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      As the new head coach of the Vancouver Orcas, Matt Shore has got his work cut out for him. Coming off a season where the Orcas came in last in the entire AHL, Matt’s job is to whip his new hockey team into shape for the oncoming season.

      He doesn’t need any distractions, especially not one in the form of a tall, dark, and gorgeous antiques dealer.

      Who’s also his ex—and his best player’s father.

      Pierce Langley-Brown has a lot of regrets. The biggest? Leaving Matt behind two years ago when his son needed him. Now, with his son on Matt’s hockey team, there’s no avoiding the man who once owned his heart.

      Not that Pierce wants to avoid him. And that heart? It still belongs to Matt.

      But will Matt choose to keep it after all this time?
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      As the new head coach of the Vancouver Orcas—a team that had come in dead last in the entire AHL last season—Matt Shore should’ve been reviewing the player roaster with his fellow coaches, determining who needed extra skills training, who would benefit from an attitude adjustment, and who had an injury that needed babying before the regular season started in a few days.

      His job was to win. If a coach’s team didn’t win games, the coach got fired. It was as simple as that. Hockey was a business, just like anything else.

      And if Matt wanted to coach an NHL team—he’d been passed over for a coveted position just a few months ago and had gone to the Orcas instead—he needed to prove he had the chops for it. Which meant he should’ve been poring over his roster and reworking his lines.

      Instead, he was sitting in one of Vancouver, British Columbia’s few 24/7 cafés in the Riley Park–Little Mountain neighbourhood.

      Getting dumped.

      And he’d known he was about to get dumped too, whether from experience or a sixth sense, or maybe because Tyler’s responses to his texts had taken longer and longer to arrive in the last week. He could’ve pre-empted this and done the dumping himself over text, but he hadn’t, because, first—he’d been dumped by text before, and it was as soul crushing as it sounded. And second—he’d never been one to avoid confrontation.

      Eyeing Tyler’s sheepish expression, Matt nursed his tea, having opted for herbal since anything caffeinated at this time of day would keep him up until the hour before his alarm went off.

      If this went anything like the last two times Matt had been dumped, Tyler would start with stuttered positivity.

      “So, uh . . . This has been a lot of, uh, fun. Right? You and me? The past few weeks?”

      Matt: 1.

      “It has,” Matt said, his to-go cup warm between his hands.

      The second step was the lead-in to the dumping.

      “Right.” Tyler’s smile was relieved, slightly goofy. He was cute in a toddler-learning-to-walk kind of way, which wasn’t at all Matt’s type, but when Tyler had messaged him via the dating app Matt had installed on his phone a year ago, he’d figured, why not? And it had been fun. While the sex had been kind of meh, they’d always had a good time hanging out.

      “The thing is, uh . . . I really like you, but I jumped into the dating thing a little too quickly after my last breakup.”

      Matt: 2.

      The third step was the reason for the dumping, and judging by the last two times Matt had been dumped, that reason was . . .

      “My ex and I are getting back together.”

      Bingo.

      Matt: 3.

      Being right normally felt fucking awesome, and though there was a touch of satisfaction coursing through him, mostly he felt . . . tired.

      “I’m really sorry,” Tyler continued, reaching out to squeeze one of Matt’s hands. He sounded sorry too, though he hadn’t lost that goofy smile, which made sense if he’d reunited with the ex Matt had suspected he hadn’t been quite over.

      “I understand.” Matt forced a smile past the exhaustion. “I’m happy you two found each other again.”

      “It . . .” Cupping his own cup, Tyler sighed. “It might not work out this time either, but we’re both willing to try. I don’t usually give second chances, but maybe this time it’ll be worth it.”

      Matt had once had the same mentality until a coach had seen fit to give him a second chance. Cocky and desperate to prove himself, Matt had let expectations and nerves get the better of him at training camp the year he’d been drafted, damn, two decades ago now . . . and his performance had been for shit. He’d been sent down to Minnesota’s affiliated AHL team, where the skills coach must’ve seen something in him, because he’d worked with him all season—on his skills and his nerves—giving Matt a second chance to make the NHL roster the following season, where he’d stayed for the next several years.

      His nerves? These days, they were made of fucking steel.

      Expectations? Still breathing down his neck, but he’d learned to use them as fuel.

      “Anyway.” To-go cup in hand, Tyler stood. “We can still be friends, right?”

      “Sure,” Matt said, reading the brush-off for what it was, knowing he’d never hear from Tyler again. “Take care, Tyler.”

      And that was that. Dumped for an ex for the third time in six months.

      He grabbed his cup and headed out into the early evening. The second week of October in Vancouver was seeing unseasonably warm temperatures and sunny days, though with the sunset came a dip in temperature. After finishing off his tea, he tossed the cup into a nearby trash bin, zipped up his leather jacket, left his car parked on the street in front of the café, and walked north.

      Ten minutes later, he arrived at the pub where he met his cousins for dinner every Tuesday. Given the day of the week, the place was virtually empty, and Matt easily spotted one of his cousins at a patio table, next to an outdoor heater.

      “Hey, Charlie.”

      Charlie glanced up from his phone, then did a comical double take. “Hey. I thought we weren’t expecting you tonight. Didn’t you have a date?”

      Matt sat with a grimace. “I thought some family time was in order after getting dumped.”

      Charlie’s jaw dropped. At twenty-nine, he was almost a full decade younger than Matt’s thirty-eight. They had the same dark blond hair as their fathers, but Charlie had a low-fuss cut with bangs hanging over his forehead, while Matt’s was shaved on both sides and longer on top. In fact, it was so long that if he didn’t slick it back, it came down to his chin. Their hair colour was about where their similarities ended. Charlie was short, slim, and clean-shaven, and Matt was six-feet-two, athletically built, and had three inches of beard growth.

      “I’m sorry,” Charlie said. “What happened this time?”

      “He went back to his ex.”

      “Again? What’s this? The third?”

      “Yup. Apparently, I’m wearing a sign that reads Rebound Robin.” Taking his phone out of his pocket, Matt deleted the dating app.

      Charlie squawked. “What are you doing? You can’t give up on love.”

      “I’m not giving up on love. Just dating apps. Maybe dating. At least for a little while. Things are about to hit light speed with the team anyway, with the regular season starting on Friday. I need to focus on that.”

      Gently, oh-so-gently, Charlie asked, “It has nothing to do with Pierce?”

      A pang hit Matt in the sternum, sharply barbed and stealing his breath for a moment. He glanced away from Charlie’s penetrating gaze. “It’s been two years since Pierce.”

      “Not that long in the grand scheme of things. It’s okay if you’re not ready to move on yet.”

      “I’ve been dating, haven’t I?”

      “Is it possible you’ve been dating guys you know aren’t emotionally available?”

      Matt opened his mouth to refute. Closed it.

      Had he subconsciously been dating guys he knew wouldn’t make a long-term commitment?

      “Maybe,” he conceded.

      He should’ve been ready to move on. Two years was enough time to get over the guy who’d broken his heart. And sure, it had been messy at the end, but the rest of their year and a half together had been great.

      Well, not all great. Pierce’s wife had been taking him for everything he was worth in the divorce, and he’d been estranged from the son who, at the time, was playing in the major juniors in Quebec. So estranged, that in their year and a half together, Matt had never met the teen. Only seen photos of Jason aged newborn to early teens on the walls of Pierce’s apartment.

      Despite the turmoil in the rest of Pierce’s life, they’d clicked instantly. Pierce had understood him in a way no one had before or since, teasing smiles out of the admittedly too-serious Matt. They’d even been talking about finding a place together, maybe adopting a dog.

      But then things had imploded, and now Matt’s positive memories were often overshadowed by ugly flashbacks from their breakup. Like Pierce packing up the few belongings Matt had kept at his place—clothes, books, toiletries, boxes of herbal tea—while Pierce quietly ended things.

      “I’m moving to Quebec,” Pierce had explained, shoving a box of Matt’s clothes at him without meeting his gaze. His movements had been stiff, and he’d been pale and wide-eyed, breathing as though every inhale hurt.

      “You’re what?”

      “It’s where Jason is, so it’s where I need to be.”

      “Okay,” Matt had said slowly, more confused than upset. Just last week they’d been debating between Pierce moving in with him or Matt selling his house so they could get a place that belonged to both of them. What had changed? “But what about your store?”

      What about us?

      “I’ll figure something out.”

      Still, Matt hadn’t believed Pierce, despite the open suitcase on the bed. Pierce had often spoken about how rough it was living so far away from his estranged son, but he’d never brought up moving.

      Matt had set the box aside and cupped Pierce’s shoulders when Pierce had slowed down enough from his frantic packing to take a breath. “When do you leave? Do you need a lift to the airport?”

      “No.” Pierce had jerked away and shoved another box Matt’s way. “I think it’s best if we make a clean break.”

      “From . . . each other?”

      “Let’s face it, Matt, a long-distance relationship would never work between us. You’re a skills coach for the NHL—you travel for eight months of the year. I’d only see you during the off-season.”

      Pierce only spoke the truth, but still Matt hadn’t panicked. Something had been wrong; he’d known it deep in his gut. Because this Pierce whose skin had been clammy and who hadn’t been able to look at him? There’d been something that had screamed of desperation in his jerky movements and rushed packing, and in the way his eyes hadn’t seemed to land on any one thing for longer than a second.

      “Hey,” Matt had said quietly. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      Pierce had frozen where he stood. Closing his eyes, he’d sucked in a long breath. When he’d opened his eyes again, he’d stared right at Matt and whispered, “Just go. Please.”

      Matt hadn’t wanted to. Hadn’t wanted to leave Pierce alone, his instincts screaming at him to stay. But when Pierce asked so desperately, what else could Matt do? Maybe Pierce needed time alone to sort through whatever was bothering him. So he’d kissed Pierce’s damp forehead, ignoring his own desire to cling to him, told him he’d be back tomorrow, and left.

      Except, when Matt had dropped by the following morning, Pierce had already been gone. A conversation with the landlord had revealed that Pierce was still paying rent, but not much else.

      The server came over to their table, jolting Matt out of the past. He absentmindedly ordered a beer, rubbing a hand over the phantom ache in his chest. The problem was, he understood where Pierce had been coming from. He didn’t want to. God, he wished he could’ve stayed angry with Pierce, but he got it. For the eighteen months they’d been together, Pierce had tried to reconcile with his son, but Jason had rebuffed him every time.

      Had he thought physical proximity would get him better results? Maybe. Matt had tried to ask him about it, but for weeks after Pierce left, Matt’s calls had gone unanswered until he’d eventually stopped trying.

      Shortly after, Matt had been driving by Pierce’s antique store and had found it closed, a For Sale sign in the window.

      Matt’s stomach curled into knots, cramping uncomfortably as he remembered quickly double parking before jogging across the street to stand outside Pierce’s store in the rain, feeling like the sunshine in his world had been stripped away to darkness. That was when he’d called Sabrina, Pierce’s sister, because the worry gnawing at him wouldn’t let him breathe. But all she could tell him was that Pierce was in Laval. She didn’t know much else because Pierce had barely spoken to her since the move.

      He'd given up, then. If he’d been in a romance movie, he would’ve flown to Pierce and performed some big romantic gesture to get him back.

      But real life was much more complicated. And Matt had no desire to keep fighting for someone who was clearly done with him. Pierce was in Laval and making amends with Jason? Great. Time for Matt to move on.

      Matt didn’t like to think it, but what if there was something fundamentally wrong with him? What if he wasn’t long-term material? Maybe the real reason Pierce had left the province was because he’d recognized that Matt wasn’t worthy as a life partner. And maybe those guys who’d dumped him to go back to their exes had been dating him because they’d thought his “use by” date was good only for a few weeks.

      Maybe he was meant to be alone. When he voiced that to Charlie, his cousin’s eyes went sad. “You don’t really believe that.”

      “I do believe that some people are meant to be alone, whether by choice or because they haven’t found their person or persons.”

      “I don’t think that’s you.” Charlie sat back in his chair and gestured at Matt with his beer glass. “You’re a long-term kind of guy. Ten years playing professional hockey, two years coaching college hockey, and another eight as a skills coach before you became head coach. You scream permanency. I know you said you’re taking a break from dating, but Dorian might know someone he can set you up with.”

      Matt let out a small laugh. “Fuck, no. The last person he set me up with stood me up.” Speaking of their wayward cousin . . . “Where is he, anyway?”

      “Late, as always,” Charlie grumbled. “Next time, I’m telling him six thirty. That way he might arrive by seven.”

      “That’s probably a good idea.”

      Just like deleting the dating app was a good idea. Just like taking a temporary moratorium from dating itself was a good idea.

      He had his job and his players and his cousins. For now, it would have to be enough.
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      With a surname like Langley-Brown, Pierce had always joked that his family sounded like they should own a sprawling ranch in Wyoming or a high-end international hotel conglomerate or maybe a small town. But they were regular people. Teachers, executive assistants, dentists, graphic designers, historians, personal trainers.

      Take his sister, for example. Sabrina was as down-to-earth as they came, proving the OTT quality of their name wrong.

      As Pierce stared at her phone number on his phone, his thumb hovering over the Call button, he couldn’t deny the nervousness that made his mouth dry. It would take nothing at all to call her. Just a brief dip of his finger.

      And a small step past his fear.

      A large step, really.

      Because what if it was too late?

      What if he’d alienated his sister for good?

      To say he’d been uncommunicative the past two years was like saying that depression was a serious mental disorder.

      Yeah, no shit. He had first-hand experience with the latter. Being diagnosed with depression in his late thirties wasn’t what he’d expected out of life, but neither had been divorce or a fractured relationship with his offspring.

      When he’d moved to Quebec, Sabrina had put up with his shit for longer than most people, but eventually, she’d stopped trying too. During the hell of his divorce, the challenge of reconnecting with Jason, and learning to live with his mental illness, he’d been in too much pain to talk about what was happening. He’d ignored most of Sabrina’s phone calls, texts, and emails, generally failing to be a decent human being.

      After two years, he was lucky Cameron, his childhood best friend, was still talking to him.

      Pierce couldn’t say the same about anyone else.

      Except for his son, but Jason had just turned twenty and still had the teenage habit of communicating through grunts and mumbles. But Pierce was grateful for any sound Jason managed to direct his way. Pierce's ex-wife had badmouthed him to Jason during their entire separation and subsequent divorce. Things had been so bad that Jason had opted to legally take his ex-wife’s maiden name.

      Not that it mattered. A name was just that—a name. Jason could call himself whatever he wanted. Didn’t mean he wasn’t still Pierce’s son.

      Leaning against the kitchen counter, Pierce rolled his shoulders, refusing to let the old anger get to him. It was water under the bridge. His relationship with Jason was finally back on track. Hell, even his relationship with his ex-wife wasn’t as hostile two years post-divorce, though they’d never be friends after everything she’d tried to pull. These days, they only spoke if it concerned Jason.

      A text pinged his phone. Cam.

      Did you talk to her yet?

      “Her” being Sabrina, whom Cam knew Pierce was nervous about calling.

      Just do it, came a second text when Pierce took more than twenty seconds to respond, followed by Pick up your big boy pants and make the call.

      I think that’s sexist. And also patronizing, Pierce wrote back, earning himself an eye-roll emoji from his best friend.

      Cam wasn’t wrong, though. Pierce stared at his phone, absently noting the sound of the shower turning on in the bathroom down the hall.

      Sabrina was part of the reason he’d moved back to Vancouver. He was in a much better place when it came to his mental health, and he was going to make amends with his sister even if it took the rest of his life.

      Didn’t mean he wasn’t anxious about speaking to her.

      “Fuck it.” He hit Call.

      It rang. Rang some more. It rang for so long that nerves tromped in his belly, and he tapped his toes against the kitchen tiles. He was convinced he was about to get bumped over to voicemail when the line finally clicked and a voice that sounded both harassed and confused said, “Hello? Pierce?”

      “Hey, sis.”

      Silence. Then, “Hi.”

      Sabrina sounded reserved. Which, fair. The last time they’d spoken had been shortly after she’d given birth, and that had been several months ago.

      “What’s wrong?” Sabrina asked. Because of course she’d think something had to be wrong for him to call.

      “Nothing. I . . . Happy birthday.”

      “Oh. Thank— Hey!”

      He jumped at her sharp bark.

      “Do not put that in your mouth, Rosa Langley-Brown-Aziz.”

      “Oh man.” Pierce snorted a laugh. “Please tell me you didn’t add a third name to an already hyphenated name.”

      “So what if I did? Rosa! No!”

      Pierce chuckled. Jason had been the same as a baby—anything he found on the floor went into his mouth.

      “So,” Sabrina said once she’d presumably wrangled her kid. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” Pierce said as, down the hallway, the shower turned off. “I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday. And let you know I’m back in the city.”

      “Yeah, I heard Jason got traded to the Orcas. Figured you wouldn’t be far behind. Is that what it takes for you to make an effort at a relationship, then? Physical proximity?”

      Ouch.

      Sucking in a sharp breath through constricting lungs, Pierce nearly dropped the phone. It was a fair question. Didn’t mean it didn’t hurt like hell. Didn’t mean it didn’t burn like acid in the back of his throat.

      Before he could respond, she continued with, “You do know who the Orcas’ new head coach is, right?” Her teasing voice held a touch of spite he couldn’t blame her for. She was angry with his lack of communication and she had every right to be.

      But Pierce couldn’t think about Matt. Not now. Not yet.

      Two years ago, when things with his ex-wife had been at their worst, he’d been both emotionally and geographically estranged from Jason. He’d been living in Vancouver, and Jason and been playing for the major juniors in Quebec. Then, a week after Jason had signed a contract to play for Montreal’s AHL affiliate in Laval, Jason had been in a car accident. Pierce had dropped everything to fly to Quebec, where he’d stayed for the next two years, refusing to leave until he’d repaired their relationship. The accident had been a sign. A kick in the ass. A jumpstart from the universe.

      But it meant he’d left everyone behind. His sister and her husband. Cam. Matt. With the divorce and Jason’s accident and trying to sell his store and inventory from several provinces away, and making sure he was there for Jason in a way that didn’t smother his son, and finding a new job and an apartment . . .

      Mentally, he hadn’t had the capacity for anything else. Most days, it had felt like he was barely keeping himself from drowning. There’d been days—sometimes several in a row—when he hadn’t spoken a single word and others where he’d only gotten out of bed to pee.

      Now, here he was, a year into therapy his best friend had forced himself into so he didn’t collapse in on himself, and he was desperate to make amends. He missed his sister. He wanted their connection back, and he wasn’t going to let the anger in her voice deter him.

      He was making headway in repairing his relationship with Jason. Ergo, he could do the same with Sabrina.

      Struggling for a response, he managed a croaked sound that sounded vaguely like “Yeah,” but was immediately interrupted with another “Rosa! Pierce, sorry, I have to go.”

      With that, the line clicked.

      Silence.

      Loneliness pulled at his insides, fractured his soul, cut tiny pieces into his heart. Swallowing past the lump in his throat, he carefully set the phone down, as though it was a bomb about to go off. Sucking in a breath, he rolled his shoulders back and shook off the mood before it could take him down.

      Not a promising conversation. In fact, it was a total failure. But he loved his sister and he was dying to meet his niece, so he wasn’t giving up.

      He found a smile as Jason’s shuffling footsteps sounded in the hallway.

      “Hey, do you want me to make you break—” He got a look at Jason’s face. “Are you okay?”

      Jason grunted. Not a surprise, though it told Pierce nothing. Jason’s washed-out complexion and the circles under his eyes said more.

      “Are you feeling all right?”

      “Fine,” Jason rasped.

      He did not look fine. His dark brown hair, the same shade as Pierce’s, was still damp, and he was dressed for practice—sweatpants and a hoodie. Actually, if Pierce wasn’t mistaken, his son was wearing two hoodies. And shivering. But also sweating?

      “You look like you’re about to fall over” was Pierce’s official assessment.

      “I’m fine,” Jason repeated, pulling kale and berries out of the fridge. “Just need some breakfast and I’ll be good to go.”

      Never mind that just saying breakfast made Jason flinch.

      Pierce edged around him, aiming for the cupboard above the fridge where he kept the medical stuff to see if there were any flu meds that weren’t expired. Jason pivoted, and they bumped into each other.

      Jason huffed.

      Pierce huffed back, moving out of the small kitchen.

      Jason liked his space. Well, so did Pierce. When Jason had been traded to the Orcas, he’d had precisely twelve hours to get himself to Vancouver for his first practice. So Pierce had called his landlord in Vancouver, asked him to hire someone to air out the apartment he’d still been paying rent on, given Jason the keys, and sent him on his way. Pierce had stayed behind to pack up Jason’s little bachelor apartment in Laval—and because he couldn’t leave his own job at the drop of a hat.

      It meant that Jason had been here for almost an entire month on his own, and he didn’t appreciate his dad encroaching on his space, never mind that this was Pierce’s space, technically.

      Pierce was about to comment again that Jason looked like the walking version of a skeleton when Jason glared at him and hit a button on the blender. Raising an eyebrow, Pierce crossed his arms over his chest and waited him out. He’d like to see the day his kid outmanoeuvred him.

      “Call in sick,” he said as soon as the blender whirred off.

      Jason transferred his smoothie into a tumbler that was as tall as his size eleven feet. “You don’t call in sick from a professional hockey team.”

      “You do when you look like a brisk wind would knock you over.”

      “Whatever.”

      Pierce pushed two fingers into Jason’s bicep. Jason wobbled, falling hip-first into the counter.

      “Daaaaaad. Why are you like this?”

      “Oh, excuse me for being concerned. Sure you don’t want a third hoodie?”

      “Now you’re just laughing at me.”

      “Kinda.”

      That lured a smile out of Jason. A tiny one, like he was fighting it, but it was there.

      “I gotta go.” Jason brushed past him, smelling like soap from his shower—which, why he’d bothered to shower before practice was anyone’s guess. “Coach Shore makes us do extra practice if we’re late.”

      The name swept into Pierce’s heart, broke into his lungs, stealing all his oxygen for a moment.

      Coach Shore.

      Matt Shore.

      Pierce’s Matt.

      Yes, he knew exactly who the new head coach of the Vancouver Orcas was, which was why he’d avoided Jason’s open practices in the week since he’d moved back from Laval. Jason hadn’t commented on his lack of presence at practice, thank Christ. What would Pierce say if he asked?

      Once upon a time, I fucked your coach on the regular and now I’m avoiding him.

      Or how about Once upon a time, I thought I’d marry your coach?

      Both were true.

      But he couldn’t tell Jason that. How would Jason react if he found out that his dad and his coach had a history? One that had been full of laughter and shared nights and evenings cooking dinner and mornings blearily eyeing each other over cups of coffee?

      It was best if that stayed in the past where it belonged. After how Pierce had left without so much as a goodbye, there was no way Matt would want anything to do with him ever again anyway.

      He was so mired in his circling thoughts that he almost missed the front door opening.

      “Hey! Jase!” He popped into the entryway. “Why don’t I drop you off?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Pierce might’ve believed him if the weight of his equipment bag over his shoulder didn’t make him look like he was about to collapse into the floor.

      “All right, just . . . call me if you need anything.”

      “Okay, okay.” Tugging the door open, Jason stepped into the hall. “See you later.”

      “Have a good practice. Love you.”

      The door clicked closed, leaving Pierce with his worry about Jason and his lingering thoughts about Matt. Setting both aside for now, he went into his office—aka a tiny corner of his bedroom—and started his workday.
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      “What’s going on with Gauthier?” Matt leaned against the boards at the blue line and tipped his head toward the wobbly player. “Why does he look like he’s just learning his legs?”

      On his left, his skills coach, former NHL player Emery Stanton, crossed his arms, biceps straining against a form-fitting, long-sleeved athletic tee. “Did you see him when he arrived? He looked like he’d spent all night on a binger, then face-planted in a ditch.”

      Matt side-eyed him. “That’s quite the picture.”

      “Or he’s coming down with something.”

      After more than fifteen years playing professional hockey, Emery had seen it all, same as Matt. Coaches could preach all they wanted about taking care of their bodies and going to bed early, but that didn’t mean players wouldn’t party all night and arrive for practice hungover.

      When he’d been a player, Matt had shown up to practice hungover more than a few times. Emery had too, although his last days as a player had been much more recent. Last year had been Emery’s final one playing for Vancouver’s NHL team, the same team where Matt had been a skills coach.

      Even though Vancouver had offered to extend his contract for another couple of years, Emery had decided to retire at the end of last season because, as he’d put it, “I got way more years playing this game than I ever expected, but it’s time for something else. Also, my knees fucking hurt. Like, all the fucking time.”

      Yeah. Professional hockey wasn’t easy on the body.

      Now, Emery was the Orcas’ skills coach, and he had an eye for catching the subtle cues people gave off to mask exhaustion or pain, so if he said Jason Gauthier was hungover or sick, Matt was inclined to believe him.

      “What about Brawsiski?” Matt asked. “Was he on time today?”

      “Just made it.”

      Matt grunted.

      His players being sick, hungover, or on time were, arguably, things he should’ve known already as the head coach. But Matt didn’t believe in doing everything himself. He’d been a hockey player long enough to understand the value of teamwork. Matt’s team consisted of his skills coach—Emery—as well as an assistant coach, an associate coach, a video coach, a goaltending coach, a skating coach, and a strength and conditioning coach. And they all had their roles to play.

      Matt had split up the team for today’s practice—half of them were practising now, and the other half would practise this afternoon. It made for a long day for the coaches but also helped them see which players worked well together and had good on-ice chemistry. This first group was a mix of older and younger players, and though a hockey team could be as cliquey as high school twelfth graders, these vets didn’t treat the younger guys as kids, but as equals, giving Matt all sorts of ideas for switching up the lines. Blair Brawsiski, in particular, was the “give a stranger the shirt off my back” type, but it didn’t make up for the fact that he was consistently late for practice.

      “Do I need to talk to him?” Matt asked.

      “Brawsiski?” Emery narrowed his gaze on their often-wayward player, who was currently participating in a one-on-one drill with Gauthier. “Nah. Not yet. He was technically on time today. Let’s see what the rest of the week brings.”

      That was fair.

      Matt had worked with Blair Brawsiski for years and knew that his tardiness wasn’t a measure of his interest in the game. It was, simply, a by-product of juggling too many balls at once. And it didn’t matter how often Matt spoke with him about his various commitments and priorities, Brawsiski refused to let any of them go, especially since most revolved around helping his parents with their food shop on Granville Island and helping his sister with her kid while her husband was away on business.

      Admirable and selfless, to be sure, but Matt had seen Brawsiski look worse than Gauthier currently did due to nothing but exhaustion.

      Speaking of Gauthier, the kid tripped—on his own feet? A divot in the ice?—and went sprawling. Brawsiski chuckled and said something Matt couldn’t hear—probably asking Gauthier if he was okay—then sobered and dropped to his knees when Gauthier didn’t move.

      “Shit,” Matt growled. “Emery, get the—”

      “Already on it,” Emery said, turning away to flag the two paramedics Matt insisted were at every practice. Team doctors attended every game, but injuries weren’t uncommon during practice.

      Matt was beside Gauthier in the next second, skidding to a stop on his skates. “What happened?”

      “He just . . . fell,” Brawsiski said from his knees, concern adding lines to the corners of his mouth. “And he didn’t get up.”

      Matt checked Gauthier’s pulse. Fast, but steady. His skin was waxen and there was a pinch to his closed eyes. If he’d really been on a binger, perhaps he’d simply fainted from dehydration. “What happened before that?”

      “Nothing. We were doing the drills. He didn’t look well, and when I asked, he said he had a bit of a stomach ache. Something he ate last night, he said.”

      Sick, then. Not hungover. But Matt had never heard of anyone passing out from a bit of indigestion. This had to be something else.

      The paramedics clomped over on their boots, carrying bags of medical equipment and a foldable spine board, and shooed Matt and Brawsiski out of the way.

      “Give us some room, please,” one of them said, taking Matt’s place by Gauthier.

      Matt turned away, giving them space. With varying degrees of interest and concern, the players gathered around to watch the paramedics work.

      “Back to work, people.” Matt clapped his hands. “This isn’t a sideshow.”

      “I’ve got them, Shore,” Assistant Coach Li said. He nodded at Gauthier. “You take care of him. I’ll finish with the rest.”

      “Thanks.”

      Brawsiski was still hovering nearby, looking all hangdog. “I should’ve said something when he said he wasn’t feeling well.”

      Matt clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s not your responsibility. It’s his.” He nodded at Gauthier, who was being moved to the board. “If he wasn’t fit to play, it was his responsibility to let someone know. Not yours.”

      “Brawsiski!” Coach Li called from the other half of the rink. “Get a move on.”

      “Go on,” Matt said.

      With one last glance at Gauthier, Brawsiski went.

      “I called Gauthier’s father,” Emery said, reappearing on Matt’s right.

      Matt blinked. “Not his mother?”

      Emery shrugged. “It’s his father’s name on the emergency contact sheet.”

      Odd. Matt knew Gauthier’s parents were divorced. Knew it hadn’t been amicable. Knew he was close with his mother. Matt had met Nadyne Gauthier a couple of times—at a team gathering before their first pre-season game and again at an open practice last month before she’d returned to Quebec. But he’d never met the kid’s father, and Gauthier had never spoken about him. But they must be on good terms if Gauthier had him listed as his emergency contact.

      With Gauthier secured to the board, the paramedics hefted it between them and strapped it to the stretcher.

      “Go,” Emery said. “I’ll help Li.”

      The Orcas shared their practice facility on the University of British Columbia campus with Vancouver’s NHL team, and it had a room down a long hallway dubbed the sick bay, because someone somewhere in this building’s history was obviously a Star Trek fan. Gauthier started to rouse on the walk there, blinking in confusion.

      “Easy.” Matt squeezed his shoulder, though he probably didn’t feel anything through his pads. “You’re okay.”

      “Give us a few minutes, Coach,” one of the paramedics said. They wheeled Gauthier into the sick bay and shut the door in Matt’s face.

      Halfway between pissed and amused, Matt huffed a short laugh.

      He checked emails on his phone while he waited, because what else was he supposed to do? But concern frayed the edges of his concentration, so he eventually tucked his phone away and took up the über-productive stress-relieving technique of pacing.

      Ten minutes later, he was finally allowed in the little room. With all sorts of worst-case scenarios taking room in his brain—appendicitis, a terminal illness, a chronic condition—he was wholly unprepared for the official diagnosis.

      “He’s got the flu.”

      Matt paused for a moment, reorienting his thoughts, and squinted at the first paramedic. “The flu?”

      She nodded once. “We’ve given him something for the nausea, but the best thing for him is plenty of fluids and plenty of rest. He fainted because of a combination of dehydration and dizziness.”

      Matt turned his scowl on Gauthier, who’d been transferred to the sick bay’s hospital bed. “The flu.”

      Gauthier whimpered. “I thought it was just something I ate.”

      “He’s free to go,” the second paramedic said.

      With a few additional instructions to Matt, they both left.

      Groaning, Gauthier sat up, looking droopy-eyed and miserable. He’d removed his helmet, and his brown hair was plastered to his head.

      Matt sat in a nearby folding chair so he didn’t loom over the kid. First, he texted Emery to let him know what was going on with Gauthier. Second, he threw Gauthier an exasperated glance. “Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t feeling well? I’d rather have you sit out practice than pass out on my ice.”

      Gauthier folded in on himself, hugging his helmet to his stomach. “There’s no such thing as sick days in hockey.”

      Matt’s eyebrows flew up. “Who told you that?”

      “Um . . .” The kid’s brow scrunched. “My coach on my old team?”

      “Your coach is an idiot.”

      Gauthier’s jaw dropped.

      “What’s our team motto this year, Gauthier?”

      “Um.” Gauthier scratched his chin. “Every day is a new day.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “That every day is a new day to try new things, give your best effort, be a better person, and act smarter,” the kid said, reciting what Matt had been stressing since training camp.

      “Uh-huh. And did you act smarter by trying to play with the flu?”

      Muttering something under his breath that Matt didn’t catch, Gauthier picked at a thread in his practice jersey. “No.”

      Voices sounded in the hallway, getting louder as a pair of footsteps approached the sick bay. “It’s the flu,” Emery was saying. “Shore says the paramedics said he needs fluids and rest.”

      “Thank Christ,” another voice said, one that was edged with relief. “I was worried when you called.”

      That voice . . .

      Matt tensed in his chair. But it couldn’t be . . .

      “My dad,” Gauthier muttered, passing one hand down his face. “He didn’t want me to come today.”

      At least his dad had good sense. Matt was tempted to tell Gauthier to listen to his father next time, but first, Gauthier was an adult, capable of making his own decisions, even if they were stupid ones. And second . . .

      Pierce Langley-Brown walked into the room, stealing Matt’s every coherent thought and smacking him in the face with all the feelings he’d thought he’d gotten over.

      Gauthier waved weakly. “Hi, Dad.”

      Dad.

      Matt’s ex was Gauthier’s dad?

      What the actual fuck?

      Matt’s stomach dropped to his toes.

      Hadn’t he had the vague thought that Jason Gauthier looked familiar when Matt had first met him? He’d even told Jason he looked familiar and asked if they’d they met before.

      Jason had shrugged with characteristic young-adult nonchalance and muttered a short, “Don’t think so.”

      Matt hadn’t thought much about it, but then, Matt had met plenty of twenty-year-olds since he’d started coaching. He’d chalked it up to, you look like someone I probably met a long time ago.

      Wrong.

      Jason Gauthier was a younger, buffer, more unkempt version of his father.

      Jesus fucking Christ. How had Matt not caught on?

      Didn’t matter that the kid didn’t have his dad’s surname. Didn’t matter that Matt had never met him when he and Pierce had been together. Didn’t matter that Matt had looked twice at the name Nadyne on Jason’s emergency contact form, having recognized the name of Pierce’s ex. He had three other players with a Nadyne for an emergency contact—the name wasn’t uncommon among French Canadians—and besides, how likely was it that this Nadyne and Jason were Pierce’s Nadyne and Jason?

      And it didn’t matter that the photos of Jason on Pierce’s wall had only shown Jason up to the age of thirteen or fourteen.

      He was a goddamn Pierce Langley-Brown replica.

      Matt stood slowly, suddenly feeling every bit of his thirty-eight years, and braced himself for the moment Pierce’s tawny eyes landed on him.

      But Pierce didn’t even look in his direction.

      Sitting on the edge of Gauthier’s bed, he leaned forward and placed the back of his hand against his son’s forehead, the seat of his fitted black slacks pulling against his ass. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Gauthier shook off Pierce’s hand. “At least I was wearing all my padding when I fainted,” he said with a sheepish smile. “Didn’t even feel it.”

      “That’s not funny,” Matt snapped at the same time as Pierce.

      That finally earned him Pierce’s attention, that brown-eyed gaze locking with his. Goddamn, why did Pierce still have to look so fucking good? His six-foot-two height matched Matt’s, his dark brown hair was cut into a stylish ’do, and he was trim but with understated muscle hidden under his business-friendly attire.

      Matt knew exactly what was hidden under the slacks and dress shirt.

      Matt schooled his features. He refused to let any anger show, any hurt, any regret. Indifference only as he buried those awakened residual feelings deep, deep, deep down until he couldn’t find them.

      But Jesus . . . Seeing Pierce here, after two years . . . When had he returned to Vancouver?

      Standing, Pierce gave him a bland smile, looking somewhere over Matt’s shoulder, and held out a hand over Gauthier’s bed. “Pierce Langley-Brown. I’m Jason’s father.”

      Oh, so they were doing the never-met thing, were they? Resisting the urge to call him out on his bullshit, Matt took his hand. “Matt Shore.” A zing travelled up his arm and into the base of his neck, the palm of Pierce’s hand as familiar as the lines at the corners of his eyes.

      Pierce wasn’t unaffected. The bland smile slipped. He swallowed hard. Colour flooded his cheeks. A muscle in his clean-shaven jaw jumped. His gaze flew to Matt’s, and Matt read pain behind Pierce’s eyes. Maybe a tinge of regret? Was that possible?

      But then Pierce’s bland smile was back, and he wiped his hand on his thigh as though Matt had cooties.

      Asshole.

      Matt gritted his teeth and gestured at Emery. “This is my skills coach, Emery Stanton.”

      They did the whole shake-hands, nice-to-meet-you thing, Pierce halfway distracted. His gaze landed on Matt again before flitting quickly away to Gauthier. “I can take him home?”

      “Yeah,” Matt said. “The locker rooms are down this hallway and to your right.” The kid was still wearing his skates and uniform, for god’s sake.

      Gauthier stood, then swayed on his feet, reaching out to steady himself with a hand against the wall.

      “He shouldn’t have been playing in this condition,” Pierce growled, steadying Gauthier with an arm around his waist, which Gauthier batted away with a muttered, “I’m fine.”

      “No,” Matt agreed, crossing his arms over his chest and pinning Gauthier with a look. “He shouldn’t have.”

      Pierce took in Gauthier’s shamefaced expression, seemed to understand what Matt was saying, and sighed hugely, shoulders slumping. “Come on, Jase. Let’s go home.” With obvious reluctance, he added a “Thank you for looking after him” in Matt’s general direction before leading Gauthier down the hall.

      With Pierce out of the room, oxygen filled Matt’s lungs again.

      Hands planted on his hips, Emery pursed his lips. “Something going on between you and Gauthier’s dad I need to know about?”

      Goddamn observant skills coaches.

      “Nope,” Matt said, knowing it was nothing but the truth. “Not a damn thing.”
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      Pierce shut down his computer for the day, but not his brain. With the workday over, thoughts of Jason and Matt rushed in, taking up way too much space. He pictured tiny cartoon versions of them kicking back with a beer in an Adirondack chair on the porch of his mind as though they meant to stay.

      Chuckling to himself, he poked his head in Jason’s room. Jason was in bed, nothing but the top of his head visible under a mound of blankets. The lights were out, the shades were drawn, and there was an empty garbage can by the bedside.

      They’d barely made it home from the UBC campus before Jason had practically flung himself from the car to hurl in the bushes lining their building’s parking lot. Either whatever the paramedics had given him had worn off or motion sickness had triggered his flu-prompted nausea. Once they’d gone inside, Jason had taken a quick shower, brushed his teeth, and curled into bed, only emerging twice to rush to the toilet. Pierce left him to it. Jason was a suffer-through-being-ill-alone kind of guy, just like Pierce. He’d hermit until he was ready to face the world.

      Pierce closed Jason’s door and headed into the kitchen, where he stared sightlessly into the fridge. The entire top shelf held row upon and row of Gatorade, which made him think of Jason. Which made him think of hockey.

      Which made him think of Matt.

      He’d done a surprisingly good job of not thinking about Matt all day. Now, though? With work done for the day and nothing pressing to occupy his time except figuring out what to have for dinner?

      Matt.

      Matt, Matt, Matt.

      Matt with that overlong dark blond pompadour Pierce had once loved to dishevel just because he could, and the beard he’d loved to feel against his jaw and inner thighs, and the built physique that Pierce still wanted to curl into, and those dark, dark eyes that had been the first thing Pierce had noticed about him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THREE AND A HALF YEARS AGO

      

      

      Pierce stood still on the half-foot-high platform for his final fitting. The men’s clothing store was all high-class elegance, way outside his means. Without his cousin footing the bill for his groomsman’s tux, Pierce never would’ve known this place existed. It even smelled like expensive cologne, and Pierce had been offered a glass of scotch as soon as he’d arrived.

      He wasn’t much of a scotch drinker, but hey—when in Rome and all that.

      A voice drew his attention across the room, rumbly and deep. On another platform, a blond, bearded guy was also being fitted for a tux. When he glanced up and caught Pierce’s gaze, Pierce nearly swallowed his tongue.

      Christ. Those eyes. They were as dark as the tux he was being fitted for. If Pierce kept peering into them, he’d fall into their depths and never resurface.

      Lips quirked, Hot Bearded Guy raised his glass of scotch in Pierce’s direction before taking a sip. His eyes—those dark as night eyes—raked Pierce from head to toe and then back up again, slowly. Like he was savouring Pierce as much as he was savouring the scotch.

      Pierce’s mouth watered, and he returned the appraisal with a slow one of his own.

      Damn, this guy was built and tall and ruggedly handsome. Pierce couldn’t do anything but grin when Hot Bearded Guy raised one eyebrow at him, a look that Pierce interpreted as “Hi,” and “I like what I see,” and “Interested?”

      Fuck yes, he was interested. If he were any more interested, he’d have to fan himself to cool off.

      Hot Bearded Guy sent him a knowing half-smirk before turning to his tailor, and . . .

      Hang on. Did Pierce know him from somewhere? Yeah, wasn’t that—

      “Sir?” his tailor said, crouched at Pierce’s feet. “If you wouldn’t mind turning around.”

      “Right, sure.”

      Pierce turned and let the guy fuss at the tux’s folds or whatever he was doing. It took several minutes, and when Pierce turned back around, Hot Bearded Guy was gone.

      His shoulders slumped.

      Several minutes later, Pierce glumly pushed the door of the store open and stepped out into the spring drizzle, a garment bag slung over one arm.

      Damn. It was too bad he hadn’t gotten that guy’s number. Pierce had been sure that raised eyebrow had been an invitation, yet the guy had left without even so much as a chin nod in Pierce’s direction.

      On the sidewalk, Pierce dug his car keys out of his pocket and—

      “Oh. Hello.”

      There was Hot Bearded Guy, standing under the store’s awning, garment bag over one shoulder, the other hand tucked into the pocket of his jeans. He looked so effortlessly casual and confident that Pierce’s stomach bounced and his knees went weak.

      “Hi.” That bearded chin dipped in the direction of Pierce’s garment bag. “That suit’s not for your own wedding, is it?”

      “No!” Pierce rushed to reassure. “No, no. It’s for my cousin’s wedding. You?”

      “Cousin’s wedding.”

      Trepidation formed a knot in Pierce’s belly. “We don’t have the same cousin, do we?” Christ. If they were some distant blood relation, Pierce was going to lie down right in the middle of the street. “Mine’s Evelyn.”

      “Trevor.”

      Pierce beamed and held out a hand. “Pierce Langley-Brown.”

      “Matt Shore.”

      “I know.”

      Matt hesitated, hand still in Pierce’s, and narrowed his eyes. He looked like he didn’t know if he should be flattered or concerned. “Oh?”

      Pierce shrugged. “I follow hockey.”

      Especially Vancouver hockey, so he knew Matt Shore was the skills coach for Vancouver’s NHL and AHL teams. Pierce felt a little like he was meeting a minor celebrity.

      “Should I be wondering if you’re only speaking to me for discounted season tickets?”

      Pierce scoffed. “You say that like I don’t already have them.” At the beginning of the season, he, Cam, Sabrina, and one of Sabrina’s friends had gone in on a pair of season tickets together to split the cost four ways, then put a schedule together that outlined who would attend which game.

      “Hm,” Matt said, and with his deep voice, it sounded more like a growl, crawling into Pierce’s belly and sending shivers up his spine. Matt reclaimed his hand, his fingers trailing slowly along Pierce’s palm and driving those shivers down into his toes. “Want to grab a coffee?”

      Biting the inside of his cheek to hide a grin, Pierce nodded.

      Once they’d deposited their garment bags in their respective cars, they headed to a nearby café and waited in line to order. Pierce perused the menu written on a chalkboard behind the counter, every nerve in his body aware of how close Matt stood. Matt smelled like something earthy Pierce attributed to soap, and he was all tall and gorgeous and solid next to him. Pierce wasn’t a small guy. He matched Matt in height, but he was slimmer, and for reasons unknown to him, Matt’s larger frame made him feel dwarfed in the best way possible. Of course, that sent his mind tumbling to what it would feel like to be surrounded by Matt in bed, a thought he shouldn’t have been having in a family-friendly establishment.

      Shifting to relieve the pressure in his jeans, Pierce opened his mouth to say something—anything to get the conversation rolling—but when he turned to Matt, Matt was already looking at him, a darkness to his eyes that had Pierce gulping. The words died on his tongue as he found himself caught in that gaze, the rest of the world fading away to white noise around him.

      Pierce had seen Matt on TV too many times to count—first when the man had played for Minnesota as a pro several years ago, and later when he’d spoken to the press as Vancouver’s skills coach before or after games. Pierce had always thought that Matt was sexy as sin, but being in his presence? Being caught in that dark stare?

      It was heady as fuck.

      Matt dipped his head toward the counter. “We’re up. Order whatever you want. My treat.”

      Before Pierce lost all his faculties and blurted that the treat he wanted was in Matt’s pants, he stepped up to the counter and ordered a flat white because it was the first thing he could think of. Matt got himself a peppermint tea, and once they had their drinks in hand, they sat at a tiny iron table by the window. Almost in unison, they popped the tops off their to-go cups to let them cool.

      Again, Pierce opened his mouth to ask one of those getting-to-know-you questions people asked on dates. Again, he found Matt’s gaze on him, making him all tongue-tied and stupid.

      Elbows on the table, Matt held his cup in both hands. “So,” he began in that deep voice of his. “Tell me about Pierce Langley-Brown.”

      “He’s kind of boring.”

      “Everyone’s interesting in their own way.”

      Speaking of interesting . . . that was a really interesting perspective to have about other people.

      Still. Pierce would prove him wrong. He told Matt that he was in the process of getting divorced and that he’d been separated for almost five years. He told him about how both his parents were deceased, so it was just him and Sabrina now. He told him about his teenage son even though Jason wasn’t currently speaking to him. He wanted to talk about how hard it had been to have a baby at eighteen years old and about how his divorce kept dragging on and on and on because his ex was fighting it, but he didn’t get into those topics, as it didn’t seem like first-date material.

      He told him about how, once upon a time, the Langley-Brown clan of extended family had been close, but as they’d gotten older, they only ever saw each other for funerals and weddings. He told him about his antiques store, Timeless in Kits, and his degree in history and business, which had taken him eight years to complete while working full-time in his twenties with a kid at home.

      “See?” Pierce said a few minutes later. “Boring.”

      “I beg to differ. Tell me about your store. Do you specialize in a certain period, or do you carry all sorts of antiques?”

      Before Pierce knew it, an hour had gone by, with Pierce talking about himself, prompted by questions from Matt. He nudged Matt’s foot under the table and said, “Enough about me. Tell me about you.”

      Pierce twirled his empty cup around and around on the table, sure he had hearts for eyes as Matt spoke about his own family and his relationship with his dad. He talked about the coaching clinics he’d begun taking before he’d ever retired from playing professional hockey, eventually moving on to his favourite places to jog in the city.

      “I also narrate audiobooks in my downtime.”

      “Wait, wait. Back up.” Pierce made a little zzzt sound like he’d pressed the Rewind button on a VCR. “You narrate audiobooks? Now that’s interesting. Tell me more. Do you narrate under a pseudonym? What is it? What kind of books? How’d you get started in that? Why did you get started in that? Can I find them on Audible?”

      Matt chuckled, and Jesus. The man should be banned from laughing in that sonorous voice of his lest everyone in his surroundings fall at his feet in a puddle of hormonal goo.

      “I narrate under Matt Dallesandro,” Matt said. Sitting back in his chair, he kicked his legs out, putting them in Pierce’s personal space bubble.

      Not that Pierce minded. Hell, he wanted all of Matt in his personal space bubble.

      “It’s my mom’s maiden name. She passed after I graduated high school.”

      “Oh.” Sobering, Pierce touched the back of Matt’s hand. “I’m sorry. I know what that’s like.”

      “Thanks. I use Matt because it’s generic and common enough but opted to use my mom’s surname to help keep my audiobook life separate from my personal and professional life. And yes, you can find the books on Audible and pretty much anywhere that sells audiobooks. They’re gay romances, mostly contemporary, with a few fantasy and paranormal thrown in.”

      Pierce propped his chin in his hand. “Why audiobooks? How’d that start? Because I’m not going to lie, I don’t see it. You’re very . . .”

      Matt cocked his head, waiting him out.

      “Whatever the opposite of emotional is?”

      “Emotionless?” Matt offered.

      “No,” Pierce said, chuckling softly. Matt wasn’t emotionless. Not at all. Those eyes of his said a lot, for one thing. And he wasn’t reserved, exactly. More like he put off an air of confidence that spoke of having his shit together, including his emotions. He had a more serious nature that called to something in Pierce, and already Pierce was desperate to draw more laughter out of him. “Just . . . I’m trying to picture you narrating steamy scenes and it’s not jiving.”

      Matt’s voice was half-growl when he leaned forward, met Pierce’s gaze, and said, “Let me know if you still feel that way after you listen to one of my books.”

      Pierce gulped. Scratch that. He wanted to hear Matt narrate nothing but steamy scenes for the rest of his life.

      “And to answer your question,” Matt continued while Pierce tried to remember when he’d asked a question and what it possibly could’ve been other than Do you want to come home with me? “I got started in audiobook narration thanks to one of my cousins. She’s an author, has about four dozen books under her belt. A few years ago, she was looking into getting her books on audio, and she wanted someone with my voice for the narration. But she couldn’t find a narrator with the voice she wanted, and hey, Matt, wouldn’t it be fun if you narrated my book?” Matt shrugged. “She was joking. Didn’t expect me to agree. But the hockey season had just ended, and I figured, why not? It’d keep me busy for a couple of weeks.”

      “And . . . what? You recorded one book and . . .”

      “And then the rest of her series, and then I started getting requests from other authors.”

      “Do you have acting experience?”

      “Does role-playing at team bonding events count?”

      Pierce snort-laughed. “No.”

      An indeterminate amount of time later, during a friendly debate about Vancouver’s best neighbourhood, one of the café’s employees interrupted with a firm, “Excuse me? We’re closing in five minutes.”

      Damn. Pierce looked around. Sure enough, the place was empty, chairs had been flipped and placed on tabletops in preparation for sweeping and mopping, and a second employee was cleaning the counter.

      Disappointment sitting heavy on Pierce’s shoulders, he shrugged into his jacket and followed Matt outside, where the sky had darkened with the onset of evening and the rain had turned into a deluge.

      Standing on the café’s front stoop in the cold, Pierce meant to ask for Matt’s number but instead blurted, “I don’t want the day to end.”

      The corner of Matt’s mouth hitched up. He took a step closer to Pierce, close enough for their elbows to brush, and nodded across the street. “Want to grab dinner?”

      They jaywalked—jay ran?—through the rain, laughing when someone honked at them and shaking water from their hair and shoulders as they walked into a restaurant serving Greek fusion. The appetizers were delicious and their main courses were mediocre, but if asked what he’d eaten, Pierce wouldn’t be able to say. He was too distracted by the play of candlelight on Matt’s cheekbones and the flex of muscle when Matt leaned his forearms on the table. Raindrops clung to his eyelashes, and Pierce wanted to sweep them away with his thumb. Matt’s foot played with his under the table, and he listened as though Pierce were explaining an intricate hockey play, not regaling Matt with a story about how he’d once almost missed the ferry to Vancouver Island because a young Jason thought it would be funny to change the time on all the clocks in the house.

      Pierce randomly ordered a dessert off the menu just to keep the evening going. Matt ordered one too, and he ate his loukoumades excruciatingly slowly, cutting each little honey-soaked donut in half, then in half again, and again before eating the little pieces one by one.

      Perhaps he was full.

      Or perhaps he didn’t want the night to end either.

      The thought made Pierce giddy with expectation. He’d never met anyone he’d clicked with so quickly, where conversation flowed so easily. He wanted more of it.

      By the time they left the restaurant, it had been six hours since their fittings at the clothing store. Six hours that had felt like six minutes. They jaywalked back across the street under a sky that had cleared of clouds, and as they headed back to their cars, Pierce turned to walk backwards and stuck his tongue in his cheek. “I think you should give me your phone number. In case I can’t find the books on Audible, I can text you for a link.”

      Matt grunted, eyes glinting with devilry under the streetlights. “You do, do you?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Faster than Pierce could process, Matt snagged his wrist, bringing him to a halt, and walked right into his space until they were chest to chest, thigh to thigh. Pierce whimpered, uncaring that the undignified sound made him sound desperate and needy.

      Fuck, he was desperate and needy for this man.

      “I think that can be arranged,” Matt whispered hoarsely. In the next second, his lips were on Pierce’s, no hesitation.

      God. Fuck. This was no first-date tentative exploration. Matt didn’t hold back, so neither did Pierce. He clutched at Matt, afraid he’d fall over if he didn’t have some support, his head swimming with lust. Sensation crawled all over his body, and he tangled his tongue with Matt’s, groaning at his taste.

      Matt’s body was hard against his, all muscle and strength. He kissed like he knew what he was doing. Like it was foreplay and Pierce was his playground.

      Pierce would happily be this man’s playground. Matt could do whatever he wanted to him and he’d weep in blissful happiness.

      When Matt pulled back an inch, Pierce followed his mouth for another kiss, earning himself a lazy chuckle from Matt that made Pierce dizzy with lust and heat.

      “Come home with me,” Matt eventually growled against his mouth.

      Pierce didn’t have to think twice. “Lead the way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        PRESENT

      

      

      Letting the fridge’s door fall gently closed, Pierce smiled at the memory of the day he’d met Matt, but the expression quickly slipped off his face. Were those eighteen months with Matt the last time he’d been happy? Truly happy? Everything else in his life had been a sinkhole of shit, but Matt had been the one bright spot that made everything else seem manageable.

      There’d been moments of happiness in the last two years since he’d left the city, of course. But there were moments of happiness, and there was being truly happy. Pierce had always been a believer that a person made their own happiness. True happiness didn’t come from someone else. The happiness he’d found with Matt hadn’t been because of Matt, but because of who they’d been together—partners in every sense of the word. Partners who held each other up, encouraged each other, held each other accountable, brought out the best—and sometimes the worst—in each other.

      Matt might have waited for him once, outside that clothing store the day they’d met, but Pierce would be a fool to believe Matt had waited the last two years for him. No doubt some lucky asshole had snapped him up, and he was perfectly coupled with a bearded lumbersexual with perfect hair.

      But . . . what if he wasn’t?

      Pierce stared at his palm and swallowed hard. The nerves still hummed from where Matt had gripped his hand earlier. Jesus, the expression on his face when Pierce had walked into that little medical room. Hope and surprise and a boatload of confusion before he’d schooled his features into an inscrutable mask that, once upon a time, Pierce had been able to crack with a bad joke or a tiny kiss behind Matt’s ear.

      Pierce had given all his attention to Jason earlier because . . . well, his son was sick. But also because if he looked at Matt too closely, he’d be faced with all the regret he’d been living with for the past two years. But fuck, it had taken everything not to throw himself at him.

      Making a snap decision, he left Jason a note and headed out. Following his gut, he headed to the practice facility on the UBC campus instead of Matt’s house and was immediately rewarded with the sight of Matt’s car in the parking lot. It wasn’t hard to spot; in a sea of black, grey, and silver cars, Matt’s electric-blue SUV stood out.

      Pierce backed into a spot across from it. Got out. Second-guessed himself. Nerves jangling, stomach somersaulting, he planted both hands on his hips and stared at the pavement.

      What the actual fuck was he doing? What was he hoping to accomplish by stalking Matt at his place of employment? That Matt would declare his undying love and sweep him away to Blissville?

      Fat chance.

      Still, the least—the very least—Pierce owed him was an explanation and an apology. If he could try with Sabrina, he could certainly do so with Matt.

      The door to the facility’s back entrance burst open with a bang, making him jump, and a scowling Matt Shore stalked out.

      Pierce swallowed hard, the somersaults in his stomach turning into swan dives. Matt wore dark jeans, a navy T-shirt, and a light zippered jacket in black with the Orcas’ logo embroidered on the left breast. His gaze was on his phone, he had a thick binder tucked under one arm, and a bulging equipment bag hung off the opposite shoulder.

      Matt looked the same—the exact same—as he had two years ago, and it was like being confronted with every wish Pierce had ever wanted and every mistake he’d ever made, all at once.

      Pierce’s breathing stuttered.

      Matt stopped in his tracks when he spotted him. One eyebrow rose. “Have you been here this whole time?” His voice was gravel over rocks, inducing a shiver from Pierce.

      “What? No, I—”

      But Matt’s gaze was already back on his phone, and he headed toward his SUV as though he didn’t particularly care about Pierce’s answer.

      And maybe he didn’t.

      Pierce ignored the stab of hurt and pressed on. “Can we talk?”

      Matt hit a button on his key fob and his trunk opened automatically with a beep. “I don’t have much to say to a stranger.”

      Pierce winced. He deserved that. “I’m sorry about earlier. I panicked. Jase doesn’t know about us.”

      “So you went the strangers route?” Matt dropped his bag and binder in the trunk, turning his back to Pierce. “Real smooth, LB.”

      Sucking in a breath at the nickname, Pierce mentally begged Matt to turn around and look at him. Matt’s shoulders had tensed and he’d frozen momentarily, as if equally surprised by the nickname.

      So. Not as unaffected as he seemed, then. Pierce could work with that.

      “Can I buy you a coffee?” he asked. Then, remembering the time, “Or a tea?”

      Matt hit the button to close the trunk and stepped out of its way. “Pierce—”

      “Please?” Pierce interrupted, swallowing his pride. He wasn’t above begging, not for an hour of Matt’s time.

      Matt blew out a long breath, shoulders dipping so minutely Pierce wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been watching him so closely. Sensing capitulation, he said, “We can take my car to—”

      “I’ll meet you there,” Matt cut in.

      Pierce didn’t have to ask where there was. When they’d been dating, there’d been times Matt had spent twelve or fourteen hours here, especially when both the AHL and NHL teams had practice on the same day. Pierce had made a point of joining him for lunch on those days if he could get away from his store, mostly to ensure Matt ate something that wasn’t from a vending machine, and they always headed to the same place on the UBC campus.

      The drive to JJ Bean Coffee Roasters on University Boulevard was only three minutes, and it was three minutes where Pierce mentally rehearsed everything he wanted to say to Matt. Parking behind Matt on the street, he braced himself for whatever was to come. Matt had always been quick to forgive, especially if an apology was genuine.

      But this wasn’t a lover’s spat or an argument born of fatigue or a petty disagreement about who was going to pick up dinner on their way home.

      Whatever Matt’s reaction to everything Pierce had to tell him, Pierce would just have to suck it up and bear it.

      Inside the restaurant, Matt merely grunted when Pierce told him dinner was on him. Once they’d ordered, they took their drink outside and sat at one of the patio tables to await their food. Simultaneously, they popped the lids off their to-go cups to let their coffee and tea cool, and the act was so familiar that Pierce’s heart lightened and he grinned at Matt.

      Who stared back, expression as inscrutable as it’d been earlier.

      Clearing his throat, Pierce shifted in his seat. “How’ve you been?”

      Matt speared him with a dark-eyed glance. “Why are we here, Pierce?”

      Okay, then. So much for niceties. But then, Matt never was one to beat around the bush.

      Pierce glanced around—at the blue sky, at students walking past, at other customers seated at nearby tables—sucked in a breath, and started with the basics. “I’m sorry.”

      Matt blinked once, the only indication he’d even heard him.

      “I’m sorry, Matt. I’m sorry I pushed you away. I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye. I’m sorry I left without fully explaining why I had to go.”

      “Why did you? I always thought there was more to it than you wanting to be closer to Jason.”

      Pierce’s palms went clammy around his paper cup. “I got a call that afternoon that scared the shit out of me.” He swallowed roughly, remembering that day so clearly it was like it had happened yesterday. “I panicked and just . . . spiralled downward. In fact, I just started coming out of that spiral in the last year.”

      Matt paused with his peppermint tea halfway to his mouth. Concern turned that gaze even darker, and he raked his eyes over Pierce like a coach inspecting a player for an injury. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. The call wasn’t about me. You remember that Nadyne was living in Laval with Jason while he was playing for the major juniors?” Pierce waited for Matt to nod before continuing. “Turned out they’d had a huge fight that morning, and then he’d had a shitty practice, so instead of going home after, he went for a drive to clear his head . . . and got in a car accident.”

      Lowering his cup, Matt frowned. “That’s in the team’s medical files. But it also says his injuries were minor.”

      “Some bruising where the seatbelt caught him, some at his temple where the airbag hit. But I didn’t know that at the time. All I knew was that there’d been an accident.”

      He got a moment’s reprieve when an employee arrived with two plates—a roast chicken sandwich for Matt and a southwest chicken wrap for Pierce.

      “Was anyone else hurt in the accident?” Matt asked after they’d thanked the server.

      Now that he was looking at food, Pierce wasn’t all that hungry. He sat back and cradled his coffee. “That’s the thing. He went out into some rural area, nothing but country lanes. Swerved to avoid a deer and wrapped his car around a tree. Car was fucking totalled, but all he walked away with was some bruising.”

      “Lucky.”

      “Yeah.”

      Before, Matt would’ve reached for him. Offered comfort. Pierce found himself craving his touch, but that was nothing new. He’d spent two years craving Matt, desperate for any piece of him he wanted to give.

      Setting his sandwich down, Matt slid his chair back, sending Pierce’s heart into his throat. “If that’s it . . .”

      “No!” Frantic, Pierce reached out, clamping a hand on Matt’s wrist. “No, that’s not it. I’m trying to tell you, that phone call . . . I didn’t know if Jason was alive or dead, and after two years of him not speaking to me, thinking that I might never get the chance to fix our relationship . . .” Pierce swallowed hard, his hand shaking where it held Matt’s wrist. “It broke something in me, Matt. I was already struggling with the divorce and my non-relationship with Jason. I hit rock fucking bottom with that phone call, and the world suddenly seemed too fucking large. There were days after I arrived in Quebec where I couldn’t get out of bed. With Jason’s accident, it was like everything in my life—the good, the bad, all of it—was suddenly too much. Everything piled on top of me, and it was like I was trying to breathe from the bottom of a pile of blankets. I retreated from almost everything. I kept up with work so I didn’t go bankrupt, and I saw Jason whenever I could muster up the energy.” His voice flattened, and as he recounted the darkest days of his life, it was almost as though he was talking about someone else. “I knew I’d fucked up with you, and I wanted so badly to make it right. But at that time, even the thought of picking up the phone threatened to suck me down into a hole. Things with you were . . .” A lump formed in his throat, too big to swallow back. He forced himself to speak past it. “They were great, Matt. But everything else was . . . And when that call came about Jason, I just . . . fell apart.”

      Matt flipped his hand over, squeezing Pierce’s palm with his own. And with that little gesture, something in Pierce’s chest unclenched.

      “Everything, my entire world, narrowed down to Jason,” Pierce went on, voice scratchy. “Everything, literally everything else, was just too much. My focus turned to making sure Jason was okay, and if he was, then making sure we were okay. Mentally and emotionally, I didn’t have room for much of anything else.”

      Nodding once, Matt reclaimed his hand, leaving Pierce cold, stripped of Matt’s warmth.

      “I know it seems like I chose Jason over you—”

      “It doesn’t seem like it, Pierce,” Matt interjected, spearing his side salad with a fork. There was no anger in his voice, just bland resignation when he added, “You did.”

      “I’m so—”

      “You don’t have to be sorry for putting your kid first. I don’t need an apology for that. I’d be an asshole if I didn’t understand. I might not have kids, but I do understand. And you always made it clear that Jason came first. Sucks being tossed aside like yesterday’s trash, but I do get it,” Matt finished with the honesty Pierce had always known him for.

      “Then can I apologize for the way it went down? I should’ve taken the time to talk to you instead of  . . .”

      “Tossing me aside like yesterday’s trash?” Matt offered. And was that a hint of humour in his eyes? “Yes, you should have.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Matt nodded and speared more lettuce. “Thank you.”

      It wasn’t forgiveness. Not even close. But it was an understanding of sorts. Frankly, it was more than Pierce deserved.

      There was still a weight hanging over him, though, even after getting everything off his chest and giving Matt the full story. Still a void where Matt’s love had once filled him with joy and comfort and stability.

      Chewing slowly, Matt set down his fork. His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed, and his eyes were steady when he said, “I’m sorry too.”

      Taken aback, Pierce frowned. “What are you sorry for?”

      “Not realizing that you weren’t okay.”

      Eyes burning at the tenderness in Matt’s voice, Pierce stared into his coffee. “I didn’t know. How could you?”

      Matt touched the back of Pierce’s hand with a finger. “How are you now?”

      “Better.” Pierce twined a finger with Matt’s, his heart going into overdrive. “More clear-headed. I tried to put on a good front for Jason, but I scared him one day when he came over to my place and found both me and my apartment massively unkempt. He called Cam for reinforcement, and Cam flew in from Victoria the next day. He basically brow-beat me into therapy.” He smiled, thinking of Cam’s “I’m not fucking leaving until you fucking seek help, asshole,” that hadn’t been amusing at the time, but that Pierce could now look back on and laugh about.

      “I started seeing a therapist about a year ago,” he continued. “We’ve been working through things. I no longer feel like my world’s going to implode.” The words came easier now. Not a surprise—talking to Matt had always been easy. Plus, Matt had once told him that he’d sought therapy as a teen after his mother’s death. Matt could relate to not having your shit together.

      “Meds?” Matt asked.

      Pierce shook his head. “We started with a non-drug approach, and it seems to be working. It’s a combination of therapy, counselling, learning self-help strategies, exercise, and nutrition.”

      “I’m glad you’re better.”

      “Thanks. Me too.”

      Their gazes met and held. This close, there were flecks of gold in Matt’s eyes, gorgeous and unexpected. Pierce wanted so badly to ask if he was seeing anyone, but he was afraid of the answer. If he was perfectly coupled—whether with a bearded lumbersexual with perfect hair or someone else—it would be all the evidence Pierce needed that Matt had moved on.

      And Pierce wasn’t sure he wanted to know that yet. He’d rather live in the fantasy world he’d created for himself where he and Matt got back together and lived happily ever after.

      Matt’s gaze dipped to his mouth. Pierce’s breathing went all shuddery, his swan-diving nerves went all apeshit, and his lips tingled with the need to feel Matt’s against them.

      A loud burst of laughter from a nearby table clearly had Matt coming to his senses. He released a long breath and sat back, unhooking their fingers.

      No kissing, then. Maybe no kissing Matt ever again.

      The thought sent Pierce’s stomach to his toes.

      But he’d already gotten more than he’d expected—Matt giving him a chance to clear the air and offering understanding, if not forgiveness. What right did Pierce have to ask for more?

      There was one thing, though . . .

      “Do you think we could try at being friends?”

      Matt picked up his sandwich, his gaze falling to Pierce’s lips again. “I don’t know if I can be just friends with you, LB.”

      Hope spreading throughout his limbs, Pierce began to smile.

      “But I don’t know if I can trust you with anything more again either.”

      Hope died, macheted to pieces.

      “But sure,” Matt said. “We can try.”

      Relief weakened Pierce’s muscles, making him lightheaded.

      Okay, then. Okay.
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      “Do you want to be friends with him?”

      Matt stirred the zucchini spaghetti in the pan to soften it. “I don’t know.”

      “But you don’t want to not be friends with him?” Charlie persisted, butt perched against the dishwasher.

      “I don’t know, okay?” Turning, Matt leaned against the granite counter and met his cousin’s gaze. “All I know is that I get it. He wasn’t in a place, mentally or emotionally, where we could be together, and he had to put Jason first. I get that.”

      “Still. He left you behind,” Emery Stanton said. “And that has to suck.”

      Matt scowled at his skills coach. “Why are you here?”

      “Felix is in LA.” The big man pouted, brown eyes going all sad. “I was bored.”

      Matt sent Charlie a questioning glance.

      “He came grocery shopping with me earlier,” Charlie explained. “I haven’t been able to shake him since.”

      Sitting on a barstool at the counter behind Charlie, Emery reached out and poked Charlie in the back of the head. Charlie batted him away, chuckling.

      Charlie worked as a pastry chef for Vancouver’s NHL team—Emery’s former team. They’d met six years ago, when Charlie had been fresh out of the Northwest Culinary Academy of Vancouver with an arts diploma in professional bread and pastry. He’d somehow become close friends with Emery and his husband—who’d been Emery’s boyfriend at the time—despite their seven-year age difference.

      Felix, Emery’s husband, was better known to the world as famous singer-songwriter Tenor Jones, though he’d stepped back from the spotlight in the past few years to write and perform in musical theatre.

      “I thought he was in rehearsals for his play,” Matt said, stirring his pasta sauce so it didn’t stick to the bottom of the saucepan. “Doesn’t that open soon?”

      “End of November,” Emery told him. “Rehearsals are on hiatus this week while he’s recording a new song in LA.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Interest had Matt stepping forward. “It’s been a while since he’s made new music. When’s he releasing the single?”

      Emery’s smile became calculating. “I can convince him to let you listen to it early if you’ll tell me the name of the audiobook you narrated.”

      Matt huffed a laugh. He’d made the mistake once of telling Emery about his off-season side hustle, and Emery had been trying to get him to tell him more ever since. Honestly, it wasn’t that Matt didn’t want to tell him. It was just funny watching him come up with new ways to get Matt to spill.

      And it was funny that Emery thought he’d only narrated one book. He had almost two dozen under his belt, though they were all under a pseudonym, which was why Emery couldn’t find him on Audible.

      “Nice try,” Matt said with a laugh, eliciting another pout from Emery.

      “Hey.” Charlie jabbed Matt in the leg with his foot. “Stay on topic. What are you going to do about Pierce? How long’s he been back in the city, anyway?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Is his divorce final?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are things still bad with his wife? Ex-wife, whatever?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Charlie huffed. “Then what did you talk about at dinner? I’m assuming you didn’t eat in silence, then disappear?”

      Matt thought about yesterday evening and how determined he’d been to decline Pierce’s invitation out of nothing but spite. But Pierce’s soft “please” . . . it had drained that determination out of him and punched him in the ribs with its quiet desperation. Sitting outside at their favourite café like they’d done so many times before while Pierce laid it all on the line as though he had nothing to lose, giving Matt everything he’d wanted for two years, wasn’t how Matt had expected to spend his evening.

      Was it too little too late, though? Matt meant what he’d said—he didn’t know if he could be just friends with Pierce. He wanted Pierce. Oh, how he wanted. And he didn’t know how long he could play at being friends before he tossed his fears and reservations aside and jumped him.

      But those fears and reservations were very real, and after the way Pierce had moved across the country and then ghosted him last time, Matt wasn’t sure he could ever trust him again. He believed in second chances, sure. Taking a second chance with his heart, though? With Pierce? Second chances were great in theory, but in reality?

      Not so much.

      And what if Pierce still wasn’t where he needed to be mentally and emotionally to enter a new relationship? Pierce had said he was better, but what did that mean, exactly?

      Not to mention that with Pierce’s son on his team, it made Pierce the very last person Matt should date. Talk about a conflict of interest.

      “Inane stuff mostly,” Matt finally said. “His drive from Laval, the chances of the Warriors making it to the conference finals.” That was Vancouver’s professional lacrosse team. He turned off the burners and gestured at the stove. “Dinner’s ready. Help yourselves.”

      After dinner, where Charlie finally stopped quizzing him about Pierce, Matt saw Charlie and Emery out into the sunsetting evening, cleaned up, changed into running gear, and headed out of his house in Vancouver’s Kits Point neighbourhood. Running on a full stomach: not his best idea. He needed to clear his head, though, and there was nothing like feeling the burn in his calves to take his worries away.

      In less than ten minutes, he rounded a corner and found himself in front of Pierce’s building in Kitsilano. Fuck. How had he ended up here?

      This was, without a doubt, the literal opposite of clearing his head.

      Slip away. He could. Pierce would never have to know he’d been here.

      Clearly shit at taking his own advice, Matt called him. If he buzzed his apartment, he might wake Gauthier, who was hopefully sleeping off his stomach bug.

      Assuming they both lived here. Pierce had still been paying rent two years ago, but had he kept the apartment this whole time?

      “Hello? Matt?”

      Pierce’s voice in his ear made him swallow hard. “Hey. What are you doing right now?”

      “Debating between Iron Man 2 and Iron Man 3.”

      “Things are certainly hopping at Casa Langley-Brown.”

      “Shut up.”

      Matt grinned at the laughter in Pierce’s voice.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going running. Come with me.”

      A pause from Pierce. Then, “Running?”

      “Yes, the thing people do with their legs. You said exercise was part of your new routine, right?”

      “Sure. But not the running kind.”

      Matt sat on the building’s front stoop. “What do you do, then?”

      “Um . . .” Pierce cleared his throat. “Mostly play Ring Fit Adventure on my Nintendo Switch?”

      “Yeah, that sounds fake.”

      “What?” Pierce laughed, the sound rubbing against Matt’s belly like a cat. “It’s not fake. It’s a lot of fun and a surprisingly decent workout.”

      “If you say so. Are you coming or not? I want to go running with you.” Shit. Matt hadn’t meant to say that “with you” part. Biting back a curse, he quickly added, “Change and get down here,” and hung up.

      He didn’t have to wait long. Pierce was pushing open his building’s front door in less than five minutes, proving that he had kept the apartment.

      Did that mean that he’d always meant to come back?

      A question he’d have to think more on later because his brain went a little haywire at the sight of Pierce in running gear. His shorts were as basic as Matt’s, but when Matt’s gaze snagged on the muscular lines of Pierce’s thighs, he swallowed a groan. Perhaps he wasn’t a runner, but whatever this Ring Fit Adventure thing was, it had given Pierce some definition in his legs.

      Assuming it was a real game.

      “Friends don’t make friends go running.”

      Matt laughed in Pierce’s face. “Wrong.” He jogged backward. “I’ll keep it easy on you, though. Flat terrain only. No hills.”

      Easier said than done. Vancouver was hilly as fuck. Still, Matt chose to head north at the next intersection, where the sleepy residential street was . . . not hilly, exactly, but it was dotted with little humps. So it was relatively flat.

      Pierce groaned his way up the first hump. “I hate you.”

      “You could’ve said no.”

      “At what point did you give me a chance to?”

      Keeping his eyes forward and off Pierce’s flexing thighs, Matt grinned. Friends went jogging together. This was a thing he and Pierce he could do, right?

      The street was quiet aside from a couple walking their dog and a few cars that drove slowly past. Some people had decorated for Halloween, which was only two and a half weeks away—skeletons and ghosts hanging off trees, bats on railings, crime scene tape strung around a mock graveyard on a front lawn.

      “How’s Jason?” Matt asked.

      “Fine,” Pierce huffed as they crested another hump. “He hasn’t thrown up all day, but he’s still tired and foggy. How difficult will it be to replace him for tomorrow’s game?”

      “Not difficult, exactly,” Matt said over the sound of their feet pounding pavement. “But it was a challenge. I can’t just replace him with any old body. It’s got to be someone who plays well with the other guys on his line. And based on the roster for tomorrow’s game, I couldn’t put a vet in.”

      “Why would that matter?”

      They paused briefly at a stop sign, then kept going.

      “The AHL is meant to be a development league for the NHL,” Matt explained. His arm brushed Pierce’s. Ignoring the flare of nerves, he put an extra few inches of space between them. “Which means developing prospects has to be our top priority. Of the players that get dressed for a game, most of them need to be qualified as development players who’ve played fewer than two hundred sixty professional hockey games. That means I can only have a handful of vets in the lineup. Goalies are exempt from those rules, though.”

      “I guess it’s a way of making sure you don’t fill your lineup with vets with more pro experience?” Pierce’s breathing was becoming increasingly laboured, too similar to how he sounded during sex.

      Matt tripped on nothing, his breathing as choppy as Pierce’s.

      “Are you—”

      “I’m fine,” Matt broke in, adding another couple of inches between them. “It’s also a way of levelling the playing field and ensuring the AHL is focused on development first.” Shop talk as a distraction. If it didn’t work, nothing would. “So no, to answer your question. It wasn’t difficult to replace him; I’ve got a lot of great players. Just a challenge to figure out who would fit best based on the rest of the roster.” He’d gotten it done, though, in the end, with help from Emery and Assistant Coach Li.

      Pierce began to flag, his steps slowing to more of a fast walk. “I can’t run anymore. It’s going to kill me. Ring Fit Adventure did not prepare me for keeping up with a former professional hockey player.”

      Once upon a time, Pierce had kept up with him in other ways. Shaking his head to get rid of his sex thoughts, Matt smirked. “Still sounds fake.”

      Pierce rolled his eyes and turned around. “I’m going home now.”

      Chuckling, Matt followed after him. Damn, Pierce’s ass looked fine in those shorts. And those thighs . . . Jesus. Matt’s thighs had been called tree trunks by more than one lover. Matt was built and he knew that, but he’d never been attracted to men who looked like him. There was something about Pierce’s lankier frame—tall but defined—that made him want to tumble him into the grass on some stranger’s front lawn.

      “Friends don’t stare at friends’ asses.”

      Matt lazily lifted his gaze upward until it clashed with Pierce’s. “I wasn’t staring.”

      “You’re not as subtle as you think you are.”

      “Liar.”

      Pierce flipped him off over his shoulder.

      They walked the rest of the way in silence. Pierce’s breathing evened out, and Matt found himself matching it, in tune with every piece of Pierce. The sun slipped below the horizon, cooling off the day and painting the street in shadows.

      On the walkway to Pierce’s building, Pierce cleared his throat and stopped in front of Matt, facing him head-on. “If we’re going to do this friends thing, maybe don’t look at me like you want to follow me upstairs.”

      Raising both hands in acquiescence and acknowledgement, Matt took a step back. “Sorry. It’s . . .”

      Thing was, he did want to follow Pierce upstairs. Or rather, have Pierce follow him home instead, since Jason was recuperating in Pierce’s apartment. Matt couldn’t imagine not wanting Pierce. Sex was easy. Sex had always been easy. It was the romance part that had always been harder for Matt. Romantic feelings didn’t develop until he had an emotional connection with another person. Pierce was the first person he’d fallen hard and fast for.

      And if it was just sex, Matt would’ve invited Pierce over without hesitation. Problem was, Matt didn’t know how to separate sex with Pierce from his feelings for Pierce, even after two years apart.

      “It’s strange,” Matt finally said, “having you back here.”

      “It’s not exactly a cakewalk for me either.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “In Quebec, I’d built myself a support system. A small one, but a support system, nonetheless. Here . . .” Pierce’s smile lacked any warmth. “I’ve got no one. Cam moved to Victoria. Jason . . . Things have been better between us the last couple of years, but they’re not perfect by any means. And Sabrina . . . I pushed her away too, and let’s just say she wasn’t as open to listening as you were.”

      “Why’d you move back here then?”

      Pierce shrugged. “It’s where Jason is.”

      There was a very good chance that Jason could get called up to play on Vancouver’s NHL team in the future. But if he got traded to a different team, would Pierce follow him again?

      Certainly seemed like it.

      Reason number twelve thousand why Matt and Pierce shouldn’t start anything between them again.

      “Plus, it’s clear on the opposite side of the country from Nadyne,” Pierce added with a small smile. “So there’s that.”

      “Things haven’t gotten better between you?”

      “We called a truce after Jase’s accident. We’re civil, and we managed to sign the divorce papers without any bloodshed, but civil is all we’ll ever be. These days, that’s more for Jason’s benefit. We never should’ve put him in the middle.”

      From what Matt remembered, it had been Nadyne using Jason as bait or as a bargaining tool. He kept that thought to himself, though. Bad-mouthing an ex wasn’t something Matt did, even when that ex was basically the worst.

      “Anyway.” Pierce took a step back. “I’d say thank you for the run, but mostly it was terrible.”

      Matt barked a laugh. “Saturday morning. Be ready.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Eight o’clock.”

      “Maybe I’ll conveniently be busy washing my hair.”

      Amused by him, Matt rotated on his heel and jogged away with a wave over his shoulder. “We both know you won’t be. Night, LB.”

      “Night, Matt.”
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      Pierce said goodbye to his real estate agent and headed back to his car, flipping through the brochure she’d given him. West Broadway was peppered with a broad range of businesses—restaurants, a cell phone repair store, an acupuncturist, dental offices, financial services, coffee shops, bubble tea. Tucked between a reflexology centre and a cannabis store was an empty building that used to be a kids’ clothing store.

      His plan upon returning to Vancouver had been to scope out the local storefronts and see if he could find one for sale in a good location where he could open a new antiques store, sort of a rebrand of the one he’d had to sell two years ago.

      But Jesus Christ, the real estate market in this city had fucking exploded in the two years he’d been gone. He’d known that, of course. You couldn’t live anywhere in this country without constantly hearing about the housing prices in Vancouver and Toronto. Two years ago, he’d sold Timeless in Kits and its inventory and had gotten a pretty penny for it too. And while divorces weren’t generally expensive, they became so when they were contested and dragged out for months, and he’d been left with only a small amount of savings to invest in a new store.

      Halfway to his car, he turned back the way he’d come, retraced his steps, and ducked into a coffee shop for a couple of coffees to go. Then he continued down the street until he was peeking through the window of Yesteryear. They wouldn’t open for another few minutes, but the lights were on inside and the owner was dusting the top shelf of a wood-and-glass cabinet.

      Pierce knocked on the window with one knuckle. When Robert looked over, Pierce smiled.

      Robert’s jovial face lit up. He’d gained some weight around the middle since Pierce had last seen him, making him look even more like Santa Claus. Otherwise, he was the same old Robert, down to the quivering moustache. The Vancouver antique world wasn’t a large one—most everyone knew each other—but Robert had a special place in Pierce’s heart. He was Cameron’s father, and when Pierce and Cameron were boys, they’d spent many hours at each other’s houses. Robert had been like a father to Pierce and Sabrina when their father had passed away in Pierce’s teen years.

      Robert unlocked the door and pushed it open with a grin, setting off the bells hung on the door. “Pierce! When did you get back to town?”

      “A couple of weeks ago.” Pierce squeezed past him and waggled one of the coffees under Robert’s nose. “Decaf, black, two sugars.”

      “You remembered.”

      “Hard to forget. You’re the only person I know who drinks decaf.”

      “Come in, come in.” Already sipping his coffee, Robert led Pierce to the back.

      Pierce trailed his fingers over dressers and jewellery boxes and china tea sets and end tables and silver cutlery, something settling in his chest for the first time since he’d returned. Everything here had a story, and he’d missed diving into the history of the pieces he’d stocked in his store.

      At the back of Yesteryear was a counter with an old-fashioned register as well as two cozy armchairs that were technically for sale but that Robert had purposefully overpriced so he had an excuse to keep them. Robert sank into one and gestured at the other. “How’ve you been, kid?”

      “All right,” Pierce said, dropping into the second chair.

      Robert pursed his lips. “Are you? You left so quickly. Cameron was worried about you.”

      “I know.”

      “Here,” Cam had said during dinner on his second night in Laval, handing Pierce a folded square of paper. “I put together a list of qualified professionals who can help you. Pick one and make an appointment. They do these via Zoom now, you know. You don’t even have to leave your house.”

      “I don’t need—”

      “Yes, you do.” Cam’s expression had hardened. “And I’m not fucking leaving until you fucking seek help, asshole.” He’d squeezed Pierce’s hand, voice softening. “You can’t keep going on as you have been, okay? If you want to have healthy relationships, you need to deal with your shit.”

      It was the “healthy relationships” bit that had convinced him. Because wasn’t it a healthy relationship he was trying to build with Jason?

      Pierce toasted Robert with his coffee. “It’s because of Cam that I got help.”

      “Glad to hear it. What have you been doing for work these days?”

      Robert had been one of the people Pierce had sold some of his inventory to, so he knew all about Pierce’s reasons for selling.

      “I’ve been working as a runner for an antiques dealer in Quebec,” Pierce said.

      Robert frowned. “You have too much knowledge to be a runner. You should be an exhibitor or a market trader.”

      “I like it a lot, believe it or not. I like trying to track things down for people. I thought about opening my own store again, but with real estate prices being what they are . . .” Pierce held up his brochure, then dropped it onto his lap with a sigh. “My dreams are bigger than my finances.”

      “Most people’s are. Why don’t you come work for me?”

      Eagerness pulsing through his veins, Pierce stared at him. “You don’t need me.”

      “I do. Jeannie’s retiring at the end of the year, so I’ll need someone to take over her duties.”

      “Is she?” Pierce thought of Cam’s mom and smiled. “Good for her. What about you?”

      Robert waved a hand. “I’ll retire when I’m dead. So. What do you say? You can keep your current job, try this one out on a trial basis. If it doesn’t work out, no hard feelings. But if you want to get back into a store again or keep running around looking for pieces, I could use you.”

      “It’ll be like high school all over again, huh?”

      “Except instead of being a part-time sales associate, you’d be my runner, but also responsible for appraising potential new products and bringing them in.”

      Pierce stuck his tongue in his cheek. He did want to be back in a store. He wanted to haunt estate sales for rare finds, appraise items, and make a case for why Robert should stock them. He wanted to meet people and tell them stories. “How many hours a week are you thinking?”

      Twenty minutes later, Pierce waved goodbye to Robert, dropped the brochure onto the front seat of his car, and headed home, one job richer.

      He whistled his way into his apartment, the whistle fading on a soft exhalation when he spotted Jason on the couch in the living room. Pierce mock gasped. “He lives!”

      “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m hysterical. You just haven’t learned to appreciate me.”

      Jason snuggled deeper into the couch, cocooned in about seven blankets, the TV playing one of the Marvel movies. Pierce couldn’t tell which.

      “Did you bring more Pepto?” Jason asked.

      “Yeah.” Opening the reusable shopping bag he’d brought from the car, Pierce removed the meds he’d bought before meeting the real estate agent. “Pepto Bismol, Tylenol Cold & Flu, regular Tylenol, and an additional six bottles of Gatorade, even though there are two dozen in the fridge already.”

      “But not the blue kind.”

      “Well, now you’ve got six bottles of the blue kind.”

      Jason grunted. Pierce interpreted that as thank you.

      “How are you feeling? And don’t say fine.”

      Another grunt. “Better. I had toast and it stayed down.”

      “Progress.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “What are you watching?” Pierce asked as he got the coffeemaker going.

      “One of the Iron Mans. I forget which one. Want to watch?”

      Pierce paused on his haunt for a late morning snack in the fridge. Jason was inviting him to watch a movie with him? Jason wanted to spend time with him?

      Swallowing a giddy laugh, Pierce grabbed a carton of yogurt and a spoon and sat in the armchair, shuffling as far away from Jason’s flu germs as he could while still being in the same room. “I’d love to.”
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        * * *

      

      The Orcas were losing.

      Behind the bench, Matt watched the game unfold. He’d wanted a win for this first game of the regular season, something to give his players a morale boost and set them on the right track for the rest of the season. Considering they were only down by one, a win wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.

      The Orcas were playing against a team from Ontario, California, and they were all big guys. Matt’s players weren’t small by any means, but the skaters from Ontario made them look like Christmas elves on skates. They’d trained for this, though, and Matt had strategized with his coaching team until they had a game plan.

      A game plan that sent some of his smallest players onto the ice. They were getting beat to shit, but then, the smaller guys were always getting beat to shit by larger players. When Matt had approached them about tonight’s game, they’d grinned until Matt could see their molars.

      “We’ll skate circles around those big lugs,” Toussaint had said, high-fiving Walters, who matched Toussaint in height at barely five eight.

      “Yeah,” Nasser had added with a laugh. “They won’t even see us coming.”

      And the strategy had worked too, until the Orcas had earned themselves a penalty early in the third period. Their defence had fallen apart, leaving an opening for Ontario to score twice in less than a minute.

      Their defence had a bad habit of falling apart on the penalty kill. It was just one of the items on Matt’s very long list of things to work on.

      With less than a minute left in the period, he sent Nasser in for his final shift. Matt had recently promoted him from the third line to the second, after the kid had proven himself during the preseason, and if anyone could slip a puck past Ontario’s defence in the next sixty seconds, it was the rookie from Prince Edward Island.

      Nasser hit the ice in time to intercept a pass, and as soon as the puck was on his tape, he did exactly what Matt expected—spun around one of Ontario’s forwards, deftly avoided another, cut around one defenceman, and sunk the puck into the five-hole.

      The sound of the goal horn might as well have been a cannon going off. The sold-out hometown crowd hopped to its feet in unison, waving black-and-white jerseys and signs and hats, screaming loud enough to bring the roof down.

      Blood singing, elation thumping through his veins, Matt pumped a fist.

      One final face-off as the clock ran down, and all the Orcas had to do was keep Ontario from scoring, which they successfully managed before the buzzer went off.

      “Nice work, guys!” Already debating which players he’d be sending in for overtime, Matt patted backs and good-gamed his team as they filed past him to the locker room, jubilant and excitable as puppies.

      Ignoring the anticipation and excitement of the locker room, where guys would mow down on snacks, stretch out sore muscles, get their skates sharpened, or even strip down for a quick shower, Matt headed for the attached office. Emery Stanton and Assistant Coach Li were already there, batting names back and forth when Matt walked in.

      “What’ve we got?” Matt asked. He draped his suit jacket over a chair and rolled his shirt sleeves up to the elbows.

      “Nasser, Brawsiski, and McNicoll,” Li said.

      Surprised at the proposed lineup, Matt perched on the end of the desk. “Brawsiski? He didn’t play like I expected him to during the penalty kill.”

      Emery rubbed a palm over his bristly jaw, arm muscles flexing under the form-fitting fabric of his indigo suit. “I think that has something to do with his partnership with Lindstrom. Lin cracks under pressure, and it leaves Brawsiski scrambling to pick up the slack. Brawsiski’s used to an equal partnership, but with Holden having been called up to the NHL for the foreseeable future, he’s still learning how to work with Lin.”

      “He’ll step up for overtime,” Li added. “Guaranteed.”

      Putting his trust in his coaches, Matt nodded. “Done.”

      He didn’t have a competent team behind him for nothing. Mentoring staff was part of a head coach’s job, and sometimes that meant letting them make the important decisions, like who was going in for overtime. Except for putting in Brawsiski, Matt was on the same page. But Li and Emery had spent more time with Brawsiski, and Matt trusted their judgment.

      Ontario won the face-off, and for the first three and a half minutes, nothing happened. McNicoll’s shot on goal hit the post. Nasser’s pass to McNicoll was unceremoniously intercepted. Brawsiski stopped a shot before the puck ever reached the Orcas’ goalie.

      Pulse quickening as the timer ticked down the five minutes of overtime, Matt ground his teeth and waited it out. No one wanted a shootout, least of all him. His players were starting to flag, but so were Ontario’s guys.

      And then it happened. Ontario got off a lucky shot that bounced off another’s players skate and sailed into the net.

      The Orcas lost.

      After interviews had been conducted, Matt dragged a chair out of the office and into the locker room and sat. “Good game, guys.”

      “We lost, Coach,” Nasser grumped.

      “Yeah. But you still played well.”

      “Ontario played better,” Toussaint said, half-dressed in suit pants but no shirt.

      “They didn’t,” Matt persisted. “Next week, we’ll watch video from tonight’s game and you’ll see that they didn’t actually play better. They just got lucky. We’ll also talk about where we can improve, but for now, know that you played an excellent game.”

      To a one, they preened, shoulders squaring despite the loss.

      There were two things Matt believed in wholeheartedly when it came to being a coach.

      First, to build confidence, he had to give praise where praise was due.

      Second, constructive criticism would go further than yelling or browbeating. Matt didn’t believe in berating his team or name-calling. There’d be days when players didn’t give 110 percent—they were having an off day, they weren’t feeling great, something in their personal life was distracting them. Didn’t matter.

      Doing their best was all Matt could ask of them.

      He’d grown up in a happy household that promoted improvement through persistence and hard work. Over the years, he’d had coaches who led their teams the same way and coaches who found something to nitpick no matter how hard a player tried.

      Matt had learned from both, watching how players responded to each type of coaching. And while it was true that some players thrived under the influence of a harsh coach, the vast majority wilted.

      Matt never wanted to make his players wilt.

      If he could boost confidence with words as well as giving them the right skills and time to develop those skills, they’d walk onto the ice feeling ready and self-assured. Like no one could stop them.

      And with a combination of the right mentality and the right skills, maybe, just maybe, they’d dig themselves out of the bottom of the standings this season.
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      Pierce didn’t know why, but on Saturday morning, he got dressed in running shorts, a T-shirt, and a light jacket, and was waiting outside in the morning chill at five minutes to eight.

      Oh wait, he did know why—it was because he was a sucker when it came to Matt Shore, and he’d take any chance he could get to spend time with him. Even if that time was spent running. Jogging. Whatever. How the man had any energy after a game day was anybody’s guess. If Matt kept to the same routine he’d had two years ago, he would’ve stayed up until way past midnight after the game, watching video and making notes.

      His phone said it would warm up by late morning, but this early, it was only ten degrees Celsius, and he bounced from foot to foot to keep warm while he waited. There was no one else around, making it seem like he was the only person awake in the world. And after a night of listening to Jason complain that he could’ve made that goal or caught that pass or skated faster than that guy if only he’d been feeling well enough to play, and the past hour listening to him claim that he was going to practice later whether Coach Shore liked it or not, this peace was exactly what Pierce needed.

      After two and a half days of bed rest, Jason did seem back to his normal self. Must’ve been due to the resilience of youth. Pierce had been out with the stomach flu last year, and he’d felt the effects for an entire week.

      “Look at you,” a voice said.

      Pierce turned, and there was Matt, pulling up at the curb, grinning from inside his electric-blue SUV. Pierce’s stomach flipped at the sight of that smile.

      Through the open window, Matt added, “I thought I’d have to drag you out here kicking and screaming.”

      Ignoring the dig, Pierce ducked to blink at him. “Are we going somewhere?”

      “I thought we could park at Kitsilano Beach and jog along the path there.”

      Pierce pursed his lips. The path was paved. And flat.

      “It’s next to the ocean,” Matt added, as if Pierce didn’t know where Kits Beach was. “And it has a view of the mountains.”

      “I like the ocean. And mountains.”

      “I know you do.”

      Pierce got in the car.

      It smelled strongly of coffee, and Pierce stared longingly at the travel mug in the cup holder in the centre console, if only so he didn’t stare longingly at Matt’s thighs, all massive and hairy in his tiny running shorts. Pierce had loved being cradled by those thighs when they slept, Matt as the big spoon. Or during sex, with Matt thrusting into him from behind or Pierce pounding into Matt with Matt’s ankles crossed behind Pierce’s back.

      “That one’s for you,” Matt said, thankfully oblivious to Pierce’s thoughts.

      Clearing his throat, Pierce shifted in his seat and dug his sunglasses out of his jacket pocket. “Where’s yours?”

      Matt lifted a second travel mug out of the holder on the driver’s side door.

      Pierce took a sip of his coffee, not caring that it burned the roof of his mouth. “Thanks.”

      They rode in silence down Vine Street, and as they passed the Whole Foods at West 4th Avenue, Pierce said, “Sorry about last night.” Even as he said it, he knew what Matt’s response would be.

      “You can’t win them all,” they said together.

      Pierce chuckled. “Jason’s convinced he could’ve won the game.”

      “Maybe he could’ve, maybe not,” Matt said with a cavalier shrug. “We’ll never know. But it’s like I tell my players all the time—winning or losing doesn’t rest on one person’s shoulders.”

      “Can’t it, though?” Pierce angled sideways, the better to see and speak to Matt. “I remember last year, Arizona played LA, and the LA team was all excited that Arizona’s captain was out with a minor injury. Apparently, he’s a powerhouse.”

      “There are certainly players who consistently play well, and often times they motivate the rest of their team to play better. And if I was Arizona’s coach during that game when their captain wasn’t playing, I would’ve been concerned. But there are ways to mitigate your best player’s absence.” Matt gestured to the left. “What do you think? Should we park here or find street parking farther down?”

      Matt slowed as they approached the entrance to Kitsilano Beach Park. The parking lot was mostly empty at this time of day.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Pierce muttered. “We both know I’ll only last five minutes.”

      Matt grinned and pulled into the parking lot. “Not to worry. We’ll build your stamina in no time.”

      Speaking of stamina . . . Matt scratched at his thigh, drawing Pierce’s gaze.

      He swallowed hard. Sipped his coffee. Eyed Matt’s profile as Matt backed into a spot. “What kind of strenuous activities do you expect me to be doing that I’ll need stamina?”

      Putting the car in park, Matt side-eyed him. “Increasing your stamina helps reduce fatigue. Allows you to perform your daily activities at a higher level while using less energy.”

      “Uh-huh.” Amused at the non-answer, Pierce sipped more coffee, hiding a grin behind his mug. “Is that all?”

      Huffing, Matt popped his door open. “Get out of the car, LB.”

      Pierce let his laughter loose, feeling giddy and happy and like Matt’s laughter gave him superpowers.

      Until they got a few minutes into their jog.

      “I’m—” Huff. “—dying.” Huff. “Jogging is . . .” Huff.

      “Good exercise?” Matt prompted, not the least bit winded.

      “Torture.”

      Matt chuckled, but he slowed to a fast walk. Other joggers and cyclists passed them, but Pierce didn’t care much about anything other than gulping big breaths of air. On their left, the sandy beach was dotted with wooden logs for seating, and the ocean was calm under a blue sky peppered with the occasional cloud. In the distance, the mountains rose, tall and green.

      Pierce sucked in a deep breath of ocean-tinted air, held it, and released it in a long sigh.

      “How did you survive in landlocked Laval for two years?” Matt asked

      “Technically, it’s not landlocked. Laval is mostly on an island across the Prairies River from Montreal. It’s not the same, but there are waterfronts. I did miss home, though. It’s good to be back.”

      “Yet you’d still move with Jason if he got traded again?”

      Pierce blinked at Matt. “What makes you say that?”

      “You sort of implied it,” Matt said, suddenly finding a hangnail interesting. “When you said you moved back here because Jason did.”

      “Oh, well . . . I mean, generally, parents don’t follow their kids around, right? Especially when those kids reach adulthood?”

      Matt raised an eyebrow, and if ever sardonic had an expression . . . “Yet here you are.”

      “Sure, but . . .” Pierce shrugged. “I kept my apartment here for a reason, you know? Jase getting traded here was fortuitous. It gave me an excuse to return home, which gave me a reason to be close to Jason so we can keep repairing our relationship.”

      “If he’d gotten traded to . . . I don’t know . . . somewhere in the States, you wouldn’t have gone with him?”

      Pierce blew out a breath. “I might’ve gone with him for the first week or so, just to make sure he was settling in okay. Whether or not I would’ve moved there with him . . .” He rubbed his jaw, the overnight stubble he hadn’t bothered to shave scratching at his palm. “I honestly don’t know. I don’t spend much time mapping out what I would or wouldn’t have done in a situation that doesn’t exist.”

      “But it could exist.”

      Pierce stopped right there on the path, a frown pulling at his forehead. Once Matt had turned around, he said, “Are you trying to tell me something? Is Jason about to get traded? He just got here.”

      Matt’s eyes were dark as sin under the autumn sun. “No. That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just . . . curious.”

      Curious because . . . he didn’t want Pierce to leave again?

      Because . . . he was still in love with him?

      Pierce nearly laughed out loud at the fanciful thoughts.

      “Curious about . . . ?”

      Matt walked backwards, forcing Pierce to follow. “What your long-term plans are. I don’t even know what you do for work right now.”

      “I’m a runner.”

      Another sardonic eyebrow paired with an amused twist of the lips. “I beg to differ.”

      “No,” Pierce said with a laugh. “Not a runner runner. A runner for an antiques dealer in Quebec.”

      “Which is . . . ?”

      “I buy antiques for my dealer. She tells me what she’s looking for and what her budget is, and I run around looking for it.”

      “Huh.”

      Behind Matt, a cyclist rang their bell. Pierce motioned Matt to the right to avoid a collision.

      “Does it require a lot of travel?” Matt asked.

      “Some. It’s more research and phone calls than anything.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “It’s not what I expected to be doing, not with my experience in antiquing,” Pierce admitted. “But it was the first thing I found when I got to Quebec, and I needed the income, so I took it and ended up loving it. Actually, starting next week, I’ll be working part time for Robert.”

      “Cam’s dad?”

      “Yeah,” Pierce said, recalling the time he’d brought Matt to Cam’s birthday dinner. It had been about eight months after they’d started dating, and he’d introduced Matt to the entire family. “I’ll be buying and appraising antiques for him.”

      “How is that different from being a runner?” Matt asked, falling into step with Pierce once more.

      “I’ll still have some duties as a runner, but I’ll also be attending exhibitions and estate sales and auctions. If there’s something I think would be a good fit for the store, I run it by Robert and buy it if he agrees. It’s a role with more carte blanche than a runner has.”

      “You’re not interested in having your own store again?” Matt touched Pierce’s elbow. “I’m sorry you had to give yours up.”

      How had Matt known about that? Had he gone by Timeless in Kits and seen the For Sale sign in the window? Had Sabrina told him?

      The thought of Matt trying to reach out and encountering nothing but dead ends had a lump forming in Pierce’s throat. If only he’d had the mental energy to answer Matt’s calls back then, things probably would’ve turned out a lot differently between them.

      “Thanks,” he eventually said. “And I’d love to have my own store again, but the divorce cost a fucking fortune, plus I was paying rent on two apartments. I can’t afford to buy or lease retail space in this economy right now, never mind buying inventory. I’m excited for the opportunity with Robert, though,” Pierce added, determined to look on the positive side like his therapist often suggested.

      A cyclist zoomed passed on Pierce’s right without bothering with their bell, and Pierce startled with a muttered, “Jesus,” and stepped on Matt’s toes as he jerked out of the way. “Shit, sorry.”

      “All good,” came Matt’s rumbly voice in Pierce’s ear. His arms cradled Pierce’s hips from behind, Pierce’s ass snugged against Matt’s crotch. Goosebumps flared up Pierce’s back, lifting the hairs on the back of his neck. Forgetting where they were for a moment, Pierce leaned his weight against Matt, sighing when Matt’s arms closed around his stomach—

      Only for them to fall away a second later. Matt stepped away and cleared his throat. “We should head back. Practice starts soon.”

      Disappointment and resignation swirling in his stomach, Pierce forced his shoulders not to droop. “I’m not running all the way back to the car.”

      “How about a sprint?”

      “What did I just say?”

      “A short sprint. Last one to that playground buys dinner tomorrow.” And Matt was off, feet slapping against the pavement.

      Pierce stood blinking after him. Had he heard right? Last one to the playground buys dinner? Like a date?

      Hope giving him a burst of energy, Pierce took off after him.
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      For as long as Matt could remember, Sunday mornings had been reserved for Shore family brunch. Hosting duties and attendance varied each week, and today, almost the whole clan had shown up at Matt’s dad’s place in Fort Langley.

      Matt had multiple aunts and uncles and three times as many cousins. And many of the cousins had kids too, ranging in age from newborn to six. So when the bulk of the family descended for brunch, it made for a chaotic few hours, with a ton of food prep and cleanup.

      Matt almost wished he was back at the Agrodome losing the Orcas’ second home game to the team from Ontario, California.

      Almost.

      The call he’d received from the general manager and the owner after the game? Yeah, he could’ve done without that.

      They hadn’t been mean or rude or even threatening. But they’d been firm in their desire to win games and get the Orcas out of the bottom of the standings. As if Matt liked losing games. He didn’t need the reminder that his job was on the line. It was much easier to replace one coach than a whole hockey team.

      A squeal burst through his thoughts, and he glanced out the kitchen window and into the backyard, where the kids were playing a game of tag.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s clean, Matty.”

      At his dad’s words, Matt blinked down at the serving dish he’d been washing in the sink. “Right, sorry.” He handed it over.

      “You all right? You zoned out there for a minute.”

      “Yeah. My mind wandered.” He grabbed the dish that had held scrambled eggs and began to wash.

      Zane and Matt Shore could never be mistaken for anything other than father and son. Had Dad’s hair not gone fully white in his late fifties, they could’ve been twins. Zane had never played hockey in his life, so he didn’t have Matt’s muscle, but they had the same features and height.

      Dad set the dish on the pile of other dry dishes and grabbed another out of the drying rack. “Want to talk about it?”

      It took washing two more dishes before Matt said, “Pierce is back in town.”

      Dad’s eyebrows flew up. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh.”

      “Are you okay?”

      Matt huffed out a breath that could’ve been laughter. He should’ve known that would be his dad’s first question. “I don’t know.”

      “Is he back for good?”

      “As far as I understand. His son got traded to my team last month.”

      Dad’s eyebrows flew even higher. “Well, damn.”

      “Yeah, that about sums it up.”

      “Is that how you found he was back?”

      “Sort of? Jason—that’s his son—had the stomach flu last week and he fainted during practice. Pierce is his emergency contact.”

      Pierce had to have known that Matt was coaching his son. Had to. Even when they’d been estranged, Pierce had known everything about the team Jason was playing for, down to the custodial staff at the arena. The fact that he hadn’t reached out to Matt at all, hadn’t bothered to get in touch until he’d arrived at the Orcas’ practice facility to pick up Jason after his fainting spell wasn’t lost on Matt. It had been a nugget of knowledge he’d kept in the back of his brain, unexamined and mostly ignored.

      Now that he’d acknowledged it, he wished he could forget it again. A sharp pain stabbed his chest, stealing his breath and filling his throat with sandpaper.

      Charlie came out of the dining room with a stack of dishes that he placed at Matt’s elbow.

      “That’s why he left after you two broke up, right?” Dad asked. “To be with his son?”

      “Yeah. Jason was in a car accident. He was fine,” Matt added quickly at his dad’s gasp. “Some bumps and bruises after hitting a tree trying to avoid a deer. But Pierce . . . With everything else going on in his life, he hit rock bottom mentally. The only thing he could concentrate on was Jason. Nothing else in his life could compete with that.”

      Sighing, his dad leaned against the counter and squeezed the back of Matt’s neck. “And you know what that’s like.”

      All too well.

      Matt’s mental rock bottom had come when his mom had died after a long battle with cancer. It had happened right as he’d graduated high school, around the same time he’d been dumped by his high school sweetheart. They’d been dating in secret, because coming out in high school when Matt had been a teen just wasn’t something gay boys did. Shortly after, he’d been drafted and had fucked up at training camp. It had all come to a head when he’d gotten into a physical altercation with a teammate. If his AHL coach hadn’t provided much-needed mentoring, and if his dad hadn’t begged him to seek help, Matt didn’t know where he’d be right now. Certainly not the head coach of his hometown AHL team, that was for damn sure.

      “I do know what that’s like,” Matt said, scowling when Charlie brought him even more dishes. “Which is why I get it. Trying to navigate out of what feels like the coldest waters on earth while life tries to pummel you into the ground at every minute isn’t easy. I understand why he had to push everything else aside and concentrate on Jason and on getting better.”

      “But?” Dad asked, intuitive as always.

      Rinsing a plate, Matt sighed. “It’s the way he went about it. He didn’t tell me about Jason’s accident back then. Just dumped me and fucked off to Quebec without saying goodbye.”

      “You’ve spoken, then? Since he returned? An actual conversation, not just a passing comment when he picked up his kid?”

      “A few times. I might’ve even . . .” Matt winced. “Asked him to dinner tonight?”

      There went Dad’s eyebrows again. “Like a date?”

      “No. I mean . . . maybe?”

      “Last one to that playground buys dinner tomorrow.” The words had been out of his mouth before he’d had time to think about them. He definitely hadn’t meant it as a date, though. Right? Just two . . . friends? Maybe friends? . . . getting something to eat.

      Just like their jogs had been two friends exercising together. It had been . . . fun. Matt had never had fun on a run before. Jogs were functional. He didn’t think they were meant to be fun.

      But he’d never run with Pierce before, who was all adorably huffy and red-faced and had gotten all snarky. Matt normally stuck his earbuds in and listened to music while he ran, and jogging with Pierce had brought levity he hadn’t expected. But then, before everything had gone south, Pierce had often showed a playful side. He’d even made up a story about a seemingly boring teacup once when Matt had accompanied him on an antiquing trip . . .

      “A young woman dropped this on the drawing room carpet upon learning that her childhood sweetheart was going to marry her sister,” Pierce had said, holding up a chipped teacup with blue flowers.

      “Poor girl.” Matt had given his head a shake in mock sadness. “Did she ever recover?”

      “Nope. She drowned herself in the lake on the family estate.”

      Matt had blinked at him. “Morbid, much?”

      “But her spirit returned,” Pierce had said, waggling his fingers sinisterly, his voice taking on a spooky tone normally reserved for ghost tours, “and she haunts her sister’s descendants to this day. Wooooooo.” He’d disappeared behind a dresser, then poked his head out, eyes cartoonishly wide. “Wooooooo.”

      “Are you sure taking Pierce out is a good idea?” Dad’s voice jolted Matt out of his memories.

      Glancing out the window at the kids who were still playing, Matt blew out a long breath. “Considering how wrecked I was when we broke up, you mean?” Matt let out a self-deprecating laugh. “I’m not sure of anything anymore. For what it’s worth, he did apologize.”

      “But have you forgiven him?”

      Matt opened his mouth to say no, of course not. What Pierce had done was shitty.

      Instead, he found himself saying, “Yes. How could I not when I understand so well what he was going through? I wish I didn’t understand so I could stay mad at him, but how can I be angry that he put his son and his mental health first?”

      “That’s incredibly selfless,” Dad said.

      Was it? Matt had loved Pierce. Still loved him? He didn’t know, but he certainly still cared about him. And all he wanted was for him to be okay.

      “Or maybe that’s love,” his dad added, reading Matt’s thoughts.

      “Maybe. But forgiveness and trust are two different things, and I don’t know if I can trust him again.”

      “Sounds like you’re trying to rebuild your friendship, though, no?”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t know if I can be just friends with him.”

      Dad nodded sagely. “Because you still have feelings for him.”

      “Yes.” Matt tossed the sponge into the sink. “As much as I hate to admit it.” He glared as Charlie came out of the dining room with a stack of cutlery. “Why do you keep giving me more things to wash?”

      Charlie laughed and headed outside, which meant the dining room table was clear of stuff to clean, finally.

      Matt was getting his dad a dishwasher for Christmas, then hiring a contractor to come in here to get rid of some cabinetry so it would fit.

      A cheery “Helloooooo” came just as the front door slammed closed. Matt shared an amused glance with his dad. “How much do you want to bet he timed it perfectly so he wouldn’t have to do any cleanup?”

      Dad chuckled.

      Dorian sauntered in, six feet of skinny jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt with . . . candy canes?

      “You do know it’s more than two months until Christmas?” Matt told his cousin.

      “It’s never too early to start celebrating.” Flicking his bangs out of his eyes, Dorian made a show of glancing around. “Where’s Trevor or Travis or Todd?”

      “You mean Tyler? Why would I bring a fling to family brunch? Also, that’s over, which you’d know if you’d shown up for dinner on Tuesday as planned.”

      “I had to work late.” Dorian poked his head in the fridge.

      “What are you doing for work these days, anyway?” Dad asked, putting a stack of dishes back in the cupboard.

      “I’m registered with a temp agency, and they send me wherever they need someone to fill in. Last week, I was doing reception for an insurance company downtown while their regular person was on vacation.” Dorian pulled the container of leftover scrambled eggs out of the fridge, grabbed a bread bun from the basket on the counter, and pulled a fork out of the stack Dad hadn’t put away yet.

      “You use it, you wash it,” Matt told him.

      Dorian grinned. “Cross my heart.” He made a little X over his heart with the fork and disappeared outside via the kitchen door.

      Silence descended again.

      “Always been a whirlwind, that boy,” Dad said. “Now, tell me. Who’s Tyler?”

      Having almost forgotten about the third man in a row to dump him for an ex, Matt said, “Trust me, Dad. Tyler doesn’t even matter.”

      “Unlike Pierce.”

      Yeah. Unlike Pierce.
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        * * *

      

      Matt went home to change before his dinner with Pierce, donning dark jeans, a black button-up shirt with shiny white buttons he left open at the throat, and a leather jacket in chocolate brown. The Cactus Club Cafe on English Bay Beach wasn’t a high-end restaurant, but it was a place where most people dressed up to match what the chain called “casual fine dining.”

      Matt did love a good oxymoron.

      Pierce picked him up since he had to drive by Matt’s neighbourhood anyway to get to the Burrard Street Bridge that connected Kitsilano to downtown.

      “You still have this thing?” Matt said as he put on his seatbelt in Pierce’s black BMW circa 2000.

      “It’s okay, baby,” Pierce whispered, patting the dash. “He doesn’t mean it.”

      “It’s twenty-two years old, LB.”

      Pierce patted the dash again. “Age is just a number, baby.”

      Amused, Matt snorted a laugh.

      It only took ten minutes to get to the restaurant, and of course, it took another ten to find parking. By the time they walked in the door and Pierce gave the hostess his name for the reservation, they were more or less on time.

      Since he was paying for dinner, Matt had let Pierce choose the location. He couldn’t fault Pierce’s choice. Every table had a view of English Bay through the wall of windows facing west. They were seated by a window, and outside, the setting sun cast shades of orange across the sky as it began to dip behind the mountains.

      It was über romantic. Like, über romantic.

      Pierce drank in the sight of the ocean, the mountains, the sunset, and Matt drank in the sight of Pierce while he wasn’t paying attention. He looked ethereal sitting in the glowing sunset with a half-smile on his lips that spoke of contentment. He wore a long-sleeved sweater in a shade of light brown that matched his eyes . . . And the watch Matt had gifted him for his birthday just a few months before they’d fallen apart.

      There were a few more scratches on the watch’s surface than Matt remembered, and the leather band appeared well-worn, fraying in a couple of places. It wasn’t anything fancy or expensive, just something Matt had picked up on Granville Island that he’d thought Pierce would like. The watch face had been hand drawn with Roman numerals and a compass in varying shades of brown.

      “Aw,” Pierce had gushed when he’d opened it. “Is this so I can always find my way back to you?”

      Matt had sat on Pierce’s couch, ankle draped over one knee. “Actually, it reminded me of the compass you always bring hiking with us.”

      “The one you make fun of me for?”

      “The trails are clearly marked!”

      “It can’t hurt to be prepared.”

      That had usually been Matt’s line—plans were good. Mostly he’d teased Pierce about the compass because Pierce had been all adorably huffy about it.

      The watch, though . . .

      Its current state told Matt that it had seen a lot of use in the past couple of years.

      That, combined with the little smile on Pierce’s face, tugged on Matt’s heartstrings. Setting aside the drinks menu, he said, “How was your day?”

      “Huh?” Pierce turned his head toward him. “Oh, it was fine. Laundry and groceries and vacuuming and general cleanup. Can you please tell me how one teenage boy can be so messy? Why can’t he wipe his breadcrumbs off the damn counter?”

      “He’s not a teenager anymore.”

      “Great. So he’s technically an adult. All the more reason for him to pick up after himself.”

      “Maybe if you don’t clean up after him, he’ll eventually do it himself.”

      “Yeah, but then I have to live with the crumbs for days.” He made it sound like the end of the world.

      Matt was chuckling when their server arrived for their drinks order. They ordered dinner too, as well as an app to share.

      “Your relationship with Jason seems to be better than it was,” Matt remarked. “You’re his emergency contact.”

      Pierce grunted. “That’s more because of proximity than anything else. Nadyne wouldn’t be all that useful in an emergency what with her all the way in Quebec.”

      Matt nodded his thanks to the server who brought their beers. “She doesn’t plan on moving back out here?”

      “Fuck, I hope not. Anyway,” Pierce said, waving a hand. “I don’t want to talk about me. I feel like all we’ve done is talk about me. I want to know about you. What have you been up to the last two years?”

      Matt shrugged. “Not much. Same as always.”

      “Uh, excuse you, that is not true. You weren’t the head coach of an AHL team when I left. How did that happen?”

      The server delivered their appetizer, and Matt dunked a truffle fry into the garlic aioli. “The whole organization saw a restructuring a few months ago. I actually put in for the role of head coach of Vancouver’s NHL team, but I got the Orcas instead.”

      “How come?” Pierce dunked his own fry, chewed slowly. “I’d think after eight years as a skills coach, you’d be a shoo-in for head coach of an NHL team.”

      “You’d think.” Matt toasted him with his beer. “But there’s a line of succession to these things. I have to prove myself as a head coach in the minor leagues before I make it to the big leagues.” It was like being a hockey player all over again, constantly proving himself until he got where he wanted to be, and then proving himself again so they’d let him stay.

      “Is that what they told you or are you assuming?”

      “Assuming. But it’s a valid assumption.”

      “What’s it like?” Pierce asked. “Being a hockey coach for a team of developing players?”

      “It’s probably the most fulfilling thing I’ve ever done. Seeing how my players respond to drills, how they develop when faced with challenges, their passion for the game . . . Playing a part in that is no small thing.” A server on the other side of the restaurant dropped a stack of plates, and the noise quieted the guests for a moment before conversation resumed. “But it’s also the most challenging thing I’ve ever done. It’s not just about coaching a team, it’s about being prepared. Going into every game with line combinations, having pre-scouted the opposite team, weighed matchups, and sifted through all the probabilities. And even then, there’s a decent chance that some of that prep—or, hell, sometimes most of it—goes out the window with the opening face-off, and I’m left changing strategies on the fly. Hockey is a chess match between players of two opposing teams, but what a lot of people don’t realize is that it’s also a chess match between the coaches. It’s like a game within a game. Which matchups are working, which aren’t, and if my side’s struggling, how long do I give them before I shake things up?”

      Pierce pointed at him with a fry. “You’re smiling.”

      Was he? Matt shrugged. “It’s a lot of fun.”

      “What’s it like behind the bench? I always wondered.”

      “Volatile,” Matt said at once.

      Pierce stared at him. “Really?”

      “It’s a cramped space behind the bench with a lot of energy and emotions flying high. My job is to make sure the energy stays positive, even when things aren’t going our way.”

      “I definitely wouldn’t want your job.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t want yours either.”

      “At least I know stuff about hockey. What do you really know about antiques?”

      “They’re pretty?”

      Pierce’s choked laugh turned into a full belly laugh that had other patrons turning to look at him. His laughter was uninhibited and deep, worming its way between Matt’s ribs.

      “I’ll have to remember that the next time someone asks me why they should buy my antique china set instead of getting the knockoff stuff from Walmart,” Pierce said, still chuckling.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Their meals arrived, a Thai green curry bowl with chicken for Pierce and the butternut squash ravioli with prawns for Matt. They ate in comfortable camaraderie, talking about nothing important, and it was . . . like before, but not. Pierce wasn’t as free with his laughter and smiles. There was an air of reservation to him that hadn’t existed when they’d been together.

      And Matt desperately wanted to get to know this new Pierce.

      His heart kicked against his ribs, panic sending a forkful of prawns and pasta down the wrong hole. It was his turn to draw attention their way as he hacked up a lung while Pierce watched in amused concern.

      “Wrong hole?” Pierce asked when Matt could finally breathe.

      Matt nodded before downing his entire glass of water. He wanted to banish the thought he’d had from his head, but . . . wasn’t that what they were doing? Getting to know each other again? Reconnecting?

      For what purpose, though? Matt had meant what he’d said to his dad—he wasn’t sure if he could trust Pierce in a romantic capacity ever again, no matter how much he might want to. So wasn’t it better to stop whatever they were doing now so no one got hurt?

      And that wasn’t even taking into consideration the massive conflict of interest any relationship between them would pose given Pierce’s status as Jason’s father.

      Problem was, Matt couldn’t bring himself to walk away.

      Pierce asked about his last two years again, to which Matt rolled his eyes and said, “There’s really nothing to say. My life has been hockey and dinners with Charlie and Dorian and Shore family brunch. There’s not much else to report.”

      Might sound like a boring life to some people, but Matt had never thought so. Being the coach of an AHL team—and the skills coach before that—wasn’t a typical forty-hour-a-week job. He had tons of downtime during the summer, which was always nice and allowed for some travel as well as more time to record audiobooks. During the season, though? He often pulled fifty- to seventy-hour weeks. There wasn’t much time for anything else.

      “What about the audiobooks?” Pierce asked. “Are you still doing those?”

      “During the off-season only. This past summer, I did a trilogy for a gay romance author and what’s apparently called a billionaire romance for another author.”

      It didn’t escape Matt’s notice that he was bringing romance to other peoples’ lives with his voice, but he couldn’t find any for himself.

      He eyed the man across from him, who was stirring the last of his chicken in what was left of the green curry sauce. Eyed the watch he still couldn’t believe Pierce had kept.

      “So,” Pierce murmured, dragging the word out. “Are you, uh, seeing anyone?”

      “I was up until a few days ago.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry.” Pierce’s shoulders sagged for a moment before he squared them. “Was it serious?”

      “No.” Pushing his empty plate away, Matt rested his forearms on the table. “I’ve dated here and there, but there’s been no one serious.”

      Pierce straightened.

      “How about you?”

      “Me?” Pierce laughed, and it was an are-you-kidding kind of laugh. “No. With everything else going on in my life the past couple of years, I didn’t have the time to date. Nor the desire, if I’m honest.” His voice went quiet when he added, “There was only one guy I wanted, but I’d fucked that up real good.”

      The breath caught in Matt’s throat. His chest tingled. He wanted to tell Pierce that if he’d called at any time in the last two years, Matt would’ve answered. He wanted to tell him that he would’ve happily tried out a long-distance relationship if being in Laval was what Pierce had needed. He wanted to tell him that he’d texted with Sabrina for the first few weeks after their breakup when Pierce hadn’t returned his calls, just to make sure he was still alive.

      But what would be the point? The past was in the past. Nothing Matt might say would change what had happened.

      The silence between them lengthened. The longer it went on, the more the tension stretched between them, and the more Pierce began to fidget, his smile turning sad. That downturned smile arrowed straight for Matt’s heart.

      “Pierce—”

      “Can I get you guys anything else?” Their server appeared, toting the dessert menu. “Our dessert special today is a trio of cannoli.”

      “That sounds good,” Matt said. “LB, want to share?”

      “Don’t judge but . . . I don’t like cannoli.”

      Matt stared at him. “Everyone likes cannoli.”

      “Not true.”

      “But it’s delicious.”

      Pierce laughed at Matt’s admittedly weak argument. “Is it, though?”

      “Why don’t I leave the menu with you?” the server said, clearly anxious to be on her way.

      “I can’t eat anything else, to be honest,” Pierce said. He nudged Matt’s foot with his under the table. “The cannoli’s all yours.”

      “Nah. I’m good.”

      Pierce smiled at the server. “Just the bill. Thanks.”

      It was fully dark as they left, and though it was after nine, there were people everywhere. The unseasonably good weather was still holding out, and everyone was taking advantage before it turned rainy and cold.

      When Pierce pulled up to the curb in front of Matt’s house, he turned off the car and pushed open his door.

      Matt shot him a raised eyebrow.

      “I’m walking you to your door,” Pierce explained.

      “I do know the way.”

      “That’s not the point.” With that, Pierce stepped out, leaving Matt with nothing to do but follow.

      Things turned awkward on the porch. They stood a foot away from each other, hands shoved in their pockets.

      Matt had had fun tonight. He didn’t necessarily want the night to end, but he didn’t know how to extend it without leading Pierce on.

      “Thanks for dinner,” he finally said.

      “The one you forced on me?”

      “Uh, I did not force it on you. You lost the race.”

      “You had, like, a ten-second head start!”

      “It was five, at most. And if you had better stamina, you could’ve caught up.”

      Gaze heating under the porch light, Pierce’s smile went a touch naughty. “I can think of much more . . . pleasurable activities to help build stamina.”

      Matt sucked in a breath. The air between them turned heady and thick, making him dizzy with the need to pull Pierce those last couple of inches closer. Pierce was real and here, and his lips were wet and waiting, and for a second, Matt couldn’t remember why he shouldn’t kiss him.

      He couldn’t say who moved first, only that in the next breath, Pierce’s mouth was on his and Matt’s hand was in Pierce’s hair and Pierce was holding him so close and they were pressed together from thighs to chest.

      And something righted itself in Matt’s heart.

      It was a feeling akin to scoring the winning goal in a hockey game or seeing a shooting star or watching the last rays of the day wink out and turn the world to night.

      Except it was about a thousand times more potent.

      Matt revelled in that feeling as his tongue tangled with Pierce’s. This was everything he’d wanted for two years. Pierce in his arms. Pierce kissing him like he was desperate and aching. Pierce clutching him like he never wanted to let him go.

      Pierce tasted like the beer he’d had with dinner, and his moan against Matt’s mouth made Matt shiver.

      Which was what brought him to his senses.

      He stepped back, tearing himself away from Pierce, breathing like he’d just raced Pierce ten kilometres. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I can’t.”

      “Right,” Pierce muttered, breathing equally as hard. He took a step back as well, nearly tripping down the porch steps, eyes glowing. “Sorry. I’m sorry.” He was halfway to the car before Matt regained enough of his senses to go after him.

      “Pierce. Wait.”

      But Pierce was fast. He was already in his car and peeling quietly away from the curb before Matt reached him.

      An ache building in his chest, Matt tilted his head back and groaned up at the sky. “Fuck.”
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      Pierce was in kick-his-own-ass mode as he walked into Yesteryear on Monday morning. The bells over the door jangled and clanked, sending spikes of pain behind his eyes. A night of tossing and turning had left him with a migraine that a couple of Tylenol had yet to cure. The sunny day didn’t help, stabbing at his eyelids and making him want to hurl. It was always a treat when Vancouver had several clear and rain-free days in a row, but he’d never wished for rain more, if only for the clouds to hide the sun.

      “Right on time.” Robert exited the back room, holding a mug with a chipped rim.

      The scent of coffee perked Pierce up slightly, and he smiled at his childhood best friend’s father. “Got more of that?”

      Robert jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Help yourself.”

      The back room was the cleanest Pierce had ever seen inside an antique store. Most people held extra stock to replenish their store as needed, but not Robert. He had a few extras, of course—silver sets, china cups, candelabras, end tables. But nothing big. As Robert had said, more than once, “There’s no shortage of antiques. If I sell something major, I can always replace it at the next estate sale or exhibition.”

      It also meant that if a customer was looking for something specific that wasn’t out on the floor, Robert probably didn’t have it. But that was another reason Pierce was here. Robert got commissioned to track down a certain something or other? Pierce was his guy!

      Pierce poured himself a cup of coffee from the coffee maker that was no doubt the newest thing in this store, which led to thoughts of Matt and how he couldn’t have coffee after mid-afternoon or he’d be up all night. Those thoughts eventually led to last night.

      Groaning, Pierce leaned his forehead against a cabinet.

      He shouldn’t have run. What had that accomplished? He didn’t need his therapist to tell him—again—that he had a bad habit of running when things got tough. He just had to look at last night for the evidence. Or at how he’d broken up with Matt before fleeing to Quebec.

      He should’ve stayed and talked things out with Matt yesterday instead of scooping his pride off the floor and speeding away. And after they’d had such a nice time at dinner too. It had been like going back in time two years, but also . . . not. Two years ago, they would’ve twined hands on the tabletop and played footsie under the table and made eyes at each other until one or both of them were hot under the collar and itching to be alone. There’d been none of that at the restaurant, but the ease with which they’d fallen into conversation and joked around—sometimes at each other’s expense—was the same.

      Pierce hadn’t heard from Matt since yesterday. Matt probably thought he’d never see or hear from Pierce again, which, honestly? He had every right to think.

      Pierce’s stomach cramped at the thought of Matt all alone in that rambling house of his in Kits Points with its sprawling kitchen and cozy sitting room and the spare bedroom that held his equipment to record audiobooks. Pierce hadn’t mentioned it last night, but he’d listened to all of Matt’s audiobooks while he’d been in Quebec—repeatedly. A way for him to still hear Matt’s voice and feel just a little bit closer to him, emotionally if not physically. The stories he’d been narrating hadn’t been important. In fact, Pierce would be hard pressed to recall what any of them had been about. He’d just wanted to have Matt’s sultry voice in his ear.

      And listening to Matt narrate steamy scenes? Fuck. Such a goddamn turn-on.

      He knew he could’ve called Matt at any point in the last two years. To explain, to apologize, to talk. But the more time went by, the more Pierce started to believe it was too late, and before he knew it, twenty-four months had passed and he still hadn’t called. By that point, he’d figured Matt had been done with him. Moved on to someone else.

      But there hadn’t been anyone serious. Matt had said so. And he’d returned Pierce’s kiss last night. Fiercely. So even though he’d said he didn’t know if he could trust Pierce again, there must be a part of him that wanted to.

      With that thought giving him a burst of hope, he took his coffee into the front of the store.

      Maybe he and Matt were a horrendously bad idea given their history. The fact that Pierce’s son played for Matt’s team could potentially pose problems too.

      Like they said, though—where there was a will, there was a way.

      He spent the next half hour filling in paperwork for Robert for payroll and taxes, then re-familiarized himself with the store, getting a sense for the type of merchandise Robert stocked. Afterwards, Robert showed him how to use the register. To his surprise, although it looked old-fashioned, it was actually high tech. Sales associate wasn’t technically in Pierce’s job description, but he didn’t mind helping out. It had been one of his favourite aspects of owning his own store—getting to know his customers and tracking down the exact right piece they were looking for.

      The store wasn’t open today—it was closed on Mondays and Tuesdays—and Pierce had met Robert here at his request to fill in paperwork. Just before lunch, Robert locked up and they headed down the street to a deli. As they ate, Robert told him of a customer who was looking for period furniture to furnish a boutique hotel on Vancouver Island. Pierce would be in charge of tracking it down, and he looked forward to helping someone find what they needed.

      They parted ways after lunch, and though Pierce pointed his car in the direction of home, he inevitably ended up parked in front of Matt’s house.

      Nerves bouncing in his stomach, he stared at the house for a few minutes, looking for any signs of life. Practice had been this morning—Pierce knew that because Jason’s schedule was taped to the fridge. Just because practice was over, though, didn’t mean Matt was home. He could be literally anywhere in this city.

      Taking a chance, Pierce pushed open his door, jogged up the porch steps, and knocked.

      Nothing happened for several moments, and right as Pierce was about to head back to his car, a sound came from the other side of the door before it flew open.

      And there Matt was, with his slicked-back pompadour and those dark-as-sin eyes, wearing jeans that looked like they were ten years old and a black T-shirt with the Orcas’ logo on the left breast.

      Matt’s eyebrows crept up to his hairline, surprise plastered all over his features. “Pierce?”

      Pierce’s smile was thin. “Not who you were expecting?”

      “To say the least.”

      Matt hadn’t expected to see or hear from him again. Pierce hated that he’d been right about that.

      Swallowing the lump in his throat, he said, “Can I come in?”

      Matt held the door open wider and stepped out of the way. Pierce left his shoes by the front door, then followed Matt past the powder room on the right and the stairs to the second floor on the left, and into the living room. The entire first floor was painted in a pale shade of yellow, and the furniture was all aged wood, except for the couch, which was a warm brown leather. Across from the couch, the television was mounted on top of a gas fireplace. The TV was paused on a hockey game, and the coffee table held a laptop and two notebooks.

      Research on the Orcas’ next opponents, if Pierce had to guess.

      “Ignore the mess,” Matt said, sitting on one end of the couch. “We’re playing Coachella Valley this weekend, so I’m watching tape of their last few games.”

      See? Research.

      Pierce sat on the other end of the couch, angling himself to face Matt, and inspected Matt’s face. He didn’t appear mad or sad. His expression was perfectly neutral, which was ten times worse. Pierce would prefer some emotion to no emotion.

      “I’m sorry,” Pierce blurted.

      Matt’s gaze flew to his.

      “About last night.”

      “You don’t have to apologize for kissing me,” Matt said. He picked up a pen and tapped it on his thigh. “Or maybe I kissed you. I don’t know. Either way, I kissed back, so that’s not something you need to apologize for.”

      “Good. Because I’m not.”

      Matt’s lips kicked up, amusement replacing the neutrality. “You’re not?”

      “No. I’m not sorry about that. But I am sorry about what happened after. I shouldn’t have left like that.”

      Amusement fled, and Matt turned serious again. The movement of the pen increased, a light tap-tap-tap against his leg.

      “Did I ever tell you that we had a dog growing up?”

      Matt shook his head. The tapping stopped.

      “Misha. A husky.” Planting his elbow on the back of the couch, Pierce rested his head on his palm. “We did everything together. Everything. Somewhere in a box of my parents’ old things, there’s a video of me crying on my first day of kindergarten because I couldn’t bring Misha with me to school.” He chuckled, but quickly sobered. “She started slowing down when I was nine or ten. And even though my parents tried to tell me that she didn’t have long, I didn’t believe them. She took a turn for the worse when I was at school one day, and they had to put her down.”

      “Ah, Pierce.” Matt squeezed Pierce’s knee. “I’m sorry. Pets are family.”

      “Yeah. They are.” Pierce took a long breath. “When I got home from school and my parents told me what happened, I ran. I didn’t go far. Just to Cam’s. He was only a couple of streets over. And my parents must’ve known that’s where I was going, because when I arrived, Cam’s mom was standing on the porch waiting for me. She sent me inside to play video games with Cam until my dad came to get me.”

      Matt clasped Pierce’s hand. “I’m sorry, babe.”

      “I don’t tell you this to make you feel sorry for me. I tell you because it’s the first in a long line of things that I ran away from.” Pierce flipped his hand over and threaded his fingers with Matt’s. “I ran to Cam’s after my dad’s heart attack. I walked out of the house when my mom told us she was sick. I didn’t even go to her funeral, Matt.” He wasn’t sure Sabrina had forgiven him for it. “Sometimes it’s easier to run and pretend the bad stuff doesn’t exist than risk getting hurt. It’s something I’ve been working on with my therapist. Learning better coping mechanisms and unlearning bad ones.” He squeezed Matt’s fingers. “I should’ve stayed to talk to you yesterday. I’m sorry I didn’t. And I guess maybe I am sorry I kissed you. You said friends only, and I disrespected that. It won’t happen again. Well.” He couldn’t hold back a small laugh. “Unless you want it to.”

      Matt didn’t smile, but neither did he reclaim his hand. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”

      Pierce winced. “I figured. But I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I want to believe you, LB. So badly.”

      Running his thumb over Matt’s knuckles, Pierce smiled, though it trembled. “Maybe one day you will.”

      Matt nodded once. Before Pierce could make heads or tails of that nod, Matt said, “What are you doing the rest of the day?”

      “Research for Robert. And for my boss in Quebec too, now that I think about it.”

      “Want to do it here? I can loan you my tablet.”

      Hope surging again, Pierce nodded without hesitation. “Sounds great.”
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        * * *

      

      So. Matt’s day hadn’t turned out as expected.

      Practice had been practice. A great way to distract himself from the fact that Pierce had left him. Again. Watching tape hadn’t been as effective of a distraction, and he’d spent more time wondering if he should try calling Pierce than he had actually taking notes.

      But Pierce was here. Last time, he’d stayed away for two years. This time, it had been less than twenty-four hours.

      The circumstances were totally different, of course. Still, Pierce was here.

      He’d apologized.

      He’d talked to Matt, told him what was going on. Explained how his past affected his present. Matt hadn’t known any of that, and it seemed like Pierce hadn’t either until he’d started seeing a therapist.

      Pierce was so obviously trying not to repeat past mistakes, to be a better person.

      And that was all Matt could ask for, wasn’t it? Nobody was perfect, and the fact that Pierce was trying because he wanted Matt in his life . . .

      It meant a fuckton.

      And it changed everything.

      Was it still a conflict of interest?

      Absolutely.

      But Matt had checked—there weren’t any written rules restricting coaches from fraternizing with their players’ parents.

      From what Matt could see, Pierce didn’t do much research, too engrossed in the game on the television. At least someone was watching it, because Matt certainly wasn’t. Pierce was right there, two feet away, smelling like raindrops in a forest, and the last thing Matt wanted to do was work.

      He got it done, though, because the Orcas were important, and if they wanted to get out of the bottom of the standings, Matt needed to know how to train his players so they could beat their opponents. It was nice, sitting here with Pierce while they both worked—though Pierce jumped in with thoughts on Matt’s video fairly frequently. “That player’s weak on his left side,” and “That was a cheap shot,” and “That player hogs the puck,” and “Make sure Nasser’s matched up with that guy. He’ll skate circles around him.”

      Working side-by-side was so much like old times that Matt said, “What do you feel like for dinner?” without a second thought.

      Pierce pursed his lips, snagging Matt’s attention. “What have you got in the fridge? Or . . . I guess we could order something.”

      Matt mentally inventoried what he had. “I’ve got chicken breasts, and I think most of the ingredients for chicken marsala. I can make a side of pan-broiled broccoli to go with it.”

      “I can help.”

      So they made dinner together, moving around each other in the narrow space like they used to when they’d cooked together when they’d been dating.

      “What are your thoughts on serving the chicken over pasta?” Matt asked, to which Pierce’s mature response was “Oooh.” So they made spaghetti too, and Matt unearthed a tub of chocolate chip cookies from his freezer for dessert that Charlie had made weeks ago. They ate at the dining room table, which was separated from the kitchen by the counter, and left the patio doors open to the cooling evening. The weather was supposed to turn ugly soon, so why not take advantage while it was still nice?

      “Did Jason ask where you were last night?” Matt asked, pouring them each a second glass of wine halfway through their meal.

      “No, he wasn’t home. He was hanging out with some of his teammates. Nasser and Toussaint.”

      Matt grunted. “They sort of adopted Jason when he got traded to the team. I’ve heard they’ve got every video game under the sun at their place in Yaletown.”

      “That’s what Jason said. They don’t have Ring Fit Adventure, though, so Jase brought it over and that’s what they were playing most of the night, he said.”

      “Still sounds fake.”

      Mouth flattening into a line, Pierce flipped him off. Matt wanted to kiss that unimpressed expression off his face.

      As they were cleaning up, Pierce poured another glass of wine.

      “Are we getting drunk on a Monday night?” Matt asked, piling dishes in the dishwasher.

      “Why not? I had a good day.”

      “You fell asleep on my couch for an hour and forty minutes.”

      Pierce gasped theatrically. “Lies.”

      “You were snoring. Added a nice soundtrack to the hockey game announcer.”

      “Fuck you,” Pierce said with a laugh. “I didn’t sleep great last night. I guess it caught up with me.”

      “You could’ve called me,” Matt told him. It was what they’d done before when one or the other couldn’t sleep. Texted to see if the other person was awake, then, if they were, spoke on the phone until one of them fell asleep.

      A contemplative silence from Pierce lasted almost a minute before he quietly asked, “Would you have answered?”

      Closing the dishwasher, Matt turned to face him. “You could’ve called anytime in the last two years and I would’ve answered.”

      Pierce nodded once, shoulders loosening as though he’d gotten a response to an unasked question. Then he poured the rest of the wine between their two glasses and held one out to Matt.

      Instead of taking the glass, Matt grasped Pierce’s outstretched wrist, fingers closing around the well-loved watch that said more than Pierce ever could with words, gently removed the wine, and placed it on the counter. “You said unless I want it to, right? Happen again?”

      Pierce swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing. “And do you?”

      Pulse thrumming, Matt cupped Pierce’s cheeks. “You’ve been the only thing I’ve thought about since you walked into that goddamn sick bay.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Pierce said, his grin very, very pleased. He ducked his head and placed a little kiss on Matt’s neck. “Am I distracting you?”

      Matt’s entire body erupted in goosebumps. “As distracting as trying to watch tape with someone snoring right next to you.”

      “I don’t snore.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, LB.”

      Pierce’s lips were on his in the next instant, and thoughts of snoring and distractions fled along with any sense of self-preservation.

      God, he’d forgotten what kissing Pierce was like. From their very first kiss, things had always felt natural between them. Having Pierce in his arms again . . . it was familiarity, and it was comfort, and it was a sense of richness and fulfillment and home that had eluded Matt since Pierce had walked away.

      The dating he’d been doing recently . . . it had nothing on this.

      Pierce groaned, the sound sending shivers through Matt. He hadn’t meant for the night to lead to this, but he was so fucking tired of holding back. And with Pierce having shown up on his doorstep today after he’d walked away last night . . . fuck, but it messed with Matt’s emotions, tangling them into knots until all he saw, all he wanted, was Pierce.

      Retreating a bare inch, Matt whispered, “Bed?”

      Pierce made a show of looking at the floor, the countertop, the fridge, the walls. “I’m not picky.”

      Chuckling, Matt walked him backwards out of the kitchen. “Maybe not, but my thirty-eight-year-old body isn’t up for sexual acrobatics. Maybe when I was in my twenties . . .”

      At the bottom of the stairs, Pierce nipped his chin. “I would’ve liked to know you in your twenties.”

      Matt turned Pierce around and gave him a gentle slap on the ass to get him moving. “I was all hockey and nutrition and keeping in shape. You would’ve taken one look at me and realized I wasn’t worth your time.”

      There was no self-deprecation in his tone, just a touch of humour. Because it was true. A twenty-five-year-old Matt Shore had been massively single-minded. Pierce quickly would’ve moved on to someone who could talk about more than just their hockey stats or workout routine.

      But right now, Pierce was pulling him into the bedroom with a wicked grin thrown over his shoulder.

      “I’m going to wipe that grin off your face before the night is over,” Matt told him.

      Pierce’s grin widened. “Prove it.”

      Never one to pass up a challenge, Matt did exactly that.

      He started by removing his shirt and tossing it into a corner, making sure the muscles in his torso flexed as he did so.

      He’d never thought of himself as particularly vain, but he did know what he looked like.

      As anticipated, Pierce’s grin fell away, replaced with a look so hot it would’ve made Matt flush if he hadn’t had years of sexual experience under his belt.

      He pointed at Pierce’s face. “Told you.”

      Pierce went squinty-eyed. “Cheater.”

      Laughing, nothing but desire, anticipation, and joy spreading through him, Matt tumbled him onto the bed and quickly got rid of Pierce’s shirt. There was a soft mat of fur between his pecs and a trail leading into his pants, same as Matt remembered.

      He remembered those dusky nipples too as he latched onto one and sucked until Pierce squirmed beneath him, carded his fingers through Matt’s hair, and tugged his head up.

      Their kisses grew desperate. Wetter. Filthier. Pierce tasted like the wine they’d had with dinner, though the longer they kissed, the more the wine flavour faded, leaving nothing but something uniquely Pierce behind, messing with Matt’s already overwhelmed senses. The rest of their clothes came off piece by piece in frantic bursts of energy fuelled by the desire to be skin to skin.

      Christ, Pierce was gorgeous. Not overly defined, just . . . perfect. The V of his spread thighs cradled Matt just so. The heel of his foot digging into Matt’s lower back encouraged energetic frotting. His palms and fingers on Matt’s skin lit a fire inside him that sent him south down Pierce’s body.

      He kissed Pierce’s neck, his chest, his belly, those damnable inner thighs that may or may not have become defined thanks to that fake-ass video game.

      “Matt.” Pierce’s broken whisper was everything he wanted to hear, sparking fire in his nerve endings. “Matt, fuck.”

      Giving in to the plea in Pierce’s voice, Matt cupped Pierce’s balls and sucked the tip of his cock.

      Groaning up at the ceiling, Pierce fisted the sheet in both hands. He muttered something—a curse, a demand, Matt wasn’t sure.

      Fuck, he loved the sounds this man made. Loved the taste of him in his mouth.

      Loved him, still?

      Perhaps.

      Matt’s feelings for Pierce in the present were tied up with his feelings for Pierce from the past, and he wasn’t sure he knew how to distinguish the two. Two years was a long time to continue being in love with someone who’d left him. So whether or not he was still in love with Pierce was hard to separate from everything else he felt for him.

      There was no doubt, however, that he could fall in love with Pierce again.

      In fact, he was a little afraid of how fast he could do so.

      He blew Pierce until Pierce was writhing and panting and making low ungh sounds that sent Matt’s desire into holy-fuck-I-need-him levels. Until the temperature in the room rose ten degrees. Until Matt found himself humping the bed, need swirling through him chaotically and making him ache.

      Letting Pierce’s dick slip out of his mouth, he crawled his way back up Pierce’s body and spanned one hand around Pierce’s neck. Pierce was flushed and sweating, chest heaving for breath, and he’d ever looked sexier.

      “How do you want me?” Matt asked, a growl in his voice. His lips at Pierce’s ear, he whispered, “Want me to sit on your dick so you can jerk me off? Or do you want me to fuck you into oblivion?”

      “The oblivion thing,” came Pierce’s choppy whisper. “Definitely the oblivion thing.”

      Pierce seemed like he was on a hair-trigger already, so Matt got the lube and a condom and made quick work of prepping him. And when Pierce bent his legs and grabbed his shins, keeping himself open for Matt to enter him . . .

      Forget what he’d thought earlier. This was the sexiest Pierce had ever been.

      Once Matt was fully seated, Pierce lost his grip on one leg. Matt took over, holding him open, and watched as Pierce’s eyes nearly rolled into the back of his head.

      “Yes,” Matt said through a groan, through the sweet, painful pleasure of being surrounded by Pierce. “Come apart for me.”

      Pierce moaned, his free hand scrabbling toward Matt. Matt fell over him, holding himself up on one elbow, met Pierce’s lust-filled gaze . . .

      And pumped. He didn’t hold back.

      Pierce’s mouth dropped open, and he tugged at his own erection as the sound of slapping flesh and throaty groans filled the room. Sweat dripped off Matt’s face and onto Pierce’s neck. Fire winged up his spine then back down again, coalescing in his balls.

      Pierce’s refrain of “yes, yes, yes” with every thrust, the way his eyes glazed as they held Matt’s, the way his toes curled when he came with a shout . . . it fuelled Matt to his own orgasm, and he came with a strangled groan that had his entire body tensing with a rush of pleasure.

      It took effort, but he managed not to collapse on top of Pierce, giving Pierce room to breathe. As Pierce caught his breath, he smiled—a small, pleased smile that made Matt feel about a thousand feet tall.

      “You scattered my brain cells.”

      A thousand feet? Try two thousand.

      “How was my stamina?” Pierce asked.

      It took Matt a second, but he finally got the joke. Releasing a breathy laugh, he pretended to think about it until Pierce poked him in the side. “It was pretty good,” he said. “But we’ll keep jogging until it gets better.”

      “Or we could just have all the sex.”

      Matt leaned down and, against Pierce’s lips, whispered, “Definitely. Because I’m not done with you yet.”

      “Thanks Christ,” Pierce murmured, and fused their mouths together.
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        * * *

      

      Pierce woke up alone in the darkened bedroom. It was slightly concerning, given this wasn’t his house. If it were, he would’ve thought that Matt had snuck out while Pierce was asleep.

      Unless . . . Matt had snuck out of his own house at—Pierce checked the time on his phone—1:07 a.m.?

      Doubtful.

      Pierce stretched, the sheets cool against his naked body. He’d wait a few minutes for Matt to return. He wasn’t in the en suite—Pierce could see right into it—so perhaps he was using a different washroom or getting a glass of water from the kitchen.

      Of all the scenarios he’d cycled through in his head on his drive here from Yesteryear, none had involved Matt inviting him to spend the day. None had involved dinner. Definitely none had involved sex with a gorgeous hockey coach who was all dirty talk and demands.

      Jesus.

      Pierce shivered, lust coursing through him. His dick stirred, ready to go again, if only a certain hot bearded guy would reappear from wherever he’d gone.

      Bored and lonely, Pierce pulled on his underwear and the hoodie he found draped over the back of an armchair and headed out of the bedroom. It was quiet on the second floor as he headed past the second bedroom where Matt had his equipment set up to record audiobooks, but there was a light on downstairs. Following it led him to the kitchen, where Matt, dressed in sweatpants and a T-shirt, was leaning against the counter and eating chocolate chip cookies.

      Pierce’s pulse skyrocketed at just the sight of him, his internal temperature elevating by several degrees. Was a round two in the cards? Or was Pierce about to get the boot?

      Fuck, he hoped he wasn’t about to get the boot.

      “Am I getting the boot?”

      Matt’s brows dipped. “What?”

      “Should I leave?”

      “Why would you leave?”

      Well. Okay. Guess that answered that.

      They eyed each other from several feet away for a minute, Matt chewing slowly on his cookie. There were crumbs at the corner of his mouth Pierce wanted to lick off, but he was getting a . . . a vibe of sorts that told him now wasn’t the time for physical affection. The look on Matt’s face was . . . contemplative? Introspective? Questioning?

      Like he was seeking the answer to a question Pierce couldn’t hope to guess at.

      When the minute dragged into two, Pierce shuffled over and leaned against the counter next to Matt. Their arms brushed. Their thighs were pressed together from hip to knee.

      Matt offered Pierce the tub of cookies.

      Grabbing one, Pierce said, “You okay?”

      “Sure. You?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      They ate quietly, the silence not exactly charged or tense, but there was something unsaid in the air, and Pierce was afraid that something might be “We can’t do this again” or “This was a mistake” or “Maybe you should go home.”

      Matt had said he wasn’t done with him yet, but considering they’d gone another round after recovering, Pierce was sure he meant that he wasn’t finished with him tonight. The future, on the other hand, was a giant question mark.

      Pierce’s shoulders tensed. The cookie sat like lead in his stomach. “What are you doing down here?” he finally asked.

      “Got thirsty.” Matt gestured at a glass of water on the counter. “Decided to have a snack at the same time.”

      Biting the bullet, Pierce said, “Want to talk about what’s bothering you?”

      “Nothing’s bothering me.”

      The tension in Pierce’s shoulders unknotted, but then Matt added, “Per se.”

      Pierce shoved both hands in the hoodie’s pocket. The flight half of his flight-or-fight instincts kicked in, but he squared his shoulders, firmed up his spine, and forced himself to stay put. No more running. “What does that mean?”

      Matt went quiet, and when Pierce glanced over at him, it was to find Matt frowning at the floor. It was one of his thought-sorting frowns. He’d forgotten about the cookie in his hand, and the chocolate chips were beginning to melt into his fingers.

      Straightening, Pierce took the cookie and set it aside, then faced Matt head-on. “You still don’t know if you can trust me with anything more than friendship.”

      “No,” Matt murmured, honest as always.

      Refusing to let that send his heart crashing to his feet, Pierce squared his shoulders. “You can trust me. And I want to prove it to you. Will you give me the chance to?”

      “Yes.”

      Taken aback, a breath escaped Pierce, shooting out as though he’d been punched in the gut. “Really?”

      Matt smirked, and why did that goddamn smug twitch of the lips make Pierce want to pounce on him? “I would’ve given you the boot if I wasn’t willing to be convinced. Just . . .” He sobered and rested his forehead against Pierce’s. “Don’t make me regret it. Please.”

      The request was so raw, Pierce couldn’t do anything but cup Matt’s cheeks and whisper a vow in his ear. “I promise.”

      Matt’s arms came around him, pulling them close—closer. Pierce tucked his head against Matt’s neck. “You’ll get chocolate on your hoodie.”

      Grunting, Matt stepped back an inch and swiped his thumb against the corner of Pierce’s mouth. It left a sticky residue behind. Pierce grimaced at the sensation.

      “Maybe I’ll just leave it on you instead,” Matt muttered silkily before sucking the chocolate off Pierce’s skin.

      Oh, hell yes. Groaning, Pierce directed Matt’s lips to his, and their kiss was messy and wet, tasting of chocolate and everything good.

      Hell, Matt himself was everything good, and Pierce wasn’t going to fuck this up again. He wasn’t. He made the silent oath to himself and to Matt.

      Matt’s beard scratched his chin, and for a moment, Pierce worried what he was going to tell Jason about the beard burn tomorrow when he eventually went home. But then Matt’s tongue tangled with his, and any thoughts of Jason melted away like chocolate chips under a hot sun.

      Pierce ripped his mouth away to utter a brief, “Upstairs,” and took a step back, hands fisted in Matt’s T-shirt, bringing him along.

      “Downstairs,” Matt countered, pushing Pierce up against the fridge despite his earlier words about his thirty-eight-year-old body and sexual acrobatics. One hand swept up Pierce’s back underneath his hoodie. The other crept into the waistband of his underwear and kneaded his ass.

      Fuck. Okay. Yeah. Downstairs it was.

      As Matt dropped onto his knees with a wicked grin, Pierce ran a hand through his tangled hair and held on for the ride.
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      Pierce was in luck. Jason wasn’t home when he snuck into the apartment a few minutes before nine. But of course he wasn’t. Matt had left for the practice facility as Pierce was leaving his house, and if Matt had practice, so did Jason.

      Was a walk of shame still a walk of shame even when no one was around to see it? The beard burn on his chin said yes.

      He wasn’t sure what he was going to tell Jason about where he’d spent the night when the question was inevitably asked, but that was a problem for Future Pierce. He was having a run of good luck—the job with Robert, reconnecting with Matt, no Jason in sight to grunt at him—and Present Pierce was going to take advantage of that good luck.

      He’d showered with Matt earlier, so he got the coffee going, letting it brew while he changed into fresh clothes. Once the coffee was ready, he poured it into a travel mug and headed out.

      He arrived in Coquitlam an hour later and parked on the street near his sister’s condo complex. It was a nice residential area, quiet, with lots of leafy trees that were only just beginning to turn gold and red as autumn slowly crept onward. He parked on a nearby side street, then headed for the entrance. Sabrina’s building had been built into a hill, and although she lived on the third floor, her back patio was at street level. Not uncommon in British Columbia.

      Setting the reusable bag he’d brought from the car at his feet, he buzzed apartment 311.

      And that was when the uncertainty kicked in. Should he have called first? They’d used to drop in on each other unannounced all the time, but given how their last conversation had gone . . .

      Yeah. He definitely should’ve called.

      “Hello?” came her tinny voice through the speaker.

      “Hey. Uh, hi.”

      A pause, then, “Pierce?”

      “Yeah. It’s me.”

      Nothing. No response. No buzz of the door being unlocked for him.

      Why did he have the feeling his good luck was about to come to an end?

      “Come up, I guess,” she finally said, and there was the buzz he’d been waiting for.

      Sabrina was waiting for him in her doorway when the elevator spit him out on the third floor. She looked good, his baby sister. Tired, but what parent of an eight-month-old wasn’t? Her hair was up in a messy bun, and she wore a slouchy sweater with leggings. The toes of one bare foot tapped against the floor.

      Pierce would’ve gone in for a hug, but her expression did not say hug me. It was more like touch me and die.

      “Keep your voice down, okay?” Sabrina said softly, stepping out of the doorway. “Rosa’s napping.”

      Pierce left his shoes and his bag by the front door, then followed Sabrina inside. The apartment smelled like burned toast and there were Cheerios all over the kitchen floor. Pierce grinned at the sight of them.

      “Don’t laugh at me,” Sabrina snapped. “I would’ve cleaned up if I’d known you were coming.”

      “I’m not laughing.” Pierce squeezed her elbow. “Just reminiscing. My kitchen floor looked a lot like this when Jason was little. Cheerios and fish crackers everywhere.”

      “Oh.”

      “When Jason started crawling, he’d pick them up off the floor and eat them, no matter how long they’d been there. But then, everything was food to him at that stage.”

      Sabrina didn’t say anything. She stood by the sink, a baby bottle in hand, looking awkward in her own home.

      “Sorry,” Pierce said with a wince. “I should’ve called. I guess I just . . . didn’t want you to hang up on me again.”

      “You spent two years ignoring most of my phone calls.” With jerky movements, Sabrina uncapped the bottle and dumped what was left of the milk in the sink. “Hanging up on you once is the least of what you deserve.”

      Swallowing the hurt, Pierce shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m sorry about that, Rina. I . . .” wasn’t in a good place, he meant to say, but the words got tangled in the back of his throat.

      “You what?”

      “I was . . . dealing with some things,” he said lamely, silently cursing himself. Why had it been so easy to tell Matt everything, but talking to his sister was harder than Matt’s awful jogging?

      Well, it hadn’t been easy to tell Matt anything, but he’d gotten it out in some sort of desperate purging that spoke of anguished longing. He longed to have Sabrina back in his life too, but that didn’t stop his throat from closing up.

      Why was it always so complicated with family?

      “And that meant you had to ignore me? You’re the only family I have left and you just—” Sabrina waved a hand. “—disappeared.”

      Regret and shame turned Pierce’s body cold. “I’m sorry.”

      Sighing, Sabrina slumped back against the counter and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. The light from the window above the sink fell over her, and Pierce caught a glance of the coloured streaks.

      “I like the purple streaks,” Pierce said.

      “Mom would’ve hated it.”

      “Good thing she’s dead, then.”

      It was so callous, and Pierce regretted it as soon as it was out of his mouth. But surprisingly, Sabrina snorted a laugh. She sobered quickly. “I miss her.”

      “Me too.”

      They’d been a close-knit family, even after his dad’s fatal heart attack, even after his mom passed away. Pierce couldn’t blame Sabrina for being mad at him for ruining what was left of the Langley-Browns. They’d had other family in the area—aunts, uncles, cousins—but as they’d grown up and started their own lives, they’d slowly drifted from the extended family.

      Sabrina’s apartment was cute. Two bedrooms, a large living room half taken over with baby things—interlocking foam floor mats littered with wooden blocks, a discovery gym, and other eight-month-old-friendly toys. The other half held a sectional couch and a television, and the kitchen had enough room for a round table that seated four.

      Pierce wandered over to the photos on the wall next to the TV. A red-faced baby swathed in a blanket; a family portrait of Sabrina, Steve, and what Pierce guessed was three- or four-month-old Rosa taken by a professional photographer; and a photo of Rosa at six or seven months.

      “She’s cute,” Pierce said.

      “She’s a menace,” Sabrina countered, but there was affection in her voice.

      “When do you go back to work?”

      “Not until next August. I took the eighteen-month mat leave. Plus, I’ll have some vacation saved up, so it might be September by the time I go back.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      “Work?” Sabrina’s expression went thoughtful. “I miss getting out of the house. I miss conversation with adults. I miss doing things for me. I do like my job, but I wouldn’t say I miss it.”

      “Speaking of doing things for yourself . . .” Pierce grabbed the bag he’d left by the door. When he turned back, Sabrina had taken a seat on the couch. The baby monitor was propped nearby, showing Rosa asleep in her crib. “Here.” From the bag, Pierce removed a package of diapers. “I was going to bring Rosa a toy, but I vaguely remember Jason playing more with Tupperware at this stage than anything else.” Or maybe that had been later in his development. Honestly, anything before Jason turned two was kind of foggy.

      “I have an empty tea tin she likes to play with,” Sabrina said, taking the diapers from him. “Thanks for these.”

      “And for you.” He held out an envelope. Everyone always brought gifts for the baby, but they forgot that the parents needed pampering too. “A belated birthday present.”

      One eyebrow went up. Cautiously, Sabrina took the envelope, as though she expected him to snatch it away any second. She opened it up, slid out the slip of paper, and gaped. “A spa day?”

      “For two. So you can bring a friend. Or your husband, but I brought him his own gift.” He pulled the last thing out of the bag, a bottle of scotch.

      “Thank you. You didn’t have to do this.”

      “No, I know, but . . .” What? He’d thought he could buy her love?

      Fuck, he was pathetic.

      He dropped onto the couch next to her and looked her in the eye. “I really am sorry I haven’t been there for you.”

      Her expression didn’t change. Honestly, she was as poker-faced as Matt.

      Flicking the spa-day gift certificate on her knee, her gaze narrowed as she inspected his face. “Are you okay?”

      Pierce gave the question the thought it deserved, finally settling on, “Getting there.”

      A squawk came from the baby monitor—Rosa stirring in her crib.

      “She’ll be up any minute.” Sabrina stood and wiped her palms on her thighs. Cleared her throat. “Do you mind taking off before she wakes?”

      Startled, Pierce blinked up at her. She didn’t want him to meet her kid?

      “It’s just . . .” She fidgeted on her feet. “I don’t want to introduce her to you if you’re just going to leave again.”

      Nose burning, he glanced away, staring at the floor until he got the urge to cry under control.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “No.” Clearing the gruffness out of his voice, he stood and squeezed her shoulders. “You never have to apologize for putting yourself and your family first.” He’d done the same thing, hadn’t he, when Jason had had his accident? Only, the way he’d gone about it hadn’t been healthy. The squawking on the monitor became a wail, and Pierce forced a smile before dropping his hands. “You grab her. I’ll see myself out.”

      She followed him to the entryway instead, clutching the baby monitor to her chest and gnawing her lower lip.

      Pierce kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you later, okay? Maybe we can do lunch soon?”

      She nodded. “Sure. Bye, Pierce.”

      Back in his car a few minutes later, he got the engine going, then dropped his forehead onto the steering wheel.

      Sabrina didn’t want him to meet Rosa. He hadn’t expected that, and it hurt worse than he ever could’ve thought possible, pulling at his emotions until they were stretched taut and brittle. He understood her reasons, of course. Understood too that when she’d said she worried he’d leave again, she didn’t mean physically.

      Because Pierce couldn’t promise not to move away again. He had no idea what the future held. But he could promise not to lose touch again. He would’ve told her that if he’d thought it would make any difference.

      That was the thing about trust, wasn’t it? It took forever to build but only a moment to lose. And Sabrina didn’t trust him yet.

      Neither did Matt, but at least Matt was willing to give him a chance to change his mind. Hopefully Sabrina would get there too, if he kept making an effort.

      Even though this visit hadn’t been a total disaster, he nevertheless felt raw and flayed open. Like his soul was on display. He wanted Matt. But Matt was occupied tonight—Tuesday evening dinner with his cousins he’d told Pierce this morning. That must be a newish arrangement, because weekly dinners with Charlie and Dorian hadn’t been a thing two years ago.

      A knock on his window startled him, and he popped upright with a jerk.

      “Sir?” said a young woman standing on the curb, her voice muffled through the window. “Are you okay? Do you need help?”

      Pierce wiped his face, then lowered the window. “I’m fine, but thank you.”

      “Sure,” she said, unconvinced, but continued with her jog anyway.

      Pierce had an appointment with his therapist on Friday. Before he pulled away from the curb, he popped his Bluetooth earpiece in and dialled her office to request an earlier date.
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      The challenge with being an AHL coach was that Matt didn’t control his own roster. He was at the mercy of his NHL parent club. All roster moves in the AHL were a result of what the parent club was doing with their team. It meant that at any given moment, Matt’s best players could be snatched up to play for Vancouver NHL’s team. One of Vancouver’s top scorers was out with an injury? Matt’s best player got called up.

      It worked in reverse too. An NHL player needed conditioning? He got sent down to the AHL for a couple of games, and guess what? It was Matt’s responsibility to make sure that guy got playing time.

      Coaching an AHL team was unpredictable as fuck. It was why Matt was constantly working and reworking his lines, and why he had backup game-day lineups—it wasn’t unheard of for a player to be called up to the NHL right before an important AHL game. It was hard to win hockey games when his lineup could change at any time and there was no telling when or if he’d get his player back.

      It was kind of like being given an hour to write an exam and then having someone steal your pen every five minutes and keep it for three before giving it back.

      Matt had been lucky so far—his roster hadn’t been shaken up too badly yet, but they were only a week into the regular season, and anything could change. He made sure to stay plugged into what was happening at the NHL level, because he didn’t want to be surprised when his best player got called up. And he had a feeling Nasser would be first to have his NHL dreams come true.

      Which was why Matt sat in the little office at their practice facility on the UBC campus, making backup lineups for his backup lineups for this weekend’s games against Coachella Valley.

      A knock on his open door preceded a soft, “Hey, Coach?”

      “Brawsiski.” Matt set his pencil aside. “Didn’t realize you were still here.”

      “I was using the gym. I’m headed out, but I wanted to apologize again for being late this morning.”

      Matt nodded at the extra chair. “Have a seat for a minute.”

      Blair Brawsiski was a tall guy, leanly muscled and talented enough to make it to the NHL—if only he prioritized hockey over whatever frequently made him late for practice. He was just shy of his thirties—middle age in hockey years—and Matt was dying to get him some NHL playing time.

      Brawsiski had often been late for practice when Matt had been his skills coach too, but it seemed worse this season.

      “What’s going on, Brawsiski?” Matt asked, leaning his forearms on the desk. “And how can I help?”

      Brawsiski’s smile was grim as he dropped into the folding chair. “My sister and her husband have separated, and she’s about to take over the lease on a friend’s apartment. She’s been a stay-at-home mom since my niece was born, and since her husband makes the dough, he says he gets the house.”

      “Swell guy.”

      “Tell me about it.” Blue eyes grim, Brawsiski ran a hand through his brown hair. “I’ve been helping with my niece where I can while my sister gets organized. Daycare pickups and drop-offs, swimming lessons, that sort of thing. I basically stuff dinner down her throat before dropping her off with her mom on my way to work. It’s just . . .” Slumping, he let his head fall back. “Trying to do all that while working two jobs and helping out at my parents’ shop on Granville Island has been . . . stressful, to say the least.”

      Most of Matt’s players had two jobs. Playing for the AHL wasn’t like playing for the big leagues. There were rarely multimillion-dollar contracts in the AHL. Some players barely made enough to live on.

      Brawsiski worked part time as a server in a posh restaurant in downtown Vancouver. He made good tips and management was flexible with his work hours, ensuring he wasn’t scheduled when he had practice or games.

      “Have you thought about hiring an assistant?” Matt asked. “Someone to help out two or three hours a week? At the very least, they could help with meal prep for the week or even household chores. That would save you several hours right there.”

      “Maybe.” Brawsiski passed a weary hand down his face. “I did consider that recently. Even thought about hiring my sister since she needs the work now that she’s on her own, but she just found a full-time gig as a data entry clerk.”

      “I’ll ask around. See if anyone knows someone who could help.” Matt knew of several hockey players who employed personal assistants. He’d never used his network to find a PA before, but there was a first time for everything.

      Brawsiski blew out a breath. “I don’t know anything about PAs. I’d have to see if I can work that cost into my budget. How much do they charge?”

      “I think it depends on the PA and the number of hours?” Matt shrugged. “I’ve never had one either. But I can inquire about costs when I ask around.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “And if there’s anything else I can do to help . . .” Matt added as Brawsiski headed for the door.

      “I know where to find you. Thanks, Coach.”

      There was a hunch to Brawsiski’s shoulders that Matt empathized with. Setting aside his work, he booted up his laptop and emailed a few NHL players he knew with PAs who might be able to help.

      An hour later, he finally left the practice facility for dinner with his cousins. As he hunted for street parking in the busy Riley Park–Little Mountain neighbourhood, Matt marvelled at what a difference a week could make.

      Last Tuesday, he’d been getting dumped.

      Today, he was wondering when he could see Pierce again.

      He found Charlie sitting outside at their favourite pub. He sat next to an outdoor space heater, perusing the menu with a hangdog expression that wasn’t usual for him.

      Another thing that was unusual? Dorian arriving on time.

      Charlie poked Dorian in the arm as he sat. “Wow. Has the world ended? You’re three minutes early.”

      “Ha ha,” Dorian said, deadpan. “I’m not working this week, so I left the house early to get here on time.”

      That was the thing about Dorian. Whereas most of the rest of the world had to work to make a living, Dorian didn’t. When he’d been an undergrad, he’d created an app, then sold it for several million dollars. If he didn’t want to work, he didn’t have to. And he often didn’t want to—the man hated working. Why he continued to take odd jobs was baffling.

      Dorian was wicked smart. If he ever found a job he actually liked, he’d be a force to be reckoned with.

      “No Christmas sweater today?” Matt asked him.

      “I thought I’d go with something a little more seasonally appropriate.”

      He wore a knit sweater in eye-popping bright orange with embroidered pumpkins on the front.

      The server came by to take their orders, and when Charlie ordered nothing but a glass of water, Matt exchanged a glance with Dorian over the menus. He and Dorian each ordered a main dish and an appetizer, and when everything came at the same time, they repositioned the appetizers close to Charlie.

      “I’m not hungry,” Charlie protested, dunking a quesadilla in sour cream despite being lactose intolerant.

      “Uh-huh.” Matt pushed the plate of deep-fried cauliflower closer to him. “What’s going on?”

      Sighing, Charlie plopped one elbow on the table and rested his chin on his hand, morosely chewing his bite of quesadilla. “My dad’s moving in with his girlfriend.”

      Matt exchanged another look with Dorian.

      “That’s a good thing, right?” Dorian asked. “They’ve been together a while, haven’t they?”

      “No, it’s great. And Jolene is perfect for him. But that means I’ll be taking over the lease on our apartment when he moves out, and . . . rent is kind of . . . steep.”

      “How much?” Matt asked.

      When Charlie told them the amount, Matt exchanged yet another look with Dorian.

      “That’s what most people are paying for a two-bedroom apartment in Vancouver,” Matt told him gently.

      “Let me rephrase.” Charlie sat up. “It’s steep for someone with no money.”

      Dorian gestured at him with his slice of three-cheese pizza. “How can you not have money? You’ve been working for years.”

      “Let’s just say I wasn’t smart with money in my early twenties. I’ve got credit card debt and student loans to pay off, plus rent now. I’m going to be living on dry cereal for the rest of my life.”

      “I can help—” Matt started.

      “I can pay—” Dorian began at the same time.

      “No.” Charlie’s interruption was loud. “Thank you. But I made my mess. I can fix it myself. I’ve already applied for a few jobs anyway.”

      Matt dunked a fry in garlic aioli. “But you already have a job.”

      “Right, but I’m only at the arena on game days. That leaves tons of free time I could be making money elsewhere.”

      “What kind of work are you looking for?” Dorian asked.

      “Probably retail,” Charlie said around a mouthful of deep-fried cauliflower. “The work hours are more flexible.”

      Matt debated with himself for a moment, then finally said, “Have you ever considered being a personal assistant?”

      “Uh.” Charlie frowned. “No?”

      “I have a player who needs one. Mostly for weekly meal prep. You like cooking.”

      “I like baking.”

      “But you can cook.”

      Charlie went silent, chewing slowly.

      “You can always move out,” Dorian suggested. “Find a cheaper place to rent. You probably won’t find one downtown, but maybe in the suburbs.”

      Charlie scowled. “But that’s my home. Me and Dad have been there since I was twelve. Plus, if I was in the suburbs, I’d need a car to get to work, so really, the expenses would be the same.”

      “You know you’re welcome to stay with me, right?” Matt offered.

      “Or me!” Dorian added.

      “Thanks, but I’ve never lived on my own before.” Charlie scooped out the remaining sour cream and spread it over his last quesadilla. “I’d like to give it a try. If I fail completely at providing for myself, I may take one of you up on your offers.”

      Dorian patted his shoulder. “Do that,” he said, then yawned hugely.

      “Gosh, I’m so sorry,” Charlie said sarcastically. “You must’ve had such a long day doing nothing.”

      “Fuck you very much,” Dorian said with a good-natured grin. “I was busy coming up with a new business idea.”

      Matt set his burger down and licked ketchup off his thumb. “Another app?”

      “Nah. Something totally different. I’m still working out the details. I’ll tell you more when I have a solid business plan in place.”

      Charlie nudged Matt’s foot under the table. “That PA thing. How much does it pay?”

      “Not sure yet. When I know more, I’ll let you know.”

      “Okay,” Charlie said quietly. “Thanks. For dinner too.”

      “As if we’d let our favourite cousin starve,” Dorian said. “You can pay for the water.”

      Blinking, Charlie made a face. “But the water’s free.”

      “Exactly.”

      Laughing, Charlie threw his napkin at him.
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      Pierce had yet to attend an Orcas open practice. So on Wednesday morning, the day before the team was scheduled to fly to California to play against Coachella Valley, he walked into the practice facility on the University of British Columbia campus.

      Seating was limited and first come, first served, so he didn’t love his chances for finding a seat as he arrived at the tail end of practice. But he’d been pulled into a last-minute meeting with his boss in Quebec and had ended up leaving his place later than he’d planned.

      Luckily, no one was stationed at the arena door, so he snuck inside and sat in one of the blue seats near the boards. There were other people here—fans, parents of the players, and a reporter and camera person about halfway up at the blue line.

      There wasn’t much happening on the ice. Several coaches huddled with small groups of players. Pierce recognized Matt and Jason, of course. Then there was Coach Stanton, the skills coach, and Coach Li, Matt’s assistant coach. Pierce also recognized Nasser and Toussaint—they’d come over to play video games with Jason a couple of times. The goalies and the goaltending coach were already making their way off the ice, and there was another coach whose name escaped Pierce but that he recognized as the skating coach.

      Damn. Looked like he’d missed practice entirely. If the goalies were already retiring for the day, the rest of the players couldn’t be far behind.

      Jason caught sight of him, and his face lit up before he schooled it into its usual indifference. But that was fine. Pierce had seen the happiness, and it suffused him with love for his kid. Matt followed Jason’s gaze, and though his expression remained as neutral as ever when he saw Pierce, his eyes warmed, and the fact that Pierce could make his eyes warm at all after everything that had happened between them sent tingles of joy through him.

      A few minutes later, the players filed off the ice and disappeared down the chute. Jason waved at Pierce, reminding Pierce of Jason’s first ice skating lesson, where Jason had spent most of it waving to him and Nadyne. Around him, the rest of the spectators were starting to head out.

      Matt skated to the door nearest Pierce, and Pierce met him there, telling himself to be cool.

      Don’t kiss the hot coach.

      “Hey,” he said as he approached, cool as a damn air conditioner blasting in the summer.

      “Hey.” Matt added a chin nod because he was way cooler than Pierce had ever been or would ever be. “Come to see Jason practise?”

      “Yeah, but I missed most of it because of work.”

      “There’s another open practice next week. I can email you the schedule.”

      “I have it.”

      Look at us being all cool and restrained. In his skates, Matt was ten feet tall, and Pierce wanted to rub himself up all over him.

      Matt must’ve read the thought on his face because he smirked. “Will I see you before we fly out tomorrow?”

      The fact that he’d asked, that he wanted to see Pierce . . . Pierce’s heart leapt, and his stomach somersaulted. “I’m not sure. I’d like to spend the evening with Jase, but if he’s got other plans, I can let you know.”

      “Do that,” Matt said. “And if not, then I’ll see you when I get back. We don’t have practice until late morning on Tuesday, so I’ll be on your doorstep at seven for a run.”

      Pierce scowled. “Do not.”

      “It’ll be good for you.”

      You’re good for me, he almost said. Good thing he didn’t, because Jason sauntered up, freshly showered and carrying his equipment bag. It had taken him all of five minutes to strip out of his pads and uniform, shower, and change. Quite a difference from at home, where he could stay in the shower until the hot water ran cold.

      “Coach Li’s looking for you, Coach,” he said to Matt. “The reporter has some questions.”

      “Thanks.” Matt nodded at Pierce, the glint in his eye full of banked heat. “Good to see you again, Mr. Langley-Brown.”

      “You too, Coach Shore.”

      “What are you doing here?” Jason asked once Matt had left.

      “Came to watch you practise, but I got here late. Work got in the way. Want to grab an early lunch? There’s a great café on campus that—” your coach and I used to go to. “That, uh, I think you might like. My treat.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Figuring parking would be at a premium given the hour, they opted to walk to JJ Bean Coffee Roasters. The place was packed, but they managed to snag a table for two next to a window that was being vacated as they walked in.

      “What were you and Coach Shore talking about?” Jason asked once they’d ordered and were sitting, waiting for their meals to be delivered.

      “Uh . . .” Pierce turned his coffee mug around and around in its saucer. He’d have to tell Jason about Matt at some point, but a crowded restaurant wasn’t the time or place.

      Yes, he recognized that for the excuse it was. Sue him.

      “We were just saying hi,” he said.

      “Cool.”

      “Do you like playing for him?”

      “Yeah. I thought he’d be like Coach Bennett in Laval, but he’s not.”

      “How so?”

      Tapping his fingers on the tabletop, Jason looked out the window. “Coach Bennett was . . . hard. He expected perfection right from the get-go. And while both Bennett and Shore expect 110 percent, Shore doesn’t make us stay longer after practice if we make a mistake. He doesn’t expect perfection. He expects . . . Well, he expects us to try. And if we fuck up, he expects us to learn from our mistakes. But he doesn’t expect us to get everything right the first time, you know? It all goes back to the team motto, Every Day is A New Day.”

      That was a lot of word vomit for his normally uncommunicative son.

      “So the trade from Laval to Vancouver,” Pierce said, “wasn’t a bad one in the end, was it?”

      Jason rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. It hasn’t been all bad. The team’s great, the coaches are awesome, and I can’t deny it’s been nice being back here.”

      To say that Jason had been pissed about the trade was like saying that hockey was a team sport. Obvious. He’d been in Laval for several years by that point. He’d had friends, a life, a routine.

      But like Pierce had told him, trades came with the territory.

      “And I finally got to meet Rosa in person.”

      Pierce paused, his mug at his lips. Slowly, he lowered it back onto its saucer. “You . . . You met her?”

      “Sure. I mean, I met her over FaceTime after she was born. And Aunt Sabrina invited me for lunch at her condo a couple days ago. I was surprised you weren’t there, but she said you weren’t available.”

      A little white lie so that Jason remained unaware of the tension between them?

      Pierce had known that Jason and Sabrina had still been in contact, but he hadn’t expected to be left out of their get-togethers now that they were all in the same place again.

      Forcing a smile, Pierce asked, “Do you think Rosa looks like her mom?” He hoped the question wouldn’t set off alarm bells in Jason’s head.

      “Eh. It’s too early to tell. Mostly she’s cute. Her eyes are massive, don’t you think?” Jason took his phone out of his pocket and scrolled through his photos. “There’s a picture Aunt Sabrina sent me a few months ago where Rosa’s face is all eyes.” He turned the phone toward Pierce with a laugh. “See?”

      Their meals came, two double-smoked bacon and egg breakfast bagels, a turkey chorizo breakfast wrap, and a cinnamon roll for Jason, and the usual for Pierce—a southwest chicken wrap. Just one sandwich for him because he was a normal human.

      “So . . .” Jason said once he’d devoured half a bagel. He shifted in his chair, a blush creeping up his cheeks. “I sort of, uh, started seeing someone?”

      “Oh yeah? Nice.” Pierce held out his fist.

      Jason made a sound that was half-laugh, half-groan, but he still gave Pierce a fist-bump. With an eye roll, of course. “You’re so lame, Dad.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Uh, Mae goes by they/them.”

      “Oh.” Pierce squeezed his forearm. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed.” As a bisexual guy, he knew better than to assume someone’s sex, sexual identity, or preferred pronouns. “How’d you meet?”

      “They’re a friend of Nasser and Toussaint’s. We met the week after I moved here, when I was at their place to play video games. Mae was there too, and we hit it off and . . .” Jason shrugged. “We’ve seen each other a few times since. It’s not serious, but . . . it could be.”

      “Thank you for telling me.” And, oh, by the way, speaking of seeing people, I’m dating your coach.

      It was what he should’ve said. But he chickened out. Mostly because he didn’t know how Jason would react and he was so, so goddamn reluctant to rock the boat between them when they were finally at such an easy place in their relationship.

      But also because telling Jason about Matt would require more than a quick explanation. He and Matt had history, and with Jason playing for Matt, he had a right to hear it all. And that wasn’t something Pierce wanted to delve into at a university campus JJ Bean Coffee Roasters.

      Instead, he smiled when Jason pulled his cinnamon roll apart and handed him half, sipped his coffee, and asked about Mae some more.
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      Coachella Valley was a new AHL team. Brand new. As in, this was their first season.

      That didn’t mean they weren’t a formidable team.

      They’d won their first two regular season games against Calgary last weekend, while the Orcas had lost both of theirs against Ontario.

      Matt refused to let that get his players down.

      Since Coachella Valley’s games against Calgary had been away games, tonight was technically their season home opener, and the game was sold out. It meant that they were determined to win in front of a very loud and very excited hometown crowd.

      Matt was just as determined that they didn’t.

      “What did we talk about yesterday on the bus ride from the airport?” Matt asked minutes before the pregame warmup. His guys had their serious faces on, and while serious was good, it wasn’t everything.

      “Winning,” Lindstrom answered.

      Matt nodded. His players sat in front of their stalls, fully suited and ready to play. In the centre of the room was a round bench currently holding bottled waters, Gatorade, and various snacks. Hands shoved in his pockets, Matt slowly walked around it, meeting everyone’s eyes for a brief moment. “What else?”

      “Controlling the game,” said McNicoll.

      “Right. What else?”

      “Being there for your teammates,” Jason Gauthier said quietly, hitting on where Matt was trying to get them.

      “Bingo. And what do you think I meant by that? Because it sure as shit wasn’t about lending a shoulder to a teammate who just broke up with their boyfriend or girlfriend.”

      They chuckled, serious expressions wiped away.

      “Aw, but Nasser’s shoulder is so soft.” Toussaint snuggled into him, resting his cheek on Nasser’s padded shoulder.

      Nasser patted his head.

      “It’s about putting in the effort, so our teammates don’t have to pick up our slack,” Brawsiski piped in.

      “And about being where your teammate expects you to be on the ice,” Walters finished.

      “Exactly.” Matt sat on the bench. “Winning is awesome. But to get there, you have to show up for each other first.” Leaning his elbows on his knees, he sat forward. “For those of you who were on this team last year—which was most of you—it probably sucked coming in last. I know none of you want a repeat of that, and if I had to guess, starting out this season with a couple of losses is giving you flashbacks. You’re no doubt thinking that this year will be a repeat of last year.”

      The guys were silent, actively avoiding his gaze by picking at the knees of their uniforms or at the tape on their sticks.

      “Trust me when I tell you that I don’t want that either. We are going to win games. We’re not going to come in last. And I know that because each of you has shown up and been there for each other from the get-go. Even when you’re passing-out sick.” Without turning, he pointed to a player on his right. “Yeah, I’m talking about you, Gauthier.”

      Snickers interrupted him for several seconds before they quieted.

      “That’s what I want you to focus on tonight. We all want to win, but shift your mindset. Instead of focusing on winning, focus on being there for your teammates. You do that and you’re already rock stars.”

      That earned him a cheer Matt would’ve sworn could be heard from outside the arena.

      They filed out for the pregame warmup a moment later. Matt took up the rear, passing his skills coach on the way out of the locker room.

      “Where do you get this shit?” Emery asked, falling into step beside him.

      “I got that from a fortune cookie.”

      Throwing his head back, Emery laughed, the sound echoing in the hallway. “Liar.”

      Maybe. But it worked. Halfway through the third period, the Orcas were up by two. It was a fucking nail biter of a game, though, and Matt would’ve actually been biting his nails if he hadn’t conquered his nerves a long time ago.

      It was difficult being a coach when he’d also been a player. He’d been right where these guys were, so he understood the pressure, the stakes, the passion, the desire to win. Conversely, he also understood playing through pain.

      And he understood, most of all, that he could not jump over the boards for a shift on the ice, no matter how much he might want to. Those days were over.

      A few minutes before the end of the game, he made a last-minute line change, sending Andreen to partner with Brawsiski on defence. Although they’d complemented each other well during practice, Matt had kept Brawsiski with Lindstrom for this game since they had more experience playing together. But with less than two minutes left in the game and the Orcas still up by two, Matt had a feeling Andreen’s defensive style of play would be needed.

      And he was right. Desperation made Coachella Valley sloppy, and where they might have resorted to hooking, slashing, or tripping, Andreen got in their way, getting in their faces before anyone could get hurt.

      Then the buzzer sounded, signalling the end of the game, and his players jumped on each other, celebrating their first victory with as much enthusiasm as children on Christmas morning.

      Matt breathed a sigh of relief.

      This win would breathe new life into his team. He could tell them they wouldn’t come last in the standings this season until kingdom come, but they wouldn’t believe it until they started winning games, which meant this was just the beginning. Winning just made a player want to win more.

      It was like adding fuel to an already roaring fire.

      His guys were going places.

      And he couldn’t wait to see where that was.
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      On Saturday morning, Pierce took the ferry from the Tsawwassen Ferry Terminal in Delta, which straddled the Canada-US border, to visit Cameron in Victoria. It wasn’t until he was driving off the ferry in Swartz Bay on Vancouver Island an hour and a half later that he realized he had no idea where to find Cam once he arrived.

      Since Swartz Bay was half an hour north of Victoria, Pierce got on the highway heading south and dialled Cam’s number. If he didn’t answer, Pierce would find somewhere to have an early lunch, then wander around downtown until Cam got back to him.

      “Hey, man,” Cam said in his ear just as Pierce was beginning to think he was going to get his voicemail. “What’s going on?”

      “Where would I find you?”

      There was silence from Cam’s end for a moment. “Like, spiritually? Or—”

      “No,” Pierce interrupted with a laugh. “Physically. I’m on my way to you.”

      “No shit?” Pleasure suffused Cam’s voice, a much nicer reception than when Pierce had unexpectedly shown up on Sabrina’s doorstep. “When do you arrive?”

      “In about thirty minutes.”

      “You took the ferry already?”

      “Yeah, I wanted to surprise you with a visit, but seeing as I don’t know where you live, that’ll be kind of hard.”

      Cam chuckled. “Well, I’m definitely surprised. I’m at work, though, and I’ll be here probably until about four. You’re welcome to come by. We can have lunch. Park at Fisherman’s Wharf and look for See the Sea Whale and Wildlife Watching Tours. We’re next to a giant mural of whales.”

      “Sounds good. See you in about a half hour.”

      “Later, man.”

      It had been a while since Pierce had been to Victoria, but he found Fisherman’s Wharf without problem and parked in a public lot. Fisherman’s Wharf was a floating pier with quaint shops and food kiosks, as well as several colourful floating homes. See the Sea Whale and Wildlife Watching Tours was the only whale-watching tour in the city that left from Fisherman’s Wharf, so it wasn’t hard to find. The wharf was a busy area, bustling with tourists and locals and . . . camera crews?

      He’d bet his precious twenty-two-year-old BMW that they were filming a Hallmark movie. British Columbia was a popular place for them.

      The Tours’ floating office could’ve doubled as a small, one-room wooden cottage. It was a squat structure with a desk behind which stood a staff member wearing a windbreaker with the company’s logo. A large map showed the southern third of Vancouver Island, neighbouring islands, and Canadian and American mainlands, along with the routes the boats took on the Salish Sea to find whales and other wildlife. Attached to the map was a whiteboard that listed the species that had been seen on yesterday’s tours: humpback whales, bald eagles, California sea lions, Stellar sea lions, and harbour porpoises. Red markers indicated the locations of each on the map.

      The office also had a stand of brochures, swag for sale, and a water bottle refilling station. Behind the desk was a small office with glass windows and a glass door. Pierce waved his arms to catch Cam’s attention.

      Cam glanced up from his computer, a smile breaking across his face. He held up a finger, then disappeared for a few seconds, emerging from a side door next to the map. Cam was tall, broad, and dark-haired, and his friendly face was a welcome sight.

      Pierce held on extra-long when they hugged, thanking Cam’s stubbornness for keeping him in his life after Pierce had pushed everyone else away.

      Hands on Pierce’s shoulders, Cam looked him up and down, slung an arm around his neck, and said, “Let’s get lunch. My treat.”

      They ordered fish and chips and took their meals to one of the picnic tables by the water taxi ferry stop.

      Cam sipped his root beer and eyed Pierce. “You look good, Pierce.”

      “I am good. Better, certainly. I don’t feel like I’m going to fall apart anymore when life gets too messy.”

      “My suggestion to see a therapist wasn’t a terrible one, then?”

      Pierce squeezed his best friend’s wrist. “You saved me. I’d still be in a dark hole if it wasn’t for you. Thanks for having my back, even when I wished you’d go away.”

      “You’re welcome.” Cam’s smile was quick and sharp. “On a lighter topic . . . what brings you my way?”

      “Jason and Matt are in California for a couple of games, and I didn’t have anything going on this weekend.” He did technically have some work to complete, but he didn’t have to make an appearance at Yesteryear, and he could do his work remotely. “I wanted to see you, so here I am.”

      Cam sat straighter. “Wait. Rewind. Matt? As in, Matt Shore? Your ex? You’re in contact again?”

      “In contact?” Pierce chuckled. “That’s one way of putting it.” Delightful skin-to-skin contact.

      “He took you back?”

      Pierce flinched, amusement fleeing as though it had never been.

      “I’m sorry.” Grimacing, Cam held up a hand in apology. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just surprised after the way you left things.”

      “It’s not like I got back to town and we immediately started things up again. He wasn’t interested at first. Said we could be friends but that he didn’t trust me with anything else.”

      “Sounds like he was interested but didn’t want to take the risk.”

      Pierce swirled a fry in ketchup. “Maybe.”

      “What changed?”

      “I’m not sure, to be honest. We started hanging out as friends. I kissed him, he rejected me, I ran away.”

      Cam grunted, and if grunts had a voice, this one said, as you’ve been known to do.

      “I apologized the next day, and . . . he kissed me in his kitchen.” There was more to it than that, but that was the general gist of it. “He seems to have forgiven and forgotten. Or, at least, forgiven, anyway.”

      “And you said he and Jason are in California? So, what? He’s one of the Orcas’ coaches?”

      “Head coach.”

      “And . . .” Cam’s eyebrows lowered. “You think it’s a good idea to be dating your son’s coach?”

      “What—”

      “Hey, Cam!”

      A woman headed toward them from the ferry that had just docked. Tall and bottle blond, she wore a T-shirt with the logo of one of the eateries on the wharf.

      “Hey, Blanca.”

      Cam got pulled into conversation while Pierce frowned at his meal. What had Cam meant when he’d asked if it was a good idea to date Jason’s coach? Aside from the obvious reason of Matt being Jason’s coach, of course, which could—possibly would—cause problems between Pierce and Jason as well as Matt and Jason.

      And maybe even Pierce and Matt, and Matt and his organization.

      Pierce kept meaning to talk to Matt about that, but it wasn’t like the topic was at the top of his priority list of things to discuss when he and Matt got together.

      “Blanca, this is my best friend, Pierce. He’s visiting from Vancouver.”

      Pierce held out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too.”

      Cam jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Blanca’s family owns the Mexican restaurant behind me.”

      “I smelled it when I arrived,” Pierce said. “Smelled amazing.”

      The wharf was a mix of different scents—Mexican food, fish and chips, salt water, and the smell of fresh pastries from the pink-and-purple hut down the way that sold mini donuts. Pierce wanted about four bags before they left.

      “Blanca’s place has beef tacos you’ll love,” Cam told him.

      Pierce stared morosely at his fish and chips. Not that it wasn’t good, but . . . “Why didn’t we go there for lunch?”

      “We’ll grab dinner there later.”

      “And I’ll give you the friends and family discount,” Blanca said.

      Cam kissed the back of her hand. “You’re a star, Blanca.”

      “I know, sweetie.” With a laugh, she patted his shoulder. “See you later.”

      Chewing on his fish slowly, Pierce’s gaze swung from Cam to Blanca’s retreating back, then to Cam again. “Something going on between you and Blanca?”

      “We’re just friends. She’s very married. You should see her husband. He makes Dwayne Johnson look tiny.”

      “Have you been seeing anyone since you moved here?”

      “No one serious. There was a guy recently, but that ended before it really got off the ground. Besides, we both know there hasn’t been anyone serious since Sabrina dumped me.”

      “You don’t . . . You’re not . . .” Damn. He really hoped Cam wasn’t still in love with Sabrina after all these years.

      “Holding out hope that she’ll choose me instead? No. It’s been five years. I’m past it. I’m happy she’s happy.”

      Pierce cocked his head. “I can’t tell if you mean that or not.”

      “I mean it.” A pause, then, “I seventy percent mean it.”

      Snorting a laugh, Pierce tossed his plastic cutlery into his empty basket.

      “Seriously, though. How is she? She has a kid now, right?”

      “A daughter.”

      “What’s she like?”

      “I don’t know.” Pierce tried to smile. “She doesn’t want me to meet her.”

      “What?” Cam plunked his root beer bottle onto the table with a thunk. “What the fuck?”

      “In her defence, I’m not sure I’d want to introduce an absentee family member to my kid either. She doesn’t trust that I won’t disappear again. I get that.”

      “You haven’t told her, have you?” Cam asked gently. “About the depression.”

      Pierce squirmed on his bench. “No.”

      “Did you tell Matt?”

      “Yup. Word vomited all over him the day we first saw each other again.”

      “But you couldn’t tell Sabrina?”

      Groaning, Pierce crossed his arms on the table and dropped his head onto them. “Why is it so much more complicated with family?”

      “You’re the older brother,” Cam said, tousling Pierce’s hair. “You’re supposed to have your shit together. And admitting you don’t to younger siblings is like sticking a fork in your eye. Listen, I’ve got to get back to work. Want me to get you on this afternoon’s whale-watching tour?”

      “Will you be on it?”

      “No, I don’t run the tours. I’m an office grunt.”

      “Don’t lie.” Pierce lifted his head and poked Cam in the arm. “You love it.”

      Cam hadn’t been interested in his parents’ antique store, but he had been interested in the whale-watching business his aunt had acquired with her business partner in the early 2000s.

      “I do,” Cam agreed. “So? Tour?”

      “Nah. I’ll hang out with you, if you don’t mind. I brought my tablet to get some work done, so as long as I can use your Wi-Fi?”

      “Sure. But go get some mini donuts first. You’ve been eyeing them over my shoulder since we sat down.”

      Grinning, Pierce stood. “I’ll get you a bag,” he said, and headed in the direction of the donuts.
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      Matt might’ve been excited to see where his players were going, but his feelings for Pierce were much more complicated.

      He was equally excited to see where they were going, together, as a couple, but it was mixed with apprehension and uncertainty.

      To a certain extent, hockey was predictable.

      Relationships were not.

      But he couldn’t deny that his heart skipped a beat at finding Pierce on his doorstep when he arrived home from California on Monday afternoon.

      “Hey,” he said, tugging his suitcase up the walkway.

      Pierce smiled. “Hey.”

      He stood as Matt approached, and when Matt crested the step below his, their lips met for a kiss worthy of the last scene in an action movie. The one where the heroes were reunited after fighting to save the world.

      Or maybe he was just making that up in his head.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” Matt said when they finally came up for air.

      “I was on my way back from an estate sale in North Van.” Pierce took Matt’s suitcase. “I’ve got Jase’s schedule, so I figured you’d be back around now. Is it okay that I’m here?”

      “Of course it’s okay.” Matt unlocked his door and pushed it open, stepping out of the way for Pierce to go first. “Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

      “Just . . .” Pierce’s shrug was jerky, and his smile was thin as he stepped inside with Matt’s suitcase. “Some people don’t like it when someone drops by unannounced.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that with me. Was Cam not happy to see you?”

      “Oh no, that was fine. It was . . .” Pierce waved a hand. “Never mind.”

      Filing away Pierce’s evasiveness for later, Matt stepped into the house behind him, closed the door with his foot, and dragged him into another kiss.

      Pierce chuckled into his mouth, and fuck, Matt loved hearing him laugh. Loved the feel of Pierce’s hands on him and their chests pressed tight together and Pierce’s tongue in his mouth. Tearing his lips away, Matt kissed Pierce’s neck, behind his ear.

      Pierce’s head fell back as he groaned. “I didn’t come here to jump you.”

      “Sure about that?”

      A lazy chuckle. “I came to congratulate you on winning your games against Coachella Valley.”

      “Hm. Did you come to congratulate me with a blowjob?”

      Another chuckle. Pierce grasped Matt’s face in both hands and brought his head up. “I didn’t, but that can be arranged. Seriously, though. Congratulations.”

      “Did you watch?”

      “Of course. What do you take me for?”

      Matt kissed him again, a small peck, then edged past him to the kitchen. “I’m surprised you’re not celebrating with Jason. He scored the winning goal last night.”

      “He texted to say he’s hanging out with Mae this afternoon since they don’t have class.” At Matt’s eyebrow raise, Pierce added, “Mae’s the person Jason’s dating. A statistics major at UBC.”

      “Stats, huh?” Matt whistled low. There were plenty of stats in hockey, and he knew enough about statistics to get by . . . but doing a four-year degree on the subject? “Better them than me,” he said. “I was going to whip something up for lunch. You staying?”

      “Oh.” Pierce snapped his fingers. “I brought lunch and forgot it in the car. Be right back.”

      He returned a minute later, carrying a paper bag with the logo of a downtown ramen place.

      Matt’s mouth watered.

      “It’s probably cold by now,” Pierce said, removing two containers out of the bag. “But we can heat it up.”

      “What kind did you get?”

      “Shrimp and wanton for you, spicy chicken for me. I also got an order of edamame.”

      “Thank Christ,” Matt said, digging into the carton of edamame. “I’m starving. Anytime you want to drop by with food . . .”

      “I’ll remember that,” Pierce said with a laugh as he removed bowls from Matt’s cupboard. “So. Tell me about the games.”

      They talked as they ate, sitting across from each other at the table. They talked about hockey and Pierce’s weekend with Cam and Sabrina’s reticence in introducing Pierce to Rosa—which, Matt learned, was the thing Pierce had been evasive about earlier. It was like old times, but different, because Pierce was different, because Matt was different. They weren’t the same people they’d been two years ago.

      And Matt really needed to stop comparing how things were now with how they’d been.

      “Can I talk to you about something?”

      Pierce froze, his chopsticks poised. “Should I be worried?”

      “No.” Matt squeezed his hand. “I wanted to talk about us.”

      “So I should be worried.”

      “No.” He couldn’t help but laugh, which Pierce didn’t seem to appreciate much. “I’m not breaking up with you. I’m . . .” He rubbed his jaw, unsure how to phrase what he wanted to say. “I want to make sure that we’re not repeating a past relationship.”

      Frowning, Pierce cocked his head.

      Matt tried again. “I mean . . . I don’t want this relationship to be based on who we were two years ago, individually and together.”

      Pierce’s expression cleared. “I think I understand what you mean. You want us to start fresh instead of starting again.”

      “Right.” Relieved, Matt blew out a breath. “Exactly.”

      “Okay.” Pierce’s eyebrows dipped. “I get where you’re coming from, but it’s hard to start fresh when we already know so much about each other.”

      “No, I know. It’s more that I don’t want to build a relationship on one that didn’t work.”

      Swallowing hard, Pierce glanced away. “Maybe it would’ve if I hadn’t left.”

      “Perhaps.” Probably. “But we can’t build something off a two-year-old maybe.”

      “I get it.” Rising, Pierce stacked their bowls. “And I do agree with you. But it’s hard not bringing the past into the present, especially when it was a good past.”

      “I’m not saying we shouldn’t.” Matt followed him into the kitchen and leaned against the counter. “Just that we need to build this relationship off who we are now, not who we were.”

      “Agreed.” Hands sudsy, Pierce leaned sideways to kiss him softly.

      “And on a semi-related topic . . .”

      Pierce groaned, but he was smiling. “Now what?”

      Wondering if he should even bring it up, Matt said, “Are you going to tell Jason?”

      The smile fell from Pierce’s lips. “I was hoping you’d forgotten about him.”

      Matt scoffed. “I see him every day. Every time I look at him I’m reminded that I’m fucking his father.”

      Pierce leaned closer again. Another kiss. “Just fucking?”

      “Fine. Fucking and feelings. Happy?”

      Kiss. “Very.” Setting the rinsed bowls in the dishwasher, Pierce said, “And I will tell him. Actually, I almost did last week when we had lunch, but . . .”

      “The timing wasn’t right?”

      “The timing and the setting. Our history’s more complicated than ‘I’m dating your coach,’ and it wasn’t something I wanted to get into at a coffee house. Especially when I have no idea how Jason’s going to react.”

      “I understand. I do. And I don’t want to pressure you. We’re on your timeline for when and where. I’m just conscious that he could find out another way, and I don’t want that to cause trouble between you.”

      “How would he find out?”

      “Well, for starters, I’d like to take you out.” Matt curled an arm around Pierce and brought him closer, until Pierce was wedged between his legs. “An actual date, not like last time, where you lost a bet. And I’d like to go out with you and do . . . things. Go to the movies, the museum, for a walk at Stanley Park. This isn’t a small town by any means, but there are a lot of players on my team, and we could bump into any one of them. And they could casually tell Jason, ‘Hey, I saw Coach and your dad on Granville Island last weekend.’”

      “I get it.” Pierce’s hands came around him and slipped into his back pockets. “I’ll tell him sooner rather than later.”

      “I can be there with you if you want.”

      Pierce hummed. “I’ll think about it. It might be better with just me. But thank you.”

      Their lips met, soft and lazy and wet, and if Matt wasn’t still leaning back against the counter, Pierce’s kiss would’ve made him dizzy. Hell, it did make him dizzy. The counter was the only thing keeping him upright.

      “Now that the talking is out of the way,” Pierce said with a grin that made Matt’s blood heat. “Can I give you your congratulatory blowjob?”

      “See? I knew that was why you came by.”

      “Less talking, more unzipping, Coach.”

      Matt had never unzipped so fast.
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      True to his word, Matt was on Pierce’s doorstep at seven on Tuesday morning.

      “Do we have to?” Pierce whined, wishing he wasn’t such a sucker that he’d take any scrap of Matt’s attention, even when that scrap involved a jog. “I thought we agreed I had pretty good stamina.”

      “Pretty good,” Matt agreed, jogging in place on the sidewalk. “Not great. Come with me and I’ll buy you breakfast after. Wherever you want.”

      “I want eggs Benedict,” Pierce told him, a hint of petulance in his voice. “Maybe with a pancake on the side.”

      “Sold.” Matt slapped Pierce’s butt. “Get going, LB.”

      Groaning under his breath, Pierce got going, but it wasn’t long before he was huffing and puffing and falling behind. Though the view of Matt’s ass from back here was very, very nice, so there was an upside to this whole jogging thing. What was even better was when Matt slowed his pace, allowing Pierce to catch up, which made Pierce all warm and fuzzy inside.

      Pierce didn’t talk much as they ran, mostly because he couldn’t. Matt didn’t talk much either, mostly because he didn’t want to. He’d never been the fill-the-silence-with-meaningless-words type.

      Pierce let Matt choose their breakfast location since he was buying, to which Matt responded with, “It’s your reward. You pick.” They ended up at a tiny place on West 4th Avenue wedged between a Foot Locker and a Telus store that wasn’t far from Pierce’s building. He ordered a pork belly Benny, which was exactly what it sounded like—fried pork belly and red onion jam on an English muffin with two poached eggs and tons of Hollandaise sauce served with a side of hash browns.

      And a pancake, of course.

      Matt went with a healthier option, an egg white omelette filled with veggies and cheese, served with a side of Greek yogurt topped with granola. He stabbed his fork in the direction of Pierce’s meal. “That’ll kill you.”

      “It’s not like I eat it every day.”

      In fact, good nutrition was part of his treatment with his therapist. For the most part, he tended to eat healthy.

      Pierce’s T-shirt was soaked in several places and the back of his neck was sticky with sweat, yet Matt looked like he’d taken a leisurely stroll along the Seawall, the bastard. Not a hair out of place in that damn pompadour of his.

      “Do you want to try a bite?” Pierce offered, sliding his plate closer to Matt.

      “I’m good. You enjoy your heart attack on a plate.”

      Sobering, Pierce speared a wad of hash browns. “It’s not funny to joke about heart attacks,” he murmured, mind cast back to adolescence. To the principal tracking him down between classes to tell him that his mother had arrived to pick him and Sabrina up because his father was in the hospital.

      “No.” Matt’s fingers curled around his wrist and squeezed gently. “It’s not. I’m sorry.” He said it quietly, sincerely, but loud enough to be heard over the clank of cutlery and conversations.

      Pierce nodded, finding a genuine smile for his guy. “Thanks.” He looked back down at his meal, contemplating life and choices.

      His dad had been forty-one when he’d died. Forty-one. So goddamn young. It was only three years older than Pierce was now. Some heart conditions were genetic, weren’t they? Pierce had gotten a clean bill of health at his last physical, and if he wanted to stay that way well past his forties, it was likely eggs Benedict weren’t in his future. Nor four bags of mini donuts.

      “Should I join a gym?”

      Matt opened a little packet of honey from the plate of assorted jams, jellies, and peanut butter in the middle of the table and poured it over his yogurt. “Do you want to join a gym?”

      “It’s probably the best way to keep in shape and stay healthy, right?”

      “There are other ways of keeping in shape that don’t involve a gym.”

      “Like Ring Fit Adventure?”

      “A fake video game’s not going to help you.”

      Pierce choked on a laugh.

      “And being healthy involves more than exercise,” Matt went on. “It’s about the food you eat too.”

      Lips pursed, Pierce poked at his food. “Yeah, I know. Guessing eggs Benny isn’t on the menu, huh?”

      “It can be.”

      “You just called it a heart attack on a plate.”

      “Doesn’t mean it can’t be part of your diet. Just depends on what else you’re eating. When I was in the NHL, the team employed a natural health practitioner who specialized in nutrition. She constantly stressed that it was unrealistic to expect people to eat well a hundred percent of the time. Instead, she encouraged us to employ the eighty/twenty rule. Eat well eighty percent of the time, which leaves twenty percent for fun foods.” Matt nodded thanks at the server who refilled his coffee. “And that twenty percent looks different for everyone. For some people, it’s a glass of wine with dinner. For others, it’s dessert two or three times a week or sugary cereals for breakfast.”

      “Or eggs Benny once a week?”

      “You got it. I haven’t spoken to her in years, but if food is something you’re interested in, I can reach out, see who she knows in the city, if anyone, that she can refer you to.”

      Chewing slowly, Pierce thought of his dad. Of Sabrina and Rosa and the day his sister would finally let him meet her daughter. Of Jason and the man he was becoming. Of the little things on his bucket list he wanted to do—visit New Zealand, see the Northern Lights, read a classic novel he got to choose himself and hadn’t been assigned by his high school English teachers, take a hot-air balloon ride.

      Of Matt and the future he wanted with him so, so badly.

      He really did tend to eat healthy, but his knowledge of nutrition was self-taught based on internet research. Working with a professional couldn’t hurt.

      “You know, even though my dad passed away so young, my health isn’t something I ever really thought about. Just kind of took it for granted. Less so since healthy eating became part of my treatment, but I never really associated my diet with what happened to my dad.”

      “Many people take it for granted until something shocks them into better habits.”

      “Hey, Coach.”

      A hulking guy wearing a Vancouver Warriors lacrosse hoodie ambled closer, a child who must’ve been three or four clinging to one large hand, a second kid attached to his leg. Pierce recognized him as one of Matt’s players.

      The hulk, that was, not the kid.

      “Archie.” Matt toasted him with his coffee cup. “Here with the family?”

      “Yeah, my wife’s just in the washroom. Thought I’d come say hi. This is Josie.” He wiggled the occupied hand, making his daughter laugh. “And this monkey is Claude. Kids, this is Daddy’s coach.”

      Josie hid halfway behind her dad. Claude blew a raspberry.

      “Nice to meet you both,” Matt said solemnly.

      Archie’s gaze bounced from Matt to Pierce, and Pierce squirmed in his chair.

      “Pierce, this is Dylan Archambault.” Matt nodded at Pierce. “Pierce is a long-time friend.”

      Long-time friend. Ugh. He couldn’t stutter just a little over boyfriend before correcting himself? No, he had to be as cool and composed as always.

      And why did Pierce find that so attractive?

      “Gauthier’s dad,” Archie said, a spark of recognition lighting his eyes. “Right. I saw you the day Gauthier fainted.”

      Pierce let out a weak laugh. “That was me.” He stuck out a hand. “Good to meet you.”

      His wife returned, all blond and gorgeous, as tended to be the case with hockey wives. Or maybe Pierce was stereotyping. The little family filed out, Archie waving over his shoulder with a “See you at practice later, Coach.”

      Pierce dragged his gaze from their retreating forms to find Matt staring at him, one eyebrow arched.

      Honestly, for a guy who took poker face to the next level, his facial expressions said a lot.

      This one said, See? What did I tell you?

      It was like he’d arranged for Archie to be here after their conversation yesterday.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Pierce muttered. “I’ll tell Jason soon.”

      “We’re still on your timeline,” Matt said, sandwiching one of Pierce’s feet between his own under the table. “Archie and Jason don’t run in the same circles—trust me when I tell you that cliques on a hockey team are a thing—so I doubt he’ll say anything, but that wouldn’t be the case if we’d run into Nasser or Toussaint or Walters.”

      “Speaking of telling Jason.” Pierce pushed his empty plate away and folded his arms on the table. “That reminds me—is it . . .okay? For us to be dating, I mean? Considering my kid’s on your team?”

      “I’m way ahead of you. I already checked. There’s no rule on the books regarding coaches and players in the male hockey world, which means there certainly isn’t for a coach and a parent.” Matt made a face. “Of course, if I were coaching a women’s team or if I were a woman coaching a men’s team, I imagine there’d be all sorts of rules in place, which . . .” His lips pressed flat. “Talk about a double standard.”

      “Oh.” Pierce blew out a breath. “So we’re okay, then?”

      “Were you worried?”

      “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

      Matt’s eyes softened. “I won’t. Not for that, but I will get in trouble if I’m late for practice. Ready to head out?”

      Pierce expected to go in separate directions as they left the restaurant, but Matt fell into step beside him. “I’ll walk you home,” he said at Pierce’s questioning look.

      “You don’t have to if you need to get to practice.”

      “I can run home in half the time it’ll take us to walk to yours.”

      Rolling his eyes, Pierce pushed him away. “Sure, sure. Rub it in.”

      Pierce wanted desperately to hold Matt’s hand as they walked and to kiss him goodbye when they reached his building, but their run-in with Archie had made him acutely aware that he couldn’t do any of that until he talked to Jason.

      Fuck, he really needed to do that at the first available opportunity.

      That opportunity came sooner than he expected. Jason stood in their kitchen when he walked in the door, glowering into the fridge like it had personally told him he couldn’t play hockey anymore.

      “You okay?” Pierce asked, toeing out of his running shoes. “If we’re out of Gatorade, I can get some later.”

      Letting the fridge door fall closed, Jason turned that glower on him, bottle of blue Gatorade clutched in one white-knuckled hand. “Was that Coach Shore I saw outside earlier?”

      Pierce stilled, panic freezing his limbs. His body went hot and cold all at once. “Uh . . .” Shit. Jase must’ve seen them out the window. Had he seen Matt slap Pierce’s butt?

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “Why was he here? Are you friends or something?”

      “Um . . . sort of? We went for a run. He said it’s good cardio, and I don’t get enough exercise, so . . .” He shrugged awkwardly. “Exercise is part of my treatment plan, remember?”

      While Jason was in a pissy mood probably wasn’t the time to tell him that Pierce did more with his coach than go jogging with him.

      Or maybe it was the perfect time? Get all the angry out at once?

      “But . . .” Jason blinked, eyebrows creeping toward his nose. “He’s my coach.”

      “Yeah. Right. Of course. And a pretty good one, right? He’s sort of like my coach too, but with exercise instead of hockey.”

      That was evidently the wrong to say. Jason slammed the Gatorade onto the counter with a loud thunk that matched his growl, stalked to the front door, and slung his equipment bag over his shoulder so forcefully that something inside it clinked.

      “Hey, wait.” Fear edging its way into Pierce’s heart, he trailed after his son. “What’s going on? Let’s talk about what’s got you so upset.”

      “I have to get to practice.”

      With that, Jason slammed the door behind him, leaving Pierce blinking at it, feeling like someone had taken his soul in a fist and crumpled it like a discarded note.

      What the hell had just happened?
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        * * *

      

      One of Matt’s best players had his head in the clouds.

      That same player side-eyed Matt every time he skated past him.

      Matt couldn’t interpret that look. It was all squinty eyes and flat lips and heightened colour.

      Was Jason . . . angry? Sad? Disappointed?

      Matt’s first thought was that Pierce had told Jason about them. But Pierce would’ve said something if he had, and Matt didn’t have anything on his phone except a message from Charlie in their cousin group chat asking if they were still on for dinner.

      After practice, he went to his office and quickly answered Charlie, letting him know that he was making dinner tonight and that he and Dorian should come over around six.

      It would save Charlie some money if he didn’t have to buy dinner.

      He followed his text up with a second one directly to Charlie. Did you email Brawsiski about the PA gig?

      Then he messaged Pierce. Did you tell Jason about us?

      He was certain he knew the answer, but just in case.

      His phone rang, Pierce’s name popping onto the screen.

      “Hey, LB.”

      “No,” Pierce said with a weary sigh. “I didn’t tell him. He saw us out the window, got all huffy about us being friends, and then ran out the door to practice.”

      Was that what had a bug up Jason’s ass today? Matt and Pierce being friends?

      Because . . . he didn’t want to share his dad?

      “Why do you ask?” Pierce said, a new alertness entering his tone. “Did something happen?”

      “No,” Matt said, unwilling to get between father and son. If Jason had a problem with his dad, it was up to them to figure it out. “Just curious. How’s your day going?”

      “Well, my son got mad at me and walked out rather than talk about it, and before you say it—I know. Like father, like son.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that at all.”

      “My car wouldn’t start this morning, so I had to Uber to Yesteryear,” Pierce continued, as though Matt hadn’t spoken. “And the auctioneer at one of the auctions I was going to bid at today suddenly decided he wasn’t going to take phone or absentee bids.”

      Matt twirled a pencil in two fingers. “The BMW finally bit the dust, huh?”

      “No,” Pierce said forcefully. “No, no. The guy at the garage said it might just be the battery, and that’s easily replaced.”

      “On a twenty-two-year-old car? Do they still make batteries for cars that old?”

      “Positive thoughts only, Matt. Positive thoughts only.”

      Chuckling, Matt tossed the pencil aside. “I thought Yesteryear was closed on Tuesdays.”

      “It is, but there’s an antique store outside of Seattle looking for a specific Grueby vase for a customer, so I thought I’d check if we have it.”

      “Sure,” Matt said, as though he had any idea what a Grueby vase was. “Why don’t you join us for dinner tonight?”

      “Join you and Dorian and Charlie? Not sure I’m in the mood to be eaten alive.”

      Charlie had never eaten anyone alive in his life. Dorian, though? “They love you.”

      “Loved. Past tense. Before I fled town and stayed away for two years. Let’s work up to meeting the family for the second time, huh? At least until I know Dorian won’t throw food in my face.”

      “Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow then?”

      “What’s tomorrow?”

      “Jogging, of course.”

      Pierce hung up on him.

      Matt laughed, amused that Pierce hated jogging but did it anyway.

      His laughter died when he caught the message Charlie had sent. I emailed, but he said he’s good for now. Doesn’t need a PA. I appreciate you trying, though.

      The fuck? Matt strode to the door, leaned against the doorjamb, and surveyed the locker room. Brawsiski was missing, but his stuff was here, so he was still somewhere in the building. Jason was at his locker, though, putting on a light jacket over sweatpants and a hoodie. Matt caught his eye and jerked his head to the side, a wordless invitation to join him in the office.

      Not that it was an invitation so much as a demand.

      “What’s up, Coach?” Jason asked, hovering near the extra folding chair.

      Matt perched on the end of his desk. He didn’t want to stand and loom over Jason but neither did he want to sit behind the desk and make Jason feel like he’d been called to the principal’s office. “You tell me,” Matt said, putting the question back to him. “Seemed like you had a problem with me during practice.”

      Jason’s lips flattened. “I didn’t.”

      “You sure? Because you rolled your eyes at me more than once, half-assed the drill I led, and huffed when I suggested doing some cardio before heading home.” Matt paused, letting that sink in. “If we have a problem or I did something to upset you, let’s clear the air like adults now, because when we’re on the ice, I expect your respect.”

      “I . . . I’m not . . . I mean, that’s . . .”

      Matt kept quiet, letting Jason stumble and fumble until he eventually said, “You’re right. I’m sorry. Won’t happen again, Coach. Was there anything else?”

      Matt bit back a sigh. “No. Go on home. And send Brawsiski in if he’s still here.”

      Brawsiski strolled in a minute later, hair still wet from his shower and dripping onto his T-shirt. “You wanted to see me, Coach?”

      “Yeah. Charlie says you don’t need an assistant anymore. Have things slowed down for you?”

      Brawsiski nodded. “My sister’s finally in her new place, and she’s settled into a routine with work and daycare drop-offs and pickups, so . . .” He shrugged. “Things shouldn’t be as hectic for me.”

      “Glad to hear it. I can expect you on time from now on?”

      “You got it, Coach.”

      At least that was one thing that was going right.

      And because Matt didn’t believe in avoidance, he made the call his conversation with Pierce this morning had triggered.

      The Orcas’ general manager answered on the first ring. “Matt. What can I do for you?”

      “Hey, Alan. Got a second?” Matt closed the office door. He generally had an open-door policy, but this wasn’t a conversation he wanted overheard.

      “Sure. What’s going on?”

      Matt rubbed his jaw. “I don’t think it’s an issue, but I figured you should know anyway.”

      Alan groaned. “Christ. What is it? Tell me none of the players committed a crime or mouthed off to a cop or ran over someone’s puppy.”

      “It’s not about them.” Matt sank into his chair. “It’s about me. I’m dating the father of one of my players.”

      Silence.

      “Did I lose you?”

      “No, no, I . . . Well.” Alan let out a small laugh. “This certainly isn’t what I expected you to say. I think we’re going to want to tread carefully here. Theoretically, it should be a non-issue, as there aren’t any rules saying coaches can’t fraternize with a player’s parents. That said, we don’t want any accusations of favouritism toward a player because you’re dating their father.”

      “I’ve never played favourites, Alan. You know me.”

      “No. But outsiders might question that. And after what happened with that basketball coach recently, plus with the league cracking down on ethics, there are a lot of eyes on professional sports right now.”

      “The basketball coach . . . that was an entirely different situation. I’m not dating a subordinate, and I’m not violating any policies.”

      “I know, Matt, I know. Listen, let me set up a meeting with Emiko and Mark, and we can hash out what needs to happen to get in front of this. We want to make sure of the optics on our side.”

      Emiko was the team owner. Mark was the head of media relations for the Orcas’ NHL affiliate.

      Matt rubbed his eyes and swallowed a sigh. “Do I need to be worried?”

      “I don’t think so. Like I said, we want to get in front of this ASAP and ensure everyone who needs to know is in the know.”

      Wait. Did that mean everyone who didn’t need to know wouldn’t know? Fuck. He hadn’t been in the closet since his NHL days, and he had no plans to go back in. He hadn’t publicly come out, mostly because it was nobody’s business, but he didn’t lie if someone asked. Right now, he and Pierce were keeping things low-key only because Pierce hadn’t told Jason yet. After that? Matt had no intention of keeping them a secret.

      “I’ll set something up for later this week and email you the details,” Alan continued. “And Matt—I appreciate the heads-up on this. Better for us to know than be blindsided by it if it got out before we had a chance to prepare statements.”

      “Sure. Thanks, Alan. I’ll look out for your email.”

      After hanging up, Matt tapped the corner of his phone on his desk, muted tap-tap-taps that echoed the beating of his heart.

      He hadn’t been worried before, but he sure was now, something in Alan’s words causing anxiety to burn in his gut. Maybe he should’ve kept his and Pierce’s relationship to himself for now, but Alan was right—better to get ahead of it, which had been the whole point of Matt’s phone call.

      The locker room had quieted, which meant everyone was either gone or using the workout facilities. The latter didn’t need a coach’s supervision. In fact, his players were free to go about their days as they saw fit until tomorrow’s practice, so Matt headed out for a change of scenery that wouldn’t remind him of bad decisions and good decisions and decisions that could hurt other people, and drove to his dad’s house in Fort Langley for quality time with someone who wouldn’t complicate his relationship with Pierce.
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      Tonight was the night.

      Pierce was going to tell Jason everything.

      It’d been a week since Jason had panicked or whatever about Pierce and Matt being friends, and they were finally back on even footing after Jason had apologized.

      He hadn’t explained what he’d been upset about, though, leaving Pierce in the dark. Just shrugged and gave an indifferent “It’s whatever” that Pierce didn’t know what to do with. Every one of Pierce’s attempts to bring it up was met with a bland stare, a retreat into the bedroom, or a sudden need to visit Mae.

      And Jason hadn’t so much apologized as arrived home after practice, grocery bags bursting, and made lunch from scratch. It had been a delicious lunch too—honey-garlic glazed salmon; a green bean salad with red onions, tomatoes, olives, and goat cheese; and roasted baby potatoes. A wordless apology.

      It was sort of Jason’s thing.

      Months ago, Pierce had spoken with his therapist about Jason’s inability to talk about his feelings. She’d said that without speaking to him directly, she couldn’t say why he didn’t like to talk. But she’d also explained that for some people, I love you and I’m sorry and happy anniversary and I miss you and I’m thinking about you . . . they weren’t easy. And for those people, often their love language was something else. Jason’s was possibly quality time or acts of service.

      Pierce had learned to understand Jason’s love language, and the home-cooked meal was a very clear “sorry I was a dick.”

      Matt wasn’t dissimilar. Even though he didn’t shy away from the hard topics, his love language tended to be quality time and physical touch.

      Pierce could live without the words. Hell, he’d prefer Jason’s peace offering of food, especially after being told it’d take more money than it was worth to fix his precious BMW. His finances being what they were, he wasn’t so far in the red that it wasn’t like he couldn’t afford to fix his car or buy a new one. He wasn’t super thrilled that it would eat into his savings for the new antiques store, though.

      He’d opted to have the car fixed and had been driving a rental while it was at the shop.

      “Why not buy another car?” Matt had asked him when they’d had dinner at his house recently. “It’ll last you longer at this point.”

      Pierce had shut the water off in the sink and dried his hands. “The BMW was my dad’s. He bought it the week before he died. He and his dad restored a BMW together when my dad was in high school, so he was kind of obsessed with owning one. I guess I’m just . . .” He’d turned to face Matt, who was drying the last dish, and leaned against the counter. “Not ready to give up this last piece of him yet.”

      “It’s not the last piece,” Matt had murmured quietly. “He’s still right here.” He’d tapped Pierce’s temple. “And here.” A tap on the left side of Pierce’s chest. “You still have your memories. That’s not nothing.”

      “The last tangible piece, then. Not yet, Matt. Not yet.”

      “Okay,” Matt had said, and kissed him softly. “Okay.”

      Pierce was finishing up homemade shrimp pad Thai for dinner when the door to his apartment flew open. Sucking in a deep breath, he squared his shoulders, nerves tumbling in his belly. This was it. Tonight was the night. Jason had been in a good mood for days, helped along by a four-game winning streak—the Orcas had won both games against San Diego the weekend after winning against Coachella Valley, and Jason had scored during both games. And Pierce had made Jason’s favourite dish.

      Yes, he was buttering up his own son. No one said he couldn’t be strategic.

      Except, following Jason through the door was a second person.

      Oh. Okay. Plan scrapped. He couldn’t do this with an audience.

      “Wow. Smells amazing in here, Dad.” Jason came to sniff over Pierce’s shoulder. “Aw, man, is that shrimp pad Thai? What’s the occasion?”

      “No occasion. Had a craving for it.” Pierce stuck his hand out around his son. “Hi there. I’m Pierce. This one’s dad.”

      “Shit, sorry. Dad, this Mae. Mae, this is my dad.”

      Ah. The person Jason was dating. Mae was tall and lithe, with features speaking to a mixed-Asian heritage, short hair dyed white that was shaved on the sides, and brown eyes that were a shade darker than Jason’s.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mae,” Pierce said. “I hope you like shrimp. And pad Thai.”

      “Yes to both,” Mae said in a surprisingly deep voice.

      “Good. Otherwise we would’ve been ordering pizza.”

      “Mae’s lactose intolerant,” Jason told him, pouring two glasses of water.

      Matt’s cousin Charlie was also lactose intolerant, a fact Pierce almost told them, but he caught himself in time.

      He sat across from Jason and Mae during dinner and watched Jason blush and stammer and be all smitten, which was an entirely new look for him. To be fair, Mae was equally as blushing and stammering and smitten.

      They were very cute.

      Mae seemed put together and capable and intelligent. Young. They were both so goddamn young at twenty years old. Pierce had a toddler at home when he’d been their age.

      After dinner, Jason offered to help Pierce clean up. While they were at the sink, Pierce bumped his hips against Jason’s. “Mae seems nice.”

      Jason’s smile could only be described as goofy as he looked over at Mae, who was perusing the photos on the walls. “They’re pretty cool, right?”

      “They seem to like you a lot.”

      “You think? I don’t know. I kind of feel like they’re totally out of my league.”

      “What?” Pierce nearly dropped the wok. “Why would you say that?”

      “Just . . .” Jason shrugged one shoulder. “They’re a stats major, and they volunteer at a senior centre, and they work two jobs to pay for school. I’m just a hockey player.”

      “Hey.” Pierce tossed an arm around his son’s shoulders and hugged him close. “You are not just anything. You play professional hockey. That’s not nothing. Now get out of here. Go keep Mae company. I’ll clean up.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “And, hey. Thanks for introducing me to Mae.”

      Jason grinned and sauntered—sauntered—over to Mae.

      Pierce’s night hadn’t exactly gone as planned, but Jason introducing him to Mae? That was a big-ass step forward in their relationship, and it was with a smile that Pierce returned to washing up.
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      It took a couple of weeks to wrangle everyone’s schedules, but on a Wednesday afternoon the second week of November, Matt met with Alan and Mark at the organization’s downtown office. Emiko, the team owner, joined them via video conference.

      To be honest, Matt thought they were making a much bigger deal of his relationship with Pierce than it had to be.

      “Matt, I appreciate you bringing this to our attention right away,” Emiko said, his forehead creased. “Mark, let’s put a few statements together.”

      “Already on it. There’s one for if the news goes public that Matt’s dating a player’s parent, one for if the news goes public that Matt’s dating a player’s male parent, one in the event the parent attempts defamation of Matt’s character—”

      “You’re not going to need that last one,” Matt interrupted.

      “Doesn’t hurt to be prepared.”

      “But I’m telling you—you’re not going to need it. If we get into a fight or break up, he’s not going to go to the press and talk shit about me.”

      “You can’t know that,” Alan said kindly, like a parent trying to break bad news to their kid. Sorry, kiddo, but the world really does suck that much. “You don’t really know the true measure of a person until things fall apart.”

      Well, that was utter bullshit. Matt didn’t call him on it, just released a long breath and forced his shoulders to lower from where they’d been hanging out near his ears. “Look. I know you’re not going to need it because things have fallen apart between us before, and he didn’t take a hundred grand from the first reporter looking for a juicy story.”

      On the laptop, Emiko blinked. “Sorry, but I thought this was a new relationship?”

      “We were together a few years ago. We broke up when he moved away, but he’s back in town now and we recently got back together.”

      Mark rubbed his salt and pepper jaw. “We’ll also need a statement should someone accuse Matt of playing favourites,” he said, conveniently ignoring the previous topic.

      Matt gritted his teeth. “I don’t play favourites.”

      “That might be true, but—”

      “What if we traded the player?” Emiko said, sending Matt’s pulse skyrocketing. “That’d solve all our problems.”

      Slowly, Matt stood, fists clenched by his sides. He prided himself on keeping his cool, but this? It was fucking outrageous. “Out of the goddamn question.”

      Thank fuck he hadn’t told them Pierce’s name, meaning they couldn’t trace Pierce to Jason.

      Alan stood as well, a there’s-no-problem-here smile on his face. “Now, Matt—”

      “What if your partner signs an NDA?” Mark offered, scribbling something in his notebook.

      Quietly, Matt said, “Are you for real?” A non-disclosure agreement? What the actual fuck?

      “Just a simple NDA that states he won’t speak to the press about you or the organization.”

      “Because my word isn’t enough?”

      “It isn’t,” Emiko said, all business, all the time. He leaned forward so that his face took up the entire screen. “We don’t know this person. You trust him—great. But we don’t know anything about him, so we have to protect ourselves.”

      Matt pinched the bridge of his nose. “This is ludicrous. If I were dating anybody else on the planet, they wouldn’t have to sign an NDA.”

      “This is a delicate situation, what with a player being peripherally involved. We want to ensure all parties are protected. There are a lot of eyes on professional sports right now after what happened with Boston’s basketball coach, not to mention the investigation into the 2018 Hockey Canada scandal that was reopened earlier this year.”

      “And if he refuses to sign?” Matt asked.

      Silence enveloped the room, thick and soupy. The longer it went on, the further Matt’s heart sank to his toes. A lead weight settled over his shoulders.

      Emiko’s smile was pinched. “Like I said, we need to protect ourselves, so it’s in both your best interests to ensure the NDA gets signed.”

      In other words, Matt was fired if Pierce didn’t cooperate. So much for protecting all parties involved. It was clear as fucking day that Emiko’s ultimate goal was to protect the organization.

      “You really want to fire the guy who’s led his team to a six-game winning streak?” Matt gritted out.

      The Orcas had won both games against Coachella Valley—again—this past weekend, and Matt was damn proud of his players.

      And now this?

      Alan gave a nervous laugh. “Let’s not be too hasty here.” He squeezed Matt’s shoulder, a show of solidarity. “Emiko, why don’t you have the lawyers draw up the paperwork? And Matt, you can review it before you decide whether or not you want to put it in front of your partner. Does that work?”

      “Fine,” Matt gritted.

      “Agreed,” Emiko said. “A pleasure, gentlemen. I’ll be in touch shortly.”

      He signed off.

      Alan lost his smile. “I’m sorry, Matt. That’s not how I expected this to go. I just wanted to get everyone on the same page.”

      “He’s not signing that NDA,” Matt told him, grabbing his leather jacket from the back of the chair he’d been sitting in.

      “Wait until you see the contract before you make any decisions, okay? And whatever you end up deciding, I’ve got your back.”

      With a stiff nod to Alan and an even stiffer one to Mark, Matt left.

      As he drove out of the parking garage, he turned on his windshield wipers. The weather had turned late last week, going from sunny and warm to wet and cold and windy. It currently matched his mood, rain coming down in sheets and thrumming on the roof of his car.

      Last night, he’d had dinner with Charlie and Dorian and had confidently told them that he didn’t expect anything to come out of this meeting.

      How wrong he’d been. So very, very wrong.

      He understood getting ahead of things and he understood this was a delicate situation and he understood being prepared. He also understood the organization’s desire to protect itself.

      But an NDA?

      Never mind that they’d suggested trading Jason as a solution.

      Not happening.

      There was something about NDAs that had always rubbed Matt the wrong way. He’d been in professional sports long enough to know that sometimes they were warranted. Hell, he’d signed upward of two dozen over the course of his career, as recently as this past summer when he’d been hired as the Orcas’ coach.

      The way he saw it, an NDA signalled mistrust on the part of the organization. On the one hand, he got it—how could an organization trust a new hire not to steal clients or intellectual property, or divulge confirmation information?

      On the flip side, trust took time to build. Starting off with a legal contract based on distrust wasn’t a great way to form relationships.

      Problem was, Matt’s organization didn’t have time to build up that trust between themselves and Pierce. It made sense that, to them, an NDA was the logical solution.

      From Matt’s side of the equation, though? It looked like this was their way of asserting control and protecting their asses. Not a surprise.

      He had a feeling Pierce would happily sign on the dotted line even without knowing that Matt’s job was at stake. But an NDA would stifle Pierce’s voice. Pierce would never do anything to hurt Matt’s reputation, or the organization’s, even without an NDA. For him to sign an NDA would be like signing away part of his rights, and that didn’t sit well with Matt.

      The thought of Pierce signing an NDA because of him . . .

      Fuck. Why did everything have to be so complicated?

      It wasn’t until he was parking on the street in front of his house that he realized he didn’t want to be alone, so he turned around and pointed his car in the direction of Pierce’s apartment.

      Are you home? he texted once he’d parked in one of the guest spots in the lot, following his message up with I’m outside.

      I’m not coming jogging with you in this suck-ass weather. Fuck my stamina. Go away was Pierce’s reply.

      Matt laughed, amazed he could do so after the day he’d had. Not here for a jog. Just to see you.

      In that case, come on up.

      He had the brief thought that he probably shouldn’t go up if Jason was home, but Pierce would’ve mentioned if he was, so he hiked his jacket over his head and ran for the door in the rain. Inside, he buzzed Pierce’s apartment and was let right in.

      On the third floor, the door to Pierce’s apartment was open, and the man himself stood in the entryway. Pierce’s smile lit up his face, lighting something up in Matt too, but the smile slowly fell the closer Matt got.

      “What’s wrong?” Pierce asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Your face says otherwise.”

      “What? I have a resting neutral expression.”

      Pierce snorted. “To everyone else maybe.” He wrapped his fingers around Matt’s wrist and tugged. “Come in. Tell me what happened.”

      “It’s noth—”

      “Matt.”

      Sighing, Matt closed the door behind him. He hadn’t intended on saying anything to Pierce until he figured out what he was going to do. But Pierce was involved, and he deserved to know.

      He left his shoes by the door, shook water off his jacket, then draped it over a barstool at the counter. On the other side of the counter, Pierce stood in the kitchen, stirring something in a tall saucepan.

      “I had a meeting with Alan, Mark, and Emiko.”

      Slowly, Pierce turned, caution in every inch of his stiff frame. “Why?”

      “I thought it’d be a good idea to tell Alan about us. As the general manager, I figured he should know.”

      “Okay.” Pierce put the lid on the saucepan, then leaned his forearms on the counter across from Matt. “How did that lead to a meeting with the head of media relations and the team owner?”

      “Alan brought them in, that way we could get ahead of any negative press should it get out that I’m dating a player’s father.” Not that there was any should about it; he didn’t intend to hide Pierce or their relationship. “You’ve heard of the basketball coach in Boston who got suspended for dating an employee? They’re worried that’s what’s going to happen here.”

      The expression that crossed Pierce’s face was very what the fuck? “This—” He waved a hand between the two of them. “—is not that situation.”

      “Try telling team management that.”

      “Okay, so . . . what? What’s got you looking like you want to throw someone off a bridge?”

      Matt rubbed his jaw. “First, it was their suggestion to trade Jason to make their lives easier.”

      Pierce straightened and planted both hands on the counter, eyes narrowing, a flush working its way up his neck. “What.”

      “Yeah, that was my reaction. Don’t worry; it’s not going to happen. They don’t know who you are—I didn’t give them your name—so they don’t know who Jason is.”

      “Ergo, they can’t trade him if they don’t know he’s the player whose parent you’re dating.”

      “Right.”

      “What else?”

      “They want you to sign an NDA.” Saying it out loud had anger threatening to choke off Matt’s air.

      Now Pierce just looked baffled. “What for?”

      “To prevent you from going to the press to talk shit about me or the organization if things tank between us.”

      “I wouldn’t do that even without an NDA.”

      “Yup. I told them that too.”

      “Okay, fine. I’ll sign the—”

      “No, you will not.”

      Pierce jumped at Matt’s bark. “What? Why not?”

      Pacing away, Matt ran a hand through his hair. “Because it’s bullshit. If you weren’t Jason’s father, nobody would’ve even whispered about an NDA.”

      “Okay.” Pierce came around the counter and placed both hands on Matt’s shoulders. “Okay, take a breath.”

      Matt gritted his teeth. A muscle jumped in his jaw.

      Pierce booped his nose. “A breath.”

      Reluctantly, Matt inhaled deeply.

      “Good. Now—”

      “You’re not signing it.”

      Pierce shot him a look. “You don’t get to make that decision. Frankly, neither do I. This affects us both. We make the decision together, after we’ve slept on it and only once we’ve seen the contract and had our lawyers look it over.”

      Matt released a breath through his teeth. “Fine.”

      “In other news,” Pierce said, one side of his mouth kicking up. “I spoke with that nutritionist you put me in touch with, and it turns out that, for the most part, my diet isn’t terrible.”

      “Yeah? Good.”

      “And in better news, I made soup for dinner. Butternut squash. The weather called for it.”

      “Now that you point it out, it does smell amazing in here.”

      “And in even better news, I got my BMW back.”

      “I saw it in the lot before I came up.”

      Pierce tugged him back to the counter. “Sit. I’ll dish up the soup, and while we eat, I can tell you about the time I was going to tell Jason about us but didn’t because he brought Mae home for dinner.”

      “Wait, what?” Matt paused with half an asscheek on the barstool. “When was this?”

      “Last week.” Pierce set two beers on the counter. “I’d made dinner for us, was going to tell him everything, but then he showed up with Mae, and . . .”

      “And you didn’t want to tell him with an audience.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Hey, LB?”

      “Hey, Matt?”

      “Is it possible you’re finding excuses not to tell him?”

      Pierce groaned up at the ceiling. “Yes. Yes, okay? I just . . .” He carried two bowls of soup to Matt’s side of the counter and sat next to him. “The peace between us is so . . .”

      “Fragile?”

      “I was going to say new, but I suppose fragile isn’t wrong either.” Plunging his spoon into his bowl, Pierce stirred it morosely. “I’m afraid of doing anything that will rock the boat between us, but I also know that I have to at some point.”

      Rock, meet hard place.

      Guess they were both stuck there, suffocating under the weight of decisions.

      Matt reached over and cupped the back of his neck. “We’re still on your timeline. When you’re ready and not a moment sooner.”

      “I know, but I also don’t want to keep this from him for too long. I want him to know about us. I want him to know about our history and how we ended up where we are now.” Pierce let out a humourless laugh. “Plus, if I wait too long, he’ll get pissed that I didn’t tell him sooner, and if I can avoid that, at least it’s one less thing to worry about.”

      Matt clinked their beer bottles together. “To the future, whatever it may hold.”

      “To us,” Pierce countered and kissed Matt’s cheek. “Heading into that future together.”

      Together, huh? Matt still had his doubts. Still worried, in a tucked-away corner of his mind, that Pierce would choose Jason should his son make a stink about their relationship.

      The shit thing was that Matt would understand if he did. Family came first.

      Perhaps Matt shouldn’t have brought up telling Jason so soon. Put off the semi-inevitable for as long as possible and kept Pierce to himself for as long as he could have him.

      But wasn’t it better to know now if Pierce was going to leave him behind again?
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        * * *

      

      Pierce had a lead on the Grueby vase for the store outside of Seattle. It wasn’t technically his job to hunt down items for other stores, but he had a bit of free time the following afternoon, plus it would make Robert and Yesteryear look good if he went the extra mile. He picked up Matt after lunch, then headed down to South Vancouver. Matt had balked at coming, saying he wasn’t fit for polite company, but Pierce had tossed his jacket at him and told him there was ramen in his future if he tagged along.

      Matt had quieted without complaint, though he was frownier than usual on the drive.

      Pierce had never seen him as angry as he’d been yesterday, cursing the Orcas’ owner over the NDA. He understood Matt’s concerns, which Matt had uncharacteristically monologued about at length over butternut squash soup. An NDA would certainly stifle Pierce’s voice, but if Pierce had no intention of going to the press to malign Matt or his organization, what difference did a piece of paper make? He hadn’t said so to Matt, but it kind of felt like Matt was making a bigger deal of this than it was.

      Or hell, maybe he wasn’t. What did Pierce know? He’d never signed an NDA in his life.

      He wasn’t sure where this stalemate left them, except he was determined to put it out of his mind today and focus on the Grueby vase. Equally determined to distract Matt and put it out of his mind too, at least for a few hours.

      “Why didn’t you call them and ask if they have the vase?” Matt asked, holding the door to the antiques store open for Pierce. “Instead of coming all the way down here.”

      “For one thing, they never answer their phone.” Pierce stepped inside and pushed back the wet hood of his jacket. “And for another, this way I get to see what else they’ve got. Robert basically gave me carte blanche to get whatever I want that fits Yesteryear’s brand.” It was like being handed a credit card with no credit limit and knowing a sugar daddy was going to pay your bills.

      Not that Robert was his sugar daddy. Gross. That was Cam’s dad.

      Shaking off the thought, he glanced around.

      The space was cavernous, and if Matt hadn’t been with him, Pierce could’ve gotten lost in here for hours. According to their website, they specialized in antique furniture: armoires, chaise lounges, armchairs, bookcases, buffets, dining room sets, daybeds, vanities, settees. They had plenty of decor too, though, everything from gilded mirrors to chandeliers to oil paintings. They even had a rare nineteenth-century French easel selling for close to three grand.

      Matt glanced at the price tag and raised an eyebrow. “I could build you one just like this for fifty bucks.”

      Pierce snorted a laugh and kept walking.

      “Where would one find a Grueby vase in a place like this?” Matt asked, falling into step beside him.

      “One would find an employee to point them in the right direction, but they seem to be in short supply.” There were shoppers, and Pierce noticed a couple of employees among them, distinguished by the kelly-green T-shirts with the store’s logo on the front and STAFF on the back. But both employees were occupied.

      “What does the vase look like?” Matt asked.

      “It’s green.”

      “Like that?” He waved a hand at a fluted vase made of translucent green glass.

      “No, it’s not glass. We’re looking for pottery.” Pierce brought up a picture on his phone and showed him. “Like this.”

      Matt nodded. “Got it. What’s so special about this vase, anyway?”

      “It’s not the vase so much as the brand. Grueby Pottery was once the most recognized maker of American Arts and Crafts pottery.” Pierce cut left between two settees placed as though they were angry at each other. “It won awards at expositions and quickly grew in popularity before the company went bankrupt in 1908.”

      “How come they went bankrupt?”

      “Competition, for the most part.”

      Running a hand over the top of a blanket box, Pierce whistled low. Hand-carved French coffer of significant age and detailing, likely from the 17th or 18th century, read the notecard attached. The five-thousand-dollar price point was a little extravagant, but it was a gorgeous piece with exquisite detailing and a carving of baby Jesus, Mary, Joseph, and the Three Wise Men on the front.

      “Who do you think owned this baby?” he whispered to no one in particular.

      “You certainly love imagining the stories behind every piece, don’t you?”

      Having found a second blanket box nearby, Pierce crouched to inspect the floral detailing and muttered a distracted “What’s that?”

      “I was saying that you sure love to imagine the stories behind each piece.”

      Pierce stood. “I guess I started making them up when my dad died. Cam took me to Yesteryear for . . . something. I think his dad had asked him to pick something up at another store and bring it over, and I’d tagged along. Anyway, when we arrived, Robert was unpacking dishware—teacups and matching side plates with little pink roses on them. And while Cam went off to do whatever, Robert told me about how these dishes had been brought over from the UK sometime in the mid- to late-1800s and passed down from mother to daughter, and ‘Can you imagine how many conversations were had over these teacups?’ I remember him saying those exact words.” He smiled, recalling a much younger and spryer Robert asking him to help decide where to display the dishware in Yesteryear.

      He made a right and ended up in an area that had been set up like an eighteenth-century bedroom. “There was something about learning other peoples’ stories that made me feel like I could escape into them and forget that my dad had just died unexpectedly.”

      “Kind of like reading a book to escape reality.”

      Pierce smiled at Matt. “Exactly.”

      “You don’t have any antiques at your place, though.” Matt’s brows pulled low. “Unless you do and I never noticed.”

      “I don’t. Well, I do have a set of silver cutlery and a few coffee mugs, but nothing large. First, because of the price tag.” Pierce flipped the price tag of an Indonesian carved four-poster bed in teak circa 1920 toward Matt. It read $3995. “And second, because . . . it’s just not my style. I’m more interested in the history behind a piece than in owning one.” He poked Matt in the bicep. “You own an antique.”

      Matt stared at him. “No, I don’t.”

      “You do. The table in your foyer.”

      “That’s an antique? I got it for eleven dollars at a yard sale. Charlie was the one who convinced me to buy it.”

      “How is Charlie, anyway?”

      “He’s good. Still with the organization as the NHL team’s baker.” Matt picked up a candleholder, idly flipped it over, and set it back down.

      “Did he ever play hockey? Or Dorian?”

      “Charlie did for a while, but he was always more into watching sports than playing them. Dorian . . .” Matt grimaced. “He hated it. He was in a class with kids he didn’t know so he didn’t have any fun. He’d come home crying because his dad wouldn’t let him quit. It took the joy out of it for him. I’m not sure he even watches it anymore, unless it’s a team I’m coaching.”

      “That’s oddly sweet.” Pierce paused briefly, then added, “The watching thing, not the crying thing.”

      “He can be very sweet when his walls are down.”

      “Speaking of Charlie and Dorian.” Avoiding Matt’s gaze, Pierce crouched to peer into a glass-fronted armoire. “I was thinking that it’d be nice for you and me to spend Christmas together. I know your family does a huge thing on Christmas Day, so rather than meet them all again at once, maybe I could start small and take you up on your offer of Tuesday dinner with Charlie and Dorian soon?” Belatedly realizing how that sounded, he stood abruptly and waved both hands. “Okay, I know that sounded like I just invited myself over for Christmas, but . . . What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Matt’s gaze narrowed like Pierce was a puzzle that needed solving. It drew his brows down and gave him a don’t-mess-with-me vibe that Pierce shouldn’t have found all kinds of sexy but very much did.

      “I have thoughts,” Matt said. “Two thoughts, specifically.”

      “Okay.”

      “First, I thought you wanted to wait to meet the family for a second time.”

      “That was two weeks ago.”

      Matt’s lips quirked. “Noted. And second, do you intend to tell Jason about us by Christmas? Because I’m assuming you’re also inviting him to my family’s get-together.”

      “Ha-ha. And yes. I’ll have told him way before then.”

      “Okay.” Matt dropped a kiss on his lips as he edged by him. “You can join us for dinner next week. I’m making a pasta casserole with ground turkey.”

      “Next week,” Pierce said faintly, nerves suddenly making themselves at home in his belly. “I might be busy.” He’d been serious about dinner; he just hadn’t expected it to happen so fast. “We could do the week after. Or the one after that. You know what, why don’t we pencil it into the first week of December?” He’d need that long to prepare himself for Dorian to throw food in his face.

      Matt laughed that idea right out of the store. “Next week,” he said, still laughing, the sound catching at Pierce’s heart. “Bring the wine.”

      “Fine,” Pierce grumbled. “But you’re on cleanup duty when Dorian throws the casserole in my face.”

      Matt just laughed again.
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      A few minutes before the Orcas’ home game against the team from Nevada, Matt walked into the locker room to find two of his forwards in a shouting match, with Blair Brawsiski between them, futilely attempting to restore peace.

      “Hey!” Matt inserted himself in the middle before it got physical. “What the fuck is going on?”

      Walters shook off his hand. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing, Coach,” McNicoll echoed with a sniff, heading back to his cubby, where he sat and jerked on his skates.

      Matt looked at Brawsiski, a calm head among the chaos, but Brawsiski simply shrugged. Unwilling to rat out his teammates, then.

      That was fine. Matt could guess what their problem was.

      “You do know you can win without him, right?” he told the room at large.

      “He was our top scorer, Coach,” Toussaint muttered.

      “One of your top scorers,” Matt corrected. “And stop talking like he’s dead. He got called up to the NHL. You should be fucking proud of him, not acting like he cheated on you with your best friend.”

      He’d been right—Nasser had been the first to get called up. For the foreseeable future, Nasser would be covering for a player out with an injury, and Matt had no idea if or when he’d see Nasser practising with these guys again.

      It was bittersweet. Matt wished the kid well. Hell, Matt’s job—aside from whipping the Orcas into fighting shape so they didn’t come in last again—was to prepare his players for the NHL, and that was literally what he’d done with Nasser. Though Nasser, of course, got most of the credit for being so willing to learn and work hard.

      At the same time, Matt wanted the kid back on his team. They could win without him—Matt hadn’t lied about that—but it’d be easier with him.

      And everyone on this team knew that. They were letting nerves and fear get the better of them, taking their doubts out on each other instead of banding together. This weekend of all weekends, the Orcas couldn’t afford to be at odds. Two games against Nevada, then they were hitting the road for six away games in three different cities over eleven days. If they won tonight and tomorrow, it would set them up for success.

      Matt would have other things on his mind on the road trip, namely an NDA he wanted to light on fire, sight unseen. In fact, he fully intended on telling Emiko to stuff the NDA where the sun don’t shine. It would put him in hot water, but there was no way Emiko would fire him with a six-game winning streak under his belt.

      And if he could make it seven or eight games, even better.

      Fuck, he was a selfish asshole. He wanted his cake and to eat it too—Pierce and his job.

      “Sometimes we have to make sacrifices for the things we want,” his dad had said pragmatically when Matt had told him about the NDA. “You want it all, Matty, and that’s not a bad thing. Just make sure your priorities are in the right order. When you weigh a possible future with Pierce that could lead to a lifetime of happiness versus a career as a coach that you’ll eventually retire from, which one comes out on top?”

      Matt knew where his priorities were. He just didn’t know if Pierce’s aligned. Didn’t know if Pierce would leave him for Jason again if Jason took the news of their relationship badly.

      “We are happy for Nasser,” Jason said now, jolting him out of his thoughts. “Just that we’d be happier if he were here.”

      “I understand that,” Matt said, a growl in his voice as he reoriented his thoughts to the here and now. “I do. Still, this is no way for a team to act, especially not right before the pregame warm up. Get it together.”

      “Uh, hello?” Emery Stanton appeared at Matt’s elbow, phone at his ear. “Yeah, just a sec.” The skills coach pulled the phone away, the screen curiously blank, and waved it. “Someone’s looking for a Debbie Downer. Which one of you wants to take this?”

      That earned him a few chortles.

      “You’re not as funny as you think you are,” Lindstrom muttered with a smile.

      “I’m hysterical, and don’t you forget it. Look.” Emery sobered fast and planted both hands on his hips. “What’s Coach Shore always stressing?”

      “Showing up for your teammates,” several players muttered with varying degrees of shame-face.

      “And are you doing that right now?”

      A bunch of grumbles, a few head shakes.

      “You’ve got ten minutes to get your acts together.” Emery gestured between McNicoll and Walters, who’d retreated to opposite sides of the room. “Whatever’s going on between you two, I don’t want to see it on the ice. We clear?”

      They both gave tight nods.

      “Clear, Coach,” McNicoll said.

      “Good.”

      The dressing down should’ve come from Matt. Then he should’ve given a rousing speech to rally them all and get them into the right head space.

      Instead, Emery nodded at Assistant Coach Li, who stepped forward and began a rah-rah speech Matt was sure would be awesome. Then Emery shepherded Matt out of the locker room.

      “What’s going on with you?” Emery asked quietly when they were tucked into an out-of-the-way corner.

      Matt rolled his shoulders back. “Nothing.”

      “You just swore at your players. Twice.”

      “I’ve sworn at them before.”

      “Not like that.”

      Christ. Emery was right. He wasn’t the type of coach who swore at his players, even when his players were acting like children.

      He dragged a weary hand down his face. “Sorry. I’ll apologize to them. I’m just . . . off my game tonight.”

      Emery snorted an unamused laugh. “Yeah, you and the rest of the team. What’s going on? Lay it on me. Dr. Stanton, at your service.”

      “Don’t ever call yourself that again.”

      “Sure. But only if you’ll tell me the name of that audiobook you narrated.”

      Matt huffed a small laugh, but he sobered quickly. “I’m dealing with some personal shit. Or, rather, I’m dealing with some professional shit that’s interfering with the personal shit.”

      Emery cocked his head, a lock of dark hair falling over his forehead. “How so? Your partner not like hockey or something?”

      “Quite the opposite.” Pausing, Matt debated for a moment. Then, deciding he could trust Emery—honestly, if he couldn’t trust his coaches, he had a major problem—he finally uttered a soft, “In fact, his son is on the team.”

      Emery blinked. Blinked again. A crease appeared between his brows. “Sorry, I thought you said your partner’s son is on this team. The Orcas. The one you coach.”

      Groaning, Matt pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Emery flapped his arms. “Is this the guy? The one who got away? The one you were talking about when I was at your place with Charlie a few weeks ago?”

      “That’s him.”

      “Holy shit! Gauthier’s dad?”

      “Zip it, Stanton,” Matt growled, leading Emery farther down the dead-end hallway. “Also, how in the holy hell do you know that?”

      “You told me and Charlie that your ex recently moved back from Quebec. We only have one player who just got traded from there. I put two and two together. Also, there was definitely a vibe between you both that day Gauthier fainted.”

      “You can’t tell anyone.”

      “Give me some credit.” Emery grinned and punched him in the arm. “Congrats on getting back together.” The grin turned into a scowl faster than Matt could blink. “But also, have you lost your damn mind? You can’t date a player’s father.”

      Matt bristled, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up. “Believe it or not, there aren’t any rules or policies that say I can’t.”

      Another blink from Emery. “Well, shit. Okay, so . . . what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is that upper management want him to sign an NDA and . . . You know what? Never mind. I don’t want to rehash this again.”

      “Fine. Don’t. But we need you on your A game, so either deal with this shit in the next—” Emery checked his watch. “—two and a half minutes, or compartmentalize. May I suggest the latter?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, sorry. And thanks for dealing with that in there.” Matt waved a hand in the direction of the locker room.

      “Li looked like he was about to jump in, but I figured my way was funner. Now, come on. Let’s win this game.”

      For the most part, Matt was successful at compartmentalizing during the game. He had to be. A coach couldn’t slack off, certainly not while directing things behind the bench.

      And certainly not during a game that was as stressful as this one.

      Walters scored in the first period with an assist from Jason Gauthier. Not to be outdone, Nevada answered with a goal seconds before the first intermission. Matt fully expected to find a morose crowd in the locker room afterwards, but whatever Coach Li had said before the pregame warm up must’ve been good because the guys were in good spirits despite the tied score, and whatever had happened between McNicoll and Walters seemed to have been forgotten.

      They were still in good spirits during the second intermission even though they were behind by one, and chatting about how they were going to fuck Nevada up in the third period.

      “Metaphorically, right?” Matt jumped in. “Because if I see any hooking or slashing in a desperate attempt to keep them from scoring, you’re all staying for two hours of extra practice tomorrow.”

      “Metaphorically only.” Toussaint shot him a grin. “Promise, Coach.”

      If metaphorically meant playing like this was the game that would decide whether or not they made the playoffs, then yes, the Orcas handed Nevada their asses. The third period was still scoreless halfway through, but the Orcas played incredibly well, making saves where Matt expected there to be a goal, executing plays with finesse, and as Matt always stressed, they were there for their teammates.

      If they lost, Matt would console them with the fact that they’d played like they had a fire under their asses.

      Except, they didn’t lose. Behind the bench, Matt cheered just as loud as his players when Jason sunk one into the net on a power play, tying the game 2–2. As the goal horn sounded, the sold-out hometown crowd went wild, waving banner flags and pennants.

      Almost before the crowd had had a chance to settle, Walters scored on a breakaway with two minutes left before the end of the game.

      Matt walked into the locker room after speaking with the press, his steps lighter than they’d been before the game. Music thumped over the speakers, Justin Timberlake’s “Can’t Stop the Feeling” playing loud enough to make his ears bleed.

      The guys were in various stages of undress. Those who’d been called on to speak to the press were only now getting out of their uniforms, while others strolled in from the showers, towels around their waists and hair dripping water onto their shoulders. No doubt some had gone home already, and others were putting in a post-game workout or stretch.

      Matt lowered the volume on the music and got groans and good-natured ribbing for his trouble.

      “Yeah, yeah, settle down. Don’t try to tell me you haven’t had it on repeat for the past twenty minutes.”

      “I mean, obviously.” McNicoll scoffed. “It’s our victory song.”

      “Think you can live without it for a few minutes?”

      “What’s up, Coach?” Brawsiski asked, taking a seat in front of his stall and pulling on socks patterned with tiny umbrellas.

      Sucking up his pride, Matt squared his shoulders and said, “I wanted to apologize for earlier.”

      The guys looked at each other in confusion, then at him.

      “Did something happen?” Archie asked.

      “I was short with you before the game. I’m dealing with some stuff, and I brought it into the locker room when I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry I snapped and swore at you.”

      “Oh, you mean you’re just as human as the rest of us?”

      The quip from the normally reserved Jason Gauthier surprised him. Huffing a small laugh, he sent Jason a mock glare. “Don’t get chirpy with me.”

      Jason chuckled and unlaced his skates.

      Toussaint went to the whiteboard calendar by the door. It listed their practices and games, charity or community appearances, and other team functions. On today’s date, Toussaint wrote Coach Shore proved he’s human too in blue marker.

      Matt sighed, half charmed, half exasperated. “I don’t know why I put up with the lot of you.”

      Toussaint grinned. “You love us. We’re like the children you never had.”

      “More like a pack of wild dogs,” Matt called over his shoulder on his way out of the room.

      Behind him, the locker room erupted in guffaws, and when Matt finally went home hours later, it was in much better spirits than he’d started the day.
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      Pierce had meant to arrive early at Matt’s for Tuesday dinner. It was a trick he’d learned years ago—if he was the first to show up, he got to greet everyone else as they arrived instead of walking into a house full of people.

      He did not like walking into a house full of people, especially not when one of those people was a very opinionated Dorian Shore.

      Unfortunately, he’d gotten stuck on a call with his employer in Quebec who, at the end of the call, had very politely told him that he’d been slacking on the job lately.

      That had been fun. Though he supposed that was what happened with two jobs—one of them got prioritized over the other. And he wasn’t slacking off, thank you very much. Just that the job with Robert at Yesteryear had gone from a part-time gig to a full-time gig in the last couple of weeks.

      And frankly, Pierce liked his job with Robert better. The two jobs were more or less the same, but working for Robert was like working for family.

      So he’d given his two weeks’ notice to his employer in Quebec, right there on the spot. It no longer made sense for him to work both jobs, and his employer would be better served passing his responsibilities to someone who could give them more of their attention.

      Bottle of wine gripped in one white-knuckled hand, he let himself into Matt’s house per Matt’s instructions, left his boots on the mat by the door and his jacket on a hook, then followed the sound of voices to the kitchen.

      It smelled amazing, the scent of tomato sauce and spices making his stomach grumble. It had been hours since lunch, and he was ready to eat a hole through the floor.

      Matt had his back to him as he washed something at the sink, yet he was nevertheless the first to spot him. He turned and looked directly at Pierce, as though he had some kind of Pierce homing beacon.

      Pierce’s heart melted a little, his knees going weak at the sight of Matt’s smile.

      Charlie and Dorian followed Matt’s gaze to Pierce. Charlie smiled, because he was nice. Dorian scowled, because he was not.

      “Hey, LB.” Matt came over, drying his hands on a towel, and dropped a kiss to Pierce’s lips. He nodded at the wine bottle. “What’d you bring us?”

      “Something the guy at the store said would pair well with a turkey and pasta casserole dish.” Pierce handed over the Chianti.

      Matt read the label. “This is perfect. Thank you.” Another kiss, then Matt turned away and riffled through a drawer, extracting a bottle opener. “You remember Charlie and Dorian.”

      “Yeah.” Pierce pasted on a smile. “Hi, guys.”

      Charlie hugged him.

      “Oh. Uh. Hi, Charlie.” Awkwardly, Pierce patted his back.

      Charlie stepped away and looked up at him. “Welcome back.”

      “Thanks,” Pierce said, his nerves abating at Charlie’s welcome. He caught Dorian’s eye over Charlie’s shoulder.

      Dorian scowled harder. “I’m not hugging you.”

      “Good. Why would I want a hug from a prickly pear cactus?”

      Dorian’s lips twitched, though the scowl remained firmly in place. “Just for that, you don’t get any of the cannoli I brought for dessert.”

      “I don’t like cannoli, so . . .” Pierce shrugged.

      Dorian’s expression turned baffled. “Who doesn’t like cannoli? That’s inhuman.”

      Pierce laughed. Dorian smiled at him, and just like that, Pierce was no longer worried about having food thrown in his face.

      Unless Dorian was biding his time, which was entirely possible.

      Conversation flowed around the table during dinner, and when Dorian, wearing an ugly Christmas sweater of all things, brought out the cannoli, Matt also uncovered a Tupperware full of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies.

      “They’re a little burnt on the bottom,” Matt told him with a shrug. “But I wanted you to have something for dessert too.”

      There went Pierce’s heart, melting at Matt’s feet. “You made these?”

      Matt jerked a thumb at Charlie. “It’s his recipe.”

      Leaning sideways in his chair, Pierce placed a little kiss on Matt’s cheek. One day, he was going to marry this man. Hell, he should’ve done it already. Would have, if not for the past two years.

      That realization threatened to send his thoughts spiralling downward. Before that could happen, he did what his therapist had suggested and refocused on the present, on Charlie talking about his new job at the Lululemon in Kitsilano.

      Having already devoured a cannoli, Matt kicked back in his chair, one hand on Pierce’s thigh. “Sorry the PA thing didn’t work out.”

      “I thought you worked as a baker for the team?” Pierce asked. “You’re no longer with them?”

      “No, I am.” Charlie swiped a second cannoli. “But I need some extra income, so I got hired as seasonal staff at the Lululemon on West 4th.”

      “That’s near Yesteryear,” Pierce told him. “We should do lunch sometime.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Matt cocked his head. “Seasonal, you said. The job’s not permanent?”

      “Just for the holidays,” Charlie reiterated. “I get a great employee discount, though. If you guys need any gifts for Christmas, let me know.”

      “What will you do in the new year, then?” Dorian asked.

      Charlie shrugged. “I’ll find something else. Retail is always hiring, even in January.”

      “I’ll hire you.”

      Charlie made a face at Dorian. “To do what? You don’t even have a job.”

      “Not true.” Smugness radiated off Dorian, and he took a large bite of his cannoli, drawing out the suspense.

      Matt and Charlie exchanged a glance, though it was Charlie who finally caved with a huff and a roll of his eyes. “What’s the job?”

      Dorian took his time chewing. Swallowed. Delicately wiped his mouth with a napkin. “You’re looking at the new social media coordinator for Vancouver’s NHL team.”

      “What?” Matt leaned forward, elbows on the table. “You hate hockey.”

      “And how does that get me a job?” Charlie asked.

      “Hate is a strong word,” Dorian said, pointing at Matt. He turned his finger on Charlie. “And I can hire you to work for me. Like an intern. Interns get paid, right?”

      “I don’t think coordinators get interns,” Pierce pointed out. “Or hiring power.”

      “Damn. Sorry, Charlie.”

      “That’s okay.” Charlie patted Dorian’s hand. “I don’t really want to be a social media intern anyway.”

      “Why would they hire you?” Matt asked, clearly not willing to be distracted from the whys of Dorian’s new job.

      “Excuse you.” Dorian balled up his napkin and tossed it at him. “I’m smart, I’ll have you know.”

      “Yeah, I know that.” Matt tossed the napkin back. It landed on Dorian’s plate. “But you don’t have any social media experience. There are probably hundreds of recent communications grads looking for an entry-level job. Why would they hire you instead?”

      “I may have donated a significant sum to the organization’s charitable arm,” Dorian muttered, gaze going all shifty.

      “Bold of you,” Pierce said, chuckling.

      Charlie’s eyes went huge. “You bribed your way into a job?”

      “Why would you even want it?” Matt asked. “You hate working.”

      Dorian slumped. “I’m bored, okay? It’s something to do. Plus, I get to travel with the team. I like travelling.”

      “Hate to break it to you, but you won’t get the chance to see many sights,” Matt said. “Travelling with the team isn’t a vacation.”

      “How can you possibly be bored?” Charlie asked. “I thought you were working on a new business idea.”

      “I am.” Dorian pilfered the cookie off Charlie’s plate and, ignoring Charlie’s protest, took a huge bite. “But it doesn’t take a hundred percent of my time or my focus. Being a social media coordinator will be fun.”

      “But you hate hockey,” Matt repeated, dumbfounded. “And you’re going to be surrounded by hockey players and hockey coaches and hockey newscasters and hockey fans and hockey merch.”

      “Again, hate is a strong word. Besides, this will be good experience for the new business. And hey—hockey players aren’t terrible to look at.”

      “You do know that having a job means actually showing up on time, right?”

      Narrow-eyed, Dorian rubbed his middle finger along the bridge of his nose.

      “What’s the new business?” Pierce asked, drawing his attention.

      Dorian mimed zipping his mouth closed.

      Matt squeezed Pierce’s thigh. “He won’t even tell us.”

      Pierce perked up. “Can I guess?”

      “You can try,” Dorian said with a laugh.

      “Another app?”

      “Nope.”

      “Selling print-on-demand T-shirts?”

      “Nope.”

      “An online fashion boutique?”

      “Nope,” Dorian said over Matt’s murmured, “Him? A fashion boutique?”

      “You’re going to be offering online courses on . . . something.”

      “Nope.”

      “House-sitting services?”

      Dorian grimaced. “Why would I want to stay in other peoples’ houses?”

      “Right. Forgot who I was talking to.” Pierce had always known Dorian to be a creature of home comforts. He might like to travel, but travelling meant he got to return home. “You’re . . . going to invest in vending machines.”

      “No, but that’s not a terrible idea.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Dorian beamed at him.

      Later, as Charlie and Dorian were leaving, Dorian did give him a hug, whispering, “He’s smiled more since you’ve been back,” in his ear, making Pierce’s eyes prickle. As the cousins got into the car, Pierce leaned into Matt, who curled an arm around his waist.

      “That wasn’t too terrible, right?” Matt asked as Dorian pulled away from the curb with a honk.

      “Dorian didn’t throw food at me, so I count that as a win.”

      Rain dotted the landscape, but under the porch awning, they were safe and out of the wind. Pierce turned toward Matt and cuddled close.

      “I’m glad you came tonight,” Matt said, dipping to place a kiss on Pierce’s neck. “When we talked last week, it didn’t occur to me that the team’s heading out for a couple of weeks as of tomorrow and that you might want to spend the evening with Jason.”

      “He’s out with Mae tonight. Dad takes a back seat when there’s a significant other in the picture.” Honestly, he couldn’t complain. It left him free to spend the night with Matt.

      They went inside, and Pierce followed Matt into the kitchen, where the leftovers were still sitting on the stove.

      “How do you feel about these upcoming games?” Pierce asked. The Orcas had two games against Toronto, two against Laval, and then two against Calgary in the next eleven days. “Think you can keep up your winning streak?”

      “No,” Matt said, frank as ever. “It’d be nice if we could, but it’s unrealistic. If my guys can stay focused, we’ll have the games against Laval in the bag, but beating Toronto and Calgary will be harder. They’re currently both first in their divisions.”

      “And the Orcas are first in theirs,” Pierce reminded him. “Don’t sell yourselves short just yet.”

      “Please. I never sell myself short. Can you grab the spatula? I’ll lift the casserole so you can scoop the leftovers into that Tupperware.”

      “Or . . .” Done with food and talking and making nice, Pierce slunk up to Matt and caught his lower lip between his teeth. Matt’s groan was the most satisfying thing he’d ever heard, sinking deep into Pierce’s bones and sending sparks along his nerves. “We can leave that for later and do . . . other . . . things,” Pierce whispered against Matt’s lips, inserting a leg between Matt’s thighs.

      “Other things,” Matt agreed, his cock thickening against Pierce’s leg, his eyes darkening. “Definitely other things.”

      With that, Matt’s mouth was on his, and for the next couple of hours, Pierce forgot everything except for the sound of Matt’s name on his lips.
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      Because this was the AHL, not the NHL, Matt and his team flew commercial from Vancouver to Montreal. They played one game against Laval, which they won, then took a sleeper bus that night to Toronto, arriving in the city before the sun was even up.

      They played Toronto the following day and won by four goals, kicking up the Orcas’ winning streak to twelve games, breaking their eleven-game winning streak record from several years ago. Toronto had been off their game that night, though, and they rebounded two days later for their second game, beating the Orcas by two.

      Matt had known their winning streak would come to an end on this roadie, some sixth sense preparing him for it. To say his players didn’t take it well was like saying Disney World was expensive. Losing games came with the territory, but after twelve wins, they took it hard.

      It was Brawsiski who, on the sleeper bus from Toronto back to Laval that night, took a Cards Against Humanity box out of his bag and rounded up almost half the team to play. The rest of the guys were sleeping, listening to music, or playing solo games on their phones or handheld gaming devices.

      Travelling between games was by far the hardest part of being on a professional ice hockey team. On the other hand, it promoted camaraderie and team bonding, building relationships and team chemistry. It got the vets interacting with the younger players, and it brought out the pranksters, adding levity to a tricky situation.

      Back in Laval, the Orcas won their second game against them. With their confidence restored, the Orcas flew to Calgary a week after they’d left Vancouver. They had two game-free days, and while theoretically they could’ve flown back to Vancouver for some downtime, Matt hadn’t wanted extra flights to make his already tired team more exhausted. So his players had leave to do whatever they wanted when they weren’t at practice.

      Some of them went to Zoolights, a light display at the Wilder Institute/Calgary Zoo. Others went skating at Olympic Plaza—because apparently, they didn’t get enough skating in their lives. And still others went to the Christmas market at Spruce Meadows. Matt had plans to work on his backup rosters for their January games while enjoying a meal and a beer in the hotel’s restaurant, but Emery and Coach Li dragged him first to the Christmas market, then to a holiday concert with the Calgary Philharmonic Orchestra that Emery had managed to snag last-minute tickets to.

      Emery took a selfie of the three of them in their seats before the concert started, and once he’d shared it with them both, Matt cropped out Emery and Li, then sent the edited photo to Pierce with a caption that read So you don’t forget what I look like.

      Pierce’s chirpy response arrived in less than a minute. Who are you again? He’d added the laughing-crying emoji.

      Chuckling, Matt replied with an equally chirpy I miss you too. To which Pierce responded with a series of the heart emojis.

      Christ, Matt missed him.

      Their first game against Calgary saw the Orcas lose by only one goal. Calgary got off a lucky shot during the second period, putting them ahead by one. The Orcas hadn’t managed to catch up by the time the buzzer sounded.

      Their second game, though? The Orcas won with a shutout, their first of the season. Matt watched from behind the bench as Lewis-Nyawo made save after save despite Calgary’s almost seventy shots on goal. Needless to say, he was the first star of the game.

      And with that final game, their road trip came to an end. The Orcas were tired but excited, having won four out of their six games. After arriving in Vancouver, Matt gathered everyone together to say a few words and hand out fist bumps, then everyone went their separate ways.

      One day, after a long-ass roadie that left him a bleary zombie, he hoped Pierce would pick him up when he returned. He wanted a kiss hello, and he wanted to look into Pierce’s tawny eyes and know he was home and loved, and he wanted Pierce to smile at him like he couldn’t do anything else.

      The text he found on his phone once he got into his car would have to do for now.

      Welcome back! Missed your face. (And other parts of you!) Come over for lunch? I’m making quesadillas. Jason’s already ditched me for Mae . . . via text because he’s classy like that . . . so the place is all ours :)

      Excitement thrumming through him, he was texting back that he’d be there in thirty minutes when a second text pinged his phone.

      From Emiko.

      Thanks for convincing your partner to sign the NDA. It really is in the best interest of all parties involved. Let’s schedule a meeting before Christmas to talk about how/if you want to go public with your relationship.

      What. The actual. Fuck.

      Pierce had signed the NDA? What happened to the whole we’ll-make-the-decision-together thing? He gritted his teeth, his good mood crumbling as though it’d been forced into a blender and mixed on high for hours.

      Ignoring Emiko’s message, he texted Pierce his ETA, then peeled out of the parking lot with a squeal of tires.
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        * * *

      

      A pounding at the door had Pierce letting out a little eep sound, then a muttered “Fuck” when he dropped the container of sour cream on the counter. Sour cream went everywhere, including his T-shirt. He swore again.

      Another pounding at the door, followed by a muffled, “Pierce?”

      Matt? Pierce scowled in the direction of the entryway. He’d never buzzed Matt into the building, so someone else must’ve been leaving as he was arriving.

      But also . . . Matt didn’t usually announce his presence so forcefully. He was either incredibly eager to see Pierce, or he was pissed about something.

      Pierce hoped it was the former, but a prickle on the back of his neck told him it was the latter. He glanced at the folder on the coffee table in the living room. Matt couldn’t possibly know about that yet, could he?

      Once he’d washed his hands, he paused his audiobook. Matt didn’t ever need to know that Pierce often listened to his audiobooks just to hear the sound of his voice.

      He opened the door, and Matt marched in, steam coming out of his ears.

      Not how Pierce had wanted to be reunited after almost two weeks.

      “Tell me you didn’t sign it,” Matt demanded before Pierce could say hello.

      “Sign what?”

      “The NDA, LB. Tell me you didn’t sign it.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Because you specifically said that we’d make that decision together and— Wait. What? Also, what happened to your shirt?”

      Pierce looked down at himself and sighed. “Sour cream incident.” He headed for the kitchen to deal with the mess. “To reiterate, no. I did not sign the NDA. Why would you think I had?”

      “Because Emiko said you did.”

      “Your team owner? I’ll admit that I spoke with Alan today and got the paperwork from him, but Emiko wasn’t on the call.” Alan—the Orcas’ general manager—must’ve told Emiko something, though he’d promised to keep Pierce’s name out of it, just like Matt wanted.

      Groaning, Matt scrubbed both hands down his face. “Why would you get in touch with him in the first place? I was purposefully trying to keep you out of it so Jason didn’t get caught in the middle.”

      “Excuse you.” Pierce shot him a glare. “Jumping to conclusions, much? I didn’t get in touch with him. He reached out to me, we talked, then he sent the NDA over via courier. I haven’t signed anything and I don’t plan to until my lawyer looks at it.”

      “How did Alan figure out it’s you I’m dating?”

      “I didn’t ask. Just assumed you told him. Guess that’s not the case?”

      “Fuck.” Matt paced away. “I must’ve said something in our meeting that made him connect the dots. What if he tells Emiko who you are?”

      “He promised me he wouldn’t.” Pierce grabbed a dish cloth and wiped the counter. “And what does it matter anyway? Think about it. You’re the one who said that you want to take me out, do things together. He would’ve found out eventually.”

      “Yeah, but after we had the whole NDA bullshit figured out and after we had promises that Jason wasn’t going to be traded to save themselves some theoretical bad press.” Matt huffed and ran a hand through his hair. “Where is it?”

      Pierce nodded at the coffee table. “That folder there.”

      Grabbing it, Matt sat in the armchair, opened the folder, and flipped through the paperwork. “How does it look?”

      “Fuck if I know,” Pierce murmured. He placed the tub of sour cream on the table to go with their quesadillas. Assuming Matt was still hungry after all this. “I wouldn’t know one NDA from another. It’s comprehensive, that’s for sure. Says I can’t talk to the media without running it by them first.”

      “That’s horseshit,” was Matt’s opinion on that. “Why would it be so broad? Usually, these things are much more specific. It should’ve exclusively pertained to you communicating any details about the Orcas.”

      “Maybe they’re trying to cover all their bases?”

      "This is outrageous. It forbids you from going to the press about anything. Why would they even need that kind of guarantee?” Matt tossed the folder back onto the table. “You’re not signing that.”

      Patience snapping, Pierce slapped one palm against the counter. “Yes, I know that. How many times do I have to promise not to sign anything without discussing it with you first? And if you think I’d sign an NDA without first giving it to my lawyer, you’re severely deluded.”

      Matt visibly startled, staring at him with both eyebrows raised.

      Blowing out a slow breath, Pierce held up one hand. “Sorry. I’m sorry. You barged in here all demanding and accusatory and it got my back up. I didn’t even get a kiss hello.” He was pouting and he knew it, but he didn’t much care.

      Matt rose, edged around the couch, and stalked toward him, gaze intense. Pierce gulped, his stomach jolting to life, his heart rate kicking up in anticipation.

      Matt cupped his cheeks so, so gently, those dark eyes of his brighter than they’d ever been. Pierce’s breath caught the second before Matt’s lips touched his, and then he was being walked backward until he was pressed up against the fridge and kissed to within an inch of his life.

      This was what he’d wanted from the minute Matt had walked in the door. The kiss either went on for an eternity or not long enough, Pierce wasn’t sure.

      His head was foggy when Matt eventually whispered, “Hi. And I’m sorry. I should’ve asked instead of making assumptions.”

      Sighing, Pierce leaned into him, grunting a small laugh when Matt’s arms came around him and held him tightly. The folder was still sitting on the coffee table, the sight of it making Pierce’s head clear right up.

      “Tell me the truth.” He stepped away an inch to look at Matt. “What happens if I don’t sign the NDA? And don’t say nothing. You get fired, don’t you?”

      Matt didn’t say anything at all, which spoke louder than words.

      “Matt.”

      “Everything is going to be fine.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “They’re not going to fire me after what I’ve managed to accomplish with the team.”

      Pierce scoffed. “You and I both know that your job is at Emiko’s whim. You could be fired at the drop of a hat despite your success and years of loyalty to the organization.”

      Swearing under his breath, Matt planted both hands on his hips, an angry red creeping into his cheeks. “Fine. You’re right. Maybe it’s naïve of me to think otherwise, but I’m not giving up without a fight. This NDA is bullshit. It’s like I said before, if you were literally anybody else, this wouldn’t be an issue.”

      “But I’m not anybody else,” Pierce muttered, something dark and heavy settling on his shoulders. “I’m a player’s dad. One of your players’ dads. All it takes is one person speculating that you’re getting sexual favours in exchange for his son’s special treatment for the shit to hit the fan.”

      Matt nodded at the contract. “And how is that going to help things?”

      Well, shit. He had a point there. The NDA wouldn’t prevent speculation, but it would prevent Pierce from publicly bad-mouthing Matt or the Orcas—not that he’d do that anyway. He didn’t need an NDA for that, just to be a decent human being.

      Mother-fucking shit on a hockey stick. Despite Matt’s assurances that everything would be fine, that there were no rules pertaining to coaches and players’ parents, Pierce had suspected the shit might hit the fan when Orcas management found out about their relationship. And here it was, rearing its ugly head. That dark and heavy something threatened to drown him, and he grabbed onto the edge of the counter for support.

      “Maybe we should . . .” cool it for a bit, he meant to say, but the words lodged in his throat.

      “No.”

      Eyes burning with pending loss, Pierce whispered, “You don’t know what I was going to say.”

      “I do,” Matt said gently. “And it’s not happening. Nobody controls my life but me, certainly not my employer.”

      “I never wanted this. I never wanted to put you in this kind of situation.” Pierce ran a hand through his hair and yanked. “I just wanted you.”

      “Even if you’d known ahead of time,” Matt said, stepping closer, “would it have prevented you from coming to see me?”

      That first day, he meant. The day Jason had fainted and Pierce had later returned to the practice facility and taken Matt to JJ Bean Coffee Roasters.

      The day Pierce had told him everything.

      “No,” Pierce breathed, his heart in his throat. “I don’t think I could’ve stayed away.”

      “Good.”

      That one word—that one, tiny four-letter word—said more about where Matt wanted their relationship to go than anything else he could’ve said. Before Pierce could leap for joy, Matt kissed him again.

      And it was the polar opposite of their earlier kiss. This was heat and desperation and longing and a wordless plea.

      Pierce dragged Matt into the bedroom, desire firing hot and bright when Matt looked at him like he couldn’t believe his good fortune. Their kisses frantic, they didn’t bother getting undressed, just shoved their pants and boxer briefs down and made a reach for the lube and a condom in the nightstand.

      Pierce stared into Matt’s dark eyes as Matt thrust so deliciously into him, sweat trailing tracks down his temples. There was nothing but love and adoration and desire reflected back at him, and there it was—the knowledge that Matt was and always had been his person.

      When Pierce came, it was with Matt’s name on his lips and the feel of Matt surrounding him. And when Matt came, it was with his head buried in Pierce’s neck, every exhale tickling Pierce’s skin.

      Eventually, Matt rolled off him with a groan, and they lay there staring at the ceiling, breaths syncing, dicks still hanging out. Through the open bedroom door, Pierce could see right into his kitchen. Shit. Had he turned the burner off on the quesadillas?

      Ah, fuck it. Let them burn.

      He shucked his pants but pulled up his underwear. Rolling over, he draped himself over Matt and shivered when Matt’s arms came around him. The silence was comfortable and sweet and full of all the things Pierce wanted to say but hadn’t yet.

      “I’m sorry, Matt. Fuck, I’m so sorry.” Not what he’d meant to say, but the words burst out of him like a downcast jack-in-the-box.

      “Don’t sweat it.” Matt kissed his temple, his lips warm and wet. “I’ll talk to Emiko soon and—”

      “Not about that.” Propping himself up onto an elbow, Pierce gazed down at him, at this man who’d given him a second chance when he shouldn’t have had to. “I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough to hold on to you the first time.”

      Matt’s eyes narrowed, a muscle in his jaw jumping. He had one arm around Pierce, but the other came up and cupped the back of Pierce’s neck. “You don’t have to apologize to me for doing what you had to do to get better. Not ever.”

      “That’s the thing, though, isn’t it? For a while there, I wasn’t getting better. I was just . . . drowning. Hell, I was barely surviving until Cam showed up and forced me into therapy.”

      Matt’s thumb dug into the base of Pierce’s neck. “Sometimes we hit our limit and we don’t even know it.”

      “I hate that it took me two years to get my shit together and get back to you. It kind of feels like I slept through that first year.” Pierce ran his fingers over Matt’s cheek. “I wish the last two years hadn’t happened like they did.”

      “When I was in therapy after my mom died,” Matt said softly, “my therapist likened mental health to physical health. She said that people often took breaks when their physical health suffered, whether it was a chronic illness or cancer or unexpected surgery or something else. People quit their jobs or take extended leaves of absence, and they might even re-evaluate their lives. Taking time to recharge after a mental break is basically the same thing, just with a whole boatload of stigma attached to it, even in the twenty-first century.”

      Pierce absorbed that, laying his head on Matt’s shoulder and letting the words sink into his marrow. “That’s a good way of looking at it.”

      “And besides,” Matt said, squeezing him tighter, “we’re here now. That’s all that matters.” He squirmed for a moment. “And speaking of being here now, I should probably go in case Jason returns.”

      Pierce sat up. “I don’t expect him until after dinner.”

      “Still, I should at least put my dick away.”

      Chuckling, Pierce slipped off the bed and went into the adjoining washroom to clean up. “How do you feel about reheated quesadillas?”

      “I feel pretty positively about reheated quesadillas, considering I haven’t eaten in hours.” Matt appeared in the washroom doorway, wearing only his underwear, all of that glorious skin on display. “Shower first?”

      “God, yes.”

      Pierce stripped, turned on the water, and crooked a finger at Matt. “Get over here so I can blow you until you can’t see straight.”

      He didn’t think Matt had ever moved so fast.
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      Tonight was the night.

      Pierce was going to tell Jason everything.

      Actually, this time.

      Whether Jason returned home for dinner with Mae or with his entire hockey team, Pierce was telling him about Matt.

      Christ, he hoped he didn’t return with the entire team. Or maybe they’d provide a buffer?

      No, no. Whether Matt wanted his players to know about them was up to him.

      Pierce had learned a long time ago that when it came to sports players, important news needed to wait until that period between games that would give the player ample time before the next game to process said news. A week after Matt and the Orcas had returned from their roadie, the Orcas were fresh off hosting Laval for two games, which the Orcas had won—and Jason had scored in each game, putting him in a good mood. And this being a Monday, Jason’s next game wasn’t until Friday, giving him four days to get over it.

      The lock on the front door clicked open sooner than Pierce was ready for it to. Sucking in a breath, he wiped his damp palms on his thighs. Jason stepped inside. Alone.

      Miracles. They did happen.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey.” Pierce transferred dinner from the stove and into a serving dish. “How was the tour?”

      “It was good,” Jase said, dropping his backpack by the front door. “I can definitely see myself going there. Just have to find a major that speaks to me and that I can do the majority of classes for online.”

      Mae had given Jason a personal tour of the University of British Columbia campus. Many of Jason’s university-aged teammates were completing degrees online, taking one or two classes during the season and three or four in the off-season. Jason, however, had been adamant since graduating high school that he wasn’t attending higher education until he’d figured out what he wanted to study.

      Pierce had a feeling that seeing Mae thrive at UBC and make friends and join clubs was slowly convincing Jason to pick a major sooner rather than later.

      Or maybe he just wanted to impress Mae.

      “Did you meet any other students?”

      “Yeah, a few of Mae’s friends. Even met a couple of TAs and professors. I thought the professors would be all stuffy and cold, but they were really nice. Mae says most of them just want their students to succeed.”

      “Kind of like your coach.”

      “Heh. I guess so.” Jason slouched onto a stool on the other side of the counter and fidgeted with his sleeve. “So, I, uh, have something to tell you that you might not like.”

      Concern edged out Pierce’s nerves. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Jason waved a hand. “It’s nothing bad.”

      “Well, I also have something to tell you that you might not like.”

      They stared at each other over the counter.

      Jason gave him a lopsided smile. “Want to go first?”

      “Nope.”

      Chuckling, Jason opened his mouth, then caught sight of the serving dish. “Shrimp pad Thai?” He straightened from his slouch with a grin. “You made my favourite?” He blanched as fast as he’d straightened. “You’re trying to butter me up. Oh god, what’s wrong? Are you sick?”

      “No, no. It’s nothing bad,” Pierce said, echoing Jason’s words. “In fact, it’s really good.” Picking up the dish, he rounded the end of the counter and placed it on the table he’d set with two spots.

      “But you said I wouldn’t like it.”

      “Might not like it. It’s actually a good thing.” Pierce smiled softly as he sat and began to scoop food onto Jason’s plate. “A really good thing.”

      Jason probably wouldn’t see it that way, but it was.

      “Okay.” Jason sat across from him, tentatively, as though the chair might collapse under his weight. “Wait, you made this the other day, didn’t you? When I brought Mae home.”

      “Yeah, I was going to tell you then, but . . .” Pierce rolled his shoulders back. “It’s a private thing.”

      “Maybe you should go first,” Jason muttered, spearing a shrimp with his fork.

      “Nope. You.”

      “Right. Sure. Okay. Uh . . . I think . . . No, I know I’m . . . going to be moving out.”

      Lead sank Pierce’s stomach, and he paused with a scoop of pad Thai on his fork. “Oh.”

      He upended his fork, sending noodles and shrimp and peanuts back into his bowl. He should’ve expected this, but somehow, with everything else going on, it hadn’t occurred to him that Jason was an adult who wanted to be independent.

      “Well, sure,” he said through a throat gone bone dry. “Of course. You had your own place in Laval, so it makes sense you’d want your own here too. I guess I forgot that our living arrangement was only meant to be temporary.” A quick solution when Jason had been unexpectedly traded. The perfect solution, since Pierce already had the apartment, preventing Jason from living out of a hotel or bunking on a teammate’s couch or staying at one of the organization’s personality-less pre-furnished apartments they no doubt had on retainer.

      “It’s not going to be anytime soon,” Jason said. “Nasser and Toussaint want out of their apartment, so the three of us thought we’d look for a house to rent.” He bit his lip. “It’s not that I don’t want to live with you—”

      “I get it,” Pierce interrupted with a laugh. “I do. It’s not that you don’t want to live with me—you just want to live with your friends more. And that’s okay. You’re a responsible adult, so you get to make that decision for yourself.”

      “I’ll still come visit.”

      “You’d better.” They shared a smile before Pierce dug back into his meal. “Truth is, I’m lucky. There are plenty of parents out there whose kids live in different cities, different provinces, different countries. And I’ve got you right here.”

      “Maybe not forever, though.”

      “No. You could get traded again or get a job elsewhere once you retire from hockey or just decide to move for a change of scenery.”

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, and the lead that had sent Pierce’s stomach southward slowly melted to nothing. This was okay. It was good. Hell, it was normal for a twenty-year-old to want to live with his friends. If Jase were any other young adult, he’d be in his third year of university, living on campus—or perhaps with friends off-campus—and Pierce would probably only see him on holidays or when Jason came home to do laundry.

      He couldn’t get upset Ie his kid was growing up and doing things without him. It was what Pierce wanted for Jason—for him to find happiness and purpose and to spread his wings and fly.

      Part of Pierce wanted to go on that journey with him, but there were some things people had to experience on their own.

      Plus, Pierce was on his own journey.

      “If I got traded again,” Jason asked quietly, “would you come with me again?”

      Pierce pushed his empty plate away and regarded his son. He thought about the years his ex-wife had trash talked him to Jason, creating a them-against-him situation that had lasted far too long. He thought of how tender their relationship was—tender, but not without a core of strength. He thought of Jason’s dedication to his team.

      He thought of Matt and Yesteryear and Sabrina and her daughter.

      He thought of how much he’d miss Jason if they were separated again. Thought also of allowing children to become their own people.

      “I’m not sure what my answer’s supposed to be.”

      Jason shrugged. “There’s no right or wrong answer. I was just curious.” He stacked their bowls and brought them to the sink.

      “I think I would at first,” Pierce eventually said, repeating what he’d told Matt weeks ago. He brought the rest of the pad Thai over to the counter to put away. “Just to make sure you’re settling in okay. And I’d visit more often than you’d probably like, but no. I don’t think I’d move with you. Unless you wanted me to, in which case we could talk about it, but . . .” He nudged Jason with his elbow. “You’re a smart kid, Jase. You don’t need me.”

      Jason dropped the dishes into the sink with a clatter and turned big eyes on him. “That’s not true. I . . .” He gulped, fingers circling Pierce’s wrist, right above the watch Matt had given him once upon a time. “I don’t think I ever said it, but I’m sorry for letting Mom convince me that you were—” He broke off, no doubt unwilling to repeat Nadyne’s hatred.

      “A terrible person?” Pierce offered, knowing exactly what she would’ve said because she’d shouted it at him when he’d asked for a divorce. “Selfish? A ruiner of families? Only looking out for myself? That I didn’t care about you?”

      Jason winced. “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for, Jase.”

      “But I—”

      “No, Jase. Just, no.”

      Jason had been manipulated into believing the worst about him. That wasn’t on him. It was on Nadyne.

      To an extent, Pierce understood. Nadyne been bitter about the divorce. Well, so had he. They’d gotten married because it had been the right thing to do, and although Pierce hadn’t been in love with Nadyne, he’d certainly loved her in his own way. When he’d said “I do,” he’d meant it until he just couldn’t put up appearances anymore.

      So he got it. Truly.

      But to take that bitterness and warp it into something ugly and hateful that put Jason on one side of the dividing line between them? That was a thousand steps way too far.

      Like Pierce, Nadyne was also in therapy, though for wholly different reasons, and while Pierce was proud of her for working through her own shit, he could never be friends with her again.

      “We’re okay now, right?” he said to his son, forcing a smile. “That’s all that matters.”

      “And you’re really okay with me moving out?”

      “Of course. And if you want, we can sit down and look at your finances, make a budget so you know how much you can afford to pay in rent.”

      “Yeah, that’d be good. Thanks, Dad.”

      Pierce squeezed his shoulder, then finally put the leftovers away.

      It wasn’t until Pierce was sliding the Tupperware container into the fridge that Jason said, “Hey, wait. What about your thing?”

      “My thing?”

      “The thing you had to tell me.”

      Was it bad that Pierce had hoped Jason would forget?

      Probably.

      He leaned back against the counter next to the stove, gripping the edge of the countertop in both hands. Jason stood across from him, a small smile on his face, head cocked, ready and eager for Pierce’s news.

      He wouldn’t be so ready or eager soon enough.

      They’d had such a good night, and Pierce was loath to break the peace between them. It had to be done, though, right? Besides, was there ever a good time to tell your son you were dating his coach? The longer Pierce waited, the more complicated things would get.

      Swallowing roughly, Pierce rubbed a hand over his stomach to settle his nerves.

      “Come on,” Jason prompted. He stuck out a foot and poked Pierce in the shin. “Out with it.”

      “I’m not sure where to start.”

      “The beginning?”

      The beginning was more than three and a half years ago. Should he start there and work his way up to the present?

      In the end, he went with a simple explanation. “You know your coach?”

      Jason’s brows pulled together. “Which one?”

      “Matt.”

      “Coach Shore?” Jason snorted a laugh. “Don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone call him by his first name.”

      Bracing himself, Pierce said the words that would wipe the smile right off Jason’s face. “We’re together. Dating, I mean.”

      And there went the smile, vanishing like a ghost in the night. “You’re . . . What?”

      “I mean, it’s more than dating. It’s . . . He’s . . . my person. Me and Matt, it’s . . .” Running a hand through his hair, Pierce tried to read Jason’s expression. “We’re—”

      “That day I saw you guys out the window,” Jason interjected, voice carefully blank. “Were you dating then too?”

      “Oh. Well. Yeah.” The blankness on Jason’s face sent a swarm of jittery fear up Pierce’s spine.

      “But . . . that’s my coach. My coach,” Jason muttered in an exact repetition of what he’d said the day he’d caught Matt and Pierce out the window.

      “No, I know. Obviously. But like I said, it’s more than dating. The fact he forgave me at all after— Where are you going?”

      “I need to go,” Jason said, so quietly that Pierce almost missed it. “I’m sorry, I . . . I need to go. I need some space to think. I’m going to stay the night with Nasser and Toussaint.”

      “But . . .” Pierce lurched forward, meeting Jason in the entryway. “Can’t we talk about this? I have so much more to tell you, and I want to know how you’re feeling about all of this.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know how I’m feeling, and I need to think. And I can’t do that here.”

      “Right. Okay.” Emotions were a tricky business. Pierce had learned that much after a year of therapy. Sometimes they were obvious, and other times, trying to figure out how he felt was like wading through a rose garden. In a moment of anxiety-induced panic, he blurted, “You’ll come back, right?”

      “I do live here.”

      Sarcasm? A joke? Jason wasn’t yelling at him, at least, so that was something.

      Jason cleared his throat, and though he turned to Pierce, he didn’t look at him. “I’ll text you in the morning, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Then he was gone, pulling the door quietly closed behind him.

      Pierce’s breathing hitched. The apartment was suddenly too quiet. Life was suddenly too quiet. Their napkins from dinner were still on the table, Jason hadn’t bothered to push in his chair, and the dishes were still in the sink. Little signs of an evening well spent.

      Sinking onto the arm of the couch, Pierce had never felt more alone in his life. Nose burning, he did the only thing he could think of and texted Matt.

      I told him.

      He should probably talk to his therapist, but he always felt bad bothering her after hours. He wanted to talk to Sabrina too, get her thoughts on everything, but she was probably putting Rosa to bed. And besides, the ball was in her court after the way they’d left things last time.

      More than anything, he wanted a parent to speak to, but he hadn’t had one of those in a long, long time.

      He jumped when the buzzer sounded what could’ve been two or twenty minutes later. Chin wobbling, he pressed the button and whispered a choppy, “Hello?”

      “It’s me.”

      Matt. Pierce buzzed him in, then stood in his doorway to wait for him.

      Barely thirty seconds later, the elevator doors whispered open and Matt stepped out, looking handsome in jeans and a rain-spotted leather jacket. Not that Pierce took much of him in through his blurry vision.

      Matt stopped in front of him and took something out of the inside pocket of his jacket. “Figured Jason wouldn’t be here, so I brought a toothbrush.”

      Pierce laughed, but it soon devolved into tears, and when Matt pulled him close, Pierce let himself cry on his shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Matt was an asshole.

      No, he was worse than an asshole.

      He’d once heard one of his players call an opponent a wiener-face donkey chomper. That was what he was. A terrible wiener-face donkey chomper who’d pressured Pierce into telling Jason about them, and now Pierce was all sad because Jason hadn’t taken it well and walked out.

      Matt sat in his office after practice the following day, the sounds coming out of the adjacent locker room full of team camaraderie and shit talking. Music blared, because of course it did, and the guys had to shout to be heard over it.

      Jason’s head had been in the clouds again during practice today. He hadn’t side-eyed Matt this time, though, or rolled his eyes or half-assed the drills. He’d seemed more contemplative than anything.

      The fact that he’d removed himself from the situation with Pierce last night and gently but firmly told him that he needed to think said more about his maturity than Matt had expected. He hadn’t shouted at Pierce or made demands, which Matt tried to look at as a positive.

      Tried to. He was still mostly convinced that the demands were coming and that Pierce would be forced to choose between them.

      They were a pair, weren’t they? Pierce, stuck between Jason and Matt. And Matt, stuck between Pierce and his job.

      Pierce had attended today’s open practice, sitting way up in the last row of the stands where it was nothing but shadows. Matt had seen him right away because he’d never not notice Pierce. But it was clear that he didn’t want Jason knowing he was there, so Matt had sent him a short I see you text—creepy but accurate—to which Pierce had responded with a simple heart emoji, so Matt had gone about practice. Afterwards, he’d texted Pierce to ask if he wanted to get lunch, but Pierce was having lunch with Robert.

      Last night, Matt had apologized for pressuring Pierce, but Pierce hadn’t wanted an apology.

      “Shut up. You didn’t pressure me,” he’d said, flopping onto the couch, eyes all red and puffy. “You encouraged, but I never felt pressured.” He’d sighed and stared at his hands. “I didn’t get to tell him all of it. He left before I could get into our history or reassure him that this isn’t a fling.”

      Matt had sat on the coffee table and taken Pierce’s hands in his. “Is it a good thing that he left to think instead of getting angry?”

      “Maybe. I did that a few months ago. We got into an argument about . . . something. I don’t even know. And I left before I said something I’d regret. Told him I needed to think and calm down. It’s a tool my therapist gave me—she said it’s okay to remove myself from a situation that’s distressing. I guess . . . Jason followed my lead?”

      They’d sat on the couch for a while, Pierce playing with Matt’s fingers, Matt nursing an herbal tea that Pierce had made for him. The silence between them had been quietly comfortable, broken only occasionally for a random thought.

      “What’d you make for dinner that smells so good?” Matt had asked.

      And “Did you know the knuckle on your ring finger is larger than the knuckle on your middle finger?” Pierce had mused.

      And from Matt, “There’s a hole in your sock. My dad can darn it for you.”

      To which Pierce had looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “I’ve got, like, thirty other pairs. And besides, if it was an emergency, I’d buy a new pack.”

      “My dad would tell you that’s a waste of money when sock holes are easily fixed.”

      “I got socks with elves on them for Christmas last year. Suppose I should pull them out again, huh?”

      They’d somehow ended up on the merits of crazy socks versus boring socks before crawling into bed.

      Jason had returned at the godawful hour of 6:00 a.m. Matt had only heard him because he’d been putting on his jeans at the time, attempting to get dressed as quietly as possible so he didn’t wake Pierce, who’d tossed and turned all night but finally seemed to be getting some shut-eye. Jason had grabbed his hockey gear and disappeared again in less than a minute. Matt didn’t think Jason knew he was there unless he’d noticed the unfamiliar shoes by the front door.

      And speaking of Jason, he appeared now in Matt’s office doorway, hands shoved in the pockets of his sweatpants. He frowned at Matt, one of those I-have-a-conundrum frowns that spoke more of uncertainty than anger.

      “Can I come in?”

      Matt nodded, refusing to let this kid make him nervous. “Shut the door behind you.”

      Was this it? Was this when Jason told him he couldn’t date his dad because it would make things weird?

      And how would Matt respond if that were the case? Probably with a big “kindly fuck off,” that was how. He’d told Pierce that nobody got to dictate his life, and that included Jason too.

      Jason sat in the chair across from the desk, elbows on his knees, and stared at his hands, the pose so much like his dad’s last night that Matt’s heart skipped a beat.

      “My dad told me about you guys.”

      “I know.”

      Jason continued to stare at his hands, perhaps sorting out his thoughts. The longer the silence went on, the more Matt was uncharacteristically tempted to break it, if only to get Jason to spit out whatever was on his mind.

      Glancing up at him, Jason finally said, “Why my dad?”

      Thrown by the question, Matt blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “There’s eight billion people in the world. Why my dad?”

      Matt didn’t think Jason was asking for the reasons why Matt couldn’t stay away from Pierce. More that he wanted the logic behind why Pierce in the first place, knowing who he was. “Because it’s always been your dad for me.”

      “But you just met, like, two months ago.”

      “We have more history than you’re aware of, which you would’ve found out about had you stuck around last night.”

      Jason’s lips flattened. “How else am I supposed to react when my dad tells me he’s dating my coach? Why is he dating my coach? How long has this been going on? Isn’t this a conflict of interest?”

      Sighing, Matt said, “There are no rules saying a coach can’t date a player’s parent,” for what felt like the thousandth time. He ignored everything else because that was for Pierce to discuss with Jason. “Emiko doesn’t like it, but there’s not much he or anyone else can do about it, including forcing your dad to sign an NDA.”

      “What would an NDA accomplish?”

      “Good fucking question.”

      Jason bit his lip. “So . . . are you gonna get fired over this?”

      “Do you want me to get fired?”

      “No!”

      The vehemence in Jason’s voice was comforting.

      “But you don’t want me dating your dad either,” Matt summated, getting to the heart of the matter.

      “I . . . No. I mean . . . It’s . . .” Jason squirmed in his chair, mouth working but no sound escaping. “How did you two even meet if it wasn’t that day I passed out?” he eventually asked, which Matt suspected wasn’t what he wanted to ask at all.

      “Look.” Planting his elbows on the desk, Matt ran one hand over his jaw. “I don’t want to step on your dad’s toes here, okay? If you have questions about us, you really need to speak to him about them.”

      Loosing a long breath, Jason rose. “What do I call you when we’re outside the arena?”

      “Um . . .” Matt’s mind blanked at the question. “Matt?”

      Jason grimaced. “Let’s stick with Coach.”

      With that, he left, leaving Matt sitting alone with his thoughts.

      Jason wasn’t going to demand Matt and Pierce stop seeing each other, then? Was he okay with their relationship? He had questions, and he seemed more curious than anything, but what did that mean in the long run?

      With no answers forthcoming, Matt packed up his stuff, said goodbye to his players and fellow coaches, and went home.
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        * * *

      

      The earbuds Pierce wore had great noise-cancelling capabilities, so he couldn’t hear much of what was going on down on the ice from his seat in the top row of the stands. Not to mention that he had his audiobook playing loud enough to be heard over a goal horn.

      It was comforting, though, having Matt’s voice in his ear.

      He hadn’t meant to attend practice. He’d planned on taking the morning to do some grocery shopping before meeting Robert for lunch. Yesteryear was closed on Mondays and Tuesdays, so it was technically the tail end of Pierce’s weekend, and he’d had a to-do list as long as his arm: groceries, laundry, vacuuming, meal prep for the week, and if he had time, placing Christmas lights on his balcony railing. With the holidays less than three weeks away, he didn’t have much time to get his apartment looking festive.

      Instead, he was hiding in a darkened corner of the arena like a creeper, all so he could make sure that Jason was okay.

      Of course he was okay. He was executing drills like a pro, and Pierce thought he’d seen him give a teammate a couple of pointers. If he was distracted or had something else on his mind, Pierce couldn’t tell from up here. Jason was a little speck in black-and-white.

      Fuck, his son was talented. Maybe that was parental pride talking, but Jason was good. Matt had told him that he expected Jason to play a few NHL games this season, and Pierce could see why.

      And then there was Matt himself, all tall and imposing and confident on the ice. Even from way up here, Pierce could see the confidence in Matt’s shoulders, the cool-headedness when a group of players fumbled a drill, the patience when he had to repeat instructions, the care and attention he gave to each of his players.

      Watching Matt in his element was hot as fuck.

      Eventually, practice ended and everyone skated off the ice, barring a few players who’d either volunteered or been voluntold to help clean up the equipment—cones, nets, and pucks. Pierce watched the back of Jason’s jersey as Jason clomped away toward the locker rooms in the depths of the building.

      Pierce supposed he could’ve hung out closer to the boards with the rest of the fans, but he hadn’t wanted to distract Jason. Now Pierce wanted nothing more than to find Jason and ask him how he was doing and whether he had questions. But Jason had said he needed time to think, so Pierce would respect his wishes, no matter how much he ached to hug his kid.

      Pierce’s phone buzzed as he stood to leave. Taking it out of his pocket, he sat back down and checked his notifications.

      Sabrina had texted him!

      Hi.

      That was it.

      Frowning, he quickly typed out a message. Did Rosa butt text me?

      I’d be pretty impressed with her vocabulary if she had.

      Pierce snorted a laugh. Damn, it was good to hear from his sister. He’d invited her to lunch a few times, but she’d declined each time.

      His phone pinged with another text. I just wanted to say hi. And send you this.

      It was a selfie of a smiling Sabrina and Rosa, Sabrina with her cheeks flushed and her bangs covering half of one eye and Rosa with the big eyes he’d seen in the photos at Sabrina’s place.

      Swallowing past the lump in his throat, Pierce wrote, Thank you for getting in touch. And for the photo. I look forward to meeting her in person one day.

      He didn’t receive a response, but he didn’t expect to. Sabrina had reached out, and that would have to be enough for now.

      A tap on his shoulder startled him, and he jolted, nearly dropping his phone.

      Coach Stanton grimaced. “Sorry,” he said.

      Or Pierce assumed that was what he said. He paused his audiobook and took out one earbud.

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were listening to something,” Coach Stanton said. He’d changed from skates to running shoes and wore loose jeans and a hoodie. “Anything good? I recommend Carly Rae Jepsen.”

      Pierce cocked his head. “Not your own husband?” Stanton’s super-famous singer-songwriter husband was one of Pierce’s favourite artists.

      “Him too,” Stanton said with a mischievous grin.

      Pierce chuckled. “I wasn’t listening to music. Just an audiobook.”

      Stanton rocked back on his heels, smile turning slick. “Which one?”

      The way Stanton asked, casual with a mix of anticipation, meant he knew about Pierce and Matt and suspected that Pierce knew Matt’s narrator pseudonym. Matt and Stanton were friends as well as coworkers, so it made sense that Matt had told him, and besides—it wasn’t like Pierce and Matt were a secret. Matt could shout their relationship from the rooftops if he wanted now that Jason knew.

      Hell, Pierce wanted to shout their relationship from the rooftops and let the world know that Matt was his, his, all his.

      Swallowing a smile, Pierce regarded Stanton and the way Stanton was trying so hard not to look expectant. How he’d known Pierce was listening to one of Matt’s audiobooks was anybody’s guess. Though perhaps he was just hoping.

      Pierce wasn’t above pulling one over on his boyfriend. According to Matt, the only reason he’d kept his pseudonym from Stanton all these years was because it was fun to tease him.

      Pierce pressed his lips together. “I’ve been asked to keep it from you—”

      “Goddamn that sneaky bastard.”

      “—but it wouldn’t be my fault if . . . Oops. Dropped my phone.”

      It landed face first on the ground.

      Grinning, Stanton said, “Why don’t I get that for you?”

      He picked up the phone, flipped it over, casually blew on it to get rid of any dust or debris, and handed it over with a flourish. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.”

      Whistling, Stanton began jogging down the steps, but he turned back with a snap of his fingers. “Almost forgot. The reason I came up here. The NHL team is starting practice in about an hour and it’s a closed one, so . . .”

      “Get lost,” Pierce finished. “Got it.”

      The rest of the fans had vacated while Pierce had been texting with Sabrina.

      He made the quick trip over Vancouver Harbour to Robert and Jeannie’s place in North Van. When he arrived, Pierce parked behind Robert’s truck, then headed up the walk to the familiar two-storey blue-and-white house. There was a wreath on the front door and lights strung around the porch columns as well as the hedge lining the driveway.

      Pierce knocked and the door swung open a moment later. Jeannie was a tall woman with a silver-haired pixie cut and large, round, leopard-print earrings. “Pierce! Come in, come in.”

      He was enveloped in a hug almost as soon as he stepped in the door. He hugged Jeannie back, her arms as familiar as his own mother’s had been.

      Jeannie pulled away and gave him a head-to-toe glance. “You look good. Healthy. Except for your eyes. They’re sad.”

      Pierce couldn’t help but smile. Jeannie had a lot of experience with Sad Pierce given how many times he’d shown up on her doorstep when life had gone to shit.

      “Come inside,” she said, looping their elbows together once he’d removed his shoes and coat, “and tell me all about it.”

      In the kitchen, Robert was saying goodbye to someone on the phone. Hanging up, he said, “That was Cam. He says he’ll be here for Christmas.”

      “Yeah?” Pierce smiled, excited to see his best friend again. “Nice. Can I help with lunch?”

      “No, we’re ready.” Jeannie took bowls out of a cupboard. “I made a simple vegetable soup and a side pasta salad.”

      Once they were seated, Jeannie pointed at him with her spoon. “Spill. Tell me about those sad eyes.”

      So he told them about what happened with Jason last night and he told them about Matt and the NDA. Jeannie and Robert listened until he finished.

      “I feel like I put Matt in a hard place with his work,” Pierce said, stabbing shell noodles with his fork, “and that I ruined things with Jason by dating his coach. It’s taken so long to fix our relationship, and what if I ruined it in one day?”

      Happiness seemed elusive when he laid everything out like that.

      Jeannie patted his hand. “I’m so glad you and Matt found each other again.”

      “And speaking of Matt,” Robert jumped in. “I’m sure he entered a relationship with you knowing full well there could be repercussions with his job. I know I only met him a few times when you were dating before, but he seemed like the kind of person who looks at a situation from all angles. I have no doubt he went into this with eyes wide open. He made his choice, and you have to respect that. There’s no reason you should be taking responsibility for something that was his choice.”

      Sitting back in his chair, Pierce gaped at Robert. “Well, hell, when you put it like that . . .”

      “And the situation with Jason will resolve itself, you’ll see,” Jeannie said, refilling his water glass.

      “I don’t know.” Pierce frowned at what was left of his soup. “He has every right to ask me not to date his coach. I can’t imagine how weird it must be for him.”

      “Yes, but Matt won’t be his coach forever,” Robert pointed out. “Hockey is a young person’s game, so Jason won’t be playing forever. Or he could get traded, or Matt could get a job as a coach elsewhere, or Jason could get called up to the NHL. And what? You and Matt are supposed to put your relationship on pause until one of those things happens? Say that you do—” Robert sent him a pointed look. “—and Matt finds someone else in the meantime.”

      Pierce’s breath caught.

      “Or he dies.”

      Pierce dropped his spoon into his bowl with a clatter. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because life is short, sweetie.” Jeannie took his hand in both of hers. “Nobody knows what the future holds. Take advantage of every minute that you can and don’t let go of the people you love. If this thing with Matt is for the long haul this time, find a way to make things work with both him and Jason.”

      Pierce had an appointment with his therapist tomorrow, but honestly? Talking to Robert and Jeannie had almost the same effect, leaving him feeling hopeful and optimistic and as though his problems wouldn’t drown him under the weight of uncertainty and fear.

      “Enough about me,” he said, dishing out a second helping of pasta salad. “How are you two doing?”

      Robert and Jeannie exchanged a quick glance.

      “Well, we have some news, which is why we invited you to lunch,” Robert said.

      Dread pooled in Pierce’s stomach. “Oh god, what’s wrong?” he demanded, an echo of Jason’s words from last night.

      Jeannie held up a placating hand. “Nothing’s wrong. But we have some changes coming up that will affect you.”

      Oh. The store. Of course. Jeannie was retiring at the end of the year and Robert likely wasn’t far behind despite his whole “I’ll retire when I’m dead” thing.

      Shit. Why hadn’t Pierce thought of that? He’d already given his notice to his employer in Quebec, thinking this gig with Robert would last. But if Robert was planning on closing up shop, that left Pierce exactly nowhere.

      Trepidation made his palms sweat, but he tried to keep his feelings off his face.

      “The reason I brought you on,” Robert began, “was because Jeannie’s retiring soon. I had plans to keep the shop going for many more years before I sold it, but . . .”

      But it was time. Pierce understood, even as his shoulders sank.

      “But then you showed up, quite unexpectedly I might add,” Robert continued, his eyes dancing. “Someone I trust, someone I’ve known a long time. Someone who used to his have his own store.”

      Wait. Pierce sat up straighter. Was Robert going where Pierce thought he was going?

      “We’d like for you to take over Yesteryear,” Jeannie said, her earrings bouncing.

      Pierce’s chest expanded, elation making his heart sing.

      “We’ll come up with a fair price to sell the store to you, then Jeannie and I can retire together and visit Cam and our siblings more often.”

      Pierce’s heart sank again. “I . . . Thank you. Really. This is amazing. But . . . I’m not in a place financially where I can afford to buy you out.”

      Robert shook out a napkin and wiped his mouth. “It doesn’t have to be right now. I can leave managing the store entirely in your hands and act as a silent business partner, if you will.” He waved a hand. “We can figure out the legalities of it later. But the store will essentially be yours to run as you see fit, and whenever you’re prepared to make an offer, you just let us know.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair to you, though. You could sell off the inventory and the store now and get a nice sum for it. You’d never have to worry about another bill again.”

      “It’s not about the money,” Jeannie said kindly. “We were going to sell the store so we’d have time to do other things. Now we can do other things by leaving Yesteryear in your very capable hands. We know you’ll take care of it and love it just as we did.”

      Blinking against the burn in his eyes, Pierce tipped his head back and willed the tears away.

      “Oh dear,” Robert muttered. “We made him cry.”

      “Sorry,” Pierce said with a laugh. Elbows on the table, he pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes. “It’s been a very overwhelming couple of days.”

      “I think that’s a yes,” Jeannie whispered to Robert.

      “I would love to take on the store,” Pierce told them, dragging his hands down his face. “It wrecked me to sell mine when I moved, and I wanted to open one up again when I came back, but . . .”

      “Your finances,” Robert finished.

      “Yeah. I promise I’m going to work really hard to save enough to buy it from you as soon as possible.”

      “Oh, sweetie, there’s no timeline.” Rising, Jeannie stacked the soup bowls. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      “Thank you. I . . . I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.” Robert squeezed his shoulder. “I’ve always wanted to give you the store. But then you had your own, and I thought, well, maybe he doesn’t want to own and manage two stores. And then you moved. And now here you are.”

      Here he was. Maybe everything hadn’t worked out as Pierce had planned, but they’d worked out as they’d been meant to.

      “How could I not give you the store after you spent more hours than it was worth tracking down that Grueby vase?”

      Pierce half laughed, half groaned, remembering how he’d exhausted every one of his resources and connections.

      “I honestly can’t believe you found it,” Jeannie said from the sink. “In the Philippines of all places. And the nerve of that store owner in Seattle.” Her voice deepened as she uttered a mock, “Thanks, but no thanks.” She huffed. “Who does that? After all that time you spent looking for it.”

      As Pierce rose to help clean up, he let the conversation between Jeannie and Robert soothe him and tried not to worry about what was to come.

      Because this, the store, was one thing going right. All he needed was for everything else to fall into place too.
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      Jason stayed away for two nights.

      They were two nights in which Pierce barely slept despite Matt exhausting him with sex.

      Nights where his mind wouldn’t shut itself off. Where his thoughts turned around and around even though Matt had told him about his talk with Jason and that Jason hadn’t seemed upset, just pensive. Nights where his world felt like it was tilted upside down. Where he got out of bed to watch TV on low volume in the living room as a distraction from his own thoughts, trying not to wake Matt.

      Matt had awoken last night anyway. He’d lured Pierce into the bathtub, where Pierce had lounged back against Matt, their legs tangled together. The combination of the warm water and the leisurely hand job, Matt whispering filthy things in his ear, had served to finally lull Pierce to sleep afterward.

      It was currently night three, and although it wasn’t quite dinner time yet, Pierce was anticipating yet another Jason-free night. He’d moped himself out of bed this morning after Matt had left for practice, moped his way around Yesteryear, cataloguing inventory that had arrived from an estate sale, and moped his way home after closing the store. He’d taken out his Nintendo Switch to play Ring Fit Adventure with Matt later. He wasn’t much in the mood for it, but this way, Matt wouldn’t be able to tell him it sounded fake after making it through a workout on the intense level. Intense was no fucking joke.

      Matt had somehow let himself into the building again, and he let himself into Pierce’s apartment too, where Pierce was moping on the couch. He’d channel-surfed until he’d landed on a holiday baking marathon on the Food Network.

      Mindless TV. Excellent. Though the content was making him crave cookies.

      From his splayed position, he watched Matt remove his coat and boots and continued to watch as Matt dropped a paper bag onto the counter—one with the logo of a local ramen place stamped on one side—lifted Pierce’s legs, sat, and draped Pierce’s feet in his lap.

      Fuck, his man was gorgeous in a form-fitting, heather-grey, long-sleeved T-shirt and dark jeans, water droplets clinging to strands of his hair. Pierce’s stomach flipped. He’d seen more of Matt in the last couple of days than he normally did, yet he nevertheless wanted him again. Wanted him in his space all the time. Wanted to rub himself all over him until neither of them could see straight.

      They hadn’t spoken about the NDA since the day Matt had returned from his road trip and gone all caveman over it. Pierce meant to take it to his lawyer for advice on how to proceed, but he wasn’t sure what he’d done with the papers. He was sure he’d simply misplaced them, and as soon as he found them, he was meeting with his lawyer and taking Matt with him so they could finally decide what to do.

      Matt was vehemently against signing the NDA, but Pierce wasn’t. He’d do whatever it took to ensure Matt got to keep his job.

      He was about to ask if Matt had gotten any pressure from Emiko over it lately when Matt propped his feet on the coffee table and said, “I spoke with Emery today.”

      “Okay? Don’t you speak with Emery every day?”

      Matt faced him and raised one eyebrow. “He called me Matt Dallesandro.”

      Pierce widened his eyes. “He figured out your pseudonym, huh?”

      “I wonder how that happened,” Matt said, voice full of sarcasm, fingers digging into the heel of Pierce’s foot.

      “I don’t know.” Pierce shrugged and kept the humour off his face.

      “You don’t, eh?” Those fingers turned teasing, a soft brush that sent tingles up Pierce’s leg and had him gasping around the touch that tickled.

      “Hey!” Pierce said with a laugh, taking his foot back. “I’m innocent.”

      “A likely story.”

      “In my defence, I want tickets to his husband’s new play.”

      “I see. It was a bribe.”

      “Don’t tell him that.”

      Matt shook his head. Pierce could tell he wasn’t mad by the slight smile on his lips and how he pulled Pierce’s feet back onto his lap.

      On the television, one group of competitors was making a carousel out of gingerbread. With his head pillowed on the arm of the couch and his feet being massaged by Matt’s skillful hands, Pierce was mostly content. The only things missing were food in his belly—he gave the bag on the counter the side-eye—and Jason.

      “I still can’t believe I didn’t peg Jason as your son when I first met him.”

      Dragging his gaze away from the television, Pierce said, “Huh?”

      Matt nodded at one of the pictures framed on the wall. “How old is Jason in that photo?”

      Pierce squinted at it. “Thirteen? Fourteen?” It was the last family photo before his relationship with Nadyne had gone to shit. Hell, it was the last photo he had of Jason before hockey had taken him to Quebec.

      “Six or seven years ago,” Matt mused. “When I first met him, back when he was first traded, I had the vague thought that he looked familiar, but honestly, I’ve met so many young players since I started coaching that I figured he reminded me of one.” He shook his head. “I should’ve figured it out.”

      “Six or seven years is a long time in teenage years. I mean, he still has baby fat in that picture, and his hair is covering half his face.” Pierce stared at the photo for another few seconds, then grunted. “I hated that haircut.”

      Matt chuckled, his hand sweeping up and down Pierce’s sweatpants-clad leg.

      Admiring his profile, Pierce almost brought up the NDA but didn’t, reluctant to cast a shadow over their evening. Matt had turned Pierce’s day around with just his presence.

      Sitting up, Pierce kissed Matt’s cheek. “Thanks for being here the last couple of days.”

      Matt palmed the back of his neck, bringing him in for a proper kiss. “Of course. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be. Thank you for allowing me to be here this time, when it seems like things are falling apart around you again.”

      Tears strung Pierce’s eyes, and he leaned forward for another kiss but was interrupted by a knock at the door. He held up one finger. “Hold that thought.”

      His first thought when he opened the door was, Sabrina!

      His second was that he really needed to move into a building with better security.

      “Uh.” He blinked once. “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      Standing in front of Sabrina was a tiny, dark-haired girl with pigtails clinging to her mom’s hands.

      “Wow, Rosa’s walking already?”

      “With help,” Sabrina said. “She started at seven months, believe it or not. This girl is very determined to go places.”

      Pierce stared at them both for a moment, his stomach unsure if it wanted to tie itself up in knots or dance in joy.

      “Can we come in?”

      “Right! Yes.” He stepped out of the doorway.

      “Hi, Matt,” Sabrina said with a smile, sounding wholly unsurprised to see him here.

      “Sabrina.” They shared a hug, which was more than Pierce had gotten from his sister since his return to town, but he wasn’t going to let that bother him. He wasn’t. “How’ve you been? You look good.” Matt squatted on his haunches. “And this must be Rosa.”

      Rosa smiled at him, drooling everywhere, and plopped onto her mom’s feet.

      Pierce looked from Matt to the ten-month-old, a warm curl of affection unravelling in his belly. “Why is it doing weird things to me to see you with a kid?”

      Brow scrunched, Matt looked up at him. “Do you want more kids?”

      “No,” Pierce responded immediately. “Do you?”

      “Nope.” Matt turned back to Rosa and tickled her tummy. “I’ve got a whole hockey team full of them.”

      Tearing his gaze away from the gorgeous hockey coach and cute baby, Pierce said, “What brings you by?”

      “We were on our way home from visiting Steve’s parents and I thought I’d stop by,” Sabrina said. She unburied her feet from underneath Rosa, left Rosa with Matt, and sat on a barstool at the counter. “Jason came over for lunch yesterday after practice.”

      “Oh.” Pierce fell onto the stool across from her, the feel of Matt’s concerned gaze on the back of his head.

      “He happened to mention that you’re dating his coach.” She leaned sideways and peered around him. Lowering her voice, she said, “You’re back together?”

      “Yeah.” Pierce hunched his shoulders. “When I left everything behind two years ago, I left him too.”

      “I know. He called me after you left, wondering if I’d heard from you. He wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      Eyes burning again, Pierce swallowed the lump in his throat. “I didn’t know that,” he whispered.

      “I told him I hadn’t but that I was in contact with Jason and that you were still alive, so . . .” She shrugged.

      Sitting straighter, Pierce cleared his throat. “Did Jason happen to talk to you about how he feels about me and Matt?”

      “He did.”

      Pierce waited.

      Sabrina flicked hair over her shoulder.

      Behind him, Rosa squealed.

      Pierce waited some more.

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      Sabrina shook her head. “That’s for you two to talk about.”

      “It’d be easier to do if he came home.” Sighing, Pierce squeezed her hand. “Thanks for having him over yesterday. He probably needed someone to talk to.”

      Sabrina hummed. “He also told me something else. Something about—” She leaned forward and, in his ear, whispered, “The mental health stuff.”

      “Oh, you can talk about that in front of Matt. He knows.”

      She punched his arm.

      “Ow!”

      “You told him but not me?”

      “He was willing to listen.”

      Silence descended between them, hurt flashing in eyes the same colour as his own. Sabrina sucked in a harsh breath, skin paling dangerously.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “No,” Sabrina interrupted hoarsely, rubbing her palms along her thighs. “No, you’re right. I wasn’t willing to listen. I was so afraid you’d leave again that it was easier to shut you out. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for.”

      “I wish I’d been there when you were going through everything.” Smiling sadly, she cupped his hand between both of hers. “I’m sorry you went through that alone.”

      “I’m not alone anymore.” Her hands were warm and soft against his, as familiar to him as the shade of her hair—minus the purple streak. “And I have coping mechanisms in place now. If I ever feel myself sliding toward where I was two years ago, I have ways to deal with that.” That wasn’t to say that he’d never have another bad day, but the good outweighed the bad these days. “I see a therapist every week and . . . I don’t ever want to be in that place again and . . . I’m trying, Rina.”

      “I know. And that’s all anyone can ask. I should’ve given you the chance to explain.”

      Rosa squealed again, and Pierce turned to find her and Matt playing peek-a-boo.

      Fuck, his man was sexy, down on his knees on the living room carpet with Rosa. And Rosa was all giggles and drool, screeching loud enough to annoy the neighbours every time Matt removed the blanket off her head.

      “Christ, she’s cute, Rina.”

      “She’s also a holy terror.”

      Snorting a laugh, Pierce turned his stool so he could see both Matt and Rosa, and Sabrina. “I was thinking . . . maybe we could get together for Christmas? I know you probably have stuff with Steve’s family, and I’ll be with Matt’s, but we could do dinner on Christmas Eve? Or even Boxing Day?” He sounded desperate to his own ears. Felt it too in how fast his heart raced.

      “I’d like that,” Sabrina said, calming the nervous energy coursing through him.

      For a long time, he’d wondered if he’d fucked up too much to make amends. That hadn’t been true with Matt, but Matt was . . . unique. He didn’t shy away from confrontation, preferred to have everything out in the open, wasn’t afraid to have the hard conversations.

      Sabrina . . . Well, like Pierce, she’d also lived through their father’s heart attack and their mother’s cancer. To have her older brother disappear on her too, leaving her without family?

      It was no wonder she’d pushed him away when he’d returned. It was like she’d said—sometimes, it was easier to close yourself off than face more hurt. That had been her way of coping while Pierce’s had been to run away.

      But here she was. Here they were, laughing together when Rosa fell onto her back and kicked her little feet in the air, and when Matt—big, perpetually aloof and slow-to-smile Matt—took her feet and pumped them to an out-of-tune “Old MacDonald Had a Farm.” Proof that if Pierce pushed aside pride and fear and kept trying, things might work out exactly the way he hoped.

      It was encouragement enough for him to keep trying with Jason. To give Jason the space he needed but to ensure that space didn’t turn into an unsurmountable gulf.

      If they’d managed to mend their relationship after Nadyne’s manipulations, they could get through this too.

      Grabbing his phone, he sent Jason a text. Miss you around here, kiddo. Take all the time you need to think, but know that I’m here whenever you want to talk.

      Thanks dad xo came Jason’s quick reply.

      Putting his phone away, he sent Sabrina a smile. “Thanks for bringing Rosa to meet me.”

      “If you give her a banana, she’ll be your best friend for life.”

      Pierce hurriedly tore away a banana from the bunch in the bowl on the counter, the sound of Sabrina’s laughter serving to tilt his world almost fully upright again.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes after Sabrina and Rosa left, Jason walked in the door.

      Pierce stared at him from his chair at the table, ramen dripping off his chopsticks and back into his bowl. Across from him, Matt tensed, expression going blank.

      Jason didn’t even blink at finding Matt in the apartment. Just removed his outerwear with a simple “Good. You’re both here.”

      “Hey,” Pierce said, his voice barely a whisper. He lowered his chopsticks slowly, afraid they might skewer him if this conversation went sideways. “Hi. Are you okay?”

      Matt pushed away from the table. “I’ll give you two some space.”

      “No,” Jason said. “I need to talk to both of you.” He sat next to Pierce, leg jangling.

      He remained quiet for a whole minute that felt more like an hour. Biting his lip, Pierce shared a glance with Matt. Matt looked as cool as always, but Pierce recognized the shuttered gaze, the rigid cut of his jaw, the shoulders braced for the worst.

      Pierce knew Matt well enough to know that he wouldn’t break the silence first. He’d stay closed-lipped until the end of time—or until someone else caved first. Pierce, on the other hand, fidgeted in his seat, with his chopsticks, with his beer, and was about to ask a question—literally anything to get Jason talking—when Jason cleared his throat.

      He turned in his chair to face Pierce. “I’m sorry I left the other day.”

      Heart full of love for his kid, Pierce shook his head. “You don’t have anything to apologize for.”

      “It seems that I do, because more than one person told me I should’ve stuck around to hear the full story.” Jason’s eyes cut to Matt quickly, then away again. “I’m ready to listen now.”

      Oh. This . . . was not what Pierce had expected.

      Matt seemed just as dumbfounded.

      “Well, uh . . .” Setting his chopsticks down, Pierce also half turned to face Jason. “Matt and I dated for about a year and a half two years ago.”

      Jason’s gaze sung between them. “Was it serious?”

      Pierce choked on his affirmative, doubts creeping in where they shouldn’t have.

      “Yes,” Matt said without missing a beat, quelling Pierce’s dangerous thoughts. “It was.”

      Pierce wanted to lean over the table and kiss him stupid.

      “Why’d you break up, then?” Jason asked, crossing his arms on the table.

      “Oh. Well, we . . .” Pierce stopped. Cleared his throat. Started again. “I left. Moved to Laval after your accident and left everything and everyone behind. And . . . Well, you know the rest.”

      The depression, the difficulty getting out of bed, the therapy. Jason had been around for all of that.

      Jason nodded slowly. “And, what? You saw each other again for the first time that day I passed out and couldn’t keep your hands off each other?”

      “Jason,” Pierce barked, adding authority to his voice. It was one thing for Jason to ask questions; it was another for him to be a dick about it.

      “Sorry, sorry. But you do know you guys pretended not to know each other that day, right? That’s all kinds of fucked up.”

      Silence descended again. Their ramen was growing as cold as the distance between Pierce and his son. As cold as the distance between Pierce and Matt, which Pierce did not like one bit.

      The air in the apartment threatened to choke him, and he swallowed hard. What if Jason hated—truly hated—that his dad was dating his coach? That scenario had always been a possibility in the back of Pierce’s mind, one he’d dismissed as unlikely. Now that he was sitting between Jason and Matt, though—metaphorically and physically—doubts sprang forth, evil suckers that made his chest ache.

      He took a deep breath and clenched the edge of the table between his fingers. “We didn’t do this to hurt you—”

      “I know, I know,” Jason interrupted with an eye roll. “This isn’t about me.” It sounded like he was repeating a line. Who had fed it to him? Sabrina? Mae?

      Playing with the string of his hoodie, Jason quietly added, “When you first told me you were dating Coach Shore, I was annoyed because . . . because he’s my coach. Hockey was supposed to be my thing.”

      Pierce turned his frown on Matt, but Matt appeared just as confused.

      “I don’t understand,” Pierce said. “Hockey is your thing.”

      Jason huffed and scrubbed both hands over his face.

      “Hey.” Pierce placed his hand on Jason’s shoulder. “Explain it to me so I understand.”

      “It’s just . . . when things started going sideways between you and Mom, I felt like I was constantly caught in the middle. Hockey was the one place I could escape to where I didn’t have to deal with you yelling at each other or arguing about who was going to pick up the groceries or pay the bills or drive me to school or whose fault it was that I was practically failing math or had gotten into a fight at school. Hockey was my safe space. It was supposed to be mine. My thing where I could go and forget about all the outside crap and just . . . play.”

      Pierce’s skin stretched taut, his heart aching with everything he and Nadyne had put Jason through. He should’ve been a better father. Maybe a better husband too, but considering Matt was sitting across from him right now, he couldn’t be too upset about that outcome. Fuck, but he and Nadyne had been terrible parents, putting Jason between them, fighting over him like he was a giant double chocolate brownie neither wanted to share.

      Matt’s hand landed on his arm, warm and comforting, a reminder of who Pierce was now and what he wanted. A reminder to remain present.

      “I get it,” Pierce said to Jason. “By dating your coach, it’s like I’m intruding on your territory.”

      Huffing, Jase slumped back in his chair. “It’s dumb.”

      “It’s not dumb. Not at all.” Pierce had taken something that was Jason’s and inserted himself into it. “Is this why you got upset that day you saw us out the window?”

      Jason nodded.

      “Hockey is still yours,” Matt interjected. “What your dad and I are to each other has no bearing on who I am as a coach or who you are as a player. If you want to space out during practice or arrive late or treat your teammates like dirt or swear up a blue streak if a play doesn’t go your way, I’m not going to report that back to your dad. Same goes for every one of my players. You’re all adults. The only time I’d intervene would be if I thought you were a danger to yourself or someone else.” Matt shrugged. “Aside from giving him a general rundown of how my day was—as couples do—he’d find anything else out by coming to practice or watching a game.”

      “I’m not going to stop dating Matt just because he’s your coach,” Pierce said quietly, earning himself a hard stare from Matt and a contemplative one from Jason. “Just like our relationship has nothing to do with you, your relationship as coach and player has nothing to do with me. The three of us are going to have to learn to navigate this situation, because it’s not changing.”

      “Okay, but . . .” Jason moved his gaze to Matt, brow furrowed. “I don’t want you to treat me different from the other guys because of who my dad is to you.”

      Crossing his arms, Matt raised an imperious eyebrow. He looked so much like a coach right then that something tingled in Pierce’s belly, despite the situation.

      “Have I treated you different in the past two months?” Matt asked.

      Jason’s frown deepened. “No. Is that how long you’ve been seeing each other?”

      “More or less,” Pierce said.

      “Do you plan on telling the rest of the team?”

      Matt shrugged again. “I was going to ask your dad if he wants to be my date to the organization’s holiday party, so I guess they’d find out then.”

      Pierce straightened, elation coursing through him. “I’d love to go.”

      “I haven’t asked you yet.”

      “You kind of did. What should I wear?”

      “You don’t even know when it is.”

      “I’ll be available.”

      Matt snorted a laugh.

      “What about that NDA thing you mentioned the other day?” Jason asked, clearly unwilling to be deterred.

      Matt’s amusement quickly died, his mouth turning downwards, creases appearing at the corners of his eyes. “That’s a non-issue.”

      “I’m not sure what I did with the paperwork,” Pierce muttered. “It’s around here somewhere, I’m sure.”

      “It’s not. I took it home and put it through the shredder.”

      “Matt!”

      “What?” Matt asked, perfectly reasonably. “You’re not signing it.”

      Groaning, Pierce buried his face in his hands. “Jesus, you’re impossible. We were supposed to discuss this together.”

      “We did. That day Alan couriered it over.”

      “That doesn’t count.”

      “I say it does.”

      Pierce growled, low and long, which only made Matt smile at him.

      “What was the NDA for?” Jason asked. Reaching over, he stole Pierce’s ramen bowl and chopsticks and dug in.

      Pierce pouted. “Hey. That’s mine.”

      “Piece-of-shit paperwork for your dad to sign, preventing him from going to the press to talk shit about me or the organization,” Matt muttered darkly.

      Jason slurped noodles. Cocked his head. “But he wouldn’t do that anyway.”

      “Of course not,” Matt answered for him.

      “What happens if he doesn’t sign? Do you get fired?”

      “Possibly,” Pierce said.

      “No,” Matt countered. “They’re not going to fire me.”

      “They could,” Pierce insisted.

      “On what grounds? It’s like I’ve said again and again, there is no policy stating coaches can’t date a player’s parent. They can fire me, sure, but then they’ll have a wrongful termination lawsuit on their hands, and I’m pretty sure they want that less than they want me dating you.”

      Jason’s phone rang, a loud chirp that made them all jump.

      “That’s Mae,” he said with a smile. Standing, he grabbed the phone and the ramen. “I’m taking this to eat in my room.”

      “But . . .”

      The bedroom closed behind him.

      Pierce slumped. “But that’s my dinner.”

      Matt slid his bowl in Pierce’s direction. “Have the rest of mine. I’ve lost my appetite.”

      Pulling the bowl closer, Pierce inspected his boyfriend’s features. Matt looked like he’d aged years in the span of twenty minutes as he massaged the nape of his neck. “Are you okay?” Pierce asked.

      “Sure. Just waiting for the other shoe to drop. Or maybe both shoes.”

      “Huh?”

      “Is that it?” Matt jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “He asks a bunch of questions, explains why he was annoyed, then disappears and everything’s okay?”

      “Sure. If he was still annoyed or pissed or whatever, we’d still be hearing about it.”

      “So he’s not going to . . .”

      “Not going to what?” Pierce rose and stuck the bowl in the microwave to warm the stone-cold noodles.

      “I thought maybe he was going to . . . ask us not to date.”

      Stilling, awareness stealing over him, Pierce read between the lines.

      Matt had been worried that Jason would ask them not to date and that Pierce would choose Jason.

      Just like he had two years ago.

      His stomach cramped uncomfortably.

      Of course he’d been worried about that. Obviously, Matt expected history to repeat itself.

      Leaving the bowl in the microwave, he rounded the counter and pulled Matt’s chair back. Except Matt was two hundred pounds of former hockey player, so when the chair didn’t budge, Pierce shoved the table out of the way and plopped himself in Matt’s lap, straddling him so they were nose to nose.

      Cupping Matt’s cheeks, he whispered, “You thought I’d dump you if Jason asked.”

      “Yes,” Matt said, truthful as ever.

      Pierce kissed him, light and quick. “Not happening.”

      “Yeah.” The tension in Matt’s shouldered loosened, and his hands landed on Pierce’s thighs. “I gathered.”

      “I love you.” Another kiss, just as light and quick. “You’re stuck with me. And my dinner-stealing son.”

      Leaning forward, Matt buried his face in Pierce’s neck. “I do love being stuck with you.”

      It was a declaration of love if Pierce had ever heard one.

      He grinned, amazed at the kind of night this had turned out to be as his world finally tilted all the way back upright. “Now, about that holiday party . . .”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emiko arrived in the city the week of the organization’s holiday party. As the team owner, he wasn’t necessarily required to attend, but the committee that had organized the party—made up of staff members from every department, from events to coaching to equipment management to sales—had strongly suggested he do so. Apparently, the team owner’s presence was a morale booster.

      Matt had waited until Emiko was here to have this meeting, because telling the man who held his job in his hands to politely fuck off with his goddamn NDA was something that should be done face to face, not through a computer screen. Matt sat in a small conference room at the organization’s headquarters downtown, Alan at his side. Alan had suggested bringing a lawyer along with them. Not a terrible idea, but Matt wanted to keep this friendly if he could.

      Decked in a pinstriped suit, Emiko walked into the room, having kept them waiting for fifteen minutes in a show of power and authority Matt absolutely loathed. His mood had begun to plummet somewhere around minute five. Five minutes late could simply be a previous meeting running over or unexpected traffic. Fifteen minutes, with nary a call or text to inform them of his lateness, was a blatant disregard for their time.

      Alan was even less impressed than Matt. Had even threatened to walk out not thirty seconds before Emiko arrived.

      At least Emiko was alone. He could’ve rightfully involved lawyers or other members of senior management, including the alternate governor and other members of the coaching and business ops staff.

      Perhaps he also wanted to keep this as friendly as possible.

      “Gentlemen.” Emiko sat across from Matt and Alan. Like Matt, Emiko wasn’t one for pleasantries, so as Matt expected, Emiko launched right into business with a pointed look at both of them and an assuming, “I trust you have the signed paperwork?”

      The paperwork that was at the bottom of Matt’s shredder. It was petty, but he’d derived as much satisfaction from shredding the NDA as he did from his team winning games.

      He’d done so knowing that yes, it could get him fired. He’d done so knowing that things between him and Pierce weren’t permanent and wouldn’t be until Jason and Pierce spoke.

      Matt could’ve lost both Pierce and his job and found that he still wouldn’t have regretted his actions.

      He could still lose his job, and though he’d been blasé about it with Pierce and Jason, truth was, there was a fear that lived under his breastbone that said he was about to lose everything he’d worked so hard for.

      That said, despite the fear, happiness outweighed everything. Because Pierce had stood up for him with Jason. Because he had Pierce in his life again. Pierce, who Matt envisioned a future with, whereas jobs came and went and he’d no doubt have several more before he retired.

      Steepling his fingers, Matt said, “No. I don’t have the paperwork. He’s not signing it.”

      Silence.

      The clock ticked above the door, seconds passing while Emiko stared at him, eyes narrowed.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “He’s not signing it,” Matt repeated. “We both know it was a ridiculous ask, and we both know it would accomplish exactly nothing. You’re worried about people speculating that I’m treating his son any differently, but an NDA won’t mitigate that problem. All it does is prevent my partner from speaking to the media about me—or at all, which would’ve also prevented him from publicly taking a stand if people start talking shit about him because of our relationship. You’re going to have to take my word for it that he won’t slander me, the organization, or anyone in it to anyone who will listen.”

      “And you’re not going to fire him,” Alan said, sitting forward in his chair, “for something that might cause the organization a problem in the future. Not after we practically had to beg for him to coach the Orcas.”

      Jerking slightly in his seat, Matt turned to Alan, surprise surely etched into his features. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “They were going to offer you the NHL head coach job,” Alan told him. “But we desperately needed someone of your calibre to get the Orcas playing the way we knew they could, so Emiko and I put in a case for you to coach the Orcas for a few years, get them up to snuff, then bump you up to the NHL gig.”

      A puff of air burst out of Matt’s chest, delight, astonishment, and awe all rolled into one. He’d been working toward that head coach position for so long, and he’d thought the reason he’d been passed over for the job was because he didn’t have head coach experience.

      But that wasn’t the case at all. He’d had the skills and experience—they’d simply been needed elsewhere.

      He would’ve been in his rights to be pissed that Emiko and Alan had swiped the NHL head coaching gig out from under him. But mostly, he was too amazed by this revelation to be angry.

      He was grateful too. Because, as it turned out, no matter how much he’d wanted that role, he fucking loved coaching the Orcas. The players, his fellow coaches, the camaraderie, the friendships, the gratification when one of his players got called up to the NHL, even if it was only for a game or two . . .

      He was exactly where he needed to be, and he’d been placed there without even knowing it was where he belonged.

      Alan gave a little laugh. “I don’t think either of us expected you to whip the team into shape as quickly as you did. Am I right, Emiko?”

      Emiko . . . softened. His features slackened, he expelled a slow breath, and the rigidity in his shoulders loosened. “No, we certainly didn’t.”

      “Look.” Matt sat forward. “I understand your position. I do. I’m not blind to the possible repercussions, but those repercussions have the potential to kick us in the ass whether or not my partner signs the NDA. Here’s a compromise.” He flipped open the folder resting on the table between himself and Alan and extracted a typed document. “That’s a letter, signed by my partner, vowing not to slander me or the organization to the press under any circumstances, for the rest of his life.”

      A letter Matt hadn’t been happy about—and still wasn’t.

      “What the fuck is this, LB?” he’d demanded via video call this morning, Pierce’s letter sitting in his email inbox like a drunk uncle nobody wanted at a wedding.

      “I don’t have a printer, so can you print it out and give it to your management? I’ll come by your place to sign it before your meeting.”

      “The fuck you will.”

      “Matt.” Pierce’s tone had been incredibly patient and gentle. “You were right about the NDA. It asked me to not talk to the press about anything, ever, without clearing it with them first. It was too restrictive for no reason. If a reporter wanted to interview me for a piece on Jason, I wouldn’t be able to speak with them, or if a journalist stopped me on the street to ask me about my new year’s resolutions for some fluff piece, I’d have to walk away. The letter I sent you is a compromise that my lawyer drew up for me. Brief, simple, to the point, and it gives them exactly what they asked for. I know you hate it, and you and I both know I’d never bad mouth you or them to the press, but if it gives them a little bit of peace of mind . . .” He’d shrugged.

      Matt had sighed, unwilling to concede but aware that Pierce had a point.

      Now, as he watched Emiko read the letter, he had to admit that it really was a good compromise. If Emiko couldn’t see that . . .

      Nodding once, Emiko tucked the letter away into his own folder. “This will do.”

      “And his son won’t be traded just to make your lives easier?” Matt asked.

      “You have my word. He’ll only be traded if and when it makes sense for the organization as a whole, just like any other player. I’ll have that put in writing for you.” He pushed away from the table. “Gentlemen. See you at the party.”

      That was that.

      And Matt found himself just as dumbfounded as he’d been when Jason had retreated to his bedroom with Pierce’s ramen and Mae’s phone call.

      No pushback? No consequences? No ultimatums?

      Christ. The two most important conversations he’d had in a long time had been as anticlimactic as fuck.

      Alan clapped him on the shoulder. “Want to have lunch? My treat.”

      “Thanks, but I can’t today.”

      He needed . . . He didn’t know what he needed. Time with his own thoughts? To get back to his regular routine without worrying about shoes dropping all around him?

      He and Alan took the elevator down together, and when they exited on the ground floor, Matt found Pierce sitting in a plush leather chair by the windows.

      His breathing stuttered and his steps faltered. Pierce sat up, his gaze roaming his face. Matt prided himself on his neutral expression, but Pierce had always been able to read him, right from the start. Whatever was on Matt’s face, it made Pierce’s entire body relax, his lips pull up into a grin.

      He was everything Matt needed. Everything he hadn’t admitted to wanting.

      And they had a beautiful future ahead of them.
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        JUNE–SIX MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Lips pursed, Pierce stared at the contents of his fridge. Unless he was in the mood for a bowl of condiments soup—gross—it was order in or eat out. Matt would be here soon, so Pierce took out his phone and browsed the food ordering app. If he ordered ahead, perhaps the food would be here by the time Matt arrived.

      His phone buzzed with an incoming text from the man himself. Be there in 10.

      Or maybe not.

      Jason popped his head out of his bedroom. Old bedroom. Well, no, he wasn’t moving out for another couple of weeks, so it was still technically his bedroom. “Mae and I are ordering pizza. You want in?”

      Pierce waved his phone. “I was thinking ramen. There’s a place just down the street, so it’ll be here faster. Matt’s on his way and— Hey! Why don’t we go out? It’s a nice day. We could sit on a patio. It’d be like a double date.”

      Jason grimaced. “Yeah, that’s not happening.”

      “Aw, why not? It’ll be fun. My treat.”

      “I’m in,” came a voice from inside Jason’s bedroom.

      Pierce grinned. “I knew I liked you best, Mae.”

      Jason’s partner chuckled and walked up behind Jason, wrapping their arms around him. “Come on,” Mae prompted. “It’ll be fun.”

      “Will it, though?” Jason grumbled.

      “I’m tons of fun, I’ll have you know,” Pierce said.

      “Sure, Dad.”

      Pierce waggled his eyebrows. “Matt thinks so, anyway.”

      “Ugh, gross.” Groaning, Jason buried his face in both hands. “That’s my coach. Why did you have to go there?”

      Pierce was cackling when Matt walked in the door without bothering to knock.

      Seriously, how did he always manage to get in without buzzing up to the apartment?

      Also, that hadn’t been ten minutes, not that Pierce was complaining. Matt was tall and sexy and oozing confidence from every perfectly placed strand of hair, and Pierce wanted to gobble him up.

      After they ate.

      “Coach!” Jason yelled before Pierce had even had time to greet him. “Thank god. Backup. Please tell my dad that we’re not going on a double date.”

      Closing the door behind him, Matt looked from Jason to Mae to Pierce and back to Jason, dark eyes inscrutable. “Who’s going on a double date?”

      Jason gestured at himself and Mae, then at Pierce and Matt.

      Matt raised a single eyebrow. “Yeah, no.”

      “Ha!” Jason crowed.

      Pierce threw up both hands. “Fine. Have what’s in the fridge, then. It’s slim pickings, so your choices are a J-less PB&J, ranch dressing sans lettuce, or eggs. Actually, egg. I think there’s only one. Meanwhile, me and Mae are going out to eat ramen. Or whatever Mae wants.”

      “Sweet,” Mae said, sauntering over to put on their shoes.

      Jason sent pleading eyes Matt’s way.

      Matt’s lips twitched for barely a second before he got his smile under control. “Let’s go, kid.”

      “Ugh. This is going to be the worst.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t the worst.

      Not that Matt had expected it to be. The only reason he’d sided with Jason was for a little petty payback at Pierce for revealing his audiobook narrator pseudonym to his skills coach.

      Instead of ramen, they’d ended up at a place on West Broadway that was both restaurant and arcade. They had burgers and fries—or, in Pierce’s case, a spicy chicken sandwich—and shared a batch of onion rings and a pitcher of beer between the four of them. They sat at a table with a Nintendo 64 console, and Jason and Mae were debating which game to play. It seemed to be a toss-up between Mario Kart and Cruis'n World.

      Since no one had asked him, Matt didn’t voice his opinion—not that he had one. Reaching out, he cupped the back of Pierce’s neck and touched their lips together briefly. “Hi.”

      Pierce beamed at him. “Hi. What was that for?”

      “You didn’t get your kiss hello yet,” Matt said.

      “I do like my hello kisses.”

      “I’m aware.” Matt gave him another one, just because. “How was your day?”

      “Good. Pretty chill. I was at Yesteryear most of the day with Robert, and we went through resumés together.”

      “Find any good candidates?”

      “Not really. A few people with managerial experience, a few others with experience in antiques, but none with both.”

      Matt rubbed his thumb along the base of Pierce’s neck. “Managerial experience can be taught.”

      “I know. Easier if they already come with it, though. That way I can leave the store in their hands, Robert can retire sooner rather than later, and I can keep being a runner and attending estate sales and auctions. Speaking of, there’s an auction on Vancouver Island coming up in a couple of weeks. Want to come with me? We can make a little vacation out of it.”

      “Are you two going to get married?”

      Jason’s question had Pierce jerking in his chair. He sputtered, all adorably incoherent, managing a “What?” and “Er…” and “Why…? How…?” and “Um…”

      Until he finally subsided and stared blankly at his son.

      Matt sent Jason a cool glance. He couldn’t deny his heart had skipped a beat at the question, but that was something for him and Pierce to discuss—without an audience. Grabbing the last fry off his plate, he gestured between Jason and Mae with it. “Are you two going to get married?”

      “Wha—?” The N64 game controller fell to the table with a clatter as Jason turned an unhealthy shade of puce. “No. I mean, not not no. It’s… I mean. I don’t know. I…” Falling silent, Jason blew out a long breath, his cheeks ballooning.

      Fuck, he looked so much like his dad.

      Mae, meanwhile, stared at Jason in awed interest.

      Matt dunked the fry in ketchup and ate it, chewing slowly. “Don’t ask questions you’re not prepared to answer yourself, kid.”

      “That was fascinating,” Mae breathed. “Spluttery and inarticulate is a side I’ve never seen from you before.” They turned to Matt. “Ask him something else.”

      Matt chuckled, charmed by the university student. Mae and Jason reminded him a lot of himself and Pierce. Matt had seen them fairly frequently in the past few months, usually when he had dinner at Pierce’s, and Mae had been instrumental in keeping Jason’s ego in check when the player had been called up to the NHL in January—and stayed there.

      Just because Matt was no longer his coach, it didn’t mean allegations of favouritism weren’t still forthcoming. Although Matt’s relationship with Pierce had gone organization-wide at the holiday party in December, it had been widely public as of last month, when Matt had taken Pierce as his date to a charity event hosted by his organization. And while no one had yet accused him of playing favourites, Matt suspected that was only because the connection between Pierce and Jason wasn’t well known.

      But Jason had recently expressed an interest in changing his surname back to Langley-Brown, which had turned Pierce all quiet and contemplative before he’d told Jason that a name was just a name, and Jason would be his son no matter what. He truly didn’t seem to care either way which name Jason chose.

      And that was a good thing, because Jason had been strongly advised by management and his agent to keep Gauthier.

      “It would be best for the organization if we could keep your dad and Coach Shore’s relationships under the rug for as long as possible,” Emiko had said during the meeting that Jason had asked Matt to sit in on.

      Jason’s lips had flattened in righteous indignation, and he’d been seconds away from caving to the young adult tendency of defying authority and telling Emiko to suck it—in much more gotta-remember-I’m-speaking-to-the-team-owner language—when Alan had interjected.

      “Keep in mind also that the press and the public are most likely going to target your dad and your coach,” Alan had said with a kind smile. “So let’s do whatever we can to mitigate that, huh?”

      Jason still hadn’t decided if he’d change his name back, but whatever he wanted, he had Matt and Pierce’s full support. Whatever came from it, Matt and Pierce would deal with it—together.

      “To answer your question,” Mae said to Matt. “Yes.”

      Yes? Yes to what? Matt’s mind had wandered and he’d lost track of the conversation.

      Jason squawked. “Mae! We can’t get married. We’ve only been together for, like, eight months, and, and, and we’re only twenty years old.”

      “I didn’t mean right this second,” Mae said with a gentle laugh. They kissed Jason’s cheek and rose. “Now, come on. I want to play a game.”

      Jason stared at the N64 console. “But—”

      “Not one of those. There’s a foosball table over there.”

      As Mae walked away, a wide-eyed Jason stared at his dad, then at Matt, then at his dad again. “Am I getting married?”

      “Not right this second,” Pierce said in a perfection imitation of Mae. Reverting to his own voice, he added, “I was married with a kid at home by the time I was your age. Plus, I was working full-time and attending university part-time. I don’t recommend it.”

      Jason let out a deflated little “eeeeeeep” sound.

      “Jase! This foosball table isn’t going to play itself.”

      “Go on,” Pierce said with a laugh.

      Rising, Jason bit his lip but it wasn’t enough to hide his smile, and he skipped away with heart eyes, joining Mae at the foosball table a moment later.

      Pierce propped his arm on Matt’s shoulder. His other arm rested on the table, fingers splayed. The face of the watch Matt had once given him shone under the lighting, complete with nicks and dings that spoke of frequent use.

      The sight of it never failed to make Matt want to throw Pierce down on the nearest flat surface and smother him in kisses.

      “So,” Pierce said.

      “So,” Matt said.

      “Are we getting married?”

      “Oh, are you coherent enough to talk about it now?”

      Pierce snort-laughed and dropped his forehead onto Matt’s shoulder. “Shut up. He took me by surprise.”

      “Took me by surprise too, but at least I handled it like an adult.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Pierce chuckled under his breath. “We both know you’re always calm, cool, and collected.”

      Except when it came to NDAs, but that was a topic they rarely brought up anymore.

      Straightening, Pierce met Matt’s gaze, colour high in his cheeks. He fidgeted with Matt’s collar for a second before his eyes snapped back to Matt’s, his breathing a little choppy. He swallowed hard, and his hand found Matt’s, clinging tightly. “What do you say, Coach? Want to marry me?”

      Jesus. The love and nervousness in those tawny eyes almost took Matt to his knees.

      He thought of chances taken and those not taken. Of where he was now compared to where he’d been just last summer, Pierce-less and alone.

      Pierce had brought laughter and adventure and happiness back into his life. Matt wanted a future eating ramen and hunting down rare antiques and watching hockey games on TV. He even wanted evenings playing Ring Fit Adventure—which, to his surprise, was a real game and an actual workout, go figure. He wanted to keep jogging with Pierce on the pretense of building his stamina—and doing other things to build that stamina too. Things that involved tangled sheets and sweaty skin and Pierce’s sexy thighs.

      Where would Matt be right now if he hadn’t given Pierce a chance that day Jason had fainted?

      It had been worth it, all of it, every moment of uncertainty and pain, to have Pierce in his arms again, in his bed, in his life.

      In his heart.

      “Yes,” Matt whispered. “I do.”

      Pierce’s breath left him in a rush, and his eyes glistened. “Really?”

      “Yeah, LB. Really.”

      “Fucking awesome,” Pierce murmured before their lips met in a kiss that was possibly a little too R-rated for this family establishment.

      Matt was well on his way to forgetting where they were, his hands crawling over every inch of Pierce, when a loud, “Yo, Dad!” jolted him back to reality.

      “Huh?” Blinking, Pierce stared at Jason and Mae on the other side of the table. “What?”

      “Have some decorum, Dad. People are staring.”

      Were they? Matt didn’t bother to check. Pierce’s lips were shiny and wet and he looked halfway debauched.

      Was it time to leave yet?

      “Who’s staring at who?” Pierce asked, sounding dazed.

      Rolling his eyes, Jason gestured over his shoulder. “Come play foosball with us. We can do two-on-two. Hockey players versus regular guys.”

      “Regular guys? Pfft.” Standing, Pierce slung an arm around Mae’s shoulders. “Come on, Mae. Let’s show them that a regular guy can kick a hockey player’s ass any day of the week.”

      Mae rubbed their hands together. “Should we bet on it? Losers buy the next pitcher of beer and another basket of onion rings.”

      Jason poked Matt in the shoulder. “Let’s go, Coach.”

      Matt stood next to Jason and across from Pierce and Mae, the foosball table between them. Pierce smiled so wide, the restaurant’s lights reflected off his teeth.

      Fuck, he looked happy. Happy and healthy and like everything Matt had ever wanted.

      When Pierce met his gaze, his smile softened, and Matt vowed to make Pierce smile just like that on their wedding day.

      And every day for the rest of their lives.

      Now that sounded like a damn good game plan.

      
        
        THE END
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Matt and Pierce attend the organization’s holiday party in the free bonus scene available to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it.

      

        

      
        * * *

        Look for Charlie Shore’s story in Game Changer (Vancouver Orcas 2), coming this summer! Pre-order it today wherever ebooks are sold.

      

        

      
        Game Changer (July 2023) — Charlie’s story

        Game On (fall/winter 2023) — Dorian’s story

      

        

      
        And if you’re interested in skills coach Emery Stanton’s story, read all about it in his book, Star of the Game.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Game Plan! I know your time is precious and with so many amazing books out there, it means a lot that you chose to read mine. I hope you enjoyed it.

      

      To everyone who’s ever reviewed my books, helped promote or enthusiastically posted about them, recommended them to others, or sent me a message or an email, thank you! Your enthusiasm and support mean the world to me.

      

      As always, thank you to my beta reader, Jill; my editing team—Brenda, Posy, and Edie; and my cover designer—Cate Ashwood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Amy's lived with her head in the clouds since she first picked up a book as a child, and being fluent in two languages means she's read a lot of books! She first picked up a pen on a rainy day in fourth grade when her class had to stay inside for recess. Tales of treasure hunts with her classmates eventually morphed into love stories between men, and she's been writing ever since. She writes evenings and weekends—or whenever she isn't at her full-time day job saving the planet at Canada's largest environmental non-profit.

      

      An unapologetic introvert, Amy reads too much and socializes too little, with no regrets. She loves connecting with readers. Join her Facebook Group, Amy Aislin’s Readers, to stay up-to-date on upcoming releases and for access to early teasers, find her on Instagram, or sign up for her infrequent newsletter.

      

      
        
        Website: http://amyaislin.com

      

        

      
        Newsletter: https://bit.ly/AmyAislinSignUp

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY AMY AISLIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Stick Side series

        On the Ice*

        The Nature of the Game*

        Shots on Goal

        Risking the Shot

        Two-Man Team

        Star of the Game

      

        

      
        Stick Side Series Adult Coloring Book, Vol. 1

      

      

      
        
        Vancouver Orcas Trilogy

        Game Plan*

        Game Changer (July 2023)

        Game On (fall/winter 2023)

      

        

      
        Lighthouse Bay Trilogy

        Christmas Lane

        Gingerbread Mistletoe

        Sweet to the Core

      

      

      
        
        Keeping Him series

        Keeping Casey*

        Keeping Kellan*

      

      

      
        
        Windsor, Wyoming series

        Home for a Cowboy

      

      

      
        
        Lakeshore series

        The Heights

      

      

      
        
        Other Books

        Elias

        Ballerina Dad

        Chasing Sunsets*

        As Big as the Sky

        The Play of His Life

        One Winter with You

        A Gift-Wrapped Holiday*

      

      

      
        
        *also available on audio

      

      

    

  



    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Amy Aislin publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    https://books2read.com/r/B-P-YNZF-LCRDC[image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-P-YNZF-LCRDC

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/game-plan-title-black.jpg
GAME
RIEAIN

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

AMY AISLIN





OEBPS/images/game-plan-ebook.jpg
VANCOUVER ORCAS: BOOK., ONE

AMY AISLIN






OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





OEBPS/d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





