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DELILAH


See?” I wink at the camera as I pull the tray from one of the double ovens on set, making sure they can get a good view of the flaky, browned goodness there. “I bet most of you at home were thinking this was impossible when we started, but look how easy that was.” I set the tray on the cooling rack, pulling off my branded oven mitts and making a show of inhaling from the still-hot pastries. “Mm. Look at us. Who would have thought? Making pain au chocolat with stuff we already had lying around!”


I blow on the pastry gently before taking a small bite, making appreciative noises for the camera’s benefit. Not that it isn’t delicious, because it is, but honestly, my stomach is still a little sour thinking about the meeting I have waiting for me after I finish filming this episode.


“Okay,” I say, licking the remnants of chocolate from my finger and setting the half-eaten sweet back on the tray. “If you can stop at just one of these, you’re better than me. I will be shamelessly sneaking seconds the moment those cameras turn off. Don’t forget my hot tip about making your dough the night before and letting it chill overnight, and be sure to tag me in your attempts on social media! I love seeing everyone and their creations.”


I glance at the unfinished dessert on the tray, biting my lip before grinning at the camera. “Okay, I have to finish that, I can’t just let it sit there!” I shove the rest of the pastry into my mouth, mmming loudly. “Wow. That really is so good.” I put on my brightest smile after swallowing it down, zeroing in on camera one. “Next time, I’m going to show all of you how to make éclairs at home with mascarpone.” I hold out my hands. “Trust me, you’re going to want to see what that’s about. But until then, just remember that baking”—I make sure to accentuate the next bit with a practiced twirl of my finger—“is whisk-y business.”


“And cut.”


I relax from the pose I’m holding, blowing out a breath.


“That was great, Dee,” the floor manager, Greg, tells me.


I pull my apron over my head, frowning at the bits of flour that escaped the hem to cover my chest—a common occurrence, with my . . . ample landing zone. Everybody wants huge tits until there’s flour involved. “What about that egg I dropped?”


“Nah, we can definitely cut that out in post.”


“Perfect,” I tell him, dropping the apron on the counter and moving away from the stage kitchen.


“Hey, Delilah, you want the rest of these?”


I glance back at the pain au chocolat still sitting on the cooling tray, our boom operator, Dante, standing beside them with a hungry look. Normally, I would be snatching up the leftovers and hoarding a few for myself before passing them around to the crew, but as it is, I just shake my head.


“They’re all yours.”


I hear a muted collection of yeses behind me, heading for the little table where we keep bottled water and snacks. I screw the cap off a bottle and guzzle down half in one go, trying to settle the sensation of bees buzzing in my stomach.


“Take a breath, girl,” Ava laughs beside me. She’s tall enough that I have to crane my neck up at her, but at five foot four, that’s nothing new for me.


I shake my head, taking another swig before screwing the cap back on. Ava Carmichael is our junior producer—but more than that, she’s become my best friend over the three years that I’ve been doing the Whisk-y Business show. I know that she’s well aware of the meeting that’s happening far sooner than I’m prepared for, so I think she knows exactly why my face scrunches with frustration.


“Kind of wanted to throw myself in the oven, not gonna lie,” I tell her.


“Stop.” She places one hand between my shoulder blades, rubbing there. “It’s not going to be as bad as you’re building it up to be in your head.”


“Ava,” I sigh, running my hands through the thick mass of my chestnut waves. “We both saw the numbers for last month. It’s probably going to be worse than I’m building it up in my head.”


She tugs on her blond braid absently, something I know means she’s more worried than she lets on, her pert nose scrunching in thought. “I mean, it’s not like they can cut the show, right? You still have the rest of this year on your contract.”


“Yeah, this contract,” I point out. “They could absolutely decide they’re not going to extend it.”


She frowns as if she hadn’t allowed herself to entertain that possibility. “But everyone loves you! I mean, Whisk-y Business basically paid for the new studio. It sure as shit wasn’t Courtney’s Apples to Apples.” She snorts. “How anyone didn’t have the foresight to see that the girl was going to run out of things to make out of apples after six months is beyond me.”


“I mean, at least she’s moved on to pears now,” I offer.


“Yeah, which is really good for branding on a show built around apples,” she mutters. She waves the thought off. “Whatever. All I’m saying is, your show is the headliner of the entire network.”


“Yeah, but . . .” I bite my lip. “The numbers just keep seeming to trickle down. It’s like people are losing interest. I keep dragging out harder and harder recipes, but it doesn’t seem to be making any difference. The social media manager has noticed a downtick in interactions there also.”


“Right, but . . .” Ava frowns. “You really think they would cut the show?”


I shake my head. “I have no idea. That’s why I feel like I want to throw up.”


“Fuck them, honestly,” she huffs. “You could make doughnuts in your basement and get a ton of views on YouTube without them.”


“Your faith in me is inspiring,” I remark dryly. “Also, as the junior producer of the show, I feel like you should probably not be writing off the higher-ups.”


“Yeah, yeah, whatever. I’m fine with working in your basement if I have to.”


“You know I live in an apartment, right?”


“Shh. I’m being supportive.”


My phone starts to vibrate in my back pocket, and I reach a hand behind me to fish it out. Ava gives me a go on motion as she gestures vaguely behind her, which I guess is a signal that she has things to do in that general direction. I watch her lithe form saunter off as I put the phone to my ear, hearing my brother Jack’s voice shouting on the other end.


“Oh, come on!” His voice is at least ten decibels louder than is appropriate for a call, and I tug the phone away quickly to prevent hearing damage. “Oh, fuck off with that shit. Offside!”


“Jack,” I try, met with more shouting. I clear my throat. “Jack.”


“Oh, hey. What took you so long to answer?”


“It didn’t take—” I purse my lips, deciding against reasoning with him. “Did you need something?”


“Wow. Your big brother calls you on the darkest day of your life to offer encouragement and unyielding support, and he’s met with cold indifference. Our parents would be ashamed.”


“I cannot deal with the dead-parent jokes today, Jack,” I huff. Jack and I have very different methods of coping about being orphans. “Also, I don’t think calling it the ‘darkest day of my life’ while trying to be supportive is helpful for morale.”


“Maybe.”


I hear the distinct sound of crunching.


“Are you watching replays of your games again?”


“Whabotit?” He manages through what I suspect is a handful of Cool Ranch Doritos. I hear him swallow. “Have you talked to them yet?”


“Not yet,” I mutter. “I’m heading up to their office now.”


“Remind them that you’re an orphan.”


“Not all of us use the orphan card for everything.”


“You totally should,” he says seriously. “It’s really handy. Chicks dig it too. I’m basically Batman with a hockey stick.” He snickers. “Hockey stick in my p—”


“Please don’t finish that sentence,” I groan. Sometimes I wonder how it is that he’s five years older than me. Emotionally, there’s a good chance he’s still sixteen, not thirty-three. “Did you take your meds today?”


“What my Adderall and I do in the privacy of my own home is no one else’s business,” he answers primly.


“Take your fucking meds,” I sigh. “I don’t want to find you in your closet ‘cleaning’ it again.”


“Hey, it got clean.”


“Only because you had everything you took out of it lined up in your bedroom while you ‘reminisced.’ ”


“I took my damn meds,” he grumbles. “Worry about your own shit. What’s your plan?”


“I’m just going to remind them of all the good this show has done for the network,” I tell him, for his benefit or mine, I’m not sure. “Just because the last few months have been slow doesn’t mean that the ratings won’t pick back up. We can brainstorm some ideas to boost the viewer numbers.”


“Too bad I have this busted arm,” he laments. “I could come by and swing my hockey stick around.” He is quiet for a beat before saying, “My actual one, mind you.”


“Oh, because that would solve everything.”


“Um, yeah? This is Boston, my dude. The Druids just won the Stanley Cup. Pretty sure you could make beer-battered cheese fries and people would watch if I was there.”


“Your humility is inspiring,” I deadpan.


“It’s just one of my many positive attributes.”


“Of course.”


“Oh, hey, I was also calling to tell you the good news.”


I pause by the elevator that takes me up to the higher floor, pressing the button. “What good news?”


“Ian is back.”


I hover outside the doors of the elevator for several seconds after they open, only remembering myself when they start to shut again, and I realize I’m standing there without having gotten inside. I shake off the mountain of memories that just crashed down on me, clamoring onto the elevator and quickly hitting the correct floor.


“Oh? Is that right?”


More crunching. Fucking Doritos. “Ya. Heesh stayn wiff me.”


“Don’t talk with your mouth full, you goblin,” I grunt. “Why is he back? Is he coming back to the team?”


“That’s the plan,” he says when his mouth is free of chips. “We’re getting up there, you know? Retirement isn’t too far off. He wants to finish out his career here at home. Thank God. He’s been up there in the frozen wasteland for way too long.”


“Calgary is hardly a frozen wasteland.”


“Eh. I assume everything above the border is snowed in.”


“That’s wildly inaccurate. You literally play there sometimes.”


“Yeah, and it’s always cold as fuck.”


“Back up. Ian is staying with you? So he’s there? Right now?”


“Nah, he’s flying in tonight. We have to be at the training center tomorrow.” He scoffs. “Well, he has to be there. I’ll be on the sidelines playing cheerleader with this stupid sling.”


“Yeah, well, that’s what you get for trying to do an axel while drunk.”


“Sanchez dared me!”


“And yet it’s Baker in the sling.”


“Yeah, yeah,” he mumbles. “Anyway, I figured we should all hang out soon. He’s probably gonna feel weird being back, after the divorce and all, and I just thought that we—”


Jack’s voice fades in the background, the reminder of Ian’s marriage and then divorce all those years ago still making my chest twinge even after all this time. I’ve always reasoned that it’s perfectly normal to feel something when your first crush and star of all your teenage fantasies marries and moves on—but I’ve never quite pinned down how to feel about everything that came after his marriage fell apart. Especially since he packed up and left right after to stow away in Canada for the following six years, something that even now I can’t really figure out. I mean, sure, I know what the headlines said. I know that he supposedly left to keep the team out of the media circus that he found himself in, but I still don’t know how his parents could just allow one of their top players, and more importantly, their son—to uproot his entire life instead of showing him support. I mean, they own the damned team, and his father had always been so proud to have his son playing for his team; it’s all he ever talked about when he popped up in the news.


So how could he let him go?


“Dee? Hello? Delilah! You listening?”


“Hm? Oh yeah. Sure. Hanging out. We can do that. I’ll have to see how things go today. I might be busy if they hear me out about brainstorming for new ideas on how to bump up the numbers.”


“Well, pencil us in. I’m sure Ian has missed you. It’s been forever since we’ve all been together.”


I’m sure Ian has missed you.


It’s incredibly stupid what that one sentence can do to my heart. As if I’m sixteen again and not twenty-eight with over a decade between me and my pathetic pining. I hate the way a part of me perks up, as if I haven’t purposefully avoided all things Ian since he left, for the sole reason of knowing he probably wouldn’t miss me all that much, since I was never more than Jack’s little sister in his eyes.


“We’ll see,” I manage, since I can’t bring myself to commit any more than that. I have enough going on without throwing Ian Chase into the mix. I don’t think I could tackle that even if my plate were entirely empty.


“Fine. Tell me how it goes, yeah? Don’t be afraid to flash that orphan card. It really does—”


“K, thanks. Call you later.”


“Kisses, Dee.”


I hang up and shove my phone back into my pocket as the executive producer’s office comes into view, lingering outside of it for a moment as I steel myself for whatever happens on the other side. I wipe my hands that are only slightly sweaty against my jeans, sliding them over the curve of my hips in an anxious gesture. It doesn’t help that I have to go in alone, since my agent, Theo, got held up in another meeting. I always feel better when he’s here.


You’re Delilah Baker, I tell myself, attempting a pep talk. You studied under Olivier Guillaume in Paris before you were twenty-five. You’ve got this.


I knock gently, pushing the door open when I hear my EP bidding me entry. Gia is on the phone at her desk, and she holds up one perfectly manicured finger, signaling me to give her a second. I study her face to try to gauge her mood; her rich brown skin is smooth between her eyes, devoid of the singular wrinkle that sometimes pops up there when she’s particularly stressed, and her bright red lips are still perfectly vibrant, which means she hasn’t spent the afternoon going through Red Bulls as she is wont to do when things are going bad. I let these little things give me a glimmer of hope that this won’t be as disastrous as I’ve been assuming it will be.


Gia hangs up her phone call after only another minute or so, blowing out a breath as she rubs her temples. “I swear, if I have to talk about budgeting one more time this week, I’m quitting to manage TikTok influencers.”


“Frank giving you shit again?”


“When is Frank not giving me shit?” She turns in her chair then, eyeing me warily. “Speaking of . . . I assume you’ve gathered that’s why I called you up here.”


“I had an idea,” I admit.


“I take it you’ve seen the numbers these last few months,” she starts carefully.


I nod grimly. “I know they’ve dipped a bit.”


“Twenty percent in the last four months,” she says. “Now, this could be due to a lot of things, but . . . it’s definitely a problem.”


“I’ve had consistent numbers for the last two years,” I point out. “My ratings have always been solid. I know the revenue the show brings in, and I think that’s important to remember.”


“Of course it is,” Gia assures me. “I don’t want you to think this is some sort of ultimatum here, but it is a concern. You know I love you, but upstairs . . . All they care about is numbers. We need to really figure this out and find a way to turn that needle so I can remind them that Whisk-y Business is a valuable commodity.”


“I know,” I sigh, sinking deeper into my chair. “I’ve been dragging out more difficult recipes, trying to make it more of a wow factor when I simplify them for the people at home, but . . .”


“People are fickle.” She nods in camaraderie. “They’re wanting flashier and flashier hooks every day. It’s all about competitions in cooking now.”


“You know I don’t want to do that sort of thing.”


“I know, I know. But that means we have to think of some other way. People love you, that hasn’t changed. You’re the girl next door, the sweetheart of the Boston baking scene, and that will always be true.”


I suppress the urge to frown. I don’t hate being known as the proverbial good girl, it’s just a brand, after all, one that I suppose looks fitting with my small-but-curvy frame and my freckles and my big brown eyes that Jack and I share. Although, he uses his for evil far more often than for good. Still. It almost feels backward to lean into the whole Suzy Homemaker schtick.


I remind myself that I need the views.


“We could do specials focusing on particular cultures?” I cross my arms over my chest, thinking. “Or maybe I could get in contact with Olivier for some sort of collaboration?”


“Do you think he’d be willing to come to the States?”


I grimace, remembering hours upon hours of conversations that ended and started with: you Americans. “Ah . . . maybe not.”


“I do like the idea of collaborations though. We could do crossovers with other shows on the network? What about Courtney?”


I make a face. “She refuses to do anything that doesn’t involve fruit.”


“People like fruit!”


“I guess,” I huff. “But I think two bakers isn’t really much of a wow factor, if I’m being honest.”


Gia frowns. “Fair point.” She taps a nail against her lower lip, thinking. “Well, we need something quick to give us a boost. I need some solid reasoning as to why we need to put the fate of your show on the back burner for a little while. Just something that will make that needle move enough to give us more time to come up with a more permanent solution. What can we do that will get the people of Boston excited about baking again?”


Her phrasing pings a memory, my brain grasping at straws before settling on the conversation Jack and I had before I came in here.


This is Boston, my dude.


My lips part, an idea forming. Although, whether or not it’s a good one or a terrible one remains to be seen.


“Hockey,” I blurt out, already regretting this, since it will mean I owe my brother for the half-assed idea he accidentally pitched as a joke. “What about hockey?”


Gia is visibly confused. “What?”


“My brother plays for the Druids, well, not at the moment, since he’s on medical leave for a fractured ulna—dumbass decided to try figure skating while drinking—but regardless, I have an in with the team.”


“And you think that will get us views?”


“I mean . . . I could chuck a rock on the sidewalk and hit at least three hockey fans in this city. Get one of my brother’s teammates on here in their gear? A big hockey player making little pastries? People would eat that shit up. No pun intended.”


She arches her brow. “It’s not . . . a terrible idea. Bad puns aside.”


“I hate to admit it, since it was technically a rambling from my brother I brushed off, but it might be a great idea. Even if it’s just for one special. Training camp is about to start for the new season, so it would be great buzz for the both of us. At least, that’s what we’re going to tell their PR team.”


“And you really think they’ll agree to this?”


I think of the hundred or more favors that Jack owes me from the years of saving his dumb ass from one stupid thing or another, smirking. “I have a good feeling.”


“Hm.” Gia chews on the inside of her lip as she mulls it over, tilting her head back and forth in thought. “I mean . . . I’ll have to run it by our PR team, but . . . I like it. I think it could be what we’re looking for.”


Relief floods my chest, knowing that this isn’t a permanent solution, but at least it will give me more time to figure something out that will help long-term. Gia is already grabbing for her desk phone and punching in numbers, and I let myself relax just a little in my chair, feeling marginally better, at least. Even if I’m already regretting my brother’s big fat I told you so.


Man, Theo is going to have a lot to say about this.









Two [image: Illustration]


IAN




Former Druids player Ian Chase was rumored to have attended the wedding ceremony of his ex-wife, now Mei Garcia, last week, fueling speculation about whether or not Chase is trying to win Mei back. People will remember the disastrous divorce between Chase and Garcia, ending what the media dubbed Boston’s “fairy-tale romance” between an NHL legacy player’s son and an up-and-coming artist. Mei Garcia, contemporary artist seen at galleries like Canvas and Interior Mosaic, offered no comment on Chase’s attendance. Six years ago, photos of Chase and a mystery woman circulated social media when the couple were freshly separated, sparking rumors that the hockey star and his wife ended things because of unsavory—





I shove my laptop away, grinding my teeth. Six years. Six fucking years of this shit trailing after me, finding me no matter how far I run. I’ve long learned the lesson firsthand that anything on the internet stays there forever.


“I told you not to look,” Mei says gently from the other end of the phone that I’m gripping too tightly against my ear.


“Yeah, well,” I huff. “I’ve never been very smart.”


“Shut up,” she chides. “We both know they don’t know the whole story. You should have let me make a statement.”


“No.” I scrub a hand down my face, my stubble scratching against my palm. It’s gotten too long in the last few weeks. “You’re on your honeymoon. You shouldn’t be worried about my bullshit. Besides, they didn’t believe you when you defended me last time, so why would this time be any different?”


“I just don’t understand why they’re dragging things back out,” she says. “It’s been years. Don’t they have better things to talk about?”


“Who knows,” I muse. “Maybe it’s because I’m coming back home. Maybe it’s because you got remarried. People love bringing up old shit. I probably shouldn’t have come to the wedding.”


“Oh, fuck that,” she scoffs. “There was no way you were missing my wedding.”


“Yeah, well, now they’re turning your big day into a circus.” I raise a hand to flag down the flight attendant, needing a drink if I’m going to keep from coming out of my skin while we wait for them to clear the plane to leave the tarmac. Because a delay is just what I needed today. “How is Bella, by the way? Still a dick?”


“I heard that, you asshole,” Bella’s voice chimes. “You’re on speaker.”


“Oh no, now you’ll think we can’t be friends,” I chuckle.


“You wish your friends were as cool as me,” she tosses back.


It’s true, if I’m being honest. Isabella Garcia is cool as hell. As far as people hooking up with your ex-wife, I really couldn’t have asked for better. Even if I do enjoy giving her shit. Thankfully, she gives as good as she gets.


“How is Fiji?”


“Hot,” Mei complains. “I’m going to look like a tomato when I get home.”


“Mi pobre esposa,” Bella coos. “She’s so delicate.”


“Not everyone can be blessed with an eternal tan,” she grumbles.


Bella gives an exaggerated sigh. “It is a gift.”


I can practically hear Mei rolling her eyes. “Anyway,” she says, addressing me again. “How long are you going to be stuck on the tarmac?”


“Pilot says another half hour, at least. Runway has ice they need to clear.”


“Wow, I bet you won’t miss that.”


“I don’t know. The snow has kind of grown on me.”


“But being back in Boston will be great, right? We barely got to see each other at the wedding with everything going on. You’ll have to come by the new house for dinner when we get back.”


“Sure, that will be great,” I tell her honestly.


“Don’t worry too much about those people online,” she tells me. “They’re just bored and need something to gossip about. It will die down.”


“We thought that last time, and I ended up in fucking Calgary.”


“You didn’t have to take the trade.”


I don’t argue with her, even knowing that isn’t entirely true. I grit my teeth, reciting the same approved reasonings I’ve given anytime my trade is mentioned.


“Every time the Druids played a game, the press would rather talk about my damned love life than how many goals we scored. It wasn’t fair to the team.”


“Your parents own the team! They could have done more. They should have.”


Again, I keep my mouth shut. It’s true; my grandfather owned the team first, passing ownership to my mother when he died, and subsequently to my father. It’s a legacy that has always hung heavy over my head growing up—being raised by a hockey great and the owner of an NHL team, meaning that every step I’ve taken in pursuit of the sport has been monitored, watched. Meaning that I had all the more eyes on me to fuck everything up.


“They did all they could,” I mutter, not knowing what else to say.


“But six years? Why didn’t you come back sooner?”


Another question I don’t know how to answer. I know that I could tell Mei everything, that she’d never repeat it to another soul—but I can’t bring myself to. It doesn’t feel like her burden to bear. Not after everything she’s already shouldering. Besides, deep down, I think a big part of the reason as to why I didn’t fight harder to come home for so long was what I knew was waiting for me. What secrets I left behind that were easier kept from a distance.


“I don’t know,” I answer her, not entirely lying. “But I’m thirty-three. I’ve only got a couple years left in me. I don’t want to retire in Calgary. I want to finish back home. So I guess my reasons aren’t important now.”


“Of course your reasons are important,” she says softly.


There are seconds of silence that stretch between us, and I know exactly what’s going through her head before she gives it a voice.


“You could just tell the truth, you know,” she tries gently.


I clench my jaw. “We both know that’s not an option.”


“It is though,” she presses. “You don’t owe it to anyone to bear everything on your own. What if you spoke to Abigail, and—”


“Mei,” I interrupt, a little more harshly than I intended.


Another beat of silence before, “I’m sorry.”


I let my head thunk back against the headrest, closing my eyes.


“Don’t be,” I sigh. “It’s not on you.”


“It’s not on you either,” she urges. “This is your life. Not mine, not your father’s, and certainly not Ab—”


“I know,” I interject quietly, not wanting to hear her name again. All it does is dredge up old problems. Ones I still don’t have solutions for, even after all this time. “I know that. I’ll think about it, okay?”


I won’t though. There’s too much at stake. Too many people to disappoint. I think she knows it, too, but she thankfully doesn’t push me on it anymore.


“Well . . . regardless. I’m happy you’re coming home. We’ve missed you.”


“No, we haven’t!” Bella calls from further away.


I smile despite everything. “I miss you guys too.”


“Is Jack going to pick you up from the airport?”


“Yeah,” I tell her. “He’ll be there when I land.”


“Go out for dinner! Don’t stay at home moping about the internet.”


“We’ll see,” I mutter back.


“Babe!” Bella shouts. “Beach! You promised you’d let me put sunscreen on your ass, and I’m collecting.”


“Wow,” I groan. “That’s not what you want to hear about your ex.”


Mei giggles, and to be honest, I love hearing her happy. “Call me when you’re settled, yeah?”


“I will,” I promise. “Have fun over there.”


I tuck my phone back inside my pocket after we hang up, sinking deeper into my chair. I’ve just resolved myself to a nap when a throat clearing from the next row up catches my attention, and when I crack open one eye, I notice a guy not much older than me eyeing me with excitement.


“Hey, sorry. You’re Ian Chase, aren’t you?”


I give him a thin smile. “Yeah, man. I am.”


“So sorry, but could I get your autograph? Big fan.”


“Sure, of course.” I take the napkin and pen he hands me, scribbling my name. “You a Wolverines fan?”


“Nah, Druids, actually. I’m super stoked about you going back.”


“Ah, well. I’ve missed playing at home, for sure.”


“And I never bought all that bullshit they say about you online,” he says earnestly as I hand the napkin back. “You never seemed like the cheating type to me.”


It’s a little harder to hold my smile, but I manage somehow. “Right. Yeah.”


“Anyway, good luck next season, yeah?”


“Sure. Thanks, man.”


I close my eyes again to discourage any further conversation, irritation simmering in my skin.


Six years. Six fucking years, and absolutely nothing has changed. I’m still defined by rumors and speculation, my entire life a show for others to pick apart. And I’m flying right back into the heart of it all, certainly in store for more of the same, maybe even worse. All for the sake of finishing my career on my terms.


Home sweet home, I think irritably.


-----


“Man, it’s so cool to be back here with you,” Jack says beside me, practically bouncing with excitement.


He’s been the same ball of energy that he’s always been in the twelve hours since he picked me up from the airport last night—the only difference now being the garishly pink sling his arm is wrapped in. Even if he hasn’t shut up for a single minute that he’s been awake since picking me up, it’s still incredibly good to be with him again. Jack is just as much my family as the one I share blood with. Hell, all the Bakers are.


“I have to admit,” I say, “there was a time I didn’t think I’d ever be here again.”


“Nah,” Jack scoffs. “I always knew you’d be back. Boston is in your blood, man.”


He’s not wrong there.


“Well, I’m happy that someone’s glad to have me back.”


“Fuck off,” Jack snorts. “We’re all stoked. Coach especially. Fuck what Twitter says. That place isn’t real, anyway. You can’t put stock in something owned by Elon Musk.”


“I think Tesla investors would argue with you.”


“Shut up.”


“Also, I think they renamed it.”


“Yeah, but it’s stupid. I don’t know what that guy’s obsession with naming things with just letters is.”


He throws his good arm around my shoulders, an easy feat since we’re both relatively the same size at six foot four. He flashes me a wide grin, one that hasn’t changed in all the years since I’ve known him; Jack has always been the more approachable of the two of us—his shaggy, chestnut hair, deep brown eyes, and easy smile have always been a helluva lot more inviting than my perma-scowl that’s constantly hidden under the red scruff I can’t ever bother to shave completely off. Jack used to joke that I was entirely too gruff for a ginger. That we’re supposed to be “sunshine-ier,” and now that I’ve grown my hair out so long, he says I give off “Viking vibes.” Whatever the hell that means.


“So . . . meeting with Coach and Leilani, huh?”


“Leilani is the new PR agent?”


“Mhm. She’s cool. Tiny thing, but she’ll stick those pointy fucking heels up your ass if you mention it.”


“Good to know.”


My worry must show on my face, because Jack nudges me with his good shoulder.


“Dude, it’s going to be fine. They already signed you back, yeah? Everything else is just gravy.”


“Right,” I answer, nodding to myself as if this can wash away my nerves. “You’re right.”


“We’ll get through this first week, and then maybe we can grab dinner with Dee this weekend, huh? She’ll be excited to see you again.”


That gives me pause. “Lila?”


“Yeah. You’ve caught her show, right?”


I shake my head. “We don’t get the channel in Calgary. Not really big on TV, anyway.”


“Dude. You have the internet though. It’s a big deal! I can’t believe you haven’t given it a watch. I mean, I don’t watch it religiously, but I still DVR the episodes.”


“I know,” I say with a frown. “I need to remedy that now that I’m back.”


“Well, we can all catch up, regardless. She’s going to kick your ass when she finds out you haven’t seen her show.”


I grin at that, trying to imagine the tiny scrap of a girl I remember with her freckles and her constant coating of flour kicking my ass. “It’s been too long since I saw the kid. It’ll definitely be good to hang out.”


“Don’t let her catch you calling her ‘kid,’ ” he says.


I can’t help but flash another smile. “Yeah. I better head back to Coach’s office. I’ll see you on the ice, yeah?”


“From the sidelines,” he grumbles.


“Ian!”


I freeze at the sound of my mother’s voice; I’d known she’d be here but still wasn’t prepared to see her. Not quite. I turn to catch sight of her coming down the hall, her expression bright and her more-silver-than-blond hair tied back in a twist. I try to focus on her, try to keep my smile pasted on my face for her benefit, but I can already see the larger figure looming just behind her, the presence of my father like storm clouds rolling in, impossible to ignore.


My mother’s tiny frame collides with mine, her thin arms wrapping around my middle and squeezing tight. I smile into her hair, which boasts the familiar scent of roses courtesy of her favorite shampoo, reveling in the comfort it brings. Even if only for a moment.


“Oh, I missed you,” Mom says. “You haven’t been to visit in far too long! You didn’t even come see us after Mei’s wedding.”


“He had a lot of other things to worry about, it would seem,” my father adds, forcing me to acknowledge him.


Bradley Chase and I look a lot alike; his dark red hair is almost identical to my own, save for streaks of silver at the temples, and his gray eyes are the same as mine, but with a hardness to them, a calculating gleam that has always put me on edge.


I nod my head. “Dad.”


“Good to see you, son,” my father says. “I wish it were in better circumstances.”


My mother smacks his chest. “None of that, Bradley. We said we weren’t going to mention it.”


“You said,” my father responds gruffly. “We have to think about the backlash to the team. I advised him not to go to that wedding, and it looks like I was right, as usual.”


Forbid me to go is more like it—I’m sure that’s why his eyes look harder than usual; I’m sure he wishes we were alone so he could tear into me. I’m grateful that with Jack and my mother around he will choose to hold off for appearance’s sake, but I know it’s coming. He’s already had a go at me via text when I wouldn’t answer his calls, but he’s always preferred to look me in the eye when he’s cutting me down.


“He can’t live his life worried about what the internet might think,” Jack chimes in, his voice lacking its usual cheerfulness. “It’s not his fault.”


Jack is the only person who knows the more sordid details of the complicated relationship between my father and me, something that I am almost positive my father suspects, but nothing he can prove, thankfully. I know if he could, he would have had Jack off the team years ago, if for no other reason than he’s never really liked the way Jack says whatever thought pops into his head, and it is only because of my mother’s much kinder heart that he hasn’t interfered.


“Whether or not he’s at fault is debatable,” my father snaps coldly. “Now we just have to deal with the consequences.”


“And you’re good at that,” I snort. “Aren’t you, Dad?”


My father narrows his eyes, and for a moment, I feel like a little boy again, being scolded for doing whatever I’d done that day to disappoint him. I have to remind myself that it doesn’t matter now, that it doesn’t affect my decisions. Well, any more than it has to.


“Please don’t fight,” my mother sighs. “Can we just be happy that we’re all back in the same city? We have people to handle this sort of thing. That Leilani we hired is a real shark. She’s got gumption, that one. I’m sure she’ll figure out a solution.”


“She’d better,” my father mutters.


“Christine,” Jack says, touching my mother’s shoulder with his good hand. “Have you seen the new practice jerseys yet? They just came in the other day. The stitching on them is fucking awesome.”


“Language,” my mother chides.


“Right,” Jack replies sheepishly. “The stitching is . . . cool? Anyway, come see while Ian deals with scary old Leilani.”


I give Jack an appreciative look, and he winks back at me as he loops his good arm through my mother’s and starts to lead her away. I notice my agent then, Molly, waving at me from the hall that leads further into the building, and I throw one back her way before she disappears, indicating I’ll be right behind her.


“We’ll catch up later!” my mother calls from over her shoulder. “We’ll have dinner soon, okay?”


“Sure,” I tell her, glancing at my father, who is still eyeing me sternly.


“We will talk later,” he says, his tone not allowing any argument. “Call me tonight. And you do whatever Leilani says to make this right, okay?”


“Okay,” I answer, my jaw clenching.


“Bradley!”


My father turns his head to my mother, who is gesturing that he follow her and Jack, shooting me one last look that promises a headache-inducing conversation later—but that is later me’s problem. I watch him follow after Jack and Mom, making a mental note to buy Jack dinner as thanks after we’re done here.


I take a deep breath to steady myself as I head toward the entry that leads to the locker room, making the same path that I remember even after all these years that leads to Coach Daniels’s office. I knock at it twice before letting myself in, Coach waving me inside as he finishes up a conversation with a petite woman with golden skin, long black hair, and a pantsuit that screams don’t fuck with me.


I notice Molly already seated on the other side of Coach’s desk, and she tips her chin at me, her hair that is only a few shades darker than mine pulled up tight in her signature bun and only just beginning to gray. She’s also a tiny thing, but like the PR agent, she has the “don’t fuck with me” vibe down pat. It’s why I’ve stuck with her all these years even from a distance.


“Ian,” she says in that throaty tone that comes from years of the menthols she’s partial to. “Good to see you.”


“You too,” I tell her. I haven’t seen her in person since last season. “Thanks for coming.”


She waves me off. “Of course.”


The PR agent turns her attention to me then. “Mr. Chase, glad to meet you.”


“Hey,” I greet, offering my hand. “You must be Leilani.”


“Leilani Kahale,” she says back with a nod as she shakes my hand. “It’s good to have you back, Ian.”


“Sure as hell is,” Coach says with a grin. His beard has gained a lot more gray in the years since I’ve been away—almost stark white against his ebony skin. I know from experience, though, that regardless of how he looks, he could probably kick my ass if he felt inclined to. He stands from his desk, coming around it to pull me in for a hug. “Good to have you back home, son,” he says, squeezing me.


He’s an inch taller than I am and just as wide. It’s like hugging a brick wall, fifty-seven or not.


“It’s good to be back,” I tell him, clapping him on the shoulder before pulling away. “I just wish I could have come back a little more quietly.”


Leilani frowns then, gesturing to one of the chairs across from Coach’s desk. “That would have been ideal, but we don’t count on wishes around here. We deal with what we’ve got.”


“I like the sound of that,” I say.


“So do I,” Molly agrees.


“The internet can be a madhouse,” Coach sighs. “I wish it was only about hockey, but people like a story. Everything has to be sensationalized nowadays.”


“I thought after so much time away, maybe things would have blown over, but I guess with my ex-wife getting remarried . . .”


Leilani nods. “It’s unfortunate, but not impossible to deal with. I’ve dealt with old scandals before, and usually the best approach is to give the people something better to talk about.”


I flinch at her calling everything that happened a scandal—but I guess to an outsider, that’s exactly what someone would peg it as.


I nod stiffly. “Sounds reasonable. I don’t suppose winning games would suffice?”


“We’ve got six weeks until the season starts,” Coach says.


“Right,” Leilani agrees. “The last thing we need is for people to spend our entire training camp spreading negativity in regards to the team, which is exactly what a smear campaign against you will be. I know everyone likes to say that all press is good press, but the truth is—giving potential attendees a bad perception of you, and, by association, the team, could hurt ticket sales.”


I nod. “So . . . if we can give them something positive to talk about . . .”


“It will hopefully boost the public’s perception of you, and again, by association, the team as a whole.”


“Okay,” I tell her. “I’m open to any ideas you might have. I want to make sure the focus stays on our game, not my past.”


Leilani’s smile is Cheshire cat–like, looking pleased by my answer. “That’s perfect, because as it turns out—we’ve already got a great start lined up for you.”


“Oh?” I arch a brow, looking between her and Coach, who chuckles at my perplexed expression. “What’s that?”


“We got a call from BBTV this week, and they were interested in a collaboration of sorts.”


“BBTV?”


“The food and home network based in Boston,” Leilani explains.


“I don’t understand,” I admit.


“You’ve got a good rapport with your teammate Jack Baker, right?”


I turn to look at Molly, but she just shrugs.


“Yeah?” My brow creases. “We grew up together. What’s that got to do with anything?”


“Does that mean you know his sister, Delilah, fairly well, then?”


“I . . .” The mention of Lila throws me, mostly because it makes me feel oddly homesick. I spent the better part of middle and high school—even the beginning of college—having Lila Baker tail after me and Jack, and now after having not seen her for so many years, it’s odd to have her mentioned twice in one hour. “I mean, it’s been a while since we’ve spoken; we sort of grew apart when I got drafted. Then there was getting married, getting divorced, moving to Calgary . . .” I frown. “I haven’t seen her in a long time.”


“Well, you’ll have the perfect chance to catch up,” Leilani says brightly. “Because they want to have a player on her show, and we think you’re just the man for the job.”


“Me?” My nose wrinkles. “I don’t know shit about baking.”


Coach laughs. “That’s the whole point, son. It’ll be endearing.”


“Endearing,” I scoff. It seems ridiculous, but I suppose in my situation, I don’t really have room to be picky. “And Lila is okay with this?”


“It was her idea,” Leilani says.


That takes me by surprise. Lila wanted me on her show? I mean, I’m grateful that she’d be willing to help me out, but I can’t say that I’m not thrown by it. Given that we haven’t had a real conversation since I got drafted—it seems like a stretch.


But then again . . . Lila was always a fucking saint.


I turn to Molly, her expression cool and her lips wrinkling slightly with the way she has them pressed together. “Molly? What do you think?”


“It’s a good idea,” she admits. “If you’re still against making a public statement—”


“I am,” I interrupt firmly.


Molly nods. “This is a good alternative. Give the internet some cute shit to talk about. What’s cuter than a ginger giant in an apron?”


I have to force myself not to wince at the image. I’m going to look ridiculous. But . . . I guess it’s better than the alternative. Besides, what choice do I have?


“All right,” I tell them, seeing little other choice even if I were opposed. “I’m cool with it.”


“Great,” Coach says, slapping his hands together. “We’ll have other things lined up for you, but this is a great kickoff.”


I nod aimlessly, still feeling nerves flutter through me at the thought of being in front of a camera working with flour and sugar and God knows what else. Definitely not how I imagined reconnecting with Lila again.


I can’t help but smile. At least there’ll be one good thing to come from all this shit.


I’ve definitely missed the kid.
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DELILAH


I can’t believe you didn’t consult me first,” Theo hisses beside me at the conference table the team is gathered around. “Hockey players are brutes. What if they say something stupid?”


I cock an eyebrow. “Brutes? You never seem to mind Olsson being a brute when you’re lusting over him while we watch the games.”


“That’s different,” he mumbles, his pale cheeks darkening. “I can appreciate their brutish form aesthetically without asking them to knock bowls off your counter or take out their teeth on camera.”


“I don’t actually know that many players who are missing their teeth,” I tell him. “And I have met most of the players on the Druids at some point or another.”


“Whatever,” he huffs. “I just wish you’d have run it by me first.”


“I panicked! You weren’t there.”


“I know. We should have rescheduled.”


“It’s fine,” I assure him. “Really. I think people are going to love this.”


The network’s PR rep, Ben Carter, raps his knuckles on the table. His watery eyes always make him seem like he’s either suffering from perpetual allergies or on the verge of tears—but you learn to focus on other things after a while when he has your attention. “Hey, Delilah, still good? Did you have a chance to look at the proposal?”


“Yeah, it looks good to me,” I tell him. “Pretty straightforward. I’m glad we went with just one hour-long special for now. I’d hate to be contracted for more if this ends up being a disaster.”


“I thought the same,” he says with a nod. He glances at Theo, biting his lip. “Hello, Mr. King.”


“Hey,” Theo answers curtly.


There’s a beat of awkward silence before Ben shuffles away to talk to Gia, and I elbow Theo in the ribs. “You’re such a dick. He likes you!”


“He also looks like he’s been hotboxing his Prius. Seriously, someone needs to put some Visine in his stocking this year for Christmas.”


“Such a dick,” I echo under my breath.


Theo shrugs. “You don’t pay me for my preference in men.”


“Thank God.”


Gia checks her watch as she clicks her heels across the linoleum floor to take a seat on the other side of Theo. “They should be here soon.”


“Oh.” Strangely, the question on my tongue only occurs to me at this very moment. Maybe because this whole thing has been kind of a whirlwind of a week. “Did we ever hear who they’re sending? Sanchez is nice—the dumb to my brother’s dumber, but nice. Olsson has always been cool too. Either of them would be great.”


“Oh, actually,” Gia says with a slight frown, “I forgot to mention. They’re sending a return player. He’s been gone for a while. Apparently, he needs some good press.”


A shiver runs down my spine—from nerves or excitement I can’t tell. Nerves, I decide. Definitely nerves. Because with only a few sentences, I already have a fairly good idea who’s about to walk through that door, even as Gia says his name. Even as a knock sounds at the door and the handle turns to let a small entourage spill inside.


And as big of a space in my head that Ian Chase’s name takes up—his actual presence is a hundred times worse. Or better. I’m not sure.


He’s changed since I last saw him; his hair is longer, his gray eyes are harder—but even with the years between the last time I saw him and now, that small smile he gives me still does the exact same thing to my insides that it did when I was sixteen. Earlier than that, if I were really being honest.


“Lila?”


The recognition in his eyes is colored with a touch of confusion, which is fair, given that the last time he saw me, I was just a knobby-kneed teen with braces whose boobs hadn’t come in yet. He’s not the only one who did some growing up since we last saw each other.


“Hey, Cupcake,” I answer, pushing up from my chair and feeling my lips curl as I cross the room to meet him.


He makes a face. “We’re still on about that?”


“You don’t just forget someone eating half a dozen cupcakes and then throwing them up on my aunt’s favorite rug.”


He groans. “Serves me right for being your taste tester. Haven’t eaten a cupcake since.”


I laugh, and for a moment, we’re both just standing there, neither of us entirely sure what to do with the other. It never used to be awkward between us. Before, he’d have already picked me up and spun me around until I threatened him to put me down.


Finally, he extends his arms, pulling me into them. “Get over here, kid.”


Kid.


That really shouldn’t sting as much as it does. Kid. Seems ridiculous since my boobs are currently squashed against his abs like overfilled water balloons. If the awkward pat between my shoulders is any indication, I think he might be picking up on that fact also. I snort before I can stop myself, and he cocks his head at me as he pulls away.


“You do realize I’m two years away from thirty, right? I don’t think the whole kid thing applies anymore.”


He frowns, a wrinkle forming between his eyes as he considers this. For a moment, he looks almost uncomfortable. Like he’s just now considering that I’m not the kid he knew. My ego doesn’t know what to do with that. His eyes widen a fraction, and I feel the weight of them as they move over my face, flicking down the length of me so quickly I might almost miss it, but long enough that I feel a flush at the back of my neck. I watch his throat bob with a swallow, his lips turning down in a slight frown.


“I guess you’re right,” he admits quietly. “Habit.”


“Yeah, well.” I jut out my chin. “Definitely grown up now.”


There’s a beat of silence before, “Yeah, I guess you are.”


It’s an innocent statement, but it gets me all flustered just the same. Not very good for my argument about being all grown up.


“It’s good to see you,” he tells me.


I nod, my smile tight but miraculously still on my face. How did a beard and a few creases at the corner of his eyes somehow make him hotter?


“You too.”


“We’re so glad we could make this work,” Ben says behind me, busting up the meager moment we were having.


Ian glances over my shoulder to give him his attention, and ridiculously, I almost pout at the loss of it. What the fuck is that about?


A woman not much taller than me with graying, auburn hair shuffles past Ian, plopping down into one of the conference chairs. “Let’s get the paperwork signed. I have another meeting.”


Ian catches my eye, smiling at the look on my face. He leans in, lowering his voice. “My agent. Not big on nonsense.”


“Ah.” I chuckle. I hitch a thumb over my shoulder at Theo, who is alternating between trying to put distance between himself and a moon-eyed Ben and getting my attention to come be his buffer. “Mine. Very big on nonsense.”


“Better get this out of the way,” Ian says. His fingers touch my elbow then, my skin tingling from the contact. “Wanna grab coffee after? Catch up?”


He expects me to compose myself with just the two of us? Has he looked at himself in the mirror lately?


My mouth is a little dry, but somehow, I manage to get the words out. “That would be great.”


Another smile that I have to pretend doesn’t make my stomach flutter, and I mentally chide myself for acting like the kid he still thinks I am. I’m not sixteen anymore, and Ian has lived a whole life since I saw him last. Fanning the flames of an ancient crush is a recipe for disaster. Best to shut it down quickly.


I watch Ian take his seat, trying to ignore how his shoulders fill out the soft-looking gray cotton of his henley or the way his hair brushes against his collar.


Easier said than done.


-----


Don’t be weird. Don’t be weird. Don’t be weird.


As many times as I repeat it in my head, I can’t ascertain whether it’s actually helping or not. The meeting went fine; Ian and I didn’t get much of a chance to chat anymore while our respective teams hammered out the details of the agreement and pointed out where we needed to sign, and save for a stilted exchange about where we could grab coffee—we’ve spent most of the walk from the studio in awkward silence.


I think it’s that we’re both realizing how many years have passed between us, how much life we’ve lived apart, how different we’re bound to be . . . It’s difficult to navigate. Neither of us can seem to figure out how to step back into the space we once shared.


“It’s just up here,” I tell him, pointing at the wooden sign hanging over my favorite coffee shop.


His head bobs with a nod, his long hair sliding against his shoulders with the movement. I can’t pretend that I haven’t been sneaking glances at the thick, red mass of his hair in the last hour. When he was still in college, he used to keep it shorter, more clean-cut. I’ve seen plenty of coverage of him during games, so I knew he had let it grow out—but every time I’ve caught glimpses of him over the years, it’s been under a helmet. Without one, it falls back like it’s perpetually fresh from a good run-through by his own fingers, tumbling over his ears and touching his shoulders in barely-there curls that elicit a strong urge to touch. More than once I’ve wondered what it might feel like if I were to run my fingers through it.


The smell of fresh coffee hits my nostrils when I step through the door that he opens for me, and it’s a bit of a balm for my frazzled nerves. The place is crowded, and falling into line means being shoved further into Ian’s side against both of our wills.


“Sorry,” I mutter. “They’re busy today.”


“It’s fine,” he tells me. “Place looks cool.”


“They make these blueberry scones that are basically better than sex,” I say offhandedly, immediately blushing when I realize what I’ve said. “Wow. Sorry.”


Ian’s cheeks tinge pink when I peek up at him, but he smiles regardless. “They must be some really good fucking scones.”


“The best,” I assure him.


God. It’s unfair that his smile looks like that. Beards are supposed to be for woodsy types and old men. On him, all it does is accentuate how white his teeth are, how perfectly straight. Not to mention the way it frames his lips. Which are plush and pink and entirely too soft-looking for my liking. It’s been years. It’s criminal that he got better-looking in that time.


“So, your show. Big star, huh?”


I roll my eyes. “Hardly. It’s a local network. It’s fun though.”


“A local network is still more than a lot of bakers are doing back in their kitchens. Don’t sell yourself short.”


I can’t pretend I don’t like the praise, but that could just be an echo of the girl who used to hang on his every word begging for scraps.


“Yeah, well . . .” I rub my arm. “It is pretty cool. A dream, really.”


Someone bumps into me then, jostling me to the side, and I teeter for a second before I feel Ian’s warm, strong hand bracing at the small of my back to steady me. I feel the weight of it as if it were touching me skin to skin rather than through the cotton of my shirt, tingles shooting up my spine from the contact.


This is getting ridiculous.


“You okay?”


I nod tightly, still hyperfocused on where his fingers are resting against my back. I thought I was prepared for this, thought that seeing Ian Chase again was just going to be a normal, easy thing, that my old crush was just that. Something that would be good and buried after all this time. Apparently, it wasn’t buried nearly deep enough.


I can see the moment that he realizes he’s touching me; his lips part and the pads of his fingertips press a fraction harder against my shirt, his hand flexing with movement before he lets it fall away. He clears his throat, breaking eye contact and letting his gaze scan the space around us casually.


“Really is crowded in here,” he mutters.


“I’m gonna hit the restroom,” I blurt out, real cool-like. “Order for me?”


“Sure. What do you want?”


I shake my head distractedly. “Whatever. I’m not picky.”


I’m already walking off before he can question me further, my cheeks hot and my body hotter. Just from a stupid fucking touch. An innocent one at that.


I don’t stop until I’m bent over the bathroom sink, splashing some cool water on my neck and telling myself to get a grip. I have to remind myself that Ian has never seen me as anything more than Jack’s kid sister. Hell, he’s still calling me kid now, after all this time. So obviously, nothing has changed. It would be utterly stupid to let an old crush have me acting like a fool.


I give myself a pointed look in the mirror, taking note of my freckled nose and my big brown eyes that make me look younger than I am, my full mouth forming a pout. No wonder he still sees me as a kid. I glare down at my even fuller chest.


“You guys were supposed to help me out when you filled in,” I mutter bitterly. “So much for that.”


I sigh as I grip the sink, shaking my head.


Stop being stupid. Ian is your friend. You’ve had plenty of time to get that through your head. Go back out there and act like a normal, twenty-eight-year-old woman and not a lovestruck teenager seeing a cute boy for the first time.


I nod to my reflection, vowing to do just that.


With my new resolution in mind, I feel more confident when I step back out of the bathroom. Ian waves me over to the little table he’s settled at, and I flash him a bright smile that isn’t awkward or stiff, because I can be normal around him, damn it. I can.


But my smile falters when I get to the table.


“What’s that?”


He follows the point of my finger to the drink he’s bought for me. “What?”


“The drink.” I eye the caramel-drizzled mountain of whipped cream, noting the sprinkles scattered over it. Not to mention the chocolate drizzle on the inside of the cup. “What is it?”


“You don’t like them anymore?” He looks confused. “This shit was all you drank back in the day.”


“You remembered my drink?”


His brow arches, looking even more confused. Like I’m the silly one for thinking him remembering something as arbitrary as a disgustingly sweet drink I used to indulge in once a week over a decade ago is unfathomable.


“I . . . yeah?”


I actually feel my heart beat faster.


That’s when I realize I’m in real fucking trouble.
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