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Dedication

For Mile and Richard -

who showed the rest of us what it looks like when love decides to stay.

For Richard, who loved well.

For Mile, who carries it forward.

This one’s for both of you.

We have always found each other in the margins, in the dark, across rooms we weren’t supposed to enter.

We have always known there is a place for all of us.
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CHAPTER ONE
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LIAM

The email sat open on his screen. Simple enough — an RSVP for Jason and Heath’s wedding reception. Liam hadn’t touched his keyboard in ten minutes.

Jason and Heath got married in Hawaii last month. This was the celebration for everyone who hadn’t made the trip. 

Which meant Liam would be in the same room as Ryan for the first time in three years. 

Liam pushed his chair back from the desk. Morning sun spilled through the floor-to-ceiling windows, flooding the white walls and sleek furnishings with light. He’d built all of this from nothing; the business, the reputation, the carefully ordered life. Three years of proving to himself he didn’t need Ryan Fucking McAllister to be whole.

One email. That’s all it took to drag him straight back to the man he’d spent three years trying to forget.

His college friends had finally tied the knot. Liam had lost count of how many times he’d imagined sending out his and Ryan’s wedding invitation. He’d stopped counting after the first year.

And of course, Ryan would be there. Jason and Heath were his friends, too.

Liam pressed his thumb and forefinger against his eyes.

The office door swung open and Mia Chen strode in; barely five feet tall and larger than life, her bubble-gum pink hair bright against her fiery orange pantsuit. The diamond in her nose stud caught the light. She popped against his pale décor like a firecracker in a snowfield.

“Hey, you.” She dropped a takeout bag on his desk, then perched on the edge and yanked his tie. “Brought you a sandwich. Knew you’d work through lunch again.” Her gaze skimmed his red tie with black dots, his pastel pink button-down, and his black pants. “You’re the only man in construction who dresses like he’s running a bank.”

“I have good taste.”

“AKA you’re anal.” She threw her head back and cackled, then softened it with a grin. “But you’re cute, so you get away with it.” She leaned over to ruffle his hair.

Liam pushed his dark bangs out of his eyes and attempted a glare.

She ignored him, leaning forward to read his screen. “Wedding invite?”

He nodded, throat tight. “Jason and Heath. From uni.”

Her eyes widened. “Ah, Ryan.”

“Ha. Yup.”

“So, what?” Mia crossed her arms. “It’s been three years. Besides, who says he’ll even be there?”

“It’s Ryan.” His voice came out low. “He’ll be there.”

Mia shrugged. “Awkwardness is just fear in disguise.” She gestured around the office. “Look at what you’ve built. You ‘came out’ in a working-class Catholic family,” she said, emphasizing her words with air quotes, “worked your way through uni, took over your dad’s company and turned it around. You run the Digby Pride group. You show up every year for the Children’s Hospital run and the food bank. If anyone should feel awkward, it’s him.”

Liam chewed his lip. “I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t think. Do.” She nudged him aside, typed three words, and hit send before he could stop her.

Whoosh.

“Mia.” The word came out strangled.

She squeezed his shoulder. “Hey. Maybe you’ve gotten over him and don’t know it yet. Maybe this is how you find out.”

Liam reached for the keyboard. Maybe it wasn’t too late to unsend it.

“I’ll be your plus one,” Mia said. “Moral support. No arguments.”

He looked at her for a long moment. She was right; she was almost always right, which was both her greatest quality and her most exhausting one. “Fine,” he said. His voice came out as a croak. He cleared his throat. “Fine. But you’re keeping that promise. Plus one.”

Mia grinned and clapped her hands. “That’s what I’m talking about. Now; new outfit. Haircut. Non-negotiable.” She tugged his tie one last time and was gone.

Liam sat in the silence she’d left behind.

Ryan. Would he show? Part of him dreaded it with a cold certainty. Part of him; the part he’d spent three years trying to talk out of existence; wanted it more than he wanted to admit.

Terrifying. Exhilarating. Painful.

He was in trouble.
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CHAPTER TWO
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LIAM

Liam stood at the entrance to the ballroom, wondering where the hell Mia was.

They’d agreed on seven. It was already ten past.

His gaze moved over the room: high ceilings, white tablecloths, carnations, a jazz quartet in one corner, and a walk-up bar in the other. The smell of food drifted through the air. The room was almost full, the noise level already climbing.

No sign of a six-foot-two jock with wild, dark blond hair and eyes the color of emeralds. If Ryan were here, Liam would’ve spotted him. The thought should’ve been a relief.

It wasn’t.

Someone nudged his arm. Mia; resplendent in a Barbie-pink dress two shades darker than her hair. “Hey, dude.” Her eyes skimmed over him. “You clean up good. Aren’t you glad I talked you into new duds?”

“That only broke the bank,” Liam said.

“Like that’s a problem for you.” She grabbed his elbow. “Come on. I see a table.”

A woman stood and waved from across the room. Mia squealed and made a beeline. Liam followed, not sure if he was glad or not that they’d be sitting at a table full of women who looked just as vivacious as Mia. On one hand, the company would distract him. On the other, with Mia busy visiting, he’d have a clear view of the room.

If Ryan showed.

***
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RYAN

The ballroom was loud and bright and full of people Ryan had no interest in talking to.

He’d known Liam would be here. Known it the moment he’d received the invite, known it when he’d stood in front of his mirror an hour ago, taking longer than he had in years to decide what to wear. The red shirt. Always the red shirt. Liam had told him once, years ago, that it made his eyes look greener. He’d never forgotten that.

Ryan stood at the bar, scotch in hand, and did what he’d been doing since he arrived: scanning the room without appearing to.

He’d changed. He knew that. Three years of losing his mother, rebuilding his relationship with his sister, Sheena, watching his niece Violet take her first steps; three years of growing up in ways he should’ve managed a decade ago. He knew who he was now. What he wanted. What he’d thrown away.

The question was whether Liam would believe it.

He almost missed spotting him. Liam was standing at the entrance to the ballroom, alone, scanning the room with that particular stillness he had when he was trying not to look nervous. He wore a charcoal suit and a fuchsia tie that shouldn’t have worked and absolutely did. He looked—Ryan’s chest tightened—he looked like everything Ryan had spent three years trying to convince himself he didn’t need.

Ryan stayed where he was. He wouldn’t rush it. He’d done enough damage rushing things.

***
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LIAM

Liam pushed his plate away. He’d barely touched the food. Everyone else at the table had raved about it; apparently, the meal had been outstanding. He wouldn’t know. His stomach had been in knots since he’d walked through the door, and he’d spent most of dinner scanning the room instead of eating.

The jazz quartet had packed up. A DJ was setting up in the corner.

Liam got to his feet. Mia glanced at him; she’d been deep in conversation with a woman with bobbed black hair and pale skin; and he gestured across the room where Jason and Heath were standing. She nodded.

He made his way over.

“Hey, gorgeous,” Heath said, his silver hair gleaming under the lights. He’d ditched his black jacket and rolled up his sleeves. They embraced. “Long time.”

Liam hugged Jason next. Caught a trace of his cologne; leathery musk, the same Ryan used to wear. His stomach turned over.

“Congrats,” Liam said, lifting his glass and willing his equilibrium back.

“You here alone?” Heath asked, glancing around.

“Yes.” Liam redirected. “Hawaii. That must’ve been something.”

Jason and Heath exchanged a look; the private, easy language of two people who’d been together long enough to say everything without speaking. “We’d procrastinated long enough,” Heath said, grinning.

“And you?” Jason asked. “Anyone?”

Liam kept his voice easy. “On my own. Work keeps me busy.” He waved a hand.

Heath’s expression shifted. “We heard about you and Ryan.”

“Ages ago.” Liam smiled like it didn’t matter.

“We always figured you two would be first,” Jason said.

Liam looked past him at nothing in particular. “He’s here.”

It didn’t come out as a question.

“Bar,” Jason said, gesturing with his glass.

Liam looked. He couldn’t help it.

Ryan stood with a group of men, laughing, swirling his scotch; probably single malt; always single malt. He wore fitted black pants and a bright red dress shirt, top buttons undone, skinny black tie loosened just enough. He looked sharp and casual at once in the way that had always maddened Liam; the way Ryan could look like he’d made no effort at all and still be the most compelling person in the room.

Three years. He hadn’t changed much. Except there was something. Something Liam couldn’t name. A quality in the way he held himself. Less bravado. Same confidence, but quieter somehow.

As if he felt the weight of Liam’s gaze, Ryan stopped mid-sentence and looked directly at him. Held it. Then he lifted his glass in a slow salute and smiled; that smile, the one that had always meant come here.

Liam’s heart slammed against his ribs.

Then Ryan turned back to his group and said something that made them all laugh.

Disappointment corkscrewed through Liam’s chest. Same Ryan. Same devil-may-care, the-world-bends-to-me ease. Nothing had changed. Of course, nothing had changed.

He would not look over again.

Heath and Jason were watching him. He felt his face heat.

“Kind of a shock,” Liam managed. “Seeing him after three years.” He cringed at his own words.

Mia materialized at his side and squeezed his hand. He could’ve kissed her.

“Congrats on the nuptials,” she said to the grooms, bright and breezy, and the conversation shifted, and Liam exhaled and let her carry it.

After a few minutes, she turned to him. “Dance?” 

She tugged on his arm. “Come on.” 

He followed, shrugging apologetically at Jason and Heath, who watched with barely concealed amusement.

It was a slow number. 

“Hello?” Mia said after a stretch of silence. “You still in there?”

“Sorry. Yes. Thanks.”

“What are friends for?” She paused and glanced over at the bar where Ryan still stood. “He hasn’t changed much. Still the same hot Neanderthal.” She laughed.

“Ha.” The ache in his chest settled deeper. Ryan was hot. Infuriatingly, devastatingly hot.

“He’s alone,” Mia said, her tone carefully light. “No plus one that I can see. Are you going to talk to him?”

The song ended before Liam had to answer. Small mercies.
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