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Book two in the Bad Boyfriends, Inc. series

Bad Boyfriend, Inc—when you can’t find a good boyfriend, why not hire a bad one instead?

 

To supplement his income while he’s completing his Early Education degree, Harry Townsend hires himself out as a terrible date—for a set fee, he’ll horrify parents and family members in all sorts of interesting ways. But when it comes to actual relationships—and sex—Harry doesn’t get the appeal. He doesn’t get the same tingly feelings everyone else seems to when they meet someone attractive, and he’s fine with that. He’d rather spend his evenings watching TV anyway.

 

Jack Windsor abandoned his uni degree to do an apprenticeship as a mechanic, much to his parents’ dismay. He’s happy with his choices, but leaving uni meant losing his accommodation, and now he’s crashing on his sister Mia’s couch. It isn’t ideal, but it’s only until he finds something else—which is proving difficult in Sydney’s brutal rental market.

 

When Jack almost kills Harry with a strawberry smoothie, he discovers that not only was Harry’s disastrous date with Mia a set up, but that Harry is looking for a roommate. Moving in with Harry is great, if only he wasn’t so distractingly cute—and totally uninterested in Jack. Except as they grow closer as friends, for the first time in his life, Harry tells Jack he’s developing feelings for him—tingly ones.

 

But how can Harry and Jack be together when Jack’s family thinks that Harry is the worst human being in the universe? And how can Jack convince them that his Bad Boyfriend is the best boyfriend he’s ever had, without admitting that Mia hired him to be terrible to them? When an approaching family event brings everything to a head, Jack’s going to have to step up to prove to Harry that he wants him in his life. And it might just take some bad timing, some good luck and the ugliest suit known to mankind.

 

 


Dedication

To Peter, who was the reason we met.
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Milo: Nestlé
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Australian English Glossary

Bottlo: A liquor store

Bludger: A lazy person

Chook: A chicken

Coffee scroll: An Australian baked good similar to a Chelsea bun or cinnamon roll

Creaming soda: Cream soda

Doona: A duvet or comforter

Jelly: A gelatine dessert

Laccy: A hair band or elastic

Moreton Bay bugs: A flathead lobster/slipper lobster, also known as the Bay lobster

Op shop: Short for “opportunity shop,” a charitable thrift shop

Slab of beer: A twenty-four-pack of beer

Spider: An ice cream float

Thickshake: A milkshake

Tradie: A tradesperson, someone who works with their hands

Ute: A utility vehicle

 

 

 


Chapter One

“Hello, Beryl,” Harry said through clenched teeth as he slid the garish Hawaiian shirt onto the counter.

Beryl narrowed her one good eye at him. “Mr Townsend. I believe you’re banned from this shop.”

Harry stared her down as he lifted his chin. “No. I spoke to Agnes, and she said that you’re not in charge so you can’t ban anyone. And she said, ‘looking at someone funny’ wasn’t grounds for a ban anyway.”

A flicker of fear passed through her good eye and, he thought, something almost like admiration, too. She clearly never would have thought he’d have the balls to go above her head to Agnes, but she’d underestimated him and his need for this incredibly ugly Hawaiian shirt. It was blue, with a typical background of islands and boats and palm trees and flowers, but what made it truly terrible was that, at one time, it had been someone’s custom gag gift. Harry had no idea whose grinning face it was that had been printed all over the fabric, but the second he’d seen it hanging in the slightly grimy front window of the Newtown Op Shop, he’d known he had to have it. The guy on the shirt had a combover. It was perfect!

Beryl’s mouth pressed into a thin, wrinkled line as she tugged the shirt over and inspected the tag. “Twenty dollars,” she announced.

“It says five.”

Beryl reached up and adjusted her not-even-close-to-flesh-coloured eyepatch. She told people she’d recently had cataract surgery, but Harry suspected she was hiding an evil eye. The sort that would melt people’s faces off if she looked at them. “Agnes might be the manager, but I’m in charge of pricing, and this shirt is twenty dollars.”

She picked up a pen from the jar beside the cash register and changed the price.

“I need that shirt!”

Her sour mouth turned up in a grin. “And you can have it, for twenty dollars.” She tapped the handwritten sign taped to the side of the register—No arguing with staff.

“That sign wasn’t there last week.”

Beryl’s grin widened. “I wrote it when I saw you at the door.”

Harry gasped. “But I really need that shirt, Beryl! Please!”

She unpeeled the sign from the register, wrote Or begging on it, then stuck it back up.

Harry drew a deep breath, then wished he hadn’t, because, like all op shops, this one smelled musty and weird. He pulled his wallet out of the pocket of his jeans. It was depressingly thin. He tugged out a twenty, watching Beryl’s eye light up with victory, then hummed and put it back. “Actually, I think I’ll save my money.”

Beryl glowered at him.

“Yeah,” Harry said, even though she hadn’t asked him anything. “I came past the bakery on the way here, and they were just icing the coffee scrolls. I might have to buy a couple. They’re so good. They always sell out really quickly, don’t they? Like, there probably won’t be any left at all in about twenty minutes, once word gets out on the street.”

Beryl’s sweet tooth was legendary, and it was the only sweet thing about her. She looked at her watch.

“Oh, well,” Harry said. “I guess I’ll just…browse some more. Maybe find something in my price range.”

He stared at her and she stared back at him.

He sighed. “It’ll probably take me a while. A good, long while.”

Beryl vibrated with murderous rage.

Four minutes later and five dollars poorer, he was stepping outside the op shop with the ugly Hawaiian shirt in his backpack.

When he wore it, it was going to feel like victory.

 

* * * *

 

Harry met Angie Lau outside the old geology building where she was sitting with a group of friends. She was short and button-nosed, and wearing a bright pink sweater with a cat on it. Harry was tempted to show her his amazingly ugly Hawaiian shirt, then thought he’d better not, just in case she wasn’t wearing the sweater ironically.

“Hi, I’m Harry.”

Angie’s friends looked him up and down speculatively. Angie sighed and shoved her lunch containers into a tote bag before climbing to her feet. “I’m Angie. Let’s go talk over here.”

Harry walked with her to the shade of a large tree. “When we talked on the phone, you said you were interested in a lunch date? With your parents, right?”

Angie chewed on her bottom lip and bobbed her head in a nod.

“Tell me about them,” he suggested. “What are you looking for out of this? Do you have a boyfriend they don’t approve of?”

Her eyes grew large. “No! I don’t have a boyfriend. I don’t want a boyfriend. I want to do my Master’s, but my dad is super old-fashioned and thinks that if I study any more my womb will shrivel up and fall out, and my mum agrees with him, and last week we were arguing and I said I was sick of them trying to set me up with every nice Chinese boy they meet, and Mum said that wasn’t true, and they’d be happy with literally any boy I dated, as long as I found one.” She stopped at last and drew a breath. “I’m babbling, aren’t I?”

 “It’s fine,” Harry assured her. “So you want to test that theory?”

Angie rolled her eyes. “It’s so stupid! But they’re driving me nuts, and my friend Anna said she knew this girl who hired this fake boyfriend who was a theatre kid, and…” She shrugged. “And here I am.”

“That would be Ambrose,” he said. “I took over from him. Okay, so basically you want to turn up to lunch with a boyfriend who is so awful they’ll be happier you’re single, right?”

She flashed him an anxious smile. “Right.”

“Okay,” he said. “So, the deal is, you pay for my lunch and also my fee on top of that. I have like a sliding scale thing, depending on how big you want me to go, or if I have to get anyone else involved.”

Her brow crinkled. “Anyone else?”

“Yeah, for an extra fifty my housemate will turn up and say he’s my parole officer and remind me that I can’t be within two hundred metres of a school.”

Angie’s eyes grew even larger.

“For an extra hundred, he’ll pretend to be a detective and arrest me on a warrant.”

“Oh, wow. I don’t think any of that is necessary.”

“Okay, then. What flavour of awful did you want? Ambrose specialised in ‘hot but an asshole’ but, well”—Harry gestured to his distinctly un-muscled physique—“I’m built in a way that lends itself more towards awkwardly terrible. Bad clothes, bad past, ‘society’s out to get me’ kind of thing. Would you prefer me to be unemployed, or working at something really questionable?”

Angie gave a grin that was ever so slightly evil. “Definitely unemployed. And if you could turn up late and drunk, that’d be ideal.”

“Easy done.” Harry nodded. “I do a great sloppy drunk. Now, let’s talk rates.”

 

* * * *

 

After his English Lit lecture, Harry stuck a ‘Housemate Wanted’ flyer on the noticeboard outside the Student Union. Tristan had said he’d put one here the other day, but there was no sign of it, and Harry didn’t know if that was because the noticeboard had already been cleared off once, or because Tristan was full of shit. He was leaning towards the latter. Tristan was easily distractible, however many times Harry had told him how important it was that they got another housemate. Mr Erskine, their incredibly elderly and doddery landlord, was pretty lax when it came to rent and other associated landlord business—like fixing the plumbing, which really shouldn’t make that banging noise when the tap in the bathroom was on—but even he wouldn’t let them slide too far behind on rent. And since Ambrose had moved out, they needed someone in as soon as possible to pay his share.

Harry missed Ambrose. He was happy that Ambrose was happy, and his boyfriend Liam was a great guy, but Ambrose had been his best mate since they’d met at their first O Week at uni, and it wasn’t the same now he’d moved out of the crumbling old terrace house in Newtown. He got on fine with Tristan, but he missed Ambrose.

He sighed and hefted his backpack onto his shoulder and headed back towards Parramatta Road and the bus stop. His route took him past the Courtyard Restaurant and Bar. The food was pretty good there, but his wallet was feeling the pinch lately, so he tried to drum up some enthusiasm for the instant noodles he had waiting for him at home.

It didn’t work but fuck it. He was going to eat them anyway, even if they tasted like MSG and sadness.

Cutting through the sunlit courtyard, he caught sight of Mia, and he brightened. Mia was cool—she’d been his first Bad Boyfriend date and she was always happy to chat with him when they spotted each other around the campus. She was sitting at a table with a blond guy who was wearing jeans and a faded Ramones T-shirt. The guy was sipping some sort of pink smoothie.

“Hi, Mia.” Harry dumped his backpack on the ground. “How’s it going?”

Mia blinked at him. “Oh, hey. Hi, how are you?”

She looked a little off, and Harry wondered if he was interrupting something. Ambrose always said he couldn’t read a room with a pair of binoculars, and he probably had a point.

“I won’t bother you,” he said. “I’m just on my way home. Great to see you though.”

“You too.” She darted a look at the blond guy.

Harry looked too.

“Hey,” the guy said. He stood up and stuck out his hand. “Jack.”

“Hey,” said Harry. He shook it. “I’m Harry.”

The guy dropped his hand, his eyes narrowing. “Harry? As in, the Harry who dated Mia?”

“Oh,” Harry said. “Um, sort of? I mean—”

But before he could say what he meant, Jack suddenly grabbed his smoothie and dumped it over his head.

Wet, Harry thought, quickly followed by cold. Then, lagging in third place, What the fuck?

“Jack!” Mia exclaimed, jumping to her feet and grabbing a paltry paper serviette to hold out to Harry as though it would make any difference at all. “Oh my God! Harry!” Then, again, she shouted, “Jack!”

Harry was aware of other people in the courtyard laughing and pointing. He was pretty sure some of them had their phones out as he stood there with pink smoothie sliding through his hair and dripping down his face and shirt.

“That’s for being an arsehole to my sister,” Jack said, “and for dumping water on my dad’s head.”

“Oh,” said Harry faintly. He swallowed and tasted strawberries. “Oh, no.”

He was growing dizzy and lightheaded. His throat itched. His tongue…

“My backpack,” he said around the sudden swelling. His heart skipped several beats as sudden, sharp fear, colder than the smoothie, flooded him. “Need…” He was slurring his words, and Mia was still holding the serviette out to him, her face creased with confusion. “Strawb’ries. Need—EpiPen.”

Harry had a moment to enjoy the sudden look of unmasked horror on Jack’s face before he stumbled to the ground, and everything went black.

 

 


Chapter Two

Jack sat in the waiting room of the Royal Prince Albert Hospital, Harry’s backpack wedged between his feet. He’d run all the way here after the ambulance had taken Harry, which sounded a lot more gruelling than it had actually been, since the university was literally right behind the hospital, and it had taken him all of seven minutes. He felt awful. From what Mia had managed to yell at him while they were waiting for the ambulance—the empty EpiPen still held in his shaky hand—he’d picked up that she and Harry hadn’t actually been dating, and that he’d very nearly killed a guy who’d been doing his sister a favour.

Well. Paid favour. But still. That wasn’t the point. The point was that he wasn’t the arsehole Jack had thought he was, and now he was in hospital. Jack wondered briefly if anyone had ever been charged with manslaughter by smoothie. Probably not, but there was a first time for everything. It would be yet another thing for his parents to be disappointed in him about—though their reaction to inadvertent murder would probably be a hell of a lot stronger than disappointment, to be honest.

He shook himself mentally. Harry would be fine. It’d be fine. Nobody was dying or getting arrested.

The kid sitting in the seat next to him sneezed into his already-snotty tissue.

He wasn’t going to get arrested, but he was probably going to catch something.

He looked up as Mia walked through the doors. She stomped over to him, looked at the kid, and took a step back. “I have a tutorial I can’t miss. Have you heard anything yet?”

“No.” He’d told the nurse he had Harry’s bag, but she hadn’t been inclined to tell him anything since he definitely wasn’t a relative—he couldn’t even tell her Harry’s last name, and a search of the bag had only revealed a few textbooks, a coffee scroll, some flyers and a really ugly shirt.

Mia sighed and rubbed her forehead. It was a nervous gesture that she’d inherited from their dad, and it made his gut lurch anxiously. Not that he didn’t get on with his dad… he’d just seen that same gesture an awful lot recently, whenever they’d caught up. It usually came right before the ‘You’ve thrown away your entire future’ speech. “Well, let me know, okay? Like I said, I can’t miss this tutorial. And it’s not like you have classes.”

Ouch. He decided to let the barb go unanswered and chalk it up to stress. He knew Mia supported his decision to quit uni and become an apprentice mechanic, even if it did mean defending him to his parents, who were more baffled by his choice than anything.

“So you hired this guy?” he asked. “You actually hired someone to pretend to be a horrible boyfriend? That’s insane.”

She snorted. “Please. If there was someone you could have hired to make Mum and Dad fall over themselves to support you, you’d have done it too.”

Yeah, probably. And Mum and Dad did love Mia’s boyfriend Tate, even though they hadn’t been sold on him at all the first time she’d mentioned the guy. They’d got stuck on the fact he worked as a tattoo artist. But once they’d met Harry, suddenly the sun shone out of Tate’s ink-embossed arse, didn’t it? It was kind of genius, actually.

“Right,” he said. “I should hire someone to pretend to be a bad university professor, and then they’ll love the idea that I want to be a mechanic.”

Mia rolled her eyes and shoved his shoulder. “Idiot. But my point stands. Harry’s a decent guy, and you nearly killed him. And now he’ll have an ambulance bill as well.”

Great. Something else to feel guilty about. “Maybe he has private cover?” Jack said, but even as the words left his mouth, he knew how unlikely that was. Things like private health and ambulance cover weren’t necessarily something that existed in the budget of a uni student. Mia arched an eyebrow at him in a way that indicated she wasn’t any more convinced than he was. “Shit.” Jack sighed. “Maybe I can offer to help pay?”

“On that generous apprentice wage you’re pulling in?” Mia asked, but she sounded sympathetic.

“I have savings.” Not a lot, but enough to ease his conscience at least.

“Is Dad still holding out on you?”

“I’m twenty-four. He’s supposed to be holding out on me. The deal was we got an allowance while we were at uni. And I’m not at uni.”

“Listen, you know I support you, right?” She waited until he nodded. “But, Jack, you only had half a semester to go until you graduated. Why’d you drop out then? It’s not like you were even failing or anything.”

“I just…” He shook his head. “The closer I got to finishing, the more I realised that accounting wasn’t for me. What was the point of staying there and qualifying if I knew it wasn’t where I wanted to be, and getting stuck in a job I hated for the rest of my life? Better to cut my losses. And then the apprenticeship came up, and…it would have been nearly impossible to get another one at my age. I had to go for it.”

The kid beside him sneezed again. Jack leant away instinctively.

Mia nodded. “I guess. Listen, I have to go. Let me know how Harry is, yeah? And his last name’s Townsend, by the way. So you know what name to put on the apology gift you’re going to send him.”

“Oh. Yeah, I should probably do that. Maybe a fruit basket?”

Mia gave him a flat look. “Yes, because Harry does so well with fruit.”

Jack grimaced. “You may have a point.” He prodded the backpack. “I'll try to get in and give him this, at least. See you at home later?”

Home. Jack was aware that he was using the term extremely loosely, because home was, for now, Mia’s fold-out futon. Fun fact—when he’d dropped out of uni, he’d also dropped out of the right to stay in university-provided accommodation, and he hadn’t had any luck finding his own place yet. He’d couch surfed for a while, but now he was at Mia’s. The last flat he’d applied for, the potential landlady had hinted heavily that he could get a rent reduction in exchange for certain services, and Jack had backed out of there with all the speed he could muster. Still, he couldn’t pretend he hadn’t at least thought about it for a second—the rental market was brutal—right before he remembered that even if he’d wanted to take her up on her offer, he wasn’t sure he physically could. He was, to quote his dad, “as gay as a maypole.”

There was a reason nobody ever quoted his dad. 

“See you,” Mia said, and cast another long look at him before she walked away.

The snotty kid stared at her arse all the way to the door.

“Hey,” Jack said. “That’s my sister.”

The kid shrugged and sneezed into his tissue again.

 

* * * *

 

Oh God.

When Harry finally shuffled out into the waiting room, he looked like shit. He was shirtless, and his hair was sticking up all over the place. His face still contained the last traces of swelling, and even his glasses were askew. He was clutching a piece of paper. Also, he was pink. It was an improvement on the lobster red he’d been when Jack had seen him getting loaded into the back of the ambulance, but he looked sunburned, as though he’d spent a day at the beach and forgotten to reapply his sunscreen.

Guilt bit at Jack as he stood up. He held the backpack out in front of him like a peace offering as he approached. “Harry?”

Harry turned to look at him. The bags under his eyes were as dark as bruises, but his haggard expression lit up a fraction when he saw his backpack. Then he narrowed his eyes when he saw who was holding it.

“I’m really sorry,” Jack said, and handed it over. “Are you, um, are you supposed to leave? You still look sort of…”

Harry raised his eyebrows.

“Pink,” Jack said softly. And sort of lumpy, he didn’t add, because there was such a thing as kicking a man when he was down.

“The doctor said I could go as long as someone’s at home to watch me.” Harry’s voice was quiet. He sounded as tired as he looked. “I need the…” He waved his piece of paper around. “The pharmacy.”

Jack pointed to the sign that pointed to the pharmacy. “It’s that way. Look, if you need anything, I could get it for you?”

Harry dumped the backpack on a chair and unzipped it. He drew out a truly ugly Hawaiian shirt and pulled it on. Jack winced, first at the fact it took Harry three tries to get his left arm in the sleeve, then at the shirt itself. A man with a combover grinned out at him from a hideously bright background of palm trees, boats and what Jack hoped were badly drawn coconuts and not badly drawn hairy balls.

A piece of paper, dislodged by the shirt, fluttered to the floor. Harry blinked down at it, and Jack could almost see the moment his brain went “fuck it.” Jack picked it up for him, glancing at it as he handed it over. Housemate wanted. Newtown.

Harry glared at him and took it, then shoved it back inside his backpack.

“I’m really sorry,” Jack said again.

Harry looked too tired to murder him, but Jack was sure he was thinking about it. He shoved his prescription at Jack instead. “Can you get that for me?”

“Yes.” Jack was pretty sure he owed him whatever the doctors said he needed. God. He hoped it wasn’t highly experimental with a price tag to match.

Harry sagged down into a seat, and Jack went to the pharmacy.

The wait wasn’t long, and the prescription wasn’t for anything Jack had never heard of before. Fresh guilt twisted in his stomach as the pharmacist handed over a twin pack of EpiPens. It was so fucking stupid. He’d only wanted to humiliate Harry the same way he’d humiliated Dad. He hadn’t wanted to hurt him. And he certainly hadn’t wanted to almost kill the guy.

His hands shook when he thought of how close he’d actually come to making the sort of irrevocable mistake that would have changed the entire course of his life, and snuffed Harry’s out right there. It had been a long time since Jack had prayed—hell, it had been a long time since he’d actually believed—but he sent a quick prayer of thanks up God’s way now.

He returned to Harry in the waiting room and held out the pack of EpiPens.

Harry stood slowly and tugged his wallet out of the pocket of his jeans then opened it.

“No. It’s…paying for these is the least I can do.” Jack saw the edge of a red twenty dollar note tucked into Harry’s wallet, and nothing else. He wouldn’t have accepted Harry’s money anyway, even if he’d glimpsed a wad of fifties. “Harry, I’m so sorry.”

Harry turned his red-rimmed gaze to him.

“Whatever,” he said, and shuffled towards the exit.

 

* * * *

 

Jack spotted Harry again at the bus stop on Parramatta Road. He was sitting there, hunched over a bit, like he was trying to disappear. Good luck with a shirt like that. Jack pulled over, the brakes on his rattly old ute squealing a bit, and leaned on the horn.

Harry’s head jerked up.

He was actually really cute when he wasn’t at death’s door. He had tousled dark hair, a wide, expressive mouth and wore a pair of black-rimmed glasses that were, frankly, fucking adorable. Okay, so he also gave off some aggressive ‘I’m not into you’ vibes, but maybe that was just because Jack had almost killed him earlier on. Besides, he was still allowed to look, right?

“Need a lift?” he called as Harry squinted at the ute.

For a moment he thought Harry would refuse, but he stood and walked over cautiously. He opened the door and climbed in. “I live in Newtown,” he said. “Dickson Street. It runs off King.”

Jack only had a vague idea whereabouts that was. “You might have to be my GPS,” he said. Harry shrugged, and Jack noted that he still looked like shit underneath the cute and the eye-searing shirt. “I’m so, so sorry,” he said, yet again. “Are you really sure you’re fit to leave the hospital?”

“I told you they said I can leave if I have someone to supervise me at home,” Harry said, mouth set in a grim line that suggested he really didn’t want to talk right now. The attempted murder was going to take some getting past, wasn’t it?

Jack took the hint and pulled out into the traffic, pretending not to notice the way Harry was hugging his backpack like it could protect him from an attack.

They didn’t speak all the way to Newtown, except when Harry told him where to turn and where to stop. Jack pulled up in front of a rundown terrace house that looked like the only thing holding it up was its neighbours. It stood out like a blackened tooth in an otherwise bright smile when compared to the houses on either side. It was also the only house in the row that didn’t have any lights on yet as the afternoon darkened into dusk.

“Thanks, I guess,” Harry said, and got out. Jack didn’t miss the way he swayed on the spot for a moment, like a stiff breeze might knock him over.

“Do you actually have someone here to keep an eye on you?” he asked, his concern growing as Harry grew steadily paler.

Harry let out a shaky breath. “Yes. No. Maybe. I’ll be fine. I just need to sleep.”

Jack got out of the ute. “Maybe I should come in. Make sure you’re okay.”

Harry’s mouth tightened, and he looked like he wanted to object, but then he went as white as a sheet, and Jack had to wrap an arm around his waist to stop him sagging like the porch of the house. Jack let him catch his breath for a second, then carefully guided him up the cracked concrete path, past the weeds in what passed for a front yard. When they reached the door Harry tried to open it. It was locked. He let out a groan. “Tris must be out.”

Jack wasn’t sure if Harry wanted him here or not—probably not—but he’d been raised on an ethos of helping out where he could and being a good Samaritan, plus he’d spent some time in the waiting room googling the after-effects of anaphylaxis. He sure as shit wasn’t leaving Harry home alone. Quite apart from anything else, Mia would kill him.

“Come on,” he said. “Find your key, and let’s get you inside.”

Harry scowled, but he dug in the pocket of his jeans and produced his key. Jack took it from him and slid it into the lock. They made it inside, and Jack deposited Harry on a particularly ugly overstuffed armchair.

“I’m fine,” Harry said, obviously lying.

“Do you need anything?” Jack asked, ignoring Harry’s assertion. Harry didn’t look like he was fine. “A glass of water maybe?”

Harry smacked his lips together. “Yeah, maybe.”

Jack found the kitchen, grabbed a glass from the stack of dirty dishes and washed it. By the time he got back to the living room, Harry’s head was lolling to the side, mouth drooping open. Jack panicked for a split second, heart racing as he worried that Harry had left the hospital too soon and passed out, but then he let out a gentle snore, and Jack heaved a sigh of relief. Harry was asleep, that was all. Still, he looked pretty pathetic, sprawled in the chair like that, and Jack could hardly leave him alone.

It looked like he was staying after all.

 

 


Chapter Three

Harry didn’t remember going to bed. He squinted at the open door when he woke up. He also didn’t ever sleep with his door open, because Tristan was loud, and so were the guys he picked up. Tristan said that just meant they were doing it right. Harry just wished they could do it a bit more quietly. Except this morning he wasn’t waking up to a series of moans and grunts and groans that would put a warthog to shame. This morning he could hear, from downstairs, the sounds of a conversation.

He climbed out of bed, noting he was still wearing his jeans and his Hawaiian shirt. He shuffled out into the hallway and put a hand on the wall as he was going downstairs because he still felt a little dizzy.

The lights were on in the kitchen and the living room. The voices were coming from the kitchen. Harry rounded the corner and stared at the sight. Tristan and a guy in a sparkly silver crop top were sitting at the wonky little table, and Jack was at the stovetop, cooking something. Something that smelled much better than it had any right to, especially if he’d found the ingredients in their fridge.

“Hey! There he is!” Tristan exclaimed. “How are you feeling, Harry?”

Harry grunted.

“This is Matt,” Tristan said.

“Max,” the guy in the silver crop top corrected.

“Max,” Tristan repeated with an airy laugh like it didn’t matter. He had a crazy knack of not being punched in the face despite doing shit like forgetting the names of his hook-ups before they’d even left. Even Max was smiling back at him like it was no big deal. Harry could only assume Tristan had charmed him with his dick. It was a talent of his, apparently.

Jack turned, spatula in hand, and waved it in his direction. “Hey, are you feeling any better? You went downhill pretty fast last night.”

“Um, yeah,” Harry rasped, throat dry. “I don’t remember much once we got home.”

Jack filled a glass of water and handed it to him, and Harry drained it quickly, the water a relief on his parched throat.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I stayed in your spare room. I didn’t want to leave you here alone.”

Huh. That was…unexpectedly nice. Especially given that the spare room only had a crappy old double bed that sagged and squeaked, and the sheets hadn’t been changed since Ambrose had moved out. Now that he thought about it, Harry wasn’t even sure there were any sheets.

“Thanks,” he said. Jack smiled at him, his face lighting up with relief. Harry hadn’t seen Jack smile before now, and it was a good look on him. He smiled back.

“Jack’s making omelettes, because he’s a god among men,” Tristan declared.

Harry’s brow furrowed. “Since when do we have eggs?”

“Since Jack went and bought some,” Tristan said. “Isn’t it great? He’s going to be an awesome housemate.”

Harry shook his head to make sure he’d heard correctly. “He’s what?”

Tristan grinned broadly. “Well, you said we needed a new housemate, and Jack saw the flyer and asked me about it, and I said yes. So, that’s that problem all sorted out.”

Harry’s jaw dropped. “Tris! He almost killed me yesterday!”

“Almost! I only almost killed you!” Jack protested, then paused. “Shit,” he said with a sigh. “That doesn’t really sound any better, does it?”

Max watched silently, his mouth open and his mascara-rimmed eyes wide, as though he’d stumbled onto the set of an exciting soap opera.

“It’s not Jack’s fault you have a dangerous job,” Tristan said. Then, to Max, he said, “Harry is an escort.”

Max gasped.

“I am not an—” Harry groaned. “Okay, technically I am, but it’s not how it sounds!”

“He’s a terrible date, except it’s deliberate,” Tristan supplied. “People pay good money for him to be completely awful. He’s really good at it. He’s been banned from—how many restaurants is it now?”

Harry scowled at him. He wasn’t feeling nearly well enough for Tristan’s particular brand of bullshit. “Only one,” he grumbled, but then he stopped and thought. “Okay, two—but only if you count that karaoke bar.”

Max wrinkled his nose. “Why would anyone want a terrible date?”

“Actually…” Harry said, then had nowhere to go with that.

“Actually,” Jack said, and darted a glance at him, “it’s sort of brilliant.”

Harry did not feel a warm glow in his chest at the unexpected praise. He did not.

“Except when it leads to getting assaulted by your client’s idiot brother,” Jack added. “With a smoothie it turns out you're massively allergic to.”

Max’s eyes grew wide, and Harry had the feeling that he’d be dining out on this story for weeks—which reminded him. “You can’t tell anyone I’m a bad date for hire,” he said. “It’ll wipe out my client base, and then Tristan will need another new housemate because I’ll be penniless.”

Max nodded and mimed zipping his lip. Tristan rewarded him with a kiss.

Harry looked away, vaguely uncomfortable. He’d never quite gotten the appeal of kissing. Or one-night stands. Or any night stands, really. “So, omelettes?” he said, addressing Jack.

Jack nodded. “Eggs, and cheese, tomato and spinach. Cooked with margarine, because that’s all you had.” He hesitated. “You’re not allergic to any of those are you?”

It was a fair question, Harry guessed. Jack probably thought he was one of those people who had to live on air and water and possibly kale. “Nah, just strawberries. So far, anyway.”

Jack smiled again as he slid an omelette onto a plate and handed it to him. Harry decided that, inadvertent assassination attempt notwithstanding, Jack might not be completely terrible, because breakfast looked fucking delicious.

 

* * * *

 

Jack, it turned out, could move in straight away, since he was couch surfing at Mia’s.
OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
to mankind.

In order to man up, it will :
take bad timing, good luck,
and the ugliest suit known
-





