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            THE PUCK STOPS HERE, HEART GOALS BOOK 1

          

        

      

    

    
      When a potentially career ending injury sends hockey player JP home after surgery, he’s not sure how warm his welcome might be. He hasn’t really spoken to his husband for three years, and he wouldn’t blame Ian for never wanting to see him again.

      Ian couldn’t handle picking up and leaving his home in Canada when JP was traded to Florida, not when he had infant twins to take care of and JP was never around to help, even if he has provided for them in a big way over the years. But JP needs him now, and he still loves the man, so Ian won’t turn him away.

      Recovery means JP has time to get to know the kids Ian has been raising alone, and to try to find a way back into Ian’s life, as well. Will they be able to recapture the love they had for each other? And what happens if JP heals enough to go back to his other love - hockey?

      The Puck Stops Here is a second chances romance with a grumpy hockey player, a sunshine stay at home dad, some hurt/comfort loving, and two adorable kids.
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      His ride share pulled up in front of the house, and JP sighed at the sight of all those stairs. Fuck-a-duck there were a lot of them. More than he remembered. A lot more than he wanted to deal with.

      He hurt. Everything hurt, but his leg hurt the most, and he wanted a pain pill in the worst way, but they were somewhere in his suitcase, and he needed to get up those stairs and somewhere he didn’t have to move again for a while before he took one anyway.

      “This is it, eh?” his driver asked.

      “Yeah. Sorry, yeah, this is it.” Man, he felt hoarse as hell. He also didn’t want to have to move. Getting out of the car was going to suck. Going up those stairs was going to suck more.

      “I’ll grab your bag for you.”

      “Thanks.” He was going leave a big damn tip.

      He heaved in a deep breath, let it out, and then opened the door before he grabbed his bad leg, gritting his teeth as he half-turned to lift it out of the car.

      The house looked the same, mostly. A two-story home, roses on one side. A huge stained glass window in the front. Rocking chairs on the porch.

      Of course, now there were two tricycles in the yard and chalk drawings on the driveway.

      The kids were old enough to ride tricycles and draw… How had three years gone by with no contact? Okay, that was an easy one. When he’d been traded to Florida, Ian hadn’t wanted to come, and they’d had the mother of all arguments. They’d both said some nasty shit, and he’d packed a bag and gotten on that plane on his own.

      And now he was back, his tail between his legs, one of which was smashed up - the doctors had said they were pretty sure they could save it - needing somewhere to light, someone to take care of him.

      “So do you need help getting out?” the driver asked.

      He gave a brief shake of his head and grabbed the crutches, standing them on the pavement and using them to help haul himself up and out of the car.

      “Cool. Good luck.” The guy dipped his head and got back in the car before driving off.

      He stood there, looking at the stairs, his huge duffel on the ground next to him. Okay. How was he going to do this?

      “Can you make it up the stairs if I get your bag? They can’t put the ramp up yet.”

      He hadn’t even heard the door open or his husband coming down the stairs, he’d been concentrating so hard on his dilemma, but now Ian stood there, lips tight.

      “If not, I’ll get you a hotel room.”

      “I can do it.” He wasn’t going to let Ian see him fail.

      “All right. I’ll grab your bag. The kids are napping. I put a hospital bed in the formal dining.” Ian looked old, tired, pinched.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I had anywhere else to go.” He didn’t want to do this to Ian, but what the fuck was he supposed to do?

      “I know. This is your house. I’ll keep the children quiet and out of your hair.”

      “The pain pills knock me out pretty good,” he admitted. “You could probably run a heard of elephants through, and it won’t bother me.” Okay. Enough awkward conversation. His leg was killing him. His head was killing him. Everything hurt. He felt like a total asshole, and he just wanted to take a pain pill and to make everything go away for a couple of hours. He took the first step toward the stairs, gritting his teeth to keep from crying out.

      “Are you not going to be able to do it on your own? I can’t lift you up the stairs. Maybe I can call Michael…”

      God, his best friend and Ian’s brother. Faboo.

      “I’ve got it,” he growled. “Why don’t you just go ahead with my bag and leave me to it?” Damn it, this was embarrassing and awkward as hell.

      “Because if you fall, you’ll crack your skull open and die in my front yard. It’ll make a mess.”

      He growled and started crutching his way to the five billion stairs he had to climb, each step jolting through his entire body. Falling and dying was starting to look like a good option, but he just kept going, determined not to look any weaker in front of Ian than he already did.

      Ian, to be fair, stayed right with him for every single step. Right there.

      They got to the stairs, of which there were actually six, and he didn’t stop for a second, worried that if he did he wouldn’t get up them, and he was pretty sure Ian didn’t want him lying at the foot of them instead of inside in bed.

      Finally he was going through the front door, and he told himself he was almost there. In a minute he’d be sitting or lying down, and he could take the pill, and the fucking hurt would back off, and then maybe he could deal with Ian.

      “I got you a wheelchair. Sit.”

      “What?”

      “I got you a wheelchair. Please, sit. Do you want soup? Toast? I didn’t know.”

      He stared at the wheelchair for a minute, then shifted and sank down into it with a groan.

      “I should have something with the pill,” he admitted.

      “Yeah. I made chicken noodle soup.”

      He didn’t wince. Ian was a notoriously bad cook.

      Maybe he meant out of a can.

      “Sure. Maybe with a couple crackers?”

      “Of course.” Ian pushed him through the house, and the dining room was gone, replaced with a hospital bed, a cushy chair, a television, and a simple dresser. “The bathroom down here is yours.”

      He had to blink hard, the kindness this showed almost too much for him to bear right now. “Thank you.” His voice was gruff.

      “Of course. Do you want milk? Coke? Tea?”

      “Daddy? Daddy?” The word was soft, a stage whisper. “Is it the hockey-man?”

      He turned to stare at the little boy. Peter hadn’t even been one when he’d been traded to Florida, and now he was standing there by the staircase, towheaded and wide-eyed.

      “Go on. He’s sleepy and needs soup. You need to try and go potty, okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy.” The boy stared for a moment longer before turning and going back up the stairs, dragging a stuffed rabbit behind him.

      “He’s so big.”

      “He is. They both are. Victoria loves to ice skate. He’s scared of it.” Ian sighed and shook his head. “What did you want to drink?”

      Scared of skating. That was crazy.

      “Ginger ale if you’ve got it.” His stomach was starting to churn. He knew it was from the pain and being overly tired, but he wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep much else down at the moment.

      “Okay. I’ll be right back. Don’t worry. You’re…home.”

      Ian disappeared into the kitchen, and JP had to admit, nothing smelled bad. Or burnt.

      Home. He nodded slowly. It was true. Florida had never been home. And he had to admit that Ian would have hated it there if he’d come. Hell, JP hated it there. His small apartment had just been a place to lay his head between games and practice. His friends had all been his teammates. It had never felt like home. Not like here did. Despite the way they’d left things, and that he hadn’t been back in three years, this was more like home than anywhere he’d been.

      He managed to get himself onto the bed by the time Ian came in with a glass, a bowl of soup, a few crackers.

      “Here, we’ll get your shoes off, and you can eat. Then I’ll help you get to the bathroom.”

      “I’m sorry. I know you don’t need another person to take care of, let alone me.”

      “I—We’ll figure things out when you’re rested. You’ve got to be able to breathe.”

      “Well, I appreciate it.” He nodded to his duffle. “My pills are in my shaving bag in there. Could you fish one out for me, please?”

      Because he needed to take it soon before his head exploded, and it smelled like the chicken soup was actually edible.

      It was totally not canned, either. Chunks of carrots, celery, chicken swam in it. In fact, it looked amazing.

      Ian got him his pills and unpacked him while he took them and a bite of soup. Oh damn, this was definitely not canned soup, and it tasted as good as it looked. He managed to finish three quarters of the bowl, two crackers and about a third of the ginger ale before the last twenty-four hours came crashing down on him. He let his spoon fall back into the bowl and rested his head against the back of the cranked-up bed.

      Ian rolled the bedside table off to one side. “Do you need the bathroom, or are you okay?”

      Ian eased off his shoes, so careful.

      “I don’t think I can move,” he admitted. “And I should be good. Went when I got off the plane.”

      “All right.” Ian covered him up. “You rest. I’ll bring your supper later. The remote is on the table.” Ian headed out of the room, and then turned to look at him. “Welcome home.”

      “Merci, Chou,” he murmured as his eyes drifted closed.
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      “Daddy, is that the hockey-man?”

      “Daddy, is he here?”

      “Daddy, can we watch TV?”

      “Daddy, we need cookies.”

      “Daddy, can we see the man?”

      “Daddy.”

      “Daddy.”

      “Daddy.”

      Ian closed his eyes and fought the urge to cry.

      Everyone who loved him — from his brother to his best friend to his neighbors — thought he was an idiot for letting JP come home, but…

      Well, it was JP’s house.

      And no matter what else he or anyone thought of JP, the man had put three quarters of his salary into Ian’s account for the last three years, unasked. He’d just done it.

      “Daddy!”

      “Guys, I need you to use inside voices. JP’s sick.”

      “JP?” Victoria’s eyes narrowed. “The hockey-man?”

      “Yes. The hockey-man.” Their father. He didn’t know what else to call him.

      He was a little surprised the kids hadn’t woken him already, although the lines of pain and exhaustion on JP’s face had attested to his need for sleep. He guessed once the pain pills had kicked in, JP was down for the count.

      “We’re going to have macaroni and cheese for supper tonight. Doesn’t that sound yummy?”

      He’d bet JP was surprised by how good the soup had tasted. His best friend, Alison, was a chef, and she’d spent the last few years teaching him to cook.

      His babies deserved to eat well.

      “Yay! Macamamonies!” They shouted the words together, jumping up and down.

      “Shh! Shh! We’re going to be quiet as little mousies, right? We can’t wake him up.”

      He just needed them to be good for a few hours.

      Tori put her little hands on her hips. “Why?”

      “Because he’s hurt. He needs rest. Sleep. He’s…sick.”

      He had a career ending lower body injury.

      “We should wash hands,” Petey suggested. “So we don’t have germie-germs.”

      “You could wash your hands, sure. First, we can go play in the backyard. It’s a pretty afternoon.” And they could be kids out there.

      “In the sandbox, Daddy? With the new pails?” They were bouncing again, gearing up to be loud, so he ushered them out the back door, grabbing the plastic tub of sandbox toys on the way.

      He grabbed his phone too, sitting in a chair in the shade. He texted his brother.

      
        
          
            
              
        He made it

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You ok

      

      

      

      

      

      God no.

      
        
          
            
              
        I guess. It’s weird. I don’t know what to tell the babies

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        their deadbeat dad is home?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        they call him hockeyman. His leg looks AWFUL OMG

      

      

      

      

      

      He’d had to go into the kitchen and cry.

      
        
          
            
              
        really that bad, then? was hoping there was exaggeration happening to play on your sympathy

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        it’s terrifying. I—it’s awful. He can barely walk

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        damn. don’t make me feel sorry for him, I’m still mad as hell

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        yeah. I’m going to need a hug soon. This is hard.

      

      

      

      

      

      He didn’t know what to do.

      He didn’t know how to make this make sense.

      They’d been married for ten years. It felt like it had been…forever. Hell, they were technically still married; neither of them had started divorce proceedings.

      
        
          
            
              
        I can be there in 15

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Do you mind? I’m…I need my people.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        omw

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        love you

      

      

      

      

      

      He sighed and shook his head. He could have done anything else back when a gorgeous, six-foot-five, two-hundred-and-ten pound hockey player had come up to him, smiled, and asked if he had change for a ten.

      Anything but blink up and nod.

      Anything but end up in said asshole’s bed.

      Anything but move in, say yes, graduate, get married, start their lives, have babies…

      “Daddy, why cry?” Peter crawled up into his lap, his sensitive baby frowning deep.

      He hugged his son tight, trying to come up with an answer that would let Peter understand and be satisfied and not scare him. The truth was, he wouldn’t have his babies if he hadn’t said yes to those things and he wouldn’t give up these two for anything, not anything at all. They were the best pieces of him, of his heart.

      The rest of him was…tired and sad.

      “I think I’m just tired, sweetie. Uncle Mike-Mike is coming over to see you.”

      Petey patted his face with both hands. “Nap time for Daddy.” Then he clambered down and ran to his sister. “Uncle Mike-Mike comes!”

      “Mike-Mike!” She cheered, fist pumping the air and jumping hard.

      Peter stared for a second, then did the same.

      Two little peas in a pod. God, he loved them.

      The back door slid open behind him, and he whipped his head around, JP standing there, hair tousled, a little wild-eyed, a little stoned. “Is everything okay? I heard shouting.”

      The kids stopped, staring at him. Peter started to cry, and Victoria stepped in front of her brother, fists up in the air. “Stranger! Stranger danger! Daddy!”

      “Guys! Guys, it’s the…this is the…he’s the hockey man.” Jesus fucking Christ.

      JP looked around wildly. “Stranger? Where?” He looked ready to fight. He’d no doubt collapsed if he threw a single punch, and he was leaning hard against the doorway, but he was ready.

      “Easy. Easy, everyone. This is JP. Remember him? The hockeyman? From when Santa was here?” Your father? Remember him? “JP, the kids were just playing. I’ll try to keep them quiet. Let’s get you back to bed.”

      “Playing? Oh. Damn. I’m sorry. I thought I heard shouting. I thought something was wrong.” JP was blinking hard and listing slightly. He hadn’t even used his crutches to get out here.

      Ian was pretty sure he was not supposed to be walking on that leg, like at all.

      “Come on. I’ll help. You two stay right here and do. Not. Move.”

      Peter was crying for real now, and Victoria was confused and worried.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry. Go look after them, I’ll get back on my own – it’s not far.”

      “Daddy! Him bleeds!”

      Sure enough the dressings were seeping. Lord have mercy. “Okay. Okay, let’s go. Kiddos, Uncle Mike-Mike is coming. We’re okay.” He stared at JP. “You. Bed. Now.”

      “Trying,” JP growled, turning and going absolutely white as he took a step back toward the other room. He made a noise and then just went, limping hard, but moving fast.

      Ian followed, trying not to panic. He didn’t know what to do. He wasn’t a nurse.

      But he had been a teacher, and that meant “be in control, don’t show panic.”

      JP actually made it to the bed, falling onto it with a cry, and a bitten off, “Fuck.”

      “Okay. Okay, let’s look. I’ll call the ambulance if I have to. Michael’s on his way.” Michael was a nurse and way better at this than he was. “I’m sorry the kids woke you. They were playing.”

      Was he supposed to keep them quiet forever?

      Maybe he should just keep them over at Mike’s…

      “Sorry, sorry. I thought someone was hurt. I’m fine. I’ll be fine. Just go look after the kids.”

      “No. They’re just loud.” He unwrapped the bandages, and, while it was seeping, it wasn’t too bad. He didn’t barf, after all.

      “Did they send you home with supplies, or do I need to call Michael?”

      “Supplies? They gave me pills and there’s a paper somewhere with instructions on it.” JP was looking pale and clammy. “Jesus, remind me not to do that again.”

      “Will do.” He grabbed his phone, calling Michael.

      “Hey.”

      “I need supplies. He’s bleeding. I don’t have anything to help or clean or anything. Help?”

      “You got it. Don’t touch it. Keep him still.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” He hung up and went to peer out at the kids.

      They were sitting in the middle of the sandbox, Victoria holding Peter and patting his back. She looked furious.

      “They’re good kids. They just aren’t used to being quiet outside. I’ll find somewhere for us to stay while you’re feeling so bad.”

      JP shook his head, and then stopped, looking like he might barf. “No. I’m not chasing you guys out of your home. I’ll know what’s what if it happens again.”

      “They’re sweet. Well, Peter’s sweet. Tori is not sweet. She’s fierce. She’s not the good twin.” He was pacing, trying not to panic. “Are you thirsty?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe? I’m just hurting. The docs said the pain would ease up pretty quick if I followed directions.”

      “Then I’ll dig them out and give them to Michael. He knows how to do all that stuff.” So did Ian, honestly.

      “‘K, Chou. ‘M sorry being trouble.” The words were mumbled, JP looking like he was going to go back to sleep, or pass out maybe; Ian couldn’t be sure.

      “You’ve always been trouble, love.” From the second they met. “Always.”

      “You’ve got that right,” Mike told him. “Hey, bro.”

      “Hey. Help? I’ve got to get the kids in and cleaned up.” He hugged his brother. “Thank you. You rock.”

      Mike hugged him back hard. Then looked over his shoulder. “He looks like shit. I may have to wait until he’s feeling better to beat him to death.”

      “Whatever you think is best, Uncle Mike-Mike. I trust you.”

      And that was the truth. His brother had his back.

      Now he needed to get his babies in the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      JP blinked a few times and tried to focus as he woke up. He could hear voices coming from another room. The kitchen? Maybe it was suppertime; it looked like the sun was heading down. He took a breath. Everything still hurt, but not as much as this morning. Maybe getting some sleep had made a difference. He didn’t know.

      What he did know was that he had to pee. Badly. He hauled himself into a full sitting position, checking out the lay of the land. The wheelchair was a step or two to the right, his crutches on the ground next to them. He wasn’t sure which would be easier to use. It seemed like this huge quandary, too. He didn’t think it should be, but it was.

      “I’m going to check on JP. I’ll be right back.” He knew that voice like he knew his own. Michael Silver. Ian’s brother.

      The makeshift curtain door twitched, and Michael peeked in. “Hey, man. You doing okay?”

      “Michael. Hey.” The man had been his best friend until he’d left for Florida, then he’d closed ranks with Ian. Which a brother should do, he supposed. “I need to pee,” he admitted. Mike was a nurse, so he didn’t figure this was an unusual ask for him.

      “Good deal. Ian put rails around the toilet, so you’ll be able to hold yourself up.” Mike came over and helped him get into the wheelchair.

      Thank God. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t have made it on his own.

      “How is he?” JP asked.

      Mike didn’t bother to pretend he didn’t know what JP was talking about. “Tired and wigged out.”

      “I had nowhere else to go.”

      “Ian said this is your home, so you belong here.” Mike got him into the bathroom. “I told him to get you a hotel.”

      “He’s a better man than you.” His chou was a fine man. Of course Ian wasn’t his chou anymore, was he? That had ended when he’d gotten traded to Florida, and Ian had stayed here with the babies.

      “He is. He’s your husband and is raising your babies, I guess, so that’s something.”

      Except he didn’t think any of this was his anymore, was it? Man, he was so fucked.

      His leg, his career, his marriage, just fucked.

      “So, it actually looks pretty damn good. You just need to stay off it for a while, okay?” Mike helped him get undressed and cleaned up. “I’m going to call your former team and tell them to hire me as your day nurse, or we’ll go public. You need help beyond what Ian can give you alone.”

      “Talk to my agent. He’s working on getting me the rest of my contract. And he’s pretty sure he can get me a settlement from the team we were playing. He says the league’ll pony up to keep things quiet. And yeah? It looks okay? It feels like hell.”

      Mike looked at him, straight on. “It looks like it’s supposed to. That’s great. And does Ian have all the numbers? He’s making mac and cheese for supper, by the way. The kids are excited.”

      Mike was still ADHD boy. The good thing was the man was charming as hell, and a good, good friend.

      “He has Dan’s number – that’s my agent. He’s always had it.” So that Ian always had a way to contact him if he had to.

      “Good deal. Let’s get you in bed and propped up and your dressings changed. You can tell me what you loved about Florida, and I’ll tell you about my house. I bought about five minutes from here.”

      “Five minutes? Couldn’t find a place next door?”

      “No. That fucking bitch Alison bought it. She’s a chef at La Tous. She’s insufferable. Ian adores her.”

      “Seriously? You almost bought the place next door?” That was crazy. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath as his leg was jostled and sent pain radiating up through him.

      “Almost, but she wanted it.” Finally Michael stopped moving him. “Comfy now?”

      “No.” Everything fucking hurt. “But I imagine I won’t be for a while.” They’d had to rebuild the freaking bones in his leg.

      “Well, you shouldn’t have sharp pains, nothing agonizing. If you do, we need to get you to a surgeon. Are you hungry? Thirsty? Want to meet your children?”

      “You care what order I answer those in?” he demanded, closing his eyes. His children. He didn’t recognize them. They’d been little babies he’d held in his arms when he left.

      “Uh…not if all the answers are yes.”

      Fucker.

      “They started screaming and crying when they saw me, Mike.” Like he was some monster.

      Mike rolled his eyes. “Let me tell you about your son. He cries at the tip of a hat. At a loud sound. At the threat of a loud sound. Your daughter is a screamer. She will tell you what for and protect her ‘brudder’.”

      He frowned. “It sounds like you don’t like them very much.”

      Michael blinked. “Are you kidding? They are the most amazing humans on the planet. Peter is so kind, so nurturing. He wants to have babies like Daddy. Victoria is fearless. She’s already on the ice. She loves her family fiercely, and God help you if you make her brudder cry.”

      That was better. “That’s not what you said the first time,” he pointed out. “And yes. To all three, by the way.” God help him.

      “I’ll have Ian come in with them after their baths. You want more ginger ale?”

      “Please. Cold?” The last glass had gone pretty quickly. His dislike of warm pop was only surpassed by his dislike of flat pop.

      “You know it. You want to try some mac and cheese? It’s homemade.”

      His nose wrinkled, and he sighed, Mike cracking up.

      “What? He could burn Kraft Dinner in a box like nobody’s business.” No one had ever accused him of being a chef, but at least he could reheat shit without a microwave.

      “His neighbor Allison taught him a bunch, and then he took enough culinary courses to get a degree, believe it or not. He’s sort of amazing. He said he couldn’t go out to eat with two little ones, so he’d learn to cook.”

      “Huh. That soup was pretty good.” Looked like more than just the kids had changed in the years he’d been gone. Here at least. He was just the same. Or at least he had been until his leg had gotten screwed up.

      “Yeah. He was…bored and lonely and depressed. Cooking made him feel useful again.”

      JP didn’t know what to say to that. He was an asshole, but they both already knew that.

      “I’ll go grab you food. I—” He got a quick glance. “I don’t think Ian knows how to ask you what you want the kids to call you.”

      “I was Dad before I got traded.” He couldn’t believe he hadn’t even checked in for three years. He’d told himself it was too hard, that Ian didn’t want him to. The man had told him if he left to not bother coming back, and he’d taken that at face value.

      “Dad. Okay.” Mike met his eyes. “Don’t fuck this up.”

      “I don’t know if I can promise that.” So far fucking things up seemed to be what he was best at. Before he would have said it was skating, but he’d surely fucked that big time.

      “Try. It’s worth it.” Mike disappeared, and he heard talking, the clinking and clanking of dishes, then Ian was there with a tray.

      “Ginger ale and mac and cheese. There’s a couple of cookies too, if you want them.”

      He actually wasn’t nauseated at the moment. The first time since he’d been hurt. “Yeah, I’ll take some cookies.”

      “They’re chocolate chip and pecan.” Ian smiled at him, the expression nervous. “Did you want salt and pepper?”

      “You made the cookies yourself?” JP asked. “Mike told me you learned to cook.”

      Ian lips quirked in a half-smile. “I did. I didn’t want the twins to starve.”

      “You could have ordered in all the time.” He certainly had. Or at least survived off the prepped meals the team’s chef provided. He’d lost count of how many solitary meals he’d eaten in front of the TV in his apartment.

      “That’s no fun, and not healthy for baby bodies.” He got a look. “Or giant bodies.”

      “I’m not a giant,” he growled. He took a forkful of the mac ‘n cheese. Just like the soup hadn’t been from a can, this had definitely not come out of a box. “This is good.” He hadn’t meant to sound surprised, but he was.

      “Thanks. Does it need salt or pepper?” Ian seemed a little nervous.

      “Nah, it’s good just like it is.” He had a few more bites, drank a bit more of his ginger ale. “I appreciate this, you know? You taking me in.” He didn’t care if he owned the house; this was Ian’s place.

      Ian opened his hands. “You’re my husband. This is your home. What else would I do?”

      He shrugged. He didn’t know. He was hurt and lost, and Ian had taken him in, despite their past. “Well, thank you.”

      “I’m sorry you’re hurting so badly. It sucks for you.” Ian looked down and then back up. “Would you like to say good night to the kids?”

      “Sure. If you think I won’t scare them.”

      “They’ll never be comfortable if you don’t see them.”

      He took a deep breath. “Then let’s do it.”

      “Okay. They’re getting their jammies on, and we’ll be in. Go ahead and eat.”

      “Thanks, it’s good.” He knew he’d already said that, but it bore repeating.

      Ian went off, and he finished the entire bowl, then nibbled on the cookies. Okay, these were really good. Like really.

      He wished that⁠—

      The curtain twitched, and Ian stood there with
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