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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. 
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