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A one-night stand neither will forget.

She wanted a final fling before choosing science to make her a single mom. He needed an escape from the regret grinding him into dust. Her baby isn’t his...but maybe family is more than DNA.

After a childhood being dragged around the continent by her musician parents, Lynn Kolmyn has stretched her roots deep into her chosen hometown. When her absconding fiancé screws up her careful plans, she decides to become a mother at almost forty, realizing the only person she can rely on is herself.

Benjamin Whitestone was the hometown hockey hero until a spectacular mistake led to failure and condemnation. No matter how hard he tries, he can’t seem to make it up to his parents, his teammates, or his fans. In a final bid to prove himself, he accepts a job coaching the junior team where he used to be a star, determined to rewrite history.

When Lynn and Benjamin collide—literally—they are both shocked to see the stranger from a single sensual night two years ago. Now the past tangles with the future...a future neither of them was expecting.
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RECEIVE THE SEXY bonus prologue to Loving Between the Lines when you join Brenda’s newsletter!

Sultry jazz, smoky whiskey, and a one-night stand neither will forget.

As a subscriber, you'll be the first to hear about new releases, special offers, bonus content and more! Just click here.
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DESPERATE SAVES, UNBELIEVABLE goals, bloody determination. Hockey. It’s Canadian, eh?
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CHAPTER ONE
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​

Lynn Kolmyn had not envisioned this on her first day back after a year of maternity leave.

“I am so sorry.” She stood in front of Cynthie Neal’s desk, jiggling her wailing son on her hip. Her boss regarded her with raised eyebrows. Panic curdled her belly, and she swallowed. “The daycare had a flood overnight. They’ve promised me an alternate location will be arranged by tomorrow, but I had nowhere else to bring Oscar today.”

Cynthie’s matte red lips pressed into a thin line. “As we discussed, I’m not totally adverse to having children at the office for short periods of time, but I don’t see how you, or anyone else, will get any work done with this”—she waggled her fingers in Oscar’s direction—“going on.”

Lynn couldn’t blame her. Her son’s protests had risen in volume since she’d stepped into the room. The back of her throat burned with frustration.

“Give me one minute.” Hurrying to her desk, one of two in the outer office, she scrabbled through the backpack she’d tossed beside it, searching for the baby biscuits she’d shoved in it this morning.

At the other desk, Sarah Little watched, a sympathetic expression on her round, cheerful face. “Need some help?”

Lynn pulled out the foil package and held it up triumphantly. “Got it.” She smiled her thanks at Sarah’s offer and hustled back to the inner office. Plopping into the visitor’s chair, she ripped the package open with her teeth, slid out a cookie, and handed it to Oscar. He grabbed it eagerly and shoved it in his mouth.

Silence fell. The tension banding across her shoulder blades eased a fraction.

She spit the corner of foil into her fist as discreetly as she could. “I feel terrible about this. I thought he’d be happy here for an hour or two. At least long enough for me to get up to speed so I don’t waste more time tomorrow. I should have just called.” When the daycare had notified her it was closed, delaying her scheduled return to work had seemed unsupportable and bringing Oscar with her the only choice.

Now the squalling had stopped Cynthie’s pinched nostrils relaxed. “Yes, you probably should have.” Her dry tone held little censure, though, and Lynn saw a gleam of amusement in the other woman’s sharp blue eyes.

She slumped back in the seat, relief softening her spine. Thank god Cynthie was a strict but understanding woman. “I promise it won’t happen again.” It shouldn’t have happened once, Lynn berated herself. She always had back up plans for her back up plans. But things had changed in the year since Oscar’s birth. Some days she was thrilled to make it out of her pajamas, let alone make contingency plans for imaginary scenarios.

“I suggest you head home today and try again tomorrow. But since you’re here, there is something I might as well mention.” She picked up a pen and slipped it through her fingers, back and forth, back and forth. “The marketing coordinator for the Canyon Cats quit. Peterson Brewster asked if we could help out until a replacement is found. I want you to handle it.”

Lynn’s main duty as arena event director was to assist the businesses and organizations that rented the facility. Most of the concerts, trade shows, and sports tournaments were single night or once-a-year occurrences. Not so the Prince George Canyon Cats. The junior hockey team played more than thirty games at home from September to March—more if they made the playoffs. Not that they had in recent years, but that was beside the point. What with training camps and practices and other team events, the Canyon Cats were vital to the financial health of the arena—and as such needed to be kept happy.

“What about my regular duties?” The marketing coordinator was a full-time position. How could she add that to her plate and not become an absentee mom? She needed to work to support her son, but this was more than she’d been expecting. Mind you, she loved her job with all its challenges and her brain was already whirling with promotional ideas for the team, even as her stomach roiled at the thought of being away from Oscar longer hours.

Maybe she wouldn’t feel so torn about the conundrum if she’d been in her twenties, but becoming a first-time mom at thirty-nine made every moment with him precious and fragile.

“Sarah can finish the projects she started while covering your mat leave and continue to pick up some of the slack. But it will require more time and effort, I know that. I can’t see any way around it. We can’t say no to Peterson.” Cynthie aligned the pen on her desk perfectly with the edge of her blotter. “Hopefully he will hire someone within a month or so.”

She nodded with resignation. “I’ll make it work.” She rubbed her chin on Oscar’s head, inhaling his fresh scent. His hair was finally thickening, the reddish-brown showing a tendency to curl. Sticky fingers gripped her bare wrist, and her heart swelled at the innocent touch. How was she going to survive being away from him all day? “Thanks for the heads up. We can talk about it more tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.” Cynthie rose and Lynn followed suit. Oscar wriggled restlessly and rubbed his eyes. “Looks like someone is ready for a nap.”

“Yes.” Neither of them had had a good sleep the night before, which might have accounted for his fractiousness this morning. “Again, I’m sorry about today. I promise to make up for it. See you tomorrow, Cynthie.”

​
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BENJAMIN WHITESTONE stepped into the concourse of the arena, closed the door to the Canyon Cats team offices behind him, and leaned against the red-painted brick wall. Pressing his fingertips into the rough surface, he squeezed his eyes shut and breathed deeply.

When Peterson Brewster had summoned him to his office, he hadn’t been able to suppress the guilty feeling he’d done something wrong. He’d only been head coach of the Canyon Cats for two weeks. Logic dictated he had no reason to worry that his performance had been judged subpar already.

Logic hadn’t stopped him from worrying before, and it hadn’t this morning, either.

Turned out Brewster had just wanted to welcome him formally to the organization. He’d met the very involved owner during the hiring process, but he’d been out of town since Benjamin’s return to Prince George. Now the meeting was over, he could concentrate on his next challenge—his first official practice. Training camp had ended, and the roster was set. The hardest work was about to begin.

Taking one last deep breath, he pushed off the wall and strode toward the stairs leading down to ice level. As he reached the door to the arena administration offices, it swung open. He dodged to avoid being struck by the heavy metal panel. A woman with her arms full of child stumbled into him.

“Careful now.” He gripped her biceps to steady her. Two black bags draped off her shoulders and the sharp corner of one thudded against his thigh as she spun around. He released her and rubbed his leg.

“Sorry.” She shifted the baby to her other hip and gave him a quick, harried glance before focusing once more on the squirming, squawking bundle. 

He’d had little exposure to children but given the length of the legs kicking at her thighs and the arms flailing about her head, this was no newborn. Other than that, he had no clue. 

“I should have been more careful when I opened the door,” the woman continued. “I hope I didn’t hit you.”

That voice. Husky and low, it evoked a sudden memory of subdued lighting, sultry jazz, and smoky whiskey. “Lynn?” His palms tingled, remembering the smooth curves of the shoulders he’d just been clutching.

Her chin lifted and their eyes met. For a moment, her expression remained blank. Then she blinked.

“Benjamin?” The baby continued to wriggle and wail and she bounced and jiggled in the age-old way of mothers everywhere. “What are you doing here?”

He could only stare. He’d thought of Lynn more often than a one-night stand deserved. Especially a one-night stand that had occurred two years ago. Of course, it had also been the day after his father’s funeral. Maybe the pain of that time and the comfort she’d given him was why she’d stuck in his mind more than any woman he’d slept with—before or since.

She asked you a question. Answer, you dummy. “I’m the new head coach. Of the Canyon Cats.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re Benjamin Whitestone?”

In the dim light of the jazz lounge where they’d met—and later, in the hotel room he’d brought her to—he’d been too caught up in first misery and then passion to remember the colour of her irises, but saw now they were a bright pale blue. “Yes?” He couldn’t help the upward lilt, though it made him sound like an idiot. Reeling from this unexpected encounter, he wasn’t certain of anything, even his own name.

“I read you’d been hired, but I didn’t realize that Benjamin was, well, that Benjamin.”

Since they hadn’t bothered to exchange last names at their first meeting that made sense. “I’ve thought of you. Often.” The truth blurted out before he could stop it. “How have you been?”

Her eyebrows quirked up and she shifted the now restlessly dozing baby on her hip. “I’m doing well. This is my son Oscar. He’s a year old. Just last week, actually.”

His head spun, as if a giant defencemen had laid him out flat with a body check and his skull had bounced off the ice. Scrambling to do the math, he stuttered, “A year? And we...is he...”

“No.” Her tone was firm and laced with amusement. “Relax. He’s not yours.”

“Oh.” Surely the rush flooding his body was relief. He’d never wanted to have kids. He’d been a disappointment as a son and couldn’t imagine what a mess he’d make of being a father. “So, you’re married?” Oh, god. Had she been married when they’d had their night together? She’d said she was single—he remembered asking—but had she lied?

“Also no.” The amusement was gone, exasperation in its place. “Before you jump to any more conclusions, let me explain. Though I can’t see how it’s any of your business.” The baby—whose name he’d already forgotten—lifted his head from her shoulder and squawked. She cradled his skull in her hand and joggled rapidly. “I’m in a hurry to get home so he can have a proper nap, so you’ll have to save any questions for later. I am not and never have been married. I wanted a child, so I did in vitro fertilization, starting the process a month after we...met. Oscar is the result of that process.” The baby’s squalling took on a frantic tone. “I have to go. Congratulations on the new job. Good luck.”

Before Benjamin could say another word—which was probably for the best, given his foot-in-mouth disease—she was gone.

​
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Benjamin trudged down the wide flight of stairs to ice level, stunned and dazed by the chance meeting. In his office, he retrieved his skates and hockey gloves. The players would be waiting in the dressing room, but he made his way to the home team’s bench instead, needing a moment to settle himself.

He gripped the wide wooden edge of the rink boards. The glistening ice, smooth and unmarked by the lethally sharp skates soon to be powering across it, taunted him. Shaking off thoughts of Lynn, he focused on the reason he’d returned to Prince George.

A battle would be fought on this ice, and on ice just like it in arenas across Western Canada. A battle for redemption. A battle he had to win.

His heart beat heavily in his chest, thundering with the anxiety that was a long familiar companion. Others might view him as washed up at thirty-five, but he’d made a vow to stop thinking of himself that way and taking this job had been the first step. 

“Ready, Coach?”

He turned to the man who had appeared at his side. Levi Ghostkeeper stared at him with challenge in his jutted chin and narrowed eyes. As assistant coach of the Prince George Canyon Cats for the past five seasons, people in the know—as well as Levi himself—had expected he’d fill the head coach position. Instead, Benjamin had been hired. Levi had made his displeasure clear from the moment of their introduction.

And continued to do so every chance he got.

“Let’s do this.” His fingers aching with tension, he released the rail and sat on the metal bench. Removing his shoes, he slid his feet into his skates and laced them up, the motions ingrained and automatic.

Levi vanished down the tunnel leading behind the bleachers, his shouts echoing off the concrete walls and floor. A surge of adrenalin made Benjamin’s face tingle, and he lifted his chin to scan the empty arena.

Remembering the rush of six thousand fans cheering when he stepped on the ice, the hometown star that was going to set the hockey world on fire.

Remembering the boos and hisses when he’d failed them all.

Like a gathering storm, he sensed the approach of the young men that had been placed under his authority. Casual profanities and shouted insults, the soft thudding of skates on padded flooring and sharp creaking of protective gear, reached him before the first player came into view. Hiding his trembling fingers inside his bulky gloves, he stood between the metal bench and the wooden boards, nodding at those that made eye contact as they passed, making note of the ones that didn’t. It was his job to meld them into a unit, from the sixteen-year-old rookies dreaming of national league glory to the twenty-year-old veterans learning to accept unwelcome reality.

And if he did his job right, give them all the chance to celebrate the success he’d denied himself.

The crisp sound of blades cutting ice did little to fill the huge space. Gazing up at the enormous score clock hanging from the rafters like a guillotine, Benjamin took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and stepped through the gate, his skates as comfortable as slippers, his strokes swift and sure. He glided to a stop on the Canyon Cats logo in the centre of the ice and blew his whistle.

“Bring it in, boys. It’s time to get to work.”

​
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LYNN DIDN’T LET HERSELF be distracted by thoughts of Benjamin Whitestone until she had Oscar safely tucked in his crib at home. Sorry, officer. I ran that stop sign with my baby in the back seat because I was reliving the hottest one-night stand I ever had. That it was her only one-night stand was a moot point. The passion of those hours was seared into her very sinews.

What a morning. First the panicky call from her daycare provider about the flood, the impulsive and ultimately insane decision to bring Oscar to work, and the twist-of-fate meeting with a man who’d haunted her dreams for two years.

In the spare room that doubled as her home office, she unpacked her laptop from her messenger bag, determined to review emails while Oscar slept. Cynthie may have been understanding but Lynn held herself to a higher standard. One she’d completely failed to attain that morning.

Before settling to work, she went to the kitchen to refill her water bottle. As she held it under the stream from the tap, her eye caught the infinity symbol tattooed on her wrist. It was so familiar she rarely noticed it, but today it blazed off her skin like a beacon.

The day she’d had it inked had been the day she’d decided to skip the husband stage of her life plan and move onto the baby stage.

The night she’d had it inked was the night she’d slept with Benjamin. Now known as Benjamin Whitestone.

Though she’d been on maternity leave throughout the last hockey season, it had only been good business sense to keep up with the happenings of the organization that was her biggest client. She’d read little more than the headlines regarding the hiring of the new head coach, as in the normal course of events she wouldn’t have had much interaction with any of the Canyon Cats on-ice staff. Now she was handling the team’s marketing duties for at least a few weeks, she wouldn’t be able to avoid them completely. And by them she meant Benjamin.

Snorting out a chuckle, she recalled the varied expressions that had crossed his face during their short encounter. He really had made an ass of himself, first in revealing his terror he might be a father, and then jumping to the assumption she was married. He’d given her the upper hand the next time they met. Not that she needed the upper hand. They were both professionals. There was no reason this had to be awkward, especially since she’d cleared up all his ridiculous misunderstandings.

It might still be a good idea to learn as much as she could about him. For business purposes, of course. Nothing personal, and certainly nothing to do with the sparks of lust fizzing in her veins as she relived their night together.

Back in her spare room office, she fired up her laptop and made her way to the website for the local television news station. A quick search brought up the story she wanted. It included a video, so she set it to full screen, plugged in her earbuds so as not to disturb Oscar, and hit play.

The sports reporter, a young man with dark hair and a strong nose, sat at the anchor desk, a graphic of the Canyon Cats logo over his shoulder. He announced the hiring, and then the shot was replaced with video of a hockey game as the anchor went on. “This will be Benjamin Whitestone’s first head coaching position. It is also his return to his hometown. A star in the Prince George Minor Hockey Association, Whitestone was drafted by the Canyon Cats as a Bantam, playing his entire junior career here.”

The video changed again to what appeared to be a post-game interview with an unbearably young Benjamin. His sweat-dampened dark hair clung to his forehead, where his helmet had pressed a red line into the flesh. The thin whiskers of an infant beard were scattered in patches across his cheeks. Lynn’s heart clutched at the sight, not only at Benjamin’s vulnerability but the foreshadowing of a teenage Oscar.

The sports reporter continued. “He held several team scoring records and is well-remembered for his blazing speed. But his most notable claim to fame—or maybe infamy—is for a missed penalty shot on home ice in the final game of the National Championships. A missed shot that cost the Canyon Cats the trophy.”

He paused to let the highlight run uninterrupted. The footage from fifteen-or-so years ago showed Benjamin racing to a puck placed on the blue line, before slowing to bob and weave in an attempt to throw off the goaltender. His wrist shot, so quick she almost missed it, sent the puck sailing by the net, wide by at least a foot. The boos and jeers of the crowd rang in her earbuds, shocking in their animosity.

What a weight for a teenager to carry on his shoulders. Lynn couldn’t help but feel sympathy for the young man Benjamin had been.

The video cut back to the reporter at the desk. “Whitestone’s career in the NHL never matched the potential he’d shown as a junior. He played for five teams in six seasons, and then retired after a hit that gave him his third concussion. After playing in Europe for a short time, he returned to North America and became an assistant coach. Given the Canyon Cats’ lacklustre results in the past three seasons, he will have to work miracles to get the team to the playoffs this year.”

Lynn closed the video, pulled out her earbuds, and sipped her water. She had a vague recollection of the championship the reporter had mentioned. At the time, she’d been concentrating on her university education with little attention to spare on junior hockey. If she had been more of a fan, maybe she would have recognized Benjamin that night at the jazz lounge. More than likely not—it was a decade and a half later, after all.

And now it’s two years after that, she reminded herself. So many changes had happened between then and now, the most important of which was sleeping in the room next to her. She was a mother. Any relationship she might cultivate had to be good for Oscar, not just her.

Which meant another one-night stand was out of the question—no matter how much the idea tempted her.
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Benjamin drew in a deep breath before knocking on the red front door of the two-storey house. Inside, barking erupted along with deep shouts and high-pitched squeals. He took a wary step back.

When Peterson Brewster had approached Benjamin about the head coaching position, his initial reaction had been hell no, and not just because he didn’t believe he was ready for the responsibility. A return to his hometown would necessitate reforging relationships he’d damaged through avoidance and inaction, and he knew he wasn’t ready for that.

But Brewster had insisted, and Benjamin had let himself be wooed. The owner’s flattery had soothed enough of his battered pride to convince him to take the job. So here he was, back in town and unable to avoid the two people he’d hurt the most.

He’d had one stilted and uncomfortable visit with his mother since his return. But she’d left for Vancouver to care for her sister following hip replacement surgery shortly after, so he had a reprieve on that front for a few weeks.

Her absence forced him to focus on the other fissure in his life, however. So here he was.

The door opened with a jerk. Instead of the canine assault for which he’d been bracing, he was greeted by the tall, lanky form of Jujhar Malhotra. Seated at his side was a wriggling medium-sized puppy. On the stairs leading to the second floor, a boy perched, staring wide-eyed at Benjamin.

“Ben.” Jujhar fed treats to the dog like a rapid-fire Pez dispenser. “I’d shake your hand but we’re training Barney not to jump on visitors. Come on in.” He backed away, the dog following, intent on the goodies coming his way.

He couldn’t help but wonder if the dog-training was a handy excuse to avoid contact. Jujhar had been polite but distant when Benjamin had called the day before asking if it would be okay to stop by. Not that he deserved anything different, not after the things he’d said over a year ago. Which was why it had taken him three weeks to get up the courage to call his old friend.

And also why Jujhar’s dinner invitation had been totally unexpected. Benjamin had been so shocked he hadn’t had time to come up with an excuse and had stuttered an awkward acceptance.

“Eli, take Ben’s coat, will you? Don’t worry about your shoes. We’re eating in the back on the deck. Got to take advantage of the good September weather while it lasts. Sit.” At his final word, the dog plopped down on its furry butt. “Good boy.” Jujhar fed him several more treats. “Okay, go find Ella and Elaine.” After one last hopeful pant, the dog vanished down the hall, feathery tail flying.

Eli, Jujhar’s middle child and only son, stood and smiled at Benjamin, revealing a gap in his top row of teeth. “Did you really play in the NHL?” 

“Yes.” He gave the boy his coat, which he hung on a tall rack positioned at the bottom of the stairs without moving from his step.

“Cool.” The hint of hero worship in his tone made Benjamin uncomfortable. Playing a few games in the big leagues didn’t make him extraordinary, especially since his career had been less than mediocre. “My dad told me about when you played together. But what I really want to know is—”

“Eli, you can quiz Ben later.” Jujhar ruffled his son’s black hair in a casual gesture that echoed eerily on Benjamin’s scalp. His own father had done the same to him, many times. In congratulations, in encouragement, in condolence. Never with condescension or cruelty. He’d been the best of fathers, and Benjamin would never forgive himself for not being the success his father had believed he could be.

For being the cause of his untimely death.

Dragging the Canyon Cats deep into the playoffs wouldn’t bring his father back, but maybe it would ease some of his crushing remorse.

First things first. Healing the rift between himself and Jujhar was one of the many goals he’d set on his return. “Can we talk?” Benjamin rolled his neck in an attempt to ease the tightness cinching his shoulder blades together.

Jujhar regarded him with his familiar calm, dark gaze. That hadn’t changed since they’d last hit the ice together, though he hadn’t had his flourishing beard then. “Sure. Eli, go play with Barney and your sisters.”

“But—”

Jujhar cut off his son’s whining appeal. “Go.” He waited for Eli to plod out of sight, and then crossed his arms and leaned against the newel post. “So, talk.”

I guess we’re doing this here. “I owe you an apology.”

Jujhar nodded. “Yes, you do.”

“You were just trying to help. It wasn’t your fault I wasn’t ready to accept it.” His admonitions had been doubly unwelcome as they were the same ones his father had been expressing at the exact moment he died. Correct that—the moment Benjamin had caused his death. Memories of those two fateful encounters often kept him awake at night, easily dominating the echoes of all his other failures.

“All I did was suggest you take a good hard look at yourself. You were floating, man, just going with the tide. I hate to see you waste your talents. You have so much to give.”

He wondered if Jujhar used the same speech on his high school science students when they disappointed him. “I know you were only trying to help.” At the time, his belief Benjamin could be more had gnawed with sharp, bitter teeth, had been yet another burden laid on his shoulders. He knew now his friend had been offering support, not condemnation.

Silence settled between them, and with it a hint of their former ease. Maybe Benjamin hadn’t left it too late. Maybe he could still salvage something from this particular disaster.

“You were right.” He blurted out the admission. “I’ve been lost then since I quit playing.” And everything had gotten so much worse after his father died.

Jujhar nodded but didn’t say anything. He had been an excellent, dependable defenceman on the ice and a solid, responsible friend off. Their hockey careers had overlapped in Prince George for three years and their connection had survived Benjamin being drafted when Jujhar had not. It had even survived Benjamin bouncing from team to team for six seasons in the NHL, another two in Europe, and the last seven in various bench positions around North America. Well, not all of the last seven. Twenty months ago, when Jujhar had suggested he get his head out of his ass and do something with his life, things had fallen apart. His friend had given up on him, and Benjamin hadn’t blamed him.

“I mean it. You were right and I was wrong. I was an ass to be angry with you.” It had still taken months for the truth of Jujhar’s message to truly sink in. And for him to decide to do something about it.

“You always were too hard on yourself.” Jujhar straightened and punched Benjamin on the bicep. “It’s all good. Come on, let’s get you a beer. Sadie will be wondering what’s happening, and you don’t want to piss off my wife.”

It couldn’t be that easy. Still, hope bloomed in Benjamin’s chest as he followed Jujhar down the hall into a bright kitchen and through sliding glass doors that led to a wooden deck raised a couple feet off the ground. On the lawn, the puppy gamboled with Eli and two girls, the afternoon sun striking copper sparks in their long dark hair. At the patio table, a tall blonde woman placed a stack of dinner plates down and hurried toward him with outstretched arms.

“Benjamin!” Sadie Maholtra wrapped him in a tight embrace and rocked back and forth. “It’s so good to see you. I can’t believe you didn’t call us sooner.” She leaned back, tapped his cheek gently in reprimand, and beamed at him. “Jujhar! Why doesn’t this man have a beer yet?”

And then again, maybe it could. If only all his troubles could be solved so painlessly.

​
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OSCAR’S FEET KICKED Lynn’s hips, and he shouted gleefully in her ear. She tightened the straps of the carrier and readjusted his weight on her back. “Hang on, buddy. Almost ready.” Across the parking lot, members of the Silverberry Book Club gathered at the entrance to the apple orchard. Lynn’s usual if-you’re-not-ten-minutes-early-you’re-late motto was one of the many things that had changed since Oscar had arrived in the world.

“Need a hand?” Stephanie Collins closed the back of Lynn’s SUV and took two quick strides to her side. Despite the fact she was on her way to pick apples, she wore a sleeveless sundress in impressionistic swirls of blue and green, with strappy flat sandals on her long, elegant feet. Her makeup was artful and discreet and her jaw-length bob smooth and shiny.

“I think I’ve got it.” Lynn grunted as she jostled Oscar into position. Now she was at work again, she was getting back into the habit of wearing eyeshadow and stylish clothing, but for a while there she’d been happy when she’d remembered to comb her hair. On those days she’d begrudged Stephanie’s put-together appearance. Thank goodness she’d kept those disgruntled thoughts hidden from her housemate and close friend. It would have been poor repayment for basically co-parenting those first stressful weeks. “I can’t wait until he’s walking. On the other hand, I don’t think I’m quite ready for all the trouble he’ll get into then.”

Oscar giggled as if he knew exactly what she was saying. Her heart swelled at the sound. He had changed her life, and some of the changes had been difficult. Especially at two in the morning when everything was darkest—both literally and figuratively. But on a sunny Sunday afternoon in September, it was all good.

With her son securely on her back, Lynn followed Stephanie across the pavement to where the Silverberries waited. Members had come and gone since she’d joined two years ago, but the core group remained.

“How’s my favourite young man today?” Helen Mansfield reached over Lynn’s shoulder to brush Oscar’s cheek with one finger. She and her new husband Nathan Speith, standing proudly beside her as she cooed at Oscar, were founding members of the club. Helen owned the studio where Lynn had received her first, and so far only, tattoo, and had actually been inking the infinity symbol when she’d invited Lynn to join.

When she had been stretched to breaking dealing with a newborn, the club had banded around her. She didn’t know how she would have gotten through Oscar’s first year if it hadn’t been for the Silverberries.

“I remember when my boys were that age.” Penta Potter’s voice was wistful. Short and comfortably rounded with two sons and two daughters of her own, she was a lifeline for Lynn, accepting her phone calls at all hours of the day and night. She was also a single mom, although that was a fairly recent development, her divorce having gone through just a few months before. The scars of that vicious battle still shadowed her eyes. “I can’t believe they’re in high school now.”

Terrance Renfrew, another longtime member of the club, waved hello but didn’t take a breath in his conversation with Natalie, the newest person to join. A good friend of Helen’s daughter, she, too, was recently divorced.

Maybe Lynn had dodged a bullet instead of missed a goal when her fiancé of seven years had dumped her. At least she wasn’t dealing with child support and custody arrangements on top of learning how to be a mom. She could make up for Oscar not having a father if she tried hard enough, she was certain.

Helen directed everyone to the orchard entrance, where a teenage girl put down her phone long enough to smile a greeting. “Hello! Welcome to Northern Lights U-Pick.”

“Silverberry Book Club, reporting for duty.” Helen snapped a playful salute.

The girl blinked. “Book club?”

Helen winked. “Never judge a book by its cover. Or in this case, a club by its name. We do more than read. Where do we start?”

The girl pointed at a stack of heavy canvas sacks and the Silverberries each chose one before following her directions to the area they’d been assigned to pick. Stephanie joined Terrance and Natalie while Nathan paired off with Penta.

Helen fell into step beside Lynn. “So, how was your first week back at work?”

“I think because so much has changed in my life in the last twelve months, I was prepared for lots of changes at work, too. Instead, it’s like travelling back in time, as if I never left.” Adding the marketing coordinator duties hadn’t been quite the disruption she’d feared. Of course, the regular season hadn’t started yet. When it did, she’d have to arrange her schedule around home games in order to run the contests and promotions that happened during stoppages in play and intermissions.

“It’s been an adventurous two years for you, hasn’t it?” Helen’s sleek cap of silvery grey hair gleamed in the lowering sun.

“For you, too. Falling in love with an old friend. Getting married again.” The ceremony, held three months ago at Nathan’s cabin on a nearby lake with only family and intimate friends in attendance, had been sweet and romantic and still made Lynn’s heart ache. She was thrilled for Nathan and Helen, but their happiness only underscored the fact she’d never share such a wonderful moment with anyone herself. She’d discarded that part of her life plan in favour of the one currently babbling happily on her back.

Helen laughed. “I guess we’re living proof it’s never too late. You never know when love will strike.”

A vision of Benjamin skated across Lynn’s inner eye. They hadn’t spoken since that first day, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t seen him. During practices, the sounds of slapping pucks and piercing whistles and shouted instructions echoed from the ice surface to the concourse level. Merely opening the administration office door let her know exactly where Benjamin was. And if she snuck into the stands during her breaks and watched for a few minutes, that was just a logical way of killing time, wasn’t it?

Because it didn’t matter what Helen believed. It was too late for Lynn, and it was time she accepted that.
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The deep bass of the local rock band Lynn had hired to play the Canyon Cats Home Opener Tailgate Party thrummed through the exterior concrete wall. They were doing their sound check before the crowd began streaming into the parking lot for the event that would kick off the new hockey season. She was taking a breather in the office before heading back outside to make sure everything was running smoothly.

She scrolled through the checklist on her tablet, colour-coded by importance, subject, and timing. The tailgate party was an annual event she’d spearheaded—other than the last, of course, as Oscar had just been born—after joining the arena staff several years ago. None of the players or coaches were expected to attend, since it was a game day, but fans would be treated to a live band, food vendors, and other activities designed to boost excitement. Given the Canyon Cats dismal record on the ice the last few years, anything off the ice that put butts in the seats was sorely needed.

In the past, Lynn would have headed home once the game started. Today, in her role as acting marketing coordinator, it would be up to her to direct the in-house announcer and arena host through the contests she’d planned, which meant she wouldn’t be done until the second intermission was over, and maybe not even then.

She glanced at the clock in the corner of the tablet’s screen. She had reworked her schedule so she could spend the morning with Oscar before dropping him off at daycare. Stephanie should be picking him up about now. She’d be the one giving him his dinner, watching over him as he splashed in the tub, kissing his downy head goodnight as she tucked him into bed.

Lynn’s fingers itched to send a quick text but, if Stephanie was driving, the last thing she wanted to do was distract her. She could wait a little longer, give them time to get home and settled before sending a casual, friendly message. It wasn’t being overprotective if she just said hi, was it?

She left the office, locking the door behind her, and strode along the wide concourse. Through the glass doors and floor-to-ceiling windows of the main entrance a buzz of activity was visible, with people and vehicles moving busily to and fro. Inside, a hum of anticipation filled the empty space, as if the very walls knew something exciting was about to happen.

Giving in to impulse, she veered off her route and climbed one of the many short flights of stairs leading into the arena proper. Rows and rows of green seats flowed down to ice level and upward into the rafters. The players had had an optional skate earlier in the day, but the Zamboni had erased all the evidence, and the team logo painted in the centre circle of the frozen surface gleamed smooth and unmarked.

Her fingertips tingled, the same sensation she had when the lights went dim in a theatre signalling a play was about to begin. All that potential—for failure or success—just begging to be unleashed.

Sucking in a deep breath laced with the scent of fresh ice, she turned to go and caught sight of Benjamin in the Canyon Cats players' bench. Head bowed, he leaned on the boards, rocking slowly back and forth.

She didn’t want to interrupt an important pre-game ritual, but something about his posture drew her toward him, ready to offer comfort. The video chronicling the vicious reaction he’d received as a player in this very arena streamed through her mind. The pressure to do well as the coach must be intense.

Weaving her way through the bleachers, she unfolded one of the plastic seats that overlooked the tunnel leading from the players’ bench to the dressing rooms and sat. For several more moments, Benjamin stayed where he was, contemplating the ice. Then he turned, and though she wore soft soled sneakers and had made little noise when she’d approached, he didn’t seem surprised to see her.

“Hi.” He leaned his hips against the boards, rested his palms on the top rail, and crossed his ankles. The pose looked casual enough but the tension in the tautness of his shoulders, the flexing of his throat, was unmistakable.

“Hi.” The few times she’d seen him in the last weeks, whether on or off the ice, he’d been wearing a nylon track suit and a team ball cap. Tonight he’d donned a navy-blue double-breasted suit with a white button-down shirt. The tails of a colourful tie hung from the breast pocket of the jacket, ready to be knotted into place. His dark hair, which had brushed the collar of his windbreaker, was now cropped high on his nape. He looked professional and competent.

And sexy. Mouthwateringly, gut-clenchingly sexy. Just like he had in the jazz lounge the first time they’d met.

Lynn swallowed and searched for something intelligent to say, but he spoke before she could collect her thoughts. “How’s your boy?”

Her belly warmed further, touched that he had a thought to spare for her son on such a personally important night. “Oscar’s good. With a sitter.” Well, duh. She was pretty sure Benjamin could have figured that out for himself. She scrambled to camouflage her awkwardness. “So, are you going to turn things around tonight?” His eyelid twitched and Lynn wanted to kick herself. “Sorry, stupid question.”

While this was the Canyon Cats home opener, it was already the third game of the season. They’d played their first two on the road and lost both. It couldn’t be the start Benjamin had hoped for.

“It’s okay.” He shifted on his feet then stilled abruptly, as if fearing any movement betrayed his anxiety. “We’ll do our best.”

“Simpson is playing well.” Lynn had been reading the sports news closely in recent days, telling herself her interest had to do with her return to work and not the new coach.

“Yes.” Benjamin’s expression lightened. “He’s a great kid. Skilled, coachable, respected by the other players. He’s going to be the nucleus this year, I think.”

Lynn’s phone signalled a text. Her heart stopped. A quick check of the screen, however, revealed it was Cynthie asking if all was ready, not Stephanie with a message about Oscar. “Sorry. Duty calls.”

​
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FROM HIS STANCE IN the players’ bench, Benjamin watched Lynn as she checked her phone. He hadn’t heard her approach, though a subtle change in the air had roused him from his pre-game reverie. He would have been glad of any distraction from the negative thoughts swirling in his head but had been especially pleased when he’d seen her there.

She looked up from the screen and offered a small smile. “That’s my boss. The gates are opening. For the party.” Her husky voice settled in his belly, and then slipped lower. He lifted one foot to the metal bench in front of him to hide his reaction.

She made no move to leave. Her rich blond hair gleamed under the huge overhead lights, and she looked neat and tidy in a light blue windbreaker embroidered with the arena’s logo and slim black trousers. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen her since their impromptu meeting a few weeks ago. He’d noticed her in the stands during practices, even though she always chose an unobtrusive seat in the shadows. She never stayed long, but it was a simple connection that he savoured without pausing to examine why.

He stepped out of the players' bench and stopped in the hall below her. His head was about level with her seat, and he tilted his chin to meet her gaze. “I should let you go, then.”

She reached down between the rails separating the bleachers from the hall. “Good luck.”

“Thanks. You, too.” He clasped her hand. An electric thrill raced up his arm and hardened his body further. How was it possible that the attraction that had had them jumping into bed after only a few hours acquaintance was still there, maybe even stronger? He released her and took a quick step back. “Uh, I have to go. See you around.”

Escaping to the cool dimness of the hall under the stands, he paused to draw in a couple of cleansing breaths.

Even if he wanted to renew the relationship, he couldn’t. For one, he didn’t have time. He needed to focus on the team. Two losses didn’t sound the death knell, but he had to stop the slide, and soon. For another, Lynn was a mother. Her priority would be her son—Oscar, he repeated, to commit the name to memory—and she would have no interest in exploring anything with a struggling junior hockey
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