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            To my brother, Charles—you are selfless and brave and I’m so proud to call you my “big” brother;) I may be older in years, but you’ve always been the protector, and our country is lucky to have you.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         The puck was flying straight toward her face, and for a brief second, Becky considered letting it hit her. She could use the forced nap, she thought, shifting in front of the goalie net as the puck drew closer. But losing wasn’t the Westmore way, and in the last second before it hit her, she raised her gloved hand and swiped the puck out of the air and back onto the ice.

         Glancing at the scoreboard she saw there were ten minutes left in the last period of the amateur hockey league game. Only ten more minutes, then she was refusing to fill in for the regular goalie again. She was a thirty-two-year-old single mom with a to-do list that only grew at the end of each day; she didn’t have time for this.

         Watching her brother Jackson steal the puck from the Fort Collins Renegades’ offensemen, she relaxed a little, knowing the puck would be the other goalie’s problem for a while.

         She was right. They may as well have pulled her for the remaining minutes, as she hadn’t had to block any more shots from the Renegades.

         When the last buzzer rang, she rushed to line up with her team. “Good game, good game…” she repeated all the way down through the players, who grumbled not so quietly about an unfair win.

         She couldn’t fault their annoyance. With Jackson, a former NHL hopeful, on the team, no one else had much of a chance against the Glenwood Falls Hurricanes. Division champs for four years in a row, she wondered when the league would pass a motion banning her brother from playing.

         Accepting a high five from him now, she said, “That’s it—I’m done. Do not ask me to play any more this season.”

         He led the way off of the ice. “Oh, come on, you love to play.”

         Removing her gloves, she shook her head, the slightly too big goalie helmet rattling around her ears. “No. You love to play hockey. I’m always forced to fill in because none of you jerks want to be goalie. It was same when we were kids,” she said, referring to him and her two other brothers, who had made it to the NHL. “I took one for the team then, and I took one for the Hurricanes whenever needed now, but I’m serious, Jackson. It’s December first.”

         “Ah, the month from hell begins. You do this to yourself, you know. You take on everything and anything and then spend the month complaining about how you don’t get to enjoy the season like everyone else.”

         Part of that was true, but it wasn’t as though she had a choice. In addition to her own holiday preparations, she was head of Widows of Heroes—a division of Operation Homefront that provided funding and care to military families as well as wives and children of emergency services personnel. This time of year, her workload doubled. A lot of responsibility rested on her shoulders to ensure that the families depending on the group’s support received it. “You could always help.”

         He laughed as they reached the locker rooms. “You’d never let me anywhere near your perfect Christmas preparations. Bye, sis,” he said going into the men’s.

         She sighed as she pushed her way into the empty women’s locker room. He was right. Taking on far too much and then obsessing about making everything perfect was the cause of her holiday stress, but ’twas the season…

         Opening her locker, she checked her cell phone and cringed. This year’s additional anxiety factor had left a message. Sitting on the bench, she removed her hockey pads and helmet and tossed them into a duffel bag. Then dialed her voicemail.

         “Hi, Becky, just checking in to see how the dress alterations are going. I’m dying to see it,” her former sister-in-law, Holly, said.

         Alterations was putting it mildly. The white antique gown had been in need of a complete redesign. But Holly had insisted that wearing her future mother-in-law’s dress was what she wanted for her Christmas wedding.

         Becky swallowed a lump of guilt. The truth was, she’d barely started them. Planning the Widows of Heroes Thanksgiving dinner had stolen a lot of time in November, and the December festivities would be even more work—the children’s party, the Christmas baskets…

         “Anyway, let me know when I can stop by,” the message continued, “and uh…when the groomsmen might be able to stop by for their tux fittings.”

         The slight nauseous feeling in the pit of her stomach went from bad to worse. She’d agreed to take on the seamstress duties long before her ex-boyfriend Neil Healy had been named one of the groomsmen. An Air Force pilot who up until a month ago had been stationed in Florida, with active tours overseas, the groom hadn’t known if his cousin would be able to attend the wedding, let alone be in the wedding party.

         Neil’s arrival in Glenwood Falls after twelve years away had her going crazy. Over the years, she’d thought about him a lot. She had even contemplated friending him on Facebook once or twice, usually after a glass of wine or two…or on nights she was feeling particularly lonely or nostalgic. But she hadn’t been able to bring herself to make the connection, to reach out.

         However, she’d stared at his Facebook profile picture far too long to say she wouldn’t recognize him when she finally saw him. The photo of him with several other military officers, all dressed in their combat uniforms, had been a tempting screensaver pic. Men in uniform were droolworthy, and her ex-boyfriend took hot to a whole new level, which was why so far, avoiding him had been her main strategy. Working on the military base with Widows of Heroes had made such a feat challenging, but she suspected part of her success was due to the fact that he was trying equally hard to avoid her.

         Well, their avoidance would have to come to an end…soon.

         Sighing, she removed her hockey skates and tossed them into her bag.

         The last time she’d seen Neil was the day he’d returned from basic training. Together and inseparable since the seventh grade, she’d hated every minute of him being away. But he’d reassured her that the ten weeks would pass quickly and then they would be starting a life together, moving in together once he returned. Twenty years old and so in love, she’d hoped he was right.

         The news that he was being stationed in Miami, with his first six-month deployment happening within the year, had crushed her.

         Miami was far enough. Afghanistan may as well have been a different planet.

         He’d pleaded with her to go with him, but she’d been in the middle of her third semester of college, and with his pending deployment, she hadn’t seen the point of moving to Miami. Being without him in Glenwood Falls, where she had friends and family was hard enough. Miami—all alone—would be hell.

         She’d had a lot of time to think in the weeks he’d been away. She knew she couldn’t deal with a long-distance relationship, with unreliable communication and silences for weeks on end. The danger and uncertainty of a military career, the tours to war-torn territory, had made her feel sick to her stomach, and the instability and the possibility of moving from base to base wasn’t a life she thought she could handle.

         Holding back tears, she’d suggested they take a break.

         “Break up, you mean?” His accusatory stare had sucked the breath from her lungs.

         “No…Just take some time to think about what we both want,” she’d said, feeling hopeless and conflicted.

         “I thought you wanted a life with me.”

         “I do, but I’m not sure I’m strong enough to make it work this way. I’ll be miserable and worried sick every time you leave, and you know I don’t do well with uncertainty.” She liked her small-town life with its predictability just fine. Neil was different. He was so brave and had always talked about leaving Glenwood Falls and seeing the world. She’d naïvely hoped they could overcome their differences, but now those differences were driving them apart.

         “And you’ve started a new career, a new chapter…maybe you’ll realize that I’m not what you need, either.”

         Letting Neil walk away had been the toughest thing she’d ever done, but she had to believe it had been for the best. They’d been in love as teenagers, and young love had a way of fading into adulthood, when life got complicated and choices had to be made. Though knowing that wouldn’t make seeing him now any easier.

         She sighed, gathered her things, and shut the locker door.

         Then, knowing Holly would be expecting an answer, she picked up the phone and texted her back, purposely ignoring the part about the groomsmen.

         Don’t worry about the dress. I promise, you won’t even recognize it.

         Especially if she let too much time pass and had to buy a completely new one to pass off in its place.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “What’s with the sunglasses? It’s been overcast for the last week,” Neil’s co-worker Blake asked as he entered their shared office on base early the next morning.

         “I can hope, can’t I?” he muttered. It felt as though he’d barely seen any sign of the sun since he’d moved back to Glenwood Falls the month before. These thick, heavy clouds were depressing. The view of the mountains from the valley was one of things he’d missed while living in Florida, and he’d yet to see it. He remembered Colorado winters being cold, but the sun was usually shining at least.

         “Not to destroy your hopes, man, but according to the forecast, we’re expecting snow—lots of it—before the sun is expected to make an appearance again. You’re tempting fate riding that bike this long.”

         Neil was holding on as long as possible, the idea of storing the motorcycle only making his depression worse. But the snow would force him to reconsider his mode of transportation. His once-a-week commute to the Pueblo County Airport where he trained air force combat systems officers in high- and low-level flight procedures would require a reliable vehicle. Or at least something with a seatbelt. He sighed as he tucked his motorcycle helmet under his desk.

         A fighter pilot for the U.S. Air Force, he’d been lucky to have served his country from the warm, sunny military base in Miami for twelve years. However, the transfer back to Colorado had been required for the promotion to lieutenant colonel.

         His commanding officer had thought he was doing him a favor by pushing through the paperwork to have him back in his hometown in time for the holidays. Truth was, other than his cousin Cliff, he had no family here, not since his grandmother’s death a few years before, and being back only reminded him of that void.

         Christmas brought a reason to celebrate, a source of excitement in an otherwise quiet, uneventful town, and it was not the place his lonely heart wanted to be.

         “Sorry I missed the hockey game the other night. I heard you almost played well,” Blake said, tossing several new recruit folders on his desk.

         If by “almost played well” he meant “managed to stay on his feet on the ice,” then okay, sure. Along with his added responsibilities in his job, he’d unwillingly adopted a position on the Air Force hockey team, despite not being on a pair of skates since leaving home. Now, surfing was his idea of a good time. Freezing his ass off, wearing ten pounds of hockey gear, and struggling not to fall flat on his face was not. “Does anyone play well against a Westmore?” he said, refusing to take all the blame for the team’s loss. Jackson Westmore was practically a professional hockey player. The guy had spent years playing for the Colorado East Coast Hockey League team before giving it up when he’d realized the local league was as far as he would go. Now he coached the local junior team and made all other players in the adult amateur league groan whenever it was their turn to take on the Hurricanes.

         “Good point,” Blake said.

         “Does Becky ever play?” Neil asked before he could stop himself. His ex-girlfriend used to play almost as much as her brothers, being forced into it by the hockey-crazed family. She was fantastic in net, but had never been serious enough about the sport to try for the women’s hockey league.

         He’d yet to run into her in the four weeks he’d been back—mainly because he avoided going anywhere she might be. He’d caught a glimpse of her the week before at the Thanksgiving dinner, and he’d hightailed it out of there. No amount of turkey and gravy was worth the awkwardness a face-to-face was sure to generate.

         They’d ended things a long time ago, and by now the idea of seeing her shouldn’t hold any tension, but he found his chest tightening whenever he remembered that she was working most days in the community hall office—just three right turns away.

         “She plays goalie sometimes when they’re short a player.” Blake shot him a look. “Have you talked to her since you got back?”

         In a small town, where most everyone had gone to school together, it didn’t surprise him that Blake remembered their history. Together since junior high, when he’d taken her to the winter formal, their relationship had lasted nine years before he joined the Air Force the year after graduating high school.

         Everyone thought they would be married with a house full of kids by now.

         Things hadn’t exactly worked out the way everyone—including him—had expected. “Nah…” His cell phone chimed with a text and picking it up, he groaned.

         Holly. Cliff’s fiancée. Again.

         Agreeing to be in his cousin’s wedding would be the death of him. He really should have insisted there was no rush with his transfer.

         Have you stopped by to see Becky about your tux yet? he read.

         This was the third time she’d asked him that week. He couldn’t put it off forever, but he wasn’t looking forward to it, either. Sure, a lot of time had passed, but he’d never completely gotten over her. He knew sooner or later they’d see one another, he’d been hoping for later.

         And certainly not this way. Was it too late to get out of the wedding party?

         Not yet. But I will, he texted back.

         “What’s the holdup? Isn’t the wedding in a few weeks? Are you avoiding Becky?” Blake asked, reading the text messages over his shoulder.

         There was no privacy in a small town. None. Neil tucked the phone away. “I was.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         The washing machine chimed at the same time the dishwasher started to beep.

         Becky sighed as she stood. Having Holly’s dress ready to wear by December 23 would be a holiday miracle.

         She collected the piece she’d been sewing from the machine and laid it aside, the beadwork reflecting the late evening light coming through the blinds. Closing the door behind her, she left the sewing room. “Taylor, pick one—dishes or clothes,” she called down the hallway.

         “Can’t. I’m doing homework,” came the reply.

         Yeah, right. Opening the bedroom door confirmed what she suspected. Her daughter was wrapping the new red hockey tape she’d bought with her weekly allowance around the blade of her stick. “Clothes or dishes?” Becky asked.

         The eight-year-old sighed as she set the stick aside as if it were porcelain and followed her out of the room. “Dishes,” she muttered.

         “Great. Thank you.” Watching her daughter grumble as she went to the kitchen, Becky ignored the slight wave of guilt she felt. She wished she didn’t have to rely on Taylor so much for help, but with her work with Widows of Heroes keeping her days busy, the sewing projects she took on for extra money occupying most of her evenings, taking care of her home, raising a daughter alone, and somehow finding time to eat and sleep, she couldn’t do everything.

         She had no idea when she would have time to decorate her own home for the holidays, but she refused to leave it until the last minute like she had the year before. They’d been decorating the tree on Christmas Eve instead of enjoying their tradition of holiday movies and hot chocolate, and the season had seemed rushed and underappreciated. Not this year, she thought, shoving aside the massive to-do list monster peeking around the corner. But she would need her daughter’s help.

         “Children are supposed to help around the house. You all had chores.” Her own mother’s words when she’d voiced her guilty feelings were not as much comfort as she’d like.

         The difference was that Beverly Westmore had given her four kids chores to give them a sense of responsibility. Becky depended on her daughter’s help, and the fact that the little girl had lost her father at the age of four…well, maybe she had enough responsibility to contend with.

         Becky squared her shoulders and swallowed the lump in her throat as she entered the laundry room.

         And slipped on soapy water.

         She blinked as her ass crashed to the floor with a hard thud, nearly knocking the wind from her lungs. What the hell? Next to her, the washing machine was now vibrating violently and making an odd rattling noise. Water leaked over the top and bubbles gathered on the lid.

         Grabbing the doorframe behind her, she pulled herself to her feet and rushed to unplug the out-of-control machine from the wall. The rattling and vibrating stopped. Damn. A broken appliance was the last thing she needed right before the holidays.

         Money was never tight with Rob’s pension from the police department and her salary from Widows of Heroes, but it wasn’t exactly flowing, either, and she’d peeked at Taylor’s letter to Santa already and knew it contained a lot of high-priced hockey gear.

         Time to put on her handyman hat. Rolling up the sleeves of her sweatshirt, she opened the lid.

         “Need some help?”

         The unexpected sound of a deep male voice made her jump and lose her balance once again on the wet floor. Two hands gripped her shoulders to steady her, and she immediately wished he had let her fall. Feeling her cheeks on fire, she turned to face Neil.

         His profile picture did not fully capture the hotness standing in front of her. Time had been far too good to him. The young, boyish face had been replaced by a rugged handsomeness that would turn more than one head in the small town, and she immediately felt a pang of irrational jealousy. His solid, square jaw with just the right amount of stubble had always been her weakness, and his dark brown eyes held a look of uncertainty mixed with a friendly familiarity as though no time at all had passed since she’d last gazed into them.

         Becky folded her arms across her body, putting up a physical barrier to match the internal one that had immediately sprang up around her heart at the unexpected feelings spurred by the sight of her ex. “What are you doing here? How’d you get in?” Small town or not, she never left her door unlocked. After having a police officer for a husband, she’d known not to adopt a false sense of security.

         “Your daughter let me in.” He surveyed the mess of the laundry room. “Washing machine problems?” he asked, removing his jacket to reveal a tight black T-shirt haphazardly tucked into one side of a hip-hugging pair of jeans.

         “Oh no…it’s no…” She clamped her lips together. She couldn’t even remember the question. What was it about his big, muscular arms that turned her brain to complete mush?

         Maybe the fact that she still remembered what it felt like to be wrapped up in them?

         “Let me look,” Neil said, moving her away by her shoulders and stepping carefully into the water on the floor. It sloshed under his boots and soaked the frayed hem of his faded jeans.

         Riding boots. He’d always talked about owning a motorcycle. An adrenaline junkie from an early age, he’d owned his first dirt bike at fourteen, and the sight of him on it had done crazy things to her teenage hormones. She remembered sneaking out after curfew to ride on the back of it, holding on tight to him as they sped along the empty dirt roads at night, stopping to make out near the riverbank…“That’s not necessary. I got it under control.”

         He ignored her. Opening the lid, he looked inside, then reached into the water, up to his biceps. Sexy, toned, still-tanned-from-the-Miami-sun biceps.

         “Really, I’m sure you have places to be. I’ll call someone if it’s something I can’t fix on my own.” Since ending his pursuit of a hockey career, Jackson flipped houses for a living and was quite the handyman. He was her go-to for these kind of things.

         “It’s okay. I’m here anyway,” Neil said, not sounding all too pleased about it.

         Well, neither was she. She certainly hadn’t been expecting a visit from the hottest man to ever leave her weak in the knees. And she definitely would not have invited him in and allowed him to see her messy laundry room. But here he was. Standing in a puddle of water, his arm disappearing in her washing machine, looking like a sexy gift from handyman heaven.

         And she was wearing Star Wars pajama pants and a holiday-themed sweatshirt featuring Grumpy Cat that said, DASHING THROUGH THE SNOW…GET THE F*CK OUT OF MY WAY.

         Not exactly the way one fantasizes about running into an ex.

         She was going to have to have the “don’t open the door to strangers” talk with Taylor again.

         “I think I found the problem,” he said, pulling a thin piece of black, lacy fabric from the machine. “These were wrapped around the agitator.” He opened the thong, stretching the thin waistband between his hands. “Nice.”

         Her mortification obviously knew no bounds. She yanked them out of his hands and tucked the wet fabric under her arm. The ridiculous underwear had cost more than all of her sensible cotton briefs combined, and they’d been the only thing at Holly’s bachelorette lingerie party she could buy in a show of support.

         She’d worn them under duress earlier that week when she’d had nothing else clean. They were horrible. The lace, the string between her ass cheeks…She shuddered at the memory of how they’d ridden up past her jeans when she’d bent over at the grocery store to pick up an apple that had rolled off the fruit display table, and she’d caught the fifteen-year-old stock boy, Al, staring.

         She should have burned them instead of washing them because she would never wear them again. “Thank you for discovering the problem,” she said through clenched teeth. “Even though I said I had it under control.”

         He ignored her comment. “Why don’t you plug it back in and see if that fixes things?”

         Well, another thong wouldn’t be caught in there, if that’s what he was hoping. A memory of the lingerie she used to wear for him flashed in her mind—matching bra and panty sets, one-piece teddies…The look in his eyes seeing her in those things had made her feel like the sexiest woman in the world. And the way he’d slowly remove the garments from her body had sparked a passion, an intensity, an undeniable need…

         Her eyes met his now and she could see her own thoughts reflected in his expression. He glanced away quickly, but it was too late—she knew that look well. She wasn’t the only one struggling with the past.

         She plugged in the machine and it hummed as it resumed its cycle as though nothing had happened. As if the ground beneath her feet hadn’t just trembled.

         “Great,” Neil said. “Just FYI—You’re supposed to put those things in a garment washing bag.”

         “Suddenly a connoisseur of women’s delicates?” Damn, that sounded jealous even to her ears.

         “Twelve years is enough time for anyone to change.”

         Was it? Then why did things feel so much the same when she looked at him? Too much time had passed, too much life had happened for both of them—she couldn’t claim to know the man he was now. Yet, her heart insisted it did.

         He glanced around when she remained silent. “Do you have a mop in here somewhere?”

         Oh hell no. There was no way he was cleaning up this mess. “I’ve got it. You’ve done enough.” A little too much, in fact.

         He stood there staring at her, as though years of words unsaid were weighing on him. She held her breath, not liking the unsettling energy that surrounded them, making her hypersensitive to his presence.

         He looked too good, the scent of his familiar cologne smelled too good, and the memories coming to mind were reminding her just how good he could be.

         Which was bad.

         She cleared her throat. “Was there a reason you stopped by?”

         He nodded. “The tux fitting. Holly said you were in charge of that and asked me to come see you.”

         “Right. Yes.” She glanced at the mess. “I’ll deal with this later.”

         “I can wait.”

         And have him in her home longer? No way. “That’s okay. Follow me.”

         Opening the sewing room door a second later, she grabbed one of the garment bags from Mac’s Tuxedo—the shop in Denver where Holly had purchased the four groomsmen tuxes for a steal since they were going out of business. She claimed she was doing the men a favor by not having them rent one for the event, but Becky had had to bite her tongue about the extra work it was, tailoring four tuxes to fit four very differently shaped men. “The bathroom’s down the hall on the right. Just put this on and I’ll pin you…” Her cheeks flushed. “Pin the fabric.”

         Once he disappeared down the hall, she checked her reflection in the three-way mirror. Her unruly light brown waves were extra unruly and her makeup-free face looked old and tired. Unlike her ex, whose laugh lines only enhanced his gorgeous face.

         She released a slow, deep breath. She’d expected this moment—seeing him for the first time—to be difficult, but she hadn’t expected the tightening in her lungs or the odd sense of longing she felt. There was so much she wanted to say, yet she was tongue-tied and caught off guard. They couldn’t exactly pick up where they’d left off, yet starting over with a new friendship seemed impossible with their shared history. This was the guy who’d been there when she’d gotten her braces put on and removed, the one who’d taken her to every school dance since junior high, who’d watched her blow out her birthday candles every year until she turned twenty. The man she’d spent countless nights talking about a future with…No, starting over was not an option.

         Which left them where?

         Hearing his footsteps in the hallway, she moved away from the mirror and grabbed her pins. “How does it fit?” she asked, relieved to see that the tux fit better than she’d expected.

         Relieved and flustered.

         In the black pants and sleek, form-fitting jacket, Neil looked amazing, even with his T-shirt under it. Her mouth went dry and her palms sweat a little. As a lovesick teenager she’d always envisioned that one day she’d see him in a tux.

         Not exactly like this, though.

         “Okay, just step up here and I’ll mark the hemming.”

         He stood on the block in front of the mirror and was silent as she marked and pinned the length of the pants. Her hands shook slightly and she prayed he wouldn’t notice the bumpy line she’d left with the white chalk.

         Standing, she lifted the back of the jacket to inspect the waistline, and damn if she didn’t sneak a peek at the ass she’d always loved.

         Yep. Still round and tight. Still perfect. She swallowed hard. “Does the waist feel okay?” she asked.

         His gaze met hers in the mirror. He cleared his throat. “Feels a little loose.”

         She collected the fabric and cinched it in the middle, careful not to let her fingers brush against the exposed skin of his lower back. “Better?”

         He nodded. “Yeah,” he said, but his voice sounded slightly hoarse, as though their close proximity was getting to him as well.

         She marked it quickly, then released the fabric and let the jacket fall. She hesitated, staring at his broad back.

         Just treat him like any other groomsman.

         Reluctantly, she ran her hands along his shoulders and fought to control her thundering pulse. She felt him stiffen slightly beneath her touch and heard him release a deep breath.

         The scent of his cologne filled the room around her, and she wondered if he’d applied it for her sake.

         Had his sexy black T-shirt and jeans been on purpose as well?

         She wanted to strangle Holly. A heads-up about his visit would have been appreciated. At least give her a chance to even the playing field a little.

         With what? A freaking evening gown?

         She wasn’t twenty years old anymore, and life was clearly displayed on her face and in the new curves of her body.

         “The jacket seems okay.” She glanced at him through the mirror. “Arms by your sides. Length looks good.” She stared at his hands and her mouth went dry. A simple touch from them used to have her feeling so much. The way he’d tuck her hair behind her ears before kissing her, his warm palms grazing her skin, or the way his fingers would cover hers on the gear shift of his truck as he drove down backroads to their favorite make-out spot. She’d marveled at how quickly they could go from hard and strong when he worked on old dirt bikes and cars in his small garage to tender and loving when he was touching her. She cleared her throat. “That’s it. You’re done.”

         He looked relieved when she moved away. “So, that’s it. We’re good?”

         “Yeah. All good.” Her gaze met his and held until she was certain her lungs had run out of air. “You can change now,” she said quickly, busying herself with putting away the extra pins.

         “Right.” As he walked toward the door, he stopped. “Hey, is this the dress?”

         Oh great. “Yes.”

         “Shit, that’s ugly.”

         Her mouth gaped. “It was your aunt’s dress.”

         “And it was probably ugly when she wore it, too.”

         The laugh that escaped her helped to ease the tension in the room.

         At least for half a second.

         Taking two quick strides toward her, his hands were on her face. Her eyes widened at the feel of the rough palms against her skin. She opened her mouth to speak, but his lips pressed against hers before she could process what was happening.

         What was he doing? What was she doing? That was the better question as her arms circled his neck. And how did the sensation of his mouth on hers feel so damn familiar after all these years?

         Shockingly, the anticipated urge to pull away didn’t appear. Instead, she was more conscious of him than she had ever been of anything in her life. Caught in the moment, her sensitivity to every aspect of him was magnified—the glimpse of chocolate brown beneath his half-closed lids, the light stubble across his jaw, the faint trace of a scar above his right eyebrow that hadn’t been there years before. His lips were soft, yet demanding, as though searching for answers, and she willingly opened herself up to anything he might find.

         When he pulled away a moment later and his lips brushed across hers, she reached for him instead of letting go. All traces of common sense had vanished as the sensations took over.

         He hesitated briefly before connecting their mouths again, his hands tangling in her hair. Pressing her hands to his chest, she felt the contours of his muscles, hard and smooth, through the material of his T-shirt, and her body tingled with a longing she hadn’t felt in four years, two months, and ten days. Or maybe it was longer.

         The thought caused her to step back.

         He moved away quickly, his hands falling away from her.

         “Damn. That was awful,” he muttered, running a hand over his face and chin.

         “Wow.” First, he kissed her out of nowhere—a mind-blowing, knee-weakening kiss that had stirred long repressed emotions and desires—and then he insulted her?

         “Not the kiss itself…just the kiss. I should get out of here.” He turned to leave. “Sorry about that.” Without waiting for a response, he left the room, and a second later, she heard the bathroom door close down the hall.

         Releasing a deep breath, her mind raced. Why had she allowed that to happen? What was wrong with them? The first time alone together in years and the sexual tension between them had them acting like hormonal teenagers. She’d dated several men since Rob’s death, but she couldn’t even remember kissing them beyond a quick goodnight peck on the cheek. No one had spurred her body to react the way Neil just had.

         The way he always had.

         Hearing him approach, she met him in the hall. “Great, thank you,” she said, taking the tux. “You can pick it up from Holly’s next week.” Inviting him back there wasn’t happening, and she ignored her disappointment at the thought.

         His expression clouded, but he nodded as he headed toward the front door.

         Opening it, he stepped outside, and she shivered as the early December mountain breeze blew her shoulder-length hair across her face. She tried to tuck it behind her ears, but her wispy bangs flew right back into her eyes. Unfortunately, they didn’t block the sexiest view on the planet—Neil Healy walking away toward his motorcycle.

         How much longer could he get away with driving that thing anyway? Come on, snow!

         As he reached for his helmet, he paused. “About what just happened…”

         She shook her head. “We really don’t have to talk about it.” In fact, she’d be willing to never talk about it. Her flushed expression was already saying far too much.

         “Okay.” He went to put on the helmet, but stopped again.

         Oh God, just drive away. For some reason, she was unable to close the door and go inside.

         “But I want you to know I didn’t mean to insult you by saying the kiss was terrible.”

         Awful was his exact wording. “It’s fine, really.” He looked ready to try to explain again, so she continued before he could. “I should get back to Holly’s dress.”

         “Maybe we could go to dinner or something sometime?” He appeared as shocked by the question as she was.

         “No.”

         “Just no?”

         She sighed. “Just no.”

         Neil nodded slowly. “He’s a lucky guy,” he said, a hint of jealousy evident in his voice.

         She blinked. “Excuse me?”

         “Whoever that thong was for. He’s a lucky guy,” he said, putting on his helmet and revving the bike.

         She wondered what he’d think if he knew this “lucky guy” was fifteen-year-old Al at the grocery store and that Neil’s unexpected, untimely kiss was the best action she’d actually gotten in years.

         
            *  *  *

         

         He couldn’t get out of the driveway fast enough.

         What the hell had he been thinking? Kissing her, asking her to dinner. What happened to steering clear of the woman who broke his heart twelve years ago? The woman he’d been planning on proposing to once he returned from basic training, only to have her end things instead. He sped away from the house.

         Becky hadn’t wanted a military life back then, and he suspected her opinion on that hadn’t changed over the years. She hadn’t liked the danger his job entailed, the tours overseas, and the uncertainty of a future with him.

         But then she’d married a cop.

         Anger simmered below the surface of so many conflicting emotions. She hadn’t been willing to even take a chance on a life with him, but then she’d walked straight into the arms of someone else whose career was just as dangerous.

         Of course her concerns had been horribly validated. He’d heard about Rob’s death through his cousin, and he’d been tempted to reach out to Becky, to offer his condolences…but after so long with no contact between them, it hadn’t felt right.

         Oh, but kissing her the first time you see her in twelve years feels right?

         The problem was, it had. Just seeing her had made his heart pound in his chest, and when she’d touched his shoulders in the tuxedo jacket, his body had ached to feel her hands on him everywhere. Old memories had lingered in the tension between them, and the moment he’d heard her laugh—a laugh he’d once have done anything to hear—all bets were off. He hadn’t been able to control the impulse that had come over him.

         He hadn’t wanted to.

         Hell, he’d wanted to do far more than kiss her. The hurt he’d felt over the years obviously couldn’t compete with the longing for her that hadn’t faded over time.

         She’d once been his best friend, the person who understood him best, who was there for him during his father’s own tours overseas with the Air Force, and she’d been right there by his side when his dad hadn’t come home. An only child himself, Becky and her brothers had been like a second family to him. She used to be home for him—the one place he’d felt grounded, stable, and sure.

         He shivered as the icy breeze ripped through his leather jacket. But then an image of the black lace thong he’d rescued from the washing machine made his body rush with heat. What he wouldn’t give to see her in those. Even dressed in pajama pants and a hilariously offensive sweatshirt, he’d been attracted to her. The same beautiful blue eyes and untamable hair framing her gorgeous face. And when his hands had gripped her waist, an image of the spectacular body he knew was under the baggy clothing had awakened a craving in him he hadn’t had for a woman in years. He unzipped his jacket a little, exposing his flushed neck, and sighed. Apparently the only thing that would help him survive this cold Colorado winter was inappropriate thoughts about the love of his life.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         I think we should replace you on the team with Taylor,” Blake said, coming up behind him at the arena the next day.

         Standing by the boards, watching the end of the kids’ hockey lesson, Neil had been thinking the same thing. Becky’s little girl was a natural on skates. Growing up with three hockey star uncles, all of whom had been just as incredible at that age, probably had a little to do with that. It didn’t surprise him that two of them had gone pro. “Hey, man. I didn’t say I was any good. In fact, I’m pretty sure I warned all of you that this Miami-adopted boy was useless on anything other than a surfboard these days.”

         “We needed the extra player,” Blake grumbled, as the kids left the ice. “Maybe you should ask Taylor for some pointers on how to beat her uncle out there.”

         As if.

         Jackson Westmore might only be the coach of the junior league these days, but not too long ago, he was moving up the hockey chain, looking for his place in the NHL alongside his two brothers. It was no secret that the only time the Falcons beat the Hurricanes were the nights Jackson didn’t play. “Unless she can give him food poisoning to take him out, I don’t think there’s a whole lot we could get from her.”

         Blake shrugged. “Well, ask her to teach you how to hold a stick at least.”

         Neil shook his head as Blake walked away. He’d gladly let someone else take his place on the team. Freezing his nuts off once a week in an arena where the chilled air felt colder than outside was something he’d readily give up. He was competitive by nature, and having his ego take a blow each week didn’t exactly make his involvement on the team any sweeter.

         Maybe he should enlist Taylor’s help. Her mother may be off-limits, but his game could use a pick up. “Hi, Taylor,” he said, catching up to her as she left the ice.

         “Do not talk to me,” she said, holding up a gloved hand and refusing to look at him.

         Wow. Even less subtle than her mother. “Did I do something to make you mad?”

         She stopped and sighed. “My mom made me clean up the laundry room for letting you into the house last night.” If looks could kill.

         Oops. “Sorry about that.”

         She started to walk away and he followed. “Hang on a sec, I was wondering if you might stick around for a bit?”

         Her eyes widened and he expected her to yell “Stranger danger!” any second.

         “I meant, I was wondering if you could help me with my hockey skills,” he clarified, and immediately regretted it. He sounded like a moron. Stupid Blake.

         But she was at least laughing now instead of looking apprehensive like just moments before. “You’d need skills first before I could help you with them.”

         He grinned. “Okay, smarty pants. Can you teach me how to hold the stick?”

         She hesitated but then nodded. “Twenty bucks.”

         His mouth gaped. “You’re charging me?”

         She shrugged. “Someday I’m going to go pro, and twenty bucks for a lesson will be a steal.”

         He hesitated, hoping his hard stare would bring down the price, but her dark brown eyes just matched it. Her dark hair and eyes made her look nothing at all like her mother, but that spark in her eyes, the determined set chin, and her no-nonsense attitude were all Becky.

         “Good point. You have a deal.” He took the cash from his wallet, but pulled back when she reached for the money. “I also expect to hear if your uncle has any weak points.”

         “Sure. He doesn’t have many, but I’ll sell him out.”

         Spirited and quick-witted. So much like Becky. “Then you have yourself twenty bucks and my full attention.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Becky frowned as she climbed the arena bleachers to where her daughter was watching the Falcons play the Hurricanes. “Is the scoreboard broken?” she asked as she sat.

         Taylor smiled and shook her head. “Nope.”

         Becky squinted as she scanned the ice. There was Jackson. Number 13. “But your uncle’s out there…and they’re losing?” Had the Falcons picked up a new player? An ex-pro hockey player?

         Taylor shrugged.

         Weird. But what was even weirder was her daughter didn’t seem perturbed by the situation at all. Taylor thought the world of her uncles. Where Becky saw three pain-in-the-ass younger brothers, her daughter saw three hockey gods.

         After Rob died, Ben, Jackson, and Asher had become male role models for her daughter, and when the only topic of discussion between the men was hockey, there was no avoiding a hockey-obsessed child. Becky’s hopes of having a girly girl to balance out the testosterone in the family had disappeared the moment Taylor had started taking hockey lessons.

         But she couldn’t deny her daughter was good. A little too good…and was it her imagination, or had she given a thumbs-up sign to Neil?

         As he skated past them and winked—not at her, but at her daughter—her mouth went dry. “Didn’t I tell you to stay away from him?” Aimed at her or not, the casual gesture had heat creeping up her neck beneath her heavy scarf. She loosened it and unzipped her thermal winter coat.

         Taylor shrugged. “He paid me to give him a hockey lesson. You know I’m saving for that Bauer stick you refuse to buy me.”

         Right. Use guilt. She shot her daughter a look. “How much did you charge him?”

         “Not enough apparently,” she said as, on the ice, Neil scored his team’s third goal against the Hurricanes, giving the Falcons an unheard of two-point lead.

         Apparently. “Well, no more, okay?” It made her uneasy to think of Neil and her daughter spending time together. If he intended to use Taylor as a way to get close to her again, she’d put an end to that immediately. She didn’t need her daughter in the middle of whatever was happening between them. Or not happening.

         “What’s so bad about him? He seems okay.”

         “Exactly.”

         “Huh?” Taylor looked confused, but luckily nothing held her attention while there was hockey to watch.

         Becky sighed. Her daughter, even if she had been interested, wouldn’t understand. Her ex was a nice guy, a fantastic guy—caring and sweet…and had she mentioned sexy? In other words, impossible to resist, just as he’d been years before. She’d always been head over heels for him, and when he left Glenwood Falls to join the military, she’d been heartbroken. She understood his desire to follow in his father’s footsteps, and she knew losing him at the age of sixteen had been the deciding factor for Neil’s future, but up until the day he’d left for basic, she’d been hoping he’d reconsider.

         They’d lost his father overseas, a man she’d liked and admired for his strength and dedication to raising Neil alone, after his mother left when he was a baby. Then Neil choose to walk right into the dangerous career himself? She couldn’t help but wonder if his father would have wanted this life for his son. He’d always pushed Neil to study hard and pursue a different career…but maybe the military was it for him. She wished she could have been supportive back then, but her own fears had held her back, away from committing to a life with him.

         He skated past again and this time his gaze locked with hers. A shiver danced down her spine, making even her toes tingle.

         Damn. He still had such an effect on her. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the kiss all day, and she wondered if he was suffering a similar fate. The unexplainable buzz she’d been feeling as she worked was similar to the one she’d had when they were together—excitement mixed with a longing and anticipation to be near him again—but now it was clouded by too much hesitancy and doubt, dampened by the reality that what they’d had was in the past and she needed to leave it there.

         So much had changed in twelve years, but essentially the things that mattered—their values and life goals—remained the same.

         The game ended a few minutes later with the Hurricanes returning to tie the score. “Okay, let’s go,” she said to Taylor, checking her watch.

         “Can we go out to dinner?” her daughter asked.

         “No. I have to get back to the community hall. You can do your homework while I finish the holiday event schedule.”

         “Mom! I’m starving,” she whined.

         Becky collected her daughter’s coat and gloves from the bench. “We’ll grab food on the way.”

         “I want to go to the Slope and Hatch.” Taylor swung her heavy hockey bag over her shoulder and bounded down the cement stairs. She stopped at the bottom to high-five the players as they came off the ice.

         Both teams would probably be heading to the Slope and Hatch before heading out for beers. Another reason to avoid the restaurant that evening. “Taylor, not tonight. We can go there tomorrow after school for ice cream, but today I really have to get work done.”

         “She can come with us, and I’ll drop her off at the community hall,” Neil said, nearing them as he left the ice.

         Wow. Eavesdrop much? “Taylor, go wait in the truck.”

         “But…”

         She silenced the protest with a look, and her daughter stomped away. She turned to Neil, the stern look still plastered on her face. “You paid an eight-year-old for a hockey lesson?”

         “She was a great coach. Did you see that goal against your…”

         She cut him off. “Please do not use my daughter to get to me.”

         He took a step toward her. “Who says I’m trying to get to you?”

         She swallowed hard. “The dinner invite…” She lowered her voice. “The kiss…”

         “Lapses in judgment, that’s all,” he said, unsnapping his helmet and removing it.

         She ignored the tug of disappointment in her chest and the flip-flop in her stomach as he ran a hand through his damp hair. Years ago, he’d kept it buzzed in a traditional military cut, but now he wore it slightly longer, and she wondered what it would feel like to run her own hands through the perfect mess. The faint smell of masculine sweat coming from him was a complete turn-on, and she fought to hold her breath against the tempting scent. His hockey jersey clung to his chest and shoulders, and while he may not have been the greatest player on the ice, he made the team colors look damn good.

         Why was it so hard to keep herself from stepping into his arms? This magnetic pull between them was too intense. She needed distance. A lot of distance. Being so close to him, memories competing with a new attraction, was dangerous. “Well, try not to have any more.”

         When he stared at her, a look of unconcealed desire mixed with annoyance reflecting in his eyes, her knees didn’t seem to work. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

         “Good.” Then why didn’t it sound good?

         “Good,” he agreed, sounding even less confident about it than she did.

         Great.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The Grumpy Stump, the local watering hole, was full of beautiful women. But the only one he couldn’t stop thinking about was the one he knew was working her butt off at the community hall four blocks away to prepare for the upcoming Christmas festivities.

         Though she might as well be half a world away.

         Twice in two days she’d made herself very clear. She was not interested in getting to know him again. He wouldn’t make a fool of himself by asking a third time.

         Just enjoy the team’s almost win and this cold, refreshing lager, and do not ask Jackson anything about his sister. “What’s the deal with your sister these days?” Shit. So much for that.

         “Look, man, you know better than anyone that Becky’s stubborn and strong-willed, and quite honestly, I’m a little bit afraid of her, so I am not getting involved in whatever you two are doing…or not doing.”

         “Not doing.” He sighed, running a hand over the stubble at his chin. “I fixed her washing machine yesterday.” The memory of the black lace thong he’d pulled from the thing was etched in his brain, and brought to mind other sexy lingerie and the times he’d removed the garments from her body. She’d been his first. A man didn’t forget his first. He’d always thought she’d be his last, too. He cleared his throat and shifted in the seat.

         “Thank you for saving me the trouble,” Jackson said, glaring at him as though he’d just been reading his thoughts.

         “Is she seeing someone?” he asked, the words slipping out before he could question why it mattered. She obviously was based on her choice of undergarments.

         Jackson stood and picked up his beer. “I’m out.” He moved three booths away.

         Great. He was becoming that pain-in-the-ass guy who sat in a bar full of available, interested women and drove his friends crazy sulking about the one he couldn’t have.

         One he shouldn’t want, either. Was he desperate for another heartache?

         On the other side of the booth, Blake eyed him. “I didn’t want to say anything with Jackson at the table, but what is going on with you two, anyway?”

         “Nothing.”

         “That exchange at the arena was nothing? I thought the staredown between the two of you was going to set the ice on fire. And did she say ‘kiss’?”

         Neil sighed. Wow, the guy had amazing hearing. “Really, man, it was nothing. Just old feelings getting dredged up, that’s all.”

         “Then, you need to back off. Becky’s already been dealt a shit deal with Rob’s death.”

         “I have no intention of complicating her life.” He paused. “What happened to him?” He’d heard Rob had died on a mountain rescue, but he wasn’t sure of the details.

         “He was a search-and-rescue volunteer. He went out on a call when three teenagers went missing on Pikes Peak. Hiking during an avalanche warning.” Blake shook his head. “The kids were found, but Rob never was.”

         “Damn.” His mouth went dry. Losing someone you loved was hard enough, but never finding a body? A shiver ran down his spine. He knew danger. He knew what it was to put his life on the line. But the ones who really risked everything were the wives and families who never knew if their loved ones would return after they walked out the door. Like his own father hadn’t. Despite being broken-hearted by her decision to end things, he could never argue that Becky had been wrong about his chosen career. It was dangerous and uncertain.

         Therefore, as hard as it would be, his friend was right. He had to leave Becky Westmore alone.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Hearing a knock on the front door, Becky released the pedal on the sewing machine and hurried down the hall to open the door for Holly early the next day.

         “Holy jingle bells, it is freaking freezing today. Snow’s on the way,” Holly said as she entered, shivering despite her thick thermal jacket.

         Becky scanned the dark, heavy clouds in the sky and nodded her agreement. “Surprised we’ve made it this far into fall without it,” she said, closing the door.

         Holly unwrapped layers of scarf from around her neck and removed her boots and coat. Then she removed a cardigan sweater and a pair of leg warmers. Becky laughed. “A little overkill?”

         Holly shook her blond waves. “I spent the last four winters in L.A. Getting reaccustomed to Colorado weather is no joke.”

         Becky’s thoughts immediately went to Neil. This had to be an adjustment for him, too. His motorcycle driving days were numbered. Thank God. Watching him drive off on that thing the other night had her longing to feel vibrations between her own thighs. She must be insane to be so attracted to the opposite of what she knew was good for her.

         “So, where is it?” Holly asked.

         Right—the wedding dress. “In the sewing room, but let me warn you, it’s far from finished.” She’d stayed up until three a.m. the night before working on the dress alterations and then continued them all morning after dropping Taylor off at school. There was still a lot to do, but at least Holly would have something to try on.

         “Anything has to be better than what it was.”

         “True.” Becky led the way to the sewing room and pushed open the door. Picking up the dress, she held it out for her friend’s inspection. “I’ve taken it in along the waist and removed those awful lace sleeves. I’ve added a detachable train…”

         Holly’s hands had covered her mouth and her eyes were watering.

         A good sign? Or had she completely messed this up? Becky waited, biting her lip, as her friend continued to stare at the dress. Oh God, maybe she should have insisted Holly wait a little longer to see it. Once more of the finishing touches were added. “Like I said, it’s far from…”

         Holly hugged her, squishing the dress between them. “I’m not going to look like the bride of Frankenstein after all. Thank you so much.”

         Becky laughed. “So, it’s okay so far?”

         “Yes. Better than okay.” Holly stepped back and took the dress. “You really need to do something with this talent of yours,” she said, admiring the work.

         Becky sighed, picking up a stack of tree skirts she’d finished the week before. “I am. I’m making tree skirts for Santa’s village at the mall.” A contract job she’d picked up, thinking it would be a quick and easy way to earn the extra cash for that hockey stick Taylor was obsessing over. Little contract jobs were the extent of her sewing these past few years. But at one time she’d been hoping to do something more with her talent with a needle and thread.

         She’d gotten her first sewing machine at the age of nine and had made new clothing for her dolls out of material from her brothers’ old clothing and blankets. She’d started making her own clothes at thirteen and had taken several courses throughout high school. Graduating with a degree in fashion design, she’d been planning to move to Denver to start an internship with Alice’s Bridal—a wedding dress designer in the city—but a week before the move, she’d found out she was pregnant with Taylor, and her plans had changed.

         She’d had no idea how Rob was going to react to the news, but he’d surprised her by being ecstatic. He’d just graduated from the academy and had accepted a job with the Glenwood Falls police department. They decided to get married, and her disappointment about the delay in her own plans had been eased by the excitement of planning a wedding and a future with a man she adored. A man who had been there for her when she’d been sad and lonely. A man who hadn’t pushed her for more than she was willing to give. He’d helped her move on when Neil left, and they’d made a fantastic—albeit too short—life together.

         She released a deep breath. “Go try that on so I can figure out if I need to take in the waist a little more,” she told Holly, setting the tree skirts aside.

         She waited for Holly to return, pins in hand, and almost sighed with relief when she reentered moments later. The dress fit like a glove. She’d take her holiday miracles where she could get them.

         She motioned to the step stool in front of the three-way mirror. “Stand up there and I’ll start pinning the length,” she said, kneeling on the floor.

         “It’s so good, Becky,” Holly said, smiling at her reflection in the mirror as she ran her hands along her tiny waistline. “I can’t believe this is the same dress. It is right? You didn’t go buy a new one, did you?” she asked, teasing.

         Becky didn’t admit how close she’d come to doing just that. “Hold still,” she said around the pins in her mouth.

         “Have you decided if you’ll be bringing a plus one?”

         “Yes. Taylor.”

         “She’s the flower girl. She doesn’t count.”

         “Then no.”

         “Why not? It doesn’t have to be a date or anything. Just a friend you can have fun with for one evening. Someone to dance with maybe?”

         “I told you, I probably won’t stay long past dinner anyway.” Holly was crazy to even suggest she bring a date to the wedding. Seeing her mother- and father-in-law at a family event, where Rob’s absence would be felt so strongly, would be challenge enough. Arriving with a date would be tacky. “I wouldn’t even know who to ask” she said instead, knowing if she told Holly the real reason, she’d wind up hearing about how it’s been over four years, it was time to move on, no one expected her to stay celibate the rest of her life, yada, yada, yada.

         “What about Neil Healy?”

         She nearly swallowed the pins on her inhale. “What? No.” She’d narrowly escaped being paired with him in the wedding party. One of Holly’s taller bridesmaids had insisted on walking down the aisle with someone over six foot, and Neil was the only option. Becky refused to be jealous over it. Relief was what she should and would feel. “He’s in the wedding. Why would you even suggest that?”

         “Because he’s your sexy ex-boyfriend, and he’d make beautiful babies.”

         Becky nipped Holly’s leg with a pin.

         “Ow!”

         “Oops.”

         “And you can’t say you’re not still attracted to him. Seeing him again must be having some effect on you. And before you get all defensive, I can totally see why. He’s absolutely your type.”

         Ha. She didn’t have a type. She’d had Neil. Then she’d had Rob. And that pretty much summed up her relationship history for the last two decades. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         “You’re a hero bunny.”

         She stopped working and shot her friend a glance in the mirror. “A what?”

         “A hero bunny. You know, like a puck bunny—the women who chase your brothers around. You’re attracted to guys in uniform, even though you know you shouldn’t be—Ow! Stop that!”

         She pointed a pin at Holly’s reflection. “Not another word or I’ll turn you into a pin cushion.”

         “Fine.”

         Holly kept her promise, but her silence was too late. Now, the thought of asking Neil to be her date to a wedding they were both attending anyway was on Becky’s mind as she worked.

         Hero bunny. As if. More like a hero-avoidance bunny.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Three hours later, Becky sorted Christmas basket donation items at the community hall and added the holiday fabric tablecloths she’d made over the last few months. Last year’s dollar store plastic ones had seemed cold and unwelcoming, and she wanted these baskets to have a personal touch. So many people needed a small gesture of love this time of year.

         Hearing the back door buzzer, she placed the stack of tablecloths aside and went to answer it. An unexpected snowy wind hit her as she pushed the heavy metal door open. When had this started? She’d been inside all day and hadn’t noticed. She smiled. Despite all the grumbling about it, she loved snow. If it continued for a few days, it would make the upcoming holiday festivities much more festive. Christmas and snow were synonymous. She didn’t know how anyone could truly feel the magic of the season in a warm climate.

         How did that simple thought bring her back to Neil? She couldn’t help but wonder how he’d celebrated the holidays in Miami. With friends? A girlfriend? The thought brought another unwanted wave of jealousy.

         Pulling her sweater closer around her body, she stepped outside, not seeing anyone at the door. A delivery truck from Walden’s Grocery was parked in the fire lane behind the building. “Hey, Frank,” she called to the store owner as he opened the back doors.

         “Hi, Becky. I have about twenty boxes for you. Did you want to prop the door open with a brick and I’ll bring them all into the kitchen for you?” he asked, pulling on a pair of gloves and zipping his coat higher around his neck.

         “I’ll help.” She shivered as she reached inside for her jacket. Shoving her arms quickly through the sleeves, she joined Frank at the truck. “What is all of this stuff?”

         “Turkeys and bread for stuffing,” he said.

         “I didn’t order these.” She looked longingly at the boxes of frozen turkeys. God, she wished she had.

         Most of the items for the baskets were donated, and while there was barely enough, she thought she could make everything stretch to fill the twenty-six boxes. She was still counting on the goodwill of the community to pull through in the next few weeks. Many were more willing and eager to open their hearts and wallets closer to the holidays.

         “Neil Healy did last week.” Frank reached for the first box and carried it past her, oblivious to her open-mouthed look of pure disbelief.

         Recovering quickly, she grabbed a box and nearly collapsed under the weight. She set it back inside the delivery van. Frank would have to do this part. She followed him inside. “I’ll start finding space to put them,” she said, discarding her coat and opening the nearly empty freezer. “Won’t be hard.”

         As she packed the turkeys in, she replayed her last conversation with the hero of the day, feeling more and more like a jerk as she placed about three hundred dollars’ worth of food in the freezer. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t said anything about this. Though, that wasn’t his style.

         Damn. He was a good guy. The kind of man she could once again fall head over turkeys for and then what? Suffer the torment of the reality of his chosen career? She’d lived that fear before—saying a silent prayer every time Rob left for work or a rescue mission, holding him close a little longer in case it would be the last time…And then one day it was.

         A rekindled relationship with Neil was out of the question, but that didn’t mean she had to be so standoffish and rude. They could be friends…

         An image of the unconcealed look of attraction on his face the other night in her sewing room flashed in her mind, shattering the thought. Friends didn’t look at friends that way. They didn’t kiss that way, either.

         It was a shame, really. She could use a friend who kissed like that.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         The white shit was falling from the sky.

         Slowing his motorcycle, Neil drove closer to the side of the road. The forecast had said nothing about snow, though he should have expected it based on the heaviest clouds he’d ever seen looming overhead and the dip in the temperature that had nearly brought tears to his eyes that morning.

         This was a real crappy time to be experiencing his first snowfall in twelve years. He’d spent the day training new Air Force pilots at the airport in Pueblo County, where there hadn’t been snow. Now, it looked as though the rest of his day would be spent going from car dealership to car dealership trying to find a decent secondhand truck. So much for depending on his motorcycle to get around. Time had run out. He slowed the bike even more and muttered a string of curse words. He’d forgotten how quickly Colorado weather could go from shitty to extra shitty.

         The tires spun on the slippery surface, causing the bike to swerve slightly. And while he was admittedly an adrenaline junkie—jumping out of planes even when he was off duty—he wasn’t reckless. He moved to the shoulder and stopped the bike as several cars passed in the inside lane.

         At least he’d made it to Glenwood Falls. He’d call a tow truck to pick up the bike and take him back to the base, where he’d have one of the guys drive him to the least shady dealership they knew.

         Colorado winters were long and even longer without someone in bed next to him at night. It had been almost a year since his last semi-serious girlfriend, and he was still far from ready for another commitment-filled relationship, but a casual, no-strings-attached situation was on top of his Christmas wish list. Unfortunately, only one woman came to mind whenever he thought about it, and she was definitely not casual. She was complicated as hell.

         As he pulled his cell out of his pocket and removed his helmet, a truck pulled up in front of him. He blinked. No shit, the woman he’d just been thinking about, the one who, the night before, he’d vowed to stay away from, was coming to his rescue?

         He climbed off of the bike and walked toward the driver’s side as she rolled down the window.

         “You lost, Miami boy?” she asked, teasing in her tone and a smile on her face that nearly put him on his ass.

         He checked over his shoulder to be sure she was actually talking to him. “Um…yeah…well, no.” Why was he nervous and tongue-tied all of a sudden?

         Maybe because those crystal blue eyes he’d stared into so often were actually looking at him again. Not dodging his gaze or containing a look of guilt and apprehension. Just friendly, familiar, and so amazingly beautiful.

         So completely different from the look they’d held at the arena.

         Time had done its job in erasing his anger toward her, and he almost wished his heartache hadn’t faded over the years. It would be much easier to put distance between them if he still resented her. Unfortunately, all he felt was a desire to kiss her again.

         “Standing out here admiring the snow?”

         The second smile had him heating from head to toe. Yes, she could certainly keep him warm this winter. “Stranded.”

         “Hop in. I’ll drive you to base.”

         He hesitated, not loving the idea of leaving his bike on the side of a slushy, slippery road. And accepting the offer meant forgetting the vow he’d made to leave her alone. “It’s fine. I’ll call a tow truck.”

         “In this weather, you’ll be waiting a while,” she said.

         Her insistence surprised him. The other night she’d told him in no uncertain terms to stay away from her and Taylor. Now she was eager to have him inside her truck, inside her space? He wanted to say no, but the heat coming from inside was tempting and the woman inside—dangerously so. “Okay, thank you.” But climbing into the truck a moment later, he knew he was doomed.

         A faint scent of gingerbread coming from her had his mouth watering. An irresistible urge to find out if she tasted as delicious as she smelled had him lunging for the door handle. Over the years, he’d allowed himself fantasies about her, but only from the safety of a thousand miles away. Resisting the arousing thoughts when she was just inches from him would be torture. “You’re probably busy. I can call a tow truck.”

         A flicker of disappointment registered on her face. “Not that busy that I can’t help you out. At least wait inside the truck. It’s thirty degrees out there. You’ll be an icicle in ten minutes.” Her eyes landed on his uniform, and he could tell that, despite her words, she too was seeing the error in inviting him in.

         As much as she’d hated the idea of him joining the military, she’d certainly been turned on by the uniform. A memory of the first time she’d seen him in it flashed in his mind. He hadn’t kept it on for long…Shit.

         He ran a hand over his snow-covered hair as he weighed his options. He wasn’t exactly eager to go back outside and wait on the shoulder of the road in this crap. And waiting for the tow truck would take longer than if they drove back to base. Less time with her fighting these crazy urges the better. “You know, let’s go. I’ll call a tow truck to meet me at my place.”

         “Your bike will be okay?” she asked, pulling the truck back out into traffic.

         He forced his head clear as he glanced at it in the side mirror. “I think so. I really need to get a new vehicle,” he said.

         “It was bound to happen sometime,” she said, tossing her light brown hair over her shoulder. Another wave of gingerbread and cinnamon reached him.

         “What smells like heaven? Is that you?” Despite his best efforts, he moved closer to breathe it in, desperate to find the source of the comforting, inviting smell.

         She laughed. “I was baking the gingerbread pieces for Thursday’s house-building contest at the community hall.” She paused, turning to glance at him. “Thank you, by the way. The turkeys arrived this morning.”

         So that was the reason behind her sudden thaw. He’d overheard several women in the office discussing the possibility of not having enough donations for the food baskets this year, and he’d figured if nothing else, a turkey dinner could bring happiness to the families on base. Growing up, he and his father had received a basket each Christmas, and being back on the base, where he’d grown up, it felt like the perfect opportunity to give back for the generosity. But he’d specifically asked Frank Walden at the grocery store not to mention it had come from him. “It was nothing.”

         Becky glanced at him, and the appreciation in her expression made him wish he’d ordered a hundred turkeys. “It was something. It was incredibly generous of you, and a lot of people will have a much better Christmas dinner with their families because of it.”

         He shifted in the seat. Praise and gratitude always made him uncomfortable. “Anyway, this gingerbread you speak of…You wouldn’t happen to have any in the truck, would you?” He’d skipped lunch and was starving.

         “In the glove compartment.” She nodded toward it. “Just leave a piece for Taylor.”

         “Right—your enterprising daughter.” He laughed. “Still can’t believe she charged me so much for a lesson,” he said, opening the glove compartment.

         “You need all the help you can get out there,” Becky said.

         “Watch the ego—it’s fragile,” he said, retrieving the plastic container. A silver chain fell to his feet. Reaching for it, he studied the pendant. A Saint Christopher medal—the patron saint of protection. His grandmother had given him one the day he joined the military.

         She glanced at it, then quickly brought her attention back to the road. “That was Rob’s. I’d forgotten it was in there.”

         The atmosphere in the truck went from flirty to serious in a nanosecond, and he put the medal back quickly. “Sorry.” The appeal of the gingerbread gone, too, he sat awkwardly, holding a piece in his hand.

         “He died a long time ago, but even a tiny reminder brings it all back, you know?”

         He did know. In his two tours overseas, he’d seen many of his friends and fellow soldiers injured. Some hadn’t made it back. His own father hadn’t made it back. The possibility of death was a daily reality for him. “I’m sorry,” he said again, knowing there were no right words, nothing he could say to help ease the lingering void she must feel. Wanting to and feeling helpless—the worst possible feeling.

         She surprised him when she continued. “He wasn’t even Catholic, but it was a gift from my mother on our wedding day. He would take that thing with him every day and leave it in the truck, because he couldn’t wear it on duty.”

         Neil nodded. His was put away in an old shoebox for the same reason, but he always took it with him when he traveled overseas.

         “The hardest part of losing him is not having closure. It’s been four years, but I keep expecting someday he’ll walk through the door.”

         Her soft, quiet confession shocked him, and her vulnerability in that moment made his attraction for her grow stronger. “Is that why you haven’t moved on…with someone else?”

         She smiled but it was full of longing. “I know that’s probably the right answer—the more noble reason—but the truth is, I’d like to find someone to spend my life with. To be happy with someone again. But life is busy, and I’ve yet to find anyone who would be worth the effort of making it even crazier, worth the possible complications.” She glanced at him and her cheeks turned a beautiful shade of pink, betraying her.

         He resisted the urge to reach across and touch her. She’d been through a lot and his heart ached for her.

         She parked the truck in front of his house and turned in her seat. “Look, things don’t need to be awkward.” She paused. “I’ll admit there’s still a very strong attraction between us, but it can’t go anywhere.” She took a breath. “But, I decided this morning we can be friends.” She looked ready to say more, but she clamped her lips together instead.

         Unbuckling his seatbelt, he slid closer, his best intentions of leaving her alone evaporating the closer he got. Common sense seemed to take a backseat to the overwhelming urges to touch her, kiss her, hold her whenever he saw her. “What if I don’t think I can be just friends with you?”

         If he could, it would make life so much easier for them both. But if the tug in his chest was any indication, he’d always want more from her. He’d moved on years before because he hadn’t had a choice, and time and distance had helped numb the longing and love he’d had for her. But being back in Glenwood Falls had all of those emotions bubbling to the surface, and he knew living in the small town with her, working in close proximity on the military base, and seeing her around the arena would drive him mad.

         And there was shit-all he could do about it.

         He watched her swallow hard and her eyes fly to his lips, but she didn’t answer.

         “The thing is, being friends will get complicated and confusing, lines will get crossed, emotions will get in the way…and one way or the other we will wind up in bed together and someone—most likely me—will get hurt.” He slid his hand along her cheek, tucking a wispy strand of hair behind her ear. It was true, so why was he moving closer when he should be moving away, opening up his heart when he should be shutting her out?

         She seemed to be holding her breath, and so was he. The night before, he’d decided it was best to stay away, but the night before his body wasn’t aching to touch her, his lips weren’t drawn to hers…And the smell of gingerbread certainly wasn’t helping things either. “So? Do you really think we can be just friends?”

         She hesitated. “That’s all I can offer,” she croaked.

         “That’s not true. And the problem is, I know you have so much more to offer.” He’d been lucky enough to be with her years before, and the memory of how great they’d been together wasn’t helping his new resolve. He slid his palm along her exposed collarbone, caressing her skin before resting it behind her neck beneath her soft scarf. He moved even closer, drawing her face toward his. “That kiss the other night…I know you felt it, too,” he murmured against her lips, his gaze locked on hers.

         She looked flustered and confused, struggling with her own conflicted thoughts. “You said it was awful,” she whispered.

         “Awful because it reminded me of all of things I walked away from, made me regret the time between that kiss and the ones before.”

         “Kissing me again won’t help,” she said, looking more than ready to prove her point.

         “I’m willing to give it a try. One more kiss. One you’re expecting this time.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         One more kiss could start a whole lot of trouble she wasn’t sure she was ready to get caught up in.

         Trouble, but also passion, something she’d been missing for a long time. Her mind was caught in a tornado of thoughts, so she went with her body instead. Leaning forward, she kissed him.

         Just like the other night, the second her mouth brushed his there was no stopping. She slid her arms around his neck as his lowered to wrap around her waist, pulling her closer. Her leg pressed against the gear shift, but she didn’t care, wanting only to be as near him as possible.

         Eyes open, she couldn’t help but stare at him as his mouth savored hers. Intensity and desire were etched across his features as his tongue teased her bottom lip. She sighed and his eyes opened, a look of surprise registering when he saw her looking at him. He pulled back slightly. “That’s cheating,” he whispered.

         She swallowed hard. “I’d forgotten how gorgeous you are.”

         He grinned. “You sure it’s not just the uniform?” he murmured, kissing her softly again.

         It certainly didn’t hurt. The light camo jacket and pants, clinging to his muscular thighs and arms, made her mouth go dry. Oh God, Holly was right. She was a hero bunny—attracted to the thing that also caused her hesitation. “It probably has everything to do with the uniform,” she said, pressing her lips to his for another kiss. He’d already broken their agreement of just one, so what were a few more?

         He must have agreed. This time the kiss was hard and long, and left them both gasping for air. Holding her to his chest, the smell of his soft, yet masculine aftershave intoxicating, he said, “Come inside.”

         Damn, he made that sound so easy. Her body ached with desire for him. The pulsating need between her legs demanded she say yes. She wanted to feel his hands, his mouth, his body all over hers, connecting with hers, one with hers. She longed to be as close to him as possible, enjoying the feel of his arms around her, savoring the familiar taste and smell of him, even though she knew it was a bad idea to start something with him. The old memories that had been resurfacing since he’d arrived back in Glenwood Falls were playing tricks with her heart. She needed to get control of her runaway emotions before things got further out of hand. “No.” No? Where the hell had she found the strength to say that?

         She watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’s probably smart,” he said, while contradicting his words with a soft kiss at the hollow of her neck.

         Her spine tingled. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the feel of his lips moving across her exposed collarbone. The rough stubble on her delicate skin brought her body to life. It had been far too long since she’d felt desirable, wanted, and the idea that it was Neil desiring her, wanting her, made it hard to breathe. He knew her better than anyone, knew what turned her on, knew what made her insides turn to mush and what made her toes curl…Being with him now would be amazing, but it could also tear her carefully pieced-together heart apart.

         “Are you sure?” His mouth traveled toward her chest, and she couldn’t remember the question. She rested her hand on his thigh as she moved closer, ignoring the voice in her head, telling her she should be moving away from him, not closer. Her hand slid even further up his muscular leg and his grip on her tightened. The thought that he was still turned on by her touch gave her courage to creep her fingers even higher toward his crotch. So many nights, she’d tease him this way, sitting next to him in the front seat of his truck, driving him wild, until he’d pull over to the side of the road and take her right there in the cab.

         “Becky, I’m going to need an answer,” he whispered.

         “What was the question again?” She pressed her other hand to his chest, creating a gap between them and keeping those far too amazing lips away from her. “I can’t think when you’re doing that.” It was also difficult to breathe.

         “Don’t think.”

         He obviously wasn’t. He was letting go and giving in.

         “For once, put that overactive, beautiful mind to rest, and just feel…” He wrapped his hands around hers, bringing them to his lips.

         It had been forever since she’d felt anything close to the sexual need, the desire to be satisfied raging inside her. Could she give in to them? She wanted to. And maybe that was enough. “Let’s go inside,” she said.

         Less than twenty seconds later, he closed the door behind him and backed her up against a wall. He lifted her arms above her head as his lips crushed hers.

         That full, tempting mouth was taking her breath away, and damn did it feel like the only thing happening in the world. Her entire body felt like it was on fire. Freeing her hands she reached for the zipper on her jacket and yanked when it refused to budge. She tried again. Nothing.

         “What’s the matter?” Neil asked, removing his own jacket and tossing it onto the back of a chair, in a living room filled with unpacked boxes.

         “The zipper is stuck.” Her heart raced as her common sense started to return. “Maybe it’s a sign.”

         He stepped toward her and lifted the bottom of the jacket, pulling it off over her head. “Yeah, a sign that you need a new jacket—nothing more,” he said, smoothing the now staticky strands of hair around her face. His eyes fell to her body, and he placed his hands on her hips, dragging her into him once more. “I have a confession to make,” he said, kissing her neck.

         She barely heard him. Right now he could confess to murder and she’d turn him into authorities later. Much later.

         “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about those panties I rescued from your washing machine.” He reached for the button on her jeans.

         “Well, you won’t find those under there,” she mumbled. Oh God, what would he find? Reason number one not to have unexpected sex. But panic came too late as he’d already slid her jeans down over her hips.

         Taking a step back, a wide grin appeared on his face as he took her shoulders and turned her around.

         “Hey!” Her body was far from perfect on either side, but if she had to choose, her butt and thighs were not what she’d have him looking at. She’d planned on distracting him from any problem zones by redirecting his attention to her breasts, the one part of her body she could count on. The part of her to have changed the least since he’d last seen her naked. The part she knew he loved.

         “Days of the week underwear?” he asked with a laugh.

         She glanced back at her bright orange Little Miss Sunshine–themed “Monday” underwear. “I told you, my life is busy.” So, everything was organized right down to her daily underwear—he couldn’t possibly understand how hard it was to raise a daughter…Oh shit! “Taylor,” she said quickly, pushing him away and yanking her jeans back up. “I’m late for her.” Again. There would be no winning Mom of the Year this year.

         His eyes widened. “My bike! It’s still on the side of the road.”

         Wow, he was in more of a panic than she was. “Yeah, ’cause that’s the same thing as a child.”

         “To me it is,” he said grabbing his cell phone. Then he stopped and walked toward her. “Don’t think this is the end of…this.”

         The words were loaded. She knew he meant more than just the sex they’d been about to have, and suddenly she was grateful for the chance to escape. Opening up old wounds along with their sizzling, resurfacing attraction wasn’t something she was in any rush to do. She whipped past him, grabbed her inside-out jacket, and headed for the door and the safety of the cold, blowing wind outside. “Oh, yes it is. I had only planned on losing my sanity once.”

         “We’ll see,” he called after her as she jumped into her truck and slammed the door.

         Damn, he was probably right. Since finally seeing one another the other night, it seemed she couldn’t escape him. She didn’t doubt for a second they’d find themselves alone again. The thought filling her with anticipation and anxiety.

         Her pulse still raced and the words What the hell were you thinking? played on repeat as she reached the arena ten minutes later.

         “Why do you look guilty as shit?” Jackson asked when she nearly collided with him and Taylor as they left the building.

         She sent him a dirty look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not guilty about anything.”

         “Tell that to your inside-out jacket,” he muttered, so Taylor didn’t hear.

         She punched his shoulder before turning to Taylor. “How was hockey, sweetheart?” She breathed in deeply, then exhaled slowly, still working to calm her thundering heart.

         “You look different,” Taylor said, eyeing her suspiciously.

         “You do look different,” Jackson agreed, folding his arms across his chest and grinning at her obvious discomfort.

         “I look exactly the same.” Man, she felt like she had as a teenager when she’d gotten caught sneaking into the house after curfew. Taylor had inherited her grandmother’s intense, piercing gaze, and she was staring at her as though waiting for an explanation. Well, she was an adult now. She didn’t have to explain shit. Right?

         “That’s her lying face,” Jackson told Taylor.

         She shot him a shut up or I’ll strangle you look.

         But her daughter’s face widened in a smile. “You were Christmas shopping, weren’t you?”

         That was easier. She shrugged. “Maybe.”

         “For a new hockey stick?” Her excitement made her voice reach a pitch only dogs could hear. “No, don’t tell me,” she said quickly. “I want it to be a surprise.”

         Becky glared at her brother as Taylor ran off to the truck. “Thanks a lot. Now I’m going to have to buy her that hockey stick.”

         He grinned. “Fix your coat.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         Four hours later, Neil had dropped ten grand on a used truck and couldn’t shake thoughts of Becky from his mind. An image of her sexy ass in the tight orange underwear made him chuckle as he climbed out of the vehicle in front of his house. She was the only woman on the planet who could make him laugh and turn him on at the same time. She always could. Funny how the memory of those Little Miss Sunshine underwear was beating the hell out of his thoughts of her in the thong. It didn’t matter what she was wearing, the same beautiful, tempting curves hide underneath. Her thin, athletic build had changed a little over the years, but now her breasts and ass were harder to resist.

         Their sex life had been slow in starting, and not because he’d been reluctant. He’d wanted to do it, but she’d wanted to wait until she was ready, and he’d respected that. But after their first time, on Becky’s seventeenth birthday, they hardly went a day without. They couldn’t get enough of one another, their teenage hormones fueling the sometimes awkward sex at first until he’d learned what gave her goose bumps and what made her moan…then it had changed to a deeper, intimate connection that had meant so much more.

         Maybe that was part of the reason basic training had had such a negative effect on their relationship. Without Skype back then, it had been letters and a ten-minute phone call on Sunday nights keeping them in contact. He wondered if things would have been different…would be different now.

         “What’s so funny?” Blake asked as he got out of his own truck in the driveway next door. He’d driven him to the dealership.

         He shook his head. “Nothing.”

         “You mean, you were thinking about Becky.”

         How the hell? “How did you get that from ‘nothing’?”

         “I saw her leave here earlier today.” Blake shot him a look.

         Nosy neighbors—a disadvantage of small-town living. Neil shrugged. “I tried.”

         “For all of twelve hours. Man, I’m telling you now—her brothers may only be hockey players, not Mixed Martial Arts fighters, but they will fuck you up if you break their sister’s heart again.”

         That’s not how Neil remembered things going down. “She broke things off with me. Get your facts straight.”

         “Because you left.”

         “I wasn’t planning on being away forever.”

         Blake eyed him. “Where’ve you been for the last twelve years, man?”

         “She was married, and then too much time had passed.” Yet, being with her now felt like no time at all. Sure, life had aged them both, but at her core, she was still the strong, caring, beautiful woman he remembered. “I’m here now,” he said as he unlocked his front door and went inside.

         But for how long, he wasn’t sure. His last tour overseas had been over a year ago, and he’d be getting a new deployment assignment in the new year. The thought was a kick to the gut. He had no idea what was happening with Becky, but he knew he wanted the opportunity to see if they could have something again.

         Was it smart? Hell, no. But he couldn’t deny that his body and his heart still wanted her just as much as they had years before.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I swear this time of year, my workload increases by a thousand percent,” Alisha Carlisle said as she and Becky waited for their daughters in the school hallway the next afternoon. She scanned the bulletin board outside the classroom door and sighed. “I mean look at this December schedule—bake sale, toy drive, pajama day, snowman building, gingerbread house competition…”

         As she listed the various school activities, Becky felt her own anxiety rise. These things were fun for the kids, but they required a lot of prep work and for parents to have an infallible memory.

         “Oh, and Shay told me she tried out for the Christmas play this year. They’re assigning parts today.”

         Becky nodded. Her usually shy daughter always tried out as well. So far she’d lucked out with shepherd costumes that were easy to throw together with some fabric and rope.

         Alisha rubbed her tired looking eyes. “Fa-la-la-la-freaking-la,” she muttered more to herself than Becky. Recently divorced, the mom of four had even more on her plate than Becky did.

         She hesitated briefly, pushing aside the thousand and one things already on her to do list before saying, “I’ll make her costume, if she gets a part.”

         Alisha’s look of gratitude made her immediately glad she’d offered. “Thank you, Becky. You’re a lifesaver.”

         Five minutes later, however, when the girls appeared, excited to share the news of their roles, Becky wished she could go back in time and keep her mouth shut. “A donkey and a sheep?” Was she seriously hearing this right? “Since when does the school use kids for the animals?” Every year so far, they’d used plastic nativity sets.

         “There were more kids than usual trying out,” Taylor said with a shrug as they headed toward the truck.

         Becky sighed. “Okay, sheep and donkey it is.”

         “Why are you here today, anyway? I thought Grandma was picking me up,” she asked, climbing into the back.

         “I took the day off.”

         “But don’t you still have the children’s Christmas party to plan and the basket delivery schedules to finalize?”

         Wow. She hadn’t realized her daughter was paying that much attention whenever she rattled off her ever-growing list of commitments. “Yes, I do.” And time was running out. Especially now that she’d agreed to make costumes for the play in less than two weeks. “But I wanted to take you to hockey,” she said, feeling a little guilty that it was only partially true.

         The real reason she’d decided to work from her kitchen table instead of the community hall office was to avoid Neil. The day before, things had gotten completely out of hand, and it couldn’t happen again. Which was an easier vow to stick to if she didn’t see him.

         Not that she’d been able to think about much else all day. The memory of his hands on her waist, his stubble leaving a much-missed burn on her skin, and his mouth pressed against hers had distracted her so often, she’d called her mother to say she could pick up Taylor from school. She wasn’t getting anything productive done anyway.

         And at least with Taylor at her side, it wouldn’t be possible to give in to the temptation that was Neil Healy, when and if she saw him. She couldn’t get tangled up with her sexy fighter pilot ex-boyfriend—in or out of bed. The day before had been too easy, too familiar, too unsettling.

         After picking up the material for the costumes, Becky resolved to spend the rest of the evening in her sewing room working on them, but her plans were put on hold when she saw Cliff’s car in her driveway.

         “Hey, Uncle Cliff,” Taylor said, hopping out of the truck.

         He took her overstuffed, heavy-looking backpack from her as he passed. “How’s my favorite flower girl?”

         “Still not happy about wearing a dress,” she said.

         Becky rolled her eyes over her daughter’s head as she unlocked the door. “Come on in. I assume you’re here for your tux fitting?”

         He gave a sheepish look as he nodded and closed the door behind him. “Yes. Please don’t tell Holly I left it this late.”

         Becky zipped her lips. “Her dress isn’t even done yet. Don’t worry.”

         He removed his coat and tossed it over a chair in the living room. “I could kill Mom for insisting Holly wear that thing,” he said, but a second later he nodded his approval when he saw the work in progress hanging in the sewing room. “Wow, this is amazing.”

         She smiled, but rushed to put it away. “Thanks, but you weren’t supposed to see it before the wedding. Here’s the tux. Go change. I just volunteered for make my life even busier with Christmas play costumes, so this needs to be quick.”

         Twenty minutes later, she walked him back to the front door.

         “Thank you again.” He hesitated, sliding into his coat. “And I really hope having Neil in the wedding party isn’t too weird.”

         She shook her head no.

         “Good. He’s like a brother to me, and I was relieved his next deployment wasn’t happening until the new year. I would have hated if he missed the wedding.”

         Deployment? Her mouth felt dry and her stomach knotted. He hadn’t said anything. But why should he have mentioned it? It wasn’t as though they’d done a whole lot of talking when they were together. Their lips were usually far too busy. But the kissing needed to stop, especially if what Cliff said was true and he was leaving again soon. “It’s no problem, really,” she said.

         “Great. Thanks, Becky.”

         She waved, her chest tightening as she closed the door.

         Neil was being deployed. Even more reason to put a stop to things before she ended up right back where she was twelve years ago, faced with a decision she really didn’t want to make.

         
            *  *  *

         

         God, he missed his motorcycle. The bumper-to-bumper traffic on the highway had been brutal, something he’d rarely had to contend with before, usually taking his chances on a ticket by driving on the shoulder of the road. But he made it to the arena five minutes before his game was scheduled to start.

         “Hey, Neil,” Taylor said as she passed. Her hockey lesson must have just ended.

         “Hey, superstar,” he said, tapping her helmet. “When are you going pro?”

         “Whenever they let me play with the boys,” she grumbled, her grin fading briefly. Then she beamed as she glanced past him. “Hey, Mom, did you see that last goal?”

         His mouth went dry, and he turned as Becky answered. “Yes—perfect slap shot…but you know slap shots aren’t allowed.”

         “Coach let it slide because it wasn’t a real game.”

         He suspected Coach let it slide because she was his star player. A glance at Becky’s expression told him she was thinking the same thing.

         “Go get changed and I’ll warm up the truck,” she told her.

         “’Kay,” Taylor said, rushing off toward the locker rooms.

         The awkward silence that followed in the echo-y building seemed to drag on. Becky’s undecipherable expression was unnerving. Her feelings were usually written all over her face. Not today.

         He cleared his throat. “I stopped by the community hall office yesterday.”

         “I worked from home.”

         To avoid him and any repeat of the passion from the other day. Well, she couldn’t avoid him forever…Though with his next deployment approaching, he’d be making it easy for her in the new year. “I was hoping we could talk.” After his brief conversation with Blake the day before, he knew he had to tell her before she found out from someone else. No matter what was happening between them, she deserved to know. Though he knew it wouldn’t help his cause. The Zamboni passed, clearing the ice, and he checked his watch. He had two minutes until he had to be out there.

         “Your game’s about to start, and I need to get Taylor home. We’ll talk another time,” she said, turning to leave.

         The temptation to wait was strong, but he knew he shouldn’t. He opened his mouth, but Jackson cut him off before he could speak.

         “Hey, sis, wait up,” he said, coming up to them.

         Becky shook her head, and her annoyance was now directed at her brother. “No way, Jackson. I know what you’re going to ask, and I already told you, I’m not playing any more this year.”

         Jackson gave her a desperate look. “Please. We have two guys out tonight.”

         “Not my problem.”

         He sighed. “I’ll get Taylor that Bauer stick that’s been sold out everywhere.”

         She cocked her head to the side, but her expression was slightly hopeful. “How are you going to do that?”

         “I know a guy.”

         Her eyes narrowed. “You mean Ben?”

         Jackson shrugged. “He knows a guy.”

         “I could just ask him myself.”

         “No you can’t. Ben refuses to give you his new cell number since you gave the last one to Kim Cahill and she stalked him for three months.”

         Neil grinned at her eye roll. “She didn’t stalk him exactly…It was a few phone calls and texts. Ben’s a drama queen.”

         Jackson shot a glance at the time. “Becky, the game starts in a minute and a half—come on, please.”

         Neil watched her hesitate.

         “Jackson, I’ve got shit to do…”

         “I’ll get Ben to order the matching hockey skates. She said hers were feeling tight.”

         Becky sighed. “I hate you.”

         “Mom, I put your goalie gear in the locker room and Grandma’s here to take me home,” Taylor said coming up to them. “Have a good game.”

         Jackson grinned.

         Neil hid his. Someone knew how to play his sister.

         Becky swore under her breath as Jackson walked away.

         Neil moved closer. “Looks like you’re the one I’ll be scoring on this evening,” he whispered.

         Becky shot him look. “Don’t count on it.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Was it her imagination or had Neil really picked up his game since his lesson with Taylor?

         Watching from the net, she saw him steal the puck from one of the Hurricanes’ offensive players and dodge Jackson on his way toward her.

         When had he learned to skate? The guy she remembered had been like Bambi on ice. His non-hockey-obsessed attitude had been one of things that had drawn her to him when they were teenagers. She’d been surrounded by the sport at home—his interests in other things like hiking and swimming had been a welcome relief.

         But tonight, he wasn’t just standing up on the skates, providing a block near his team’s net. He was actually skating and puck handling well.

         Becky’s heart picked up speed as he drew nearer. Not because she was at all worried he’d actually get the puck past her—she’d been on skates as long as her brothers and had played goalie as soon as they were big enough to hold her down and strap a set of goalie pads on her—but because of the look of intensity in his dark eyes as they locked with hers.

         A memory of his lips against hers, his hands all over her body threw her off her game. She stumbled forward as he approached and her hold tightened on her stick as she steadied herself.

         Get a grip. You cannot let Neil Healy score.

         Bending her knees, she skated back and forth in front of the net, preparing to block the shot.

         His pace slowed as he approached on her right, the puck still cradled dangerously in the crook of his stick and no Hurricane player close enough to steal.

         This was all on her. This goal was one she was ready to prevent at all costs.

         He wound up to take the shot but then he hesitated.

         Briefly, but long enough for Jackson to swipe the puck away, sending it back down the ice.

         She straightened and frowned, sending Neil a questioning look, but he just shrugged and skated off for a line change.

         He’d had the perfect shot lined up and he hadn’t taken it.

         An odd sense of disappointment washed over her.

         And it still lingered an hour and a shut-out later as she turned off the water in the shower.

         Why hadn’t he taken the shot? Had he thought she couldn’t block it? Or was he afraid she would?

         Hearing the locker room door open, her pulse raced. It was after nine. What other woman was at the arena this late? The cleaning crew? Reaching past the curtain, she searched for her towel, but couldn’t feel it on the hook. She forced herself not to sound freaked out as she said, “Hello?”

         “If you want this towel, you’ll have to come out and get it,” Neil’s voice provided both relief and even more anxiety.

         “Neil, this isn’t funny. Give me my towel.”

         “I don’t think I will.”

         “Seriously?” She brought her elbows closer to her body, shivering in the lack of heat.

         “It’ll cost you.”

         “What do you want?” she asked through gritted teeth. He wouldn’t get it, but she’d lie and agree to anything in that moment to get her towel back.

         “Just a chance. A chance to talk, to get to know one another again.”

         “Why? You’re getting deployed again soon, right?” She closed her eyes. Shit.

         He was silent for a second. “Who told you?”

         “Can I have my towel?”

         His hand appeared through the curtain, the towel dangling.

         She snatched it away and wrapped herself tightly in the cool cotton. Could she wait him out, hiding in the shower stall? He couldn’t stay all night. Unfortunately, neither could she. Reluctantly, she pulled back the curtain. “I really need to get home, so…” She nodded toward the door.

         He walked toward her and his own fresh-from-the-shower scent mixed with his aftershave made her hold her breath. It wasn’t fair that he always had her at a disadvantage—looking so gorgeous and smelling like everything she’d missed.

         He touched her cheek, tucking wet strands behind her ear. “Yes, I’m up for deployment again, but my home base is Colorado.”

         She sighed. “Neil, my feelings about a military life haven’t changed.”

         He let his hand drop. “But being married to a cop was okay?”

         “No. It was terrifying every time he left the house, and disappointing every time he missed a birthday or Christmas or anniversary…”

         He nodded. “I understand how you feel. I understood years ago, and I do now, but, Becky, you can’t deny that the love we had was real…and this crazy pull we have now goes deeper than just physical.”

         “We were kids back then.” She lowered her gaze to the floor. It was a lame excuse and she knew it. They may have been young, but the love and affection they’d had for one another had been real. It had grown out of friendship into something so strong, breaking it the first time had killed her. But she’d experienced too much heartache in one lifetime already to willingly set herself up for more.

         “We’re not kids now,” he said, placing his finger under her chin, tilting her face to look at him.

         She swallowed hard. “I’m not interested.”

         “That’s a lie.”

         “No, it isn’t.” Not entirely, at least. She took a step away. “The other day I let my guard down. I let common sense take a vacation, because the rest of me sure as hell isn’t getting one anytime soon. But I have no intention of slipping up again.”

         He took a step forward. “Why not? What would be so wrong in taking a chance and seeing where things go?”

         “I told you, you’re military. And I’ve been down that road…sort of.”

         His jaw clenched. “So, you’re still using my career as a reason not to be with me.”

         “Taylor and I came second to the job, to the greater good once before, and I got it. But to do it again.” She shook her head. “No way.” Rob had been so brave, so strong, so committed to his job, but it had come at a cost to their family. He’d missed so many important life moments, and she and Taylor had had to bury their disappointment. The stress the danger of his career had put on his family was also something she didn’t want to experience again. Something she was adamant not to put her daughter through again.

         He took a deep breath. “I’m not Rob.”

         “But you still wear a uniform.”

         “And that won’t change, for anyone.”

         “Well, then it’s a good thing I’m not asking.” Heart pounding, she turned to open her locker.

         He grabbed her wrist and swung her back around to face him. Placing a hand on the damp skin of her back above the towel, he pressed her into him and his mouth found hers.

         Damn. Why couldn’t he just walk away? Her knees felt weak beneath her as she slid her arms around his neck and savored the taste of him as his tongue explored her mouth.

         He held her closer, his fingers creeping up the back of her neck, tangling in her wet hair. She could feel his heart beating in his chest, and hers fell into a rhythm with it. The kiss was full of passion, but there was also an underlying frustration that only made it hotter.

         He bent slightly at the knees, letting his hands drop to her exposed thighs just beneath the edge of the towel, and her breath caught in her chest as they slid higher to cup her bare ass, lifting her slightly off her feet. She could feel his erection pressing into her stomach, and her own body pulsed with a desire to have him inside of her. His breath was coming fast and hard as he broke the kiss for an instant to steal a breath before turning his head to the other side and reclaiming her mouth as though breathing could wait. His fingers dug into her flesh and squeezed hard. The sting on her bare, wet flesh only intensified the pleasure, and she clung to him. The rough, calloused hands gripped tighter as he pushed his pelvis forward as though desperate to satiate his own need for her, through his jeans, through her towel…

         She urged herself to pull away as her body trembled, but instead she arched her back to press her body into him, craving the heat he offered, lost in the whirlwind of the moment. The feel of his back muscles beneath his shirt had her clutching the fabric between her fingers, and the scent of his citrusy shampoo from his still damp hair made her want to climb back into a hot shower with him. It would be so easy to give in to this moment, this need, to feel his body offering pleasure to the parts of her demanding to be satisfied…But their attraction was more than just physical, and it was the complicated, confusing emotions she needed to break away from.

         Before she no longer could.

         Reluctantly she pulled away, freeing herself from his grasp as she took several steps backward, a trembling hand going to her lips, which still tingled from the sizzle in their kiss. “That didn’t change my mind.”

         He took a slow, deep breath, his dark eyes so full of sexual frustration blazing into hers. “I wasn’t trying to change your mind. I was showing you what you’d be missing…again,” he said, as he turned and left the locker room.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         Neil slid his sunglasses on as the first sign of sun that week appeared, the bright light reflecting off the snow and nearly blinding him. “First time flying low over these mountains can be a little daunting,” he told his new recruits as they sat in the cockpit of a T-1 Jayhawk on the runway at Pueblo County Airport.

         The two men across from him nodded. “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.

         “But rest assured, while it resembles a regular twin-engine jet, it is different from a commercial jet. The structural enhancements allow for several landings per flight hour, and we have an additional fuel tank. However, today’s training session shouldn’t have us in the air long enough to warrant its use.”

         Another nod.

         Okay, then. He ran a hand over his face as they taxied to the end of the runway and stopped, waiting for takeoff clearance.

         Next to him, the pale-looking younger of the two men kissed the cross he wore around his neck. “Nervous of flying, Lieutenant Spencer?”

         “No, sir. Nervous of crashing, sir.”

         He smiled. “Fair enough. The weather is clear so it should be smooth sailing.” Unless he decided to mess with them a little. “You’re in good hands.”

         “I know that, sir. Your reputation as one of the best instructors is putting me at ease.” He clenched the seat tight.

         This was at ease? Poor kid. It would get easier. Hopefully, his missions would keep his feet mainly on the ground.

         Next, Lieutenant Spencer removed a photo from his pocket and kissed it quickly before tucking it away.

         “Girlfriend? Wife?” Neil asked.

         “Fiancée, sir.”

         “Does she know the life she’s marrying into?” he asked before he could stop himself. Becky’s comments the night before had irritated him well into the morning hours. She said she’d lived this life before and wasn’t interested in it again. It irked him that she was comparing him and his loyalties and commitment to those of another man. And damn, if arguing with the woman while she was wearing only a towel wasn’t a major distraction. The threadbare fabric had done nothing to hide her beautiful curves, and she was lucky he’d had enough self-control to stop at just a kiss. Barely. He let out a slow deep breath as he said, “Sorry, lieutenant. Don’t answer that.”

         But for the first time, the man looked almost relaxed as he did answer. “It’s okay, sir. Yes, she does. Her father was a sergeant in the army for fifty years before retiring. The military life is all she’s known.”

         Neil nodded. “Glad to hear it.”

         “Two-two-six,” he heard over his radio. The men next to him laughed, then tried to hide their amusement.

         Shit. He must have missed communication from the tower based on their use of the old Air Force school joke code for “Would you like a kick in the ass to help you get airborne?”

         He cleared his throat and his thoughts. “Negative. Say again.”

         “Jayhawk T-1, Pueblo tower, runway two two right cleared for immediate takeoff,” the tower command controller repeated.

         “Roger, T-1 cleared for immediate takeoff, two two right.”

         The recruit next to him closed his eyes and clenched his hands in his lap as the jet picked up speed and left the runway. Neil radioed the tower once more and then turned to the recruits. “In two minutes, we will be flying over Pikes Peak near Colorado Springs…some of the most beautiful terrain in the country.” Despite his beach-loving ways, he could appreciate the beauty of his hometown’s rugged, mountainous landscape below.

         The jagged cliff and steep hiking trails made it easy to understand why people liked to hike here. Not during an avalanche warning, however. He couldn’t help thinking about how terrified the families of those missing teenagers must have been each hour they were gone. How terrified Becky must have been. And then her husband hadn’t come home.

         He flew the required course, instructing as he had for the last several weeks. An hour later, he turned the jet to head back to the airport. Seeing a chance of turbulence on the regular route, he set a different flight path. He didn’t need Lieutenant Spencer throwing up in the cockpit.

         But ten minutes from the tower, something mountainside caught his eye and his heart started pounding in his chest. “Do you see that yellow reflective glow on the side of that mountain, over there?” he asked.

         The quieter recruit, Lieutenant Harris, leaned to look through the windshield, squinting against the blinding glare of the sun on the snow-covered peaks. “Yeah. Looks like a backpack.”

         A search-and-rescue kit perhaps. Neil’s mouth went dry. This side of Pikes Peak was where those teenagers had gotten into trouble. Where the search-and-rescue crew had found them. Where Rob had gone missing. “I’m bringing her down.”

         “What? Why? Where?” Spencer looked around frantically.

         Neil didn’t answer the first two questions as he lowered the aircraft toward the top of the mountain peak. “There’s a high-altitude backcountry airstrip the military uses for training exercises around here.”

         “Sir, this is an unauthorized landing,” Harris said. “Is it even safe?” He looked out his window to the icy ground below the plane.

         Spencer had his eyes shut tight, and he looked like he was holding his breath.

         Yeah, this guy needed to stay on the ground.

         “I land here all the time,” he lied. He hadn’t landed on this airstrip since his own flight training more than a decade ago. “Think of it as a real crash course in operations.”

         “So, this is part of the training?”

         Technically no. “I said think of it as such.” He landed the plane on the airstrip a few moments later, opened the cockpit door, and lowered the stairs. Grabbing his gear from the back, he zipped his jacket higher. “Stay with the plane. I’ll be right back.”

         “Yes, sir.” Neither recruit looked happy about the unexpected detour.

         Head down against blowing snowdrifts, Neil hiked his way to the side of the mountain peak where he’d seen the survival kit. The distance was a lot farther than he’d estimated in the safety and comfort of the plane. Inhale. Exhale. Adrenaline caused sweat to pool on his back despite the frigid high-altitude temperatures. Breathing was tough in the thinner air, too, and it didn’t take long for his muscles to start to feel the strain of the lack of oxygen. He must be crazy to be out here. Especially during an unauthorized landing…with training recruits in the aircraft.

         But, what if he’d found Becky’s husband? His mouth was chalky as he reached the mountain’s edge and hooked his grappling hook to the snow-covered rock. Lowering his body down the side, struggling to keep a foothold on the slippery ice slope, he reached the survival kit.

         Relief mixed with disappointment to see only the kit. The name on the tag, Christiansen, confirmed it was Rob’s. Obviously the man had lost it somehow during the search. Picking it up, he carefully hurried back to the plane, where the tower had obviously noticed their unscheduled detour and was delivering an earful over the radio.

         The two recruits were wide-eyed and silent.

         Neil shrugged. “It’s all good,” he told them. He put on his headphones. “Pueblo tower, this is Jayhawk T-1. This unauthorized landing was my idea and I take full responsibility. I thought I might have found a missing person.”

         Spencer’s eyes widened, and he glanced at the survival kit.

         Neil shook his head to assure the terrified-looking man he hadn’t.

         “Return to the airstrip stat,” the command controller said.

         “Copy, over and out,” he said, preparing the aircraft for takeoff.

         “This kit looks like it’s been out there for a while,” Harris said.

         “Four years.”

         “You know who it belongs to?” Spencer asked.

         “Yeah.” The man whose ghost was haunting his future.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Packing up her things, Becky was the last to leave the Widows of Heroes group therapy session later that day. She stacked the chairs and placed them in the storage room and then collected the boxes of tissues and disposable coffee cups and tossed them away. Today’s session had consisted of four women, two of whom had lost their husbands in the last year or so. Their wounds were still deep and fresh, their tears still new, and their day-to-day struggles so real. They were learning how to live again slowly, the way she had.

         Today had been tougher than any other monthly session. Whereas before, she felt she could identify with them, offer support because she’d been there, today felt as though she was a silent observer. She hadn’t been able to connect as deeply with them as she once had. They’d leaned on one another and the shared bond of hurt, anxiety, and uncertainties about their futures.

         They, too, seemed to have sensed her disconnect.

         Over the years her pain had dulled, the memories had faded slightly, and the hurt had disappeared, despite her best efforts to hold on to it. Lately, experiencing a whirlwind of emotions around Neil had brought a new element to her healing. The possibility of moving on, not only in life, but in a life with someone else.

         Locking the door behind her, she made her way down the cleared, crisp-looking sidewalks to the military offices. She had to do the right thing for herself and the other women in the group, and that was leaving the organization. It was time. If the last few weeks had taught her anything, it was that she was right to be moving on. She needed a new start—wanted a new start—and she wouldn’t be able to do that staying where she was.

         Becky took a deep breath before entering Master General Gabe’s office. As the general in charge of their local division of Operation Homefront, he was in charge of Widows of Heroes as well. He’d hired her years before, and she wasn’t sure how he would take the news.

         Maybe she should wait. Prepare an official letter of resignation…But he saw her standing there and waved her in. She went inside and smiled nervously. “Hi, Master General Gabe, sir.”

         “Hi, Becky. Thanks for coming in. Have a seat,” he said, turning his attention to her. “How are you?”

         “Nervous,” she said with a small laugh, then continued on while she had the courage. “The thing is, sir, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, and I’ve decided that it’s time for me to leave Widows of Heroes. I want to assure you I’m not leaving today or tomorrow. I’ll make sure my replacement has all the training…” She paused.

         He was frowning, a confused look on his face.

         Wait. Had he said, “Thanks for coming in”? She released a breath and clutched her hands on her lap. “I’m sorry. Did you want to see me about something?” Well, at least her reason for her visit was out there now. No doubt they would be addressing it as well.

         “Yes, though we can talk about this first,” he said with a smile.

         Like a Band-Aid…She nodded. “I’m sorry. I don’t feel like I’m the right person to lead the group anymore. I’m not…”

         “Grieving,” he supplied, his dark eyes understanding, his expression making her relax. “It’s okay, Becky. You’ve been wonderful as head of the support group. I know a lot of families have benefited from your involvement, passion, and commitment. But I understand. It’s hard to move on when you’re pulled back into the past. The group exists to offer support when needed. The goal is to get everyone to the point where you are now. Where I suspect you’ve been for quite some time?”

         She swallowed a lump in a throat as he echoed her thoughts, erasing the elements of doubt. “Thank you for understanding, sir” was all she could croak out.

         “Of course.” He handed her a tissue.

         She took it and dabbed her eye. “I’ll be here through the holidays and hopefully train a replacement to take over in the new year.”

         He nodded. “I appreciate anything you can do to make it a smooth transition.” He took a deep breath. “The reason I wanted to see you…” He reached under the desk and produced a search-and-rescue survival kit. “I think this, too, might help in your moving on.”

         The material was dirty and stained, the colors faded. Her heart raced as she noticed the name on the tag. “Is this…” Her mouth went dry and the words were barely more than a whisper.

         Master General Gabe nodded. “There are some things inside you might want to have.”

         Her hand shook as she reached for the weather-worn bag and opened it, careful not to break the rusted zipper. She removed Rob’s blanket and first aid kit and set it on the table. And then her pulse thundered as she took out a small figurine. A custom-made bobblehead of Taylor in her first hockey jersey. Her eyes filled with tears at the sight of something precious she’d never expected to see again. They’d made the figurines at a mall kiosk on Father’s Day, the year before Rob died. Hers in her hockey uniform. His in his police uniform. The two had exchanged figurines whenever he went out on a rescue mission. She put hers in his kit bag, and he set his on her nightstand until he returned. Taylor had wanted her dad to know she had his back, and he’d wanted her to know he was always there.

         She reached in again and took out several other emergency items that could have possibly saved his life, had he not lost the bag. Then her hand found something else that made her stomach do an involuntary flip.

         His wedding ring.

         In four years, she’d had no closure, no peace from the nagging doubts in her mind. She closed her eyes as she held it to her chest. Had he known he wouldn’t be coming back?

         “Thank you,” she said after a long moment, suddenly aware she wasn’t alone. “Where did you find it?” The search-and-rescue crews had searched all over the mountains in their recovery mission and had found nothing. No trace of her husband or his belongings anywhere.

         “It was recovered this morning from the side of Pikes Peak on an Air Force flight training session. It would have been impossible to see from the ground; that’s why rescue crews had never located it. Unfortunately, nothing else was recovered,” he said, answering a question she’d never have had the courage to ask.

         She nodded, her heart pounded even louder, echoing in her ears.

         “Lieutenant Colonel Healy was the one to retrieve it.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

         

         What a day.

         Neil closed his eyes and let his chin fall against his chest as the hot water rained down his shoulders and back. Bringing back the survival kit had been more emotionally draining than he’d expected. The lecture he’d received from the tower flight commander for the unauthorized landing hadn’t helped. Neither had the three-week air suspension he’d received from Master General Gabe, grounding him until after the holidays.

         Still he couldn’t bring himself to regret the decision to land.

         Lifting his face to the stream, he forced several deep breaths, as he stood there for a long time until the water started to run warm, then cooler.

         Shutting off the tap, he reached for his towel and stepped out. His doorbell rang, and, picking up his watch from the counter, he checked the time. Seven fifteen. Blake, always early for their Thursday night poker game. He didn’t know why the guy was so eager to play; he always left with barely his shirt. Neil may not be a pro at winter sports, but poker was poker anywhere, and he was good at it.

         He made his way down the hall and smirked as he opened the door. “Ready to have your ass—” He stopped. “Becky?”

         Her eyes scanned his bare torso and appreciation registered in them before she charged into his house.

         Stunned, he took a step back, letting the screen door slam shut behind her. She didn’t say anything as she wrapped her arms around his bare neck and pressed the cold fabric of her winter coat against his still warm, slightly damp-from-the-shower skin. Her mouth tempted his, just half an inch away, and he didn’t dare pause to question what was happening before kissing her.

         His hands gripped her waist through the bulky material, and he pulled her even closer, returning her eager passion. He savored the feel of her cool lips against his, suddenly aware he wore nothing but a towel. The irony of the reversed situation was not lost on him. Every fiber of his being came alive with each second their lips were together, and it was impossible to conceal the effect she was having on him.

         The stress of the day slipped away, and wanting her was the only emotion he felt. She moaned against his mouth, and he grew harder at the sound he used to love. Knowing he was pleasuring her with a simple kiss made him want to take her into his bedroom and spend the rest of the evening giving her much more to moan about.

         Her skin smelled like the cold winter air, and she tasted faintly of peppermint, but the kiss was full of fiery heat.

         Breathless, she backed away with a knowing grin. “Sorry about that,” she said, once again taking in the view.

         He readjusted the towel, but it didn’t help much. His vulnerable state had him at a disadvantage. One she seemed to be enjoying. “What was that, exactly?” he asked, pulling her closer again and unzipping her jacket. He wanted to even the playing field between them a little…or a lot.

         “A thank-you,” she said, her clear blue eyes revealing it was far more than just a thank-you.

         He nodded, knowing what she meant and kissing her again. “Thank you for the thank-you. Best one I’ve ever received, actually,” he said, moving her hair away from her neck to place a soft kiss to her skin.

         She sighed, trailing her hands up his back, across his shoulders, tangling in his damp hair. Then she took a small step back to look at him. “I’ve been thinking about what you said the other night in the locker room.”

         “Okay…”

         “You’re not Rob, and comparing you both was unfair.”

         He nodded.

         “I need to move on with my life. I’ve known that for a long time now, and what you did—the backpack, the closure—only helped me realize it even more.” She paused, looking nervous as she toyed with the edge of his towel.

         He held his breath as he waited.

         “And I’m not saying yes to us, but I’m no longer saying no,” she croaked.

         He pulled her closer again. His mouth caught the base of her earlobe and bit gently. “So, you’re saying maybe?”

         She laughed. “That’s the word I was looking for, yes.”

         He slid the jacket off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. Then he reached for her sweater, lifting it over her head. “You have too many clothes on,” he murmured, discovering yet another layer underneath. Though the tight white T-shirt hugging her breasts and slim waist was as much a turn-on as if she’d been wearing nothing.

         “It’s freezing out there,” she said, shivering as a blast of wind came through the still open main door.

         He glanced up and there on the doorstep stood his Thursday night poker guests—all six of them—grinning like idiots as they enjoyed the show. “Shit,” he muttered, tempted to shut the door and lock them out.

         At his curse, Becky turned and saw them as well, her cheeks flushing as the guys waved to her.

         “Hey, Becky. Nice to see you,” Blake called out, opening the screen door and entering without waiting for an invitation.

         She turned to Neil. “You have plans, I see.” She quickly gathered her sweater and coat from the floor.

         “You staying for poker?” Blake asked. “I could deal you in.”

         Neil shot him a threatening look, but the other guys were already spilling into the house, making the space seem small and incredibly awkward. Cock-blocking assholes. He drew Becky closer to the door. “Sorry about this. Had I known to expect this visit, I would have told these guys to take a hike.” He glanced at them. “I still could.”

         She shook her head. “No, don’t. You had plans. Sorry to hijack your evening like that. I just wanted…”

         “To thank me?” he touched her cheek.

         “Yes,” she whispered.

         “Can I see you tomorrow?”

         “Yes.” She shook her head. “No. Tomorrow is the children’s Christmas party at the community hall and my brothers are in town for it.” She bit her lip.

         “I’ll see you there, and we can figure something out.”

         She smiled as she nodded. “Okay.” She headed for the door. “But remember, I’m not saying yes.”

         “But you’re not saying no.” He pulled her in and kissed her hard, quick. “But just so you know—that kiss of yours is saying yes.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The children’s Christmas party had a record turnout, and Becky breathed a sigh of relief—one more thing she could check off the December to-do list.

         “Your brothers are really great for doing this,” Neil said, coming up behind her.

         Becky looked across the community hall where Jackson, dressed as Santa, gave out presents to the military kids, while Ben and Asher signed autographs on hockey sticks and jerseys. “Yeah. They can be okay sometimes,” she said, knowing she’d never admit how great she thought her brothers were. For years she’d given the annoying-younger-brothers-eye-roll response, and that wasn’t about to change.

         “The kids are enjoying themselves.”

         “The adults, too.” She nodded toward several dads in line for autographs.

         “You help organize this every year?”

         “This will be my last one. It’s time to step away and move on.” She glanced at the man next to her and knew he was the reason that idea held less remorse and anxiety than it used to.

         “So, after this…”

         She avoided his gaze and the question as she grabbed several goodie bags to hand to a few children who were leaving. “Merry Christmas,” she said to them.

         He took a step closer. “Can I take you to dinner?”

         She shook her head. “Tonight is the Westmores’ annual tree-raising and decorating.” Though for the first time ever, she was tempted to abandon the long-time tradition. Unfortunately, neither her mother nor Taylor would let her hear the end of it if she missed it.

         “Ah, that’s right. It’s nice that your family still puts up a tree together every year.”

         “Yup. Once my brothers trek out to the forest to bring one back.”

         Checking her watch, she started cleaning up discarded paper cups and plates. Neil grabbed a garbage bin and followed. Jackson approached as the last kid scurried off with their present.

         “Hey, Santa—heading out?” she asked.

         “My reindeer and sleigh should be arriving any minute,” he said. “Ho-ho-ho!”

         Asher slid into his New Jersey Devils jacket as he joined them. “Once Ben’s done flirting with all the single moms, we better get going. It’s going to be dark soon, and I’m not freezing my a—”

         “Language,” Becky warned.

         “Okay. I’m not freezing my nu—”

         She covered his mouth as several families walked past. “I’ll be done in ten minutes, and I’ll drag Ben away,” she said, glancing toward the autograph table where her brother posed for selfies with several women she was sure had not brought a child to the event. She shook her head. One day, Ben…

         “So, I really won’t see you tonight?” Neil asked.

         Cheeks as red as Rudolph’s nose, she ignored the looks on her brothers’ faces. “No.”

         “I could help decorate the tree.”

         Her mouth gaped. He wanted in on their family traditions? Even when they’d dated before, he’d never participated. But this year he didn’t have family of his own, except Cliff, and she knew he’d never impose on his cousin’s holiday festivities with Holly. She was tempted to say yes, but it was her brothers’ tradition, too…

         “How are you with an axe?” Asher asked, surprising her.

         Was her brother serious? Neil alone in the woods with the three of them and something sharp—not a great idea. “He just offered to help decorate, not cut it down…”

         “I don’t mind going with the guys.” In fact, he actually looked excited to be invited and included.

         Still, she hesitated. Though what she was nervous about, she wasn’t sure.

         Ben came up behind them and turned to wink at Holly as she waved goodbye to the group.

         Becky punched his shoulder. “She’s as good as married.”

         Ben shrugged. “But not quite. So, you coming?” he asked Neil.

         They all stared at her. “Fine. I don’t care. It’s your tradition—do what you want.”

         Neil smiled.

         Becky moved away from her brothers and turned to face Neil. “I don’t know what you’re happy about. You’ve just agreed to go in front of a firing squad—except with axes.”

         He grabbed her hand and pulled her into him. “If it means I get to see you later, it’s worth it.”

         She swallowed hard. Somehow she felt as though her brothers were putting her to a test as well. “We’ll see.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         He couldn’t feel his toes.

         As dusk settled over the mountains, Neil wasn’t sure how much more of the dipping temperatures he could tolerate. He hadn’t expected to be going on a tree-hunting expedition that evening and was nowhere near prepared for it. His fingers had long ago gone numb, and his entire body ached with a bone-chilling longing for heat. He’d learned to keep his mouth firmly closed, as the cool wind made his teeth hurt, and his exposed head was giving him brain-freeze. The daytime sun at least gave the pretense of a milder climate, providing a worthy adversary to the cold. At night, the thick covering of frost settling on the bare tree branches had nothing to fear. He watched Becky’s brothers walking ahead of him, unfazed. These men spent their lives on ice. To them, this was probably even fun.

         “How are you holding up back there?” Jackson called over his shoulder.

         “Nothing to it,” he said through chattering teeth.

         “Enjoying your first real winter back?” Ben said, pulling an even thicker pair of gloves from his pockets.

         Neil looked at them longingly. “Absolutely.”

         Ben extended the gloves toward him.

         “No thanks. I’m toasty,” he said, ignoring his protesting fingers that were about to fall off. Ben nodded his approval, and Neil felt a tiny victory. He’d always wondered if the Westmore family had thought him good enough for Becky, and now was his chance to prove that he was. The boys had been kids themselves when they’d been together the first time, so their acceptance hadn’t seemed to matter as much as it did now.

         “So, what did you decorate in Miami? A palm tree?” Asher asked, stopping next to them. He tucked his light brown hair beneath a New Jersey Devils logo hat. While the guy was a fantastic hockey player, Neil would never have guessed hockey would be his sport of choice. He was shaped more like a rugby player but with a laid-back surfer kind of attitude. Growing up, he hadn’t seemed as intense about the game as Ben and Jackson were, but he was arguably the better player.

         “Nah. We had real fir trees on base. They ship them in from North Carolina.” Going to Jake’s Christmas tree farm to select a perfect, precut tree in sixty-five-degree weather was a hell of a lot different than this, though.

         “Minus the snow-covered branches?”

         “You can get anything for a price. It’s called flocking. They’d dust the tree from a light covering of fake snow to a full on snowstorm-covered one.”

         “’Cause that’s the same thing,” Jackson said, whipping a snowball at him from behind.

         “I’d retaliate but I can’t feel my fingers,” he muttered.

         He stopped again when they did, noticing that finally they were surrounded by options. How long had they been walking without a viable tree in sight? An hour? Maybe two? For guys who did this every year, he’d have thought they’d be better at this.

         He couldn’t take much more. The deep, wet snow was now seeping in through the top of his boots, and his jeans were soaked and freezing up to his calves. For a military mission, he’d suck it up; to kill a Christmas tree—no. He’d been hoping to be with Becky that evening, not out there in the middle of nowhere with her annoying brothers. He smiled wryly, thinking how they’d always been cock-blockers. As teenagers, whenever things started to get hot and heavy between him and Becky, one of these guys would appear, needing her help with homework or finishing their chores to get to hockey practice on time.

         He shook his head. Some things never changed. And while their protectiveness was understandable, they had nothing to worry about with him.

         A gust of wind nearly took his breath away. “All right, I’m calling it.” He was older than these jerks. Hell, at one time he’d even helped Becky babysit the younger two. Glancing around, he pointed to a tree that looked about six feet tall, full, and well proportioned. “That one right there. That’s the one,” he said, hunching his shoulders to lift his jacket higher around his exposed neck. Next year, he’d dress a whole lot better for this.

         Next year? The thought made him momentarily forget about the fact he was freezing to death.

         “Looks like the one. Did you bring an axe—cause we didn’t,” Ben said.

         The other two stared at him expectantly for a long moment as he tried to figure out if he was being punked.

         Then Ben and Jackson laughed and Asher looked at his watch. “That’s about two and a half hours,” he said.

         “Good enough,” Ben said, heading through a small section of trees to the left. “Shortcut is this way back to the Beast.”

         The Beast was Ben’s name for his Hummer, and Neil thought it was hilarious that the guy was still naming his rides. He’d called the first dirt bike Neil had fixed up for him Silent Thunder after his favorite WWE fighter.

         “Are we not getting a tree?” he asked. For two and a half hours they’d hiked through snow and ice and cold to get to this spot with dozens of fir and spruce trees, and now they were leaving?

         “Sure we are. From the Walmart parking lot,” Jackson said, tapping him on the shoulder as he passed. “Like every year.”

         “What?”

         “This is a national park. You can’t cut a tree down here,” Asher said, jogging past him on the trail.

         Neil frowned as the Hummer came into sight. He scanned the area. They’d been basically walking in various loops, never more than ten minutes from the vehicle, and his mind had been too numb to notice. Maybe it was time to take a refresher field training course. He’d spent too long behind a desk and in the air, because apparently his internal compass was screwed. “So you guys just come out here, kill a few hours, get tired, cold, and wet to make the ladies believe you cut the tree down yourselves?”

         Ben shook his head. “Usually we hit a movie or the pool hall for a while and then jump in a snowbank a block from the house. This was all for you, buddy.” The oldest Westmore brother smirked as he unlocked the Hummer.

         This was all for him. To see if he finally had what it took. If he’d suffer through it and man up to be worthy enough to date their sister again. Jeez, he’d hate to see the test if he ever wanted to marry her.

         He stopped, waiting for the verdict, but the brothers continued on. “So? Did I pass the test?” he asked, hurrying after them.

         Jackson slowed his pace to his. “If you decide to get involved with our sister again, your entire life will be a test,” he said.

         Right.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Are you planning on hiding in here all evening?” her mother asked, opening the fridge behind her.

         “I’m not hiding. I’m decorating cookies,” Becky said, adding even more frosting to the gingerbread men on the tray. She reached for a handful of colorful sprinkles and, selecting only the white ones, strategically placed them along the edges to look like stitching. She glanced at the trays of cookies—three dozen…this should keep her busy for a while.

         “You’re hiding, and pretty soon, if you don’t go out there and flirt shamelessly with that gorgeous man decorating my tree, I’m going to. He was always a handsome boy, but wow, he certainly grew up to be a looker.”

         Becky sighed and wiped her hands on her snowman-covered apron. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

         “I may be sixty-two years old, but I’m not dead.” Her mother winked.

         She cocked her head to the side. “You know what I mean.”

         Her mother set the bowl of spiked eggnog on the counter and took her hands. “You’re not dead, either, sweet girl. It’s okay to start dating again. It’s more than okay, and it’s overdue, actually. I’m fairly certain I’m getting more action than you are.”

         Becky held up a hand, but it was too late to stop the disturbing image from forming. Unfortunately, though, her mother was right. She wasn’t dead. In fact she felt very much alive around Neil. She also felt terrified and unsure. “Why does he have to be military?”

         “That’s what’s holding you back? Still? The fact that he’s brave and selfless and proud to defend his country? I thought you’d gotten over that.”

         “You’re forgetting the part about putting his life on the line, tours overseas…” She bit her lip.

         “Sweetheart, your father died at fifty-eight years old from a heart attack, pulling weeds in the garden. Cheryl Myers’s husband was killed by a drunk driver, walking in a crosswalk. Jim Thomas’s wife…”

         Becky held up a hand. “I get it. We never know when our time’s up.” But the odds of growing old with someone greatly decreased when that person’s career put them in the line of fire. After experiencing such heartache, it was tough walking into a similar situation without a sense of anxiety.

         Her mother touched her shoulder. “I wouldn’t have traded the thirty years I had with your dad for sixty years with anyone else.”

         Becky swallowed hard. Her short time with Rob had been full of love and passion and commitment—things that were hard to find and even harder to hold on to. Had she been lucky enough to have the opportunity walk back into her life in Neil? Was she brave enough to find out?

         “What about Taylor? Do you think it’s fair of me to put her through this life again?”

         “Taylor adored her father. She was proud of him. She may have been young, but she understood what he did was important, that he was brave and strong. Someone she could respect and look up to…like Neil. A good man, a good father, is hard to find, sweetheart.”

         Releasing a deep breath, Becky untied the apron and straightened her sweater. “How do I look?”

         “Like my only chance of having more grandkids.” Her mother picked up a plate of cookies and handed it to her.

         “Oh, come on. I’m sure Ben has a bunch of children we don’t know about,” she teased, taking the tray.

         Her mother shook her head. “Oh, we’d know. No woman would let an opportunity to settle that boy down slip through her fingers.”

         When Becky got to the living room, she paused. Her brothers sat watching the hockey game while Neil and Taylor decorated the tree in front of the window. The lights were on and they were laughing over several handmade ornaments that had been part of the decorations for as long as Becky could remember. Seeing her daughter giggle with Neil made her ovaries do an involuntary springboard leap.

         More grandkids, her mother had said. Neil would certainly make adorable babies.

         “Hey, can we have some of those?” Asher asked.

         She jumped, nearly dropping the tray. The game had gone to commercial break and her brothers’ attention was momentarily not preoccupied.

         “I thought you didn’t eat sugar midseason?” They could preach about being healthy and staying fit all day long, but she knew at Christmas all bets were off. Besides, Ben and Asher were both playing the next day, and they’d burn off three dozen gingerbread and sugar cookies in the first period.

         Instead of taking a couple, Asher took the entire tray and set it on his lap. “Christmas cookies don’t count,” he said, popping one into his mouth.

         Ben and Jackson reached for the cookies, and she grabbed two before they disappeared completely, then joined Neil and Taylor at the tree. “Having fun?” she asked, handing each of them an over-frosted cookie.

         He smiled at her as he nodded, and she prayed the glow of the tree’s lights could be blamed for the rush of heat in her cheeks. “I have to say, these are the most unique ornaments I’ve ever seen,” he said, holding up a piece of Ben’s junior hockey stick.

         She laughed as she took it. A tiny hole had been drilled through the edge of the splintered piece of wood, and a tattered piece of hockey tape dangled from the edge. “Now that we’re older and all moved out of the house, Mom likes to decorate the tree with memories instead of ornaments. This was Ben’s first broken stick…”

         “From a winning goal in the Gray Cup hockey finals,” he added from the couch, his gaze not leaving the television, where the third period had started.

         She hung it on the tree. Her brothers could probably tell a fantastic story about each of their ornaments. Her mother’s tree might be the worst decorated in town, but it certainly held memories.

         “What’s this one?” Neil asked, holding up a small plastic container on a string and struggling to peer inside.

         “Asher’s front teeth.”

         “Gross. Why?” He grabbed Taylor’s hand and put the box in it, wiping his own hand on his jeans.

         Taylor laughed as she put them on the tree. “These were knocked out in his first NHL game. A flying puck hit him square in the mouth.”

         “He didn’t even know he’d lost his teeth until he came to,” Becky added.

         Neil glanced toward her brothers, and Asher happily obliged with a wide smile, tapping the crowns in place of his front teeth.

         “Wow,” Neil said. “I never realized how odd your family is.”

         Becky punched his shoulder. “Not all the decorations are weird hockey stuff.” She scanned the boxes. Signed hockey pucks from the boys’ idols, pieces of jerseys they’d outgrown…was that a mouth guard? “I guess most are.” She opened the box that she knew held the tree skirt. “Here. You must remember this.” She unfolded the red flannel. Handprints in white paint and of various sizes covered the oversized skirt.

         Neil moved closer and his shoulder brushed hers, creating a tiny shock between them. “Becky, age four…Jackson age six…” he read over her shoulder, his breath warm on her cheek. “I do remember this.”

         She turned to smile at him, and their eyes met and held.

         She couldn’t remember ever being so aware of him. What she’d said in the locker room was true—they’d been kids when they’d dated before. Now, they were older, wiser, their connection even stronger. He didn’t even need to be touching her, yet she felt him in the room. He didn’t need to say anything, yet she knew what he was thinking. And right now, his thoughts were pretty obvious. The desire in the depths of his chocolate-colored eyes left no room for question.

         She dropped her gaze and moved away, folding the tree skirt and putting it back in the box. Her mother would place it around the tree later. “What about you? How did you celebrate Christmas in Miami?” she asked.

         “A lot of the same—lights on the house, a real indoor tree…of course we got ours from a Christmas tree lot,” he said, shooting a look at her brothers.

         Her eyes narrowed as she followed Neil’s gaze to the couch. Her brothers ignored her, their attention glued to a tear-jerker of a holiday soda commercial. Jerks. She knew they had never cut down their own tree. But whatever tradition they’d had with her dad was theirs, and now their own. She let her suspicion fade on her lips. “I don’t know if I could do Christmas without snow,” she said instead.

         “You can create the illusion of snow without having to endure this nut-freezing coldness,” he said, biting into his cookie. Frosting covered his top lip.

         She shot him a look, nodding toward her daughter’s presence, but it was hard to scold a man whom she wanted to lick clean of sprinkles.

         “Sorry,” he said, wiping the temptation away and then making it worse by sucking it from his finger.

         God, she needed to have sex sometime soon. Preferably with him.

         “I’ve heard worse,” Taylor reassured.

         Becky sighed, mom instincts returning. With three uncles as role models and playing hockey around older boys, she suspected her little girl had heard a lot worse. “Anyway, enlighten us—how do you create a magical snowy wonderland as beautiful as this,” she said, gesturing to the snow falling in big flakes outside the window.

         “Every fall we collect dry milkweed pods, and then during the holidays we open them up and blow the fluffy white seeds all over the trees in the yard. Voila, snow.” He picked up another ornament—one of the homemade reindeer made out of Popsicle sticks and pipe cleaners—and hung it on a branch.

         “What about snowball fights?” Taylor asked.

         “Easy—marshmallows,” Neil said.

         Her daughter nodded her approval. “Not bad.”

         “Thanks,” he said, tussling her hair.

         She beamed at him, and once again Becky’s ovaries pleaded with her to lose all common sense.

         At her place later.

         But then later seemed to come all too quickly. With Ben and Asher taking off for their respective red-eye flights and Taylor pretending to fall asleep on Jackson’s shoulder to secure a sleepover at Grandma’s that evening, too soon she would be alone with Neil.

         Anticipation mixed with anxiety as they said goodnight to her family and she left the security of a crowd. Stepping out into the cold, she hesitated at her truck. “You know, it’s getting late…if you want to call it a night…”

         Neil took her hat from her hand and placed it on her head, smoothing the forever flyaway strands around her chin. Then kissing her nose, he whispered, “I’ll meet you at your place.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I’d offer you a real drink, but all I have is eggnog and Diet Coke,” Becky said, heading into her own kitchen.

         “I’m good,” Neil said as he followed. All evening at her family’s home, the only thing he could think about was getting her alone. She, on the other hand, seemed even more shy and reserved than usual, and he refused to let her keep putting distance between them. He wanted her to feel as sure and as confident about this as he did.

         When she opened the fridge door, he reached around her and closed it, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her into him. He held her tight as he buried his face into the top of her head, breathing in the scent of peppermint shampoo. “You always smell like Christmas.”

         She gave a nervous-sounding laugh and turned in his arms. “What exactly does Christmas smell like?”

         “Peppermint, chocolate, gingerbread…everything I can’t resist,” he said, placing his hands on her hips. “I had fun tonight.”

         She raised an eyebrow. “Even though my brothers dragged you out in the middle of nowhere for nothing and you were stuck decorating a tree for two hours?”

         “Best. Night. Ever.” He grinned.

         “You’re such a liar.”

         He hugged her close as he lowered his lips to hers for a soft, gentle kiss, contradicting what he really wanted to do. “Okay. Now, it’s the best night ever.”

         He watched her chest rise and fall beneath the ivory V-neck cashmere, and she swallowed hard. “Neil, there’s something I need to tell you…”

         He touched her cheek. “You’re scared. You’re worried about getting involved with another man who puts his life at risk for a living. You worry about bringing someone into your life and Taylor’s. You’re not happy that I’m going to be deployed again in the new year…I know, I understand, but I promise you, I won’t let you down.” And damn, once made, he knew he had to follow through, even if that meant reevaluating his priorities and what he wanted.

         Her lips curled into a grin as she nodded slowly. “Yes to all of that, but I was actually just going to tell you that you have glitter all over your face.”

         He frowned. That was it? He wiped a hand over his face, knowing it made no difference. She was covered in it, too. A week from now, they’d both still shimmer in certain lighting.

         Bending, he lifted her onto the counter and settled between her knees. “I meant what I said, though.” The words came from deep in his throat, sounding foreign to his own ears. Never before had he felt such a need to reassure her that his intentions were true. He should have in the past. Maybe then things would have been different. Maybe they wouldn’t have wasted so many years apart…

         She ran both hands along either side of his jawline, down his neck, to rest on his shoulders. “It’s not you I don’t believe in,” she whispered.

         “Nothing else should matter,” he murmured against her lips. They would figure things out. What they had between them was real. It had always been real.

         “Then why does it?” she asked, her gaze flitting back and forth between his eyes and his lips.

         He didn’t have an answer, so he kissed her. Long and hard, his mouth desperate to help erase any fear or hesitation she had about them. About him.

         Her hands held the back of his head in place as her tongue slid along his bottom lip, teasing, playful, and for right now he’d forget about trying to convince her with his words. Instead he’d let his actions and his body take over. Slipping his hands beneath her legs on the counter, he wrapped them around his waist and lifted her, carrying her past Taylor’s empty room to the master at the end of the hallway. Thank God Taylor had pulled that “I’m asleep” trick to stay at her grandmother’s house.

         Inside Becky’s room, he kicked the door partially closed with his foot and then backed up against it until he heard the click. Finally. Alone with Becky. No distractions. Nowhere else either of them had to be. Right here and now was all that mattered.

         Her lips on his and her hands in his hair told him he didn’t need to ask if she was sure. She’d felt everything between them this past week the same way he did. And neither of them was fighting the attraction any longer.

         “I want you,” she murmured against his lips, her hands skimming the sides of his body to slip beneath his shirt.

         Her fingers were freezing as they traced a path along his lower abs, but for the first time since moving back to Colorado, he didn’t mind the cold. He kissed her again…and again. Would he ever get enough of the sweet taste of her gingerbread-flavored lip gloss? How had he ever lived without it? Suddenly he looked forward to the other flavors he knew she would taste like—peaches in summer, pumpkin spice in fall…

         He wanted to experience them all.

         He carried her to the bed and set her back gently against the comforter. “I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw those Little Miss Sunshine underwear…before that actually, but definitely after that,” he whispered against her neck as he slid her sweater up over her waist and ribs. “I can’t wait to see which Little Miss is Friday.”

         She grinned wickedly as she lifted her upper body and raised her arms above her head to allow him to remove the sweater, revealing a black lace bra that cupped her breasts like a second skin. “Then I hope you won’t be disappointed,” she said as she unbuttoned her jeans and continued to strip, revealing the matching black lace thong he’d rescued from the washing machine.

         Sitting back on his heels, he took in the view. Letting out a low whistle, he ran his hands the length of her arms. “Disappointed? Hardly.” He couldn’t imagine a world where she could ever disappoint him.

         Removing his own T-shirt and jeans quickly, he lay beside her and trailed his fingers all over her body. While the harsh, cold weather had his skin feeling rough and dry, hers was like silk. “You feel, look, and taste incredible, exactly how I remember,” he said, drinking her in. Curves in all the right places, freckles creating shapes that resembled constellations on her chest and thighs, he’d always loved exploring her body.

         “What is it with you and taste? Hungry a lot?” she teased, wiggling away from him when his fingers traced along her lower stomach, tickling her.

         “Only for you,” he answered, rolling them so her body was beneath him. “And I have a feeling that appetite will never be satisfied.”

         Reaching behind her back, he unclasped the bra with one hand and slid a strap down over her shoulder, following it with kisses.

         She grabbed the bra and tossed it onto the floor, then reached for the waistband of the thong.

         He smiled at her eagerness. “Glad to see I’m not going to have to charm those off.”

         “Who says you haven’t?” Suddenly, she looked self-conscious as she glanced down at her body. “I’ve changed since the last time.”

         He tilted her chin to look into her eyes. “You’re right. You’re even more beautiful now.”

         She looked slightly disbelieving, so he took her hands and placed them over her head, determined to prove to her that he meant it. She was even more fantastic than he remembered. Life and experiences had changed them both—but for the better. He was falling in love with her all over again. A love that made all other relationships, all other attraction, all other emotions pale in comparison. And now they were mature enough, wise enough to hold on to it.

         “I feel beautiful with you. I haven’t felt that way in a long time,” she said.

         He ran his hands along her thighs and felt himself grow thick. God, this wouldn’t last long. The first time at least. He didn’t plan on sleeping that evening, and he hoped she wouldn’t mind being tired the next day. He’d imagined what it would be like to be with her again, and he was intent on living out those fantasies into all hours of the night.

         Goose bumps collected on her skin as he trailed kisses along her inner thigh. Her breathing became more shallow, and a soft moan escaped her lips as her hands tangled in his hair once more.

         More noises like that and he’d be finished before he started.

         “Oh my God—the elf!” she said, lifting his head away from her body.

         He blinked, staring up at her. “The what?”

         “The Elf on the Shelf. I forgot to move him.” She struggled to sit up. “If I don’t do it now, I’ll forget again.”

         “I’m about four seconds from making love to you, and you’re thinking about a creepy-ass stuffed elf?” Ego blow.

         She laughed, still trying to sit up. “Single mom brain—there’s no turning it off.”

         “Challenge accepted.” Giving her a small shove, he forced her back against the pillows and removed the thong. His gaze locked with hers, he kissed her softly between her breasts, over her ribs, down her stomach.

         “Neil, wait…please…just give me two seconds. Oh, my God…” she said, her breath catching as his mouth found the delicate spot between her thighs. He grinned as he slid his tongue along her folds.

         She moaned and closed her eyes, her upper body settling back among the pillows, while her pelvis arched up toward him.

         Mission accomplished. He glanced up at her. “Should I stop to let you go move the elf?”

         “Don’t you dare. She’s almost nine—she pretends to still believe for my sake, anyway.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Eventually the elf did get moved, but only after the best orgasms she’d had in.…forever. No one she’d been with since Neil had made her feel so cherished, so appreciated, so in tune with her own body. Not that she’d had many lovers, but she’d had enough to know that what she’d just experienced was not the norm.

         She was falling in love with him all over again. The new, older, more mature him.

         What he’d done on Pikes Peak for her and Taylor—giving them a sense of peace after so long—had confirmed what a true, selfless heart he had. Seeing him with her family that evening, decorating the tree and having her brothers include him in their annual tradition—however misleading—had touched a part of her that she’d forgotten had existed.

         She wanted that feeling again. The feeling of being whole, of having someone to share those moments with. Share her life with. Share her and Taylor’s lives with.

         She bit her lip, wondering how her daughter was feeling about all of this. She seemed to like Neil a lot, and the two were getting close, but she couldn’t shake her nagging concerns over his upcoming deployment. She knew it would affect Taylor as well…but her mother’s words echoed in her mind and she knew she was right. Neil would be a fantastic role model for her daughter—someone she could look up to and admire. They would be lucky to have him in their lives. And Becky suspected her own heart was far too gone already to walk away from Neil now.

         She slid a length of brown felt fabric through her sewing machine, hoping the noise wouldn’t wake him. The image of him sleeping, spread naked across her bed, made it almost impossible to stay where she was and not rejoin him beneath the sheets. But, the kids’ Christmas nativity play was the following weekend, and in her busyness finishing Holly’s dress, she’d yet to start the costumes.

         She sighed. It would be a long night. A longer night. But the delay had been totally worth it.

         “Was I snoring?” Neil asked appearing in the open doorway a second later.

         She glanced up and her mouth went dry. He’d put on his jeans, but nothing else, and she was reminded of catching him in just a towel. What was it about a man’s chiseled bare chest, stomach, and arms that was sexier than total nakedness? “I had to sneak away while I had the chance, before you woke up and demanded to be satisfied for what—the third time?”

         “Fourth, and you knew that, so I’m not going to act insulted,” he said with a smile, entering the room. “What’re you doing?”

         “Working on costumes for the school nativity play next weekend. I lost my mind and offered to make one for a friend of Taylor’s as well, and I was so busy this month that I hadn’t even started them.”

         He looked around the room and his gaze landed on the wedding dress. “Holy shit—that’s the same dress?”

         She laughed. “I finished it this morning…” She glanced at the clock. “Yesterday morning.”

         “This is incredible. You should do this full time. You always talked about a career in fashion.”

         She shook her head. “It’s just a secret passion of mine now.”

         “You should consider it again,” he said, touching the beadwork she’d painstakingly applied to the top of the dress.

         Maybe she would in the new year, when she left Widows of Heroes in the hands of someone else.

         “So, do you have a date for the wedding?” he asked casually.

         She hesitated. “No.”

         “Nah, me neither. I thought I’d flirt with the drunk bridesmaids.”

         She shot him a look.

         He raised an eyebrow. “Crazy thought—we could go together.”

         Damn. She’d expected this conversation. “Rob’s family will be there.”

         “Right. I get it.”

         “I mean, I’d love to go with you…”

         “Okay, let’s do it,” he said quickly.

         Shoot. That hadn’t been an invitation. She bit her lip, unsure how to retract the offer. It would be awkward and uncomfortable just having him at the event. Conversations were bound to turn to Rob…It was too soon for this.

         But not too soon for three incredible orgasms and casual, semi-teasing talk of a future together?

         Damn. Damn. Damn. What did she do?

         “Becky?” his voice cut into her thoughts.

         “Huh?”

         “I was kidding. I understand. It’s too soon,” he said. “Maybe you can save me a dance. I’ll be the one staring at you longingly all night.”

         Before she could respond or give it any more thought, he sat across from her. “So, you actually volunteered to make this other kid’s costume?” His voice came from somewhere behind the mountain of cotton batting she’d bought to make the sheep costume.

         “Yep,” Becky said, sliding the felt through to the other end and removing it from the machine. She examined the stitching. Good enough. Usually, she was a perfectionist when it came to her projects—often removing stitching and restarting over the smallest mistakes—but not right now.

         Right now she was eager to get back to bed…to not sleep some more.

         Reaching for the next piece, she yawned and paused. The kids would understand if the costumes weren’t ready and they were replaced by plastic figurines, wouldn’t they?

         “Where can I start?” Neil asked.

         She leaned around the bags of batting to look at him. “You want to help?”

         “No. But if the choice is either help or not get to have you again tonight, I’ll help. Or, most likely hinder, but I’ll try.”

         Smiling, her heart full in her chest, she stood and walked around the table toward him. Taking his hand, she pulled him to his feet and led the way out of the room.

         “Where are we going?”

         “Back to bed.” She could finish the costumes in the morning…much later in the morning.

         
            *  *  *

         

         He’d never understood the appeal of watching a woman sleep. But standing in Becky’s bedroom doorway the following morning, he couldn’t bring himself to wake her. She looked so beautiful lying on her side, her legs tangled in the bedsheets, her arm extended overhead, with her head resting against it. Her light brown hair was a teased mess from the adventures of the night before, and the expression on her face while she slept was enviably peaceful.

         She released a deep breath as she rolled onto her back. Opening her eyes slowly, she stretched, and the blanket covering her breasts slid further down her chest, almost giving him a peek. He watched her blink several times, then a look of panic appeared as she clutched the blanket and turned to check the clock on the bedside table.

         “It’s ten to eleven,” he said.

         Her head swung toward the sound of his voice and she smiled. “Hi. Good morning. You’re still here.”

         At least she was smiling about that. “Yes, I am.” He entered the room and sat on the edge of the bed. “Breakfast is made, though I was starting to think about lunch preparations. Do you always sleep this late?” he teased.

         “Only when sexy men keep me awake until dawn. So, maybe once a…”

         “Week?”

         She hit him with a pillow. “I was going to say decade.”

         He leaned closer and kissed her. “We need to fix that.”

         She wrapped her arms around his neck, and the passion in her eyes was a reflection of his own feelings. “Last night was definitely a treat.”

         He grinned. “I have more. Come with me.” He stood and handed her his discarded T-shirt from the floor, waiting while she put it on before leading the way down the hallway.

         She stopped at the kitchen. “Oh my God, something smells amazing…”

         “Not yet, keep walking,” he said, continuing to the sewing room and opening the door. “Now, I know it’s not as perfect as you would have done, but from a distance, who’ll notice?” He held up the sheep’s costume she’d abandoned the night before. It was finished.

         Her mouth gaped. “You made the costume?” She took it, and he hoped it would pass her inspection. “How did you even know how?”

         He laughed. “It’s amazing what you can find on YouTube.”

         She set the costume aside and hugged him. “You’re amazing.”

         “It was the least I could do for keeping you up so late. Come on, let’s eat.” Taking her hand, they went to the kitchen. “I wasn’t sure if you still liked scrambled eggs and extra-crispy bacon with hot sauce, so I made everything I could find.”

         She reached for a strip of bacon, dipped it into the hot sauce and sat, curling her leg beneath her on the chair. “I could get used to this.”

         He grinned, pouring her coffee. “So, is your life normally this chaotic, or is it the holiday season?”

         “The holiday season doubles the workload for sure, but raising a daughter alone keeps me busy.”

         “This wedding can’t be helping, either.”

         “Honestly, no, but Holly’s like a sister to me, so I’d do anything for her.”

         “Do you still see the rest of Rob’s family often?”

         “Less and less since they moved to Denver. Taylor spends a few weeks a year with them, but it’s hard. Being around us is a little painful, but they try.” She sipped her coffee and reached for another slice of bacon. “What about you? Do you have anyone you consider family in Miami?”

         He poured his own coffee, the late night and no sleep starting to catch up with him. “A lot of really great friends, but I haven’t felt like part of a family in a long time. Not since my dad died, really.”

         “I’m sorry,” she said.

         Standing, he walked toward her and knelt on the floor beside her chair. “The thing is, being with you again feels like the closest I’ll ever be to another family.” He took her hand and kissed her palm. “Spend the day with me?”

         She glanced at the calendar hanging on the wall. “Sorry, I can’t. It’s just two weeks until Christmas and I haven’t even started shopping for Taylor’s presents yet.”

         “I could help.”

         “You want to spend your day off in the mall?”

         He kissed her forehead. “No. I want to spend the day with you.”

         “Okay. Let me call Mom real quick to see if Taylor can stay at her place today.”

         “Sure.” As she left the kitchen, he drained the contents of his coffee cup. He hadn’t had a reason to go near malls at Christmastime for so long, he was actually looking forward to it. At some point he’d have to sneak away to do a bit of his own shopping. The night before she’d invited him to have Christmas dinner with her family, so he wanted to get a little something for them all.

         Unfortunately, she shook her head as she returned. “Mom has a hockey charity event she’s attending with Ben in Denver today. Guess shopping will have to wait.” She bit her lip and he knew she was looking for her next available timeslot.

         “Why don’t I hang out here with Taylor today and you shop?”

         Her eyes widened. “No, that’s too much…”

         “Not at all,” he said, standing and wrapping his arms around her. “It’ll be fun.” He paused. “Unless you think she’d be uncomfortable?”

         Becky shook her head. “No. She really likes you.” She hesitated, checking the calendar once more. “If you’re sure?”

         “I am. Go get dressed.”

         She hugged him tight. “Thank you.”

         “I meant what I said about wanting to be with you, a part of your life. Taylor and I should get to know one another better.”

         A look he couldn’t decipher flashed momentarily in her eyes, but she nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.”

         He kissed her quickly, then, turning her around, he tapped her on the butt and sent her out of the kitchen before he could read too much into her response.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Did Mom tell you what she was buying?” Taylor asked five seconds after Becky left.

         “No, and I couldn’t tell you even if she did. Besides, it’s probably nothing for you. Doesn’t Santa bring your presents?”

         She raised an eyebrow. “I’m turning nine next month, Neil.”

         He shrugged. “So? I’m thirty-two. I still believe.” He poured two glasses of egg nog and handed one to her.

         She laughed and pointed to the cupboard. “Chocolate fudge cookies are in there.”

         Opening the cupboard, he removed the bag. “Do you guys have any peanut butter?” Neil asked and Taylor pointed to the fridge.

         “Mom likes it cold.”

         He took the container from the fridge and grabbed two knives from the drawer. Setting everything down on the table, he grinned. “Now let me show you how to eat these.”

         “Remove the top, add the peanut butter, and squish the top back on?”

         “The only way to eat them,” he said surprised. “You do that, too?”

         She nodded as she twisted off a cookie top and spread the hard, cold peanut butter in the center on top of the fudge. “Mom taught me this trick when I was little.”

         He smiled. “I taught it to her. She thought it was disgusting at first, but then she couldn’t get enough.”

         Taylor studied him as she took a bite of her cookie. “You and my mom used to be really good friends, right? Before you moved away?”

         “Yeah, for a long time, actually. In fact…” He reached into his pocket and taking out his wallet, he found the old photo he had tucked away in the back. “This was taken on our first official date,” he said, handing her the photo of him and Becky at the seventh grade winter formal. It had been in his wallet since it’d been taken. Every time he was forced to get a new one, he thought maybe it was time to retire the photo, but it would always end up tucked right back in there, next to the one of his father in his Air Force uniform. Both pictures served as reminders of things he’d lost, things he missed, but also the things he was fighting for every day—freedom and family.

         “This thing is like a million years old,” Taylor said, studying the picture. “Shouldn’t it be black-and-white?”

         “Hey, watch it,” he said, ruffling her hair. Man, she was a smartass.

         She laughed. “You guys look so young,” she said through a mouthful of chocolate.

         “We were.” But he knew even then that the bond they had was special. She was special. He glanced at the photo he’d seen a thousand times and smiled. He’d been so nervous asking her to go with him. Partly because she was the prettiest girl in school and partly because he was afraid of her brothers. It didn’t matter that they were younger than he was; he knew the three of them would band together and kick his ass. Still could.

         “She seems really happy since you’ve been back,” Taylor said, handing back the photo.

         He tucked it into his wallet and swallowed a bite of his own cookie, the peanut butter and chocolate combination sticking to the top of his mouth. “I’m happy, too.” Happy and terrified. Second chances didn’t come around often, and he hoped they could get it right this time.

         Taylor was quiet for a long moment, a thoughtful look on her face.

         “You okay?” he asked, pulling out a chair to sit across from her.

         “Yeah…It’s just…She mentioned you’ll be going overseas again soon.” She didn’t look at him, instead busying herself with another cookie.

         He set his aside and took a gulp of eggnog. “Yes, I’ll be deployed again in the new year. I’m not sure when…or for how long.” He and Becky hadn’t talked much about it since the night at the arena, but obviously it was on her mind if she’d mentioned it to Taylor.

         He hoped it didn’t cause her to doubt what was happening between them.

         “I know Mom will miss you.”

         “I’ll miss her, too.”

         “I guess I’ll probably miss you, too…a little bit,” she said, keeping her eyes on the table.

         The words were a kick to the gut. He hadn’t been spending time with Taylor long, but he knew they were getting close. They would get much closer as things progressed with Becky. It wasn’t just their own hearts and emotions they needed to think about this time.

         Getting involved with the family would mean stepping into a position of role model for Becky’s daughter. A possible stepdad if things went the way he hoped. He struggled with the new, foreign feelings enveloping him. He wanted to be someone Taylor could count on and trust…He swallowed hard. “Then I promise I’ll be back as quick as possible, okay?”

         She smiled. “Okay.”

         He took another gulp of eggnog, but the liquid felt trapped in his throat. Becky’s reservations about them had seemed like roadblocks they needed to overcome. But until that moment, he hadn’t realized what being together fully meant.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9

         

         You look more nervous than I am,” Holly said, smoothing the front of her wedding dress two weeks later.

         “I think I might throw up,” Becky said, curling Taylor’s hair as they prepared for the ceremony. Her stomach was in knots and her hands were shaky. She forced herself to take a deep breath. Going as Neil’s date to the wedding was the right thing. It was what she wanted. The last few weeks with him had been as close to perfect as she could have imagined this stressful, busy time of year could be.

         He’d attended Taylor’s Christmas concert with her, her mother, and Holly. He’d helped her and Taylor dig out their own artificial tree and decorations from the basement, and he’d even braved the bitter cold earlier that week to hang the outdoor lights that she’d planned on forgoing this year.

         He usually spent the night, but left for work before Taylor woke up. The passion between them only seemed to grow each time they made love. He’d been her first, and back when they were teenagers, the sex had been exciting but awkward and usually quick. Now it was tender yet intense, slow yet exhilarating.

         It was taking all her strength not to think about how much she would miss him when he deployed in the new year. He’d yet to get a ship-out date, but she knew whether it was now or sometime in the future, being apart from him while he went overseas would be a reality of their future together. A reality she needed to decide if she could live with.

         She finished the curl and handed Taylor a mirror. The little girl wrinkled her nose.

         “Wow, I barely recognize you,” Holly told her.

         “Remember our deal.” She pointed a finger at her aunt.

         Holly nodded. “Fine. You’re wearing a dress and you’re hair isn’t in a messy ponytail, so you can wear your sneakers…but no high-tops!”

         Taylor ran off to get her shoes, and Becky turned the curler on her unruly hair. She wasn’t sure why she was even bothering. The curls would last five seconds out in the snow, but she wanted to look nice when Neil first saw her at least.

         Her breath caught again. Nerves caused her hand to slip and she burned her scalp. “Ow.”

         “Let me,” Holly said, taking the curling iron from her.

         Becky sighed as she sat on the edge of the bride’s bed. “I’m supposed to be helping you get ready.”

         “I am ready,” Holly said. “And thanks to you, I look stunning.”

         It was true, but Becky couldn’t take all the credit. Her former sister-in-law was breathtaking on any given day. The dress and makeup just enhanced her perfect hourglass shape and delicate features. “Are you sure being there with him—actually together—is okay?”

         Holly wrapped a new section of hair around the barrel and looked at her through the mirror. “It’s more than okay. I’m so happy that you finally realized you’re allowed to fall for someone else again. Neil looks at you like you’re the only person in the room, and the way he treats Taylor melts my heart.”

         She swallowed hard. She’d had a similar reaction whenever she’d watched them together. “What about your parents?”

         Holly released the last section of hair and loose curls fell around Becky’s shoulders. “They care about you and Taylor. They’ll be happy to see you happy.”

         Her friend’s words didn’t soothe her nerves as much as she’d hoped they would. And when the doorbell rang a moment later, she nearly fainted. “That’s him…” She got up and paced the room.

         Holly laughed then sighed. “God, I miss that new relationship buzz. It’s my wedding day, and I’m calm as shit.” She laughed again. “Go let him in. You look amazing.”

         Her legs felt unsteady on the three-inch silver heels, and by the time her shaky knees made their way to the living room, Taylor had already let Neil in. Her anxiety subsided when he turned and smiled. “Wow,” he said, letting out a low whistle as she approached.

         “Wow yourself.” In his faded jeans and T-shirt, he was gorgeous. In his uniform, he could melt the panties off of her. But there in the tux she’d altered for him, he made her want to bail on the wedding altogether. His short hair was gelled, and she breathed in the scent of his cologne as he approached. The soft yet manly smell had her wanting to climb inside his jacket.

         Taking her hands, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her gently.

         “Gross,” Taylor said at their show of affection, but it was half-hearted and she giggled when Neil grabbed her next and kissed her cheek.

         Becky’s mouth went dry at the sight of her daughter’s blushing cheeks. The two of them had gotten so comfortable so quickly. There was no doubt they adored one another. Holly was right about that. Was she right about everything else?

         “Can we go now?” Taylor asked as Neil released her.

         Holly entered and checked the time on the clock on the wall. “Yes, let’s go. Our flight to Mexico leaves in eight hours.”

         “She sounds more excited about the honeymoon than the actual wedding,” Neil whispered as he helped Becky into her coat.

         “She’s not in the infatuation stage anymore—she says, at this point, the wedding is just a formality.”

         “What about you? Are you still in the infatuation stage?” he asked, lifting her curls over the edge of her coat and turning her around.

         “Oh, I’m completely beyond infatuation,” she said, her gaze locked on his.

         
            *  *  *

         

         An hour later, tears gathered in her eyes as she watched Holly walk down the aisle. The dress fit her perfectly. The church looked beautiful with the holiday decorations, and Taylor played her role as flower girl with ease, despite being uncomfortable in a dress.

         At the altar, the bride and groom were saying their vows, and Becky’s weren’t the only wet eyes in the room.

         Being there with Neil didn’t feel nearly as awkward as she had expected. The extended Christiansen family, who didn’t know their history or the current situation, seemed to accept her paired up with the groomsman without question, and while she’d seen her former in-laws as they’d taken their seats in the church, she’d yet to talk to them.

         But even that didn’t cause her as much anxiety anymore with Neil standing across from her. No matter what, the Christiansens were a part of her past. But Neil was what she wanted for her future.

         “This couple has chosen to show their love for one another here among family and friends on this day. They have chosen one another, and they will go forward in an uncertain world, certain of one another,” the pastor was saying, and his words brought a lump to her throat.

         An uncertain world…certain of one another…

         The truth of the words as they applied to her own feelings, her own heart, and her own future with Neil made her chest tighten.

         Every love was a leap of faith.

         Despite her casualness earlier, Holly’s voice broke as she said her vows, and the groom’s love-filled expression made Becky believe they may not be so far from the new love buzz as Holly might have thought.

         At the back of the church twenty minutes later, she hugged Taylor. “You did great.”

         “It was walking a straight line and standing there—not exactly challenging, Mom,” she said.

         “Okay, smarty pants.”

         “Were you crying?” Taylor asked, studying her.

         “It’s a wedding. You’re supposed to cry.” Seeing her in-laws approaching, she straightened and forced a smile. Here we go. Her grip tightened on Neil’s hand next to her. “Hi, Trish, Lee. Beautiful wedding.”

         Trish nodded. “Holly did a fantastic job with the decorations, and she looked absolutely beautiful—I hear we have you to thank for that.”

         “Holly would have looked beautiful regardless,” she said. Then clearing her throat, she did the introductions. “Trish, Lee, this is Neil Healy. Neil, Trish and Lee Christiansen—Holly’s parents, Taylor’s grandparents…My in-laws…” Nerves made her cheeks redden. How many more ways was she going to say it?

         She held her breath as Neil stepped forward and extended a hand. “Nice to meet you both,” he said.

         Trish smiled and Lee accepted the handshake.

         Becky suddenly wondering why she’d been so terrified of this moment. Her in-laws were good people—caring, compassionate, kind—like their children. They would understand her eventual moving on.

         “Great to meet you,” Lee said.

         Trish nodded. “Taylor and Holly have both told us a lot about you.” She winked at Becky.

         Right. She should have expected as much. Her shoulders relaxed even more.

         “You’re the Air Force pilot who discovered Rob’s search-and-rescue kit, is that right?” Lee asked, his green eyes glistening slightly behind his glasses.

         Neil nodded. “Yes, sir.”

         Trish stepped forward and hugged him. “Thank you,” she whispered, smiling over his shoulder at Becky.

         “You gave us a sense of closure we hadn’t realized we needed. Thank you for that,” Lee said.

         Becky swallowed another lump in her throat at their unexpected reaction. Damn weddings. No mascara was safe. She dabbed the corner of her eye with a tissue and nodded toward the doors as Holly and her new husband appeared. “There they are,” she said, as the couple made their way to the reception line.

         After saying their congratulations and goodbyes, the couple headed toward the door. At the exit, Holly turned back to glance over her shoulder. She winked, and a second later, the bouquet was sailing straight toward Becky. She caught it and lifted the beautiful flower arrangement to her nose.

         “Doesn’t that mean you’re next?” Neil whispered, his breath against her neck making her spine tingle.

         “You tell me.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Removing his tuxedo jacket and rolling the sleeves of his shirt, Neil crooked a finger at Taylor as the band switched from a slow ballad to a hip-hop song.

         She shook her head. “I don’t dance.”

         “Oh, go ahead. I won’t tell any of the boys on the hockey team,” Becky encouraged, taking a seat and kicking off her heels.

         Moments ago, Neil had been holding her close, swaying on the dance floor, and he hadn’t wanted the song to end. So many years without her, he had a lot of time to make up for.

         “Come on,” he told Taylor.

         Taylor sighed, but took his hand as he led the way to an opening on the dance floor.

         “Just FYI, I can’t dance, either, so I’m probably going to embarrass the crap out of you.”

         She seemed to relax a little as she grinned. “Not if I embarrass you first.”

         “Hey, you two, can I grab a quick shot?” The wedding photographer asked, approaching with the camera. She’d already captured a picture of him and Becky moments before.

         “What do you say?” he asked Taylor.

         To his surprise, she leaned closer and he felt an answering tug in his chest. Becky’s daughter was amazing—funny, smart, athletic—and he hoped she continued to accept him into their lives. The last few weeks, preparing for the upcoming holiday season with her and Becky had made him realize how much he’d been missing. He didn’t intend to miss any of it again.

         Until he was deployed. The thought had been plaguing him these past weeks, the only thing putting a damper on the happiness he was experiencing. His heart fell as he forced a smile for the camera. Whenever the deployment date, it would be too soon. However long would be too long. Being away from them would be hard on him, and he knew it would be a challenge for Becky.

         His gaze met hers across the room and his mind filled with turmoil. He loved her. She loved him.

         But that hadn’t been enough before. Would it be enough now?

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 10

         

         As Becky closed Taylor’s bedroom door, Neil met her in the hallway with a glass of wine.

         She laughed. “I think I consumed a whole bottle at the wedding.” She rarely drank, so the Champagne and white wine that evening had her feeling more than a little tipsy.

         Tipsy, but also incredibly happy. The evening had gone better than she could have hoped.

         “Okay, I’ll drink it,” he said, taking a big gulp.

         Her smile faded slightly. He looked on edge about something. In fact, after his dance with Taylor, he’d been more quiet and reserved than he’d been all evening. The drive home had been silent, too, but she’d thought maybe he was just tired. “Are you okay?”

         He nodded.

         “Did you have fun tonight?”

         He nodded again and took another chug of the wine.

         She moved toward him and wrapped her arms around his neck. “You looked so hot, I couldn’t wait to get you home.” Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed him softly, but he took a step back, unwrapping her arms from around his neck.

         Her heart fell. There was definitely something wrong, something he wasn’t telling her. He never pulled away from her like this unless something was the matter. “Neil, what’s up?”

         He ran a hand through his hair and went into the kitchen.

         She followed. “What’s going on with you?”

         He set the wine glass on the counter and rested his hands against it. She saw his shoulders rise and fall and her stomach knotted.

         “Are you having second thoughts—about me? About us?” She felt seriously ill.

         He turned quickly. “No. Please don’t think that.” He took a step toward her but didn’t reach for her.

         That was reassuring.

         She folded her arms across her chest as she waited for him to speak. The silence dragging on was painful and had quite the sobering effect on her. “Say something, please.”

         He forced a breath. “How are you really feeling about my deployment?”

         He wanted to talk about this now? After the incredible night they had? “It will suck.” For lack of a better word.

         He put his hands on his hips and studied the floor. “But can you deal with it?”

         “If you mean, can I live with the fact that these tours are a part of your career, then I don’t have a choice, do I?” She didn’t like it, but she hadn’t liked Rob’s career putting him in danger, either. Over time, she’d learned to accept the way things were, and she knew Neil was worth making that effort for, too.

         “Yes, you do. You had a choice before, and you have one now,” he said, his cool voice making her shiver.

         Where was all of this coming from? Why now? “Look, you don’t even know when you have to leave again yet, so why don’t we cross that bridge when we get there?” She took a step toward him and reached for his hands, desperate to push the topic aside as long as possible.

         His fingers didn’t wrap around hers, and her pulse raced. “I need to know how you feel about all of this. I’m in love with you, Becky, and I want to know where we stand.”

         She thought she’d made it obvious. “I love you, too, Neil, and I want a future with you.” She paused. “But we just reconnected a few weeks ago, and I’m taking things day by day.”

         He stiffened. “Do you think that’s fair to Taylor?”

         She pulled her hands back and folded her arms across her chest. “What does that mean?”

         “She knows about the deployment. It obviously worries her, too.”

         Becky nodded. Her daughter was getting close to Neil; of course she would be affected by his leaving. The thought had worried her as well, but she’d been ready to face the challenge as a team, determined to make things work. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

         He hesitated. “You and Taylor have been through a lot…” He let out a deep, slow breath. “Maybe it’s too much to ask to put you both through a life of uncertainty again.”

         Her mouth went dry. “So, you’re having doubts about us.” Her knees felt unsteady and her palms sweaty. Where was the man desperate to prove that they deserved another chance?

         “Not us. Just me. Me and my ability to be everything you two need.”

         She could barely breathe. She’d been the one voicing those concerns for weeks, but her heart had changed and she was ready to try. Ready to put aside her fears and make a life with him. Now, he was pumping the brakes?

         “Neil, what are you saying?” She was terrified to hear the answer. Frozen in place, she swallowed the lump forming in her throat as one of the best nights of her life faded into the dark, cold of winter.

         “I’m saying that maybe you were right before. That there’s too much at stake for us to try again.”

         “But isn’t there a lot at stake if we don’t?” she whispered, feeling him slip away.

         
            *  *  *

         

         He hated seeing the look of hurt and disappointment on her face, knowing he was the cause. They’d had a fantastic evening, until he’d started to panic. Thoughts of his upcoming deployment and what that meant for them—the three of them—had darkened his mood until he felt himself withdrawing. He’d been sullen and quiet on the drive home, and he’d struggled in vain to push the nagging thoughts aside.

         She didn’t deserve this.

         “Becky, I meant everything I said—about wanting to be with you. About building a life and future with you and Taylor, but the more time I spend with you both, I…I’m terrified. Terrified about what happens when I leave.”

         “You need to trust in what we have,” she said, taking a step toward him. “Isn’t that what you told me?”

         He wanted to wrap his arms around her, forget this unsettling feeling in the pit of his stomach and move forward, but he was frozen in uncertainty, fueled by his love for her. What if once he left, she changed her mind? Realized she’d been right all along and the strain of his career on their relationship proved too much?

         Losing her once had been torture, walking away now would break him…but building a life with her, only to have it ripped away, would kill him.

         His mind and heart were a mess as he stared at the floor.

         “Neil, don’t say it’s over,” she pleaded.

         He couldn’t find the strength to say anything at all, so he walked toward her and placed a soft kiss on her forehead. Then he left the kitchen.

         Walking away once again with nothing but an aching heart.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11

         

         Sipping her coffee the next morning, Becky stared at the Christmas countdown calendar on the wall. The little moveable mouse had made his way to December 24. She’d barely slept the night before, the urge to call or text Neil overwhelming. But she had no idea where his heart was, and fear of finding out made her paralyzed with indecision.

         “Mom, I’m going to play hockey on the lake with Uncle Jackson, okay?” Taylor asked, appearing in the doorway to the kitchen, already in her hockey gear.

         Becky stood and refilled her coffee cup. No amount of caffeine would keep her exhausted eyes open today, but it was worth a shot. “Of course. Is he picking…” She stopped when Jackson appeared in the doorway behind her daughter.

         “Happy Christmas Eve,” he said with a grin, exactly like the one he wore when they were kids.

         His obvious holiday cheer both warmed her heart and crushed it a little more. A month ago, she’d been looking forward to the holiday with her family, and two weeks ago, the anticipation of the season had gotten even better with Neil a part of it. She’d been envisioning a romantic Christmas Eve curled up by the fire in front of the tree, carols playing on the radio…She sighed. “Hey, Jackson. Any Santa spotting on your way over?” she asked in an attempt to clear her mind.

         Focus on Christmas.

         Taylor rolled her eyes. “Mom, you know I’m getting too old for that stuff.”

         Jackson frowned. “Too old? Never.”

         Taylor laughed. “Whatever. Let’s go.”

         “Have fun. I’ll meet you guys at Grandma’s later this afternoon.” She forced excitement into her voice, but her brother studied her.

         “Taylor, why don’t you bring your gear out to the truck? I’ll be right there.”

         “Okay, but hurry. We don’t want the ice to be taken.”

         It was just after seven in the morning. Becky doubted any other family in Glenwood Falls was as crazy as hers to be going out to play hockey this early.

         When her daughter left, Jackson pulled out a chair and sat. “Spill it.”

         She shrugged. “What?’

         “Are you and Neil not okay? Did the wedding not go well?”

         She swallowed the hot coffee and shrugged. “Everything’s fine. I’m just not sure where things are headed.” She had been. So sure. Until he’d walked away last night.

         He was right to want to know where things stood between them, how she would deal with his upcoming deployment and his concern about her feelings and Taylor’s was admirable, but she felt as though he were pushing her for answers she really didn’t have. She couldn’t predict how things would go for them. All she knew was how she felt and how committed she was to making things work. Maybe that’s all he’d needed to hear the night before…Maybe if she hadn’t been caught off guard, and maybe if the walls hadn’t immediately sprung up around her heart—too late—she might have been able to reassure him.

         “So you’re still being stubborn?”

         She scowled. “I’m not being stubborn.”

         “So this is his fault? You’re saying I need to go kick some ass?”

         “It’s just complicated, okay?” Her confirmed bachelor brother was not someone she could exactly go to for advice on matters of the heart. She just wanted to get through the day without tears and talking about it wasn’t helping.

         “Well, is he coming to Christmas Eve dinner at Mom’s?”

         “No.”

         “Because you’re being stubborn.”

         She clenched her jaw. “When are you going to bring someone to Christmas Eve dinner?”

         “Once I find the woman of my dreams.”

         “You mean…”

         He stood quickly. “I have to go. Quit being a jerk and go get what you want for Christmas, because what I got you certainly isn’t on your wish list.”

         “I wish it were that simple.”

         The sound of Jackson’s truck horn sounded in the driveway. “Listen, all I know is that I haven’t seen you this happy since Rob died. I think you need to put your pride aside and talk to Neil. Do whatever it takes to make this work.”

         He sounded as though he knew a little something about regret.

         He kissed the top of her head as he passed her. “See you tonight. Bring Neil.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         He felt like shit.

         Stomping the snow from his boots, Neil entered the military base offices. It was like a ghost town inside—all of the officers having left early to spend Christmas Eve with their families.

         Over the years, he’d always worked the two days away, ignoring the festivities as much as possible. Sometimes heading to a Christmas Day dinner at one of his co-worker’s homes, but mostly just counting the seconds until the holiday was over.

         This year had been so different. For the first time in years, he’d been excited about the season.

         And he’d fucked it up.

         His cell phone chimed with a new text message.

         Jackson.

         The invite to Christmas Eve dinner still stands.

         Obviously, he’d spoken to Becky. He tossed the phone between his hands. Could he actually go? Could he possibly make things right in time to spend the holidays with her? He released a breath, remembering the look of disappointment on her face when he’d walked away the night before.

         The truth was, he was freaking out. His love for her was so strong, she had him questioning his career and his future in the military. Years before, he’d felt so strongly that joining the Air Force was the right thing, and being buried in the work had helped numb the sadness and longing in his heart for her. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

         Forced to choose between his career and a life with her and Taylor, he didn’t know if he could make the same decision this time. Though he had no idea what else he would do with his life, the military being the only thing he’d ever really known.

         But Becky wasn’t asking him to choose. At least not yet.

         He’d been a fool to ruin the evening the night before with his own insecurity and uncertainty. But he’d been honest with her: He was terrified of leaving again. Terrified that like before she’d have time to reconsider while he was away, change her mind about him. Realize once again why she couldn’t dedicate her life to him.

         She doesn’t want me there, he texted back.

         Jackson’s reply was immediate. If that’s enough to stop you, then you’ve definitely failed the test.

         He sighed, knowing it was true.

         “Lieutenant Colonel Healy, surprised to see you in here today,” General Master Gabe said as he passed his office.

         His commanding officer was not in uniform, and he carried a stack of wrapped presents.

         “Thought I’d finish up that mountain of paperwork on my desk, sir.”

         The older man grinned. “I spoke to some higher-ups, and we’re lifting your flight suspension. Merry Christmas.”

         Relief flowed through him. Thank God. He couldn’t wait to get back up in the air. “Thank you, sir.”

         “Anyway, I have to go. Just stopped by to get the gifts I hid in my office. Have a great Christmas. Don’t work too late. The paperwork isn’t going anywhere,” he said.

         Neil nodded. The problem was he had nowhere else to be. “You too, sir.”

         “Oh, and you’ll find new deployment paperwork on your desk as well.”

         Deployment paperwork. He swallowed the disappointment he felt. “Thank you, sir.”

         Going into his office, he found it. Deployment date: January 3. A three-month tour overseas, leaving the day after Taylor’s birthday.

         Slumping in his chair, he stared out the window, where big, fluffy snowflakes fell. Another Christmas Eve alone with everything he’d ever wanted—family and a love so strong it had never faded—just a leap of courage away.

         His cell chimed with a text message and he reached for it.

         Cliff.

         What was the man doing texting on his honeymoon? If he was on a beach alone with Becky, using his phone would be the last thing on his mind.

         Opening the message, he read,

         Hola! Some wedding pics we just received from the photographer. Merry Christmas!

         He scrolled through the ones of him with Cliff and his aunt and uncle…one of him with the other groomsmen…And paused at one of him and Taylor dancing. He sighed. She deserved someone she could look up to, depend on…He wanted to be that man for her.

         He scrolled further and his chest ached at the picture of him and Becky. She looked so beautiful, so radiant in the glow of the white holiday lights hanging above their heads. The photographer had unknowingly captured his favorite moment of the evening. He was whispering something into Becky’s ear and she was beaming. He’d been telling her he loved her.

         Which was what he should be doing right now.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Great job disguising your present,” Becky whispered to Jackson, nodding toward the hockey stick–shaped gift under the tree.

         He laughed. “You’re lucky it made it under the tree. I was so tempted to give it to her this morning. She’s really fantastic—had me on my game out there.”

         “I’m glad Ben was able to come through. She’s going to be excited. I’m just a little pissed that you’re going to be her favorite this Christmas.”

         “I’m always her favorite.”

         That was probably true. Becky checked her watch as the smell of their traditional Christmas Eve meal—ham and baked potatoes—drifted into the living room.

         Almost five and no sign of Neil. She wasn’t sure why she was expecting him. She hadn’t reached out to him that day, and he hadn’t contacted her.

         Taylor had asked if he was coming, and she hadn’t had the heart to tell the little girl about their argument the night before, so she’d said she wasn’t sure.

         And as the clock ticked down the hours, she was losing hope that he might show up.

         Her phone chimed in her pocket, and her heart echoed in her ears, until she saw the message was from Holly.

         Merry Christmas! A few wedding pics we were excited to share!

         Scanning the photos, she felt her eyes watering and she stepped into the hallway, away from her brother and Taylor.

         The one of Taylor and Neil dancing made the lump in her throat even bigger. He’d make a terrific stepdad to her daughter. She was lucky—they were lucky—to have him in their lives. She wished he could take a leap of faith and trust in their feelings the way she was.

         When she reached a picture of the two of them, a tear slid down her cheek.

         They had to make things right again.

         She stared at the picture. Preferably, in time for Christmas…

         She checked her watch, then grabbed her coat. “Mom, hold dinner!” she called as she headed toward the front door.

         “Where are you going?” her mother asked, coming out of the kitchen.

         “To get Neil.” She was determined to do whatever she had to do to make sure she spent that evening wrapped in the arms of the man she loved.

         Beverly smiled. “About time. I texted Holly an hour ago.”

         Becky shook her head. Her meddling family was the best. “I’ll be back soon.” Swinging open the door, she gasped.

         “Hi,” Neil said, hand poised to knock.

         Dressed in a pair of jeans and his leather jacket, his hair covered in a light dusting of snow, he was the best thing she’d seen all day. Without a word, she stepped outside and into his arms. Her heart racing, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

         He pulled her closer and deepened the kiss.

         There were things that they both needed to say, but talking could wait.

         Nothing conveyed a message quite a well as a kiss anyway. And she was hearing him loud and clear in the way his lips pressed against hers and his arms held her tight.

         She opened her eyes to peek at him and found him staring. She grinned, breaking away. “You’re looking.”

         “You’re beautiful,” he said, tucking her flyaway hair behind her ears. “I’m sorry.”

         A sigh of relief eased all tension from her shoulders. “Me too.” She hugged him tight again. “Thank you for coming.”

         “I wanted to all day, but I wasn’t sure where we stood.”

         She snuggled closer. Now that he was here, she wasn’t letting him go again.

         “Then I got a text message…”

         She leaned back slightly to look up at him. “Full of wedding pictures?”

         He laughed. “Their way of telling us we were being stupid, I guess.”

         “It worked.” She touched his cool cheek, shivering in the snowy breeze.

         “So, am I still invited to dinner?”

         “Am I still invited back into your heart?” she whispered.

         “You were never gone.” His gaze locked with hers and nothing else mattered. He was there. He loved her. Everything else would work itself out.

         Her breath caught and she kissed him again. “Come inside.”

         “Wait.”

         She stopped.

         “There’s something I need to say first.”

         Her heart raced again as she waited.

         “I received my next deployment papers today.”

         She nodded slowly, her mouth going dry. She knew it was coming…

         “January third for three months.” He looked worried as he took her hands in his.

         “Okay,” she said slowly. They’d figure it out. They’d get through it. It was three months. Such a short time apart compared to a lifetime of love together.

         “The thing is, I love you, Becky, and I’m not leaving again until I know for sure you’ll be waiting for me when I get back.” His eyes searched hers.

         In them she saw all the love and commitment she’d walked away from years before. And while she knew his tours overseas would cause her worry and may be challenging, nothing would be worse than a life without him. “I’ll be here.” She squeezed his hands and kissed his lips once more as the sound of Christmas music from inside wrapped around them like the swirling snow. “My love will always be here waiting.”

      
   


   
      
         
            All through high school, talented hockey player Jackson Westmore had a crush on Abby Jansen, but he would never make a move on his best friend’s girl. Now she’s back in town, newly divorced, and still sexy as hell—and Jackson knows he’s in trouble…

            Please see the next page for a preview of Jackson’s story, Maybe This Time.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Of all the mistakes she’d made in her twenty-nine years, Abigail hoped her decision to move back to Glenwood Falls wouldn’t be the biggest one.

         The silent treatment she’d received from her daughter on the exhausting fifteen-hour drive from California to Colorado made her think that maybe it was.

         She waved to Dani from the sidewalk as the school bus pulled away from the curb, but her nine-year-old ignored her.

         Great.

         As the bus rounded the corner, Abigail pulled her cardigan tighter around her and turned to walk back toward her family home. The mid-September mountain breeze felt even cooler to her, having spent so many fall seasons living in sunny Los Angeles, where the palm trees and green grass never gave way to the gold and red leaves crunching beneath her feet as she walked.

         The wind blew her long blonde hair across her eyes, and she tucked it behind her ears. The sunshine reflected off of her solitaire diamond ring, nestled safely next to the platinum wedding band that used to hold a promise of forever.

         She’d have to take them off soon. She probably should have already.

         Dean’s wedding band had been sitting on the nightstand on his side of the bed for almost ten months.

         Some people had an easier time letting go and moving on.

         She took a deep breath as she opened the front door. The smell of coffee and blueberry pancakes greeted her, and she forced a smile, hoping it would dull the constant aching in her chest.

         Time to face another day.

         Another day in Glenwood Falls—her former hometown. Another day with her parents trying to make her feel better about her divorce. And another day she had to get through with a heaviness weighing on her whenever she thought about her future.

         Hers and Dani’s.

         Following the smell of coffee, she went straight to the kitchen.

         “Good morning,” her father said, pouring her a cup.

         “Hi, Dad,” she said, glancing around the kitchen that hadn’t changed in years. The same harvest gold fridge and stove that had been popular in the seventies and that her father miraculously managed to keep running, the round glass-topped table near the window that seated four, and the same butterfly-patterned curtains she’d sewn one year in home economics class—the only thing she’d ever successfully made. In ten years, nothing had changed, and she’d expected that sense of familiarity to make her feel better.

         Instead it made her feel as though her attempt to move on with her life had taken her two steps backward.

         “Dani got off to school okay?”

         “Yes, although she still refuses to speak to me,” she said, sitting in her old familiar place at the table. She took a sip of the tar-like coffee and winced, but immediately took another one. She used to hate how strong her father made it, but the last three mornings, she’d needed the strength it provided to deal with Dani’s anger at her for moving them away from her father in L.A.

         “She’ll come around,” he said.

         Abigail knew it was true. She just hoped it was before her little girl started college.

         On the table was that day’s Glenwood Times—the local newspaper. Picking it up, she opened it to the classified section as she had the day before.

         Nothing new added. Still just three open positions in the town of five thousand residents—the deli counter at the supermarket, early morning flower delivery, and sawmill operator.

         “Dad, how hard is it to operate a saw?” she asked with a sigh.

         He chuckled. “Just the fact that you need to ask means you probably shouldn’t apply for that one, sweetheart.”

         Her mother came into the kitchen and her expression said it all.

         “Yes, Mom, I’m looking for a job,” Abigail said.

         “I didn’t say anything.”

         She didn’t have to. Isabelle Jansen’s face was the most expressive her daughter had ever seen. Every emotion, every thought could be conveyed by the small furrow of her brow or the twitch of an eye…

         “I know you think I need time to get settled, but the sooner I can find work to keep myself busy, the easier that will be.”

         “You know yourself better than anyone, sweetheart. I’m just saying there’s no hurry.”

         “I appreciate that.” And Abigail did. After leaving Glenwood Falls, she’d only gone back to visit a few times, instead sending plane tickets to her parents to come visit her and Dani in L.A. Her decision to move home as her divorce was being finalized had surprised her parents, but they’d opened their door and arms to her and Dani. They were making this transition as easy on them as possible. And she knew how valuable their support was. She also knew she couldn’t use them as a crutch. She needed to get back on her feet and prove to herself this was the right decision, that she could move forward without Dean, as soon as possible. And Dani needed to see that, too.

         Abigail hesitated, wondering if she should tell them about the one job in town she was interested in. She cleared her throat. “I was actually thinking about applying for a teaching position at the elementary school.”

         Both of her parents stared at her.

         “What? I do have a teaching degree.” She’d completed the degree after Dani started school, realizing she might someday want a career of her own.

         “Yes, but…you’ve never actually used it,” her mother said.

         “Don’t they expire?” her father joked.

         “Very funny, Dad,” she said. “When I registered Dani on Monday, I heard one of the other teachers say they were looking for a substitute teacher that could turn into a full-time fourth grade position when Kelli Fitzgerald goes on maternity leave next month.”

         “Oh, that’s right! I saw Kelli at last month’s town meeting—she looked ready to deliver then. She’s such a sweet girl, and her husband is one of the nicest men—he helped your dad with the deck last spring…” Her mom’s voice trailed on, but Abigail wasn’t listening.

         Her mother raving about Kelli and other of her former high school friends was something she heard often. Apparently they were all living wonderful, successful lives in Glenwood Falls. None of them had fallen in love with a star athlete or left town six months pregnant…or had to crawl back home nine years later after a bitter divorce.

         Nope, no one else. Just her.

         Abigail’s cell phone ringing was her escape, and she was relieved to see her lawyer’s office number lighting up the screen. “I have to take this,” she said, heading upstairs to her old bedroom. “Hello?” she said, closing the door behind her.

         “Hi, Abigail. How are you?” her lawyer, Olivia Davis, asked, sounding far too busy to really care.

         “I’m fine. Everything okay?” The divorce was almost finalized after six months of back and forth with Dean’s lawyer. There were just a few things left to sign off on—her proposed custody arrangement and the financial settlement terms. She knew Olivia was fantastic at her job and she’d come highly recommended by several other divorcées she’d known as a hockey wife, but she still worried about whether she’d made the right decision hiring her. Deciding who to put her trust in these days was like deciding between the devil you knew and the devil you didn’t.

         “Well, I have good news and bad news.”

         Her marriage of nine years was almost officially over—she wasn’t sure there was any real good news to be had, but she asked for that first.

         “I just received an uncontested document to the custody file,” Olivia said.

         That actually was good news. She’d been worried Dean would try to fight for custody of Dani, even though she knew with his travel schedule with the L.A. Kings and her history of being their daughter’s primary caregiver, his chances of getting it in court would have been slim.

         Maybe he knew that, too.

         “That’s great…”

         “Actually, he’s even stated that the visitation time is too much, and he is relinquishing all of the time to you.”

         Abigail frowned. “What does that mean—he doesn’t want to see Dani at all?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.

         “Hopefully that’s not the case. It just means he is leaving the power to decide when and how he sees Dani in your hands. The two of you can arrange something that works…without involving a legal, binding visitation schedule.”

         Great. So, it would all rest on her shoulders. She would have preferred it didn’t. Her own feelings toward Dean were sure to cloud her judgment, and she knew she was going to have to put them aside and do what was best for Dani. “Okay,” she said. So much for good news. Now she really didn’t want the bad.

         “So, the bad news is—he’s contesting the settlement. He is claiming that because you decided to move back to Glenwood Falls, where real estate and the cost of living are cheaper, he shouldn’t have to pay what we’re asking.”

         No doubt in most situations, this would be the bad news, but the truth was, Abigail didn’t care about the money. Yes, she expected Dean to pay child support to help raise Dani, but she’d never been the materialistic type who enjoyed the flamboyant perks of being a hockey wife. She’d bought the expensive clothes and spent the small fortunes on her hair and makeup because it was what Dean expected, what was needed to fit in with the other hockey wives.

         At first, she hadn’t felt the need to be part of the group, but she’d quickly learned how lonely life as a professional athlete’s spouse could be. Other hockey families understood the sacrifices and the often-stressful lifestyle, and she’d found comfort and security within the close-knit group.

         At least she had until a few weeks ago, when she hadn’t been able to bring herself to log in to the Hockeywives.com site. She was no longer one of them, and she needed to stand on her own two feet now. Reaching out for their support didn’t seem right. And she also didn’t want any information about her new life traveling back to Dean through their hockey-playing husbands.

         “Look, don’t worry,” Olivia said when Abigail was quiet. “I’m sure it’s just a delay tactic. He can’t possibly believe the courts will rule in his favor on this. The longer he can delay things, the longer he doesn’t have to pay the divorce settlement or alimony and child support.”

         “So, what’s next?”

         “Well, I’ll file the counter and see what happens. But in the meantime, try to feel good about the uncontested custody—you wouldn’t believe how often that causes the biggest delay. You’re lucky.”

         Lucky, she thought sadly as she disconnected the call. Strange, she didn’t feel lucky. How was she supposed to explain all of this to Dani, who’d had a say in outlining when she wanted to spend time in L.A. with her dad? How could she tell the little girl that her father hadn’t wanted to commit to a schedule, to time with her? The last thing their strained relationship needed was Dani thinking this was somehow her fault. Neither did she want to paint Dean as the villain, as much as she resented him for what he’d done, for tearing their family apart and putting her in this situation.

         No, lucky definitely was not a word she’d use.

         She stared at the rings on her left hand. Her mother had said there was no rush, she’d know when she was ready to remove them. She struggled to recall the memories attached to each one—the joy, the love, the excitement she’d felt the day he’d proposed and then six months later at their wedding—but too many other memories—of nights alone, of fights that had left her crying herself to sleep, of his betrayal—had caused the good ones to fade.

         She stood and walked toward the dresser, where an old wooden jewelry box with her initials and a flower carved into it sat—a gift from Dean he’d made in woodworking class senior year. She opened the lid and removed the rings, then placed them inside.

         Her mother was right. She did know when it was the right time.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sitting on the tiny bench outside the principal’s office at Glenwood Falls Elementary two days later, Abigail felt like a kid who’d been caught skipping class. Everything around her was so familiar, yet once again, she didn’t take comfort in it. Years before, she couldn’t wait to leave Glenwood Falls, and she’d been filled with illusions of a fantastic, exciting life in L.A.

         Things hadn’t quite worked out the way she’d planned, and the media attention given to her divorce and the circumstances around it left her no hope of saving face among her former friends and neighbors in the small town. Hell, she suspected half of them had known Dean was cheating on her based on the tabloid photos long before she’d even realized something was wrong.

         God, she’d been so blind.

         Loving him as much as she did—had—had clouded her judgment about everything. She’d just felt so lucky that Dean Underwood had chosen her to ask to the school prom, had picked her to be his girlfriend, and then had proposed when she’d told him she was pregnant. The star athlete could have had any girl in town, but he’d chosen her.

         And the offer of an exciting life as a pro athlete’s wife had been a dream come true for her. She could be the stay-at-home mom with their daughter while Dani was young and they could travel with him around the world…it had all seemed too good to be true.

         And it was.

         For the first five years, things had been wonderful, but then Dani started school and Abigail went back to college for her teaching degree. She’d also become more active in the hockey wives’ charity for the local hospital, Dreams for Life, and soon they were barely together as a family. Dean traveled with the team. She raised their daughter and helped fundraise for various causes.

         And somewhere along the line, he’d started having affairs, and she’d been too busy to notice.

         “Abby?” Liz, the principal’s receptionist, said as she came out into the hall. The woman had been the school’s receptionist when she’d been a student.

         She stood. “It’s Abigail now.” She hadn’t been Abby in a long time…and she doubted she’d ever see that girl in the mirror again.

         “Okay…well, Principal Breen is ready for you,” Liz said, holding the office door open. “Just head on in.”

         “Thank you.” Running a hand along her charcoal pencil skirt, Abigail went inside, feeling exactly as she had years before when she’d been sent to the office for talking too much in class. Her palms damp with sweat, she forced a deep breath.

         “Wow. I wasn’t sure I was reading it right when I saw you on my schedule this morning—but here you are. Abby Jansen back in Glenwood Falls—no one will believe it,” Principal Breen said from her seat behind the big mahogany desk.

         Nope. No one. Not even her.

         Abigail forced her best smile. “Nice to see you, Principal Breen.”

         “Have a seat, please,” she gestured to the chair across from her.

         She sat, looking around the office. The same bookshelf along the wall, the same file cabinet near the window, and the same bamboo tree growing in the corner. Nothing had changed in the office. Everything was exactly the same.

         “So…you’re interested in the substitute teaching position?”

         “Yes.” Abigail folded and unfolded her legs, shifting in the seat. This was her first real job interview, as the Dreams For Life charity work had kept her far too busy to apply for a teaching position in L.A. Her heart echoed in her ears and her mind raced. What was she doing here? She wasn’t even remotely qualified for this position.

         “Do you have a recent resume?”

         She swallowed hard. “Actually, I don’t have one with me…” She did, but not one she was comfortable producing, despite hours trying to make it sound better. Her mother’s “maybe they won’t need to see a resume” comment when she’d shown it to her said it all.

         Principal Breen’s eyebrows joined behind her seafoam-green rimmed glasses. “Okay, well, why don’t you start by telling me about any previous teaching experience you have.” She reached for her notepad and pen and waited.

         How about none? How could she somehow turn her treasurer role on the Dreams for Life charity and her stay-at-home mom position into something this woman would consider an asset? “Well, I haven’t taught in any schools…but I do have a degree and I did home-school my daughter, Dani, for a while.” Three months while they tried to make traveling with Dean work.

         “Okay…”

         “And I was involved with the Dreams for Life charity, which helped a lot of children…” God, she sounded like a moron. She wasn’t qualified for this job. Nowhere near it. She might as well mention her after-school newspaper delivery job as well.

         “Right.” She set the pen down and clasped her hands in front of her on the desk. “Well, we were really hoping to hire someone with actual teaching experience.”

         Shit. She needed this job. She needed something to make her feel like she could actually start building a life for herself and Dani there in Glenwood Falls. She needed her confidence to return. And she needed to know they would be okay without Dean. She would be okay without him.

         “Principal Breen, please,” she said, clutching her hands tightly in her lap. “I know my lack of experience isn’t ideal, but I can do this job. Please let me prove that to you.” And herself. She hated the sound of begging in her voice, but she wanted—needed—this job. It was hard enough moving back home, having everyone in town know the sordid details about her failed marriage, and trying to gain her daughter’s confidence in her; she really didn’t want to be forced to take the flower delivery position in town. Her already low self-esteem couldn’t handle it.

         The woman hesitated. “I’d like to help you Abby…”

         Please don’t say but…

         She paused and studied her for a moment. “How long are you planning to stay in Glenwood Falls? Is this a permanent move? Or just until you get back on your feet?”

         She swallowed hard. “It’s a permanent move.” She refused to uproot Dani again. Leaving L.A. and her friends had been tough enough. They were here to stay and to start over.

         “Okay. The substitute position will only be a few days a week…as needed.”

         Her breath caught and she tried to hold her excitement. The woman hadn’t quite said yes yet.

         “When are you available to…”

         “Any time,” she said quickly.

         Principal Breen nodded, looking as though she already regretted the decision. “All right. We’ll try this…but there’s no guarantee you’ll get the full-time position at the end of next month.”

         “I understand,” she said, but there was no way she wasn’t getting it. She’d do whatever it took to prove to Principal Breen she was the right person for the job.

         She released a breath, tension seeping from her shoulders. This was a good start to getting her life back on track. Maybe not the one she’d planned, but hopefully one she could someday be proud of.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Another school year. Another season.

         Jackson Westmore stapled the new hockey tryout schedule on the bulletin board outside of the gym at Glenwood Falls Elementary.

         “Hey, Coach, ready for another championship?” his buddy and the school’s gym teacher, Darryl Sutton, said as he passed with a group of ten-year-olds returning from a warm-up run around the school track.

         “You bet,” Jackson said, stopping one of the bigger boys. “As long as James is still planning to try out.”

         The taller-than-average, skinny kid nodded.

         “As long as he keeps his grades up,” Darryl—also the boy’s father—said.

         “Yes, sir,” the boy said, disappearing inside the gym with the rest of the class.

         Jackson sympathized. He knew what it was like to have a parent as a teacher. His mother had taught at the Glenwood High School for over twenty years. It sucked. He and his brothers couldn’t get away with anything. And then they’d catch shit at school and at home. His sister had had it easy, being the only non-troublemaker of the group.

         “I hear the team is going co-ed this year,” Darryl said, glancing at the sign-up form where the announcement was posted.

         “Yeah…We’ll see how it turns out. I’m not sure there are many eight- to ten-year-old girls who will be interested, but you never know,” he said with a shrug.

         He was actually thrilled by the Junior Hockey League Association’s decision to make the Atom/Novice teams a co-ed division. So far in Glenwood Falls, they hadn’t had the funding for a girls league, and he knew one in particular who was dying to play. His niece, Taylor, had been on skates since before she could walk; with two uncles in the NHL and him coaching the local Junior team, it seemed only natural for her to be interested in the sport. She was ten, and this would be her last year to play on his team. He couldn’t wait to get her out there; she could skate and puck handle better than any boy he’d ever coached.

         “I assume Taylor is guaranteed a spot?” Darryl asked.

         Jackson grinned. “She’ll have to try out like everyone else, but I have a feeling the Glenwood Falls Lightning will have a new female defenseman this season.”

         “Well, I’ve seen her play, so I’m all for it, but not everyone feels that way.”

         Jackson frowned. “Who’s having an issue with it?”

         Darryl lowered his voice. “James mentioned that some of the boys…and I suspect it’s the boys’ fathers’ words they’re repeating…are not as open-minded about this.”

         He nodded slowly. Not everyone liked change. He knew that. He just hoped that once the team was finalized based on who could play the game, and not their gender, everyone with reservations would start to feel better. They were kids after all, and the Atom league was the place to have fun while learning the sport. They would start to be more competitive once the talented, promising players moved up to Peewee and then Bantam. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

         Darryl looked past him down the hall, his expression changing. “Speaking of a heads-up…”

         Oh no. He knew in his gut before he even turned around who would be standing there. He’d already heard the rumors she was back. Yet, nothing prepared him for the sight of Abby Jansen, dressed in a slim-fitting suit, her long blonde hair loose around her shoulders, her three-inch heels clicking on the tiled floor, walking toward them.

         In ten years, she hadn’t changed a bit.

         And obviously neither had his feelings for her.

         Damn.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Keep walking. Don’t stop. Just keep walking.

         One expensive Gucci pump in front of the other…Shit. They were both staring at her. “Hi, guys,” Abigail said tightly, keeping her gaze on Darryl and ignoring the other man she’d gone to school with.

         Wow—what an understated way to describe their relationship, she thought.

         “Hi, Abby. How are you?” Darryl asked, looking uncomfortable as he glanced at his friend.

         Jackson’s gaze was burning a hole through her forehead, but she plastered on the fake smile she’d perfected since news of her divorce had spread all over the country and continued to pretend he didn’t exist. “I’m great.” Okay, that might be stretching things a little, but she’d just gotten a job, so that counted for something. “How are things?”

         “Good…still teaching phys ed.”

         She nodded politely. He’d inherited the job from his own father when the older man had retired.

         “Well…Better get back in there.” The awkward tension seemed to be making him squirm, and he opened the gym door and ducked inside. “Great to see you,” he said quickly, as the door shut.

         Jackson’s panicky gaze left her just long enough to glance at his disappearing friend.

         Leaving them alone together in the hallway.

         She cleared her throat and waited for him to speak first. She had nothing to say to her soon to be ex-husband’s best friend, who’d never disguised the fact that he disliked her. All through high school, he’d treated her like the third wheel whenever the three of them went anywhere together. She’d even tried setting him up with countless friends, but he’d scared them all off with his jerkish I’m-better-than-everyone attitude. Obviously, he was still chasing them away. She’d heard he was single, and it couldn’t be his tall, dark, and handsome looks keeping the women at bay.

         She hadn’t seen him in years, other than to peek over Dean’s shoulder sometimes when the two Skyped. He was taller than she remembered, towering over her, even in her heels, and his broad shoulders and chest revealed he was a lot more muscular than he looked on the computer screen. His midday five o’clock shadow seemed Photoshopped to perfection, and his square, strong jawline erased any trace of the boy she used to go to school with. All he and Dean ever talked about was hockey, and she often wondered if there were any other layers to the friendship besides a shared passion for the sport.

         Obviously without hockey as the subject, the guy had little to talk about, she thought as she continued to wait for him to say something.

         He stared at the floor, his hands shoved deep in his pockets, rocking back and forth on his heels.

         Silence.

         Okay then.

         Moving around him, she continued down the hall.

         His voice stopped her. “I don’t believe everything they’re saying about Dean in the papers.”

         Neither had she, but actually seeing her husband in bed with two women was proof enough.

         Of course she didn’t expect Jackson to see her side. Slowly, she turned back. “Believe what you want, Jackson. I really don’t care.”

         He moved toward her and her spine stiffened. His light blue eyes were dark and judging. “Adultery? Abuse? Come on. We both know Dean is not that guy.”

         She hadn’t believed him capable of the emotional and verbal abuse, either. That had changed the day she’d confronted him about pictures of him and a Dallas Stars cheerleader she’d seen on the front of a supermarket tabloid. He’d gone on the defensive, saying nasty things to make her believe she was the one at fault for even accusing him of anything. Paranoid, stupid, delusional…just some of the angry insults that played on repeat in her mind.

         “I’m not having this conversation with you. Or any conversation.” They’d barely spoken before, why start now? “Glenwood Falls is big enough. I think we should be able to make these run-ins few and far between if we try hard enough.” Though, that might be harder now that she would be spending time at the school, which was right next door to the arena.

         “Oh, believe me, I’ll try hard enough,” he said, his ice-cold stare making her shiver.

         The sound of the lunch bell prevented her from saying anything more as instantly they were swarmed by groups of children heading toward the school cafeteria.

         Her eyes skimmed the crowd for Dani. Spotting her coming toward them, Abigail smiled—for real for the first time that day. She waved a hand, relieved to have the perfect excuse to end the intense, uncomfortable conversation.

         “Mom? What are you doing here?” Dani asked with a frown when she reached her.

         Not exactly the warm greeting she’d been hoping for, but at least her daughter was speaking to her. That small victory was short-lived as she noticed Jackson still standing there watching them. Dani had never actually met Jackson, only saw him occasionally on the computer and in Facebook pics. And Abigail wasn’t about to make the introduction. If in nine years the two men hadn’t felt it necessary, neither did she.

         “I came to talk to Principal Breen about a substitute teaching position,” she said, wrapping an arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

         Dani shrugged away.

         Her arm fell to her side. She knew none of this was easy on her daughter. Dani was close with her father, despite his frequent long absences, and she was more like him, which made common ground for bonding with her a challenge. Her daughter was too young to understand everything going on, but Abigail had done her best to explain the situation to her. She didn’t want her to rely on the tabloids for information. However, she sensed Dani blamed her, at least for the move, and she was determined to make things right with her. “She said I can start next week…whenever they need a substitute.” She glanced toward Jackson. Why was he still standing there—listening? “Isn’t that wonderful?”

         Dani shrugged.

         Heat rushed to her cheeks, and she forced herself not to look at Jackson. Moving her daughter farther away, she knelt in front of her. “I’m sorry you’re upset, and I know this move is hard on you,” she said. “But, I promise things are going to get better now.” How often had she said those words to Dani in the last three days? She wondered if it was only her daughter she was trying to convince. “Soon we’ll move into our own place, and before long this will start to feel like home.” She brushed her daughter’s whip-straight dark hair—her father’s hair—away from her face and searched her expression for any sign of understanding.

         Dani didn’t look convinced, but finally, she nodded. “Fine. Whatever,” she said simply.

         She’d take any agreement she could get at that moment. “Come on. We’ll go to the diner on Main Street for lunch.” The cafeteria food sucked. Soon enough they would both have to get used to it. But not today.

         And she suspected soon enough she would have to get used to seeing Jackson Westmore. But that, too, was something she was more than willing to postpone for as long as possible.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Keep your hands away from your body…that’s it. You don’t want to be looking down at the puck, or you won’t have it for long,” Jackson said as he skated backward, watching Taylor move across the ice toward the net with the puck.

         Tryouts were the following week, and he wanted to make sure his niece would be ready. Darryl’s warning about the other dads still troubled him, but what had him off his game was his brief—yet far too long—glimpse of Abby Jansen earlier that day.

         She was going to be teaching at the school. Fan-freaking-tastic.

         He shook his head, banishing the image of her in her expensive suit, looking more beautiful than ever. He didn’t need any new memories of her competing with the old ones.

         He moved closer to his niece to steal the puck, but she moved her body between him and the biscuit the way he’d taught her. He smiled. The kid was a natural. “That’s good. Where did you learn that?”

         “From Uncle Ben,” she teased.

         “Ha! I taught both of your uncles everything they know.” Ironically, that was true. He’d been the first of the three of them to develop an interest in the sport at age four. His older brother, Ben, and his younger brother, Asher, hadn’t started playing until several years later.

         But, as it turned out, they were both better than he was. That’s why they were playing on major league hockey teams and he was still coaching in Glenwood Falls.

         Taylor skated faster and shot the puck. It hit the right post.

         “You released it too soon,” he said, skating up to her and patting her helmet. “Just hold on to it a little longer. You’re overeager to score without an assist—maybe you have been learning a thing or two from your Uncle Ben.” Ben played for the Colorado Avalanche. He was the top scorer for the team for the last three years, but he didn’t know how to share the puck.

         Jackson skated by it and scooped it up. Checking his watch, he saw it was after five. They’d been practicing for almost two hours. “Come on, let’s go get something to eat.”

         “Can we go to Slope and Hatch?”

         “Craving a Big Valley Mac?” he asked as they sat on the bench to remove their skates.

         She took off her helmet and shook her short dark hair. “Is there any other hot dog worth eating?”

         He laughed. “You make a good point, kid. Go grab your stuff.” As she rushed off toward the locker rooms, he stood, staring out at the ice. Above the blue line hung the local team’s championship flags and across from him on the wall was the banner that read WELCOME TO THE HOME OF THE WESTMORE BROTHERS!

         Ben and Asher—the source of community pride.

         They were the stars of Glenwood Falls—he was just everyone’s favorite coach.
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