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      Keeping Kellan is set in Nelson, British Columbia, which is a real place. Unfortunately, I haven’t had the opportunity to visit, although it is on my bucket list. Writing this during COVID-19 meant I didn’t have the chance to travel there for research, and I had to rely on Google for descriptions, location settings, neighbourhoods, etc.

      

      If you’re from Nelson or have visited, you’ll notice that I tried to keep true to the city, although I did take a few minor liberties; I hope you’ll forgive any errors or inaccuracies.

    

  


  
    
      For Dad, who taught his girls to spread their wings and fly.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Brant Harkrader wheeled his suitcase behind him, duffle bag slung across his chest, backpack on his shoulders, and scanned the small crowd waiting in Arrivals. His ride had a habit of being punctual, which meant it was no doubt already here. In fact, it had probably arrived at the same time as Brant’s flight had landed half an hour ago.

      Since this was West Kootenay Regional Airport—not Pearson or Heathrow or, god, Denver—finding his ride wouldn’t be hard to do. And he was proven right when he spotted a tall, slender form with a short pompadour leaning against the wall by the exit, brown-haired head bent over a cell phone.

      Brant’s feet faltered. So did his breathing. Which was dumb—he was twenty-six now, no longer the starry-eyed kid with the crush on his older sister’s best friend.

      Correction: he might not be a starry-eyed kid, but if his sweaty palms and elevated heart rate were anything to go by, his crush on the boy next door was still very real.

      Though calling it a crush at his age did make him feel like that long-ago starry-eyed kid. Brant wanted to jump Kellan Shelby-Briggs’s bones until he couldn’t see straight, lick a path up Kell’s smoothly shaven neck to devour his mouth, squeeze Kell’s spectacular ass while he pumped into Brant.

      And he wouldn’t say no to holding hands while they took a walk on the beach or exchanged casual touches while enjoying a tapas dinner at one of the many award-winning restaurants in their hometown or splashed each other while paddling on Kootenay Lake.

      So if all of that was the equivalent of an adult crush, then cool. He had a crush.

      Too bad Kell had only ever seen him as a little brother.

      Someone bumped into Brant from behind, jostling him out of his thoughts. With a frantic “Sorry!” called over her shoulder, the stranger carried onward, prompting Brant to do the same. In the next moment, he stopped in front of Kell, who was muttering to himself with his gaze still on his phone, one large hand rubbing his jaw.

      Brant nudged his foot. “Hey.”

      Kell’s head snapped up, the frown reversing itself upon spotting Brant. “Hey. You made it.” The phone went into Kell’s pocket before his arms came up to encircle Brant’s shoulders.

      Brant gave himself a few seconds to slump against Kell’s strong torso, to inhale Kell’s familiar scent. Pulling back, he cleared his throat as Kell’s assessing gaze swept over him from head to toe. Yeah, Brant knew what he looked like after an eighteen-hour overnight flight: too-long dishevelled blond hair covered by a ratty baseball hat, a wrinkled T-shirt that had seen better days sometime before his six-hour layover in Calgary, his most comfortable sweatpants, hole-y running shoes, and scruff bordering on a beard that he’d contemplated finding an airport salon or barber to divest him of on his five-hour layover in Vancouver.

      But fuck it. Kell knew what he looked like with and without the scruff—Brant didn’t need to impress anyone—so he’d saved himself the few bucks and found a quiet corner to nap in instead.

      Eighteen hours and two layovers to fly across his own country, ladies and gents. He could probably get to Australia faster.

      Kell grinned. “You look like you’ve been travelling all day.”

      “And all night,” Brant added. “You look like you’re off to a meeting.”

      Fuck, Kell was hot. He’d always been hot in that nerdy accountant sort of way he had. Long face with a high forehead, light blue eyes that crinkled at the corners, pale pink lips that always seemed to be tilted upward in a slight smile. Black dress pants hugged long legs and his maroon shirt was rolled up to the elbows, displaying tanned forearms dusted with brown hair and a heavy, stylish watch with a map of the world on the face. There was muscle definition underneath the starched shirt; Brant knew this from last summer’s visit home when Kell, Brant, his sister, and her kids had spent a day at the beach.

      Kell wasn’t wearing his glasses today, more’s the pity. Not that the contacts look wasn’t a good one on him, but the glasses . . .

      Yeah.

      “Had a series of them this morning.” Kell grabbed the handle of Brant’s wheeled suitcase. With a nod toward the exit, he started in that direction.

      Brant fell into step next to him. “Did I make you late for your afternoon ones? Sorry, my suitcases were the last to be unloaded off the plane.”

      “Isn’t that always the case?” Kell said with a chuckle. “But no, I’m done for the day. Left my afternoon open so I could pick you up.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Outside, Brant paused on the sidewalk to inhale the fresh mountain air. It was tinged slightly with the scent of car exhaust as drivers pulled up to pick up friends or family, and the sound of planes landing and taking off served as background noise. But Brant was surrounded by green, green mountains. His mountains.

      Smiling, he jogged to catch up with Kell, his bags bouncing against his hip and back.

      Several minutes later, as Kell navigated out of the parking lot and onto the main highway into Nelson, Brant lowered his window. Lushly green mountains bordered both sides of the highway, and more of them rose sharply in the distance, silhouetted against the cornflower blue sky. This would be his view on the entire thirty-minute drive to Nelson and he soaked it in, the restlessness of the past few weeks quieting to contentment.

      And of course there was construction along the highway because this was summer in Canada. People who joked about there being two seasons in Canada—winter and construction—weren’t exactly wrong.

      “How was your flight?” Kell asked. Dark sunglasses covered his eyes, turning him into a nerdy badass. An oxymoron if Brant had ever heard one, but his libido didn’t care.

      “Endless.”

      “Aren’t there more direct flights?”

      “All the longer ones with the layovers were cheaper.”

      Not that he was strapped for cash. Though considering he’d quit his fancy corporate job in Toronto and was about to start a new one here that included a massive pay cut, he couldn’t just go around spending money willy-nilly.

      He stuck his hand out the window, the wind sifting through his fingers. Closing his eyes, he breathed deep and let the drama, the stress, the anxiety of the past few weeks shake itself loose. There’d be none of that here. He was done with corporate work where it was all rules and regulations and policies and where ideas outside the box were quickly shot down. He’d spent his teenage years and early twenties living by someone else’s rules, and he couldn’t think of anything he wanted less.

      He wanted freedom. He wanted space to grow. He wanted the opportunity to bring new ideas to the table. He wanted a senior management team that cared about its employees as much as it did about the bottom line. He wanted room to try new things, room to fail and make mistakes, room to make his own decisions.

      Whether or not this new job was all that and more remained to be seen. In the end, though, it was more of a stop-gap until he figured out what he wanted out of life, career-wise.

      “That’s some smile,” Kell muttered from next to him. With Brant’s eyes closed, Kell’s voice drifted over him lazily, tingling his senses. “Looks good on you.”

      “Careful.” Still smiling, Brant threw him a purposefully lewd wink. “Keep talking nice to me and I’ll think you’re flirting with me.” As if there was any universe where Kell would flirt with him. Opting for a subject change, he said, “You know how some people say that home isn’t a place, but a person?”

      Kell made a noise of assent.

      “I’d like to respectfully disagree. Home can most definitely be a place.”

      “Hear, hear.” Kell held out his hand for a fist bump. “It’s one of the reasons I moved back last summer.”

      “What are the other reasons?”

      One shoulder lifted in a jerky shrug, the movement contrasting with Kell’s relaxed posture. “Just . . . needed a change.”

      “Uh-huh. What’s the real reason?”

      Eyebrow raised, Kell took his gaze off the road to stare at Brant for a second. “What’s your real reason?”

      Crappy work environment. Crappy ex-boyfriend. Crappy living situation. But Brant didn’t want to talk about any of that. “I hate the city.”

      “I like Toronto.”

      “Sure, it’s nice for a quick visit. You get to see all the best it has to offer. Try living there with the summer humidity and smog, and the crowds of people, and the perpetual public transit delays.”

      “You’ve been complaining about that for two years. You expect me to believe that one day you randomly decided that you’d have enough?” Kell said.

      “It could happen.”

      “Want to try again?”

      “What? No. And anyway, weren’t we talking about you?”

      “Sure. But now we’re talking about you.”

      Brant frowned. “That’s not how it works.”

      “Pretty sure that’s exactly how conversation works.”

      “You’re impossible.” He rolled his eyes, though he couldn’t help the small smile.

      “I’m impossible?” Kell’s voice dripped sarcasm through his laughter. “Who was the guy whose friends pushed him off the pier last summer—fully clothed—because he was being impossible? Oh wait.” Head cocked like he was giving the answer serious thought, Kell gasped theatrically. “That was you!”

      “In my defence, they only pushed me because they were annoyed I was right.”

      “Sure, sure.”

      Ignoring him, Brant grinned at the memory of his trip home last summer that his college friends had accompanied him on. There’d been lots of laughter, lots of teasing, and lots of time spent in or on the water.

      “You going to see your mom and Jerome now that you’re back?”

      Kell’s question had the smile slipping off Brant’s face.

      Slowly, as though he wasn’t sure if he should say anything, Kell said, “Wendy mentioned that you haven’t spoken to them in a while?”

      If two years could be considered a while, then sure. It had been a while.

      “Did something happen? Wendy never went into specifics. Just said that Jerome was overly strict with you and that there’d been some tension, so you were keeping your distance.”

      Some tension? That was putting it mildly.

      Removing his hat, Brant ran a hand through his tangled hair and blew out a breath. “You could say that.” Mom hadn’t abused him. Hadn’t neglected him. Hadn’t brought strange men home. She’d simply married the wrong guy—in Brant’s opinion, anyway—and let him control everything.

      Her.

      Their finances.

      Brant.

      Plus, Jerome—Brant’s stepdad—brought along a son who was a homophobic asshole. Thank God Cole was currently living in Europe while he played for a hockey league there.

      “Let’s just say that Jerome’s a controlling son of a bitch who tried to control every aspect of my life from the time he married my mom.” And that was when Brant was fourteen.

      Kell’s brow furrowed. “How so?”

      “Doesn’t matter. He can’t control me anymore. I’ve got my own life now. I’ve got money in the bank.” Jerome could no longer dangle his college tuition in front of him. Brant didn’t have to let him back in his life. Mom, though . . .

      She was Mom. And despite her poor choice of husband, he still loved her. Severing contact when he’d graduated college two years ago and moved to Toronto for work had been the hardest thing he’d ever done, but it had been necessary for his mental health. Necessary for him to get a leg up on his own without the constant belittlement couched as advice from Jerome. Without the constant threat of being financially cut off if he didn’t toe the line.

      Nelson, British Columbia, wasn’t huge. With a population of less than eleven thousand, it meant that his chances of accidentally running into his mom and Jerome were higher than he’d like. This wasn’t a quick trip home where the possibility of running into them on his vacation was slightly slimmer. He was here to stay, and that meant opening lines of communication on his terms and setting boundaries that wouldn’t make him want to pull his hair out.

      “I don’t know what happened between you guys,” Kell said with a squeeze to Brant’s thigh that made his arms erupt in goosebumps. “But if you ever want to talk about it, I’m here to listen.”

      “Thank you.” Brant’s stomach chose that moment to growl so loudly that he heard it over the sound of rushing wind and tires on pavement. “Don’t suppose we can get something to eat when we get there.”

      “Don’t tell her I ruined the surprise, but Wendy prepared your favourite for dinner.”

      Saliva flooded Brant’s mouth. “Barbecue?”

      “Barbecue.”

      “Drive faster.”

      “On these winding mountain roads?” Kell’s eyebrows rose. “Do you have a death wish?”

      Laughing into the July day, Brant put his hat back on and studied Kell’s profile for so long that Kell eventually shot him a guileless smile back.

      Brant tucked that smile into his memory bank of all things Kellan Shelby-Briggs.
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      There were certain things that Kellan Shelby-Briggs had paid attention to for most of his life.

      The way the sun set behind the mountains in the summer, turning the sky a bright red before it faded to deep gold and then the dark blue of night. It reminded him of summers as a kid when he’d spend all day riding his bike around town with his friends.

      The date of the full moon each month for no other reason than he liked a full moon.

      His coffee inventory.

      Snow forecasts. Fresh snow meant excellent snowboarding opportunities.

      Avalanche reports because this was the Kootenays and avalanches were a very real possibility in the winter.

      And the Harkrader siblings.

      Which was why he noticed that Brant’s brown eyes started to get all droopy by the time they reached the halfway point of their drive home. They closed and stayed that way as they reached the outskirts of Nelson. No doubt his travel and lack of sleep were catching up to him. It was impossible to sleep well on planes, never mind in a crowded airport where you did so with one eye open so no one stole your stuff.

      Brant’s head dipped forward, chin almost touching his chest. His hat cast his face in shadow. Too bad, because Brant had a gorgeous face. All tanned skin and sharp nose and scruffy jaw. Brant looked so restful and lovely in sleep that Kellan’s stomach swooped, and he smiled at nothing as he focused again on the road.

      It had been thirteen years since he and Brant had lived in the same city. Brant had been thirteen years old to Kellan’s eighteen when Kellan had left for university in Vancouver, and they hadn’t seen much of each other in those early intervening years, except when Kellan returned home on brief vacations and holidays to visit his parents.

      But a few years ago, when they’d both been in Nelson for a two-week visit at the same time, something had shifted between them as the age gap between them hadn’t seemed so large. Almost overnight—at least from Kellan’s perspective—Brant had gone from a moody teenager to a confident college athlete, and they’d formed a tentative friendship that had nothing to do with Wendy, Brant’s sister and Kellan’s best friend.

      And when he’d discovered that those couple of weeks over the summer, or the one week here and there in the spring and fall or during Christmas, or the numerous exchanged texts and phone calls over the last few years were nowhere near enough for him? That they didn’t give him his fill of Brant?

      It had been a bit of a jolt to realize he was crushing on his best friend’s younger brother.

      Now that they were both living in the same place, it took everything Kellan had not to wake Brant up to ask him if he was attracted to him too.

      Living next door to Brant and his sister growing up meant that the three of them had been part of each other’s lives for a long time. But now Kellan wanted to be part of Brant’s life in a different way.

      Was there any chance that Brant would give him a shot? Any chance that Brant would let him into his life? Kellan was dying to discover where things could lead between them. Itching to find out every little thing about Brant. His favourite song, if he was a morning person or a night owl, if he preferred peanut butter or Nutella, whether or not he wore slippers on a cold winter day, how strong he liked his coffee, what had happened in Toronto to bring him back home . . .

      And what had happened between him and his mom and Jerome. Brant’s dismissive doesn’t matter had clearly been for show if the tick in his jaw and lowered eyebrows had been anything to go by. Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been good for Brant to have distanced himself from them—physically and mentally.

      Brant snuffled once as Kellan turned onto a quiet residential street in Nelson, and Kellan almost choked on a swallowed laugh.

      Once he’d parked in front of Wendy’s two-storey house with white siding and turquoise shutters, he nudged Brant’s shoulder. “Brant. We’re here.”

      Brant came awake with a grunt, blinking furiously. “Sorry,” he muttered, scrubbing his hands over his face. “I don’t know why travelling is so exhausting. All I did was sit on airplanes and in airports for eighteen hours.”

      “Yeah, but how long have you been awake?”

      “I lost count. Like, thirty hours by now. I just want to sleep until tomorrow afternoon.”

      Kellan hit the button to pop the trunk and got out of the car. While he got Brant’s bags, Brant stood on the curb, tilted his head up to the sky, closed his eyes, and sucked in a deep breath. “I dare you to breathe this mountain air and tell me the city doesn’t suck.”

      Chuckling, Kellan slammed the trunk closed. “I’ll give you one thing—nothing compares to the Kootenays.”

      “Not even Vancouver?”

      Kellan handed Brant his duffle and backpack, and they started up the stone path that wove between gardens bursting with colour. “Not even that.”

      Even though Brant still looked like he could fall asleep standing up, his eyes popped wide open when they entered the house.

      “Wendy?” Kellan called over sounds of “pew, pew” coming from one of the five-year-old twins’ mouths as he ran a circle around the house, clutching his Star Wars action figures in two small fists.

      “Hi, Uncle Kellan! Hi, Uncle Brant!” he yelled on his way past.

      Wendy appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, screaming toddler on her hip.

      “Johnny, turn that racket down!” she yelled in the direction of the family room, where the TV was playing sounds of some kind of sing-a-long cartoon.

      “I don’t wanna!” came the second twin’s voice.

      Joey flew by again, still waving his action figures. “Pew, pew.”

      “Brant.” Wendy pulled her shell-shocked brother into a hug, her very pregnant belly getting in the way. Maggie’s screaming intensified as she was squished between her mom and her uncle.

      Brant winced as she wailed in his ear. “Hey,” he said weakly.

      “Pew, pew.”

      “Sorry I couldn’t come pick you up. I had to get the twins from day camp and Nick won’t be home for another hour.”

      “It’s all good.” Brant nodded at Kellan. “Kell found me.”

      Wendy swept her gaze up and down Brant’s tall frame. Since the Harkrader siblings were otherwise occupied, Kellan allowed himself to do the same.

      Even dressed down in loose sweatpants and a wrinkled T-shirt, Brant looked like an athlete. At six feet tall, Kellan was only about an inch or so taller than him, but Brant had him beat on muscle mass. Kellan used the home gym in his basement on an almost daily basis; still, Brant’s wide shoulders, narrow hips, and defined biceps said jock in a way that Kellan’s own body said works out only as much as he has to, to stay fit and attract a mate.

      Yes, it was super shallow, he was aware. But that was the dating game, wasn’t it?

      It was one of the reasons he avoided the dating scene—it was all so superficial.

      Not that he’d had the opportunity to date since moving back home from Vancouver last summer—or the interest, if he was honest. He’d had enough to do with getting his business off the ground. And considering how spectacularly his reputation had been shot at his last job, building it into a successful one was more important than ever.

      So really, the only reason he worked out at this point was because it had become a habit.

      He supposed there were worse ones.

      “Your hair’s so long,” Wendy said, giving the strands sticking out the bottom of Brant’s hat a tug. “What do they call this in the hockey world? Flow? You need a haircut, my friend.”

      “Uh . . .”

      “Pew, pew.”

      “Joey, have you said hello to your uncles?”

      “Yup!”

      Maggie chose that moment to spit up all over herself.

      “Aw, Mags.” Wendy kissed her forehead. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      She disappeared into the laundry room, where Kellan knew she kept spare clothes for all three kids for just such an occasion.

      Brant stared after her, blank-faced.

      Kellan leaned closer to him. “You know you can always stay with me, right?” He’d even offered when Brant had announced, less than two weeks ago, that he was moving back.

      Unblinking, Brant turned his stare in his direction.

      “No screaming children.”

      Brant whimpered.

      Amused by the whole situation, Kellan bumped their shoulders. “Think about it.”

      “Pew, pew.”

      “Hey, Joey, where’s Brant sleeping?” Kellan asked on the kid’s fifth or sixth turn of the house.

      “There’s a mattress in the baby’s room. I’ll show you.”

      Joey led the way upstairs. Kellan followed behind him, lugging Brant’s suitcase while Brant followed behind him with his backpack and duffle.

      “Is this all you have?” Kellan asked over his shoulder. “I thought you would’ve accumulated more stuff after eight years away from home.” Two years playing hockey in the minors after high school, four years at college in Vermont, and two working in Toronto. Kellan had collected more than what was in Brant’s three bags in his first year at the University of British Columbia alone.

      “This is just the important stuff. Clothes, toiletries, my laptop.”

      Upon reaching the top of the stairs, Joey made a left, guiding them to his unborn brother or sister’s room next to the master bedroom.

      “Everything else I had shipped. It’s supposed to arrive next week. Wendy said I can store it in her basement until I find my own place.”

      “Any leads on that?”

      “Nope.”

      In the bedroom, the crib had been pushed to the side of the room. Between it and the opposite wall, a twin-sized mattress had been placed on the floor, trussed up with sheets and a comforter featuring tiny puppy faces from the twins’ Paw Patrol days.

      Kellan eyed the pile of diapers on the dresser and the bags full of Joey, Johnny, and Maggie’s newborn clothes tucked against the wall that he knew Wendy had yet to sort through for the new baby, and the nursing pillow resting on a huge, padded rocking chair. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay with me?”

      “He’s staying with us ’cause he likes us better,” Joey announced. He ran out of the room, little feet thumping on the stairs, and at the top of his lungs, yelled, “Mom! Tell Uncle Kellan Uncle Brant’s staying with us ’cause he likes us better!”

      Kellan raised both eyebrows at Brant. “You know where I live if you change your mind.”

      Chuckling, Brant dropped his bags. “I don’t need anything fancy. Plus, I can give Wendy a hand with the kids.”

      “Uncle Kellan! Uncle Brant! Mom says dinner’s ready,” one of the twins called from downstairs. His raised voice had Maggie crying again.

      Brant bit his lip. Eyed his bags like he wanted to grab them and flee.

      “Offer stands,” Kellan said, squeezing Brant’s bicep. Not that there was anything to squeeze. It was all hard muscle and sinew.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After an early dinner that was as chaotic as everything else in Wendy’s life, Kellan offered to clean up so Wendy could get off her feet. Cartoonish singing once again came from the television in the family room, but at least the kids weren’t screaming or crying anymore.

      “Kellan, how’d your meeting with the town go?” Wendy sat on a stool at the kitchen counter, rubbing circles over her belly.

      “It’s tomorrow.”

      “I thought your meeting with UBC was tomorrow.”

      “It is. Right after the one with the city.”

      “What meetings?” Brant asked, adding leftovers to a plate for Wendy’s husband to microwave when he got home.

      “City council wants to develop a piece of land by the lake.” Removing several plastic containers for the rest of the leftovers, Kellan passed them to Brant before tackling the dirty dishes in the sink. “I put in a proposal, and I’m meeting with them tomorrow to find out if I got the job. I also put in a proposal for the University of British Columbia’s revitalization project. I’ll find out about that one tomorrow too.”

      Brant nudged Kellan’s shoulder. “Meetings are a good sign, right? If you didn’t get the job, they probably would’ve just emailed you.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe they want to politely let me down to my face.”

      There were several architectural landscaping, planning, and urban design firms that had submitted proposals to one or both projects, each one bigger and more accomplished than the last, with several city and/or international projects under their belts.

      Had Kellan’s newly established urban design and landscape architecture firm been a major player in the realm of urban planning, submitting proposals for two massive projects wouldn’t have been a gamble. As it was, KSB Group was barely a year old with only local developers he consulted for and local clients he’d completed small-scale residential landscaping projects for as reference. He couldn’t even call on his previous employer for a recommendation given how badly one of his former colleagues at the firm had tarnished Kellan’s reputation to save her own.

      With the scale of these two projects being what they were, he’d be lucky to be hired for even one of them. But a guy could dream.

      Getting either contract would put KSB Group on the map, allowing him to submit—and actually be seriously considered for—bigger national or international projects.

      “Way to have a defeatist attitude,” Wendy said.

      Kellan flicked his fingers in her direction, water droplets hitting her in the cheek.

      “Hey!”

      “I’m a realist. I’m small fish compared to the other firms that submitted proposals.” He’d had to try, though, even if the chances of winning the contracts were slim.

      “Yeah, but you’re local,” Brant pointed out. “That gives you an advantage—at least with the waterfront project—that bigger firms don’t have.”

      “True, and I did highlight that point several times in my proposal.”

      “Well, there you go,” Brant said like it was a done deal.

      If only it could be that simple.
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      Brant was on Kell’s doorstep at eight the next morning.

      Kell hadn’t stopped laughing since he’d arrived.

      Sighing into the cup of coffee Kell had poured him, Brant slumped at the kitchen table. “You can stop now.”

      “Sorry,” Kell said through another bout of chuckling. He grinned at Brant over his shoulder from where he was scrambling eggs at the stove. “I just expected you to hold out longer. You lasted almost four days at Wendy’s when you were here over New Year’s.”

      Grunting, Brant ran his hands through hair he hadn’t had the time to comb before pandemonium had erupted at Wendy’s. He’d been awoken by the twins jumping on his bed before seven and pulled downstairs by the hand before he was fully awake while Joey and Johnny jabbered in his ear. Then he’d sat, bleary-eyed, at the kitchen table, watching with fascination as Wendy corralled the twins and got them ready for whatever day camp they were currently attending. This was all at the same time as she was getting breakfast ready for Maggie and Nick—her husband—and prepping lunch boxes for the boys.

      “I was mostly there because I thought I could help Wendy with the kids,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “But she’s got things more than covered. Super Mom over there.”

      “You should tell her that.”

      “I did. She laughed in my face and told me she was just doing what moms do.”

      A plate with scrambled eggs made with peppers and cheese, a small pile of blueberries and raspberries, and a ramekin of baked beans landed in front of him. Anyone else would’ve included a slice of toast to go with it. Instead, because he was Kell, he’d warmed up a fresh scone that had most likely come from his favourite local bakery. Already on the table was an assortment of jams and jellies, plus a small jar of double cream.

      Brant bit back a smile at what was so typically Kellan. “Thanks, Kell.”

      Thirty seconds ago, he would’ve said he was too tired to have an appetite. Now, he grabbed the fork and ate as if this was going to be his last meal of life.

      “And thanks for letting me stay here.”

      “It’s no problem.” At the counter, Kell removed a second warmed scone from the toaster oven and dropped it on his own plate. “I like having the company.”

      “Yeah, you say that now. Let’s see if you’re still singing the same tune if it takes me five months to find my own place.”

      It wasn’t that Nelson was lacking in rental opportunities; it was more that Brant was picky about where—and with who—he wanted to live. After the last two years sharing an apartment with a guy who left his dirty dishes lying around for days and another who had a revolving door of men and women that paraded in and out at all hours of the day, he was done with roommates. Oh, and then there were the neighbours and their weekly Friday evening parties, the couple upstairs who ran the vacuum every Saturday morning at six, and the thief in the building who stole everyone’s parcels.

      “I should pay you rent,” he said to Kell. It would be a while before he found an actual house to rent—and not just a basement apartment or a room in a house or apartment building—that was affordable for a guy who’d just taken a huge pay cut, at least without having roommates. And he couldn’t mooch off Kell forever.

      “No need.”

      “Kell—”

      “Why don’t we take it one step at a time? Start looking for a place, and if you think it’s going to take you a while, then we’ll talk.”

      “Fine. You’re too nice, you know.”

      Claws clicked on the tiled floor. A second later, a furry head landed on Brant’s thigh with a whimper.

      “Hi, Ollie.” Brant played with the Australian shepherd’s floppy ears. “Are you hungry too?”

      “Don’t let him fool you,” Kell said, approaching the table with his own plate. Wearing pressed dress pants accented with a brown leather belt, a pale blue dress shirt, and a navy-blue tie, he was Brant’s wet dream come to life. “He ate already.”

      “Sorry, Ollie.”

      With a huff, Ollie headed for the sliding glass doors and pawed at them.

      Kell opened the door for him before sitting across from Brant. Outside, Ollie shot off into the forest, a black, white, and tan blur that disappeared into the underbrush.

      “How’d you get here, anyway?” Kell asked.

      “Taxi,” Brant said, spreading jam on his toast.

      “I would’ve come to get you.”

      “Yeah, but you have that meeting, right?” Brant waved his fork at Kell. “I didn’t want you to have to come get me, take me back here, and then drive back to town for it.”

      Kell lived on the North Shore, which was on the other side of the west arm of Kootenay Lake, opposite—and about a twenty-minute drive—from what was generally considered the main part of Nelson. His house was tucked up a climbing side road off the main highway, nestled on a hill among tall pines and spruces and firs. The front of the house faced the mountains. The back, with its enclosed porch and open terrace, had the best view of the pristine blue lake anyone could ask for. On the other side of the lake, tree-covered, untouched mountains butted up against the clouds.

      This was the house Brant would’ve picked for himself if he had the money. He was kind of jealous that Kell had nabbed it first.

      Digging into his eggs, Kell said, “What are you going to do today?”

      “Not much other than shower. I showered last night, but I swear I can still smell
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