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      A sex scandal wasn’t how NHL player Dane Roxborough imagined starting his summer. Neither was fleeing Boston with his tail between his legs. Seeking refuge at his parents’ inn in his hometown, all he wants is to hide from the press…and reconnect with his college sweetheart.

      Grant Lilly’s had enough of broken hearts. Sure, Dane still owns his, but that doesn’t mean anything when Dane left him to play hockey once already. Grant has a life and a career in Glen Hill, and he doesn’t need Dane resurrecting old feelings.

      Amid Green Mountain summer nights, can Dane and Grant chase the sunset to their happily ever after?
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      Dane Roxborough turned the volume up on the radio. Through the open car window, wind whipped through his hair and buffeted against his ears, smelling fresh and green, wholly unlike what he was used to in Boston. His shoulders and neck were still sore from the tension he’d carried in them the past week, but—and it might’ve been all in his head—he swore he could breathe easier ever since he’d crossed the state line into Vermont an hour ago.

      Though it wouldn’t make his troubles go away, being home was exactly what he needed after a week of utter bullshit.

      Bisecting his hometown almost in half, the highway curled through downtown Glen Hill, Vermont. As Dane slowed, shoppers laden with bags went from store to store while diners sat on patios at the cafés and restaurants. Glen Hill’s permanent population rested at somewhere near three thousand people, but it exploded from August to May when college students descended to attend Glen Hill College—Dane’s own alma mater. Right now, in early July, it was nicely bubbling with tourists who’d found their way here for a day trip from Montpelier or Burlington to visit what a tourism website had once called “The Hidden Gem of the Green Mountains.”

      There was Mama Jean’s, a popular hangout for the college kids and home of Dane’s high school part-time job bussing tables—when he wasn’t working at his parents’ inn, that was. Flower Puff, his sister’s flower shop with its Fourth of July-themed window display. The antique store, which had been there as long as Dane could remember. The Coffee Shoppe, which also operated the Coffee Cart in Glen Hill College’s quad.

      He didn’t get a chance to see what, if anything, had changed since his last brief visit home over Christmas before the road was leading out the other side of downtown, but at least the staples were still there. He’d get more opportunities, though, given he was spending most of his summer here, same as he did every summer. Though this time it was with an air of hiding from the world instead of visiting home for a few weeks.

      “Come on, stay,” Oliver—his roommate and closest friend on their NHL team—had grumbled just this morning, as Dane headed to the elevator from the condo they shared in Boston, duffle bag slung over one shoulder. “We can, I don’t know . . . play video games or see the sights. I mean, I’ve lived here for two years and I still haven’t been to most of the main attractions.”

      “That’s because you’d prefer to read rather than be out in public,” Dane joked, stabbing the elevator button with his thumb.

      “Book people are so much better than real-life people.”

      Dane sighed, a weight sinking into his chest. “Yeah. Tell me about it.”

      Oliver smiled sympathetically and brought him into a hug. “I’ll miss your ugly mug. But I understand wanting to get away for a while.”

      “Don’t forget to feed the cat.” The elevator dinged and Dane pulled away to hold the doors open.

      “When have I ever forgotten to feed the cat?”

      Now, as Dane made a right off the highway and then another right onto the narrow, tree-lined switchback that led to Oakley Road Inn—his parents’ inn—the song on the radio ended and the DJs came back on.

      “Rumor has it that Boston NHL forward Dane Roxborough has fled town,” one of them said. “No one’s seen him since those photos hit social media.”

      He’d synced his phone to his car’s Bluetooth system and was listening to a popular Boston radio station via their app.

      That might’ve been a mistake.

      “Maybe he’s hiding out until this blows over?” the other DJ suggested. “And can you blame him? If my ex had released sexually explicit photos of me, I wouldn’t want to show my face in public either.”

      Dane gripped the steering wheel hard and swallowed back bile. Not an ex, he wanted to argue. A one-night stand.

      Not that that was any better. Most people went their entire lives without being involved in a sex scandal, and here he was at twenty-eight, hiding out in his hometown to escape Boston’s social commentary on the photos Robbie had released to the public.

      He still didn’t know why Robbie had posted them all over the internet last week, even though their hook-up had been months ago, but he supposed that wasn’t important.

      What was important was that Dane’s agent had an amazing team that had worked around the clock for days to get the photos taken down. Not before the world had seen them, and it didn’t account for those who’d taken screenshots, of course. But at least his naked ass and orgasm face was off the major sports sites, social media platforms, and news networks.

      Closing out of the app silenced the DJs, but it didn’t silence the censure, the shame, the anger—mostly at himself—that burned a ball of acid in his gut.

      He sure knew how to pick ’em, didn’t he?

      He could only imagine how much worse it would’ve been if he hadn’t been publicly out. So, yay for him for coming out to the world before he’d played his first NHL game the fall after college graduation.

      The lackluster mental pat on the head didn’t make him feel much better.

      Dane pulled halfway onto the grass at the edge of the lane to let another car pass him going the other direction on the one-lane switchback, then continued on his way. Trees gave way to fields of tall grasses and wildflowers bracketing the road as he followed it past a whole two houses—the Millners on the left, who spent most summers in Maine with their daughter and her family, and the Lamarres on the right, retired teachers with no kids, both of whom had taught Dane and his sister in elementary school.

      Beyond his neighbors, the road inclined slightly and dead-ended at his childhood home, which sat at the top of the incline, as though overlooking its domain.

      At 10,000 square feet, the Craftsman-style house exuded warmth with its moss green siding, covered wraparound porch with views of the Green Mountains any way you looked, and the many casement windows in natural wood. A garden bursting with flowers and leafy plants ringed the entire house, and four cars were parked in the lot on the left.

      Before Dane’s older sister, Celia, had been born, Dad had inherited what he called “more money than I’ve ever seen in one place” from the grandfather who had raised him when he passed away. Mom and Dad had bought two acres of land right here at the top of this mountain and built a home that they’d turned into an inn—a fancy name for what essentially amounted to a cheerful bed and breakfast: nine en suite guest bedrooms, four fireplaces, a recreation room, a gym, and a lounge.

      Except their grand plan for a friendly, homestyle, small-town, cozy inn didn’t exactly go as planned. This was Glen Hill. Despite being a “Hidden Gem of the Green Mountains,” it wasn’t even a blip on a digital map unless you zoomed in until you couldn’t zoom in anymore. The only times the inn was ever fully booked was during the winter, since Glen Hill was within an easy drive of nearby skiing and snowboarding, and October, when the leaf peepers descended on Vermont to view the fall colors.

      Outside of those times, the inn was at half capacity, max two-thirds during the summer months. Which meant it wasn’t always in the black.

      And despite Dane’s hefty NHL contract, Mom and Dad were reluctant to borrow money from their son.

      After six years playing for Boston, Dane could’ve paid off every bill and then some if only they’d let him.

      Parking in the lot next to Dad’s truck, he blew out a breath and shook out his shoulders, letting tension drain from his limbs.

      The good news was that this town wasn’t quite small enough for everybody to know everybody else. Which meant that (a) his parents, his sister, and her family wouldn’t have been harassed by busybodies who meant well, and (b) not everyone would’ve heard about what happened.

      Sure, he was the local kid who’d made it big in the NHL, but . . .

      Oh, who was he kidding? He was the local kid who’d helped get his local college hockey team to the Frozen Four in his senior year and who’d made it big in the NHL.

      Everyone would know about the photos.

      Groaning, he ran his hands down his face, pressed his palms to his mouth, and muffled a short scream into them.

      Huh. It actually helped.

      From where he’d parked, he had a view of the backyard with its stone pathway that meandered around garden plots planted years ago by his sister. A couple of iron benches were shaded by tall trees. The yard stretched to the weeping willow that marked the end of their property. Beyond was undeveloped fields that crept into a tree line. As a kid, Dane used to build forts with his friends in the forest, even though it belonged to a wilderness area and he wasn’t technically allowed.

      On his right, the house stood steady and welcoming, a place of refuge for as long as he could remember, despite having shared its living space with countless guests for his entire life.

      His stomach twisted. Why hadn’t he rented a cabin in the woods for the summer, somewhere far away where nobody could find him? Or borrowed the tiny one-room cottage his brother-in-law’s family owned in Dorset?

      Oh, right. Because he’d wanted home and family.

      Except he hadn’t considered that home always included however-many guests were staying at the inn. And at this time of the year, the inn would be close to capacity.

      Oh fuck. What would Grant think of the photos?

      Dane hadn’t spoken with his college boyfriend-turned-ex-turned-friend—hell, his best friend—since Robbie released the photos, too embarrassed to answer Grant’s calls and texts. After calling Grant his boyfriend for four college years, they’d broken up when Dane had moved to Boston to play hockey. They’d stayed in touch since, though getting back to friend status had taken several months after the breakup. People said you couldn’t be friends with your ex, but Dane and Grant had proven otherwise.

      They checked in on each other all the time and swapped texts containing funny memes or photos from their camera roll when their phones alerted them to “On this day” memories.

      Him and Grant sharing a pizza at Dane’s kitchen table, college textbooks spread out between them. Selfies from inside the tent they’d shared the first and only time he’d convinced Grant to go camping with him. Grant attempting to assemble a s’more. A selfie taken near the Chimney Point Historic Museum at Lake Champlain, the sunset a glorious light show. A portrait of the two of them from their college’s annual gala in support of the hockey team—Dane’s hockey team.

      A wide-eyed Grant eyeing a butterfly that had landed on his shoulder during a hike.

      Grant had a healthy fear of insects—harmless or otherwise—that stemmed from a childhood incident involving fire ants. He’d been roughhousing with his brother near a playground in their Tampa, Florida, neighborhood and fallen onto a nest. The ants had crawled all over him, biting into his skin. Within an hour, he was in the hospital with anaphylaxis.

      Didn’t matter how many times Dane told him that the venomous insects in Vermont were few and far between compared to Florida, Grant still hated anything with wings that wasn’t a bird and anything with more than two legs that wasn’t mammalian. They’d once crossed paths with a coyote while on a hike, and Grant had cooed at the thing while Dane had frozen and forgotten everything he’d ever learned about what to do when one encountered a coyote in the wild.

      Dane chuckled at the memory, so vivid in his mind that it could’ve been one of those “On this day” photos. Six years since they’d broken up, and each time a photo of Grant popped up on his phone, Dane’s stomach went swirly with regret and longing.

      And if he’d wished—more than once—over the last several years that Grant had followed him to Boston like he’d asked, that was his business. He’d understood Grant’s reasons, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t hurt.

      Okay. Enough. Time to face the music.

      He grabbed the ball cap from the passenger seat and pulled it low over his head. The hat plus the scruff on his jaw that he’d let grow out over the past few days would hopefully help conceal his identity from guests.

      Leaving his duffle bag in the back seat, he bypassed the front entrance and entered via the side door that led into his family’s kitchen—the one on the small residential side of the house, away from the guest areas. The door was unlocked, of course, because this was Glen Hill, not Boston.

      It smelled like tomatoes and spices, and he took a moment to lift the lid off the slow cooker and inhale the scent of Mom’s spaghetti sauce. Other than that, he didn’t spare much of a glance for his childhood home itself as he walked out of the kitchen done in rich wood and into the living room. From what he could see, it looked the same as it had at Christmas, though there was a plastic play kitchen for his niece in one corner, and a couple teething rings for his nephew sat on a side table.

      The doorway on the other side of the living room opened into a back hallway. It was mostly storage closets back here, as well as Dad’s office that he shared with Grant, who’d worked for Oakley Road Inn since their freshman year at Glen Hill College, plus a second exit into the backyard. Dane headed in that direction, only to curse under his breath when voices drifted to him from around a corner.

      “I would hate to be in his shoes right now,” one voice said.

      “He’s such a nice guy too,” said the other voice. “I met him when I stayed here last summer, and he was so lovely. Even signed a few things I could bring back to the kids.”

      The voices came closer. Panic crawled up his spine and he could only imagine the scenario if they bumped into each other. They’d feel bad. He’d feel bad. It would just be . . . bad.

      He hustled into the closest unlocked room he could find—a walk-in storage closet for overflow linens and bedding—closed it gently, and leaned his forehead against the wood. His shoulders sank and he ground his forehead into the door.

      “Hey.”

      “Jesus Christ!” Heart jumping into his throat, he whirled, hand on his chest.

      Sitting behind a white desk that was nearly too big for the space was his old college boyfriend.

      “Fuck, Grant,” Dane muttered between heaving breaths. “Warn a guy next time.”

      “What do you think the hey was?”

      Damn, Grant looked good when he smiled like that, all mischievous and teasing, a glint lighting his blue-gray eyes. Hell, he always looked good, casually confident in a way that spoke of knowing exactly who he was, and if you didn’t like it, you could fuck right off. That take-it-or-leave-it attitude was what had initially attracted Dane to him when they’d met at an LGBTQ mixer their freshmen year. Dane hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off Grant, which was the reason he’d noticed that Grant remained at the edges of the room as he’d mingled, as if he could escape through an open door faster that way if he needed to.

      It was the confidence hiding uncertainty, and the way Grant smiled with his eyes as well as his mouth, and how he casually surveyed the room before deciding who to introduce himself to that had Dane excusing himself from the people he’d been speaking with.

      Except, by that point, Grant was on his way out, and Dane had just caught a glimpse of the back of him as he’d exited the room. Without second thought, Dane had chased him down the corridor of Glen Hill Hall, catching up to him on the front steps.

      It was one of those moments he acknowledged as having changed his life.

      Shaking himself out of the memory, he squinted at Grant behind the desk. Grant wore a pale blue shirt rolled up to the elbows that accentuated the blue in his eyes, contrasted with his tanned skin, and hugged his chest and shoulders. Whereas Dane was big and muscled from years of hard hockey training, Grant was lithe and defined from recreational hockey and hikes through the Green Mountains.

      Dane’s heart flipped in his chest, resettling itself in a way that echoed everything he’d ever felt for Grant—from that first glimpse of him at the mixer, to connecting with him over coffee later that night, to falling in love with everything Grant was, to leaving him to play hockey, and everything in between.

      Rubbing a hand over his chest, Dane forced his breathing to slow and took in the tiny room to distract himself. “What are you doing in here?”

      “This is my new office.”

      “Your new . . .” Bewildered, Dane looked from Grant to the shelf of linens and bedsheets across from the desk. “Grant, this is a closet. Literally.”

      Grant shrugged and ran a hand through caramel-colored hair styled in what Dane would call a preppy side part. “At least it’s mine. Your dad and I were stepping on each other’s toes when we shared his office.”

      “He couldn’t find you anything better than this? You don’t even have a window.”

      “It’s not like I spend much time in here anyway.”

      “Still. I’ll talk to my dad about it.”

      One eyebrow rose. “When have I ever needed you to fight my battles?”

      Dane opened his mouth to respond. Closed it. Well, that was fair. If Grant said he was happy, there was no reason Dane shouldn’t take him at his word.

      “Fine.”

      “Who are you hiding from?”

      “What? No one.” At Grant’s steady gaze, Dane rolled his shoulders back. “I don’t know. People.”

      “Uh-huh.” Grant rose and rounded the desk. His shirt was tucked into black slacks pressed within an inch of their life, and Dane swallowed hard at a well-dressed Grant Lilly. Sometime during their junior year, Dane had asked him why he dressed so fancy to come to work at a casual, small-town inn every day—even Dad didn’t wear a button-up—and Grant had frowned and said that casual or not, it wasn’t a reason not to look your best in the workplace.

      Dane had been so charmed by him that he’d kissed him stupid right in the foyer.

      “You looking for your dad?” Grant asked.

      The closer he got, the swifter Dane’s mind blanked. Every time he came home for a visit and saw Grant, he had to deal with the resurfaced attraction, so this was nothing new. But somehow, this time, it was more. More intense. More butterfly-inducing. More impossible to ignore.

      Maybe it had to do with how sick and tired Dane was of meaningless relationships and one-night stands. They were easier, sure, since he was on the road with his team so much.

      But they were not fulfilling.

      They were nothing like what he’d had with Grant. And who was to say that wasn’t the problem? Six years later, and he still wasn’t over his ex.

      Possibly never would be.

      Which made getting close to someone else almost impossible.

      “Dane? Hello?”

      He jerked, refocusing on Grant. “Huh?”

      “Never mind. Hold this.” Grant thrust a towering pile of bedsheets into his arms.

      Surprised, Dane braced himself and peered at Grant around them, pleased, as always, that they were eye-level. “What’s this for?”

      “Hiding.”

      The pile of sheets went up over his head. Precarious, but effective.

      “Huh. Clever.”

      “Stick around,” Grant said with a grin that had Dane’s heart flipping again. “I’m full of good ideas.”

      Dane followed him out the door and back into the hallway.

      Fitting. Dane had been following him since freshman year.
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        * * *

      

      Heart doing a weird achy thing, Grant Lilly glanced over his shoulder at Dane and stifled a laugh.

      This whole situation with Dane’s ex releasing sexually explicit photos? That was terrible. So spine-cringingly awful that Grant had been tempted, more than once, to make the three-hour trip to Boston to find the asshole who had taken advantage of Dane and give him a piece of his mind.

      The fact that Dane was hiding away in his own home?

      That was worth a chuckle, only because the sight of Dane hiding behind a stack of sheets was almost cartoonishly funny. His shoulders bracketed the stack, but it effectively hid his face from anyone they might pass in the hallway.

      Dane had never been the type of person who enjoyed being the center of attention. Unless it related to hockey, he was very much a let the action happen away from me kind of guy.

      To be thrust into the spotlight because some piece of shit wanted his fifteen minutes of fame? Grant was surprised Dane was here at all instead of in some remote mountain cabin far away from civilization. It took guts to show your face in your hometown after that.

      He glanced over his shoulder again. Dane was peeking around his pile of sheets, presumably so he didn’t bump into Grant’s back.

      Another weird, achy twinge to Grant’s heart, full of feelings that had never lessened. Out of sight, out of mind was not the case in this situation. As if Grant would ever forget Dane, no matter how far he went. Dane was the guy Grant could be himself with. The person who didn’t laugh at his fear of bugs. Didn’t begrudge him his aversion to camping even though it was one of Dane’s favorite activities. Who lent a sympathetic ear whenever Grant’s parents called and tried to convince him to return home to Tampa to join the family business. Who enthusiastically read Grant’s short stories and poems for his creative writing class, despite Dane’s own packed schedule that some weeks didn’t give him a chance to breathe.

      Who didn’t walk away from Grant and the relationship they were building when Grant had admitted to him, while spending the Christmas holidays with Dane and his family their freshman year, that he identified as ace-spec.

      They’d been together four years—all through college—and been broken up for six, and sometimes memories still bulldozed their way into his mind with all the grace of a bumper car.

      “The beard’s new,” Grant commented now. He didn’t mention that he liked it. That the dark brown scruff contrasted with Dane’s blue eyes and made him hot as sin.

      “It’s part of my disguise.”

      “The hat too, I’m guessing? You do know they’re not going to hide you from anyone who knows you, right?”

      “That’s fine. It’s other people I’m—” Dane broke off, but he didn’t have to finish for Grant to understand what he wasn’t saying.

      It was other people he didn’t want to face. Grant knew him well enough to know that he must die a little inside each time someone brought up the photos.

      “Here we go.” Grant swung a left into Brian Roxborough’s office, the door to which was always open, no matter what Brian was up to. “Look who I found,” Grant said to Brian, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.

      This office was only slightly larger than Grant’s, but since it wasn’t also used for overflow storage, Brian had the space for a couple of chairs across from his desk and a small table. Once Brian and Lori Roxborough retired—whenever that would be—Grant intended to fully take over the management of the inn, at which time he planned on moving into this office.

      It did have a window.

      “More like I found you,” Dane said, dropping the sheets onto the table.

      “There’s my boy.” Smiling, Brian rose and came out from behind his desk. “I was wondering when you’d arrive.”

      “Hey, Dad.”

      Grant sat in a chair as Brian drew his son into a bear hug, Dane clutching at his dad extra tight. With the short beard, Dane looked almost exactly like his dad, just thirty-five years younger. Same dark brown hair, same blue eyes, same six-foot-one height, same strong shoulders. Brian had plenty of silver in his hair and a little extra weight to his middle, but otherwise this was Dane in his early sixties.

      Grant let a fantasy play out in his head. He and Dane, sixty years old, married and sharing a home on the edge of town that was all fields and trees, the nearest neighbor a mile away. Drinking coffee on the front porch or enjoying a glass of wine after a long day while their dogs played in the yard.

      He swallowed against the tightness in his throat. That fantasy, no matter how vivid, would never be. Grant wasn’t going there again, not after Dane had left him behind for hockey once already. He understood the lure of the NHL—Grant had played hockey recreationally most of his life.

      But it had nevertheless felt like he’d come in second place in Dane’s life when Dane had moved to Boston.

      After a lifetime of coming in second place, Grant wanted, just once, to be someone’s first choice.

      He’d been runner-up for a scholarship that would’ve covered most of his college debt. Instead, he was still paying them off six years after graduation. He’d come in second in his graduating class. He’d won second place in a contest for his Hospitality Marketing and Sales class his junior year, a disappointment when first place would’ve gotten him interviewed by a travel magazine and, even better, a cash prize.

      He’d lived in his older brother’s shadow since he was born.

      The dutiful son, Brandon had gotten straight As and came in first in every sport he’d ever played. Plus, he’d obediently gone into the family boating business, unlike Grant, who’d escaped Tampa the first chance he could.

      Still, one could argue that Grant could’ve followed Dane to Boston. Dane had asked. Grant could’ve gotten a job at any of the Boston hotels.

      But he’d already had visions of one day managing Oakley Road Inn, where he’d started as general “duties as required” staff in his freshman year—housekeeping, sous chef, gardener, driver, errand boy. Dane and his sister, Celia, helped out with the inn once in a while, but since neither had any interest in one day taking it over, Grant had technically been—and still was—one of only two permanent employees. As such, his responsibilities were many and varied, and he loved it.

      Not to mention that the Roxboroughs had welcomed him into their home, giving him a ready-made family when his own couldn’t be bothered to understand who he was and what he wanted. If he’d gone to Boston with Dane, he would’ve left the Roxboroughs behind. At the time, that prospect had been unthinkable.

      He’d gained a family and lost Dane. But how could he leave the Roxboroughs when they were the ones who had welcomed him and given him a job that he loved?

      Some days, he wondered where he and Dane would be right now if he had followed Dane to Boston. Would they have lasted? Or would they have fallen apart?

      Brian held Dane at arm’s length and narrowed his eyes. “You’ve looked better.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      There was a gray cast to Dane’s skin, and the circles under his eyes spoke of sleepless nights and stressful days. Grant couldn’t imagine what Dane was going through, but going through it while being a well-known athlete in a city that practically lived and breathed sports? It had to be ten times worse.

      “How are you holding up?” Brian asked, fingers digging into Dane’s shoulders in a massage.

      “Don’t look at me like that.” Dane shrugged out from under the hold and ducked his chin. “I’m fine.

      “This will blow over.” Brian’s voice was firm, as though this wasn’t the first time he’d given Dane this reassurance.

      “Sure. Temporarily. Then it’ll get resurrected whenever I fuck up during a game, or if I’m spotted talking with another guy at a bar.”

      Grant winced. He hated to even think it, but Dane was probably right.

      Several years ago, a Toronto player had been wrongfully arrested after a bar fight he hadn’t actually been involved in, and sports outlets still brought it up years later.

      “Don’t swear,” Brian chided gently.

      Dane just sighed.

      “Look, I’ve got to get back to work, but we’ll talk more at dinner, okay? Your sister’s coming with Mo and the kids.”

      Dane grimaced. “She hasn’t seen the photos, has she?”

      “You’d have to ask her. Your mom and I haven’t. But then neither of us are on social media.” Brian tilted his head in Grant’s direction. “He has, though.”

      “Ugh.” Dragging his hat down so it covered his face, Dane said, “I don’t know if that’s better or worse.” His voice was muffled through the hat.

      “If it helps, I didn’t seek them out,” Grant offered. “A sports blog I follow did a story on it.”

      “Swell.” Dane dropped into the second chair with a heaviness that belied his usual graceful movements, hat dangling from one hand.

      He was being more melodramatic than usual, but who could blame him?

      “Can you help your mom with dessert when she gets off work?” Brian asked, going back behind his desk. “Dinner’s in the slow cooker, but I’ve got a late phone call and won’t be able to help with the cake. She’s making the one with the mini marshmallows and the caramel sauce.”

      Dane chuckled. “Sugar on top of sugar on top of sugar. Just what I need.”

      Grant’s eyebrows went up. “As if you’ll keep the calories with your workout regime.”

      “He makes a good point,” Brian told Dane. “And you can take him”—he jerked a thumb at Grant—“running with you now.”

      Dane’s head swung in Grant’s direction. “When did you start running?”

      “A few months ago.”

      “Why? You hate running.”

      Builds stamina for my weekend sexcapades, Grant wanted to joke. Not that Dane would believe him. He knew that Grant hardly ever felt sexual attraction.

      In fact, Grant had only ever been sexually attracted to one person in his twenty-eight years, and that person was in this room.

      And it wasn’t Brian Roxborough.

      Grant said, “I was fostering a puppy at the time. Seemed like a good way for us both to get some exercise.”

      Dane’s eyes lit up, making him look like an eager . . . well, puppy. “Do you still have him?”

      “Nah. He went to his forever home just after Easter.”

      “Oh.” Dane’s smile was all sympathy and understanding. “That must’ve been hard.”

      It had been. Hence why it was the first and only time he’d ever fostered.

      But he didn’t want to get into that with Brian’s perceptive gaze swinging from Dane to Grant and back. Brian and Lori had never made it a secret that they thought Grant and Dane had been great together.

      And they had been, but that was a long time ago.

      Rather than answer, Grant stood. “I should get back to work.”

      “Actually, Grant, can you do me a favor?” Brian picked up his phone. “A mattress was supposed to be delivered today, a replacement for one of the double beds in the loft room.”

      “I remember. It’s not coming?”

      Not good, considering visitors were checking into that room this afternoon.

      “The driver got delayed somewhere in New Hampshire and won’t arrive until tomorrow, but the sister store in Montpelier has one in stock. Let me see, I’ve got the name of it here.” Brian put on a pair of reading glasses and squinted at his phone. “Modern Home Furnishings. Don’t suppose you’ve got time to go pick it up?”

      He didn’t. But he wanted to be Brian and Lori’s first choice—their only choice—for manager whenever they retired, and for that to happen, he had to prove that he was a dedicated team player. After ten years as an employee, a promotion to assistant manager—as well as continuing his “duties as assigned”—the trust and proof of his abilities was there. He just had to keep that up and the inn was his. He was sure of it.

      “Sure,” he said. “I’ll take Dane with me.”

      The man in question scowled, eyebrows pulling low. “Dane doesn’t want to go. There are people—” He gestured vaguely. “—out there.”

      “If you didn’t want people, you would’ve gone to Mo’s family’s cabin in Dorset,” Grant remarked. He had fond memories of that cabin, involving him and Dane that he tried not to think about.

      But the memories must’ve been written on his face because Dane smirked, eyes darkening. “Fine. I’ll come. But I’m staying in the van.”

      “You’re going to make me drag a sixty-pound mattress out all by myself?”

      Dane rolled his eyes, but he was smiling, a nice change from the gloominess that permeated his entire body. “So demanding.” Rising, Dane took Grant by the shoulders, turned him toward the door, and marched him forward. “See you later, Dad.”

      Grant tried not to shiver at Dane’s touch, though he couldn’t help how his entire body erupted in goosebumps. He grabbed Brian’s truck keys, hanging on a hook to the left of Brian’s office door.

      “Grant, I’ll see you later for our meeting,” Brian said.

      In the hallway, Grant told Dane, “I need to hit the restroom before we go.” He tossed the keys to Dane. “Meet you at the truck?”

      Footsteps approached from a perpendicular hallway.

      “Um . . .” Dane stepped back. “I’m just going to wait in your office until you’re ready.”

      With that, he turned on his heel and speed-walked away.

      Sighing, Grant looked into Brian’s office to find Brian’s sad gaze on him.

      “He’ll be okay,” Grant assured. Dane wasn’t the type of person to let anything get him down for long.

      “Yes, but how long will it take?” Brian smiled, small but there. “Honestly, I think you’ll be the best thing for him.”

      As he headed toward the restrooms, Grant tried not to take those words to heart.
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