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CHAPTER ONE

I PUSHED THE tray of cupcakes into the oven and sighed. I remained there, crouched and slightly aching, staring at my latest creations and their strangely colored batter. Lime green, lavender, and a soft pink. I'd saved enough food coloring to make sure the creamy top would be just as colorful as the cupcake itself. Time to prepare the frosting and all the sprinkles I'd bought. And all the edible glitter. Yeah, I was making unicorn cupcakes.

“When can I eat them?”

I jumped out of my skin, fell on my ass, and cursed. “Taylor, what the hell?”

Said horrible almost-brother-in-law helped me up, an annoying grin on his face. “Sorry, didn’t realize the cupcakes had hypnotized you.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You can’t have any. These are for Rainbow Hope.”

Taylor had worked like crazy to help fund the newest LGBT youth center for at risk teens. His relatively new employer, James Crane, had provided the final heap of money for it, and had somehow become a fixture in our house in the process.

Speaking of James, three… two… one…

“What did he say?” James yelled from the living room.

I rolled my eyes. “I said these are not for you.” Taylor loved my baking, but not enough to pester me every ten minutes. James, on the other hand, had the biggest sweet tooth in the history of ever. Seeing how I baked on weekends and there was almost always a gaming tournament at our place, James refused to spend his days off anywhere else. Which, to me, was insane, since he didn’t get a lot of free weekends. Total workaholic, that guy!

“Really, Terry?” Taylor winked and smiled. “You mean to tell me you didn’t make more so that we can have some? Drew loves cupcakes more than any other sweet treat?”

He got me there. My older brother was in a committed relationship with cupcakes. Pretty much exclusive. I’d never figured out how Taylor didn’t get jealous. The way Drew moaned when he ate the damned things? Yeah, seriously, he needed to eat his cupcakes in a private room.

Maybe Taylor knew he could also make Drew moan like that, hence the lack of jealousy. Oh, shit, no! Now I needed bleach to delete that image from my mind. I objectively knew Taylor and Drew were good-looking, very much in love, and shared a room. But I did not want to even think of my brother having sex!

James stepped into the room and leaned on the other side of the kitchen island. Our home had a huge kitchen with an actual island and two ovens. Plus, all the gadgets I’d always dreamed of. All of it Taylor’s doing. Mostly funded by the paychecks James’s accounting department issued. He still didn’t deserve a cookie.

“I am baking stuff for the LGBT center. Everyone needs to get out of my kitchen!”

James shrugged and got comfortable on one of the chairs. “I’ll wait here. There’s bound to be one that doesn’t pass your exacting quality control standards. I’ll eat that.”

“No, Drew’s eating those.”

Taylor frowned, his smirk fading quickly. “Everything okay?”

No! We were not having a heart to heart in front of James. For some reason, it made me feel a lot younger than my nineteen years when Taylor turned doting parent in front of an audience. Plus, James had crossed the line when he’d claimed he was Flash’s favorite human. My sweet baby boy, loved me more than anyone. He only got super excited around James because he saw him the least often. So there!

“Yeah, I am just running out of time.”

“I thought you already baked two cakes and like a gazillion trays of cookies of all shapes and flavors,” James said.

“I still have to finish these cupcakes,” I muttered.

“I can help.”

Taylor snorted. “Since when do you know anything about baking?”

James shrugged. “How hard can it be? Terry’s doing the heavy lifting. I’m sure I can handle the small stuff.”

“Nah, it’s fine. Just get out of my way and stop pestering me. You’ll get your cupcakes when they’re ready.”

“Aye-aye, boss,” James said and grinned. “Do you need me to find another partner for later?”

I huffed and threw a kitchen towel at him. “I am not backing out of our gaming night!”

Van and Parker, Taylor’s brother and his significant other, were an epic team. If we ever played anything two versus two, they kicked our asses. James and I had trained like crazy with long weekends of hard-core gaming and I wasn’t going to let it all go to waste. Drew wouldn’t play if he suspected he could fuss over me instead, so the only person who could replace me was Taylor. I loved him to bits, but he sucked at anything that wasn’t a card or boardgame.

It took a few more minutes, but I got them all out of the kitchen. Finally, some quiet time! I had no illusions it would last. Taylor wasn’t easily deceived. He’d made a strategic retreat just now, but when Drew returned from taking Flash on his walk, Taylor would sic him on me. Hopefully, he’d come in late enough that I’d have cupcakes to shut him up.

This weekend I would not talk about my woes. I was so tired of this situation, I couldn’t stand myself moping over it anymore. So I was in love with a guy who refused to even consider going out with me. Boo-freaking-hoo.

A few years back, I’d moved towns, switched schools, and left everyone I’d known behind. End of the Road was nothing more than my brother’s favorite diner, another new place I’d been introduced to. And then Trent showed up one day, all shy smiles and gorgeousness, and my world had tilted on its axis. I’d been a total goner the first time I’d set eyes on him.

At the time, I’d been nothing but a scrawny sixteen-year-old who’d never experienced more than fleeting attraction. Trent had changed that without even trying. I knew he’d never get past the whole bit about me being underage, so I’d waited patiently. However, turning eighteen over a year ago, hadn’t changed anything. Not Trent’s refusal to date me, not my stupid infatuation with him, and definitely not the way Trent looked at me, which totally contradicted whatever excuses he made.

Maybe it was time I let go. I wanted to, but what if I gave up too soon? Van had waited for ten years to finally be with Parker. He’d never stopped loving Parker, even while the object of his affection had been married to his own brother.

Taylor and Drew weren’t a better example either. Drew had made poor Taylor jump through so many hoops before they’d finally gotten together. Had Taylor given up too soon, they’d both missed out on the best man they could ever find.

I surveyed the nice spread of ingredients on the island and started prepping. Better focus on my baking and not our little group’s dating history. It was messy and complicated and explaining it to new acquaintances was a pain in the ass.


CHAPTER TWO

“THERE YOU GO,” Trent said, sliding a coffee to me.

I smiled, feeling more awake than I had all day, and wrapped my hands around the steaming mug. “Thank you.”

Trent only came out to play waiter with us when “the adults” were around. He’d forged a budding friendship with Van, Parker, Taylor, and my brother, which had led to an epic Valentine’s Day private party for Van and Parker and a lot of special treatment for all of us. If I came in here with friends my age, Trent avoided me like the plague.

I took a sip of my coffee and tried to tune out the small talk going on at our table. If I ignored the words and focused on the sound of Trent’s voice, I could almost imagine how it would feel to have a real conversation with him. One where he didn’t look half-scared whenever I approached him.

Across the table from me, James huffed, his face twisted in annoyance. Yeah, he didn’t like Trent much. He thought Trent was a coward, which, in James’s world, was the worst offense ever.

“I don’t get what you see in that guy,” James said when Trent was far enough not to overhear us.

“Jealous?” I smirked and kicked his foot under the table.

He rolled his eyes. “As if.”

Taylor, who was sitting next to me, wrapped his free arm around my shoulders. “Leave the kid alone.”

“I don’t understand why you encourage this. That Trent guy will never take him seriously. You’re just setting him up for failure.”

On Taylor’s other side, Drew bristled. “No one is setting Terry up for anything. I’m not about to tell him who he can and cannot want. My parents did enough of that to last us both a couple centuries.”

My parents had hated my gayness. Drew’s too, but they’d resented me more because I supposedly couldn’t hide it as well as Drew had while he’d lived with them. They’d wanted me to “get over it” so badly, they’d let all the bullies I’d encountered do their worst. Sadly, none of it had worked, and I was still as gay as ever.

James sighed and crossed his arms on top of the table, pushing his own coffee forward. “This has nothing to do with Trent’s age, race, sexuality, or preferred sports team. What I’m saying is the dude is a fucking moron. He’s too afraid to admit he’s clearly into Terry. They’re only a few years apart and Terry’s legally an adult. I just don’t want him to hurt the kid.”

“I’m right here,” I spit out through my painfully gritted teeth.

James’s eyes softened. “Sorry. He just rubs me the wrong way.”

“Keep it to yourself.” I hid behind my menu and ignored the deathly silence at our table. I knew James meant well, I did. He wasn’t one to keep his mouth shut and I’d noticed how protective he was of the people in his life. He acted the same way around Taylor, and he’d shown more and more of that tendency to play protector with Drew and even Van and Parker. What James couldn’t get through his stupid head was that I didn’t need saving. I didn’t want him riding in and protecting me from Trent.

I slumped in my seat, thankful normal chatter had restarted around me. Maybe I just didn’t want James to be right. I couldn’t give up on Trent, not yet.

By the time we got our food order, everyone seemed to have forgotten my earlier disagreement with James. Everyone but me, that was. As I chewed my eggs and bacon, my mind kept returning to our disagreement. Even after all this time away from my parents, I still feared not being enough for the people in my life. I’d stopped walking on eggshells around Drew and Taylor, but newer people still threw me off.

Despite our extreme competitiveness, despite our friendly jabs, James was important to me. I didn’t want him to dislike me because my choices disappointed him.

“After this, I’m taking Terry shopping,” James said, startling me out of my moody thoughts.

“What? Why?” I turned to Drew, but he only shrugged.

“You won us our first ever game night against Van and Parker. I’m spoiling you today.”

I frowned and stared at James. Sure, Van and Parker had always kicked our butts, but the only competition we got serious about was the one between the two of us.

“It’s your money,” I said, already making a mental note of all the school stuff I needed. Community college was a lot less expensive than other options out there and I did have a part-time job, but I wouldn’t refuse freebies. James had been born into heaps of money and had exponentially increased the Cranes’s wealth since he’d taken over the family business as CEO and shareholder. He also happened to be generous to a fault, and he’d managed to wear down my ability to say no to his gifts.

James smiled and it felt strange. It held no challenge, it didn’t look like he was biding his time, plotting his next epic comeback. Was he… Wow, James felt bad about our fight as much as I did. Fine, then. I’d cut him a break.

“Drew, Taylor, let me out, please.”

Taylor grinned and stabbed a piece of bacon from my plate. “That’s my payment for you interrupting my meal.”

I tried to dig my elbow between his ribs, but he moved too quickly. I slid out of our booth, the one we always commandeered, and made my way to the bathroom. I didn’t really need to go, I just wanted a moment alone.

The bathroom was full, so I went through the back exit and breathed, feeling like I finally could fill my lungs to capacity.

The alley behind End of the Road was super quiet and clean, which wasn’t the norm for backstreets around here. I leaned against the diner’s wall and closed my eyes. What was I even doing? The only place I wanted to eat at was this diner. I’d dragged all my friends here as often as they’d let me. Was I like a stalker now? I didn’t exactly feel like one. It wasn’t like I followed Trent around and took creepy pictures of him. Did I follow his every move as covertly as possible, from the safety of my booth? Sure, but I couldn’t look away from him. Even when it meant I had to put up with this lingering feeling of sadness and longing. I just needed to see him, remind myself that he was solid and real and out there. And that maybe one day…

One day, my ass. It didn’t look like my dreams would ever come true. I’d tried for over a year. On my last birthday, I’d told him point blank that I liked him. He’d thanked me, turned bright red, and retreated to his office. Maybe James wasn’t entirely wrong. Trent did act like a bit of a coward. He hadn’t outright refused my advances. I’d caught him staring at me when he thought no one could see him. So maybe I needed to force a proper answer out of him.

“Yup, I’m done waiting,” I whispered, then pushed myself up. I’d go find Trent, ask him to talk to me, and try again. I needed a yes or no. A clear answer to a very simple question: did he want to go out with me or not?

I pulled the metal door and stepped inside. I walked past the toilets and stopped just outside Trent’s office. He’d left the door ajar and I could hear voices inside. I thought I could wait for that conversation to be over, then maybe knock and ask to speak with him.

“That kid’s back,” someone said. I couldn’t see them, but I had this feeling it was Danny, Trent’s newest waiter. Petite and blond, he always had a playful smile on his lips, and he had definitely noticed Trent. He acted and looked much younger than he was, but he was almost Taylor’s age. Which I totally envied him for. Had I been older, Trent wouldn’t have had any reason to dodge the moves I’d put on him.
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