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His eyes shine like precious gemstones. When he looks at me, butterflies stir in my stomach, fluttering as if dancing a passionate samba. As his gaze lingers on my face and sweeps down my body, a fiery tingling rises in me, setting my skin aglow.

Ring. Ring. Ring.

Damn alarm clock. It always seems to go off at the worst possible moment—just when things are starting to get good. With a groan, I drag myself out of bed. After a quick splash of water to the face and a fast ristretto, I'm out the door. The morning mist swallows the last traces of sleep as I hurry toward my café—my little kingdom, the one I fought so hard to open just a year ago.

Within its cozy walls, I proudly serve what I believe to be the best coffee in town. But the real secret behind our success? That credit belongs to Celine—my best friend and a master baker. Every day, she works her magic, creating seven irresistible cakes that keep our regulars coming back for more.

Any less just wouldn’t cut it—we sell out every single day. Sure, we could bake more, but Celine insists on quality over quantity. She says it's better to be sold out than to end up with leftovers. Personally, I think she just doesn’t want me gaining any more weight. I mean, someone has to do the quality control, right? I usually stick to four out of seven cakes. Strictly for professional reasons, of course.

Celine and I go way back. We survived high school together. She even went with me to prom after her boyfriend dumped her for a cheerleader. Petite, with a sweet face and ever-changing hair colors, Celine turned heads wherever she went—thanks in part to her impressive curves. Naturally, she had no shortage of offers. Me? I was more low-profile. Still closeted. Celine discovered my secret one day when she caught me kissing a boy. Since she wasn’t interested in dating anyone at the time and I wasn’t about to ask a girl out, we made a deal and went to prom together.

After graduation, we lost touch for a while. But when she heard I was planning to open a café, she showed up with a tray of cakes that blew me away. One bite and I knew: she had to be part of it. She cut back her hours at her office job and started baking for us full-time. Every single cake is made using her late grandmother’s secret recipes—simple, nostalgic, and full of love.

When our customers take that first bite, something magical happens. It’s like being transported back to childhood. A feeling of warmth, comfort, and sweet memory settles over them, and they come back not just for the coffee or the cakes, but for that feeling. For that moment of peace in the chaos of everyday life. That’s the real magic Celine creates.

Today marks an exciting step forward—we’re hiring a new server. Grandma Rosie, one of our dearest regulars, recommended her granddaughter Charlie. She’s supposed to start at 10 a.m. Which is, in case you’re wondering, in exactly five minutes. If I were her, I’d have been here ages ago. I’m always early. When I have a date, I sometimes drive around the block fifteen times just so I won’t be too early.

My last date? A total disaster. The guy reeked. I mean, how is that even possible? Bad hygiene is an immediate dealbreaker. I need someone who doesn’t just charm me—but smells like a dream too. As I glance anxiously at the clock, I can only hope Charlie shares my definition of "punctual."

It’s one minute to ten, and still no sign of Charlie. I’ve never seen her—not even exchanged a single word. But Grandma Rosie had assured me it would work out, and to be safe, she gave me Charlie’s number. We’d agreed—via Grandma Rosie—that Charlie would start with a five-day trial. If we were both happy, we’d draw up a proper contract.

Now it’s one minute past ten, and still nothing.

A knot begins to form in my stomach. Am I annoyed because she’s late, or anxious because she’s Grandma Rosie’s granddaughter? Thankfully, Celine is making her legendary chocolate cake today. I sneak a spoonful of the velvety batter—it soothes my nerves, if only a little—then reach for the phone and dial the number Grandma Rosie gave me.

One ring. Two. Three. My heartbeat picks up. By the tenth ring, I’m ready to hang up—when suddenly, a raspy “What?” crackles through the line, making my blood run cold.

Charlie’s a man.

And that voice—good Lord. It should come with a warning label. Rough and low, like it’s been soaked in whiskey and cigarettes for years. I swallow, gather my composure, and do my best to sound calm and professional.

“Hi, Charlie. I’ve been waiting for you. It’s two minutes past ten. Where are you?”

A low, sleepy chuckle rumbles from the other end. “I’m peeing, what else? What do you want?”

I freeze. The audacity! First-name basis, then this?

Oh, absolutely not.

A hot wave of indignation rises in me. My blood pressure spikes. Channeling my most authoritative voice, I snap, “Listen carefully, Charlie. Your grandmother assured me you'd be working here for five days—maybe longer if things go well. So if you don’t want to disappoint her and miss out on the best coffee in town, I suggest you haul your butt over here immediately. Got it?”

There’s a pause. Then a sigh. “Where is it? And is the coffee machine already running?”

I grind my teeth. “Of course it is! We open in fifteen minutes. Fifteen Albert Smith Avenue. Pronto!”

I hang up before he can get another word in and throw myself back into the final pre-opening chaos.

Exactly ten minutes later, an engine growls outside, loud and unapologetic. A bright red Corvette slides into a spot right in front of the café, parking with a showy flourish.

And then... he steps out.

A demigod.

At least six-foot-three, all lean muscle wrapped in a snug black t-shirt. Faded jeans cling to powerful thighs, and clean white sneakers make the whole look feel casually effortless. He removes his sunglasses with maddening slowness, and I still can’t see his eyes—but the air around him shifts the moment he walks in.

I freeze, barely breathing. A warm, masculine scent follows him inside—fresh like sea salt, bold like citrus, and so utterly him that I’m momentarily stunned.

I stare. I can’t not stare.

His mouth moves—God, those lips—but I can’t hear a word over the pounding of my heart. He steps closer, and my knees nearly buckle. I grip the counter for support, silently begging the universe for strength.

How the hell am I supposed to survive the day with that walking around behind the bar?

He stretches like he owns the world—broad shoulders rolling back, chest expanding, as if he were welcoming the spotlight. Then, with a casual glance around, he steps into my café.

And I freeze.

Completely mesmerized, my throat tightens. I can’t look away. God, when did I become this good at staring?

A wave of scent follows him in—fresh and clean, like a sea breeze mixed with something darker, something intensely masculine. It’s intoxicating. I inhale instinctively, and it hits me straight in the chest.

His lips move—those lips—and I’m not sure if he’s saying something or just breathing, but it doesn’t matter. All I can think is: Wow. Perfect doesn’t even begin to cover it.

He walks closer. Slowly. Confidently.

When he leans in just the slightest bit, my knees threaten to buckle. I grip the edge of the counter like it’s a lifeline, because my heart is pounding and my balance feels optional.

How in the world am I supposed to survive the day with this man walking around like a Greek god in jeans?
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What exactly just happened in the last fifteen minutes?

Last night is still clinging to my body like the haze after a vivid dream. We celebrated—just because. Joy for joy’s sake. It felt like a win, even though we’ve been known to party just as hard after a loss—only shorter, maybe a bit less wild. But yesterday was different. We were kicking off the season, and the energy was high. And now? I’m standing in a café, being stared down by a man whose eyes are the exact color of a pristine alpine lake.

And he doesn’t blink. His gaze is steady, intense. His breathing’s uneven, like he’s just run a mile—and I’m starting to wonder if I should be worried or flattered.

I offer him a calming smile. "Hey, I’m Charlie," I say, my voice dropping into something softer, maybe even a little apologetic. "Apparently, my grandma promised I’d show up today. She just forgot to tell me about it."

I chuckle, shake my head, trying to make it sound casual. "But hey, I’ve never been able to say no to her. So, tell me what you need."

He doesn’t answer right away, just keeps staring at me with those eyes—eyes that should come with a warning label.

Finally, he speaks. "Coffee. Bring two cups to the table in the back. Be friendly, thank them warmly, and ask if they’d like some cake. I’ll make the coffee. You’re not touching my machine."

Wait—what?

Okay, I have no idea what Grandma Rosie told this guy, but did she really volunteer me to play waiter?

I’m a top-line center for the Denver Devils. One of the fastest, most aggressive forwards in the league. I’m 6'4", weigh in at 220 pounds, and my hands are big enough to palm a basketball—or snap a hockey stick in half. I’m built for ice, speed, and power plays... not for serving coffee and cake.

But the guy with the glacier-blue eyes clearly expects me to do just that. So I do.

Somehow, I manage not to trip over my own feet. I even take an order for two slices of apple pie—and the phone number of the blonde at table three. Proud of my multitasking, I head back to the counter and relay the order. He hands me the plates without a word. I serve them.

Then I take three more orders, moving from table to table like this is something I’ve actually trained for, while Mr. Ice-Lake Eyes—Sam, apparently—moves behind the counter like a man who was born to run a café.

An hour in, the first guests ask to pay. Sam handles the bill, and I finally get a moment to really look at him.

He’s easily a head shorter than me—lean, compact, with a small, soft belly that looks, honestly, kind of huggable. And he smells like cake. Sweet. Warm. Addictive.

A door swings open behind me, leading to what must be the bakery. A young woman steps out, smiling with the kind of sunshine that could light up an entire winter.

"Hi, I’m Celine. I bake seven cakes here every day," she says, her voice bright and breezy. Then her eyes narrow, her tone sharpens like a blade wrapped in sugar. "You were late. Sam doesn’t like that. And I don’t like it when someone makes Sam upset. Got it?"

Sam. So that’s his name.

Celine crosses her arms over her chest like she’s expecting me to drop and give her twenty. I clear my throat, trying not to sound like a scolded teenager.

"Yeah, sorry. My grandma must’ve promised I’d be here without telling me. I didn’t mean to mess things up."

Her expression shifts instantly. "Well then, Sam will be glad you came anyway." She grins and winks. "Take good care of my favorite person, will you? He’s one of a kind."

And with that, she spins on her heel and disappears into the back, leaving me in stunned silence.

Before I can respond, I hear a soft voice behind me.

"What did the little toad say?"

I turn to find Sam standing there, arms crossed, a mischievous glint in his narrowed eyes. He’s watching me like he already knows the answer and is just waiting to see how I’ll respond.

"Um... she told me to look out for you. And that you’re the best of them all." I study him carefully, curious. "Why would I need to look out for you? Aren’t you okay?"

Sam arches a brow, the corners of his mouth twitching as if he’s holding back a smile. "Look out for me? Huh. That’s... interesting." He leans forward slightly, his gaze sharpening, and the air between us hums with an almost electric tension. "Don’t worry—I’m fine. Celine is just... well, a little overprotective."

Something shifts in his expression—like a crack in armor. He tries to hide it, but I see it. And I wait. On the ice, patience isn’t my strong suit. But right here, right now, beside this man with storm clouds behind his eyes, I can wait.

Up close, I notice more. His skin is pale, almost translucent, and deep shadows cling beneath his eyes. Those stunning blue eyes that captivated me earlier now seem tired, worn. His shoulders slump, as if he’s carrying more than his fair share of the world.

Then he exhales—long and heavy—a sound laced with fatigue and surrender. "I’ve been working every day for a year. No days off. Not one." His voice is quiet, brittle. "I’m just... tired. Grandma Rosie promised me someone would help. That I could finally breathe again."

His words catch me off guard, striking a chord I didn’t expect. Suddenly, I get it. Celine’s protectiveness. The weight in Sam’s eyes. The exhaustion that clings to him like a second skin. This man, who clearly takes pride in everything he’s built, is running on fumes.

Sam leans against the counter and closes his eyes. For a second, he looks like he might fall asleep standing up. Before I can stop myself, instinct kicks in—I step forward and pull him into a hug.

He stiffens, his whole body tensing against mine like a coiled spring, and I wonder if I’ve made a mistake. But then he exhales again, slower this time. His head rests against my chest. He breathes me in. His shoulders relax. And I hold him—gently, firmly—as if this is exactly where he’s supposed to be.

"I’m here now," I whisper, a soft smile tugging at my lips. "Sit down. Have a coffee. I’ll take care of the rest. I’ll clear the tables, I’ll clean up—then you can tell me everything. I’ve got today and tomorrow before training starts again. But I promise you, Sam... we’ll figure something out. You’re not in this alone anymore."

Sam sinks down onto a stool, his movements slow, his eyes heavy with fatigue. But deep within those brilliant blue eyes, something flickers to life—something quiet but unmistakable: hope.

His fingers tremble slightly as he walks me through the coffee machine’s buttons and levers. My first attempt isn’t terrible—actually, it’s surprisingly decent—and when Sam takes a sip, a tiny, grateful smile plays across his lips. It's barely there, but it's like watching the sun break through after a week of rain. And in that moment, I know—something is changing.

Gradually, a little color returns to his face. His eyes, still rimmed with exhaustion, start to track me with curiosity as I move around the café. When I nearly knock over a tray, he smirks—and quickly looks away as if trying to hide it. But I catch it. And that shy, fleeting smile makes my heart stutter.

He’s... sweet. Despite the exhaustion that clings to him like a fog, Sam is starting to breathe again.

I throw myself into the work—clearing tables, greeting customers, learning the flow. Bit by bit, I find my rhythm. By the time the clock strikes five, the café is empty. All the cakes are sold, the espresso machine hums in quiet satisfaction, and Sam seems lighter than he did that morning.

I, on the other hand, feel like I’ve run a marathon in skates. My feet ache, my calves burn, and even my hands feel tired.

As I start stacking chairs, Sam grabs the mop—but before he can start, the door swings open with a burst of energy and a familiar voice rings out.

"Hello, my big Charlie! I'm so glad to see you here!" Then to Sam, with cheerful anticipation: "So, how did he do?"

Sam glances at me, his eyes full of teasing amusement, then turns slowly to Rosie with a glint in his eye. "Well," he begins, drawing it out, "he didn’t show up at first."

Rosie’s brows knit together in confusion.

"But," Sam adds, his voice softer now, "once he finally made it, he really helped me out." He leans casually against the counter, arms folded, a smirk forming. "But, Grandma Rosie, tell me something... is it possible that Charlie had no idea he was supposed to work here today?"

Grandma Rosie—tiny, unstoppable, and somehow always five steps ahead—grins with a sparkle in her eyes that could rival fireworks. "It could be," she says sweetly, like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. "That I forgot to mention Charlie has a new job now."

A beat of silence passes, then Sam chuckles—low and warm—and I shake my head in disbelief. I can’t help it; I laugh too, the tension of the day dissolving like sugar in hot coffee.

"Grandma, I already have a job," I say, trying to keep my voice even. "A job I actually love. And I earn a decent living doing it. What made you think I was in the market for a new one—especially as a waiter?"

Grandma Rosie crosses her arms, her stance unwavering, eyes full of quiet steel. "Charlie, you're getting too old to keep skating around with a bunch of boys. You’re going to need a real job eventually." Her voice quivers just slightly, and I realize this isn’t just about work—it’s about fear. "Ice hockey is too dangerous. My heart can’t take the stress anymore. I can’t even bring myself to watch your games."

She takes a breath, and I see the glimmer in her eyes—shiny, not from defiance, but emotion. "That’s why I want you here. At the café. Where I can see you. Where I know you're safe."

For a long second, neither of us says a word. Sam glances between us, clearly caught off guard, and something inside me shifts. The anger I felt—sharp and immediate—dulls into something quieter. Understanding.

So that’s what this was really about. She wanted to protect me.

"Grandma," I say, my voice catching somewhere between disbelief and frustration, "this isn’t just some pickup game at the rink. I’m a professional NHL player. This is my life, not a hobby. And it’s not just decent money—I do really well. I’m 27. I still have years left to play. Years I want to play."

Her eyes drop for a moment, and I see the weight of my words hit her. But then she lifts her chin with renewed resolve. "I know that," she says softly. "But I promised Sam you’d help for a few days. He’s exhausted, and you’re the only one I trust to step in."

I draw a long breath, torn between love for this stubborn woman and the frustration curling in my gut. "I’ll help him tomorrow," I say finally. "I promise. But after that, we need to find another solution. This..." I gesture toward the café, "...this isn’t going to be my future."

Her expression softens, the fight in her eyes melting into something more fragile. Sam, who’s been quiet this whole time, finally speaks up, his voice low but warm. "Then we’ll make the best of tomorrow," he says gently.

His words land softly, bridging the space between all three of us. Grandma Rosie looks smaller somehow, like the truth has taken a little weight off her shoulders—even if it didn’t fix everything. And as I glance between them, I realize something I didn’t expect:

Despite the chaos, I’m already a little attached to this place.

Grandma Rosie turns to Sam, her shoulders slumping slightly, as if the weight of her worries has finally caught up with her.
"I'm sorry," she murmurs, her voice soft and edged with regret. "Maybe my solution wasn’t the best."
She glances at me with a look that wavers between pride and concern. "Charlie’s a really good guy, you know. But... he gets into fights on the ice now and then. And when he’s out there playing, I just can’t watch. He’s too fast, too wild."

Her fingers fidget with the edge of her jacket, and a wistful smile flickers across her face. "I just wanted something different for him. Something safer. If I’m being honest—it wasn’t really for him, it was for me. So I wouldn’t have to sit at home, heart pounding, wondering if he’s going to get hurt."

Sam, who’s been quietly listening, his expression unreadable, finally speaks. His voice is gentle, filled with something that feels like quiet empathy.
"You don’t have to worry, Grandma Rosie," he says. "I already know he’s a great guy."
A silence follows, thick with understanding. I swallow hard, the lump in my throat making it difficult to speak. But Sam’s smile—the soft, knowing kind—says enough for all of us. And in that moment, something in me settles.
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A little stunned, I glance back and forth between Charlie and Grandma Rosie. Her words still echo in my mind as I slowly piece it all together. So Charlie isn’t just tall and muscular—he’s an actual hockey god. A professional. In the NHL.

That explains the powerful build, the easy confidence in the way he moves. And Grandma Rosie, the sweet, fiercely protective woman I’ve come to adore, just couldn’t bear to watch him on the ice anymore—constantly worried, constantly afraid something might happen.

It’s almost surreal. The idea that a man like Charlie, who probably earns millions, spent the day helping out at my tiny café? It’s both absurd and heartwarming. I don’t know much about hockey, but I remember reading somewhere that NHL players make obscene amounts of money. And yet here he is—clearing tables, serving coffee... all for his grandmother.

Grandma Rosie looks at me with a sheepish expression, and Charlie—this giant of a man—suddenly reminds me of a boy who’s just been caught doing something he didn’t think through. How could I be mad at either of them? Rosie acted out of love, and Charlie... he did it to make her smile.

"Grandma Rosie, I'm not upset," I say gently, hoping to ease her worry. "I understand why you're concerned. Hockey is rough, and yeah... it can be dangerous." I pause, searching for the right words. "But I don’t think this job is meant for Charlie. He did really well today, but his hands are way too big for our tiny cups." I smile a little. "I’ll need to find someone else. I definitely need help around here."

I turn to Charlie, and my voice softens. "Charlie, I’ll manage on my own tomorrow. But I’d really appreciate it if you could stop by for a couple of hours—help me organize the stockroom. Some of those boxes are a bit much for me on my own."

Charlie grins, clearly relieved. "I’ll be on time tomorrow, promise. And I’ll help with whatever you need. But for now, I’m taking Grandma home. Get some rest, Sam. See you soon!"

A few moments later, the two of them leave. Charlie gives me one last look—a charming, slow smile paired with that signature glint in his eyes. It feels like a secret only we share. A warm shiver runs down my spine, and my face flushes despite myself.

He notices. Of course he does. And his grin widens into something so dazzling, it nearly buckles my knees.

Thankfully, he turns before I melt into a puddle. He gently offers his grandmother his arm, and together they walk to his gleaming Corvette. A moment later, the doors close and they’re gone, engine purring as they drive off.

I stand there for a beat longer, letting the adrenaline fade and the stillness settle around me.

What a wild day.

And tomorrow? I get to spend a few more hours with that beautiful, mysterious man.

The thought makes my heart skip. I already can’t wait.

The next morning, I’m up before my alarm. The anticipation bubbles inside me like champagne. After a quick shower, I take my time getting ready. I even style my hair—something I usually only bother with when Celine forces me to go out.

In front of the mirror, I hesitate. My eyes drop to my stomach. Is that... bigger again? I sigh. Celine’s cakes are just too tempting. Maybe I should ask her about a sugar-free option. Not that she’d go for it, but still.

Despite my best intentions, I know I’ll never stop sampling the cakes. I just... can’t. In the end, I settle on a black shirt—always slimming, right? At least that’s what I tell myself.

I get to the café right at 9:30. The scent of freshly baked pastries wraps around me like a hug. Celine is already there, her cheeks dusted with flour and her eyes bright. When she sees me, her whole face lights up.

Time flies—it’s already 9:57 a.m.

My heart starts to race as I glance nervously around the café, eyes darting to the door every few seconds. And then it swings open.

Charlie steps inside, and beside him is a young woman. She’s pretty—too pretty. A sudden, sharp stab of disappointment hits me square in the chest.

Of course he brought his girlfriend. With a face like his, it was only a matter of time.

Not that I’d truly let myself hope. I know my limits, my insecurities. Still, somewhere deep down, there was a little dream nestled inside me. A quiet wish that maybe, just maybe, there could be something between us. But reality, as it often does, has other plans.

It’s strange how quickly feelings can shift—how the rush of anticipation can so easily flip into the sting of disappointment.

I do my best to hold on to my smile as I watch the two of them. They move together with an ease that feels effortless, natural. And I can’t help but ache for a place in that world. While I quietly collect my scattered thoughts, I wonder what this day still has in store.

Charlie smiles at me and says, "Hey, Sam. I’d like you to meet Linda. She’s our goalie’s sister. Just moved to town a couple of weeks ago and is looking for a job. She’s worked in a café before and knows her way around. I thought she might be a good fit to help you out. What do you think?"

And just like that, I’m speechless again.

This man—this extraordinary man—didn’t bring a girlfriend. He brought me a waitress.

In that moment, I realize he’s not just charming, not just ridiculously handsome. He’s thoughtful. He’s paying attention. He saw that I needed help and went out of his way to bring me exactly that. In a world where people mostly look out for themselves, Charlie Keller just showed up like a miracle in jeans and a black T-shirt.

I can’t quite put the gratitude into words, but I know he sees it in my eyes.

"Wow, that was fast," I say, turning to Linda with a smile. "Hi, I’m Sam. So... you really know your way around a coffee machine? Can you make cappuccino—with the fancy foam art? Ever used one of these machines before?" I gesture toward my espresso setup.

Linda nods with confidence, and something inside me unclenches. This could actually work.

"I’d love to take a look behind the counter," she says warmly, "while you show Charlie the storeroom and explain what needs organizing."

There’s something steadying in her calm energy, and I find myself nodding. When I return, Linda is already handing a beautifully poured cappuccino to a customer. Her movements are smooth, practiced, and precise. She knows what she’s doing.

A few minutes later, Celine breezes into the café, carrying the first cake of the day. Her eyes immediately zero in on Linda, then flick toward the back, toward the storeroom.

With a sly smile, she leans close and whispers, "So... the handsome guy in the back—is he, like, famous or something?"

I grin at her expression. "I’m not sure. He mentioned he plays hockey and does pretty well for himself."

Her eyes widen so dramatically I’m briefly worried they might pop out of her head.

"Sam," she hisses, grabbing my arm. "Is that Charlie Keller? As in the Charlie Keller? Best center in the league? Ridiculously hot, always gives the funniest interviews, team captain, and one of the few openly gay players in the NHL? Please tell me that ice hockey god is actually sorting your storeroom right now!"

Her enthusiasm is contagious. I can’t help but chuckle. The whole thing is a little absurd.

"It’s kind of a long story," I say, shaking my head in disbelief. "He’s Grandma Rosie’s grandson. She didn’t want him playing anymore—thought it’d be safer for him to work here instead."

"And she got him to actually do it?" Celine’s eyes dance with mischief and wonder. But I barely hear her next words.

Because one sentence keeps echoing in my mind:

Charlie is gay.

It hits me like a jolt to the chest. My palms go clammy, and I feel my knees begin to wobble.

The idea that this breathtaking man—the one who’s already burned his gaze into me more than once—is actually gay makes my heart race.

My thoughts scatter like autumn leaves in the wind. How do I act around him now? Do I have a chance? Could someone like him ever look at someone like me that way?

Time seems to stand still as I try to piece together my swirling emotions. I know I’m going to see him again in just a moment, but now, standing here, I feel like I’m caught in a whirlwind. Torn between nervous anticipation and the fear of making a complete fool of myself, I can’t seem to focus on anything except the thundering beat of my heart.

I take a breath. I need to pull it together.

And then it hits me—I want to know more about him. A ripple of excitement moves through me at the thought. Charlie, the hockey god, and me, in this tiny café—it feels like something out of a dream. Something almost too perfect to be real.

Linda laughs beside me, her smile lighting up the space like sunshine. “It’s all true,” she says, her voice filled with knowing mischief. “The female fans still haven’t accepted it. Every week, someone new tries to change his mind. They show up at autograph signings, charity events—some of them even write letters. But it’s all pointless. He’s not into women. He’s definitely into men.”

She looks me straight in the eyes, lowering her voice just slightly like she’s letting me in on something sacred. “He’s been single for a while now. Actually, he’s waiting for the right guy. We’re all hoping he finds someone who really sees him, someone who loves him for who he is—not just the athlete. He deserves that. He’s the best captain in the league, the fastest forward out there, and one of the kindest people I know.”

Every word she says hits deeper than I expect. It's not just Charlie's athletic prowess that impresses me—though, yes, that’s enough to stop traffic—but the person behind the number, behind the stardom. The idea that he’s looking for something real, someone who understands him beyond the spotlight... it makes my heart ache in the best way.

Suddenly, Charlie isn’t just Rosie’s grandson. He’s not just a temporary helper at my café. He’s someone I want to understand. Someone I’d like to get to know—really know.

The rest of the day flies by. Linda and I work together seamlessly, like we’ve been doing this for years. She’s sharp, quick, and kind—exactly the kind of energy the café needed. Meanwhile, Charlie has completely transformed the storeroom. It’s clean, organized, better than it’s ever looked before. I stand there afterward, stunned by how much he’s accomplished. Gratitude wells up inside me, heavy and genuine.

I want to thank him—really thank him. But what can I possibly offer someone like Charlie Keller? I can’t pay him—not in any meaningful way. Compared to his salary, anything I offer would feel... trivial.

And then it hits me.

I grab one of the small cardstock gift certificates I use for regulars and scribble across it in bold letters:

“One Year of Free Coffee – For Charlie Only.”

It’s a small thing. But it’s something. And selfishly, maybe it’ll keep him coming back—keep him near.

I hand it to him, trying to keep my tone casual, but my pulse betrays me.

His eyes light up the moment he reads it.

“That’s awesome!” he says, grinning so widely that the air seems to shimmer around him. “Seriously, Sam, thank you. That’s probably the best thing I’ve gotten all week.”

And just like that, I feel my knees go a little soft.

There’s something in the way he looks at me—like this little token, this tiny gesture, means more to him than it probably should. But maybe, just maybe, it means something to me too.

Because suddenly this feels like more than a favor. More than a thank-you. It feels like the beginning of something. A friendship, maybe. Or... something else.

I can only hope he plans to redeem that coffee voucher—a lot.
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CHARLIE – Chapter 4
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Sam looks absolutely adorable. His eyes sparkle, and a soft smile plays on his lips as he hands me a voucher for a year of free coffee.
“This is just a small thank you for your help,” he says, and I can’t help but grin from ear to ear.
I’m genuinely thrilled about the voucher—not just because of the coffee, but because of what it represents. He has no idea I was planning to stop by every day anyway, just to see him.
A warm flutter stirs in my chest as I imagine what this could mean. I don’t know if Sam is gay, and I don’t want to make assumptions. But if there’s even the slightest chance—if there's even a door cracked open—I want to be brave enough to walk through it.

And then, reality crashes in: training camp starts tomorrow. Fourteen days away, holed up in a team hotel in a completely different city, practicing in a different rink. The thought of missing out on seeing Sam for that long casts a subtle shadow over my excitement for the upcoming season.

I shift awkwardly from one foot to the other, trying to gather my thoughts. There’s so much swirling in my head—work, the growing connection with Sam, and the uncertainty of what the next two weeks will bring.

“Sam,” I say, my voice a little quieter than usual, “I won’t be in town for the next fourteen days. Training camp starts tomorrow, and we’ll be out of the city.”
His expression doesn’t change much, but I catch the slightest flicker in his eyes, and it gives me the courage to go on.
“But when I’m back... I’d love to stop by for coffee. And maybe try one of those famous cakes.”
I pause, inhale, and then just go for it. “Sam, could I have your number? I’d really like it if we could keep in touch. Maybe send a message here and there.”

Our eyes meet. For a second, everything around us seems to fall away. My heart beats a little faster, unsure of how he’ll respond—but hopeful.
Because maybe, just maybe... this is the beginning of something more.
A warm smile spreads across Sam’s face, and I can’t help but return it.
“Of course. I’d love to hear from you,” he says, scribbling his number on a slip of paper and handing it to me.
There’s a charge in the air between us—subtle, yet impossible to ignore. It feels like I’ve just taken a small but meaningful step toward something new.
I give him a quick wink, heart thudding with excitement and the soft bloom of hope. After saying goodbye to Linda and asking her to pass along a greeting to Celine, I head for the door.

The second I step outside, a wave of fresh air greets me, and I inhale deeply. There’s a lightness in my chest I haven’t felt in a long time. Still, reality waits for no one—training camp starts tomorrow, and I need to pack. In less than twenty-four hours, I’ll be on a plane to Montana for fourteen days of grueling drills, strategy sessions, and team-building. It’ll be tough—but it’ll also be the beginning of the season we’ve all been waiting for.

As I walk home, thoughts of the upcoming camp battle for space with images of Sam—his quiet smile, his kind eyes, the way he looked at me like I mattered. I tuck the piece of paper with his number carefully into my wallet, as if it's something precious. Because maybe it is.

A few hours later, I’m boarding the team jet, surrounded by familiar banter and the hum of focused anticipation. The air is thick with excitement—and a bit of nervousness. Everyone knows what’s coming.

Sliding into the front row, I settle in next to Cam, my best friend and my left wing on the ice. We've been playing together for four years now, and our connection runs deeper than just hockey. We’re roommates on the road, wingmen at parties, and brothers when it counts. When life gets heavy, Cam’s the one who lightens it. When I need a reality check, he’s the one who gives it to me straight.

Life as a pro athlete can be isolating. The constant travel, the spotlight, the pressure—it all adds up. But with Cam beside me, I never feel alone. We’ve got each other’s backs, and that makes all the difference.

Still, even now, as the plane lifts into the sky, part of my mind drifts elsewhere—to Grandma Rosie and her never-ending concern for my safety. She’s always been honest about her fears. She doesn’t like watching me play because it makes her heart race, afraid she’ll see me take a hit I can’t get up from.

So far, I’ve been lucky. No major injuries, just a few bruises and a couple of close calls. But I know the risks. I feel them every time I step onto the ice. The truth is, Rosie isn’t wrong. This life I’ve chosen—it’s fast, it’s brutal, and it could change in a second.

And yet... right now, all I can think about is the promise of fourteen days from now. Of coming back. Of walking into that café again. Of seeing Sam.

I love my team. These guys aren’t just teammates—they're my family. After losing my parents in a car accident when I was still a kid, the world felt impossibly big and empty. Grandma Rosie became my everything. She was my rock and my safe place in a storm. Her love grounded me, her strength gave me a path forward.

Getting drafted into the NHL wasn’t just a personal win—it was a promise fulfilled. I told Rosie I’d take care of her one day, and I meant it. The moment I could, I bought her a cozy cottage filled with light and laughter. A year later, I finally got myself a penthouse in the city, but that house—the one with her roses and her apple pie—that’s what really feels like home.

No matter how fast or glamorous life moves, I never forget where I come from. Sunday nights are sacred: dinner at Rosie’s. The moment I step through her door, the scent of her cooking wraps around me like a hug. It’s more than food—it’s memory. We sit, talk, laugh, and let the world outside fall away. There, I’m not the Denver Devils’ center. I’m just her boy.

The next morning starts with a long jog and three strong cups of coffee. Practice isn’t until 11:30, so I’ve got time to check in with the most important woman in my life.

When Rosie picks up, I can hear her smiling through the phone. She’s over the moon about Linda stepping in at Sam’s café.
"That sounds like a great choice, Charlie! I’m so happy for Sam—and for the café!"
Her joy warms me from the inside out. Knowing she’s content, that she feels useful, connected—that means everything.
After we hang up, I feel energized. Inspired. I grab my phone, thumbs
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