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CHAPTER ONE

I PUSHED THE tray of cupcakes into the oven and sighed. I remained there, crouched and slightly aching, staring at my latest creations and their strangely colored batter. Lime green, lavender, and a soft pink. I'd saved enough food coloring to make sure the creamy top would be just as colorful as the cupcake itself. Time to prepare the frosting and all the sprinkles I'd bought. And all the edible glitter. Yeah, I was making unicorn cupcakes. 

“When can I eat them?”

I jumped out of my skin, fell on my ass, and cursed. “Taylor, what the hell?”

Said horrible almost-brother-in-law helped me up, an annoying grin on his face. “Sorry, didn’t realize the cupcakes had hypnotized you.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You can’t have any. These are for Rainbow Hope.” 

Taylor had worked like crazy to help fund the newest LGBT youth center for at risk teens. His relatively new employer, James Crane, had provided the final heap of money for it, and had somehow become a fixture in our house in the process. 

Speaking of James, three… two… one…

“What did he say?” James yelled from the living room. 

I rolled my eyes. “I said these are not for you.” Taylor loved my baking, but not enough to pester me every ten minutes. James, on the other hand, had the biggest sweet tooth in the history of ever. Seeing how I baked on weekends and there was almost always a gaming tournament at our place, James refused to spend his days off anywhere else. Which, to me, was insane, since he didn’t get a lot of free weekends. Total workaholic, that guy!

“Really, Terry?” Taylor winked and smiled. “You mean to tell me you didn’t make more so that we can have some? Drew loves cupcakes more than any other sweet treat?”

He got me there. My older brother was in a committed relationship with cupcakes. Pretty much exclusive. I’d never figured out how Taylor didn’t get jealous. The way Drew moaned when he ate the damned things? Yeah, seriously, he needed to eat his cupcakes in a private room. 

Maybe Taylor knew he could also make Drew moan like that, hence the lack of jealousy. Oh, shit, no! Now I needed bleach to delete that image from my mind. I objectively knew Taylor and Drew were good-looking, very much in love, and shared a room. But I did not want to even think of my brother having sex!

James stepped into the room and leaned on the other side of the kitchen island. Our home had a huge kitchen with an actual island and two ovens. Plus, all the gadgets I’d always dreamed of. All of it Taylor’s doing. Mostly funded by the paychecks James’s accounting department issued. He still didn’t deserve a cookie. 

“I am baking stuff for the LGBT center. Everyone needs to get out of my kitchen!”

James shrugged and got comfortable on one of the chairs. “I’ll wait here. There’s bound to be one that doesn’t pass your exacting quality control standards. I’ll eat that.”

“No, Drew’s eating those.”

Taylor frowned, his smirk fading quickly. “Everything okay?”

No! We were not having a heart to heart in front of James. For some reason, it made me feel a lot younger than my nineteen years when Taylor turned doting parent in front of an audience. Plus, James had crossed the line when he’d claimed he was Flash’s favorite human. My sweet baby boy, loved me more than anyone. He only got super excited around James because he saw him the least often. So there!

“Yeah, I am just running out of time.”

“I thought you already baked two cakes and like a gazillion trays of cookies of all shapes and flavors,” James said. 

“I still have to finish these cupcakes,” I muttered. 

“I can help.”

Taylor snorted. “Since when do you know anything about baking?”

James shrugged. “How hard can it be? Terry’s doing the heavy lifting. I’m sure I can handle the small stuff.”

“Nah, it’s fine. Just get out of my way and stop pestering me. You’ll get your cupcakes when they’re ready.”

“Aye-aye, boss,” James said and grinned. “Do you need me to find another partner for later?”

I huffed and threw a kitchen towel at him. “I am not backing out of our gaming night!”

Van and Parker, Taylor’s brother and his significant other, were an epic team. If we ever played anything two versus two, they kicked our asses. James and I had trained like crazy with long weekends of hard-core gaming and I wasn’t going to let it all go to waste. Drew wouldn’t play if he suspected he could fuss over me instead, so the only person who could replace me was Taylor. I loved him to bits, but he sucked at anything that wasn’t a card or boardgame. 

It took a few more minutes, but I got them all out of the kitchen. Finally, some quiet time! I had no illusions it would last. Taylor wasn’t easily deceived. He’d made a strategic retreat just now, but when Drew returned from taking Flash on his walk, Taylor would sic him on me. Hopefully, he’d come in late enough that I’d have cupcakes to shut him up. 

This weekend I would not talk about my woes. I was so tired of this situation, I couldn’t stand myself moping over it anymore. So I was in love with a guy who refused to even consider going out with me. Boo-freaking-hoo. 

A few years back, I’d moved towns, switched schools, and left everyone I’d known behind. End of the Road was nothing more than my brother’s favorite diner, another new place I’d been introduced to. And then Trent showed up one day, all shy smiles and gorgeousness, and my world had tilted on its axis. I’d been a total goner the first time I’d set eyes on him.

At the time, I’d been nothing but a scrawny sixteen-year-old who’d never experienced more than fleeting attraction. Trent had changed that without even trying. I knew he’d never get past the whole bit about me being underage, so I’d waited patiently. However, turning eighteen over a year ago, hadn’t changed anything. Not Trent’s refusal to date me, not my stupid infatuation with him, and definitely not the way Trent looked at me, which totally contradicted whatever excuses he made. 

Maybe it was time I let go. I wanted to, but what if I gave up too soon? Van had waited for ten years to finally be with Parker. He’d never stopped loving Parker, even while the object of his affection had been married to his own brother. 

Taylor and Drew weren’t a better example either. Drew had made poor Taylor jump through so many hoops before they’d finally gotten together. Had Taylor given up too soon, they’d both missed out on the best man they could ever find. 

I surveyed the nice spread of ingredients on the island and started prepping. Better focus on my baking and not our little group’s dating history. It was messy and complicated and explaining it to new acquaintances was a pain in the ass.


CHAPTER TWO

“THERE YOU GO,” Trent said, sliding a coffee to me. 

I smiled, feeling more awake than I had all day, and wrapped my hands around the steaming mug. “Thank you.”

Trent only came out to play waiter with us when “the adults” were around. He’d forged a budding friendship with Van, Parker, Taylor, and my brother, which had led to an epic Valentine’s Day private party for Van and Parker and a lot of special treatment for all of us. If I came in here with friends my age, Trent avoided me like the plague. 

I took a sip of my coffee and tried to tune out the small talk going on at our table. If I ignored the words and focused on the sound of Trent’s voice, I could almost imagine how it would feel to have a real conversation with him. One where he didn’t look half-scared whenever I approached him. 

Across the table from me, James huffed, his face twisted in annoyance. Yeah, he didn’t like Trent much. He thought Trent was a coward, which, in James’s world, was the worst offense ever. 

“I don’t get what you see in that guy,” James said when Trent was far enough not to overhear us.

“Jealous?” I smirked and kicked his foot under the table. 

He rolled his eyes. “As if.”

Taylor, who was sitting next to me, wrapped his free arm around my shoulders. “Leave the kid alone.”

“I don’t understand why you encourage this. That Trent guy will never take him seriously. You’re just setting him up for failure.”

On Taylor’s other side, Drew bristled. “No one is setting Terry up for anything. I’m not about to tell him who he can and cannot want. My parents did enough of that to last us both a couple centuries.”

My parents had hated my gayness. Drew’s too, but they’d resented me more because I supposedly couldn’t hide it as well as Drew had while he’d lived with them. They’d wanted me to “get over it” so badly, they’d let all the bullies I’d encountered do their worst. Sadly, none of it had worked, and I was still as gay as ever. 

James sighed and crossed his arms on top of the table, pushing his own coffee forward. “This has nothing to do with Trent’s age, race, sexuality, or preferred sports team. What I’m saying is the dude is a fucking moron. He’s too afraid to admit he’s clearly into Terry. They’re only a few years apart and Terry’s legally an adult. I just don’t want him to hurt the kid.”

“I’m right here,” I spit out through my painfully gritted teeth. 

James’s eyes softened. “Sorry. He just rubs me the wrong way.”

“Keep it to yourself.” I hid behind my menu and ignored the deathly silence at our table. I knew James meant well, I did. He wasn’t one to keep his mouth shut and I’d noticed how protective he was of the people in his life. He acted the same way around Taylor, and he’d shown more and more of that tendency to play protector with Drew and even Van and Parker. What James couldn’t get through his stupid head was that I didn’t need saving. I didn’t want him riding in and protecting me from Trent. 

I slumped in my seat, thankful normal chatter had restarted around me. Maybe I just didn’t want James to be right. I couldn’t give up on Trent, not yet. 

By the time we got our food order, everyone seemed to have forgotten my earlier disagreement with James. Everyone but me, that was. As I chewed my eggs and bacon, my mind kept returning to our disagreement. Even after all this time away from my parents, I still feared not being enough for the people in my life. I’d stopped walking on eggshells around Drew and Taylor, but newer people still threw me off. 

Despite our extreme competitiveness, despite our friendly jabs, James was important to me. I didn’t want him to dislike me because my choices disappointed him. 

“After this, I’m taking Terry shopping,” James said, startling me out of my moody thoughts. 

“What? Why?” I turned to Drew, but he only shrugged. 

“You won us our first ever game night against Van and Parker. I’m spoiling you today.”

I frowned and stared at James. Sure, Van and Parker had always kicked our butts, but the only competition we got serious about was the one between the two of us. 

“It’s your money,” I said, already making a mental note of all the school stuff I needed. Community college was a lot less expensive than other options out there and I did have a part-time job, but I wouldn’t refuse freebies. James had been born into heaps of money and had exponentially increased the Cranes’s wealth since he’d taken over the family business as CEO and shareholder. He also happened to be generous to a fault, and he’d managed to wear down my ability to say no to his gifts. 

James smiled and it felt strange. It held no challenge, it didn’t look like he was biding his time, plotting his next epic comeback. Was he… Wow, James felt bad about our fight as much as I did. Fine, then. I’d cut him a break. 

“Drew, Taylor, let me out, please.”

Taylor grinned and stabbed a piece of bacon from my plate. “That’s my payment for you interrupting my meal.”

I tried to dig my elbow between his ribs, but he moved too quickly. I slid out of our booth, the one we always commandeered, and made my way to the bathroom. I didn’t really need to go, I just wanted a moment alone. 

The bathroom was full, so I went through the back exit and breathed, feeling like I finally could fill my lungs to capacity. 

The alley behind End of the Road was super quiet and clean, which wasn’t the norm for backstreets around here. I leaned against the diner’s wall and closed my eyes. What was I even doing? The only place I wanted to eat at was this diner. I’d dragged all my friends here as often as they’d let me. Was I like a stalker now? I didn’t exactly feel like one. It wasn’t like I followed Trent around and took creepy pictures of him. Did I follow his every move as covertly as possible, from the safety of my booth? Sure, but I couldn’t look away from him. Even when it meant I had to put up with this lingering feeling of sadness and longing. I just needed to see him, remind myself that he was solid and real and out there. And that maybe one day…

One day, my ass. It didn’t look like my dreams would ever come true. I’d tried for over a year. On my last birthday, I’d told him point blank that I liked him. He’d thanked me, turned bright red, and retreated to his office. Maybe James wasn’t entirely wrong. Trent did act like a bit of a coward. He hadn’t outright refused my advances. I’d caught him staring at me when he thought no one could see him. So maybe I needed to force a proper answer out of him. 

“Yup, I’m done waiting,” I whispered, then pushed myself up. I’d go find Trent, ask him to talk to me, and try again. I needed a yes or no. A clear answer to a very simple question: did he want to go out with me or not?

I pulled the metal door and stepped inside. I walked past the toilets and stopped just outside Trent’s office. He’d left the door ajar and I could hear voices inside. I thought I could wait for that conversation to be over, then maybe knock and ask to speak with him. 

“That kid’s back,” someone said. I couldn’t see them, but I had this feeling it was Danny, Trent’s newest waiter. Petite and blond, he always had a playful smile on his lips, and he had definitely noticed Trent. He acted and looked much younger than he was, but he was almost Taylor’s age. Which I totally envied him for. Had I been older, Trent wouldn’t have had any reason to dodge the moves I’d put on him. 

“Who do you mean?” Trent asked, sounding flustered. 

“Oh, come on, Trent! That kid with curly hair? He’s always here, ogling you.”

Dead silence stretched for what felt like forever. 

“You can’t be seriously thinking of dating him! Is he even legal?”


CHAPTER THREE

“HE’S NINETEEN,” TRENT muttered. 

“He still can’t buy alcohol, unlike you. Might not sound like much, but he’s in his teens. It would feel like you were raising him rather than dating him.”

Trent sighed loud enough for me to hear him. 

“I wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole,” Danny said and laughed, a bitter sound that made my skin crawl. 

“I’m not dating the kid,” Trent snapped. 

“Not currently, no.”

“Not now, not ever!”

I felt as if the sound had barreled through me and the entire diner. Everyone must have heard that indirect rejection. 

“Have you told him that?” Danny asked, perfectly unfazed by Trent’s outburst. 

That was it! I couldn’t stand there anymore, listening to them talk about me. I took a few shaky steps and pushed the door until it was all the way open. “Yeah, Trent. Have you told him?” How my voice didn’t break, I’d never know. But it held true. “For supposed adults, you two do a fine job of talking behind a person’s back. How about you say whatever you need to say to my face?”

Danny giggled, twisting to face me. “I think you’re a little brat who needs to start sniffing around kids his own age.” He shrugged and marched right out of Trent’s office. As he passed me, he took a loud intake of air, but I couldn’t care less what had startled him. 

“Terry, I didn’t mean for you to hear that,” Trent started, avoiding my gaze. 

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have participated. The question still stands. And you’ve had quite a while to think about it. Do you or do you not want to go out with me?”

His eyes snapped up, finally meeting mine. At that moment in time, he embodied the very definition of “deer in the headlights.”

“Still nothing to say to me? Cause you were pretty adamant about it when you were talking to Danny. You’re never going to date me, is that right?”

“I…” 

I slumped my shoulders and nodded. “Got it. I’ll see you around, Trent.” I turned on my heel, dying to get out of there as fast as possible. I needed to go back to our table and tell everyone I was leaving. Or maybe I could text them. 

I walked right into something hard and if it weren’t for strong hands grabbing me, I would have fallen on my ass. I looked up and suddenly realized what had scared Danny. James pulled me close, smushing my face right into his chest. I’d had enough time to notice his deathly glare though.

“Sorry, we’re running late,” James said, his words clipped, his body thrumming with what I suspected was red-hot fury. “Come on, Terry. Can’t be late for our shopping date.”

I nodded as much as his crushing hug allowed me until he walked me right out of there. 

“What about the others?” I asked as he rushed me out through the back exit. 

“Texted them already and said I’ll drop you at home later.”

“I don’t really feel like shopping. Could you just take me…” I blanked at that. I didn’t want to go home, because that would mean talking it out with Taylor and Drew. Possibly Van and Parker too, if they wanted to have a second day of fun and games at our house. 

“I’ve got it covered,” he said, and I knew I could trust him with this. He’d take care of me. 

James walked me to his car, helped me into the passenger seat of his sleek Bugatti Chiron, then got behind the wheel. Despite the black monster he drove, James was the most responsible driver I knew. He liked his toys and I’d always drooled over his collection of bikes and cars. But he didn’t act like a prick on the roads just because he could afford a car that cost more than a house. 

I didn’t pay attention to where he was taking me. I looked out the window, but didn’t really see much, my mind still replaying the earlier incident with Trent. Ever since he’d started working at End of the Road, Danny had gotten on my nerves. He wasn’t in-your-face mean, but he always asked if I wanted a milkshake with my order, or casually mentioned Trent was busy, or on a date, or other little things that were meant to upset me. I ignored him because I knew better. Trent almost never left the diner. Unless his date came to him and didn’t mind them being interrupted every five seconds, he had no time for people who weren’t diner customers. 

“We’re here,” James said, his voice soft. 

I looked at the gates currently opening in front of us and to the winding driveway on the other side. “Here being?”

“My place.”

I’d never been to James’s place. We all usually hung out at our house or at Van and Parker’s. James had offered to host us, but we all knew how busy he was, so we tried to make it easier on him. As he drove me through his huge ass fenced garden, I knew we had to spend more time here. 

“Did you mean your palace?”

James sighed. “It’s not that big.”

“The garden is.”

He smirked and pulled the car to a stop in front of a pretty small house for what I’d expected from such the garden. Heck, he could charge for nature tours.

“I just like to be far away from any potentially nosy neighbors,” James said. 

I took in the gleaming wall of windows that made up the front of his house and shrugged. “Or just far away from all voyeurs.”

James laughed and got out of the driver’s seat. “Yeah, I wouldn’t want anyone to see me fucking someone against my bedroom window.”

I shuddered and took a few seconds to drag myself out of the car. The idea of being pushed against a cool window while being fucked sounded a lot more appealing than I was willing to let slip. Not that I knew how that would feel, not beyond my trusty dildo. 

“Come on, let me give you the grand tour.”

I hurried to catch up with James, eager to see everything. This was a gem of glass and steel and geometric shapes and I wouldn’t want to miss my chance to snoop around and get some dirt on James, store it for future jabs when we got into it again. 

“How many rooms?”

James shrugged. “Let’s see. Living room, my home office, my gym, kitchen and dining room downstairs. Four bedrooms upstairs. Lots of storage space in the attic.”

“No bathrooms?”

He huffed. “Yeah, bathrooms too. A few. The attic was supposed to be my master bedroom. But I never got around to starting that project.”

He showed me every room he’d mentioned, and I liked the house just fine. The garden, I loved. The inside? It very much looked like the house of someone who wasn’t there for anything other than sleep. His kitchen was fresh out of a designer magazine, but he was missing all the cool gadgets we had back at home. In fact, it looked like he had never even cooked a meal here. “You don’t like it,” James said, smiling sadly at me. 

I leaned into him. “No, that’s not it. It just feels… I dunno. It reminds me of Taylor’s place when I first met him.”

James groaned. “Wow, that’s harsh.”

“Sorry.” I hung my head and wondered why I hadn’t kept my mouth shut. 

James rested his head on top of mine. “Don’t worry, I’m not upset. You’re right. I just never had time for more than a change of clothes and sleep while I’m home. You should see my garage though.”

I chuckled and went to explore his kitchen. I was going through his cupboards and fridge before I even realized what I was doing. I stopped and turned to look at him, expecting a scolding. 

James grinned and straddled one of the stools at his tall table. “What are you making me?”

“Pie. If I can find any fruit in here.”

“I think there are some apples somewhere in there.”


CHAPTER FOUR

I PRETTY MUCH slept through my four hours of work on Monday. After all the baking that weekend and the lack of sleep because of too much gaming, it wasn’t a surprise I could barely keep my eyes open. I’d spent the day pouring more caffeine into my bloodstream and trying to make some headway with what my boss had assigned to me for the week. 

Luckily, I knew all the ins and outs of the coffee shop chain Max Harding, my boss, owned. I’d started working in one of his shops in my final year of high school and, despite my limited hours, Max had made me a shop manager in no time. Apparently, I had potential. When I’d started taking community college classes after graduation, he’d offered me my current job, to be his executive assistant. Part time. I had no idea how he managed when I was only here in the morning, but I appreciated his help. Especially since he kept allowing me to do more than my job description stipulated. As I was trying to get a business degree, every bit of experience I could scrounge up helped. 

“You look like death,” Max said as he returned from a meeting outside of the office. 

“Thanks. You don’t look a day over fifty.”

“I’m forty-five!”

I shrugged. “Beats being a walking zombie.”

Max dropped his bag on the floor and sat on the chair on the other side of my desk. “Any messages?”

“Your wife called. She threatened to cut your balls off if you forget your anniversary dinner tonight.”

Max chuckled and waved me off. “She always says that, but never follows through.”

“That’s because I set up a gazillion reminders on your phone.”

Max winked. “That’s why I pay you the big bucks.”

“You don’t. You pay me a fair wage.”

“Wait for a while longer, you’ll probably get a promotion by the end of the year.”

I rolled my eyes. “We both know that won’t happen. Maybe after I graduate, and I can handle a full-time job.”

“We’ll see. Now get out of here.”

I stood and did a mock salute. “Yes, boss.”

“Oh, wait.” Max started searching through all his pockets and muttering curse words. 

“What are you looking for?”

“Checks” 

“Wallet. Or the inside flap pocket of your bag.”

“Right.” The first try was a miss, but he did find his checkbook in the back pocket. “Here you go. One donation in my name and one in yours.”

“Thank you. But you didn’t have to put it in my name.”

Max shrugged. “If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have heard about the youth center your brother-in-law helped fund. You can tell them all about it at the party you’re having.”

“Thanks, Max. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He stood and clapped my shoulder. “You’re an awesome kid. Now go have fun.”

I didn’t wait around any longer. I dashed out of the office and into the Uber I’d ordered. No time for my normal combo of subway and bus today, not if I wanted to make it in time. 

A bunch of kids had graduated this year and we’d planned a party to celebrate their accomplishments. Some had gone for full-time work, others were my new colleagues at the community college and taking part-time jobs. Either way, I felt super proud of all of them. They were about my age and had overcome a lot more issues than I’d ever had to deal with. I just hoped the cakes and cookies I’d baked would express that. If nothing else, they should at least appreciate the rainbow unicorn colors. And all the glitter. What heathen didn’t like glitter?

By the time I got home, Taylor and James were already loading cupcakes and cookie trays into Taylor’s car. “There’s the star baker,” James said, grinning ear to ear. “We waited for you to arrive to direct us on how to transport the cakes.”

There had been an incident with a cake I’d baked for Van and Parker’s anniversary last winter. Taylor had been a little careless and the cake had been ruined. Sure, a guy had cut him off and he’d had to break, but I’d have prepared for that. 

“One time, James. One time I screwed up.”

“It’s okay, Taylor,” I said, patting his head and messing up his perfect hairdo. “I know you’ve learned your lesson.”

While I changed, they followed my directions to secure the cakes on Taylor’s backseat. I got into James’s car and we started on our way to the LGBT center, Taylor driving carefully behind us, about ten miles under the speed limit. He really wasn’t going to risk ruining my cake again. 

I chuckled, my eyes trained on the rearview mirror. I hadn’t even been that upset. I’d made cupcakes and chocolate fudge, so we’d managed. Taylor had felt like crap though. He said he felt bad about ruining my cake that I’d spent a whole day fiddling with. I knew better. As it was Van and Parker’s anniversary, he didn’t want them to think he’d do anything to ruin it for them. 

“Taylor driving like a granny back there?”

I chuckled and punched James’s shoulder. “Don’t tease him. If he catches wind of it, he might go even slower.”

“I’m pretty sure the cops will pull us over if he does, ask if he’s either drunk or high.”

“Let’s hope not. I wouldn’t want them destroying my cakes in search of drugs.”

“Your cakes are drugs,” James muttered. 

“Why thank you!”

He snorted. “That wasn’t a compliment.”

“Yet here I am, taking it as one.”

James pouted for the rest of the drive. He really hated it when I had the last word. I knew he’d pay me back eventually. 

“About that shopping trip I promised.”

I blinked fast, trying to figure out what he was talking about. Oh, yes, before the whole Trent disaster we’d been talking about him taking me shopping. “We don’t have to. I think you did enough yesterday to reward me for my impressive gaming skills.”

“Nope. That was me taking care of a friend who’d been hurt. It doesn’t count as a reward, that’s just what anyone would do in that situation.”

I huffed out a strangled laughter. “Have you met my family? They’re my blood and they wouldn’t care.”

“I’ve met Drew. I don’t feel like meeting the rest. Besides, Terry, you can’t set your expectations based on the actions of some assholes who should have never been entrusted with the care of two children. If you do, you’ll hold those in your life to too low of a standard. You’re worth far more than that.”

I struggled to swallow past the huge lump in my throat. I’d never thought about it, but I realized I’d been doing exactly what James said I shouldn’t be doing. It always surprised me to see Drew and Taylor and their friends being so nice to me. The same applied for the friends I’d made in high school and college. Those who were dicks, well… they got far too many strikes from me before they were out. Because no matter how many times they were assholes, they’d never be as bad as my parents, or the kids back home who’d bullied me relentlessly. 

“You okay?”

I nodded but didn’t dare meet James’s eyes. “Sure. I’m great.”


CHAPTER FIVE

THE PARTY HAD been an absolute blast. There was plenty of finger food left, but the kids had polished off everything I’d baked. Which probably explained the huge grin on my face. We’d spent most of the afternoon playing boardgames in the huge dining hall of Rainbow Hope, and then we’d started a Mortal Kombat tournament. Which Van had won, no surprise there. I played against him almost every weekend, and I’d only managed to K.O. him a handful of times. 

“I’m hungry,” Van said as the party was winding down.

“There’s still plenty of food left,” James said, looking suspiciously at the remaining trays. Yeah, the good stuff was long gone. 

“I want real food. A juicy burger.” Van wiggled his eyebrows at me. “The kind that we’d all kill for.”

I clenched my fists hard enough to feel my nails digging into my palms. I would not groan; I would not have any outward reaction. 

“Nah, I don’t feel like it,” James said. “Let’s go someplace else. I know a great steakhouse you’d all love.”

“Is that the one you took me to when you were trying to poach me?” Taylor asked, a sparkle in his eyes. “That was a great steak.”

“But Terry and I prefer End of the Road,” Van insisted. 

Of our entire group, Van and Taylor were the most supportive of my attempts of getting Trent’s attention. Van was slightly more gung-ho about it, probably because he knew what it felt like to spend years pining over the same unavailable man. Taylor just liked to spoil me rotten. 

Today, all that support backfired on me. “No, it’s fine. We can go someplace else.”

Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to stare at me. “Terry, are you okay?” Drew asked, already assessing me for potentially life-threatening diseases. 

“Yeah, I’m great. James, tell me more about the steakhouse.”

“Oh, no,” Taylor said, wiggling his index finger. “That’s not going to cut it. I’ve seen you coughing your lungs out and running an impressively high fever, and you still insisted you were well enough to eat at the diner. What’s going on?”

I sighed and hung my head. “I just…”

“Leave him be,” James said, pulling me into his side. “Terry, why don’t you go say goodbye to the kids. I’ll fill everyone in.”

I stiffened at the thought of James telling them about my humiliating, minimum-effort rejection. But I knew I couldn’t hide it forever. And, to be honest, I kind of felt relieved I at least wouldn’t have to see the pity in their eyes when I told them about it. 

“Sure. I’ll be right back.” I hightailed it out of there and went to say goodbye to every single person in the youth center, including the guy cutting the grass outside. I wanted to give everyone enough time to process. And a long respite for myself before I had to face their sad, worry-filled, and pitying eyes. 

When I couldn’t postpone it any longer, I returned to the dining hall. The pity I’d expected was nowhere to be found. Rage? Eyes that could kill? Sure, all of that. Wow, having five overprotective men in my court was… a bit scary. And yes, all five of them displayed the same righteous fury. I figured James had worked himself up into a frenzy while relating yesterday’s events to the rest of them. 

“Okay, we’ll see you at the steakhouse,” Van said, giving me a curt, frowny nod. 

“Sure,” I whispered, afraid that if I spoke too loudly, they’d all drive to End of the Road instead and have a talk with Trent. 

“Come on, Terry. You’re riding with me,” James said and dragged me out of there before anyone else had time to react. “Sorry,” he said as we rushed to his car. “Thought you’d be safer with me than with Drew or Taylor.”

As we’d come from different directions, Drew had driven there, so had Van and Parker. We now had four cars for six people, which wasn’t crazy at all. “Thanks. If we were left alone in his car, I’m pretty sure Drew would start crying.”

“Taylor wouldn’t be any better. He’d cry and drive his car straight through End of the Road.”

I sighed and cradled my head in my sweaty hands. Yeah, I could see all of that happening. “It wouldn’t help at all. Just make things even more embarrassing for me.”

“Right. But just so you know, they all decided on an embargo on End of the Road.”

Oh, no! That wouldn’t do. Everyone loved that place. And just because I’d experienced a middle-man rejection—Trent had never said “not interested” to my face—they couldn’t give up on their favorite place. 

“If you’re going to tell them to go back there, I’d give them a couple of weeks.”

“Think Drew and Van can live without those burgers for that long?”

James shrugged. “By the looks of them, I’d say they’ll have to. Otherwise you’ll need to make sure Trent gets out of town for a while.”

I groaned and gripped my hair tight. “Oh, no. Why couldn’t I play it cool?”

James reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “No one can play it cool the day after they got their heart broken.”

“Thanks, James. For everything. You’ve been awesome.”

He slowly massaged my shoulder, then moved to the back of my neck, releasing some of the tension there. “Like I said earlier, I didn’t do much.”

“I don’t care that it wasn’t much. It was exactly what I needed.”

He grinned and released me, returning his hand to the steering wheel. “You’ll be fine, Terry. We’ll go shopping tomorrow after you finish work, and we’ll do another gaming weekend at my place, so that we’re all away from your usual hangouts. You’ll feel better soon, I promise.”

I tried for a smile but failed. “Sounds great. It sure would have helped if he’d had the guts to tell me he’s not interested to my face.”

James muttered a few curses. “Honestly, I think he is interested. Which is why he pisses me off. Have the balls to either go for what you want or have a clean break. This weird limbo where he doesn’t crush your hopes, but doesn’t date you either… It just makes him look like a fool. A weak, coward of a fool.”

I frowned and turned to look at James. “I imagine it’s weird for him. Knowing I’m younger and having everyone around him give him crap for his interest in me.”

“Don’t make excuses for him. You’re a legal adult. He’s only a few years older than you, and judging by his recent reactions, less mature than he ought to be at his age. If he’s interested, he should just say so.”

“Is that what you’d do if you fell for someone much younger?”

James snorted. “That would never happen. I have a very low tolerance for angsty, entitled brats.”

“I’m sure you never acted like that ever.” I rolled my eyes and turned to look out the window.

“Not really, no. I started working as early as I possibly could. First doing chores for pocket money, which is pretty standard. Then I’d mow the lawns of everyone in our neighborhood who was willing to pay me. I think I was fourteen when I got my first part-time gig in my father’s company. I worked through high school and college. With my father passing, I became CEO of this expanding corporation way before I was ready. I never had time for teen rebellion or yelling at my father that he’d ruined my life.”

I stared at him, jaw somewhere on the floor of his car. I knew he’d been a prodigy in college, already managing his father’s company by his senior year. I’d never realized just how dedicated and amazing James was. And here I sat, moaning over a guy rejecting me… I really needed to get my act together.
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