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Chapter One 

“Mom, are you all right?”

Through the fog beginning to clear inside her head, Stephanie Thomas recognized her son, Michael’s, voice.  Other things were coming into focus, too; the cold, the wet, the pain in her ankle and the one at back of her head.  She cracked open her right eye just a smidgen.  When the picture came into focus, she saw Mike looming over her, inverted, his forehead even with her chin.

“Mom, can-you-hear-me?” he said, spacing out the words evenly.

“I’m not deaf, just uncoordinated,” Stephanie replied.  She twirled her forefinger in a circle in the air.  “Do me a favor, Mike, do a-180.  Looking at you upside down is making me nauseous.”

“Are you hurt bad?” Mike said, circling her.

“I don’t think so.”

“Can you get up?”

Stephanie rose to her elbows and a sharp pain shot up her right leg coupling with another wave of nausea.  “Give me a minute,” she said, laying back down and closing her eyes.

“But you’re okay, right?”

“Basically.”

“Good, then let’s go,” Mike said.  “A crowd is gathering. Family time is over.  Let’s get out of here before some of the guys show up.” 

Stephanie opened both eyes and turned her aching head to the right.  Eye level with a few dozen pairs of ice-skates, she followed the white laces of one pair up to the face of another adolescent.  He couldn’t have been much older than her son, but he wore a jacket with the words “Skate Guard” emblazoned across the front.

“You okay, lady?” he asked.

”She’s fine,” Mike answered for her.  He bent down and pulled on her arm, dragging her to sitting.  “Mom, get up now.”  His tone pleaded.

The sudden change in position made Stephanie’s head swim.  Refusing to give in, she willed the ice rink to stop spinning around her like an Olympic skater going for a perfect ten and put one hand onto the ice to steady herself before leaning against the wooden half-wall with Plexiglas on top that enclosed the rink.

“He’s right.  I’m fine.”  

She tried to stand, but the Skate Guard stopped her with a hand to her shoulder.  “Don’t move.  I hafta get some help and call the owner.”

“No,” Mike protested.  “You heard her, she said she’s fine. You don’t need to call anyone.  She does stuff like this all the time.  She tried to ski once.” He tugged his mother’s arm a few times, but she did not move.  “She managed to get to a tree about a quarter of the way down the slope and held onto to it until the Ski Patrol sent someone up to get her.”

“The slope was pitched at this steep angle…”  Stephanie started to explain, but Mike cut her off again with the look.

“Listen,” the Skate Guard said, “If I don’t follow procedure, it’s my backside that will be skidding down a slippery slope.  The rules say I hafta call the owner when someone falls this hard.”  He then turned his attention back to Stephanie.  “Dontcha know how to stop?”

“Stop?”  Mike said in a voice tinged with pubescent sarcasm.  “She doesn’t even know how to go straight. She’s never been on skates before.”

“Then why was she going so fast?”

Mike shrugged. 

“Shoulda took a lesson, lady,” the Skate Guard said.  

Stephanie glanced at the clock mounted on the wall across the way.  Five minutes.  That’s the length of time she’d been on ice skates.  Just long enough for her to lose more points with her son.  She looked at him.  He appeared mortified.   

Her face burned with the heat of embarrassment as the voices around her grew louder.  This was another fine mess she’d gotten herself into.  Her sweatshirt was damp and getting clammy, her jeans were getting colder wherever the ice touched them, and she was sure she had what would be the beginning of frostbite.  She didn’t want anyone to fuse over her, but she could hear the muted wail of sirens and knew the First Aid Squad was only minutes away.  She wanted to go home, not to a hospital.  She tried to stand and another feeling of nausea swelled so she sat back down.

She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to melt into the ice.  All things considered, it appeared to be another typical day gone wrong in the Thomas household.

“The squad’s here” a man in tennis shoes said sliding to a stop next to the Skate Guard.  “Is she all right?”

“I think she whacked her head when she hit the ice.”

“Who is she here with?” 

“She’s my mom, Mr. St. Claire.”

Martin St. Claire turned to the source of voice.  “Hey, Mike.  What happened?”  The kid looked positively destroyed.  

“I wanted her to take a lesson first, but no, she had to do it her way.  Now look,” he pointed down at his mother, who was now lying back on the ice, “she looks like she’s trying to make frozen snow angels.”

“What happened?” Marty repeated.  He saw the young man’s mouth thin into a frown.

Mike shook his head.  “Went down harder than Nancy Kerrigan.”  He saw Marty’s forehead crease and answered the question before it was asked.  “1994 Olympic recap on ESPN.”

Marty nodded and turned his attention back to Stephanie.  He dropped to one knee.  “Can she tell us her name?”

“Probably.  I think it’s her ankle more than her head.”

“Do you think she can sit up?”

Stephanie cracked open one eye.  “Why doesn’t someone ask me?  It’s not polite to talk about someone in the third person when they’re right in front of you. Well, sort of in front.  More like straight down and to the left.  And to answer your question, when I try to sit up, the rink starts spinning, so you’ll have to come down here if you want to talk.”

“Sorry.”  Marty took off his jacket and gently lifted her head before sliding it underneath.  “I’ve seen too many concussions in my line of work.  There is always a chance for something serious like that when someone falls on the ice. I try to get down here as soon as something like this happens.”

“And just many times has something like this happened here?” Stephanie asked, turning her head toward him.  

“More than you can guess.  The insurance company has had to handle a few more claims projected lately and unless…” He stopped speaking when his gaze met hers feeling as though someone had sprayed liquid nitrogen on him, freezing him to the spot.  Her eyes were the palest shade of blue he had ever seen, the color reminding him of the offensive zone line in a hockey rink showing through the layer of ice covering it.  He somehow tore his gaze away from those eyes with their fringe of dark lashes to focus on the woman owning them.

Looking at the bigger picture didn’t help him much at all.  His senses began to react as though on autopilot.  Sight took action first, focusing on her dark auburn hair and the way it contrasted sharply with the grayish white ice beneath it, giving him an edgy, aware kind of feeling.   The light scent of her perfume somehow cut through the cold and hit his nose like an opposing player charging the net. 

“Unless what?” he heard her say.

Hearing responded next, tuning into the rich timbre of her voice and masking all the normal sounds of the ice rink.  Her pleasing tone resonated through him like the sound of a finely tuned violin string vibrating through the air.  

“What I meant was that I’m usually not this…” Almost against his will, he touched her shoulder, his hand seeming to tingle as though he had come in contact with a low voltage wire.  It had never happened before, but for some reason four of his five senses had all converged on this woman at once.  “This scattered and…” Any shred of reason he had left suddenly launched an attack of its own and the urge to kiss her hit him like a 90-mile an hour slap shot hits the back of the net.  “Whoa,” he muttered in reaction,  “Five out of five and….”

“Do you ever actually finish a sentence?” he heard her say over the jolt of all his basic instincts firing at once.  

Still amazed at his reaction to the woman lying at his feet, he removed his hand from her shoulder and looked at it briefly before looking back at her.  “On occasion.  I apologize.  How do you feel?”

“Wet and cold,” Stephanie said.

“Totally bummed,” Mike chimed in almost at the same time.

Marty reached for the blanket another rink employee had retrieved from a ground level office.  He shook it open and covered her.

“That’s not what’s wet and cold.”  She started to sit up. 

“Stop trying to do that,” he cautioned, a protective instinct causing him to touch her arm, “As I said before, you could have a concussion.”  Warmth again flickered on his skin.  He looked from his hand to her eyes and saw surprise.  He managed a half-smile.  


“I suppose so.  I do get a little sick to my stomach when I try to get up,” Stephanie admitted, smiling back at him.

“All the more reason not to.”  He looked over his shoulder in response to the sound of the oversized rink door being pulled open.  “The squad’s here.”

“Move aside,” one of two EMTs called out, weaving through the skaters still on the ice.  Marty stood and moved out of the way when one dropped a back brace onto the ice next to Stephanie. “Don’t get up,” he ordered. What happened?” 

“She fell,” Mike volunteered.  

The EMT fastened a cervical collar around Stephanie’s neck. “Do you know your name?” one of the EMT asked, shining a light first in one of her eyes and then the other.

“Of course I do.  It’s Stephanie Thomas.” 

“And what day is it?” 

“Friday.”

“So far, so good.”

“I told you.  I’m fine,” Stephanie insisted as the EMT slid a backboard under her and strapped it around her.  “I don’t need to be trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey. I just need to get home.”

“Well, you can’t go home.  Not just yet,” Marty cut in.  “You need to get checked out.”  He felt his mouth kick up in a grin.

“What are you smiling at?” Stephanie asked when she noticed.

“I’m sorry, but you do look a little like Hannibal Lechter.”  He tried to suppress it, but the grin grew wider.  He covered his mouth with his hand.  A fall was no laughing matter even though, from past experience, it appeared as though Stephanie Thomas would probably be all right.

“Keep that up and I’ll bite your face,” she warned, noticing his losing attempt to keep from grinning.

“Miss Thomas, can you move your arms and legs?  Any pain here or here?” the EMT examining her asked.

“Yes, first question, no, second.  I’m fine,” she insisted.

 “You really can’t make that determination,” Marty chimed in.  “You said yourself that you feel a little sick when you try to get up.”’

“Could be the hot-dog I had at the refreshment stand.”

“Could be a lot of things.”

“Whatever it is, I can take care of myself.”

“I hope better than you can skate,” Marty said with a decided spark of bravado in his voice. 

“What are you, a comedian in the off-season?” 

“No, nervous chitchat I suppose.  Sorry,” Marty conceded before stepping back but keeping his gaze on her face.  

Cripes, this man-woman thing was giving him an itch he wanted to scratch.  Any woman who could make him sit up and take notice in a situation like this could be dangerous.  Interesting dangerous that was.  Maybe even worth checking out more closely dangerous, especially since he hadn’t reacted this strongly to any woman in years. But to read anything into all the eye contact and spunky bantering seemed out of place right now.

Stephanie blew out a long breath of air as Marty helped the EMT hoist her up onto a waiting stretcher.  “Who are you anyway?” she asked him, “and why all the interest in me?”

“I’m Martin St. Claire.  I own the place.”

She studied his face as he walked alongside her.  “Oh, right.  The hockey player.”

“Ex-hockey player,” Marty corrected.  “I’m retired.”

“I should have recognized you.  Looking at you up from the ice, you look different than you do on the poster on the wall of my son’s room.”

Marty pointed to his lips.  “No mouthpiece or cage across my face.”

Stephanie laughed.  “And you said I looked like Hannibal Lechter.”  He laughed, and this time, she liked the sound.  

She studied him as he walked along side the stretcher.  Martin St. Claire.  How many times had she heard that name from her son?  A million, at least.  At around five hundred thousand, she thought she conjured up a pretty good picture of what Martin St. Claire must look like.  But this Martin St. Claire wasn’t anything like she’d imagined; not as big, not as brooding.   From the stories and descriptions, and way her son talked about him, she had pictured a tough, thuggish jock with missing front teeth and a burly body.  Instead, she was staring up at a six foot toned and tapered hunk, with hair the color of a field of wheat and a pair of dark, spicy brown eyes that looked like trouble to her.

There were many times she wouldn’t have minded meeting an attractive man like him, but this wasn’t one of them.  She had a headache the size of Alaska, a condition much too distracting to have fully functioning female hormones kick in properly.  She did, however, feel a jolt of something as a few wayward ones took notice when her gaze met Marty’s incredible eyes as he loomed over her on the way out of the arena.

“Are you feeling dizzy or something?”  Marty asked.  “You look a little funny. You’re not going to do something that requires a bucket, are you?”  

"No," Stephanie assured.  She must have been staring at his face like some sort of crazy woman, but she could explain that away. She was obviously unhinged by the knot on her head and not in her right mind.  She looked at his broad shoulders to avoid staring at his handsome face.  “Sorry we had to meet like this.  I’ve heard so much about you and your hockey career from my son. He has an autographed puck in a plastic protector on his dresser.” 

Mike bent down, his mouth near his mother’s ear.  “Don’t the paramedics on TV always say ‘try not to talk right now” to their patients?”  He straightened and looked at Marty.  “She’s delirious.  She doesn’t know what she’s saying.  She needs quiet.”   He turned back to his mother.  “I really am worried about you, so shhh.  Lie still, okay?”

“I’m just trying to figure out what happens next,” Stepahnie reassured.

Marty furrowed his brow.  “You’re not thinking about suing me already.  You just woke up.”

Stephanie jerked her attention back to Marty.  “I wasn’t unconscious.”

“Your eyes were closed.”  

“I was thinking.”

“About suing me?”

“Not until now.”  

He saw her blue eyes flash.  “You’re angry.”

“You think?  I could be having a major medical infarction  here and you’re worried about a lawsuit!”

“What kind of medical infarction?”

“You know what, Hockey Boy,” Stephanie said closing her eyes, “I think I’m just going to let you worry about that one.”

Mike rushed over and put his body between Marty and his mother.  “Hockey Boy?  Mom, that is so not cool.” 

Stephanie opened her eyes in response to her son’s voice.  “Nothing about this day has been cool.  My head hurts, my stomach is tossing lunch around and my jeans have frozen to my backside like a wet tongue on a metal pole.”

Mike saw another smile slash across Marty’s face.  “Aw, geeze.”  He turned back toward the rink as the zamboni rumbled by on the ice.  “Maybe I can get that thing to run over me and put me out of my misery.”

* * *

Marty put the heels of his palms on his eyes and pushed hard.  What in the world was wrong with him?  Having to agree with Mike, the unexpected appearance of his candid male instincts was definitely so not cool.  But as he watched the stretcher get loaded into a waiting ambulance, Marty could not help but admit that Stephanie Thomas had piqued his interest.  She sure was cute when she was angry.  Hell, he decided, she was beautiful.   Normally he gravitated to blonds, but with those striking ice blue eyes of hers and auburn hair sassy like her verve, he could make an exception in this case.

He felt a grin grow on his lips.  Okay, he decided, he’d analyze the situation.  He liked the dance of humor he saw in her eyes, and the way her smile kicked up a notice when she thought she was getting the better of him.  Under other circumstances, meeting a woman like Stephanie had potential. 

He called himself a few unflattering names as he headed toward his car.   As much as he hated to admit it, it may be a deep-seated sense of responsibility that had him heading to the hospital, but it would be an innate desire to learn more about Stephanie Thomas that would keep him there after he sure she was okay. 

· * *

The next time Marty saw Mike, it was in the Waiting Room at Somerset Hospital.  Mike sat at the far wall, slouched in a blue plastic chair with shiny metal legs.  Hat on backwards, arms across his chest, his body language shouted uncomfortable.  He made a face in response to the daytime soap opera playing on the TV mounted high on the wall across from him.

“Hi,” Marty said, easing himself into the empty chair next to Mike.  “How’s your mom?”

“Okay, I guess.”

“Where is she?”

Mike nodded toward the hallway. “Down in one of those examining rooms.  They said to wait here.”

“Guess we wait then.”  Marty glanced up at the TV.  Two daytime soap stars were locked in a passionate kiss.  From his angle, the actress looked a little like Mike’s mother.  As the TV angles moved around the couple, without his involvement or permission, his imagination suddenly took over the scene.

Mike’s mother was in his arms, his hands moving through her silken hair. The strands slipped through his fingers like red satin ribbons as she tilted her head back.  When she did not resist, he moved his hands down her back and pressed her closer, sculpting her body to his.  He heard a small sigh escape her throat when he kissed the soft curve of her lower lip and felt her hands alternately open and close against his chest as he slowly kissed her more fully.  He mapped the gentle arch of her spine with his fingertips and felt her surrendered to ...

“Hey!  How can you watch that junk?”

Marty gave his head a quick shake when Mike’s voice quickly dissolved the daydream. “Huh?”

“That junk.  How can you watch it?  I mean it isn’t exactly Devils-Rangers.”

“I wasn’t watching it exactly.  I was thinking about your mom.”  What on earth brought that on, anyway.  An hour ago, he hadn’t even known the woman existed, and now he was all over her like a warm, wool afghan on a cold day; even if only in his mind. He had to get himself, and his raging male instincts, together.  

“Maybe we should see how she is,”  Marty  suggested.  He rose and started to walk toward the examining rooms.  “You coming?” he asked when he noticed Mike wasn’t following him.

Mike glanced up but didn’t move.

Stephanie reclined on a gurney, the back of her right wrist resting across forehead.  With her eyes closed, she replayed the last few hours in her mind.  Despite all her careful planning nothing had gone right.  Mike would most likely not speak to her for a while, at least not until he needed something like lunch money or one of the latest tee shirts all the kids were wearing. He would definitely not agree to a family day any time soon, if ever again.

Looking back, maybe that hockey-boy remark probably was not the smartest thing to say.  She sighed.  She’d have to try something else to get back in her son’s good graces.  But ever since he'd turned fifteen, and his teenage independence had licked in, the job was getting harder and harder.

She heard the door open, but did not open her eyes.  Her head still ached despite the pain medication she had been given, and the bright lights in the room only made her temples throb even harder.  “Well, will I live?” she quipped to whomever entered the room

“I sure hope so.”

She recognized the voice.  “Mr. St. Claire,” she said lowering her arm.  “What are you doing here?”

“Checking on you,” he said casually, “and please, call me Marty.”

“Marty then.  They wouldn’t let Mike in here.  How did you manage?”

“If you act like you belong, I’ve found that people think you do.”

“I tried that.  I ended up on my butt on the ice.”

Marty grinned.  “A lot of people do that.”

“I bet not too many of them end up in the emergency room.”

His grin faded.  “I wouldn’t take that bet if I were you.” 

Just then the doctor came in and began examining Stephanie’s ankle one more time.  Marty stepped to the side and watched the doctor work.  Stephanie took the opportunity to study him on the sly.

His jeans fit snugly across his hips and ended at new sneakers with blue check marks curling along the sides.  He wore a well-worn leather jacket over a light blue shirt.  He stood with feet widespread but firmly planted, both hands in the rear pockets of his jeans, the stance pulling his jacket open and hinted at a powerfully well-built frame.  She had the fleeting thought that a man like him could probably walk into a room and wake a woman up from a coma, and wondered where it came from.

When he turned his head, his ruggedly attractive profile surprised her.  A two-inch scar on the right side marred his forehead, but the warm tones of his skin seemed to mute the mark, making it look more like a shadow.  The lights threw golden glints into hair that curled down to his collar, making her wonder what it would feel like spiraling across the back of her hand.

She had always felt men with longish hair looked a little feminine, but there was nothing effeminate about Martin St. Claire.  Maybe it was the way he stood that made her sweep his length; shoulders back, chest out, athletically built, self-assured, perhaps a slight bit cocky.  Or maybe she was giving him the once-over simply because it had been a long time since she felt this attracted to any man.  

Marty caught her studying him.  He winked and flashed a smile that transformed his face into an expression of complete charm.  He did it so effortlessly that it made her wonder if it came from instinct or years of practice. 

"Looks like you're free to go.” Marty said, his eyes crinkling at the corners with his smile.

“Free?”  She glanced passed him and then realized the doctor had been speaking to her and she’d missed most of what he had said.

“You can leave.”

“Oh.  Yes.  I know.”  But she hadn’t.  She was too busy ogling Martin St. Claire to pay attention to anyone else.  The doctor had even wrapped her ankle in an Ace Bandage and she hadn’t felt a thing.  

“I suggest you stay off that ankle for a day or two.  You’re going to need someone to drive you home,” the ER doctor said.  

“My car is at the rink," she said scooting to the edge of the gurney.  “I can call a cab.”

“Is there someone you can call? Husband, boyfriend…” Marty hesitated.

A spark of something rose in his eyes making Stephanie feel as though he wanted her to fill in the blanks.  “No, no one,  I mean, of course I have friends, but on a Friday afternoon, I wouldn’t want anyone to have to leave work or change any plans for me.”

“Then I’ll drive you and Mike home," Marty offered.  “We can get the car later.”

“Are you sure it won’t be too much trouble?”

“It’s the least I can do.”  He reached for the crutches a nurse brought in and held out his hand to help Stephanie into a waiting wheelchair.

As she looked at him, a strange premonition mixed with the body vibrations already moving along the lines of her nerves.  She could feel a trace of heat warm her cheeks.  Don’t touch him, she warned herself.  Remember what happened at the ice rink.  She shook off the feeling and blatantly ignored her own advice.

Taking his hand, she slid off the edge of the gurney and leaned against him.  The sleeve of his jacket was cool, but the warmth of his skin seeped through it made her aware of the solid body beneath.  The sensation shot through her, stunning her with its intensity.  She stumbled in reaction and he caught her, a refreshing scent of lemon soap mixed with an underlying musk filled her senses.  

When he swept her effortlessly into the wheelchair, the scrape of his arms unwinding from around her body made her look up into his eyes.  They were such an amazing color, one minute looking golden brown, another so dark that she could get lost in their depths if she wasn’t careful.  There could not possibly be a shade on any color chart that could describe them, she decided. As she continued to stare, she saw a sparkle of interest rise that took her breath away.

“I wish more women fell for me this easily,” he said, adjusting the footrests on the wheelchair.  “Comfortable?”

She had no answer for him.

As he pushed her into the hall to meet Mike, a faraway voice issued a warning that slanted through her heart.  Watch out.  The man’s a flirt, a very practiced one at that, probably with a list of broken hearts as long as his hockey stick with enough room left on it for her name.

Chapter Two


“Oops.”  Marty jerked the wheelchair to a stop outside the double doors of the emergency room.  With both hands, he caught Stephanie by the shoulders as she began to slide forward, but could do nothing to stop her purse from slipping onto the ground.


“Oops what?”  Stephanie took her handbag from Mike and replaced it on her lap.


“I jumped in the Porsche to get here.  I should have brought the SUV.”


“Don’t worry,” Stephanie replied.  “We can take a cab to the ice rink and I’ll drive myself home.”  She got up but stumbled as she put weight on her ankle.


“I don’t think so.”  Marty took her arm and eased her back to sitting with a gentle tug.  “You’d have to crawl to the cab.  Or I could carry you.”  He walked in front of her, leaned back, hands on hips.  “Shouldn’t be a problem. What are you, a hundred twenty, hundred thirty tops?”


Stephanie shot him a playful glare.  “Never, under any circumstances, ask a woman her age or her weight.  If you do, there is a good chance you could end up back where we started on a stretcher of your own.”


Marty’s smile grew wider.  “I like a woman who asserts herself.”


“Remember that,” she gently warned.

“Quit it, mom…” The look of horror on Mike’s face matched the tone of his voice.  He threw up his hands and turned his back to them.  “Geeze Louise.” 

“Pardon my rude son,” Stephanie said, giving Mike a sidelong warning glance.  “Seriously, though we can manage to get home on our own.”

“I’d feel better if you let me help you.”

“There’s really no need.  Mike and I will manage.”

Mike suddenly stepped in between them.  “Mom, I have to do that team project for history with Joey and Trey tonight.  Joey lives just a couple of blocks from here.  I can walk to his house while you two decide what you want to do here.”

"Joey?  I don’t know him."

"He's a junior."

"That doesn't tell me very much."

 “He's okay.  He wears those pajama pants all the time."

"That's still not much of a resume. ´

“He’s harmless,” Mike responded quickly. 

Stephanie’s shoulders tensed.  She could feel another one of their tests of wills coming on.  “I’m not comfortable Not knowing him or where he lives.”

"It's close. I promise."  Mike glanced at Marty before looking back at his mom. “And I am old enough to walk the streets in board daylight.”

"I know you are but…"

“Then it’s settled.”  Mike turned and began walking.  “I won’t be late.”

"Michael, call me when you get to Trey’s house,” Stephanie she called after him in a desperate attempt to both exert some authority and steady her heartbeat.  

Mike acknowledged her with a wave of his hand.  

“Wait!” she shouted.  “I need the address.”  As she stood, her leg tangled with the wheelchair's footrest.  Stumbling, she grabbed onto the nearest thing for stability.  It was Marty's arm. 

As soon as she touched him, her female reaction switches flipped to ‘on.’   As he slipped his free arm around her waist to steady her, heat exploded inside her chest.  As he kicked the wheelchair aside so she wouldn't crash into it, her heart beat faster.  As he nestled her against his hip for support, she almost forgot to breathe.  


“I guess that about wraps up our seating problem,” Marty said as Mike disappeared around the corner.  He eased her back into the chair.  “Wait here.  I’ll get the car.”


While Stephanie watched Marty walk away, she realized she was fast developing a curious fascination with him.  Her heartbeat rose and she could fee the warmth rise on her cheeks as for a moment, one silly moment, she thought she might be looking at the man of her dreams.  


And because it was such a ridiculous notion, she folded her arms over her chest, looked down at the macadam and laughed out loud.


“Would you like to come in?”  Stephanie turned the key and opened the front door to her small Cape Cod style home.  “I’m not sure what condition the place is in.  Mike and I barely have time to keep ourselves in clean sheets with the schedule we have these days.”


“For a minute.  To make sure you’re settled,” Marty replied.  “I still have to get to the rink before everyone goes home.  I need to get someone to follow me while I drive your car back here.”

Stephanie flicked on the light switch just inside the door.  She looked around.  “Just as I feared.  It’s pretty messy in here.  Find yourself a chair that doesn’t have something on it and I’ll be right out.”  She slowly walked to the back of the house trying her best to disguise a slight limp and disappeared with a right turn in the rear hallway as Marty stepped inside.


“Looks homey,” he called after her.  “It’s very nice.”


Stephanie appeared briefly in the back hallway and hung her coat in a small closet before continuing down the hallway to the left as she spoke.  “I’d give you a walking tour, but there isn’t much to see.”  She reappeared in the hallway.  “You’re in the living room.  Kitchen’s behind me, half-bathroom’s next to it.”  She pointed to the left, “that way used to be two small rooms, but I had a contractor take out the wall and make it into one large enough to hold the TV and the computer.  Upstairs are two bedrooms and a full bath.”


Marty nodded and eased himself down onto the blue plaid sofa.  “Shouldn’t you be sitting down with that ankle up on a chair or something?”


“Probably.”  Stephanie headed back to the kitchen.


Marty heard the refrigerator door open and close.  “Now would be a good time to do that,” he called out.


“I was thinking the same thing.” Stephanie walked into the living room, a bag of frozen peas in her hand.  “I’m out of ice,” she said in reply to the puzzled look on Marty’s face.  She sat down next to him.  “Could you slide over the chair?  The one with the granny-squared afghan on it.”


Marty complied. 


Stephanie propped her leg up on the chair cushion and draped the bag of peas across her ankle.  “The doctor said to ice it,” she said reacting to the look on Mary’s face.


“I’m sure when Emeril thinks of peas, he doesn’t think of them as medicinal.”


“Probably not.”  His puzzled look remained.  “You look like you’re afraid I may cook them up and try to feed them to you.”  She saw his eyes dance mischievously.  


“After a day like today, nothing would surprise me!”

They laughed out loud.  Stopped and laughed again.  

“I assure you, that won’t happen,” she said, ”I think these have been in the freezer a few years and are not much use for anything else but an ice bag.  I can’t seem to remember to get that bag with the blue stuff inside that can go in the freeze from the drug store for emergencies.  With all the bangs and dings Mike gets during a hockey game, we pretty much are used to using frozen food on swelling.”  


“So after the peas thaw out, you’ll put the bag back in the freezer?”


“Yeah, in case my ankle hurts tomorrow.”



“You’re something, Stephanie Martin.  Most people would be on the phone to their lawyer to start a law suit against the rink, but instead, you’re sitting in your living room with legumes on your leg.”  Marty’s laugh seemed to begin somewhere deep inside his chest before it reached his lips.  


His smile unearthed a wellspring of reactions in her.  Laughter again bubbled up in her throat, along with a churning that crackled inside her stomach.  She almost forgot the embarrassing way she had met him and became glad that she had.  


She settled back into the cushions.  “So why an ice rink here in Central Jersey instead of somewhere closer to the New York market?”


“Actually, the public relations consultant I had during my NHL career suggested that build closer to the Meadowlands.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I thought a rural setting would give more people an opportunity to enjoy skating the way I do.  Whether it was in competition sports like hockey or figure skating or just circling with friends on the ice during a public skating session, I want as many people as possible to be able to take advantage of finding out how much fun they can have one the ice.”

Stephanie looked at her ankle and grimaced.

“I don’t mean on the ice they way you were,” Marty said in reaction to her body language.  “I meant more like actually on the skate blades.”

 Laughter came easily when he described the peewee hockey teams with their four and five year old players and the way the kids spent more time down on the ice that up on their skates. As he continued to tell stories about the ice rink, a fair amount of cavalier flirtation became inevitable.  Stephanie found herself reacting with a fair amount of interested curiosity.


“I would have thought we would have met at one of your son’s hockey games," he said.  "I frequently check in on the high school teams to make sure no one is getting too rough with the checks.”


“I don’t get to many games.  My job keeps me pretty busy.”  Her gaze wandered to his lips for a brief moment.  She forced herself to look away.  “But I did promise him I’d try to go more.”


“What is it that you do exactly?”


“I’m in advertising and marketing for the local merchants.”  


“PR.  A tough business.  Do you like it?”


“It pays the bills and leaves me enough for this palatial mansion with all these original oil paintings.  She swept her hand in the air and pointed to the one on the way across from them.  “Like that one.  I think it’s called ‘Dogs at a Poker Game.’  It’s Mike’s.”  She shifted her gaze to her hands folded in her lap.  “But I guess you are used to originals and first editions.”


“Not necessarily.  I actually have velvet Elvis in my office at the house.  A fan sent it to me.  She told me it was her good luck charm and if I hung it up, we were guaranteed to win.  I did and New Jersey won the Stanley Cup that year.”


“I don’t believe it.  That would be something to see among your trophies and plaques.”  


“Then you’ll have to come by sometime and check it out.”

“I may have to do just that out of curiosity alone.”  She stopped abruptly as a warning voice inside her head took over.  Stephanie Martin, stop it.  You’re openly flirting with the man.

“Good, we'll have to arrange a private viewing then,” Marty replied.


He shifted and threw an arm across the back of the couch.  The action was so commonplace, yet so captivating.  Her gut reaction to such a simple movement scared her a little.  She countered by scooting back toward the armrest, knocking the makeshift ice bag from her ankle.

“I'll get it,” Marty said, dropping to one knee and leaning over to pick up the bag.  He put it back on her ankle and it promptly slid back onto the floor.  After another try with the same results, he attempted to even out the weight by jostling the bag a few times before placing it vertically this time on her leg.  

Stephanie looked at him and shook her head.  “It’s not my shin that hurts.”

“This is harder than trying to win a face off.”

They reached for the bag at the same time but grabbed each other’s hand instead.  The peas slid back onto the floor with a dull clunk, but neither one seemed to care.

Stephanie’s heart fluttered as they began to slide their hands apart and then stopped.  Their fingers entwined again, the pressure of his touch tentative, gentle, as though he was letting her get used to the presence of his hand on hers rather than just grabbing on.  She could feel the heat from his hand and dropped her gaze.  His fingers wee long, solid, with the nicks and mars that came from playing hockey.  The aroma of his lemon-scented cologne surrounded her along with a sense that they were hovering on the brink of something that was not wise to begin.  

Marty stood, stilling holding her hand in his.  He leaned forward and put his free hand on the back of the sofa next to her head.  Releasing her, brushed a stray lock of auburn hair from her eyes.

“Mike should be calling any minute.  I should…" She tipped her head and leaned against the back of the loveseat as his fingertips caressed her hairline.


“I know,” he agreed tenderly as he began to lower his mouth to hers.

She could feel vibrations flutter across the back of her neck through the coarse fabric of the sofa and sensed he was using it was a brace to hold back.  A part of her held back also, not wanting him to think that she was too eager.  Don't think so much, an impulsive voice inside her head said, just do it.   Obliging, she put her hands on either side of his forearms, closed off her brain to all logical communication and pulled him closer.  

She savored his kiss, its gentleness and its strength.  As it continued, it left her breathless.  She enjoyed the way his lips felt on hers and became too mindless to react the way she should have to a man she just met and hardly knew. But she wanted to kiss him and kiss him she did until all too soon it was over. 

When they parted he turned and lowered himself next to her onto the sofa. “So… he said, pulling in a jerky breath.

 “So,” she repeated.

The air in the room seemed supercharged with temptation.

“So much for good first impressions, huh?”  Marty inquired tentatively.

“I have to admit, my ankle feels much better now.”  Hoping her voice sounded pragmatic, she reached for the nearly forgotten bag of peas and tossed it onto a nearby chair.  But she suspected she didn’t fool him.  They had both reacted to the kiss.  She felt it.

“That’s a good thing, right?”

Stephanie nodded.  The attraction she felt could be a very dangerous area of discussion.  She needed to turn the conversation somehow.  “Pain is never a good thing.  And speaking of pain, Mike should be calling any second.”

“Nice segue.”

 She smiled, realizing he was going to gallantly let her change direction.  “As long as I’m on the subject of my son, let me apologize for his rudeness this afternoon.  He’s…” she searched for the right word, “…hormonal right now. I can’t seem to do anything right in his eyes these days.”


Marty settled back on the sofa.  “It must be tough having to work and a deal with a teenager alone.”


Stephanie’s head snapped up.


Marty head up his hands defensively. “Mike and I were talking in the waiting room.  He told his dad had died.  I wasn’t prying.  It just sort of came up.”


She felt her features soften.  “I’m sure you weren’t.  We manage.”


“I’m crossing the line, aren’t I?”


Stephanie stood. “Maybe a toe’s worth.  But right now I’m a little worried about Mike.  He should have called or been home by now.”  

She began to walk toward the kitchen to use the phone hanging on the wall next to the refrigerator when the front door banged open. A blur in a hockey jersey flew up the flight of steps.  In another second, a door slammed upstairs.

Stephanie had barely taken two strides toward the staircase when the front of the room exploded with light.  Brilliant bursts of red, while and blue pulsated through the sheer curtains that hung on the bay window, capturing everything in an eerie glow.   

Stephanie stood immobile, open-mouthed, as pounding on the front door was accompanied by a deep, distinctly male voice shouting, “It’s the police.  Open up.”

