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What do you do when the boy next door is the only man you've ever loved?

Six years ago Jason had life all mapped out. He and Molly would get married, start a family, and he'd open a veterinary practice. But Molly bolted, leaving him with a broken heart and an unwanted engagement ring.

Six years have passed since Molly made the difficult choice to follow her dreams. Now, thanks to a family emergency, she's come home only to discover her college sweetheart living next door. And he's as irresistible as ever.

Old sparks reignite, and it isn't long before the two are lovers again. He still holds her heart, but Molly has a life to return to and commitments to honor. Can Jason convince her to give them another chance? Or will she break his heart a second time?
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  Chapter One


Molly Schaeffer stopped the rental car at the end of the snow-drifted driveway. She shoved it into park and reached inside her purse, searching for the slip of paper with instructions on it, written in her assistant’s elegant handwriting. Next door neighbor number one-thirty-two has Sara and the key to the house. Will expect you Wednesday.
Well, it was Thursday, but that couldn’t be helped, she thought with nervous irritation. She straightened the silk scarf around her neck, then pressed a hand to her trembling stomach. Molly had no control over winter storms and closed airports. Spending the night on a vinyl bench in the Toronto terminal hadn’t been her idea of elegant accommodation. She was used to four- and five-star these days. 
But getting here had been more important. She checked her reflection in the rearview mirror and tucked a few strands of disobedient hair behind her ears. She took a fortifying breath. As difficult as it had been getting here, it was nothing compared to the job before her.
Putting the rental car into drive again, she inched her way up the snowy lane until she was sitting outside a cute little Cape Cod with blue shutters. Exhausted, she turned off the key and pocketed it, exiting the vehicle in flimsy heels that sank in the packed down snow. Icy cold bits flicked over her feet, so she stamped them against the step as she approached the matching blue door. She hoped this neighbor wouldn’t prolong matters. What Molly really wanted was to pick up Sara, put the child to bed for a nap and take a long, steaming bath.
She rang the bell, her fingers shaking from fatigue and nervousness, the beginnings of a headache tensing behind her eyes. She hadn’t seen her niece since the girl’s first birthday, and now Sara was nearly four. And she’d be staying with Molly for at least the next few weeks, full-time. Molly wasn’t sure she was up to the challenge.
The door opened, letting out laughter and ear-splitting squeals and giggles, but her jaw dropped in a most unflattering way when she came face to face with Jason Elliot.
She stared for a long moment. He hadn’t changed over the past six years, not really. Though his hair was shorter, it was still thick and black, his eyes still a deep rich brown, the color of espresso. Then there was the hint of dimples, always present, smiling or not. He still filled out his faded jeans like they were tailor-made just for him and his chest was wider, his arms stronger, beneath his tan button-down shirt. 
His smile disappeared abruptly. “Molly.”
She tried to close her mouth and look composed, but it didn’t work. “You? You’re the next-door neighbor?”
“Kim didn’t tell you?” He frowned, his chocolate brown eyes disapproving. 
He looked down her body and she flushed beneath his scrutiny, feeling incredibly stupid as she saw the corners of his lips quirk at the sight of her snowy heels. How was she to know they’d have six inches of new snow today? Who in their right mind wore heavy boots on an airplane, anyway?
She tucked her bag under her arms and straightened. “No, she did not. It doesn’t matter. I’m here to pick up Sara and take her home.”
His gaze met hers and she felt the pull, the one that still tethered them together though years of blame separated them. She swallowed, not wanting to get in any deeper than a basic hello. “Is she ready?”
“You haven’t seen her in a long time. Why don’t you come in and get acquainted first? We were just about to have a snack.”
Well, that plan was foiled. Head high, Molly squeezed by him into the foyer, removing her leather gloves and tucking them into her pockets. He looked good. Too good. Keeping an icy exterior wasn’t who she was, but she knew how to do it and donned it like armor. Even after all this time, looking at him made her warm all over. And that was a bad thing.
“We were expecting you yesterday.”
Uncomfortable and unsure of how to proceed, she removed her coat and draped it over the newel post of the white banister. “Yes, well, winter hit southern Ontario yesterday, and I was stranded at Pearson. I would have called but I couldn’t get through to Kim’s hospital room after nine o’clock, because they stop all incoming calls. And I didn’t have your number. I’m sorry if it inconvenienced you.”
A blonde rocket zoomed into the room. “Uncle Jason, when can I have my cookies, huh?”
Jason bent and picked up the girl, laughing and touching a finger to her nose. “In a minute. Do you remember your Aunt Molly?”
The girl narrowed brown eyes at Molly, deep in thought. “You sent me Barbies for Christmas.”
Molly laughed, charmed. “That’s right. I hope you liked them.”
“Yeah, but Bubbles chewed one’s head off.”
Molly looked at Jason, confused. “Bubbles?”
“Her dog.” He ruffled Sara’s hair, his voice and eyes softening. “You go on into the kitchen. We’ll have a snack together, then you need to get your things, okay? You’re going back to your own house today, muffin.”
She took off as quickly as she had arrived, and they stared after her.
“She looks like a handful,” Molly remarked, smiling after the tiny bombshell. A handful that was going to be in her charge for the next few weeks. Her smile faltered a little.
“She’s energetic and smart, but she’s a good kid,” Jason defended sharply, and Molly got the feeling that despite the warning note in his tone, Jason wasn’t too comfortable with their reunion either. He definitely didn’t act happy to see her.
“I never meant to imply she wasn’t,” Molly retorted, avoiding his gaze. If only this headache would disappear. She sighed and pressed her fingers to her eyelids. 
His voice took on a cool veneer of politeness. “Come on into the kitchen. You look ready to drop. I’ll make you some coffee.”
She followed him through the living room into the airy kitchen. Sara was already seated in a booster chair at the table, scribbling on paper with crayons. A black and white cat slept in a wicker bed next to the patio doors. While Molly put her purse on the counter, Jason took two chocolate chip cookies out of a blue jar shaped like a cat and poured milk into a sippy cup. 
“Here you go, Sara.” He put them in front of her, kissed the top of her head and went back to the coffee maker.
“You’re very good with her,” Molly commented quietly, standing a few feet away and leaning against the gray marble countertop.
“I’ve lived next door for two years now,” he replied, measuring coffee into the filter. “I’m surprised Kim didn’t mention it.”
Molly’s baby sister hadn’t mentioned it because she knew that Molly refused to speak of Jason Elliot and their past relationship. Full stop.
“We don’t talk about stuff like that much.”
That, meaning them. His head came up and their gazes met again. They had to quit looking at each other that way, as if they wanted to forget but couldn’t help but remember.
“More milk, please.”
The sweet voice interrupted them, and Molly was thankful for the diversion. She’d stared at Jason far too long, and he at her. Dredging up the past would do no one any good. “I’ll get it,” she mumbled and went to the fridge.
Jason poured coffee. “Cream and sugar, right?” he asked, and she hated that he remembered. 
“No, black,” she answered. She hated it black, but she was going to be here for the better part of a month, and she had to keep things very cool between her and Jason. Dredging up past hurts wouldn’t help a thing. The past was the past and it needed to stay that way—making it clear they’d both moved on. 
“Didn’t you have to work or something today?”
He handed her a mug and a cookie from the jar. “I worked this morning and did some rearranging of my schedule to be home this afternoon. We had fun, didn’t we, Sara?”
“Mmm-hmmm,” she answered, her mouth full of chocolate crumbs. She swallowed. “I fed the kitties. Then we made hot dogs and cookies. I only like ketchup.”
Molly could only assume the ketchup was meant for the hotdogs and not for the cookies. She swallowed. “Kitties and hotdogs and cookies, oh my. My work is cut out for me.”
Jason raised an eyebrow at her tight tone. “I took her into the clinic with me. I’ve taken quite a bit of time off since last week, though, and the other vet is getting tired of covering for me. I’m glad you’re here.” He looked out the window, away from her.
Like hell, Molly thought, but she pasted on a smile and sipped the bitter coffee, missing her cream and sugar. 
“Kim’s doing okay? I only talked to her the once, after she came out of surgery and asked if I could come. I should go in this afternoon, but I’m afraid I need a bath and a nap before I go anywhere.” She hated to ask any advice about Sara, but without Kim’s input, Jason was the only one who had an idea of the little girl’s schedule. “Does Sara nap in the afternoon?”
“Sometimes, but only if you get her tired enough first. She’s had a busy day so far. You might get lucky.”
Getting lucky. Molly sniffed. It had been so long since Molly had “gotten lucky” that she hardly remembered it. Her life in Calgary didn’t facilitate many personal relationships. But with Jason mere steps away, she couldn’t help remembering being with him. Remember what it was like to touch—and be touched—by him. And she knew it was time she and Sara got a move on. 
“We should go. Does she have a bag or anything?”
“I’ll get it.” He left the room, leaving her alone with her niece for the first time. 
Molly approached the tot and put on her friendliest smile. “Hey, you. We’re gonna head back to your house, okay? Jason’s just getting your bag, and we can take the car I rented. Then you can show me your room and all your toys.”
“No, thanks. I like it here.” Sara’s tiny fingers grasped a red crayon and she began drawing circles, unconcerned.
Molly sighed. Why couldn’t this be easy? She was unsure how to proceed, having so little experience with children. Fact was, she’d spent very little time in the company of any children.
“Well, Jason does have a nice house, doesn’t he?” She smiled down at the girl with what she hoped looked like an encouraging invitation. “But won’t you like being in your own bed tonight? I bet you have a pink room, right? And a favorite stuffed animal to sleep with. I know I did when I was a little girl.”
Sara’s gaze darted up suspiciously. “What was his name?”
Molly’s face relaxed, glad Sara had taken the bait. “It was a she. A fluffy brown teddy bear named Honey. I still have her in my apartment back in Calgary.” 
The crayon forgotten, Sara squirmed in her booster seat. “Really?”
“Yup. Look, Sara, I know we don’t know each other very well, but your mom asked me to come take care of you while she’s in the hospital. And then we can get to know each other a lot better, okay? We’ll have lots of fun, you’ll see.” She wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince more—Sara or herself.
“Will you take me to see Mommy?”
Jason came back in carrying a pink backpack and Molly blushed, looking to him for help.
“Listen, sweet thing,” he said gently, coming over to the table and kneeling beside her. “You know your mom’s in the hospital, and she had an operation. She’s still pretty sick.” 
At the girl’s crestfallen face, he sighed. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll talk to Molly and your mom tomorrow, and, if it’s okay, I’ll take you both to the hospital after work. How’s that sound?”
Sara’s eyes glistened and Molly’s heart broke. Whatever the inconvenience to her schedule, whatever issues she had with Jason, they simply weren’t as important as what this little girl was going through. Sara’s whole world revolved around her mother. Now she hadn’t seen her mother in nearly a week, and she had to be afraid, insecure. How much did she actually understand? Something told Molly that Jason had turned his life upside down during that time to make things okay for Sara. The least she could do was help him out.
“Hey, Sara?” Molly ran a finger under Sara’s eye, gently wiping away a tear. “I’ll make you a deal. You and I go home and have a rest. It’s been a busy day!” She smiled brightly. “And then, after we eat dinner, maybe we can call your mom on the phone and you can talk to her. Does that sound like a plan?”
Sara nodded, and Molly’s answering grin was triumphant. At least she’d done something right.
They bundled Sara in her heavy jacket and mittens, and Molly took the backpack. “Okay, we’re off!”
“Um, Molly, hang on a sec. You need the car seat out of my truck. I’ll put it in for you.”
Jason slipped on a pair of utterly practical winter boots and a jacket, and to Molly’s dismay, it made him appear even more rugged and manly. 
“I can do it myself.” Her voice came out more churlish than she intended.
He aimed a mocking glance at her footwear. “Whatever.”
He slid past her and jogged to his sport utility while she fumed in the background, shoving on her gloves and fishing for her keys.
 It was her job to look after Sara, and she’d do it well. She didn’t need any help from Jason Elliot. Nope, she didn’t need him at all. She’d done just fine without him, and she’d continue to do so.
Two hours later she was recanting that thought.
Sara had slept for precisely half an hour. Just long enough for Molly to have half a bath. Hearing the little girl up and about, Molly groggily drained the water and pulled on Kim’s bathrobe.
“That’s Mommy’s!” Sara accused belligerently, her cheeks hot. 
Then Molly spent the next twenty minutes reassuring Sara that she had only borrowed the robe for a few moments.
After changing into jeans and a sweater, she turned on the television and let Sara watch cartoons while she searched for food. Kim’s house was drastically different from Molly’s. Molly had a one-bedroom condo downtown. It was carefully and expensively decorated, completely appropriate for a single working woman. The fridge was only ever half full, and she ate a lot of frozen foods with the word “gourmet” on the label. Kim’s house, on the other hand, was littered with toys, the furniture comfortable and well broken in, the table and chairs slightly scarred. One thing Kim did have, however, was a deep freeze and a pantry. Unfortunately, not much was in them beyond baking goods. Did the woman make everything from scratch? Molly’s idea of baked goods were what she bought at the corner bakery on the way home from work.
The perishables in the fridge were past the point of no return, and Molly dumped most of them in the garbage. Searching the freezer, she found a small box of chicken nuggets and a bag of French fries. Ah, finally. Convenience food.
“Hey, Sara, how’s chicken nuggets sound for supper?”
No answer.
“Sara?”
Still no answer.
Molly dropped the frozen food in the sink and ran to the living room. The television was on, but Sara wasn’t there.
She took the stairs two at a time and slid to a halt before the bathroom.
There, on a stepstool, was Sara, happily smearing red lipstick on her face.
Molly took a deep breath. “Sara? What are you doing?”
“Looking pretty!” She aimed a happy smile at her aunt. 
“Where did you get the lipstick?” Molly took a slow step into the bathroom, and Sara’s smile faded. 
“From your bag.”
“Did I say you could go into my things?”
 “No.” The little voice was hardly audible, and she stared at her toes. Molly saw the bottom red lip start to tremble and she tried to remember to be patient. Sara was only a child and the accident had thrown her routine completely out the window. She took the tube of twenty-dollar tinting, capped it and put it back in her make-up bag.
Molly grabbed a Kleenex from the box on the counter and tilted up the girl’s head. “So next time you’re going to ask, right?”
The chin bobbed up and down quickly.
“Okay. Let’s get this cleaned up a bit. I found some chicken nuggets for supper. Maybe you can help me make them. And after supper you’ll have a bath and we’ll call your mom.”
“Okay, Aunt Molly.” The tiny voice was innocently acquiescent now.
Molly wiped the garish color from Sara’s lips. 
“Aunt Molly?”
“Hmm?”
“Can Uncle Jason come over? I miss him.”
Me too.
The thought came so quickly, Molly had no chance to guard against it. Where in the world had that come from? She hadn’t seen Jason in six years. Not since she’d left for law school. Not since he’d left to become a veterinarian. And if she thought of him now and then, big deal! It didn’t necessarily mean anything. It didn’t mean she missed him.
You didn’t forget your first love. Or your first broken heart.
“Not tonight, okay? Hey, where’s Bubbles? I thought you had a dog.”
“Uncle Jason’s dog-sitting.” Sara grinned. “I’m gonna be a dog-sitter when I grow up.”
Molly ran a hand through her still damp hair. Jason was everywhere. Molly had no idea how to look after a preschool-aged child. Meanwhile, she had a dozen files in her briefcase that needed attention.
It was going to be an awfully long three weeks.
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Molly.
He’d known for four days that she was coming. He’d had four days to prepare himself for her arrival, but it hadn’t been enough.
He took a long, punishing drink of caffeine and liquor. She hadn’t changed. Except maybe she was more beautiful now than before. She’d pinned her blonde hair into a snooty sweep, but he’d seen the tendrils tucked behind her ears and remembered taking pins from her hair years past, how the long tresses had fallen over his hands, through his fingers like silk. Her eyes, once innocent and trusting, were now older and more guarded, but no less intriguing. Her lips were full and had been carefully tinted with red lipstick. She’d waltzed in here in her designer shoes and her expensive coat that probably had cost more than his living room furniture and had figured she’d take over. That much was plain.
She’d always thought she’d known everything. He scowled. She always had to be right. Even all those years ago, when he’d begged her to stay, she’d turned a deaf ear. Seeing her today should have been nothing. Nothing. Instead he’d opened the door and had felt like he’d been sucker-punched in the gut.
Jason shook his head and drained his cup. That sort of thinking wasn’t going to help anything. The house seemed quieter without Sara already. He wondered how Molly was making out with her. Bedtime was the hardest part of the day for Sara. It was the time when Kim read Sara her favorite story and sang lullabies. Jason had tried his best and they’d managed, but Molly didn’t know the child at all. She had no idea how to look after a toddler. She didn’t know potty emergencies or nightmares or grapes cut in half. She knew files and legal documents and corporations.
The focus had to be on Sara. He put his empty mug in the sink and grabbed his jacket off of the back of a kitchen chair. If he had to see Molly at the same time, well, it couldn’t be helped. That was not why he was going, he assured himself.
He rang the bell twice. When his finger was poised to ring the third time, Molly opened the door, her neat sweep of hair now in shambles, her face devoid of makeup, her sleeves pushed to the elbows and water splashed all over the front of her pink sweater.
“What in the blue blazes are you doing?” Jason pushed his way inside. 
Molly shut the door behind him, and he heard her sigh with frustration. “Bath time. You could have warned me, you know.”
He chuckled. “Sara loves bath time. Did you find her squirty shark?”
“Find it? I’m wearing it.” Her voice was clipped and annoyed. She went past him and headed up the stairs again. “I shouldn’t leave her up there alone. Excuse me.”
When she was gone, Jason wandered into the kitchen, catching his breath at the sight he found. Kim’s normally ordered kitchen was a disaster. For two people, they’d made an extraordinary mess. Plates smeared with ketchup, glasses with the scum of chocolate milk in the bottom and a greasy cookie sheet were piled in the sink. A thick blob of ketchup was on the tablecloth and a dishtowel stained brown was crumpled on the counter where it had wiped up a spill.
He shook his head. Molly had come home to take care of things, but it was obvious she was out of her depth. He opened the dishwasher and began loading the plates and glasses inside.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
He turned to find Molly, her arms full of a scrubbed and shiny Sara, leveling an accusing glare at him.
“Just loading your dishwasher.”
“I can do that. I do know how.”
He floundered, straightened. “I know that.”
Molly put Sara down, resting a hand on the child’s damp curls. “What exactly are you doing here, Jason?”
He stared at Molly for a few seconds, then knelt down, putting on a brilliant smile for Sara. “I came to say goodnight to my best girl. The house seemed kinda quiet tonight.”
He held out his arms and Sara rushed into them, smelling of baby shampoo and lotion and clean pajamas. 
He laughed. “Here.” He nuzzled her neck, making her giggle. “Bubbles sent a kiss goodnight.”
Sara gripped Jason’s face, stuck out her tongue and swiped a puppy kiss right up his cheek.
“Sara!” Molly’s voice intruded, appalled, as Jason wiped the slobber from his face. Molly took a step forward, her mouth pursed in dismay. 
Jason stopped Molly’s progress with a look. “I think that was meant for Bubbles. But you know the rules about Snoopy kisses, muffin.” Jason looked Sara evenly in the eye as she nodded back at him, chastised. 
“No Snoopy kisses. They’re yucky.”
“That’s right. Time for bed now.”
She peeked at him over Molly’s shoulder as they disappeared, and Jason ran a hand through his hair. Bedtime wasn’t going to be that bad, it seemed. Sara wasn’t making a big fuss about it at all. He should go home now while Molly was upstairs.
Yet something held him back, made him stay. Maybe it was the way Molly’s eyes darkened with doubt just before she shuttered them away. Maybe it was six years of wondering what had happened to her. Maybe it was nothing other than simple curiosity about whether her life had turned out the way she had wanted.
Whatever it was, it kept him there and he went to the living room to wait for her return.






  
  Chapter Two


After reading her a story and singing three songs, Molly finally had Sara asleep. All the frustration Molly had felt throughout the day evaporated as she’d looked down on Sara’s sleeping face. Innocent and trusting. With her blonde curls and long eyelashes, she looked like a slumbering angel. Kim had been raising this little spitfire all on her own, and Molly had a new appreciation for the courage and commitment it took to be a parent. Not to mention a single one. 
The hall was quiet, and she assumed Jason had gone as she quietly descended the stairs. He didn’t even wait to say goodbye, she thought, feeling a little let down and a little relieved at the same time. It was probably just as well. Seeing him was hard enough. It brought back all the memories of their breakup, and worse, the memories of when times had been good. And it had been good—for a long time. But that was over. It would be better for everyone if they tried to keep out of each other’s way over the next few weeks.
 Wandering to the kitchen, she sighed. Having kids required sacrifices. Sacrifices she was positive she wasn’t ready to make. In that she was sure she’d made the right choice. She had too many things to do before she thought about having children of her own. She remembered the way Jason had kissed Sara’s head as he’d given her milk that afternoon. No, she was where she wanted to be. No matter how the sight of Jason and Sara together twisted her insides.
She was in the middle of pouring water into the electric kettle when Jason spoke behind her.
“You making tea?”
She spun, splashing water on the counter. “I thought you’d gone.”
“I probably should have.”
Her body shook, not from the surprise but because he was here, in the flesh, and she’d been thinking about him. His posture was relaxed, but everything about him made her pay attention. Right now it was the dimple crawling up his cheek that distracted her.
Molly turned back and shut off the tap. “I’m extremely tired,” she explained stiffly. “Sara only slept half an hour today and I didn’t sleep very well stranded at the airport last night.”
“You actually slept in the airport?”
“We were only delayed, not cancelled. Except the delay ended up being most of the night. I didn’t take the hotel voucher. I was afraid I’d miss the next flight and I wanted to get here as soon as I could.” She plugged in the kettle and searched for a mug and the tea bags, deliberately taking out only one. “Whatever you stayed to say, I’d rather get into it another time.”
She dropped the tea bag into a mug and faced him. He was staring at her steadily, his expression unreadable. 
“What are you thinking?” The words came out slightly breathless, and she grimaced inwardly.
“I’m thinking about how beautiful you still are. I can’t believe I’d forgotten.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned against the doorway to the kitchen. 
Her heart beat erratically as a memory slid in, unwanted. Their first kiss, on prom night. They’d been slow dancing, and he’d curled a hand around her neck and whispered, “You are so beautiful.” Even then, at the innocent age of seventeen, the smoothness of his voice had been able to raise all the fine hairs on her body. When he’d leaned in to touch his lips to hers, meeting them had been the most natural thing in the world.
She stiffened, defending herself against memories. “It’s been six years, Jason. I’m here for exactly three weeks. That’s all.”
“So I hear. Why did you agree to come exactly, Molly?”
She unplugged the kettle as it began to scream. “Because Kim asked me. Because she’s my only sister and she needs me.”
“Molly to the rescue, is that it?”
Pouring the water and ignoring the bitterness in his voice, she replied, “Nothing of the kind. I had some holidays coming to me, and I brought work with me. There’s no reason I can’t do both.”
Jason laughed sharply, then boosted himself away from the door with a shoulder and took another mug out of the cupboard. 
“What’s so funny?” Molly dipped out her tea bag, added milk and took a sip as she noticed he knew exactly where to find things in Kim’s kitchen.
“You thinking you can work and keep an eye on Sara. Believe me, it’s not as easy as you think.”
“You did it. Just this morning, in fact.”
He eyed her shrewdly. “Yes, I did. And it wasn’t easy, juggling animals and clients and kids for five hours. Thankfully, my staff likes Sara as much as I do. We’ve all been making do and helping out.”
He made it sound as if he were such a paragon of virtue. She’d never met anyone who could make her feel as small and incapable as Jason Elliot. She took her cup and walked away, heading for the living room before she said something snotty and rude. Why couldn’t he just leave so she could get some sleep? She was sure she wouldn’t be so crabby if she could get seven or eight hours of uninterrupted rest.
He followed her, to her supreme annoyance.
“Sara’s favorite breakfast foods are toast with peanut butter and apple juice or toaster waffles and syrup. But she doesn’t like any butter on them, just the syrup.”
“I’m sure we’ll manage just fine.”
“She’s potty trained, so you’ll be okay there.”
“Jason, stop it.” Molly put her cup on an end table and clenched her fists. “I can handle it. Sara can actually
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