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Primary Seduction

	Trent has had his fair share of bad luck – the least of which was his marriage – but he has two children who mean the world to him. Seeing his friends finding love makes his heart ache, but he doesn’t want to make mistakes again. A match flickers to life inside him when Max kisses him, but Trent pushes him away, confused by his emotions.

	 

	Max felt the pull towards Trent from the moment they met, but he shoved it aside until his body took over from him. Kissing Trent was a mistake, especially as he knew the man was straight. He throws himself into work, wondering if he’d blown any chance of friendship with the man who wouldn’t leave his thoughts.

	 

	When Max calls him for help, Trent surprises him, and they grow closer despite their lifestyle differences, mainly Max’s love for domination. As their relationship continues, Max slowly introduces Trent to the clubs he frequents. But soon, trouble comes calling, and it throws their lives into disarray.

	 

	Grab your copy to find out how they support each other through the trials and tribulations of not only a new, unexpected relationship but also family and lifestyle differences.
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Five years ago

	Trent

	Trent coughed into his hand as he parked his car on the driveway. He felt awful, which was why the school had sent him home early. He shouldn’t have gone this morning to be honest, but he had arranged for the class to have a special visitor today and hadn’t wanted to leave it in the hands of someone else. His class had enjoyed every minute of the firefighters’ visit, but once they had gone, his teaching assistant had appeared with the principal. Adele—Mrs Barton—had taken one look at him and sent him packing, taking over his class herself. 

	He was so glad she had. He was getting worse by the minute; his throat felt like there was broken glass embedded in it, and his head pounded. All he needed was some paracetamol and his bed, in that order.

	Trent climbed out of the car, remembering to take his bag with him, and weaved across the driveway to the front door. He knew Trish was at work and the kids were at school, so he didn’t yell out that he was there. Dropping his bag to the floor, he stalked to the kitchen where they kept the medicine and filled a glass with water, popping two tablets and drinking the whole glass down. He rinsed the glass and set it on the draining board, frowning when he noticed two unclean mugs next to the sink; he didn’t remember them from this morning, but then his memory today was not to be trusted. 

	He trudged up the stairs, sniffing and coughing along the way. As he reached the bedroom door, he heard noises inside and stopped. His heartbeat ratcheted up; it had never crossed his mind someone might be in the house. He opened the door, expecting to see Trish; maybe she was ill too.

	Trent stalked towards the bathroom when he realised the room was empty, distantly noting the spray of clothes across the room. Upon entering, he spied a scene he probably should have been more annoyed by. Trish was in the shower, her back pressed against the tiles, legs wrapped around the waist of a naked guy as he pumped into her. They hadn’t noticed Trent standing there. 

	He blew out a breath and retraced his steps, reaching into the wardrobe for a suitcase. Laying it on the rumpled bed, he turned to the dresser and emptied the contents into the case to the background noise of moans and groans. He rolled his eyes at the crescendo and continued to transfer his belongings. When the case was full, he reached for the empty backpack, placing the items from his bedside table: his charger, book and the photograph of Jocelyn and Harper from when they were on holiday in Spain two years ago.

	He heard the shower turn off and conversation start up, but he didn’t quicken his movements. His wife wandered into the bedroom just as he zipped up the main part of the bag. She stopped, eyes widening upon seeing Trent stood at the side of the bed.

	“Trent, I…” Trish began then stopped when Trent held up his hand.

	“No need for explanations, Trish. I’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes. I just need a few things from the bathroom before I go.” He coughed again, the pain making him wince.

	Trish didn’t reply as Trent brushed past her, seemingly frozen in place. He entered the bathroom to see the guy—whose face seemed familiar—wrapped in a towel and sat on the toilet seat. Trent glanced at him with his eyebrows raised, then picked up his toiletries before walking back into the bedroom. Packing those items in the side pockets, he placed the backpack on his shoulders and picked up the case, walking around Trish who was now in the process of getting dressed. 

	“Trent, wait…” 

	“What do you mean, wait? How many chances do you want? I told you the last time, one more fuck up and I’m gone! I’ve had it up to here,” he said, flinging his hand above his head.

	He walked down the steps and deposited his bags by the front door near his school bag, coughing and sweating with the exertion. He stomped towards the study, grabbing a carrier bag to fill with his school documents. By the time he had finished that, Trish stood by the front door, hands on hips, lips pursed in what Trent knew was annoyance.

	“You’re overreacting, Trent,” she said, dispassionately. “There’s no reason for you to leave.”

	Trent stopped next to her. He cocked his head to the side as his gaze roamed her face. “Yes, there is. The kids are older now and don’t need me around as much. You obviously don’t need me, and probably never have. Your parents were the ones who wanted us married, remember. If it hadn’t been for Jocelyn, you’d have probably been with Tom Clayford now.” Tom Clayford was the son of her parents’ friends, another wealthy family hoping to keep their status by marrying into good families. Trent had never lived up to her parents’ expectations because he came from a lower-class area. They were more than happy to have him marry her when she got pregnant though—to save face with society. He picked up his bags and opened the front door. “I’ll be in touch.”

	“Trent, don’t be stupid. You’re taking this too far yet again. You always do this when something doesn’t go your way.” She stomped her foot. “You’re being an idiot. You don’t have anywhere to go anyway.” 

	Trent was used to Trish’s tirades and turned away, ignoring her words. He did have somewhere to go, at least for now.

	 

	****

	 

	Trent knocked at the door, case at his feet and hoped his appearance didn’t disturb Logan’s sleep; he wasn’t sure what shift he was on.

	Logan’s tousled demeanour made Trent apologise instantly. “I’m so sorry, man. I didn’t want to wake you.”

	Logan’s gaze dropped to the bags at his feet, then back to his face before he opened the door further, allowing Trent access. “I hope this means you’ve finally come to your senses?” His usually gravelly voice sounded even rougher from his sleep.

	“Yeah.” Trent hacked up a lung as he brought the bags into the hallway. Once he’d finished and had gotten his breath back, he turned to find Logan stood with a mug outstretched. Trent took it with a nod of thanks and drank deeply, feeling the soothing flavours of honey and lemon in warm water. Although his throat still felt like it was on fire, it wasn’t as agony-ridden as before. “Thanks,” he rasped. 

	“Guest room is already set up with clean sheets. Help yourself. Stay as long as you want.” Logan yawned and clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m heading back to bed. I gotta be up in…” he checked the clock on the wall, “…three hours.”

	“Thanks, man. I appreciate it.” Logan left him to it once he’d helped Trent to put his bags in the guest room and told him where the medicine cabinet was. 

	Trent stared around the room as he sat on the bed. This was his world for the next few days.

	 

	****

	 

	Trent had just moved into his newly rented apartment when Trish dropped by with the kids. Now he had a place of his own, the kids were able to stay overnight, and tonight was the first time they’d seen the place. It was also Jocelyn’s fifteenth birthday and Trent had a surprise for them.

	“This place is awesome, Dad!” Harper shouted as soon as she’d set her bag on the floor. She went walking through the place, looking at everything as she went before disappearing down the hall. 

	The apartment wasn’t huge and came unfurnished, but it had two bedrooms and an open plan kitchen, dining room and living room. It was all he needed although he was sure the kids wouldn’t approve of having to share a bedroom. He came up with a contingency plan of a sofa bed for the living area so he could sleep there if they really did kick up a fuss. He’d managed to get some furniture from friends and some from charity shops so at least he had the basics.

	“Have you come to your senses yet, Trent?” Trish’s disdain about her surroundings was evident on her face. “There is no need to take it this far.” Trish didn’t keep her voice low, yet again making it clear that his opinion wasn’t valued, and she didn’t care who knew it.

	Trent had told the kids that their relationship wasn’t working, and they had decided they would be better off apart. Trish hadn’t acknowledged the separation at all to the kids, still talking as if Trent was just at work or away for a holiday. She didn’t seem to understand that he wasn’t going back. So Trent kept talking to the kids, reminding them that they loved them, and it wasn’t their fault. Harper had taken it well so far; Jocelyn was a little more reticent about it all.

	Trent answered her question quietly. “Trish, enough now, okay. I’m not coming back. You need to get over it.” He’d been gone for two weeks, and he was finally finding his way back to being himself. He hadn’t realised how much he’d been putting up with from Trish until she wasn’t there every day. Now, he could think and figure out what his own thoughts were saying instead of having them interrupted by her voicing her own demands—which he usually caved to.

	“You’re making a big mistake.” Trish pinned him with her gaze, and he saw fury blazing. She turned without a goodbye to the kids and slammed the door behind her, rattling the shelves next to it.

	Trent blew out a breath and shook his head, catching Jocelyn looking in the direction of the door. 

	“Shall I show you around, kiddo?” He purposefully called her that, so she’d focus on that rather than her mother leaving.

	“I’m not a kid, Dad,” she said in exasperation. “Where’s my room?” 

	Trent braced himself for the onslaught. “This way.” He took her through to their bedroom and, as he expected, when they realised, their voices rose dramatically. 

	“No way am I sharing with her!”

	“Not a chance!”

	“Let’s go for some dinner, shall we? Romano’s?” He said the magic word. They loved that place and didn’t go very often because Trish hated it. He had organised a small cake for Jocelyn too. Hopefully that will delay the arguments until they got home later. “Come on.”

	As they left the apartment, Trent looked back surveying what he’d thought was an empty life until he saw Harper’s bag, and then a smile grew across his face. He had done it. He was free.

	****

	 

	
Three years ago

	Max

	Max scrolled through the search engine results, seeing nothing new. He rolled his head back on his shoulders, staring at the ceiling for a moment. He was fed up with the same places and people all the time. There had to be something new, somewhere new. There had to be. He had visited so many BDSM clubs in the last six months, nothing clicked with him. Nothing felt right.

	He stared at the screen, deciding to change his search terms one more time. He blew out a breath, readying to scroll through the same websites and links as before. He got halfway down the first page when an advert on the right-hand side caught his eye.

	A white ‘A’ and a red ‘N’ on a black filigree background stood out from the usual. There was nothing else there except that: no name, no description, nothing. He clicked it hoping it wasn’t a virus, but he was at his wits end, there had to be something out there.

	The logo expanded to fill his screen before fading into the top right corner, leaving behind a black background and the word ‘Anonymity’. As he waited, a white button appeared beneath the word telling him to ‘click for membership details.’ He wasn’t one hundred percent sure what this was and considered exiting, but something held him back.

	He stared at it for a moment longer, then clicked. As he read the terms and conditions, he became more and more excited about it. He had to wait for his checks to come back, which they had warned could take several weeks, but everything seemed right. He completed the application form, paid the membership fee and submitted his details. Now all he had to do was wait.

	Seven weeks later, he received his confirmation email containing his login details. He didn’t postpone it, just logged in right there and then.

	It turned out to be one of the best decisions he ever made.

	****

	 

	
One year ago

	Trent

	Trent drank heavily from his beer bottle, almost draining it. It was his third and they’d only been at Crush for an hour. He didn’t usually drink so quickly, but Trish was wearing him out. She constantly asked for money for the kids—as if he wasn’t already paying for the whole of the kids’ university funds. She’d asked for money again today to pay for the extra uniform Harper needed, saying she had grown out of it already. He didn’t know what happened to her own money, but he could only think it paid for the house that she’d decided to stay in after their break-up. It was a large house, and he’d been surprised when she said she could afford it on her own, but then she did have her parents to help her. 

	“What’s wrong, Trent?” Asher asked when Logan went up to the bar for more drinks. Logan was just about matching Trent drink for drink when usually it was the other way around.

	“Trish. Need I say more.” He sighed. Trent didn’t know what to do about finding the money, but he wasn’t going to burden Asher or Logan with his problems more than he already did.

	“She’s a bloody nightmare. She was while you were married, and she still is now that you’re divorced.” Asher shook his head. “If it wasn’t for your kids…” He left the rest of the sentence silent, but they both knew what he meant. Trent would do anything for those kids, and the problem was, Trish knew it.

	Logan dropped down into the seat next to Trent with a round of shots as well as their usual drinks. “I thought we could use these.” He placed the shots in front of them. “Ready, go.” They slammed the drinks back, Asher coughing his way through it—he had never been able to stand them. When Logan finished his, he cleared his throat, took a drink of his beer and said, “Oh, and there’s a woman at the bar who’s interested in you, Trent.”

	Trent spat part of his beer across the table, the shot thankfully already swallowed, or it would’ve burned like hell coming back up. “What?” he croaked.

	Logan smirked at him. He indicated over his shoulder to the bar. “There’s a woman at the bar who asked if you were single, so I told her you were. She’ll probably come over in a bit.” He smiled at Trent. “You’re welcome,” he said sarcastically. 

	“Jesus Christ, Logan. I’m not interested, for god’s sake. What did you tell her that for?” Trent was not amused by Logan’s proclamation. He had no interest in dating, especially after all the hassle Trish had been giving him. He’d stay a bachelor forever, thank you very much.

	“I just answered her question, that’s all.” Logan drank more of his beer, shrugging.

	“Fuck sake, Logan.” Trent rubbed at his forehead, trying not to yell at him in the middle of the bar. He didn’t have long to wait before the woman came sidling up to their table. Trent watched as she eyed the other two before settling her gaze on him.

	“Hi. Your friend here says you’re unattached. I’d like to get to know you a little better if you’ll let me?” Her voice was soft and melodic, speech not too fast or too slow, words appearing measured; he couldn’t figure out what her accent was. She had chocolate-coloured, chin-length hair with a small fringe and dark eyes. Her face was oval shaped, making her chin more prominent, although not large. Her features appeared dainty, almost elfin-like, and she wore tight jeans with rips and a plain black fitted t-shirt.

	Trent became aware that she waited for an answer from him. “Um, thank you, but I’m not interested, sorry,” he mumbled, glaring across at Logan. Glancing over at the woman again, he caught the frown and disappointment in her expression. “Sorry,” he said again, shrugging slightly.

	She nodded slowly. “Okay, well if you change your mind…” She let the sentence taper off, getting her point across.

	“Thanks.”

	Trent watched her walk back to the bar and sit down, raising her hand for the bartender’s attention.

	“Why didn’t you do something about that?” Logan sounded exasperated. “She was perfect for you.”

	“Because I don’t want anyone, Logan. I have enough shit to deal with. I don’t want to bring anyone else into it.” Trent drank heartily from his beer, ignoring the looks Logan and Asher exchanged. His gaze roamed the room to see if he knew anyone until he stopped on a figure wearing well-fitted black tailored trousers, a white shirt and a beige jacket sitting at the bar, elbows leaning backwards against the counter, flaunting their chest. Trent felt his heart begin to race and the blood heating his body. As Trent’s gaze flowed up the figure, his cock rose. He arrived at their face and, even as he felt his arousal flooding his body, he stared in shock at the sight of the man’s face. He was gorgeous. Trent frowned. He was a guy!

	“Who have you seen to get that look in your eyes?” Asher’s voice interrupted Trent’s perusal. He snatched his gaze back to the beer in front of him, feeling out of sorts. He wasn’t gay! Why was he looking at that guy? Trent frowned again, trying to make sense of his emotions. He shook his head, clearing the picture from it and turned back to the conversation.

	“Huh?” he said when he realised they were both looking at him.

	“Who’ve seen? You looked smitten,” Asher said with a smile.

	“Oh, nobody. Just looking around.” Trent was not going there with them.

	“Whatever. Who’s up for food?” Logan said. 

	Logan was always in the mood for food, regardless of the time of day. But then, he did work long hours as a police officer.

	“Yeah, I could eat,” Trent replied, grabbing the menu. Even though he conversed with Logan and Asher, he couldn’t get the vision of that guy out of his head.

	By the time he’d gotten home, it was a different matter. He was so drunk that he passed out on his bed the minute his head hit the pillow, clothes and all.

	****

	Max

	Max had agreed to do this job because it was good money, and he’d believed he would have a certain amount of freedom to work with. He had until the woman had decided to hit on him. She knew he was gay because he’d told her, but she had tried repeatedly to flirt with him and touch him, regardless of his expression of disinterest. 

	He sat in her dining room, which was the final room he was working on for her. He’d been working with her for a week already and, so far, had completed the lounge, study and her bedroom—that was an experience he never wanted to have again. He couldn’t wait for this job to be finished. Max looked at the laptop in front of him, studying the design he’d come up with. He thought it looked fresh, inviting and simplistic—exactly what she had asked for. Oh, and of course, elegant. 

	This woman had money to burn, apparently. She spared no cost for any of the items he’d purchased for the other rooms, which had made his life a little easier, truth be told. He stood up, grabbing the laptop and going to find out where the woman was. He found her in the lounge, thumbing through a magazine.

	“Hi, um, I have the final design for the dining room. Would you like to have a look before I go ahead with it?” Max was a confident person in every aspect of his life, especially his design business, but this woman put him on edge.

	“Oh, yes, great. Come sit by me, and you can show me.” She pushed the magazine to the side and patted the seat next to her.

	He hesitated for a split second, then went and sat where she’d indicated. He kept the laptop on his knee but turned it towards her. Even though he knew she could see, she pressed her breasts against his upper arm as she leaned forward to look. He winced but didn’t pull away as much as he wanted to.

	“Oh, these look wonderful. So stylish. Yes, it’s perfect. Thank you, Max,” she purred. There was no other word for it. She patted his chest, then smoothed her hand upwards towards his neck. He went to stand up, but her other hand gripped his thigh. She was surprisingly strong for such a petite-looking woman. “Thank you, Max. Let me show you how much I appreciate your help.”

	Max could see her face coming closer, and he knew she was going to kiss him unless he moved. He turned his head away and slid to the side, making her hand slip off his neck. He stood abruptly, and his laptop fell to the floor. He winced, hoping he hadn’t broken it.

	He looked back at the woman. “Look, I am flattered that you like me, but I’m gay, remember. I’m only into men, not women. Like at all. Sorry.” Max didn’t know why he apologised, but she just didn’t seem to get the hint, no matter how many times he told her.

	“Okay,” she said. Max didn’t trust the look in her eyes but chose to ignore it.

	“Right. I’ll get on with these designs.” He picked up his laptop and retreated to the dining room again. He blew out a breath as he began ordering the supplies needed. If everything went to plan, he’d be finished within two days.

	Of course, nothing went to plan because the woman was a bitch. Max didn’t usually call women bitches but this one was, without a doubt. He was just very grateful she’d already paid for his services. He didn’t think she would have given him the money otherwise. 

	Since their…altercation…she found fault with everything relating to the dining room, even though she had agreed the plans were good before it happened. First, the curtains were the wrong fabric, then the table wasn’t solid pine like she wanted, then the pictures weren’t famous enough. He was at the end of his tether with it all. Instead of the two days he had hoped for, it had taken him four days, and even then, she still wasn’t happy with some things, but he was putting his foot down now.

	“I’m sorry, but I can’t change any more aspects now. I have another client starting tomorrow, and I’ve delayed as long as I can. It might be better if you find someone else to change the items you don’t like.” Max lied through his teeth, his next client wasn’t booked in until Monday and it was only Wednesday now, but he’d had enough.

	The woman huffed. “Well, it will have to do then, won’t it. Even though it looks like a disaster. What will people think?” She huffed again. “Fine, finish what needs doing today. But don’t think I’m going to recommend you to anyone.” She walked out of the room to Max’s relief.

	He blew out a breath. Luckily, everything was done. Other than tidying his stuff away, he had already finished everything, she just hadn’t realised it.

	He called to her when he left two hours later but received no response. He let himself out of the house, ensuring the door was firmly shut behind him. He didn’t want anything to come back and bite him about that. 

	****

	Several hours later, he entered Crush. He was meeting a guy in about half an hour and wanted to get in a drink before then. 

	He wore his best tonight: perfectly tailored black trousers, which cost him a pretty penny; a crisp white shirt, ironed to perfection; and a beige suit jacket that he loved. He knew he was dressed too smartly for the “date” later, but he loved the feel of being comfortable, as well as sexy, in what he wore. He didn’t have to look smart to feel comfortable, but sometimes he wanted to.

	He ordered a beer from the bartender, and then turned on his stool and rested his elbows behind him. His gaze roamed the area, seeing regulars and strangers intermingled throughout. He caught a guy staring at him from a booth near the back but moved his gaze away. Although the guy was hot, Max didn’t have the energy—or inclination—to flirt tonight, which was why he’d arranged a hook-up through AN.

	Someone walked into his line of vision, and he peered at them. Mmm-mmm. 

	“Max?” the guy said, his voice deep.

	Max nodded and smiled. This was going to be a good night.

	****

	 

	


Chapter 1

	Present day

	Max

	Max blew out a breath as he sat sprawled in his seat at Crush, gazing at the public display of affection before him. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Trent trying to adjust himself subtly. Interesting. He’d known Trent for just under a year now, having met initially at Asher’s house one night, and then many times since when Sean and Asher’s relationship took off. He knew Trent had an ex-wife and two daughters and, as far as he knew, was straight. He’d be surprised if Trent found that PDA hot. “Hey, Trent. Wanna get out of here? These two lovebirds are going to end up fucking on this table any minute now.” He had a nice buzz going, the alcohol warming his body and his libido. He never drank in excess when he was around Sean—since his best friend’s parents died in a drink drive accident, Sean was wary of alcohol and being drunk.

	Sean broke away from the kiss and snapped, “Hey! I heard that!” garnering a chuckle from Asher, even as he pulled Sean closer.

	Max noticed Sean’s entire body relaxed as he leaned into Asher. “We all know that was just about to happen, and you know it too!” He tilted his beer bottle towards Sean, raising his eyebrows, daring him to disagree.

	Sean’s face flushed a deep red in answer.

	Max laughed. “My point exactly.” He turned to Trent, who had snorted his beer at Max’s words. “Want to head out? I need some fresh air.” 

	Trent stood unsteadily. “Yeah, sure. I won’t be driving in this condition so may as well walk.”

	It was Max’s turn to snort. “If you can walk.” Max bumped shoulders with him as they called their goodbyes to everyone. Max headed over to Tom to thank him for the free drinks. Tom was the manager of Crush and had worked closely with every member of the crew to ensure they had what they needed to make the Garden Bar happen. It had been great working with the whole team. He hadn’t done as much compared to others, but his expertise had come in handy with the lighting aspects.

	“No problem, Max. You’ve worked as hard on this extension as everyone else, and I’m grateful for it.” They shook hands, then Max brought Tom into a hug. 

	“It will be a huge hit tomorrow, you’ll see,” said Max, releasing him.

	“Let’s hope so,” replied Tom, looking away with a furrowed brow, then his face lit up. “Excuse me,” he said as he made his way towards Ginny, Tom’s girlfriend, who was cradling their baby to her breast as she sat talking to the people around her. As Tom approached, Max saw Ginny gaze up and smile at him, their love an almost tangible thing.

	Max headed back to Trent. “Let’s go, hotshot,” he said, slapping his back. He turned towards the entrance and walked into the cool night air, instantly feeling some of the buzz recede. He hadn’t drunk a lot but enough to feel his slowed thought process. Being outside woke him up a bit, which he was sure he would need for the following conversation.

	Trent stumbled out the door behind him, catching himself before he fell flat on his face but cursing like a sailor. 

	“You okay there?” Max tried to hide his smile. “Need any assistance?”

	“No, I bloody well do not,” replied Trent snarkily. Max began walking slowly, allowing Trent time to catch up. He just picked a direction; he had no idea where he was going but was just happy to move his body after being sat for so long.

	“How’s the job going?” Max asked after the silence became uncomfortable.

	Trent cleared his throat. “Um…yeah, okay. The kids are ready for the break. So am I, if I’m honest!” he said.

	“Oh, are you on break now?”

	“Not quite. Tomorrow is the last day, then we have a week off.” Trent looked up into the sky and blew out a breath. 

	Max frowned. “Everything okay?” he asked quietly.

	Trent glanced over at him, then to the ground. “Yeah, I just wish…”

	Max kept quiet, waiting for Trent to finish. When it was clear he wasn’t going to, Max asked, “What do you wish?”

	“I wish I could see my kids more. They’re older now and don’t want much to do with me, especially since the divorce. I’d like to see them this week, but they’re probably busy.” He trailed off, looking uncomfortable.

	“Why don’t you call them and ask? The worst they could say is no.” Max glanced around when Trent initiated crossing the road. He had no idea where they were going, but Trent obviously did.

	Trent didn’t say anything for a few minutes, they just kept drifting down the street. 

	“I don’t know if I’m ready to hear no,” Trent whispered.

	Max barely heard him and realised that was the whole point. He could pretend he didn’t hear, or he could answer. Max decided to answer. No point hiding from fears, it sometimes made them worse.

	“They may surprise you and say yes. Don’t let fear stop you from doing what you want. Nothing would ever get done if people stopped when they were scared. I know I wouldn’t be where I am today if I hadn’t faced my fears.” Max frowned when he realised what he’d revealed. Trent glanced over at him, but Max tried to deflect potential questions. “Just ask them.”

	Trent made a non-committal noise, then stopped walking. Max looked around him, trying to figure out exactly where they were. He didn’t see anything he recognised.

	“Where are we?” he asked Trent.

	Trent looked up at an apartment building and frowned as if he wasn’t sure how he got where he was. “My place.”

	Max raised his eyebrows. He’d not known Trent long in the grand scheme of things, and this was the first time he had ever been to Trent’s place. “Oh, okay. Nice.” It was a small building compared to some around this area, but Max could see the security features: CCTV cameras were visible, and a security guard posted in the foyer.

	“Thanks,” Trent said slowly, still staring at the building, brows furrowed.

	“Well, I best leave you to it then. Have a nice evening, Trent.” Max held out his hand for Trent to shake. Trent looked at his hand and reached out to shake it, not immediately letting go. Max felt the familiar tingles running along his skin as it did every time he had touched Trent in the past.

	Max admitted, at least to himself, that he was fiercely attracted to Trent. He knew Trent was straight, even though he’d seen Trent’s reaction at the sight of Asher and Sean kissing earlier, but it didn’t stop him from having a crush on him.

	He realised they were still holding hands and moved to pull away, hesitating when Trent tightened his grip for a second.

	“Do you want to come up?” The words were again whispered as if Trent wasn’t sure about asking.

	Max was not going to look a gift horse in the mouth, even if it did mean he just made his own life more miserable later when he reminded himself Trent was off limits. “Yeah, sure. I’d love to see the place.”

	Trent hesitated, and Max had noticed he bit his bottom lip when he was thinking or unsure. Max took the decision out of his hands—even though he should probably have given Trent a way to back out—and headed for the front entrance. He felt Trent following him, and then they were inside.

	“Good evening, Mr Walker,” the security guard called as they passed.

	Trent nodded at him but didn’t say anything as they headed for the lift. Pressing level three, Trent stood watching the numbers, while Max watched Trent. He didn’t know what to think about Trent’s invitation but was going to take it as platonic unless something else happened. Trent didn’t seem the type to not know his own mind or body, but you never knew.

	Trent fumbled with the lock on his front door when they arrived, then hesitated again before opening it fully. “It’s not much.”

	Max entered to see an open space area housing the living room, dining area and kitchen and a hallway leading further into the apartment, which he assumed went to the bedrooms and bathroom. Looking closer, his designer eye noticed a minimalist look, although looking again, Max realised this was probably not the look Trent had purposefully aimed for. The furniture looked worn and there didn’t seem to be any personal effects except for three photos of his kids.

	“Like I said, it’s not much.” Trent’s voice sounded defensive, and Max realised he’d taken his silence for disgust.

	“It’s a nice open space with lots of natural light. It must be cosy when that fireplace is lit.” Max tried to make his voice soothing and enthusiastic without going overboard; Trent would close down on him if he thought he was being insincere. He didn’t know him well, but he knew him enough to know that.

	“Hmm.” Trent walked towards the kitchen area. “Do you want a drink? Beer?”

	Max had had enough alcohol tonight. “Coffee? Is that too much trouble?” He saw Trent’s shoulders relax slightly and knew then he was probably as glad as Max was that they weren’t mixing more alcohol with whatever this was they were doing.

	“Sure, coffee is fine.”

	He wandered around the space to the background noise of Trent bustling in the kitchen. Max noticed nothing was out of place—Trent must be a neat freak. He looked at the view out of the window and saw the building on the opposite side of the road, not exactly a scenic look.

	“The view’s not great, but the rent is affordable.” Max jumped at Trent’s voice being so close behind him. He turned slightly, seeing Trent within a few feet of him, holding out a steaming mug.

	“Thanks.” He took a drink, even though it scolded his mouth. “So, do you like it here?”

	Trent walked over to the couch, sitting down and resting an ankle on his opposite leg. “Yeah, it’s okay. Like I said, the rent’s affordable and the security makes it safe for the kids, so as far as I’m concerned, everything else is irrelevant.”

	“Where are all your personal belongings?” Max asked, then cringed when he realised that came out sounding like an inquisition. “Sorry, that came out wrong.”

	****

	Trent

	Trent hesitated. He didn’t know how much to tell Max, who was essentially still a stranger. They had met through Sean and Asher and had been out in a group several times over the past year, but they had never been alone long enough for a proper one on one conversation like this.

	“I didn’t take much from my ex-wife’s when I first left. Since then, she has refused to let me take anything else that belonged to me or the kids.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal, but it was a big deal to him. There were several photographs and artwork he would have loved to take with him, but Trish had been an evil bitch about it from the beginning, so he had given up the fight. 

	Unfortunately, he couldn’t afford to replace anything he’d once had, so he’d had to go without.

	“Wow, what a cow. Sounds like you’re well rid of her.” Max came over to the sofa, sitting down and turning towards Trent so his knee rested on the cushion.

	Trent still had no idea why he’d asked Max up to his apartment. He was confused about his motives because, even though he thought he wasn’t gay, seeing Asher and Sean earlier had gotten him so aroused his cock had become a very uncomfortable bulge in his jeans. He had tried to find some relief by adjusting himself but didn’t want to bring attention to it. 

	Staring into his mug, he asked, “Do you enjoy designing?” He would be the first to admit he knew nothing about interior design, and he was going to be a total asshole here, but he never realised men did it as a job, he had always assumed it was a woman. Not that he cared, he just hadn’t realised.

	“Yeah, I love it. Being given a blank canvas and bringing a client’s dream to reality is an amazing feeling. I can’t explain what it feels like. I’ve known some clients to cry when I’ve finished because they are so grateful.” Max chuckled. “Then on the other hand, you have the ones who swear and bitch all day about everything, and you never get the time of day once you’re done. But at least you get paid.”

	Trent chuckled. “Yes, you can put up with a lot so long as you get paid.”

	“What about you? Do you enjoy teaching?” Max took a sip of his coffee, eyes closing a little as if it were nectar.

	Trent cleared his throat. “I love it. Don’t get me wrong, some of the kids I teach are a nightmare, and I would call any teacher a liar if they denied that. But the high that you get when a child who has been struggling with something, say maths, finally understands what you’re teaching? Nothing can compare to that. It makes everything else worthwhile.” He hesitated. “Well, maybe not the paperwork.”

	They both laughed. “That’s where you met Asher, isn’t it?” Max continued.

	He nodded. “Yeah, I teach the eight-year-olds. Asher taught the nine-year-olds—class next door.”

	“Wow, difficult age.” Max’s eyebrows rose with his wide eyes. “You’re braver than me.”

	“They’re not too bad, to be honest. It’s difficult for them because age eight is when kids get a hormone surge, so they don’t know how to react to things, and everything gets confusing for them. I try to be understanding when conflicts happen, but obviously still be the ‘teacher’ when I have to be.”

	“A friendly teacher,” Max supplied.

	Trent nodded. “Yeah, I suppose so. The kids will probably say different though.”

	“Do you see yourself continuing to teach? Or is there something else you’d like to do.” Max canted his head to the side, making him look adorable.

	He looked down at his mug, fiddling with the handle. Adorable? What the heck? “Yes, I love teaching. I may go for a different age range one day, but I don’t see myself leaving it completely any time soon.” He glanced back up at Max, seeing his gaze on Trent. He sat there caught in Max’s eyes, not understanding what was happening or how he was feeling. He frowned and blinked his gaze away, looking down at his coffee again. 

	Suddenly very sober, he began to talk, but Max beat him to it.

	“I think I should redecorate for you. Free of charge, of course. I can just see a few more knickknacks and homely things that could make you more comfortable.” Max surveyed the area. “You could have a desk over in the corner by that window…” Max pointed to the very front window of the apartment, “…and use the natural light to do your paperwork. It would be easier on your eyes than using lights. And near those bookcases, you could fit a comfy chair for reading. Putting up some pictures on the walls will make it a little less…sterile.” Max winced at his word choice no doubt.

	Trent knew what Max saw, but he shook his head. “Thanks for the offer, but I can’t right now.”

	“Why not? It might help cheer you up a bit.”

	Trent gritted his teeth and rubbed his forehead. Everyone kept telling him he needed to cheer up, but if only they knew what he was actually going through. They knew nothing about it; but he couldn’t get upset with anyone about their throwaway comments because he refused to share those reasons with them. “Thank you, but no.” He stood up heading towards the kitchen to rinse his mug.

	“Shit.” He heard Max mutter the expletive but didn’t acknowledge it. He heard footsteps coming closer just as he stumbled and fell against the counter. “Are you all right?” Max asked, reaching out to him.

	Trent rubbed his forehead again. “Yeah. I’ve just got a nasty headache again. Keep getting them, and they’re hard to shift.” He laughed without humour. “The alcohol probably hasn’t helped.” He placed his mug in the sink and turned on the tap.

	“Maybe you need a trip to a BDSM club! That’ll loosen you up.” Max laughed. Trent jerked and looked at Max in shock. 

	“What! No, I’m fine, thanks.” Trent shook his head. Where the hell had that come from?

	Max laughed again, the sound a little forced. “I’m only joking, Trent. Bad humour, sorry.” Max paused. “I’m sorry, Trent. About before. I need to learn tact. It’s one of my downfalls.” Trent turned to see Max give a shrug and a half-hearted smile.

	“One of them?” He raised one eyebrow to show his forgiveness—and disbelief. Max laughed “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I know it all needs doing, I just don’t have the funds for it right now.”

	“I said it would be free—” Max began.

	“I know. But I would still need to buy the items you want me to add to the apartment. And I just can’t right now. When I can though, you’ll be the person I call.”

	Max looked crestfallen for some reason. “Sorry, Trent. I am forever sticking my foot in my mouth.” Max placed his mug on the side. “I’m going to head out. Thanks for the coffee.” He turned to go, and Trent let him.

	He watched as Max walked to the front door and closed it behind him with a soft click. The silence left behind was deafening. He had no idea why he hadn’t stopped Max from leaving. He was conflicted and very unsettled—not by Max’s presence—but by how he felt. He didn’t quite understand what it was, and it was making him uncomfortable. 

	He washed up Max’s cup and placed it on the draining board alongside his own, staring at the two cups side by side, a startling realisation of contentment flowing through him. He liked the idea of having two cups there as if he shared his life with someone. Trent shook his head at his idiotic thought and headed back to lock up. Once he was sure the front door and windows were locked up tight, he stalked to his bedroom. No lingering feeling of being drunk made it easier for him to navigate his way towards the bathroom. A nice hot shower would help him to sleep—he certainly needed it.

	****

	Trent woke four hours later, drenched in sweat, panting with fear. He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, resting his head in his hands, distantly noticing he was shaking. He’d not had a nightmare like this for a while. Ever since the kids had been born, he had suffered with the occasional nightmare—which he assumed all parents did—about losing their children in some tragic event. His had always been a car accident, and every single time, he remembered it vividly afterwards.

	He was sitting in the passenger seat next to Trish. Jocelyn and Harper were in the back seat, arguing as always. They were on their way to the beach for the weekend, the car packed with all their belongings. Trent was laughing at something Trish had said, and she’d looked over at him smiling. He stared at her briefly because it wasn’t very often she smiled anymore. She gazed back, and then he turned back to the windscreen. Eyes widening when he saw the truck, he shouted out. 

	Every single time, he woke up just before impact, except this time. It hadn’t been Trish driving, it had been Max, and they’d been hit by the truck. He’d woken after holding Max in his arms, broken and bleeding, tears streaming down his face.

	He rubbed his hands over his face and stood up. He needed another shower to warm the chill from his bones.

	****

	 

	


Chapter 2

	Max

	Max looked through the paperwork for Mrs Cedar’s house redesign. Again. He must have looked through it fifty times already this morning, but his mind was elsewhere. With Trent, to be precise. He couldn’t believe he’d spoken to Trent the way he had. They were friends, but not as close as he was with Sean. He should have held back a little with his opinions; Sean always told him to be careful what he said. 

	He shook his head. He should have just let it go, but he shoved his foot right in the back of his throat. Leaning back in his chair, he rested his head against it and stared at the ceiling. There was no way he could concentrate on the quote, so he decided to go for a stroll. There was nothing more calming for him than walking around the shops and finding bargains. Maybe he’d be able to find something for Trent. 

	“Stop it, he doesn’t want your help, remember,” he muttered to himself. 

	Max stood and walked into the hallway, glancing around him in pride as he always did. His house could have been used as his business card. It was showroom perfect with wooden bannisters going up the stairs, solid wood floors throughout the downstairs and, going up the stairs, wood softened down the centre by a soft luxurious carpet in dark blue.

	His furniture was mainly solid wood—thanks to Zak—and what was soft upholstery was in blues and browns and greens: his favourites. The white, faintly textured wallpaper was a background to artwork, family photos and shelving. In his lounge, he had four floor-to-ceiling bookcases, full of books on a huge variety of subjects. He had always loved learning and had never stopped, even when he had chosen interior design, he still learned new things on the side. Recently, for instance, he had been interested in the history of artists and had been speaking with Josh about it—Josh had overheard him talking to Sean and explained his career and his love of the same. They had spent many an evening since, conversing about the subject when Josh had been working at Crush on his university breaks.

	Max grabbed his wallet, phone and keys as he headed for the door, locked up and drove towards the town centre. His favourite shops were charity shops because they were not only a bargain but sometimes you found some amazing things in there; those were the diamonds in the rough he lived for discovering.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg









