
  
    [image: Sugar Cookie Country House]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT SUGAR COOKIE COUNTRY HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Get ready for a heartwarming Christmas romance where he falls first in this grumpy/sunshine sports novel.

      

      Because sometimes love doesn't follow the playbook…

      

      When sunshiney Jenny wished for more adventure in her life, she never thought she’d be sent a grumpy hockey player.

      But could Dylan’s gruff exterior be nothing more than an act? Does this hockey hunk secretly enjoy their spirited debates that upset their friends at Thanksgiving? (Oops.)

      Of course, men like him don’t go for curvy, small town women… Or do they?

      Dylan can’t help but be captivated by Jenny's feisty, direct charm. The catch? Despite being benched for an injury that might end his career, he’s deep in trade talks that could send him across the continent.

      But since meeting Jenny, the idea of a life off the ice isn’t nearly as unsettling. Then again, maybe his foot will heal, he’ll get the girl, stay with his team, and have it all. Either way, he needs to convince Jenny that all this big-shot wants this holiday season is her.

      Note: This sweet hockey romance can be read as a standalone.
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      To my dog Fish.

      

      You can thank my Jeansters for insisting I put you in this story. You didn’t quite make the cut for the cover due to your big, black build. (I just couldn’t quite make you work without making you look like a blob.) However, your personality and shenanigans—Houdini!—made it into the book. Too bad you can’t read.

      

      P.S. For readers who like games, be sure to check out “Find Fish” in the alternate, game version of the Sugar Cookie Country House’s cover at www.jeanoram.com/Fish. See if you can find all nine of her in this fun version of the book’s cover!
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      He was in love.

      Dylan O’Neill had never met a woman like Jenny Oliver. She was curvy, had a generous smile and flashing blue-green eyes, a quick wit, bouncy chestnut hair and absolutely no qualms about knocking him down a peg.

      The fact that he was a center for the San Antonio Dragons NHL team didn’t matter to her. Neither did the paycheck nor the fame. She was the kind of woman who’d never allow the fact that he was a sought-after hockey player go to her head.

      His parents had always claimed they’d fallen in love at first sight. Dylan had thought they were exaggerating, but now he could feel its possibility. There was something about Jenny that made him want to shush everyone at the packed Thanksgiving table and steer all conversation toward her.

      By the time pie and cupcakes were set out, even though three of the eight guests were professional hockey players on strict no-dessert diets, the table had grown loud with chatter and laughter.

      “Want one?” Dylan passed the plate of cupcakes to Jenny, seated to his left.

      Her eyes lit up and she snagged one of the pale pink and yellow cupcakes, taking a big bite of the swirled frosting, her lashes drifting down in what was obviously pure pleasure.

      “You make me miss sugar,” he murmured, watching her eat.

      “Life’s too short, Dylan.” She redirected the treats his way.

      “Athena would kill me,” he said, referring to the team’s dietician who kept the players on a strict dietary leash.

      Jenny nodded thoughtfully. “She totally would.”

      “You know her?”

      “We went to school together. In second grade, she used to patrol the aisles and make sure we’d all eaten our carrot sticks before our cookies. She wasn’t very popular, but the teacher loved her.”

      Dylan tried to imagine the commanding dietician with the olive skin behaving like that. “She does run a tight ship.”

      Jenny polished off her cupcake and he leaned closer, longing to wipe the bit of yellow frosting at the edge of her lush mouth. “You have something right there.” He dabbed his own mouth, wishing it was hers.

      Her shoulder brushed his as she quickly cleaned the spot with a napkin. “Thanks. Did I get it all?”

      Her big eyes, a clear blue-green, stared up at him.

      “Yeah.” He tried to think of a way to keep their conversation going. “You watch hockey?”

      “I’m more of a football gal. We all are around here. Go Torpedoes!”

      The women at the table, all living in the small town of Sweetheart Creek, echoed her cheer.

      “Who are the Torpedoes?” Dylan asked quietly.

      “The high school team, silly. State champs.” She gave his arm a gentle push, making him feel accepted despite his lack of local knowledge. He wondered what he needed to do to get her to do it again.

      “I don’t watch football,” he admitted. He lived and breathed hockey. And when he wanted a change, he tended to choose basketball or NASCAR.

      “For real? No football?”

      “Too many players on the field.” It was easy to miss a good setup happening elsewhere in the game when you were keeping your eye on the ball. It drove him nuts.

      Jenny laughed and he felt the glow of her warmth. Whatever her life was like, it was clear that it was well-rounded and well-grounded, and also filled with many great things. Her constant happiness was evident in the smile lines forming around her mouth, the way her eyes sparkled and her laughter easily spilled from her. Was there a chance nobody had scooped her up yet? Could she be single?

      “What?” Jenny’s pale complexion grew redder and he realized he was staring.

      “Nothing.” Dylan quickly looked away, spotting the team’s captain—the night’s host—Maverick Blades, trying to swipe the second-last cupcake. Dylan was on his feet in a flash, despite the air cast on his right foot, and with a long-armed reach, snagged it from the man.

      “You don’t get dessert on your plan, old man,” he said to Maverick. None of them, no matter their age, did during the playing season.

      Maverick gave him a startled look and his girlfriend seated beside him, the former beauty queen Daisy-Mae Ray, started laughing.

      “You’re almost as old as I am!” Maverick told Dylan, face flushed. He tried to snatch the dessert, but Dylan licked the swirled icing, claiming it. One of the things he loved most about being a Dragon were all of the shenanigans they pulled. Everyone on the team was quick to instigate mischief.

      “You’re both too old to have dessert,” Leo, the team’s newest right wing, called out.

      Dylan and Maverick, both over the age of thirty and close to aging out of the National Hockey League, immediately teamed up, turning to face the rookie with stern glares.

      “Excuse me?” Dylan asked Leo. He darted a quick look at Jenny who’d been giggling up to this point. Now she was silent, her eyes opened wide. He shot her a surreptitious wink to let her in on the joke, and she bit her bottom lip, her cheeks flushing pink.

      Meanwhile, Leo was panicking, his fingers clutching the edge of the antique wood table, ready to flee.

      “What was that, Socks?” Maverick asked, lowering his voice as he used Leo’s dreaded team nickname.

      “You calling us old?” Dylan chimed in.

      “Just sayin’…” Leo edged his chair away from the table. “You know…with your broken foot and all… Rehab might be lengthy at your age and you might not⁠—”

      Dylan sucked in a steadying breath, his joking mood eroding with the truth of Leo’s words. He made a quick motion with his good foot, as though he was going to lunge at the man. Leo moved so quickly, his chair tipped back, hitting the floor.

      Everyone laughed and Dylan masked his limp as he returned to his seat, his foot screaming at him for being so stupid. But even worse was the fact that Leo was right.

      Dylan knew what happened to players over the age of thirty. He knew what happened to players who got injured this late in their career. It could all be over and he just didn’t know it yet. He took a mad bite of his cupcake, even though it was against dietary rules.

      It could all be gone: the game, the camaraderie with his teammates, the sense of community and purpose. It might vanish in a flash if his broken foot decided it didn’t want to mend itself back together as strong and good as it once was. And the ice time he was missing, as well as the games and intensive training? It wasn’t great. All of it combined could prove to be the final nail in his career’s coffin despite the trade talks centered on reuniting the fabled Double D—himself and his former Denver, Colorado teammate Darian Xavier. Everything hinged on his aching foot.

      The table’s conversation swirled around him as he focused on the throbbing at the top of his arch, and the fact that he’d eaten the entire forbidden cupcake in three giant bites.

      “You okay?” Jenny asked, her eyes a darker color, as if they served as a mood ring. Current mood: worried.

      “Tell me what you do.” Realizing his tone was sharp, he softened it. “Daisy-Mae said you have a store in town?”

      Her smile flashed quick and bright. “I have a western wear boutique called Blue Tumbleweed on Main Street.” She gestured in the direction of the small town, located a few miles from Maverick’s ranch. Her eyes danced over Dylan’s dress pants and white shirt. “If you’re going to hang around Sweetheart Creek, you’re going to need some jeans. Pop in and I’ll suit you up so you fit in.”

      “Who says I want to?” He hadn’t fit in anywhere—other than with his hockey pals—so why try now?

      “You don’t want to look like a cowboy?”

      He shook his head. Despite living on a dairy farm as a teen, a cowboy hat, boots, and tight jeans were not his thing.

      “You’re not a small town guy?” Jenny’s head tipped to the side, as if trying to figure him out.

      He opened his mouth to reply, realizing he wasn’t actually sure what he was anymore. He’d grown up in the Netherlands with an Irish father, then moved to California where surfing was popular—although he’d never tried it—then had spent time on a Wisconsin dairy farm before leaving it all to live in cities and play hockey for a living. Outside of hockey, who was he? Where was home?

      “Well,” she said, a hint of Texas drawl coming out as her hand rested briefly on his forearm and leaving a trail of heat that expanded up past his elbow. “We can make you into a small town fella if it pleases you.”

      His eyes met the kindness in hers, and he couldn’t think of anything he’d like more than to fit into her world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour ago, Jenny had arrived at Maverick’s for the post-Thanksgiving celebration—arranged as close to the holiday as the players’ schedules allowed—feeling wiped. It was Black Friday, the beginning of her multi-day sale, and her store had been chaos from opening to closing. Tomorrow she’d have to go in early, reconcile her cash register’s receipts and refold an endless amount of clothing that had been pulled from stacks by eager customers, not to mention reorganize the racks of shirts and jeans that had once been meticulously sorted by size. But right now, all she wanted was to lock up, walk away and never come back.

      Maybe she’d even march right out of Sweetheart Creek and the life that had become somewhat predictable and boring.

      Except who would have predicted that she’d sit beside a hockey player at dinner, an NHLer who was cute, gruff, but also sweet and so down to earth it made her soul dance. She’d been thinking that a bit of travel might revive her and pull her out of the small town doldrums. After all, who wanted to see the rest of their lives unspooling in front of them in a straight line of repetition? But that was what her future was looking like…and it sure didn’t give her thrills of anticipation. She hadn’t ever expected to be sandwiched between two pro hockey players at Thanksgiving. And she especially hadn’t foreseen that one of them would flirt with her with a telltale twinkle in his eyes, as if they were sharing some secret joke.

      She glanced toward her blond friend, Daisy-Mae, wondering if the woman was trying to set her up with Dylan. Sort of a ridiculous thought, to be honest. But Jenny had been set up enough times in her thirty-one years to do the math. Going around the table, it was clear she and Dylan were the odd ones out. She mentally noted the couples. There were Maverick and Daisy-Mae. Dak, the retired player to her left, was involved with the team’s owner, Miranda Fairchild. Then across from Jenny was her friend Violet, the team’s mascot, who obviously only had eyes for the former rodeo king and current NHL rookie, Leo. That left three obvious singles: Maverick’s mom, who was in charge of the meal, herself, and Dylan. Maybe she and Dylan were just here to fill all the seats at the table?

      Because how could Daisy-Mae see anything working out relationship-wise between Jenny and a man who lived over an hour away and could get traded at pretty much any time of the year? And anyway, Jenny must seem horribly small town and boring to a man like Dylan. Sure, she had a great life. Really great, actually, and with nothing to truly complain about. But she instinctively knew she wasn’t his type. She was not at all glamorous, a bit too curvy to be fashionable, and, according to her grandfather, too bossy for her own good. Probably because she’d become the self-appointed boss of him after he broke his hip two years ago.

      Dylan gently elbowed Jenny, his arm softly bumping hers. He lifted his chin toward the platter of turkey, one of his mussy locks of sandy hair falling across his forehead.

      “Say please,” she chided playfully.

      His eyes locked on hers, gray and filled with secrets she longed to uncover. “Please.”

      She suppressed an anticipatory shiver as his deep voice rumbled through her and passed the turkey, refusing to release it until he muttered what sounded like an amused ‘thank you.’

      Carol, Maverick’s mom, turned to her. “Are you two dating?”

      “Sure,” Jenny said lightly, “I’m his girlfriend.”

      Dylan’s retort was quick. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      There was a seriousness in his tone that straightened her spine. She turned to face him better, aware the table had gone silent.

      “I’d like to see you try,” she said evenly, squelching the thrill that was hammering at her mental restraint, trying to break it down.

      She’d been love-bombed and charmed by Ranger Torrington a few years back and had learned her lesson—that sweet words weren’t always backed with true intent. She wasn’t about to be made a fool of again—especially by someone who lived along the edges of the limelight, and who could accidentally make that humiliation very, very public.

      “I always need someone to be my plus one.”

      Yeah, right. She could just see herself on his arm at fancy hockey events, such as next month’s black tie gala for the Dragons’ Charity for Sick Kids. She shook her head. Dylan was truly taking the flirting too far. The man probably had a virtual little black book thicker than the tattered old Yellow Pages her grandfather kept kicking around to use as a step stool in his clothes closet. As fun as the flirting was, it might be time to end this before things got out of hand and she started to think this was more real than it was.

      “Are you asking me if I’m interested?” she asked carefully.

      “I don’t know. Are you?” His gaze was serious, as if trying to gauge her interest.

      “Do you make the woman foot the bill?”

      He looked offended, his shoulders going back against his chair.

      “How about holding doors? Would you do that?” Jenny narrowed her eyes, eager to see if Dylan would pick up on the fact that she was not looking for an old-fashioned boyfriend. She was thirty-one and used to doing things on her own.

      “Depends,” Dylan replied slowly. “Do you like that? Or do you find it annoying?”

      “Annoying,” she admitted, sitting back in her chair, watching him, curious as to why he seemed so serious about feeling out her potential as a future date.

      Could it be that he was genuinely interested, despite how her friend had obviously thrown them together?

      “Good. Then I won’t.” His gray eyes softened. “Unless you’re wearing an impossible dress and need help to get out of the car.” His gaze lingered on her curves.

      She scoffed, feeling suddenly warm. “Do I look like I wear impossible dresses?” She’d practically been born wearing jeans.

      “You own a clothing store. You might.”

      “And you drive a car?” she asked. “Not a truck?”

      “I do. Problem with that?” She could feel him mentally crossing his arms. He seemed to be loving her pushback as much as she was enjoying dishing it out.

      “I don’t know. Do you have a problem with the fact that I drive a truck?” She batted her lashes at him and she saw the flicker of a hidden grin play at the edges of his mouth.

      “Not at all. My masculinity is safe and sound.”

      Her eyes drifted to his wide, strong shoulders, the flatness of his chest, the bulge of his biceps under his crisp shirt. Yes, he had masculinity locked up all right.

      Her voice was embarrassingly breathy as she murmured, “Good to hear.”

      He leaned an elbow on the table, shifting so his body was square to her. He dropped his voice low as though trying to act seductive, but she saw it for what it was—his own test—as he asked, “Do you go ga-ga for hockey stars?”

      Instinctively, she knew he wouldn’t like that, to be treated differently because of his profession. The fame, from what she’d noted tonight, hadn’t gotten to him. She’d met the odd NHLer such as Mullens, the team’s popular forward, who seemed a bit full of himself in a strangely charming way, but otherwise, most of the other players were surprisingly real. So real that the hockey millionaires spent most of their rare days off here, in Maverick’s eighty-year-old farmhouse, helping him renovate its wiring, plumbing and who knew what else.

      In the split second she considered how to answer, Leo made a lame joke about Dylan’s injury and how he was hardly a player, let alone a star. Dylan ignored the man, keeping his focus on Jenny, a muscle in his jaw flexing. She had a fleeting curiosity about what a broken foot might mean to his career.

      But back to his question. No, she’d never go ga-ga. It wasn’t her style. But if she did end up going somewhere as his plus-one, would she be cool with the attention he’d draw? Would she act crazy and embarrass him? Or would she keep calm and help him, the way Daisy-Mae was helping Maverick transform his tarnished image? She understood that being a hockey star put you in the public eye, and that the results were not always positive. But what would it truly be like in Dylan’s shoes or in the shoes beside him?

      She gave a shrug, deciding to be bluntly honest. “I could take a star or leave him.” She propped an elbow on the table, echoing Dylan’s posture, her tone sweet. “Do you have a problem with a woman owning her own business, and sometimes being too busy to fawn all over your stardom?”

      “Sometimes.” Dylan’s smile was quick and sincere.

      Well, there was her answer. He might seem down to earth, but he wanted a fangirl for a girlfriend. Yuck.

      Jenny sat back, thanking Carol for the meal, knowing that even though Maverick was technically their host, his mom had been the one to make it all happen.

      “I like having my girlfriend around,” Dylan grumbled to her, his tone frustrated as though he’d figured out she hadn’t liked his answer. “What’s the point of a relationship if you don’t want to spend time with the woman you’ve chosen? It’s not about stardom. It’s about time.”

      He tapped the table with a hand to emphasize his next words. “Making time.”

      Jenny eyed him, noting his earnestness and need to be understood. She’d assumed his off-putting confession had come from a place of ego, but maybe it had actually come from somewhere sweet. She appreciated how genuine and honest he was about what he wanted in a relationship, even if his way of expressing it had been a bit awkward.

      Everyone at the table shifted with discomfort, as though they’d witnessed a couple fighting. But Jenny understood Dylan and where he was coming from.

      “You own a store,” he went on, his tone slightly more gruff, a hint of a Dutch accent appearing. “I’m sure you get it. You have busy times just like I do. But if you love someone and they’re important to you, you find the time. You always find the time.”

      She let his sentiments sink in, thinking about her grandfather, the reason she hadn’t sold her store and flown off to explore and discover adventure. Years ago, he’d fallen while getting out of his armchair after his leg had gone to sleep. Out of reach of the phone, he’d lain on the floor in pain with his broken hip for almost a full day before she’d stopped by and found him.

      With the lease on the place she’d been renting about to expire, Jenny had moved in with him, helping him with his rehab and daily living. He was better now, but with no other family regularly in town, she’d stayed on because he was important to her. And even with running her store, she found the time to be with him, to bring him lunch in the middle of her day, to drive him out to one of her brother’s places outside the city of San Antonio so he could spend this long weekend with them while she worked.

      She turned to Dylan, feeling his words in her heart. “You’re right. It is important. Really important.”

      But unfortunately, even though she was open to the idea of falling in love with an exciting man like Dylan, she just couldn’t see how their two lives would ever mesh in a way that would give them that expanse of time together that they both seemed to crave.
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      Jenny Oliver was going to stop thinking about Dylan O’Neill. Today. She was going to erase him and his dancing, storm-cloud eyes from her mind, along with the endless fantasy-riddled ‘what-ifs’ centered on the possibility of him asking her out on a date.

      Just because their flirting had been the most fun she’d had in ages, and he made her feel all fizzy inside as well as seen by him, it didn’t mean he wanted to start something between them. Honestly, she needed to get a grip because, seriously. An NHL player? The man’s life was the complete opposite of hers. Always on the road, aware he could move to new cities and teams at any time, living in a tax bracket she’d never-ever see… She very much doubted he would ever fall for her, give up hockey, and then settle down in her hometown of Sweetheart Creek, Texas, population 4,123. Or keep playing hockey and ask her to tag along.

      Although that would be pretty exciting.

      She steered her pickup truck down a gravel road outside of town, her thoughts of Dylan refusing to be shed as she drove closer to the home where they’d first met. Just thinking about him and that Thanksgiving dinner got her all stirred up and her pulse racing. She slowly exhaled, steadying herself. Daisy-Mae had admitted to giving him Jenny’s number after she’d gone home that night. That had been five days ago. Shouldn’t he have called or texted if he was interested?

      She shook her head. It was time she read the signs and shifted her fantasies back to what it might be like to travel to Spain or to take a cruise when she had a bit more freedom.

      As she took in the vehicles parked in front of Maverick’s, she climbed from her truck, suddenly overcome by jitters. She’d heard it was renovation day at Maverick’s again and had decided it would be a good time to pick up the salad bowl she’d left behind last Friday.

      Not because Dylan might be here.

      Her cowboy boots hit the dry dirt along the edge of the driveway, sending up puffs of dust as a hawk circled the barn out back. As the sound of a power saw filled the air, she caught herself scouring the parked cars, on the lookout for one that could be Dylan’s. Even though his foot was currently in a plastic Velcroed boot, it sounded like he was a regular on Mav’s crew.

      Let’s see. The Mustang was Maverick’s. The shiny black SUV would belong to single dad Landon. The truck was former rodeo star Leo’s. Dylan had said he drove a car. Was the Caddy his? She snorted in amusement at the unorthodox choice as she made her way to the faded old house that had seen better days.

      The home’s front steps creaked and at the door, Jenny straightened her new, deep pink checkered blouse and dusted the thighs of her new jeans. The fresh outfit wasn’t in case she saw Dylan. No, it was simply because after going back to her natural brown hair color, all of her clothes seemed boring. At least, that was what she told herself. And anyway, what was the point of owning your own boutique if you didn’t sometimes use it as your personal closet? And the cute beaded necklace? That was just an extra treat for the long hours she’d put in during her Black Friday sale.

      Jenny knocked on the screen door’s frame, the sound of a power saw and male voices continuing to drift through the opening.

      “Hello?” she called, pulling on the door’s handle. The whole frame suddenly swung downward as the top hinges came free from the rotten door frame. She let out an involuntary squawk and flailed her free hand to protect herself.

      An arm reached past her, righting the door. The arm smelled like the outdoors and fresh nail polish.

      “Thank you,” she said, looking up before doing a double take at the man standing at her side.

      It was Dylan O’Neill. But his mussed up shaggy locks were pulled back by a sparkly plastic tiara and smeared across his scowling lips was bright pink lipstick. He looked like he’d passed out drunk and been pranked by buddies. Or been playing tea party with Landon Jackson’s four-year-old daughter.

      Dylan’s strong hands held the door upright, protecting her from being bludgeoned while she stared at him in stupefied shock.

      His voice was an even deeper timbre than she’d remembered as he said, “Hi.”

      She found the ability to speak after several attempts. “Right. Hi.”

      She blinked at him, unmoving, her eyes following his muscular, corded arms to the door, noting that his fingernails were a sparkly rainbow of messy colors. Her heart hiccupped at the idea that Dylan had a secret, tender side where he was great with kids.

      With a sinking heart she realized that distracting herself with thoughts of cruises and foreign trips was never going to work when it came to Dylan O’Neill, because now, there was no way she was ever going to be able to forget him.
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        * * *

      

      With a quick yank, Dylan removed the screen door from the frame like it had only been held there by tape. He leaned it against the house’s yellow outer wall. Maverick’s place would probably be better served by being bulldozed, but the man seemed more than happy to pour money into it while he hid from the world. And with the media storm villainizing him in rumors concerning him and the wife of the owner of his former team in Lafayette, Dylan honestly couldn’t blame him. And because he was helping out Mav, Dylan could allow himself to be distracted from worrying about his foot and the long-term impact the injury might have on his career.

      And speaking of distractions, he was currently staring at the pretty cowgirl who’d captured his interest at Thanksgiving dinner. He’d believed his imagination had blown her prettiness out of proportion, but when she gave him one of those sunny smiles that blasted him with warmth, he knew his memory hadn’t tricked him.

      “I like the new look,” Jenny said, her tone sassy as she brushed past him into the home’s entry. Her eyes flashed over him, carrying a hint of amusement.

      Right. The lipstick and nail polish. It wasn’t exactly how he’d imagined being dressed while he’d been rehearsing ways to convince her to come out on a date with him.

      “I’m babysitting,” he grumbled as an explanation.

      “It’s not babysitting if I’m here!” called a voice from inside the house. Landon Jackson; four-year-old Rylnn’s dad. With Dylan sidelined from some of the renovation work due to his injury, he and Rylnn had become pals. The kid was a hoot, but at the moment he was really regretting letting her do the tea party dress-up thing on him today. He supposed he should be grateful she hadn’t forced him into a dress.

      Jenny’s gaze settled over his jeans and faded concert T-shirt as though reading his mind. She tsked. Remembering the plastic tiara perched in his hair, he snatched it and cleared his throat, wishing he had something witty to say.

      “I pegged your makeover style all wrong.” Jenny’s eyes danced as she looked up, her gaze trailing lazily over his torso and shoulders as though enjoying the results of his grueling dry-land training. “You were right. The cowboy look would be all wrong. This is much more you. But you should still come by the Blue Tumbleweed to complete your makeover. I have a lovely wraparound dress that might suit you.”

      “Ha. Ha,” he said dryly. “I was going to ask you out, but now I think I’ve changed my mind.”

      Her jaw dropped, and she looked as disappointed as Rylnn had when he’d told her there’d be no glitter earlier today. The stuff got everywhere. He glanced down, noting that despite his ban, his cast was still somehow peppered with pink and purple sparkles. He leaned his head back in despair. “Oh, come on!”

      “What?” Jenny asked in alarm.

      “Nothing,” he said quickly. “Rylnn!” he called into the adjoined living room, summoning the small girl.

      Rylnn came bouncing to the entry, her wild black curls waving, a melting popsicle dripping down her hand, her chin already an orange mess. Without thinking, Dylan swiped at the drips with the hem of his shirt before they landed on her flouncy princess dress and instigated a national crisis. The girl loved that outfit more than life itself.

      “We had a glitter deal, kiddo, and you broke it.”

      “I want my tiara back,” Rylnn said, snagging it from his grip. Then she scowled back at him, imitating his look while she plunked the extra tiara on her head so she was now wearing two. Defiant and adorable. How did Landon ever find it in his heart to discipline this kid? He must have to look the other way when he told her ‘no’ to something.

      “Lovin’ the boots,” Jenny drawled, crouching to be at Rylnn’s eye level.

      The girl grinned and did a twirl, then stuck out one small cowboy boot, then the other for Jenny’s inspection.

      “Very nice,” she said with approval.

      “I’m a cowgirl princess,” Rylnn announced.

      “She’s my best customer,” Jenny told Dylan, gesturing to Rylnn as she straightened up again.

      It didn’t surprise him. He’d yet to meet anyone who could say no to the little charmer.

      He pointed to his right foot, encased in a hard plastic mold, black padding and Velcro. “What am I supposed to do with this, Ry? Buy a new one? It’s impossible to get glitter out of Velcro.”

      Rylnn gave an unbothered shrug. “It’s okay. You’re rich.”

      Beside him, Jenny giggled, and his stern act melted a bit further.

      “It’s just glitter,” Jenny said nonchalantly, her tone hinting that she was very aware of just how often he would get teased for showing up at the rink with sparkles stuck to his injured foot.

      “I’ll lose my man card,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      “Bye,” Rylnn chirped, zipping back into the construction zone. He should follow her, make sure someone had eyes on her.

      “She’s cute,” Jenny said.

      “Freaking adorable. She’s the worst.”

      “What?” Jenny laughed. She was eyeing him as though trying to figure him out.

      He shook his head. He couldn’t explain the way the little girl had twisted his heart in her small fist, fully owning it. When he had kids, he was going to be doomed.

      Jenny frowned at him, then took two steps back, disappearing into the powder room off the entry. She appeared a second later, a wad of toilet paper wrapped around her hand. Before he could react, she had his chin in a firm grip and was wiping his mouth.

      He tried to pull back, but she held him in place, her touch becoming more tender when he stopped fighting. He’d noticed her mood ring eyes at Thanksgiving, but he hadn’t seen this softer blue-green tone. She smelled different today, too. Less like that strange new clothing scent—as if she’d been sleeping in a pile of new blue jeans—and more like baked apples and cinnamon.

      “There.” She released him and stood back. “Back to being a handsome stud.”

      “Hey, who’s here?” Maverick appeared in the small entry, frowning at his now-absent screen door as a skinny cat came waltzing in as though she owned the place. He gave Jenny a funny look. “Did you literally break down my door to
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