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CHAPTER ONE

I RAN OUT OF the parking lot and slalomed through the thick crowd of corporate workers making their way out of the office buildings downtown. I was late, which seemed to be the norm these days. Drew wouldn’t mind if I got to the bar a few minutes after we’d planned. But at this point he’d already been waiting ten minutes and it would take me a while yet to get there. “Fuck,” I muttered and blushed at the accusatory stare I got from the middle-aged woman I ran past. As had been the case almost every day in the last month, I renewed my promise to myself to do better. I wouldn’t fail again. Hopefully. 

I’d started the new year on a high. Parker had finally stopped running hot and cold and I’d been so blissfully happy, I sometimes feared I’d wake up one day and realize it had all been a dream. The downside was that I’d forgotten how to manage my time, pretty much overnight. It had been easy before, when all I had to do was work and make sure I hung out with my friends once in a while. Now I had Parker to think about. I was horrible at limiting my time with him, so I slept poorly, worked as much as I could, and juggling other outings had become this complicated puzzle that I could never figure out. 

“Sorry,” I said, smiling apologetically. This had been the fourth person I’d bumped into, but at least I was closer to the bar. I’d buy all of Drew’s drinks as an apology. He’d let it slide this time too, he had to. 

Last night Parker had stayed over. We’d woken up together, I’d made him breakfast, and we’d taken our time enjoying our meal. We’d gone overboard with the enjoyment, so I’d only started work around noon. Which was why I was now running like a madman. 

I panted, gripping the stool next to Drew’s and balancing myself on it. “Fuck, it’s murder out there.”

Drew patted my back. “Did you run against the current of corporate people going home again?”

I nodded. 

“It’s fine, I haven’t been here long. I ran a little late myself.”

I looked into Drew’s eyes suspiciously. “Why are you cutting me so much slack?”

Drew grinned. “Because for once you’re happy. You’re in a relationship, your work is going great, and it won’t kill me if I wait a quarter of an hour to see you.”

His care and understanding made me feel worse. Drew was now responsible for his teenage younger brother. He had his own demanding job. Yet here he was, always arriving before I did. 

I took my jacket off and sat on the stool. I winced, the pain reminding me of exactly what I’d been up to last night. 

“At least one of us is getting some,” Drew muttered. 

“You won’t get any if you don’t try to find someone to get hot and heavy with. And my brother doesn’t count. You’re wasting your time with him.”

Drew frowned and played with the pink straw adorning his drink. “Why are you so mean to Taylor?”

I swung my chair around and stared at my best friend. “Because he’s Taylor. He’s been mean to me and pretty much everyone else my whole life.”

“Not to me.” Drew shrugged and sipped the bluish liquid. 

“Anything you want to tell me?” I wasn’t completely oblivious. I knew Drew had had a thing for my older brother for a while. It had never grown into anything serious as Taylor had been married to Parker at the time. Drew’s self-preservation instincts hadn’t failed back then, and he’d stayed clear of Taylor. They seemed to be failing now that Taylor was single. 

“We’ve been hanging out a lot lately. He’s been a big help with my family and with Terry.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Taylor? The guy who wouldn’t be caught dead spending any time with his own little brother?”

“He’s not that bad, Van. Give it a rest.”

I sighed and wrapped my arm around Drew’s shoulders. “Fine, he’s slightly better lately. But he’s still a jerk. If he’s not like that with you, then… what do I know? Go for it.” I cringed at the advice. I wouldn’t trust Taylor to take out my trash, let alone date my best friend. But I knew from experience how it felt to have the entire world tell you to give up on the man you wanted. I’d stuck it out for over ten years and here I was, in a relationship with said man. The only other miracle more impressive than my own would be my brother committing to someone and not screwing it up. I didn’t like Drew’s chances of not getting his heart broken, but no matter what he chose, I’d support him. 

“Do you really mean that?”

I rolled my eyes. “What do you think? I complained about you and my family telling me to get over Parker for how long?”

Drew smiled, then returned to his drink. “Thanks. Now tell me everything about Parker.”

Where to begin? It had only been a week since my last outing with Drew, but it felt like a lot had happened. I thought back, trying my best to recount it in order. A few moments later, I realized how boring it would be for anyone who wasn’t me. We’d met at my place or his, had dinner, watched movies, fucked each other’s brains out, and went to sleep. Rinse and repeat. So mundane and yet so perfect. 

I got over my fear Drew would find it all ridiculous and I shared everything. Drew’s dopey smile with a hint of friendly envy proved I wasn’t that crazy for thinking what I shared with Parker was perfect. 

“So no more acting cold?” Drew asked, his look guarded. 

I shook my head. “Not lately, no. I think I finally struck gold. Which terrifies me, because I’ve been wrong before.”

“Don’t drive yourself crazy with too much worrying. Enjoy the moment for now and let the dust settle. Your relationship is still new. As long as Taylor doesn’t decide to start messing with you, the rest of your family won’t interfere.”

Taylor had been acting like a proper adult, now that I thought about it. “He’s been atypically nice, actually. I mean, he still tries to rile me up. It’s just closer to banter than anything else.”

Drew snickered. “Well, that’s the biggest miracle of the year right there!”

I unlocked my screen and turned my phone to him, making sure he could see the date. “We’re only a month in. There’s still time for something else to happen.”

“Something bigger than Taylor not giving you shit about Parker?”

I shrugged and dropped my phone on the bar. “Okay, you’re right. Unless aliens reveal themselves to us, Taylor’s new-found brotherly behavior wins.”

Drew leaned into me and whispered, his eyes shifting left and right. “Or, you know, you might start showing up places on time again.”

Touché!


CHAPTER TWO

On my way. Want me to pick up something?

I got into my car and started the engine, thinking I could wait for Parker’s reply inside, where it was warm, and I was sheltered from the chilly wind outside. Parker had decided to cook tonight and the idea of returning home and finding him there made me crazy excited. I’d been meaning to give him a key to my apartment, but I’d held back. We were finally in a good place, I didn’t want to blow that up by taking a step too big for Parker’s comfort. I’d been burned before when making plans with Parker. I just wasn’t willing to risk it. 

We’re out of beer, but only get some if you really want to. You have a bottle of wine that works with what I’ve cooked. 

I giggled like a fool at his casual use of “we.” I knew I’d read too much into it, but I’d been fantasizing about a life with Parker for so long, I still fell back on the habit of creating crazy scenarios from nothing more than a turn of phrase. I drove out of the parking lot and made my way home. Drew and I had stayed at the bar long enough for all the commuters to leave and traffic to dwindle. It wouldn’t be long before I got back to my place. 

I couldn’t wait to get there and see what Parker had cooked for us. Normally I was in charge of dinner when he came over and when we were at Parker’s place, we’d usually just order take out or ordered pizza. I didn’t mind it, but Parker had gotten it into his head that he had to cook for me too and turned that into a resolution to eat healthier overall. 

As I pulled up at home, my phone pinged with another text. Are you close by? If yes, I’ll plate the food.

I replied as I walked and thanked autocorrect for cleaning up my text letting him know I was on my way upstairs. I wasn’t good at walking and typing, never would be, no matter how much I tried. 

Parker opened the door just as I was taking out my keys. He smiled and grabbed the collar of my winter jacket, pulling me in for a kiss and pinning me against the door. He undressed me with such haste, I thought he might devour me. 

“What about the food?”

“I’ll heat it up later.” Parker unzipped my jeans. “I have something else to feast on.”

Who was I to deny him?

***

By the time we ate our dinner, I was so blissed out, he could have served me cardboard and I would have thought it delicious. Parker had this playful smirk on throughout our meal. He’d driven me out of my mind and then fucked me into exhaustion. Then he’d fed me. He should be proud of himself. I always turned to putty the moment he touched me.

“You’ve had a package delivered.”

I frowned at my plate, trying to remember whether I’d been expecting anything. “Really? Where from?”

“A key-making shop. There was a ‘sorry we messed up’ sticker on it too.”

“I’ll have to check it out. I don’t remember anyone messing up an order or anything.” Looks like the key I’d been carrying around hadn’t even been one that Parker could use. Maybe the shop messing up the order was a sign I was moving too fast. 

Parker licked his lips and caught my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Why are you making duplicates of your keys, kid?”

I swallowed hard, then sighed. “I wanted to give you a set. Coordinating our schedules is a pain and I thought it would make things easier.”

He nodded, his face expressionless, which only amped my anxiety. I didn’t want him to pull away again. I didn’t think I could bear it now, after all this unbelievably intense time we’d spent together. No awkwardness, no hitches, just day after day of bliss. And I’d expected it to be over sooner or later, but now that I faced an actual end, I wanted more time. 

“When did you get them done?”

I closed my eyes and bit my lower lip. Parker ran his thumb over it, soothing the sharp pain. “When, Evan?”

“About a week ago.”

“Hmm.” I heard the sound of his chair sliding on the floor but couldn’t bring myself to open my eyes and face him. His soft lips pressed to mine, the scrape of his stubble, and the moan he let out gave me courage. 

Parker looked a little sad, which surprised me. “We’ve been seeing each other every day for weeks now. Why haven’t you given me the keys yet, if you’ve had them for a while?”

My heart thundered, blood rushing everywhere. I felt it coloring my neck and face, more out of fear than embarrassment. “I was afraid it would be too much.”

Parker sighed and shook his head. He released my chin and hooked his arm around my shoulders, pulling me to him. I sank into the embrace, taking in his familiar, intoxicating scent. “I’m sorry, babe.”
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