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CHAPTER ONE

I BIT MY LOWER lip and tried not to smirk. I’d just had a revelation. I scared the life out of James Crane, super rich and powerful businessman. I scared him so much, he needed a human shield to keep me at bay. During the eighteen months since I’d last kissed James, he’d gone on date after date, always making sure he had some guy next to him, as if I’d jump him if he came on his own.

James’s latest human shield came in the glorious form of his new boyfriend. James had introduced him about a month ago. He had looked like he was about to have a stroke and choked on the word, but nevertheless, he’d upgraded from date to boyfriend when introducing the flavor of the week. Well, longer than a week this time.

The boyfriend, Mark, was everything I was not. Only a couple of years younger than James’s twenty-nine, as opposed to the eight years and change separating us. Pretty in a twinkish way, a phase I’d outgrown. Kind of shallow and always on top of celebrity news and not at all nerdy like me. Also, he was James’s boyfriend, which was clearly the best thing about him. Unlike me, Mark got to be with the man I so desperately loved. Had loved since we’d played fake-couple during our family vacation in Thailand eighteen months ago.

My brother, Drew, and his husband, Taylor, took one side of the restaurant table. Shoulder to shoulder, they kept stealing looks at both the happy couple and me. On the other side, Mark had draped himself over James who sat stiffly in his chair. I sat at the head of the table and wished I could be anywhere but here.

At least I now knew I scared James so much, he’d turned a hookup into a relationship. And all this because my twenty-first birthday was a couple of months away and he didn’t want to have a conversation I’d threatened him with when I was barely nineteen. Was it so hard to reject me again, like he did on that night in Bangkok when we’d shared our last kiss and I promised not to do anything about the attraction between us until I turned twenty-one?

Maybe I was being delusional. I wanted to believe James was shielding himself when actually he’d been so taken with Mark on their Grindr-arranged tryst that he’d kept seeing him. Mark kissed James’s cheek and the object of my affection grimaced. No, I wasn’t being delusional at all.

“So,” Taylor said, breaking the awkward silence. “We’ve got a little planning to do.”

“What planning?” Mark asked, sounding so bored and disinterested, I didn’t get why he’d even joined the conversation. He could have just sat there and looked pretty.

Taylor grinned—it looked cruel and predatory—and slid closer to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “This guy is turning twenty-one. And we’re planning to make a huge deal out of it. Full weekend of partying.”

Drew rolled his eyes. “You mean full weekend of movie marathons and hardcore gaming, sometimes interrupted by an actual party?”

I chuckled at Taylor’s mock-offended glare. “Well, the party intermissions will be the highlights of the event.”

“When’s that happening?” Mark asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Exactly eight weekends from now,” James said, sounding like a robot. He didn’t look at me or anyone else as he said it. He just stared at the flowers at the very center of the table.

“Oh, we can’t make it,” Mark said and leaned back in his chair.

“You what?” I said, a little too loud for a polite person in a crowded restaurant. I didn’t even care people from the other tables had turned to glare and click their tongues at me. My entire focus was on James. He’d done a lot of things to keep me at arms’ length. But something this shitty… this I’d never thought he’d be capable of.

“We won’t be in the country that weekend, we’re leaving two days before your big celebration,” James said in the same annoying monotone. “Sorry, we booked it ages ago.”

“Paris in April is marvelous,” Mark purred.

“What the hell, James,” Taylor bit out.

Drew patted his hand and whispered, “Let it go.”

“I will not let it go.” Taylor fixed his death glare on James, not that James had the guts to look his best friend in the eye right now. “I thought we were family.”

“And I thought you just worked for James,” Mark said.

“That’s my best friend you’re insulting,” James said, but it didn’t sound much like a reprimand. More like he was already tired of this conversation with Mark.

“It doesn’t seem to bother you much,” I muttered.

Taylor rolled his eyes. Ever since Mark had shown up, my brother-in-law had pretty much ignored the guy. Taylor wasn’t about to start putting stock on what Mark had to say now.

“Seriously,” Taylor said, his tone dripping with ice. “You’re planning on skipping Terry’s twenty-first birthday to go bang this twink in Paris? You could go to Paris any other weekend. You have a fucking jet, it’s not like they’d say no to you. And last I checked, you were filthy rich, so you can afford booking a hotel even if the prices go up.”

James closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “It’s the only weekend I could get away from work.”

“And I have plans that can’t be changed as well,” Mark said, a challenging smirk curving his plump lips.

“Like what?” Taylor asked. “Is there a high fashion store having a sale you just can’t miss? Or are you going to some hush-hush private event?”

“You’re too basic to know of the events I attend.”

Everyone at the table laughed, James included. That earned James a load of glaring and pouting from his… boyfriend. God, I so freaking hated to think of Mark like that.

“What’s so funny?” Mark bit out.

“Oh, I get invited to all the exclusive stuff happening in the city,” Taylor explained. “Not just on the club scene, but pretty much any high society happening around here.”

Envy didn’t look great on Mark. It made his features sharper and less appealing. Still, he collected himself, and shrugged. “Whatever.”

“You can’t be serious,” Drew said, his eyes wide and—oh, shit—a little glassy as he looked at James. If my brother started crying over this, I wouldn’t be able to deal with it.

“It’s fine,” I said. “This thing with Mark is new. Let’s give James a break and let him think with his dick for a while.”

Mark stared at me, mouth ajar. I assumed he wanted to comment on my crassness, but I’d just given James an out and he probably didn’t want to jeopardize that.

“I gotta go,” I said, pushing my half-empty plate further away from me. “I’m late anyway.”

“Oh, right,” Taylor said, jumping, as if I’d broken some sort of reverie. “Forgot you were skipping early today.”

Big, fat, lie. I’d had no plans until five minutes ago when James had dropped this bombshell on me. I didn’t mind him being standoffish every time we ended up alone together. I’d had close to two years to get used to it. When someone else was around, he reverted to his friendly self and we usually had a blast. I didn’t mind he encouraged me to go on dates with friends or pretty much anyone even remotely interested in me. I certainly didn’t mind I’d had to put my feelings in a box and not mention them since our trip to Thailand. James was worth the wait.

But this thing, him not being there for this important milestone in my life, it felt like too big of a blow to handle right now. I’d thought, no matter what, we’d stay friends. More than that, family, as Taylor had put it. But that wasn’t the case. James was doing his very best to destroy everything we’d built. Tears prickled my eyes as I realized I’d lose him for good. In a matter of weeks.


CHAPTER TWO

I MUST HAVE SHOWN more than I’d intended, because Mark now looked like a shark who’d smelled blood. Surprise, surprise, he was the type of guy to hit someone while they were down. “Where are you going, Tommy?”

“Terry,” Drew and I corrected at the same time.

“Right. So where are you going? School?”

“Hot date, actually,” Taylor said, almost too casual to not sound made up.

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not a date. I’m just going to see a movie and have a bite to eat with a guy I met at work.”

“Yeah, a drop-dead gorgeous guy,” Taylor said and got an elbow in the stomach from Drew. “Don’t worry, babe,” Taylor wheezed. “No one’s hotter than you.”

I shook my head and stood. “I gotta go, I’m already late. See ya.”

I ran out of there, so what? I was late for a non-date with an imaginary hot guy. The moment I was far enough from the restaurant, I could slow down, hunch my shoulders, and feel sorry for myself. I could finally breathe. Not easier, but at least my lungs seemed to be working.

I’d gotten away but had no idea where to go. I could head home, but if I saw the cheerful, silly grin on my dog’s face, I’d start to cry. It happened whenever I was sad, and Flash did his excited greeting routine. I could go to Van’s. Taylor’s brother knew a thing or two about unrequited love. He’d been in love with his now partner, Parker, for a decade before he’d gotten his chance. If Van had managed to handle the torment and awkwardness of being in love with a guy who’d married and then divorced his brother, I could survive James not coming to my birthday party. I wasn’t ten anymore, it was just a stupid birthday. One that meant I was a proper adult and old enough to drink. I couldn’t throw a tantrum because the guy I loved would rather run to Paris with a hot idiot than play video games with me and my family.

My birthday wasn’t even on the weekend we’d chosen to celebrate it. It was the following Monday. Taylor had arranged everything so that we could party our way into Monday. And I’d agreed because I loved my brother-in-law and he’d sounded so genuinely happy about arranging this huge celebration for me.

It was my fault I’d turned his idea into an impossibly unrealistic dream. I’d imagined James would be there for it. Just him, no arm-candy this time. Why I’d been dumb enough to believe that when he’d brought a date to almost everything we’d done for the past year, I couldn’t say. Back in Thailand, he’d wanted me. Or his dick had shown some interest… Of course, a little physical attraction would fizzle out in two years.

I was the only one still hung up on it and desperately in love with him. And I’d acted worse than a hormonal teen. I’d created this fantasy where I confessed again to James and he returned my feelings. I’d ignored two years of veiled and explicit signs he wasn’t interested. If I now had my hands full with a broken heart… whose fault was that? It certainly wasn’t James’s.

Thinking he was scared of whatever was happening between us had been my way of assigning hidden meanings to everything he did. There was no secret message I needed to read in James screwing man after man and parading them in front of me. The guy just wanted me to leave him alone.

I found myself in front of End of the Road and groaned. Great, I was back at my favorite diner. Because one heartbreak wasn’t enough, I had to relive my first one. Just to drive the freaking stake deeper into my heart.

“You going in?” a familiar voice asked.

I turned around and faced Trent, my first love. He looked good, as always, and a familiar twinge made my heart flutter. It was nothing but a distant echo of the pain I’d felt, hearing him say he wasn’t interested in me. Not to my face, but to another guy who wanted to get in his pants. Now that I thought about it, Danny was also a shallow, mean twink. Huh! My type had a type as well. And it wasn’t me.

“Shit, what’s wrong?”

Oh, no way in hell! I was not crying in front of Trent. Not over a history repeating situation. Not ever! My tears didn’t seem to care though, they insisted on streaming down my cheeks. In this weather, it stung like hell.

“Come with me,” Trent whispered and wrapped a strong arm around me. Two years ago, this tiny gesture would have meant the world to me. Today it still meant a lot, it just didn’t get my hopes up. I was grateful to him, especially since he had no obligation to help me.

Trent walked me around the diner and to the back entrance. We went through the poorly lit hallway to his office. It was a mess, but I didn’t care. I was inside, it was warm, and no one could see me crying. Trent sat me down then disappeared. He came back with a steaming mug and handed it to me. Tea, chamomile. Not a favorite or a third or fourth choice, but it would do. Maybe the rumors were true, and it would calm me down.

“Everything okay with your brother and Taylor?”

I nodded. “It’s nothing serious,” I said and wiped at my eyes. I then gulped down the tea. I needed something to help me get a grip on my emotions.
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