over to me excitedly, her long dark hair billowing out behind her.  She threw her arms around my neck and gave me a big hug.  “Sarah!  I can’t believe you couldn’t make it back last night.  The bachelorette party was amazing!  I’m so sad you weren’t there.”
 
   “I can’t believe I missed it either after all that planning,” I said with a wry smile.  “I’m glad you had fun though.”
 
   “So what’d you do in San Fran last night?” Josh asked as he sauntered over.  With his light brown hair and boyish good looks, I’d always thought that he and Morgan made an especially cute couple.  He hooked one arm around Morgan’s shoulders as she eventually released me from her embrace.  “I keep hearing all about this amazing night you planned, and you couldn’t even bother to show up for it?”  He gave me a teasing smile, and I playfully punched him in the arm.
 
   “Very funny.  Do you think I waited around the airport for hours yesterday just for fun?”
 
   “It sounded like a fun night judging from the text you sent me earlier,” Morgan said flashing me a smile.
 
   “It sounds like there’s a story that I’m missing here,” Josh said, glancing between the two of us.
 
   “It’s just girl talk,” I reassured him.  “Nothing you’d want to hear about.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows doubtfully, and Morgan laughed.  “Don’t worry, Sweetie.  I’ll tell you all about it later.”
 
   “No need to do that,” I interrupted, abruptly changing the subject.  “Don’t we have a dress-fitting to get to?”
 
   After spending a few hours in the bridal shop with Morgan and the rest of the bridesmaids, I met Josh at a jewelry store around the corner to help him pick out a special gift.  He was eyeing large heart-shaped lockets, which were cute, but something I thought Morgan would have liked more if she were a teenager and not a grown woman walking down the aisle.
 
   “Picking out something for your girlfriend?” the saleswoman asked as she approached us.
 
   “Oh, I’m not his girlfriend,” I said.
 
   “I need something for my fiancée,” Josh explained.
 
   “Congratulations!” the woman loudly exclaimed, giving me a big smile.
 
   “I’m not his fiancée either,” I said with an amused laugh.  “He’s marrying my best friend.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” she replied, the smile never leaving her face.  “Let me find something you both think she’d like.”
 
   Josh and I looked at trays of earrings and necklaces.  He was completely clueless when it came to jewelry, and I was actually glad that he’d invited me along, for Morgan’s sake.  They’d picked out her engagement ring together, and after seeing his taste, I understood why.  I was able to offer a few suggestions on what I thought Morgan would like, and in the end he selected a beautiful pearl necklace for her.  We left the jewelry store with Josh excited about his gift and me more than ready to finally head home.
 
   Josh thanked me for helping him and dropped me off at my apartment building late Saturday afternoon.  He offered to carry my suitcase in, but I told him it wasn’t necessary.  As I finally rolled my suitcase into my bedroom and tossed my other belongings down on the bed, I realized that I’d never turned my phone back on after my flight.  I’d been busy with Morgan and the other bridesmaids for most of the afternoon and then was so busy shopping with Josh that I had completely forgotten about it.  As I powered it back on, it immediately beeped with a new message.
 
   Hope you had a safe flight.  Miss you already.  Ryan
 
   A warm feeling surged through me, and I smiled.  We’d said we’d keep in touch and see what happened, but I didn’t expect to hear from him so soon.  Didn’t guys have a three-day rule or something before calling or texting the girl they’d gone out with?  And really, technically, we hadn’t even gone out on a date together, just had a one-night-stand—something I never, ever did.  Maybe I was far enough away that it felt safe for him to contact me.  It’s not like I could expect him to ask me out to dinner on Friday night.  Plus he was still back in San Francisco, enjoying his vacation.  Once he returned to work and resumed his normal life, I was certain that I’d be out of sight, out of mind.  I was still pleased to hear from him though, and I quickly typed a message back.
 
   Miss you, too.  XOXO Sarah
 
   I tossed my phone onto my nightstand and set about unpacking my clothes.  Since I traveled so often, I refilled everything in my toiletries bag so that it would be ready to go for my next trip.  I was always prepared, and it saved me the trouble from having to remember each time what I needed to bring.  I actually would need an overnight bag next weekend since I’d be staying at the hotel where Morgan and Josh were getting married.  The rehearsal dinner was Friday night at a swanky restaurant in Chicago, but the wedding and reception were being held at an upscale hotel.  Morgan wanted all of the girls to get ready together in her bridal suite, and I’d booked my own room for that night since it would be easier just to stay there after the reception ended.
 
   I pulled my dress from my suitcase and was surprised when a piece of paper fluttered to the ground.  It was folded neatly in thirds, and as I opened it up, I saw that the letterhead was from the hotel in San Francisco.  Ryan’s scribbled handwriting filled the page, and my mouth dropped open in surprise as I began to read his letter.
 
   Sarah,
 
   I hope that I didn’t come on too strong last night.  I was trying to play it cool at the bar, casually drinking my beer, but of course I noticed you even before I sat down and hoped that you would talk to me.  I know you asked me several times what I was doing in San Francisco, and I was always a little bit vague.  The truth is, the reason I’d always planned to return was because of my fiancée.  She was from the east coast and had never been out to California.  When we got engaged, it was her dream for us to come here together one day.  I hope you’re still reading this and not angry with me for neglecting to tell you the full story.  She died last year from injuries she sustained in a car accident.  I was in Iraq and didn’t get to the hospital in time to say goodbye.  For that I will never forgive myself, but I came here because I’d always promised her that we would, and it was my way of finally saying goodbye.  I haven’t dated at all since the accident, and I never thought that I’d feel that way about anyone again.  While I did sit beside you hoping only to talk to a pretty girl for the evening, I never expected for my time in San Francisco to include falling for you, Sarah.  I keep thinking about our evening together and of course our amazing night.  I hope you can forgive me for not telling you the entire truth, because I can’t imagine never seeing you again.
 
   Love,
 
   Ryan
 
   My heart pounded in my chest as I finished reading his letter, and a flurry of conflicting emotions rushed through me.  He had a fiancée.  An ex-fiancée, but he’d been there in San Francisco because of her.  Why didn’t he tell me last night when I’d asked why he was there?  Why did he tuck a letter explaining everything into my suitcase?  He must have written it while I showered and dressed this morning.  But how could he have made love to me again and again, kissed me so passionately, without sharing that part of his life?  I sank down onto my bed, trying to collect my thoughts.  I guess that goes to show why you shouldn’t have one-night-stands.  Although I felt an amazing connection with Ryan, I really didn’t know him at all.  I wasn’t sure how I felt about him taking this trip because of another woman and then spending the night in my bed.  Had he forgotten all about her at that point?  Was I just a substitute for someone he could never have?  He’d held me so close this morning that it felt like he never wanted to let me go.  Was he just wishing that he was with her?
 
   Suddenly feeling anger rise up inside me and the need to get some of my frustration out, I pulled on my workout clothes and headed down to the small gym in my building.  I set the treadmill for forty minutes and starting to jog, pounding out my frustrations on the rubber tread.  I preferred running outside but it was already getting dark, and I found this helped just as much to release all the tension coursing through my body.  When I finally started to calm down, I went back up to my apartment and took a long, hot shower.  There was no question about it; my night with Ryan had been one big mistake.  As hard as it might be, what I really needed was to put the entire trip behind me.  I had a big week coming up, with Morgan’s wedding to keep me busy along with my usual work responsibilities.  I had a huge conference that I was planning for next month, and I didn’t have time to let a guy who couldn’t even bother to be truthful with me get in the way of my real life.
 
   I popped a frozen dinner in the microwave and sank down onto my sofa to watch a little mindless TV.  I suddenly wasn’t feeling very hungry though and only picked at my food.  Some reruns of my favorite show distracted me for a couple of hours, and I poured myself a glass of wine, trying not to remember sharing a bottle of it with Ryan last night.  Walking back to my bedroom at 10:00 p.m., I lay down in the darkness, wide awake from jet lag.  My phone beeped on the nightstand, and I glanced down to see who had sent me a message.
 
   You have no idea what I want to be doing to you right now.  ;)  But even more, I just wish you were here beside me.  Ryan
 
   I felt angry at the inappropriateness of his text message.  We hadn’t even discussed what he’d written in his letter.  Did he think I was just okay with everything?  Or that I hadn’t read it yet?  If it were the latter, why was he going about pretending like everything was okay and that we didn’t have something huge to discuss?  I didn’t respond and closed my eyes, blinking back tears in the darkness.  Finally a few minutes later my phone beeped again.  I begrudgingly grabbed it and looked down at the screen.
 
   Did you get my letter?
 
   I stared at it for a minute, trying to decide what to do.  Finally I typed out a quick reply that would hopefully get my message across.
 
   Can’t talk right now.
 
   There.  Let him wonder what was going on for a change.  Maybe he would think I was spending tonight in the arms of another man.  Not that I wanted to be with anyone else, but Ryan’s omission of the truth last night had hurt me.  I was kind of feeling like a stand-in for his ex-fiancée.  And let’s face it, we didn’t even live in the same city.  Long distance relationships with someone you’d just met never worked, so it’s not like he could have me anyway, even if I’d let him.
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   I scrolled through the messages on my phone Monday morning when I got into the office, debating where to begin.  Morgan was sending me frantic texts about last-minute wedding details, which was totally out of character from her usual laid-back style.  Josh was texting me, asking me to help him calm down Morgan.  Several of the vendors for the wedding were emailing me asking for confirmation of the head count for the sit-down dinner, confirmation of delivery time for the floral arrangements, and other such details.  And my email inbox was full of work-related queries.  I was used to juggling a million things at once, but I found I could barely concentrate this morning as I went from one message to the next.
 
   “I brought you a coffee,” my assistant Julia said, handing me a steaming cup.  Her curly red hair was pulled back into a messy bun, and a few stands were loose, framing her face.
 
   “Thanks, I needed that today,” I said gratefully.  I took a sip and grabbed a croissant from the brown paper bag she offered.
 
   “The bakery was packed this morning.  I guess everyone else had the same idea as me.”
 
   “Well, it is the week before Valentine’s Day,” I pointed out.  “I’m sure people were placing special orders, finalizing the details of their wedding cakes….”
 
   Julia laughed, knowing just how panicked Morgan had become as the big day approached.  She’d sent several emails to me last week about her wedding cake alone, and I’d reassured her again and again that it would be perfect.  “That reminds me,” Julia said.  “Morgan called the office this morning.”
 
   “Already?  She just texted me a few minutes ago.”
 
   “I told her that you were probably busy working out the last-minute details right now.”
 
   “Right,” I grinned.  “It’s not even 9:00 a.m., and I’m hot on the trail of wedding loose ends.”
 
   Walking over to my desk, I sat down, crossing my legs and smoothing the fabric of my black suit jacket.  My brown hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail, and I hoped that I at least looked more put together than I felt.  I logged into my computer, finding it easier to email my work clients back than to type out messages on my phone.  As I clicked through them, deciding where it begin, I suddenly yawned, wishing I’d been able to get a better night’s sleep.  This was a big week, and I shouldn’t be this tired before it had even begun.
 
   “Rough night?” Julia asked as she watched me.
 
   “It’s just jet lag,” I said, brushing away any further inquiries.  It was true that jet leg had been keeping me up, but what had really been bothering me were the memories of Ryan.  Each night when I lay down I felt like a movie-reel of images depicting our weekend was replaying over and over again in my mind.  Even finally falling asleep didn’t help, as I’d wake up suddenly in the middle of the night, thinking he was by my side, and then feel the anguish all over again.  He wasn’t with me, and even if he had been, the night that we shared didn’t mean what I’d thought.
 
   A new message beeped on my phone, and I glanced down.  Josh’s name popped up on the screen, and I opened his message.
 
   I want to give Morgan a special Valentine’s Day surprise at the reception.  Have any ideas?
 
   I sighed.  Normally I loved event planning, and devising a special surprise would be right up my alley, but this week their happiness was just making me feel more and more alone.  Apparently marrying her, giving her a wedding ring, and surprising her with the gorgeous pearl necklace we’d picked out at the jewelry store wasn’t enough, and now I had to help Josh come up with a special Valentine, too?  I was sure Morgan wouldn’t care if Josh did anything specifically for Valentine’s Day; she’d be so blissfully happy that they were finally married.  Maybe I could talk him out of it and let him know there’d be enough going on at the reception that we didn’t need to worry about that.
 
   “What was that guy’s name that you met this weekend?” Julia asked, interrupting my thoughts.  I glanced up and saw her holding the office phone, her hand covering the mouthpiece.
 
   “What?” I asked, looking confusedly at her.
 
   “Oh, Morgan told me about him this morning,” she said with a shrug.
 
   I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why Morgan would have even brought him up with my assistant, but I could see that she was waiting for an answer.  “Ryan,” I replied as she looked at my expectantly.  “Why?”
 
   “He’s on the phone.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat as I stared at her, feeling slightly dumbfounded.  Ryan had tried calling me a couple of times over the weekend, leaving me brief messages saying that he really wanted to talk.  He’d also texted an apology, which I might have thought was tacky except I hadn’t returned any of his calls, so what was he supposed to do?  He had no idea if I’d actually listened to any of his voicemails.  Now he’d managed to track me down at the office as well.  I sighed, thinking this was neither the time nor place for us to talk.  Not that I was ready to anyway.  “Tell him I’m working.”
 
   “I’m sorry, she’s not available right now,” Julia said into the mouthpiece, all business.  “Yes, I think she is upset,” she said in a more hushed whisper.  My eyes darted back to her, and she quickly ended the call.
 
   “What did he want?”
 
   “To apologize.  He said he really wants to talk to you.  He’s willing to fly out here if you’ll talk to him.”
 
   I laughed, a short, harsh sound, with the slight smile on my face never reaching my eyes.  “Sure, tell him to come out here,” I said sarcastically, knowing it would never happen.  In a day or two he’d find some other woman to go to bed with.  Then he’d have no reason to even think about me.  Julia sensed that the conversation was over and turned back to her computer, returning to whatever task she’d been working on.  I called the wedding caterer and florist to confirm final details for the wedding and then texted Morgan and Josh, telling them both to calm down.  Might as well kill two birds with one stone, right?  Pulling up my files for the conference I was planning next month, I signed the final agreement for the food service arrangements and faxed it to Denver, promising myself that I wouldn’t fall for any tall, handsome, strangers that I happened to meet there.  Maybe I should just stay out of bars all together this time.
 
   A new message beeped on my phone, and I was slightly dismayed to see that it was from Ryan.  I closed my eyes, trying not to picture his face in my mind, but all I could see were his blue eyes gazing deep into mine, right before our first kiss in my hotel room, and I ached remembering the tender feel of his lips.  Finally deciding that I at least owed him a response, even if it was to tell him never to contact me again, I glanced down at his message.  My eyes read over his words again and again.
 
   I know that you’re angry, but just tell me one thing—do you regret the time we spent together?
 
   Finally deciding that I had nothing more to lose, and hoping that he’d give me a little breathing room, I sent him a message back.
 
   No.  I just need time to think.
 
   I glanced down at my phone as one final message came in.
 
   I’m sorry, Sarah.
 
   ***
 
   I met Morgan for drinks at 6:30 p.m., needing to take a breather after my crazy day.  I’d gotten two new requests for event planning this afternoon—a conference that was scheduled for early next year and a wedding in the fall.  Apparently one of the vendors I’d been working with for Morgan’s wedding had informed another client that I was a wedding planner.  Although I might have considered branching out if I wasn’t so busy, there was no way I could take on planning weddings on top of my already full schedule.
 
   The waitress set our drinks down, and I picked up my margarita, taking a long sip.
 
   “Delicious,” Morgan said with a grin, taking a sip of her own rum and coke.  “I needed something to take the edge off.”
 
   “Wedding day jitters?” I teased.
 
   “More like wedding week jitters at this point,” she said with a laugh.  “I’m just waiting for something to go wrong.  Thank God the snowstorm was this past weekend.  Can you imagine if my own relatives hadn’t been able to fly in this week for the wedding?”
 
   “That would have been a nightmare,” I agreed.  “But don’t worry; you don’t need to worry about a thing.  That’s why I’m getting paid the big bucks.”  Morgan laughed, knowing I wasn’t getting paid a thing for my honorary role as wedding planner.  I wouldn’t have had it any other way though.
 
   “So anyway,” I said, deciding to broach a new subject.  “What made you tell Julia about Ryan?”
 
   “Oh, it just came up,” Morgan said with a shrug.
 
   I gave her a look.  “There’s no way it just came up.  What, my assistant just happened to ask if I met anyone over the weekend?”
 
   “Okay, okay.  Maybe it didn’t just come up.  But I was talking to Julia about the wedding and how you ended up missing the bachelorette party.  She sounded bummed that you couldn’t make it after all the hard work you’d put in planning it, so I just said something about how I didn’t think you were too lonely during your time in San Francisco.  I’m sorry,” she added, once again meeting my gaze.
 
   “It’s fine,” I said with a sigh.  “It’s not like I care that she knows.  I’m just having a tough time today.”
 
   “You really like him, huh?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” I said, shaking my head.  “He was just with me because he can never have the woman he really wants.”  I’d told Morgan the whole story yesterday about finding Ryan’s letter and realizing that our night together meant something different to Ryan than to me.  Sure I was attracted to him, but I’d thought we had an amazing connection and something that you didn’t find just anywhere.  He may have been attracted to me, too, but he was also secretly pining away for someone he could never have.  “Anyway, enough about me.  Are you getting excited?  Five more days!”
 
   “I know; I can hardly believe it.  It feels like we’ve been engaged forever, and now all of a sudden the wedding is here.  By this time next week I’ll be a Mrs.!”
 
   “And in Hawaii,” I added with a grin.  “I could really go for a vacation right about now.”
 
   “I hear California is nice this time of year,” she said casually.  If looks could kill, Morgan would never have stood a chance against my scorching gaze.
 
   “Or not,” she said with a giggle.  She glanced down at my empty glass.  “Come on; let’s have another drink.  Next round’s on me.”
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   Morgan’s dad finished his toast at the rehearsal dinner on Friday night, and I happily raised my wine glass with the others, congratulating the happy couple.  The rehearsal had gone off without a hitch, and the dinner was spectacular, with an amazing spread of appetizers, a main course of lobster and filet mignon, and a delicious assortment of bite-size desserts.  I’d helped Morgan’s parents select the location for the dinner and was happy that everything had worked out as planned.  Morgan’s brother Chris leaned closer to me, giving me a big grin.  “I can’t believe my little sister is really getting married.  Think that’ll be you and me someday?”
 
   I laughed as I glanced over at him.  “‘You and me’ as in getting married to each other?  Or just getting married in general?”
 
   Chris laughed, a deep, rich sound, and I wished that I didn’t see him almost as my own big brother.  He was cute, with a friendly personality and steady job, but there never had been any sparks between us, much to Morgan’s and her parents’ disappointment.  “I meant in general.  But hey, if you’re asking me to marry you, I wouldn’t turn you down.”
 
   I elbowed him playfully, thinking there was no end to his teasing.  “I better go bring in the gifts soon.”
 
   “Gifts?”
 
   “Yeah, Morgan and Josh have presents for all the bridesmaids and groomsmen.”
 
   “Well, this night is getting better and better.  My little sister is plying us with alcohol, lavishing us with presents—maybe we should get married, so we can have a big party, too.”
 
   I eyed him curiously, thinking maybe I’d been reading him wrong.  Even if Chris had feelings for me, though, I definitely didn’t return his affection.  “Right,” I said uncertainly, wanting to change the subject.
 
   “Hey, I’m just kidding,” Chris said, sensing my discomfort.  “I know you’re pining away for that San Francisco guy anyway.”
 
   “I’m not pining away,” I protested.  “Seriously, is there anyone that Morgan didn’t tell about Ryan?  Next time I’m keeping my mouth shut.”
 
   Chris shrugged, giving me a quick grin.  “You never know.  These things have a way of working themselves out.”
 
   An hour later the bridal party had opened our presents (matching silver necklaces for the bridesmaids and silver-plated cocktail shakers for the groomsmen), guests were finishing their dessert and after-dinner coffee, and the evening was beginning to wind down.  “Sarah, this dinner was amazing!” Morgan said, throwing her arms around me in a huge hug.
 
   “Well, it’s no bachelorette party, but I’m glad that I at least got to celebrate with you at the rehearsal dinner.”
 
   “Seriously, you’ve done an awesome job with everything.  Thank you so much!”
 
   She squeezed my arm as she bounced up and down with joy, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d see her so happy.  “And just wait for tomorrow,” I said.  “The best is still yet to come!”
 
   “All right, my bride-to-be,” Josh interrupted, wrapping his arms around Morgan.  “Is this the part where I say that I’ll see you at the altar?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  I need to get my beauty sleep and then spend all morning getting ready!”
 
   “This is one of those times I’m glad it’s easier being a guy.  I plan to shower, shave, and throw on my tux.  Done,” he said with a grin.
 
   “Just remember that the next time you’re complaining about how long it takes me to get ready.  Men have it easier.”
 
   “Isn’t that the truth,” I chimed in.
 
   “Will do,” Josh said good-naturedly.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow, honey,” Morgan said, twisting around in Josh’s arms to give him a tender kiss goodbye.
 
   “I still don’t understand why you can’t stay at your condo tonight,” Chris said, confused.  “You guys live together!”
 
   “It’s tradition,” I said with a shrug.
 
   “It would be bad luck for Josh to see me tomorrow morning.  He knows that!”
 
   Josh gave Chris a look that seemed to say, I know this is crazy, but what can I do?
 
   “So, what, is Sarah staying with you in the bridal suite tonight?” Chris asked.
 
   “No, silly.  I’m staying in her room.  Tomorrow all the girls will get ready together in my suite, but only Josh and I will be staying there.”
 
   “I sure hope so,” Josh said, wrapping his arms around Morgan’s waist again to pull her close.
 
   “This is why I’m coordinating the wedding and not you,” I teased Chris.  “You have to understand all the finite details.”
 
   “I’m happy to let you have the job,” he said with a laugh.  “Marketing is more my thing anyway.”
 
   We said goodnight and grabbed a cab over to our hotel.  I’d already checked-in earlier, so our overnight bags, dresses, and everything else needed to get ready in the morning were waiting in my room.  As we walked across the lobby, Morgan suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled me in the opposite direction of the elevator bank.  As I glanced over at her in confusion, I thought I caught a glimpse of a tall, dark-haired guy ducking down a side hallway—a guy that looked an awful lot like Ryan.  I’d only seen him for a second though and knew logically that he wouldn’t be here in Chicago, at the hotel where Morgan was getting married.  My heart was a different matter though, and I found myself wishing more than anything that it had really been him.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning was spent in a flurry of activity.  Morgan and I ordered room service, but while I enjoyed a quick breakfast, she was too nervous to eat.  Before long, hairdressers, make-up artists, and even the hotel seamstress descended on Morgan’s bridal suite, prepping Morgan and all of the bridesmaids, including myself, for her big day.  I’d arranged for a light lunch catered by the hotel and a champagne toast, so Morgan and I sat around with the other bridesmaids wearing silk bathrobes, in full hair and make-up, enjoying one last meal together before the ceremony.  “I wonder what the guys are doing right now,” Morgan said.
 
   “Just waking up?” I joked.
 
   “They better not be!  I told Josh to go straight home last night.”
 
   “I’m just kidding.  I’m sure they’re getting ready—or at least thinking about it.  They don’t have nearly as much to do as us.”
 
   “I know, I’m dying to get into my dress though,” she said, eyeing the cream lace gown hanging over in the corner of the room.  “After searching high and low for the perfect dress, I’m not going to take it off all night!”
 
   “I wonder how Josh will feel about that,” I teased.
 
   “Very funny.”
 
   I glanced down at my phone to check the time and felt a little sad that I didn’t have any messages from Ryan.  I hadn’t heard from him since Monday, when I’d told him that I needed time to think, but I’d secretly hoped that he’d at least send me a quick text today.  It’s not like I expected a dozen roses or something—who knew if or when I’d see him again.  But what girl wouldn’t want to hear from the guy she’d fallen for on Valentine’s Day?  I felt a little sad that my best friend was getting married to the love of her life, and the guy I wanted hadn’t even given me a call.  He was probably just respecting my wishes; after all, Ryan had apologized, and I was the one who was upset and told him that I needed some time.
 
   “Should we get you into your gown?” I asked Morgan, trying to get my mind back on the task at hand.
 
   One of the other bridesmaids and I helped her slip it on, and the hairdresser that had remained hovering around provided a few final touches.  I stepped into my red satin gown, which hung to the floor and clung to my curves in just the right places.  As we got ready to head downstairs to the banquet hall where the wedding ceremony and reception would be held, Morgan leaned over and whispered in my ear.  “He doesn’t know what he’s missing.”  I knew she could tell I wasn’t my usual cheerful self, and I was grateful that she’d said anything at all since this was her big day.  Plastering a smile on my face, I walked with her and the other girls to the elevator bank, and we crowded into one elevator for the ride down to the lobby.  Chris was there to escort me down the aisle as the ceremony began and we made our way through the opening procession.  Moments later Morgan herself was being escorted down the aisle by her father, and my smile was genuine this time as I saw how happy my best friend was.
 
   The minister began the ceremony, and I stood beside Morgan at the altar, holding her bridal bouquet of deep red roses along with my smaller one, a mixture of red and cream flowers.  Morgan looked radiant in her cream lace gown, a long veil with delicate embroidery trailing down her back.  I hadn’t seen her take her eyes off of Josh since the moment she’d walked into the room, and he was beaming back at her as well.  Chris stood beside the groom, happily gazing down at his little sister, and three other bridesmaids and groomsmen rounded out our bridal party.  As the minister said, “You may now kiss the bride,” the room broke into applause as Josh kissed Morgan in a passionate embrace.
 
   Chris took my arm as we followed them back down the aisle, leading the rest of the bridal party as the maid of honor and best man.  My sensuous red silk gown flowed around me as I walked, revealing a peek of the matching red satin heels that I wore.  The colors Morgan had chosen for the wedding were in tribute to Valentine’s Day, but I was glad that she’d let me make sure it was tastefully done.  I’d seen the slight look of regret in Chris’s eyes as he gazed at me, and I felt a pang of guilt, knowing what it felt like to want something you could never have.  Chris and I had been friends for years though, so surely he must have known that at this point, we were destined to be just friends.
 
   I’d left my small purse at the back of the banquet room and wanted to retrieve it to check the messages on my phone.  It was more stressful managing a wedding that you were participating in than I thought, and I was certain there was probably some crisis that needed tending to.  Chris guided me out into the lobby, where Morgan and Josh were already posing for pictures in front of an enormous fountain.  Instead of going over to join them though, he pulled me in the opposite direction, toward a small sitting area off to the side.  “Where are we going?” I asked, confused.  “We have to get our pictures taken, too.  There’s going to be some of the entire bridal party.”
 
   “That’s not for half an hour,” Chris said easily.
 
   “You actually read the schedule I sent out?” I asked in surprise, referring to the detailed agenda I’d emailed everyone yesterday.
 
   “Yep,” he said with a grin.  “Impressed?”
 
   “Maybe a little.  But you still didn’t tell me where we’re going.”
 
   “I think there’s someone here who wants to talk to you,” he said in a low voice, his mouth hovering close to my ear.
 
   We rounded a corner, and standing there in front of me, wearing his dress uniform, was Ryan.  My mouth dropped open and heart skipped a beat as I stared at him, taking in his short dark hair, chiseled face, and piercing blue eyes.  His broad shoulders and chest filled out his uniform nicely and narrowed to a slim waist.  He looked unbelievably big and strong filling up the entrance to the hallway, and I clutched onto Chris as tears filled my eyes.  Ryan walked over, his eyes never leaving my face, and Chris took my hand from his arm and placed it in Ryan’s, almost as if I was the bride and he was giving me away.
 
   My hand trembled as Ryan’s warm fingers wrapped around mine.  “Can I talk to you?” Ryan asked, his deep voice sounding sexy and low.
 
   “Okay,” I whispered, and Chris gracefully made his exit, seeing that I was okay.
 
   I clasped my hands to my chest, somehow feeling like I needed to protect myself even though another part of me only wanted Ryan to pull me into his arms.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sarah,” Ryan said, gazing down at me.  “I should have told you everything last Friday.  I just couldn’t imagine needing to because I never thought that I’d fall in love with a girl I just met.  Then when I found out that you were leaving right away the next morning, I just couldn’t find the right words to explain myself.  I felt like writing a letter was the only way I could get out everything I needed to tell you before you had to go.  I’m in love with you, Sarah.”
 
   Tears started to roll down my cheeks, and Ryan stepped closer, tenderly wiping them away.  “Please don’t cry,” he said.
 
   “I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” I said.
 
   “Me either,” he said, gently grazing his knuckles along my cheek.  “I knew you were busy with the wedding this week, but I had to come see you.  And I want to give you this.”  He pulled a small velvet box out of his pocket and opened it up.  A silver necklace with a filigree heart pendant lay inside.  “Turn it over,” he said, his voice sexy and low.
 
   My fingers trembling slightly, I pulled it out of the box and flipped the delicate pendant over.  Inscribed on the back were the words “Sarah, My heart belongs to you. Love, Ryan.”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I whispered, staring at it intently.
 
   “Just like you.”
 
   I gazed back up at him and met his blue eyes.
 
   “I know we need to talk things over,” he said, “but I was really hoping that I could be your date this evening.  Morgan said it was okay,” he added, a gleam in his eye.  “And more than anything, I want to make things work for us.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re even here,” I said softly.
 
   “I know what it’s like to love someone and lose them,” he said, his eyes growing misty.  “And I know it’s not every day that you meet someone and have the connection that we did.  I want to be with you, Sarah.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   “So,” he said, a smile coming to his face.  “Does that mean you’ll be my Valentine?”
 
   “Is that another cheesy pick-up line?”
 
   “Maybe,” he said, his eyes not leaving mine.  His hands wrapped around my waist, and as he leaned down, I could smell the clean scent of his aftershave and feel the warmth radiating from him.  As my heartbeat sped up and breathing became shallow, he softly brushed his lips against mine.
 
   “There you two are!” Morgan suddenly called out.  I glanced over my shoulder and saw her rushing toward us and pulling Josh along with her.  “I’ve been dying to meet this Ryan of yours.”
 
   “Of mine,” I said, laughing softly at her choice of words.
 
   “Yes, yours,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me close as I turned to face the new bride and groom.  I reached up to put on the necklace that I’d been clutching in one hand, and Ryan’s hands caught mine.
 
   “Allow me,” he said, his voice deep.  He brushed my hair aside and fumbled for a moment, fastening it behind my neck.  “Perfect,” he whispered as he ducked his head down, his breath hot on my skin.
 
   “So are you two going to join the party or what?” Morgan asked, looking at us both with a gleam in her eye.
 
   “I thought you wanted an introduction,” I said, a realization slowly dawning on me.
 
   “Oh, Ryan and I are old friends now,” she said with a wink.  “Josh and I picked him up from the airport the other night.”
 
   “And you didn’t even tell me?” I protested.  “Unbelievable.”
 
   “Guys!  They’re ready for more pictures!” Chris called out, rounding the corner.
 
   “Well, let’s go then,” I said, taking Ryan’s strong hand in mine.  “Some wedding planner I am, leaving Chris in charge of things.”  I started to walk away, tugging Ryan along behind me, and I felt myself flushing as I felt his gaze admiring the way my clingy dress hung from my backside.  Although the front of the dress kept me fully covered, the back was mostly open, with delicate spaghetti straps crisscrossing between my shoulder blades.  The opening dipped low, with the material below my waist draping across my bottom and falling all the way down to the floor.  Suddenly I found myself wishing the reception was already over.  We had a lot to discuss this evening, but after we’d talked, I somehow knew I’d be back in Ryan’s strong arms again tonight.
 
   ***
 
   Ryan and I moved slowly to the music at the end of the reception as he held me tightly in his embrace.  I rested my head against his muscular chest, hardly able to believe all that had happened this evening.  We’d talked things over at dinner, as much as we could at least given all that was going on.  Ryan had barely left my side the entire night, and I loved holding his hand in mine as we made our way around the room together, greeting my friends and the other guests.  As the evening begin to wind down, we joined everyone at the entrance to the banquet hall, throwing rice and confetti at Morgan and Josh as they made their way out into the lobby.  I knew they were only going upstairs, but it was still fun to give them a big sendoff.
 
   “What do you say we get out of here, too?” Ryan asked as the other guests were beginning to leave.
 
   “That sounds good to me.  I’ve got a room upstairs.”
 
   “I thought we could go back to my room tonight,” he said, his blue eyes searching mine.
 
   “Sure,” I agreed, not sure what exactly was different from his hotel room than my own.
 
   He took my hand and led me across the lobby, down the hallway where I’d thought I’d spotted him last night.  Sliding his keycard into the lock, he pushed open the door for me, and my heart skipped a beat as I stepped inside.  Candles were flickering atop every surface, casting a warm, romantic glow across the room.  Two dozen red roses filled a vase on the table, alongside a bottle of champagne chilled in a bucket and a heart-shaped box of chocolates.  The bedspread was strewn with rose petals, and two glass filled with champagne were already on the nightstand.  I turned around to face Ryan, wonder in my eyes.
 
   He gave me a slightly embarrassed shrug.  “I was hoping you’d forgive me.  I would’ve felt kind of silly coming back to all of this alone.”
 
   “It’s amazing,” I said, gazing up at him.
 
   “You’re amazing,” he whispered.  He stared into my eyes and then slowly leaned over and kissed me.  His mouth was soft and warm, and even though we were just getting started, I had the impression that the scent of his aftershave would linger on me long after the sun came up.  This wasn’t a man in a hurry.  He gently cupped my face in his hands, and I kissed him back, gently tugging on his lower lip as our kiss grew in intensity.  Taking that as an invitation, his strong arms slid around me, and he gently backed me up, his mouth never leaving mine, until my legs were pressed against the edge of the bed.
 
   He gently caressed my cheek with his muscular hand.  “You are so beautiful,” he murmured.  He kissed me again, and his strong fingers slid beneath one slinky spaghetti strap of my dress.  He gently ran his fingers up and down over my skin, as if he wasn’t sure if he should continue or if I would let him.  I met his eyes, and he slowly lowered his mouth to my chest, softly kissing me along the tops of my breasts.  I sighed contentedly, closing my eyes as I felt his warm breath and soft lips against my skin.
 
   “I’ve wanted to touch you all night,” he said huskily.  He reached down and unzipped the side zipper of my dress, helping me to slip the straps off my shoulders.  The red satin confection fell to the ground, leaving me standing in my black strapless bra and black lace panties.  “God, you’re so sexy,” he murmured.
 
   Ryan quickly took off his uniform, undressing down to only his boxers, and he lifted me up into his strong arms.  I could see his erection already forming and was dying to feel him inside me again.  He placed me onto the bed and climbed in beside me, his warm body pressed tightly against mine as we kissed.  He reached around my back and unhooked my bra, kissing my breasts tenderly again and again.  One hand slid down until he was caressing me through my lace panties.  “Is this okay?” he whispered.
 
   “Yes,” I gasped, as he found my sweet spot.
 
   After a moment he pulled my panties down, and his fingers moved through my folds.  “God, you are so wet,” he muttered.  His fingers trailed upward until he found my fleshy nub, and he began to trace in slow circles.  I could already feel a warmth building inside of me, and I gasped as he slightly sped up his movement.  “I want to taste you,” he murmured.  I arched my back up suddenly, the memory of him going down on me a week ago seared into my brain.
 
   He moved down my body, and positioning himself between my legs, lowered his mouth and gently licked me with his tongue.  I writhed under his touch, not sure how much longer I would be able to contain myself with his delicate caress.  Ryan gripped my thighs and pushed each leg up and over his strong shoulders, opening me up even further to him.  He lowered his mouth again, and after teasingly moving his tongue up and down, began to suck on my clitoris.  I gasped and whimpered, unable to move in this position.  It was unbelievable that such a big, strong man was able to give me such sweet pleasure.  He didn’t let up, and I could feel the heat burning through me until I was spiraling out of control, crying out again and again.
 
   Kissing me one last time, he eased my legs off of his shoulders.  Kneeling between my widespread legs, he pulled a condom on over his throbbing manhood.  Ryan kissed his way back up my abdomen, until his lips met with mine and his penis was pushing up against my mound.  I reached down to guide him inside me, and my breath caught as his length and girth filled me up.  Ryan hovered above me, gazing into my eyes and softly kissing my lips as he began to move.  The slow, steady pace of him filling me up, sliding in inch-by-inch and then back out again, was getting me aroused once more.  I gasped as he thrust slightly deeper and the base of his penis met with my sensitive nub.  Ryan kissed me again, his tongue pushing inside of my mouth.  I ached for him to make me come again, releasing the tension building up inside of me, and he began to pick up sped, his mouth stopping any moans that were coming from mine.  I gasped again as he thrust harder, and as I clutched onto his strong shoulders, I finally cried out his name.
 
   Ryan finished as well and pulled me into his strong arms, his hard chest pressed against my back.  The light from the candles danced around the room, and I could smell the scent of the rose petals as I lay there content in his embrace.  His fingers lightly trailed over my breast, and I thought I could never get enough of the feel of his touch on my skin.  “I know the sight-seeing in San Francisco never worked out, but I was thinking maybe we could try Chicago instead,” Ryan whispered in my ear.
 
   “Mmmm…that sounds good.”
 
   “So what do you say we stay in bed all day tomorrow and then you can show me around next weekend?” he asked.
 
   “Next weekend?” I repeated, turning around to face him.  “You’ll be back already?”
 
   He grinned as he took in the expression on my face.  “I was kind of thinking of sticking around.  Now that I’ve finished my third tour of duty, I’m going to try out civilian life for a change.”
 
   “In Chicago.”  A smile played on my lips, and I was amazed that he’d really move here for me.
 
   “Only if you’ll have me.”
 
   I happily kissed him, my hands running over the chiseled features on his face as I held him to me.  “That sounds perfect,” I whispered.
 
   “You didn’t say anything about the first part of the plan.”
 
   “The first part?” I asked, confused.
 
   “Staying in bed all day tomorrow,” he replied with a gleam in his blue eyes.
 
   “Why wait until tomorrow?” I asked.  “Let’s stay in bed all weekend starting right…now.”
 
   He rolled over and pounced, pinning me down as he kissed my lips, my neck, my chest.  I closed my eyes and gasped as the feeling of his mouth everywhere overwhelmed me.
 
   “Oh, and Sarah?” he asked, his voice deep.  I looked up at him, seeing the smile on his face and twinkle in his eyes.  “Happy Valentine’s Day.”
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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   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 way 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 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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