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        This book is the sixth in the series,

        Twelve Months, Twelve Love Stories ~

        A Million Decembers

        For the Love of July

        February’s Angel

        Promise Me November

        An Unexpected June

        A January to Remember

        September’s Moonlight Serenade

        Goodbye Heartbreak, Hello May

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Holidays in White Oaks Valley -

      A Grand Slam Kind of Christmas

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Well, here we are, halfway through the series. Can you believe it? I know I certainly can’t. Now that there are so many characters to keep up with, I’ve added in a little update for a few of the characters, present and past, near the end of this book. I hope this will help refresh your mind as to who is who.

      

        

      
        That is, all except for Anna and Nicholas. Somehow, we need to get them back, as they were the start of this whole line of love stories.

        I guess we shall see…. Enjoy!
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        One day I will marry my friend.

        The one I laugh with, live for, dream with…

        the one I love.

        ~ Anonymous
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        There are three things I want…

        I want to see you. I want to hug you.

        And most of all, I want to kiss you.

        So, hurry home to me.

        ~Anonymously Yours

      

      

      One more block…only one more block… come on, you’ve got this. Then it’s all downhill from there.  

      This is what Hannah Michaels was mumbling under her breath as her feet hit the pavement, one very small step after the other. Yes, she’d admit, she wasn’t moving very fast. But she was still pretty proud of what she’d accomplished. Since her first attempt a week ago, her running skills had improved quite a bit. That she wasn’t gasping for breath, convinced she was going to die before she made it up the last hill, was a miracle in itself.

      In fact, this is where she was now, at the top of the hill. If she squinted, she could almost see her condo.

      Thank God…

      Now, don’t start imagining Hannah as one of these fitness fanatics, all about running marathons and gym memberships. Because this was so  far from the truth. Extreme physical fitness wasn't her style, not by a long shot. And something she’d given up a long time ago. She found it too stressful. And she certainly wasn’t one to waste her money on trips to a gym. 

      No, if it came between coffee and the gym, coffee would win by a landslide.

      She needed her coffee. 

      The bottom line? She wasn’t really into any form of exercise, with running coming in at last place. Especially on this overcast and windy January day in Cleveland.  

      It had been the latest forecast from the weather channel that had her decide to get in one last run. Supposedly, they were in for a drastic change. A cold front was moving in from Canada, projected to hit sometime later this evening. With snow, lots and lots of snow.

      So, she considered this as her one last and desperate attempt at self-improvement.

      It was just that, well… she wanted to look her best. More like she needed to look good… really good. She’d go as far as to say she wanted to look hot. Or, at least know she’d made the effort.

      Even though hot might be pushing it a bit.

      Yeah, but don’t worry. She knew she wasn’t going to work any miracles. But mentally, she would feel a lot better knowing she’d given her best shot.

      And why was she suddenly so crazy, gung-ho about this?  

      Sean Young…

      After almost seven months of only being able to visualize him in her mind, the sound of his voice sometimes lost in the long distance calls between them, he was finally returning to Cleveland. At this very moment, he was in flight from Australia.

      And, believe it or not, he was on his way to see her. 

      This would be the same Sean Young who was a pitcher for Cleveland’s baseball team. The same team her sister Sophie’s husband Chester played for. 

      And for some reason, one that she still was finding so hard to believe, Sean had taken a liking to her. So much so, he had actually sought her out.

      Three times this had happened.

      Well, you can’t really count the first time, Sophie and Chester’s wedding. The two of you never talked or were even introduced to each other. But he’d asked about you, wanted to know who you were. So, this has to count for something, right?

      Thinking about this, she smiled, something very rare to come by while she was running. It was also a reminder she needed to stop daydreaming about him, pay more attention to where she was going. She’d already almost wiped out on a patch of ice.

      Again, it was January.

      But back to Sean. She couldn’t believe she was finally going to see him again. In less than twenty-four hours she would be able to get lost in his smile, feel his arms around her and melt into one of his kisses. For almost seven months, she had been waiting for this.

      She’d almost forgotten what he looked like. 

      Oh, come on… get serious. Who are you trying to kid? 

      How could any woman not remember a man like Sean? 

      Over ten thousand miles had separated them these past seven months. And even with the dozens of phone calls, and an even higher number of text messages, she was worried.

      A man like Sean, with his amazing good looks and sexy demeanor? Why, he could be snatched up in less time than it took for him to flash one of those devastating smiles of his. 

      As her Aunt Louise would say, Sean was a keeper. He wouldn’t have to lift a finger to have a woman fall in love with him. One look, and her fate would be sealed.

      Hannah should know… since this was exactly what happened to her. Catching her completely by surprise, she had fallen for him before she even knew what hit her.

      She liked everything about him.

      Starting with his sexy Australian drawl. Rough, yet at the same time, so divinely husky. When he said her name, it was like a caress, sending a warmth through her, everywhere.

      She would never be able to get enough of his smiles. Or the way the corner of his eyes crinkled in agreement whenever he sent one her way. It was enough to make her forget her name, who she was, or even what day it was. 

      A very dangerous situation, since smiling was something he did almost all the time.  

      Then there was his cowboy hat… how he wore it as though it was the most natural thing in the world. Tipping it with a casual flick of his wrist when he greeted her, he had her believing what they shared was special, known only to them… maybe even a secret they shared.

      And how about the way he called her darlin’? This was enough to melt her heart, even more so when he threw in this endearment with the tip of his hat. 

      Or those long eyelashes of his? But you don’t want to even get started on those. 

      She could go on… and on… and on.

      It felt like forever since they were last together. This had been an evening last June, at Sophie and Chester’s first annual summer barbecue. A night, for Hannah, that had been nothing short of magical. 

      She could still remember every… single… detail…. 

      How, when he first saw her, he took her into his arms and gave her a kiss that set the tone for the rest of the night.

      Halfway into the evening, he’d grabbed the bottle of wine and their glasses from their table. Taking her hand, he’d started to run. Across the lawn and down to the Lake Erie beach bordering Sophie and Chester’s backyard, they ran. Breathless and laughing, they’d wandered along the water’s edge until they found a sheltered area to sit.

      They’d talked about everything. 

      He told her how it had always been his dream to play professional baseball in the states. She’d shared her dream of becoming an author of children’s books. She enjoyed illustrating books, but she wanted to write, too. 

      They had discussed their favorite colors, favorite songs, and the movies they last saw. They compared living in Cleveland to his hometown in Australia, and where they’d like to live. And they shared stories about their families and friends.

      Not once had they ran out of things to say. Any silence between them had been a companionable one. Along with the perfect opportunity to share a kiss or two. If she had known the next morning, he would be on a plane to Australia, she would have tried to fit in even a few more.

      It was only when Sean checked his phone to see it was almost dawn, they’d made their way back to Sophie and Chester’s house.

      Besides the soft glow coming from the upstairs windows of Hudson and Trevor’s room, the house was dark and silent. The deck and yard had been cleared, their cars the only vehicles still parked on the lawn.

      Sean had insisted on following her home, where they lingered over their goodbyes, reluctant to part. Scheduled to leave in only a few hours for an eight-days of away games in Minnesota, Boston and Detroit, he’d promised to call the first chance he got.

      He’d promised her, when he got back, they would go on date. It would be their real first date. He wanted to take her out to dinner, her choice of restaurant. They would celebrate, make a night of it. 

      The next day, she waited, checking her phone for what had to be a hundred times, to see if he’d called. But it wasn't until early evening his name finally flashed on her phone. 

      As soon as he spoke, the unsteadiness in his voice told her something was wrong. His voice shaky, he told her his grandfather had called to tell him his father had blacked out while on his usual morning inspection of their property. One of the ranch hands had found him on the ground and unconscious, his horse standing guard. Now in the hospital, the doctors couldn't predict how long his recovery would be.Or, if he would recover at all. 

      So, Sean was on his way to the airport. How long he would be in Australia, he couldn’t tell her. But the promise he’d made to his father to be there for his mother if something like this happened, was one he would never break.

      For almost a week, Hannah heard nothing more from him. No call, no text, no email. When he finally did call, the news wasn’t good. His father had suffered a stroke and his recovery would be a long one.

      So, with permission from the team’s management, Sean gave up his place on the team roster for the remainder of the season. His tentative plan was to return sometime after the first of the year.  

      And now, almost seven months later, January had finally arrived, Sean's father had made great strides in his recovery, and Sean was scheduled to fly into Cleveland in only a few hours.

      So… Hannah was excited. And she was happy. But, she was also very nervous. What if, for Sean, things had changed? Chatting on the phone and texting was nice, but it wasn’t the same as spending time together in person. Sean could take one look at her and wonder what he had ever seen in her.

      This is what had brought on her sudden need to exercise. Along with the salads she had suffered through for almost every meal over the past week. What she wouldn't give for a cup of Café Latte's signature blend coffee and one of their homemade banana muffins.

      She’d also considered changing things up a bit, starting with her appearance. Maybe a new hairstyle, if only to update her look. But when she casually mentioned this to Sean, he had reacted so strongly against this, she promised to only get her usual trim.

      And the dress Sophie had talked her into for the dinner date Sean had promised? It was by far the most revealing and sexiest dress she’d ever owned.

      There was also a box from Sweet Abby’s in her refrigerator, filled with a half dozen of Abby’s salted caramel brownies. Abby had made up a new batch only yesterday for her. This was because Sean had raved about them at Sophie and Chester’s barbecue, even going as far to bring them up during one of the phone calls they shared.

      So, she was ready.

      More than ready.

      

      A big gust of wind came right at her, almost stealing the last bit of energy she had.

      The temperature was also starting to drop, a misty rain beginning to fall.

      Now even more eager to get back to the warmth of her condo, she was relieved to see she was almost to the bottom of the hill. 

      And this was when she made the biggest mistake of her life.

      She decided to take a shortcut. Her plan was to cut in between the cars parked along the curb  and make a quick dash across the street to her condo. This way, she wouldn't have to run another half-block to cross at the intersection.

      She should have been more careful. 

      She knew better.

      Seriously? What had she been thinking?

      And everyone—at least everyone who was halfway intelligent—knows you should always look both ways before crossing a busy street. And if you didn’t?  There was a  really good chance this could only lead to a complete disaster.

      Yep, this was definitely a no-brainer.

      But evidently your brain wasn’t working properly that day, was it?

      When she darted out into the street, the last thing she heard was the horrified yell from a guy on his motorcycle as he slammed on the brakes. Then, almost as if this was happening in slow motion, she watched as he tried to swerve out of her way.

      But, before she could react, the back of the bike spun around and right into her, sending her flying head first into one of the parked cars.

      There was a flash of light, followed by an agonizing pain.

      After that?

      Nothing…
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      Sophie Mazzori wound up the toy car to send it sailing across the nursery floor and right between twins Hudson and Trevor. Now seventeen months old, this always managed to send them both into a fit of giggles.

      She laughed, quickly crawling over to grab the car from Hudson. Lately, anything he could get his hands on, he would fling it across the room.

      Or right at Trevor.

      Chester claimed this showed he had the making a future baseball player. But Sophie disagreed. It was clear Hudson was testing them, she told him. They shouldn't be encouraging this kind of behavior.

      After she wound up the car, again sending it rolling across the floor, her phone rang.

      She picked it up to see the call was from Hannah.

      She groaned.

      What could Hannah possibly be worried about now? Ever since Sean let her know he was finally returning to Cleveland, she had been a bundle of nerves.

      Sophie would be willing to bet Hannah had sent her more calls and texts about Sean in the last few days than she had during the whole time he had been away. She wondered if Hannah was calling from the boutique. She hoped so. This would mean she finally tried on the dress Sophie had picked out for her to wear on her dinner date with Sean.

      She sighed.

      But this was no guarantee Hannah would be wearing the dress. There was a good chance she’d already decided it was too short, too form fitting and definitely too low cut.

      Yes, Sophie would admit the dress was almost, if not quite, all of these things. But not to the point it was risqué. No, the fitted style was just sexy enough to make Sean see what he had been missing while he was gone.

      After all, Hannah did ask you to pick out a dress. She told you she wanted a dress that would make her look her best, and this dress fit the bill.

      She answered the phone, starting right in with her greeting. “Hey, it’s about time you called. Please tell me you’re at the boutique with Aunt Louise, you tried on the dress, and you love it to pieces.”

      This was greeted with silence.

      As Sophie was about to add more, a woman’s voice came at her, one she didn’t recognize. The tone was very clipped and professional. “Hello, I am calling for Sophie Mazzori. Your number was listed in Hannah Michael’s phone contacts as her sister. Is this who I’m speaking with?”

      A warning flashing through Sophie’s mind, she stilled. Her hand going to her mouth, she felt her heartbeat accelerate, her stomach muscles clenching in response.

      This wasn’t good. No, this wasn’t good at all.

      “Yes, this is Sophie. Who is this? And where is Hannah? Did something happen to her?”

      “My name is Erin. I am a RN at University Hospital. There was an accident and Hannah was transported here just a short time ago. As a close family relative to Hannah, we thought you should know.”

      Sophie hadn’t realized she had come to her feet. Trevor and Hudson, sensing the sudden change in her mood, grabbed on to her legs, clamoring to be picked up.

      She swallowed, her response shaky. “What happened? Is it bad?” Clutching the phone tightly to her ear, she closed her eyes. “Please… tell me she’ll be okay?”

      “I’m sorry, I’m not authorized to give out any information over the phone other than she is here. I can only tell you Hannah is receiving the best care possible. When you arrive at the hospital, there will be someone who will be able to answer your questions.”

      In a panic, Sophie glanced down at the boys. They were both clinging to her legs and had now started to cry.

      You need to call Chester. You need to call him right away. Hang up the phone and do this. Now.

      Chester had gone to the ballpark to work out in the gym. He would know what to do, because right now, she couldn’t think at all.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She sank back to the floor, and holding the twins, she ended the call and hit Chester’s number.

      Within ten minutes, he was home. His team mate and close friend Kevin, who had also been at the gym, was with him. He smiled reassuringly at Sophie. “I’ve come to take care of your two little guys.”

      At Sophie’s skeptical look, he grinned. “I told Chester, since Abby was told she could go into labor any day now, and we’ll soon be the parents of one of our own, we can use the practice. But, don’t worry, Abby is on her way over as we speak.” He picked up Trevor, who had begun to cry. And with Hudson hanging on to his leg, he waved Chester and Sophie towards the door. “Go… and don’t worry. Abby and I can handle this.”

      Before Chester drove the SUV out on the main road, he glanced over to see Sophie was sitting rigid in the passenger seat, wringing her hands. He reached over to nudge her chin with his finger until she faced him. “It’s going to be okay, angel.”

      She searched his face, trying to take comfort in his words. “Oh Chester… I hope so. I wish they could have told me something. Anything… The fact they didn’t, makes me worry even more.”

      For the remainder of their drive, with Chester occasionally reaching over to squeeze her hand, they were silent. There was nothing more to say.

      All they could do was pray.

      

      Across the country, Sean Young jammed his suitcase in the overhead compartment of the plane. After he was settled in his seat, he pulled his phone out of his pocket. Agitatedly tapping the screen with his fingers, he watched the rest of the passengers file onto the plane.

      It appeared everyone was in a good mood.

      Except for him, that is. He was tired. He was worried. And he was having a hard time trying to understand.

      Why wasn’t Hannah answering her phone? You’ve called her at least a half-dozen times in the past hour.

      He wanted to let her know it looked as though, believe it or not, he was going to arrive in Cleveland earlier than scheduled. At this layover in Houston, he’d miraculously managed to snag an earlier flight.

      Closing his eyes, he rested his head back against the seat.

      Ever since he’d scheduled his flight three long, long days ago, all he had been able to think about, all he wanted, was Hannah.

      He couldn’t wait to take her into his arms and gaze into her beautiful eyes. Then his plan was to kiss her until she melted right into him. Like she always did. He couldn’t even begin to explain what this did to him.

      He had already decided this would be only the start of making up all the time they’d lost. Not only while he was in Australia, but also those long months between the time he first talked to her—the day Chester and Sophie welcomed their twins into the world—to when they finally met up again in the coffee shop.

      The entire time he was in Australia, he’d missed her so damn much. Some nights, to the point he couldn’t even sleep. Tossing and turning, he’d let his imagination take over, thinking about what it would be like to have her with him.

      Not the best thing to do when you have to get up at the crack of dawn to work another long and grueling day on the ranch.

      He knew his mum and dad had hoped this trip home might turn into something more permanent.  But the understanding parents they were, they never came out and told him this.

      They had probably noticed how eagerly he was looking forward to returning to the states, thinking he wanted to get back to playing ball. But since he wasn’t ready to share his feelings for Hannah with  anyone, even them, he was fine with this.

      No, he wanted to keep this to himself. It was all too special, so new.

      A wry smile on his face, he shook his head. All the games his parents had sat through, traveling from one field to the next, one tournament after another. He owed his parents so much. This was why he hadn’t even hesitated to return home when his grandpa called.

      But now it was time for him to get his own life in order. And he knew he wanted this to happen with Hannah. From the very first moment he saw her at Sophie and Chester’s wedding, he had known she was the one.

      She still was. And always would be… of this, you’re certain.

      If she ever answered her phone.

      He hit her number. Again, there was no answer. After dropping the phone in his lap, he tipped his hat down over his face, welcoming the privacy.

      The rustle of clothing sent a cloud of perfume drifting in his direction. This, along with the sound of heavy breathing, had him cautiously lifting his hat. Opening one eye, he was just in time to see a more than ample bottom wiggle into the seat next to him. This was accompanied by a loud and very dramatic sigh.

      Before he could lower his hat, the owner of these labored moves turned and looked right at him.

      Everything about the woman was loud and flashy. This included the laugh she gave as she reached over to give an enthusiastic pat to his knee. “I must say, you’re what I’m going to miss most about the big ol’ state of Texas. You men and your cowboy hats. I never knew such a simple article of clothing could be so darn sexy. If I could, I’d grab on to you and take you home with me.”

      Edging slightly away from her, he almost blurted out he wasn’t from Texas. But he put a quick halt to that. She would be sure to comment on his accent, and then he’d be forced to tell her he was Australian. This would invariably be followed by all the curious questions people had about his homeland.

      He shook his head. He couldn’t understand most American’s fascination with his country. Hell, he was the same as everyone else.

      Well, maybe just a little tougher. And definitely a lot smarter.

      And right now? He had no desire to carry on a conversation with this woman. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be sociable. No, this wasn’t the reason. There was only woman he wanted to be talking to right now, and this would be Hannah.

      Call him childish, but this was just the way it was.

      He gave the woman a slight nod and pulled the hat down over his face again. Surprisingly, she had no response to this. In fact, she remained silent throughout take off and until they were well into the air.

      Just as he began to think the flight wasn’t going to be that bad after all, she put in her earphones and started singing along with the songs she was listening to on her phone.

      She sang loud.

      Very loud.

      And very off key.

      

      It was a relieved and weary Sean who made his way to baggage claims to collect his luggage. As he watched the luggage bouncing by on the slow moving carousel, he took out his phone and once more tried Hannah’s number.

      Again, no answer.

      He didn’t know what to think at this point. Nothing was making sense. When they last talked, a little over twenty-four hours ago, give or take a few, he’d swear she was just as excited as he was about their reunion.

      At least this was the impression she gave.

      So, what the hell happened?

      His luggage in hand, he hailed a taxi. As he gave the driver his address, he saw on the dashboard it was almost five, pushing nightfall here in the states. This meant it would soon be dark.

      It had started to snow, a few flakes here and there. It didn’t look too bad. But again, this was Cleveland, where a few random snowflakes could turn into a major blizzard in an instant.

      Removing his hat and dragging his hand through his hair, he shoved the hat back on again. He dug his phone out of his pocket and hit Hannah’s number again, almost angrily hitting end before the call went over to voice mail.

      He gave a frustrated sigh,

      But now he was more than worried.

      Something wasn’t right.
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      Scared to the point she was terrified, Hannah was refusing to open her eyes.

      She was also afraid to move. She had only tried this once, to find even the simple bend of her finger was enough to send a streak of pain shooting throughout her whole body.

      She also wanted all the bedlam around her to stop… people running back and forth, speaking in a hurried and tense tone of voice. A voice one might use when they weren’t exactly sure what they were doing. Or fearful about what was about to happen next.

      She had this terrible feeling, whatever they were talking about, it had something to do with her.

      And none of it was good.

      But this wasn’t the only reason she was scared. What was most frightening, her mind appeared to have gone almost completely blank. This was to the point if they did ask her something, even as simple as her name, she knew she wouldn’t be able to give them an answer.

      To put it simply, she wasn’t quite sure who she was, where she was, or why she was even here.

      She was desperately trying to recall what had brought her to this state. But, where there should be a memory of that time, again there was only a huge, empty space. And if anything did happen to pop into her mind, if only for a millisecond or two, it was all jumbled and didn’t make sense.

      She tensed, detecting the slight rustle of fabric as someone came to stand next to he, resting their hand lightly on her arm.  “Hannah? Hannah Michaels… are you awake?”

      So, this is good. At least now you know your name must be Hannah.

      Hannah Michaels. This was a start.

      She desperately rolled this bit of information around in her mind, hoping it would jog her memory.

      But she got nothing.

      Again, the voice came at her. “Hannah, can you open your eyes? Please? We’re all waiting for you to do this. We’re all worried about you.”

      They’re worried about you? Why? What did you do?

      The voice became stern, more of an order. “Come on, Hannah. We’re here for you. Open your eyes.”

      No, she couldn’t do this… open her eyes. Or maybe it was more like she didn’t want to, as it would only bring more questions coming at her. And she knew with a certainty, she wasn’t going to have the answers.

      But it appeared this person with all the questions had no plan of giving up.

      Gently brushing the hair from her face, their tone of voice softened. “Hannah, honey… come on. The faster you respond and open your eyes, the sooner you’ll be able to go home. Your family is here to see you. They’ve come all this way to be with you and have been waiting for quite a while for you to wake up.”

      All this way? Where had they come from? And exactly how long have they been waiting?

      Slowly, and very reluctantly, she finally opened her eyes, squinting against the brightness of the lights.

      She was looking directly into the face leaning over her. It was a nice face. A woman’s face with a smile that traveled up to settle in the corner creases of her eyes. As though she was truly happy to see her.

      Her hand going to Hannah’s forehead, her words came out in a long sigh. “Ah… this is good. You’re coming back to us. Are you in any pain? You can just nod or shake your head if you don’t want to speak.”

      Was she in any pain? She didn’t think so. Not if she didn’t move. If anything, she felt like she was floating, sort of how she felt when she had more than one glass of wine.

      Is this what happened? Did you drink too much wine? For some reason, even with the little you know right now, it just doesn’t seem like something you would do.

      She tried to shake her head. A big mistake. Because now she would have to change her answer to a yes, she was in pain, a lot of pain. She grimaced as this traveled in a rolling wave throughout her body, leaving her almost unable to catch her breath.

      Gently adjusting the blankets, the woman slowly shook her head. “Hmm… you’re shaking your head no, but the expression on your face makes me think your answer is really a yes. In a little bit, we’ll give you something stronger for the pain. But for now, try not to close your eyes 0r go back to sleep. This will come in time. Instead, try to relax and think good thoughts until the doctor stops by to check you out. No doubt, he’ll want to ask you some questions. But it may be a while, since the ER is unusually busy today.”

      With one final comforting touch to her forehead and before Hannah could even gather up the strength to respond, the woman disappeared from view, leaving two words echoing in Hannah’s mind.

      Doctor?

      ER?

      Oh, God… what have you done?
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        Hard things are put in our way, not to stop us,

        but to call on our courage and strength.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      Sean had literally dropped his luggage on the floor of his condo, grabbed his keys and gone sprinting out to his car. That it actually started, after sitting in his garage the whole time he was gone, had him closing his eyes in relief.

      Hopefully you can take this as a good omen?

      Evidently not.

      Because twenty minutes later, here he was, back into the driver’s seat and slamming the door shut.

      Frustrated, he tossed his hat on the passenger seat.

      That certainly hadn’t turned out as you hoped, had it?

      He’d rung Hannah’s doorbell at least ten times before he’d finally accepted she wasn’t in her condo. And now, after buckling his seatbelt and starting up the car, he had no idea where to go next.

      Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, he tried to think. Maybe he should drop by Chester and Sophie’s house and casually inquire if they knew where Hannah might be?

      Or are you making something out of nothing?

      Good Lord, he didn’t want them to think he was some kind of maniac… but at the same time, he couldn’t get the nagging thought out of his mind something bad had happened. There was this unknown fear he couldn’t silence, warning him Hannah was in some kind of trouble.

      He watched the snowflakes flutter down onto the windshield before he glanced over at his phone on the passenger seat. Should he try calling her one more time? Maybe he’d get lucky and she’d answer. Then she’d give him a perfectly good reason why she hadn’t answered before.

      Hell, he didn’t care what her excuse was… he’d be happy just to hear her voice.

      A faint smile flickered across his face. He’d been waiting a long time for this day. Just knowing he was going to see her again was what had kept him going these past few months.

      Sending up a silent prayer, he hit Hannah’s number.

      Again, nothing.

      He leaned his head back, his eyes closed.

      Think… you need to think…

      

      Chester glanced around at the small groups of people seated in the rows of chairs filling the hospital emergency waiting room, all of them united in their hope for a sign of good news. Some, including him and Sophie, had now been waiting much longer than one should have to wait.

      He gave a silent thank you the chairs were only half occupied. He didn’t want to even think about how long they’d be waiting, if most of them had been filled.

      He hated hospitals.

      As far as he was concerned, nothing good ever came out of the time spent in one. But, wait…  he’d have to take that back. There was the birth of Hunter and Trevor. They definitely made up for all the other times he’d been forced to step inside a hospital.

      So, maybe he should change this to he hated emergency rooms. After all, the last time he’d been in one… this very same room, in fact… was when Livy lost her baby.

      Leaning back in his chair and stretching out his legs, he gave a long, weary sigh.

      He felt Sophie stir beside him, her inquiry barely audible. “What time is it?”

      Chester glanced up at the oversized clock on the wall, momentarily stopping to wonder whose idea this had been. Because, come on… such a huge and blatant reminder of the time was the last thing someone wanted to see when they were in an emergency waiting room.

      He turned to gaze down at Sophie. “It’s about five minutes later than the last time you asked me.”

      At the hurt look she gave him, he reached over to massage her shoulder. “Sorry, angel, I didn’t mean for it come out that way. I’m just a little frustrated, I guess. It seems like we’ve been waiting for a long time.”

      He peered more closely at her worried face. “When is the last time you had something to eat or drink? Let me go get you something from the cafeteria. The last time anyone came out to talk to us, they made it sound like we may be in for a long wait.”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t need anything to eat. I think it would only make me sick.” A look of panic came over her face. “I don’t want you to leave me.”

      Wrapping his arm  around her, he pressed a kiss in her hair before he responded. “I’m not planning on going anywhere. But, you need to keep the faith, angel. Hold on to the belief everything is going to be all right and Hannah will be fine. I know it’s hard, but…”

      Irritation filling her, she abruptly pulled away from him. Running her hand through her hair, she could feel it shaking. “Chester, how can it be all right? They told us she got hit by a motorcycle. To then go flying head first into a car. How can anyone be okay after that?”

      Her voice becoming choked, she gazed down at her hands in her lap. “When I talked to Hannah yesterday, I wasn’t very nice. I almost cut her off because the boys were sleeping and I wanted to finish the book I was reading before they woke up. What if…”

      When he saw her bottom lip starting to quiver, he pulled her against him, his words a whisper in her hair. “Oh, sweetheart… don’t even start thinking like this.”

      “Sophie Mazzori?”

      This summons, coming from a nurse peeking around the door opened to the waiting room, had Sophie nearly knocking Chester onto the floor as she shot out of her chair. He watched as she kept nodding as she listened to what the nurse had to say. After the nurse handed her something, she turned and began making her way back to him.

      She was holding a phone. But what was even more important, she was smiling.

      His shoulders slumping in relief, he smiled back at her. “Well?”

      She sank down next to him and rested her head on his shoulder. He could feel her shaking against him.

      After s short silence, she took a deep breath before she gazed up at him. “She said Hannah has opened her eyes and seems to be conscious of her surroundings. Now they’re waiting for the doctor. Once he assesses her condition, he’ll come out and talk to us. Since this might take a while, she told me this might be a good time for us to go get a coffee or something.”

      She looked down at the phone. “She gave me Hannah’s phone. She said it kept vibrating, so we might want to check it out to see what’s going on.”

      He hugged her against him, pressing a kiss in her hair. “Thank God for that. The fact she’s conscious has to be a good sign, I would think.”

      Slowly coming to his feet and giving a long stretch, he held out his hand. “Come on, let’s go get that coffee. It sounds like you’re going to need it. I know I could certainly use some.”

      Still gazing down at the phone, Sophie didn’t hear him. She looked up at him, a stricken look on her face. “Oh no… it’s Sean calling. What do I do?”

      He shrugged. “You need to answer it. If he is the one who’s been calling, he’s probably wondering what’s going on.”

      So, very hesitantly, she hit answer. “Hello?”

      

      Sean had decided to call Hannah one more time and if she didn’t answer, he would drive over to Chester and Sophie’s house.

      “Hello?”

      He almost went into shock. Finally, he was getting an answer. At the same time, he was a little confused. This wasn’t the way Hannah always answered his calls. No, she would say, Hey, cowboy — with him answering — your one and only, darlin’.

      Yeah, he knew this was silly and he couldn’t even tell you how it got started, but he liked it. And he knew she liked it, too. This was because she always gave this soft little sigh after he answered her.

      No, this definitely wasn’t the Hannah he expected to hear.

      “Hannah?”

      After a short silence, Sophie spoke. “Sean, it’s me, Sophie. Chester and I are at the hospital. Hannah… well, she was in an accident. We don’t know much at this point, only that she has finally opened her eyes and was able to respond to a one of the ER nurses. Now we have to wait for the doctor to come out and tell us more.”

      He closed his eyes, his whole body becoming still. Except for his heart… this was beating in a panic, his throat tightening in response.

      No… this can’t be happening. You were right… something is terribly wrong.

      He swallowed. “What happened?”

      She told him what little she knew, this met by his silence.

      Running his hand over his jaw, Sean vaguely noted the snow was coming down harder now, collecting on the windshield. He wondered if it was going to keep up, adding more inches to what was already on the ground. Was it going to turn into a full-blown snowstorm?

      But why are you even thinking about this? This is the least of your worries right now.

      He needed to go to Hannah. He needed to be there for her.

      “Sean?”

      He blinked at the sound of Sophie’s voice, his mind snapping back to attention. “Where are you? What hospital? I need to see her.” This all came out before he realized Sophie might be wondering why he was so insistent. After all, he and Hannah hadn’t really been dating all that long. Hell, they hadn’t even been on what you would call a real date. This was supposed to happen tomorrow night.

      Dinner, remember? You’d promised her dinner. And maybe even dancing.

      Dragging his hands through his hair, he groaned. “That’s if this is okay with you, of course. It’s only that I’m back in Cleveland now. We’d made plans to go out to dinner tomorrow night. Sort of like a celebration. So, it’s only right… well, what I mean is…”

      She swiftly interrupted him. “It’s okay, Sean. I understand. Really, I do. I know Hannah was looking so forward to seeing you.”

      What she said should’ve made him happy, but it didn’t. Nothing was going to sound right or feel right to him until he was able to see Hannah with his own eyes. He blinked, trying to swallow past the tightness still in his throat. “If you give me an idea of where you are, I’ll try to get there as soon as I can.”

      After Sophie gave him directions to the hospital, reminding him more than once to, please, please be careful and drive safely, he was finally pulling out of the condo parking lot.

      Because of the rapidly deteriorating road conditions, his progress was slow. Even with his windshield wipers on high, it was almost impossible to see. Cursing under his breath, he tried to tell himself this was probably for the best. At least he couldn’t dwell on what had happened.

      The confidence he’d started out with was now slowly beginning to fade.

      He had a bad feeling about this.

      A really bad feeling.

      

      After what felt like hours, but in reality, was only a little over forty minutes later, Sean was trying to shake off as much snow as he could from his hat and leather jacket before he entered the hospital. It had taken him a while to find a parking space, finally snagging one a good distance away. With the way the snow was coming down, coating everything in sight, including him, he now felt like the abdominal snowman.

      He shivered, trying not to think about the eighty-degree weather he’d left behind in Australia. It was going to take him some time to get used to this cold weather again.

      Searching the waiting room, he saw Sophie and Chester talking to someone. With the white coat the man was wearing, he assumed it was a doctor and not even taking the time to think if it was all right, he made his way over to them. As soon as Sophie saw him, she turned to the doctor. “Doctor Sullivan, this is Sean Young. He’s a very good friend of Hannah’s. He just flew in from Australia a short time ago.”

      Dr. Sullivan smiled as he shook Sean’s hand. “Ah… I bet you’re wishing you stayed right where you were with the weather we have going on right now.”

      When Sean only responded with a quick nod, he cleared his throat, getting back down to business. “Well, then… I was just explaining Hannah’s condition to Sophie and Chester. First, let me start out by saying she was a very lucky young woman to come out of this with only bumps and bruises. She is going to be sore for maybe a week or two, and probably all black and blue, but as far as we’ve seen, nothing was broken. What we are a little worried about, she seems to have some memory loss. Not about everything, just here and there. This is very common with head injuries. It can be temporary and it can also be permanent. Unfortunately, with most cases, we’re unable to predict which of these will happen.”

      Faced with their worried expressions, he smiled. “You need to think positively. The brain is amazing in how it can repair itself and it’s not going to give up easily. From what I’ve seen in the past with someone like Hannah, young and in good shape, I can safely predict there will be a positive ending to this. But you will need to be patient”

      He glanced down at the clipboard he was holding. “After more observation, we’ll be moving Hannah to a room. Which means you’ll be able to see her in the next hour or two. Hopefully, your visit will spark her memory, because what happens in the next twenty-four hours will determine how long we’ll be keeping her here.”

      He gave them an almost stern look. “But, once she does return home, we ask you make plans for someone to stay with her for the first few days. Or at least until her memory shows enough improvement and she can safely be on her own.”

      After he left them, Sophie glanced over at Sean. Hoping to ease the worried expression on his face, she put her hand on his arm. “Sean, Hannah was so excited you were coming back. She has been counting down the days… no, I should say the hours, since you called to tell her. She had a dress picked out for dinner and everything.”

      Sean’s smile was shaky. “I was looking forward to seeing her, too.” He hesitated. “I didn’t know I was going to miss her so much. We texted and talked on the phone, but it’s just not the same. Now, I can only hope I’m one of the things she remembers.”

      A short silence followed, both Chester and Sophie unsure of how to respond. Nervously shifting his hat between his hands, Sean was the first to speak. “If you guys are going to stay, I hope you won’t mind if I wait with you. I need to be able to see her for myself.”

      Chester nodded. “Sure, of course. We got coffee a while ago, but decided to wait for you before we went down to the cafeteria for something to eat. With your long travel time, you’re probably ready to drop. When’s the last time you ate anything? Not counting airline food, of course.”

      Sophie actually started to laugh, while at the same time she was shaking her head. “Sean, you’ll have to excuse him. His cure for everything is food.”

      She grinned at the long look Chester gave her. “But, it’s okay. I’m glad we waited, because I’m hungry now that we’ve learned things aren’t as bad as we feared.”

      She smiled over at Sean. “So, come join us. You can tell us how everything worked out at home. How is your father doing? I believe Hannah told us he’s doing so much better now? You must be so relieved. Your mother must be so happy, too.”

      Encouraged by Chester and Sophie’s sincere interest, Sean filled them in on the situation back in Australia as they headed for the cafeteria.

      Again, he was filled with that comforting feeling that maybe this town really could become home to him.

      As long as home was with Hannah.

      He only had to believe everything was going to be okay.

      Yeah… that’s all.
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      Hannah hurt everywhere.

      And this was even when she tried to stay completely still.

      The nurse had left after giving her a lecture on dealing with pain, emphasizing this was not the time to be stoic. There was something they could give her to ease the pain and bring on a healing sleep.

      But Hannah told her no. She was afraid to take any kind of drug, even aspirin, fearful it could take away what remained of the memory she had left.

      Every so often something would flash through her mind, but then it would just as quickly disappear before she could grab on to it and hold on. From what she’d learned from the nurse, she’d been involved in a collision with a motorcycle, her name was Hannah Michaels and she had a sister Sophie. This was who was at the hospital now and would soon be coming to see her.

      For some reason, she knew about Sophie, that she was her sister. But she couldn’t bring up a picture of her in her mind. The nurse told her not to worry. Maybe when she saw Sophie in person, this would spark more memories.

      Oh God… you hope so.

      There was a rustling outside the door to her room, the sound of people talking softly. One voice catching her attention more than the others, her heart began to beat faster.

      As soon as Sophie walked into the room, Hannah was caught up in a whirlwind of memories, almost as if a huge bin of information had suddenly dropped from the sky to fall right into her mind.

      Overcome with emotion, she started to cry.

      This, of course, had Sophie bursting into tears right along with her. So much so, she could hardly get out what she wanted to say. “Oh my gosh, Hannah… we were all so worried.” Moving closer to her, but afraid to touch her, Sophie spoke very slowly. “You do know who I am, don’t you? They told us some of your memory might have been lost.”

      She was quick to add. “Temporarily, we’re hoping.”

      Bracing for the pain she knew would follow, Hannah nodded. After a long pause, she finally spoke for the first time since she’d opened her eyes, her voice coming out in a hoarse whisper. “Nothing seems right. And… so much pain.”

      Spent by just these few words, she closed her eyes.

      She heard Sophie move the chair closer to the bed before she reached over to gently hold her hand. “I can imagine. Coming face to face with an oncoming motorcycle will do that to a person. But we are a tough bunch, you, me and Brian. We can overcome anything when we put our minds to it, right?”

      Hannah gave a slight nod. She was busy processing this new information.

      Brian…

      This was another name she recognized. Brian was her twin brother. He had a demanding job, dealing with computers. Since this involved a lot of travel, this meant he couldn’t be here.

      But that she even remembered him was more than enough.

      But Sophie was here. And this is what mattered, since she was her lifeline, the only connection she had to what her life was right now.

      This sent a sudden rush of panic through her… she needed to make sure Sophie wouldn’t be leaving. At least not for a while. Opening her eyes, she gazed intently at her. “Don’t leave… please stay…”

      Sophie vehemently shook her head. “Of course, I’m not going to leave. Not until I know for sure you’re going to be all right.”

      She grinned. “This will give Chester a chance to bond with the twins.”

      Chester…

      Hannah knew who Chester was, too. He was Sophie’s husband. He was a baseball player. A tiny sliver of satisfaction filled her that she was able to remember this.

      But… the twins? The only twins she knew were her and Brian. So, who were these twins Sophie was talking about?

      “The twins? Who are the twins?”

      She watched as a look of concern flashed across Sophie’s face at her question, to be quickly replaced with a bright smile. “Chester and I have two boys, your nephews… Trevor and Hudson. I’m sure you remember them. They’re about seventeen months old. They love you and always get so excited when you come to visit. They call you nah-nah.”

      No, she didn’t remember them. But she watching the anxiety beginning to fill Sophie’s eyes and wanting this to go away, she nodded.

      Sophie wasn’t fooled, patting her hand. “It’s okay if you don’t remember them right now. I’m sure with such a mess of information whirling around in your mind right now, it must be impossible to get it all straight.”

      Hannah closed her eyes again. No, this was the problem. Right now her mind was only an empty space, leaving her with nothing to work with. She’d give anything to have a mess whirling around in her head right now. She’d welcome whatever she could get.

      You’d welcome anything. Even the smallest little hint…

      Sophie hesitated, unsure if she should say what she wanted to say next. But she felt she owed this to Sean. “Sean is here, too. As soon as his flight landed, he came to the hospital. He’s very worried about you. Do you want to see him?”

      Almost as if in response to what Sophie said, a sharp pain shot through Hannah’s head, before barreling down through the rest of her body. This sending her into a panic, she gazed wildly at Sophie.

      Sean? Who was Sean? Why did you have such a strong reaction at hearing his name? And why would he be so worried about you?

      When Sophie saw how distressed Hannah had become, she decided to drop the subject of Sean, reassuringly stroking her hand. Within minutes, completely done in by just this simple conversation, Hannah fell into a restless sleep.

      Sophie glanced over at the entrance to the room. She needed to tell Chester she’d promised Hannah she would stay with her. She was also faced with the terrible task of telling Sean that Hannah didn’t remember him.

      But after she’d slowly untangled her hand from Hannah’s hold, she sat with her a little longer, feeling the need to watch over her. She was finding it hard to leave, horrified by the bruises and scratches that covered her face. The nurse had told them this probably made Hannah look much worse than she felt, but Sophie was skeptical. She had to be in a lot of pain.

      She also couldn’t clear the visual image that kept popping up in her mind of a motorcycle bearing down on Hannah. She felt sick when she thought about how much worse it could have been.

      Finally, and very cautiously, she moved closer to Hannah. Reassured by her soft, even breathing, she quietly began to leave.

      At the door, she paused. She seriously didn’t know if she’d be able to handle the look of disappointment on Sean’s face  when she told him Hannah didn’t remember him.  She definitely wasn’t going to tell him how agitated Hannah had become when she’d mentioned his name. No, she was going to tell him to hang in there and not give up
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