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Chapter One


Wolseley


Today was about Tangi and Ethan. I kept telling myself that and promising that I would put all my problems aside and wait until the after-party tomorrow was over to tell my friends the truth before it came out. Of course, the humiliation would be unbearable, but for now, I’d pasted on my best smile and tried not to cry when Tangi came down the aisle accompanied by her parents. She was the star, and I was about to be a pariah.

I could and should have told Jill. She would have counseled me on what to do, or at least found someone who could have helped me navigate my impending catastrophe, but instead, I stuck my head in the sand, hoping the shit that was about to fly would go away. And it didn’t, because this was real life, and I wasn’t in some kid’s cartoon.

Yes, I would get through today, cater the after-party tomorrow, and when all the guests had gone home, I’d take my two best friends aside and tell them the truth.

And then my career would be over.

[image: ]


My staff hadn’t caught on why I’d prepaid them for the next two weeks. I’d spouted off some lie about a change in my bank account, and I didn’t want them to miss their next paycheck if something glitched. So, as they worked hard setting up the tables for the buffet we’d be serving at Tangi and Ethan’s wedding after-party, I had to bite my lip several times not to cry. They’d worked so tirelessly getting the meal ready that morning, while I took an extra hour to sleep. I hadn’t gotten home from the wedding until after three in the morning, and unlike me, I’d had a lot to drink. Probably to shutter away the thoughts that kept following me today. Getting out of bed was nearly impossible, but I had to do it for Tangi. I needed her to have another special day. She and Jill meant the world to me.

“We have all the ingredient tags for the food?” I asked Wren, my restaurant manager. She’d been with me from day one, helping me get the restaurant off the ground, working social media, doing press, and basically making me the success that I was. Again, she hadn’t questioned the bonus I’d given her weeks ago. I’d told her she’d deserved it, and she had. I had no idea what would happen to her tomorrow or the day after, and my recommendation certainly would be worthless, but I’d pull every connection I had to make sure she found a job.

“You bet. We’re going to make sure the vegan table is set apart from the vegetarian and meat proteins. We can’t have that mixed up.”

No. And if only she’d known the half of it. Just the thought carved out a pit in my stomach.

“Guests will be arriving around noon. We should have the food out by one thirty. Appetizers by twelve thirty. Are the bartenders here?”

“They got here ten minutes ago,” Wren said. She had the ability to remember everything in her head, while I always needed my trusty notebook or the reminders I’d programmed into my phone.

I checked my watch. We had two hours. It was more than enough time, but I needed to get my ass in the kitchen and leave Wren to the setup.

While I worked, likely in the last commercial kitchen of my life, I wondered what bankruptcy would be like. My lawyer had already assured me the corporation would take the hit, and other than my credibility, I had nothing much to lose. Right. Just my credibility. And the irony of it all was that the restaurant had finally turned a profit.

But he’d also warned of the possibility that some of my former customers could sue me personally. He’d said it so casually like I had nothing to worry about, but I knew how this worked. If people thought they could land a payday, they’d sue. Only problem was that I would also be bankrupt. I suppose that was why he’d said it so casually. You can’t collect from someone without a dime to their name.

The tent had been assembled the night before, and now the chairs were being set up. Half the wedding was going to be here, including all of Ethan’s teammates. With all that had gone on, I hadn’t met many of them, or really much of anyone, for that matter. I’d been so preoccupied dealing with my self-inflicted, looming catastrophe, while trying so hard to put on an act that I had no time to socialize.

I did tell two people about the impending firestorm, the two people in the world who always had my back and who loved me unconditionally: my parents. As expected, I had their full support, and they’d assured me that they’d help with anything I needed. They’d even called a lawyer friend of theirs even though I’d told them I already had one. But they’d always been the type to help even when it wasn’t asked for, and I’d always appreciated them for that. I’d won the parent lottery with them.

Jill was the first of our friends at arrive to the after-party event. As the maid of honor, a title I insisted she have, she had taken her role seriously and wanted to make sure everything was up to snuff, not that she doubted me, but if you knew Jill, she had to be on top of everything.

We’d been friends for so long that we knew each other inside and out, and that was why she kept giving me an odd look. She could see through me as she strolled toward me, over six feet tall in her three-inch heels. She was nearly a foot taller than me in those, and since I didn’t even own a pair of heels before yesterday, she was always looming over me.

She pointed at me and narrowed her gaze. “What’s wrong?”

She had on the prettiest blue sundress with small white daisies on it. She looked like a model and a goddess in it, the color bringing out her blue eyes even more. I could see why Jeremy fell for her despite every effort she took to push him away. Jill was the hard-ass of our crew, a badge of honor she wore willingly and proudly. Life had dealt her a crappy hand that included an absentee father and the most narcissistic mother a person could have. How Jill came out of that dismal environment to be the successful, centered woman she was came down to Jill’s determination to succeed. She’d never let anything or anyone hold her back, and that included the opposite sex … until Jeremy. He had made a mess of his life and lost the captaincy of the Kodiaks when he decided to screw around with another player’s wife—just about the worst thing a teammate could do to another teammate. Jill, as the new head of PR for the Kodiaks, had been left to clean up his mess, and in the process, she’d finally met her match. And when the sparks started to fly, she couldn’t fight them anymore. I couldn’t blame her. Jeremy oozed sex appeal.

“Nothing is wrong,” I said with a smile that felt so forced.

Jill sighed dramatically. “You can’t fool me. You’ve been off since we got back to Minneapolis.”

“Stress,” I said with a shrug. “I’ve been working a lot. Oh geez, do those tables crooked to you?”

Jill glanced over at the tables, and I knew it was all I needed to say to get her to wander off and make sure everything was neatly arranged. I took that opportunity to sneak back to the kitchen to decompress for a few minutes in one of the empty corners. I scanned over the scribbles in my notebook to make sure we’d covered it all. Then, I checked in with Wren one last time before making my way to the ladies’ room to change into something more appropriate for the day. I couldn’t pull off a sundress like Jill, but I put on a nice pair of black trousers and a simple pink blouse that didn’t accentuate my cleavage much. It was definitely more conservative than what I usually liked to wear, but I didn’t need to stick out today, not that I would. While Jill was the goddess, Tangi was the toned and sexy athlete. I was the frumpy one who liked to change my hair color on a whim, wore comfortable and fun clothes, and was neither a goddess nor a sexy athlete. Now don’t get me wrong; I didn’t care that I was the curvy one with boobs that seemed to always get in the way or the short one with chubby cheeks who wanted to save the world. I loved who I was, and I was totally comfortable in my own skin.

I’d been thinking about that when I exited the ladies’ room and walked into the human equivalent of a brick wall. I nearly fell back, but a strong hand gripped my forearm and helped me keep my balance.

“Oh, sorry,” I said, staring up into deep-blue eyes. It took me only a second to realize it was Brandon Warde. The Brandon Warde. Once the most hated player on the Kodiaks, he was now team captain. Long story, I was told. Something about Ethan not wanting the job, which, honestly, was pretty smart of him. Ethan was a lot of things, but a leader really wasn’t one of them. He wasn’t known for making stellar decisions, and one of those decisions had lost him Tangi their first go-round. He was lucky to win her back, especially when the blue-eyed Adonis in front of me had nearly stolen her heart. Well, that probably wasn’t accurate. I don’t think he stood a chance, but Ethan hadn’t known that. Good thing he’d finally smartened up and fought for the woman he loved.

“No, don’t be sorry. I should have been paying attention,” he said.

“Neither of us were hurt, so all is good. Can you imagine if I had injured the team captain right before the start of the season?” I laughed but quickly realized I was babbling.

I was about to walk away, my face burning from the embarrassment of not only running into him, but noticing how hot he was. But then he started talking again, and I couldn’t be rude.

“You are Tangi’s friend? The chef?”

“I am,” I said, trying to smile casually. I could see why Tangi might consider the guy for a split second. He was ridiculously hot, and the body hiding under his dress pants and fitted light-blue polo shirt had me forgetting that my life was about to be upended.

“I hear you are putting on the lunch today. And that you catered the pre-wedding event. Your food is amazing. I thought you should know that.”

Hmm. How could anyone think he was a jerk after paying me such a nice compliment? “Thank you very much.”

“I’m sure I’ll see you around,” he said. He gave a slight nod and walked away. I willed myself not to watch him go, but I couldn’t help it. He looked amazing, and for just a moment, all my problems floated away.


Chapter Two


Brandon


Afew things happened after we were eliminated from the playoffs this past spring. Pretty much all of them had blown my mind when they’d happened. First, Ethan Grant took me aside and told me he was going to tell Coach Anthony that I should be the only captain on the team. In fact, he’d said that I’d been the one to carry the Kodiaks and that I had the leadership qualities the guys needed. He had rendered me speechless, not something that was easy to do. And when I was about to tell him that Vaughn should be our captain again, Jeremy showed up out of nowhere—most likely from the showers—and hit me with the second shock to tell me that he agreed with Grant and that I deserved the job. Knowing how much Grant despised me, it was big of him to do.

A person shouldn’t have to handle two major shocks at once, especially because neither guy particularly liked me, although I think Vaughn was at least coming around to giving me a shot at being friends. I couldn’t say the same for Grant. Sure, I would have swooped in and scooped up Tangi if she’d wanted that, but it was clear from the start that she wanted a future with Grant. They’d had history … lots of it, including a kid on the way at the time. They’d been high school sweethearts before the doorknob had gone and ruined it. Who lets a girl like Tangi walk away? Well, a loser like Ethan Grant. That bozo had made so many mistakes with her that he was lucky she even considered taking him back. But throw a baby into the mix, and maybe feelings change. Call me cynical. Whatever the case, the result didn’t change.

But back to the all these shocks. Because lo and behold, what shows up in my inbox one morning? A wedding invitation from Tangi and Ethan with a personal note from Tangi insisting I attend their upcoming nuptials. I’d assumed that Grant would nix any invitation for me, but Tangi was the brains of that operation, and I could only assume she got what she wanted.

Other than those shocks, some good things had happened, and maybe they were because of Tangi. She’d made me see that I had to lighten up on the guys—to lower my expectations. I’d always been driven to succeed, thanks to overbearing parents, and it took me a long time to realize that I couldn’t—and shouldn’t—expect everyone to be as dedicated as I was. In turn, I’d started forming some new friendships on the team, like Vaughn. So when I found myself at the wedding, I started feeling like one of the guys, even though I was probably the only one without a date.

I’d dated since Tangi had so gently let me down—not that I really had ever started anything with her—but no one had sparked a fire in me, and the last thing I wanted to do was give a woman I was dating the wrong impression by inviting her to this wedding. So I came alone. And did I feel a little stab in the heart when I saw Tangi in her dress? Fuck, yeah. She was gorgeous, from her silky chestnut-colored hair with subtle highlights, to her big hazel eyes that I could stare in all day. But don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t pining. She had a kid with Grant, and now they were married. That ship had sailed. Shit, it had never come into port. Despite any feelings I may have had for her, I was also a realist.

I had planned to leave town the next morning, but Tangi must have figured I’d do that because she’d sent another text about a lunch the day after the wedding and that she wanted me there. I should have said no, but all the other guys were going to be there, so it didn’t seem right to bail. So here I was, sitting with a few of the guys, watching Ethan and Tangi greet their guests.

“Did you see Ryan?” Wade Pinter said.

He jarred me out of my thoughts. Pinter had been a third-line winger on the team. He’d been trying to get up to the second line, but the years were catching up to him. He did everything he could in the offseason to stay in shape, but there was no escaping Father Time. Every player had to face that prospect.

As for Ryan, I had seen him but didn’t want to gossip. It was hard to miss him since he was a groomsman and also one of Ethan’s best friends. I don’t know what he’d been up to since we’d been eliminated from the playoffs in the second round, but it couldn’t be anything good.

“He can’t show up to camp looking like that.” Wade blew out a breath to further illustrate his point.

Camp was six weeks away, and Ryan looked bloated and just plain fat. The guy had always been a hulking presence, but this was beyond muscle and brawn. Either he was drinking or eating or both. Since I’d last seen him, he’d easily put on thirty pounds, and when the guy was already pushing two fifty, that was too much extra weight.

“He really can’t,” I said.

“Coach will lose his shit.”

Ryan’s weight gain wasn’t something I was going to worry about. Even if he showed up to camp five hundred pounds, Coach Anthony would get him into fighting shape in no time because Ryan was an asset. But that had me thinking about my own well-being. I hadn’t gained weight, but I’d been feeling that ol’ Father Time catching up to me. I’d be thirty in a few months, and everything seemed to hurt a little more or take longer to heal. Even my knee seemed to act up every once in a while despite taking care of it. What I’d do to get my twenty-year-old body back.

“What he needs is a personal chef,” Mark Fox said. Mark was one of the few guys on the team I’d always been friendly with. He took fitness and the game as seriously as I did, although he managed to keep his thoughts to himself. He didn’t know this, but I’d learned a lot from him in the past few years, besides Mark and a few other guys like Jeremy. Instead of getting on people for shitty play, I was trying to encourage them to be better or tell them not to beat themselves up if they made a mistake. “That way, they control what he eats. He’s always the first guy to suggest drinks and shit food after a game. Until he breaks that cycle, he’s always going to have a problem.”

More and more guys were using personal chefs now. Most of them even arranged meals for road trips. I’d thought about it, since I wasn’t the best cook and I was getting bored of eating the same food all the time—chicken, rice, and steamed vegetables, with a few changes along the way—about the only thing I could confidently make.

“Know any?” I asked.

“I know a few. You looking?” Mark asked.

“Maybe,” I said with a nod. “Do you have one?”

“Yup. And he’s amazing. Totally booked, though. But he knows people.”

“Get me their numbers.”

Mark explained how it worked, and the cost wasn’t an issue. I’d pay more just to have some variety. And as we ate the buffet lunch and talked about the upcoming season and what the team would look like, I thought about food again.

“This food is really good,” I said, staring down at my sweet potato salad. I liked sweet potatoes but wouldn’t have any idea what to do with them.

“This food is great. I asked Ethan about the chef: Tangi’s friend. This is the kind of food you want to eat. And I think she specializes in vegan and vegetarian meals. I’m telling you, it’s better than all that animal protein. Clean eating without the meat is all the rage now.”

I’d heard that, too. Some famous basketball players had gone vegan, but I loved meat too much to make that leap. “Tangi’s friend has a restaurant, so she’s not looking for work.”

“Too bad. She’s fucking good at what she does.”

With that, he got up for seconds. I guessed he didn’t care about it being the offseason and a special occasion, not that the food was overly decadent. Was it really cheating?

After stuffing myself with more sweet potatoes than I’d had in the last ten years, it was time to make my escape. I’d tortured myself enough, and besides, I had the last flight back to Regina to see my parents for a few days. The thought of spending more time with them than that made me shudder. I could put up with my mom and dad in small doses if I wanted to see my little brother.

I made my way over to Tangi and Ethan’s table, and when they were both about to get up, I insisted they remain seated.

“Thank you again for the invitation. What a great weekend! Congrats to both of you.”

“Let me at least walk you out,” Tangi said, rising and grasping onto my arm. She smelled of lilacs—shit, was it lavender? And I tried hard not to breathe her in too noticeably. “Did you have a good time?” Her brow was creased with worry as she asked the question.

“I had a great time. It was a blast.”

“I noticed you came alone,” she said as we slowly walked to the door.

“I’m not dating anyone special right now. And you know how it is with weddings. I’d hate to get anyone’s hopes up.”

She laughed at that. “I suppose you’re right. But I am glad you made it. And that things are working out with the team, Mr. Captain.”

I couldn’t help but smile because she always made me smile. “I have you to thank for that. You helped me see that I had to stop being an asshole. I’m still a work in progress.”

We got outside, and my Uber was waiting. She kissed me on the cheek and said, “I would really like it if you stayed one more day. I know Jeremy invited you to our house tonight for a barbecue. Some real meat for a change. I want you there, and I think the guys wouldn’t mind it either.”

“I think Ethan would.”

She flashed me a mischievous smile. “Ethan won’t mind. Think about it. Okay?”

She could always suck me in. It was best for me to keep Tangi Kildare out of my life, and if I were smart, I’d move on, but I also couldn’t say no to her.


Chapter Three


Wolseley


After the festivities that afternoon, Tangi invited us over to decompress and dissect the wedding and after-party at her new house just outside Minneapolis. She and Ethan had bought it earlier in the year and had renovations done just in time to return after the season was over. So while we sat outside enjoying the warm evening air, Ethan and some of his teammates were in the basement gaming and hanging out, or whatever hockey players did in their spare time. Ethan was planning a huge barbecue, and I’d brought over all the leftovers from the afternoon. Hopefully, that would be enough food.

“My feet are killing me,” Tangi said, putting them up on another patio chair. I’m going to need a few days of recovery.”

“The whole wedding was flawless. Other than Benoit’s girlfriend wearing off-white. What was that?” Jill said, sipping some chilled Riesling.

“Who is Benoit?” I asked.

“Kodiaks goalie,” Tangi said. “And when I saw her, I was ready to turf her. Who does that at a wedding?”

As they rambled on about someone I didn’t remember seeing, my ability to remain upbeat was faltering. What I wanted was to go home and hide in bed, but soon, my world would be turned upside down. Why not at least enjoy the last few hours before the ax fell?

“What about Ryan?” Jill said, dropping her voice. “He’s almost unrecognizable. I mentioned it to Jeremy, he said the whole team was talking about it. In fact, I think the guys might be giving Ryan an intervention in your basement as we speak.”

Tangi frowned. “I noticed it, too. Ethan said that Ryan’s always had an issue with weight, but this is a bit extreme. Especially with training camp coming. He needed to have his suit altered a few times. I’m just glad it fits him.”

I bit my lip, trying to keep the weight of what was going on in my life from spilling over. Pardon the pun. I had to tell my friends soon because hours from now it was going to come out. I’d wanted to be a chef and have my own restaurant from the moment my mom put a spoon in my hand and let me help her make a birthday cake for my brother. From there, I was making family dinners by the time I’d turned twelve. With Mom and Dad’s supervision, of course. I’d gone to culinary school, saved up money, borrowed money from my parents, lived out my dream, and then failed spectacularly.

“Hey, are you okay?” Tangi asked.

I was jarred from my thoughts. Tears had welled in my eyes, and this time, I couldn’t fight them back. I quickly swiped them away, but it was too late to hold off any longer.

“No, I’m not,” I said quietly.

They both scooted in closer, concern marring their faces. “What’s going on?” Jill asked.

I rubbed my face with my hands. “Where do I begin?” I took in a deep breath, trying to settle my nerves. “It all starts and ends with Daniel, my sous chef.” I paused for a moment because just his name elicited so much rage inside me. “He and I made a great team, and he was making food that was incredible. I mean, completely out of this world. People were raving about it, and I should have known that something was off, but I was too distracted. Way too damn distracted.”

Jill trained her gaze on me. “I’m not sure I know fully where this is going, but I have an idea.”

“Let her finish,” Tangi said in her scolding voice.

“I don’t know if either of you remember Daniel.”

They shook their heads.

“He’s charming,” I said. “And I fell for it. I fell for the charm, the fact he was so handsome, all the compliments he paid me. He made me feel like the most interesting person in the world, and I don’t get that a lot, not like the two of you. And after a major catering job that went so well, we were featured in a culinary magazine, we celebrated. A little too much, and things got inappropriate.”

“You slept with him?” Tangi asked, covering her mouth with her hand.

“Just the one time. We were both drunk and a little stoned. I barely remember it, probably because he was shitty in bed. But that’s not the issue. Well, it’s not the whole issue. It gets much worse.”

I stood up and began to pace . I had so much pent-up energy that needed an outlet. “Like I said, his food was amazing, and that should have tipped me off. His mushroom risotto was just too perfect to be vegetarian, not to mention his vegan option. You don’t know how many times I’ve tried to perfect risotto with a vegetable broth. It’s not easy.”

At this, Jill gasped. She’d pieced it all together, and I knew Tangi wouldn’t be far behind.

“There were other dishes too. One of my cooks came to me and told me their suspicions. I went to Daniel and asked him to be honest with me. He claimed, up and down, that he wasn’t using any animal-based products. No chicken stock in the risotto, no butter with the portobello steaks, and no cheese in the vegan cheesecakes. And part of me believed him, but part of me didn’t.

“So on a Monday morning when the restaurant was closed, I tore the kitchen apart. And I found it. I found the chicken and beef stock he had hidden, the intentionally mislabeled nondairy ingredients. I called him in early the next day to confront him. He denied it all—and blamed other people. I fired him on the spot. He freaked out and said he’d ruin me. And it looks like he has. Last week, a reporter contacted me about allegations that we were using nonvegetarian and non-vegan products in our food. She said she had videos to prove it, along with a statement from a former employee. I think we know who that is. And the topper? Daniel is claiming that I fired him because he rebuffed my advances. That I was also sexually harassing him.” I sighed. “So that’s it. Everything is going down the drain. I begged the reporter to hold off until tomorrow—for your sake, Tang. I didn’t want to ruin your wedding weekend. I also plan to shut the restaurant: rather, it won’t be reopening tomorrow. My life ruined by a man scorned.”

“Oh, shit,” Jill said.

Tangi leapt up from her seat and gave me a hug. “Why didn’t you tell us? And you didn’t have to keep that all bottled up. We are always here to support you.”

“It was your day, and I didn’t want to overshadow it in any way. I didn’t want it to be about me. Not even a little.”

“This Daniel is an asshole, and I’m an expert on dealing with shitty situations. I had Jeremy’s scandal to handle,” Jill said, rising to give me a hug too. “You need to go on the offensive. You have the other cook; will they come forward and speak on your behalf? What about video surveillance? Do you have it, and can we use it? We can also dig around in his history and see if he’s had issues with previous employers. This is not over for you. Hell, it’s just the beginning. Sue his pants off!”

I stepped back and threw up my hands. “No, it’s over. I thought about doing all that, and if I wanted to fight, Jill, you would have been my first call. I just don’t have it in me. After today, my reputation will be in tatters. My plan is to lie low until it passes, and maybe I can restart again.”

“What about Daniel and his allegations?”

“I figure once the business declares bankruptcy and ceases to exist, he’ll go away. He knows I have nothing. I don’t own my own home, and my car is almost ten years old. I have no assets. My lawyer is pretty certain it will all go away, especially because I made no mention of him to the reporter. I just want to move on.”

Jill bit her lip. I could see the rage building in her. “I don’t understand why you don’t want to fight. Why let this piece of shit get away with this?”

I groaned and slowly shook my head. “Because there is nothing to fight for. When people find out they unknowingly consumed something they thought they weren’t, I’ll be vilified because it happened under my watch. There is nothing to fight for. Don’t you see?”

“We are here to support you,” Tangi said. “We will help with anything you need. And if you do want to fight this legally, Ethan and I can help you out.”

“Jeremy and I can help, too.”

I teared up all over again. “Thank you for the offer, but I don’t want to throw away good money at this.”

“But if you change your mind, know we are here,” Jill said.

“I imagine this is going to be a hard time for you. You need your friends,” Tangi added.

“It’s the worst,” I said, feeling the love from my two best friends despite Jill’s desire to fight. She’d always been the scrappy one, ready to take on the world, while Tangi was more the nurturing one, always ready to lend a hug and a hand. And it was probably because of their backgrounds. Tangi had a great family, stable and loving. Jill had a tyrannical mother and no father. Jill had to be tough to get where she was. Not to say Tangi wasn’t tough. She certainly didn’t put up with crap, and that’s why she dumped Ethan all those years ago when he’d refused to commit. He’d been lucky she’d taken him back for a second time around.

“Right now, I’m going to need to sublet my apartment. I still have six months on the lease. There is no way I can afford it without a job, and after tomorrow, I don’t think even a fast-food joint would hire me. So I’ll be moving in with my parents again.”

“This sucks,” Tangi said, wrapping an arm around my shoulder.

“It doesn’t suck,” Jill said. “No, it’s an opportunity.”

Tangi and I looked at the wide smile on Jill’s face. What opportunity could she possibly see?

“You’ve had too much Riesling,” Tangi said.

“Nope. I have an idea. It’s spectacular, and it’s right downstairs.”


Chapter Four


Brandon


Tangi, Jill, and their friend Wolseley came down the basement stairs. We were all watching baseball while Ethan was on the walkout lower deck, manning the barbecue. I had wanted to go home, but Tangi had asked me to stay, and how could I say no? Ryan, Jeremy, and the rest of the guys had been welcoming, and even Ethan had begrudgingly accepted me. I’d managed to change my departure time, but if I wanted the last flight out, I had to leave in the next hour or so.

I watched the three women march toward Ryan—well, only Jill marched. Tangi and Wolseley seemed to be reluctantly trucking along behind her.

“What are you doing?” Wolseley said, seeming to direct her question to Jill.

“I’m going to make all your problems disappear.”

Ryan was relaxing on one of the sofas, snacking on chips and washing it down with a beer. He stopped when Jill stood in front of him, dragging Wolseley along with her.

“Ryan, let’s cut to the chase. I’m not going to sugarcoat this. You can’t go into camp looking the way you do.”

I’d been taking a swig of my beer, watching this unfold, and I spit it out. Thankfully, I’d managed to swallow most of it down. I was wiping my mouth, still riveted by what I was seeing. I’d known that Jill was blunt, but this was spectacular. I was suddenly glad I’d taken Tangi up on her offer to come by.

Ryan, never one to be confrontational off the ice, didn’t surprise me. He set down his beer and wrinkled his nose in confusion. “What?”

He’d always been one of the more dopey guys on the team, but he was a decent person and an amazing defenseman. And if he showed up to camp the way he looked now, Coach Anthony would have him on a thousand-calorie diet of pure protein only. Okay, maybe nothing that drastic, but he’d be pissed off.

“Look, you indulged a little in the offseason. It happens. But you need to shed some weight before camp. You know we take the promotional shots early, and do you want to look bloated in pictures? No,” she said before he had a chance to answer. “That’s why you need a personal chef, and Wolseley would be the perfect person for that.”

“What?” Wolseley said, her big brown eyes opening wide.

Tangi’s equally shocked expression had me confused, too. Didn’t Wolseley have a restaurant to run? How was she going to make him meals from Minnesota?

“You need a job, right?” Jill said to Wolseley. “I just found you one. And I’m sure Ryan can afford you, right, Ryan?”

My head was spinning, watching the back-and-forth.

“Don’t you have a restaurant?” Ryan asked Wolseley.

He’d asked the million-dollar question.

“Well, technically, yes,” she said, fumbling with her hands. “But not for long. Anyway, it’s not a big deal, and you don’t have to listen to Jill. It’s fine. I’ll be fine.”

Now, I was intrigued.

“An ex-employee of hers is trying to ruin her life, the shithead. Wolseley is looking for a fresh start,” Jill said. “She makes healthy food, which, by the looks of what you’re eating right now, is something you could use a lot of.”

This was pure entertainment, and when I made eye contact with a few of the other guys, I could see they were enjoying themselves as much as I was. Jeremy, on the other hand, didn’t seem to like what his girlfriend was up to. The frown on his face said it all, but he didn’t intervene. Lucky for me.

The look on Ryan’s face was priceless as if Jill had just kicked his new puppy. He set down the chip in his hand and pushed away the beer.

“Jill, you need to stop,” Wolseley said, finally showing some grit. “What you’re doing isn’t very nice.”

“It’s honest,” she said, setting her focus back on Ryan. “Did you not like her food?”

“I-I did, but …”

“I don’t even know what sort of food requirements he has. This takes research,” Wolseley protested.

“I’m sure you can easily figure it out. Anything you come up with in your sleep is better than what Ryan eats on a daily basis.”

Tangi waved her hands in front of both her friends. “Stop. Jill, cut it out. You should have asked Wolseley about this before we came down here. You’ve not only put her on the spot, but you’ve put Ryan on the spot, too. It’s not cool.”

Ryan seemed to have finally absorbed what had been said and proposed. “This idea does sound like a good one, but can I think about it? I don’t even know what this all means.”

“You don’t need to think about it. I need to think about it since this is the first I’ve heard of a job that isn’t really a job,” Wolseley said, shooting Jill a glare.

The two women started arguing, and that was when Tangi grabbed their arms and escorted them back upstairs. We all watched them go, and then Ryan looked around, no doubt trying to make sense of what was going on.

“What the fuck was that?” he said to no one in particular.

Benoit spoke first. “I think Jeremy’s girlfriend was trying to tell you to lose some weight.”

Ryan shot daggers at Benoit with his eyes. “Yeah, I got that part. But that came out of nowhere. Jeremy, come on! She cornered me.”

Jeremy shrugged. “Hey, I had no idea she was going to do that. Do you think I can control her?”

“Does everyone think I need to lose weight?” Ryan asked, staring around the room.

So many weak-kneed wimps looked down at their feet or outside at Ethan, who was grilling away, having no clue what had just happened. Where were the balls on these guys? More importantly, how could Ryan be so oblivious to his current situation?

“Yeah, you need to lose weight,” I said. “Is that coming as a surprise to you?” I said it matter-of-factly and as kindly as possible, but by the gasps emanating throughout the room, my delivery was probably taken harsher than I’d intended. One of the guys even laughed in shock. Yup, I’d have to work on my delivery a little more.

Ryan scrunched up his face. “Fuck you, Warde.”

I definitely should have softened that. “Look, I didn’t mean it as an insult. It happens. I’ll speak for myself. I’m slowing down. I can’t recover as quickly as I used to. So you’ve put on a few pounds. You’re an amazing athlete, and I know you can take it off. Would it hurt to have a chef making you all the right foods?”

Right. Better. Ryan seemed to think about that, so maybe he wouldn’t want to punch me. The guy had almost seventy pounds and three inches on me. His fist would hurt.

“I guess not,” he said begrudgingly.

“But I’m confused,” Jeremy said. “Since when did Wolseley need a side gig?”

As if she’d been listening, Jill yelled down from the top of the stairs. “I’ll tell you about it later, Jeremy.”

“So fucking weird,” he said, wandering to the beer fridge and handing out another round.

A few minutes later, Ethan wandered in with a heaping pile of various proteins on a huge platter. Next, he brought in some baked potatoes, and we all dove in. Jeremy filled him in on all he’d missed while poor Ryan was careful to pace himself. I ate quickly and checked my watch. I had to leave soon to catch my flight. I thanked Ethan for the hospitality, apologized to Ryan again—who seemed to not hold a grudge—and then headed upstairs. Wolseley was alone at the kitchen table, staring out the window, and I thought to slink off, but was I the slinking-off type?

“Hey, you okay?”

She turned to face me and smiled sadly. “I will be. Eventually.”

“Something go down?” I asked, sitting across from her at the table. Normally, I would have sneaked away, but she looked so down that I couldn’t bring myself to leave. Besides, I could spare a few minutes.

“Lots. My career, and now Jill, has utterly humiliated me. I’m sure that’s why Tangi insisted that Jill help her put Maddy to bed. I think Jill is getting a lecture.”

“The guys didn’t even talk about it, so don’t worry about the humiliation. But what happened to your career?”

She groaned. “A disgruntled employee screwed me over in more ways than one. I want to crawl away and die right now.”

She obviously didn’t want to say more, and I wasn’t going to press. “You could leave. Why hang around?”

Her big brown eyes were looking at me now.

“You know what? I think I might.”

“You’re welcome to share my Uber with me. I’m going to the airport, but we have time to stop somewhere else.”

“You wouldn’t mind?”

“Not at all.”

She grabbed her oversized cloth bag that looked like a patchwork quilt and followed me out the door. We climbed into the Uber, and she gave instructions to the driver on where to drop her off.

“You serious about doing the whole personal chef thing?” I asked.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. I suppose it’s an option.”

“If your career is over like you say it is, then maybe starting over somewhere new is the right call.”

“Maybe.”

“Ryan would be an idiot not to hire you as his personal chef.”

“I don’t even know if I want to be a personal chef.”

As we slowed down in front of an apartment building, she tried to pay the Uber driver, but I assured her I would cover it.

She grabbed her bag and was about to leave, but I cleared my throat to stop her. For the last hour or so, I’d been thinking about everything and how nice it would be to have someone handle all my meals. It would be one less thing to worry about, especially when I got lazy.

“Before you go,” I said, “I know you don’t know what your future plans are, but if you do decide to try the personal chef route, I’d like to hire you.”

I blurted that out before I’d fully thought it through, which was unlike me, but something about it felt right. Wolseley made some amazing food, and if I could have someone do it all for me, I could have more time to get in shape, to focus, and not have to think about what I was putting in my body. I’d leave food prep to Wolseley.

She blinked a few times. “For real?”

“I wouldn’t joke about it.”

“But I have no idea what I’m doing. No idea what an athlete needs to eat.”

“I’m sure you can figure it out. Why don’t you think about it? Give me your number, and I’ll text you with mine. When you’ve figured out what you want to do, let me know.”

She blinked a few more times. “Okay. Thanks.”

I took her number and sent a quick text to her. Once she’d received it, she thanked me again and headed to her building.

Ryan’s waffling was about to be my gain.


Chapter Five


Wolseley


At least the scandal that we, a vegetarian and vegan restaurant, served dishes with animal products didn’t make the front page of the newspaper, but we did make the front page of the Arts and Lifestyle section, which was almost as bad. By the time I’d assembled all my staff in the restaurant, the mood was grim, along with lowered voices and gossiping. I couldn’t blame them. I wanted to tell them sooner, but that would have ruined the vibe at Tangi’s wedding, and that was selfish of me, but what difference would it have made? I was still losing my restaurant.

We gathered around in the dining area, and all gazes were fixed on me. Suddenly, the room had fallen silent. My heart thundered in my chest as I weighed my words carefully. I was about to put dozens of people out of work.

“I’m sure you’ve all seen or heard about the paper today,” I said, fighting back the urge to sob. From serving staff, to line cooks, to Wren, my manager. I cared about all of them, and I’d screwed up so badly. “In case you’re wondering, the accusations are true. Daniel was secretly using ingredients that were not permitted or disclosed on our menu. When I found out, I sought legal advice. That was when Daniel was fired. This all happened very quickly, within the last few weeks. Daniel then threatened to go public and accuse me of using the prohibited ingredients and of …” A huge lump had formed in my throat. “He’s also accusing me of sexual harassment.”

Wren grumbled in disgust. She’d never liked Daniel and had cheered when I’d fired him. Steph, my line cook, who had brought to my attention, the allegations of Daniel using prohibited ingredients, also shook her head. If she blamed me or wanted to say, I told you so, she could, and I deserved it. I’d been so taken in by his charms. Why had I been so blind to Daniel when everyone else had seen through him? I knew why. He was interested in me, or so I thought. I’d assumed his feelings were genuine. Not the first time I’d fallen for that.

“Legal bills have already been mounting, and I expect that some customers may sue the restaurant. I’m sorry, everyone, but that’s not something I have the resources to fight and keep this restaurant going. Not to mention that the Oak will become a ghost town. It’s why I paid you early, and I have arranged for severance packages. Anyone who wants a letter of recommendation can have it, but I’m not sure you’ll want that from me. I am so sorry for letting you all down.”

“Shit,” Wren muttered. “That piece of shit. If I ever lay eyes on him …”

Lucy, one of my servers, spoke up first. “So that’s it? We are all out of a job, effective immediately?” The sharp, incredulous tone of her voice had me wanting to hide under a table.

“I’m sorry, but yes. I’ll likely have to declare bankruptcy, and the restaurant has almost no assets other than the kitchen equipment. I know this doesn’t help, but every dollar I have has gone into your severance packages. I know this is sudden, but I have a list of some restaurants that are hiring, and I can put in a good word with all of them.”

“I told you about him,” Steph said, punching the air with a fist. “I said he was too slick and up to no good, but you wouldn’t listen to me. You were too busy drooling over the piece of shit when⁠—”

Wren smacked the table nearest to her, and Steph stopped. “Why are you bringing this shit up?” Wren asked. “To make yourself feel better? To get it off your chest and humiliate Wolseley further? Damage is done. No need to pour it on.”

Steph stormed out, and the rest of the staff filed out behind her, most of them furious. A few others stuck around to ask questions on how they could get their personal items and when they’d get their severance. Finally, it was just me and Wren. She grabbed a few beers from the fridge, and we sat down to drink, even though it wasn’t even noon yet.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Wren said, snapping back the tab on her beer.

“My lawyer told me to keep it to myself. I wanted to tell you a million times. I’m so sorry for making a mess of everyone’s lives. I really screwed up.”

Wren pursed her lips and ran her hands through her short brown hair. “I sensed something hasn’t been right with you for the last few weeks. Especially after you fired Daniel. We were all doing a happy dance, and you were dealing with all this shit.”

“I couldn’t drag you into it. And I’m so sorry, Wren. You have been so good to me, my loyal right hand, and I’ve messed it all up.”

Wren reached out to pat my hand. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll find another job. And it was kind of you to give us all three months of severance. We were just turning a profit. How did you manage it?”

“It’s some money I’ve saved up. Pretty much all I have.”

Wren’s gray eyes narrowed. “No, we can’t accept that.”

“It’s the least I can do. You’ve all been so amazing.”

Wren frowned a little. “And what are you going to do?”

I sighed and tried to smile. “I have no idea. I figure I’ll wait a few weeks to let this all settle. I have to find someone to sublet my place because I can’t afford it. I plan to move in with my parents, and once I’ve had some time to let it all sink in, I’ll figure out my next move.”

“Any restaurant in town would hire you. They’d be lucky to have you.”

I arched a brow. “Really? I think that right now, I’m the town pariah.”

Wren was kind enough to offer her help if I needed to liquidate any of the restaurant’s contents, but since it was likely the restaurant corporation was going to declare bankruptcy, there was no time to sell anything. But I did want to make sure we cleaned out any of the food that remained, and Wren said she’d offer it to staff. The next few days, I’d make sure everyone had gotten their personal effects, and then I’d be saying goodbye to my dream.
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I finally had a bit of luck when I found a couple to sublet my apartment. My landlord had been kind enough to help me find someone, and that meant I had to be out in ten days. Tangi and Jill offered to help me pack what little I had accumulated in the last few years. Jill was due back in Vancouver in a few days, but that didn’t stop her from being a true friend by loading up boxes and cleaning out every nook and cranny.

After a full morning of packing and cleaning, I ordered some pizzas, and we sat around my coffee table and ate. We’d been so focused on our work, that we hadn’t had much time to talk. And soon, both my friends would be gone, back at work in Vancouver, and I would be left behind with nothing to show for my life.

“How is it going?” Jill asked.

“I’ve signed off on bankruptcy paperwork, and the restaurant is officially no longer mine. My parents have offered to help me pay some bills until I get my life back in order. A few people have threatened a lawsuit, but seeing as the corporation is in bankruptcy and going after me would be pointless, they’ve backed off. Besides, no one was truly harmed, although I’d be pretty pissed off if it had happened to me. I guess the plan is to lie low and hope no one sues me until the statute of limitations runs out. My lawyer thinks there wouldn’t be much of a case anyway. The moment I found out about it, I took care of the problem and did what I could.”

“I’m so sorry this happened to you,” Tangi said. “You are the last person in the world who deserves this.”

“There is still Ryan,” Jill said.

As usual, Tangi was the nurturer, and Jill was the pragmatist.

I tried not to roll my eyes, but the fact she was bringing this up now was the last thing I wanted to talk about. I’d spent the last few weeks barely getting out of bed, too upset and depressed to even think about what I would do next, but here was Jill, refusing to let it go. She was a fixer, and I got that, but I needed her to give me time to be sad and grieve my lost dream.

I wasn’t like her. I couldn’t rebound and jump back in. Jill was tough, could take on the world without a care, and all I wanted to do was cry and curl up in bed.

“Can we not?” I said.

“It’s still fresh,” Tangi said to Jill. “Give her some time.”

“Training camp starts in less than a month. Ryan is still fat. This is an opportunity I don’t want you to miss.”

I set down my pizza and massaged my temples. “I don’t want to rush anything. Besides, I don’t remember Ryan expressing any interest in hiring a personal chef.”

“I may have broached it with him again,” Jill said, grabbing another bottle of water. “He seemed receptive.”

Tangi grumbled something unintelligible. “I thought I told you to mind your own business.”

“He and Jeremy were gaming, so I jumped into chat. It doesn’t hurt to keep lines of communication open.”

While they argued, I finished my piece of pizza and thought about Brandon and his offer. At least he was interested in my services, not that we’d discussed them in length. I also had no idea what kind of diet a hockey player needed, although I could find that out easily, and I was sure he’d help with that. I did know people who worked as personal chefs, and they made decent money, but that would mean relocating. That thought struck me. Was moving such a bad thing?

“All right, enough,” I said, making them both stop. “Jill, Ryan hasn’t approached me, so as far as I’m concerned, this issue is dead.” I bit my lip and considered what I was going to say next. “Someone else did approach me, though.”

Jill and Tangi stared at me, both a little confused.

“Who approached you?” Tangi asked.

“Brandon Warde. After your house party, he and I shared an Uber. He left the door open to hiring me, but before you both start making plans,” I said, when Jill opened her mouth to interrupt, “I have no idea what I’d charge or how I would even do this. It would require a move to Vancouver, and from what you’ve both told me, it’s an expensive place to live. I also have no idea what meal plans a hockey player needs. It’s not that easy.”

“I can solve the housing problem,” Tangi said. “You can move into our condo now that Jill is living with Jeremy.”

I’d forgotten about that place. When Tangi had first relocated to Vancouver before getting back together with Ethan, she’d lived in the condo he wasn’t using. And last year, when Jill had taken the PR position with the Kodiaks, she’d moved into the condo after Tangi and Ethan had moved into a house with their growing family. But now that Jill and Jeremy lived together, Ethan’s condo was seemingly available.

“And I can tell you what a personal chef makes. At least a hundred thousand for a professional athlete, and that’s only about seven or eight months of work. Don’t forget, we’ll be negotiating bonuses,” Jill said.

My head was spinning. A hundred thousand, plus bonuses. It was more than I was going to make at the restaurant possibly ever. I was ruminating that over so much that I almost missed the “we” Jill had said.

“Sorry, we?”

“Brandon Warde is not going to get you for nothing. I am prepared to negotiate on your behalf.”

“Brandon would be more than fair,” Tangi said, and she’d know. She’d worked with him for months on rehabbing his torn ACL.

“Whatever the case, you have a place to live, and you have a client, maybe two if Ryan can get his act together. At least tell me you’ll think about it.”

Yes, I was definitely going to think about it.


Chapter Six


Brandon


Being back home for a week had its pros and cons. I enjoyed spending time with my little brother, but it got combative pretty fast with my parents. As usual, Dad was harping on the team, why it had taken me so long to become captain, and why Coach Anthony didn’t demand that certain players be traded. He then rattled on about the neighbors refusing to trim their trees and that the neighborhood had standards, and the Johnsons weren’t meeting them. I had no idea how Mom tolerated him, but then again, she was a lot like him. She hadn’t always been that way, but he’d likely worn her down over the years, sucked her into his dark side, a place she went to willingly.

How many times had Brooke and I come home from school terrified of what the day would bring? I couldn’t remember a time when either of my parents told us we’d done a good job or that they were proud of us. I took the brunt of the abuse because I don’t think Dad liked laying a hand on a girl or woman because I’d never seen him touch Mom or Brooke. That didn’t mean he stopped dishing out verbal abuse or that Mom didn’t lose it with Brooke and slap her around.

As the youngest by a lot, Bailey got more of a pass, but still, it was no picnic for him when Brooke went out East for school, and I took off to Ontario for Juniors. At least by then, they’d mellowed out a bit. Instead of throwing fists, Dad was throwing insults. I don’t know if that was better, but it seemed to be, although I’d been subject to that, too.

I just had to think back to my peewee hockey days and how Dad drove every single one of my coaches crazy, to the point that a few threatened to ban him from the rink. Playing out East for Juniors was far enough away that Dad wouldn’t come out, so the plan had succeeded.

And then I thought of my time with Tangi when she’d been my physiotherapist as I rehabbed my bum knee. She’d had a way of presenting to me in the nicest way possible—without knowing Dad—that I was just like him. I expected way too much from my teammates to the point they would ban me from the rink if they could. The only thing I never did or even considered was raising a hand to any of them, not that they wouldn’t fight back or kick the shit out of me.

It had taken time and self-awareness to realize that I couldn’t expect my teammates to meet my expectations. More importantly, I had to let shit go when we had a bad game. I couldn’t blame anyone or pick away at them until they saw my way of doing things. And when Jeremy Vaughn had been stupid enough to sleep around with a teammate’s wife, I had my chance to prove I wasn’t an overbearing asshole when Coach Anthony stripped the captaincy from Vaughn and named me co-captain of the team with Ethan. The whole year had been a struggle not to demand more or too much from my teammates. With Ethan Grant as my co-captain and the “nice guy” on the team, we were the perfect balance of good cop-bad cop, except that I’d shown my teammates I wasn’t the bad cop. Well, maybe an ornery one at times because I couldn’t let them slide all the time.

So getting away from home after visiting for less than a week seemed like the smart thing to do. It was too early to go back to Vancouver, so I spent a few weeks in Sudbury, the town I’d played Juniors in. I had friends there and, of course, the family I’d stayed with while I was in Juniors. The Hewsons were amazing people, and their two sons had been fun hanging out with, even though they were a few years younger. Now they’d both gotten married and Harris, the older Hewson, was about to start a family. Where had all the time gone by? I’d always assumed that I’d be married by now, maybe even with a kid or two, but it had never happened. Other than Tangi, I’d never met a woman I wanted to know and spend time with enough to want that.

By the time I got back to Vancouver with training camp less than two weeks away, I didn’t know how I felt about life. I was hurtling toward thirty, I was single, and the best years of my career had likely passed me by. And I was going to an empty apartment. I still hadn’t put down roots in Vancouver because I was living the bachelor life. I didn’t need to have a house, and I hadn’t pulled the trigger and bought a downtown condo like most of the guys. I’d left myself unattached in more ways than one.

Imagine my surprise early one afternoon while I was trying to decide whether to go for a run or a workout when my phone rang, and Wolseley’s name popped up on my screen. I’d all but forgotten about her, assuming that she hadn’t been interested in the job. As far as I could tell, Ryan hadn’t hired her either.

“Hello, Wolseley,” I said.

“Hey, hi, Brandon. I guess you know it’s me,” she said with a nervous laugh.

“We did exchange numbers,” I said as pleasantly as possible, even though I didn’t sound pleasant. I’d have to work on that. I had an idea why she was calling, so no need to scare her off.

“Right, yes, we did. What did people do before the call display? They guessed? I mean, how awful is that? What if it’s someone you don’t want to talk to, and now you’re forced into it because you picked up the phone? Have you ever used a rotary phone? Up until a few years ago, my grandparents still had one.” That laugh again, almost a giggle that made her endearing.

“No, can’t say I’ve ever used one.” The conversation had been perplexing, but her digressions did make me want to laugh.

“Enough about that. I didn’t call to talk about rotary phones. I know a ton of time has passed since Tangi and Ethan’s wedding, and it’s probably way too late, and you’ve likely hired someone because I couldn’t get my shit together, but if you’re still looking for a private chef, I’m available.”

I’d forgotten to look for someone. Actually, I’d had no desire to. Maybe I was lazy, or maybe it was too daunting. I’d had no idea where to start. It wasn’t like I didn’t have the time.

“I haven’t hired anyone. I’m assuming you’d be willing to relocate?”

“Definitely. It’s time for a fresh start. I’ve been living with my parents for the last two and a half weeks, and I’ve come to realize I don’t like doing that. Not even a little. I don’t expect you to just hire me. You’ll probably want a private taste testing, and I am happy to do that. My plan is to fly up to Vancouver on the weekend. Tangi and Ethan have been kind enough to let me stay in their condo, so I just need a day or two to scout out places to get groceries, and then I can come up with a menu. I do have a few chef friends in Vancouver, and I’m sure they can recommend places, but it’s important that I find my own spots, you know?”

She talked a lot, but I chalked it up to nerves. “All right, but I have tried your food. I have an idea.”

“No, we have to do this the right way. So if you don’t mind, take the next day or two to think about what you want. My specialty is vegan and vegetarian, but if you’d also like poultry or beef and pork, I can make that work too. I don’t enjoy cooking with it, but I can. I also am perfectly happy to work with fish, but so you know, I am a strict vegetarian, so I can’t always guarantee it will be perfectly seasoned. I won’t try it, and that’s nonnegotiable for me.”

“I figured you were a vegetarian,” I said, sitting on my sofa and opening Google on my iPad. Her restaurant website was still up, so I looked over the menu. Everything sounded great, if not a little carb-heavy, but that was good when I needed the extra calories and energy.

“I know that’s a strike against me.”

“It’s not a big deal. I am looking for a more plant-based diet. I do still want to incorporate poultry and fish, but if it needs a little salt, I can sprinkle it on myself.”

She giggled again, which elicited a chuckle from me.

“I will do my best to season it properly.”

“I’m not worried about that. And as for diet, I’m looking for a lot of protein, some complex carbs, and a balance of good fats. My focus is to stay away from simple carbs and too much complex carbs while still staying full. That’s not to say that I won’t still be eating a lot of them, especially after games.”

“I totally understand. I’ve been doing my research and talking to some private chef friends. I’ve got some great ideas.”

She did seem prepared for the call even though she came off a bit flaky, although it was endearing. “Okay, then when you get to town, and you’ve settled in, let’s get together for a taste testing. We can also discuss salary expectations.”

“Sounds good.”

I got off the phone and googled what it cost for private chefs because there was no way I was going to let her get away.


Chapter Seven


Wolseley


Ithink Mom and Dad figured out that they were part of the reason I was heading out West. I loved my parents, but spending nearly every waking minute with them was a problem, especially after I’d enjoyed living on my own for so long. Suddenly, having people around all the time was a hard adjustment. Dad had recently retired from teaching history at the University of Minnesota for more than thirty years, and Mom was working part-time as an accountant after having worked in the field all her life. She was on an extended break for the summer, so the three of us had a lot of togetherness. My brother was long gone, living with his long-term partner and their two small kids. Lucky him.

Mom’s dark blue eyes were filled with tears as Dad helped me put my luggage and carry-on into the car. We’d always been close—maybe too close because I often worried that I was disappointing her, but I had to make this move. I had to get away from the restaurant, the stench of Daniel, and the complete disaster of my life. And if I could impress Brandon, then maybe I’d have a new start. The best part of all was that I’d be reunited with my two best friends. I’d missed them so much over the last two years. First, when Tangi moved to Vancouver, then when Jill got transferred to Toronto, lost her job, then moved to Vancouver, too, when the Kodiaks PR job came up. Maybe not having my two best friends around had led to me making so many crappy choices.

“Call me when you arrive,” Mom said.

“I will.”

“And you promise to call or text every day?”

“Yes,” I said, giving her one more hug. She wasn’t coming to the airport because she was afraid of making a scene. She bawled like a baby at the hospital when my nephew was born, so it was probably for the best that she stayed home.

Dad and I drove to the airport, talking about anything except how my life had taken a nosedive. Dad refused to talk about it, which suited me just fine. I didn’t want to talk about it, either, especially how the Gazette had made me sound like a total flake who’d been duped by an ingenious sous chef. Sure, I’d been duped, but Daniel was hardly ingenious. He was a fraud.

“It’s a good thing we kept up your and your brother’s dual citizenship,” Dad said. “You should be able to find work there in no time if the personal chef angle doesn’t work out.”

“That was a good thing. I appreciate that you and Mom did that.”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time. And now it’s paid off. And I hear Vancouver is beautiful. Imagine having an ocean on one side and the Rocky Mountains on the other. You’ll have to invite your mom out there. She’d love to see it.”

“And you, too, Dad.”

He smiled. “Yes, me too.”

“Your mom and I want you to know that you can always come home if things don’t work out there. Our door is always open.”

Lucky for me, my parents had kept Craig’s and my dual citizenship because it probably would have been next to impossible to get a work permit otherwise. Or at least not that quickly. A private chef was hardly a stable job, and getting Brandon Warde to fill out my work application? Could he even spell his own name? That was mean of me, and I knew it, but I had Ethan to go by. He was great, but he was hardly a rocket scientist. Jeremy was sweet and clever, but he wasn’t a Rhodes scholar. No, this was negative talk and unkind. I had to think better of all the Kodiaks. But still, filling out a work permit application on my behalf? The best option was to make it no option at all. Hence my dual citizenship. I’d applied for a passport the second Brandon had floated the job idea. My gut was way ahead of my heart and head.

After a long hug from Dad, who told me to be careful, as if I were eighteen and going off to college, I headed to the airport to check-in. A four-hour flight later, I landed in Vancouver. Jill and Tangi were waiting to pick me up, and I nearly cried when I saw my two best friends. We had a group hug, grabbed my luggage, and headed for Tangi and Ethan’s condo. I’d been there before on two previous trips, but the view from the balcony never got old. Even though it was only six o’clock in Vancouver, it was nearly eight back home, but this didn’t stop us from ordering out from an Indian restaurant nearby. I was ravenous after a long flight and grabbed a samosa, a heaping helping of chana marsala and korma. I couldn’t eat it without some naan.

“This is so good,” I said. “I think they add extra cumin and maybe turmeric in this chana masala.”

“All I know is this is the best creamy vegetable korma I’ve ever had,” Jill said. “And the butter chicken is to die for, but Wols, you’ll just have to trust me on that.”

I tried the korma and had to agree. I’d tried a lot of Indian food in my life, but this blew all others away. I could probably incorporate some of these dishes into Brandon’s sampler, but I’d need to tone down the spice. From his instructions to me, he liked all kinds of food but didn’t want anything overly sweet or spicy. That made sense to me. He wanted simple, tasty, and nutritious meals. I could easily accomplish that.

“Are you excited about your taste test with Brandon?” Tangi asked, reaching for more naan, followed by a generous helping of butter chicken and a bit of rice.

“It’s scheduled for next week. I’m going to spend the next few days sourcing some fresh food, exploring, then trying out some of my recipes. He seems pretty easy. And I’ve done a ton of research on the diets of athletes, particularly hockey players. Ethan and Jeremy were helpful with what they eat, so I think I have this figured out.”

Tangi dipped a piece of naan into her butter chicken sauce. “Did either one of them bitch about Brandon because I have specifically told Ethan to give it a rest.”

“Just a bit about him being demanding.”

“Don’t let anyone scare you about Brandon. He is a nice guy,” she said.

“And you would know,” Jill said.

Tangi rolled her eyes. “You and everyone else better cut it out. Ethan still gets sensitive about it. And for the record, Brandon and I were only ever friends.”

“But it was no secret that he was in love with you. Probably still is,” Jill said in a singsong voice. “I saw the way he was looking at you at the wedding. Like he could have killed Ethan and switched places.”

“Now you are being silly,” Tangi said. “It was never anything, and he didn’t love me.”

I listened to their back-and-forth and couldn’t help but feel a pinch in my heart. No, I wasn’t pining for Brandon, but I would have killed for anyone to look at me that way. I’d dated and had a few boyfriends—nothing serious—and not one of them looked at me the way Ethan and Brandon looked at Tangi and the way Jeremy fawned over Jill. And that’s how Daniel duped me. He smelled my weakness and exploited it. I fell for it.

“I’m going to change the subject. I’m back at work, but I’d be happy to show you around any evening,” Tangi said.

“Me too,” Jill added.

“If it’s all right with the two of you, I’m going to spend my first few days checking out the city. I’ve already mapped out a few places I’d like to go to, and if I find myself lost, I’ll call an Uber.”

They were satisfied with that but made me promise I would hang out. I asked them to come over in a few days to sample all the dishes I planned to present to Brandon. I told them they could bring their significant others along.

“Anything from Ryan?” Jill asked.

Tangi narrowed her gaze. “You’re still asking about Ryan?”

She motioned for us to move in closer even though no one else was in the condo. “Word is, he hasn’t lost an ounce. Clay is livid. Coach Anthony is ready to send him to the Ravens for conditioning. How embarrassing is that? I told Jeremy to run the idea of hiring you past Ryan again.”

“I’m not sure I can take on two clients, especially if they have such different palates.”

“But Brandon hasn’t hired you yet,” Jill said. “And look at it this way: two clients is double the salary in a city where you don’t have to pay rent.”

“About that⁠—”

“Nope,” Tangi said, putting up her hand to stop me. “We aren’t asking for rent.”

“But I have to pay something.”

“Ethan and I talked about this already, and if you insist on paying something, you can pay the condo fees. But they are a lot. You’re looking at almost eight hundred a month.”

I cringed at that, but there was no way I would find a place to rent for less. And there was no way I’d get anything close to Tangi and Ethan’s condo. The thought of living in someone’s damp basement—even though I’d lived in worse—was not in the cards.

“That should be fine,” I said, thinking of my bank balance. I didn’t have enough to cover the first month!

“And don’t even think of paying it until you land a job.”

“I appreciate that,” I said, tears welling in my eyes. “My parents gave me some money, but eight hundred would have bled me dry.”

“I know what it’s like starting out here,” Jill said. “I insisted on paying Tangi and Ethan something too. And if you land Brandon and Ryan …”

Tangi glanced at her watch. “Oh, look at the time,” she said, shooting Jill another cut it out look. “It’s late for Wolseley, and I’m sure she’d like to settle in and rest. We will touch base with you tomorrow, and for now, don’t worry about Ryan. Right, Jill?”

Jill seemed to have gotten the message. I walked my friends to the door, and suddenly I was feeling tired. I put away the leftovers, took a hot shower, then crawled into bed and fell soundly asleep.


Chapter Eight


Brandon


Ihad no idea why I scheduled my taste testing with Wolseley the week of physicals, but I had, and that was a huge mistake. I was tired, sore, and grouchy by the time I got home, but also ravenous, so maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing.

The team gossip continued to surround Ryan and his girth. Maybe he’d lost ten or fifteen pounds since Tangi and Ethan’s wedding, but you could hardly tell, and when Coach Anthony saw him, I thought the top of his head would pop off. Taking my role as captain seriously, I grabbed Ryan when we both had a few minutes and decided to talk to him. Two years ago, I would have told him to man up, get his shit together, stop eating crappy food because there were hundreds of guys who could take his place, but that would be Dad talking. I had finally found my own voice.

“How are things going?” I’d asked.

“Fine,” he’d said curtly. Ryan wasn’t the type to have attitude, but I could only assume after a full day of ribbing from his teammates and doing shitty on endurance tests, he’d had enough. I’d be pissed off too.

“I know it’s been tough and⁠—”

“Not a lecture, please,” he said, holding up a hand to me. Especially from you. You’re going to give me shit and tell me how I should be disciplined and that I need willpower and a desire to be better. I’ve heard your speeches before.”

I’d never seen him so pissed. The guy was normally a big puppy dog.

“Actually, I was going to ask you if you needed anything from me. I know the guys have been assholes, but I’m not going to pile on. If I can help, let me know how. The last thing you need is one more person on your ass.”

Ryan was a huge guy who towered over me. He could pound me into next week, and when he was on the ice, I’d fear him if he’d ever come after me, but off the ice, he was one of the nicest guys, and I hated to see what he was going through. The old me would have given him a lot of unsolicited advice, suggested diets and workouts, but the new me was going to lend support and help him with whatever he needed to get past this. Even though I wanted to tell him to get his shit together.

Ryan had rubbed at his brow and looked at me with his dark brown eyes. “Should I hire the chef?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Is food the issue?”

He’d motioned for me to join him in the empty personal trainers’ room. We’d gone inside, and he shut the door.

“You’re like a lawyer, right? Anything you tell me stays between us?”

I’d wrapped my head around that one but ultimately agreed to keep my mouth shut.

“It’s not just food,” he’d said. “My friends back home, they like to party, and I got mixed up in that shit. We were drinking a lot, smoking a shit-ton of weed, and eating. Or, I was the one doing all the eating. I didn’t hit the gym once, not until after Ethan’s wedding. You know, when everyone gave me all the looks. Thing is, I’m worried I’m still drinking too much.”

This was my first big-boy captain job. I’d taken in a deep breath and channeled the new me not to tell him to just stop drinking, because that’s what my father would say, and honestly, that was a stupid suggestion. Also completely unhelpful because when things got bad, people couldn’t just stop something or simply fix it. It took time. But I also had no experience with alcoholism. I didn’t drink much, and neither did anyone in my family. But I went with what I’d known and hoped I’d been helpful.

“Do you think you can stop drinking, or is that something you think you’re past being able to do?”

“I don’t know. I was drunk most of the summer. And now I think a few beers help me relax, and that’s not good.”

The giant in front of me had looked defeated. I’d reached out a hand and patted his shoulder. “I know this is tough. You could talk to our player rep. Quinn is a professional and will keep this strictly confidential. He will put you in touch with someone you can talk to, and if you need it, you can enter the players’ assistance program. I know we all think we have to be warriors, but it’s okay to ask for help.”

He'd shaken his head. “I don’t want to do that yet. I just need a little help. I’ve thought about talking to Quinn, but what if he tells the other guys.”

“He’s more of a lawyer on the team than I am,” I’d said, using Ryan’s speak. “He won’t tell anyone. And neither will I. Maybe he can find you some help that will keep you on the ice.”

“You think so?”

“I do. And maybe a nutritionist to get you back on your feet with food. Maybe that person could work alongside Wolseley if that’s the route you want to take.”

“Yeah, maybe. Thanks for this, Warde. I was worried you were going to be an asshole, but this has helped.”

He’d stomped out of the room—because he stomped everywhere—and had left me digesting that. I’d been digesting it all the way to my apartment. Wolseley had offered to do the tasting at my place, but since she was still getting her bearings around the city, we decided on her place—or Ethan and Tangi’s, not that it made a difference to me.

After another hot shower to massage my aching muscles from a long day of physicals, I changed into jeans and a T-shirt. I grabbed a jacket because clouds had already rolled in, and rain was expected all evening and into tomorrow. The one thing I hated most about Vancouver was the rain, sometimes for days on end. I understood why guys liked playing in the Southern States, but that didn’t appeal to me either. I wanted four damn seasons. Full stop. Was that too much to ask? And more sunshine.

Wolseley let me into the building and said she’d leave the front door open since she was busy in the kitchen. The closer I got to her door, the more my stomach grumbled at the smells coming from her place. I’d know garlic anywhere, and I loved it. Mixed in with that were various spices and definitely some oregano. The team had provided us with lunch today, but I could guarantee that nothing would match what I was about to eat.

I knocked on the door and stepped inside the condo.

“In the kitchen,” Wolseley called.

I took off my shoes and hung my jacket in the closet. If nothing else, I liked to keep everything orderly and polished, and by the looks of the kitchen, I gasped just a little. It looked like a hurricane had swept through it, but I had to remind myself this wasn’t my kitchen. But then it hit me. It would be my kitchen if I hired her. Nope. I wasn’t here to judge her cleaning skills, and honestly, she was in the process of cooking. If she left a huge mess when she was done, well, that was another issue entirely.

“I know, it’s a disaster in here. I don’t usually have this many things on the go. I promise you I’m not this messy,” she said as if reading my mind. “Please sit at the island. I should have something ready for you right away. I made enough to sample and for you to have to take home. I want you to be able to try it more than once and reheated since you will have to reheat some of your late-night meals.”

I was impressed already. I sat on one of the bistro chairs and watched as she juggled pots, pans, the oven, and some items from the fridge.

“I hope you can give me a few hours. I should have told you that. I want you to be able to savor and judge everything. What can I get you to drink?”

“Just some water.”

She hopped over to the fridge and returned with a few bottles of water.

“You changed your hair,” I said. She’d trimmed it below her ears and had colored it fuchsia with platinum blonde bangs. On anyone else, I would have questioned the look, but it suited her perfectly. She had that Boho look about her. Today, she was sporting an oversized white shirt with a frilly edge and blue jeans that had holes at the knees.

“It was time. I like to change my look. My real hair color was just for the wedding. I didn’t want to upstage the bride in her wedding pictures,” she said, tucking some hair behind her ear. Was she a bit nervous? I couldn’t quite tell. “Can you imagine Tangi and Ethan looking at wedding pictures with their kids and seeing my blue, orange, or purple hair? I’d stick out in their wedding pictures, and that’s not right.”

She headed for the stove to check on something, then skipped over to the fridge, where she pulled out some cut strawberries, a small bowl of blueberries, and another bowl of raspberries. Next, she pulled out butter and what looked like maple syrup. She then tended to her skillet again and came back with a small stack of pancakes.

I didn’t question it because I needed to eat carbs right now, but the last thing I wanted to eat first thing in the morning was a stack of simple carbs, but I went with it. Old me would have made a comment or lectured her, but new me was giving her the benefit of the doubt. I’d find a way to gently explain to her later that pancakes weren’t suitable for my breakfasts.

“I thought we’d start with pancakes,” she said. “I want you to try these. I could have paired this with turkey bacon or eggs, but you know what those taste like.”

I also knew what pancakes tasted like, but I kept my mouth shut.

“You can put whatever you’d like on them. The butter is vegan.”

The butter did look a bit off, almost a white color. I spread it on one pancake and asked her what it was.

“I make it myself. Lima beans, coconut oil, and a few other ingredients to enhance the flavor. It’s my go-to.”

Good to know. I put some berries and a bit of maple syrup and tried the pancakes. They tasted like pancakes. I wasn’t blown away, because, well, they were pancakes, but they tasted great.

“So those are protein pancakes. Most of the carbs came from the maple syrup and the berries.”

I blinked a few times in shock. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” she said proudly. “Each serving is around three hundred calories and about thirty-five to forty grams of protein. Obviously, you’d want more for a breakfast, but I didn’t want to waste space in your stomach with eggs, whole grain toast, etcetera. My goal is to make your breakfasts come in around seven hundred to eight hundred calories.”

She’d rendered me speechless with the damn pancakes. I was ready to make an offer to her right that second, but I wanted to try more. Mostly because I was still hungry.

“I came up with some lunch options for you to try. Again, you’ll have some other samples to take home, but I wanted you to have a feel for what I can do.” She pulled out a glass container from the fridge and set it down on the island. She then assembled what looked to be some kind of wrap with an assortment of grilled vegetables that she topped with a sauce. She completed the concoction with what looked like a hamburger patty, but I figured it wasn’t. She plated it and opened the glass container to reveal what was either couscous or quinoa.

“Here, we have a cottage cheese wrap topped with grilled vegetables and my own version of a veggie patty. Like the pancakes, it’s not vegan, but it still packs a protein wallop. The salad is quinoa with fresh veggies and my flax seed and apple cider vinegar dressing with herbs to give it a nice kick. The cottage cheese wrap could also be used in place of dough to make a pizza. I’ll let you try that while I finish up with the dinner option.”

I was starving even after eating all the pancakes, and I’d never had quinoa that wasn’t boring as hell, but one bite in, I couldn’t stop eating it. And the cottage cheese wrap had me questioning why I wasn’t eating more of it. I devoured the whole thing as she was stirring away at a pot of something and checking on whatever she had in the oven. While I waited, she pulled out some small protein muffins she’d made as well as peanut butter protein balls and some protein bars she’d baked. I tried them all, and while I was getting full, my stomach wanted more.

“Dinner tonight is peasant stew, made from a veggie broth I made myself. This dish is vegan. I made some garlic bread with my vegan butter to give you some carbs. The bread is whole grain. I’ve also made you some portobello steaks topped with my marinara sauce and some melted fresh mozzarella. Again, these aren’t full meals because I could have made you some pasta or rice on the side, but you know what those taste like. I have, however, packed some sauces and seasonings for you to try on your own.”

The stew didn’t look like much. Some crushed white kidney beans, cabbage, and broth, but when I tasted it, I couldn’t wait for the next bite. If she kept making food like this, I was going to fall in love with her.

“I thought about other soups and stews, but this is a favorite of mine.”

“It’s great.”

Next, I tried the portobello steaks. I wouldn’t have known they were mushrooms if she hadn’t told me. I wolfed it all down, finally feeling full but not uncomfortable, but she wasn’t done. She’d made me vegan pudding for dessert. I’d mentioned that I liked chocolate, and that’s what she’d made.

“How was it?” she asked as I licked my spoon. I’d left nothing behind.

“It’s great.”

She smiled, showing off her cute dimples. “You probably want a few days to think about it. In the meantime, I’ll make up your doggie bag so you have an idea of what more I can do. Do you have a dog? Jill and Jeremy have a dog. Her name is Chloe.”

“I don’t have a dog,” sensing that a Wolseley ramble was about to start.

“Doggie bags made me think of dogs. It wouldn’t be a problem if you had a dog, because obviously, I love animals. But the origin of doggie bags dates back to the 1940s! People would take home food for their dogs. We’re talking during the war and postwar when food was more scarce.”

I suddenly thought of rotary phones. Wolseley was full of random information.

“Interesting. Makes sense.”

She blushed a bit, probably realizing she’d gone on a tangent.

“Anyway, you take those few days to figure out what you want to do.”

“I don’t need a few days,” I said, pushing my empty pudding bowl away. “Let’s talk specifics. I need you to prep all the meals and arrange for meals when I’m on the road. It’s a big job. What would you say to fifteen grand a month plus all expenses for food and whatever else you need.”

Her face froze, and I suddenly wondered if I’d insulted her. I’d done some research and asked around. That offer was more than fair. I didn’t know what to say next, so I waited until her face slowly shifted, and she smiled again.

Then she said, “When do I start?”


Chapter Nine


Wolseley


The worst part about being back in the same city with my two best friends was that they were busy with their jobs. While I didn’t love high school like Tangi did, days like today were when I missed it most. The opportunity to just sit around and hang out with my friends. I did get the chance to tell them about my job offer and how I’d accepted it. Jill had chastised me for not negotiating—or letting her negotiate—even though she admitted I was being paid well, while Tangi congratulated me and sent a virtual hug.

While they worked, I’d been making menu plans and doing research. I had to find appropriate meals for Brandon in thirty other cities! After I’d accepted his job offer, he gave me the rundown of what made up his day. I already knew about the five thousand or so calories a day he had to eat, but he broke down how his meals went. I would have a breakfast and lunch ready for him, a smaller pregame dinner, and then a postgame dinner for game days. On nongame days, he wanted three meals and plenty of snacks.

For road trips, he’d provide a schedule, but since the team provided some meals, it looked like I would only have to find him meals when the Kodiaks were on their own. At least it wasn’t too onerous. Like a mom, I’d be sending him on road trips with more than enough snacks, and now that I’d found the perfect protein powders, making all those snacks tasty was so much easier.

The time suck was finding meals outside Vancouver, but I had a secret weapon: chef friends from around the country. I spent the entire day mapping and messaging them, and by late afternoon, I had twenty of the thirty cities covered. I sent each of my chef friends Brandon’s criteria and looked forward to their replies. By the time Tangi and Jill were home from work, my brain was mush, and I needed my friends.

To make it easy on Tangi, we met at her place after dinner. Tangi was getting Maddy ready for bed, and Ethan was recovering from the last day of physicals. He’d had dinner and was gaming with some of the guys but planned to make it an early night. I would have my friends to myself.

“Tell us everything,” Tangi said, pouring two glasses of wine. I noted she didn’t pour one for herself, and I’d ask about that later.

“I told you that the tasting went well. I spent the whole day tracking down places to get him meals when he’s on the road. My job officially starts next week. I have a lot of meal planning to do. The last thing I want is for him to eat repeats all the time. No one wants to keep eating the same food.”

Tangi snorted, caught herself, and giggled. “Ethan pretty much eats the same thing every day. I don’t know how he does it. He will deviate a bit, but it’s pretty boring.”

“I’m not going to make it boring for Brandon. I have to earn my wage.”

“And what he offered you was great,” Tangi said.

“Especially if you land Ryan too,” Jill added.

Tangi poured herself what looked like lemonade and shot Jill a glare. “Why are you pushing so hard with Ryan? Do you know something? Because none of this is making sense. You’re obsessed with the poor guy.”

Jill had pale skin made paler with the lack of sun in Vancouver. At least over the summer in Minnesota, she managed to get a bit of color on her face, so when she flushed a bit, we both knew something wasn’t right.

“No,” she said quickly.

“What do you know?” I asked, sipping my wine.

“Nothing I should share.”

Tangi tilted her head. “You think we’re going to let you get away with that answer?”

“Really, I can’t,” Jill said, putting on her serious and stern face, not that Tangi and I were going to be discouraged by it.

“I think you can, and at this point, you better.”

Jill groaned as she pushed away her wine glass. “All right, but this is strictly between the three of us. Tang, you can’t tell Ethan, and Wolseley, you can’t tell Brandon. Got that?”

Something about the way she said that, about including me with Brandon, was kind of nice. Not that he and I would ever be a thing.

“Of course. Spill it,” Tangi said, knowing I would never breathe a word.

“Ryan has been having some issues. He’s getting help from the players’ assistance program. I found out by accident because we got some of the paperwork. I don’t know the specifics, but, of course, the gossip has started. If I had to guess, it’s alcohol or drugs.”

Jill was a little too flip about it, mostly because that was part of her façade. She maintained a wall of strength, wanting no one to see the real her, but she wasn’t fooling me. Deep down, she probably felt bad for Ryan. Despite that, her coldness was still off-putting.

“It could be a mental health issue,” I said. “It’s possible he’s dealing with things we don’t know about. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

Jill glanced at me, her shoulders sagging a bit. I hadn’t meant to put her in her place, and she knew that based on her reaction. “You’re right, but whatever it is, he needs help. And that help could come from some healthy eating.”

Tangi and I had no idea what to say to that. Jill had simplified someone’s possible addiction with some healthy eating. But then again, Jill normally only saw things in black and white, and only on rare occasions did she manage to see some gray in the middle. In order to not have us arguing for the rest of the night, I chose to segue out of the conversation.

“That would help. But I want to know what Tangi is keeping from us. I have a sneaking suspicion she has some news.”

I knew Tangi well enough that she was silently thanking me for the change of subject. She smiled from ear to ear.

“I was going to wait a few more weeks to tell you guys, but how can I keep this from you? I’m pregnant!”

I sort of figured it out, but hearing it from Tangi’s mouth made it all the sweeter. I leapt up and gave her a huge hug. Jill did the same.

“When are you due?” I asked.

“May, so it’s early days. I was hoping not to get pregnant so soon, but no changing that now.”

“I’m so happy for you,” I said. “I get to be an auntie again! And Maddy will be a big sister.”

“I’m happy for you guys too,” Jill said. “I figured it was a matter of time before we got this news.”

“Hence no wine,” Tangi said. “So you two better drink up so this bottle doesn’t go to waste.”

Jill and I were on our second glass when Tangi ventured into dangerous territory and asked Jill about her future plans with Jeremy. Jill had a history of keeping mum about the men in her life, and she’d been more open about Jeremy, but she still seemed to hold back, so when Tangi pressed, I braced for Jill’s shutdown mode.

“Have you and Jeremy set a firm date? Made any plans?”

Instead of pivoting to something else, Jill surprised me with an answer.

“I know neither of you want to hear this, especially his family, but we were thinking of something small and a destination wedding. And before you complain about that, hear me out. I don’t want my mother there. So if Jeremy and I get married in Italy, France, Tokyo, Siberia, or Timbuktu, she won’t come. She’ll whine about not being able to afford it, and when she hints that I should pay for it, I’ll say to her what she said to me for all those years: 'Honey, it’s just not in the budget to bring you along.'”

“You are savage,” Tangi said as she giggled.

Jill nonchalantly shrugged. “I don’t owe her anything. I made peace with my relationship with her. She’s toxic, and I don’t want her toxicity in my life or ruining my wedding day.”

“You’re sure you don’t want to try to fix things?” I asked. “She’s your mom.”

Jill shot me a glare I probably deserved. Jill’s mom was a piece of work. Probably one of the worst mothers ever. I shouldn’t even have suggested it, but the part of me that wanted everyone to be happy and get along wouldn’t shut up.

“She gave birth to me. That’s about it.”

Her statement struck me hard. I should have known better and not walked into that. My friends and I rarely discussed that me and my brother were adopted. My parents were all I’d ever known. I was barely two years old, and Craig had just turned four. Mom and Dad had been amazing, giving us love and everything we ever needed. I’d told Jill and Tangi I was adopted when I’d met them in middle school, but other than once or twice, we’d never discussed it because it wasn’t important to me. Yes, I was curious about my birth parents, but they’d never sought us out, and we’d never looked for them. The only thing I knew about them was that my mother was from Minnesota, and my father was from Canada. Mom and Dad had been smart, seeing a future opportunity, and made sure that Craig and I maintained our Canadian citizenship just in case. They’d also started college funds for us; they put us in every sport imaginable even though I was a total disaster at all of them; they sent us to fun camps in the summer; we went to plays and operas—Mom and Dad did everything at least once, and if we liked it, we kept on doing it. And that’s how I became a chef. Mom had us take kids’ cooking classes, and I was hooked.

“Fair enough,” Tangi said. “Have you guys thought about when?”

“Next summer, probably early August. We haven’t even picked a place.”

“And babies?” Tangi asked.

Jill arched a brow. “We are still negotiating that. I think he’s got me up to one. But that’s it. If he had his way, it would be a dozen, but then again, he doesn’t have to birth them.”

With the lightened conversation, we finished our wine, and Jill and I shared an Uber back to our places downtown.

“I was an ass about the Ryan thing, wasn’t I?” Jill said.

“A bit.”

“I’m working on that. Thank you for shutting me up before I went down a very horrible path.”

I smiled. “You’re welcome. Isn’t that what friends are for?”

“I get that he’s probably going through things. I should have cared about that, and in retrospect, I do. I hope Ryan gets what he needs.”

The Jill I liked to see had finally gotten it. That’s why I loved her so much. She wasn’t perfect and didn’t try to be. And I couldn’t express enough how happy I was to have my two best friends around.


Chapter Ten


Brandon


Like every new season, the first week of training camp was kicking my ass, but I knew it was kicking everyone’s ass, so I didn’t feel quite as bad. We were all trying to get back into game shape, and no matter how hard we worked in the offseason, getting into the daily grind of a long hockey season was never easy. But at least I went home to amazing meals. I had never eaten so good, and though the food seemed decadent, she told me in great detail what all the ingredients were. I assured Wolseley that she didn’t need to do that every time.

My agent insisted I have Wolseley sign an NDA, which I thought was ridiculous, but whatever. Was she going to share my eating habits with the world? Who cared? But he liked to protect clients, and somehow, this arrangement made him think I needed safety from five-foot-three Wolseley. What if she told the world I hated salmon? Would I have to post an apology to the salmon lobby on Instagram? I’d use a rotary phone to type it out on my flip phone.

Why was I still thinking about rotary phones? Wolseley had infected my brain with nonsense, but I kind of liked her nonsense.

I gave her a key to my place so she could prep whatever and whenever she needed. And like a mom, she sent me to training camp each morning with a good breakfast, lunch—even though the team provided them, but honestly, most of the time they were crap—and tons of snacks that were appropriate for camp. I even shared some with my teammates.

I got home to dinner that was perfectly timed. She knew my schedule and that I needed to eat within ten minutes of getting home. She’d written it all down in the notebook she had with her everywhere she went. One morning while I was eating breakfast, and she was tidying up, she told me all about the eco-friendly paper she used and the reusable pen. Something about the materials being made out of wheat straw, a by-product she said would have been otherwise discarded into our already overflowing landfills. Her words.

Come to think of it, she always put my snacks in reusable bags that she said were coated in beeswax or something. They were self-cleaning, or so she said. She made me promise to bring them home every day for reuse. I obediently returned with them each day.

Right now, I was more interested in keeping my body fed, and she had a huge plate of pasta in her delicious marinara sauce with turkey meatballs that I couldn’t believe were turkey because I hated ground turkey. Before Wolseley, I had yet to eat ground turkey that hadn’t smelled like stinky socks and tasted like what I thought stinky socks would taste like.

She made a broccoli dish that looked simple but tasted out of this world. She mentioned something about a balsamic reduction, but I was too busy eating to notice. I finished off my meal with a salad filled with nuts and fruit and her flax oil vinaigrette. For a later snack, she had prepared for me, a quinoa bowl with assorted vegetables and sweet potatoes.

She was finishing up making me more snacks for the next day and had them in the oven, so I asked her to join me for dinner since she’d made more than enough. She passed on the pasta because she’d marinated the meatballs in the sauce but had the broccoli, salad, and some of her quinoa bowl.

“I’ve been munching all day,” she said. “Right now, I have protein muffins in the oven. I’m not sure how they will turn out, so I have more the of dark chocolate protein bars made for you just in case.”

“I may have one of those later. Did I tell you what they served us for lunch today?”

“No,” she said, sitting with me at the island. She had her fuchsia hair in a tiny ponytail, but a few tendrils had slipped out. Her hair was short to begin with, so I was amazed she could get the little nub of a ponytail, but it looked cute on her, nevertheless.

“Sandwiches. Some on white bread. Unacceptable. I talked to our GM afterward and let him know the Kodiaks can’t be serving shit like that to the players. We are elite athletes. This isn’t a trade show conference. He mentioned something about a new person handling the catering and that it would be worked out. Thankfully, I’d brought some of your burritos with me and a few extra bars. All the guys were downing protein shakes, but it’s not enough.”

She pursed her lips. “That’s terrible.”

“Tell me about it.”

“If I still had my restaurant up and running, I would have loved to cater for the team.”

“Have you thought about opening a restaurant here? Can you even do that since you’re an American?”

She had a good idea going there, but that would mean losing her, so maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for me. Though I certainly would never stop her from doing it.

“I think I need a break before I open a restaurant again or get back into the catering game. I used to do that before I opened the restaurant, and the thought of keeping track of servers, cooks, bartenders, the whole thing … Nah, I’m not up for that. As for being able to open one, I have dual citizenship. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

Interesting. My agent had asked how she was able to work for me so quickly, and I hadn’t given it much thought, but now that made sense.

“Oh, that’s cool. Nice to have. How’d you get it?”

She pushed a chunk of broccoli around her plate, and I wondered if I somehow had crossed some line. But she’d mentioned her parents and how great they were, so if one was Canadian, it couldn’t be a sore spot. Or was it? Soon, she was talking, so maybe it wasn’t a problem.

“My birth father is Canadian, from a place called Morris, Manitoba, and when my parents adopted me, they kept up my dual citizenship along with my brother’s. And I’m glad they did, otherwise, you would have had to go through all sorts of hoops to get me a work permit.”

Birth father? Shit, she’d never mentioned being adopted, and now I felt awkward for bringing the whole thing up. I had no idea if it was a touchy subject, and by the way her lips curled down, she seemed bummed about the topic of conversation. I then asked a question that was none of my business because my mouth was moving faster than my tired brain.

“You’re adopted?”

“Yup. I don’t know much, and I remember nothing about my birth parents. I was about a year old when I was put into the foster care system, and Craig, my brother, was three. My parents met us and immediately wanted to adopt us both. My mom and dad couldn’t have kids of their own.”

She looked so vulnerable at that moment as if she’d opened up her entire self to me. No one had done that before, other than my sister, so it was a foreign concept. I had to be careful not to put my foot in my mouth. But again, I could quell the inquisitive side of me.

“Have you met your birth parents?”

“Nope. And I don’t want to. I love my parents, and they are the only parents I’ve ever known or want to know.”

I should have stopped there, but I kept going. “Don’t you wonder?”

“Not really. Maybe when my doctor asks me about my family history. I know that bothers my brother now that he has two little ones.”

And despite her answers, I couldn’t stop asking. “Do you wonder why they gave you up?”

She took in a deep breath and faced me. The pain etched on her face made me feel like a shit for prying. “From what my mom and dad have told me and my brother, my birth father walked out on my birth mother and moved back to Canada. She couldn’t afford to keep us, so she gave us both up. I accepted that explanation. If it’s good enough for me, it’s good enough for everyone.”

I closed my eyes and groaned. “Sorry, Wolseley. That was none of my business.”

She gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s totally okay. People are curious.” She popped off her bistro chair and began cleaning up again. I felt like the biggest piece of shit, but I had no idea what to say to make it right, so we stayed there in uncomfortable silence. She probably couldn’t wait for the muffins to be done and get the hell out of there.

When the oven buzzer went, she couldn’t get them out fast enough. While she waited for them to cool, she finished cleaning up the kitchen. At some point, she figured they’d cooled enough and handed me one to try.

“It’s good,” I said. “Carrot?”

“Carrot nut,” she said. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to head home since I’ll have an early morning again. I’m still adjusting to this new schedule. Would you put them in an airtight container in about fifteen minutes?”

“Sure.”

She quickly cleaned the muffin tin and headed for the door. I met her there because I couldn’t let her go home being pissed off or upset, even though I didn’t know which it was.

“I’m really sorry about being so nosy earlier. I shouldn’t have done that. It was totally stupid and thoughtless of me.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

I reached out to touch her hand, and she flinched. I yanked my hand away. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she said quickly. “I’m going to head out. See you in the morning.”

I had no idea what had just happened and why my touch had upset her so much. Did she hate me already?


Chapter Eleven


Wolseley


Ihad no idea why I’d reacted that way when Brandon reached out to touch me. He was being nice, and I’d reacted as if his touch had been radioactive, mostly because it sort of had been. It felt like an electric shock traveling through my body. For a split second, I was questioning everything about my life. Maybe I shouldn’t have taken the job because I now had a massive crush on Brandon Warde, and in no universe was that going to lead to a happy ending. Brandon chased the Tangis of the world, not the Wolseleys.

I hated getting down on myself, and I was the first one to champion women’s empowerment and self-love, but I had no self-love for myself. Of our three-woman crew of BFFs, Tangi was the sporty and gorgeous one, Jill was the cool, hot chick every guy wanted to conquer, and I was their friend. The one who hung around with them, the perfect female friend for any guy. Sometimes, I got the “cute” moniker, but anywhere men had pulses, they would take Jill or Tangi over me. How many times had we hung out, and guys had hit on them and barely noticed I was there? Too many to count. And Brandon would be no exception, especially after the way he felt about Tangi. Who was I kidding? I attracted assholes like Daniel. Guys who smelled desperation or wanted a good time. They viewed me as fun, the last girl at the bar to get picked up, but “I’d do.” Every one of my relationships had either been short, a disaster, or based on sex. And all the guys I wanted the most wanted Jill or Tangi instead.

These thoughts kept me up until late into the night, and at the end of the day, I had two options: accept that my crush would be unrequited and do my damn job, or quit and try to find another job. While I showered and changed and headed out the door for Brandon’s place the next morning, I chose option number one because I needed the damn job, and I’d worked with men I’d had massive crushes on before. Why would this be any different?

Brandon gave me a key so I could come and go easily. Every time I let myself in, I’d announce that I was there if his bedroom door was open, just in case he was doing something he didn’t want me to see. Otherwise, I would start on my day as quietly as possible while he slept. I was about to go through my same routine today, but he was already awake and scrolling through his phone on the sofa. His dark brown hair was wet, and his cologne or bodywash left an intoxicating scent in his wake, as if it were wrapping me up in a warm woodsy-scented blanket.

“Hey,” I said as cheerfully as possible. “I hope you weren’t waiting for breakfast?”

“No,” he said with a smile. “Just got up and showered. Today will be a lighter day. Lots of meetings with my coach and teammates.”

“Let me get breakfast started.”

“I made coffee. Help yourself,” he called out after me.

Step one of working while crushing was done. I’d said hello, and there was no awkwardness from the previous night. Step two was to just forget about it, and since it was a light day, I made him a hearty breakfast of eggs, turkey bacon, whole grain toast, and a fruit salad. He didn’t need lunch today, so I’d spend the rest of the morning doing groceries, prepping more snacks, including my protein Snicker-like bars, and then making him a heavy-carb dinner. Pasta was on the menu, along with a fish I hadn’t yet chosen.

I poured myself coffee and got to work. As the bacon cooked, I made a grocery list and wondered if he liked bagels. I’d ask him because I had a kick-ass recipe that wasn’t as heavy as the usual bagels. My meal plan included four days of meat-based proteins a week, with plant-based proteins the rest of the week. He’d also requested more carbs, so I planned to incorporate those into dinners.

“Breakfast is ready,” I said, plating his over-easy eggs, turkey bacon, toast with coconut butter, and fruit salad. I put a carrot protein muffin on the side in case he was still hungry. I was packing his snack pack for training camp when he took his plate from me and sat at the kitchen island to eat.

“Need anything else? I have more bacon and can make more eggs and toast.”

“This is good,” he said.

As he ate, I scrolled through my list, making sure it was complete. I was sipping coffee and adding more items to it when he threw a question at me that nearly toppled me over.

“About yesterday, sorry about that. I shouldn’t have touched you without asking. That was out of bounds. And the way you reacted to it, I’m sorry about that too. Has a man been inappropriate with you?”

The pen in my hand made a scribble when I gasped. “Excuse me, what?”

“I’m trying to be delicate and not rude, but has someone hit you? You know, been physically abusive?”

His blue eyes stared at me intently, and I didn’t know what to make of what was happening. “No,” I managed to finally utter. He’d made quite the leap from what had happened the night before.

“It’s just the way you reacted. Usually, it’s because a person doesn’t want to be touched.”

Since he had crossed so many lines with his questions and comments, I figured I could do the same, not out of malice but more out of curiosity. “Have you been abused? I’m not understanding where that came from. Usually, when someone says something like that, it’s based on experience.”

He and I were doing some kind of strange dance, trying to figure out who had what experience. Was he concerned for me because suddenly I was concerned for him? I’d heard about athletes being abused emotionally, physically, and sexually by coaches and other people of authority. Was Brandon a victim?

“It’s just that after you left, I did some googling, and that came up a few times. Then I worried I’d been inappropriate, so I wanted to assure you I wouldn’t ever touch you again like that.”

I pursed my lips. On so many levels, everything he’d said was so damn wrong. But I also noted that he hadn’t answered my question.

I shook my head and tried not to laugh. This whole thing was preposterous. “It’s nothing like that. You startled me. And if I’m honest, we’d had a conversation that hit close to home, and I was out of sorts. Let me assure you, I’m fine, and you can touch me if you want.”

Oof. That came out wrong, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Okay, I’m happy about that. Again, I should apologize for being nosy.”

I waved my hand dismissively. “No more apologies. I have a better idea. Let’s forget it?”

“Excellent idea.”

He finished his plate, had a few more slices of bacon, grabbed some snacks, and was out the door. I ran it all through my head as I cleaned up and headed out for groceries. As I filled my cart, I couldn’t help but notice that Brandon and I shared one quality: we were both a little socially awkward. Maybe it wasn’t obvious, but the way he went about asking questions and making bold statements was almost childlike as if he’d forgotten social graces. Maybe that quality was what upset his teammates.

After I’d gotten back and put away all the groceries, I sat at his island and mapped out more meal plans. I didn’t want to repeat too many of the same meals, and tonight’s pasta would be simple. The sauce would be sautéed garlic in olive oil. A simple sauce that tasted amazing. The pasta would have marinated artichokes, kalamata, tomatoes, Parmesan, and a touch of sharp cheddar. The fish would be baked in butter and olive oil and tons of fresh herbs. He'd have some steamed vegetables with simple seasonings, and the best part was that the vegetables and pasta could be eaten cold the next day or even later at night, and they would taste just as good.

I’d be lying if I said I couldn’t wait for him to get home. I was the seventeen-year-old version of me all over again when one of the hottest guys in high school was my chemistry partner. Jay Mitchelson was tall with blond hair that routinely fell into his face. He had the biggest blue eyes, and worst of all, he was nice. Not once did he rely on me to get us through the class. We worked hard, and he always said hi to me in the hall. I was also totally in love with him, but, of course, he was too busy chasing after Tangi. By then, she’d already been dating Ethan, but that hadn’t stopped him. He was the star of the football team, and she was the star of every team she was on. He’d even asked me to help him land a date with her. I’d been crushed. Once again, I was the “friend.”

Here, history was repeating itself, except Brandon had no choice but to give up on Tangi now that she was married.

My heart skipped when I heard Brandon come through the door. He popped his head into the kitchen to say hello and said he’d be ready for dinner whenever I was ready. I told him I needed fifteen minutes.

When he sat down to eat, he looked a different kind of tired. More mentally than physically?

“Long day?” I asked.

“A lot of watching videos and meeting with coaches. How many videos can you watch in one day? We had a light practice, but right now, I want to eat and zone out.”

“I have dinner ready for you.”

While he devoured his meal, I gave him a new list of foods and asked him to check off any he absolutely hated and others he preferred not to have. The only item he checked off was tilapia.

“Tilapia is farmed,” he said. “I like it but prefer not to eat it. I hate salmon.”

“Fair points. I should have known that myself about tilapia. I can’t believe I’ve included it on the list. My bad. Have I ever told you about bottom-feeders?”

He looked at me and squinted. “I don’t think I have the capacity to concentrate on what you are about to tell me, so let me guess: They live at the bottom of water and eat what’s there, which could be potentially harmful. So I should avoid eating those kinds of fish in larger quantities, and tilapia, when not farmed, is a bottom-feeder?”

“Pretty close,” I said, impressed. “There is an argument about whether tilapia is a bottom-feeder. People get passionate about this.”

He stopped eating and furrowed his brows. “Passionate? Really? Do they have physical altercations about it?”

All right, he was mocking me. “I see you can’t appreciate the controversy.”

He laughed out loud, and I know he didn’t mean it because he seemed shocked by his own actions. “I’m sorry. It is funny, but I shouldn’t have laughed. I do hope these two warring sides will come together to settle their differences and that no innocent tilapia get hurt in the process.”

I bit back my own laughter to the point my eyes started watering. I hadn’t seen much of his funny side—with a healthy dose of sarcasm—but I liked it.

“The whole debate is rather fishy,” I said, and he laughed again. Harder than he should have because the joke wasn’t that funny.

As he took a second helping of pasta, after telling me a few times how amazing it was and still chuckling about the tilapia wars, he lodged into questions again because it ended so well the last time. I guess he was feeling comfortable.

“How long have you been a vegetarian?”

“Years,” I said, cleaning up my dirty pots and pans.

“No,” he said.

“No?” I was confused.

“No cleaning. Sit down and have some pasta with me. You can clean after. I’ll help you with it.”

Now, I was baffled. “I don’t want to leave a mess, and it’s my job to clean.”

“As your boss, I demand you eat and let me help with dishes.”

“All right, boss.” I plated some pasta and vegetables and took a seat next to him. He turned a little, and so did I, so we could better chat.

“Why did you become a vegetarian?”

“I don’t want to eat animals.”

He nodded. “Good answer. Do you find it hard to cook meat?”

“I don’t give it much thought because I’m not going to judge people. If they like to consume meat, that’s their choice. I try to season it in ways I’d season plant-based foods. I make the best lentil burgers. I thought you’d have them later this week. I also make amazing fries with sesame seeds. I think you’d like those too.”

“I look forward to it.”

He said all the right things, and it made my heart soar a little, but deep down, I knew we were only ever going to be friends, and that’s the way it had to be because not only was I his employee, but I couldn’t allow my heart to be hurt once again.

We finished eating, he helped me with the dishes, and as I packed up to go home, a piece of me realized how much I loved working for him and how much I missed him each time I left.


Chapter Twelve


Wolseley


Ididn’t know much about hockey. I didn’t follow it, but now I knew more about the sport than possibly Tangi and Jill combined. Brandon and I got into the habit of having dinner together when we could, and he would tell me all the intricate details of the game. He’d even pulled out a mini whiteboard modeled after a hockey rink and taught me the rules with the checkboard magnets—or whatever they were. I learned about offsides, icing, power plays, penalty kills, breakaways, and more. He would get so animated with his new student that he’d pull out his phone and google examples for me to watch.

He loved teaching me about the game, and it was an interesting subject. My brother and dad watched sports, and I think they liked hockey, but since I’d never been good at a sport, I’d never watched one. Instead, I could spend the day watching cooking shows and then help my mother elevate meals with what I’d learned. When Dad let me marinate and season what he was about to barbecue, I knew I’d hit the big-time. Dad was the king of the barbecue and rarely let anyone touch anything barbecue related.

“You should come to games with Jill and Tangi. I think you’d have fun.”

I’d have fun watching him, and that was the problem. “Sounds like a great idea,” I said, “but you are going to want your aftergame meal prepped. Will the food fairy be doing that?”

He frowned, and small lines formed around his mouth. “I think I know how to warm up food. You should come. I think you need to see the game live.”

“Okay,” I said, not wanting to let him down.

The next morning, he was going on a two-game road trip that would have him away for three days. Just a short trip to Calgary and Edmonton, he said, two cities I learned were a province away and just hours from each other. I didn’t have contacts there, but I’d found some private chefs who would deliver meals to the hotels Brandon was staying at. I planned to send him off with a high-protein breakfast and tons of healthy snacks to keep him satiated.

“Since I’ve been at this a few weeks, I’d like to run some things past you,” I said as I heaped more pasta on his plate. Tonight, it was a simple marinara sauce with grilled vegetables and chicken. I’d marinated chicken in one of my old recipes that Dad still used, and Brandon seemed to like it. The meal was finished off with a salad to cleanse his palate, and for dessert, a protein-like chocolate bar I’d perfected. It tasted just like a peanut butter cup since he told me those were his guilty pleasures.

“Sure,” he said, holding up a piece of eggplant. “You know, I don’t think I’ve had eggplant before, but whatever you do to it, it’s amazing.”

“I love working with eggplant. Did you know it’s actually considered a fruit?” I said it with a huge smile, because now I was imparting information to him for once. “The British prefer to call it aubergine. Eggplants are closely related to tomatoes, which are also a fruit.”

“Is that so? Now, isn’t aubergine a shade of purple?”

I thought about that for a second. “I think it became a color shade because of eggplants.”

“Interesting. Well, it’s delicious.”

He’d sidetracked me, so it was time to get back to the subject at hand. “So I’ve been on the job a few weeks, and I appreciate all the feedback you’ve been giving me,” I said, although he hadn’t been giving me much other than to say how much he loved the food, which was nice, but not exactly feedback. “I know you don’t love soups but are okay with stews, so that’s helpful. I have increased the meat-based proteins mostly because you eat so much.”

He chuckled at that.

“I do want to talk budget. You didn’t give me one, and I feel like maybe I’m spending more than I should?”

He paused to consider that. “How much are you spending per week?”

“Between five and six hundred dollars. I do buy premium items because you should only be eating the best, but if you want me to cut back, I can. I realize it should probably be half that, so I can make adjustments.”

“No big deal,” he said and shrugged. “That number isn’t a problem.”

As he ate, I thought about my restaurant and how hard I had to negotiate with suppliers to keep costs down, and here Brandon was telling me to spend whatever I wanted, but I still felt guilty about it. I knew he made millions a year, but I still couldn’t push past the feeling.

“It’s just that it’s a lot, so I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“You can spend more. Look,” he said, focusing his blue-eyed gaze on me. “My body is my job. I need to fuel it with the best. So if you need to spend a thousand dollars a week, I’m okay with that. I have a contract coming up soon. I want to maximize my return. I have to play the best hockey of my life. That only happens if I’m eating well and training right.”

He made so much sense.

“I guess it’s because I come from a restaurant world. It took me forever to turn a profit. In fact, it wasn’t until just before I lost it that I finally made some money. So I’m mindful of expenses.”

He tilted his head just a bit and smiled sympathetically. “I know the restaurant business is hard. Everyone says that. And I’m not going to lie: I googled you, so I read about what happened. Jeremy and Ethan filled in some of the blanks.”

I didn’t know whether to be impressed or mortified that he’d researched me to the point of consulting Ethan, someone he didn’t like all that much. Another part of me was embarrassed about what had happened.

“Did either of them mention Daniel?”

“Your sous chef? The loser who didn’t know how to cook properly? That had to cheat?”

I cringed because that meant he didn’t know all the facts. “Sure, he didn’t know how to cook. And he ruined my business, but there is more.” I tapped my index finger on the island top, wondering if telling him everything would make him think less of me, but I’d always been an open book—at least for the most part.

“He’s threatened to sue me for sexual harassment. I probably should have told you that before. Maybe it’s because I was worried you wouldn’t hire me when I badly needed the job and really wanted out of Minnesota. So if you want to fire me now, I would understand.”

I searched his face, waiting for him to react. If I were him, I’d probably be pissed off, but his expression didn’t change much.

“Why would I fire you? And I hardly believe you sexually harassed anyone.”

“Thank you for all that.”

“Do you have a good lawyer?”

All right, that really wasn’t what I expected. I figured he’d fire me before wondering if I’d hired a lawyer.

“I think so. Someone my parents know. So far, Daniel hasn’t done anything. He’s probably worried about his own reputation right now, but I assume once he finds out I have a job and am making some money, he’ll come after me. That’s the type of person he is. Vengeful.”

Brandon nodded, seeming to take it all in. “He sounds like a piece of work. You should sue him. Go on the counteroffensive before he does.”

A second ago, I thought he would fire me, and now, with my mouth hanging open in shock, he was counseling me on how to fight Daniel back. “I can’t afford it,” I said, getting up and taking his empty plate away. It was time for him to try the protein chocolate bar, and part of me hoped that would lead to a change of subject.

“My aunt is a lawyer. Got her law degree in the States. She knows tons of people. Let me at least make a call. She’ll do it for me because she owes me.”

I spun around, nearly sending the protein bars flying off the plate. I caught them in time. “I really can’t. That’s too much. And, like I said, I can’t afford more legal bills. I’m still paying off the old ones.”

“She owes me. And you have to make sure this guy doesn’t ruin the rest of your career, because you’re right about one thing: he gets wind you’re making money, he’ll be all over it. Let me do this. I won’t stand by and let him walk all over you.” Brandon stopped as if catching himself. I watched him curiously as he took a breath and spoke again. “I don’t want to browbeat you into this, but definitely consider it. I would hate for him to screw you over.”

I bit my lip and thought it over. Daniel was exactly the kind of person who would come after me, and he’d do it without hesitation. I hated the idea of Brandon calling in a favor for this.

“Let me at least pay for the legal services. Your aunt shouldn’t do it for free.”

He smiled. “My aunt owes me. I got her son—my cousin—season tickets to the New York Giants. Do you know how hard those are to get?” By my confused face, he added, “They are a football team. I also got him playoff tickets. She owes me a lot of favors.”

I set down the plate, and he grabbed a protein chocolate bar and took a bite. I thought about his offer and all that Daniel had done to me. To cut him off at the pass with what sounded like an amazing lawyer would put me in the driver’s seat for once.

“My goal isn’t to ruin Daniel’s life.”

Brandon arched a brow. “He’d do it to you in a heartbeat.”

“Maybe, but that’s not me.”

Brandon set down his bar and folded his hands. A devious smile that looked so amazing formed on his lips.

“But that’s me, so tell you what, leave being cutthroat to me.”

I was hit with a giddy excitement that scared me. Never had I wished harm on someone, not even Daniel, but the way Brandon smiled and how it felt made me want to go all out. “Okay, but what does that mean?”

“I’ll work with you on this, along with my aunt. You will get the final say on all decisions, and I promise not to be overbearing, but the three of us are going to set Daniel straight. And if I have my way, he’ll be out of your life forever.”

All the giddiness bubbled up to the surface, and I let out a muted squeal. Why was I so excited about potentially ruining Daniel? And why did I want to jump across the island and never stop kissing Brandon? I quickly wiped the delicious image from my thoughts.

“All right. I’m in. Let’s set Daniel straight.”


Chapter Thirteen


Brandon


Iwanted Wolseley to be ruthless. The woman was just too damn nice for her own good, and I could see how it got her in trouble. It took some persuading—and not the dad kind—and that meant I needed to call in Aunt Donna. Donna had been my cool aunt, the youngest in my dad’s family, and the one who had been the most successful. Despite the competition in the family among the Warde kids, she’d risen above it all and managed to thumb her nose at her three older siblings at the same time. She’d gone off to New York to law school, kicked ass along the way, now partner at one of the biggest firms on Long Island, and all the while brushing off the toxic environment she’d grown up in. And that alone pissed off Dad. He only spoke to her when he needed her.

I had a great relationship with Donna because, in many ways we were similar. Both driven, sarcastic, and looked out for family even when they didn’t look out for us. Donna had found me my agent; she’d looked over my contracts as an extra set of eyes; she’d been the one I’d turned to when I needed an outlet. I could rely on Donna for her honesty and not what she thought I wanted to hear.

We talked and texted often. More text than talk because we were both busy, but the Wolseley situation warranted a phone call. I left her a message to call me when she had some free time, and she did just as the team had checked in to our hotel in Calgary. I had time before I headed out to lunch, so the timing was perfect. I’d picked the place for lunch with a few of the guys that actually included Ethan, Ryan, and Jeremy. I chose it because Wolseley had already arranged for my meal there, and when I told a few of the guys about it, our reservation ballooned to nearly ten. And we were all going to have the same thing, which I hoped made it easier on the restaurant.

I settled into the room with my team and bunkmate, Landon Montgomery. The kid was a rookie, hence why he was bunking with me. His name sounded like royalty, but the kid was from a small farming town in Michigan, and by the sound of it, had an asshole father like me. He wore a bit of a chip that I was determined to rid him of. The sooner that happened, the longer his career would be.

“Kiddo, what’s up?” Donna asked as I set down my bag and got out of my suit jacket. The weather in Calgary was nice enough, but not for shorts and a T-shirt, so I opted for jeans and a light sweater. Landon disappeared into the bathroom for a really long time. If he wasn’t taking a shit in there, he’d be answering to me. I’d seen enough guys addicted to shit, and Landon wasn’t going to do that under my watch.

“I need a favor. Maybe a huge one.”

“Sounds ominous. Shoot.”

“It’s a long story, so I’ll keep it as brief as possible. I mentioned my personal chef?”

“Right. The one whose food is fucking amazing? And if you send me one more picture of her incredible dishes, I’m going to disown your ass. Stop showing off.”

“That’s the one, and I’ll never stop sending you pics. But that’s not why I’m calling. She’s found herself in some trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

I gave Donna the details, and knowing her, she was scribbling down everything. I finished by telling her that any help would be greatly appreciated.

“I know a great lawyer in St. Paul. I will connect with her today. She’ll take this on. She loves dealing with little shits, like this Daniel. I’ll assist in any way I can.”

“That’s great. Can you do me another favor? Get your lawyer friend to tell her it’s pro bono and send the bills to me.”

Donna was silent for a long second. Far too long for my liking.

“I can do that, but …” She trailed off, and I waited for her to continue, but she didn’t.

“But?”

“Is she more than your personal chef, because that sounds very generous of you?”

The statement caught me off guard. “No. She’s a sweet girl who got mixed up with a loser who will screw her over if she doesn’t stand up to him. She’s had a rough time, and the last thing I want is for her to worry about a huge legal bill. She’s already lost her restaurant and reputation. She also can’t afford any massive legal fees.”

“I see,” Donna said, sounding unconvinced. “Well, you put me in touch with her, and I’ll connect her with Jan in St. Paul. Let’s keep each other updated.”

I didn’t want to take up any more of Donna’s time, so we ended the call, and I changed. Landon was still in the john. What the hell! He’d been in there going on twenty minutes. I marched over to the door and knocked loudly.

“You okay in there?”

“Fine,” Landon said quickly.

All right, he wasn’t taking a shit. He answered way too fast for that.

“I’m not sure what you’re doing, but I’m giving you twenty seconds to come out.”

In less than ten, the door slowly opened, and Landon stared at me with a long face. His gray eyes looked bloodshot, and I was sure the kid was doing hard drugs, but I wasn’t seeing or smelling anything coming from the bathroom.

“What were you doing in there?” I asked, more pissed off than I should have been.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t fuck with me. What were you doing?”

He frowned and clutched his stomach. “I’m not feeling good.”

And that’s when I saw it and felt like the biggest asshole on the planet. The kid was stressed out to the point of being sick. He’d all but made the team, but playing in the big league was a huge step up. A lot of kids had trouble handling it.

“Sit down,” I said, motioning to his bed.

He followed orders, and I gave him a bottle of water from the mini fridge and offered him some snacks from Wolseley’s care package, but he shook his head.

“I know how you’re feeling. I felt the same way when I started out. But I can’t stress this enough: you’re not alone. You have twenty other guys watching out for you, me included. We want you to succeed. But there is something I want you to do. I want you to call your parents every day, text your friends, work out, eat right, and stay busy. Don’t worry about the game or what people think of you. Don’t read anything about you online or in the papers. Does this make sense?”

He slowly nodded.

“And don’t take any drugs!”

He sheepishly smiled. “I won’t.”

“And keep the partying to a minimum. Don’t hang out with people who may be trouble, and you will have a gut instinct about them. Follow your gut.” I glanced at my watch. “In half an hour, a bunch of us are going for lunch. You’re going to come. In the meantime, try to eat something. The protein bars taste like chocolate bars. I need to go do something.”

Landon leaned back on the bed and closed his eyes. Maybe the kid would take a nap. He looked like he could use the sleep. I headed out of the room to give him a bit of privacy and to message Wolseley with Donna’s info. I also gave her a quick summary of the call and said I’d chat with her later. When I got to the room, one of my protein bars was missing, Landon had finished the water, and some color had returned to his face. I told him it was time to go for lunch. No way was this kid slipping through the cracks on my watch.
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Everyone loved the restaurant and the food. The Green Bean was a vegetarian restaurant about twenty minutes from our hotel, so we ordered a few Ubers. The place had prepared for us, and instead of individual plates, they fed us family style and kept the food coming when plates and bowls were empty. In appreciation, we tipped 50 percent.

A few of the guys lounged around because we had nowhere else to be. I kept an eye on Landon, who seemed to have a lively conversation going with Wendall Armstrong, a rookie from last season. I liked that the kid had made a friend. If he was going to make it, he needed a good support system, and Wendall was a good guy.

Ryan, Jeremy, Ethan, and I were the last of the guys. I was well aware that I had reluctantly been included in their trio, although the three of them still kept me at arm’s length most of the time. As the servers cleared away the last of the plates, I took a quick glance at Ryan. He seemed okay, but I hadn’t had a chance to talk to him much. I also didn’t want to overstep. If he wanted to talk to me, he would.

“This place was great,” Jeremy said, patting his stomach. “We need to come here again.”

“Wolseley worked it out for me and arranged the meal.”

“How is that going?” Jeremy asked while Ethan played on his phone. He really did tolerate me only. At least Ryan seemed interested in the conversation because he turned to face me.

“Very good. The food she makes is out of this world. Best investment I’ve ever made.”

“She had some tough breaks. Jill told me everything.”

“Seems like her sous chef really did a number on her,” I said.

“The situation sucks.”

“What do you guys know about him?” I asked. They’d mentioned things before, but nothing overly specific.

“Nothing,” Ryan said. “I barely know her.”

That didn’t surprise me since he had no connection to her. But Jeremy, and more so Ethan, did.

“What little Jill told me,” Jeremy said.

I stared at Ethan, waiting for him to at least look up from his phone. The guy was an ass, but he was also one of the best forwards on the team, and I had to make nice with him, especially when we had been co-captains last season. I quickly learned he wasn’t a leader, something he actually realized, since he wasn’t exactly a mental giant.

Ethan finally glanced up and noticed all pairs of eyes on him. “Oh,” he said. “Yeah, Wolseley. She’s cool. Super nice. I can see why the guy took advantage of her. She’s way too nice for her own good. Sleeping around with the loser was her downfall.”

I sat up. She’d mentioned fooling around with the guy, but a full-blown relationship? I guess I hadn’t made that connection. “How long were they together?”

Ethan shook his head. “Nah, I don’t think they were together. Sounds like they had a short thing, and he probably dumped her. Who knows. She seems to attract losers.”

He was looking at me now, implying that I was one of those losers. A total asshole, that’s what he was. Tangi deserved better.

“So that’s where the sexual harassment is coming from?” I said, choosing to ignore Ethan’s barb.

“Maybe. Never met the guy. Glad I didn’t. I would’ve punched him out.”

For once, Ethan had been moderately helpful. I’d hoped to have more pieces of the puzzle, but this would do for now.


Chapter Fourteen


Wolseley


Having a few days to myself seemed a bit weird, but I took advantage of my seven-day-a-week job. Well, I still did a bit of work by making a grocery list for the next day, but other than that, I had nothing to do, so I took the opportunity to spend time with my two best friends.

With no rain in the forecast, we planned a walk in Stanley Park. Jill picked me up, and we met Tangi and Maddy there. Tangi had barely put Maddy in the stroller, and the cutie was rubbing her big brown eyes and yawning.

“She’ll be out any second,” Tangi said. “She didn’t have a nap today. She’s gotten used to taking naps with Ethan on game days, but when he isn’t around, she fights me and the nanny on it.”

We planned an hour-long walk since the weather called for no rain. I brought along a bottle of water for myself and snacks for my friends to try. All new protein-packed treats for Brandon if they passed muster.

“How’s it going with Brandon?” Tangi asked.

“Really good. I’m getting to know him and all his quirks. He’s determined to teach me all about hockey and suggests the two of you should take me to a game to see it all live.”

“I can get us the tickets,” Jill said. “You name the game.”

“The next one would work for me. I think it’s still preseason, right?”

“Just one more game before the season starts. And then the fun begins,” Jill said, peeking over to check in on Maddy, who was already fast asleep.

“Something else happened. Brandon and I have gotten into the habit of chatting during his dinners, so we’re getting to know each other. He asked me all about the restaurant, and I mentioned Daniel and what he pulled. So get this,” I said, trying not to sound too excited. “Brandon has put me in touch with his aunt. She’s a big-time lawyer in New York, and she connected me to a lawyer in St. Paul. To make a long story short, we are going to sue Daniel before he can come after me. It was all Brandon’s idea.”

Jill pursed her lips. “Didn’t I mention something like that?”

“Yes, but I didn’t have any resources then.”

“We would have helped you out,” Jill said, glancing over at Tangi. “Right?”

“Yes, we would have if Wolseley asked, but she didn’t because it’s none of our business, right, Jill?”

Jill got the hint and let the subject go.

“Sounds like an excellent plan you have now,” Tangi said. “Let’s hope Daniel goes away for good.”

“That’s the idea. And Brandon’s aunt was so nice. She assured me that Jan was going to teach Daniel a lesson.”

I could see Jill was thinking and about to probably burst my bubble.

“How are you going to pay for it? I know I sound snarky, but I’m trying to be practical. If you need help …”

I’d figured Jill out a long time ago, and she never offended or pissed me off. Jill was one of those people who said it like it was. Rarely did she sugarcoat a situation, and I loved her for that.

“Jan said she’d do it pro bono.”

“That’s great,” Tangi said. “How very generous of her. You lucked out there.”

“I know, because lawyer fees would kill me right now. I’m still trying to get on my feet.”

Brandon had paid me for my first month of work, and a chunk of that went to paying back my parents for airline tickets, moving costs, and what I could of my previous legal bills. Another chunk went to paying Tangi and Ethan for the condo fees. That left me with a bit of money in the bank but hardly enough to pay a lawyer’s retainer and feed myself. Thank the heavens for Jan.

“I know everyone gives Brandon a hard time, but he really is a good guy. This is another example of it,” Tangi said.

“I just like that you’re sticking it to Daniel.”

Good old Jill.

I passed around my samples since my friends were going to be the guinea pigs. They both loved them, and as we walked, the subject changed to the Kodiaks. The wives and girlfriends, WAGS, as Tangi called them, were planning some events. Something about a toy drive for Christmas, and it became abundantly clear that I wasn’t part of that. Tangi would never purposely exclude me, but based on the fact I wasn’t a wife or a girlfriend, I really couldn’t participate. She and Jill got into a deep discussion on who should do what, and who could be relied on. I listened along, feeling left out.

By the time we reached the cars, the subject had changed again to a fashion show being put on by the WAGS, which neither Jill nor Tangi wanted to participate in. Once again, I was on the outside looking in, wishing—but never admitting—that I would kill to be Brandon’s girlfriend. The more they talked, the more I thought about him. He was smart, funny, nice, and he had helped me out when he didn’t need to. And he also happened to be the hottest man I’d ever met. But guys like him didn’t go for cute: they went for Tangi.

“We are both on for the game next week? I think it will be fun,” Jill said.

“It won’t be a problem for me as long as the nanny agrees.”

Yes, I missed this so much and couldn’t wait to spend more time with my friends.
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Brandon got home from his short road trip, and I had a late-night dinner saved for him. He hadn’t played in the first preseason road trip game, but he had in the second. The team had flown out right after. Even though the Kodiaks provided a meal on the plane, Brandon was always less than impressed by it, so I’d left for him a quinoa bowl he could either heat up or eat cold. It was packed with sweet potatoes, veggies, and my secret omega-rich sauce.

When I’d gotten up the next morning, he had sent me a text that he’d loved it.

Since I was finally used to my early mornings, I showered, changed, and headed over to his place to make him breakfast. At first, when I’d accepted the job, I’d worried about how hard it would be with all the long hours, but I couldn’t wait to go to work! My routine was set. I’d be at his place between six-thirty or seven, easily avoiding the unbearable morning rush hour in Vancouver’s never-ending traffic, and then I’d stay to make him breakfast and lunch. I’d head out late morning to hang out for some hours alone doing things I enjoyed or just unwind a little and enjoy Vancouver’s mild weather, then I’d head back to his place around one o’clock to work on his two dinners: one he ate before he left for a game, and one for after a game. On practice-only days, I had more time to myself in the afternoon since he would eat later in the day. But no matter what his schedule, I loved my job more than I’d ever loved my restaurant, and that hurt a little. I’d loved the Oak. It had been my dream, my baby, but it had also been my biggest failure, and just the thought of it now carved a hole in my heart. Even in the beginning, I’d never loved it as much as I loved being Brandon’s personal chef.

I tiptoed into his condo, careful not to wake him, though he was a pretty sound sleeper. I dropped a pan once, and it hadn’t woken him up.

I set down some groceries and quietly put them away before starting breakfast. According to his schedule, he had an off day, which usually meant carbing up, so breakfast was going to be a sweet potato hash filled with grilled vegetables, a protein smoothie, and a fruit salad. He loved sweet potatoes and told me he could eat them every day, so they were on the menu often. I planned to top the hash with three eggs sunny-side up. As an added carb, I placed two slices of whole-grain toast on the side. Sometimes, I used tofu instead of eggs, but today seemed like an egg day.

I guess I had been so quiet that when Brandon came into the kitchen, I scared him. He gasped a little, then laughed when he realized it was me. I found myself frozen in place because Brandon was shirtless, wearing only a pair of black shorts. I don’t think I even blinked as I tried not to ogle him.

“I didn’t hear you,” he said. “You were so quiet this morning.”

“Yip,” I squeaked instead of saying yup. The man was a Greek god, or what I imagined a Greek god to be. The chiseled muscles, the light smattering of chest hair because he didn’t give a damn about being hairless, the sleepy look on his scruffy face, and his blue eyes staring back at me inquisitively. Damn it, I was staring. Possibly drooling.

“Smells good,” he said, stepping past my unmoving form as if my feet were suddenly cemented to the floor. “I’ll get some coffee.”

I snapped out of my lusting daydream. “Right. Yes, it’s made. Breakfast will be ready in ten minutes.”

He needed to put a shirt on because he was distracting me. How could he be so magnificent? I wanted to reach out and touch every muscle on his chest. No, I wanted to do more than that.

“Do you like hotmus? I mean, hummus.” I wanted to die right there.

“I like hummus. Is hotmus some kind of spicy hummus?” he asked innocently.

I wanted to vaporize at that moment from the embarrassment. As for the hotmus, I should have lied and said it was. “No, but maybe yes?”

“I love a bit of spice, so it’s good either way.”

I had inadvertently come up with a new kind of hummus. “I figure it would be a great snack for you. Obviously, I make my own.”

“Obviously,” he said, pouring his coffee and setting it down on the island. “I’ll go change, and then we can have breakfast.”

“That would be really great,” I said before I could take it back. I was a birdbrain today!

He returned just in time to eat, this time sporting a gray T-shirt and black sweatpants. In that outfit, he was a lot less distracting but still gorgeous. I set out the food for him and was ready to get started on my not-hot hummus, but he pointed to the empty bistro chair next to him.

“I thought you were joining me for breakfast.”

He had mentioned we, but I wasn’t sure he’d remember, not that he forgot much. I grabbed a plate and some coffee, put a slice of bread in the toaster, and, not wanting to be rude, sat next to him. I grabbed some sweet potato hash, not wanting to take too much. The man had to eat, and he was paying for all of it.

“Tangi, Jill, and I are going to the game tomorrow,” I said.

“Oh good,” Brandon said, sipping some coffee. “You can impress them with all your new hockey knowledge.”

“Of course. I’m sure they will be impressed,” I said with a laugh.

“Just know you can have as many tickets as you’d like during the season. My parents come out once a year, and I’m lucky if my brother or sister make it out. I don’t have a ton of friends in town, so I mostly give the tickets away to charities.”

“That’s nice of you. I assumed a popular guy like you would have tons of friends in town.”

He grimaced just a bit. “No. I am pretty strict with who I let in my inner circle. A ton of people just want stuff from me, and I don’t tolerate freeloaders. And to be honest, I can be a pain in the ass, a little intense, and it turns people off. I call a few of the guys on the team as friends, but we don’t hang out much in the offseason.” He paused for a second. “Come to think of it, we barely hang out during the season.”

My toast popped, and I went to grab it, slathering on some vegan butter. I sat down again and glanced at him. I was perplexed. I assumed he would have a bevy of friends at his beck and call, but as I thought about it some more, he really wasn’t the type to suffer fools, and he didn’t drink or party that I could tell. Other than the rink and the gym, he didn’t do much else.

“Quality over quantity, isn’t that the saying? I have my two best friends, and that’s all I need.”

“Don’t you also have a million chef friends?”

“Yes and no. We are all over the world, and after I graduated from culinary school, I did a lot of traveling and met a lot of people, but we weren’t exactly best friends. We keep in contact with social media, some chat groups about the business, but we don’t fly out to see each other.”

“But let’s say you went to Paris, and you had ten chef friends. Would they put you up? Would you go to dinner with them?”

“Yes, but that’s part of the business.”

He nodded, not smugly, but almost out of some kind of regret. “I don’t have that. You would think that would be the same with hockey. Former teammates from Juniors, or teammates who have moved on to other teams. For most guys, it’s a connection. I can’t seem to make that connection. Who am I kidding? Ethan and Jeremy put up with me because they have to. When we hang out, we’re hardly friends.”

Most people would be hurt knowing all that. Had it been me, I probably would have been in tears knowing that people didn’t like me. I put down my fork and shifted to face him.

“I think you’re cool and super interesting. I love hanging out with you. Maybe you aren’t giving people enough time to get to know you. I was thinking about something just this morning. About how much I love coming to work because you’re here. And if Ethan and Jeremy are hanging out with you, it’s not because they have to. Trust me, they wouldn’t. Okay, maybe Ethan would, but not Jeremy. He’s a good guy. I got to know him over the summer when he came to Minneapolis with Jill. Ethan may harbor resentment because of Tangi and how much you liked her.”

Oh god. My mouth had been moving so fast, my brain couldn’t keep up, and now I’d put my foot in it. If I slipped off the bistro chair and crawled away, maybe he wouldn’t notice, but that was wishful thinking. Because, at that moment, the biggest frown marred his face.

“I’m not pining away for Tangi. Do people think that?” he asked, sounding a touch defensive.

I held back a groan. “No. And no one even talks about it. I can assure you of that. I know about it because Tangi mentioned it once.”

“So Tangi told you that I liked her?” The irritation in his voice had leveled up a notch.

I had a feeling I was about to be fired. Brandon’s eyebrows creased as he tried to mask his displeasure or maybe his rage.

“No. I’m making a mess of this. Let me stress that she didn’t come out and say it,” I said, even though she had confided to me and Jill about it. “I figured it out. We could tell at the time that a lot was going on in Tangi’s life. She was pregnant, living with her ex, and she was working with you. She talked about you. We didn’t gossip, and Tangi definitely didn’t gossip.”

He was quiet for so long before going back to eating his breakfast. Then he said, “I expect that everything you and I talk about is between me and you. If you tell anyone anything, I’ll fire you.”

That was my first brush of coldness from him. More like bone-chilling cold, like the coldest winter day in Minnesota when you could barely breathe and your eyelashes froze. The tension rose between us, and I felt so stupid for screwing up so badly. This whole day was a roller coaster.

“Got it,” I said in my chef voice. He was the boss, and I was taking orders.

I ate quickly and cleaned up, and soon enough, he was finished and gone. Crap. I had no idea how mad he was or for how long it would last. Would he come home later, reconsider what had happened, and fire me? I supposed I’d find out soon enough.


Chapter Fifteen


Brandon


With my day off, I hit the gym at the rink, mostly to burn off some steam. A few guys were taking part in the optional skate, mostly the young ones and players on the bubble of being sent down to the minors. I had my earbuds in, listening to rock music and taking my anger out on the equipment and maybe myself. The thought that Tangi had gossiped about me hurt. Wolseley did a good job of making it seem like some casual mention, but I knew better. Wolseley was too nice to be a good liar.

Most guys would be pissed that they lost out to a guy like Ethan. The jerk had been dating Tangi for years, and when she wanted a commitment from him, he’d turned her down. Then what did Ethan-the-loser do? He met some new chick, dated her for a few months, and got engaged. When he had Tangi! Who would give up Tangi for some woman he knew for six months? Then his dad died, he saw Tangi again, hooked up with her—while not telling her he was engaged because he was a piece of shit—and she got pregnant. Took the loser months to win her back, and yeah, I was trying to win her, too, but he had the advantage of being her high school sweetheart and the father of her kid. I often wondered if she settled with him, but they did seem genuinely happy.

I was finishing up with weights when Ryan strolled in alone. I had to admit the guy was looking better. The dark circles under his tanned skin had faded, he no longer had that bloated look, and he’d easily lost another fifteen pounds. He hadn’t dropped all the weight yet, but he was looking good. He saw me and trotted over. Since our first talk, he’d given me a few updates, and based on the room, he hadn’t told anyone else. Not even Ethan and Jeremy, which made me feel good. Knowing that he could trust me meant a lot.

“You alone in here?” Ryan asked, taking a swig of a sports drink.

“I am. I’m trying to keep myself busy.”

“Oh yeah? Why?”

“Nah, it’s nothing.” I grabbed the dumbbells for my final rep but stopped and put them back down. “Back when I was injured and rehabbing with the Ravens, did everyone around here think I had a thing for Tangi?”

Ryan scrunched up his face. “Where did that come from?”

“I had a weird conversation with Wolseley. It had me thinking,” I said, figuring that would be good enough for Ryan.

“That was a long time ago. I remember Ethan was worried about you, but he was also trying to get his shit together at the time. Why do you ask?”

His answer didn’t fully satisfy me, but it was almost two years ago, so I couldn’t expect specifics. “No reason,” I said.

“Okay, but that’s a really strange thing to say,” he said, getting onto one of the stationary bikes nearby. “Why would Wolseley even bring that up?”

I fiddled with a loose string on my shirt as I contemplated confiding in Ryan. He was definitely in Ethan and Jeremy’s camp, but he was also a decent guy. I couldn’t discount that he’d confided in me.

“Like I said, she mentioned something about Tangi and that I liked her. Was I the butt of jokes? Just tell me the truth. I can deal with it.”

Ryan frowned in confusion. “Dude, what are you talking about? Ethan would whine to us about you and Tangi, but that was it. I don’t think anyone else on the team knew. And if they did, they didn’t talk about it. I don’t like that shit talk. I would have put it down. That kind of shit starts trouble with the guys.”

I blew out a breath. Ryan was being sincere. “It’s just that Wolseley made a passing comment about me pining away for Tangi, so I assumed everyone was talking about it.”

“Chicks,” Ryan said with a huff. “Always gossiping. But that shit wasn’t happening in the locker room. I wouldn’t lie to you about it.”

It felt good talking to someone for once and not bottling it all up. Not that I planned to make a habit of it. I’d learned long ago to keep things to myself because when you trusted people, you got burned. “I wonder if I maybe acted like a jerk. I gave Wolseley a hard time this morning and told her if she gossiped again, I’d fire her.”

Ryan grimaced as if I’d stabbed him with a dull knife. “That was harsh.”

Shit. I had gone too far.

“I just hate that kind of thing, just like you.”

Ryan wagged his finger at me. “Different situation, dude. Totally different situation. Let me guess. She was talking about you and Tangi with her friends, right?”

I nodded.

“See, that’s okay because they are friends. It’s not like they came into our dressing room and made an announcement. Or bought a fucking billboard outside the arena. You can’t get mad about shit like that. You gotta apologize to her.”

“Really?” I was genuinely perplexed. Shouldn’t I be mad that an employee was talking about me? But then it was almost two years ago. Did I have a right to be pissed? Probably not.

“Yeah, really,” Ryan said with muted disgust. “That shit is old news. Plus, she makes really good protein bars.”

I’d made a habit of sharing extras with the guys.

“She does. You could still ask her to be your personal chef too. Although, I don’t know how she’d juggle it. But you live near me. You’re welcome to pick up meals, or maybe she can drop some off.”

Ryan seemed to consider that with a shrug. “You like her food?”

“It’s excellent, and I’m always feeling good even after big meals. She knows her stuff.”

“It would probably help me along. I’ve been eating better, cutting out all booze, and it’s made a difference, but sometimes I get lazy, and I pick up shit on the way home. I know I’ve got to stop doing that.”

“I can run the idea past her. Even if it’s part-time. And you’re looking good. Everything okay?”

“It’s a lot better. I’m seeing a shrink now, and man, I realized I had a lot going on. And thanks for the suggestion and for not shooting off your mouth. It means a lot.”

“Like you, I won’t tolerate the gossip.”

I finished up the workout and headed home. Wolseley wasn’t there yet, so I took a nap, and when I heard her arrive a few hours later, I met her out in the kitchen, this time wearing a shirt since it seemed to bother her when I didn’t. I should have been more professional, but I’d had no idea she was there.

She was pulling out food from the fridge, this time dressed in baggy, faded blue jeans that had the worn look. She had an orange scarf in her hair, the tail of it falling down her back. Her orange knit sweater was baggy as well, and I wondered what she looked like under all those clothes. I vaguely remembered her from Tangi’s wedding, and she had a curvy figure in that fitted dress, so why was she hiding it all the time? She looked like an even more buxom Marilyn Monroe.

“Hey,” I said.

She jumped, and romaine lettuce flew up into the air and onto the floor. She whirled around to face me, and her cheeks were fully flushed.

“You scared me,” she said, reaching down for the lettuce, but I beat her to it, handing it back to her.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to. I know you’re getting started on dinner, but I wanted to say something.”

The smile she wore slipped from her face, replaced with what looked like fear. Suddenly, I was uncomfortable, and then I realized it; she thought I was going to fire her. I’d been such an asshole that now she worried she’d be out of a job. I had to put her out of her misery as quickly as possible.

“I’m sorry about today. My behavior was uncalled for. I overreacted, and that’s not right. Accept my apology?”

Her face lit up again, and the smile returned, making me smile as well.

“Oh, it’s not a big deal. I get why you were mad. Let’s forget it?”

“Forgotten.” I was about to leave to let her work, but I thought of Ryan again. “Hey, I know you’re probably super busy, but would you consider prepping some meals for Ryan? I can work on a fair deal, and if he’s agreeable, it can be all the same meals, so you aren’t doing something different.”

She blinked a few times, her large brown eyes seeming to glint at the idea. “I think I could swing it. Only problem is that I don’t have a car.”

“He lives five minutes away. He can pick up meals, or I can drop them off. We can figure it out. Of course, your priority is to me.”

“Yes, of course,” she said, beaming.

I left her to work, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I felt all-around good. My heart was light, a feeling I hadn’t had much in life, not since … Tangi.


Chapter Sixteen


Wolseley


After making Brandon’s pregame meal, and one he could heat up after the game, I went back to Tangi and Ethan’s condo. I’d finally figured out the public transit system and found that a bus took me within a block of the condo, so I was now saving money instead of taking a million Ubers. I saved those rides for when I had to lug a ton of groceries.

As I showered and changed for tonight’s game, I stared back at my reflection in the mirror. My roots needed a touch-up, and the stylist I’d found two blocks away had done such an amazing job, that I planned to do it again, keeping the same colors. But something was missing.

I pulled out my meager makeup bag and put on just a hint of concealer, a bit of blush, mascara, and my favorite pale pink lip gloss. I rarely wore much makeup—my mom claimed I had perfect skin and didn’t need it—but today felt like the right day to splurge, and since all my vegan cosmetics cost a small fortune, I figured I should at least use them.

Next, I needed to pick an outfit. Normally, I had no issues with body positivity. I knew I wasn’t society’s version of perfect, but I liked my figure even though I rarely showed it off. Mostly because I liked my clothes and didn’t need to prove anything. But despite all that, being around women who were essentially what we were programmed to think were goddesses had me feeling self-conscious, and I hated that feeling. I much preferred not caring about makeup and clothes, but here I was, staring at what little I had brought to Vancouver and trying to come up with something that wouldn’t make me stick out like my hair would. I could already envision the stares.

After a long back-and-forth, I chose my best jeans that showed off a bit of my curves, a black blouse that I left a few buttons open on, and a matching black scarf in my hair. I’d gotten into the habit of wearing them, circa the 1970s. It would definitely hide my brown roots.

Since I’d never been to Graham Place, Jill picked me up, and we went together. We arrived early, so she showed me around her office, which was pretty sweet, with a gorgeous ocean view. I wondered how she got any work done. I’d be staring outside and wanting to meditate all day.

We then met Tangi in the team lounge, reserved for VIPs, WAGS, and other invited guests. When we got there, everyone seemed to know Jill and Tangi, and they introduced me to all the wives and girlfriends of the Kodiaks. Every single one of them looked at my hair, but none commented. Yes, hot pink stuck out in a crowd, but if I wanted to look like everyone else, I would. And I didn’t want to.

My clothes did seem to fit in … at least a little. Most of the WAGS were dressed up a lot more, but then again, I wasn’t one of them, so that didn’t bother me. But even though Tangi was in simple jeans and a V-neck sweater, she still looked like a million bucks. Maybe it was the baby glow. Jill, never one to conform or care, was also dressed casually in jeans and a sweater. She looked like she’d just come off a fashion runway in Paris. I had tried so hard for my look, and at best, I was cute. The story of my life.

“We figure we’ll hang out here after the game for drinks with the guys. Jeremy is going to ask Brandon along,” Jill said.

This day was looking up.

Tangi glanced at her watch. “We should head down to our seats.”

We had great seats at center ice about twenty rows up. The guys had gotten them for us. I’d watched a few games since getting all Brandon’s hockey instruction, but I’d never been to one, and seeing the players on the ice, warming up, excited all the kids. I looked for Brandon, and there he was, number twenty-seven, taking shots on the goalie and skating leisurely around the ice. I suddenly envisioned him topless and wiped the image from my head.

“I might be taking on Ryan as a client part-time,” I said. “He and Brandon were talking about it, and we are going to work something out. While I’d love to work with both of them, full-time, there is no way I could swing it. So we are going to try a system where I make twice as much of evening dishes that Ryan can pick up or I can have delivered.”

“That’s great,” Jill said. “And Ryan is already looking better. He’s made huge strides. See, I was right about him all along.”

“Congrats! Who needs a restaurant?” Tangi said.

I froze for a moment. I know Tangi didn’t realize it, but it was such an insensitive thing to say. My life’s dream had been to open my own restaurant, and now my best friend was blowing that off. As if being a personal chef should have been my goal all along. I would have expected Jill to say something like that, but coming from Tangi, it hurt.

Jill picked up on the tension because she said, “Your restaurant was amazing. And some day soon, you’re going to have that again.”

I bit my lower lip to keep from getting emotional. Jill was never the sappy one. I reached out and squeezed her hand in thanks. At that moment, Tangi realized her error.

“Oh shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way,” she said. “I’m blaming baby brain. I just meant that you could look forward and not back. You know what, I’ll just shut up.”

“Good idea,” Jill said.

Brandon had mentioned earlier that the last preseason game meant that most of the regulars started, so it was no surprise to see Jeremy, Ethan, and Brandon on the ice. I kept my eye on Brandon, and he was pretty damn good, scoring a goal in the second period. I couldn’t skate, so I had no expertise in the area, but he was so graceful about it, not as bumbling as someone like Ryan, but maybe that was due to his size.

After the game, we headed up to the team lounge, where Jill and I ordered drinks, and Tangi ordered a sparkling water. We perused the menu and ordered fries, meatless nachos, and a salad to share while we waited for the guys. Jill said it usually took them about an hour and a half to come by. There were postgame interviews, a team meeting, cooldown, followed by showers.

“I know you guys have been wondering about wedding details,” Jill said, piling fries and nachos onto her plate. “We decided on a small destination wedding in Italy. Lake Como, to be exact.”

“That sounds amazing! When?” Tangi asked.

“Seeing as you are pregnant, mid-August. We’ve picked this amazing estate to rent for two weeks. It has twelve bedrooms, so enough for all the important people in our lives. We’ve also planned to rent rooms for the rest of our guests, but we’d like to keep the guest list under a hundred. Preferably around seventy-five.”

I was doing the math in my head, which Tangi seemed to be doing as well.

“I’m guessing his close family, some teammates, your friends, and that’s it?”

“Correct. Nice and small. If I had my way, it would be us, Jeremy, and his immediate family, but I lost that battle.”

“And your mom?” I asked, sipping my wine.

Jill sighed. “I don’t want any argument from either one of you, especially you, Wolseley. I’m not inviting her. And I plan to tell her she’s not invited.”

I tried not to frown because I wanted Jill to reconcile with her mother. I wanted everyone to have their happy endings, and I’d always felt that you could make a relationship work if you tried hard enough, but after knowing Jill for more than half my life and seeing what a toxic mother she had, I was rethinking all that now. But not inviting her to her wedding?

“Let me say only one thing. Will you regret the fact that you didn’t invite her?”

Jill didn’t hesitate. “No. I’ve given her enough chances to be a good mother. I can’t let her toxicity affect me anymore.”

Tangi reached over to pat Jill’s hand. “I think you’ve made the right decision.”

Deep down, I knew that too. But I still wanted Jill’s mother to be a decent human, and I wondered if that stemmed from the fact I didn’t know my birth parents. Then again, my adoptive parents were amazing, and being adopted by them was the best thing that happened to me and my brother.

We were almost finished our meal when Jill made a grand observation. “You know, you’re looking supercute today. I spy some makeup, and your outfit is perfect. What’s up?”

I tried so hard not to blush, mostly because I was terrible with compliments. “I knew this place was a stage, so I stepped up my game.”

Jill’s blue eyes seemed to see right through that. “Doesn’t hurt that Brandon is pretty hot.”

“Oh, stop,” I said, fighting a losing battle with the flush now heating my whole face and neck. “I see him every day. Why would I dress up for him?”

“If I had to rate guys on the team for overall hotness, he would rank second after Jeremy,” Jill added. “He’s got the looks, the bod, and the brood takes him over the top.”

“What about Ethan?” Tangi said with a mock pout.

“A distant third. I still haven’t forgiven him for screwing up those three years with you.”

“I refuse to objectify the guys,” I said.

“Leave that to me,” Jill said. “What secrets do you know about him?”

She was insufferable. She loved knowing things, although she was good at keeping secrets … most of the time. “If I knew any, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“What’s he look like with no shirt on?”

I gasped a little and nearly choked on a fry. I had to wash it down with some water. “How do you know I’ve seen him with no shirt?”

Jill’s face lit up. “You have! Tell me!”

“No,” I said, suddenly feeling hot all over. Did someone turn up the heat because I was sweating?

Jill narrowed her gaze. “You have a thing for him. It’s obvious. I don’t blame you. Like I said, he ranks number two on the team for overall hotness.”

“I do not have a thing for him!”

“What do you think, Tang?”

Tangi smiled and nodded, but something about the look on her face seemed strained. “I think you’re right.”

“He’s single,” Jill said in a singsong voice. “And you’re single.”

“Would you stop!”

“Ethan would die. Can you imagine the three of us as couples with Brandon being part of that?” Jill said. “He would lose his mind.”

I put up my hand to stop her, trying not to laugh. “He’s my boss. Nothing more.”

“Besides, Wolseley is so not his type.”

The moment the words left Tangi’s lips, a dark cloud fell over the table. Jill and I stared at her, and it took Tangi too many seconds to realize how callous her statement was. The smile on my face vanished in an instant.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” she said, pain etching her face. “I meant that he’s got a type.”

“Keep stepping in it, Tang,” Jill said, unimpressed.

Tangi covered her face with her hands while her words twisted a knife in my gut.

“I really am making a mess of this,” Tangi said. She took a deep breath and looked at me. “Wols, I don’t want you to waste your time on him. I’m only saying this because I don’t want you to get hurt. Getting your hopes up about him isn’t a good idea.”

I suddenly felt anger I’d never felt before directed at Tangi. “Why don’t you tell me specifically what is wrong with me?”

Jill groaned, and Tangi bit her lip. If my friend wanted to spare me future pain, I needed to hear all my deficiencies.

“Nothing is wrong with you,” she said gently. “I haven’t seen his exes, but I think he’d find you maybe a little too quirky.”

I closed my eyes and tried to keep my emotions in check. Quirky was code for unpretty.

“I really think you should stop,” Jill said to Tangi.

“No. I want to hear it all,” I said, choking back my anger. “Could it be because I don’t have a killer bod? That I dye my hair different colors all the time? That I’m an activist for things like climate change, a women’s right to choose, and the right to health care? I’m just too radical, not drop-dead gorgeous, and too quirky?”

“I’m sorry, Wols. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

She looked sorry, and maybe deep down she was, but she wasn’t wrong. I also saw pity, and that was just too much.

“I forgot one thing,” I said. “I’m also not you.”

“Wols, don’t get upset over this. It’s stupid,” Jill said.

I shook my head, fighting back tears. “ I get it. And look, this isn’t even about Brandon. I’m not pining away for him. It’s about me and not being perfect enough for this,” I said, pointing to everyone in the room. “I’m not good enough.”

I grabbed my purse and slapped some money on the table. I had no idea if it was enough to cover my meal, but I was too upset to make sense of anything. I mumbled a goodbye and hurried out.


Chapter Seventeen


Brandon


Acloud was hanging over Wolseley’s head the next morning. More like a storm cloud and possible tornado. She looked sad and angry all at once, something so foreign when it came to her. She was always the bright spot in my day, so I had to get to the bottom of this. I hoped it had nothing to do with that Daniel asshole.

“You okay?” I asked, pouring myself a cup of coffee. Today was a training day, so I had a few extra hours before I had to be at the rink. Enough time to enjoy breakfast and not mind my own business.

“I’m fine,” she said quietly.

“You don’t look fine.”

She was stirring what looked to be some kind of oats. She had a cut-up banana, strawberries, and blueberries in a small bowl. Next to that was an avocado, tomato, and some of her homemade bread.

“I am. I really am,” she said absently.

“You didn’t hang out last night after the game. Jill said you weren’t feeling well. Is that it?”

She looked up at me now, and her eyes seemed a little bloodshot. “Something like that. I’m fine now.”

I wanted to press, but I stopped myself. If she didn’t want to talk about it, I had to respect that. So instead, I sat down while she assembled an avocado toast for me, along with my hot cereal packed with a scoop of protein I couldn’t even taste. I devoured it all, watching her slowly clean up and pull out her notebook.

“I have a short day today,” I said. “Just some training. I have an idea. Why don’t I treat you to lunch instead of you making it?”

She narrowed her eyes in confusion. “But I have lunch planned,” she said, pointing to her notebook.

“Can’t you do it tomorrow? I bet there are some places you want to try. Let’s do that?”

I was pretty proud of myself for thinking of it. I had no doubt that taking her out to lunch would cheer her up.

“Um, okay,” she said reluctantly.

“Good. I should be home by one. You pick the place.”
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We had a light training day, and with the season just around the corner, Coach Anthony had a lot of pep talks and videos for us to watch. The final roster had been selected, and Landon, my road trip roommate, had made the team, but I planned to keep my eye on him. The last thing the kid needed was to lose his spot.

I got home to find Wolseley at the kitchen island, furiously writing in her notebook. Life would be so much easier for her with a tablet, but other than her phone, I didn’t see her use much in the way of electronics. I was afraid to ask why and have her launch into a long story about e-waste, even though I kind of loved her random stories.

“Hey,” I said.

She turned and smiled, but that cloud hadn’t lifted.

“How was practice?” she asked.

“Training day, and it was boring. I’m going to change, and then we can head out for lunch.”

She nodded and returned to her scribbling. Five minutes later, we were out the door, and when we got into the car, Wolseley gave me an address to a restaurant called Passionfruit. I plugged it into my GPS, and we were on our way. According to my GPS, it was less than a ten-minute drive.

“Why’d you pick this place?” I asked.

“I’ve been told by my fellow chefs that it’s the best vegan restaurant in town, and since I haven’t had a chance to check it out, now is the time.”

When we got there, the place was packed for a Tuesday afternoon, and I thought we’d have to wait for a few minutes, but Wolseley went up to the hostess, they chatted for less than a minute, then the two of us were escorted to a small booth.

The place was rustic, the booths and chairs made from what looked like repurposed wood. Lighting was at a minimum, and with the dark brown paint, it made it a little like walking through a dense forest, but then I guessed that was the idea.

“How did we bypass the line?” I asked.

“I told them who you were.”

I smiled, and she smiled back. “Sneaky,” I said.

“But effective.”

I grabbed the menu, but she quickly snatched it.

“I don’t want to be that person, but today, I’m making an exception. Lunch is on me because I’m going to do the ordering. You better be hungry because I want to try a lot of things.”

She permitted me to order a sparkling water, then she bombarded the poor server with ten different dishes. Red cabbage salad, the passionflower hummus—whatever that was, but it didn’t sound like Wolseley’s hotmus invention—the passion pizza, the everything burger, chickpea fries, marinated vegetables, mushroom dumplings, an artichoke dip with house-made corn chips, mac and cheese, jackfruit tacos, and finally dessert, which consisted of passionflower pie and passionflower sorbet. Wolseley told the server that the food didn’t have to come all at once, which seemed to relieve the poor young woman.

“What are they using in place of dairy?” I asked as the server scooted away.

“Usually, it’s made from almonds or cashews. Think almond milk or cashew milk.”

“Ah. Right.”

I watched her look around the packed restaurant, eyeing people, or was she more interested in what they were eating? Hard to tell with Wolseley.

“Ever think about opening another restaurant?”

She fixed her gaze on me, her large, doe-like brown eyes looking a little sad.

“I don’t know. I’d love to, but after the disaster at the Oak—the name of my restaurant—I don’t have the stomach for it. Or the money. But mostly the stomach.”

“I’m sure it’s still fresh,” I said. “Give it some time. You are a great chef. You haven’t made me something I haven’t liked.”

She frowned again, and I immediately regretted bringing up the subject. She was already upset about something, and I’d gone and made her feel shitty again, even with the compliment. But since I’d done that, maybe now was the best time to see if she’d open up.

“You know that I know that something crappy happened to you. You said it wasn’t about Daniel, so what gives?”

She bit her lower lip as if mulling over what she wanted to say.

“Tangi said something to me that surprised me. It was hard to hear, and I got upset. It’s not a big deal, and I’ll get over it.”

“That doesn’t sound like Tangi.”

Wolseley puffed out a breath. “See, that’s why I didn’t want to tell you. You like her, and you’ve never seen that side of her.” She paused. “To be honest, I’ve never seen that side of her either.”

“I’m guessing you don’t want to tell me?”

“No,” she said firmly. “It’s between me and her. I’m just going to chalk it up to what she says is her baby brain, or whatever it is with her hormones.”

I blinked a few times. Tangi was pregnant again? Why did that still sting? She had a kid with Ethan. She was married to the tool.

“She’s pregnant?” I asked.

Wolseley’s face instantly blotched red. “Shit. I wasn’t supposed to say anything. She wants to wait a little longer, just in case. You know, the first-trimester thing.”

“I won’t say anything.”

But I kept thinking about it until the server deposited the hummus and homemade pita chips. I was starving and dove right in, while Wolseley first tried the pita chip, then dipped her fork into the hummus before finally going all out and dipping a pita chip into the dip. I wolfed it down, but I could see she was thinking about it.

“They use apple cider vinegar as their acid. Interesting choice,” she said. Nothing about her tone sounded haughty because Wolseley wasn’t like that.

“I didn’t notice.”

“Part of my training,” she said, flashing her sweet smile. It was nice to see it again.

After I mostly devoured the hummus and pita chips, the artichoke dip with corn chips came next. I could tell it wasn’t made with real cheese, but it wasn’t entirely bad. Not the first thing I’d pick. But the corn chips were good.

“You didn’t like it?” she asked.

“Not really. Kind of bland.”

“Noted,” she said.

The jackfruit tacos were actually good, the marinated vegetables were delicious, and the mushroom dumplings exceeded my expectations, although I was ranking them close to the artichoke dip. The star of our lunch were the burgers, fries, mac and cheese, and pizza. I could have eaten it all myself, but Wolseley had to eat, and I was getting full. We still had dessert to come.

“Great choices,” I said. “The mac and cheese almost tasted like the real thing. But that pizza blew me away.”

“The pizza was great,” she said, as we ate the cabbage salad last to cleanse our palates, according to Wolseley. “I think I can make better mac and cheese.” Her devious smile made me laugh.

Our dessert came, and it was nice getting to share that and the meal with her. I was pretty sure the passionfruit pie was going to be tasteless, but it was mixed with strawberries, which gave it a much richer flavor. The sorbet was a bit bland, but it went well with the sweet pie.

“Thank you for lunch,” she said after I’d asked the server for the bill.

“We should do it more often. It was fun.”

A little frown formed again, and now I was truly stumped. I thought the outing would cheer her up, but now I’d gone and potentially upset her again, and I had no idea how I’d done that.

“Okay, what did I say?”

“Nothing. It was nice. Thank you,” she said.

As we drove back to my place, I kept rolling things around in my head, and I was coming up empty. Part of me wanted to call Tangi and ask her what the hell she’d said, but Wolseley wouldn’t like that, so I kept playing it over and over again, determined to find a way to break Wolseley’s funk.


Chapter Eighteen


Wolseley


Iavoided taking Tangi’s calls or answering her texts. I needed space and more time to feel sorry for myself, but after the first few home games of the season, and almost two weeks of no communication, Jill had had enough. She insisted we both go to her place, which made sense since the Ravens were playing in Graham Place while the Kodiaks were out of town. That meant Tangi could easily pop over after work.

Jill ordered Chinese food because she wasn’t the best cook, and I got there before Tangi did. I’d had a rare day off, which meant I had time to call my parents and not rush them off the phone, get some much-needed supplies for myself, catch up on chats with my chef friends, reply to all the questions Jan had emailed me about Daniel, but most of all to relax and not have to worry about feeding Brandon, and now Ryan. He was due to come over for a sampling after the road trip, but during the road trip, he was going to have all the same meals I’d arranged for Brandon, so that made it easy to order double. I also sent along extra snacks for him too.

I planned to enjoy my four days off. That’s the arrangement I had with Brandon. As long as his road trip meals were set, and he had enough snacks to keep him going, I had as much time off as I wanted while he was gone, and after a long training camp and the first week of the season, I deserved it.

“Thank you for coming,” Jill said when I got there. She and her dog, Chloe, met me at the door. “I know you’re still upset.” She took my coat and hung it up. Jill kept an immaculate home. I often wondered if her cleaning obsession came from a place of coping and finding things to do when she had such a shitty mother. I kept a clean kitchen and did a good job of keeping Tangi and Ethan’s condo clean, but I was pretty sure you could eat off any surface in Jill’s home, including the floor. She even wiped poor Chloe’s feet each time she went outside to do her business.

“Really, it’s fine,” I said. “I’d like to put it behind us.”

Jill gave me one of her hardened looks, the kind her ice-blue eyes could freeze you in place with. “No, we aren’t doing that. I don’t like what Tangi said, and I know it hurt you, so we are going to nicely hash this out today, and you aren’t going to just let it go because that’s not healthy.”

I groaned. I was the last person who liked confrontation. In fact, I avoided it at all costs. Back at the restaurant, Wren took care of all that because everyone knew what a pushover I was. But really, I wanted to keep the peace. At least, that’s what I told myself.

“I don’t want a big fight.”

Jill narrowed her icy gaze. “It doesn’t have to be a big fight. It needs to be a discussion, and I plan to be the mediator. We are going to share our feelings, and no one is leaving here upset. Got it?”

A pit was forming in my stomach. Talking about my unsuitability with Brandon was hardly something I wanted to do, especially if it was settled that I wasn’t suitable. How crappy would that make me feel?

Tangi came over just before the Chinese food arrived. The tension hanging between us sat there even though we were pleasant enough to each other. Jill poured some drinks—sparkling water for Tangi, wine for me and her—and had us gather around the island to chow down on Chinese food. Jill claimed it was the best in the city, and tonight, I didn’t care what it tasted like or where it was from. I was going to have to talk about things I didn’t want to and try not to get upset.

But I was good at putting on a show. How many years had I been the ugly duckling friend to Tangi and Jill? Guys would fall all over themselves to flirt with my friends, and I’d watch like a third wheel. I’d always pretend it didn’t bother me, but all the while, it was eating me up inside.

Jill passed me all the vegetarian dishes to dig into first. I wasn’t overly hungry with my stomach doing a million somersaults. I’d been so busy trying to avoid eye contact with Tangi that it was making me physically sick. I needed to be tougher, I knew that, but it was so damn hard.

“This is good,” Tangi said. “How come I’ve never heard of this place?”

“I don’t know. It’s popular at the office, and Jeremy and I have ordered it a few times. What do you think of it, Wols?” Jill asked.

“It’s good,” I said, having only taken one bite of the vegetable fried rice.

Tangi and Jill made small talk about the Kodiaks and Ravens, and I jumped in so that it looked like I was making an effort, but what I really wanted to do was hide in the bathroom and not come out until Tangi was gone. But Jill wasn’t having that, and as she took our plates away once we were done, she dove right into the night I wanted to forget.

“I hate that there is so much tension between you guys, so I want that to end tonight. All right? And that means we are going to talk through this.”

Jill must have done something like this before because she poured Tangi and me glasses of water. How did she know my mouth had suddenly gone dry? I sipped the water, silently thanking her for it.

“We know I’m not a therapist, but I have done my fair share of therapy, so I’m going to try to lead this discussion,” Jill said. “Why don’t we start with you, Wols? How did the conversation between you and Tangi make you feel?”

Start with me? I had to swallow down the bile trying to exit my throat. “I don’t know. Sad, I guess. I certainly didn’t feel good about myself.”

Tangi recoiled like I’d stabbed her with a knife. She closed her eyes for a second, no doubt wondering what to say next.

“I didn’t mean for you to feel that way. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you.”

Part of me wanted to accept that explanation and move on, but the other part of me, the one growing with confidence, didn’t want to let it go just yet. I probably should have quelled that part, but I wasn’t satisfied. I needed to hear everything she had to say.

“Then why say it?” I asked.

Tangi looked down and tapped her finger on the island a few times. “I mean what I said about not wanting you to get hurt, and I worried that when you started working with Brandon, you were going to start falling for him. It’s a pattern of yours.”

My mouth hung open, and I quickly closed it. “No, it’s not! Are you referring to Daniel?”

Tangi arched a brow. “I’m referring to every guy you’ve ever liked going back to high school. Your chem lab partner, the guy you were paired with when you volunteered at the soup kitchen. What about the guy you organized the protest with on lab animals? The climate-change guy? The guy you met at culinary school? The one you practiced with? The chef you worked with at your first and second jobs.”

I put up my hand to stop her before the list got out of hand, although it had probably gotten out of hand five guys ago.

“I get it,” I said, seeing a bit of humor in it. A few years ago, I wouldn’t have found it funny, but now it kind of was. I did have a history of falling for the men I worked and volunteered with, but Brandon was different. I knew more about him than any of those other men. And the connection was … different.

Jill nodded along as well. “Tang does have a point.”

“I get where you’re both coming from, and I see that I have a history and follow a pattern. But not once did I say I had a thing for Brandon.”

Tangi arched her brow again. “Really? You’re going to pretend you don’t?”

I leaned back in my chair and puffed out a breath. “He’s hot. He’s nice. We laugh and have fun together. I guess it’s hard not to have a thing for him. But I need my job, and I would never do anything to put that in jeopardy.”

Tangi trained her hazel gaze on me. “And I don’t want you to get hurt. That’s all. He’s nice, and he’s funny, but that’s who he is. If he was interested, you’d know it.”

Jill cleared her throat loudly and seemed to catch Tangi before she said something else that would upset me, not that this conversation wasn’t a knife to the heart. But I got where she was going with this.

“Don’t waste your time on him; that’s all I’m trying to say. Badly, I guess.”

Tears pricked at my eyes. I wanted to be angry, but the overwhelming feeling of not being good enough had taken root.

“Because he’d never fall for someone like me. I get it.”

“That’s not what I’m saying,” Tangi said, looking wounded, though I was the injured party here.

“But it’s what I hear. I’m not skinny enough. I don’t have the perfect hair, or face, or anything.”

Jill slammed her fist on the table to stop us both. She leaned in close to me and demanded I do the same.

“Wolseley Douglas, you are a fucking goddess, don’t you ever forget that! Do you know how many times I’ve wanted to be you? A million. No, a billion. I wanted to have your life, your style, your attitude. I still want that. There are tons of guys who would kill to have you on their arm, but for some reason, you chase after losers, and that is going to stop right now. Do you understand?”

I thought she might attack me if I didn’t agree, so I nodded quickly.

“If you want to have a crush, a thing, or a damn fling with Brandon Warde, then go for it. And if that doesn’t work out, you both move on? You are going to find the right guy who deserves you, and he’s going to treat you like the goddess you are. So stop beating yourself up, and let that beautiful, carefree self of yours shine because you’re one of the most amazing women I’ve ever met.”

Tears slipped down my face now, and I reached out to hug Jill. At some point, Tangi came over and hugged us, too, telling me she was an asshole. She kind of was, but now wasn’t the time to bring that up.

After we’d wiped all the tears away, Jill grasped my hands. “Please promise me to keep your head on straight and all your doors open, okay? Don’t think about Brandon only. I want you to notice every single man you interact with. The guys at the grocery store, the markets, anywhere. I bet you’re discounting a lot of diamonds out there.”

Jill had a point.

“Okay, I said.”

“Perfect. Now let’s drink to that and to throwing Wolseley out into the world.”


Chapter Nineteen


Brandon


Wolseley seemed in a better mood, smiling more, back to her old self. Which was a good thing since Ryan was coming over for his tasting. I’d gotten home from a workout at the rink to find her puttering around the kitchen, earbuds in, bopping along to the music as she prepared our meals. I’d finally broken her of making it all look fancy. She liked to make everything look like it had come from a restaurant, but I didn’t care about shit like that. It took me a few tries, but the garnishes finally disappeared. Maybe catching me picking them off my plate was hint enough.

I got her attention long enough to wave that I was home. I took a shower, changed, then checked my phone. Mom had texted to let me know she and Dad wanted to come for the holidays since Dad had checked the schedule and saw that I would be home for a long stretch over Christmas. Lucky me. I didn’t look forward to having them around. I could tolerate my mom, but any extended time spent with my father would be torture. I was formulating a response when I went into the kitchen to grab an energy drink, one Wolseley had approved. She’d made me dump all the artificial colors and chemical ones for healthier choices. I appreciated her concern, but these drinks didn’t have the same kick, but since I didn’t want to disappoint her, I’d suffer through it.

“You look perturbed,” she said, taking out her earbuds and popping them in her jeans pocket.

“A text from my mom. My parents want to come for Christmas, and I’m not exactly happy about it.”

“Right, your dad,” she said with a sympathetic smile. “That sucks.”

I’d told her bits and pieces about my dad. Anyone could figure out he wasn’t father of the year, and Wolseley had immediately deduced it without being nosy. I think I’d muttered something one day about not being able to stand him when he’d sent a barrage of texts about his thoughts on my gameplay. Out of curiosity, she’d asked who the texts were from, and my response had been, “My asshole father.”

“Every few years, we have a long home stand for the holidays, and this happens to be that year.”

“Could you tell them you are going on an African safari and can’t be reached, so they should just stay home?”

I laughed. “I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t believe that,” I said, taking a seat at the island and sampling her new dark chocolate almond energy bites. And then it occurred to me that I hadn’t asked her what her plans were for the holidays. Technically, she was supposed to be working, but since I had a four-day official break—not including the rest of the home stand—she did deserve time back home. “What are you doing for Christmas?”

“I’ll probably hang out with Jill and Tangi in between making you and Ryan your meals. If you’d like, I could make meals for your family, although your dad strikes me as a carnivore. I don’t mind preparing meat dishes, but you know it’s not my strength.”

She was chopping carrots as she spoke, and I watched her do it with grace and precision. The way she worked through those carrots, I would have chopped off several fingers.

“You don’t have to be here over the holidays,” I said. “You should go back home for a few days. And I don’t expect you to make meals for my parents.”

She shrugged. “I really don’t mind. You have that long road trip in January, and I thought I’d go home then. That way, I get to spend more time with my family.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive.” She grabbed a pot and threw in the chopped carrots, along with some onion she’d diced before I’d shown up. “What do you think of the chocolate almond bites?”

“Delicious.”

She moved on to peppers, cutting with the same authority. I was going to have to get her to teach me that one day. I had no idea what she was making, but I was looking forward to it.

“You seem happier. Everything worked out with Tangi?” She’d told me in passing that she was going to hang out with Jill and Tangi. I assumed that whatever happened had blown over.

“I did. We had a fun time. Turns out my friends are going to make sure I stop picking all the wrong guys and start picking the right ones. There’s nothing like one of your best friends giving you a laundry list of all the shitty guys you’ve dated or chased after to make you realize you need to change up your game. I think Jill has made it her mission to find me my perfect match.”

“Oh. Good. Jill thinks she is a matchmaker?”

That niggled at me for some reason. Why was Jill even doing that? It reminded me of all the times Mom tried to set me up with the daughters of her friends. Like Wolseley, I’d made some shitty choices along the way, but when I liked a woman, I went after her. I didn’t need my mom’s help.

“I have no idea.”

“Does she have someone in mind?”

Wolseley was slicing through mushrooms now, making some kind of hearty stew, I think. Whatever it was, it smelled like a garlic paradise.

“I don’t think so. Not anyone she mentioned.”

“I didn’t realize you were looking to date.”

“I didn’t either,” she said, checking on the Dutch oven she had on the stove. “But maybe it’s time. I want Daniel to be a distant memory, and it’s been a long time since I’ve been in a healthy relationship.” She paused. “Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever been in a healthy relationship.” She paused again and shook her head as if to move on from it. “Enough about me. You should date too. I’m sure Jill can find you someone special.” She laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile even though I felt suddenly disjointed, and I had no idea why.

My phone buzzed, and I checked it to see that Ryan was here and needed to be buzzed up. I met him at my front door, and he followed me into the kitchen to meet Wolseley again.

“Welcome to Chez Brandon,” she said. “Around here we seat ourselves. Your first course will be served shortly. So you know, there really is no rhyme or reason to this meal. I simply followed along and made some of your favorite things in healthier ways. I want you to still enjoy food and not feel like you’re being punished. Before we get started, can I get you anything to drink?”

“Maybe just water,” he said, looking a little excited to try all the smells coming from the kitchen.

She started with three dips. One was a bean and vegetable dip that Ryan made a face at but still tried it on one of Wolseley’s protein-packed tortilla chips. The second was a spicy hummus—the famous hotmus, I presumed—and the third was a buffalo cauliflower chicken dip. The theme was spicy, since Ryan liked when food burned his insides. I liked heat, but not like Ryan did.

Ryan tried each one first, then went back for seconds and thirds. I smiled proudly and winked at Wolseley. She blushed in response. She really was a cutie.

We moved on to a few main courses. She had stuffed peppers, a healthy deconstructed potpie—Ryan liked simplicity—portobello steaks, quinoa in what looked like fried rice and tasted like fried rice, and grilled snapper. I don’t think we took a break to talk, the two of us were devouring the food, and despite the fact that Wolseley didn’t even try the chicken potpie or snapper, they were fucking fantastic.

“You’re hired,” Ryan said, after swallowing down the last bite of snapper.

“Do you want to think about it?” she asked, stifling a giggle.

“No. I know it’s a pain in the ass to make and get the food to me, so I’ve thought it through. You make the food, and I’m going to hire someone to pick it up. That way, you can keep working out of here. I have someone in mind for the deliveries. She delivers to me all the time, so if I can get her to swing by here three times a day, would you consider making me all my meals?”

“I think I can make that work,” she said, her face lighting up. I thought she might scream with joy.

They chatted for a bit, with Wolseley taking notes on foods Ryan absolutely hated, and allergies he may have—basically all the questions she’d asked me. When they were done, she put together a doggie bag for Ryan, and I walked him to the door.

“Cool, I get to take food home. Is it bad if I eat it later?”

“Why would it be bad?”

“I don’t know. It feels like cheating.”

“She gave you the doggie bag because she likes you. Hey, did you know that doggie bags got their name because people brought home food for their dogs?”

I think his eyes glazed over with my interesting little fact.

“Oh, really? Anyway, she makes good food that I thought I’d hate.”

“You’re not going to regret hiring her,” I said.

“No fucking chance of that,” he said. “Her food is the best food I’ve ever had. And we both know I like to eat.”

“But you’re looking good. Things are good?”

“Yeah, thanks for asking. I’ve cleaned up my act, dumped the shittiest of my friends, and I’m keeping life simple. No chicks, either. Just getting my life straight on my own.”

“That’s the way to go.”

I could see Ryan had something else to say. He squinted an eye and pointed a finger at me. “Anything going on with her?” he said, pointing to the kitchen.

I followed his finger to Wolseley cleaning dishes and then quickly looked back at him. “With Wolseley?” I asked, dropping my voice.

“She’s the only one here!”

Now, I was confused. “No. Why would you even ask?”

“That chick is hot for you. She was devouring you with her eyes,” he said, laughing at his unfunny joke.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “She was excited and nervous about today.”

“The way she reacted to you was very different to the way she reacted to me. And if I didn’t know better, I saw you giving her some looks too.”

My breath caught just a little. “What? You are hallucinating. I wanted today to work out for her. That’s it.”

“She’s cute. I’d bang her. Just saying. Anyways, later.”

He left like he hadn’t thrown a grenade on his way out.


Chapter Twenty


Wolseley


With all my sudden newfound wealth—okay, maybe I wasn’t rich, but this was the most money I’d ever had coming in—I was working myself to the bone. Not only was I cooking for two now, but Ryan and Brandon’s food choices didn’t exactly mesh well. Ryan wanted much more meat-derived proteins in his diet, which posed a bit of a challenge for me, so I came up with an ingenious plan. Ryan’s pickup person, Delia, was a foodie, which worked in my favor. While working as a delivery driver for various food apps, she was saving up money to go to culinary school. How lucky was I? So with Ryan’s permission, I hired her part-time as my assistant. Essentially, she was my sous chef and taster.

She worked for me three hours a day whenever the guys were in town. I coordinated her hours around her delivery job, and then when we were finished prepping food for the guys, she took the food to Ryan.

“What you and Ryan are paying me in four hours of work is more than I make in three days doing deliveries,” she said, her light brown eyes lighting up as she watched me dice through onions. I’d been showing her techniques even though it slowed us down, but I remembered being in her shoes, and I would have killed for someone to take me under their wing.

Delia was in her early twenties, saving up money while still living at home in Surrey. She came into Vancouver every day, did deliveries all day long in the downtown area, dropped her bike off at a family friend’s place nearby, and then repeated the same thing the next day. She worked seven days a week, determined to save money to one day move out into a place of her own and get herself into culinary school. She wasn’t much taller than me, but she was probably a hundred pounds. I’d need to fatten her up a bit, but then again, she cycled around the city all day. The woman was a machine.

“I’m happy to answer any questions you have,” I said, as we moved on to making my homemade spaghetti. She observed, took notes on her phone, then helped me with the meat sauce Ryan insisted on. She was going to taste the final product and let me know what it was missing.

I spent some time testing her palate with different foods until I was satisfied she could make the final call on certain dishes. And as an added bonus of the job, we always made a little extra for her to take home. She did need to eat.

“How did Ryan find you?” I asked as she browned the meat to my specifications.

“He ordered out a lot, and I delivered to him all the time. He was always a generous tipper. I got to know him, and then he asked if he could hire me to get food from you. It was a no-brainer.”

“And he’s nice? Tell me he’s not hitting on you.”

She laughed, nervously brushing away hair that wasn’t there. She was meticulous about keeping her dirty-blond hair tied back in a tight bun. “He’s always been super sweet. No hitting on me at all.”

“Just making sure he’s not getting handsy.” The moment the words left my mouth, I realized I sounded exactly like my mother! Did that happen when you hit thirty? You started sounding like your parents?

Pushing that thought aside, I went through the week’s menu with her. How we’d arranged it was that she’d work from ten thirty to noon with me, do deliveries, then come back and work another hour or so before heading over to Ryan’s with dinner and his late-night meal. She’d only been working with me a few days, but we had the schedule down, and she appreciated being able to work the lunch and dinner rushes doing her deliveries. After she left, I would focus on Brandon’s late-night meal and prep all the snacks for Ryan and Brandon. While it had only been a week, I was beyond exhausted. I’d been having trouble sleeping, too worried about meal plans. But it would sort itself out once I had a routine. I knew that.

Brandon had been napping while we were working. The man could sleep through a police siren outside his door, but we still made every effort to be as quiet as possible, which was difficult with his open-concept kitchen. But he looked fresh and awake when he came out of his room around two, ready to eat something before the game. He chowed down while Delia and I worked, and then he was gone.

“He is super cool,” Delia said after he’d left. “He doesn’t give you any grief. You have no idea how many jerks I have to deal with when their orders are wrong. And I’m just the delivery person, but they need to complain to someone, I guess.”

“That sounds rough. But you’re right. Brandon is easy to work with. I think Ryan is too. I’m sure they’re both happy not to have to worry about making or getting food.”

Once Delia was gone, and I finished prepping Brandon’s late-night meal, I got to work on protein bars. I finished my first batch and realized I hadn’t eaten myself. I had some of the leftover pasta and then sat down for a bit. I’d been on my feet the whole day, and I needed a few minutes to rest. I took in some deep breaths and did a few meditation techniques I’d learned on a month-long trip through India. I’d gone all over the country tasting food and learning to meditate. Those memories came flooding back, and when I opened my eyes, I was immediately disoriented. Where the hell was I? The room was unfamiliar. My God, had someone broken into Brandon’s condo and abducted me? I shot straight up, realizing I was still in my jeans and old Janis Joplin concert T-shirt. My phone was in my pocket, so I could at least call someone to help me. I jumped out of the bed, relieved that the abductor hadn’t restrained me. I tiptoed to the closed door, thankful it wasn’t locked, and quietly opened it. I peered down the short hallway and nearly burst out in laughter. I was in Brandon’s spare bedroom. Then it hit me. How the hell had I gotten there?
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After the discovery of where I was, the next thing I checked on was the time. It was just after five in the morning. I quickly went home, showered and changed, and was back before Brandon was up. I got the coffee started and surveyed my situation. The kitchen was spotless. He’d put away the protein bars, cleaned the dishes and pots, and wiped down all the countertops. I hoped he wasn’t mad at the way I’d left the kitchen. I hadn’t expected to fall asleep for ten hours!

Brandon liked hearty breakfasts after a game, so that’s what I got started on. One cheese-and-veggie omelet with some of my bread. I whipped up a fruit salad and some hot quinoa cereal. I was finishing up when he wandered into the kitchen, letting out a yawn. I watched him closely to see if he was pissed, but he seemed himself.

“I am so sorry about last night,” I said. “I don’t know what came over me. And you shouldn’t have cleaned up. I would have done it this morning.”

“I didn’t have the heart to wake you. You were passed out on my sofa, so I thought you’d be more comfortable in the spare room. As for cleaning, I was a little wired after the game. We lost. Badly. So I needed to get rid of some pent-up energy after reading all of my dad’s unhelpful texts.”

He carried me to the spare bedroom, and I’d missed the whole thing.

“How badly did you lose?” was all I could think to ask. I decided not to ask about his dad. It was definitely a sore spot.

“We lost six-nothing at home. It’s embarrassing.”

I grimaced as I poured him some coffee. He sat at the island and hunched over the cup.

“That sucks,” I said.

“The boo birds came out at the end of the game. Can’t say I blame the fans.”

“Do you have practice today?” I asked. I plated the first portion of his breakfast. He liked to start with protein, so it was the omelet.

“It’s optional, and while I should be there, I could use a day off to forget about last night.”

“Good plan. What’s on the agenda?” I asked, making small talk. I also needed to know when he planned to be around for lunch and dinner.

“I have no agenda today. I think it’s to do fuck all. What’s on your agenda?”

“I’m hitting Norman’s for some groceries, then heading to Yee’s Market for produce. Want to come?”

I’d said it before I’d thought about it. Why on earth would he want to go grocery shopping? How boring to watch me wander the aisles picking out food, but before I could take the invitation back, he opened his mouth to speak.

“I think I’d like that. When do we leave?”


Chapter Twenty-One


Brandon


“I’d like to see you in action.”

I must have caught her off guard because she kept staring at me. She finally snapped out of it and glanced at her watch.

“I like to leave before nine and be back by ten thirty. That’s when Delia gets here,” she said, still unsure of me.

Right. She’d hired an assistant, rather, Ryan’s delivery person. I’d seen her a few times in passing, a cute little blonde with a ton of energy. “I can be ready in five minutes.”

I was ready to go with a minute to spare. Wolseley was putting on her jacket and stuffing various reusable grocery bags into her small backpack. We got into the elevator, and I hit the button for the parking garage.

“I’m still mortified about last night,” she said. “I can’t believe you carried me to bed.” She stopped. “I mean, brought me to bed.” She stopped again. “Dropped me off in the spare bedroom before you went to your own bed.”

She was adorable when she got flustered, especially when her dimpled cheeks changed to their flushed hue. What I liked most about her is how she found joy in the smallest things, like the time she found dragon fruit at one of the markets she regularly shopped at. She told me they were hard to find in Minnesota, and when she did find them, the price made them cost-prohibitive for the dish she’d envisioned.

“No big deal. It wasn’t like I was going to wake you up and kick you out. I’m not a monster.”

She giggled a little. “I freaked out when I woke up. I thought I’d been kidnapped,” she said with her infectious laugh. “You’re lucky I didn’t start screaming.”

“I probably would have slept through it.”

Our first stop was a place called Norman’s. I expected it to be some haughty “too cool for school” place, but I was pleasantly surprised that it was a smaller specialty grocery store without the attitude. I followed Wolseley down the aisles, and every store employee knew her. Every. Last. One. And they all loved her and stopped to chat. At this rate, we were never going to get the shopping done in time.

First, we hit the meat section, where the man behind the counter, Victor, waved and asked how she was doing today.

“I’m good. How about you?” she asked him.

“Happy to be here and serve my favorite customer.”

Victor was easily in his sixties, and the way he treated Wolseley like she was a daughter made me chuckle. She had everyone wrapped around her kind little finger.

“Victor, this is Brandon. My boss. He wanted to come shopping today.”

Victor looked at me now and nearly jumped. “Brandon Warde! Captain of the Kodiaks! My grandson is going to lose his mind when I tell him you were by today.”

“Maybe one day you and I can arrange for me to meet him. In the meantime, what if I drop off an autographed jersey for him? How old is he, and what size does he need?”

I thought Victor might cry. “He’s twelve. I’d say a small men’s size.”

“Consider it done.”

“Thank you very much! You’ll make his day.”

Wolseley finally got down to business with Victor and purchased some beef for Ryan and poultry for me. Victor picked the very best for her and made sure to tell me that he always made sure she left with the best cuts. Next, we hit the fish station, and once again, Wolseley knew the person behind the counter. They chatted for a moment, then we were on our way.

She explained that she only gave herself about thirty minutes in Norman’s because she had to budget time wisely for when Delia showed up. She allotted the same amount of time for Yee’s because she had to factor in waiting for Uber.

“But since you’re here with me, and I have a dedicated ride, we can spend an extra few minutes. I also trust everyone here enough to make delivery orders, but I love seeing the food myself. You know? I want to touch it, smell it, all that stuff.”

I didn’t really know, but I did understand. I compared it to playing with a new stick. I had a million that were all supposedly the same, but I needed to touch and try out each one until I found exactly what I wanted.

Because she had me along, she decided to buy more than usual. She explained that she wouldn’t have to carry around the extra bags through Yee’s. Made sense to me. We were about to get in line when one of the ladies who’d been in the bakery department came jogging over.

“Before you go,” she said, “what are you up to tonight? I have a few extra tickets to Van City Cabaret, and it’s drag night.”

She briefly glanced at me before turning her attention back to the women. “I’m free. I could probably get one of my friends to come with me.”

“I’ll go,” I volunteered.

Caitlyn, the bakery lady, and Wolseley stared at me for the longest time. Had I sprouted a horn? Maybe a pair of wings?

“Uh, sure,” Wolseley finally said.

“Right. Yeah, that will be fun,” Caitlyn added with a note of surprise in her voice. “I’ll email you the tickets, Wolseley.”

“Why was that weird,” I asked as we got in line.

“I didn’t think you’d be interested in a drag show. I don’t think Caitlyn did either.”

I considered that. I suppose it was a fair point. “I’ve never been to a drag show. It sounds fun. Why is this so shocking to you that I would want to go?” I said.

She bit down on her lip, likely weighing what she was going to say. “You seem like a pretty conservative guy. I don’t see you doing anything outside the box.”

I laughed now. “Is that code for boring?”

“No,” she said, blushing again. “It’s just that I don’t see you going to drag shows, participating in a Pride parade, you know, that kind of thing. I don’t even see you doing mundane things like checking out a secondhand store or berry picking.”

She was all over the place, and that made me love her more. “So you see me as uptight and wholly intolerant?”

I was teasing her, and she knew it. “I just see the controlled and buttoned-down side of you.”

“I see this as a challenge. So why don’t we hit the drag show tonight, and while it’s probably too late in the season to go berry picking, and I’m pretty sure it’s too late for the Pride parade, let’s hit some secondhand stores. I can’t tomorrow because of the game, but the day after?”

Her eyes sparkled, I was sure of it. “Okay, you’re on.”

We moved on to Yee’s Market, where a few people recognized me, but most were polite enough to let me and Wolseley shop in peace. Like Norman’s, she knew all the staff, and some had even put away some of their best produce just for her. Because I’d never seen her out in the world, I had no idea how many people liked and gravitated toward her. I couldn’t blame them. She was funny, sweet, cute. How could you not like her?

I helped her carry the groceries home, and within minutes of putting it all away, Delia arrived. The two women got to work, and while I made a quick protein shake so I could get out of the way, I paid attention to the way Wolseley politely but succinctly went through what they had planned for the day. I grabbed one of Wolseley’s new dark chocolate almond protein bars, hung around a bit, and watched Wolseley instruct Delia on how to make the perfect steak. Weird, since she didn’t eat them and hated even touching the meat.

“Ryan mentioned that he liked olives, so we are going to make an olive tapenade-infused butter. I’m going to make a vegan version of it as well to see how it tastes.”

I left the ladies to their work and thought about my night ahead. I was going to prove Wolseley wrong—that I wasn’t a boring stick-in-the-mud.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Wolseley


Iwas nervous about going to a drag show with Brandon. In fact, I was freaking out. The last thing I imagined was an uber-masculine hockey player wanting to go to a drag show. Add to that how Brandon rarely did anything that wasn’t perfectly planned. Part of me also thought he wouldn’t be very accepting: that he was—how did I put this delicately—only interested in his preferred lifestyle choice. But the fact that he wanted to go to a drag show threw that whole notion out the window, which came as a relief to me since Caitlyn would be attending the show with her girlfriend.

I hated that I thought he was bigoted and homophobic based on nothing other than a perception and my own bias. My whole life, I’d gone out of my way to be tolerant and to encourage others to be tolerant, and here I was making an assumption. I was the asshole. And yet I still wasn’t sure about him, so I told him about Caitlyn’s girlfriend, an accomplished violinist, on our way to the cabaret to see how he would react.

“Oh, that’s cool. With the symphony here in town?”

I suddenly felt even worse. He wasn’t a raging homophobe.

“Yes. She’s offered me tickets. I should really go.”

“I’d be happy to go with you. I’ve never been to the symphony.”

And there was the disconnect. I’d made all these assumptions because he hadn’t done much. No symphony, no drag show, no berry picking, no secondhand shops, nothing that wasn’t of the norm. That wasn’t what manly men usually did. I knew he visited the children’s hospital a few times a season, and he volunteered for all sorts of causes, and that was amazing, but he didn’t live life even a little. The entire Kodiaks season, he went to the rink, worked out, slept, worked out, slept, went to the rink, worked out, and slept. Hardly exciting. The man didn’t even go to the movies!

“I can get tickets from her. She always has some,” I said, a little surprised that he’d want to sit through a symphony, but then I had seen him meditate on occasion or read a book for hours. So maybe he could sit through a symphony without getting bored. We’d once talked about meditation, and I told him all about my trip to India and the cows. All the cows wandering around. Also, the monkeys. Then I had gotten back to the retreat I’d gone to and some meditation techniques I’d learned. He seemed interested. I loved that he listened to me and all my stories and tangents.

“I googled drag shows and got a bunch of five-dollar bills,” he said. “We have to show our appreciation for the performers.”

A spontaneous giggle escaped me. “You actually went to the bank and asked for five-dollar bills?”

“How else would I get them? I got fifty of them. Is that enough?”

I hated how cute and sexy this man was. Cute because he’d gone out and gotten all these five-dollar bills—the smallest bill denomination in Canada because no one wants you handing them one- and two-dollar coins—and sexy because he had on a fitted black sweater that brought out his blue eyes, and jeans that made him look delicious. Since the majority of people at a drag show tended to be women, he was going to be very popular.

“I think you’re good,” I said.

We got to the venue, and Caitlyn and Kathleen were already there. They waved us over and had thankfully saved us some seats because the place was jam-packed. Some of the guests were dressed up in outlandish party dresses, and while I’d thought about it, all my fun clothes were back in Minnesota, and I’d had no time that day to buy anything.

Brandon and I sat down as Caitlyn made all the introductions. A server was on us in seconds, and I ordered a fruity cocktail while Brandon ordered a beer. As I surveyed the crowd, I couldn’t believe how many of the women had their gaze trained on Brandon or were whispering to friends while staring at him. The man had made quite the entrance without even noticing it.

“Not a lot of men here,” Brandon said, looking around the room.

“There usually isn’t,” Caitlyn said, her blonde pixie cut perfectly done. “Maybe a third of the crowd is male on a good night.”

“Their loss,” Brandon said.

Caitlyn and Kathleen hadn’t eaten so they ordered food. Brandon—always hungry—ordered a burger and fries because he said it was his cheat day. I perused the menu, and since everyone was getting something, I ordered the vegan lettuce wraps.

Brandon jumped straight into a conversation with Kathleen about the symphony and being a violinist. The next thing I knew, they were agreeing that their jobs were similar, which made sense. They both were dedicated to their craft, practicing, working hard, and keeping their skills honed. Caitlyn and I watched them chat, enthralled with the conversation. Who would have ever compared a hockey player to a violinist?

“Baking is hard too,” Caitlyn said, feigning hurt at being excluded from the conversation. “I have to get up early, carry heavy bags of flour, and work complicated machines. It’s not all icing and decorating.”

“What about me?” I said. “Cooking all day long, buying fresh ingredients, coming up with new recipes. It takes a lot of training.”

“All right, all right, we get it,” Kathleen said. “We’re all superstars.”

First our drinks came, then the food. We were just finishing up when the show started. The MC for the night, Veronica Versace, a gorgeous drag queen with violet-colored hair with matching violet eyeshadow and what looked to be a colorful vintage Versace dress, called us all to attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome! We’re so happy to have a packed house tonight. For the newcomers, we always have a charity that we donate to at the end of the night, and tonight’s charity is the Welcome Table. For those of you who don’t know what the Welcome Table is all about, Welcome Table is a nonprofit whose mission is to offer free meals to those in need. Last year alone, Welcome Table served more than a million meals. So make sure to open your wallet for out last performance today! We hope to raise five thousand dollars!”

The crowd hooted, hollered, and clapped, and to my shock, Brandon was right in there, cheering away. Who was this guy?

“First up, I’d like to introduce to you Jasmine LeBlanc, who is only looking for a little respect.”

Jasmine LaBlanc came out on stage wearing a bright red dress that hugged all her many curves. She waved to the crowd and did a little pirouette for us, then the music came on, and she lip-synched to Aretha Franklin’s “Respect.” The crowd went wild, flashing their five-dollar bills and screaming for more. I shouldn’t have been surprised when Jasmine beelined for Brandon. She got really close, and he smiled at her, just as seductively as she was smiling at him. She sang him a few lines, and when he handed her a few fives, she blew him a kiss and went on her way.

Just like Jasmine, Coco Fox, Belle Rider, Crystal Blaze, and Sapphire Sutton also paid Brandon a few visits. In fact, Sapphire was bold enough to invite him on stage for a dance, and when Brandon accepted, the crowd erupted. I was screaming and laughing so hard that I lost my voice for a second. Brandon shimmied with Sapphire, who was half a foot taller in her clear platform heels, and then he gave Sapphire a hug and peck on the cheek when the dance was over.

When he returned to the table, he was flushed and beaming. I’d never seen him have so much fun, not that I usually found myself in places with Brandon that were overly fun. He ordered a round of drinks for the table as the ladies prepared for one ensemble song, the final act to collect donations for the Welcome Table. Brandon had six or seven bills left, just enough for each lady. I wish I’d brought more money with me, but Brandon had done a good job waving his money around.

The ladies lip-synched to Blondie’s “Call Me,” spending a lot of time serenading Brandon. To please all the performers, he pulled out hundred-dollar bills for each of them, and as an added bonus, each got a hug and kiss. I was sure a few of them were blushing under their makeup. When all was said and done, and Veronica and the ladies were counting up the cash, she made her final announcement.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for your donations tonight! We almost reached our goal of five thousand dollars. Can you believe we were only two hundred dollars short? Come on, we must have some people here who can chip in a few bucks.”

I knew Brandon was going to do it, but I jumped up first. “I have twenty-three bucks. It’s all I have left, but it’s yours.”

Coco Fox came to collect it, and suddenly, hands were going up all over the place. Ten minutes later, the ladies had collected another four hundred dollars.

“My goodness, this has to be the most generous crowd. But I think we have to single out one of our guests tonight. He’s a special man, and he’s been very generous. Please come up here, Brandon Warde. The ladies want to thank you in person.”

Brandon jumped up, getting right into it. Each of the ladies pulled him in for a hug, and when they were done, he whispered something to Veronica. She nodded and spoke into the mic again.

“Mr. Sexy Warde—oh, that should be your drag name—wants to say something.”

I looked at Caitlyn and Kathleen, and we both shrugged. What was Brandon up to?

“Thank you for all the kind words, ladies. And may I add, you are all sexy yourselves. But I do want to say one more thing. I’ve heard about Welcome Table, and I know only good things about them, so I am going to match the donations tonight. We are at fifty-five hundred, so if anyone else wants to pitch in a few more dollars, I’d be happy to part with more cash.”

“You sexy devil,” Veronica said. “Did you hear that, everyone? Open your damn wallets because this man is opening his.”

Everyone clapped as Brandon returned to his seat. He gave a reluctant wave of thanks the first time the old, constrained Brandon made an appearance.

By the end of the night, he was in for a total of seven thousand dollars, not including the money he’d already donated that night.

“Okay, that was great,” he said as he drove me home. “The queens were so much fun.” I’d never seen him so excited. Normally, he was so serious and mellow. I loved this side of him.

“You realize everyone in there was taking pictures and video. It’s probably all over social media.”

He pffted that. “Who cares? If people don’t like it, then they don’t have to look.”

He pulled up to my building and insisted on walking me to the door, even though the building was well-lit, the street was busy with foot traffic, and I was feet from going inside. When we got to the door I turned to wave, but instead, he pulled me in for a hug. I think I sighed. Or maybe moaned. Whatever I did, I was probably going to regret it, but it felt so nice, his hard chest, the smell of his woodsy cologne—even though I could smell all the sweeter scents from the drag queens who kept hugging him—and I didn’t want to let him go. And strangely, he wasn’t letting me go either. Then I panicked a bit and froze. No, I wasn’t going to prove Tangi right.

I broke the embrace and smiled. “Thanks for the fun night. We should do it again,” I said absently and hurried into the building. I hated leaving him that way, but I liked my job, and I didn’t want to screw it up with a meaningless fling that would end in heartache, just like all the other times.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Brandon


Igot up early the next morning, went to the bathroom, took a much-needed piss, brushed my teeth, then got changed. I grabbed my phone, started for the kitchen, and smelled breakfast. My stomach grumbled at the thought of eggs, turkey bacon, and Wolseley’s homemade multigrain toast. Then I stopped. I had about a million notifications from almost every guy on the team. Picture after picture of me and various drag queens. They sent them as if I wasn’t there and posing for all the damn pictures. I didn’t bother with replies since I’d be at the rink in two hours for a pregame practice.

“You are internet famous,” Wolseley said, planting a cup of black coffee in front of me. “Or rather, Vancouver viral.” She laughed at her little joke, and I rolled my eyes and grinned.

“I see pics from last night are making the rounds.”

“Yup. Jill already called me to ask if I put you up to it. I said you enjoyed your time without any coaxing from me.”

She looked so happy, and it made me feel good. I liked to see her happy, and after whatever had gone down with Tangi, it had been a long time since she’d had a good time. I’d had a fun time too. I knew people would be talking about it, and if any of the guys gave me grief, I’d have a long talk with them. My locker room had a zero-tolerance policy on bullshit.

Dealing with my dad, on the other hand … He’d already sent texts that I hadn’t bothered to read and already deleted.

“I had a blast.”

“I know you did. You were right in on the action. Maybe we need to get you a stage name, find you an outfit, get you some dance lessons because your moves last night were pretty awful.”

I loved the ribbing because it made her laugh even more, to the point that she hummed along as she plated my two eggs, toast with almond butter that she made herself, bacon, and a protein shake. She’d gotten into the habit of making me more interesting ones, which I appreciated. This morning, it was strawberry and kiwi.

“Funny, I didn’t see any of your moves last night.”

“You should have asked me to dance.”

She winked at me with that smile and those dimples, and that’s when it hit. It hit me so fucking hard that I had to stop eating. I took a second to swallow, then I had a sip of coffee.

“Hey, are you okay?” she asked, reaching out to touch my hand. “Was something not good?”

I closed my eyes, suddenly wanting to reach out and grab her hand, but no, I couldn’t. What the hell was happening to me? And then the feeling was gone, and I was relieved. I opened my eyes and smiled.

“It’s all good. The food is great. It was just something I thought about and realized I need to take care of.”

Yup, a lie was good here.

I finished up breakfast faster than I would have liked, then headed to my room to get ready for practice. I’d just gotten some stuff together when Wolseley started yelling my name. In a panic, I met her in the hallway. Her eyes were opened wide, and I couldn’t tell if she was going to give me good news or bad.

“Jan just emailed me! Daniel has settled and won’t be coming after me. Jan has also made him sign an NDA and accept responsibility for his actions! She said that while people could still sue me, she thinks it’s all meritless and that I shouldn’t worry. This is finally over! I can’t believe how quickly she got this done.”

Her hands were balled into fists because she was so excited. I thought she might start jumping up and down, but instead, she hugged me, thanking me over and over again.

She smelled sweet today, almost like honey and lavender. And her hair was so soft as it grazed my cheek. Fuck me.

“That’s great,” I said, breaking the embrace.

“And I owe it all to you. I’m going to insist on paying Jan something. I can’t ask her to do all this work pro bono. And now that I’m making more money, I can afford it.”

I’d have to email Jan before I left for the arena and tell her to accept something from Wolseley so she’d let the issue of payment for services go.

“Good idea,” I said.

She then got up on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. I grasped onto her at that moment, all five foot three of her, and didn’t let her go. I then turned to kiss her full pink lips. I must have stunned her at first, but in a split second, she was kissing me back. I didn’t care that it was a stupid thing to do. I wanted to kiss her, and that’s what I did.

She broke the kiss first, but she didn’t back away. We stood there for a few seconds, her feet planted back on the ground. I saw a hint of a smile, and then she nodded as if having some silent conversation with herself.

“I should get back to work. Delia will be here soon. I’ll see you later?”

She didn’t sound upset, so that was a plus.

“Right. Later.”
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As expected, the guys gave me grief, but they also kept it professional. First, I think they were worried they couldn’t joke around with me about it because I wasn’t the type of guy you hung out with for laughs. On that, they were wrong, but I guess I’d never shown that side of me. Second, I made it clear that the Kodiaks locker room was a place for tolerance, and while I’m sure many of them acted like assholes outside the locker room, they sure as hell weren’t doing that inside it.

Ryan caught up with me after practice, and by then, I was over talking about drag queens and my dancing skills, but Ryan had other things to discuss. Namely, Wolseley. I’d been thinking about our kiss all morning, and damn, I hoped I hadn’t spooked her. Her smile told me I hadn’t. But what next? Did we both pretend it didn’t happen, or something else?

“Are you and Wolseley a thing now?”

I know my eyes opened wide in shock. “Why do you say that?” My voice hitched a bit, and I hoped he hadn’t noticed.

“Two things. You went to a drag show, and the only person I know who would go to one of those is Wolseley. Also, Delia mentioned that she noticed some major heat between the two of you.”

So he had the first part right. “Delia is imagining things. And exactly how does that come up in conversation with your delivery driver?”

“Delia is cool. Sometimes, she hangs out for a bit if she has time. And unlike you, no bedroom eyes between us.”

He sounded like a grandmother with his antiquated visuals.

“Nothing is going on between me and Wolseley.”

“I’m gonna say it. Wolseley brings out a better side of you. You aren’t as much of a hard-ass in the dressing room. Tell Wolseley the steak was amazing. Did she say sweet potatoes for the pregame meal? Her sweet potatoes are the best, and I didn’t think I liked sweet potatoes.”

“I don’t know,” I said, trying to keep up with everything he’d said.

“I guess I’ll find out. Later.”

I walked to my car in a haze. Did she make me a better person? Was I less of a hard-ass? I hadn’t noticed any of this. Thankfully, when I got home, Delia was still there, so I had a quick bite to eat before she left, then headed for my pregame nap. The less I saw of Wolseley right now, the better. I was taking the easy way out, but I needed to sort out my head before I did anything else stupid.
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I got up around one thirty and the condo was quiet. I wandered into the kitchen and grabbed some water. That’s when I noticed the note on the island. My heart thudded. Had she skipped out on me? I snatched the yellow Post-it, and in Wolseley’s neat printing was a message that she’d gone with Delia to Yee’s to pick up a few things and that my lunch was in the oven and would be ready at two if she wasn’t back by then. It was one forty-three. I had a sneaking suspicion she wouldn’t be home before I left for the game, and I wasn’t wrong.

With most things in life, I was able to compartmentalize what happened with Wolseley and focus on the game. That was how I dealt with my father, my siblings, coaches, girlfriends, pretty much everything. I had the capacity to shut it all out when I was on the ice, and devote myself 100 percent to the game. This night was no different. And we still lost.

I rolled through the postgame interviews, did my usual pep talk with the team, talked to Coach Anthony, showered, and went home. As was usual practice, since I didn’t expect Wolseley to stick around until midnight, when she had to be there first thing in the morning, she left my postgame meal waiting for me. She’d made me brown rice with her teriyaki tofu that I could eat by the pound if she let me, and a bowl of lightly seasoned vegetables. Whatever seasonings she was using—and she assured me it wasn’t packed with salt—I had to get the recipe. As I ate alone, it dawned on me how much I looked forward to seeing her and how empty and quiet my place was now. She brought a spark into my life, she brought me happiness, and knowing I may have fucked it up with a kiss bugged the hell out of me.

I thought of her asleep on my sofa. She’d looked so peaceful and content, and I didn’t have the heart to wake her. What I’d wanted to do was bring her to my own bed, pull her in close, and drift off to sleep with her and feel that sense of peace she had too. That was my first hint that I was going down a path that had fucked me over once before. Although, with Tangi, I’d wanted her the second I saw her. She was a spitfire who wasn’t afraid to tell me what she really thought. Wolseley had elements of that, too, but everything else about her was different, her softness, her 1950s’ pinup body, her laugh, the way she told silly stories that had me enthralled, her big brown eyes and luscious lips, and when I wasn’t paying attention, all those feelings had snuck up on me.

A day with Wolseley was always a good one. I didn’t have to worry that she’d get upset with me or frustrated. That she’d be disappointed. That she’d nitpick anything I’d done wrong. Just thinking about her smile made me smile. I loved her funky hair colors, vintage clothes, the smell of her homemade perfume, and the curve of her breasts that she rarely let anyone see. I loved her dimples and her button nose. Most of all, her heart was so pure, and what Wolseley put out in the world was who she truly was. She was genuine.

And that meant I was fucked.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Wolseley


Iknew why I didn’t text Tangi after Brandon kissed me. I was afraid of what she would say, so I texted Jill instead. After leaving my note for Brandon that lunch was in the oven, I’d spent the afternoon avoiding him, then headed over to Jill’s when she got home from work. I told her everything from Daniel leaving me alone for good to the amazing kiss and now didn’t know what to do about Brandon.

“Do nothing,” she said in her usual matter-of-fact voice. “Wait and see what he is going to do next.”

“What if he does nothing?” I asked, munching on the chips she had out. With nothing to do with my nervous hands, I was probably going to eat the whole damn bag. I stopped eating them once Chloe gave me a judgmental look. The cute little pup was probably pissed I wasn’t sharing with her.

“I suspect he’ll do something.” She leaned in closer to me. “Here’s the thing: he made the first move. He needs to finish what he started.”

“But maybe it was a reaction to my good news about Daniel.”

She arched a brow. “Really? He got so excited that you finally shut up a guy he’s never met so he kissed you? Not likely.”

When she put it that way, it did sound a little ridiculous.

“All right, so I wait it out? We have plans to go secondhand shopping tomorrow.”

Jill had been sipping her wine and slowly put the glass down. “Just a second here. First, he goes grocery shopping with you, then a drag show. He kisses you, and now a guy who makes millions of dollars a year is going secondhand shopping with you?”

I had no idea where she was going with this. “Well, yeah. He wants to try new things.”

“Secondhand shopping? A guy? Who makes millions of dollars and can buy anything he wants?”

“Yes,” I said sheepishly.

We were sitting on her sofa in her living room, the game on in the background. She shimmied closer to me, and when I turned to her, she clasped my face in her hands.

“The guy likes you. Do I need to repeat that? Brandon Warde likes you.”

I blinked several times, taking that in. “He’s killing time.”

“No. He likes you. He wants to be in your pants. He thinks you’re amazing. He’s also mostly normal. All good things.”

“But—”

“Zip it! Full stop. The guy has a thing for you. Stop making excuses for why he doesn’t. Here is my advice. Let this naturally play out, but if you want this, then you need to let him know it. I’m not suggesting to jump him next time you see him, but at least give him a sign. But I do have to ask: is this what you want?”

“I have no idea. I think so.”

Jill nodded slowly, picking up her glass again. “You need to think about that because he is your boss. Things could get complicated if it doesn’t work out, although Brandon doesn’t seem like the type of guy to make an issue of it.”

“Should I tell Tangi?”

Jill tapped a finger on the side of her glass as she pondered that. “I don’t know. Up to you. I don’t like the way she’s been acting about this, so I don’t blame you for not telling her first, or telling us in a group text. I think I’m about to sound like you, but I want you both to work this out. Some guy is not worth putting a wrench in a friendship over.”

She’d given me so much to think about. So much so that I’d barely slept that night, my brain a whirl of thoughts and consequences. Of course, I wanted something with Brandon, but I also didn’t want to jeopardize what I had with job security. Did I want to tell Tangi everything? Of course, but I didn’t want any negativity to impact any decision I made. So much to think about.

When my alarm went off, I was already awake. I slapped at my phone to turn it off, then pulled myself out of bed. How was I going to get through the day with a few hours of sleep? And secondhand shopping. And facing Brandon. Ugh.

I showered and got changed, making it to Brandon’s before seven o’clock. He was asleep, which wasn’t unusual postgame day. By the time he got home, ate, and came off the high—or low—of the game, it was usually between midnight and one o’clock in the morning. His extra hour or two of sleep gave me some extra time, and I used it to down a few cups of coffee.

On the menu this morning were protein pancakes, avocado toast, and some Greek yogurt and fruit. Ryan would be having the same, although I know he snuck pork bacon in there, which was beyond my control and totally up to him. I started on Ryan’s breakfast first because Delia came to pick it up around eight thirty. I met her outside the building with Ryan’s cooler bag of food, including some midmorning snacks, and headed back upstairs. I nearly jumped out of my skin when I almost ran into Brandon in the kitchen. That was what I got for not paying attention.

“Hey,” I said way too cheerfully.

“Good morning,” he said in his usual tone.

“Tough game last night,” I said in some strange falsetto.

“It sucks when we lose two games in a row,” he said, pouring himself a cup of coffee.

There wasn’t much I could say to that, so I changed the subject. “Breakfast should be ready in about ten minutes.”

“No rush,” he said, sitting at the island with his phone. He liked to read the news for a bit, which I liked to avoid, especially in the morning. Who wanted to be depressed with so much sad information? I guess Brandon and millions of other people.

While he read, seemingly oblivious that I was even there, I prepped breakfast. The plan for today had been for me to get Delia in after her morning delivery rush to make lunch for Ryan and Brandon and then prep dinner. I told her I wouldn’t need her for the afternoon other than to pick up Ryan’s dinner and late-night meal. That was supposed to give me and Brandon time to hang out and secondhand shop, but now I had no idea if that was still happening. I had no idea what was happening with anything, and before I could stop myself, I started talking.

“The kiss. Did it mean something?”

He stopped reading on his phone, slowly put it down, and looked up at me. His blue eyes had me melting where I was standing. He had no expression on his face, and I suddenly wanted to run away as fast as possible and never come back. I was beyond mortified. But that didn’t stop me from continuing.

“I get it. I was excited, and you probably didn’t mean it. It was the whole spur-of-the-moment. Forget I even brought it up. Am I fired?”

He tilted his head in confusion for just a second, then righted himself. “I meant it.”

I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t move. I wanted to be sick, and the coffee sitting in my empty stomach was suddenly like burning acid. “I don’t understand. Then why are you acting so weird right now?”

“I’m not acting weird.”

His expression didn’t change, and I was more confused than ever.

“But you are. You don’t kiss someone and then nothing.”

He scrunched up his face. “Not exactly. If I recall correctly, when I got home from practice, you were gone. And you didn’t come back, so when you say ‘nothing,’ that’s not exactly fair.”

I could see a hint of a smirk on his face and realized he was enjoying this torture. Yes, my self-inflicted torture.

“Are you suggesting that I kept my distance?”

“Did you?”

“I was busy,” I said, feeling the heat rising in my face.

He rolled his eyes. I wanted to pound my fist on the island counter, but I had to get his protein pancakes off the griddle before they burned. And to think I made him real bacon as a surprise. He didn’t deserve it right now. I slapped the plate down in front of him, and he jumped a little.

“I wasn’t avoiding you, per se. I was just trying to figure things out.”

“If you want me to forget it ever happened, we can do that.”

His face was serious now. I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to understand this all. What was the right answer? My mom would say it was, to be honest.

“I don’t want to forget it happened. But what happens next?”

“I don’t know. Things just happen?”

I drummed my fingers on the countertop. “Here is the thing. Tangi says I always fall for people I work with. She went through a long list of all the guys I’ve fallen for, and the graveyard was filled. I don’t want that here because I love this job.”

He pushed his plate away and folded his hands. “I have two things to say. Number one, who cares what Tangi thinks or says? Number two, you’ll have a job here as long as you want it. I’m not going to be an asshole.”

His words scorched through my veins. I wanted to leap across the island and kiss him, feel his scratchy five-o’clock shadow against my skin. Have his strong arms around me.

“Um, okay,” was all I managed to squeak out. I was so bad at the dating process.

“All right. So why don’t we start off with today and some secondhand shopping?”

He was smiling now, the most gorgeous smile any man could have. Butterflies were now swimming around in my chest, and I wanted to scream out, “Hell yes,” but I had to keep myself dignified.

“Okay. Let’s do that once you’re finished breakfast.”

“Great. Then maybe I can take you for lunch?”

“I’d like that.”

“Then it’s a date.”
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I hadn’t hit much of the Vancouver secondhand-shop scene because I hadn’t had much time to, but I’d marked off a few places that weren’t too far. The first one was called Frannie’s Finds. The place used to be an old, small grocery store and was packed with everything you could imagine. Brandon took a lay of the land before following me to the clothing section.

“Almost none of my clothes are new. We have enough crap in the world, and I don’t want to add to it. Don’t get me started on fast fashion,” I said.

“I’m guessing fast fashion is like fast food?”

“Precisely. Look at his cute shirt,” I said, holding up a lime-green-and-pink-striped shirt that had to be from the eighties.

“It’s colorful,” he said.

He didn’t have to like it. He wouldn’t be wearing it.

We walked through the men’s section, and I pointed out all the neat vintage shirts, and he seemed mildly interested. What really got his attention was the book section. I decided to leave him there as I checked out more clothes. I loved wearing old concert T-shirts and vintage jeans. Mom had taught me to sew a little, so it was easy to modify the jeans to fit my shorter stature. I found a pair of dark denim that were more fitted than I normally wore, but after trying them on, I couldn’t deny how good they looked.

Once I was done looking at clothes, Brandon was still in the book section. He had about ten of them piled in front of him, all old science fiction.

“These are cool,” he said. “All out of print.”

“I’m impressed you like to read.”

“I prefer it to relax. While the guys like to play card games on the plane, I’d rather read and sleep. And as a kid, it was a great escape.”

Why did that not surprise me? And why did I think there was more of a story there?

We’d spent so much time in Frannie’s that we only hit one more place before going for lunch. This place was called Angie’s Attic. Once again, Brandon beelined for the books. I hit up the men’s section this time and found him a vintage Kodiaks T-shirt. I quickly googled it to find that it came from the late 1980s. I checked it over, and it was in great condition, and I was pretty sure it would fit him. I also found an MTV T-shirt as well as a Wheaties shirt. Angie’s was turning out to be great for vintage stuff.

I marched over to him and showed him the shirts. He looked them over and nodded.

“Would you wear them?”

“I was never into MTV. But I’d wear the other two.”

Proud of myself, I then hit the women’s section and found some cool vintage shirts of my own. The white Blondie T-shirt was a must, and I couldn’t leave without the Hubba Bubba shirt. How much of that gum had I chewed as a kid? I treated him to the shirts and books he’d found, and put it all in my jute reusable bag. Now it was time to hit lunch.

He suggested I pick the place, so I chose Radicchio, an Italian restaurant near his condo that I’d wanted to try. I’d been surviving on adrenaline the whole day, and now my lack of sleep was catching up to me. I hated that I kept yawning through lunch, and that was when I explained it all to him. How I hadn’t slept, that I’d been thinking about things the entire night. He didn’t chastise me or tell me I was silly for doing that. Instead, he listened, and when lunch was over, he came up with a plan.

“Why don’t I drop you off at home? You get some rest, and we can do something later tonight, if you want.”

Of course, I wanted to, but I had to play it cool. “Yes, that’s a good idea. We can hang out tonight. I’ll be by before dinner and whip up something.”

“I could probably fend for myself,” he said.

“I know, but that’s part of my job.”

He dropped me off at the condo and like usual, walked me to the door. He clasped my hand before I went inside and swept me into a kiss. I sighed when it came to an end.

“See you later,” he said.

I watched him get into the car and waved as he drove away. Dammit, I was going to fall in love with him.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Wolseley


Before taking my much-needed nap, I threw the new-old clothes in the washing machine, including the ones I’d bought for Brandon. Sometimes thrift stores washed the clothes they received, and sometimes they didn’t, and since I didn’t know and didn’t want to take any chances, they went into the washer. I then hit my bed and passed out within minutes.

My ninety-minute nap was more than enough to reinvigorate me, and while I showered and got ready to head over to Brandon’s, I threw the clothes in the dryer. How much did I love that Tangi and Ethan’s place had an en-suite laundry? Brandon’s did, too, and based on what I thought their condos were worth, it only made sense. Although, for some reason, Brandon didn’t own his. I wondered why he hadn’t put roots down yet.

With our laundered new clothes, I headed over to Brandon’s via an Uber. I had to figure out better transportation, but that would come eventually. I’d been on the job a few months without a ton of time off. And then it hit me. Thanksgiving was right around the corner. While it wasn’t Thanksgiving for Brandon, it was for me, Jill, Tangi, and Ethan. It was less than three weeks away, and the Kodiaks would be in town for it. Hell, I’d invite Ryan and Delia too. We could have a nice little dinner party. I loved the idea.

“Hello,” I said to Brandon as I entered his place. There was so much lightness to my voice, as if a huge weight had been lifted. A nap and hanging out with a guy I’d just had a fun date with could do that for a girl. Brandon was sitting on his sofa, reading one of his new books, and he put it down and got up when I walked in. “I brought our new clothes. Fully washed. I think you should do a fashion show. I want to see what they look like on.”

“Only if you try yours,” he said with a sweet grin.

“Fine. But you first. I’m getting started on dinner for you and Ryan.”

I didn’t expect him to yank off the sweater he was wearing right there, but it got me to stop everything I was doing to watch. The man was a Greek god, all lean muscle and a six-pack. If I gawked anymore, I was going to start drooling. He threw on the Wheaties shirt, and all I wanted to do was take it off.

“It’s perfect,” I said with a clap.

He headed off to the bathroom to check himself out in the mirror, and I thought to quickly put on one of my T-shirts, but that would be me chickening out. I was the first to fight for women’s empowerment, but I was also supremely self-conscious about myself, especially because of the way he looked.

“Yup, I like it.”

He tried the vintage Kodiaks shirt next. It was a bit big on him, but he could pull it off.

“Your turn,” he said, looking pleased with himself.

I groaned under my breath as I pulled out the white Hubba Bubba shirt. Why had I suggested this? I sure hoped he was a boob guy because my girls were my biggest asset. I didn’t put them out into the world much because I wanted to be valued for my work, not my tits, but he was about to see them in their full glory. At least I had a cute white bra with a bit of lacy pink trim. A change from my normal sports bras.

I changed as quickly as I could without it looking obvious that I was trying to rush it along. The shirt was a bit tight around my girls, but otherwise fit.

“Hubba Bubba,” he said.

I think every part of me turned red. “You did not just say that.”

“It looks hot on you. I think you should cook in it.”

“You’re weird, and I don’t want to get it dirty.”

“I have an idea,” he said, coming closer to me and pulling me into his arms. “Let’s get you out of the shirt.”

My heart picked up a million beats.

“You know I have to make dinner for Ryan.”

“You’re right. Let me fix that.”

He walked over to his phone, leaving me standing there. I watched him tap out a text, then place his phone back on the coffee table.

“I told him you weren’t feeling well and that he should get takeout. I said I’d pay for it so he doesn’t bitch too much.”

I tried to give him a disapproving frown, but it wasn’t working. “That was very naughty of you.”

“Would you like to see more of that?”

“I think I would.”

He effortlessly scooped me up, and I let out a little shriek. No one had literally swept me off my feet before. He carried me to his room and gently placed me down on his bed. I sat up and watched his eyes as they turned a darker shade of blue.

“While I love the shirt, I’d prefer to see you out of it.”

I pressed my lips together and slowly pulled off the shirt. He was standing over me on the bed and about to pounce, but I held up my hand to stop him.

“Now it’s your turn.”

He ripped off the shirt and carelessly threw it across the room. It landed somewhere near the window, and I giggled. He motioned for me to stand, and I did. He then reached out behind me and undid my bra. It fell harmlessly to the floor. I caught him hitching a breath as he reached out to touch both my breasts.

“These are perfect,” he said, brushing his thumbs over my suddenly pearled nipples.

My heart beat wildly as he then slipped his hands down to my jeans and undid the button, then the zipper. I shimmied out of them, kicking them away. I did the same to his jeans, trying to keep my breathing as even as possible.

He picked me up again, laying me on the bed. He lay down next to me, and I turned to face him. He kissed me deeply, and I got lost in him then. I didn’t care about anything else in the damn world. And when his hand slipped under my panties and he found my wet core, I moaned as he slowly massaged my clit. He broke the kiss and then focused on my boobs. He couldn’t stop touching, kneading, kissing, and licking them. Between his mouth and his fingers, I was feeling an orgasm coming, but it was too soon. I had to hold it off.

I came completely undone when one finger slipped inside me, then another. They were on a mission, exploring and torturing me all at the same time. And when he found what he was looking for, I thought I saw stars. The blinding orgasm ripped through me, and he wouldn’t stop his torture until I screamed.

He finally let his fingers slip out of me as my body still shook from my climax. He kissed me hard, whispering in my ear how badly he wanted to fuck me. My body hummed at that, ready for another round, and as he pulled off his boxers and reached for a condom in his nightstand, I stared at his magnificent cock. Everything about him was magnificent. When he settled between my legs, my body quivered with excitement.

He pushed into me slowly, and I let my body relax, taking in the welcome invasion. Inch my damn inch, he moved inside me, looking for that spot again. I didn’t need him to find it. I was so ready for this that I had another orgasm waiting in the wings. I pushed into him, and he grinned devilishly.

“Don’t you want to draw this out?”

“I need you to fuck me.”

He pushed in hard, right to the hilt, and I yelped. It felt so damn good. He kept a steady pace at first, but when I squeezed him, using my Kegel muscles to the max, I knew he couldn’t hold on much longer. His thrusts picked up with intensity, and when he played with my clit without warning, he pushed me over the edge again. I let out a guttural groan as I came hard, followed closely by him.

That had been the best sex I’d ever had.

He kissed me softly, then he slipped out of me. I missed the feeling of fullness. He got up to dispose of the condom, and I lay there, unable to move as I soaked it all in. I finally pulled myself up on my elbows when he returned to bed. I watched him move, my insides ready for him already.

“You are Adonis reincarnated,” I said. “Do you know his history?” I asked as Brandon crawled into bed and pulled me close.

“Nope. But I can’t wait to hear it.”

“Adonis was a mortal who was super hot and very sought after by all the Greek goddesses. Probably some gods too. He was given to Persephone by Aphrodite when he was an infant, and it sounds like she wanted him back, but Persephone refused. Sounds like both women fell in love with him because he was gorgeous. So they took it to Zeus, and he decided that Adonis only had to spend a third of the year with each woman giving himself a third of a year to himself.”

“The dude was busy for two-thirds of the year.”

“Until he was killed by a wild boar.”

“Shitty luck,” Brandon said with a laugh.

“Aphrodite begged Zeus to bring him back to life, so Zeus compromised with her. He got to spend half the year with her, and half the year in the underworld.”

“So, a sort of happy ending?”

“Yup,” I said, snuggling into him.

“Can I tell you who you remind me of?”

“Of course,” I said, taking in the fading scent of his cologne. Maybe body spray? Whatever the hell it was, he had me wanting him more. Instead, I traced a finger along his chest to distract me.

“Her name was Norma Jean Baker.”

“Marilyn Monroe?” I asked with shock.

“Totally,” he said. “You have her figure, and it’s to die for. You have a similar face, almost the same nose, but she would have killed for your dimples. Sometimes, when you let your hair get a little wavy, I see it even more. You are the ultimate pinup girl, but I think I’m the only one who gets to see it. But can we agree that you and I have better endings than our twins?”

“Yes, definitely. Now I know what I want to do to you, but maybe we should have dinner first? What do you say?”

“All right, but you and I will be back here later. I’m not finished with you yet.”


Chapter Twenty-Six


Brandon


Icouldn’t remember the last time a woman had spent the night here. Wolseley sleeping in the spare room didn’t count. Maybe it was two years ago? The last time I’d had sex was last summer. A bad decision to hook up with an ex. Lauren and I had broken up on good terms—something I seemed good at doing, unlike sticking out the relationship—and we always made the bad choice of hooking up every summer. Thankfully, it never led to anything more.

But Wolseley was different. She was like the mid-century colorful glass pieces my mother collected, except that Wolseley was the rarest of them all. One of a kind. She was colorful, kind, funny, awkward, beautiful, and had a heart of gold. And we made an amazing team. I tried not to think of the night before, the mind-blowing sex, or how she surprised me in the shower this morning with the best blow job I’d ever had. My cock twitched at the thought of it. She didn’t need to tell me, but she explained how she’d learned her technique on a trip to France to apprentice with a chef in Nice for a month. She didn’t go into all the details, but she’d hooked up with a fellow chef, and the two had experimented together. I think she thought I was judging her while I listened, but I was more enthralled by all her lived experiences, and I told her that. I wanted Wolseley to be reassured.

I closed my eyes and thought of my parents. They’d hate her. They’d hate that she wasn’t a conformist, that she had pink hair, that she didn’t eat meat or share their political views. Well, fuck them. I’d spent years being under my father’s thumb and doing what I was told. But something about Wolseley woke me up. I was done doing things to please my father. I still smiled every time I thought of the barrage of nasty texts he’d sent me when he’d heard and seen the drag show pics. But did I want to put Wolseley through even one second of my father? Maybe I could get her to go back to Minnesota for the holidays and avoid them entirely. Or maybe I’d just tell her the truth and let her make her own decision.

I wiped away thoughts of my father. He had ruined enough of my days, and today wasn’t going to be another. I had to get up early because it was a game day. Wolseley had already gotten out of bed to start breakfast, even though I protested with her to give us a few more minutes, but who was I kidding? I’d be all over her and those gorgeous breasts of hers. So she got up and left me alone, and that was a bad idea. The last thing I wanted to do was think anymore.

I wandered into the kitchen and grabbed some coffee. Wolseley was humming an unfamiliar tune, working on breakfast for me and Ryan. In the few weeks she’d been working for him, he looked great. He’d lost more weight and didn’t have that pasty, bloated look about him. More than a few times, he’d thanked me for all my help, though I really hadn’t done much.

“Morning,” I said, kissing her cheek.

“Do you think Delia is going to know I stayed here last night? I don’t want her to get the wrong impression.”

Wolseley worried about the strangest things.

“How would she know that? And why would you care what impression she gets?”

“I don’t know. My brain is in overdrive. I’m already on my third cup of coffee.”

I raised a brow. “That makes sense, then.”

“The second she brings Ryan his breakfast, I have to go home and change. I feel like she’s going to know.”

“I think you’re worrying about nothing,” I said, taking her coffee away. The last thing she needed was more caffeine. “But if you do go home, you should bring some clothes here. You know, just in case you need them. I’m sure I can find you an empty drawer somewhere.”

I tried to say it casually, but by the way, her big brown eyes were staring at me, I’d failed miserably.

“Oh,” was all she mustered.

“I freaked you out. Let me try that again. You spend a lot of time here, and you’ll probably be spending more. I’m not asking you to move in. Just keep some extra stuff for a rainy day. Is that better?”

She blew out a relieved breath. “Yeah, much better.”

She got back to work on breakfast, and when she set my food in front of me, she started on a new subject.

“Thanksgiving is less than two weeks away, and I thought we’d celebrate it at my condo and invite along Tangi and Ethan, Jill and Jeremy? I thought I might ask Delia and Ryan as well if they don’t have plans. Any objections?”

“Thanksgiving was in October.”

“American Thanksgiving.”

I was just playing with her, and when I chuckled, she slapped my arm. “No big deal for me,” I said, although spending extended periods of time with Ethan outside of the Kodiaks wasn’t on my to-do list.

“Good. I’m looking forward to it.”

As I ate, she fired off a text. She even created a group chat because I got the text too. It was sad to say, but I’d never been the type to attract a lot of friends. I had a few friends back home I trusted, and a few guys on the team I occasionally hung out with, but I kept my circle small. It went back to my early hockey days, when my dad managed to piss off the parents of all my potential friends, giving them critiques they didn’t ask for. I was well aware, even as a kid, that everyone hated him. So instead of making tons of friends, I spent incredible amounts of time honing my skills and keeping to myself. Dad enrolled me in every hockey camp he could all summer long, and I didn’t mind it. It wasn’t like I had a ton of friends to hang out with like the other people my age, so it kept me busy and away from him.

Hanging out with Wolseley had been an eye-opening experience. Everyone loved her. Everywhere she went, people remembered her, wanted to talk to her, invite her to things. I was pretty sure that if she’d had more free time, she’d be scoping out Vancouver with all her friends. That didn’t even include Tangi and Jill. I wanted a piece of that, and just by being included in her group chat, I had a bit of it, and it made my insides warm. Maybe being alone for so long, keeping everything to myself, controlling every aspect of my life while trying not to think too hard about it, hadn’t been the best way to cope.

“If Delia comes, I may ask her to help with the turkey. The thought of prepping it gives me the creeps,” Wolseley said more to herself than me. “A headless creature that gave up its life because someone decided one day that turkeys should be associated with Thanksgiving. I can’t even bring myself to stuff one. It’s all so gross.”

At least she didn’t judge me when I ate meat. Or, at least, I didn’t think so.

She pulled out her notebook and began scribbling things down. Delia showed up moments later to grab Ryan’s breakfast. They had a quick conversation that I didn’t stick around for. I needed to get to the rink.

Coach Anthony had us go through a shorter practice, which I appreciated, but then we got a pep talk about our losing streak. I could see some of the guys weren’t paying attention, and I made a mental note of it. Once guys started disrespecting the coach, it was a downhill slide, and we couldn’t let that happen. We were a good team that could easily make a run in the playoffs, but if we let the bad apples infect the room, we were done.

As I got ready to leave the rink, I checked my phone. I ignored the text from Dad, asking about the losing streak and if Coach Anthony needed to be fired. I then opened the group chat to see a slew of messages. Everyone had accepted Wolseley’s dinner invitation, even Delia and Ryan. I realized I hadn’t replied, so I sent along my RSVP. I put my phone back in my pocket and smiled. Wolseley was the best thing that had ever happened to me. But I had one huge worry, the same worry I had every time a woman came into my life, and it was how my parents were either going to drive her away or bully me into breaking up with her. This time, I was determined that neither would happen.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Wolseley


Once Brandon left for the rink, and I had time to myself before Delia returned from deliveries, I sent Jill a text.

You busy tonight? Need to talk. Good things!




It bothered me that I didn’t feel comfortable enough to text Tangi as well. I felt a need to hide whatever Brandon and I had from her, and I wasn’t sure why. Probably because I didn’t think she’d be happy for me. She certainly hadn’t approved of it, not that I’d brought it up to her since that day at Jill’s. Nope, I only had Jill to talk to about this, at least for now.

I’ll be home around six. Not going to the game tonight.




Jill went to a lot of the home games, sometimes with Tangi, sometimes with other Kodiaks top brass. She’d invited me many times, but with work, I was usually too exhausted for a night out, but today I was wired. All the coffee didn’t help.

Delia came by, and we got to making lunch, along with prep for dinner and the late-night meal. While it should have been a cinch to cook for two guys, the fact they had varied diets and requests made shopping a little more difficult. I also had to factor in that Ryan wouldn’t eat his food immediately, so I had to make sure it was as fresh as possible when he got it, and that meant some foods were never served to him. Potatoes made it to that list. Rarely did I make them for him because I liked them to be as fresh as possible when served warm.

“Thank you for the American Thanksgiving invite,” Delia said, slicing up some bell peppers. “I don’t think I’ve ever been to one.”

“There is a first for everything, but I do have one request. I need your help to make the turkey. I refuse to stuff the thing or even touch it if I don’t have to. But I’ll do all the rest. I feel crappy asking you to do this because I’ve invited you as a guest, but this would be a huge favor to me.”

“Of course,” Delia said with a laugh. “After all you’ve taught me, I would be happy to do it for you.” She paused for a second as a pensive expression passed over her face. “I’ve never asked you how long you’ve been a vegetarian and how you decided to become one.”

I grabbed the bell peppers and handed her a zucchini to chop next. “I’ve been one since I was thirteen. I saw a documentary on factory farming. That did it for me. That’s why you’ll notice that I’m picky about ingredients and their sources.”

“Ah, got it. Enough said.”

While we worked on pregame meals, Brandon came home. He said a quick hello, then went to bed for his game-day nap. Delia left for her lunchtime deliveries, and I found myself with nothing to do for at least an hour. The chicken Ryan and Brandon would be eating was marinating, and it was too early to make anything else. So I cleaned up what I could, then crept down the hall to Brandon’s room. I assumed he’d be asleep, but I gently knocked on the door in case he wasn’t. I didn’t expect a response, but then he surprised me.

“Who’s there? Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want any.”

More each day, I was seeing his dry sense of humor and the side of him he didn’t show other people, and I loved it. The man possessed a funny bone.

“I have snacks.”

“That changes everything. Please enter.”

I did have some snacks. I’d made peanut butter protein balls, which were his favorite. I also had a protein shake to wash it down with. He sat up in bed and motioned for me to come over. I put the shake and protein balls on the nightstand, and he immediately pulled me down onto the bed. I shrieked in surprise.

“Don’t you have to rest?” I asked.

“I do, but kisses first.”

I stopped him at kisses and crawled across the bed to hand him his protein shake.

“You are no fun,” he said.

“I’m lots of fun, but you have a hockey game later today. I’m happy to cuddle for a while.”

“I’ll take it.”

I waited for him to drift off to sleep, but I could tell by his breathing that he was wide awake. He’d be grouchy if he didn’t get his shut-eye.

“I’m not sure cuddling is working. You’re still awake.”

“Because something jumped into my head,” he said, running his fingers up and down my arm.

“Do I want to know?”

“Not sure, but it’s something I want to know. Remember back when you and Tangi had some words? What was that all about?”

Crap. I didn’t want to go there, so I deflected with a question of my own. “What made you think of that?”

“You mentioned the Thanksgiving dinner. Just wondering if there’d be any tension.”

I shifted so we were now facing each other, and I could gaze into his gorgeous blue eyes. I could stare into those eyes all day long, and they were going to get everything out of me. “It’s stupid, really. Clearly, I had a bit of a crush on you, and I guess she picked up on that.”

His mouth opened in shock. “You did? I didn’t even notice.”

“I nearly passed out when you showed up shirtless in the kitchen that one time.”

He chuckled at that. “I thought you were more appalled that I did it.”

“No. You’re lucky I didn’t jump you. And remember the time you touched my arm? I nearly lost it!”

“Well, hubba bubba.”

“Would you stop! Otherwise, I’m never wearing the shirt again.”

“Can’t say I’ll stop because you look so hot in that shirt, but I do want to know more about what happened with Tangi. I feel like you’re trying to distract me.”

I wanted to hide my head under a pillow, or better, I’d rather have a molar extracted than have to tell him, but I was an open book, the tell-all kind.

“She implied I had no chance with you.”

His face immediately hardened. All the joy we’d just shared had been sucked out of the room. I could see the way he was holding in his shock. Dammit, I shouldn’t have said anything.

“What an awful thing to say. Why would she even say it? I don’t remember her being such an asshole.”

I should have cut and run at that moment, because he was clearly irritated, but I forged ahead. “She thought you wouldn’t be into someone like me. She now maintains she meant that I fall for people I work with, but I’m not so sure.”

Oh damn. I should have kept that last part to myself. Questioning Tangi’s explanation was not good in this situation.

“Well, it shows how much she doesn’t know me.”

“You’re right, and it’s not worth being pissed about. She and I worked it out. We are good,” I said, even though I hadn’t told her about me and Brandon yet.

I decided it was best to end the conversation there, and I changed the subject by telling him the history of bedtime stories, and the segue worked like a charm when he finally nodded off to sleep.
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I brought Chloe some homemade doggie biscuits, and she was instantly my best friend. I played fetch with her mangy tennis ball while Jill prepped drinks and snacks. We planned to watch the game together, but I had more pressing things, like telling her what had gone down with Brandon.

“You clearly have something to tell me,” Jill said, handing me a glass of chilled white wine.

“Do I ever! Brandon and I had sex, and it was fucking fantastic,” I said, almost screaming the news.

Jill’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit! I wasn’t expecting that, but I want to hear the details.”

I told her about the secondhand shopping, which Jill had to tell me she was right about. I then told her how I talked about my feelings with him, and that I was honest and went for it.

“I’m happy for you. I know Ethan can’t stand him, but that’s because Ethan isn’t the brightest bulb.”

It was no secret that Jill still harbored some resentment toward Ethan. I saw her point; Ethan had broken Tangi’s heart once, and she feared he would do it again. Thankfully, Ethan had smartened up, but he had never liked Brandon, and when Brandon was rehabbing with the Ravens—the Kodiaks farm team—Tangi was his physiotherapist. They’d gotten close, and Brandon had made a play for her, but that was in the past, and it gave Ethan a reason to dislike Brandon.

“Ethan needs to get over his hatred for Brandon. It’s old news.”

“I can say with confidence that Jeremy has nothing but respect for Brandon. I don’t know much about Brandon, but I do know when he first started playing with the Kodiaks, the guys thought he was a pain in the ass. He was the type of guy who wanted everyone to give it their all, one hundred percent of the time. I think he even called out the slackers, so you can imagine how that went over. It definitely caused some discord in the dressing room.”

“Sounds like that is a throwback from his dad. Brandon has never come out and said it, but it sounds like his dad is a tyrant.”

“Makes sense,” Jill said, scooping up salsa onto her tortilla chip. “But I think he’s breaking the cycle. Jeremy says he’s mellowed out. The last thing you want is someone like his dad in your life.”

“I don’t see that tyrant in him at all. I get he’s reserved and keeps to himself a lot. He rarely mentions friends, and I don’t see him hanging out with people.”

“I think he commits himself to the game. More guys could learn from him.”

After sitting down to watch the game, I ventured into the subject of Tangi. “I haven’t told Tangi anything,” I said, scratching Chloe behind the ears. She loved that.

“You’re going to need to tell her before Thanksgiving. I think she’ll notice,” Jill said with a sly smile.

I groaned. “I worry what she’s going to say.”

“You can’t worry about that. But can I give you a piece of advice?”

I nodded.

“If she gets out of line, tell her to mind her own damn business. If you are happy, that’s all that matters. I’ve made it clear I don’t like this odd position she’s taken. Makes me wonder if things aren’t so rosy with Ethan. Maybe she regrets missing out on her opportunity with Brandon.”

That shocked me, but at the same time, it went back to Jill’s dislike of Ethan.

“I don’t think that’s it. I think she meant what she said but didn’t catch herself before saying it. Regardless, I have to move on. Right?”

“Hell, yes. What’s important is that you are happy. Fuck her feelings.”

Jill was right about a few things. I had to stop worrying about Tangi and her opinion. We all needed to move past that. But I also needed to tell her about Brandon. I didn’t think I needed to make a big announcement or take out a billboard in Vancouver’s downtown, so I sent her a text. I could have called her, but I preferred wimping out. I spent the entire walk home—Jill lived less than twenty minutes walking distance from Ethan and Tangi’s place—formulating what I was going to say. I finally put something coherent together.

Hey! I have some news. Brandon and I are officially dating. More details later.




Yup. That should do it. By the time I got ready for bed, I had a response.

OMG! Happy for you both!




I had no idea if that was a sincere response, but I took it that way. As I crawled into bed, my phone dinged again. This time from Brandon.

Thought you’d be here.




I smiled. It was nice that he wanted me around. I couldn’t say that for a lot of the other guys I’d dated. Most of the time, I was doing the texting and calling and chasing.

I figured you’d want to get your rest. Good game. You guys won!




Losing streak finally over.




Can’t wait to see you in the morning.




Hubba bubba!




You are banned from texting.





Chapter Twenty-Eight


Brandon


Ifigured Wolseley had told Jeremy and Ethan that we were now seeing each other because Ethan glared at me more than normal. Jeremy, who didn’t have the maturity of a five-year-old, did some gentle prodding all through our five-game road trip that had us out East for almost ten days. By the time we flew home—a five-hour flight—he’d finally gotten the courage to ask real questions.

He didn’t normally sit with me on the plane, but with McNeil playing poker with the guys, the seat next to me was vacant. I set down my book and wondered what he wanted. He’d been asking how Wolseley was, if I was enjoying the meal prep, innocuous stuff like that, probably hoping I’d volunteer more, but clearly he didn’t know me very well. I didn’t gossip. Had he ever seen me respond to anything remotely salacious in our team group chat? Never. In fact, I never responded to anything at all unless a question was directed at me. I stayed in my lane and out of everyone’s personal business.

“So, Wolseley...”

I thought of putting him out of his misery, but I was sort of enjoying watching him try to be nosy.

“What about her?”

“Jill says you’re dating or whatever.”

“We’re getting to know each other.”

“She’s a nice girl.”

What in my reputation made him think I was going to be an asshole to her? All right, maybe I had a reputation for being a hard-ass, but I had always treated women with respect, not that any of the guys would know that. When I was dating someone, I usually only brought her to social gatherings when it was a little more serious, which was almost never.

“I know that.”

“I know you’ve mellowed with age, and that’s good, but I get that she’s the sensitive type.”

I shifted to face him better. “Are you worried I’m going to tell her she needs to cook with more passion? That she needs to live and breathe food? That if she wants to be a successful chef, she needs to be serious every minute of the day?”

His blue eyes were trained on me, and I knew he couldn’t tell if I was being serious or not.

“I’m kidding.”

Jeremy let out a relieved breath. “I wasn’t sure there.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed. “Don’t worry about her. I will treat her with nothing but respect. We just started dating, so I have no idea where this is going, but you can assure Jill that I’m going to treat her like a princess. Good enough?”

“How do you know that Jill put me up to this?”

“Because you don’t know Wolseley that well, and I sure as hell know you don’t care how things are going between us.”

“Fair enough. I do appreciate the answers. I’m expected to report back.”

If Tangi had asked Ethan to gather intel, he certainly didn’t make an effort, which in the grand scheme of things, really didn’t matter. We were all set to have our Thanksgiving dinner the next day, so Wolseley’s friends could see it all live. I couldn’t wait to tell Wolseley all about the grilling when I got home, but she wasn’t there. Instead, she’d left me a note to say she’d see me later and that she had to pick up groceries for her dinner party. Lunch was in the fridge.

I ate and took a nap because I rarely slept on planes. When I got up a few hours later, I could hear the distant sound of kitchen noises. Chopping of some kind. Low murmurs. Delia must have been with her. My stomach grumbled, and I checked my watch. I’d missed lunch. I heaved myself out of bed and found Wolseley and Delia in the kitchen. Today, Wolseley was explaining how to make the perfect loaf of bread.

“It’s all about the sweet spot,” she said. She detailed the perfect balance to make the yeast sing or something like that. She then moved on to sourdough and how that process went, although neither seemed overly interested in tackling that. I made a quick protein shake, and that was when Wolseley left Delia to knead the dough and threw together my power bowl. It looked packed with brown rice, avocado, yams, and a whole slew of vegetables. She topped it with my favorite teriyaki tofu.

She returned her attention to Delia and decided that the dough now needed to proof. They placed it in the warm oven and moved on to cranberry sauce. Only then did I realize they were prepping for tomorrow.

“Have you ever made pumpkin pie?” she asked Delia.

“No, but I’ve eaten a lot of them.”

“Well, we are going to cheat and use regular pumpkin in a can, not the pie filling, just regular pumpkin because good luck finding a pumpkin that will be good enough. But we are making the crust and some enhancements to the pumpkin puree.”

“Can I help?” I asked.

Delia and Wolseley looked at me as if I’d asked them if I could piss in the pie. They then looked at each other, and Wolseley gave a nod.

“Yes, but you can’t slow us down. I only have Delia for another hour.”

I’d been on my own a long time, so I’d picked up a few skills in the kitchen. Nothing that would make me chef quality, but I could mix, chop, sear, and sauté with the best of them. So Wolseley put me to work. She didn’t trust me enough with any Thanksgiving prep, but I was chopping mushrooms, carrots, and broccoli for some kind of vegetable side dish she had planned for me and Ryan. She moved me on to the dreaded onions and garlic next. Delia left for her afternoon deliveries and would be back to pick up Ryan’s meals.

“I thought she’d never leave,” I said overdramatically. “Can we screw around now?”

Wolseley looked faux-offended. “I’m working. What kind of person slacks off on the job?”

I moved in closer to her, pushing some of the longer platinum blonde bangs from her face. “What if I talk to your boss? Tell him you deserve a break?”

“I don’t know. He’s pretty mean. He makes me work long hours on my feet all day.”

“He’s such an asshole. Tell you what, if he gives you any trouble, he’ll have to answer to me.”

She looked around the kitchen. “All right, but maybe I should⁠—”

I swept her up into my arms, and she shrieked. I brought her to my bedroom and kicked open the door. I had her out of her clothes in seconds and focused my attention on worshiping her perfect breasts. Her hands were furiously working on my jeans, and we were all tied up in each other. I had to fix this. Reluctantly, I left her breasts for just a moment to struggle out of my jeans and shirt. My boxers were last, and when I got back onto the bed with her, her hands found my semi-erect cock. She pushed me down on my back and straddled me, reaching for my nightstand and a condom. I played with her coveted breasts again, as she rubbed her wetness across my now-throbbing cock.

“When I was in India, I bought a copy of the Kama Sutra,” she said. “I didn’t think to bring it to Vancouver, but I’m sure I can find a copy around here. Would you be interested in exploring the contents of that book with me?” she asked, lining her entrance to my cock.

“I think I can be persuaded,” I said, catching my breath as she took my cock in her hand and guided it inside her tight pussy. Wolseley was a glorious vise.

“I know a few from memory,” she said, her voice trailing off to a moan. “But I think we’ll start with this one.”

She tortured me as she slowly took all of me in. I had no idea how long I’d be able to keep this up. I think she liked the control, and I loved giving it up to her. I just didn’t want to come too soon.

She picked up the pace a little, but after a few minutes, it was too much for me. I sat up, and she giggled as I kissed her, then had her on her back. I pushed her knees up to her chest and fucked her like it would be the last time.

“Don’t stop,” she said.

I kept going for as long as I could, and when I came, I let out a grunt that was matched with Wolseley’s shriek. Fuck, we were good in bed together. We were good everywhere together.
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No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get Wolseley to stay the night. She said she had so much to do the next day, and something about a turkey stressing her out. So I slept alone, told her I could manage my own breakfast and lunch—she still sent Delia over with food—and then went to practice, another strength-training day. We didn’t have another game until Saturday night, so Coach Anthony was kind enough to have an optional skate Friday. He made a joke that we could all spend the day Black Friday shopping.

I got home and tried to nap, but Thanksgiving had me thinking about Christmas, and that meant I had to tell Wolseley about my parents, and my parents about Wolseley. I hated the idea of both things.

In Wolseley’s case, I didn’t want her worrying about my parents or trying to impress them because nothing short of me marrying the heir to some throne would impress them. In my parents’ case, giving them any information about Wolseley would have them googling her and digging up as much dirt as possible as if they were some detective team. So far, my plan was to tell both sides just before my parents came to town and then let the chips fall where they may. It wasn’t a solid plan.

I managed to nod off, and when I got up, I was looking forward to dinner. The thought of hanging out with people, even Ethan, was a luxury I rarely had. For so long, I’d kept my life insular; that way I didn’t have to let people in, I couldn’t disappoint them, and I didn’t have to rely on them. But I did crave friendships, more than the few I had. I wanted to hang out, have beers, talk sports, be normal, but that meant opening myself up, and right now, the only person I was letting in was Wolseley, and I was still keeping shit from her.

At least with the guys, I had a taste of camaraderie, but what happened when my career was over? If I hadn’t settled down and had a family? Would I end up alone in a shack in the woods? Living like a loner? I’d be the old person yelling at people for driving too fast, if I didn’t start making some changes.

I got to Wolseley’s—or Ethan and Tangi’s condo—a few minutes early. I figured she’d need the help, and when I saw her, I nearly choked. She was in a long, fitted skirt and a black turtleneck sweater. Her hair was in soft, voluminous curls, just like Marilyn Monroe. I was fucking speechless.

“Hey,” she said with a devious smile.

“Are you trying to turn on all the guys tonight?”

“Just one,” she said and winked.

“You succeeded!”

She tasked me with taking the monster turkey out of the oven because it had taken the two of them to get it in, and Wolseley was convinced she was scarred for life from the experience. She really did hate handling meat. Delia covered the bird with tin foil while it rested. She then popped some brown blob into the oven that Delia told me was fake turkey. I didn’t ask for the details. I was too busy salivating over Wolseley and having many indecent thoughts.

My next job was to greet people as they arrived, take their coats, offer them drinks, and so on. I was hardly the best person for the job, but Wolseley and Delia were busy. Jill and Jeremy arrived first, and I did my job, but neither wanted refreshments. Ryan came next and asked for a beer, so I finally had something to do. Ethan and Tangi came last with their daughter, and I was sure he scowled at me. The guy had to get over himself.

Apparently, Tangi was visibly pregnant, but I couldn’t tell with her oversized sweater. None of my business, anyway. Neither wanted anything, so I assumed my job was over, but next thing I knew, Wolseley had me putting out appetizers.

“Wolseley already has you domesticated,” Ryan said.

“She’s trying.”

“She’s looking smoking hot tonight. What’s that all about?”

“She really likes dressing up for the holidays.”

What else could I say? That she’d dressed up for me? Ryan would never stop ribbing me about it.

She finally greeted her guests, looking a little frazzled. She wished everyone a happy Thanksgiving, which was weird since it was six weeks ago.

“Now that that is out of the way, who is going to carve the turkey, because it isn’t going to be me,” she said.

We all looked at each other. Had any of us carved a bird before? Finally, Ryan jumped up and said he’d do it. He’d done it a few times before, so that was good enough for everyone. I helped Wolseley bring out the endless dishes of food. She’d gone all out tonight. Turkey, fake turkey, mashed potatoes, stuffing, gravy, vegan gravy, candied yams, some kind of broccoli, two different salads, cranberry sauce, her homemade bread with your choice of butter—vegan and regular—and a green bean casserole.

“You are going to need to roll us out of here tonight,” Tangi said.

“Everyone is leaving with a doggie bag.”

I waited to see if she would explain the history of doggie bags, but she didn’t.

I tried everything, even the fake turkey, which wasn’t that bad. I probably ate more candied yams than I should have, but I’d never had them before. I had way too much of her homemade bread. Thankfully, we had the next day off because all this food was going to make me a zombie, but it was worth it. When I caught Wolseley’s attention across the table, I gave her a wink, and she smiled back shyly. She was truly adorable.

After we’d all stuffed ourselves, the decision was made that Wolseley and Delia got to relax while the rest of us cleaned up. Tangi and Jill put together their own doggie bags while Ryan filled the containers Wolseley had given him to the brim. Jeremy and Ethan brought in dishes while I loaded the dishwasher. I put aside anything that needed to be handwashed.

Since I’d had my fill of entertaining for a few minutes, I got started washing the leftover dishes while everyone mingled in the living room and on the balcony. It was an unseasonably warm day in Vancouver, so everyone wanted to enjoy it. I was perfectly happy washing dishes when Tangi appeared, holding a hand towel.

“Mind if I help you dry?”

“Not at all,” I said as pleasantly as possible. I knew why she was doing it. She wanted information.

“Great dinner tonight,” she said.

“Wolseley made the best meal I’ve ever had.”

“Lucky you that she gets to make you food all the time.”

I handed her a salad bowl to dry. “I am pretty lucky.”

I washed, and she dried silently for a minute before she proceeded on.

“She looks great tonight. I’ve never seen her all dolled up like that in ages.”

“She was excited about today.”

Tangi cleared her throat, and I waited for the onslaught.

“She’s been my best friend for a long time. I want to see her happy. This isn’t some kind of game of yours, is it?”

I placed the platter I’d just washed into the dish rack and turned to face her. “Are you serious right now?” I hadn’t intended the hard edge in my voice to be so obvious, but she deserved it.

“She’s sweet, and she lets her heart rule her head. I just don’t want to see her get hurt.”

Fucking rich, coming from her.

“You’re right. She is sweet. Probably the sweetest, most genuine woman I’ve ever met. And I don’t deserve her. In fact, she’s way too good for me, and you don’t know how lucky I am to have her in my life.”

Tangi’s hazel eyes widened for a moment, but then she took a deep breath and exhaled. “She told you what I said.”

“I had to ask a few times. I noticed she was upset, but she wouldn’t tell me why. Mentioned that something happened between the two of you. Then I asked again, and she eventually told me. She tried to make you come out looking good, but I saw through it.”

Tangi flinched at the insult.

“I didn’t mean it the way it came out.”

“So she said.”

“My concern is that you’re with her to be near me.”

I laughed because it was my first reaction. “Do you think my life revolves around you? I’m not going to argue with you, but I will say this: Wolseley would never stab you in the back the way you’ve stabbed her. Moreover, I see you in a new light, and it’s not pretty. I can also finish the dishes by myself. I don’t need your help.”

You’d think I’d slapped her by the look on her face, but she deserved it. I couldn’t believe the Tangi I knew from two years ago could be such a jerk. To her credit, she put down the dishcloth and slowly slinked away, back to her friends. I didn’t expect her to tell anyone about our conversation, otherwise Ethan would have already tried to take a swing at me. And if she told Wolseley, I would own what I said because Tangi was a piece of work.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Wolseley


With the Kodiaks on another road trip, I had a week to not worry about food prep. I used the first day to clean Tangi and Ethan’s condo from top to bottom since I hadn’t been there much, and the dust bunnies were making homes in every corner. I also made sure all the road trip meals were accounted for.

Tangi had Saturday off, so she invited us over to hang out for a bit, followed by a get-together at the house of Olivia Schott, the wife of one of the Kodiaks. Now that I was dating Brandon, I’d been invited.

Before any of that, though, I got a call from Jan late Friday afternoon. As if the news that Daniel was backing off suing me wasn’t good enough, she had even more good news.

“I wanted to update you on the potential of lawsuits that could be brought against you for the bad-faith meals Daniel Parry served. I’d been hearing rumors that some customers were trying to put together a lawsuit, maybe get more people involved to make it a class-action suit, but seeing as your corporation is defunct, there isn’t much for them to go after. They could always go after you personally; that is a risk until the statute of limitations runs out, but I decided to mitigate your losses as much as I could.”

I sat down on the sofa in my living room, wondering where this was going. “Okay,” I said.

“I decided to dig a little deeper into Daniel’s past. Right back to his time in Chicago, where he used to live. It seems he’s gotten himself into trouble a few times. Suffice it to say, he has agreed to take responsibility for all his actions. Does that mean people still won’t sue you? Who knows, but it means they can go after him more easily. Now, he’s declared bankruptcy, so there is nothing to go after.”

The pit in my stomach wasn’t satisfied with this news. “Should I be worried about lawsuits?”

“My experience is that if people don’t file in the first six months to a year, they likely will never file a suit. In your case, they would have to show they were there and ate one of the meals in question. As more time passes, that gets harder to do. And what damages can they prove? How were they harmed? Like I said, I don’t think it will happen, but I can’t say that for certain.”

I was feeling better about it, but another thought occurred to me. “How long is the statute of limitations?”

“Two years, so you’re looking at about another year and a half.”

Yet another thought occurred to me. “I’m sorry for taking your time, but I do have one more question. If I were to marry someone, have a family in the next year and a half, would I be opening them up to this? What if I married someone with a lot of money?”

Jan cleared her throat as she thought about that. “Of course, if you are sued and the lawyer and their client think you have deeper pockets, I suppose they could sue you for more, but there are ways to protect a partner. But again, the person bringing forward the lawsuit would need to prove they suffered damages.”

“I would hate to jeopardize a future spouse or bring them into this mess.”

“You could always wait out the eighteen or so months, but again, the risk of a lawsuit and damages adding up is slim.”

She did put me at ease, and it wasn’t like I was planning a wedding, but it was nice to know the information. “Thank you again for your time and all your hard work.”

“Not necessary. Putting people like Daniel in his place is reward enough. I’ll keep in touch if anything else comes up.”

Someone could sue me. And if they found out about Brandon, and that he was worth millions, would they see a payday? Expect him to pay for my stupidity? Not like I’d ever allow that to happen. I’d screwed up, and I had to pay the consequences.

But I couldn’t shake the unease even as I went to my hairdresser, and she touched up my pink-and-blonde style and got a trim. I liked the longer bob she had done for me. It complemented my face, but I wondered how it would go over with Olivia and the other Kodiaks WAGS. I looked nothing like them. I had some hips, big boobs, and a rounder face. I was the curvy girl when I let people see that part of me, a part that Brandon seemed to like a lot, but I was never going to be the girl who cared about hair and makeup. To me, clothes were meant to be fun, not a status statement. I had no idea how I would fit in or if I would fit in.

But I had a plan.

I made some of my tastiest recipes. I put together one appetizer plate and one dessert plate that I brought over to Tangi’s. I popped the trays into the fridge, and her hazel eyes grew wide when she saw them.

“You didn’t have to make anything,” she said.

“I know. But I want to impress them. I feel like I’m behind the eight-ball. So maybe I can win them over with some good eats.”

“They are going to love you, like Jill, and I love you.”

Something about her statement put me off, but lately, everything she said seemed to bother me. Was she implying that something was wrong with me, but she and Jill still managed to love me anyway? No, I wasn’t doing this now. I was already nervous enough meeting everyone for the first time, I didn’t need to worry about Tangi too.

Jill arrived a few minutes later, and her blue eyes popped open when she saw the trays of food. “You didn’t have to bring anything,” she said.

“I’ve already had that conversation with Tang,” I said, handing her a tray to carry since Tangi was busy loading up Maddy’s things. This was an afternoon party, so families were invited too. I’d known that ahead of time and made some kid-friendly snacks as well.

“If one person asks me when Jeremy and I are getting married and starting a family, this is the last shindig I’m going to,” Jill said. “They ask every time. Thankfully, I don’t have a mother who asks me that shit.”

“You know how it is,” Tangi said. “I lot of them are stay-at-home moms, so it’s a big part of their lives.”

“Well, I want a career. And when—and if—I want to have kids, they still won’t be the first to know.”

Brandon and I had been dating all of five minutes, so I had no idea how he felt about kids. I wanted a family, but like Jill, I also wanted a career. I had Tangi as my role model. She had wanted her career after putting her life on hold for Ethan the first time around. That definitely wasn’t going to happen again, and that’s why she kept her job as a physiotherapist with the Ravens.

Tangi pulled up to a massive house less than ten minutes from her place. Cars lined the circular driveway, and Tangi parked behind another SUV. I hoped they wouldn’t view me as the one with the crazy hair color. I’d actually considered dyeing it my natural color, but then I realized I would be conforming to something and not being me. But I was also acutely aware that these women would think it was funny, or make fun of me behind my back. It wouldn’t be the first time. No one needed to know how much I’d stressed over my outfit. I’d finally settled on what I hoped were normal-styled blue jeans, a plain white shirt, and an oversized black sweater. How much more demure could I possibly get?

A woman answered the door, and I presumed she was Olivia. She gave Tangi a huge hug and Jill a more subdued one. I had a sneaking suspicion Jill wasn’t the most loved of the WAGS, not that Jill would care. Then Olivia set her gray eyes on me and smiled warmly.

“You must be Wolseley! I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. My husband talks about your protein bars all the time! And what’s this?” she asked, staring at the tray in my hands. She’d ignored the one in Jill’s.

“I thought I’d bring something along. I made some desserts and appetizers.”

“You didn’t have to. But I’m not going to say no. If they are anything like the famous protein bars, we are going to eat it all up.”

All right, that was a good start. A huge weight had already been lifted from me.

We followed Olivia through the pristine house and into the kitchen and massive living room area. That was where all the women had gathered, drinking wine, munching on the spread Olivia had put out, and some minding their children. In a whirlwind, I met them all, trying desperately to keep track of their names. Olivia told me it was okay to ask again. No one would be offended. She set out my appetizers first and put the dessert tray in what looked like a commercial kitchen refrigerator. I was a little jealous. How many times over the past few months had I rearranged Brandon’s normal-sized fridge to make all my groceries fit?

Before I knew it, I was swept up in numerous conversations, most with WAGS, who wanted to know more about Brandon.

“He’s this mystery to most of us,” Becca Haywood said. Her husband was a defenseman on the team. “You are the first of his girlfriends we’ve ever met. We know he has had them, but I don’t know if he wasn’t serious about them or if he’s scared of us.”

Amber Murray, wife of one of the forwards, jumped in. “He’s not serious about them. That’s my vote.”

A woman I hadn’t yet met came bounding over. She had one of my goat cheese and onion pastries on her plate. I couldn’t tell if she was happy or angry, but when she got to me, she smiled.

“Oh my god,” she said. “I have tried all of your appetizers, and I love you right now! I’m Sasha, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “And I’m happy you like them.”

“Do you cater?”

That caught me off guard. “I don’t. I used to do it back home.”

“Jon and I are getting married next summer, and we were planning to have a party here at the end of the season with all the friends we’ve made and for the Kodiaks family. Would you consider catering it?”

I didn’t know what to say to her. “Can I get back to you? I’d need to figure out the logistics.”

“Please consider it. Your apps are delicious. Now I understand why the guys rave about your protein snacks.”

I had no idea how many snacks Ryan and Brandon were sharing with the team. I’d just assumed they were eating more than I’d thought two people could eat.

“You would make a killing with catering,” Amber said when Sasha went to raid the fridge to try my desserts. I’d told her some were vegan and that those were clearly marked. “You have no idea how often we have parties and get-togethers. We also do some charity events, and finding good caterers isn’t as easy as you think.”

“I’d have to think about it. Between my personal chef duties, I don’t know how I could swing it.”

But could I? Maybe I could with Delia’s help. And she probably knew people through her delivery job. If she went to culinary school, she could potentially recruit more people. Sasha’s suggestion had me thinking.

By the time my dessert tray came out, I had talked to everyone, been added to all their various group chats, been asked to cater more events than I possibly could dream of doing, been roped into volunteering for a charity event, and been invited to the next get-together after Christmas.

My head was spinning with information as we were leaving. Olivia asked me if Brandon and I would be at the Christmas party this year. I told her I’d get back to her. She’d already asked me to cater it, but I told her I couldn’t do it on such short notice. The issue was manpower, and she accepted that. She’d still asked me if I could bring along some things that she would pay for. I told her it wasn’t necessary since I still had no idea if Brandon wanted to attend. But as the captain, I’m sure he would.

“See, they like you more than they like me,” Jill said as we walked to the car. Maddy had been so busy playing with all the other kids that she passed out in her stroller.

“That’s because you hate coming to these things. That vibe oozes off you,” Tangi said.

The two of them argued about that, but I didn’t care. The WAGS had been so nice to me, accepted me, and I was on cloud nine.


Chapter Thirty


Brandon


We won every game on our road trip. The team was on a high as we approached the short Christmas break. It sucked to be on a winning streak just for it to be interrupted by a holiday, but I’d take the wins wherever we could get them. I hoped the team had finally turned a corner, and we’d go from being mediocre and challenging for a playoff spot, to having a playoff spot and possibly winning our division and more.

But I had more pressing problems. My parents were due in town in less than a week. Thankfully, they were only staying three days. Three long days. I made it clear to them that I didn’t have time to entertain them. Sadly for my little brother, they were going to visit him in Lethbridge on the way back home. My little brother was playing out his last year of Juniors with the goal of making the Warriors team out in Columbus, where he was drafted. I wasn’t sure Bailey had it in him to make the team just yet. He’d likely have to tough out a year or two on their farm team, but he had a bright future and a ton of talent.

Dad hadn’t managed to break him down and harass him like he’d done to me, probably because he knew the consequences of being overbearing meant that he had to answer to me. But Bailey had still dealt with his fair share of Dad, and somehow, the kid had turned out okay. By the time Bailey had come into the world, maybe our parents had mellowed a bit since the kid had been a surprise.

But back to my problems. I had to find a gentle way of telling Wolseley not to expect a warm welcome from my parents. Not even my mother, who could be just as judgmental as my father when she wanted to be. This was on the heels of Wolseley’s successful outing with all the Kodiaks wives and girlfriends.

“I was so nervous,” she said as she poached eggs. She was going all out with breakfast, with some kind of breakfast sandwich, oatmeal, and her breakfast potatoes, which I could eat piles of. My breakfast sandwich consisted of an egg on her homemade bread, avocado, cheese, her secret sauce, turkey bacon, tomatoes, and some lettuce. I think she snuck in some onions, but I wouldn’t find out until I tried them. “But they were all so nice. In fact, some of them asked me about catering, but there is no way I can do that. I explained that I needed staff for that, and it’s not something Delia and I could manage together.”

“See, why were you worried?”

“I’m a bit of a worrier.”

I knew that, and it made me even more nervous about my parents.

“I knew they’d like you. Everyone likes you,” I said, knowing my parents would hate her.

She gently placed the poached egg on the bread and left it open-faced. She then assembled the other side of the bread with the same setup. She had a huge breakfast for me this morning, but I was starving after getting in late the night before. I planned to eat it all.

“They did like me. I felt like Sally Field. Have you ever seen that famous speech where she wins an Oscar and tells everyone that they like her, they really, really like her?”

“I think so,” I said, popping a breakfast potato in my mouth. I had no idea how she seasoned them, but they were beyond delicious. Just the right amount of salt and spices.

“Have you ever seen Cannonball Run? It is my mom’s favorite movie. I watched it all the time as a kid, and she’s in that. I don’t know if that’s the movie she won the Oscar for. Probably not, but I’m going to google it later. Anyway, she’s the best.”

When she went off in all directions during a conversation, she was having a good day, and now I was going to have to ruin it for her. I needed to find an approach that would soften the blow, but how did I tell her that my parents wouldn’t like her at all? That they probably hated Sally Field and Cannonball Run?

“I think I’ve seen the movie. Weren’t there sequels?”

“Definitely Cannonball II. I have no idea if there were any after that. My mom only watched those two. I think she had a thing for Burt Reynolds.” She stopped, and I could tell something popped into her head. “We were invited to the Kodiaks Christmas. I totally get it if you don’t want to go. Or you don’t want me to go.”

I stopped chewing and then swallowed before speaking. She really was all over the place this morning. “Why wouldn’t I want you to be there?”

“Apparently, you always go alone.”

How much had these women told her? “To be honest, I hate going, but I also didn’t want to bring someone I wasn’t serious about, but we can definitely go.”

“That doesn’t sound very convincing.”

I frowned. It really didn’t. “I’m not the best at mingling.”

“You rocked the drag show.”

“But I didn’t know anyone there. Teammates and their significant others is a different matter.”

“I’m good either way,” she said as casually as possible.

She wanted to go because people loved her. Just like they loved Sally Field, so I would put on a smile and go for her.

But it was time for the talk. I couldn’t hold out any longer.

“Why don’t you sit down and eat with me,” I said. “There is lots of food here.”

“Okay,” she said, first grabbing a cup of coffee. She scooped some oatmeal and breakfast potatoes on her plate. She’d made an extra poached egg for me, but I told her to eat it. There was no way I could eat another open-faced sandwich, so she made one for herself.

“So my parents are coming in on Monday and staying until Thursday. I know I mentioned that they were visiting,” I said.

“Right. Do you want me to do any meal prep for you? I’m not going home until January for a visit, and I do want to spend at least Christmas Eve or Christmas Day with my friends. You are totally invited, and I’m sure your parents can come too. Tangi wouldn’t mind.”

I had a feeling she’d mind in more ways than one. I’d wondered if she would tell Wolseley about the conversation I’d had with her, but so far, Tangi had kept it to herself because if she’d told Wolseley, Wolseley would’ve already given me grief over it.

“I can assure you that no one wants my parents around.”

“The invitation is open,” she said, not catching the hint.

I tapped the counter with a finger. How did I approach this?

“Good to know, but my parents won’t want to go. And about them …” I scratched my ear and groaned. “You know my dad is an asshole. I’ve made that clear, right?”

“A few times,” she said, the smile slipping from her face. Maybe the tone of my voice was clueing her in.

“I want to give you the option of not being here. My mom can be okay, but my dad has a lot of opinions, and I know for a fact that they won’t gel well with any of yours.”

“Oh,” she said.

“And he likes to mock people. He also thinks he’s always right. He gets defensive easily, and he snaps at people because he just doesn’t care about anyone’s feelings.”

“Oh boy,” she said, pushing her plate away.

“Let me put it to you this way: he’d hate Sally Field.”

“But no one hates Sally Field.” She looked at the stove, contemplating something. “I would still like to meet them.”

Now, I scratched my forehead. I couldn’t sugarcoat anymore, not that I thought I had. “If you really want to meet them, I need you to be prepared. He’s not going to like anything. He won’t like your food, the way you dress, the color of your hair, and so on. If he thinks you support a cause—like climate change—he’s going to attack and try to debunk it. If you show any kind of weakness, he will pounce. He’s the biggest asshole to ever live. And my mom goes along with it, mostly because I think she shares his views and also because she’d rather do that than argue with him. Why do you think my sister went to school out East and now lives in Toronto? Or why I played Juniors out East? I wanted away from them. My poor brother was the only one sucked into their vortex, mostly because he’s their favorite.”

She grimaced. “They can’t be all that bad.”

Her biggest fault was that she always tried to find good in people, and I was pretty sure there was nothing good about my dad, and the last thing I wanted was for him to cut her to pieces.

I took her hand and gently squeezed it. “They really are, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“I’m a big girl. I think I can handle it. I went to culinary school, and you have to develop a thick skin pretty fast.”

But she hadn’t met Peter Warde.

“Just think about it, okay? You can meet them another time.”

“I will.”

I had a feeling she was going to insist on meeting them.
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I had one more task on my to-do list. I had to tell my parents about Wolseley, and I planned to keep that conversation under five minutes. My escape hatch was that I was going into practice even though we had no practice planned. I called them from the car so there would be no chance of Wolseley overhearing anything.

Mom answered the phone.

“Hey, Mom,” I said.

“Oh, Brandon. We were just talking about you this morning. We plan to get on the road tomorrow and be there by Monday.”

“That’s good. How are you and Dad?”

“We are good. Just finishing things up around the house. We thought Brooke might want to come home for the holidays and join us on the trip, but she said she couldn’t get away from work.”

Mom still hadn’t figured out that my little sister wanted nothing to do with her or Dad. She hadn’t been back to Regina in almost two years. If that didn’t say it, what possibly could? Brooke and I caught up when I was last out there for a game. I had half a day to spend with her, and she looked good. She’d gone to the University of Toronto on a soccer scholarship that paid some of her way. I insisted on paying the rest. The last thing I wanted was for my little sister to be saddled with debt. She’d graduated last spring with her masters and had stayed in Toronto to work as a sports psychologist.

“That’s too bad. So, about your trip. I thought I’d mention it now so there is no surprise when you get here. I’m seeing someone, and you’ll probably meet her.”

“Oh,” Mom said, her voice pitching up. “Who is she? How did you meet her?”

“Her name is Wolseley, and she’s the personal chef I hired.” I purposely did not give my mother her last name. I didn’t want her to google Wolseley and see the scandal with her restaurant.

“Sometimes that’s how things happen. You spend time with someone, and you fall in love. I look forward to meeting her.”

I cleared my throat. Now for the hard part. “There are a few more things I want to tell you. Wolseley has pink hair.”

“Oh,” Mom said, her voice lowering.

“She’s a vegetarian, so I would appreciate it if you both don’t start in on lectures about that. She’s also very sweet.” That was my code word to Mom that Wolseley wasn’t confrontational.

“All right,” Mom said tentatively.

I sucked in a breath and exhaled slowly. “I need to know that you both won’t start anything. Well, specifically Dad. I don’t want him to challenge her beliefs, I don’t want him to pontificate, and I don’t want him to give her attitude. She really is one of a kind, and I don’t need her to be scared off.”

“You know your father, Brandon,” Mom said as if that was an acceptable excuse for his shitty behavior.

“I do. I know him very well, and that’s why I’m making this call. Because if neither of you thinks he can behave, then maybe you should stay home.”

That hit her where it hurt. “I’ll talk to him. But I can’t make promises.”

“Put him on the phone.”

Mom knew what would happen if she did that. A blowup would ensue, and I would get my wish, and they would both stay home.

“I will talk to him. It will be fine.”

I sure hoped so.


Chapter Thirty-One


Wolseley


Brandon and I went to the Kodiaks Christmas party for just a few hours. I could tell he was anxious about the visit with his parents. He tried hard to hang out, but I could see that lost look in his eyes like he was thinking about a million things. I put him out of his misery the minute I thought we’d stayed long enough, but I’d still had a great time and made more connections. I also got to hang out with my friends.

But like Brandon, the nerves about his parents crept up on me too.

His parents came in late Monday night, and I had already gone home. We both agreed it was probably best to meet them after they’d had a good night’s sleep and some breakfast. I offered to come and make it, but he assured me he could handle that. I’d already prepped some food for today, so when I showed up after lunch, I could get started on dinner.

Was I nervous? Hell yes! His dad seemed like a real jerk, but I had prepared myself. I’d met enough jerks in my time. One of my best instructors was a total asshole, and I’d made it out alive. Brandon’s dad would be a piece of cake. So around two o’clock, I headed over. Brandon’s parents were still adjusting to the two-hour time change, and I learned his dad liked to eat right at six o’clock, so if I wanted everything done, including dessert, I needed to get started by two thirty, and I guessed we’d eat at four, maybe five. Odd, but I was going with it.

I texted Brandon to let him know I was there. I was still Ubering everywhere, but transportation was so easy that I didn’t think I needed a car. I grabbed my two oversized bags of supplies and headed up to his condo. I got to his door and gently knocked before heading inside. Brandon met me at the door and took the two bags. When he moved to one side, I saw his father sitting on the sofa, watching one of the twenty-four-hour news networks. He looked up, staring at me with the same blue eyes as Brandon’s. He surveyed me and arched a brow. Clearly, he wasn’t impressed.

“Wolseley, this is Peter, my dad,” Brandon said, his voice tight. I didn’t want to know what I’d already missed.

“Hello,” he said and went back to the news.

Brandon and I exchanged looks, and he rolled his eyes. I stifled a giggle as we headed into the kitchen where Brandon’s mom was cleaning his already clean kitchen.

“Hey, Mom. This is Wolseley.”

She put down the cloth and smiled at me, the fake kind of smile you give someone when you’re pretty sure you aren’t going to like them. Ugh. I was striking out again.

She had light blue eyes and perfectly coifed shoulder-length blonde hair. She reminded me of a Stepford wife.

“Hello, dear,” she said.

“Wolseley, this is my mom, Susan.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Mom, how about you leave Wolseley in the kitchen, okay?”

His voice was firm, and she seemed to get the hint. She put the cloth in the sink and skulked off to the living room to join Peter.

“Just do your thing. I’ll keep them busy,” Brandon said to me quietly.

Susan tried to help me multiple times, but I had it all under control. I thought to give her a task, but figured it was better to just get the job done. I’d compromised on the menu and made ham, something I’d never made before and hoped to never make again. I paired that with some creamy mashed potatoes, roasted green beans with almonds, carrots with a brown butter glaze, a salad, my homemade bread, and for dessert, assorted cookies I’d made that morning. Brandon loved my chocolate crinkle cookies.

I called Brandon over to slice the ham because I wasn’t cutting through flesh. He seemed relieved to be away from his parents. I’d made a brown sugar glaze and a honey mustard sauce for the ham since Delia told me that people liked something like that with their ham.

We all sat down to eat, and Susan insisted we say grace. I didn’t realize Brandon’s family was religious. My family wasn’t, not that it mattered because I would never dream of judging someone based on their religious beliefs. Once she was done and we said our amens, we dug in. Peter made sure to start every dish, to which Susan deferred. Strange, but I went with it.

“What is this?” Peter said, pointing to the sauces.

“Oh, that’s for your ham,” I said as pleasantly as possible. “One is honey mustard, and the other is a brown sugar glaze.”

He scowled. “I don’t want anything on my ham. Why all this fancy stuff?”

“Honey mustard isn’t fancy,” Brandon said.

Neither was a brown sugar glaze.

“I like my meat plain. The way people should eat it.”

I ignored it. There was no use getting upset, and thankfully, the conversation shifted to the Kodiaks. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so thankful, though.

“That losing streak you were on was terrible to watch,” Peter said. “Vaughn and Grant are pathetic. I can’t believe they didn’t get rid of Vaughn when he was fooling around with his teammate’s wife. You lost one of the best defensemen in the league because he couldn’t keep his hands to himself, screwing around with that whore.”

I tried not to be shocked. Part of me wondered if he knew about my connection to Jeremy, and that one of my best friends was dating him, but I couldn’t see Brandon telling his dad about that. I had a feeling they didn’t talk much at all.

“He paid the price for that mistake. And Jeremy is one of the best players on our team.”

“Problem is, if you don’t lead that room, you’re going to keep losing.”

The Kodiaks had just come off a winning streak, and Peter was still focusing on the past?

Susan took the opportunity to have a side conversation with me. I barely knew her, but I could tell the smile on her face wasn’t genuine. When you knew, you knew. She tilted her head a bit, her blue eyes blinking rapidly for a moment.

“Tell me ... your hair. What a unique color. Why did you pick that?”

I sensed a few backhanded insults in there, but I rolled with it. His parents seemed as conservative as they came, and there was nothing wrong with that. Who was I to judge their choices? We all had our own free will.

“It was fun.”

“So you like to stand out?”

I kept a smile on my face. “No, I just like doing fun things. It’s part of who I am.”

“I imagine you get a lot of odd looks, no?”

Something about the tone of her voice struck me as condemning. Again, I wasn’t surprised. My father had been a history professor for decades, and he used that same teacherly tone when he was putting someone in their place, but Dad was always as kind as possible about it. Susan had a different approach.

“I suppose it depends on where I am and who I am hanging out with.”

I shouldn’t have said that. I cringed when her eyes narrowed just a touch. I’d poked the bear.

“I see,” she said and turned back to the conversation Brandon and Peter were having. Maybe she’d let my faux pas slip.

“What’s wrong with this gravy?” Peter asked.

I glanced over to see he had taken the mushroom gravy. “Oh, I made two gravies. One is a regular kind of gravy, and the other is a mushroom gravy. It’s for the potatoes.”

“I know what it’s for. Why are there two gravies?” Peter asked.

Brandon turned and shot a look at his mother. She didn’t return his gaze. I had no idea what that was about.

“Oh, the mushroom one is more for me. I’m a vegetarian.”

Peter rolled his eyes so dramatically that I thought they’d pop out the back of his head. “For crying out loud,” he said. “Susan or Brandon, get me another plate. I want this mess off of here.”

He was that offended with mushroom gravy? What had mushrooms ever done to him? I took that in while Brandon went to the kitchen to grab another plate for his dad. He slammed it down, and Peter melodramatically pushed his full plate of food off to the side. I was about to take it away, but Brandon held up his hand, and I stopped. He was going to leave it there to annoy his dad. Total boss move.

Not to be outdone, Susan said, “So you are a chef?” As if she couldn’t possibly believe that based on our Christmas meal.

“Yes. I had a restaurant back in Minneapolis.”

“It had to close?” she said with manufactured sadness. She liked to play up her fake everything. How did Brandon put up with this?

“Yes. Making it in the restaurant business is hard.”

“Why did it close?” Peter asked, biting into a chunk of ham.

“It had some issues.”

“What issues?” he asked. At least, he seemed interested in the answer, but probably for all the wrong reasons. I put a smile on my face and decided I’d own what happened. They’d find out eventually.

“I had a vegetarian restaurant, and my sous chef was using meat products in some of the dishes. I found out and fired him.”

“He probably did it so it wouldn’t taste like mushroom gravy,” Peter said, chuckling at his little joke.

“What he was doing got out,” I said, ignoring him. “And it pretty much ruined the business.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Susan said with a fake frown. Was nothing genuine about her? “I imagine it’s hard to run a vegetarian business. So niche.”

“Vegetarians make up about five percent of the population. We were busy every night until what happened came out.”

“I just can’t imagine not eating eggs, cheese, and milk,” she said, aghast.

“Vegetarians can eat those things. You’re thinking of a vegan.”

I really was trying hard. I kept smiling and being as kind as possible. I figured if I did that, they would eventually realize I was a good person deserving of their son. Right?

Wrong.

“My mistake,” Susan said. She looked over to Peter, who rolled his eyes again.

“At least this bread is good,” Peter said.

They weren’t going to break me, but I couldn’t imagine how Brandon grew up in this environment and came out relatively unscathed if you could call being insular as unscathed.

“How about we say something nice for a change?” Brandon said.

“The ham is good. A bit dry,” Susan said.

Brandon laughed sarcastically. “Try again, okay?”

“It really is a lovely meal for someone who doesn’t cook meat.”

“One more time, Mom. You’re almost there,” Brandon said, his voice rising just a little.

“Oh, Brandon. Stop. The food is fine. It’s just not what we would normally eat.”

He laughed outright now. “You don’t eat ham, potatoes, gravy, carrots, and salad?”

“Your father hates green beans, and you know that.”

“This meal isn’t about just him.”

I waved my hands in the air to make them stop. “It’s fine. It’s all good. Not everyone has to like my food.”

“Or your hair,” Peter muttered.

Brandon froze and turned his gaze from his mother to his father. Peter kept his head down, eating away, oblivious to Brandon’s murderous stare.

“Did you say something, Dad?”

Peter looked up and shrugged. “The hair is stupid. Attention-seeking.”

“Who cares? How does it affect your life?”

“This is a joke, right? This whole thing? You’re just trying to piss me and your mother off. Did you hire her to play your girlfriend for the weekend because there is no way this broad is your girlfriend? Does she even like men? I’m pretty sure she’s a⁠—”

“Stop,” Brandon said, his voice nearly a growl.

“This isn’t funny, Brandon,” Susan added. “You’re trying to ruin our Christmas.”

What? Did she just say that?

Nothing else stung as much as his parents thinking I was a prop. I could take all the other insults, but this was too far. I thought to get up and let them have it out so I wouldn’t have to listen to any more of the insults, but it was like watching a car crash, and I couldn’t move, even though I was the butt of the jokes.

“I’m pretty sure it’s the other way around,” he said. “It’s a family tradition for the both of you to ruin all my Christmases. Why would this year be any different? But let me make one thing very clear to both of you: I love her. She’s beautiful, smart, funny, and most importantly, she’s kind. The both of you could learn so much from her.”

He loved me?

“Not how to make gravy or a damn ham,” Peter said. “But if you want to keep dating a lesbian weirdo to upset your mother, go ahead.”

Brandon’s jaw tensed, and I could see him taking in a few deep breaths. When he spoke, it was calm, which frightened me even more.

“I want you both to apologize to Wolseley.”

“What kind of name is that anyway?” Peter said.

“Apologize to her now.”

Peter pffted. “Why? I was just saying it how it is.”

“You are going to say you’re sorry, or you’re leaving.”

“Oh, Brandon, stop being ridiculous,” Susan said.

He slammed his fist on the table so hard that every plate rattled, and all three of us jumped. “Say you are fucking sorry, or get out of my home. You pick.”

“Your language, Brandon.”

He stood now, his hands balled into fists. “If you don’t say sorry, I will throw you both out of here this second.”

“Brandon, it’s okay,” I said.

He ignored me and stared down both his parents.

“I’m not saying sorry,” Peter said. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You have five minutes to get out of here. If you don’t, I will drag you out.”

“Brandon, enough,” Susan said.

“I’m the one who has had enough. I am so fucking done with both of you. And you’re down to four minutes.”

I got up to reach out to him, but he pushed my hand away. I’d never seen him this angry, and it scared me a bit.

“You sit your ass down,” Peter said, his face red with rage.

“What did you always say, Dad? My house, my rules? Well, it’s my house, and I want you out!”

“You wouldn’t have any of this without me,” Peter shouted. “So don’t think you can tell me what to do.”

“I have it despite you. Why do you think I went out East? I was tired of being embarrassed by you. By having you slap me around when I didn’t meet your expectations. You are a sad excuse for a father. And you have three minutes to get out of my house!”

“Why don’t you take a walk and cool off?” Susan said. “I think you need a little time to calm yourself down.”

He leaned over the table as close as he could to her face. “And you were a sad excuse for a mother. You let him beat the shit out of me.”

Peter leapt out of his seat and lunged for Brandon, but he saw it coming and stepped out of the way. Peter tripped on his chair and went down on his knees. Susan ran over to him to help him up. I was too stunned to do anything, and Brandon certainly wasn’t going to help either one.

“Two minutes.”

Susan gave her son a long, cold stare, then focused back on Peter. “I think we should go.”

“Go where on Christmas Eve?”

“We’ll find a hotel. I think we should leave and let Brandon have some time on his own.”

They gathered their jackets, and Susan grabbed her purse. Brandon watched them as they prepared to leave.

“You’re forgetting something,” he said. “Take all your things from the bedroom. I thought I made it clear you are leaving. That means not coming back.”

“You’re not serious,” Susan said. “It’s Christmas.”

He didn’t respond. Instead, he went to the spare room, pulled out their small luggage, and set them down on the floor. “If you left anything else here, I suggest you get it now.”

They snatched up their luggage and made for the door.

“I expect an apology from you,” Peter said.

“Don’t hold your breath.”

They stormed out, and I was still standing at the table, unable to do anything. I snapped out of my stupefaction and rejoined reality.

“Are you okay?” I managed to get out.

“I need a minute,” he said and disappeared down the hall to his bedroom. He shut the door, and I looked around the table, staring at plates with food still on them. The only thing I could think to do was clean up. I put away the leftovers—a lot of leftovers—did the dishes, cleaned up what needed to be cleaned, and then thought of going home. Almost an hour had passed. I figured he needed time to deal with what had happened. So much had been said, and I felt terrible as a mere spectator. Maybe I should have done more.

I walked to his bedroom door and gently knocked.

“Maybe I should go home? We can talk tomorrow.”

The door opened, and I could see all the pain etched on his face. “I’m sorry about tonight.”

“You warned me. It’s fine.”

“Maybe we should talk.”

Something in his voice had me on edge, and I was more scared of what was coming next.


Chapter Thirty-Two


Brandon


Isat her on the bed and got ready to tell her everything about growing up in the Warde house. She looked terrified, as if I were about to blow up at her, too, so I needed to put her at ease immediately.

“I’m sorry about today. You shouldn’t have had to sit through that, but I’ve had enough of them. They pushed me too far. You have no idea what it was like in that house,” I said.

The fear from her face slipped away, and she reached out to touch my hand. “You know you can talk to me. You don’t have to keep it all to yourself. It will only eat you up inside.”

I nodded and let out a deep exhale. “I was the oldest, so I endured the most,” I began. “My dad wanted to be a hockey player when he was young. Made it to Juniors, never got drafted, and that was that. He went to school, got an education degree—poor fucking kids who had to be taught by him—met my mom at the same school, and got married. They both probably should have stayed single.”

I massaged my temples as all the shitty memories as a kid flooded back. I’d compartmentalized them, shut them away, telling myself to never look back, but today had brought every damn one back.

“He was an asshole from the moment I have memories of him. The moment I could walk, he had skates on me. He drilled discipline in me, that I had to be the best at everything I did. I don’t remember having much joy or doing fun things. It was all about being a good student, an obedient child, and the best hockey player. He had me in every elite camp; he hired skating coaches, you name it. I had no time for being a kid. The few good times I had were at school, where he couldn’t get to me. But because he’d conditioned me to be the best, people didn’t like me much, especially my teammates. I was always lucky if more than one or two talked to me.”

I got up and paced the room because I had too much pent-up energy. If someone put me on a treadmill, I could probably run a marathon.

“Do you know why I had to be the best on the ice? Because if I came home and didn’t put in one hundred percent, there was a good chance he’d beat the shit out of me. And what did my mom do about it? Nothing. No one asked about the bruises because we were all banged up from the game. The best day of my life was being drafted by Sudbury for Juniors. I was fucking free.

“My first year after Juniors, I came home for the summer. My little brother was seven at the time, and my father was starting to put him through the same shit. By then, I was just as big as my dad and in a lot better shape than him. He was giving Bailey a hard time, pushing him around, and I exploded. There was no way he was going to subject my brother to the same treatment. I was like a person possessed. I hit him until he couldn’t get up. My little sister was crying, my mother was screaming for me to stop, and Bailey just stared at me like I was some god sent from the heavens. I told my father that if he laid a hand on any one of us ever again, I’d kill him. I think we all knew I meant it. I scared even myself that day. I know I’m probably scaring you, but I’ve never laid a hand on anyone since. I’m not going to hurt you ever. I refuse to let the cycle continue.”

“That day, you asked me whether someone had hurt me. You were speaking from experience.”

“Yes,” I said, staring into her eyes and seeing all the love there. Her big brown eyes watched me, and I couldn’t see any judgment. She wasn’t horrified. She did get up and cup my face with her hands.

“You are not the bad guy. You did nothing wrong. You saved your siblings. You’re the hero. You are good, and I love you,” she said, placing her hand over my heart.

The last time I’d shed a tear was when I was probably five years old. Dad beat that out of me too. But here I was, feeling the foreign sting of tears.

“But am I?” I said in a whisper.

“You are the best man I’ve ever met.”

The tears slipped down my cheeks, and she wiped them away. I hugged her and never wanted to let her go. She was the exact opposite of everything I had ever known.

“Can I make a suggestion?”

“Yes,” I said, still not letting her go.

“Don’t keep this bottled up. Talk to someone other than me. A professional.”

“I have,” I said. “I’m still a work in progress, but my sister and I agreed a few years ago that we needed to deal with this. I’d like to think I handled today better than I would have a few years ago.”

“Your dad did leave in one piece.”

She stared into my eyes, so much love staring back at me.

“I have one more suggestion,” she said. “Let’s make our own Christmas memories tonight, okay? Just me and you. Let’s start all over with a nice dinner by candlelight, finish it off with dessert, open our presents, then watch some Christmas movies. Only funny ones, like Elf.”

“Okay,” I said, finally letting her go.

“Give me ten minutes to set the scene.”

I kissed her one more time before she left. She smiled at me and hurried off. I sat on the bed again, taking ten minutes to do some breathing exercises the trainers had taught us. I then glanced over at my phone. I’d muted it the moment my parents had left because I knew the barrage of calls and texts would start, demanding an apology. I grabbed it now to shut it off, but then I saw the text from Tangi.

Please come to dinner tomorrow. I know Wolseley would like that. And I think you’re not coming because of me, and she doesn’t deserve to be punished. I shouldn’t have said the things I did. They were wrong and terrible, and I’m so sorry about it. I want us all to be good with each other because I know you’re a great guy, and she’s an amazing woman. You are a perfect pair.




I stared at that message for a long time. I wasn’t sure if I was up to a dinner with people, and that had nothing to do with Tangi. But she had apologized, and right now, I wanted to do anything to make Wolseley happy.

Let’s start over, okay? What time is dinner?
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I put mushroom gravy all over my eggs in the morning. And I piled the leftover mashed potatoes next to that. After all that happened the night before, Wolseley and I had made the best of it, and we had a pretty good Christmas Eve, stuffing ourselves with dinner and dessert. We watched movies, had sex like it was a matter of life and death—and every time I thought about it, my dick twitched in anticipation—and forgot all about my parents.

“I thought I’d come to dinner tonight?” I said as Wolseley made French toast for the both of us. As if I hadn’t already had enough carbs on my plate, but who would say no to French toast? She was wearing the diamond encrusted W pendant I’d gotten her for Christmas. I’d assured her the diamonds were all ethically sourced.

Her face lit up like the Christmas tree she’d put up a few days ago. The one that had more lights than ornaments.

“Woot,” she said, clapping her hands and placing a kiss on my cheek. “We are going to have so much fun.”

Not sure about the fun part, but maybe I’d be surprised.

After breakfast, I helped her clean up, and we both decided it was time for a nap. All the breakfast carbs had made me sleepy. We settled onto the bed, and I reached for my phone. I was finally in the right state of mind to deal with whatever was there, except for my parents. I saw over fifty text messages. I handed my phone to Wolseley.

“Do me a favor and delete all the messages from my parents.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Are you sure? What if something important is there?”

“My brother or sister will tell me.”

“All right,” she said reluctantly.

She took my phone, deleted the texts, and handed it back. I had thirty-nine less text messages to read. I could only imagine all the vitriol in them. Oh well, I’d never know now. I scrolled through what was left. A few from Tangi with a time for dinner and thanking me for coming. A couple from a few friends back home that I kept in touch with, and the rest were from Bailey and Brooke.

What the hell did you say to mom and dad? They are pissed and on their way here two days early.




I looked at Bailey’s text. Poor kid was going to have to deal with the fallout. I felt a need to warn him.

First, Merry Christmas. As for mom and dad, I’m done with them. Don’t take their shit when they get there. Fight back. If they give you trouble, ask your billet family to throw them out.




HOLY SHIT. You need to tell me what happened.




I’ll call you later.




Next up were a few texts from Brooke.

Merry Christmas, big brother. I love you! Thank you for ruining mom and dad’s Xmas.




I often wondered if Brooke loathed them more than I did. While she didn’t endure as much of the physical abuse, the mental abuse they put her through was horrible. She was never pretty enough, thin enough, or smart enough. What they didn’t see was that Brooke was a gorgeous and brilliant woman who hated them.

Merry Christmas. Love you too! Can’t wait for you to meet Wolseley.




Neither can I!




She was planning a trip at the end of January for a work conference. A few days to hang out and meet Wolseley. She also wanted tickets to a Kodiaks game. She loved sports as much as I did.

I set down my phone, pulled Wolseley close, and let out a contented breath before drifting off to sleep.
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Tangi tasked Wolseley with dessert, so she spent most of the afternoon making shortbread cookies, chocolate crinkle cookies, my favorite, and gingerbread men and women. She put me to work, mixing and sifting, but took care of all the actual cookie construction. We both felt revived after our naps, and even a few cookie samples didn’t make me sleepy. I was looking forward to a normal dinner, with normal people, even if Ethan was there.

Tangi and Ethan’s place was within walking distance to the beach in a gorgeous part of the city I hadn’t visited much. According to Wolseley, Tangi and Ethan had done a lot of work updating the house, and it looked great and in a nice neighborhood. The perfect place to start a family.

After all the merry Christmases were said, Ethan begrudgingly offered me a beer. I accepted and hung out with the guys while the ladies chatted. At first, I felt like an outsider in this tight-knit group. Jeremy, Ryan, and Ethan had been friends for years, and I had always been the guy they couldn’t stand, but things were changing. I was finally being accepted.

“Did you hear what’s going on in Edmonton? Krueger told me that there’s a whole bunch of infighting going on, especially after that losing streak started. Foxgrove and Harvey were throwing fists in practice,” Jeremy said. He and Krueger had played Juniors together, and I guess they were still friends.

“That team is a mess,” Ryan said. “When they hired Davis, we all knew shit was going to fly.”

Davis had a checkered coaching history. He liked to push guys to the limit, kind of like my dad.

“How long before Demchuk asks for a trade?”

“He already has,” I said.

Three pairs of eyes turned to face me.

“How do you know?” Jeremy asked.

“My little brother plays Junior in Lethbridge with Demchuk’s little brother.”

“There you have it,” Ryan said.

Slowly, the guys were letting me in, and before I knew it, we were laughing, joking, and gossiping about other teams. When was the last time Ethan and I shared a laugh? Never.

Tangi served a feast for dinner. Not nearly as good as Wolseley’s food, but I wasn’t about to insult the chef. Afterward, I helped with the dishes, mostly because it settled me and was something I could do on my feet. I was finishing up when Tangi cornered me. Wolseley was putting out dessert, and everyone had gathered around to grab some treats.

“I meant what I said in the text,” she said quietly so no one would overhear. “You two are good for each other, and I’m a terrible person.”

“You’re not,” I said with a smile.

“I think I am. And I want you to know that I’ve never seen either of you happier. I want the best for both of you.”

“Thanks, Tangi. And like I said, I’m moving on and forgetting all about it.”

“Good. Fresh starts are good.”

I was finally feeling a part of something, and that felt good too.


Chapter Thirty-Three


Wolseley


We put Christmas behind us. The next thing I had to look forward to was a week home. Brandon had a ridiculously long road trip that coincided with some kind of curling tournament at Graham Place, so he would be gone twelve days. I took full advantage and booked a flight to see my parents and my brother’s family. I couldn’t wait to see Mom and Dad. We did video calls all the time, but it wasn’t the same.

As with any trip I took abroad, Mom and Dad were there to pick me up at the airport. They hugged me so tightly it was hard to breathe. On the drive home, I told them all about Vancouver, what Tangi and Jill were up to, and, of course, all about Brandon. I left out the part about his parents. I didn’t think Mom and Dad needed to know that.

“You look happy, sweetheart,” Dad said. “That makes us happy.”

“It’s been a weird last six months,” I said. “The restaurant, Daniel, moving to Vancouver for a job, becoming a personal chef, falling in love with Brandon. Last summer, I thought I’d hit bottom, and look at me now.”

“We are so proud of you,” Mom said, hugging the life out of me again.

When we got to the house, my brother and his family were there. I got to spend time with my little niece and nephew, and while Mom, Dad, and Jen were busy with them, Craig pulled me aside.

“I have to tell you something,” he said. “Let’s go somewhere private.”

This sounded ominous. I followed him to my bedroom, and we closed the door behind us. Unlike Vancouver and its mild weather, it was freezing cold outside and hardly a place for us to talk unless we wanted a healthy dose of frostbite. Craig leaned up against my dresser and had pain etched on his face. I was starting to worry that someone was sick. Mom and Dad? One of Craig’s kids? Jen?

“I don’t want you to get mad at me.”

Oh god. This was a terrible way to start a conversation.

“What have you done?” I asked. Craig didn’t usually do anything reckless, so he had me on edge.

“Things changed for me when I had kids, and if you have kids one day, I think you’ll understand this. I want them to be happy and healthy, and to know what they are dealing with if something ever comes up. I know you get asked, too, about family histories and everything, but I had to know, so I looked into our birth parents.”

I couldn’t stop myself from frowning. Craig and I had made a pact a long time ago not to find them. They didn’t want us, so why should we want them in our lives? I didn’t so much harbor resentment; it was more about not complicating my life with people who had made a choice not to be our parents. I didn’t hate them, but I also didn’t need them. Besides, we had the best parents two foster kids could have. But at the same time, I could appreciate where he was coming from. We knew nothing about our pasts, or not much, anyway.

“Did you find them?” I asked.

“I did. Before you ask, I ran all this past Mom and Dad before I even did it. I wasn’t going to keep anything from them.”

“They were okay with it?”

“They understood.”

I thought of Brandon’s parents for a moment. That thought scared me. If our birth parents were anything like Peter and Susan … “Did you connect with them?”

“I did with our birth mother. I talked to her once. Wols, I respect you and love you to death, so if you don’t want to know, I won’t tell you. I just didn’t want to blindside you at some point down the road.”

I looked out the window. Night had fallen, but it was cloudy outside, and the snow always reflected the light a little. I’d left the rain of Vancouver to feet and feet of snow for Minnesota, and while the cold had been a shock to my system, I found it comforting as well.

I looked at Craig. “What did she say?”

He let out a sigh of relief. “She told me that she was never married to our father. That he walked out on her after you were born. She couldn’t make ends meet, and her family couldn’t help her because they had nothing to help with, so she gave us up. She said it was hard, that she thought about us all the time. I told her we had good lives and incredible parents. That made her happy. I asked about family history and what she could tell me about our birth father’s. I wrote it all down so I would have a record of it.”

“She was nice?”

“Yes. I connected with her on Facebook so she could see the kids. If you ever want her info, I can give it to you. If you want to meet her.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. “What did she say about our father?”

“Not a lot. He was a truck driver coming across the border all the time. They met at a diner she worked at. They hooked up, had kids, and then he decided to go back home because it was hard to find work. Sounds like he didn’t want to be much of a father. She never heard from him again.”

I groaned. “How do you have kids and never want to know a thing about them?”

“Beats me. “

“I don’t ever want to meet him,” I said with disgust.

“I get that. And I didn’t want to keep any of this from you, but you were going through a lot with the restaurant. Now seemed like a better time to tell you.”

“I totally get why you contacted her. I’m not sure I can do it.”

“I understand.”

We rejoined Mom and Dad and the kids. We all had dinner together, and then Craig and Jen went home. I kept thinking about my birth parents, more so my birth mother since it sounded like my birth father was a deadbeat. But the more time I spent with Mom and Dad and remembered how they nurtured us, made us feel loved and secure, the less I wanted to know about my birth mother.
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Mom had the whole week planned almost to the minute, but I carved out some time to go see Jan. I wanted to thank her in person for all she’d done and try to pay something for her time. Mom gave me a few hours to myself, so I headed down to Jan’s office for the appointment. I checked in with one of the receptionists, who insisted I make myself comfortable and help myself to a beverage. That was when I saw the full coffee bar, complete with fridges filled with various pop, juice, bottled water, and just about anything you could think of. On the white marble island was an assortment of pastries, and I thought about trying a muffin but decided against the potential sticky fingers.

I helped myself to a bottle of water and returned to Wendy, the receptionist. Wendy looked up and smiled. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five.

“Does Jan usually take on pro bono cases like this?”

Wendy tilted her head. “Pro bono? Like what cases?”

“Mine.”

Wendy blinked a few times, then typed away at her computer. A few seconds later, without looking up, she said, “Your case wasn’t pro bono.”

I gasped. Oh god, how much money did I owe? Would she take partial payments? But hadn’t we discussed this on the phone? She’d said it was pro bono, right? Maybe I was remembering wrong, and a full-on panic was setting in. “What? I thought she was doing this pro bono! How much do I owe?” I had money set aside, probably enough to pay the bill if the bill wasn’t astronomical. How had this happened? I was suddenly sweaty and feeling a need to sit down. Had anyone passed out in their office before?

“Nothing,” Wendy said. “All your invoices are paid.”

I gaped at her. What was going on?

“Sorry ... paid? Who paid it? Can you print out a copy of the invoices?”

“Sure. And give me a second, and I’ll tell you who paid it.”

She printed off the invoices painfully slow, and when she handed them to me, my eyes nearly popped out of my head. The legal bills were just over sixty-seven thousand dollars.

When I glanced back at Wendy, the color had vanished from her face. “Oh no. Okay, maybe I should talk to Jan about this. I see a note on the file.”

Wendy had screwed up, and she’d just figured it out. But as the saying went, the horses were already out of the barn. Or whatever that saying was, because horses shouldn’t be in a barn to begin with. They led happy lives in the wild.

“I’m not going to get you in trouble. I just need to know if Brandon Warde paid the bill.”

She took a long second to answer. “Yes.”

“And here I was to thank Jan for her pro bono work. I guess that’s pointless now. I’m not going to say anything about this, but I think I’m going to go. I don’t need to see her anymore.”

Wendy looked a little scared, but I assured her again that I wouldn’t get her in trouble. I then took off before Jan showed up.
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I didn’t know what to do with the invoices. The only thing I knew was how furious I was. Not once had Brandon told me about this. How many times had I brought up Jan? He had more than a few opportunities to come clean, but instead, he and Jan had come up with this lie!

It bothered me for the last few days of my trip, and when I got home, I called a friends meeting with Jill and Tangi, to be held at Tangi’s house. The Kodiaks road trip had a few days left, so I had more than enough time to stew about this.

“Look at these,” I said. “He paid all my invoices. He lied to me.”

Jill looked over the invoices briefly and handed them to Tangi. She spent even less time looking at them.

“Yeah, he’s a horrible human being. Dump him,” Jill said sarcastically.

I scowled at her, and she laughed.

“You are completely missing the point. He led me to believe that I was getting Jan’s services pro bono, and Jan went along with that. Instead, he paid more than sixty thousand dollars.”

“Pure evil,” Tangi said with a grin. “I’m with Jill. Kick him to the curb.”

I wagged my finger at both of them. “I don’t want to be a kept woman. I don’t want a man to save me. I am not a damsel in distress, and I certainly don’t like the lies.”

“I get it, and it’s all shitty,” Jill said. “But you know who does something like that? A person who loves you.”

I shook my head. “We weren’t even dating then.”

Tangi smirked. “I think I rest my case. It seems he loved you before he even knew it.”

“He felt sorry for me,” I protested, suddenly losing the will to fight. He had told me he loved me. No, that was not the subject at hand.

“No, no, no,” Jill said. “You’re not going to do this. We won’t let you sabotage your relationship with him. This is what I think you should do, and maybe Tangi has another strategy, but mine is simple: get over it!”

I looked at Tangi.

“I concur,” she said.

“So I just let this go like it never happened?”

“If you want, you can tell him you found out, thank him for doing it, and get over it!” Jill said.

“I still concur,” Tangi said.

I wanted to argue, but they were right. Was I going to start something over lawyer fees? No, but I did still want him to know I knew and that in the future, we had to be partners, not unwitting participants because I didn’t want secrets out there.

“I hate when you guys are right.”

Tangi smiled and put her arm around my shoulder. “I just channeled what my best friend would tell me to do in this situation.”

She had me there.


Chapter Thirty-Four


Brandon


The road trip seemed to never end, and going home had some rewards. I’d see Wolseley again, and get to eat her food. While everything she’d selected and had available for me was great, nothing compared to what she created. The other perk to going home was a visit with my little sister. She was in town for a fitness and health convention of some kind, and was staying an extra day. Thankfully, Coach Anthony had given us a few days to catch up on sleep and mend all our bruises and other injuries from such a long road trip.

On the flight home, Ryan sat next to me. He wasn’t interested in cards or any of the other games the guys were playing. He said he wanted to sleep, and since I was the only quiet one reading a book, I was the perfect choice to sit next to. I thought he’d nodded off since his eyes were closed, but then he started talking.

“You’re a good egg,” he said.

I stopped reading and glanced over at him. His eyes were still closed.

“That’s nice of you to say. Very thoughtful.”

He chuckled to himself. “Come on. You had such a shitty reputation. But look at you now. Some of the guys like you, you’re captain of the team, and you actually have a girlfriend we can see. That’s some major progress.”

Ryan wasn’t the type to issue backhanded compliments, so I knew he was trying to be sincere, especially about some of the guys liking me. My first couple of years with the Kodiaks weren’t great. My time with Tangi, and being sent to the minors for rehab on my knee, started my trend in the right direction. Being co-captain with Ethan last season made me see that I needed to lighten up while working with someone who would rather push me into a pit of lava.

But Wolseley? She was the cherry on top. The person I needed in my life to balance me. Someone who walked into my life and changed everything in a good way. I couldn’t imagine life without her. How many times had she made me smile and laugh these last few months? More than the thirty years before that put together.

“I did date people.”

Ryan chuckled to himself. “Maybe, but we didn’t meet a single one of them.”

Granted, most weren’t long term. I was more committed to the game than I was to dating. Even when I’d met Wolseley, I hadn’t expected to fall in love with her—but how could I not? She filled the missing piece in my life. Nah, she wasn’t a piece; she was like the other half of me, the good half.

“I didn’t want my life to get complicated with a relationship.”

“I get it. It’s Wolseley. She’s different. That chick always has me in stitches when we talk. She really wants me to cut back on my meat eating, and she’s always finding the cutest ways to convert me. She tells me these really long and detailed stories about factory farming, or whatever she calls it. I can’t believe I listened to it all, but she’s interesting. She’s a keeper. Don’t fuck it up.”

And with that, he was done. He let out one long exhale and was asleep in minutes.
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Wolseley wasn’t in the condo when I got home, but she left a long note about missing me and seeing me in the morning. She also left instructions on how to reheat my late-night dinner. She insisted on leaving the same or similar note every time, even though she knew I could handle it. She said she did it out of habit because Ryan needed instructions with every meal, so I let it go. It was kind of cute.

I ate, caught up with texts, group chats, and the news before heading off to bed. My sister was due the next afternoon, and I couldn’t wait to see her. She wanted to stay in a hotel, but I insisted she stay with me. I hadn’t seen her in such a long time, and though she was going to be busy for part of the weekend, I still wanted to spend every second with her. She’d also mentioned something about being here for my birthday. Having her around would be kind of nice, although as kids, we didn’t do much for birthdays. Mom had a little family party where, for one day we got to feel special.

When I woke up the next morning, I listened for the comforting sounds of the kitchen. The gentle clattering of dishes, the sounds of pots and pans, and if I listened hard enough, and my door was open, Wolseley humming to herself. I didn’t hear much, but when I opened my bedroom door, I was hit with a mixture of the scent of coffee and maybe waffles?

I got to the kitchen, and Wolseley was mixing up batter with a few pancakes on a plate in front of her. I hugged her from behind and kissed her cheek.

“Good morning,” I said. “It’s been a while.”

“It sure has.”

“How was your trip back home?”

“Good. Spent time with my family and caught up with some of my old employees. Wren, my manager, landed on her feet. I hated how they all lost their jobs.”

“Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

I poured myself a massive cup of coffee and tried to work out all my kinks with various stretches before sitting down at the island for part one of my breakfast. She’d perfected protein pancakes, and I was starting the day with those before getting to my hot oatmeal. She’d laid out various fruit choices for me as well.

“I had a talk with my brother that I wasn’t expecting,” she said, putting the plate of pancakes in front of me. I sliced up a banana and threw some berries on them. I finished it up with a touch of maple syrup.

“What about?”

“Our birth parents. Apparently, he looked them up. He said it was more about finding out our medical history now that he has a family, but he’s always been more curious about them than I have. He asked me if I wanted my birth mother’s contact info. He wasn’t able to track down our birth father. I guess I don’t know what I want to do. I told him I’d think about it.”

Usually, Wolseley was so upbeat, but this seemed to be getting her down. The spark and light in her eyes had dimmed a little.

“What does your gut tell you to do?”

“I don’t know. I see that my brother has a point. It’s a good idea to have that medical history, I guess. But I can get that from him. I don’t need to talk to her.”

“You know that you don’t have to make that decision today.”

“I know. It’s just something to think about. It’s just if I want kids one day …”

She watched me expectantly. I’d never really thought about having kids, but the idea of having them with Wolseley, someone so grounded and sweet, who would keep me in check and make me a better dad if I needed to be, made me reconsider.

“Do you want kids?” I asked, knowing she didn’t want that answer.

“Yes. You?”

Her big brown eyes were staring at me, waiting for the right answer.

“I think so. No, I do want them.”

A wide smile spread across her face that warmed me inside.

“Enough about that,” she said. “Your sister is coming today!”

“I’m pretty excited about that.”

“I was thinking I’d put together a nice dinner, hang out for a bit, then let the two of you have the evening to yourselves. You probably have a lot to catch up on, and you don’t need me buzzing around.”

“You can stay.”

“Nope. I have a feeling you and your sister have a lot to talk about. Things that don’t involve me. I’ll be here in the morning to make breakfast.”

As I watched her finish up my oatmeal, I thought about life before her and decided at that moment that I never wanted to go back to it.
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I picked up Brooke at the airport, which was a bad decision all around. One person recognized me, that became two, and then it was a crowd of ten. Normally, I would have been a little cranky about all the photos and autographs, but my little sister was in town and that made up for everything else.

The second I saw Brooke, I politely told the last of the autograph seekers that I had to wrap this up. I scribbled my name a few more times and took off to meet her. She threw her arms around me, and I hugged her tight.

“You’re looking good,” she said as we finally walked out to my SUV.

“Changing my diet has made a huge difference. I have more energy, I feel good, and I’m sure my recovery time has shortened. Honestly, I think I’m in the best shape of my life.”

She pursed her lips and narrowed her blue eyes. “Do you think that maybe Wolseley has something to do with that?”

“For sure,” I said, unable to hide a smile.

“You are giddy. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so happy.”

“Like I said, I made some changes. All for the positive.”

We drove back to my place, and she told me all about her job and the convention she would be attending. It was Saturday and Sunday, during the day, with some kind of dinner Saturday night. But I’d have her Sunday evening and all of Monday before she headed back home Tuesday morning. She told me all about her promotion and that she loved living in Toronto. Mostly because it was far away from Mom and Dad, but neither of us needed to verbalize that detail.

“Sunday night, we are going for dinner, on me, to celebrate your birthday. It’s not every day you leave one decade and join another.”

“Sure, but let’s keep it low-key.”

“Didn’t we always have low-key birthdays? I think we were all scared to have friends around.”

She was right about that.

We got to the condo, and I introduced Wolseley to Brooke. I’d always been nervous introducing women I was dating to family. I think I had it engrained in my brain that it didn’t matter who she was, she wouldn’t live up to my parents’ expectations. That was why Mom and Dad didn’t know Brooke was bisexual and had been in a healthy relationship with Phoebe for the last year and a half. Dad would have so many issues about that.

And that is why I should have known better with Brooke. She welcomed everyone, and Wolseley was hard not to like, so I wasn’t surprised when they immediately hit it off like they’d been friends for years.

Brooke sampled the grilled vegetables and demanded that Wolseley tell her how she made them. The same thing happened when Brooke tried the portobello pasta in marinara sauce, the marinade for the grilled chicken, and how Wolseley made the dressing for the salad.

“I’d be happy to share all my recipes with you,” Wolseley said.

By the time we got to dessert, we were all stuffed, but that didn’t stop us. Wolseley had made tiramisu, Brooke’s favorite, and when she took her first bite, I thought she might pass out from joy.

“I don’t know how my brother isn’t fat,” she said, scooping more tiramisu into her mouth.

“Because I burn four to five thousand calories a day! Wolseley also doesn’t make dessert that often.”

Brooke turned to me, pointing her finger. “You marry this woman right now!”

I laughed, and Wolseley blushed.

Brooke and I insisted that Wolseley relax while we cleaned up. Brooke and I were well-acquainted with housework, something Mom instilled in us many times. They probably thought it was a form of punishment, but I enjoyed those moments of cleaning when I didn’t have to deal with their bullshit.

“I have a date with my friends tonight,” Wolseley said. “So I’m going to leave the two of you to your fun and cleaning.”

“I will see you Sunday, right? We have to celebrate with the birthday boy,” Brooke said.

“You bet.”

She gave me a quick kiss, grabbed her coat, and was gone. Brooke and I watched her go, and when I turned to my sister, a silly grin was on her face.

“You so love her,” she said, slapping my arm with a dish towel.

“I do like her a lot,” I said, my heart bursting a little at the thought.

Brooke grabbed the plate she’d set aside and piled more tiramisu on it. We sat back down at the island, and she reached out and squeezed my hand.

“She’s the yin to your yang.”

I rolled my eyes. “Really? That’s what you come up with?”

“I’m not wrong. She’s a firebug who can light up a room. You are … not. She can make people laugh, and you … don’t. The one thing you both have is a huge heart, and I see how you complement each other. I still can’t believe you went to a drag show.”

“I’m going to be thirty tomorrow. And for most of my life, I—we—have been under our parents’ thumbs. That’s not happening anymore. I want to find out who I am, and I’m finding that out with Wolseley. That means doing things I normally wouldn’t think to do.”

“I have that with Phoebe, so I understand. Why do you think I moved so far away? Hell, I would have gone to Greenland to get away from them. Despite how hard they tried to fuck us up, we are going to come out okay.”

I thought about Christmas with my parents and what Wolseley had to endure. Brooke knew all about it, and, of course, she understood.

“Bailey seems to have them figured out too. He’s also the baby, so maybe that’s why he gets a pass.”

Brooke and I were less than two years apart, but Bailey had come a lot later. Maybe by then, Dad had mellowed out a bit, but Bailey still got his fair share of verbal, emotional, and physical abuse. He may have been Dad’s favorite, but Bailey still had to meet expectations. Meanwhile, Dad made my life a living hell and didn’t hold much back for Brooke either.

I tapped the rim of my water glass, thinking about shit I wanted to forget. I glanced up at Brooke, and she was focused on her dessert.

“Is it wrong of me to not want to patch things up with them?”

Her spoon stopped mid-scoop. “No.”

I nodded, satisfied. “Good. Because my last correspondence with them was to say that I had no intentions of speaking to them again until they both apologized to Wolseley. Mom’s reply was that they had nothing to apologize for.”

Brooke laughed sarcastically. “You know, I’ve been in therapy a long time. One thing I’ve learned is that sometimes you have to give up the toxic people in your life. Mom and Dad are toxic. No, worse. They are nuclear waste. I know they don’t see it, and that’s their problem, but if the three of us want to have normal lives, we need to set boundaries. I think you finally set yours, and I’m proud of you. You should think about therapy too. It’s not a weakness.”

“It’s funny you mention it, because Wolseley said the same thing. I have been thinking about it, and I’ve done a bit of it in the past. I need to live a better life, you know?”

“I know,” she said. “And from what I can see, you’re already on that path to a better life.”


Chapter Thirty-Five


Wolseley


Ihad fully intended to have dinner with Brooke and Brandon for his very subdued birthday—he insisted we not make a big deal about it—on Sunday evening, then let them spend Monday together, Brooke’s last full day in town, but Brandon wanted me to come along on his tour of Vancouver. We had a great time visiting Stanley Park after we watched the Kodiaks practice. We then ate lunch at a great little Greek restaurant I’d heard about. After that, we did a walk through the neighborhood, and by the time we got back to Brandon’s place, we were all exhausted.

I headed home, but before that wished Brooke a safe trip back to Toronto. She’d embraced me into her life as much as their parents hadn’t. I was convinced that Brooke and Brandon made it their mission not to be anything like their parents, which was an excellent plan.

Brooke flew out early Tuesday morning, and Brandon told me to skip breakfast because he was heading to Graham Place for practice right after that. I made Ryan’s breakfast, which Delia picked up from my place, then I headed over to Brandon’s to start prepping his early lunch and then his pregame meal. I had so much I wanted to talk to him about now that Brooke was gone, but it could wait until after that night’s game.

I told Delia I didn’t need her for her Wednesday mid-morning shift. I had reserved that time to finally have a conversation with Brandon, the conversation I’d been wanting to have with him since getting back from Minnesota, and I didn’t want Delia around for that.

Brandon slept in a little longer than normal because Coach Anthony had made it an optional skate that day. Brandon wanted the day off. I prepped breakfast for him and Ryan, and Delia came to get it. She was already gone when I heard the door to Brandon’s room open. He wandered into the kitchen, bleary-eyed, and poured himself a cup of coffee. He sat down at the island and froze. He stared down at Jan’s invoices.

“Oh shit,” he muttered, suddenly wide awake.

“Imagine my surprise when I went to thank Jan, asked the receptionist how she could do this all pro bono, and the unwitting receptionist handed me this. And don’t you get her into trouble. She made a mistake, and I don’t want her to be reprimanded.”

He massaged his temples and groaned. “Am I in trouble?” he asked.

“Maybe. I’d like an explanation,” I said, presenting him with his breakfast sandwich and a side of hot quinoa cereal.

“I meant to tell Jan to charge you something, and I forgot to do that.”

My gaze narrowed, and I wanted to punch him. “Not that kind of explanation, smarty-pants!”

He scratched his head, no doubt wondering how he was going to get out of this. “I thought what had happened to you was shitty, so I told Jan I would pay all her fees because I knew you wouldn’t be able to. At least not right away, and this asshole needed to be dealt with, pronto.”

“So right from the start, you were meddling in my affairs?” Oh god. Literally my affairs. “My issues, I mean.”

“Yup. I arranged it with my aunt and Jan. I knew you were down on your luck, and if you couldn’t pay a lawyer, Daniel was going to ruin your life, and I didn’t want that. I should have told you the truth, but once it was settled, I kind of forgot about it. I also thought you’d get mad at me. I guess I was right about that.”

He was giving me puppy dog eyes, and dammit, it was working. “I feel a little stupid. You and Jan had me believing it was all pro bono. Meanwhile, you were footing the enormous bill.”

“It was the right thing to do.”

I nodded. “True enough. And now, the right thing for me to do is pay you back.”

He groaned again. “Come on! You don’t have to. I wanted to pay the bill.”

“And I don’t want you to.”

“I won’t accept the money.”

“You will.”

He looked at me with those blue eyes again, the ones I could get myself lost in. “I made the choice to pay those lawyer fees. My aunt put you in touch with Jan. You aren’t paying them, and if you do, I’ll give you a bonus for the same amount.”

I channeled Jill and Tangi. I could hear both their voices telling me to back off. “Fine. But you can’t do that again. No more crappy secrets like that, okay?”

“Promise,” he said with a meek smile.

“In the future, I have to clean up my own messes.”

“Got it,” he said, giving me a salute.

He dug into breakfast, and I started prepping lunch and the pregame meal. Without Delia, I had more to handle, but I could get it done with plenty of time since she’d be in that afternoon. But this extra time alone with Brandon gave me time to talk to him.

“It was nice meeting Brooke. She is amazing.”

“She is. I’m glad we got to spend some time together. We talked about my parents and some other things. Since we’re all about honesty, I told my parents that I’m not speaking to them until they apologize to you. Of course, my parents are sociopaths and think they did nothing wrong, so it looks like I won’t be talking to them for a while.”

He ate his breakfast sandwich like he’d just told me he’d canceled the newspaper and not his parents. Granted, they were probably two of the worst people I’d ever met, including the likes of Daniel, but cutting his parents out of his life? That seemed so extreme … and then it hit me. I was cutting out my birth mother. But this wasn’t the same thing.

“Are you sure? Because they are your parents.”

“I’m sure, and while I’m at it, I’m going to take advantage of the counseling I can get through our players’ union. I think it would be good to talk to someone about this. You know, I need to find my inner peace.”

He was starting to sound like me.

“That’s a great idea. And about my birth mother, I’ve been thinking about that too. Like my brother, I want kids. I should probably know what I’m dealing with medically. A little part of me is also curious about her, but I worry that even though my parents say it doesn’t upset them, what if it does?”

“Don’t you think you can take what your parents say at face value?”

He was making a lot of good points. When I set out to have this conversation with him, I didn’t expect us both to have all these epiphanies.

“I guess so,” I said.

He ate while I chopped onions and then garlic. He startled me when he said, “So about these kids, is that something you want sooner rather than later?”

He seemed almost afraid to ask the question, which made me afraid to answer it. Was I walking into something? “I’ve always envisioned a few kids. I would be totally flexible about getting married, though. I think in this day and age, no one has to be married to be a family. How about you?”

I was just as cautious with my question back, also afraid of what he would say.

“If you asked me six months ago, I would say no way. I didn’t see myself married or having kids, mostly because I was afraid of being my father. It’s just in the last few years that I’ve made changes, and I sure have made a lot of changes since September.”

I was blushing again. Ugh! “Don’t give me credit. You did it all by yourself.”

“My point is that, yeah, now I can see myself settling down and having kids.”

“Maybe one day that will happen for us,” I said casually. I was focused on our conversation but also on trying not to make my eyes water from the damn onions.

“Would you like that?”

I stopped chopping. “With you?”

“Is there someone else I don’t know about?”

For crying out loud, I was blushing again. And my eyes were watering.

“No. And, of course, I’ve thought about that with you.”

“I’ve thought about it with you too. A lot.”

I gasped. “You have?” I asked, feeling my heart about to explode.

“These last couple of days with my sister opened my eyes to a lot, and I know we haven’t known each other that long, but I feel like we’re a perfect fit. Brooke said yin and yang. How often does something like that happen?”

“I don’t know,” I said, wiping happy onion tears from my eyes. “I’ve never had it happen to me.”

“Me neither. Until now.”

“So what do we do?”

“Get married?”


Chapter Thirty-Six


Brandon


Every team had a mid-season break, and for mine, I took Wolseley to Cabo for five days. When we weren’t in bed, we were on the beach or trying the local authentic cuisine, which sometimes meant driving out farther than I would have liked, but I’d do anything for her. On the last day of our trip, I arranged for a private dinner in one of the best restaurants in the area. We watched the sunset together on the beach, and that’s when I asked her to formally marry me. Jeremy had given me the name of a jeweler in Vancouver that he’d gone to for Jill’s ring. Deciding I couldn’t make this decision alone, Jill and a heavily pregnant Tangi helped me pick the perfect ring. I wanted it to be unique and something Wolseley would cherish, so I settled on a ruby encrusted with diamonds. Rubies were Wolseley’s favorite.

“Of course, I’ll marry you,” she said. “But there is an issue.”

“An issue?”

She had me baffled, but by the expression on her face, she looked pretty serious, as if something was weighing on her. Did she have a husband she’d never mentioned?

“I had a conversation with Jan a few months ago about liability. I gave her some hypotheticals, and one of those happened to be the possibility of getting married and how my situation with the restaurant may affect any future husband.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“As a nearly bankrupt person like myself at the time, she didn’t think anyone would go after me. But let’s say I happened to marry a very sexy hockey player with the most amazing blue eyes who wasn’t at all bankrupt. Are you following along?”

I sipped some of my red wine. “Yes. Go on.”

“She did say there was a chance that someone could go after me, knowing that the sexy hockey player might have deeper pockets than my very shallow ones.”

“I don’t care,” I said matter-of-factly.

She shook her head. “No. I don’t like that. I don’t want you opening yourself up to being Mr. Moneybags because of my mistake. We could wait another year and a bit for the statute of limitations to run out.”

I thought about that for a second. A very short second. “I want to get married this summer.”

“And if someone finds out and sues me?”

“Let them. I’m sure we can talk to Jan about ways to protect you and me from this. And if I have to, I’ll hire all the best lawyers to defend you, but seriously, if someone sued you for eating risotto made with chicken stock instead of vegetable stock, did it kill them? What could they possibly sue you for? A few thousand dollars? Meh.”

She watched me, the corners of her lips quivering just a little.

“I love you, Brandon Warde.”

“I love you, Wolseley Douglas.”

She finally let me put the ring on her finger, and it fit perfectly, and when we got home, we started planning a wedding.

“I have made a big decision,” she said as she snuggled into me on the sofa. We were watching a movie that neither of us were interested in.

“Should I be scared?”

“No. I don’t think so. Since we have established that we’re having kids, I don’t want them to look back at our wedding photos and wonder why their mother’s hair was neon pink. So I’m going to let it grow out a bit and have a Marilyn Monroe look with reddish hair that’s closer to my natural hair color. What do you think?”

“You know you don’t have to conform. You can show up to our wedding with whatever hair color you want.”

“It’s not really conforming. I’ve thought about going that hair color route for a while. You know, to mix things up.”

“I love the idea. And since we are making decisions, I thought maybe you could move in here permanently?”

“That thought has crossed my mind. It would make life easier for me, and I’d be able to sleep in a little later. But I should probably let Tangi and Ethan know. They may not want the condo vacant.”

“The trade deadline is around the corner. I’m sure someone will snap it up from him for a few months.”

“Ooh, good point. I also talked to Jill about their wedding date. She said they are planning for mid-August, so we can get married the first week of July. And I love your idea of something small. I’ve always hated big weddings, but maybe because I had to cater to them. They were always nightmares. Bridezillas and ghoulish grooms.”

I kissed the top of her head. “I’m good with just close friends and family. I know that my little brother mentioned the wedding to my parents. When they apologize to you, I will consider sending them an invitation.”

She looked up at me with her big brown eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want to talk it out with them? Put this behind you?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not giving in to them. I did that my whole life. Asking them to apologize to you isn’t a hardship. If they can’t do that, I don’t want them at the wedding. It’s that simple.”

“I guess I can’t argue with that when I don’t want to meet my birth mother. But Craig gave me all the info he got from her, so at least I have that.”

We were silent for a while, both staring at the TV, but I was sure she wasn’t watching it, just like I wasn’t watching it. My brain was thinking too hard. In four and a half months, we were going to get married. To think I hadn’t even known her a year, yet I felt like I’d known her all my life.

“When your hockey career is over, I’d like to open a restaurant again. In a city we know that we’ll be living in permanently. And I don’t care where that is, by the way. I’m open to anything.”

“I’m open to anything too. I’m happy to live in Minnesota, here, Siberia, wherever you want to go. Just not Regina.”

“We have lots of time to figure that out.”

I squeezed her tight. Yup. We had our whole lives ahead of us, and we would be together.


Epilogue


Wolseley


That September, I opened a small bakery—the last thing I thought I’d open. I called it the Sweet Spot. The whole thing happened by accident, really. Word got around about my protein bars and new protein cookies. When I say word got around, it was Ryan and Brandon sharing my healthy protein-packed baked goods with their teammates and hockey friends. What happened next was that hockey players from all over the United States and Canada wanted my bars, muffins, and cookies. But I couldn’t just sell bars and cookies, so I expanded to my specialty breads, protein pancake mixes, and some other more traditional desserts. But the protein bars, muffins, and cookies were my best sellers, and I was shipping them all over the place. I could barely keep up with production when teams were ordering hundreds at a time.

While doing all that, I expanded my personal chef business. I had hired three chefs to work out of my kitchen at the Sweet Spot, and they were now making meals for two more Kodiaks and catering events all over the city and surrounding areas. I was still working out the kinks, but business had been brisk.

I brought in Delia to work with me when she wasn’t in school. I also hired a few of her classmates as well as a few other bakers that Jill helped me interview. I was not making another Daniel mistake. The bakery was flourishing, and I was putting in long hours, but it was worth it. I loved my job.

Speaking of Jill, she and Jeremy got married six weeks after me and Brandon. They had their destination wedding in Italy with about fifty guests. Her mother wasn’t invited. Brandon and I had just twenty guests, and the small reception was held at the best restaurant in Minneapolis, which also happened to be owned by a chef friend. The same friend who had snapped up Wren. I insisted that Wren be a guest at my wedding, so Carl, the owner of Jicama, gave her the day off. I was going to have words with him if he didn’t.

As for the rest of the twenty guests, Brandon’s parents were not among them. Brandon had stuck to his word, and since neither had apologized to me, they got no invite. To be that stubborn and mean. Sad, really.

In October, while we all hung out with Tangi and her newborn, Grace, Jill dropped a bombshell.

“I have no idea how this happened, but Jeremy has some determined little swimmers,” she said.

Tangi and I exchanged perplexed looks.

“Care to explain?” Tangi asked.

“Despite being on the pill, I’m pregnant.”

“Congratulations,” I said, jumping up to hug her.

“There is more,” Jill said. “I’m not having one baby. I’m having three.”

“Holy shit,” was all Tangi said.

“Three babies!”

Jill frowned. “Yup, three. I told Jeremy I would have one, but that didn’t mean one pregnancy with three babies. Anyway, this is it. I’m never getting pregnant again. I hope he’s happy. He will also be getting a vasectomy.”

I stifled a laugh. “Well, at least you’re getting it over with all at once.”

“I told him he better help me with these kids. My god, three! We are definitely going to need nannies.”

All this baby talk had me thinking about kids, but Brandon and I planned to wait at least a year until I had the bakery established. Unlike Jill, if I could, I’d have a house full of them. Time would tell.

I got home from seeing my friends, and Brandon was there, my husband. I was still getting used to that.

“Did you have fun with your friends?” he asked, pulling me in for a kiss.

“I did. Jill is having triplets.”

His eyes opened wide. “Oh, that’s a lot.”

“She’s not happy about it, but I’m sure Jeremy is over the moon.”

“Next year for us, right?”

“Right. But for now, let’s enjoy the peace and quiet. And each other, because once those kids come …”

“I can’t wait to start a family with you, Wolseley.”

“And I look forward to spending every day with you. I love you, Brandon Warde.”

“I love you, Wolseley Douglas-Warde.”

If you loved this book and like hockey, check out Player Next Door. My standalone hockey romance.
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