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  Blurb


This year there's not much holiday cheer for a grumpy ex-ball-player, but maybe he's stumbled onto the small town—and Christmas angel—who will turn his life around. 
Carter Daye has always known exactly who he is. A ball player. Until an accident took his lower leg and his dreams along with it. Now he doesn’t have a clue where he belongs. Hiding out in a small town in the middle of nowhere feels like the perfect place to figure it out.
Diner owner, Kelsey Danvers loves her small town, all things Christmas and believes there are very few things that can’t be made better with a smile. Unfortunately, her grumpy neighbor disagrees.
But Kelsey has never met a Scrooge who didn't eventually appreciate a little holiday cheer.
Carter stopped believing in the magic of Christmas long before he lost his leg. But his sunshiny neighbor seems to have made it her holiday mission to help him see that life is what you make it. If only that were true. Kelsey’s pulling out all the stops to make him see there’s a whole world beyond the diamond.






  
  Chapter 1


“Carter, open the goddamn door,” an angry male voice bellowed outside. 
Yikes, whoever was next door did not sound happy. She’d only seen the man staying in the rental house once, and he hadn’t seemed overly interested in being neighborly. Kelsey winced as the voice grew more impatient. Even from inside, she could clearly hear what the man was saying. Unable to help herself, she peeked through the blinds so she could see what was happening next door. Looking didn’t make her nosey. It was being a good neighbor, or so she told herself. 
Two men stood on the stoop. The smaller of the two walked over to the side window and peered inside, then said something to the taller man, who raised his arm and banged on the neighbor’s door again. “We’re not going away, so you may as well just answer the door.”
Kelsey eyed the clock. Shoot, she really needed to leave for work, but maybe five minutes wouldn’t matter. She slipped on her parka and toque, grabbed her purse and keys, and hurried to the garage. She hit the button to open her garage door, then instead of leaving that way, she went back through the house and out the front door. 
She eyed the two men standing on her neighbor’s doorstep. The one guy was huge. Holy crap, what if her new neighbor was hiding from the mob or something? Okay yes, maybe she’d watched one too many crime dramas on TV, but come on, those shows were based on something, weren’t they? What kind of neighbor would she be if she didn’t catalogue what the guys looked like, just in case? 
“Any chance you’ve seen Carter today?” the shorter of the two men asked.
Feeling like it was her job to look out for her neighbor, she walked to the edge of her property. “Sorry, I don’t know my neighbor’s name.” 
“Oh, brown-haired guy about six feet. Kind of scruffy looking.” The guy rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe he has crutches or walks with a limp.”
“You’re not sure?”
“No, I’m just not sure if he was using crutches or not.”
That sounded like the guy she’d seen going into the house a couple of days ago. Kelsey eyed the two men in front of her. “Oh, gotcha. You his friends or…?”
“Yeah, we’re friends of his from San Diego.”
“San Diego?” That’s kind of a long way to travel to just pop in on someone. They were in nowhere BC. The closest airport was in Kelowna, and that was over two hours away. She looked over at the big rental SUV parked in front of the house. Who flew across the border, rented a car, and drove a couple of hours to see someone without calling first? How’d she know they were really the guy’s friends? They sure as hell didn’t belong around here. Strangers stuck out in town, and this wasn’t exactly tourist season.
She fingered her cell phone in her pocket and glanced around. Not a neighbor to be seen. Maybe her mom was right, and she did have more guts than brains sometimes. She eyed the man. He was big, but she was fast. “You got any ID?” 
“ID? What good is that gonna do you?” The giant scowled at her. “Is knowing my name suddenly gonna help you remember if you’ve seen our friend?”
Hmm, he had a point. She could look at their ID and still be no further ahead but at least if anything happened to her neighbor, she’d be able to give the police a little more than there were two pissed off men banging on her neighbor’s door, one giant, one average height guy. Both very attractive. Yep, great description Kels. The men were right in front of her, and that was the best she could come up with? She scanned their faces, looking for any discernible marks to remember to tell the police. “Does he owe you money or something?”
The giant snorted. “No, he doesn’t owe us money. What the hell kind of question is that?”
“I don’t know. How do I know you aren’t here to beat him up or kidnap him?”
“Jesus,” the giant muttered, then looked over at this friend. “What the fuck kind of town is this?”
The other man smacked the giant in the chest. “Look, we’re just worried about our friend and wondering if you’ve seen him.”
Kelsey narrowed her eyes as she studied him. “Why are you worried?”
The two men shared a look before the shorter stepped toward her and sighed. “Let’s start again, shall we? I’m Pete, this is Brandon. Our friend Carter is staying here to clear his head for a few days, but we haven’t been able to reach him.”
She raised a brow and looked at the man. Did he honestly think telling her their first names was going to put her at ease? Like they were suddenly on a first name basis, so of course they had to be good guys. 
Not really how it works, bud.
If anything it made her more cautious. “Your friend needs to clear his head for a few days, and you show up trying to break the door down? It feels like there’s a little more to the story than you’re sharing.”
The giant growled. Like a real growl. His entire body tensed with annoyance. “Look Veronica Mars, have you seen him or not?”
The one who’d called himself Pete pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled slowly before turning his attention back to her. “What’s your name?”
“Kelsey,” she said warily. It was a small town. A couple minutes downtown and they’d know practically everything about her except her social insurance number. And possibly that too if they encountered the right person.
“Kelsey. I can appreciate how this might look.”
“Really? Because I sure as hell can’t,” gigantic Brandon muttered. 
Pete glared at him, then looked back at her. “I can see how this might seem weird, given how aggressively Brandon was banging on the door. But I promise we’re only here to check on our friend.”
Kelsey crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay, why are you worried about him?” If they really were his friends, then it must be serious to travel all this way. She glanced at the house. The guy had been staying there a little more than a week and other than when he’d first shown up, she hadn’t seen him. Which was kind of weird now that she thought about it.
“He’s been going through something and—” Pete shrugged.
“Any chance you have a key?” Brandon cut in. “That’s what you do in small towns, right? You share a key with the neighbor to water plants and shit.” 
Yes, she did have a key to the neighbor’s house, but he didn’t have to make it sound like it was a bad thing. That was just being smart. What happened if a pipe froze?
“Yes, I have a key, but I’m not just gonna let you into the house.”
“Look, we just want to make sure he’s not dead,” Brandon growled.
Kelsey’s eyes widened. “Are you really worried about that?” 
“I don’t know. That’s why we’re here. He won’t answer our calls, so we don’t know.”
She chewed her bottom lip. If the guy was possibly in trouble, she should let them in. But she didn’t know them. They could be anyone. 
“You follow baseball at all?” Pete asked.
“What?” Wow, topic change. They go from we’re worried about our friend to hey, you watch sports. Geez. “A little. I’ll watch the odd Jays game, but overall not really. Why?”
“I can see you’re a little wary of us, so you can google us, and see we’re telling you the truth and then maybe you could let us in to check on our friend.”
“Google you?”
“Yeah, we play for the San Diego Hawks. So did Carter. He had an injury, and we honestly just want to make sure he’s okay.”
Movement at the house across the street caught her eye. Mrs. James stood in the window watching them. The older woman had probably already taken down their license plate number. Kelsey smiled to herself, then pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Who am I looking up?”
“Pete Sanders and Brandon Sims. You can see both of our pictures. The guy inside is Carter Daye.”
Kelsey plugged in Pete’s name to the search bar and a picture of the man in front of her popped up. Okay, he wasn’t lying. She typed in Brandon Sims and the giant’s picture flashed on the screen. She eyed the two men speculatively, then typed in Carter Daye. The picture that showed up sure looked like the man she’d seen. She scanned the page and there were several articles about a career-ending accident. She winced at the headline. 
“Hawks’ third baseman loses leg in accident. No more running the bases for Carter Daye.” 
Wow, that was cold. She understood the desire to draw clicks, but this was a real person they were talking about. She looked at the neighbor’s house with new eyes. She could see why his friends were worried about him.
“I’ll grab my key.” She’d never forgive herself if she didn’t let them look and something happened.
She hurried inside and grabbed the neighbor’s key off the hook just inside the hall closet door. With key in hand, she hustled back to the two men. “Maybe knock one more time and tell him we’re coming in or something.” 
Brandon banged on the door again. “Last chance to open the door or we’re coming in.”
They waited a couple of seconds, then Brandon looked down at her. “Open it.”
Kelsey put the key in the lock, turned it, and pushed open the front door. Brandon and Pete stalked inside the house, and she scrambled to follow.
Empty beer cans and alcohol bottles littered the coffee table and surrounding floor. Takeout boxes stood piled on the kitchen counters. The place was a mess. A pair of crutches sat propped against the end of the sofa. Was that his prosthetic on the table?
A man with shaggy brown hair sat on the couch, with his head tilted back and a pair of Beats covering his ears. His scruffy beard and rumpled clothes looked like he hadn’t bothered to shower in a few days and yet the guy was still undeniably attractive. Her gaze lingered on where his leg stopped abruptly below the knee. This must be Carter Daye. She eyed the prosthetic on the table and the empty bottles all around it. No wonder his friends were worried about him.
After a couple of seconds of them standing there, Carter’s eyes popped open, and he jumped. “What the fuck? The door was locked for a reason,” he snapped. “How the fuck did you get in?”
“Your neighbor was kind enough to let us in,” Brandon said, pointing at her.
Kelsey lifted her hand and gave a nervous little wave. The returning glare from Carter seared her skin. Yep, her neighbor was hot and seriously pissed.
“Mind telling me why you did that?” he asked.
Shoot. When she’d grabbed her keys, all she’d been thinking about was how worried his friends were, not how pissed off Carter would be. “Your friends were worried about you.”
“Worried about me. Right,” he grumbled.
“We thought you might be fucking dead,” Brandon snarled.
Carter’s bloodshot eyes glared at his former teammate. “As you can sh—see, I’m just fine.” 
“Clearly,” Brandon muttered as he picked up an empty beer bottle, then another as he cleared off the filthy coffee-table.
Carter reached for the bottle on the end table. His inebriated grasp clumsily knocked over several empty cans before he grabbed the bottle of vodka and took a sip. He hissed out a breath like the liquid burned as it slid down his throat.
“Come on, man. This isn’t you,” Brandon said.
“Hate to break it to you, but that guy disappeared with my leg in the crash.” He drunkenly slumped on the couch and pointed at his stump. 
Kelsey’s chest pulled tight at the pain on the man’s face as he looked down at his missing lower leg.
“He didn’t have to,” Brandon said.
“Right. Easy for you to say.” Carter made a kind of scoffing sound. “You aren’t the one who can never play ball again.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “Fuck.” 
When he opened his blue eyes, his tortured gaze snared onto hers, and his jaw clenched. “Why are you still here?” he snapped at her.
“I honestly have no idea.” She stared at him. The man was clearly hurting. “If you need anything, I’m right next door.”
“I won’t.”
Kelsey winced. She didn’t belong here. This wasn’t her pain to see. Feeling like an unwanted voyeur, she turned to Brandon. “I
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