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            Chapter One

         

         Next.” The high-pitched, perky voice came from the woman behind the arena’s reception desk.

         Cat McGuire moved forward and wrinkled her nose. The pungent cocktail of stale beer, sweat, and hockey equipment invaded her senses. “Hi. I’m here to register my daughter for hockey.” She glanced at twelve-year-old Amy beside her. Under the harsh, fluorescent light, Amy’s dark-blond hair was limp and colorless, and above her Pittsburgh Penguins jersey her expression was sulky.

         “Firefly Lake doesn’t have any hockey teams for girls.” The woman’s tone was curt, her face unsmiling. She had long, highlighted brown hair and shiny pink lips, and wore a too-tight white sweater.

         “But when I called before Christmas, the man I spoke to said we could register today in person.” Cat dug her nails into her damp palms. “I told him Amy was a girl.”

         “That would’ve been the skate sharpening guy. He always gets mixed up. It doesn’t matter, though, because girl or boy, this registration is only for kids five and under. The main hockey registration closed in September.” She shuffled papers, brisk and officious. “No exceptions, not even for you.” As the woman looked her up and down, faint recognition tugged at the edge of Cat’s consciousness.

         “Not even…” Cat stopped. “Stephanie?”

         Stephanie Larocque, the girl Cat had envied and hated from kindergarten on, nodded and tossed her hair over her shoulders like she’d done in high school. “I heard you were back in town.”

         Cat didn’t need to ask how. Although she’d been in Firefly Lake less than twenty-four hours, it was a small town and news traveled with the efficiency of a bush telegraph in the Australian outback.

         “Then you also know I wasn’t here in September.” Cat tried to keep her voice even. She was an adult, Stephanie was too, and their school days were long behind them. “Are there any other options? Amy loves hockey.”

         “No.” Stephanie gave her best cheerleader smile. “Rules are rules.”

         “Mom.” Amy’s voice was a whine mixed with an anguished wail. “It’s bad enough you made me move to Vermont, but if I can’t play hockey I’ll die.”

         Cat’s heart pounded. She had to fix this—and fast. “Sweetie, we’ll work something out, I—”

         “I can’t have any kid dying on my watch.” The voice was deep, male, and familiar. “Hey, Cat.”

         “Luc.” Cat’s head jerked up.

         Next to her, Amy sucked in a breath.

         The man who stood behind Stephanie smiled at them. The same easygoing smile Luc Simard had always given Cat, the one that had graced a thousand sports pages. He still had the same hair, too, dark golden brown like maple syrup. “It’s great news about the research grant. I never thought we’d see you back living in Firefly Lake.”

         Cat hadn’t either, but desperate times called for desperate measures. If things worked out like she planned, she wouldn’t have to live here permanently. Her stomach knotted. “Life can surprise you.”

         “It sure can.” Luc’s smile slipped and his blue eyes clouded.

         Cat’s face heated. More than anyone, Luc knew how life could throw you a curve.

         “So what’s the problem?” His voice was gruff.

         “I…” Cat swallowed.

         “The problem,” Stephanie interjected, “is that Cat wants to register her daughter for hockey. I already told her we don’t offer girls’ hockey, but even if we did, registration for any child older than five closed in September.” Stephanie’s voice had the same smug tone as in first grade when she’d told Cat the whole class had seen her underwear. She glanced at Luc and her expression warmed. “It’s nothing for you to worry about, sugar.”

         Cat blinked. Stephanie had the same mix of Vermont and Quebec roots she did. As far as she could remember, nobody under the age of seventy had ever called anybody else “sugar” around here.

         “Hockey spaces fill up fast.” Luc rested one blue-jeaned leg against the desk. “I hear Amy’s a good little player.” His gaze shifted from Cat to her daughter. “Your grandma has told me lots about you.”

         “She has?” Amy’s eyes widened.

         “Absolutely. She’s real proud of you.” Luc reached over Stephanie’s head of pageant hair and scooped several sheets of paper from the desk. “The girls here are into figure skating, not hockey, but there’s nothing to say a girl who wants to play hockey can’t. Since Amy’s only turned twelve, if you give the go-ahead, she can play on the boys’ team. One more kid won’t make a difference.”

         “But… but…” Stephanie stuttered. “It says right here, no exceptions.” She waved a blue binder. “You could get me fired. I need this job and—”

         “You won’t get fired.” Luc’s gaze swiveled from Stephanie to Cat and held. She trembled and her breath quickened. “No exceptions unless at the coach’s discretion. Since Coach MacPherson fell off a ladder hanging up decorations for a New Year’s Eve party and broke his leg in three places, I’m filling in. In this case, I’m making an exception.” He quirked an eyebrow, and his smile was sweet and way too sexy for comfort.

         “Mom?” The yearning in Amy’s voice punched Cat’s chest. “Please? You promised I could play, no matter what, remember? It’s not as if there’s anything else here for me.” Her face was white, her expression strained and etched with desperation.

         Cat had promised, and she’d already taken Amy away from the only home she remembered, her team, and the hockey tournament. She drew in a breath. “There’s family here and a good school for you.” Cat had to get Amy back on track academically. And she had to give them both a better chance for stability and future financial security.

         “School’s a waste of time for me.” Amy stared at her feet, but not before Cat caught the flicker of uncertainty in her light blue eyes, as well as the fear.

         Her stomach clenched. Had she put that look in Amy’s eyes? “I guess you can play with the boys, at least for now.” She forced the words out and glanced up at Luc. “Thank you.” The backs of her eyes burned. Luc was still kind, and although he hadn’t been a real part of her life for years, he’d slipped right back in to looking out for her like he always had.

         “Mom!” This time, Amy’s voice was an excited yelp. She jumped up and down, and her winter boots squeaked on the scuffed tile. “You’re amazing. He’s amazing. This is the most amazing thing that’s ever happened to me. I promise you won’t regret it.”

         Cat regretted it already, but she couldn’t deny Amy something that would make her this happy and help her feel good about herself, too.

         Luc pivoted away from Stephanie with surprising grace, and Cat’s tongue got stuck to the roof of her mouth. She always forgot how big he was, and how he filled whatever space he was in and seemed to suck the air out of it—at least her air.

         “Since there’s a line of folks waiting to do whatever it is they need to do before we close, you go on and help them, and I’ll handle Amy’s registration.” He smiled again, and Cat’s heart skipped a beat.

         “I… you…” Stephanie’s face was a mottled red.

         “Sometimes everyone needs a helping hand. No man or woman is an island.” Luc’s blue gaze drilled into Cat, the same blue as his crewneck Henley. The T-shirt molded to his broad chest and powerful forearms before it dipped below the waistband of his jeans to rest against…

         Cat’s hands tingled as warmth spread through her chest. She wouldn’t go there. Not with anyone, but especially not with Luc. As toddlers, they’d gone to the same playgroup and attended the same birthday parties. He’d seen her with cake on her face and ice cream in her hair. He’d been her lab partner in chemistry senior year, and he’d rented her old bedroom in her mom’s house for the past four months.

         In all that time, he’d never looked at her, except as a friend of the family. The kid with the thick glasses who’d skipped fifth grade, and who was so bad at sports she was the last one picked for any team except when he took pity on her.

         In their small-town world, Luc had been a god. The kind of guy who’d dated the pretty, popular girls. Even if Cat had been the kind of woman for a man like him, having feelings for him would be wrong on so many levels. Her life had changed almost beyond recognition since high school, but it hadn’t changed enough for that.

         
             

         

         Luc opened the metal gate separating the reception desk from the arena foyer and waved Cat and Amy toward the cubbyhole that served as the coaching office. Even before Jim MacPherson’s accident, the hockey program had been in chaos, so one more kid truly wouldn’t make a difference. Even if it had, though, making that exception would have been worth it for the expression on Cat’s face. Relief, gratitude, and something he didn’t want to put a label on but that touched an emotion he’d forgotten he could feel.

         As for Amy, he might not know much about kids, but her longing was palpable. She clearly needed to play hockey almost as much as she needed to breathe. “Take a seat.” He gestured to the two chairs in front of the coach’s desk, now his desk at least until the end of the season.

         Cat nudged her daughter, who continued to stare at him like he’d sprouted an extra head.

         “You… you’ll be coaching me… like for real?” Amy’s voice stuttered.

         “Sure.” Luc moved a stack of paperwork and several fishing magazines aside to make a clear space on the desk for the registration package. “You think you can handle that?”

         “Yeah.” Amy leaned forward. “You played in the NHL. You played for Tampa, and Chicago, and Vancouver, and Winnipeg. You were on the US Olympic team and World Juniors and you…” She stopped as Cat gave her a silencing look.

         And Luc had the scars to prove it, not only the physical ones but also those that couldn’t be seen. “I retired after last season, so now I’m just a regular coach.” He pulled a plastic portfolio from atop a pile. “Why don’t you take a look at some of the player information while I talk to your mom? You can see the uniform, and there’s a bunch of pictures from games.”

         Amy gave a quick nod and took the portfolio he held out.

         Luc sat in the battered black vinyl chair and studied the woman across from him. Cat still had that serious look she’d had as a kid, and she wasn’t much taller than when she’d joined his sixth-grade class, almost two years younger but a whole lot smarter than everyone else. But she’d been a sweet kid, and he’d looked out for her when he could. He’d never have expected her to produce a hockey player, though. It must have something to do with Amy’s dad, a guy who’d never been in the picture and, unusually for Firefly Lake, nobody ever mentioned.

         Cat glanced at her daughter, and her mouth tilted into a smile filled with so much love that Luc’s heart caught.

         He cleared his throat. “I feel bad you and Amy aren’t staying at Harbor House with your mom. I already told her I can find another place to rent until the house I’m having built is ready.”

         “Of course not.” Cat’s face went pink, and she tucked a strand of blond hair behind one ear. Why had he never noticed she had pretty ears? “Even if you weren’t staying there, Amy and I would still need our own space. Besides, I wouldn’t think of inflicting my cats on Pixie.” Her expression changed. Not defensive exactly, but watchful and tinged with apprehension.

         “That little dog sure rules the roost at your mom’s place.” An unexpected prickle of sexual awareness whipped through him. Cat had a pretty face, too. Big blue eyes behind almost invisible glasses, delicate features, and a classic oval face. Why had he never noticed all that about her, either?

         “I sublet my place in Boston and rented an apartment above the craft gallery on Main Street. I got a great deal on rent as part of helping the gallery owner. The winter months are quiet, but the gallery owner has a few buying trips coming up, so he needed to hire somebody to look after the store.” She glanced at her daughter again and her face softened. “Like I tell Amy, everything works out somehow. You have to keep the faith.”

         Clearly, Cat was a glass-half-full person. The kind of person he used to be before he lost his wife and his hopes and dreams along with her.

         Luc took a bulging folder from the bottom desk drawer and got his mind back on hockey, where it belonged. “The practice schedule is in here, along with the game dates and all the other information you need. The parent volunteer roster is already set, but if you want—”

         “No.” Cat’s voice was laced with what might have been panic. “I’m not really a hockey mom. I help out when I’m needed, but…” She took the folder from him and set it on her lap on top of a bulky black tote. “I want to help Amy get settled at her new school first. It’s hard to change in the middle of the year.”

         “Of course.” Luc’s heart gave a painful thud. His mom had been a big hockey mom. Like his wife would have been if she’d had the chance.

         “Thanks.” Cat’s smile was sweet and genuine. It shouldn’t have been sexy but somehow was.

         Luc tented his hands on the desk and tried to work moisture into his dry mouth. As far as women were concerned, he was off the market indefinitely and by choice. He shouldn’t look at Cat’s straight, blond hair and wonder how it would feel as it slipped through his fingers. And he definitely shouldn’t wonder about her petite figure beneath her chunky gray sweater and tailored black coat. Despite all the women who’d made it clear they’d be interested in whatever he offered, Luc wasn’t offering anything. Once the construction crew finished his new house in the spring, coaching and working alongside his dad and uncles at Simard’s Creamery would be his life— his whole life.

         “Your mom’s real excited about your brother’s wedding.” He changed the subject with an effort. “She says it’s so romantic that Nick and Mia are getting married on New Year’s Eve.”

         “Yes.” Cat smiled, and damn if the soft curve of her rosy lips didn’t take Luc’s thoughts right back to where they had no business going. “It’s great to see Mom so happy, and Nick and Mia, too. With Mia, it’s like I’m getting another sister.”

         “Nick’s been a good friend to me.” And that was even more reason why Luc shouldn’t think about Cat like he’d been thinking about her. A guy didn’t have those kinds of thoughts about a buddy’s little sister.

         Luc dragged his gaze away from Cat’s mouth to stare at the frost-fringed office window. The tall pine trees outside were etched in white, and the open field behind the arena slept in a blanket of snow as it sloped in a gentle hill to the shore of the ice-covered lake. In the distance, wisps of wood smoke curled from chimneys in the small town of Firefly Lake cradled between the dark-green Vermont hills.

         Home, family, and community. Everything Luc needed to get his life stable and back on track was right here. Apart from his wife and professional hockey, everything he’d ever wanted was here, too.

         “The uniform’s great.” Amy’s excited voice brought him back to the present. “Does Mom need to fill out some forms and pay?”

         “Yeah, she does.” Luc’s voice hitched.

         “While I do that, why don’t you go out to the rink?” Cat dug in her tote and pulled out a folded bill. “You can get yourself a hot chocolate and watch the figure skating practice.”

         “Mom.” Amy made a disgusted face. “Figure skating’s for girlie girls.”

         “Before she switched to hockey, my wife started out as a figure skater.” Luc pushed the words out through lips that were all of a sudden numb. When it came to sports, Maggie had been as driven as him and as competitive. Between his failings and hers, he hadn’t been with her when she needed him most. “My mom was a figure skater, too. You have to be real fit to do those routines. Unlike in hockey, you aren’t wearing gear to protect you from falls, either.”

         “Sure, but you’d never get me into one of those costumes.” Amy gave him a dimpled grin. “I had to wear sequins for a school play once. I never itched so much in my whole entire life. Can you imagine skating in one of those outfits?”

         “Nope.” The force of Amy’s smile kept the memories at bay and, despite himself, Luc managed a smile back. “Go on, we won’t be long.”

         “Okay.” With another grin, Amy took the bill from Cat and tucked it into the front pocket of her jeans.

         When Amy had left, shutting the office door behind her, Luc turned back to Cat. There was no mistaking the sympathy in her eyes.

         “It must be hard to talk about your wife. Amy’s still a kid, so she doesn’t think before she speaks.”

         “Life goes on.” His voice caught again. Maybe it did for everyone else, but his life had stopped two years ago. Although he went through the motions and did what his family and everyone expected, the biggest part of him was numb. Until today, he’d been fine with that numbness. Then Cat had poked through it with her big blue eyes and a smile that was like a warm hug on a cold day. He cleared his throat. “What’s up?”

         “Nothing… I…” She fiddled with the strap of her bag. “Until my grant money comes through after New Year’s, money’s a bit tight. Amy needs new skates, and with our move, the holidays, and the wedding and all, I wondered… can I buy a secondhand pair anywhere?”

         Luc’s throat closed as guilt needled him. If money was that tight, Cat and Amy should be staying at Harbor House, rent-free. Except they weren’t, and he couldn’t shake a sense it had something to do with him.

         “Len’s Hardware on Main sells used gear, but it goes fast.” Although there was money in Firefly Lake, folks were thrifty New Englanders who could sniff out a bargain at twenty paces.

         “Oh.” She pulled out her checkbook. “Amy will have to make do—”

         “Hang on.” He stood and came around the desk to sit beside her in the chair Amy had vacated. “I can wait for the hockey registration fee. Put that money toward new skates instead. Len sells those, too, and he gives a discount to local kids. Show him Amy’s paperwork so she’ll qualify.” In the meantime, he’d square the registration fee with the arena manager. Cat would never have to know.

         “Really?” Cat’s cheeks reddened. “That would be great. I don’t want to ask my mom or Nick. They’d both help me out, no question, but…” She gripped her bag and slid down in the chair.

         Luc’s heart squeezed. She was embarrassed to ask her family for help, like he’d have been embarrassed asking his. Except, that would never be an issue because he had more money than he could spend in one lifetime. Money to finance the creamery expansion his dad had talked about for years, and to send his folks on that cruise they’d hankered after but could never afford because of the cost of raising four kids and putting most of them through college. Money for everything except what mattered most— taking care of his wife and their child like he’d planned.

         “Pay for the hockey registration when your grant comes through.” He tried to smile. “I know you’re good for it.”

         “Thanks.” Cat’s voice cracked and she took one hand away from her bag to rub it across her face. “Hockey means everything to Amy. I want her to be able to play, but she’s growing so fast right now.”

         “Hockey’s an expensive sport.” He slid an arm around her shoulders and gave her a little squeeze. The same kind of friendly squeeze he’d given her all those times back in high school when she’d saved his butt in chemistry. Before today, however, his fingers had never tingled when he’d touched Cat. His body had never heated, either.

         Cat started and pulled away at the same instant he did. “Hockey can be a dangerous sport, too, and now Amy will be playing with boys. She hasn’t played with boys since she was seven. She could get hurt.”

         Like he had, hurt so bad it had ended his career. “Amy’s playing minor hockey. At her age, there is a rule about no body checking.” He tried to make his tone reassuring. “I promise I’ll keep a close eye on her.” It was his job as her coach, and he’d do the same for any kid. It had nothing to do with the strange and unexpected attraction he all of a sudden had for this woman he’d known his whole life, whom he’d never really looked at until today.

         A woman who wasn’t Maggie. Luc’s stomach clenched in a tangled lump of guilt and grief, tied tight with a slippery ribbon of disloyalty. Maggie was never coming back, but that didn’t mean Luc could forget her. Or that he wanted to.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Cat pressed the bell-shaped cookie cutter into the rolled-out dough and reminded herself to breathe. It was only her third day back in Firefly Lake. Once Nick and Mia’s wedding was over and she and Amy were more settled, life would be normal again. At least a new version of normal.

         “Who’d have thought we’d end the year with a wedding?” From the scrubbed pine table in Harbor House’s spacious country kitchen, her mom gestured with a wooden spoon. “I can’t remember the last time I was so excited. When did my whole family ever come here for New Year’s?”

         “I don’t know.” Cat replaced the bell with a cutter shaped like a wedding dress. “When I was a kid, maybe.” Before her dad had left and hadn’t come back. Her chest got tight. As soon as she finished this last batch of cookies, she could go home for a few hours before the wedding rehearsal. If she was in her own little apartment, despite the boxes still piled everywhere, she wouldn’t feel so on edge, caught up in a vortex of memories as relentless as mosquitoes in a Vermont summer.

         “What if your aunt forgets to bring the necklace with her?” Her mom’s blue eyes were worried. “It’s not like she’ll have enough time to drive all the way back to Montreal to get it at the last minute.”

         “You already texted her twice this morning, but if you want, Amy and I could meet her at the Canadian border to make sure she has it.” And if she was driving the road north, Cat could try to pretend for a few hours that her problems were far behind her. However, although being in Firefly Lake made her remember things she’d vowed to forget, those things were rooted in life, not geography. No matter how far or how long she drove, she couldn’t escape them.

         Her mom’s laugh rippled out. “You always were my helpful girl.” She joined Cat beside the wooden pastry board made by an uncle many generations removed. “I want everything to be perfect for Nick and Mia. Every bride in my family, since your great-grandmother’s day, has worn that pearl necklace.”

         “The wedding will be perfect, and Mia will look beautiful with or without the necklace.” Cat wrapped an arm around her mom’s thin shoulders. “For all Nick cares, Mia could wear a T-shirt and yoga pants to marry him.”

         Her mom laughed again. “Thankfully, Mia has more sense. She’s like another daughter to me, and I’ve never been able to help plan a wedding for one of you kids before.” Her mom put a hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry. Not that you… you know what I mean.”

         “It’s okay. Marriage isn’t my thing, but it is for Nick.” And Cat would be there for her big brother like he’d always been there for her. “Maybe someday Georgia will settle down and give you a chance to be a mother of the bride.”

         Her mom’s expression was wry. “I doubt your sister will ever settle down or do anything as conventional as get married, but seeing your brother so happy is a dream come true. As is having you and Amy in Firefly Lake, although I still don’t see why the two of you can’t stay here with me, at least until you find your feet. Even if Georgia sticks around for a while, this house is more than big enough for all of you. Ward travels so much he isn’t here for more than a few weeks at a time. And Luc’s so quiet, you’d hardly know he’s around.”

         Cat bit her lower lip and sprinkled flour across the board. She liked Ward, her mom’s partner, but it would still be weird to live in the same house with him. As for Luc, her mom was wrong. Thanks to that hyperawareness she’d always had where he was concerned, she’d know exactly where he was. As Amy’s coach, she’d already see way too much of him. She didn’t need to bump into him on her way to brush her teeth or when making a cup of tea.

         “It’s not you, or Ward, or Luc. Amy and I need our own place, that’s all. Besides, I need a space where I can work.” She gripped the rolling pin to stop her hands from shaking. She was a grown-up. Although she loved her mom and didn’t want to disappoint her, if she moved back to Harbor House, a part of her might become that little girl she’d worked so hard to leave behind.

         “I understand.” Her mom gave her a sad smile before she slid the sheet of cookies Cat had cut out into the oven. “Are you sure Amy doesn’t want to be a junior bridesmaid? She’d look so sweet in one of those pink dresses Mia chose for her girls.” Her voice brightened. “Mia ordered one in Amy’s size in case she changed her mind.”

         Cat bit back a sigh. “Amy’s happy handling the guest book. It would’ve been a battle to get her into any dress, unless it somehow incorporated a hockey jersey.” If only she understood Amy better, she could help her more, but she didn’t, and most of the time she was parenting by trial and error. By the time she figured out what Amy needed, her daughter had moved on and there was a new challenge.

         “Girls of Amy’s age need to be able to make some of their own decisions. It gives them confidence. That’s how I tried to raise you and your sister, anyway.” Her mom’s expression was hesitant.

         “You were a great mom to us. You still are. I should tell you so more often.” Cat’s voice hitched. Although she was doing fine now, her mom’s cancer diagnosis had rocked their family to the core and reshaped it into a new pattern. A better one, though, because although Cat still ached with the knowledge of what she could have lost, for the first time in years she and her brother and sister were really talking to each other, as well as to their mom.

         “You have a lot of years left to tell me.” Her mom’s eyes twinkled beneath the soft waves of silver hair that brushed her eyebrows. “I’m going to call your aunt. Josette has always been scatterbrained. If she doesn’t put that necklace in her purse while I’m talking to her, I’ll be sending you to the border for me for sure.”

         After the kitchen door shut behind her mother with a gentle whoosh, Cat looked out the window above the counter into the winter wonderland beyond. It had snowed again overnight, and the trees near the house were gowned in white like a quartet of statuesque brides. She shivered and turned back to check the oven temperature. She could handle living in Firefly Lake again for a little while. And no matter how long it took, she was here for Amy and her mom, too.

         The back door banged open and frosty air whirled into the kitchen. “Gabrielle? I went out to the tree farm and got those spruce wreaths for the church doors. I left them on the porch until… oh, Cat.” Luc’s cheeks were tinged red with cold, and he stamped his snowy boots on the mat inside the door.

         “Mom went to make a phone call. She should be back soon.” The timer dinged, and Cat grabbed a pair of oven mitts. “Amy took Pixie for a walk, and Nick’s in Burlington picking up Georgia from the airport.”

         Too much information. Georgia, the baby of the family, was the chatterbox, while Cat had always been the quiet middle child. She shut her mouth fast, then opened the oven door and bent to slide out the cookie sheet to hide her face.

         Luc pulled off his boots and slung his parka on a kitchen chair before he padded across the kitchen toward her in his sock feet. “It sure smells good in here.”

         Cat’s stomach flipped and she fumbled with the cookies. A wedding bell slid off to land on the tiled floor.

         “Oops.” Luc scooped it up and ate it. “Five-second rule.”

         “These cookies are for the wedding rehearsal party.” Cat moved cooling racks aside to make space for the new batch.

         “Oh, sorry.” Luc gave her a smile that was a little bit rueful and way too endearing. The same smile he’d given her all those years ago when he’d sat on her Care Bear at playgroup. The pink Cheer Bear that had gone everywhere with her and helped her to look on the bright side, no matter what.

         “It’s too bad your folks are away.” She lifted cookies off the sheet with a spatula, giving the simple task more concentration than it needed.

         “Yeah, inconsiderate of my sister to give birth in the middle of the holidays, wasn’t it?” His laugh rumbled before he sobered. “Mom’s sad about missing the wedding, but nothing can compete with her first grandbaby. She and Dad were on a plane heading to San Francisco almost as soon as my sister went into labor. Mom’s wanted to be a grandmother for years.”

         “So I hear.” Like Cat’s mom wanted more grandchildren, and Cat wasn’t in a position to give them to her. Her heart compressed as she put the last cookie on a rack, ready to join the feast of treats her mom and Mia, her sister-in-law to be, had been baking for days. Not only sugar cookies but oatmeal chews, brownies, Scottish shortbread, and her favorite sweet maple bars made with her mémère’s Quebec recipe.

         “It must be tough being a single mom.” Luc picked up a dirty mixing bowl and rinsed it in the sink.

         “I’ve never not been one.” She gave what she hoped was a nonchalant shrug. “I had a good example in my mom.” And like her mom, she’d made the best of things because she’d had no choice.

         “Still, the way you juggled classes and earned all those degrees along with caring for Amy can’t have been easy.” He turned off the tap and started loading the dishwasher. “I bet you’re the first person from our high school to get a PhD, let alone from Harvard. That’s huge.”

         Except, books had been Cat’s escape from the real world. Unlike people, books were safe, and maybe she’d studied history because everything had already happened and couldn’t be changed. It couldn’t hurt her, either.

         She manufactured a smile. “Aren’t you the first person from Firefly Lake to make it as a professional athlete? That’s huge too.” Amy couldn’t stop talking about how Luc would be coaching her, a guy who’d played Olympic hockey, like her daughter dreamed of doing.

         “All I ever did was shoot a puck across a sheet of ice.” Luc’s arm brushed her side as he moved away from the dishwasher, and heat flashed through Cat’s body. “Not like you. You’re a teacher and you write about important things and important people. I bet you know more about the history of Vermont women than anyone. That’s our history, my family and yours.”

         “You read that newspaper article, didn’t you?”

         “It was hard to miss.” He gave her that smile again that turned her insides to mush and made her forget about scholarly things. “Especially since your mom cut it out and framed it. You didn’t see it there on the living room mantel?”

         Cat shook her head. “I came in through the back door.”

         The article had taken up half a page in the Kincaid Examiner, the newspaper in the town twenty miles away that also covered Firefly Lake news. As well as talking about the research grant and pretty much everything she’d ever done in school from first grade on, the article had featured a picture of her in her academic robes when she’d been awarded her PhD. Why had her mom shared that particular picture with the reporter? All Luc and everyone else would see was that Cat McGuire was still the brain box she’d always been—still the girl who didn’t fit in at Firefly Lake.

         “Your mom’s proud of you. As for your job, you’re lucky. You can do it for as long as you want to.” His smile slipped away.

         She could if only she could find something permanent and didn’t have to rely on temporary contracts. “I guess so.”

         From Luc’s perspective, though, she was lucky. Her job was quiet and safe. When she wasn’t teaching, she spent her life in libraries and archives. An errant book wouldn’t end her career like a dirty hit had ended his. Yet, these days, permanent university jobs for people with humanities PhDs were as scarce as NHL players over thirty-five. Maybe she and Luc had more in common than she thought.

         “It must be hard not playing in the league this season.” She took the empty cookie sheets he held out and made sure her fingers didn’t brush his.

         “It’s life.” He grabbed paper towels from the holder, wiped the counter, and avoided her gaze. “Even if I hadn’t blown out my shoulder, I’d have had to retire in the next year or so anyway. It’s time I helped with the creamery. Mom and Dad sacrificed a lot for my hockey and they aren’t getting any younger. They’re glad to have me back. I’m spending this winter learning the business.”

         “I’m sure you’ll do well.” Luc did everything well. Not only was he a superb athlete, but he was a good student, class president, and everybody’s friend. The kind of all-rounder that women, as well as college admissions committees, loved.

         She swallowed hard and shoved the last cookie sheet into the dishwasher. She had oodles of academic skills and had gained parenting savvy because she had to. But as far as relationship skills went, she was stuck batting zero—a streak that wasn’t likely to change anytime soon.

         
             

         

         Half the people were talking in French, and Amy’s mom was jabbering away along with them, huddled with her grandma and a tiny, gray-haired woman Amy was supposed to call Aunt Josette.

         Amy edged around the buffet table and out of the big dining room at Harbor House, a plate heaped with food balanced in one hand and a can of soda in the other. If she could make it across the living room and into the little alcove with the TV, she could catch part of the Pittsburgh-Edmonton game.

         “Amy?” Her aunt Mia, who was marrying her uncle Nick the next day, stopped her beside the piano. “Where are you off to all by yourself?”

         “Finding a place to eat.” Amy tried to look innocent. Her mom had asked her to make an effort, but how could she be expected to talk to people who couldn’t be bothered to speak English? “The dining room’s packed.”

         “With lots of relatives you only just met and most of them speaking a language you don’t understand.” Aunt Mia smiled. Not only was her new aunt gorgeous, she was kind, and Amy already loved her. “Why don’t you join Kylie in here?” She gestured toward the alcove where Amy had been headed. “After the rehearsal, she needed a break, too.”

         With a grateful look at her aunt, Amy slipped into the small space and perched on the end of a sofa. Kylie, Uncle Nick and Aunt Mia’s foster daughter, was sprawled on the other end playing a game on her tablet.

         “Hey.” Kylie gestured to a plate piled high with brownies and assorted cookies. “Help yourself. I stocked up.”

         “Thanks.” Before today, Amy had only met Kylie once, but she liked her. Kylie had worn jeans and a sweater to the wedding rehearsal—normal, everyday clothes. Her blond hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail and it was normal hair. If the scattered plates were any indication, she also ate like a normal girl.

         “Do you speak French?” Kylie set her tablet aside and popped a brownie into her mouth.

         “Nope.” Getting English right was enough of a challenge.

         “Me neither.” Kylie swallowed a chunk of brownie. “I have to learn Spanish at school this year and like why?” She rolled her eyes.

         Amy started to smile, then stopped. Her mom already spoke English and French and wanted to learn Italian for fun. She also said knowing other languages was important in understanding other cultures. Amy would have agreed with her if languages—and everything except hockey—hadn’t been so hard for her to learn.

         “I know.” Kylie grinned and her green eyes twinkled. “Mia and my dad would be pissed if they heard me say so, but you have to admit that learning a foreign language in Firefly Lake is about as useless as learning geometry. And geometry’s useless anywhere, unless you’re a math genius.”

         Amy liked this girl more and more. “Your dad, do you mean my uncle Nick?”

         “He’s the only dad I know. I sort of adopted him.” Kylie dug in the pocket of her jeans for a pack of gum and held it out. “Unlike Mia, he doesn’t have any other kids. Since I never had a dad, it works out great.”

         Amy took a stick of gum and set it on the side of her plate. “I don’t have a dad, either.” And she’d only seen one blurry picture of him, so that didn’t count. She didn’t have a dad in any of the ways that were important.

         “That sucks.” Kylie gave Amy’s arm a rough pat. “Do you want a dad?”

         “I don’t know.” It had always been just her mom and her, but lately it was like something was missing. Amy couldn’t miss what she’d never had, though, could she?

         “Even though he’s still learning about it, Nick’s a great dad.” Kylie leaned closer. “Since he and Mia aren’t gonna have any kids of their own, I’ll always be the only one he has that’s all his. He says that makes me extra special. Now you’re living in Firefly Lake, I bet he’ll come to stuff at school for you. He’s good that way.”

         Amy’s chest knotted. Nick was a great uncle, too, and no matter how busy he was with his job as a lawyer, he still called her every few weeks and remembered her birthday. Whenever he came to Boston on business, he took her to a hockey game, to see a movie, or out for a burger. But by this time tomorrow, he’d have his own forever family—Mia and her two daughters, as well as Kylie.

         Her mom might say she didn’t need a dad, or that no dad was better than a bad one, but Amy knew better. A lot of who she was came from that dad who’d died before her mom could tell him she was pregnant. Since she couldn’t have him back, maybe she needed to find someone else like Kylie had.

         She dug her fork into the pasta salad her mom had made especially for the rehearsal party. It was Amy’s favorite, and her mom didn’t have time to make it very often. “When you said that you adopted Nick, what did you mean exactly?”

         If Amy figured it out, maybe she could do the same thing. And she had the perfect guy in mind. Coach Luc would be even better than Uncle Nick, at least for her.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Fourteen years ago, Luc had said the same vows that Nick and Mia had made to each other earlier, and he’d meant every word of them. But death had parted him and Maggie a lot sooner than either of them could have imagined.

         He took a long pull on his beer and scanned the ballroom at the Inn on the Lake, the Victorian hotel outside town nestled beside Firefly Lake. Twinkling white lights were strung from one side of the room to the other, and a big spruce decorated in white and silver stood guard by the head table. Nick and Mia had cut their wedding cake in front of that tree half an hour ago. As soon as they left, he could leave, too. And put the memories that had needled him all day back where they belonged.

         “You look like you’re coming down with something.” Liz Carmichael, an older family friend with a reedy, Vermont lilt and bleached blond hair piled on top of her head in a complicated twist, who worked at the North Woods Diner, slid into the empty chair next to his. She eyed his uneaten piece of cake and frowned. “I thought you looked peaked in church, and you look even worse now. Your skin’s real pasty. I’d have texted your mother, but Chantal’s so excited about your sister’s baby I didn’t want to worry her.”

         “I’m good.” Luc tried to smile. “I’m just tired. Between the creamery and coaching, I’m working a lot.”

         Liz covered his cold hand with her warm one. “This wedding must make you think of your Maggie. As I said to your mom back then, Maggie was the sweetest bride I’d ever seen, and the two of you were so happy. You had a perfect match with that girl. It was a real tragedy what happened.”

         “Yeah, it was.” All of a sudden, Luc found it hard to breathe.

         “Even so, neither Maggie nor your mother would want you sitting here moping.” Liz gave his hand a comforting squeeze.

         “I’m not moping.” That was what little kids did. He was a thirty-five-year-old man doing his best to move on with his life.

         “So, why haven’t you eaten your cake?” Liz’s brown eyes were kind. “You hardly touched your dinner either, and your folks didn’t raise you to let good food go to waste.”

         Luc let out a shallow breath. He cared about Liz and, apart from his family, she knew him about as well as anybody did. However, one of the disadvantages of living in the small town where you’d grown up was that people had long memories and didn’t hesitate to look out for you, even when you didn’t need it. “I’m not hungry.”

         Liz dug in her sparkly evening bag and brought out a package of saltine crackers wrapped in cellophane. “You shouldn’t be drinking on an empty stomach. Here, you used to gobble up these crackers when you were little. If you’re feeling queasy, they’ll settle your stomach lickety-split.” She pushed the package into his hand.

         In Luc’s world, one beer didn’t constitute drinking, but he took the crackers and made himself smile. “Thanks, but I’m not queasy, either. I’ll eat something later. There’s a fridge full of food from the rehearsal party at Gabrielle’s house. I won’t starve.”

         From the dance floor with his new wife, Nick raised a dark eyebrow and grinned. His friend looked happier than Luc had ever seen him. Yet, although Luc was glad for Nick and Mia, their happiness made him remember, in painful detail, everything he’d lost.

         “Liz?” Cat appeared at the older woman’s side. In her filmy, dark-red bridesmaid’s dress she looked younger and less serious than usual. “There’s a man over there who I bet would like to dance with you. Why don’t you ask him?” Over Liz’s head, she gave Luc a half-smile.

         “Who?” Liz turned toward Cat, and Luc slipped the crackers into his jacket pocket.

         “My new landlord, Michael Kavanagh.” Cat’s smile widened.

         “Why would he want to dance with me?” Liz’s tone was disbelieving. “He owns the gallery, and that artsy-crafty stuff is way beyond me. You know that painting he’s got in the window, the one with those red and black streaks and yellow tape? It’s as good as a crime scene in the middle of Main Street, but he’s asking a thousand dollars for it.”

         Cat patted Liz’s shoulder. “I don’t like that painting either, but Michael’s planning a quilting exhibition for the summer and he wants your help because you’re the best quilter in Firefly Lake. He says quilting is an art as well as a craft. He also told me you make the best coffee in town and your bran muffins are perfection.” Her blue eyes sparkled, and Luc caught his breath at how that sparkle transformed her face.

         “I’ve known Michael since high school, but he…” Liz put a hand to her hair and smoothed it. “I… he sure was a good dancer back in the day.”

         “You’re a good dancer, too, so go on.” Cat’s expression softened. “It’s only one dance, isn’t it?”

         “I guess so.” Liz gathered up the skirt of her party dress and moved toward Michael, who sat at a table by himself near one of the big windows that overlooked the frozen Firefly Lake.

         “Thanks.” Luc looked up at Cat, tiny even in her heels.

         “Liz is a nice woman, and she’d have made a wonderful mom, but you had the same look on your face Nick gets when she bears down on him. Cornered and in need of rescuing.” Cat’s chuckle was throaty and engaging. “Besides, Michael loves to dance and, although I’ve only been here a short time, he’s always over at the diner. One man can only drink so much coffee or eat that much bran, if you get my drift.”

         “You’re a nice woman, too.” And when Luc was around Cat, he felt a bit like the man he used to be.

         “I like making people happy.”

         “You always did.” Funny how he’d forgotten that about her. He gestured and Cat sat beside him.

         “I grew up with the Care Bears, remember?” Her face got a wistful expression.

         “I sure do. How’s Cheer Bear doing these days?” That soft pink bear was as much a part of the little girl he remembered as her glasses, long blond hair, and the stack of library books she’d toted around with her everywhere.

         “He’s fine.” She put a hand to her mouth.

         “Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. I probably have a few old G.I. Joe figures around somewhere. My mom kept a lot of stuff for those grandchildren she was hoping for.” And now his kid sister had a baby boy, the best holiday gift ever, his mom said when he’d talked to her earlier.

         He glanced toward the dance floor. Nick still had Mia wrapped in his arms. Gabrielle danced with Ward, and Mia’s sister, Charlie, was cuddled up with her husband, Sean, who owned the marina where Luc kept his boat. Even Cat’s sister, Georgia, was attempting to teach a waltz to Josh Tremblay, who ran the local plumbing and heating store.

         “Hey.” He took a deep breath. “Do you want to dance? Everyone else is, and if we don’t join in, they’ll think we’re unsociable.” In Firefly Lake, being unsociable, if not a certifiable crime, was enough to make people talk and maybe even call you an “odd duck.”

         “I’m not really a dancer, but sure… okay.” Cat worried her bottom lip.

         “I won’t step on your feet. Back when she thought she might turn her kids into figure skaters like her, my mom taught my sisters and me how to dance.” Luc got up and held out his hands.

         After several seconds, she put her hands in his. Like the rest of her, Cat’s hands were small and, as they moved onto the dance floor, Luc’s breath got short. Maggie was the last woman he’d danced with, and that had been at a wedding, too. As he’d held her, Maggie had tucked her head into the crook of his shoulder, and Luc knew he’d love her forever. No other woman could ever come close.

         “Luc?” Cat peered at him. Without her glasses, her eyes were even bluer. “We don’t have to dance. Nick and Mia will be leaving soon, and I need to get Amy home and into bed. She’s had a long day.”

         He pulled himself back to the present with an effort. “It’s fine. I want to dance with you.” As she’d told Liz, it was only a dance.

         He drew her into his arms, her slight figure so different from Maggie’s strong, athletic frame. While his wife had reached his shoulder, the top of Cat’s shiny, blond head barely grazed the middle of his chest. His heart tripped at her nearness, and he smelled flowers. Roses, but with an unexpected citrus tang.

         “Nick and Mia have had a happy day.” Cat’s words were a soft murmur, and the bare skin of her shoulder was smooth and warm beneath his hand.

         “They sure have.” And as he’d watched his friend say his vows, Luc’s heart had contracted. Nick’s first marriage had ended in divorce, but with Mia he’d found a second chance. However, Nick hadn’t left part of his heart beneath a pink granite stone on a dreary November day, and he hadn’t lost a part of himself he’d never get back.

         As Natalie Cole crooned “Unforgettable,” Cat stumbled against him. “See, I told you I’m not a good dancer.”

         “You just need more practice.” Luc steadied her as his mouth went dry. Even though he might want to, he couldn’t be the one to give her that practice, but, in the darkness of the dance floor, illuminated only by those little white lights, all the reasons why holding her like this was a bad idea evaporated. Cat was soft, warm, and alive. With that warmth, some of the ice that had encased his heart for the past two years melted, and his body hummed with an almost-forgotten awareness.

         The music stopped. Then noisemakers blared and streamers and balloons fell from the ceiling. All around them, laughter and cheers echoed, and outside the ballroom window fireworks lit up the night sky in brilliant technicolor.

         “Happy New Year, Luc.” Cat tilted her head to look at him.

         “Bonne année, Catherine.” His voice was husky, the intonation of the French words he hadn’t spoken for years instinctive. His hand trembled as he brushed her back, and he sucked in a harsh breath.

         Her body quivered as she rested her head against his chest. “What are we doing?” Although her voice was low and despite the cacophony, he heard every word.

         “I don’t know.” His heart shifted and all the nerve endings in his body stirred and tingled. But even though he might not know what this was, he knew he had to stop before it went any further.

         
             

         

         “Today’s been a cross between my biggest nightmare and every cheesy family holiday movie I’ve ever seen.” A sparkly silver hat perched lopsidedly on Georgia’s head, and she grinned at Cat, who collected the mountain of dirty plates scattered around the living room at Harbor House in the wake of their mom’s New Year’s Day buffet brunch. “Wall-to-wall relatives. I ate so much I’m about to burst, and what’s with the dog in a dress?”

         “Mom got Pixie a special holiday outfit.” Cat plucked the Maltese from the nest she’d made out of Aunt Josette’s mohair sweater. “I know it may seem unusual but—”

         “Unusual.” Georgia snorted. “It’s downright weird.”

         “Says the woman who’s spent the past six months on top of an Indian mountain chanting most of the day.” Cat gave Georgia an answering grin. “She who lives in a glass house should not cast stones.”

         “It was a retreat and yoga center, and I wasn’t chanting, at least not all of the time. I was meditating.” Georgia’s voice was unexpectedly serious. “You should try it. It helped me figure out a lot about who I am and what I want in life.”

         “I already know that.” Cat’s stomach knotted. It was taking her longer to get what she wanted than she expected, but she had a plan. And that plan was based on who she was and what she’d worked toward for years.

         “Dressing up Pixie aside, Mom’s looking good.” Georgia glanced toward the dining room. “She and Ward sure looked all loved-up dancing at the wedding last night.”

         “They are and Mom is good. Seeing her now, I can’t believe she was so sick.” Cat folded the sweater in a jerky motion. “Having everyone here for the wedding and New Year’s is a special gift for her.” And for Cat, too, because twelve months ago, she’d worried that her mom wouldn’t see another new year.

         “It is.” Georgia’s tone softened. “There sure have been lots of changes while I’ve been away. Nick’s a married man, to a woman who looks like a supermodel, no less, and he’s an instant dad to three girls. Mom’s got Ward in her life, and Amy’s grown so big I hardly recognize her. And here you are back in Firefly Lake all cozy with Luc Simard.”

         Despite the new tattoo on her forearm and longer hair, her sister hadn’t changed a bit, and the two of them had slipped back into their relationship as if they’d never been apart. Like when they were younger, the instant Cat let down her guard, Georgia landed with military precision on the subject Cat least wanted to talk about.

         “I have no idea what you mean.” She hugged the sweater to her chest. “Luc’s coaching Amy in hockey, and he’s living here at Harbor House while his own place is being built. Nothing more.”

         “So why were the two of you also looking pretty loved-up on the dance floor?” Georgia’s blue eyes, a dark blue like Nick’s and their dad’s, sharpened.

         “We had one dance. Everybody else was dancing, so it would have been rude to not join in. Luc only asked me to be polite.” Except, for a few minutes, the way he’d held her was intimate and right. Then he’d tensed, moved away, and, as soon as the New Year toast was over, muttered an excuse and left Cat strangely bereft.

         “A real hero, isn’t he?” Georgia’s voice shook with suppressed laughter.

         Cat rolled her eyes at her sister. “Even if he weren’t still grieving his wife, Luc and I have nothing in common. Look at him. He’s a jock, and I’m out of breath after a gentle bike ride.”

         “You used to have a crush on him.”

         “When I was in middle school maybe.” Because Luc had looked out for her and protected her from the kids who’d teased her because she was smaller and awkward at sports and being so good at school had set her apart. “Like you had crushes on boys. You danced with one of them last night.”

         “Please.” Georgia made a face and gave a way-too-casual shrug. “Josh Tremblay’s still cute, sure, but he didn’t know I existed back then. Now, though, he’s so not my type. Can you see me with a guy who manages a plumbing and heating business? He has a kid, too, so he must have a lot of baggage going on.”

         “He’s a good guy to know if your furnace fails in the middle of January or your basement floods at three in the morning. He also does a lot for Mom around this house, and I’m sure he doesn’t charge her for most of it.” Cat’s breath hitched. “And so what if he’s a dad? From what I’ve heard, he’s a fine man. It’s not like any of us get to our thirties without some baggage. You need to be practical.”

         “And you need to live a little.” Georgia scooped up Pixie and eyed Cat over the dog’s head. “If you want my opinion, Luc would be a very good guy to live a little with.”

         “Georgie…” Cat tried to keep the frustration out of her voice. “My life’s okay, really. With the research grant, I won’t have to teach for the next two semesters, so I can finally finish my book. If I finish the book and write a few more articles, I’ll have a better chance of getting a permanent job. And Amy needs me even more than usual right now. School’s hard for her, like it was for you, and now she has to cope with a new school. I want to help her all I can.”

         “You’re a good mom. You’re also good at your job and you’re responsible.” Georgia’s voice was flat and she fiddled with Pixie’s collar. “You’re everything I’m not. I had no right to tease.”

         “You’re a lot of things I’m not. Good things. You’re spontaneous and fun, and you wear your heart on your sleeve.” Cat set the sweater on a side table and reached around the dog to give her sister a hug. “It’s the wedding and a new year. Too much emotion. I’m glad you’re home, Georgie.”

         “Me too.” Georgia set Pixie back on the footstool and returned Cat’s hug. “I’m sticking around, at least for a while. I talked to the night manager at the Inn on the Lake, and they’re looking for another fitness teacher at the spa. If I apply, I might have a good chance of getting the job.”

         “That’s great.” Cat held her sister tight, as if she could somehow also bridge the years they’d been apart.

         “It’s not fair for Nick to always have to keep an eye on Mom. Even before you moved here, you came up from Boston every few weeks. I should do my share.” Georgia’s voice caught. “Besides, I missed you guys, you know?”

         “We missed you, too.” Although coming back to Firefly Lake wouldn’t have been what Cat would have chosen, maybe the grant had come at a good time.

         “Did you talk to Dad before the holidays?” Her sister’s generous mouth narrowed. “Nick didn’t invite him to the wedding, and that must have hurt.”

         “Like Dad hasn’t hurt us?” Cat’s mouth went dry. “I didn’t talk to him, and I don’t want him to be part of Amy’s life. I don’t trust him.” Her voice faltered, and her body got that familiar numb heaviness.

         “I think he’s sorry for what he did.” Georgia twisted her hands together. “Nick may not have wanted him at the wedding, but he still talks to Dad every few months.”

         “Nick can do what he wants. So can you.” Cat pressed a hand to her chest. “I don’t want anything to do with Dad.”

         “I guess there would have been a lot of talk if he’d turned up at the wedding.” Georgia’s voice was soft and, for her bubbly sister, almost tentative.

         Cat bit back a harsh laugh. “It’d have ruined Nick and Mia’s day. Mom’s family would have run him out of town for how he treated her, and that’s before the folks in Firefly Lake he cheated out of money got hold of him. The only reason Nick talks to Dad is because it reminds him of who he doesn’t want to be.”

         And Cat didn’t need that reminder. Her dad had left exactly three months before her seventh birthday. She’d grown up without him, and she wasn’t in any danger of becoming like him. The only thing his desertion had done was make her more independent and resilient— determined to not count on anyone, especially a man. She straightened her shoulders and sucked in her cheeks.

         “Nick could never be like Dad.” Georgia’s lower lip wobbled like it had when she was little.

         “Of course not.” Cat’s voice was sharper than she intended. She stopped and took several breaths. “What I meant is I think Nick needs closure, especially because he’s now a dad. You were so young when Dad left, you don’t remember as much, but Nick was older and he and Dad were close. Nick looks a lot like I remember Dad looking, too.”

         The charming, handsome man who’d called Cat his little princess and whom she’d idolized. The man who thought she was smart and pretty and told her she could do anything she set her mind to. Which she had, and she hadn’t needed him to do it, either. She stared at her hands. Even though she was an adult, the years hadn’t dimmed those childhood memories or made them any less painful.

         “I can’t talk to him, Georgie.” She swallowed the lump lodged at the back of her throat.

         “I think I should, but I can’t seem to either.” Her sister gave Cat a sad smile. “But maybe because of him, here we are both in our thirties and still on our own.”

         “I’m single because I want to be.” Cat’s stomach churned. Maybe if she said it often enough, she’d believe it. The same way she told herself those bewildering feelings for Luc were nothing more than the residue of her childhood crush. Her heartbeat was loud in her ears.
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