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			Dedication

			This one is for the teachers

			who encouraged me in my early years.

			For the teachers who go above and beyond

			with knowledge, patience, and compassion.

			And for Claudeen Bergeron,

			one of the nicest and best.

			May your lessons and voices be heard

			and appreciated for generations.
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			Chapter 1

			The pungent scent of sweat-­soaked bodies and the ice beneath Jordan Kincade’s skates filled his nostrils. He devoured the energy, the thrill of the game, and the barely controlled chaos like a perfectly grilled steak. Queen’s “We Will Rock You” and anticipation vibrated through the jam-­packed arena as he skated to face-­off with his opponent on a power play. The Carolina Vipers might be down by a goal, but he knew the high-­decibel, foot-­stomping boost from the home crowd would pull them through.

			It always did.

			After an earlier vicious cross-­check delivered by Dimitri Pavel, Jordan—­much to the crowd’s delight—­racked up five for fighting. Now it was time to cut the shit and focus. He couldn’t allow Pavel’s toothless sneer to tempt him into chalking up any more penalty points. There was just too damn much at stake.

			“Gonna vipe smile off dat pretty face, kinky man.”

			Pavel spat when he spoke, a habit that tempted his opponents to dodge the spray and miss the drop. Jordan, who had mercifully retained all his own teeth, imagined it was hard to speak properly when you had the gums of an infant. Still, Pavel could have strings of snot hanging from his nose and Jordan wouldn’t care. He didn’t dodge anything if it meant he’d lose the face-­off.

			“Your saggy jock calls bullshit,” Jordan shot back. Yeah, okay, the bait had been too strong to resist the smack talk. So sue him.

			Like a wolf focused on its prey, Jordan’s attention sharpened as the ref lifted his hand and dropped the puck in front of Jordan’s skates. Jordan wasted no time in pushing the biscuit across the ice into Tyler Seabrook’s stick. The center took control. Dodging sticks, skates, and elbows, he managed to set up a shot in the sweet zone. Jordan snagged the pass and slapped it through the five-­hole before the goalie could get his glove on it.

			Red lights flashed behind the net and the horn blew, signaling the goal. The crowd leaped to their feet in an ear-­splitting roar as the players came together for congratulatory slaps on the back. Nothing felt better than a team celebration after an important goal. The one he’d just scored had been vital and hopefully took the burn off the penalties he’d drawn earlier. With the score now tied, the Vipers would have to quickly score once more or win it in overtime. The chances of either were iffy.

			The shift change gave Jordan a chance to catch his breath and rest his legs. During a regular season game he didn’t usually tense up. But the closer they got to making the playoffs, the more he tended to tighten every muscle to the extreme. By the time he made it home tonight he’d feel like he’d been hit by a bullet train. Once his team claimed victory and made it into the locker room, he’d need to have his favorite masseuse make a house call. Lucky for him his favorite masseuse came with a pretty smile, long blond hair, a taste for fine whiskey, and preferred to work in the nude.

			A smile curled his mouth as he watched Beau Boucher press his opponent into the corner boards with a glass-­quaking thud. The hulking defenseman used his weight and muscle to steal the puck and slide it across the ice to power forward Scott O’Reilly. O’Reilly sank it into the net so fast the goalie barely saw it flash by.

			With only two seconds remaining on the play clock, the Vipers bench emptied and the entire team roared onto the ice to celebrate the win. Unless a miracle materialized for the other team in the next blink of an eye, the Vipers were one step closer to the Stanley Cup.

			Hallefreakinglujah.

			After a loss a locker room could be as silent as a crypt. Tonight, the noise level and celebration escalated to ear-­splitting.

			Jordan did his best not to grin like a raging fool during his post-­game recap with the reporter from the Observer. Exhilaration tingled through his chest. He loved this damn game, his team, and right now he even loved Coach Bill Reiner, who openly admitted that he was an unlovable SOB. Didn’t matter. Hope remained alive. Every man on skates in this room could imagine the coveted silver Holy Grail of hockey pressed to their lips.

			Interview complete, Jordan had time to celebrate with the guys before everyone dropped their jocks and headed for the showers. Plans were already being made to take the party to the team’s favorite sports bar. Turk’s Ice House provided cold beer, perfectly cooked finger steaks, sharp darts, and plenty of pretty ladies who didn’t mind if the newest rookie sported a purple Mohawk or wore his jock strap on the outside of his jeans. Hazing could be hell, and Turk’s was always more than happy to add a little extra torture to the newbies.

			Tonight it didn’t matter if you were the captain, a veteran, or the newest kid on the ice. Tonight they were a team and tonight they’d celebrate as one. Come tomorrow they’d all be back to kicking ass in practice and preparing for the biggest games of the season.

			Near the lockers, Boucher tangled rookie Colton Dahl up in a headlock, and Jordan laughed. Damn, he was happy. Just out-­of-­his-­mind fucking happier than he’d been in a long time. Things had been going great for a while now. If he were a superstitious man, he’d be worried that his string of good luck was about to break. But he wasn’t even the type to grow a good-­luck beard during the playoffs like the other guys. He didn’t hesitate to walk under ladders, and he didn’t flinch when a black cat crossed his path. The vibe he had going was pretty sweet, and he planned to do everything in his power to keep it on fast track.

			Grabbing the back of his jersey with one hand, he pulled the number eighteen shirt over his head. A flash of purple and black briefly covered his eyes before he tossed the stinking material into the hamper and hung his pads in the locker. Before he could sit down to remove his skates, his cell phone rang.

			He debated answering it.

			Somehow the bleached blond princess he’d tangled legs with last week had gotten his number. Not that he didn’t appreciate her willingness to go above and beyond between the sheets, but Jordan didn’t have a want or a need to tie himself down to any woman. Especially one who had dollar signs in her eyes and envisioned his ring on her finger. Still, there were others who could be calling. And with five siblings it could be any one of them.

			Grabbing the black case, he glanced down at the caller ID.

			Ryan.

			His big brother rarely picked up the phone. Usually the man was too busy helping their parents run the family vineyards back in Washington State and being a single dad to his nine-­year-­old daughter. Then again, maybe Ryan had seen the game on TV tonight and was calling to offer his congratulations.

			Jordan poked the ANSWER button. “Hey, big brother. Did you see the game?”

			“I caught the first period.”

			“Only the first? What’s the matter?” Jordan laughed. “You couldn’t stand seeing me waste another five locked up for rearranging Pavel’s big nose?”

			“Jordy.” Ryan’s tone twisted through the pit of Jordan’s gut. “I’m sorry. I didn’t call about your game. I’ve got some bad news.”

			The knot tightened. “How bad?”

			Ryan’s silence on the other end of the phone sent a chill up Jordan’s back. Behind him the locker room celebration continued to blast at full volume. “Hang on a second. Let me go out into the hall. I can barely hear you.”

			Jordan shoved open the swinging doors and stepped into the much quieter passageway between the locker room and the coach’s office. “What’s going on?” With five siblings it could be anything. In the past, it often had been. There had been Ethan’s close call with a wildfire, the burns Parker received when a skillet of grease blew up, Declan’s near fatal crash on a California freeway, and Ryan’s bone-­breaking fall from the roof of the winery. Nicole, their baby sister, seemed to be the only one in the family who didn’t break body parts on a regular basis.

			Ryan cleared his throat. “There’s been an accident.”

			“What kind of accident? Is Riley okay?” Jordan asked, immediately feeling the familiar guilt that he didn’t get to see his niece often enough.

			“She’s fine. It’s . . . Mom and Dad.”

			His heart skipped a beat. “Are they okay?”

			“They hired one of those tour helicopters to fly them over Molokai.” Ryan’s voice hitched. “It crashed.”

			“What?” Disbelief sent Jordan’s fingers jamming through his hair. Their parents had gone to Hawaii a few days ago to celebrate their thirty-­fifth wedding anniversary. They’d been looking forward to warm sunshine and tropical drinks. “Did they . . .”

			“They’re gone, Jordy. There were no survivors.”

			Jordan’s throat closed like an iron fist had wrapped around his windpipe. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t move. For a second he had to bend over and brace his hands on his knees to keep them from buckling. To keep his stomach from rolling like he was fighting titanic ocean waves. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d spoken to either his mom or his dad at length. And now . . .

			In a distant echo he heard his brother calling his name.

			Agony pounded the breath from his lungs as he returned the phone to his ear. “I’ll be on the next flight home,” he told Ryan.

			“Let me get things figured out here a little more. Someone needs to go to Hawaii to claim the bodies and arrange to have them flown home,” Ryan said in an unbelievably calm tone.

			Ryan had always been the strong one, the one with a spine of steel in most any situation. Didn’t matter if Jordan was known to be a tough son of a bitch on the ice, Ryan was the one who managed to stay composed in the most stressful situations. Hell, even when his wife had left him high and dry with a little girl to take care of, Ryan’s steadiness never cracked. Jordan admired the hell out of him.

			“I’ll be on the next flight home,” Jordan repeated.

			“What about your game schedule?”

			“Fuck the game schedule. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Hands shaking, Jordan disconnected the call and swallowed the nausea pooled in his throat. No doubt his brothers could take care of everything so he could focus on winning the Cup. But that silver trophy wouldn’t mean shit if he abandoned them right now. He’d put his family in second place too many times in the past.

			He didn’t know if they really needed him, but he sure as hell needed them.

			Beyond the swinging metal doors to the locker room the celebration commotion continued. But for Jordan, life as he knew it had vanished.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Whoever said you can’t go home again hit the nail dead nuts. In a house that had never quite felt like home, Jordan sat on the leather sofa in his parents’ living room surrounded by those who shared his last name. The siblings he’d once lived and laughed with now seemed like distant relatives amid the suffocating grief and grave silence.

			Their parents had been the glue that held the foundation of their family together, even if their footing had gotten a little shaky over the years. They’d been a loving, united front and always managed to put a shine on something that might seem a little tarnished. Knowing those who’d given him life would never be around again to share a moment or ask advice was unfathomable and created an ache so deep Jordan could barely breathe.

			Tears burned his eyes as he lifted his gaze away from his clenched fists. Across the room, Declan, his fraternal twin—­a multimillionaire workaholic—­sat in a tufted leather chair poking away at his smartphone. As though Jordan had called his name, Dec looked up. Their eyes met briefly before Dec’s brows pulled together and he returned his focus to the phone in his hand.

			A hard knock rattled Jordan’s rib cage.

			Fraternal twins or not, they used to be as close as two brothers could ever be. Not that they possessed that weird twin thing where one instinctively sensed the other’s emotions from miles away. But they’d been connected. Even back in the day when, late at night, they’d whisper their dreams and plan their lives, their differences became starkly apparent.

			Declan had been the more cerebral, whereas Jordan had been the more physical. Not that Dec couldn’t hold his own in a punching match. He could. And Jordan had often sported the black eye to prove it. Dec had always been a planner and he’d been determined to become successful at whatever he chose to do. He’d never been afraid to work hard for it either. Jordan admired his brother’s success in the financial world. He gave great monetary advice and had always made Jordan a profitable return on his investments. But that personal link—­that brotherly connection they’d shared—­had long ago disappeared.

			Jordan had only ever had one dream—­playing hockey and winning the Stanley Cup. As a kid he’d had no idea of the sacrifices his parents would make for him to achieve that dream. He’d been too busy haunting the Philadelphia ice rinks where they’d lived and talking up the players to find out everything he could about the game. As soon as he’d learned to lace up his own skates, hockey became his life. That single-­minded focus had pulled him further and further away from the brother with whom he’d shared the womb.

			Slumped beside him on the sofa, with his dark hair in need of a decent cut and wearing a beard that hadn’t seen a razor in months, sat Ethan, youngest of the five brothers. As a wildland firefighter, Ethan probably didn’t need to look GQ on the job, but Jordan couldn’t help teasing him anyway. That’s what baby brothers were for.

			“Forget where you put your razor?”

			Ethan flashed a smile that never reached his eyes. “Don’t own one.”

			“No shit? Aren’t they afraid your face will catch fire when you’re out battling those blazes?”

			“Guess they’re more worried about the destruction to the forests.” Ethan shrugged. “Go figure.”

			Point taken.

			So much for humor.

			Ethan had a serious job that took him away from home for most of the year. Still, he exerted a hell of a lot more effort in staying in touch than Jordan.

			Parker, fourth born in the crazy mix of testosterone that had rattled around under their roof, came into the room with a plate of snacks. Like Jordan himself, Parker had been a bit on the wild side. In his teens he’d been more trouble than their parents had been able to handle. Still, the folks hadn’t given up on him. They knew he possessed the intelligence to accomplish whatever he wanted in life. But for many years he chose to throw it all away. He’d eventually been given a parental ultimatum—­a challenge that had turned him into a successful and talented chef who owned one of the most prosperous food truck businesses in the Portland, Oregon, area.

			While his younger brother held the plate in front of him, Jordan’s mouth watered. The growl in his stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten since yesterday.

			“How the hell did you whip these up so fast?” Jordan asked as he snagged a chunk of bacon-­wrapped pineapple and popped it into his mouth.

			“I won Chopped because I’m good and I’m fast,” Parker boasted.

			“Yeah, and your last girlfriend complained about that whole fast thing.” Jordan couldn’t resist giving his brother some shit. Truth was he was damn proud of what Parker had accomplished without asking for help from anyone.

			“Fuck you.” Parker’s response came with a grin.

			“Boys. Language.”

			Jordan looked across the room where their aunt Pippy gave them both the stink-­eye. Quite an impressive feat when the woman wore more black eyeliner than Lady Gaga.

			For whatever reason, their aunt had never quite moved on from the 1960s. She wore gobs of makeup, psychedelic colors, and gigantic earrings that could knock you out if they swung too hard in your direction. Her neon orange hair had been dyed within an inch of its life and teased into a style Jordan had only seen on nostalgic TV shows like Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-­In. She was the complete opposite of their conservative, serious-­minded mother—­Pippy’s younger sister—­but no one could argue that she was entertaining as hell.

			Next to Pippy sat the only female brave enough to be born late into an all-­boy family.

			Nicole was an ethereal beauty loaded down with a typical rebellious seventeen-­year-­old girl attitude. For what it was worth, Nicki scared the shit out of him. Jordan wasn’t used to her outbursts and temper tantrums. Hell, he wasn’t used to her at all. He’d been sixteen years old when she’d been born and he’d barely been around in those days. For the most part he’d bounced back and forth from the East Coast to the West Coast playing hockey and living part-­time with his uncle in Philly. Getting to know his infant sister hadn’t been high on his to-­do list.

			Today, that rebellious teen was in tears and Jordan felt compelled to cross the room and offer comfort. His sister’s blue-­eyed scowl had been the only thing to stop him. For whatever reason, she made it clear he didn’t top her list of favorite people.

			Paybacks were a bitch.

			When Aunt Pippy wrapped an arm around Nicki’s shoulders, Jordan should have been relieved that someone was there for her. Instead he only swallowed another serving of guilt.

			Absent from the room was Ryan’s adorable young daughter, Riley. At only nine years old she’d suffered too many losses. The most devastating had come when her mother abandoned her for a career in Tinseltown. The former Laura Kincade’s big claim to fame thus far had been a toilet paper commercial in which she looked into the camera, grinned, and breathlessly exclaimed, “It’s deliciously soft.” Jordan had never thought to associate toilet paper with delicious but they could have used a case of the stuff to clean up the shit storm Laura had left behind.

			As a family the Kincades had moved to Washington State after their grandfather passed away and left their dad the vineyards. At least that’s what the parents had said when they’d decided to rip their five boys away from their suburban Philadelphia home. Later it became clear the move had also been to get him and his brothers away from trouble. Seemed most of them had been good at that. All of them except Ryan, who’d always been mature and responsible beyond his years.

			Jordan looked across the room where their oldest sibling and general manager of their family vineyards took the lead for the reading of their parents’ will. Dark brows pulled tight over his trademark blue eyes, Ryan scanned the somber faces surrounding him.

			“Aside from the circumstances, it’s nice to have everyone together,” Ryan said, his pained gaze dropping like a wrecking ball on Jordan’s mountain of guilt. “I know Mom and Dad never shared much information on the state of the winery business. They figured you all had your own lives to live and didn’t need to be worrying about the day-­to-­day goings-­on here. You might have wondered and you might not. Either way, Mr. Anderson is here today to let us know their final wishes.”

			Their final wishes.

			Jesus.

			The knot in Jordan’s stomach tightened over the bacon and pineapple appetizer he’d just devoured and made him queasy.

			The short and stocky attorney stood and withdrew a stack of papers from the folder in his hands. He reminded Jordan of an older version of Seinfeld’s George Costanza. Unfortunately the man wasn’t there to make jokes.

			“Before I begin, I’d again like to express my condolences on your losses. I’ve known your parents for nearly twenty years. I respected and admired them. And I want you to know that if any of you have questions or concerns after today, please don’t hesitate to pick up the phone.”

			Dread slithered up the back of Jordan’s neck. If ever a stamp of finality to their parents’ lives existed, the reading of the will would be it. He wasn’t sure he was ready. Not because of the content, but because it truly verified the end. The enormity of the loss. The slap of reality that he’d never see his loving and supportive parents again.

			The attorney read through the opening formalities in the document and then he adjusted his glasses and got down to the specifics. “Until she turns the age of eighteen, custody of Nicole Eloise Kincade is to be divided equally among her brothers. The vineyards, bed-­and-­breakfast, main house, and the complete property, which totals three hundred acres, are to be divided equally among Ryan Matthew, Jordan Daniel, Declan Paul, Parker Gregory, Ethan Alexander, Nicole Eloise, and Riley Elizabeth Kincade. A lump sum of twenty-­five thousand goes to your mother’s sister, Penelope Margaret Everhart.”

			Aunt Pippy closed her eyes and bowed her head. Jordan didn’t know if the emotion was from gratitude or a wave of overwhelming sadness.

			The attorney cleared his throat and continued. “Regarding Sunshine Creek Vineyards, your parents requested that the property and its contents not be sold or any part be relinquished by any one party. It was their personal desire that the vineyard, in its entirety, remain in the hands of the Kincade family and be handed down to newer generations.”

			Like a storm cloud, silence hovered over the room as Ryan looked up, expression grim. “As much as I hate to ask . . . anyone want out?”

			Across the room eyes met and darkened. Expressions remained solemn and unreadable.

			Jordan swallowed hard.

			As young kids, it had been all for one and one for all. Jordan had been the first to break that chain when he’d been drafted at the age of eighteen by the NHL and selfishly never looked back. His parents had always been encouraging, even when his visits home had become less and less frequent. Holidays had even become difficult. He hadn’t made it home last Christmas because he’d had a game the following night. He remembered sitting in a hotel room, looking out the window at a snow-­filled sky, thinking of his family gathered together around the tree, and feeling lonely.

			The last time he’d actually seen his entire family had been before the season began last fall. Hockey game schedules were fast and frenetic. The season was long and grueling, with lots of travel involved. Still, he could have made the time and effort to come home. He hadn’t and now questioned why. Had he just seen it as an inconvenience to fly coast to coast for a mere day or two? Or had he actually let the bonds with his family become less important than slapping a puck around the ice? It certainly wasn’t a matter of finances. So deep down, what had really built that wall?

			Family first.

			Inside his head he heard his father’s motto. The two simple words gripped his heart and wouldn’t let go. Jordan believed he’d had perfect parents who had created a perfect marriage and a perfect family. Yet he’d let them all go, and now he felt like the stranger among them.

			He glanced around the room to the clusters of framed images that told the story of who the Kincades were as a family. There were group photos of his parents, brothers, and sister at picnics among the grapevines or some other type of outdoor event. There were candid shots of his brothers grinning with their arms slung over each other’s shoulders. There was a photo of his brothers playing tug-­of-­war with his laughing sister. And even more of Ryan with his daughter, Riley.

			In each photo there were pairings or groupings of those Jordan should feel closest to. The only photo of him on display was from last year’s team roster. The photo showed him sneering at the camera like he didn’t need anyone or anything in his life except the next game, the next big win. It was the only photo in the room with a single person in it. He blinked when he realized how loudly it defined his life.

			All the photos placed around the room showed his family living life and having fun.

			Without him.

			His fault, not theirs.

			Be careful what you wish for.

			In that moment he realized what he’d missed and he wanted it back.

			“I’m in.” He shot a glare around the room before they scoffed. “It’s what Mom and Dad would have wanted. All of us together. Working to save what they labored so hard to build. It’s not fair for Ryan to try and do this all on his own. He’s a single dad with a little girl to raise.”

			Yes, he’d been the worst about putting family first. Hell, he’d never put anyone but himself in that top position.

			Right now his team was headed toward the playoffs without him. He’d never let his team down before. He’d worked his ass off for years to win the Cup. But he was thirty-­three years old and for most of his life, it had been all about him. All about hockey. All about what he wanted, he needed, and he desired. He didn’t even know the other side of the coin. He didn’t know how to give unless there were skates on his feet and a stick in his hand. He had a contract, and the team owner and Coach Reiner expected him to return any day. The team expected him back with his head in game-­winning condition. But right now all he wanted was to grieve his parents and reconnect with the people in this room.

			“I’m in a hundred percent,” he confirmed.

			“We appreciate the sentiment, Jordy. And no offense, but your team is racking up the wins and it looks like they’re headed to the playoffs.” Ryan shrugged. “How can you be in with a schedule like that?”

			Declan, Ethan, and Parker all shot him looks of doubt. Aunt Pippy sighed. Nicole glared. The attorney suddenly found the papers in his hand fascinating.

			“I’ll work it out.”

			Getting back in his family’s good graces was all that mattered. Right now he couldn’t pinpoint the moment or exact reason he’d backed off. Hopefully he’d have plenty of time to figure it out and correct the error of his ways.

			He clasped his hands together, dropped them between his knees, and looked his wary family in the eye. “All I need is a chance.”

			When the drizzling rain stopped, Jordan stepped outside onto the large stone deck lined with potted plants and trailing flowers that overlooked the acres of sprouting grapevines. Once the fruit ripened they’d create the flavorful white and rich red wines his father had designed.

			As a young man, Jordan hadn’t been the least bit interested in how the wines were made. Yet his father had insisted that Jordan see and understand the things his grandfather had created. To know the hard work that had been put into the beginnings of something meant for generations of their family to appreciate.

			Jordan realized now what his father had been trying to tell him. To teach him. And he’d let the importance slip away.

			Never again.

			Around him the vibrant green rolling hills merged with the meandering creek in a tranquil scene that brought a calm to his soul. When this place had belonged to his grandfather it had been modest. Nothing fancy. More like hippieville than a real business.

			Jordan breathed in the fresh, rain-­scented air, surprised when memories sprang up and a sting of misplaced jealousy stabbed through him.

			Before he could dwell on it, the French doors opened and Ryan stepped out onto the patio carrying two glasses of wine. He set them on a nearby table and grabbed Jordan in a bear hug.

			“Damn, it’s good to have you home.”

			Immense pleasure from his brother’s powerful embrace surrounded Jordan like a warm security blanket.

			“It’s good to be home.”

			“Those brothers of ours can’t play hoops worth a shit. At least while you’re here tell me we’ll play a game or two and wipe the court with them.”

			“Done.”

			The backslapping ended and Ryan picked up the glasses. “Try this.” He handed Jordan a glass of deep red wine.

			“What is it?”

			“Euphoria. The Cabernet Syrah Dad’s been working on perfecting over the last couple of years.”

			Jordan’s throat tightened as he held the glass up to the light. Swirled, sniffed, then sipped. “Nice notes of vanilla and chocolate.”

			“Yeah. It’s almost there.” Ryan drank from his own glass. “Still had too much of a peppery taste for Dad’s liking.”

			“I’m sure you’ll get it figured out.” Jordan looked out over the property again and that sting of misplaced jealousy struck again. “Do you remember when we used to spend summer vacations here?”

			“Yeah.” Ryan chuckled. “I figure we climbed about half of these trees.”

			“At least.” Jordan sipped the wine. “I remember hiking through the forest, wading through the creek, and pretending we were worldly explorers.”

			“Bunch of dumb kids is what we were.” Ryan turned and leaned back against the stone fence. “You remember that rickety wire net we begged Grandpa to nail up to the side of the old barn so we could play hoops?”

			“I remember being the only one tall enough to get anywhere near making a basket.” Jordan squinted against the sunshine that suddenly peeked out from behind a fat gray cloud. “And I remember the campfires we built on the banks of the creek so we could toast marshmallows.”

			“Damn near burned down the forest a time or two.”

			“Remember when Grandma came out swinging her rolling pin at us, then made Grandpa finally teach us how to build a safe fire?”

			They both laughed at the vision of their grandmother in her calico dress, apron, and sneakers.

			“The thing I remember most about Grandma was her waffles and blackberry syrup,” Ryan said. “And the linen closet she’d clear out so we could build tents with her sheets and sleep out beneath the stars.”

			Jordan smiled and nodded. “And the ghost stories.”

			“Ah, damn.” Ryan grinned. “I forgot about those. ’Bout scared the hell out of Ethan a time or two.”

			“It was a great way to spend a summer.”

			Until for Jordan, one day the fun had stopped and the work began.

			While his brothers continued to spend weeks away from the suffocating Philly heat and humidity, he’d stayed behind to attend hockey camps. From the moment he’d turned thirteen, his summers had meant waking up at the crack of dawn and hitting the ice to accomplish his dream. Back then he’d never given a second thought to the fact that his brothers all remained together those summers, bonding, while he became a solitary and detached man.

			Caught up in the day-­to-­day survival of the NHL, he’d never given much thought to the consequences of his dream or his actions. Hell, for fifteen years he’d never considered what he’d do after hockey. He’d never given a thought to where he’d live or what he’d do with so much time on his hands. God knew, thanks to the hefty paycheck he brought in and his financial whiz brother, he had plenty of money to do whatever he wanted and never work another day again in his life. But then what?

			If he wasn’t a hockey player, what was he?

			If he wasn’t a brother, who was he?

			“I miss those days,” he said.

			“Yeah.” Ryan drained his glass. “Good times. Is that what you were out here contemplating?”

			“Naw. Mostly I was thinking about the multiple ways I’ve fucked up,” Jordan answered honestly.

			“How’s that?”

			“I walked away from all this.” He waved his empty glass at their surroundings. “From all of you. Guess I’ve had my head up my ass for a long time.”

			Though Jordan was an inch taller and a foot wider than his big brother, Ryan smacked the back of his head.

			“Ow!”

			“You don’t get to feel sorry for yourself.”

			“I’m not. I’m just sorry that I missed out on so much. Hell, I barely even know our sister. She looks at me like I’ve got two fire-­breathing heads. I don’t know what kind of music she likes. Or if she has a boyfriend. Or even if she gets good grades.”

			“Currently she doesn’t.”

			“That sucks.”

			“Yeah. I can’t imagine losing Mom and Dad are going to help her any,” Ryan said. “She was pretty much Mom’s little princess. Got everything she ever wanted except . . .”

			“Except . . . ?”

			“Dad’s attention.”

			“You’re kidding, right? After five boys you’d think Dad would have finally gotten what he wanted.”

			“I think Mom got what she wanted.”

			Jordan’s head snapped up and he studied the grim look on his brother’s face. “What the hell do you mean by that?”

			“I don’t want to get into this right now. We just buried our parents. It’s not the right time or place.” Ryan shook his head, then leaned his forearms on the railing and looked out over the vineyard. “Might never be.”

			“Not fair, Ryan. If you know something, you should share.”

			“I don’t know anything. Just going by my gut.”

			“Well if your gut is grumbling about something other than Parker’s appetizers, then you should definitely spill.”

			Ryan turned his head and looked Jordan in the eye. “Are you serious about being in to this whole thing a hundred percent?”

			“I’m many things, but never a liar,” Jordan said, knowing he couldn’t get pissed about his brother asking such a question or doubting him.

			“What about your career?”

			Jordan shrugged. “I’ll figure it out.”

			“Good to know. Because Nicki’s going to need some guidance. Not that I don’t love her and not that she isn’t important, but I’ve got my hands full with business and dealing with Riley. She’s devastated about losing her grandparents and she needs all my focus and attention right now.”

			“I can imagine.” Jordan figured after being abandoned by her mother, little Riley didn’t take losing people lightly.

			“If you’re truly going to stick around for a while . . .” Ryan reached into his back pocket, pulled out a folded piece of paper, and handed it to Jordan. “How about you be a good brother and handle this.”

			“What is it?”

			“A good time guaranteed.” Ryan touched two fingers to his forehead in a salute. “If you need me, I’ll be at the office.”

			Jordan set his empty wineglass down on the patio railing, unfolded the note, and began to read.

			“No. Fucking. Way.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			For the second time in a matter of minutes, Lucy Diamond nudged the pencil holder on her desk a micro millimeter to the left. The movement was so infinitesimal no one except her would ever notice. She swept her hands across the ink blotter that covered the battered desktop, then settled a thick file folder in the middle. With a sigh, she flipped open the binder and reread the entry on the top page.

			Most students took Lucy’s creative writing class in their senior year because they thought it would be an easy A grade. A fun class where you didn’t have to work hard or study things like frog guts or whether two circles both of radii 6 had exactly one point in common. No homework. Easy assignments.

			And they were right.

			For the most part it was a fun class, but during the three years Lucy had taught at Sunshine Valley High, her students had continuously been disappointed to realize it wasn’t an easy A. And yes, there was homework.

			Seventeen-­year-­old Nicole Kincade was a prime example of a brilliant mind with crappy follow-­through. The girl had potential most didn’t discover until their later years. But it seemed lately that Nicole was more distracted than ever. Quiet. Despondent. Teenagers were often moody and withdrawn, but when a normally bubbly, outgoing girl suddenly became introverted and sullen, red flags started waving. Lucy genuinely cared about the girl, thus the reason she’d put in the call to Nicole’s parents.

			Mrs. Kincade had informed Lucy that she and her husband were about to leave for a Hawaiian vacation, so she’d made an appointment to conference when they returned.

			But they weren’t coming back.

			And that changed everything.

			Lucy’s heart broke for the family. Even more for Nicole, who’d already been living deep in a well of teenage angst.

			A few days after Nicole’s parents’ funeral might seem the wrong time to discuss the future of her education, but Lucy believed it was important. Nicole was important. And finding out the reason behind her behavioral change was vital. Lucy was thankful and relieved to know that Ryan, the oldest of the Kincade brothers, intended to follow through with the meeting even though his burdens and grief must be overwhelming right now.

			A quick glance at the clock told Lucy he was late, but due to the nature of the situation she didn’t mind. She’d wait until however long it took for him to show. To pass the time she got up and walked around the room, nudging the whiteboard eraser into place, straightening the books on a shelf, anything to keep her busy until the single dad, who now was most likely Nicole’s legal guardian, arrived.

			Behind her the door creaked open.

			She turned with a smile that immediately faltered when she found not Ryan, but Jordan Kincade, standing in the doorway to her classroom, wearing dark sunglasses, a black leather jacket, a gray chest-­hugging T-­shirt, and jeans. At least a day’s worth of scruff darkened his strong jawline, and the man looked like he should either be on the cover of Badass magazine or starring in a woman’s fantasy.

			An army of unwanted memories marched up the back of her neck. She pushed her glasses a little higher on her nose and breathed deep to calm the sudden onslaught of nerves.

			The last time she’d seen the man he’d been a boy. A really cute boy who’d been nice to her, had even flirted with her a little, and then had rendered her speechless when during one of their tutoring sessions he’d asked her to the after-­graduation dance. Of course she’d immediately turned him down because no way had he been serious.

			Throughout high school she’d never had a boy ask her out. They’d barely even looked at her. She’d never gone to a dance. Heck, she hadn’t even known how to dance.

			Thanks to her father’s inglorious swan dive into a never-­ending bottle of cheap whiskey and her mother’s choice to follow, Lucy didn’t openly trust people back in those days. Her parents had given up on life and given up on her. Their lack of interest and constant berating hadn’t served well as a confidence builder. Instead of each other, they targeted her with their ugly, slurred remarks. To survive she’d become a stealth ninja in the art of being invisible.

			Invisibility offered her protection from the vicious words and heartache that often kept her awake at night. It made the mean girls at school look the other way. When someone else became their victim, Lucy felt a slap of cowardly guilt because she was thankful that at least it hadn’t been her.

			So for someone as good-­looking and popular as Jordan Kincade to ask her to the dance when he could have had any girl in the entire school didn’t make sense. It had to have been a trick.

			Stubborn to the bone, he hadn’t accepted her rejection.

			He’d asked her again and again, flashing her a smile so honest and sincere she’d finally chosen to climb out of her cocoon and pretend she could be like any of those other girls. She wanted to believe that he could really see beyond her average looks, her thick glasses, and her thrift store clothes. She’d wanted to trust that he truly wanted to be with her. Not Priscilla O’Neal, who wore the newest fashions and had the ta-­tas to fill out her tight-­fitting blouses. Not Amy Henderson, who had a quick smile to match her fast reputation. And not Leslie Meyer, who was gorgeous and was actually very kind.

			After Lucy finally accepted his invitation she’d been so excited she hadn’t been able to sleep. She’d broken into her college savings and bought a brand-­new dress for the dance. She’d had her hair professionally cut and styled, and she’d learned how to apply makeup without looking like a streetwalker.

			During the graduation ceremony, which her parents had been too drunk to attend, Jordan had caught her eye several times and given her a smile that had sent a crazy spiral of happy through her heart. After the ceremony ended she rushed home to get ready for the dance.

			He never showed up.

			Wearing the pretty blue dress she’d spent hours selecting, she’d sat in her room until midnight. Waiting. Wondering what she’d done wrong. Wondering if his invitation had just been a cruel prank. Feeling miserable in her teenage heart that she could so easily be disregarded. Feeling sad that Jordan Kincade had disappointed her by being just like all the rest.

			Above all, she’d felt stupid for falling into the trap.

			Sure, she knew her place in the school hierarchy. She was the quiet, smart girl everyone needed as a tutor but no boy wanted to kiss. She wore glasses, a ponytail of mousy brown hair, and an ever-­present backpack of books slung over her shoulders. At the time she’d been more concerned with studying her way out of her living situation than she’d been with catching anyone’s eye.

			Some things never changed.

			She still preferred glasses to contacts, felt more comfortable pulling her now red and gold highlighted hair back in a ponytail or messy bun, and opted for her trusty Keds over classic pumps. But today, she was a different person. Stronger because of the things she’d lived through. Smarter because she’d found a way to survive and come out the other side in a happy place. She knew exactly where she belonged, and that was teaching and helping students like Nicki. Which was why, right now, she was going to pull on her big girl panties and face the boy who had disappointed her head-­on.

			Lucy managed to pull herself together as Jordan removed his sunglasses and slid them to the top of his head. His smile lifted a masculine pair of lips that somehow managed to look cruel and sexy at the same time.

			The boy had turned into a man times ten.

			Tall and broad-­shouldered, he had a chest that looked a mile wide. Judging by the smooth ripples beneath his snug shirt he was packing muscle, not pounds. Jeans, worn and frayed at the stress points, accented his long muscular legs and trim waist. His longish, nearly black hair gleamed beneath the overhead lights. And his sharp blue eyes focused intently on her.

			It was all she could do to keep her heart at a normal pace and her legs solidly beneath her. If ever a man could be described as delicious, Jordan Kincade would be a menu’s specialty of the day.

			Too bad he was such a jerk.

			“Ms. Diamond?” He came forward and stretched out his very large hand. “Jordan Kincade.”

			And clearly he didn’t remember her.

			Lucy smiled as a funny little tickle moved through her chest. Maybe this was going to be fun after all. Rarely was she ever given the upper hand or the opportunity to have even the slightest edge.

			When he moved closer his warm palm engulfed hers, and her triumph died with a sizzle.

			Close up she got a better look. She inhaled his sexy scent of worn leather and warm man. Every square inch of her female DNA perked up like it was party time. She hated to disappoint the little darlings but today was all about helping someone else.

			“Please.” She kept the handshake brief and formal before she disengaged and motioned toward the chair in front of her desk. “Have a seat.”

			He glanced at the standard school chair with a you’ve-­got-­to-­be-­kidding-­me lift of his brows. When he sat down, the orange plastic chair creaked and seemed ridiculously small beneath the scope of his height and muscles.

			Lucy took her own seat and noticed that the difference in chairs made her tower over him and seemingly give her another advantage. But when he leaned back and crossed an ankle over a knee, he appeared completely comfortable.

			So much for one-­upmanship.

			“I apologize if I seemed taken aback just now.” She opened the folder and pulled out Nicole’s progress report as well as several exams and the few assignments Nicole had actually turned in. Late, of course, but complete nonetheless. “I expected your brother Ryan.”

			“He had business at the vineyard and sends his regrets.”

			She couldn’t help noticing how very deep and smooth his voice had become. Like hot buttered rum on a cold winter night. He had the kind of voice a woman could imagine whispering sweet nothings in her ear while he caressed her in places that tingled beneath his touch.

			“I understand.” Snapping out of the fantasy, she imagined the enormous scope of duties Ryan Kincade must need to tend to after the death of their parents. Her heart sank a little further for the family. Especially for Nicole, who was so young and really needed the love and guidance of her mom and dad. “I hope you’ll accept my condolences. And I sincerely apologize for having you come down at this sorrowful time to deal with what might seem insignificant but—­”

			“Anything regarding my sister is important, Ms. Diamond. Now more than ever.” His brows dipped in a no-­nonsense fashion. “So don’t judge me when you don’t even know me.”

			Oh, she knew him.

			Knew he was the type who’d make a promise, then shatter it without ever looking back.

			But that was then, and this was now.

			“My apologies, Mr. Kincade. That was certainly not my intent.”

			His piercing eyes perused her face for a long, uncomfortable moment and she had to admit that the look did something funny to the beat of her heart.

			Especially when with a slight tilt of his head he asked, “Why do you look so familiar?”

			“Do I?” That erratic heartbeat kicked up another notch as she let go a chuckle to cover up what was really going on inside. “People say that all the time. I guess I just have one of those faces.”

			She pushed Nicole’s schoolwork in his direction. “If you’ll take a look at these projects, you’ll see that even though she didn’t complete the assignment exactly as it was defined, Nicole has an enormous gift.”

			“I’m pretty sure that’s a lie.”

			“Excuse me?” Irritated, Lucy’s gaze shot up to the slight smile curling his lips. “How can you say that without even reading anything? I guarantee your sister has a multitude of talent.”

			“I’m not talking about my sister’s work. I’m talking about you just having ‘one of those faces.’ ” He uncrossed his long, muscular legs and leaned forward without even looking at the papers she’d put in front of him. “So now I’m wondering why you sidestepped my question.”

			Good God, the man was intense. There was something in the combination of that nearly black hair that fell over his ears and his nape in perfect waves and those deep blue eyes that seemed almost otherworldly. She could imagine how he’d intimidate an opponent on the ice.

			And it had nothing to do with his size.

			But as far as admitting who she really was? Not going to happen. No need to dredge up a bad memory when all she really wanted was to help his sister.

			“I apologize.” Her heart beat erratically as she avoided the intensity of his gaze. “But I would like to stick to the subject of your sister’s grades—­or lack thereof—­that may prevent her from graduating with the rest of her class. I genuinely care about her, which is why I noticed a problem way before the loss of your parents.”

			“And now you won’t even look at me,” he said. “Why is that?”

			As he leaned in, his intoxicating scent came with him. Normally such things didn’t affect her. Well, at least not with her colleagues, who tended to wear either too much aftershave or worse, too much body odor. Jordan wore his masculine scent like a sexual promise, and Lucy swore he should come with a warning label.

			But back to business.

			“In this assignment”—­she pointed to the paper on top of the stack—­“the class was asked to write their favorite childhood memory. Instead Nicole chose to write a review for a rerun of Pretty Little Liars. The review was entertaining, but that wasn’t what she’d been asked to do. And I can’t grade her on a movie review.”

			“Why not?”

			Without thinking, her gaze shot upward and caught the hint of humor in his eyes. She was trying so hard to keep it together, when having the man so close was like having a buffet of tasty desserts spread out before her and each one was tagged with a “Do Not Touch” label.

			“Because it wouldn’t be fair to the rest of the class who’d done the assignment properly.”

			One corner of his sexy mouth tipped upward. “Maybe she didn’t understand the assignment.”

			“She understood it perfectly.” Was that a scar just above his right eyebrow? She wondered if he’d received that from a hockey stick, or maybe a lover in the heat of passion had cut it with the ring on her finger. Maybe he was married and his poor wife had caught him with another woman or . . .

			“Ms. Diamond?”

			“Hmmm?” Her gaze dropped back down to his eyes, and the captivating glint she found there suggested he’d caught her daydreaming.

			“I asked if there was any chance Nicole could redo the assignment for a grade.”

			“Oh.” She smoothed her hands over the folder, giving herself a moment to pull herself together. “Of course. And I actually asked her to do just that. But then . . .”

			“Our parents were killed.”

			“Yes.” Lucy sucked in a lungful of air. “I feel just horrible about discussing this right now. And I’m willing to let Nicole take as long
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