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Summary: 
When Canadian figure skater Jeff Skinner wrecked his knee, he never could have imagined that he’d end up helping pay his way through college as a live-in babysitter for Eric Staal’s three-year-old son, Joey.









1. Prologue

Author’s Note:
	
Translation into 中文-普通话 國語 available: Enough To Crush Your Veins by 月影流离 (sunny0421)




Although I’m very flattered that people have wanted to, please DO NOT link this fic on mainstream websites like Goodreads. 

They say it takes a village to write a fic. In this case it was more like a small town. To everyone who ever emailed or commented or tweeted their encouragement on the way I am deadly serious when I say it would never have been finished without you. 

Special thanks to my three wonderful betas: Sociofemme, for making the kid act like a real kid, Impertinence, without whom the story wouldn’t have made nearly as much sense, and Angelsaves, who fixed my many, many spelling and grammar mistakes. 

The title is from Two Lovers, by The Rural Alberta Advantage.





“Jeff,” the voice says. “Jeff, honey, can you open your eyes for me?”

The light is too bright, and Jeff squints and groans. He hurts.

“No, Jeff,” the voice says. “Keep your eyes open.”

Jeff lets out a sob without meaning to, or even realizing he’s going to.

“Jeff, honey,” the voice, and Jeff sees she’s a nurse, says. “Here.” She hands him a little button to hold. “This is your morphine pump. When you’re in pain, you press here, okay?”

She helps him press a button, and soon he’s floating away, closing his eyes and drifting back to sleep.

Later, and Jeff can’t tell how much later, he opens his eyes again. Everything’s fuzzy, but he knows where he is. He’s in the recovery room, he had his surgery, his knee hurts so much he can’t even describe it. He pushes the button again, and the pump by his head hisses and delivers another dose.

“Hi Jeff,” a nurse says. “You look a little brighter.”

Jeff vaguely remembers her voice, and she’s smiling at him.

“I, uh…” The words are too much effort, and he relaxes back into his pillow.

“I’m Stacy, Jeff. I’m going to be keeping an eye on you here until we’re sure you’re ready to go back to your room.”

Jeff manages to nod.

“Do you think you can manage a little water?” Stacy asks.

She holds a cup and helps him take a few sips through a straw.

“Okay, Jeff,” she says. “That’s great for right now. You close your eyes, and if you need me, I’ll be right here. Your surgeon will be by in a while to have a talk with you.”

“‘Kay,” Jeff manages, and closes his eyes again.

“Hey there, Jeff.” Somebody shakes his shoulder gently, and Jeff opens his eyes to see Doctor Chen looking down at him. She’s still wearing scrubs and a cap from theatre.

“Hey,” Jeff says, licking his lips and swallowing a couple of times. His mouth is really dry.

Stacy helps him take another sip of water.

“We managed to fix the ligament,” Doctor Chen says. “But the tear was a lot bigger than the MR-Arthrogram showed.”

“Can I…” Jeff swallows again. “How long ‘til I can skate again?”

 “Jeff,” Doctor Chen says. “I can’t…You’re going to have to wait and see. I’m not going to make you any promises.”

Jeff closes his eyes again. “Oh,” he says.

“I’m sure you’ll be back on skates soon,” Stacy says. “You were my favorite thing about the Olympics.”

Jeff tries to smile.

“Stacy,” Doctor Chen warns.

Jeff’s stomach twists.

“We’ll get you back to your room,” Stacy says. “I know your mom’s waiting to see you.”

Jeff’s stomach lurches, and he closes his eyes again. His leg is throbbing, so he clicks for another dose of morphine.

When he wakes up again, he’s back in his room, and his mom is sitting in a chair next to him.

“Hi, sweetie,” she says, smiling at him.

“Hey, Mom,” Jeff says, and holds his hand out towards her. She takes his hand and squeezes it.

“You look terrible,” she says.

Jeff manages a weak laugh.

“I have your phone, and I brought you a couple of books to read,” his mom says. “They’re going to keep you in until tomorrow at least.”

“I think I’m just going to sleep,” Jeff says.

“At least try and stay awake for a little while,” his mom says. “Your dad’s going to be here soon.”

She hands Jeff his phone, and helps him adjust the bed so he’s sitting up a little.

Jeff’s parents got him a Blackberry when he qualified for the Olympics, telling him that it would help him keep in touch when he was at competitions and on tours all around the world. When he signed the two-year contract, he’d seen everything mapped out in front of him; now he’s staring down retirement at the age of 17.

He has twenty text messages: from his siblings, from friends from school, and from the people at his skating club. His inbox is just as full, but he doesn’t open any of them, until he sees the last one.

“What’s that smile for?”

Jeff jumps as he sees his dad next to him.

“Nothing,” Jeff says, opening the email.


Hey Jeff,



Good luck with the surgery. Let me know how it goes.



Eric


Jeff’s hands are shaking from the effort of holding up the phone, so his mom plucks the phone out of his hands before he drops it.

“Oh,” his mom says. “Eric Staal.”

Jeff wants to complain that it’s not like that, but his eyes are already drifting closed again.

“You can email your Olympics buddy back later,” his mom says, stroking his hair. “You get some sleep. Everything will look better in the morning.”





2. Part One



“Are you sure? Absolutely sure?”

They’ve only been in the car for – Jeff checks his watch – for eight minutes, and already he’s wishing his parents had agreed to let him get an airport pick-up.

“It’s college, Mom,” Jeff says. “In Raleigh, not on Mars.”

“It’s not college that worries me,” his mom says, and even though Jeff’s in the back of the car and can’t see her face, he knows she’s frowning.

“Mom,” he says, rolling his eyes. “Can we not do this again? I’m nineteen. I’m old enough to make my own choices.”

Jeff scowls as his dad totally fails at not laughing.

“Jeff, honey,” his mom says, turning around. “I know you want to do this on your own, and it’s admirable. It really is, but letting us pay for housing isn’t cheating. We want you to have a real college experience. Maybe you can still get on a waitlist for a dorm?”

“Mom,” Jeff says. “I’m doing this. And you wouldn’t be saying this if Jilly was doing it.”

“Jeffrey!” His mom actually sounds a little hurt, and Jeff’s stomach clenches. He doesn’t want to hurt her. “Are you suggesting that I think somehow it would be more appropriate for my daughter to work as a nanny than my son? Because I know we didn’t bring you up that way.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Jeff says, and he really does mean it. “I just… Eric’s a good guy, okay? And he needs help while his ex is away. It just works out for both of us.”

“We don’t really know him at all,” his mom says. “And I just… You missed out on so much of high school when you were competing. Do you really want to miss out on college too?”

Jeff bites his lip. “I don’t…I don’t think I’m going to have a lot in common with the other kids at Duke,” he says finally.

“Honey,” his mom says. “Honey, it’s going to be fine.”

“Of course it is,” Jeff says.

His mom reaches back to grab his hand. “You’re going to love Duke,” she says. “I… Your dad and I wish you weren’t going so far away, but it’s such a great school.”

It’s also far enough away from home that Jeff isn’t going to be constantly reminded of everything that his life should have been.

“Kid,” his dad says. “North Carolina isn’t going to know what hit it.”

“And if you’re sure about working for Mr Staal, then that’s fine,” his mom says tightly.

“Eric’s sent me pictures,” Jeff says. “Joey’s a cute kid. And I have a few weeks to figure everything out. It can’t be that hard, right?”

His mom and dad just glance at each other, and this time, his dad doesn’t even try and hide the laugh.

“Whatever you say, kid,” he says.

“And if it doesn’t work out,” his mom adds. “You can call us anytime, and we can help out.”

“Mom!” Jeff says.

“I’m only saying,” his mom says, and there’s the silence in the car turns decidedly awkward.

His dad flips on the radio, and they spend the rest of the time listening to the Jays game. They’re having a terrible season, but Jeff can’t actually remember them ever being good.

As they pull into the short-term lot at Pearson, Jeff has butterflies in his stomach. He helps his dad get his suitcases out of the trunk and on to the trolley his mom’s found from somewhere. Jeff squeezes his eyes shut for a moment, and takes a deep breath.

His dad puts an arm around Jeff’s shoulders. “Come on, kid,” he says. “Let’s get you checked in, and then you can buy me a cup of coffee.”

Saying goodbye to his parents before he goes through security isn’t a big deal. He hugs both of them, and it feels like any of the trips he’s left for from this airport, heading off around the world to wherever the competitions or tours he was invited to were. The last time he was here, he was leaving for the Olympics, which feels like a lifetime ago, even though it was actually about a year and a half ago.

“Call us tonight to let us know you got there safe,” his dad says.

His mom doesn’t say anything, but she hugs him extra tightly.

He has to go through Customs and Immigration here, and they check his passport, and his student visa, and all the other papers he has very closely. It’s a brand new passport, which somehow feels appropriate, with none of the athlete visas he’s collected since his early teens. He’s not really Jeff Skinner, Figure Skater, anymore; he’s just plain Jeff Skinner, college kid…and babysitter or nanny or au pair or whatever Eric finally settled on. Once that’s done, he finds there’s a Tim Hortons in the terminal, so he settles down to wait by his gate with a cup of coffee and a donut.

They finally call his flight for boarding, and the butterflies in Jeff’s stomach seem to have multiplied exponentially. His phone beeps just as he’s getting on the plane; it’s a text from his mom.

Good luck, honey! it says.

Thanks Mom Jeff sends back, and he feels a little less nervous.

The second Jeff gets off the plane steps into the jetway, he can feel the humidity hit him. It’s hot as balls in comparison to the Toronto suburbs he’s come from. Eric told Jeff over the phone that he’d arrange getting Jeff from the airport, so he’s expecting to see a driver holding a sign with his name on it, but no, there’s Eric Staal, and Joey, waiting for him. They’re holding a sign with his name on it, which Joey obviously coloured. It has glitter, and when Eric sees Jeff and then points him out to Joey, Joey starts waving and smiling really hard. 

“Hi hi hi hi,” Joey says, wriggling until Eric puts him down from where he’s been sitting on a railing in the arrivals area. 

“Hey,” Jeff says seriously. “You must be Joey.”

“Yep,” Joey says. 

Eric pulls Jeff into a quick hug, which Jeff is not really expecting, but he goes with it, because this is Eric Staal, and even if they somehow became friends over email, Jeff’s not going to pretend he’s not a little in awe of the guy.

Eric grabs Jeff’s carry-on, which leaves Jeff to deal with the glittery sign, and with Joey, who is looking at Jeff with wide eyes. Jeff guesses he’d better get used to dealing with Joey, since that’s going to be his job, so he takes Joey’s hands and answers the fifteen thousand questions he asks Jeff while they follow Eric to the baggage claim. Eric finds a trolley and makes Jeff point out his bags so Eric can grab them. Thankfully, when Joey complains that his feet hurt, Eric’s the one who goes to pick him up, and Jeff follows behind with the trolley as they head out to the car through soupy summer air.

The house is way bigger than it reasonably needs to be, given that a lot of the time Eric is there by himself. Most of the ground floor seems to be one big open plan living area: a huge kitchen with a dining area at one end, and a couch in front of a huge flatscreen TV at the other. There’s an open door off one side that looks like it leads into a den, and by the dining table are a pair of French doors leading out onto a deck. It just seems more than they need, even for three of them. Jeff is one of six; he’s far more used to there being more people than a house can comfortably hold without tripping over someone, or having to yell at your sister when she hogs the bathroom for forty-five minutes. 

Eric seems to know what Jeff is thinking, because he flushes a little. “Yeah,” he says. “I know. But I wanted enough bedrooms so my family could come visit, and a yard with trees, so… “

“I wasn’t…” Jeff says, because even though he was thinking that, it was kind of rude.

Eric just laughs. “You totally were. But basically everyone I know gives me shit about it. And now I’m captain, it’s nice to have a big place so I can have people over.”

“Right,” Jeff says, planning then and there to hide in his room if the whole Canes roster shows up. 

Joey fell asleep on the ride back from the airport, so he’s cranky and annoyed for the first five minutes that they’re at the house. Jeff leaves Eric to do the dad thing while he gets his bags from the car. Once that’s done, though, Joey is wide awake, and decides that he’s going to show Jeff the house. He grabs Jeff’s hand again, and leads him around. 

Eric follows them, grinning as his kid maintains a constant stream of chatter the whole way. Jeff nods seriously when Joey looks up at him, and ums and ahhs in what he thinks are the appropriate places. 

After the tour, Joey runs back to his room to grab his favourite truck so he can show it to Jeff, and Eric pats Jeff on the arm. 

“Sorry,” Eric says. “I think he’s decided you’re his new best friend.”

Eric is so obviously wound around his son’s finger that Jeff can’t bring himself to do anything but smile up at him. “I don’t mind,” he says. “I’m just glad he doesn’t hate me.”

“Joey doesn’t hate anyone,” Eric says. “He’s scared of Cam, though. That’s pretty funny.” 

Jeff has never met Cam, but he’s seen interviews, and the guy seems kind of…intense. “I don’t blame him,” Jeff says.

It’s kind of surprising how tired Jeff is, even though he’s still in the same time zone, and it really wasn’t a long flight.

“I’m going to order in for dinner,” Eric says. “Is pizza okay?”

Jeff nods. “Of course. But I’m probably going to crash right after.”

“Feel free,” Eric says. “You don’t… This is your home, okay? We’ll figure out how everything’s going to work, but remember that.”

Jeff nods, and heads upstairs to shower away the smell of recycled air.

The first time Jeff has to deal with Joey on his own is the next day, when Eric goes to the gym to train. There’s a daycare at the gym — that’s why Eric chose it — but Jeff knows he needs to get used to having Joey by himself, and to being in the house.

It’s going to take a while before he feels like he lives here, especially because he still has this thing about the fact that it’s Eric Staal, NHL captain and Olympic gold medallist. He shouldn’t feel like that, given that he was on the Olympic team himself at 17, but he does anyway. Jeff remembers watching Eric win the cup, back when Jeff had just turned 14. He also had kind of a crush on Eric back then, which is hilarious now. But he remembers rooting for the Canes all through the playoffs because sometimes they did interviews with Eric and Jeff was so into him. It was the first time he ever realised that what he felt for a guy was a crush, not just hero worship. He’s never, ever going to admit that though. If anyone asks, it was Matthew Parker in Grade Nine English class. He was Jeff’s first kiss, so it mostly counts.

Joey is a pretty happy little guy. When Jeff tentatively asks what he wants to do, he wants to colour, so Jeff finds the crayons and paper. They’re neatly tidied away in a chest of drawers that Eric pointed out yesterday, and Jeff grabs them and settles Joey and himself at the kitchen table. 

“What do you want to draw?” Jeff asks Joey. 

“Daddy winnin’ a game,” Joey says. “‘Gainst Uncle Jordan ‘n’ Uncle Marc.”

Jeff decides it would be pointless to mention that Joey’s uncles don’t play on the same team, and instead helps Joey by drawing a guy on skates, his arms raised in victory, and two other guys looking sad. He’s not exactly an artist, but you can tell what the figures are supposed to be. Joey knows what colours his dad’s jersey is supposed to be, but Jeff helps by colouring one of the guys’ sweaters the blue of the Penguins’ Winter Classic jerseys, and helping Joey colour the other guy’s jersey dark blue with a red stripe that looks a little like a Rangers jersey if you squint. Joey gives all the guys scribbles of yellow hair, and blue dots for eyes, and red lines for mouths, making them look pretty much identical. Jeff can’t help giggling.

“Why you laughin’?” Joey asks. 

“It’s nothing,” Jeff says, because Joey’s way too young to understand clone jokes, and hands Joey a black crayon. “Here, why don’t you draw a puck on the ice?”

By the time Eric gets home, the masterpiece is finished, and Jeff is making sandwiches for lunch. Joey wanted to help, so Jeff put him in charge of putting a handful of chips and a handful of baby carrots on each plate. 

“Hi Daddy,” Joey says, reaching up so Eric can pick him up for a hug. “We drawed you a picture of you beatin’ Uncle Marc ‘n’ Uncle Jordan.” He points at the table, where the drawing is still sitting. 

Eric walks over to take a look. “That’s awesome,” he says to Joey. “I’m going to take a picture of it so your uncles can see it too.” He pulls out his iPhone and snaps a picture. 

Eric taps out a quick email, and turns his phone around so Jeff can see what he’s written. 


Hahahahaha losers! Evn my 3 yr old knows u suck


Jeff wants to laugh, at least half because because Eric is way too old to misuse English like that, but also because he looks so pleased at his joke. Neither of them wants to explain that to Joey, though, so Jeff stifles his giggle and Eric bites his lip and grins wider.

The rest of the week goes pretty smoothly, with Jeff watching Joey while Eric trains, and then just hanging out the rest of the time. One evening, Joey has a Skype date with his mom, but other than Eric making sure he knows how to set everything up on the desktop in Eric’s office so he can do it when Eric’s on a roadtrip, Jeff isn’t involved in that. They eat a lot of takeout, and Jeff is shocked at how much he still enjoys Disney movies. Over the weekend, Eric keeps the three of them busy, taking Jeff out and showing him the area, and making sure Jeff knows the best way to get from the house to Duke’s campus, to the rink, to Joey’s daycare, and to the grocery store. 

“You don’t need to do this,” Jeff insists. “My phone has GPS. I can find my way.”

Eric waves a hand dismissively. “It’s no problem. I hate not knowing where I am in a new city.”

They go out to have real Carolina barbecue for lunch on Sunday, and Jeff starts to remember why he chose to come this far south for college. Everyone’s so nice, and even though a couple of people come and ask Eric for an autograph, nobody comes while they’re actually eating, and nobody’s pushy or rude. It’s all very relaxed, and within an hour, Jeff is converted to sweet tea as a way of life. 

“This place kind of gets to you,” Eric says. “I don’t know if I’ll ever want to leave now.” 

“I like it,” Jeff says, and Eric smiles like Jeff’s complimented him personally. 

It’s weird getting up Monday morning and knowing he has to head to campus for his first day of orientation. It starts at eleven, which he guesses is a concession to everyone who moved into the dorms over the weekend and is hungover as shit today. It also means that Joey’s heading back to daycare, so Eric has the time to train, and to get Joey back into the routine for the season.

Jeff helps get Joey up and dressed, and gets his breakfast ready, while Eric helps him pack a backpack with his favourite truck and a snackbox. 

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, I’m goin’ to school,” Joey says very seriously, when he sits down at the table to eat the Eggo waffles Jeff toasted for him. 

“Me too,” Jeff says. 

“I’m gonna play with trucks,” Joey says. “And in the sand.”

“I don’t think my school’s going to be as fun as yours,” Jeff says. 

“Oh,” Joey says, and goes back to eating his waffles. 

Joey has to be at daycare between eight and nine, so Eric goes with Jeff to drop Joey off.

“Are you sure it’s okay for me to drive this?” Jeff asks, already kind of uncomfortable behind the wheel of the Lexus SUV Eric hands him the keys for. “I have enough saved up for a car.”

“I can’t drive this and my truck at the same time,” Eric says, checking that Joey’s seat is secure in the back. “Plus it’s safe for Joey.”

“Okay,” Jeff says, adjusting the seat and mirrors for someone who’s normal height, and not a giant.

The daycare’s not that far away. When they arrive, they both take Joey inside, but Joey seems entirely unconcerned by the whole thing, heading happily off to join the other kids. 

“He came here last season,” Eric explains. “I just wasn’t sure he’d be okay after a summer at home.”

“Bye, Daddy! Bye, Jeff,” Joey calls to them. 

“I think he’ll be fine,” Jeff says, grinning at Eric. 

Jeff drops Eric back at the house, and then is really grateful that Eric pointed out the fastest way to get to campus, because it’s not that far, but the traffic sucks. He makes it okay, though, and finds the lecture hall where the new students with last names beginning R-T are supposed to meet.

Three hours later, he’s standing in line to get his picture taken for his ID, idly chatting with a couple of the people in line before him. His phone buzzes in his pocket, and he finds a text from Eric asking if everything’s going okay. 

“Girlfriend?” Matt asks. 

Jeff just laughs, because, really no. “Friend-friend,” he says. He doesn’t really want to explain the whole babysitting thing, and it’s not like Eric is actually his employer. They’re friends who are helping each other out.

“And, ah, I’m gay,” he adds, just a beat too late to avoid it being awkward. Jeff really hopes that these guys aren’t asshole homophobes.

“Good to know,” Matt says.

“You want to get lunch after we finally get done with this?” Libby asks.

Libby guides them to this little sandwich place, and Jeff suddenly realises he’s hungry.

“So,” Matt says. “Where are you guys from?”

Libby laughs. “Uh, Raleigh, actually. I’ve wanted to come here for as long as I can remember.”

Matt nods. “I’m from Georgia,” he says. Jeff guessed it was somewhere in the south, because of the accent. “My dad’s so pissed though. He went to UNC.”

“Ouch,” Libby says. Jeff figures that it’s some kind of rivalry, but he guesses he can Google it later.

“Jeff?” Libby asks.

“Uh, actually, I’m from Toronto,” he says.

“Say about,” Matt says, grinning.

“Go fuck yourself,” Jeff says, and Matt rolls his eyes. 

They have to head back to campus to finish up the orientation schedule, and it turns out that they each share one class.

“Awesome,” Libby says. “I seriously had a nightmare about having no friends last night.”

“Uh, thanks,” Matt says. “I guess.”

He texts Eric back while they’re waiting in line to pick up their schedules and official Duke student planners. 


im fine. could do w out all the waiting in line tho


Eric texts him back a few minutes later with D:

Jeff rolls his eyes, because Eric is too old for emoticons like that.

He’s finally done for the day a little before five. He’s going to have to head to the campus bookstore at some point to pick up the last couple of things he couldn’t get online, and he needs to switch his Thursday chem lab. His timetable says it runs until six, and he can’t leave Joey that late, but according to the handbook it shouldn’t be a problem. 

Jeff says goodbye to Matt and Libby, and they all exchange numbers. 

“See you tomorrow,” Libby calls as Jeff heads back to the SUV.

It’s actually not that far to the daycare, even though the Triangle is a little more spread out than Markham. Jeff’s surprised it only takes a little less than 30 minutes from Duke, because the 40 is a mess. 

When Jeff arrives, Joey runs up to him and gives him a big hug. He looks around; Jeff guesses Joey’s expecting to see Eric, but when he doesn’t, Joey’s face starts to drop.

“Your dad’s at home,” Jeff says. “Go get your backpack, and then we’ll go see him, and you can tell him about your day.”

Joey heads to get his backpack from his cubby, but he’s not as cheerful. Jeff isn’t looking forward to when Eric has his first game away. 

“Can we have music?” Joey asks, as Jeff’s strapping him into the seat.

Joey’s taste in music is pretty good, for a three-year-old. Jeff vaguely remembers his youngest sister at that age, and it was all Barney, all the time. Joey starts nodding along happily to the beat of whatever generic country song the radio is playing, though.

When they get back to the house, Joey squirms impatiently in his seat until Jeff can get around to the other side of the car and let him out. 

Eric comes into the garage to meet them just as Jeff’s helping Joey out of the car. Joey flings himself at Eric and tells Eric all about his day.

He’s still a little clingy ten minutes later, sitting in Eric’s lap at the kitchen table, seeming to just need a hug.

“You want me to get started on dinner?” Jeff asks.

Eric just nods, looking pathetically grateful that he can keep holding his son. Jeff’s not sure who missed whom more.

Jeff cooks some pasta, heats some frozen meatballs in red sauce, and makes a salad. He’s not a great cook, but he can take care of himself, and it’s still a novelty to be able to eat exactly what he wants after years of watching his weight for figure skating.

“This is really good,” Eric says after helping himself to another plateful. 

Jeff rolls his eyes. “It’s from a jar and the freezer.”

“‘S good,” Joey says. 

“Thank you Joey,” Jeff says. 

Eric laughs and rolls his eyes. “You can take a compliment from him,” he says. 

Jeff shrugs. 

“And seriously, thanks,” Eric says. “The trainers kept yelling at me last season for losing weight. If the food stays this good, that’s not going to be a problem.”

Jeff can feel his cheeks heat a little. Eric just sounds so sincere.

Jeff clears up to give Eric some more time with Joey before it’s time for bed. Once that’s done, he settles himself in the den and flicks through one of the books for his English Lit class.

When Eric’s done getting Joey bathed and in bed, he comes back downstairs and collapses on the couch, grabbing the remote and turning on ESPN. 

“Sorry he was kind of weird tonight,” Eric says. 

Jeff laughs. “He missed you. It was cute.”

Eric gets this dumb, happy grin, like he can’t believe his son loves him, and Jeff can’t help grinning back. 

“He told me they’re painting pictures tomorrow, and he was going to paint you one,” Eric says. “He still thinks you’re great.”

“I think he’s great,” Jeff says, because he does. He genuinely likes hanging out with Eric and Joey. 

“He’s awesome,” Eric agrees, and then settles down to watch a lot of talk about football, which Jeff doesn’t really care about. He stays anyway, needing to do nothing for an hour or so. 

Later, he remembers to call his parents and tell them how his first day went. 

“I’m glad it’s working out so well,” his mom says, only sounding a little disapproving. “It’s funny, though. I can’t believe you live with him. Five years ago, you had a poster of him on your wall.”

Jeff blushes bright red. “The Canes were a good team that year,” he says. 

“Of course they were, honey,” his mom says.

The first week is hard. They get into the habit of leaving at the same time: Jeff to take Joey to daycare and then head to campus, Eric to the gym. Jeff’s classes start on that Wednesday, and he can already tell that the pace is going to be a lot faster than he’s used to. The reading he’s given isn’t hard, but there’s a lot of it, so he works in the library between classes, or sitting out on a bench in one of the quads if it’s not too crowded. After class he heads to pick up Joey, who’s still mad that Eric’s not the one picking him up, even three days later, and by the time he finally gets home, close to six, he’s pretty exhausted. 

“Go take a nap,” Eric tells Jeff on Friday afternoon. “Falling asleep in the middle of dinner would be a bad example for Joey.”

“I’m fine,” Jeff says. 

“You look like I do at the end of the season,” Eric says. “Only more tired, because the NHL schedules my naps for me.”

“Fine,” Jeff says, wanting to be more annoyed at Eric for babying him than he actually is. 

Eric’s right, though, and Jeff is too tired to even make it all the way upstairs. He curls up at one end the couch in the den, and closes his eyes. 

When he wakes up, it feels like only a couple of minutes have passed, but it’s obviously been much longer than that. He looks up and sees that Eric’s sitting at the other end of the couch, reading a magazine. 

“Hey,” Jeff says, his voice still a little scratchy from being asleep. 

“Oh, hey,” Eric says. “You’re awake.” 

“What time is it?” Jeff asks.

“Uh, a little after eight,” Eric says, checking his watch. “You obviously needed that.”

“Sorry,” Jeff says. 

“What for?” Eric asks, sounding genuinely puzzled. 

“I was supposed to get dinner and help with Joey,” Jeff says. It’s his job. 

Eric shrugs. “You needed the sleep,” he says. “Joey just went to bed, and I figured we could get pizza and watch a movie, and you can tell me about college.” 

“Sure,” Jeff says. 

Eric looks a little embarrassed. “I know it’s not the exciting Friday night your friends are having,” he says. “I’m pretty lame these days.”

Jeff smiles. “You were always lame,” he says, before he can stop himself. 

“Thanks,” Eric says, but his flat tone doesn’t match his huge grin.

Eric makes Jeff choose the toppings for the pizza, even though they could easily get two or get a half and half. He also makes Jeff pick out a movie to watch. 

“I really don’t care,” Jeff says. “Seriously, whatever you want is fine.”

“It’s my DVD collection,” Eric says. “Obviously I like the movies I own. Pick one.”

Jeff rolls his eyes and picks out Die Hard. It’s the most generic guy movie there is, but even though he’s probably seen it a hundred times, it’s still awesome. 

“I love this,” Eric says when Jeff tosses the DVD to him. 

“Everyone loves this movie,” Jeff says. 

“Not true,” Eric says. “Jordan hates it. I have no idea why.”

“Huh,” Jeff says. He’s mostly used to being friends with Eric now, but it’s still weird when he says something about his dorky brother and Jeff has to remember that’s Jordan Staal. 

They eat the pizza right out of the box and sprawl on the couch, watching the movie. It’s over by ten-thirty, and neither of them is that tired, so they put on Die Hard 2, and Eric goes and gets them a beer each.

“All college kids drink, right?” Eric says, with a weird half-grin. “I’m not corrupting a minor or anything?”

Jeff just rolls his eyes and grabs his beer.

It’s normal and comfortable in the best possible way. 

Eric’s yawning when the second movie ends. Jeff touches Eric’s shoulder. “Hey, go to bed,” he says. “I’ll clear this up.”

“Sure?” Eric asks, yawning again. 

“Go to bed,” Jeff says. 

“Night,” Eric says, and pulls Jeff into a hug. 

Jeff tenses up for a moment, but lets himself relax into it. All guys are over-emotional after two Die Hard movies. It’s like his sisters watching The Notebook, and then crying for an hour. 

“Night,” he says, finally pulling away from the hug. 

Eric goes upstairs, and Jeff tidies away the beer bottles and pizza box and turns out all the lights before heading to bed himself. He’s weirdly jumpy, and he can sort of still feel the hug. It was a really good hug.

Jeff is hoping to sleep in the next morning, but that doesn’t happen. He’s woken sharply when Joey jumps on his stomach.

“Daddy says wake up,” Joey says, his face uncomfortably close when Jeff manages to open his eyes. 

Jeff mentally takes back every nice thing he’s ever thought about Eric and curses his existence. 

“Okay, buddy,” Jeff manages to say. “Go tell your dad I’ll be down in a minute.”

When he gets to the kitchen, Eric hands Jeff a cup of coffee. 

“You’re a terrible person,” Jeff says. 

“We have plans,” Eric says, not even looking a little bit sorry. “Cam invited everyone over for lunch.”

“I’m pretty sure that didn’t mean me,” Jeff says. He was going to work on his first Chem assignment and his reading for his English class.

“It totally meant you,” Eric says. “Cam wants to meet you. So do the rest of the guys.”

Jeff doesn’t feel comforted at all.

Cam’s house isn’t as obnoxiously large as Eric’s, but it’s a lot nicer inside. It doesn’t have the patched-together look of a bachelor pad suddenly becoming the home of a single dad. It’s all beautifully decorated, but in a way that looks like a comfortable home, not a magazine spread. 

Joey, who was squirming around in the back seat all the way over, gets really shy the moment Cam opens the door, and hides his face in Jeff’s legs. Eric and Cam give each other a manly hug, with added backslaps, and Jeff ends up picking Joey up to try and get him to say what the matter is. It’s only when Joey hides his face in Jeff’s neck that Jeff remembers Eric telling him that Joey was afraid of Cam.

“Hi,” Cam says to Jeff, and Joey snuggles closer to Jeff. 

“Hi,” Jeff says. He’d shake Cam’s hand, but, well…

“You must be the nanny,” Cam says, and Jeff blushes a little. 

“He’s not the nanny,” Eric says, heading over and leaning in to Jeff so he can see Joey.

“Uh-huh,” Cam replies.

Eric ignores Cam. “You okay, buddy?” he says, having to almost press himself against Jeff and stoop down to get where Joey can see him. 

Joey nods his head, still pressed against Jeff’s neck. 

Eric stands back. “Are you okay with him?” he asks Jeff. 

“Fine,” Jeff says. “I’ll take him and go hang out in the yard or something until he’s feeling better.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Eric says. “Come meet everyone. He’s just being shy. He’ll get over it really fast.”

“It’s fine,” Jeff says again. “It’s my job.”

“Really, you’re not the nanny,” Eric says. “He’s not the nanny,” he says again, looking at Cam, who is smirking in a really terrifying way. 

“I’m getting that,” Cam says. 

“We’re Olympics friends,” Eric says. “You know, from the Canadian Olympic team, which you weren’t a member of.”

“Sure,” Cam says. “Everyone’s in the kitchen, by the way.”

“He’s not the nanny,” Eric says again, and Jeff kind of thinks that’s overkill. 

“He’s just a friend, helping you out with Joey,” Cam says.

“Right,” Eric says. 

“Fine,” Cam says, and Jeff is pretty sure he’s missing something. 

“The kitchen’s this way,” Eric says to Jeff, and guides him off to the left with a hand on the small of his back. 

Cam is still smirking. 

Eric guides Jeff to a seat at the kitchen table, then grabs drinks for them before taking the seat next to him. Jeff’s introduced to everyone, but he’s not going to remember most names for more than ten minutes. Meeting half the Hurricanes line-up would probably be a lot weirder if Jeff were actually able to pay attention. Instead, he’s trying to coax Joey off of his lap and into playing with some of the other kids who are there. Finally, Joey is tempted to go and play with some blocks with Gleason’s daughter, who’s maybe a year older than he is, on the floor a few feet away.

“I’m not sure I like your son anywhere near my daughter,” Gleason says, grabbing a chair and sitting next to Eric. 

“He’s three,” Eric says. 

“I’m keeping my eye on him,” Gleason says.

“You do that,” Eric says. “Jeff and I can take a break and just hang out.”

Gleason looks over at Jeff. “You’re the figure skating babysitter,” he says. 

“Something like that,” Jeff says. 

“He’s helping me out while Sarah’s in Dubai,” Eric says. “He’s at Duke.”

“Freshman?” Gleason asks, and when Jeff nods, Gleason grins a little evilly. 

“I saw you skate at the Olympics,” Gleason says eventually. “You were good.”

Jeff shrugs. “It was fun while it lasted,” he says, because what else is he supposed to say? 

“How’s your silver medal?” Eric asks. 

“It’s fine,” Gleason says. “How’s your sense of inferiority being the only one of your brothers not to make the playoffs in their respective league last season?”

Eric’s expression is so betrayed that Jeff has to laugh. 

“Jeff,” Joey has wandered over and is pulling on Jeff’s sleeve. “Come play.”

Eric looks kind of annoyed that he wasn’t the one asked, but he also has that stupid smile on his face that he always gets when he’s thinking about how much he loves his kid. 

Jeff ends up in the living room section of the open plan downstairs with the kids. There are six of them, all under seven, but Joey’s the youngest. Jeff ends up helping them build a castle with Legos, and making sure that Joey doesn’t snatch blocks from other kids or anything. It takes a while, but Jeff doesn’t really notice how much time has passed until Eric drops down on the floor next to them. 

“Look, Daddy,” Joey says. 

“That’s awesome, buddy,” Eric says, and he lets the kids show him what they’ve done. 

“I can take over here, if you want to go grab something to eat,” Eric tells Jeff. 

Jeff would say no, but he’s kind of hungry, so he heads over to where Cody Ward has laid out the food. 

“Hi!”

Jeff turns around, and Cam Ward is standing a little too close to him. He wishes he could pull a Joey and bury his face in someone’s neck. 

Hi,” Jeff says back eventually.

“So,” Cam says, handing Jeff a plate of food. “How do you like North Carolina?”

“Um…” Jeff can’t help but wonder if this is some kind of test. “It’s great, what I’ve seen of it, I mean.”

“It is great,” Cam says. “Make Eric take you to the mountains and the beach.”

Jeff doesn’t know what to say to that. “Maybe I can road-trip with people from school some time,” he says. “I mean…if Eric doesn’t need me.”

Cam’s grin is kind of alarming. 

“What are you majoring in?” Cam asks. 

“I don’t really know yet,” Jeff says, knowing he sounds like a flake. “I think maybe Business.” Jeff hopes that makes him sound smart and career-orientated. 

“That sounds interesting,” Cam says, his tone making it clear he thinks the exact opposite. 

“Hey,” Eric says, somehow appearing at Jeff’s side. “You’re needed. Apparently I suck at building a castle.”

“Oh,” Jeff says, looking at his plate of food, and then at Cam. “Okay.”

“I’ll bring your food over and grab you another drink,” Eric says, and Jeff heads back to help the kids gratefully. 

Eric’s added a couple of things to the plate and grabbed him a ginger ale by the time he joins Jeff and the kids. He’s also grabbed a plate for himself and a beer. 

“Are you okay to drive back?” Eric asks, holding up the beer. 

“Sure,” Jeff says. He’s two years too young to drink here, and he feels weird drinking in front of people who aren’t Eric. “You back to help?” he asks, indicating the castle, which is now multi-coloured because they ran out of the green bricks they had been using. 

“Only if you tell me what to do,” Eric says. “And hey, sorry about Cam. He can be kind of intense.”

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “I noticed.” 

Eric sits down next to Jeff and starts helping with the Legos. He’s good with all the kids, Jeff decides, if a little bossy. It’s fun, though, eventually, once Jeff stops looking over his shoulder to see if Cam is there. 

They stay until it’s pretty late, even after the rest of the guys have gone. Eric ends up playing video games with Cam, while Joey sleeps in Jeff’s lap. 

Jeff drives home after, with Eric giving directions. 

“Thanks for inviting me,” Jeff says, as he pulls into Eric’s drive. 

Eric smiles. “Thanks for coming,” he says. “It was fun.”

Eric picks up Joey and goes to take him upstairs, so Jeff heads right to bed. He falls asleep almost as soon as his head hits the pillow. 

School gets easier after a couple of weeks, or…well, not easier, but Jeff stops feeling like he’s drowning. The material is harder than high school, but Jeff’s not getting up at 4am every day to train and then training after school for a couple of hours now. His laptop breaks three weeks in, which almost sends Jeff into a panic, but Eric says that Jeff can have his old one. It’s a MacBook Pro that looks pretty new, but Eric is a multi-millionaire, and so he probably buys a new laptop every year. 

Matt, who’s in Jeff’s English Lit class, organises a study group that meets over lunch once a week, which Jeff suspects is a concession to him, but when he tries to thank Matt, he just shrugs it off. 

“I just didn’t want to waste evenings that could be used for important drinking,” Matt says. 

Things are pretty much the same at home too. Eric trains, and they look after Joey, and on the weekends, Eric forces Jeff to hang out, not that Jeff really objects. It’s nice to have things in his life other than school. He’s met a ton of awesome people there, but even though he’s only a year older, he feels kind of disconnected from them. He never really partied in high school, because he was too busy training, and all the friends he had back then are still competing, so it’s weird to talk to them. 

One Sunday afternoon, Jeff has a lab report to finish, and it’s too hot to really do anything, so Eric and Joey lie on the couch and watch a movie, while Jeff spreads his books out on the kitchen table and gets to work. After about a half hour, Joey comes in to the kitchen and climbs up onto the chair next to Jeff. 

“Hey, buddy,” Jeff says. “Where’s your dad?”

“He fell ‘sleep,” Joey says. 

Jeff’s not surprised. Camp’s about to start and Eric’s kicked his training up, as well as meeting with the team’s management a lot, discussing whatever captains discuss. 

“What you doing?” Joey asks, looking at Jeff’s notes and the laptop where Jeff’s trying to write. 

“My homework,” Jeff says. 

“Me too,” Joey says. 

“What?” Jeff asks. 

“I wanna do homework,” Joey says. 

Joey looks so serious that Jeff has to stifle his laughter. Joey gets annoyed when people don’t take him seriously. 

“Sure, buddy,” Jeff says, and sets Joey up with a colouring book and some crayons. 

Joey settles down and colours while Jeff works on his lab report. Joey asks Jeff questions sometimes, but Jeff manages to get kind of a lot done. He doesn’t notice that almost forty minutes have gone by until he hears the artificial click of a camera-phone and looks up to see Eric grinning at them, while taking a picture with his iPhone. 

“Really?” Jeff asks. 

Eric shrugs. “My mom loves pictures like that,” he says. 

Jeff rolls his eyes, but Joey does look pretty cute, studiously colouring a picture of a kitten with bright purple scribbles.

Training camp starts on a Wednesday, so Jeff technically only has class until one, but he still makes plans to stay on campus until just before five so he can get as much of his work out of the way as he can. Eric comes home the night before looking wrecked from the mandatory fitness testing, but he hangs out in the kitchen all evening, watching Jeff cook and then work on his Chem assignment.

The next morning, Eric wanders downstairs while Jeff is getting Joey’s breakfast ready, and Jeff can tell Eric’s hardly slept.

“Coffee?” Jeff asks. 

Eric just nods and sits down at the table. Jeff hands him a mug of coffee, with cream and one sugar. He knows that’s how Eric really likes it, even though he drinks it black with no sugar when he thinks people are paying attention, and he’s supposed to be being healthy.

“Thanks,” Eric says. 

“Good luck today,” Jeff says. 

“I might be home late,” Eric says. “It depends how long the press stuff takes.”

Jeff shrugs. “Sure,” he says. “I sort of thought you would be.”

“I’ll tell you if I’m going to be late,” Eric says. “It’s not fair for you to be expecting me for dinner and then I don’t show up.”

Jeff rolls his eyes. He can’t help thinking how his dad is exactly the same about telling his mom if he’s going to be late, even by a half hour. 

Jeff has an Econ class at 9, so he drops Joey off as early as he can, and heads to campus. It’s the only one he shares with Libby, and she always gets to class twenty minutes before it starts, so when he arrives, he slides into the seat she’s saved for him. 

“You’re Canadian,” she says. “Please tell me you like hockey.”

“I guess,” Jeff says. “I mean, who doesn’t?”

“Every other person in my dorm,” Libby says. “The Canes start training camp today, and I was going to blow off my afternoon classes and go and watch, but basically, everyone I know is lame and nobody wants to go. But it would be against your national religion to refuse, right?”

“You’re a Canes fan?” Jeff asks, without even really thinking.

“I grew up twenty minutes from here,” Libby says. “My family have had season tickets for like, five years.”

“Really?” Jeff asks. 

“Fuck you,” Libby says. “The Canes have a fanbase. Weren’t you watching All-Star Weekend last year?”

“That’s not…I wasn’t…” Jeff doesn’t know what he’s trying to say. “I can’t cut class,” he says finally. 

“Lame,” Libby says. 

“I have a discussion section with seven other people,” Jeff says. “It’s not like it’s a lecture with 150 people.” He’s lying his ass off, but Libby doesn’t need to know that. 

“You’re a freshman, they expect you to cut class sometimes,” she says. 

“Sorry,” Jeff says. 

“Fine,” she says. “You have to at least come to a game with me sometime though.”

“Sure,” Jeff says, knowing it’s never going to happen. He’s going to be busy looking after Joey every time the Canes play at home. 

“I guess I can make Matt come with me,” Libby says. “He’s pretty suggestible.”

“And he’s into you,” Jeff says.

“He’s really not,” Libby says. “Whatever. I can spend my afternoon watching Eric Staal and Cam Ward being awesome, even if you won’t.”

“Um,” Jeff’s brain skips a few times thinking about how he was making coffee for Eric an hour ago. “Right,” he says finally.

He’s never been so glad to have a class start in his life.

Jeff feels weird about not just being honest with Libby, even though he knows how many problems that would cause. He texts Matt about study group and bails after his Stats class, and he’s so tempted to head to the RBC Center to watch the team. Eric told him that a few hundred people usually show up, so he could avoid Libby, and the team would be too busy concentrating on the ice to see him. Jeff doesn’t want to risk it, though, so he heads home and tries to occupy himself. 

He does a little reading, but he’s already pretty much up to date. He tries to watch TV, but American daytime TV is as depressing as Canadian daytime TV, and he watched enough of that when he was recovering from surgery. In the end, he decides he might as well cook dinner before he has to deal with Joey too. 

Jeff isn’t the greatest cook in the world, but he can follow a recipe. He doesn’t know what Eric likes to eat, but so far neither Eric nor Joey have been fussy. 

In the end, he calls his mom. She’s at work, but being a partner in her firm means she can take a few minutes if she wants to. 

“I don’t know,” she says. “Your dad’s a better cook than me.”

“He’s bad at instructions, though,” Jeff says. Jeff has refused to ask his dad how to do anything since the time his dad tried to teach him to drive. 

“If you want instructions, use a cookbook or go online,” his mom says. “And if Mr Staal wants you to cook as well as look after his son, he’d better be paying you extra.”

“Mom,” Jeff says. “You know it’s not like that. I just need something to do this afternoon because I don’t have class. He starts camp today, and he already looked tired this morning.”

Jeff’s mom is quiet for kind of a long time. 

“You’re a good kid,” she says finally. “And maybe a pot-roast? That’s pretty easy, and you’ll get good leftovers for the next couple of days if you’re both busy.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Jeff says. 

Jeff finds a recipe online and runs to the store to get the things they don’t have. It all feels weirdly domestic, like he should be ten years older before he’s doing something like this. His mom was right, it is easy, and it’s in the oven along with some baked potatoes before he leaves to get Joey. 

“Hi, Jeff,” Joey says when Jeff comes into the daycare to pick him up. “I painted.”

“Yes, you did,” Jeff says, because there’s blue paint in Joey’s hair and a streak of green behind his ear. “Want to show me your picture?”

Joey presents Jeff with a picture that’s mostly blobs of paint splattered everywhere. 

“It’s you and Daddy,” Joey says.

“I can see that,” Jeff says. “We can put in on the refrigerator when we get home so your dad can see it.”

Joey is in a good mood all evening, even though Eric’s not home when they get back, or even by the time Jeff has Joey eat dinner. He finally gets back while Jeff is giving Joey a bath, trying to get rid of the last of the paint, which is somehow on Joey’s foot. 

“Hi, Daddy,” Joey says, playing with boats in the tub. 

“Hey, buddy,” Eric says. He looks completely exhausted. “You want to get out of the tub and have a story before bed?”

“I can get him to bed,” Jeff says. 

“It’s good,” Eric says, and Jeff moves out of the way so Eric can get his son out of the tub and dried off, before helping him into his pajamas.

Joey’s telling Eric all about his day, so Jeff heads downstairs. He serves up the pot roast, making Eric’s portion as big as the plate will hold, so he and Eric can eat when Eric appears. It doesn’t take long. 

“He fell asleep three pages into the story,” Eric says. 

“It was that boring?” Jeff asks, grinning at Eric. 

“Smartass,” Eric says. “This looks great. Did you order in or something?”

Jeff is vaguely affronted. “I didn’t have class this afternoon, so I got bored and decided to cook,” he says. 

“You made this?” Eric asks. 

“I know how to cook,” Jeff says flatly. 

“No…I mean…I’m not trying to be an asshole,” Eric says. “This is really great.”

“It was pretty easy,” Jeff says. “And there’s leftovers for tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” Eric says, and he sounds embarrassingly sincere. 

Jeff just shrugs and tries not to blush. 

Eric yawns, and Jeff laughs. 

“I swear camp wasn’t this bad last year,” Eric says. “Fucking Rod the Bod. Whose idea was if to make him conditioning coach again?”

Jeff laughs. “My sister had a huge crush on him when she was a teenager,” he says.

“She wouldn’t if she knew him,” Eric says. “He’s a total sadist. I’m going to fall asleep even faster than Joey did.”

“I’ll clear up,” Jeff offers.

“You cooked,” Eric says. “I can load the dishwasher. My mom would kill me if I didn’t at least do that after you went to all that trouble.”

“It was no trouble,” Jeff says. “Really.”

“You say that every time you cook,” Eric says. “Seriously, go. I’m sure you have stuff to do that’s not taking care of me and my kid.”

Jeff rolls his eyes, but heads upstairs anyway. He doesn’t have any homework, but he can maybe kill some time Skyping with Jilly. It’s weird not seeing his sister every day.

The first preseason game comes faster than Jeff would have liked: on Sunday at lunchtime, Eric has to leave on a two day road-trip to Buffalo to play the Sabres. Joey is just big enough to realise what’s going on when, after a morning spent playing in the backyard, Eric has to leave for the rink for a quick practice before their flight. 

“Be good for Jeff, okay?” Eric says. 

Joey, who’s upset already, clings to Eric. “Daddy,” Joey wails. 

“Sorry,” Eric says to Jeff, looking almost as miserable as Joey. 

Jeff has to grab Joey so Eric can leave, and then he has to deal with Joey’s tears for another half-hour. If it were a tantrum, Jeff would probably feel better. He could ignore it, and Joey would eventually calm down, and then it would be over. He saw Joey have one of those for Eric at the park the first week he was in Raleigh. The kid is absolutely distraught, though, like he thinks his dad’s never coming home. When Joey starts crying for his mom, as well as his dad, Jeff figures that Joey does think his dad is gone for good, or for six months, which is probably the same when you’re three. 

Finally Joey cries himself out and falls asleep in Jeff’s lap on the couch, while Lilo and Stitch plays in the background. Jeff had started out with Finding Nemo, but soon figured out that a story about a father and son wasn’t the greatest idea, even if it is usually Joey’s favourite. 

Joey is fractious and upset for the rest of the day, but he eats his dinner and goes to bed without too much of a problem. It’s weird to be doing all of this alone. It’s the first time he’s had Joey for more than a couple of hours without Eric there in case something goes wrong. He suddenly feels painfully young and inexperienced. 

Eric calls just as Jeff is about to go to bed. 

“Hey,” Jeff says. “Sorry, I was going to text you. Joey’s fine.”

“No, it’s okay,” Eric says. “Even if you did, I would have called. Was he okay after I left? I swear he’s not usually like that.”

“He misses his mom,” Jeff says. “I guess usually he has at least one of you.”

“God,” Eric says, sounding so guilty. Jeff can almost picture the look on his face. 

“He’s fine,” Jeff says again. “We watched a movie, and had spaghetti for dinner, and he went to bed on time.”

“Thank you,” Eric says. “I don’t know if I could have left him if it was just with some babysitter.”

Jeff rolls his eyes, even though Eric can’t see him. He is just the babysitter, even though he’s Eric’s friend too. “You totally would have,” he says. “Otherwise the Canes fans would come and protest on your lawn, and Libby, who’s in my Econ class, would cry.”

“Study group Libby?” Eric asks, and Jeff’s eyes are wide with surprise. He never realised Eric paid attention when he talked about school stuff. 

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “Her family have season tickets. She blew off class to come to the first day of training camp.”

“You should invite her over sometime,” Eric says. 

“Sure,” Jeff says, knowing he never, ever will. 

“Oh hey,” Eric says. “You want to come to the home opener? My parents are flying in for it, and it’s a Friday, so I was thinking you could bring Joey.”

“Sure,” Jeff says. “I mean, someone has to look after Joey.”

“No, I mean, my mom can watch him,” Eric says. “I just thought it would be fun. We leave right after, until Tuesday morning. And, hey, my parents are going to stay for the weekend to spend some time with Joey, if that’s okay with you. You can hang out with your friends if you want. Jordy’s home opener is the Tuesday after, so they want to leave Monday.”

“Sure,” Jeff says. “I mean, I can stay out of your parents’ way, so they get time with Joey.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Eric says, sounding surprisingly vehement. “It’s your home too. And my mom wants to meet you.”

“Oh,” Jeff says. “Okay.”

“Home opener though,” Eric says. “Everyone’s families will be there.”

“Sure,” Jeff says, finally. It’s not like Eric is going to take no for an answer, and it’s not like he won’t enjoy seeing the Canes play.

“Awesome,” Eric says. “Oh, hey, I have to go. We’re going to go prank the rookies.”

Jeff laughs and Eric hangs up without saying goodbye.

Monday mornings are never Jeff’s favourite time, but getting Joey up and ready without Eric even being there makes everything just that little bit worse. Joey is still upset, and he clings to Jeff at daycare, not wanting him to leave, even though Jeff is going to be late for his Chem lecture if he doesn’t leave soon. 

“I have to go to school too, buddy,” Jeff tells Joey, who is still grabbing at Jeff’s jeans. “And you have to go play.”

“We’re painting today,” one of the women who works there says. “Why don’t you paint a picture for your dad, and then he can see it when he picks you up this afternoon?” 

It takes Jeff a moment to realise that she means him, which, okay, is theoretically possible, but would have involved him knocking someone up at fifteen. 

“Daddy?” Joey asks. It takes a moment for Jeff’s brain to catch up with Joey, who looks close to tears again. 

“He’ll be back tomorrow morning,” Jeff says gently, but it’s not enough to stop Joey from crying again. “It’s okay,” Jeff says and picks Joey up to try and calm him down. He’s going to be late, but this is more important. 

In the end, it doesn’t take Joey that long to be okay enough that Jeff can leave. He still looks miserable, and he’s really not himself, but the daycare staff assure Jeff that they’ll pay close attention to Joey today.

Jeff has to speed a little, but the traffic gods must love him, so he’s only a couple of minutes late to class, even though he has to run and he’s kind of out of breath when he sneaks in the back of the lecture hall and finds a seat. Thankfully, his professor’s not an asshole that makes a big deal out of it, but a few people turn around and stare. 

After class, Rebecca and Matt from his study group corner him. 

“Are you okay?” Rebecca asks. “You look kind of…” She trails off and waves her hands about, searching for the right word. 

“I’m fine,” Jeff says, and tries to think of the right words to explain. “Bad morning. Family stuff,” he settles on, finally.

“I thought your family were up in Canada,” Matt says. 

“It’s nothing,” Jeff says. “Did I miss anything?”

They tell him about some extra reading the professor mentioned, and Matt promises to photocopy his notes. As they leave the lecture hall, Jeff checks his phone. There’s no message from the daycare, though, so he figures Joey must be fine. 

Jeff has his Econ study group over lunch, thanks to Libby. She’s almost bouncing out of her seat with excitement when Jeff arrives at their usual table in the sandwich place. 

“Preseason game tonight,” she says. “They’re streaming it on the website. Unless you’re planning to listen to the Leafs game, in which case, you’re a masochist.”

Jeff hadn’t been planning to listen to either, although he thinks the Leafs probably will beat the Sens. He’ll be busy getting Joey to bed when the puck drops, not that he can tell Libby that. 

“The Leafs could be good this season,” he says. 

“Oh honey,” she says, looking at him pityingly. 

He gets out of his Stats class at four, and rather than heading to the library for an hour to start his problem set, he decides to pick up Joey a little early. This turns out to be a good decision, because when he arrives, Joey is napping. 

“We were just about to call you,” the head of pre-K says. “He told us he didn’t feel good about an hour ago, and I think he might be running a fever.”

“Right,” Jeff says. “Thanks.” Joey is a pretty relaxed little kid; if he was already getting sick, it makes sense that he didn’t cope well with Eric’s trip. 

Jeff wakes Joey up gently. “Hey, buddy,” he says. “You’re not feeling good?”

Joey shakes his head, and rubs at his ear with the heel of his palm. “Hurts,” he says. 

Jeff helps Joey stand up, but Joey reaches up and Jeff ends up carrying him out to the car. Joey doesn’t sleep on the way home, but he doesn’t ask for music, either. Jeff turns around to check on him whenever they stop at lights or in traffic, and Joey’s always sitting there limply and staring out of the window.

The traffic’s terrible, and by the time they get home, it’s after five. Jeff’s not quite sure what he should do. Eric’s probably at the rink by now, and he can’t disturb him. He finds the first aid kit and takes Joey’s temperature. It’s 99.8, but Jeff doesn’t really know what that means. He thinks about calling his mom, but…he just can’t. In the end, he has to call the pediatrician, whose number is tacked up on the refrigerator.

“It sounds like he’s running a slight fever,” she tells Jeff. “But nothing serious. Keep an eye on him, and make sure it doesn’t go any higher.”

“I think he has earache,” Jeff says. 

“It could be an infection,” the doctor says. “But unless his fever gets higher, it’s probably a virus, and there’s not a lot you can do for those. Make sure he keeps drinking plenty of fluids, and give him some children’s Tylenol. If his fever gets worse, call the overnight service, or if he complains of a stiff neck or headache, or he gets a rash that looks like pinpricks, bring him into the ER right away, but those are pretty unlikely. I’m sure he’ll feel better in the morning, though.”

“Thanks,” Jeff says. He hangs up and leaves Joey lying listlessly on the couch while he gets some juice and the bottle of children’s Tylenol. 

Joey’s not really hungry, but Jeff gets him to eat some Kraft Mac and Cheese that he finds at the back of the cupboard. Jeff ends up lying on the couch with him, watching Sesame Street, because Joey gets upset every time Jeff leaves the room. 

Jeff’s pretty exhausted by the time he gets Joey into bed. Joey’s fever is down a little, though, so Jeff’s less worried, but he still sits with him until he’s absolutely sure Joey’s asleep.

It’s past eight by the time Jeff finally gets to think about his own dinner, but while he’s standing in front of the refrigerator contemplating, he realises that the Canes game started well over an hour ago. He grabs his laptop, from the backpack that’s still by the door to the garage, to check the score and is gratified to see that the Canes are up by two. He quickly texts Eric to tell him to call when he has the chance, no matter what time it is, and then settles in to eat the leftover Mac and Cheese and do his Stats problem set. 

Joey wakes up before Jeff’s finished eating, and then Jeff has to get him back to sleep, and then clear up the kitchen, and by the time that’s done, all he wants to do is go to bed. It’s not that late when Eric calls, but it wakes Jeff up. 

“Sorry,” Eric says. “You said to call.”

“It’s okay,” Jeff says sleepily. 

“Is everything okay?” Eric asks, sounding worried. 

“It’s not a big deal,” Jeff says, knowing that’s the least comforting thing he could say. “Joey’s maybe got an ear infection. I spoke to the pediatrician, and she said it’s probably nothing. He’s sleeping, and his fever’s down from what it was when I picked him up from daycare.”

“Oh God,” Eric says. “Is he okay?” He sounds really worried. 

“He’s fine,” Jeff says. “I think he’s been feeling gross since yesterday. It would explain the meltdown.”

“Yeah,” Eric says. “I hate when he’s sick. And I’m so sorry. This is really not what you signed on for, I know.”

“Right,” Jeff says. “I absolutely only agreed to look after your kid if he never got sick.”

“Thank you,” Eric says. “We’re just heading to the airport now, so I’ll be home around four or five. I can take him to the doctor’s office tomorrow if he needs it.”

“See you later,” Jeff says. He’s about to hang up when he remembers something. “Oh hey, how did the game go? I checked the score in the middle of the second period, but then Joey woke up.”

“We won,” Eric says. “Which, it’s the preseason, but it was good for everyone’s mood.”

“Awesome,” Jeff says. “Night.”

“Night,” Eric says. “See you when I get home.”

Jeff’s asleep again moments later, but it’s not the greatest night he’s ever had. He gets up when he hears Joey crying two more times, and then he half wakes up when Eric gets home, and peeks into Jeff’s room. 

“Hey,” Eric says softly. “Any more problems?”

Jeff squints at the clock. “I gave him more Tylenol like two hours ago. Nothing since then.”

“I’ll take it from here then,” Eric says, and Jeff rolls over and goes back to sleep.

When Jeff gets up, Eric is asleep on the couch, still dressed in the suit he travelled in, with Joey lying on his chest, asleep too. It’s so cute he’s seriously tempted to take a picture on his phone, but who would he show? It would be kind of weird to just have a picture of the two of them on his phone. 

He heads to school early, knowing that Eric doesn’t have to be at the rink until after lunch. He leaves a note telling Eric to call him if Joey’s not well enough for daycare, and stops in at the drive-thru Starbucks on the way to campus. It’s still early, so he grabs a spot in the library to get as much work as he can done before class, in case he has to skip out on the afternoon. 

Libby texts him at ten, and he meets her before their Econ discussion section at eleven. 

“Sorry about your life, Leafs fan,” she says as Jeff sits down. 

Jeff hadn’t even bothered to look up the score, but he’s not surprised to hear they lost. “It’s the preseason,” Jeff says. 

“It’s cute that you think they’re ever going to have a chance,” Libby says. 

“They’re my hometown team,” Jeff protests. 

“Then it sucks for you that they’re terrible,” Libby says. “Seriously though, the game highlights were on the Canes’ website this morning. Eric Staal and Cam Ward were basically the only actual Canes playing, but the rookies didn’t look terrible. And it was pretty hilarious when mini-Staal got stuck on the ice in the middle of a change and ended up passing to Eric, so it was ‘Staal passes to Staal’.” She grins like it’s the greatest joke ever, but her face falls as he fails to react.

“You’re the worst,” she says. “You’re supposed to be the one I can talk to about this stuff!”

“Sorry,” Jeff says. “I’m kind of a zombie today. I slept really badly.” He racks his brain to think of something intelligent to say. He hadn’t even realised Jared was still at camp, although he guesses he knew in the back of his mind. “How did Jared Staal play?” he asks finally.

Libby shrugs. “Not terrible. He’s heading back to Charlotte, though, for sure. He’s not close to NHL ready.”

Jeff can’t help wondering why Jared’s never been over to the house, but he guesses being the captain’s brother’s pretty awkward. 

“Eric Staal played crazy hard, though, for a preseason game,” Libby says. “He got two goals.”

“Oh,” Jeff says, because he doesn’t know what else to say. 

“Fine,” Libby says. “I’ll stop talking.”

“No, it’s okay,” Jeff says. “Once the season starts I’ll pay more attention.” He guesses by then he’ll be used to hearing Libby talk about the Canes.

Jeff hasn’t heard from Eric by the time he grabs lunch. He debates heading home anyway, but he really can’t. He sends a quick text asking how Joey’s doing, and then puts it on vibrate in case Eric texts him back, and heads back to the library to get caught up on his English Lit reading for an hour before his Chem lab. His concentration’s pretty crappy though. His phone doesn’t vibrate, and Jeff knows this probably means Joey is fine and Eric’s headed to the gym or the rink, but he can’t help worrying that Joey’s taken a turn for the worse and Eric has had to take him to the ER. He thinks if that happened, Eric would probably call him, though.

 

By the time his day ends, Jeff has drunk so much coffee that he’s kind of buzzing. It didn’t help that much though; he was so out of it in his Chem lab that he probably would have blown something up if they were allowed to touch the exciting chemicals. He gets stuck in terrible traffic on the 40, and he almost takes the turning off to Joey’s daycare, which gets him stuck in an even slower-moving lane. He’s cranky and tired by the time he gets home, but he’s so caffeinated, he knows he’s not going to be able to sleep. 

“Hey?” Jeff calls when he heads into the house. Eric’s car is in the garage, so he guesses he’s home. 

“Hey,” Eric calls back. “We’re in the kitchen.”

Jeff ditches his stuff by the stairs. He’s too tired to carry anything up to his room right now. When he walks into the kitchen, Eric is sitting at the table with Joey in his lap, and Jeff can smell something delicious in the oven, and Eric has a streak of something that looks like tomato in his hair. 

“We cooked you dinner to say thank you for looking after Joey,” Eric says. 

“Thank you,” Joey says, when Eric nudges him. He gets off Eric’s lap and comes over to hug Jeff’s legs. 

“He’s pretty much better today,” Eric says. “He came to the rink with me this afternoon.”

“We see’d Uncle Jared,” Joey adds. 

Dinner turns out to be lasagne, and Eric insists on serving Jeff. Jeff eats the whole huge serving Eric gives him, and after they’re all done, Eric won’t let Jeff help load the dishwasher. 

“Go watch TV or something,” Eric says. “Joey and me are doing this. Right, Joey?”

“Yep,” Joey says, proudly.

Jeff’s grinning as he heads to the den.

Joey demands that Jeff come and help with getting ready for bed, though. Jeff can tell Joey’s back to feeling like himself when he drenches both Jeff and Eric while he’s in the bath and then cackles madly. He helps get Joey dry and into his pajamas, and then sits on the floor at the foot of Joey’s bed while Eric reads a story.

After Joey’s asleep, Eric makes Jeff come and watch a movie. Eric’s still hungry, so they end up making popcorn, and somehow that turns into throwing it at each other from opposite ends of the couch. 

Jeff must fall asleep really fast, because one minute he’s watching Robert Downey Jr. being an awesome Tony Stark, and the next he’s blinking awake and realising that it must be really late, or really early, because the TV’s showing the Iron Man DVD’s menu screen. As he becomes more aware of his surroundings, he realises that the couch isn’t moving, it’s just that he fell asleep against Eric’s chest. 

Jeff freezes, and tries to force himself awake enough to deal with this. He’s lying against Eric’s chest, with Eric’s arm thrown protectively around him. Eric’s asleep and snoring softly, and Jeff has never been so comfortable in his life. Eric’s chest is solid and warm, and when Jeff tries to get up, Eric grumbles softly and pulls Jeff against him even tighter. 

It’s pretty much at this point that Jeff gives up pretending that he ever got over his crush on Eric, because he’s so unbearably turned on just being this close to Eric. It’s not just that anymore, though. Jeff thinks that Eric’s snoring is kind of cute, and he doesn’t even mind that Eric seems to drool a little in his sleep. Jeff isn’t just attracted to Eric, like he was when he was a kid and Eric was the NHL player he jerked off thinking about. Jeff is friends with Eric now – good friends, he thinks – and they talk about all kind of weird stuff, and Jeff thinks that Eric is an amazing dad, and he really likes hanging out with Eric and Joey. So…so this is maybe worse than just a crush. 

Again he tries to get up, and again Eric pulls Jeff closer. He can either wake Eric up, or stay here and deal with everything later. It’s probably kind of creepy, but Jeff closes his eyes and snuggles up to Eric, and falls asleep again really fast.

When Jeff wakes up the next morning, he’s alone on the couch and covered with a blanket. It’s not that he thinks he dreamed the whole thing, because, yeah, no…. But he guesses that Eric’s made the decision to pretend that it never happened, and Jeff’s okay with that. Even if he’s not lying to himself about what he feels anymore, he’s perfectly happy lying to everyone else about it. Avoiding awkward conversations with Eric seems like an important step in that process.





3. Part Two



The next couple of weeks are weird. Eric’s working hard in the preseason, and Jeff knows that management asks for Eric’s input sometimes about the prospects, which he takes incredibly seriously. Jeff can also tell that Raleigh’s gearing up for hockey season to actually arrive. He still sort of teases Libby about the Canes having no fans, but he can tell that’s not the case. He hears about them on the radio when he’s driving to and from school, and it’s not just Libby who he hears talking about them. At one point his Statistics TA spends five minutes talking about which goalie they’re going to send to Charlotte. It’s the most uncomfortable five minutes Jeff’s had since his sister, Erica, got him kicked out of a gay bar last summer. The guy has a super obvious thing for Cam. 

Eric has another trip a few days later, off to Winnipeg for two nights. Eric must call him almost as soon as the game’s over, though, because the phone rings just after Jeff heads upstairs to get ready for bed. 

“Oh god,” Eric says. “The crowd was incredible.”

“Yeah,” Jeff says, yawning. He’s not in bed this time, but it’s still pretty late. “I mean, I heard.”

“Marc used to love the Jets,” Eric says. “He cried when they moved to Phoenix.”

“I don’t remember them,” Jeff says, and Eric huffs disgustedly.

“I have to go,” Eric says. “I’ll see you in the morning, ok?”

“Night,” Jeff says.

“Night,” Eric replies and hangs up.

Eric is still in bed when Jeff leaves the next morning, but they all have dinner together that night.

“How did I not know you could cook before you moved here?” Eric asks, digging into the stir-fry that Jeff made.

“It’s really not a big thing,” Jeff says. “We have to eat, you know?”

“I usually eat a lot of takeout,” Eric says. “But this is better.”

“’S really good,” Joey adds.

“Thank you, Joey,” Jeff says, grinning at the look of pride on Eric’s face. “It’s very nice for you to say that.”

Eric leaves Friday morning for a Saturday game in Nashville. Thankfully Joey doesn’t get sick again, and he’s much better at handling his dad’s absence when he isn’t running a fever. On Saturday, Jeff takes Joey to the Children’s Museum in the city. Joey’s a little wary of all the kids at first, but he plays happily, and drags Jeff around to see as much as he can. 

Jeff takes a ton of pictures for Eric, who’d suggested the Museum in the first place. He emails a couple from his phone while they’re eating lunch, and gets a call back from Eric almost immediately. 

“Hey,” Jeff says. “Aren’t you supposed to be mentally preparing for the game by pranking the rookies?”

Eric laughs, and Jeff’s stomach twists a little. “We just finished lunch,” he says. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about. I definitely was not involved in all the rookies getting 5.30 wake up calls in Winnipeg.” There’s a muffled thump on the other end of the phone and Eric laughs again. 

“Sorry,” Eric says. “Jared doesn’t believe me.”

“That’s a surprise,” Jeff says. He turns to look at Joey, who’s absently munching on some apple slices. “Say hi to Daddy,” Jeff says. 

Jeff holds out the phone to Joey, who obediently swallows his mouthful of apple. “Hi, Daddy,” he says. Then he’s quiet for a minute. “Hi, Uncle Jared.” He’s quiet again, and then looks up at Jeff. “Daddy wants to say bye,” he says, and goes back to eating his apple. 

Jeff stifles a laugh and takes the phone back. “Bye,” he says. 

“I’ll be back about two AM,” Eric says. “See you later.”

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “And good luck for tonight.”

“Thanks,” Eric says. 

Jeff hangs up, but he knows he’s grinning stupidly at the phone. 

“Excuse me,” a woman with a little girl about Joey’s age asks him a moment later. “Do you mind if we sit here?”

Jeff looks up, and sees that the cafeteria has gotten pretty full. “Sure,” he says. He pulls his backpack off the chair next to him so she can sit down. 

The woman settles her daughter, and then sits down next to Jeff. “This place is always crazy on a Saturday,” she says. 

“It’s the first time I’ve been,” Jeff says. “But yeah, it’s pretty busy.”

“Your son seems to be having a good time,” she says, looking over at Joey, who’s now pulling faces at the woman’s daughter. 

“Oh, uh,” Jeff blushes. “He’s not…I mean.”

“Sorry,” she says. “Your step-son? Boyfriend’s son? I wasn’t trying to listen, but I couldn’t help overhearing.” She smiles at Jeff. “It’s nice that you have such a good relationship with him. Being a step-parent can be tough.”

Jeff doesn’t know what to say, so he just smiles and nods. Thankfully, Joey’s finished his apples, and is ready to go, so Jeff doesn’t have to talk to the woman any more. He can’t stop thinking about what she said though. 

Eric doesn’t wake Jeff up when he gets back this time, but he’s there when Jeff wakes up, and Joey is ecstatic to have his dad back, and insists on dragging Eric to eat breakfast with them, even though Eric looks pretty exhausted. 

“I played with trucks,” Joey tells Eric, between mouthfuls of pancakes. “Big trucks. I rided on one.” 

“You did, huh?” Eric says, clinging to his coffee like a lifeline. 

“I have pictures,” Jeff says. He kind of got a little camera happy, but Joey was so cute, and Jeff didn’t want Eric to miss out. 

“Thanks,” Eric says, and leans over to squeeze Jeff’s arm quickly. 

Jeff blushes a little, not expecting the contact. He has to hide his stupid smile by taking another bite of pancake. 

There’s a weird atmosphere around the house for the rest of the week. They open the season at home on Friday, and Eric is restless with such a long wait. The last group of players get sent down to Charlotte, Jared among them, and this, weirdly, means that Jeff finally gets to meet him, when Eric brings him home for dinner before he drives the three hours out to the farm. 

Eric never texts Jeff to say Jared’s coming over. Normally this wouldn’t be a thing, but somehow Joey ended up with paint all over him at daycare, and so when Eric arrives home, Jeff has Joey in the tub. Not only that, but Jeff is shirtless because Joey managed to soak him by creating a mini-tsunami. 

“Up here,” Jeff yells at Eric when Eric calls him from the hallway.

He goes back to washing Joey’s hair, and only looks up when he hears a stifled laugh from behind him. Eric is kind of blushing, and behind him, staring and only just holding in his giggles, is Jared. 

“Um, hi,” Jeff says, feeling suddenly very self-conscious. Eric’s blush shows he’s a little embarrassed by Jeff. 

“Oh, um,” Eric scrubs his hands over his face, and Jeff’s stomach aches a little thinking about letting Eric down, even just in front of his brother. “Jared, this is Jeff. Jeff, this is my little brother Jared.”

“Hi,” Jared says, smirking at Jeff. “I’ve heard all about you.”

“Right,” Jeff says. “I mean, me too.”

“Uh,” Eric says, still seeming a little flustered. “We’ll leave you to finish up. Did you get dinner started?”

“Oh,” Jeff says. “No, sorry. We just got back, and Joey here needed to go get cleaned up right away.”

“I painted,” Joey says, and then goes back to playing with his boats. 

“No problem,” Eric says, sounding more himself. “Chicken and pasta?”

“Sounds good,” Jeff says. 

Jared is smirking now, and as Eric and Jared finally head downstairs, Jeff hears Jared laugh obnoxiously loudly. 

Jeff gets Joey into some clean pajamas, even though he’ll probably get tomato sauce all over them, and then grabs a new shirt for himself. He takes the one on the top of his clean laundry, and it’s not until he puts it on that he realises that it’s an old one, and it’s kind of tight. He can’t make himself change it, though, because Joey starts whining about being hungry, and Jeff can smell the food from up here. 

“Okay, buddy,” Jeff says, and picks Joey up to walk downstairs. 

Jared is still laughing as Jeff heads to the kitchen, but he stops when Jeff heads in. 

“Hi, Uncle Jared,” Joey says, still content to be held by Jeff. 

“Hi, kid,” Jared says. 

“Jeff and me played boats,” Joey says. 

“I saw,” Jared says seriously. 

“You want me to take him?” Eric asks Jeff. 

“Sure,” Jeff says. They have the handing the kid between them down by this point, but Jeff never really realised just how much contact with Eric’s chest it leads to, and Eric is blushing lightly when Jeff pulls away. 

Jared is smirking again, and Jeff feels weirdly uncomfortable. He goes to the refrigerator to grab a bottle of water and gets a beer for Eric automatically. He can feel Jared’s eyes following him, and even though this is basically nothing unusual, suddenly the presence of another person is making everything weird.

“Do you want a beer too?” Jeff asks Jared, determined to act normal.

“No thanks,” Jared says, and that smile makes Jeff want to hide upstairs.

Dinner would be uncomfortable, but Joey is really excited to have his uncle there to talk to. Jeff lets the conversation wash over him; Jared and Eric talk about the team, and Joey talks about daycare. 

“Jeff goes to school too,” Joey tells Jared very seriously. “‘S not fun as my school.”

Eric grins over at Jeff, and Jeff can’t help but smile back. “Right, buddy,” Jeff says to Joey. 

“We do homework,” Joey says, and points over at the refrigerator, which has five or six pictures taped to it.

“I see,” Jared says. 

Eric insists on taking Jeff’s phone so he can show Jared the pictures from the kids’ museum. Jeff finally makes his excuses and hides in his room doing the reading for his Lit class until Jared has to leave. He knows it’s kind of a douchey thing to do, but he doesn’t know how to deal with Jared, and the way Jared looks at him…it’s like Jared has a secret that Jeff doesn’t know. 

It’s a couple of hours later when Jeff looks up to see Eric hovering in his doorway. 

“Hey,” Eric says. “Can I…”

“Sure,” Jeff says. 

Eric comes in and sits on the desk, quiet for so long that Jeff starts to wonder why Eric is even here. 

“Is Joey asleep?” Jeff asks finally. 

“Yeah,” Eric says. “Yeah. I had to read him a couple of stories, but he’s asleep now.”

“Good,” Jeff says. 

“I…” Eric rubs at his eyes. “I’m sorry. Jared’s a dick.”

“No,” Jeff says. “I mean, he was fine. It’s…I was being weird.”

“I should have called,” Eric says. “It’s just…Is it weird that I got used to it being just us three? I didn’t realise that until Jared was here.”

Jeff feels his face heat up, and he has to force himself to hold Eric’s gaze. “No,” he says. “I mean, I think I got used to it too. But it’s your family, and it’s your house.”

“It’s your house too,” Eric says, sounding so earnest, Jeff almost laughs. 

“Anyway,” Jeff says. “It was good to realise it, you know. Your mom and dad will be here tomorrow.”

“Oh,” Eric says. “Yeah. I guess I forgot.”

Jeff does laugh then, and then so does Eric. 

“My mom’s looking forward to meeting you,” Eric says finally. “You want to come with me to the airport?”

“Um, sure,” Jeff says, because he doesn’t know how to say no to Eric.

It’s not until he’s dropping Joey off at daycare the next morning that Jeff realises he’s going to have to blow off his Econ study group to meet Eric in time to get to the airport. Jeff will be picking up Joey early from daycare too. Jeff bites off a curse, but remembers to tell the staff while he’s there, and after he’s said goodbye to Joey, he texts Libby asking to meet her at lunch. 

Jeff’s morning Chem lecture is a total disaster. The Professor speaks too fast, and his powerpoint slides are totally useless, so Jeff stays behind to ask the TA some questions, along with half of the class. He’s late to meet Libby, and he’s already at the library when he realises that his share of their Econ presentation is on his memory stick, which is in his bag, which is in the back of his car. 

“I am so sorry,” Jeff says. “I’ll go get it right now.”

Libby just shrugs. “It’s okay,” she says. “I’ll walk with you. You can tell me what to tell the rest of the group while you’re off at your mysterious ‘family thing’.” 

Jeff can almost hear the quotation marks. “Right,” he says. 

As they walk over to the parking lot, Jeff explains what he’s done so far, and what is left to do, and he doesn’t even think about anything until he’s at the car, and Libby is standing behind him. 

“Holy shit,” she says. “Holy shit. You asshole. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

Jeff’s heart leaps into his throat and for a second he’s absolutely sure that somehow she knows about Eric. He looks around wildly, thinking maybe something obvious is on show, but when he turns around, her eyes are on the backseat, and, of course, Joey’s car seat. 

“You have a kid?” she asks. “I thought you were gay!”

“I am,” Jeff says. “I don’t…Fuck.”

“I knew there was something,” Libby says. “I just…I thought it was a secret boyfriend or something.”

“Fuck,” Jeff says again. “It’s not what you think.”

“It’s okay,” Libby says. “I mean…Sorry. You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to. I just… You know you’re getting to be one of my best friends, right? And I’m not going to start gossiping or anything, so if you need to talk, you totally can.”

Jeff feels like a total asshole. Libby is one of his best friends, and he isn’t exactly thrilled to be lying to everyone all the time. 

“I don’t…You know I live off campus, with…with a friend,” he says finally. “He has a son, and I…” Jeff wants to say he helps out, but that doesn’t feel true either. “We both look after him.”

Libby’s face softens. “Oh,” she says. 

“He’s three and a half,” Jeff says. He quickly finds a picture of Joey on his phone, one from the kids’ museum, and shows it to Libby. 

“He’s so cute,” Libby says. “God, and he’s so blonde. Like, obnoxiously blonde.”

“He looks like his dad,” Jeff says without thinking. For a minute he’s sure Libby’s somehow going to be able to make the connection, but Libby just laughs. 

“His dad’s cute and blonde too?” she asks, and Jeff knows he’s blushing a little. “I’m glad you told me.”

Jeff grabs the memory stick, and they head back to the library. It’s an hour later, and Jeff needs to go soon, when Libby slings an arm over his shoulder and hugs him quickly. “My step-dad is basically the only dad I’ve ever known, and he’s awesome,” she says. “I know this kid has a dad…your friend, but he’s lucky to have you too.”

Jeff wishes he could explain, but he really, really can’t. Especially not to Libby, so he just tries to smile and hugs her back. 

Jeff can’t help but think about what Libby said, and what the woman at the kid’s museum said, for the rest of the afternoon. It’s not like it would be totally impossible. There are gay guys who are dads, and Jeff could have a boyfriend with a kid one day, or even have kids himself. It’s weird, though. He’s not Joey’s dad, or step-dad. He’s…he’s not a babysitter, or the nanny, or…Jeff can’t think of what he is to Joey, not even by the time he’s at Joey’s daycare, ready to pick him up. 

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff!” Joey runs at Jeff at full speed, and flings himself into Jeff’s arms for a hug. 

“Hey buddy,” Jeff says. “You ready to go?”

“Yup,” Joey says. “Goin’ to get Grama ‘n’ Grampa.”

“Yes we are,” Jeff says, and tamps down the nerves at the mention of meeting Eric’s parents. 

Eric’s already showered and changed out of the clothes he wore to the rink, and is waiting for them when they get home. 

“We can take your car,” Eric says. “It’s the bigger one.”

“Sure,” Jeff says. “I mean, it’s not really mine, so…” Eric’s look is slightly disapproving. “I guess it has the car seat already in it,” he says quickly. 

Jeff ends up driving so Eric can turn around in his seat and talk to Joey about his day all the way to the airport. When they park, Jeff has a weird flashback to his own arrival in North Carolina, and meeting Joey for the first time, which – it seems like a lifetime ago, but it wasn’t even two months ago. 

Joey demands to hold both their hands when they walk into the terminal, and tries his hardest to drag them forward to go faster. Eric winks at Jeff, and they end up pretending that Joey’s actually pulling them along. Joey is in fits of giggles, and Jeff can’t help grinning too, at Joey, and at Eric. 

Eric’s dad calls a moment later to say they’ve landed. Joey’s already a little bored, so Jeff takes him to look at the screens to see which baggage carousel Mr and Mrs Staal’s bags will be on. Joey demands to be picked up so he can see, and Jeff is still holding him a few minutes later, when Joey starts bouncing in his arms and waving as his grandparents come into view. 

“Hi, hi, hi, hi,” he calls, and Jeff laughs, letting Joey get down so he can run over and hug his grandfather’s legs. 

“Hi to you too,” Mr Staal says, bending down to hug Joey. 

“Hi, sweetheart,” Mrs Staal says, coming over to hug Eric. 

Jeff hangs back, not knowing what to do, and not wanting to intrude on the family reunion. 

“Mom.” Eric looks back at Jeff. “Did you meet Jeff at the Olympics?”

“I didn’t,” Mrs Staal says. “It’s great to meet you, Jeff.” She smiles, and it’s so much like Eric’s smile that Jeff has to smile back. 

“You too, Mrs Staal,” he says, as politely as he can. 

“Call me Linda, honey,” Mrs Staal…Linda says. 

“Henry,” Mr Staal says, and holds out a hand for Jeff to shake. “We’ve heard a lot about –”

“We should go,” Eric says, cutting his dad off. 

Jeff looks around, wondering if Eric’s noticed some fans or something. 

“You go back to the car,” Jeff says. “I’ll wait and get the bags, if…”

“Oh, I’ll stay and tell you which are ours,” Mrs…Linda offers. 

“Um, okay,” Jeff says.

“Wanna help,” Joey says, and holds his arms out for Jeff to pick him up. 

Linda laughs. “You can help us spot the bags,” she says. 

Jeff hands Eric the keys, and he thinks that Eric may be blushing a little as he heads out of the terminal. It must suck to have to hide from fans, although Jeff can’t see anyone obviously staring or anything. 

“Right,” Linda says. “There are only two bags.”

“That’s this many,” Joey says, holding up two fingers. 

Jeff grins widely. He’s been working hard with Joey on his numbers when they’re stuck in the car every afternoon on the 40. 

“That’s right, buddy,” Jeff says, and holds his hand up for Joey to high five. 

He can see Linda smiling at them, with a fond smile just like Eric’s, out of the corner of his eye. He doesn’t blame her though. He thinks he probably smiles at Joey like that all the time. 

She asks him about school, and about skating, and about his family, while they wait for the bags. She’s easy to talk to, and Jeff doesn’t feel awkward around her they way he did with Jared.

By the time they get the bags and get to the car, it seems like he’s known her forever. She’s like the moms of his friends from grade school who always seem to be there whenever he’s home, asking him how things are going. 

Eric drives back, and the conversation is comfortable, even if Jeff can only follow it when they’re talking about hockey or Canadian news, not about family stuff. He helps with the bags, and gets everyone a drink, and then excuses himself to go finish his Statistics problem set. 

Forty minutes later, Eric is lurking at his door again. 

“Mom insisted she was cooking,” Eric says. 

“Okay,” Jeff says. 

Eric comes in and sits on the bed. “She…my mom wasn’t too full on or anything, when you were waiting for the bags?” 

“No,” Jeff says, turning in his seat to look at Eric. “She asked me about school, and skating and stuff, but it’s not like I minded.”

“Good,” Eric says. “I…Good.” He’s quiet for a while, just sitting there. “Dinner’s at six,” he says abruptly, and stands up. 

“Bye,” Jeff says, and goes back to his problem set. He’s not even going to try and work out what that was about.

Joey doesn’t go to daycare the next day. Linda and Henry are going to take him to the rink to watch practice. Jeff still gets up at the time he always does though, even though Joey’s still fast asleep when Jeff checks in on him. 

Eric’s at the kitchen counter, eating a bowl of cereal, when Jeff makes it downstairs. 

“Hey,” Jeff says, grabbing a mug and pouring himself some coffee. He refills Eric’s mug, and then takes a seat next to him. 

“Hey,” Eric says, passing the Cheerios to Jeff the moment before Jeff asks for them. “You should come to the rink this afternoon too. If you bring your skates, we can take Joey out onto the ice after practice is done.”

They’ve talked a little about teaching Joey to skate, but Jeff has a Chem lab. “I can’t,” he says. “But take pictures of him skating.”

“If you can’t come, it can wait,” Eric says. “We can take him on the weekend sometime.”

“You really don’t have to do that,” Jeff says. 

“I…He’d want you to help too,” Eric says. “You’re basically his favourite person.”

Jeff can’t help blushing. “I’m pretty sure that’s you and his mom,” Jeff says, trying to make a joke out of it. “I’m just new and interesting.”

“He loves you,” Eric says, sounding oddly serious. 

“I love him too,” Jeff says, and takes a long drink of his coffee. 

Jeff doesn’t know what to say, so he eats his breakfast as fast as he can and heads to campus, which makes him really, really early. The library is open though, so Jeff pulls out his laptop, and works on his Lit paper. He doesn’t know how much he’s going to be able to do over the weekend. Eric leaves on a road trip right after the game, but Linda and Henry will still be there so maybe they’ll have Joey. It doesn’t matter, though, because he needs something to do right now. He starts typing up the notes he made the previous night, and by the time he needs to leave for his Econ class, he’s almost halfway finished. 

“The family stuff go okay?” Marie, one of the girls in his study group, asks when he sits down in the lecture hall. 

“Yeah,” Jeff says. He can’t help grinning a little at the memory of Linda telling embarrassing baby Eric stories during dinner the night before. “Yeah, it was good.”

Libby elbows him in the side, and grins at him. “Home opener tomorrow!” 

Jeff can’t help laughing at her enthusiasm. “Yeah,” he says. “I know.”

He’s saved from further conversation by the professor arriving and class starting. 

After class, Libby drags Jeff to grab lunch with her. 

“You have to at least come to a couple of games with me this season,” she says. “My brother said he’d switch off so he can bring his friends sometimes.”

“Sure,” Jeff says. “I mean…Well…I can’t always just go out.”

Libby rolls her eyes. “What about if my parents can’t go, and there are enough tickets for your friend and the adorable kid?”

Jeff is so tired of blushing, but he knows he’s bright red again. “It’s…I…I told you it’s really not like that,” he says. He’s really starting to hate the way she says friend. 

“Fine,” she says. “Be mysterious.” 

“I’m not,” Jeff says. “It’s…he works weird hours, so I have to be home in the evenings a lot.”

Libby’s face softens a little. “Okay,” she says. “As long as it’s not…He’s not weird about you having other friends, or, like, crazy jealous or something stupid like that, is he?”

Jeff bursts out laughing. Just the idea of Eric being the possessive type is so deeply hilarious. He laughs for so long that Libby starts looking kind of offended. 

“I was just asking,” she says. “There has to be some reason why you’re so quiet about everything. Nobody cares about the fact you’re gay, or, well, nobody who’s not an asshole.”

“I know,” Jeff says, still giggling a little. “It’s…I promise. It’s just…It’s complicated.”

“I guess it would have to be,” Libby says. 

Her phone beeps before she can says anything, and when she checks it, she grins and wrinkles her nose. “Nawww,” she says. “Eric Staal brought his kid and his parents to the rink. There’s a twitpic.”

Jeff’s stomach lurches unpleasantly. He never should have shown Libby the picture of Joey. If she recognises him, everything is fucked. 

Libby hands Jeff the phone, and Jeff is incredibly relieved to see that only the back of Joey’s head is really visible. It actually is a really cute picture. Eric’s in full gear, leaning over the boards onto the visitors’ bench, where Henry is holding Joey so he can see. He has to take a sip of his drink to hide his stupid grin. It’s something he seems to be doing a lot these days.

“God,” Libby says, when Jeff hands her the phone back. “I guess the NHL authorised the continuation of the Staal clone army.”

Jeff chokes.

Libby laughs. “Sorry,” she says. “I forgot how you feel about cute blonde kids and their cute blonde dads.”

Jeff wonders if it’s too late to find new friends at Duke.

He doesn’t see Libby at all the next day. He hangs out with Matt, and gets introduced to a couple of Matt’s friends from his history class, but mostly he’s in the library, putting the finishing touches to his Lit paper. It’s not due until Monday, but he wants it out of the way. 

His phone vibrates in his pocket a few times, but they’re just texts, so he ignores them. Joey’s daycare would call, and that’s the only reason he’d answer his phone. When he’s waiting for his paper to print, he finally looks. They’re all from Libby, and they’re all variations on HOCKEY!. He’s actually getting pretty excited himself, so he texts her back, after checking the time. 


four hours til puck drop


He gets back a row of smiley faces an instant later.

In a way he kind of wishes he was going to the game with Libby, or at least with friends. He ends up texting Jilly about the Leafs getting absolutely pasted at their opener the night before. She’s a freshman at BU, playing college hockey like everyone else in his family, but she seems to have enough time to extensively explain how painful the game was. 

Tell ur boss gd luck gotta go gym time she sends eventually, and Jeff ends up heading home, even though it’s a half hour earlier than usual. 

Joey did go to daycare today, because nobody wanted him completely out of his routine before the game. He’s still sitting and colouring when Jeff arrives, so Jeff hangs back and watches him for a little while. He’s sitting at a table with two other kids, and they’re all happily sharing a pile of crayons. Jeff makes a mental note to tell Eric about that. He knows Eric worries that Joey’s going to turn out to be one of those spoiled only children that everybody hates, but it’s blindingly obvious that is never going to happen. 

And besides, Eric’s probably going to give Joey some brothers and sisters at some point. He obviously loves being a dad. Jeff ignores the painful twist his stomach makes at that thought.

When they get home, Eric is still there, but it’s kind of obvious he was hanging on as long as possible, wanting to see Joey before he left for the rink. He’s already wearing his suit, and as Eric scoops Joey up for a hug before he leaves, Jeff can’t help taking the time to check Eric out. He looks so, so good dressed up like that. But then, Jeff pretty much thinks Eric’s the hottest thing ever in his pajamas first thing in the morning, with really unattractive bedhead. 

“Good luck,” Jeff says when Eric puts Joey down, and grabs his bag, ready to leave. “Um, I mean, you’ll be awesome, but Jilly, my sister, she said I should tell you good luck.”

Eric laughs. “Tell her I said thanks,” he says, and pulls Jeff into a quick hug. 

Jeff is so shocked he can’t move, and by the time he’s actually realised what’s going on, Eric has pulled away and is heading out the door. 

“Bye, Daddy,” Joey says, and Jeff turns around and sees Joey holding Linda’s hand. Linda is smirking horribly. 

“He does look good in that suit,” she says. 

Jeff is never going to stop blushing.

“Oh, uh,” Jeff desperately tries to pull himself together. “I guess?” he tries, absolutely mortified to be caught staring like that. 

Linda laughs. “C’mon, kid,” she says. “Go get changed. We’re heading out in an hour.”

When Jeff goes up to his room, and closes the door behind him, he sees a Canes jersey hanging there. Predictably, when he turns it around, it’s a Staal jersey, but there’s no C, there’s not even an A, and although it’s clean, it’s obviously been worn before. It’s only when he pulls it on over his head and finds that it’s way too big for him, that he realises it actually is one of Eric’s jerseys, one that he wore on the ice. Something in his stomach twists at the realisation that he’s wearing something of Eric’s, but he tamps that thought down as hard as he can. Eric probably just realised too late that Jeff wouldn’t have a Canes jersey to wear, and had this lying around. 

He sends a quick text to Eric. 


I’m pretty sure they’d give you a jersey for free if you really wanted me to wear one. Then it would actually fit


He gets one back a while later. 


U dont have 2 wear it


Jeff, who’s getting some snacks together for Joey, in case he doesn’t like the catered food in the box, rolls his eyes. 

It’s fine. Just a little big. Thanks he texts back. 

He gets a smiley face back immediately, but doesn’t bother to reply. Eric doesn’t need the distraction.

Henry shows their passes at the gate when they get to the RBC Center, and they actually get escorted to the box by a wide-eyed kid, who’s actually probably the same age as Jeff, even though Jeff feels like he’s a million years older. Joey seems just a little freaked out at the number of people who are there, and Jeff ends up carrying him, with Joey burying his face into the side of Jeff’s neck. 

It’s a little better when they get to the box, though, but Joey sticks close to Jeff’s side, not even wanting to go sit on Linda’s lap instead. Jeff’s a little embarrassed by that, but Linda waves him off. 

“It’s fine,” she says. “Kids are like that sometimes.”

Puck drop is still a little way off, and people are milling around, eating and talking. Jeff recognises a few of them from the barbecue at the Ward house, and Cody Ward makes a point of coming over to say hi, and then introducing Jeff to the people he doesn’t know. 

Eventually, Joey ends up playing with Gleason’s daughter again, and Jeff gets to actually eat something and grab a drink – just in time, as it turns out, because as he’s finishing the last bite of his burger, it’s time for the players to be introduced. 

When they take their seats, Joey insists on sitting next to Jeff, and Jeff ends up holding Joey about a minute later, so Joey can see. It’s loud, and Joey is wriggling with excitement. Jeff’s a little worried he’s going to drop him, but he’s so cute in his tiny Canes jersey, exactly like his dad’s. 

The roar when Eric is introduced is deafening, and Joey is screaming and clapping, and Jeff is cheering too. He had kind of thought the atmosphere in the box wouldn’t feel like actually being at a hockey game, but it’s great. He looks around and feels this weird kind of camaraderie; everyone here gets what it means to have that extra personal stake in a player’s happiness, and not just the team’s success. 

Joey gets bored halfway through the first period. Jeff doesn’t blame him. It’s a chippy game, and there’s a lot of stopping and starting. It’s more than a three-year-old can really be expected to concentrate on. The other little kids didn’t last half as long as Joey did, and so Jeff ends up with Candice Gleason, watching the TV screens showing the game as best he can out of the corner of his eye, while Joey colours. 

It’s scoreless at the end of the first, and Jeff is selfishly glad for this. It’s not that he doesn’t want the Canes to win, but he doesn’t want to miss the action either. 

“Okay, my turn,” Linda says, just before the second period starts. “We can take a period each. Henry can have the third.” She grins, and Jeff can’t help smiling back. 

Things actually get going in the second, and Stamkos makes a decent run at the net about four minutes in. Cam makes an incredibly acrobatic save, though, and it stays scoreless. It’s not until the last minute of the second, with the Canes on the penalty kill, that the Canes finally manage to score. It’s an unassisted rush from Eric after he forces a turnover, and the crowd goes absolutely crazy, Jeff included. He and Henry high-five everyone else they can reach, and when the period ends 36 seconds later, the whole atmosphere in the arena has changed. 

He gets a text from Libby a few minutes later. 


tell me u saw that! maybe the special teams wont suck this yr?


Jeff doesn’t get a chance to answer, because his arms are suddenly full of a very hyped-up Joey, who’s babbling, mostly unintelligibly. Jeff can see that the excitement is only barely keeping him awake, and he’s going to crash hard any minute. 

By the time the third period starts, even with all the noise, Joey is asleep in Jeff’s lap. He tries to hand Joey off to Henry, but Joey mumbles and clings to Jeff’s shirt. Watching a hockey game with a kid in his lap, especially as close a game as it is in the third, is an interesting experience, but Joey sleeps through it all. 

In the end, the Canes manage to keep it 1-0, thanks to Cam making some of the craziest saves Jeff has ever seen. He’s the first star of the game, with Eric the second star. Cody gives Jeff a shoulder squeeze from behind him when Eric skates out, and he grins over his shoulder at her when Cam is interviewed on the ice. 

They stay in the box until pretty much everyone else has left, and then all the families get shown down to go say hi before the team leaves on their road trip. 

Eric’s face when he sees that Joey is still fast asleep in Jeff’s arms is a picture of fondness and disappointment. 

“Don’t worry,” Jeff says. “He was awake for your goal.”

Eric grins a little sheepishly. “That wasn’t…” he starts. “Okay, awesome. But you got to watch the game, right? I didn’t invite you just as a babysitter.”

“I know,” Jeff says. 

“Red’s a good look on you,” Eric says, reaching out to tug at the shoulder of Jeff’s jersey. 

“I, uh.” Jeff stumbles over his words as Eric smiles down at him. “Yeah, I guess.” He pauses. “You’re not getting this back,” he says. 

Eric’s smile is really wide. “I wasn’t planning to ask for it back,” he says. 

They don’t stay long. Joey needs to be in bed, and the team need to head to the airport. 

“I’ll call you,” Eric says. 

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “Joey will want to talk to you.”

Jeff can’t quite read Eric’s expression as he turns away to grab his bag and head to the bus, but somehow, Jeff thinks he just said the wrong thing.

The weekend is actually a lot of fun. Jeff hadn’t quite shaken the idea that he was going to be either left on his own while Linda and Henry took Joey, or left with Joey while Linda and Henry did tourist stuff, but Linda just acts as though his presence is assumed, and Joey hangs off Jeff, almost like he’s showing a new toy off to his grandparents. It’s pretty hilarious to watch, and Jeff has a really good time. 

It’s really nice out on Saturday. It’s not as hot and humid as it was when he arrived, but it’s still warm, with bright cloudless skies. He emails a picture to Jilly, who’s been complaining about Boston being cold, and she leaves him a slightly obscene but completely hilarious voicemail. 

They have a picnic in the park, and Henry plays catch with Joey; even though he’s too little to actually catch the ball much, he has a lot of fun. Jeff does some Lit reading, even though Linda laughs at him for bringing his homework, but she asks him more questions about his classes, and doesn’t laugh at him when he gets a little overenthusiastic describing the group project he’s been doing for his Econ class. 

“You’re certainly dedicated,” she says. “None of my boys were much for school. Not that I’m complaining.”

Jeff laughs. “Yeah, well, I guess the NHL is a pretty good back up plan.”

“You’re a good influence on Joey, though,” she says. “Eric’s always sending me pictures of Joey sitting next to you while you’re working.”

Jeff blushes, which seems to be a constant state since he met the Staal family. He hadn’t realised that there had been more since the first one Eric took. 

“Joey’s really smart,” Jeff says. “He’s just started counting pretty much everything.”

“Jordan was just like that,” Linda says. “When he wasn’t following Eric around and trying to copy everything he did.”

It still sometimes catches Jeff out when he remembers just who this family is, but he tries not to think about it too much. 

“I bet Eric wasn’t too happy about that,” Jeff says, imagining Eric as a little kid, with another little blonde shadow. 

Linda smiles. “Well, he liked that he was always better than his brothers, because he was older,” she says. “I think he was happy for the company, though. Eric’s always liked being around a lot of people. I think he hates being alone pretty much more than anything.”

“Oh,” Jeff says. “Yeah.” He pauses for a moment, not really knowing what to say to that. “I guess it’s a good thing he has Joey, then.”

“It is,” Linda says. “But a preschooler isn’t always the best company.”

Eric’s never seemed all that lonely to Jeff, but he guesses that Eric has the team, and his brothers, and probably friends all over the place.

Linda and Henry leave on Monday evening. He offers to take them to the airport, but they insist on getting a cab. He’s genuinely sad to see them go, and not just because Joey is sad. 

“You take care,” Linda says, after Jeff carries their bags out to the cab for them. “And I’m serious about coming out at the end of the month. I remember midterms when I was in college, and if the help’s on offer, why not take it?”

Jeff genuinely didn’t know what to say the evening before when Linda offered to come out while he had midterms and help out. As far as Jeff remembers, Eric’s on a homestand that week, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t already a little worried about it. 

“You really don’t have to,” Jeff says. “I’ll be fine.”

“I’ll call Eric tomorrow,” Linda says, and hugs Jeff again. 

Jeff picks up Joey, and they wave at the cab until it turns the corner at the end of the street. 

When he gets into the kitchen, he finds that Linda has dinner waiting for him in the oven, so he puts on PBS Kids and watches Caillou with Joey. He remembers that from when he was a kid. He was too old for it, but Jilly liked it a lot. He thinks it’s probably good for Joey to watch Canadian TV shows so he learns about his other home country. 

Later that night, Jeff’s phone beeps to let him know that the Canes won 3-1 against the Devils, and Jeff texts Eric a quick congratulations. 

He’s not quite asleep when he hears the door from the garage open. He could just ignore it, but he drags himself out of bed and heads downstairs. It’s not that late, but Jeff’s learning to get as much sleep as he can when he has the chance. 

“Hey,” he says, scrubbing at his hair a little as he wanders into the kitchen. 

Eric is grabbing things out of the refrigerator to make a sandwich, if the bread already lying on the counter is anything to go by. 

“Oh, uh, hey,” Eric says. “I didn’t wake you, did I? I was trying to be quiet.”

“No,” Jeff says. “I was awake. I just…I wanted to say congratulations on the win.”

“Yeah,” Eric says. “It was…Well, better than getting ground into the ice by the Caps.”

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “Fucking Ovie.”

Eric grins at him, pleased. “Cam was so pissed at everyone. We really need to work on the back-to-backs, though,” he says, going back to making his sandwich. 

Jeff heads to the stove and puts the kettle on to make tea. It’s a habit when he’s up late at night; his mom used to bring him tea when he was trying to finish his homework after practice. He waits for the water to boil, looking out of the window. He can’t really see anything when it’s dark except a reflection of the room. He knows it’s kind of creepy to stare at Eric like that, but he can’t help it. He really can’t. 

Eric finishes making his sandwich, but he doesn’t sit down and eat right away. He’s distracted. At first Jeff thinks that Eric is just staring at nothing, lost in thought, but…there’s something about his expression. It takes Jeff a moment to realise: Eric is staring at him. 

Jeff freezes. At first he thinks that Eric’s caught him staring, and is just trying to freak him out or something, but when Jeff looks at Eric’s face, really looks, he thinks he sees something. 

The kettle whistles, and Jeff’s attention snaps back to the stove. Suddenly Jeff is so exhausted, he can’t stop yawning. It’s the tiredness making him imagine things. He pours the water on the tea, and inhales the scent of mint. He turns around and Eric is standing at the counter, eating his sandwich, and not looking at Jeff. 

“Goodnight,” Jeff says, heading for the stairs to go back to bed. 

“Night,” Eric says softly from behind him.

Jeff finds that the season has a strange kind of rhythm, and he figures it out pretty quickly. He has to. On Thursday, Eric leaves for a nine-day roadtrip. Joey takes it in his stride much better than Jeff does. He’s never been so tired in his life. 

Eric has three days between Buffalo and Boston, and the whole team is given a free day on Sunday. Eric offers to fly home for the day so Jeff can get some rest and Eric can get some time with Joey. Jeff flatly refuses to even let Eric consider it. Eric is the captain, and this trip is the first chance to get the team to really bond as a whole with the rookies and the few new players who have come to Carolina. Instead, they arrange a Skype date so Joey can talk to his dad. 

Joey is probably better at using Skype than Jeff is. He’s been having his weekly Skype calls with his mom for months, and Jeff hasn’t had to help yet because Eric’s always been there until now. When Jeff can’t remember how to make sure it’s a video-call, Joey rolls his eyes in an absurd imitation of Jeff himself, and fixes it. The combination of being more technologically inept than a three year old and Joey’s put-upon expression means that Jeff is laughing when Eric answers their call. 

“Hi, Daddy!” Joey says, huffing in annoyance. “Jeff’s being silly.”

“Is he?” Eric asks, smiling his usual ‘I love my son so much it hurts’ smile. 

“Joey’s teaching me how to use a computer,” Jeff says. 

“It’s like when I talk to Mommy,” Joey explains. 

“You can show me when I get home,” Eric says. “I had to get Cam to set it up for me.”

“Yes, he did,” calls a voice from somewhere to the side of Eric, and Jeff realises that Cam must be Eric’s road roommate, and he’s still in the room. 

“Only because I’m using your Windows laptop, and I have a Mac,” Eric protests. 

“Daddy, we played catch,” Joey says, obviously bored of the conversation. 

“You did?” Eric says. “Did you have fun?”

“Yep,” Joey says. 

Joey settles into Jeff’s lap, and they talk to Eric for almost a half hour, until he has to go meet the guys so they can go see a movie. 

“Bye, Daddy,” Joey says, and waves. 

“Bye, guys,” Eric says, and leans in to disconnect the feed. It just turns off the webcam though, not the sound, so while Joey runs off to pick a movie to watch, Jeff can hear Cam and Eric talking. He’s about to say something, let them know, when he hears a snort. 

“God, you have the cutest alternative family,” Cam says. 

Jeff knows he should shut the laptop, kill the feed from his end, do anything except listen, but he can’t make himself move. 

“Oh, fuck off,” Eric says, and Jeff’s glad Joey’s not in the room. “You know it’s not like that.”

“You want it to be like that,” Cam says. “And don’t try and tell me you’re straight. Everyone knew about Toby, last year.”

Jeff didn’t know, though. He’s sitting there, frozen in shock. What the fuck?

“I…” Eric’s silent for a long time. “He’s nineteen,” he says finally, and his tone is flat. “If he were a few years older, then… I guess… Fuck it, I would have hit on him at the Olympics. But he was seventeen then, and I felt like this gross old man –”

Jeff slams the laptop closed. He doesn’t want to hear any more. He wishes he’d never heard anything in the first place. 

Joey comes back and saves Jeff from having any chance to think about it. He settles down to watch Mulan with Joey, and by the time it’s done, he’s decided to be zen about everything. Nothing’s changed. He’s always known nothing is ever going to happen with Eric. He…he didn’t know that Eric was bi, or that Eric had thought about him like that, but in the end, it doesn’t matter. It’s not going to happen. That’s completely clear. And Jeff has him as a friend – maybe his best friend here in North Carolina – and he has Joey, who’s the best kid in the world. And he’s only nineteen. And really, how much of a cliché would it have been for the single dad to hook up with the babysitter? 

Eric calls later, once Joey’s in bed, to check that Jeff’s okay to set up Joey’s Skype call with his mom, and it’s all fine. It’s completely normal. Eric ends up telling Jeff about the movie, and about the dumb rookies, and Jeff tells Eric about Joey helping him make the salad for dinner. 

After he hangs up, Jeff takes a shower and lets himself wallow for ten minutes, and then goes to bed, thankful for what he has.





4. Part Three



Eric gets back at just after six the next Sunday morning. Jeff wouldn’t normally be awake at that time on the weekend, but on his own, getting all his work done has been kind of a challenge, and he has stuff to finish for English Lit and Econ the next day. 

“Oh, uh, hi,” Eric says when he comes into the kitchen. He heads over to stand next to Jeff and puts a hand on Jeff’s shoulder so he can lean in close and see what Jeff’s doing. 

Jeff relaxes into Eric’s touch instantly, not thinking, just enjoying it, but then he remembers that Eric doesn’t want him, and that he needs to get over this, and he tenses up. 

Eric must feel it, because he pulls his hand away like he’s been burned. “Sorry,” he mutters. 

“No, I mean,” Jeff says, feeling a little bad. It’s not Eric’s fault. “It’s early. I’m really not awake yet.”

“I know,” Eric says. “I can’t decide if I should try and sleep now, or nap later.”

“Sleep now,” Jeff says. “Joey’s not going to let you nap later. He gave me a five-minute monologue on what he wants to do today. Mostly, he wants you to take him to the park.”

Eric smiles. “I was thinking we could take him skating.” 

Jeff bites his lip. He wants to so much, but being with Eric all day would just be torturing himself; he can’t start hoping for things he can’t have. “You should take him,” he says. “I need to work. Midterms are only a week away.”

Eric looks disappointed, but his expression is soft. “I’m home all week,” he says. “And Mom’s arriving on Friday for a week. I’m not going to make you fuck up college.”

If only Eric weren’t basically the nicest person in the world, Jeff would probably have a lot easier time getting over him. “I know,” Jeff says. 

“I’ll take Joey to the park today,” Eric says, firmly. “I’ve told you. He wants you to teach him to skate, too.”

Jeff makes himself smile at Eric, just like everything’s normal. “The Saturday at the end of midterms,” he says. “You’ll have practice, but maybe after?”

Eric’s grin still makes Jeff’s stomach lurch. “It’s a date,” Eric says. 

Eric heads upstairs to nap, and Jeff goes back to working, but it only seems like a few minutes later that Eric and Joey come downstairs for breakfast.

“Daddy ‘n’ me are goin’ to the park,” Joey says, climbing into Jeff’s lap. “He says you gotta work.”

“I do,” Jeff says, brushing Joey’s hair out of his eyes. It needs cutting. He’ll have to figure that out.

“But we can tell him all about the park tonight, right?” Eric says.

“Of course,” Jeff says.

“We’re havin’ a picnic,” Joey says.

“Oh,” Jeff says. “You don’t have to. I can go work on campus.”

“It’s fine,” Eric says. “It’ll be fun.”

“’S an adventure,” Joey says, hardly stumbling on the long word at all.

“I just told him that,” Eric says, digging around in the pantry for a moment before reappearing, looking triumphantly at the box of ziplock bags he’s holding.

Jeff can’t help grinning, as he watches Eric make sandwiches and cut up apples and do all the things Jeff grew up watching his own parents do for him and his brother and sisters. Joey sits at the table, eating his cereal and watching his dad too.

“Aminal cookies, please?” Joey asks.

“An-i-mal,” Eric corrects.

“An-i-mal cookies, please?” Joey asks again.

“Sure, buddy,” Eric says.

“You’re a really great dad,” Jeff says.

Eric’s smile is almost blinding, and Jeff’s stomach twists.

“I’m going to go shower,” Jeff says. “See you later.”

He leaves his books at the table and almost runs upstairs before Eric can reply.

He takes as long as he reasonably can showering and getting dressed, but thankfully, by the time he gets back downstairs, Eric and Joey are gone. There’s a plate of sandwiches on the table, though, covered in saran wrap, and a note sitting next to it.


Hey Jeff,



So you don’t have to worry about lunch. Happy studying.



Eric


Jeff sighs and folds the note neatly into four, before heading back to his books. He tucks it into the back of his chemistry textbook; he can use it as a bookmark or something.

In the end, Jeff is actually caught up with his work about 40 minutes after Eric and Joey leave. He picks up his phone and texts Libby. 


busy?


He gets a reply much sooner than he expects. 


Get out of my life morning person


Jeff laughs, and decides to go for a run. He hasn’t been since training camp started, and he’s kind of impressed with how he hasn’t gotten amazingly unfit. He guesses running around after Joey is good exercise, though.

When he gets back, there’s another text from Libby waiting for him. 

With the fam for the wkend. bro driving me crazy. Brunch?

Jeff puts the sandwiches into the refrigerator and heads out.

It turns out that Libby’s family actually don’t live that far away, and Libby gives Jeff directions to a diner that she says does amazing burgers. When he arrives, she’s waiting for him, drinking a huge mug of coffee. 

“My mom dragged me out of bed at seven AM so I could go to church with them,” she said. 

“Don’t you go to church every week?” Jeff asks.

“Not to the eight AM service,” she says. 

“I was up at five,” he says. 

“You’re a robot,” she says. “A weird Canadian robot.”

Jeff laughs and feels the knot that’s been twisting up his stomach all morning relax.

“So,” Libby says. “No kid today?”

Jeff shrugs. “My friend’s been away for work all week. He got back this morning, so it’s father and son trip to the park day.”

“And you’re not there?” Libby asks, raising one eyebrow. 

“Nah,” Jeff says, trying to keep his tone light, but even he can hear the slight shake in his voice. “I’m not going to intrude on family time.”

“Oh honey,” Libby says, and Jeff is torn between hating that she can read him that well, and being pathetically grateful that he can talk to someone about it. 

“I wasn’t lying when I said we were just friends,” Jeff says. “I just…I don’t know.”

“You didn’t want to be just friends,” Libby says. 

“Right,” Jeff says, grabbing his napkin so he has something to do with his hands.

“Is he dating someone?” Libby asks. 

“No,” Jeff says. Just the thought of that makes him feel sick, and that makes him feel like a bad person. Eric should have someone. “I just…I found out this week… He told his friend that if I were older…But I’m not, and he doesn’t know I know.”

“Fuck,” Libby says succinctly. 

“Right?” Jeff says. “It’s not like it’s his fault. And it’s not like I want to make things awkward. He’s still one of my best friends.”

“It still sucks,” she says. “Especially…. God, I know you love that kid.”

Jeff nods. 

“Okay,” Libby says, pushing back her chair. “Fuck this. We’re going back to my parents’ place and having my mom make us waffles, and then we’re going to spike our orange juice for medicinal reasons.”

Jeff just nods and follows Libby as she pays for her coffee, and then follows her home. 

Libby’s family is thrilled to meet him. They accept without a question Libby’s explanation that Jeff’s had his heart broken and needs feeding.

Jeff remembers to text Eric when he tastes the Screwdriver Libby hands him. He’s not going to be able to drive safely for at least a few hours. 


At my friend’s working on Econ project. Be back this evening


He gets a smiley face back from Eric, and a dont work 2 hard

“It would be so much easier if he were an asshole,” Jeff says, finishing up his Screwdriver far quicker than he probably should. 

“Fucking men,” Libby says. 

“Right?” Jeff says. 

They end up slumped on the couch, watching 300.

“This is my favourite movie,” Jeff says. His head is spinning a little. He hasn’t had vodka in kind of a long time.

“You already said that,” Libby says.

“I want to lick his abs,” Jeff says. Gerard Butler’s digitally-enhanced body should be making him feel better, but it’s not.

“You already said that too,” Libby says. “You’re so drunk.”

“Yeah,” Jeff says, and tries to concentrate on the movie.

Jeff didn’t realise he’d fallen asleep, but he wakes up to Libby shaking him lightly.

“My mom says you’re staying for dinner,” she says. “And you can stay the night if you’re not okay to drive. “

Jeff blinks a few times and sits up. “I’m fine,” he says.

“So, dinner?” Libby asks.

He checks his phone, and it’s already after seven. There are no missed calls or texts, though, so he figures Eric doesn’t need him. “That sounds great,” he says.

Dinner is delicious, and Libby’s mom offers him leftovers. When he says no, Libby grins at him.

“Good,” she says. “That chicken is mine!”

He ends up giving her a ride back to campus, because he’s driving anyway, but that means that by the time he gets home, Joey’s already in bed and Eric’s fast asleep on the couch.

Jeff thinks about maybe waking Eric up, getting him to actually go to bed. The Canes probably won’t be happy about their captain fucking up his back like that. He doesn’t, though. He doesn’t really want to speak to Eric, even though it’s selfish. Jeff figures that back in her dorm, Libby is pissed at him, and doesn’t know why.

The next morning is a normal Monday. Jeff gets up and gets Joey up, and he’s getting Joey’s breakfast when Eric wanders into the room, still half-asleep and only wearing boxers. Jeff watches him out of the corner of his eye until he remembers that he’s not supposed to be doing that anymore, and goes back to helping Joey spread grape jelly on his English muffin.

“You got back late last night,” Eric says, pouring himself a cup of coffee, and then topping up Jeff’s mug. “Did you at least get your Econ project done?”

It takes Jeff a moment to remember that’s the excuse he gave Eric. “Yeah,” he says. “Libby’s parents live near here, and she was home for the weekend. It was late by the time we were done, so they asked me to stay for dinner.” Jeff takes a sip of his coffee. “Sorry, I should have called.”

“No,” Eric says. “I was just, I don’t know, worried, I guess. It was dumb.”

“I’ll call next time,” Jeff says, feeling like an asshole.

“You’re allowed to have your own life,” Eric says, sounding a little annoyed.

“I should have called,” Jeff says again, not really wanting his breakfast any more.

Libby sticks by him most of the day, finding seats in the library, where they get started on studying for their midterms, and working on their real Econ project when they’re not in class. He buys her lunch in return, and by the time he’s ready to go home, he at least has a better idea of what work he needs to get done in the next week, even if he hasn’t really started it.

When he picks up Joey, he’s covered in paint again, but he proudly presents Jeff with his painting.

“Tha’s me,” Joey says, pointing to each blob-like figure in turn. “An’ tha’s Mommy, an’ Daddy, an’ tha’s you.”

“That’s awesome, buddy,” Jeff says.

“S for you,” Joey says.

“Thank you,” Jeff says, and he really means it.

When they get home, Eric’s obviously been bored all afternoon, because Jeff finds that Eric’s cooked dinner, and set the table. Jeff really wishes he had a twitter (and was a creepier person) because Eric in an apron, fussing over a casserole, is one of the most hilarious things he’s ever seen.

“Oh, um, hi,” Eric says, turning around and blushing bright red. “I…uh, I didn’t think you’d be home yet.”

Jeff actually does pull out his phone then, because he can at least show Linda when she arrives at the end of the week. Eric looks absolutely mortified.

“Daddy, I painted Jeff a picture,” Joey says, oblivious. “Look!” He thrusts out his arm and shows Eric the painting. “We painted our families.”

Jeff’s stomach drops, but Eric looks thrilled.

“It’s awesome,” Eric says. “You want to help me put it on the refrigerator?”

“Yes!” Joey says.

Eric grabs a pen from the counter and writes across the bottom, ‘My Family, by Joey Staal’. Then he picks Joey up and helps him attach it to the front of the refrigerator with a magnet in the shape of the Canes logo.

Jeff excuses himself to take his things up to his room. Joey’s only three, and Jeff is new and exciting, and there all the time, that’s all. Eric probably just didn’t realise who the people were supposed to be.

Dinner smells amazing when Jeff finally heads back downstairs. He helps Joey up to the table, and gets him a glass of juice.

“You want a beer, or, I bought a bottle of wine?” Eric asks him.

“Um, sure,” Jeff says. “I guess.”

Eric grabs wine glasses that Jeff didn’t even realise existed, and pulls a bottle of white wine from the refrigerator. “The guy in the wine store said it was good with chicken,” he says.

Eric pours two glasses and hands one to Jeff, and then watches expectantly.

Jeff takes a sip. “It’s good,” he says, as though he has any idea about wine. He’s only ever drunk Arbor Mist before. Eric looks pleased at his pronouncement.

The casserole is good. “It’s my mom’s recipe,” Eric says when Jeff compliments him. “She always used to cook it for my dad on his birthday.”

After they’ve eaten, Jeff tries to help Eric clear up, but Eric refuses his help.

“Go hang out,” he says. “You just had Joey alone for over a week. It’s my turn.” He hands Jeff another glass of wine. “You look tired. And I meant what I said. I’m not going to make you…” Eric looks around to see if Joey’s within earshot. “Fuck up college, especially when you have midterms coming up.”

Jeff rolls his eyes. “I’m here to look after Joey when you can’t,” he says. “You don’t have to bribe me to do it.”

“Jeff,” Eric says, weirdly gently. “If I’d just wanted a nanny, I would have hired a fucking nanny.”

Jeff shrugs and retreats to the den to watch TV.

He doesn’t realise how tired he was, until it’s over an hour later and Eric’s gently shaking him awake.

“Hey,” Eric says. “If you don’t have homework, I was going to watch the Leafs game. You want to?”

Jeff rubs his eyes and sits up. “Sure,” he says.

Eric takes a seat on the couch next to him, spreading himself out so much that he’s almost touching Jeff. Jeff tries to take up as little space as possible, and let Eric relax. He’s probably still exhausted from the road trip.

The game is a lot closer than it should be, given that it’s the Leafs and the Flyers, and Jeff finds himself getting engrossed quickly. Eric is a great person to watch hockey with, unsurprisingly. He gets really into it, not supporting anyone, but just sharply observing the way the game is being played, and getting hilariously excited when either team pulls off a well-executed play. In the commercial breaks, Eric ends up telling Jeff stupid stories about guys he knows, who used to play for the Canes, or who played for Team Canada. It’s fun, and between them, they finish the bottle of wine.

By the time the game’s over, and the Leafs have lost despite their best efforts, Jeff is kind of buzzed, and by his glazed look, so is Eric.

“God,” Eric says. “This is why I don’t drink wine.”

Jeff can’t stop himself from giggling, and Eric grins back at him.

“Night,” Jeff says, pushing himself up off the couch.

“Night,” Eric says, standing up and grabbing the wine bottle and glasses to take back into the kitchen. “I had a good time tonight.”

“Me too,” Jeff says.

Jeff takes a while to get to sleep, even though he’s tired. He has to get over the whole wanting more thing. Having nights like that, being Eric’s friend, is far too important to risk losing.

Eric is as good as his word, and as much as he can, he takes charge of Joey for the week. At first Jeff sort of bristles at it, not much liking the implication that he’s not capable enough of organising his own time; like he hasn’t been juggling school and Joey for two months. But even the next day, Jeff has a truly horrific Chem lab, and then has to run half way across campus to find his Stats TA to ask a question on something he thought he understood, until he took the practice midterm and bombed it. When he gets home Jeff is pathetically grateful that even though Eric has a game that night, he’s somehow found time to leave him and Joey helpings of the chicken and pasta he must have eaten as his pre-game meal in the refrigerator with a post-it saying ‘dinner’ on it.

Joey is obviously tired, but he eats the pasta, and at least a couple of bites of chicken. After dinner he plays quietly with some blocks on the floor of the den while Jeff sits on the couch and goes through his Statistics problem set again, realising he did the problems totally wrong the first time. He turns the TV on in the background with the sound turned down low. The puck drops at seven, and Jeff will be getting Joey to bed then, but he’s planning to watch it later, if only so Libby doesn’t maim him tomorrow.

“Tha’s Daddy,” Joey says, pointing at the screen.

Jeff looks up, and grins reflexively when he sees Eric being interviewed. “Yep,” he says. “That’s your daddy.”

Joey falls asleep almost before Jeff has finished reading the first page of his story, so Jeff makes it back downstairs only a few minutes into the first period. It’s already obvious that the Sens are a mess, although the new kid, the Iranian one, is really goddamn good. He tries not to pay too much attention to the game, and to work instead, but he keeps getting distracted. It’s not at all like it was the night before, watching the game with Eric, but it’s hockey, and he’s invested, and he ends up swearing at the screen when Eric gets two minutes for hooking, and the Sens score on the powerplay to tie the game.

Eric is obviously pissed, though – Jeff can see it all over his face when the camera pans to him on the bench – and from then, it’s not even close. Eric gets two goals and an assist, and the rest of the team seem to catch Eric’s energy.

When it ends, 4-1 to the Canes, Jeff texts Libby, who replies almost instantly.


Eric fucking Staal is super hot when he’s mad


Jeff bursts out laughing, and texts Eric.


Libby thinks you’re hot when you’re mad


He doesn’t get an answer, but he doesn’t expect to.

Eric gets home just after eleven and drops himself down on the couch next to Jeff, who’s still struggling through his Stats questions.

“I’m hot when I’m mad, huh?” Eric says, grinning manically.

Eric’s freshly showered, his hair still damp, and he’s leaning in really close to Jeff. Jeff feels his brain short out, and for a moment he almost forgets that Eric doesn’t want him; that this is Eric on an adrenaline rush, not meaning anything by it.

“My friend thinks you are,” Jeff says.

“Your friend has excellent taste,” Eric says.

Jeff makes himself stand up. “She probably meant Jordan,” he says. “The Pens were playing tonight too, right?”

Eric flips Jeff the bird, and Jeff makes himself laugh as he heads to the kitchen to grab a glass of water. He almost jumps out of his skin when he turns around a moment later to find Eric right behind him.

“Um, water?” Jeff asks, pulling a second glass out of the cabinet.

Eric just looks at Jeff for a minute, too close for this to really be comfortable. “Sure,” he says.

Jeff fills the glasses and hands one to Eric. “Goodnight,” he says.

“Night,” Eric says, and again, Jeff somehow thinks he said the wrong thing, even though he hardly said anything at all.

Jeff doesn’t sleep well. He hasn’t slept well for days. When he goes in to get Joey up the next morning, fifteen minutes later than usual, Joey isn’t in bed. Jeff panics for a minutes, and then hears someone moving around the kitchen, and smells coffee.

“Hey,” Eric says, when Jeff shuffles into the kitchen. “Coffee?”

Before Jeff has a chance to answer, Eric’s handing a mug to him, with just the right amount of milk, not cream, in it. “Thanks,” he says.

“You look like you need it,” Eric says. “Uh, well, not that you look bad or anything…” he says a moment later. “Just, you know, tired.”

Jeff, who’s barely following what Eric’s saying, just shrugs.

He eats his cereal mechanically, watching Eric help Joey. Once he’s a little more awake, he realises that Eric’s looking tired too, and that Eric is anything but a morning person, which is why Jeff usually handles breakfast in the first place.

“Is there any special reason you’re awake this early?” Jeff asks, wondering if he’s forgotten something. The Canes don’t play again until Friday, Jeff’s sure of that.

Eric shrugs a little. “I was awake anyway,” he says.

“This is good coffee,” Jeff says. It would be weird to say thank you.

The next couple of days are just the same. Jeff sleeps even less; the nagging ache of knowing that Eric doesn’t want him mixes with the far more sharp worry about his midterms. He doesn’t think he’s going to flunk or anything, but especially his Stats midterm is going to be tough, and he has a couple of papers due as well. It’s starting to be kind of a vicious circle, though; the more he worries, the less he sleeps, the harder it is to concentrate, the worse he does on the practice tests, the more he worries.

Eric is being amazing, though, which Jeff isn’t sure is a good thing or a terrible thing. Jeff gets up in the morning to find a cup of coffee waiting for him, and comes home to find dinner already made and ready to reheat. Jeff didn’t realise that Eric could cook, but apparently he’s good at it. He probably just doesn’t like cooking for only himself. That has to be a little depressing after a while.

Joey helps too, as much as a three-year-old can. On Thursday evening, Jeff is sitting at the kitchen table, trying to finish his Econ problem set, when Joey climbs up into Jeff’s lap, not asking for anything, just wanting to be held. It’s just before Joey’s bedtime, and he’s already sleepy. He snuggles into Jeff’s chest and sits there. It helps that Econ is Jeff’s favourite class, and he feels like he knows what he’s doing, but this is the most relaxed he’s felt in weeks.

Eric comes into the kitchen a few minutes later, obviously looking for Joey. When he turns around and sees Jeff and Joey, he smiles.

“You want me to take him?” Eric asks.

Jeff tucks an arm around Joey, holding him securely. “He’s fine,” Jeff says.

A half-hour later, Joey is asleep in Jeff’s lap, and Eric follows Jeff as he carries Joey up the stairs and puts him to bed, without Joey ever waking up. Eric tucks Joey in tight and drops a kiss on his forehead before heading out of the room. Jeff is standing in the doorway, just looking; about to make himself go downstairs and finish his work. As Eric walks past him, he reaches out to squeeze Jeff’s shoulder.

“Don’t stay up too late,” Eric says.

On Friday morning, Joey manages to cover himself in peanut butter while nobody is looking, and Jeff has to dump him in the tub and wash his hair to get rid of it. He’s late to his Econ study group meeting, and he doesn’t realise he has a handprint made of peanut butter on his shirt until it’s way too late to do anything about it. 

“Interesting morning?” Libby asks. 

Jeff looks down at his shirt and rolls his eyes. “Oh yeah,” he says. 

“It looks like it,” she says. “How’s your small human?”

The rest of the group are looking at Jeff with undisguised interest, but there’s no point in lying now, or pretending he was attacked by a small peanut butter-wielding monster. 

“Um, less of a mess than me?” he says eventually. “His dad had to be at…” Jeff reminds himself not to say `the rink.’ “He had to be at work for a meeting early, and Joey got covered in peanut butter, so…”

“You have a kid?” Dani asks. “Step-kid?”

“His roommate has a son,” Libby says, sounding a little smug about being the only one who knows. 

“How old?” Tyler asks. 

Jeff faces all the questions stoically, and only rolls his eyes a little, until eventually they get tired and start panicking about the midterm again. 

When he gets home that afternoon, an hour earlier than usual, Linda is there, in the kitchen, washing the breakfast dishes which Jeff hadn’t had time to put in the dishwasher. 

“Gramma!” Joey yells at an ear-piercing volume, and runs to hug Linda’s legs. 

“Hi, sweetie,” she says, looking down at him. “Did you have a good day at school?”

Jeff leaves Joey telling Linda all about his day, and heads upstairs to finally change his shirt. He’s just stripped it off and dumped it in the laundry basket when there’s a knock at his door. 

“Hang on,” he calls out, but the door’s already opening. 

“Hey, sorry,” Eric says, pushing the door open. “I just wanted to…” He stops dead when he looks up and sees Jeff. 

Jeff blushes. He’d never thought twice about changing in front of people when he was skating, but Eric seeing him shirtless like this is so very different, even if it’s not the first time it’s happened.

“Sorry,” Eric says quickly. 

“No,” Jeff says. “It’s fine.” He forces himself to look at Eric. “What did you need?”

“Oh,” Eric says. “Uh, I…” He’s still staring at Jeff, and Jeff doesn’t know what to do with that. “Can you handle Joey’s Skype call with Sarah again this week? I have media stuff on Wednesday evening.”

“Sure,” Jeff says. 

“I mean, my mom could, if you’re busy,” Eric says, still staring. “But Sarah likes you, and, well, she and my mom were never…”

Jeff grins, a little hesitantly, still not sure what’s actually going on here. “It’s fine,” he says. 

“Great,” Eric says. “And, oh, if you wanted…next Friday after the game there’s a team dinner thing, with friends and whoever, but I thought, if you didn’t have plans, you’d maybe want to come?”

“Oh, I…” Jeff has never wanted to go to a dinner more, and less, at the same time. 

“We’re probably going to go to a bar after, but if you’re with us you won’t get carded or anything,” Eric adds quickly. “I just thought…while my mom is here to babysit.”

“Sure,” Jeff says, not knowing what other answer Eric will accept. 

“Great,” Eric says, and grins widely. He seems to suddenly realise that Jeff’s still shirtless, and he needs to be at the rink. 

“I’ll see you Sunday,” Jeff says. 

“Yeah,” Eric says. “Sunday.”

Eric almost runs out of the room, and Jeff is left to finally put a clean shirt on.

Midterms suck. There’s no other way to describe it. Eric has a homestand for the week, but it seems like the local press has decided to use it to do as many interviews as possible, and after the team gets absolutely killed by the Lightning, Eric seems to spend all his time at the gym or the rink, or with the team, going over film of the Caps and the Stars for their next two games.

Linda is Jeff’s favourite person by the middle of the week. He hasn’t felt like a little kid for a long time – he was competing internationally at 14 – but she takes care of all of them, Eric and Jeff as much as Joey. On Thursday night, while he’s panicking about his last, and hardest, midterm, the one for his Stats class, she literally pries the textbook out of his hand and sends him up to bed. By Friday morning, Jeff is a little embarrassed that this happened, but Linda just laughs when he apologises, and hands him a travel mug of coffee for the drive to campus. 

Jeff is not the last person to finish the midterm, but he’s not close to being the first either. He checks his work over one last time, and then hands it to the TA on the way out of the door, and then he’s done. It’s a massive anti-climax. 

Libby and Matt are waiting for him at the library. They’re both done too, and now there’s nothing left to do except sit in the bright sunshine for the rest of the afternoon. 

“Doing anything this weekend?” Libby asks. 

“No,” Jeff says. “I mean, my roommate’s mom is in town, so I don’t know.”

“My parents are out of town,” Libby says. “Want to come to the Stars game?”

“Sure,” Jeff says, meaning it for once. 

“Matt?” Libby asks. 

“Um, do I need to know anything about hockey?” he asks. 

“There’s two teams, and they try and put the puck in the opposing team’s net,” Jeff says. “Other than that, watching is the best way to learn.”

Matt laughs. “That much I know,” he says. “I watched the Olympics a little.”

Jeff bites his lip. “Oh, uh, right,” he says. 

“Fucking Crosby,” Libby says, with surprising venom. 

That startles a laugh out of Jeff. “He’s not so bad,” Jeff says. They talked about hockey at the party at Molson House after the closing ceremony, before Jeff ended up hanging out with Eric for the rest of the night. 

“My mom was obsessed with the figure skating,” Matt says. “It was weird.”

Jeff flops down to lie on his back, and covers his eyes with his hands. This would be the perfect time to come clean, about the skating at least, but he stays quiet. 

“So,” Libby says eventually, breaking the lull in the conversation. “Sunday. We can tailgate before the game. My brother can buy beer.”

“Sounds good,” Matt says. 

Jeff just lies there, not thinking, until it’s time to go and get Joey from daycare.

The game starts at seven, and Jeff is really tempted to blow the whole thing off and stay home instead. He doesn’t, though, because in between the time he gets in the SUV to drive home from Duke and walks in the front door, Eric texts him seven times, and one of those is to ask him to pick up Cody Ward on the way to the game.

No problem he texts back, and is a little grateful that there will be at least one familiar face.

Jeff agonises over what to wear a lot more than he should, given that this is really just a night out with the guys. Normally, he’d throw on whichever shirt he pulled out of the closet first and a pair of clean jeans. He’s not sure how fancy the place they’re going after will be, though, and he knows he needs to make sure he looks at least a little older than he really is, if that’s possible. He considers calling Libby, but she’d ask questions, or seeing if Linda has any ideas, but she’s Eric’s mom and that’s a little weird. In the end, he calls Jilly.

“What’s up?” Jilly asks. “How’s the glamorous world of babysitting?”

“Well, I have free tickets to the Canes/Caps game tonight, and I’m going out for dinner with the team afterwards,” Jeff says.

“Don’t drink anything Ovie hands you,” Jilly says.

“I won’t,” Jeff promises. “Mostly because he’s not going to be there.”

“That’s what you think,” Jilly says.

Jeff spends a moment irrationally worrying that Jilly is right, and for some reason Ovie is going to crash the Canes’ team night out. “God,” he says. “I hate you.”

“No, you don’t,” Jilly says. Jeff can hear noise in the background, and he realises that she’s probably in the dining hall or hanging out with her team. “Anyway, not that it’s not great to hear from you, but did you want something, or did you just call to gloat?”

“Oh, uh, no,” Jeff says, remembering what he’s supposed to be asking. “Um, fashion advice?”

Jilly laughs kind of a lot, and Jeff almost regrets asking her. “You’re hopeless,” she says. “And whatever, you’re going out with hockey players. Their idea of high fashion is a clean pair of sweats and some crocs.”

“You’re a hockey player too,” Jeff says.

“My crocs are awesome,” Jilly says. “My roommate bedazzled them.”

“No really, I hate you,” Jeff says. “I don’t want to embarrass Eric or anything.”

Jilly snorts. “Yeah,” she says, sounding utterly derisive. “Look, wear the dark jeans I made you buy, and that grey shirt with the silver pinstripes that you wore for Dad’s retirement.”

“I’m going to the game first, though,” he says. “I don’t want to look like an asshole.”

“Whatever,” Jilly says. “You’ll probably be in a swank box full of assholes, and you can throw a jersey on over it for the game, and leave it in the car after.”

“Are you sure?” Jeff asks.

“Well, you could go with one of those tight v-necked t-shirts that show off your arms, but that might be a little much for Raleigh,” Jilly says.

Given that Jeff wore one of those the times he went out to gay bars over the summer, he figures Jilly is right.

“Thanks,” he says.

“No problem,” Jilly says. “Anyway, I’ve got to go. Frat party.”

Jilly hangs up before Jeff can say goodbye, and he tries not to think about his little sister and the things he’s heard about frat parties.

Jeff showers and changes, and texts Jilly another thank-you, because she was totally right about the shirt and jeans. He pulls his…Eric’s…the Canes jersey out of the closet, where it’s been hanging since the last game, and checks himself out in the mirror. He still looks like a 12-year-old, but he trusts that Eric knows what he’s talking about with the not getting ID’d thing.

“Have fun,” Linda calls to him, as Jeff heads out of the door.

Jeff is a couple of minutes early to pick up Cody, but he waits in the car. Being in Cam Ward’s house was weird enough with Eric there, being there alone would be weirder. At six exactly, he heads up and rings the bell, and Cody answers.

“Hey,” she says. “One second.” She’s wearing nice jeans and heels, with a Canes jersey over what is probably a nice shirt, and Jeff is pathetically grateful he apparently is wearing the right outfit.

Jeff waits on the step while Cody says goodbye to the babysitter and kisses her kid.

“You could have come in,” Cody says, when she’s heading back to the SUV with Jeff.

“Oh, uh, no, it was fine,” Jeff stutters a little.

“Whatever you say,” Cody says.

Jeff tries to relax. He’s talked to Cody before, so this shouldn’t be hard, but he can’t help feeling a little shy around her. They end up talking about hockey ,though, which he knows they have in common, and it turns out she likes figure skating too, or at least enough to have a conversation about it. The really weird part is where they end up talking about Cody’s kid and Joey. He tells her about the peanut butter incident, and she tells him about her kid basically trying to swim in a bucket of barbecue sauce at a party.

“It’s not the easiest,” she says, “especially when Cam’s on one of the long road trips.”

“Yeah,” Jeff agrees, because 9 days was pretty bad.

“The life of a hockey wife,” Cody says, turning to grin at Jeff as they pull into the player parking lot at the RBC Center. “It has its perks, though, like free tickets and hot husbands…” She pauses for a second, and narrows her eyes. “Or boyfriends.”

Jeff isn’t sure she’s insinuating what he thinks she is. She of all people has to know what Eric told Cam, but Jeff blushes bright red anyway.

Lucky for Jeff’s sanity, she drops the subject and hops out of the SUV.

“The car will be fine here overnight,” she says.

“Um, I thought I was the designated driver,” Jeff says. “I mean, uh…”

Cody laughs. “No, kid. We’ll get cabs,” she says. “Cam and Eric have a system for this. Just let them deal with it.”

Cody has their tickets, and she leads Jeff up to a box. He recognises some of the wives or girlfriends who were there for opening night. There are a few new faces, though, and Cody introduces everyone to Jeff.

“This is Eric’s friend, Jeff,” she tells one person after another. She says ‘friend’ in the same way Libby does, though, and Jeff considers running away the second he can make a break for it.

It’s halfway into the second period when Jeff realises that even though it’s kind of mortifying that everyone seems to think he and Eric are an item, especially because Eric doesn’t want that, nobody seems to care. Cam had said that Eric dated a guy last year, though. He doesn’t know how to make any of this fit together in his head, so he tries to watch the game instead. It’s not pretty at all; the Caps are leading 4-2, and Jeff can see from up here how frustrated Eric is, so it doesn’t help all that much.

The Canes manage to tie it up by the end of the third, but the Caps win in overtime. It’s something, at least, especially against a division rival, but that isn’t a lot of comfort now. When everyone from their box finally heads down to meet the guys, Jeff can tell nobody is quite in the party mood.

“Sorry,” Jeff tells Eric when he finally manages to make it over to him. “That sucked.”

Eric manages a tired smile. “We sucked, you mean,” he says. “Or, well, we did in the second period.”

That’s kind of true, so Jeff just tries to smile supportively.

“Let’s get drunk,” Eric says.

Jeff isn’t sure if that’s a good or bad idea, but he’s not going to say no.

Dinner is good. They take over the back room of a restaurant, but the food is definitely secondary to the amount of beer that everyone’s knocking back. It’s a pretty mixed group. A lot of the guys are with their wives or girlfriends, one of the Finns has buddies from home staying with him for the week, and one of the Sutters brought his mom. Eric sticks close to Jeff, getting him drinks, and making terrible joke after terrible joke until Jeff can’t help but laugh because Eric is trying so hard, and because he’s pretty tipsy already.

A couple of hours later, when everyone’s relaxed and a little bit drunk, even Mrs Sutter, they move on to a bar a couple of streets away. It’s busy, because it’s a Friday night, but the doorman is obviously expecting them and just ushers the whole group in, not bothering to ask anyone for IDs. Eric grabs a booth in the back, and Jeff ends up crammed up next to Eric, while Cam and Cody, and Sutter and his mom, and LaRose and his girlfriend pile in too.

Eric talks to Cam and Cody, and Jeff spends the evening alternating between listening to their conversation and talking to the other people in the booth, who all turn out to be really nice. LaRose’s girlfriend, Andi, is getting her MBA at Duke, so Jeff ends up talking to her a little, hearing about what the business school is like. She laughs at Jeff’s enthusiasm for his Econ class, and tells him about her own undergrad days.

Jeff doesn’t really notice at first, or at least he puts it down to how close everyone is pressed together, but at some point, Eric’s hand ends up on Jeff’s thigh. He realises it’s intentional when Eric starts rubbing small circles with his thumb, and Jeff almost jumps out of his skin. Everyone turns to look at him, even Eric, whose hand is still right there, but Jeff just shrugs, and tries to ignore Eric. He thinks about making everyone move so he can get out, but he doesn’t. He tries to turn as much as he can towards Andi, and away from Eric, and Eric seems to get the message, because he pulls his hand away, stretches up, and then rests an arm along the back of the booth. Eric is drunk. He’s so drunk. He has to be.

Sutter and his mom are the first to leave, and then LaRose and Andi go home. There’s enough space in the booth that they can spread out a little then, but Eric still presses close to Jeff’s side. Jeff is way past tipsy now, and he’s almost forgotten why he shouldn’t just enjoy whatever Eric thinks he’s doing.

“I swear,” Eric says. “Jordy had his head stuck in the fence for at least three hours. Dad just left him there. He told him that it was his own fault, and if he got himself stuck, he could get himself unstuck.”

The image of Jordan Staal, aged nine, with his head stuck in a fence is too much for Jeff, and he almost chokes on his beer. The thing is, in his head it’s Jordan Staal the way he looks now, ridiculously fluffy hair and all.

Eric pounds Jeff on the back, and grins hopelessly at Jeff, his eyes glazed. “Marc got him out eventually,” he says.

“Okay,” Cody says. “Staal childhood stories mean it’s time to go home. Next come the Olympics stories.”

“Team Canada bros!” Eric calls, a lot louder than he should have, and holds his fist out for Jeff to bump.

Jeff remembers Eric being like this at the party after the closing ceremonies in Vancouver, his gold medal still around his neck. He fistbumps Eric, and they grin at each other for what feels like a really long time.

“Cabs,” Cody says firmly, getting out of the booth, and glaring at everyone until they follow her. She’s not exactly sober, but Jeff thinks she has magic powers, because she’s bossing everyone around, and walking in ridiculously high heels.

Jeff lets Eric give the cabdriver their address, and leans back into the cool leather seat. His head is spinning a little, and he knows he’s going to feel gross in the morning, but he doesn’t care. Eric presses up against his side again, and drops his arm across the back of the seat, but as the cab turns a corner, it slips down so it’s around Jeff’s shoulder.

Jeff finally lets himself lean into Eric’s shoulder. Nobody has to know, and he probably won’t ever get to have this again. Eric’s arm tightens, and he turns his head into Jeff’s hair.

“God,” Eric says, slurring a little. “You’ve been driving me crazy all night.”

Jeff shudders against Eric. This is a mistake, and Eric is going to regret this in the morning, but they’re drunk and horny and this doesn’t have to be more than it is.

Eric leans down, and his breath is hot against Jeff’s neck. They’re in a cab, and they shouldn’t be doing this.

“Wait,” Jeff says. “We need… Just, wait.”

It feels like forever, and like only a moment later that they’re back at the house, and Eric’s paying the cab driver. Jeff’s hands are shaking as he unlocks the front door, and a moment later Eric is crowding up behind him and pressing him into the door. For a moment Jeff can feel Eric’s erection against his back, and then he gets the door open, and they stumble into the hall.

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” Jeff says, as Eric shuts the door behind them, and then grabs Jeff’s hand and leads them into the living room.

“I don’t care,” Eric says. He drops down onto the couch, and pulls Jeff down so Jeff is straddling his lap.

Jeff doesn’t care either. He leans down, and then he and Eric are finally kissing.

Jeff loses track of time. Eric’s hands are tangled in his hair, and all that matters is kissing, and kissing and kissing. Somehow he manages to get his hands up under Eric’s shirt, and Eric’s stomach is so much warm hard skin, with the muscles heaving under Jeff’s palms, and Eric pants into Jeff’s neck.

“Please,” Eric whispers. “Just, please.”

A light flicks on in the hall, and Jeff starts backwards so fast that he almost falls off Eric’s lap.

“Honey, is that –” Linda stops as she walks into the living room and sees them.

Jeff is sober enough now to know that there’s no other possible explanation they could give. He springs up to stand next to the couch, grateful that his shirt is untucked, because he’s hard and this is the most mortifying moment of his life.

“I, uh, night,” Jeff says, almost running up the stairs. He hopes to God Eric doesn’t remember any of this in the morning.

He tries to go to sleep, but every time he closes his eyes, everything’s spinning and he can feel Eric’s lips on his. Eventually he gives up and shoves his hands down into his pajama pants and jerks off. It only takes him a minute, and then he falls fast asleep.





5. Part Four



Eric is gone by the time Jeff manages to drag himself out of bed the next morning. Jeff thinks that maybe he heard the car leave, but maybe he’s just imagining things. There’s coffee waiting for him, though, and Jeff is pathetically grateful, even though Linda is probably the one who made it.

When he’s caffeinated and has managed to force himself to eat enough toast that his stomach stops rolling, he heads out into the yard, where Linda is playing with Joey. He doesn’t want to talk to Linda; he’d actually be happy if he never had to face her ever again.

“Hi, sweetie,” Linda says, when she sees Jeff. “I’d ask you if you had fun last night, but, well…”

“I am so, so sorry,” Jeff says, blushing hard.

Linda laughs. “Kid, if you think I haven’t seen worse…” She trails off. “Well,” she says finally. “You ask Jordan what kinds of things I saw when he was a teenager.”

“I didn’t, I mean…” Jeff takes a sip from the mug of coffee he’s still carrying. “It was inappropriate. I’m sorry.”

“Hi, Jeff,” Joey yells, even though he’s only a couple of feet away.

Jeff winces. He’s not feeling terrible, but he does have kind of a headache.

“Hey, buddy,” he says. “You want me to push you on the swing?”

“Nope,” Joey says. “I wanna play in sand.”

“We can do that,” Jeff says.

Joey reaches up to grabs Jeff’s hand and leads him over to the sandbox. It’s warm out, and Jeff is happy to sit in the sun and watch Joey build sandcastles and then stomp on them. Linda brings lemonade, and makes both of them put on sunscreen. Eventually, Jeff’s headache eases, and his stomach feels better, and then Jeff shows Joey how to sculpt a turtle out of sand, which is apparently very impressive.

“Daddy, Daddy,” Joey yells. “Look what Jeff builded me.”

Jeff looks over his shoulder, and sure enough, there’s Eric striding across the yard towards them.

“Wow,” Eric says, looking into the sandbox. “That’s a great tortoise.”

“’S a turtle, Daddy,” Joey says,

“That’s a great turtle,” Eric says. “It’s absolutely not a tortoise.”

“S like in Nemo,” Joey says.

“First you were like ‘whoa’, then we were like ‘whoa’,” Eric quotes. “And then you were like ‘whoa’.” Eric leans into the sandbox and scoops Joey up into his arms for a hug.

Joey giggles madly as Eric holds him upside down for a moment, before setting him back in the sandbox.

“Hi,” Eric says to Jeff.

“Um, hi,” Jeff says, not really looking at Eric, because if he looks at Eric, he isn’t sure he can do this.

“Hey, Joey, can you go ask your grandma to get some more lemonade?” Jeff asks.

Joey nods, and toddles off towards the kitchen door. Jeff watches him go, making sure he doesn’t trip or fall.

“About last night,” Eric says. “I –“

Jeff cuts Eric off. “We were both drunk,” he says, never taking his eyes off Joey. “I don’t remember anything that happened after we left the bar.”

“You…you don’t?” Eric asks, almost stuttering.

“No,” Jeff says. “I feel like such an idiot.” That part, at least, isn’t a lie.

Jeff leaves Eric to play with Joey. He’s had enough of the sun, and it’s making his head hurt. They were supposed to take Joey skating today, but that’s the last thing he wants to do.

He heads up to his room and tries to nap for a while, and when that doesn’t work, he ends up fucking around on the internet for a while. He loses a couple of hours on Cracked, and a couple more watching episodes of the Office on Hulu. It’s not funny, but it kills time pretty well. By the time dinner arrives, he’s almost forgotten why he’s up here, but when Linda comes and knocks on his door, he almost pretends he’s asleep.

“You coming down for dinner, kid?” she asks.

“Oh, uh, right,” Jeff says, shutting his laptop, the laptop Eric gave him, and following her downstairs.

Joey insists that Jeff sit next to him, penance for leaving earlier, and Jeff ends up having to almost coax Joey through his meal. He’s fidgeting and trying to get out of his seat, and he’s more pushing his food around his plate than actually eating it.

“You have to take at least five more bites, buddy,” Jeff says, leaning over to cut Joey’s chicken up into smaller bites. “And at least two of them have to be vegetables.”

Joey pouts but takes a forkful of peas.

Eric is obviously watching them, but he’s pretending to stare out of the window, and Jeff has no idea what is going on. It’s not like he’s trying to overstep his role, but Eric’s just sitting there, and Joey has to eat.

“I’m done,” Joey says.

“You still have three more bites to go,” Jeff says.

“No,” Joey says, throwing his fork down and shoving his plate away from him.

“C’mon, buddy,” Jeff says, gently pushing the plate back towards Joey. He picks up Joey’s fork and holds it out. “Three bites, and then you can go play.”

“Daddy,” Joey whines.

Joey’s been like this a couple of times before, and on any other day, Jeff would probably be able to deal with this fine.

“It’s okay,” Eric says. “You can go play.”

Jeff wants to say something, to tell Eric that he can’t undermine him like that, but Eric is Joey’s dad, and Jeff is the babysitter, so he goes back to picking at his own chicken. It’s not his problem if Joey whines that he’s hungry at bedtime.

“I can clean up,” Jeff says, when Eric and Linda are done.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Linda says. “You go play with Joey.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s mad at me,” Jeff says, trying to smile. “I think I’m just going to go to bed.”

Eric barely even looks at Jeff; he just heads over to sit on the couch with Joey, who’s looking at a book.

Eric is gone when Jeff gets up the next morning. He almost forgets that he’s supposed to be going to the game until he checks his phone and finds seven texts from Libby, asking him to pick up things so they can tailgate the game.

Jeff showers and dresses, but when he sees the jersey, Eric’s jersey, hanging in his closet, he stands and looks at it for a long time. He should wear it. It would be weird not to wear it, but suddenly it seems unbearably intimate to wear something that Eric wore.

Linda and Joey are in the kitchen when Jeff comes down to grab at least some coffee before he runs out of the door.

“I can get you some toast or an English muffin,” Linda says, looking disapproving as Jeff just fills a travel mug from the coffee pot.

“No, it’s fine,” Jeff says. “I’m basically going to eat my weight in chips later, so…”

Linda just looks at him. “Take a banana at least,” she says.

“Bye, buddy,” Jeff says to Joey. “I’ll see you later.”

Joey ignores Jeff, and munches his cereal determinedly.

Jeff gets to the SUV and unlocks it before everything just feels completely wrong. If he didn’t think Libby would hunt him down, he’d fake being sick.

He runs back into the house, up the stairs, into his room, and grabs Eric’s jersey from his closet. On his way back to the car, as he’s shutting the garage door behind him, he thinks maybe he hears Joey calling his name, but he has to go or he’s going to be late.

He’s late to pick up Libby and her brother anyway, because the lines at the grocery store were crazy, even though it’s just after ten-thirty on a Sunday.

“Seriously,” Jeff says. “Next time, you can buy your own chips.”

“Seriously,” Libby parrots sarcastically. “How are you in this terrible a mood after midterms?”

Jeff closes his eyes, and tries not to be an asshole. “Sorry,” he says. “Family stuff.”

“Oh,” Libby says. “Right. Family stuff. You can tell me later.” She pats him on the back in a not at all comforting way. “Anyway, Jeff, you remember my brother Aaron, right?”

“Hey,” Aaron says, holding a hand up in an aborted wave.

“Hey,” Jeff says. “We should go get Matt.”

“Right,” Libby says. “He needs to pop his NHL cherry.”

“Wow,” Aaron says. “You have a way with words.”

“Shut the fuck up, asshole,” Libby says.

Libby sits in the front, next to Jeff, and continues to bicker with Aaron all the way to Matt’s house, and then all the way to the rink. Matt, who’s an only child, looks a little pained, but this is the most comfortable Jeff’s felt in days. He can deal with sibling rivalry.

Tailgating, as Libby and Aaron try to explain, is an art form. Jeff is pretty mystified by it all, but they sit in folding chairs in the parking lot, drink beer that Aaron bought for them, and eat a lot of food, surrounded by groups of people doing the same thing. There’s music playing, and slowly, Jeff starts to relax.

“Is that…your jersey, it’s what, ’06, from the Cup run?” Aaron asks.

“Um yeah,” Jeff says. “I think so. It was my roommate’s.”

Libby looks at him with an eyebrow raised, and Jeff tries hard not to blush.

“That’s pretty cool,” Aaron says. “You’re the Leafs fan, though. That must suck.”

Jeff rolls his eyes, grateful the moment has passed. “They’re my hometown team.”

“They’re still terrible,” Aaron says.

“Reimer’s pretty good,” Jeff says. “And we’re doing better than last year.”

“You just lost to Columbus,” Libby says.

Jeff doesn’t have an answer to that, so he takes another sip of his beer and listens as Libby tries to explain Canes Vision to Matt.

“No, but, okay, here,” Libby says, pulling out her phone. “It’s not just about hockey. They ask them all kinds of random stuff. They just posted this one yesterday, and they have Eric Staal, he’s the captain, talk about what his favourite toy was when he was a kid.”

She holds it out for Matt to see, but even from where Jeff is sitting, he can hear Eric’s voice, and it makes his stomach twist uncomfortably.

“Okay, and here, I guess his family was in town or something, but here’s his mom saying what Staller was like when he was a kid.”

Hearing Linda’s voice is even stranger, and Jeff just sits there, squinting at the sky until Libby’s done.

Eventually, it’s time to pack everything back into the car and head into the rink. He’s pretty much been won over by tailgating, and the sun, the food, and the one beer he’s had have almost rescued this weekend from being the worst of his life, barring the fucking up his knee thing.

He follows Libby across the parking lot and towards the door. Just before they head inside, he thinks he hears someone yelling his name. Jeff stops, looks around, and there, barrelling towards him as fast as he can, is Joey.

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, Jeff,” Joey says, holding his arms up.

Jeff scoops him up without thinking, and it takes him a moment to realise just how bad this is. “Hey, Joey,” he says. He hadn’t even realised Linda was bringing him to the game. “Where’s your grandma?” This is not good. This is the farthest thing from good. 

Joey doesn’t answer right away; he just buries his face into Jeff’s neck. Jeff looks around again: he can see Libby biting her lip to keep from laughing, Matt looking incredibly confused, but no Linda. She has to be somewhere, though; if he can just find her without…

Joey mumbles something into Jeff’s neck.

“Sorry, buddy,” he says. “I can’t hear you.” He’s trying so hard to hold it together, but he thinks his voice is shaking a little. 

“Sorry I was bad,” Joey says carefully. “Don’ be mad.”

“I’m not mad –“ Jeff is cut off when he hears Linda yelling Joey’s name. 

She sees him and hurries over, and Jeff almost sees it happen in slow motion: the moment when Libby’s eyes go wide and she puts it all together.

“Joseph Staal,” Linda says. “You never, ever, ever, run off like that. Do you hear me?”

Joey clings tight to Jeff, and Jeff clings back.

“Jeff, honey,” Linda says. “I am so sorry.”

“It’s…” Jeff’s voice comes out scratchy and raw, so he swallows a couple of times and tries again. “It’s fine. Well, not that he ran off, but…”

“I drawed you a picture,” Joey says.

“You’ll have to show me when we get home,” Jeff says, and Joey snuggles close again, grabbing fistfuls of Jeff’s shirt.

“It’s you an’ Daddy an’ me,” Joey says, and Jeff had almost forgotten Libby, Matt and Aaron were even there, until he hears Libby choke off a squeak.

“Oh, right,” Jeff says, not really wanting to do this, but knowing it would be unforgivably rude not to. “Um, Linda, this is Libby, and Matt, they’re at Duke with me. And, um, this is Aaron, Libby’s brother.” She points to each of them in turn. “And, um, guys, this is Linda, she’s, uh, she’s my roommate’s mom.” He can’t bring himself to say Eric’s name, like somehow it will make him appear and sink the final nail in his coffin. Even though he rationally knows Eric is probably on the ice skating warm-ups at this point, he can’t help worrying.

“Hi,” Matt says. He’s understandably the least fazed. “Nice to meet you.”

“And this is Joey,” Jeff says.

“Hi,” Joey mumbles into Jeff’s chest, and he waves half-heartedly. “I’m Joey Staal. I’m three an’ a half.”

“Hi,” Aaron says, seeming mostly recovered. He holds out his hand for Joey to shake.

“Okay, kid,” Linda says. “Time to let Jeff go watch the game with his friends.”

Joey holds on tighter and shakes his head. “I wanna watch with Jeff,” he says.

“You can’t, buddy,” Jeff says, trying to pry Joey’s fingers from his shirt. “We only have four tickets, and there are four of us. You go with your grandma.”

“I can probably call someone and you guys can come up with us to the box,” Linda says, pulling out her phone.

“No,” Libby says, so quietly that it’s hard to hear her. “No, don’t do that. I’m not feeling great. I was thinking of calling a cab and going home. Joey…” Libby stops and swallows. “He can have my ticket.”

“Libby, no,” Jeff says. “I’ll go with Linda.” If anyone should go, it should be him.

“You’re their ride home,” Libby says. “I have a headache anyway.” She walks away before Jeff can protest again.

“Are you okay to take him?” Linda asks. “You don’t have to.”

“Sure,” Jeff says, because at this point, what else can he say?

“You have to be good, though, buddy,” he says to Joey. “It’s not like in the box where you can go play if you’re bored.”

Joey nods vigorously. “Promise,” he says.

“Okay, awesome,” Aaron says, making an effort to smile down at Joey. “Matt here’s never been to a hockey game before. You can show him what to do.”

“We cheer for Daddy,” Joey says to Matt, who stifles a smile.

“I guess we should go,” Jeff says. “You want to walk, buddy?” he asks Joey. 

Joey shakes his head, and they head into the RBC Center to watch the game like nothing’s happened, like he hasn’t basically fucked his friendship with Libby forever.

Joey ends up sitting between Jeff and Matt. He insists on sitting in his own seat, even though he’s not going to be able to see a thing from there. Aaron keeps looking over and blinking, like he’s realizing over and over that this is actually happening.

As soon as the game starts, things are easier. Jeff ends up holding Joey half the time, so he can see, but Joey gets caught up in the atmosphere and concentrates far better than he ever seems to have before. He keeps enthusiastically yelling along with the crowd, and booing when Anthony Stewart gets a two minute penalty for hooking, putting the Canes on the PK for the last 48 seconds of the first. It’s still scoreless when the buzzer ends the period.

“So,” Aaron says, turning to Matt. “Any questions?”

“Not really,” Matt says. “I mean, I get the whole ‘shoot the puck at the net stuff,’ it’s just going to take a while to get much further than that.”

“Watch a lot of hockey,” Jeff says. “It’s pretty much the only way you actually learn what’s going on.” This he can do. This feels normal, but he knows it should be Libby doing this, and that’s almost painful to think about. 

“I’m hungry,” Joey says.

“Okay, buddy,” Jeff says. “We can go get you something to eat.”

“I’ll go,” Matt says. “I want to go call Libby anyway, just to make sure she got home okay.”

“Thanks,” Jeff says. “I…uh…That’s a good idea.” 

“I want a hot dog,” Joey says.

“Say please,” Jeff reminds him automatically.

Matt smirks at Jeff. “You’re mean Dad, huh?”

Jeff can’t even be bothered to reply to that, but he checks that Joey can’t see and flips Matt off.

“Want a hot dog please,” Joey repeats.

“Sure thing,” Matt says, and edges along their row to the aisle.

It’s quiet for a few minutes. Joey is sitting in Jeff’s lap, sucking his thumb and looking around, and Aaron is just looking at them.

“So,” Aaron says eventually. “When you said your roommate gave you that shirt…”

Jeff is startled into a laugh. “Um, yeah. I don’t know. He just gave it to me.”

“That could…” Aaron lowers his voice. “That could be the jersey he wore when he won the Stanley Cup!”

“I’m pretty sure it’s not,” Jeff says.

Aaron looks pretty disappointed. “Oh,” he says.

“I’m pretty sure that one’s hanging on the wall in the den,” Jeff says. “I know the one from the Olympics is.”

Aaron’s eyes widen.

“Have you met Brind’Amour?” Aaron asks. “I mean, I’m totally straight, but I would for him.” He actually looks a little dreamy. Jeff is kind of weirded out.

Jeff is rescued from the awkwardness by Matt coming back, laden down with food and soda for everyone. He’s not hungry, but eating gives him something to do, so he digs into the chicken sandwich Matt brought him. Joey manages to get ketchup all over himself, and for a moment Jeff thinks about taking a picture to show Eric later, but then he remembers that everything’s weird with Eric too.

The rest of the game goes pretty quickly. Jeff knows he probably is going to pay later for the amount of soda he lets Joey drink; the kid is so hyped up he’s vibrating in his seat when it goes to overtime tied one-all, and when Eric scores the winning goal, he completely loses it. He does a little dance of joy that has Matt and Aaron laughing really hard, and Jeff has to pick Joey up to stop him tripping over his own feet.

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, Jeff,” Joey says, bouncing in Eric’s arms. “Daddy won!”

“I know, buddy,” Jeff says, hoping that the people sitting around them aren’t paying attention to them.

“Daddy won, Daddy won, Daddy won,” Joey sings to himself.

Jeff’s phone vibrates in his pocket, and it’s an effort to get to it without dropping Joey.

“Oh hey,” Jeff says, opening the text. “Linda says to meet her in twenty minutes. She has the car seat, so Joey has to go home with her.”

“Sounds good,” Aaron says. “Want to wait at the car?”

Jeff shrugs, but follows the crowd out of the arena. He remembers to take Joey into the bathroom, and when they’re finally done, it’s not such a crush heading out to the parking lot. 

By the time they get back to the car, Jeff’s glad that they’re not trying to get out right away; there’s a jam of cars trying to leave the lot. They’re parked beside a patch of grass, so Jeff lets Joey run around for a while to burn off some energy.

Linda texts again a half hour later to ask where they are and thankfully by now most of the cars have gotten out of the lot, and Matt is playing catch with Joey.

“I did wonder why you had a bunch of toys in the back of your car,” Matt says to Jeff, watching Joey chase after the ball.

Jeff texts Linda to tell her where they are, but a few minutes later, it’s not Linda who walks over, it’s Eric and Cam.

“Hi, Jeff,” Cam says, grinning in kind of an alarming way.

“You’re Cam Ward,” Aaron says, sounding incredibly freaked out.

“Yep,” Cam says. “Hi.”

“Daddy, Daddy, Daddy,” Joey says, running over.

“Hi, buddy,” Eric says. “Did you have fun?”

“Yep,” Joey says. “I eated a hot dog, and you won.”

“Technically the whole team won,” Cam says.

Joey seems to notice Cam for the first time, and shrinks backwards.

“Stop scaring my kid,” Eric says, leaning down to pick Joey up.

“Congratulations on the win,” Matt says.

“Thanks,” Eric says. “You’re Matt, right? Nice to meet you, finally. Today was your first game, right?”

“Oh, uh, yes,” Matt says. “Probably not the last, though.”

“That’s great to hear,” Eric says, putting on his best captain voice. “New fans are great. And any time you want to go to a game, just ask Jeff to ask me.”

“Um, thanks,” Matt says.

Jeff is frozen to the spot. What the hell is Eric even doing?

“No problem,” Eric says. “Any friend of Jeff’s…”

“Libby is going to be so pissed she missed this,” Aaron says, mostly to himself.

“You should probably take Joey and head off,” Jeff says, before Aaron can say anything else, or Eric can ask him where Libby is.

“I’ll see you at home?” Eric asks.

“Right,” Jeff says, suddenly self-conscious.

“Jefffffff,” Joey says, reaching out towards him from Eric’s arms.

Jeff has to go over and give him a quick hug, even though it means he’s basically hugging Eric too.

“Oh, hey,” Eric says, nudging Jeff as Jeff pulls away. “Can you get some milk on your way home? I think we’re out.”

“Sure,” Jeff says.

Cam smirks. “You need to train him better, Jeff. If I asked Cody to run to the store, she’d tell me where to go.”

Jeff blushes, as usual.

Cam and Eric walk away, and Joey turns in Eric’s arms to wave at Jeff.

“So,” Matt says. “Your excuses about ‘family stuff’ make a lot more sense now.”

“Seriously,” Aaron says. “Just…that was weird. Awesome, but weird.”

Jeff isn’t sure about the awesome part.

The next morning, Libby doesn’t show up for Econ. She’s not the only one missing; half the class seems to have decided that they needed more than the weekend to recover from midterms. It’s not like Jeff is going to pretend this is just a coincidence, though. He takes his usual seat, next to an empty space, and makes sure to take really detailed notes that he can photocopy for Libby if she ever speaks to him again.

Matt is waiting for him outside when class finishes.

“I thought you could probably use this,” Matt says, handing Jeff a huge Starbucks cup. It’s not Tim Hortons, but it’s caffeine, and that’s all that really matters.

Jeff takes a sip. It’s a latte with probably three times the amount of espresso Jeff would normally have.

“Thanks,” Jeff says. “I uh, well, I didn’t sleep that well last night.”

Matt shrugs. “I guessed,” he says.

They head out into the quad, and Matt steers them over to an empty bench.

“She’s pretty pissed right now,” Matt says.

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “I was going to text her, but…”

“I’m pretty sure she would have thrown her phone out of the window,” Matt says.

Jeff isn’t as close to Matt as he is to Libby. He likes the guy, but the three of them are friends because Libby is…was friends with both of them. Matt’s a good guy, though.

“It wasn’t like I meant to lie to her,” Jeff says. “I just…Is it a cliché to say I just didn’t know how to explain it?”

“Yeah,” Matt says. “You explain it using words. It’s not like we hadn’t figured out your life was a little complicated. The fact you basically never talk about anything personal was a clue.”

“I just wanted to be a regular student,” Jeff says, knowing he’s basically whining.

Matt grins. “Dude, you live with a freaking millionaire Olympian who is so into you it’s ridiculous, you have a kid who adores you, you drive a swank SUV, and somehow you manage to juggle all that with being the smartest guy in any of your classes. I’ll totally trade you my shitty dorm room, my roommate who is allergic to laundry, and a diet of ramen.”

“I don’t, though,” Jeff says. “I’m just…I’m just the babysitter with a stupid crush on my boss.”

“That’s really, really not what it looks like, dude,” Matt says.

“We’re friends,” Jeff says. “Eric’s my friend. Maybe even my best friend, but we’re not together, and we’re never going to be. He’s never going to see me as anything but the seventeen-year-old kid I was when we met.”

“How did you meet him?” Matt asks. “I mean, seriously, start at the beginning. Explain it to me. I don’t give a shit, and I didn’t even know who Eric Staal was until yesterday. Then you can work out how to explain it to Libby.” Matt pauses. “When she’s ready to talk to you again. You know she has a pretty huge crush on your boyfriend?”

Jeff ignores the boyfriend crack. “She does?” He honestly never realised.

“You’re pretty terrible at reading people, aren’t you?” Matt says. “And go. From the beginning.”

“We uh…we met at the Olympics, in Vancouver?” Jeff says.

“How? Did you like, sneak into a party or something?” Matt asks, incredulous.

“Um, no,” Jeff says. “I was competing.”

Matt’s mouth drops open. “Seriously?” he asks.

“Uh, yeah,” Jeff says. “I, um, I came twenty-fourth in the men’s figure skating.” He grins, a little lopsided.

“You competed in the Olympics. When you were seventeen,” Matt says. “Jesus Christ, Jeff.”

Jeff shrugs. “I wrecked my knee, like, two months later,” he says. “I’m never going to compete again, so it didn’t matter anymore.”

“This is going to take a while, isn’t it,” Matt says, but he doesn’t sound mad.

Jeff tells Matt everything. It basically takes all morning, and a second cup of coffee each, but when he’s finally done, Matt is still there, and he didn’t even flinch at the drunken kissing part. Jeff has no illusions about how a lot of straight guys would have handled that, but Matt just nodded sympathetically.

“So,” Matt says eventually. “I’m not saying you were right to lie, but I get why you did. Just… okay, look, if you need to talk, I’ll listen. I probably won’t be able to say the right thing or anything, but I can sit there and look interested.”

Jeff can’t help laughing. “Uh, thanks, I guess,” he says.

The week drags. Linda leaves, and somehow juggling school and looking after Joey seems harder than it did before. Eric is gone all week, playing the Devils, and then the Rangers. When Jeff sets up the laptop so Joey can see Eric on Skype, Marc is there too, and Jeff feels kind of stupid for not realising that Eric would be hanging out with his brother. On Wednesday, Libby’s there in their Econ class, but she sits right at the back, as far away from where Jeff is as she can get. Jeff ignores everything except the professor’s voice and the Powerpoint slides. 

That night when he gets home, he sets up Skype again for Joey to talk to his mom. It’s nice, and Sarah is more than friendly, but Joey’s upset after, and so Jeff ends up having to sit on the floor next to Joey’s bed until he finally cries himself out and falls asleep. It’s not the greatest thing ever for his knee, and he ends up having to pop a couple of painkillers before he can sleep.

On Thursday, Jeff arrives a couple of minutes late for their Econ study group because his Chem lecture runs late. Libby’s already there, grinning with Marie about something, so Jeff turns around and walks away. His knee is still hurting, and he’s pretty far ahead in Econ already. He cuts the rest of his classes and ends up in a Starbucks near Joey’s daycare, reading Othello for his Lit class. It’s the most depressing afternoon he’s had in a while.

By the end of the week, Jeff is exhausted, a little behind on his work, and for the first time he’s having trouble understanding some of the stuff in his Econ reading. They’re doing a section that’s pretty mathematically-based, and as usual with math, Jeff is a little lost. He tries to get to his TA’s office hours, but she has them 4-6 on a Friday, and Jeff has to pick up Joey.

“Hi, Jeff,” Joey says, when Jeff arrives to pick him up from daycare on Friday afternoon.

“Hey, buddy,” Jeff says. “How was your day?”

“Great!” Joey says, before running off to get his backpack from his cubby.

Because it’s just them (Eric won’t be back until the early hours), and it’s almost the weekend, Jeff decides to declare tonight pizza and movie night.

“Wanna watch Nemo!” Joey says.

“Absolutely,” Jeff says, even though Joey watches that movie at least once a week, and Jeff can probably quote it by heart.

Jeff orders vegetable pizza and gets Joey to help him make a salad, tearing up lettuce leaves and putting cherry tomatoes in the bowl, but they eat in the den, and after they’ve eaten, Joey climbs into Jeff’s lap to watch the movie. It’s probably the best moment of Jeff’s week so far. Joey’s presence is amazingly comforting, and somehow, Jeff finally manages to relax. They end up lying stretched out on the couch, and Jeff’s knee stops throbbing quite as much as it has been.

After Joey falls asleep, Jeff switches over to see how the game is going, just in time to see Eric get an assist on a goal that puts the Canes up 2-1. It feels weird not to be able to text Libby about it, though, so he switches back and watches the end of Finding Nemo.

He must fall asleep at some point, because the next thing he knows, Eric is standing over him and nudging him awake.

“Looks like you two had a party without me,” Eric says, half-grinning.

“God, I’m so sorry,” Jeff says. Joey never even got his pajamas on; he’s still dressed in the clothes he wore all day.

“Jeff,” Eric says. “I…uh…You do a great job with him, you know that, right? I know I’m kind of a dick sometimes, but you’re really good at this stuff, better than me, probably.”

Jeff blinks up at Eric. “He’s pretty easy, as little kids go,” he says.

“He’s amazing,” Eric agrees. “But thanks anyway. I couldn’t do this without you. Having you here makes everything better.” He leans down and kisses Jeff on the cheek, then picks Joey up, and carried him up to bed.

Jeff stays on the couch a long time. Maybe, he thinks, just maybe Eric might be interested in him after all.

Eric is in the kitchen making coffee when Jeff gets up the next morning. Joey is still fast asleep, so it’s just the two of them.

“I was going to make an omelette,” Eric says. “You want one?”

“Sure,” Jeff says, leaning around Eric to grab a mug. “You want any help?”

Eric grins. “If you chop the bell pepper that’s in the refrigerator, and maybe some ham, I’ll do the rest.”

They work quietly next to each other at the counter. Jeff refills Eric’s coffee mug when it’s empty, and makes some toast to go with their omelettes, and soon their breakfast is ready.

“We make a pretty great team,” Eric says.

“I guess so,” Jeff says, hiding his smile by taking a bite of toast.

They sit side-by-side at the counter, eating, and Eric tells Jeff all about his trip to New York. It’s comfortable in a way it hasn’t been for weeks, and even with the fact that Libby still isn’t talking to him, Jeff feels something uncurl inside of him. He can feel that hope again, that this could be something, him and Eric, that Eric maybe can see past the age difference and understand that Jeff’s not a normal nineteen-year-old.

“Shit,” Eric says, looking at the time. “Ok, I have to go, but I’ll be back after morning skate. You want to come to the game tonight?”

“I want to,” Jeff says, and Eric grins. “But probably, Joey shouldn’t be up that late.”

Eric’s face falls, but only for a second, before he gets his ‘I love my kid’ smile.

“Yeah,” Eric says. “I guess so.”

Joey is cranky when he wakes up, and a little upset not to have seen Eric, but Jeff makes him waffles. They end up going out to the park for a while, and Joey has a great time racing around and playing on the swings.

When they get back home, Eric is just pulling into the drive.

“Daddy!” Joey squeals.

“Hey, buddy,” Eric says, getting out of the car. “I missed you.”

“Me too!” Joey says. “Jeff and me watched Nemo and eated pizza.”

“I know,” Eric says. “And then you both fell asleep on the couch.” Eric looks over at Jeff.

“Your dad’s just jealous he missed it,” Jeff says.

They all eat lunch together out on the deck. It’s cool enough to do that now, and Joey and Jeff eat sandwiches while Eric eats a mound of chicken and pasta.

When it’s time for Eric to go take his pre-game nap, Joey decides he wants a nap too, and the two of them settle on the couch to sleep for an hour. Jeff pulls out Othello and sits in the armchair. He doesn’t concentrate very well; he keeps getting caught up, just watching Eric and Joey sleep. It’s just so comfortable. It feels like family.

Later, when Eric has to leave for the rink, Jeff and Joey are playing catch in the garden. Joey’s not very coordinated yet, but he’s getting better, and Jeff can tell from the way he’s determined to try again and again until he finally gets it that he’s his father’s son.

“Bye, buddy,” Eric says, coming over to kiss Joey on the forehead before he leaves.

“Bye, Daddy,” Joey says.

Eric turns to head away.

“Daddy!” Joey says. “Jeff too.”

“Bye, Jeff,” Eric says, rolling his eyes.

“No,” Joey says. “Prop’ly!”

Eric laughs. “Okay, buddy,” he says.

He walks over to Jeff and quickly kisses Jeff on the forehead too. “Bye,” he says quietly. “I’ll see you tonight.”

Jeff can feel himself blushing.

Jeff manages to watch the second half of the game, once he gets Joey in bed. He hadn’t realised it was the Pens they were playing, and towards the end of the second, the Canes are down three to one. It’s not pretty, and Jeff has a horrible feeling it’s going to be kind of a blow-out.

He’s halfway into the kitchen a few minutes into the third, going to grab a drink, when he hears something about ‘Staal’ and ‘goal’ from the tv, but when he goes to look, it’s Jordan, not Eric, who scored.

His fingers are itching to text Libby about this, but he can’t. He texts Matt instead, but doesn’t get a reply.

He waits up for a while, but when it gets to midnight and Eric still isn’t back, Jeff realises that Eric’s probably either trapped talking to the press, or he’s gone to hang out with his brother for a while. A little after one, he hears a car pull up and gets out of bed to go say hi, and to commiserate on the loss. He’s halfway down the stairs when the door opens, and Jordan walks in first. Jeff hovers on the stairs, knowing it’s kind of creepy to lurk like this, but not wanting to intrude.

“Are you sure, though?” Jordan is saying. “Like, I know I don’t give a shit, and nobody who matters will, but, you know if it’s serious it’s not going to stay secret.”

Jeff freezes. He should go upstairs, or make some noise or something, because it’s not like he’s ever learned anything good from eavesdropping.

“I don’t care,” Eric says. “Like, I know I said it would never work. But God, it feels like this is my chance. I can’t not go for it, you know? I’m not staying in the closet forever.”

Holy shit! Jeff has to bite his lip he’s smiling so hard. He heads back up the stairs, his stomach churning with anticipation and excitement. Eric could be talking about anything, but Eric kissed him, and maybe, just maybe Eric wants him too.

It takes him a long time to fall asleep, and he hears Jordan leave an hour or so later. He wakes up early, too, so he decides to go and use the workout equipment that Eric has in the basement. He hasn’t worked out, other than chasing a pre-schooler around, for a while, and he’s pretty horrified with how quickly he gets tired. He feels good, though. By the time he’s done, though, he’s pretty sweaty, and looking kind of gross. He pulls off his shirt and wipes his face with it.

Jeff heads upstairs, wanting to take a shower, but as he passes the kitchen, he notices that Eric’s already up.

“Oh…uh, hi,” Jeff says, feeling stupidly tongue-tied.

“Hey,” Eric says, staring at him.

“Sorry,” Jeff says. “About last night, I mean. That sucked.”

Eric seems to pull back into himself and then smiles ruefully. “Yeah, well,” he says. “Next time, right?”

“Right,” Jeff says, running a hand over the back of his head self-consciously. He’d wanted to look good today. “I was thinking, though, do you maybe want to go out today? Maybe take Joey skating?”

“I can’t,” Eric says. “Or, maybe later? I have a thing. I know I was supposed to be home all day, but you don’t have plans, right?”

“Not really,” Jeff says. “Is Jordan staying in town an extra day? He could come too.”

“Uh, no,” Eric says, looking a little embarrassed. “I’m having brunch with a friend. Um, my ex-boyfriend. His company is transferring him back here, and he called yesterday right before the game to say he’s in town for the weekend, so… You don’t mind, right?”

“No,” Jeff hears himself say, but it’s automatic. “That’s fine. I need to go shower.”

Jeff almost runs up the stairs and into the bathroom. He strips off his clothes, turns on the shower and almost flings himself under the spray. He thinks he might throw up, and he feels so, so stupid. He should have known. It’s his own fault for eavesdropping, again. Of course Eric didn’t mean him. Jeff is only ever going to be Eric’s friend, or Eric’s drunken mistake.

He washes his hair methodically, concentrating on his breathing. Eric has never seen him as anything other than a kid, and he never will, and now he’s getting back together with his ex. Jeff stands under the spray until he’s sure he’s got it together. The water’s run cold, but he doesn’t really notice. He’s here to look after Joey, and he’s going to do that.

He takes a while to get ready to go back downstairs, but once he hears Joey up and about, he knows he doesn’t have much of a choice.

“Oh, hey,” Eric says, smiling at Jeff when he sees him. “I was just about to bring you some coffee. I thought you were trying to drown yourself in there or something!”

Jeff tries to laugh at the joke, and mostly succeeds. “No,” he says. “I guess I’m just not used to working out.”

“Well you know you’re always welcome to use that stuff. Or I can get you a membership at the gym I went to this summer. They have a great daycare, so you could still go while I’m away.”

“It’s fine,” Jeff says. “I mean, you don’t have to do that.”

“Are you okay?” Eric asks. “You look kind of pale.”

“I’m fine,” Jeff says.

“Are you sure? Because I can cancel on Toby if you want,” Eric says. “If you’re getting sick, then it’s not fair of me to –”

“No,” Jeff says, cutting Eric off. “No, you should go. I’m fine.”

“If you’re sure,” Eric says. “But call me if you need me, okay? I’ll bring you some soup or something.”

“I’m fine, Eric,” Jeff says, far more harshly than he intends to. “Enjoy your date.”

“It’s not…I’ll see you later,” Eric says.

Jeff holds it together pretty well, he thinks. He makes pancakes for Joey, and cleans up the kitchen a little. He takes Joey outside for a while so they can play catch, and then sits at the table with him, drawing pictures for him to colour.

It’s only about twelve-fifteen when he hears the car pull up, and he’s pathetically grateful that Eric is back, so Jeff can go and hide in his room until he’s ready to face the world again. It’s not Eric who walks through the door from the garage, though.

“Uncle Toby!” Joey screams, with absolute delight. He squirms out of his chair and runs across the kitchen.

Toby is tall, African-American, in his thirties, maybe, and incredibly hot. He looks a little like Idris Elba. Jeff sits there, concentrating on the picture of a cat he’s drawing for Joey to colour.

“Hey, kid,” Toby says, crouching down to hug Joey. “You’ve grown.”

“I’m three and a half,” Joey says.

“That’s old,” Toby says, sounding so happy to see Joey. He has that same stupid grin that Eric gets.

Jeff can feel his eyes itching. He blinks furiously.

Eric walks in, and stops, just watching Toby and Joey.

“Daddy!” Joey says. “Uncle Toby!”

“I know, buddy,” Eric says.

Jeff doesn’t know what to do. He can’t stay and watch this, but if he gets up to leave, he has to walk right past them. He feels trapped, and stupid, and he can’t be in the room anymore.

“Oh jeez, Jeff, you look awful,” Eric says. “Go to bed, seriously.”

“I’m fine,” Jeff says.

“Hi,” Toby says, standing up. “You must be Jeff. Eric said you weren’t feeling great, so I thought maybe he and I could take Joey out for the afternoon. Give you some time to rest?”

“Hi,” Jeff says, getting up from the table and coming over. “Nice to meet you.” He shakes Toby’s hand, and hopes he isn’t shaking apart, although it feels like he is.

“I was thinking we could stay here,” Eric says. “Maybe hang out on the deck or something? If Jeff’s sick, I don’t want to leave him here alone.”

Toby laughs. “You’re such a mother hen,” he says, putting a hand on Eric’s lower back. “Seriously, don’t you have enough little brothers already?”

Jeff pastes his smile to his face and heads upstairs. Eric and Toby just look so comfortable together, with little touches and looks. They look like a couple.

He needs to talk to someone about this, so he sucks it up and texts Libby.


Im sry. Im a dick. Please. I need to talk to you.


He gets an answer back almost instantly.


go fuck yourself


Jeff has to blink back tears. He feels shaky, and God, his breathing is ragged. Through his open window, he can hear Joey’s laughter as he plays with Eric and Toby.

It’s a split-second decision. He can’t be here any more. He grabs his keys and heads downstairs. He leaves a note on the table: ‘Gone to the store,’ in case Eric worries, but Eric probably won’t even notice he’s gone.

He gets maybe a quarter of a mile away, and then he pulls into the parking lot of a closed doctor’s office. Jeff’s biting his lip hard enough that it’s bleeding, but he barely notices. He pulls out his phone, and his hand is shaking as he finds the number.

“Hi, Jeff,” his mom says. “I thought you were busy today.”

“Mom?” Jeff says, his voice shaky and quiet.

“Jeff, honey?” She sounds worried. “Jeff, are you okay? Where are you?”

“Mom,” he says again, but it breaks down into a sob.

“Oh, baby,” his mom says, and Jeff misses her so much.

“I think I need to come home,” he manages to say. “I don’t think I can do this any more.”

His mom murmurs nonsense at him while he cries, and everything just really hurts. This week, the fight with the best friend he has here, the way he feels about Eric, and the fact that Eric doesn’t feel that way about him.

“What happened, honey?” she asks again, once Jeff manages to calm down.

“Eric’s getting back together with his ex-boyfriend,” Jeff says.

“Oh, sweetheart,” she says. “I’m so, so sorry.”

It’s not like Jeff ever told his mom how he felt about Eric, but he’s not going to pretend that she didn’t know.

“I’m such an idiot,” he says. “I knew he didn’t like me. I knew it, but I…I don’t know.” Jeff wipes his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt. “I just hoped.”

“He’s so much older than you, honey,” she says. “He’s a dad.”

“It’s only eight years,” Jeff says, but it sounds hollow even to him. “And I love Joey too.”

“I know you do,” his mom says.

“I just…I don’t know if I can be here and watch him with someone else,” Jeff says. “It just…” He chokes back a stray sob. “Mom, I just want to come home.”

“You know you always can, baby,” she says. “But you worked so hard to get to college. You have a break at American Thanksgiving, don’t you?”

“I have to take care of Joey,” Jeff says. “I said I would. It’s the only reason I made it down here in the first place.”

“Jeff,” she says. “Honey, Eric has family and friends who can help out if he needs it. You’ve done far more than anyone would expect you to, and you need a break.”

“But then I’d just come back, and everything would be the same,” Jeff says. “I just…I have no friends here. It’s not even cold. It’s just….I want to come home.”

Jeff knows he sounds like Joey, but he doesn’t care.

“I thought you’d made good friends,” his mom says. “You’re always talking about your study groups, and, what are their names…Libby, Matthew?”

“Matt,” Jeff says. “But…Libby won’t talk to me, and Matt’s in love with her, so…”

“Oh, sweetheart,” his mom says, laughing a little. “God, you sound like you’ve had an absolutely terrible week.”

Jeff laughs a little too, but it turns into another sob. “I really have,” he says.

“Come home for a few days,” his mom says. “You need a break, and if Eric Staal makes a fuss, you tell him to call me.”

Jeff really does manage a laugh then, at the image of his mom staring down Eric. He’d have no chance.

“And we can talk about finding you a new place to live,” she says.

“Mom,” Jeff says.

“Sweetheart,” she says. “I know you wanted to do it yourself, but we can pay for your housing. And isn’t Joey’s mom back soon anyway? You don’t have to stop being friends with them, or even stop looking after Joey, but maybe you need some of your own space.”

Jeff shrugs, and then remembers that his mom can’t see him. “I guess,” he says. “Maybe.”

“We can talk about it when you’re home,” she says. “And I’m sure whatever it is with your friends will work out. Remember how you and Jilly are sometimes? When you can’t stand the sight of each other, and then suddenly you’ll find a way to work it out.”

Jeff feels very young all of a sudden. “I miss you,” he says.

“And we miss you too, baby,” she says. “You call me anytime you need me. I don’t care if it’s the middle of the night. Call me, okay?”

They say their goodbyes, and Jeff wipes his eyes again, trying to make himself look human. He realises he’s only a few blocks from that diner where he met Libby a few weeks ago, and after he’s checked he has his wallet, he decides to hide there for a few hours.

Jeff nurses coffee, and a pile of cheese fries with brown gravy. It’s not real poutine, and he gets some funny looks when he asks for it, but it reminds him of home.

“Hey.” Jeff looks up and Libby’s standing there. “You look terrible,” she says.

“Yeah?” Jeff says, trying to keep his voice even. “It’s been a pretty terrible week.”

“It really has,” Libby says. “I’m sorry for being such…well, and especially for that text this morning.”

“No,” Jeff says. “No. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have lied, or I should have told you everything when you found out about Joey. I just…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Libby says, taking the seat opposite Jeff. “I just… I thought you were laughing at me behind my back. You know? ‘Stupid Libby always talking about how great the guy I live with is’ –”

Jeff cuts her off. “God, no, I’d never…”

“I know,” she says.

“You’re the best friend I have here,” he says.

“Not Eric Staal?” she says, only a little bitterly. 

Jeff takes a deep breath. He can trust her. He knows he can. “Yeah, well, he has a new boyfriend, or, well, he’s back with the old boyfriend,” he says.

Libby’s eyes go wide, but Jeff can almost see her have to shake off the fact that it’s Eric they’re talking about. “God,” she says. “That really fucking sucks.” 

She takes the seat opposite him and starts stealing his fries. 

“This is actually pretty good,” she says. 

They sit there for a long time, not really talking. It’s okay, though. It feels comfortable; more comfortable than anything has felt in a week. 

By the time Jeff finally goes home, it’s close to time for dinner. Eric is in the kitchen, chopping vegetables, and Joey is quietly sitting on the floor, playing with his favourite truck.

“Hey,” Eric says. “I was going to call you. You were gone a while.”

“Uh, yeah,” Jeff says. “Sorry. I ran into Libby.”

Eric’s face hardens for a second. “Oh,” he says. “That’s really great.”

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “She and I were kind of, I don’t know. We had this dumb fight, but we fixed it.”

“Great,” Eric says, chopping a bell pepper kind of viciously.

“Yeah,” Jeff says, feeling like he’s missing half of the conversation.

“Well, you know you can always have your friends over here,” Eric says. “Or, you know, boyfriends, girlfriends, whatever.”

Jeff feels like every muscle in his body is uncomfortably tense. “Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure the Islanders will win the Stanley Cup before I ever have a girlfriend,” Jeff says, snorting. “I know I’m not exactly a stereotype, but that doesn’t mean I’m not gay.”

Eric relaxes slightly. “Yeah, sorry,” he says. “I know.”

“I’m just going to go to bed,” Jeff says. “Maybe I am sick. I don’t know.”

“Yell if you need something,” Eric says. “Seriously, even if it’s the middle of the night.”

Life really would be easier if Eric were an asshole more of the time.

Jeff sleeps better than he has been, but he’s still tired when he wakes up the next morning. He falls into his morning routine, getting himself and Joey up and dressed and mostly ready to face the day. Eric is up and around too, making coffee for Jeff and waffles for Joey, and handing each of them a dorky packed lunch in a brown sack. Jeff can’t help laughing at how proud Eric looks of himself.

“Oh, uh, hey,” Jeff says, right before he needs to leave the house. “I was talking to my mom yesterday. She really wants me to come home for the Thanksgiving break next week. Just Wednesday through Sunday?”

“Oh,” Eric says. He doesn’t look annoyed, really. He looks more disappointed maybe. “Of course. Whatever you want.”

“I know you have that Sens game, but –”

Eric cuts him off. “No, don’t even think about that,” he says. “I’ll call Cody or Candice Gleason. Joey can have a sleepover.” Eric grins, but his smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Great,” Jeff says, tensely. “I mean, I guess you were going to just have a quiet day. It’s not like it’s real Thanksgiving, or…” He shrugs.

“I usually have the rookies over,” Eric says. “And the single guys, you know?”

“Sounds fun,” Jeff says.

“Family’s more important,” Eric says firmly, turning away to stack the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher.

“I guess you’ll be having Toby over,” Jeff says.

Eric tenses for a second. “Sure,” he says. “If he’s in town.”

“I’m sorry I’ll miss it,” Jeff says, even though the thought of Eric and Toby together makes his stomach twist.

By the time Jeff gets to school, it’s almost a relief to have to sit in an Econ lecture he doesn’t really understand. It still makes more sense than whatever’s going on with Eric.

Eric plays three games at home that week, and more than at any time since just after Jeff arrived, he seems to be around all the time. It seems kind of weird, given that he’s starting… restarting a relationship, but maybe that’s why. Maybe he’s storing up his Joey time so that he can spend more time with Toby, once Toby’s settled.

“Skip class today,” Eric says on Thursday morning.

“Um, what?” Jeff says.

“I was thinking,” Eric says. “I was going to take Joey skating over Thanksgiving, but you won’t be there, so…skip class. We can take him this afternoon.”

“You know I can’t do that,” Jeff says. “You take him. Have some family time.”

Eric bites his lip. “I…Jeff, I’m not going to take him without you,” he says. “I want you to be there. Joey will want you to be there.”

“Eric…I –”

“Please,” Eric says, cutting Jeff off.

“What time?” Jeff says finally. It’s not like he’s miraculously gained the ability to say no to Eric in the last week.

Jeff picks Joey up from daycare at lunchtime. Libby looked at him pityingly after he explained why he was skipping out, but she didn’t say anything. He has to type in the address of the Canes practice rink into his phone to get directions, but he arrives at just the right time; Zac Dalpe is clearing the ice of all the stray pucks, and Eric is leaning against the boards, talking to Brind’Amour, who Jeff would recognise anywhere.

Eric spots them and waves, grinning widely.

“Hey,” he says. “Five minutes?”

Jeff nods, and picks up Joey so they can watch Dalpe.

Eventually, when Dalpe is finally done and Brind’Amour has wandered into the locker room to talk to someone else, Eric motions them around to the bench.

“Hi, Daddy,” Joey says.

“Hey, buddy,” Eric says. “You ready to skate?”

Joey nods vigorously.

Jeff sits down and puts on his skates. It’s not the first time he’s worn them since he wrecked his knee, but he’s out of practice, and for a moment, before he gets used to them, they feel uncomfortably tight.

“Now me!” Joey says, kicking his feet towards Jeff.

Eric smiles as Jeff carefully helps Joey into his skates.

“Mom got them for him a couple of weeks ago,” Eric says.

“Jeff’s are different,” Joey says, pointing at Jeff’s black figure skates.

“That’s right, buddy,” Eric says. “Yours are hockey skates, like mine. Jeff’s are for figure skating.”

“Want ones like Jeff!” Joey says.

Eric looks absolutely stricken, and Jeff can’t help laughing.

“Maybe next time, buddy,” Jeff says.

Once Joey’s got his skates, helmet and gloves on, Jeff helps him through the door of the bench and onto the ice. Eric takes one of Joey’s hands, and Jeff takes the other one, and slowly, Joey shuffles across the ice.

After a while, Jeff notices that they have an audience. Half the team is hanging out watching them, and what looks like a couple of reporters are behind the glass.

“Don’t you guys have anything better to do?” Eric yells.

“Scoping out the competition,” LaRose yells back. “You know Mini Staal’s at the top of the ’26 draft class.”

Eric laughs. “Yeah, well,” he yells. “Right now he wants to get figure skates like Jeff.”

The rink echoes with laughter, and Jeff’s glad he’s so far away that none of them can see him blush.

“Hey, Staaler,” one of the reporters calls out. “You mind if I twitpic this?”

Eric looks over at Jeff, who shrugs. Joey is Eric’s kid, so it’s his decision.

“As long as you can’t see Joey’s face,” Eric says. “His mom will yell at me otherwise.”

Joey gets a little more confident as they shuffle around the rink, and a half-hour later, he’s skating on his own, with Jeff skating backwards in front of him, just in case. A few times, Joey topples over, but he just laughs and gets right back up again.

Eric takes over for a while, and Jeff takes the chance to actually skate. His knee is feeling okay, and although he’s not going to risk anything difficult, he sweeps down the rink, smoothly changing edges to make a broad figure-eight across the ice. He lets his arm flow behind him gracefully, and remembers how much he loved this. He manages a few spins, and even a couple of jumps, before he catches an edge while trying a sit-spin and topples onto the ice. He pushes himself up, laughing, and races up around the rink to get some speed before throwing himself into a double toe loop. He lands it cleanly, and only then notices the applause and catcalls from Eric’s teammates.

Jeff laughs, and bows with a flourish. Eric is just standing there, Joey standing in front of him, and they’re watching Jeff.

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, Jeff,” Joey yells, shuffling towards him.

“Hey, buddy,” Jeff says, skating towards him.

“Pull me,” Joey says, and Jeff takes Joey’s hands, skating backwards and towing Joey behind him.

Eric just stands there, watching Jeff and Joey.

Later, when Jeff checks his phone, there’s an email from Libby.

What’s up superstar it reads, with a link to twitter, which takes him to the twitpic of Eric and him skating with Joey, captioned:


Joey Staal gets his first skating lesson from his dad and Canadian figure skater, Jeff Skinner 


Jeff saves the picture to his phone. Today is exactly the kind of thing he has to remember. His life is amazing when he doesn’t hope for stupid things that are never going to happen.

On Friday night, the Canes beat the Sabres in a shootout. Jeff watches the game, trying to do his reading for Lit at the same time, but by the end of a nail-biting third, where the Canes come from behind to force overtime, the book ends up on the floor. Cam is a beast in the shootout, not letting a single shot in, and when Eric gets the only shot past Ryan Miller, Jeff actually bounces off the couch in glee, and lands on the floor in kind of an undignified way.

“Ow, shit!” Even though Jeff knows he’s alone, he can’t help looking around to make sure nobody saw that.

Jeff is just cleaning up the den a little when he gets a text from Matt.


Tell ur roommate that was awesome!


You were watching that? Jeff texts back.


y. Aaron had plans, so w Libby


Jeff can’t help but grin as he reads Matt’s reply. He’d wondered why he hadn’t heard from Libby all night.

Jeff knows that Eric’s probably going to go out with the team after a win like that, but it’s not like Jeff’s waiting up for him. Jeff has to finish his reading anyway, so he curls up on the couch and tries to concentrate as much as he can. It’s tough, though. Jeff’s still pretty exhausted from last weekend.

It’s a little after midnight when Jeff finally gives up. His bed seems a long way away, though, so he just pulls the blanket that hangs on the back of the couch over himself and drifts to sleep.

Jeff has no idea what time it is when he wakes up, but it’s to the sound of someone failing to unlock the front door. For a moment he freaks out a little, but then he realises that it’s probably Eric. He forces himself up off the couch, but just as he gets to the door, Eric manages to open it and stumble in.

“Hey!” Eric says, his face lighting up when he sees Jeff. Jeff can smell the beer on him from five feet away.

“Oh wow,” Jeff says, biting his lip to keep from laughing. “You had a good time tonight.”

“I had an awesome time tonight,” Eric says, slurring his words and leaning into Jeff.

“I can see that,” Jeff says.

Eric sways a little, and Jeff steps forward to steady him.

“There were girls,” Eric says. “Women…I mean women. But I didn’t hook up with anyone.” Eric sounds so emphatic now; he pronounces every word so carefully.

“Great,” Jeff says. “That’s…great.”

“I wouldn’t do that, Jeff,” Eric says, leaning on Jeff. “I really wouldn’t.”

There is nothing Jeff wants to talk about less than the reasons Eric isn’t going to hook up. “I know you wouldn’t,” he says finally.

Eric just keeps leaning on Jeff. “I’m gonna sleep now,” he says.

Eric tries to lurch towards the den, making for the couch, but Jeff is not dealing with keeping Joey away from his very hungover dad if he can possibly help it.

“Hey, no,” Jeff says. “No, Eric, bed, ok?”

“Yes! Bed!” Eric says, and lurches the other way, towards the stairs.

Eric is heavy, but Jeff is strong, and even drunk off his ass, Eric has good balance, so together they manage to get up the stairs and down the hallway to Eric’s room.

Jeff’s never been in Eric’s room before – he’s never had any reason to – so when he pushes open the door, he tries not to look around too much and invade Eric’s privacy. It’s a nice room though, not fussy, but really comfortable looking. There are a bunch of framed photos on the walls, family portraits and pictures of what Jeff guesses is the farm in Thunder Bay.

“Bed,” Eric says, letting go of Jeff and lurching towards the huge iron-framed bed that seems to take up half the room. It’s not made, so Eric just sort of half-collapses into it, still fully dressed and shoes still on.

“Come on, Eric.” Jeff hovers by the door, not sure what to do.

“Bed, Jeff,” Eric says, half-muffled by the pillows.

“Yeah, I know, Eric,” Jeff says, rolling his eyes. “You need to at least take your shoes off, though.”

Eric just laughs, and kicks his feet up.

“Jesus Christ,” Jeff says, and heads over to help Eric. He gets Eric’s shoes off, and considers helping him out of his jeans, but Jeff isn’t going to cross that line. He’s just not.

“Bed, Jeff,” Eric says again, reaching out towards Jeff.

Jeff pulls the comforter over Eric. “Night,” he says.

Eric just snores, and Jeff can’t help laughing.

As he heads to the door, Jeff notices another picture: it’s a framed photo of Joey and him sitting at the table, Joey asleep in Jeff’s lap while Jeff studies. Jeff reaches out, about to touch it, before he realises what he’s doing and reaches to turn the light out instead.





6. Part Five



Joey seems to be extra energetic the next morning. Jeff takes him out into the yard and lets him charge around for a while. It’s a little cooler than it has been, now that it’s November, and Jeff is comfortable sitting on the grass in sweats and a t-shirt. After a while, Joey gets bored of chasing after nothing and ends up climbing all over Jeff.

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, Jeff,” Joey says, trying to climb onto Jeff’s shoulder, it feels like.

“What do you want to do today, buddy?” Jeff asks, when Joey has settled himself in Jeff’s lap.

Joey shrugs. “Play,” he says, picking up a fallen leaf and starting to rip it into little pieces.

Jeff laughs. “That I could guess,” he says. He scoops Joey up in his arms and throws him over his shoulder before getting up and heading towards the house.

Joey giggles and squirms. “Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, Jeff,” he pants out as he laughs. “Wanna go down.”

“We could go to a movie,” Jeff suggests. There has to be at least one kid-appropriate movie out.

“With Daddy?” Joey asks.

Jeff opens the door into the kitchen, and puts Joey down. “I don’t think so, buddy,” Jeff says. “Your dad got back from the game really late last night. I think we need to leave him to sleep.” He really can’t tell a three-year-old that his dad got drunk off his ass and isn’t going to be up before he absolutely has to be.

Joey’s face falls.

“We can go and watch your dad play tomorrow,” Jeff says. It’s an afternoon game against the Leafs, and he kind of wants to be there anyway.

Joey’s face lights up. “Yeah!” he says, and starts jumping around again.

“If you’re good,” Jeff says, crouching down. “You have to be quiet and let Daddy sleep today.”

Joey nods furiously and stops jumping, although Jeff can see that he’s still almost vibrating with energy.

“Maybe a movie would be a bad idea,” Jeff says. The idea of trying to make Joey stay still for that long is pretty daunting. “Why don’t you go pick out some clothes to wear while I figure out something to do?”

Joey starts to run off towards his room, thundering up the stairs and making far more noise than a person of his size should be able to, but halfway up, the noise stops, as Joey remembers about his dad. Jeff can’t help grinning. Joey is such a good kid.

Jeff manages to get up to his room and quickly pull on jeans and a t-shirt that’s not the one he slept in before Joey comes to find him.

“I picked my outfit,” Joey says proudly, and sure enough, when Jeff goes into Joey’s room, half the clothes have been pulled out of his dresser, but there’s a pair of jeans and a t-shirt with a penguin on it laid out on the bed.

“Uncle Jordy gived this to me,” Joey says proudly.

“It’s a great shirt,” Jeff says.

Jeff helps Joey get dressed, and then makes Joey help put all his clothes back in the dresser. While he’s putting away a pile of mostly Hurricanes-themed hoodies, he sees that Joey has a pair of swim shorts, which gives him an idea.

“Hey, Joey,” Jeff says, grabbing Joey’s swim shorts. “You want to go swim?”

“Yeah!” Joey says. “Me and Mommy swimmed lots of times.”

“Awesome,” Jeff says.

It takes a while to find Joey’s floaties and Jeff’s own swim shorts. He finds the address and pool schedule of the public pool that’s right by Joey’s daycare, and discovers the kids’ pool is open all day.

Joey’s eyes are wide as they get to the sport centre. It’s busy, which is pretty normal for a Saturday morning, but from the way Joey clings to Jeff’s hand, it’s not what he’s used to. They pay and head to change, and by the time they head into the pool area, Joey’s more himself, and Jeff has to keep hold of his hand tightly to stop him from running towards the water.

The wading pool is just deep enough that Jeff’s covered to mid-chest when he sits down, and the water’s really warm. Joey tries to climb on Jeff again, but he’s wearing floaties, so he can’t get his arms around Jeff’s neck.

Jeff starts laughing and pulls Joey onto his shoulders for a minute.

“Now you’re taller than everyone,” Jeff says.

“’Cept Daddy,” Joey says.

“Yeah,” Jeff agrees. “Your dad is pretty tall.”

Jeff helps Joey down and relaxes in the warm water while Joey splashes around. Once Joey’s worked out some of his energy, Jeff teaches Joey to put his face in the water and blow a stream of bubbles. He remembers his mom teaching Jilly and him to do this when they were first learning to swim.

They stay in the pool for over an hour, but even with the warm water, Joey starts to get cold. By the time Jeff is helping Joey to change back into his jeans and t-shirt, he’s shivering a little. Jeff changes quickly, and although it’s still warm when they finally make it outside, Jeff gets Joey’s little Hurricanes hoodie from the trunk of the car.

It’s already after one, and Jeff is kind of hungry, but he doesn’t really want to go home, especially if Eric isn’t awake yet.

Want to grab lunch? Jeff texts to Libby, after he straps Joey into his car-seat.

Diner? Libby texts back almost immediately.


20 minutes? I have Joey tho


Jeff switches through his iPod, trying to find something to listen to while he drives. His phone is stubbornly silent for so long that Jeff thinks maybe Libby is mad at him again, but just as he’s about to give up, it finally beeps.


K, if I get there first does he need a kid seat?


Jeff has to bite his lip he’s smiling so hard.

N, a kid menu tho. Jeff texts back before he puts his phone away, switches the radio to one of the many local country stations and heads out of the parking lot.

Lunch is fun. Joey enjoys the attention, and Libby helps him draw on the kids’ menu with the crayons their waitress brings them. Jeff’s actually kind of cold, so he orders hot chocolate, but when Joey sees it, he wants it; they end up with whipped cream all over Joey’s face, hot chocolate all over the table and Jeff only getting a little of his drink.

“Sorry,” Joey says, when Libby and Jeff have helped their waitress clear up the mess.

“It’s okay, buddy,” Jeff says. “I know you didn’t mean to, but you could have gotten hurt. It was hot.”

“I wanted it,” Joey says sadly.

“You could have asked me,” Jeff says. “And now you have chocolate all over your penguin t-shirt.”

Joey looks really miserable, but Libby’s laughing. “You are such a dad,” she says. “We can wash your t-shirt,” she tells Joey, who perks up, and goes back to colouring.

By the time they say goodbye to Libby and get home, Eric is at practice. Joey still seems to be in the mood to colour, so Jeff finds a large piece of card, and they make a sign for the game the next day. Jeff writes ‘Go Eric Staal!’ in big letters, and Joey colours indiscriminately. Jeff tries to steer him towards the red and black, but it doesn’t always work, and the E in Eric has a lot of pink.

“That looks awesome,” Eric says when he finally comes home. “Are you going to bring it tomorrow?”

“Yeah!” Joey says.

Jeff was hoping that Joey would forget about it, and from the way Eric is smirking at him, Eric knew that too.

“I’ll look out for it,” Eric says.

“It’ll be there,” Jeff says. He’s going to call Cody and see if she can persuade all the families to bring signs, though.

Eric clears up while Jeff sets about making dinner. Joey seems to run out of energy in one instant, because one moment he’s following Eric around talking about going swimming, and the next he’s asleep on the floor next to the couch.

“Hey,” Eric says, joining Jeff at the counter. “Sorry about last night.”

Jeff forces himself to smile. “Well, you didn’t throw up on my shoes, so I’ll let you live.”

“Yeah,” Eric says. “And thanks for taking Joey today. I pretty much wanted to die when I woke up.”

Jeff is the picture of nonchalance. “It’s my job,” he says, evenly. He doesn’t miss the way Eric flinches, just a little.

“It’s really…Thank you,” Eric says. “God, I can’t believe it’s only three weeks until Sarah’s back. I really couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Three…oh,” Jeff says. “That’s…yeah…that’s soon.”

 “I guess you’ll be happy to have time to do things that aren’t running around after my kid,” Eric says, his smile not quite as wide as usual.

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “I mean…yeah.” Words seem hard right now, so Jeff just keeps chopping the pile of vegetables.

“You can do all the college stuff your friends do,” Eric says.

“Sure,” Jeff says and just keeps chopping.

Eric just keeps standing there like he wants to say something, and Jeff doesn’t know what to do. If this is the talk where Eric lets him down easily, he doesn’t want to hear it.

“I know this probably wasn’t what you imagined when you thought about college,” Eric says.

“No,” Jeff says, and he finally manages to look Eric in the eye. “I guess it wasn’t, but…” He wants to tell Eric that this has been probably the best thing that’s ever happened to him, that he loves looking after Joey, that maybe he even loves Eric, or at least could love him, that if he could choose anywhere to be, it would be here. “It hasn’t been terrible, though.” 

Eric’s smile finally looks real. “I’m glad,” he says.

When Jeff gets up the next morning, Eric is already at the rink. The game is at five, so Eric’s morning skate is almost a dawn skate. Somehow overnight the temperature dropped into the fifties, and it finally feels like fall, even if it’s not actually that cold.

Joey sleeps late, and by the time he’s up and Jeff has him dressed, Eric is back from the rink. They all sit around the breakfast table, even if Eric isn’t eating anything, and it feels like a lot of other mornings they’ve had since Jeff moved to Raleigh, but now it feels like there’s a countdown in the back of Jeff’s mind that he can’t turn off.

“You guys are still coming to the game, right?” Eric asks.

“Of course,” Jeff says. “I mean, I have to take the chance at a free Leafs game when I can.” Somehow Jeff sounds far bitterer than he means to.

“I’m pretty sure you can come to every game I ever play against the Leafs free,” Eric says. “I can get the Canes to write it into my next contract.” Eric reaches over and squeezes the back of Jeff’s neck. Jeff wants to lean into the contact, but Eric just means it as a friend thing, or worse, an older brother thing.

“I’m pretty sure that would mean I’d have to cheer against the Leafs though,” Jeff says, trying to smile.

“You’re going to cheer against the Leafs today,” Eric says, grinning, his hand still on the back of Jeff’s neck.

“Never,” Jeff says, even though he doesn’t think he could ever cheer against any team Eric was playing on.

“Liar,” Eric says.

Jeff just shrugs. “Maybe,” he says.

“You wouldn’t cheer for the Leafs in front of all my teammates’ families,” Eric says, incredibly confidently. “And I have other people I could give the tickets to.”

“Like Toby,” Jeff says, the words slipping out of his mouth without him meaning to.

“Exactly,” Eric says, smugly. “Or, okay, he’s not moving back to Raleigh until January, but still. I have lots of friends!”

“Sure you do,” Jeff says. It’s pretty horrible just how much better he feels knowing that Toby isn’t around; that he gets Eric to himself for a little longer, even if it’s not real.

The rest of the morning is almost too quiet. Eric takes his pre-game nap on the couch, and Joey watches Sesame Street episodes from the DVR, and Jeff pretends to read his Econ textbook when he’s really just trying to commit everything about this to memory. He almost calls his mom to say he can’t come home for the long weekend, but he’s not going to be that pathetic. It’s just that it doesn’t seem possible that all of this is about to be over.

The game is a lot closer than anyone expects it to be. Reimer keeps the Leafs in it when they should be trailing by two or three goals, and Jeff can tell from the way Eric is sitting on the bench that he’s frustrated. Two quick goals from Dalpe and Sutter give the Canes a comfortable lead in the third, and then Jeff can almost see Eric relax into the game, and finally, as they run down the clock, enjoy the win.

By the time the game finishes, it’s past seven, and Joey is pretty tired, so Jeff decides to skip waiting to see Eric in the locker room, even though the team is leaving right away for Philly.

Good game Jeff texts once they’re in the car and waiting to leave the parking lot.

Sorry Leafs fan Eric texts back.

Jeff looks into the back of the car where Joey’s still hanging onto the ragged looking ‘Go Eric Staal’ sign, and into the mirror. He doesn’t look bad in Canes red, even though he’s not quite over feeling like a traitor to the Leafs.

Jeff sleeps badly that night, and Libby drags him to get coffee after their Econ class.

“So how stupid am I that I forgot Joey’s mom would be back? God, in three weeks,” Jeff says. “Less than three weeks.”

“Wow,” Libby says. “Or, huh, it’s only four weeks until the end of the semester, so…”

“That should not be possible,” Jeff says.

“Yeah,” Libby says. “But, I don’t know… Like, you can tell me to shut the fuck up or whatever, but is it a bad thing? I mean…” She looks around like she’s worried someone is listening. “He’s been kind of an asshole, with the whole kissing you and getting back together with his ex. Maybe not being around him all the time wouldn’t be the worst thing ever.”

“He’s really not an asshole,” Jeff says, feeling weirdly tense. “I mean, he didn’t even know his ex was coming back to town when the whole kissing thing happened, and that was just a drunk thing, it wasn’t…And they’re not…Eric says the ex isn’t back until January. So…I just don’t know.”

“Hey, fine,” Libby says. “You know him and I don’t, but, God, it’s not exactly hard to see how much all of this is messing with you. Has he even talked to you about what’s going to happen when Joey’s mom’s back? Are you still going to be living there?”

Jeff tries to shrug, but his shoulders are so tense and he’s hunched over his coffee. “I don’t want to ask him,” he says. He’s pretty sure that Eric asking him to leave would end up…It wouldn’t be good. “My mom wants me to get an apartment after winter break or something.”

“Oh wow,” Libby says. “That would be awesome. I wish I could do that. I’m so over the dorms. My roommate is such a pain in the ass. Not that I have a problem with her getting laid, but I’ve been sexiled, like, four times in the last week.”

“That sucks,” Jeff says. “Maybe next year, if you move out of the dorm, we can share a place.”

“I could do worse,” Libby says, grinning.

Jeff throws a packet of sugar at her.

Eric gets back from Philly early the next morning. Jeff hears him come in, but it’s hours before his alarm is set to go off, so Jeff just rolls over and goes back to sleep. When it finally is time for him to get up, he stumbles downstairs, trying to wake up before it’s time to get Joey ready.

“Coffee?”

Jeff almost jumps out of his skin; he really hadn’t noticed Eric sitting at the table.

“Um, yes,” Jeff says. “Please.”

Eric fixes Jeff a cup and brings it over to him.

“Thanks,” Jeff says, when he’s taken a sip.

“I wanted to say goodbye,” Eric says. “I mean, you’re leaving for the weekend right from class, right?”

Jeff nods, having to swallow another sip of coffee before he can speak. “Yeah. My flight’s at six-ten,” Jeff says.

“I can come and get you,” Eric says. “Take you to the airport?”

Jeff shakes his head. “No,” he says. “It’s okay. I’ll drive and leave my car in the long-term lot. I get back pretty late on Sunday, and you’ll be in Ottawa.”

“You’re still okay to get Joey from Cody and Cam’s?” Eric asks. “I mean, he can stay the night if you need him to.”

“It’s fine,” Jeff says. “It’s my job.”

“I really hate when you say that,” Eric says, suddenly looking exhausted. “I mean…I don’t know what I mean.”

Jeff puts his mug of coffee on the counter. “If it’s not my job, Eric, then why am I here?”

“Because I need you,” Eric says.

There’s a long pause, and Eric’s fingers flex.

“What –” Jeff starts, but Eric cuts him off.

“I mean… I needed you…your help…with Joey,” Eric says, so fast he almost stumbles over the words.

“Right,” Jeff says, picking up his coffee again and taking a long sip. “And in a couple of weeks Joey’s mom will be back, and you won’t need my help anymore.”

“No, Jeff, I…” Eric reaches up to rub his eyes with the heels of his palms.

“Go to bed Eric,” Jeff says. “It’s time for me to go wake up Joey anyway.”

By the time Jeff gets to school, he’s almost sure that his mom is right about getting an apartment. He can’t keep doing this. He keeps reading things into everything Eric says, and he’s going to…it’s not going to end well.

Jeff only has carry-on for the weekend, but he gets to the airport early anyway, and it’s a good thing he did, because the lines for security are absolutely horrific. It’s a good distraction, though. It’s totally bizarre to think that this is going to be the first time in three months that he’s been away from Joey for more than a few hours at a time. It’s not a feeling he could possibly have imagined when he arrived in Raleigh.

By the time he gets to his gate, he only has enough time to grab a coffee and a muffin before his plane’s boarding. He’s flying with Air Canada, and somehow, just getting on the plane makes him feel a little better.

The flight is less than two hours, and as they come into land in Toronto, Jeff can’t see a thing out of the window of the plane, the clouds are so thick. He’s actually cold as he gets off the plane, and it’s pretty much the best feeling.

The line at Customs isn’t that long, and then he’s heading out towards the exit, and his mom is there, waving at him.

“Mom!” Jeff throws his arms around his mom and hugs her really tightly.

“Hi, sweetie,” she says. “You’ve grown.”

Jeff steps back and grins. “Yeah,” he says. “Maybe a little.”

“How was your flight?” she asks.

Jeff shrugs. “Short,” he says. “I didn’t really get to eat yet, though.”

“Your dad’s saving us dinner,” his mom says. “But if you don’t tell him, we can stop in at Timmy’s.”

“Yes,” Jeff says. “Coffee.”

“Absolutely,” his mom says. “And a bear claw to share?”

“Right,” Jeff says, throwing one arm across his mom’s shoulder. That was always their treat after Jeff’s skating practices, until he got serious enough that even half a donut was out of the question.

There’s a drive-thru Timmy’s off the first freeway exit heading back towards Markham, and although he gets decaf, there’s nothing better than Timmy’s coffee.

“I should get some of this to take back,” Jeff says. “I’m pretty sure none of my friends at school have even heard of Tim Hortons.”

“I’m sure at least Libby has,” his mom says, deadpan. “I mean, if she watches hockey on tv, she’ll have seen their ads on the boards at every Canadian home game.”

Jeff laughs. “Oh, and Matt asked me to take a picture of a bag of milk. I’m pretty sure he still thinks I’m joking about that.”

“Canada 101 for your friends?” his mom asks. “There are probably a few things you could take back for them.”

“Something like that, I guess,” Jeff says. “But when….”

“When what, sweetie?” she asks.

“I was…Eric’s parents visited, and brought Smarties for him,” Jeff says. “And I took some for Matt and Libby to try.”

“Ahh,” she says.

They lapse into a not-so-comfortable silence for the rest of the drive home.

Jeff’s not that hungry when they finally get home, but he forces down the pasta his dad has saved anyway. It’s not even ten, but it feels like he’s been up for a week, and he smells like airport, so as soon as he’s finished eating, he pleads exhaustion and heads upstairs to take a shower and go to bed.

His room is exactly how he left it three months ago, but it feels unfamiliar somehow, like he doesn’t fit in it anymore. It’s probably some horrible college kid cliché, but when he finally lies down, his bed isn’t as comfortable as he remembers. He’s just drifting off when he hears something and jerks awake, wondering if it’s Joey needing something, before he realises where he is. He doesn’t have to be responsible for anyone but himself for the whole long weekend.

Jeff sleeps late for the first time in months the next morning. By the time he gets up, his mom is at work, and his dad is…somewhere, so he’s alone in the house. He makes himself breakfast and settles in to catch up on as much work as he can. It’s not like he can forget how close the end of the semester is now, and he wants to be ready for finals.

Seen any moose yet Matt texts him about one in the afternoon.

Just my neighbours pet, the wild ones r sneaky Jeff texts back, rolling his eyes.

Ur roommate is on tv rn Matt texts back.

Jeff turns off his phone and tries to concentrate on his Stats problems.

He’s still sitting at the table working when his dad arrives home a little after two.

“We need to go grocery shopping,” his dad says, and drags Jeff away from his books.

Jeff turns his phone back on so he can send Matt the requested picture of the bag of milk, and pushes the cart around the store as his dad fills it with far more food than three people can eat.

“Are we throwing a party?” Jeff asks, only a little sarcastically.

“Your sisters demanded to ambush you Friday night and take you out in Toronto,” his dad says. “But I wasn’t supposed to warn you. I’m feeding you all before they take you out, though.”

Jeff has to resist the temptation to face-plant into the cart dramatically. “Do I have to?”

“I think it’s nice,” his dad says, but his grin is a little evil. “And at least it’s not Saturday night. It sucks to fly with a hangover.”

“God,” Jeff says. “Aren’t you supposed to be shocked by us drinking and stuff?”

His dad just laughs. “Oh, kid. You’re number five. At this point, we’re not really shocked by anything you do. Although the nanny gig was pretty close.”

Jeff rolls his eyes, and then laughs. He feels weirdly light, and it’s so easy to pretend that he’s still living at home, and he’s never even been to North Carolina.

The next couple of days pass in exactly the same pattern. Jeff sleeps late, occasionally texts Matt and Libby, and studies for his finals. His dad sits down with him on Thursday evening and goes through all of the concepts from his Stats and Econ classes with him, until he finally understands the math behind them, and what it is he’s supposed to be doing.

By the time Friday afternoon rolls around, he’s almost forgotten that Jenn, Andrea and Erica are coming for dinner, but Erica shows up a little after five, and immediately demands to see what clothes he’s brought with him so she can tell him what to wear.

“I’m tired,” Jeff says. “Do we have to go out?”

“Quit whining,” Erica says. “Jenn’s ditching the hubby for the evening. And we haven’t seen you in months.”

“You’re not wearing anything fancy,” Jeff protests, looking at Erica’s jeans and shirt.

“I didn’t say I was going to make you wear anything fancy,” Erica says, digging through Jeff’s stuff. “You just need to look not twelve.”

“You’re such an asshole,” Jeff says.

“Whatever,” Erica says, handing Jeff a tight v-neck t-shirt and the tightest jeans he owns. “You’re wearing this.”

“We’re going to a gay bar, aren’t we,” Jeff says, resigned.

“No,” Erica says. “We promised we wouldn’t after what happened last time.”

“Good,” Jeff says.

“We’re going to this great bar Andrea likes.” Erica grins evilly. “It’s full of sexually flexible hipsters.”

Jeff’s mom doesn’t comment when Erica drags him downstairs for dinner. Jenn calls to say she’s stuck at work but will meet them at the bar, but then Andrea arrives, and Jeff is forced to have his hair artfully arranged with some kind of product that Andrea probably bought especially to torture him with.

“Are we done now?” Jeff asks, whining like Joey on a bad day.

“Seriously,” Andrea says, ruffling his hair so it looks like he just got out of bed…after getting spectacularly laid. “If you don’t shut up, you’re wearing eyeliner.”

Jeff does shut up then, because he knows it’s not an idle threat.

“I think you look very nice, sweetie,” Jeff’s mom says, not even bothering to hide her smirk.

“Don’t forget to use protection,” his dad calls from the kitchen.

“God,” Jeff yells. “This is why I go to college in a different country.”

“Don’t worry, Dad,” Andrea calls back. “We’ll take care of him.”

Dinner is more of the same, with Andrea and Erica making a lot of jokes at his expense, and his mom and dad seeming not to give a shit that his sisters are taking him out dressed like something out of twink porn.

“Have a good time,” his mom calls when it’s time for them to leave.

It’s a half-hour drive into the city, and Andrea drives, which means Jeff spends at least twenty-eight minutes fearing for his life.

“God, at some point in your life, you really need to learn to drive,” Jeff snarks from the back seat, as Andrea changes lanes a lot faster than he’s comfortable with.

“I’m an awesome driver,” Andrea says.

“You’re a terrible driver,” Erica says. “But Jeff, seriously, relax. I don’t think we’re actually planning to sacrifice you to the hipster gods.”

When they get to the bar, Andrea knows the guy on the door, so they all just get waved in. Jeff doesn’t miss the way that the guy’s eyes follow him, and he’s pretty sure, as he takes his coat off, that his ass is getting stared at. This is going to be a disaster.

“Drinks,” Jenn says. “And Jeff, hey. You look like something out of twink porn.”

“Jack and ginger, please,” Andrea says.

“Oh, vodka lemonade,” Erica says.

“Beer,” Jeff says.

Jenn lifts one eyebrow up at Jeff, and Jeff gets up. “Right,” he says. “Jack and ginger, vodka lemonade and?”

“Rum and coke,” Jenn says. “Thanks, Jeff.”

“You realise I’m broke,” Jeff says.

“We’re paying,” Andrea says. “Please, but that bartender’s been looking over at this table every ten seconds, and I’m pretty sure he’s not into ladies, so…”

“Please,” Jeff says. “Please, no pushing me at guys. There is a reason we’re banned from that bar for the rest of our lives.”

Andrea just smiles and hands him a fifty.

Jeff has to wait a moment before the bartender is free, but from the grin he gets, Jeff is pretty sure Andrea was right.

“Hey, what can I get you?” the bartender asks. He’s tall and blonde and absolutely Jeff’s type.

“Um,” Jeff has to think for a moment. “A Jack and ginger, a rum and coke, a vodka lemonade and a beer, um, whatever you have on tap that’s decent?”

“Sure,” the bartender says. “I just need to see some ID. I know Freddy’s on the door, but he’s pretty lax, and I’m pretty sure he’d let someone as cute as you in just to watch you walk by.”

“Wow,” Jeff says, blushing in spite of himself. “That’s a terrible line.”

The bartender laughs. “Picky, huh? I really do need to see some ID, though.”

Jeff digs his driver’s licence out of his pocket and hands it over.

“Awesome,” the bartender says. “Jack and ginger, vodka lemonade, rum and coke, and I’m pretty fond of the 60 Minute IPA?”

“Great,” Jeff says.

“Coming right up, Jeffrey? Jeff?” the bartender asks.

“Jeff,” Jeff says.

“Ed,” the bartender says, reaching over the bar to shake Jeff’s hand.

Jeff tips Ed well, and manages to carry all four drinks back to the table without spilling anything.

“You are terrible at flirting,” Andrea says, as Jeff hands her the Jack and ginger. “It sort of works for you though.”

“Strong work,” Erica says, tipping her glass towards Jeff before taking a sip.

Jeff drinks his beer far slower than his sisters seem to get through their mixed drinks, but then he knows he’s barely drunk alcohol in months, so he doesn’t want to push it. Every time they’re done, he gets sent back to the bar, and Ed flirts with him while he fixes the drinks. It’s actually kind of nice, being on the end of this unabashed interest, where there’s no confusion, and nothing’s complicated. 

“God, I love hipster guys,” Andrea says, three drinks later. “They’re all so…earnestly douchey.”

“And, like, ten years too young for you,” Jenn says. 

“Some guys like them a little older,” Andrea says, taking a sip of her drink. “Right, Jeff?”

It takes Jeff a second to realise what she’s saying. “Oh, go fuck yourself,” he says. 

“Oh, God, fifty-two minutes,” Erica says, looking at her watch. “I had an hour.” She throws a ten on the table in disgust, which Jenn picks up.

“Pay up,” Jenn says to Andrea. 

“Wait, what?” Jeff says. “You bet on when I was going to tell Andrea to die? Because I did that back at the house at least three times.”

“We bet on when you’d get defensive about your…uh…not-boyfriend.”

“Oh my god, you assholes,” Jeff says, genuinely horrified. “And he’s really not my boyfriend.”

“Which is why I said not-boyfriend,” Jenn says. “It flows better than asshole-who’s-messing-with-my-baby-brother’s-head.”

“It’s fine,” Jeff protests. “It’s not like that.”

“Right,” Erica says, suddenly serious. “Tell that to someone who wasn’t having lunch with Mom when you called her to have a meltdown.”

Jeff flushes bright red.

“We’re really not trying to be assholes,” Jenn says. 

“You don’t need to try,” Jeff says. “God, I can’t believe you guys. What was this? You getting me drunk so I’d spill all the gossip about Eric?”

“Please,” Andrea says. “Like we’re that interested in the Carolina Who-gives-a-shits. He could work at a fucking grocery store and we’d still want to know what was up, when one minute you’re calling Jilly for style tips, and the next minute calling Mom in fucking floods of tears. Jeff, you didn’t even cry when the doctors told you that you wouldn’t skate again.”

“Yeah, well,” Jeff says, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “I was having a bad week.”

“That’s more than a bad week,” Erica says. 

“Look,” Andrea says. “I know you basically have the soul of a forty-five-year-old, but you’re eighteen.”

“Nineteen,” Jeff corrects. “Asshole.”

“Whatever,” Andrea says. “You’re a teenager. You’re in college. You’re supposed to be going to frat parties and getting your dick sucked by closeted jocks who never call you again.”

“Oh my god,” Jeff says, and drops his head down onto the table. “I swear, you watch more gay porn than I do.”

“The point is,” Andrea says, “you’re supposed to be having fun, not being an NHL wife without the benefits of getting laid.”

“It’s my job!” Jeff protests.

“It’s really not,” Erica says. “If it were your job, then Eric wouldn’t be your social life too. How often do you do stuff with Eric and the kid, instead of hanging out with your friends?”

“I hang out with my friends plenty,” Jeff says, even though he knows that’s not true. 

“Right,” Erica says. “So all the fucking time.”

“I like spending time with them,” Jeff says. “He’s my friend.”

“Oh honey,” Jenn says, pityingly. “Even if you started dating him tomorrow, would it work? If you’re relying on him for a home, how is that an equal relationship? It was bad enough when Doug was working when I was in law school.”

“It’s not going to happen,” Jeff says. “So it really doesn’t matter.”

“God,” Andrea says. “You’re really fucking gone on the dickface.”

“I need to be way drunker than this,” Jeff says. 

“Shots,” Andrea says, and Jeff heads to the bar, grateful for the respite from the interrogation. 

“My sisters are assholes,” Jeff says to Ed. “Four Jägerbombs.”

Ed laughs. “I’m not going to ask.” 

“Just a lot of unwanted advice on my non-existent boyfriend,” Jeff says. 

“Ahh,” Ed says, and he grabs a shot glass and pours a shot of tequila for Jeff. “On the house.”

“This is a terrible idea,” Jeff says, but does the shot anyway. “Tequila gets me drunk faster than anything.”

“Well then,” Ed says. “I guess I’d better give you my number now.” He grabs Jeff’s arm and writes his number on it in sharpie. 

“Uh, thanks,” Jeff says, blushing. Ed really is incredibly hot. “I mean… I’m only visiting. I’m at school in the US.”

“Are you busy tomorrow?” Ed asks. 

“Um, no?” Jeff says. 

“Well then,” Ed says. “Text me when your hangover no longer makes you want to die, and I’ll buy you some food, and you can tell your sisters you can find your own dates, and they can stop fussing.”

Jeff can’t help but laugh, as Ed makes the four Jägerbombs.

“Now, go do shots with your sisters,” Ed says, and he leans over the bar to kiss Jeff quickly. “And go away before my manager tells me off for hitting on the customers.”

“He wants to go out tomorrow,” Jeff says, when he carries the four drinks carefully over to his table. 

“And you’re going to go,” Erica says. “Just to prove you’re not pining for the asshole hockey player.”

“I hate you all,” Jeff says. 

“Whatever, kid,” Andrea says. 

When Jeff wakes up, he doesn’t remember where he is for a moment. It’s early, and his stomach is rolling and his head feels a little like it’s going to explode. He manages to open his eyes, squinting against the light from the windows, and sees Erica and Jenn crashed out on the couches. He’s on the floor, and eventually he remembers that they drank a whole lot of liquor, stumbled back to Andrea’s place around four, and then Jeff guesses he must have fallen asleep where he sat down, but he doesn’t remember it happening. He’s still fully dressed.

After managing to push himself up, Jeff heads to the kitchen to find some coffee and aspirin. Andrea is predictable, and the cupboard above the coffee maker has both the things he’s looking for.

“If you only make enough coffee for yourself, I’m going to throw you off the balcony,” Andrea says.

“We’re on the first floor. It’s basically a terrace,” Jeff says.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Andrea says. “Mostly just humiliate you. And seriously, coffee.”

Jeff wordlessly hands her a mug of coffee as soon as it’s done, and she grabs the aspirin from the table a moment later, dry-swallowing it. Jeff winces.

“So what time are you going to meet the hot bartender?” Andrea asks.

Jeff has no idea what she’s talking about for a moment, but then remembers Ed, and the flirting, and the brief kiss, and the promise of lunch. The thought of food sends his stomach churning again, but he’s surprised to find out he still wants to go. He looks at his arm, and yes, there’s Ed’s number written in sharpie.

“Um, I don’t know. Whenever, I guess,” Jeff says. “He said to call him when I woke up.”

“So call him,” Andrea says.

“I’m pretty sure it’s going to be at least an hour before I actually count as awake,” Jeff says, but he heads into the living room to find his phone, and adds Ed’s number to his address book.

An hour, three cups of coffee and a shower later, Jeff feels a whole lot better.

“Call him,” Jenn yells as he walks back into the kitchen, thinking about maybe trying to eat something.

“You’re the worst,” Jeff says, but he pulls his phone out of his pocket and quickly texts Ed.


Hey its Jeff from last nt. Still want to get food?


He gets the answer back a few minutes later.


Hi Jeff from last nt. Vietnamese? Pho is the best hangover cure


sure Jeff texts back. Then he googles pho; it does look pretty good.

Jeff meets Ed outside the bar. It’s early afternoon, but Jeff can see people inside getting ready for the people who want to start the party early. It’s kind of awkward waiting there alone, so he pulls his phone out and texts Eric, just to check in, and to commiserate for the previous night’s loss to the Jets. Jeff’s glad he didn’t watch that game.

“Hey!” Ed says, finally arriving. “Sorry, my roommate was having a kitchen crisis. I had to stay and help air out the kitchen and turn off the smoke alarm.”

“Oh, uh,” Jeff slips his phone back into his pocket. “No problem. So, um, food?”

“Right?” Ed says. “It’s a couple of blocks. The food’s really good though.”

Ed casually rests his hand on Jeff’s shoulder, just to steer him in the right direction, as they set off. Jeff could get to like this a lot.

As they walk, Ed tells Jeff about school. “I’m getting my Masters in Econ,” Ed says. “The bar is just because being broke all the time sucks, and I was an RA for approximately ten minutes before I decided I hated most freshmen.”

“Oh, uh.” Jeff grins at Ed. “I apologise for my fellow freshmen. We’re not all assholes.”

“We’ll see,” Ed says, grinning back at Jeff. Jeff notices that Ed’s front teeth are a little crooked, but it looks good on him.

There’s a line at the Vietnamese place, but it moves fast, and they order bubble tea while they wait.

“Here,” Ed says, holding his cup out to Jeff. “Try this one. It’s green tea and watermelon.”

Jeff leans in to take a sip. It’s really good.

He looks up at Ed and sees that Ed is looking at him with half-lidded eyes. Jeff blushes. He really wasn’t trying to, like, be sexy or whatever, but now he thinks about it, it seems like the most obvious flirting ever.

The moment is broken as they’re ushered to their table.

It’s a little awkward for a moment, and Jeff flips through the menu, trying to think of something to say. He’s never eaten Vietnamese food before, though, so none of the names of the dishes mean anything to him.

“Um, you should maybe order for me,” Jeff says. “I mean, if you don’t mind.”

“Huh,” Ed says. “Don’t they have Vietnamese food in whatever horrible US city you’re slumming it in?”

Jeff laughs, the awkwardness suddenly dissipating. “No,” he says. “Or at least…I have no idea. I’m an expert on barbecue though, and on diner food.”

“Wow,” Ed says. “That’s terrible.”

“I didn’t know what I was missing,” Jeff says.

Ed orders them beef pho. “Oh, shit,” he says, as the waiter is leaving. “You’re not a vegan or something, are you?”

Jeff laughs. “Really?”

“I spend way too much time with hipsters,” Ed says.

Ed tells Jeff about his classes, and about working at the bar, and Jeff tells Ed a little about college, and even about the Olympics.

“Wow,” Ed says. “That’s…holy shit. You’re like a celebrity or something. Do you know Johnny Weir?”

“Um,” Jeff says. “Kind of, or, I’ve met him a bunch of times, but he kind of scares me.”

Ed laughs, and Jeff grins.

The conversation is easy, and the food is really good, and Jeff’s still a little hungover, but it doesn’t seem to matter much anymore.

“So,” Ed says, after he’s insisted on paying. “Was this an acceptable date to get your sisters off your back?”

“Absolutely,” Jeff says.

“And when you’re back for winter break, would you maybe like to go out again?” Ed asks.

“I really would,” Jeff says, a little surprised at how true that is.

“Awesome,” Ed says. He holds out his hand to Jeff as they walk out of the restaurant and back towards the bar and Andrea’s condo.

They hold hands all the way back, and it’s just nice. It’s kind of exactly the way he imagined a first date would go. When they get to the door to Andrea’s building, Ed pulls him close and kisses him.

“I’ll text you,” Ed promises. “So you don’t forget me the second you get back to those cute southern boys.”

Jeff doesn’t answer, he just kisses Ed again and then heads into the building, waving a little as Ed walks away.

“So,” Andrea says the second Jeff walks back in the door. “You look relaxed. Did you skip lunch and get laid?”

“No!” Jeff says.

“Sad,” Andrea says.

“I had a good time,” Jeff says. “He’s a nice guy.”

He refuses to answer any more of Andrea’s questions, and ends up collapsing on the couch between Jenn and Erica watching a movie. His phone vibrates in his pocket just as Buttercup and Westley are about to face the ROUSes, so he heads to the living room to take the call. It’s Eric.

“Hey,” Jeff says. “What’s up?” For a second his heart beats wildly, thinking of all the horrible things that could have happened, because he can’t imagine why Eric would be calling him.

“How’s your weekend been?” Eric asks. His tone is light, and Jeff can breathe easier.

“Quiet,” Jeff says. For a moment he considers telling Eric about his date with Ed, but he can’t seem to make himself. “My sisters are watching The Princess Bride.”

“I love that movie,” Eric says. “We should watch it with Joey, when he’s big enough to get it.”

Jeff’s stomach twists at the idea of still being around when Joey’s that old. “Sure,” is all he can say.

“He really misses you,” Eric says. “We had a bunch of people over on Thursday, and you were all he talked about.”

“I’ll see him tomorrow,” Jeff says.

“That’s actually…Cody offered to have him sleep over, and I said yes. That’s ok, right?” Eric asks.

“Sure,” Jeff says. “I mean. Whatever you want.”

“I thought it would be easier for you,” Eric says, and he sounds so incredibly sincere that Jeff doesn’t know what to do.

“Thanks,” he says finally.

“I was thinking, do you maybe want to say hi on Skype?” Eric asks. “I…He’d really like that.”

“I…sure,” Jeff says. “I mean, now?”

“Oh, whenever is fine,” Eric says. “After the movie’s done. Just text me to say when you’re getting online.”

Jeff sort of fidgets his way through the rest of the movie. He suddenly feels so guilty about going out with Ed, which is so stupid. Eric doesn’t want him, so Jeff can do what he wants.

“Can I borrow your laptop?” Jeff asks Andrea.

“Sure,” Andrea says. “Just log in to the guest account. The password’s BrindAmour, with no apostrophe and the B and A capitalised.”

“I met him,” Jeff says.

“And you didn’t get his autograph for me,” Andrea says. “Just another reason you’re a terrible person. What do you want it for anyway?”

“Oh, um, I was going to talk to a friend on Skype,” Jeff says.

Andrea’s expression tightens. “Would this friend’s name rhyme with Meric Maal, by any chance?”

“Joey misses me, okay?” Jeff says. “I’m just going to say hi.”

“Did you tell Staaler about your date?” Andrea asks.

Jeff doesn’t answer, because he’s never been any good at lying to his sisters.

“Right,” Andrea says. “Whatever. It’s your life. My laptop’s in my bedroom.”

However guilty he feels, and however much he hates fighting with his sisters, Jeff can’t stop grinning when he gets to see Eric and Joey.

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, I miss you,” Joey says.

“I miss you too, buddy,” Jeff says. “I’ll be home tomorrow, though.”

“I’m havin’ a sleepover tomorrow,” Joey says. “Daddy’s playin’ in Ot..t..”

“Ottawa,” Jeff says. “He is. And you’re staying with Cody, and then I’ll pick you up Monday afternoon after daycare.”

“Tha’s a long time,” Joey says morosely. Jeff wants to laugh at how sad he looks.

“I know,” Jeff says. “But you’ll have a lot of fun, and the time will go really fast.”

“And I’ll be home early Monday,” Eric says. “And we can all go out for dinner.”

“Yay!” Joey says, bouncing on the couch.

“I’ll see you soon,” Jeff says.

“Gonna talk to Mommy now,” Joey says.

“You do that,” Jeff says. “Bye, Joey.”

Jeff shuts down the connection and sits there on Andrea’s bed for a while. Maybe if he never sees Joey or Eric, he’ll be able to forget how much he wants to be with them forever.





7. Part Six



Jeff arrives back in Raleigh on Sunday night. The house is dark and empty when he gets back, and somehow that feels strange, and not just because he’s just come from his parents’ house, which is always filled with people. He makes himself some pasta and switches on the TV to watch the highlights from the Canes game. Eric didn’t play too well, but Cam got a shutout. Jeff thinks about texting Eric, but the team is probably in the air right now, so there doesn’t seem to be a point.

The weekend catches up with him, and Jeff falls asleep almost as soon as his head hits the pillow. He has a lot of strange dreams, none of which he can quite remember, and when he wakes up, he doesn’t feel like he’s slept at all.

“Hey,” Eric says, when Jeff forces himself to get out of bed and find some breakfast. With no Joey, it’s hard to find motivation.

“Oh, uh, hi,” Jeff says.

“How was your weekend?” Eric asks. “Your family must have loved seeing you.”

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “It was good.”

“I’d like to meet them,” Eric says. “I mean, just, sometime…if they come and visit. You should bring them to a game.”

“Oh,” Jeff says. “I…maybe.”

“Or we have that Leafs game right before New Year’s,” Eric says. “You’ll be home then, right? I can get you guys tickets?”

“That would…” Jeff isn’t awake enough for this. “I’d like that.”

Jeff ends up arriving at school kind of early, because he doesn’t have to take Joey to daycare. He gets himself another coffee from his favourite campus coffee shop and tries to remember what he was supposed to learn for today. He did the reading on the plane, and he can’t remember most of it.

“You look like ass,” Matt says, dropping in the seat next to Jeff and making him jump.

“Thanks,” Jeff says, dropping his Econ book back into his bag.

“Too much partying up in Canadia?” Matt says.

“My sisters dragged me to this hipster bar Friday night,” Jeff says. “I got kind of wasted.”

“Nice,” Matt says. “Oh right, you can drink up there at what, eighteen?”

“Nineteen in Ontario,” Jeff says.

“Sweet,” Matt says. “Me and Libby should totally come visit this summer.”

“You and Libby, or you-and-Libby?” Jeff asks, and Matt blushes.

“I’m maybe working on that,” Matt says.

“Awesome,” Jeff says, and he’s not faking his smile. Matt and Libby are basically inevitable. “Just, if I’m ever the third wheel, just tell me.”

“Right,” Matt says. “Like that’s ever going to happen. More like, Libby will ditch me to come talk to you about hockey.”

“She’s into you,” Jeff says. “It’s kind of obvious.”

“It’s really not,” Matt says.

“It really is,” Jeff says. “But I guess it is harder to see from the inside.”

Matt just laughs, and a minute later, he’s still laughing.

“No really, what?” Jeff asks.

“Dude, you’re hilarious,” Matt says.

Eric texts Jeff at lunch.


We stl on 4 dinner?


Jeff rolls his eyes at Eric’s horrible text speak.

Yes he replies, trying to text and reread the novel for his Lit class.

By the time he’s ready to leave to pick Joey up from daycare, Jeff feels like he’s a bit more on track. He feels better for the time away, but now finals are two weeks away.

Joey flings himself at Jeff when Jeff arrives to pick him up.

“Jeff, I missed you,” Joey says, into Jeff’s hip.

“I missed you too, buddy,” Jeff says, leaning down to pick him up.

“Oh, Mr Skinner,” one of the women who works there says. “Mr Staal called earlier to make sure we knew that Joey’s mom will be back next week, and that she needs to be added to the list of people to call in case of an emergency. I forgot to ask, though, will you still be on the list?”

“Oh.” Jeff grips Joey a little tight and Joey squirms. “I guess I’ll ask Eric.”

“Okay, no problem,” she says brightly. “Just let us know.”

“Come on, buddy,” Jeff says, determined to make the most of the time he has left with Joey. “Your dad’s buying us dinner.”

Eric bundles them almost right back into the car when they get home. Jeff just has time to drop his books in his room and pull on a clean t-shirt. He feels a little underdressed next to Eric, who’s wearing a really nice blue button-up, but Jeff hasn’t done any laundry after his trip, so it’s not like he has a lot of options.

“You look nice,” Eric says. “I like the shirt.”

Jeff looks down and realises it’s one of the Canes shirts that have mysteriously appeared in his wardrobe.

“My Leafs one is dirty,” Jeff says.

Jeff drives, and Eric directs him towards the mall.

“Pull in here,” Eric says.

“Chili’s?” Jeff asks. “Really? How much do you make?”

“Joey likes it,” Eric says.

“Right,” Jeff says.

The hostess’s eyes widen a little when they show up, but nobody else seems to recognise Eric.

“You’re driving?” Eric asks.

“I guess,” Jeff says.

“Awesome,” Eric says, and orders a margarita.

“Wow,” Jeff says. “Classy.”

Eric blushes a little, and Jeff grins at him.

The food isn’t terrible, and nobody seems to mind when Joey gets a little bored and Jeff ends up following him around the restaurant for a while. Jeff makes fun of Eric for his drinks, and for the fact he looks at Jeff’s burger with such longing.

“You should have just ordered one,” Jeff says, biting an onion ring in half.

“The team’s nutritionalists would kill me,” Eric says, taking a bite of his grilled salmon.

“Are you going to tell them?” Jeff says. He rolls his eyes, and slides half of his fries onto Eric’s plate.

It’s not that late when they get home, but Joey’s falling asleep in Eric’s arms.

“Thanks,” Jeff says. “I had fun.”

“Me too,” Eric says.

“I’m going to miss stuff like this,” Jeff says.

“What?” Eric says, turning around to look at Jeff, Joey still in his arms.

“I…My parents are going to rent an apartment for me next semester,” Jeff says.

“You don’t…Jeff!” Eric seems genuinely shocked.

“I…You won’t need me to look after Joey any more,” Jeff says. “And you’ll have time to do stuff like have friends over.” Jeff takes a deep breath. “And date, and you don’t need me hanging out all the time,” he says, all in a rush, tripping over his words.

“You’re my friend,” Eric says. “I like hanging out with you.”

“I’ll be around all the time,” Jeff says. “I just…I think maybe some space would be good for me too.” Maybe with some space he could learn to be just friends with Eric.

“Oh,” Eric says flatly. “Right. That makes sense. But you’re always welcome here. Always.”

“I know,” Jeff says.

“Come here,” Eric says, and he pulls Jeff into a hug with his free arm, and it’s the three of them: Jeff, Eric and Joey.

Jeff makes himself pull away far sooner than he wants to. It’s not fair of him to do this, to feel this, when Eric doesn’t see him like that.

“Good night,” Jeff says, not knowing what else he can say.

Jeff feels like he sleepwalks through the week. Eric’s there the whole time, and it should be normal; it should be the two of them working together to look after Joey, but it’s not normal at all.

It feels like there’s a ticking clock in the back of Jeff’s head that’s counting down until it’s time to leave. Sometimes Jeff almost thinks he can hear it literally, and then it’s time to take a break from studying for finals.

It’s actually the fact that finals are so close that keeps Jeff from breaking down again. Eric is being so nice, and looking after Joey mostly alone and leaving Jeff to work, which just makes everything worse. Jeff almost wishes that Eric were gone, because at least then he wouldn’t have to look up from his books and see Eric watching him.

“Do you need something?” Jeff snaps, finally.

“Oh, uh, no. Sorry,” Eric says. “I just… nothing.”

Jeff feels a little bad about snapping later on, when he remembers what Linda said, what feels like forever ago. That Eric gets lonely. With Sarah almost home, it’s not that much of a surprise that Eric’s acting a little weird. It’s late, and Jeff’s a little punchy from lack of sleep, and somehow Jeff’s laughing into his books at the idea of Eric sulking about not having people with him, like Joey gets when he can’t find his teddy bear. Then he remembers that Eric’s not going to be alone for long. Toby will be back in January. After that, Jeff makes himself go to bed and get a decent amount of sleep every night.

Joey gets a cold, and on Thursday getting him up and to daycare gets harder. He’s not sick enough to have to stay home, but he’s not himself, and he clings to Jeff when Jeff has to get to campus.

“I have to go, buddy,” Jeff says.

Joey doesn’t say anything, but he presses closer to Jeff’s legs, and looks up at him warily.

“I have to go,” Jeff says again. “You get to go play.”

“Okay,” Joey says finally, and he wanders off towards a pile of pillows in the corner where he flops down listlessly.

Jeff feels like the worst person in the world.

There’s an accident on the freeway, and by the time he actually gets to campus, he’s missed his first class. It’s a lecture with 140 people, though, so it’s not like anyone will have noticed. He heads to the library and claims a desk. He doesn’t have a lab today, just papers to finish and exams to start cramming for, and by the time he looks up, it’s after lunch.

There are four texts waiting from him: one from Libby asking where he was this morning; one from Matt asking if he wants to study for their Lit exam later; and two from Eric reminding him that Marc and Jordan are both in town tomorrow, and asking if Jeff wants to join them all for brunch.

Jeff checks the Canes schedule on his phone, and sure enough, the Canes play the Rangers tonight and the Penguins on Saturday.

I have class Jeff texts back.

No u dont u have study group. bring Libby Eric texts back.

That’s a low blow. If Libby ever found out Jeff denied her the opportunity to hang out with three Staals – well, four, including Joey – she’d kill him.

Fine he texts back.

He texts Libby, and she tells him to come join her in the coffee shop.

“So,” he says, dropping down into the seat next to her. “Want to come have brunch with me tomorrow?”

“Study group,” Libby says.

“Um.” Jeff looks around. “My boss’s two brothers are in town. I got told to invite you.”

“Holy shit!” Libby says.

Jeff flips to the text message and hands his phone to Libby.

“Um, yes, sure,” Libby says, looking a little shell-shocked.

“Great,” Jeff says, unenthusiastically.

“Okay, what the fuck?” Libby says.

“It’s not…Like you said,” Jeff says. “Study group.”

“Okay, I know I’m not as crazy obsessed with a 4.0 GPA as you, but it’s Econ, where you’re ruining the curve for the rest of us, versus brunch with three hot hockey players,” Libby says.

“I’m moving out,” Jeff says. “After the holidays.”

“Ouch,” Libby says.

“No, it’s…Joey’s mom gets back next week, and then he won’t need me,” Jeff says. “And, fuck, look.” Jeff looks around. “You know how I feel about him, right?”

“Yeah,” Libby says. “I know.”

“So, that’s why,” Jeff says.

Joey naps on the way home from daycare, and then falls into bed almost as soon as he’s eaten his dinner, which means Jeff has the house to himself for the evening to study. He thinks about turning the game on in the background, but he needs to concentrate or he’s going to fail Chem, so he makes himself sit at the kitchen table and study until he’s ready to fall asleep. Chem turns into Stats, and then Eric’s arriving home, and Jeff’s eyes feel gritty and his head aches.

“Hey,” Jeff says. “How was the game?”

“You didn’t watch?” Eric asks, sounding so much like Joey when he sulks that it makes Jeff laugh in spite of himself.

“No,” Jeff says, still chuckling. “Finals, remember?”

“We lost,” Eric says. “And Marc scored. He never scores. He’s gotten, like, ten goals his whole career.”

Jeff has to bite his lip to keep from laughing again.

“I’m going to make some tea,” Jeff says. “You want some?”

“I’m having a beer,” Eric says. “He’s going to be an asshole at brunch.”

“Well, it’s a good thing I can talk to Libby and ignore you guys,” Jeff says, remembering he’s actually kind of mad at Eric.

“You don’t have to come,” Eric says petulantly.

“You told me to invite Libby, so I actually do,” Jeff says.

“I just want you to meet my brothers,” Eric says.

“I’ve met your brothers,” Jeff says.

“Not really,” Eric says. “Not Jordan, anyway. You were asleep when he came over, right?”

Jeff’s stomach twists as he remembers what happened last time Jordan was in town.

“Right,” he says.

“I mean…” Eric looks a little panicked. “If you…if we woke you, and you heard something. It wasn’t…I mean…”

“I was asleep,” Jeff says again. “Like I should be now.”

Eric still looks alarmed, like Jeff overhearing that conversation, hearing about Eric being in love with someone else…then his expression settles into that blank look he wears for the press after a loss. “Goodnight,” he says.

Jeff doesn’t make tea; he just heads to bed, where he lies awake for a long time. He turns their conversation over and over in his head, trying to figure out what that was. Probably Eric realising that Jeff’s just a stupid kid, with a stupid crush.

Brunch is at a cafe downtown. Eric drives them, because Joey, who’s obviously still not feeling great, demands that Jeff sits in the back with him, and then falls asleep the second the car starts anyway.

When they arrive, Jordan and Marc are waiting, and so is Libby, who looks a little overwhelmed.

“You guys are late,” Marc says.

“Joey’s not feeling great,” Eric says.

“Wouldn’t that be the point when you left him at home with the nanny?” Jordan says, a shit-eating grin on his face.

Jeff blushes, and Eric glares. “He wanted to see his uncles,” Eric says. “Obviously he has bad taste.”

Joey refuses to sit in his own seat, and ends up in Jeff’s lap.

“Oh my god,” Libby whispers to Jeff. “What the fuck?”

Jeff shrugs quickly, and starts showing Joey the kids menu.

It’s one of the most awkward meals Jeff’s ever sat through. All three Staal brothers seem to be locked in a kind of staring contest, and Jordan won’t stop making nanny jokes.

“So Jeff, is this your girlfriend?” Marc asks.

Libby chokes on her coffee, and Eric whips his head around to glare at Marc.

“Um, no,” Jeff says. “I’m gay.”

“Oh,” Marc says, placidly. “Right.”

“So do you have a boyfriend?” Jordan asks.

From the unsubtle shuffling, it’s obvious that Eric kicks Jordan under the table.

“Can you quit with the inquisition?” Eric says. He turns to Jeff. “You can ignore them. They’re assholes.”

“I’m single,” Jeff says.

“But you’ll have time to actually look when you move out,” Libby says.

Eric shifts uncomfortably, and Jordan’s expression changes entirely.

“You’re moving out?” Jordan asks.

“Sarah’s back next week,” Eric says.

“So you won’t be Jeff’s boss anymore?” Jordan says, doing something bizarre with his eyebrows.

“No,” Eric says.

When they’re finally done, Jeff takes the car and takes Joey to daycare, and Eric gets a cab to the rink with Jordan. Libby corners him after their Econ class.

“Never make me come out with them again,” she says.

“I have no idea what that was,” Jeff says.

The Canes lose to the Penguins, and Jordan scores, which just makes Eric’s mood worse. He’s different around Jeff somehow. Jeff can’t put his finger on how, but it’s like he’s afraid of saying the wrong thing. Joey is still clinging to Jeff, and to Eric when he’s there, so Jeff can’t seem to get away to clear his head. 

On Monday, Eric is up before Jeff for once.

“I’ll be back Saturday morning,” Eric says.

“I know,” Jeff says, taking the coffee Eric hands him.

“And Sarah gets back Saturday evening,” Eric says. “I invited her over for lunch Sunday.”

“Great,” Jeff says, gripping the mug of coffee so tightly that his knuckles go white. “Do you want me to go out? Leave you guys to have some family time.”

“No!” Eric says. “I mean, if you have plans, that’s fine. I just…Sarah wants to actually meet you. Not just on Skype.”

“Oh,” Jeff says. “Right. Sure. I want to meet her too.”

“She’s awesome,” Eric says. “You two will get along great.”

“I’m sure,” Jeff says. “And then she has Joey for the week.”

“Right,” Eric says. “It’s a homestand, so…”

“I won’t be around much,” Jeff says. “It’s finals week.”

“Right,” Eric says, glancing out of the window. “I’ll leave you to study.”

“And then Saturday I go,” Jeff says.

“Right,” Eric says. “I…uh, yeah. Do you need a ride to the airport?”

“No,” Jeff says. “I’ll get a cab.”

“It’s like you’ve thought of everything,” Eric says.

Jeff shrugs.

“Are you busy Friday?” Eric asks. “Like, from three?”

“No,” Jeff says. “My last final is at ten.”

“You want to come to the Canes’ holiday party? The whole organisation and their families will be there,” Eric says. “Sarah’s bringing Joey.”

“I, uh, sure,” Jeff says. “I’ll want to say goodbye.”

“You’ll still see him,” Eric says quickly. “Right? I mean, he missed you so much when you went home.”

“Of course,” Jeff says finally. “I’ll babysit whenever you need me.”

“Yeah,” Eric says, and something is off, just like every other time they’ve talked in the last two weeks. For the first time, Jeff’s really glad that he’s moving out.

There’s a long and uncomfortable silence before Eric continues. “But anyway, the party. It’s at the rink, so bring your skates. You can show us how it’s done.”

“Okay,” Jeff says.

Eric’s gone all week, playing the Flames, the Oilers and then the Jets. The Canes take two out of three, so Jeff texts Eric his congratulations, but other than a quick ‘thanks’, he doesn’t hear from Eric until it’s time for Eric and Joey to talk on Skype on Thursday.

Joey’s daycare has obviously been talking about the holidays, because Joey keeps coming home covered in glitter, and with tree ornaments made of sloppily glued-together popsicle sticks.

“Santa’s comin’,” Joey tells Jeff very seriously on Wednesday night. “I been a good boy so I get presents.”

“Yes, you have,” Jeff says, trying not to laugh.

“Have you been a good boy?” Joey asks Jeff.

“I hope so,” Jeff says, with as much dignity as he can manage.

“We see on Christmas,” Joey says. “We open presents.”

“Oh, no, buddy,” Jeff says gently. “I’m going to my mom and dad’s house for Christmas, and you’ll be here with your mommy and daddy.”

“Oh,” Joey says. “Why?”

“Well, because my mom and dad would be sad without me,” Jeff says.

“I be sad without you, Jeff,” Joey says.

“I’ll be sad without you too,” Jeff says, and it’s so true it hurts. He’s had Joey’s Christmas gifts bought for weeks, and hidden away in his closet. “But you’ll have your mom back. That’s only four more days.”

“That’s this many,” Joey says, holding up four fingers.

“Yes, it is,” Jeff says. “You’re getting really good at your numbers.”

“I know,” Joey says, and Jeff laughs.

By the time Saturday morning comes, Jeff almost wants it to be Sunday, and for Sarah to be back and for Joey to be gone, because the anticipation of it is killing him. He’s going to miss Joey so much, but he doesn’t want to upset Joey by showing it, so he just smiles and makes pancakes, and as the sky darkens and the rain starts falling, he settles onto the couch with Joey to watch a movie. He should be studying, but if the choice is between cramming for finals and spending a last few good hours with Joey, he’ll choose Joey every time.

Eric gets back about ten and joins them on the couch. He keeps his distance from Jeff, which hurts, but at least Eric’s not accidentally making things worse any more. They order pizza for lunch, and Eric eats a slice, along with his nutritionally-sound chicken and rice. They work their way backwards from the Disney movies Joey likes, to the ones Jeff watched when he was a kid, to the ones from the late eighties and early nineties that Eric likes best.

“Jordy was so scared by Scar,” Eric says. “It was hilarious.”

“‘M not scared,” Joey says, half-burying his face in Jeff’s side when Scar appears.

“I know, buddy,” Eric says, leaning over to ruffle his hair, and accidentally brushing Jeff’s side at the same time.

Jeff freezes when Eric touches him, and Eric pulls his hand away like he’s been burned.

“Sorry,” Eric says, quickly.

Jeff just shrugs and goes back to watching the movie.

It’s a good day, and it’s over far too fast. Jeff is bathing Joey and getting him ready for bed when the phone rings. A few minutes later, Eric appears beside Jeff.

“That was Sarah,” he says. “She just got home.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting her,” Jeff says, and he is. He’s just not looking forward to saying goodbye to Joey.

Jeff doesn’t sleep that well. He figures Eric doesn’t either, because they both end up in Eric’s little weight room at six the next morning. Eric’s been on the bike, and his t-shirt is sticking to his back where he’s been sweating.

“You want me to spot you?” Eric asks.

“Sure,” Jeff says.

Eric leans over him, waiting to help Jeff take the bar. Jeff lies there for a moment, looking up at him, flushed and a little sweaty. It’s unbearably hot.

He’s out of practice, but he can still bench press a few pounds, and the effort finally stops him from thinking for a few moments. He manages twelve reps before it’s too much.

“You’ve got pretty good form,” Eric says after a moment.

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “When my knee was fucked, I could still do this.”

“Right,” Eric says.

By the time Joey gets up, Jeff is sweaty and gross, and exhausted both from the terrible night’s sleep and from the exercise, but he finally feels calm.

“I don’t know how I’m going to get used to not having him here all the time,” Eric says, watching Joey eat cereal, and spill milk all over the table.

“It’ll be just like it was before,” Jeff says. It’s what he’s been telling himself for days.

Eric looks at Jeff for a long time.

“I don’t think I really remember what that was like,” he says finally.

By the time Sarah arrives, Jeff thinks he’s ready for it. The doorbell rings, and Eric goes to answer it.

“Hi!” Sarah says, and Jeff knows her voice from seeing her on Skype all the time.

“Hey!” Eric says. “Come in, you look great.”

“I look exhausted,” Sarah says, as they both walk into the den.

“Mommy!” Joey screeches, flying across the room and flinging himself at her.

“Hi!” Sarah says, scooping him up. “Oh, baby, hi! You grew so much!”

“Mommy,” Joey sniffles, and buries his head into the crook of her neck and starts sobbing.

“Oh, sweetheart,” she says, rocking him. “I missed you so much. Every single day.”

Jeff feels like he’s interrupting an intensely personal moment, but he can’t make himself leave. It’s odd to actually see Sarah in person. Even though he’s seen pictures, and talked to her on the phone and on Skype, this makes her a real person to him somehow. She’s taller than he expected, probably as tall as him, and very blonde. She’s not model-gorgeous, but she’s really pretty. Her voice is different from how he expected too, but then people always sound different on the phone.

“Jeff,” Sarah says. “Hi!” Sarah heads over to him, still holding a gently-sobbing Joey.

“Hi,” Jeff says, feeling almost shy. He wants her to like him so much.

“This is weird, right?” Sarah says. “I mean, we’ve talked, but we haven’t really met.”

“Um, yeah,” Jeff says. “I guess it kind of is.”

“Hi, then,” she says, shifting Joey in her arms so she can hold out a hand to Jeff. “I’m Sarah. Nice to meet you.”

Jeff can’t help grinning. “Hi,” he says. “I’m Jeff. I’ve been looking after your kid.”

“Well,” Sarah says. “A-plus job on that. He’s still in one piece.”

Jeff looks at Joey whose sobs are trailing off a little. “Mostly,” he says.

Jeff glances over at Eric, who’s smiling a little sadly.

“Eh,” Sarah says. “He’s fine. It’s not like he’s missing half his hair.”

“Oh my god,” Eric says, indignantly. “That was one time. It’s not my fault Gleason’s daughter stuck gum in Joey’s hair.”

“It really was,” Sarah says. “I know you. You were busy hanging out with Cam and expecting Cody to watch all the kids.”

Eric blushes. “You can’t prove that,” he says.

It’s really weird, seeing Eric have in-jokes and stories with people who aren’t his family or his team. Except Sarah is his family, in every way that matters.

“I’ll go and fix lunch,” Jeff says, needing to be somewhere else.

“You made him cook!” Sarah says, glaring at Eric. “Oh my god, Eric.”

“It’s fine,” Jeff says. “I like cooking.”

“As long as he didn’t take advantage of you,” Sarah says.

Jeff blushes a little, but Eric turns bright red and has to look away. He looks kind of ashamed, and that hurts.

Jeff just makes chicken and pasta for lunch. He’s too tired to make anything fancy. While he waits for the water to boil, he runs upstairs for some of his Chem notes, and tries to memorise formulae while he chops vegetables for a salad.

Joey seems mostly himself by the time lunch is ready. He clings to his mom a little, but he babbles happily, telling her about their movie day.

“And the bad lion was scary,” Joey says. “But I looked after Jeff.”

Sarah grins at Jeff. “I can see,” she says. “You did a great job of protecting Jeff.”

Joey beams at the praise.

Eric cleans up after the meal, and Jeff thinks about heading to his room to study for a while.

“Hey, um.” Sarah looks down at Joey. “Hey, sweetie, you want to go save me a seat on the couch?”

Joey runs off happily.

“Jeff,” Sarah says. “I, uh…”

Jeff freezes. “Yeah?” he asks, dreading the possibility she’s noticed something she shouldn’t.

“Joey grew, like, a lot since I saw him,” Sarah says, and Jeff can breathe. “I’m not sure the clothes he has at my place are going to fit him. Would…Am I totally overstepping, asking you to pack some stuff for me?”

“No!” Jeff says. “Of course. I probably should have thought of that.”

“I’d ask Eric,” Sarah says.

“Oh, no,” Jeff says. “He’s pretty –”

Sarah cuts him off. “Eric’s hopeless. He has no idea what clothes Joey likes.”

Jeff grins. “He really doesn’t.”

Jeff finds a little suitcase in Joey’s closet and fills it with enough clothes for a week. He tries to remember what Joey likes the best, and he makes sure to pack the Penguin t-shirt, just because. He also grabs Joey’s favourite stuffed animals and his blanket, so they’re ready to go, and carries them downstairs. But as he shuts the door, it seems like Joey’s room suddenly feels empty without Ben, Joey’s bear, sitting on his pillow.

“Okay,” Sarah says finally. “It’s time to go.”

“No!” Joey says, clinging tighter.

Eric chuckles. “No, buddy,” he says. “You go with Mommy, remember? And then you’ll see me Friday.”

“An’ Jeff?” Joey asks.

“That’s right,” Jeff says. “I’ll see you Friday.”

“Bye, Daddy,” Joey says, and Eric crouches down to give Joey a hug.

“I love you,” Eric says. “And I’ll see you soon.”

“Love you too,” Joey says.

Jeff stands off to the side, not sure what to do.

“Jeff!” Joey demands.

Jeff scoops Joey up. “Bye, Joey,” Jeff says.

“You say ‘I love you,” Joey instructs.

“I love you,” Jeff says, trying not to get choked up. He’s not going to be the one to upset Joey.

“Love you too,” Joey says.

Then Jeff lets Joey down, and a moment later, Joey is gone.

Jeff goes to bed early, but he doesn’t sleep well. There’s too much going on in his head: finals, the holidays, Joey being gone, moving out, and Eric. 

Eric has Monday off, and it’s perhaps the most awkward day Jeff’s ever spent in this house. He wakes up too early, and almost goes to check if Joey’s up before he remembers. He makes the coffee, and Eric comes down right on time and drinks his share, and they try and hold a conversation, but without Joey there, it’s like a parody of a normal morning. 

Jeff could go work on campus, but his first final isn’t until tomorrow and there’s no reason to, so he takes a seat at the kitchen table and studies. He’s been studying all week, though, and not even Stats is hard for him now. He almost wishes it were like midterms, when he was so busy it was tearing him in five directions. At least then he wouldn’t have so much time to think. But then he remembers Linda coming down, and Joey ‘helping him study’. It hasn’t even been a day, and Jeff misses Joey – and he’s going to miss Eric. He’s going to miss this life. 

“Fuck this,” Jeff says, barely realising he says it out loud. 

“Huh?” Eric says, and Jeff didn’t even realise Eric was in the kitchen. 

“Oh, uh…” Jeff almost forgets how to talk. Eric is standing at the sink, shirtless and sweaty, and obviously fresh from the gym. 

“Not going well?” Eric prompts. 

Jeff blinks a couple of times and tries to remember how to act like a human. “Oh, um, no, it’s fine,” he manages finally. “I just. It’s weird without Joey here.”

Eric smiles, but without looking happy at all. “Yeah,” he agrees. “I think I forgot how to do this.” 

He pours himself a glass of water, and Jeff tries not to stare as Eric drinks. 

“Want to do something this afternoon?” Eric says finally.

““Sure,” Jeff says, because anything has to be better than being in the house. “What were you thinking?”

“Do you like mini-golf?” Eric asks, and Jeff can’t help laughing. 

“What?” Eric protests, but finally his smile looks real. “I’m awesome at mini-golf.”

“Sure,” Jeff says, and closes his books. “Mini-golf it is.”

The mini-golf place is mostly empty, other than some teenagers who seem to be skipping school. If anybody recognises Eric, they don’t show it, and Jeff somehow feels far more relaxed than he has in a long time. 

“So,” Eric says, after they’ve picked a ball each and chosen their clubs. “Do you need a head start? Because I’m pretty good at this.”

“I think I’ll be okay,” Jeff says, biting his lip to hold back his grin. 

“Cocky, huh?” Eric asks. “Want to make this interesting?”

“Loser buys lunch?” Jeff suggests. 

“Done.” Eric holds out his hand, and they shake on it. 

The first hole is a par three, up and over a little bridge and around a bend. Eric steps back and lets Jeff go first. Jeff steps up, drops his ball on the little dot, and takes his shot, not even bothering to spend a lot of time thinking about it. 

“Shit,” Eric says, as Jeff sinks the ball in one. “You’re going to kick my ass.”

“We used to go pretty much every Tuesday in the summer when I was little,” Jeff says. “It was family night.”

“Of course,” Eric says. 

Eric is no slouch, and Jeff is only a few shots ahead, but he’s clearly the better of the two. Jeff stops hiding his laughter as Eric gets more and more frustrated. 

“You’re really not a good loser, are you,” Jeff says, as Eric fans on a shot, because he’s paying more attention to Jeff’s score than his own game. 

“It’s not my fault you’re a mini-golf shark,” Eric says. “I suppose I should be grateful you didn’t get me to bet my house or something.”

“I’d still let you live there,” Jeff says, magnanimously. “I mean, I wouldn’t want Joey to be homeless.”

“That’s big of you,” Eric says. “You don’t have to do me any favours. I’m sure I could figure out some way to pay you rent.” 

That sounds so much like innuendo that Jeff has to look away and try desperately not to blush. It takes Eric a moment to get, and then he looks horrified. 

“Oh, God, I didn’t –”

Jeff cuts him off. “It’s fine. I know.” He doesn’t need the reassurance that Eric didn’t mean it that way. He knows Eric doesn’t think of him like that. 

Eric fucks up his next shot, and Jeff makes himself laugh. 

“Really?” Jeff says. 

“I’m actually not usually this bad,” Eric protests, and just like that, the awkwardness slips away. As much as it ever does.

It’s funny. The whole day kind of feels like flirting. Jeff doesn’t mean to do it, but the way they look at each other and the teasing…It’s just like a lot of dates Jeff’s been on. Just thinking about it makes Jeff stupidly wish that things were different, and his stomach twists, and for the million-and-first time, Jeff wishes he were five years older.

“You okay?” Eric asks, nudging Jeff’s shoulder.

Jeff blinks a couple of times. “Sure,” he says. “I was daydreaming, I guess.”

“Anything good?” Eric asks.

Jeff makes himself smile. “Oh yeah,” he says. “Leafs beating you for the Eastern Conference and going on to win the Cup.”

“Ouch,” Eric says. “Keep dreaming. It’s never going to happen. You might as well learn to appreciate the things that can actually happen.”

“Yeah,” Jeff says finally. “I guess.”

By the time they finish, Eric has caught up a little, but it’s still an easy victory for Jeff. Eric throws his golf club on the ground in disgust, and Jeff laughs and throws his arms in the air in victory. 

“Next time, you’re going down, Skinner,” Eric says, eyes narrowed. 

“Never going to happen,” Jeff says. 

“Well, next time we can bring Joey, and then he can beat you,” Eric says pointedly. 

Jeff would totally let Joey beat him, so he can’t argue that. 

“You owe me lunch,” Jeff says. 

“Burgers?” Eric suggests. 

“The trainers would kill you,” Jeff reminds Eric with only a little satisfaction. 

“Okay,” Eric says. “I’ll get a salad, and you can have a burger.”

“You’re going to steal all my fries,” Jeff says. 

“No,” Eric protests, and Jeff can’t help but picture exactly how it would look to be out in public, with Eric stealing food off of Jeff’s plate. 

“Why don’t we go home and get takeout?” Jeff says. “I really have to study.”

Eric looks a little disappointed, but he nods. “Sure,” he says. “You’re going to do awesome on your finals, though. You know you will.”

Jeff spends the rest of the day studying for his English final. He knows this stuff already, but it can’t hurt to go over it again. He can hear Eric watching tv in the den, and that’s kind of comforting in a way it really shouldn’t be. 

Eric brings him a sandwich for dinner, and when Jeff is still studying at ten, he comes to say goodnight before heading to bed. 

“Don’t stay up too late,” Eric says, resting a hand on Jeff’s shoulder. 

“I won’t,” Jeff promises. He tries to memorise the touch, just in case it doesn’t happen again. “Goodnight.”

The rest of finals week is a strange mix of stop and start. In reality, he has three actual finals, two final papers and a stats project to hand in, but time seems to sort of swirl around him, into a mess of not enough sleep, and making sure he’s in the right place at the right time. Before, this would have been easy, but without Joey’s schedule providing structure to his days, it’s all too easy to work all night and sleep all morning, and forget to eat. He ends up having to rush to campus at odd times, and honestly? Jeff can’t wait for it to be over. 

Eric is at home all week, playing the Leafs Tuesday and the Canucks Thursday. Jeff doesn’t even manage to catch the Leafs game on tv, because his stats project is due the next day, but he’s still up when Eric arrives home. 

“Have you even moved all day?” Eric asks, dropping his things on the kitchen floor. 

Jeff shrugs, checking over the calculations for the third time. 

“Did you eat?” Eric asks. 

“Of course,” Jeff says, not looking up. He’s pretty sure he ate a sandwich at some point. 

“Recently?” Eric asks. 

“Seriously?” Jeff finally looks up at Eric. “Do you miss Joey that much? Because I really don’t need you acting like my mom.” It comes out a little more snippy than he intends, but honestly? He doesn’t care. 

Eric blushes. “Sorry,” he mumbles and heads away. Jeff feels a little bad about it, but he can care about that when finals are over. 

By Friday morning, he’s feeling more himself. Everything is handed in, and all he has left is his Econ final. 

Eric is already on the kitchen, not really awake, but poking at the coffee machine mostly ineffectively, when Jeff heads downstairs. 

“Hey,” Jeff says. “How was last night?”

Eric blinks at Jeff. “We won,” he says. “Four-three.” 

“Oh, hey,” Jeff says, moving in beside Eric and taking over making the coffee. “Congratulations?”

Eric shrugs and scowls. “No thanks to me. I was pretty fucking useless,” he sighs. “My mom says she’s dropping me from her fantasy team.”

Jeff bites down a laugh. “That sucks,” he says. 

“You’re still coming this afternoon?” Eric asks. 

“It’s at three, right?” Jeff asks, and Eric nods. 

“We can get lunch before if you want?” Eric asks, handing Jeff a mug for his coffee. “I mean. To celebrate your finals being over?”

Jeff pours his coffee and takes a sip. “Libby and I have plans,” Jeff says. 

Eric looks a little disappointed, and Jeff guesses he’s pretty bored without Joey around. 

“I’ll see you at three,” Jeff says. 

“Right,” Eric says. “And good luck.”

Jeff’s early for his Econ final, and he and Libby wait nervously outside the room for a half-hour, but in the end, it’s pretty easy, and he finishes with plenty of time to spare, even after he’s checked all his answers. 

“You thought that went fine, didn’t you,” Libby says, as they finally head to get lunch. 

“I guess,” Jeff says, shrugging. 

“And that’s why everyone hates you,” Libby says, rubbing her eyes. “That was terrible. I barely finished.”

“I’m sure you did great,” Jeff says, not really sure there’s anything else he can say. 

“You would say that,” Libby says. 

“I’ll buy your lunch,” Jeff offers. 

“You can’t buy your way into my good books,” Libby says. “But if I’ve flunked, then you have to tutor me next time we take a class together. Or, you know, do my work for me.”

Jeff laughs. 

By the time Jeff arrives at the RBC Center for the party, he’s a little worried he’s going to be late. Eric texted him and told him to park in the players’ lot, but Jeff is almost certain he’s going to get laughed at if he just drives up. Instead, the guard on the gate smiles at him and waves him through right away.

Cody is getting her kid out of his car seat, and she waves at Jeff as he heads across the parking lot.

“Hey, stranger,” she says. “I haven’t seen you in a while. We missed you at the games.”

Jeff smiles and tries not to feel awkward. “School got a little busy,” he says.

“Well, I hope it’s better next semester,” she says. “We need you to give us all the Eric gossip.”

Jeff smiles. “Well, if Eric invites me, then sure,” he says. “But I don’t know how much I’ll be able to tell you when I’m not living there anymore.”

“You’re moving out?” Cody asks, sounding genuinely shocked. “Is everything okay?”

“Of course,” Jeff says, concentrating on keeping his voice even. “You know, with Sarah back Eric doesn’t need me around all the time.”

“Oh,” Cody says, and Jeff really has no idea what that means.

The RBC Center is kind of a warren, but Cody seems to know where she’s going, and Jeff follows her until suddenly they’re heading down into the locker room, which still smells like a locker room, but is full of the players and their families, getting their skates on.

“Jeff, Jeff, Jeff, Jeff,” Joey yells, shuffling across the floor to Jeff as well as he can with skates on.

“Hey, buddy,” Jeff says. “I can’t pick you up with those on.”

“Me an’ Mommy practiced,” Joey says proudly, and Jeff looks up to see Sarah across the room, smiling at them.

“I can see,” Jeff says. “And your dad can help you when you get on the ice.”

“No,” Joey says. “You.”

“You want me to help you?” Jeff asks, surprised.

“Wanna spin,” Joey says.

“I can see he found you already.” Jeff looks up and there’s Eric looking down at him.

“Well, he wants to learn from a better skater than you,” Sarah yells across the room to Eric.

“Thanks, Sarah,” Eric yells back.

“Seriously, though,” he says to Jeff. “How was your last final?”

“Pretty good,” Jeff says, pulling his skates out of his bag and kicking off his sneakers so he can put them on.

“Oh,” Eric says. “You can put your stuff in my stall. And I forgot to ask. We’re getting dinner after this, me, Sarah and Joey. Do you want to come?”

“I don’t want to intrude,” Jeff says, sitting down on the floor to actually put his skates on.

“You wouldn’t be,” Eric says.

“Sure,” Jeff says. “I can’t be out late though. My flight’s tomorrow morning.”

“I know,” Eric says, a little darkly.

“Daddy,” Joey says, pulling at Eric’s hand. “Skating.”

“You ready, Jeff?” Eric asks, and when Jeff nods, Eric reaches down and helps Jeff to his feet.

Jeff and Eric each take one of Joey’s hands as they step slowly onto the ice. Joey’s a little wobbly, but he seems to remember what to do from last time, and he’s not scared of falling over at all.

“Want to have a go on your own?” Eric asks.

“Yep,” Joey says, and he drops Eric’s hand. He’s still holding on tightly to Jeff, though.

Sarah, who’s skating slowly behind them with a camera, laughs.

“You did it last time, remember?” Jeff says.

Joey drops Jeff’s hands and skates over to his dad.

“High five, buddy,” Eric says, holding his hand for Joey to hit.

“And back to me?” Jeff suggests.

Joey turns around slowly, and skates back to Jeff, a little more confidently.

“The draft class of ’26 won’t know what hit it,” Eric says. 

“Wanna spin,” Joey demands.

“Unless he takes up figure skating like Jeff,” Sarah says.

Jeff blushes a little but holds Joey’s hands and spins them around in a circle while Joey giggles.

“Hey, Skinner,” Tim Gleason yells. “My wife doesn’t believe me you’re a figure skater.”

Jeff rolls his eyes.

“Well, get on YouTube,” Eric yells back. “Jeff’s helping with Joey.”

“You just don’t want him to show up your skating,” Gleason yells back.

“You don’t have to,” Eric says.

Jeff can’t help but smile at how serious Eric looks. “I know,” he says. “But I can show off a little.”

There are a few whoops and claps as Jeff turns around and skates towards the other end of the rink, which is still pretty empty. People clear out of his way, and he manages to build up some speed.

It takes a few minutes to warm up enough to really do anything. He strings together some steps, a single axel into a double toe loop. He hears some cheers from the other end of the rink, even though nothing he did was actually impressive. He throws himself into a couple of spins, two footed, and then one footed, and then a camel spin.

“Easy,” Eric yells, and when Jeff looks up at him, he’s grinning madly.

Jeff strings together a few more step combinations, testing his knee. It’s fine, but he doesn’t want to push it too much.

“Show us what you can really do,” Eric yells, and Jeff finds himself taking the first few steps of his Olympic short program routine.

He only has half a rink to work with, but pretty much everyone’s stopped to watch him. His knee won’t stand for all the jumps, but he does the first half pretty easily, and finishes with a double axel, which he lands fine.

“Showoff,” Eric calls as Jeff skates back to him, but he throws an arm over Jeff’s shoulders.

Jeff seems to spend a lot of the next hour teaching the kids, and Zac Dalpe, how to do a real spin. He sees Sarah take Joey off the ice and take a seat on the bench drinking hot chocolate and chatting to some people. Eric, Cam and Anthony Stewart are chasing some of the older kids around, playing keep-away with a Santa hat. Eventually, Jeff tells everyone his knee’s hurting, and he heads to sit with Sarah.

“You’re good,” Sarah says.

Jeff smiles. “I’m pretty rusty.”

“I mean, obviously, you’re good, because Olympics and everything, but that was fun to watch,” Sarah says. “I was never really a hockey fan before Eric. I know that’s hard for a Canadian to get. But I got into it because Eric always looked like he was having so much fun.”

“Except when he’s losing,” Jeff says.

“Even then,” Sarah says, smiling softly and stroking Joey’s hair as he watches everyone skate. “He gets this look on his face like he couldn’t imagine being happier, even when it’s a terrible game and the Canes lose.”

“I know,” Jeff says. He’s seen that look. It’s almost the same look he gets when he looks at Joey.

“I think I knew Eric and I weren’t going to work when Eric never got that expression when he looked at me,” Sarah says.

Jeff shifts awkwardly.

“I’m…I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” Sarah says.

“You’re not,” Jeff says. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not,” Sarah says. “Eric’s a great dad, but he’s not it for me, you know?”

“Yeah,” Jeff says, watching Eric skate by, laughing.

“Eric can be a little intense when he’s in a new relationship,” Sarah says.

Jeff’s stomach twists. He should be ready for this, for the gentle warning about what it’s going to be like when Toby comes back.

“He doesn’t mean to be,” Sarah says. “But he can forget to have time for other people, or forget that his new boyfriend or girlfriend needs time for other people. He used to get so sad that I was going out with my friends.”

“I’m not…” Jeff doesn’t know how to say this right, to make Sarah understand that he knows not to expect anything.

“Just remember that, okay?” Sarah says.

Jeff nods. He can deal with not seeing Eric while Eric and Toby figure things out.

“I want to be friends,” Sarah says. “If that’s okay. I know you don’t really know me, but my kid loves you.”

“I love him,” Jeff says, still watching Eric. “I mean…Joey’s a great kid.”

“As far as I’m concerned, you have a standing dinner invitation at my place,” Sarah says.

Jeff looks down at Joey, who’s bouncing a little, starting to look bored.

“You want me to take him back on the ice?” Jeff asks.

“Would you?” Sarah asks. “My thighs are basically killing me.”

“Sure,” Jeff says. “Want to go skate some more, Joey?”

“Spinning?” Joey asks.

“If you want,” Jeff says. He catches Sarah’s eye, and mouths ‘thank you,’ at her. At least he knows that whatever happens with Eric, he’s still going to be able to see Joey.

They have dinner at Chili’s again, which Jeff can’t help but find hilarious. Sarah slides into the booth next to Joey, and Jeff is left to sit next to Eric, who orders the largest Margarita on the menu, extra salt on the rim.

“I can’t believe you like those things,” Jeff says.

“I can’t help that you’re not old enough to have one,” Eric says, but he pushes his half-drunk margarita to Jeff and orders a fresh one for himself.

“This was a bad idea,” Jeff says, when half a Margarita on an empty stomach makes him feel more than a little floaty.

“You just need to eat something,” Eric says, and slides the chips to Jeff.

They don’t talk about hockey at all. Sarah tells them all about Dubai, and they talk about Christmas plans.

“Going to see Santa tomorrow,” Joey adds.

“You are?” Jeff asks. “Are you going to tell him what you want?”

“Yep,” Joey says.

“And what do you want?” Eric asks.

“Skates like Jeff’s,” Joey says.

“You already have skates,” Eric says. “You have hockey skates like mine.”

“Want them like Jeff,” Joey says. “For spinning.”

Jeff bites his lip, trying not to laugh.

Eric sighs. “This is your fault,” he says to Jeff.

“Don’t worry,” Jeff says. “I played hockey and figure skated until I was 13. He has time to choose.”

“You can teach him the stuff with the toe pick,” Eric says.

“I’m getting Cutting Edge flashbacks,” Sarah says.

“Toe pick,” Eric says and rolls his eyes.

“Huh?” Jeff says, pretending to be confused.

“Cutting Edge,” Eric says. “The movie? Where the hockey player becomes a figure skater?”

Jeff shakes his head. “It must be really old,” he says.

Eric blinks, but Jeff can’t hold back his grin that long, and he ends up giggling.

“It’s not my fault you’re a kid,” Eric says.

“I’ve seen the movie,” Jeff says. “Come on. I have four sisters. I’m pretty sure it came out before I was born, though.”

“Please stop saying stuff like that,” Sarah says.

“Nineteen-ninety-two,” Eric says sadly. “I was in Grade Two then.”

“Sorry, Grandpa,” Jeff says, and steals Eric’s Margarita again.

Sarah gives Jeff and Eric a ride home. Neither of them are really drunk, but their cars are at the rink, and it’s just easier.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Eric tells Joey as he gets out of the car. “We’ll go see Santa with your mom.”

“And Jeff?” Joey asks.

“Sorry, buddy,” Jeff says. “I have to go back to my parents’ tomorrow. You have your dad email me the picture, though.”

Joey pouts. “Jeff,” he whines.

“You stop that, baby,” Sarah says. “You know Santa only brings gifts to good boys.”

Joey keeps pouting.

“I love you,” Eric says.

“Love you too,” Joey says, and accepts a kiss on the forehead before Eric gets out of the car.

“I love you,” Jeff echoes, remembering Joey will expect it.

“Love you too,” Joey says, and Jeff ruffles Joey’s hair.

“Have a good holidays,” Sarah says. “And call when you’re back.”

“You too,” Jeff says, and gets out of the car.

“You want a beer?” Eric asks, when they make it into the kitchen.

“I shouldn’t,” Jeff says. “I mean, I’m mostly packed, but I really don’t want to fly with a hangover.”

“Yeah,” Eric says. “That sucks.”

“I have some things for you, though,” Jeff says, getting a mug from the cupboard and deciding to fix himself some tea. “I mean…Christmas gifts. I have some…for you and Joey.”

“Oh,” Eric says, handing the box of peppermint tea to Jeff, just as he’s about to reach for it himself. “I…uh, me too. I have something for you. Some things.”

“You didn’t have to,” Jeff says.

“You got me something,” Eric says, and disappears upstairs.

Jeff waits for the kettle to boil, and fixes his tea before following Eric. He heads into his own room and pulls the few boxes, already wrapped, from his closet. Then he heads down the hallway, tea in one hand, the four boxes under his arm, and ends up having to toe the door to Eric’s room open.

“Can I come in?” Jeff asks.

“Of course,” Eric says, and moves to open the door all the way for Jeff.

“Let me,” Eric says, and takes the tea from Jeff. He sets it down on one of the nightstands.

“These are for Joey,” Jeff says, putting the three larger boxes down on Eric’s bed. “They’re not anything big.”

“He’s going to love them, because they’re from you,” Eric says. “He pretty much wants to be you when he grows up.”

“Then he’ll like the Duke sweater,” Jeff says.

“He’ll never take it off,” Eric says.

“And…” Jeff hands the smaller box to Eric.

“You really didn’t have to,” Eric says.

“I know,” Jeff says. “You don’t have to open it now. You can wait until Christmas if you want.”

“No,” Eric says. “I want to. You should have yours, though.” He hands Jeff an envelope.

“Thanks,” Jeff says.

“Happy Christmas,” Eric says. “Go on, open it.”

The envelope is document-sized and has his name written on it in Eric’s loopy handwriting, but it’s obviously been decorated by Joey, who’s drawn all over it in crayon. Jeff shakes it and a row of tickets falls out: eight tickets for the Canes playing the Leafs in Toronto on the 29th.

“Oh wow,” Jeff says. “Thank you.”

“I thought your family could go,” Eric says. “And I know you’ll be cheering against me, but text me if you all want to come and meet the team afterwards.”

“We couldn’t –” Jeff starts, but Eric cuts him off.

“I’d like to meet them,” Eric says.

“Thank you,” Jeff says again.

“There’s something else,” Eric says, smiling expectantly.

Jeff pulls out a large sheet of paper and almost doesn’t believe it. It’s the title for the Lexus SUV he’s been driving.

“No,” Jeff says. “Eric, I can’t.”

“It’s yours,” Eric says. “You’ve been driving it for months.”

“Eric, it’s a forty thousand dollar car,” Jeff says, still staring at the title.

“It’s yours,” Eric says again. “You can drive it, you can leave it here, you can sell it and buy something else for all I care, but it’s yours.”

“It’s too much,” Jeff says.

“I don’t care,” Eric says. “I bought it for you to drive. What am I going to do with another car?”

“Thank you,” Jeff says, because there’s not much else he can say.

“You’re welcome,” Eric says, smiling.

“You should open yours,” Jeff says. “It’s not a car, though.”

Eric laughs like that’s the funniest thing anyone’s ever said to him, but he pulls the wrapping off of the box and opens it.

“Oh wow,” Eric says.

Inside is a framed picture of Jeff and Eric teaching Joey to skate. It’s not the one that the team tweeted, because you can see everyone’s face clearly.

“I called the team’s PR guys,” Jeff admits. “I think they thought I was a crazy stalker at first.”

“It’s great,” Eric says. “I love it.”

Eric takes the framed picture out of the box and walks over to put it on the dresser, leaning it against the wall. “I’ll find somewhere to hang it tomorrow.”

“I’m glad you like it,” Jeff says. “I know it’s not much.”

“It means a lot, though,” Eric says, and he pulls Jeff into a tight hug.

“Happy Christmas,” Jeff says, letting himself relax into Eric’s arms. There’s no shame in enjoying this if it’s being offered.

“I’m going to miss you,” Eric says. “You really don’t have to move out.”

“I’ll miss you too,” Jeff admits. It’s easier to say this when they’re standing so close that Jeff can’t see Eric’s face.

“Then don’t go,” Eric says.

“I need the space,” Jeff lies.

“Okay,” Eric says, running a hand up Jeff’s back. “I get that, just…” He leans down and kisses Jeff softly on the cheek. “You…Fuck.” He tangles his fingers in Jeff’s hair and kisses him properly.

Jeff can’t move for a moment. He doesn’t know what to do. Except Eric is kissing him, and the only thing to do is kiss back.

It’s a better kiss than he remembers, even though the last time is filtered through a haze of alcohol. This time Jeff’s got enough alcohol in his system to make him brave, but he’s not close to drunk, and neither is Eric.

“Eric,” Jeff says, pulling away. “We can’t.”

“I don’t care,” Eric says, pressing another quick kiss to Jeff’s lips.

“We shouldn’t,” Jeff says. Even if Eric’s not technically with someone else, Jeff doesn’t want Eric to hate himself in the morning. Or to hate Jeff.

“It doesn’t have to mean anything,” Eric says, pulling back enough that Jeff can see Eric’s eyes.

It doesn’t have to mean anything, but it’s going to mean everything.

“Yes,” Jeff says. “Okay, yes.” He’s done the one-night thing before. If that’s what this is, he can do this. He’s single and Eric’s asking him. There’s no reason for him to say no.

Jeff backs up until his legs hit the edge of Eric’s bed.

“Are you sure?” Eric asks.

“Yes,” Jeff says. He sits down, and Eric leans over to kiss him again.

“We don’t have to do anything,” Eric says. “I just want…”

“Come here,” Jeff says, pulling Eric onto the bed with him. “If I ask you to stop, will you stop?”

“Of course,” Eric says, painfully earnest.

“I’m not going to ask you to stop,” Jeff says, and pushes Eric onto his back so he can straddle him.

Jeff leans down to kiss Eric, and Eric wraps his arms around Jeff’s waist to pull him closer. They kiss and kiss and kiss, and Eric’s hands find their way up into Jeff’s shirt. He traces his fingers over the sensitive skin on Jeff’s sides, and Jeff can’t help but gasp into Eric’s mouth. It feels so good.

Eric breaks the kiss, and tugs at Jeff’s shirt. “Off,” he says.

Jeff pulls his shirt off over his head and just sits there for a moment, knees planted on either side of Eric, straddling his thighs. Eric sits up and pulls his own shirt off, and then pulls Jeff back down, so they’re almost pressed together.

Jeff ends up with his elbows either side of Eric’s head, kissing him for so long it feels like forever, and with Eric’s hands all over him. Jeff knows he’s been hard for a while now, but it doesn’t seem to matter. If this is what he gets with Eric, he’s going to make it last as long as he can.

Suddenly Eric is flipping them over, and then he’s on his back, and their legs are tangled together, and he can feel his dick pressing into Eric’s stomach. Eric shifts one of his legs and –

“Ow, shit,” Jeff says.

Eric pulls away instantly. “Sorry, I’m so sorry I –”

Jeff smiles at him. “No, I just…My leg moved wrong and my knee twisted. I’m fine.”

Eric leans down and presses a kiss to Jeff’s collarbone. “Tell me how to do this so I don’t hurt you again,” he says, breathing into Jeff’s neck.

“I can’t…I’ll be fine as long as it doesn’t twist,” Jeff says, feeling himself blushing.

“Hey,” Eric says. “I want this to be good for you. I’m not…I don’t mind whatever we have to do so it works. But…is it okay if…I want to see you.”

“Okay,” Jeff says. “I…I want that too.” He wants to remember every second of this, to not be able to forget who he’s doing this with.

Jeff gets up and fumbles with his jeans, pulling them off, and his socks with them, leaving himself in only his boxers. He’s only half-hard now, the pain in his knee still throbbing a little, but as Eric strips completely naked, Jeff knows it’s not going to take much to get him all the way back to the edge again.

“Hey,” Eric says. “Let me…” He throws back the covers on his bed, dumping half of the pillows on the floor. He opens the drawer of his nightstand and gets out a small bottle of lube and a couple of condoms, and drops them at the head of the bed.

“Now,” he says, and pushes Jeff backwards until he’s lying diagonally across Eric’s bed. 

Eric crawls over Jeff and kisses him quickly, then drops kisses on his neck, his chest, down his stomach, nipping and sucking at the skin as he goes. It’s never enough to hurt, or leave a mark, but enough that Jeff’s tangling his fingers in Eric’s hair, and biting his lip to keep from moaning when Eric mouths at the head of Jeff’s dick through his boxers.

Jeff lifts his hips so Eric can take his boxers off, and then he’s naked in Eric’s bed. He doesn’t have time to feel awkward about it, though, because Eric’s pressing kisses to the inside of Jeff’s thighs, and Jeff is back to all the way hard.

Jeff hasn’t had a lot of sex, but he’s had enough to know that Eric knows what he’s doing. Eric spreads Jeff’s legs, being careful of his knee. He jacks Jeff a few times, and then he’s taking him into his mouth.

Eric’s mouth is hot and wet, and it’s been long enough since Jeff got laid that he’s on edge almost from the start.

“Oh fuck,” Jeff breathes as Eric’s tongue hits a particularly sensitive spot.

Eric pulls off and laughs a little, still jacking Jeff a little too slowly.

“Hand me the…” Eric reaches up.

It takes a moment for Jeff to realise what Eric wants, but he fumbles around and hands the lube and condoms to Eric.

Eric pulls away, and Jeff squeezes his eyes closed, hearing the snap of the lube opening. He wants to beg for Eric to touch him, but he won’t. He waits and waits, and when he opens his eyes, Eric is sitting back on his heels, just looking at him.

“Eric,” Jeff says, and Eric seems to snap back to himself.

“You’re amazing,” Eric says, and leans down to kiss Jeff, oddly tenderly, before going back to blowing him.

Jeff can’t help tensing up, knowing what’s coming, but Eric’s mouth is driving him crazy. Eric teases him first, waiting until Jeff needs it, and then presses in with one finger, then two. It hurts a little; it’s a long time since he’s done this, but that doesn’t seem to really matter. Jeff’s really close now, his hips moving restlessly up into Eric’s mouth and back onto his fingers. Eric adds a third, and that really burns, but Eric crooks his fingers in just the right way, and then that’s it.

“Eric, Eric,” Jeff babbles. “I’m –”

Eric pulls away just as Jeff starts to come. He strokes Jeff through it, and Jeff can feel Eric’s fingers inside him, the stretch making everything so much more intense.

He flops back boneless on the bed, and winces as Eric pulls his fingers out. Jeff watches as Eric fumbles with the condom, managing to get it open and on, and then he’s leaning over Jeff to kiss him again.

He gently lifts Jeff’s right leg over his shoulder, pressing a kiss to the small surgery scar as he goes.

“Wrap your other leg around me,” Eric says, and then he’s guiding himself inside of Jeff.

Jeff looks up at Eric, whose eyes are screwed closed in concentration. It hurts, but Jeff doesn’t want it to stop. Eric presses in so slowly, and Jeff can’t help reaching up to smooth away Eric’s frown with his thumb.

“Tell me when you’re okay,” Eric says.

“I’m fine,” Jeff says, and it’ll be true as soon as Eric moves.

Jeff is almost folded in half, and Eric’s rhythm is erratic, but already it feels so good. It’s painfully intimate, the way Eric’s above him, too far away to kiss, but just looking at him as they fuck. Jeff runs his hands up and down Eric’s arms, feeling the muscles, feeling the way they’re tense and shaking.

Jeff is almost embarrassed when he starts getting hard again, but he’s nineteen, and there aren’t a lot of benefits to that, so he might as well enjoy this one. He reaches down and fists himself tightly, moving in time to Eric’s thrusts. They’re both sweaty now; Eric’s hair is sticking to his forehead.

“This isn’t going to take long,” Jeff admits.

Eric laughs, and Jeff can feel it everywhere. “That’s a really good thing,” he says.

Eric’s panting harshly, just staring down at Jeff, and Jeff’s never felt more vulnerable in his life, but he doesn’t want to close his eyes either. He feels himself getting closer and closer to the edge, and finally he squeezes his eyes shut and comes again.

“Oh fuck,” Eric says, thrusting once, twice, and then Jeff can feel him coming too.

Jeff winces as Eric pulls out, but then Eric gently helps Jeff get his leg comfortable before padding to the bathroom.

“Here,” Eric says, handing Jeff a damp washcloth.

Jeff cleans himself off as much as he can be bothered to. It’s not late, but he’s exhausted. He starts to sit up, wondering exactly where all of his clothes are, but Eric climbs onto the bed, and starts to pull the covers up.

“Stay,” Eric says, pressing a kiss to the back of Jeff’s neck.

“Okay,” Jeff says, relaxing back.

Eric pulls Jeff back against him, and wraps an arm around him. “Wake me up tomorrow,” he says. “I’ll take you to the airport.”

“Okay,” Jeff says again, his eyes drifting closed.

When Jeff wakes up, it’s still dark out. Eric’s still pressed against him, fast asleep. The clock on Eric’s nightstand says it’s a little before six-thirty, and Jeff know he needs to get up so he can shower and head to the airport in time for his flight.

He doesn’t move, though, not for a long time. He tries to remember everything that happened, how everything felt, the way Eric’s body felt against him. He tries to remember everything he said, everything Eric said, every tiny detail, so he can keep as much of this experience as he can.

“Jeff?” Eric murmurs, still mostly asleep.

“I’m fine,” Jeff says, and Eric pulls him closer.

Jeff watches the numbers change, knowing that he has to get moving or risk missing his flight, but he gives himself just a few minutes more. Just long enough so he could never possibly forget this.

He thinks about Eric’s offer to drive him to the airport, but he can’t. He doesn’t want to. Maybe it’s him being a coward, but he doesn’t want last night to be over, and if Eric’s still asleep, then it’s not. He presses a kiss to Eric’s arm, and then gently moves out from under it.

He gathers his clothes as quietly as he can, and takes the envelope with the tickets and the car title, but leaves the mug of tea that he never drank. As he slips out of the bedroom, he takes the chance for one long look at Eric. Even though it was only one night, Jeff’s going to keep this as a good memory.

Jeff showers and packs one or two last things, all the time listening out in case Eric wakes up, but he never does. The cab arrives only a couple of minutes after he calls it, and then he’s on his way to the airport.





8. Part Seven



Jeff tries to sleep on the flight, but he can’t sit comfortably, and every time he shifts it’s a reminder of last night. It’s not exactly unwelcome, but it’s uncomfortable and awkward. He has a window seat, though, so mostly he just watches the clouds and thinks as little as possible. He’s getting a cab home from the airport to save his parents wasting half a day wrestling with traffic this close to the holidays, so he knows he has time to get himself together before he has to see them.

He arrives in Toronto at lunchtime, and the airport is so busy that he has to wait almost forty minutes for his bags to arrive. He sends a sympathetic glance to the family next to him, who have a little girl about Joey’s age. She’s about to lose it from boredom, Jeff can tell. He pulls faces at her until she laughs, and her mom, who looks exhausted, smiles gratefully at him. It’s a good distraction, but it makes him miss Joey more than he already did.

The cab driver helps Jeff carry his bags to the house, so Jeff tips him well. Nobody’s home, but there’s a sandwich for him on the counter, and a note from his mom saying they went to the grocery store. Jeff thinks about switching on his cell phone. He could text Libby and tell her what happened, but he doesn’t want anyone to know in case they don’t understand. So he carries his bags up to his room and decides to nap. He collapses into bed, jeans still on, and falls asleep almost instantly.

“Honey?”

Jeff lurches back to awareness with his mom shaking his shoulder.

“Hey,” Jeff says, yawning.

“It’s almost five,” his mom says, stroking his hair. “I know you had an early start this morning, but if you don’t get up, you won’t sleep tonight.”

“Sure,” Jeff says, rolling back over, and pulling his pillow closer.

“No, Jeff,” she says firmly. “Up. Now.”

Jeff rolls his eyes, but sits up. “I just finished finals yesterday, Mom,” he says. “I’m pretty sure I’ll sleep fine no matter how long I nap for.”

“Well, come help make dinner,” she says. “You’re only home for three weeks, honey. Your dad and I aren’t going to let you sleep away your vacation.”

“I’m asking Andrea if I can stay at her place,” Jeff grumbles, but he’s up now, and he follows his mom into the kitchen.

“Hey, kid,” his dad says, ruffling his hair like he’s still Joey’s age. “How were your finals?”

“Okay, I guess,” Jeff says, shrugging. He takes an orange out of the fruit bowl on the kitchen counter and starts to peel it. He’s not really hungry, but it gives him something to do with his hands. “My professors will post my grades online next week.”

“I’m sure you did fine,” his dad says.

Jeff shrugs. He eats a couple of orange segments, but it makes his stomach turn, so he leaves it unfinished on the counter.

“I’m going to go work out for a while,” Jeff says. “If that’s okay.”

“Sure,” his mom says. “If you want. But I wasn’t joking about helping with dinner. Be back here in an hour and a half.”

“Sure,” Jeff says, and heads upstairs to change.

He works out until his muscles ache, and he can’t think about anything else. He can’t really decide what’s worse, thinking that Eric didn’t want him at all, or knowing that Eric wanted him, but only as a one-time thing. Either way, he decides, it sucks, and he needs to move on.

Jeff wakes up early the next day and decides to work out before breakfast. It helped him get through the night before, after all. He digs through his bags for his iPod, but it’s not there, and far too late, Jeff remembers that it’s probably still in the SUV, his SUV. He considers turning on his Blackberry so he can listen to the music that’s saved on there, but it’s probably better to leave that off all vacation; it’s got an American SIM in now, and he doesn’t want to pay the roaming charges. By the time he’s finished working out, it’s still only seven-thirty, so he borrows his mom’s car and drives over to Wal-Mart, and buys a cheap pre-paid phone to use when he’s home. It just makes sense; now that he’s going to be living alone, he’s not going to have money to waste.

He stops for coffee at Timmy’s and finally feels a little more like himself. He grabs a few donuts for his mom and dad, and buys a bag of ground coffee, planning to surprise them.

“You look a little more cheerful this morning,” his mom tells Jeff when he gets home.

“Yeah,” Jeff says. “Sorry about yesterday. I was just…Yeah.” Jeff really isn’t going to actually tell her what was wrong.

“You’re allowed to have a bad day, sweetie,” she tells him. “You went to Timmy’s?”

Jeff hands her the small box of donuts. “I was out anyway,” he says. “I wanted a pre-paid cell phone, so I’m not running up roaming charges every time I’m home.”

“We don’t mind,” his mom says, taking a bear claw. “Go put the coffee on.”

“It just seemed like a good idea,” Jeff says.

“If you’re sure,” his mom says. “But won’t that make it hard for your school friends to call you?”

Jeff shrugs. “I’ll email them my new number or something.” He really doesn’t want to talk to anyone anyway.

“Okay,” his mom says. “I just don’t want you to think you have to.” She puts a hand on Jeff’s shoulder and gives it a quick squeeze. “Now, go tell your dad there’s breakfast. Are you coming to church?”

“I don’t think so,” Jeff says.

“Whatever you want,” his mom says. “But there’s a new family who’ve started coming. They have a son your age, and his mom told me he’s home from college and just broke up with his boyfriend.”

“Mom!” Jeff buries his face in his hands.

“I just thought it would be nice for you to meet some boys your own age,” she says, her face the picture of innocence.

“Did Andrea put you up to this?” Jeff asks.

“Jeff,” his mom says. “I know you’ve had a tough couple of months.”

“I’m not talking about this with you,” Jeff says, pouring himself a cup of coffee. He almost reaches for a second mug, thinking about cream and sugar, before he remembers where he is, and that he never needs to make Eric his coffee ever again.

“Can I at least give this boy your email address?” she asks. “He’s new in town, and it would be so nice for someone to be able to show him around.”

“No!” Jeff says, and heads upstairs as fast as possible, planning to hide in his room until his parents are gone.

By the time Jilly and Ben arrive home from college on Wednesday, Jeff feels like he’s been hiding in his room for days. He emails Libby and Matt with his new number, and then, when Libby bombards him with texts asking what happened, he ignores that phone too. Jeff is never going to be comfortable with how well Libby can read him.

He kills time by taking over cooking in the evening. His dad’s impressed, but it makes his mom press her lips together tightly, and Jeff can almost see how much she wants to have him talk about everything. It’s fine, though; he’s fine.

“They let you back in the country, then, loser?” Ben asks, letting himself into Jeff’s room while Jeff lies on his bed, staring at the ceiling.

“How does it feel being the only one of us who didn’t leave Canada to go to college?” Jeff asks, not looking at Ben. There are still spots on the ceiling where there used to be glow-in-the-dark stars; Jeff’s trying to count them.

“How does it feel to be the only one who didn’t get a scholarship?” Ben asks, dropping down next to Jeff.

“I have a scholarship,” Jeff says.

“A partial scholarship. For academics,” Ben says, elbowing Jeff. “Where’s that ever going to get you?”

Jeff manages a laugh. “Well,” he says. “I have valuable experience in childcare now.”

“Shooting for the trophy husband job?” Ben asks.

“Absolutely,” Jeff says, but the words feel almost painful to say, like they’re sticking in his throat and choking him.

“Okay,” Ben says. “Well, if you can tear yourself away from your busy schedule of doing fuck-all, me and Jilly were going to go play shinny with Matt and Dan. Want to come? You can be in goal or whatever.”

“No thanks,” Jeff says.

“Whatever,” Ben says. “Well, come and do some spins or whatever. The new outdoor rink is fucking huge. I’m sure you can find a dude who wants to blow the town’s Olympic hero.”

Jeff rolls onto his side and stares at the wall. “Until I fall on my ass when my knee craps out and I have to have more surgery,” he says. “I think I’ll stay here.”

“Suit yourself,” Ben says, and rolls off the bed and onto his feet.

By the time dinner rolls around, Jeff is the kind of bored where everything is terrible, and he can’t make himself do anything that would entertain him. He sits at the counter and watches his dad grate carrots for a salad. He should offer to help, but he doesn’t.

Jilly and Ben arrive just as dinner’s ready and carry the conversation, talking about college and their teams and their friends. Jeff picks at his dinner listlessly, not really hungry, and not really listening to what anyone is saying.

“You haven’t eaten much,” Jeff’s mom says. “Are you feeling okay?”

It’s a good excuse, so Jeff shrugs and lets his mom feel his forehead to check for a fever.

“Maybe it’s just a cold,” she says. “You don’t feel hot.”

“May I be excused?” Jeff asks.

“Sure, honey,” his mom says. “Do you want some tea?”

Jeff just shakes his head and heads upstairs.

He actually sleeps pretty well. He doesn’t remember what he dreams about, but he wakes up wrapped around a pillow, and feeling happier than he has in days. It’s almost nine, but when he heads downstairs, only his dad seems to be around. Jilly and Ben are still asleep, and his mom’s at work.

“You look better, kid,” his dad says. “I was going to make pancakes.”

“I can help,” Jeff says, and heads to the pantry.

“I like the new culinary skills,” his dad says. “I should have made you kids learn when you were younger, then made you cook whenever you were home, or made you sleep in the garage.”

Jeff’s mood wavers as he remembers just how surprised and happy Eric had looked the first time he came home to a dinner Jeff cooked for him.

“I guess I had to learn sometime,” Jeff says.

“I’m proud of you,” his dad says. He pulls Jeff into a quick hug. “Your mom’s worried about you, though.”

“I’m fine,” Jeff says.

His dad smiles. “And I’m sure if you say that a few more times, you’ll believe it.”

“Are we doing anything today?” Jeff asks.

“As far as I know, your sisters are coming tomorrow night, but until then there’s nothing you can’t miss.” His dad pulls a face. ”I’m planning to be busy when your mom decorates the tree tonight. I think after the fifteenth time we almost ended up divorced over me doing it wrong, I realised that was a great time for me to do the last shopping for Christmas dinner.”

Jeff laughs, and feels his good mood returning. He really has missed his family.

“I was thinking of maybe going skating,” Jeff says.

“Is your knee up to it?” his dad asks.

Jeff reaches down and almost unconsciously rubs it. “Yeah,” he says. “I’ve been a couple of times recently.”

“Want some company?” his dad asks.

“Sure,” Jeff says.

They work together to make breakfast. Jeff’s dad makes the batter, and Jeff actually makes the pancakes. It feels a lot like home.

Once the kitchen is clean again and Jeff’s showered and dressed, he and his dad head to the outdoor rink. There’s a sign in the car-park hailing it as the largest outdoor rink in the Greater Toronto Area. Jeff’s new phone isn’t fancy, but it can take a picture, so he makes his dad take one while he poses beside it and texts it to Matt and Libby.

The rink itself isn’t fancy, just a huge empty sheet of ice, with only one or two other skaters. It’s late morning, and the schools don’t let out until tomorrow, and so for the first time in almost two years, Jeff really has room to skate. His dad laughs at him, but Jeff just takes off, building as much speed as he can, and launches himself into a triple toe-loop. He lands solidly, with only a slight twinge from his knee. He can hear his dad’s applause, and that’s better than the roar of the sold-out audience when he got second at Nationals two years before.

They stay at the rink for hours. Jeff alternates between skating with his dad, talking about the classes he took, and even a little about Joey and Eric, and heading off to open ice, where he warms up enough to run through some basic skills. He skates little sequences, half-remembered snippets from routines that won him medals, sent him all over the world and eventually to the Olympics where he skated on home ice.

On their way home, Jeff’s dad takes them through the Timmy’s drive-thru, and Jeff orders a large hot chocolate and a ten-pack of Timbits.

“Do you miss it?” his dad asks.

“Miss what?” Jeff asks. He takes a sip of the hot chocolate, and suddenly wishes he’d gotten whipped cream on top. It’s that kind of day.

“The skating,” his dad says. “You looked good. Your knee’s doing better than anyone thought it would. You could probably get back into it if you wanted.”

Jeff thinks about it, and his dad lets him. A mostly-comfortable silence settles over the car for the rest of the drive. Jeff thinks about skating, about how much he loved it, about the chance for a medal at Worlds, about maybe even going to Sochi. Then he thinks about Duke, and his Econ classes, and his friends, and not having to watch what he eats, and only working out when he wants to, and not being tired all the time anymore.

Jeff answers just as they pull into the garage. “I think I’m good,” he says. “I moved on.”

It’s true, he realises later. He moved on. Skating was his life for almost as long as he can remember, but he found new things, and even though the idea of an Olympic medal is a tempting one, trying for it would mean giving up things he’s not letting go of. It’s also a comforting thought. If he moved on from skating, he can easily move on from Eric.

Jeff turns on his Blackberry just long enough to open the address book, and finds Ed the Bartender’s number.

Hey. It’s Jeff. Back for the holidays. Are you busy tomorrow? he texts.

He gets a reply a few minutes later when he’s settled in the den, watching reruns of Christmas specials with Jilly.


did u change ur numbr Jeff Skinner the Figure Skater? And n. Want 2 get lunch and see where the day takes us?


Jeff grins.

“Ugh,” Jilly says, throwing a pillow at him. “Can you not sext your boyfriend while I’m in the room? I’m never going to be able to watch a Canes game again.”

Jeff feels himself blush, and his stomach twists.

“I’m not dating Eric,” he says. “I just…I met a guy when I was back for American Thanksgiving. We’re having lunch tomorrow, that’s all.”

“Good,” Jilly says. “Staal is really not that hot. And he’s old.”

Jeff has to bit his lip to keep from telling Jilly she’s wrong. Even if he and Eric are never going to be anything, he’s still allowed to think Eric’s hot.

I can drive into the city. Just tell me where and when you want to meet Jeff texts back.

All he gets in return is a smiley face, but Jeff guesses Ed will figure something out.

He borrows his dad’s car to get into the city the next day. It’s weird to be driving a Prius after spending so long driving an SUV. His SUV. Jesus.

About the time he gets off the freeway and actually hits the city, he starts getting nervous. He was too hungover to really think about how weird this was last time he went out with Ed, but now, at eleven on a Friday morning, Jeff can’t shake the feeling that everything about this is wrong. Except Ed is great, and Jeff had woken up to three texts about what they could do, and Ed is the only guy Jeff has ever really been on a date with.

Jeff parks at Andrea’s place and walks the five blocks to the restaurant Ed picked out. When he gets there, Ed is leaning against the wall, his hands jammed in his pockets and a ridiculous knitted toque on his head. Whatever else Jeff thinks about this, he can’t deny Ed is amazingly hot.

“Well, hello there, Jeff Skinner, Canadian Figure Skating Hero,” Ed says, grinning.

Jeff can’t help but smile back. “Hey,” he says, and leans in to kiss Ed quickly. It seems like the right thing to do.

“I googled you,” Ed says. “I know it was creepy, but I was curious.”

Jeff blushes. “I’m really not that interesting,” he says.

“I think you’re pretty interesting,” Ed says. “I’m not sure about the bit on your Wikipedia page which says you sucked your thumb until you were eleven…”

“Oh God,” Jeff says, burying his face in his hands. “My brother’s favourite drunk hobby is fucking with my Wikipedia page.”

“So that wasn’t true?” Ed asks. “Because that was adorable.”

He leans in to kiss Jeff again. “I want to know your secrets, Jeff Skinner,” he says, almost against Jeff’s lips.

Jeff freezes. His secrets. He has too many of those.

Ed pulls back quickly. “Oh, hey, sorry,” he says. “That was too much, right?”

“No. No!” Jeff says quickly. “I just –”

“It’s fine,” Ed says, cutting Jeff off. “Why don’t we go eat?”

Jeff agrees happily, and they head into the restaurant, which is actually more of a café, selling all kinds of soups and salads and some amazing-looking cakes. They get seated at a tiny table towards the back, and Jeff stares intently at the menu, half deciding what he wants to eat, but half realising that he has no idea what to say.

“So,” Ed says finally, breaking the awkward silence. “Finals didn’t kill you?”

“Um.” Jeff blinks a couple of times. With everything that’s happened since, finals feel like forever ago. “I guess not. I mean, I’m still here, but, you know, I don’t have my grades back yet, so…”

“Yeah,” Ed says. “Well, some poor TA probably has 400 to grade, and shockingly, that’s not something that happens overnight.”

“Oh,” Jeff says. “I didn’t mean…It’s not like I’m complaining, it’s just, you know, a fact.”

“Right,” Ed says.

The awkward silence descends again, and absolutely nothing of the easy conversation they had when they met remains. They have a brief respite when a waiter comes to take their order, but after that, they don’t even have menus to stare at.

“How’s the bartending?” Jeff asks.

“It’s a job,” Ed says, shrugging a little.

“Oh,” Jeff says. “And school? How’s your Masters going?”

“Pretty good, I think,” Ed says. “I just picked my final project topic.”

“What are you doing?” Jeff asks. “I’m taking Macro next semester.”

“Mathematical modelling of gender-based wage gaps,” Ed says. “I’m looking at whether a hierarchical linear model is really the best way to look at it.”

“Wow,” Jeff says. “I mean, I basically sucked at the actual math parts of Econ, but that sounds really interesting.”

“It’s really not,” Ed says, smiling a little. “But I like it, and that’s the main thing.”

“No, really,” Jeff says. “Tell me about it.”

Ed launches into an explanation of his project, and Jeff can tell that it’s really something he’s passionate about. But Jeff wasn’t joking about how hard he found the math parts of Econ, and after a couple of minutes, Jeff is only following maybe one word in ten that Ed says.

Eventually, Ed cuts off in the middle of a sentence. It takes Jeff a moment to notice.

“I’m sorry,” Jeff says. “What were you saying?”

“This isn’t working, is it?” Ed says.

“No, this is really interesting,” Jeff says. “I mean, some of it I don’t really understand, but I’m only a freshman. I just took my first econ class.”

“Your eyes are totally glazed over,” Ed says. “You’re bored already. But that wasn’t what I meant. This is weird, right? We could at least hold a conversation last time we got lunch.”

“I’m so sorry,” Jeff says. “I’m being weird. It’s not you.”

Ed laughs. “It’s fine, Jeff Skinner. That’s kind of the point of dating. You go out with people, and sometimes you click, and sometimes you don’t. And sometimes it’s a hell of a lot easier to talk to someone when it’s not a date, it’s just friends having lunch.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Jeff says. “You’re awesome, and hot, and I was really looking forward to this.”

“And you’re good for my self-esteem,” Ed says. “It’s fine. Seriously. It’s not like I was pining away for you for the last month. And this is far from the worst date I’ve ever been on. This one time, a friend of mine set me up on a blind date. Only they never told me that the guy had just split up with his fiancé. He cried all over me and told me right out that he wanted to use me to get over his ex.”

Jeff bites his lip and tries not to laugh, but it’s no good. Jeff giggles, and once he starts, he can’t stop. Ed’s grinning too, and just like that, the tension is broken.

“Oh God,” Jeff says, trying to catch his breath. “That’s horrible. I mean, wow.”

“You don’t even make my top ten terrible dates,” Ed says. “Seriously. You didn’t suggest we see a movie and then take me to see the most grossly homophobic pseudo-comedy ever, and you didn’t lie about your age and tell me you were 19 when you’re actually still in high school. You’re not still in high school, right?”

“I’m really 19,” Jeff says. “You saw my drivers licence.”

“Awesome,” Ed says. “So, friends, then?”

“Absolutely,” Jeff says. “This is a really great place, by the way.”

“I come here pretty often,” Ed says. “They have some couches in the back where you can sit and have coffee and work. And they don’t get mad if you hang out all afternoon and you’ve only spent five dollars.”

Just like that, the conversation is comfortable. Ed talks more about his classes, especially the ones with less math that Jeff can at least start to understand, and Jeff tells Ed about Raleigh and about life at Duke. By the time they’re splitting a slice of chocolate cake for dessert, Jeff feels like he’s known Ed forever. It’s nice. He’s never had a lot of gay male friends. He mostly always hung out with the girls who he trained with, but there are some things that straight girls are never going to get.

“I slept with my boss,” Jeff admits finally. “Or, I guess my ex-boss now, except he was always more like a friend than a boss.”

“Ouch,” Ed says. “Yeah. That’s always fucking complicated. Pardon the pun.”

“I don’t know,” Jeff says. “We kissed once, and then he was getting back with his ex, and then we hooked up, and I have no idea what’s going on. He thinks I’m too young.”

“Yeah,” Ed says. “Not too young to fuck though.”

“It really wasn’t like that,” Jeff says. “It was just…It happened.”

“And he still doesn’t want to be with you, even though he hooked up with you?” Ed asks.

“I…I don’t think so,” Jeff says. “I mean, he was pretty clear before. I kind of, um, I left before he woke up.”

“Ouch,” Ed says. “No offence, but that was kind of a dick move.”

“I had to catch my flight,” Jeff protests.

“No,” Ed says. “Still a dick move.”

“I didn’t exactly want to stick around to have him tell me how much of a mistake it was,” Jeff admits.

“I mean, if it were me,” Ed says, “I’d want to hear him say it. I mean, even if he had said it was a mistake, at least then I’d know for sure.”

Jeff looks away, not wanting to meet Ed’s eyes.

“But that’s just me,” Ed says lightly, breaking the tension.

“Maybe,” Jeff says, and steals the last bite of chocolate cake.

They hang out all afternoon, and Ed persuades Jeff to buy an ugly plaid shirt.

“I had a good time,” Jeff says.

“Don’t be a stranger, Jeff Skinner,” Ed says, and kisses Jeff on the cheek. “And tell me what happens with your boss. I love gossip.”

Jeff gets home, and Jilly almost pounces on him the second he gets through the door.

“So,” she says. “How was it? Did you get laid? Are you going out again?”

“It was fine,” Jeff says. “We’re just friends, though.”

“Lame,” Jilly says. “Anyway, Mom just yelled at Ben for not spacing the lights on the tree evenly. Want to go make her lose her shit by putting all the red ornaments on one half of the tree and all the gold ones on the other side?”

Jeff rolls his eyes. “No thanks,” he says.

“You’re so boring,” Jilly says. “Duke made you boring.”

“I’m going to go see if Dad wants to get started on the cookies,” Jeff says.

“You’re still the worst,” Jilly says.

Jeff’s sisters and brother-in-law arrive that evening, and between his mom fussing over everyone, and his dad trying to figure out exactly who wants what for dinner, and then who’s going to do what when it’s time to clear up, Jeff manages to fade into the background a little. He and Doug, Jenn’s husband, talk a little about hockey, and Jeff manages to talk about Eric and finish his dinner. It feels like a pretty massive achievement. This works until they’re all in the living room, watching the last period of the Leafs-Isles game.

“Honey,” Jeff’s mom says. “How was your date?”

Jeff fights the attempt to flop forward onto the carpet like Joey when he’s about to have a tantrum.

“It wasn’t a date,” Jeff says.

“It was a date when he went out,” Jilly supplies. “Then whoever it was realised how much of a loser Jeff is, and now they’re ‘just friends’. It was really tragic.”

The worst thing is how sympathetic his mom looks, when Jeff manages to face her.

“I’m so sorry, baby,” she says.

Jeff looks around, and even Doug is smiling encouragingly at him.

“It really wasn’t a big deal,” Jeff says.

“I’m sure you’ll find someone,” his mom says.

“Or he could get a cat,” his dad says, his face perfectly blank.

“Thanks, Dad,” Jeff says.

“No problem, kid,” his dad says. “Now go get the cookies.”

Jeff happily takes the excuse and heads to the kitchen.

Christmas Eve in his family is always the same series of yearly rituals. They have a long breakfast as a family, and then everyone disappears into their own rooms to wrap all the gifts. There’s a flurry of running around looking for scissors or tape or extra gift-tags, and of doors only opened just far enough to hand over the desired item, making absolutely sure that none of the surprises are ruined.

Jeff’s favourite thing about Christmas is the presents, and not just getting them, but giving them, too. He did all his shopping in Raleigh and carted everything back home, though, so he mostly got everyone small things this year. He digs out the Duke hoodie he got for Ben, and underneath it, finds the envelope with the car title and the hockey tickets. He looks at it for a long time. It’s pretty tempting to just put it away and forget he even has them, but it’s a Leafs game, and pretty much his whole family would kill him if he did that.

He wraps the rest of his gifts methodically, making sure to put the tags on right away. It had seemed funny at the time to get everyone something with the Duke logo on it, but now it seems kind of lame.

He’s just finished wrapping the last of the gifts when his dad yells up at him. “Jeff, I was just going to get the last couple of things from the grocery store. Want to give me a hand?”

“Sure, Dad,” Jeff yells back. He scoops everything up and heads downstairs to put everything under the tree.

“It’s looking good,” his dad says, standing in the doorway.

“It always does,” Jeff says.

“Your mother likes Christmas to look a certain way,” his dad says, only smiling a little.

“As long as I don’t have to help,” Jeff says.

“Stick to the cooking, kid,” his dad says, putting an arm over Jeff’s shoulder. “If you stay in the kitchen with me, you’re safe.”

Jeff laughs, and they head to the grocery store. The lines are long, and most of the people there look pretty stressed, but Jeff’s dad is obviously a pro at this, and it’s pretty easy for Jeff to just follow his instructions. By the time they get home, Jeff’s grinning and already making plans with his dad for how they’re going to get everything ready for lunch tomorrow.

They put the groceries away, and Jeff brews a pot of coffee.

“Honey, is that you?” Jeff’s mom yells from the living room.

“No,” Jeff’s dad yells back. “We’re here to rob the place.”

“Did you remember Margie and John are coming over on Boxing Day?” his mom yells.

“Of course, honey,” his dad yells back, rolling his eyes at Jeff and grinning. “They’ve come over on Boxing Day for the last fifteen years.”

“Well, I was just checking,” his mom yells, sounding a little put out.

Jeff laughs.

“I missed you guys,” he tells his dad.

“We’re always here when you need us,” his dad says. “Unless your mom kills me for getting the wrong kind of craisins for the trail mix she has me make.”

Jeff helps make dinner again, and then while his sisters and Ben are clearing up, he sits with his dad and prepares the vegetables for tomorrow’s lunch.

“This is disgustingly organised,” Andrea says. “No, really. I swear nobody else’s family is like this.”

“Well, if you don’t want to eat before five tomorrow,” Jeff says.

“You’re so gross,” Andrea says. “You’re basically turning into mini-Dad. Since when do you even cook?”

“I learned,” Jeff says, concentrating on cutting carrots into absolutely uniform batons.

Nobody says anything for far too long.

“You were cooking for that asshole?” Jenn asks finally.

It’s suddenly clear to Jeff exactly how much his mom hates Eric when she doesn’t even half-heartedly scold Jenn for her language.

“Can we not do this?” Jeff asks.

“Right?” Ben says. “No offense, dude, but I really don’t want to hear about your sex life.”

Jeff flushes bright red.

“Okay, ew,” Jilly says.

“I think this conversation is over,” Jeff’s dad says firmly. “You’re all adults now, and you’re entitled to your private lives.”

“You had his poster on your wall when you were fourteen!” his mom says.

“Okay, stop,” Jeff says. “I’m not talking about this.”

“We’re allowed to be worried about you,” Jenn says.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jeff says. “Seriously. It’s absolutely none of your business.”

“Is he at least good in bed?” Andrea asks.

“Oh God,” Jeff says, at the same time his mom yells “Andrea!”

“And on that horrifying note,” Ben says. “Can we not ever talk about this again?”

“Fine by me,” Jeff says.

They manage to finish the preparation for the meal without Jeff wanting to crawl under the table and hide, and when everyone heads into the living room to collapse in front of whatever movie they can find, Jeff takes the time to escape upstairs. He opens his laptop, planning to finally email Libby, but as he’s describing his family’s horrifying intrusion into his life, a new message pops up. It’s from Sarah.


Hey Jeff,



 We let Joey open one gift before he went to bed tonight, and he picked yours. Thought you’d want to see this. Is your phone broken btw? Tried to call so Joey could say thank-you.


There’s a file attached, and when he opens it, he finds a picture of Joey in his tiny Duke sweatshirt, smiling really wide. Jeff stares at it for a long time. Eric must have put a tree in the den since he left, and it doesn’t look perfectly decorated like the one downstairs, because not everyone’s as obsessive as his mom, but Jeff can see some of the decorations that he and Joey made together. Eric is in the picture too, a little out of focus and off to the left, and Jeff reaches out and touches the screen.

Finally, Jeff realises he has to answer.


Thanks Sarah



And I got a new phone to use when I’m home.


He pulls out his new cell and adds the number to the email. Whatever’s going on with Eric and him, Jeff doesn’t want to lose Joey too.

The envelope is still sitting on his nightstand, and Jeff impulsively grabs the tickets out of it and takes them downstairs.

“Hey,” Jenn says, turning around. “What’s with the lurking?”

“Um, is everyone free on the 29th?” Jeff asks.

“Why, honey?” his mom asks.

Jeff cringes a little. “The Canes are playing the Leafs,” he says. “And Eric got tickets for us.”

Andrea and Jilly look at each other and start giggling.

“Well,” his dad says. “That was…nice of him.”

“I’m not cheering for the Canes,” Jenn says.

“We’re going, though, right?” Doug asks. “Because I’d hook up with Eric Staal for tickets to a Leafs game.”

“I know you would, honey,” Jenn says.

Jeff lets out a little strangled groan.

“Happy Christmas, kid,” his dad says, grinning.

Christmas Day itself is a good day. Jeff is too tied up in the presents and his family to really think about anything else. Ben, who’s never really gotten past five years old when it comes to Christmas, drags him out of bed a little after eight.

“Get up, loser,” he says, jumping on Jeff’s bed.

“Fuck off,” Jeff says, burying his face into his pillow. He’s only just gotten the hang of sleeping past seven again, since he’s not in charge of a little kid anymore.

“Maybe Santa brought you a hot hockey player in your stocking,” Ben says. “Or a hot hockey player in stockings,” he adds after a moment. “Whatever works for you.”

They end up in the living room, sipping at coffee or hot chocolate and opening the gifts in their stockings. It’s nothing big for anyone; Jeff gets some candy, a couple of books, an iTunes gift card, and a rainbow-striped whisk.

He holds the whisk up and raises an eyebrow.

“It’s a kitchen essential,” his dad says, shrugging.

“It looks like it walked out of a Pride Parade,” Jeff says.

“I think it’s cute,” his mom says.

“It’s better than a PFLAG bumper sticker,” Jilly says.

“And you can use it when you help me make the gravy,” his dad says.

Jeff rolls his eyes, but it’s actually a lot of fun helping his dad with the dinner. His mom’s not a bad cook, but his dad really enjoys it, and the more Jeff helps him, the more he sees why.

“Okay, kid,” his dad says, a little before ten. “Are you alright keeping an eye on everything?”

The turkey’s in the oven, and that’s pretty much all that’s going on, so Jeff nods absently.

“Your mom will come and yell if I’m not ready to leave for church in five minutes, so…”

“It’s all under control,” Jeff says. “Seriously.”

“And you’re sure you don’t want to come?” his dad asks. “I promise your mother won’t try and set you up with whoever this kid is.”

“I’m sure,” Jeff says.

“Okay, then,” his dad says. “We’ll be back at one at the latest. Probably earlier, but your mom will want to talk to everyone.”

“It’s totally under control,” Jeff says.

Jeff spends the late morning in and out of the kitchen, keeping an eye on everything. Jilly, Ben and Andrea go back to bed, and Erica heads out into the garage to shoot a few pucks at the net.

Jeff makes some coffee and takes it into the living room to drink, but Jenn and Doug are already there. They’re sharing a couch, and Jenn has her feet in Doug’s lap while she browses one of the books she was given for Christmas, and Doug plays some game on his phone. They look so comfortable, and Jeff can’t stop thinking about what it was like to watch TV with Eric. They were never like Jenn and Doug; it was never so overt, but it’s the same kind of togetherness that Jeff can see in his sister and her husband. He thinks about what Ed said, about wanting to know for sure.

Jeff pulls his phone out of his pocket and looks at it for a long time. He knows Eric’s number by heart. But in the end, Jeff just puts it away. It’s Christmas morning, and Eric is with his family. Jeff’s not going to intrude.

His parents get home, and Jeff and his dad finish making the dinner. Jeff does end up using his whisk for the gravy, and he texts a quick picture to Libby. It’s the kind of thing she’d get a kick out of.

“Okay,” Andrea says. “You’re not a terrible cook, Jeffie. You can keep helping Dad.”

“Thanks,” Jeff deadpans, but he has to bite his lip to keep from grinning when he sees the way his dad is looking at him with quiet pride.

They sit around once the food is eaten and the dishes done, and finally it’s time to open the gifts. Everyone laughs at their Duke memorabilia, and Jeff is stunned to see the amount on the Ikea gift card from his parents.

“They said they were fine to use in the US,” his mom assures him. “And I checked online. There’s no Ikea in Raleigh, but the one in Charlotte’s only about three hours from you.”

“It’s perfect,” Jeff assures her.

Jenn and Doug get him Ikea gift cards too, and Erica gets him a couple of books about Economics, and Andrea gets him a stack of t-shirts from American Apparel.

“Don’t even think about exchanging them for a bigger size,” Andrea says, as Jeff stares skeptically at them. “They’re supposed to be tight.”

“Thanks,” he says. “I guess.”

“You’ll thank me when all the guys can’t stop staring at how built you are,” Andrea says dismissively.

Jilly and Ben give him a joint gift: a Leafs hoodie.

“So you don’t go native,” Jilly says.

Jeff pulls it on right away.

They spend the rest of the afternoon sitting around and watching whatever movies happen to be on tv. CBC is showing a rerun of some mini-series about Don Cherry, which Erica tries to make them watch, but thankfully, she gets shouted down pretty conclusively.

It’s late when they all trudge up to bed, still full from lunch and exhausted from doing nothing.

“Today was pretty awesome,” Jilly says.

“It really was,” Jeff says.

Boxing Day is more of the same. His mom’s cousin Margie comes over with her husband John, and there’s more food, and another gift each and more watching bad television.

“Oh hey,” Ben says, that evening, while Jilly is flipping through the tv channels and looking for something to watch. “The Canes are about to play the Devils.”

Jeff cringes a little, but everyone else agrees on it, so he just sits there while Jilly finds it on Centre Ice.

The pre-game is just starting, and Jeff has to sit there and listen to the analysts talk about how Eric Staal had been on a tear in the three games leading up to the break; getting seven points in three games, but also taking sixteen minutes of penalties. Jeff might not be the greatest at math, but he can figure out when that three-game streak started.

It’s uncomfortable at first. Jeff doesn’t even have to try; he can pick out Eric whenever he’s on the ice. His mom and Jenn are both giving him these looks, and more than once Jeff considers pleading exhaustion and going to bed. But Jeff has met these guys, not just Eric, and by the time the Canes are taking a comfortable lead into the third, on the back of some great play by Cam and goals by Sutter, Ruutu and Stewart, Jeff’s invested.

Things get dicey. The Devils manage to get two past Cam, and Jeff is on the edge of his seat, but the Canes hang on. Then, in the last minute, with the Devils’ goalie pulled, Cam shoots the puck up the ice, Sutter chases it and the Canes get the empty net goal to for the win.

Jenn and Doug head to bed, and Jeff is just about to turn off the post-game, when suddenly, they announce that the empty netter is being credited to Cam, and everyone sits back down.

“Holy crap,” Ben says.

Jeff almost texts Eric, to tell him to congratulate Cam, but he doesn’t. He texts Libby instead.

? Libby texts back.

Empty netter was Ward’s Jeff texts back.


!!!!!!!!!!!! Were in the car on way back from game. Hadn’t heard. Dad cheering so hard he might drive off the road.


Jeff laughs. 

Jenn and Doug leave early the next morning, and Andrea and Erica leave after lunch. Five people isn’t exactly an empty house, but it kind of feels that way. The Canes play again that evening, but the Leafs have a game too, and it’s not even a discussion. They watch the Leafs lose embarrassingly to the Panthers, and Jeff can barely reign in his irritation when Ben starts talking shit about the uselessness of the Southeast Division and the lack of real fans in the south.

He goes to bed early and has been asleep for a couple of hours at least when he’s woken by his phone. He blinks stupidly at the screen for a couple of seconds, wondering who the hell would be calling him at one AM. Then he actually looks at the number, and realises it’s Eric.

His heart beats wildly as he presses the button to take the call.

“Eric?” Jeff can hear his voice shaking.

“What the fuck did you do to him, asshole?” the voice on the end of the phone says.

“Um,” Jeff says. “I think you have the wrong number.”

“No I fucking don’t, Jeff the babysitter,” the voice says. “And I want to know why my brother is drinking himself into a stupor and trying to tell the bartender that love is a mistake.”

It takes a moment, but Jeff suddenly remembers who the Canes were playing tonight: the Penguins.

“I haven’t even spoken to him,” Jeff protests.

“Well, that would be one of the problems, then,” Jordan says. “Look. I don’t give a shit what’s up with you two, but my mom couldn’t stop talking about how great you were on Christmas Day, and Joey wouldn’t take off that stupid Duke hoodie, and all the time Eric’s looking like he wants to drown himself in the gravy. So whatever this dumb fight is about, fix it, because he’s depressing me.”

Jordan hangs up, and Jeff is left just sitting there, wondering what the fuck just happened. But for the first time in months, he lets himself hope, just a little. It’s probably a stupid thing to do, but Jordan said love, and Jeff can’t help it.

Jeff wakes up early the next morning and ends up in the garage shooting pucks at the net to burn off the nervous energy that means he can’t sit still. He’s jittery, and his stomach is twisting uncomfortably with anticipation. It’s stupid, though. He’s not going to see Eric for another day, and even then, it’s only going to be on the ice, or maybe for a minute in the locker room. Nothing’s going to happen. But his body isn’t listening, so he shoots pucks at the net.

He was so sure that Eric didn’t want him. So, so sure. He heard it, what feels like forever ago; he heard Eric say he was too young. But…but they kissed, and…it didn’t seem like Jeff was too young the night they slept together.

Jeff keeps shooting puck after puck, going over everything in his head, trying to make himself remember. He thinks about everything Eric said, about hearing him talking to Jordan about finally having a chance, and then about Toby. But Eric’s never talked about Toby since. Could he have been wrong? Is he really that stupid?

“You really suck at that,” a voice says from behind him, and he almost jumps out of his skin.

“I quit hockey a long time ago, Jillian,” Jeff says, shooting a puck at her instead. It goes wide and hits the wall by the door.

“No excuse,” Jilly says. “They’ll revoke your Canadian citizenship if you’re not careful. They’ll make you watch basketball instead.”

“I think I’ll be okay,” Jeff says, turning back to the pile of pucks at his feet. He tries to roof it, but sends it about three feet too high.

“Seriously,” Jilly says, coming and pulling the stick out of his hands. “What did those pucks ever do to you?”

Jeff just shrugs.

“Oh God,” Jilly says, rolling her eyes. “What’s causing the extra man-pain?”

“Don’t tell Mom,” Jeff says.

“So it’s Eric angst,” Jilly says.

“I slept with him,” Jeff says, wandering over to drop down on the battered couch that’s been in here as long as Jeff can remember.

“Yeah,” Jilly says. “I figured, unless you mean last night, in which case phone sex isn’t exactly sleeping with him.”

Jeff just looks at her. “No,” he says finally. “Things were, I don’t know, they were weird, and I kept thinking something was about to happen all fall, but it never did, and it messed with my head.”

Jilly’s expression is tight.

“It wasn’t him,” Jeff says. “I swear. It was the situation that was messing everything up, not Eric. But then we finally slept together the night before I came home.”

“You’re such a fucking weirdo,” Jilly says. “If you finally got laid, why have you been misery boy? And why the fuck did you even go on a date with someone else?”

Jeff blushes. Telling his little sister any of this is profoundly weird, but he needs to tell somebody.

“Before,” Jeff says. “Before we had sex, he told me it didn’t mean anything.”

“Ouch,” Jilly says, but she takes a seat next to him and throws an arm around his shoulder.

“Yeah,” Jeff says.

“So, did he like, kick you out of bed after, or did he change his mind?” Jilly asks.

“I snuck out before he woke up,” Jeff admits.

“God!” Jilly says, smacking Jeff in the arm. “You asshole.”

“It made sense at the time!” Jeff protests.

“And you bought a new fucking phone so you didn’t have to deal with it,” Jilly adds.

Jeff nods jerkily.

“You’re basically a horrible human being,” Jilly says. “Oh my god! Are you why Staaler was getting all those penalties? Was he like, fucked in the head from you hitting and quitting?”

Jeff doesn’t answer.

“So,” Jilly says. “You don’t get to stop there. This is better than Gossip Girl.”

“That show sucks,” Jeff says.

“It’s more realistic than your absurd thing with an NHL player,” Jilly says. “Why are you working out some kind of ridiculous rage boner on a pile of pucks?”

“I gave Sarah my new number,” Jeff says. “She’s Eric’s ex, you know? Joey’s mom. And she must have given it to Eric.”

“He called you?” Jilly asks.

“Not exactly,” Jeff says. “Jordan did.”

“Jordan Staal?” Jilly asks.

“No,” Jeff says, rolling his eyes. “Jordan Eberle. Of course Jordan Staal. He called me at one AM and basically told me Eric was in love with me.”

Jilly doesn’t answer for a long moment. Then she starts snickering, and then full-on laughing.

“Oh God,” she gasps. “What even?”

Jeff tries to be angry, but after a moment, he’s grinning too. “I know!” he says. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

“What do you want to do?” Jilly asks. “I mean, other than bang him like a screen door in a storm.”

Jeff just looks at her. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that,” he says finally.

“Whatever,” Jilly says. “You know it’s true.”

“I have no clue,” Jeff says. “I really…I mean, it’s complicated, okay? I’m into him.”

“Yeah,” Jilly says. “You’ve been into him since you were fourteen.”

“Pretty much,” Jeff says. “But he has a kid, and a life, and I have no idea if it’s going to work out.”

“I don’t know why you’re asking me this shit,” Jilly says. “Seriously, my longest relationship was about three weeks. Ask Jenn or something.”

“Jenn’s answer would be to never see Eric again, and let Erica beat the crap out of him,” Jeff says.

“Sounds about right,” Jilly agrees. “But Jenn likes to pretend she’s our mom too.”

“I think,” Jeff says. “I think Mom was right about needing space. I mean, living together made everything so much more intense.”

“Zero to married?” Jilly asks.

Jeff nods. “Something like that.”

“But you want to be with him,” Jilly says.

“Yeah,” Jeff agrees. “I really do.”

“So date,” Jilly says, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “Move out, and start slower, and see if it’s going to work.”

It sounds so easy when Jilly says it. “I guess,” Jeff says.

“Seriously,” Jilly says. “You have the emotional maturity of a snail. And call him to say sorry for sneaking out like that. But not until after the game tomorrow. The Leafs need to take advantage of his emotional meltdown. The Canes’ PK is shitty, and the Leafs need to be able to draw penalties.”

“You’re all heart,” Jeff says, but he pulls Jilly into a quick hug.

“Gross,” Jilly says. “You’re all sweaty. Take a shower.”

Jeff takes Jilly’s advice and heads upstairs to shower. He’s just getting dressed again and towelling his hair dry when he hears the doorbell ring. He doesn’t think much about it, though. There are other people around.

He’s just throwing his towel into the laundry basket when Ben yells at him. “Uh, Jeff. It’s for you.”

Jeff guesses that someone from high school, or maybe someone from the skating club, has come over, so he throws his Leafs hoodie on and heads down the stairs. He sees who it is when he’s halfway down and freezes.

“Hi,” Eric says.

“I’m just going to go,” Ben says. He smirks at Jeff and quirks an eyebrow, before heading back into the kitchen.

“Cam says I’m an idiot,” Eric says.

Jeff pulls himself together and manages to make it to the bottom of the stairs.

“What?” he says.

“I mean,” Eric says, “I agree, but Cam says I’m an idiot, and that I should come here and fix things.”

“I don’t –” Jeff isn’t sure what he’s going to say, but he doesn’t have to find out because Eric cuts him off.

“I lied,” Eric says. “When I said it didn’t have to mean anything I was lying.”

“You –” Jeff starts to say, but Eric keeps talking.

“I should never have said that,” he says. “I was lying. It meant everything, okay? I wanted it for so long, and I didn’t want to scare you away, but it meant everything.”

“Me too,” Jeff says, but it comes out strangled and quiet. He clears his throat and tries again. “Me too.”

“Really?” Eric says, and he sounds genuinely surprised.

“Of course,” Jeff says. “How could you…? Of course.”

“I thought you…” Eric starts. “When you left, I thought you were trying to let me down easily. I had these plans. I was going to drive you to the airport and finally talk to you, and say…I don’t know what I was going to say, but I was going to say something.”

“I’m sorry,” Jeff says. He’s moving forward without really meaning to, and suddenly he’s right there, and Eric’s pulling him into a hug.

“Me too,” Eric says, and he leans in to kiss Jeff.

Jeff goes up on tiptoes so he can loop his arms around Eric’s neck and kiss him back.

Eric pulls away from Jeff and cups Jeff’s face in his hands, smiling so wide. “God,” he says. “Just…I…”

“Yeah,” Jeff says, and leans in for another kiss. 

The door from the kitchen bangs open. 

“Mom,” Jilly yells. “Jeff is making out with Eric Staal!”

Jeff pulls out of the kiss and glares at Jilly, but then his mom is right there. 

“Um, hi,” Eric says. “Mrs Skinner. It’s, uh…hi.”

Jeff reaches down and grabs Eric’s hand. “Mom,” he says. “This is Eric.”

“Hi,” Eric says, again, squeezing Jeff’s hand so hard it hurts. 

“Hi,” Jeff’s mom says. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Eric.”

Eric looks so petrified that Jeff has to laugh. 

“We were just about to eat lunch,” Jeff’s mom says. “I suppose you should join us.”

“Oh, no,” Eric says. “I couldn’t…I mean. Thank you, but…I should be going.”

Jeff looks down at their linked hands, and then up at Eric.

“Mom,” he says. “Can you give us a moment?”

Jeff’s mom tears her gaze away from glaring at Eric. “Of course,” she says, but Jeff gets the feeling that she’ll be right by the kitchen door, listening to every word that they say.

“Can we…?” Jeff tugs at Eric’s hand and leads him into the living room.

“Your mom hates me,” Eric says.

Jeff winces. “Um, maybe? It’s my fault, though. I kind of… she’s just a little overprotective.”

“I never meant to hurt you,” Eric says. “I did, though, didn’t I?”

It’s not really a question. Jeff pulls Eric down and they sit on the couch, Jeff pressing against his side. Eric puts an arm around him, and Jeff can’t help leaning in for another kiss.

“I hurt you too,” Jeff says.

“We should stop doing that,” Eric says.

“I think….I think if we actually talk, we’ll be good,” Jeff says. “Or…I hope so, I guess. It’s not like I’ve done this before.”

“We’ll take it slow,” Eric promises.

“Not too slow,” Jeff says, before pulling Eric in for another kiss.

Jeff almost forgets where they are and lets things get a little heated. Eric presses him down and Jeff wraps his arms around Eric’s neck, trying to get as close as possible. He tangles his fingers in Eric’s hair.

“Lunch, Jeff,” his mom yells and Eric pulls away from him.

“Oh god,” he says. “Fuck. I shouldn’t…Your mom is going to kill me.”

“It’s fine,” Jeff says, running his fingers through Eric’s hair to flatten it.

“Come and see me tonight?” Eric asks.

“For sure,” Jeff says. “I’ll sneak out. My mom will never know.” He grins.

“God,” Eric says. “Please don’t say stuff like that. You make me feel like I’m corrupting you!”

“I’ll see you later,” Jeff says.

He walks Eric to the front door, and even though he can see his mom watching them from the kitchen, he kisses Eric goodbye.

“So,” Ben says, as Jeff watches Eric drive away in a car he must have rented from somewhere. “Definitely the trophy wife option, then.”

“Nah,” Jilly says. “He’s just the babysitter.”

Even his mom’s horrified expression can’t stop Jeff from laughing.

“Something like that,” he says.





9. Epilogue



“I can’t believe you got the Faulk jersey,” Libby says, looking skeptically at Matt.

“I’m allowed to have my own favourite player,” Matt says, crossing his arms a little defensively. “Just because I haven’t been into hockey since I was born.”

“Whatever,” Libby says. “Cam Ward is clearly the best player on the Canes.”

“Uh-uh,” Joey says, from where he’s standing next to Jeff. He’s so tall now; it hardly seems possible that a year ago, Jeff had to hold him while he slept through the home opener.

“Other than your dad,” Libby concedes. “But that doesn’t count, because wearing your friend’s boyfriend’s jersey would be weird.”

“Whatever,” Matt says. “Can we just go? I want to see warm-ups.”

“Since when do you even like hockey?” Jeff asks, checking his pockets for his keys and wallet, and opening the door to the garage to herd everyone out to the car.

“Since I told him to learn, or I wouldn’t date him,” Libby says.

“It’s fun to watch,” Matt protests.

“Right,” Jeff says.

The ride to the RBC…PNC Arena is loud. Libby teaches Joey “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall,” and Jeff is going to be paying for that for weeks. 

They head inside, and Joey holds Jeff’s hand as they walk.

“There’s so many people,” Joey says.

“They all want to see your dad,” Jeff says. “But you hold my hand. I don’t want you to lose me, okay?”

“Yep,” Joey says, and holds tightly onto Jeff’s hand the whole time as they walk up to the box.

“Hey, Jeff,” Candice Gleason says, as they walk in. “How’re you doing? Did you have a good summer?” She pulls Jeff into a quick hug.

Jeff laughs. “It’s been good. I’m back in school now, though.”

Joey lets go of Jeff’s hand and wanders off to where a couple of kids are playing Candyland. They look a little older than Joey, but they don’t seem to mind when he sits down to watch them.

“I’ll let you go look after your friends,” Candice says, motioning towards Matt and Libby, who are both looking a little overwhelmed. “But don’t be a stranger, okay? Tim and I will have you and Eric over for dinner.”

“Okay,” Libby says. “This is weird.”

Jeff shrugs. “Not really. Everyone’s really nice.”

“You’re like an actual adult though,” Libby says. “I mean, no offence or whatever, just…It’s kind of weird.”

“Jeff!” Joey yells.

Jeff rolls his eyes. “It’s really glamorous,” he says, and heads over to see what Joey wants.

Jeff helps Joey get a burger and a glass of juice, and out of the corner of his eye, watches as Matt and Libby stand at the edge of the box and watch the teams warm up. Matt has his arm around Libby’s waist, and once in awhile, he’ll just look down at her and smile.

By the time he has to go take his seat for the introduction of the players and the anthem, Jeff feels like he’s said hello to everyone in the state. Eric keeps saying they should have everyone over to cook out, but so far Jeff’s resisted. The idea of playing host to Eric’s teammates and their families freaks him out a little. He doesn’t even officially even live with Eric. Technically, he still shares an apartment with Libby, although he maybe sleeps there one night a week.

“Hey, Jeff,” Cody says, from behind him.

Jeff turns around and sees her standing with a tall dark-haired woman. “Hey, Cody,” Jeff says.

“This is Natalie,” Cody says, “Justin’s fiancée.”

“Nice to meet you,” Jeff says, reaching out to shake her hand.

“Jeff is with Eric,” Cody says, and no matter how many times Jeff hears that, he’s always going to like the way it sounds.

Jeff takes his seat, and the cheers as they introduce the players are deafening. Finally, it’s Eric’s turn, and Jeff whoops and looks down to see Joey cheering just as hard. Joey grins up at him, and Jeff smiles back at him. He’s so lucky.

KK sings the anthem, and then the players take to their spots for the opening face-off. Joey climbs into his lap as he watches Eric get set.

“This is going to be so awesome,” Libby says.

Jeff can’t help but agree, and he holds Joey tight as the puck drops.
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