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 Chapter One

 


“I told the designer I wanted counters that
were the right height for fucking.”

Remi choked on a laugh, sitting on the
granite countertop of the big kitchen island where Jase had picked
her up and set her. She followed his gaze down to where their
bodies met, her thighs spread and him standing between them, her
pussy against his bulging crotch. Arousal tightened inside her.
“Did you seriously plan that?”

He grinned and nipped at her chin.
“Maybe.”

“Well, the new kitchen looks great.”

“I think so too.”

This was the house Remi had grown up in, the
house she and her siblings had inherited when their parents died.
Jase had bought it when she’d been forced to put it on the market
so she could pay her brother and sister their share of its value, a
gesture so sweet and generous it had made her cry. He’d intended
for her to continue living there, but when she’d decided she wanted
to move into her own apartment, he’d moved into the house
himself.

“You’ve put so much work into this
house.”

“I like this house. I told you, it reminds
me of my parents’ house in Winnipeg.”

Arms draped over his shoulders, she smiled
and combed her fingers through his hair. He’d taken her to visit
his parents this past summer. They’d spent time in his home city
and at the lake, and she’d gotten to know his family better. His
parents and all three of his brothers had been home for various
parts of the summer. She’d loved spending time with them and seeing
where Jase had grown up.

“And it’s a good family home,” he said. “But
what I really want is you here living with me.”

Her mouth softened. “I want that too.”

“Then move back. Move in with me. We can
spend our first Christmas together here.”

“We’re going to Winnipeg for Christmas.”

“Well, yeah. But just for a couple of days.
There’s only a four-day break in the schedule for me.” Jase played
in the National Hockey League. “We can get a tree, and have
Christmas here too. Come on, Remi.”

She bit her lip.

“I know you feel bad about leaving your
brother and sister alone at Christmas. We could do something here
with them to celebrate.”

“We can do that anyway,” she pointed out. “I
don’t have to be living here for that.”

“Ah, Remi. I know you’re trying to prove you
can do this—cut your brother and sister loose and just live for
yourself. But you don’t need to live alone in that little apartment
to do it. You can do it here with me. And it’s crazy for you to pay
rent when you don’t have to.”

“It’s my money,” she muttered, giving his
shoulder a little shove. He had more money than he knew what to do
with, and her insistence on supporting herself frustrated him.

“I know, baby.”

“My little apartment just isn’t up to your
standards.”

“Hey, I’m not that spoiled.” He grinned.

“You totally are. Look at this kitchen.” She
swept one arm out. “Custom-made maple cabinets. Granite counters.
Sub-Zero built-in refrigerator to match the cupboards. Two
ovens and a microwave. Even the knobs on the drawers are
high-end. You didn’t care how much this cost. Same with the
bathroom renos and the new roof and the new patio and sidewalk
and…”

“It’s what I wanted.”

The renos hadn’t even put a dent in his bank
account. The house she’d grown up in had been overtaken by teams of
designers, contractors and tradespeople, Jase sparing no expense in
making the old house like new again, while carefully preserving the
character and charm of the original structure.

She smiled, shaking her head. “Admit it. You
had fun working with the designer.”

He sifted his fingers through her hair and
sensation shimmered over her. She loved it when he touched her
hair, which he did a lot. She loved it when he touched her, period.
“Fine. I admit it. It’s been fun.” He met her eyes. “But the point
isn’t whether your apartment is good enough. The point is, I want
you here with me.”

Aw. It was so hard to refuse when she loved
him so much.

Her purse sitting on the counter began to
chime, and they both turned to look at it.

She smiled and Jase stretched an arm out to
grab it and bring it closer. She pulled her cell phone out and
looked at the screen. Speaking of her younger sister… “It’s
Jasmine.” She clicked the talk button. “Hey, Jas.”

“Remi.” Jasmine’s tear-thickened voice made
Remi’s heart plunge. “Where are you?”

“I’m at the house. Jase’s house,” she
clarified. Although Jasmine would know which house she meant.
“Helping him put things away in the new kitchen.”

“Can I come over?” Jasmine sniffed. “I need
to talk to you.”

Remi sighed. “What’s wrong, Jas? Did you and
Ethan have another fight?”

“Sort of.”

Remi met Jase’s eyes which were watching her
steadily. “Come on over,” she said.

“Okay. Thanks.”

Remi ended the call and set the phone down.
“Sorry. Sounds like more trouble in paradise.”

Jase snorted. “I’d hardly call it paradise.
More like hell.”

“I know.” She shook her head. “I wasn’t
happy when they moved in together, and things don’t seem to be any
better. But she was determined they were going to live
together.”

“She’s twenty-one. An adult.”

“But a young adult.”

“True.” Jase held up a hand. “And don’t
start with the self-blame. You’re not responsible for her
immaturity.”

She gave him a glum smile. “Thank you, but
you know I feel like I am.”

He set his hands on her waist. “You may have
been a little too easy on her sometimes, but it’s because you love
her.”

Remi laughed. “There are times I wonder why.
But yeah, you’re right.” She’d been responsible for her younger
siblings after their parents’ death, and she loved them and wanted
to do everything she could for them, but she knew now that she
might have had a tendency to make things a little too easy for
them. She was trying hard to let them make their own mistakes
without stepping in to bail them out.

He leaned in and gave her a soft smooch on
the lips. “Whatever’s going on with her now, I’m here for you.”

“Thank you.” Her heart squeezed with love
for him. She slid a hand around the back of his neck, into his
short hair, and kissed him back. “Now help me down from here so I
can get back to work.”

He held her by the waist and lifted her down
as if she weighed as much as a bag of flour. She was on vacation
from her teaching job for the next two weeks, until after New
Years. The kitchen reno complete, they now had boxes of dishes and
glasses and cutlery and food to unpack and put away, although Jase
didn’t have a lot of kitchen stuff. She spent the next half hour
unpacking boxes, until the doorbell rang. With some amusement, Remi
went to answer the door. Jase had changed the locks and Jasmine’s
key no longer worked. Hey, it was his house now.

Jasmine had definitely been crying, judging
from the puffy eyes and pink nose.

“Aw, honey, are you okay?” Remi asked,
taking her younger sister’s jacket and scarf. Jasmine toed off her
Ugg boots and then padded behind Remi into the kitchen again.

“Not really.” Jasmine gave a little sniffle.
“Oh wow. Look at the kitchen.” She stood in the door and surveyed
the room. The she burst into tears.

Remi’s eyes met Jase’s. She sighed and moved
over to her sister to hug her. “C’mere and have a seat,” Remi
invited, indicating one of the stools at the new granite-topped
island. “Do you want some coffee? Tea? Hot chocolate?”

Jasmine gave another huge sniffle. “Tea
would be good.”

“Hmm. I don’t know where the kettle is, but
I can put a mug in the microwave. Jase, you want any?”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Tea? Uh. No thanks,
babe.”

She hid her smile. “Just asking.”

“Hi, Jasmine,” Jase said, standing there
collapsing a cardboard box.

“Hi, Jase.”

Remi busied herself making a couple of mugs
of tea. “So what’s going on?” she asked Jasmine gently.

Jasmine gave a gusty sigh. “I’m so pissed
off at Ethan!”

Remi nodded and resisted the urge to roll
her eyes. She leaned against the counter as the mugs of water
heated in the microwave. “Why?”

“I want to redo our kitchen and he says we
can’t.” She threw out a hand. “Look at this! Our kitchen is so
dumpy compared to this!”

“You just moved in,” Remi reminded her. “And
your kitchen is not a dump.”

The reason Jasmine had wanted Remi to sell
the house was so she could have her share of the money and use it
to buy a house for her and Ethan. Remi’d been concerned about that,
but Jase was right, Jasmine was an adult, and she’d resented Remi’s
hesitations and dismissed her worries about her relationship with
Ethan. Together she and her boyfriend had purchased a small house
not too far away, a house that definitely needed some updating, but
even so it had cost more than Remi’d thought they should spend. Remi wasn’t sure how
handy Ethan was and hoped they weren’t going to have to spend a lot
of money to hire people to do the updates they needed done.

“It is a dump. It’s embarrassing to have
people over.” She gazed around at the expensive appliances, new
cupboards and shiny counters. She looked at Remi. “There are so
many things that need to be done in the house and Ethan says we
can’t afford them.”

Remi wasn’t sure what to say to that. “Well.
Home renovations are expensive, unless you can do them
yourselves.”

“Even then, they’re expensive,” Jase said,
moving to sit on another stool at the island. “You still have to
pay for materials.”

Jasmine gave him a look. “I’m sure you
didn’t do any of this yourself.”

Jase returned her look steadily. “No. I
didn’t. But I can afford to pay people to do it.”

“You don’t have to brag,” she muttered. “I
know how rich you are.”

“Jasmine!” Remi stared at her sister.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it
sounded. I’m just frustrated. I don’t like living in that shabby
little house and Ethan apparently can’t even hammer a nail.”

The microwave beeped and Remi pulled the two
mugs out and dropped tea bags into them. She nibbled her bottom
lip. “He could probably learn. Some of the big home stores put on
do-it-yourself classes. I went to a few when I needed to know how
to fix a leaky tap or how to paint a room.”

“Huh. Maybe.” Jasmine’s eyebrows joined
above her nose. “But what are we supposed to do in the meantime? He
can’t do it himself and we can’t afford to pay someone to do
it.”

“Maybe that means living there for a while
the way it is,” Jase offered.

Jasmine looked down at the counter glumly.
“I don’t want to.”

“Then why did you buy the house?” he asked
in a neutral voice.

Jasmine huffed. “It was all we could
afford.”

“Maybe you need to adjust your
expectations.”

“Easy for you to say.” Jasmine pouted.

Remi wasn’t sure where this was going. Did
Jasmine actually think Jase was going to give them money? Because,
holy crap, she had another think coming if that was the case.

“Jasmine,” she said carefully. “Did you just
want to vent about things? Or do you want us to do something to
help? Because I’m not sure there’s anything we can do.”

Jasmine blinked wetly. “I-I want sell the
house. Our mortgage payment is so big, we can’t afford to do
anything else, and we can’t afford to renovate it. All our friends
are going to Puerto Vallarta in January and we can’t go with
them.”

“Ah.” Remi again met Jase’s eyes. His lips
quirked but the warmth in his eyes steadied her. “What friends are
those?”

“Leah and Brent, and Jen and Paul.”

“They all still live at home with their
parents.”

“Yeah.”

“But you were pretty determined you and
Ethan wanted to buy a house.”

“I was, but…I know what you’re going to say!
You’re totally going to say I told you so. But it’s not like
that.”

“You made a big commitment, Jasmine. You
wanted me to sell the house so you’d have enough to buy one of your
own, but you only owned a third of this house. Did you really think
you’d be able to move into something the same? And not have a
mortgage?”

“No! I knew what I was doing. It’s just not
working out. And Ethan’s not helping. I want to move back with you,
Remi.”

That gave Remi a jolt. “I don’t have room in
my apartment,” she said slowly. “There’s barely room for me, never
mind someone else.”

Jasmine sighed. “Shit.” Then she looked
around. “But there’s lots of room here.” She looked at Jase
expectantly. “I could stay here.”

Remi looked at Jase. He gave her a crooked
smile. “There’s room here,” he agreed pleasantly. Remi blinked.
“But you’d have to pay rent.”

Jasmine frowned. “Get out of here.
Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“But I’m practically your family,” Jasmine
said. “Practically your sister-in-law.”

“True,” Jase agreed. “But your sister
sacrificed a lot for you, because you wanted to buy a house and
move in with your boyfriend, and you need to deal with the
consequences of that.”

Remi breathed in through her nose to stop
the tears that stung her eyes. Her heart swelled with love for
Jase. She bent her head to remove the tea bags from the cups,
blinking hard.

“He’s right, Jasmine.” She set a mug on the
island in front of her sister. “Sorry.”

If it was really, really urgent, like if it
was a matter of Jasmine being homeless and sleeping on the streets,
she could make room for her and let her sleep on her couch. Long
term, maybe not, but short term, sure. But this wasn’t a matter of
Jasmine being homeless, this was a matter of Jasmine being spoiled
and immature. And once again, Remi experienced a pang of guilt at
her role in making Jasmine this way.

“You need to talk to Ethan,” she said
gently, picking up her own mug of steaming tea. “If you really want
out, you have to discuss it with him. You both own that house.” She
swallowed another sigh, painfully aware that Jasmine had
contributed much more toward the purchase of the house than Ethan
had. “I sold this house so you could do that. I moved into a little
apartment—”

“You didn’t have to!” Jasmine burst out.
“Jason bought this house! You could be living here right now.”

Once again, Remi and Jase exchanged a look
of understanding. Yes, she could be. Jase understood why she
wasn’t, even though he wanted her there. Clearly, Jasmine didn’t
get it, and Remi wasn’t going to try to explain it.

She wanted to live with Jase. They
practically did anyway, and it was getting to be a pain going back
and forth between this place and her apartment. With his six foot
three inches and two hundred ten pounds, he seemed to fill up her
little one-bedroom apartment.

But she’d actually enjoyed having her very
own place for the first time in her life, enjoying the freedom and
lack of responsibility she’d never before experienced. Even before
her parents had died, she’d been the one who’d looked after Jasmine
and Kyle when their parents were away on their frequent trips. And
now dating a rich and famous hockey player, it would be easy to
become “Jase Heller’s girlfriend”, easy to let him take care of her
and do everything for her, but she wanted to be her own person.

“The fact remains,” she continued. “You made
decisions and you need to deal with them. Like an adult. If you
don’t want to live with Ethan anymore, then you’re going to have
find somewhere else to live, somewhere that you can afford.”

Jasmine turned pleading eyes on Jase.
“Jason, you don’t need the rent money.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Nope.”

“So let me move back here.”

Remi almost held her breath, waiting for his
answer. It was hard for her to say no. Thinking of her little
sister unhappy was difficult. But she was seeing Jasmine more
clearly now than she ever had and it was getting easier to say no
to her. Because it really was for her own good. But Jason…? She
glanced at him.

“Nope,” he said again, easily. “Sorry,
kiddo. Remi’s right. You have to talk to Ethan and figure this out
on your own.”

It’d be a whole different hockey game if
there’d been something seriously wrong, such as if Jasmine had even
hinted that maybe Ethan was abusive in any way. But apparently this
was just Jasmine being her flighty self. And that had to
change.

She met Jase’s eyes and they smiled at each
other, slow and sweet and steady. She didn’t try to hide the love
she felt for him, and she could tell he got it. If it wasn’t for
him, she might never have gotten to this point. Which was kind of
funny, because when they’d met, they’d both just been looking for
fun. She was the one who’d always been the responsible adult,
whereas he played a game for a living, but he was the one who’d
helped her grow up just a little more. Her heart expanded hard
against her breastbone, taking her breath away.

“Fine,” Jasmine muttered, sliding off the
stool. “I’ll go talk to Ethan.”

Remi dragged her gaze away from Jase’s warm
one with difficulty. God, she loved him. She shot him a
what-can-you-do smile as she followed Jasmine to the door.

As Jasmine donned her jacket and boots, Remi
said in a low voice, “I don’t ever want to hear you talk to Jase
like that again. And I definitely never, ever want to even
hear hints that you want him to pay for something for
you.”

Jasmine almost looked like she wanted to
roll her eyes, but luckily she appeared to think better of that,
and instead Remi thought she almost looked ashamed. “Yeah, I get
it,” she said. “Sorry.”

Maybe there was hope for her.


 Chapter Two

 


“I think she’s afraid of me,” Jase said when
Remi returned moments later, Jasmine gone.

Remi laughed as he pulled her into his arms.
She was so little and soft, but he loved how she felt next to
him.

“What? I can be a scary dude.”

“Well.” She smoothed a hand over his
shoulder. “You are pretty big.” She looked up at him through her
eyelashes, her pretty turquoise eyes all shiny and sexy. “But
I’m not afraid of you.”

“No.” He pulled her a little closer. “You
never have been, have you?” The first few times they’d had sex,
he’d been the one who was afraid—afraid of hurting her because she
was small and he was big and he liked sex the way he played
hockey—hard, fast and physical. But they’d discovered she liked sex that way
too.

“And Kyle is coming around too,” Jason
added, bending to kiss her cheek and nuzzle her ear. She
shivered.

“I can’t believe she did that,” she said.
“I’m so sorry, Jase. I can’t believe she thought she could take
advantage of your money. God!” She closed her eyes. “She’s so
spoiled! And I’m the one who did that to her.”

“There you go blaming yourself again.
Seriously, Rem. It’s not all your fault. She’s young and yeah,
maybe she had life a little too easy sometimes, but not everyone
ends up ungrateful like that. Kyle’s not like that. I’ve seen how
he appreciates what you’ve done. I think it’s just part of her
personality.”

She nodded, eyes still closed, mouth clamped
shut.

“You know I’d do anything for your family,”
he continued in a low voice. “If they really needed something.
Anything. I don’t want you to think I’m being a cheap prick.” For a
moment, the idea of paying for a trip to Puerto Vallarta for
Jasmine and Ethan as their Christmas present had entered his head,
but he knew that wasn’t the right thing to do.

She choked on a laugh. “God, no. I know you
would, Jase. Thank you for backing me up with her. That’s worth
more than anything. I love you so much.”

“Love you too, baby.” His hands slid around
her ass and pulled her closer to kiss her again. Her fingers played
in his short hair. He made a rough sound as pleasure trickled down
his spine. “Wanna go out for dinner?” he asked.

“I’d like to cook something here in this
beautiful new kitchen. Let’s just stay in. But we need to put the
rest of this stuff away.”

He gave her a lingering kiss then released
her. They each went to work on a box.

“We need to make a trip to IKEA for you,”
she said.

“Or you could move in and bring all your
stuff back here.”

She smiled and shook her head at his
persistent efforts to get her to move in with him. He grinned. He
knew it would happen someday.

“Think how much harder it would have been
for me to say no to her moving in with me if I was living here,”
she said. “I couldn’t use the ‘not enough room’ excuse.”
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