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      It’s Blair Brawsiski’s ride or die year. After a decade in the AHL, if he doesn’t get called up to the NHL this season, it’s time to hang up his skates and focus on other things. But between a second job and family priorities, his attention isn’t where it should be, and his dreams of making it to the big leagues are dwindling by the day.

      

      Hiring a personal assistant to help out with day-to-day stuff? Probably the smartest move Blair’s made in a while.

      

      But when that PA turns out to be an assertive baker who’s exactly Blair’s type? Blair can’t help but wish those dexterous hands would knead something other than pastry dough. Namely, him.

      

      Charlie Shore needs extra income. Desperately. With his expenses about to go up, it’s find a second job or get evicted. Getting hired as Blair’s PA is perfect: flexible hours, decent wages, and a scorching hot professional hockey player who’s willing to let him use his gorgeous kitchen for his baked goods.

      

      Too bad that hockey player is exactly Charlie’s type. Too bad Charlie knows better than to date his new boss…
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Most people saw professional hockey as slick suits, hard hits, puck bunnies, and fast-paced action—on and off the ice.

      They probably didn’t expect to see one such professional hockey player elbow-deep in cold cuts.

      Blair Brawsiski—forward for the AHL’s Vancouver Orcas—slapped a slice of sourdough over a turkey and Swiss cheese sandwich, wrapped it in wax paper, and handed it over the counter with his patented customer-service smile. “Here you go. Jen will cash you out at the register.” He found a real smile for his next customer. “Hey, Jerry. The usual?”

      “Huh?” The teen dragged his gaze off Jen, Blair’s sixteen-year-old cousin. “Yeah, yeah. The usual. Thanks.” He ran a hand down his shirt, a button-up in green-and-yellow plaid that looked brand new. Last Saturday, he’d been in an equally new-looking shirt, that one in various shades of blue.

      The things teenage boys did to impress someone they liked.

      Had Blair ever been that young?

      Didn’t feel like it, especially when his plantar fasciitis acted up and his knees began to hurt before he ever got out of bed in the morning. He’d just turned thirty and some days he felt closer to sixty.

      Thirty was practically middle age in hockey years, though.

      “How’s the store today?” Blair asked as he built the kid’s Reuben.

      “Good,” Jerry said, his gaze trailing to Blair’s left, where Jen was passing a water bottle to a customer. “Busy. Real busy today. We had someone come in and ask about gift registries, but we don’t really do that, you know? We’re just a toy store. She got all upset and my manager had to come out, and then we had someone buy all the Rubik’s Cubes. Like, all of them. Even the extra stock we had in the back. And then a group of tourists came in, like, seventeen of them, all part of some bus tour or something. That’s why I’m taking my lunch break late.”

      Late? Blair checked his watch and cursed under his breath. Quickly, he finished the sandwich, wrapped it up, and handed it over. “Enjoy.”

      Jerry didn’t acknowledge him, already heading towards Jen to pay for his lunch.

      “Ma.” Slipping off the disposable gloves every employee was required to wear when handling food, he kissed his mom’s cheek. “I gotta go.”

      Alexandra Bouras was a tall woman—only a couple of inches shorter than Blair’s six-foot-one. When she turned a frown on him, while also making a mortadella and provolone sandwich for a customer, they were nearly eye-to-eye. “You said you could stay until closing.”

      “I said I could give you a few hours. It’s been four.”

      “Twenty more minutes,” she insisted. “Until we get rid of the line.”

      There was no getting rid of the line at his parents’ deli/food shop on Granville Island, especially not on a Saturday afternoon. The island was a massive indoor market with food and produce stores, local crafts and artisans—including the toy store Jerry worked at—and plenty of galleries. It was one of Vancouver, British Columbia’s most popular attractions, bringing in tourists and locals alike, even in early January when most people were swimming in holiday debt.

      “I can’t,” he said. “I have a meeting, and then I have to get to the arena for the game.”

      Ma slapped mustard on a bread bun and offered her cheek for another kiss.

      Blair obliged. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Have a good game, pethi mou.”

      Blair kissed her other cheek at the term of endearment—one of the very few Greek phrases he understood—which most closely translated to my child. “Love you.”

      His parents did not understand hockey. Or, rather, they didn’t understand how batting a puck back and forth could possibly be called “work.” As children, Blair’s Ma and Dad had emigrated to Canada from Greece and Poland, respectively. The value of hard work and family had been stressed in his household for as long as he could remember.

      Still, they might not understand it, but that hadn’t stopped them from supporting him. In fact, they’d purchased Meat & Greet Delicatessen from the previous owners before Blair was born, and they’d worked their asses off to be able to pay for him to play an expensive sport. And despite the demands of the shop, one of them had always attended his hockey games when he’d played in the junior leagues. For years they’d kept a tiny black-and-white television in the equally tiny office to watch his games. Blair had recently set them up with a live streaming package, though, so now they watched his games on their phones or tablets if they were here late.

      They were the best, and he wouldn’t have gotten this far without them.

      So what was he supposed to do when he’d checked his voicemail after practice and found a message from Dad asking if he could fill in for one of their part-timers who’d called in sick?

      Show up, that was what. As if there was any question. That was what they did in this family—support one other. But he’d come straight from practice and hadn’t had time for lunch. Despite his current work environment, the last thing he’d eaten had been a chocolate bar from the vending machine at the practice facility.

      His stomach rumbled, but he didn’t take the time to make himself something to eat. He was already running late—and on someone he’d already had to reschedule on once before.

      He ducked his head into the walk-in fridge. “Bye, Dad.”

      Dad looked up from his inventory list, bushy moustache twitching. “Did you see it?”

      “See what?”

      “Come, come.”

      Shouldering past him, Dad practically skipped over to the coat hooks by the back door and pulled something out of the pocket of his jacket. Unfolding the fabric, he presented it to Blair with a dramatic “Ta-da!”

      “Oh, hey.” Blair took the T-shirt and held it up, his chest puffing a little. “The new logo printed well.”

      “Of course it did. You designed it.”

      “Yeah, but certain colours are tricky and don’t always print right. I’m glad it worked out.”

      “You and me both. It was certainly due for an upgrade. We haven’t updated the logo since the early nineties.” Dad took the T-shirt back and nodded once. “I’ll get more of these printed for the staff, and your cousin’s working on updating our advertising and hiring someone to change the sign out front.”

      Blair didn’t bother asking which cousin—he had many who worked for the family business in some capacity or other. Like the British Columbia mafia of deli meats.

      He swallowed a laugh at the thought.

      Grabbing his winter coat off the hook, he said, “Let me know if you need me to meet with whoever’s going to do the sign.”

      “Yes,” Dad said firmly. “Please. You can talk to them about specs or RBG or whatever.”

      “RBG is a system representing the colours on a— You know what?” He chuckled when his dad’s eyes glazed over. “Never mind. I’ve got to head to a meeting. See you soon, okay?”

      “Thanks for the help today, son.”

      Because parking on Granville Island was more often a nightmare than not, he’d parked off-island and taken the rest of the way on foot. Despite being called an island, a small section was actually connected to the mainland. Nabbing a bread bun, Blair jogged towards the parking garage as he ate, knowing he’d be late even if he sprinted. Grimacing, he sent off a quick text to let the man he was meeting know he was running ten minutes behind.

      He decompressed a little on the drive, the frenzy of the day beginning to slough off him. There was nothing atypical about his day—he was frequently rushing from one thing to another—but with this being his ride-or-die year, everything was heightened.

      Ten years. Ten seasons. That was how long he’d given himself to make it to the NHL after being drafted and sent to Vancouver’s farm team. That was how long he’d given himself to pour his blood, sweat, and tears into this game that he’d loved since he first held a hockey stick as a kid. A decade. Enough time to improve his skills at the AHL level before someone higher up saw fit to give him NHL playing time. If he still hadn’t made it by then? That’d be it. The end of his hockey career. Time to focus on other things and give his body a break from hard training. He figured ten years was long enough to fight for a dream before he found a new one.

      Here he was, on year ten, and no closer to making it to the big leagues. And with it being the start of the new year, he technically only had a few more months. Otherwise, he’d be hanging up his skates at the end of the season.

      He wasn’t ready to hang up his skates yet. Hence the meeting.

      His phone rang before he got there, the hands-free car display lighting up with Jim’s name.

      Shoulders climbing up to his ears, Blair debated not answering. He’d missed a call from Jim earlier, though, and if Blair wanted to build his freelance graphic design business into one that would sustain him once he retired from hockey, he needed to actually pick up the phone when his clients called—even when they called on a Saturday. He’d so far netted most of his clients via word of mouth, but if he kept dropping the ball, that word of mouth wouldn’t even be a whisper. He’d already missed one deadline for Jim. He couldn’t afford another.

      Forcing a smile into his voice, he answered with a chipper, “Hey, Jim.”

      “Blair. Glad I finally reached you. Did you get my voicemail?”

      “I did, but I’ve been on the go since sunrise and haven’t had a chance to listen to it yet.”

      “Ah. No problem, no problem.” Jim cleared his throat. “It’s about the brochure you’ve been designing for us. We’ve got an event coming up that we’d like to have them printed for, so we need the updated design by end of day Monday. I know you said you’d need until the end of next week—”

      “It’s fine,” Blair said, mentally slotting finish the brochure updates between brunch with Tate tomorrow—his best friend—and the mandatory pregame team meeting. “End of day Monday. No problem.”

      “Appreciate it. Talk soon.”

      A few minutes later, he parked in front of his townhouse in East Vancouver. He had a corner unit that he’d been lucky to purchase thanks to an inheritance from his grandparents before the real estate market had gone through the roof. As he put the car into park, he caught a glimpse of someone standing on his covered front porch.

      Coach Matt Shore—the head coach of Blair’s team—had recommended he hire a personal assistant. Between his hockey commitments, helping his parents at the store, assisting his recently separated sister with his niece, and building his design business, almost every minute of his waking hours was accounted for. Everyday things like grocery shopping and housecleaning and getting the oil changed in his car?

      Fat chance.

      So Coach Shore had put him in touch with his cousin Charlie. And although Blair was meant to interview him today, he’d hire Charlie on the spot if he was willing to do meal prep. Blair had had enough of takeout and frozen dinners.

      And maybe, if Blair could free up a few hours a week, he could get some extra practice in with his team’s skills coach and finally—finally—make it to the NHL.

      If Charlie could give him even an hour of his day back, that was seven hours a week for extra practice. Blair figured his grandparents wouldn’t mind him using the remainder of his inheritance to pay Charlie’s salary and in turn help Blair make his dream come true.

      That was assuming Charlie didn’t bail. Blair hadn’t made a good first impression by standing him up before Christmas, and he wasn’t making a good second one by arriving ten minutes late.

      His stomach growled again, the bread bun he’d scarfed down doing nothing to satisfy his hunger. Ignoring it for now, he exited the car, rounded the hood, and fast-walked up the short pathway.

      “Charlie?”

      The man on his porch turned and . . . oh. Okay. Charlie being Coach Shore’s cousin, Blair had expected him to look like Coach: big, burly, and bearded. But Charlie was short, slim, and clean-shaven. He wore a wool coat in a colour that was somewhere between ivory and tan, a dark green scarf, and a matching toque with a grey pompom. Dark blond hair peeked out the bottom of the hat.

      He looked like an ethereal fairy from another realm.

      Of course he was exactly Blair’s type, all cute and rosy-cheeked and elfin.

      Blair let out a rueful laugh under his breath. As if he had time for dating with everything else going on in his life. Jen and Jerry would be married before Blair found a minute of free time.

      “Charlie?” he asked again, holding out a hand as he crested the porch’s top step. “I’m so sorry I’m late.”

      “No biggie.” Charlie’s smile was wide and genuine despite Blair’s tardiness, and it triggered something loose in Blair’s brain.

      Hand still in Charlie’s, he said, “Have we met before? You look familiar.”

      “No,” Charlie said with a conviction that had Blair questioning himself. “But we’ve probably been to several of the same functions, most recently the pre-season barbecue at Coach Epps’ place. I work for the organization.”

      “No kidding. Doing what?”

      “I’m the baker for our NHL team. I make pastries for team breakfast, breads for sandwiches for lunch, and whatever else the head chef might need. Dinner rolls, desserts, that sort of thing.”

      Now Blair recognized him. There were only a few times a year when the entire organization got together: the pre-season barbecue, the holiday party, and the end-of-season barbecue. But when you put the entire AHL and NHL teams in a room, along with coaches, management, and office and support staff as well as significant others and children, it made for close to two hundred people. And with Blair missing half of those due to other commitments in the ten years he’d been with the Orcas, it was no wonder he hadn’t officially met Charlie. Plus, not being a social creature meant that introducing himself to a crowd of strangers one by one was basically his version of a living nightmare.

      He did remember once seeing Charlie from across the yard at one of the barbecues and wondering who the cutie with the smile that radiated warmth was. By the time Blair had set his plate down and turned back to make his way toward the man, Charlie had vanished.

      And now here he was, on Blair’s doorstep.

      What was he doing here if he already had a job, though? “Are you . . . seeking a new career direction?”

      “No,” Charlie said with a quiet laugh. “Just a second job.” He cocked his head, and he might’ve looked guileless if there hadn’t been a hint of humour in his brown eyes. “Can I have my hand back?”

      “Right.” Blair snatched his hand away, embarrassment tingling across the back of his neck. “Sorry. Uh. Come on in.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry again for being late,” Blair was saying as he edged past Charlie and unlocked the front door. “Come in.”

      Man, Blair was tall. Why were hockey players always so tall? But then, at five foot six, most men were taller than Charlie. Hell, most women too. Tall and gorgeous and blue-eyed and slightly scruffy, that was Blair Brawsiski. Charlie had known that, of course. He followed Vancouver hockey, both AHL and NHL. Just because he worked for the NHL didn’t mean he didn’t know the players on the AHL team simply by virtue of watching their games on TV.

      As he followed Blair inside, he got a whiff of . . . salami? Weird.

      He could still feel the echo of Blair’s palm on his from when they’d shaken hands, Blair’s warm despite the chilly January weather. It had shot a bolt up his arm, attraction bursting to life as those clear blue eyes of Blair’s had met his. Blair was exactly the kind of guy Charlie might’ve chatted up in a bar and given his phone number to.

      Too bad for him that he hoped Blair was about to be his new boss, and Charlie didn’t shit where he ate. That would just make things awkward when things went sideways.

      Glancing around the open-plan first floor to distract himself, Charlie pulled off his toque and shoved it in his coat pocket.

      “And for standing you up last time.” Blair continued his apology with a grimace, running one hand through thick brown hair. “That was inexcusable.”

      Charlie was used to being left behind, so he wasn’t sure why it still caused a pang in his chest when he recalled sitting on the top step of Blair’s porch on a wet and windy day in December, waiting for his potential new employer to arrive for their interview. Probably because it had conjured all sorts of what-did-I-do-wrong feelings akin to those that he’d lived with for months after his parents had sat him down to tell him they were divorcing when Charlie was twelve—the day after he and his mom had gotten into a huge fight.

      The day of his first interview with Blair, Charlie had given Blair an hour, two phone calls, and several texts to show up, but when Charlie hadn’t heard from him, he’d trudged his way to the main road to grab the bus back home, feeling like a used condom after a one-night stand.

      Not that Charlie had ever had a one-night stand—they weren’t his thing. And not that he’d used a condom in . . . well, much longer than he wanted to admit. Last winter, he’d dated a personal trainer who’d used him for an introduction to some of the city’s most popular NHL players, and Charlie had been predictably a little gun-shy since.

      That hadn’t quite made him feel like a used condom after a one-night stand—more like a dirty dish glove after scrubbing a stubborn pot—but he’d been so embarrassed at falling for a charming smile that he hadn’t told a single soul about it.

      That was him, though. Charlie Shore: easily impressionable and quick to see the good in everyone. As if life hadn’t taught him that the world was out to hurt him, the universe felt the need to remind him again and again. Like that time Charlie had gone into business with one of his bakery school friends, only for Marshall to bail and leave Charlie with too much product and piles of debt he was still trying to pay off.

      Fun times.

      Shaking himself out of his memories, he smiled widely, showing off his teeth. “No biggie,” he repeated. “I understand. Your sister had an emergency, right?”

      That was what Blair had texted a couple of hours after Charlie had arrived home that day.

      “Yeah,” Blair grumbled, toeing off his shoes. “Her ex was supposed to pick up my niece from daycare, but he thought it was her day, and neither of them realized she hadn’t been picked up until the daycare called my sister, but she was working late, and—” Blair broke off and huffed a breath. He shucked his dark green winter jacket with the furred hood and tossed it over the arm of the couch, giving Charlie another whiff of salami. “Anyway. It was a whole thing. I was basically the only one immediately available to pick her up. That’s no excuse, though. I should’ve at least texted you to reschedule. My sister called in a panic and I kind of . . . forgot about everything else.”

      Charlie nodded. Matt, his cousin who also coached Blair’s team, had been the one to put Charlie and Blair in touch—Charlie needed extra work and Blair needed a personal assistant. It was a win-win for both of them. But Matt had also been the one to caution Charlie that Blair was juggling several balls at once, and while juggling one, Blair often dropped the others.

      From what Charlie could tell, standing him up had been a dropped ball.

      He squared his shoulders. No matter. Blair needed help? Charlie was his guy. And it’d put some extra income in his pocket.

      He’d be able to pay rent.

      And buy food.

      And ingredients for his baked goods.

      And keep paying off his student loans.

      And continue paying the credit card debt he’d always struggled to keep on top of.

      And the debt Marshall had left him with when he’d fucked off to Europe to work in the kitchen of some fancy hotel.

      None of which had been an issue up until last month, when Dad had announced that he was moving in with his long-time girlfriend, leaving Charlie to take over the lease on the apartment they’d lived in since he was twelve.

      Within the next couple of weeks, Charlie was going to be living alone for the first time at twenty-nine years old. And although the rent was normal for a two-bedroom apartment in Vancouver, it was steep when every paycheque since earning his arts diploma in professional bread and pastry from the Northwest Culinary Academy of Vancouver seven years ago went to paying the bare minimum on his credit cards and student loans before the rest got spent on ingredients so he could try out new recipes.

      His savings? Zilch. Well, not zilch exactly. He’d had a seasonal position working at the Lululemon on West 4th Ave that had recently ended, so he had a smidge more than zilch.

      But just a smidge. Like, the tiniest of smidges.

      He loved working as a baker for his hometown NHL team, but the hours weren’t typical—he spent twelve hours at the arena on game days, but there was no work for him on non-game days or when the team was out of town. And if he wanted to stay afloat financially, he needed this gig.

      Blair wanted to stand him up or show up late for his interview? Fine. Whatever. As long as Charlie got the job, Blair could wear a clown mask as an accessory, and Charlie wouldn’t care.

      Okay, maybe not the clown mask thing. That was just creepy.

      Charlie smiled again and unbuttoned his coat. “It’s all good. We’re here now.” He looked around for a coat rack or somewhere to hang his coat, but there was nowhere, so he ended up standing on the doormat, coat over one arm, unsure how to proceed. The front door opened directly into the living room, with a fireplace on the left, a flat-screen television bolted to the wall over top, a staircase leading to the second floor, and a well-loved leather couch in heather grey on the right. Behind the couch was a small four-seater table, and behind that was the kitchen.

      “Sorry, here, let me . . .” Blair took Charlie’s coat, then seemed to be equally unsure what to do with it. He ended up draping it over an ottoman in the same grey as the couch before turning back to Charlie with a smile Charlie could only call flustered.

      Was he nervous about the interview? Charlie was the one being interviewed. If anything, he should’ve been the flustered one.

      “Why don’t we . . . um . . .” Blair blinked once and gave Charlie’s body an assessing up-and-down glance.

      Charlie looked down at himself. Fitted lavender shirt tucked into dark blue slacks, purple paisley tie, tan belt that matched his shoes.

      He looked good. A tad overdressed—he side-eyed Blair’s jeans and T-shirt with a logo on the front that he couldn’t make out—but good. Dressed to impress, as per Dad’s instructions.

      “Do I have something on my shirt?” he asked when Blair continued to stare.

      “No! No, no. Sorry.” Blair loosed a little “heh” laugh. “I’m a bit scatterbrained today. Come in.”

      Charlie left his shoes by the door before following Blair. Blair’s backside was as interesting as his front side, all flexing muscles, strong shoulders, tight butt, and long legs as he led the way to the table. Something stirred in Charlie’s belly, but he ignored it. He was here for a job—nothing more, nothing less.

      Romance? What romance? Romance schmomance. Besides, why would AHL defenceman Blair Brawsiski—professional hockey player, owner of this three-story house as well as the SUV outside, scruffy and tall and adorably flustered—be interested in someone who couldn’t put together two pennies to make rent?

      Not that pennies existed in Canada anymore, but that wasn’t the point.

      “Can I get you anything?” Blair asked. “Water? Juice? Coffee? Something stronger?” He added the last with a teasing smile.

      Charlie returned it and sat, quietly tapping his heel against the floor. “Just water. Thanks.”

      For a minute, he watched as Blair navigated his kitchen, retrieved two glasses from a cupboard, and put first one, then the other under the water dispenser on the front of the fridge. The muscles of his arms strained and bunched as he moved, and Charlie didn’t realize he was staring until Blair turned to him and said, “Ice?”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      Charlie looked away, taking in the house. It was done in shades of grey, white, and moss green, with hardwood flooring in the colour of almonds. It would’ve been model-homey if not for the personal touches. In the living room, three metre-long shelves were bolted to the wall in a staircase pattern, holding indoor plants and framed photos of what Charlie could only assume were Blair’s friends and family. Two throws were draped over the back of the couch; interlocking foam mats studded the floor between the couch and the table and were blanketed with various kids’ toys; a pile of unopened mail sat on the end of the counter. An end table tucked against the stairs held various bits and bobs—keys, coins, a pair of thin leather gloves, a reusable water bottle, and a couple of pens—and a floor-to-ceiling mirror hung on the wall next to the kitchen table, making the narrow home feel bigger.

      “Here you go,” Blair said, handing Charlie a glass of ice water. He sat across from him, cradling his own glass between his hands. “I thought we could take time to get to know each other, see if we want to work together. I can tell you what I’m looking for, you let me know if you feel like you can deliver, we can discuss an hourly rate and payment schedules, and go from there.”

      “Yeah, that sounds— Oh, hey. Meat and Greet Delicatessen,” he said, finally able to make out the logo on Blair’s T-shirt now that they were sitting so close. “Do they sell swag now? Is that how you got the T-shirt?”

      “Huh? Oh.” Blair tugged the shirt away from his chest and peered down at the logo. “No. It’s my family’s shop. I was helping out there this afternoon.”

      “No shit. I love that place. I didn’t realize your family owns it.”

      “Yeah, since before I was born. I worked there through most of high school and still help out a few times a week. Plus, I fill in when they need extra hands or someone calls in sick, which was what happened today. It’s why I was late.”

      “That explains why you smell like salami.”

      Blair sat back, eyes going wide, one of those oh-fuck, say-it-ain’t-so expressions. “Christ, do I?” He brought the collar of his T-shirt up to his nose and sniffed. “Aw, man. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s all good,” Charlie said, chuckling. “Like I said, I love that place. Bring me a sandwich next time. I’m partial to the roast beef with pepper jack cheese and horseradish sauce. And make sure the cheese is all melty.”

      Throwing his head back, Blair laughed, sending shivers across the back of Charlie’s neck. “Noted.” His smile was wide and unreserved, and he appeared to shed whatever had thrown him off balance earlier.

      Their gazes met, and though Charlie was tempted to sink into the ocean hues of Blair’s eyes, he cleared his throat and looked away, heel tapping against the floor again. “So. Why don’t you tell me what you’re looking for?”
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      Later that afternoon, it was with an extra bounce to Blair’s step that he entered the Agrodome—the Orcas’ home-game arena—on the Pacific National Exhibition’s grounds. Going forward, he wouldn’t have to worry about grocery shopping, cooking, or housecleaning. Perhaps, to the average person, it didn’t sound like much, but just having help with cooking would give him back an hour or two each day. As a professional hockey player, Blair had certain nutritional needs and requirements, and with meal prep now off his plate . . .

      “Hey, Coach.” He jogged to catch up to Coach Emery Stanton, his team’s skills coach.

      Stanton paused to wait for him and glanced at his watch. “Cutting it close, Brawsiski.”

      “I know, I know.” Blair winced. His frequent tardiness to games and practices had been one of the reasons Coach Shore had suggested a PA. “Listen, can we schedule some extra practice for next week?”

      As they continued down the hallway towards the locker room, Stanton side-eyed him and shoved his hands in his pockets. “You’ve cancelled on me three times in the past two weeks.”

      Blair winced again. “Right. I know. But I’ve hired a PA, and he starts more or less immediately. It’ll free up several hours a week, and I’d like to use some of those hours for extra practice.”

      Stanton paused, forcing Blair to stop with him, and regarded him with narrowed eyes. Coach Stanton was a former professional hockey player, having played for Vancouver’s NHL team for more than fifteen years before retiring and getting hired as the Orcas’ skills coach. He’d won the Rocket Richard Trophy—which was awarded to the league’s top goal scorer—two years in a row.

      If anyone could teach Blair what he needed to make it to the NHL, it was this man looking at him like he didn’t quite believe what Blair was telling him.

      That was fair.

      A few months ago, Blair had promised to arrive on time going forward, then had proceeded to be late several times since.

      But Blair needed Stanton’s help. Didn’t every hockey-obsessed kid dream of making it to the NHL? Blair certainly had. Still did. And as an AHL player, he was, almost literally, one step away from making it. He just hadn’t been able to truly focus, given his family obligations. With Charlie now in the picture, though . . .

      He gave Stanton a winning smile.

      “All right, Brawsiski,” Stanton finally said, resuming his trek.

      Blair fell into step beside him, sending a mental fist-pump skyward.

      “Let’s take a look at the practice facility’s schedule, compare it to yours, and see where we can get you in.”

      In the office attached to the locker room, they did just that, hashing out a month’s worth of extra practices. Having Charlie officially on board wouldn’t mitigate emergency requests from his sister or last-minute appeals for help from Ma or Dad, but it would make a difference.

      Truthfully, Blair had been halfway tempted to not hire Charlie just so he could ask the guy out instead. But Blair needed help more than he needed romance. And who else would deign to work for someone who’d stood them up once and then arrived late for the rescheduled interview?

      Charlie either had very low self-worth or he desperately needed the job.

      Blair suspected the latter. There hadn’t been anything in Charlie’s comportment that spoke of low self-esteem.

      “I can do the grocery shopping and meal prep, sure,” Charlie had said earlier after Blair had laid out exactly what he’d need. “Housecleaning too. Laundry if you need. Lawn mowing, tree trimming, weed pulling, duct cleaning. I draw the line at gardening, though. I don’t do worms.”

      Blair had laughed, more than a little charmed by him. “Let’s stick with grocery shopping, meal prep, and housecleaning for now,” he’d said, and watched Charlie’s shoulder slump momentarily before he’d straightened them again.

      Having someone else do Blair’s laundry was just weird, and Blair didn’t have much of a yard to speak of, only a tiny square of grass in front of the house. And the thought of Charlie up a however-many-foot ladder to reach the ducts on the third floor of the house made him squirm with dread. What if Charlie fell and died? He’d much rather hire a professional company for that.

      So, what? his conscience asked. You’d rather some stranger fall off a ladder and die while cleaning your ducts?

      Well. Yes. Was that bad?

      He chuckled to himself as he typed a final entry into his phone calendar. “Thanks, Coach. I appreciate this. Really.”

      Stanton flipped closed the binder that listed the schedule for their practice facility that they shared with the NHL team on the University of British Columbia campus. It also hosted other sporting events, concerts, speakers, film shoots, and conventions, so they’d had to work around all of that, but they’d managed to find two slots a week for the next month.

      “Let’s start with this,” Stanton said. “If, after the month is up, you want to add more practice times, we can look at renting out the rink at one of the local arenas in the city.” He tapped Blair on the shoulder with his phone. “I hope you show up this time, Brawsiski. Shore and I want to get you some NHL playing time this season. You’re good enough for it, if only you’d put in the same dedication to developing your skills as you do to whatever else you’ve got going on in your life. You show up and put in the work, and you’ll get there.”

      With that, Stanton left the room.

      Blair stood like a dolt, staring after him long after he’d disappeared, and replayed Stanton’s words.

      Stanton thought he was good enough for the NHL? Well, not yet. But he could get there, according to Stanton, and that was enough for him to practically bounce out of the office—

      And into head coach Matt Shore.

      “Shit. Sorry, Coach.”

      “Brawsiski.” Coach’s deep voice always reminded Blair of gravel. “Were you looking for me?” he asked, gesturing at the office behind Blair—his office.

      “No. Coach Stanton and I were scheduling some extra practice.” Blair meant to edge around him, but a thought occurred to him and he said, “Actually, if you’ve got a minute . . .”

      Shore grunted and jerked his head in the office’s direction in a silent follow me.

      “I wanted to say thanks for putting me in touch with Charlie.”

      Shore leaned back against his desk, long legs clad in a steel-coloured suit stretched out in front of him. “He mentioned he was meeting with you today. It went well?”

      “Yeah. It went great.”

      He was super sweet and eager and so ethereally beautiful to look at that he makes my heart hurt a little. Also, he had muscle under that purple shirt, Coach. Why didn’t you warn me?

      Things not to say to his new PA’s cousin.

      Honestly, if Charlie had looked even a little bit more like Coach Shore, Blair wouldn’t have been attracted to him at all.

      Swallowing hard, Blair shifted from one foot to the other. “He’s got his own job . . . well, you know,” he added with a short laugh.

      Shore stared at him, expressionless.

      “Anyway. Uh, we compared schedules and carved out a few hours each week for him to work for me.” Those hours didn’t always coincide with them both being free, so Blair had given Charlie a key to his house so he could drop off groceries and cook if Blair wasn’t home.

      Blair never would’ve handed out a key to his house so freely to a complete stranger, but, oddly, Charlie didn’t feel like a stranger. And more than that? He was Coach Shore’s cousin. Shore wouldn’t have put them in touch if Charlie was a serial killer.

      Shore nodded once. “I’m glad it worked out. With a little more focus, a little more dedication, you’ll get called up in no time.” Before Blair could replay those words, so similar to Stanton’s, Shore continued. “How’ve you been? I know things were a little hectic for a while.”

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, Blair shrugged. “I quit my job at the restaurant, so that’s helped. It was only two shifts a week, but still. It’s one less thing on my plate.” The tips at the Michelin-starred restaurant with a coveted view of the harbour had been good, but honestly? Trying to schedule his shifts around everything else had been more hassle than it was worth.

      “What about the family stuff?” Shore asked. “Has that slowed down any?”

      Blair barked a laugh. “No. That never has and never will slow down.”

      “At the risk of overstepping,” Shore said quietly, “have you considered pulling back there a little? With fewer distractions, you might find that you have more energy to devote to hockey.”

      “It’s . . .” Blair sighed. “I can’t, Coach. It’s family. We show up for each other. That’s what we do.”

      “I get it. You’re a tight-knit family. Which means they’d understand—and probably fully support you—if you did pull back a little, right?”

      Blair opened his mouth to respond. Closed it. What could he say? Of course his family would understand. That wasn’t the issue. The issue was that, as the eldest, it was Blair’s job to be there for them. To help out at the shop or help his sister with his niece or fix broken door handles or unclog stubborn sinks.

      “Just think about it.” Shore squeezed Blair’s shoulder. “Now, go get dressed. The pregame warmup starts soon.”

      In the locker room, he went to his stall and held out a hand to Lin for a fist bump.

      “How’s it hanging, B?” Tadhg Lindstrom asked, already dressed in his base layers.

      Blair shrugged out of his suit jacket. “What do you think our chances are against this team?” he asked his defensive partner.

      “We beat them twice back in November.”

      “True.” Blair acknowledged that with a smile for his teammate. “That’s probably made them more determined than usual to win tonight.”

      Lin smirked, the overhead lights catching on his ginger hair. “They can try.”

      Personally, Blair and Lin had gotten along like long-lost friends since Lin had been traded to the Orcas a couple of seasons ago.

      Professionally, though? There’d been a few . . . hiccups.

      Lin had a bad habit of choking under pressure, whether that was in the last few minutes of a game or during a penalty kill, leaving Blair to cover for him and do the job of two defencemen. Blair’s previous defensive partner had been called up to the NHL early in the season, and he’d had to relearn how to work with someone else.

      He and Lin hadn’t started meshing until well into the regular season. Things were better, but Lin still let nerves get the better of him when tension during a game was at its peak.

      “Hey, listen.” Blair dropped onto the bench in front of his stall and toed off his shoes. “I’ve got some extra practices scheduled with Coach Stanton coming up. Why don’t you join us?”

      “So I can work on not falling apart when the team needs me the most, you mean?” Lin’s bark of a laugh held no humour.

      “It’ll also give us the opportunity to hone our chemistry as defensive partners. Help me anticipate your needs and movements on the ice.”

      Lin rolled his brown eyes. “Don’t pretend you’re doing this for your benefit. I know you gave up your last private training session with Stanton to Gauthier.”

      “That’s . . .” Avoiding Lin’s gaze, Blair stood and unbuttoned his shirt. “I mean, I wasn’t going to make it anyway.” That wasn’t strictly true—he could’ve made it if he’d hustled after an emergency daycare pickup while his sister got stuck at work—but he would’ve been late, and honestly, it’d been easier to give his slot to Jason Gauthier, who’d been angling for extra practice himself. The kid was next to be called up to the NHL, Blair was sure of it.

      “Uh-huh.” Lin nudged him with his elbow. “Sure, I’ll join you for extra practice. Why not?”

      Blair offered another fist bump and got dressed.
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        * * *

      

      “Aw, what? Come on. That was a perfect pass. How could you miss it? Get it together, Toussaint.” Standing in front of the television watching the Orcas game, Charlie dug his fingers into his cheeks and groaned when a Nevada player sank one into the net, bringing them up by two. “Ugh. Why are you playing like this is your first ever game as a team? You’re better than this.”

      From the adjacent kitchen in their two-bedroom apartment in South Cambie, Dad chuckled. “They can’t hear you, you know.”

      “Ughhhhhhhhh. This game is a travesty.”

      Dad laughed again.

      “It wouldn’t be so bad if they were playing well and Nevada was playing better,” Charlie said. He groaned when Nevada cut through the Orcas’ defence. “They’re just . . . sucking. Badly. God, Matt must be pissed.” It took a lot to piss off Charlie’s cousin, but as the head coach of the Orcas, a game like this would surely crack Matt’s perpetually collected composure.

      “Every team has off days,” Dad said.

      “This is an embarrassment.”

      “Consider these players.” Dad waved a spatula in the TV’s direction from behind the kitchen counter. “The Orcas are currently first in their division. First. Out of ten teams. Even playing at their worst, could you do what they do?”

      Charlie squirmed. “No.” He’d played hockey recreationally as a kid, he had a cousin who’d played in the NHL for more than a decade, and he worked for the NHL as his hometown team’s resident baker—he knew a little bit of what it took to make it.

      Didn’t mean he wanted to see his team lose. It was only by two, though, so—

      Ugh. Make that three.

      “Fine,” Charlie grumbled. “They get one pass.”

      “Magnanimous of you. I’m leaving you the colander, by the way.”

      Sobering, Charlie joined his dad and stood on the living room side of the counter that separated the room from the kitchen. A moving box sat on the counter, half-full of the kitchen tools and gadgets Dad was taking with him when he moved into his girlfriend’s place. There wasn’t much—Jolene had everything they’d need already. Dad was only taking the essentials as well as various things that belonged to him, like his beloved French press and his favourite mugs.

      “I’m leaving you Grandma’s China set as well,” Dad continued. “No sense bringing it with me when it’d just get passed down to you eventually.”

      “Right.” Charlie forced a smile. “Of course.”

      He had to keep reminding himself that Dad moving out was a good thing. He was moving in with his partner, the woman he was going to spend the rest of his life with. The woman he adored. The woman Charlie adored. Dad was only fifty-three, and he deserved to be happy, even if that happiness wasn’t in this apartment, where it’d been just the two of them since Mom and Dad divorced when Charlie was twelve.

      This was a good thing. It was. Dad living his life and leaving Charlie behind was fine. Totally fine. Normal, right? Not at all like when Mom moved to Calgary to start a new family. Dad wasn’t leaving him, just starting a new chapter that would still include him. Charlie was going to be on his own for the first time ever, and he was looking forward to it. He could walk around naked or throw parties or have boys over for an orgy or, or, or . . .

      Oh hell, who was he kidding? He wasn’t comfortable walking around naked, even in his own apartment, parties were tiresome, and an orgy sounded exhausting. Sexy, but exhausting.

      What would he even do with all those cocks?

      He was a one-partner-at-a-time kind of guy.

      His mind flashed to Blair, but he shook that off. Employers were not for dating.

      “What about the pots and pans?” he asked. “Cutlery?”

      “I don’t think there’s anything here that Jo doesn’t already have. Except a kettle. Jo’s more the stick-a-mug-of-water-in-the-microwave type.”

      Charlie scrunched his nose. “Ew.”

      Behind him, the announcer’s voice on the television rose with excitement over the sound of a cheering home crowd. “Gauthier on the breakaway. Driving towards the net. He shoots—and it bounces off the post!”

      Groaning in time with the crowd, Charlie laid his head on the counter. “This is painful.”

      “The game’s far from over,” Dad pointed out. “Don’t give up on our team yet. Here.”

      “What’s this for?” Charlie asked, taking the spatula from his dad.

      “You said you were going to bake something for brunch tomorrow. So bake.”

      Sundays were Shore-family-brunch days, the location of which changed depending on who felt like hosting. It was rare that the entire contingent of aunts, uncles, and cousins showed up—those who could attend did—but it still made for a lot of people, even without everyone. Dad was one of five siblings, so there was a lot of family to go around.

      One of Charlie’s cousins was hosting tomorrow, and he’d promised her cinnamon rolls.

      Maybe he’d bake extra and bring them to Blair tomorrow, sort of a thanks-for-hiring-me gesture.

      Or as a consolation prize.

      As he had the thought, the Orcas scored, so perhaps things were looking up.

      Dad took his box of mugs out of the kitchen and placed it on top of the pile of other half-filled boxes he’d be taking to Jolene’s in a couple of weeks. It was handy that he was moving into a house that was already fully furnished—Jolene had owned her home for years—because it meant he was leaving all the big stuff behind and Charlie wouldn’t have to buy new furniture. But he couldn’t help but feel like Dad was purposefully not taking certain things because he thought Charlie might miss them.

      Charlie was grateful. His budget didn’t allow for new couches or end tables or small kitchen appliances. His budget didn’t allow for much now that he was paying rent, even with the new job, though it would certainly help.

      And the fact that Blair Brawsiski wasn’t hard to look at had nothing to do with why he was so excited about working for him. It was just a nice side bennie.

      He liked that Blair had a sense of humour, though. Charlie’s quip about the sandwich could’ve gone over badly, but Blair had taken it for the joke it was.

      Well, it had sort of been a joke. Charlie hadn’t been kidding about that roast beef sandwich. It was amazing. Phenomenal. Whatever was better than phenomenal, it was that.

      He’d just finished the dough for the cinnamon rolls and was covering it to let it rise for the next hour when his phone chirped with an incoming email.

      From Local Crafts & Events.

      “Holy shit,” he whispered once he’d read the first sentence.

      
        
        Dear Charlie,

        Thank you for applying to be a vendor at the You Make Me Melt local artisan market. You’re in! Click here to fill out the intake form and pay the table fee.

      

      

      “Holy, holy shit.”

      “Something wrong with the dough?” Dad asked from the couch. The game had paused for the second intermission and the talking heads who called themselves sportscasters were monologuing about everything that had gone wrong for the Orcas.

      There was a lot.

      “Remember that Valentine’s market I applied to be a vendor at?”

      “The one you sent samples of your cake jars to?”

      “Yeah.” Samples hadn’t been part of the application process, but he’d figured it couldn’t hurt. “I got in.”

      “No kidding!” Dad’s face creased into a grin, all teeth and crinkled eyes. “Nice work, kiddo.”

      Charlie reread the email again and bounced on his toes, a combination of disbelief, elation, and nervousness swimming through his veins.

      God, he couldn’t believe he’d been accepted. Hell, he couldn’t believe he’d applied in the first place. That he’d had the guts to put himself out there after his first business had crashed and burned when Marshall had moved to Europe. But he had.

      Grinning wide enough to catch flies, he read the email for a third time. His first market. A way for him to expand his business.

      Not that he had a business. He had a job baking for professional athletes. But if he wanted to start taking custom orders or maybe even get his products into restaurants or cafés, this was a step in the right direction.

      The problem?

      Money.

      To make money, he first had to spend money he didn’t have on ingredients and hope he made it all back—with a nice profit—at the market.

      Before he could panic about that, he clicked the link in the email and filled out the intake form.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair woke up the day after the game from hell with a headache, aching knees, and a nosebleed.

      The first wasn’t a surprise, given the copious amounts of alcohol he’d consumed with half the team post-game at a nearby bar. After that kind of loss, drowning their sorrows had been a necessity. The second was equally unsurprising—he was a thirty-year-old hockey player. Something always hurt.

      The third? That was unexpected. He normally only got nosebleeds in dry climates, which Vancouver in January was decidedly not. Grabbing a tissue from the box on the nightstand, he used it to squeeze his nose, then limped down three flights of stairs to the basement, which was really a tiny seven-by-seven storage room that also housed his furnace.

      The digital display on the humidifier was blank again. Releasing a breath through his mouth, he cursed malfunctioning home appliances and added call furnace repair service to his mental to-do list for the day. He half-limped back upstairs, the ache in his left heel from his plantar fasciitis slowly fading as he crested the top step and headed into the kitchen. He’d worn the shit out of the custom orthotics in his skates, and calling his podiatrist’s office to make an appointment for replacements was way down his priority list.

      The lock on his front door clicked open. His sister and niece, no doubt, dropping by for a surprise visit. Already wincing at the volume his niece tended to bring with her, he unpinched his nose, tossing the Kleenex when he breathed easily. He loved his sister and he loved his niece, but Heather had copped an attitude since her parents had separated, and he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to entertain the three-and-a-half-year-old.

      Except it wasn’t his family walking through the door. It was Charlie Shore, hefting two reusable grocery bags and two bulging backpacks—one on his back and one on his front—and clearly trying to make as little noise as possible. He closed the door silently behind him, placed the bags gently on the floor, and tugged off his toque.

      Blair watched him for a minute, all grace and consideration as he placed first one, then the second backpack onto the floor, barely making a sound as he did so. His coat came off next, revealing a cozy sweater in a deep green knit and dark jeans.

      Sighing, Blair glanced down at his ancient and holey T-shirt and plaid patterned boxers. Paired with messy hair, morning breath, and a hangover?

      He glanced up and met Charlie’s gaze. Would he ever make a good impression on this man?

      “Oh, hey.” Charlie smiled, and for a brief moment, Blair forgot all about last night’s game. “I didn’t think you’d be up yet.”

      Blair checked the time on the microwave. Barely after eight. “Early riser, are you?” He must be if he’d already gone grocery shopping.

      “Early to rise, early to beat the morning crowds at the store.”

      “I don’t think that’s quite how the saying goes,” Blair said with a laugh. “Here, let me help you.” He picked up one of the reusable bags—fairly light—and one of the backpacks. “Jesus, what do you have in here?”

      “The backpack? That’s the heavy stuff. Milk, canned tomatoes, that sort of thing. Easier to carry in a backpack from the store, otherwise the handles dig into my palms.”

      “Wait, did you walk?”

      “Yeah. Well, no. Yes and no.” Charlie chuckled—seemingly at himself—and followed Blair into the kitchen with the remaining two bags. “I took the bus from home to the store and walked here from there.”

      Blair blinked at him. “I should be paying you more.”

      Charlie laughed, but Blair wasn’t kidding.

      “I’m serious. If you had a car, I’d be paying for your mileage and gas whenever you did work for me. Or I would be if I’d thought of it. Let me know how much your bus pass is and I’ll cover that. And for the love of god, Charlie, take a cab or an Uber or something from the grocery store. Keep the receipt and I’ll reimburse you.”

      It was Charlie’s turn to blink. “Really?”

      “Of course.”

      “Oh. Okay, then. Thanks. And here.” He handed over a Tupperware container with a clear lid.

      “Cinnamon rolls?”

      “Homemade,” Charlie said. One side of his mouth kicking up, he added, “A consolation prize for last night.”

      Scrubbing both hands over his face, Blair groaned into them. “God. Don’t remind me.”

      “It’s like my dad said—every team has off days.”

      “We haven’t lost that badly since last season.”

      “Last season, you were the worst team in the AHL. This season, you’re first in your division and tied third in the league,” Charlie pointed out. “Even teams that see that much of an improvement sometimes play like shit.”

      “Can you tell that to Coach Shore?” Blair grumbled as he began unpacking one of Charlie’s bags.

      “Was he pissed?”

      “More disappointed than anything, which is somehow worse. Like, quietly disappointed, you know? He walked into the locker room after the game with this look. An I-expected-better-from-you look. And all he said was ‘Mandatory practice tomorrow. Ten a.m.’”

      Charlie winced and removed fruits and vegetables from one of the bags. “Ouch. Last-minute practice.”

      “Not surprising given our performance last night, though half of us will be hungover.” Blair had had to reschedule brunch with Tate, and he suspected many of his teammates had had to cancel their morning plans too.

      “You do look a little peaky,” Charlie said without an ounce of sympathy whatsoever. “Lucky for you, I come bearing all sorts of ingredients for a nutritious pre-practice breakfast. What do you feel like?”

      Blair removed the lid from the Tupperware of cinnamon rolls, the scent of yeast and cinnamon making his stomach rumble. “I was just going to eat all six of my consolation prizes.”

      “Nope.” Charlie took the container away, and Blair stared longingly after it. “We don’t eat our emotions. Not in this house. You can have one later. Now, take a Tylenol and go shower. I’ll have something ready for you when you’re done.”

      He was certainly an assertive little thing, wasn’t he? Blair couldn’t say why that got his motor revving, but by the twitch in his boxers, it definitely did.

      Clearing his throat, he backed up, rounded the counter, and headed for the stairs. “Thanks, Charlie. And make yourself something to eat too, all right?”

      Thirty minutes later, he felt moderately more human after downing a couple of painkillers and getting clean. He’d almost donned his usual going-to-practice outfit of sweatpants and a hoodie but, well . . .

      Charlie was here.

      Instead, he jogged downstairs in his only clean pair of jeans and a long-sleeved Henley that was slightly too tight from too many washings.

      Not that he was trying to impress Charlie—the man already worked for him. And not that he was trying to get into Charlie’s pants or anything—that was a no-no while Charlie was his PA.

      And besides . . . was Charlie even into dudes?

      The house smelled like coffee and tomatoes. When Blair walked into the kitchen, toast popped out of the toaster as Charlie moved two omelettes from the pan onto plates that already held a handful of berries and grapes drizzled with honey. Some of the groceries Charlie had brought with him sat on the counter. It appeared that the perishables had been stored in the fridge; everything else sat in a neat row next to the coffee machine.

      “I wasn’t sure how you organize your pantry,” Charlie said when he caught Blair eyeing the boxes and cans.

      “You can just put things wherever. There’s no system except that my niece’s snacks are on the bottom so she can reach them.”

      Charlie turned off the burner and set the pan aside, his brows pulling low. “I’ll organize it for you. You’ll never search for anything again.”

      Amusement tickling the back of Blair’s throat, he bit his lip to hide a goofy grin. “What did you make?”

      “Omelettes with onions, peppers, cheese, and salsa.”

      “Smells amazing,” Blair said, buttering the bread before dropping two slices on each plate. “I’ve never thought of putting salsa on eggs.”

      “My dad used to make this for me before school on days when he’d start late at work.” Charlie’s smile was a touch wistful, a touch sad, a touch longing.

      “What does he do?” Blair asked, pouring two cups of coffee. Charlie had already set the table with placemats, cutlery, and glasses of OJ. “Milk, cream, sugar?”

      “Black, thanks. I hope you like it strong because that’s how I made it.” Charlie took the plates to the table. “And he’s an air traffic controller, to answer your question.”

      “Wow.” Grabbing both mugs, Blair joined him and passed one to Charlie. “I’ve always thought that kind of job had to be incredibly stressful.”

      “It is. He’s responsible for the movement and direction of thousands of lives onboard aircraft every day.” Charlie speared a raspberry. “Way too stressful for the likes of me, but my dad loves it. I got to see him in action when I was in high school, one of those take your kid to work days. It’s so obvious that he loves it, and watching him work, I could tell his job was important.”

      Blair chewed a forkful of omelette, egg and salsa exploding in his mouth. “Did it make you want to do something equally important?”

      Charlie cocked his head, a furrow appearing between his brows. “Not really? I knew I never wanted to be responsible for that many lives, ever. And for my entire life, my dad stressed doing what made me happy, whether or not it was deemed important. That’s what I really took away from Take Your Kid to Work Day—that my dad loved his job. I wanted to love mine too.”

      “And do you?”

      Charlie’s smile was answer enough, but he said, “I do. It’s what gets me out of bed in the morning. It’s why I got up early today to bake that.” He pointed his fork at the toast on Blair’s plate.

      “Oh man. Fresh homemade bread?” Blair bit into a slice and had to swallow a moan. He’d worked for Meat & Greet Delicatessen in some capacity or other for most of his life. He knew the value of fresh bread. But this? “Marry me.”

      Charlie’s grin got rid of the last of Blair’s headache. “Eat your breakfast, Brawsiski. You’ve got a game to win tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Shore family brunch rolled around and Charlie was ensconced in his favourite cousin’s car on the way there, he was hungry again. He’d been up since five and had baked bread for Blair, put in a workout while it baked, gone grocery shopping, made and ate breakfast, and organized Blair’s pantry—and cleaned it too; there’d been cracker crumbs everywhere. Vancouver’s NHL team was out of town all week for a series of away games, and while Charlie’s boss/head chef sometimes travelled with them, Charlie never did. It gave him the entire week off, so he’d also prepared enough meals to last Blair until Tuesday dinner.

      “I’ll come back on Tuesday morning to do another couple of days of meals, if that works for you?” Charlie had asked earlier as Blair had shrugged into a coat and grabbed his car keys minutes before he’d left for last-minute practice.

      “Perfect,” Blair had said. “I’ll be at practice, so just let yourself in. And can you make something kid-friendly? Mac and cheese, maybe? I have my niece on Tuesday after daycare.”

      “Sure.” Charlie had made a note in his phone, anything to take his gaze off how spectacularly the white Henley hugged Blair’s chest. “Do you have her every Tuesday?”

      “Whenever I’m in town, yeah.”

      “Can you send me a list of her likes and dislikes?”

      “She likes mac and cheese, plain noodles with grated cheese, plain chicken, chicken nuggets, Swedish meatballs, Uncle Ben’s cheese- and broccoli-flavoured rice, raw peppers, and any kind of berry. And she might eat cucumbers, but only if she feels like it.”

      “That . . . doesn’t leave me a lot to work with.”

      Blair had smiled widely. “Good luck?”

      Charlie had answered that with a frown. “Get out.”

      Blair had done so, laughter trailing behind him on his way out the door. Laughter that had sent goosebumps erupting along Charlie’s arms and pleasure floating in his belly.

      Now, he sat in his cousin’s passenger seat, empty bags in the back, and blew out a long breath. Man, he hated cooking. Baking? Heck, yes. Give him chocolate to temper or dough to knead or pastry to shape or custard to whisk and he was in his happy place.

      Cooking? It was just so blah. He could do it, of course. Who couldn’t follow a recipe? But it was just so dull compared to smooth chocolate or flaky Danishes or raspberry compote drizzled over homemade cheesecake.

      Blair was lucky he had someone cooking for him. Hell, Charlie wished he had someone cooking for him too.

      Before he forgot, he quickly texted his dad to remind him to bring the cinnamon rolls. And because he was a masochist, he scrolled through his text conversations and tapped on the one with his mom. I got into a local market as a vendor! he’d sent her last night. I’m super excited!! I’ll be selling my cake jars.

      No response. Typical.

      Grounding his molars together, he blanked his cell phone screen. At least his sister—half-sister, technically—had been excited for him. Maya had responded to his text with three messages that held nothing but exclamation marks. At sixteen years old, she was thirteen years younger than him, and Charlie had resented the shit out of her when she’d been born, this baby who’d given his mom a new family.

      That had lasted until he’d met her when she’d been six months old, although it had taken a dozen more years for their sibling relationship to really click, given the physical distance and age difference between them.

      Then Maya had gotten her own cell phone at twelve years old, and he’d been the first person she’d texted. They’d been texting ever since, but it had been a couple of years since they’d seen each other.

      His phone pinged, and sure enough, his phone lit up with a message from her.

      
        
          
            
              
        MAYA

      

      
        Check this guy out. He’s taking me to the movies today.

      

      

      

      

      

      A photo of a teen with a pimply chin and a big smile followed.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Cute. Check this guy out. I just started working for him.

      

      

      

      

      

      He found a photo of Blair online and sent it to her.

      
        
          
            
              
        MAYA

      

      
        Hubba hubba. I hope you’re also . . . “working” . . . for him. *eggplant emoji* *kissing emoji*

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Didn’t I just tell you that I’m working for him? Also don’t make sex jokes. It’s weird.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MAYA

      

      
        You’re weird.

      

      

      

      

      

      Snorting a laugh, he turned to his cousin. “Thanks for the lift,” he said to Dorian, dropping his phone in the centre console of Dorian’s bright red Cadillac SUV. And for being on time, he almost added, but there was no need to be petty. Dorian ran on his own schedule, and Charlie had gotten used to that a long time ago. “I would’ve had to take three buses to get to Simone’s.”

      Their cousin was hosting brunch today, and she lived in Richmond with her family, which was only twenty minutes from Blair’s place in East Vancouver by car but would’ve been more than an hour by bus.

      “No problem,” Dorian said, turning south onto King Street. His coat was in the back, and he wore jeans and a very loud Hawaiian shirt in bright blues, yellows, and reds. Charlie opened his mouth to comment on it when Dorian said, “How’s your new job with the flake?”

      Charlie thunked his head against the headrest. “He’s not a flake.”

      “Even Matt said he’s unreliable.”

      That was Matt Shore, their cousin, who was the head coach of Blair’s team.

      “He didn’t,” Charlie countered. “He said Blair’s a good guy with a lot of responsibilities and that sometimes some of them get dropped.”

      “And what if one of those dropped responsibilities is him paying you, Charlie? What then? I know how much you’re banking on this extra income. If he forgets to pay you, say something.”

      “Obviously. I’m not a doormat.”

      “I’m not saying you are.”

      “Sure sounded like it.”

      Dorian huffed a breath and braked at a red light. “If you’d let me pay your debts, you wouldn’t be in this situation.”

      Charlie ground his teeth again. “Dori.”

      “Don’t ‘Dori’ me,” Dorian snapped. Quieter, he added, “You’re my cousin, Charlie, and my best friend. I just want you to be happy. And you’re happiest with dough under your fingernails and a new recipe to try.”

      That was the thing that Charlie hadn’t told Blair earlier. Yes, his job made him happy. But job fulfillment didn’t always equal being financially sound. That was true of many people, not just him.

      Reaching across the centre console, he took Dorian’s hand. “I know you want to help, but I made this mess and—”

      “I have to clean it up myself,” Dorian finished in a halfway decent imitation of him. “Yes, yes, so you’ve said five thousand times.”

      More like twice, but Charlie didn’t comment on it.

      “You do know it’s okay to accept help from the people who love you, right?”

      Charlie rolled his eyes. “I know that.”

      “Do you?” Dorian side-eyed him briefly as the light turned green.

      “Do you?” Charlie retorted.

      Dorian made a face and hit the gas.

      They were the same age, so they’d always been close despite their different personalities. They’d gone to different schools, but they’d often found themselves at one of their houses afterwards or on the weekend. Life had naturally taken them in different directions after they’d graduated high school: Charlie to a job working the counter at a bakery in his neighbourhood before eventually completing his Professional Bread & Pastry Arts diploma and being hired as a baker for his NHL team; and Dorian to the University of British Columbia, where he’d developed an app for one of his classes that had eventually sold for several million dollars. Unlike Charlie, Dorian was smart with money, so aside from his house and his car, he hadn’t made any major purchases. If he didn’t want to work, he didn’t have to.

      Wait. Speaking of work . . .

      Charlie turned sideways in his seat and inspected his cousin. “Why are you here?”

      “Uh . . . You asked me to pick you up?”

      “No, I mean, why are you here here? Shouldn’t you be in . . . ?” Charlie pursed his lips, trying to remember where Vancouver’s NHL team was today. “Pittsburgh? Did you get fired?” As the team’s social media coordinator—a role Dorian had bribed his way into after donating to the organization’s charitable arm—he should’ve been with them, documenting locker room shenanigans or whatever social media coordinators did.

      “What? No, I didn’t get fired, Jesus. My boss is travelling with the team for the week, so I’m not needed.”

      “Have you been getting the social media experience you wanted for whatever your new business idea is?” That experience had been Dorian’s sole reason for wanting the job. The man hated hockey. “And are you ever going to tell me what the new idea is?”

      “Yes, to answer your first question.” Dorian poked Charlie in the thigh. “And no, for the second.”

      “Aw, but it’s me.” Threading his fingers together, Charlie propped them under his chin and batted his lashes. “Your favourite cousin.”

      “That’s what you think.” Dorian’s grumble was good-natured, and Charlie snorted a laugh. “I’ll tell you soon.”

      “Fine.” Charlie slumped in his seat but quickly straightened. “Oh, hey. I found out last night—I got into a local market as a vendor.”

      “You what? Charlie!” Dorian gently punched him in the arm without taking his eyes off the road. “Shut the fuck up. That’s amazing! When is it? Where is it? Do you need an assistant on the day of? I can help you set up and take payments and whatnot while you pimp your stuff.”

      The ball of hurt that had wedged itself into his heart at his mother’s lack of reply to the same news shrank a little. Excitement made Charlie’s hands shake as he said, “I’d love that. But you can’t wear that shirt.”

      Dorian’s mock-insulted gasp had Charlie laughing all the way to Richmond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “So. Yesterday’s game didn’t go as planned.”

      Blair swallowed a laugh at Coach Shore’s deadpan delivery.

      The vibe in the locker room minutes before the pregame warmup for the Orcas’ second game against Nevada in as many days was . . . surprisingly chipper. That was the thing about professional sports—every athlete knew that sometimes things fell apart no matter how prepared they were. The goal was to learn from mistakes and come back more determined than ever, not rehash everything that had gone wrong over and over until it felt like nothing could ever go right. More than once in the few months since he’d been coaching this team, Coach Shore had stressed letting go and moving on. Not brushing off a job badly done. Never that. But learning to set it aside to focus on the present situation.

      He stood in the middle of the locker room now, tall and built and imposing, looking more like the leader of a motorcycle club than the head coach of a hockey team, with his dark blond pompadour, three inches of beard growth, and eyes that were darker than the black in the Orcas’ black-and-white uniforms. He’d put the team through its paces during this morning’s last-minute practice, though it hadn’t been as gruelling as Blair had expected, focused more on drills than conditioning.

      Nudging the lapels of his suit aside, Coach Shore planted his hands on his hips. “What did we learn from yesterday’s game?”

      Fuck, Blair loved his coach. The Orcas’ previous coach had been a fine coach, but he’d lacked Shore’s can-do, rah-rah attitude that made the players want to act as a team instead of a group of individuals. He’d never handled failure anywhere near as calmly as Shore did, resorting to lectures and yelling whenever they’d lost a game.

      And considering the Orcas had come in dead last in the entire AHL last season, there’d been a lot of lectures and yelling.

      Shore, by contrast, never lectured and never yelled. There’d been that one time a couple of months ago when he’d snapped at a couple of players who’d gotten into a shouting match, but he’d quickly apologized and noted that he’d erringly brought his personal life into the locker room.

      “Not to underestimate our opponents,” McNicoll said, answering Coach’s question. “Just because we beat them before doesn’t mean we’ll do so again.”

      Shore nodded once. “Good. What else?”

      “To not get overconfident,” Jason Gauthier said in his quiet way. He’d been traded to the Orcas from Laval early in the season and had quickly proved himself a valuable player. The kid was good.

      And his dad was dating Coach Shore, which must’ve been all sorts of weird for him, but if it was, he never let it show.

      “Building on McNicoll’s point,” Shore said with another nod. “Good. What else?”

      “We didn’t show up for our teammates,” Walters put in.

      “Bingo. Nevada scored within minutes of the first period, and it was like you took that as a bad sign and forgot to act as a team.” It didn’t sound like a reprimand, just a statement of fact. Shore jerked his head to the side, indicating Skills Coach Stanton and Assistant Coach Li standing nearby. “We know you can do better. Hell, you know you can do better. What’s our team motto?”

      At once, every player hollered, “Every day is a new day!” It was so loud that Blair’s ears rang, the energy of the room squaring his shoulders and making him laugh.

      Coach smiled. Well, a corner of his mouth ticked up, a full-on smile for Coach Shore. A low “Ooh, ooh, ooh” came from some of the forwards, a feisty soundtrack for Shore’s next words. “Which means every day is a new day to—”

      “Try new things, give your best effort, be a better person, and act smarter,” several players finished, talking over each other.

      Shore smiled again, a real one that actually showed teeth. “Now go out there and act smarter than you did yesterday.”

      Cheers filled the room as everyone began filing out one at a time, trading fist bumps and smack talk. Grabbing his hockey stick, Blair turned to Lin. “How did he manage to get us to give ourselves our own pep talk?”

      “Fucking skills, man,” Lin said with a laugh and a shake of his head. “Mad fucking skills.”

      The game started out with an early goal by Nevada, Lewis-Nyawo, Vancouver’s goalie, letting in a lucky backhand glove-side. Unlike yesterday, the Orcas didn’t let that muddle their heads or their game playing. The players from Nevada were obviously surprised that the Orcas didn’t fall apart because they fumbled the next faceoff, allowing Gauthier to score on a breakaway.

      The Orcas scored twice during the second period, giving them a comfortable 3–1 lead going into the third. Blair was in the zone as the minutes passed during the third. The ice beneath his skates, the mouthguard between his teeth, the familiar feel of his gloves on his fingers. There was nothing like staring down an opponent coming down the lane who was as determined to score as Blair was at preventing it. Lin was on another man from Nevada, so it was up to Blair to get the puck out of the D-zone.

      With his opponent’s gaze focused on the puck, he didn’t even see Blair coming. Blair intercepted and passed to Lin, who passed to Toussaint, and the forward shot off with it, back into the offensive zone.

      “Fucking asshole,” Nevada’s player muttered as he brushed past Blair.

      Blair didn’t bother responding. He’d been called worse.

      But when that same player bodychecked Toussaint from behind?

      “Oh, fuck no.” Normally slow to anger, Blair wasn’t a fighter by nature. But this? He threw down his stick and rushed in Toussaint’s direction, ready to pummel the douchebag for touching one of his players.

      “Back it up, Brawsiski.” One of the refs got in his face, pushing him back as he reached Toussaint. The kid was picking himself up off the ice while the crowd booed and the idiot from Nevada—Strugnell, Blair noted—was escorted to the penalty box. The boos quickly turned to cheers as Toussaint righted himself, surrounded by his team.

      Edging around the ref, Blair closed in on his forward. “You okay, T?”

      Toussaint nodded, brow pinched in what could’ve been anger or pain, or perhaps a combination of both.

      “Need your AT?” a ref asked, referring to the team’s athletic therapist.

      “Fuck no,” Toussaint growled, snatching his stick from Gauthier. “Let’s win this thing.”

      And win they did, with a fourth goal scored by Toussaint.

      On the way down the chute after the game, Blair held a fist out to the kid, who was rotating his left shoulder like it hurt. It probably did.

      Toussaint bumped Blair’s fist with his. “Revenge is oh-so sweet.”

      “Make sure you get yourself checked out.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Toussaint muttered with a good-natured eye roll. “I know the drill.”

      “Good man. You played well out there.”

      Toussaint’s answering grin was very smug.

      Their victory song, JT’s “Can’t Stop the Feeling,” was already playing in the locker room when Blair walked in. The mood was energetic and loud—if a mood could be called loud. Walters cupped his crotch, pumped his hips, and waved his sweat-soaked jersey over his head like a bad backup dancer; Stadden twirled in place as though wearing a tutu; and several of the other forwards participated in a mass high-five.

      Blair good-gamed his fellow D-men, grabbed a sports drink from a nearby table, sat in front of his cubby, and stretched his legs, wincing when his knees objected.

      “You all right, B?” Dylan Archambault asked, wearing nothing but a towel around his waist as he walked past Blair to the showers. He was a big bruiser of a guy who turned to putty in his kids’ hands.

      Blair sent him a self-deprecating smile. “I’m getting old.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Archie patted his shoulder. “Hang in there, man.”

      Blair rose and stripped to his underwear, adrenalin from the game already beginning to fade. The older he got, the shorter the adrenalin high lasted. Sometimes he missed being twenty years old and able to party through the night, but mostly he was grateful for his house, where he could retreat to after a long day.

      Talk about getting old, ugh.

      He checked his phone and found a series of texts from Charlie outlining everything he’d cooked or prepped this morning, where it was stored in his fridge or pantry, and how to cook it. They were probably the most organized texts Blair had ever received.

      Fuck, Blair wanted to see him again. Watch the smile bloom on Charlie’s face and the way a little divot appeared between his brows when he concentrated on something. He wanted to talk to him some more, to keep getting to know him like he had this morning. Charlie was coming back on Tuesday, but Blair had practice and wouldn’t be there, so the next time he’d see him would be . . . Thursday?

      Why did four days all of a sudden feel like four thousand?

      A notification lit up his screen, shaking him out of those thoughts. A message from his sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        ERICA

      

      
        Hey! Good game! Wish the ref had let you pounce that Strugnell asshole.

      

      

      

      

      

      He didn’t have time to answer before a second text arrived.

      
        
          
            
              
        ERICA

      

      
        Would you be able to pick up Heather at daycare tomorrow? I’ve got to bring my car in for service.

      

      

      

      

      

      Blair checked his calendar, uttered a curse that was lost under “Can’t Stop the Feeling” on repeat, and sank onto the bench. Tomorrow afternoon was his first extra practice session with Coach Stanton. Shore had given the team the day off from practice, and already Blair had a to-do list that was as long as Santa’s List—without adding daycare pickup to it.

      His morning was dedicated to work—he owed Jim the updates to the brochure, and he needed to get started on the logo for a friend of his dad’s who was working on a website that would connect middle managers with senior managers in their field. After that, his rescheduled brunch with Tate. He was due at Meat & Greet Delicatessen early afternoon. And, finally, practice with Lin and Coach Stanton. Somewhere among all that, he had to do laundry, because his clean-clothes situation was getting dire.

      His thumb hovered over his phone keyboard, but he couldn’t talk himself into denying his sister’s request. Recently separated with a three-year-old to take care of, she needed help. And wasn’t that a big brother’s job?

      He looked at his calendar again and rubbed his jaw. Heather had to be picked up from daycare by six, otherwise his sister would be charged an extra ten bucks for every minute after that, and daycare costs were robbery already. Blair could still keep his practice session, and as long as it ended on time and he headed out right after, he could make it.

      Sure, he typed back, then went to shower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m so, so sorry,” Charlie said as soon as Blair opened the door. Shivering, Charlie huddled deeper into his coat and hugged the foil-covered baking dish to his chest while the strap of the reusable grocery bag dug into his shoulder. He didn’t want to think about how he’d almost left both on the bus. “I wanted to be here earlier, but—”

      “Come inside, Charlie.” Blair tugged him in by the arm, then closed the door behind them, sealing out the cold, crappy day. “You must be freezing.”

      “But I was nervous about getting on the bus, what with the snowy slush this morning,” Charlie continued, as though Blair hadn’t interrupted him. “And you know what Vancouver natives are like behind the wheel in the snow.” They were not equipped to handle it, that was for damn sure. “And it was a good thing I didn’t take the bus, because there was a pileup on my route, and I would’ve been stuck there for hours. By the time the temperature warmed and everything melted, I was elbow-deep in phyllo for a spanakopita, and—”

      “You make spanakopita?” Blair broke in, a tinge of awe in his voice. “From scratch?”

      At some point during Charlie’s monologue, Blair had taken the baking dish from him, set it on the ottoman, placed the grocery bag next to it, and helped him out of his coat. Charlie stood on the mat in front of the door, empty-handed, and glanced around helplessly. “Um. Yes? Not often, though. Takes forever to make.”

      “You don’t have to tell me.” Blair chuckled and draped Charlie’s coat over the arm of the couch. “I’m Greek on my mom’s side, and trying to convince her or my aunts to make it is like asking for a kidney. In fact, I’d have better luck with the kidney.”

      Charlie exhaled a surprised laugh and slipped out of his shoes. “I believe it. But one of the new rookies on the team is from a Greek background, and I heard him talking to one of the forwards the other day about how he misses his yiayia’s home-cooked meals, so I thought I’d make him something. It’s been a while since I made a spanakopita, though, so I did a test run today.” Charlie’s expertise ran more towards breads, pastries, and cakes, though he did enjoy dabbling in the odd savoury pastry every now and again.

      Blair picked up the baking dish and brought it up to his face. He inhaled deeply and made a little whimpering sound. “Please tell me I get to be your guinea pig.”

      “Don’t get too excited. I think I— Oh. Hello.” A kid had poked half of her head out from behind the couch, showing Charlie brown hair and brown eyes. He waved. “Hi there.”

      “This is my niece, Heather. Heather, this is my friend Charlie.”

      Her brow scrunched, and she ducked back behind the couch.

      Blair leaned closer to Charlie and whispered, “She’s not super great with strangers.”

      His proximity sent goosebumps up Charlie’s arms and he sucked in a deep breath of Blair’s fresh scent. He smelled like soap or shampoo, Charlie wasn’t sure, but whatever it was, it was faintly earthy and reminded him of the scent of the lakefront at Alice Lake Provincial Park, where he’d gone camping with Dad as a kid. It was a scent of comfort he’d long ago forgotten about until this moment.

      Low muttering came from behind the couch, along with the clack of toys.

      “She likes to tell stories to her Barbies. Probably because there aren’t any other kids here to play with, or maybe as a way for her to work through what happened.” At Charlie’s confused frown, Blair added, “Her parents—my sister and her husband—separated recently.”

      “Oh.” Charlie forgot all about delightful-smelling hockey players and inappropriate goosebumps as he grabbed the grocery bag and followed Blair into the kitchen. They passed Heather on the way, sprawled on the foam mats between the couch and the table. She glanced up, and Charlie sent her another wave and his most winsome you-can-trust-me smile.

      She looked away quickly and went back to dressing her Barbie.

      “That’s got to be tough,” Charlie said, unpacking the bag. “How old is she?”

      “Almost four.”

      Sympathy twinged in his gut. “I was twelve when my parents split up, so at least I was old enough to understand what was going on. I can’t imagine what it must be like for someone so young, not understanding why you’re not a family anymore. I’m guessing she lives with her mom?”

      “They trade weeks,” Blair told him, placing the baking dish on the stovetop like it was the most fragile of soufflés. “Where did you live when your parents separated?”

      “With my dad,” Charlie said, the memory of his parents sitting him down to tell him they were divorcing so fresh in his mind it was as though the scene were playing out right in front of him. “My mom, she’d met someone else, and . . .” He pasted on a smile and regarded the slab of salmon he’d removed from the bag. “Why don’t I come back tomorrow? I meant to be here earlier, while you were at practice, so I didn’t get in your way or intrude on your evening with your niece—”

      “You’re not in the way,” Blair interrupted, squeezing Charlie’s elbow, his eyes so warm that Charlie wanted to fall into them. “And you’re not intruding. You’re welcome anytime, Charlie. Besides, Heather mostly ignores me unless she wants something or I’m feeding her. Speaking of, thanks for the mac and cheese. Did you make that from scratch too?”

      “Of course.”

      Blair’s eyes danced. “And here I was expecting Kraft Dinner.”

      Charlie scoffed. “I don’t do things halfway.”

      “I’m beginning to see that.” Before Charlie could wonder what that meant, Blair said, “Heather. Five more minutes and then I’m taking you home, okay?”

      “But I’m not done playing,” came her little voice from beyond the table.

      “You can finish up in the next few minutes.”

      Her sigh was very woe is me.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who can say so much with a sigh,” Blair said. He nodded at the plank of salmon. “Can I help?”

      “What would be the point of paying me if you helped?” Charlie asked.

      “Just . . . I feel weird standing around while you’re doing all the work.”

      “Hence why I wanted to come earlier.” Charlie removed his apron from the bag and slipped it over his head. Bright pink, it read I like big buns (and I cannot lie) in white script and had been a gag gift from Dorian when Charlie had first been hired as a baker by Vancouver’s NHL team. Gag gift or not, it was Charlie’s go-to apron and had seen a lot of use in the past seven years. “I’m going to prep a salmon stir-fry for you for tomorrow. All you’ll have to do is stir-fry it. A pan will do if you don’t have a wok. Or I can bring you one. You know what? I’ll bring you one.”

      “I have a wok, Charlie,” Blair said with a laugh. “Also, I like your apron.”

      “I make it look good, don’t I?”

      Throwing his head back, Blair laughed again. Charlie paused in his investigation of the knife block to watch him. Creases formed at the corners of his eyes and his mouth, and colour dotted his cheeks. His neck was long and tanned, his skin almost golden everywhere. Either he spent a lot of time outdoors or it was genetic.

      Charlie stood straighter, his stomach tumbling over itself. What was it about making Blair laugh that made him feel like he was ten feet tall?

      Blair wore a white Henley that wasn’t quite as tight as the one he’d worn a couple of days ago, but still had Charlie wanting to amble up to him to snuggle against that muscular chest. He pictured Blair’s strong arms coming around him, holding him close, his skin and his heart both desperate for a loving touch.

      “That you do,” Blair said, eyes still dancing as he gave Charlie an up-and-down glance that was all . . . amusement? Ugh. Charlie couldn’t elicit even a little bit of heat in those blue eyes? God, one-sided attraction was the worst.

      Not that it mattered. Bosses were off-limits. No exceptions. It was a good thing the attraction was one-sided. It was.

      And hell—it was possible Blair wasn’t into guys and Charlie was barking up a very straight tree. Or not barking, as it were, because of the whole Blair-being-his-boss thing.

      “Heather?” Blair bent at the waist and kissed the top of her head. “Time to go, baby girl. Your mom’s waiting for you. Heather?” he prodded when the girl didn’t reply.

      One long-suffering sigh later and Heather trudged toward the foyer, Barbie in one hand.

      Blair slipped into his shoes. “Can you put your coat on too, please? Are you taking the Barbie home or keeping her here for next time?”

      Heather regarded the doll for a moment before dropping her onto the ottoman. “She can stay. Do you like Barbies, Charlie?”

      Charlie gave her a bright smile. “Who doesn’t like Barbies?”

      She didn’t appear convinced, her gaze narrowing on him until he began to fidget.

      Clearly trying not to laugh, Blair grabbed a unicorn backpack and tugged the door open. “I’ll be back in about twenty minutes,” he said to Charlie over his shoulder. “Will you be here?”

      Charlie checked his watch, assessed what he had to do versus how much time he had to get to his weekly dinner date with his cousins, and said, “Probably.”

      Blair’s smile made his toes tingle. “See you soon then.”

      And they were gone, the door closing behind them and leaving Charlie alone in someone else’s house. It was an odd feeling, being in someone’s house while they were away. He’d had the same thought on Sunday morning too, after Blair had left for the Orcas’ last-minute practice. The feeling was made odder still by the fact that he and Blair hardly knew each other. If he’d been left to his own devices at Dorian’s or Matt’s, he would’ve happily raided the fridge for a snack and made himself at home.

      Blair and Heather’s departure had sucked all the energy out of the house, leaving Charlie feeling strangely unsettled. As though a nameless something had been right there, right in his grasp, and he’d failed to hang on to it.

      Shaking himself out of those thoughts, he selected a knife from the knife block and got back to work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I don’t think I endeared myself to your niece,” Charlie said as soon as Blair walked in the door eighteen minutes later.

      Blair didn’t think he’d ever dropped Heather off so fast. Normally, he lingered to ask his sister about her day and hang out for a bit, sometimes starting a load of laundry or doing the dishes while Erica gave Heather a bath. Not today. He’d walked Heather up to the apartment, kissed Erica on the cheek, made a vague excuse about needing to get home, and left.

      There was something about Charlie that made Blair want to hover in his orbit indefinitely.

      “Where’s the fire?” Erica had asked to his retreating back.

      The fire? It was in his heart and his stomach and his lungs. It was everywhere all at once and it flared in Charlie’s presence.

      “She’s like that with everyone,” he said, standing on the other side of the counter from Charlie. “Distrusts people on sight. She’s always been like that, though, so it’s not a product of the separation. I hope you didn’t take it personally.”

      “Nah. As long as I’m endearing myself to her uncle.”

      Blair froze for a moment, giddiness washing through him. Did Charlie mean what Blair thought he meant? He opened his mouth to respond, but to say what, he’d never know because Charlie’s cheeks went as pink as his apron, his eyes as wide as dinner plates, and his mouth a mile a minute.

      “Oh fuck. I’m so sorry. That was wildly inappropriate. Open mouth, insert foot, huh?” His chuckle was a weak wheeze.

      “Charlie—”

      “Forget I said anything. Wow, I’m sorry. I don’t even know where that came from. I’m usually better at thinking before I speak.” He made a little heh noise that sounded like a deflating balloon. “Anyway.” He clapped his hands once, the sound overly loud. “Let me give you the rundown of what I’ve got for you.”

      He went on to explain what was in his various containers—as if Blair couldn’t see through the plastic or read the labels on the lids. Actual labels that Charlie must’ve printed from the label maker sitting on the counter that he’d brought with him.

      “In this container, you’ve got broccoli, carrots, and bell peppers. You’ll want to sauté them in oil until they’re tender, then set them aside and cook the salmon cubes on medium-high heat for two to three minutes per side. Don’t stir them, though—they’ll flake.”

      Blair wanted to tell him to shut up. Waited for him to pause for a breath so he could interject and tell him that yes, of course, he’d endeared himself to him. Right from the moment he’d demanded a roast beef sandwich with melty pepper jack cheese and horseradish sauce. Then he’d gone and made him cinnamon rolls and spanakopita—and anyone who’d ever made spanakopita knew how hard it was, especially when the phyllo was made from scratch—and Blair didn’t know what to think other than Fuck, you’re cute and Let me take you out and Please keep smiling at me like that.

      Blair wanted to make him that roast beef sandwich. Not at his parents’ shop either. He wanted to buy all the freshest ingredients himself, bake the bread, and build Charlie a sandwich that would make him melt in happiness. One that said I can provide for you.

      Jesus. When had his thoughts turned caveman?

      Charlie was now telling him that he’d also prepped lunch for him for tomorrow, as well as various grab-and-go snacks he could take with him on his errands, looking all adorable in that bright pink I like big buns (and I cannot lie) apron. Blair wanted to yank him closer by the front pocket and kiss him stupid.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow morning to prep for the rest of the week.” Charlie finished with a smile, finally meeting Blair’s eyes. “I would’ve done more tonight, but I’m meeting my cousins for dinner, and I’ll be late if I don’t leave now.”

      Charlie’s imminent departure jolted Blair out of his thoughts. “Wait, you’re leaving?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But we haven’t tried the pita yet.”

      Charlie snapped his fingers. “I warmed up a slice.” He took it out of the toaster oven and plated it. The phyllo was crisp and flaky and golden, and the scent of sharp feta filled the house. “I made a spinach and feta one. My rookie said his yiayia used to make one with leeks, so maybe I’ll try that next time.” He brought it over, and Blair’s mouth watered.

      “Get yourself a fork too.”

      They dug in from opposite ends. Blair popped a bite in his mouth and groaned when delicate pastry and salty cheese exploded on his tongue. It reminded him of Easters and Christmases at his maternal grandparents’ in Abbotsford, their little bungalow filled with aunts and uncles and cousins, laughter and celebration and Greek dancing in the living room. “My god, this is good.”

      “Are you sure?” Charlie chewed slowly, brow scrunched. “I thought I used too much salt.”

      “No. It’s perfect. And it’s good feta, too.”

      “Well, yeah. I get the stuff that’s imported from Greece, not the fake crap from the grocery store.” He went in for another piece, but Blair batted his fork away with his own and hugged the plate to his chest. “Get your own.”

      That sent Charlie into peals of laughter that brightened his eyes and added colour to his cheeks. Blair couldn’t do anything but grin stupidly back at him.

      “Fine,” Charlie said, still laughing. He dropped his fork in the dishwasher. “I’ve got to go anyway, so you can enjoy an entire pan of spanakopita in peace.”

      “Don’t think I won’t,” Blair muttered, already wondering how much he could eat in one sitting. “Where’s your dinner?”

      “At Matt’s in Kits Point.”

      That was a neighbourhood by the waterfront. It wasn’t far from Blair’s place in the southern end of East Vancouver, only twenty-five minutes or so by car.

      Which meant that by bus it’d probably take more than an hour and three bus transfers.

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “What?” Charlie let out a little sound of disbelief. “Thanks, but it’s not exactly nearby. You don’t need to go out of your way.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Really, I’m good,” Charlie insisted, popping the Tupperwares of pre-cut veggies and protein in the fridge. He’d added labels to the sides too, making them easier to see when the containers were stacked one on top of the other. “If I catch the bus that goes along East Broadway, it’s only a twenty-minute walk to Matt’s from the Burrard Street stop. In fact, Dorian can probably pick me up there.”

      “Dorian is . . . ?”

      “My cousin,” Charlie said absentmindedly. “He’s not always on time, though, and I might end up walking anyway, and— Hey. What are you doing?”

      Blair grabbed Charlie’s coat from the arm of the couch, walked it outside into the darkened evening, and tossed it into the passenger seat of his car.

      Charlie was frowning by the front window when Blair walked back in. “What are you doing?” he asked again.

      Blair got his own coat. “Let’s go.”

      “But—”

      “Unless you want to walk to the bus stop in the cold without a coat?”

      “I—”

      “Come on, Charlie. Get dressed.”

      Charlie growled low, sounding like a baby tiger. “I can’t. You took my coat.”

      Immensely pleased with himself, Blair smiled widely. “I did, didn’t I?”

      Rolling his eyes, Charlie gave a half-laugh, half-scoff, grabbed his reusable grocery bag, and stepped into his boots. “You think you’re so clever.”

      “Worked, didn’t it?” Blair didn’t want Charlie to be cold, though, so he dug out an extra coat from the storage trunk he kept under the window and handed it over. He’d never understood why the architects or the builders or whatever of this townhouse complex hadn’t added a hall closet for convenience.

      Charlie huffed but donned the coat, taking it off again and replacing it with his own as soon as they got in the car.

      “So, Charlie Shore,” Blair said once he’d navigated out of his neighbourhood. “Tell me, how did you get into baking? Were you one of those nine-year-olds who could’ve ended up on a kids’ baking show?”

      “God, no. I didn’t start baking until I was twelve. Dorian used to sign us up for all sorts of activities and workshops when we were kids. Art class here, dance class there, martial arts, theatre, baking. Dorian was into all sorts of things back then, though none of them ended up sticking.”

      “No sports?”

      Charlie made a face. “Dorian isn’t really a team sports kind of guy. Anyway, even though nothing stuck for him, baking stuck for me, and my dad had me in every youth baking class he could find. I even went to a baking March Break camp once. Without Dorian signing us up for everything, I—” He broke off, releasing a small puff of breath as though he’d been punched in the sternum.

      Blair tore his eyes away from the road for a moment to check on him and found him staring sightlessly ahead as he rubbed his chin. “What is it?”

      “I . . . Dorian started signing us up for those classes right around the time my parents announced their separation. Probably as a way to keep me distracted from what was going on.” Charlie shook his head, his smile fond. “I never realized until now.”

      “You’re the same age?”

      “Yeah. Practically grew up together. He’s prickly and opinionated, but if you can get past his shell . . . He has the biggest heart of anyone I know.”

      “Do you have a large family?”

      “Yeah. My dad’s one of five kids, and even though me and Matt are only children, everyone else had three or four. And some of my cousins are starting to have kids now too, so it makes for a lot of us. I’ve always been closest with Dorian, though, and with Matt more recently.”

      Blair wanted to ask about his mom’s side of the family, but given the way Charlie had shut down when he’d been talking about her earlier, Blair suspected it was a touchy subject. “I’m surprised you’re close with Coach Shore,” he said instead. “Doesn’t he have a decade on you?”

      “Nine years, so almost,” Charlie said with a little laugh. “Matt was already playing for Minnesota when my parents separated. It wasn’t until he moved back here—oh, eight years ago now—that we got closer. In fact, he’s the one who encouraged me to apply as a vendor for an upcoming craft market.”

      “Did you get in?”

      “Yeah.” Awe suffused Charlie’s voice. “It’s my first one ever, so I’m super nervous. What if nobody wants to buy my products?”

      “A couple of weeks ago, Coach Shore ate lunch in his office after practice, a tuna sandwich on a croissant that he said you’d made from scratch. We all threatened to fight him for it. If that’s what you’re selling at the market, I don’t think you’ll have any problems.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I won’t be selling croissants. I’ll be selling my cakes in a jar.”

      “What is that and why haven’t you made it for me yet?”

      Charlie chuckled, the glare of a streetlamp lighting up his grin. “It’s exactly what it sounds like, and because it isn’t on the nutritional requirements sheet you gave me.”

      Blair pouted for a moment. “Neither are cinnamon rolls.”

      “That was a consolation prize.”

      “Do I get a cake jar the next time we lose a game, then?”

      “Don’t joke about losing games. What’s wrong with you? Why would you put that energy into the universe?”

      Blair’s laughter echoed in the car. God, this man. Had anyone ever made Blair laugh this easily? “Describe this cake jar for me.”

      “The jars are about yay high.” Charlie held his thumb and forefinger about five inches apart. “And I have a few different flavours. So, like, my Oreo cookie flavour has a layer of chocolate cake on the bottom, then a layer of buttercream icing, then a layer of chocolate sauce, then another layer of cake, then more chocolate sauce, Oreo cookie crumbs, and a whole Oreo cookie on top.”

      Blair’s mouth watered. “It’s a sugar coma waiting to happen.”

      “Not for the faint of heart,” Charlie quipped.

      “It sounds amazing. Everyone loves cake. I bet you sell out before the end of the market.”

      “I don’t know.” Blowing out a breath, Charlie dug the back of his head into the headrest. “There’s so much to figure out before then. How many jars do I make? A small sample of each flavour and when I sell out, I sell out? Double batches of each? Do I focus on just one or two flavours? And what about branding? I don’t even have a logo yet. I didn’t think I’d get into this market, so I’ve been putting it off. And what about space? I need space to make all the jars, and my kitchen’s about the size of your steering wheel.”

      “Okay.” Forcing down a laugh, Blair blindly reached over for Charlie’s hand and got his arm instead. He gave it a gentle squeeze. “Take a breath. Let’s take this one at a time. First of all, when’s the market?”

      “The Saturday before Valentine’s Day.”

      “Which gives you—” Blair did some quick math in his head. “—about four and a half weeks to decide on flavours and quantities. That’s not something that needs to be decided on right now. Unless your ingredients have a four-week lead time for ordering?”

      “What? No, of course not. I source everything locally.”

      “Okay, then. Item two: your logo,” Blair said, reluctantly taking his hand back as they neared Kits Point. “I can help with that.”

      Charlie’s brow scrunched. “How?”

      “I can design one for you. You’ll have to direct me to Coach Shore’s from here, by the way.”

      Glancing around, Charlie grunted. “Keep going straight for now. And what do you mean you can design my logo?”

      “I have a graphic design certificate from BCIT. I know about branding and design.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah, I completed it over a few years in my early to mid-twenties, taking courses part time. Wanted something to fall back on once I retired from hockey.” That might be sooner than he liked to think, given his looming self-imposed make-it-to-the-NHL deadline, a thought that threatened to sour his evening. “I’d be happy to design your logo. I can show you some samples of what I’ve done for others, that way you can see if it’s the kind of style you want.”

      Charlie pursed his lips. “What’s your fee?”

      “How about an Oreo cake jar?”

      “Be serious.”

      “Who says I’m not?”

      “Make a left at the lights,” Charlie said. “Then a right at the next lights.” And that was it. No response to Blair’s offer. Charlie sat there staring straight ahead, the streetlights playing over his face, the fingers of one hand tapping against his thigh.

      Rather than push, Blair said, “Think about it. And finally, item three: space. Use my kitchen.”

      Visibly startling, Charlie turned to face him. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Use my kitchen. I’ve got tons of counter space. And that offer applies to anything you need to bake, not just the jars for the market.”

      “But . . . why? Surely you don’t want me getting all up in your business like that.”

      Oh, let me count the many ways I’d like for you to get up in my business. Clearing his throat, Blair shifted in his seat. “I’m happy to share my kitchen with you. I’ve got all the basic baking ingredients, tons of room, lots of counter, and a KitchenAid mixer.” Somewhere. Maybe in a box in the basement.

      Charlie went quiet for a moment. “Make a left up ahead. That’s Matt’s street. Number nineteen nineteen.”

      As Blair followed directions and turned into a quiet neighbourhood of hedges, tall trees, and detached homes, Charlie sighed deeply and played with the zipper on his coat. “Thank you for the offer. Offers. The logo and the kitchen. I’d like to take you up on both.”

      Blair’s grin could only be called goofy, but he tried to keep his voice cool when he spoke. “Great. Why don’t you email me your business name and any ideas you had for branding? Colour, shapes, imagery. If you’re not sure, that’s fine too. We can talk through it together.”

      “Sure. Matt’s just past this intersection. Second house on the right.”

      Blair pulled up to the curb in front of the house and put the car in park.

      “Thank you for the lift,” Charlie said softly, unbuckling his seat belt. “Really. You didn’t have to.”

      “It was my pleasure, Charlie.”

      A small smile kicked up one corner of Charlie’s mouth, and Blair found himself staring at him. “You know, I think you actually mean that.”

      He was out of the car in the next second.

      “Hey!” Blair called before Charlie could shut the door.

      Ducking down, Charlie met his gaze, one arm slung over the top of the door. “Yeah?”

      Biting the bullet, Blair went for honesty and hoped he’d read Charlie right earlier. “You have, you know. Endeared yourself to me.”

      Charlie gasped audibly, his brown eyes made darker by nightfall. He regarded Blair for a lengthy moment, throat working past a swallow, and looked like he couldn’t decide between getting back in the car or turning away.

      Blair waited, breath held, fingers clenched on the steering wheel. Part of him wished he hadn’t been so naked with his feelings, but there was something about Charlie that made him want to lay it all out on the line.

      “I don’t know how to respond to that,” Charlie finally whispered.

      God, the honesty. Blair wanted to cover him in bubble wrap. “You go inside and have dinner with your cousins.”

      “Yeah. Dinner.” Charlie met his gaze again, lips tilting upward. “Night, Blair.”

      “Night, Charlie.”

      Blair waited until Charlie was safely inside, then turned around and went home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      The kitchen at Rogers Arena was spacious and bright, exactly the kind of spacious and bright Charlie needed to test bake his cake jars, then bake the real deals the day before the market. It had occurred to him, when Blair had dropped him off at Matt’s for their weekly Tuesday night dinner last week, that he might be able to use the Rogers Arena kitchen for his cakes.

      Problem was, even though it was heavily branded with the Vancouver NHL logo, it was also used by other organizations. The city’s lacrosse team for one, plus it was often rented out by a catering company, and it was used by a non-profit that offered cooking classes to new immigrants.

      Blair’s kitchen, though large and bright, wasn’t nearly as spacious or as bright as the Rogers Arena kitchen, but it was three times the size of the one in Charlie’s apartment. Chances were the arena’s kitchen would be fully occupied between now and the Friday before the market, so of course he’d taken Blair up on his offer to use his kitchen, even though he feared being in Blair’s way.

      The fact that he’d get to see more of Blair hadn’t factored in at all in his decision to accept.

      Rolling his eyes at himself, Charlie cleaned up his workstation in the arena’s kitchen, Tenor Jones’s latest single playing in his earbuds. Since Charlie had brought over the spanakopita, he hadn’t seen Blair once, even though he’d been at the man’s house three times in the last week.

      The first time had been the following day, while Blair had been at practice. Then he’d returned on Saturday and spent all morning and early afternoon prepping food that would last Blair the week—including a casserole he was sure his niece was going to love. Blair had been in California for a couple of weekend games against San Jose.

      And finally, Charlie had returned yesterday morning to test bake his red velvet cake jar. Again, Blair had been at practice. Charlie had even lingered for an extra hour on the off chance he’d catch Blair afterwards, but no dice.

      He groaned under his breath and stored the baking ingredients in the arena’s walk-in pantry. He couldn’t believe he’d stayed at Blair’s for a whole extra hour, just for a chance to talk to him.

      Ugh. He was either creepy or desperate. Or very, very pathetic.

      Daniel, the team’s head chef and Charlie’s boss, popped his head into the doorway, mouth working.

      Charlie hit a button on his earbuds to pause his music. “Sorry, what?”

      “Did you hurt yourself?” Daniel asked.

      “No. Why?”

      “You were groaning.”

      “Oh.” Charlie let out a humourless chuckle. “Just at my own idiocy. I’m fine.”

      Daniel leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms over his chest. “Anything you want to talk about?”

      “Not unless you know how to get over a crush on your boss.”

      Daniel’s eyes went wide.

      “Not you! Oh my god.” Face heating, Charlie pushed the heels of his palms into his eyes. “Why am I like this?”

      Daniel laughed so hard that he clutched his stomach.

      Sighing, Charlie tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling. “At least I’m entertaining, as well as an idiot.”

      “Come on out of there,” Daniel said, standing out of the way. “I take it the gig with Brawsiski isn’t going well? Or maybe too well?”

      “It’s been really good, actually.” Following him out, Charlie removed the earbuds and dropped them in his pocket. “Half the time, he isn’t home. We mostly communicate by text. He’s easy to work for and super clear on what his food needs are, so . . .” He shrugged. “Things have been great.”

      “Despite the unrequited crush?”

      “Except . . .” Charlie tucked the disinfecting spray into a cubby at his workstation. “I don’t think it’s quite so unrequited?”

      You have, you know. Endeared yourself to me.

      What did that even mean?

      “Or maybe I’m reading into things.”

      “You could ask him,” Daniel suggested.

      “Sure.” Charlie scoffed. “Because that won’t be awkward at all if he says ‘no, Charlie, I was just being nice.’ Besides, I don’t get involved with colleagues. It makes shit weird when things fall apart.”

      Daniel added pre-cut vegetables to a wok to sauté for the pregame meal, sparing Charlie a glance as he did so. “Or it could be years of happiness when things don’t fall apart.”

      “Things always fall apart.”

      “Do they?” Daniel nodded at Ivan, his sous-chef. “Ivan’s been married ten years.” He jerked his head in the direction of the hallway that led to the locker room. “Half the guys in there are in committed relationships.”

      Right. But marriages and commitments weren’t a guarantee. Divorces happened all the time. Charlie just had to look at his own family for the proof.

      He didn’t want to get into his issues with Daniel, though, so he put on a grin and shrugged. “True. Do you need me for anything else today?”

      “Nah. You head out.”

      It was that game-day lull between practice and the game, where the team dispersed home for naps or to do whatever professional hockey players did with their downtime. In the next half hour, they’d descend on the kitchen en masse for the pregame meal, but Charlie wasn’t needed for that. Between Daniel, Ivan, and their afternoon part-timer, Misty, Charlie was a body too many. Besides, he always arrived first on game days to get started on breakfast, then baked whatever Daniel might need for the pregame meal, which usually involved whole-grain breads or buns, as well as gluten-free varieties for those with gluten allergies.

      He grabbed his things from the small employee break room, and when he came back out, a smoothie from the place down the street was sitting on his workstation.

      “How many times do I have to tell him?” he grumbled at no one in particular.

      “Maybe once more will do the trick,” Daniel said.

      Poking his head into the hallway that led to the locker rooms, Charlie caught sight of a player’s retreating back. “Melnik.”

      The ginormous hockey player turned.

      Charlie waved the smoothie. “What’s this?”

      “Looks like a smoothie to me.”

      He growled. “Yes, I know what it is, thank you. Why is it on my workstation? I keep telling you—you don’t have to buy me things.”

      Melnik shrugged. “I got one for everyone.”

      “Liar,” Charlie murmured under his breath as Melnik continued down the hallway.

      Years ago, Jesse Melnik had bullied Charlie for being gay. One of the other players—who had eventually become one of Charlie’s best friends—had ratted him out to the team’s coach. Charlie had no idea what Coach had said to Melnik, but Melnik had apologized shortly afterwards and the bullying had stopped.

      And for years, Melnik had been bringing him little treats. What Charlie had dubbed apology tokens. A smoothie, a hot chocolate, a bag of chips from the vending machine. And no matter how many times Charlie told him he didn’t need them—the apology had been enough—Melnik continued to do as he pleased.

      Sighing, he waved goodbye to Daniel and Ivan and headed out. Halfway down the hallway, he retraced his steps, sucked in a deep breath, and approached his boss. Steam from the wok obscured his face.

      “Uh, Daniel?”

      “What’s up? Forget something?”

      “No, I . . . I was wondering if you had extra hours I could work? A vacation I could cover, an extra-busy day I could help prep for?”

      Daniel grimaced. “I’m sorry, Charlie.”

      Charlie’s shoulders drooped. He hugged the smoothie to his chest.

      “I don’t have the extra hours to spare right now, but if that changes, you’ll be the first one I call.”

      “Right.” Straightening, Charlie swept his thumb under the strap of his backpack and smiled. Or tried to. He couldn’t bring himself to show any teeth. “Okay, cool. Thanks. Have a good night.”

      “You too.”

      At the bus stop, he deliberated for a minute between taking the bus home or straight to Matt’s. If he took it home, he’d only be there for thirty minutes before he had to head back out again, so he texted Matt that he’d be there early and got on the number six bus.

      Weekly Tuesday night dinners with Dorian and Matt had started about a year ago as a way for the three of them to spend time together. There was Shore family brunch on Sundays, of course, but that was always a whirlwind of overly enthusiastic children, loud conversation, and food. Lots and lots of food. And it was rare that all three of them were able to attend on any given Sunday.

      Seated next to a window on the bus, Charlie got his phone out of the front pocket of his backpack and flipped open the wallet case. He had two missed texts. The first was from Blair.

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        Lunch this Thursday? I have drafts of your logo to show you and I’m in the mood for Japanese. There’s a great place at Oak and W Broadway. Noon?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ooh. Charlie wiggled in his seat. Blair, logos, and Japanese food? Yes please. Plus, he knew the restaurant Blair was talking about, and their menu was fairly priced, which meant he could eat a decent lunch for twenty bucks.

      Once he’d replied to Blair, he checked his message from Maya.

      
        
          
            
              
        MAYA

      

      
        I finally narrowed down my top university choices. SFU, the University of Lethbridge, and the University of Calgary.

      

      

      

      

      

      Charlie wrinkled his nose. SFU? It’d be awesome to have her in the same province, but Simon Fraser University was so . . . chi-chi. He quickly texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        SFU? Really? It’s so pretentious.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MAYA

      

      
        You’re so pretentious.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        You need better comebacks.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MAYA

      

      
        YOU need better comebacks.

      

      

      

      

      

      Chuckling, Charlie closed out of his texts and opened a gaming app to pass the time.

      Thirty minutes and one bus transfer later, he walked into Matt’s house and left his winter outerwear in the hall closet.

      “That you, Charlie?” came Matt’s gruff voice.

      “It’s a thief. Here to rob you of all your baked goods.”

      Charlie followed Matt’s laughter into a kitchen that was done in homey yellows and dark browns. His cousin stood at the counter, six feet plus of bearded former pro hockey player. A crock pot sat at his elbow, its timer showing thirty minutes remaining. Whatever he was making smelled like tomatoes and spices.

      On the other side of the counter, Pierce Langley-Brown, Matt’s boyfriend, sat on a barstool nursing a beer. His dark brown hair was a mess that spoke to someone’s hands—Charlie cut a glance at his cousin—running through it. A lot.

      Charlie grinned at him. “Hey, Pierce. Are you joining us for dinner?”

      “If you don’t mind me intruding on cousins’ dinner night.”

      “Of course not.”

      Pierce and Matt had dated a few years ago and it had been hella serious. So serious that Charlie had expected wedding bells—but then Pierce had fled town after his estranged son, who’d been living in Quebec, had gotten into a car accident, and he’d ended up staying there for two years to rebuild his relationship with Jason.

      He’d returned to Vancouver a few months ago when Jason had been traded to Matt’s team, of all things. He and Matt . . . well, they hadn’t exactly started where they’d left off. There’d been too much hurt between them for that after Pierce had pushed Matt away. But this new relationship they’d built . . . it seemed stronger than ever, as though working through their past had solidified something between them.

      Charlie tossed away his empty smoothie cup, hefted his backpack onto the counter, and unzipped the top compartment. “Actually, I’m glad you’re here. One more person to taste test my cake in a jar.”

      Pierce rubbed his hands together. “Ooh. Matt was telling me about these. What flavour?”

      “Red velvet.” Charlie handed one jar to Pierce and one to Matt. He also had one for Dorian, as well as a few more in case anyone wanted seconds. “There’s a layer of red velvet cake, then a layer of cream cheese icing, then another layer of velvet cake, then white chocolate sauce on top with a hint of citrus.”

      Pierce hadn’t waited for him to finish, already two bites in and groaning around his mouthful. “So good.”

      Matt was a little more hesitant.

      “Why are you making that face?” Charlie asked. “Is it bad? It’s bad, isn’t it? I should’ve left off the citrus. Or maybe the icing-to-cake ratio is off? Does it need more cream cheese icing and less white chocolate sauce?”

      “Take a breath, Charlie,” Matt said, squeezing the back of Charlie’s neck. “It’s good, it’s just red velvet isn’t my favourite.”

      Having already devoured his own jar, Pierce reached across the counter and stole Matt’s. “Don’t listen to him,” he said to Charlie, already digging into Matt’s cake. “This is amazing. How much are you selling them for? I’d suggest ten bucks, minimum. Maybe twelve.”

      “Oh. Really?” A tingle worked its way up Charlie’s chest. Twelve bucks? “I was thinking six.”

      Pierce choked on his next bite.

      “Don’t undervalue yourself,” Matt said in that steady way of his that automatically convinced a person he knew what he was talking about. “There’s a lot of work that goes into these. Pierce is right—ten bucks each, at least.”

      “It’s just . . .” Charlie pulled at the sleeves of his sweater. “I’m new to the market scene. And I want people to buy my products. Will they buy a ten-dollar cake jar from someone they don’t know? It’s like buying season tickets for a sport you’re not sure you’ll like. Better to start off in the nosebleed section.”

      “Your cake isn’t a nosebleed section,” Pierce said, spoon scraping against the bottom of the jar to get the last of the crumbs. “It’s delicious. And it looks cute in this little jar. Add a label, have a clean booth at the market, maybe some samples, and people will pay for these. Let’s face it, people are lazy. If they can buy these to bring home to the kids or to a dinner party or even for a little weekend treat for themselves instead of making something, they will.” He pointed his spoon at the backpack, his smile going sly. “Got any more in there?”

      “Maybe wait until after dinner?” Matt suggested with a rumbly laugh. “Charlie, do you want your jars back?”

      “Yeah. They’re not cheap.”

      As he washed them in the sink, he smiled to himself and replayed Pierce’s words. Ten or twelve bucks, huh? Matt hadn’t loved the red velvet, but that was okay—it wasn’t for everyone. And although Pierce was biased as hell, Charlie didn’t think he’d lie to Charlie’s face and set him up for failure. Besides, the man had eaten two cakes in less than five minutes.

      With their support ringing in his ears, Charlie dried his jars and helped set the table.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair was forgetting something.

      The lunch rush at Meat & Greet Delicatessen slowed the closer the clock crept to two. His dad was at the register today, cashing people out and handing over bottled waters or soft drinks. To Blair’s left, one of the college part-timers assembled a sandwich for a customer while Blair did the same for her friend.

      Had he left something behind at the arena this morning? There’d been no practice, but the team had surprised a special needs skating class as part of its community engagement initiatives. Blair was pretty sure his skates and helmet were in his car, and those were the only two pieces of equipment he’d brought with him. Phone? No, that was in his coat pocket, where he’d tucked it after receiving the SOS call from Dad that Chris—Blair’s cousin—was sick and couldn’t make his shift. Had he missed a deadline for one of his design clients? He didn’t think so, and he’d delivered Jim’s brochure updates more than a week ago. Something to do with his niece? But it was her father’s week, and aside from Tuesday pickup, Blair wasn’t on any kid duty. Dad had emailed him about meeting with the company that was printing the new shop sign, but that wasn’t until next week.

      Had he left the cucumbers off someone’s sandwich? Fuck, maybe that was all it was and his brain was turning like a hamster wheel for nothing.

      “Here you go,” he said, passing the wrapped sandwich over the counter. “Anything else I can get you?”

      “This is everything, thank you.” His customer headed for the cash desk, credit card already in hand.

      Blair unknotted the apron from around his waist. “Colleen, you good for the rest of the afternoon?”

      “Yeah, for sure,” the part-timer said. “Jen’s starting at three-thirty, so we’ll be covered for the dinner rush.”

      He hung the apron on a hook and turned to his mother, who was busily chopping vegetables to restock the depleted bins at the counter. “Ma, I’ve got to go. I’ve got a video call with a blogger in a couple of hours for a team publicity thing, and I need to head home and shower and—”

      And what? What was he missing? Whatever it was, it hadn’t been in his calendar when he’d checked it this morning. He’d had the whole afternoon free to finally do laundry and catch up on design work for his clients. He’d had an appointment for an oil change, but he’d already cancelled that after Dad’s call, so that wasn’t it either. Did he have a call with his agent that he’d forgotten? That wasn’t right either, though. His agent always populated his calendar with any calls or meetings.

      Mom pursed her lips, and Blair obliged the demand and leaned over to kiss her cheek. “Thank you for the help, pethi mou. Chris is contagious. Ruthie brought pink eye home from school and he caught it.”

      Blair shuddered. “Gross.”

      His mom laughed and shooed him away. “Go.”

      Before Blair could grab his coat from the tiny office/break room, a friendly voice called, “Yo, Triple B!”

      Blair was already smiling as he turned, coat forgotten, and flipped open the pass-through next to the register. “Tate!” He drew his best friend into a hug, surprise and delight coursing through him. Tate was the only one who still called him Triple B, a holdover from their U18 hockey days—Blair Benedict Brawsiski.

      “It’s good to see you, man,” Tate said, pulling back to grin at him through a short beard he hadn’t sported when Blair had seen him for their brunch date a couple of weeks back. “You don’t call, you don’t write . . .”

      “I know.” Blair groaned. “I’m sorry. Things have been hectic.”

      “When aren’t they hectic?” Tate said with a good-natured laugh.

      “Isn’t that the truth. What are you doing here? Just come off work?”

      Tate looked down at himself, at his nurse’s scrubs patterned with cartoon koalas. “Yeah. It was . . .” His smile slipped, the light in his eyes fading. “It was a rough day. Lost a kid to cancer, and . . .” He swallowed hard and passed a hand over his face. “I needed to clear my head, so I thought I’d come here and browse a bit instead of going home and wallowing.”

      A ball of sympathy pain lodged itself in Blair’s throat. He squeezed Tate’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Tate. Want to talk about it?”

      “Not really. Want to hang out a bit, or are you still working?”

      “I was just about to head home, actually. I’ve got a meeting in a couple hours, but I can spare half an hour. Let me get my coat. Want a sandwich?”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      Once Blair had donned his coat, they left the Public Market and headed left toward the Artisan District. Tate was quiet, hands shoved in his pockets, a black toque covering dark blond hair, the bags underneath his eyes bruised and shaded.

      Blair cupped the back of his neck, a reminder that he was here. Those bags said that there was more going on than today’s tragedy. Tate visibly jerked out of his own thoughts at the touch and sent him a tight-lipped smile.

      “What’s new with you since we last spoke?” Blair asked.

      “Well, I’m getting a divorce and I’m considering a career change.”

      “What?” Blair’s hand fell away. “I thought things were better between you and Margaret.”

      “They were, for a while, but . . . We got married so young, and instead of growing together, we grew apart. We’re not who we used to be. I still love her, always will. But I find myself looking for something else. Something more. I don’t know, I can’t explain it.”

      “Is it the kid thing?”

      “No. I always knew she didn’t want kids, and I was always ambivalent towards having them, which I know sounds weird considering I work in the pediatric ward. I was never for or against them; just thought that was a decision I’d make with my partner. And Margaret never wanted them, so that was that.” He sighed, turning to lead them onto the sidewalk and away from the road. “We’ve separated, officially. I’m looking for an apartment, but in the meantime, I’m staying at my brother’s.”

      Heart hurting, Blair slung an arm over his best friend’s slumped shoulders. “I’m sorry, Tate.”

      Tate was one of the best people Blair knew. Kind, generous with his time, unflinchingly loyal.

      He hugged Tate closer to him and rested their heads together. “You’re welcome to stay with me if you don’t want to stay with your brother and his twelve thousand kids.”

      Tate gave a wet laugh. “It’s five kids. And believe it or not, he and his wife took them on a six-month overseas trip. They’re all homeschooled anyway, so they’re calling it experiential learning. They’ll be gone until the end of June at least, so I don’t have to rush to find a new place.”

      “They took five kids under ten abroad? Jesus. Better them than me.”

      “That’s what I said.” Tate bumped their hips together as they made a right on Anderson Street at the fibre arts studio. “What’s going on with you?”

      “Same as always. Hockey, family, Meat & Greet, my freelance work. I hired a PA recently to cook meals for me, and that’s been saving me up to two hours each day. Doesn’t sound like much, but it means I can get some extra practice in with Coach Stanton. Also means I’m eating right instead of grabbing something on the go.”

      “Nice. How’d you find them? Through an agency?”

      “Nah, Coach Shore put me in touch with his cousin Charlie and—” He broke off, horror burning bile in the back of his throat, and stopped mid-stride, right in the middle of the sidewalk. “Shit. Charlie.”

      There, finally, was the thing he’d forgotten.

      Charlie.

      Lunch.

      The logos.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “What?” Tate asked, hand clamping onto Blair’s forearm in alarm. “What happened?”

      Digging his phone out of his pocket—the one he hadn’t looked at since Dad’s call—Blair cursed under his breath, then cursed some more at the flurry of messages from Charlie.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Hey! I’m here. Got us a table by the window.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Did you get lost?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Wait, maybe I’m in the wrong place? The Japanese place at Oak and W Broadway, right? Unless there’s another Japanese place nearby I don’t know about?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Well, I’m assuming practice ran late and you’re on your way. Want me to order for you so it’s here when you arrive?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Hello? Are you okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Blair? Did I get the date wrong?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Matt says there was no practice but that the event you were at this morning ended hours ago. Did something happen between then and now? Are you hurt?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Okay, well . . . I’m going to go because the servers are starting to look at me funny for only ordering water even though I’ve been here an hour. Please text me to let me know you’re okay? *hands in prayer emoji*

      

      

      

      

      

      “Christ, I’m an asshole.”

      “Uh-oh.” Tate winced. “What’d you forget?”

      “I was supposed to meet Charlie for lunch . . .” Blair checked the time on his phone. “An hour and a half ago. And I stood him up.” Again. He dug one corner of the phone into his forehead and groaned, his stomach in knots, his heart beating erratically. His mind conjured an image of Charlie sitting all alone at a table, nursing a water, that bright smile of his dimming with each minute that passed. Rubbing a hand over his chest, Blair blinked against the sunshine and cursed himself for the thousandth time. Here he’d been working away at the shop while Charlie was getting more worried by the second, wondering if Blair had been in an accident.

      “What do you tell someone when you forgot to meet them because you forgot to put the appointment in your phone?”

      Tate winced again, sending Blair’s stomach to his toes. “The truth and hope for the best?”

      Blowing out a long breath, Blair did just that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Absentmindedly kicking a rock along the sidewalk, Charlie strolled along Hamilton Street, hands shoved in his pockets. The sunny day contrasted sharply with his mood, but the temperature rivalled his own soul for coldness. There was nothing quite so disheartening as sitting in a restaurant at a table set for two and watching the servers’ expressions get more and more pitying as the hour ticked onward with no appearance of his date.

      Date in the strictest, most platonic sense of the word, that was.

      Finally, after an hour and change perking up in his chair every time the restaurant’s door opened and keeping an eye on pedestrians for a glimpse of a tall and tanned hockey player, he’d left a few dollars on the table for his water, bundled up his fear and worry, and left.

      The last time Blair had stood him up, there’d been a situation with his niece and he’d needed to help with daycare pickup. Had that happened again? Maybe Heather was sick and Blair was the only one available to pick her up?

      Or perhaps it was worse than that and Blair had gotten into an accident on the way to the restaurant.

      Either way, going home to agonize over what-ifs hadn’t been on Charlie’s to-do list, so he’d stood on the sidewalk and scrolled through his contacts, debating who to call for company.

      Dad? He was at work.

      Matt? He’d ask what was wrong, and Charlie would be forced to tell him, and he didn’t want to admit to his confident and put-together older cousin that he’d been left hanging by one of his players. Again. Matt would feel sorry for him—Charlie didn’t need that, thanks—and he might feel guilty for putting Charlie and Blair in touch for the PA gig, which Charlie didn’t want.

      Dorian? Nope. Charlie loved him to death, but he wasn’t in the mood to listen to Dorian wax poetic about “the flake.”

      Emery? Charlie saw him much less frequently these days now that Emery no longer played for Vancouver’s NHL team. But Emery Stanton despised when people weren’t treated right. And given that he was the Orcas’ skills coach, Charlie didn’t want to be the reason for any tension between him and Blair.

      In the end, he’d called Emery’s husband.

      Felix Bonenfant was better known to the world as famous singer-songwriter Tenor Jones. After more than two decades in the industry, he had almost three hundred awards to his name, several platinum albums—multi-platinum? Was that a thing?—had recently been awarded an honorary doctorate of musical arts from the University of British Columbia, had started a scholarship fund for low-income students pursuing higher education in musical theatre, and was currently starring in a musical he’d co-written with a friend. In the last few years, he’d taken a step back from the spotlight to perform on stage to sold-out shows at the Queen Elizabeth Theatre in downtown Vancouver. In fact, his newest play was heading to Mirvish in Toronto this spring—basically, Canada’s Broadway—then to the actual Broadway in the fall.

      And he counted Charlie as a good friend, a fact that still amazed Charlie years after Emery had introduced them.

      He bumped Felix’s shoulder as they walked. “Thanks for hanging out with me.”

      Felix dipped his sunglasses to the bridge of his nose and regarded him with warm blue eyes. “Why do you say that as if it’s a chore to hang out with you?”

      “I mean . . .” Shrugging, Charlie kicked the rock again, sending it tumbling into a lamppost. “It was last minute.”

      “Perfect timing, actually. We do an eleven a.m. matinee on Thursdays and it’d just ended when you called. I was going to bribe Sadie into joining me for lunch, but then I’d’ve had to listen to her complain about her design theory professor.” Felix threaded their elbows together, his voice fond as he spoke about his sister. “This is better. What do you feel like for lunch?”

      “I’m not really hungry.” With the ball of worry cramping his gut, Charlie didn’t think he could stomach solid food right now.

      “You can keep me company then, because I’m starving.” At Hamilton and Robson, Felix dragged Charlie into a restaurant on the corner that was a casual bar and eatery with comfort food, according to the tagline on their menu. It smelled exactly like what Charlie would expect of a pub-like establishment: beer, fries, and burgers.

      Still, even the scent of fresh food couldn’t entice him to eat.

      As Felix read over the menu, Charlie checked his phone. Still nothing from Blair. Worry constricting his throat, he set the phone face up next to his water glass, one leg bouncing under the table.

      “Still nothing?” Felix asked.

      “No.”

      Charlie had spilled the whole sad story to Felix already, to which Felix had responded with a calm, “If you don’t hear from him soon, I’ll call Em and see if he can get in touch with him.”

      It was a nice thought, but if Blair wasn’t answering his texts, Charlie didn’t see why he’d answer Emery’s.

      As the server arrived, Charlie’s phone buzzed against the table, and he grabbed it before it stopped vibrating.

      Blair?

      Nope. His mom.

      
        
          
            
              
        MOM

      

      
        Wow, congrats, sweetie! That’s so amazing. I’m so proud of you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shaking his head, he made a little “tch” sound. Almost two weeks after he’d sent his news about being accepted into the You Make Me Melt market and she’d finally replied.

      Another notification came into his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        MOM

      

      
        Oh gosh, I’ve just seen the date on your text. I did see it come in, but I was in the middle of something and meant to reply when I had a free minute, not two weeks later *facepalm emoji* Sorry, sweetie. Love you xoxoxo.

      

      

      

      

      

      He tried not to let her words affect him too deeply, but by the way his chest went concave, he wasn’t exactly successful. It shouldn’t matter. They barely spoke anyway, what with her in Calgary with her new family. And forgetting to text back wasn’t uncommon. Hell, Charlie had been known to forget to answer a text too, especially if it came in while he was elbow-deep in pastry dough or cake batter.

      It’d never taken him two weeks to get back to someone, though.

      Gently, he placed the phone at his elbow and sent a bright smile Felix’s way. “What’d you order?”

      Felix wasn’t fooled for a minute, raising an eyebrow as he blandly said, “Cheeseburger and fries. Ordered one for you too. No cheese on yours, though.”

      The fact that Felix remembered he was lactose intolerant bolstered his spirits a touch. “Oh, but I’m not—”

      “Take it home and have it for dinner,” Felix said with a wave of his hand. “It’d be weird to sit here eating while my date wasn’t. So at least pretend, will you?”

      “Fine,” Charlie grumbled, leg bouncing in tune with the music playing in the restaurant.

      “So tell me.” Felix crossed his arms on the table. “Other than what happened today, how’s it going working for Blair? Do you like it?”

      “I do.”

      Felix cocked his head. “Why did that sound more like a question?”

      “I’m . . . surprised, I guess, by how much I enjoy it. I only took this job because I needed the money. I never expected to like it all that much, and while I’ve never loved and still don’t love cooking, I find that I do like preparing food for someone I know is going to enjoy it. I like making someone’s life just a little bit easier by providing them with what they need, even if that’s something as simple as meal prep or a little bit of housecleaning. It makes me feel . . .” Valued. Worth something. “Good.”

      “Thinking of giving up your day job for it?”

      “Hell no.” Charlie managed a chuckle, the first since he’d joined up with Felix.

      His phone lit up, notification after notification arriving one after another.

      A breath of relief whooshed out of him, his muscles going weak. “It’s Blair.”

      “What’s he say?”

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        Charlie! I’m okay! I’m so so sorry I worried you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BLAIR

      

      
        And that I stood you up again. Fuck, Charlie . . . Full honesty? I forgot to put it in my phone, so it wasn’t in my calendar to remind me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BLAIR

      

      
        You’re probably thinking I’m the most thoughtless SOB on the planet, and you’d be right. I’m so sorry, Charlie.

      

      

      

      

      

      Charlie had been worried that Blair was dead in a ditch somewhere, but the man had simply . . . forgotten about him?

      He blinked against the burn in his eyes, swallowed past the lump in his throat. Of course, in the back of his mind, he’d wondered if perhaps that was why Blair hadn’t shown up, but he’d shoved that thought aside. After Blair had stood him up for his first job interview, there was no way he’d do so a second time, right?

      Charlie’s fingers went numb and the phone clattered onto the table. How naive he’d been.

      “Charlie. Hey.” Felix gripped his wrist. “Is everything okay? Is Blair all right?”

      “He forgot,” Charlie whispered.

      Forgot. If this had been any other day, he didn’t think he’d be as affected, but on the heels of his mother’s texts?

      He’d been forgotten twice in one day. His chest constricted and his leg quit bouncing. He felt like the ugly toy that none of the kids wanted, the one that was always fully stocked on the toy shelves.

      “What do you mean?” Felix asked.

      “He forgot to put our lunch meeting in his phone, so he . . . forgot to show up.”

      “Ah, Charlie, I’m sorry.” A squeeze to Charlie’s wrist before Felix let go and clasped his fingers instead. “In his defence, though . . . it does happen to the best of us. Don’t take it personally, okay?”

      “Yeah,” he rasped. Clearing his throat, he tried again. “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      Charlie nodded.

      “Is it possible your feelings for Blair are a little more than platonic?”

      Sighing, Charlie slumped back in the booth and considered lying, but why bother? “I do like him. But he’s my boss. Nothing’s going to happen there.”

      “I used to think the same thing about Emery. That’s your best friend, Felix. You can’t go there,” Felix said with a wry grin, swirling his straw in his water glass, making the ice clink. “But I did. And now we’re married. Life’s too short not to take a shot at something you want.”

      Charlie poked at the ice in his glass with his straw. Felix had had a lot more to lose by taking things further with Emery. He could’ve lost a friendship that went back to childhood.

      What would Charlie have to lose when things didn’t work out with Blair? Sure, it’d make things awkward between them, but Blair wouldn’t fire him. Charlie knew that much about the guy.

      Not that it mattered. After the whole you-have-endeared-yourself-to-me thing, he’d thought maybe there was potential there, a spark that could rage into a fire, but after today . . .

      He shook his head. “I don’t think it’s going to happen. Blair’s got so much on his plate right now that he had to hire me to cook for him so he’d have something to eat that wasn’t a frozen dinner or dry cereal. He doesn’t have time for anything else.”

      Another message came in from Blair.

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        Please let me make it up to you.

      

      

      

      

      

      “He wants to make it up to me.”

      “Well, then.” Lips quirking into a sly smile, Felix clinked his glass against Charlie’s. “There’s no reason you can’t make him grovel a little, is there?”

      No, he supposed there wasn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Coach Stanton was being mean.

      As Blair passed the puck to Lin during one of their extra practice sessions, Blair amended that statement. The Orcas’ skills coach wasn’t being mean, exactly, but he was certainly getting a certain amount of enjoyment in criticizing every ounce of Blair’s performance as he completed a neutral-zone drill that worked on agility and making passes through the middle of the ice.

      Blair would quick-start with the puck at the bottom of the circle, open up right away to make a pass to Lin on the wall, make a defensive turn, skate backwards, catch the pass back from Lin, after which Lin would cut through the middle, and Blair would make a centre ice pass. Sounded more complicated than it was, but the drill was fairly simple and very fast. He and Lin would swap positions every fourth or fifth time, with Coach Stanton commenting on position or speed or whatever else he found to nitpick on.

      Blair, apparently, was doing everything wrong.

      “Keep your head up, Brawsiski.”

      “Don’t slap at the puck, Brawsiski. Bring it up underneath your body and hit it hard.”

      “Gauge your partner’s speed as you’re making the pass, Brawsiski, and get right back into play.”

      Breathing hard, sweating through his practice uniform, he made a face at Lin as they passed each other to change positions.

      “What’d you do to piss him off?” Lin muttered.

      “Fuck if I know.”

      Emery Stanton was usually a pleasant personality in the locker room and on the ice. This afternoon he was . . . kind of a hard-ass.

      Twenty minutes later, Coach Stanton called an end to practice by blowing the whistle more or less in Blair’s ear. “Our time’s up, gentlemen. They need to resurface the ice for tonight’s Thunderbirds game.”

      That was the University of British Columbia’s ice hockey team.

      Ear ringing, knees aching, Blair followed Stanton and Lin to the locker room and dropped onto the bench with a wince.

      “What?” Coach Stanton asked, forehead creased in concern even though he’d just put them through their paces. “What’s wrong?”

      “Just my knees. I swear sometimes I can hear them creaking.”

      “Have you spoken with Sam about it?”

      “No.”

      And he didn’t plan on talking to the team’s athletic therapist about it, not yet. What if he needed surgery? Blair could last until the end of the season and deal with his stupid knees in the summer.

      “Do so,” Stanton advised, unlacing his skates. “Sooner rather than later. I don’t want to see you forced out of the game because your knees got worse when whatever’s wrong could be easily treatable now.”

      He had a point, but still.

      “Hey, Coach?” Blair said before Stanton walked out the door.

      Stanton paused in the doorway, winter coat over one arm, gear bag hanging on the other shoulder. “What’s up?”

      “Uh . . . did I do something to upset you?”

      One eyebrow went up. “Why would you think that?”

      Blair shared a glance with Lin. Because you were kind of an asshole wasn’t an appropriate response for a coach.

      Stanton added a smirk to go with his eyebrow raise. “Charlie’s a friend.”

      Shoulders drooping, Blair tilted his head back and huffed out a breath, shame turning his neck red. “He told you?”

      “He told my husband, who told me.”

      Blair righted himself, nearly falling off the bench. “Charlie’s friends with a pop star?”

      “Good friends,” Stanton emphasized.

      “So this was revenge?” Ugh. Blair couldn’t even blame Coach Stanton. He’d been a grade-A douche canoe.

      “Who’s Charlie?” Lin asked, ginger hair matted to his head.

      “Charlie Shore,” Stanton said.

      “The org’s baker? I met him at the holiday party last month. But what does he have to do with anything?”

      “He’s also my PA,” Blair told him. Though, when he thought about it, Charlie was technically his personal chef, not his PA. At least not in the strictest sense of the word. “I was supposed to meet him yesterday and totally spaced. Stood him up by accident.”

      “Okay?” Lin said slowly, drawing the word out. “I mean, it happens. You didn’t do it on purpose. So what’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is that Charlie isn’t the kind of person you leave hanging. He’s . . .” Blair trailed off, searching for a word that encompassed everything Charlie was.

      Stanton took a step closer, folded his arms across his chest, and loomed over him, gaze narrowed. “He’s what, Brawsiski?”

      Special.

      Unique.

      Sassy.

      Bold.

      Effervescent.

      Too good for me.

      “Um . . . a hard worker?”

      Stanton grunted. Somehow, he knew that wasn’t what Blair had wanted to say. “Make it up to him, Brawsiski.”

      “I’m trying. But he hasn’t been answering my texts.”

      Except for one brief and very sarcastic Thanks for letting me know you’re alive that had made Blair wince.

      “Try harder,” Stanton ordered. He turned to Lin. “Nice work today, Lindstrom. You’re getting better at coming off the wall.”

      Lin perked up, his freckles almost disappearing as his face warmed under the praise. “Yeah? Thanks, Coach.”

      “See you both tomorrow.”

      Blair tugged off his jersey, the stench of his own sweat burning his nostrils. Tossing it aside, he grabbed his phone and did his own perking up at a new text from Charlie.

      He deflated just as quickly. It was a one-sentence message letting Blair know that he’d be over tomorrow morning to food prep for the next few days.

      While Blair was at morning skate, of course.

      Was Charlie actively avoiding him? Surely not.

      “How do you make things up to someone you stood up?” Twice. But he didn’t mention that to Lin.

      “I don’t know. Did you apologize?”

      “Of course.”

      “Okay, well, what else can you do? Shit happens. People make mistakes.” Lin stripped out of his uniform and pads. “If you’re so desperate to make it up to him . . . I don’t know. Buy him flowers or something. A cookie. A video game? What’s he into? Start there.”

      Hm. Not terrible advice. No cookies or video games, but the flower angle had given Blair an idea. Pulling up the calendar on his phone, he made note of his own commitments as well as Charlie’s work schedule, found a gap where they were both free, and started planning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Charlie stared at the suitcase by the door of his apartment and swallowed hard. Over the past few weeks, Dad had packed up his necessities and brought them to Jolene’s in bits and pieces. All that was left was this suitcase of Dad’s essentials he was bringing over tomorrow.

      When he officially moved in.

      He hadn’t even left yet and already Charlie felt as alone as ever. Didn’t help that Dad’s room had slowly begun to resemble a stranger’s as he moved everything to Jo’s.

      Charlie could find a roommate, but that idea left a sour taste in his mouth. He had no desire to live with a stranger, and everyone he knew already had a place to live. Besides, living on his own would be good for him. Build character.

      Oh, who was he kidding? He’d once told Matt and Dorian that he wanted to give living by himself a try, but now that the day was here, he wasn’t so sure.

      He could move in with Dorian or Matt—they’d both offered—but he didn’t want to intrude. And Matt was all happily coupled up with Pierce now; Charlie didn’t want to be a third wheel and infringe on their space.

      Plus, this was his apartment. His and Dad’s. They’d moved in here when Charlie was twelve, after his parents had told him they were divorcing. He didn’t want to move. This was home.

      “Don’t be sad, Charlie,” Dad said, throwing an arm around Charlie’s shoulders. “I’m not going far. Just to Oakridge.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Oakridge was the neighbourhood just south of Charlie’s. It was so close he could walk to Dad and Jolene’s in less than twenty minutes. “And I’m not sad,” he lied through his smile. “I’m happy for you. It’s weird, though. Usually, it’s the kid who moves out.”

      “True. You’ll be an empty nester at twenty-nine.”

      Charlie didn’t know why he found that so funny, but he giggled until his eyes watered.

      “Come on.” Dad clapped him on the back. “Let’s eat. Our last dinner together.”

      That sobered Charlie right up.

      Their last dinner.

      Not their last dinner ever. But the last in this apartment while Dad still lived here. Things would be different from now on.

      Dad had made a simple pasta dish, and as he told Charlie while they served themselves, he’d made a double batch of the sauce so Charlie could freeze it into smaller single-serve containers and take them out as needed. Charlie didn’t tell him that would happen sooner rather than later. He was already cooking for Blair—he had no desire to cook for himself too.

      With his thoughts on Blair, it wasn’t surprising that they went to yesterday afternoon. Not his finest moment, being stood up in public, but Felix was right—he shouldn’t take it personally. Blair clearly felt bad about it, and Charlie had never been one to hold a grudge. Blair hadn’t shown up. He’d apologized. End of story. Felix had joked about making him grovel, but that wasn’t Charlie’s style.

      His most recent text from Blair had come in a few hours ago and simply read:

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        Dinner on Monday? My place.

      

      

      

      

      

      Charlie hadn’t responded yet. He’d be at the Rogers Arena for back-to-back weekend games against Colorado and Edmonton, respectively. He’d earmarked Monday as a sleep-in and do-nothing day . . .

      Except he really wanted to have dinner with Blair.

      But he shouldn’t. Right? Because dinner at Blair’s place sounded like a date.

      “I shouldn’t have dinner with Blair on Monday, right?” he blurted, spaghetti twined around his fork.

      Seated across from him at their little kitchen table, Dad blinked once. “Why wouldn’t you?”

      Of course, when Dad asked it that way, so blandly and innocently, Charlie couldn’t think of a reason not to.

      “Do you not like the guy or something? I thought you were getting along.”

      “We are. Just . . . isn’t it, like, a no-no? Fraternizing with your boss?”

      Dad scoffed. “People fraternize with their bosses all the time. You fraternize with your boss. Don’t you have dinner with Daniel and the rest of the kitchen staff every couple of months?”

      “Right. That’s true. So dinner with Blair would be . . . fine. Just a casual, harmless dinner.”

      Slowly, Dad smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Is there a reason to think it’d be anything else?”

      “No.” Charlie shook his head for emphasis, staring resolutely at his meal. “Nope. Uh-uh.”

      Dad hummed, the smile never leaving his face, though he thankfully switched topics. “How did your test bake at his place go earlier this week?”

      “It was good. He’s got lots of space, but I still feel weird using his place to bake.” He shook his head. “Maybe I’m better off baking here.”

      “But you won’t bump into Blair here.”

      Charlie dropped his fork. “What? That doesn’t matter. That’s not why I— That’s not . . .”

      Dad was laughing at him. “You like him,” he singsonged.

      “You’re the worst,” Charlie griped, stabbing at a hunk of ground beef. “I can’t wait until you move out.”

      That just made Dad laugh harder.

      Later, as they were watching the Orcas tie the game at 3–3 against Calgary, their apartment buzzer went off. Charlie sank deeper into his corner of the couch and brought the fuzzy throw he’d commandeered from the armchair up to his chin. Unexpected visitors—no thank you.

      Dad rose and headed over to the intercom next to the door, pressing the button to respond. “Yell-o,” he said, because he was cool like that.

      “I’ve got a delivery for Charlie Shore? Apartment 209?”

      Unburying himself from his corner, Charlie sat up as Dad buzzed the delivery person in, then turned to him. “What are you expecting?”

      “Nothing as far as I’m aware.”

      Shrugging, Dad opened the door and stood in the doorway. When the delivery guy arrived, Dad signed for it, wished the guy a good evening, and carried the box inside. “Damn. It’s heavy. Sure you didn’t order anything?”

      “Pretty sure.” Not like Charlie had extra cash lying around to indulge in online shopping.

      Dad dropped the box onto the coffee table with a thunk. It was a plain brown box, though decently sized, maybe twelve inches by twelve by . . . well, he didn’t know how many inches tall, but it was twice the height of his KitchenAid mixer.

      Tearing into it, he shoved packing peanuts aside and found a notecard.

      
        
        Charlie, I’m sorry again about yesterday. I was going to send you flowers as an apology, but I thought you might like this “flower” instead. Happy baking!

        Yours,

        Blair

        P.S. Dinner Monday? 6pm?

      

      

      Ooh boy. Yours. Charlie beat back the giddiness, stood to get a better angle, and lifted a paper bag out of the box. In the bag was a ten-kilogram bag of flour.

      Happy baking, indeed.

      The giddiness translated itself into laughter, and he fell onto the couch, pleasure and surprise and something wholly undefinable that made his extremities tingle washing through him.

      Dad was looking at him like he’d lost his mind, so Charlie, still laughing, passed him the note.

      “Huh” was all Dad had to say about that. Followed by, “You’re definitely having dinner with him on Monday.”

      Yes. Obviously. How could Charlie say no to apology flour?

      Once the game ended, Charlie stayed in his couch corner for a little while longer as Dad aimlessly flipped channels before settling on an NCIS: LA rerun. They chatted quietly about nothing in particular: debating which NCIS was better, why commercials were louder than the show, their plans for the next week, Dorian’s eye-popping sweater with the neon pink-and-green stripes he’d worn to the last Shore family brunch.

      It was nice, knowing that Dad was also trying to prolong their last night together.

      Eventually, though, Charlie yawned so widely that his eyes watered. He hugged his dad hard, holding on extra long. So long that it got uncomfortable and Dad started to fidget.

      “Charlie? Kiddo.” He patted Charlie’s back. “I can’t breathe.”

      Charlie stepped back with an eye roll. “Over-exaggeration much?”

      “Charlie?” Dad’s voice turned serious and he cupped Charlie’s face in both hands. “I’m still your dad.”

      Sudden tears pulsed behind Charlie’s eyes, and he blinked to clear his vision. “I know that,” he rasped.

      “I will always be your dad. I’m just down the street or a phone call away, and I promise to always, always answer.”

      That tugged at Charlie’s heart. He knew, deep down in his bones, that this wasn’t like Mom. Even if Dad moved half a world away, he’d never leave Charlie alone.

      Wiping his face, Charlie huffed a small laugh. “I’m being stupid.”

      “You’re not. You’re allowed to be sad.” Dad was misty-eyed too.

      “I really am happy for you, though.”

      Dad chuckled, brought him in for another hug, and kissed the side of his head. “You’re allowed to be sad and happy at the same time. Love you, kid.”

      “Love you too.”

      In his bedroom, Charlie sat cross-legged on the end of his bed and dried his cheeks with his sleeves. He hadn’t had the greatest week—Daniel hadn’t been able to give him more hours at the arena, he’d been stood up, his mom had forgotten about him, and his dad was moving out.

      Yet there was nevertheless a kernel of hope in his chest. Things weren’t going all wrong. He’d been accepted into a market, his job—jobs—were going well, he was excited (ish) at the prospect of living on his own for the first time despite his finances being what they were . . .

      And there was Blair.

      Charlie had brought the giant bag of flour into his room as though it were a favoured teddy he was going to cuddle while he slept. It sat on his dresser between his wallet and laptop. Why he’d brought it into his room, he couldn’t say. Just that it made him feel . . . special? Important? . . . that Blair had gone to the effort of sending him something that mattered to him.

      He wanted to talk to someone about all the feelings whirling inside him. His first instinct was to call Matt, but when he pulled out his phone, he tapped on Blair’s name.

      “Charlie? What’s wrong?”

      Frowning at the question, Charlie checked the time on his retro alarm clock and swore. “Damn. Sorry. I didn’t even think about the time.” Nobody called at almost midnight unless it was an emergency.

      “It’s all good. Everything okay?” Blair’s voice was warm in his ear, and Charlie shivered at the sound of it.

      “Yeah. Sorry. I . . . I wanted to say thank you for the flour.”

      “Of course. Hell, it was the least I could do.”

      “You didn’t owe me anything, you know.” Charlie crawled up the bed and curled up against the pillows. “You apologized. That’s enough.”

      Silence came from Blair’s end. It went on so long that Charlie was about to ask him if he was still there when Blair said, “Maybe I’m hoping you’ll make me something with it.”

      Charlie mock gasped. “A bribe, Blair? For shame.”

      Blair’s low chuckle sent goosebumps exploding across the back of Charlie’s neck.

      It felt intimate, talking to Blair like this in the quiet of his bedroom with the bedside lamp on its dimmest setting, the sky outside his window silvered with stars. He pictured Blair puttering around his own home, maybe removing his tie or unbuttoning his dress shirt or grabbing one of the go-to post-game snacks from the fridge that Charlie had prepared for him.

      “Sorry about tonight’s game,” Charlie said.

      “We’ll get them tomorrow. Coach Shore was thrilled by how we played. Knowing your head coach is happy with the overall performance despite the loss does a lot to boost team morale.”

      “And by ‘thrilled,’ you mean . . .”

      “He half-smiled and said ‘good job.’”

      Charlie laughed. “Yeah, that sounds like Matt.” Stoic as ever, but he was always sincere. “So . . . about Monday.”

      He would’ve sworn Blair sucked in a sharp breath. “What about it?”

      “I’d love to have dinner with you. Can I bring anything?”

      “Just yourself, Charlie. That’s all I need.”

      Lightheaded with joy, Charlie buried his head in his pillow. “Okay. See you then.”

      “See you then. Good night, Charlie.”

      “Night.”

      Despite everything, Charlie fell asleep with a smile on his face and the echo of Blair’s voice in his ear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a date.

      Had to be.

      Nobody dimmed the lights and lit candles for non-dates.

      Charlie paused just over the threshold, his heart double-timing it in his chest, and gave Blair the side-eye.

      Blair closed the door behind him and said, “Let me take your coat.”

      Charlie handed it to him, his mouth dry. Should he say something? Hey, is this a date? That was probably the best place to start, but he wasn’t sure how he’d feel if Blair said yes.

      Wasn’t sure how he’d feel if Blair said no either.

      “What’d you bring?” Blair nodded at Charlie’s Tupperware once he’d draped his coat over the arm of the couch.

      “Apple strudel. You like spanakopita, so I thought you might like other stuffed pastry.”

      “Did you bring any for yourself?”

      Snorting a laugh, Charlie followed Blair into the kitchen. The table had been set for two, with a small vase holding a couple of wildflowers on one end, two crystal bowls with floating tea lights in the middle, cloth napkins folded into swans, and silver domes over their plates.

      Sticking his tongue in his cheek, Charlie poked one of the swans. Who owned cloth napkins anymore?

      Blair groaned. “Go ahead and judge. I used to be a server at a spiffy restaurant downtown and this is how we’d fold the napkins. I’d done it already before realizing how dumb it might look.”

      “It’s cute.” Charlie gave a sniff, trying to detect tonight’s dinner, and got nothing. “What are we having?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      Trying a different tack, Charlie said, “Where’d you order from?”

      “Chez Blair.”

      Tearing his gaze off the napkins, Charlie blurted, “You cook?”

      “Yes,” Blair said, somewhat self-deprecatingly, as he removed two wine glasses from the cupboard. “I just don’t usually have the time for it, which is why I have you.”

      “Speaking of . . . I noticed that to-do list on the fridge. Do you want me to tackle any of that?”

      It was easy stuff, and every time Charlie looked at it, he was tempted to get some of it done.

      
        	Call for humidifier

        	Appointment with podiatrist

        	Get new nightlight for Heather’s room

        	Pick up dry cleaning

        	Return extra paint cans (too late?)

        	Replace lightbulb in upstairs bathroom

      

      That last item was the only one scratched out.

      “Nah, I’ll get around to it. But thanks.” Blair held up the wine bottle. “Wine?”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      “Full disclosure: I know shit-all about wine. I have no idea if this will pair well with our meal.”

      “We’re in the same boat, then.” Charlie leaned against the counter opposite Blair. “My dad and his girlfriend do wine tasting trips every month or so, but I’ve never gotten into it despite their best efforts. I like what I like, you know? I don’t need to know where it comes from or what kind of grapes were used or its flavour intensity.”

      “Tell you a secret?” Blair gave him a quick grin and a glass. “I bought this one because I liked the colour.”

      Charlie laughed helplessly, making a show of swirling the wine in his glass. “It is a nice pink colour. I probably would’ve picked out something similar.”

      Once they were seated, Blair removed the domes from their plates with a flourish. A bolt of surprise speared through Charlie as he stared at his meal, amusement crawling up his throat. He didn’t know what he’d expected, but it wasn’t this.

      “Is this . . . ?”

      “A roast beef sandwich,” Blair confirmed.

      Charlie bit his lip so he wouldn’t laugh. “With horseradish sauce?”

      “Of course.”

      “And pepper jack cheese?”

      “Melty pepper jack cheese. Consider it an apology sandwich. I even made the bread myself.”

      “You . . . what?”

      “Yup. Got up before practice to bake it. Found a low-fuss recipe that didn’t require kneading the dough for seventeen hours or letting it rise for twenty.”

      Charlie chuckled at the exaggeration.

      “It’s probably not up to your standards, though, so don’t judge too harshly.” Before Charlie had time to melt at the fact that Blair had baked him bread, Blair added, “On the side you’ve got mushrooms in a balsamic, garlic, and white wine sauce, as well as mashed sweet potatoes with garlic, thyme, and basil.”

      “This is . . . It looks amazing. You didn’t have to go to all this trouble. I would’ve been happy ordering pizza.”

      Blair paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “I thought you were lactose intolerant. Which . . . Shit. I shouldn’t have put cheese on your sandwich.”

      “Hey, I was the one who demanded it, remember? Besides, I usually have Lactaid pills on me.” Charlie went into the living room, took the bottle out of the inside pocket of his coat, shook out the remaining three pills, and crunched them between his teeth. “Did I tell you I’m lactose intolerant?” he asked as he sat back down across from Blair. “I don’t remember that.”

      “Um . . .” Blair blinked, his gaze going shifty. “No? I may have, uh, asked Coach Shore?”

      “Oh.” Blair had asked Matt about him? Gah! “I would’ve loved to be a fly on the wall for that conversation. Also, most pizza parlours have lactose-free cheese. You just need to ask for it.”

      “I’ll remember that next time I’m tempted to wake up at four a.m. to bake bread.”

      Four a.m. Ugh. This guy was slowly taking Charlie’s defences and smashing them to bits with his sincerity.

      “So . . . tell me about your dad,” Blair said, bringing them back to their earlier conversation. “Have he and his girlfriend been together long?”

      “Six years. They just moved in together this weekend, actually.” Charlie bit into his sandwich, nearly groaning at the taste of flavourful roast beef, horseradish, and cheese.

      “Oh yeah? Good for them,” Blair said. “Though six years seems like a long time to wait to move in with your partner.”

      In the dim lighting, the play of candlelight cast shadows over Blair’s features, making them ripple like sunlight over water. He looked almost incorporeal sitting across from Charlie, dreamlike and gorgeous in a fitted black button-up shirt. Charlie wanted to trace the contours of Blair’s face, run his fingertips over his lips, feel his scruff scratching against his palm.

      The clink of Blair’s fork on his plate brought Charlie out of his trance, and he scooped mushrooms onto his fork before answering. “They’re both divorced. And they both dated other people before dating each other. They took things slow when they first met, sussing each other out, making sure it was the real deal, you know? Truthfully, I think my dad’s been ready to move in with her for a while, but he didn’t because of me.”

      Blair peered at him over his wine. “What do you mean? Do you not like her?”

      “No, Jolene’s great. Just that my dad and I have been living together, just the two of us, since I was twelve. I think he was as wary of changing up that dynamic as I was. But ultimately, he’s got to live his life, and so do I.”

      “You lived with your dad up until this weekend?”

      Narrowing his gaze, Charlie sat back and gripped his fork. “I’m not the only twenty-nine-year-old in the world still living with—”

      “I’m not judging.” Blair held up a hand. “Truly. When my paternal grandparents passed, I came into a small inheritance. It’s what allowed me to buy this place. Without that, I’d probably still be at home too or renting a place with a couple of teammates.”

      “Oh.” Grip slackening, Charlie grimaced. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to jump down your throat.”

      “Do people give you a hard time for still living with your dad?”

      “No. Not really. But sometimes I feel like I should be further along in my life. Like . . . maybe other people aren’t judging me, but I’m judging me.”

      That was what happened when you weren’t smart with your finances, though. He was still picking up the pieces and wondering if he’d ever be debt-free. Marshall’s departure to Europe certainly hadn’t helped. They’d divided their business expenses fifty-fifty, but that had still left Charlie deeper in the red than he’d wanted to be.

      “But at the same time, I liked living with my dad. We’ve always been close, and he’s pretty much the easiest person to get along with.”

      “Living with him didn’t, uh, cramp your style?”

      A startled laugh burst out of him. “No. I don’t date much, to be honest, and I’m not really into casual sex, so I don’t bring a lot of boys home. The last guy I was with had his own place, so it was never an issue. If anything, I was probably cramping my dad’s style.” He shuddered at the thought. “Ew.”

      A grin lit up Blair’s face as he laughed, and his foot nudged Charlie’s under the table. Accidentally, Charlie suspected, though the fact that he left it there . . .

      Charlie smiled into his wine. “Are you close with your parents?”

      “I guess. I’m sort of their go-to person to fix . . . anything. Staff shortages, rattling doorknobs, broken fences, beeping fire alarms. You name it, and I get a phone call.”

      Yet he hadn’t managed to tackle his own to-do list. Interesting.

      “Does your sister work at the shop too?”

      “No,” Blair said with a scoff. “When we were kids, she found out where meat comes from, and she’s been vegetarian ever since. Won’t step foot in that place. And since we’re on the topic of food . . . how’s your dinner?”

      “It’s great.” Charlie had eaten his sides and had one bite left of the sandwich. He had the stupid thought that he wanted to wrap it up and put it in his memory box. “You did great with the bread, by the way.”

      “Thanks. And the wine?”

      “Tastes like wine.”

      “Yeah, that was my thought too.”

      That made them both snicker uncontrollably, like two teenagers laughing over a dirty joke in the school cafeteria. Eventually, Blair rose and grabbed two beers from the fridge.

      “Why’d you serve wine if you don’t like it?”

      “I don’t not like it. It just . . .” Blair shrugged, and . . . was he blushing? It was hard to tell without more lighting. “It seemed to go better with the atmosphere. Did you want another sandwich? I have more bread and fixings.”

      “I really do, but also, I’m super full, so no thanks,” Charlie said instead of commenting on the “atmosphere.”

      “Too full for apple strudel?” Blair rose and grabbed the Tupperware, popping the lid open. “Because I want one, and I have no qualms about eating while you’re not.”

      “I’m never too full for dessert. Make sure you warm them up for a few minutes first.”

      Blair slipped a couple of apple strudel into the toaster oven and set a timer on the microwave. “While we wait, can I show you the logo designs I’ve come up with?”

      “Oh my god!” Charlie brought a hand up to his forehead. “I forgot! Yes. Show me.”

      Blair grabbed a tablet off the ottoman and sat next to Charlie. Close. Closer than two guys tended to sit while sharing a meal, even when they were showing each other something.

      You have, you know. Endeared yourself to me.

      Not something a straight man said to another man.

      Battling back the nervous anticipation that wanted to flutter through him, Charlie waited for Blair to bring up the logos on the tablet. God, he smelled good. That same fresh and comforting scent that made Charlie think of happiness.

      “I mocked up four,” Blair said, obviously not as affected by their proximity as Charlie was. “You let me know what you like and what you don’t like, and if you want to trash all four and start over, we can do that too. Or we can take elements of all four for a new version. Be honest with your feedback. I’m a professional hockey player—trust me when I say I can handle criticism. I’m not happy until you’re happy, okay?”

      The four versions were completely different, and he walked Charlie through each one.

      The first was simple, Charlie’s business name in an easy-to-read font against a light blue background.

      The second had the business name in a cursive font against a teal background, with a whisk interwoven between the letters.

      The third showed a rolling pin crossed with a whisk done in earthy tones, with the business name beneath.

      And the fourth . . .

      Blair had designed a hockey net with a mixer, whisk, and rolling pin inside it, and between those and the top of the net was Charlie’s business name: Charlie’s Sin Bin of Baked Goods.

      Unless they knew him, no one else on the planet would get it. The logo was so obviously Charlie that it was clear that Blair understood him, at least a little.

      Blair was rambling about how he’d tried a version with a penalty box instead of a net given Charlie’s business name, but it was hard to make a penalty box look like anything other than a square box that could be anything and—

      “It’s perfect,” Charlie interrupted. “That’s the one.”

      “Are you . . . are you sure? Because I can show you the penalty box version—”

      “Nope. That one. As is. It’s perfect.”

      “Okay. Great.” Blair sounded a little off kilter. Perhaps he’d expected Charlie to hate them all? “I’ll get started on a branding kit for you, as well as a couple of sub logos. This one’s kind of busy for smaller things like cake jar labels.”

      Feelings were exploding in Charlie’s chest, making him dizzy and lightheaded but also giving him a burst of energy he didn’t know what to do with. He grasped Blair’s wrist. “Thank you for this. I owe you way more than an Oreo cake jar.”

      “You don’t. I’m happy to do this for you.” Blair’s words were soft. His breath feathered over Charlie’s lips.

      “Thank you for tonight too. And the apology sandwich.”

      Blair’s pulse thumped under Charlie’s fingers. The air between them turned thick, as heady as a thunderstorm in the summer. Charlie’s own pulse thrummed, his gaze dipping to Blair’s lips.

      Blair visibly swallowed hard, his eyes turning the darkest blue of night.

      The timer on the microwave went off, the only sound in the house other than their quiet breathing. It should’ve broken the tension between them, but neither of them flinched. Neither of them rose to gather the apple strudels.

      “Can I be honest with you, Charlie?”

      “Please,” Charlie whispered, his hand drifting down to catch Blair’s fingers in his.

      “I like you. A lot.”

      Charlie’s breath caught, but Blair wasn’t done.

      “You’re like a ray of sunshine in the middle of a Vancouver winter, and frankly, you’re way too good for the likes of me. But it felt important to tell you how I feel.”

      Charlie’s head swam—at Blair’s words, at the feel of Blair’s fingers between his. He was in danger of floating into the clouds, the fluttering feeling in his chest giving him the sensation of flying.

      “I like you too,” he murmured, thumb stroking the back of Blair’s hand. They sat so close that they shared the same air, and Charlie wanted to throw himself in Blair’s lap. Had to wrap his foot around his chair so he didn’t.

      Blair smiled, though there was a sad tinge to it. “Why do I sense a but?”

      “It’s just . . . I work for you. And I’m not sure I’m comfortable dating someone who’s paying me.”

      Fingers squeezing his, Blair nodded. “Okay.”

      “Just okay?”

      “If you’re not comfortable, you’re not comfortable. I get it. I almost didn’t say anything because of our working relationship, but . . . you’re important. And you should know that.”

      Charlie sucked in a sharp breath through his nose, tears blurring his vision before he blinked them away, determined not to miss a single expression that crossed Blair’s face. “I’m sorry.”

      “No.” Another squeeze of Charlie’s fingers. “No, Charlie. You don’t ever apologize for doing what’s right for you.”

      “We can still be friends, right?”

      “I hope so. Who else is going to supply me with baked goods?”

      Laughing quietly, Charlie rested his forehead on Blair’s shoulder, closing his eyes when Blair’s chin landed on the top of his head. The semi-cuddle unravelled more feelings in his chest, and he straightened slowly, greeted with the sight of Blair’s warm smile and the scent of apples.

      Pulling away, he reclaimed his hand and nodded in the direction of the kitchen. “Get the apple strudels, will you? And sprinkle some cinnamon on top if you have any.”

      Chuckling, Blair rose. “Yes, chef.”

      And left Charlie seated at the table, wondering if he’d made the biggest mistake of his life.
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      When Blair had been in high school, he and Tate had been playing soccer with some friends during the summer and Tate’s cleat had stayed planted while the rest of his body had pivoted. Blair had had to help him hobble home. The torn meniscus had been only one reason he’d stopped playing, the other being that he didn’t love it enough to continue.

      As Tuesday morning practice neared its end, Blair thought that he could maybe understand the kind of pain Tate had been in.

      He hadn’t torn his meniscus; he could say that much. His right knee throbbed like someone had kicked it from behind, but he could still skate, could still function, could push past the pain to do what was required of him. But every so often when he moved wrong, a sharp stab of heat shot into his knee and reverberated up his spine, and he had to grit his teeth to keep going. It had been like that ever since one of his teammates had shoved him into the boards during a scrimmage. Practices didn’t usually get so violent, but with February quickly closing in and the Orcas having a real shot at making it to the playoffs this year, everyone was feeling a tad desperate and overaggressive.

      A whistle blew and Assistant Coach Li clapped his hands once. “All right, break it up. Good job today, everyone. Pack it in and hit the showers.”

      Blair hadn’t been one of the players voluntold to help put away equipment, so he took his sweaty and aching self toward the chute, Lin on his heels.

      “Hold up a second, Brawsiski.” Coach Shore stood next to the boards, arms folded across his broad chest, dark eyes unreadable. He could win awards for the world’s best poker face, and he was giving Blair the same deadpan look he’d given him when Blair had asked if Charlie had any dietary restrictions or allergies. The one that made Blair squirm and regret all his life choices.

      Skills Coach Stanton was by his side, his own eyes broadcasting sympathy and concern.

      Blair skated over, determined to smile through the next few minutes and hide the pain from his coaches.

      That thought lasted until the rest of the team had vacated the ice and Coach Shore said, “How’s the knee?”

      Shit.

      “It’s fine, Coach.” He widened his smile, determined to give off nothing-to-see-here vibes. “Nothing a little ice won’t fix.”

      Coach raised an eyebrow, clearly calling bullshit without actually saying it.

      “Let’s cancel our extra practice for today,” Coach Stanton said, hands shoved in his pockets. “Give your knee some time to recover.”

      “What? No, I’m—”

      “Have you spoken to Sam about the pain?”

      Blair thought about lying, thought about telling them that of course he’d spoken to the team’s athletic therapist, but he took so long to answer that his non-response was an answer itself.

      “Look.” Shore stepped closer. “I know you want to keep playing. Believe me, I’ve been there. Hell, Stanton and I have both been there, desperate to keep playing while your body falls apart on you. But don’t take your body for granted. Get yourself checked out.”

      “Remember what I said?” Stanton put in. “It might be an easy fix now with little recovery time, whereas you could be looking at surgery and weeks of recovery later on.”

      Easy for him to say. With this being Blair’s last few months to get called up to the NHL, he couldn’t afford any downtime. “I remember. I’ll talk to Sam, but I don’t need to cancel—”

      “We’re cancelling practice,” Stanton interjected in a voice that brooked no argument. “I don’t want to see you back on this ice until Sam tells me it’s okay for you to do so.”

      Swallowing a sigh, Blair ground his teeth together. Sam was kind of scary when she got her claws—or her therapeutic ultrasound machine—hooked onto someone, but she knew her shit.

      “I’ll be fine by tomorrow, Coach.”

      “I’ll believe it from Sam,” Stanton said. “Not from you.”

      Jesus, fine. Nodding to his coaches, Blair forced himself not to limp toward the locker room, but to say it was a relief to finally sit and take the pressure off was like saying hockey was a fast sport. Understatement of the damn century.

      The locker room had cleared out fast while he’d been speaking with his coaches, everyone eager to carry on with their days. Except for Jason Gauthier, that was. The young forward was slipping into a pair of boots, and he glanced in Blair’s direction when Blair sucked in a breath as he stretched out his leg.

      “Everything all right?”

      Blair removed his skates and looked around for his skate guards. “Yeah. My knee’s been acting up, but it’s fine.”

      “Did you talk to Sam?”

      “Not yet, Nurse Gauthier,” Blair said with a teasing grin. “I’ll get to it.”

      Planting his hands on his hips, Gauthier narrowed his eyes. “Aren’t you the one who gave me a piece of your mind after I passed out during practice that one time? ‘If something’s wrong, speak up.’ That’s what you said.”

      Sighing, Blair grabbed the back of his jersey at the neck and pulled it over his head. “I don’t love having my words parroted back at me.”

      “Tough titties. You know what I learned recently? Even hockey players get sick days.”

      “Well, yeah, obviously. Hang on, is that why you came to practice with the flu?” They’d been working through a drill together a few months ago when Gauthier’s eyes had rolled into the back of his head and he’d fainted. And okay, yeah, maybe Blair had given the kid a dressing down later, once the on-site paramedics had diagnosed him with nothing more complicated than the flu, but he’d scared the shit out of Blair.

      Gauthier shrugged and grabbed his coat. “Not my finest moment, I’m aware.” Walking backwards toward the door, he pointed at Blair. “Get that knee checked out.” And smacked into Coach Shore. “Whoops. Sorry, Coach. Wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      Shore merely grunted. “Gauthier. Let me walk you out and tell you all about the NHL game you’ll be playing tonight.”

      Gauthier’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit, for real?”

      They disappeared down the hallway, leaving Blair alone with his sore . . . everything.

      So. Gauthier was getting called up. Blair was happy for the kid, but it also reminded him that he was still here, in the same place he’d been a decade ago.

      He finished stripping out of his practice uniform and pads, ripped the athletic tape off his knee and foot, took a quick shower, and left the locker room.

      Only to bump right into Sam.

      “Blair! Just the man I was looking for.” Her grin was wide and sharp, her eyes taking in every limping inch of him. She twined her arm around his and steered him in the opposite direction. “Let’s chat.”

      Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Sam’s verdict? A Grade 1 MCL sprain.

      All in all, it wasn’t the worse news. It was an injury that was hella typical among elite athletes—he’d had the same injury in his teens—and it only took a couple of weeks to heal. The MCL was the only ligament in the knee able to repair itself, and once it did, its ability to bear load after an injury wasn’t affected. Once Blair healed, he’d be right back on the ice.

      The treatment? Rest and rehab, the latter of which would start tomorrow because Sam had other appointments this afternoon. Her instructions had been for him to RICE his knee: rest, ice, compression, and elevation.

      Considering all manner of injuries that could’ve befallen his knee, he thanked every hockey god under the sun that it wasn’t something that required surgery. Still, it was two weeks—minimum—of lost time when he didn’t have that much time left to prove himself to the NHL gods. Or whoever made the decision to call a player up.

      It was later than he liked by the time he left the practice facility. He had time for a quick grocery stop to pick up the items on Charlie’s list to save Charlie a trip—next time, he was ordering them online. Navigating a grocery store on crutches while pushing a cart was a ginormous pain in the ass—and time to duck in to a hardware store for a new unicorn nightlight for Heather’s room. Which proved harder to find than he’d expected. Three stores and no luck later, he finally ordered one off Amazon.

      So much for RICEing his knee before he picked up his niece from daycare.

      Didn’t help that Heather wanted to build a blanket fort. Building it wasn’t the problem—he draped sheets over kitchen chairs and over the back of the couch—but getting down on hands and knees when Heather asked him to play with her in the fort certainly didn’t help his knee any.

      He dropped Heather off at his sister’s just after six, and while Erica gave Heather a bath, Blair stood on his left leg at the kitchen sink and tackled the dishes that hadn’t been washed yet. Sam had given him a brace for his right knee and had re-taped his left foot to help with his plantar fasciitis, then called his podiatrist on his behalf for an appointment for new orthotics.

      She was efficient, that was for sure.

      Unfortunately, the MCL sprain meant that Blair was benched. It wasn’t the first time he’d been benched. The AHL was a development league, and as such, there were only a certain number of vets allowed to play a game, and Coach Shore rotated out the D-men on the regular.

      It was the first time in several years he’d been benched because of an injury, though.

      He scrubbed Heather’s pink Paw Patrol plate, and now that his mind had nothing to occupy itself, it went right to Charlie.

      Should he have kept his mouth shut last night? Not told Charlie how he felt?

      Perhaps. But Blair had never been one to play games. Besides, he was thirty years old, Charlie only a year younger. He liked to think he was mature enough to own up to his feelings and not make it awkward if things didn’t go his way.

      But damn, it had hurt when Charlie had said he wasn’t comfortable dating someone who was paying him. Blair understood. He wasn’t sure he would’ve made a different decision than Charlie had their situations been reversed.

      Still sucked, though, when all he wanted to do was make Charlie sandwiches and kiss him stupid.

      Just maybe not in that order.

      “I keep telling you, you don’t have to do that,” Erica said, trailing a freshly bathed Heather into the kitchen. Erica had wet splotches on the front of her T-shirt and Heather was dressed in a pink unicorn onesie.

      “Keeps me busy,” Blair said.

      “When are you not busy?” Erica countered, hopping up to sit on the counter as Heather found a doll to play with. “Are you still working at the shop?”

      Blowing out a breath, Blair placed a plate in the drying rack. “You know I am.”

      “When are you going to set boundaries with them, B? Imagine what Ma and Dad could accomplish if you didn’t jump to their every request.”

      “First of all, I don’t jump to their every request.” Slamming the tap shut, Blair ripped the towel off the oven door handle and wiped his hands, sick to death of rehashing this same conversation with Erica every other week. “And second, I don’t mind helping out.”

      “I know you don’t.” Softening, Erica stretched out one leg and poked him in the thigh with her toe. “But there’s helping out and there’s being their crutch. I mean, you still mow their lawn for god’s sake.”

      “It’s my responsibility.”

      “Yeah, when you were twelve and doing chores for pocket money. When was the last time you had a free second for yourself?”

      Last night when Charlie came over for dinner.

      Not a topic he was in the mood to get into, so he went with, “This afternoon.”

      “Oh.” Erica brightened. “Good for you. What’d you do?”

      “Went grocery shopping for my PA-slash-cook and got a new nightlight for Heather.”

      Huffing, Erica made a face. “Let me rephrase. When was the last time you had a free second for yourself to do something for yourself?”

      Also last night.

      “Erica—”

      “I’m worried about you, okay? Burnout is a thing, you know. With everything going on, you’re burning the candle at both ends. And now this.” She waved a hand at his knee. “Make sure you’re taking care of yourself.” She paled slightly and buried her face in her hands. “Ugh. I just replayed what I said and— God. I’m part of the problem, aren’t I?”

      “What are you talking about?” Blair asked over the sound of Heather telling her doll a story.

      “You’re the person I call when I need something, whether it’s milk from the grocery store or emergency daycare pickup or someone to watch Heather while I run an errand. I’m a self-sufficient, independent adult. I should be able to do all of that on my own.”

      “Everyone needs help sometimes. And I’m happy to assist.”

      “I know you are, damn it!”

      “Mama said a bad word,” Heather whispered to her doll.

      Blair swallowed a laugh.

      “You know what? No more,” Erica went on. “From now on, I’ll problem solve without calling you.”

      “I hope not,” Blair said. “I need my quality Heather time. Don’t take that away from me.”

      “I still can’t believe I let you convince me to sign Heather up for swimming lessons on a day neither I nor Seth can take her.”

      “Hey.” He gently gave her arm a shake. “I love taking her. It’s one of the highlights of my week. Besides, I never have anything going on Wednesday afternoons anyway.” There was the rare occurrence where he was on the road with the Orcas for a series of away games, but since most of their games fell on weekends, week-long road trips only happened three or four times a season. “I love you,” he said, and pressed a kiss to his sister’s scowling cheek. “I love Heather. Don’t change a thing. Heather, I’m heading home. Come give me a hug.”

      She ran over and tackled his legs, and the sharp pang that flared from his right knee nearly sent him onto his ass.

      “Bye, Uncle Bear.”

      “Bye, kiddo,” he said, his voice gone thready with pain. “See you tomorrow for swimming lessons, okay?”

      Teeth gritted against the fresh stab of heat in his knee, he shuffled down the hallway on his crutches and out the front door of the apartment complex, waiting until he got in his car to swear up a blue streak that would make even the most seasoned pro hockey player blush.
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        * * *

      

      “I think I made a mistake.” Standing in Matt’s kitchen after the weekly Tuesday night dinner with his cousins, Charlie stared morosely at the dessert he’d brought.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Dorian grabbed a cake jar, twisted off the lid, and gave it a sniff. “Smells good to me. Chocolate hazelnut?”

      “No, not with the desserts. With Blair.”

      Dorian’s gaze narrowed. “What’d he do this time?”

      “He didn’t do anything.” Except tell me how he feels.

      Oh boy.

      Who did that? Just blurt out how they felt about someone?

      No one, that was who. What else was Charlie supposed to do but blurt out his own feelings in response?

      Of course, then he’d gone and put the breaks on before there’d even been anything between them.

      And Charlie had been kicking his own ass ever since.

      You’re like a ray of sunshine in the middle of a Vancouver winter, Blair had said. And You’re important.

      And still Charlie had pushed him away?

      Ugh.

      “Want to talk about it?” Matt asked in that calm and unflappable way of his as he placed the leftovers in the fridge.

      “Um . . .” Grabbing one of the cake jars he’d brought over for his cousins to taste test, Charlie picked at the lid with his thumbnail. “I sort of have a teensy-weensy crush on Blair.”

      Dorian gaped.

      Matt closed the fridge door and said, “Do you know if he feels the same?”

      “He does. He told me so.”

      “Charlie!”

      Charlie jumped at Dorian’s shout.

      “You can’t date your boss. Haven’t you heard of ‘don’t shit where you eat’?”

      Charlie grumbled a reply and recalled having the same thought the day he’d met Blair.

      “You don’t date your boss,” Dorian continued. “Just like you don’t date your player’s father.” He cut his gaze in Matt’s direction. “Or your best friend’s ex. Or your friend’s parent. Or your roommate. These things just aren’t done.”

      “It could be,” Matt said reasonably, handing Charlie a container of leftovers for him to bring home. “You and Brawsiski are both adults. You’d be going into this with eyes wide open. And besides, you won’t be working for him forever. What’s your endgame with your business? What are you hoping the market leads to?”

      “Custom orders. Maybe, in a few years, the inclusion of my desserts into grocery stores or cafés or restaurants.”

      “There you go. You won’t be able to do that, continue working for the NHL, and be Blair’s PA. There are only so many hours in a day.”

      Charlie leaned against the counter next to the sink, apprehension sinking its claws into him. “But what if I don’t get any orders? I don’t even have a website or an online order form.”

      “I can do that,” Dorian said, halfway into a chocolate hazelnut cake jar.

      “You can?”

      “Sure. How hard can it be?”

      “What if . . . ?” Charlie had been worried about getting no orders, but conversely . . . “What if I get too many orders and I can’t fulfill them all on time?”

      “I’ll put a cap on the form,” Dorian told him.

      “You can do that?”

      “Fuck if I know. But I built an app once. I’m sure I can figure out an online ordering form.”

      Dorian was wicked smart. His talents were wasted as Vancouver NHL’s social media coordinator, but Charlie didn’t voice his opinion. Dorian wouldn’t thank him for it.

      “Why did you make a mistake?” Matt asked.

      Suddenly exhausted with himself, Charlie rounded the counter that separated the kitchen from the table and sank into one of the barstools. “When he told me how he felt, I said we could only be friends because I’m not comfortable dating someone who’s paying me.”

      Matt nodded once, dark eyes sympathetic. “That’s a valid concern.”

      “But you’re wishing you’d gone the opposite way and gone all in with the flake,” Dorian said, able to read Charlie like no one else could.

      Charlie grimaced. “Stop calling him that.”

      “Yes,” Matt said, pinning Dorian with a hard look. “Stop calling him that.”

      Rolling his eyes, Dorian raised both hands in acquiescence. “You like him a lot, huh?”

      “He made me a sandwich.”

      Matt and Dorian shared a glance loaded with WTF vibes.

      “Never mind.” Shaking himself out of his thoughts, Charlie reached for a cake jar. “Can we talk about something else?”

      “Sure,” Matt said. “But first, can I remind you that you recently told me not to give up on love?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Charlie asked around a spoonful of cake and chocolate hazelnut buttercream. It was official—his cakes weren’t a nosebleed section, and he was definitely charging twelve bucks for them.

      “If you think this thing with Brawsiski might lead to something real, maybe it’s worth the risk to jump in while you’re still working for him. So it might make things awkward between you if it doesn’t go the way you want it to? You’re both adults. Deal with it.”

      Charlie waved his spoon at Matt. “I don’t think I like it when you make sense.”

      “I always make sense. It’s this one who doesn’t,” Matt said with a nod in Dorian’s direction.

      “What?” Dorian put a hand to his chest, right over the bright yellow image of Saturn on his neon celestial shirt. “I totally make sense.”

      “Your shirt says otherwise,” Charlie muttered.

      “Hey!”

      “I meant your job,” Matt said. “The one you hate.”

      “I don’t hate it.”

      “You hate it,” Charlie said.

      “Hate is a strong word.” Dorian’s spoon clinked against the bottom of his cake jar as he scooped out the last of the dessert.

      “Are you learning what you want to learn, at least?” Matt asked. “Whatever it is you wanted to learn for your new business idea?”

      “When are you going to tell us about that, by the way?” Charlie asked, poking Dorian in the leg with his foot. “Is today the day?”

      “Nope,” Dorian said, popping the P and keeping frustratingly mum about whatever new business was percolating in his head. “Today’s the day I eat another cake jar.”

      “These are really good,” Matt said, halfway through his own jar. “Better than the red velvet.”

      “Yeah?” Pleasure rolling through him, Charlie did a little jig in his seat. “Good.”

      “Maybe I can use these to convince Emiko and Alan to give me Jamie Jamieson,” Matt said, referring to the Orcas’ owner and general manager.

      “Who’s Jamie Jamieson?” Charlie asked.

      “That can’t possibly be his real name,” Dorian piped in.

      “It is.” Matt leaned back against the counter, crossing his legs at the ankles. “And Jamieson plays for an east coast AHL team. There are some shakeups coming down the pipe here, a couple of trades being talked about, and I want Jamieson. His defence is on point.”

      Defence. If Matt was gaining a defenceman—potentially—did that mean he had to give one up?

      The cake sitting heavy in Charlie’s stomach, he said, “If you’re getting Jamieson, who are you sending away?”

      “Not Brawsiski,” Matt said. “He’s got a no-trade clause in his contract.”

      Oh. Good. Charlie’s shoulders sagged in relief.

      “I just have to figure out where to house him if I do get him.”

      “Doesn’t the organization have apartments for that sort of thing?” Dorian asked. “Somewhere for traded players and their families to stay until they find their own place?”

      “It does, but I don’t want his introduction to the team to be a sterile apartment. Better if he bunks with one of the players—it’ll help with team bonding—but there isn’t anyone who doesn’t already have two or three roommates. And everyone else has a family or isn’t interested in a roommate.”

      “He can stay with me,” Dorian said, twisting the lid back onto his empty cake jar.

      Charlie and Matt stared at him.

      “Why?” Matt asked, voicing the question Charlie had been thinking. “You hate people in your space.”

      Dorian shrugged. “It’s temporary, right? I don’t mind sharing for a little while. I’ve got the room. Unless he has pets. I don’t do pets.”

      “I’ll remember that. And thank you. Really. I’d prefer to put him with one of the players, but at least this way, he won’t be alone in a new city and he’ll still be with someone associated with the organization. Assuming I get him, that is.”

      “He’s welcome at my place too,” Charlie said. “I have the extra room now that Dad’s moved out.”

      Matt gestured at him with his spoon. “I thought you were looking forward to living on your own.”

      “Right. Yeah. But, you know . . . in case Jamieson has pets. My building allows pets.”

      “Thanks.” Matt handed Charlie his empty cake jar. “Got any more of these? I want to bring one to Pierce tomorrow and another to Alan as a bribe.”

      Thrusting his chest out, Charlie sucked in a satisfied breath and dug more cake jars out of his backpack. “Bargaining chip at the ready. Let me know how it goes.”

      “Will do. If you’ll let me know how it goes with Brawsiski.”

      Still undecided when it came to Blair but wholly sick of thinking about it, Charlie dug into a second cake jar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      When Sam had said “Go home and take it easy on that knee, Brawsiski,” she no doubt hadn’t expected Blair to leave his rehab appointment then spend three hours on his feet serving customers at his parents’ deli. If Sam saw him now, he’d be a dead man walking.

      But Ma and Dad had needed help, so here he was on a Friday night, building sandwiches while standing on his left leg. Dad had tried to send him away when he’d arrived on crutches, but Blair was here anyway. Might as well work since two of Dad’s high school part-timers hadn’t shown up for their shifts.

      “The best workers are always the university students,” Dad said at ten minutes to closing, sealing the bins of cold cuts and vegetables to store away for tomorrow. “The high school kids, they just want to hang out with their friends.”

      “Then why don’t you hire more university students?” Blair grabbed a broom and began to sweep.

      “The high school kids come with good references.”

      “But if they have a history of not working out, it’s probably time to change your tactics. And didn’t you say this is the third time Kyle’s been a no-show? Time to let him go, Dad.”

      Dad grimaced. “I don’t like firing people.”

      “I know, but if your employees aren’t reliable, that puts you in a bind. You need people you can trust.”

      “What we need,” Dad said, storing the bins in the fridge, “is people like you. But not everyone has your sense of commitment and loyalty. And before you say anything, I’m aware that we rely on you too much.”

      “What?” Blair stared at him. “I didn’t say that. I wasn’t even thinking it.” Suspicion tingled in his gut, and he said, “Have you been talking to Erica?”

      “I talked to your sister just last night. Why? Is something wrong?”

      “No, it’s . . .” He’d thought for sure Erica had said something to his parents about him being their crutch, as she put it, but maybe not. “Never mind. Hey, why don’t you head home? I can finish cleaning up and close down the register.”

      “Nah. Faster with two people. Plus, it’ll be like old times, you and me, closing down the store.”

      “Remember that time we forgot to lock the safe?”

      “Shhh. Your mom still doesn’t know about that,” Dad whispered, even though Ma had gone home hours ago.

      They shared a chuckle and finished closing up. The Public Market closed at six, so the other vendors were shutting down too, if they hadn’t already, turning the indoor market into a ghost town. Blair brushed crumbs off his T-shirt, the new logo popping against the black fabric. It didn’t match their existing signage, but Ma and Dad hadn’t wanted to wait for the new sign before rolling it out.

      “I thought I might find you here.”

      An automatic grin pulled at Blair’s lips at the voice. Charlie stood on the other side of the counter wearing a slouchy toque, his coat unbuttoned and his eyes a warm brown that sent Blair’s stomach tumbling.

      “Hey,” Blair said, holding an envelope full of cash for the nightly deposit. “What are you doing here? Isn’t it game night?”

      “Yeah, I start early on game days and usually leave mid- to late-afternoon. My cousin was on his way here to grab something from one of the artists, so he swung by the arena to pick me up on the way.” Charlie cocked his head. “Why are you here? I thought the Orcas had a game tonight.”

      “They do. I’m not playing.” At Charlie’s frown, Blair added, “There are only so many vets allowed on the roster for any given game. And tonight’s not my night. Plus . . .” He waved at the crutches leaning against the wall.

      Charlie’s expression fell. “Are you okay? Did you break something?”

      “Nothing so serious. MCL sprain.”

      “Oh. Well, out of all the lower body injuries, I suppose that one’s not so bad, huh?”

      “It could definitely be worse.”

      As Charlie regarded him with a soft smile on his lips, Blair’s mind went totally blank, and he searched frantically for a topic just to keep Charlie here a little longer. “Did you want a sandwich?”

      “No, no. I mean, yes,” Charlie said with a laugh. “I always want a sandwich. But you’re closed, so don’t worry about me. I just came to see if you were here. Say hi.”

      Didn’t that make Blair’s soul light up? “Oh. Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      They stood smiling at each other over the glass counter, and Blair wanted nothing more than to stalk through the pass-through, prowl up to Charlie, and kiss him until he couldn’t see straight.

      But he couldn’t. Charlie wasn’t comfortable dating the person he worked for, and Blair understood that. Didn’t much like it, but he understood and respected Charlie’s boundaries.

      “You sure I can’t make you something?” Blair asked, just for something to say.

      Charlie shook his head. “Dorian’s meeting some friends for dinner, so I’m headed home for frozen lactose-free pizza. Or maybe I’ll bake some frozen chicken nuggets. I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Come to my place,” Blair blurted. “I was going to make the stuffed peppers you prepped for me. That’s got to be better than frozen pizza or chicken, right?”

      Charlie bit his lip, looking like he was about to decline for propriety’s sake. Oh no, I couldn’t possibly. I wouldn’t want to intrude.

      So saying Blair was pleasantly surprised when Charlie said, “Sure. I’d like that,” was such an understatement that it was an under-understatement.

      “Yeah? Cool. Give me a few minutes to finish up, and we can head out. Unless you want to leave with your cousin?”

      “I don’t even know where he is,” Charlie said, frowning towards the market’s main doors. “Probably still talking to that artist. I got bored and left him. I’ll text him and tell him to go on without me. Okay if I sit over here, or will security kick me out?”

      “You’re good,” Blair said, waving him toward the seating area.

      God. Charlie was here. He’d come by to see if Blair was working, just to say hi.

      He was coming for dinner.

      Blair wanted more than a simple dinner, but he’d take whatever Charlie was willing to give him while he worked for him.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Jesus!” Blair jumped and scowled at his dad, who’d appeared at his elbow like a fair-haired Polish apparition. “Where’d you come from?”

      “I’ve been here this whole time.” Dad’s laugh was full of mockery. He nodded at Charlie, who was typing on his phone. “Who’s that?”

      “No one. I mean, not no one, obviously.” Charlie was very much not no one. “That’s Charlie.”

      “Your new PA?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Hm.” Dad’s gaze turned knowing. “He looks at you like you’re his favourite hot drink.”

      “What? No, he doesn’t.” Blair paused to consider that, joy and nerves and hope bouncing in his stomach. “Does he?”

      Dad snorted a laugh. “Give me the deposit and get out of here.”

      Blair didn’t need to be told twice.
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        * * *

      

      Charlie had no idea what he was doing, but he was going with it.

      Blair was still his boss.

      And Charlie still had feelings for him.

      Those things were still true, but he wasn’t going to obsess over them any longer. Whatever happened, happened.

      “Make yourself at home,” Blair said as they stepped into his house. “I’m just going to take a quick shower. I probably smell like bologna.”

      Charlie leaned towards him and sniffed. “Bologna and pickles.”

      “Ugh.” Grimacing, Blair headed for the stairs, crutches squeaking on the floor. “Five minutes max.” He shot a teasing grin over his shoulder. “There’s wine in the fridge if you want some.”

      Shaking his head, Charlie went into the kitchen, passing a fort made out of bedsheets on the way, washed his hands, and got the food out of the fridge. He’d already prepped the ground beef and rice mixture, so he sliced the tops off the peppers and got them ready to boil before he stuffed them.

      It was a little odd cooking for the two of them in Blair’s kitchen. Charlie was used to prepping meals for Blair or using the oven for his baked goods. Making something for the two of them felt intimate in a way that simple food prep didn’t. They’d had eggs together that one time, of course, but that had been different. Simply two friends having a meal together.

      This . . . this was something else, though Charlie couldn’t explain what that something was.

      A gust of wind rattled the windowpanes, and he moved to Blair’s back door. The door was solid wood, but there was a slim window to its left that looked out onto a shared courtyard that was essentially a twenty-foot-wide alley between Blair’s row of townhouses and the one behind him. Each house had a concrete-enclosed garden plot that was barely three feet by three feet. In the middle of the alley, a walkway done in alternating rose and grey pavers went from one end to the other. Right now, it was empty, but Blair had once told him that everyone set out patio furniture in the summer, and there were frequent neighbourhood barbecues and socials.

      It sounded fun and lively. By contrast, the most interesting thing that happened at Charlie’s apartment building was the Robbin kid’s pet lizard getting loose at least once a week.

      Across the alley, the house facing Blair’s had planted some kind of bonsai tree-type thing in their little garden, and it swayed dangerously in the wind. Above, clouds broiled, dark and threatening. Weather forecasters had been warning the South Coast about this storm for three days, although from what Charlie had read, it wasn’t supposed to hit until sometime overnight.

      Seemed it was getting an early start. The turbulent weather pattern matched the turbulence in Charlie’s belly. Rain drops pelted the ground for only a few seconds before the skies opened up, bucketing down in a loud gush, the wind slamming it against the windows.

      “Is that freezing rain?” Blair asked, coming up behind him and making Charlie’s belly churn faster.

      “Sounds like it.”

      “Damn.” Blair stepped closer, his front pressed against Charlie’s back. One hand coming up to cradle Charlie’s hip, he muttered, “Good thing we got here when we did, eh?”

      Charlie’s breathing went wonky, the press of Blair’s body against his giving him the sensation that he was about to fly out of his skin. Blair smelled fresh and enticing, threatening all of Charlie’s self-control. “Uh-huh,” he managed, ragged and rough. He was about to do something stupid like turn in Blair’s arms and fling himself at him when the timer on the microwave went off. Charlie jumped, nearly smacking his nose on the window. “That’s for the peppers.” He rushed into the kitchen and removed them from the boiling water.

      “You started without me?” Blair asked, leaning his crutches against the counter.

      “Figured I’d get a head start. Can you get the ground beef mixture from the fridge?”

      They worked together to cook dinner, bumping elbows and sharing smiles. Deliberately bumping elbows. And Charlie didn’t shy away from it. Matt was right: they were adults. They could deal with the awkwardness. Because it really would be weird to date someone who was paying him.

      And sure, it wouldn’t be forever. But the end date of their working relationship was nebulous, and Charlie didn’t want to wait that long. Not anymore. So he let his gaze linger on Blair where previously he would’ve found a distraction, and he let himself invade Blair’s personal space as they manoeuvred around each other in the kitchen, and he let himself feel for once, without all the baggage that came with it.

      Once the peppers were stuffed and in the oven, and he and Blair had tag-teamed the clean up, Charlie resumed his position at the back window and texted Dorian.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Did you get to where you were going before the storm hit?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dorian sent back a thumbs-up emoji.

      Charlie thumbed out another quick message.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Don’t drive in this.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        DORIAN

      

      
        You neither.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Um . . . I don’t have a car?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        DORIAN

      

      
        Yeah, that was a bad joke.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was, but Charlie laughed anyway.

      As Blair shredded cheese, Charlie dropped to all fours and crawled into the blanket fort to check it out, grinning at Heather’s mess of Barbies, Barbie clothes and accessories, dolls, and stuffed animals. Someone—probably Blair—had made a nest of fuzzy blankets, so Charlie’s butt was safe from the cold wooden floor.

      Blair ducked into the fort’s entrance a moment later, passed a couple of plates to Charlie, then shuffled inside.

      “Your knee,” Charlie protested. “We should eat at the table.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll stretch out my leg.” Blair nodded at Charlie’s plate, which held a stuffed pepper and a little pile of shredded cheese. “Eat up.”

      “Looks amazing. I can’t eat this cheese, though. I finished my Lactaid pills last time, and I haven’t bought a new bottle.”

      “It’s lactose-free. I got some earlier this week.”

      “Oh.”

      Goddamn this man. He was slowly creeping through every one of Charlie’s defences. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Lactose-free or not makes no difference to me,” Blair said with a shrug. “But it does to you, so I’m happy to change my shopping habits. And hey, totally off topic, but check this out.” He dug a switch out of the nest of blankets and clicked it. A string of white fairy lights Charlie hadn’t noticed winked on, brightening up the fort and turning it into a magical sanctuary.

      A magical sanctuary full of kids’ toys, but still. Magical.

      “Ooh,” Charlie breathed.

      “Thought you might like that. Damn, hang on, I forgot the drinks.”

      “I’ll grab them,” Charlie said, crawling out of the tent before Blair could get up. He returned a moment later with two beers. Across from him, Blair had his good leg tucked under him, the other stretched out and resting only an inch from Charlie’s knee.

      “Cheers,” Blair said, holding out his beer.

      Charlie clinked it with his own. “Cheers.”

      “Thanks for this.” Blair cut into his pepper. “Where’d you find the recipe? Something you had at home?”

      “Nope. Betty Crocker dot com.”

      “No kidding?”

      “Yup. Betty knows where it’s at.”

      “Do you have staples that you make at home?”

      Charlie shook his head and swallowed his mouthful of ground beef and peppers. Damn, this was good. Betty was still on her game more than a hundred years later. “I don’t cook much at home.”

      “How come?”

      “I hate it.”

      “But . . . you cook for me.”

      “Yeah, because it’s my job.”

      “Charlie.” Blair ran a hand down his face and let out a humourless laugh. “Why’d you take this job if you hate cooking? Being my PA is literally ninety-nine percent cooking or prepping for cooking. I should be calling you my chef. In fact, I’m pretty sure I have.”

      Charlie jerked a shoulder in a shrug and looked away, concentrating on piling food onto his fork. “I needed extra work, and you pay better than retail.”

      “Why do you need extra work? Your job doesn’t pay well?”

      “No, it does, just . . .” Shame was not an emotion Charlie was used to feeling, except when it came to his finances. And here it came again, rearing its ugly head and congealing in his stomach like bad coffee, ten times worse when faced with the guy he liked, who so obviously had his own finances in order. Sure, Blair had once mentioned that he’d come into an inheritance that had allowed him to buy his house, but Charlie had no doubt that if that inheritance didn’t exist, Blair would be well on his way to a happy little nest egg for a down payment.

      Whereas Charlie had spent half his paycheque on credit card bills and student loan payments, and a quarter on ingredients to test bake his cake jars. The other quarter he’d squirrelled away for next month’s rent, which would be the first time he’d be paying rent and bills on his own.

      It made him feel inadequate in the face of Blair’s money smarts or financial acumen or whatever it was called.

      “It helps, you know?” he finally said. “Remember I mentioned that my dad moved out? I don’t have a roommate, so it falls on me now to pay rent and bills and buy groceries all on my own.” Crap. That made him sound like he’d been a freeloader before Dad moved out. “Not that I wasn’t contributing before. Dad and I would split the groceries.”

      “He never had you paying part of the rent?” Blair nodded and kept going before Charlie could curl into his shoulders. “I get that. If I still lived at home, I doubt my parents would’ve had me pay rent, but I know some parents insist on it. Everyone’s different.”

      “Right. And working for you will definitely help. A little extra cash never hurt.” Charlie would still be living paycheque to paycheque, but Blair didn’t need to know that. Hell, not even Dad knew that. Dad had no idea of the extent of Charlie’s debt, and Charlie had purposefully kept it that way. Otherwise Dad never would’ve moved out, and he deserved to be happy with Jolene.

      “I’ve never worked retail in my life,” Blair said.

      “No?”

      “I worked at my parents’ shop until I got sent to Moose Jaw’s major junior hockey team, and while I was there, I had a part-time gig at a mom-and-pop diner. And when I came back here to play for the Orcas, I went right back to helping at Meat & Greet.”

      “Working retail means dealing with adults who act like frustrated toddlers when they can’t find what they’re looking for.”

      Blair laughed, the fairy lights catching in his blue eyes and making them shine.

      “I worked in the shoe department at Sears in high school,” Charlie went on, “and there was this guy who came in once to return a very used pair of running shoes eight months after he’d bought them.”

      Mirth shone on Blair’s face. “Did you return them?”

      “No! They were falling apart. Which was why he was returning them—according to him, a good pair of running shoes should last more than eight months. He’s not wrong, but still. I did give him props for having the receipt eight months later.”

      “Working at a food shop isn’t dissimilar. We have people come back to complain that their bread was soggy or there weren’t enough cold cuts to make the price worth it or there wasn’t enough mayo—after they’ve already eaten their sandwich. And then they have the nerve to demand a free replacement. Tate used to work at the shop too, and he’d always get the worst of the customers. But he’s got a sweet face, so maybe that’s why. People thought he was a pushover.”

      Done with his meal, Charlie stacked his empty plate on top of Blair’s and moved them aside. “Tate?” He scooted forward slightly, and with his legs crossed under him, it put his knee over Blair’s thigh. Blair liked that, if the breath he sucked in was any indication.

      “My best friend,” Blair said, his voice gone thick. His gaze dropped to Charlie’s mouth briefly. “He’s, uh . . .” He cleared his throat. “Going through a rough patch. He and his wife have separated, and he’s considering a career change. I’m taking him to the hockey game tomorrow night, help him get his mind off everything.”

      “That’s gotta be rough for him.” Sympathy twinged in Charlie’s heart. “Did you tell me your sister’s separated too?”

      “Yeah, as of a couple of months ago.”

      That was two people in Blair’s life, then, whose marriages were on the cusp of ending. Charlie shuffled another inch closer. “Does that make you wary? When it comes to love and romance?”

      “No.” Blair shifted, unfolding the leg he’d tucked underneath him and bending it at the knee, effectively bracketing Charlie between his legs. “I’ve seen more marriages last than not. My parents, aunts and uncles, cousins, teammates, former teammates, friends. How about you?” Resting an arm on his bent knee, Blair cupped the back of Charlie’s neck. “Your parents are divorced, right? Does that make you wary of love and romance?”

      Charlie considered that for a moment, his head hazy with Blair’s nearness, their faces only a few inches apart. If he could think properly, he probably wouldn’t have said what he did, but because his mind was fuzzy, he went with a truth he suspected he’d regret voicing out loud later. “I don’t know if wary is the right word. But I do believe people will stay only as long as something better doesn’t come along.”

      Blair hummed under his breath, the sound, paired with his thumb rubbing over Charlie’s neck, making Charlie shiver. “Maybe that’s true in some cases. But I also think there are people out there who are thrilled with what they have and will do anything to hold on to it.”

      “I’d like to meet one of those people.”

      Blair hummed again. “Hey, Charlie?”

      “Hm?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I have no idea. But if you’re amenable, I’d like to kiss you.”

      “If I’m amenable?” Against Charlie’s mouth, Blair whispered, “I’ve wanted to kiss you since you first demanded a roast beef sandwich with melty pepper jack cheese.”

      Their smiling lips met, unhurried, but not soft. Charlie put every yearning to kiss and touch Blair he’d had in the last few weeks in his kiss. Blair tasted like beer, and Charlie wanted all of him. Around him, over him, under him, however Charlie could have him for however long it lasted.

      Lips still fused together, Charlie straddled Blair’s lap, eliciting a groan from Blair. He sank both hands into Blair’s hair, the strands soft under his fingers. In turn, Blair’s hands cupped his ass, tucking them together chest to chest and groin to groin.

      Blair was hard against Charlie’s stomach. Deliciously hard. Urgency grabbed them both in its grasp, and their kiss turned feverish, desperate, wet. Charlie rutted against Blair, needing more friction, more pressure, just more, more, more.

      Ripping his mouth away, he uttered a ragged, “Blair.”

      “Huh?” Blair dipped his head, placing tiny kisses along Charlie’s neck.

      Charlie let his head fall back. “Can you please take me upstairs? Barbie’s foot is poking me in the leg, and it’s an acute reminder of what this fort is intended for.”

      Blair’s soundless chuckles puffed across Charlie’s skin. Straightening with a grin that promised all sorts of good things, Blair gently slapped Charlie’s ass. “I thought you’d never ask. Let’s go.”

      Charlie looked his fill as he followed Blair up the first flight of stairs to the second floor. He’d never been past the ground floor, not even to snoop out of sheer curiosity when he’d been here on his own. The second floor had a bathroom and two bedrooms, one of which was clearly Heather’s. Purple walls, unicorn decals, and a unicorn bedspread. The other was very much a guest bedroom, done in neutral shades of browns and greens.

      The master bedroom and adjoining bathroom took up the entire third floor, and the sight of the king bed sent Charlie’s blood singing in anticipation. On the dresser were various dresser-type things: an empty water glass, a wooden jewellery box, a couple of watches, a notepad, and a framed photo of Blair and his niece. A flat-screen TV was mounted to the wall above the dresser, and next to it were a couple of two-foot-long shelves crammed with DVDs and Blu-rays. Action movies and thrillers mostly, with a few romcoms and dramas thrown in.

      On the nightstand was an e-reader, a bottle of hand cream, a lamp, and a box of Kleenex. The windows on the far side of the room were tiny. So tiny that they were about what Charlie would expect to see in a jail cell. Blair had added a long but narrow mirror under them that opened up the space, and a floor lamp was tucked into a corner across from the closet for added light.

      Blair had discarded his crutches, and he leaned against the wall next to the door, hands in his pockets, watching Charlie inspect all of his things. He looked at Charlie not like he wanted to devour him, but like he couldn’t believe his good luck. Charlie’s heart pitter-pattered, and he swallowed hard.

      Fuck, Blair was gorgeous. Not the first time Charlie had had the thought, but with Blair standing there so confidently and casually, a slight upward tilt to his lips, dark hair brushed back, and his jaw perfectly scruffy . . .

      Christ.

      Blair cocked his head. “What do you want, Charlie?”

      Oh, was that ever a loaded question.

      Charlie wanted to not have to count every dollar as it left his bank account.

      He wanted Dad and Jolene to be happy.

      He wanted Mom to be the first to reach out for once instead of the other way around.

      He wanted to know what Dorian’s new business idea was.

      He wanted a dog. Or maybe a bunny. Or a lizard.

      He wanted a car so he didn’t have to rely on public transit anymore.

      He wanted to start camping with Dad again.

      He wanted to sell every cake jar at the You Make Me Melt market.

      He wanted the Orcas to make it to the playoffs.

      He wanted Blair to keep looking at him like that, as though he were someone important who was worth knowing.

      He wanted—

      “Right now,” Blair said, as though sensing Charlie’s wandering thoughts. “What do you want right now?”

      Charlie . . . wasn’t sure. He wanted to get Blair naked and he wanted to touch every inch of him and he wanted to come apart at Blair’s hands.

      But right now? Right this second? “I want you to kiss me again.”

      Straightening, Blair stalked forward, limping a little, and cupped Charlie’s cheeks. “That’s the easiest thing you could’ve asked of me.”

      “Well, I didn’t want to make things too hard for you. I know you’re not great with challenges,” Charlie quipped to the professional hockey player.

      Ducking his head, Blair laughed into Charlie’s neck. Charlie’s arms came around him, hugging Blair’s head to him, and he inhaled the scent of Blair’s earthy shampoo.

      “You’re sassy. I like it.” Blair dropped a quick kiss on Charlie’s lips. “Don’t ever change.”

      That last comment rolled through Charlie in a wave as he popped onto his toes and slanted his mouth over Blair’s.

      He couldn’t believe he’d waited so long to do this. Couldn’t believe he’d pushed Blair away when the man had made him an apology sandwich and sent him apology flour and let him use his oven for his baked goods. Plus, Blair had tried to woo him with a rosé, which Charlie found unfathomably adorable.

      Blair kissed him as though he couldn’t get enough of Charlie’s lips, and Charlie kissed back with equal amounts of desperation. With one of Blair’s hands on his neck and the other down the back of his pants, Charlie’s head swam with currents of desire that flared down his spine, and he wavered on his feet, unbalanced and out of sorts.

      Without separating, Blair turned them and walked Charlie backwards until the backs of his knees bumped the bed. Charlie sat, grateful for the support, then crawled up the bed. Grinning at Blair, he hooked a leg around Blair’s back and tugged. “Get down here.”

      Eyes dark, Blair fell on top of him, caging Charlie’s head between his arms. “Tell me what you want, Charlie,” he whispered against Charlie’s lips.

      Charlie tugged on Blair’s shirt. “I want this off.”

      In two seconds flat, Blair had sat up on Charlie’s thighs, pulled the shirt over his head, and flung it aside. “Now what?” he asked, his hands finding Charlie’s stomach, where his T-shirt had rucked up.

      Charlie’s belly fluttered at the sensation of warm hands on his skin, his body erupting in chills. He pulled at the button of Blair’s jeans. “Now these.”

      Another few seconds and Blair had rolled off him, unbuttoned and unzipped, and flung his jeans away. Charlie had taken that time to remove his own T-shirt and jeans, and when Blair rolled back on top of him, Charlie’s gaze snagged on the bulge in his briefs.

      Jesus, all of that tanned skin on display was making Charlie’s mouth water. Blair had a tuft of fur between his pecs, a washboard stomach, arms that could probably bench press Charlie, and a waist that tapered into maroon briefs with that mouth-watering erection trapped behind them. His thighs were strong and hairy, and—

      His investigation of Blair’s body came to a halt at the sight of Blair’s knee brace.

      Shoot. He’d momentarily forgotten about Blair’s MCL sprain. “We really should’ve sat at the table at dinner,” he said, running the tips of his fingers over the brace.

      “It’s fine. I had my leg stretched out.”

      “It’s not stretched out now.” In fact, it was folded under Blair as he kneeled on Charlie’s thighs.

      “True, but—”

      “Nope,” Charlie interrupted. “Roll over.”

      “What?”

      “On your back, Brawsiski.”

      Blair looked like he was about to argue, so Charlie bucked his hips until Blair rolled off with a laugh, landing on his back next to him.

      “There.” Charlie splayed himself on top of him and pecked his lips. “Isn’t that better?”

      “Charlie.” Gently, oh-so gently, Blair cupped his neck. “I promise my knee is fine.”

      “Good.” Another kiss. “Let’s keep it that way. You stay there. I’ll do all the work.”

      “Christ, you’re stubborn.” Blair said it so fondly, Charlie couldn’t even take offence.

      “And don’t you forget it.”

      “You know what else is being stubborn?” Blair asked, digging one hand into Charlie’s hair as Charlie kissed his way down his body. He grabbed his erection through his briefs. “This.”

      “Oh, you poor thing,” Charlie teased. “Shall I help with that?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      Laughter had Charlie’s lips pulling upward, but when he got a look at the tip of Blair’s cock, poking out the top of his underwear, the laughter fled and all he felt was vivid and pulsing desire for this man. Growling under his breath, he pulled the briefs down to the top of Blair’s thighs.

      And gulped.

      Fuck.

      Blair was thick and curved, pre-come beading on the tip of his cock. Charlie’s erection made itself known in his underwear, and he moaned, wrapped one hand around Blair’s cock, and directed it between his lips.

      Throwing his head back, Blair sucked in a breath, the hand in Charlie’s hair tightening. “Fuck. Charlie.”

      Charlie laved him from root to tip, then swallowed him again, earning himself a garbled curse.

      “Please tell me I get to fuck you,” Blair murmured, blue eyes pleading.

      Charlie let his dick pop out of his mouth and made his way up Blair’s body. God, he wanted to touch him all over. “Do you have stuff?”

      “Do I have stuff?” Blair repeated with an eye roll. He scoffed, then seemed to think about that. “Shit, do I have stuff?”

      Swallowing a hysterical giggle, Charlie sat on Blair’s thighs while Blair tugged open the nightstand and dug through the top drawer. While he waited, Charlie wrapped his fingers around Blair and jerked him, using his saliva as lubrication.

      “Fuck, Charlie, don’t distract me. Here.” Lube and a condom dropped onto the bed.

      Charlie made quick work of prepping himself—he was no stranger to a dildo, so he was used to it—and in no time, he had Blair in a condom, lubed up, and was aiming Blair’s dick for his hole. As he sank onto it slowly, giving himself time to adjust, his thighs trembled, his breathing went choppy, and Blair’s hands tightened on his thighs.

      “Jesus, look at you,” Blair whispered, a bead of sweat trailing down his temple. “So sexy.”

      No one had ever called Charlie sexy before, but he certainly felt it when Blair looked at him like that, all hooded-eyes and flushed skin and messy hair. Charlie groaned and sank deeper onto Blair until he’d taken all of him, goosebumps creeping up his arms, desire igniting every nerve he had.

      A dildo had nothing on having a person inside him. Having Blair inside him.

      Every coherent thought fled as he shook on top of Blair, his dick straining for attention, and all he managed was a growled, “Blair.”

      “Come down here and kiss me,” Blair ordered, answering whatever Charlie’s question had been.

      Charlie went, fusing his mouth with Blair’s, his erection trapped between their bodies, desperate for release. Blair pumped his hips once, and colour exploded in Charlie’s mind. Tucking his head in Blair’s neck, he concentrated on breathing and not coming too soon. “I thought I was supposed to do all the work,” he managed.

      Blair, the fucker, let out a small puff of laughter. “You can contribute if you want.” In Charlie’s ear, he whispered a filthy, “But I want to watch you fall apart.”

      God. Fuck. Charlie was going to lose it to Blair’s voice alone.

      He sat up again, letting out a throaty ah at the shift in position, and braced his hands on Blair’s chest. He lifted himself off Blair at the same time Blair pumped up, sending them both into breathy chuckles when they couldn’t find their rhythm. It took a minute, but they got there, and once they had it going, Charlie’s head nearly flew off with pleasure.

      Blair’s chants of “yes, yes, yes” echoed with Charlie’s groans, and when Blair lubed up a hand, clutched Charlie’s bobbing erection, and jerked him, every ounce of desire fused at the base of his spine, and he came with a shout, his gaze on Blair’s, his come painting Blair’s chest. Blair followed a moment later, his entire body tensing as he came, a flush working itself up his chest to his neck, turning that tanned skin ruddy.

      Charlie slumped, breathing hard, holding himself up with his hands braced next to Blair’s head. Blair lifted one arm and traced Charlie’s lips.

      “Give me a second,” Charlie said, knowing he had to climb off Blair at some point but having no strength to do so. He wasn’t even sure his legs would hold him up.

      “No rush,” Blair murmured. “I like looking at you.”

      An aftershock swept through Charlie and he shivered.

      Blair’s grin went positively devastating. “You’re getting hard again in my hand.”

      Closing his eyes, Charlie breathed through the mounting pleasure. With Blair still inside him, his hand still on Charlie’s cock, and his hard body beneath him, what else was Charlie supposed to do? Not since his teenage years had he gotten hard again so fast after an orgasm, and he’d be embarrassed if Blair wasn’t already jerking him off again.

      “Next time,” Blair whispered, “I’m going to take you from behind and pound into you so hard, you won’t walk straight for a week.”

      With a stuttered curse, Charlie came again in an instant. It was smaller, weaker, not as potent as the first, but two orgasms within minutes left him practically spineless. He fell onto Blair, uncaring that he was squishing his own jizz into their chests.

      “Fuck, I love how responsive you are,” Blair said into his hair.

      Charlie loved how beautifully Blair’s dick stretched his hole. Loved how wonderfully full of him he was. Instead of saying so, he rasped, “I need a shower. Maybe five showers.”

      “That can be arranged. In a minute.”

      “Yeah. In a minute.”
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      One minute turned into two, turned into five, turned into ten. Blair held Charlie close, his breathing returning to normal. His softening dick had slipped out of Charlie without so much as a twitch from Charlie, and Blair desperately wanted to remove the condom.

      Also desperately wanted to stay right here with Charlie half-asleep on top of him.

      Or . . . maybe fully asleep?

      Blair blinked down at his head. “Charlie?”

      Charlie grunted.

      “Shower?”

      Another grunt and Charlie was up and climbing off him, eyes half-slitted. When he caught a glance at Blair’s chest, he gave a lazy laugh. “We’re a mess.”

      “I’ll say,” Blair said. Grabbing his crutches, he headed into the washroom and got the shower started. They were a mess in the most glorious way possible.

      Christ, Charlie had been sexy sitting on top of him like a debauched angel ready for whatever Blair had to give him. And he’d come twice within minutes, which made Blair feel all kinds of ten feet tall and ready to take on the damn world.

      Of course, now Charlie looked like he could sleep for a week, which also made Blair feel ten feet tall. He smiled to himself as they showered together, sharing drugging kisses and soft touches under the spray of warm water. Blair’s dick thought about getting hard, but he needed a little more recovery time, and Charlie spent more time leaning against him and rubbing his cheek against his chest than getting clean. After two orgasms, Blair suspected he was done for the next few hours.

      And besides, Blair had never been into shower sex. It was slippery, for fuck’s sake. Was he looking to injure his lover? Hell no.

      The shower woke Charlie up, and although he yawned hugely as he dried himself off, his eyes were clearer as he said, “How do you feel about chocolate chip cookies?”

      “I never say no to homemade cookies, no matter the type. Why?”

      “Because I want to bake some.”

      Which was how they found themselves back in the kitchen, each of them dressed in a pair of Blair’s sweatpants. Charlie had rolled his until he was no longer tripping on them, and he’d commandeered one of Blair’s Vancouver Orcas hoodies too. It was massive on his slighter frame, but Blair couldn’t deny that seeing Charlie in his clothes gave him all sorts of thoughts about home and comfort and safety.

      Shaking himself out of those thoughts, he cleaned up from dinner, putting the dishes in the dishwasher and storing the leftovers for later. The oven was pre-heating and Charlie was already measuring-cup deep in flour and sugar.

      “Don’t you need a recipe?”

      Charlie tapped his temple. “It’s all up here. I make these often enough that I know the recipe by heart now.”

      “Can I help?”

      Shuffling a foot away, Charlie narrowed his gaze. “No. Go away.”

      Blair held up both hands and stifled a laugh. “No disturbing the baker in his natural habitat. Got it.”

      “You think you’re funny.”

      “I do think I’m funny,” Blair admitted, eliciting a snorted laugh from Charlie.

      Moving to the front window, Blair peered outside. The storm hadn’t abated. If anything, it had gotten windier and the freezing rain hadn’t let up. For the first time since Coach Shore had benched him, he was glad to not be playing tonight. He would’ve missed out on his evening with Charlie and he would’ve had to drive home in this crap.

      Of course, Vancouver wasn’t equipped to handle this kind of weather, which meant everything would come to a standstill.

      Blair looked over his shoulder at his baker and found that he didn’t care. Any excuse to spend more time with Charlie. Being together here, like this, while outside the storm raged, coating everything in ice?

      It was pretty damn perfect.

      “It’s a good thing we’re cozied up in here.” Blair considered for a second, then made the offer, even though he didn’t want to. “I can drive you home later if you need to get back.”

      Charlie scoffed. “No thanks. I have no desire to be out in this. Unless . . . unless you want me to—”

      “No.” Whirling, Blair caught his gaze. “No. Not at all. I want you to stay. But I also want you to know that I can take you home anytime. I don’t want you to feel trapped here.”

      “Trapped with a sexy hockey player who makes me come and lets me use his oven? I can think of worse ways to spend my night.”

      Blair didn’t get a chance to answer. The hand beater turned on, the sound obnoxious and jarring. But it did remind him that he had a KitchenAid mixer somewhere in the house.

      In the basement, he moved boxes out of the way until he found what he was looking for right next to the furnace, the sight of which reminded him that he needed to call someone to repair the humidifier. Except . . . now that he was thinking about it, he hadn’t woken with a nosebleed in a while. And when he checked the digital display, the humidifier appeared to be working.

      Huh. Either he had magic elves or a magic Charlie.

      “Did you get someone in here to fix the humidifier?” he asked as he crested the top step out of the basement with the KitchenAid box, his knee protesting every step.

      Dropping spoonfuls of dough onto a baking sheet, Charlie nodded. “Yeah. It’s been on your to-do list for a while. The one on the fridge.”

      Sure enough, Call for humidifier was scratched out on his list.

      “Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “No, I know, but— Ooh. What’s that?” Charlie’s eyes went shiny as Blair carried the box into the kitchen. “Is that actually a mixer or just a box with random crap in it?”

      “It’s a mixer,” Blair said, chuckling as he put the box on the counter. “Useless to you now that you’re done, but for future recipes.”

      “What colour is it? Tell me it’s pink. Or purple.”

      “Doubt it. It was a housewarming gift from an aunt, so probably silver or black to match the rest of my appliances.”

      “Not as fun, but still functional.” Charlie leaned over and pressed a kiss to Blair’s cheek. “Thank you for bringing it up, though you should’ve had me do it.”

      Taking a seat on a barstool on the other side of the counter, Blair watched Charlie scoop balls of dough. “Didn’t you say you worked today?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What time did you start?”

      “Fourish.”

      “So you got up at what? Three?”

      “Yup,” Charlie said. “Dark of night. Took an Uber to the arena.”

      Blair checked the time on the microwave. It was a quarter to eleven. “Which means you’ve been up for almost twenty hours. Why are you baking at eleven o’clock at night?”

      Carefully, Charlie set a ball of dough onto the baking sheet and slowly brushed his hands clean. Little bits of dough fell onto the counter. Avoiding Blair’s gaze, he said, “I tend to bake when I’m . . .”

      “Stressed?”

      “That, yes. But also anxious or sad or when I’m in need of a distraction.”

      “And which are you right now?”

      “I’m . . .” Blowing out a breath, Charlie finally looked up. “I think I’m anxious.”

      Concern edged into Blair’s heart. “Why?”

      “I’m not really sure. I just feel nervous for some reason. You ever have that happen? Get this nervous anxiety in your chest like you’ve got a test you forgot to study for? Or like you’ve got an important presentation but you forgot your USB drive with the deck on your kitchen counter?”

      “Not really,” Blair said. “At least, not anymore. I used to feel that way before games, but I’d pretty much rid myself of those nerves by the time I was in U18 hockey.” He touched Charlie’s wrist. “What’s got you anxious?” he asked again.

      “I don’t know.” Shaking his head, Charlie continued dropping dough balls onto the baking sheet, placing them in neat lines an inch apart. “I’m trying to think what I’ve got coming up this week that could be making me antsy, but I’ve got nothing. I’m not even working since the NHL bye week starts tomorrow.”

      “I forgot about that.” Rising, Blair leaned over the counter and kissed him. “Does that mean I get to see you more?”

      “Do you want to?” Charlie asked, eyes dancing with amusement.

      “Is that even a question?”

      “Considering what your schedule’s like . . .”

      Under normal circumstances, that would be true. But . . . “Except I suddenly find myself with some free time.” He waved a crutch as proof. “My dad said he doesn’t want to see me at the shop until I’m healed, and I don’t even have daycare pickup this week since I was supposed to be out of town with the Orcas. So.” Blair kissed him again. “Wanna hang out?”

      Charlie stuck his tongue in his cheek. “I mean, I guess.”

      Blair blew stray flour in his direction in retaliation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      When Charlie had been completing his diploma in professional bread and pastry from the Northwest Culinary Academy of Vancouver, he’d learned all about business management principles, including the things that weren’t often talked about in books—city hall codes, mechanical engineers, social media, and what connections to make before signing a lease.

      One day, he’d use all those skills he’d learned, but right now, he was more concerned with the financial side of things.

      Specifically, his.

      Sitting at his kitchen table, he looked over the spreadsheet Dorian had created for him. Hopelessness crawled through his belly, and he curled his shoulders inward, wilting until his forehead thunked onto the table.

      Shit.

      It wasn’t looking good. In fact, it was so far past not good, Charlie was considering a third job. Someone was always hiring in retail, so it wasn’t like it’d be hard to find something.

      Sighing, he straightened and stared at his spreadsheet some more, as though the numbers might’ve magically rearranged themselves into a more positive outlook.

      No such luck.

      Rent was due in two days.

      His monthly student loan payment would automatically deduct from his account on the same day.

      He had ingredients and jars to buy for the You Make Me Melt market, as well as business cards and labels to print.

      Once he set all that aside, it left him with enough for groceries—the very basic of groceries—and not much else.

      In the silence of the apartment, Charlie could hear his heart beating frantically in his ears. It had been ten days since Dad had moved out, and while Charlie had been alone in this apartment plenty before that, the silence was different knowing Dad wouldn’t be coming in the door after work.

      And honestly? He was kind of lonely. He hadn’t expected that. Had, in fact, been looking forward to living on his own for the first time. He’d always enjoyed the company of those he cared about, but he’d never considered himself a people person, so the fact that he was struggling with loneliness was baffling.

      Perhaps he just needed more time to acclimate?

      He’d spoken to an old high school friend a few days ago and she’d suggested getting a pet to keep him company. He’d always wanted one, but they were expensive. He’d barely be able to afford to feed himself until his next paycheque. How would he feed an animal?

      His phone vibrated and he grabbed it quickly. Anything would be a welcome distraction right now.

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        Charlie, I’m so sorry . . . Rain check on this afternoon? Our athletic therapist wants to see me. Dinner instead? I can grab takeout and bring it over.

      

      

      

      

      

      Well. That wasn’t exactly the distraction he’d been hoping for.

      Bummed, Charlie texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        I want Indian.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        Noted.

      

      

      

      

      

      Blair had added a little winky face emoji.

      Because Charlie had to save his pennies, he couldn’t bake the afternoon away while listening to music like he normally would. He needed all of his existing ingredients for the cake jars.

      And with no money to spare, no baking, and no afternoon with Blair, it didn’t leave Charlie with many options for entertainment.

      So he closed his spreadsheet and drafted an email to . . . well, pretty much everyone he’d ever met . . . and invited them to the You Make Me Melt market, linking to the event website where they could buy tickets.

      That was one other thing he’d accomplished today, aside from updating his expenses spreadsheet.

      The other? Debt consolidation. He’d met with his financial advisor at the bank this morning, and he was now the recipient of a shiny new loan. That loan had paid off his credit cards—hallelujah!—and left him with a manageable monthly repayment plan. Of course, he’d be repaying the loan over the next five years, but at least his monthly payments would make a difference, unlike the bare minimum he’d been paying on his credit cards that had gotten him nowhere thanks to exorbitant interest rates and fees. Honestly. Take a kidney, why don’t you?

      Then he’d cancelled all of his credit cards except for one, which his financial advisor had suggested he keep for emergencies, but with a significantly lower credit limit.

      It would’ve made him feel better about his finances if he hadn’t had so many extra expenses this month.

      Grabbing his phone again, he set himself a monthly reminder for the loan repayment. It would deduct automatically from his chequing account, but the reminder would help him budget properly.

      He took his loan documents out of his backpack to file away and—

      The buzzer sounded.

      Lips pursed, he looked at the intercom next to the door. If he ignored it long enough, would whoever it was go away?

      The buzzer sounded again. And again.

      Bzzt-bzzt-bzzt-bzzt-bzzt-bzzt.

      Grunting, Charlie left the papers on the table, hit the button on the intercom to let his visitor in, and unlocked his front door. There was only one person in the world who was obnoxiously obnoxious.

      Dorian sauntered in a moment later, six feet of attitude, wearing skinny jeans, a graphic T-shirt, and a tweed blazer in tie-dye red. “Don’t roll your eyes at me,” Dorian said before Charlie could do just that. “I wouldn’t have to buzz so much if you’d let me in the first time.”

      Charlie folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the counter. “If you’d text me that you’re coming, at least I’d be prepared.”

      Dorian grunted.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you were needed in Florida for the All-Star Weekend.”

      “It’s not until this weekend,” Dorian said.

      “No, I know, but don’t they need you ahead of time?”

      “I’m flying down tomorrow afternoon. Which means I’ll miss our weekly Tuesday Shore-cousins dinner.”

      Charlie shrugged. “So will Matt. He’ll be in California until the end of the week. So. What brings you by?”

      “I had a meeting in the area and thought I’d drop by to see you for a bit.” Before Charlie could respond, Dorian said, “It’s still so weird that the place looks the same even though your dad moved out.”

      “It’s only his bedroom that’s different. Speaking of, he left something for you. I forgot to give it to you last time you were here.”

      “Oh yeah?” Dorian said, dropping into a chair at the kitchen table as Charlie went into his dad’s room. “Is it his collection of creepy Victorian portraits? Because I will burn those to ashes.”

      Laughing, Charlie poked his head into Dad’s closet. Old closet. Whatever. “No,” he called over his shoulder. “Something better. You’ll like it. It’s totally up your alley.”

      “Is it that nurse costume he wore for Halloween when we were kids?” Dorian shouted back. “Because I could totally turn the top into a crop top and bedazzle the shit out of it.”

      “You remember the weirdest things.” Charlie grabbed the only item of clothing in the closet, then closed the door behind him. “No, it’s this jacket he had in the— What are you doing?”

      “Hm?” Dorian glanced up from where he was . . . taking photos of Charlie’s loan documents? “Oh, nothing.” Grinning wide enough to show off his molars, Dorian waved his phone. “Just texting a friend. Ooh, is that for me? Gimme. Do you think it’ll fit? How many pockets does it have?”

      “No idea and no idea. My dad found it in the back of his closet while he was packing. Said he’s had it since the ’80s or ’90s.”

      Standing, Dorian removed his blazer and shrugged into the turquoise, purple, and blue windbreaker that looked like something a fitness instructor would’ve worn in an ’80s aerobic dance workout video.

      “It’s beautiful,” Dorian whispered reverently. “Are you sure you don’t want it?”

      “Quite.” Shaking his head at him, Charlie went into the kitchen and got a box of chicken nuggets out of the freezer.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making lunch,” Charlie said, setting the oven to pre-heat.

      “Oh, Charlie, no. Put that away. I’m not eating that.”

      “You’re such a diva. It’s this or cereal. Actually, I have pasta sauce Dad made before he moved that I can defrost—”

      “I want dim sum,” Dorian interrupted, hopping onto a barstool, phone in hand. A food delivery app was open on his phone, and Dorian appeared to already be halfway through ordering. “I’m ordering from the place down the street. What do you want? Never mind, I know what you like.”

      Sighing, Charlie turned off the oven. No doubt Dorian would order enough to feed eight people, then leave the leftovers with Charlie when he left.

      Scratch that, when the food arrived, there was enough for twelve. At least.

      “Dorian . . .”

      “What?” Unperturbed, Dorian laid everything out on the coffee table so they could watch a movie while they ate, then sat on the couch next to Charlie. “I didn’t know what I wanted, so I got some of everything.”

      Liar.

      Charlie saw right through him.

      “Dori—”

      “Seriously, I couldn’t decide between the barbecue pork bun and—”

      “Thank you,” Charlie murmured, bumping their shoulders.

      Dorian bumped back, trying and failing to hide a pleased smile that lit up his eyes. “Eat your lunch.”

      Charlie ate.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “How’d your appointment with your athletic therapist go?” Charlie asked hours later, leading Blair into his kitchen. Dorian had left twenty minutes ago, giving them the apartment to themselves.

      Okay, Charlie had kicked him out, and he wasn’t even sorry. Dorian was gone and that was what mattered.

      Sure, he’d huffed and grumbled about Charlie not wanting to introduce him to Blair yet, then taken about twenty years to toss their empty takeout containers, store the leftovers in the fridge, use the washroom, monologue about toilet bowl cleaners, carefully fold the tie-dye blazer over one arm, and put on his shoes.

      But he was gone.

      And Blair was here.

      “It was fine,” Blair said, placing the takeout bags on the counter. “There’s still a little bit of swelling in the knee. We’ll continue rehab this week, and if everything looks good a week from now, I get to play again.”

      Charlie grabbed a couple of beers from the fridge, then leaned into Blair and hooked an ankle around his calf. “Is it selfish that I’m glad you won’t be leaving the city for the away games?”

      “Maybe a little,” Blair murmured, a spark of amusement in his eyes. “But I don’t mind.”

      Their lips met, unhurried and soft. Clutching a beer bottle in each hand, Charlie could only stand there and let Blair devour his mouth. It was a good devouring too, their tongues tangling deliciously.

      Blair lifted him onto the counter, stepped between his legs, and—

      Charlie ripped his mouth away. “I can’t sit on here.”

      Lips wet and shiny, Blair squeezed his thighs and ducked his head to kiss Charlie’s neck. “Why not?”

      Groaning, Charlie let his head fall back. “Because I don’t know where these pants have been. What if I wore them on the bus? And now I’m sitting on the counter—the counter that I bake on.”

      Shoulders shaking with laughter, Blair straightened and grinned at him. Pressed another brief kiss to his lips. “I’ll disinfect it for you,” he said. He stepped back, gripped Charlie’s hips, and set him down on the ground.

      Charlie wobbled for a moment and raised both hands. “I managed not to lose the beer. Want one?”

      “Yeah, thanks.” True to his word, Blair disinfected the counter while Charlie searched for a bottle opener. “You hungry?”

      “Believe it or not, yes.”

      “Why is that a surprise? It’s dinnertime.”

      “Because Dorian came over for lunch and he ordered, like, all the dim sum in the universe. I swear, there was enough food to feed half a hockey team. Actually, maybe only four players, considering how much you guys can pack away, but it was definitely more than we needed for two people, and I’ve been nibbling at it all day.”

      “Dim sum, you say?” Blair looked around the apartment as though the food might magically appear from thin air. “Got any leftovers?”

      “Do I have any leftovers?” Charlie repeated. “Of course I do. All of them. Because Dorian’s . . .”

      The best.

      Dorian was opinionated and stubborn and prickly.

      But he was also loyal and protective and generous. It was no surprise that he’d stocked Charlie’s fridge with enough food to last him a week.

      “Dorian’s what?” Blair asked.

      “Not a fan of leftovers.”

      Charlie took the dim sum out of the fridge and carried it over to the coffee table along with plates and cutlery. The television was still on, the volume on low, airing a rerun of Will & Grace. Charlie had seen a few episodes here and there and had never found it all that funny, so he grabbed the remote and flipped the channel.

      It was also playing a Will & Grace rerun, albeit a different episode.

      He made a mental note to cancel his cable and save himself some pennies every month.

      He flipped over to Netflix and was about to ask what Blair wanted to watch when he sat beside him. “I was thinking,” Blair said, removing the food from the takeout bag, “since you’re not working this week and I’m not working this week . . . want to hang out?”

      Charlie side-eyed him. “Didn’t we already decide we were going to?”

      “No, I mean . . . all week. Here or at my place, I don’t care. We could eat food and bake cookies and watch movies. Just . . . chill.”

      Stomach somersaulting with excitement, Charlie handed cutlery to Blair. “Don’t you have things to do, though? I know you said your dad doesn’t want to see you at the shop until you’re healed, but they seem to rely on you a lot.”

      “They do, but I’ve never minded helping. The shop is the reason they were able to keep me in hockey. Registration, lessons, camps, gear—those costs add up.”

      Charlie chewed slowly, spices exploding on his tongue. No wonder Blair helped out at Meat & Greet so much. If he thought he owed it to his parents, of course he’d feel obligated to lend a hand and fill in last minute for absentee employees.

      “But to answer your question, I have nothing more strenuous than rehab, plus some work for my freelance clients that I can do from the comfort of a couch.”

      Tilting sideways, Charlie kissed his cheek. “All right then. I’d love to spend the week with you.”

      “Yeah? Good. Because I’ve got an overnight bag in my car.”

      Charlie kissed him again for the forethought. “Tell me about Saturday. How was the game with Tate?”

      “He almost didn’t make it. You know that pileup on the highway that we avoided because we took the back roads when I dropped you off at home? He got stuck in it after work. Arrived at the arena just in time for the national anthem.”

      Charlie turned to rest his left side against the couch cushion to better see Blair, folded his legs underneath him, tucked a fuzzy throw around them, and balanced his plate on his lap. “How’d you two meet?”

      “We were on the same U18 hockey team. Tate was . . . kind.” Scoffing, Blair shook his head. “You work for the NHL—you’ve seen what a locker room is like. Loud and obnoxious, full of idiots chirping each other. It was the same in U18 hockey, and I’d even argue that it was worse. Put a bunch of fifteen to seventeen-year-olds together, teenagers who are trying to prove themselves while at the same time figuring out who they are? It’s a recipe for disaster if you ask me.” Blair dipped a fork loaded with butter chicken into rice. “Tate was soft-spoken compared to everyone else, and small for his age, and it got him bullied by the rest of the team.”

      “And you befriended him right away and stood up for him against the bullies?”

      Blair made a face. “Not really? I tended to keep my head down, you know? Focus on hockey and my training. I didn’t even realize Tate was being bullied until I spotted one of our teammates giving him a hard time as they were waiting outside for their rides. My teammate’s ride arrived before I could say anything, then Tate’s dad. And when he asked Tate how his day was, Tate just sort of . . . fell onto him, all sad.” Blair went silent, his gaze distant, perhaps reliving the past. “I invited him over the next day for video games and my mom’s baklava, and we’ve been friends since, no matter where life has taken us.”

      “It’s nice to have a friend like that, isn’t it?” Charlie said, spearing a piece of chicken. “That’s what Dorian’s always been to me.” He debated with himself for a moment and finally blurted, “I was bullied in high school. So I get what it must’ve been like for Tate.”

      “You . . . what?”

      “In grade twelve. You know Jesse Melnik?”

      “Of course. He plays for our NHL team.”

      “He went to my high school in our last year. He was very much a loner. Kept to himself, didn’t get involved in many clubs or activities. But whenever we’d cross paths in the hallway, he’d shoulder me into the lockers or call me every homophobic slur under the sun—even ones I’d never heard before—or threaten to kick my ass if I looked at him sideways. That bullying started up again when he joined Vancouver’s NHL team.”

      “What?” Expression darkening, Blair sat forward. “What the fuck, Charlie? Does he still—”

      “No,” Charlie interrupted. “Not in years. Emery—your skills coach—caught him bullying me once, ratted him out to the head coach, and . . .” He shrugged. “Nothing since then. I have no idea what Coach said to him, but Melnik apologized soon after, admitted what he’d done was wrong, and that’s been that. He’s been nothing but civil to me since. Every once in a while, he’ll show up at practice with a smoothie for me or a hot chocolate, like he’s trying to make amends or something, but I don’t need that. He apologized and he’s treated me better since. That’s enough, you know?”

      Blair managed to find his leg through the blanket and squeezed it. “I’m sorry that happened to you, Charlie.”

      “It was years ago,” Charlie said, waving a hand. “I hardly think about it anymore.”

      “Does Melnik know how you feel? That you don’t need the little gestures?”

      “Oh yeah. I’ve told him many times over the years. Anyway.” Licking his fork clean, Charlie then used it to poke Blair in the arm. “We were talking about Tate. Tell me more about him.”

      “Well.” Blair set his empty plate aside and leaned back, one arm stretched along the back of the couch. “He wants to meet you.”

      Freezing with his fork halfway to his mouth, Charlie gaped, his stomach going all swirly. “You told him about me?”

      “Sure.” Blair ran a thumb over his cheekbone, his eyes soft, his lips tilted into a lazy half-smile. “Cute guy I’m dating who makes me pastries? Pretty sure I spent half the game talking about you.”

      Charlie set his plate on the table, then kissed Blair again.

      And again.

      And kept kissing him until he couldn’t remember his own name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Blair awoke with an octopus clinging to him.

      A four-limbed octopus.

      That was trailing tiny kisses along his collarbone.

      “Mmph.”

      “Oh.” The octopus’s head popped up, revealing blond hair, brown eyes, and a smile that was much too alert for . . . whatever time it was. “You’re awake.”

      Blair regarded Charlie through half-slitted eyes. “Time’s it?” he slurred.

      “Eight thirty.”

      “’S early.”

      “Not really. I’ve usually been up for a couple of hours by now. You wore me out last night.”

      Knuckling the sleep out of one eye, Blair mustered a smile at the memory. A full-on make-out sesh on the couch followed by hand jobs before they’d moved to the bedroom, where they’d stayed up way too late doing . . . things. Very delicious and naughty things.

      Blair grunted as Charlie kissed his way down his chest. “How did I forget that you’re an early riser? Early to rise and beat the grocery store crowds, right? Or something like that.”

      “Mm-hmm. Except today it’s early to rise, early to get their dick sucked.”

      “Huh?” Still half-asleep, Blair tried to make sense of the words. “Who’s getting what— Oh, fuck.” Wet heat engulfed his cock, and he cut himself off with a gurgle. “Jesus. I’m awake now.”

      Charlie made a sound that could’ve been a chuckle, the vibrations driving Blair crazy. He widened his legs to give Charlie more space, feeling debauched and wanton and so turned on.

      Morning sex? Honestly, it had always been his favourite kind of sex. All lazy and soft, the sunlight muted through the blinds. Charlie was sexy in a sleep-mussed kind of way that shouldn’t have made sense but did. Because this was Charlie, and Blair was quickly learning that he could go from cute baker to assertive baker to dirty baker in a hot second. A little whisk-wielding sexpot.

      The thought would’ve made him laugh if Charlie hadn’t chosen that moment to cup his balls.

      “Ungh.”

      Charlie popped off his dick with a wet slurp that was all sorts of raunchy. “I was thinking,” he said, peppering kisses along Blair’s thigh while he continued to massage his balls. “Maybe we could make French toast for breakfast.”

      “S-sure.”

      “Topped with cinnamon sugar.” Charlie nibbled at his inner thigh.

      “Mm. Tell me more.”

      “With whipped cream.” He dragged his tongue along the underside of Blair’s erection from root to tip, as though he were licking an imaginary dollop of whipped cream off him.

      Blair saw stars. “Yeah, keep talking dirty to me.”

      “And maple syrup.” That goddamn tongue lapped up precome like it was exactly that—sweet and sugary maple syrup.

      “Fuck, Charlie, I—”

      “Hey, Charlie? You up, kid?” The front door slammed closed.

      Blair froze.

      Charlie jerked upright with a loud “Gah! Shit!” Unbalancing, he tumbled off the bed in a tangle of blankets, and because he had a death grip on Blair’s hip, Blair went with him, landing half on Charlie, half on the floor—thankfully, on his good knee.

      And because this was apparently the comedy of errors, it was compounded by an exaggerated “Ah! My eyes. My eyes!” from the other room before that voice dissolved into giggles.

      Those giggles sounded so much like Charlie, the intruder could only be one person.

      Charlie, incongruously, also fell into hysterics.

      Huffing a laugh, Blair rolled off him and onto his back. He was pretty sure his balls had retreated into his body. “Talk about a cockblock,” he muttered. Kicking out a leg, he nudged the bedroom door closed.

      Charlie turned his head to look at him, chuckles finally subsiding. “You’re about to meet my dad.”

      “So I gathered.”

      He was about to meet the man who’d interrupted a pretty epic blowjob. He’d walked in while Blair had had his dick in Charlie’s mouth, and that was the first introduction Charlie’s dad had of him.

      Great.

      Would he ever make a good first impression on a Shore family member? At least he didn’t smell like salami this time, although he wasn’t sure this was better.

      No, this was definitely worse.

      “Don’t suppose I can sneak out the window?”

      Charlie’s brow furrowed. “Do you . . . not want to meet him?”

      “I’d prefer to meet him freshly showered and wearing clean clothes and not smelling like we went several rounds. Which we did, if you’ll recall.”

      “I remember,” Charlie murmured, his smirk lighting up his eyes as he rolled into Blair’s side. “Vividly.”

      “I really wish I hadn’t heard that!” came muffled through the door.

      Charlie fell back and rolled his eyes. “You wouldn’t have if you’d knocked.”

      “Yes, I realize that. Trust me, I have a lot of regrets.”

      Charlie snickered.

      “I’m heading out. I’ll come by for breakfast another time.”

      “No, no. Just give us . . .” Charlie inspected himself, then Blair, no doubt noting the dried come on their bellies and thighs and the sweat-matted hair. “Twenty minutes.”

      “I’m making eggs.”

      Charlie sat up and waggled his eyebrows. “Shall we finish this in the shower?”

      “With your dad in the next room?” Blair scoffed and hauled himself up. Bracing himself on his good leg, he offered his hands to Charlie. “In your dreams, baby.”

      “Aw. Fine.” Charlie sauntered toward the attached bathroom, doing a shimmy that made his butt wiggle as he sent Blair a grin over his shoulder.

      What was that Blair had been thinking about sexpots?

      His dick stirred, but at the sound of clanking pans from the kitchen, it quickly lost interest.

      Twenty minutes later, they emerged from the bedroom to the scent of bacon. Blair’s stomach rumbled, a combination of hunger and nerves.

      “I didn’t know I had bacon,” Charlie said, joining his dad in the kitchen.

      “You didn’t. I brought some over, along with eggs and a few other staples. Stopped at the store on my way here since I didn’t know what you had. Not much, as it turns out. It’s slim pickings in your fridge, Charlie. Aside from takeout leftovers, anyway.”

      “Right.” Twin spots of colour dotted Charlie’s cheeks. “I was going to go grocery shopping later. Tomorrow. Maybe. Hey! This is Blair.” He yanked Blair forward by the arm, nearly sending his crutches skittering from beneath him. “Blair, this is my dad.”

      “Sir.” Holding out a hand, Blair dug up a smile. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Considering what I walked in on, I think you can call me Stephen.” Charlie’s dad’s smile was identical to Charlie’s, and while it held amusement, his eyes were full of scrutiny.

      “Be nice, Dad.” Charlie poked him in the arm. “I want him to come back.”

      “I’m always nice.” Stephen moved the bacon off the burner. “It’s Brawsiski, isn’t it? We’ve missed you on defence the past few games.” He tipped his chin at Blair’s crutches. “Lower body injury, right?”

      “Yeah, my—”

      “Oh shit, your knee!” Charlie’s eyes went big. “Did you hurt it when you fell off the bed?”

      “I landed on the other one.”

      “Oh, good,” Charlie said weakly. “Two broken knees. Do me a favour and don’t tell Matt I’m the reason you broke the second one.”

      “I’m fine.” Blair chuckled and kissed his temple. “I landed mostly on you and the blankets. But speaking of my knee, I do have a rehab appointment in an hour, so I’ll have to take off soon. I’ll bring lunch on my way back.”

      “Why? There’s a ton of leftovers.”

      “Seriously,” Stephen said, “did you raid a restaurant?”

      “Dorian did.” Charlie turned to Blair. “Can you stay for breakfast?”

      “Sure. I’m looking forward to the French toast you promised me.”

      Charlie winced. “Uh, about that. I forgot that I’m out of bread.”

      “No, you’re not.” Stephen pawed through a grocery bag. “I got you some. It’s in here somewhere.”

      “Dad, you know how I feel about store-bought bread.”

      “It’s from the bakery you like a few blocks over.”

      “Oh. Well, I suppose that’s okay then,” Charlie said, somewhat reluctantly. “One day,” he added in Blair’s direction, “I’m going to make you French toast using my homemade sourdough, and you’ll weep with pleasure.”

      “You really will.” Stephen brought the bacon and a serving dish of scrambled eggs to the table. “Do hockey players eat eggs and bacon?”

      “This one does,” Blair assured. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Not unless you want anything else. Although if you don’t fill your plate now, there might not be any bacon left.”

      Charlie was halfway through his second slice and he clutched two more in one hand. “What? I’m starving.”

      Breakfast was a surprisingly loud affair, even though it was only the three of them. Charlie and his dad talked over each other, interrupted each other, and frequently jumped in with a thought or comment that had nothing to do with the current conversation. Watching them was like watching a tennis match.

      Eventually, though, Blair had to go. With a kiss to Charlie’s cheek and a thank you to Stephen for breakfast, he headed out, full of eggs and bacon, but not Charlie’s French toast since Charlie had dug into breakfast and had seemingly forgotten about it. And because Blair had parents on the brain, he connected his phone to his hands-free car system and called his own. He couldn’t remember if it was his mom or dad who opened Meat & Greet on Tuesdays, so he called the house, figuring he’d get whoever he got.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Ma.”

      “Hi, pethi mou. How are you? Your dad and I were just talking about you.”

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Your dad got an alert about you on his phone.”

      Blair frowned as he exited the parking lot of Charlie’s building and joined the morning traffic. “What kind of alert?”

      “I don’t know. Your sister set it up so we could keep up with your games.”

      Wow. Welcome to the twenty-first century, he almost said. First a logo update and now a Google Alert. What was next? “What did the alert say?”

      “That you were out with a lower body injury, but we knew that already. How’s rehab?”

      “Good. I’m on my way there now. I’ve got an hour with our athletic therapist every day, plus some exercises to do on my own.”

      “Good, good. You’ll keep us updated on your progress?”

      “Of course,” Blair said. “Listen, I don’t want to keep you. I just called to say hi. I’m sorry I won’t be able to help at the shop.”

      “Don’t worry about us. We’ve been running this shop since before you were born. We did it without you then, we can do it without you now. And I know what you’re thinking. ‘If that’s true, Ma, why do you always call me when you’re short staffed?’”

      “I wasn’t thinking that.”

      He had been thinking that.

      “Mostly we call you because you always say yes.”

      Half amused, half shocked, Blair’s jaw dropped. “You take advantage of me?”

      “Yup.”

      “Ma!”

      She laughed like she was the cleverest thing ever. Blair couldn’t help but laugh along with her.

      “Who else can you take advantage of if not your kids? You make it so easy by always jumping when we call, but don’t worry,” Ma said. “Your dad and I are doing interviews this week, plus your cousin’s looking for something part time for after school and on weekends, so she’ll start next week. You can get back to your own life.”

      “Ma, I don’t mind helping.”

      “I know you don’t, but you shouldn’t have to as much as you have been. The shop isn’t your responsibility. It’s mine and your dad’s. You’ve been an enormous help, and we appreciate it more than I can say. But we can’t keep relying on you. You’ve got your own life to live.”

      This conversation was eerily similar to the one Blair had had with his dad recently, and although Dad had denied it, Blair would’ve sworn that this had Erica’s fingerprints all over it.

      “Anyway,” Ma said, cutting into his thoughts, “I have to go. Take care of that knee and I’ll see you soon.”

      “Love you, Ma.”

      “Love you. Bye.”

      Blair arrived for his appointment a few minutes later. Setting aside thoughts of families and responsibilities, he headed inside to rehab his knee.
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        * * *

      

      Charlie baked.

      But only because Dad had brought more than “the staples.”

      After Blair left and Charlie and his dad had cleaned up, Dad had walked out the door with a breezy “Be right back” thrown over his shoulder. He’d returned a few minutes later, announcing that the Robbin kid’s pet lizard was missing again and toting several bags of food that he must’ve brought up from his car.

      “What is all this?” Charlie had asked, peering into one bag.

      “Food. Vegetables, fruit, cheese, ground beef, chicken, fish. You don’t have anything in your fridge, Charlie. And don’t say you have leftovers. Leftovers are not food.”

      That was debatable, but instead of arguing about it, Charlie had said, “I was going to go grocery shopping.” What he’d left off was that he’d only be able to afford non-perishables that would last forever. Crackers, cereal, canned fish, and Mr. Noodles. A boy could live off non-perishables, right?

      “Now you don’t have to,” Dad had said. “Help me unpack these?”

      He’d also brought baking ingredients. Honestly, it looked like he’d brought home the entire IGA baking aisle.

      “I have all this, Dad,” Charlie had said, extracting a five-kilogram bag of flour from one of the bags. “I’ve earmarked my baking ingredients for the market.”

      “Won’t you need more, though? So you can make all the cake jars you can?”

      Charlie had bitten his lip. “But what if people don’t buy them?” What if this new business venture failed as spectacularly as the last one?

      “Trust me, kid. They’ll buy them. I’d be shocked if you had anything left by the end of the market.”

      Blair had said something similar once.

      “Still,” Charlie grumbled. “You didn’t have to buy all this for me.”

      “Indulge me,” Dad had said with a smile. “Just because I don’t live here anymore doesn’t mean I don’t want to take care of my kid.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      So here he was, a couple of hours later, nearly finished with strawberry cheesecake Danishes. Blair liked pastry, so he’d love this. Charlie had blind-baked his homemade puff pastry and was dicing strawberries for the mixture when the door buzzer sounded. He let Blair in, then went back to his mixture. Blair walked in a moment later, carrying takeout bags from an Italian place.

      “Hey,” Charlie said, skin heating as the sight of tall and handsome Blair reminded him of last night and this morning. He wiped his hands on his I like big buns (and I cannot lie) apron. “Just in time. These are going in the oven in a few minutes and then I’ll be ready to eat.”

      “What are you making?” Blair left his crutches against the fridge and wrapped his arms around him from behind. “Is that puff pastry? Aw, man. You’re spoiling me.”

      “They’re strawberry cheesecake Danishes.”

      “Mm.” Blair kissed the back of Charlie’s neck. “Tell me more.”

      “I made the cheese mixture out of cream cheese, sugar, and vanilla bean paste.”

      Those lips trailed towards Charlie’s ear. “What else?”

      Groaning, Charlie tipped his head sideways. “The strawberry mixture is strawberries, brown sugar, and lemon juice. Once the Danishes are assembled, they’ll bake for fifteen to twenty minutes and be ready just as we’re finishing lunch.”

      Blair dropped his chin to Charlie’s shoulder. In Charlie’s ear, Blair whispered, “Why does it turn me on to listen to you talk about baking?”

      “You have a baking fetish?”

      “Apparently. Who knew that was a thing?”

      Charlie cut the leaves off a strawberry, then held it over his shoulder. Blair ate it in two quick bites, nibbling at Charlie’s fingers as he did so.

      Letting out a small laugh, Charlie elbowed him away. “Let me finish and we can eat.”

      Stepping away, Blair said, “Can I help, or will you send me away this time too?”

      Charlie stuck his tongue out at him. “Can you spread this cheese mixture evenly between the pastries?”

      Blair took the bowl and settled onto a barstool across from Charlie.

      “How was rehab?”

      “It was good. I’ve got some exercises to do later if you don’t mind me commandeering the little workout corner of your living room over there.”

      “Commandeer away. Did you end up meeting with the vendor that’s doing your parents’ new sign?”

      “Yeah, after rehab. We did some test prints to make sure the colours print right, and if all goes well, it should be ready in the next couple of weeks.”

      The next few minutes were silent as they worked, but once the Danishes were assembled and in the oven and they’d reheated their lunches and sat at the table, Blair said, “I spoke with my mom earlier.”

      “Everything okay there?” Charlie asked, digging into his penne alla vodka.

      “Yeah, I called to say hi.” Blair frowned at his chicken parmigiana. “What I didn’t expect was the acknowledgement that she and my dad have been relying on me too much. They’re doing interviews this week and one of my younger cousins is going to start working there too.”

      Charlie squeezed his wrist. “How do you feel about that?”

      “Kind of like I’ve been kicked out?” Blair said, and it sounded more like a question than a statement. “Which is weird, because mostly I’m relieved to have one thing off my plate. I love them to death, but it was getting to be a lot, filling in for sick or no-show employees during the hockey season when I already had my regular shifts too.”

      “It’s strange how parents can make us feel, right? My dad brought up several more bags of groceries after you left, and while I appreciate the gesture, it also makes me feel a bit . . . resentful? Mostly I’m grateful—he saved me both money and a trip to the grocery store—but I also feel like maybe he doesn’t think I can provide for myself?” Shaking his head, Charlie huffed a small breath. “Which makes no sense because I know my dad never would’ve moved out and left me on my own if he thought I couldn’t provide for myself, but . . .” He shrugged. “It’s just the way I feel.”

      It also made him feel kind of . . . squirmy? . . . when he thought about the difference between himself and Blair. Blair actively helped his parents whenever he could, whereas Charlie was being helped by his dad.

      He wasn’t sure what to think about that, and compounded with their financial disparity, it made Charlie feel about two feet tall. They were at different places in their lives, and what did that mean for their future?

      Determined not to think about it, he smiled widely and changed the subject. “I was thinking, for later . . .”

      Blair’s eyes went hot. “Uh-huh?”

      “I haven’t test baked the Oreo cake jars yet. Maybe you want to help me?”

      “I finally get to try one? Sold! Put me to work, chef.”

      “Let’s have Danishes first.”

      They did. Three for Blair, but only one for Charlie because he wasn’t a bottomless pit. He had time to start and finish the cakes for the jar, and put them in the oven, while Blair devoured a fourth Danish.

      “I hate to break it to you, but you’re slacking on the job.”

      Blair hugged his plate to his chest. “Don’t get between a man and his pastry.”

      Chuckling, Charlie added milk, sugar, and vanilla to a saucepan for the custard buttercream. While he waited for it to heat, he added milk and cornstarch to a separate bowl. He was in the process of separating an egg when Blair said, “Why cake jars?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why cake jars for the market? Or at all? What gave you the idea for them?”

      Charlie added two egg yolks to the milk and cornstarch and began to whisk. “I got the idea from soup mix in a jar. You know where they have all the ingredients in a jar and you just have to add water or broth and maybe a few spices? I figured, why couldn’t I make some kind of dessert in a jar? I tried it with Danishes and turnovers first, but the puff pastry doesn’t hold up well. Then I tried it with cake, and when I taste tested it on some of my friends from my baking program, they said they were a hit. So that’s what I put on my market application. Plus, they’re easy to make and transport. And they’re unique, so hopefully that’s a selling point. Can you stir this?” He jerked an elbow in the saucepan’s direction.

      Blair came around the counter on one crutch and stirred. “What’s your favourite thing to bake?”

      “Oh. Uh . . . Anything made with puff pastry, maybe? It’s so versatile.”

      “What’s your least favourite thing to bake?”

      “Not a fan of breads. I like eating bread, and I especially like eating my bread—it’s awesome—but I don’t particularly like making it. And pretzels. They’re so boring. I mean, it’s a pretzel. You can get one anywhere. Oh good, your mixture is steaming. Can you pour it slowly—really slowly—into my bowl? If you go too fast, it’ll turn into scrambled eggs.”

      A few minutes later, the custard buttercream and cakes were done. Blair eyed both and licked his lips. “Now we eat?”

      “Now we wait for them to cool off before I assemble the jar.”

      Pouting, Blair slumped back against the counter. “That’s a letdown.”

      “I promise it’ll be worth it. And besides . . .” Charlie sidled up to him, wedging himself between Blair’s spread legs. “I can think of a few things we can do while we wait.”

      “That so?” Blair murmured, his hands cupping Charlie’s ass. “Do tell.”

      “How about I show you instead?”

      And with a wicked grin, Charlie dropped to his knees.
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      Two days later, Blair was still at Charlie’s.

      And he had no intention of leaving until Charlie kicked him out.

      The good news? Charlie seemed just as determined to keep him here.

      Charlie didn’t tend to sleep in, even when Blair exhausted him with sex the night before. He was up with the sun—or, rather, because it was winter, he was up before the sun. Apparently, Coach Shore’s partner had introduced Charlie to something called Ring Fit Adventure, so he played the Nintendo Switch game on the mornings he didn’t put in a workout in his little workout corner of the apartment, and by the time Blair awoke, Charlie had already exercised, showered, and started breakfast.

      He’d been right—his French toast on sourdough had made Blair weep with joy.

      The problem with being cooped up inside though? Blair was used to being active. Spending uninterrupted time with Charlie was a gift he hadn’t known he’d wanted, but he was beginning to get cabin fever. When he voiced that to Charlie, Charlie suggested going for a walk, but walking long distances on crutches was a massive pain in the ass. He’d only be on the crutches for another day or two, but he couldn’t wait that long. He needed fresh air.

      “Why don’t we head out for lunch?” Blair suggested. “We can pick a craft brewery, order a flight, and gorge on burgers and fries. Just don’t tell Coach that I let my diet slack on my sabbatical.”

      They chose a brewery near Vancouver Harbour that wasn’t far from the restaurant Blair used to work at as a server. Once they were seated by a window and had ordered, Blair pointed it out to Charlie.

      Charlie whistled low. “Looks fancy.”

      “It is,” Blair said. “There’s a dress code. It’s the type of place where you pay extra for the sides, and the cheapest one is sixteen dollars.”

      “What is it?”

      “Mushrooms in a garlic, herb, and brown butter sauce.”

      “I could make that at home with a four-dollar basket of mushrooms from the grocery store.” Charlie lounged back in his seat, legs kicked out and bracketing one of Blair’s under the table. “What’s the most expensive thing on the menu?”

      “Beluga caviar. Eight hundred bucks.”

      Charlie’s jaw dropped. “Eight hundred— Jesus. Can you imagine having that kind of money to spend on one meal? That’s almost half my rent. Or three months’ worth of groceries. Actually, more like two, since I buy a lot of baking stuff.”

      “It’s the kind of restaurant where business execs bring their clients to impress them.”

      “Do they leave good tips?”

      “For the most part they leave fifteen to twenty percent. Then you get the odd person who’ll shell out a thousand bucks to wine and dine a client or impress a potential new one, and they only leave five percent.” Blair shrugged. “I learned not to take it personally.”

      “Did you ever get recognized?”

      “Not often. In a place like that, the diners don’t really pay attention to the servers. To them, we’re all nameless and faceless.”

      Charlie propped his elbows on the table and settled his chin on his fists. He looked so cute and approachable that Blair leaned forward and touched their lips together, a brief kiss that warmed him from the inside out.

      “What was that for?” Charlie asked, his eyes sparkling.

      “Felt like it.”

      That earned him a grin that Blair wanted to keep in his pocket forever. Too quickly, though, Charlie sobered and glanced around. “But people will see.”

      “Let them. I’m out.” He’d come out years ago—quietly, in the off-season—and there’d been much less fanfare about it than he and his agent had expected, mostly because, at the time, there’d already been more than ten out players in professional hockey. Including Blair’s very own skills coach, Emery Stanton.

      “You are?” Charlie asked.

      “You’ve never googled me?”

      “Nope.” Charlie shrugged. “I’d rather find out whatever I need to know directly from the man himself.”

      Blair kissed Charlie again, because he couldn’t not.

      “And what was that one for?” Charlie asked.

      “That one was a thank you.”

      Head cocked, Charlie’s gaze narrowed. “For what?”

      “For the past few days. For taking a chance on us despite your reservations about dating your boss. For letting me into your apartment and your life and allowing me to be a part of it. Having this downtime and spending it with you . . . it’s made me realize that I was watching my life go by, flitting from one family responsibility to the next between hockey commitments while trying to keep up with my design business.” And all he had to show for it was an MCL sprain and too many years in the AHL. “You make me want more out of my life.”

      “Like what?”

      “I want to put my graphic design degree to further use, for starters. I love working on logos and branding for people, helping them make their business shine. And if my parents are serious about not relying on me so much, that’ll give me the opportunity to take on more clients. And then there’s you.”

      Charlie took one of Blair’s hands and played with his fingers. “What about me?”

      “I like you, Charlie. A lot.”

      Charlie’s gaze snapped to his, and he sucked in an audible breath.

      “Obviously, you knew that already,” Blair continued. “It’s not like I’ve kept it a secret. I’m going to be honest, though—I don’t date all that much, mostly because I haven’t had the time and I’ve never met anyone who made me want to slow down to get to know them. So I have no idea what I’m doing. I have no idea if I should be telling you how much I like you or if I should be keeping that close to the vest, but . . . I just know that I want you, and I figure, what do I have to lose by telling you?”

      Something flickered in Charlie’s eyes, there and gone in a flash. It sent a spike of fear through Blair. Fuck. Had he revealed too much too soon?

      “I like you too,” Charlie murmured. “A lot.”

      The fear receded slightly, though anxiety still pulsed through Blair. “But?”

      A furrow appeared between Charlie’s brows. “No buts this time.”

      “No?” Blair squeezed his hand. “Because I saw the panic on your face just now.”

      “It’s—” Charlie broke off with a huff that could’ve been a humourless chuckle. “It’s one of those panic-mixed-with-happiness feelings, you know? Looking forward to the future but also feeling anxious about what it brings. I want you too. I want more of the past few days. I want to keep dating you and see where this goes. Doesn’t mean I’m not worried about where a future together might lead. Because what if we fall apart?”

      “Maybe we will,” Blair said, because that outcome was a possibility. On the flip side, though . . . “But maybe we won’t.” Hooking an ankle around one of Charlie’s, he said, “Want to see where it leads together?”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      Blair grinned so widely he was sure it could be seen from space. Charlie smiled back, all doe-eyed and cute, and suddenly Blair wanted nothing to do with beer flights and burgers and everything to do with heading back to Charlie’s place.

      A teasing glint entered Charlie’s eyes as he swirled the ice in his water glass. “Admit it. You’re just here for the pastries.”

      Blair laughed until their food arrived.
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, they walked along the waterfront to digest and get some air, but it was cold and windy and Blair was obviously struggling with his crutches, so Charlie quickly called it a day.

      Besides, Charlie wanted to snuggle on the couch with his boyfriend, not freeze his balls off.

      Except, back at the apartment, Blair settled in to do his home exercises for his knee. Pouting a little, Charlie left him to it and kept himself busy. He called his dad to say hi, texted Dorian for an update on how things were going in Florida, and consulted the list of items he’d need for the You Make Me Melt market. His jars, labels, and table runner were arriving within the next day; he was picking up the business cards Blair had designed for him at Staples next week; and he’d already printed an eight-by-ten-inch poster for the table. He just needed a stand for it. Should he offer coupons? Or maybe a coupon in exchange for joining his newsletter?

      Not that anybody was on his newsletter list currently except for Dorian, Matt, his dad, and Jolene. But then, Charlie had only just registered with a newsletter service provider. There had to be a way to automatically send a coupon to new sign-ups, right?

      Sitting at the kitchen table while Blair grunted through his exercises, he was reading about newsletter automations when his phone rang.

      Mom read the caller ID.

      He was so surprised, he almost didn’t answer it.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, sweetheart. How are you?”

      “Good,” Charlie said, aware it sounded more like a question than an answer. But his mom rarely called. His heart did a giddy dance. “How are you?”

      “I’m good, I’m good. Listen, I don’t have a lot of time to chat. The reason I’m calling is because I wanted to ask a favour.”

      Shoulders drooping, he rubbed his temple. She was only calling because she needed something. Of course.

      He forced a smile into his voice. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Maya wants to go on a tour of the Simon Fraser campus next weekend. They’re held on Saturday mornings, so I was wondering . . . if we fly her into Vancouver on Friday afternoon, would you be able to pick her up from the airport and set her up at your place for the night? She’d be coming right back on Saturday evening, though I imagine she’d need a lift to the university that morning.”

      Gritting his teeth, Charlie ran a hand through his hair and yanked. “I’m sorry, Mom, but it’s the market next Saturday, and my Friday is going to be spent getting ready for that.”

      “Oh, shoot! I forgot about that.” She gave a nervous twitter of a laugh. “You must think I’m such a dolt.”

      A dolt? No. Uninterested in his life? Yup.

      “Let me speak with Maya,” she continued. “See if we can’t get her into a tour on a different weekend. How about the following weekend?”

      Charlie checked his schedule. “Sure, but there’s a home game that Saturday. I’ll be at the arena all day, so she’d have to find her own ride to SFU and to the airport.” Not ideal. It’d been months since Charlie had seen his half-sister, and he’d rather be available to spend time with her than leave her to her own devices. Not that he’d be able to drive her anywhere given his car-less status, but he could certainly get into an Uber with her. “I’m available the weekend after, though. The team’s got an away game that Saturday. Or, hey—if she wants to come during spring break, the team only has one home game that week. She could stay a few days. I could take her around, show her the sights.”

      “Maya would love that,” his mom said. “I think she might have plans for spring break already, though. Let me talk to her and get back to you. Actually, maybe I’ll have her get in touch with you so you can work out the details yourselves. I probably should’ve done that anyway, huh?” Another nervous laugh. “Considering how often you two talk.”

      “Um . . .”

      “Listen, I have to jump into a meeting, but Maya will get back to you, okay? I appreciate it, Charlie, I really do.”

      “Sure. Bye, Mom.”

      He hung up, then stared at his phone. She’d forgotten that his first market was coming up. Something that was such a huge deal to him hadn’t registered on her radar.

      Wow. Okay.

      “Charlie?”

      Blinking against the sting in his eyes, he glanced up. Blair had relocated to the couch. Tucked into a corner, his bad leg was stretched out along the couch, and he held a nearly empty water glass.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” Charlie dredged up a smile. “Of course.” He was always okay.

      “Uh-huh. And are you actually okay?”

      “I . . .” Faltering, Charlie stared at Blair. “I was talking to my mom. My sister’s going to come visit soon. She wants to tour the SFU campus.”

      “Why does that make you sad, baby?”

      The endearment had Charlie’s eyes stinging again. “I’m not sad. I’m looking forward to it. I haven’t seen her since last summer.”

      “I didn’t even know you had a sister.”

      “Half-sister, technically. She’s in grade eleven. She’ll start applying for university in the fall, and she has her heart set on Simon Fraser, even though I keep telling her it’s pretentious as fuck. But since when do teenagers listen to their elders?”

      Blair’s lips twitched. “Is that what you are? An elder?”

      Charlie snort-laughed, but it faded quickly.

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” Blair said softly, his eyes so warm that Charlie’s breathing stuttered. “But I’m here if you do.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      Blair nodded, his smile flat, thin-lipped, and . . . disappointed?

      Chest tightening, Charlie closed his laptop and joined him on the couch. If he wanted their relationship to lead somewhere lasting, he needed to open himself up. He knew that, even if he didn’t like it. He’d already let Blair into his home; now it was time to make himself vulnerable in a different way.

      “My mom and I aren’t close.”

      Blair circled his fingers loosely around Charlie’s wrist. “You don’t talk about her much.”

      “She left,” Charlie said with a shrug. “I was twelve. Here I thought my parents were happily married, but she’d met someone else months earlier, and . . . that was that. My parents separated, then divorced, and my mom moved to Calgary with her new husband and started a new family.”

      “That must’ve been tough,” Blair said, and Charlie relaxed his shoulders, thankful Blair hadn’t uttered useless I’m sorry platitudes.

      “It was. My parents told me about their separation the day after my mom and I had a fight. She hadn’t wanted me to go to a party someone at school was throwing, but I snuck out and went anyway. She was livid.”

      “You rebel, you.”

      Chuckling, Charlie folded his arms on the back of the couch and leaned his head on them. “For a long time, I thought she left because of me. Because of our fight. I knew there was someone else, but maybe our fight was the catalyst.” When Blair opened his mouth to speak, Charlie added, “I don’t still think that. I mentioned it to my dad once, maybe a year or two after their divorce, and he very quickly put me into therapy. I know she didn’t leave because of me, but because of the way things went down, I’ve always associated conflict with people leaving. That’s something I’ve never been able to rid myself of.”

      “That’s why you always put on a happy face,” Blair said, with an air of someone coming to a realization. “If you don’t rock the boat, you won’t be left behind.”

      Charlie shrugged.

      A frown marred Blair’s features and his lips worked for a moment. Finally, he said, “I have something I want to say, and I need you to really listen, okay? And hear me.” He sat forward until their noses were only inches apart. “For most of my life, I’ve seen conflict almost every damn day. You can’t get away from it in hockey. It’s in the locker room, on the ice, between teammates, between players from opposing teams. Sometimes it’s even between coaches and between coaches and players. Trust me when I say that I can take whatever you throw at me. If you’re upset or angry with me, I want to know, okay?”

      “I’ve never been angry with you.”

      “No? Not even that time I stood you up? Or how about the second time I stood you up?”

      Charlie bit his cheek.

      “That’s what I thought.” Blair kissed him lightning quick. “You’re not still mad at me, are you?”

      Charlie rolled his eyes. “No.” He tucked himself into Blair’s body, burying his head in Blair’s neck. “You got me apology flour. And made me an apology sandwich.”

      “Speaking of sandwiches,” Blair murmured, his arms coming up to cradle him. “I could go for one.”

      “We just had lunch.”

      “Almost two hours ago. There’s got to be a deli somewhere nearby, right? Do you think they deliver? Never mind, I’ll order from Meat & Greet.” He grabbed his phone off the table, muttering to himself as he opened a food delivery app.

      Charlie settled into Blair’s big body, feeling warm and safe, and wished they could stay just like this forever.
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      Walking into the practice facility for morning skate the day after getting the all-clear to play from Sam was . . .

      Exhilarating.

      After two weeks off, he was well-rested and more determined than ever to play his heart out. The time off had given him some much-needed perspective and he was ready to make some changes.

      His sister had been right—he had been burning the candle at both ends. It hadn’t been until he’d done nothing for two weeks but rehab his knee, work on logos and brochures, and spend time with Charlie that he’d realized how tired he’d been by the daily grind of his life. Until he’d spent an entire week with Charlie, who made him want all sorts of things he’d never really considered for himself, if only because he’d been too busy to think about anything other than the immediate future.

      Charlie was a game changer. He made Blair want to restructure his life to make more time for him. And that meant taking a step back in other areas of his life.

      Their week together had been . . . idyllic. They went to bed together at night and they awoke together in the morning—though Blair usually rose a couple of hours after Charlie. They brushed their teeth in the same sink, showered together, learned everything about each other’s bodies, had meals together, and talked about . . . whatever. Wherever the conversation led, they were both game. A couple of times, Charlie had accompanied Blair for his rehab. The first time, they’d had lunch with Tate afterwards; the second, they’d taken a scenic drive up to Whistler with a pit stop along the way to take the Sea to Sky Gondola up to the summit, where the sweeping views of Howe Sound, the coastal forest, and surrounding mountains had made them both catch their breath. And because they’d gone midweek in February, it had been practically deserted.

      In the locker room, he dressed in his practice uniform. Some of his teammates were on the ice already. From those still in the locker room, Blair got chin nods and fist bumps and not-so-gentle punches to his arm, along with “Dude, glad you’re back,” and “Hey, B! How’s the knee?” and “Finally! Now Lin might stop complaining about Archie’s snoring.”

      “What’d I miss?” Blair asked.

      “Toussaint beaned McNicoll in the head with his stick,” Andreen said.

      “How did he—”

      “He’s fine,” Andreen added, waving a hand. “It was an accident. They were roughhousing. A few stitches and Nic was good to go.”

      Of course. Anything less than a broken limb was practically a non-issue to hockey players, and even then, Blair had known guys to play with broken fingers. “What else?”

      “Coach Shore says we’re getting a new social media coordinator,” Lewis-Nyawo piped in, strapping on his goalie pads.

      “What happened to the last one?” Blair asked. “Didn’t she start in the fall?”

      “Got a better-paying job elsewhere. I mean, let’s face it—this is the AHL. If the players get shit pay, I can only imagine what the support staff are making.”

      “Huh.” Blair tied his skates. “What else?”

      “This one—” Andreen slung an arm around Stadden’s shoulders. “—got engaged.”

      The young forward couldn’t have been more than twenty or twenty-one, and he blushed to the roots of his hair. “She said yes.”

      “No shit!” Blair offered him a fist bump. “Congrats, man.”

      As soon as he stepped onto the ice a few minutes later, Lin was on him, wrapping him in a bear hug.

      Blair patted his back. “Um, hi?”

      “Don’t ever leave me again. I had to room with Archie and he snores.”

      “Do I snore?” Blair asked, amazed that he’d gone years—years—of sharing hotel rooms with his teammates and he didn’t know this about himself.

      “Nope. You pass out and don’t move all night. Sometimes I wonder if you’re even breathing.”

      Assistant Coach Li skated past them. “Let’s go, guys. Lin, you’re with me. Brawsiski, you’re with Coach Shore.”

      “Seriously, though,” Lin said to Blair as he skated toward Coach Li’s group, “it’s good to have you back.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Two months. If the Orcas didn’t make the playoffs, two months was all Blair had left to get called up. It didn’t escape his notice that Charlie was doing everything possible to grow his baking business, while Blair was too busy helping everyone else to focus on his own dreams. Charlie was actively working towards his. By contrast, Blair was just sort of . . . coasting along and hoping everything would fall into his lap. But now that his parents and his sister had acknowledged that they relied on him too much and were taking measures to change that, it left Blair with no excuses not to give 110%.

      Was it possible he’d never given 110% because he was afraid of giving it his all, trying his best, only to fail anyway? And if he failed while doing his best, wouldn’t that prove that everything his parents had done to help him get here hadn’t been worth it?

      Jesus. He didn’t need a therapist to tell him that he was afraid of disappointing his parents. But he could fail ten times over and his parents would still be proud of him. Blair didn’t need the words from them to know that was true. As long as he tried and as long as he was happy, his parents would support him no matter what. He could try and fail to open a worm farm and they’d still be proud of him.

      So. Enough. Time to get serious.

      He practically bounced on his way to Coach Shore’s group, adrenalin firing through his veins. He wanted to get back to those extra practices with Coach Stanton and Lin, play his heart out, win some damn games, and hopefully play an NHL game or two.

      “Looking good, Brawsiski,” Coach Shore said as Blair reached his group. “How’s the knee holding up?”

      “A hundred percent, Coach.”

      “Ready to play tonight?”

      “Hell yes.”

      They had a rare Tuesday evening game against Calgary, and with the Orcas having won two out of three games in California in the last week, everyone was all fired up. Hell, Toussaint and McNicoll were using their hockey sticks as lightsabers.

      No wonder Toussaint had beaned him, but the stitches over Nic’s left eyebrow clearly hadn’t deterred them at all.

      Hands on his hips, Coach Shore stared at them, expressionless. “Do I have to separate you two?” he asked mildly.

      Toussaint mock gasped. “And ruin our bromance?”

      “You wouldn’t do that, would you, Coach?” Nic added, all big-eyed and pouting.

      Coach Shore stared some more.

      Leaning toward them, Blair whispered, “I think he would.”

      Coach looked up at the ceiling, as though it held the answers to all his prayers. “Okay, children, let’s get to work.”

      And work, they did. Coach Shore didn’t take it easy on them, and Blair didn’t get a pass despite his recent injury. He performed drill after drill, first as part of Coach Shore’s group, then in Assistant Coach Li’s, then with Lin and Coach Stanton, who gave them some private coaching in lieu of an extra practice, before the team split into two groups for a scrimmage.

      By the time practice came to an end, Blair was winded and sweating from every pore, but he felt good. Invigorated. Like he could take on the world and come out on top.

      It was why he almost didn’t answer when his phone rang as he was unlacing his skates, Dad on the caller ID. No. Not today. He’d be here for another couple of hours at least, watching tape and strategizing with his teammates and coaches for tonight’s game. He’d had nothing more strenuous than a pregame nap on his schedule for this afternoon, and the last thing he wanted was to work a shift at the shop.

      But . . . ugh. Just the thought of ignoring the call made him feel like an asshole of epic proportions, so he answered.

      Except all Dad wanted to know was if he had a leaf blower he could borrow since his had bit the dust.

      Blair did not have a leaf blower. He barely had any yard to speak of. “Sorry, Dad.”

      “Eh. No worries. I’ll try your cousin next. Have a good game tonight, son. See ya.”

      He hung up before Blair could say anything else.

      A sharp whistle split the air in half, stealing everyone’s attention to the front of the room, where the Orcas’ skills coach stood next to a tall guy wearing skinny jeans and a T-shirt that read Is it gay in here or is just me?

      Subtle.

      He was young, probably about Blair’s age, posing with a hip cocked and a bland smile.

      “Listen up,” Coach Stanton said, loud enough to quiet the couple of guys who’d taken his whistle as an invitation to speak louder. “As most of you know, Hannah is no longer with the organization as of last week. We wish her well in her new role, but her departure left us with a gap. Meet our temporary social media coordinator.”

      Skinny Jeans gave a two-fingered I-wish-I-was-anywhere-else wave. “Hey.”

      “Dorian works for our affiliated NHL team, and he’s being loaned to us until Hannah’s role can be backfilled. Guys, meet Dorian Shore. Dorian, these are the guys.”

      Shore?

      As in Coach Shore?

      As in another Shore cousin?

      And Dorian as in Charlie’s best friend?

      Blair looked down at himself, all sweaty and smelly, and cursed under his breath.

      Of course.

      “Any relation to Coach Shore?” Walters asked, holding his hand out for a shake.

      “We’re cousins,” Dorian confirmed.

      “Good to meet you, man.” Archie held out a fist. Dorian bumped it. “Welcome to the circus.”

      Dorian scoffed. “I’ve just returned from the All-Star Weekend in Florida. Nothing you could throw at me could possibly be worse than those three days of pure insanity.”

      “Ooh, big talk,” McNicoll chirped.

      It broke the ice, and as Dorian made his way around the room, introducing himself and shaking hands and commenting on one player’s crazy socks, Blair frantically searched for a towel in his equipment bag, then used it to dry himself off.

      Fuck it. It was no use. No amount of towelling off would convince anyone that he hadn’t just come off two hours of practice. His hair was probably sticking out in all directions.

      Sooner than he would’ve liked, Dorian stood in front of him. “Hey.” He held out a hand.

      Blair took it. “Hey. I’m Blair.”

      Dorian’s eyes narrowed, his palm squeezing Blair’s a smidge too tightly. “Brawsiski.” It was not a question.

      “That’s me.”

      “Hm.”

      Blair was treated to an assessing up-and-down sweep, and he was pretty sure when Dorian’s gaze met his again that he was found lacking.

      Scratch that. He was definitely found lacking. He’d bet money on it.

      “How was your week with Charlie?”

      Thrown by the question, Blair blinked. “Uh. It was, ah, good.”

      “And your MCL?”

      “Also good.”

      Dorian made another little humming sound. “I have ideas for fun social media posts centred around injuries and what players do in their downtime when they’re not in rehab or resting. We’ll set up a time once I work out the details, do a little interview.” He finally released Blair’s hand. “I’ll be in touch.”

      He was introducing himself to someone else before Blair could respond. Not that Blair knew what he would’ve said. He didn’t think he’d survive being interviewed by Dorian.

      He snorted a laugh at the thought and texted Charlie.

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        I just met your cousin. Dorian. He’s our temp social media coordinator.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Oh god. And you’re still alive?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        He left me standing but bleeding.

      

      

      

      

      

      Charlie replied with a dozen of the laughing-crying emojis.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        Sorry! I was working up to you meeting Dorian. He can be . . . something else.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        Pretty sure he thinks I’m the dirtiest of pond scum.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        He doesn’t. He’s just protective of me. He reduced the last guy I dated to tears, so if you’re not crying, you’ve got one up on that guy!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        That’s a joke, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      A whole minute passed while Blair stared at his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        BLAIR

      

      
        Hello? Charlie? You were kidding, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      No answer.

      Blair looked up from his phone, tuning back into his surroundings. Dorian was speaking with Coach Stanton as they made their way out the door. He looked back once, and when his gaze met Blair’s, they were full of warning, disapproval, and . . . maybe an evil little glint.

      Straightening his spine, Blair stared back. Challenge accepted, Dorian Shore. Challenge. Accepted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lying in bed, Charlie stared at the ceiling. He’d been at the arena since four this morning, baking breads and pastries for the team’s various preferences and dietary restrictions, then helping Daniel, his boss, with lunch and the pregame meal. Given the hour, he should’ve been asleep already, but after an evening spent flipping between the NHL game—the team he worked for—and the Orcas game, he found himself wide awake.

      Because he was lonely.

      Turning his head, he stared at the empty side of the bed that Blair had claimed while he was here.

      Blair already had a side, for the love of God. Charlie rolled into it, burying his face in the pillow Blair had used, and inhaled deeply to catch any hint of Blair’s scent that still lingered.

      He was officially pathetic.

      Grabbing his phone, he texted Blair.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        You awake?

      

      

      

      

      

      Was Blair still at the arena? On his way home? Celebrating tonight’s win against Calgary with his team? Sleeping?

      Wherever he was, Charlie wanted to be there too. Blair had to go home sometime, right?

      He ordered an Uber he couldn’t really afford—six minutes away! Awesome. Then he threw on sweatpants and a hoodie, slipped into his boots, grabbed his winter coat, and headed out. On the elevator, he sent another text.

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLIE

      

      
        I hope you’re home or on your way there because I’m coming over.

      

      

      

      

      

      Giddiness had him bouncing out of the elevator on the ground floor, across the tiled lobby, out the front door—

      And into a hard torso.

      He grunted on impact. “Oof. Sorry, I—” He blinked. “Blair?”

      “Hey,” Blair said, his smile bright under the building’s outdoor lights. “Where are you going at this hour?”

      “Um . . . to see you? What are you doing here?”

      Hands in his pockets, Blair shrugged, that smile turning a smidge shy. “I didn’t want to go home alone.”

      There was the giddiness again, flowing through Charlie like confetti shot out of a cannon. Laughing, he launched himself at Blair, wrapping his arms and legs around him and tucking his head against his neck.

      “I guess it’s okay that I’m here?” Blair asked, his arms holding Charlie oh-so-tightly.

      “I guess you didn’t get my text?” Charlie responded.

      “I was driving.”

      Charlie peppered kisses up his neck, over his jaw, and to his mouth, drinking Blair in. Blair returned the kiss just as fiercely, their tongues tangling until Charlie forgot where he was.

      “Hey, Charlie?”

      “Hm?”

      “Badge us in?”

      Charlie waved his card in front of the sensor, and they were kissing again before the elevator doors closed, sealing them off from the rest of the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlie paced a path in the hallway outside the kitchen at the arena, eight feet from one wall to the other, and tried not to panic. Everything was fine. The shipping company would track down his missing jars, they’d be delivered today, and everything would be . . .

      Fine.

      It would.

      He kept telling himself that as his minute on hold turned to two . . . turned to five . . . to seven. How hard was it to track down two hundred jars? They were supposed to have been delivered last week, so they had to be in the city somewhere.

      One hand on his hip, he drummed his fingers against his belly. Swear to god, the jaunty hold music was going to make him scream.

      He turned for another trek across the hallway and nearly bumped into Jesse Melnik.

      They blinked at each other.

      “Don’t suppose you know anyone in logistics or shipping?”

      Melnik, tall and broad and just . . . big, frowned. “No.”

      “Don’t suppose you know anyone with two hundred eight-ounce glass jars I can have?”

      “No.”

      “Cool,” Charlie said. He ran a hand through his hair and pulled. “Cool. That’s fine. Great. Just, you know, the whole concept of cake jars kind of loses its meaning if I don’t have jars to put the cakes in.”

      “I can offer you a smoothie,” Melnik said, holding one out.

      Charlie took it, not even caring anymore that it was a guilt smoothie. “Thank—”

      “Hi there. Thanks for waiting while I looked into your inquiry.”

      “Hi!” Charlie yelled into the phone, making Melnik jump. “Yes. Thank you. Please tell me you have good news. I’m desperate here.”

      Wide-eyed, Melnik backed away until he’d disappeared into the locker room.

      “Sir, it seems your shipment got lost in transit. Its last known location was Vancouver, Washington, a week ago.”

      Charlie whimpered.

      “I’ve opened a ticket to investigate this further, but with no movement on the shipment, you could receive it tomorrow, five months from now, or never.”

      Sinking onto the floor, Charlie buried his head in his knees, his heart racing as though he’d joined the NHL guys during practice. “There’s nothing else you can do?”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Perhaps you can contact the vendor for a refund or replacement order?”

      “That’s not the issue. The issue is that . . .” Groaning, he rolled his forehead against his knees.

      The issue was that the You Make Me Melt market was in two days. Two. Days. What was he supposed to put his cakes in if he didn’t have jars? Dollar Store food storage containers?

      Ugh. No. Presentation was everything. This was his first market. He needed to make a splash, look professional, and have professional-looking products.

      “Never mind,” Charlie said weakly. “Thanks for the help.”

      “Do you have a pen handy so I can give you the ticket number?”

      “Sure.”

      Charlie stared at the opposite wall as the customer service rep rattled off a string of numbers he didn’t care to write down or memorize. What was the point? If the jars didn’t arrive by tomorrow morning, he was fucked. After that, they could end up in Timbuktu for all he cared.

      He hung up with a final thank you and stretched his legs out, banging the back of his head against the wall behind him.

      Fuck.

      Okay. There had to be a solution.

      Solution, thy name is Amazon.

      He got online, ignoring the handful of players who passed him for the workout room down the hallway. The original jars he’d ordered had been made of smooth glass with white lids, and he’d gotten them from a small business that specialized in supplies for other small businesses. Support small, right?

      It wasn’t the vendor’s fault that the jars had gotten lost, but he didn’t have time to get in touch with them and re-order, not when their fastest shipping was seven to ten business days.

      Amazon had a pack of twenty-eight mason jars for . . . forty-three dollars?

      Jesus. At a buck fifty each, that was practically a steal. The small business had robbed him by comparison.

      Nope. Not the time to think about that.

      He needed two hundred jars, so seven packs times forty-three dollars . . .

      He’d need to use the emergency credit card.

      Well, if anything qualified as an emergency, this was it.

      And with delivery by tomorrow if he ordered in the next two hours and twenty-two minutes?

      Sold!

      Shifting onto one butt cheek, he removed his wallet from his back pocket, quickly input his info, and . . .

      Your order could not be processed. Please verify the card number and try again.

      Oops. He tried again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Your order could not be processed. Please verify the card number and try again.

      What the fucking fuck?

      Growling, he opened his online banking app.

      “You okay, Charlie?”

      Charlie smiled at the team’s backup goalie, and if the step back Harbison took was any indication, it was slightly unhinged. “Great! Sure. Yup. I’m fine.”

      Harbison’s eyebrow screamed a sarcastic uh-huh. “If you say so.” He disappeared into the kitchen.

      Less than twenty seconds later, while Charlie was inputting his password into the app, his boss stepped out of the kitchen and crouched by him. “What’s going on?”

      Another forced smile. “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      “Really? Because Harbs said your smile reminded him of the Joker, and looking at you now—” Daniel gestured at his face. “—I have to agree. Why are you still here, anyway? I thought you went home for the day.”

      “Blair’s picking me up, but he’s delayed, so I made a phone call while I waited.”

      “And the phone call makes you want to commit murder?”

      “Kinda.”

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “Not unless you know where I can find two hundred eight-ounce glass jars in the next . . .” Charlie checked the time on his phone. “Like, twenty hours?”

      Daniel scratched his chin. “I’ve been in the food business a long time. Let me reach out to my contacts, see what I can find for you, if anything.”

      This time, Charlie’s smile was much more genuine. “Thanks, Daniel.”

      Daniel squeezed his shoulder. “Go home, Charlie. I’ll see you on Monday.”

      Charlie popped into the little staff room for his outerwear and backpack, patting himself on the back for his timing, when Blair texted a brief, I’m here. As he walked toward the nearest side exit, he finally checked his banking app. He needed to order those jars. In the event Daniel was unsuccessful—and let’s face it, he’d probably be unsuccessful—Charlie needed a backup.

      And if Daniel was successful? He could always return the Amazon order.

      Whoa. Hold up. No wonder his order couldn’t be processed. He didn’t have enough left on his emergency credit card to cover the full amount.

      The card had a small credit limit, and given that he’d used it last week while Blair was staying over . . .

      He couldn’t have not used it. Sure, Dad had brought over more than the staples, but Charlie and Blair had needed extra groceries for the week, plus they’d eaten out a couple of times and Charlie couldn’t make Blair pay for everything. Plus, there’d been the sixty-five-dollar Sea to Sky Gondola. And telling his got-his-shit-together boyfriend that he was short on funds was just not happening.

      Hard pass, thanks.

      He was about to transfer some of his meagre savings to the credit card when he caught a look at the balance amount on his loan.

      $0.

      He came to a stop near the exit.

      “What the . . .” How was the balance zero? It should be upward of nineteen thousand. Was it some kind of glitch on the app?

      Pushing the door open, he stepped outside as he clicked on the account to view the transactions.

      At the bottom was the five-dollar payment he’d made to test that the e-transfer between his chequing account and his loan account was functional.

      Payment Thank You — E-Transfer Charlie Shore.

      But right above it was a second entry.

      Payment Thank You — E-Transfer Dorian Shore.

      Pulse rising, Charlie froze. His fingers clenched on the phone. A sound escaped him, part gut-punch, part fury.

      “Charlie?”

      He looked up, muscles tense. Several feet away, Blair was illegally parked at the curb on Expo Boulevard. He’d lowered his window, and the longer Charlie remained unmoving, the more his welcoming expression turned concerned.

      “You okay?”

      Why did everybody keep asking him that?

      Marching up to the SUV, Charlie wrenched the door open. “I need you to take me to Dorian’s.”

      Blair opened his mouth, possibly to ask why, but then his gaze roamed Charlie’s face and he nodded once. “Just tell me how to get there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “That’s it there,” Charlie said, gesturing. “On the right with the red SUV in the driveway.”

      It hadn’t occurred to Charlie until they were halfway here that Dorian might not be home, but even so, he hadn’t asked Blair to turn around and he hadn’t texted Dorian to check.

      What was Dorian thinking, paying off his loan like that without even talking to him about it? Charlie had told him time and time again that he could handle his own debts. Did Dorian think he couldn’t take care of himself? He was making it work. And the debts were his own to pay. He hadn’t been smart with money, and that was on him to fix.

      He had a great job, so he should’ve had the credit cards paid off already, negating the need for a loan, but with Dad paying the rent, there’d never been any urgency for Charlie to clear his debts. Until Dad had announced he was moving out, and now Charlie was stuck with a mess of his own making.

      A mess he’d been on his way to putting right. Dorian might’ve been annoyed that Charlie wouldn’t let him help, but he didn’t get to step on Charlie’s toes like this just because he could.

      Blair pulled up to the curb and parked. Before Charlie could storm out, Blair placed a palm on his thigh. “Want to talk about what happened?” He’d asked the same question four times in one form or another since they’d left the arena.

      Charlie let out a slow breath through his teeth. “What happened is that Dorian stuck his nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      “And you’re . . . mad?”

      “Yes, I’m mad,” Charlie growled, pushing the door open. “He doesn’t get to just take over because he can. I have a say in my own damn life.”

      “Right,” Blair muttered quietly, keeping pace with Charlie’s angry strides to Dorian’s front door. “Of course you do. But . . . whatever it is Dorian did, is it possible he was simply trying to help?”

      “I don’t need his help. Especially when I didn’t ask for it.” Charlie laid on the doorbell, not letting up until a muffled “Jesus fuck, I’m coming” came from the other side of the door. It swung open a second later, and there was Dorian, wearing ripped jeans and a T-shirt with the Grumpy Bear Care Bear that read Not Today.

      Yeah. Not today, indeed.

      “Charlie?” Dorian blinked at him. “Wha—”

      Charlie pushed past him. “You.” He poked Dorian in the chest with two fingers. “What the hell, Dori?”

      “What the hell, Charlie?” Dorian batted his hand away. “What’s got you in a pissy mood?”

      “You. Butting into my affairs when I specifically told you I had it handled.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the full payment of a nineteen-thousand-dollar loan.”

      Behind him, Blair sucked in a breath, but Charlie didn’t currently have the mental capacity to worry about what Blair must think of him.

      Dorian’s expression went shifty. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Oh, the fucking nerve . . . Charlie dug his phone out of his pocket, brought up his banking app, signed in, and turned the phone toward his cousin.

      “Huh,” Dorian said, casual and shameless as he squinted at Charlie’s screen. “Look at that. I didn’t realize it’d say my name right there. When I made payments to my loan when I had one, it just said Payment with a string of reference numbers. Maybe because we’re with different banks?”

      Charlie’s jaw dropped. “That’s what you’re hung up on?”

      “I don’t get what you’re hung up on,” Dorian said, heading into the kitchen as though the conversation was over.

      “What I’m hung up on,” Charlie said through gritted teeth as he raced after him, “is that I told you—more than once—that I didn’t need your help, but you went and interfered anyway.”

      “Oh, come off it, Charlie.” Clearly out of patience, Dorian rounded on him. “You can’t tell me that being in that sort of debt wasn’t like having a noose around your neck.”

      “You’re right. I can’t. But it was my goddamn noose.”

      “But why would you want it when I can help you?” Dorian demanded, a touch of desperation in his voice. “I have the money. Hell, I’ve got a hundred times more than what I just paid off for you.”

      “Thank you so much for rubbing it in.”

      Lips flattening, Dorian flicked his forehead.

      “Ow.”

      “I’m not trying to rub it in, you dolt.” Turning, Dorian continued into the kitchen, where he removed three glasses from the cupboard and began filling them with water. “I’m trying to tell you that it’s there. I have it, and it’s just sitting there making more money thanks to my investments, all for a stupid app I created as part of an assignment I took for a business class I thought would be a bird course.”

      “Your app’s not stupid,” Charlie muttered, jumping in to defend his cousin even though he was still mad. “You built an app that helps people, Dori.”

      “Yeah, and then I sold it to the highest bidder, and do you know why?” Dorian plunked a glass of water in front of Charlie with so much force, some of the water splashed onto the countertop. “It’s because I was tired of being Dale and Amélie Shore’s youngest, underachieving son. Dorian Shore, always coming home from school with scraped knees and notes from teachers and he’s not living up to his full potential report cards and who changed majors four times. I sold the app so I could finally prove that I was just as successful as my siblings, but do you know what it’s accomplished? Exactly nothing.” Cheeks high with colour, he thunked another glass of water onto the counter, this time in front of Blair. “And now I’m sitting on a pile of millions with nothing to do with them, so excuse me if I want to use what I have to help out my best friend.”

      Blindsided by Dorian’s many revelations, Charlie stared at him. “There’s a lot to unpack in that statement.”

      “Ugh.” Dorian ran both hands through his hair. “You’re so frustrating.”

      “Your app helps people, Dori,” Charlie repeated. “My baking . . . it’s just cake and pastry.”

      “You’re an idiot” was Dorian’s opinion on that, though he said it with exasperated fondness. “You bake things that make people happy.”

      “And happy people just don’t shoot their husbands.” The line from Legally Blonde coming from Blair broke the tension.

      Charlie fell into helpless snort-chortles while Dorian stared at Blair with a mix of awe and bewilderment.

      “Sorry.” Blair shrugged. “I couldn’t help myself.”

      “You know Legally Blonde?” Dorian asked.

      “It’s my favourite movie.”

      “I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you can work the bend and snap into normal conversation.”

      “Make it two hundred and you’ve got yourself a deal,” Blair countered.

      God, Charlie wanted to kiss him.

      But first . . .

      Wiping tears of laughter from his eyes, Charlie sobered, the anger from earlier relegated to a quiet simmer. “I’m still mad at you,” he said to Dorian.

      “Why?” Dorian’s expression turned serious. “Why are you so mad that I helped you?”

      “Because . . .”

      “Because what? I want to help you. I’m dying to help you. Why won’t you let me?”

      Frustrated, Charlie yanked at his hair and blurted, “Because I don’t like being dependent on people who are going to leave.” He clapped his hands over his mouth, horror building in his stomach until it crept up the back of his throat.

      Blair made a wounded noise.

      Dorian’s expression shifted, and swear to God, if there’d been any pity in it, Charlie would’ve cursed at him and walked out. But there was nothing but understanding.

      “Charlie,” Dorian said softly. “I’m not your mother. And I’m not that dick of a business partner who left you high and dry.”

      Tears of a different kind stung Charlie’s eyes. He blinked them back. “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      “I didn’t mean what I said.”

      “You did, and it’s okay that you did. But I’m not going anywhere, not until I’m six feet in the ground. Or maybe cremated. I haven’t decided yet.”

      Charlie barked a laugh. “God, you’re impossible.”

      “Made you laugh, though.” Dorian pulled him into a hug and Charlie went willingly, slumping against him. “I’m sorry I went behind your back, and I’m sorry I made you mad, but I’m not sorry I paid off your loan.”

      “Of course you’re not.”

      “Besides, now that it’s paid off, you don’t have to ration your baking ingredients so much anymore, and you can bake me all the cannoli in the world.”

      Charlie scoffed as he stepped back. “Please. Don’t try to pretend you did this for yourself.”

      “Your cannoli are God’s gift to the human palate, Charlie,” Dorian said with mock seriousness. “Don’t sell yourself short. Now.” He clapped his hands once. “I’m starving. What are your thoughts on pizza?”

      Scrubbing his hands over his face, Charlie sighed, his muscles unclenching and the fire in his belly abating. “Sure. With—”

      “Lactose-free cheese,” Dorian interrupted. “As if I’d forget.”

      He wouldn’t. Because as opinionated and stubborn as Dorian could be, he was also softhearted and loyal and kind, though that wasn’t a side many people ever got to see. Charlie was privileged to be one of the few, and he didn’t take that lightly.

      He nudged their elbows. “Thanks, Dori.”

      “For the pizza? I haven’t even ordered yet.”

      “For the loan payment. I know I came in here all pissed and uppity . . .”

      Because he’d been scared. Scared of what it meant to rely so heavily on someone who could disappear at any moment. Sure, he’d had Dorian his entire life, and Dorian didn’t seem inclined to leave, but that wasn’t a guarantee. Things changed. People changed. It was what had happened with Mom—she’d been happy until she’d met someone else, and then poof. Seemingly overnight, Mom and Dad were divorced and Mom was moving to Calgary with her new guy.

      But that was life, wasn’t it? Full of unknowns, a future yet to be discovered. People came and went, and they’d continue to come and go as Charlie got older and navigated his way through life and all of its happiness and hardships.

      It was hard when someone he loved left, but he’d survived it once. He could survive it again. And again and again. As long as he remained open to possibility, that was what mattered.

      Swallowing the lump in his throat, he met Dorian’s gaze. “Just . . . thank you.”

      Dorian’s expression went adorably shy, his eyes suspiciously shiny. “You’re welcome,” he rasped before clearing his throat and grabbing his phone. “Blair, what kind of pizza do you— Hey. Where’d he go?”
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      Hands in his pockets, Blair strolled from one framed photo to another in Dorian’s living room. Sitting atop the mantlepiece above the lit gas fire, they held an assortment of what Blair could only assume were family photos. Charlie and Coach Shore were prominently featured, and there was one picture with Dorian and an older couple—his parents, given the resemblance—as well as a woman and another man. Possibly the overachieving siblings.

      Blair had learned a lot about the Shore cousins today.

      “There you are.” Charlie strolled in. His eyes were still a little red, but his lips kicked up, a tinge of relief to his smile. “I thought you’d left.”

      “I was just giving you and Dorian some privacy. Why would I leave without telling you?”

      “I don’t know. I thought maybe . . .”

      Blair cocked his head. “What?”

      Charlie shrugged and scratched at the palm of his hand. “I thought maybe you were upset with me.”

      “Why would I be?”

      “Because I didn’t tell you about the money thing?”

      Blair still didn’t have a good grasp on what the money thing was. He just knew that Charlie had a five-figure loan that Dorian had paid off, and Charlie had been pissed about that. Blair didn’t understand what the big deal was. Who didn’t have a loan or some kind of debt these days?

      Charlie hovered near the living room doorway, clearly unsure of his welcome. It broke Blair’s heart a little, and he towed Charlie the rest of the way inside and over to the couch.

      “I’m not upset that you didn’t tell me about the money thing,” Blair said as they sat. He kept Charlie’s hand in his. “Do I wish I’d known? Sure. I wouldn’t have suggested eating out so much if I’d known you had money troubles, and I would’ve pitched in more for the groceries while I was staying with you. But I’m not upset.”

      “You more than pulled your weight financially when you were over,” Charlie said. Sitting back, he met Blair’s gaze. “I didn’t want you to know.”

      “Why not?” Blair asked, angling himself sideways to better see him.

      “Because you’re so . . .” Charlie waved a hand at him. “Put together. You have the house and the car, and you’re just so . . . settled.”

      Blair tried, he really did, but the bark of laughter escaped anyway. “Are you kidding? I’ve got a mortgage and car payments and credit cards and a small line of credit. I know what it’s like to owe money.”

      “But you probably also have savings, right?”

      “Sure.”

      “Well.” Charlie blew out a breath. “I don’t. I’ve been living paycheque to paycheque for what feels like forever, and it seemed like whatever I did, I couldn’t get ahead of that. And then my dad moved out and rent fell on me to pay, and . . .”

      Charlie’s dad had moved out a few weeks ago. And a couple of weeks before that was when Charlie had started working for him.

      The timing clicked into place and Blair said, “That’s why you needed a second job. Why Coach Shore put us in touch when I needed help.”

      “Yeah. Without you . . .” Letting out a humourless chuckle, Charlie closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of the couch. “Speaking of, at some point, we’re going to have to talk about that, because I was right—it’s weird having my boyfriend pay me.”

      Elation sang a song through Blair’s veins, sent warmth radiating throughout his body. “Boyfriend, huh?”

      Charlie opened one eye and squinted at him. “Yes.”

      Blair pulled him close and kissed his temple. “Can I ask a couple of questions?”

      “About being boyfriends? No. That’s non-negotiable.”

      Grinning into Charlie’s hair, Blair kissed him on the top of his head. “About the financial stuff.”

      “Oh. Sure.”

      “Why on earth did your dad move out and leave you on your own?”

      “He doesn’t know about the kind of debt I was in.”

      Oh. Well, that explained things then. Charlie and his dad were close, and it had made no sense to Blair that Stephen Shore would leave his son to fend for himself, knowing he was already living paycheque to paycheque without adding rent and bills to the mix.

      “What’s your second question?” Charlie prompted when Blair remained quiet for a couple of minutes.

      Unsure if he should even ask, Blair went for it. If they were boyfriends, they could talk about the hard stuff. And financials definitely equated hard stuff. “How did it happen? The debt, I mean. How did you end up with a nineteen-thousand-dollar loan?”

      Straightening with a sigh, Charlie pulled his legs under him and faced him. “It started after high school. I had a part-time job in high school working the front counter at a bakery. It paid minimum wage, whatever that was at the time, and my bi-weekly paycheques were, like, a hundred and forty dollars. And I didn’t save any of it—I spent it on movie tickets and video games and trips to the arcade with friends.” Charlie extended one leg and draped it over Blair’s, as though he needed the touch, the connection. “After high school, my friends wanted to take a graduation trip, but I couldn’t afford it, and my parents weren’t about to pay for it. So I applied for a credit card and was approved. It had a tiny credit limit, but it was enough for the trip.”

      “Credit cards are evil.”

      “Tell me about it,” Charlie said, rolling his eyes. “Of course, once the bakery job turned full time after graduation, I applied for a second card. That one had a higher limit. Still nothing extravagant, but more money than I’d ever seen in one place in my own bank account. And suddenly, I could buy all sorts of ingredients so I could bake at home while setting aside my paycheques for the bread and pastry certificate. I paid for that with a combination of savings and a student loan, but that meant I was back to square one in the savings department.” Charlie curled the tips of his fingers into his thumb. “Zip. So I applied for a third credit card, which . . . why the bank saw fit to approve me for it, I’ll never know.” He made a what-the-fuck face. “Anyway. There I was one day with three credit cards that were almost fully maxed out. Then I was offered a higher credit limit on one of my older cards . . . I guess because I’d been consistently making the minimum payments? And of course I accepted it. This was a few years ago, around the same time my friend and I started talking about going into business together. We’d met at bakery school, and even though I didn’t have the money to go into business, I took out a cash advance and . . .”

      Charlie hunched his shoulders, giving Blair a good guess as to what had happened. “The business wasn’t successful?”

      Charlie barked a hard laugh. “It didn’t even get off the ground. Marshall—that was my friend—he got offered a job in the kitchen at a hotel in Europe, and he moved within a couple of weeks, leaving me with all the product and more debt than I’d ever been in. I’ve been making the minimum payments for what feels like forever, but if you’ve ever had a maxed-out credit card in the amount of several thousand, you know making minimum payments means it takes forever to make a dent on the balance owed.”

      “What was the business?”

      “We’d identified a need for gluten-free and dairy-free pastries in high school cafeterias. We had a business plan in place, and we were already talking to schools. Then . . .” Charlie waved a hand, which Blair interpreted as then Marshall fucked off to Europe.

      “You didn’t continue the business without him?”

      “I tried for a little while, but I didn’t get anywhere with the schools. Maybe because Marshall had taken the lead in speaking with them, or maybe because I was feeling the blow of his departure and I didn’t come across as knowledgeable and competent in our meetings. Or hell, maybe the schools weren’t ready for what I was offering. Who knows?”

      Blair scooted closer to him and cupped the back of his neck. It amazed him that Charlie was about to put himself out there with his new cake jar business after what had happened with his previous one. “Where does the loan come in?”

      “I met with my financial advisor recently. She consolidated my credit card debt and approved me for a loan to pay off the full amount.”

      “And now you need to pay that back. In monthly instalments, I imagine?”

      “Well, I would have had to pay it back if a nosy cousin hadn’t gotten there first,” Charlie raised his voice at the end, his gaze shifting in the direction of the kitchen.

      “You’re welcome!” Dorian called back.

      Chuckling, Blair circled his thumb along Charlie’s neck. “I always wondered why financial literacy isn’t taught in high school.”

      “Right? And I had no one to teach me at home. My mom left, and my dad was a single dad. He’s the best, don’t get me wrong. But I’m sure he had other things on his mind than teaching me how to be smart with money, like keeping a roof over our heads and food on the table. Who taught you?”

      “My grandparents on my dad’s side. Actually, both sets of grandparents.” Blair smiled, recalling how they used to show him their handwritten ledgers whenever he’d visit with his parents. “They emigrated here from Europe with almost nothing, so they knew the value of hard work and making every penny stretch.”

      Folding his arms on the back of the couch, Charlie rested his head on them. “Do you miss them?”

      “Yeah,” Blair said, a spear of dull sadness catching him in the sternum. “They were great. Tough, though. All four of them lived through World War II in Europe: my maternal grandparents in Greece and my paternal ones in Poland. They were . . . hardy. Battle worn. Not afraid to tell you how it is. They’d seen a lot, and they told us a lot of stories, but I’m sure I don’t know the half of it. How about you? Do you miss your mom? I mean, I know she’s not dead, but—”

      Charlie snorted a laugh and it brightened his eyes. “No. I don’t miss her. That sounds bad, but she left eighteen years ago. I remember missing her at first, but it’s been a long time since then. Mostly I wish our relationship was different. I try. It’s just . . . she always seems to have something else going on.” His smile went sad, his voice soft and tentative. “I wish I knew what was so much better about her new family that made her not want me anymore.”

      Blair’s stomach plummeted. His heart twisted with a combination of anger and sorrow. Cupping Charlie’s cheeks, he touched their lips together. He kept the kiss slow, and he put as much feeling into it as he could, conveying with his mouth and his tongue that Charlie was special and unique and perfect.

      “You’re magic, Charlie,” he whispered. “Don’t ever let anyone make you feel differently.”

      Charlie’s breathing stuttered, his chin trembled. Crawling into Blair’s lap, he brought their mouths together again. Blair held him close and kissed back out of a desperate need to make Charlie understand that there was nothing wrong with him. Charlie’s kiss was just as desperate, with a touch of franticness thrown in as their tongues tangled. Blair moaned into the heat of him, his hands clenching on Charlie’s ass, bringing them closer until they were only one soul.

      “Did you ask him what kind of pizza he wan— Hey!”

      They broke apart, panting. Blair looked past Charlie’s shoulder, and in the doorway stood a glowering Dorian.

      “I’m starving, and you’re over here making out with your guy? Rude, Charlie.”

      Releasing a snorted laugh, Charlie wiped his eyes. “Sorry. We got sidetracked.”

      “Obviously. Screw you both,” Dorian said without any heat. “Not literally, mind you. Not in my house, anyway. I’m ordering now and you’ll eat what I get.” He left, muttering to himself.

      Charlie sniffled, but his smile for Blair was beautiful. “I was supposed to ask you what kind of pizza you want.”

      “I can’t stay. I promised Erica I’d watch Heather so she can have dinner with her girlfriends. In fact, I should get going so I’m not late.”

      “Oh.” Charlie’s shoulders sagged. “Damn, I forgot about that.”

      “You stay. Have fun with your cousin. I can swing by to pick you up on my way home after, but I don’t know what time it’ll be.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll have Dorian drive me since he’s so determined to help anyway.”

      “You’re coming over, right?” Blair didn’t want to spend another night without him again.

      “Yeah. Tomorrow’s baking day and I’ll be using your kitchen to bake the cakes and assemble the cake jars, so—” Breaking off, Charlie’s eyes went wide and he flew off the sofa, hands fisting in his hair. “Shit! The jars!”

      “What jars?”

      “The cake jars.” Panicked, he dug his phone out of his pocket. “Oh god, please tell me I’m still in the two hours and twenty-two-minute window. Yes. Yes!” He pumped a fist. “Blair, I need three hundred dollars. Dorian! I need three hundred dollars.”

      Pounding footsteps sounded down the hall, and it was a race to see which one of them could whip their credit cards out the fastest.
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      Baking day.

      Or as Charlie was coming to think of it, What the Hell Did I Get Myself Into day.

      Two hundred jars? Honestly. What the hell had he been thinking? He couldn’t have started small for his first market? Fifty jars to see how it went?

      No, he had to think big, with two hundred jars and four different flavours. Oreo; sugar cookie, which had hints of cinnamon in the frosting; chocolate hazelnut; and Baileys. He’d nixed the red velvet—not because Matt hadn’t liked it, but because when he’d polled his taste testers, it had been their least favourite.

      He’d done the frostings for the four jars over the course of the week. All that was left was to bake the cakes—always better made fresh—and assemble the jars.

      Sounded easier than it was. Assembling two hundred jars with cake, frosting, and assorted other garnishes—Oreo cookies, white chocolate chunks, crispy rice pearls, or ganache—would take hours.

      And he still had to label the jars.

      Of which he had six hundred.

      The missing order had arrived on Blair’s doorstep twenty minutes ago, delivered by a bored delivery person who’d jumped when Charlie had screeched at his appearance.

      The Amazon order had also arrived, but Charlie would be returning those and getting Blair his money back. The mason jars, being textured, didn’t hold a label well. Charlie and Blair had tested that out earlier.

      And he had two hundred jars from a friend of Daniel’s who hadn’t needed them. She hadn’t even wanted cash for them, happy to trade them for a pair of nosebleed section NHL tickets, which Charlie had begged off one of the players. Okay, begged was a strong word. He’d simply sent a text in the group WhatsApp chat, asked if anyone had spare comp seats to an upcoming game they wouldn’t need, and several guys had responded.

      Of course, comp seats weren’t anywhere near the nosebleed section. Frankly, Daniel’s friend was getting the better end of the bargain.

      He wouldn’t need the extras from Daniel’s friend for tomorrow, but they’d come in handy for any custom orders that came out of the market or for his next one.

      Standing in Blair’s kitchen, surrounded by cakes and frosting and dirty baking equipment, Charlie grinned. His I like big buns (and I cannot lie) apron was stained to hell and back, there was flour everywhere, and it smelled like all his dreams come true.

      Blair sat at the kitchen table, which was littered with empty glass jars. He affixed a label to a jar, bopping his head to the music piping through his speakers—“Unstoppable” by Sia—and turned the jar toward Charlie. “My logo looks good on your jar.”

      “Damn right it does.”

      In the twenty minutes since they’d arrived, though, Blair hadn’t had a chance to make much of a dent and he’d be leaving for the arena for tonight’s game soon. Charlie would probably have to do the labelling himself once the jars were assembled. Assembling took priority over labelling. He had a feeling he’d be at this until well after Blair returned home after the game.

      The doorbell rang. Charlie ignored it as Blair rose to answer it, grabbed a bamboo skewer, and inserted into his cake to test its readiness. “A few more minutes,” he muttered to himself, closing the oven door.

      “Hey, Coach.”

      “Brawsiski.”

      Charlie whirled at Matt’s voice.

      “Charlie here?” Matt asked.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Blair stepped out of the way. “Come in.”

      “Matt?” Wiping his hands on his apron, Charlie rounded the counter. “What are you doing here?”

      “Dorian texted,” Matt told him, stepping out of his shoes. “Said I was needed for something called a labelling party? He said there’d be food.”

      “I did indeed,” Dorian said, stepping into the house behind Matt, several takeout bags in hand. “I come bearing food and reinforcements.” He moved out of the way, and behind him were Felix and Emery.

      Stupefied, Charlie stared.

      Felix rubbed his hands together. “Put us to work, chef.”

      “Charlie!” Emery hugged him, his big arms coming around him and lifting him off the ground. “My favourite person.”

      “I’m, like, your fourth favourite person after your husband, your brother, and your best friend,” Charlie said, chuckling as Emery set him down.

      “Top five,” Emery agreed. He slung an arm around his shoulders. “Seriously, though. I never see you anymore. I miss you.”

      “Same. The locker room’s not the same without you. It’s so quiet without you there singing along to Carly Rae Jepsen.”

      “Ah, the good old days.”

      Charlie took them all in. Dorian stood in the living room, frowning, looking around as though searching for a place to set down the takeout that wasn’t already covered in cake stuff or jars. Matt and Felix were saying hello, and Emery was asking Blair if it was safe to park on a nearby side street.

      “Not that I’m not happy to see you all,” Charlie said slowly, “but what are you doing here?”

      “Your guy texted.” Dorian nodded his chin at Blair. “Said you needed help, so I gathered the troops. Tried to get your dad too, but he couldn’t get anyone to cover his shift. Jolene’s coming, though. She should be here soon.”

      “And Pierce is on his way,” Matt added. “He was at an estate sale in White Rock, but he should be here soon.”

      “Tate’s coming too,” Blair said. “He’s picking up my sister on his way since her husband has Heather tonight.”

      Apparently deciding that all the usual flat surfaces for eating were a lost cause, Dorian placed the takeout bags on the coffee table. “So? What do you need?”

      “I don’t understand what’s happening,” Charlie said weakly.

      “Labels,” Blair said, directing their attention to the kitchen table. “Labels need to go on the jars. And once the cakes have cooled, we need to assemble the cake jars. Charlie will show us how. Right, Charlie?”

      “Um. Sure?”

      “That way Charlie just has to focus on the baking, because if he has to do it all himself, he’ll literally be here all night.”

      “And most of us need to leave in the next hour.” Matt gestured at himself, Dorian, Blair, and Emery. “So what can we do in an hour that’ll help you the most?”

      Overwhelmed, Charlie sucked in a breath. He wouldn’t cry. He would. Not. Cry. He cleared his throat. “Uh. Maybe two people can label the jars? And since the cakes for the Oreo jars have cooled enough, a couple of you can cut them into pieces—I have cookie cutters you can use—and one person can start assembling them?”

      Felix pulled up his sleeves. “Since I don’t have anywhere to be, I’ll do the assembling.”

      “Don’t you have a show tonight?” Charlie asked. To his knowledge, Felix’s play ran every day, sometimes twice a day with a matinee.

      “It’s my understudy’s night.” Felix waggled his eyebrows. “It’s your lucky day.”

      The other guys divided themselves into two groups without much discussion—Matt and Emery on labelling and Dorian and Blair on cake cutting. Gathering all the ingredients for the Oreo jars, Charlie sat on the barstool next to Felix and showed him how to assemble it. A layer of chocolate cake took up the bottom third of the jar; it got topped with custard buttercream and chocolate ganache; then there was a layer of vanilla cake.

      “And finally, you add more buttercream, then a spoonful of ganache, then an Oreo cookie right on top and some Oreo cookie crumbs.” He sealed the jar, added an Oreo Cookie Cake Jar label to the lid, and that was it.

      “Got it.” Felix nodded. “Chocolate cake, buttercream, ganache, vanilla cake, buttercream, ganache, Oreo, crumbs. Easy. Question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “When do I get to eat one?”

      Grinning, Charlie rose and opened the oven to check his cakes again. “If there’s anything left once everything’s jarred, it’s all yours.”

      “Speaking of eating.” Dorian grabbed the bags from the coffee table and placed them on the two remaining chairs at the kitchen table. “Who wants Chinese?”

      The food got distributed, and even so, there were still several takeout containers in the bags. If Charlie had to guess, he’d bet Dorian had bought one of everything off the menu.

      Conversation flowed as Charlie made his final cake, though he didn’t pay much attention to it, content to be surrounded by friends and baked goods. His gaze landed on Blair where he stood at the counter, so carefully cutting cake pieces into perfect spheres.

      They were polar opposites, weren’t they? Blair, happy to help to the point where he got taken advantage of. Charlie, unwilling to ask for help from anyone. There had to be a happy medium between the two. Because neither could go on as they had been.

      For years Charlie had felt like a discarded piece of meat one fed to the pet dog, all because his mother had left to start a new family, a feeling that had only been exacerbated when his business partner had left him. But here was Charlie’s little made family ready to help him, all without him having to ask.

      Why had it taken him so long to realize that he was surrounded by people who loved him?

      Emotion overwhelmed him, and he swallowed back tears of gratitude and happiness, forcing his mind on the conversation as a distraction.

      “Remind me who that is?” Dorian was saying.

      “Jamie Jamieson?” Matt affixed a label, taking care to ensure it was on straight. “The east coast AHL player. The one you said could stay with you if he got traded to the Orcas.”

      Dorian grunted. “I still say that can’t possibly be his real name.”

      “I once met a Chris Christophe,” Felix said. “And one of the producers on my first album was Griffith Griffiths.”

      Dorian stared at him. “Get out.”

      “We’re getting a trade?” Blair asked, a plate at his elbow piled high with perfectly rounded pieces of chocolate cake.

      “For your ears only,” Matt said with a hard stare in his direction. “It’s only about eighty-five percent official at this point.”

      “My lips are sealed, Coach. But if he needs a place to stay, he’s welcome here. I’m not home all that often, and most of my nights are spent at Charlie’s. He’d mostly have the run of the place.”

      Matt raised an eyebrow at that and swung his gaze from Blair to Charlie and back. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “We could always give Jamieson his options and let him choose,” Emery said as Blair’s phone rang. “Archie’s got a guest house on his property that’s housed rookies and traded players before. Assuming it’s currently unoccupied, he might let Jamieson use it.”

      Phone to his ear, Blair took the stairs two at a time as Emery and Matt debated Jamieson’s potential housing situation. Charlie watched Blair go, gave him a minute, then followed after him.

      “Perfect, thanks,” Blair was saying as Charlie crested the top step. Blair leaned against the wall next to his niece’s room. “Are you able to ship them to the arena? You should have the address on file. Great. Thanks.” He hung up and smiled at Charlie. “That was my podiatrist’s office. My new orthotics are ready a week early. Gotta wonder if Coach or Sam put a rush on—”

      Charlie kissed him.

      Blair made a noise of surprise. In the next instant, his arms came up around Charlie, holding him close.

      Groaning, Charlie cupped Blair’s jaw and angled his head just so, slotting their open mouths together in a kiss that was dirty and wet and not fit for polite company. Charlie’s head swam and his knees went weak.

      This guy. This guy who’d called him magic. Magic. Who’d told him he was important and that he was a ray of sunshine in the middle of a Vancouver winter. Had anyone ever said anything so sweet to him before? And he’d called Charlie’s friends and family to help when Charlie had been reluctant to, knowing everyone was busy with their own lives.

      If he could have, he would’ve crawled right into Blair’s body so Blair could read the emotions swinging through him that he didn’t have the right words to express.

      Standing on his tiptoes, he devoured Blair’s mouth and was devoured in return. Blair groaned, sending shivers along Charlie’s spine that made him tremble.

      Panting, he came up for air, leaning his weight against Blair.

      “Jesus,” Blair said, breathing hard. He rested their foreheads together. “What was that for?”

      I love you.

      The words were on the tip of Charlie’s tongue. His stomach rattled with a heady mix of nerves, fear, desire, and affection. The fear won out and he bit the words back.

      “It was a . . .” thank you, he meant to say, but then he got a look at Blair’s expression.

      Adoring. Soft and open, his eyes alight with pleasure and a dreamy quality that had Charlie gasping. An entire novel was written on Blair’s face, telling a story about two men who laughed together, baked together, lived together, built a life and grew old together. Two lives intertwined as surely as a butterfly’s was tied to the seasons.

      Oh, fuck it to hell and back.

      “I love you.”

      Blair’s smile was pure sunshine. His hands cupped Charlie’s cheeks and he touched their lips together again in a kiss that was the complete opposite of their previous one. Slow and sensuous and full of feelings that tugged at Charlie’s heartstrings and made them sing.

      “I love you,” Blair whispered against his lips, and Charlie’s mind and emotions went a little haywire as he brought their mouths back together.

      It wasn’t permanency. In some cases, love didn’t endure. There was a part of Charlie that still believed people only stuck around until something better came along, but so what? The future wasn’t a guarantee, not for anyone. In the here and now, they loved each other.

      Things might not work out between them in the long run, but that didn’t mean Charlie wasn’t worthy of love and affection. He could only live for right now, not for an uncertain someday.

      And he planned to hold on to Blair with both hands for as long as he could.
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      Blair was on fire tonight.

      The Orcas were playing a team from Tucson that had won its last four games. The Orcas had also won their last four games, and they were determined to make it five.

      And succeeding.

      With the score at 5–3 during the third period, they had a damn good chance at taking home the win.

      Blair had a sore shoulder from a block during the first period, but it was nothing compared to the ache in his knee from just two weeks ago, more of a battle wound that energized him more than anything else. It’d been chaos in their defensive zone for a few moments during the first period, Tucson desperate for a goal to tie the score at 2–2. Lewis-Nyawo had made a save, but it had left the net wide open as the puck rebounded directly onto a waiting Tucson player’s tape.

      Blair had dived between the net and Lewis-Nyawo, knocking the puck out of the air with his stick. He’d landed hard on his side, his left shoulder and arm taking the brunt of it, but he’d made the save. His teammates had crowed in his ear afterward.

      Lewis-Nyawo had offered him a grin and fist bump. “Drinks on me tonight, B.”

      A few minutes later, the Orcas had won a faceoff, and in a move almost too fast to follow, Toussaint had passed to him, he’d shot . . . and fucking scored, the puck sailing between the legs of two Tucson players.

      During the second period, Blair had watched from the bench, heart catapulting in his chest, as a quick play by Tucson had resulted in two on nothing, Lewis-Nyawo facing down two rival players with no backup. Coach Shore had sent Blair in for his next shift, and Blair had skated as though hellhounds were on his heels, intercepting a pass that had a halfway decent chance of making it into the net.

      “Drinks and dinner on me tonight,” Lewis-Nyawo had said.

      Now here they were, ahead by two. The energy of the crowd fuelled Blair’s adrenalin, made him grin around his mouthguard as he waited for the next faceoff. There were twelve seconds left on the clock, but in hockey, a player could sink the puck into the net with less than that.

      And had.

      He exchanged a nod with Lin. The puck dropped.

      He had to hand it to the Tucson boys—their play upon winning the faceoff was well executed, setting up a left-winger with a perfect, unimpeded shot.

      Until Blair made a sliding block. The puck bounced off his skate and somehow ended up underneath him as the siren sounded and he slid slowly into the boards on his stomach.

      Game over.

      “Drinks, dinner, and a fucking cake,” Lewis-Nyawo said as Blair’s teammates converged on him.

      “Dude, what even was that?” Stadden exclaimed. “That last block was fucking epic.”

      Later, once Blair had spoken with the press, showered, and changed, Lewis-Nyawo cornered him at his stall. “So? Where to?”

      Blair pocketed his phone—Charlie had sent him a photo of an army of assembled cake jars. “Next time?”

      Lewis-Nyawo socked him in the arm. “Next time? Dude. No. After that game?”

      “I need to get home. I want to help Charlie finish his cake jars for tomorrow’s market.”

      “The You Make Me Melt market that you emailed us about,” Lewis-Nyawo said with a snap of his fingers. “It’s in my calendar. I got tickets for me and Simone.”

      “I’m coming too,” Lin said from next to Blair. “You had me at cake jars.”

      “Same.” That was Archie, raising a hand from across the room.

      “Me too.”

      A dozen more hands went up and Blair grinned at his teammates. “So, what? We’re all going straight to the market from morning skate?”

      “Yup.” Lin pulled on a coat. “Who wants to carpool?”

      “Brawsiski.” Coach Shore stood in the office’s doorway. He jerked his head in the office’s direction, then disappeared inside.

      “Ooh-hoo-hoo.” Lin waggled his eyebrows. “Called to the principal’s office.”

      Blair flipped him off. “Suck it, Lin.”

      Lin cackled.

      “Hey, Coach.” Blair knocked on the doorjamb and walked in. “What’s up?”

      Coach Shore leaned back against the desk. “Nice game tonight. I’m glad to see those extra practices with Coach Stanton are paying off.”

      “Yeah,” Blair said, bouncing on his toes, loathe to admit that it was probably a combination of extra practice and what Charlie had said to him earlier.

      Charlie loved him, and that was enough to make Blair feel like he could take on an entire hockey team on his own.

      “You know Garrett Veitch?” Shore asked.

      The non-sequitur had Blair blinking. “Sure. Plays defence for our affiliate.”

      “He’s going to be sitting out a few games soon. I don’t know the details, but he’ll be out for a couple of weeks.” Shore narrowed his gaze. “That’s also for your ears only.”

      Blair mimed zipping his lips closed.

      “Coach Epps wants you to replace him.”

      Jaw dropping, Blair released a surprise laugh. “Because of tonight?”

      “Tonight was part of it, but you have an excellent overall record. You were Epps’ top pick before your MCL sprain. After tonight, he’s even more convinced than ever.”

      “Holy shit,” Blair whispered. His pulse quickened, and his belly fluttered.

      “Epps wants you to start practising with his team starting next week. I’ll email you their practice schedule, but you’ll be expected first thing Monday for morning skate.”

      “Holy shit.” Running both hands through his hair, Blair choked on a laugh. “Are you serious?”

      Shore raised an eyebrow. “I don’t joke about hockey. Now get out of here. And Brawsiski? Nice work.”

      Blair skipped to his locker, not even caring that half his team made fun of him for it. He was going to play in the NHL! The big leagues.

      He couldn’t wait to tell Charlie.

      His mind skidded to a halt. He couldn’t wait to tell . . . Charlie.

      For his entire life, he’d wanted to play just one NHL game to prove to his parents that everything they’d done for him had been worth it. Now that his chance was here, they should’ve been the first people he thought of calling.

      Waving goodbye to his lingering teammates, he grabbed his coat and headed out, dialling Charlie as he walked toward the exit.

      “I never want to see another cake jar again,” Charlie said by way of hello.

      “You sound tired.”

      “I literally just sent Tate, Felix, and Jolene home. Your sister started yawning before your game even started, so she Ubered home a while ago. And Pierce is asleep on your couch with a half-eaten plate of cake on his lap.”

      “He ate your cake?”

      “I had extras.” Charlie sighed, sounding weary yet satisfied. “Are you on your way?”

      “Just leaving now.” Blair hopped into his car and started the engine. “Guess who’s going to see an NHL game soon?”

      “No shit? Blair! That’s awesome! Oops. I woke Pierce.” Charlie started laughing and it sounded slightly manic.

      His laughter was contagious and Blair chuckled along with him. “Charlie?”

      He hiccuped. “Uh-huh.”

      “Go to bed, baby.”

      “Yeah. Thanks for calling to tell me about the NHL thing.”

      Blair pumped the heat, rested his head back against the headrest, and closed his eyes. “You were the first person I wanted to call.”

      “Yeah?” Blair could hear the smile in Charlie’s voice.

      “Yeah. You know, somewhere along the line, making it to the NHL became more about my parents and less about me. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to play even one NHL game before I retire, but . . . My parents, they don’t really understand my love for this sport, but that never stopped them from working their asses off so I could play. As much as I want to make it to the NHL, more recently, my desire to do so has been to prove to them that it was all worth it. But they already know that.”

      “I think there’s a part of us that strives to make our parents proud, no matter how old we are,” Charlie said quietly. “It’s part of the reason why I didn’t tell my dad about my money problems. I didn’t want him to know that about me. I want him to think I have my shit together. Like you.”

      “I definitely don’t have all my shit together, despite appearances to the contrary,” Blair admitted. “My life has been go-go-go for a long time. You make me want to slow down.”

      “And you make me want to get my shit together.” Charlie yawned loudly. “Okay. I’m done for. I’m kicking Pierce out and going to bed.”

      “Naked?”

      “Of course. Come cuddle me when you get home.”

      “Count on it.”

      Hell, the way Blair’s mind was thinking about the future, that was something Charlie could count on for the rest of his life.
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      The market wasn’t what Charlie expected.

      He didn’t know what he’d expected, exactly, this being his first market and all, but it wasn’t this.

      He was packed into a venue in North Vancouver with sixty other local vendors. On his left, a mother-daughter duo sold homemade bath products. On his right, a man his dad’s age sold hand-carved wooden cutting boards. Across from him, a woman sold crocheted winter gear. In the time after he and Dorian had set up their table and before the market had opened, they’d browsed what the other vendors had to offer, and Dorian had purchased something at each table. A package of Nanaimo bars, a knit toque, handmade soaps, a smartphone stand, home décor, a mug, herbal tea, hot sauce. Dog treats too, even though he didn’t have a dog and didn’t particularly like animals.

      Charlie suspected half, if not most, of what Dorian had purchased would end up at his apartment.

      And all the vendors were so nice. Helping set up each other’s stalls and sending customers each other’s way whenever they got the chance.

      The customers, though, were a mixed bag. Some of them looked at Charlie and his table display with disinterest. Others tried a sample of one of his cake jars and moved on. Many took a business card. A lot sampled and bought.

      And a few even placed orders right there on the spot, deposit and everything. Small events—a kids’ birthday party, a small baby shower, and a catered office lunch.

      His table was never empty. There was always someone, even if that someone was simply scoping out his goods.

      “Do you do weddings?” a woman asked, mouth half-stuffed with a sample of his chocolate hazelnut cake jar.

      Charlie gawped. “Weddings?”

      “Yeah, I’m getting married in September and I want these as wedding favours.”

      He gawped some more.

      Dorian gave a customer her change, then leaned closer to Charlie. “He does weddings.” He bumped Charlie’s elbow. “Right, Charlie?”

      “Sure. Right. Yes. Weddings.” Weddings. Weddings! He could do weddings. “Do you know how many people?”

      “My fiancé’s Italian, so a lot,” she said with a rueful laugh. “Three hundred and fifty people, minimum.”

      “Three hundred and . . . Jesus. I don’t think I know enough people who know enough people to fill a room with that many bodies.”

      She snorted a laugh and held out a hand. “I’m Amanda.”

      “Charlie. I can take your information down and email you about your order tomorrow.”

      “No need. I’m ready to order now. Assuming you’re taking orders now, that is.”

      “He’s definitely taking orders,” Dorian piped in, taking yet another payment.

      “Are you sure?” Charlie asked. Not that he didn’t want the sale, but . . . “You don’t want to talk to your fiancé about it first?”

      “Already did. He’s the one who sent me over here to sample your cakes. He swung by your table earlier. Now, tell me . . . what kind of alternatives do you offer for guests that are gluten-free or sugar-free or dairy-free or nut-free?”

      Twenty minutes later, deposit made and contract signed, Charlie bounced on his toes as Amanda thanked him and moved on to the next table. Turning to Dorian, he said, “I’m doing favours. For a wedding.” The deposit alone would keep him in groceries for the next two months.

      “And we’re sold out of the Baileys,” Dorian told him, rearranging the jars on the table to hide the gap previously held by the Baileys cake jars.

      “Seriously? But it’s barely one. We still have three more hours to go.”

      “I’d say selling out before the market ends is a good problem to have.”

      Holy crap. Letting out a shaky breath, Charlie turned to face the wall.

      People were buying his products.

      People were making custom orders for his products.

      He had a damn wedding!

      He’d known his cake jars were good, but even being told that they weren’t a nosebleed section and that he should sell them for twelve bucks instead of the original six he’d intended, he hadn’t fully believed they were that good. Twelve bucks for an eight-ounce cake jar?

      But customers were buying and ordering, he was sold out of the Baileys, he had about half left of the sugar cookie and Oreo jars, and friends and family had come out to support him.

      When he’d emailed everyone he’d ever met about the market, he’d emailed literally everyone on his email list.

      So far, he’d seen most of the Shore clan, several NHL players and their families or significant others, as well as a few friends from high school and his bread and pastry certificate days. Hell, two of his instructors had shown up, and Dad and Jolene had dropped by too, staying until Dad needed to leave for work.

      “What is this?” Dorian gestured at his face. “What’s happening right now? Why are your eyes leaking?”

      “I’m just . . .” Charlie hiccupped. “Overwhelmed. But in a good way.”

      “Well, rein it in. Your boyfriend just arrived with all his friends.”

      All his friends . . .

      Charlie whirled. Sure enough, there was Blair, having his ticket scanned at the entrance. Behind him was the entire AHL team.

      Sucking in a deep breath, Charlie held it and tried to get his emotions under control.

      Blair scanned the room, and when his gaze landed on Charlie, his expression shifted into one of pure joy that made Charlie’s breath hitch again. But then Blair’s expression fell, and he rushed in Charlie’s direction.

      “Are you okay? What happened?”

      Dorian jerked a thumb at Charlie. “Happy tears.”

      “We sold out of the Baileys,” Charlie choked out.

      “Yeah?” Blair wiped a tear from under Charlie’s eye with his thumb. Coming around the table, he pulled Charlie to his side. “Is this all you’ve got left?” He nodded at the remaining jars.

      “There are a few under the table. The chocolate hazelnut isn’t as popular, so there’s more of that than anything else.”

      “You might not have much left once the guys descend on you.”

      Blair was right. The AHL players converged en masse, discreet in hats and bulky sweaters so they didn’t draw attention away from the vendors—the NHL players had done the same earlier—but not discreet in their volume. The ones he didn’t know introduced themselves, shaking his hand as enthusiastically as a child bouncing on their parents’ bed on Christmas morning, thrilled to meet him either because of the cake jars or because of who he was to Blair.

      Maybe a combination of both.

      They sampled. They bought. And some of them began eating right there and then as they browsed the rest of the room.

      Good thing Charlie had brought extra plastic spoons.

      By the time they’d all purchased, Charlie was left with a handful of sugar cookie and Oreo jars, and about ten chocolate hazelnut.

      One they’d all dispersed, Charlie blinked at their retreating backs. “Well. That was a whirlwind.”

      “I need a nap after that,” Dorian muttered.

      Blair grinned as he ate out of his own Oreo jar. “Told you.”

      Charlie’s eyes pricked again. People he didn’t know had come out to support him. His own mother had totally forgotten about the market, and yet complete strangers as well as people he hadn’t seen in months or years were here. Then there were his loved ones, everybody taking time out of their busy schedules to be there for him.

      A tentative voice said, “Is there one left for me?” and his jaw dropped. “Mom?”

      Standing next to her, his half-sister waved with two fingers.

      “Maya? What the . . . ?”

      “Surprise!” Maya flung herself at him, short curls bobbing, and he stumbled, saved by Blair’s solid presence.

      “What . . . ? I . . .” Charlie didn’t have a chance to hug her back before she stepped away, fairly vibrating with excitement. He glanced between her and his mom. “What are you . . . ? How . . . ?”

      “Maya wanted to tour Simon Fraser,” Mom said, “and with your market today, we figured—” She shrugged, her smile hesitant. “—why not? SFU in the morning and your market in the afternoon so we could support you.”

      Oh god. Charlie’s eyes were going to start leaking again.

      Maya hugged his arm to her chest. “This is the coolest thing you’ve ever done.”

      He was so shocked at their presence, he couldn’t even dredge up a laugh for her.

      Mom peered at his jars. “What flavours have you got here?”

      “Sugar cookie, Oreo, and chocolate hazelnut,” Charlie said automatically. “Want a sample?”

      “I’ll just buy one of each. It’ll keep me and Maya well-fed on our flight back tomorrow.”

      “Oh no, you don’t have to buy. Just take one of each.”

      Dorian made a little noise next to him.

      “What?” Mom scoffed. “I don’t think so. How can I support you if I don’t pay for your products?”

      Dad had said the same thing earlier.

      “How much?” his mom asked.

      Squinting, Dorian crossed his arms. “Twenty bucks each.”

      Charlie rolled his eyes. “They’re twelve.”

      “Charlie,” Maya whispered in his ear, still latched onto him. “The hottie you sent me a picture of that one time is standing right there.”

      Turning, Charlie spotted Blair leaning back against the wall a few feet away, casually eating his cake jar. He paused long enough to send a smile Charlie’s way.

      “That’s Blair,” Charlie said. “My boyfriend.”

      “So you did tap that. Good for you.” She thrust out a hand in Blair’s direction. “Hi. I’m Maya.” She tipped her head at Charlie. “This one’s sister.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Blair. This one’s boyfriend.”

      “I watch your games sometimes, but only when you play Calgary.”

      “Calgary fan, huh?”

      “They own my soul.”

      Swallowing a laugh, Charlie boxed three jars, placed the box in a paper bag, and handed it to his mom. “I hope you like them.”

      “I’m sure I will.” His mom sucked in a deep breath. “Maya and I are staying at an Airbnb downtown so we can do touristy things this afternoon and tomorrow morning. Perhaps you and your—” She peered past him. “—boyfriend would like to join us for dinner? You’re welcome to join us as well, Dorian.”

      “I’m busy tonight.” Dorian said.

      “Doing what?” Charlie asked.

      “Soaking my feet in a hot bath.”

      That was fair. Dorian had shown up at Blair’s first thing this morning, helped Charlie pack up his SUV with the cake jars and all his equipment—table runner, table displays, business cards, and cash lock box—helped set up the table, and he’d been by Charlie’s side taking payments for hours.

      Charlie’s feet twinged just thinking of the next three hours on his feet.

      “Why don’t you come over?” Charlie said to his mom. “Around seven? We can order dinner.”

      “Perfect. Now, let me pry Maya away and we’ll get out of your way. Let you greet other customers.”

      There weren’t currently any other customers. In fact, attendance seemed to have shrunk considerably. One of the vendors had told him that mornings were always busiest at this sort of thing.

      “Actually, I haven’t eaten lunch. There’s a pierogi stand over there. My treat?”

      Mom smiled and it was the smile of his youth—shared with him over lactose-free ice cream after dinner and over good report cards and on Sunday mornings, eating pancakes at the kitchen table.

      Looking away from it and all the childhood memories that had been tarnished by Mom’s speedy departure when his parents had announced their separation, he said, “Dori, you want anything?”

      Dorian shook his head. “I’ll take a break after you.”

      “If anyone asks about custom orders while I’m gone—”

      “I’ll text you.” Dorian waved a hand. “Go eat.”

      Blair and Maya had wandered away to browse the other vendors together, Maya chatting away without pausing for breath. Charlie grinned at them and led his mom to the other side of the room.

      A few minutes later, carton of pierogies in hand, they settled on a bench in a nook with a window that looked out onto a courtyard with several shops and a pub. They ate in silence, using plastic forks to inefficiently slice their food into manageable bites.

      Charlie had no idea what to say. Wasn’t sure how he felt. Surprised, mostly. Also confused. This wasn’t his mom’s first time back in Vancouver since she’d moved away. She’d attended his graduations and had made weekend trips for brief visits over the years, but it’d been harder for her to travel when Maya was little. Usually it was Charlie who visited Mom and Maya in Calgary, though he hadn’t made the trip in a couple of years.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here today,” he eventually said, pushing a second pierogi around on his plate.

      “Maya wanted it to be a surprise. I wasn’t sure that was a good idea, but she insisted. I still think I should’ve told you.”

      “No, it’s . . .” He let out a soft laugh. “I’m definitely surprised. It’s just . . .”

      He pushed his food around some more, debating with himself about what to say. But if his argument with Dorian over the loan had taught him anything, it was that conflict wasn’t always bad.

      “I kind of thought you didn’t care.”

      His mom’s fork fell to her plate. “Oh, Charlie. That’s my fault. I wasn’t there for you like I should’ve been.”

      He jerked a shoulder. “It’s fine—”

      “No,” she interrupted. “It isn’t.” She stared down at her food, shoulders rounded. “The truth is, I’ve lived with guilt for a long time. Leaving you behind when I moved to Calgary . . .” Charlie felt her sigh all the way into his bones. “You had a life here, Charlie. Friends, school. Your dad and I agreed that you should stay here when we separated, and I still believe that was the right decision. It helped that, when we asked you, you wanted to stay. But I never meant for the physical distance between us to become an emotional one too.”

      “Then why did it?” Charlie asked quietly. “I’m sure I’m not blameless. I could definitely try harder too, but lately it’s taking you forever to answer a simple text and you hardly call to chat anymore.”

      She looked at him then, her gaze steady. “When your dad and I separated, it was . . . hard. Just because I fell in love with someone else doesn’t mean I ever stopped loving your father. I just loved him in a different way. But it was easier to get away from the pain by putting physical distance between us and between myself and this city that held so many memories of how happy we’d once been. The more time passed, the more I . . .”

      Charlie waited, and when she didn’t continue, he said, “Pretended I didn’t exist?”

      “No.” She pressed a hand to his leg firmly. “Never ever that. But you had your dad and your friends, and with the guilt of leaving you behind, I’d convinced myself that you were happy, and that you didn’t need me.”

      “Mom, I . . .” The pierogies sat like lead in his stomach. “Did I say something to make you think—”

      “No, honey.” She squeezed his knee. “I love you. I love you so much. Just as much as I love your sister, and my love for you didn’t change when she was born.” Eyes glassy, she attempted a smile. “It just gave me two kids to love unconditionally, but I’ve been terrible at showing it to you. I’m sorry.”

      A lump formed in his throat. “Thanks for coming today,” he managed. “It means a lot.”

      She draped an arm around his shoulders, and they sat there teary-eyed, half-eaten plates of food in their laps. A couple of women settled on the opposite bench with their own meals, took a look at them, and quickly departed.

      Charlie gave a wet laugh.

      Mom bumped their shoulders. “When I called the other day to ask if Maya could stay with you? I knew Maya could ask you herself, but I used it as an excuse to talk to you because I missed you.” Charlie didn’t have the chance to process that before she added, “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “Sure.”

      “Part of me is sad that Maya is choosing to leave Alberta for university. But part of me also desperately wants her to be accepted into SFU so I have an excuse to come visit you when I visit her.”

      Charlie’s heart lightened, like he was taking a breath of fresh air for the first time in years. “You don’t need an excuse to come see me, Mom. Or to call me.”

      “No? Good. Now, is it totally uncouth of me to ask about the hot hockey player who couldn’t take his eyes off you?”

      Chuckling, Charlie finished his pierogies and told her all about Blair.
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        * * *

      

      Blair was a fan of the market.

      And of Charlie.

      And of watching Charlie work a crowd.

      He was charming and sweet and had everyone eating out of the palm of his hand. That was Charlie, though. Ninety percent marshmallow fluff, ten percent sass. Unlike his cousin, who was ninety percent sass and ten percent viper.

      Jesse Melnik had arrived. He stood at Charlie’s table, and whatever he was saying had Dorian Shore narrowing his gaze.

      Blair stuffed the last pierogi into his mouth, tossed the carton into the nearest trash bin, and made his way over to Charlie’s Sin Bin of Baked Goods. He hated to think it, but his logo looked damn good on the table runner and the little eight-by-ten tabletop poster. He made a mental note to take photos for his website later.

      “You’re not buying all of them,” Charlie said to Melnik as Blair approached.

      Melnik crossed his arms. “Why not?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Dorian muttered, heavy on the sarcasm. “Maybe because he won’t have anything left to sell and the market doesn’t end for another few hours?”

      “Also, you hate sweets,” Charlie pointed out.

      “What?” Melnik frowned. “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do. The sweetest thing I’ve ever seen you take from the team kitchen is yogurt. Plain yogurt. So why the heck would you want fifteen cake jars?”

      Melnik shifted on his feet. “I just . . . do.”

      He wanted to buy them to support Charlie and make his first market a success. Blair couldn’t blame him. He’d had the same thought. He rubbed a hand over his mouth to hide his grin.

      Charlie’s gaze went flinty. “You can have one.”

      Melnik sighed. “Fine.”

      He paid with a twenty and told Charlie to keep the change, to which Charlie rolled his eyes. He counted out the correct change from his money box, but Melnik made a quick exit with a nod for Blair.

      Charlie growled and put the money back in the box. “He’s so annoying.”

      “You sound like a baby tiger when you growl like that,” Blair said, ridiculously charmed by him.

      Charlie’s expression turned utterly perplexed. “Baby tigers are cute.”

      Blair leaned over the table and pecked a kiss on his lips. “Just like you.”

      Charlie beamed.

      Dorian grunted. “You’re both sickeningly sweet.”

      “Where’s Maya?” Charlie asked.

      “With your mom. They’re . . .” Blair scanned the crowd but couldn’t find them among all the bodies. “Somewhere. Oh, hey. My parents are here.”

      He’d extended an invitation, and given Saturdays were the shop’s busiest day, he’d expected them to come in shifts. But here they were, together, getting their tickets scanned at the entrance.

      Eyes wide, Charlie made a squeaky noise. “I’m meeting the parents today?” He looked down at himself, at his pressed jeans and the T-shirt with his logo on the front.

      “Look at it this way,” Blair said, waggling his eyebrows. “At least you don’t have my dick in your mouth this time.”

      Dorian rounded on Charlie. “Now that’s a story I need to hear.”

      Blair waved to grab his parents’ attention. Grabbing Dorian’s arm, Charlie whispered a furious, “How do I look?” and ran a hand through his hair.

      “Cute as a button, as always,” Dorian said. “What are you worried about? You’re the most likeable person I know. Everybody likes you.”

      “Not Blair’s niece.”

      “She hates everyone,” Blair reminded him.

      “Hi, pethi mou.” His mom kissed his cheek. She smelled like salami, and the fact that Blair had smelled like salami when he’d first met Charlie wasn’t lost on him. Grinning, he said, “Hi, Ma,” and turned to Charlie. “Charlie, these are my parents, Alexandra and Tomasz. Guys, this is Charlie and his cousin, Dorian.”

      Charlie offered a hand, colour high in his cheeks, but his smile was genuine despite the nerves. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Brawsiski.”

      “Oh, we’re just Alex and Tom,” Blair’s dad said. “It’s very nice to meet you, Charlie. Dorian.”

      “Our son tells us you make a mean spanakopita,” Ma said.

      “Oh.” Charlie gave a nervous laugh. “I’m sure it’s not as good as yours.”

      “It was amazing,” Blair countered. “Here, Ma, try the sugar cookie cake jar. Dad, you’ll want the chocolate hazelnut.”

      Charlie looked grateful for something to do as he scooped out samples.

      Tate and Erica arrived, squeezing between Blair and the table to get their own samples. Blair got out of their way so he didn’t get stepped on and browsed the vendors adjacent to Charlie.

      A few minutes later, his mom kissed Erica on the cheek, then she and his dad made their way over to him, a jar in hand each. “We have to get back to the shop.”

      “You’re not going to check out the rest of the market?”

      “Eh.” Dad waved a hand. “This isn’t really our thing. Too many people packed into a small space.”

      So they’d paid the entry fee . . . just to visit Charlie?

      “But we wanted to drop by quickly to support you and Charlie,” Dad added, confirming Blair’s theory. His smile turned teasing and he slung an arm around Blair’s shoulders. “It was also an excuse to meet Charlie in a not-so-formal setting.”

      Blair glanced at Charlie, who was now providing samples to new customers, smile so wide Blair’s own cheeks hurt in commiseration. Did Charlie know how loved he truly was? So many people had shown up to support him today, including the mother he’d thought couldn’t make time for him.

      Maybe this would finally convince him.

      “I’m surprised you were able to come together,” Blair said as he walked his parents towards the exit.

      “Chris is at the shop today,” Dad said, naming Blair’s cousin who’d had pink eye not long ago. “Plus, we hired extra staff who actually show up for their shifts. We’ll see you later. Good luck with your first NHL practice on Monday.”

      Blair blew out a breath, nerves settling in his belly. “Pray I don’t choke.”

      “You’ll be amazing.” His mom pressed another kiss to his cheek. “And if you’re not, we’ll still love you anyway.”

      “Maybe,” Dad said with a grin.

      Ma swatted his arm.

      Blair didn’t need the words—as he’d recently realized, his parents would be proud of him no matter what—but it was nice to hear, nonetheless. He shook his head and watched them leave, then turned for Charlie’s table. But he was speaking with a couple of women and Dorian was boxing jars, so Blair waited for them to finish.

      He had a feeling that in the next few days, Charlie would quit working for him. He’d never been comfortable dating someone who paid him, and now that his debts were paid off, he didn’t actually need the second job. And besides, since things had slowed down for Blair, he didn’t really need a PA/chef anymore either.

      It made him sad to think that he wouldn’t randomly get to see Charlie during the day much anymore, but at the same time, Blair couldn’t wait to see where the future brought them.

      He was about to wander away in search of his sister and Tate when Charlie’s customers walked away. In the next second, he bounced in place once, twice, and flung himself at Dorian, who twirled him around in a circle.

      Tate appeared at Blair’s elbow. “What’s going on over there?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Charlie noticed him looking and mouthed sold out. He bounced in place again, adding a little jig to go with it.

      Of course, that was when Coach Shore arrived with his partner, Pierce. Coach took one look at them and backed away. Pierce pouted at the lack of cake jars.

      “You snooze, you lose,” Charlie singsonged before breaking into laughter that sang its way into Blair’s bones.

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, Blair let out a happy sigh he couldn’t have swallowed if he’d wanted to. “I’m keeping him.”

      “I hope so,” Tate murmured. “Otherwise I’m taking him home with me.”

      Scowling, Blair pointed two fingers at his own eyes, then at Tate. “I’m watching you.”

      Then he strolled toward his future.
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        THREE MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Bopping his head to a Tenor Jones song in his ears, Charlie wiped his workstation down in the kitchen of the Rogers Arena. For him, playoffs season wasn’t any different than the regular season. But for the players, everything was heightened—emotions, speed of play, the desperation to win. Routines were followed as though they were a religion, and Charlie and the rest of the kitchen staff received requests for the most random things. Pickles and peanut butter, ketchup chips crumbled into yogurt cups, cheddar cheese and apple pie, banana-and-bacon waffles.

      Okay, so maybe playoffs season was a little different than the regular season for Charlie too, but he didn’t mind.

      Tonight was game six of the conference finals. With three wins in the series already, if Vancouver’s NHL team won tonight against Edmonton, they’d be headed to the finals.

      They were this close to being Stanley Cup champions.

      Charlie couldn’t wait to get home so he and Blair could watch the game together.

      Not that Blair’s place was home, technically, although Charlie had quickly come to see it as such, even though they split their time between both their places. These days, Charlie only slept alone if Blair was away with the Orcas, and he planned to keep it that way. He couldn’t wait for the off-season. Charlie had blocked off a couple of weeks where he wouldn’t take or fulfill any custom orders, and he and Blair had plans to travel, something Charlie could actually do now that he wasn’t swimming in debt.

      Shortly after the You Make Me Melt market, Charlie had quit working for Blair. It made him uncomfortable to accept money from the man he was dating. Plus, with his custom orders, he didn’t have time to work for Blair. The orders had come in steadily after the market before slowing, but he still received orders at a steady pace that kept him busy when he wasn’t at the arena yet still gave him some downtime.

      Blair still needed to eat, though, so Charlie was still cooking. Since he needed to feed himself, it was simple enough to make extra for Blair. And now that Blair wasn’t being called to Meat & Greet Delicatessen every other day, he had time to focus on other things, like his freelance design business. And Charlie.

      Charlie really liked it when Blair focused on him.

      Blair had a free evening tonight, though, so it was his turn to cook, and Charlie was looking forward to an evening cuddling on the couch.

      Until Blair popped into his peripheral, that was, a solid presence among the other people in the kitchen that Charlie had managed to ignore as he worked.

      Removing his earbuds, he blinked at his boyfriend. “Hey. What are you doing here?”

      The expression on Blair’s face was a little lost. “I’m playing tonight.”

      “You’re . . .” Charlie took him in then, noting the base layers for the first time. “Holy shit!” Abandoning his cloth, he launched himself at Blair, wrapping his arms and legs around him. “Oh my god! Are you serious?”

      Blair tucked his head into his neck and whispered, “My first NHL game is a playoff game.”

      “You’re going to be amazing.”

      The player that Blair had been meant to replace several months ago had ended up never taking his leave. Blair had practised with the NHL team for a couple of weeks before returning to the Orcas with nary an NHL game played. He’d played it off as no big deal, but Charlie could tell he’d been disappointed.

      Now here they were.

      Around them, players partook in what was left of the pregame meal as Daniel prepared the post-game one, but Charlie only cared about one player.

      His.

      “Have you eaten?”

      Blair scoffed. “Are you kidding? I’m too nervous to eat.”

      “You have to eat something.” Charlie hopped down, scoped out the remaining spread, and began plating things he knew Blair liked.

      Blair followed along, still looking a little dazed. “I can’t believe I’m here,” he muttered. “I can’t believe I get to wear the uniform.”

      “Why are you here?” Charlie asked him.

      “Injured player.”

      There were several players out with injuries as well as several players playing with injuries, because hockey players were masochists.

      “Oh shit. I haven’t called my parents.”

      Charlie patted Blair’s chest. “Leave that to me.” He’d call Tate and Erica too.

      “I wish you could stay and watch, but I wasn’t supposed to be here. I don’t have comp tickets.”

      Charlie was about to tell him that he could watch from here—there was a television mounted in the corner for the kitchen staff—when Jesse Melnik said, “You can have mine.”

      Gaping, Charlie stared at him.

      “Thanks, but I couldn’t,” Blair protested.

      Charlie turned his stare on him. “What? Why not?”

      “Yeah, why not?” Melnik said. “I was about to donate them to a raffle thing.”

      “I want them!” Charlie stuck his hand in the air as though he was volunteering for sex-with-Blair duty. “Oh wait. Unless the raffle thing is for charity, in which case, I’ll happily give them up.”

      Blair’s mouth kicked up. “You sounded like you really meant that.”

      Charlie hip-bumped him. “Shut it.”

      “Not charity.” Melnik plucked a strawberry off Charlie’s plate. “Some kind of corporate giveaway thing. Mine aren’t the only tickets in there, so they won’t be missed. If you want them, they’re yours.”

      “On one condition.” Charlie poked him in the chest. “No more smoothies or hot chocolates or cookies or whatever. We’re square after this.”

      Melnik squinted. “I don’t think I like my end of the bargain.”

      “Not my problem.” Charlie held out a hand. “Give me the tickets. Gimme, gimme.”

      Blair snorted a laugh.

      “I’ll make a call and have them transferred over to you.” Moving away, Melnik pulled out his cell phone.

      “This is the best day of my life,” Charlie whispered.

      “You better say that the day we get married too,” Blair said nonchalantly, blasting Charlie’s composure to smithereens. “Is that plate for me? I think I can eat now.”

      Mind a haze of feverish excitement and giddiness, Charlie wordlessly handed it over.
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        * * *

      

      Blair had known hockey was a fast sport from his very first game as a kid. The speed had only increased as he’d gone from one level to another until he’d thought it couldn’t possibly be any faster than an AHL game.

      But NHL playoffs were . . . something else.

      Blair tried to take it all in from the minute he stepped on the ice for the pregame warmup—the screaming fans, the flashing lights, the music, the cameras. Everything was just a little bigger and brighter and louder in an NHL game, and Blair was determined to commit it all to memory.

      Problem was, ever since Coach Shore had told him he’d be playing tonight, things had been a blur.

      Just that everything had happened so fast. Orcas practice, light workout, lunch with Tate, phone call from Coach—all of that was crystal clear. But as soon as he’d arrived at the arena, it had been one thing after another. Team meeting, a one-on-one chat with Head Coach Epps, media interviews, a quick photoshoot, an even quicker Q&A for social media, the pregame meal, catching up with players who were former Orcas, including Jason Gauthier. Then he’d shot out of the chute and onto the ice for the pregame warmup, still wondering how the hell he’d gotten here.

      He was still wondering in the second half of the third period, with the game tied 5–5. He’d played well, hadn’t he? He thought he had. He’d made blocks, intercepted passes, set up a shot, and gotten himself an assist. If he hadn’t played well, Charlie would surely give it to him straight later.

      Had he asked Charlie to marry him earlier? Why did he have a vague memory of talking about weddings?

      Okay, no. Focus.

      Coach Epps sent him in for a shift with five minutes left on the clock. Nerves, adrenalin, and the thrill of the game coursed through his veins. Maybe nobody here knew who he was—he was just the guy from the Orcas they’d called up to fill in for the night—but that was fine. If Charlie had done as promised, the important people in his life knew, and that was what mattered.

      And then it happened. Somehow the puck ended up on his tape, another moment that was blurred around the edges. It was a moment that lasted only a fraction of a second, though. In the next, an Edmonton player shoved him into the boards and stole the puck.

      Fuck. The hits were harder in the NHL too.

      Shaking it off, Blair got back in the game.

      Melnik intercepted the puck and did a fancy spin-o-rama around an Edmonton D-man that had Blair green with envy. Melnik’s shot bounced off the goalie’s skate and rebounded in Blair’s direction. He shot . . .

      And scored?

      The goal horn sounded, the hometown crowd going wild as Blair’s teammates descended on him. Stunned, Blair could only stand there and listen to the roar as the spectators nearly brought down the house.

      His first NHL game and he’d scored?

      Fucking A.

      He was back on the bench a couple of minutes later, where he stayed until the end of the game.

      They won 6–5.

      They won. This team was heading to the Stanley Cup finals and Blair had helped get them there.

      Hell, he’d scored the winning goal.

      He hadn’t told Charlie, but he hadn’t quite understood his happy tears at the You Make Me Melt market. Happy tears were a phenomenon Blair had never personally experienced.

      Well. Here they were now, pushing at the backs of his eyes as he walked back down the chute with the rest of the players. The mood was high and the guys were wild with joy, shouting and crowing and high-fiving until the sounds of their excitement echoed along the hallway. Blair got fist bumps and stick taps, and he committed those to memory too.

      And there, standing outside the locker room, was Charlie, smiling as though the sun rose with Blair.

      Christ, he wanted Charlie to smile at him just like that for the rest of his life.

      He’d wondered who Charlie had called to fill Melnik’s second comp seat and would’ve bet good money on Dorian. Instead, Charlie was accompanied by Coach Shore, and next to him were Coach Stanton and his husband, Felix.

      Were they allowed down here? Guess so, seeing as nobody was shooing them away.

      Blair paused in front of them. “How . . . ?”

      Coach Stanton tipped his head at Felix. “I know people in high places who just have to throw their name around to get last-minute NHL playoff tickets.”

      Scoffing, Felix elbowed him. “As if you don’t have your own connections. You used to play for this team.”

      Stanton grinned at him, and it was a lot like the one Charlie had just given Blair.

      “You did good, Brawsiski,” Coach Shore said in his deep and even voice, and somehow, without him saying it, Blair knew he was proud of him.

      Blinking back those stupid tears, Blair managed a croaked, “I scored the winning goal.”

      “Fuck yeah, you did.” Coach Stanton punched him in the arm. “This is what happens when you put the work in. Play like that at training camp next season, and you’ll be playing with these guys full time.”

      Jesus. Now there was a thought.

      Blair’s gaze swung from Coach Shore to Coach Stanton. “Thank you both for being here.”

      “I never miss my players’ first NHL game,” Stanton said. “Nice work, Brawsiski. Keep it up.” With a two-fingered salute, he made for the exit, Felix’s hand tucked in his.

      Coach Shore nodded once as he edged past Blair after his departing skills coach and squeezed Blair’s shoulder. “I’m proud to have you on my team, Brawsiski.”

      Then he was gone too.

      Leaving Blair with Charlie, a point of crystal clarity in a sea of chaos.

      Charlie stepped forward and stopped an inch away, still smiling that dreamy smile that made Blair want to fall into him. “Hi.”

      Blair let out a shaky breath. “I scored the winning goal,” he repeated.

      “Yeah. You did.” Charlie cupped his cheeks, clearly unbothered that they were very sweaty, and Blair wanted to drown in this man who’d been a game changer for him. “You were amazing. Just like I said you’d be.”

      “I don’t remember half of what happened.”

      “Guess it’s a good thing I asked Dorian to record the game so we can watch it later.”

      “Oh. That was good thinking.”

      “Stick with me,” Charlie said, pumping his eyebrows. “I’m full of bright ideas.”

      “Yes, the cake jars are proof of that.”

      Throwing his head back, Charlie laughed, drawing the attention of the people lingering in the hallway. Blair couldn’t stop looking at him, at this man who’d brought laughter into his life and made him realize what was missing. To think that this was the guy Blair had stood up once, and here they were now, unofficially cohabitating while wedding bells clanged in the back of Blair’s mind.

      “Brawsiski!” Someone Blair didn’t recognize waved him over. “You’re needed in the conference room. Reporters want to talk to you.”

      “Ooh. Mr. Big Shot.”

      Blair huffed a small laugh. “Shut up.”

      “I’ll wait for you,” Charlie said. Rising onto his toes, he dropped a peck onto Blair’s lips. “And we can go home together.”

      Home. Home with Charlie.

      Now that sounded pretty damn perfect.

      
        
        THE END
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Blair and Charlie attend a neighbourhood party in the free bonus scene available to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it.

      

        

      
        Interested in how Coach Matt Shore and his guy, Pierce, got together? Read their story in Game Plan (Vancouver Orcas 1).

      

        

      
        Look for Dorian Shore’s story, Game On (Vancouver Orcas 3), coming in January 2024.

      

        

      
        And if you’re interested in skills coach Emery Stanton’s story, read all about how he and his best friend Felix got together in their book, Star of the Game.
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