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CHAPTER ONE

“YOU MUST BE joking.” Charles tightly crossed his arms over his chest. He’d put on his stern professor look, but it was wasted on me. We’d been friends since my first year in college, when he’d been the teaching assistant for one of my classes. He’d learned a lot from my then professor. How to enchant students, how to pawn work on his subordinates, and how to play the gay card whenever people dared criticize his behavior. 

“Charles, I told you several times this week I wasn’t coming. I don’t care how exclusive this party is, I’m not interested.”

“Have big plans, do you?” He slowly turned left and right in the office chair on the other side of my desk.

I wanted to smack that smirk off his smug face. But that wasn’t my style. “Yeah, I am going on a date that Saturday.”

“And why, pray tell, can’t you bring your date with you?”

I stared at him blankly. “Drew isn’t into that sort of party.”

Big, fat lie, but I couldn’t tell Charles I didn’t want to shove my past down Drew’s throat. I’d put a lot of effort into convincing my little brother’s best friend to give me a chance. I’d known him almost as long as my brother had, but, unlike Van, I’d given Drew plenty of reasons to distrust me. He’d had front row seats to my troubled marriage and its ugly demise. He knew all about my cheating, he’d witnessed my selfishness and shallowness. Having him with me for a night out with my former wingman and partner in crime? Yeah, not the best way to show Drew I’d grown up. 

“I want to meet this Drew of yours.”

“You will.” Later. Much later. When I got Drew to accept me as his boyfriend. And we’d had a chance to build a solid foundation. Then I might risk exposing him to Charles. 

“Are you afraid I’d try to poach him?”

I scoffed. “He’s not your type. And you’re definitely not his.”

Charles arched his perfectly plucked eyebrow and pouted. “I’m a slightly older version of you. So that’s a blatant lie.”

I rolled my eyes and Charles’s grin widened. He wasn’t wrong. In appearance, at least, he looked like an older, blonder version of me. Same designer beard, same careful grooming, same predilection for tailored suits, cut on the slim fitting side, to show off our bodies. He worked out and took care of himself as much as I did. Heck, he had the same slender build as me, and our eyes were almost the same shade of blue. Mine only stood out more because I died my hair darker. 

I opened my mouth to say I wasn’t Drew’s type either. But that wasn’t entirely true. Drew liked me just fine. It was the facade I’d carefully constructed over the years that he didn’t like. Not the clothes or the self-care. No, it was the selfishness, the made-up smugness and confidence, the illusion I couldn’t care less about anything. And my inability to keep my dick in my pants. Everything Charles was, I’d tried to emulate over the years to shape this mask I then committed to wearing to hide my fears and insecurities. 

“Why are you so afraid to bring him along? I can be very charming. And I promise I won’t make a move on him.”

I shook my head. “I told you, not his scene.”

“It’s a party in a night club. Exclusive? Yes. But don’t tell me he’s the type of gay who doesn’t go to clubs.”

Actually, Drew liked going out to clubs. Or used to, before becoming his teenage brother’s guardian. He didn’t go out for hookups, but he enjoyed the music and the dancing. I doubted he’d much appreciate the classism of these hush-hush parties where only “important” people were invited, but he wouldn’t reject the very idea of attending one. 

“I’ll ask him, but I’m making no promises.”

Charles narrowed his eyes. “Good. And Taylor? If you come, no more avoiding me. No brooding and no disappearing either.” 

I might have ditched him a time or two before, but I wasn’t feeling this life of chasing twinks who only wanted me for my status. “I want something else now, Charles. I’m sorry.”

“This Drew person? You want him?”

I nodded. “I do. And in order to convince him I’m worth it, I can’t sleep with everything that moves.”

Charles let out a deprecating chuckle. “Don’t tell me you want to try settling down again.”

I shrugged and looked away. 

“Darling, you’ve tried that. You stubbornly clung to your sinking boat of a marriage to Parker for how long? In the end, you couldn’t make it work.”

I made a weird sound in my throat and hoped he’d take it for the warning it was.  I’d stuck with Parker for ten years. After every cheating incident, I’d tried to get my act together. At least for a while. In the end, I’d failed, Parker had divorced me, and he was now blissfully in love with my little brother. Deep down, I was convinced we’d all have been much happier over the past decade if I hadn’t been a territorial prick and broken it off with Parker back in college. I had loved him, though. Otherwise I wouldn’t have tried. 

“If you want to give it another try, be my guest. We both know you’re not cut out for it.”

“Drew’s different.”

“Irrelevant.”

I frowned and mimicked his stance, the crossed arms a powerful shield. Plus, I needed to hold myself right now. 

“Parker was never the problem, darling. You were. You’re not cut out for this one-man nonsense. I’m not cut out for it either. Unless you find a man who’s just like you… well, we both know how this is going to end.”

I grazed my teeth over my bottom lip and considered it. Would I be happier in a truly open relationship? With someone who could commit to me and have no problem with either of us sleeping around? I thought of Drew with someone else and possessive fury flared within me. No, I wouldn’t want that. And I didn’t think I’d need anyone else if I had Drew. 

“I’ll take my chances,” I whispered. The cheating had all been a persona. I could shed it, like an old skin left to disintegrate and disappear. Hopefully, that would be the only reason I’d be likened to a snake in the future. 

“For heaven’s sake, you can’t be serious!”

I rubbed my forehead, hoping that would keep the incoming headache at bay. “Charles, stop. I don’t care what you think. I’m in love with this guy, okay? Is there a chance I’ll fail?” I shrugged. “Probably. It’s possible he won’t even want to try with me. I’m still going to go for it.”

“Why wouldn’t he want to try?”

As a friend, I appreciated his high regard of me. But this wasn’t him valuing me as much as appraising himself. 

“Have you been listening at all? He’s Van’s best friend. He knows me, he’s had an unobstructed view of my less than respectable behavior.”

Charles waved me off. “Then he knows what he’s getting into. And he’ll be less disappointed when you stray.”

When, not if. Then again, if I were Charles, I’d be just as convinced. I wasn’t him, and I still had a hard time putting any faith in myself. 

“Look, bring him with you. It will be a necessary, yet harsh trial for you both.”

I eyed him cautiously. That shrewd quirk of his lips? Those burning eyes? Charles was my friend. He’d tease and challenge, but he surely wanted the best for me. 

“Fine, I’ll ask Drew.” Despite everything I’d told myself, all I could think of now was famous last words…


CHAPTER TWO

“I THOUGHT THIS place was closed on Thursdays,” Drew said as I drove past our destination. It was called The Club. Unimaginative and pretentious, if you asked me. The city’s elite, however, begged to differ. This was one of the hottest clubs in town. Probably why so many private parties happened here. I’d been to a fair share in the past year alone. 

“Normally, it would be. But this is a private party. They prefer off days, less chance of party crashers sneaking in.”

Drew shook his head. “You know I’m not into this kind of thing, right?”

I sighed and reached out to squeeze his shoulder. “I know. I appreciate you coming with me. Charles kept bugging me to go out with him. He’s quite curious about you.”

“And you going out with him tonight and him getting to know me couldn’t be two separate events?”

I shrugged. “His idea of us hanging out is always a party like this one. I didn’t want to go, and I ran out of excuses. Figured I’d enjoy it more with you there.”

That had been quite a sweet line, even if I did say so myself. Drew’s only reaction was a curt nod. He tensed up, slowly moving further to his right. Not the most effective way to shake off my hand, but he’d managed to anyway. 

I bit back a curse and focused on my driving. I had to get us safely to the parking lot near the club. Anger and frustration wouldn’t help me achieve that. 

I typically shrugged off everything. Backhanded compliments, outright aggression, people looking at me disapprovingly. There were only three persons who got to me. Van and Parker, but they’d eased up on their criticism of late. And Drew. It shouldn’t have surprised me that his chilly attitude and his reticence hurt. Maybe I wasn’t taken aback as much as I felt all my efforts were useless. 

Drew had promised to give me a fair chance. Date me and see where things went. Six weeks later, his excuses and detachment were taking their toll on me. I could count our dates on the fingers of one hand. We’d made out a few times, the hungry kisses almost making me explode, but Drew hadn’t allowed anything more. I’d made up for it by masturbating. A lot. With images of him writhing under me running on repeat in my head. 

No matter how good I got at fantasizing about him, I still remembered how exhilarating, freeing, and full of joy the real thing had been. One night, one instance of utter weakness on Drew’s part, and he’d come to me. Begged me to fuck him into oblivion. That was the best sex I’d ever had. It had also caused an instant addiction. I craved him, and there were no substitutes. 

I parked the car and turned to look
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