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CHAPTER ONE

“WOW, YOU’RE REALLY doing this,” Parker’s dad said, looking at us wide-eyed. 

We’d arrived at his parents’ place after breakfast with mine, holding hands and smiling at each other. Parker stiffened next to me and I groaned inwardly. It didn’t look like he’d say anything, so it was up to me to respond. 

“Yeah, sort of. We’re just… going to see where it takes us.”

Mr. Davids scratched the back of his neck and smiled awkwardly. “You kids must be dealing with a lot of pressure. Especially you, Parker.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Man, this boy has been into you for so long, I’d be terrified of not living up to his expectations.”

“We’ve got plenty of time to adjust,” I muttered. I couldn’t glare at his father, that wouldn’t help my case at all. Instead, I stared down at the cocoa cup Parker’s mom had prepared for me. Kind of a childish drink, but she’d missed the memo I was an adult now. 

Parker shifted, and I cursed myself. There I’d gone again, talking about an implied future. Yesterday, at my apartment, I’d promised to stop doing that. Especially since Parker flinching at every mention of it drove me nuts. 

“And on top of that Taylor’s your brother. I wouldn’t have wanted to be there with you and your family this morning. Or yesterday morning.”

I closed my eyes and focused on holding on to that damned cup. Yeah, thanks for reminding us Parker’s my brother’s ex. No, I hadn’t realized they were a thing over the past ten years. I hadn’t been to their wedding either.

“Dad, it’s fine.”

But Parker didn’t sound fine. And what was it with his dad pointing out everything wrong with our relationship? A while back, he’d been in my corner. Pushing Parker to see me, giving me information he wouldn’t share with Taylor. And Mrs. Davids? She’d always tried to comfort me, telling me not to lose hope whenever she’d noticed how I looked at her son. Today she was cold and distant, stealing furtive looks at us. 

“No use hiding from reality, son. It’s a bit weird, even if you do make a good match.” He shrugged and smiled apologetically. “Everyone knows you as Taylor’s husband. Now they’re going to see you with his younger brother. It won’t be easy.”

I swallowed all the cocoa left in my mug. I needed something to keep my mouth occupied, before I said something absurd. 

“How did Taylor take this?”

“He’s known for a few weeks,” Parker said. 

I took a deep breath and faced his father. “He seems okay with it now.”

Mr. Davids snorted. “Give him a few more days.”

Parker rolled his shoulders, but it didn’t take any of his stiffness away. “Taylor’s a big boy. He’ll be fine.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m not pitying him or anything. That boy deserves whatever he’s getting. But you won’t ever have a normal relationship. You can’t just see where it goes and shrug it off if it blows up in your faces.”

“What do you mean?” Parker asked, his face a vision of pale dread. 

“Think of the fallout. You’d have left not one, but two Stevenson boys. That family will hate your guts.”

“No one would hate Parker.” I might have spoken in a harsher tone than I’d wanted to, but it was out there now. 

“They’re your parents, son. And they didn’t take it well when this one left your brother.”

I shrugged. “I doubt they’d make excuses for me fucking up like they did with Taylor.”

“Why do you assume you’d be to blame if we failed?” Parker asked, turning to face me for the first time since we’d started this gut twisting conversation. 

I looked back at him, anxiety coiling in my chest. “I pushed for this, didn’t I? I started it, when everyone told me to move on.”

Parker stared at me, his lips parted slightly. “I have a say in this, you know?”

I nodded. “They’re just used to blaming me for everything. That’s all.”

“You’ll do fine,” Mr. Davids said and no one in the room believed him. 

His wife joined us, bringing a fresh batch of cookies and setting them on the coffee table between us. I couldn’t eat anything, not after all of this. I slid further into the couch and stared at everything in their living room but the people there with me. 

“So, what are your plans for New Year’s Eve?” she asked, plastering a fake smile on her face. 

“I’m going on a trip,” Parker said. “Made plans with some friends from college. They booked us into a mountain lodge months ago.”

Parker hadn’t said a word to me. We hadn’t had a chance to talk about any New Year’s Eve plans. And he cringed every time I clumsily implied I wanted us together for the foreseeable future. I tried not to feel anything. Not fear, not hurt, not anger. This thing between us was the definition of new. Although it had been sort of going on for a few months now. 

“Ah, so you boys already have plans.” She nodded, that smile scarier by the second. 

Parker clenched his fists and fell in on himself. He had nothing to worry about, I wouldn’t force myself on him like that. “Not this time, no. I had already made plans as well.”

Parker sighed and relaxed. It broke my heart. 

“Thanks for the cocoa, Mrs. Davids. I have to run though. Still have work to do and I don’t want to drag it into the new year.”

It was fine, I could go home and occupy myself. Parker and I hadn’t talked about doing anything today beyond this visit to his parents. I’d hoped we could go to my place or his again. It didn’t look like that would happen, and anyway I needed a break from this. 

“I’ll walk you out,” Parker offered, but he didn’t sound enthusiastic. 

I squeezed his shoulder and smiled. I was better than all of them at faking. “No need. I stole you on Christmas Day, I’m sure you want to spend more time with your family.”

I didn’t stick around to debate the issue. I said my goodbyes and got the hell out of there. I hurried to my car, started it and peeled out of my parking spot. The moment I was out of their sight—not that I thought anyone had checked on me—I pulled over and collapsed on the wheel. “Fuck this shit.”

This was the worst possible time to be alone. But I had no choice. I couldn’t go home and talk to my parents, they hated the idea of me and Parker anyway. I couldn’t go to Taylor, that would have been rude, and we weren’t close to begin with. And my best friend really had no time for me right now. Drew had taken custody of his little brother, Terry, about forty-eight hours before. They had to organize Terry’s room, buy him furniture and everything he needed. Get him enrolled in school and fuck knows what other paperwork came with a teenager. 

In the end, I went home, and what had been an excuse turned into my reality. I started working on boring, admin shit. 


CHAPTER TWO

I MANAGED TO KEEP myself occupied for the rest of the day. But by the evening, I started to get antsy. I’d texted Parker earlier, but other than telling me he’d gone home after dinner with his folks, he hadn’t said much. And I hadn’t pushed. Not when all I wanted was to demand an explanation for his newly revealed plans he’d apparently had in place for months. 

My phone rang and my heart went into overdrive. I dove for it and checked the caller ID. The stupid organ sank as fast as it had soared. It wasn’t Parker. 

“Yeah?”

“Where are you, asshole?”

“Thomas?” I’d totally forgotten about the plans I’d made with Thomas. He used to be my fuck buddy and we’d kept being friends long after we’d stopped having sex. Although with everything that had been going on with Parker lately, I hadn’t been that much of a friend to him. Just like I hadn’t been a proper friend to Drew.

I heard muffled curses and a door opening and closing. “Yes, Thomas. You have fifteen minutes to get here or I’m out.”

“Shit, sorry. I’ll be there, just don’t leave. It’s been… I’ve had a rough few days, man.”

He sighed and stayed quiet for a while. “Just get your ass over here and tell me all about it. Is Drew already there, nursing your wounds?”

I tried my best to balance the phone and pull some proper clothes on. “Nah. He’s had it worse than me.”

“Oh, shit. Let me guess. You were sitting in the dark, moping.”

I laughed, a sudden warmth filling me at the knowledge that I’d been a fool thinking there was no one I could talk to. I had close friends. Even though I’d started all of my friendships with fucking them first. “Busted. I’ll be out the door in a minute.”

“Don’t die in a car crash on your way here. I’ll wait.”

For a brief moment, I missed what I’d had with Thomas. We’d been perfect as friends and we’d had a lot of fun in bed. We’d scratched each other’s itch without any complications, which had been great. I couldn’t give more, and he didn’t need that from me. If I were selfish, I’d begrudge him for finding love. I wasn’t. Despite how uncomplicated it had been with Thomas, I preferred this mad ride of highs and absolute lows with Parker to anything else. 

I ran down the hall and caught the elevator to the parking lot faster than usual. Everyone was away or safely tucked inside. Hopefully the streets would be equally empty and I could get there quickly. We’d chosen a coffee shop we loved that was closer to his place than mine but was less than a fifteen-minute drive in light traffic. 

“There you are, princess,” Thomas said when I finally made it to his table. He shoved a coffee cup toward me and scowled. “I’m not a bastard like you, so this is hot. I got it a few minutes ago.”

“Thanks, you’re a life saver.” My voice broke on the few simple words and I hated myself for it. Why the fuck was I getting this emotional? Sure, it’d been ups and downs from the start, but this thing with Parker hadn’t been that bad, had it?

Thomas stared at me, his lips pursed. He’d always been cute. Well, beautiful in a cute way. And those full lips and his piercing green eyes drew everyone’s attention. But he usually was teasing or mocking, he was rarely this serious. 

“What the fuck have you been up to?”

I sighed and tried to hold it in. But one gulp of coffee later, I was spilling my guts. Everything. Parker, the first kiss, the first trip and night together, the many stumbles along the way. Taylor and that never-ending conflict. My bitter Christmas, first with my family jumping on me for being with Parker, then Drew and his horrible parents sobering everyone up. I even told him about the New Year’s trip Parker had supposedly committed to before this had even started. 

“Wow, honey! You need your own reality show.”

I groaned and shuddered. “Over my dead body, maybe.”

He grinned. “It is weird though, I’ll give you that. You and your brother’s ex?”

I stared at him, my mouth hanging open. “What the fuck, man? Last time I moaned about him, you said I should just find him and fuck him into next Sunday.”

Thomas shrugged. “I still stand by that. I never said you should try to have a relationship with him.”

“Why not? I love him.”

Thomas rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know. Everyone knows. You fell in love when you were fifteen. First loves never last.”
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