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Chapter One
 
    
 
   "Did you see me make that goal?"
 
   "I sure did!" Emily Poole held up the camera and tried to smile at her niece, doing her best to ignore the tingling at the base of her spine. "I even got some nice shots so we can show your mom."
 
   "Cool. Do you think you can put them on the website too? That way I can show Jimmy that girls can too play hockey." 
 
   "Absolutely." Emily followed Taylor to one of the benches around the rink and helped her niece with the long process of taking off the heavy gear. She was only seven, but already proving herself to be a handful. Taylor had no inhibitions when it came to proving herself and absolutely no hesitation in putting boys in her class in their place. Emily didn't envy her sister when Taylor reached her pre-teen years and beyond.
 
   She pulled Taylor's jersey over her head, wrinkling her nose at the smell, a combination of sweat and putrid water that seemed to permeate everything around her. There was no other way to describe it, and no other smell even came close to it. Her shoulder pads followed, tossed to the ground near the large gear bag.
 
   Emily handed a sweatshirt to her niece, then started the frustrating task of unlacing her skates. Taylor kept chatting, her clear voice almost musical in its innocence as she recounted every play that had happened in the last two hours. Emily only vaguely listened, stifling a yawn as she fought with the laces. One down, one to go.
 
   The tingling at the base of her spine grew a little stronger, like someone was holding an electric charger against her skin. Emily didn't turn around to see what was causing it. She didn't want to see.
 
   Please, don't let him see me. Don't let him recognize me.
 
   Please, God, don't let him come over here.
 
   She repeated the words, the phrases a mindless chant as she fought the knot in the laces. Taylor wiggled on the bench, her excitement growing as her clear voice drifted around them, partially lost in the noises echoing around the busy rink. Emily dug at the damp knot with her short nail, biting back a curse when the nail tore. She jerked her hand away and brought it to her mouth, sucking at the tip of her index finger to ease the pain. 
 
   "That was a nice shot, squirt."
 
   Emily stiffened at the voice, hoping she was hearing things, that her sleep-deprived imagination was torturing her with her worst nightmare. She squeezed her eyes closed, felt her stomach twist and knot. The bitter coffee and stale donut that had been her breakfast threatened to come back up and she swallowed, hard.
 
   Please, no.
 
   No, to her breakfast making a reappearance.
 
   No, to the man standing next to her, so close she could feel the warmth of his body through her thick sweatshirt.
 
   No. A thousand times no to the memories, bitter and sad, that brought tears to her eyes.
 
   "Oh my God. Wow. You're JP Larocque! No way. This is so cool!"
 
   Emily stumbled, felt a strong hand grip her elbow to steady her. Heat exploded on her skin at the touch and she pulled away, something like a whimper escaping her lips.
 
   She opened her eyes, afraid that Taylor had noticed. But her niece was blissfully unaware, her soft brown eyes wide in her face as she tried to jump from the bench. Her attention was completely focused on the man in front of her.
 
   The man standing so close to Emily that if she turned her head, his chin would bump her forehead.
 
   Emily refused to turn her head. Refused to move. She couldn't move, she was frozen in place.
 
   A warm chuckle briefly interrupted Taylor's excited rambling. Emily closed her eyes once more and clenched her jaw. This couldn't be happening. This was her worst nightmare come to life and she could only hope that she'd jerk awake, that she'd be safe in her own bed when she opened her eyes.
 
   "Here, let me give you a hand with that."
 
   Emily wasn't having a nightmare. He was actually here. Standing next to her. 
 
   Taylor's foot slipped from her hand as her niece slid a few inches along the bench. A bright smile lit her face, revealing the gap where her front tooth had been a few days earlier. Completely ignoring her aunt, Taylor lifted her leg and placed her skated foot in JP's large hands.
 
   Emily watched as he knelt in front of her niece, one small foot held so carefully in his large hand. Long fingers reached for the knot, the blunt tips of his square nails carefully working the damp laces. Taylor kept talking, her words lost to Emily, her small body bouncing with excitement as she tilted her head closer to the hockey player. A thick strand of Taylor's brown hair had come loose from her ponytail and brushed across the back of JP's hand. He jerked back, the movement so quick Emily would have missed it if she hadn't been looking.
 
   Pain of loss sliced through her, sharp and cold. She blinked, pushing back the memories, pushing away the regret. Words formed on her tongue, threatening to spill out, and she bit them off. There was nothing she could say, nothing she should say.
 
   Everything around her seemed to slow, the chaotic echo of noise turning to a muted buzz in her ears as she watched her niece. As she watched the hockey player bent so close in front of Taylor, gently unknotting the laces of her skate.
 
   This shouldn't be happening. God, this couldn't be happening.
 
   Jean-Pierre Larocque. She had thought to never see him again, but here he was. Larger than she remembered, bigger somehow. His head was bent forward but she could see the small smile on his face, just as clearly as she could see it in memory. A crooked smile, one filled with a mischief that reflected in his warm eyes.
 
   Emily couldn't see his eyes now, not with his face turned in profile. But she could still see the edge of his smile and that was enough to shake her and put a crack in the protective wall she had built five years ago.
 
   She needed to leave. She needed to gather Taylor's things and drag herself and her niece out of there while she could. But it was too late, she knew that as surely as she knew her name. 
 
   Activity exploded around her in real-time, like the last few seconds of slow-motion had never happened. Emily swallowed and realized she was staring down at the two dark heads, bent so close together. Her eyes burned and she told herself it was because she had been staring so hard. That had to be it, there was no other reason her eyes would be burning.
 
   Yeah. And life always had a happy ending.
 
   "I think that should do it, eh?" JP's warm voice reached her through the thinning haze surrounding her. He gently pulled the skate from Taylor's foot then stood up, pausing to ruffle her niece's long hair. Emily looked away, unable to bear the sight, and caught the eye of Taylor's coach waving in her direction.
 
   "Taylor, I think Coach Dan wants you."
 
   Her niece paused in the act of ripping the tape from her socks and looked up at JP with her toothless grin. "Are you going to stay here, Mr. Larocque?"
 
   "Sure, I have a few minutes."
 
   "Cool. I'll be back." Taylor waved then hurried over to her coach, her ponytail swinging behind her with each enthusiastic step. 
 
   Emily watched her niece, willing the man next to her to leave. There was no reason for him to be here, no reason for him to stay. A long minute went by, a minute of awareness and discomfort, time for her to realize JP wasn't making an effort to leave, that he was standing just as still as she was.
 
   Emily closed her eyes and took a deep breath then slowly turned. She didn't want to do this, didn't want to acknowledge him, didn't even want to see him.
 
   But there he was, standing too close to her. His brown hair was a little darker than she remembered but still thick, still a little too shaggy and in need of a trim, scraping past the collar of his worn gray sweatshirt. His face seemed a little harsher, the angles and planes a little sharper, a little edgier, accenting the fullness of his soft lips. A bump marred the straight line of his nose, a break that had healed without being set. A faint scar, barely an inch long, cut across the side of his left cheek, just below his cheekbone. Stubble shadowed his jaw and chin, giving him a devilish, dangerous look.
 
   Gone was the young man she remembered. In his place stood the man in front of her. Older, his lean body more filled out, broader. But no doubt still hard, probably harder than she remembered. 
 
   How old was he now? Her memory completed the calculations in a split-second. Twenty-nine. No, she corrected. Almost thirty. It was October now, his birthday was coming up, in January.
 
   She didn't want to question why she remembered that, not when she shouldn't remember anything about him. Not when she swore to herself that she'd forget.
 
   "Emily." 
 
   She flinched at the sound of her name wrapped in the warmth of his slight accent, something almost like regret accenting the syllables. Damn him. Damn his ability to make her forget, to make her want. But not now, not this time.
 
   She brushed by him and reached for Taylor's gear bag, yanking out her niece's sweatpants and placing them on the bench. She shoved the skates and shoulder pads into the bag then reached for the jersey. A strong hand closed over hers, warm and calloused.
 
   "Emily." JP threaded his fingers through hers and tugged, just enough so she turned and faced him. She pulled her hand from his and folded her arms in front of her, refusing to look at him. "You look—"
 
   "Don't say it." She unfolded her arms and held up one hand to stop him, her gaze quickly sliding to his. It was the wrong thing to do because every thought fled her mind when she looked into his eyes.
 
   His gaze held hers, mesmerizing and intense. His eyes were brown, a color that should have been so common as to be unremarkable. But they weren't. They were an unusual brown, the color of strong tea mixed with whiskey, with tiny flecks of gold in the iris, as inviting as a hot toddy on a cold winter day.
 
   Her breath hitched in her chest and a small whimper escaped her. Damn JP and damn his eyes. Damn him for being here, for giving life to feelings and memories she thought long ago buried. Emily swallowed and forced herself to look away. She grabbed Taylor's jersey off the bench, holding it in front of her like some imaginary shield.
 
   "The girl. Is she—" JP swallowed and looked over his shoulder, then back at Emily. Shadows filled his eyes, quickly replaced by a harsh glint that acted like a slap to her face. She clenched her fists in the jersey and took a hasty step toward the man who suddenly seemed to tower above her.
 
   "Taylor is my niece. She's seven years old." Each word was clipped, her cold voice in direct opposition with the hot anger running through her. JP stepped back and ran a hand through his hair, pushing it off his forehead. He looked over his shoulder once more. Regret lined his face when he turned back to her.
 
   "I'm sorry."
 
   Emily loosened the grip on the jersey, then started folding it with short, jerky movements. She had nothing to say to his apology, no response or quip that came to mind. She squeezed her eyes closed for a brief second, then suddenly balled the material in her hand and shoved it into the gear bag.
 
   "Emily, I—"
 
   "Hey Aunt Em, look! I got the game puck!" Taylor bounced over to them, her excitement cutting through the tension as she waved the hard slab of vulcanized rubber between them. Emily forced a smile to her face and leaned down to inspect the puck with the reverence due the child's excitement.
 
   "Very nice. We'll have to show your mom when she gets home."
 
   Taylor nodded and carefully sat the puck on the bench as she proceeded to unwrap the tape from her socks and remove her pads and shorts. Emily shoved the gear into the bag as Taylor pulled the sweatpants on over her gym shorts then grabbed the puck. She held it carefully in both hands, her excitement still obvious. Then she suddenly turned to JP. "Hey Mr. Larocque, would you sign it for me?"
 
   Emily waited for JP to correct the pronunciation of his name, her eyes darting to his for a quick second. Something flashed in the depths of his eyes but he looked away before Emily could decipher the meaning. He leaned down, giving Taylor a crooked smile as she handed him the puck.
 
   "I would be honored, mademoiselle." Taylor giggled, then dug through the outer pocket of the gear bag. She pulled out several Sharpies, then handed the silver one to JP, who took it with a formal flourish.
 
   His head bent over the puck as he carefully scrawled his name. He blew on the ink, then handed puck and pen back to Taylor. "Thanks Mr. Larocque."
 
   "Since we're friends now, you should call me Jean-Pierre. Or JP."
 
   Taylor frowned, her small mouth struggling with the pronunciation and coming up with something that sounded more like "John Peer". JP laughed and reached out to ruffle her hair.
 
   "Your aunt can teach you how to say it correctly. Until then, maybe we should stick to JP, eh?" JP glanced over at her then looked back down at Taylor, obviously choosing to ignore the cold warning on Emily's face. "Have you ever been to one of our practices, Taylor?"
 
   Emily gritted her teeth, shaking her head at JP, who studiously ignored her. 
 
   "You mean The Banners? No, not yet. But that would be completely cool."
 
   "Then you should come one day, and I can give you some pointers."
 
   "Wow. Really?" Taylor turned to look up at her, excitement dancing in her eyes. "Can we, Aunt Em?"
 
   "Taylor, I'm not sure—"
 
   "Please? It would be so much fun."
 
   "I don't even know when practices are." Emily threw the excuse out there, mentally cursing JP for putting her into a situation that would make her look like the bad guy. Disappointment flashed on Taylor's young face and Emily clenched her jaw. Damn him. "How about we look at the schedule and go from there? Will that work?"
 
   Taylor nodded then ran off to join several of her teammates, showing off her newly autographed puck. Emily watched her for a few seconds then reached for the gear bag, slinging it over her shoulder with a soft grunt.
 
   "I meant it about the practice. I'd be happy to give her some pointers." JP's voice was soft, almost hesitant. Emily moved to step by him, then paused.
 
   "I'll let her mother know." She moved away, silently groaning when JP stepped in beside her. She didn't know how much longer she could keep up the act, how much longer she could pretend that his presence—that the memories—weren't tearing her up inside. She lengthened her strides, eager to get away from him.
 
   "You could bring her to a game. I could get tickets—"
 
   "JP, stop. Please." Emily turned, not quite looking at him. Didn't he know what he was doing to her? How could he act like nothing had happened, like there was no past between them?
 
   Because that was how he was. Live for the day, seize the moment. Never worry about consequences. Emily could never forget that. Never.
 
   "Just...stop. I can't. Okay? I just can't." She turned and walked away, only slightly surprised that he didn't follow. She waved to get Taylor's attention then pushed through the heavy glass doors into the chilly October air, squinting in the bright morning sun.
 
   Today had been a fluke. Nothing more, nothing less. In a few days, she'd be able to rebury the memories, rebury the pain. In a few days, she'd be able to forget again.
 
   And she had no doubt that it wouldn't take JP nearly as long to forget. It was the one thing he did so well.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two 
 
    
 
   JP slid around the ice, reaching for the puck, stretching until it rested against the flat of the blade. He dug in with a grunt and pushed himself faster, gaining speed, coming closer to the net. Brad Goodrich, their back-up goalie, positioned himself between the pipes, watching as JP raced closer. 
 
   JP cut to a stop and pulled back with the stick, sending the puck flying across the ice. It hit the pipes with a hollow ring of metal and bounced to the side, rolling safely away from the net.
 
   "Fuck." JP muttered under his breath and skated off to the side, ignoring the steely gaze of the Banners' head coach. He had missed every single shot at practice so far this morning, a feat that did not bode well for tonight's game. JP just hoped it wasn't an omen.
 
   He skated along the boards, his eyes searching the faces of the small crowd that had gathered at this morning's practice. No matter how hard he looked, he didn't see a woman with long hair the color of honey or eyes so bright a blue they reminded him of the clear sky on a crisp Fall morning. And he certainly didn't see a cute little girl with light brown hair and a crooked toothless smile in the crowd.
 
   Something squeezed tight in his chest at the memory of that cute smile turned on him. Had he really thought—? Well, it didn't matter what he thought, he had been wrong. So wrong. That didn't stop the growing tightness in his chest. He reached up with one gloved hand and pushed against his sternum, taking a deep breath at the same time. He had acted like an ass last weekend, no doubt about it. But he had no idea how to fix it, if it could be fixed or if he should even try to fix—
 
   He knocked into something so hard he stumbled backward and nearly fell on his ass, his arms whirling around him until he caught his balance. Mathias Herron stood in front of him, a quizzical look on his face as he grabbed JP's arm to hold him steady.
 
   "Dude. Are you okay there, JP?"
 
   "Yeah. Fine." He tugged his arm free and skated in a slow circle, his eyes scanning the small crowd once more. Disappointment filled him, the intense bitterness surprising him.
 
   "Who are you looking for?" Mat scanned the crowd then looked back at JP, his brows raised. JP shrugged, shook his head.
 
   "Nobody."
 
   "Really? Because you ran right into me looking for nobody."
 
   "Let it go." JP turned his back to the crowd, then muttered under his breath. "Peu de merde."
 
   "What was that?"
 
   "Nothing." The rookie didn't need to know he had just been called a little shit. Not that the insult was one of JP's strongest, and not that Mat was really a rookie any longer. 
 
   He slid forward in line, waiting for someone to shoot the puck toward him for the next drill. He'd make the next shot. He had to, because Sonny LeBlanc was watching him too closely. No telling what the coach might do if he kept fucking up this practice.
 
   "Hey, look. Isn't that your girlfriend?"
 
   JP turned his head, following the direction of Mat's finger pointing at the crowd. Had she changed her mind? Had Emily decided to show up after all?
 
   "What? Where?" JP didn't see her, didn't understand how he could miss her.
 
   "The redhead over there. What's her name? Denise."
 
   JP groaned and looked away, glad he hadn't seen the woman, glad he hadn't mistakenly made eye contact. Regret at his own stupidity filled him. "Her? No, connard, not my girlfriend. She's not anyone's girlfriend."
 
   Not unless you counted every single guy on the team. JP didn't say what he was thinking out loud. Who the hell was he to talk or judge anyway? Not when he fell into that same category.
 
   Pain shot through his ankle, quick, dull. JP grunted and looked down, saw the puck careening away after hitting him in the ankle. A split-second later, a shrill whistle pierced the air.
 
   "Larocque. Get your ass over here." Sonny's bellow echoed across the ice, bounced off the high metal ceiling, and settled with a sharp finality at the base of JP's skull. He swore under his breath and skated across the ice.
 
   "Yes Coach?"
 
   "What the fuck is your problem Larocque? Are you even here? Am I talking to your incompetent twin?"
 
   "No Coach."
 
   Sonny stared at him, a muscle twitching in his square jaw, the scar that ran down across his face flashing a dull red. He leaned to the side and spit, his eyes never leaving JP's face. JP swallowed and looked away from the steel gray eyes that threatened to impale him. 
 
   "Laps. Now. And then I want to see you put that fucking puck between those fucking pipes."
 
   "Yes Coach."
 
   JP turned and pushed off, picking up speed as he moved around the ice. One lap. Two. Again and again until muscles burned and sweat poured down his face. He stopped at the far end of the ice then skated forward, reaching with his stick as a puck flew toward him. He took off, cradling the puck with the blade until he was close enough to shoot. The hollow sound of metal ringing echoed around him and he held his breath, not letting it out until he saw the puck bounce into the net.
 
   Not a great shot. Not at all. But at least it went in. JP circled the net then raced along the ice, feeling Sonny's eyes on him the entire time as the drills continued.
 
   The long shrill of the whistle finally signaled the end of practice. JP skated off the ice, ignoring the calls of some of the fans. He wasn't in the mood, not right now. 
 
   Not when the one person he had hoped to see wasn't there.
 
   "You want to tell me what's going on?"
 
   JP glanced over at his teammate, Randy Michaels, saw the man's brows lower in concern. He shook his head and looked away, then pulled his shower kit and towel from the locker before slamming the door shut. "Nothing, my friend. Why do you ask?"
 
   "Because you've been distracted all week. Who were you looking for?"
 
   "Nobody."
 
   Randy said something under his breath, too low for JP to catch. He didn't bother asking him to repeat it, not when he had no interest in hearing whatever his friend had to say. He moved to the shower and stripped down, closed his eyes and stepped under the steaming water. 
 
   "I'm going to The Maypole for lunch. Want to join me?" Randy's voice floated through the fog of steam, hollow, distant. JP wiped a hand across his face and shook his head. The Maypole was the successful restaurant owned by Randy's sister and her friends, including Randy's girlfriend, Alyssa. And normally JP would jump at the chance. The restaurant was a themed sports bar, geared towards women—and the clientele offered numerous opportunities for single men who appreciated fine scenery. JP had met several of his flings there. 
 
   "Not in the mood, my friend."
 
   Randy didn't say anything for a long minute, his surprise evident in his silence. "Suit yourself. Just thought you'd want a break before the game. It's Friday, so I'm sure there's going to be a nice crowd there. Just what you're looking for, isn't it?"
 
   JP opened his eyes, wincing as soap momentarily burned and blurred his vision. He ducked his head under the warm spray then looked over at Randy. "What did you say?"
 
   "I said that's what you're looking—"
 
   "No. The other. What day is it?"
 
   "Friday." Randy looked over at him, a scowl on his face. "Are you sure there's nothing going on you want to talk about?"
 
   "Absolutely." JP grinned then finished rinsing off. Friday. Of course. No wonder Emily wasn't here. It was a weekday, surely she worked. And surely her niece was in school. That explained why they weren't here, why his invitation to come watch practice had gone ignored.
 
   Parfait imbécile. Why hadn't he considered that? He truly had been an idiot, not even thinking about anyone else's schedule when he had sent the tickets and the invitation to the practice. It hadn't been hard finding Emily's address, though it had been tempting to go over and deliver the tickets to tonight's game personally. But he thought that might scare Emily away. She had looked so...lost...when he had seen her last weekend. Surprised and maybe even a little sad.
 
   So he had used a delivery service for the tickets. Four of them, for Emily and Taylor and Taylor's parents. The seats were against the glass, right on the ice. JP thought the little girl would enjoy that. And he was honest enough to admit that he wanted a chance for Emily to watch him, up close. 
 
   Too bad he hadn't given any thought to the day of the week. If he had, he wouldn't have been so distracted at practice.
 
   He turned the water off and stepped out of the shower, quickly drying off. His mood was suddenly lighter, a silly smile on his face. Randy looked over at him, still scowling, but he didn't say anything.
 
   JP clapped him on the shoulder then walked away, resisting the urge to hum under his breath. He would see Emily tonight. And maybe, after the game, she'd agree to go out for a drink. Or maybe a quick bite to eat. And then they could catch-up. And maybe, just maybe, he could talk her into going home with him.
 
   The day was suddenly looking much better.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The sound of a slamming door upstairs echoed around them. Emily closed her eyes and took a deep breath, bracing herself for the argument about to take place.
 
   She should have never said anything. Not to Taylor, and certainly not to Monica. She should have followed her initial instinct and just thrown the tickets into the trash. Better yet, she should have shredded them at work, where nobody would have seen them.
 
   But she hadn't. Emily had held on to the tickets for two days after they were delivered, arguing with herself about what to do. In the end, she had decided against throwing them out. They were tickets to a game. Nothing more, nothing less. She knew Taylor would love to go, would love to have the opportunity to sit so close and see a live game. 
 
   And that's all it would be: a game. A harmless, innocent game. She wouldn't have to see JP, and she certainly wouldn't be expected to talk to him. It was a game, for crying out loud. They'd be in seats, part of an audience of thousands. Tens of thousands. What was the harm in that?
 
   "I cannot believe you thought I'd be okay with this." Monica's voice was flat, icy. Emily finally looked at her sister, not surprised to see the anger shadowing her slate blue eyes. Monica's eyes were always shadowed lately: with anger, with resentment, with bitterness. Brackets of displeasure framed her pursed mouth, turning her ever-present scowl into something harder, less forgiving. 
 
   Emily tucked her hair behind her ear and let out a deep breath. "Monica, it's a game. A simple hockey game. Something Taylor would really enjoy."
 
   "How can you say that? After where the tickets came from?"
 
   That was Emily's second mistake. Once deciding to keep the tickets, she should have never mentioned where she got them. If she hadn't said anything, nobody would have known. Monica would have never found out.
 
   But Taylor had been so excited, jumping up and down when she saw them. And she had innocently asked if "John Peer" had sent them. That was all Monica had needed to hear before firmly shaking her head and letting Taylor—and Emily—know that she forbade Taylor from going to the game.
 
   Emily moved to the refrigerator and pulled open the door, her eyes searching the shelves without really seeing anything. All she was aware of was the bite of Monica's glare as her sister stared at her back. Emily shook her head and pulled out the pitcher of ice tea, then reached into a cabinet for a glass.
 
   "It's a game, Monica. You're overreacting."
 
   "I'm overreacting? I can't believe you, of all people, can say that to me. After what that man did to you?"
 
   Emily's hand shook and tea splashed over the rim of the glass, a small brown puddle forming on the counter. She placed the pitcher on the counter and grabbed a paper towel, hoping Monica didn't notice the slight trembling in her hand as she wiped the puddle.
 
   "It was five years ago, Monica." She balled the wet towel and tossed it into the trashcan. "And it has nothing to do with taking Taylor to the game tonight."
 
   "I said no."
 
   Emily braced her hands against the counter and took a deep breath, holding it to a count of ten before facing her sister. Monica leaned against the kitchen wall, her arms crossed tightly in front of her. Her dark blond hair was cut into a short bob, close to her neck. Right now, she had it slicked back, the ends carefully arranged away from her face. It made her look harsher, older than she really was. Anger rolled off her. Anger and bitterness.
 
   Would her sister ever let go of the bitterness? Emily sympathized, knew what Monica had gone through, knew how bad the marriage had been and how much the divorce had cost her, physically, mentally, emotionally. She knew what her sister was still going through, two years after the fact. But she also knew what Taylor was going through, how the last few years had affected her niece. Why couldn't Monica see that? She refused to believe her sister didn't care.
 
   "Don't you think Taylor deserves a chance to have some fun?"
 
   "How dare you!" Monica straightened, fire flashing in her eyes and staining her cheeks as she stepped closer to Emily. "How dare you say something like that to me!"
 
   "I didn't mean it that way and you know it." She didn't, and she wouldn't apologize to her sister just because she harbored a misplaced guilty conscience. 
 
   "I work my ass off. Regular shifts, overtime shifts. Because her father doesn't care enough—"
 
   "Lower your voice." Emily hissed the warning, not wanting Monica's voice to carry upstairs. Her sister stopped, balled her fists at her side, and let out a deep breath. That quickly, the fight and anger left her, replaced with a look of sadness and regret that tugged at Emily's heart.
 
   "Monica, she doesn't ask for a lot. She doesn't do a lot. She's a sweet kid, you know that."
 
   "I know that. I'm her mother."
 
   Emily ignored the defensiveness in Monica's voice. She knew her sister struggled to find the right balance, knew she hadn't quite found it yet. And she did try, Emily knew that. But she also knew that her sister's bitterness still held the upper hand. 
 
   "Let me take her to the game, Monica. It's just a game."
 
   "I just don't see how you can forget what he did to you."
 
   A flash of pain centered in Emily's chest, hot, searing. Forget? How could Monica think she'd ever forget? She had lost a piece of herself five years ago. More than just a piece. No, she'd never forget.
 
   But she had moved on, that gaping hole always a part of her—but not ruling her life. She couldn't let it, not if she meant to keep living. She had learned that lesson the hard way.
 
   "It's a game," she repeated. "It has nothing to do with what happened five years ago."
 
   "But he sent the tickets. Can you honestly say that doesn't mean anything?"
 
   "Yes, I can." And she could, especially after fighting with that same thought all week. Because that's all they were: tickets. She would take Taylor, watch the game, and come home. "It's not like I plan to see him, talk to him."
 
   "Taylor said you talked to him last weekend, after her game."
 
   "Only because I had to. She talked to him more than I did."
 
   "I don't want him near my daughter." Emily nodded but said nothing, knowing that Monica was close to giving in. Her sister didn't need to know that he had invited them to today's practice. And she certainly didn't need to know that he had thought—well, she still wasn't entirely sure he had thought Taylor was Emily's daughter—his daughter. That was something Emily refused to think about, knowing what else it meant. No, Monica certainly didn't need to know that.
 
   Her sister released a loud sigh, then moved to the steps leading upstairs. "Taylor, come here please."
 
   Emily took several long, deep breaths, waiting as Taylor's hesitant steps shuffled against the hardwood stairs. She reached the bottom, her head hung forward, her hair hanging in her face. 
 
   Monica kneeled in front of her, the sleeves of the sweater she wore over her scrubs pulling up her arms as she hugged her daughter. "I changed my mind. You can go tonight with your aunt."
 
   Taylor's head came up, a hesitant smile lighting her face. "Do you mean it?"
 
   "Yes. I..." Monica hesitated, tossing a look over her shoulder at Emily. "I shouldn't have said no. I was upset about something else."
 
   Taylor bounced up and down, then wrapped her skinny arms around Monica's neck. "Thank you, thank you, thank you! This is going to be so much fun!"
 
   Monica straightened, a strained smile on her face as she looked down at her daughter. "Just remember you said that tomorrow morning, when you have to get up so early. Don't you have a game yourself?"
 
   Taylor nodded then jumped up and down a few more times. "I'll get up, honest." 
 
   And Emily knew her niece was telling the truth. The seven-year-old had an unending supply of energy, something she envied.
 
   "I wish you could go, Mom. You'd have so much fun."
 
   Monica stiffened, her smile freezing on her strained face. Emily waited, wondering if she would say anything. But Monica just shrugged and pulled her daughter in for another hug. "I have to work, sweetie. But I'm going to try to go to your game tomorrow. I'm sure that will be even more fun."
 
   Taylor nodded then raced up the stairs, her squeals of excitement floating back down to them. They stood there in silence, listening to the happy sounds for several long minutes. Monica finally moved away from the stairs and stepped closer to Emily, her shadowed eyes holding a glint of warning.
 
   "I don't want her talking to that man, Emily. I mean it."
 
   Emily nodded, knowing her sister wouldn't believe her if she told her there was no chance of them even seeing JP. It was a game, nothing more, nothing less. 
 
   Emily gave her sister's arm a reassuring squeeze. "I know. It's just a game, Monica. Nothing to worry about."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four  
 
    
 
   "Aunt Emily, why did Mom say John Peer was a bad man?"
 
   Emily choked on the swallow of soda. She fumbled with the cup, finally placing it in the holder attached to her seat, and leaned forward, coughing. When she could finally breathe without wheezing, she turned a wary gaze to her niece.
 
   Taylor was sitting on the edge of her seat, leaning forward enough that she could clutch the outside edge of the boards with both hands. A minute earlier, her attention had been focused on the hulking machine moving in large circles on the ice in front of them. But now her head was tilted to the side, her wide brown eyes focused on Emily with a curious expression. Not judging, not worried. Just curious.
 
   Emily took a deep breath and looked around, searching for a distraction while her mind struggled to come up with an answer. When had Taylor heard that? It had to have been before Monica left for work, when she had pulled Emily to the side to make her thoughts known once more. How had Taylor overheard them? And what else had she heard?
 
   Emily took another deep breath and let it out slowly, then reached over and pushed a strand of hair from her niece's face. "Well, I don't think she really meant he was a bad man. She just..." 
 
   Just what? Hated him for what had happened? Emily had never given it much thought, certainly not five years ago. Monica was her older sister, protective. And even though she had never met JP, she had formed an opinion of him after everything that had happened. And no doubt that opinion had hardened over the years, made even worse by the experience of Monica's own marriage and divorce.
 
   But Emily certainly couldn't tell the curious seven-year-old that. 
 
   "I think your mom just doesn't like him."
 
   "But why?"
 
   "Because of something that happened a long time ago."
 
   "Oh." Taylor looked out over the ice, then back at Emily. "What happened?"
 
   "Well, I guess..." Emily's voice trailed off and she shifted in the suddenly-hard seat. She blew out another breath and tucked her hair behind her ears while her mind searched for an answer that would satisfy her niece’s curiosity. "Well, JP and I used to see each other, and then we didn't. And I think your mom doesn't like him because of that."
 
   "Okay." Taylor leaned back in her seat, her legs dangling off the edge as she looked around them. Emily didn't know whether to laugh or cry at her easy acceptance of the answer, then called herself a fool for worrying about it. Taylor was simply curious, that was all. She needn't have worried about such an innocent question.
 
   Seats began filling again, the music building in the background as the clock wound down for the intermission. The third period would be starting in a few minutes, which meant the game would be over soon and she could take Taylor home, and this night would be nothing more than a nice memory for her niece.
 
   As much as Emily didn't want to admit it, the night would be a nice memory for her as well. The excitement, the crowd, the energy. It had been years since she had been to a professional hockey game—five years, to be exact. She had forgotten how much fun they could be. And she was glad Taylor had the chance to experience it, especially with such wonderful seats. Emily could overlook where the tickets came from if it meant a fun evening for Taylor.
 
   "Aunt Emily, look!" Taylor tapped her leg then stood up, jumping in excitement at something happening a few rows behind them. Emily looked over her shoulder, a smile spreading across her face as the mascot for the Banners hopped down the steps. 
 
   Emily shook her head and laughed at the sight of the mascot, knowing it couldn't have been easy to come up with something to represent the team. The mascot was dressed as a soldier from the War of 1812, complete with blue coatee and odd-looking tombstone shako cap. No doubt he was supposed to represent the battle of Fort McHenry in 1814, when Francis Scott Key penned the words to the Star Spangled Banner on a ship in Baltimore's harbor. 
 
   The mascot moved his arms in an exaggerated wave, then made a huge show of tossing a few souvenirs into the crowd with the help of his assistants. Taylor laughed and climbed over Emily to get closer, then waved as the mascot jumped the last few steps, stopping at the edge of their row. He waved at Taylor and made a sweeping bow, leaning forward to give Taylor a high-five. 
 
   Emily wished she had thought to bring her camera so she could capture this moment on film. But she had left it at home, not wanting to drag it with her to the game. That didn't mean she couldn't snap a few with her phone.
 
   She reached down for her bag, searching for it, only partially aware of Taylor's squeals of excitement. Scattered applause and a few cheers echoed around them and Emily looked up, wondering if she was too late as her fingers fumbled with the phone. She swallowed her sigh of disappointment when she saw the mascot climbing the stairs, already moving away from them.
 
   Taylor didn't seem to notice, because she was still bouncing up and down, clutching something to her chest. Her hair tumbled around her smiling face, her excitement clear.
 
   "Did he give you something, sweetie?"
 
   Taylor nodded, then climbed across Emily's legs before plopping back into her own seat. The lights in the arena dimmed, the music blaring louder before fading under the announcer's voice. Taylor said something, but her voice was lost in the surrounding noise and Emily had to lean closer.
 
   "What's that?" 
 
   Taylor waved two large colorful tickets in front of Emily, moving them so quickly they were nothing more than a blur of red, white, and blue. "Passes, Aunt Emily!"
 
   "Passes?"
 
   "For after the game. Look!" Taylor finally stopped waving the tickets in front of her and held them out for Emily to see. She took one from Taylor's hand and looked down at it, the words blurring in front of her eyes.
 
   Emily shook her head in outraged disbelief and looked out over the ice, her eyes narrowing on the player's bench across from them. She could see JP, watched as he jumped over the small wall and skated out to center ice. The ref dropped the puck and action exploded around them, but Emily didn't understand why JP was still moving. By all rights, he should have collapsed under her death stare.
 
   Why would he do such a thing? It had to be him. Emily couldn't believe otherwise. No, it was too much of a coincidence that Taylor would suddenly be given passes to meet the players after the game. This had to be JP's doing.
 
   But why? Why would he do such a thing?
 
   Emily jumped when two players hit the glass directly in front of them, the sound startling her as much as the savage ferocity on their faces. But Taylor laughed and leaned forward, banging on the glass with the palm of her hand before play moved down the ice.
 
   Emily glanced over at her niece, her heart squeezing at the sight of the girl's bright smile and excited face. Then she glanced down at the tickets in her hand and felt her gut twist and clench.
 
   Why? Why would JP do this? 
 
   And how was she supposed to tell Taylor they wouldn't be using them?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   JP closed the locker and adjusted the sleeves of the dress jacket, tugging them down to cover the cuffs of his shirt. He swallowed back the unexpected quiver of nervousness then glanced at his watch.
 
   Shouldn't Emily be here by now? Surely enough time had gone by, even given his hasty shower. But so far, nobody came back to get him, nobody came back to announce any visitors.
 
   "Where are you off to?" Randy stopped next to JP, his quick gaze eyeing him from head to toe before he reached into his own locker.
 
   "Nowhere, my friend."
 
   "Really? Then why do you look like you're anxious to get going?"
 
   "Not to get going. He's waiting for someone." Mat pushed by him, a shit-eating grin splitting his face and pulling on the small bandage taped across his chin. JP shot him a dirty look then turned away, ignoring the expressions on both men's faces.
 
   "Yeah? Who this time? Another one of your 'fans'?" Randy chuckled, the question lightly teasing. JP flinched, his nervous smile disappearing at the innocent question. He searched his mind for a comeback, a sarcastic quip, and came up empty. After the last few years, why would Randy expect anything different from him? 
 
   His mouth opened and closed, stumbling over every possible answer, when someone yelled for him from the door to the locker room. JP breathed a sigh of relief at the interruption then adjusted his jacket once more.
 
   "Guests?" Randy gave him a quizzical look, his brows lifting in question. JP ignored him and headed out of the locker room. He groaned when Randy and Mat followed him.
 
   Then he stopped, his breath hitching in his chest as he caught sight of Emily and her niece, standing so awkwardly just inside the door. No, only Emily looked awkward, uncomfortable and hesitant, like she had been dragged there against her will. JP swallowed and dragged his damp palms along his legs, just watching her.
 
   A faded denim jacket hung loose over one arm, the blue a contrast to the oatmeal colored sweater she was wearing. The sweater was loose, hanging off her slight frame and hiding her curves before it stopped just below the tops of her thighs. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, the honey gold shining in the bright lights of the room. She looked around, her blue eyes wide as she took everything in.
 
   Her eyes widened even more, just briefly, when they rested on him before narrowing. JP's gut clenched at the contact, clenched again when Emily reached out and placed a hand on her niece's shoulder, the action protective.  
 
   "No fucking way." The words were uttered in a low whisper and JP turned to give Mat a warning stare. He ignored the surprise on his friends' faces, knowing that Emily wasn't what they were expecting. 
 
   The realization sat like a heavy weight in his gut, souring his stomach.
 
   JP forced the feeling away and pasted a bright smile on his face as he moved closer to Emily. He looked down at the young girl, his smile widening at the expression of awe on her face. Without realizing what he was doing, he leaned down and ruffled her long hair, the baby-fine strands soft under his hand. 
 
   "Did you enjoy the game, Squirt?"
 
   "Yes, thank you." She glanced over her shoulder at her aunt, then bounced a little on her toes. "This is so awesome John Peer!"
 
   JP ignored the smothered laughter and snorts coming from behind him. "Why don't you just call me 'JP' instead? Might be easier, eh?"
 
   The little girl nodded, her brown eyes shining with excitement as she offered him a toothless smile. Something tightened in his chest, squeezing. He had thought...well, it didn't matter what he thought. Not really.
 
   JP straightened, his gaze moving to Emily. She hadn't moved, her discomfort clear in the rigid stance of her body and in the hard look in her eyes. No, not hard. Wary, hesitant. He offered her a smile, not surprised when she didn't return it.
 
   Could he blame her? After everything that had happened five years ago? No, he couldn't. Not for that. But he wanted to see her smile now, see her face soften and her eyes sparkle when she looked at him.
 
   JP figured he had a better chance of winning the Vezina this year. Considering he wasn't a goalie, that meant his chances were pretty much nonexistent.
 
   "So." JP shifted, glanced over his shoulder, looked back at Emily. "Would you like a quick tour?"
 
   "We can't stay—"
 
   "Could we? Please?" The girl bounced up and down, strands of her long hair floating in front of her face as she looked back at her aunt. "Please Aunt Emily?"
 
   "Taylor, I told you before we came down here that we couldn't stay long. You have a game in the morning."
 
   "Just real quick? Please? That way I can tell everyone I was here!"
 
   "Bragging rights." JP nodded, his grin contradicting the seriousness of his words. "Very important."
 
   Emily flashed him a look loaded with fire and impatience then looked down at her niece. She let out a deep sigh then nodded. "Five minutes, Taylor. That's all."
 
   JP looked over his shoulder, his eyes searching out his friends. Mat met his gaze, amusement flashing in his green eyes as he stepped forward and held his hand out to the young girl.
 
   "Looks like I'll be your guide, Taylor. I'm Mat Herron."
 
   Instead of shaking his hand—which JP knew had been Mat's intention—the girl reached out and placed her hand trustingly in his. She craned her neck back and looked up at him. "I know who you are! You had seventy-nine points last year. But you messed up that shot tonight. You should have shot lower. I bet you would have scored if you had."
 
   Laughter erupted around them, quickly choked back at the look Mat tossed around the room. He pinned JP with a glance, his green eyes flashing a promise of retribution. JP tried to hide his grin and failed when Mat looked back down at the young girl.
 
   "I'll try to remember that next time."
 
   "Okay. Aunt Emily, can I use your phone to take some pictures?"
 
   Emily hesitated, the request obviously catching her off-guard. She looked down at the jacket folded across her arm then started fumbling in the large bag hanging from her shoulder. JP didn't hesitate, just pulled his own phone from his pocket and tossed it to Mat. "Use this. And then I can send the pictures to your aunt."
 
   "Thanks John—JP." Taylor waved at him then pulled a still-surprised Mat along, leading the way to...somewhere.
 
   Randy stepped past JP, stopping long enough to give him an assessing gaze. He didn't miss the question in his friend's eyes and knew he'd be grilled later. But he wasn't worried about that now, not when Emily stood there watching him, her full lips compressed in a thin line, her displeasure clear on her face.
 
   "That wasn't necessary."
 
   JP shrugged and moved closer, close enough that he could reach out and pull her into his arms if he wanted. And yes, he wanted. But he didn't, not when her body language made it clear that she wanted nothing to do with him.
 
   "It's no problem. I can send the pictures to you later."
 
   Emily raised one delicate brow at him, letting him know she wasn't happy. "Is that an underhanded way of getting my phone number?"
 
   JP shrugged again and offered her a grin, hoping she would smile back, hoping to see the lines of her frown soften. Instead of smiling back, she folded her arms in front of her and looked around, her eyes scanning the room with curiosity, her gaze taking in the leather recliners and large television. She finally looked at JP, her clear blue eyes settling on his for a fraction of a second before fixing on something over his right shoulder. Her chin lifted a notch, her jaw tightening as she clenched it. A flash of regret seared JP as she dug her fingers into her arms and he moved toward her, reaching out.
 
   "Emily, I—"
 
   She stepped back so quickly she stumbled. JP grabbed her elbow, wanting to do nothing more than steady her. Heat, instant and searing, tore through him at the contact. The heat was replaced by a cold wash of regret when Emily tore her elbow from his grasp and stared up at him.
 
   "Don't touch me."
 
   " La vache! You would rather I let you fall?"
 
   "I don't need your help, Jean-Pierre. I never did."
 
   The words cut, clean and quick, the meaning—the accusation—tearing open past wounds JP had never wanted to acknowledge. He swallowed and ran a hand through his hair, surprised to see his fingers were shaking, and he was grateful they were alone in the room. There was no one there to see his reaction, no one he would have to explain things to.
 
   Memories he had buried. Feelings he had failed to acknowledge. Foolish. Foolish to think he didn't remember, foolish to think he didn't feel.
 
   He blew out a deep breath and looked over at Emily, noticed the paleness of her skin and the unnatural brightness of her eyes. He wanted to reach out and touch her. Pull her into his arms and hold her.
 
   He did neither.
 
   "I am sorry, Emily. For everything." The words weren't enough. They would never be enough, but he didn't know what else to say, what else to do—no more than he knew what to do five years ago.
 
   Emily shook her head, just the barest movement as she pressed her lips together once more. A long minute went by, filled with a heavy silence that pressed on JP's shoulders. She finally exhaled, the noise nothing more than a loud hiss, and turned to look at him.
 
   "How could you think Taylor was your daughter? Last weekend, when you saw her?"
 
   "I—" JP snapped his mouth shut, not sure how to answer. He had known, even then, that she wasn't. But for a brief second, less than a second, when he had seen the young girl with Emily, his heart had squeezed with memory and regret. And hope. The emotion had floored him, completely wiping all logical thought from his mind.
 
   Emily stepped closer to him, anger flaring in her beautiful eyes. She pointed a finger at him, dangerously close to pushing it against his chest. "Do you think I lied all those years ago?"
 
   "Emily, no—"
 
   "Don't." Her finger jabbed him in the chest and he stepped back in surprise. "How could you think I lied about what happened? Why? Why would you think that?"
 
   "I don't. Emilie, I don't." He grabbed her wrist in one hand to stop her from jabbing him then closed his hand over hers. Her skin was chilled, her fingers shaking. She lowered her head, the fall of her hair covering her face. JP swallowed and pulled her closer, reaching out with his free hand to tilt her chin up. She blinked the moisture from her eyes but refused to meet his gaze.
 
   "Our daughter is dead, Jean-Pierre. She died before she ever had a chance." Emily uttered the words in a hoarse whisper void of emotion. JP's lungs constricted and he had to fight to catch his breath, fight against the pain that suddenly seemed so fresh. He didn't think, just pulled Emily into his arms and held her against him.
 
   "I know. I'm sorry, Emily. Je suis désolé, ma douce." He stood there for a full minute, his arms tight around her. But she didn't move. Her arms didn't come up around him, didn't wrap around his waist. Emily stood still in his hold, not moving, barely breathing.
 
   JP reluctantly loosened his hold and stepped away, quickly schooling his face into a blank mask. He swallowed and looked around, afraid to let his eyes rest on Emily. Afraid of what he might see if he did.
 
   "It was a long time ago, JP. It doesn't matter any longer." Her words were flat, emotionless. And they had the same effect on him as if a puck had slammed into his throat. He looked over at her, saw the same blank expression on her face that he made sure was on his.
 
   She was lying. JP knew that as surely as he knew he his own name. 
 
   As surely as he knew there was nothing he could do about it. Not now, not here.
 
   The silence shifted, no longer accusing or uncomfortable but not quite yet welcome. Emily moved around the room, stopping in front of the large white board hanging along the far wall. JP wondered if she was studying the scrawled diagrams and notes, or if she was merely using that as a distraction.
 
   She turned suddenly, one hand reaching up and tucking her hair behind her ear. Her blue eyes were clear as they settled on him.
 
   "What are you doing, JP? The tickets, the passes. What are you doing?"
 
   "I thought your niece would enjoy them."
 
   Emily nodded and looked away, her lips pursed. He could hear laughter getting closer, a clear sound that seemed so out of place. Emily tensed then took a few steps toward him—no, not him. Toward the door. 
 
   "She did. Thank you. But no more, JP. Is that understood? You can't do this again. I can't do this again." Her eyes held his, a thousand different emotions swirling in their crystal depths. JP couldn't read any of them. And then it was too late, because she looked away and shrugged into the denim jacket, a bright smile on her face as Taylor bounded into the room.
 
   "Aunt Emily, look what Mat gave me!" Taylor skipped over to her aunt, a large hockey stick held in one hand. Emily's mouth pursed briefly, then lifted in a smile.
 
   "That's pretty cool. Did you say thank you?"
 
   "Of course I did. Duh." Taylor turned back Mat, offering him a toothless grin. "Thanks again Mat."
 
   "No problem kiddo." 
 
   "Oh, I almost forgot." Taylor pushed the stick toward Emily, then focused on something in her hand. She chewed on her bottom lip, a frown of fierce concentration on her face. JP realized it was his phone, a realization confirmed a minute later when a series of electronic beeps came from somewhere in the bag tossed over Emily’s shoulder.
 
   Taylor smiled at her aunt, then skipped over to JP and handed the phone to him. "Thanks for letting me use your phone John Peer. I sent the pictures to Aunt Emily so you don't have to worry about it."
 
   JP glanced over at Emily, catching the frown she threw at him when she realized he now had her cell phone number. Something like a warning flashed in her eyes but he ignored it and looked at Taylor instead. "Thank you Taylor."
 
   Emily moved to the door, the large stick held in one hand. "Taylor, it's late, we need to leave." 
 
   "But Aunt Emily—"
 
   "No buts. You have an early game, you need to get to sleep if you want to play." The veiled warning didn't have the effect JP was certain Emily had been hoping for. Taylor rolled her eyes and giggled, then followed her aunt to the door. Emily held it open for her niece, barely sparing JP a glance before disappearing through it.
 
   JP stood there for a few long seconds, his brow lowered in thought.
 
   "Are you going to tell me what that was all about?" Mat's voice interrupted his thoughts. He glanced over his shoulder, saw the other man watching him with undisguised curiosity. 
 
   "Mathias, what are your plans for the morning?"
 
   "What? Sleeping. It's an off day tomorrow, so definitely sleeping."
 
   "No you're not. You're going to a game with me."
 
   "What the fuck are you talking about?"
 
   "I'll pick you up at six."
 
   "In the morning? Are you fucking crazy?"
 
   JP shook his head and made a tsk noise. "Language, my friend. You need to be careful, especially tomorrow."
 
   "JP, what are you talking about?"
 
   "We're going to a hockey game in the morning. A youth hockey game." JP laughed at the expression on Mat's face then walked away, leaving the younger player sputtering behind him.
 
   "Dude, what the fuck?"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   "It's too fucking early for this shit."
 
   JP nudged Mat in the side with his elbow, hard. "Language. There's kids around."
 
   Mat grunted and rubbed his side, looking around in bleary-eyed curiosity at the small crowd around them. "I'm going to get some coffee."
 
   "Really?" JP held up the two large cups in his hands. "We stopped for coffee. Why didn't you get one then?"
 
   "Because I wasn't awake then. Where are you going to be?"
 
   JP glanced around, his eyes narrowing as he searched the small crowd on the bleachers. Emily was sitting on a bench near the top, slightly apart from everyone else.
 
   And by herself.
 
   "Up there. Don't bother joining me." JP ignored Mat's muttered curse and made his way to the other side of the rink, carefully climbing over the bleacher seats so the coffee wouldn't spill. He knew the instant Emily saw him. Her entire body stiffened and her shoulders hunched forward, like she was preparing to make an escape. He ignored the body language and made his way over to her, holding out one cup as a peace offering.
 
   Wariness filled her eyes as she stared at him. For one awful moment, JP thought she'd refuse, that she'd actually get up and walk away. But she finally reached out and took the cup, carefully holding it between her gloved hands. He sat down next to her, probably too close for her comfort. She didn't move away, which he took as a good sign.
 
   "It's a latte. I remember you used to drink them." He didn't look over at her, almost afraid to. Emily didn't say anything, just removed the stopper from the lid and took a sip. Her body seemed to relax and JP breathed a small sigh of relief.
 
   He watched the game for a few minutes, surprised at how good some of the players were. It was slower than what he was used to, some of the plays filled with mistakes. Of course, this was youth hockey, not the professional leagues—the expectations were supposed to be different.
 
   "Why are you here?"
 
   JP glanced over at Emily. Her eyes were focused in front of her, her attention on the game. He shifted on the cold bench and took a swallow of his own coffee, ignoring her question. "Which one is Taylor?"
 
   "Number 44. That's her, there." Emily motioned with her head as the players lined up for face-off. 
 
   "She's a forward, eh?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "She plays forward."
 
   "Oh. Yeah." Emily took another sip of coffee and shifted, just the tiniest bit. The move placed a few more inches between them. JP didn't hesitate in the least, just slid over as well, quickly closing the distance Emily had placed between them. She tried to move again and he reached out, clasping a hand lightly on her knee.
 
   "We can do this all morning until there's no bench left." 
 
   Emily sighed, a sound that almost resembled a growl, and brushed his hand from her leg. She didn't look at him when she repeated her first question. "Why are you here?"
 
   "I thought you might want some coffee."
 
   She didn't reply, which caught JP off-guard. He had expected a caustic remark, a biting comment. Something. But Emily just sat there, her eyes facing forward, her hands wrapped around the cup.
 
   JP turned back to the game, watching the kids as they skated back and forth, sometimes tripping or stumbling. Someone passed the puck to Taylor and he watched, impressed, as the girl skated down the ice. He slid to the edge of the bench, watching as she neared the net and stopped to shoot. A kid from the other team, a boy at least a head taller, skated up behind her and crosschecked her, sending her stumbling and ruining the shot. The ref blew a whistle, the shrillness splitting the air.
 
   JP jumped from his seat. "That's a cheap shot! Pick on someone your own size, merde de poulet."
 
   Coffee splashed over his hand as something tugged on his arm. He looked down, surprised to see Emily pulling on the sleeve of his leather jacket, a look of embarrassment and something else—amusement, maybe—crossing her face.
 
   "Sit down."
 
   "But that was a dirty hit. And picking on a girl! He should—"
 
   "Sit. Down." Emily pulled on his arm again, harder this time until he reluctantly lowered himself back to the cold metal bench. "You're going to get thrown out."
 
   "What? Nonsense." He wiped his hand along his leg, back and forth until the spilled coffee was gone.
 
   "Not nonsense. There's a zero tolerance policy in this league." Emily looked at him, actually looked at him, her blue eyes so clear and deep he thought about willingly drowning himself in their depths. Then her brows lowered in a frown. She shook her head and looked away, mumbling something he couldn't quite catch. That was when he realized she had been speaking the entire time.
 
   And he hadn't heard a word.
 
   He lifted the cup to his mouth and took a sip, the coffee barely lukewarm now. Should he ask her to repeat herself? Or would that be admitting he had been so preoccupied that he hadn't heard her in the first place? He had just decided to hell with it and was ready to ask her to repeat whatever she had said when she spoke again. The words were soft, so soft only he could hear, but her voice was harsh.
 
   "You need to leave, Jean-Pierre."
 
   His name rolled like sweet honey from her mouth, despite the harshness of her voice. His heart skipped, one painful beat, at hearing it. He had forgotten how soft her voice was, forgotten how just his name on her lips could heat his blood. Five years had gone by, but his reaction was the same. 
 
   No. His reaction was even more intense than it had been all those years ago.
 
   Then he cursed himself for being a fool, for acting like a lovesick little boy eager for the tiniest shred of attention. Grown men didn't act that way. Grown men didn't turn into putty at the sound of their names.
 
   That didn't mean he was going to leave. He took another swallow of coffee and stared straight ahead, pretending he hadn't heard Emily. She sighed, a long exhale of frustration. No doubt ready to ask him to leave again.
 
   "Taylor's parents. They are not here?"
 
   Was it his imagination, or did Emily stiffen even more beside him? No, it wasn't his imagination. He risked a glance in her direction and was surprised to see her jaw clenched. Then she sighed again, her body deflating. She looked down at the cup in her hands, almost as if she was trying to decide what to tell him.
 
   "Taylor's parents are divorced."
 
   JP nodded but didn't say anything. It happened, of course. Too often, he thought. People jumped into relationships without thinking things through. No wonder so many got divorced. That was just one of the reasons he, himself, stayed away from relationships. It was much easier to bounce from fling to fling. No commitments, no worries.
 
   A small voice somewhere in the back of his head laughed at him, calling him a liar. He squirmed on the bench and pushed the voice and the thoughts away. Certainly they weren't the right kind of thoughts to be having as he sat here next to Emily, trying to—
 
   Trying to what? He realized he didn't know what he was trying to do. It was just after seven in the morning, a rare off day. So why was he here? What was he trying to do?
 
   He didn't like the direction those questions were leading him so he pushed them to the back of his mind as well. Better to focus on something simple, mundane.
 
   "Do they not come to the games? Taylor's parents?"
 
   "No." Emily took a deep breath and looked over at him, just a quick glance. "Taylor's dad is...well, let's just say things didn't end well and that it's been a rough few years. Taylor doesn’t have much contact with him."
 
   JP nodded but said nothing. What kind of man would abandon his own child? Something icy trailed a scratchy path along his spine, something almost like guilt. No, this wasn't the same. Not even close. JP swallowed and looked over at Emily again, almost expecting her to look at him in accusation. But her focus was on the game. 
 
   "And her mom?"
 
   "Monica is a nurse. She works a lot of nights and overtime. She was going to come this morning but ended up working late last night."
 
   "So you take care of your niece?"
 
   This time Emily turned, a frown on her face as fire flashed in the depths of her eyes. "What do you want JP? Why all the questions? Why the sudden interest?"
 
   "I’m only making conversation."
 
   "Really? You expect me to believe that? Why are you even here?"
 
   "I—" JP paused, his attention darting to the ice. He stood up, then reached down to pull Emily to her feet as Taylor made a breakaway and headed straight for the net. She stopped just in front of the net, pulled back with her stick, then shot the puck straight past the goalie. 
 
   JP let out a loud whoop that was barely covered by the brief blare of the horn that signaled the goal. The handful of spectators clapped, the sound almost lost in the cavernous rink. 
 
   Taylor skated around the net, one leg kicked out straight in front of her, the other leg bent beneath her. She waved her stick twice, then made a pumping motion with her fist before straightening and heading to the bench.
 
   JP laughed, the sound out of place. He looked over at Emily, saw her frowning at him, accusation on her face. He laughed even harder at the look.
 
   "It's not funny."
 
   "I didn't say it was."
 
   "It's not even cute."
 
   "No, it is definitely cute."
 
   "Stop laughing."
 
   "I'm not." JP struggled to suppress the chuckle and failed, which only earned him another annoyed look. He sat back, still fighting his laughter.
 
   "Did you see that shot? That was pretty good." Mat worked his way over to them, his long legs easily climbing over each seat. "And that little celly after she scored? She almost looked like you, JP."
 
   JP laughed again, bending over before he could catch his breath. Emily folded her arms in front of her, stiffening once more.
 
   "It's. Not. Funny." A few seconds went by before she slowly relaxed. JP watched, astounded when the corners of her mouth tilted in a small smile. The smile was brief, quickly disappearing, but JP could tell she was fighting it, that she was probably biting the inside of her cheek to keep it from coming back.
 
   Desire, hot and instant, flooded him, settling heavy in his groin. He groaned and looked away, shifting on the hard bench. Not here. Not now. 
 
   Mat took a seat next to him, then leaned across to speak with Emily, completely unaware of the battle JP was raging with his cock. "So where did she learn that move?"
 
   "I have no idea. Apparently she's been watching a little too much television this past week. I'll have to make sure that stops."
 
   "Oh? I thought she was your niece."
 
   JP wanted to push Mat away—preferably to the bottom of the bleachers. From the back. But Mat kept leaning across him, talking to Emily like he wasn't even sitting there. And Emily was talking back to him. 
 
   Apparently she only had a problem talking to him.
 
   "She is. But I live with her and my sister, helping out."
 
   "I see. That's nice, family helping out—"
 
   "Fils de pute! Can you maybe get out of my lap, connard?" JP pushed against Mat, easing him away and off to the side. Mat knew exactly what JP had said. He gave him an odd look as he leaned back.
 
   "You talk about my mouth? Really?"
 
   " Ta gueule. I don't even know why I brought you with me."
 
   "Neither do I."
 
   "Just sit down—" 
 
   Emily stood so quickly that JP clamped his mouth shut. Without bothering to look at either of them, she made her way to the bottom of the bleachers and walked away. He turned back to Mat. "Where is she going?"
 
   "Probably to the concession stand. It's intermission." Mat stretched his legs in front of him and leaned back on his elbows, his head moving from side-to-side as he looked around. "It's been a while since I've been to a youth hockey game."
 
   "Yes, me too." JP stood, planning on following Emily. But Mat brought one arm up, effectively blocking him. His friend's gaze was intent, studying him with a seriousness JP had never seen before.
 
   "What are you doing, JP?"
 
   "Getting something to eat."
 
   "No you're not." Mat looked to his left, no doubt watching as Emily disappeared around the corner, out of sight. "So who is she?"
 
   "A friend."
 
   "A friend?" Mat grinned, the look almost boyish on his face. "You drag me to a youth hockey game at an ungodly early hour on an off Saturday, then tell me she's a friend. I call bullshit."
 
   "Think what you want." JP climbed over the seat in front of him, planning on leaving Mat behind.
 
   "You've become a stalker, JP."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Look at you. You're ready to chase after her when any moron can see she wants nothing to do with you."
 
   The words cut, sharp and deep. Did Emily really want nothing to do with him? No, he couldn't believe that. She may not be happy with his tactics, true, but certainly that was all there was to it. They had a history together. Maybe not the best one, but still a history. Mat must be wrong. Mat was wrong.
 
   "She's not even your type, JP."
 
   "What do you even know about my type?"
 
   Mat cocked a brow, his expression screaming disbelief. "Your type is quick and loose, preferably with no names exchanged. Trust me, that woman is not a puck bunny. Therefore, she's not your type."
 
   JP shot him a dirty look then continued making his way down the bleachers. Mat had no idea what he was talking about, none at all. He didn't know him, not really. Just because he had a reputation didn't mean he wasn't interested in a relationship.
 
   The lie lodged in his throat like a slice of lemon, sour and suffocating. JP swallowed past it and kept going, focused only on catching up to Emily, focused on just talking to her.
 
   He rounded the corner and headed toward the small concession stand, then stopped short. Emily was standing in line, a smile on her face as she talked to a man next to her. The full smile lit her eyes, creating a sparkle he could see even from this distance. Her head tilted to one side as she listened to whatever the man was saying. Her honey blonde hair, lush and full, drifted over her shoulder, catching the light from the too-bright fluorescent lights above her. The harsh lights should have made her hair look washed out but instead, it shimmered like ancient gold. JP swallowed, a sudden stab of jealousy shooting through him. Quick. Unwelcome.
 
   Had she ever looked at him like that? He thought back, trying to remember. Yes, she had. Once upon a time. But he had been too young, too stupid, too self-absorbed to appreciate it.
 
   And now it was too late. She obviously knew the man she was talking to, obviously liked him. JP watched as she reached out and gently placed a hand on the guy's arm, laughing. There was no mistaking the flare of interest in the man. JP could see it even from this distance, from the way the guy leaned just a little too close, the way his eyes raked over Emily. 
 
   JP clenched his jaw and jammed his fists into the front pockets of his jeans. Damn, why hadn't he stopped to think that Emily might be seeing someone? Another thought ripped through him, cold and devastating. Was she married? He hadn't asked, had just assumed she wasn't. No, she couldn't be married. There were no rings on her fingers. And surely she would have told him. 
 
   And wouldn't she have told him if she was seeing someone? Of course she would. She would have told him right away, if for no other reason than to just get rid of him. So no, she wasn't married, and she wasn't seeing anyone.
 
   So who was the jerk leaning too close to her, smiling too brightly at her?
 
   JP intended to find out.
 
   He unclenched his jaw and moved forward, doing his best to force what he hoped was a smile on his face. He quickly closed the distance between them, not stopping until he stood next to Emily. He ignored her glare and gently cupped her elbow with his hand, sending a clear message as he placed his body between her and the man she had been talking with.
 
   Her body stiffened under his touch but she didn't pull away. JP took that as a good sign. "Don't forget we're going to breakfast after the game ma chère."
 
   "Breakfast?" Emily raised both brows, her look questioning—and amused. JP pasted a bright smile on his face and moved forward with the line.
 
   "Yes. After the game. With Taylor. She deserves it."
 
   JP had no idea how she would have responded, but he was grateful she didn't have the chance because it was their turn next. Emily pulled her elbow from his grasp, gave him one more unreadable look, then ordered a coffee and a donut. He looked over at her, frowned, then asked the kid to double the order. JP reached for his wallet and blindly pulled a bill out, handing it over.
 
   "I can't break that." 
 
   JP glanced down, saw he had pulled a hundred-dollar bill out. Hiding his impatience, he shoved it back into his wallet then pulled out a fifty. The kid shook his head again.
 
   "I can't break that either."
 
   JP nodded at the container in front of the register, a clear plastic tub asking for donations. "Then keep the change as a donation."
 
   "I can't do that if I can't break it."
 
   JP stood there, not sure what to do. He didn't have anything smaller in his wallet. With a sigh, he reached for a credit card but the kid was shaking his head again.
 
   "We only accept cash."
 
   "Vous plaisantez." JP muttered under his breath, resisting the urge to squirm under the watchful eyes of the crowd around him. Before he could say anything, Emily pulled a few singles from her back pocket and handed them over.
 
   "I was going to pay."
 
   "Hm." She accepted the flimsy cardboard tray with the coffee and donuts, then reached over and snagged the fifty from his hand. She dropped it into the donation container then gave him a bright smile. 
 
   "You just did." And she walked away, leaving him standing there with his mouth open in surprise.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   A small lamp in the corner of the room provided the only light, a dim glow that was just enough to hold back complete darkness. Emily wiped her cheek against her shoulder and stared into the gray shadows around her, not really seeing them.
 
   Other shadows claimed her tonight. Shadows she had thought long buried. Five years. Wasn't that enough time to forget? No, not forget. She'd never forget. But she had hoped the pain would lessen.
 
   And it had, right up until she had seen Jean-Pierre again last weekend. Last night. This morning.
 
   What was he doing? Why had he suddenly reappeared in her life, after all this time? Maybe last weekend had been a fluke. A cosmic coincidence wrapped in twisted fate. But not last night. And certainly not this morning.
 
   Why was he suddenly here? Didn't he know what seeing him did to her? Seeing him brought back the memories, brought back the pain. And she thought she had done so well, burying those memories and pain. 
 
   But she had only been fooling herself.
 
   She looked down at the closed locket clenched in her right fist then squeezed her eyes together. Maybe she should have listened to Monica, should have thrown the locket out years ago. Her sister didn't understand why she kept it, why she had the picture to begin with. That was something Emily had never really understood. She had thought Monica, as a mother, would understand Emily's need for the keepsake. But her sister didn't understand, had even accused Emily of being morbid.
 
   Emily didn't think of it that way and had never mentioned the locket to her sister again. She kept in tucked away at the bottom of a small jewelry box and took comfort from just knowing it was there.
 
   Tonight had been the first time she had pulled it out, had held it, in a long time. But she didn't open it. She couldn't bring herself to look at it, not yet.
 
   Gabriella Jeane Larocque.
 
   Her daughter. 
 
   JP's daughter.
 
   Emily had been four months into the surprise pregnancy when she miscarried. And she had demanded to see the fetus—her baby—after. The tiny being she had felt move inside her. And she had held her daughter in one hand, mourning the loss of life and what-ifs as she stared at the tiny little body.
 
   JP hadn't been with her. He had been on the road, traveling with the Banners. And she hadn't been able to tell him, not right away, not over the phone. By the time she had seen him in person, she had hidden most of the pain behind a superficial numbness. And she knew, even then, that she could have done a better job of telling him. But she had just stood there in his doorway, numbly telling him what had happened, her voice quiet and flat. He had just stood there, silent, shocked, not moving. And when he didn't say anything she had lashed out, wanting him to hurt as much as she did. She couldn't remember exactly what she had said to him, but it was enough. More than enough.
 
   It was the last time she had seen him. 
 
   Until last weekend.
 
   Emily wiped at her face one last time, feeling the coolness of the locket against her flush cheek as she did. She brought the small gold oval to her lips and pressed a kiss against it, then pushed herself from the sofa.
 
   It wasn't like her to be so melancholy, to get lost in her memories of the past. She had moved on from that time in her life, had made her own path. One that made her happy.
 
   She tucked the locket into the jewelry box then moved back to the sofa, curling into the corner before dragging the afghan up over her. Maybe her life wasn't flashy or glamorous, but it was her life, and she was happy with it.
 
   She had a job as a market analyst, working for a small company that treated its employees like family. And while she could make more if she moved to a bigger company, she'd lose her valued free time. No, she was much happier where she was, working sane hours during the week with the flexible option to work from home.
 
   No, moving to a bigger company wouldn't be worth it, not when it would mean giving up time to be with Monica and Taylor. Especially Taylor. Her niece was adjusting as well as could be expected, given the situation, but she still needed stability. Considering she rarely saw her father and her mother worked crazy hours, that stability oftentimes came from Emily.
 
   Which is why Emily had chosen to move in with Monica a couple of years ago, right after her sister’s divorce. She had changed the basement of the townhouse into a small getaway, with her own bedroom and living room. Not that she spent much time down here because she was usually upstairs with Monica or Taylor or both of them. But some nights, like tonight, she preferred her privacy.
 
   If the shuffling footsteps she heard above her were any indication, her privacy tonight was coming to an end. She tilted her head, listening, then sighed.
 
   Monica, not Taylor. She sighed again and rubbed her hands over her face, hoping to erase any signs she had been crying. Her sister generally left her alone. The fact that she was coming down here now couldn't be good.
 
   "Do you always sit in the dark when you're down here?"
 
   "Sometimes."
 
   Monica paused at the bottom of the stairs and Emily waited, squinting her eyes in anticipation of the light she was sure Monica would turn on. But there was no flicking of a switch, no sudden glare of bright light. Just the sound of padded steps as Monica made her way over to the sofa, accompanied by the gentle clinking of glass against glass.
 
   Emily looked up, surprised to see the bottle of wine in Monica's hand. She placed two empty glasses on the coffee table, filled them, then handed her one. Emily reached out to take it, watching as her sister lowered herself to the sofa. She curled up in the opposite corner then leaned down to snag an end of the afghan to pull over her feet.
 
   "Taylor said he was there again this morning."
 
   Emily waited for Monica to say something else, for her to get angry or tell her again that she didn't want Taylor near JP. But her sister didn't say anything else, didn't even look at her. Emily took a sip of the chilled wine then nodded.
 
   "He was."
 
   "He didn't say anything?"
 
   "Nope. He invited us to breakfast, but I don't think that's what you meant. No, we didn't go." And Emily could still see the look of shocked disappointment on JP's face when she had told him no. Like he couldn't believe she had turned him down. 
 
   Like he had been hurt by the refusal.
 
   Which was absolutely ridiculous. Why would he be disappointed, let alone hurt? She still wasn't sure why he had been there, why he had invited them out. Knowing JP, he probably felt guilty and thought taking her to breakfast would make up for...everything.
 
   No, making up for anything probably hadn't even crossed his mind. They had run into each other last week through sheer coincidence and he probably thought he could pick up where they left off, no strings attached. Why would he expect her to say no now, when she hadn't five years ago? JP wasn't used to hearing "no". That probably explained his expression, his reaction.
 
   Monica tilted her head, causing a lock of her dark blond hair to fall in her eyes. She pushed it back with a grimace, then blew out a sigh of frustration when it just fell into her eyes again. 
 
   "I hate this haircut."
 
   "Then why did you let her cut it like that?"
 
   "I don't know. I guess I wanted something different."
 
   Emily watched her sister, noticed the careless shrug that didn't quite match the fleeting expression of loneliness crossing her face. She had been through too much the past few years, the bitter marriage and bitter divorce etching lines in an otherwise smooth face. Emily's heart squeezed and she wished she could take it all away, make the memories and heartaches of the last few years just disappear.
 
   For both of them.
 
   But she couldn't. Neither one of them could. The only thing they could do was put it behind them and move on. Emily worried that her sister was having a harder time of doing that than she was.
 
   "So did he say what he wanted? Why he was there?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "You know who. Him."
 
   Emily took another swallow of wine to hide her smile. "You can say his name, Monica. It's not going to freak me out or anything."
 
   "No, I can't. Not after what he did to you."
 
   "He's not the one who caused the miscarriage." Emily's voice broke on the last word and she closed her eyes, hoping her sister wouldn't notice. But of course she did. She didn't say anything though, just nudged Emily's foot with her own under the warmth of the afghan.
 
   "No. But he wasn't there for you when it happened."
 
   "Monica, he was on the road. There was nothing he could have done. You know that."
 
   "Then he wasn't there for you after it happened."
 
   Emily closed her eyes and leaned her head against the back of the sofa. She took several long breaths then opened her eyes, staring into the glass of wine held between her hands. She brought it to her lips then lowered it without taking a sip. "I didn't really give him the chance."
 
   "What?"
 
   Emily cleared her throat and raised her voice above a whisper. "I said, I didn't really give him the chance."
 
   Monica leaned forward and rested one hand on Emily's knee. A frown marred the features of her face, ferocity flashing in her dark eyes. "You were hurt, in shock. Not thinking clearly. I don't care what you think you did, if he had cared at all about you, he would have been there for you."
 
   "Monica, we had been together for barely six months. It's not like we were in love."
 
   Her sister sat back, watching her over the rim of the glass as she took another sip. Emily didn't like the look in her sister's eyes, was afraid of what she could see, afraid of what she might say. She looked away, intently focused on taking a long swallow of her own wine.
 
   "You loved him."
 
   "Monica—"
 
   "Don't deny it. You know it. I know it. I just wonder if he knew it."
 
   "No. I mean, there was nothing to know. And whatever it was, it wasn't love. We were both too young. We barely knew each other."
 
   "You were having his baby!"
 
   "Because of a damned broken condom. That was all. That doesn't mean I was in love." Emily drained the wine, barely tasting it. She didn't want to be having this conversation with Monica. She didn't want to be having this conversation with anyone. It had taken her too long to get over the pain and heartache from the miscarriage.
 
   And from losing JP.
 
   God, she had been too young, too naïve, too sheltered. Too everything. She had been twenty-one, full of excitement after getting her degree in mathematics, coming into her own. And giddy after catching the interest of one Jean-Pierre Larocque. 
 
   Foolish. That's what she had been: foolish. Apparently she still was.
 
   So why was JP suddenly back in the picture? She didn't know, and she was afraid to find out, afraid of opening old wounds and reliving old memories best left forgotten.
 
   Too late for that.
 
   Emily leaned over and grabbed the bottle of wine from the coffee table then refilled her glass. Monica was watching her, her expression carefully blank despite the curiosity in her stormy eyes. Emily didn't bother looking at her, hoping that maybe, if she ignored her sister long enough, Monica would drop the subject and leave her alone.
 
   "What time is Taylor's game tomorrow?"
 
   The question caught Emily off-guard. She glanced over at Monica, not bothering to hide her surprise. "It starts at seven, but she needs to be there by six."
 
   Monica winced then finished the last of the wine in her glass. She nodded then stood, tossing the end of the afghan onto Emily's feet. "I'll take her, you can sleep in tomorrow."
 
   "But—"
 
   "No buts. I haven't been to one of her games yet this year, it's about time I go." Monica stopped long enough to place a comforting hand on Emily's shoulder, then walked away. Emily listened as the sound of her footsteps disappeared, wondering what that had been about.
 
   She sighed and drew her knees tight against her chest, wrapping her arms around them. Emily knew exactly what it had been about and it was more than just wanting to see Taylor play. 
 
   Monica was worried that JP would be there. Again. And she didn't want Emily seeing him.
 
   She should be grateful to her sister. Emily knew that, just as she knew Taylor would be more than excited that her mom was finally going to a game—even if it meant Emily would miss it.
 
   Part of her wondered if the disappointment that squeezed her chest was because she'd be missing Taylor's game—or missing a chance of seeing JP again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   JP raced forward, his skates a natural extension of his legs as he gained speed and flew across the ice. Mat passed the puck and JP reached it for it, felt it hit the blade of his stick as he set himself up for the shot.
 
   But he was holding the stick wrong, the angle off, and the puck bounced and slid away before being picked up by one of the New York players. 
 
   "Fuck." JP shook his head then raced across the ice, stopping with a spray of ice as he jumped over the wall into the player's bench for the line change. He clenched his jaw and fought the urge to slam his stick against the bench, refusing to look over at the coach. He didn't need to look at Sonny to see his displeasure, not when he could feel the tension rolling off him.
 
   His play had turned to shit. And it wasn't a gradual turning. No, it had happened from the first puck drop of the night. Like someone had flipped a switch on his abilities. And his ice time had been cut dramatically since then.
 
   Now here they were, late in the third period and trailing New York by one. If they lost this game, it would be JP's fault. He'd had at least two perfect scoring chances and he had blown each of them.
 
   "Fuck." He grabbed a water bottle and shot a stream into his mouth, swished it around and spit, then took a long swallow. What the hell was wrong with him?
 
   An image of deep blue eyes and soft golden hair came to mind and he ruthlessly pushed it away. He couldn't afford to think about Emily now.
 
   He couldn't stop thinking about her.
 
   And that, right there, was the problem.
 
   He took another swallow of water and looked up at the giant screen, his jaw clenched so hard his back teeth ground together. Ten seconds, five...the buzzer sounded and the New York team skated to their goalie, piling on him in celebration of their win.
 
   JP slammed his stick against the boards then filed out of the player's bench with everyone else. Sonny's cool gaze impaled him, his scar a fiery slash on his chiseled face. There would be yelling in the locker room tonight, no doubt about it.
 
   And JP was certain a lot of it would be aimed at him. And rightfully so.
 
   Two hours later, his ears still blistering from the post-game chewing out, JP walked into the hotel bar. He paused, his eyes adjusting to the dim lighting, then walked over to the grouping of tables several of the players had moved together. 
 
   "You need a drink." Mat grabbed a bottle and passed it to him but JP shook his head. He didn't want a drink.
 
   Hell, he didn't know what he wanted.
 
   "No, he needs to get laid." Derek Caulton joked. JP shot him a dirty look then grabbed a chair, turning it around before straddling it. He draped his arms across the back then grabbed the bottle Mat had just offered him.
 
   "I thought you didn't want it."
 
   "Shut up." JP tilted the bottle and took a long swallow. No, he didn't want it, but maybe it would help.
 
   "I'm telling you, you need to get laid. That's the best thing for you." Derek said again.
 
   "Knock it off." Randy took a long swallow of his own beer, his gaze never leaving JP's. He wondered what Randy saw, wondered if his friend was seeing too much. Randy, more than anyone else, would realize that JP was acting odd.
 
   A glum silence settled over the table, broken only by the sound of clinking glass and the techno music being pumped through carefully hidden speakers. The bar was dimly lit and not very crowded. It wouldn't be, not here in New York when an entire city of thriving nightlife waited just outside the hotel doors.
 
   Eight months ago, JP would have been first in line heading out of those doors. But not now. Not for quite some time.
 
   What the hell was wrong with him? Maybe Derek was right. Maybe he just needed to get laid.
 
   He glanced around, noticing the trio of women at a nearby table. All three were watching them, their gazes direct, their silent offers blunt. JP met the eyes of one of the women, their gazes holding for a long minute.
 
   She was probably in her mid-twenties, with dark curly hair that fell in seductive waves down her back. She was wearing a tight black dress, cut low and showing off a generous amount of full cleavage. Her red lips bloomed into a full smile as she crossed long, lean legs, the hem of the tight dress pulling up past her thighs, giving him a glimpse of what she was offering. JP's eyes skimmed her legs, pausing to rest on the five-inch fuck me pumps before gliding back up her body and resting once more on her face.
 
   Eight months ago, he would have walked over to her, bought her a drink, then taken her up to his room. Tonight he just looked away, not even remotely interested.
 
   What the fuck was wrong with him?
 
   Several of his teammates shifted in their seats, suddenly more attentive. The three women had made their move and were walking over to them, no doubt tired of waiting. Ten minutes later, only Randy, Mat and JP were left sitting at the table.
 
   "So where's your head been?" The question came from Randy, more curious than accusing. But still close enough to Sonny's earlier private chewing out that JP inwardly winced.
 
   I need your fucking head in the game, Larocque.
 
   No shit. So did he.
 
   Randy was still watching him so JP took a long swallow of beer then shrugged. "It was an off night."
 
   "More like an off week."
 
   "He's thinking about Emily."
 
   "Shut up, Herron."
 
   "Who's Emily?"
 
   Mat ignored his warning and leaned across the table. "Some woman he's been stalking."
 
   "Ferme ta gueule. Just shut the fuck up."
 
   He must not have said it loud enough because Randy and Mat just gave him a curious look then turned away from him.
 
   "Is this the one he brought back after the game two weeks ago?"
 
   "Yup. The one with the kid."
 
   "The kid's name is Taylor. And that's her niece."
 
   Randy turned sideways and propped one foot on the chair next to him, his brows a dark slash over his eyes. JP held his breath, waiting, wondering if Randy would make the connection.
 
   "Emily. Emily." His voice faded from a whisper, his mouth silently moving. JP shifted and looked away, knowing what was coming. "Emily. Didn't you date some girl named Emily a few years ago?"
 
   "You used to date her?" Mat didn't bother hiding his surprise. JP carefully held the bottle between his hands, staring at it so he wouldn't have to look at either of the two men staring at him.
 
   "If it's the same Emily, yeah, he used to date her. It was getting serious, too, if I remember correctly."
 
   "Serious? JP? No way. JP doesn't do relationships."
 
   "Yeah well, it was a long time ago."
 
   "You know I'm sitting here, eh? You can stop talking now." JP lifted the bottle to his mouth and drained it, still not looking at either one of them.
 
   "So is it the same girl?"
 
   "Woman. Yes."
 
   "Get out. You really dated her?" Mat chuckled then shook his head. "She's not really your type, is she?"
 
   "Shut the fuck up."
 
   "So what happened? If I remember, it all ended pretty quickly."
 
   "Probably because she's not his type."
 
   JP shot a dirty glare in Mat's direction, which was promptly ignored. He shook his head, glanced over at Randy, then looked down at the empty bottle in his hands.
 
   What happened? He was an ass, that's what happened. A chicken shit coward of the worst kind. But he wasn't about to tell either of his teammates that.
 
   "You trying to get back with her?"
 
   JP's head snapped up at Randy's question. He met his friend's questioning look for a brief second then shook his head.
 
   "No." His chest squeezed painfully and he swallowed, shook his head again then cleared his throat. "No, of course not."
 
   "Then why the hell are you stalking her?"
 
   "I am not stalking her."
 
   "Dude, you dragged me to a youth hockey game at fucking seven in the morning two weeks ago so you could see her. That's stalking."
 
   JP ignored Mat, tried to ignore the thoughtful look Randy was giving him. He raised the bottle to his mouth then frowned when he realized it was empty. He turned in the chair, caught the bartender's attention, and silently asked for another round.
 
   "None for me. I'm going up." Mat shook his head and stood. He pulled his wallet out and tossed a few bills on the table, said goodnight, then walked away. JP looked after him, shaking his head as the kid walked away.
 
   Kid? Mat was twenty-four to JP's twenty-nine, hardly a kid.
 
   JP didn't want to know why he suddenly felt old.
 
   "None for me either. I'm going up, give Alyssa a call. I feel like I haven't seen her in weeks." Randy tossed a few more bills on the table then looked down at JP, sympathy in his eyes. "It sucks, doesn't it?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Having a woman come into your life and disrupt everything you thought you knew."
 
   "Fuck you, Michaels."
 
   Randy chuckled and walked away, leaving JP sitting at the table by himself. The bartender came over and delivered his single beer along with the check, then left.
 
   JP was suddenly alone, the only person left in the bar. He reached for the bottle, lifted it to his mouth then sat it down without drinking.
 
   What was wrong with him? He had never been the last person to leave a bar before, let alone the last one to leave by himself. He needed to get his head on straight, get his head back in the fucking game.
 
   And Randy was wrong. There wasn't a single woman capable of disrupting his life. There wasn't.
 
   JP tossed a few more bills on the table, enough to cover the check and tip and then some. He left the full beer on the table and walked out, trying to convince himself again that Randy was wrong.
 
   He'd have a better chance of convincing himself of that if he could just get the image of clear blue eyes from his mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   JP sat in the SUV, the engine still running. He should probably shut it off, unless he wanted to draw attention to himself, just sitting here with the engine running. Looking around, the cars in this quiet neighborhood tended to be family cars—sedans, minivans, mid-priced SUVs. The Range Rover Supercharged didn’t really stick out. At least, that’s what he tried to tell himself. There weren’t exactly many high-dollar vehicles from what he could see.
 
   The neighborhood was a complex of townhomes, similarly built with brick and siding facades. Middleclass, well-maintained, modest. A respectable neighborhood for couples and young families.
 
   A neighborhood where someone sitting in a high-dollar SUV with the engine idling at eight o'clock on a Sunday morning would be noticed.
 
   Yeah, he needed to turn the engine off. Or turn around and leave.
 
   Maybe Mat was right. Maybe he was turning into a stalker.
 
   JP took a deep breath then let it out, his hand reaching for the keys in the ignition. He closed his eyes, took another deep breath, then turned the engine off and pulled the keys out.
 
   The sudden silence was jarring, making him pause. He muttered under his breath, calling himself an idiot, then opened the door and climbed out. But he didn't move, not just yet. He couldn't. It was almost like he was being held back by some unseen force.
 
   Ridiculous. All he had to do was walk the twenty or so feet to the front door then raise his hand and knock on it. Or ring the doorbell. Not exactly an energetic feat, or one requiring much focus.
 
   So why was he standing there, unable to move?
 
   Because he was a fucking idiot.
 
   JP jammed the keys into the front pocket of his jeans then stalked toward the front door, frustrated with himself. He rang the doorbell, holding the button in longer than necessary, then waited.
 
   What if she wasn't home?
 
   No, she was home. Taylor had told him as much less than an hour ago, when he had seen her at the rink before her game. The disappointment that had surged through him when he realized Emily wasn't at the rink was still fresh, surprising him.
 
   And what the hell was he doing? Why the almost desperate need to see Emily again? She had made it clear, the last time he saw her, that she didn't want to see him. So why was he bothering? Why the burning need to see her, talk to her?
 
   He didn't know. Part of him didn't want to know.
 
   The door in front of him finally opened, just enough so he could see Emily's soft face through the crack. Her hair, tousled from sleep, fell around her shoulders, a few loose strands falling in front of her eyes. She blinked, pushed the hair from her face, then pressed her lips together in a tight line.
 
   "Hey." JP winced at the inane greeting. Couldn't he do better than that? Apparently not, because nothing else came to mind. He rocked back on his heels, waiting for Emily to do something. Say hello, tell him to get lost, slam the door in his face. Something.
 
   But she just stood there, frowning, one hand clenched tightly around the edge of the door. A long minute went by and still she didn't move.
 
   "Can I come in?" His voice was too soft, too hesitant, like he was afraid she'd say no. He cleared his throat, ready to repeat the question, but she finally opened the door and stepped back.
 
   He crossed the threshold then stopped, not sure what to do next. The door closed behind him with a soft click then Emily moved past him, walking through the living room into what looked like a large country kitchen at the back of the house. 
 
   He paused, not sure what to do next. Follow her? Stay here?
 
   "What do you want, JP?" Emily's voice was muffled by the distance, just loud enough to be heard over the rattling of silverware and plates. The scent of coffee drifted out to him and he breathed in deeply, welcoming the smell.
 
   He moved through the living room, barely noticing the overstuffed red and white checked furnishings and simple country décor, then stopped at the wide doorway to the kitchen. He leaned against the wall, his eyes focusing on Emily as she busied herself with making coffee.
 
   She was still in her pajamas. At least, he thought they were pajamas. A simple pair of lightweight gray sweatpants that stopped just below her knees and a loose pale blue shirt that floated around her. She turned and JP swallowed, noticing that she wasn't wearing a bra. He looked away and cleared his throat, feeling like a pervert for noticing the way the soft material clung to the gentle swell of her breasts when she reached for the coffeepot.
 
   "You weren't at Taylor's game." 
 
   Emily paused, tension tightening her body. Then she sighed and poured coffee into a mug, still not looking at him. "Monica's been taking her."
 
   JP nodded then jammed his hands into his back pockets and rocked back on his heels. He had no idea what to say next, hadn't planned on what to say. He looked down at the floor and studied the pattern of the soft brick tile, waiting for inspiration to strike.
 
   A loud crash echoed around them, breaking the silence. The sound startled JP and he jumped back, looking around. Emily stood in the middle of the room, her hands clasped behind her neck as she stared at the shattered mug and spilled coffee at her feet.
 
   Something close to a whimper filled the room, the sound soft, cut off quickly. JP moved forward, grabbing a towel from the counter before bending down to wipe up the mess.
 
   "Don't. I have it."
 
   "Non. No." He held up one hand, gently pushing her away, then reached for the shards of broken ceramic. A flash of red caught his eye and he looked over, an unexpected surge of protectiveness filling him. "You're hurt."
 
   "It's just a cut."
 
   "You're bleeding." JP stepped around the puddle, looking for the trashcan. When he didn't find one, he tossed the wet towel and the shards of mug in the sink then reached for the roll of paper towels. He tore off a handful then moved back to Emily.
 
   She was standing in the same spot, her hands still clasped behind her neck, her gaze focused on the spill around her. JP closed his hand around her elbow, wanting to move her away from the broken pieces still on the floor. But she jerked out of his grasp, turning on him so quickly her hair fanned around her face.
 
   "Stop! Please. Just, don't touch—"
 
   "Emily, ma chère, you're bleeding."
 
   "Why are you here? Why, JP?" She stared at him, her eyes wide, her face drained of color. She seemed frantic, desperate almost. Something squeezed in his chest and JP fought to pull air into his lungs. He reached for her again, his movements slow and cautious. But she let him touch her, didn't pull away when his hand closed around her elbow once more. She wasn't looking at him, her shadowed gaze focusing on something behind him. He didn't care, as long as she let him lead her to one of the chairs.
 
   He pulled one out and turned it around for her, then gently guided her into it. But she still wouldn't look at him. It didn't matter, not really. Not now.
 
   JP knelt on the floor in front of her and reached for her bleeding foot. Her skin was cold, the line of blood already congealing. He wiped at it with the paper towel, leaning closer to make sure the cut wasn't deep.
 
   "I don't think it needs amputating." He kept his voice light, thinking that she might respond to his gentle teasing. But she didn't look down at him, didn't even move. He swallowed his sigh and sat back on his heels, the paper towel held loosely in one hand. "Do you have bandages?"
 
   "Hm? Yeah. The cabinet next to the pantry."
 
   JP pushed to his feet, looking around for a few seconds before seeing the larger cabinet that ran from floor to ceiling. He opened the cabinet next to it, searching through the shelves until he found a small white box with a red cross on it. A first aid kit, of course. He paused, then grabbed the brown bottle next to it and placed both on the counter so he could dampen a few more paper towels to better clean her foot.
 
   He grabbed everything then turned, forcing himself to smile. "I think this should—"
 
   The words died his throat and he nearly dropped everything on the floor. Emily sat hunched over in the chair, her arms wrapped tightly around her middle. No tears streaked her face but he could see the moisture building in her eyes. Moisture she tried to blink away.
 
   He hurried over to her and dropped everything on the table, then knelt in front of her once more, reaching for her. Her hands were cold, her fingers stiff yet fragile in his. She held herself away from him, her back straightening as she turned her head to the side.
 
   "Emily, what is wrong? Where does it hurt?" But she didn't answer, just pursed her mouth into a tight line and shook her head. He squeezed her hands, silently urging her to speak, but she remained quiet.
 
   JP didn't know what to do, didn't know what was wrong. He held her hands for a long minute then gently pulled his own away and reached for the small kit and bottle of peroxide. She stayed still as he cleaned the cut on her foot, not moving at all as he gently dried the skin then carefully placed an adhesive bandage over the small wound.
 
   Silence settled around them once more, filled with a tension he didn't understand. He sat back on his heels, gently cupping her foot in his hand, letting the warmth of his hold seep into her chilled skin.
 
   And still she didn't move.
 
   "Why are you here, JP?"
 
   "I wanted to see you."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I..." His voice drifted off, his mind unable to find an answer that would satisfy her. Unable to find an answer that would satisfy even him. Why was here?
 
   He didn't know. He only knew he wanted to see her. Needed to see her.
 
   He shook his head then gently placed her foot on the floor before he gathered up the remains of his quick first aid treatment. Once everything was either put away or thrown away, JP busied himself with cleaning up the rest of the spill, careful to wipe the floor so there would be no stickiness left. Then he stood in the middle of the room, hands on hips, and looked around, not sure what to do next.
 
   Why was this so hard? And why couldn't he answer her question? He had gotten up early this morning and gone to the practice rink in the hopes of seeing her, thinking that maybe Taylor's team was playing and Emily would be there. He had been half-right, and the disappointment he felt when he realized Emily wasn't there had surprised him. So he had come here instead, still wanting to see her.
 
   Why? Was he really nothing more than a stalker, like Mat had claimed?
 
   No. There was a reason he wanted to see Emily. A reason he needed to see her.
 
   He needed—
 
   JP took a deep breath and let it out in a hiss, afraid to admit to himself what he needed. Who was he kidding? He knew why.
 
   Emily brushed by him, the move surprising him because he hadn't noticed her get up from the chair. He looked over his shoulder, watching as she pulled another mug from the cabinet and busied herself with fixing a fresh cup of coffee. She didn't bother looking at him, her body language telling him without words that she didn't want him here.
 
   He should leave. If he was smart, if he had even an ounce of sympathy or decency, he would leave.
 
   Instead of moving to the door, he moved closer to Emily, not stopping until his body blocked hers against the counter. Not touching, but near enough so she wouldn't be able to flee, near enough he could feel the chill coming from her skin.
 
   The urge to pull her into his arms was strong. He wanted to hold her, to wrap his arms around her and warm her with his own body.
 
   But he wanted answers more. No, not answers. Information. Information he should have asked for five years ago, details he hadn't realized he needed until seeing Emily several weeks ago.
 
   Details he was certain she didn't want to share.
 
   Emily pushed the mug away then grasped the counter with both hands, her back to him. Did she know? Could she read his mind? Or did she merely sense what he wanted?
 
   "Will you tell me?" The words came out in a hoarse whisper, the strangled sound harsh in the silent room. Long seconds went by, filled with nothing more than the quiet ticking of a clock he hadn't before noticed.
 
   Emily stiffened even more, her knuckles white from where she held onto the counter. He didn't think she would answer, even when she pushed away from the counter and stepped by him. 
 
   He followed her into the living room, watching as she lowered herself to the sofa. She curled up in the corner and grabbed a small throw pillow, hugging it to her chest as she curled her legs under her. The sound of her breathing filled the room, long deep breaths, like she was readying herself. 
 
   JP moved to the sofa and took a seat next to her, not quite touching but still close enough. Probably too close. He couldn't bring himself to look at her, not ready to see the pain he felt drifting over her in desolate waves.
 
   "What do you want to know?"
 
   The question caught him off-guard and he wasn't sure how to answer it. What did he want to know? He wasn't sure.
 
   Memories of that night five years ago came rushing back, the clarity surprising, sobering. He hadn't recalled the details since then, had pushed them so far back in his mind because he hadn't wanted to remember them. But they were there now, at the front of his mind, painfully clear.
 
   He had expected nothing more than another fun night with Emily. Dinner, maybe a movie. No drinking—Emily stayed away from alcohol since discovering she was pregnant, and JP didn't want to drink in front of her. But they would still have fun. And later, while they were in bed together, he would hold her in his arms and rest his hand against her stomach, a little round, a little hard, and wonder at the miracle of life growing inside her.
 
   The pregnancy had come as a surprise to both of them, especially so early in their budding relationship. But once the surprise had worn off, he had been excited, caught up in plans for the future, for his son or daughter. 
 
   But he had known, as soon as he saw Emily standing at his door, that something was wrong. She looked frail, tired, pale. Heartbroken and lost. And she just stood there, her eyes rimmed in red, her full mouth trembling.
 
   And then she had told him. She'd had a miscarriage, and their daughter was dead.
 
   The news hit him with such force, he lost his breath. But he didn't do anything, didn't say anything. He stood there, frozen, using every ounce of will he possessed to keep himself from collapsing right there at the door.
 
   He still didn't know how long he stayed that way, but it was too long. Too much time passed and he couldn't say anything, couldn't find the right words. And then it was too late, because Emily took his silence to mean something else. She had straightened her shoulders and nodded, then turned and walked away.
 
   It was the last time he saw her, until that morning at the practice rink several weeks ago.
 
   But he had never forgotten her.
 
   JP brushed a hand over his face, trying to banish the memories, trying to banish the emotion that suddenly felt so fresh.
 
   What did he want to know? 
 
   Everything. Nothing.
 
   "Do you..." He cleared his throat. "How did it happen?"
 
   "They don't know, not really. They, uh, they tried to explain but...they didn't really have an answer." He heard her swallow, felt her shift next to him. "I woke up fine, then started bleeding. And cramping. I...Monica knew something was wrong. She took me to the hospital."
 
   JP tried to nod, not knowing why. Maybe to let Emily know he was listening? He clenched his hands together, folding them tightly around each other to stop them from shaking.
 
   "You weren't alone." He hadn't meant for it to come out as a question. But it was suddenly important to him to know, important that she hadn’t been forced to go through that by herself.
 
   "No. No, my sister was there with me."
 
   JP nodded again. Took another deep breath. "I...I wish I had been there for you."
 
   "There was nothing you could have done." She said it so quietly, her words so certain and empty of all accusation. That didn't stop his guilt. But he couldn't say anything, couldn't speak through the sudden tightening in his throat. And then Emily was speaking again. "They weren't going to let me see her. They said it would be better if I didn't."
 
   "Did you?" 
 
   "Yes. I named her. Made them give her a death certificate."
 
   JP leaned forward and covered his face with his hands, trying to breathe. He had a daughter, and he didn't even know her name. He bit down on the inside of his cheek and held himself still, trying to convince himself that if he didn't move, if he didn't breathe, the pain and guilt would go away.
 
   Something soft and warm settled on his shoulder, the touch gentle, reassuring. He didn't think, just reached up and grabbed Emily's hand and held it between both of his like it was a lifeline and he was a drowning man. And he was. Drowning in sorrow, in guilt, in regret.
 
   "Her name. What is it?"
 
   There was a long pause, so long JP was afraid she wouldn't answer, that she would refuse to tell him. But she squeezed his hand, just the barest movement, before she answered in a voice that was barely a whisper.
 
   "Her name is Gabriella. Gabriella Jeane Larocque."
 
   Something inside him finally broke and the walls he had been so busy building around himself for the last five years tumbled down, as easily as if they were nothing more than castles built of dry sand. A sound escaped him, little more than a growl built of pain and regret. Then arms closed around him, warm, reassuring, offering comfort instead of taking. And it was wrong. All of it. Emily was the one who needed comfort, not him. He hadn't been there for her five years ago and he wasn't there for her now.
 
   But he couldn't move away, couldn't offer her comfort. He wrapped his own arms around her and held on tightly as she ran her hands along his back and whispered words of consolation. He dropped his head onto her shoulder and squeezed his eyes shut, her voice soft in his ear, and let the pain of the last five years crash around them.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten 
 
    
 
   The road wound along a small hill then curved to the left, away from a tiny brook that swirled and bubbled under a wooden footbridge. Mature trees flanked the road, their branches dark and bare in the chilly November air. JP pulled the car to the side and cut the ignition, his eyes full of shadows as he looked to the left, away from her. Away from where they needed to go.
 
   Emily didn't want to be here. Not now, not with JP. The last two hours had been too draining, too intense. Too...everything. Her body was limp, exhausted; her eyes scratchy but dry. She ran a hand across them then blinked in a futile attempt to create moisture. 
 
   She glanced over at JP, not wanting to look at him but unable to stop. He looked worse than she felt. His dark hair was disheveled, strands sticking up here and there from all the times he had run his hands over his head, like he could scrub away whatever thoughts were whirling through his mind. The healthy complexion of his skin had faded, the light stubble of a day's growth of beard a dark contrast on his chin and jaw. She didn't have to see his eyes to know they were rimmed in red but just as dry as her own. He gripped the leather steering wheel of the SUV with both hands, his knuckles white. Emily knew his hands would be shaking otherwise.
 
   She looked away, her gaze moving to the neatly manicured lawn stretched to their right. Even now, in November, the grass was thick, carefully maintained. But the green was washed out, the color almost gray in the weak light.
 
   She opened the door and climbed out, then headed to the pathway that would take her over the footbridge. The sound of a door closing echoed behind her, followed by the sound of footsteps. The sound was muffled, almost distorted, like nature was refusing anything louder than a whisper to intrude on this somber place.
 
   Emily kept walking, her feet retracing steps she had taken so many times before. But alone, always alone.
 
   She wasn't alone now.
 
   A breath hitched in her chest and she shuddered, then folded her arms in front of her. The jacket she wore was thick and warm, she shouldn't be chilled. But she was.
 
   She stopped at the peak of a small incline, near the base of a large oak tree. Thick branches spread outward, spreading like protective arms above the ground around her. She took a deep breath and glanced over her shoulder, waiting for JP to catch up.
 
   He finally looked at her, his expression one of anxiety and sorrow. She didn't know why, didn't question what she was doing, just reached for his hand and threaded her fingers through his. Then she looked away, motioning toward the bronze plaque with a small nod.
 
   Gabriella Jeane Larocque.
 
   Beloved daughter.
 
   There were no other words, nothing else except a single date to mark a profound moment of heartbreak that stretched for years. JP's hand tightened around hers, his grip almost painful. Emily looked away and blinked.
 
   Cold swept over her when JP released her hand. Cold, and an aloneness deeper than any she had experienced before. She shoved her hands into the jacket pockets and watched as he moved closer to the grave, each step slow, hesitant.
 
   He stopped, his gaze focused on the plaque for a long minute that stretched around them. Then he dropped to his knees, his hand reaching out until he traced the letters with a shaking finger.
 
   Emily heard his soft moan, heard the breaths hitch in his chest, deep and broken. Her chest squeezed, hard and quick, as he leaned forward and rested his head against the plaque. His broad shoulders, so hard and strong, shook silently.
 
   She didn't want to be here. Not now, not with JP. She didn't want to see the strong man she remembered, the strong man he was, break under the weight of sorrow and grief. 
 
   And she didn't want him to suffer alone. 
 
   She kneeled beside him on the cold hard earth and for the second time that day took him into her arms. From her own experience she knew there were no words she could say, nothing she could do.
 
   Except hold him.
 
   So she did, for long minutes that stretched around them, holding no meaning as time itself seemed to stretch, stop, distort. The earth beneath her knees should have chilled her; that chill should have seeped through her body, spreading until it took hold. But she wasn't chilled, couldn't even feel the hardness of the ground beneath her. JP's warmth chased the chill away, comforting, reassuring.
 
   No, not his warmth. Their warmth. Together. Each taking and giving as they mourned this shared loss together for the first time in five years.
 
   JP finally pulled away, gently, then brushed his face against the shoulder of his sweatshirt. He kept hold of her hand as he leaned forward, dropping a kiss against the cold metal of the plaque. His lips moved, his whispered words nearly lost in the cool air around them, a mix of French and English combined in his faint, gentle accent.
 
   Emily only understood a few words. My love. My daughter. My heart. She didn't need to understand more than that, not when the emotion in his voice said so much more.
 
   She swallowed against the thickness in her throat, struggling for breath as she stood. She turned away, wanting to give JP some privacy, needing privacy herself as she ran her hands over her face. Her lungs filled with air, crisp, clean. She took a few more deep breaths, in and out, each one deeper, trying to force a calmness she so desperately needed.
 
   "No wonder you hate me."
 
   Emily jumped, startled, as if the words had been shouted instead of merely whispered so softly behind her. She turned to see JP less than a foot away, his eyes dark with shadows as he looked at something in the distance.
 
   "Is that what you think?"
 
   His eyes darted to hers then just as quickly looked away again. "You should. I wasn't there for you. I made you go through that alone."
 
   "JP, there was nothing you could do. There was nothing anyone could do."
 
   "Not...not then. After. I should have..." His voice drifted off and he shrugged, the action speaking of desolation and regret instead of uncertainty. Emily paused, not sure what to do, what to say.
 
   Not when he was partly right.
 
   She had hated him. Right after, when she had first told him. For months afterward, as she tried to heal, to forget, to move on. But that was five years ago and she'd had time to view it from a safe distance. Or as safe as could ever be. She hadn't given him a chance, had simply walked away, content to convince herself he didn't care, content to convince herself it didn't matter.
 
   Yes, she had hated him then. But now? No, not now. She didn't have room for hate, not any more, not after letting it consume her for so long, not after it nearly destroyed her.
 
   She took a hesitant step toward him, not sure if she was doing the right thing or not. Then she stopped questioning and simply reached out and cupped his cheek with her hand. His skin was surprisingly warm, the stubble oddly soft against her palm.
 
   "Oh, Jean-Pierre. I don't hate you. Not anymore."
 
   His eyes finally met hers, the brown so deep and warm, pulling her in even as they reflected a hundred different questions she couldn't begin to answer. The air grew warm and heavy around them, cloaking them with a gentle understanding. 
 
   She knew he was going to kiss her before he even moved, saw it in his eyes, felt it in the shiver that ran through him. Before she could move away, before she could tell him no, his lips pressed against hers.
 
   Soft, warm, gentle. Giving, not taking. The kiss was reassuring and sweet, not the passionate claiming she had been expecting.
 
   And all the more dangerous because of that.
 
   Then he pulled away before she could react, before she could make sense of the range of emotions swirling through her. JP pulled her into his arms and simply held her, the strength of his arms protective, the warmth of his body reassuring.
 
   She lowered her head against his chest, his heart beat steady beneath her ear as she wrapped her arms around his waist. 
 
   And they stood there, holding each other above the grave of their daughter as silence stretched around them.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven  
 
    
 
   JP drifted to awareness slowly, the slight tingling in his left arm nudging him toward consciousness. Gray light seeped behind his closed lids, beckoning even as the silence surrounding him lulled him back to sleep. He was stuck between the hazy comfort of an unknown dream and the harsh reality of wakefulness, his body fighting for one while his mind fought for the other.
 
   The tingling became a little sharper, a little more uncomfortable, pulling him more fully from the dream. He shifted, the fact that he was stretched out on his oversized sofa slowly registering in his cotton-filled brain.
 
   And he wasn't alone.
 
   His eyes opened slowly, squinting against the dull light filtering through the partially closed living room curtains. He blinked a few times, the insides of his lids damn near scratching his eyeballs with grit, then turned his head a fraction to the left.
 
   Emily was pressed against his left side, his arm wrapped loosely around her. Her head was tucked against his shoulder, her hand soft and warm as it rested in the middle of his chest.
 
   JP squeezed his eyes closed for a brief second, wondering if he was imagining things, if maybe he was still dreaming.
 
   No. Emily was still there, her body soft and warm, pressed against the length of his own. He caught a whiff of her hair, the scent light and fresh, reminding him of spring breezes and warm sunlight. The urge to lean down and breathe in her scent was overwhelming but he pushed it away. Wouldn't that be embarrassing, if she woke up to find him smelling her?
 
   Scattered images floated through his hazy mind, bits and pieces from this morning. Fuck. No wonder he felt drained and wrung out, like he had just finished a game without taking a single line change.
 
   How long had they been laying here, on his sofa? Long enough for his arm to fall asleep.
 
   No way in hell was he moving it, not if it meant moving Emily. The damn thing could just fall right off for all he cared, as long as it meant that she would stay right there, her body pressed against his.
 
   He closed his eyes, surprised at the contentment hovering at the edges of his mind, wanting to take over. The desire to let it do just that, to take him over completely, was strong. But he fought it, almost afraid of it.
 
   Afraid it would be the wrong thing to do, especially after this morning.
 
   Fuck. Had he really broken down this morning? Yeah, he had. Like a damn kid taking his first real hit against the boards. What the hell was wrong with him?
 
   He hadn't expected it. Any of it. The crashing emotion that had blindsided him. The burning need to know, especially after burying it deep inside all these years. The glimpse of what Emily had gone through.
 
   Alone.
 
   Because he hadn't been there for her, had thought she didn't want him there.
 
   He sure as hell hadn't expected to see a grave. 
 
   No, not a grave. His daughter's grave.
 
   He brought his right hand up and rubbed his eyes, pushing against them to ease the grittiness, the sudden burning. Something painful squeezed his chest, causing his breath to hitch. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   He took a slow breath, pushing the pain away, then let it out.
 
   What the fuck had he done? 
 
   Too much. Not enough.
 
   He glanced down at Emily, wishing he could see her face. But her head was turned to the side, long strands of her wavy hair covering her cheek as she slept.
 
   How could she be curled against him, so trusting like that? After what he had done.
 
   Why had she even come back here with him? He hadn't suggested it, hadn't bothered asking her. He just drove, like he couldn't get away from the cemetery fast enough. And he sure as hell hadn't been thinking. It was like he had been on autopilot, his mind completely blank. 
 
   No, not blank. But he had definitely shut down, forcing himself not to think as he drove. And he had come here, back home, wanting only to escape.
 
   And Emily had been with him.
 
   She didn't say a word and he wondered if she had been just as drained, just as lost, as he was. Like they were both shell-shocked.
 
   So he had led her inside, offered her something to drink, sat down beside her. Neither one of them said a word.
 
   Who had drifted off first? Did it matter? No, not when they were both stretched out on the sofa, their bodies pressed together.
 
   JP glanced to the right, frowning as he tried to figure out what time it was. The light coming in between the curtains framing the French doors was gray, watery. Afternoon, definitely. But early afternoon? Later?
 
   His gaze slid to the expansive entertainment system along the far wall. The digital clock was nothing more than a steady blink, the time frozen at 12:00 because he had never bothered to reset it. His cell phone was just out of reach on the oak coffee table, useless right now for learning the time.
 
   And why did he suddenly care what time it was? He had nowhere to go, nothing to do.
 
   He turned his head, letting his eyes drift down to Emily's hand, resting so still against his chest. The light weight of it against him, the slight warmth of it, was reassuring, and he wasn't sure why.
 
   Before he could stop himself, before he could think too much about it, he eased his right hand down and gently took her hand in his. Her fingers curled around his, just a small movement, like she was seeking reassurance or taking comfort in her sleep. 
 
   It felt so small in his, her skin paler and more delicate against the rough skin of his own hand. He ran his thumb along her finger, gently stroking it as he leaned his head back and closed his eyes once more.
 
   Time drifted away, the silence of the house surrounding them, cloaking them. JP drifted off again, maybe a few minutes, maybe longer. But he came awake as soon as Emily stiffened beside him and he knew without looking that she already regretted being here. 
 
   He tightened his arm around her for just a second, then released her when she pushed against him and tried to sit up. Their legs tangled together and she uttered a small sound of surprise as she pulled her hand from his.
 
   JP opened his eyes, not daring to look at her, then eased himself to a sitting position. Emily did the same, quickly sliding away from him, putting space between them. He ran his hands over his face then up through his hair, willing his mind to completely wake up before he finally turned and looked at her.
 
   Her back was rigid, almost uncomfortably straight as she sat on the edge of the sofa. Her head tilted forward and her face was hidden by a fall of honey-colored hair. He didn't need to see her face to know she was embarrassed, uncomfortable. Tension hummed around her, from the set of her shoulders to her hands, tightly clasped in front of her.
 
   JP wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and hold her, reassure her. But he didn't move, worried that she would bolt from the sofa if he did.
 
   Long minutes stretched around them, turning the silence into something oppressive and uncomfortable. JP shifted, turning to the side so he could better see her. And then he reached out and brushed the hair from her face, the silky strands soft against his finger as he tucked it behind her ear.
 
   She jumped at his touch and he pulled his hand away, cursing beneath his breath. He didn't want her to jump at his touch, didn't want her sitting there, so stiff and cold.
 
   She finally looked at him, her blue eyes wide in her pale face. He couldn't tell what she was thinking, what she was feeling. And he suddenly wanted to know.
 
   He slid closer, waiting to see if she would move away or even stand up. But she didn't move, just kept looking at him with those wide eyes. So he reached out and cupped her cheek against his palm, his thumb gently stroking the soft fullness of her lower lip. And still she didn't move so he slid even closer, slowly, hesitantly, afraid that each inch would cause her to push him away and jump from the sofa.
 
   And then he was next to her, their legs touching, the heat from her sleep-flushed body seeping into him. 
 
   "Jean-Pierre." She whispered his name, the sound nothing more than a soft breath between them as he lowered his face to hers.
 
   And gently, so gently, he pressed his lips to hers. Not claiming, not forcing, just barely touching. Waiting. She stiffened at first, her hand closing around his wrist. He waited, wondering if she would push him away, if she would get up and put distance between them.
 
   But then her body relaxed and she leaned closer, sliding her hand down to his chest. He pressed his mouth closer, coaxing now, his tongue sweeping the crease of her lips until her mouth opened under his.
 
   Warm, welcoming.
 
   He swallowed her soft sigh as his tongue plunged deeper, searching, exploring. Her arms wrapped around his neck, her fingers tangling in the hair that curled past the collar of his shirt. Desire flared, sudden, hot, intense. 
 
   JP cupped her face with his hands and deepened the kiss, needing more, so much more. He wanted to lose himself in her, needed to find an escape from the hell of this morning.
 
   No. He wanted her. Emily. All of her.
 
   He dragged his mouth along the delicate line of her jaw, down to the soft skin of her neck. Her head dropped back, her hand cupping his head as he kissed and nipped and licked. 
 
   He eased one hand to the hem of her sweater, pushing the soft material up, sliding his palm along the warmth of her smooth skin. Up to the soft mound of one firm breast. He stroked the hard peak of her nipple through the smooth fabric of her bra, felt it tighten it even more under his touch. 
 
   "Jean-Pierre." Her throaty whisper stroked the heat growing inside him, encouraging, empowering. He groaned and slid the sweater up, pulling back enough so he could pull it over her head.
 
   He tossed it to the side and looked at her, drinking in the sight of her flushed skin, of her small firm breasts and the hardened peaks of her nipples pushing against the fabric of her bra. 
 
   He groaned again and pushed the straps of the bra from her shoulders, pulled the material down to bare her breasts to his hungry gaze. He cupped each breast in his hands, his thumbs teasing each hardened nipple. Then he leaned down and closed his mouth around one tightened peak. Licking, sucking. Her chest rose and fell with each ragged breath. Her back arched, giving him fuller access as he feasted. First one breast, then the other. 
 
   Her fingers tightened in his hair, her hands holding his head in place as he sucked and nipped and teased. His cock hardened, the erection nearly painful against the worn denim of his jeans.
 
   He reached down and popped the snap of his jeans, his fingers shaking as he fought the zipper. His erection sprung free between them, long and hard, thick, eager. He grabbed Emily's hand and guided it to his cock.
 
   Her fingers closed around him, strong and cool. His breath caught on a hiss as she stroked him, slow, steady. JP's head fell back, his jaw clenched as each hard stroke unleashed a little more of his control.
 
   He wanted. Needed. Now.
 
   No. Not yet. This was Emily. Not some nameless pick-up, not some sure-thing puck bunny. He couldn't use her like that. He wouldn't.
 
   He gritted his teeth and tried to ease away but she kept stroking him, harder, faster. Her touch was heaven, pulling him closer to the edge until he thought he'd explode right there in her hand.
 
   No. He wouldn't give in. This was Emily.
 
   He finally pulled away enough, nearly crying out in pain when her hand released him. A groan tore out of him and his hands fumbled with the snap and zipper of Emily's jeans. Each touch was frantic, desperate, his hands shaking with the strength of his need as he pulled her jeans and underwear down her legs.
 
   JP kneeled in front of her, his hands on her thighs, spreading her to his gaze. He heard her whimper, looked up as her head fell against the back of the sofa, her breasts thrust forward with the motion.
 
   Then he lowered his mouth to her, his tongue darting out for one long lick against her clit. She was wet and warm against his tongue and he was suddenly starving. He fell on her, licking, stroking, teasing the tight nub of her clit with his teeth. Her hips bucked under his touch and he grabbed her hips with both hands, holding her still.
 
   It wasn't enough.
 
   He dragged his right hand along her hip and down the outside of her thigh, then ran the tips of his fingers along the sensitive flesh on the inside of her leg. Up, up further, until he spread her moist folds with his fingers, opening her even more. He ran his tongue along her, dipping inside as she thrust her hips toward him. His tongue swirled around her flesh as he slid a finger inside her. Muscles clenched around him, pulling him deeper, holding him even as he slid his finger out. In, out. He added a second finger, heard her gasp as his rhythm quickened. Harder, faster. Her body tensed, her muscles clenching for a second that felt like a lifetime. Then her climax exploded, her inner muscles squeezing around his fingers as her soft cries fell around him.
 
   He refused to stop, holding her over the edge with his fingers and mouth and tongue until her hands fisted in his hair. She called his name, her voice hoarse and desperate as she tried to move away.
 
   He shifted, reached up, leaning forward until his mouth closed over hers, hard and demanding. Not claiming—possessing. He fumbled for the wallet in his back pocket, opening it one-handed and reaching for a condom by feel. Emily's arms wrapped around his neck, holding him close as he finally sheathed himself with the condom.
 
   He pulled away and laid her back on the sofa, his eyes drinking in the sight of her flushed skin, her body spread out before him. Her thick hair, the golden waves spread around her like a shining halo. Her soft lips, red and swollen and moist from his kisses. Her eyes, the deep blue glazed with passion, partially hidden by her lowered lids. 
 
   JP groaned and kneeled between her legs, sliding his hands under her hips and pulling her closer. He wrapped one hand around his cock, sliding the head along the moist folds of her opening, spreading the wetness of her climax. He looked down, watching, not daring to breathe, as he slowly entered her, his cock disappearing inch by inch inside her. He held himself still, then slowly eased out. In, then out.
 
   She was tight, so fucking tight. And hot. Wet. His control slipped and he plunged into her, over and over, his hands tight on her hips, holding her in place. Her head tossed from side to side, her hands reaching behind her and grabbing the arm of the sofa. Her back arched, her breasts thrust forward, the tight peaks a dusky rose in the dim light. 
 
   JP pounded into her, unable to slow, unable to stop. Harder. Faster. Her body bucked beneath his and her lips parted on a sharp cry. He held himself still, reveling in the feel of her muscles clenching around him as her climax swept over her again.
 
   Over him.
 
   Then his control snapped and he plunged into her again, over and over until his own climax exploded. He threw his head back and clenched his jaw against his own groan, a thousand shards of sensation shredding him. He fell forward, careful to brace his weight on his arms so he wouldn't crush Emily, and tried to catch his breath.
 
   Fuck. How had he forgotten this? Forgotten how potent she was, forgotten how easily he lost control with her. 
 
   He didn't lose control. He couldn't afford to. 
 
   Except he had. With Emily.
 
   Always with Emily.
 
   JP took a deep breath and rested his forehead against her shoulder, her skin warm and flushed against his. He waited for her arms to come around him, to feel the reassuring comfort of her hold. But her arms remained stretched above her, her body still except for the rapid rise and fall of her chest.
 
   "Bordel de merde." He whispered the soft curse then slowly eased himself from Emily's warmth. He rolled off her and stood up, making his way to the bathroom to dispose of the condom and clean up. He refused to look in the mirror, refused to meet his own accusing stare.
 
   Emily was sitting on the edge of the sofa when he returned, as far to the side as she could get without sitting on the arm. She was completely dressed, her hair neatly brushed back and tucked behind her ears.
 
   And she wouldn't look at him.
 
   He ran a hand down his face, felt the scratch of whiskers against his palm. Without saying a word, he gathered his own clothes and pulled them on, his movements rushed and jerky. 
 
   What the fuck had he done? Why hadn't he stopped? He should have known what would happen, should have known how she'd react. He hadn't seen her in five years and the history between them was too painful. 
 
   But had that stopped him from tossing her to the sofa and fucking her? No. What kind of man was he?
 
   He smoothed a hand down the front of his shirt then stood there, not knowing what to do, only knowing he had to do something. He stepped closer to Emily, then dropped to his knees in front of her, reaching for her hands. He wasn't surprised when she tried to pull away so he tightened his grip.
 
   "Emily. Ma douce. Please. Look at me."
 
   "JP, don't."
 
   "Look at me." He placed two fingers under her chin and gently tilted her head up until she was looking at him. She blinked and lowered her gaze, but not before he saw the shadows darkening the blue of her eyes, turning the color to that of a stormy sea.
 
   "I need to get home. Monica's probably worried by now."
 
   JP sighed but didn't release his hold on her. Not yet. "Emily, I'm sorry."
 
   Her gaze flew to his, a flash of fire there and gone. "Sorry? Why?"
 
   He sat back on his heels, the question surprising him. "I...this...I shouldn't have—"
 
   "I'm a big girl, JP. I didn't do anything I didn't want to." She watched him for a few seconds, her eyes softening as the stiffness left her. Then she closed her eyes and let out a soft sigh. Opened them again then gently placed her palm against his cheek. She leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to the corner of his mouth then stood up, stepping around him.
 
   He stood up and faced her, his confusion no doubt clear on his face. "I don't understand. Then why—"
 
   "Because I didn't think I'd still want to. Not with you." She tried to smile, one corner of her mouth barely lifting, trying to take the sting out of her words. But he felt them cut, deep and sharp. If Emily noticed, she didn't say so. She stood there, sadness and something else in her eyes as she watched him.
 
   "Will you take me home now?"
 
   JP nodded, not knowing what to say, not knowing if he could find his voice even if words came to him. He finally turned away and grabbed his cell phone and keys from the coffee table, then led Emily outside without another word.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   The lines of the report blurred on the computer screen, the numbers running together into one long cell that doubled then tripled. Emily closed her eyes, squeezing them tight in an attempt to clear her vision.
 
   It didn't work. 
 
   She clicked out of the program then rolled her neck from side to side, trying to work the tight kinks from her muscles. The dull throbbing at the base of her skull continued to grow, radiating up and around to her temples. The headache had been with her the last two days and she had used it as an excuse to work from home.
 
   Which would be perfect if she was actually getting any work done. But she wasn't, not enough to make her happy. Yes, she was ahead of her workload—she always was. But not as far as she wanted to be, not with the long holiday weekend coming up.
 
   Footsteps sounded on the stairs behind her, quick, steady. Emily blew out a deep breath then swung her office chair around as Monica came toward her, a frown on her face.
 
   "I need to leave for work. Will you be able to get Taylor from the bus stop?"
 
   Emily glanced at her watch, surprised to see how late it was. Late, yes. But still too early for Monica to be heading into work. "Yeah. But aren't you leaving a little early?"
 
   Her sister shrugged, her gaze darting around the small office Emily used when she worked from home. Apprehension filled her when Monica refused to meet her gaze and she wondered what was going on.
 
   Monica had been distracted the last few days, almost distant. Had her sister somehow figured out what happened the other day?
 
   Had she figured out Emily had slept with JP?
 
   No, it couldn't be that. Monica would have said something if that had been the case. Which was fine by her, because it wasn't something Emily wanted to remember.
 
   Except she hadn't been able to think of anything else for the last two days.
 
   Emily leaned back in the chair and fixed a steady look on her sister. "You okay?"
 
   "Hm? Yeah." Monica ran a hand through her hair then finally met Emily's gaze with a sigh. "No. I just...Em, I want to kill him. How can he do this to her?"
 
   She knew instantly who 'he' was: Monica's ex, Jon. She straightened in the chair, her attention focused on her sister's frown, on the paleness of her complexion and the slight trembling of her pale lips. Emily knew what was coming, wasn't even the least bit surprised. But she didn't say anything, just waited until Monica was ready to get it out of her system. 
 
   Monica took a deep breath and held it, then slowly released it. She stepped over to the small bench pushed against the wall and lowered herself onto it, her body sagging as if just that little bit of movement drained her. "He cancelled everything this weekend. All of it. His new 'girlfriend' decided they'd have more fun going to New York. Adults only."
 
   Sadness filled Emily, but only briefly. And she knew she should be disappointed but she couldn't be, not when this is exactly what she expected to happen. And why wouldn't it be? Jon had been doing this for the last few years, ever since the divorce. Why was Monica even surprised?
 
   "Monica, I..." Her voice trailed off as she tried to find the right words, tried not to make it even worse. "I know you're upset, but I honestly don't think Taylor expected to see Jon this weekend. And what she doesn't know can't hurt her, right?"
 
   Monica pulled her shoulders closer together and looked down, her body stiff, her posture both defeated and defensive. Anger rushed through Emily as she recognized the body language. Anger, disbelief...and disappointment. "Monica. Tell me you didn't."
 
   Her sister was quiet for several minutes. Too quiet. Emily sighed, not bothering to hide her frustration. It was the wrong thing to do. Monica's head flew up, her dark brows lowered over eyes, her anger clear.
 
   "Don't you dare judge me!"
 
   "Monica, I'm not—"
 
   "You don't know what it's like, you don't know what I go through. Always making excuses to Taylor, dying inside because her father doesn't care. Do you have any idea—"
 
   "Monica. Stop. I do know. I understand, okay?" Emily kept her voice quiet, soothing, doing her best to calm Monica's emotions. Her sister sat across from her, her chest heaving with each angry breath, and Emily waited. Would she calm down? Or would she lose herself in one of her many rants over the worthlessness of her ex?
 
   Monica's body finally sagged, the expression of defeat in her posture and on her face striking something deep inside Emily. No matter what her sister thought, Emily did understand. All too well. 
 
   "I'm sorry. I just...I really thought he was going to come through this weekend, or else I would have never told Taylor. He actually sounded excited. Said he was looking forward to her spending the weekend with him, looking forward to her tournament."
 
   Emily closed her eyes, keen disappointment sweeping through her. Not just the disappointment coming from Monica, but her own as well, a deep disappointment for how Taylor would take the news. To be let down by her father. Again.
 
   Emily took a deep breath and tried to force a smile she didn't feel to her face. "Then we'll just have to go overboard for Thanksgiving dinner, won't we? And cheer really loud for Taylor when she's playing."
 
   It was a ridiculous thing to say. Emily knew that before the words even left her mouth, but she still had to try. For her niece. But Monica's face paled again and she looked away, chewing her lower lip so hard Emily was surprised she didn't draw blood. Foreboding swept through her, hard and fast as she watched her sister.
 
   "What? What is it Monica?"
 
   "I'm working the entire weekend. I picked up some overtime and switched shifts with one of the girls. I thought..." Monica's voice drifted off on a heavy sigh. She shrugged and kept her face turned away as she continued. "I figured I may as well get some extra money since Taylor wouldn't be here."
 
   "What? Monica, why? Can't you change the shifts back? Cancel the overtime or work something out?"
 
   "No, I can't. It's too late for that."
 
   Emily bit back a curse. Why would Monica do something like that when she knew Jon would cancel? He always did. Always. But for whatever reason, Monica hadn't considered what would happen, what always happened. Which meant Emily would be left patching up Taylor's disappointment.
 
   Monica smoothed back her hair then stood, not even looking at her. "I need to go."
 
   And before Emily could say anything, Monica was gone, the sound of her steps hurried as she made her way upstairs. Emily cursed beneath her breath, her mind already formulating excuses to give to Taylor.
 
   It didn't matter what excuse she gave her niece. Taylor was going to be disappointed. And hurt. By both her parents.
 
   Emily fisted one hand and slammed the top of her desk, wishing with all her heart she could do something to take away the pain her niece would no doubt feel at the news.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   "Right there. That's what I'm talking about." 
 
   "Oh yeah, someone's going to be scoring tonight."
 
   "Definitely. Who do you think it's going to be?"
 
   "Who else? Look, she's heading this way."
 
   An elbow jammed into JP's side, jerking him from his deep contemplation of the beer in front of him. Pale liquid sloshed over the rim of the chilled glass, spilling on his hand. He tossed Mat an impatient look then reached across the bar for some napkins. He finished wiping the spill then tossed the ball of wet napkins across the bar, hitting Randy square in the chest before a hand closed over his arm.
 
   He jumped at the touch then looked down, only a little surprised to see the feminine hand wrapped around his bare forearm. The fingers were long and tapered, tipped by long lacquered nails in a brightly painted design. The hand was pale against the darker skin of his arm, the skin smooth and soft. His eyes traveled across the hand, to the sparkling diamond bracelet wrapped around a delicate wrist, up a bare arm, finally stopping at the owner's face. 
 
   She was a beautiful woman, with finely sculpted cheekbones and a full pouty mouth. Brown eyes gazed at him from beneath long dark lashes, her interest clear as she sidled even closer, the lush fullness of her soft breasts pushing against his arm.
 
   She smiled and tilted her head to the side, her thick auburn hair falling across her shoulder with the move. Her smile widened as heat flashed in her eyes and she leaned even closer.
 
   "I was wondering if I could buy you a drink." It was a statement, not a question. Bold and forward, leaving no room for doubt. Just the way JP liked it.
 
   Usually. Tonight, it did nothing more than annoy him.
 
   "Score!" Mat's voice was pitched low enough so that only JP and his teammates could hear it. Or maybe not, if the woman's growing smile was any indication. JP swung out with his left foot, connecting with Mat's shin with perfect aim. He ignored his friend's small grunt and turned back to the woman with a soft smile.
 
   "Thank you but non. I already have one."
 
   The woman's smile faltered for a brief second before returning. A little brighter, a little more forced. She squeezed his arm, the tips of her nails digging into his flesh for a brief second before letting go. Her eyes drifted past him, raking over the trio beside him, then she finally shrugged and walked away.
 
   JP followed her with his eyes, his gaze dropping to the shapely ass beneath the tight skirt, to the long legs made even longer by the ridiculously high heels on her small feet. He shook his head and turned back to the bar, once more focusing on the beer in front of him.
 
   There was no shortage of women here tonight, just like every night. The Maypole, a refined sports bar and restaurant geared towards women, had been hugely successful since it opened over a year ago. Owned by a group of women that included both Randy Michaels' sister and girlfriend, the place had quickly become a hangout for quite a few of the single players on the team.
 
   And it wasn't just because the food was great.
 
   "What the fuck is wrong with you, Larocque?"
 
   "Seriously. Dude. You so could have had that."
 
   "Fuck that, my turn." Justin Tome turned to Randy. "Get me one of whatever she's drinking. I'm going to go introduce myself."
 
   JP watched as Randy stepped back, his dark gaze darting over the wide collection of bottles behind the bar. Randy shrugged then threw his hands in the air. "I don't know what she's drinking."
 
   "How can you not know what she's drinking?"
 
   "Because I'm not the fucking bartender, that's why."
 
   "Then why are you even back there?"
 
   JP watched the verbal volley, a small smile tilting the corner of his mouth as Randy shrugged again, his expression betraying how lost he was back there. 
 
   "I'm back here because Darren took a quick break and couldn't leave the bar alone."
 
   "Whatever. Pour me a glass of white wine, then. Women always drink white wine."
 
   "No they don't." 
 
   "Yeah they do. Look around, man. Are you blind?"
 
   JP took a long swallow of beer to hide his smile, then tuned out his teammates’ bickering as Randy fumbled with a glass and a bottle of wine. He turned on the stool, caught Mat's questioning gaze, then quickly looked away. But not quick enough, because Mat stepped a little closer, leaning in on the pretense of reaching for his own beer.
 
   "You going to tell me what's going on?"
 
   "Nothing is going on."
 
   "Really? Because a month ago you would have been all over that." Mat nodded his head in the direction at something just over JP's right shoulder. He didn't have to turn around to know he was looking at the woman who had just walked away. Just like he didn't have to turn around to know that Justin was now heading over there, a glass of white wine in his hand as an offering.
 
   JP shrugged and took a sip of beer. "Wasn't interested."
 
   "You? Not interested? Since when aren't you interested? If it's breathing and has tits, you're usually interested."
 
   Heat crept up his face and he shifted on the stool, suddenly uncomfortable. Because Mat only spoke the truth. Or at least, the truth as he saw it. And he was partially right. Not too long ago, JP would have gladly accepted the woman's offer of a drink. And so much more. 
 
   But not now. Not for eight months. No, longer than that. Only his teammates were just now realizing it, just now starting to comment on it. JP had no intention of explaining anything to his friends, no matter what they thought.
 
   He certainly had no attention of explaining about Emily. How could he explain something he didn't fully understand himself?
 
   There was only one woman he was interested in right now. 
 
   A woman who apparently wanted nothing to do with him.
 
   Because I didn't think I'd still want to. Not with you.
 
   Emily's words from the other day came back to him, just as fresh and biting as when she had first said them. And just what the hell was that supposed to mean anyway?
 
   He had been torturing himself with that same question over and over again, and he still had no answer. He wasn't sure he wanted one.
 
   Mat muttered something under his breath, his tone impatient. Then he grabbed his beer and shoved away from the bar, heading over to the table where the other guys had disappeared to. JP looked over his shoulder, saw the women greet his teammates with bright smiles and eager faces. He shook his head and turned back to his beer, draining what was left of it in one long swallow.
 
   "Sucks, doesn't it?"
 
   JP looked up, surprised to see Randy leaning on one elbow, studying him. "What sucks?"
 
   "When you realize you've been running in the wrong direction all this time."
 
   "No idea what you're talking about, mon ami."
 
   Randy's gaze held his, dark, intense. Seeing too much. "Really?"
 
   "Really." JP grabbed his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out several bills, tossing them on the bar.
 
   "You never know until you try."
 
   JP laughed, the sound too short, too brittle. "I did. Too much history."
 
   "History isn't always bad."
 
   JP laughed again and shook his head. That was easy for Randy to say. He was head over heels in love, certain of his commitment, certain of his relationship. JP didn't have that, doubted if he ever would.
 
   What would Randy say if JP told him? About Emily. About their daughter. And how JP had abandoned her, had just walked away when Emily needed him most.
 
   No. He didn't want to share that, not with anyone. Not when just thinking about what he had done caused his chest to tighten and his lungs to burn.
 
   Not when the need to see Emily still burned deep inside him. Why? Closure? Guilt? Something else? He didn't know, was afraid to question the need too closely. Afraid he'd act on it.
 
   No. He knew he'd act on it. In fact, he was going to do just that right now. The thought had been with him for the last several hours. All day, in fact, since he had spied the youth hockey schedule posted in the lobby of the practice rink after this morning's skate.
 
   He glanced at his watch. Practice started fifteen minutes ago. The timing was perfect. 
 
   "Going somewhere?" Randy asked when he jumped off the stool. JP glanced at him then shrugged, trying to act nonchalant. He had the feeling that Randy didn't buy the act for a minute.
 
   "Yeah. I have something to do." He tossed a wave over his shoulder then threaded his way through the crowded restaurant, ignoring the calls of his teammates as he left.
 
   He didn't want anyone to know where he was going, didn't want anyone to know about his sudden weakness.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The rink was chilly, colder than he expected. It didn't help that the lights were too dim. JP glanced up at the ceiling, the bare metal beams nothing more than dark shadows overhead. No wonder it was dim: half the lights were off.
 
   He pulled the leather jacket closer around him and briefly considered going back out to the car for his sweatshirt. No, this would do for now. Now that was he actually here, he didn't want to waste time doing what it was he wanted to do.
 
   Even though he still wasn't sure exactly what that was.
 
   He moved deeper into the rink, his eyes scanning the thin crowd as shouts and laughter rang around him from the ice. The sounds were hollow, flying up into the metal rafters before falling back down with a tinny sound. 
 
   Amazing, how different things could seem after the distance of a few hours. He never realized how sound carried on this side of the ice. Probably because he was never on this side of the ice.
 
   He jammed his hands into the jacket pockets and moved closer to the bleachers, his eyes scanning the metal benches. There was barely more than a handful of people here, it shouldn't be that hard to find Emily.
 
   What if she wasn't here? What if someone else brought Taylor to practice? He'd be standing here all night, looking for someone who wasn't even here. And wouldn't that just be perfect?
 
   But no, there she was. Up near the top and off to the side. She was bundled in a heavy jacket, a small blanket tucked around her legs. You'd think they were in the middle of the frozen tundra as bundled as she was. 
 
   She looked up from the book she was reading and pushed a hunk of hair behind her ear, her gaze moving to the ice. He watched as she searched out her niece, felt something twist and roll in his gut when a smile spread across her face. JP closed his eyes, remembering a time when she used to smile at him like that. A long time ago. 
 
   Too long.
 
   He shrugged off the memory and called himself a fool. A fool for remembering, a fool for coming here. What did he think he was doing? Did he really think coming here was going to accomplish anything?
 
   Especially when he didn't even know what it was he hoped to accomplish.
 
   He opened his eyes and looked back at Emily, thinking he should turn around and leave. But he didn't want to. Not when he saw some guy working his way up the bleachers, heading for Emily. JP squinted, taking in the man's features, finally recognizing him as the same man Emily had been talking to a few weeks ago at the concession stand.
 
   JP didn't want to know why he recognized the man. And he sure as hell didn't want to examine the blast of emotion that ripped through him when Emily smiled at the guy. Dammit. She shouldn't be smiling at men that way. Didn't she know what her smile could do to a man?
 
   He clenched his jaw and strode forward, his legs tearing up the distance between them, his steps loud as he climbed the metal stairs leading up to Emily. Less than a few feet separated them when she finally noticed him advancing on her. She straightened, her back rigid, her smile faltering before fading completely.
 
   JP paused and asked himself again what he was doing. Why was here, when it was so clear Emily wanted him gone?
 
   He pushed the questions and the doubt from his mind and closed the distance between them, not stopping until he stood next to Emily. He looked down and offered her a smile, hoping it didn't look as stiff as it felt.
 
   The man who had been talking to her watched him. JP could feel his stare. But he waited before turning his head and acknowledging him with a slight nod, his expression less than welcoming. The man took a hesitant step back then looked down at Emily, no doubt waiting for an introduction.
 
   Or maybe a sign that Emily didn't want him there. That would suit JP just fine. Let the fils de pute try something and he would see exactly how fast JP could be.
 
   Emily sighed, the sound barely more than a whisper. She shifted on the bench and held the book more tightly between her clasped hands. "Karl, this is JP. JP, this is Karl."
 
   That was it. Nothing more, just the briefest introduction, letting neither of them know where the other stood. It didn't matter to JP, not when he intended taking matters into his own hands. 
 
   He offered the man another short nod then sat down next to Emily, close enough that his left side pressed flush against her right. She stiffened, just enough so JP could feel the tremor running through her body. Before she could slide away—JP had no doubt that was what she was planning—he draped his left arm around her and pulled her more tightly against his side, offering her a small grin.
 
   "Emily, ma douce, you're shivering."
 
   "No, really, I'm—"
 
   JP tightened his arm and pulled her even closer, fixing her with a meaningful stare. She rolled her eyes but didn't say anything. And she didn't try to move away again. JP considered that a small win.
 
   "I'll leave you two alone. Emily, don't forget about this weekend. The invitation is open."
 
   "I'll think about it. Thanks."
 
   The man stood there a few seconds longer, his cool gaze fixed on JP, then he smiled at Emily once more and turned to leave. JP watched him descend the steps, his gaze narrowed on the man's back as he left. "Who is that branleur?"
 
   "Nobody to you." Emily grabbed JP's arm and moved it from around her shoulders then slid away before he could ask if the man was somebody to her. But he didn't, couldn't bring himself to ask the question, not when the answer frightened him. 
 
   She leaned down and tucked the book into a tote bag by her feet, then readjusted the blanket around her legs. Finally settled, she focused her attention straight ahead on the ice in front of them.
 
   It was a ruse, nothing more. A move designed to let him know she was ignoring him, especially since there was absolutely nothing going on right now. The kids were huddled near the bench, listening to something the coach was saying, too far away for anyone to make out the words.
 
   "Why are you here?"
 
   "What's this weekend?" JP ignored her question and asked one of his own, curiosity over the man's invitation burning deep in his gut. Emily tossed him an exasperated look, her lips thinning as she pressed them together.
 
   "Just a get-together after the tournament this weekend."
 
   "What tournament?"
 
   "Taylor's hockey tournament."
 
   JP nodded, turning back to the ice as he ran this week's schedule through his mind. "Which day?"
 
   "All weekend. Saturday and Sunday."
 
   "She must be excited, non?"
 
   Emily sighed and looked back toward the ice, her eyes following her niece’s movements. Even with her head turned away from him, he could see the sadness fall over her, could actually feel it descend on her like a heavy blanket. "Yeah. Until tomorrow, when she finds out."
 
   JP reached out and snagged her chin with two fingers, turning her face toward him. She lowered her eyes, shielding her gaze with partially closed lids. He tilted her chin up until she looked at him.
 
   "What, ma douce? What is it she will find out?"
 
   "Nothing that concerns you, don't worry."
 
   "Tell me."
 
   "JP, it doesn't concern you. It's not important."
 
   "Tell me."
 
   She turned her head away, breaking eye contact. JP let his hand drop, resting his palm against his thigh. But he kept watching her, silently encouraging her to answer him. A long minute went by before she took a deep breath, her shoulders sagging as if bearing a weight too heavy to carry.
 
   "She was supposed to stay with her father for Thanksgiving and then go to the tournament with him. He backed out. Again." She took another deep breath, her head dropping. "And her mom is working all weekend, so nobody in her family will be with her."
 
   "You are not going?"
 
   Emily finally looked at him, her blue eyes filled with sadness. "An aunt isn't much of a substitute for a mom or dad."
 
   JP didn't know what to say. He didn't know enough about the situation, didn't know any details at all. Only that Taylor's parents were divorced, and that Emily helped her sister out. But her sadness spoke volumes, letting him know how upset she really was. He draped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer, trying to offer a small measure of comfort. Emily didn't push him away, which surprised him. Then he told himself not to read too much into it, that she was upset and probably didn't even realize that she was leaning into him, just the slightest bit. Just enough to make his heart jump and his mind think that maybe she didn't mind him being here quite so much.
 
   They were both quiet for several long minutes, wrapped up in their own thoughts. JP had no idea what was going on in Emily's mind, but his own was running through his schedule once more, thinking. Wondering. Could it work? Would it matter if it did?
 
   His gaze drifted to the ice, to the young girl skating back and forth with her teammates. Was that her laughter he heard? Or was it merely his imagination? 
 
   What would he do if that was his daughter, facing a disappointment that would surely hurt? Pain shot through him, sharp and clear, and he squeezed his eyes shut. The loss was still too fresh, the emotion from last weekend still too strong. And he suddenly knew he would do anything to soften the disappointment Taylor would surely feel.
 
   "Where is her tournament?"
 
   "Hm?" Emily blinked, no doubt surprised by the question. That, or she had been so lost in her own thoughts that she hadn't clearly heard him at first. He repeated the question, surprised that Emily didn't ask him what why wanted to know. 
 
   "It's in Pennsylvania. At the arena in Hershey."
 
   "That's a long way to drive each day."
 
   "We're not driving. Everyone has rooms for the weekend. That's what the invitation was for: a few of the parents are taking the kids to the amusement park Saturday night."
 
   JP nodded, surprised that she had volunteered the information. But he didn't say anything, didn't want her to question his sudden curiosity.
 
   They sat together in silence, watching the practice taking place on the ice. JP lost track of time, content to just sit there, Emily by his side. 
 
   Until she shrugged his arm off and turned on the bench, her gaze clear as she looked at him. "JP, why are you here?"
 
   He pressed his palm into his thigh and shifted so he could face her.
 
   "I wanted to know why you said what you did the other day."
 
   Emily slid away, an expression of panic crossing her face. She tried to hide it, tried to hide her sudden nervousness, but not quick enough. "What?"
 
   JP reached for her hand, his fingers threading through hers, and tugged her closer. His gaze was steady, determined, refusing to let hers slide away. He leaned closer, watching her for any reaction as he spoke. 
 
   "You said you didn't think you'd still want to, especially not with me. What did you mean?"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Emily took a sip of the chilled wine then placed the glass on the counter, away from the last few remaining dirty dishes. The house was quiet. Too quiet. The clink of china against china and the splash of sudsy water should have been drowned by laughter and teasing, by the blare of a television in the background.
 
   But there was nothing but silence, heavy and depressing. 
 
   She rinsed soap from the platter and placed it in the drain to dry, then dipped her hand in the sink to pull the plug. The water swirled around the drain, slow at first, then spinning wildly before finishing with a gurgle. Emily leaned against the counter, heedless of the water dripping from her hands, and stared into the empty sink.
 
   Their small Thanksgiving dinner, hastily put together, had been anything but festive. She had tried, from the traditional turkey that would feed them for a month, to the fine china reserved for special occasions. But nothing worked. Taylor had barely eaten, had barely even talked. And Monica had been rushed, obviously worried about leaving for work on time. 
 
   So much for a small family gathering. 
 
   Emily grabbed the hand towel and dried her hands, then tossed it over her shoulder before reaching for the wine glass. A few more sips might improve her mood, or at least stop her from throwing the platter instead of drying it. But the wine didn't help, its taste now bitter on her tongue.
 
   And why wouldn't it be? Everything else from today's fiasco had left a bitter taste in her mouth. It only made sense the wine would do the same.
 
   She poured the remaining wine into the sink and rinsed the glass then stood there, not knowing what else to do. Should she go talk to Taylor, or give the girl some space to brood? Maybe they could go to a movie, or curl up on the sofa and watch some television before gorging on pumpkin pie. Or maybe—
 
   The doorbell chimed, the sound echoing throughout the quiet house and interrupting her desperate thoughts. The sound surprised her so much that she actually froze, wondering who could be at the door on Thanksgiving.
 
   Her heart skipped as a sudden thought, a desperate thought, fought for recognition. Maybe Taylor's father had changed his mind. Maybe he was actually coming to see his daughter.
 
   She refused to acknowledge the absurdity of that thought. The optimistic hope was not only unwelcome, but completely foolish and unrealistic. She laughed at herself and moved through the living room, drying her hands on the towel before opening the door.
 
   Her breath left her lungs so quickly she nearly choked. Then she blinked, once, twice, certain her eyes were deceiving her, certain she must be dreaming.
 
   Or having a nightmare.
 
   JP stood on the front porch, a large gym bag thrown over his shoulder, two sticks held in his hand. One corner of his mouth tilted in a boyish grin as he reached up and removed a pair of dark sunglasses. His smile widened as he tucked the glasses into the collar of his sweater and looked at her.
 
   Just looked at her, with those mesmerizing brown eyes framed with lush dark lashes. His hair was swept back off his forehead, the damp ends curling behind his ears and sweeping past the collar of his sweater. He looked different somehow, too charming, too carefree.
 
   Which was an absolutely ridiculous thing to think about JP. He was always charming, always carefree. For him to look more of either, more of both, was dangerous.
 
   Emily swallowed back her surprise and frowned. Or at least, tried to frown. She wasn't sure she succeeded, not when she was still trying to come to grips with her surprise at seeing him there.
 
   "What are you doing here?"
 
   If her less-than-enthusiastic question fazed him, he didn't show it. In fact, his grin widened and he pushed past her, stepping into the small entranceway as if he belonged there. Emily closed the door against the chilly air then leaned against it, her hands twisting in the dish towel as she watched him.
 
   He stood in profile, his gaze scanning the quiet living room for a few seconds before he lowered the bag and placed it on the floor, along with the two sticks. Then he turned and faced her, the boyish grin still on his face.
 
   She tried not to stare, tried to hide the feminine appreciation that swirled through her at the sight of him. The cream-colored sweater pulled tight across his broad shoulders and chest, doing absolutely nothing to hide the lean muscular build of his body. He had pushed the sleeves up, revealing strong wrists and forearms. The sweater fell just at his waist, the soft material a contrast to the darker denim of jeans that hugged his long legs and showcased his muscular thighs. He shoved his hands into the back pockets of his jeans, the movement shifting the hem of his sweater. 
 
   She caught a glimpse of skin stretched over tight abs just above the waistband of his jeans and had to force herself to look away. His smile grew wider and heat spread across her cheeks when she realized he had caught her looking. She narrowed her gaze and cleared her throat.
 
   "What are you doing here?" 
 
   JP shrugged then moved through the living room, leaving her no choice but to follow. He stopped in the kitchen, his gaze moving from the now-cleared table to the few dishes stacked in the drain. Was that disappointment she saw flash across his face? It couldn't be.
 
   "Too late for dinner, I see."
 
   "What? JP—"
 
   He chuckled, the rich sound warm and mellow, interrupting her. "Where's Taylor?"
 
   "Taylor? Yes, of course, she's upstairs. But—"
 
   "I came to see Taylor. Thought she might want to play some street hockey."
 
   Emily opened her mouth, then snapped it shut when his words sunk in. Something warm, too warm, filled her when she realized what JP was doing. He had obviously remembered her commenting on how disappointed Taylor would be, and was trying to make her feel better.
 
   Emily's eyes suddenly burned and she had to blink several times before the sensation stopped. Part of her wanted to ask him to leave, knowing that his being here was too dangerous. No, JP had always been dangerous. But this, going out of his way to make her niece feel better...that wasn't dangerous. That was lethal.
 
   So why did she suddenly want to launch herself at him and give him a hug?
 
   Emily took a step back before she did just that, her hands still twisting the dish towel in front of her. She took another step back then turned toward the stairs, grabbing the railing as she leaned forward.
 
   "Taylor? Can you come here a minute sweetie?" Silence greeted her call. Emily looked over her shoulder at JP, then turned back and called once more, louder this time. "Taylor! You need to come down here. Now."
 
   Muffled noise came from somewhere upstairs, a thump followed by some muttering. JP chuckled and Emily looked over at him. "What's so funny?"
 
   "You sounded like a mom."
 
   The grin died from his face as soon as he said the words. His color paled and he looked away, his gaze dropping to the floor as he shifted his weight from one leg to the other. "Emily, I'm sorry—"
 
   "Don't." She took a deep breath and forced a smile on her face, wondering if he really thought her that weak, that fragile. "It's an aunt thing, too, okay?"
 
   JP nodded and finally looked at her. What did he see, she wondered? Did he really see someone fragile? Or something else? Maybe a slob, dressed as she was in a pair of loose yoga pants and a baggy blue sweater. And socks. She didn't even have on shoes!
 
   And why did it suddenly matter what she looked like? It didn't, period.
 
   She stepped closer, lowering her voice as the sound of Taylor's hesitant steps finally drifted down to them. "Why, JP? It's Thanksgiving. Shouldn't you be somewhere else?"
 
   "Non, ma chère. My Thanksgiving was last month, eh? Besides, I wanted to do this. For Taylor." His brown eyes were soft, filled with something she didn't quite understand. And he was close, suddenly too close. Heat drifted from his body and wrapped around her, pulling her in, tempting her. The air between them grew thick, heavy with anticipation. 
 
   Her gaze drifted to his lips, full and soft. The sudden desire to feel those lips pressed against hers surprised her. Scared her. Yet she felt his pull, felt herself leaning closer...
 
   "John Peer!" Taylor's excited squeal split the air and Emily jerked back, her face suddenly warm. Did she imagine it, or was that disappointment that crossed JP's face? She couldn’t tell, the expression gone so quickly she couldn't be sure.
 
   And oh God, had Taylor seen?
 
   No. There was nothing to be seen. Nothing had happened, nothing was about to happen. Just Emily's imagination, running away with her.
 
   "There's my squirt. And how are you this fine afternoon?"
 
   "You sound funny." Taylor giggled then ran up to him, her arms wrapping around his waist in a big hug. The action took JP by surprise and he looked over at Emily, his eyes questioning. Then he chuckled, gave Taylor a quick hug, and stepped back.
 
   "So now I sound funny, eh? I guess I'll take my gear and go home then."
 
   "Gear? What gear?"
 
   "My hockey gear. I thought we could play some street hockey but if you think I sound funny." JP shrugged, eliciting another giggle from Taylor. Emily didn't bother hiding her smile at the sound, not when she herself had been desperately thinking of some way to cheer up her niece.
 
   "Can we? Really?"
 
   "Of course we can. Do you have a pair of rollerblades? Perfect. Go get them and your helmet and gloves, and I'll show you some moves."
 
   Taylor squealed again then tore off upstairs, barely acknowledging Emily's call to put on a sweatshirt as JP moved to the living room. She heard him rummaging through the gear bag he had dropped in the entranceway, and wondered if she should follow him or not.
 
   Probably not. 
 
   No, definitely not.
 
   She folded the towel and placed it on the counter then stood still, not sure what to do next. Maybe she could catch-up on some reading while they were outside playing—
 
   "You should change, too."
 
   Emily jumped at the soft voice behind her, surprised that she hadn't heard JP come back into the kitchen. She placed one hand on the counter then slowly turned, not liking the eager grin that lit his face.
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "You're playing, too." He pulled a pair of rollerblades from behind his back and held them out to her. She looked down at the skates, her mouth dropping open in shock, then back at him.
 
   "No." She shook her head. "No way. I'll kill myself."
 
   "No you won't."
 
   "They won't even fit me!"
 
   JP frowned and looked at the skates, then down at her sock-clad feet. "Did your shoe size change?"
 
   Emily closed her mouth with a snap. He couldn't be serious. Could he? Something dangerously warm and soft floated around her with the realization that he was serious. JP had remembered her shoe size. How could that be? She hadn't even known he knew what it was to begin with! And to remember such a small detail, from so long ago...
 
   No. She was being foolish, letting something so small and insignificant have a bigger effect on her than it should. It didn't matter what he remembered. And it didn't matter that he was grinning at her, mischievousness glittering in his warm brown eyes. There was no way she was going outside to skate. No way.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Two hours later, she was bent over in laughter. She shouldn't be, though, not when her legs burned and her entire body ached. Taylor whizzed around her, the street puck tucked securely against the blade of her stick, and moved toward the makeshift goal. JP slid to a stop next to her, a look of exaggerated dismay on his face.
 
   "You should at least pretend to try and stop her."
 
   "You're kidding, right? I can't even move!" Emily tried to skate away and wobbled instead, pin wheeling her arms for balance so she wouldn't land on her butt. Again. JP wrapped a hand around her arm, holding her steady, holding her close. His heat seared her, making her breath hitch. She turned her head, surprised to see his face was only inches from hers, that his eyes had turned a shade darker, had become a shade more intense.
 
   "John Peer, look!" 
 
   JP loosened his hold on her, his smile softer as he put some distance between them. Not much, just enough so Emily could breathe again. Then he skated away, his movements fluid and graceful as he headed toward Taylor.
 
   Emily closed her eyes and willed her heart to slow. She could hear their voices behind her, JP's deep and slightly accented, Taylor's a little higher and excited. JP was showing her something, giving her instructions on a way to shoot.
 
   Emily turned, using the bulky stick to balance herself as she watched them. JP leaned down, a lock of hair falling over his forehead, his expression serious despite the tilt of his mouth. Taylor bent toward him, the ends of her hair escaping from underneath her helmet as she listened, drinking in each word, each piece of advice.
 
   Would it have been like this, she wondered, watching them. A searing pain and sense of loss filled her as soon as the thought crossed her mind. Foolish. Foolhardy. Dangerous. She couldn't allow herself such thoughts, couldn't dream, not for one second, of what might have been.
 
   Emily shook her head, forcing the thoughts and images from her mind, and shuffled over to the curb. Not trusting herself to skate along the sidewalk without falling, she sat down right there and began unlacing her skates.
 
   The stupid skates that fit her perfectly. Because JP remembered her shoe size.
 
   She muttered to herself, ignoring the cold of the concrete as it seeped through her jeans. The chill was a welcome distraction, pushing away the heat of her foolish thoughts. 
 
   She tucked the laces into the skates then stood, glancing back at JP and Taylor as they stood under a pool of light from the streetlamp. It was darker now, the night quickly closing in with a rush of cold air. Emily shivered and wrapped her arms around her middle, the heavy skates banging against her elbow.
 
   She was ready to call Taylor, to tell her it was time to head inside. But they were already moving closer, JP's hand resting lightly on Taylor's shoulder as they skated toward her. 
 
   Emily pushed the sadness away and smiled, grateful to JP for making Taylor's Thanksgiving a little happier. Then she walked the short distance back to the house, dropping her skates in the entranceway and heading to the bright kitchen as JP and Taylor sat together on the front porch. Their laughter mixed together and floated through the door, warming her.
 
   "Aunt Emily, can we have some pie now?"
 
   "I was just thinking the same thing." Emily placed the kettle on the stove then smiled over at Taylor. "As soon as the hot chocolate is ready. And as soon as you put your gear away."
 
   Taylor nodded then ran upstairs, her long hair flying behind her. Emily smiled and looked through the open doorway. JP was bent over his gear bag, his back to her as put the equipment away. Her eyes drifted over his body, watching as the denim stretched tight over the firm curves of his ass. JP shifted then looked at her from over his shoulder, a slow grin spreading across his face. 
 
   She quickly looked away and stepped closer to the stove, mortified that she had been caught staring. At his ass. No, just staring, period.
 
   JP walked into the kitchen, each step graceful and powerful. Emily did her best to ignore him, to ignore his smile, as she reached into the cabinet for dessert plates. She hesitated then finally looked over at him, her hand hovering over the plates. 
 
   "Are you staying for dessert?"
 
   "Is that an invitation?"
 
   "I think Taylor would like it."
 
   JP stepped closer, his body nearly touching hers, his gaze serious. His voice was little more than a whisper when he spoke. "And you, ma chère. Would you like it?"
 
   Emily pulled her gaze away, no longer able to meet his eyes, unable to bear the intense searching of his gaze. She cleared her throat and pulled three plates down, placing them on the counter just as the kettle started to whistle. Thankful for the additional distraction, she busied herself with grabbing mugs and the hot chocolate mix, spooning a generous portion into each mug.
 
   JP remained where he was, leaning against the counter, his arms crossed in front of him. His cheeks were flushed from the chill of the outside air, his hair lightly tousled. And each time she moved past him, his scent wrapped around her, a light mixture of woodsy outdoors.
 
   His eyes followed her every move, watching her, making her feel so self-conscious, she fumbled with the knife and nearly dropped it when trying to slice the pie. He was next to her in an instant, taking the knife from her hand and quickly cutting into the pie. And he was silent the entire time, not saying a single word as he placed a neat slice in the center of each plate.
 
   Taylor bounded down the stairs and into the room, humming some pop song under her breath. Her presence eased the tension, if only a little, and Emily felt like she could suddenly breathe again.
 
   The three of them sat at the table, eating pie and dinking hot chocolate and talking. Well, Taylor and JP were talking. Emily was listening. Barely. Until Taylor brought up the tournament this weekend, her words making Emily freeze mid-bite.
 
   "Did you want to come and watch me John Peer?" Taylor looked over at JP and even Emily could see the longing in her eyes, the look making something twist inside her. Emily didn't dare glance at JP, didn't want to see him struggle with an answer, somehow knowing that he would have trouble telling Taylor no.
 
   "Taylor, I don't think JP can make it. He has games, too."
 
   Disappointment flashed in her niece's eyes and Taylor looked down at her plate, the fork held loosely in her hand, the pie seemingly forgotten. "Oh. That's okay. It was just an idea."
 
   "And it was a wonderful idea. But I need to work, as your aunt said, or else I'd be there to see if you learned anything today." JP winked at her, his tone teasing. Taylor smiled, some of the disappointment leaving her eyes. "But, if it's okay with your aunt, maybe I can watch you play tonight."
 
   "JP, it's dark—"
 
   "Not outside." JP turned to Taylor and winked once more, then flashed a boyish grin at Emily. "I brought a hockey video game with me."
 
   "No way! If it's the one I think it is, I'm going to kick your butt!"
 
   "Taylor!" Emily looked at her niece, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Taylor tried to apologize but JP brushed it away and lobbed his own threat.
 
   Was Emily hearing things, or were they really trash talking each other at the table? She shook her head, not bothering to hide her smile as the two of them left the table and moved to the living room. Their voices were a little more subdued but the trash talking continued as Taylor set up the gaming system and handed JP a controller.
 
   By the time Emily finished clearing the table and cleaning the dishes, Taylor and JP were both engrossed in the game. Taylor sat cross-legged on the floor, her fingers flying over the controller, her brows lowered in an intense frown. JP sat on the edge of the sofa, a small smile settled on his mouth, his focus a little less intense.
 
   Emily stood off to the side, watching them, until JP quietly motioned for her to sit next to him. She hesitated, then slowly moved through the living room and took a seat. JP glanced at her, his eyes soft and welcoming, then turned back to the television.
 
   Emily didn't know how long they played. Their quiet voices and soft laughter rang around her, lulling her into drowsy comfort. She felt her head nod once, twice. Then a strong arm draped around her shoulders, pulling her into a cocoon of warmth. She rested her head on JP's shoulders and closed her eyes, telling herself she would only rest her eyes for a minute.
 
   Just a minute, that was all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   JP struggled to smother the yawn but it still broke free with a jaw-cracking pop. The screen blurred in front of his eyes just as Taylor gave a small squeal of delight. He grinned and placed the controller on the small table next to the sofa, careful not to disturb Emily.
 
   "I won again!"
 
   "Yes you did. And now I think it's probably time for you to go to bed." JP glanced down at his watch then took a second look, not believing the lateness of the hour. Taylor wasn't the only one who needed to go to bed.
 
   The young girl untwisted her body then jumped from the floor with a quickness that actually made JP feel old. She turned off the television and gaming system, carefully put the controller away, then tiptoed over to the sofa. Her hair slid along her face as she tilted her head down and looked at Emily. Then she eased closer to JP and fixed him with a concerned expression.
 
   "What about Aunt Emily?" 
 
   JP looked down at the sleeping Emily. She was curled on her side, her lashes dark crescents against her cheeks, her head resting in his lap. He reached down and gently brushed a strand of hair from her face, reveling in the silky softness as it curled around his finger. 
 
   "I will take care of ma chère. But you, ma lutine, need to go to bed. I have a feeling we will both be in trouble if you don't."
 
   "Okay." She paused, then tilted her head to study JP with a curious look. "What does that mean?"
 
   "Hm?"
 
   "What you called Aunt Emily. What does it mean?"
 
   "Ma chère?" The urge to squirm under the young girl's steady gaze was strong but JP fought it. Barely. He glanced down at Emily, then back at Taylor. "It means 'my dear'."
 
   Taylor nodded then leaned forward and gave him a quick hug. It happened so fast he didn't move, couldn't react. Then Taylor moved away and gave him a sleepy smile. "Good night John Peer. Thank you."
 
   JP gave her a small smile, unable to say anything because his throat was suddenly clogged with an unknown emotion. Then she was bounding up the stairs, leaving him wondering what had just happened.
 
   He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to convince himself he had imagined it. The protectiveness, the tenderness. No, they were nothing more than a product of imagination. There was no reason for him to feel that way, not toward a young girl he barely knew.
 
   He opened his eyes and looked down at the woman sleeping next to him, her head resting so trustingly in his lap. And he knew the tenderness and protectiveness that swept through him as he watched her had nothing to do with imagination. Real or not, that didn't mean it was wise to feel them.
 
   Not after all this time. Not after everything he had done since then.
 
   He stroked the hair away from her face, his touch lingering on the soft skin of her cheek. Emily stirred under his touch then relaxed once more. The temptation to lean his head against the back of the sofa and close his eyes was strong. To close his eyes and just rest, with the feel of Emily so close to him. Better, to carry Emily to bed and just lay down next to her, hold her in his arms as he slept.
 
   How long had it been since he'd slept with a woman? Held a woman in his arms through the night? Woke in the morning with the softness of a woman's body curled next to him? Too long. Too many years.
 
   There had been plenty of women. Too many women in the last few years. But no nights when he stayed the night. No, he had always left. Always. The women were distractions. Fun distractions, but nothing more.
 
   How many nights had he fallen asleep by himself? How many nights had he spent by himself, in a lonely bed? How many years?
 
   Five years. Not since...not since Emily.
 
   He looked back down, realized he was still gently stroking the hair back from her face. And at that moment, need—strong and swift, sharp and biting—swept through him. 
 
   He needed Emily. Not her body, not for sex. No, this went deeper. The strength of the need scared him. Scared him as much as the realization that he didn't deserve her.
 
   Had he dozed off? Or had he been so deep in thought that all awareness of his surroundings disappeared? JP didn't know. But the sound of the front door knob turning startled him and he straightened, his hand automatically tightening on Emily's shoulder. Then the door was opened by a woman, her head lowered as she pushed through, a heavy tote bag slung over her right shoulder. She dropped the bag on the floor and closed the door with a hard click then turned to enter the living room.
 
   And stopped.
 
   The resemblance to Emily was there, but only slightly. The woman's hair was blonde but darker than Emily's, cut much shorter, the spiky ends barely covering her neck. She was dressed in scrubs, the blue material wrinkled, as if she had been wearing them for twelve busy hours. Weariness lined her face, pulling her lips down in a frown. Like Emily, her eyes were blue but darker, almost gray. As JP watched, her eyes widened in surprise. And then they narrowed to slits, the lines at the corners of her eyes more pronounced as she stared at JP, an angry frown settling on her face. 
 
   Emily stirred next to him, then pushed herself to a sitting position. Her sleepy gaze settled at first on JP, a little confused, like she didn't quite know where she was. Then she faced her sister, her body stiffening as the two locked gazes.
 
   Something passed between them, some silent communication JP didn't understand. That didn't stop him from picking up the sudden discomfort coming from Emily, or the flare of tension settling over the room.
 
   Emily quickly stood, tossing a glance at JP over her shoulder as her sister stepped further into the room. Was it his imagination, or did Emily suddenly look guilty?
 
   "Monica. You're home." Emily shifted, waiting for her sister to say something. When the silence continued, she shifted again and tossed JP another glance, then looked back at her sister. "Monica, this is JP."
 
   He stood and thought about offering his hand then reconsidered when he noticed the look Monica was giving him. Cold, detached. Judging—and finding him lacking. JP shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans then nodded in Monica's direction. 
 
   She didn't say anything, just kept watching him with those cool eyes. Then she turned the look on Emily, only it was mixed with disappointment this time. Or was it his imagination? He didn't know, didn't have enough time to figure it out, because Monica quickly moved past both of them, disappearing into the large kitchen. 
 
   He turned to Emily, wanting to ask her what had happened, why her sister had acted that way. But he said nothing—he didn't have to, not when her expression spoke volumes. Not when he already knew.
 
   Her sister knew. About him, about their history. It only made sense that she would. She knew...and found him lacking.
 
   "I need to go. We have practice in the morning, then a game."
 
   Emily nodded without looking at him, following him to the door. He opened it and stepped out onto the small porch, then turned around. Light silhouetted Emily, casting her in shadows as she stood there, one hand wrapped around the edge of the door. 
 
   JP didn't question, didn't think. He stepped toward her and leaned in, catching her chin with his hand. Then he pressed his mouth to hers, the kiss gentle, coaxing and innocent. 
 
   And much too quick.
 
   He pulled away and gave her a small smile, ignoring the surprise on her face. "Happy Thanksgiving, ma douce."
 
   JP turned away and hurried to his car, ignoring the heat of Emily's stare as her eyes followed his departure.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   "Why was he here?"
 
   Emily ignored the question and tried to focus on the screen but the numbers in the spreadsheet blurred, running together. She hadn't planned on working today, had wanted to do nothing but relax. Maybe catch up on some reading, or treat herself to a few hours of pampering.
 
   But Monica had come downstairs immediately after breakfast and started questioning her. Escaping into work had been a last-ditch effort, one that obviously wasn't working.
 
   Monica moved closer to the desk, edging into her line of vision as she leaned against the edge of it. Her arms were crossed tightly in front of her, her mouth set into a firm line. "Why was he here, Emily?"
 
   Emily logged out of the program then pushed away from the desk, crossing her own arms as she faced her sister. "I don't know why he was here. He just showed up."
 
   "Why? There had to be a reason."
 
   "If there was, he didn't say. And I didn't ask." Emily stood and moved to the sofa, sitting on the edge of the cushion without looking at Monica. She hoped her sister would just leave it at that, would just leave, period. But she didn't. 
 
   "Then why did you let him stay? I don't understand, Emily. After everything he did to you, why didn't you ask him to leave?"
 
   "Because Taylor was smiling and laughing, that's why!" Frustration brought Emily to her feet, her hands clenching by her sides as she faced Monica. "He spent the afternoon playing hockey with her, showing her some moves. And she was laughing. So no, I didn't ask him to leave. I'm sorry if that pisses you off."
 
   Monica took a hasty step back, shock crossing her face. But the expression quickly disappeared, replaced by irritation and impatience. Anger. "Then why were you asleep in his lap when I got home?"
 
   "Because I fell asleep while they were playing video games. That was all, Monica. Nothing more. Stop reading so much into it."
 
   "Taylor is my daughter and I will read into it. One of us has to, since you can't see him for what he really is."
 
   "Really? And what is that, Monica?"
 
   "He's a player, Emily! I don't want a man like that around my daughter."
 
   Pain sliced through Emily at the accusation and she tried to push it away, tried to ignore it. But she couldn't hide it, nor could she hide her surprise. Why would Monica say something like that? What was it she knew? And how?
 
   Or were they just empty words, nothing more than a reflection of her own history and bitter divorce?
 
   Emily turned away, not wanting to see Monica. Not wanting her sister to see how the words had disturbed her. She wrapped her arms tight around her middle, her nails biting into each elbow as she took one carefully controlled deep breath. "JP has been nothing but nice and considerate to Taylor. You have no right to judge him—"
 
   "My God, how can you defend him? After everything he put you through, how can you stand there and defend him like this?"
 
   Emily whirled, anger fresh within her. "Because he hasn't done anything, Monica! He's been nothing but nice to Taylor. That's it."
 
   "Really? And what about you? Has he been nothing but nice to you?"
 
   Emily ran her hands through her hair, not knowing how to answer. She certainly wasn't about to tell Monica she had slept with him. It was one time, just one time. Both of them hurting, emotionally drained. The encounter meant nothing.
 
   At least, Emily tried to convince herself it meant nothing. But she couldn't tell Monica that. She took a deep breath and shook her head. "Monica, he just wanted to know about...about Gabriella."
 
   "And you believed him?" Monica stepped back, her expression clearly telling Emily she was a fool. "And I guess you told him."
 
   "Of course I told him. He was her father!"
 
   "If he had really wanted to know, he would have been here five years ago." Monica's voice was cold, flat. Emily knew she was only being protective, that her anger was directed not at Emily, but on Emily's behalf. She still wondered why Monica's reaction was so extreme.
 
   "Monica, you're reading too much into things and I really don't feel like getting into this right now anyway." She kept her back turned, her gaze focused outside the sliding glass doors. The small garden in the tiny yard was mostly bare, the few remaining flowers long since brown and dead. Normally a small refuge, the area was now barren, depressing, the wrought iron bench nothing more than a lonely sentinel.
 
   She knew how it felt. Lonely. Watching over...exactly nothing. And wasn't that what she had in her life: exactly nothing?
 
   No, that wasn't true. She had her sister, no matter how annoying and overprotective she could be. And she had Taylor, her wonderful niece, so full of life despite the upheaval of her small world the last few years.
 
   Monica muttered something behind her, the words unintelligible but the tone impatient, short. Emily didn't bother turning around, just listened as Monica left, her steps heavy on the stairs.
 
   Was Monica right? Was she defending JP?
 
   She opened the door and walked outside, the chill quickly seeping through the lightweight shirt Emily was wearing. She ignored it and moved to the bench, sitting down and staring at the remnants of the dying garden.
 
   What was she doing? What was JP doing? Why was he suddenly back in her life and what did he want? Five years. Five years, and more than a lifetime had passed. Why now? Yes, she could believe the first time was nothing more than coincidence. But every time since then? And yesterday. Why had he shown up?
 
   Maybe it was nothing more than feeling sorry for Taylor. Or maybe he was acting out of some kind of guilt, felt the need to treat Taylor like their daughter, who had never had a chance. 
 
   Which was absolutely ridiculous. Her mind was obviously grasping at straws, creating excuses and explanations where none mattered.
 
   She closed her eyes, recalling that morning in the rink all those weeks ago. He had thought Taylor was his daughter, if only for a horrifying second. But she wasn't.
 
   So why was he here? What was he doing?
 
   She didn't know, couldn't begin to guess.
 
   And it didn't matter. Not really. There was nothing between them, not now. And maybe not even five years ago. She would do well to remember that, to protect herself and not fall victim to some unknown fantasy she had never even realized she was secretly harboring.
 
   And if he stopped by to see Taylor again? What would she do then?
 
   Emily pushed herself from the bench, the chill finally too much to bear. She closed the door behind her and made her way to her small bedroom. Yes, she was avoiding thinking, something she did well where JP was concerned. She didn't have time to think, not when she should be packing for the weekend, for Taylor's tournament.
 
   Much better to think of that instead of worrying about what to do if she saw JP again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   "You're a stalker, Larocque."
 
   "What are we doing again?"
 
   "Hey, asshole, give me that."
 
   JP tightened his grip on the leather steering wheel of the Range Rover and fought the urge to pull the large vehicle to the side of the road. Pull it over, then kick everyone out and make them walk. It would serve them right.
 
   Never mind that he had asked several of his teammates to accompany him. What the fuck had he been thinking? Obviously, he hadn't been. If he had, he'd be making the trip by himself.
 
   "Are we there yet?" Derek pitched his voice so it sounded like a childish whine. The noise immediately grated along JP's spine and he glanced in the rearview mirror just in time to see Justin elbow Derek. Hard. Hard enough that it caused him to spill his beer.
 
   "Hey, asshole—"
 
   "What the fuck are you doing? Put that away! Connard. Do you want me to get pulled over?"
 
   "Drive like a sane man and you won't." Derek used the hem of his shirt to wipe the spilled beer from the leather seat, then quickly drained the entire bottle. His belch echoed around them, earning him another slug from Justin. 
 
   JP looked away, focusing his attention on the dark road ahead of him, and wondered again what had prompted him to ask Derek and Justin along. For that matter, what had prompted him to ask Mat as well?
 
   He knew why, but was loathe to admit it. Safety in numbers. Had he really thought bringing his teammates along would help? Emily would take one look at the motley group and run in the other direction.
 
   He wouldn't blame her. Hell, he might even join her.
 
   But that wasn't the only reason he brought them along. And even if Emily ran in the other direction, he knew Taylor wouldn't. And Taylor was the real reason he had decided to bring his teammates. He thought that maybe, just maybe, bringing some of the team's stars along would make up for her parents not being there.
 
   The idea certainly had merits on the surface. JP glanced in the rearview mirror once more, just in time to see Derek and Justin have another shoving match, then sighed, the sound long and loud.
 
   Maybe he'd get bonus points for trying, at least.
 
   "Seriously, dude. Where are we going again?" Derek leaned forward, his arm draped along the back of the passenger seat, his hand resting nonchalantly on top of Mat's head. Mat turned around and punched him in the shoulder.
 
   "Get off me. You fucking freak." Mat smoothed his hair back into place then turned in his seat. "We're going to a hockey tournament."
 
   "A what?"
 
   "A youth hockey tournament. Why are you even here if you didn't know that?"
 
   Justin pushed Derek out of the way then poked his head between the two front seats. "Because Larocque begged us to come. Why are we going to a youth hockey tournament?"
 
   "Because he's turned into a fucking stalker." Mat glared at JP for a full five seconds then turned back in the seat, facing forward with a scowl on his face. JP ignored him. Or at least, he tried to. 
 
   "You didn't have to come along."
 
   Mat snorted. "Yeah, okay. And who's going to keep you from making an ass out of yourself?"
 
   "Wait. Wait, wait, wait." Derek pushed Justin out of the way then leaned forward again. "You're serious? That's really where we're going?"
 
   "As a heart attack."
 
   "So. Is there going to be, like, hot single moms here?"
 
   "Probably not."
 
   "What the fuck, Larocque? You're dragging us somewhere where we can't even get laid? Seriously?"
 
   "Can you maybe not think about your dick for twenty-four hours?"
 
   "Dude. I can't not think about my dick for twenty-four seconds."
 
   "Well it won't kill you to keep it in your pants for twenty-four hours."
 
   "Don't worry about him. He's used to keeping it in his pants a lot longer than that!"
 
   Derek muttered something before shoving Justin hard enough for him to grunt, then leaned back with his arms crossed in front of him. JP clenched his jaw and tried to convince himself that pulling over and kicking everyone out really wasn't an option—no matter how tempting the idea was.
 
   JP took a deep breath, the sound carrying over the grumbling that filled the SUV's interior. "My friend's niece is playing in the tournament. Her parents can't be here, and I thought having us show up might cheer her up."
 
   The grumbling finally died, replaced by what he hoped was thoughtful contemplation. All three of the men with him had a soft spot for kids. Hell, damn near every guy on the team did. Which is what he was counting on.
 
   Because he hadn't told them exactly what they were doing when he brought the idea up after yesterday's game. He had just mentioned the possibility of a quick road trip after today's game. A one-nighter to someplace fun. And while he may have mentioned something about a hockey tournament, he had said it so quietly that nobody had really picked up on it. 
 
   Nobody except Mat, of course. But at least Mat hadn't said anything, hadn't clued the other two in.
 
   A few quiet minutes went by, finally interrupted by a soft grunt from the backseat. 
 
   "Yeah, okay. I'm cool with that."
 
   "Me too." Derek agreed, then belched once more. "Doesn't mean I don't wish we weren't getting laid."
 
   "You're such a piece of shit, Derek. Is that all you think about?"
 
   JP shook his head as they started in on each other again. But he didn't say anything else. He couldn't, not when he would have been doing the same thing nine months ago.
 
   Had he really acted like that? Like the most important thing in the world was figuring out where he was going to get the next bit of action? Yeah, he had. 
 
   So what had changed? It wasn't Emily. It had only been a little more than month since he had seen her again for the first time in five years. So what was it? He had no idea, only knew that he had realized something was missing, that something wasn't quite right with his life months ago. Probably longer, since last year, if he was honest with himself.
 
   He didn't know what that missing piece was, didn't know exactly what had changed or why. And he didn't dare admit that seeing Emily again had somehow made it even clearer that something was missing. Seeing Emily again had made him want...more.
 
   But more of what? That's what he still couldn't figure out. 
 
   Or maybe he could and he was just afraid to admit it. Afraid it was too late, afraid he couldn't have it.
 
   "You really think this is going to work?"
 
   JP glanced over at Mat, surprised to see the serious expression on his face, an expression that let him know Mat knew more of what was going on than JP had told him. "I have no idea what you're talking about."
 
   "Really? Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, Larocque. Personally, I think you're going to strike out."
 
   "What?"
 
   Mat shrugged, his eyes deliberately facing forward. "I don't know what kind of history you two have but whatever it is, I don't think she's ready to forget it."
 
   The words were a punch to JP's gut, deep and wrenching. And an echo of his own misgivings. His hands tightened on the steering wheel once more but he didn't respond. He couldn't, there was nothing to say.
 
   He just hoped to hell Mat was wrong, because he wanted Emily back in his life. It was a need he refused to examine too closely. And he refused to ask himself why. He didn't know why; he just knew he did.
 
   The GPS guided him off the highway and onto a smaller main road, finally leading them to the hotel being used by the teams in the tournament. At least, JP hoped to hell it was the right hotel. He had gone online and checked around, then took his chances that this would be the one. 
 
   He pulled the oversize SUV into a parking lot and killed the engine, waiting for the grumbling to begin. The occupants were unusually quiet, even after JP opened his door and got out. The other three joined him as he used the remote to open the back so they could grab their small overnight bags. 
 
   "So. This doesn't look like a rink to me."
 
   "The arena is up the road. This is where the teams are staying."
 
   "You sure about that?"
 
   "Yeah. I think." JP walked across the dark parking lot toward the main entrance and into the lobby. Noise and laughter greeted them, the sounds echoing off the marble tile and carrying up to the high ceiling. The hotel was more of a lodge, the lobby huge and inviting, with dozens of seating areas scattered around the sprawling interior. 
 
   And dozens of kids running around, laughing and joking. Their ages ranged from five or six, all the way up to teenagers. And most of them were wearing either hockey jerseys or sweatshirts bearing the names and logos of their youth teams.
 
   JP winced at the noise, his eyes scanning the crowd for a woman with honey blonde hair as the other three pushed around him. 
 
   "So, yeah. I think this is the right place." Derek held one hand to his ear, probably in an attempt to block some of the noise.
 
   "I think you're right."
 
   "How are you even going to find her in this crowd?" Mat nearly shouted the question. JP shrugged then led the way to the counter.
 
   "No idea."
 
   "Did you at least give her a time to meet you?"
 
   JP shook his head then smiled at the young girl behind the counter. She smiled back, a blush fanning across her cheeks as she took his reservation printout, credit card and license. Within minutes, she was pushing everything back across the counter, along with keys to two connecting rooms.
 
   JP grabbed everything, thanked her with a smile and a wink, then turned back to his small group, passing out the keys as he spoke. "She doesn't know I'm here."
 
   "What?"
 
   "What the fuck?"
 
   "Hey, watch it. There's kids here."
 
   JP moved away from the counter, trying to ignore the incredulous stares he was getting from his teammates. Mat stepped closer, his disbelief clear in his eyes.
 
   "Seriously? You didn't bother telling her we were coming? That you were coming?"
 
   "I wanted to surprise her." Which was only partly true. JP didn't want to admit he was afraid Emily would leave if she knew he was going to be here. If she didn't know, and he just showed up to surprise her, there was no way she could make him leave.
 
   The logic had made perfect sense when he first decided on the quick trip. Now, standing here in the cavernous lobby, surrounded by a hundred noisy overactive kids of differing ages, he questioned the wisdom of his decision.
 
   Maybe this wasn't one of his best ideas.
 
   "Great. Now what?" Mat adjusted the small duffel bag over his shoulder and looked around. Derek and Justin just stood there, more or less just taking everything in. 
 
   No. Knowing those two, they were probably checking out some of the women in the lobby, weighing their chances.
 
   JP looked around the lobby and shook his head before answering Mat's question. "No idea."
 
   "You keep saying that. Tell me something. Did you even think any of this through before dragging us up here?"
 
   "Not really, non."
 
   "Great. Just fu—"
 
   "John Peer!"
 
   JP turned, his elbow nudging Mat in the gut to shut him up as Taylor came running up to him. She was wearing a jersey that hung on her slight frame, looking even larger without the bulk of pads normally worn underneath. Her long hair was pulled back in a ponytail that bounced behind her as she closed the distance between them. 
 
   JP's breath left in a rush as she wrapped her arms around his waist in a quick hug that made him take a hasty step back. He placed a hand on her shoulder, regaining his balance as he looked around, hoping to see Emily.
 
   "Hey, ma lutine. How was your game today?"
 
   Taylor stepped back and gave him a broad toothless smile. "We won! So we play tomorrow. Why are you here?"
 
   "To come see you win, of course." JP adjusted the bag hanging from his shoulder then glanced over at his teammates. "And I brought some friends with me. They came to cheer you on, too."
 
   Taylor finally noticed the three other men standing around him. Her head titled back, looking up at each of them, her smile widening as recognition dawned. "No way! Oh my God, wait until I tell Aunt Emily!"
 
   "And where is ma chère?"
 
   Taylor pointed somewhere behind her, into the milling crowd. "She went somewhere with Mr. Karl. But she's going to meet me over at the park."
 
   A burst of anger and jealousy exploded inside JP, quick and unexpected. It didn't help that Derek and Justin were making comments under their breath, soft enough so Taylor couldn't hear but loud enough that JP certainly did. He clenched his jaw and gave them both a dirty look, then looked down when Taylor tugged on his hand.
 
   "Did you want to come with us? They've got Christmas decorations and some of the rides are open and everything."
 
   JP almost said no. He wanted to say no, wanted to just turn around and leave, head back home. It didn't matter that he'd never live this down, not on the ride home, not tomorrow, not next week.
 
   Emily wasn't here. She left Taylor behind and went somewhere. With another man. Was it the man he had seen her with at the rink? 
 
   JP's fist clenched around his bag, a loud roar blaring in his head, blocking out the noise bouncing off the walls and floors of the lobby. No, he didn't want to stay here, didn't want to go to the park, didn't want to humiliate himself more than he already had. 
 
   He looked down at Taylor, opened his mouth...but didn't get a chance to say anything because Mat nudged him to the side, his expression warning him not to say anything. Mat leaned down, giving Taylor a small smile, and answered for all four of them before JP could say a word.
 
   "We'd love to go. Do you think any of the rollercoasters are open?"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   "I'm sorry."
 
   Emily didn't even bother looking at the man sitting next to her. Or at the three other men sitting two rows in front of them. From what she could see, their attention was focused on the game taking place on the ice. But looks were deceiving and she had no doubt they were actually listening to their conversation.
 
   Or trying to. JP's voice was pitched low, his voice gruff with sleepiness. She doubted they could hear him, not over the other noises around them.
 
   And Emily wasn't talking. She absolutely refused to say anything. If she started, she might not be able to stop. And she was very much afraid that her voice would be louder than JP's gruff whisper. A lot louder.
 
   He was here. He had actually driven all the way up here. And not by himself, either. He had brought three of his teammates with him. For Taylor, so she'd have people cheering her own.
 
   At least, that was his explanation. His actions last night said something completely different.
 
   Emily had reluctantly gone with Karl, one of the team dads, to pick up the snacks and gifts for this afternoon. Taylor had been left in good hands and they had made plans to meet over at the park with the rest of the team.
 
   She had never imagined that JP would show up—with several of his teammates. Not in a million years could she have foreseen that. Why should she? The entire idea was ludicrous.
 
   But there he was. Him and his teammates. Surrounding Taylor and acting like self-appointed body guards while they walked through the park. They had been laughing and joking, talking with some of the other kids from Taylor's team in their small group. If that had been it, Emily wouldn't have minded. She would have still been surprised, obviously, but it wouldn't have really bothered her quite so much.
 
   It was JP's actions that had been inexcusable. He had questioned her. No, not questioned. Interrogated. Wanting to know where she had gone, who she had been with, why she had left. And if that hadn't been bad enough, he then had the nerve to accuse her of abandoning Taylor.
 
   If not for her niece and how much fun she was having, she would have been tempted to go back to their room, Taylor in tow. No, she would have been tempted to just leave, drive back home. 
 
   But she couldn't.
 
   And now she wanted to hit him. Just haul off and slug him, as hard as she could. But she couldn't do that, either, because it might draw attention to them. 
 
   More attention than they were already drawing. Much to Emily's dismay, people noticed JP and his teammates. Not just noticed—they recognized them. And while most people were courteous enough to leave them alone, at least while the game was going on, a few people had come up to say hello or ask for an autograph.
 
   So no, Emily couldn't hit him. She couldn't even move away from him. The tournament was being held in the arena used by one of the minor league teams, so they were actually in seats instead of sitting on cold metal bleachers. Granted, the seats were old wooden ones and not very comfortable, but they made it impossible for Emily to slide away, to put more space between them. She had already moved twice but JP had followed her each time.
 
   And so did his teammates.
 
   The best Emily could do was ignore him. Them. But it was getting harder to do.
 
   Like right now. Instead of watching the game, JP was sitting sideways, facing her, his hand dangerously close to her arm as he leaned toward her. She could feel the heat of his body, could see the frustration on his face from the corner of her eye. 
 
   "I truly am sorry, my Emilie."
 
   She clenched her jaw tight, doing her best to ignore the unwanted spark that flashed inside her when he slipped into the French pronunciation of her name. His accent had become thicker in the past hour, something that used to happen when he was upset or excited in the past. Damn, why did she remember that? She shouldn't be remembering. 
 
   "Stop." Emily forced the word through her clenched teeth, making it sound more like a hiss than anything else. But he either didn't hear her, or chose to ignore her, because he leaned even closer, his hand finally resting on her arm.
 
   "I acted like a connard. Like a...a fils de pute, a salaud last night. I was wrong. 
 
    
 
   I should not have said what I did."
 
    
 
   "Why did you say it? What gave you the right to even suggest I would abandon my niece?" Damn, she hadn't meant to say anything, had only wanted to keep ignoring him. But the words had tumbled out before she could stop them, the need to know stronger than her need to remain quiet.
 
   JP slid his hand along her arm, down to her own hand. Before she could react, he threaded his fingers with hers and squeezed. But he didn't release her hand, not even when she tried to tug it from his grasp.
 
   "I was upset."
 
   "Really? I couldn't tell." Emily thought she heard choked laughter from someone in front of them but when she looked down, all three men seemed to be completely focused on the game. She narrowed her eyes at their backs and thought about saying something, then decided against it.
 
   "I wanted to surprise you and—"
 
   "Yeah, you did that."
 
   JP kept talking, as if she hadn't even spoken. "And I was upset when you weren't here. When Taylor told me you went with...with that branleur, I was unhappy."
 
   "Unhappy?"
 
   "I don't like the way he looks at you. Like you are dessert and he is a starving man."
 
   It took her a second to figure out what JP was saying. When she did, she wasn't sure whether to laugh at the ridiculousness of his words, or to hit him. "You have got to be kidding me."
 
   JP watched her for a long second, his eyes narrowed, a flush spreading across his cheeks. Then he let loose a string of French so fast that she didn't understand it. Or rather, most of it. The few words she did pick up were ones that shouldn't be repeated in mixed company.
 
   He finally stopped, his soft lips parted with each heavy breath, his brown eyes dark and intense as he watched her. Emily felt like she was losing herself in his gaze, falling with no chance of a soft landing, falling with no chance of surviving.
 
   Her own breathing became heavy, like the air around them was suddenly suffocating, oppressing. She licked her lips and tried to look away but she couldn't. JP's dark gaze held hers, intense, smoldering, demanding.
 
   Emily pulled air into her burning lungs, finally breaking the spell of JP's gaze. She looked around, wondering if anyone else had seen what just happened. But nobody was paying them any attention and she wondered if maybe she had imagined it.
 
   She shifted in the hard wooden seat then risked a glance back at JP. He was still watching her, but his eyes had lost that dark intensity. Maybe she had imagined it. The one thing she didn't imagine was his rant. It didn't matter that she didn't understand the words—the tone of his voice and his expression had said enough.
 
   "Number one, Karl is married—"
 
   "Oh, and married men are blind now?"
 
   "And is very much in love with his wife. Who is in the Army. Overseas." Emily leaned closer, her teeth clenched. "In Afghanistan. We talked about her, and their son, who also misses her."
 
   At least JP had enough sense to look contrite. He leaned back, his gaze dropping to their clasped hands as a pale flush tinged his cheeks. Emily tried pulling her hand from his once more but he only tightened his grasp.
 
   "Number two. It is none of your business who I am with, or who I see. You do not have that right."
 
   "Merde." JP sighed and ran his free hand through his already mussed hair. He shifted and looked, suddenly interested in whatever was happening around them. His discomfort was obvious and if Emily still wasn't so upset, she'd probably take greater pleasure in it.
 
   "And number three—"
 
   "What if I want that right?"
 
   "What?"
 
   JP leaned forward, his mouth dangerously close to hers. She leaned back but not far enough, hampered by the arm of the chair. And she was suddenly certain that she could run to the other side of the arena and it still wouldn't be far enough.
 
   "What if I want—"
 
   "I heard you the first time." Oh God, was he serious? Was he actually trying to get back together? He couldn't be. She had to be imagining it. Why? After all this time? After everything that had happened between them? Why? She wasn't his type, not any more, probably not ever. Damn her heart for speeding up, damn the jolt of excitement that made her pulse soar. No. He couldn't be serious. She couldn't let herself believe it. She had to focus on something else, had to steer the conversation away from whatever he might be thinking. 
 
   "Emily—"
 
   "And number three: how dare you accuse me of abandoning Taylor? Who do you think you are, telling me what I should—"
 
   "I was wrong. I'm sorry."
 
   "Dammit JP. Stop!" Emily finally yanked her hand from his and folded her arms across her chest. She didn't miss the shock that crossed his face and filled his eyes. Emily might swear when she was thinking, but she rarely cursed out loud. "You can't just keep showing up like this, acting like nothing happened. I don't know what you want, I don't know how to act around you. Not anymore."
 
   JP stiffened, his entire body still. With a heavy sigh he finally turned in the seat, his shoulders slumping. "Forgive me."
 
   "JP. Jean-Pierre..." Emily let her voice drift off, not sure what to think, let alone what to say. She didn't know who JP was any longer. She wasn't even sure she knew who she was. 
 
   And what did she want? If JP got up and left now, and she never saw him again, would she regret it? The tightness that squeezed her chest at the thought told her she would. But how could she even think about opening herself to him once more? After what had happened? They were two different people now. Especially JP. 
 
   She wouldn't admit it, but she had occasionally looked him up, tried to follow his career. He wasn't a saint. She doubted he had ever been one, not really, but some of the stories she had read, the pictures she had seen. No, he definitely wasn't a saint. Could she willingly open herself to him again? Take a chance? It had taken her so long to get over what happened the last time. Not just the miscarriage. But the feeling of being abandoned, rejected. How could she willingly take the risk of living through that pain again, knowing that this time it could be worse?
 
   Because it would be. Much worse. There was no doubt about that.
 
   But what if she didn't take the chance? What would she be missing out on if she didn't?
 
   She was afraid of the answer.
 
   Emily squeezed her eyes closed and took a deep breath, trying to drown out the noise around them, trying to think, to listen. To feel.
 
   "What do you want from me, JP?" Her voice was barely more than a whisper, her question unanswered for so long she thought he didn't hear her. Then a warm hand, large and calloused, closed over hers and gently squeezed.
 
   "Dinner. Go to dinner with me."
 
   She opened her eyes and looked at him, surprised at the soft request. JP watched her, his deep eyes drawing her in. There was no teasing, no laughter, in his gaze. Just need. And hesitation, doubt.
 
   "Just dinner? That's it?"
 
   "It is a start, non?"
 
   "Why? I don't understand, JP. Why now? After everything that's happened?"
 
   "Because I want—" he paused, squeezed her hand, took a deep breath. "Because I think there is still something between us."
 
   The breath left Emily's lungs in a rush, the last gasp catching in her throat. She suddenly felt dizzy, lightheaded. Had she heard him right? Or were the words merely her imagination, an auditory hallucination of what she wanted to hear? JP was watching her, his eyes concerned. He reached out with one hand and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear then ran the tips of his fingers along her jaw, his touch lingering for a long moment.
 
   "Emilie?"
 
   She blinked, swallowed, tried to catch her bearings. Everything seemed off-balance, the world spinning. She blinked once more and waited for the spinning to stop. Then she looked at JP again, her eyes meeting his. "What?"
 
   "Will you have dinner with me?"
 
   "Wh—" She cleared her throat and willed her voice to work. "When?"
 
   "Friday night?"
 
   "We have a game Friday night." The voice came from two rows down, pitched in a loud whisper that carried back to them. JP scowled, then looked back at her.
 
   "Saturday night."
 
   "We have a game Saturday night too."
 
   "Thursday and Sunday are open, though."
 
   Emily had to bite back her laugh, especially when JP turned in his seat and threw something at the trio in front of them, muttering something in French. The scowl remained on his face when he turned back to her.
 
   "Les imbéciles. All three of them." The scowl slowly disappeared, replaced by the barest smile. "Emily, will you have dinner with me? On Thursday. Or Sunday."
 
   She should say no. Despite the amusing byplay, despite the slight lessening of the tension, she should still say no. To say yes was taking a risk, opening herself up to this man again, more than she wanted. 
 
   But a small voice inside her was screaming at her, telling her to say yes. It was only dinner, nothing else. And if she didn't say yes, how would she know, one way or the other? It was only dinner.
 
    She took a deep breath and slowly nodded. "Okay. Dinner."
 
   The smile grew on JP's face, bigger and brighter, lighting his eyes and chasing away shadows she hadn't even realized were there. He tightened his hand around hers then leaned forward and pressed his mouth against hers. The kiss was warm, sweet. Lingering but gone too soon. JP smiled again then turned in his seat, his hand still folded around hers. 
 
   And Emily sat there, stunned. Had she really said yes? She had. And she was glad she did. The feeling that she had made the right decision stayed with her throughout the day, as they sat there watching each of Taylor's games, holding hands throughout each one.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Rumbling twisted his gut, the pain dull and consistent. It had nothing to do with hunger. Just like his sweaty palms had nothing to do with illness.
 
   At least, not a normal hunger or illness.
 
   JP fisted his hand and pushed it against his stomach, willing the nervousness to disappear. There was no need for him to be nervous. The emotion was ridiculous, completely uncalled for.
 
   Completely alien. He didn't get nervous, not before a date.
 
   He never had dates. At least, not real ones. Not dates where he went to the woman's house and picked her up, took her to dinner. And tried not to think of what would come later.
 
   He winced at the poor choice of words and quickly banished the thought. That wasn't the way he wanted tonight to start, with him already thinking of how he wanted the night to end.
 
   Neither would happen if he didn't force his feet to move, to walk to the front door.
 
   JP glanced down at himself, suddenly self-conscious. Was the suit too much? Would Emily think he was trying too hard? Had she ever really seen him dressed up before, like this?
 
   Doubt crept over him and he pushed it away. The past didn't matter, not tonight. At least, that's what he tried to tell himself. And he knew he looked good. Hell, the way he was dressed tonight, he could give that New York goalie a run for his money.
 
   Enough procrastinating.
 
   JP rolled his neck and took a deep breath, then marched up the walkway with a confidence he didn't quite feel. He rang the bell and waited, trying to ignore the inner voice that kept whispering doubt.
 
   What if Emily changed her mind? What if she decided to cancel at the last minute? What if she forgot?
 
   "Parfait imbécile." The muttered curse left his mouth as soon as the door opened and he worried that Emily may have heard him. Then he looked up and all of his worries fled, along with his ability to speak.
 
   Beautiful. Stunning. No, even those words failed to do justice to the woman standing in front of him.
 
   Her hair was swept to the side and fell past her shoulders in soft waves that caught the light. Spun gold, JP thought, wondering if she would think it strange if he reached out and let the strands fall through his fingers. He forced his eyes from her hair, his gaze traveling slowly over her.
 
   The black dress she wore clung to her curves, the sleeves nothing more than thick scraps of material that bared her creamy shoulders. The material looped downward, forming a twisted knot at the center of her chest, exposing a hint of cleavage that made his mouth go dry. JP blinked, his gaze following the soft folds of material past her waist. The hem whirled around her legs, falling just above her knees.
 
   Her legs were bare, all smooth creamy skin that he longed to touch, to feel. He swallowed when his gaze dropped to her shoes, delicate creations of black leather set on heels at least four inches high. 
 
   JP reversed his gaze, slowly, drinking in each detail until he finally met her eyes. Shadows lingered in their deep blue depths as she watched him and he realized she was unsure, waiting for him to say something.
 
   "C'est magnifique." He cleared his throat and tried to smile. "You're beautiful, mon rêve."
 
   A hesitant smile lifted one corner of her full mouth. The shadows fled from her eyes and she stepped back, silently inviting him inside. He started to move past her then remembered the gift in his hand. Feeling like an idiot, he thrust the flowers out to her, the move so fast that she stumbled back and caught herself by grabbing onto the edge of the door.
 
   "Merde." He grabbed her elbow with his freehand, supporting her. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean—"
 
   "No. It was me." Emily straightened and gave him a small smile. "The shoes. I'm not...the heels are a little high."
 
   JP didn't know how to respond, except for asking why she was wearing them if they were too high. But then she was taking the flowers from him, leaning down to breathe in their scent, and he forgot to say anything.
 
   She moved through the living room, the hem of her dress swirling around her, the material playing peekaboo with the smooth flesh of her legs. Should he follow her, or stay where he was? He wasn't sure, didn't want to look too eager or too pushy.
 
   And then it didn't matter, because she was walking toward him, a small smile teasing her mouth. Teasing him. She grabbed what looked like a ball of black material and shook it, then tossed it around her in a gently fluid movement. The material seemed to float in the air around her for a second before settling over her shoulders. "Are you ready?"
 
   "Hm? Oh. Yes." He opened the door and gestured for her to go in front of him, then pulled the door closed and caught up to her on the walkway. Without thinking, he caught her hand in his then brought it to his arm, resting it in the crook of his elbow. The touch heated his flesh through the barriers of shirt and jacket, making him pause. If Emily noticed, she didn't say anything.
 
   Until they reached his car.
 
   She hesitated, her eyes widening in surprise as he opened the door for her. "I think I'm afraid to get in this."
 
   He looked at her, then at the Bugatti Veyron, then back at her. "Why?"
 
   "Because. I mean, this is a..." Emily looked back at the car, her voice trailing off. A small frown creased her face and she tried to take a step back. "What if I spill something?"
 
   JP had no idea what she was talking about, especially since she didn't have anything in her hands to spill. But he didn't bother telling her that, just shrugged and held the door open. "So? Wouldn't be the first time."
 
   Emily gave him a weird look, one he couldn't quite interpret, then slowly lowered herself into the leather seat. The hem of her dress pulled higher around her thighs, treating him to a large expanse of creamy skin. He groaned when she tugged the material down and tucked it around her legs. She looked up at him, giving him another small smile before he closed the door and rushed around to the driver's side.
 
   He started the engine and backed out of the parking space as Emily looked around her in curiosity. Heat coiled inside him when she stroked the leather of the seat, when her fingers gently, almost reverently, traced a path along the dash.
 
   Fuck. Was he suddenly jealous of his car?
 
   He shook his head and eased the car out of the neighborhood, heading toward the highway that would take them downtown, and searched his mind for something to say. "I, uh, didn't see Taylor."
 
   "Hm?" Emily stopped studying the interior of the car long enough to look over at him. "Monica took her to practice."
 
   "Oh. I didn't think—"
 
   "I thought you had an SUV."
 
   "A Range Rover, yes." JP glanced at her, wondering at the odd turn in conversation. But she was hardly paying him any attention because she was looking around the car again, her eyes sparkling as her hand stroked the dash, the center console. Her fingers slid down, coming close to his leg, and his breath left him in a hiss. 
 
   There it was again, the brief spurt of insane jealousy. Why was Emily stroking his car? If she wanted to stroke something—
 
   "So why are you driving this?"
 
   "What?" He glanced over at her, then back at the road. "Because I like this car."
 
   "You mean you drive this all the time?"
 
   "Not all the time, no. But a lot."
 
   "Seriously? I mean, you actually drive this? On the road?"
 
   JP's glance drifted once more to her hand, watching as she dragged the tips of her fingers back and forth along the console. Tension coiled inside him as his blood rushed south, straight to his cock. He reached out and grabbed her hand, holding it firmly in his, and tried to shift in the seat to find a more comfortable position.
 
   "Emily." Her name came out in a low growl, swallowed by the roar of the engine. Her fingers twitched in his hand but he refused to look over, wasn't sure what he would do if he saw her deep blue eyes focused on him. "There's a raceway not far from here. Sometimes I go there just to open her up. Maybe we can go on Sunday, and you can drive her."
 
   "What?" Emily yanked her hand from his and turned in her seat, a horrified expression on her face. "Are you crazy? No. No way. I'd be afraid to."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Why? Because. I mean, what if I wrecked? No way. I'd never be able to pay for it, not in a million years."
 
   JP laughed, oddly amused by her sudden horror because it was so genuine. He thought about telling her that she could pay him back a dollar a year to pay for it if she wrecked, then decided against it. He would have meant it as a joke, but he worried that she wouldn't. Or worse, that she'd somehow think him bragging. 
 
   So he said nothing, just chuckled. From the look on her face, that may not have been the best thing to do, either. But she finally relaxed in her seat, a small smile teasing the corners of her mouth. At least she stopped stroking the interior of the car.
 
   The ride downtown ended too quickly. JP pulled the car in front of a well-known steakhouse, not bothering to wait for the valet to open his door. But he still wasn't fast enough to get Emily's door and had to refrain from hitting the valet when the young man's face lit in appreciation as Emily climbed out of the car.
 
   She didn't seem to notice, giving the man nothing more than a distracted smile as she tried to rearrange the wrap around her shoulders. JP hurried to her side, his hands settling on the heavy velvet of the wrap. He smoothed it out then placed it around her, his hands resting on her shoulders for several seconds. Emily glanced over her shoulder, her eyes darkening as they met his. He hesitated, then leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss on her mouth. He heard the swift intake of her breath as she swayed toward him, her body resting against his for a mere second before she straightened.
 
   He escorted her into the restaurant, where they were quickly shown to a private table in the back, away from the curious looks of the other patrons. The restaurant was always crowded, even during the week, and tonight was no exception. JP was glad he had called ahead with his request. He wanted tonight to be just for them and he wasn't in the mood to deal with curious looks or autograph seekers.
 
   But Emily was glancing around, her own gaze curious, and doubt suddenly filled JP. What if Emily didn't like this place? Maybe she wouldn't be able to find anything she liked on the menu. He should have asked her first, should have planned—
 
   "This is nice. I've always wanted to come here."
 
   JP blew out a breath, the uncharacteristic worry leaving him as quickly as it had appeared. Emily wanted to be here. Good. That was good.
 
   What wasn't good was how fast the dinner went. He had been looking forward to this night all week, able to think of little else. And now it was almost over. Emily sat across from him, her hair falling in gentle waves around her face, a smile tilting the corners of her mouth and lighting her eyes. A half-finished dessert sat on a delicate china plate in front of her, next to an empty cup of coffee. 
 
   The waiter reappeared, silently offering to refill her cup, but she waved him away. Disappointment filled JP when Emily smothered a small yawn and glanced at her watch. He knew it was late, knew she had to work tomorrow.
 
   Hell, so did he. Morning skate and practice, then the game. But he didn't want the night to end and he had no idea what to do next. Maybe he could suggest they go for a drink. He could take her to The Maypole and...no, that was a bad idea. Several of his teammates were there. Not to mention there would be too many women. He didn't want to risk any awkward chance encounters.
 
   There had to be something. Merde. Why was his mind blank? He never had this problem in the past.
 
   Possibilities swirled through his mind and he rejected each as too eager, too obvious. Something nudged his foot under the table, hard. JP looked up, surprised to see Emily watching him with a soft smile on her face. The smile grew brighter and he realized she had been talking.
 
   And he hadn't heard a word she said.
 
   "You look distracted."
 
   He shrugged, tried to grin but the attempt fell flat. "I'm sorry, ma douce. You were saying something?"
 
   Emily laughed, the soft sound wrapping around him, heating his blood. Her eyes met his for a long second before she lowered her gaze to the table, a small blush coloring her cheeks.
 
   "It was nothing. Silly. Don't worry about it."
 
   "No, not silly." He reached across the table and grabbed her hand, traced her knuckles with his thumb. "Tell me."
 
   She turned her hand in his and laced their fingers together, then looked up with a shyness that made his breath catch in his lungs. "I was just wondering..."
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "I was just wondering if we could go home now."
 
   Disappointment rushed through him, sharp and heavy. He forced a smile to his face and squeezed her hand. "Of course. It's late, you need to work tomorrow. Let me get our check—"
 
   "No, Jean-Pierre. You misunderstood." She took a deep breath and gave him another shy smile. "I was wondering if we could home now. Home. To your place."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Emily stood in the hallway connecting the garage to the house, waiting for JP to turn on the lights so she could follow him. His movements were slow and jerky, each step hesitant. For a minute, Emily worried that he regretted bringing her here, that he was reconsidering the entire idea. The thought made her stomach clench, made her question her impulsive suggestion back at the restaurant.
 
   No, not impulsive. The words hadn't just tumbled from her mouth with no thought. Quite the opposite, in fact. The idea, the need, had been with her since last week, when he had asked her out to dinner. And it had taken her all night to work up the courage to say something. Longer than all night. She had been convincing herself since that morning. 
 
   And the words had come out all wrong, nothing like she had planned. She had wanted to be seductive and alluring, a worldly temptress. Instead, her words had been shy and unsure. And obviously confusing, since JP didn't understand her at first.
 
   None of which made her feel comfortable or at ease. Her stomach tilted, clenching and easing, and her heart beat too quickly. Her palms were damp, just enough to make her want to wipe them along the side of her legs—except she was wearing a dress and wouldn't that just look tacky.
 
   At least JP liked the dress she had chosen, if his glances all night were an indication. And the heels. Strappy four-inch heels that were all wrong for the cold weather and entirely too high to be comfortable. Right now, Emily would love nothing better than to kick them off. Why had she thought she could wear them all night without tripping?
 
   She had known she would be nervous. But this, what she was feeling now—this went beyond nervous. Not quite terrified, but close.
 
   She followed JP through the small hallway and into the main part of the house, her eyes blinking at the sudden brightness when he turned on more lights. The kitchen spread out to her left, an open modern design that incorporated a dining room before flowing into an even larger living room. Cathedral ceilings soared overhead, showcasing exposed beams that gave the space a warm rustic look despite its size. The feeling was enhanced by the large fireplace set in the center of the far wall made of large, smooth rocks. Wood had been placed on the grate inside, ready to be lit with the strike of a single match.
 
   Emily looked around the room, taking in details she hadn’t noticed before. Warm wood floors covered with brightly patterned throw rugs. The dark wood coffee table constructed of wide sturdy planks. The matching end tables that flanked the soft leather sofas and recliners. The large room was warm and welcoming, the rustic décor somehow more polished and refined than she remembered. Not that she had noticed many details her last time here.
 
   Had it only been a few weeks ago? She hadn't been thinking clearly then, both mentally and emotionally drained. Her surroundings hadn't mattered and she hadn't been in the mood to notice.
 
   Her gaze lingered on the large sofa and she felt her face heat. Well, maybe she did remember some details.
 
   "Do you want something to drink?" JP called from the kitchen, his back to her as he reached into the refrigerator. He didn't seem to notice that she hadn't answered because he pulled out a bottle of wine and uncorked it. Glass hit against glass as he poured the wine. Was it her imagination, or were his hands shaking, just the tiniest bit?
 
   Emily stilled, unable to move as she watched him. He looked so different tonight, dressed in a dark tailored suit that hugged his lean frame. His dark hair was brushed back from his forehead, styled a little more carefully than his usual tousled look. The ends still curled past his collar, giving him an air of devilishness, letting the world know he would never quite conform to its strict guidelines of respectability.
 
   What a silly thought to have. No, JP would never be mistaken for a lawyer or a doctor or an accountant. He possessed too much energy, too much controlled power, like an animal poised at the edge of striking.
 
   Which was another silly thought. No, not silly. Dangerous.
 
   Yes, JP was definitely dangerous. To her, to her sense of well-being. He had the power to hurt her, more power than any other man she had ever met.
 
   Why was she here? If she knew the potential for being hurt, why was she here, willingly putting herself in that position?
 
   Her eyes roamed over him, watching as he approached her, his steps hesitant, his eyes carefully shielded. Like he was the one who was nervous and unsure.
 
   And she wanted him. Despite the risk, despite the danger, she wanted him. He was the only man who had ever intrigued her, the only man who had ever touched her.
 
   No, he wasn't the same man he had been all those years ago. She wasn't the same woman, either. They had both changed, grown, become different. But she still felt his pull, still felt drawn to him. 
 
   She had no idea what would happen, if this would turn out to the biggest mistake she'd ever make. But Emily was tired of living in shadows, of not taking chances, of letting life slip by. She had spent too much time this past week thinking and she didn't like the conclusions she had reached.
 
   That didn't mean she wasn't nervous. She was, more nervous than she'd been in a very long time. It helped to think that maybe, just maybe, JP was nervous as well.
 
   Though what he had to be nervous about was a complete mystery to her.
 
   He stopped in front her and held out a glass, a small smile lifting one corner of his mouth. Emily accepted the glass, a small tingle rushing through her when their fingers brushed. She lowered her gaze and took a sip, then looked around the room once more, wondering what to do next.
 
   JP didn't seem to sense her hesitation. He moved to the sofa and took a seat, stretching his long legs out before resting his right ankle on his left knee. He looked over at her, like he was waiting for her to join him and didn't understand why she was still standing there.
 
   The high heels of her shoes clicked against the wooden floor, the sound sharp and loud in the surrounding silence. Emily lowered herself to the plush sofa and tried to get comfortable. Instead of perching on the edge in what she hoped was at least a slightly seductive pose, she felt herself pulled back, swallowed by the buttery softness of the overstuffed cushion.
 
   JP didn't notice. His gaze was focused on the glass of wine in his hand, on the swirling liquid dancing along the sides of the glass as he twirled the stem between his fingers. Emily watched him from the corner of her eye and noticed the small frown on his face.
 
   Doubt crashed around her. Had she assumed too much? Maybe JP had only wanted to have dinner, to talk. Maybe he hadn't been thinking of having sex at all. Was she so out of practice that she didn't even know how to read the signs anymore?
 
   Obviously she was. 
 
   Emily lifted the glass to her lips and took a long swallow of the wine. Then another, nearly draining the glass. Foolish. So foolish. Isn't that what Monica had called her? 
 
   Maybe her sister was right after all.
 
   She slid to the edge of the sofa, no longer caring how clumsy or out of place she looked, and placed the glass on the table. She tried to stand, to push herself up. The heel of one shoe caught the edge of the throw rug and she lost her balance, sinking back down onto the sofa.
 
   The move finally got JP's attention and he looked over at her, the frown still in place. His eyes narrowed briefly then his face smoothed, empty of all expression. He leaned forward and placed his glass next to hers before shifting, finally facing her.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   Emily didn't know whether to laugh or scream. Was she okay? No, she wasn't. She was a fool, nothing more, nothing less. "Yeah, I'm fine. I'm sorry. This was a bad idea. Maybe you should just take me home."
 
   Was that disappointment that crossed his face? No, it couldn't be. Just more wishful thinking on her part. 
 
   JP finally nodded, a curt movement of his head, then pushed himself to a standing position in one fluid movement. He stopped in front of her and held out his hand, offering assistance. Emily thought about ignoring the offer, almost afraid of touching him. But her hesitation lasted only a second. A tingle shot up her arm when his hand closed around hers, large and warm. Then she was standing, her body mere inches from his. All she had to do was look up—
 
   He was watching her, his dark eyes intense and unreadable, their expression hooded. The breath hitched in her chest, the air around her heavy, warm. His hand tightened around hers, pulling her even closer. He let go of her hand, ran his own up her bare arm, pebbling her skin.
 
   He was going to kiss her. She could see it in his eyes, in the way his head tilted, his full lips parting slightly. Her heart pounded in her chest as anticipation filled her. She closed her eyes, felt the warmth of his mouth as he pressed his lips against hers.
 
   The kiss was sweet, slow, almost timid.
 
   And over before she could enjoy it. She blinked, trying to focus, trying to figure out why JP was already pulling away. He wanted her, she knew that much, could feel the hard length of his erection pressed against her stomach. Desire lit his eyes, flashing in the gold flecks that danced in the brown of his irises.
 
   So why was he pulling away? Why was he trying to be sweet? Emily didn't want sweet. She wanted fire and heat, she wanted to burn. 
 
   Like only JP could make her burn.
 
   She grabbed his tie and pulled him even closer, stepping toward him and leaning up until her mouth closed over his. Her tongue darted out, teased the seam of his closed mouth until it opened under hers, until her tongue danced with his.
 
   He tasted like wine and mint, fresh and heady. Intoxicating. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body more fully against his, deepening the kiss. A breathy groan filled her ears. His? Hers? She didn't care. All she cared about was getting closer, about feeding the need that erupted deep within her.
 
   JP's arms came around her. His hands cupped her ass, squeezing as he pressed his erection tight against her. She moaned, her hips tilting, searching.
 
   JP broke the kiss and pulled away, leaving her empty, confused. Her eyes searched his, looking for answers in their hooded depths.
 
   "Jean-Pierre?" His name became a question, echoing her need for answers. He cupped her cheek in his palm then ran his fingers through her hair, the touch gentle, almost timid. 
 
   "I don't want to hurt you, mon ange."
 
   The words stunned Emily. He was afraid of hurting her? Emotionally? Or physically? She didn't want to ask, was afraid of the answer. But she didn't want to stop. She didn't want tonight to end like this.
 
   She didn't want to go home. No, not home. To her sister's house. Alone. Empty. 
 
   Emily stepped closer, pressing her body against his, smiling when he tried to take a step back and bumped against the edge of the table. Surprise flared in his eyes. Surprise—and uncertainty. Caution.
 
   She pressed her mouth against his once more and nipped the fullness of his bottom lip, smiling at his quick intake of breath. She trailed her hand down his chest, past the waistband of his tailored pants, and cupped the rigid length of his erection.
 
   "I'm not a fragile piece of glass that will break, Jean-Pierre. Don't treat me like one."
 
   His hands tightened around her waist, holding her still. "Last time. When you said you didn't know you still wanted to. You said especially not with me. I don't want to hurt you, Emilie."
 
   The words stilled her hands, made her pause. Why did he even remember that ridiculous comment? Is that why he was so hesitant? Emily shook her head and gave him a small smile, thinking she could distract him with a kiss. But he turned his head, just enough so she touched only the corner of his mouth.
 
   "Tell me what you meant, Emilie." The words came out in a hoarse whisper, his breath warm against her cheek. Emily sighed and rested her head against his shoulder, wondering what to tell him. He must have sensed her hesitation because his arms tightened around her, holding her close. Comforting, reassuring. "Tell me."
 
   Heat flooded her face as regret filled her. Why had she said anything that day? She should have stayed quiet, should have never opened her mouth. But that day had taken so much from her, had left her so drained that she hadn't been thinking clearly. She hadn't explained her comment then, hadn't explained it the second time when he had asked.
 
   She didn't think she could get away with not answering him this time.
 
   The minutes stretched around them, silent except for the sound of their breathing. And the sound of JP's heart, solid and steady, a little fast, beneath her ear. Emily closed her eyes and breathed in his warm scent, spicy and musky and masculine. Uniquely JP. 
 
   Could she tell him? Did she really have a choice?
 
   "Tell me, mon ange." The words were nothing more than a warm breath against her temple, compelling, begging.
 
   She fisted her hand in the lapel of his jacket and took a deep breath. Her words were soft, a mumble against the broad expanse of his hard chest. "I just...I haven't...there really hasn't been anyone else. I didn't think..."
 
   Silence greeted her admission for a few long seconds and she wondered if he heard her. Then his body stiffened against hers. Yes, he heard. 
 
   She loosened her hold on him and he pulled away. Stupid. So stupid. She shouldn't have said anything, should have come up with another answer to give him instead of the truth. Swallowing back her disappointment, Emily stepped around him, knowing their night had just come to an end.
 
   She was a freak. Why would he want to be with a freak?
 
   He caught her elbow in his hand and turned her toward him. She wouldn't look at him. She couldn't. But he cupped her chin and tilted her head up, forcing her to meet his eyes.
 
   Instead of ridicule, she saw surprise. Surprise and something else, something that caused hope to unfurl deep inside her. And confusion. Yes, definitely confusion as well. "You've not—?"
 
   Emily tried to pull away but he wouldn't let her. That didn't mean she had to keep staring into his eyes, looking for...something. She lowered her gaze and shrugged.
 
   "Not really. I mean, once or twice with—" JP's fingers pressed against her mouth, silencing her. She waited for him to say something. To tease her, tell her he didn't believe her, ask her why. But he was silent for so long that she tilted her head back to look at him. 
 
   The breath left her in a rush, her lungs constricting as the air around her grew heavier. JP's gaze was intense, filled with a myriad of emotions, each one swirling over the other so fast she didn't understand any of them. He didn't give her time to try to understand because he leaned forward and claimed her mouth with his, soft, gentle. Seeking, learning.
 
   She didn't want sweet and gentle. Didn't he understand that?
 
   She pulled back, just a few inches, and gazed into his eyes.
 
   "I won't break, JP. I need you. Now."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    
 
   I need you. Now.
 
   The words rang in his mind, a siren's song of temptation, over and over. At any other time, with any other woman, JP would have her naked already, plunging himself deep inside, searching for release. Searching for an elusive something he hadn't been able to find in the last five years.
 
   But this wasn't any other woman. This was Emily, his Emilie. And her confession was too fresh in his mind—a confession that made him feel cheap, hollow. When he thought of all the things he had done in the past five years, all the nameless, faceless women. How could even think of touching Emily, when his touch would dirty her?
 
   She was here, in his arms, her head tilted back, her full lips parted. Her eyes were wide in her face, the color so deep a blue he could drown in them. Would gladly drown in them, with no hope of being saved. 
 
   His mouth suddenly dried as her hands skimmed along his chest, her fingers trying to work the buttons of his shirt free. He could feel them trembling, sensed her hesitation and awkwardness, as if she wasn't used to undressing a man.
 
   Merde. She wasn't. She had just admitted that. Not since—
 
   He grabbed her hand and brought it to his mouth, dropping a gentle kiss on the tip of each finger before holding it against his chest, over his heart. Could she feel the steady thumping under her palm, hard and fast? He searched her eyes but all he saw was desire and need. Or was it merely his own desire and need reflecting back at him? Was he merely seeing what he wanted to see?
 
   For the first time in a long time, maybe the first time ever, JP didn't know what to do. The woman in front of him deserved better than a womanizing fool. That didn't stop him from wanting her.
 
   Emily stepped closer, her firm breasts pressed against his chest, and brushed her mouth across his. "Please, Jean-Pierre."
 
   The soft words hurled him over the edge, pushing all thoughts of patience from his mind. He cupped her face in both hands and claimed her mouth, the kiss hard and demanding. His tongue swept against hers, seeking, possessing. Claiming.
 
   Honorable intentions fled as desire washed over him, hot and intense. He tilted her head back, deepening the kiss, swallowing her small moans as he bunched the material of her dress in his hand and dragged it upward. His knuckles grazed the smooth flesh of her thigh, her hip. The firm globe of her ass. He pressed her more tightly against him, against the rigid length of his erection.
 
   Need exploded inside him, powerful and hungry, urgent. He pulled his mouth from hers and dragged his lips along her jaw, down her neck to the delicate sweep of her collarbone. Her hands closed over his shoulders for balance, her short nails digging through the layers of his shirt and jacket. Too many clothes, too many barriers.
 
   He wanted to feel her, skin to skin. Flesh against flesh. He ran the tips of his fingers along her ass, down the tender cleft, caressing the delicate folds. Hot, wet. So wet. 
 
   "Emilie." His teeth grazed the skin of her throat and her body shuddered in his hold. Need exploded, urgent, blinding. He reached down, his arm catching her legs behind her knees, and lifted her. A soft exclamation of surprise escaped her parted lips as she grabbed him, her hands twisting in the lapels of his jacket. Her eyes met his, her gaze soft and unfocused as he carried her through the living room and down the hall, back to his bedroom.
 
   Moonlight filtered in through the drapes, casting the room in a soft glow. JP stopped at the edge of the bed and placed a kiss against her mouth, then gently lowered Emily to her feet. Her hands remained twisted in his jacket and she leaned against him, off-balance.
 
   Then she looked up at him and smiled, a gentle lifting of her lips that grew wider, the brightness of her expression lighting the room, chasing away the shadows hovering around them. 
 
   Chasing away the shadows inside him, shadows JP had never consciously acknowledged.
 
   Until now.
 
   "Emilie."
 
   She leaned forward and pressed a kiss on his chin as her hands eased his jacket off his shoulders, down his arms. It dropped to the floor, unnoticed, as her trembling fingers began working on the buttons of his shirt. JP stood there, unable to move, mesmerized by the sight of the woman in front of him. 
 
   The last button undone, Emily separated the edges of his shirt, her fingers grazing the flushed skin of his chest. His breath hitched, his head falling back, as she trailed warm kisses along his skin, her fingers easing into the waistband of his pants. 
 
   A growl escaped him, startling Emily, startling him. He grabbed her hand and dragged it back to his chest, holding it there while he ripped at the tie around his neck. Within seconds, the shirt and tie joined the discarded jacket on the floor. 
 
   JP pulled Emily into his arms and claimed her mouth, hard, teasing, tasting. His hands roamed her body, drifting from her back to her hips, cupping her ass and holding her against his throbbing erection. His kiss, his touch, became urgent, desperate. 
 
   He fisted the material of her dress and dragged it up, breaking the kiss just long enough to pull the garment over her head. His hands drifted around her back and unsnapped her bra. The lacy material slid down her arms, fell to the floor. Then she was in his arms again, flesh to flesh, the tight peaks of her nipples pressing against his chest.
 
   Hunger, deep and vicious, tore through him. Her kiss was intoxicating, each sweep of her tongue against his unleashing something inside him. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her underwear and pulled the scrap of lace down past her hips, her thighs. Then he touched her, felt her shiver in his arms, swallowed her soft cry as he stroked her wetness.
 
   His cock ached, a throbbing pain that grew with each passing second, with each touch of her. JP took a step forward, pushing her back until her legs hit the edge of the bed. Then she was falling, pulling him with her until his body sprawled on top of hers on the soft mattress. 
 
   Emily's legs wrapped around his hips and she thrust against him, his name a soft cry of need. He ran his hands along her body, cupped the small firmness of each breast with his hands, grazed each tight nipple with his thumbs. 
 
   Her head fell back, the golden strands of her hair fanned around her like a goddess. Cher Dieu, he wanted her. Needed her. 
 
   He pushed himself to his knees. His hands tore at his belt and unfastened the button and zipper of his pants then shoved them off. Then he was on top of her again, the head of his cock resting against her entrance, throbbing in anticipation. 
 
   He groaned when Emily wrapped her legs around him once more and called his name. He wanted nothing more than to plunge deep inside her. Over and over, losing himself.
 
   Not yet. There was something...
 
   Fuck. Condom. 
 
   JP groaned and rolled away from her, his hand groping blindly for the nightstand. He threw open the drawer and reached inside, grabbed a foil pack and tore it open. Emily reached for him as he sheathed himself with the condom, her mouth trailing fiery kisses along his jaw, his neck, his chest. Then she rolled on top of him, straddling him.
 
   "Now, Jean-Pierre."
 
   He tried to answer, to say yes, to nod. But all thought vanished as she lowered herself on top of him with one swift thrust of her hips.
 
   Sensation flooded him. Hot, wet, tight. God, so tight. His back arched and he grabbed her hips, holding her against him as he thrust, over and over. No finesse, no style, nothing more than primal instinct to take, to satisfy.
 
   He tried to stop, to slow their hasty movements, but Emily groaned, pushed his hands away, quickened the pace. She leaned back and braced her hands behind her on his thighs, her nails digging into bare flesh, her firm breasts thrust forward by her position. 
 
   He couldn't look away, couldn't take his eyes off the beautiful sight of the woman riding him, taking her pleasure from him. He dipped his hand between them, stroked her clit with one finger, quickly finding her rhythm. Moonlight bathed her nude body in an otherworldly glow, a play of light and shadow as her hips thrust, over and over, as her muscles tightened around him, teasing, squeezing. 
 
   Her movements turned frenzied, her breathing harsher as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. The muscles around him squeezed tighter, tighter still. A groan escaped her, a whimper. Then a cry.
 
   JP grabbed her hips and held her to him, setting the pace, and thrust into her. Harder, deeper, as her climax exploded around him. She cried his name and collapsed on top of him, her moans filling his ear as she wrapped her arms around him.
 
   "Not yet, ma chère. Not yet." JP framed her face with both hands and kissed her, hot, demanding. Then he rolled with her, tucking her body beneath his, and pushed himself to his knees. He hooked a hand under each of her knees and pulled her closer, spread her legs further apart.
 
   He looked down, watched as his cock slowly disappeared inside her. In, out, as her muscles quivered around him. Emily reached for one of his hands, clasped it tightly in hers as her back arched. 
 
   Pleasure. Pain. Sheer torture. JP's control snapped and he plunged into her, hard, deep. Fast. Faster. He didn't know where he ended and Emily began. It didn't matter. They were one. She was his.
 
   Harder, faster. Driving deeper with each thrust until Emily screamed his name again. Until his own climax exploded, blinding him with a shattering of lights, his entire body splintering. 
 
   He collapsed on top of Emily, her body warm and damp beneath him, aftershocks still wracking his body. Her body. Her arms wrapped around him, holding him to her, her hands tracing lazy circles along his back.
 
   He should move. Needed to move. Emily whimpered, a soft sigh of disappointment, when he rolled to the side. He smiled and pulled her closer, tucking her against his side, and dropped a kiss against her temple. She curled into him and rested her head against his chest, her hair a silken blanket covering him. 
 
   The soft sound of her breathing floated up to him, deep and even. He smiled again, his arms wrapped protectively around her as she slept. He should cover them with the blanket, should make sure Emily wouldn't become chilled. 
 
   And he would. In just a little bit. But for now, he just wanted to hold her. Touch her. Feel her curled against him in sleep.
 
   For just a little longer.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    
 
   Guilt.
 
   He knew he should be filled with it. Consumed with it. But he wasn’t. 
 
   JP rolled to his side and propped his head on his hand, his eyes drinking in the sight of the warm flushed body next to him. He reached out and slid the tips of his fingers along Emily’s arm. Her eyes opened slowly, blinking the sleep from their deep blue depths. Then she smiled, a lazy sleepy smile that punched him in the gut and took his breath away.
 
   How could he feel guilty when she looked at him like that? Like there was nothing else in the world except for the two of them. Here, now. Together.
 
   She rolled toward him, her hair fanning around her. Several strands draped across the back of his hand, soft, silky. He rubbed the strands between his fingers, smiling when the ends curled around his finger.
 
   "You should be sleeping." Her voice was sleepy, sultry. JP leaned down and pressed his mouth against hers, breathing in her scent, her taste, her essence.
 
   "So should you." He tucked the hair behind her ear, ran his hand along her cheek. The words were heartfelt, serious, despite the sudden rush to his groin, the sudden hardening of his cock. Christ, how could he be ready again? Four times in just as many hours, each time hotter, more intense than the last.
 
   Like each time was their first time together.
 
   No. No matter how ready he was, he wouldn’t use her again. Control. He knew he had it—somewhere. 
 
   "I’m not tired." Emily pressed closer, tracing a circle in the center of his chest, chasing away the tenuous hold he had on his control. He grabbed her hand, brought her fingers to his mouth and kissed the tips.
 
   Temptation, strong and swift, warred with his control. Having Emily so close, touching him, wasn’t helping. But she needed sleep. 
 
   No, they both needed to sleep.
 
   They needed to talk. 
 
   He rolled to his back, his arms coming around her and settling her along his side. She sighed, a sleepy sound of contentment, then rested her head on his chest. Tenderness welled inside him, the feeling foreign, opening an ache he had never wanted to acknowledge.
 
   Yes, they needed to talk. But not yet, not now.
 
   Guilt hit him again, born from his own selfishness. JP wanted nothing more than to stay in bed, to hold Emily while she slept. To wake to her bright sleepy smile in the morning.
 
   But he had already kept her here too late. She needed to work in the morning. No, in a few hours. He should take her home, needed to take her home so she could get some sleep before she had to get ready.
 
   What he needed to do wasn’t what he wanted to do. 
 
   He ran his hand along her shoulder, her skin soft and warm under his palm. JP shifted then gently squeezed her shoulder. "Emily, I should take you home."
 
   She raised her head, shadows crossing her eyes long enough for him to see, even in the dimness of the room. Something changed. He could feel it in the slight stiffening of her body, could sense it in the way she suddenly held herself, like she was closing off part of her. She gave him a smile, just a half-smile, empty and impersonal. Then she rolled away.
 
   Or at least, she tried to. He tightened his arms and pulled her closer, holding her in place so she couldn’t go anywhere. He ran one hand through her hair, tucking the wavy strands behind her ear. But he didn’t take his hand away, left it there, cupping her cheek.
 
   "What is it? Tell me what’s wrong."
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "Emily. Ma chère. Tell me."
 
   She shrugged, tilted her face away so he couldn’t see. But JP was having none of that. He placed two fingers beneath her chin and gently turned her head so she had no choice but to look at him.
 
   "Tell me."
 
   "Nothing. I’m just being silly."
 
   "Silly how?"
 
   She shrugged again but wouldn’t meet his eyes. "I was just hoping to spend the night. I didn’t realize you might have other plans—"
 
   "Plans?" Christ, did she really think—? She couldn’t. But something twisted in his gut and he realized that she probably was thinking the worst. And why wouldn’t she?
 
   He pushed up on his elbows then leaned to the side, reaching for the lamp on the bedside table. Light flared around them, bright compared to the dimness that had surrounded them only a second before. JP sat up, bracing his back against the headboard, and hooked one arm around his bent leg. Emily sat up too, but she was looking away from him, the sheet pulled up to cover her. Was it his imagination, or did a flush color her cheeks?
 
   "What plans, Emilie?"
 
   But she wouldn’t answer. And yes, that was a flush fanning across her cheeks, the red more visible in the light. JP closed his eyes and tilted his head back, barely resisting the urge to bang it against the headboard.
 
   Christ, he was a putain de salaud. He should have known, should have reassured her. The rumors, his reputation. Of course she would have heard, if only a few of them. And why shouldn’t she believe them? 
 
   It was true what they said. The past could come back to haunt you. Isn’t that what was happening now? Not just their shared past. His own past, too. Every sordid, colored piece of it.
 
   "Emily, I—" He stopped, not knowing what to say, how to reassure her. If he told her the truth, it would only make him look worse in her eyes. He was sure of it. But he couldn’t—wouldn’t—lie to her. "I’m not a saint, Emily. I wish I could say I was. But there is nobody else. There never has been."
 
   "JP—"
 
   "I haven’t been with anyone in over nine months. And I have no other plans." There was no response from Emily. Nothing but silence. He didn’t want to look at her, couldn’t bear to see whatever damning expression might be on her face. 
 
   JP ran his hands over his face, like that would scrub away the disappointment seeping through him. He had been a fool, a complete idiot for hoping…Well, he wasn’t sure what he had hoped, wasn’t ready to admit anything to himself, let alone anyone else.
 
   "If you want, I’ll take you home." He didn’t like the defeated tone in his voice, the poutiness of his words. As much as he wanted her to stay, he wouldn’t keep her here if she wanted to leave. 
 
   He threw the sheet to the side and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, his back to Emily. He heard her gasp, the sudden intake of breath sharp in the silence. The bed dipped as she moved, the sheets rustling beneath her. Then her hand rested against his back, the touch light and shy against his right shoulder blade. JP stiffened, afraid to move. Afraid to breathe.
 
   The tips of her fingers traced the outline of the tattoo, the touch slow, gentle. JP fisted his hands against his thighs and lowered his head, wondering what she thought, wondering what she would say.
 
   But there was only silence. Accusing. Damning. And stretching out for so long that JP grew even more uncomfortable. He finally shifted, sliding closer to the edge, breaking the soft touch of her fingers against his skin. But he didn’t stand, didn’t think his legs would support him, not yet.
 
   "When…" Emily’s voice trailed off, softer than a whisper. The sheets rustled again as she moved, closer to him this time, the warmth of her body seeping into him. He sensed her reluctance, her confusion. Then her hand closed around his shoulder, the weight warm and reassuring as she gently squeezed. "When did you get it?"
 
   JP pressed one hand against his eyes and took a ragged breath. He had been asked about the tattoo before, of course. Just general questions, more from curiosity. But only Emily understood the significance.
 
   The tattoo stretched across the top right of his back, partially covering his shoulder blade, about five inches square. Angel wings, exquisitely rendered in black ink, with a single date worked into the design. Simple yet hauntingly detailed. Of course Emily would understand the significance. She was the only one who would.
 
   JP took another deep breath. He wanted to look at Emily, to glance over his shoulder and see her expression, to see if her thoughts were reflected on her face. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it, almost afraid of what he might see.
 
   "About two months…" His voice caught and he cleared his throat. "Two months after it happened."
 
   Emily didn’t say anything, didn’t even move. Then, just as JP was ready to stand, she shifted behind him once more and pressed her lips against the tattoo, soft and gentle, the way a mother would kiss her child. "You didn’t forget."
 
   Emotion swept through him, biting and choking. JP squeezed his eyes together and pressed his fists against his thighs once more. He shook his head. "No, mon ange. I never forgot. Never."
 
   Emily’s arms came around him from behind, holding him tight. She dropped a kiss to the back of his neck then rested her head on his shoulder, her breath warm against his skin. "I don’t want to go home, Jean-Pierre. I want to go to sleep. In your arms."
 
   He turned his head to the side, just enough to see Emily, to see the deep blue of her eyes pulling him in. JP shifted, taking her in his arms and holding her as he fell back against the bed. 
 
   Her mouth was warm against his, sweet, tempting, reassuring. JP drank her in, seeking to slake his thirst, seeking to find himself in her touch. And when he slept, with Emily tucked tight against him, he slept without dreaming, without worry, without the feeling that he was missing something.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   "No. Absolutely not."
 
   Emily paused, the cup halfway to her mouth, her fingers tightening around the handle. The vehemence in her sister’s voice startled her. She lowered the cup then faced Monica, doing her best to keep her face blank, expressionless.
 
   Monica leaned against the counter, her arms folded across her chest, her fingers digging into the flesh of her arms so hard Emily could see the angry indentations from where she was sitting. Monica had been distant, even sulky, the last two weeks. Emily had done her best to give her sister some space, to keep any conversation light and superficial. It hadn’t been too difficult to do, considering Emily had been spending much of her time with JP if he wasn’t on the road.
 
   Monica’s mood had seemed better this morning, a little lighter. At least, not as surly or bitter. Emily didn’t know why, thought that maybe the holiday season was finally having a positive effect on her sister. And she thought it was the best time to bring up her idea.
 
   She hadn’t expected such a violent reaction from Monica.
 
   Emily sat the cup on the table then shifted in the chair so she could face her sister. Monica’s jaw was clenched, her eyes narrowed as she stared at the far wall. Anger rolled off her in suffocating waves. Anger—and something else Emily couldn’t quite read.
 
   "Why Monica? Why are you so set against it?"
 
   "Because this is my house. That’s the only answer you need."
 
   Emily sat back, stung. Not just by Monica’s tone, but by her words. "Your house. Because I’m just living here, sponging off you, right?"
 
   "That’s not what I meant."
 
   "Really? Because it sure sounded that way." Emily pushed the chair away from the table and stood, not bothering to hide her own anger. "Never mind how I help you out with all your bills. Help out with Taylor. None of that matters, right? It’s your house."
 
   "When it comes down to it, yes, it is. And I don’t want him in this house."
 
   "Why, Monica? What do you have against him?" Emily didn’t bother to lower her voice, didn’t bother to reign in the anger and hurt searing her veins. Why had she thought bringing up the idea of JP coming over for Christmas was a good one? She should have known better, shouldn’t have said anything. Not now, not with the mood Monica had been in.
 
   But she was tired, so tired, of pretending Monica’s attitude didn’t bother her. Even now, as she stood there leaning against the counter, fixing Emily with a steely glare.
 
   "I don’t like him. I don’t need another reason."
 
   "You don’t even know him, Monica! You’ve met him, what—once? For thirty seconds? How can you even say that?"
 
   "I don’t need to know him. All I needed to know, I learned five years ago."
 
   Emily clenched her jaw and ran one hand through her hair. Part of her wanted to argue with Monica, to defend JP. Yet another part understood her sister’s feelings, understood why she wasn’t willing to change her mind. But that was five years ago. If Emily was willing to try again, willing to leave the past in the past, why couldn’t Monica? Why couldn't her sister see things as they were now? Why couldn't Monica see how happy Emily was?
 
   She asked her sister that question, not really expecting a response. Instead she received another cold stare, another blast of icy rebuke that froze her in place.
 
   "And what are you going to do when he hurts you again, Emily? Expect me to pick up the pieces? Again? Because he will hurt you. Men like him don’t change. He’ll use you until he gets what he wants then throw you to the side and completely forget about you."
 
   "What?" Emily stared, her sister’s bitter words sharp, cutting. "Is that what you think? That he used me? Tossed me to the side?"
 
   "I was there, Emily. Remember? I was the one who had to pick up the pieces when you fell apart."
 
   "Fell apart? Fell apart?" Emily crossed the kitchen, advancing on her sister. "I had a miscarriage, Monica. I lost my child. Our child."
 
   "Yes. And he wasn’t there for you. He tossed you to the side as soon as it became inconvenient."
 
   "Inconvenient?" Emily could barely choke the word out, her throat was so tight with anger. "No, Monica. If he had wanted to do that, he would have tossed me to the side when he found out I was pregnant. He didn’t."
 
   "No, he waited until later." Monica shook her head and stepped away, putting distance between them again. "And he’ll do it again. You’re nothing but a fool if you think he won’t."
 
   Air burned her lungs, each breath painful. She couldn’t believe the things Monica was saying. Her own sister. Hurtful. Almost spiteful. Bitter. So bitter. 
 
   "Jon really did a job on you, didn’t he?"
 
   Monica swirled, the motion so fast that a hunk of her short hair whipped into her blazing eyes. She stepped closer to Emily and pointed a shaking finger at her, her face red with fury. "How dare you! What gives you the right to say such a thing to me?"
 
   "It’s the truth, Monica! Look at you. You’ve become so bitter. It’s like you have no joy left in life. You let him suck every last bit of it out of you."
 
   "We’re not talking about me!"
 
   "Aren’t we? Monica, I let go of the past a long time ago. Why can’t you?"
 
   "You don’t know what you’re talking about."
 
   "Really? Look at you! You’ve become so bitter, so wrapped up in what happened with Jon and what he did to you. You don’t enjoy life anymore. Not every man is like Jon. Can’t you see that?"
 
   Fury burned in Monica’s eyes. Fury and something else. Was Emily getting through to her? It was her fault. She should have seen this earlier, should have noticed how miserable her sister really was. Why hadn’t she seen it?
 
   No, that wasn’t true. Emily had seen it, even before JP came hurtling back into her life. It just hadn’t been as noticeable then, as clear. What did that say about her as a sister, that she let Monica’s misery spiral so far out of control without noticing? Without trying to help?
 
   "Do not turn this around and try to make it about me. This has nothing to do with me and everything to do with you. You and your fantasy world. Do you really think you can just pick right back up where you left off with that man? Pretend that nothing ever happened and you’ll live happily ever after?"
 
   "Monica, I’m not looking to pick up where we left off. I’m not even looking far into the future. I just want to enjoy what life has. Here, now. Why can’t you understand that?"
 
   "Because he’s going to hurt you again. He’s going to use you, then go on to the next woman. And the next and the next. He’s a player, Emily. Do you honestly think he cares about you at all?"
 
   Emily turned away, no longer able to look at her sister. At her pale face, at the accusation and bitterness in her eyes. And she had no idea what to say, not when Monica’s words were nothing more than a reflection of her own doubts and worries. How many times had those same words played over and over in her own mind?
 
   She wasn’t blind, wasn’t completely foolish. JP had a reputation, a well-deserved one if even half the stories were true. And she was only fooling herself if she said it didn’t worry her.
 
   But what she told Monica was the truth. She wasn’t looking into the future, not right now. And she wasn't living in the past, not any longer—not her past, not JP's past. Not their past. All she wanted was one day at a time. For right now, she was happy having JP in her life. She didn’t know what they had or what they were doing, she only knew that she enjoyed being with him—despite the painful history they shared.
 
   Or maybe because of it.
 
   She turned back to her sister, not surprised to see that Monica’s expression hadn’t changed. Bitter, hurt, angry. And Emily had no idea what to do about it, how to help her sister now that she could more clearly see what was going on.
 
   "Monica, I’m sorry. I know you mean well, but you can’t judge every man based on what happened with your ex. As for JP…I have no idea what’s going to happen. Tomorrow, next week, next year. I don’t know. What I do know is that for right now, I enjoy being with him. And that’s all I’m focused on: right now. Today." The words were calm, soft. Emily meant them to be reassuring, not confrontational.
 
   Yet Monica’s eyes narrowed to nothing more than slits, so narrow she could no longer see the dark blue of her sister’s eyes. Her hands curled into fists and she stepped closer to Emily, each breath an angry wheeze through her clenched jaw.
 
   "No. I don’t want you seeing him again. Not as long as you’re living in my house. Do you understand me?"
 
   Emily blinked, her mouth opening in shock at each clipped word. "You can’t be serious."
 
   "I’ve never been more serious. If you don’t have the sense to protect yourself, then I will."
 
   The floor shifted under Emily, the room spinning in crazy circles. No, that was nothing more than an illusion of what she should be feeling. Isn’t that what happened when people’s lives crashed around them?
 
   Maybe not, because the illusion was over, gone just as quickly as it had started. And instead of blinding panic, instead of paralyzing terror, Emily felt…calm. Peaceful. 
 
   She didn’t have time to examine the odd feelings and sensations, not now. She could do that later, when she was alone. Right now, there were other things she need to do.
 
   Emily looked at Monica, not really seeing her, and nodded. "Fine."
 
   "I knew you’d see it my way. Trust me, this is for your own—where are you going?"
 
   Emily stopped on the top step and glanced over her shoulder. "I’m going to pack."
 
   "Pack? Pack for what? What are you doing?"
 
   "I’m doing just what you told me to do, Monica." Emily ignored her sister’s shocked sputtering, ignored the look of terrified surprise on her face. 
 
   Maybe she was making the biggest mistake of her life, maybe not. But she couldn’t stay here, not right now. What surprised her even more was the realization that it had nothing to do with JP or with Monica’s ultimatum—and everything to do with herself. 
 
   She had been here for too long, had fallen into a pattern, a routine, that was no longer healthy. Not just for her, but for Monica as well. Maybe leaving would turn out to be a mistake. But for right now, it was what she needed to do.
 
   It would be even better if she had a place to stay.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   "You got ten minutes, Larocque."
 
   JP lowered the phone and shot a dirty look at Mat’s back, then moved closer to the corner, away from the flurry of noisy activity.
 
   "Ma chère, tell me again. What happened?"
 
   "Monica and I had an argument and I moved out."
 
   JP rested his forehead against the wall and closed his eyes as something heavy hit him in the chest. Disappointment. Sorrow. An overwhelming sense of regret. "Because of me, eh?"
 
   There was too much noise around him, enough to hide her sigh. But he knew it was there, could hear it in his mind, just a small breath of air. A little sad, maybe even a little impatient. "No, JP. It was because of a lot of things. And probably overdue."
 
   "Liar." He heard her laugh, soft and clear, and felt some of the tension, some of the worry leave him. "Where are you now?"
 
   She gave him the name of a mid-priced suite hotel. "It even includes breakfast each morning. All the comforts of home."
 
   "Emily—" Someone brushed by him, pushing him against the wall. He tossed a dirty look over his shoulder then righted himself. "Emily. You don’t need to stay at a hotel. You should go to my house."
 
   Silence. Not even a sigh. JP closed his eyes and called himself a fool. Where had that come from? He hadn’t been thinking, had just blurted out the offer. But now that he made it, he realized he wanted her to accept it. To say yes. 
 
   But she didn’t say anything so JP took a quick breath, forced a smile to his voice. "Think about it at least, eh? If you need—"
 
   "JP." Her voice was soft, too soft for him to decipher her tone, not with the noise blaring around him. He suddenly wished he was there with her so he could see her face. To be with her, hold her, reassure her.
 
   The thought blind-sided him, knocking the breath from him. No. He didn’t mean it that way. Certainly not.
 
   She said something else, her words so soft and the noise around him so chaotic that he missed it. But she only laughed when he asked her to repeat it and he couldn’t help but worry that maybe he had missed something. Something important. But his time was running short, he needed to end the call.
 
   He closed his eyes, the image of her soft hair and blue eyes immediately coming to mind. Full lips, with just a hint of a smile teasing the corners as she talked to him. JP took a deep breath and let it out slowly, grinding his teeth at his body’s reaction to just that small image.
 
   "We come home late tonight and have practice tomorrow. After that, I’m free all day. Want to meet after that?"
 
   "How about after work? Maybe an early dinner?"
 
   And dessert. Definitely dessert—all night. But he didn’t say that. "Sounds perfect. I, uh, I need to get going."
 
   "I know. Good luck tonight. I’ll be watching."
 
   "Good. Watch for something just for you when I score."
 
   "When?" Her clear laughter echoed in his ear, warming him more than it should. He smiled in response, even though she couldn’t see him. "Getting a little cocky, aren’t you?"
 
   "But of course, ma chère. And you love me for it, eh?"
 
   "JP—"
 
   "I need to go. I’ll see you tomorrow."
 
   JP stabbed his finger against the screen, ending the call. What the fuck was wrong with him? His heart still pounded in his chest, too strong, too heavy, too fast. 
 
   He didn’t know where the words had come from, hadn’t even realized he was going to say them until they were already out there. No, it wasn’t a declaration. Not even close. The words were nothing more than a light-hearted phrase, commonly used in everyday conversation. They meant nothing. Absolutely nothing.
 
   So why did her response bother him so much? She hadn’t laughed, hadn’t joked. There had been a pause there. Not a long one, but long enough for him to hear. And then his name, spoken in her soft voice, too quiet and too serious. Hesitant, like she wasn’t sure how to respond.
 
   He had meant the words as a joke. Hadn’t he? Of course he had. Nothing more than light-hearted banter. A commonly-used phrase. Certainly nothing else. 
 
   Surely she knew that. Didn’t she?
 
   But he had cut her off, ended the conversation before she could say anything. Or before he could say anything? 
 
   Fuck. He didn’t know, didn’t know if he wanted to know.
 
   "You okay?"
 
   JP tossed the phone into his bag then looked over at Randy. "Fine. Why?"
 
   "You look like you’re ready to hurl."
 
   "I’m fine." JP grabbed a roll of tape and his stick, intent on losing himself in the ritual. He need to clear his mind, focus on the game ahead.
 
   "Dude, what is wrong with you?"
 
   JP bit back a scathing comment when Mat lowered himself to the bench and began working on his own stick. He wanted peace right now. Time to be left alone, to get his mind where it needed to be.
 
   "Nothing is wrong."
 
   "You sure? You look pale. You’re not getting sick, are you?"
 
   "No, you idiot. Leave me alone."
 
   Randy laughed and took a seat on JP’s other side, completely ignoring his request to be left alone. He thought about moving, finding someplace quieter. But what good would it do? It wouldn’t—especially since there really wasn’t any place he could go to be left alone. Brad, their back-up goalie, had dibs on the only quiet room available right now, preparing for the game ahead since Alec was at the hospital, waiting on the imminent birth of his first child.
 
   No, JP was not going to allow his mind to go there. He shoved the thought, the regret, from his mind and focused on taping his stick, smoothing the edges, testing it.
 
   "Are you coming tomorrow night?"
 
   JP didn’t bother looking at Randy. "What’s tomorrow?"
 
   "We’re having a celebration gathering at The Maypole for Alec and AJ. You know, for the baby. You should bring Emily, finally introduce her to everyone."
 
   "I don’t know. Maybe."
 
   "No maybe. Bring her. It’ll be fun."
 
   JP tore off the strip of tape and tossed the roll down. Fun. Probably not. He wasn’t sure he wanted to introduce Emily to the team. Not yet. Not because introducing her was the same as announcing the seriousness of their relationship. Not because he didn’t want his teammates fawning over her, telling her stories, teasing him. 
 
   Well, mostly not. But to bring her to a gathering to celebrate a birth? No. He didn’t think he could do that. Not to either one of them. But he didn’t tell Randy that. He couldn’t, not without explaining. That wasn’t something he wanted to do. 
 
   "We’ll see."
 
   "Think about it. This is the team’s first baby, after all."
 
   Mat leaned forward, interrupting them. "I don’t know, Randy. I mean, dude, seriously? You really think they’re going to be there? What if the kid isn’t even born by then?"
 
   "Of course AJ won’t be there. Idiot. But Alec might stop by."
 
   JP didn’t bother to hide his grin or his skepticism. "You think he’s going to stop at your sister’s bar after having his first kid? That AJ would be cool with that? Really?"
 
   Randy shrugged, his smile letting JP know that he knew better. "Doesn’t matter, we can still celebrate without them. For now, anyway."
 
   Mat leaned forward again, his brows lowered in a frown as he looked from Randy to JP and back again. "Isn’t that kind of, I don’t know, pushing something? I mean, what if something happens? What if there’s complications and the baby doesn’t—"
 
   JP didn’t think, just shot off the bench and punched Mat in the shoulder, hard enough to send him flying backward. "Putain de salaud! Why would you say that? You don’t say something like that, put something like that out there! Merde. Mère de Dieu! What the fuck?"
 
   A hand tightened around his arm, the grip vice-tight, pulling him back. "Whoa, JP. What the hell?" 
 
   JP shrugged off Randy’s hand and stepped away, each breath a harsh gasp ripped from his chest, burning, aching. He shook his head, ran one hand through his hair. But his hand was shaking. Both of them. He folded his hands into fists, trying to hide the heavy tremors. Christ, even his legs were shaking. He needed to sit down but he couldn’t, couldn’t stay still long enough. He needed to move, to get out, get away.
 
   But Randy and Mat followed him into the shower room, both of them looking bewildered. And worried. He almost laughed but bit it back as he moved to the sink and splashed cold water on his face.
 
   "Dude, are you okay?"
 
   "Yeah. Fine." JP looked up, saw their reflections in the mirror in front of him, one on either side. Fuck. He didn’t need this now, not from either one of them. His eyes slid to the side and met Mat’s bewildered gaze in the reflection. "Really. I’m fine. Sorry about that. I didn’t mean—"
 
   "You’re full of shit. What’s going on?"
 
   "Nothing." JP racked his mind, searching for an excuse they would believe. He forced a smile as he moved away from the sink. "French superstition. That’s all. I overreacted, eh? No problem."
 
   Randy stepped in front of him, blocking his way. "That was more than overreaction. And definitely not superstition. What gives?" 
 
   "Nothing. I told you."
 
   "Yeah, that’s why your hands are shaking like that."
 
   "It’s nothing—"
 
   "Oh holy shit. You knocked her up, didn’t you?"
 
   JP froze, an expression of horror crossing his face at Mat’s exclamation. No. There was no way Mat could know. He hadn’t even been on the team back then, hadn’t even been drafted. How could he know? 
 
   He couldn’t know, of that JP was certain. And Mat wasn’t talking about five years ago. He was talking about now, nothing more than a crazy guess, a wild shot. And if JP didn’t do something, say something, that wild shot was going to bounce right off the pipes and slide into the back of the net without being stopped.
 
   "Herron, what the fuck?" Randy pushed against Mat, not hard, more like a shove of disbelief. JP tried to take advantage of the distraction and stepped to the side just as Randy turned to look at him.
 
   He saw the expression on Randy’s face, one of impatience and disbelief, like he was silently telling JP how insane Mat was for even saying such a thing. But Randy must have seen something in JP’s face because his expression changed. Slowly, just a bit at a time, until slow realization settled over him.
 
   "Not now. Before. Shit."
 
   JP leaned against the wall and closed his eyes, not knowing what to say. Deny it? No, he couldn’t do that, not now. Neither one of them would believe him. And he didn’t want to lie, not anymore. 
 
   A hand closed over his shoulder, brief but reassuring. "What happened?"
 
   JP opened his eyes and met Randy’s gaze, steady and unjudging. He glanced at Mat, saw his confusion, his concern. 
 
   "Putain." JP scrubbed his hands over his face then ran them back through his hair. "Emily miscarried when she was four months pregnant."
 
   Mat’s low whistle echoed off the tile in the sprawling room. "That sucks. What happened then?"
 
   "What happened? Christ. Nothing happened, Heron. We stopped seeing each other."
 
   "And now you’re back together? Really? Isn’t that, like, I don’t know. A little weird?"
 
   JP and Randy both turned to look at Mat, their expressions of disbelief identical. Randy shook his head and mumbled something under his breath, then pinched the bridge of his nose.
 
   "This is why you will always stay single, Herron. Haven’t you ever heard the phrase ‘the one who got away’?"
 
   "Well yeah but…wait. So you’re actually serious about this woman? Is that why you kept stalking her?"
 
   JP pushed past Mat, not willing to answer the questions. Hell, he had already said too much. He had never planned on telling anyone about what happened five years ago; he wasn’t sure why he just had. 
 
   And as far as Randy’s comment about ‘the one who got away’…yeah, he wasn’t even going to think about that one. He couldn’t. Not now. Maybe not ever. 
 
   Not after his conversation with Emily. Not after that stupid comment. 
 
   Randy and Mat walked past him, grabbing their gear and sticks. JP followed, deliberately moving slower, wanting to put distance between them. His ploy didn’t work because both men stopped to wait for him.
 
   "About tomorrow night. I still think you should stop by. Bring Emily. It’ll be fun."
 
   "Yeah. I’ll think about it." JP grabbed his stick and pushed past both of them. Sure, he’d think about it. 
 
   But his answer would be the same.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   JP paused on the sidewalk, his hand cupping Emily’s elbow through her dark coat. A few people stepped around them, tossing them impatient looks as they moved around them to reach the door. JP stepped to the side, pulling them out of the way.
 
   "Are you sure you’re okay with this?"
 
   She tilted her head to look up at him, the movement causing her hair to fall over her shoulder and spill down her back. The light above the doors colored the soft strands with a golden hue and cast her face with a soft glow. Right at that moment, he wanted to do nothing more than pull her into his arms and kiss her.
 
   No. To take her home then pull her into his arms. But he couldn’t do that, not right now. Against his better judgment he had asked Emily out tonight, leaving it up to her to decide if she wanted to come. Much to his surprise, she said yes.
 
   Although maybe ‘surprise’ was the wrong word. JP had a feeling he was more nervous than Emily and he wasn’t sure why.
 
   "JP, I’m fine."
 
   "Are you sure? I mean, there’s probably going to be talk about, you know…um, babies and—"
 
   Emily placed her fingers across his mouth, silencing him. Then she smiled, a soft and sweet smile that heated him deep inside. "JP, it’s okay. Really."
 
   Her eyes reflected the truth of her words, enough that the knot of apprehension in JP’s gut loosened, just a little. He grabbed her hand in his and dropped a kiss to her fingers then lowered their hands to his side. "About the guys. They, uh, they like to joke around and stuff. You shouldn’t listen to everything they say."
 
   "You’re nervous!"
 
   "What? No, of course not. Ne soyez pas ridicule."
 
   Emily laughed again and squeezed his hand. "Yes, you are. But don’t worry, I am too. A little. This is kind of like meeting your family, isn’t it?"
 
   Her words rang in his ears, clear and precise. And truer than she knew. JP hadn’t given it much thought, not in those exact terms, but Emily was right. His team was his family, in all the ways that counted. Introducing Emily to them was a big deal for him, a big step he hadn’t wanted to stop and think about. Part of him was secretly glad she understood that. The other part of him was anxious, apprehensive.
 
   Because it was a big deal, one he was afraid to acknowledge.
 
   Too late for that now.
 
   JP pulled Emily close and dropped a quick kiss to her mouth, feeling the warmth of her lips against his, the press of her body as she leaned into him. Then he took her hand and led her inside.
 
   The Maypole, as usual, was packed. It was still early enough for the after-work crowd, yet late enough for the dinner crowd. And more than a year later, the combination sports bar and restaurant was still successfully geared toward women—which made it a nice draw for men as well.
 
   JP ignored the crowd and led Emily to the back, where several tables were pushed together. At least half a dozen of his teammates were already there, most with their wives or girlfriends. The conversation was loud, filled with laughter, but it trailed off as JP approached. He swallowed back the storm of nerves in his gut and tightened his hold around Emily’s hand, pulling her closer as all eyes focused on them.
 
   "About time you showed up." Randy stood and pulled out a chair, motioning for Emily to have a seat. She looked over at JP, her expression questioning. At his nod, she shrugged out of her coat and took a seat. 
 
   JP moved behind her and dropped his hand on her shoulder, a show of reassurance, of possessiveness. His glance darted around at the curious faces watching him. "Everyone, this is Emily. Emily, this is everyone."
 
   Conversation started up again, more controlled this time, the volume a little lower as introductions were made. JP kept a close eye on Emily but she seemed comfortable, at ease. He let out his breath and allowed himself to relax, just a little.
 
   "Why are you so nervous?"
 
   "What? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not."
 
   "Yeah, okay. C’mon, you can help me carry more drinks over." JP followed Randy over to the bar, tossing an occasional glance over his shoulder. He stopped and groaned when Mat walked in and made his way over to the table, straight toward Emily. 
 
   JP turned to go back when Randy grabbed his arm. "Stop it. She’s fine. Mat isn’t going to say anything about, well, you know."
 
   "That’s not what I’m worried about."
 
   "Then what?"
 
   JP leaned an elbow against the bar and looked around. So many women. No, none that he knew, not here, not tonight at least. But that didn’t mean that he’d never run into one, that he’d never cross paths—
 
   "Then what, Larocque? What are you worried about?"
 
   JP looked back at Randy, fixing his friend with a steady gaze. "Does Alyssa know about your past?"
 
   "My past?" Randy arranged some bottles and glasses on two trays then faced JP. "You mean other women before her?"
 
   "Yeah. That."
 
   Randy tilted his head and scratched the back of his neck, a frown of discomfort contorting his face for several seconds. He reached for a beer and took a long swallow, then another. Randy placed the empty bottle against the bar with a loud thunk and a hollow laugh. "Yeah, okay. Is that what you’re worried about?"
 
   "I don’t know. Maybe. I mean…fuck."
 
   Randy shoved a beer into his hand then turned and looked back at the crowd at their table. "Alyssa’s not stupid. But she also doesn’t hold my past against me because she loves me. Faults and all. That’s why they call it love."
 
   JP didn’t say anything, just sipped the beer and looked over at Emily. She was leaning across the table, listening to something Ian’s wife, Kayli, was saying. She tilted her head back and laughed, the musical sound drifting over to him and wrapping him in unaccustomed warmth.
 
   JP rolled the bottle between his hands, the damp coolness spreading along his palms. He sighed then placed the bottle on the bar. "She moved out of her sister’s house. I think it was because of me."
 
   "She tell you that?"
 
   "Not exactly, non. But I know her sister doesn’t approve of me."
 
   "Have you talked to her about it?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Then you need to." Randy paused, studying JP with an intensity that made him uncomfortable. "Is she the one?"
 
   "The one?"
 
   "Yeah. And don’t play stupid because you know exactly what I mean. Is she the one? Or are you with her now because you’re feeling guilty about your past and everything that happened?"
 
   Guilty. Why did everything always seem to go back to that word? Did JP feel guilty? Of course he did. He wasn’t so callous, so unfeeling, that he was beyond feeling guilt. How could he not, when he thought about what Emily went through? Alone, because he hadn’t been there for her, hadn’t even tried to be there for her. When she had walked away that night, so long ago, he had convinced himself she didn’t need him, didn’t care. He should have gone after her. Should have put his own fear and pain behind him and chased after her, reassured her. Let her know he was there for her, that they'd get through it together.
 
   But he hadn't done any of that, just convinced himself she didn't want him. It was easier for him to think that than do anything about it.
 
   Easier for him to hide his own pain at the loss.
 
   Did he still feel guilty? Yes, dammit, he did.
 
   JP took a long swallow of beer then leaned against the bar, his eyes automatically seeking Emily. Her wide blue eyes, her soft smile, her gentle laugh. Looking at her, she seemed fragile, like she needed someone to take care of her. But she didn’t. She was stronger than that. Stronger than most other women he knew.
 
   And with a bigger heart. Too big, too caring. Emily had a way of looking at people, letting them know that she was listening, that she cared.
 
   Yes, he still felt guilty. But that wasn’t why he was with her, that wasn’t why he wanted her. JP rubbed his chest, pushing against the sudden ache forming just under his sternum, an ache that made each breath burn in his lungs.
 
   "Dieu m'aider." He needed Emily. It was as simple and as terrifying as that.
 
   Randy pushed against his shoulder and laughed, a not-quite-humorous sound that told JP his friend knew exactly what had just happened. "Talk to her, JP. And do yourself a favor. Don’t wait too long to tell her."
 
   Randy grabbed one tray and walked back to the table, leaving JP standing there, unable to move. Tell her, Randy had said. But tell her what? 
 
   Tell her how he felt.
 
   He couldn’t. Not here, not now. No, if he was going to bare his soul, he wanted it to be someplace special. He wanted the moment to be special. Romantic.
 
   Fuck. What did he know about romance? Nothing. And he couldn’t tell her now, anyway. Not until things were settled between her and her sister. He didn’t want Emily to think he was trying to take advantage of the rift with her sister.
 
   Not that that made any sense, not in a way he could explain. He just knew it was important to Emily. And to him. So yeah, he’d have to fix that. Somehow.
 
   JP finished the beer and slammed the bottle down, wincing at the loud thunk the glass made against the polished wood. He’d figure things out later. Right now, he just wanted to spend the evening with Emily, to show her off.
 
   He went back to the table, dragging an empty chair with him, then wedged himself between Emily and Mat. He gave Mat a dirty look then wrapped his arm around Emily’s shoulder, pulling her close.
 
   "Having fun?"
 
   She tilted her head back to look at him, laughter shining in her eyes. "Yes, actually, I am."
 
   "Good." He pressed his mouth to hers for a quick kiss then settled himself more comfortably in the chair and propped his right ankle on his left knee. Conversation continued around them, with a few of his teammates shooting knowing looks his way. JP narrowed his eyes, silently daring them to say something. The look only caused a few of them to laugh, which made JP frown even more.
 
   Time drifted around them, filled with laughter, food, and teasing conversation. Emily reached for another glass of wine, her smile bright, her face flushed. JP caught the glass before she could reach it and nudged it out of her way, then leaned down to whisper in her ear.
 
   "Are you sure you’re okay to drink that? You don’t usually drink quite so much. I don’t want to carry you home." 
 
   "Oh. You’re probably right." Emily offered him a smile then leaned in and kissed him. Not a quick, chaste kiss. No, this was a full, deep, coaxing kiss that sent his blood rushing south. It didn’t help that Emily ran her hand up his leg, her touch searing the skin beneath the denim of his jeans. Her hand drifted higher, the tips of her fingers dangerously close to his semi-hard cock. JP grabbed her hand and pulled it away, his stomach knotted with anticipation at the heated look in her eyes.
 
   "Maybe you should carry me home anyway." 
 
   Her voice was a throaty whisper, her breath hot against his throat. Everything in JP tightened and all thought fled his mind. All thought except one: getting Emily home. Alone. Now.
 
   JP yanked the wallet from his back pocket and tossed some bills on the table, then stood so fast he nearly toppled the chair. He pulled Emily to her feet, pressing a quick kiss against her mouth, then shot a vague look around the table.
 
   "We need to get going. You guys have fun."
 
   He ignored the knowing looks and laughter that followed them out the door, caring only about Emily. About the invitation in her soft eyes and the promise in her expression as she gazed up at him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Hard flesh warmed under her touch, vibrant, alive. Responsive. Every touch, every kiss and nip of her teeth elicited a response from the man under her. A sharp intake of breath, a hoarse moan. Thrilling, exciting. Powerful.
 
   Emily dragged the tips of her fingers along JP’s chest, her touch feather-light as she outlined the hard peaks of his flat nipples. His hands fisted at his sides but he didn’t move. Wouldn’t move, because she stopped each time he did.
 
   She slid down his body, watching his skin pebble under her touch as her fingers skimmed the hard muscles of his defined abs. A soft line of hair trailed from his stomach and she traced it with the tip of her index finger. Down, lower, until she circled the broad base of his erection. JP groaned, his hips thrusting as she ran her fingers along his hard length, up to the bead of moisture gathering at the smooth tip. She bent her head, her tongue darting out, tasting.
 
   His cock jumped at her touch and she smiled, looked up at him. JP’s eyes were closed, his head thrown back against the soft pillows, his jaw clenched as she teased him. She heard the hiss of his breathing, watched the rise and fall of his chest with each ragged breath. 
 
   Emily bent closer, teasing the sensitive skin of his inner thighs with her lips and tongue. The ends of her hair dragged over his flesh, teasing him, tempting him. He had told her once, long ago, how much he loved the feel of her hair against his skin. From the tension humming through him, that hadn’t changed.
 
   Emily smiled again, reveling in each response, each groan, each ragged breath as she kissed her way down his body. Her nails skimmed his skin, hard then soft. Hard again. She shifted onto her knees and reversed direction, now kissing her way back up his other leg, her fingers kneading hard muscle and firm flesh.
 
   Until she reached her target.
 
   She leaned down and took him into her mouth, heard the swift intake of his breath as she sucked, licked. Back and forth, deeper, tasting. His body bucked against her, driving him deeper into her mouth. 
 
   "Emilie." Her name was a hoarse growl, nearly lost in the sounds of their breathing. Hands clasped around her head, twisted into her hair. Stopping her? Holding her in place?
 
   She didn’t care, just kept sucking, her tongue swirling around the smooth tip, stroking, nipping. His hips thrust again, harder. Emily dug her hands into his thighs, feeling thick muscles clench under her touch as he tried to move. 
 
   Whispered French, too soft and fast for her to understand, wrapped around her. She was caught up in his frenzy, on the edge of losing control herself as she sucked, harder, deeper, wanting to feel him lose control. Needing him to lose control. To take him, to taste him.
 
   His fingers tangled in her hair, tightening, as his body tensed. His hips thrust once, twice. A hoarse growl echoed around her as he lost himself, as he lost control. Yet she didn’t stop, couldn’t, not until his hands closed over her arms and he dragged her up his body.
 
   His dark eyes met hers, something flashing in their depths before he claimed her mouth in a searing kiss that left her breathless. But she wasn’t the only one; she could feel the rise and fall of his own chest beneath her, hear the heavy pull of air as he tried to catch his own breath.
 
   "Ma chère. Mon Amour. Christ." He traced her lower lip with the tip of one finger then smiled, a sweet soft smile unlike any she had ever seen from him before. "I think you are trying to kill me."
 
   Emily gave him a soft smile in return then lowered her head to his chest, sighing as his arms closed around her. A few minutes went by before he shifted, rolling to his side so they were facing each other. He leaned down and grabbed the blankets, pulling them up so they were both covered. Then he propped his head in his hand and watched her. Just watched her, the expression in his dark eyes nearly unreadable.
 
   Emily brushed the hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ears. She tried to meet his gaze, tried to figure out what he was thinking. But his gaze was too intense, too piercing, and she looked away.
 
   "What are you thinking, mon coeur?"
 
   She ran a finger down his chest, the heat of his skin warming her, and shrugged. "I was just wondering…"
 
   "Wondering what?"
 
   Emily took a deep breath and glanced up at him, suddenly shy. But the wine from earlier fortified her, gave her courage to ask the question she would have never given voice to otherwise. "Do you think we’d still be together? If things had been…different…five years ago."
 
   The silence that greeted the question was absolute, the air around them still, heavy. Emily bit down on her lower lip and wished she could take it back. Why had she asked such a stupid thing? Why had she put him on the spot like that? She blinked, ready to apologize, when she was suddenly rolled to her back, the heavy weight of JP’s body pinning her to the bed. His hands cupped her face, his thumb gently rubbing her lower lip as he stared at her. His eyes were dark, deep, intense.
 
   "I never forgot you, mon coeur. Never." His mouth dropped to hers, the kiss warm, gentle. "I can’t answer the question because I don’t know. I only know what I hope. Here, in my heart."
 
   He shifted, grabbed her hand and brought it to the center of his chest. His heart thudded beneath her palm, steady, hard. She looked up at him, met his gaze, felt her own heart beat in response. "I wonder if maybe things happened because we weren’t ready. No, because I wasn’t ready. My Emilie…I don’t know what would have happened five years ago. But I know what I want to happen now."
 
   He kissed her again, deeper, more intense, possessing and claiming. He shifted against her, the tip of his erection probing, sliding, teasing. Emily moved her legs and tilted her hips, inviting him. But he didn’t move, held himself still over her, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that seared her.
 
   That scared her.
 
   "Jean-Pierre—"
 
   "I love you, Emilie."
 
   Before she could react, before she could respond, he plunged into her. Her head fell back as air rushed from her lungs, as her legs wrapped around his waist and held him to her. 
 
   His thrusts were strong, hard, fast. Over and over, dragging her to the edge before she could completely comprehend what was happening. She grabbed his shoulders, her nails biting into his flesh, looking for something to hold onto, looking for an anchor to steady her in the sudden onslaught.
 
   Sensation washed over her, wave after wave, ripping her apart, pulling her under. She screamed his name, felt his arms tighten around her, holding her, keeping her safe.
 
   Over and over, each wave stronger as he dove into her, faster, harder, deeper. Until they were no longer two people, but each an extension of the other. And still it didn’t stop, not until JP plunged into her one last time, her name ripped from his chest as his climax exploded deep inside her. 
 
   He collapsed on top of her, each harsh breath hot against the skin of her neck, her name a faint whisper in her ear. She turned her head, pressed her lips against his damp brow, closed her eyes.
 
   "I love you, too, Jean-Pierre."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   JP stepped into the kitchen then stopped, resting his shoulder against the doorframe. Warm scents filled the open area: fresh roasted coffee, eggs, bacon. He closed his eyes and breathed in then opened his eyes again. A smile stretched his lips as his gaze landed on the one sight guaranteed to stir his hunger like no food ever could.
 
   Emily was standing at the stove, her back to him, using tongs to pull thick strips of bacon from a frying pan and place them on a towel-lined plate. She was wearing one of his long-sleeved t-shirts, the material covering her almost to her knees. He drank in the sight of her, from the sleep-tousled length of her wavy hair to the toes of her bare feet, back to the firm swell of her ass, molded so deliciously by the cotton material of his shirt.
 
   Her bare ass, because her clothes were still resting in a haphazard pile on the floor of his bedroom, tangled with his own.
 
   "Are you going to stand there and stare all morning, or are you going to eat?" She looked over her shoulder at him, her smile bright, still a little sleepy. He swallowed as blood rushed south, then groaned when he realized it was hopeless. 
 
   There wasn’t a damn thing he could do about his growing hard-on. At least, not yet.
 
   "Depends on what’s on the menu."
 
   Emily placed the last of the bacon on the plate then turned and leaned against the counter, her eyes slowly raking the front of him before stopping at his crotch. She lifted her gaze to his and gave him another smile, this one more teasing. 
 
   "Breakfast. You have practice, and I need to go apartment hunting."
 
   JP’s mood dimmed. He pushed away from the doorframe and moved to the counter, scooping eggs and bacon and toast onto his plate. Emily handed him a mug of coffee then took her own plate and mug over to the center island and settled onto a stool. JP sat across from her. But instead of digging into the breakfast, he propped his elbows on the counter and just watched her.
 
   "Don’t you work today?"
 
   "I took the day off. They know I’m looking for a new place, so it’s not a big deal. Besides, I’ll work on some stuff later tonight from home. I mean, the hotel."
 
   "Yeah. About that." JP took a hefty swig of coffee then put the cup down. "You don’t need to stay at the hotel or look for an apartment. You can stay here."
 
   "You mean move in with you."
 
   "Well, yeah."
 
   Emily stabbed at a small pile of scrambled egg with her fork but didn’t take a bite. She finally put the fork down then looked over at him, her blue eyes dark and thoughtful. Then she gave him a small smile and shook her head.
 
   "No."
 
   "No?" JP repeated the word, just in case he heard wrong. He must have heard wrong. "Why not?"
 
   "Because it’s too soon, JP."
 
   "Too soon? But—what about last night?"
 
   "What about it?"
 
   "You know. When I told you—" He paused, forced himself to swallow and take a deep breath. Why was it so much harder to say in the light of day? With Emily sitting across from him, watching him with that teasing smile? Imbécile! It shouldn’t be harder. 
 
   He took another deep breath, ignoring the heavy beat of his pulse, and met her eyes with his own steady gaze. "I love you, Emilie."
 
   The expression in her eyes softened and her smile broadened, lighting her whole face with a soft glow. "I love you, too. But I’m not moving in."
 
   JP blinked, not sure he heard her correctly. But no, he did. He watched her eat for a minute, not sure what else to say, then muttered a string of French cursing beneath his breath as he attacked his eggs with the fork. Her laughter stopped him mid-stab and he looked up, not bothering to hide his frown.
 
   "Why is it that I have no trouble understanding the swear words, even after all this time?"
 
   JP looked away, surprised to feel his face heat in embarrassment. He mumbled an apology then sat there, staring at his food. It made no sense. Why wouldn’t she move in with him? 
 
   Her hand closed over his, squeezing, and he finally looked up at her. "It’s too soon, JP. We haven’t been together long enough to move in together. We still need to get to know each other again, to figure out what we want."
 
   "I know what I want." JP cringed at the pouting tone in his voice, knowing he sounded like a spoiled child. He sighed, ignoring Emily’s small laugh, and thought of another argument he could use. "What if you’re pregnant?"
 
   "I’m not pregnant, JP."
 
   "Last night, we didn’t use anything. You could be—"
 
   "JP." She leaned across the counter and squeezed his hand again, giving him a small smile that let him know she knew exactly what he was doing. "The timing’s wrong. I’m not pregnant. And even if I was…we didn’t live together before, did we?"
 
   "That was before. This is different." He didn’t know how it was different, only that it was. He wanted her with him. To fall asleep in her arms at night and to wake in her arms in the morning. Didn’t she understand that?
 
   Maybe she did, if the expression in her eyes was any indication. But she didn’t say anything, just squeezed his hand once more and gave him a small smile.
 
   "There are other things I need to figure out, other things I need to take care of first."
 
   "Like what?"
 
   "Like my sister." Emily looked away, but not before he saw the sadness creep into her eyes. Guilt swept through him, its weight heavy and accusing in his chest. How selfish was he, that he could so quickly forget? He took a deep breath, trying to dislodge the knot in his stomach. 
 
   "It was because of me, eh? The reason you moved out?"
 
   "JP—"
 
   "Tell me. Please."
 
   Emily toyed with her fork, spinning it back and forth for a few minutes as she stared at it. She finally took a deep breath and let it out, slow, steady. "It’s not just because of you, JP. I told you the other night there were other things going on."
 
   "Yes, but it would not have happened without me. True?"
 
   "JP, it’s not that simple. It’s—Monica's marriage was…it wasn't a good one. And the divorce really messed up Monica. It doesn’t help that her ex is a total waste. But she changed. She…I don’t know. She’s harder, maybe a little bitter. And she doesn’t trust anyone."
 
   "Especially me?"
 
   Emily looked up at him, her eyes sad. "Men, JP. She doesn’t trust men. She thinks they’re all like her ex. And yeah, I don’t think it helps that you and I—that we—have a history. But it’s not just you. Please don’t think that."
 
   JP nodded, not sure what else to say. But the guilt stayed with him, all through breakfast, even as he cleaned up while Emily showered. And it was still with him when he took her back to the ridiculous hotel. At least he was able to talk Emily into agreeing not to rush into getting an apartment. At least, not yet. He knew she wasn’t happy, that she suspected of him trying something. But she didn’t question him, just silently nodded her agreement before going up to her room.
 
   At least she trusted him that much, he thought. Which was a good thing, because while he wanted to do something, he didn’t have any idea what he could do.
 
   Not until after practice, as he was showering and getting ready to head home. And even as the idea came to him, he tried dismissing it. It was a bad idea. An idea that could completely backfire on him and only make things worse.
 
   But he didn’t know what else to do, only knew he had to try something. 
 
   And he hoped like hell that it didn’t blow up in his face when he tried.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   The rink was cold and dim, part of it shrouded in shadows because only half the lights were lit. Déjà vu crept through him as he stepped closer to the ice and he wondered once more why the hell they couldn’t use all the lights at these practices.
 
   But he wasn’t here for the lights. He wasn’t even here for practice. At least, not in that sense. He looked around the rink, searching for one familiar face. Was she even here? JP realized she might not be. Emily was back at her hotel room, working. No, pretending to work. It was Thursday. Normally she’d be at practice with Taylor. But not tonight. Tonight, Taylor’s mother was taking her to practice.
 
   At least, that’s what Emily said. JP realized it might not be true, that maybe her sister only told her that but had every intention of keeping Taylor home instead. He hoped not, hoped he wasn’t the cause of yet another disappointment.
 
   His eyes scanned the different faces in the crowd, searching for a young girl with light brown hair and a toothless smile. There, over by the bench, struggling to get her skate on. A woman was bent down, trying to help. Even from where he was standing, JP could see the rigid set to the woman’s shoulders, see the frustration in her stiff posture. And Taylor wasn’t smiling. In fact, Taylor looked miserable, like she didn’t even want to be there.
 
   JP took a deep breath and jammed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. Hoping he looked nonchalant, like he just happened to be there for no reason, he strolled over, a forced smile on his face.
 
   "Hey, ma lutine. I did not expect to see you here."
 
   Taylor turned toward him, her toothless smile lighting her face. "John Peer! What are you doing here? Is Aunt Emily with you?"
 
   Fuck. He hadn’t thought about that. Hadn’t stop to consider that maybe Taylor would expect Emily to be with him. He paused, not quite sure what to say, not when the woman bent over Taylor’s skate turned and leveled a look of cold hostility at him. 
 
   JP smiled again, hoping Taylor wouldn’t see how forced it was, and reached out to ruffle her hair. "No, I’m afraid not, squirt. She’s working. But she told me to tell you she says hi."
 
   Not a complete lie, since he was sure Emily would have told him such a thing—if she knew he was going to be here.
 
   Taylor’s smile faltered, her small shoulders sagging in disappointment. Her mother didn’t say anything, just kept looking at him with that angry expression as she fought with the laces of Taylor’s skate. JP shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then ran a hand through his hair. 
 
   Now what?
 
   "Still having trouble with that skate, I see. Need a hand?"
 
   Taylor nodded and swung her foot toward him, earning a look of displeasure from her mother. JP ignored it and bent down, his fingers making quick work of loosening the laces so she could get her foot in all the way. He pulled the laces tight, wrapping the excess around the top of the boot and tying them before tucking the ends in. He double-checked the laces of her other skate then patted her on the shoulder. "There, all set."
 
   "Thanks John Peer." Taylor jumped from the bench and gave him a quick hug, then grabbed her stick and headed for the ice. JP stood there, his hands by his side, fighting the urge to fidget as Taylor’s mom stared at him.
 
   She looked like an older version of Emily. Shorter hair, a little darker. Her eyes were the same shape but the color was different, the blue reminding him of stormy seas. Her face was sharper and there was an edge to her that let him know she rarely smiled. Her lips compressed in a tight line as she crossed her arms in front of her and watched him with narrowed eyes.
 
   JP shifted, uncomfortable under her cold scrutiny.  They had been introduced once before, but the introduction had been hurried, too short. Maybe a formal one would set the woman at ease. Or at least lessen her frown. He thought about extending his hand then reconsidered. "I’m Jean-Pierre Larocque."
 
   "I know who you are."
 
   JP nodded, not sure what to say. His gaze moved to the players on the ice and he stood there for a few minutes, watching. "Your daughter is very talented."
 
   The woman didn’t say anything, didn’t even look over at the ice. A long minute went by before she spoke, her voice as chilled as the air in the rink. "Why are you here?"
 
   "I came to talk about your sister. About Emily."
 
   "Tired of her already?"
 
   "Excuse me?" JP actually took a step back, her words a verbal punch. He jammed his hands into his pockets and narrowed his eyes. Her face paled, just a little, enough to assure him that she realized he didn’t appreciate her words. "I came to apologize for coming between you and Emily. That was not my intention."
 
   "Really?" Her cool gaze drifted over him, from his face to his shoes and back up again. She shrugged and looked away. "She made her choice."
 
   "It wasn’t a choice she should have had to make. You’re her sister. Do you really feel that way?"
 
   "She was the one who moved out. Now if you’ll excuse me—"
 
   JP didn’t think, just reached out to grab her arm. He didn’t expect her to shrink away, didn’t expect the look of fear that crossed her face, almost too fast to see. But he did see, and felt nausea well in his gut. He dropped her arm and stepped back, swallowing the bitter acid that worked its way into his mouth. He ran a hand through his hair, swallowed again. "I’m sorry. I didn’t realize—"
 
   Monica shook her head, her arms wrapped protectively around her middle, her lips pressed more tightly together. But she didn’t say anything, barely even acknowledged him.
 
   JP blinked and looked out at the ice, something close to horror filling him. Just that small movement, that brief glance, was enough to tell him…too much. "I’m not your ex-husband. I would never hurt Emily."
 
   "But you did. Five years ago. You weren’t there, you didn’t see what she went through. I was. I was the one who was with her when she miscarried, the one who held her when she cried after losing it."
 
   Anger, swift and biting, shot through him. How could she be so cold? So unfeeling? "Not it. Her. Gabriella Jeane Larocque. She was my daughter, our daughter, not an ‘it’."
 
   "You think I should be impressed you know her name? Well, I’m not, Mr. Larocque. So take your empty words and leave. I’ll be here to pick up the pieces when you break Emily’s heart. Again."
 
   "I’m not going anywhere."
 
   "Aren’t you?" She raked him with that cold stare again, her eyes flat, emotionless. "It’s just a matter of time. It always is."
 
   "You can’t judge everyone based on your own experience."
 
   "Is that what you think I’m doing?" She laughed, the sound harsh and brittle. "I’m not. I’m judging you on your past actions."
 
   "I love Emily. I’m not going anywhere."
 
   "I’m sorry, but I don’t believe you. I know about you. About your reputation, about all the women you’ve been with. You’re a player, Mr. Larocque. I tried telling Emily that but she’s too naïve to believe me. So I’ll do what I do best, and let her make her mistakes, then help her pick up the pieces of her life. Again."
 
   JP watched her for a long minute, then gazed out at the ice. Emotions warred inside him. Guilt, again. Anger. Fear. He closed his eyes, shutting out the sounds around him. Was she right? Would he hurt Emily again?
 
   An image formed in his mind, of Emily’s smile, of her deep blue eyes pulling him in, reassuring him. The sound of her laughter filled his ears, clear and pure. His heart raced in his chest as warmth spread throughout him, calming, peaceful. He shook his head and opened his eyes, then faced her sister once more.
 
   "You’re wrong. I’ve made mistakes in the past. We all have. But I love Emily. She’s the better half of me. And I will never do anything to hurt her. I’m sorry you don’t believe that." JP stepped past her, tempted to keep walking. But he stopped. He had come here for another reason, he couldn’t leave until he was done. 
 
   Thinking he’d probably regret it, he turned back to Monica, surprised at the glimpse of emotion he saw on her face before she dropped that cold mask back in place. He pulled out the small card from his back pocket and dropped it on top of Taylor’s gear bag. "We’re having a get-together at my house on Christmas Eve. Seven o’clock. Nothing fancy. You and Taylor are both invited. I know Emily would love for both of you to be there. Especially Taylor. She misses her niece."
 
   JP didn’t wait for her response, knowing he wouldn’t get one. He had done what he came here to do and had learned too much in the process. He turned and walked out, feeling the burn of stormy gray eyes in the middle of his back long after he pushed through the doors.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    
 
   JP propped both elbows on the bar and stared into the glass in front of him. He barely had two sips of it in the hour he was here, and couldn’t remember why he had even ordered it.
 
   Oh, wait. He hadn’t ordered it. 
 
   "So are you going to talk, or just sit there and brood some more?"
 
   "Hm?" 
 
   "Oh for shit’s sake. Give me that." Randy reached in front of him and grabbed the glass, pulling it toward him.
 
   "Hey. If he’s not going to drink it, I will." Mat leaned across JP, reaching for the glass. JP shoved, pushing Mat back onto his stool before the beer ended up in his lap. And wouldn’t that be the perfect ending to this night?
 
   "Here, take it. I’m not going to argue over warm beer, especially not when I can just go around the bar and pour a fresh one."
 
   "Dude, isn’t that like drinking the profits or something? You shouldn’t be doing that."
 
   "For fuck’s sake, Herron. Stop with the ‘dude’. Dude this, dude that. You sound like an idiot."
 
   "What the hell?"
 
   "Would you two knock it the fuck off? I don’t even know why I came here." JP pushed away from the bar, ready to slide off his stool and leave. Coming here had been a stupid idea. He didn’t want to be here, not when he could just as easily meet Emily had her hotel.
 
   That stupid, damn hotel. He still didn’t understand why she insisted on staying there, not when she could be staying with him. At least she had agreed to hold-off on the apartment hunting. For now. But even JP knew that was only temporary, because hotels cost money. Each night. Why should Emily spend that kind of money when she could be in her own apartment?
 
   Or living with him.
 
   Randy grabbed his arm, holding him in place before he could slide from the stool. "So what is wrong with you, Larocque?"
 
   "Emily moved out of her sister’s place because of me."
 
   Randy shifted, his glance sliding to Mat before resting on JP again. "Okay, yeah. You kind of figured that out already though, right? Because you said as much last night."
 
   "Yeah. Maybe. I guess. I didn’t know for sure until tonight, though. I went to see her sister."
 
   Mat let loose a low whistle, a sound that only succeeded in grating on JP’s already stretched nerves. "Dude—sorry. I mean, why did you do that?"
 
   "Because Emily is miserable and misses her sister and her niece and I thought, well, I thought it would help if I talked to her."
 
   "Yeah? How’d that work out?" 
 
   JP looked over at Randy and wanted to smack the disbelieving look off his smug face. He grabbed the glass of beer instead and took a long swallow, grimacing at the bitterness of the room temperature brew.
 
   "She hates me. She thinks I’m going to break Emily’s heart. Again."
 
   "So that sucks." Mat pulled the bowl of mixed nuts closer to him and reached in, grabbing a handful. JP knocked his hand away, scattering the nuts across the bar. "What was that for?"
 
   "For being a connard, eh?"
 
   "Christ. Like it’s my fault she doesn’t like you?"
 
   "Mat, just shut up." Randy tossed a few napkins at him then turned back to JP. "So what’d you do?"
 
   "I told her I wasn’t like her ex and that I loved Emily."
 
   "Dude, you actually told her that? That you loved her sister?"
 
   Randy reached around JP and smacked Mat upside the head with the palm of his hand. He didn’t wait for Mat to respond, just turned back to JP and studied him, his gaze hooded, cautious. "What does the ex have to do with anything?"
 
   "Her sister thinks all men are like her ex. And—" JP took a deep breath, paused, downed another swallow of the beer. "I think he used to hit her."
 
   "What the fuck?" The twin expressions of disbelief echoed around him in stereo, muttered by both men at the same time. JP nodded and looked down at the glass in his hand, remembering the brief expression of horror and fear that had crossed Monica’s face when he grabbed her arm. His hand tightened around the glass, imagining it was the throat of the nameless, faceless ex. 
 
   All three of them were quiet for several long minutes, not knowing what to say. There was no doubt in JP’s mind that his two teammates were thinking the same thing he was, though. As rough as they could get on the ice, as rough as they could joke around, you didn’t hit a woman. Period.
 
   "I take it he hasn’t been around for a while?"
 
   JP drained the glass and shook his head. "At least a couple of years, from what I understand. I don’t know much about the whole situation and didn’t think it was a good time to ask."
 
   "A good thing, then."
 
   "Yeah, I guess."
 
   "So did you get anything settled with her sister?"
 
   "No. Pretty sure she still hates me."
 
   "That sucks." 
 
   JP looked over at Mat, his brows raised in surprise at the stupidity of the comment. "You think?"
 
   "So now what?"
 
   "So now…I’m having a party on Christmas Eve."
 
   "What?" Mat’s confusion was clear in both his voice and his expression. Randy didn’t do much better in hiding his own confusion.
 
   "And the party at my place is now—?"
 
   "Uh, cancelled. I guess."
 
   "Hey, no problem. Less work for me. I just don’t understand how moving the party to your place is going to help with anything."
 
   "I kind of invited Emily’s sister. You know, holidays and families and all that shit. I thought she might agree to come if it was at my place."
 
   "Did she?"
 
   "Well, no. But that doesn’t mean she won’t."
 
   "Doesn’t mean she will. Do yourself a favor: don’t tell Emily. You don’t want to disappoint her in case she doesn’t show."
 
   "I know." JP ran both hands through his hair then hung his head. Had he only succeeded in making things worse by going to see Emily’s sister? Not that they could really be worse. But what if he had? "Shit. What the hell did I just do?"
 
   "What do you mean?" The question came from Mat, who was again reaching for the bowl of mixed nuts.
 
   "If I’m having everything at my place, I need to decorate."
 
   "Seriously? You haven’t decorated for Christmas yet?"
 
   "No. I never do. Why bother, when it’s just me? Wait, let me guess. You do."
 
   Mat looked up, his gaze drifting between JP and Randy. He tossed a handful of nuts into his mouth and chewed, then shrugged. "Of course I do. It’s Christmas. You have to decorate at Christmas."
 
   JP opened his mouth to say something but couldn’t think of a retort strong enough so he just shook his head. Again. He slid off the stool and looked at Randy. "Can you let everyone know about the change?"
 
   "Yeah, no problem."
 
   "And you need to tell the single guys who are coming: no bimbos, no puck bunnies. They need to bring respectable dates or come solo."
 
   Randy laughed and pointed at Mat. "Guess that means you’re coming solo, huh?"
 
   "What? I can find a respectable date."
 
   "Yeah, sure you can."
 
   "Hey, what’s the supposed to mean?"
 
   Randy ignored him and looked over at JP. "Where are you off to?"
 
   "To go see Emily, see if I can convince her to move out of that damn hotel."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Numbers blurred together on the screen, columns and rows repeating one after the other, morphing into one giant mess until Emily couldn’t even tell what she was looking at. 
 
   Not a good thing, considering she was the one who had created the report.
 
   She tossed the pen onto her notebook and pushed both to the edge of the desk before closing the laptop lid. The chair squeaked when she moved—which meant it squeaked a lot. This wasn’t her desk, her chair, her home office. And she missed the large monitor of her desktop computer. Her laptop was a newer and larger model, but still didn’t compare to her desktop, not when she was working with all the different reports and spreadsheets she needed.
 
   Which probably explained the headache building behind her eyes.
 
   Emily sighed and pushed away from the desk, wincing at the chair’s squeak when she stood. She walked the three feet to the tiny kitchenette and leaned down to open the small refrigerator. Water, water, and more water. And a pint of half-and-half for her morning coffee. Yeah, all the comforts of home.
 
   She pulled out a bottle of water and twisted off the cap, leaning against the small counter as she drank. What was she doing here? It was after ten o’clock on a Thursday night. Normally, she’d just be settling in after getting home from Taylor’s hockey practice. 
 
   Sadness flowed through her. She hadn’t seen her niece in over a week, hadn’t talked to her sister in that same time. Emily missed the routine. Missed her niece, missed the normally uneventful flow of her life. Instead of being home, she was here, in a generic, sterile hotel room.
 
   Except home wasn’t home. Not anymore. Maybe not for a long time. She couldn’t go back. Yes, she knew she could talk to Monica, reach something resembling a truce. But she couldn't be comfortable there, not any longer, not when she knew it was only a matter of time before there was another argument with her sister.
 
   If not about JP, then about something else. Emily hadn’t wanted to admit that before. She didn’t have any choice but to admit it now, not when the rift between the two of them was so wide. 
 
   That didn’t stop her from missing Monica, from missing the relationship she used to have with her sister. When had things changed? When JP came back into the picture? No, before that. Long before that. They had drifted apart, lost touch as sisters despite living together. Emily was wrapped up in work and taking care of Taylor, making sure her niece was happy and secure. And Monica was too wrapped up in her own work, worried about the future while fighting the demons of her own past.
 
   Would it help if Emily called her? Not yet. It was too soon, for both of them. Maybe in a few weeks.
 
   She couldn’t go home. Not yet, maybe not ever. And she certainly couldn’t stay here, not for much longer. An extended-stay hotel might be a little cheaper than a regular hotel, but it still added up. Which meant she needed to look for an apartment, not something she especially looked forward to with the holidays coming up.
 
   And there was another cheery thought. Christmas was in two weeks. The way things were going, Emily would probably be alone, without her family, for the holiday. 
 
   She blew out a deep breath then capped the water bottle and put it back in the mini-fridge. Brooding wasn’t helping anything, especially not her mood. It would be better to lose herself in work for right now, get her mind off everything else that seemed to be pulling her in a hundred different directions.
 
   The soft knock at the door startled her, but only for a second. She walked over and looked through the small peephole, knowing beforehand who she would see. Despite her somber mood, a small smile came to her face when she opened the door and saw JP standing in the hall, his leather jacket open over a soft thermal Henley the color of charcoal, his hands shoved into the back pockets of his faded jeans.
 
   Would she ever get used to the heat in his eyes when he looked at her? God, she hoped not. She loved him. Despite everything that had happened between them—or maybe because of it—she loved him. 
 
   "Hey."
 
   "Hey." His gaze traveled over the length of her body, igniting sparks of excitement and tingles of awareness everywhere he looked. His eyes darkened, the brown turning warm, smoky, when he finally met her gaze. "Are you going to make me stand out here all night?"
 
   Emily leaned against the doorframe and looked up, her lips pursed as if she was thinking. "I don’t know. Maybe—"
 
   JP grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to him, claiming her mouth in a hot kiss that melted her inside and out. Her hands closed over his shoulders, her fingers digging into the soft leather that still held some of the chill of the dark night outside. His tongue swept into her mouth, teasing, possessing, and a soft little groan escaped from her on a sigh as she leaned into him.
 
   Somewhere in the distance she heard the ding of the elevator, the hushed voices and muted laughter of other guests as they walked along the carpeted hallway. JP pulled away with a groan, heat flaring in his eyes as he guided her into the room and closed the door behind them.
 
   He ran one hand through her hair, his fingers spreading the strands, rubbing them, before he tucked them behind her ear. "You drive me crazy."
 
   "Yeah?" 
 
   "Oh yeah." His voice was rough, needy, further igniting the desire that had flared to life as soon as she saw him standing outside. But instead of leading her back to the bedroom, like she expected, he stepped back and removed his jacket, looking around the room with a frown.
 
   "Don’t say it."
 
   He turned to look at her, his brows raised in question. "Say what?"
 
   Emily rolled her eyes and moved to the sofa, shifting against the hard cushions as she tucked her legs under her, trying to get comfortable. "You know what. I told you, it’s too soon."
 
   "I wasn’t going to ask again. Well, not really. I was thinking more of a compromise."
 
   "A compromise?"
 
   "Yeah." He sat next to her and draped his arm around her shoulder, his thigh pressed against hers. "Stay with me through the holidays. No, don’t interrupt. Just through the holidays. Then, after the first of the year, if you still want, I’ll help you look for an apartment."
 
   "JP—" She stopped, taking a deep breath. She knew exactly what he was doing. Or at least, trying to do. It was clear in his expression of feigned innocence, in the spark that lit his dark eyes and the slight smile that teased the corners of his full mouth. "It’s not going to work. I know what you’re trying to do."
 
   "And what’s that?"
 
   "You think if I stay there, I’ll change my mind about getting an apartment."
 
   "Well, I can certainly hope, eh? But no. If you still want to, I’ll help you."
 
   "What difference do you think a couple of weeks is going to make?"
 
   A shadow crossed his face, there and gone before she could say anything about it. He shrugged and ran his hand down her arm, his fingers threading through hers as he moved closer. "I don’t want you to be alone. I’m selfish, eh? I want you to be with me for Christmas."
 
   Emily swallowed back her sigh. It would be so easy to say yes, so easy to just give in. She looked down at their clasped hands, hers so much smaller compared to his powerful ones. She didn’t want to spend Christmas in this sterile impersonal hotel but she was afraid to say yes, afraid because she knew she wouldn’t want to leave if she did. She had to say no and opened her mouth to do just that when he squeezed her hand, stopping her.
 
   "What if I told you I needed your help?"
 
   "My help."
 
   "Yes. I’m having Christmas Eve dinner at my house and I need help decorating. And organizing. And—" JP paused, frowning, then waved one hand around. "And whatever else you do for that kind of thing."
 
   "You’re having the party? Not Randy and his girlfriend?"
 
   "Uh, yeah. Something changed."
 
   "I see. And now you need my help."
 
   "Exactly."
 
   "You want me to decorate your house?"
 
   "No. No, of course not. I’m going to hire someone to do that. But we have another road trip coming up and I won’t be there, so I need someone to take charge."
 
   "You’re hiring someone to decorate?"
 
   JP shifted, his sudden discomfort obvious. "Uh, yeah. I don’t usually decorate. I, uh, don’t even have any. Decorations."
 
   Emily couldn’t stop her laughter, and not just at JP’s obvious embarrassment and discomfort. "That’s actually kind of—"
 
   "Sad?"
 
   "Pathetic."
 
   "Then you’ll say yes because you feel sorry for me?"
 
   Emily leaned her head against the back of the sofa, feeling the warmth of his arm around her shoulders, her neck. She tilted her head to the side and watched him. A lock of brown hair fell across his forehead, giving him an innocent almost-boyish look. But there was nothing innocent or boyish in the simmering heat of his eyes, in the devilish tilt of his smile as he leaned closer to her. 
 
   Dangerous. He had always been dangerous, more now than ever before. And she loved him, whether it was smart or not. She should say no. If she was smart, she’d tell him no.
 
   She reached out and brushed back the fallen lock of hair with the tips of her fingers, not stopping as she ran her hand through his hair. Its softness still surprised her. No man should have hair so soft. No man should have lashes so thick and dark or a mouth so full and sensual. But JP did. And she was as helpless against his pull now as she had been five years ago.
 
   "It’s a bad idea, JP." The words came out in a hesitant whisper as he leaned closer, his mouth only inches from hers, heat swirling in the depths of his eyes.
 
   "Why?"
 
   She shook her head, unable to put her fears into words, unable to voice her hopes. And then his mouth was on hers and it didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered as he kissed her, deep slow wet kisses that burned, consumed.
 
   He trailed his hand along the side of her face, his touch gentle, warm. The tips of his fingers grazed her neck, dipped inside the collar of her shirt, trailing fire everywhere he touched. His hands were slow, his touch steady as he cupped her breasts, his thumbs teasing the nipples into hard points. She lifted her arms and draped them around his neck, pushing herself closer, giving herself over to each touch, each caress.
 
   JP dragged his mouth from hers, down along her jaw, her neck, back to her ear. His voice was husky, a hoarse whisper in his ear. "I need you, my Emilie. Now. Always."
 
   She couldn't speak, could barely breathe. She nodded, unable to do more. JP groaned and shifted his weight, pulling her to her feet before bending over and picking her up. His eyes held hers, captivating, never looking away as he carried her back to the bedroom and gently placed her in the middle of the bed. Their clothes disappeared, landing in a haphazard pile. Then JP sheathed himself with a condom and stretched out on top of her, the heavy weight of his erection pressed against her, teasing her. 
 
   "J'ai besoin de toi, mon amour." Emily didn’t understand the words, didn’t need to because she could see the need in his eyes, feel it in the tenderness of each touch, each stroke of his hand against her skin. 
 
   Then his mouth crashed against hers, urgent, demanding, as he plunged into her. Breath rushed from her and her back arched, her fingers digging into his shoulders as heat seared her from the inside.
 
   Each touch of his hands, each kiss, each whispered word became urgent, demanding, as he pushed into her. Out. Again. Harder, faster. Her hips met each of his thrusts, taking and giving. Over and over until they melded into one.
 
   "Jean-Pierre." She breathed his name, her head tilted back, her eyes closed as he pushed her to the edge. His hands closed on her hips, holding her still as his hips pumped. Hard, fast. Over and over.
 
   "Emilie. I need you. Always. Please."
 
   Her eyes flew open at the desperation in his voice. He was looking at her, watching her, the expression in his eyes pushing her over the edge with an intensity that shattered her. Sensation exploded, sending her flying, soaring. 
 
   JP plunged into her again, once more, his head thrown back and his jaw clenched as he climaxed. And still he drove into her, over and over until he collapsed on top of her, sweaty, breathless.
 
   Emily tightened her arms around him and dropped kisses along his neck, his shoulder. His flesh was warm, alive, under her touch. He shivered and turned his head, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth as he watched her.
 
   "Only you, my Emilie. Only you." He shifted, moving off her, out of her. She gave a whimper of protest at his loss, then pinched him when he chuckled. He rolled out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom, returning a minute later. He climbed back in and settled next to her, smiling as he spread the sheet and blanket over both of them. Then he pulled her into his arms and held her close, his whispered words following her into her dreams.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    
 
   The mingled scents of pine and cinnamon filled the room, warm and inviting. Emily closed her eyes and took a deep appreciative breath, then opened her eyes and looked around.
 
   She had doubts—a lot of them—a few days ago when she had reluctantly agreed to take JP up on his offer. Not just his offer of temporarily staying with him—because it was only temporary, no matter what he thought or what she was beginning to want. But doubts about his crazy idea of having someone come in to decorate. Who did that? It was crazy, absolutely ridiculous. But she quickly learned he hadn’t been lying when he said he didn’t decorate, when he told her didn’t have any decorations, period.
 
   Just as she quickly learned there were actually people who provided that service. And it wasn’t cheap.
 
   Looking around, she had to admit she was impressed with the job they had done. The décor was understated, rustic in keeping with the décor of the house. The focal point was the tree, a twelve-foot Douglas fir placed between the large stone-fronted fire place and the outside wall of glass that overlooked the expansive yard leading down to the water. Darkness turned the glass into planes of black that reflected the tiny lights on the tree. 
 
   Fragrant boughs of pine swathed the timbered mantelpiece, with smaller pine branches tied with dark red fabric and arranged around various candles. Pillar candles, candles encased in hurricane glass, votive candles. More candles than she would have imagined. The room would be bathed in a soft glow when they were all lit.
 
   But not now, not yet. 
 
   She moved across the room, her eyes studying the dining room. A large centerpiece of candles and pine boughs rested in the middle of the table. Dark red placemats sat at each of the twelve settings, set off with dark green napkins neatly folded in rough bark-covered napkin holders. A smaller tree sat in the corner, draped in simple red ribbon. This one had a ball root, meant to be planted later. Emily didn’t know if JP had requested a live tree or not. Probably not, considering he had told her to just have them "put up a tree and stuff".
 
   Emily walked back into the living room, frowning. Was it too much? She didn’t think so. The effect was understated and simple, rustic, maybe even a little masculine. 
 
   But it wasn’t her opinion that mattered. It wasn’t her house, it was JP’s. What would she do if he didn’t like it?
 
   Emily heard the garage door open, heard the smooth purring of a powerful engine through the connecting hallway. She looked down at her watch, surprised at how late it was. Then she frowned, wondering if maybe she should have lit some of the candles, just in case—
 
   And then it was too late because JP was strolling through the hallway, his overnight bag slung over his shoulder. She paused, her eyes raking over him, taking in the crisp lines of the dark charcoal suit, meticulously tailored to fit his lean, hard frame. The pale gray shirt was open at the collar, the tie hanging loose around his neck. His hair was slicked back, the ends curling at the back of his neck. 
 
   He dropped the bag on the small bench by the hallway, his eyes meeting hers. His brows lifted, an expression of question in his eyes. "What?"
 
   "Hm?"
 
   He looked down at himself then back at her. "Is something wrong?"
 
   Emily realized she was staring and quickly looked away, feeling her face heat. She still wasn’t used to seeing him dressed in a suit. He looked different, more intense, almost intimidating. Until he smiled and advanced on her. Then the stranger in front of her transformed back into JP, with his glinting eyes and boyish smile.
 
   And small bandage under his right eye. 
 
   His arms came around her, pulling her close, but she placed a hand against his chest. She gently ran her fingers along the bandage, scowling. "What happened?"
 
   "Stick to the face. You didn’t watch the game?"
 
   "No. Does it hurt?"
 
   "Will you kiss it if I say yes?"
 
   Emily laughed, at both his tone and his small pout. She leaned up and pressed her lips against the bandage, light and quick. "So what do you think?"
 
   "I think it needs another kiss."
 
   She laughed again and rolled her eyes, then stepped out of his hold. "Not that. About the decorations. What do you think?" 
 
   JP glanced around the room, nodding occasionally. "Not bad. I kinda like it."
 
   "Just remember that when you get the bill. I still think you’re crazy."
 
   "I am. Completely crazy." JP lowered his mouth to hers, the kiss quickly becoming hot, needy. He pulled away with a groan, his arms still tight around her. "Completely crazy for you."
 
   Emily tried to stop the sigh from escaping her parted lips. It was such a cliché, completely overused and corny. But she sighed anyway, the silly words igniting a warmth, a contentment, deep inside her. A boyish grin teased JP’s lips as he grabbed her hand, leading her down the wide hallway to the other side of the house. "Where are we going?"
 
   "I need a soak. In the Jacuzzi tub. And then you can help me plan this crazy party."
 
   Emily followed him, laughing. Not at the soaking part. No, she was in complete agreement with that. She was laughing at his misguided thought that they’d actually get anything planned.
 
   She was right. They didn’t.
 
   **
 
   "Don’t touch that. You’re going to mess it up."
 
   "Dude, seriously? It’s fucking food. Aren’t we supposed to eat it?"
 
   "Watch your mouth, you peu de merde. There’s women in the other room, eh?"
 
   Mat held the hand Randy had slapped against his chest, frowning as he looked at JP. "They can’t hear me. And why are you telling me to watch my mouth when you’re cussing too?"
 
   "Because I’m swearing in French. It’s more dignified. Besides, nobody knows what I’m saying."
 
   "Liar." JP jumped, startled by the feminine laughter behind him. He looked over his shoulder, surprised to see Emily and Alyssa standing just inside the kitchen. Both women were laughing, Emily’s eyes sparkling as she walked toward him. He dropped a quick kiss on her mouth when she walked into his arms.
 
   "And what am I lying about?"
 
   "Nobody understanding you. I told you, even I know all the bad words."
 
   Heat burned in his cheeks when everyone laughed. JP managed to aim a scowl at Mat and Randy, which only made them laugh harder. A biting phrase sprang to his lips but he choked it back, not wanting to take a chance that either Emily or Alyssa would understand. 
 
   Emily leaned up and gave him another quick kiss, then pulled out of his arms. She walked to the large center island and grabbed one of the platters, stepping out of the way so Alyssa could grab a second one. "I think Alec and AJ just pulled up, if you guys want to stop playing in here."
 
   "Who says we’re playing?" 
 
   Alyssa pinned Randy with a skeptical gaze, her brows raised. "Do you really think you’re fooling anyone?"
 
   Randy snapped his mouth closed, then finally smiled as the two women walked out of the kitchen. "She knows me so well."
 
   "Oh Christ. Look at you two. You’re like simpering lovesick little boys. It hurts just to watch you."
 
   "Just wait, Herron. Your day is coming. And I personally can’t wait to see you fall." Randy grabbed his beer from the counter and took a long swallow. A look of horror crossed Mat’s face, making JP laugh. 
 
   "Don’t say anything, Mat. You’ll only lose in the end." 
 
   It was obvious that he was trying to figure out a good comeback. And just as obvious he was failing at it. Mat finally shrugged and walked over to the refrigerator to pull out another beer. He twisted off the cap and took a sip, then looked back at Randy and JP. From the expression on his face, JP expected him to say the beer was too bitter. Or maybe too warm. 
 
   "Do you think Alec is going to make us hold the kid? Babies give me hives."
 
   Randy choked on his beer. He sputtered for a few seconds, looked over at JP, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Christ, Herron. You did not just say that. You’re an idiot." 
 
   "What?" Mat looked at Randy, then over at JP. A flush crept up from his neck, working its way across his cheeks, even to the tips of his ears. "Oh. Sorry. I didn’t think—"
 
   "No worries, eh? But I wouldn’t let Alec hear you say that. For a goalie, he’s still a hell of a fighter."
 
   "Forget Alec. I’d be more afraid of AJ."
 
   Mat’s mouth opened and closed, a sign he had no idea what to say. He finally shook his head and walked out of the kitchen, leaving Randy and JP alone in the big room. 
 
   "Emily’s not going to freak or anything, with the baby being here?"
 
   JP glanced at Randy then looked down at the floor, studying the pattern of the slate tile. He shook his head. "No, she’s good."
 
   "What about you?"
 
   "Me? No, I’m fine."
 
   "Then why do you look like you just took a puck to the throat?"
 
   JP shrugged, not knowing what to say. Up until Alyssa said that Alec and AJ were here, he hadn’t even given much thought to seeing the baby. Yes, he had seen pictures. Damn near every day, because Alec was constantly boasting about his newborn son. But this would be the first time seeing little Tanner. He hadn’t thought the idea of holding the baby would bother him. 
 
   Until now, when it was too late. And it wasn’t like there was anything he could do about it.
 
   But JP didn’t tell Randy that. He didn’t want to, and couldn’t the find the right words even if he had. So he just shrugged again and shook his head. Randy didn’t press and changed the subject.
 
   "Have you heard from Emily’s sister?"
 
   Leave it to Randy to find the one other subject he didn’t feel like discussing. He tossed him an irritated look then grabbed his beer. "No, not a word."
 
   "Maybe she’ll show up."
 
   "Yeah. Maybe." JP didn’t believe it, though. As much as he wanted her to, for Emily, he didn’t think it was going to happen.
 
   Laughter and loud conversation drifted into the kitchen, cheerful and welcoming. JP bit back his sigh and pushed away from the counter. This was his party, he should be playing the host, mingling with his guests instead of sulking back here in the kitchen.
 
   JP walked out, Randy following close behind. JP stopped just inside the living room, looking around. Tiny lights glittered on the large tree set near the outside wall. Candles sat on nearly every available surface, casting a warm glow over the large room. He had thought about lighting the fireplace but Emily had talked him out of it, worried that it would make the room too warm once it filled with people. She had been right, which is why the French doors leading to the large deck out back were propped open. The night was warm enough, considering it was Christmas Eve, and fresh air drifted into the room, mixing with the scents of pine and cinnamon. JP had lit the fire pit outside, creating another area for everyone to sit and talk. 
 
   But right now, it looked like everyone was in the living room. The large room was crowded, filled with his teammates and their wives or girlfriends. Nikolai and his wife, Bobbi. Ian and his wife, Kayli, along with her brother Jake and his fiancé Alyce. Several of the younger players were there, too, some with dates but most without. Mat, Derek, Brad, Justin. Even Sonny, their coach, was here, which surprised JP more than anything else. 
 
   JP looked around the crowd some more then narrowed his eyes at Justin, taking in his glassy eyes and over bright smile. Was he already drunk? He’d have to keep an eye on him, make sure he didn’t do anything stupid. At least he hadn’t brought a date. Knowing the type of women Justin dated, he had actually been a little worried.
 
   The thought brought JP up short. How could he stand here and judge Justin, when JP himself did the exact same thing not so long ago? He shook his head, not wanting to think about his past. Those days were long gone, now that he had found the woman he really wanted to be with.
 
   The woman he had always wanted to be with.
 
   JP scanned the crowd, looking for Emily. There she was, standing near Alec and AJ and a few of the others. His heart slammed into his chest and he couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.
 
   She was beautiful. Her hair flowed around her in dark golden waves, begging to be touched. Her head tilted forward ever so slightly, her lips spread in a gentle smile. She was holding Tanner in her arms, the small body held so carefully, so protectively against her. He couldn’t hear what she was saying but he could see the wonder and admiration on her face.
 
   He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Need, strong and fierce, swept through him, paralyzing him. He wanted to see her hold their child in her arms, wanted to watch as she cuddled their child to her breast.
 
   He wanted what they had both been denied five years ago. Loss, sharp and biting, swept through him and he had to look away, to blink the emotion from his eyes before anyone could see it. He swallowed against the burning lump in his throat then looked back. Emily was watching him from across the room, her blue eyes filled with understanding.
 
   And with promise.
 
   And in those long seconds, when everyone else in the room disappeared and it was just Emily and him, he understood the meaning in her gaze. Yes, they had both been hurt five years, denied a precious gift. But that was the past, not their future. Their future lay spread out in front of them, full of promise.
 
   JP finally breathed, his lungs filling with fresh air. Calm acceptance flowed through him, warming him. He smiled at Emily and nodded, letting her know he understood. 
 
   And then a loud scream shattered the moment, causing him to jump. Causing everyone to jump. Emily looked down, an expression of dismay on her face as Tanner wailed even louder.
 
   "Holy shit, that kid has some lungs on him," JP muttered, barely resisting the urge to plug his fingers in his ears. He watched as AJ took Tanner back and rocked him. The cries went down a few decibels, enough for other conversation to be heard over them. Alec and AJ made their way over to him, AJ bouncing the kid against her shoulder.
 
   "He’s ready to be fed. Is there somewhere a little quieter I can go?"
 
   "Can’t you just feed him here?"
 
   Alec glared at him. "She’s breastfeeding, moron."
 
   "Oh, right. Um, yeah. Back that way."
 
   "Alec, I told you. There is nothing to be ashamed of. Breastfeeding is the most natural thing in the world." AJ started fumbling with her shirt one-handed, undoing the buttons to some kind of weird flap on her shirt. JP gulped and looked away, feeling his face heat.
 
   "Yeah, I know. But not in front of all these idiots. They’re not mature enough to understand." Alec scowled again then led AJ out of the room, away from the curious eyes that were watching.
 
   "He, uh, probably has a point." Randy shifted his weight from one foot to the other, rubbing the back of his neck. JP looked around then finally nodded.
 
   "Yeah, you’re probably right."
 
   They both stood there for a few seconds, neither one of them saying anything. JP finally just shook his head and worked his way over to Emily, not stopping until he was close enough to pull her into his arms.
 
   He claimed her mouth in a searing kiss then lifted his head, staring into her deep blue eyes. He grabbed her hand and placed it in the middle of his chest, over his heart. "I love you."
 
   Emily tilted her head, her hair falling over her shoulder and brushing the back of his hand. Her smile widened, filled with warmth and promise. "I love you, too."
 
   "Oh God. Can you two maybe save that for later? There’s a party going on, in case you haven’t noticed."
 
   JP glanced over his shoulder in time to see Mat roll his eyes. He was helpless to stop the bark of laughter that escaped him. Six months ago, he wouldn’t have believed he’d be where he was tonight. 
 
   But he wasn’t going to complain, not when he was right where he needed to be. With friends, loved ones. And with Emily.
 
   He laughed again and kissed her one more time, then tried to slide into the role of host. It wasn’t something he was accustomed to and he had no idea if he was successful or not. But two hours later, everyone was still laughing, eating, and having fun. Someone had discovered some board games in one of the guest rooms, and everyone was now paired in groups, playing a drawing version of charades. Judging by the laughter and groans, the game wasn’t going to end any time soon. 
 
   Apparently, none of them really knew how to draw.
 
   "How did you get that? No way. You must be cheating." Derek tossed down a clue card in disgust, eyeing Nikolai with suspicion. The big Russian laughed, the noise nearly drowning out the musical chimes of the doorbell.
 
   "I am good, yes?"
 
   JP chuckled and stood to answer the door, only to be waved away by Alyssa, who was already heading that way. He sat back down, draping his arm around Emily’s shoulder, and listened to the good-natured arguing about Nikolai’s ability to guess a clue from bare stick figures.
 
   A squeal of excitement echoed from the entranceway, followed by a small giggle and the sound of pattering feet. Emily stiffened next to him, her head slowly turning at the sound. JP tightened his hold on her, confused at her reaction, not sure what was happening.
 
   Then he heard his name in a clear voice like crystal, the sound carrying over the noise in the room.
 
   "John Peer! We made it!"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   "Taylor?"
 
   Emily turned toward the sound of laughter, afraid to believe her ears. Her eyes widened in surprise and she stood up just in time to see Taylor running into the living room, her long hair flying behind her, a wide smile on her face. Emily had just enough time to notice her niece was missing another tooth before Taylor ran into her, giving her a big hug.
 
   "Aunt Emily! I missed you!"
 
   Emily choked back a sob, telling herself she would not cry, would not get emotional. But her voice was still shaky when she spoke. "I missed you too, kiddo." She wrapped her arms around her niece, holding her small body close. And probably a little too tight, if Taylor’s small grunt meant anything. Emily loosened her hold and looked down, blinking away the film of moisture covering her eyes. "But—I don’t understand. Why are you here? How did you know—"
 
   "John Peer yelled at mom last week and made her bring me."
 
   "Wait. What?" Emily looked down at Taylor’s smiling face, the words not making any sense at first. Then she looked over at JP, noticed the flush staining his cheeks and how he seemed to be shifting his weight from one foot to the other. His gaze finally met hers, hesitant, uncertain. 
 
   "You yelled at Monica?"
 
   "Well, uh, no. Not really. I mean, I just talked to her and—" His mouth snapped shut, the flush on his cheeks growing darker. Emily reached for his hand, squeezing it with hers before pulling him closer.
 
   "Thank you." The words were nothing more than a choked whisper. Emily wasn’t even sure he heard her until a small smile teased the corners of his mouth, revealing his boyish grin.
 
   And his obvious relief.
 
   Emily ignored the few curious glances being sent their way. Most of JP’s teammates seemed more concerned with the game, no doubt thanks to the big Russian’s sudden booming voice and exaggerated pantomimes. She glanced over at him, surprised to see him offer a quick wink. Emily smiled and gave him a nod of thanks for the distraction, then looked back at Taylor. 
 
   "Taylor, how did you get here?"
 
   "Mom brought me." Taylor wiggled out of Emily’s hold, her excited gaze traveling around the people gathered in the living room. She moved closer to JP and tugged on his hand, then pointed.
 
   "John Peer, is that really Alec Kolchak?"
 
   "Yes. Do you want to meet him?"
 
   "Oh cool! Yes!" Taylor bounced up and down, her excitement obvious. JP chuckled then met Emily’s gaze, his amusement evident. 
 
   "I feel so unimportant now." JP winked then tightened his hand around Taylor’s. "Come on, ma lutine. I’ll introduce you to everyone while your mom and aunt talk."
 
   Emily frowned, then noticed JP motion behind her with a small nod. She turned, her hand gripping the arm of the sofa for balance. Monica hovered at the threshold of the living room, her discomfort obvious as she stood there, taking in the scene around them. She finally looked at Emily, their eyes meeting.
 
   Emily’s breath caught in her throat at the sight. Her sister looked uncertain, doubtful. And sad. She didn’t think, just made her way over to Monica until they were separated by mere inches. She opened her mouth then promptly closed it again, not sure what to say.
 
   "I almost didn’t come. I didn’t think—" Monica paused, took a deep breath. "I’m sorry, Emily."
 
   "I am, too." Emily stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her sister, swallowing against the emotion clogging her throat. The two of them stood there for long minutes, neither saying a word.
 
   It wasn’t until someone tapped on her shoulder that Emily finally released her hold on Monica. JP smiled at her, his hand squeezing her shoulder in brief reassurance. Then he turned to Monica and offered her a smile.
 
   "You can put your coats in our room. Emily can show you where it is."
 
   She wanted to kiss him for his consideration, and leaned toward him to do just that. He squeezed her shoulder once more then moved past them to head into the kitchen. Emily nodded at Monica, then led her toward the back of the house.
 
   Monica paused at the entrance of the master bedroom, her eyes widened in appreciation as she looked around. The custom king-sized bed was placed along the far wall, its dark wood gleaming against the creams and browns of the bed linens. Matching dressers and night stands were strategically placed for both convenience and design, the crystal lamps giving the large space a comfortable glow. Emily took the coats from Monica and tossed them on the bed, then moved over to the small sitting area. Monica followed her, choosing to sit on the wingback chair instead of the settee.
 
   She looked around some more then faced Emily, a small smile on her face. "This is…impressive."
 
   "Yeah, that’s what I thought at first. I still do."
 
   "It’s not what I would have imagined from someone like him."
 
   Emily stiffened, not sure what the comment was supposed to mean. "Someone like him?"
 
   "Yeah. You know, a rough hockey player. This is a little more, I don’t know. Opulent, I guess."
 
   Emily relaxed. She knew exactly what Monica meant, had thought the same thing the first time she saw the room. It was different than the rest of the house, missing the rustic country charm. Not feminine, but still romantic. In a very masculine way. She nodded toward a set of closed French doors. "There’s a private balcony with a hot tub, too. Want to see?"
 
   "Uh, no. Maybe next time." Monica laughed then looked down, studying the clasped hands in her lap. She sighed then looked back at Emily, a hint of sadness reflecting in the gray depths of her eyes. "Emily, I’m sorry. I, uh, I shouldn’t have said what I did. I just—I don’t know. I was afraid you’d get hurt but I was wrong. I don’t want you to end up like me."
 
   "Like you?"
 
   "Yeah." She looked back down at her folded hands and shrugged. Her voice was barely audible when she spoke again. "Bitter. Afraid. Alone."
 
   "Oh, Monica—"
 
   "He loves you." Monica offered her a small smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. "And I know you love him. I shouldn’t have interfered."
 
   Emily swallowed against the lump in her throat, not sure what to say. She couldn’t find the words to express the emotion she felt, couldn’t put into words how much what Monica said meant to her. Emily finally stood and walked over to her sister, bending down to hug her.
 
   "I’m sorry, too. We both said stuff we shouldn’t have."
 
   Monica’s arms came around her and then suddenly they were both crying and laughing, just holding each other. Monica pulled away first, running her fingers under eyes with a small laugh. "Oh God, we’re both a mess, aren’t we?"
 
   "Always." Emily rubbed at her own eyes, then laughed again before going into the master bath. She came out with a handful of tissues and handed some to Monica, then sat back down and blew her nose.
 
   "I got a new job. I start after the first of the year."
 
   "What? But why? I thought you loved working at the hospital!"
 
   "It was getting to be too much. The crazy hours, the stress. One of the doctors had an opening in his private practice, so I’m going to start working for him. No more nights, no more weekends. I can spend more time with Taylor."
 
   "That’s good then, right?"
 
   Monica nodded. "It is. I’ll miss the overtime, of course, but it’s worth it."
 
   "You know I’ll pay rent when I move back—"
 
   "What?" Monica’s eyes widened, her mouth open in shock. "You are not moving back in."
 
   "But you said—"
 
   "No, Emily. I didn’t say that to get you to move back in. Are you crazy? Why would you even think about moving back in when you’re living here?"
 
   "But I’m not. I mean, I am. But only temporary. I was going to look for an apartment after the holidays."
 
   Monica stared at her, frowning. "Why? Whose idea is that?"
 
   "Well, mine. JP doesn’t want me to but—"
 
   "Then don’t. You’re crazy, Emily. Why would you do that?"
 
   Emily looked down, shrugging. "I just—I’m afraid it’s too soon. Everything is happening so fast and…I mean, after everything else that happened—"
 
   "Emily, listen to me." Monica leaned over and grabbed her hand, forcing her to look at her. "JP loves you. And I know you love him. You have, for five years. You never stopped, even after everything that happened. I don’t think he did, either. It’s not too soon. You deserve to be happy. Don’t let this chance slip away from you, Emily."
 
   She stared at her sister, surprised at the conviction of her words, surprised by how adamant Monica was. "You couldn’t stand JP before. Why the sudden change of heart?"
 
   Monica dropped her hand and sat back, a sad smile on her face. "Something he said to me made me start thinking. And he was right. I need to stop judging everything on the past, I need to stop living in the past. I need to stop being afraid all the time. And so do you, Emily. Don’t be afraid to take this chance."
 
   Emily remained silent, her eyes watching Monica’s face, searching. How had Monica made such a huge change in such a short amount of time? But as she watched her sister, she saw the strength of her words, the courage underneath. And she realized that Monica wasn’t just giving the advice to her—she was giving it to herself as well. 
 
   And she was right. Emily loved JP, but she was still afraid. Afraid of what might happen, afraid she didn’t deserve the chance at happiness. It was a ridiculous fear, not based in reason or from experience. That didn’t lessen the fear. 
 
   And if Monica could take her own advice, then so could Emily.
 
   She opened her mouth to tell her sister that, then started when someone cleared their throat. The noise was gruff, uncertain. Emily looked over at the doorway, surprised to see Coach LeBlanc standing there. He looked uncomfortable, like he had just walked into a room full of women in various stages of undress. His gaze darted to hers, then slid to Monica.
 
   "I didn’t mean to interrupt. I was just going to get my coat and…" His voice trailed off as he pointed in the general direction of the bed. Emily smothered her smile and stood. 
 
   "Already? I don’t think we’ve put out the desserts yet. Are you sure you don’t want to stay?"
 
   "Dessert? Well…" His voice trailed off again and this time, Emily couldn’t help her smile. The coach was still watching Monica, a faint blush turning his ragged scar pink. Emily tugged on her sister’s hand, pulling her up to stand next to her.
 
   "Coach LeBlanc, this is my sister, Monica. Monica, this is the Banners’ coach, Coach LeBlanc."
 
   "Ma’am. Pleasure to meet you."
 
   "Nice to meet you, Mr. LeBlanc."
 
   "Sonny. Uh, my name is Sonny."
 
   Emily watched the two of them and tried not to smile. They were both staring at each other, awkward and shy, like neither one of them knew what to say next. She had never seen her sister like this before, reserved and shy. Her gaze darted between them as an idea took hold. Just a small one. One that probably wouldn’t go anywhere. But still—
 
   "Coach, my sister was just asking for some coffee. Would you mind showing her to the kitchen? She’s never been here before and I’m not sure she can find it."
 
   Which was absolutely ridiculous, since the kitchen and dining room opened right onto the living room—and Monica had walked right by it to get to the living room. But the coach didn’t seem to think anything odd about the request and gave her a curt nod.
 
   "Of course. Yes."
 
   Monica glanced over at Emily, silently communicating her surprise and hesitation. Emily smiled and nonchalantly kicked the back of her foot, forcing her sister to move forward. With one last glance—was that desperation? Or promise of retribution?—Monica turned back to the coach and followed him out of the room.
 
   JP entered less than a minute later, a frown on his face. "Why is your sister following Coach?"
 
   "She wanted coffee."
 
   "What?"
 
   Emily shook her head as JP pulled her into his arms. "I’ll explain later."
 
   "Okay." He dropped a kiss on her forehead then looked at her, concern reflecting in his dark eyes. "Is everything okay? Did you two get things worked out?"
 
   "Yeah, for the most part." Emily rested her head on his shoulder, breathing in his warm scent. Spicy, masculine. Purely JP. "We’ll probably talk some more, but I think we’re good for now."
 
   "Good, I’m glad." He nuzzled her neck, then just held her. His arms were strong, comforting. Protective. And Emily couldn’t think of a single other place she’d rather be.
 
   "So, about that apartment—" JP stiffened in her arms, just for a brief second. He sighed, his hands tightening around her waist as he stepped back.
 
   "I thought you were going to wait until after the holidays."
 
   "I changed my mind."
 
   Disappointment crossed his face and flashed in his eyes. He made no attempt to hide it but he didn’t argue with her, either. He just waited, watching, with a spark of what might be hope still lurking in the depths of his eyes. "You did?"
 
   "Yes. I decided I don’t want an apartment."
 
   That tiny spark of hope flared, growing a little brighter. "No?"
 
   Emily shook her head and smiled up at him. "No. I think I’m going to accept your offer and live here. I mean, if you still want me to—"
 
   "Don’t be foolish! Of course I still want you to. Why would you think I don’t?"
 
   "Just checking." She laughed and leaned up to kiss him. Soft, sweet, full of promise. And cut too short when JP pulled away, a small frown on his face.
 
   "But what changed your mind, mon ange?"
 
   "Something Monica said. She said I needed to stop being afraid. And she’s right. I want to live in the present, JP. In the future. With you. I love you."
 
   The glimmer of hope she had seen in his eyes grew, exploding into something warm and promising. He grinned at her and she realized that what she saw as promising was really his love, as strong and sure as her own.
 
   "My Emilie. You’re mine. You always have been. I love you."
 
   His mouth closed over hers, warm, full of hope, full of promise.
 
   Full of a future finally able to break away from their past.
 
   *****
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