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If one more person told me how cute my dad and Vince looked together, I was going to smash my phone against the wall.

I was scrolling through their latest engagement photos — Vince in a cream sweater that clung to his chest just enough to show definition, Dad in a navy button-down that made him look like some silver-fox magazine spread, both smiling like they’d never fought a day in their lives. My thumb hovered over the little heart icon. I didn’t tap it. Didn’t comment either. What was I supposed to write? Congrats, Dad, on stealing the guy I used to fuck?

They’d been engaged for six months now. Wedding date locked in for the spring. And me? I’d been drifting — odd jobs that barely lasted a month, hookups that meant nothing, and an apartment that always smelled faintly like fried onions thanks to the diner below. My ceiling had a water stain shaped like Texas. It stared down at me every night like a reminder of where I came from and where I was stuck.

The phone lit up with a call from “Dad.” I let it ring twice before answering.

“Hey, son,” he said, all upbeat warmth. “Big week ahead — we’re finalizing the guest list. You’re coming to the engagement party Friday, right?”

“Yeah,” I said, leaning back on the couch. My eyes found the stain again, edges dark, impossible to scrub out. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

A lie. I’d miss it in a heartbeat if I could. But I had a role to play — the supportive son who was fine with all of this.

“That’s great. Pacey’s going to be there,” Dad added. “You remember him, right? My best friend from forever?”

The name shot a spark through me. Of course I remembered Pacey. Dad’s business partner, his ride-or-die buddy, the guy he probably trusted more than he trusted me. Tall, broad-shouldered, the kind of man who looked like he could fix your car and then break up a bar fight without spilling his beer. Married, straight, and completely off-limits — but I remembered his smile. Too well.

“Yeah,” I said, keeping my voice flat. “I remember.”

I tossed the phone onto the couch and tried not to think about Vince. Which meant, of course, that I thought about him.

He was my mistake before he was my dad’s fiancé. We’d met at a beach bar the summer after I turned twenty-five. Vince was younger than me by a couple of years, but he had this confidence, this way of looking at me like he already knew how I liked to be touched.

One night sticks with me. His tiny apartment near the pier, salt air blowing through the window, a half-drunk bottle of rum on the nightstand. Vince pushed me back onto his sheets, laughter bubbling out of him as he climbed over me. His mouth was warm, insistent, tasting like lime.

“You like this, don’t you?” he’d teased, fingers sliding under my shirt, nails grazing down my stomach.

“Shut up,” I’d muttered, but my hips were already arching toward him.

He’d known exactly how to play me — slow, teasing, until I was begging. And when I finally pulled him down against me, skin to skin, the heat between us was all-consuming. I remember gripping his hair, gasping when he pushed inside me with this mix of tenderness and hunger that left me dizzy.

Afterward, we lay tangled in sweat and sea breeze, his laugh soft against my shoulder. I’d thought it could be something, back then. More than just a fling.

But a few weeks later, Vince ghosted. No explanation, just gone. Until he resurfaced — on my dad’s arm.

I pressed the heel of my hand into my eyes, trying to scrub the memory out. It didn’t work. Vince was burned into me like that damn water stain.

The worst part? They looked happy. Really happy. Dad had this glow about him I’d never seen before. Vince softened him, made him laugh easier. Everyone said it was beautiful, that Chuck deserved love after all these years hiding who he was. And maybe he did.

But where did that leave me?

I snatched up the phone again, thumb hovering over contacts. For a second I thought about calling Vince. Just to hear his voice, remind myself what I’d lost. I didn’t. Instead, I shoved the phone under a couch cushion like burying it would bury the ache in my chest.

Friday couldn’t come fast enough. I’d show up, smile, drink too much, and pretend I was thrilled for my dad. Pretend I didn’t still wake up sometimes with Vince’s touch burning on my skin. Pretend I wasn’t already wondering if Pacey would look at me the way Vince once did.
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The engagement party was held in Dad’s backyard, strung with fairy lights like some Pinterest fantasy. Long tables with white tablecloths, trays of catered food, and a bar cart groaning with liquor bottles. Vince had clearly been in charge — my dad’s taste ran more toward paper plates and Bud Light.

I parked three blocks away just to avoid the valet line and showed up late enough to make an entrance but not late enough for anyone to scold me. The second I walked through the gate, someone shoved a champagne flute in my hand.

“There he is!” Dad’s voice carried over the crowd. His face lit up like I’d been gone for years instead of a week.

“Hey,” I said, managing a smile. He hugged me tight, smelling like aftershave and grilled steaks. Then Vince swooped in, perfect teeth flashing, his arm looped possessively around my father’s waist.

“Joseph, glad you made it,” Vince said, his tone friendly, almost brotherly. The kind of tone that twisted a knife in me.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I lied again, sipping champagne like it might dull the edge.

That’s when I saw them — Pacey and Gwen.

Pacey looked taller than I remembered, broad shoulders filling out his navy blazer, tie just a little loose like he couldn’t be bothered with perfection. His hair had gone salt-and-pepper, more salt than last year, but it only made him look sharper. Beside him, Gwen was all elegance — soft blonde waves, tasteful jewelry, a fitted dress that said money but not tacky. She smiled at me like we’d known each other forever, even though I barely remembered her from Dad’s stories.

“Joseph,” Pacey said, striding over. His handshake was firm, steady, the kind that made you feel like a kid again no matter how old you were. “Been a long time.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying not to stare. “You haven’t changed much.”

He chuckled, a low sound that vibrated in my chest. “Trust me, I have.”

Introductions blurred for a while — relatives asking about my job (I made something up), old neighbors squeezing my shoulder, Vince refilling glasses like the perfect host. But my attention kept drifting back to Pacey. The way he laughed with my dad, easy and warm. The way Gwen rested her hand lightly on his arm, like she didn’t need to hold on tight.

When I finally got a moment alone at the bar cart, pouring myself bourbon instead of champagne, Pacey slid up beside me.

“Still a whiskey man?” he asked.

“Guess so,” I muttered, tossing back the drink.

He studied me for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Your dad’s proud of you, you know. Talks about you all the time.”

I barked a laugh. “Yeah, sure he does.”

His brow furrowed. “He does, Joseph.” His voice was steady, sincere. “You mean more to him than you think.”

For a second, I wanted to believe him. Wanted to lean into that warmth like a kid again. Instead, I smirked. “Maybe. Or maybe he’s just too busy planning fairy-tale weddings to notice.”

Pacey didn’t answer right away. His eyes held mine, searching, like he wanted to say something but stopped himself. Then Gwen called his name from across the yard, and he gave me a parting clap on the shoulder before walking back to her.

I watched him go, the bourbon burning down my throat.

The night dragged on with speeches and laughter and clinking glasses. Dad and Vince cut into some three-tiered cake, feeding each other bites like they were teenagers. Everyone cooed and cheered. I clapped along, plastering a grin on my face.

But my gaze kept sliding to Pacey. The way he bent his head toward Gwen when she whispered something, the way his laugh carried across the yard. Solid. Reliable. Everything my dad valued in a man.

I couldn’t shake the thought that maybe — just maybe — Pacey had once wanted more than friendship with Chuck. The way he looked at Dad sometimes, like he knew every version of him. The way he seemed to orbit close without ever colliding.

By the time I left, the fairy lights blurred at the edges of my vision from too much bourbon, and my smile felt carved into my face. Dad hugged me again at the gate, Vince giving me a careful pat on the back.

“Drive safe,” Dad said.

“Yeah,” I muttered.

I glanced back once, just long enough to catch Pacey’s eyes across the yard. He was watching me go, expression unreadable.

For the first time all night, I felt a jolt of something alive under my skin. Not joy, not exactly. Something darker. Something dangerous.

And I couldn’t wait to feed it.
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The morning after the engagement party, my head throbbed like I’d been hit with a hammer. I dragged myself out of bed, poured stale coffee into a chipped mug, and collapsed onto my couch. The Texas-shaped stain on the ceiling greeted me like an old enemy.

I tried not to think about last night, but it was impossible. The cake-cutting, the speeches, Vince’s glowing smile. My dad’s arm snug around his waist like they were the world’s most wholesome power couple.

And then there was Pacey.

I rubbed my temples, annoyed that his face was the first thing to pop into my mind. That smile of his, half-lopsided, half knowing. The way his hand had clapped my shoulder, firm and grounding. The way his eyes lingered just a beat too long as I left.

My phone buzzed. “Dad” flashed across the screen.

I considered ignoring it, but guilt won. “Hey,” I answered, voice scratchy.

“You alive?” Dad asked, chuckling. “You didn’t look so hot by the end last night.”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I muttered, sipping coffee that tasted like mud.

“Good, good. Listen, I talked to Pacey this morning. He needs someone to help with marketing at the firm. Office is slammed right now. I told him you’d be perfect for it.”
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