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Underneath that calm demeanour, I sensed lay a deeply passionate man.

Noah

My parents pounded perfection into my head from a young age. Perfection is how you succeed. Striving for it has allowed me to own one of the most popular British-themed pubs in Victoria, BC. But perfection also makes love unattainable.

But as I get used to being alone, a guy named Brody walks into my pub and becomes a regular, coming in at the same time every weeknight, and always orders the same thing.

Brody reminds me of the sea before a storm. The expression on his beautiful face is often fixed. He doesn't talk much, but his deep mahogany eyes speak volumes.

There's someone passionate inside all that outward calm.

The sparks are there, but what I eventually discover about Brody holds me back from pursuing more. A relationship with him would be far from perfect. To call him mine, I need to redefine what perfection looks like.

Noah is a sweet slow-burning romance about a member of the Salish Sea Society, a group of four best friends who have been through a lot together. This novel is set on the rugged coast of Pacific Canada and is a story of newfound understanding of the autism spectrum and finding passion and love beating beneath the chest of a man of carefully measured words and silent looks.
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The first thing I want to mention is that this story and this entire series takes place in Victoria, British Columbia, Canada, the capital city of the province located on Vancouver Island off the pacific coast of Canada, the land mass bordered by the Salish Sea; a large body of water that includes Strait of Georgia up the Canadian coastline, the Strait of Juan de Fuca containing the American Juan de Fuca archipelago of islands, and the Puget Sound by Seattle, WA.

Added note: It is so majestic and beautiful here. Add it to your list of places to visit. You'll find the city of Victoria to be friendly and the cuisine world class, having one of the most restaurants per capita in North America. Also, a full one percent of our population is transgender.

Because this story takes place in Canada and I am a Canadian author, I have decided to write this book in Canadian English. If you're not familiar with what this means, it means there will be spelling differences, such as extra letters and letter orders. 

* Please don't report these to Amazon as spelling mistakes. Those suggestion options that Amazon offers to readers can cause a book to be removed from Amazon and the author's Amazon account closed for lack of 'customer satisfaction'. I'm taking a chance.

So please don't report my spelling.

The second thing I want to mention is that one of the main characters in this story is on the autism spectrum. To create this character, I have used my son's and my experiences and symptoms as we are both on the spectrum. A note: Every person on the spectrum is completely different in the way the syndrome affects them and the way they interact in the world. Some are not recognizable as being on the spectrum to the neurotypical community; some barely on the spectrum, and some like my son and I who have become proficient at masking; a way of hiding our symptoms through practice. Please respect that I have written this character from what I know based on my own life.

Those are my notes. I hope you enjoy Noah and Brody's love story. It's a sweet story where trust, love, and understanding are built slowly, nurturing feelings far beyond lust.
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Chapter One | Noah
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The Lion and Pheasant was packed. Every table, booth, and barstool was occupied. Standing room only. It was Friday night, so that wasn't unusual. The pub I owned near Victoria, BC's Inner Harbour was popular. What was unusual; two of my bartenders had gone home sick moments before the rush hit. I had replacements coming to the rescue, but until they got here, my best friend, Liam, and I would have to try to manage the ticker tape of drink order chits littering the bar top.

"Maddy!" I flagged down tonight's night manager. "Could you hop in here?"

There was a slight uptick in one of her brows. I knew she was busy assisting the servers: delivering drinks and food, running dirty dishes down to the kitchen, taking payments, and making sure the guests were behaving themselves. On top of a million other little things.

I was lucky to have her.

"Sure thing, Noah." Maddy stepped behind the bar, analyzed the situation, and started pulling a fleet of ales from our vast assortment of beer taps. She went from that to mixed drinks, regional shafts, and shots, fulfilling one order after another. I relaxed, rolled my shoulders, and refocused. The three of us should be able to handle the drink orders until reinforcements arrived.

We carried on like that for a good half an hour.

"Phillips Pale is down," Maddy shouted to me over the sound of chatter, laughter, and the live band warming up in opposition to the pounding house music. I was almost glad one of the kegs had been drained. It gave me an opportunity to retreat to the relative quiet of the basement.

A few seconds to breathe.

I just wished the keg room wasn't in the depths of the pub: roughly poured, cracked cement floors and dank musty smell in a low-ceiled poorly lit, refrigerated room.

I clambered in among the large metal kegs, only barely succeeding in keeping my attention on my task and not on the darkness in the back corners of the space. If you gazed into the blackness long enough, your eyes would start to play tricks; detecting movement where there was none.

I couldn't keep a shiver from running down my spine.

There's nothing back there.

Of course, the pale ale I wanted required me to climb and lay across a row of kegs to reach the valves. Stretched as far as I could, the metal rims digging into my muscles, my fingers strained to make the switch to the full keg. I managed the manoeuvre without spraying myself with beer.

Back upstairs, I was relieved to see the two bartenders I had called to come in behind the bar, stepped in alongside Liam, pouring drinks at record speed. Maddy had returned to the floor, checking in with the hosts and the bouncer, Chris, whose only task was to check identification at the door and move along any patrons who were deemed too drunk or rowdy.

A guy with a familiar face slid onto a vacated seat at the bar. He'd been coming in every night this week, occupying a space for a couple of hours, nursing a gin and tonic as he ate a plate of our buffalo wings. Liam, ever the charmer, only managed to get a few slight smirks out of him.

He'd finish up and leave after casting a glance my way. He was there at the same time each night when I was typically behind the bar. I had developed a habit of knowing when he was about to leave, out of the corner of my eye catching him balling up his paper napkin and wet wipe and discarding them on his plate then throwing back the remnants of his drink.

Our eyes would lock for a moment.

There was something sad about them, his eyes. Like he'd lost someone or something. Like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. There was a part of me that wanted to know which it was. I slipped behind the bar and mixed his gin and tonic and set it down on a coaster in front of him. He looked up at me, his eyebrows raised, seeming a little surprised.

"I made a guess," I said and leaned on the bar top.

"I must be predictable."

"Nothing wrong with having a favourite." I tried a smile out on him. He didn't bite.

"You know what food I want to order?"

"Buffalo wings, right?"

He gifted me with a slight lift in the corner of his mouth. Then his gaze travelled from my eyes to my mouth and back again. "The spicy heat clears my head."

After lifting his drink to his lips and then setting it back in front of him, he combed his fingers through the riot of dark curls on top of his head. The action made my breath stutter a little.

My sullen customer was gorgeous. An angular jaw with neatly trimmed bristles that would feel amazing running roughshod between my thighs. Broody, clear mahogany eyes; long lashes. And full kissable lips the colour of pink rose petals in the summer sun.

I cleared my throat. "I'll order those wings for you ...?" I arched an eyebrow.

"Brody," he murmured barely loud enough for me to hear him.

Broody Brody.

I smiled and extended my hand. "Noah."

Brody hesitated but then accepted my handshake. My heart thundered as he held my hand for far too long. He swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing, darted his tongue across his lower lip, and then released my hand. As if the prolonged contact had embarrassed him, he stared down at his drink. I moved to the computer and placed his order.

Liam nudged me. "Did he actually speak to you?"

"Briefly."

"Looked like more than I've ever gotten out of him." Liam dried a glass with a bar towel and set it on the bar top. "He sure likes to keep his eyes on you."

"Pfft. Not many places to look when he's facing the bar."

"Keep telling yourself that but he doesn't keep sneaking glances at me." A smile burst across Liam's face. "And that is incredibly unusual."

I laughed. "Conceited bastard."

Liam jostled me, smirking. "Admit it. You think I'm beautiful."

"A beautiful pain in my ass."

"You love me."

"Did you ever offer me a choice?" I grasped the back of Liam's neck. "You know I do."

The bar humming along, I took a step back, crossed my arms, and gazed out across the crowds of patrons from one end of the pub to the other. It's not what my parents wanted for me but most days, my decision to open a pub made me happy. Rather than follow in my parents' and siblings' footsteps, I'd bucked the trend and not become a corporate lawyer and joined the family law firm. It had caused friction over the years, and I often second-guessed myself.

Had I done the right thing?

Looking around right now, though—in this moment, I loved it. My heart was here. Beating in the centre of these four walls. But is that slice of joy a measure of success?

The pub needed a lot of work still to make it perfect. The entire space needed to be painted but that would be impossible unless we closed for a few days. Same with the upholstery on the booth seating and the leather on the stools. It all needed to be redone. Even the glasses needed to be replaced. They were there from the previous owner, and some were becoming slightly foggy.

I didn't have enough money for any of it.

I made my way back to Brody and set a roll of cutlery, a small plate, and a packaged wet wipe in front of him. He chanced a glance at me. Then back to his drink.

"Thank you."

"Sure thing, handsome."

Mm. Now that was a thing of beauty. My term of endearment had caused a rosy flush to colour Brody's cheeks. I wondered how far down his chest that bloom descended.

One of the food runners placed Brody's plate of wings on the bar top.

"Enjoy," I said and left him to it, sensing his attention was on my ass as I walked away—if Liam was correct, and Brody was watching me. If I had to read him, I'd label him gay or bi-curious.

Not interested.

I liked my guys experienced. When I was in my 20s, I loved popping guys' gay sex cherries, but now in my mid-30s, I liked to get busy with someone who knew what they were doing.

I looked over my shoulder at Brody.

Then why is he doing it for me?

I almost missed his exit from the pub an hour later. He stood at the edge of the bar, his hands resting on it. Three strong inhales and exhales as he watched me, and then he turned and left.

Strange guy.

Last call came at half past midnight. We were open until one, but I wouldn't be closing tonight. Maddy had drawn the short straw. There was always paperwork to be done but I'd been working since eight this morning. At 1:20, Liam and I ducked out into the cold, damp autumn night.

I reached over and gripped Liam's arm. Sitting at one of the tables on our patio was a figure, the mist from his warm breath wafting above him like a thinning cumulous cloud.

It was dark. The only illumination was a few street lanterns reflected in the puddles surrounding the cobblestones and the dancing spots of light from a string of overhead bulbs. 

I could barely make out the figure's features. The collar of his bulky coat was pulled up near his ears, and he had produced a toque, but there was no doubt, it was Brody.

"I think he's here for you," Liam said. "Do you want me to stick around?"

I patted Liam's shoulder. "No. Pretty sure he's harmless."

In two steps, Liam had me wrapped up in a hug. I clung to him, enjoying the familiar strength and grip of his hands, and the firmness of a chest I had fallen asleep on more than once—as a friend. Our relationship was entirely platonic. Close. I did love him—but not in a romantic way.

"Be careful," he whispered in my ear.

"Always. I'll call if he turns out to be an axe murderer."

As Liam puffed out a chuckle and walked away, Brody stood—without a word.

"Walk with me," I said and motioned in the direction I intended to go. The road led toward home but also a restaurant that stayed open late and served the best pie in town.

Brody jogged and caught up with me.

"Were you waiting for me?" Might as well start with the obvious question. Were you waiting for me? Are you a stalker? And are you planning on murdering me?

I was being dramatic. Brody was just a guy who seemed a little lost. Not sure what he wanted from me, but the memory of those sad eyes of his made me feel for him.

Maybe I could help him in some way.

"Yes." His voice was rushed like a hiss and barely registered above a whisper.

"Why?"

Brody stopped walking. "Sex."

Whoa. Direct much? I'd been propositioned by countless men in my life, but they usually pretended to get to know me a little before they shot me a dick pic and suggested we fuck.

This guy? Straight to the point.

I tugged his arm and got him walking again. "How do you know I even like men?"

"You flirt with them at the pub."

"Maybe that's just an act to get them to drink more."

Brody stopped again and turned to face me. "Did I get it wrong?"

I crossed my arms. To be honest, Brody was making me feel a little unsettled. I wasn't sure if it was my Spidey senses telling me to duck and run or if the guy simply intrigued me.

His brow furrowed as he stared at me with those sorrowful eyes.

"Do you like pie?" I asked.

Now his brow really screwed up. "As in vagina? No."

I laughed. "No, I'm talking pecan, lemon meringue, blueberry, pumpkin—"

"Are you gay, or aren't you?"

Sheesh. Chill for a second.

"I am gay, but I think we should sit down and eat the best pie in the city and talk about why you blurted sex at me when I asked you a why are you stalking me question."

"I'm not stalking you. I like your pub. The wings are good."

Okay. But that's not my point. "I meant stalking me after the pub closed."

Brody jammed his hands into his coat pockets and started walking.

"Not stalking," he muttered.
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Chapter Two | Brody
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Maybe I'd made a mistake propositioning Noah for sex. I thought it would be a done deal. I'm an attractive guy. My conversation skills are shit but that's not what I'd been looking for. Unlike a hookup app, I'd had the opportunity to see the guy I was interested in fucking interacting with other people. I'd gotten to study his character a little. Not that I had anything against random hookups. I had them frequently enough. But I'd been looking for something different.

Somewhere in my subconscious brain, I was looking for a deeper connection with someone. It had crept up on me recently. The need for more. I'd committed to trying something new.

"Not stalking," I muttered again. Yes, I was unusual in the way I went about things. I chalked it up to being on the autism spectrum. I was high-functioning, but I had quirks. What might be normal operating mode for neurotypical people didn't apply to me. I know it made me awkward and I came across as cold and unfeeling—and awkward ... did I mention awkward? In my eyes, I saw something I wanted, and I placed myself in a position to get it—him. As simple as that.

Noah just chuckled as I followed him, and we walked two blocks up away from the Inner Harbour to a restaurant on the second floor of a newer building. Jimmy's. And there was the sign to validate Noah's claim. Best Pie in the City it proclaimed.

Outside sat an older homeless man. He was tucked under an overhang, his legs in a sleeping bag, and he had two large furry dogs curled up next to him.

"Evening, Hank," Noah said and approached him. "Staying warm and dry?"

"Doing my best," Hank replied. "Dogs help."

"How are they?"

"Thankfully, they love being outside."

Noah removed his wallet from his back pocket and started fishing around inside.

He's not seriously going to give this guy money. Hank here would likely pack up his belongings and head for the Pandora area and buy drugs with it. Noah was wasting his money.

"Only have a few 5s for you tonight."

"You know it's always appreciated. It'll buy me a nice breakfast tomorrow." Hank took the money from Noah and tucked it in his woolen coat pocket.

Noah stepped away. "Have a good night, Hank."

"God bless. You, too."

All his cash gone; Noah led the way up the stairs to the restaurant. The rush of warm air was sickly sweet as he pulled open the door to reveal an impressive image of an old Chevy cruiser and a black and white checkered floor. We were shown to a 50s-style diner, red pleather booth. I removed my coat and toque and folded them, placing them against the end of the booth seating.

After settling, I let my gaze wander to Noah's face. My stomach did a bit of a flip. His appearance thrilled me, but what kinds of questions was he going to ask me? Would he expect an answer to everything he asked? There was a reason I didn't usually do much talking with guys.

It made me nervous.

My ability to determine if someone was being insincere sucked. Usually, it didn't show on their face. I'd have to look for other clues like body posture. Were they relaxed? Were they stiff? I had made an extensive study of both types of tells when it came to everyday life, but sussing someone out when I was distracted by their swoon-worthy looks made things difficult.

Noah smiled at me with those gorgeous lips of his that were so plump, I wanted to take a bite out of them. Would that be something he'd be into? Me biting and sucking on those lips.

"Where are you from?" he started.

Safe enough question.

"Grew up in Victoria."

His expression brightened. "Me too. Whereabouts?"

Too personal.

My brow furrowed of its own accord. "We moved around."

"My parents still live in our childhood home in Oak Bay."

That explained a lot, his owning one of the most popular pubs in Victoria. He probably grew up loaded. His parents most likely funded the acquisition of his pub.

"Do your parents live in Victoria?" he pressed on.

Way too personal.

I lifted the menu. "What pie do you recommend?"

His pretty lips turned into a frown. I hadn't answered his question. Why did he want to know about my parents? They had nothing to do with what I was trying to accomplish tonight.

"I like their pecan pie the best," he answered.

I was going to have lemon meringue. I liked the whipped and toasted egg whites.

The female server approached wearing an outfit straight out of the 1950s; a short, pastel pink skirt and button-up blouse, and a white frilly apron tied at the waist, hanging down the front of the pleated material that barely covered her thighs. Her blonde hair was up in a messy bun.

We placed our pie orders along with a couple of coffees. A deviation from the image the restaurant was trying to create, the server entered our order on an electronic tablet.

It irritated me more than it should.

"What do you do for work?" Noah pressed on; his gaze focused on my eyes. I didn't like people knowing what I did. What if they found some way to use it against me?

"Legal work." I'd give him that much.

He leaned forward against the table, placing his elbows on it. "Doing what?"

I sighed. I didn't want to continue this line of questioning. Luckily, I was saved from answering when the server brought our coffee. I busied myself adding cream and sugar.

What's an appropriate thing to ask him?

"How long have you owned the pub?" I knew Noah owned it because I'd heard him talking about the business with the incredibly gorgeous bartender, Liam, he worked with.

I'd barely spoken to Liam. He made me feel intimidated. I knew when someone was out of my league. And the guy Noah liked to joke around with was just that—way out of my league. Like a whole other stratosphere. I found Noah with his gentle and attractive face much more approachable. He was rugged with his auburn hair and piercing blue eyes. It made for a stunning combination. Even though I suspected Noah was experienced, catching him flirting with men, he appeared wholesome. A natural, boy next door look that always got my motor running.

"Four years now," Noah replied. "Took me a while, working double shifts, to get enough money together to buy the business. Had to take out a frightening loan but I'm making it work. There's still a lot of improvements to do to make things the way I want them, but we were voted #1 British pub in Victoria the last two years. Pretty proud of that. Everyone has worked so hard to make it happen." Noah laughed. "Guess my business degree paid off after all."

I felt a little guilty for assuming Noah's parents had funded the purchase of the pub business. Noah had done it on his own. It was commendable and upped my respect factor for him.

I searched my mind for another question you asked when getting to know someone. I had a list in my head. What's the right one?

"What do your parents do?" I asked. If I kept questioning him, maybe he'd refrain from trying to find out more about me. Our pie orders arrived, and Noah dug in.

Around a mouthful of pie. "My parents and both my siblings are corporate lawyers."

I raised my eyebrows. That was a curious piece of information. "Why not you?"

Noah smeared around the dollop of whipped cream on the top of his pie slice. "They have their own law firm. I was told I had to finish law school and join the firm." He smiled. "Didn't obviously. Parents aren't pleased. Even now with the pub winning awards. I decided to forge my own path. There are days I'm not sure I did the right thing. My parents reinforce that often."

"They don't support you?" Now I was getting too personal. Better him than me. He didn't seem to mind talking about himself. It almost seemed like he was seeking some kind of approval.

His brow dipped and his beautiful blue eyes turned sad. "Nah, but I try not to let it bother me."

Subject change.

I wracked my brain.

"So, you and that bartender, Liam, you're friends?" I asked.

Noah chuckled. "Since the start of junior high school. We were in most of the same classes during our first semester. He became my best friend pretty quick. One of our classes, physical education, Liam sucked at it. I used to help him out, practicing after school. In exchange, he would help me with Biology and Chemistry. Supporting each other that way really cemented our friendship. At the start of senior year, we came out to each other. The rest is history."

"I have a friend at work. We're not close but I can share with her."

Not sure why I told Noah about my assistant, Alesia. Noah was so open with me that I felt I needed to contribute something, but doing so was very unlike me. Noah was putting me at ease.

"It's amazing to have friends you can trust," Noah replied.

Trusting Alesia was maybe taking it a bit far. I respected her opinion, and she hadn't broadcast any of the concerns and stories I had dropped on her. I know it shouldn't, but it still made me uncomfortable to tell Alesia about my life. There was so much she didn't know.

Keep the conversation going on your terms.

"Do you have many friends?" I asked.

Noah scraped his plate, getting every crumb, and licked his delectable pink lips. I'd barely made a dent in my pie. I set about it with a bit more purpose.

"I have quite a few. Some are just acquaintances. I have two more good friends. Ethan and Owen. We all went to high school together. Both are queer too. We're pretty inseparable."

I poked at the edge of the pie crust. I'd eaten all the filling. I wasn't sure what was going to happen next. We'd pay for our desserts and then what?

"Are we going to your place next?" I asked. We certainly wouldn't be going to my place. It was my sanctuary. I didn't let anyone into my home. Even Alesia.

Noah inhaled deeply as his gaze tracked all over my face. "You're absolutely gorgeous, do you know that? I'd love to see that face looking down at me. But no."

"No?" I rattled my fork onto my plate and shoved everything to the edge of the table. Was it because I hadn't been forthcoming with much information about myself? I had good reason for not trusting people. My parents had made sure of that. "Why not?"

"Look ... you seem like a nice guy, and I'm definitely attracted to you, but it's way too late and I'm not feeling it tonight. Maybe some other time."

I wasn't sure if Noah turning me down was a failure of my new approach or not. I'd had a pleasant time hearing about his life. If we did eventually hook up maybe knowing more about him would enhance things. I pulled out my wallet, lay some cash on the table, and stood.

After grabbing my coat and toque, I held out my hand to Noah for a handshake. "Thanks for suggesting the pie. And thank you for the company. It was nice."

Did that sound too much like something you'd say after a date? This hadn't been a date. Just two guys hanging out. Noah rose to his feet and shook my hand.

"Maybe next time, you can share a little about yourself," he said and smiled at me.

Next time?

That thought carried me to my car and home to my townhouse in Langford. After closing my front door, I set my keys in a bowl on the antique credenza in the foyer. I fussed with the fresh-cut flowers I'd picked up from the market after work, rearranging them.

My dog, Bentley, needed a minute outside for his last watering of my small lawn. He was quick, thankfully. It had started to rain. Once I stored my outerwear, I crossed my living room through an obstacle course of meowing cats to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of water.

The night had turned out differently than I'd expected but I wasn't upset. I'd never endeavoured to get to know someone before I slept with them before. Even my last boyfriend had been a fuck first ask questions later type of start to a relationship. That hadn't worked so well.

Noah had been so open with me—trusting. It was refreshing. I was jealous. How did someone reach that level of trust in the world around them? It must be incredibly freeing.

I drank my water as I made my way to the bedroom, set the glass on the bedside table, and went into the bathroom. I needed a shower. The heat of the buffalo wings had precipitated a sheen of sweat to gather on my skin. Some men found that attractive, including myself. The scent of perspiration on a man drove my senses crazy. Made me want to lick every part of him.

I adjusted the temperature of the shower and stepped in. I always started with my hair but soon after, my hand wandered down my body, the sight of Noah's lips on my mind. My cock throbbed as I brought the delicious image of Noah licking those lips to the forefront.

So sexy.

I gripped my shaft and stroked it slowly. It swelled in my hand until it was tight. I groaned as I placed my other hand on the shower wall. Those perfect lips. Those incredible blue eyes. I could imagine them looking up at me, blinking, as I plundered his hole.

My dick jerked in my hand, demanding more. I increased my pace, jacking harder until I couldn't stop myself from fucking my hand, my hips pumping back and forth. His tongue darted out, licking the pie crumbs from his lips. The sounds I imagined he'd make as I pummeled him into the bedding. His cock throbbing and leaking precum onto his stomach. The taste of it. I'd want a taste of it on my tongue. I'd hit his prostate just right, making him swear and call my name.

And then he'd cum unassisted, his hole contracting tight around my cock.

I thrust hard into my hand and blew my load, coating my fingers until the water of the shower washed it away. There was still enough to taste, and I savoured it. Noah had done that to me.

I did a decent job of washing myself. I'd shower again in the morning. Maybe revisit the scenario starring Noah I had created in my mind. It would be a couple of days until I saw him again. I didn't go out to eat on weekends. I liked to cook for myself for those two nights. It's one of the things my mom had instilled in me, a love of good homemade food.

Staying home also allowed me to catch up on some trial preparations. I loved my job. Being a prosecuting criminal lawyer brought me incredible satisfaction. I took it home nightly with me because it was a necessity but also because I enjoyed sitting in bed with my case files spread all over the bedding, my laptop on my lap, glasses on, tea on the bedside table, pouring over details of a case. It had always been my dream and now I was living it.

The only thing that could make it better would be if I had someone to share my life with.
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Chapter Three | Noah
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Morning seemed to come sooner than it should. Going out for pie with Brody last night had me out until past two. The alarm on my phone had gone off at the usual 7 am. I nearly snoozed it, rolled over, and went back to sleep. But it was Saturday, and I had a full day ahead of me.

I groaned as I pulled myself out of bed and headed to the shower. Normally, I would have had a shower last night, but being awake for nineteen hours had done me in. The hot water felt good, but it made it too easy for me to close my eyes on the verge of slumber.

I thought back to last night and that perked me up. Brody really was beautiful. I liked that he was soft-spoken like he was almost unsure of himself. His questions came across as measured. Friendly but deliberate as if he'd memorized a script. The entire conversation had been one-sided. I picked up quickly that he didn't want to answer any questions about himself, so I backed off.

Maybe his life in general was the source of his sadness. Or maybe the softness in his eyes was just him. Steadfast and intelligent. I had found the way he looked at me to be calming.

I tried to hang on to that sense of calm as I shoveled spoonfuls of Fruity O's cereal into my mouth. I would put on the coffee pot when I arrived at work. I looked out the window. November was typically cold and raining in Victoria and today was no exception. I called up a taxi app on my phone and booked a cab. I was close enough to work to walk but not in this weather.

My cab driver was someone I'd never ridden with before, so our conversation was restricted to small talk. I knew quite a few of the cabbies quite well having ridden with them often. Some of them made appearances in my pub for a pint after they finished their shifts. It was one of the things I loved about Victoria. It was just the right size. Big city feel but not big enough that you didn't run into the same people frequently. Plus, we prided ourselves on being friendly.

I unlocked the front door of the pub. We didn't open until 11 am. I would have a couple of hours to myself before staff started to arrive. I'd only be sticking around until two in the afternoon. Saturday was my allotted time to volunteer at the LGBTQ Rainbow Youth Centre. I'd nip in for a couple of hours, hang out with the kids, and be back at the pub in time for the dinner rush.

After flicking on the coffee pot to brew, I went straight to the office. The desk had been tidied. Maddy must have organized everything after she completed the closing paperwork. I flicked on the computer and checked my email. The accountant had sent over the latest income and expense sheets. I was afraid to look and rightly so. I dragged my hand through my hair. We were barely breaking even. I needed to fix things. I knew there were areas of operation and presentation to work on but maybe I wasn't being thorough enough. I went through a list in my mind.

First was marketing. Obviously, something wasn't working. It needed to be revamped and streamlined so it ran like clockwork. New graphics were needed for the website. I'd need to check our listings on the search engines. I needed to contact our social media person and light a fire under their ass. We needed to be posting at least three times a day on all platforms.

I pulled out Maddy's closing report. Once again ... a lull at 11 pm. What the hell was causing that? Perhaps the entertainment needed to be stepped up. The Friday night band had enjoyed a residency for the past fifteen years. Maybe it was time they were retired.

I needed to contact the booking agent to see if we could get some bigger name cover bands with an existing following to play on weekends. There shouldn't be a lull happening.

I called up the program for scheduling the employees. There had been quite a few new hires over the summer but now most of them were back at university. Thankfully. Now that cruise ship season was over, our established employees needed as many hours as I could manage.

Maybe the staff needed a refresh. A retraining of the front-of-house servers, bartenders, and managers that included tests relating to the drinks and food menu. If an employee didn't score well, their hours would be cut back. It was brutal, but I felt like it needed to be done.

I knew I had a problem with wanting perfection but figured it motivated me. I was always chasing that elusive success that would make my parents proud of me.

I spent the next couple of hours working on the schedules for the front-of-house staff and the managers for the next two weeks. I left the kitchen scheduling to the kitchen manager.

One of the day managers, Brian, a bartender, and two servers were busy setting up when I emerged from the office. We'd be opening in a few minutes. I'd help where I was needed until I had to leave for the centre. I reminded myself to ensure I stopped to have lunch before I left.

I ended up behind the bar. The lunch crowd was steady. It was quiet mixing drinks during the day compared to when Liam was there. I looked at my phone. It was 1:00. Liam would be awake by now. He tended to sleep in, not going to bed as soon as he was home from work.

More likely than not, he ended up hooking up with someone.

Then who knows how late he'd been awake.

I ordered some lunch, went back to the office, and called him. His deep scratchy voice answered the phone. He sounded like he'd had more than food in his throat last night.

"Did the axe murderer get you last night?" Liam started.

"Turns out ... not an axe murderer."

"Then what did he want?"

"Sex."

"Figured as much. Did you have fun?"

"I turned him down."

Liam coughed out a laugh. "You said no to that sexy and gorgeous man?"

"It was late."

"And?"

"I don't know. We went for pie and talked instead."

"I think you've been working too hard. Your brain is short circuiting on you. You love sex, remember? I knew I should have stuck around. You're obviously in crisis."

I smiled. "No ... it was nice. He didn't really share much but it was nice."

"You said nice twice. You don't like nice. You like hot and nasty."

"True." And that was the truth. I didn't typically date. I fucked guys. But last night had felt very much like a date. Maybe Liam was right. Maybe I was in crisis. "I don't know. There's something innocent about the guy. I think he might be gay curious. Which is not my thing. There must be someone better than me to show him the ropes when it comes to gay sex."

Liam tsked me. "Why are you being so passive? What's wrong?"

Trust Liam to burrow underneath my façade and root around. "The pub is getting me down."

"Why? It's doing great."

"The profit margin is practically non-existent. I need to figure out a way to fix it."

"Let me guess. Your solution is to work harder."

"I have to get the pub way up into the black."

"Why? So your parents will be happy?"

I inhaled deeply, released it, and moved the phone to my other ear. Liam knew my hangups when it came to my parents. They expected perfection. Always had. Always would.

"They just want me to be successful."

"Noah, I love you, man, but sometimes you drive me crazy. The pub is a success." I heard the mumble of a voice in the background. "Gotta go. Sleeping beauty is waking up."

"Enjoy him. I'll see you tonight."

A knock on the door announced the arrival of my power bowl with extra chicken. Once I had that down, I called myself a cab and made my way to the Rainbow LGBTQ Youth Centre.

The place was hopping. Kids were meandering the halls and then ducking into classrooms to partake in a variety of activities. On Saturdays, we had our usual crafting area but also a class on nutrition that was essentially a cooking class. Kids loved it. Some of them were homeless and some had food insecurity at home. This was a chance to fill their bellies.
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