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I was upstairs stretched out on the bed, tablet in hand, trying to drown out the noise of the house with a book. Thanksgiving at my parents’ place always meant chaos — voices carrying up the stairs, pots clattering in the kitchen, football blasting from the living room. It was the kind of noise I’d grown up with, but it still grated on me after only a few hours.

The front door slammed, followed by the muffled sound of greetings. My sister Sarah had arrived with her husband, Chris. I could hear her laugh echoing through the house, bright and sharp, and Chris’s deeper voice rumbling behind it.

I sighed, lowering the tablet to my chest. It was only a matter of time before the house overflowed with chaos, and judging by Sarah’s laugh, the flood had arrived. A knock sounded a few minutes later before Mom poked her head in. “Matt,” she said, already brisk, “I’m putting Chris in here with you.”

I sat up, frowning. “Seriously? There’s no other space?”

“All the rooms are taken,” she said matter-of-factly. “You’ll be fine. You’ve got a big bed. Don’t make a fuss.” And just like that, she was gone, cranberry sauce suddenly more important than her son’s protest.

Annoyance tightened my chest. Sharing a room with my brother-in-law was the last thing I wanted. Chris was fine in small doses, but we’d never been close. He was Sarah’s husband, not mine — and I’d been counting on this room as my one escape from the family chaos.

The door creaked open again, and there they were: Sarah bustling in with two overstuffed bags, Chris behind her carrying the heavier ones like it was nothing. He dropped them with a grunt near the dresser, stretching his shoulders.

“Hey, bro,” Chris said with a nod, his voice casual, easy.

I gave a quick smile and muttered a “Hey,” trying not to show how irritated I felt.

Sarah, of course, was all energy. She flitted around the room, tugging open drawers, straightening the comforter on Chris’s side of the bed, fussing over him like she always did. “Do you have your vitamins? Your phone charger? You’ll be comfortable in here, right?”

Chris chuckled, brushing her off. “I’m fine, babe. Seriously.” He glanced at me, grinning. “Your brother’s not gonna bite.”

I forced a laugh, though my jaw ached from the effort. The last thing I needed was to play host to Sarah’s husband. This was going to be a long holiday.

Sarah didn’t stop moving. She fussed with his bags, unzipped them halfway like she didn’t trust him to unpack, and laid his toiletries out on the dresser. Every few minutes she turned back to Chris, asking, “Do you have your sweater for tomorrow? Did you bring your Advil? Do you need another pillow?”

“Sarah,” Chris said finally, chuckling as he caught her by the wrist. “Relax. I’m good.”

She pouted playfully but leaned down to kiss him quick on the cheek before flitting toward the door. On the way out, she paused, glancing at me with a smile that carried a note of warning. “Make sure he’s comfortable, Matt. He gets cranky without his stuff.”

I raised my tablet in mock salute. “Noted.”

She rolled her eyes and disappeared into the hallway, her voice carrying back down the stairs as she joined the rest of the family.

The room fell quiet again, except for the muffled hum of voices below.

Chris let out a long sigh, tugging his shirt down where it had ridden up. He sat on the edge of the bed, hands on his knees, shaking his head with a grin. “She worries too much,” he said.

I smirked, pretending to focus on my tablet. “Tell me about it.”

The mattress dipped slightly under his weight, and I was suddenly aware of how close he was. The silence wasn’t awkward exactly, but it wasn’t comfortable either. It felt charged, like the space between us had shifted somehow now that Sarah wasn’t in it.

Chris was thirty, five years older than me, and it showed in the way he carried himself. He had the kind of body that came from living, not posing in front of a mirror — broad shoulders, thick arms, chest that filled out every T-shirt he owned. His muscles were dense, solid, the product of years of weekend pickup games, hauling gear at work, and not really thinking about it. He was rugged in that effortless, straight-guy way — a little scruff on his jaw, hair that never looked styled but somehow always worked.

I was twenty-five, leaner, more deliberate. My body was wiry, toned from running and the gym, not bulky but cut in the right places. I dressed sharper, paid attention, and it showed — the kind of confidence that came with being openly gay and comfortable in my skin. Where Chris was casual, I was intentional. Where he was solid, I was quick, light on my feet.

And that was the difference between us in more ways than one. I was gay, always had been, never hiding it. He was straight. Married to my sister. Settled. Safe. Worlds apart.

But sitting there in the same room with him, my tablet forgotten in my lap, I couldn’t stop noticing the contrasts. His broader frame stretched across the mattress while I stayed to my side, smaller, sharper, out of place. We were opposites in every way that mattered.

Which only made it worse that I kept catching myself looking.
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Later that afternoon, the house was buzzing with the clatter of dishes and the chatter of voices. Thanksgiving dinner had finally come together: turkey steaming in the middle of the table, bowls of mashed potatoes and stuffing being passed from hand to hand, wine glasses clinking as relatives toasted to nothing in particular.

I sat wedged between cousins, my plate already overloaded, but my attention wasn’t on the food. It wasn’t even on the conversations that swirled around me.

“Matt, can you pass the rolls?” my aunt asked, her voice cutting through the noise. I nodded automatically, sliding the basket across the table without looking up. My eyes had already drifted—again and again—to the other end of the table.

Chris.

He sat beside Sarah, his arm brushing against hers as she leaned in to whisper something that made him laugh. The sound rolled across the table, deep and easy, and I felt it settle uncomfortably in my chest. He reached for the wine bottle, refilled her glass before his own, then leaned back, relaxed in a way I couldn’t remember ever being.

“Matt, you’re not even touching your food,” one of my cousins said, nudging me with her elbow. I gave a distracted smile and speared a piece of turkey, chewing without tasting it.

Chris caught me looking once—just once—his eyes flicking toward mine before he turned back to Sarah. But that single second was enough to make my fork pause midair.
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