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A QUICK NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

If you laughed at that title, then you’ve read some of my “brief” introductions before. This is where I normally thank everyone for everything in a shameless rip-off of a perfectly penned Oscar acceptance speech. 

This time I am going to complain a bit instead. Being sick sucks! Pneumonia sucks and a broken leg sucks even more! Yes, I repeated “sucks” three times. Well, four now… But those two things really suck, especially when they come one after the other and they screw up your summer and autumn in one sweet blow. 

Now that the whining is over, I am so beyond thrilled to be releasing a new book! This is the first story I completed and released after the prolonged sick leave. Four freakin’ months! No, I am not going to use the word “sucks” again. 

I would like to thank everyone who’s helped me get this book done. My mom who’s been a superhero through my recovery, my boyfriend who made fun of me until I stopped sulking and laughed with him, his mom who’s been my designated driver so many times,  Alina, Magda, and  my next door neighbors (and second family), for taking over Ares walking duty,  and my amazing writer friends, Clare, Aimee, Sarah, CJ, and Teodora for all the rooting they did. 

Last but certainly not least, I’d like to thank all of you for picking up this book. If you have been with me for my previous releases, thank you for still remembering I exist after about half a year of absence. 

That’s it, hope you enjoy the story. See? I can keep these short!


CHAPTER ONE

"WHAT THE FUCK WERE YOU thinking?" I said, the words too loud, despite having to fight my clenched teeth to get them out. My jaw hurt from all the grinding I'd done in the past ten minutes. My palms were sweaty and the sharp bite of nails piercing skin reminded me to loosen my fists a little. 

"I have no idea what you mean, little brother." Taylor gave a shrug, it didn't make him look innocent at all. 

"It's Mom's birthday. You know they made Parker come, right?"

Taylor squinted, his grin turning cruel. "Not my problem." 

I glared at my brother, annoyed by everything he did. The way he sat, splayed out on our parents' new couch he'd insisted they should buy. "To improve the overall aesthetics of the living room." The casual hold he'd kept on his new boy toy. The perfectly coiffed do he'd asked me to assess earlier. The smug grin he'd plastered on his lips, mocking enough, while still tapping into the full potential of his megawatt smile. I hated how he breathed, all relaxed. Not about to snap like me.

"Boys," the lady of the hour said, just as I was about to lunge and bash Taylor's face in. "I need help in the kitchen."

"I have to entertain my guest," Taylor whined. 

"I'll go. The air is poisonous in here anyway." I turned to the guy plastered to Taylor's side. Small, sweet, and slender, the type Taylor seemed to go for since the divorce. "Do you know why you're here?"

The guy glared at me and pushed himself closer to Taylor. "Umm, I was invited."

"His ex-husband is going to be here. Taylor needs a new squeeze to parade in front of him. He's gorgeous. Sorry if you end up feeling insecure." I turned on my heel and marched to the kitchen. 

"Darling, I—"

"What the hell were you thinking?" I asked, defeated. 

"I didn't know he'd bring someone," Mom said.

I rolled my eyes at her. "That excuse worked last Christmas. I stopped buying it by Easter."

Mom had the decency to hang her head. "I can't fathom not having Parker with me for family get-togethers. He's been part of this family since he was a teen."

"So it's okay to torment him because you're selfish?"

She gawked and looked at me, eyes wide. In a second, she recomposed herself and came to me, cupping my cheek. "Don't be like that, Van. I promise this won't happen again.”

I wanted to believe she'd keep her promise. She wouldn't though. Mom was great, for the most part, but she had this selfish streak when it came to her family, and Parker had unfortunately become part of it when he'd started dating, then was stupid enough to marry my brother. They'd been divorced for a little over a year, and Taylor still put all his dark genius into tormenting Parker. He couldn't forgive the guy for leaving him. Taylor had cheated repeatedly, but he'd expected Parker to put up with it forever. No one ever left Taylor. He discarded those he no longer needed, not the other way around.

"Okay. What do you need help with?"

"Oh, you're the sweetest child." She chuckled and patted the side of my face. "There are some bottles of wine in my trunk. Be a dear and carry them inside."

I went into the garage through the kitchen and popped open her trunk. By bottles she'd meant two cases. And some random bubbly. I sighed and hefted up the first case. At least this would keep my hands busy. If I couldn't use them, I couldn't wrap them around Taylor's neck and strangle him.

When I was done carrying booze inside, Mom sent me out front to bring in the flowers she'd left on the porch. I froze mid-step, my breath hitching. Parker stood there, smiling that bright, warm smile of his that turned all my bones to dust. It didn't melt me, it completely obliterated me. 

"Hey, kid."

And I was back! To Parker, I would always be his ex-husband's little brother. Technically his little brother. Fuck my life and fuck Taylor's luck to have met Parker before I had. 

"Parker, hey." I jumped over the stairs of our porch and crushed him in a hug. I'd grown taller than him by a couple of inches and I was wider too. Yet he seemed to have totally missed that. Still a squirt to him, despite my best efforts to convince him otherwise. 

He held me and patted my shoulder, a little sigh flying loose as we embraced. Once the total body and mind shock of hugging him subsided, I realized he'd lost some weight. Again. I stepped back and took a better look at him. 

"Nope, stay," I said, squeezing both his shoulders when he tried to walk past me. He shook his head but didn't fight me. By now, he knew I wouldn't let up. 

His clothes, a perfect fit only six months ago, seemed loose. "Parker, do I have to come to your place and force feed you?"

He snorted and pushed me away. "Fuck off, kid." There was no bite to it, but his reaction still hurt. I knew I had no right, I wasn't even his brother-in-law anymore. I couldn't help worrying about him though. 

Parker ruffled my hair and pulled me into a side... something. Not even a half-hug, but some sort of friendly touch. "I'm fine, I promise. Too many long days at the office lately."

That had always been Parker's excuse: too much work. He ran his father's car repair shop, he'd done that since the divorce. I still hated he'd quit the advertising job he loved. Somehow, Taylor had convinced him he'd cheated because of Parker's career. A blatant lie, but that's all it took for Parker to give up his dream. Luckily, he had a good business head, no matter what he did, and the camaraderie at his father's shop was probably one of the few things keeping him afloat. 

"What am I looking at tonight?"

"Pretty and cuddly," I said, noticing the shadow that descended on him. "I might have made it worse."

Parker huffed and bumped his shoulder into mine. "I can handle Taylor, don't worry."

Complete bullshit, of course. But Parker was like that, trying to reassure everyone, even as his world turned to shit. He'd be charming and funny throughout the evening, even to Taylor's date. He'd pretend not to notice his ex's cruelty and overt aggression, and he'd make sure my mom enjoyed her big day. He'd keep that up, until he said goodnight and walked to his car. With the engine running, sealed off from the world, everything would come crushing in. I knew it, I'd seen it before. 

"Let's get this party started," I said, wrapping my arm around Parker's shoulders and walking him inside. 

The moment I noticed Taylor's cold stare, I realized I'd made a mistake. Nothing set Taylor off like my closeness to Parker. We'd stayed friends after their divorce and Taylor despised me for succeeding when Parker didn't want to have anything to do with him outside these occasions Mom forced him to attend. 

Taylor always had to steal whatever I had. Toys, friends, accomplishments, he had to take them, crush them, or downplay them. Parker most of all. I remembered well how he'd decided not to dump Parker a few weeks after meeting him just because I was totally in love with the guy. How were we even related?


CHAPTER TWO

ON MY FIFTEENTH BIRTHDAY, I met the man of my dreams. Two hours after meeting him, I lost him to my brother. Now, seeing Taylor's predatory sneer, I couldn't help remembering that weird emotional rollercoaster of a day. 

I'd skipped school to get ready for my huge birthday party. Mom had organized it and it was going to be perfect. All my friends were coming, so were some older guys from school, my then-crush included. I wanted to look my best, so I'd gotten a trendy haircut, then planned on finding an outfit for the evening. 

As I stared at myself in the mirror, I noticed someone behind me. I locked eyes with the guy patiently waiting for me to inspect myself and forgot how to breathe. He was beautiful. Messy dark hair, slightly curled, flopping down on a flawless, naturally tanned face. He had the warmest brown eyes, full lips, and the sexiest scar—one shaped like lightning crossing his left eyebrow. He looked like a runner, lean and strong, his stylish clothes clinging to every muscle in his body. 

"Does this look good?" I asked, surprising myself with my sudden bout of boldness. 

He smiled and completely shattered me. One thing that had stuck over the years, no matter how I tried to gain immunity to it.

"I'd try that in a warmer shade. It'll look better with your skin's undertone."

I thanked him, or babbled something incoherent, and went to decode the racks to look for a color that would match his suggestion. Five minutes later, I was still staring at that stupid shirt model. 

"Can't decide?"

I jumped at the sound of his voice. I opened my mouth to lie but hung my head instead. "What the hell is a warmer shade?"

He laughed, the sound rich and warm, and picked out a few options for me. "Try these on and pick your favorite."

"Thanks, you're a life saver."

"What do you think of this?" He extended his arms then turned around, modeling a soft, faux leather jacket. 

"You're perfect." I blushed furiously when I realized what I'd said. "I mean it looks perfect on you."

He smiled knowingly. It hadn't been the best of saves. He thanked me anyway and left the store. 

I stood there, trapped between my need to follow him and the more logical path of finding a shirt and getting on with my day. 

I spent the next few hours regretting my choice. Who needed logic anyway? I might never see that guy again. I should have at least found out his name. 

"I'm home," I announced lamely when I arrived at the house I’d grown up in. I was no longer excited about my party. Little did I know, things were only going to get worse. 

"In the kitchen," Mom yelled. 

I heard other voices coming from the same direction. My dad's deep voice, my brother's, and... another one. New, but familiar somehow. I pushed the door open and the world tilted on its axis, making me dizzy and nauseated. There Taylor was, arm slung around the shoulders of the guy I'd met earlier. 

"Hon, meet your brother's boyfriend," Mom said. 

"Yeah, this is Parker," Taylor added, sounding bored. 

"Hey." I nodded and swallowed hard. I slid my hands into my pockets, avoiding him extending his. It would have been awkward when I was shaking this badly. 

"Happy birthday. Nice choice of shirt." He winked, and a fresh wave of nausea hit me when Taylor narrowed his eyes and pulled Parker closer. 

"Thanks for your help earlier," I said. 

"Do you two know each other?" Taylor no longer sounded bored. And for the rest of my birthday party, he made a point in sticking close to Parker and hogging all his attention. 

"You okay?" current-day Parker asked and my memories of meeting him faded.

"Incoming," I muttered, and tightened my grip on him. 

Taylor made a beeline for us, dragging his squeeze along. Hand in hand, they stopped inches from us. 

"Parker, would you like to meet—"

"Nope, he wouldn't," I said, and moved around them, taking Parker with me. 

"We'll both pay for that later, kid." Parker chuckled and put his arm around my waist. 

I took in every inch of his face, looking for a reaction, but I only found amusement there. The shadow of sadness from earlier hadn't made a comeback. Maybe Parker was building some resistance to Taylor's poison. 

Parker greeted my parents and other relatives, all of them sighing and throwing him pitiful looks. They were better served pitying Taylor. He'd lost something important, not Parker. 

I grabbed two bottles of Parker’s favorite beer—I'd made sure to stash it to make his evening more tolerable—and went to find him. Taylor had been faster than me, crowding Parker in a corner, cutting his exits. At least he was alone. 

"Got your beer," I said, wiggling the bottle between them. 

"Thanks, kid." Parker grabbed it and touched it to mine. "Cheers."

"Come on, there's something I want to show you."

"He's busy," Taylor said, turning his death glare on me. 

After twenty-five years of being his brother I was immune to it. "Parker? Do you need a minute?" I kept my eyes on Taylor, meeting him head on as I waited for Parker's reply.

"Not even a second." His clipped words made me cringe. What had Taylor said to him now?

Parker pushed past Taylor and followed me up the stairs. We hurried to the safety of my room, and once in, I shut the door behind us. Privacy didn't mean much to Taylor when he wanted something, so only a lock would keep him away. 

"Thanks for that," Parker said, collapsing on my bed. 

"I'm sorry. He's a dick."

Parker chuckled and patted the spot next to him. I climbed in and he rested his head on my shoulder. 

"It's not your fault he's a dick. Or that I was stupid enough to marry him." He took a long swig from his beer and went quiet. 

I itched to ask what Taylor had said. I imagined it had been cruel, designed to rile Parker up. Probably a lie too. 

"He said they're moving in together."

I scoffed. "Sure they are. That's what he tells you about everyone he bangs."

"I said as much."

I craned my neck to be able to see him better. "Really? I thought your strategy was to ignore him until he went away."

"Rough day today, I didn't have the patience. I think he might be serious though."

"No way!"

"Yes way." He took another mouthful of beer. "I've seen them around. It's been about a month."

That was indeed longer than normal for my brother. Quick, I had to think of a silver lining. "Maybe he'll let you be now that he's serious about someone."

"I hope he is. I hope he finds what he's looking for. I know he needed something I couldn't give him, I—"

I snatched the beer from his hand and held it away. "Oh, don't you fucking dare! Don't you dare make excuses for his cheating. You might believe you weren't enough. The truth is my brother is a dick and couldn't keep his hands off other men to save his life."

He smiled sadly and motioned for me to hand him the beer back. I did, even if I didn't think he deserved it just yet. 

"Whether it was enough or not, there wasn't anything more I wanted to give him."

The choice of words caught me off guard, but I didn't dare ask. 

"You've stiffened and you're holding your breath. Just ask the damn question."

Caught in the act, as always. I still wondered how Parker had managed not to figure out how in love I'd always been with him. Not when he seemed to read me like an open book about everything else.

"What did he ask for? I know it wasn't forgiveness."

Parker scratched his cheek and sighed. "He wanted an open relationship. He said it didn't make sense for us to fight every time he fucked someone. He wasn't going to stop, and I was always going to forgive him."

 I gasped, amazed by my brother's audacity. Parker had caught him cheating often. The first time, he'd ignored it, after all they'd just started dating. The second time, he’d left town for a month. The most recent affair... well, they'd ended up getting lawyers. 

"So you divorced him?"

Parker shrugged. "I took my sweet time deciding, but yeah. I realized I couldn't live with knowing he would never stop hurting me."

I bit my lip before blurting out something heartless. I didn’t think Taylor would stay faithful to anyone. 

"It's fine, kid. I know I was insane to hold out hope he'd be satisfied with only me. I caught him often enough, but I suspected it happened a lot more."

I closed my eyes. I knew of at least four guys. I'd never said anything because I had no definitive proof. By guy number four, I'd taken pictures. Somehow, Parker had found out before I could show him. Would he have hated me, had I been the bearer of bad news? I didn't think I could have lived with that. 


CHAPTER THREE

 

"DID YOU FINALLY GET WHAT you wanted?" Taylor asked when I returned to Mom and Dad's. He crossed his arms over his chest, his permanent glare fixed on me. 

I didn’t know why Taylor hated me so much, or why he tried to steal things from me. Our parents' attention, trying to outplay my every win, Parker. He'd flaunted Parker again and again after my fifteenth birthday. He'd even been cruel enough to tell me he'd intended to break up with Parker after that weekend. But his being something I wanted had made Parker more appealing. 

I wondered if Taylor knew that had been only partly true. Unlike the other guys he'd dated, Parker had never seen Taylor as anything but exactly who he was. And Parker had loved him anyway. That acceptance and love had kept Taylor interested. It was why he'd married Parker. Deep down, I knew Taylor realized he'd had something precious. Yet he hadn't been able to stop himself from ruining it. I only wished he'd direct his lashing out at me and leave Parker out of it. 

"Yeah, sure, Taylor. I took him home and fucked him. You should at least know Parker better than that."

His eyes turned into glowing slits and he snarled. "I do, little brother. I know him a lot better than you do."

I shrugged and pushed past him. "Then you have absolutely no excuse for losing him."

"I did not lose him!" He grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. 

I let myself move with the momentum and leaned against him, my chest out as I pressed forward. "Really? What then? You dumped him? Cause I fucking know who filed for divorce. And who tried to talk who out of it."

Taylor smirked and pushed me back. He didn't have enough force, but I didn't want more contact with him than absolutely necessary, so I stepped back on my own. "He'll come back to me."

I laughed, the sound strangled and pained. "Not unless you change. And even then, I doubt even you can fix that much damage. But please, keep flaunting the guy you want to move in with." I made air quotes, thrilled to see him flinch. "That will definitely convince Parker you want him."

"Maybe I am just tired of him and decided to leave you my scraps."

At the last minute, I opened my fist and slapped him across the face, sending him sideways. "He's not a piece of meat you throw around, Taylor. And even though he lowered himself so much as to date you, he'll never be scraps for anyone. But you know that already. You've lost the best man that ever graced you with his attention."

I turned to leave, and Taylor throttled me. I raised my arms enough to protect my face. The heels of my palms took the brunt of it and I groaned as I exhaled. His bony arms had dug deep into my side and it hurt like a bitch. "Leave Parker alone," he shouted, spit hitting my face. 

"Fuck you." I pushed him away. "I won't abandon him after what you've done."

"Van, the hero of the day." He laughed and extended his arms, doing a pirouette. "Watch out, world. He's going to right all your wrongs. Selfless to the bone."

I shook my head, suddenly feeling exhausted. Every interaction with my brother drained me. "Taylor, you're my brother. You're messed up, but I love you. Enough to call your bullshit. But remember one thing. I will never stand by and let you hurt him again. If he's self-destructive enough to take you back, I'll be watching your every move."

I closed the door on his vile comeback and searched for Mom. A hasty goodbye later, I ran out of the house, eager to leave all that tension behind. Fuck, I was glad I was moving back to my own place soon.

***

Taylor's name flashed on my screen and I threw the phone on the couch, as far from me as I could. I didn't have time for his bullshit. I'd had a shitty week with my freelance work, dealing with long hours and stupid people. Now that it was over, I couldn't take a dose of my brother until I'd had a chance to unwind. 

My phone chirped with a flurry of texts, then buzzed on the couch as Taylor called again and again. After half an hour, I swore and picked it up. 

"What the fuck do you want, Taylor?"

"Where's Parker?"

I took a deep breath, then another. "How should I know?"

"Aren't you all buddy-buddy? He's not at work. Hasn't been there all week."

I leaned back, trying to relax and return my attention to the movie I'd been watching. "Or maybe he avoids you whenever you go there."

"I thought of that, smart ass! He's not in. On vacation. Parker took time off work without being compelled."

I rubbed my forehead and sighed loudly into the phone. "Can you blame him, Taylor? You've fucked up his life."

He said something under his breath which I didn’t hear. "Just check up on him."

I paused, mouth gaping open. Taylor never showed this level of concern. He'd never willingly ask me to spend more time with his ex. "What aren't you telling me?"

"Nothing. Just talk to him."

"Taylor, don't make me beat it out of you." I could hear the eye roll, but we both knew I was physically capable of it. And, when it involved Parker, I definitely would. 

"The health insurance company still has his old P.O. box address. I've received a letter from them, summarizing the medical services he's used recently. He's been in a few times."

Parker never went in for anything other than mandatory yearly tests. And even then, he tried to dodge. He wouldn't voluntarily see a doctor unless it was serious. I cursed and held my phone away for a second. "Fine, I'll go see him tomorrow."

Taylor hung up without another word. He was smart enough to know I wouldn't share whatever I found out. 


CHAPTER FOUR

I KNEW I LOOKED LIKE crap. I'd failed to get any sleep after Taylor's phone call. I'd tried calling Parker, but he hadn't picked up. Now, as I hovered in front of his door, I wondered whether I'd been right to come here without a word from him. 

I took a deep breath and held it as I pushed the button of his doorbell. Its chime seemed too loud, making me cringe. Nothing happened, so I pressed it again, putting my ear to the door and trying to pick up some movement inside. I finally exhaled when I heard shuffling and quickly stepped back, trying to minimize my creepiness. 

The door opened slowly, and Parker stared blankly at me. His eyes half-closed, his hair a complete mess, he looked like he was about to fall asleep on his feet. 

"Parker, sorry. Did you get my text?"

He grunted and waved me in, then dragged his feet to the couch in his living room. He pushed a pizza box and some other wrappers away and collapsed on it. 

"Are you okay?"

He nodded and patted the seat next to him. I hurried to comply and the moment my butt hit the seat, he snuggled close, resting his head on my lap. "Cold," he murmured. 

I grabbed the quilt hanging on the side of the couch and covered him. Parker shivered and then relaxed. 

"Do you need anything? Should I call a doctor?"

He shook his head, which looked weird with him curled up on his side like that. "Just need to rest."

I sighed and ran my fingers through his hair. He made a pleased sound, so I kept going long after his breath had evened out. I don't know how long I stayed like that, massaging his scalp and watching him sleep. 

"What's the time?" Parker slurred his words as he woke up, stretching like a cat and pushing his head higher on my lap. 

"About noon," I said after checking my phone. "How are you feeling?"

"Tired." He sat up and rubbed his eyes. I'd managed to make his hair a lot messier and he looked so sweet, I ached with the need to touch him more. 

"What are you doing here?" His voice was still heavy with sleep, but the words were crisper. 

"Came to check up on you. Heard you'd taken a vacation from work and I just had to see it for myself." 

Since the divorce, Parker hadn’t taken a free day for any reason. I had a hunch he resented holidays for forcing him out of the office. 

"Taylor." The name sounded like a curse on his lips.

I nodded. No need to deny it.

"Dad said he's been looking for me. What else did he tell you?"

I squirmed as he pinned me down with his intense stare. I couldn't, not even after all this time, deal with this depth of scrutiny from Parker. "Said something about doctor's appointments."

Parker sighed and patted my shoulder. "That explains you coming here. I'm fine."

"Then tell me what the doctor said"

Parker rolled his shoulders and moved his head from side to side. "Got a few dizzy spells at work. Dad forced me to go get it checked out. Extreme exhaustion, apparently. Doc said I should rest, and Dad made sure I listened."

I smiled at his cranky expression. "Looks like you needed it."

He shrugged and looked away. "Couldn't really sleep for the first few days. I did catch up on all the TV series I wanted to watch. And those I didn't. Then, something clicked, and I think I've done nothing but sleep and eat for the past few days. It's Saturday, right?"

"Yeah. How about you shower, and I'll take you to lunch?" I looked around at the wrappers and beer bottles littered across the living room. "Something that's not junk food."

He slumped and hung his head. "I don't have the energy."

"You need the fresh air. Just do as I say."

"Fine, kid. I'll shower and get ready."

Kid. Every time he called me that, I felt a little bit of my heart shriveling up and dying. There was nostalgia in hearing the word, but my need for him to see me as a man always overpowered it. He was only four years older than me, for God's sake!

I tried to relax as I waited for him to get ready, but I couldn't sit still. I got a garbage bag from the kitchen and started cleaning up. I moved from the living room back into the kitchen and sorted everything into recyclables and stuff to simply throw out, then took them to the appropriate bins on the ground floor. 

I knew this building by heart. Parker had inherited his apartment from his grandmother and he'd lived in it since college. Later, when he'd moved in with Taylor, they'd had to find a new apartment. This place wasn't posh enough for my brother. The little wanker was spoiled, wanted nice things and status, which he'd happily gobbled up when Parker's advertising job had supplied them. Then he'd tried to blame Parker's crazy work hours for his cheating. Bastard!

The moment he'd filed for divorce, Parker had moved back here. He'd left the old place to my brother, but of course Taylor couldn't afford it on his own. He'd stayed in the same posh building but downgraded to a one-bedroom. He had expensive tastes, and he needed clothes and pricey cocktails more than he needed a spacious apartment. That's how I knew he wasn't going to move in with the kid he'd been flaunting. He wanted someone to provide for him. 

"Ready," Parker said when he returned to the living room. He looked around, taking in the tidier room. "Oh, man, you didn't have to clean up for me."

I shrugged. "Take it as a thank you for all those times in high school my mother made you take care of me when I was sick." I didn't get sick a lot as a kid, but I did have a tendency to catch colds and flus. I was lax about how many layers I wore and never knew how to stay away from kids who spread germs around. Mom couldn't get sick, it would keep her away from her social life and she knew better than to delegate to Taylor, so the moment Parker walked into our lives, she'd asked him to care for her sick child. Being the nice guy he was, Parker had always done it without complaint. 

Parker rolled his eyes. "Then I'm buying you lunch."

I'd invited him, but I knew he wouldn't budge. It wasn't worth fighting over it anyway. As long as I got him out of the house and made sure he ate properly, I could afford to lose one battle.

"Where to?" Parker asked over the humming of his engine when we got in the car. 

I wanted a place that was close to a park. Maybe I could force a walk on him after we ate. "How about that Turkish place next to Lincoln Park?"

His wide grin told me I'd hit jackpot. He loved anything Middle Eastern. Grilled meats, rice, carrot salad, it was definitely better than the junk he'd been consuming. He peeled out of the parking lot without another word, his smile still on. 


CHAPTER FIVE

I SPRAWLED ON THE BENCH next to Parker and rubbed my belly. "Don't think I can move anymore."

Parker huffed and tried to reach me, but his hand hung limp. "Me either. Who's going to drive us back?"

I sighed and closed my eyes, letting the warmth of the early afternoon sun wash over me. "We can sleep it off. Then crawl back to your car."

He groaned and covered his eyes with his arm. "Don't even mention moving to me anymore. Binge-eating is a bad idea."

We hadn't really binge-eaten, had we? We'd had two desserts each, but no shoveling food in our mouths to fill the emptiness inside. We'd savored it, right? That counted, didn’t it? 

"Maybe we should come here more often. Then we wouldn't be compelled to get everything on the menu."

I could feel Parker's eyes on me. I let my head roll to my left and gazed back at him. He frowned, searching for something. 

"Thanks for today," he said. His words made no sense, not with his tense posture. He seemed upset somehow. 

"You wish I hadn't come by."

He shook his head. "No, not at all."

I reached out and ran my fingers along his frown lines. "Then why are you so tense."

"I guess I am just trying to figure out why you'd care so much."

Because I've loved you from the moment I laid eyes on you. Of course, I couldn't confess at a time like this. Or ever. "Just because my brother is dumb enough to push you out of his life doesn't mean I am too. I've known you for ten years and change, Parker. You were there for me more than my own flesh and blood. Of course I care about you."

He smiled, his face relaxing a smidgen. "I keep forgetting you and Taylor have very little in common."

I scrunched my nose. "Don't burst my bubble. I like to pretend I'm adopted."

He chuckled, the faint shaking traveling through the old wooden boards of the bench, lulling me into a state of immense pleasure. "Fine, you are nothing alike."

I latched onto that lie. I knew I looked like Taylor, although my features weren't as delicate. We had the same mouth shape, the same eyes. The same hair texture, although my cut did a fine job of hiding that and Taylor liked to dye his a darker color. We also shared my mother's impeccable bone structure. Growing up, especially in my teenage years, I remember wishing I at least had a different father, even if I loved my dad to pieces. I just felt the need to disconnect, something to separate me from Taylor and his toxic personality. 

"Hey, let's go for a walk around the lake," I said, regretting the suggestion the moment I stood up.

Parker glared at me, his lips pressed into a grim line. 

"Come on." I extended my hand and motioned for him to take it. "You'll thank me when you feel less awful."

"You mean after I kick your ass?"

I took in his tilted head and the playful grin curving his lips. "Let's settle for walking off our monster lunch."

Parker clicked his tongue. "You're no fun."

I wiggled my eyebrows and smirked. "I could prove you wrong in a heartbeat."

He looked at me wide-eyed, as taken aback by my flirty tone as I'd been. He recovered faster than me and bumped his shoulder into mine. 

"Really? Are you going to show me all your best moves?"

I laughed, sounding ragged despite the effort of hiding my panic. "You wouldn't survive that, old man."

***

"So, how is he?" Taylor puffed his chest, trying to scare the reply out of me. It was useless, I'd outgrown him long ago. 

"None of your business."

"You little shit! I sent you there. You better spill or I'll fucking punch that grin off your face."

I shrugged and leaned into the cupboards. He'd cornered me in the kitchen right after family dinner. Rookie move on my part, going anywhere on my own. "You could try."

His nostrils flared with his furious breathing, his eyes burning imaginary holes into me. "Stop dicking around. Is he okay?"

Deep down, under thick layers of selfishness and snarl, Taylor had been worried. I knew him well enough to pick up on it. I relented, despite my brain and heart screaming at me to say nothing. "He's fine. He just needed to rest properly."

Taylor slumped his shoulders and nodded. "Good. That's good news."

"Why the fuck did you ruin your marriage?" 

I quickly covered my mouth with my hand, but it was too late. The words had gotten out into the world and Taylor had heard them. 

He sneered, but I noticed the wave of pain hidden underneath. "Better than waiting until he left me."

I stared at him, jaw dropping. I was pretty sure it had hit the floor. "What the hell are you talking about? Parker would have never left you."

"One day he would have realized he could do better." Taylor ran his hand through his hair and winked. "Not this level of gorgeous, but better."

Hot fury came over me, gripping me tightly. I had to do something, let it out somehow, otherwise I feared I'd implode. I grabbed his shoulders and turned us around, pushing him into the cupboards, cans and containers inside rattling. "You fucking idiot! Parker always knew exactly who you were. Are you so sure anyone else will love you?"

Taylor's eyes darkened. "What the hell do you know about him? Or me?"

I let go of him and staggered back. "I've known you all my life, Taylor. And I've been watching you two for a long time. You're an idiot if you think—"

"Yes, I know you're a creep, drooling all over Parker. You've never had eyes for anyone else, always wanting what's mine!"

Taylor's shout echoed in the kitchen. I wanted to lash out, hit back, but I couldn't. None of that was a lie. I was the little creep perving on his brother-in-law. I had wanted what Taylor had for the past ten years. 

I took a deep breath and held it in. Eyes closed, heart thundering, I tried my best to relax. I pushed the air out of my lungs, propelling hurt and shame out of me along with it. 

"You taught me that, brother. I don't know what I ever did to make you hate me so much."

"You were born," he muttered. "This family was fine without you."

I turned on my heel and stormed out of the kitchen. I didn't stop until I reached my room and could shut him and the world out. I'd always known, of course. I'd always sensed my brother's hate. A younger kid had shown up, taking some of the attention Mom had only bestowed on him. Not that she'd been too involved in either of our lives. Still, the little she had, Taylor had been forced to share with me. And he'd hated me for it. 

I slid down the door, sitting cross-legged on the floor. Downstairs, Mom and Dad interrogated Taylor. I could hear their raised voices and tried my best to silence them. The heels of my hands weren't enough though. I pushed myself up and fumbled around until I found my ear buds. I plugged them into my phone and played the first song I found. Loud, so loud nothing else could reach me. 


CHAPTER SIX

I WAITED IN THE DRIVEWAY, my hands shoved deep into my jeans' pockets. Despite my hopeless love for him, I wasn't looking forward to this afternoon with Parker. He'd called the night before, casually asking me to go with him to an action movie marathon. In the middle of the week. 

Parker, the workaholic, wanted to hang out on a "school" night. I could smell the setup from miles away. Mom had called him, of course. She wouldn't dream of talking with me herself. She'd done what she'd always done since Parker had started dating Taylor. Push my brother's and my problems on Parker. He was the most responsible and sensible one in the family. I guess that could qualify as good parenting in some universe.

I could have said no. That was a lie. Someone smarter than me, less of a glutton for punishment, could have said no. No matter the reason, I'd never pass on an opportunity to hang out with Parker. Even if Mom had made him do it. Even if I didn't stand a chance of ever becoming more to Parker than his husband's dumb kid brother. 

"Hey, hot shot," he yelled over the loud music blaring in his car. "Jump in."

I raised an eyebrow as I walked around the car to get into the passenger seat. Since when did Parker listen to heavy metal?

"Who the hell are you?" I looked at him expectantly, but he seemed to be as puzzled as I was. I pointed to the radio. "Thought you didn't like heavy metal."

Parker grinned. "No, Taylor didn't like it. So I kind of restricted it to late night drives back from work. Keeps me awake."

I shook my head. "No one told you they invented headphones?"

Parker sighed. "Can you imagine me with headphones on and Taylor not throwing a fit?"

I shrugged. "You always went above and beyond to make him happy."

"Never again," Parker muttered. 

"Never again, what?"

He turned to face me, his eyes intense, like they could see right into my soul. "I'll never give up things that make me happy to please someone else."

I tried not to laugh, I really did, but I couldn't stop my shoulders from shaking. "You mean like dropping whatever you wanted to do today to sort out what's upsetting me? I'm sure Mom didn't force you into this one."

Parker rolled his eyes. "Seeing you happy makes me happy, kid. And I actually didn't want to go to the movies alone. It’s no fun if there's no one to discuss them with."

I wondered if he knew how deeply his words touched me. How treasured they made me feel, even if they didn't come from the kind of love I craved from him. Still, knowing he wanted to spend time with me, that I wasn't a chore to him, it lightened up the tension I'd felt since the fight with Taylor. 

It didn't matter I'd loved him in secret for so long. It didn't matter I felt ashamed of how I wanted him. It didn't matter everyone but Parker knew and they could use it against me. Beyond that intense longing, I shared a real connection with this man, one that would endure everything, even him divorcing my brother. 

***

"Oh, my God! I see explosions when I close my eyes."

Parker laughed as I dragged my feet out of the movie theater. "Lightweight."

When he'd said marathon, he'd apparently meant just that. We'd been in the theater for eight hours. Maybe more. Four action movies. I'd endured the loud bangs and gunshots and lack of meaningful plot for that long. I was so fed up, I might have needed a foreign movie, subtitles and weird symbolism included, to cleanse my palate. 

"I'll drive you to your parents' place. You can sleep it off."

I groaned at Parker's words. I didn't want to go back there. Mom would hover and drag me into a long conversation about the importance of family. Something about blood and how I shouldn't hate my brother. She never gave that speech to Taylor. 

"I wish I could go home."

Parker pulled me into a side-hug and squeezed my shoulder. "How long until your apartment is ready?"

My landlord had decided to change the plumbing in the entire building. And because he needed to change that, he'd decided to update the wiring too. Most tenants didn't mind, they were at work while the contractors were banging away at their walls. I was the unlucky freelancer that had been forced to move back home until it was finished. Drilling and hammering didn't go well with my productivity. Nor did the idea of two weeks with intermittent running water.

"I have no clue. They were supposed to be done last weekend. Then the landlord decided to update something else. I hope to go back in another week."

"I have beer at my place. And we can get pizza."

I stopped in my tracks, forcing Parker to do the same. I took him in, trying to figure out if he really wanted to spend more time with me. I feared Parker felt sorry for me, but he seemed pretty enthusiastic. I started to wonder even more if this wasn't some weird alien wearing Parker's face. "Dude, it's a week day."

He grinned. "Not for me, it isn't! Dad decided I was only allowed at work four days a week. My weekend started today at five p.m."

I shook my head and started walking to the car. "Everything makes sense now."

The closer to his house we got, the more restless I became. My fuzzy brain had a hard time keeping up, unsure of how to react. The reality of my situation was simple: Parker had invited me over for beer and pizza. He had the time and I needed to be away from my parents' place. What confused me, what made it hard for me to breathe normally, was the shock waves emitting from my heart. A night in with the man I loved. The fantasy so palpable, now that my brother was out of the picture, it made it hard to keep what was real and what I dreamed of separated. 

"Are you okay?" Parker looked at me expectantly. We'd stopped in front of his building and I'd frozen there as he searched his pockets for his keys. 

I nodded and tried for a smile.

"We can do something else if that's what you need."

Parker undid me with the simplest of sentences. I just couldn't deal with how amazing he was, how he took care of me. He had no idea how his kindness hurt me. Nor would I ever tell him. 

"No, your suggestion was perfect. I swear I'm fine."

Parker smiled, warmth radiating off him. He burned so bright at times, I just couldn't look away. Moth, meet flame and dive right in. And dove I did, following him up to his apartment and sitting next to him on his comfy couch, beer in hand, eyes on him when he wasn't looking. 

We had pizza and watched another action movie despite my earlier saturation. It wasn't as bad with the sound at humanly acceptable levels. I sucked my first beer right out of the bottle and had two more during the movie. The mild alcohol did nothing to settle my nerves. 

"I should call a cab," I said as the credits rolled. 

Parker huffed
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