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Chapter One




If there was one thing the town of Darling, Vermont, knew how to do, it was Christmas. Wreaths and bows hung from the streetlamps. Storefronts were decorated with sparkly lights and holiday-themed wares, beckoning passersby to come inside. A Christmas tree sat on the Green beside Fisher Creek and next to the Kissing Bridge, waiting for the tree-lighting ceremony that would happen on the weekend. The air smelled like evergreen and cinnamon and butter cookies. There’d even been flurries overnight, covering the ground with a dusting of pristine snow. Everything looked like a greeting card, and normally, Hannah Gallagher loved every moment of it. 

Instead, she let out a frustrated breath, hung up the phone, and slumped against the desk in her office.

The second annual literacy benefit was only three weeks away, and her celebrity author and speaker had just cancelled their appearance. The whole event had been planned around Jillian Jordan’s attendance. And now…nothing.

Sure, having surgery was a legitimate excuse. She guessed. But it put her in a horrible pickle. Tickets for the event had already gone on sale. Donations for the silent auction were coming in, with others promised. Local businesses were in on the action. The literacy benefit was her brainchild, her baby, and last year had been a roaring success, raising thousands for local literacy organizations. There was no way she wanted the event to suffer a sophomore slump.

She had to find another celebrity. Someone who didn’t mind traveling to a small town in Vermont in three weeks, and a week before Christmas to boot. Someone willing to donate their time, who wasn’t already booked up. And someone who would be the right person, not just anyone who could fill a chair or stand up to the mic. She’d originally begun this process in March. Now she had to do it all again in a matter of days.

“I hate my life, I hate my life, I hate my life,” she muttered, resting her forehead on the heel of her hand.

“Aw, it can’t be all bad.”

Hannah lifted her head and found Oaklee Collier standing in her doorway, her blond hair pulled into a perfect topknot, one hip resting on the doorframe, and a lopsided smile on her otherwise symmetrical face.

If Hannah had anything to say about it, Oaklee would be her sister-in-law one of these days. She heartily approved of her brother Rory’s choice in partners.

“Jillian Jordan just cancelled. She’s having surgery in ten days and doesn’t think she’ll be recovered enough to attend the benefit.”

Oaklee’s smile disappeared from her face. “Oh, shit.”

“Shit is right. Can you think of a replacement? And I don’t want it to be us scraping the bottom of the barrel for anyone with a pulse, you know?”

“Of course.” Oaklee came farther into the office and sat in the chair opposite Hannah’s desk. “I mean, do we have to have a celebrity?”

“Yes?” Hannah pursed her lips. “I’m just…not angry. I can’t be angry with a woman who has to have medical treatment, can I? But why?” She drew out the last word and punctuated it with a sigh.

Oaklee leaned forward. “You’ll figure it out, Han. You always do. No one gets stuff done like you do. You’re General Gallagher. You just need to round up your troops.”

Hannah stared at Oaklee. General Gallagher? She’d been called a lot of things over the years, and for some reason, this one bothered her a lot. Yes, she was definitely type A. She didn’t feel she should apologize for it. She had skills. But the two monikers she’d earned that she disliked the most was this one and Dozer. As in bulldozer. Which was just slightly worse, in her view, than Ballbuster.

She was a doer. She got things done. And that way, she didn’t have to focus too much on her non-existent love life. Because in that one area, she was an absolute failure. She had the battle scars to prove it. Hell, an ex was where the Dozer name came from.

“If you start calling me General, I’ll fire you.”

“You can’t fire me. I’m a volunteer.”

Hannah angled an eyebrow in Oaklee’s direction. “You know what I mean.”

Oaklee sat back and studied Hannah, intensely enough that Hannah started to be a bit uncomfortable. “What?”

“It really bothered you, didn’t it? I’m sorry. I was just teasing.”

Hannah let out a breath. “I know. Don’t worry about it. I’m just touchy. I really didn’t need this today.”

Oaklee leaned forward and reached out to touch Hannah’s arm. “I know, sweetie. Listen, I popped in to ask you if you wanted to grab a drink at Suds and Spuds later. Do you want to? Maybe we can brainstorm then.”

Hannah nodded. Oaklee was an invaluable volunteer. She managed the town’s social media and worked with their marketing and promotions department. She also knew how to get results and be part of a team. She’d designed the event website and Facebook page, and then all the promotional materials…

Ugh. Another thought darted into Hannah’s brain. All the signage would have to be redone. Considering the print costs had been donated, it put another layer of wrinkles into the situation. Maybe she could find another sponsor.

“A beer sounds perfect.” She wouldn’t worry about the calories until tomorrow. “I have a showing at six thirty. Say seven thirty-ish?”

Oaklee got up from her chair and smoothed her hand down her sweater. “That sounds perfect. Rory works late tonight anyway. I just have to run home and feed the dog after work.”

Oaklee and Rory had been living together for close to six months. Hannah’s younger brother was a veterinarian. He’d given up his bachelor digs above the clinic and bought a house two blocks away from their brother, Ethan, and his family. Oaklee had moved in with him over the summer when the lease on her townhouse was up. They had a dog and a variety of cats or other animals that Rory usually ended up bringing home from the clinic from time to time.

Everyone was settling down. Or at least all the boys in the family were. Hannah was the oldest female and completely single. Her twin sisters, in their early twenties, weren’t interested in settling down yet. Heck, Cait hadn’t ever had a boyfriend. She was more interested in hanging out with friends than relationships.

But at thirty, Hannah was starting to hear a ticking clock and resigning herself to being Fun Aunt Hannah for her nieces and nephews. Certainly no one in Darling was willing to take her on. And there was no one she was interested in, either.

“Perfect. I’ll see you then. I’m glad you stopped by, Oaklee. I’m not quite as panicked as I was when I hung up that phone.”

“You’ll figure it out. You always do. I’ll catch you later.”

She left with a waggle of her fingers, leaving Hannah in her quiet office. It was too quiet. The real estate market was a bit slow right now, and her office assistant had gone home at noon since her daughter got sick at school. A few doors down, The Purple Pig Café did a bustling business of coffee, hot chocolate, and gingerbread lattes for the Christmas season, replacing the pumpkin spice flavor from Thanksgiving. She considered going for a tea and a scone and then decided against. She could make tea right here and work until she had to leave for her showing. Besides, she was feeling rather cranky and was inclined to stay in her office rather than have to be out in public with her outward facing, energetic, and positive persona.

Sometimes it got tiring being Hannah Gallagher.

She put on the kettle and plopped a peppermint tea bag in a mug, then grabbed a handful of grapes from the fridge and sat back in her chair, the casters making a slight squeak as she pulled it closer to the desk.

With a click of her mouse, she opened up her browser and started a search. Finding a replacement wouldn’t happen all on its own. If she was going to be lonely, at least she could be productive doing it.




      [image: ]Cam Collier had been home exactly twice in the last five years. And each time, he was surprised to find that nothing had really changed in Darling. Cute town, friendly people, same stores and shops. Slow, too. He was used to being in Denver, a bigger city with a lot more going on. Heck, Darling didn’t even have a movie theater.

He turned off Main Street with its decorated streetlamps and storefronts and went across a bridge, then over to the other end of the park. One thing Darling did have, however, was an ice rink. It had been as much a home to him as anywhere in town, and that included his own house and that of the Gallaghers. As a kid, if anyone wanted to find Cam, it was in one of those three places.

Rory Gallagher had been his best friend for years, until Cam had moved away in high school to play major junior hockey. After that, he’d been drafted to St. Louis as a second-round pick. Traded to Boston. And for the last few years, he’d been in Denver, wearing the big C on his chest. He’d had a fairy-tale career, really. Some playoff runs and a Stanley Cup. One of his two trips home had been after that win, when he got to bring the cup for a visit. It had been surreal for a guy of twenty-four. There’d been a parade.

He’d also taken a few rough hits. He’d been sidelined for knee and shoulder injuries, though they’d been minor, and he’d been back on the ice quickly. This time was different. This was concussion number two, thanks to a cross-check that had nailed him into the boards. They were only eight weeks into the regular season, and he was now benched until cleared by the doctors.

At twenty-seven, he still had a lot of career left. Another head injury after this one, and he could be sidelined permanently.

The rink was quiet now, the parking lot empty with the exception of Cam’s rented SUV. Weekdays weren’t busy. All the kids were in school. Oh, there was ice time in the morning, and after school, and in the evenings there’d be practice, since the high school team used the rink as their home ice as well. And on the weekends, the lot would be crammed. But right now, it was quiet. Cam shut the car door and walked to the entrance, his feet crunching on the light dusting of snow that had come this week, just a few days after Thanksgiving.

The door was open, and Cam figured there was a custodian on duty or something. He made his way to the middle of the seats—all benches—and stopped where he could look over center ice.

It had all started here. Skating lessons at age three. A hockey stick in his hand at age four. Hockey had been in his blood from the beginning. In some ways, it was all he’d ever known. The one thing he could count on.

And now he was home, feeling uncertain and already missing his team. Missing the ice under his blades and the feel of the stick in his gloved hands. The sound of skates cutting up the ice; the smooth sheen of it after the Zamboni did its work.

He was home because the doctors had told him that he absolutely needed to take time to recuperate or else there would be no more hockey. And a world without hockey was…inconceivable.

His sister, Oaklee, had convinced him to come home for Christmas. She and Rory were hosting a New Year’s Eve party, and there wasn’t a hope that he’d be cleared for play that soon. He’d been put on four weeks of medical leave. After that, he’d only be cleared for practice if he stayed symptom free. Once everyone was confident in his ability to return, he’d be put back in the lineup.

Four weeks in Darling.

He wasn’t sure he was going to make it. But his folks were thrilled he was going to be home for the holidays. He was at least glad he could make them happy about that. And he’d be eating his mom’s cooking, too. Her spaghetti and meatballs and the Christmas shortbread she made each year.

But not playing hockey.

Some people got holiday depression. Cam didn’t. But this year, he had anxiety, and it had little to do with Christmas. He was worried his fear of another injury would cause him to lose his edge. He had two more years left on his contract. If it wasn’t renewed, he’d be a free agent. Or he’d have to consider…retirement. But the check still loomed in his mind. The sight of the other player in the corner of his eye. The force of the impact, and then…nothing. He didn’t remember blacking out, or regaining consciousness, or leaving the ice on a stretcher because of the possibility of a neck injury. Instead, he’d seen the news replays. Every time, he got a horrible sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.

But if he wanted to play, he couldn’t play afraid.

He took a big breath and let it out slowly, trying to push the thoughts away. Right now, he was at the rink, breathing in the cool air, remembering sweet memories from his childhood. He was here, and he might as well make the best of it. If recovering was what he had to do, he’d do the best job of it ever.

Because failure was absolutely not on the agenda.

When he had restored himself with the cool sounds and scents of the rink, he returned to his SUV and made the five-minute drive to his parents’ place. The house was small by most standards, barely over a thousand square feet of bungalow, with three bedrooms, a single bathroom, and an oversized deck overlooking the back yard. He kept offering to buy or build them a new house, something that wasn’t built in the eighties and with more amenities. But they insisted they liked it just fine, so here they stayed.

He got out of the SUV and stood for a moment, breathing in the crisp, cool air. Thank God, he’d been cleared to drive. It was bad enough he couldn’t play. That his life was on hold. At least he had some freedom.

But for now, he was home for the holidays, and moping about it wasn’t doing his mood any favors. Maybe he needed to start counting his blessings instead. Including time spent with his parents and sister.

“Cam? Is that you?”

A smile broke out on his face at the excited sound of his mother’s voice, and his heart lightened. “Yeah, Mom, it’s me.” He rounded the hood and went up the short drive, his shoes leaving footprints in the dusting of snow on the paved surface. His mom wore a huge grin and opened her arms to him.

“About time you came home for Christmas.”

“I know, I know.” He enfolded her smaller body in a big hug and then set her back, holding her by the arms. “You look good, lady.” She was graying a little bit, and her laugh lines were getting a little deeper, but she looked happy and healthy.

She laughed. “Go on.” Then her laugh softened, and she peered up at him. “Be honest. How’re you feeling?”

He shrugged, deciding he might as well tell her everything. She’d get it out of him anyway. “Tired. Frustrated I can’t play or even practice.” He sighed. “Afraid of what lies ahead.”

“You’re not done playing yet. You just can’t rush things. And you always like to rush things.”

“I know.” He smiled. “Let me get my stuff and come in. We can order something for dinner and hang out.”

“Order?” She shook her head. “Don’t even think about it. I made a roast for tonight. And cake.”

He went back down the drive to the SUV and opened the tailgate. “What? You cooked?”

“Brat. I do know how, you know. I did it lots when I wasn’t running to the rink all the time.”

He knew it, but he loved bugging her about it anyway. “You mean I won’t be eating frozen lasagna and Shepherd’s Pie from a box?”

“If you didn’t have a concussion, I’d box your ears.”

He laughed again, and it felt good. Okay, so maybe this wasn’t the best situation. But he did love his family, and it had been too long since he had a good visit.

His dad had retired, and Cam found him inside, watching the news channel. “Hey, Dad,” he said, putting down his duffel and toeing off his shoes.

“Hey, yourself!” His dad rose and came to the entry. “Gosh, it’s good to see you. How’re you feeling?”

Cam figured he was going to get that question a lot, so he might as well practice patience. “I’m okay. Feel fine, mostly. But restless.”

“You’re not used to sitting still. Even in the off-season, you’re training. Gotta be tough.”

Cam wasn’t sure what he was going to do with himself for four weeks. Christmas shopping would take up an afternoon. There were doctor appointments already set up. But how would he fill his days?

His mom popped back in the foyer. “Your old room is ready for you, Cam.”

Lord. He hadn’t actually lived in this house for over a decade. He hefted his duffel and started down the hall, stopping in front of Oaklee’s old room. He was looking forward to spending more time with her, actually. And Rory. They’d been together just over a year now, and once he’d got over the surprise of them hooking up, he could see how perfect they were for each other.

He wasn’t jealous. Nope. Besides, he was traveling a lot, and trades meant moving cities. Lots of his teammates were married with families, but he’d always thought a stable upbringing was better for kids.

Like he’d had.

His mom opened his bedroom door and he went inside, then turned around and hugged her again. “Thanks, Mom,” he said.

She laughed. “For what?”

“For everything.”

She stood back, and he thought he saw a glimmer of moisture in her eyes, but then she grinned. “That must have been some knock to the head,” she quipped, winking at him. “You’re all sentimental.”

He smiled back but shook his head. “Naw, just realizing how much you guys sacrificed for me.”

“Well, you’re home for Christmas. Even if the reason isn’t the best one, I’m glad to have you around for a while. Now you chill out, and I’ll see you at dinner. You don’t need me all up in your business.”

He chuckled and nodded. She left and shut the door behind her, while he stood and surveyed his room—the double bed, plain chest of drawers, and a bookcase that held trophies rather than books.

Suddenly weary, he lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

He was going to be bored out of his mind.








  
  
Chapter Two




Hannah waited at the bar for a good fifteen minutes past their agreed time before Oaklee showed up. She’d sipped on water, but she was starving since she hadn’t yet had dinner. She was dying for a plate of chili cheese fries. And then tomorrow she would do a longer run to work them off. Ninety-five percent of the time, she ate clean and said no to sugar and fried food. Tonight, though, she had zero willpower. The showing hadn’t gone as well as she’d hoped, either. It had been a shit day all around. 

Oaklee blew in on a cold breeze and peeled off her coat on the way to the table. “I’m sorry I’m late! I totally forgot I had a family dinner, and I thought I’d be finished on time. But Cam got telling stories, and I lost track of time.”

“Cam’s home?” Hannah lifted an eyebrow. Cam had always been Darling’s golden boy. While he and Rory were best friends, Hannah could remember Cam being a bit big for his britches in school. She wondered if his ego was still as huge, considering what a superstar he was now.

“Yeah. He’s off for a while. Another concussion.” Oaklee’s happy expression faded as she hung her coat over her chair. “He put on a good show, but I can tell he’s worried.”

“For how long?”

Oaklee sat and let out a breath. “Oh, well, he’s home for the holidays. Going back to Denver after our New Year’s party. You are coming to that, right?”

Hannah smiled. “Of course.” She loved that Oaklee was already planning something a month away. She did the same thing. They really did get along well.

They each ordered a beer and Hannah ordered her fries, then the door opened again, and her sisters-in-law, Willow and Laurel, blew in. Hannah waved them over. “What are you guys doing here?”

Laurel shook a bit of snow off her hair. “We called Rory, and he said you guys were meeting here. The guys are watching the babies.”

Willow had married Hannah’s oldest brother, Ethan, and Laurel and Aiden had hooked up just before that and had a surprise wedding at the town’s fabled Kissing Bridge. Hannah had always felt rather lucky that her best friends were now her sisters.

Food arrived, and another round of drinks, and before long, Hannah found herself relating her bad news about the benefit. “So we’re without any sort of celebrity headliner, and only a few weeks to find a replacement.”

Laurel tapped her fingernails on the table. “Hey, you said Cam is home, right, Oaklee? Why not him? The kids around here would adore having him take part. He’s like a local hero.”

Hannah had been scouring her brain for a guest author, but the idea of having a famous athlete held appeal. Kids looked up to athletes as superstars. Having someone like Cam endorse reading? It would be a great thing.

“What do you think, Oaklee? Would he do it?”

“We can always ask. It wouldn’t hurt. And it would solve your problem.”

A weight seemed to lift off Hannah’s shoulders. “I’ll think about it. We could maybe have him do the reading at the library, you know? And then speak at the dinner. Maybe even donate a jersey or something to the auction.”

Her day was starting to turn around. And all because Cam Collier had graced Darling with his presence for a few weeks. She’d never once considered Cam the kind of guy who would come to her rescue. But then she’d never in her life actually needed rescuing.

Right now, Cam could be the solution to all her problems.




      [image: ]Hannah hadn’t quite decided how to broach the topic with Cam, though she’d thought about it all through her morning run. She ran the same route every morning. She left her renovated colonial and headed toward downtown, then to the golf course, back up through the park, over the Kissing Bridge, down the Green to the Ladybug Garden Center, and then back along the main route into town. It was about four miles altogether, and Hannah considered the rhythmic sound of her breathing and the slap of her steps conducive to deep thinking. She solved a lot of problems during her run, but today, she’d conjured and dismissed a half dozen scenarios. She knew Cam, but they weren’t exactly friends. She thought about getting Oaklee to facilitate some sort of meeting, where she could accidentally show up, but he’d see that ambush for what it was the moment she asked for the favor. Ditto with getting Rory involved as a middleman. She thought about showing up on the Colliers’ doorstep and simply asking him, but she figured he got requests all the time and didn’t want him to think she was cashing in on his celebrity—which of course, she was. Or wanted to, anyway.

No idea felt right, so she went home, showered, and left for work bundled in her warm coat, scarf, and her favorite knee-high boots. The cold weather was sticking around, and she didn’t want to be frozen after her walk to the office.

Within minutes, she was inside the homey warmth of The Purple Pig Café for her daily coffee, with the scent of cinnamon and coffee around her. The display case showed a variety of muffins for the morning crowd, and she looked longingly at the blueberry-oat ones before ordering her coffee and, as her stomach growled, an egg-white breakfast sandwich and bowl of fruit salad.

Willow came out of the kitchen and lit up when she saw Hannah there.

“Morning, sunshine,” her sister-in-law called, and moved to pour Hannah’s coffee herself. “Long time no see.”

Willow had opened The Purple Pig a few years ago, serving light, healthy fare that was organic and locally sourced. The menu was simple but satisfying, and the business had taken off. Then, when Willow and Ethan had their baby, she’d leased the space next door and opened a yoga studio. Nowadays, the running of the café largely fell to the manager, Emily. Seeing Willow behind the counter was a treat.

“Not teaching classes today, Wil?” Hannah took the coffee cup and sipped while she waited for her sandwich.

“I have a chair yoga class at the senior center at ten thirty,” Willow said with a smile. “I stopped in to give Em a hand with the morning rush.”

“And where’s Brenna?” Willow and Ethan’s daughter was just six months old and as cute as a bug’s ear with Ethan’s rusty hair and Willow’s calm temperament.

“In her playpen in the back. I’ll pop her to the sitter before my class.” Willow tucked Hannah’s sandwich in a paper bag, as well as the fruit salad and a spoon. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” she said, just as a strange quiet settled over the busy café.

She turned around and immediately saw the reason why. Cam had walked in the door, leaving the patrons gaping with expressions of what Hannah could say for certain was hero worship. And no wonder. She’d seen him on TV, of course, most often dressed in his hockey uniform and sweaty from playing. Not today. Today he was dressed in jeans and a bomber jacket that made his shoulders look impossibly wide. Hannah was tall at five-nine; Cam was well over six feet and made her feel small in comparison. It wasn’t just his height or the way his ass looked in his jeans, though. He had ridiculously thick hair that curled just that little bit over the collar, and full lips that often smiled when he spoke on camera. Right now, they were smiling at the girl behind the counter, who was blushing to the roots of her hair as she took his order.

“That’s him, isn’t it?” Willow whispered close to Hannah’s ear.

Hannah swallowed, her tongue suddenly thick and her throat dry. “Yeah,” she managed, and felt ridiculous standing there gaping like some puck bunny. It had nothing to do with his fame, she realized, and everything to do with a simple visceral reaction to an incredibly sexy guy.

A guy who’d been four years behind her in school, and more of a cocky pain in her neck in those days than someone she’d like to—

“Hey, Hannah.”

She stared up at him and felt uncharacteristic heat creep up her neck. “Oh, hey, Cam. I heard you were back in town.”

Willow met Hannah’s gaze and nodded, a knowing smile touching her lips. “Coffee, Cam?” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Willow, Ethan’s partner.”

He shook her hand and smiled easily. “I’d love some coffee to go with my breakfast.”

“You got it.”

Hannah was so relieved by Willow’s rescue. It gave her a chance to get her head on straight and stop acting like a silly girl with a crush on the cute boy in chemistry class.

This was her opportunity to talk to Cam. She had to get her act together and be normal.

“Eating on the go?” Cam asked, making polite conversation. The crowd was talking again, but in a low hum, and watching Cam’s every move. It would be comical if it weren’t so disconcerting.

“I was going to take it back to my office, yeah.” She smiled up at him. Lordy, she loved tall men. Always had.

“Oh. I was going to ask if you wanted to eat with me, but that’s cool.”

Hannah tried not to gawp and recovered as gracefully as she could as opportunity was dropped neatly into her lap. “Oh, well, sure.”

He leaned forward. “If I sit alone, I’m going to feel like a spider under glass. Everyone staring and finding me incredibly fascinating and scary.”

She snorted. “You? Scary?”

He gave a half shrug, and she couldn’t help it, she was charmed. The way the crowd was acting right now, he might be right. He’d take his seat and go to eat, and everyone would stare.

A smile flirted with her lips. “I suppose I could take a few minutes for a bite.”

“Go find a seat,” Willow instructed. “I’ll bring your food out when it’s up, Cam.”

“Thanks.” He sent her a wide smile and then let Hannah lead the way to a small table toward the back of the small dining area.

She made her way to the table, her stomach in strange little knots. Odd. Nervousness was not generally her thing. Then again, this could be the serendipitous opportunity she’d been waiting for, couldn’t it? And if that were the case, the success of the benefit relied on how well this meeting went. It had absolutely nothing to do with Cam Collier and his big shoulders and crazy sexy hair.

They were just at the table when Cam spoke up. “So is your office nearby?”

“Actually, it’s just a few steps away.” She gestured with her hand, forgot she was holding the coffee, and a bit sloshed over the rim and onto her hand.

It was really hot.

But she wouldn’t let on. Instead, she reached for a chair with her free hand and put the coffee on the table, surreptitiously wiping her wet hand on her coat.

Great start, Hannah.

She put down her bag and shrugged out of her coat, hanging it over the back of the chair. She was really glad she’d worn her favorite sweater dress today. It was a knit column that hugged her figure and was in a soft gray that went extraordinarily well with her fiery hair. When she went to sit down, she caught Cam’s gaze. It was warm and approving, and there was a snap of chemistry between them she couldn’t—and didn’t want to—deny. That they found each other visually appealing was quite nice, really. So what if she was older than him? There came an age when that didn’t matter anymore, right?

“You look good, Hannah,” he said quietly, his voice a low rumble so no one nearby could hear.

The fizz from a moment ago turned into spark that sizzled along her limbs and settled in her core.

“So do you, Cam.” She lifted an eyebrow and gave him a sideways smile. “Really good.”

“It’s the five a.m. workouts,” he replied, taking a sip of his coffee. “Never thought I’d say this, but I miss them.”

She tried not to think about him in a gym. To be honest, his physicality was a huge turn on. Not that she was ever going to act on this. He was Rory’s best friend, for heaven’s sake. And even cancelling out the age difference, there was the sheer fact that Hannah didn’t do flings. Didn’t do relationships at all, really. Besides, after Christmas, Cam was headed straight back to Denver to finish out the season.

She wanted him for the benefit. Nothing more.

They’d only been seated for a few minutes when Willow brought out Cam’s eggs and turkey sausage. Hannah now wished she’d got something other than a breakfast sandwich. She could just imagine lifting it to take a bite and having cheese stick to her mouth or something drip into her lap. She removed it from the bag and opened the wrapper, gathering the English muffin into her hands and hoping for the best.

She had just taken a nibble when a small voice sounded at her elbow. “’Scuse me, but can I have your autograph?”

The little guy couldn’t have been more than seven, cute as anything, with a cowlick, a missing middle tooth, and sparkly blue eyes.

“Sure,” Cam answered easily. “I don’t have paper. Is a napkin okay?”

The little head bobbed so fast Hannah was surprised he didn’t get whiplash.

“Do you play hockey?” Cam asked, while Hannah handed him a pen, a goofy smile on her lips.

“Uh huh. I started last year.”

“Cool. You play at the rink here?”

Another enthusiastic nod.

Cam signed the napkin and held it out. “I learned to play hockey here, too. Here you go.”

“Thanks!” The kid looked at Cam as if he hung the moon and the stars and then dashed away. Hannah heard him exclaim to his parents, “He signed a napkin! Cool!”

“Does that happen a lot?” she asked.

He laughed. “Yeah. But it’s cool. I was that age once.”

“It’s good to be home, then?”

He regarded her with a strange expression. “Well, I guess. Except for the concussion and all.”

Heat crept up her neck. What was wrong with her? What a dumb question. “Of course.” She smiled and covered her embarrassment as smoothly as she could. “Not the best circumstances for you at all. But still, your family must be glad to see you. And Rory, too.”

He lifted his coffee cup and looked toward the window. “Sure. There’s nothing like a Darling Christmas.”

There was something in his voice that didn’t quite ring true, and it left an awkward hole in the conversation.

Cam eventually filled the gap. “So Oaklee says you run the real estate office here in town.”

“Just a few doors away.” She was also a silent partner in Willow’s yoga studio. Hannah wasn’t the kind to shy away from opportunities.

“You always were independent and driven.” He speared a piece of egg with his fork. “I’m not surprised you’re running your own business rather than working for some corporation somewhere. You always struck me as someone who would like being their own boss.”

She put down her sandwich and picked up her coffee. “Huh. I never thought you would have noticed. I mean, I was graduating high school when you were a freshman. And then you left town.”

He met her gaze, and the lopsided grin returned. “Hannah. I was a fourteen-year-old boy whose best friend had a smokin’ hot older sister. I noticed.”

The blush from earlier came rushing back up her neck and face again. “Oh. Well.”

He laughed and cut into a sausage link. “You didn’t expect me to be so honest.”

“Not really.” Hannah was normally so calm and collected, but in Cam’s presence, she seemed to lose her self-assurance. Besides, it wasn’t as if she could say the same. He’d always been cute, but he’d been her little brother’s best friend. At eighteen, she hadn’t exactly been interested in boys. She’d wanted to be an adult, go to university and date men. Not kids who were just learning to shave.

Eighteen to fifteen was a huge age gap. Thirty to twenty-seven was not the same. Especially when the man across the table was confident, successful, and at the top of his game.

His gaze held hers for a long moment, until Hannah found it hard to take a full breath. When she could hardly stand it anymore, she dropped her eyes to her sandwich and picked it up in her hands, uncharacteristically self-conscious.

“Relax,” he said, his voice low. “It was just a compliment.”

Was it? She wasn’t so sure. Maybe if she actually dated, she’d navigate this kind of conversation better. Was he flirting? Or was it simply conversation? She could handle land deals with no problem. Coordinate special events and run a chamber of commerce meeting in her sleep. But flirting, sexual undertones, and subtext? She sucked at it. Probably because, according to her ex, she was a ballbuster, and guys didn’t want overbearing women. She’d be fine if she was just less…Hannah.

He hadn’t wanted her when she was being herself. And that stung more than it ought to. The nickname Oaklee had called her—the General—actually hurt. She knew people found her intimidating. She tried as hard as she could not to let it get to her, but sometimes, the loneliness crept in. Particularly when her best friends were all in happy relationships, moving through the world in couples, and she was on the outside looking in. According to Liam, the ex, no one would ever want a woman who was so determined to wear the pants.

Hannah was always the third wheel, and she smiled her way through it. Maybe no one would ever want someone like her, like Liam said. But she’d rather be alone than be less of herself.

“So what is keeping you busy these days?” Cam asked, seemingly more at ease than she was. “What’s the real estate market like?”

“It’s a bit of a buyer’s market at the moment,” she answered and then lifted her cup and took a sip of her coffee. “You looking to buy?”

He shook his head. “Honestly? This concussion has thrown me more than I expected. I need to get back on the ice, but I’m afraid to be sidelined. There’s always that little bit of fear that the next time will be a career ender. Plus, I’ve got two years left on my contract. Who knows if I’ll be traded or find myself a free agent in that time? I’ve got a condo, but I could be in another city, you know? Looking at a permanent house isn’t really in the cards right now.”
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