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CHAPTER ONE

I SAT AT THE BAR, perched on a stool like all the other plebes. I had been born for the VIP sections of the trendiest clubs. I sure as fuck was dressed for them. Sitting here, back to the bartenders and bestowing my beauty upon all those moving on the dance floor like sweaty sardines? Not normally my thing. I preferred a comfy couch in the restricted, high-class upper floor of the club. Once these other people, grinding their bodies together, could only catch a glimpse of me and then twist their heads to keep staring, hoping I'd come close enough to their orbit. Yet here I was, sitting with them.

I’d abandoned my friend, Charles, with the pair of twinks he'd invited out with us. He was their university professor. Anything over a postgrad student was too old for his liking. Thankfully, I'd turned too old years ago and he'd stopped pestering me about fucking him. I'd cheated on my ex-husband a lot, but I had never considered Charles. He was too much of an older version of myself. While I liked to be adored and lavished in compliments, I wasn't narcissistic enough to want to fuck myself. 

"What on Earth are you doing here?" Charles barked angrily in my ear when he found me. 

I raised my pink and blue cocktail to him and smiled. "What do you think?"

Charles's jaw dropped, his horrified eyes searching, taking in the people at the bar, the crowd on the dance floor, and the too loud, too bright club itself. 

"Your date is waiting for you, remember?"

I sighed. "He bores me."

Charles arched an eyebrow. "Since when do you find men throwing themselves at you boring?"

Good question. All I usually required to take someone to bed was the proper level of starstruck infatuation. Not that I was a star, but I looked and behaved like one. And I moved in similar circles. The rich and powerful of this city were my bread and butter and I made them sing my tune, every time, opening their heavy wallets and pouring money into the causes I helped fund.

The twink Charles had invited at the club to be my companion for the night? Cute in a slim, androgynous way. Perfectly powdered and coiffed, wearing tight and trendy clothes. Young and bright-eyed. He'd nearly tripped and fell on his face when he'd first seen me. He'd had trouble shaking my hand and could only whisper his name—not that I remembered it. The dazed look that had descended upon him hadn't disappeared in the hour we'd spent together. 

He spoke of his volunteering and charity work while turning his nose at the people on the ground floor. Too common and lecherous for him. Poor baby didn't know the actual predators lurked up there, where I should have been sitting with him. Him and the elite of the club scene. The real predators with power, money, and often good looks, those who put their entire arsenal behind using and discarding pretty little things like him. I should have been one of them tonight. Fuck the boy, get the need for release out of my system, then go home, wash him off, and get some rest. 

Yet here I was, complaining about him being boring, and slumming it with the masses. 

"Taylor?"

I tried to muster enough energy to pay attention to Charles or his usual complaints about his colleagues disliked him be. He'd been my professor's TA and then a lecturer and an assistant professor during my time in college. Tonight, his typical complaints about the other professors looking down on him for his gayness had bored me even more than my date. Given our history, I knew the reason most of his respectable colleagues avoided him was his penchant for fucking his students, not his sexual orientation. Giving them passing grades in exchange didn't help his case either. 

"Don't mind me, I'm in a strange mood tonight."

"You've been in that same mood for months now."

I pressed my lips together, straightening my back. "I have not."

He huffed out an exasperated breath. "Yes, my dear boy, you have. You're always busy when I want to take you out, you refuse even the most enticing men that try to get your attention…"

I couldn't catch what he said after that, but it didn't matter. I'd had this lecture from him before. It meant nothing. 

Charles probably thought he was my best friend, and I’d believed that too in the past. Recently I’d realized he was merely an acquaintance; someone I could go clubbing with. He wasn’t a close friend. Not like Drew. And Drew was struggling. At Christmas he’d taken custody of his younger brother, Terry. His abusive homophobic parents had made both their lives hell. Child Protective Services were still on his case and although things were getting better, it had still taken its toll on him. He needed my help and right now he was more important than some twink whose name I couldn’t remember to save my life. Of course I’d burned less weekends on boring outings when there was so much going on. It didn’t mean I’d been in a mood.

"I think I'll go home for tonight," I muttered, handing Charles my cocktail. 

"What about that young man?"

I turned and gave Charles a lewd smile. "I'm sure you can still satisfy them both, old man."

He stared at me, expression blank. I suspected he didn't know how to react; revel in the compliment to his sexual prowess, or bristle at the fact I'd called him old. 

"You're not that young yourself, Taylor. Enjoy it while it lasts," he said bitterly, then downed my cocktail. 

I waved goodbye, knowing Charles would get over it by our next evening together. If he’d been put off by such a minor insult, we'd have parted ways years ago. 

I had to struggle to find my way out of the club. A few men had thought themselves enticing enough to change my mind. On any other night, they might have been. Tonight? No one felt good enough for me. No one who'd be spending their Saturday night in this club, anyway. 

I stepped out into the cool night, breathing easier the moment the club with its heavy atmosphere was well behind me. I ran my hand through my hair and sighed. No matter how I looked at it or framed it for Charles, this wasn't me. I wasn't one to run home to an empty bed, too bored to even consider bringing a man with me. 

If I were anyone else, I'd probably ponder this problem. But I wasn't that sort of man either. I shook myself, got into a cab and went home. Once I got to my pristine apartment, I'd be safe from this passing ennui. I’d worked hard on decorating my place, keeping it minimal but using luxury furnishings, showing my status and aspirations to anyone who'd take a step inside. Soon enough, I'd be on the prowl again, celebrating my fully single status. 

A nagging thought in the back of my mind tried to pester me. Something about bachelorhood not being all it was cracked up to be. I stifled that annoying fucker and got lost into the flow of the city the moment the traffic light turned green. 


CHAPTER TWO

I WOKE UP WITH disconcerting ease on Sunday morning. I kept my eyes shut out of precaution and turned to pat the spot next to me. Empty, thank fuck! I didn’t make a habit of letting men spend the night, but I’d had several awkward mornings caused by excessive inebriation. 

My head wasn’t throbbing with pain just yet, but I reached for my nightstand anyway. I’d start with the water I usually left out and go from there. I took a few sips, eyeing the bottle of painkillers I kept next to the lamp. 

When the blinding pain usually spearing through my temples failed to make an appearance, I sat up in bed and stared, dumbfounded, at the clock. I was sober, well-rested, and clueless about what to do next. What did people do when they didn’t have to make themselves human again while ushering out some equally hungover hookup? 

I remembered one particularly bad such mornings. I’d mixed a lot of cocktails that night, along with some weird-tasting shots, and some artisanal beer. I’d thrown up a few times before the guy I’d brought home had woken up. My head was pounding, and I couldn’t keep anything down. The guy couldn’t read a situation at all and insisted we do breakfast, then even tried to convince me spending the rest of the day together was a great idea. And that was how I’d learned the importance of going to their place instead. And of being careful what I got drunk on. 

This morning I needed to do something but didn’t know why. The last time I’d not gotten drunk on a weekend, I’d had a brothers-only brunch with Van. I could make plans with the little shit for next Saturday, which would give me a great excuse not to waste my time at some trendy club the night before. "Huh." The sound of my surprised voice lingered in my ears. Yes, I was actually planning on not going out next weekend. Instead of leaving early and disappointing Charles, I contemplated not meeting him at all.

Pulling off my t-shirt and boxers as I went, I got naked and into the shower and hoped the hot spray would drown my inner voice. I didn’t want to obsess too much over how different I felt about everything lately. I washed and conditioned my hair, then put a mask on—a necessity if I wanted to sport anything but a birds’ nest. Next, I washed and exfoliated my face and body, then dived into my expensive toners and creams. My beauty might be natural, but I wasn't going to leave its preservation to chance. 

Once done, I stood in front of the full-length mirror in the bathroom, rather than the one in the walk-in closet. I took in my slim figure, trimmed to perfection through meticulous exercise. I'd never been as tall and buff as my brother, but I'd be damned if I allowed more fat on my body than absolutely necessary. 

My careful inspection revealed two things: I needed no more grooming to attend to and I loved the look of me with my new beard. My facial and body hair had always been a lot darker than the natural light brown on my head. I dyed it, in part to match everything else, but also to look less like my brother. Or at least that had been the initial reason. Now? I was too used to how I looked to go au naturel. 

I rubbed my beard and arranged my hair a little. I had to put in some styling product, but I'd do that later. I turned and stepped closer to my sink, bracing myself on the cold surface. I peered into the smaller mirror, my eyes narrowing as I took in my features. No, my beauty wouldn't last forever. But until it faded, Charles could suck it. I'd take full advantage. And why not? I didn't bring much else to the table. 

***

Once dressed, I felt restless. A weird energy thrummed through my body and the sensation only increased as I drank my coffee. I could squeeze in an extra workout at the gym. And after that? How did people spend their Sundays when they weren't nursing a hangover or having cathartic conversations with their little brother? Fuck, I regretted that day! Not the outing or the conversation, just the confession I'd made to my brother. 

What had I been thinking, telling Van I was in love with his best friend? 

Stupidly, I thought I had a chance with Drew. He'd gone to great lengths to set me straight and make sure I knew I'd be the last man on earth he'd ever go out with. 

I couldn’t blame him. Not when Drew had had a front row seat to my marriage falling apart. He’d seen how I’d wrecked everything with Parker, my now ex-husband. He’d seen me flaunting a horde of men in front of Parker after our separation. He knew exactly how selfish I could be. How I’d cheated. He’d even witnessed the trouble I’d made for Parker when he’d started dating my brother. Despite it all, Drew had become my friend, but he’d never allow me to become anything more, not with that track record. 

I frowned and considered that tidbit for a second. We were friends. Which meant I could hang out with him after my gym session, right? 

My mood took off so fast, my budding smile could hardly keep up. I reached for my phone and dialed his number. "Hey there, sexy," I said, keeping my voice low and raspy. 

"Morning, Taylor."

After our "talk" about being friends and nothing more, Drew had tried to thwart my flirting. He'd given up faster than me, obviously. I wouldn't straight up make a pass, but damn if I didn't do everything else I could to tease him. 

"What are you and Terry doing today?"

Drew sighed. "Nothing. He's out with his friends and I'm bored." 

"Good."

He chuckled, the sound doing crazy things to my soul. And my cock. "It's good that I'm bored?"

"Yes, because you won't say no to a visit from me."

"I wouldn't say no if I wasn't bored. Especially if you bring burgers from that place near you. The one with the spicy sweet potato fries?"

I punched the air and mouthed a big yes. "Am I your personal food delivery service?"

"Yes."

"That was fast! You should at least consider your answer; give me the illusion I mean more to you than the average delivery man."

I could almost hear his eye roll. "If you're fishing for compliments, you'll come up empty. If you stop complaining, though, I might be more open to sharing the cheesecake Terry made with you."

"Deal." Terry was the best baker I knew. If he was this skilled as a teenager, I could only imagine what he'd be able to do when he got older. 

If I rushed through the rest of my day, it was mere coincidence. The later in the day it got, the busier my gym would be. Not that the gym I went to was ever not busy. This place, exclusive and expensive, was as much a hookup place as it was a gym. For every guy who’d come for an honest to god workout, there was one (or more) on the prowl. I could spot them in an instant. Their workout gear was always tight and revealing, they looked like they'd stepped right out of a fashion catalog, no drops of sweat marring their foreheads. And they leaned against the equipment, showing off their best features, rather than use it. 

I'd had my fair share of quick fucks in the showers and private saunas. The staff knew, of course, but given how much we paid, they didn't care. 

Today, the meat market this place had turned into grated on my nerves. I didn't have time for these thirsty fuckers to interrupt my workout. I had burgers to pick up and places to be. 


CHAPTER THREE

"GET INSIDE FASTER," Drew said and I couldn't help smirking at his stern tone. 

"Why, feel like ravishing something?" I wiggled my eyebrows and leaned in, pecking his cheek. 

Drew huffed, but returned the friendly kiss. "Yeah, the food in that nice bag you're carrying. I'm definitely going to devour that."

I bit my tongue before offering something else for him to taste. I'd learned, through studious trial and error, that outright sexual innuendos upset Drew. 

Drew set the food on his tiny coffee table and we sat on the couch, the TV droning in the background. He bit into the burger and moaned as he chewed. I felt like a superhuman for not saying something inappropriate at that display. It had been right there, on the tip of my tongue. Drew had pretty much asked for it with those erotic sounds he made. And he only turned it up when he dug into the sweet potatoes. 

I didn't like being teased or denied. Delayed gratification was something other people enjoyed. Yet here I was, sitting next to Drew and having a meal, while ignoring my half-hard cock and the way my body sung at every little thing he did. I was pretty sure the man could wash a toilet and I'd still find something to turn me on. 

Actually, it wasn’t hard to find something sexy about that particular chore. You had to bend to wash a toilet. And Drew had a perfect, round and well-muscled butt. I could eat it up and never get enough. And with that pornographic image, I was hard as a rock. The only saving grace was that I'd learned to dress appropriately. I never met up with Drew without making sure my clothes would hide the boners that kept plaguing me whenever he was close by. 

I bit, feeling deprived and disappointed, into my own burger. It did taste good, but it failed to sate my hunger. I was hungry for Drew, not that it wasn't glaringly obvious to everyone. So what if I wanted to fuck him? They should just stay out of it and stop trying to talk to me about it.

The one good thing about being sexually frustrated was that I chewed my food properly. Or overly chewed. Either way, it was good for my stomach. I'd never had problems with my digestion, but now that I was about to turn thirty, I had to start thinking of prolonging my life. And giving my body a helping hand was part of it. 

Drew moaned again, and I squeezed my eyes shut. No, I was definitely not in love with him. Anymore. Still in lust though. Still in fucking lust. 

"Charles took me out to a new club last night," I blurted. 

"Oh, yeah? How was it?"

I opened my mouth to respond but Drew was faster. 

"Don't tell me about the VIP area, though. It's the commoners’ part that interests me."

I rolled my eyes. "I know what interests you. And I have seen it up close. I went to the bar downstairs, sat on those uncomfortable stools, and had half a cocktail."

Drew laughed. "Wow, you lasted longer than I thought you could."

I stuck my tongue out at him and he laughed harder. "I would have stayed longer, if you must know. But Charles was lecturing me."

"What did he say?"

I shrugged. "I guess I'm just tired of people complaining I'm not the same. It’s bad enough my own brother keeps implying I’ve been replaced with a clone or asks if I’m dying or something.” 

Drew frowned and slowed his chewing. He set his burger down on the table and tilted his head, his eyes fixed on mine. "You have changed, though. I mean," he waved his hands. "Not sure if you've changed or simply dropped an act. The bottom line is that you're acting differently."

"Maybe it's the big three-oh."

Drew winked and reached for the fries. "Whatever's causing it, I like it. You're less of a pretentious ass."

"I don't know. I might go back to it if people don't shut up."

Drew reached across the table and squeezed my forearm. "Don't rush to go back to annoying everyone. Isn't it more fun when people enjoy being around you?"

I scoffed. "People have always enjoyed being around me."

Drew's eyebrows shot up. "For how long? And how close to you were they?"

I muttered something no one, myself included, could understand, and drowned my annoyance in my burger. So what if people didn't want to be around me unless I was fucking them? Or I could help make valuable connections? I’d done the same. Used people for sex and perfected my social ladder climbing skills. I didn’t hurt anyone. Much. 

Why did I insist on wanting more these days? Back when I was only interested on my own instant gratification, I hadn’t been this sex deprived. I was perfectly able of fucking my way out of any passing infatuation. I’d even succeeded to fuck my way out of my marriage, even if I’d not been aiming for that particular result. 

Sure, I’d been stupid and lost more than I’d been willing to. But now that I was supposedly smarter, I wasn’t any happier. And if anyone dared to preach about how much effort it took to undo the damage inflicted by all those years of selfishness and general assholery, I was going to lose my mind.

What was so fucking amazing about delayed gratification? And at what point some undefined future happiness stopped being an achievable goal? Fuck trust and how hard it was to build it!

"You okay?"

I flinched at Drew's touch. He'd slid closer to me and had placed both hands on my arm. 

"What? Yeah, fine."

"You don't look fine. Don't sound it either."

I met Drew's gaze. So close! And he smelled so good. Of his skin, faint cologne, and burgers. I grinned and leaned forward, hovering a heartbeat from his lips. "Do you want me to show you how fine I am?"

He scoffed at my leering tone and moved away. "You're not fooling me. But if you want to hide behind flirting, be my guest."

My temper flared and I dropped my burger, shoving my plate away. "I don't remember you liking it much when I was totally honest with you." He'd rejected me, yes. He'd also suggested we never talked about my wanting him. So, shoving things under the carpet was fine, as long as they were the things Drew wanted out of sight and mind. 

"Taylor, you said you wanted to be friends. We couldn't unless—"

"Save it." I stood and straightened my clothes, forcing my lips into a smile. "I'm tired and in a mood. I think I'd better go home."

As I made good on my own suggestion, I couldn't help but resent Drew a little. He hadn't stopped me. He hadn't reiterated that I couldn't fool him, although we both knew my mood had nothing to do with how tired I was. No matter what part of me I showed, it was never the one people wanted. I cursed and hurried home. I wouldn't turn all sentimental about it. I'd go hide in my apartment, get some sleep, and, come Monday, I'd go back to my usual ways. 


CHAPTER FOUR

HELL HAD MANIFESTED itself on Earth and took the form of my place of work. Fundraising was cutthroat under the mask of important causes and passionate people. Most kept their purses locked tight and all causes fought for the same limited pool of available money. It didn't help that some causes were trendier than others. Just the reality I lived with. There was a hierarchy to everything, even to cancers. And cancer would always outplay HIV/AIDS, because cancer happened to you, while people contracted HIV. It boggled the mind, but I doubted it would change any time soon.

I was currently working with an LGBT charity for teens, helping them raise funds to build a new shelter. If I heard one more person ask why they only took in LGBT kids, I was going to stop being nice and add insult to my clipped explanations. I knew the gala would be successful, but I always tried to pull in new donors and expand my existing lineup. You never knew when someone went bankrupt or felt they’d done enough and stopped donating those large, tax deductible, sums to my causes. 

For me, this was personal. Ever since I'd started helping Drew with his brother, Terry, teenage kids who happened to be queer had been at the forefront of my mind every day. The more I got to know Terry, the more aware I was of how much harder things could have been for him if Drew hadn't stepped in. Or if he'd been an only child. 

I sighed and hung up after another chilly goodbye. I needed a break from all these calls. I wasn't even supposed to make them, I had people in my team for it. My main objective was to secure the bulk of the funding and then, if I had any more time left, try to get new faces involved. I couldn’t go home and let my team do all this tedious work, so I helped and forgot I wasn’t supposed to work twelve hours a day.  

"Go home, Taylor," Lani, my assistant project manager said. "You look like hell and it messes with my ability to schmooze."

I pursed my lips and nodded slowly. "Are you going to go home?"

She snorted. "Who the hell has time for that?" She held out her arm, pointing to her deep brown skin. "Do you see how dry this is? I can't even afford to waste time on moisturizing properly after a shower."

Maybe Lani held the key to success. If I cut my self-care routine in half, then... Fuck, no, I'd rather sleep less. "When this is over, I'm taking you to a spa day."

She flashed me a grin that momentarily dispelled my exhaustion. "Now I'm never going home. You just motivated me to make this gala rock."

I chuckled and returned to my list of contacts. "Fifteen more minutes and we're out of here. If we collapse from overexertion, we'll jeopardize the gala."

"Whatever you say, boss."

I failed to meet my self-imposed deadline, but not by much. I managed to usher Lani out the door and followed behind. I'd have time to eat something and get in bed before midnight, which would be a first this week. 

As I was walking home, considering my dinner options, my phone pinged. 

How are you, sexy? Want to get together tonight? I'm in town for a layover. 

I licked my lips, considering a night with Marco the flight attendant. He was young and sexy as sin, and he did his absolute best to fuck me every time he was in town. And I could use some release. It would help me de-stress and stop obsessing about things I couldn't have. 

Can't tonight. Shitstorm at work.

Rain check?

Sure. Have fun in the meantime and safe flights.

I sighed and slid the phone back into my pocket, deciding to pick up some Thai on my way. No matter how much I wanted to go back to how things were, I couldn't. I'd opened the gates to this real me and the bastard refused to put on all the carefully selected masks I'd loved to wear. I was so screwed!

***

"You've outdone yourself," Charles whispered, then kissed my cheek. 

I grunted in response and surveyed the huge dining hall where the gala was happening. It looked perfect. Well, now it did. I’d nearly had a meltdown coming in. They’d used glittery gold tablecloths and matching huge bows on the backs of all chairs. The hall looked like someone’s attempt at creating the most garish décor of all time. The event planner and I had ordered the staff to change them to our initial, understated choices that contrasted with the fruit and flower arrangements we’d used as center pieces. When that was done, I’d had to avert a few other disasters by altering the seating chart. It didn't do well for donations to sit archenemies at the same table. 

"I'll be glad when it's over," I muttered, grabbing a champagne flute from a passing waiter. 

Charles and I had struck a deal when I'd started working as a fundraiser. As he led the LGBT rights organization on campus, along with many other clubs with a focus on social issues, he'd always make sure I got enough student volunteers to drive my costs down. Throwing lavish parties to get money out of rich people wasn't cheap. I tried to get everything donated, labor included. Most of the waiters here tonight were students who'd worked in restaurants and bars long enough not to pour food or drinks in important guests' laps. The fact they were young and distractingly beautiful also helped. 

In return for his help, Charles could attend all these fancy shindigs without paying the enormous prices a place at a table went for. It worked or had worked in the past. Tonight, he'd been stepping on my toes ever since he'd arrived. I didn't much like being interrogated. Who cared I hadn't gone out much lately?

"I ran into Marco the other night," Charles said. "I can't believe he's in town and you didn't make time for him."

Marco had run his mouth, of course. In his defense, he had no reason to hide it. Nor could he, not with Charles knowing far too much about my business. I made a broad motion at the dining hall. "It might look like nothing, but this all demanded blood sacrifices to come together. Don't you think I'd prefer a naked Marco on top of me to working myself into an early grave?"

Charles squinted and tilted his head. "I couldn't say. You haven't been acting like yourself lately. How long has it been since you've taken someone to bed?"

"Not that long," I said, grinding my teeth hard. 

Okay, so maybe I hadn't slept with anyone since before Christmas. I'd been busy. What with Drew's thing, my brother and my ex getting together, work being crazy... It hadn't been a choice at first. Then, the longer I went without meaningless trysts, the less I craved them. 

"It's been at least a couple of months."

I rolled my eyes. Longer, actually. If only Charles knew. "Don't worry about me. I'll catch up once this project is over. I'll find a pretty thing and make sure he doesn't feel the sun on his skin for a whole week."

Charles chuckled and nodded approvingly. "That's my boy."


CHAPTER FIVE

I LOOKED IN THE mirror, twisting my upper body left and right to get a better picture of my overall appearance. A little overdressed for one of Mom's more casual parties, but my butt looked perfect and the shirt, tailored to fit me like a glove, made my shoulders look broad and strong. It was a simple outfit. Black dress pants and a light green shirt, no tie. Spotless, shiny shoes, a beautiful watch and thin gold necklace. Mom wanted an outdoor party, so I'd be able to wear a pair of sunglasses, the ones that highlighted my cheekbones. 

I blew out a long breath and gave myself another once over. Why the hell did I care so much about an outfit I'd wear for a garden party in my childhood home? Yeah, that was right, Drew and Terry were going to be there. Parker and Van would be there as well, so there would be enough awkwardness to entertain the guests. Not real awkwardness, no. It was all a figment of nosy peoples’ imagination. And it pissed me off. 

I'd stopped being a dick to Van and Parker a while back, when I’d decided to start rooting for them to be happy together. Now that we were on friendly terms, they were the ones tasked with dragging me away for made-up emergencies when relatives or Mom's friends started pitying me or criticizing the new couple. I either got snarky and rude, or I started giving them detailed recounts of sexual escapades involving the three of us. Apparently, Mom didn’t approve of either approach.

No one needed to pity me, I was doing fine. Also, why pity me for being a fucking idiot? And getting on a high horse to look down at my little brother and my ex? What was it to pretty much strangers if they were now a couple? I didn't mind. Heck, neither could find a better partner. 

I took a moment to gape at the mirror, shocked by my own thoughts. Maybe I had changed. Or grown up. Since when was I the protective older brother? I shook my head and laughed. "What do you care?" I told myself, smirking. "You should be glad it wasn't too late for you to rebuild your relationship with Van." I refused to voice my gratefulness at being civil, even friendly, with Parker again. Too afraid I'd jinx it. We'd been together for so long, he'd become my closest friend. And I'd missed that side of our marriage. If I kept my stupidity in check, we might get back to being close, even if there was no romance or lust involved. 

I picked up my wallet and keys and forced myself out of my apartment. If I allowed my rambling brain to keep me trapped for much longer, I was going to be late. Later. There's fashionably late, and there's "get a long sermon from Mother" late. 

I got to my parents' house and, as always, had nowhere close to park. The one advert for arriving early at her shindigs: snag a spot in the driveway. I found a place on the main road and groaned at the idea of walking all the way up to the house. A car honk pulled my attention away from the perfectly manicured sidewalk with its pretty flowers and expensive grass. 

"Hey, Taylor," Van said, grinning ear to ear. 

I took in their styled but clearly still wet hair as they got out of the car and snorted. "For a second there I wondered how the two poster boys managed to be late."

"I had a wardrobe malfunction," Van mumbled, avoiding my eyes. 

"Getting come all over your clothes is not a wardrobe malfunction, little brother."

"Leave him be," Parker said, trying and failing not to laugh. 

Ah, that's right! When it wasn't a passive aggressive hit directed at him, Parker loved my jabs. He'd found them witty and funny, until I weaponized them and used them against him. 

Van slung his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into his side, touching our heads together. "You look smoking hot. Trying to impress Drew?"

I elbowed him and managed to hit him hard enough to make him cough. "Stop mentioning Drew every two seconds. I told you to forget it. I have."

Van laughed, throwing his head back. "You can't fool me. Neither can Drew. But you sure as hell like to try. I don't get you two."

Parker slid his arm over Van's, sandwiching me between them. Good, now when I told nosy assholes that we had hot, steamy threesomes all the time, they'd believe it. "Kid, play nice."

"Van, I am happy you found your relationship bliss. Not everyone is meant to get theirs though." I hated how sad I sounded. I had a fulfilling career and a cool family and... And that was it. I had very few true friends and I'd never put any actual effort into relationships. God, I was such a loser. 

"Stop sulking," Parker said. How many times had Parker had to tell me that over the years? When we were together, I’d turned sulking into an art, if I did say so myself. I started with pouting and complaining, then moved to proper sulking when he didn’t express enough appreciation for my sorry state. Parker didn’t believe in enabling my woe is me attitude, so I’d be left sulking to my heart’s content. 

"I'm not, promise."

Van's face crowded my entire field of vision. "You are and it won't help. If you want Drew, keep trying."

I groaned. "Yeah, worst case scenario, it only takes me ten years to get him to look my way."

Van snorted. "He's already looking. See for yourself."

The man in question stood in our front yard, staring right at us. Mom was talking to him, pointing enthusiastically at her new plants, but Drew had long stopped listening. I noticed his slight frown and the way his eyes kept darting at Parker's arm on me. It didn't matter that Van had his own appendage around my shoulders. No, Drew only had eyes for Parker touching me. His lips thinned, the crease between his eyebrows getting more prominent. 

I tried to move away, and Parker loosened his hold. It was Van who squeezed my shoulder and shook his head. "Don't you fucking dare! Nothing wrong with forcing him to confront the obvious."

I didn't know how to feel about it. It did tickle me that Drew was jealous. Yet the idea of upsetting him bothered me to no end. Mom spotted us and force-stopped my deliberation. She hugged us all, one by one, which broke up the strange trio we'd been walking in. 

Drew said hi and gave me a tight smile, but he wasn't quick enough to escape. Van wrapped himself around him, pulling him into a crushing hug. Had my little brother always been this tactile? I hadn't noticed before. A few months ago, we couldn’t even be in the same room for more than a second without fighting. Now that I was paying attention to my brother, I wondered if he'd always been like that. Especially with Drew. They'd dated for a while, I knew as much. Fuck, I couldn't go there! I'd just drive myself insane. I couldn't begrudge every man who'd ever touched Drew. 

I could however take it personally when he disappeared the moment Van released him. I'd called his name and everything, but he ran inside and hid so well, I didn't spot him for hours. 
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