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      Jacques:

      I’m a single father, and I’ve had all the change I can handle: Retirement from the sport I love, a crazy ex-wife in prison, and five kids who need me more than ever. I don’t have time for a relationship, let alone one with the interfering mother of the best player on the hockey team I’m coaching. She’s annoying as hell, but she’s also equally on my mind.

      

      Serenity:

      I’m a hockey mom and proud of it. I’m also the overprotective mother of a talented daughter hell-bent on playing with the boys. I’m determined that my daughter gets a shot at her dream despite her gender, even if it means butting heads with the team’s rigid and hot AF coach. I have no intention of falling for this brooding man with a houseful of children, but sometimes life doesn’t stick to the plan.

      

      We wanted to blame it on the eggnog, but there’s no denying our chemistry. Can two single parents find love and healing in the magic of a Garland Grove Christmas, or will our complicated lives ruin the best thing that’s ever happened to us?

      

      Garland Grove is the creation of four friends and USA Today bestsellers: Jami Davenport, Kat Mizera, Kelly Jamieson, and Tess Thompson. Journey with us to the quaint town of Garland Grove set in the mountains of British Columbia as our characters find true love when they’re least expecting it.

    

  


  
    
      To Tera, best editor ever. Thank you for making this a better book.

      

      To Tess, Kelly, and Kat, love you guys!!! Thanks for putting up with me.

    

  


  
    
      Garland Grove is the creation of four friends and USA Today bestsellers: Jami Davenport, Kat Mizera, Kelly Jamieson, and Tess Thompson. Journey with us to the quaint town of Garland Grove set in the mountains of British Columbia as our characters find true love when they're least expecting it.

      Jacques Frontier was the backup goalie in my Seattle Sockeyes hockey series since season three (I’m now on season seven). He played a large part in Blocked (The Scoring Series #2) as the brother of the main female character.

      I’m thrilled to give Jacques his happy ending in the charming town of Garland Grove, BC. This is one of those stories that was a complete joy to write.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Under the Radar

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Jacques~~

      

      

      

      I’d flown under the radar for almost a year.

      No one knew my background in this town, and I liked it that way. I wasn’t interested in dating or making close friends. I didn’t have time for much else but being the single father to five kids. I was also gun-shy and jaded when it came to love.

      Been there, been destroyed by that.

      “Dad.” Desmond, my fourteen-year-old, tugged on my arm. I looked up from the paper I was reading. Dez gave me the side-eye, and I knew what he was thinking. No one reads physical newspapers anymore, but I was old school, and I liked my newspaper.

      “What’s up, buddy? How was practice?” I studied my son. His eyes were troubled, and my protective instincts kicked in.

      “Coach quit.”

      I sat up, paying attention now. “Why?” From everything I’d seen, their coach sucked, so this was a good thing.

      “I don’t know. Problems with parents or something.” Dez studied me for a long time with the same intensity I was known for. I still found it weird seeing myself in my kids.

      “Well”—I shrugged—“he wasn’t very good.”

      “I know. You’ve been saying that for a year. Why didn’t you do something about it?”

      “You know I don’t interfere with my kids’ coaches.” All of my children were competitive, and I wholeheartedly supported whatever they chose to do whether it was hockey, cheerleading, or fingerpainting.

      “We’re without a coach two weeks into the season,” he whined with a typical teenage talent for making everything a big drama, though he was no match for his sixteen-year-old sister in that department.

      “You have an assistant,” I pointed out warily. My suspicions began to mount, and I bolstered my resolve, as I knew where the conversation was heading. When it came to my kids, I went out of my way to make their lives as smooth as possible. After what’d happened over a year ago, it was the least I could do.

      “Coach Collier is awful.” Dez stared me in the eyes, and I had to admire his directness. I’d like to think he got that from me. “Dad, we need you.”

      I was a sucker for those three words, but I dug in.

      “Dez, you know I’d rather keep a low profile and keep it quiet that I’m a former pro player.”

      My son’s disappointed frown almost broke my heart, but I steeled myself against it. Living as normal people was for the best. I didn’t want my kids treated differently because their dad had spent sixteen years in the NHL or whispering behind their backs about the scandal involving their mother’s arrest and conviction, which had made national news in the US and Canada.

      “But Dad…”

      I shook my head and buried my face in my paper, hoping he’d drop it. With an exasperated sigh, he stomped up the stairs and slammed his door for effect. I felt like a shit, but I was the dad, and I had to do what was best for all my kids.

      The house was oddly quiet. My oldest, Teagan, was at cheerleader practice. She was a sixteen-year-old bundle of guy-crazy hormones, and I couldn’t keep track of her latest crush. My eleven-year-old twins, Anna and Alice, were shopping with Eunice, my live-in housekeeper and cook. Amos, my youngest at nine, was exploring the neighborhood with friends, pretending to be superheroes out to save the world.

      “Jock.”

      I looked up at Esme, my weightlifting, black-belt nanny who was somewhere between fifty and eighty. She always called me by my team nickname rather than my given name. Eunice was my cook and housekeeper, along with Esme’s life partner. The couple lived in the large mother-in-law apartment over the garage.

      “Yeah.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, knowing a lecture was forthcoming.

      “He needs you, Jock. He’s more like you than the other kids. He’s quiet and intense, and he’s having the hardest time adjusting.”

      “I don’t want my kids treated like they’re special because of who I am.”

      “Have you ever considered they might need an extra boost after all they’ve been through?”

      She was referring to my former wife’s unstable personality that led to the kidnapping of my daughter and my ex’s arrest over a year and a half ago. The ensuing media circus had compelled me to retire from hockey and flee from Seattle. I bought a large cedar home in the woods one mile from the BC town of Garland Grove.

      Esme was the smart one when it came to handling the kids. I was a rank novice compared to her, and I didn’t know how I’d handle all this without her wise council and support over the last eight years. When Esme spoke, I had to listen. To ignore her would be foolhardy and possibly dangerous—there was that black belt to consider.

      “Your kids need some breaks. So what if they get special treatment because of you? I say that’s a good thing, but most of all”—Esme folded her arms over her ample chest—“you need this more than Dez does.”

      “I do?” I pointed at myself and shook my head. “I don’t need anything of the sort.”

      Esme’s knowing smile irritated the hell out of me, especially when she was almost always right. “You’ve been at a loss ever since you retired from hockey. You’ve wrapped yourself up in the kids and this household until you’re driving us all crazy.”

      “I am?” This was the first I’d heard of this.

      “You are. Get out. Meet people, preferably a sexy single mother, and stop smothering us. The kids will be fine. It’s you I’m worried about. Bria did a number on you.”

      “I don’t want to date. I’m not ready.” I didn’t know if I’d ever be ready to submit myself to that kind of heartbreak again. My battered heart wouldn’t recover a second time, if it ever had the first time.

      “Volunteer to coach until they find someone else. That’s a decent compromise.” Esme always got her way, and I knew better than to continue a fruitless argument.

      “Fine.”

      “Tell Dez,” she prodded, pointing to the stairs.

      With a long-suffering sigh, which drew a snicker from my evil nanny, I hauled myself to my feet and trudged up the stairs. I knocked on Dez’s closed door.

      “Go away.”

      I ignored his order and walked in. Dez lay across his bed staring at the ceiling. He didn’t acknowledge me, giving me the cold shoulder.

      “How about if I agree to coach until they find someone else?”

      Dez leapt to his feet as if shot out of a cannon and barreled into me, wrapping me in a huge hug. The impact of this teenage bullet caused me to stagger backward a few steps before I got my balance.

      “Thank you, Dad. Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! I love you.” He stood back and gazed up at me. After his recent summer growth spurt, he didn’t have that far to gaze. My boy was growing up, and a lump formed in my throat as the realization hit me.

      I ruffled his hair even though he hated it. “I love you, too, buddy.”

      “Do you want me to fill you in on the team? You haven’t seen us play yet this year.”

      I shook my head. “I’d rather watch everyone without any preconceived notions. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I grinned at him, and he grinned back. I’d do this for him, despite my misgivings, and make sure the club administrator knew my assistance was only temporary.

      “Dad, one more thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “They’re a tough crowd.”

      “The kids or the parents?”

      “Both. You might want to wear your Stanley Cup ring so they won’t give you shit.”

      I shook my head and laughed, for once not correcting his swearing.

      “Dad, can I wear it? Then they’ll ask about it, and I’ll tell them.”

      Dez had broached this subject before, and I gave him the same answer I did then. “No, sorry, son, you’re not wearing that ring. I’ll handle your teammates in my own way.”

      Dez harrumphed, not liking my answer at all, but he was a good kid, and he’d live with it.

      I smiled, but inside I wondered what I’d gotten myself into.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Hockey Skates

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Jacques~~

      

      

      

      I laced up my skates, not my beloved goalie skates I’d worn my last few seasons but a newer pair that were normal hockey skates. Standing, I glanced around the messy coach’s office, which looked like a hurricane had blown in and destroyed any semblance of order. Finding a roster in this mess would be next to impossible. I’d have to rely on my assistant, who I had yet to meet.

      I clomped toward the door; walking on ice skates was never graceful. I hadn’t put on skates since last winter when I’d taken my younger kids to a family skate at this very rink. I missed skating. I wondered if I’d denied myself this one special pleasure as punishment for my failed marriage and the ensuing debacle.

      Standing for a moment, I blew out a breath, surprised I was nervous. I shook it off and opened the door, moved down a hallway, and emerged into the brightly lit rink. Bleachers stood on both sides and rose several rows from the boards. Currently, multiple parents sat in those bleachers, and all eyes were on me as I stepped onto the ice. I heard murmurs from the dads and some giggling, probably from the single moms. I ignored them all. I wasn’t here for the parents. I was here for the kids.

      As soon as my skates hit the ice, an uncomfortable silence filled the rink. I skated with a slow, easy grace up to my waiting team. Some kids I recognized from my son’s team last year, most I didn’t. They stared at me with a mixture of apprehension, annoyance, and smugness from one kid who was last season’s goalie. His name was Mason something. He’d also given my son a bit of a hard time, but I tried not to hold that against him.

      The assistant was the same one from last year, Bud Collier, a middle-aged good ol’ boy, about fifty pounds overweight, and unsteady on his skates. His son had been on the team last year but had moved up to the older group. Bud sneered at me, letting me know exactly where he stood with having an interloper as coach.

      I snubbed him and focused my attention on the kids. “Okay, guys, I’m Coach Frontier. I’ll be filling in until they can find a permanent replacement.” The quick looks the kids gave each other should’ve clued me in, but I was too busy thinking about what to say next.

      Mason raised a gloved hand. “What do you know about hockey? We were doing just fine with Coach Collier and Coach Randle until someone’s mom made Randle quit.” He turned and glared pointedly at the other goalie, who stared at the ice. Several of the kids muttered a few things under their breath, and I realized I’d have a mutiny on my hands in no time if I didn’t get a handle on this situation.

      My plan was to give them the bare minimum when it came to my hockey experience. I’d demonstrate my expertise by showing, not telling. I didn’t want people Googling my name and finding out all the sordid details surrounding my ex-wife. Not that I could stop them from doing so, but I wasn’t going to give them any more reason than they already had.

      “Mason?”

      “Yeah, that’s my name.” The kid was surly, and I was irritated.

      “Are you concerned I’m not qualified to coach this team?”

      “Are you?” Mason shot back.

      “I believe so. I do know hockey.” And I did. I’d always been a student of the game. I’d honed my eye over years of hockey, standing in the net and watching plays develop and predicting where the puck might go next. Yeah, I knew hockey.

      I studied the kids standing before me. My own son appeared angry, ready to defend me, but I gave him a subtle nod of my head. I had this.

      “Let’s get going.” I clapped my hands together, called out some drills, and sent them off to work. At first they were sluggish, but I used my louder “dad” voice, and they increased their pace.

      I got down to business and evaluated what I had to work with. Coach Collier ran the practice while I watched and evaluated, keeping notes on my clipboard. I didn’t plan on making big changes to the lines. I’d let them play for a while before deciding on pairings, if I was around that long.

      I allowed my attention to wander to the stands, and my eyes were inexplicably drawn to one of the hockey moms. She sat off by herself, as if ostracized from the rest of the parents sitting in the stands. I wondered if she was the parent who’d gotten the former coach fired and which child was hers. There was nothing out of the ordinary about her. She had a sweet but determined face, blond hair in a ponytail, and glasses. I guessed her to be around my age. Her brown eyes met mine briefly before she looked away. My stomach did that little bump it’d done when I’d first met Bria, back when things looked bright between us.

      “Coach!” one of the kids shouted at me, and I dragged my attention back to practice, not certain why this woman had such an effect on me. Shaking my head to clear it, I forced my focus to stay on the team.

      I had the kids line up at both ends of the rink and shoot pucks at the net. That way I’d be able to see both goalies and the others by standing mid-ice.

      Pride surged inside me as I watched my son. He played center, and he was damn good. Next year I’d send him to an academy where he’d be able to hone his skills. I spotted a few other kids who had talent, but mostly this was a team of average hockey players who hadn’t been well-schooled on the basics. I’d heard that about the Garland Grove rink. It wasn’t well run and had fallen into a state of disrepair, like nobody really cared about it.

      I turned my attention to Mason in net. He was overconfident and cocky. Being big and strong, he was able to block a lot of shots with brute strength but needed to work on trusting his instincts. He had some innate talent, but his attitude might well be his undoing.

      My attention turned to the other goalie. While Mason had the size, he was a little lazy and undisciplined, but this other guy… He was good, really, really good, with lightning-fast reflexes, sharp eyes, and a calm confidence well beyond his years. I was impressed. The kid wasn’t large, but he made up for his lack of size in try and athleticism. He was the entire package. For the first time since I’d been retired, I felt a thrill of the old excitement. This goalie would be a joy to work with.

      Mason had better watch his back. The other kid might be our number one with a little more work on his technique. I’d stick with Mason for now, but I wasn’t averse to changing things up and giving his backup more playing time.

      “What’s that kid’s name?” I asked Collier.

      “Charlie Jacobs. New to the team this year.” He glowered, as if irritated by something, but he didn’t choose to enlighten me.

      “He’s good. Great raw talent.”

      Collier snickered and gave me one of those looks that stated he thought I was a dumb shit. I held back a smart retort even though it went against my nature.

      Practice continued for the next couple hours. At the end, I called the kids into the center and spoke to them for a few minutes then sent them to the locker room.

      “Hold on a second,” I said to the backup goalie. He turned and stared at me. His brown eyes narrowed behind his helmet, almost as if expecting criticism instead of praise.

      “You’re got some good moves.”

      He nodded but didn’t say anything. The goalie pulled off his helmet and waves of blond hair cascaded down his, no, her shoulders. She was a girl, and I hadn’t realized it. My son hadn’t mentioned it because I’d told him I didn’t want to know anything going in. No wonder Collier thought I was a dumb shit.

      “Is that all?” she asked defensively.

      I studied her for a moment, nodding my head slowly, as I carefully considered my next words. “Yes, that’s all. Good job out there today.”

      “You think so?” She cocked her head as if not sure she’d heard me correctly then broke into a wide smile.

      “I do.”

      The girl reminded me of someone. Then it hit me. The blond woman in the stands, the one that’d caught my eye during practice. She had to be Charlie’s mother, and I warned myself to be careful. This entire situation was a powder keg I refused to be dragged into.

      “Thank you, Coach.” She skated off, leaving me standing in the rink alone and pondering what I was going to do about a girl on my team, if anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Hottie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Serenity~~

      

      

      The new coach was a hottie, and we didn’t get too many single, middle-aged male hotties in Garland Grove. I would know. I was born and raised here.

      The hockey moms near me were twittering and giggling over him. The men were more threatened than impressed. Coach was tall and muscular with a handsome face. He was definitely nice to watch, far better than the old coach. He skated with the effortless confidence of someone as at home wearing skates as he would be wearing shoes.

      When he’d looked up and met my gaze briefly, I’d experienced that same reaction I’d had when I’d first caught the eye of my ex. My heart bumped and my stomach fluttered. It was like we had an instant connection. I’d worked hard to shore up the walls I’d built around my heart since the divorce, and he’d gotten past them with just one glance.

      I was being ridiculous. As a lonely single mother, I’d imagined that special connection. He was nothing more than a coach to me, and I’d be nothing more than a player’s mom to him.

      The coach spent the entire practice observing and not doing much coaching, leaving that up to Collier, whose hockey knowledge was questionable. I had a hard time determining whether or not Coach Frontier was the real deal or another dud.

      After practice the coach called my daughter aside. I didn’t know what he’d said to her, but she went from defensive to beaming in a matter of seconds.

      I waited in the car for Charlie to come out, not wanting to run into Coach Frontier. Our ride home was only a few minutes since we lived in town.

      “What do you think of your new coach?” I asked her as soon as she got in the car.

      “He didn’t do much coaching so it’s hard to say.” My daughter wasn’t one for giving me much information. I guess she got that from her father. He’d always been secretive, and I’d been naïve.

      “I saw him pull you aside afterward.”

      She turned to me, and her smile warmed my heart. “He told me I had some great moves and did a good job. He singled me out, Mom. Not Mason. But me.”

      I breathed a relieved sigh. I’d been afraid he’d given her shit about being a girl on a boys’ team. “Did he mention anything about you being on the team?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Good.”

      I pulled into the driveway of the small house I lived in with my daughter since her father had left us for the big city of Vancouver and his attorney girlfriend. I’d done the best I could on a school librarian’s salary to make it a home, but things were tight with a hockey-playing daughter. Hockey was mega-expensive. I didn’t know how parents with multiple children afforded it.

      “Mom, aren’t you coming in?” Charlie had one foot out of the car and noticed I wasn’t moving.

      “I need to run to the store and grab a few things. We’re out of milk. I’ll be back shortly.”

      She studied me with that worried look she often got that made me wonder who was the actual parent at times. “Coach is single,” she pointed out.

      “That’s nice. I bet he won’t stay that way for long.” I feigned nonchalance even as my heart beat a little faster with that information.

      “I doubt it.” She jumped out of the car and ran up the steps, disappearing into the house.

      I hadn’t planned on returning to the rink after I’d taken Charlie home. Yet next thing I knew, I sat like a stalker in an almost empty parking lot in forty-degree weather, not even sure the coach was still there.

      If that wasn’t desperation, I didn’t know what was.

      I didn’t want the other parents to see me talking with him. They were already suspicious of me and blamed me for their beloved coach being fired, but he’d deserved it. He made inappropriate remarks to my daughter. What was I supposed to do? Ignore it? Not on your life. I hoped this new coach would be more open-minded and not such a sexist.

      I saw movement and a side door opened. Coach Frontier strode into the cold night with his hands jammed in his coat pockets. He was alone, for which I was grateful. I took a deep breath and prepared myself for a possible confrontation.

      Scrambling out of my car, my feet tangled with each other, and I almost fell on my face in the process. Straightening up as best as possible, I hurried around my car and called out to him. “Coach!”

      He stopped and looked around before he noticed me running toward him like a crazy woman. He frowned, not exactly happy to be held up and probably wondering if I was dangerous or not.

      “Can I help you?” His tone was professional.

      “I’m Charlie’s mother, Serenity Jacobs.” I stopped in front of him and gazed up into the most beautiful set of brown eyes I’d ever seen. They were intense yet with an underlying kindness, and I instantly liked this man. In fact, I liked him way more than was safe.

      “Ah, the goalie.” He nodded but didn’t give anything away.

      “Yes. I was hoping you’d give her some playing time. The other coach refused to. He was mad that he was forced to have her on his team.”

      “There is a girls’ team, you know,” he pointed out patiently.

      “Of course I know that.” Irritation seeped into my voice, and he frowned, moving a few steps closer to his car, like he was plotting his escape route.

      “I’m guessing you would.” He watched me somewhat warily
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