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Chapter One


Gabe would have been home sooner if he’d taken the highway from Halifax. Normally he would have, but tonight was a Friday night, he was off shift until Sunday , and he liked the idea of taking the old highway—the Evangeline Trail—back to the valley. He rolled his window down and felt the fresh spring breeze flow into the truck as he headed past Windsor. The end of May meant the Annapolis Valley apple orchards were in full bloom, and a hint of their scent mingled with fresh sea air blowing off the New Minas Basin as he turned up the radio.
Ahead of him, a set of taillights glowed in the early twilight. Gabe tapped his fingers on the steering wheel in time to the music as Vince Gill sang about having a little left over on payday. Life was good. The new garden tiller he’d ordered was in the back of the truck and tomorrow promised to be clear and mild—the perfect day for working in the yard. He enjoyed the physical labor and the time spent outdoors, liked seeing the changes to his property as he cleared out the dead wood and added ornamentals. This year was the first year he was planning on a vegetable garden, too. He was thinking about planting plans when he saw headlights approaching in the opposing lane.
It was all as normal as could be until the oncoming car dipped off the pavement, hitting the gravel shoulder. The headlights bobbed up and down as the car jolted on the rough surface. The driver overcorrected and swerved back onto the road. The accident unfolded like a slow-motion movie, frame by frame. The car veered into Gabe’s lane, clipping the vehicle ahead of him and sending it sprawling into the ditch.
Gabe hit the brakes and uttered a curse as he pulled over, shoved the truck into park, and put on his four-way flashers. The car at fault—a late-model Ford—sat in the middle of the road as Gabe got out and slammed his door. There was no time to even ask the driver if they were all right. They hit the gas and sped away as Gabe pressed himself against the hood of his truck, his pulse racing. He squinted to catch the license plate number but only got the first three letters—XPG. Still, it was something.
But the run part of the hit-and-run equation was the least of his worries at the moment as his work instinct took over. He grabbed his cell to report the accident, at the same time scrabbling down the gravel bank towards the red Mazda sitting sideways in the ditch. There was no movement, no sound coming from the car, and Gabe prayed the driver was okay.
He shoved the phone back into his pocket and put his hand on the door handle. Peering through the open window, he froze as his heart stopped for a single, life-changing beat.
Carly Douglas was behind the wheel. A very pregnant and unconscious Carly, with a trickle of blood running out of her hair and down her pale, still cheek. Every paramedic knew that one day they might respond to a call involving a friend or acquaintance and working in a small town, he was used to that. But this was the first time it had hit Gabe square in the chest, and for a moment he just stared at her, feeling fear seep into the deepest part of him. Not again. Anyone but Carly…
Carly was different. Images flashed through his mind—Carly in pigtails with freckles dotting her nose, Carly blushing the first time her mother caught her wearing makeup, Carly looking up at him with impossibly blue eyes as he danced with her at the prom.
He fought to put his feelings to the side as he opened the car door. Right now the best way to help her was simply to do his job.
“Carly. Carly. It’s Gabe. Carly, can you hear me?”
Carly heard the voice come from far away. Her head felt like someone had just used it to kick a field goal, and she tried to lift her fingers to touch the spot where the pain was centered. But her fingers felt heavy and she only gave them a flutter before dropping her hand back to her side. She had a flash—the brief second before the other car had hit—like a snapshot, only leaving her the time to gasp before impact. She remembered now. She’d grabbed the wheel, trying to recover and stay on the road but it had been too late.
“Carly!”
The voice sounded vaguely familiar and she struggled to recognize it. She’d gone into the ditch, hadn’t she? Finally, finally the fog lifted and she had a moment of clarity. The feeling of weightlessness as she left the road, the fierce jolt as the car hit ground again. She was in the ditch. In her car. And she had to make sure her baby was all right.
“I…my…” Her voice didn’t seem to work right as she opened her eyes and stared at the man standing in the space of her open door. “Gabriel.”
“Atta girl.” His strong voice was deep with relief and soothed her. She realized he was checking her head and neck, his fingers tender but firm. “Are you hurt, Carly?”
He reached across to undo her seatbelt and his hand brushed across her rounded belly. She slumped into his hands and he gently leaned her back against the seat. “I’m going to look after you and your baby, okay? Just listen to my voice and everything will be fine.”
Tears pricked in her eyes as sensations started to sink in—pain, and worse than the pain—fear. Nothing could happen to this baby, not now. Not after how she’d fought for this pregnancy, and not after everything it had cost her. She looked up at Gabe, determined to clear her head. “Gabriel,” she said again, and she was unable to control the tears that gathered in her eyes and slipped down her cheeks. Gabe was here. He’d take care of her.
“It’s okay, honey. I’ve called for help and they’ll be here soon. I want you to stay in the car, okay? We’ll assess you better when the ambulance comes.”
“My head hurts.”
“You gave yourself a bump.” He leaned his body into the car, filling the space with his frame. “Any blurred vision? Do you feel sick?”
She shook her head and then grimaced. “No. It just hurts. What are you doing here? I never called…”
“I’m off the clock,” he replied, smiling. “It’s just your good luck that I was right behind you. Now tell me, can you move your hands and feet?”
She nodded slightly, but any bigger movement made her head throb. “My shoulder hurts a little.” She shrugged and winced. “I don’t think it’s broken.”
“Do you have a flashlight?”
“In the glove compartment.”
He reached across her, the firm strength of his body brushing against her rounded stomach and thighs. In the shadows she had an irrational flash of memory: prom night, when she’d kissed him in the darkness of the car and how, for just a few seconds, he’d kissed her back, angling his body so that he pressed her against the seat. It had been heaven. Or at least as close to heaven as you could get at seventeen.
But that was ages ago. So much had happened since then, and they weren’t kids anymore. Right now she had to focus on her baby. She realized with another spurt of panic that she hadn’t felt him move since Gabe had called her name. He had to be all right. He had to. Any other option was too frightening to contemplate.
Gabe clicked on the flashlight and examined her briefly. “We can X-ray it at the hospital, but I think it’s just bruised. You hit your head and left shoulder on the door post, I think.”
She nodded, closing her eyes and tried to breathe through the pain radiating from her head down her arm. “The baby…”
“How far along are you?”
“Thirty-seven weeks.”
“And everything’s gone well?”
She smiled then, forgetting briefly about the pain in her left side. “Yeah. It’s a boy.”
“There you go then. Nothing to worry about. You’re going to be fine, Carly. Just fine. I promise.”
Carly put her hand on the swell of her belly, wishing the baby would kick against her palm, afraid to tell Gabe that any movement was horribly absent. A kick, a roll. Anything to let her know he was okay. Fear rushed in, stealing her breath.
“It’s a boy,” she repeated, and Gabe’s dark gaze was there to anchor her again.
“Congratulations,” he said warmly. He took off his jacket and spread it over her. “I know it’s getting chilly, but I hear sirens. The guys’ll be here soon, okay? They’ll be able to take care of you better than I can right now.”
Carly didn’t care. She was glad he was here. Gabe had always been steady as a rock and she would have wanted him with her even if he wasn’t a paramedic. She reached out with her hand and grabbed his wrist. “Gabe?”
“I’m right here, Carly.”
“It’s a boy.”
A wrinkle appeared between his eyebrows, but he smiled. “And he’s going to be fine, Carly. Just relax, and let us take care of you, okay?”
Gabe pushed back so he was on the outside of the car and she watched him, confused. Why was he looking at her that way? What was wrong? Her muscles tensed as she remembered seeing the other car cross the centre line. Where was it? Was that driver okay? Had they crashed too? What if they were… Her breaths shortened as she tried to inhale. She reached for Gabe to ask him and shifted her weight in the seat. There was a funny little popping feeling and a new fear pummeled her. Not now. Not here, and not yet.
“Gabe, my water just broke.”
“What?” Gabe leaned forward again.
“It’s too soon, Gabe. That is what happened, right?” She tried not to panic but the wave of hysteria was impossible to fight. Her mind raced with possibilities of what could be going wrong right now. “Oh my God, my water broke,” she whispered, and started to shiver.
“Right, you need to breathe.” Gabe’s voice broke through and she latched onto it. “Long exhales, Carly. Don’t panic. I’m here with you, remember?” Gabe did a quick check while she struggled to control her breathing.
He was right. She couldn’t lose it now. She had to keep it together. For herself and for her baby son. Gabe put his hand on her cheek and she closed her eyes. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her. She trusted him, always had. She let out a slow breath and let the anchor of his touch give her strength.
“Carly, look at me.”
She opened her eyes and stared into his. How many times had she wanted him to look at her with the concern he was showing now?
“Your water did break. Are you having any contractions?”
She shook her head. There had been nothing, only a few Braxton Hicks the last couple of days. The sirens seemed to scream at her, hurting her head as an RCMP cruiser and ambulance pulled up along the shoulder.
“Then you’re in good hands, darlin’.” His voice was warm and steady. “You hang tight. We have time. You’re both going to be just fine.”
“Don’t leave me, Gabe.” With each second the situation was becoming clearer to her, and as the reality of what was happening sank in, she realized she did not want to be alone. “Please.”
“I’m not going anywhere. Just to brief the guys, okay? I’ll be right back. I promise.”
She watched as he jogged up the incline to where the paramedics were getting out of the ambulance. Gabe Brenner. Not the first time he’d come to her rescue. He’d always been her knight in shining armor. How was it that he was always there when she needed him?
Gabe greeted Mike and Eric briefly and quickly related Carly’s injuries. “Possible concussion, bruised shoulder that might need an X-ray. And she’s thirty-seven weeks pregnant. Her water broke a few minutes ago. Looks like this baby’s coming early. No contractions yet.”
“What the hell happened?”
Gabe set his teeth. “Someone hit the shoulder, overcorrected and crossed into her lane. She didn’t stand a chance. She’s lucky she didn’t roll. And guys? It’s Carly Douglas.”
Eric frowned. “Damn, she’s Casey’s teacher this year.”
Gabe paused, feeling a strange lump in his throat. He’d known Carly since elementary school, when he’d become best friends with her brother, Brandon. He’d been at her house as much as his own until things changed in university. In a town this size lots of people were connected to each other. It couldn’t change how they did their jobs.
“She’s scared, so go easy with her. Let’s get her to the hospital and get her OB to meet us there. The baby is our first concern. And we need to watch the head injury. She told me her baby was a boy three times. It could be panic, but she was unconscious when I got to the vehicle.” He looked at them meaningfully. “I don’t want to take any chances.”
“We’ll take it from here, bro,” Mike said, scrambling down the slope to the crumpled car.
The hardest thing Gabe had ever done was let Mike and Eric take over while he stood back. This was his job, but he wasn’t the one on duty right now. He wanted to be there for Carly, but the EMTs needed room to work. He knew that. And touching her very rounded belly, feeling her hand on his wrist…he was too close.
“How’re you doing, Gabe?”
Constable Givens came up beside him. Kendra Givens had only been with this detachment for a year, but already she was a favorite in the community. Five foot eight with an efficient manner and a sense of humor, she tended to put people at ease all while being very effective at her job. “Kendra. You didn’t waste any time.”
“I was at Grand Pré when the call came in. Single vehicle?”
“Hit and run.” He gave her the time, make and partial plate number, always keeping one eye on Eric and Mike, tensing when they put Carly on a stretcher.
“You need anything else?” He forced his gaze back to the constable and she smiled at him.
“No, go. I can tell you want to. I can talk to Carly later. And you too, I suppose. You’re going to the hospital?”
He nodded, off balance by the unusual tightness he felt in his chest. “Friend of the family,” he replied, knowing in his heart Carly was more to him than that. “I don’t want her to go alone.”
It was crazy. She wouldn’t be alone. She had Mike and Eric with her. But it wasn’t the same. Not anywhere near the same. He wouldn’t fail her the way he’d failed Brandon.
“If you give me your keys, I’ll send someone out to bring in your truck.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I know I don’t.” She raised an eyebrow. “Gift horses, Gabe. We’ll drop your keys at Emerg.”
He handed over the keys to his truck and jogged over to the ambulance, hopping in the back with Mike. Mike never said a word. As they drove off, lights flashing, Gabe reached over and took Carly’s cool hand.
“I’m glad you’re here,” she whispered, and Gabe’s chest cramped. She’d said the same thing years ago, when Billy Rogers had stood her up for prom and she was waiting at home, all alone in her fancy dress. Gabe had put on his graduation suit and taken her instead, thrilled to be able to play her hero but terrified of kissing her at the end of the night. In the end she’d been the one to do it, leaning across his seat and pressing her lips to his. Thoughts had raced through his nineteen-year-old brain, and for a minute he’d considered taking it further. But he couldn’t. It was like an unspoken rule—thou shalt not mess around with your best friend’s sister. Brandon would have kicked his ass if he’d known Gabe was making out with his sister.
Brandon wasn’t here now, but if he were he wouldn’t be too happy with Gabe holding Carly’s hand. Gabe couldn’t blame him for those feelings, but they weren’t teenagers anymore and her baby’s father was nowhere to be found.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he answered, squeezing her fingers in his.




Chapter Two


At the hospital, Gabe walked alongside the gurney, still holding Carly’s hand. She squeezed his fingers again and he checked his watch. “Six minutes.” She’d begun having contractions during the drive and Gabe had timed them closely. The obstetrician on call was waiting as well as the doctor on shift. Gabe let Mike give them the rundown. Right now he was focused on Carly. She was pale and she was terrified. 
“Breathe,” he murmured, rubbing her hand. “Big long exhale, darlin’. Nothing is happening for a while yet.”
“He’s right,” Dr. Denning spoke reassuringly. “We’re going to examine you first, Ms. Douglas, and put you on a fetal monitor to see what’s happening with your baby. You’re exactly where you need to be.”
“Gabe…” Dr. Denning spoke gently, but he knew what that tone meant. And as much as he wanted to be there for Carly, he wasn’t her husband, or the father of her baby, or even really family, and things were about to get quite personal.
“Don’t go.” Carly’s voice was firm. “Please, Gabe.”
“Carly, they’re going to examine you and…” He felt a blush creep up his neck. A blush, of all things. He’d seen so much more during his years as a paramedic. He’d even delivered a baby in the ambulance once. But it wasn’t the same as knowing it was Carly. And he wasn’t the father of her child. He’d given up that idea years ago.
“Later on, you’ll be glad they did this privately.” He gave her a crooked smile, attempting to reassure her. “I’ll be right outside. Can I call someone for you?” As much as the words felt like cotton in his mouth, he had to ask. “Your husband?”
“No,” she replied, looking away. “Not Jason.”
Something about the cold way she said her ex-husband’s name made Gabe want to plough his fist into a wall. He gritted his teeth. “What about your mom? Your mom and dad should be here.”
Tears filled Carly’s eyes. “Yes, my mom. She’s my delivery coach.” Her lip quivered. “Delivery. This is really happening, isn’t it?”
Gabe glanced at the doctor, who nodded, and then at Carly. “Yes, it is. But you’re in the hospital and getting the best care.”
“Oh God, I’m so not ready for this, Gabe.”
“Don’t be scared.” He leaned over and pressed a kiss to her forehead, closing his eyes and feeling a little afraid himself. He hated that she felt so alone. He’d heard about Jason walking out and the subsequent divorce and knew he should have found the time to catch up with her before now. To be there for her, to be the friend he should have been all along. But he hadn’t wanted to face certain things and so he’d let it slide. He’d been a complete coward.
“I’ll be out in the waiting room and Dr. Denning will come for me if you need me.”
He left so that the doctors could do their jobs, but he couldn’t forget her pale skin and how frightened her eyes were when she gripped his hand. As messed up as things were, he knew damned well that if she asked him to, he’d go through the next hours by her side.
But the request never came. Carly was moved to labor and delivery, and when her parents arrived, her mother joined her in the delivery room. Gabe and Carly’s father, David, were left in the waiting room, faces drawn as the sounds of the ward filtered through closed doors and the minutes ticked slowly past.
“You’re pacing, Gabe.”
He stopped his steps and looked at David. “I guess I am. I don’t know how fathers do this. Wait, I mean.” All he could think about was Carly, and if she was in pain, and if everything was okay with the baby. Since moving her to the ward he hadn’t been given any update at all. She was nearly to term, but with the accident…
No, he couldn’t think about that. They’d done everything right.
David smiled. “I expect it’s worse for the moms,” he remarked. “Thank you for everything you did tonight. For being there with her and for calling us.”
“I’m just glad I was behind her,” Gabe replied, looking away. David probably didn’t remember how he’d voiced the same words of gratitude as they’d paced the emergency room years ago, waiting for news of Brandon. Guilt slithered through Gabe each time he thought of that night and the part he’d played in it. David hadn’t known, but Brandon had known exactly where to place the blame—on Gabe’s shoulders. It had ended their friendship. It had ended a lot of things and seeing the hate in Brandon’s eyes hadn’t been the worst of it. It had been looking in the mirror that had nearly destroyed him.
And now Gabe was waiting for news of Carly. He didn’t want to think of what would have happened if Carly had been all alone on that stretch of road. What might have happened if she’d gone into labor with no one there. Now that she was here at the hospital, he felt a burning anger towards the driver of the other vehicle who had been too much of a coward to stay, to do the right thing and help. If there was any small consolation in the events of the past, it was that Gabe had stayed and tried to help even knowing the consequences. He had accepted those consequences without question, even though it had meant the end of his scholarship and degree. But he had done the right thing. That small bit of knowledge had been what pulled him through afterwards and had prompted him to become a paramedic in the first place. The first responders had saved Brandon’s life that night.
“She asked Cindy to be with her, you know.” David Douglas continued speaking and Gabe pulled himself back to the present and turned his attention back to the man who’d been like a second father to him for years. “When it was clear that…” David paused, licked his lips.
“That he wasn’t coming back?”
“You heard, then.”
“I heard enough.” Gabe bit out the words. “Carly deserved better.”
“On that we agree,” David replied. “For God’s sake, Gabriel, sit down. You’re making me nervous.”
Half an hour later, Cindy came into the room, a victorious smile lighting up her face. “It’s a boy. A little over six pounds, and ten perfect fingers and toes. I think he has the Douglas chin.”
“And Carly?” Gabe stepped forward, clenching his fingers.
Cindy’s face softened. “She’s tired, and I think she’s going to be quite sore once everything settles.” She came over and took Gabe’s hands in hers. Her voice was rough as she kissed his cheek and said, “When I think…alone in that car, with the baby coming…”
She wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Now go. She wants to see you.”
Gabe went to the hospital room door and opened it a few inches, peeking inside. “Is it okay to come in?”
The nurse nodded. “She’s been asking for you.”
He took quiet steps towards the bed. Carly’s face had regained its color, but she looked frail in the blue hospital gown and her hair was tangled and damp on the pillow. The back of the bed was raised and she smiled at him, a tired, satisfied smile as he came around the side and reached for her hand.
In Gabe’s eyes, she’d never looked more beautiful.
Carly knew she looked terrible, but this was one of those times in her life that she didn’t care. Her baby was here, and he was fine. Her head pounded and her shoulder was starting to ache again, but it ceased to matter. Gabe had saved her tonight. She knew that as sure as she was breathing. She was okay and baby Nathan was okay because of him. They owed him everything.
“Gabriel…”
Saying his name did it. Hearing her own voice, the sound of it torn and frayed around the edges, toppled her over the edge. Emotions she’d held in while focusing on delivering Nathan, feelings she’d pushed aside over the last few months, came bubbling up and out now that it was over. It wasn’t supposed to be this way, she thought bitterly. She wasn’t supposed to be alone. She was tired of being strong and brave when she really wanted a shoulder to lean on—and now that she had one, it made her feel weak. She didn’t want to need anyone. Needing someone hurt.
She began to cry, helpless to stop it. Gabe sat on the edge of the bed and took her in his arms, and nothing had ever felt so good. With Gabe she’d always been able to just be herself, and tonight he’d been there when she needed him most. It shocked her to realize she wouldn’t have wanted anyone else.
“Don’t cry, Carly. It’s all fine, you see? You’re okay and your baby is healthy. Nothing else matters. It’s all going to be okay.”
“We could have died,” she whispered between sobs. The enormity of the accident sank in and she started to shake.
“But you didn’t. You held on and you delivered a gorgeous baby boy. You did that. Just you.”
He held her for a long time while she cried herself out. Jason should have been here, she thought, and knowing he didn’t care ignited a flare of resentment. But he hadn’t wanted Nathan, not from the start. At a time when they should have been growing closer as a couple, the news of her pregnancy had fractured their marriage irreparably. For months Carly had stayed strong for her baby’s sake. She’d moved back to the valley to be closer to her parents. She’d worked as a substitute teacher until the short-term contract had come her way. And not once had Jason called, asked how she was, asked about the pregnancy.
Tonight she was filled with bittersweet joy. Nathan was a blessing. She was somebody’s mother—it was almost too profound to believe. But it had cost her her marriage, and she couldn’t help feeling like something was missing because of it. Both for her and for her baby son.
And then there was Gabe. Having him here tonight had somehow reminded her of how she used to feel when he was around. Safe and secure, a little breathless. He’d always seen her as Brandon’s little sister, but she’d hoped, once upon a time when fairy tales still seemed possible, that he’d see something more. It had been foolish, but the night he’d stepped in and taken her to the prom she’d wondered if he would ever see her the way she saw him. She’d kissed him good night after the dance, but he’d ended it there and backed away. At the time she’d been hugely embarrassed. And yet she’d never quite managed to forget. There’d always been this little bit of “what if” hanging on. What if they’d started something that night? Would things have ended up differently?
But he hadn’t seen her in a romantic way, and life had gone on. She’d gone away to university and he’d lost his football scholarship, instead moving to Halifax to study to be a paramedic. She’d married Jason and moved to Moncton and Brandon had moved out west, effectively erasing any need for regular contact between the two families. They only crossed paths by coincidence now. Neighbours. Citizens from the same town.
But tonight there was more. Tonight she was reminded of the kind of boy—the man—she’d always admired and secretly yearned for. And oh, he’d come through for her in a major way.
She sniffled and leaned back a little, moving gingerly as stiffness began to set in. “You saved us tonight, Gabe. I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to thank you.”
“It’s my job,” he said quietly, but his fingers tenderly tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.
“You were off duty, remember?” She smiled at him. “When I looked up and saw your face…” Her heart gave a little jump. The way he was looking at her, his dark eyes so grave and his lips unsmiling…
“I was so scared,” Gabe admitted, letting out a breath. “I saw you in that car and I froze. First time that’s happened since…”
She wondered if he was going to mention the night Brandon had nearly died, but he stopped abruptly and she wondered if the memory was still too raw. So many things had changed that night. Lives had taken new directions. “Because you knew me?” she nudged gently.
He shook his head. “I’ve known patients before. Because…I care about you.”
Something like excitement zinged through her but she blinked, clearing her mind. Of course he cared. They’d known each other for a long time. He didn’t mean anything other than that.
He held her hand within his. “I don’t know what I would have done if anything had happened to you.”
She couldn’t let herself read too much into the words. “Well, it didn’t. There’s no permanent damage and I’m already on the mend.” She forced a smile.
He shifted into a more comfortable position, putting his left hand on the other side of her hips rather than perching awkwardly on the edge of the bed. Her heart seemed to pound like a drum at his nearness. For a long moment his dark eyes burrowed into hers and she felt the old longings come back. Who was she kidding? Gabe had always been her ideal. Even if she wasn’t seventeen anymore, she still remembered those feelings. Still appreciated his strength, loyalty. And now he was here, closer to her than he’d ever been before. She owed him everything. And she had no idea how she could ever possibly pay him back.
“Carly, I…”
For as long as it took for her to draw a breath and hold it, he seemed to search for words. Then he simply gathered her in his arms again and pressed his forehead against hers, like she was something fragile and infinitely precious.
She tried to quiet the pounding of her heart. This was insane. It was just because emotions were heightened. Goodness, she’d just had an accident, which was traumatic enough without adding having a baby to the list. Her body was battered and bruised and exhausted, and so were her emotions. She shouldn’t be feeling this way. Aware. And worse—hopeful.
She rationalized all those things, but it didn’t stop the tingle that raced through her at the feel of his warm skin, or the way his breath seemed to mingle with hers. His hand was curled around the back of her neck and he shifted ever so slightly, touching his lips to hers.
Gabriel Brenner was kissing her.
It only lasted as long as it took the idea to sink in, and then his lips were gone. Disappointment surged as Carly realized it meant nothing. It was just a chaste, simple, friendly kiss brought on by the heightened emotions of the night.
Until his mouth touched hers again, firmer this time. He opened his lips a little and Carly sighed against him, knowing it was wrong but unable to fight the sense that it was so right. His lips were warm, soft, and even a little persuasive. She caught the faint scent of masculine shampoo and aftershave as she sat up further, his T-shirt brushing the hospital gown hanging over her shoulders.
He sat back again, perched on the edge of the bed. Carly wondered what it all meant. If it meant anything at all. They’d just been through something. She couldn’t read her own wishes into it.
“Miss Douglas?”
The nurse came back, cradling a white-and-blue wrapped bundle in her arms. “He’s been bathed and given the seal of approval. Are you steady enough to hold him?”
In the moments after Nathan’s birth, Carly had held her son against her, marveling at the miracle she’d so desperately wanted. At the time she’d still been hazy with pain and running on autopilot. Now she lifted her right arm and the nurse placed him in her embrace. Her heart nearly wept with a kind of pure joy she’d never experienced before. He was so perfect. A tiny button nose and stubborn little chin and just the palest dusting of blond hair on his head. His face was pink, there was a tiny scratch on his cheek, and he was oh, so tiny. But he was hers.
She looked up at Gabe, needing to talk to someone and knowing he’d somehow understand. “Jason didn’t want children,” she confessed. “I knew it. I’d resigned myself to it. Nathan wasn’t planned, and Jason…” She swallowed, biting back the hurtful accusations her ex-husband had hurled her way. Did they truly matter anymore? “Well, he blamed me for a lot, including getting pregnant on purpose. It cost me my marriage, but I knew I wanted to be Nathan’s mother from the second I got the test results. I might have lost that tonight if not for you, Gabe. You’re our hero.”
The warmth in Gabe’s eyes died and she felt his withdrawal, cold and complete. He stood and put his hands in his pockets. “You should get your rest. You’ve been through an ordeal, and it’s after midnight.”
Carly bit down on her lip. “Did I say something wrong?”
Gabe shook his head, but the warmth didn’t come back to his gaze. “Of course not. I’m glad you are both okay, but it’s late.”
She felt a sting of embarrassment. Of course he wanted to get home. He’d probably had plans or something and instead got stuck at the hospital on his day off and listening to her go on about her ex-husband—after he’d kissed her. Just what any man would want to hear, right? She was a damned fool.
The kiss really had been nothing. Or even if it had been something, Gabe obviously now regretted it. A spur-of-the-moment emotional thing, that was all. Hero? She wanted to sink through the floor. How foolish, how trite could she possibly sound?
The nurse was still present, preventing Carly from saying anything more personal. It was like the woman couldn’t sense any undercurrents, and Carly was left feeling even more confused. Was she imagining it all? 
She was exhausted. She’d had no sense of time since the accident and now the adrenaline was wearing off, leaving her limp and tired. She needed time so she could look back on tonight and be objective, figure things out. “It’s been an eventful night,” she replied, not knowing what else to say.
“You can try feeding him now,” the nurse suggested, and Carly watched Gabe’s cheeks turn a telling shade of pink as he realized she meant breastfeeding.
“Thank you, Gabe,” she said quietly.
“Take care,” he replied. He gave her hand a quick squeeze but left the room without saying another word.




Chapter Three


It took Gabe two days to work up the courage to visit Carly. He spent all of Saturday digging and shoveling and sweating in his yard, using the physical labor to think about anything other than how it had felt to kiss her. Problem was, busy hands didn’t quiet a busy mind, and he’d spent an equal amount of time calling himself a stupid ass for doing it. She’d been in a traumatic accident and then gone through the delivery of her son. And what had he done? He’d totally lost his perspective. He’d  kissed her. He was officially an idiot.
And then he remembered the soft way she’d called him a hero and got out the axe, split a half cord of wood and tossed it in an ever-growing pile for next winter. He was not a hero. Never a hero. He wished she’d never said it. She didn’t know the truth and he would never tell her. It was bad enough that Brandon’s angry words still bounced around in his head after all these years, worse still that his friend had been right. Gabe wasn’t certain he could handle the same sort of censure from Carly. It was better to walk away and let her think what she may. He knew the truth, and the truth was that Carly Douglas deserved better than him.
Sunday he was back on shift, which created a new set of problems. Responding to a call and remembering that moment when he’d realized it was Carly behind the wheel. Driving in the ambulance, thinking about how Carly had held his hand so tightly as her contractions had started. Being at the hospital, knowing she was only steps away in the maternity ward and wishing for things that would never be.
By the end of the day he couldn’t stand it anymore. He wasn’t going to bother her, he rationalized. He’d promised himself that he’d keep his distance and that was what he’d do. He’d just look in the nursery window at the babies. Take a peek at Nathan. Make sure everything was all right before heading home again and leaving it all behind.
Gabe stood at the nursery window, looking down at the row of clear bassinets marked with either pink or blue cards. There he was…Nathan Douglas.
He was sleeping peacefully with a flannel blanket tucked around him and his tiny mittened hands resting behind his ears. Something that felt like pride surged through Gabe. Carly had a son, a strong, beautiful boy. And Gabe had been there, holding her hand, helping her bring him into the world, at least at first. That made him part of it. It gave him a connection to this tiny sleeping bundle. That would explain the way his heart twisted at the sight of the infant.
He’d lost his chance with Carly years ago, he knew that. There was a reason why he didn’t speak to Brandon anymore, and he deserved every bit of blame aimed his way. What woman would want the man who’d nearly killed her brother? Nothing he could do—nothing he had done—could make up for that critical error. Friday night had been an extenuating circumstance but certainly nothing that would wipe the slate clean. And he knew the Douglases would realize it in the clear light of day.
So he stared at her baby through a pane of glass, feeling his heart contract with wishes he hadn’t dared contemplate for a long time.
“Gabe?”
He spun at the sound of her voice, his traitorous heart leaping at the sight of her before he could issue it the warning to back off.
“Carly. I got off work and thought I’d peek in at the new arrival.” There. He’d done it, his voice even and steady even as his pulse galloped along. She was so beautiful, even without makeup. She had on a pair of yoga pants and a zippered blue hoodie that somehow picked up the color of her eyes. Her hair was wet, the blond strands darkened with moisture from her shower. He could smell the flowery scent of her shampoo as she drew nearer. Worse than that, his gut twisted at the ugly bruise on the side of her face, riding the crest of her cheekbone. He reminded himself that Carly was off-limits. He was so thankful he’d been there for her on Friday, but it really changed nothing. It didn’t make up for past mistakes.
“He’s beautiful, isn’t he?” Carly joined Gabe at the window, hoping her voice sounded normal and not as breathless as she felt standing shoulder to shoulder with him. “They brought Nathan back to the nursery while I had a shower, but I think I’ll take him back to my room now. I like having him beside me. I could stare at him forever.”
She didn’t want to let Nathan out of her sight, and having him with her took away the loneliness that seemed to stand on the sidelines, waiting for the first opportunity to sneak into her heart. How many times had she rubbed her belly, talking to the baby to take away the silence in the evenings? He had been her company for the last long months.
But there was more to it now. She told herself it was just mother’s instinct to have her baby near, but there was a lingering voice telling her she was overreacting, not only about Friday’s accident but to the fact that she was all alone. No baby had ever been wanted as much as Nathan, but Carly was smart enough to know it wasn’t up to an infant to solve her problems.
It wasn’t up to Gabe either, and she shouldn’t be feeling this glad to see him. And yet she’d thought about him often over the last few days, wondering why he’d left her room so quickly the night of the accident. What had she said that was wrong? Why hadn’t he come back to see her? She’d had plenty of visitors, but she had really wanted Gabe. To truly thank him now that the dust had settled. For some reason, he’d stayed away. After all this time, couldn’t they be friends again?
“He’s gorgeous, that’s for sure,” Gabe replied. “How are you feeling? That’s a nasty bruise.”
“I’m okay.” She touched the spot gingerly, wishing the ugly purple bruise would go away. She felt so much better since her shower, but she didn’t have a speck of makeup on. It was a good thing he couldn’t see her shoulder. The bruise there was large and tender, and she was still having trouble holding Nathan on her left side when he nursed. Sometimes her whole body ached, and because she was nursing she was trying to refrain from any pain medication.
“I’m glad you’re here, Gabe. Everything was so mixed up the other night. First the accident and then Nathan coming…they only gave me a single dose of morphine but at the end things seemed pretty fuzzy.”
Gabe’s face changed, erasing the smile from his lips and the warmth in his eyes cooled. Oh goodness, that hadn’t come out right. She didn’t mean she’d forgotten the kiss. She certainly remembered that with fantastic clarity. And yet she couldn’t actually say that, could she? Not without revealing how she truly felt about it while he clearly didn’t feel the same way. She fumbled for the right words.
“I just mean…I couldn’t thank you properly. For helping me at the scene and riding in the ambulance with me. If I’d been alone…”
If she’d been alone she could have gone into labor. The fact that the other driver had sped off still amazed her. They’d left her there without even checking to see if she was all right. What kind of person did that?
“It might have been a very different outcome,” she said quietly. “By the way, Constable Givens was by. They have the driver of the car who hit me. Again, thanks to you it seems.”
Gabe shrugged. “I got a partial plate.”
“Which they matched to a description you gave and found the car. And the driver. She said the driver copped to it after two questions.”
“I heard. Just a kid, barely twenty,” Gabe replied. “Probably scared to death at the time. But if I hadn’t been there, maybe he would have stopped. Maybe he’d have done the right thing and called 911. Really, it was no big deal.”
She tried to keep her mouth from dropping open. She also held in the question that shot through her brain. Did he see himself like the kid in the car? Because Gabe had done the right thing, hadn’t he? He’d called 911 when there was no one else to help Brandon, when everyone else had fled the scene rather than get into trouble. The doctors had told them later that Gabe had done CPR until the ambulance arrived. Then, like now, Gabe had brushed off his involvement.
“It’s a big deal to me. I don’t know why you’re so determined to brush it off.”
“I just came to see Nathan and check in on how you’re doing. I should probably go now.”
Carly paused, wanting to say more but not knowing exactly what or how. The plain fact was she was a single mom two days post-partum whose personal life was a mess. She was incapable of flirting and what man in his right mind would be interested in her right now anyway? But she and Gabe went way back. And he’d kissed her. Maybe she’d had some morphine, but it hadn’t felt like a brotherly sort of kiss. Not on the lips. Not like that. He’d been warm and caring and she’d felt so close to him, only to have him go 180 degrees in the other direction now. Why?
“Did I do something wrong, Gabe?”
He turned to her and she was gratified to see his brows pull together. At least it was some sort of reaction.
“Of course not.”
“Then why…” She swallowed against a lump in her throat. When she’d been hurt and afraid, he’d called her darlin’. His voice had been soft, intimate—like the Gabe she remembered. He’d always been laughing as a teenager and she’d fussed with her hair and put on makeup trying to get his attention. Even though parts of Friday night were kind of hazy, at times he’d seemed like the old Gabe again.
But since Brandon had moved, Gabe had distanced himself from the family. She understood Brandon’s anger, but she’d felt betrayed at Gabe’s sudden absence. It was her own stupid fault to hope that after Friday perhaps whatever barrier had gone up between him and her family was gone. It wasn’t, and she didn’t know how to fix it, or if it could even be fixed.
“Do you want to know his full name?” she asked quietly, letting him off the hook.
Gabe was studying her, and for an irrational moment she wished she could simply walk into the circle of his arms and feel safe and protected. And perhaps if he’d shown her any encouragement at all, she would have. But he crossed his arms and his lips formed a thin line. “What about his full name?”
“I named him after you,” she whispered. “Nathan Gabriel Douglas.”
“You shouldn’t have done that,” Gabe replied coldly, turning back to look through the window.
Carly felt as though she’d been slapped. It had been a way for her to say thanks. To pay tribute to a friend who’d made such a difference. And he was throwing it back at her. All the joy and pride she’d felt in giving her son a part of his name withered away.
“I thought you’d be pleased. Why are you so cold all of a sudden? That’s not the Gabe I remember.”
His jaw tightened. “I’m not sure the Gabe you think you remember ever existed, Carly.”
“Bull. He existed Friday night.” She met his gaze bravely. “When you called me darlin’. When you stayed with me. What I don’t understand is why he disappeared again. Why you are suddenly treating me like I did something wrong? Did I?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not you, it’s me.”
She was getting frustrated with the conversation and Gabe’s standoffish attitude. Now he was employing the oldest breakup line in the book to explain his behavior? “What’s that supposed to mean? What’s you? Because if this is about that…” she nearly stumbled over the next word but forged on, “…that kiss, then forget about it.”
“Have you?” He still didn’t look at her but stared at the babies lined up in their bassinets in the nursery. “Forgotten about it, I mean.”
She didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t. In the long hours in her hospital bed, it was all she had thought about. And to explain it was so complicated. It was tied up in how she’d cared for him when she was a girl, tangled together with her failed marriage, her current feelings and understanding she was in a vulnerable place emotionally. It all made her sound so needy, she realized with a shudder. She wasn’t needy. She was a strong, independent woman. She was a mother and a teacher.
And yet the kiss remained. Of course she hadn’t forgotten it. Next to holding her healthy baby, it had been the best thing to happen to her in months.
“That’s what I thought,” he said drily. “Look, we’re not teenagers with a crush any longer. You’re stuck at the prom and I’ve moved on.”
That stung. Of course he must have known she had feelings for him back then. She’d been seventeen and he’d been older, cuter, and the university’s hot new star football player. But to say she was stuck at the prom—the one time she’d come close to having Gabe to herself—was a deliberate cut, and unlike the considerate boy she remembered.
Which was fine. She wasn’t a little lovesick girl any longer. She might have put Gabe Brenner on a pedestal for a lot of years, but she wasn’t the kind of woman who settled for crumbs anymore. She’d made that mistake and had paid for it. She deserved better. So did Nathan.
“Thank you for your assistance, Gabriel.” She knew she sounded curt, but what did he expect? She’d expressed her thanks and had gotten the cold shoulder as a result. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to spend some time with my son.”
She swept into the nursery, forcing a bright smile at the nurse. She refused to turn around to see if he was gone. A few minutes later when she wheeled Nathan out of the room, the window was empty.
It was just as well, she supposed. After tomorrow she’d be discharged and it would just be her and Nathan. A sliver of anxiety cramped her heart. As difficult as the last few days had been, she suddenly realized it was only the beginning. For as much as Nathan was her whole world, she was also his. Knowing it made Carly feel utterly and completely alone.




Chapter Four


Being a mother was easily the hardest job Carly had ever done. 
For the first week she was home, Carly’s mother took time off work and spent most of the day helping with chores around the house, watching Nathan while Carly grabbed a quick nap between feedings. When Carly would have grabbed a peanut butter sandwich, her mother made simple but balanced meals. Carly was still moving slowly thanks to her bruising and her mother’s presence was a godsend.
But after the first week, Grandma Cindy was back to work and daily visits became daily check-ins. Two things became crystal clear to Carly. One, she was happy to be home with Nathan, but the lack of adult conversation was driving her crazy. And two, a house and yard in the springtime plus a new baby meant she couldn’t possibly keep up. She was exhausted.
Her front lawn was sprouting a bumper crop of dandelions, her perennial bed was half-choked with weeds, and her attempts to rectify the situation during the following week were a disaster. If Nathan was napping, the lawn mower woke him. If he was awake, the noise frightened him and Carly didn’t like leaving him alone, even if it was buckled in his seat on the porch where she could see him every minute. She gave up on the grass and thought weeding might be a better option.
She tried putting Nathan in his stroller to enjoy the fresh air while she worked, talking along silly nonsense to him, thinking the sound of her voice would help keep him content. She’d only cleared around the hostas and golden forsythia when it had begun to rain, putting an end to her efforts.
She’d always taken such pride in her yard at the house she’d shared with Jason. Even though this was her first spring back in Wolfville, she wanted this place to be even more beautiful, full of colorful flowers and neatly trimmed grass. She’d spent time this past winter envisioning butterflies drawn to the blooms and songbirds to the feeders. Seeing the ragged-around-the-edges look to it each day simply reminded her of how she wasn’t really coping so well with single parenthood.
What she needed was to get out of her funk. When the next morning dawned fresh and clear, she decided to get out and replenish the pantry. The sun was shining, and the scent of spring blooms clung to the air as she loaded her full bags in the trunk of her newly repaired car. Driving for the first time since the accident had been harrowing, and she’d had to force herself to do it. Now she was relaxing a little more each time she went out. Nathan had gotten lots of attention at the grocery store and Carly had stopped on the way home, treating herself to lunch at a local café.
The ebullient feeling fled when she arrived at her house, however. Gabe’s truck was in the driveway, a utility trailer attached to the hitch and a set of ramps leading to the pavement. And there he was, riding around her lawn, a swath of neat grass trimmings following in his wake. She felt an initial relief and gratitude that he was here followed by annoyance that he’d taken it upon himself to trim up her yard without so much as a call first. Maybe she was having trouble managing it all, but after their last encounter she didn’t want Gabe picking up the slack. She wasn’t anyone’s charity case. If that was pride, so be it.
She tried to ignore the mower going round and round as she took Nathan, still in his car seat, into the house. She dashed back out to get the grocery bags, but by the time she returned inside Nathan was tuning up, vocally complaining as the noise of the tractor filtered in. Carly sighed and put the bags on the kitchen counter. Nathan had stayed awake through most of the outing and now he was hungry and tired.
The groceries would have to wait, she realized, as the thin cries grew more demanding and her nerves began to fray. And so would confronting Gabe. She settled into her rocker with a sigh and began to feed the baby, closing her eyes and willing herself to relax. All the while the drone of the mower provided background noise and Carly was torn between feeling grateful for Gabe’s efforts and wishing he would go away. She thought of him too often as it was and wished she didn’t. Their last encounter had made everything clear. He’d helped her and that was that.
Which did nothing to explain why on earth he was here now.
Nathan wasn’t done feeding when the mower stopped and Carly’s head snapped up. Surely Gabe wouldn’t come in. He’d load the mower onto the trailer first. She looked down at Nathan’s downy head. His eyes were closed but he was definitely not finished, one hand pressed against the skin of her breast as if holding it in place, making sure it wouldn’t disappear. A soft smile touched her lips as a knock sounded at the screen door. Nathan’s eyes flew open and his hand flinched in a startle reflex. But he was determined, and never moved when the knock sounded again.
“Carly?”
She felt heat rise to her cheeks at the sound of Gabe’s voice. She didn’t want him to see her nursing. It was too…personal. Too awkward. She didn’t know how to answer him and he said her name again. This time she heard the hinges on the door creak and she reached for the flannel receiving blanket, clumsily draping it over Nathan’s head and her partially naked breast.
The tiny foyer was just off the living room and as soon as Gabe entered, he realized where Carly was and what she was doing—it was written in the blank, awkward expression on his face. She felt heat flare again as she met his gaze. She shouldn’t be embarrassed. It was her house, her baby…and Gabe had walked into it.
But it was more than that. It was because despite all arguments to the contrary, there was something between them. Whether it was past feelings or recent words, there was something tethering them together and they’d be stupid to deny it.
“I’m sorry,” Gabe murmured, and turned to go back out the way he’d come.
Nathan picked that moment to completely fall asleep. “It’s okay, Gabe. We’re done. Just give me a moment to…”
Why was she so flustered? She struggled to keep the blanket in place as she tried to re-clip her nursing bra. People fed their babies every day. It was the most natural thing in the world. But it was different because it was Gabe, not some stranger. It was different because she cared what he thought. And even though he’d walked in at an inopportune moment, she did want to talk to him. To find out what he was doing here. “Just let me put things back into place, okay?”
Gabe’s face flushed and he looked like he didn’t know whether to go out or stay in. In the midst of his indecision the square of fabric covering Nathan drooped, revealing the full curve of Carly’s breast as she tried to fasten her bra.
Heat rushed into her face as she grabbed at the receiving blanket. She saw Gabe swallow and avert his eyes. She was absolutely mortified and she bowed her head, struggling to regain her composure as she buttoned the top three buttons on her blouse. This afternoon she’d been feeling somewhat human again, going shopping and picking up lunch like she would have before Nathan was born. Like she was getting back into the swing of things. And then Gabe had arrived, making her jittery and self-conscious with his chocolate eyes and, well, by just being Gabe.
“There,” she whispered, flashing him an uncertain smile. She got up from the chair, moving gingerly in deference to both the lingering stiffness she felt and to keep Nathan from waking. “Let me put him down in his crib and I’ll be right back.”
As Carly made her way back to the living room, she passed the hall mirror and noticed the dark circles beneath her eyes. There was a small spot on her blouse where she’d dropped a tiny piece of chicken salad, and her “deliberately messy” ponytail now just looked messy. She bit her lip, wishing she had time to change, freshen up. But Gabe had seen her in worse shape, hadn’t he?
So she settled for straightening her blouse and tucking a few stray strands of hair behind her ears as she went back to find him.
Gabe had taken off his grassy sneakers and left them on the mat. He hadn’t come in any farther than the entry; Nathan’s car seat sat on the floor in the way, flanked by the diaper bag. Carly paused, unsure of what to do or say. What did Gabe want? The grocery bags were still piled on the kitchen counter. A laundry basket waited at the base of the stairs, filled with unfolded towels. There were still things to do and Carly couldn’t help thinking that if she could get them done quickly, she might be able to catch a few minutes sleep while Nathan napped.
Sleep was a precious commodity, but knowing Gabe waited for her made her heart beat a little bit faster. So much for being over him then. And even though she was grateful that her grass was neatly cut, she was a little bit angry that he’d presumed to do her yard work without even asking. If she wanted help she’d darn well ask for it. Or she could hire a teenager to help her out. Yes, she should have thought of it before. There were always kids on her road looking for extra summer cash. The last thing she wanted was Gabe thinking she expected him to pick up the slack.
“You look tired.”
Her hand paused beside her ear and she wished now that she’d taken the time to splash some cold water on her face or something.
“Gee, thanks.”
He had the grace to look chagrined. “Aw hell, Carly, I’m an idiot. That wasn’t smooth, was it?” He smiled, looking so contrite it was difficult to stay irritated though she tried very hard to be. “I’ve clearly lost my mojo. Maybe I should have said, you look great, but a little tired?”
She felt herself softening. “No, you’re right,” she confessed. “I’m quickly discovering that with a newborn you don’t stay neat and tidy for long.” She smiled back at him. “But he’s worth it. Funny how a tiny baby can change your life so much.”
“He’s beautiful, Carly. Really something.”
“That,” she said smugly, “might go a little way towards getting your mojo back. The sure way to a mother’s heart is to flatter her baby.”
For a few seconds their eyes met, and Carly wondered if he was actually interested in working his mojo or if he was just teasing. She wondered which she wanted. After one simple kiss it seemed like everything they said came with built-in innuendo.
Gabe looked completely unconcerned. “How are you making out?” he asked. “Is he sleeping? Are you sleeping?”
She shrugged. “I’m up a few times in the night. During the day though, it’s a challenge to stay on top of things.” His gaze met hers and she felt the jolt clear to her toes. It seemed some things didn’t change after all. Not after several years and not after the intense atmosphere of the night of her accident. Not even after giving birth to a baby and feeling distinctly un-sexual most of the time. Gabe had a way of flustering her and making her feel all sorts of things she hadn’t felt in a very long time.
Maybe lack of sleep had her making more of Gabe’s favor than she should. Perhaps there wasn’t any motive at all. Either way, she owed him her gratitude and not attitude.
“Thank you for cutting the grass.” Oh brother, was that a breathless note in her voice? She cleared her throat, determined that Gabe not see what an effect he had on her. She wasn’t sixteen anymore, so why did she feel that way when he was around? “I should have done it days ago, but Nathan hates the sound of the mower.”
“It was no trouble.”
And still they were standing like statues in the living room and foyer. “Do you want a cup of coffee?” she offered. “I can put the kettle on.”
He looked for a minute like he might refuse, but then he smiled. “Sure, that’d be nice.”
He followed her into the kitchen and she was constantly aware of him watching her movements as she filled the kettle and plugged it in. “I hope you don’t mind instant,” she said, opening a cupboard. “I’ve been off caffeine for a while, so instant’s all I’ve got. Unless you’d prefer herbal tea.”
She sent him a teasing look, trying to picture big, manly Gabe drinking something named Peach Passion. He smiled back. This was the Gabe she remembered. Always a half-smile and a hint of something else—like they were sharing a secret. Problem was, this was also the Gabe who had the power to reach inside her and rekindle dreams that were best left in the past.
“Instant’s fine,” he replied.
She moved around the kitchen, putting groceries away while the water heated. Gabe perched on a stool, resting his elbows on the counter. What should she say? Though he hadn’t said it, she got the sneaky feeling that he was here for some larger purpose, though she couldn’t imagine what. Her feelings were more than they should be. They always had been. She needed him to draw the line in the sand. Telling herself that she should stop thinking about him wasn’t working. But she could do it if he said the words.
Lord knew he’d always been good about setting her straight before.
But not yet, she realized. She didn’t want to see that look in his eyes yet. Because somehow, she did enjoy the thought of being his. She liked the idea of the possibility that their kiss had been on his mind as much as hers. It made no sense. For months she hadn’t even been able to contemplate another relationship. Jason had destroyed more than their marriage when he left. He’d said things, things she thought might actually be true.
Like how she’d never really loved him. That if she truly had, she would have accepted him as he was rather than trying to change him. At the time it had hurt so much, but there had always been something missing.
At first she’d thought it was the baby issue. But now she wasn’t so sure. All she knew was that the painful things he had said had left their scars. Why would she willingly put herself in the middle of an emotional storm like that again?
But Gabe gave her no further clue as to his motives. Instead he sat at her kitchen counter, sipped coffee, and ate three gingersnaps while she made tea and put her grocery bags away and chatted about Nathan just to fill up the silence that was growing more awkward by the minute.
When there was little left to say, she moved her tea bag around with her spoon and said quietly, “It’s good seeing you, Gabe. I haven’t much, not since you left school. Not since…” She paused, wondering if she should have left that last part alone. They both knew what the not since was. Since Brandon and Gabe had lost their scholarships during third year. The two of them had been like brothers. And then…it all changed. Carly pasted on a smile, trying to cover her gaff. “Which is funny, considering we only live a few miles apart these days.”
Gabe took a drink of coffee, but Carly could see the line that formed between his eyebrows. She should never have brought it up.
He put the cup down but held it so tightly his knuckles turned white.
“What’s wrong? If it’s about that time…forget I mentioned it.”
He opened his eyes and her breath caught. So much anger, so much pain. After all these years, she was surprised. She reached out and covered his hand with hers. “Do you want to talk about it? Goodness knows I owe you…”
Gabe pulled his hand away. “That’s just it, Carly, you don’t owe me anything.” He spit the words out, as if they tasted bad. “But yes…I think we should talk about it. Maybe then you’ll understand.”
“Why are you so mad?” She’d never known him to snap before. Gabe had always been slow to anger and quick to smile. But not now. At least there was nothing wrong with her intuition. There was more happening here than a cup of coffee and catching up.
“It’s not me, is it?” She pulled her hand back and picked up her tea. “It was the same at the hospital. Suddenly you got cold and you walked away. Are you going to walk away today? Or are you going to tell me what’s
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