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        Calgary, Canada

        Late January

      

      

      

      She didn’t fit in here. She’d never belong.

      It was funny how a person could feel opposite desires simultaneously. One: the recognition that Sylvie was completely out of her depth, and she wanted to leave. Two: the recognition that something deep within her demanded she stay.

      She glanced around the pews filled with good and lovely people. No one else had dressed in all black. No one else wore Doc Martens boots. Sure, some of them had tattoos—she knew Bree’s best friend, Holly, had a tattoo of the Olympic rings on her ankle—but for the most part they looked like a style option, rather than a protest against the world. And while she knew that statement made her sound as judgy as everybody else in this building, she couldn’t help it. She knew she didn’t fit in, and despite Bree’s efforts over the years, she’d never belong. Never be good enough. Even now, the walls felt like they were closing in on her, making it hard to breathe.

      So that fact made her want to run away. To escape this church building. Further. Like, maybe go back to Ontario. Or possibly Mexico.

      But even that feeling was countered by one equally potent, a heavy internal tug that demanded she stay—and not just because the place was filled with hot hockey players. She gulped, and glanced around.

      Bree and Mike Vaughan sat in the row in front, surrounded by various family members, including Mike’s parents, Bree’s folks and her grandmother, Violet. Both Mike and Bree’s moms had basically moved in since Christmas, taking turns to help out with the kids, and then Bree and the tiny twins, Madeline and Matthew, born five weeks premature. Even to help poor Mike, who’d been so exhausted that he’d taken time off work for several weeks.

      Sylvie swallowed. She understood. It wasn’t a slight on her care for little Ethan and Ellison during the last quarter of last year. It was simply all the other things that had needed doing, like cooking, cleaning, washing—things that Mike had wearily said he could pay someone to do, but both mothers had insisted they were needed, as family came first after all. And while Pam Karlsson was lovely, Mrs. Vaughan had made no secret of the fact she didn’t like Sylvie, so Sylvie hadn’t tried too hard to turn the other cheek. It was like Regina thought that just because Sylvie liked piercings and black attire that made her somehow dangerous around Bree’s children. She rolled her eyes as the minister or preacher or whatever he was kept talking.

      Another peek across the aisle showed Bree’s twin, Brent Karlsson, and his wife Holly, and their two children, sitting listening raptly. Bree’s older brother, Dean, was there too with his wife and kids. Nearby were some of Mike’s teammates, including Franklin James and his girlfriend Hannah. It wasn’t exactly a mystery how so many NHL players happened to be in church on this day. Mike and Bree were so good they seemed to have a hotline to God, who probably could’ve caused the NHL schedule to shift around or something. But then Bree’s babies had been born to allow the timing of their christening to coincide with the start of the mid-season break, which meant more players could attend than was usual in the regular season.

      As she peeked across, one of those men glanced across, his eyes touching hers for a long moment before sliding away. Brian or Ryan or something like that. She was fairly certain Bree had mentioned that he was one of Mike’s friends, even if he did play for Calgary’s biggest rival, Edmonton. Apparently, he was from some online Bible study group that Mike disappeared to most weeks, leaving her and Bree to juggle the babies. Whatever. He seemed way too clean-cut for her. The guy he sat next to, Winnipeg’s Luc Blanchard, was more her usual speed, with his sleeve of tatts and resting scowl face. Beyond them sat another of the NHL’s no-bull players, Vancouver’s Chris Thomas, with his wife Diana and three freckled kids.

      Her heart ached as the service continued. All of these rich and beautiful people with their perfect lives, their perfect husbands and perfect wives, their perfect families. What did any of them understand about fractured families and trying to find love? It was like they lived in a rose-scented bubble of obliviousness, and had no idea how others struggled in the real world. And although Bree and Mike were better than most, even they could never really understand what it was to desperately want a family, to feel like there was an anchor in this world. Even before her parents’ deaths, Sylvie had always been alone.

      The walls were closing in. She couldn’t wait to leave. A prayer was prayed, she mouthed an Amen, not that she thought God—if he or she even existed—would pay attention to her, then stood and swiftly exited down the long aisle to her rust bucket parked outside.

      She huddled in her coat, almost slipping on the icy pavement as she neared her car. Bree had asked for Sylvie to help with preparing the lunch, and knowing Bree had plenty of hands to help with getting the tiny twins and older two into her new mom-van, Sylvie hadn’t needed to stay. She had needed to get a moment’s respite at home—Bree’s home, but whatever—before the deluge of visitors hit again. She was so thankful that Bree had insisted Sylvie keep her place in the guest room, even as others—like Mike’s mom—had made it plain that she wasn’t exactly their first choice in caring for Bree’s children.

      She’d overheard Regina Vaughan say that once, and Bree’s laughing response, “You don’t seriously expect me to kick out a friend of mine who specifically moved here to help with the babies, now do you?”

      Sylvie had rounded the corner at that time, pretending she hadn’t heard. Not for Regina’s sake, but for Bree’s. Bree had proved a good friend, and sure as heck didn’t need more drama in her life, not after complications with Bree’s health meant an early caesarean delivery of her twins. It had been a super scary time for them all, and Sylvie had done her best to calm Ethan and little Ellison, who didn’t understand why Mommy had gone away to the hospital for several weeks. Bree and the twins had come home nearly two weeks ago, and had wanted the christening service held as soon as possible, and somehow they’d pulled it off. But Sylvie knew her friend was tired, and the fact Bree had reached out to her during Sylvie’s hour of need, and done so much for her since, meant she’d do whatever she could to help her now.

      She’d just picked up Ethan’s toys when the first car pulled in. A glimpse through the large plate glass revealed it wasn’t Bree’s van, but a sportier vehicle. She sighed. Time to act like she liked people again.

      She busied herself in the kitchen, removing the plastic-wrapped trays of hors d’oeuvres that Bree had ordered from a local deli, and placing the trays of kid-friendly meals in the oven to gently warm. She just had to look busy, like the paid help Regina so clearly thought her, which in some ways probably was true. Bree hadn’t just paid for Sylvie’s moving costs, but had paid her a nice little salary since she’d moved here nearly four months ago to work as the nanny while Bree battled health challenges in the lead up to her delivery. One day that’d change, when Bree decided she didn’t need as much help anymore. Or if Regina decided to stay much longer.

      The slam of car doors preceded the opening of the front door which she’d left unlocked, trusting that today wouldn’t be the day a serial killer chose to visit.

      “Yo! Anyone home?”

      Brent Karlsson. Bree’s twin, and NHL superstar. Sylvie checked her appearance in the mirrored backsplash and tucked loose curls behind her ears. “Back here,” she yelled.

      A patter of little feet drew an ache to her heart and a smile to her dial as two dark-haired kids raced inside, then skidded to a stop at the sight of her.

      “Hi.” Sylvie smiled, but the two children only looked at her wide-eyed. She was used to this, as lots of kids seemed to find her appearance unusual.

      “Don’t mind them,” Brent said, his entrance causing both kids to run behind his long jeans-clad legs. “Say hi, guys,” he instructed his children.

      Two soft “Hi”s met her ears, and she crouched down to their level. “Do you want to go play in the kids’ room?” They nodded. “Come on.”

      She led the way to the room which sometimes doubled as a downstairs guest room, but which today had been set up for the use of the visiting children. Sylvie planned to supervise them, but Bree had been a little iffy on the numbers.

      “Don’t worry,” Sylvie had assured her, “it’ll be just like preschool days. You just need to relax and take it easy and not worry about a thing. You know the doctors want you to rest, so if you need to get a break or have a sleep, do so.”

      “But so many people have taken time out to be here for today.”

      Sylvie had nodded. A bunch of the hockey players were heading home or off on short vacations after this, which meant the post-church service lunch was their chief time to socialize with Mike and Bree. “And everyone is here because they love you, and want you to be well, and they’ll all understand and be completely supportive if you need to rest.”

      Mike had nodded, thanking Sylvie later, “as we both know she’s inclined to take too much on.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” she’d assured.

      “You’re a Godsend, that’s what you are,” he’d said. And she’d tried not to roll her eyes.

      She now pointed out the toys and games in the room, and returned to the kitchen where Holly Karlsson was pulling out more of the trays in the well-stocked fridge, while Brent fiddled with the sound system.

      Holly glanced up at Sylvie. “Thanks for that.” Her voice held an Aussie inflection. “It’s Sylvie, right? We first met at Bree’s hen night years ago.”

      “Hen night?”

      “Bachelorette party?” Holly’s nose wrinkled. “You’d think I’d know the North American terms by now, but I still forget. Anyway, it’s good to see you again.”

      “You too.” Although she really hoped Holly didn’t remember the way Sylvie had once spoken about—and ogled—Holly’s now-husband, Brent. That wasn’t awkward at all.

      “You look a little different.” Holly’s head tilted.

      Try a lot. That’s what losing thirty pounds, gaining new ink, and changing her hair did. Those people who talked about a haircut to get over a man had no idea. Her mom’s death had proved a catalyst for change, and she was more than happy to do anything to leave the old Sylvie behind. Moving west from Toronto meant a fresh start in lots of ways.

      By now others had arrived, including Bree and Mike, Bree being instantly told by her mom to sit down and put her feet up. Sylvie led Ethan and little Ellison to the playroom to play with their cousins, knowing there would be plenty of willing arms for baby cuddles with Maddie and Matt.

      Sylvie stayed there, listening to the sounds of others arriving, the conversation and laughter, unable to ignore the fact that once again she felt sidelined, not part of the crowd who already had so much going for them. Which was dumb, especially as this was what she’d signed up for. But there it was.

      “Hi.”

      She turned and faced Diana, the shy-looking woman married to Vancouver’s goalie, Chris. Diana held the hands of another two children, while a third child eyed Sylvie, his snub nose wrinkled like he didn’t like what he saw.

      “Bree said you were looking after the kids in here. Would you mind—?”

      “Awesome! Look at all the Lego!” The oldest boy barreled past his mom, straight past Sylvie, as the other woman sighed.

      “I’m so sorry. Tanner is a little hyperactive at times—he gets that from his father, would you believe—”

      Sylvie had seen the man in games she’d watched with Bree. Oh, she’d believe it.

      “—and we’d love the chance to just relax for a moment.”

      “No problem. There’s food heating up now. Any allergies to be aware of?”

      A long list of gluten, dairy, and nut intolerances followed, which she met with assurances of the fruit and healthy snacks and gluten-free meat pies that Bree had insisted on.

      “Thank you so much.” The woman visibly sagged in relief. “I’m Diana, by the way. Diana Thomas. Chris’s wife.”

      “Sylvie Miles.”

      “Thank you, Sylvie. You’ve been helping Bree out with the kids, haven’t you?”

      “For a while now, yeah.”

      Diana smiled. “You’re a real blessing to her and Mike.”

      Sylvie tensed. All these references to God and blessing and stuff were making her feel itchy inside. “Just doing what I can. Now go, have fun. I’ll look after…”

      “Faith and Jack,” Diana supplied, gently pushing them toward Sylvie. Jack screwed up his nose and went to sit beside his brother, while his sister lingered by Sylvie’s side.

      “Come on, Faith.” Sylvie held out her hand. “Do you like dolls? Ellison is only little but she has a few.”

      Faith shook her head. “I like cars.”

      “A girl after my own heart, then.” She waved off Diana who wisely escaped without a sound. Some parents made their departures unnecessarily hard. “Okay, Ethan has plenty of cars he won’t mind us playing with.”

      That hope was soon lost as Jack and Tanner soon got into an argument, forcing Sylvie to intervene, before it disrupted the others. “Come on boys, put the cars down.”

      “But I had it first,” yelled Tanner.

      “Jack, if he had it first then we can’t snatch it from—”

      “See?” Tanner yanked his arm away from his brother, holding the car up high. “You can’t have it.”

      Jack started crying, the high-pitched wail soon bringing his father in.

      “Man, I knew it had to be you two.” Chris glanced at Sylvie, shaking his head. “Are you supposed to be in charge here?”

      Defensiveness rose as part of her wanted to shrivel under his narrowed gaze. Another part wanted to point out that his kids were ultimately his responsibility. “Yes.”

      “I’m real sorry about them.” He sighed. “Tanner has ADHD, and Jack bounces off his behavior.”

      “Diana explained. They’ll probably settle once they eat. Which reminds me, do you mind waiting here a moment while I go get the kids’ food trays?”

      “Sure.” He beckoned over another guest with the physique of a hockey player, leaving her to hurry to the kitchen while they continued their conversation. She wasn’t sure how much actual supervision was going on, but she’d take this chance. A retrieval of trays from the oven, a quick rearrange, then she was halted by Holly again.

      “Are they behaving?” Holly asked. “We heard screaming before.”

      “Not yours, but Chris Thomas’s kids.”

      They were joined by Hannah Wade, Franklin James’s girlfriend, who Sylvie had gotten to know last year. But perhaps not just Franklin’s girlfriend anymore, judging from the sparkly rock on her finger.

      “When did this happen?” Sylvie demanded, pointing at the ring.

      “New Year’s Eve.”

      “Congratulations!” Holly hugged her.

      “Thanks. We’re hoping to get married at Franklin’s family ranch this summer, provided his sister can coordinate it around a movie being shot there.”

      “Three Creek Ranch,” Sylvie explained to Holly. “There’s an old western town that’s been used for lots of movies and TV shows, including As The Heart Draws.”

      “Ainsley Beckett is in that one, isn’t she?” Holly asked. “Between the kids and my studies, I don’t watch a lot of TV these days, but I’ve seen a few episodes. She’s really pretty.”

      Hannah nodded. “It’s beautiful there. Especially in summer.” She smiled at Holly. “It’s funny talking to you today after doing that interview two weeks ago. If I’d known there’d be so many of you here today I would’ve begged for a camera crew.”

      Because Hannah had recently earned a new role as a correspondent for ESPN. ESP-flipping-N. Envy soared. The big lives of these women—Holly was a Winter Olympics short-track skating gold medalist, as well as studying to be a doctor, Bree had said—made Sylvie feel so small.

      “I think Bree and Mike are happy to keep things on the down-low today,” Sylvie offered.

      “But there’s nothing stopping you from doing some interviews on your phone, right?” Holly said.

      The two chatted on, leaving Sylvie to carry her trays of now-appropriately cooled kids’ food to the room. Around her the conversations continued, the men and women with lives more important than hers offering a smile or ignoring her as she moved past. It was hard not to feel less-than, sometimes. To feel like she was a cog in the wheel of someone else’s big life.

      Mike caught her attention from where he was talking with a couple of teammates she’d met here before. “Thanks for all you’re doing.”

      “No problem.”

      “Seriously, Bree and I appreciate you.”

      She shrugged. “It’s what you pay me for.”

      She noticed the way his teammate eyed her spiderweb clips in her hairdo then trickled down her attire of black shirtdress, fishnets and Docs, his lip curled and dismissive, like he thought her a weirdly-dressed waitress. The fact that she clearly wasn’t memorable to anyone here drew new resolve to put her extra sassy boots on. She offered the plate to him and fake-smiled. “Let me guess: you’re eyeing me like that because you’re secretly wanting one of these little pastries, am I right?”

      “Uh…”

      “They’re for the kids, but I can understand a grown man feeling like he needs something a little more basic sometimes.”

      A quick glance at Mike revealed his usual laid-back good humor had fallen away, replaced with a slight frown. Hmm. Maybe that last comment had too much bite in it. Still, it didn’t stop her from snatching the tray away, just as his big doofus of a teammate reached to grab a pastry.

      “Oops, I just remembered. They’re for the kids. And you wouldn’t want to deprive a child now, would you?”

      She pivoted and strode away, almost crashing into Franklin, who did his own quickstep to avoid her.

      “Hey, sorry, Sylvie. Here, you want me to take that?” he offered.

      “Um, sure. Thank you.” Finally, one of the guys here was taking thoughtfulness beyond mere words. “If you could take that inside the kids’ room, I’ll go get the rest of the trays.”

      “Better hurry. If Chris sees this, he’s likely to eat it all.”

      “Truth.” See, she had time for someone like Franklin. Hannah had really lucked out with him. But was it any wonder he loved Hannah when she was so pretty, talented, and thanks to her TV sports reporter job, famous? Sylvie’s heart dipped, and she avoided eyes as she returned to the kitchen to grab the next tray.

      By the time she returned to the kids’ room, Franklin had joined the man crew, who were talking hockey playoff predictions, now they were over halfway through the season.

      Chris broke off his conversation to eye her. “You’re back, huh?”

      “As you can see.”

      “’bout time. I’m starved.”

      “Then go eat,” she snarked.

      Franklin cleared his throat as Chris scowled at her then stalked off. “Hey, Sylvie, have you met Luc and Ryan?”

      Not formally, no. But as she was feeling pretty ticked off with the world she couldn’t be bothered explaining that Mike had talked about them often, and so settled for a nod. Besides, if this was some not-so-secret way to set her up, then no thanks. She wasn’t that pathetically desperate.

      The mullet man crossed his tattooed arms over his barrel chest and nodded. But his friend… Um, okay, hello.

      She obviously hadn’t got a thorough look in the church before, because now she saw him better, his scruff and sparkling dark hazel eyes, and yes, his muscles, mightn’t be exactly Brent Karlsson caliber, but were still quite enough to tempt her. “Hey.”

      He smiled, his eyes on hers, not on her hair or her legs or her chest or anywhere they shouldn’t be. He held out a hand. She grasped it. Her breath hitched. Heat lay there, so much that she’d love to feel his hand in hers, to snuggle up with him on this freezing January day.

      Then a child screamed.
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        * * *

      

      That magical moment of connection snapped as Sylvie dropped Ryan’s hand and raced into the room, separating two kids who were obviously hockey wannabes judging from the WrestleMania moves and threats not unlike what Ryan had seen and heard on the rink. Or what he and his brother had done on occasion.

      But when Chris’s eldest son started laying into Sylvie instead of his brother, Ryan moved with Franklin and Luc as one unit to separate the fighting kids, Franklin and Luc a wall against Tanner’s flailing kicks, while Ryan grabbed the smaller one, Jack, and drew him away. But not before one of Jack’s fists found Sylvie’s face.

      She gasped, and grabbed her cheek.

      “Oh man, are you okay?” Ryan asked her.

      She peered at him, then glanced at Jack, who stood open-mouthed at what he’d done, even while his older brother still raged. “It’s okay, Jack. I know you didn’t mean it.”

      He started wailing, and she moved to her knees in front of the kid. “Hey. Don’t cry. It’s all okay.” She glanced up at Ryan. “Help me stop him crying,” she muttered. “We can’t let this ruin Bree’s big day.”

      But the tears quickly drew Chris and Diana back to the room, their slumped shoulders saying this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. Ryan could feel the tension between them as Chris muttered, “See? I knew we shouldn’t have brought them,” to his wife.

      Diana pressed her lips together, spoke softly to Sylvie who simply shook her head and assured her she was fine and smiled. But Ryan could tell it wasn’t a real smile, as it only went up half one side of her face, like she really was injured.

      Chris spoke in an undertone to his sons, which instantly shut down all tantrums, and he and Diana took their children from the room.

      “Are you okay?” Ryan asked Sylvie again. “I can go get some ice.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You sure?” Franklin asked. “You look like you might be getting a nice shiner there. Speaking from experience.”

      “Honestly, I’ll be happy as soon as we can all settle down.” She offered a gritted-teeth-looking smile. “And I’m really happy to be here on my own. I don’t want Mike or Bree feeling like they need to worry about the kids.”

      Luc shrugged. “If you’re sure.” Franklin cut Ryan a look, then followed Luc from the room.

      But Ryan didn’t want to leave. Not yet, anyway. The fact she wanted to downplay things, he suspected as much for Diana’s sake as Bree’s, drew a sense of admiration. He’d noticed the way she’d been working here over lunch, doing her job without fuss. And that, as much as her cool hair, pierced nose and eyebrow, vibrant painted nails, and the tatts dancing around her neck, intrigued him.

      She was obviously Bree’s friend, and he knew Mike had been glad she’d come to help out Bree when the pregnancy had taken its toll on her health. Then, when Bree had needed the emergency caesarean, Mike had often said how thankful he was that Sylvie had been there to keep the other kids calm. Mike had needed time off from captain duties, the whole experience so unsettling Calgary’s team that they’d lost several games in a row, the most recent in the latest Battle of Alberta, when Ryan’s team had thumped Calgary by five goals. To see so many people, including Mike’s teammates, come out in support of their twins’ christening today was special, to see them attend church was awesome, and he’d prayed they’d heard the pastor’s message about God’s grace and love for all.

      But surely the fact that Sylvie had attended, that she’d bowed her head during the prayers—yeah, he’d peeked—meant, unlike what Mike had implied before in the group chat, that Sylvie now believed in God, too. Which was…good.

      “You’re still here,” she said now.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you anything?” he asked. “If you ice that bruise now, it mightn’t show as much tomorrow.”

      “You concerned about my looks?”

      “You look good to me.” Such an understatement. But then, he’d never met anyone with her striking blend of dark chocolate eyes, purple dipped hair, pale skin, and unique style.

      The narrowed gaze softened a fraction, and she shrugged. “I can’t leave the kids again, so if you really want to help, you could find one of Mike’s ice packs in the freezer.”

      “Back in a moment.”

      Her lips curved up briefly, and he hurried from the room, passing various grandparents and family members, including Bree’s brother Brent, who was talking with Mike’s sister Callie. So many people, he was getting kind of overwhelmed. But he’d only be here another hour or so before he’d need to drive back north. God had pulled a miracle to have so many of the online Bible crew gather here today.

      He found the ice pack, reassured Mike who was sitting with a clearly exhausted Bree, but who refused to go to bed as her mom and grandmother suggested, instead insisting on entertaining their guests.

      “But honey,” Mike began, as Ryan hastened his escape. Nope. He had no interest in getting in the middle of domestic drama.

      He returned to the kids’ room, pausing to allow Mike’s mom to bustle in before him. “And where is my favorite Miss Ellison?”

      Sylvie’s upturned lips flattened, her expression growing stiff.

      “Here you go.” He offered her the ice pack, and she gingerly held it to her face.

      A glance at Mike’s mom showed her slight shake of the head, but whether it was at Sylvie’s injury or something else he didn’t know. He waited, wondering if he should stay or leave, but then Luc called him, so after a last check on Sylvie, which she waved off, he left.

      He tried to join in the conversation, but the incident before had him tense. Some might call it dumb for a pro hockey player to not like confrontation, but he’d always preferred to avoid making waves. He’d learned from his first professional team to keep his head down, thanks to a coach who was rumored to have psychopathic tendencies, and had kept quiet ever since. Some might know Ryan was a Christian, but he wasn’t in your face about it. About the most significant thing he’d ever done was to join the others in the online Bible study groups in last year’s video. That video had gone viral as pro hockey players took a stand against violence and abuse affecting women, after Hannah had been subjected to trolls. Some of his teammates had been stunned to learn Ryan had a voice and knew how to use it.

      But he’d always preferred to observe than speak, and it felt like there’d been plenty not being said in the room before. Which made him wonder what the undercurrents were about. He vaguely remembered Mike once saying something about how his mom had had issues with Sylvie in the past, but he couldn’t remember the details. And really, if someone wanted to judge someone on their ink or the color of their hair, then he didn’t care to know them too much.

      He noticed Mike’s mom carrying Mike’s little girl out, just as Brent called for attention. Then Mike and Bree thanked everyone for coming, especially thanking those who had traveled great distances to be there. This was said with a look at Mike’s sister, Callie, who apparently had come from Germany.

      “I hope you all know how much we’ve appreciated your support in recent weeks and months, with everything from delicious meals being dropped off, to offers of babysitting, and your emotional and practical support. I,” Mike cleared his throat, “I honestly don’t know how I could’ve survived if it wasn’t for God, and for all of you helping out.” He faced Bree, pressing a kiss to her hand as he studied her with a look of deep emotion. “I love you so much, Bree. I’m so glad you’re on the mend now, honey.”

      Bree clasped Mike’s hand, looking up at him with a look of love that twisted Ryan’s heart. His all-in focus on hockey meant he’d never really had a girlfriend, let alone someone who could make him look like that. He peeked across to where Sylvie had entered, on the outskirts of the room, holding Ethan’s hand. Ethan weaved his way to his mom’s side, resting his head on her lap.

      Mike drew a hand over his son’s tousled curls. “I thank God for my family, every day, and I know now we can’t take our families for granted for one second.”

      Ryan noticed how Sylvie’s lips rolled in on themselves, her shoulders slumping.

      Bree waved a hand, which was not unusual, Ryan knew, as she often had something to say. “I wanted to add my thanks for all your help and support, especially to Sylvie, who has made such a difference in coming to stay here for the past few months. You truly have proved a Godsend, my friend.”

      Sylvie nodded, shrugged, waving off the thanks like she was embarrassed.

      “Well, once again, thanks for coming,” Mike said, “and I know many of you have to get going soon, that you’ve got vacations to get to, but I hope you know how grateful we are that you decided to join with us today. And hey, seeing none of us have games tomorrow, please make sure you enjoy some of the twins’ special cake, as they sure won’t be eating any of it.”

      “Happy to oblige,” Kurt Matthews, Calgary’s goaltender, said, to laughter.

      A little commotion in the corner drew Ryan’s attention to Mike’s parents, who were whispering loudly to each other.

      “Mom?” Mike asked. “Did you have something to say?”

      “Why, yes, I did.” She glanced at Mike and Bree, then at Bree’s parents, who were holding the twins in their arms, then back at her husband, who gave a small nod. She smiled. “We’re so proud of you both, of you all, and we decided we’d surprise you with some news of our own.”

      Ryan crossed his arms, shooting raised eyebrows at Luc, who gave a shrug. He peeked at Sylvie, who wore her own furrowed brow.

      “Now the twins are here, and we’re both retired, and our daughter Callie has finally returned from her work in Germany, we have decided that we do not want to live so far from our family. And that’s why,” Mrs. Vaughan glanced at her husband, then at her son, “that’s why we’ve sold up in Toronto and are moving here permanently.”

      Bree blinked, as Mike grinned. “Are you serious?”

      “Sure are, Son.” His dad clasped him in a bear hug. “There’s no point in us being over there when you are all over here.”

      “And we know you need more help, Breanna,” Mrs. Vaughan said.

      “But I have Sylvie.”

      “But she isn’t really family, is she?”

      Ouch. Ryan cast Sylvie a look, just in time to catch a flicker of emotion before her face blanked and she glanced down at her Doc Martens boots, biting her lip.

      “We didn’t want to say anything until we closed on the deal, especially with all that’s been going on here, but know you’ll have us nearby, anytime of day. And soon, your own on-call doctor, with Callie, when her service in the army is up.”

      “Mom.” Mike’s older sister wrinkled her nose at Mike, who nodded, like they’d shared similar silent conversations before.

      “Wow. That’s great news.” Mike appeared delighted even as his wife appeared stunned. Clearly this was news to them. And to Sylvie. “Okay, then. Well, everyone, please have some cake, and enjoy the afternoon. For as long as you can, anyway.”

      Ryan glanced at his TAG Heuer. Winced. He and Luc really needed to leave now if they were going to get to the airport in time to make Luc’s flight.

      Luc moved beside him. “We need to hustle.”

      For sure. Yesterday’s game against Nashville was their last for ten days, and while Ryan wasn’t heading to his apartment in Edmonton, he had planned to catch up with his family in Red Deer. And as that drive was at least an hour and a half, on top of getting Luc to his flight, they needed to get to the airport pronto.

      He wished Brent and Franklin good luck in next weekend’s All-Star game, then joined others in thanking Mike and Bree for their hospitality. Mike backslapped him. “Thanks so much for coming, man. It really means a lot to us.”

      “Wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” Ryan bent and kissed Bree’s cheek. “You take care of yourself, okay? Sounds like you’ll have plenty of helpers now.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “That’s for sure.”

      Ryan glanced around for Sylvie, but she was nowhere to be seen. So, he sent up a silent prayer for her, fist-bumped Brent and Franklin, and gestured for Luc to follow him out to his Lexus LC.

      Some things obviously just weren’t meant to be.
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      “Excuse me, Miss, but have you got anything by Jane Austen?”

      Sylvie pasted on a smile. “Have you tried the classics section?” She pointed in the general direction for where it might be. She hoped.

      Her smile fell away, as the customer left without acknowledgment, let alone a word of thanks. Maybe she was still getting used to things here, but she’d forgotten what working in retail could be like. It sure was different from when she was working with Bree, where appreciation had flowed.

      Regret gnawed, as she slowly picked up a stack of books to replace on the shelves.

      Two days. She’d lasted only two days before circumstances forced her hand and she’d told Bree she needed to quit. The following day she’d moved here, after finding a cheap apartment and a job opening in this bookstore, misgiving chasing her every step of the way.

      She’d upset Bree. The one person in her life who’d given her a chance, who’d proved faithful through the years, and Sylvie had gone and upset her. Something Sylvie had no wish to do. She cringed. How she hated being that person, that failure of a friend. She had tried, but Mike’s mom had made her intentions obvious. Why else would the woman have insisted on moving halfway across the country from Toronto to Cowtown, making Sylvie’s time here pointless? And while Sylvie might love Bree and her kids, Mike’s mom had made it plain that family came first, not friends.

      The only way to keep the peace had seen Sylvie murmur to Bree that she’d need to leave. That she had family commitments of her own in Red Deer. Which wasn’t exactly true. Technically, her grandparents lived here, but she hadn’t gone to see them yet, more focused on getting settled with her accommodation and job than finding the emotional fortitude to speak to the grandparents who had basically disowned her years ago. She couldn’t believe how conservative some people still were these days, but knowing some folk would judge her, she’d rocked up to the job interview here with long sleeves, piercings-free, less made-up than normal, still dressed in black sans her usual skulls and quirkiness.

      The bookstore owner had been a little skeptical about Sylvie’s vast array of jobs in recent years, and maybe she’d caught a whiff of Sylvie’s general vibe as she’d suggested that she might be better off working in one of the comic book stores, which was a little insulting, to be honest. And while the thing that had swung the job in Sylvie’s favor was the fact that she’d at least had some experience working in a bookstore before—back when she was a teen, but whatever—Sylvie thought it was more the fact that an NHL captain’s wife had written her a glowing reference that had got her the job. At least, that was what she’d figured from the way Marie had studied her hastily put-together CV, before saying, “Are you telling me you know Mike Vaughan? Calgary’s Mike Vaughan?”

      “Yes. His wife and I have been friends for years. I’ve been caring for their kids.”

      “And why’d you leave?”

      “They have family nearby to care for them now.”

      And that was the stone-cold truth.

      Bree and Mike had family. People who loved them. People who wanted them nearby. Sylvie did not. Maybe one day she’d find courage enough to talk with her grandparents, but that day was not this day. She pressed her lips together. And maybe one day she’d find the courage to return to Bree and fully explain the situation. Fully explain about her past, too. But she couldn’t right now. Bree was already too fragile, and Sylvie wasn’t much better. But at least Bree had told her she was always welcome to return. That was something, at least. Something that showed the generous nature of her friend, her huge heart for others, that was so opposite to the tight knot that substituted for Sylvie’s own.

      She replaced books, glancing across the store, hoping Marie would see just what a useful employee Sylvie could be, that today’s trial should lead to a permanent position. She returned to Marie at the front desk. The store was fairly quiet, with only a few browsers that she’d already checked on.

      “So, is it true that Bree Vaughan nearly died?” Marie asked.

      Sylvie swallowed the first words begging to spill. Telling her new boss to mind her own business wasn’t likely to go down well. “I’m not sure what you’ve heard,” she hedged.

      Marie shrugged. “I can’t say that I’ve heard too much—we tend to support the Oilers around here—but I heard rumors that she was very unwell.”

      Well, that wasn’t exactly news. It was no secret that Mike had taken several weeks off “for personal reasons” due to the twins’ emergency delivery. “She’s on the mend now, and as I said before, she’s got a good support system around her.”

      “Hmm.” Marie frowned at her, like she didn’t understand why Sylvie, as a self-confessed good friend of Bree’s, was here in Red Deer, and not 150 kilometers south.

      Sylvie wasn’t about to explain to Marie the ins and outs of the dynamic that she shared with Regina Vaughan. She could barely explain it to herself, which was why her departure from Bree’s had proved so tricky. Besides, she needed this job, so playing meek and mild had to be the name of the game.

      “Well, I guess that’s good to hear,” Marie finally said.

      “You guess?” Heat roared at the dismissiveness of those two words. How dare she? “This is my friend who nearly died. Surely it shouldn’t matter what team her husband plays for.” Oh, look whose mouth had decided not to listen to her brain.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing,” Sylvie muttered. She picked up another stack of books. “I’ll go re-shelve these ones too.”

      “You do that.”

      Great. She’d gone and ticked off her boss—on her first day. This was no way to find a new start. But—she shoved a Nora Roberts novel firmly into the shelf—failing to keep her mouth closed might’ve contributed to the reason she had so many jobs listed on her CV. She was going to have to try a lot harder to keep her head down and big mouth shut if she was going to have any chance of keeping this job and afford the dumpster of a rental that she now called home.

      Her shoulders slumped. How had her life changed so dramatically in such a short time? Just over a month ago, she’d been happily ensconced in Bree’s guest room of her luxury home, taking care of Bree’s gorgeous kids while having a friend to talk to, even if Bree had been tired a lot of the time. Sylvie had felt valued, and appreciated, like she finally had a toehold in that mythical dream called a family. Then Bree and Mike’s real family had come, and everything had changed.

      Family came first. Family always should come first. But sometimes, when people put their family first, it came at the cost of further marginalizing those who didn’t have one. Yet to point this out would only make Sylvie look selfish, and as she knew darn well she was pretty selfish she sure as heck had no desire to draw more attention to it. Besides, deep down she suspected Regina was just as scared about Bree as Bree’s own mother had been, and that it was fear that sharpened Regina’s comments until Sylvie felt like she had a million needles stabbing her soul. Porcupines had nothing on her.

      But how was a girl to overlook Regina’s constant sighs, and murmurs to Mike and Pam of her concern about the type of influence Sylvie was, let alone the interruptions to the routines Sylvie had already established with little Ethan and Ellison? They’d been getting so confused, being put down for their usual afternoon nap, then being expected to stay awake because their grandmother thought that meant they’d sleep better at night? The household had seen a teetering of routines and expectations, both spoken and unspoken, moments when she was talked to then talked at, so that trying to find a balance was so hard. And Mike had been so stressed he hadn’t noticed his mother’s constant sniping, and Sylvie hadn’t wanted to add to his stress, so she’d let herself be considered the bad guy. It was a mess, and the only solution she’d seen was to escape, let Regina win, and try to salve her pride ninety minutes north, in the place that had kicked the stuffing out of her and her mom, years ago. “You sure know how to win at life,” she muttered to herself now.

      She glanced at the spine of the next book, one that would need to be replaced on the high shelf. The fantasy book looked good, but she couldn’t afford non-essentials, even with the staff discount. Maybe she should see if there was a local library she could visit. She found the movable stairs and rolled them into position so she could reach the high shelf, then realized her knee-length silver-web-stitched black skirt—as business professional-like as she had—meant she’d need to shimmy it up an inch or three to climb the steps. This accomplished, she replaced the book, then took a moment to glance around.

      The front door opened, and from her high perch she could see the new arrival was a man in a baseball cap, overcoat collar popped as he moved through the vestibule. Hmm. Now he was shrugging out of the jacket warranted by outside’s early February minuses, and she blinked. Rubbed her eyes. No way.

      He spoke to Marie, too far away for her to hear, but it looked like he’d dismissed her offer to help, content to browse. Which meant any minute now he might draw near. And while part of her would love the chance to meet him again, another part shrank back. He was Mike’s friend. Mike, who wasn’t Sylvie’s biggest fan at the moment, seeing she’d “left him in the lurch” as he’d said on Tuesday. But explaining to him that it was his own mother who had basically needled Sylvie right out of Bree’s house was not what he needed to hear. So she’d left, knowing he was disappointed in her. So, who knew what he might’ve said to his friends about the fickle, untrustworthiness of Bree’s Goth-dressed friend?

      Uncertainty made her hesitate, and she saw the way he turned down the aisle where her ladder was. She swiveled to face the books, glad for her leggings-under-a-skirt today and that her attire was a subtler version of her usual style. Maybe he wouldn’t recognize her. He probably wouldn’t recognize her, nor remember that moment when they’d clasped hands back at Bree’s house four days ago. She pulled out a book at random, holding it in a way that she hoped made it look like she was scanning the back cover, but which could double as a retrieving-or-replacing-or-covering-her-face prop as needed. No way did she want Ryan thinking she’d followed him here. Neither would she do a thing to make him think he held one iota of interest.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan moved through the store, grateful to have escaped the clutches of Marie. In, then out. Get the book for his dad’s birthday then escape without having to talk to any superfans like the woman who’d known his family since he was in Peewee. Especially if she was going to drop her daughter’s name into the conversation. His dad and brother had often laughed about the fact that Mom’s friend could barely talk to Ryan without mentioning Olivia, and the fact she was such a good teacher, and so sweet and yada, yada, yada. He’d tried to be the nice guy and have a conversation or two with Olivia, but she barely spoke, all blushes and embarrassment and stuff he didn’t know how to deal with. He certainly didn’t need any more of that in his life. He already indulged in that too much himself.

      And yes, he knew that avoiding Marie didn’t exactly make him a nice human, but this week was his only real break until April, when they might squeeze in a few days off before playoffs began. And Edmonton was tracking well to make the playoffs this year, which meant every second this week had to count, so he could maximize rest, relaxation, and rejuvenation. Hence, after the christening for Mike’s twins, he’d reveled in coming home to his family in Red Deer, away from the Edmonton apartment he shared with Mats Hansen, his teammate, and back to his roots. Back to feeling like introverted him might finally get a chance to relax and not feel like he needed to perform for others all the time. Being “on” so much was exhausting.

      He veered down the aisle Marie had mentioned, checking the names listed on book spines in alphabetical order. Drewe, Drummond, Druzinski…

      A muffled cough drew his attention up. Then further up. To see a woman with purple hair and pale skin holding a book atop a set of rolling stairs, wearing a store lanyard. Standing very, very still.

      His heart thudded. No way. He took a step back, noticed how she angled herself away, as if she didn’t want to be seen by him, and that movement drew his suspicions. Was it her? It must be; nobody else around here looked like that, and why else wouldn’t a sales assistant want to help a potential customer? Unless she was like one of those restocking agents in a grocery store, who always acted offended when someone mistook them for actually working there. Or maybe that was just him overthinking things. Whatever, her move was shady enough for him to clear his throat, and say, “Hey, I don’t suppose you know where the military fiction is?”

      There was a long pause, then a faint, “Nope.”

      Huh. Some assistant Sylvie was. If indeed she actually worked here. Maybe she was just a customer, although she was dressed like she was working, and not browsing, and without any of those skulls and things that had led him in past days to do some internet searching to find out more about this woman who so intrigued him. “Excuse me?”

      He waited, but she still didn’t turn to look at him. Which made him ask again more loudly, “Excuse me.”

      He heard a sigh, then, “Yes?”

      He crossed his arms, mouth twitching. If this really was her, he couldn’t understand why she didn’t want to act like an adult and actually face him. Same went for if it wasn’t. And hey, while he wanted to fly under the radar, it was a blow to his ego to have her ignore him if she really was whom he hoped. So he tried one more time. “Do you work here?”

      A louder sigh, this time accompanied by slumped shoulders. “Yes.”

      “Then could you please turn around and face me? I could really do with some help.”

      “Excuse me.” Marie’s voice came from behind him. “Is there a problem?”

      Ryan closed his eyes. See? This was now exactly what he hadn’t wanted to happen. Things were escalating into drama he really didn’t need.

      “Sylvie—”

      Bingo. So it was her.

      “—what are you doing up there? Surely you’ve had time enough to put that book away by now. Come down at once.”

      The slump in Sylvie’s shoulders became more pronounced. And as much as he, too, wanted to know the answer to that question—and more, like what on earth was she doing in Red Deer and not Calgary—he couldn’t help but notice the way she looked at Marie, almost like she was scared. Which drew protectiveness, as he offered her a half-smile then turned to face Marie who instantly smiled.

      “Ryan, I’m so sorry for my new assistant. It’s her first day on the job, and she’s still learning how we do things around here. If there’s anything I can help you with, I’d be very happy to oblige.”

      “Thanks Marie, but I needed to talk to Sylvie.”

      “Oh!” Marie’s eyes rounded. “I didn’t realize that you two knew each other.”

      “We met through Mike and Bree Vaughan.” He side-eyed Sylvie, catching the way she tensed. Why exactly was she here? Her actions so far hadn’t screamed jersey chaser or crazed fan stalker. Quite the opposite. Which made a nice change.

      “I see.”

      Judging from the way Marie was eyeing him, no she didn’t. And because she knew his mom he didn’t want Marie getting crazy ideas and passing them on before he’d had a chance to explain. “We’re friends.”

      He caught the start of surprise from the woman still standing on the steps, as Marie’s gaze drifted to her then back to him. “Well, Sylvie did mention that she knew them, so I guess this confirms that.”

      He fought the inclination to frown. One of the perks of being a little bit famous was people believing you over less well-known types. Which sometimes had its benefits, but other times, kind of sucked. “We’ll be fine, thanks,” he
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