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For Rick Hatten, who made us better people for the blessing of knowing him. Rest well, dear friend. We miss you, but carry you in our hearts.—SLJ and JPH

And to Ian, Brandon, and Kevin, my defenseman, forward, and goalie. You lived though this book with me and continue to enrich my life. Thank you for that and for answering my endless hockey questions. And thank you for making my days brighter when grief for the loss of a friend who died too soon came calling.—JPH

 





Chapter One

If it works on paper, it will work in implementation.

Amy Callahan lived by those words—had ever since she was eight years old when she drew a diagram of how she wanted to rearrange her bedroom furniture in a way that her mother had said would never work. She wouldn’t have used the word implementation back then, but her plan had worked and the philosophy had taken shape. It hadn’t failed her yet—twenty years, give or take a month or six.

“We’re here.” Cameron reached for her hand as he turned down Main Street of Beauford, Tennessee. It had been a long time since there had been any hand-holding. That was also a good sign.

She squeezed his hand and took in the sights of the charming storefronts where some of the best artisans in the country had set up shop.

With all the October trappings—pumpkins, mums, and scarecrows—it was even more charming than she’d thought. Maybe she’d draw the decorations in her bullet journal when she got home.

“It’s just as I imagined!”

Cameron laughed, but his laugh wasn’t framed in the hard edge that had become the norm lately. “But you didn’t really imagine it did you, so much as you did your research?”

It was true. Amy thumbed through the pages she had recently added to her bullet journal. They featured this little artisan boutique town that she had been intending to visit since moving to Nashville a year ago to live with failed pro football player, but successful sports agent, Cameron Snow. She never mentioned the failed football player part to him, tried not to even think it. He didn’t like it. In fact, these days it seemed he didn’t like a lot of things, and she was beginning to wonder if she was one of them.

That’s why she’d been especially pleased—and surprised—when earlier this week he had suggested that he take a day off so they could make the forty-three-minute drive to Beauford to explore the unique shops. (She knew the exact driving time because she’d Googled it and recorded it on her bullet journal Beauford General Information page.) Cameron never took a day off, seldom made advance plans that weren’t business related, and hated shopping—so she’d taken this as a sign that he was sorry for his cantankerous mood of late.

And it certainly seemed she’d been right. He’d wakened her this morning with his mouth on the nape of her neck in that oh, so sensitive spot and his hand making circles on the small of her back. He’d done it a good long time until she was fully awake and ready for the best lovemaking they’d had in she couldn’t remember when.

Cameron glanced at the book on her lap. She had looked up the websites of each shop she wanted to visit and made a bullet journal page for each one, complete with whimsical renderings of the storefronts, hours of operation, and possible purchases she might want to make. It had taken hours, but the process had been pure pleasure.

The journal was open to the pages for the Gossamer Web, the lace shop, and String, the knitting shop. Amy didn’t knit but she might start. After all, she hoped that in the not too distant future she might have need of some baby booties and blankets.

Cameron slid his finger along the lace border she had painstakingly drawn along the edges of the Gossamer Web page. “You know, some people would say you could just print out pages from the Internet and highlight what’s important. They might say anyone who has time for this doesn’t have enough to do. Not that I think that,” he hurried to add. “I’m glad you have time for your little hobby.”

That stung a bit, regardless of his disclaimer. Truth was, she didn’t have a lot to do, though that hadn’t always been true. Until eighteen months ago, she’d had a small, but growing and extremely successful, professional organizing business that she had built out of nothing except her uncanny talent for making sense of the worst kind of disorder.

Based in Atlanta, she’d started out helping Buckhead housewives bring order to their linen closets and holiday decorations, but as she honed her skills, word of her flawless reputation spread. Her client list grew until she found herself flying to Italy to organize kitchens for world-class chefs and to Paris to design closet systems for elite supermodels. She’d dug the mother of a two-time Oscar winner out of hoarder chaos—and kept her mouth shut about it.

Then came the offer. She and Cameron had been dating about six months when Order This, the New York-based, professional organizing company, had offered to buy her out for a cool five million. All she had to do was sign a five-year non-compete agreement.

Cameron had urged her to do it, pointing out that at her age—twenty-six—five years was nothing. Why shouldn’t she secure her future and take some time off? Then in five years, if she wanted to start another business, she could. He’d even offered to handle her investments, just as he handled the investments of his clients, but without a fee.

In the end, it seemed like a win-win situation. A few months later, Cameron had asked her to move to Nashville, hinting that he had marriage and children on his mind. So she’d done it, done it all—sold her business, moved in with Cameron, and started dreaming about white lace and promises.

Only that last part hadn’t panned out—not yet. And she could understand. Cameron was a busy, busy man. Whereas most agents concentrated on one sport, Cameron had both football and hockey clients. Right now he was a one-man operation, but his long term plan was to own an agency that represented all sports, and he wanted to have as many connections as possible. Although Cameron desperately wanted some baseball and basketball clients, he hadn’t been able to close the deal on that yet. With the agency goal in mind, he paid meticulous attention to all sports. Baseball season bled into football season. Football season collided with basketball season. Soccer and golf were always hanging around. Hockey started early, stayed late, and seemed to go on forever. His clients were from all over the country, and he was always flying somewhere to hold this hand or driving cross-country on a moment’s notice to pander to that ego.

Meanwhile, Amy kept the home fires burning. He always came home to an immaculate, well-ordered household with a full pantry, a comfortable bed, and his Armani and Brooks Brothers suits freshly dry cleaned and organized by color in his walk-in closet. His sports magazines were arranged in chronological order with his favorites within first reach. Because he had no taste or time for it, Amy read the newspapers and popular culture magazines for items about his clients and followed their social media so she could alert him if they posted inappropriate things.

And all this was little enough for her do in exchange for his managing their finances and making her money grow. Despite the success of her company, business was not her strong suit. Though she’d had inquiries, she’d never branched out into business organizing. She just could not get excited about sifting through someone’s backlogged email and computer directories, whereas turning a hopeless roomful of jumbled craft supplies into a beautiful, productive space that inspired creativity filled her with joy. And she loved Cameron. Of course, she did. Otherwise, she would not have moved in with him, especially considering the discord it had caused between her and her family.

Back in Campbell, Georgia, her grandmother had advised against it. “Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?” she’d said. Amy loved Mimi, but men didn’t think like that anymore, if they ever had. No one did—not even her parents.

Yet they had been far from enchanted about the changes she’d made in her life. Her father was a fourth-generation peach farmer who still rode shotgun to the orchard in the pickup truck with his father. Amy’s brother, Terrance, would be fifth generation. She had never been pressured to join the family business, though there would have been plenty for her to do. The family rule was “everybody works.”

Her mother ran The Peach Stand, which had started as a fruit stand, but now sold not only peaches, but everything that could be made from them, too—cider, preserves, pies, salsa, syrup, and homemade ice cream. There were even little novelty items made from peach wood. Last year, they’d finally put up a website and started to ship items all over the country.

Her parents, grandparents, and older brother had been proud of Amy’s business success. When she’d announced she was going to sell, her family had been less impressed with the money she was getting and more alarmed that she would be doing nothing. Not exactly in keeping with the family motto. When she’d pointed out that she couldn’t work in her field for five years, her father had said, “There are other fields. We’ve never pressed you to join the family business, but there’s work here if you want it. If not, do something.”

But she hadn’t. Not really. Cameron had encouraged her to take some time off. She thought she’d keep house and cook meals—at least until time to plan a wedding and have a baby—but that had come to nothing. Cameron had a housekeeper and a laundry service. Cooking was something she wasn’t inclined to do for herself, and Cameron was seldom available for dinner. When he was, he wanted to go out. But she did have lots of menu ideas in her bullet journal if that ever changed.

“Where do you want to go first?” Cameron brought her back to Beauford, Tennessee.

Good question. She was most eager to go to Sparkle, Neyland Beauford’s custom jewelry shop. Neyland’s mass-produced sterling silver chatelaine necklaces were all the rage and had made her famous, but Sparkle was her original workshop. Amy hoped that visiting there with Cameron might spur him toward thinking about an engagement ring, but probably best not to start there. She didn’t want it to appear like she’d wanted to come to Beauford for the sole purpose of going to Sparkle. Better to start somewhere else and just drift in there. So, where?

Spectrum, the stained glass studio? Once Upon a Page, the handmade paper store? She flipped to the page for Piece by Piece.

“How about the quilt shop?” She wouldn’t mention that it was owned by NHL star Nickolai Glazov’s wife. Cameron had tried and failed to lure the Nashville Sound’s center away from his present agent, and it was a sore subject. Unfortunately, it came up all too often since they lived in Sound Town, the area of downtown Nashville called that because of the location of the Sound practice rink and the number of players and team-connected people who lived there.

If she told Cameron of Glazov’s connection to Piece by Piece, it was bound to put him in a sour mood, but there was no reason for him to know. Still, she was planning to buy a quilt. It wouldn’t fit in the modern, gray granite, and stainless steel condo where they lived now, but she didn’t intend to live there forever. She hoped to buy and restore one of the nearby historic houses.

“Where is this quilt place?” Cameron asked.

Amy turned to the color-coded map she’d drawn. “Should be here somewhere. Oh! Just there. On the right. And there’s a parking spot right in front. We can park there and walk to the other shops.”

He pulled into the space and rubbed the spot between his eyes. “I have a headache. I think I need a cup of coffee.” He looked up and gave her a weak little smile.

Disappointment washed over her. “If you aren’t feeling well, maybe we should go home.”

“Oh, no, no!” He cupped her cheek. “This is your day. I just need some caffeine. You go on into the quilt store. I’ll be back in thirty minutes, and we’ll get on with our day. I promise.”

“I could go with you.” It had been so long since they’d done anything together that she wanted to share the whole day.

“No need of that when you don’t even drink coffee. I’ll be back before you know it.”

Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. She had read that Noel Glazov’s quilts were made completely by hand and could cost as much as five thousand dollars, and Cameron wouldn’t see the sense in that. Plus, there was a remote chance that the Glazov connection might come up.

Amy nodded and flipped a few pages forward in her journal. “There’s a coffee shop two blocks down on the left. Java Heaven.”

“I don’t want fancy coffee. I think I’ll just go out to the Cracker Barrel by the interstate.”

“Whatever you like.” Amy didn’t point out that he could have gotten plain coffee at Java Heaven. Cameron wasn’t one to take suggestions from anyone. Besides, what did it matter?

“Can I bring you anything? Iced tea? Coke?”

“No, but thank you for asking.” It only occurred to her then that he had stopped asking after her needs a long time ago. Maybe that was over.

“Then I’ll meet you back here.” Cameron leaned over and gave her a quick kiss—the kind that stable couples exchanged when they parted, because they knew they’d be seeing each other again soon.





Chapter Two

Emile Giroux exited Eat Cake, doing just that—eating cake. His sister Gabriella, who was an apprentice at the Beauford, Tennessee bakeshop, had made it. Apple cider cinnamon, she’d called it. Why such tasty cake had to be a limited edition flavor for October, he didn’t understand. You could get apples any time. That’s one of the things he would have asked Gabriella if he’d been allowed to hang around and talk to her while he ate his cake. But no. She’d thrown him out because she had an important birthday cake to make for some country music star. Brad somebody. Emile couldn’t keep up with all that.

Eat Cake wasn’t the first place Emile been thrown out of this morning. Hélène-Louise, the owner of the Gossamer Web, was the only person he knew within a hundred miles—including his sister—who could carry on a conversation with him in fluent French. But one of those lace-making apprentices needed help and she hadn’t had time for him either—just like she’d never really had time for him when he was trying to date her. That ship had sailed, of course. She’d married Bennett Watkins, who she claimed was the love of her life.

How did you get a job like that? Being the love of someone’s life. Maybe he’d ask Bennett next time he saw him, but probably not. Bennett didn’t care much for him.

The frosting on his square of limited edition cake began to melt. Packi—Oliver Klepacki, the Nashville Sound head equipment manager—would say that Emile shouldn’t be eating cake this close to the season opener next week. He was probably right. This would be his last sweet for a while.

He licked the melting frosting off his fingers. A native of Quebec, Emile would never get used to the heat in the Southern United States—especially in the fall. Of course, if the rumors he’d heard at training camp were true, he might not be around this time next year to wear shorts in October. Word on the ice was that the Nashville Sound owner, Pickens Davenport, was considering selling the team to someone who planned to move them to Massachusetts. Emile didn’t hate the idea as much as some of his teammates did, but he didn’t especially like it either. First, it would mean leaving Gabriella, because there was no way she’d consider leaving Eat Cake until her apprenticeship was complete, and maybe not then. And second, Massachusetts was Bruins country—always would be. Apart from those things, he didn’t care where he played. His world was the net, and no one in the NHL defended it better.

But the net was a lonely place. Sometimes it seemed like that old song, “You and Me Against the World.” Only in his case, the you was his stick—Bauer TotalOne NXG, P31 curve, cut to exactly twenty-seven and a quarter inches. That’s what he was using right now.

Unlike some of his teammates, Emile wasn’t afraid to change his stick. If something better came along, he’d give it a try.

He wiped his sticky fingers and tossed his napkin in a garbage can. That ought to hold him until lunch. He’d tried to guilt Gabriella into saying she’d take a break at noon and eat with him, but Gabriella hadn’t been her usual cooperative self. He hadn’t even tried with Hélène-Louise.

There was one more stop he always made when he was in Beauford. The Sound team captain Nickolai Glazov’s wife, Noel, owned Piece by Piece, and he always went in to say hello. Often as not, Glaz was there, but even if he wasn’t, Noel would be. Maybe she’d go to lunch with him.

But sure enough, when Emile opened the door, Glaz was putting the new baby in her little basket bed on wheels.

“O Captain! My Captain!” Emile said.

“O goaltender! My goaltender!” Glaz replied.

Noel gave Emile a little wave from across the way where she was showing quilts to a pretty woman with dark hair. He waved back but didn’t interrupt her.

Emile went to look at the baby. “And how is my goddaughter, the beautiful Amelie?” He liked babies; he always had. Too bad she was asleep.

“You are not her godfather.”

“I should be. I can shower Amelie with jewels, cars, and furs. I am going to have a tiny replica of my sweater made for her to wear to games.”

“I can shower her with jewels, cars, and furs.”

“But I would. You will not. You are too cheap.”

Nickolai didn’t deny it, just as Emile knew he wouldn’t. He was proud that his favorite restaurant was Cracker Barrel and that he shopped at Dollar General.

“She will not be wearing the sweater of a crazy goaltender.” But Nickolai smiled, amused. Emile was good at amusing people. “And stop calling her Amelie. We told you from the start we would not call her by a French name that sounds like yours. You know her name is Anna Lillian. Is bad luck to call the wrong name.”

“Bah! You and your bad luck and superstitions. Silly.” Anna Lillian yawned and put her fist in her mouth. So cute. Maybe he would pick her up. He could do it without waking her. Probably.

“I have no superstitions. Only a few rituals,” Glaz said. “And don’t even think about picking up Anna Lillian. She just went to sleep.”

“I was not going to pick her up.” And apparently he wasn’t. “Ritual. Superstition. It is all the same. You wear the same suit for every road trip, and Noel must send you a text exactly one hour and seven minutes before puck drop. And you know what happens when anyone says the words Stanley Cup, unless we have just won it.” Which the Sound had done twice in the last three years.

The big Russian’s nostrils flared. “Don’t say that!”

“See? Non. I am the one with no superstitions.” Next to baseball, hockey players were known for being the most superstitious in the sports world, but win or lose, Emile would do it without superstitions or rituals. He just played.

“No superstitions? What do you call refusing to talk between periods and going out of your mind if anyone touches your head while you are wearing your helmet?”

“I call that concentrating on the game. And I don’t like having my head touched. That’s all.”

“And taping your stick between every period? You may think no one knows you leave a bit of tape on if it was a good period and you spit on it and flush it down the toilet if it was a bad one. If there was a stat for the NHL player responsible for the most clogged toilets, you would win it.”

It was true. He did do that, but not because he was superstitious. It was just a thing he did. He would never be superstitious, because his son-of-a-bitch stepfather had been—for all the good it had done him. Andre had never gotten beyond being a fourth-rate forward on a third-rate minor league team that barely paid the bills. But just the same, he’d changed his skate laces and eaten a peanut butter and jelly sandwich before every game of his life—at least that’s what Emile’s mother had said. Emile didn’t remember.

Emile’s biological father had died from a skate to the jugular when Emile was a baby, and his mother, Bridget, had married Andre when Emile was two. Andre immediately set about turning Emile into a hockey player. By the time Emile was seven, he showed real promise, but Andre was washed up.

Maybe Emile should thank him for that, but he didn’t. Hard to be grateful to a man who beat the hell out of you every time you missed a save. And that was the least of his sins.

“So, no superstitions, Mr. French Kiss? Da. If you say.” Glaz smirked, and Emile wanted to hit him but fought the urge, like he always did. Glaz was his friend and only savages hit people.

Emile shrugged and called on the funny man inside him to take the reins. “Think what you like. The Lifeguard should have been my nickname.” Though he did love being called French Kiss. A female sportscaster had called him that because she said he had such a beautiful, kissable mouth. He’d tracked her down and let her try it out, but it had come to nothing. It always did.

Glaz caught sight of something over Emile’s shoulder and put up a hand. “No, Noel. Do not climb that ladder. I will take the quilt down.” And he stepped away from Emile without a word.

Emile wouldn’t have been much of a goaltender if he hadn’t learned a long time ago how to seize an opportunity. The opposing team’s forward makes a misstep, and you make that puck your own. In this case, Glaz was the forward and little Anna Lillian was the puck. He swooped in and picked her up—only he swooped with too much enthusiasm, and she began to cry.

There was going to hell to pay now. He put her on his shoulder and began to bounce her. “Ne pleure pas, chérie.”

“I told you not to pick her up!” Glaz shouted and Anna Lillian cried harder.

“Silencieux,” Emile said. “See what you did.”

“What I did! And stop speaking French in front of my baby.”

“Now, now,” Noel said as she came toward him with her arms outstretched. “This isn’t the first time she’s been wakened, and it won’t be last.” She smiled at Emile as she took the baby.

“You have a sweet way about you, my lovely Noel. I know this beautiful bébé will be such as you.”

“Leave my wife and child alone.” Glaz was on the ladder removing a quilt from the dowel where it hung. “Make yourself useful and let me hand this down to you.”

Emile winked at Noel, gave Anna Lillian a little pat, and took his sweet time about crossing the room.

“Bonjour,” he said to the dark-haired woman. “You are buying the lovely Noel’s quilt?”

“I am.” Emile did not find all Southern accents easy on the ear, but hers was—more slow than flat, more like sharp molasses than overly sweet honey. Might be a little bourbon mixed in.

“You are lucky to own such a thing. Noel is an artist.”

“I am lucky. It’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.” Her eyes were purple. He’d never seen purple eyes before. Was there a trick to making them appear that way, or was it real?

Emile looked at the quilt. It was a wild swirl of colors and shapes that he couldn’t make sense of, but everyone said Noel’s quilts were fine textile art, so it must be true. In an attempt to improve himself, he’d taken some art classes at the University of North Dakota but he didn’t remember them saying anything about quilts.

“Oui. A real work of art.”

“Mr. French Kiss?” Glaz said. “Do you think you could take this work of art from me so it does not get soiled from the floor?”’

“If I can stop a puck, I can stop a quilt.” He folded it and laid it on the table. “Come out to lunch with me, my captain. I will buy.”

“Nyet.” I am to watch Anna Lillian until time to practice.”

“Go,” Noel said. “Anna Lillian is asleep again. You can put her in the stroller and take her.”

“I’ll push!” Emile volunteered.

Glaz frowned, but he nodded. “Let me put away the ladder.”

“Excellent,” Emile said. “I will get the pushchair.” He smiled at the purple-eyed woman and briefly wondered who would be under that quilt with her.

• • •

It was a good thing Cameron had gone for coffee. Never in her wildest dreams had Amy imagined there was any chance Nickolai Glazov would actually be in the shop. She watched him exit Piece by Piece with the one he’d called French Kiss pushing the baby. She hadn’t paid attention to their whole conversation, but it seemed he was a hockey player and teammate. She had only been to one Sound game with Cameron, though he went all the time. She had been raised on football—SEC college and Atlanta Falcons. Aside from hearing Cameron rant and rave about Glazov, she knew nothing about hockey players or hockey. But there was something familiar about Mr. French Kiss, and it was easy to see how that one had gotten his nickname. He had the most beautiful mouth she’d ever seen. The thought of his mouth jarred her memory.

Wasn’t he the one in that candy commercial? At the end he said, “Au Chocolat,” smiled, and bit into a piece of chocolate with a filled center. Then came the capper. The camera zoomed in on that beautiful mouth as a tiny bit of syrupy filling ran from the corner of his mouth. It made every woman watching want to lick the TV screen.

She tossed her head to shake off the thought. She shouldn’t be looking at other men’s mouths—even exceptional ones with full lips that smiled easily. Maybe, apart from the dripping candy, that was the attraction—the easy smile. There hadn’t been a lot of that in her life lately, not in the mirror and not across the dinner table.

“I am so pleased you like this quilt.” Noel Glazov had refolded it and was wrapping it in tissue paper. “I have never made a crazy quilt before. I didn’t think I ever would. But I made it when I was pregnant.”

Amy was thankful Noel had distracted her from thinking about mouths. The quilt with its swirling patterns and wild colors was not what she had imagined buying, but she’d known it was hers the moment she’d seen it—even though it was priced at three thousand dollars.

“I thought I would want one made of squares like the one with the leaves there.” Amy pointed to the quilt display. “But this is my quilt. How is a crazy quilt different?”

“There’s no real plan to a crazy quilt. You just start sewing together fabric of all shapes, sizes, and patterns.” Noel smiled warmly. “Not usually my way at all. I always like a plan of exactly what is going to happen.”

“I understand that,” Amy said. “I used to be a professional organizer.” Were used to be the saddest words in the English language?

“Really?” Noel was now wrapping the quilt in brown paper. “We could sure use some of that around here.”

Amy laughed. Everyone said that. It was like English teachers hearing, “I’ll have to watch my grammar,” or people saying to a minister, “I’ll have to watch my language.”

“Nonsense,” Amy said. “The shop is lovely. How did you decide to make a crazy quilt?”

“Well, it was right after we found out I was pregnant.” Noel tied the parcel with twine from an old-fashioned dispenser. “I was on a plane, on the way to see my husband’s hockey game. I reached for my project bag and found that I had brought the wrong one—something I would probably not have done had I not had baby brain. What I’d brought was a bag of scraps. It’s a wonder I had scissors and a needle. So I just started stitching, thinking maybe I’d make a pincushion from it. Then there was enough for a pillow. But I just kept going.” She patted the box she had placed the bundle in. “And here it is. I call it Stir Crazy—which I was later on in my pregnancy.”

“That’s a lovely story. I’ll bet you have stories for all your quilts.”

Noel stopped and considered, then laughed. “I suppose I do. I live with them a long time. It took me almost as long to make Stir Crazy as it did to make Anna Lillian.” She reached under the counter and pulled out a pamphlet. “This is how to care for it. And there’s something else. After I named the quilt, I hid seventeen spoons in it. Different sizes, some embroidered, some appliquéd. I can give you a diagram that shows where they are, but I hope you’ll try to find them first. You can call me anytime and I’ll send you the diagram—either when you find them all or give up.”

“So, spoons for Stir Crazy? I love it!” If she’d been charmed before, now she was enchanted.

“And”—Noel gave her a sly little grin—“I thought it might be a good quilt to spoon under.”

A nice thought. There hadn’t been much of that lately, but maybe better times were coming. Amy removed her credit card from her wallet and slid it across the counter.

Noel picked up the card. “I’ll have you ready in just a jiffy.”

“Take your time,” Amy said.

Noel swiped the card and frowned. “Odd. Let me try again.”

Amy didn’t think much of it. Transactions sometimes failed the first time. But Noel did not brighten and say, “There it goes,” as merchants always did when this happened. In fact, she seemed to be trying for a third time.

Finally, Noel looked up. “I’m sorry. Your card has been declined.”

“That’s impossible,” Amy said. That’s probably what everyone said, but it really was impossible. The limit on her card was ridiculous, and Cameron paid it off every month.

Noel handed her the card. “I’m sure it’s just a glitch. Would you like to call them? Or use another card?”

She didn’t have another card, except for her debit card, which she seldom used.

“I’ll call the bank.” She flipped the card over and punched in the number. She didn’t even step away out of earshot. Why should she? She had plenty of money and nothing to be embarrassed about.

But after a long, tortuous wait listening to elevator music with a recorded voice interrupting at regular intervals to ask her to be patient, she finally hung up. Now, reason or not, she was embarrassed. She couldn’t stay on hold forever. Cameron would be here soon. She’d work this out later. She fished her debit card out of her wallet.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” Amy said, “but I’m tired of being on hold. I’ll just use my debit card.”

Noel smiled. “Certainly. Believe me, this kind of thing happens all the time.”

“Maybe my fiancé got new cards and forgot to give me mine.” Uncomfortable at calling Cameron her fiancé, Amy hid her left hand. She wouldn’t have called him that if she had a better word, but boyfriend was so juvenile, and partner sounded like someone you had a business arrangement with—or maybe a cowboy, though wouldn’t that be pardner? She tried to picture Cameron in chaps and a cowboy hat, but couldn’t quite get there.

“I’m sorry, Amy,” Noel said. “You debit card has been denied, too.”

What!

Amy shook her head. “This has never happened to me before. I don’t understand.”

Noel looked as embarrassed as Amy felt. “You could call them.”

No way was she going to stand here and make another call in front of this woman.

“It’s the same bank. I’d just be on hold again.” She closed her eyes for a moment. Maybe Cameron had moved all their banking business and not told her—not that she was going to admit to this successful businesswoman and wife of a millionaire hockey player that she didn’t know anything about her own finances. Then she reminded herself that she—Amy—was a millionaire in her own right. Lots of people had other people handle their finances. Nikolai Glazov probably did. It was no different. Amy just didn’t have to pay Cameron.

She lifted her chin and looked Noel in the eye. “I don’t know what is going on, but my fiancé is supposed to meet me back here. He handles our finances, and I know there has been some big misunderstanding. He’ll have the right cards.”

Noel smiled, clearly relieved. “I’m sure that’s it. Why don’t you have a seat?” She indicated a cozy little sitting area around a fireplace where Amy imagined that people sat to sew. “Would you like a cup of coffee or a Coke?”

No way. Amy wanted out of here and now. The next time she set foot in this shop, she wanted to have the right card and collect her package. If Nickolai Glazov and his French friend were back by then, Cameron would just have to suck it up. Served him right for leaving her with no way to buy anything.

But she didn’t say all that, of course. Instead, she smiled. “I think I’ll watch for him outside and enjoy everyone’s fall decorations. The weather’s so nice.”

Noel nodded. “See you soon, then. I’ll just put this aside for safekeeping.” She placed the box with Stir Crazy behind the counter.





Chapter Three

Emile settled the check at The Café Down On The Corner as Glaz settled Anna Lillian into her pushchair.

“Have you heard from Swifty since yesterday?” Glaz asked, referring to the Sound’s top defenseman and Emile’s closest friend, Bryant Taylor. He’d earned his nickname back in his junior hockey days for his backward skating speed, though that little blond country music star, Taylor Swift, told a reporter it was for her.

“He’s fine. A little rest. A little ibuprofen. He will be on the ice today. He might have lost that little altercation with the boards yesterday, but he never loses for long.”

Glaz nodded and picked up the bag with the takeout they had gotten for Noel. “Good. Would not want to face the Blackhawks without him next week.”

“I am in front of Eat Cake.” Emile pointed down the block to where his Bugatti Chiron was parked. There were four teenage boys gathered around, taking pictures with it.

Glaz shook his head. “I am surprised anew every time I see that vehicle. I do not know what is crazier—that you paid three million dollars for a mode of transportation or that you painted it up like a circus train.” In keeping with his notoriously thrifty ways, Glaz had driven a used Jeep until the baby was born. Then he’d replaced it with some kind of American-made SUV.

“Not a circus train. It matches my goalie mask.” Emile was proud of that design. He’d thought it out very carefully, and everything had symbolic meaning—the metallic silver and purple were the Sound’s colors. The giant wolf head and stars on the hood were for his name—Emile meant excellent and Giroux meant wolf. The Sound’s logo—a musical note—and his sweater number—30—were interspersed with the stars that orbited around the wolf’s head.

“Thor told me the manufacturer of that car threatened to sue you for defacing it. Is that true?”

Emile shrugged. “They wrote a letter. I gave it to Miles Gentry, and he made it go away.”

Glaz nodded. “Agents are good that way. At first, I did not want to pay the fee, but Jean Luc has made me much more money.” Glaz looked at the car. “Is crazy, what you did. That is for sure. But if you want to paint your car, is for you to say. No one else.”

Emile stopped in front of his car. “So, a man has a right to be crazy.”

Glaz laughed. “Keep making the saves, I will defend your right to be crazy.”

“See you later at practice.” Emile bent to give Anna Lillian a goodbye pat, but Glaz wheeled her away from his reach.

“If you must wake more babies today, go find someone else’s.”

Emile watched the boys taking pictures of his car for a moment after Glaz moved on, and then he stepped closer and waited for them to notice him. Noticing him never took long.

“Why aren’t you young men in school?” he asked. Emile believed in education. He’d gone to college less than a year before going to play for the St. Louis Blues. He’d wanted Gabriella to finish college, but she’d been set on being a baker and didn’t want to go at all. He could have sent her anywhere, but in the end they compromised, and she agreed to attend the community college near home for two years. After that, Miles had found the apprenticeship for her with the pastry chef in Beauford and negotiated a nice deal for Emile with the Sound so he could be near his sister. Pickens Davenport had paid dearly, but Emile had earned every cent. He gave the boys a stern look. “You should be in school.”

The boys looked startled.

“Teachers’ work day,” one of them said. “We got out at noon.”

“So you’ve been to school today?”

They all nodded. Emile believed them, so he smiled.

“Then, maybe I will take a picture of all of you together with my car.”

“This is your car?” That came from the short redheaded one.

“Of course it is! That’s Emile Giroux!” the skinny blond said. “I told you I heard about his car on ESPN.”

So lots of picture taking and autograph giving ensued. Emile never charged for autographs. He didn’t even care if they sold them. He admired enterprising people.

He considered going into Eat Cake to say goodbye to Gabriella but decided against it. She had that birthday cake that she was so excited about.

He slid behind the wheel and pulled the car out into traffic. Even considering the half hour it would take him to get back to Nashville, he still had couple of hours to kill before practice. Crazy practice schedule. Eight in the morning some days, noon, others. Sometimes late afternoon like today. Some of the guys didn’t like it, but Emile didn’t care. He didn’t have much else to do. He passed Glaz, who had stopped on the street to talk to Miss Sticky from the knitting shop. He waved and drove past Piece by Piece.
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