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Book one in the 

Bad Boyfriends, Inc. series

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

 

Liam Connelly is a university student in Sydney. He leads an orderly and predictable life of studying, working as a waiter in an upscale harbour restaurant and spending lots of time with his cat, trying to convince himself that after his last cheating boyfriend, he’s perfectly happy alone. Well, mostly happy.

 

Ambrose Newman is a Bad Boyfriend. Professionally. Someone’s parents don’t approve of that long-haired unemployed bass player they want to date? Well, that’s where Ambrose comes in. For a few hundred dollars a night, he’ll go to dinner with them and their parents and show them that the grass is definitely not greener on his side of the fence. It’s dead. When Ambrose brings a date to Liam’s restaurant, it’s not sparks that fly—it’s glassware.

 

When Liam needs a date to prove to his visiting parents that he’s not destined to die sad and alone, he calls Ambrose, desperate. If Ambrose can be a bad boyfriend for money, he can be a tolerable one too, right? Which works out great—right up until Ambrose is too nice, and Liam’s parents invite them up to their winery for the long weekend. 

Suddenly Ambrose has to be a Bad Boyfriend again, to give Liam an excuse to ‘break up’ with him before his mum starts planning the wedding. But as Liam gets to know the real Ambrose, real feelings start to sneak into the fake relationship on both sides. Under the watchful eyes of Liam’s protective family, who have no idea what to make of Ambrose, their fake relationship evolves into a chance at something real.  

 

When Ambrose has an ugly run-in with Liam’s sister’s fiancé—who’s an even worse boyfriend than him—it might cost him not only any chance he had of convincing Liam’s family that he’s not the nightmare they think he is, but his fledgling relationship with Liam, too.

 

 


Dedication

To Chris, my favourite bisexual disaster son, whose real-life crush on Noel Fielding made it into this book. – Sarah

 

To Chris, who I haven’t met, but who I really hope has a sense of humour. – Lisa 

 


Trademark Acknowledgements

The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentioned in this work of fiction:

 

Dom Perignon: LVMH

The Stepford Wives: Ira Levin

Macca’s [McDonald’s]: McDonald’s

Instagram: Meta

YouTube: Google LLC

Uber: Uber Technologies, Inc

Vegemite: Bega Cheese

Band-Aid: Johnson & Johnson

Guinness: Diageo

The Reject Shop: The Reject Shop

TV Week: Are Media

Golden Logie Awards: Are Media

Blue Heelers: Southern Star and 7 Network

New Idea: Are Media

Formica: Formica Group

Neighbours: Fremantle Australia

The Herald: Nine Entertainment Co.

Craigslist: Craigslist, Inc

Royal Easter Show: Royal Agricultural Society of New South Wales

Woolworths: Woolworths Group

Amazon: Amazon.com, Inc

Grindr: San Vincente Acquisition LLC

Coke: The Coca-Cola Company

Prius: Toyota

Glen-20: Reckitt Benckiser

Parliament Question Time: Commonwealth of Australia

Womble: Elisabeth Beresford

HiLux: Toyota

April Sun in Cuba: Marc Hunter and Paul Hewson 

Panadol: GlaxoSmithKline

Domino’s: Domino’s Pizza, Inc

Woman’s Day: Are Media

Gone With the Wind: Selznick International Pictures and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer

Sydney Opera House: NSW State Government

Passion Pop: Australian Vintage

Nutella: Ferrero SpA

Velcro: Velcro Companies

Tarzan: Edgar Rice Burroughs

TripAdvisor: TripAdvisor, Inc

Titanic: Paramount Pictures, 20th Century Fox and Lightstorm Entertainment

Daleks: BBC

Brillo: Armaly Brands

Baileys Irish Cream: Diageo

Les Misérables: Claude-Michel Schönberg, Alain Boublil, Jean-Marc Natel and Herbert Kretzmer

Docs: Dr. Martens

David Jones: Woolworth Holdings Limited

Colgate: Colgate-Palmolive Company

Malibu Ken and Barbie: Mattel, Inc

WD-40: WD-40 Company

Betadine: Sanofi-aventis Australia Pty Ltd

Allis Chalmers: AGCO Corporation

Grand Theft Auto [GTA]: Rockstar Games

iPhone: Apple, Inc

Android: Google LLC

Opal: Transport for NSW

Home and Away: Seven Studios, Seven Network Operations Ltd., Red Heart Entertainment and Kepper Media

HECS: Commonwealth of Australia

Doctor Oz: Sony Pictures Television

Crocodile Dundee: Rimfire Films

Blu Tack: Bostik

The Mighty Boosh: Julian Barratt, Noel Fielding, Dave Brown, Michael Fielding, Rich Fulcher

Monopoly: Hasbro

Tim Tams: Arnott’s Biscuits Holdings

The Real Slim Shady: Marshall Mathers, Andre Young, Tommy Coster and Mike Elizondo

Trivial Pursuit: Hasbro

Mouse Trap: Hasbro

Auskick: AFL

Driza-Bone: Driza-Bone

Lego: The Lego Group

Pedigree: Mars, Incorporated

Ugg: UGG

RAV4: Toyota

 

 


Australian English Glossary

Arvo: Afternoon

Barbie: A barbecue

Bathers: A swimsuit

Boardies: Boardshorts

Bogan: An uncouth person; a lower-class person

Doona: A duvet or comforter

Gobby: A blowjob

Lilly pilly: An evergreen tree from the myrtle family. 

Maccas: McDonalds

Maggoted: Drunk, intoxicated

Moreton Bay bug: A slipper lobster from the Indian and Pacific Oceans

Servo: A service station or garage

Yabbying: Fishing for yabbies (freshwater crustaceans, crayfish)

 

 


Chapter One

The voice was loud and obnoxious, at odds with the restaurant’s muted soundtrack of clinking cutlery, soft jazz and murmured conversation.

“Really appreciate you paying for dinner, Tom. I’m between opportunities right now but I’ll be damned if I’m gonna take just any job and be a corporate drone. Better to take a free meal when I can get one, right?” 

It was followed by a braying laugh that made Liam wince and want to drag his nails down a blackboard, because that would have been preferable to listening to this honking, snorting nightmare. 

Liam prayed he wouldn’t have to wait on whoever the loud idiot was, but judging by the smirk on his co-worker Judy’s face, he had a sudden sinking certainty that the table was his. Sure enough, when he glanced over to check, there was Braying Man in the middle of his section—elbows on the table, wearing a backwards baseball cap and a flannel shirt, picking at his teeth. 

The idiot caught Liam’s eye and snapped his fingers. “Hey, man, can we get a bread basket or something? And booze. Lots of booze. Her old man’s paying, so make it the good stuff.” He winked, then gave Liam honest-to-God finger guns. 

The guy was an utter dickhead, Liam decided. Still, part of the job was keeping his opinions to himself, so Liam made his way over to the table, face carefully impassive. His mask slipped for a split second when he recognized the girl who was gazing at Dickhead with something like worship. It was Kelly, who he shared a Marketing Communications class with at the University of Sydney, and the last time Liam had talked to her, she’d been dating someone completely different—a nice, if slightly scruffy, guitarist in a pub band. He wondered what had happened to him.

The other couple at the table had to be Kelly’s parents. They were looking at the guy with a slightly confused expression on their faces, like he was one of those hairless cats, and they couldn’t decide if they were fascinated or horrified by his existence. 

Liam had to admit, Dickhead was objectively attractive when he was keeping his mouth shut. He could have been a model, with his well-muscled physique, dark hair and carefully sculpted stubble. He had a strong, straight nose, killer jawline, and even white teeth. He was just Liam’s type—or would have been, if Liam dated. 

Liam cleared his throat and did his best to pretend he didn’t know anyone at the table as he said, “Welcome to Bayside. Would you like to order some drinks?”

Dickhead rolled his eyes. “Wow. I guess you weren’t listening, huh? I mean, I literally just asked you to bring us good booze.”

Liam kept his face pleasantly neutral—he’d had plenty of practice, working as a waiter in a high-end Sydney restaurant—and clarified, “What, specifically, would you like to drink, sir?” He made sure to address Kelly’s father, since he was obviously the one footing the bill.

The man smiled gratefully and started to say, “I’d like a gin and tonic, and my wife will have—” 

Arsehole interrupted. “Just give me a bottle of that Don Paragraph stuff”—as someone from a family of winemakers, Liam died a tiny death at the mangled pronunciation—“and the quicker the better, yeah?”

“I’ll check if we have any Dom Perignon in stock, sir. How many glasses with that?” Liam asked through clenched teeth. God, he hoped they weren’t celebrating Kelly’s engagement to this douchebag.

Dude wrinkled his nose. “Just one. It’s for me.” He turned to Kelly and winked. “Gotta watch for extra calories in drinks if you wanna stay in shape, am I right, sweet pea?”

Liam waited for Kelly to rip the guy’s balls off—he hoped literally, but he’d settle for metaphorically—because he knew she had a hell of a temper when she was wronged. He’d been on the receiving end of it during one disastrous group assignment. But Kelly just smiled like a Stepford Wife and murmured, “Yes, Ambrose.”

Liam was pretty sure the shock on her father’s face was mirrored on his own, but he schooled his features and nodded. Ambrose tilted a menu at Kelly’s father. “This seafood platter’s meant to be for two, but you’re cool with me ordering it, right, Tom?”

Kelly’s father cleared his throat. “Kelly’s allergic to seafood.”

“That’s cool, I wasn’t planning on sharing anyway,” the dickhead—Ambrose—said with an easy grin that lit up his entire face and really, it wasn’t fair that someone who was such a colossal arsehole could be so attractive. But of course, that was how the world worked, right? Beautiful people got away with murder. 

Liam turned back to the older man. “And the rest of your drinks order, sir?” he asked, taking petty satisfaction at the way Ambrose snorted and muttered under his breath.

“A gin and tonic for myself, and a glass of Connelly Cellars’ Perfect Pinot,” Tom said, and Liam suppressed the urge to preen, just like he did every time someone ordered one of his family’s wines. 

“Make mine a tonic water,” Kelly said. 

Liam blinked. Wow, what happened to the girl who always claimed she’d never drink water because fish fucked in it?

Something weird was going on, and whatever it was, Liam didn’t like it. He especially didn’t like that it was happening here at Bayside. People didn’t come into Bayside wearing backwards caps and being dicks. Bayside had standards—standards that Liam was beginning to worry he might have to attempt to enforce. It had water views! You could see the Sydney Harbour Bridge from the wide dining room windows! It was both fancy and trendy, and it always made the list of the top ten places to eat in Sydney. Diners weren’t supposed to wear flannel to Bayside, and Liam panicked quietly that he didn’t know if the dress code was actually enforceable or not. Liam had only been working here for eight months, but it had never come up before. People usually treated Bayside like it was a special occasion, not three a.m. at the counter of Macca’s. 

“Good choice, babe. You know you’re a sloppy drunk,” Ambrose said, leaning in and patting Kelly’s face. Then he hauled himself out of his chair, scratched his belly and farted. “I gotta go take a dump. I always shit when I’m out. Make someone else deal with that, am I right?” And with that Ambrose sauntered towards the bathrooms, leaving Kelly’s parents staring after him open-mouthed. 

Liam couldn’t help himself. “Kelly—”

“Hi, Liam, I guess you’ve met my new boyfriend now!” Kelly cut in, following that with a tinkling laugh that was pitched a little high with nerves. “He’s an entrepreneur.” 

Liam opened his mouth to ask what happened to Greg the bassist, but Kelly shot him a glare that said she would hunt him down and personally set his dick on fire if he said another word. Liam knew that look, so he shut his mouth, went to fetch drinks and said a prayer that he wouldn’t have to be the one to clean the toilets at the end of the night. Frankly, he wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Ambrose had just decided to take a shit on the floor and stolen all the paper.

When Ambrose wandered back out again at last, he didn’t walk straight back to his own table. Instead, he approached another table where a group of shiny and fashionable young women who were probably Instagram influencers or something were eating. 

“Hi, ladies,” he said. He put both hands on their table and leaned forward. “My name’s Ambrose.” 

“Is he—?” Kelly’s mother’s mouth dropped open. “Oh my God.” 

“Ambrose is very sociable,” Kelly said. “People love him.” 

A ticking vein in her father’s temple called her a liar.

Liam saw the way that Tom started to strangle his linen napkin, and hurried over to the influencers’ table. “Excuse me, sir,” he said to Ambrose. “Can you please return to your own table?” 

Ambrose gave him finger guns, and sauntered back over to join Kelly and her parents. 

What the everlasting fuck? And Liam obviously wasn’t the only one thinking it. Kelly’s mum looked close to tears, and her dad looked half a heartbeat away from either a stroke or a homicide. In the event he actually did murder Ambrose, Liam decided to tell the police it was justified. Hell, at this point he’d probably give the guy an alibi. And the murder weapon. And a bucket of bleach to clean up the murder scene.

Kelly, though, just beamed at Ambrose like she was under some sort of spell. “I missed you, boo.” She blew him a kiss.

Ambrose shrugged. “Have we ordered yet? I’m starving. Service here is soooo slow,” he said loudly, stretching his arms over his head and attracting stares from the other tables. “Probably can’t get decent staff.”

Liam seethed and wondered if he and Tom could come to some sort of agreement regarding mutual alibis and body disposal. The walk-in freezer out the back would be a good place to store a corpse while they figured out their next step. 

Liam woodenly went through the specials, which nobody ever ordered anyway, then took their menus back and excused himself. He’d only made it a few steps away from the table when the obnoxious click of someone’s fingers pulled him back again. 

“Garçon!” 

Ambrose. Of-fucking-course. 

“Hey, change Kelly’s order to a garden salad,” Ambrose said. He grinned at Kelly. “We don’t want you getting too chunky, right, babe?” 

That vein in Tom’s temple looked about ready to pop. “Kelly can eat what she bloody well likes,” he hissed in an undertone. 

“A salad sounds great, actually,” Kelly said. “Ambrose knows what’s best. Babe, tell them about your business ideas.” 

Ambrose straightened up, his eyes gleaming. “Have you guys heard of multi-level marketing?” 

This time it was Liam’s jaw that dropped. Kelly was a business major.

“So,” Ambrose said to Kelly’s stone-faced parents, “what you do is, you have a product, and you recruit people to sell it for you. They’re called a downline. Like, some people say that it’s predatory and cult-like, but I’ve been in a cult, and ha! You won’t fool me like that twice! Well, three times. Did you bring your chequebook, Tom? I mean, I can take cash if you want to get on board too, I guess. Like, what do you think? Five grand?” 

Liam stared at Kelly for a moment, wondering who the fuck she even was, then escaped to the kitchen to put in their orders before he finally snapped. He managed to resist the urge to tell the chef to spit on the seafood, but it was a close-run thing.

 

* * * *

 

Things hadn’t really improved by dessert. As the level in his bottle of Dom had dropped, Ambrose had become steadily more obnoxious and his volume levels had risen—Liam had been able to hear him from all the way across the restaurant.

He came out with such gems as, “No, I’d never want kids. I want my partner’s sole focus to be me, and they’d need to work so we can afford for me to pursue my dreams. Plus, y’know, I’ve banged a few cougars and I can tell you now, the body never quite bounces back, does it?” Here he turned to Kelly’s mum. “You know what I’m talking about, right, Jeanette?” 

“Jesus Christ,” said Alastair softly in Liam’s ear. 

Alastair was one of the other waiters working tonight. He hadn’t quite believed Liam’s “I have the worst fucking customer ever” story when Liam had told the first part of it in the kitchen between courses, and he’d come to see for himself. 

“I know, right?” Liam murmured back. “Wait until he calls me ‘garçon’ again.” 

“Fuck off, he did not.”

Liam nodded grimly. “Snapped his fucking fingers and everything.” 

Alastair shook his head. “I don’t know why you even put up with this shit. Why do you work here again? Aren’t your parents loaded?”

Liam suppressed a sigh. “They own a winery. It’s not the same thing. Besides, I’m twenty-three. I can pay my own way through uni. I don’t need my mum giving me pocket money.”

Alastair looked sceptical. “I guess.” 

As they watched, Ambrose started waving his hands animatedly. “Yeah,” he said at a volume level more suited to a dance club than a restaurant, “I’m definitely too good to settle for any old job. I mean, look at me. I’ve modelled, for Christ’s sake.” He pulled his shirt up to show off a lean torso and sculpted abs. Liam might have been impressed, except he suspected that the only reason Ambrose was so fit was because he was constantly running away from people who wanted to punch him in the face. 

“I’m dating a model, Mum,” Kelly said. “Aren’t I lucky?”

Tom looked unimpressed. “Yeah? I’ve never seen your face anywhere.”

Ambrose gave a sheepish grin. “Well, I say modelling, but it wasn’t exactly mainstream. And it didn’t exactly feature my face as the main attraction. It was more off-grid, online, pay-per-view, take-yourself-in-hand kind of work, you get me?”

There was stunned silence. “You mean…?” Jeanette started.

“I guess you old people would call it porn, yeah. It was pretty successful, too.” He reached for his phone. “Wanna see?” 

“No, we bloody well don’t,” Tom snapped. 

Something in his tone must have gotten through because Ambrose just shrugged and said, “I’ll leave it up to your imagination. Or you can ask Kell.” He gave a filthy wink to Jeanette, along with the inevitable finger guns.

Liam checked his watch and willed them to leave. Surely two hours was enough of this torture? He was relieved to see that Ambrose was standing, possibly in preparation for departure, but his heart sank when Ambrose cleared his throat, shook out his arms, and declared to anyone who was listening, “I’m gonna do a magic trick!” 

With a determined set to his chin, he grabbed the corner of the tablecloth. 

“Oh, Jesus,” Liam groaned, and sprinted across the room. “Sir!” he bellowed, not caring how he looked, “please don’t attempt to remove the tablecloth! It never works!”

“It’ll work for me! It’s gonna be amazing!” Ambrose insisted. And with that he pulled at the cloth, which, instead of sliding out from under the crockery in a dazzling display of finesse, dragged everything along with it, sending plates, glasses and cutlery crashing onto the floor and a glass of red wine into Jeanette’s lap. Ambrose stared at the wreckage, and Liam could have sworn he was genuinely shocked.

“Well, fuck,” he said loudly. “That didn’t happen on YouTube.”

 

* * * *

 

Watching Ambrose being asked to leave the restaurant by Lin the manager almost made up for cleaning up his mess—almost. As he shoved smashed bits of plate into a bin bag, Liam watched and waited to see if Kelly would finally grow a set and send her awful boyfriend packing, but to his confusion she did no such thing. Instead, she patted the back of his hand and told him to keep practicing, kissed him on the cheek and called him an Uber while her parents scowled their disapproval. 

It was weird.

He wondered how his own parents would react if he brought someone like that home and sighed quietly. They’d probably still welcome him with open arms, because they were desperate to ‘see him happy,’ which in their world meant paired up, no matter who with. He’d tried telling them he was content to be single, but still, every time he called his mum she asked, “So, are you seeing anyone?” Whenever he said he wasn’t, she’d make her patented disappointed noise.

It wasn’t that Liam didn’t want to date. It was just that he was shit at it. He took forever to figure out when someone was flirting, and even when he did pick up on it, his choices had proven to be less than stellar. 

His last boyfriend had cheated on him—in Liam’s bed. It had ended with tears and accusations, and it had hurt, leaving him feeling stupid and worthless and unattractive. Liam had decided afterwards, as he nursed a nice bottle of red along with his battered heart and bruised ego, that he was done with romance. He wasn’t willing to risk feeling that way again. 

He hadn’t been able to bring himself to tell his parents what had happened, ashamed and embarrassed in equal measure, so now his mother continued to wonder aloud if Liam couldn’t try and get back together with that lovely Jonah. Liam was left fobbing them off with excuses about being too busy with uni and work to worry about dating.

Alastair crouched next to him and started helping him sort out the mess. “You gotta ask yourself,” he said quietly. “If that was how this guy acts when he meets the parents, what’s he like the rest of the time?” 

“He’s a fucking nightmare,” Liam agreed, bundling up the linen. “I don’t know what Kelly sees in him.”

“Wait, you know her?”

“Yeah. I thought she had better taste than this though. She normally takes no shit, but she was practically fawning over this guy.”

Alastair’s brow furrowed. “Maybe it’s because he’s good-looking? Still, you should check in with her, make sure she’s okay.”

Liam, who’d been thinking the same thing, nodded. He’d track Kelly down at some point and find out why she’d broken up with Greg and had started dating Ambrose, the colossal arsehole. 

Maybe she owed him money, or she’d joined a cult, or maybe Ambrose was terrible at magic but some kind of hypnosis master, and he’d woo-wooed Kelly into thinking he wasn’t a total fucktard. There was definitely something shady going on because the guy was, objectively, a complete and utter wanker, and Liam hoped he never had to lay eyes on him again. 

 

 


Chapter Two

“I’m just saying, I’ve seen much worse-looking men than you that don’t even have a personality, and they manage to get dates. Your cousin Tommy has a face like a slapped arse, and he’s engaged to that lovely Chelsea!”

Liam pinched the bridge of his nose and quietly despaired as his mother warmed up to her subject. Liam truly did love his mum, but she was obsessed with finding him a partner, and his regular Sunday night phone calls home had become something he dreaded. “It’s not that I can’t find someone, Mum,” he tried. “It’s just that with uni and everything—”

“Sure, and your sister managed to finish a degree and find a husband, so there’s no reason you can’t do the same, surely?” The implication was clear—Liam was single because he just wasn’t trying.

“I don’t want to date just anybody for the sake of it, though, Mum. I want to actually like them.” 

“Well, how will you know if you like them if you don’t go out with them? It’s you and Vegemite all over again.” There was a note of delighted victory in her voice, and Liam suppressed a groan, knowing exactly what was coming next. It was his mother’s secret weapon—the fucking sandwich story. Liam could recite it by heart. Everyone in his family could by now. “For years, you were ‘Oh no, I don’t like Vegemite,’ and we all believed you. Well, why wouldn’t we? From the time you were five years old till you were fifteen, for ten long years, it was ‘no Vegemite for Liam!’ But what happened when Uncle Phil accidentally gave you a cheese and Vegemite sandwich that one day at lunch? Remind me, love?”

Liam was tempted not to play, to leave his mum and her punchline dangling in the wind, but once Mum was on a roll, there was no stopping her, so the best thing to do was get it over with, like ripping off a Band-Aid. “I liked it,” he said quietly.

“You liked it!” she crowed triumphantly, like she’d proved a point. Perhaps in her own mind she had. “It turned out you’d never even tried it!”

Liam did let out a groan then. “What does Vegemite have to do with dating, Mum?’

“Well, there might be a lovely boy out there for you that’s just like Vegemite,” she said, as if it were obvious.

Liam couldn’t help himself. “Looks weird, smells funny and sticks to your fingers?” 

“Don’t be crass, Liam,” his mother tutted. “I just mean there might be someone you might not think is your kind of person at all, until you get to know them.”

Liam flopped back on his bed, clutching his phone and staring at the paint on his bedroom ceiling as if it might somehow save him from his mum’s interrogation. “Mum, come on. Why does every conversation we have end up talking about my love life?” 

Or his lack thereof, which Fiona Connelly took as some sort of personal failure if her many phone calls on the subject were any indication. 

The sniff of disapproval was loud in his ear. “It’s been ages since you had a date, Liam. Years. Not since that lovely Jonah”—Liam winced at the reminder of his cheating arsehole ex—“and well, we worry about you, your dad and I. We don’t want you ending up old and alone.”

“I’m twenty-three, Mum. I’m hardly old.” Liam closed his eyes and wondered, if he made enough weird hissing noises, whether he could pretend he was losing reception. 

“Well, still. You can’t leave these things,” his mother said darkly. What the hell did that even mean? Liam could tell she wasn’t going to let it go, and her next words confirmed it. “You know, my friend Mary has a son who lives in Sydney. You remember Richard, from when you were little? He’s gay. Shall I give him your number?”

“No!” Liam said quickly. He remembered Richard only too well, and frankly he’d sooner shove an angry echidna down his pants than go on a date with him, because the guy was a total dick. He could probably give that wanker from last night a run for his money—at least the guy last night had been hot, whereas Richard’s build and features leaned more towards rodent-like. Then he blurted out, before he could think any better of it, “Actually, I am seeing someone!” 

“What?” His mother was silent for a moment, before saying, “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“It’s…it’s new,” he said. “And I don’t want to jinx it. And I have to go now, Mum, okay? We can talk about this later.” 

“You can bring him to dinner when we’re down on the weekend,” she said in that no-nonsense voice that brooked no argument. “We can meet him and Neve’s young man at the same time. Did I tell you? Neve says they have news. Hopefully that means wedding bells!” The satisfaction in her tone was unmistakable.

Liam panicked, looking desperately around the room as though there were something there that could save him. He only saw the cat, and the cat was an evil bastard who would sit on Liam’s head if he were drowning. “If I bring him, will it stop you nagging me about it?” 

“William Patrick Connelly, I don’t nag,” his mother huffed. “I encourage.” She hummed. “Strongly.”

Both Liam’s parents had been amazingly supportive when he’d come out at the tender age of seventeen, telling him they didn’t care who he was with, as long as he was happy with someone. Seeing her kids settled really was Mum’s only goal, and he knew his single status stressed her out. 

‘Happily single’ wasn’t a concept that registered with Mum. She came from a large Irish family with six brothers and sisters, and she was big on marriage and babies and happily-ever-afters—it was as much a part of her as her red hair and freckles, or her fondness for Guinness, and her intentions were good. It was just that she was an incurable romantic, as evidenced by her not-so-secret addiction to those novels that all seemed to feature a shirtless man and a gorgeous, wide-eyed woman clutched in his embrace on the cover.

Liam’s dad had met her when he was in Ireland as part of a six-month backpacking tour around Europe, and it had been love at first sight, to hear his father tell it. They’d fallen for each other hard, which had resulted in her packing up and following him back to Australia. They’d been happily married for years and were still besotted with each other, and Mum seemed incapable of understanding that it wasn’t like that, not for everyone. She couldn’t fathom that some people didn’t get to have adoring partners and happily-ever-afters. Some people just got cheating arseholes like Jonah.

“Mum,” he said wearily. 

There was a long silence. “I just want you to be happy,” his mum said wistfully, and Liam felt his resistance weakening. He knew that to his mum, happiness meant being successfully partnered off, because that’s what had made her so happy. He was pretty sure she viewed his older sister’s marriage as more of a success than her getting her master’s degree in PoliSci. “You will bring him to dinner, won’t you?” 

God. What the hell had he been thinking? He squeezed his eyes closed like he was about to swallow something nasty, and before he could change his mind, said, “I’ll bring him to dinner, I promise.” 

“Oh, Liam, that’ll be grand! We can’t wait to meet him!” 

With that, she ended the call. Liam was left to immediately regret his decision and wonder who the hell he could convince to go to dinner with his parents. 

 

* * * *

 

Liam squinted in the bright morning sunlight as he yawned and stretched and cursed the very existence of Monday mornings. He locked his bike and meandered across the uni grounds towards the lecture theatre. His parents had offered to get him a car more than once, but it honestly wasn’t worth the expense and hassle of trying to get parking. Between his bike, public transport and the occasional Uber, he did okay. He let out another yawn and wondered once again why he’d chosen a morning class when all his friends had been smart enough to take the afternoon electives. Then he remembered that this was the only time this particular class ran, because his lecturer was a sadist who preferred to work in the mornings. 

What kind of weirdo preferred mornings? 

Still, it meant Liam had been able to arrange to catch up with Kelly before class. He hadn’t been able to get her and her awful date out of his mind, and the more he thought about it, the more worried he was for her. That date had hoisted so many red flags that it had looked like a…well, a convention for something with red flags. Liam wasn’t sure what, but that wasn’t important right now. The important thing was that Kelly was his friend, and he wasn’t going to just stand by and watch as she got taken advantage of by someone who was obviously bad news.

He absently folded and unfolded the pamphlets he was holding, which he’d picked up this morning from student services. He wasn’t sure how involved with the arsehole Kelly was, but obviously involved enough that she’d introduced him to her parents, which, now he thought about it, was weird, because even Greg hadn’t been granted that honour as far as he knew, and Greg was decent. Sure, his band hadn’t exactly made it, and he was currently working at The Reject Shop and couch-surfing, but he was still streets ahead of Mr. “I’ve-done-porn-wanna-see?”

He flicked through the pamphlets again. 

Coercive Control—what is it?

Relationship Red Flags

Are you a victim of Emotional Abuse? Know the signs.

He winced at the titles, but he guessed subtlety wasn’t the point of this. He tucked them into his back pocket and headed across the carpark towards the campus coffee shop, praying that Kelly wouldn’t take what he had to say badly. 

 

* * * *

 

Kelly stared at the pamphlets spread across the table in front of her, brow furrowed. “What—what are you saying? Don’t you like Ambrose?”

Liam bit his lip. He’d planned to ease into this, but… “Not really, no. Honestly? I don’t know what you see in him. He’s an arsehole. He insulted you, tried to scam your dad and was rude as fuck. He’s a dick.”

“Ambrose just has a big personality,” Kelly said, spine straightening as she squared her shoulders. “He said my friends wouldn’t understand what I saw in him, because their consciousness isn’t evolved enough to appreciate his inherent greatness, but that I should ignore what anyone else says because he knows best.”

“Inherent greatness?” Liam sputtered. “He offered to show your mum porn! In the middle of a restaurant!”

“Ambrose says that social niceties are just artificial constructs to restrict our ability to be our authentic selves,” Kelly said. 

“Porn! In a restaurant!” Liam reiterated. “That’s not being his authentic self, unless his authentic self is a giant wanker. And anyway, that’s not what I’m worried about. It’s the way he’s a controlling jerk and a con artist. I mean, he completely overrode your wishes. Water and a salad for dinner, Kell? Since when?”

Kelly’s face fell. “Ambrose says he knows what’s best,” she said quietly, and she dropped her gaze to the pamphlets in front of her. “Do you really think he’s not good for me?” Her voice was small, and Liam felt bad, but he reminded himself that it was better that Kelly faced up to this now, and not in six months’ time when this guy had weaselled his way into her life. 

“He’s really not, Kell.”

Kelly’s head remained bowed, and she covered his face with her hands, and her shoulders started to shake, and oh fuck, was she crying? Liam wasn’t good with crying—or any sort of emotional distress, really. He cast a glance about wildly, not sure what he was looking for—the patron saint of crying women, perhaps—and saw Greg walking in the door. “Greg!” he called out, waving his arm and signalling for help as desperately as any swimmer who’d ever gotten caught in a rip at Bondi.

Greg saw him and came bounding over, sliding into the chair next to Kelly and wrapping an arm around her shoulders. He leaned in and said quietly, “I think you broke him, Kell.”

Kelly lifted her head, and it was then that Liam saw that she wasn’t crying—she was laughing, body shaking as she finally let out her repressed cackles. He looked between her and Greg, whose arm was now wrapped around her in a distinctly boyfriend-shaped manner. Liam wanted to ask what the fuck was going on, but all that came out was a slightly shell-shocked “What?”

Kelly flapped a hand at him as she cackled for a bit longer, until finally, still giggling, she slapped Greg’s arm and shoved at the pamphlets on the table. “You want to rescue me from the big bad boyfriend!” She started giggling even harder. 

Greg rolled his eyes and nudged her. “Breathe, babe.”

Kelly did, then, wiping her eyes with a napkin and smearing her mascara, she turned a bright smile on Liam. “I knew my parents mightn’t approve of Greg, what with the whole”—she gestured at Greg’s long hair and eyeliner look—“musician thing. But I figured, what if they thought I was dating someone really, really terrible first?”

Liam blinked. “Wait, so you got some rando to pretend to be awful?”

“Not some rando,” Kelly said, grin widening and showing off her slightly crooked eyetooth. “Ambrose is an arsehole for hire. He makes a living off going on dates and being awful.” 

“Well, he’s pretty bloody good at it,” Liam said, remembering how long it had taken him to clean up the mess after the tablecloth debacle. “Are you sure he’s not an actual arsehole?”

Greg laughed. “Nah. He’s a good guy. Theatre kid—he was in some of my vocal workshops before I dropped out. I dunno know how he came up with the idea, but he has this side hustle where he goes on dates and is just generally terrible. So now, when Kell’s parents are back in town in a month, and I turn up for dinner instead of him, they’ll fucking love me.”

“Oh yeah, they hate him,” Kelly confirmed. “My dad gave me a long talk last night about the choices I’m making, and I promised to think about it, so they’ll just be relieved I’m not dating an ex-porn star who expects me to support him.”

Liam thought about his own parents and how invested they were in his love life. “That’s actually genius,” he said.

“Right?” Kelly agreed. 

“How much does he charge, anyway?” Liam asked, more out of idle curiosity than anything else. Surely the guy couldn’t really make a living out of bad dates…could he?

“Sunday night was four hundred,” Kelly said, and Liam’s jaw dropped. 

“For a bad date?”

“Yep—his rates start at a hundred, but he charges extra for the full bad boyfriend experience. Still, if it means Greg gets the tick of approval, it’ll have been worth every cent.” She leaned in and pecked Greg on the cheek, and Liam ignored the tiny stab of envy he felt that Kelly had someone she was willing to go to such lengths for.

Which reminded him. “Hey, does he know anyone who does nice dates?” 

Kelly’s eyebrows raised. “Why? Finally ready to break your dry spell?”

“Shut up,” Liam muttered. “No, I told Mum I was dating someone, and if I don’t bring them to family dinner on Saturday, she’s threatening to hook me up with this ferret-faced guy I knew as a kid.”

Kelly winced, and Greg made a hissing noise as he sucked air through his teeth. “It’s rough when your mum sets you up,” he said. 

“Oh, I know. Which is why I need to magically pull a date out of my arse by Saturday.” Liam groaned and dropped his head onto his folded arms. Why hadn’t he just stood up to his mum?

“Why not ask Ambrose?” Kelly asked. 

“Because I don’t want a bad date. I want someone who’s at least halfway decent.”

Kelly leaned across the table and shoved his shoulder. “Listen. He pretended he was a porn star and referenced the state of my mum’s vagina post-childbirth. He’ll literally do anything you ask on a date if you pay him enough. And I’m pretty sure his acting skills stretch to being nice to an antisocial git like you.”

“I’m not antisocial!” Liam protested, lifting his head up.

“Well you’re sure as shit not the life of the party,” Kelly observed. “Anyway, my point stands.” She dug around in her handbag and pulled out a card and slid it across the table. It was plain black, except for a tiny row of curlicued script that said BB Inc. Liam flipped it over to find a phone number. “You don’t flash that around, all right?” Kelly warned. “Ambrose only works on personal recommendations, so when you call him, tell him I sent you.”

Liam considered it. The guy had been hot, and Liam couldn’t deny he wouldn’t mind taking a second look at those eyes and that perfect profile, but still… He wasn’t exactly filled with charitable thoughts towards someone who’d been responsible for trashing his table and making him work late, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to pay the guy any money. “I’ll think about it,” he hedged.

“Well, if you want him for Saturday, you’d better think fast or he’ll be booked, and next thing you know your mum will call your bluff, and you’ll be on a date with ferret face. And it’s a better idea than trying to get a date on your own. I mean, you haven’t managed it in over a year, so it’s not likely you’ll pull it off in a week.”

Liam hated Kelly a little bit right then, sitting there all content with her wannabe rock star boyfriend and having opinions that he couldn’t even argue with—because it wasn’t like she was wrong, was it?

Still, Liam had to admit that Ambrose had put on a hell of a performance the other night. Maybe he was a good enough actor to convince Liam’s family that he was there of his own free will. Liam pushed away the unbidden thought that whispered how pitiful it was that he was reduced to hiring someone to act like they wanted to spend time with him and reminded himself he was single by choice. Mostly. 

He sighed, took in Kelly’s expectant expression and pocketed the card. “Fine. I’ll call him.” 

 

 


Chapter Three

It took an hour and a half—and two different trains and a bus—to get from Ambrose’s share house in Newtown to his mum’s place in Macquarie Fields on Monday. He listened to a podcast most of the way, but didn’t really take any of it in. He was tired, and visiting his mum always caused a low-grade anxiety in his gut that left him unsettled and made it difficult to concentrate, like sitting in the dentist’s waiting room as a kid. Not that Ambrose would compare seeing his mum to a dentist’s visit. He loved his mum. It was just…it was difficult sometimes to straddle the increasingly wide gap between the world his mum lived in, and the one that everyone else did. 

Bella Newman was still living in 1998, when she’d been on the front cover of TV Week after being nominated for a Gold Logie for Most Popular Actress for her role as Angela in Harbour Med. She hadn’t won. The lead actress for Blue Heelers had, for the third year running. She’d gone on to win it the next two years as well, blitzing the competition, while Bella’s star had faded, then vanished completely. Now the only time Bella was ever on TV was for one of those ‘Where Are They Now?’ specials that the networks churned out every so often to fill their schedules in the non-ratings period and to replay when the cricket finished early. 

The bus dropped Ambrose three blocks from his mum’s place, and he tugged his hood up as he began to walk to keep the sun off the back of his neck. He was tired, and his growling stomach reminded him that it was past lunchtime, and he hadn’t even had breakfast yet. He’d slept late this morning and hadn’t had time to eat if he wanted to catch the bus. He wondered if Mum had got groceries this week—another reason he visited as often as he did despite the nails-down-a-chalkboard feeling it gave him to spend too much time in his childhood home—and hoped he could at least make himself a sandwich. 

He counted the cracks on the footpath all the way to his mum’s place. 

Bella Newman lived in the second flat in a brown-brick block. Hers was the one with the overgrown grass, most of it brown and stringy, and the front door that had once been painted red but was now pink, as faded as Bella’s stardom. Ambrose stepped over the wire gate, which was easier than forcing it open, and grabbed her mail from the box. There was nothing there that screamed overdue, at least. 

The doorbell had been broken for as long as Ambrose could remember, so he rapped on the door instead. “Mum? It’s Ambrose.” 

Bella opened the door. She was too pale and too thin, and Ambrose wondered how long it had been since she’d been outside. Her dark hair was as perfectly styled as always, even though it was twenty years out of date. She was wearing the pink dressing gown that Isadora had sent her for her last birthday.

“Ambrose!” she exclaimed with a delighted smile, opening the door wider so that he could follow her past the framed TV Week and New Idea covers that lined the narrow entryway. “How are you, darling?” 

“Good,” Ambrose said. They entered the small kitchen. “How are you, Mum?” 

“Oh,” she said, waving her hand. “Busy, busy. You know how it is.” 

No, but he knew how she thought it was. Mum hadn’t had a call from her agent in over ten years, but she still somehow thought it could happen at any moment for her. That somewhere out there, some hungry young director with just the right project was thinking, “You know who we need for this? A washed-up nineties soap star who fried her brain with cocaine back in the day.”

“How’s university?” Bella asked. She sat at the small kitchen table and ran her thin fingers over the cracks in the Formica. 

“Good,” Ambrose said. He headed for the fridge and was glad to see that there was at least butter and some ham slices. “Has Mrs. Ahmadi been giving you a lift to the shops for groceries?” 

Mrs. Ahmadi lived in the last unit. Ambrose paid her fifty dollars a week to take Mum grocery shopping. It strained his budget, sure, but Mum didn’t like to use buses, and she didn’t drive. 

“Yes, it’s fine,” Bella said vaguely. She was vague about most things, but the fact the fridge was stocked probably meant she was right for once. Her eyes brightened. “How is your acting going?” 

“It’s good,” Ambrose said, plastering a smile on his face as he pulled the butter out of the fridge. 

“You said you were in a play?” Bella asked. 

“Rehearsing for one,” Ambrose corrected, even though it was a lie. He hadn’t had a real acting job, or even a callback, in over twelve months, hence his side gig. 

“You should do television,” Bella said. “You have the right face for television!” 

Like it was that easy. 

“Yeah,” Ambrose said. “But I want to concentrate on getting into NIDA first, remember?” 

Bella smiled brilliantly. “Of course!” 

The National Institute of Dramatic Arts had already passed three times on Ambrose, but hey, what was growing up with Bella Newman but a study in how to handle rejection? Or, more precisely, a study in how to delude yourself into believing you were a working actor when nothing could be further from the truth. 

The thing was, Ambrose was an actor. He was studying acting at the University of Sydney, and he wanted to go to NIDA. That right there was a solid plan. And he had credits. Okay, so most of them were over ten years old now, but he still got the occasional royalty cheque from that old cordial commercial—it popped up on the same ‘Where Are They Now?’ shows that Mum did—so he wasn’t totally washed up at twenty-one, right? He’d even been on Neighbours (Child on Skateboard #1). He had more going for him than most of his classmates did…just not recently, that was all. 

Ambrose made his sandwich and glanced at his mum, and wondered if in twenty years they’d both be sitting in this flat, believing that a call from their agent would come in any second now. 

Maybe he should have been an accountant like Isadora. 

His nose wrinkled at the thought of it. 

All that maths…fuck that.

He sat down at the table with his mum and ate his sandwich while she smiled at him. 

“Tell me about your play,” she said. 

“It’s by a new writer,” Ambrose said around a mouthful of sandwich. “I have no idea how he got the funding. I think he must be the producer’s nephew or something. Every week it’s like a new rewrite, and someone quitting or getting recast.” 

The imaginary play had to be a disaster, he figured, so it would make sense when there was no opening night. 

“Not you though?” Bella asked, her brow furrowing. 

“Nah,” Ambrose said with a grin. “They like me.” 

And Bella’s smile was so proud that Ambrose had to look away. 

 

* * * *

 

A walk, a bus and two different trains got him home again to Newtown. It was already dark, but the house he shared with a bunch of mates from uni was warmly lit—their former housemate’s ex-girlfriend never did come back for all those strings of fairy lights, so they were still hung up all around the place—and welcoming. The house was an old terrace house, and definitely the poor cousin of all its neighbours. It’d be worth millions if it ever went to auction, and it leaned just on the charming side of decrepit. Ambrose had often thought the only things holding it up were the places on either side. Their terrace sagged like a drunk being supported home by two mates after a big night out. 

Their landlord, Mr. Erskine, was very, very old, and very, very crazy. He was also a lifesaver, because no way in hell could Ambrose and his housemates afford to get a new place if Mr. Erskine ever decided to sell, but he’d told them a bunch of times they were safe until he died. Which would have been more reassuring if he wasn’t ninety-three, but Ambrose supposed it was a valuable daily reminder that there were no such things as certainties in life. 

Harry was in the small kitchen staring unhappily into the microwave when Ambrose got home. “Oh, hey. How’s your mum?” 

“Good,” Ambrose said. “How did you get masala on the ceiling?” 

“Reheating leftovers,” Harry said, grimacing. 

“You’re supposed to keep the door closed.” 

“I did. But it turned out it hadn’t finished exploding when I thought it had.” Harry waved at the mess in the sink, which appeared to be where he’d dumped his disastrous attempt to reheat his leftovers. 

Ambrose winced. The dishes stacked in the drainer beside the sink were also no longer clean. Neither was Harry. He was splattered with orange sauce. Looking around, Ambrose wondered what a ‘Where Are They Now?’ TV crew would think about his living conditions, if they were here to see it. Not that he’d ever be on those shows in his own right—in order to become a has-been, he’d have to make it first. 

He shook off the depressing thought. He was young. He had time. He had talent. Just look at his performance on Saturday night. That family had been convinced that he was a total oxygen thief, and even the waiter had looked like he wanted to clock him one. He’d been kind of cute actually, under all those layers of disapproval, and Ambrose found himself thinking about the guy—his long legs, lean body and the dimples that had appeared when he’d smiled. 

Not that he’d smiled much once Ambrose had started doing his thing. 

“My fucking masala,” Harry said mournfully, his shoulders slumping. “Mate, I really need to be an escort like you. That masala was the fanciest thing I’d had in weeks, and now it’s dead.” He jutted his bottom lip out, like a toddler. “I want to eat nice food. You’ve had restaurant food three times this week!” 

“It’s not escorting,” Ambrose said, although he supposed it actually was. Just, it was intentionally bad escorting. 

He’d fallen into it in his first year at university, when some creep wouldn’t leave a girl in his class alone, and she’d announced loudly that she had a boyfriend. The guy had sneered, and demanded to know who it was, so Ambrose had swaggered up, put his arm around the girl, given the guy a death stare and said, “It’s me, dickhead.” 

The girl—Emma—had bought him a packet of salt and vinegar chips for lunch, and that, Ambrose supposed, had been his first paid gig. He and Emma were still mates, too, which was an added bonus. It had actually been Emma who’d volunteered him as Fake Emergency Boyfriend for a few more of her friends—there were way too many creepy guys in the world—then, a few months in, she’d come to him and said, “My friend Therese needs you for a date.” 

Ambrose had wrinkled his brow. “Isn’t she dating that guy with glasses?” 

“Yes,” Emma had said. “But her parents hate him. And…” Her eyes had glinted with evil. “And we thought that maybe if they hated someone else a little bit more, they’d appreciate that Paul is actually a good guy.” 

Ambrose had gone to dinner with Therese and her parents and channelled every shitty loser his mum had ever dated—and there were a lot of them to channel. He’d come across as rude, arrogant, self-absorbed and an utter arsewipe. Ambrose had had to stop himself apologizing for his own behaviour half a dozen times throughout the night, but he’d managed to pull it off—those acting lessons had come in handy—and by the end of the night her parents had absolutely hated him. It had been kind of fun, and from Therese’s viewpoint, wildly successful. He’d been happy to do it for the free meal, but she’d been so happy with his performance that she’d paid him a hundred and fifty bucks, cash, and called the next day to ask if she could recommend him to her friends.

And so Bad Boyfriend Inc was born. Not that it was an official Inc, because that implied taxes and a declared income and shit that Ambrose had no interest in, but Therese was a graphic arts student and had made up business cards and everything, and she said the Inc made it look cooler. And Ambrose wouldn’t have dared argue cool with a girl with green hair and a nose stud. She’d beat him every time. 

And wow, was there ever demand for his services. Ambrose only took on clients via personal recommendation, and he wasn’t cheap, charging anywhere between a hundred bucks for a mildly obnoxious coffee date to four hundred for dinner and a tantrum, but on a busy week he booked around three disaster dates—which cut down on groceries as well, so double win. Plus, he got to eat at some really nice places, for as long as he could before they threw him out. 

This week he’d dated John, Lucy then Kelly. He was tired as hell, but his stomach thanked him for it. 

He grabbed the dishcloth from the sink and helped Harry dab at the masala that had exploded down his front, while he thought of the seafood platter from Saturday night at Bayside. God, it had been nice. Lobster, prawns and Moreton Bay bugs. All stuff that he never got to eat on a university student’s budget. The meal had been so nice that Ambrose had almost regretted leaving so much of it on the floor at the end of the night, though to be fair he’d actually meant the tablecloth trick to work. He’d practiced it for days beforehand, to the applause and cheers of his housemates, but maybe the table in the restaurant had been too big, or the wrong size or something, or maybe it was the bottle of champagne he’d drunk, because, wow. What a mess! And the poor cute waiter had looked like he wanted to murder Ambrose, which was a completely understandable response. 

“I did the tablecloth trick on Saturday night,” he said as he dabbed at Harry’s shirt. 

“Oh, yeah?” Harry raised his eyebrows. “How’d it go?” 

“The restaurant looked like this kitchen does now,” Ambrose said, and Harry winced. “I’m probably lucky they didn’t call the police.” 

Harry tilted his head on a thoughtful angle. “Is yours the sort of job where instead of putting money in a super fund, you put it in a bail fund?” 

Ambrose wrinkled his nose. “God, I hope not. Do you think I need a bail fund?” 

“I think that the time to think about needing a bail fund is right now. Before you’re arrested, not after.” Harry slapped him on the shoulder and grinned brightly. “I mean, if you get arrested, I expect you to call me, but unless the cops are willing to take, like, no more than thirty bucks and whatever change I find down the back of the couch, you’re going to be sitting in a cell for a long time.” 

“It’s not illegal to be a dickhead,” Ambrose said. 

“It is if you cause a public disturbance,” Harry said. “I started off studying law, remember?” 

“I remember you went to one introductory law lecture, then panicked when you realised how much reading was involved, so you changed to a Bachelor of Education instead.” 

Harry nodded grimly. Three years later, it was still a sore point with his parents. “My point is, I’m the closest thing in this house to a legal expert, and you absolutely can get arrested for being a dickhead. It’s called offensive conduct. And you can imagine the headlines in the Herald—‘Logie-nominated actress’s son in public debacle’. Your mum would love it.” 

She probably would, was the thing, especially if it meant her name was back in the papers. “Maybe I won’t do the tablecloth trick again,” Ambrose mused. 

Harry grinned, his cheeks dimpling. He was stupidly cute. Ambrose had always thought so. He was also ambiguous when it came to his sexuality, or maybe he was just shy. In all the years Ambrose had known him, Harry hadn’t had a girlfriend or a boyfriend, or even a one-night stand as far as Ambrose could tell. Ambrose had once tried to drunkenly kiss him at a New Year’s Eve party, and Harry had just laughed it off like he couldn’t possibly have meant it. 

And, okay, it turned out it would have been stupid as hell if they’d gone through with it, because he and Harry were like brothers, but in Ambrose’s defence he’d been completely maggoted that night—which actually wasn’t much of a defence at all. The point was, he and Harry together would have been a disaster, so it was best that nothing had happened between them. 

Not much happened between Ambrose and anyone, actually—a side effect of his side gig. It was kind of difficult to explain that your job was going on dates but that it didn’t mean anything because you were only there to be a wanker for hire, because it sounded like utter bullshit. He’d tried explaining it to a guy he wanted to date exactly once, and it had gone down like a brick and tile glider. So Ambrose made do with fantasies about cute guys and the internal reassurance that it wasn’t forever, just until he got a decent acting job. Then he’d have people falling all over themselves to date him. He just had to make it as an actor first, right? Easy-peasy. 

He tried not to think of his mum’s entryway, lined with dusty framed front covers of TV Week and New Idea, and of just how personally he knew how the odds were stacked against him. He’d know, wouldn’t he, when it was time to put the dream to bed? He wasn’t his mum. He’d know. 

“Are you okay?” Harry asked softly, his brow creased in concern. 

“Yeah, fine,” Ambrose said. His phone rang and gave him a reason to look away. He glanced at the screen. It was a number he didn’t know. “Hello?” 

There was silence for a moment and the sound of someone breathing. Just when Ambrose was about to end the call, a voice that was almost familiar said, “Um, is this Bad Boyfriend?” 

 

 


Chapter Four

On Wednesday morning, Liam lurked anxiously outside the purple “Institute of Rheumatology and Orthopaedics” sign on Missenden Road. It was right next door to the Alfred Hotel, and across the road from two of Sydney University’s oldest and most prestigious residential colleges. The colleges seemed to come from an entirely different era, complete with spires and church-like arched leadlight windows, and Liam couldn’t shake the idea that they were probably haunted by the ghosts of long-dead university students, wailing and gnashing their teeth as they perpetually crammed for finals. 

Next door at the Alfred, there was a line of people waiting for coffee and breakfast at Freddie’s. Liam sat down on the edge of a garden bed and scrolled through the messages on his phone just for something to do, so he didn’t look like a weirdo just standing there. A moment later a shadow fell across him, and he looked up to see the dickhead from the other night at Bayside standing there, a coffee in one hand, a breakfast roll in the other, and a grin on his face that, even knowing what he now knew, Liam kind of wanted to punch off him.

“Hi, I’m Ambrose,” said Ambrose. His grin ratcheted up a few degrees. “I’d shake your hand, but…” He sat down next to Liam. “Uh, so this is weird, right? How much do you still want to smack me in the head?” 

Liam snorted. “God. So much. You were…you were awful.” 

“Thanks,” Ambrose said brightly. He bit into his breakfast roll and moaned like it was a religious experience. Or a sexual one. Or one that met uncomfortably in the middle. “This is so good. Do you want to get anything?” 

“No, I’m good.” 

Ambrose balanced his coffee carefully in the garden bed and tackled his roll with both hands, while Liam tried very hard not to notice the way his tongue darted out to chase the stray spots of sauce as he ate. If Ambrose picked up on him trying hard not to stare, he didn’t comment. 

“So,” he said, “you need a date?” 

Liam jolted slightly. “Um, yeah. For this Saturday.” He flushed. “My parents are kind of hung up on me being single, and my mum was threatening to set me up with someone unless I can prove to her that I can actually find a date myself.” He wrinkled his nose and looked away. “It’s, um, well, it’s how they are.” 

“Mate, overbearing parents are my wheelhouse,” Ambrose said. “No judgement. So how awful do you want me to be?” 

“Oh, um…here’s the thing. I might have, um, lied and told Mum I met someone, and now she wants me to bring them to dinner.” 

Ambrose raised his eyebrows. “Wait, you don’t want a bad boyfriend, do you? You want a nice boyfriend.” 

“Well, yeah,” Liam said. “I think so. Is that okay?” 

“Sure,” Ambrose said. “It’ll make a nice change. Hey, maybe I can even eat dessert for once instead of getting asked to leave!” 

Liam narrowed his eyes at Ambrose’s grin. “It took me an hour to clean the floor.” 

“Sorry,” Ambrose said, biting his bottom lip. His eyes still danced though. “Just so you know, that was supposed to work.” 

“It never works!” 

Ambrose knocked him with his shoulder. “I practiced at home! It worked there!” 

Liam laughed, despite himself. “Sure it did.” 

“It did! Though I can’t argue that failure on the night didn’t work out better for Kelly.” Ambrose shoved more of the breakfast roll into his mouth. “Anyway,” he said around a mouthful, “just to be clear up front, I will hold your hand and kiss you if you want to give off that kind of PDA-loving couples vibe, but there’s no sex. Okay?” 

Liam jolted again. “Sure, of course. I didn’t think there would be!” 

“Because if that’s your thing, I can point you towards Craigslist,” Ambrose said frankly, “but I don’t do it myself.” 

“No, I get it,” Liam said, swallowing. “No sex.” 

“Or handies or gobbies,” Ambrose added. 

Liam wrinkled his brow. “Do you, like, get any action at all by calling them handies and gobbies?” 

“You’d be surprised,” Ambrose said, and winked, and Liam discovered that, no, he wasn’t surprised at all. Ambrose was hot. He was still at least fifty-percent dickhead, but he was hot. Okay, his display of douchebaggery from the other night had been fake, but it was still a hell of a first impression to try to overcome. And, in Liam’s defence, he was pretty sure that being paid money to act like a dickhead was something of a self-fulfilling prophecy. It wasn’t the sort of job a non-dickhead would take, right? At least some of Ambrose’s douchebag act had to be a case of art imitating life.

He was super-hot though. And his smile was cute, and made Liam want to smile in return. 

“So, tell me about you,” Ambrose said, wiping his greasy fingers on his jeans. “And also tell me how we met, and how long we’ve been dating, and anything else I might get third-degreed about over dinner with your parents.” 

“Third-degreed isn’t a verb,” Liam said. 

“Aha!” Ambrose grinned broadly, the sunlight sparkling in his hazel eyes. “English major, right?” 

“No,” Liam said, slightly abashed. “Um, just a pedant?” 

Ambrose laughed. “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind.” 

“Um,” Liam said. “My name is Liam Connelly. I’m twenty-three. I’m doing a joint degree in Science and Commerce, and I’m hopefully going to do my master’s in Agriculture and Environment.” 

Ambrose narrowed his eyes. “I hope our backstory isn’t that we met in class, because there is no way I can fake any knowledge of, or, if I’m honest, interest in any of the words you just said.” He brightened. “Oh! Maybe we met at the Royal Easter Show! You were there checking out cows or something.” 

“Why would I be checking out cows?” Liam asked. 

“Because agriculture! Cows are a part of agriculture, right? Or am I thinking astronomy?” 

“Jesus, I hope not,” Liam said. “No, I’m not interested in cows. I’m interested in grapes.” 

“I like the green ones without seeds,” Ambrose said. “Do you have a favourite grape? Maybe we met in the produce section at Woolworths?” 

“My family owns a winery,” Liam said. “And no, we didn’t meet over grapes. Can’t we just say we met here one morning, when we were both getting coffee?” 

“That’ll work,” Ambrose said. “Wow. A winery. That’s cool. Okay, so you’re doing a double degree, and a master’s, in stuff that’ll help the family business.” He smiled, and a single dimple appeared in his left cheek. “That’s kind of awesome.” 

“Yeah,” Liam said. “It’s pretty cool, actually. I’ve always loved the family business, so my parents were really pleased I wanted to go to uni and do something that would lead into that, you know?” 

Ambrose nodded. “Connelly, you said? Isn’t there already, like, a famous wine label called Connelly Cellars? Is that awkward for your family? Do you always have to be like, ‘Oh no, we’re the other Connellys who make wine’?” 

“No,” said Liam, furrowing his brow. “Because we are those Connellys.” 

Ambrose fumbled his coffee. “Shit! Seriously? Holy crap!” 

He was even cuter when he was flustered, Liam decided, even if he was a dickhead. Who didn’t know astronomy from agriculture?

“Oh, wow,” Ambrose said. “Wait, so you’re hot, and you’re rich, but you can’t get a date? What’s that about?” 

“Um, not that it’s really any of your business, but I’ve been busy.” Now that he was saying the words out loud to a third party, it occurred to Liam that they did sound kind of pathetic. God. Was his mum right? No. Impossible. “I mean, I’m concentrating on uni.” He became aware that Ambrose’s smile was growing as he listened. “I have a really heavy workload right now, and I don’t need the distraction. Not that…not that a relationship is a distraction. I don’t hate relationships, or people. I mean, if the right guy came along, I wouldn’t chuck him out or anything.” 

“You could have just said you’re not looking for a relationship right now,” Ambrose said. He bumped their shoulders together. “That’s a valid response.” 

“Oh.” Liam blinked. “I’m just not looking for a relationship right now.”

“That’s it,” Ambrose said, his smile digging that dimple back into his left cheek. “So, is there anything you want to know about me? Or anything you think I should be to really get your parents on the hook here? I’m not used to coming up with good qualities.” 

“Yeah, I remember,” Liam said dryly. 

“Oh, let me think!” Ambrose pinched the bridge of his nose. “I was in a cult, and I was selling some MLM brand, and I also did online porn, right?” His eyes danced. “Yeah, those go down great with parents!” 

“You’re a student, right?” Liam asked. 

Ambrose nodded. “Theatre.” 

“Well, I told my mum we just met, so it’s okay if I don’t know everything about you,” Liam said. He shrugged. “Like, we met here, which is true, and you’re a student too, which is true. You don’t need to do anything extra to get my parents on board.” He felt his face heat up. “They’ll be embarrassingly happy for me that I’m dating anyone at all.” 

Ambrose’s smile was softer this time. “That’s really nice.” 

“No, it’s really embarrassing,” Liam said. 

Ambrose leaned in closer, then, lowering his voice as he was about to impart a great secret, he said, “Liam Connelly, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there is very little that embarrasses me.” 

“I noticed,” Liam said. “Believe me.” 

And Ambrose laughed again. 

 

* * * *

 

Liam got home to Potts Point that afternoon, a little after six, to find that Tobermory was starving to death—according to Tobermory, at least, but he’d been known to exaggerate. Tobermory was a black and white cat of dubious origins who’d been adopted by Liam’s sister Neve when she’d been in her last year at uni, and Liam had been in his second, and they’d been sharing the flat. Neve had moved out after graduation. Tobermory hadn’t. 

“Hey, Toby,” Liam soothed as the cat wound itself frantically around his ankles and tried to murder him on the short walk from the front door to the kitchen. 

He set his mail down on the kitchen bench and fed Toby before the cat collapsed and died of hunger. Then he dug through the freezer for something he could heat up for dinner, stabbed the package a few times and threw it into the microwave. He went through his mail while he waited for his dinner to cook. 

There wasn’t much mail—a couple of bills and an Amazon package, none of which had actually fit in the wooden letter boxes in the lobby, which, like the un-automated lift doors, were an original feature of the Byron Hall apartments. The building, a mix of Georgian and Deco architectural styles, dated back to 1928. Grandad had snapped up the flat at a ridiculously low price after the 1987 Black Monday market crash, and it had been in the family ever since. It was only a few blocks back from the water—with the doors to the balcony open, the flat caught the cool breezes, and from the communal rooftop area, the views of the harbour were spectacular. 

“So,” Liam said to Tobermory. “Met a cute guy who may or may not be a dickhead. Arranged to hire him to be my fake boyfriend because I’m a complete loser. So that’s how my life’s going. Yours?” 

Tobermory ignored him, too busy scarfing down his food to give a fuck about Liam. Though the food probably had nothing to do with it. Tobermory generally just didn’t give a fuck about Liam, apart from his appreciation of his can-opening skills. 

He ate his microwave dinner on the balcony, enjoying the breeze and trying not to think about Ambrose and how crazy this whole fake date thing was. But if it got his parents off his back for a while, it’d be worth it, right? He shifted uncomfortably, thinking of how Ambrose had said no sex. And Liam hadn’t expected sex—of course not!—but at the same time, Ambrose was hot, and once he’d mentioned it, Liam hadn’t been able to stop himself imagining what sex with Ambrose would be like. If he was honest with himself, watching Ambrose eat his breakfast roll had been the closest thing to an erotic encounter Liam had had in, well, almost forever. And Ambrose was hot, but he wasn’t that hot—it was just Liam was in a hell of a dry spell, and even if it was by choice, his dick wasn’t happy about it. 

It had been fourteen months since Liam had broken up with Jonah, and Liam hadn’t missed being in a relationship, not really. Okay, so he missed sex, and he missed having someone to talk to and hang out with, but what he’d told Ambrose was the truth—he wasn’t looking for a relationship right now, not after how he’d been burned last time. He was busy with uni and work. But sometimes, like now, it would have been nice to share his evenings with someone apart from the cat. 

Tobermory hadn’t liked Jonah. Looking back, Liam wanted to believe it was because animals always knew. That was what people said, right? Except Tobermory didn’t like anyone, so his opinion couldn’t really be trusted. And Jonah hadn’t been a bad guy… He just hadn’t been the right guy for Liam. 

Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Jonah had been a lot of fun, the life of every party, and the problem wasn’t just that he hadn’t been the right guy for Liam—it was that he’d been the right guy for everyone else, while still dating Liam and living in his flat. 

Jonah had thrown himself right back into the dating scene after their messy breakup—last time Liam had talked to him he’d been seeing some guy who “plays rugby league and has thighs like tree trunks”—but Liam hadn’t. Fourteen months later, he still hadn’t. And there were things he missed, especially on quiet evenings like these, but he was happy. Like ninety percent happy. Maybe eighty. Certainly no lower than seventy-five. The point was, Liam was a strong independent guy who didn’t need no man, or something. 

He didn’t hate Jonah. It seemed like that would be a waste of his emotional energy. Fourteen months had definitely been enough time to get over something he’d been way too quick to get into in the first place—they’d met at a party, and two weeks later Jonah had moved in with him. They’d both made dumb decisions. Liam had stupidly let a near-stranger move in with him. And Jonah had fucked a Grindr hook-up in their bedroom and forgotten that Liam’s late lecture that afternoon had been cancelled. 

So, yeah, it had been a mess. A whole dramatic mess. And Liam wasn’t exactly eager to try the whole relationship thing again. And just because he was sitting here eating his rapidly cooling microwave mac and cheese, suddenly wondering exactly what it would be like to have sex with Ambrose—was he a top or a bottom or was he versatile? Would he let Liam leave hickeys all over his flawless skin? How loud was he?—didn’t mean he was missing a damn thing. 

He wondered, not for the first time, if maybe he should have told his parents exactly what had happened with Jonah, instead of just telling them it hadn’t worked out. Maybe if they thought he was still heartbroken and stinging from Jonah’s betrayal, Mum wouldn’t be pushing him so hard to find someone. But he hadn’t told them what had happened, because he’d been embarrassed, he supposed. He didn’t want them to feel sorry for him, and he didn’t want them to think he’d been heartbroken. He’d thought he was at first, but once the sting of betrayal had faded, he’d discovered he hadn’t been, not really. If anything, he’d been a little bit relieved. Liam liked a quiet life, and Jonah had been chaotic. 

Which was exactly why he shouldn’t be entertaining any fantasies over Ambrose, because Liam didn’t like drama, and Ambrose seemed to be the kind of guy who didn’t just attract it but revelled in creating it. He was a Drama student, for fuck’s sake—it was literally his calling.

Anyway, it was only one date. For the reasonably low price of two hundred dollars—how Ambrose calculated his rates was a mystery, but Liam hadn’t been going to argue when he’d been expecting twice that—Liam would hopefully get his parents off his back for a while. They didn’t get down to Sydney that often, so it might even buy Liam a few months before he had to either pay Ambrose for a second date or tell his parents they’d broken up. 

Or, he thought, stabbing a piece of macaroni, maybe in a few months he might actually have a real boyfriend. He wasn’t looking, but he hadn’t been looking for Jonah either, and that had just happened. Wasn’t that how it was supposed to work? You were just out there living your life, and something, someone, just happened? 

“Holy shit,” he remembered Kelly saying a few months ago now. “My friend Jacey from work invited me to her pub quiz night, but I went to the wrong pub, and now I’m dating the bass player of the band that was playing there! His name is Greg, and his band is terrible, but he’s so nice!”

Though Liam supposed that in order to go to the wrong pub, you had to get invited to the right one in the first place. And the people Liam knew from uni had pretty much given up asking him out anywhere, because he mostly just declined. When the hell had he gotten so antisocial? Was it after Jonah? Probably. God. Was it because of Jonah? Maybe. Liam hadn’t been heartbroken, but he’d sure as hell felt stupid, and he wasn’t keen to put himself out there for the chance to be humiliated in exciting new ways. But maybe he’d pulled back a little too far and for a little bit too long, and he hadn’t noticed because uni kept him so busy. Maybe he’d forgotten how fun it could be to go out with friends and meet new people. After he got this date with Ambrose out of the way, maybe he’d try to remember that, and actually surprise the hell out of his friends in his study groups by agreeing to go along to the pub after a study session. 

But until then, he reminded himself decisively, he was at least seventy-five percent happy. 

Tobermory strolled out onto the balcony and leapt up onto the table. Then, with zero regard for the fact that Liam was eating, Tobermory sprawled, back legs open, and licked at the place his balls had been. 

“Don’t do that. It’s gross,” Liam said. “And I’m not just saying that because I’m jealous that nobody’s licked me there in over fourteen months.” 

He ate his macaroni and cheese and ignored the smug stare from Tobermory that called him a liar. 

 


Chapter Five

Ambrose couldn’t remember the last time he’d tried to make a good impression, but he was pretty sure it started with being early, so on Saturday night he arrived outside the restaurant in George Street, The Rocks, a whole fifteen minutes before Liam had said to meet him there. Then, because he felt awkward standing outside on the street, he sent Liam a text saying he’d meet him inside at the bar. 

He went inside and ordered a Coke. 

The restaurant was nice. It was small but upscale, with soft lighting and a classy marriage of new fixtures inside a very old heritage setting. It didn’t have the harbour views of the place that Liam worked at, but the plates being brought out from the kitchen were impractically large and square, and the portions were small and delicately arranged, tiny little towers of food, so Ambrose was sure the prices were just as exorbitant. 

He sat on a stool at the bar and sipped his Coke. His phone buzzed, and he checked his messages. It was from Liam, saying he was running a few minutes late, but he’d be there soon. Ambrose didn’t mind. He’d already been paid half upfront. 

He glanced around the restaurant, and accidentally caught the eye of a short, round, red-headed woman sitting at a nearby table. She saw that he was holding his phone, and picked hers up and waved it at him, in some secret signal that Ambrose completely failed to comprehend. Then she pushed her chair back, ignoring her companions, and bustled over to him. 

“Hello,” she said brightly, her sparkling green eyes wide and curious. “You wouldn’t be Ambrose, would you? Liam’s Ambrose?” 

“Oh, yes.” Ambrose said, standing. “That’s me.” 

He held out his hand to shake, and she bypassed it completely and hugged him. 

“I’m Fiona,” she said once she let go. “Fiona Connelly, Liam’s mum. You can call me Fiona, or Fi, or even Mum, but don’t tell Liam I said that, because he already thinks I’m overbearing.” She hooked her elbow through his. “Now come and meet the family!” 

Ambrose didn’t even have time to grab his Coke before he was being swept over to the rest of the Connellys. 

“This is my husband, William,” Fiona said, gesturing to a tall man with dark greying hair who looked like an older version of Liam and appeared to be about halfway through a very successful transition into a silver fox. “He goes by Will. And his father, Billy, Liam’s grandad.” 

Billy was in his post-silver fox stage of life, given the way the lights shone on the top of his bald head. He looked to be in his mid-seventies, but there wasn’t a hint of frailty about him, and his grip, when he shook Ambrose’s hand, was as solid as his stocky build. 

“Nice to meet ya,” he said with a grin. “You can call me Grandad Billy. Everyone else does.”

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” Ambrose replied. 

“And Liam’s sisters,” Fiona said. “Bridget, Neve and Riley.” 

The two oldest were gorgeous and dark-haired like their father and brother. The youngest one was a redhead like her mother. They were stuck on the other side of the table, so Ambrose had to make do with waves and a chorus of hellos. 

“And this is Orhan, Bridget’s husband,” Fiona said. “And their adorable little one, Balian.” 

“Hi,” Orhan said, jiggling a surprisingly chill baby in his lap. Orhan was good-looking, with hair as dark as ink, cheekbones to die for and black-rimmed glasses that made him look like a sexy librarian. “Great to meet you.” 

“Oh, and Marcus should be here soon,” Fiona said, as though Ambrose had any clue who that was. 

“Marcus is my boyfriend. He’s an investment banker, and he works some crazy hours,” Neve said. “He’s running late, but I’m sure he’ll make it.” She reached for her glass of wine. 

“Oh,” Ambrose said, his head still spinning a little from the rapid introductions. Winemakers and investment bankers. He was out of his depth here, but at least everyone seemed nice. He took a seat next to Fiona. “That sounds really interesting.” 

“It’s super boring,” Riley the teenage redhead said. “You don’t need to be polite.” 

Ambrose leaned over the table and said, in his loudest stage-whisper, “I know, but I’m trying to make a good impression.” 

The Connellys all roared with laughter, except for the chill baby, who just sat in his dad’s lap and continued to be chill. Even Neve laughed, so Ambrose didn’t feel too bad about disparaging her absent boyfriend’s career choice. 

A waiter brought Ambrose’s Coke and set it on the table. 

“Thank you,” Ambrose said, fighting his first instinct, which was to upend the contents of the glass all over everything. Wow. Being a professional bad boyfriend had really ruined him when it came to nice restaurants. A dress code and some softly playing classical music, and that was apparently enough to jumpstart his Pavlovian response to be a total dick. He’d have to watch that tonight. And in the future, if he ever wanted to go on a date with anyone for real. 

“So, Ambrose,” Fiona said, showing him a brilliant smile. “Tell us all about you. Where are you from? What are your plans for the future?” 

This was the part where Ambrose usually would have lied, but he stomped down on the urge just in time. “Oh,” he said. “I’m living in Newtown right now, for uni, but I grew up in Macquarie Fields.” He gave them all a moment to judge him for that and was almost surprised when it didn’t happen. “My mum still lives there. I have one sister. She lives in Brisbane now. She’s an accountant.” 

He wasn’t even sure why he was mentioning that, unless it was to give himself some respectability by proxy. Fiona showed him an encouraging smile, urging him to continue. 

“I’m studying Drama,” he said. 

Her face lit up. “Oh, I love the theatre! I’m always telling Will we need to come down for more shows, but he hates them, don’t you, Will?” 

“Hate is a very strong word, Fi,” Will said. His expression was stern, but he couldn’t hold it. He sighed and gave an apologetic shrug. “Yeah, sorry, Ambrose, I hate the theatre.” 

“What do you hate about it?” Ambrose asked curiously. 

“The seats are uncomfortable, and there’s no popcorn,” Will said. 

Ambrose raised his eyebrows. “Oh, so it’s not the shows you hate, it’s the actual theatre itself.” 

“If they can put armchairs in cinemas, they should be able to put more comfortable chairs in theatres,” Will said. “And allow popcorn.”

Ambrose was fascinated and delighted. Where had Will Connelly been that his arse had objected so strongly? He was about to ask, when suddenly he became aware of movement over his shoulder. He glanced over and saw Liam approaching at a rush, looking wide-eyed and frantic as he realised that Ambrose had already met his family. 

“Hi, babe,” Ambrose said with a grin, patting the empty seat beside him. “You made it! What was the hold up?” 

“Oh,” Liam said, sitting down heavily. He looked rumpled and flustered. “My study group ran late, then when I finally got out, my bike had a flat tyre.” He looked around the table suspiciously, then back to Ambrose. “I see you’ve met everyone.” 

“Yeah,” Ambrose said, and beamed at the Connellys as they beamed back at him. Liam’s hand was resting on the table, so he reached out and took it and threaded their fingers together. Liam, to his credit, didn’t flinch, but his fingers twitched against Ambrose’s, and Ambrose squeezed them. “We haven’t got to your embarrassing childhood stories, or the baby pictures yet, so don’t worry.” 

Liam shot him a panicked glance, so Ambrose squeezed his fingers again. 

“Your father was just telling Ambrose his thoughts on the theatre,” Fiona said to Liam with a bright grin. 

“Oh, Jesus,” Liam mumbled. 

“No, he’s got a point,” Ambrose said. “I’d go to a theatre with comfy armchairs. Who wouldn’t like that?” 

“And popcorn,” Will added. 

“And popcorn,” Ambrose agreed. He liked the Connellys, he was surprised to realise. He’d been expecting them to be at least a bit stuck up—they were wealthy and owned a winery. If Ambrose were wealthy and owned a winery, he’d be stuck up, and he’d enjoy every minute of it. But the Connellys were nice and warm, and Ambrose was sitting at a table with three generations of what was clearly a welcoming, loving family, and it felt good. It ached a little, but it felt good too. 

He didn’t even feel as though he had to act—he wanted to make a good impression for once, which meant that through the course of the evening he brought every ounce of charm he possessed to the table—which turned out to be a considerable amount, if the pleased glances and soft smiles Liam was giving him were anything to go by. 

It worked, too. The Connellys loved him, although Ambrose suspected they would have loved anyone who’d turned up as Liam’s date. The mysterious Marcus hadn’t appeared yet, despite Neve sending a string of texts, which meant that all attention was on Ambrose, not that he minded in this case.

They were just so friendly and warm, and the way they interacted so naturally, clear affection layered over sarcasm and cheekiness, spoke of years of familiarity and love. And they didn’t treat Ambrose like an outsider—they just pulled him right into the middle of their conversations like he’d known them his entire life, too. 

By the time dessert came, Ambrose wished he had. 

Grandad Billy cleared his throat and caught the eye of a waiter. 

“Oh, no,” Bridget said fondly. “He’s going to do one of his toasts!” 

“Yes, he bloody is,” Grandad Billy said without any heat. He pulled his reading glasses out of the top pocket of his button-up shirt and perched them on his nose as he scanned the wine list. “Have you got the Shiraz? The Connelly Cellars Shiraz?” Then he looked around the table. “The Shiraz, everyone? Oh, Ambrose, what do you prefer? Now, it has to be Connelly Cellars, of course.” 

“I…I honestly don’t think I’ve ever bought a bottle of wine that cost over ten bucks,” Ambrose said. “So I have no opinion.” 

“Except for the ‘Don Paragraph’ you ordered last week,” Liam said softly, his lips twitching. 

Ambrose’s face heated up. He elbowed Liam in the side. 

“Oh, we’ll have to teach you then, won’t we?” Grandad Billy said. To the waiter, he said, “We’ll get the bottle of Shiraz, thanks.” 

“I’ll stick to my water,” Bridget said. 

“Oooh, anything you want to tell us, Bridget?” Fiona asked excitedly. 

“Yes, Mum,” Bridget said. She cleared her throat. “Everyone, Orhan and I have been waiting for the right time to tell you, and well, here goes.” She drew a deep breath. “I’m on antibiotics for vaginal thrush and I’m not supposed to have alcohol with them.” 

Riley dissolved into wild giggles as Fiona’s eyes widened. William put a hand over his face. 

“Oh, Jesus,” Liam said, meeting Ambrose’s gaze. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Are you kidding?” Ambrose asked. “That was hilarious!” 

Neve’s phone buzzed, and her face got a pinched look for a split second as she read the text before her brow smoothed and she said, “Marcus is stuck in a meeting, and he isn’t going to make it after all.” 

“Oh, isn’t that a shame! We came down specially to meet him. And you said there was news?” The naked hope was clear in Fi’s voice.

“Well,” Neve said, “not that I can top Bridget’s announcement, but Marcus said to go ahead without him, so…” She leaned down and pulled her handbag into her lap. She opened it and dug around inside for a moment, before pulling her hand out again. A ring with a shiny diamond sparkled on her finger. “Surprise!” 

“Oh!” Fiona exclaimed, delighted, then leapt up from her chair and bustled around to the other side of the table to give Neve a huge hug from behind. “My baby’s getting married!” 

Neve beamed. “And Marcus is really sorry he couldn’t be here tonight, but we were hoping that we could come up next week for the Easter long weekend, and he can meet everyone then?” 

“Well, of course he can!” Fiona said. “Bridget and Orhan are already coming up for the weekend anyway. Liam? You’ll come, won’t you?” 

“We can give you a lift,” Orhan offered. 

“Oh, okay,” Liam said. “I think I can get the time off work.” 

Fiona clasped her hands together happily. “And you, Ambrose?” 

Ambrose blinked. “Um…” 

“Have you been to the Hunter Valley?” William asked. “It’s beautiful country.” 

“We can do a wine tasting,” Grandad Billy said. “We’ll work our way through the catalogue!” 

“That’s dangerous,” Orhan said with a grin. “I don’t even remember my first trip to the winery because of you and your ‘only wusses spit instead of swallowing’.” 

“I’ve said the same thing myself on more than one occasion,” Ambrose said before he could stop himself. “Spitters are quitters.”

It took a moment for it to click for Grandad Billy, but then he roared with laughter. He was wiping his eyes with his linen napkin by the time the waiter returned and couldn’t even check the label on the wine bottle when it was presented to him. 

“Liam,” Grandad Billy managed at last, pointing a finger at his grandson. “This one’s a keeper!” 

“With that attitude, he sure is,” Bridget said, and raised her water glass in his direction. 

Ambrose grinned back at her. 

“So, you’ll come to the winery for the long weekend?” Fiona asked. 

“Oh,” Ambrose said, shifting his empty dessert plate as the waiter moved around the table and filled the wineglasses. He didn’t dare look at Liam. “I’ll have to see if I can get time off work on such short notice.” 

A long weekend with the Connellys sounded like an absolute riot, but at the same time Ambrose would have bet his left testicle that Liam really didn’t want him there. An answer like the one he’d just given Fiona would give Liam some wiggle room, and let him break it to his family later in the week that his new and awesome boyfriend Ambrose wouldn’t be joining them. 

“Ah!” Grandad Billy exclaimed, lifting his wineglass. “Come on, settle down, you lot. Don’t make me ding my fork on a glass.” 

The Connellys fell slowly silent. 

Grandad Billy got to his feet. “Unaccustomed as I am to public speaking…” 

“Dad,” William said, and rolled his eyes. “Every bloody time.” 

“Hush, you.” Grandad Billy cleared his throat. “Well, here we all are again, which doesn’t happen as often as I’d like now most of you kids have left the nest. And I know I say this every time, but we should all do this more often.” He raised his glass. “To old sweethearts and new ones, to the future, and, as always, to family. Sláinte.” 

“Sláinte,” Ambrose echoed with the rest of them, and took a drink of his shiraz. And even though the evening was winding down now, and everyone would soon be leaving, Ambrose found himself wishing the night could last forever. 

He glanced at Liam, and Liam quirked his mouth in something that was almost a smile. This time his hand was steady when Ambrose took it. 

 

* * * *

 

Afterwards, standing out on the narrow street, Ambrose felt almost tipsy, even though he’d only had one glass of wine. He realised it was because he hadn’t laughed so much in ages. He was still buzzing with the endorphins, and his cheeks ached a little. It felt weird when Liam opened his wallet and handed him two hundred dollars, because Ambrose hadn’t been performing tonight at all. He’d just been hanging out with the Connellys, having fun. 

“Thanks,” he said, and tucked the notes into his pocket. Because it wasn’t like he was going to have a moral crisis about it or anything either. He still needed to pay his rent. 

Liam shuffled his feet for a moment. “Um, do you have a lift?” 

“I’ll get an Uber,” Ambrose said. 

“Yeah,” Liam said, and shuffled awkwardly again. “Me too.” 

“It was fun,” Ambrose said. 

Liam ducked his head. “They’re…they’re a lot.” 

“They’re great,” Ambrose said. “They have this weirdly wholesome energy. They’re like Mormons, only with less religion and more dirty jokes.” 

Liam laughed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, I s’pose.” He glanced at Ambrose. “They really liked you. Grandad Billy cornered me in the bathrooms and basically insisted I keep you.”

Ambrose laughed and ignored the warm feeling he got in his chest from going on a date and not being hated at the end of it for once. “Grandad Billy’s a character.”

“He’s a force of nature is what he is. So, next weekend? Would…would that be something you’d be interested in? Or are you busy, what with it being Easter?”

Ambrose’s stomach flip-flopped. “Oh. Yeah. I don’t actually have anything booked for next weekend yet. And I don’t really do Easter, except to buy up all the half-price Easter eggs afterwards.” 

“Oh.” Liam looked surprised, like he’d expected Ambrose to refuse. “We don’t really do Easter either—Grandad says he has a moral objection to paying good money for hollow eggs, and we’ve never really been religious. Um, how much for the long weekend? We’d probably go up on Thursday afternoon and come back Monday morning.” 

“Five hundred bucks,” Ambrose said, plucking a figure from thin air.

Liam scrunched his brow. “Your rates make no sense. Kelly said you charge four hundred for a single date.” 

“Yeah, but…” But tonight didn’t feel like work. “But I’ll be getting a long weekend at a winery, and your grandad has pretty much promised to get me totally smashed. I’m pretty sure I’ll make up the difference in free wine.” 

“That still doesn’t make any sense,” Liam said hesitantly. 

“Jesus.” Ambrose wrinkled his nose. “Do you want me to charge you more?” 

“No!” 

“Then shut up and agree to five hundred,” Ambrose said, and elbowed him. 

Liam’s brow furrowed, and he opened his mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. “It’s just—” 

Ambrose rolled his eyes. “I can be charming for an entire weekend, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Yeah, it’s actually the opposite,” Liam said. “The thing is, you were too nice, and now it’s a problem. They weren’t meant to like you so much that they’d enfold you in the Cult of Connelly, but now Grandad won’t take no for an answer about the weekend, and how am I meant to break up with you when you’re so perfect?”

Liam had a point. The whole point of this had been to fool Liam’s parents, to give Liam some breathing space until he met someone he actually wanted to date, someone that wasn’t Ambrose.

The thought of Liam—sweet, awkward Liam—on a date with someone else shouldn’t have stung like it did. Ambrose pushed the feeling aside and concentrated instead on their problem. He’d never been accused of being too nice before, and it was distinctly unsettling—but also easily fixed. He shrugged. “I could just be…less of a decent person on the weekend? I’m sure I can give you a reason to break up with me later.”

Liam’s face lit up. “Could you? I mean we could pass tonight off as you being on your best behaviour, and then you could be a dickbag for the weekend.”

A tiny part of Ambrose mourned the loss of a weekend of relaxing, of getting to be, well, himself, but he ignored it, the same way he ignored his NIDA rejections and the expiry dates on his acting credits. This was just another job, after all. “I can do that. By the end of the weekend, they’ll hate me.”

Liam at least had the grace to look a little uncertain. “Well, they don’t have to hate you. They just have to see enough of you that they know you’re completely wrong for me.” 

Ouch. 

Liam had phrased that wrong, right? He’d meant they’d just have to see enough of the Pretend Ambrose to know that the Pretend Ambrose wasn’t right for Liam Connelly. Not the real Ambrose. But of course Liam didn’t know that tonight he’d got the real Ambrose. So Liam didn’t mean anything by it. 

“Sure,” Ambrose said, and forced a smile. “A bit of a dick, but not a complete dick. Maybe three inches of dick. I can do that.” 

“Great,” Liam said with a smile, then peered at a red Prius that hummed to a stop nearby. “This is me, I think. I’ll text you later in the week, and we’ll figure out if I’m picking you up from your place, or if you want to come to mine, or whatever.” 

“Sure,” Ambrose said, his forced smile still plastered on his face. “We’ll figure it out.” 

Liam got into the car, and it drove away. 

Ambrose shoved his hands in his pockets and ignored the sudden strange ache in his chest and waited for his Uber to arrive. 

 

 

 


Chapter Six

Liam checked his bags one last time and tamped down his jitters about the weekend. Bridget and Orhan were picking them up from Liam’s place tomorrow at lunchtime—by leaving on Thursday, they’d beat the Good Friday traffic—but Liam had packed tonight, unable to relax, a weird sort of itch under his skin making him jittery and unsettled. It wasn’t that seeing his family made him nervous. Despite the ribbing he always got from his sisters and the inevitable hangover after drinking with Grandad, he normally loved spending a weekend at the winery with them, getting to unwind properly in a way he couldn’t in Sydney.

No, family wasn’t what had him twitching so much as wondering how his family would react to whatever fuckery Ambrose had planned for the weekend. Maybe it was just anticipation over spending the weekend with Ambrose—or maybe even Ambrose himself. 

Ambrose was a puzzle that Liam couldn’t figure out. He was hot, he was funny and he was equal parts clever and annoying, and Liam wasn’t quite sure what to make of him. One thing was certain. The guy who’d had dinner with his family was the polar opposite to the dickhead Liam had waited on at Bayside. The Ambrose at Bayside had been obnoxious and terrible, but the Ambrose at family dinner had been funny and charming and clever, and every time he’d laughed, Liam had wanted to laugh right along with him. Liam had liked that guy. But one of the two Ambroses had to be an act, and Liam was damned if he could figure out which one it was.

Not that it mattered. After this weekend, it wasn’t likely he’d see Ambrose again, which was kind of a shame because Ambrose was—quite possibly—a decent guy. But Liam also wouldn’t have Mum breathing down his neck about dating, and that was the point of this whole thing, right? They’d break up, he’d tell his mum that he was heartbroken, and she’d coo over him and commiserate for a week or so, then, any time she started asking if he’d met someone, he’d just have to sigh and say, “After Ambrose…” and she’d back off.

That was the theory, anyway. 

He ended up putting on a TV show he’d watched a dozen times before and letting the familiarity soothe him as he half-watched, resisting the urge to text Ambrose and check he was still coming, until finally it was late enough, and he was tired enough that he managed to get to bed and actually fall asleep.

The following morning, for reasons he couldn’t quite explain, Liam found himself tidying the flat, putting away the pile of shoes near the door, gathering the assortment of coffee cups and plates that he’d left scattered around the place and loading them into the dishwasher, and throwing out the tower of junk mail that had been steadily growing on the coffee table. He even changed Tobermory’s litter box and sprayed some Glen-20 around while the cat glared at him, seemingly offended by the implication that his shit did actually stink. Mrs. Isakson, the elderly widow who lived in the flat next door, had a spare key to Liam’s place and she was going to feed Tobermory while he was away. Tobermory and Mrs. Isakson pretended to hate each other, but Liam had once got home early from a weekend in the Hunter Valley and found them sitting together on his couch eating cheese and crackers and watching Parliament Question Time, so he didn’t believe it for a second. 

As Liam swept the dust bunnies off his floor, he told himself he was only cleaning so Bridget wouldn’t tell Mum he was living in a pigsty. It had nothing to do with impressing Ambrose at all. In fact, for the five hundred bucks Liam was paying him, Ambrose had better bloody well pretend to be impressed.

Liam was impressed. He couldn’t remember the last time the flat had looked so clean. 

At eleven o’clock Liam’s phone rang. It was Ambrose. “I think you gave me the wrong address,” he said.

Liam frowned, “Why? Where are you?”

“I’m at this really swanky building. Byron Hall?”

“Yep, that’s me. I’ll buzz you in, and you can come up. It’s number twelve.”

There was a moment of silence, then Ambrose said, “I’m afraid to ask, but what the hell are they paying waiters these days if you can afford to live here? Have I been in the wrong game all along?”

Liam laughed. “No, Grandad bought it ages ago because it was going cheap, and he hung onto it long enough that it got trendy.”

“Oh!” Ambrose’s tone brightened. “My place is like that too, except I’m pretty sure my landlord keeps it as a hovel and rents it to students just to fuck with the neighbours. He’s that perfect storm of old and spiteful, which is kind of great because it means cheap rent for Harry and me.”

“Harry?” Liam’s chest tightened inexplicably. “Your boyfriend?”

“Nah, he’s just a mate. I’m single. Sort of comes with the job.” 

That was a waste, when Liam thought about it. Then he told himself to stop thinking about it, because it was none of his business. 

Ambrose cleared his throat. “So are you gonna let me in? Because there’s a lady watching me from the balcony and frankly it’s creeping me out.”

“Hang on,” Liam said, and walked over to the security panel to buzz Ambrose in. He always felt like something of a fraud when he made use of the building’s security features—he was pretty sure that as a twenty-three-year-old uni student he wasn’t at risk of anything more deadly than exam stress and terminal eyestrain. He opened the front door and debated leaving it propped open, but then caught the gleam in Toby’s eye as the cat nonchalantly settled three feet from the door.

“Oh no, you don’t, you slippery little bastard,” he muttered and slammed the door shut again. Tobermory took any chance he could to bolt and made a game of staying exactly one arm’s length out of reach while Liam spent an hour trying to coax him back inside, and Liam absolutely didn’t have time for the cat’s bullshit today. 

He glared at Tobermory, Tobermory glared back, then Liam went down the hall to the kitchen and pointlessly opened the cutlery drawer just so it would look like he was doing something when Ambrose arrived. 

It didn’t take Ambrose long to get to Liam’s floor. Sometimes people were a bit thrown by the lift, which had a cage you had to close yourself. The cage was one of the building’s original features. The lift itself, fortunately, had been updated since the Depression. A knock on the door heralded Ambrose’s arrival, and Liam went back to open it. 

“Hi,” he said, then noticed he was holding a potato masher. He shoved it hastily behind his back. 

“Hi.” Ambrose was wearing faded jeans and a worn T-shirt that might have been black once, but was now grey, and whatever logo it had ever had on it had almost vanished under way too many washes. His dark hair was tousled, and there were smudges under his eyes. He looked a little tired, but his hazel eyes were as bright as always. 

“Come in,” Liam said, gesturing with his potato masher. “I was just, um…” 

“Making a snack for the road? That’s what Irish people do, right? Eat potatoes?” Ambrose grinned and slipped into the flat. He dumped an overnight bag on the floor and padded curiously down the hall towards the kitchen and living area. “Wow. This place is amazing. Oooh! A cat!” 

“Oh, no,” Liam said as Ambrose darted forward. “Don’t touch him! He’s—” 

“He’s what?” Ambrose asked, turning around. Tobermory was cradled in his arms, his eyes half-closed, and Liam thought he could hear him purring. Which was one of the signs of the apocalypse, probably. “What’s his name?” 

“Tobermory,” Liam said. 

“Oooh!” Ambrose scritched Tobermory under the chin. “Saki!” 

“What?” 

“The story by Saki,” Ambrose said. “About a cat called Tobermory that learns to talk and threatens to reveal everyone’s secrets.”

“Neve named him,” Liam said. “I think it was after the Womble.”

“That’s cool too,” Ambrose said cheerfully. He scritched Tobermory under the chin, and the cat writhed happily. Definitely a sign of the apocalypse, then. Ambrose wandered around the flat, stopping at the balcony doors. “Oh, fuck right off!” he exclaimed.

“What?” Liam hurried over, worried that the cat had shown his true arsehole nature, but instead he found Ambrose staring out at the harbour. 

“You have fucking water views!”

“Oh!” Liam flushed. He genuinely sometimes forgot that not everyone had views of the harbour, or that other people had to have roommates and pay rent and eat ramen. He knew that it made him privileged, and he worried that his privilege automatically made him a bad person. It was usually about then that Kelly told him to pull his head out of his arse, that having money didn’t make him a bad person, but if he felt so guilty about it, he could pay for lunch, and also, she’d like a couple of bottles of Connelly wine from the cartons that his parents always dropped off when they came to visit. “Yeah. It’s, um, nice. You can see the bridge from the roof.” He sidled over to the sink and dumped the potato masher. “I’d offer to take you up there, but Bridget’s gonna be here any minute and she’s frankly terrifying if there’s even a hint of being late somewhere. If Orhan has to circle the block more than once, she’ll go ballistic.”

“Good to know,” Ambrose said, tapping the side of his nose with the hand not occupied with the cat. “I’ll make sure to dawdle this weekend.”

Right on cue, Liam’s phone buzzed. 

“That’s her now,” he said, checking his screen. “Ready?” 

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Ambrose said, and planted a kiss right on Tobermory’s nose before setting him down on the couch. “Let’s roll, boyfriend.” 

And Liam’s heart absolutely did not skip a beat when Ambrose said that. 

 

* * * *

 

It was only a couple of hours to the Hunter Valley, but it felt like they spent that long getting out of Sydney traffic. Ambrose sat in the front with Orhan—“I get carsick otherwise!”—leaving Liam in the backseat with Bridget and Balian. Balian was fifteen months old, and the most relaxed baby Liam had ever met. He obviously got that from Orhan’s side of the family. 

Bridget didn’t seem too put out by being relegated to the back. Ambrose seemed a little put out that she wasn’t put out, so Liam figured he was laying the groundwork early for being a dick, but more of a subtle dick than usual. Orhan gave him the side eye when he leaned forward and changed the playlist without asking, and Liam felt a twinge of second-hand embarrassment that he wasn’t sure could even be called that, since it rolled off Ambrose without any effect at all. But Orhan was way too nice to tell Ambrose to pull his head in, and even Bridget wasn’t crazy enough to insist someone prone to carsickness should sit in the back. Ambrose was going to have to up his game to get them to dislike him, and Liam wondered exactly what he had planned, and how excruciating this next couple of hours was going to be. 

Except it wasn’t. Once Ambrose got his front seat and his music of choice, he settled in comfortably for the drive. 

They were just passing through Cowan when Ambrose’s phone chimed. 

“Sorry,” he said, and leaned towards the passenger window to answer it in a low tone. “Hi, Mum.” He listened for a moment. “No, I can’t this weekend. I have a thing. Yeah, rehearsing for the play.”

Bridget exchanged a curious look with Liam, and Liam wasn’t sure how to feel. Because of course Ambrose hadn’t told his mother he was dating people for money. Who would tell their mother that? But he was obviously lying to her, and it didn’t look good. And Liam probably should have felt better that it didn’t look good, because that was the whole point of Ambrose coming this weekend, except Liam didn’t think this was a part of Ambrose’s script. This was exactly what it appeared to be—a guy lying to his mother about being in a play, when Liam knew for a fact that Ambrose hadn’t been cast in anything at all, because Ambrose had told him so. Unless Ambrose had been lying to Liam? And Liam didn’t know why he would do that.

“No,” Ambrose said. “I don’t know where you put it. I didn’t take it, Mum. No, Isadora didn’t either. Yes, I’m sure. I’ll help you look next week, okay? Okay. Bye.” He ended the call and stared fixedly out the window. 

Bridget’s look was questioning now, and Liam didn’t know how to respond to it. He didn’t know a damn thing about Ambrose’s mother, but the tension in his voice when he’d spoken to her hadn’t sounded good. 

“Everything okay?” Bridget asked finally, her tone light. 

“Yep,” Ambrose said, and seemed to shake himself awake. “It’s all good.” He twisted around in his seat. “How’s your thrush?” 

Bridget blinked and laughed. “You’re lucky I didn’t tell you the full story.” 

“The full story?” Ambrose asked, his eyes widening in anticipation. 

“So, Mum thought she was going to get a pregnancy announcement, right?” Bridget asked. “What she doesn’t know is that we are trying for another one. And we went at it hard, didn’t we, Orhan? That’s how things got so aggravated down there in the first place.” 

“I almost put my back out,” Orhan said, “but you don’t see me telling the whole world.” 

“‘Almost’ isn’t a sex injury, Orhan. You can’t brag about an ‘almost’.” 

“This family is crazy, Ambrose,” Orhan said. “You’re lucky you got one of the rare ones with a filter.” 

“It’s a good thing he has one, because I sure as hell don’t,” Ambrose said with a laugh.

“But in answer to your question,” Bridget said brightly, “my thrush is all cleared up, and things are just fantastic downstairs right now. There’s a party in my pants and my handsome husband’s invited.” 

“They are fantastic,” Orhan agreed. “And spending a weekend at the winery is the best kind of dirty weekend, because not only is it beautiful there, but Fi takes the baby and leaves us alone, because she says couples need private time.”

Liam rolled his eyes and reached over to pat Balian gently on the hand. “I’ll pay for your future therapy, mate.” 

Balian blew a spit bubble, and Liam eased his phone out of his pocket and texted Ambrose. 

 

I bet nobody’s ever said this before, but I think you might need to be a bigger dick.

 

Ambrose glanced at his phone with a frown when it pinged, but then his lips quirked up in a smile, and he typed rapid-fire. Liam’s screen lit up.

 

You’re right. Nobody’s ever said that.

 

It was followed by a string of eggplant emojis. 

The rain hit about twenty minutes outside of Cowan. It was heavy enough that the day felt more like night, and Orhan had to turn on the headlights and turn the wipers up to full speed. 

“Can we stop somewhere soon?” Ambrose asked, peering through the windscreen at the deluge. “I need to take a leak.” 

Liam checked his phone. They’d been in the car for less than an hour. 

“Oh, sure,” Orhan said. “We’ll stop at the next servo.” 

“Servo,” Ambrose said. “You speak really good English. Not just English, but Aussie, you know? Like you were born here.” 

Orhan’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “That’s because I was. I’m from Newcastle.” 

“Oh, cool,” Ambrose said breezily. “But where are you really from? Because you’re not from Ireland, not with that complexion.” 

Liam cringed. Beside him, Bridget sat up straighter, her face as stormy as the weather. 

“My parents emigrated from Turkey,” Orhan said through clenched teeth. 

“Oh, cool!” Ambrose said again. “You guys have great bread. The delight, though? Not a fan. It’s just wet jelly that tastes the way old ladies smell. It should be called Turkish Disappointment. Sorry to sling off at your culture, mate. It probably tastes okay if you grew up not knowing anything else. And the bread’s great, so it’s nice that your country has made at least one contribution to world cuisine, you know?”

A vein pulsed in Orhan’s temple, and Liam could have sworn he heard the grinding of teeth. He wanted to shrink back into his seat and disappear. Ambrose was being awful, but Liam had asked him to be. And nothing was going to make Orhan, and Bridget, hate him faster than this demonstration of casual racism. Liam hated it. 

“Oh, look!” Ambrose said, pointing. “A servo!” 

Orhan pulled off the road and into the service station. He parked further away from the building that he had to, so that Ambrose had to do a dash through the rain to get inside. 

Orhan drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. He was pissed off, and Liam felt like more of a bastard than Ambrose, because Ambrose was only being a dick because Liam had paid him. 

“The fuck was that?” Bridget huffed. 

“I don’t know,” Liam said, guilt biting at him. “I’m sorry.” 

“He wasn’t like that at dinner,” Bridget said with a scowl. “What the hell happened between now and then?”

I paid him to be a dickhead, Liam didn’t say. Instead he said, “Maybe it’s just nervous babbling. He did say he doesn’t have a filter, and it must be nerve-wracking, going to stay the weekend with virtual strangers.” 

“Hmmm,” Bridget said noncommittally. “We’ll see.” Which Liam knew meant she was still pissed. After five minutes when there was still no sign of Ambrose, Bridget sighed and glanced at her watch. “Pull up closer, Orhan? We might as well make this our one stop.” Bridget didn’t believe in stopping more than once on a trip, and Orhan didn’t believe in risking life and limb by asking for more than one stop, so he obediently parked closer, and they all trooped inside to use the toilets. 

Liam craned his neck looking for Ambrose and saw him over near the bain-marie, looking over the selection of overwarmed pies and limp chicken strips. He hurried over. “What’s taking you so long?”

Ambrose shrugged. “You said your sister doesn’t like to waste time on the road.” His face grew serious. “Hey, about the whole where are you from thing? It felt like it crossed a line, you know? I actually offended myself. I think I’m gonna apologise.”

“Yeah, it was a bit much,” Liam agreed, and ignored the relief flooding through him that Ambrose actually did have limits. It’s not like Liam had any stake in which way the needle on Ambrose’s moral compass pointed. It was just nice to know that his hard-earned money wasn’t going to an utter arsehole, that was all.

“Okay, so I’ll say sorry, and then be awful in a series of milder but equally annoying ways, yeah?” Ambrose grinned.

“That’s what I’m paying you for,” Liam said, and immediately regretted it when Ambrose’s grin dimmed.

He went and used the toilet, then held Balian while Orhan and Bridget did the same. Ambrose was still at the counter, taking his time and browsing the chocolates, and Bridget muttered under her breath about people who had no consideration. In the end the three of them went back out to Orhan’s HiLux and waited. When Ambrose came out a minute later, he was holding a tray with four coffees and he gestured with his elbows at the door. Liam leaned forward and opened it, and Ambrose scrambled in out of the rain, shaking his head and flinging drops of water everywhere like a particularly attractive Labrador.

He plopped the container of coffees on the centre console and did up his seatbelt before turning to Orhan. “Hey, um. I just wanted to apologise for that whole Turkey thing. I was kidding, but obviously it wasn’t funny. It was actually rude as fuck. So, I’m sorry? And no hard feelings?” His face assembled itself into something both sincere and penitent, and he picked up the tray of coffees and waggled it. Orhan heaved out a breath.

“Yeah, we’re good,” he said. “It definitely wasn’t funny, but we’ll let it go. Apology accepted.” He reached for a coffee cup.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Ambrose pulled the tray back into his lap.

“I thought you bought coffee?” Orhan asked, confusion evident.

“Yeah, for me,” Ambrose said, picking up one of the cups and licking at the foam peeking out of the hole in the lid. “I need a lot of stimulation.”

“So…those are all yours then?” Bridget asked, brows furrowing.

“Yep.” Ambrose took a loud slurp. “If you wanna go get yourself one, it’s fine, though, I can wait. There’s no rush, right?”

Bridget’s voice was clipped. “It’s fine. And thank you for the apology.”

“Hey, I can admit when I’m wrong. I’m a big enough man.” He winked. “Just ask Liam.”

Even as he mentally tipped his hat to Ambrose, Liam had to resist the urge to hide his face in his hands. 

Maybe this was going to be the world’s longest road trip after all. 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Seven

The rain got heavier, and the day got darker the further north from Sydney they drove, and Ambrose wished that the weather was the worst thing about the trip, but to say the rest of the drive to the Hunter Valley was awkward was an understatement. Even Ambrose, who was a professional arsehole, was feeling his anxiety rise as the kilometres clicked over. He meant what he’d said to Liam—he felt like a shithead for asking Orhan where he was from. And while he’d apologised for that, and his apology had been accepted, it was clear that both Orhan and Bridget weren’t really the forgive and forget types. The water under this particular bridge was stinky, full of sewage and completely stagnant. Despite Ambrose’s apology, things in the car were tense. Although Ambrose hadn’t done himself any favours with the coffee bullshit either. And now he had heartburn and palpitations from drinking so much coffee. Also, his bladder felt ready to explode. He was pretty sure he had a second heartbeat happening down there at the moment. He wondered if Balian had a couple of spare nappies in his nappy bag, and exactly how much volume those things could hold. 

It didn’t help that he was worried about his mum. Not that someone had broken into her flat and stolen the framed photograph of her and Bert Newton at the 1998 Logies like she seemed to think had happened—who the fuck would want it?—but that she was starting to spiral again. It had been a while since she’d last had an episode, but there had been enough over the years that Ambrose knew the signs. The last one had ended with a week’s involuntary stay at the acute mental health unit at St. Vincent’s Hospital. Mum had since twisted the whole thing into some sort of spa stay, as though she’d been at some swanky resort to detox and reset her chakras or some bullshit. Her memory of events was as malleable as her perception of the present, and Bella Newman always came out smelling of roses. Ambrose didn’t hate her for it, but it frustrated him. She loved living in her fantasy world where everything was a million times better than reality, but he was the one who had to keep things rolling in the real world, wasn’t he? 

He chewed at his thumbnail anxiously and tried to think of something else. 

Something apart from his throbbing bladder. 

He loved his mum, he did. He just got the feeling that most people didn’t have to remind themselves of that at least a dozen times a day. 

He resisted the urge to turn around and look at Liam, the one person who knew he wasn’t a total arsehole. After fobbing his mum off, he thought that he kind of needed that right now, that one person. But he didn’t turn and look, because he wasn’t certain his bladder could handle the pressure, and mostly because he wasn’t sure if Liam really did think he was sort of an okay human being. He hadn’t been happy about the Orhan thing. Ambrose hadn’t liked it either, but he’d still done it, hadn’t he? And he didn’t like what that said about him. This whole professional dickhead thing was supposed to make him look bad, not hurt anyone else. There wasn’t supposed to be collateral damage. 

“Um,” he said, sounding more uncertain than he intended. “Can we stop? I really need to pee.” 

Orhan cut him a look, then checked the mirrors and pulled over at the side of the road. 

It was pissing down rain, but clearly Ambrose had used up all of Orhan’s good will, and this was the best he was going to get. He opened the door and stepped down into the mud at the side of the road. Then he darted for the nearest tree, squelching through more mud to get there. 

He unzipped and pissed as quickly as he could, groaning with relief even as first his hair, then his shirt, was plastered to his skin with rain. 

“Please don’t drive away,” he muttered to himself. “Please don’t drive away.” 

He was incredibly relieved to see the HiLux was still there when he’d finished. He squelched over to it and squeaked as he slid back into the leather seat. A rivulet of water ran down the back of his neck, and he tried not to shiver. 

Orhan flicked the air conditioning to a slightly warmer setting, and they continued on their way. 

The sat-nav screen said they were still fifty-six kilometres away from Pokolbin, which Ambrose presumed was their destination. Apart from the rain, the countryside was beautiful. Okay, so the rain was beautiful too—it made everything look soft and dreamy like a Frederick McCubbin painting—but Ambrose would have liked it more if none of it had ended up in his arse crack where it was currently squishing around in there like it was developing its own ecosystem. 

“Does anyone have a towel?” he asked, pushing more confidence into his voice than he felt. 

A cloth nappy landed on his head. 

“Thanks.” Ambrose supposed he should be grateful that it was clean. He scrubbed it through his hair, then around the back of his neck, then, twisting awkwardly in his seat, as far as he could down the back of his jeans. “Great weather for ducks.” 

“Great weather for fucks,” Bridget muttered. 

Liam said something too low for Ambrose to hear, but he hoped he was telling Bridget to lay off. Yeah, Ambrose was a dick—that’s what Liam was paying for—but it was a lot easier being a dick in a restaurant with both a front entrance and a back door out the kitchen than it was trapped in a moving vehicle with some very pissed-off people. Ambrose really should have put more thought into a game plan for this weekend, except he hadn’t bothered because usually by the time the consequences of his actions were becoming apparent, he was already making his escape. 

And he liked Bridget and Orhan. And they’d liked him too. For the first time since starting Bad Boyfriend Inc, Ambrose wasn’t enjoying it. He’d stick to single dates from now on, he decided, because something told him this weekend was going to be a nightmare, and not just for the horrified Connellys. 

Balian let out a tired wail, and Bridget sighed. “He’s had enough of being in the car.”

Ambrose could relate. He stared out the window as they drove, glancing every now and then at the screen of the sat-nav as it counted down the kilometres until their arrival. 

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been outside of Sydney. Primary school trip to Canberra, maybe? The scenery really was breath-taking. The last time he’d seen this many trees, it had been on TV. He was a city boy, through and through. His hands plucked nervously at the fabric of the now-damp nappy, and he found himself folding and unfolding it until he forced himself to stop and rest his hands in his lap. The irony of the radio playing April Sun in Cuba while it pissed down outside wasn’t lost on him. 

He cleared his throat. “So, Orhan, should I really be worried about Grandad Billy and his winery tour?”

It was the right thing to say. Bridget snickered. “It’s no good asking him,” she said. “He barely knew his own name by the end of it.”

“She’s not wrong,” Orhan said, the corners of his mouth ticking up into something like a smile. “It was all try a little of this, and oh, that’s a nice drop, we’ll have another glass, and you wouldn’t spit out my life’s work, would you now? And the next thing I knew Bridget and Will were carrying me up the porch steps, and Billy was laughing his arse off while I tried not to be sick in the pot plants. I’m pretty sure he did it on purpose.”

“Oh, he definitely did it on purpose,” Liam said, and Ambrose warmed at the sound of his voice, glad to have someone in his corner. “Grandad Billy thinks it’s hilarious, getting visitors tipsy.”

“Tipsy?” Bridget snorted. “Try absolutely smashed. And then the next morning he plays all concerned and offers you a Panadol and a cup of tea, like he wasn’t the one there with the bottle of semi-sav practically pouring it down your neck. He’s a menace, but we love him for it.”

“And he is genuinely proud of his wines,” Liam said. “Just resign yourself to at least one hangover, okay?” 

“And do your best not to say anything too stupid while you’re drunk,” Orhan added, with a raised eyebrow that suggested Ambrose wasn’t quite forgiven, not yet.

“Yeah, I deserved that. Listen, can we chalk it up to nerves and pretend I wasn’t a colossal wanker earlier?”

Orhan sighed. “I suppose. But only because Liam likes you, and God knows it’s been long enough between dates that he can hardly afford to be picky.”

“Hey!” Liam sputtered. 

“It’s true. Someone forgot to tell Liam that he’s supposed to be having fun in the big city, and his idea of a wild time is getting the two-for-one deal from Domino’s on a Tuesday night,” Bridget said with a laugh. 

The baby giggled along with her, and the tension in the air eased enough that Ambrose felt like he could take a breath. “Well, lucky for me then, because it means I get to date someone pretty great,” he said.

“Aaaw,” Bridget said, “someone finally appreciates you, Li.”

“I mean, look at him,” Ambrose said. “He’s a cutie.”

Liam was cute. He was tall and lanky and had pale skin and messy brown hair and brown eyes, and nothing about him was extraordinary, but somehow, when you put it all together, it made up a completely endearing guy. Maybe it was the shy smile, or maybe it was the dimples, or maybe it was the way he flushed pink when he was embarrassed, but whatever it was, Ambrose definitely found him attractive. Not that he was thinking about that right now, because it didn’t matter if he found Liam cute or not, because they weren’t actually dating.

Liam was a client. Ambrose wasn’t here to think about the way Liam’s face lit up when he laughed or the way his smile dug dimples into his cheeks, and he definitely wasn’t here to speculate about Liam’s cute arse. He was here to be a bad boyfriend. He took a deep breath and sighed. 

Balian gurgled happily and let out a fart far too big for the size of him. Moments later, he made a low, grunting sound, and Ambrose’s senses were forcibly assaulted by the fragrant stench of fresh baby poo. 

Bridget let out a groan. “Really, Balian? You couldn’t wait ten minutes and make this Grandma’s problem?”

Liam gasped dramatically and mimed choking. “Jesus, that’s rank! What do you feed him?”

“Hush, you, you were worse. What came out of your arse as a baby could peel the paint off a wall.” 

Well, Ambrose supposed that was one way to stop him thinking of Liam’s arse in a sexy way. He turned in his seat and offered the damp, folded nappy square. “I guess you’ve probably got another one, but, wiping?”

Bridget shook her head. “It’s fine. Orhan, love, can you pull over somewhere, and I’ll change this little monster?”

The little monster in question cooed and farted again, and it had a distinctly liquid sound to it. The smell got eye-wateringly worse somehow, and Liam cracked his window, heedless of the rain. He screwed up his nose at Ambrose, and Ambrose wrinkled his back, and they shared a smile of commiseration. “I think I should put this out there right away, Liam. We’re never having kids,” Ambrose said.

Liam’s face got beet red, and his mouth opened and closed for a minute, until finally it snapped shut without him saying a word.

Oh, Ambrose thought, he wants kids. He hadn’t embarrassed Liam by making the joke—it wasn’t even a blip on the Ambrose Is Offensive radar—he’d embarrassed him by accidentally homing in on something that was incredibly personal to him. Liam Connelly wanted kids, and Ambrose’s chest flooded with warmth, because imagining Liam holding a baby was not only hot as hell for some weird reason, it also felt right. Liam was a great guy. He’d be a great dad too. And a great partner, for the guy lucky enough to snag him. 

Orhan pulled over, and Bridget unfastened the straps of Balian’s seat so she could wrestle him out of his tiny jeans. Then she got to work wiping, while Ambrose tried really hard not to smell whatever was going on back there. 

“Need a hand?” Orhan asked. 

“Nah, I got it,” Bridget said. “You can get the next blowout. I think it’s leaked onto his sock.” 

“What, he does this regularly?” Ambrose asked, halfway between fascinated and horrified.

“We started off with disposable nappies,” Bridget said. “Then we thought, fuck it, we want there to still be a planet when he grows up, right? We’re still getting the hang of cloth nappies. There have been some leakage issues. I blame Orhan for folding them wrong.” 

“And I accept that blame,” Orhan said, “because I am afraid for my personal safety if I don’t.” 

Yeah, his words said he was afraid for his personal safety, but the warm smile as he watched his wife change their son said the total opposite. Ambrose wondered if his mum had ever changed a leaky nappy, and if she’d sounded fond while she did it. He doubted it. There wasn’t anyone to sound fond with—Ambrose’s dad, whoever he was (and hadn’t the tabloids had fun with that question?) hadn’t stuck around any longer than Mum’s Gold Logie prospects. Neither had Isadora’s before him. 

It had been tough for her. Ambrose knew this, because his mum had told him repeatedly, “Not that I resent you, but my career never recovered.” Ambrose wondered sometimes if it might have been different if he’d had a dad around, but he normally tried not to think too hard about it, because it was frankly depressing thinking about what he might have missed out on. Anyway, there were lots of families with one parent, and they did just fine.

Of course that parent wasn’t normally a borderline alcoholic with a history of drug abuse and recurring mental health issues. He loved his mum, he reminded himself again, he just wished that she’d been there for him when he was growing up in a way that other kids’ mums all seemed to be—at least from where Ambrose had been standing, watching those kids jealously. It was no good having your mum on the cover of Woman’s Day if she didn’t bother turning up to the sports carnival. Or if you had to beg your older sister to show you how to make your lunch for school, when she barely knew how herself. 

By the time he was eight, Ambrose could make a mean Vegemite sandwich.

He watched as Bridget wrestled the offending nappy into a nappy sack, tied the top then pinned the new one in place. Balian didn’t seem to mind being shuffled around in the back seat of a four-wheel-drive, sucking on his fingers contentedly. He really was the chillest kid ever, and Ambrose found himself wondering what it would be like to hold him.

“Okay,” Bridget said, settling Balian back in his seat and snapping the complicated-looking belt shut. “Let’s get this circus back on the road.” And because she obviously hadn’t quite forgiven him, she held out the nappy bag to Ambrose. “Hold that.”

And Ambrose, who really did fear for his physical safety where Bridget was concerned, took it without protest. For the rest of the drive, it sat on his lap, warm and disgusting, a tiny toxic time bomb, while Orhan glanced across and grinned widely. 

Luckily it wasn’t far to their destination, and soon enough Orhan was pulling off the road and into a deep dip. They splashed through it, and up onto a wide, sweeping driveway that looked like it belonged on the set of Gone with the Wind apart from all the gum trees. And the lack of a civil war. Ambrose’s jaw dropped as they drove up to the house, and he took in the wide verandas, the perfectly tended rose bushes, and sheer size of the place. 

Orhan parked as close to the porch as he could and got out of the car. He hurried around to help Bridget get Balian out in the rain. Ambrose steeled himself and followed, heading for the back, where Liam was lifting bags out of the boot. 

“Well, this is it. Connelly Estate,” Liam said, like there wasn’t a carved wooden sign saying exactly that right there in front of them. He rubbed a hand down the back of his neck, almost like he was nervous. Or maybe he was just chasing away the rain. Ambrose couldn’t be sure.

“Um,” Ambrose managed, still trying to take in the fact that his not-boyfriend’s family lived in what was basically a mansion. Or a stately home, at the very least. He wondered if he’d be expected to leave his shoes at the door. Then he wondered if he should leave them on, and start his Annoying Ambrose routine early.

He didn’t get a chance to decide because the front door swung open, and Grandad Billy was standing there, rubbing his hands together. “Would you look at the lot of you, standing there? Do you not have the good sense to come in out of the rain?” he said, beaming at them.

“Now, Dad, let them catch a breath,” Fi said, bustling out from behind him. Then, heedless of the rain, she darted out to the car to lift Balian from Bridget’s arms. “Oh, here he is! Here’s my little darling!” 

“We won’t see him again until we leave,” Bridget said, as Fi bustled back to the cover of the veranda with Balian, but she didn’t look too upset by the idea. 

She grabbed the baby bag from the back seat and followed her mother inside, and Orhan and Liam took the rest of the luggage between them while Ambrose pushed down his natural urge to offer to help. Instead he wandered up onto the porch and left the bag with the baby bomb on one of the bench seats there, stuck his hands in his pockets and proclaimed, “I’m hungry.”

Grandad Billy raised his eyebrows. Ambrose shuffled his feet and fixed his gaze on the ground, channelling the surly fourteen-year-old he’d once been. So he didn’t see it coming, and nearly leapt a foot in the air when a meaty hand clapped him on the back, knocking the wind out of him. “A man after my own heart!” Grandad exclaimed. “Come inside, and we’ll find you something. How do you feel about cheese?”

“Oh,” said Ambrose. “Ambivalent?” 

“Oh, a challenge!” Grandad Billy exclaimed. “Come on, son, I’m going to change your mind on that!” 

And he shepherded Ambrose, still dripping, into the house. 

 


Chapter Eight

Coming home always felt good. Even that hectic first hour or two when everybody was catching up, because for some reason the family had never gotten the hang of waiting their turn to talk. They just got louder and louder as they shouted excitedly over one another. Liam heard all about Mum’s saga of trying to get the antique grandfather clock repaired—“Can you believe I have to send it to Melbourne? Melbourne? What’s that going to cost me?”—and Dad’s experiment with cider, and Grandad’s adventures in fitting out the new guest cabins, and how Riley was in danger of failing her Year Twelve English assignment, but only because her teacher was ‘a complete dickhead’ and it wasn’t Riley’s fault at all. Liam took that with a grain of salt about the same size as the Sydney Opera House, because not a single one of his sisters had been an easy student. He knew that because all the teachers had sighed in relief when they’d realised he wasn’t like his sisters at all, and wasn’t going to argue every step of the way. 

Ambrose was wedged on the overstuffed couch in the sitting room, with Grandad Billy on one side, and John Phillip the dog on the other side. John Phillip was part Scottish Deerhound and part stubborn bastard, and he was staring intently at Ambrose’s plate of cheese and crackers as though he thought that if he concentrated hard enough, they would be his. Liam couldn’t remember who had named the dog, or why they’d called him John Phillip, but he had a vague recollection that the story involved Grandad, a bottle of wine and a fond reminiscence about a hairy guy he’d bought black market tobacco off in the pub back in the day. 

Ambrose levered a piece of Camembert onto a cracker and raised it to his mouth. John Phillip sighed loudly when he ate it, and Ambrose gave him a worried look. Liam wondered if he was nervous of dogs in general, or John Phillip in particular, because John Phillip was huge. He’d made toddlers scream just by sidling up to them hoping to share their biscuits. 

“Don’t mind him,” Grandad Billy said. “He’s a big softie, aren’t you, John Phillip?” 

John Phillip sighed again and stared at Ambrose’s cheese platter. A sliver of drool escaped his lip and hung there like a wet, slobbery spiderweb. Ambrose edged his plate further away, and Liam could see the moment Ambrose decided to play up his dickishness. “I don’t really like pets,” he said. “I think they’re a waste of oxygen.”

Oh God. Liam tried not to flinch. If he hadn’t seen the way that Ambrose had cuddled with Tobermory, he might have even believed his words, because they were delivered so fucking confidently. 

“You just haven’t met the right dog yet,” Grandad Billy said, unperturbed. “John Phillip, give Ambrose a kiss.” 

Ambrose looked horrified as he got a faceful of John Phillip’s tongue. He jolted, and cheese and crackers went flying. John Phillip went flying after them, gangly limbs going in all directions as he scrambled to eat as many as he could before someone could drag him away. 

Liam pretended not to see Bridget’s narrow look. Or Orhan’s. He also pretended not to see Dad’s look, which was full of “What the hell is going on here, Liam?” Or Mum’s, which was a mixture of concern and defensiveness. She adored John Phillip, and the feeling was mutual. He whined whenever she left the house to get groceries. Her obvious joy at Liam having a boyfriend was clearly battling with her worry about what sort of person that boyfriend was. Mum was a forgiving person, but disparaging John Phillip? There was a line. 

“What time’s Neve getting here?” Liam asked, in a desperate attempt to draw attention away from Ambrose. 

Mum checked her watch. “They should be here in the next hour or so.” 

Liam couldn’t help but ask the question that had been gnawing at him. “It was weird, right? Him not even being there for the engagement? That wasn’t just me?”

Mum huffed. “Well,” she said pointedly, “he had to work. We’re not going to judge him for that. Anyway, it’s Neve’s life. You support your children’s decisions.” She cut a look at Ambrose. “Whatever they are.”

Liam wondered where all that support had been when his decision had been to stay single, but he kept his mouth shut. Mum probably didn’t consider that a decision. In her eyes, it was undoubtedly a tragedy. He nodded. “Have you met him yet?” 

“Not yet,” Dad said. “Bridge, you and Orhan have, right? Down in Sydney?” 

“Yes,” Bridget said, and Orhan nodded, but neither one of them expanded on that. 

“What’s he like?” Riley demanded. 

Orhan scratched his nose “Um, he had lots to say when we were talking about buying property up here. He knows his money stuff, right?” 

Bridget nodded. 

“Oh, you’re still thinking of buying up here?” Mum asked excitedly, Balian perched on her knee. Liam imagined she was envisioning a future where the baby was a permanent fixture. 

“If we can get the right property,” Orhan said. “And we still need to do a lot of research.” 

“Orhan wants to make cheese,” Grandad Billy said, elbowing Ambrose. “How good would that be? What do they call that? Business synergy. Wine and cheese, see?” 

“Sure,” Ambrose said. “I’ll open a cracker factory, then I can marry Liam.” 

Liam’s heart stuttered in his chest, and he felt his cheeks redden as a silence fell across the room. “Or, um, wineglasses,” he stammered out. “You know, glass blowing?”

Fuck. Why had he said that? Now it sounded like he was making future plans, instead of setting the stage for a breakup. And, worse than that, he’d given Ambrose the perfect opening to be awful. Which, he had to keep reminding himself, was what he wanted and what he’d paid for. He just hadn’t known it would be this excruciating. He kept wanting to defend Ambrose for reasons he couldn’t even explain, except he suspected that it had less to do with Ambrose and more to do with not wanting his family to think he was stupid enough to date someone so terrible.

That was what he told himself, anyway, but maybe there was also a part of him that wanted them to know that Ambrose wasn’t a terrible person for Ambrose’s sake too. 

God, he thought. We really should have had a better plan coming into this. 

They should have laid some ground rules or something, because while his parents might be happy that he was single after this weekend, it would be nice to come out with his pride intact too, and he couldn’t see that happening. After this, his parents wouldn’t trust him to tie his own shoelaces, let alone date someone. He fought the urge to groan and hoped against hope that Ambrose wouldn’t take the opening Liam had just given him. 

Ambrose, predictably, took the opening. He probably thought it was deliberate. After all, how was he meant to know that when Liam was nervous, all sorts of bullshit fell out of his mouth? Probably another thing they should have discussed.

Ambrose grinned widely. “Oh you know me,” he said. “I’d be a natural. I’ll blow anything given half a chance. Did Liam tell you all how we met?” 

Liam had the impression that they weren’t going with the coffee at Freddie’s backstory after all, and it didn’t escape his notice that Mum moved her hands to cover Balian’s ears. 

“We met getting coffee,” Liam said, shooting Ambrose what he hoped was a look telling him to dial it back a bit. 

“Yeah,” Ambrose said. “At Freddie’s, by the uni. I’d dropped my wallet, and Liam tapped me on the shoulder to give it back to me.” His smile was warm, and Liam almost imagined that had happened. Then that smile ratcheted up a degree or two and nudged into wicked territory. “The blowing came later.” 

Liam winced and shut his eyes briefly as Grandad Billy roared with laughter. When he dared open them again, Ambrose was grinning like the cat that got the cream, and his perfect teeth and dimples were out in full force, and fuck. He looked good when he smiled, even with dog slobber on his shirt and a lap full of cracker crumbs. 

Bridget and Orhan still weren’t fans of Ambrose, and Mum looked baffled, but Dad was smiling ruefully and shaking his head. What was that about? Riley had stars in her eyes. Of course she did. Ambrose was cute, rude and clearly didn’t give a fuck about anything. He was right up Riley’s alley. And Grandad Billy looked like he was ready to adopt Ambrose any second now. Maybe his eccentricity had finally tipped the scale into legitimate senility. They should probably get him checked for that. And they should probably get Liam checked out at the same time too. Because the fact that he’d ever thought this was a smart idea? It had to mean he was certifiably fucking crazy. 

 

* * * *

 

Will Connelly did all his talking over water. Sometimes that was hosing the lawn, sometimes it was fixing a leaking sink, and sometimes, like today, it was washing up coffee mugs. 

“So,” he said, squirting detergent into the sink and swirling it around, “Ambrose is a bit of a wild one, is he?” 

From the sitting room, Liam heard Grandad Billy roar with laughter again. Whatever Ambrose had said that had stunned the rest of the family into silence, Liam was sure he’d hear about it later. 

“I mean, not as wild as all that,” he hedged. 

“He’s not like anyone you’ve dated before,” Dad said, and Liam fought the urge to stare at the ground and shuffle his feet. He tried to remember how Kelly had played it at Bayside—totally oblivious to all of Ambrose’s faults. Dad cleared his throat. “Well, maybe that’s not a bad thing.” 

Liam blinked. “What?” 

“Well, there was Joseph, wasn’t there?” 

“Jonah,” Liam corrected, his heart thumping wildly. 

“Oh, that’s right,” Dad said. His brows tugged together. “Jonah. Well, Jonah wasn’t right for you in the end, was he? That’s why you drifted apart.” 

Yes. Jonah had drifted right onto some other guy’s dick. 

“I s’pose,” Liam said. God. Dad wasn’t going to say that Ambrose was right for him, was he? Had they taken a wrong turn on the way here and ended up in a different dimension? 

“Listen,” Dad said, and looked uncomfortable for a moment. Then he didn’t say anything else. 

“I’m listening.” 

“Yeah, I’m just wondering how to phrase this,” Dad said, and Liam felt a burst of relief that Dad was about to warn him off Ambrose, followed by a flood of guilt for putting him in this position in the first place. Dad rubbed his damp hand over his forehead. “You’re young, Liam. You’re young and you’re thinking with your dick, and I say that with nothing but love.” 

Liam blinked again. 

“And before you ask, yes, I have given this speech to Bridget and Neve at different points,” Dad said. “Apart from the dick thing. How did I phrase it? I can’t remember. I probably said heart. But anyway, the point is, you’re young, and you’ve met someone attractive. He is attractive, right?” 

“I know you’re straight, Dad, but you still have eyes.” 

“Yes, but I don’t know what you’re into, do I?” Dad asked. “Frankly, I like a woman with a bit of meat on her bones. A bit of heft. I like to know she won’t snap in half. All these boys in their skinny jeans? I don’t see the appeal at all.” He narrowed his eyes. “And don’t tell your mother I called her hefty.”

“I’m not going to tell anyone a single thing about this entire conversation,” Liam said. “I swear to God.” 

“Good thinking,” Dad said. “Anyway, my point is that you don’t have to think about the future right now, do you?” He looked suddenly worried. “You’re not thinking about the future, are you?” 

“Um, not exactly,” Liam said, relieved Dad was giving him an out. “I mean, Ambrose is fun, and he’s cute, but no, it’s not serious or anything.” 

“Oh, thank God,” Dad said, and gripped the side of the sink. He breathed in a few deep breaths and straightened up. “Good. That’s good, Li. We never had this conversation.” 

“We never had this conversation,” Liam echoed thankfully. 

Dad held up a teaspoon from the sink. “There is no spoon.” 

“What?” 

Dad sighed. “I never thought I’d say this, son, but you need to put your textbooks away sometimes and watch a damn movie.” He dropped the spoon into the sink with a clatter. “Come here.” 

Liam stepped into his hug, and Dad held him for a moment then slapped his hands on his back a few times. Liam suspected he couldn’t find a tea towel and was trying to sneakily wipe his hands. He let him get away with it, then Liam headed back into the living room to see what havoc Ambrose was wreaking now. Whatever it was, from the sounds of his laughter, Grandad Billy was a fan.

 

* * * *

 

“Neve and Marcus are running late!” Mum exclaimed unhappily when Liam went back into the sitting room. “Marcus got delayed at work, and now they won’t be up until tomorrow. Oh, I hope the traffic won’t be too bad for them then!” 

Mum thought more than two cars on the road at once meant the traffic was bad. There was a reason Dad drove whenever they went down to Sydney. 

“At least the rain’s eased off for a bit,” Grandad Billy said. “Liam, why don’t you take your young fella for a tour and show him over to your room?” 

Liam was confused. “Why would he need a tour to show him to my room?” 

His room was just upstairs. It wasn’t like Ambrose would need a cut lunch and a water bottle. It was right there. As a bonus, his childhood bed had an old trundle bed underneath it. Nobody would ever have to know that he and Ambrose hadn’t shared. 

“You’re not staying in your old room. Remember last time you were up, we were doing up the cabins for guests?” Grandad Billy asked. “We finally finished the honeymoon cabin!” 

Liam’s heart dropped into his stomach. “The honeymoon…?” 

“Well, it’s almost finished,” Granddad Billy said. “Just needs a few little touches here and there. But it’s got a lovely view of the vineyard. Why don’t you take your bags over there now?” 

“I…okay,” Liam said. 

“Sounds great!” Ambrose exclaimed, and Granddad Billy pressed an old brass key into his hand. 

Did it really sound great to him, or was he just pretending? Oh God. The honeymoon cabin wasn’t going to have a trundle bed, was it? No, it wasn’t. 

“Dinner’s at seven,” Mum said. “We’re doing pizzas, if your dad ever gets the pizza oven started.” 

“I’m doing it now!” Dad said and hurried away. 

Ambrose stood up, twirling the key on the end of his finger. He looked at Liam, his eyebrows raised in a question. 

“Yeah,” Liam said. “Let’s, um, take our bags over to the cabin and check it out.” 

“We’ll be back for pizza at seven!” Ambrose announced. 

Mum waved him off, looking slightly relieved to be rid of him. 

“Well,” Ambrose said as he hefted his overnight bag onto his shoulder and stepped out onto the veranda with Liam, “I think it’s going great.” 

Liam looked at the low clouds rolling across the sky, then at Ambrose. “Really?” 

“Sure,” Ambrose said. “They’re way too nice to tell me to fuck off, but I can tell they’re thinking it.” His mouth quirked. “Except your grandad. I think he genuinely loves me.” 

“Probably,” Liam said. “Grandad thrives on chaos.” He jerked his head. “Cabins are this way.” 

They stepped down from the veranda, shoes crunching on the wet gravel of the path. Weak shafts of sunlight pierced the low clouds, creating columns of soft, hazy light that illuminated the landscape. From the house, the yard sloped gently down towards the road. A clump of eucalyptus trees was painted gold. A wattle drooped under the weight of the previous burst of rain, its yellow blossoms sagging. Rows of grevilleas, their red blossoms damp and glistening, lined the path that led around to the side of the house. 

“The vines are that way,” Liam said, pointing out the way when the path forked. “With the sheds and everything behind them. The cabins are along here, past the pond. Mum and Dad closed the place to tourists while we did them up, because Dad reckons there’s always some moron who’ll go poking around a construction site and cut himself on a piece of tin or shoot himself with a nail gun, and he can’t be arsed with getting an ambulance or dealing with the insurance paperwork.” 

They rounded the side of the house, and the vineyard itself came into view.

“Wow,” Ambrose said, hushed, and Liam guessed Ambrose had never seen a vineyard before. He’d grown up with grapevines as far as the eye could see, but now he was looking with fresh eyes, he had to admit it was a pretty impressive sight, and he felt a burst of unfamiliar pride in his family property. Row upon row of trellised vines marched across the landscape, long lines of plants tied up into place, and although they were currently bare of fruit, they still made an impressive sight, the leaves that remained on the vines a flurry of autumnal oranges and reds, contrasting with the verdant winter grass and wildflowers scattered in patches beneath the ranks of wooden trellises. Liam kind of wished Ambrose could see them when they were at their best, full of fruit and bursting with life, hanging low under the weight of a crop, vibrant and green. Then he had to remind himself that no, Ambrose wouldn’t be around for that. 

“It’s ten acres,” Liam said. “It starts here on the hillside and goes all the way down into the next valley. The soil is heavy red clay, which is good for shiraz, and mourvèdre, and gamay. It’s the original vineyard. We also have one a few kilometres away, where the soil is different. That’s where we grow the grapes for chardonnay and sémillon and chenin blanc.” 

“I don’t understand a thing you said,” Ambrose said with a grin, “but it’s very pretty here.” 

Liam flushed. 

Ambrose elbowed him. “It’s nice that you’re passionate about what you do here. Oh, speaking of passion, Passion Pop? Have you ever drunk Passion Pop?” 

“God, no,” Liam said. “My family would disown me!”

Ambrose laughed, his eyes dancing. “I thought that’s what you’d say. I’ll ask your mum later if she has a bottle around the place.” 

They continued along the path towards the cabins, and the vineyard disappeared from view behind a screen of lilly pilly hedges. The path turned, and the cabins came into view on the other side of a small pond. Last time Liam had been here they’d been nothing more than bare trusses. Now they were a cluster of five cute little wooden houses, painted white, with their blue tin roofs gleaming with a sheen of rainwater. 

Ambrose stopped dead in his tracks, and Liam walked straight into the back of him. He did his best to ignore the way his chin would slot so nicely over Ambrose’s shoulder if he just leaned in a bit, and instead stepped back hastily, because Ambrose was pulling his phone from his pocket, frowning. “Mum?”

Liam took another step back in an attempt to give the illusion of privacy.

“No,” Ambrose said, “I can’t come over, I told you. Do you want me to call Mrs. Ahmadi for you? She can come over and sit with you.” Then he said, “Of course she won’t mind. She likes you. She’s a fan, remember?”

Liam picked up his bag and started towards the cabin, wondering what exactly was going on with Ambrose’s mum. It didn’t sound good, but it also wasn’t any of his business, so he walked on slowly ahead. He’d just made it to the edge of the pond when there was the scuff of feet in dirt and a hand on his shoulder. 

“Sorry about that,” Ambrose said. “Mum just gets a bit lonely sometimes.”

Liam nodded, wondering what, if anything, Ambrose wanted him to say to that. 

Apparently Ambrose didn’t want to talk about it at all, because he blew out a long breath, tucked his phone in his pocket, and said, “Wow. Those cabins look great. Which one’s ours? I’ll race you, come on!” 

He darted around the edge of the pond towards the cabins, cackling like a crazy person when he almost went arse-over in the mud, and Liam found himself hurrying to catch up.

 

 


Chapter Nine

The honeymoon cabin was sweet. The front door had two pretty stained-glass panels set in it that made coloured patterns dance across the wooden flooring when the weak afternoon sunlight hit them. Ambrose remembered Liam’s grandad preening over dinner last week because he’d managed to get a job-lot of heritage doors from a salvage yard. He’d insisted that the doors would add some character to the cabins, “a bit of old-world charm,” as he called it, and Ambrose didn’t know much about construction or tourism, but even he could see that Grandad Billy was right. The door looked great—although it did take two tries to get the key to turn in the lock. 

Everything else was clean and new, the tang of fresh paint lingering faintly in the air. The cabin was basically just a large room with a massive bed in it. Ambrose dumped his bag on the floor and flopped face-first onto the bed, sinking into the fluffy doona like it was a cloud with a happy sigh. Then, because he needed to breathe, he rolled over onto his back.

Liam was standing in the doorway awkwardly. Liam seemed to do most things awkwardly. It was cute. 

“So,” Ambrose said. “Bed, TV, wine rack, of course, and oooh!” He rolled off the bed and bounced on his feet as he pushed open the door to the small glass-enclosed back patio. “Hot tub! We have a hot tub! We are definitely using that at some point, and I’m not getting out until I’m a lobster.” 

He came back inside and opened and closed the other doors. He found a closet, the bathroom and, hidden away in a little alcove towards the back of the cabin, a tiny kitchen. Then he returned to the main room and spotted the hamper on the little table in the corner. He tore it open, cellophane crinkling. 

“Wine,” he said. “Naturally. Ooh, breadstick things and crackers and…what’s quince paste? Huh. Body chocolate! Flavoured condoms and lube! Is this…” He inspected the packaging. “It says it’s a personal body massager, but it looks like a vibrator to me. Holy crap. Liam! Your parents have given us a sex basket!” 

Liam’s face did something complicated. “Sorry! Mum was talking about doing baskets, as part of the honeymoon experience…” 

“She knows we’ve only been ‘dating’ for two weeks, right?” 

Liam’s flush was gorgeous. “She’s a bit overbearing. We’re probably lucky she’s not already planning the wedding.” He didn’t meet Ambrose’s gaze. “We can just ignore it.”

Ambrose paused with one finger dipped in the jar of body paint. “Or, we could eat the good stuff, and then I could be obnoxious about the brand of lube she bought over breakfast?”

Liam’s face did the complicated thing again. “Can we…can we talk about that?” 

“About what?” Ambrose asked, licking body paint off his fingers. He didn’t miss the way that Liam’s gaze was drawn to his mouth, and a thrill ran through him, as quick and sharp as electricity. 

Liam sighed and sat down on the end of the bed. “Can you…can you be an arsehole without it being about other people? Like the Turkish thing with Orhan.” 

Ambrose looked away briefly to hide his burning face. “Yeah. I’m sorry about that.” 

“I know.” Liam chewed his bottom lip for a moment. “And, like, if you’re obnoxious about the lube, that’s going to make Mum feel bad.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. “God, I can’t believe I’m defending my mum’s choice of lube. Actually, I can’t believe that sentence just left my mouth. It’s just that she’s worked really hard on these cabins, and on the gift baskets too, and it’ll upset her to think she got it wrong, you know?” 

“Yeah,” Ambrose said. “I get it. What about…I tell her she got it right, instead? Equally cringey but doesn’t upset her. I like your mum,” he added, and found that he meant it.

Liam showed him a relieved smile. “That would work, I think. Like the stuff you did for Kelly’s parents. The multi-level marketing and the cult and…” He went red. 

“The porn,” Ambrose reminded him helpfully, dipping his chocolate-covered fingers into his mouth again. He held up the jar. “Want a lick?”

Liam blushed scarlet. “I’m—I’ll pass, thanks.”

Ambrose regarded the jar thoughtfully, if only to stop himself from focussing on how adorable the pink tips of Liam’s ears were. “We should ask for another jar tomorrow. Tell them you’re a two-jar kinda guy, with how tall you are.”

Liam went even redder and huffed out a laugh. “You’re a fucking menace.”

“It’s the cornerstone of my business plan,” Ambrose agreed cheerfully.

He opened the breadsticks and dipped one in the chocolate, then took a bite. “It’s sexy Nutella on toast,” he decided. 

Liam grinned. “Right? I’ve never got what the big deal is with body paint. You just get all sticky and there’d be pubes in your chocolate.”

“Or chocolate in your pubes,” Ambrose said, just to see Liam blush again. Liam responded by picking up one of the throw pillows on the bed and pelting it at him. Ambrose ducked, laughing, then plopped himself on the bed again, settling back against the headboard. “Four-poster,” he observed. “Probably in case anyone wants to break out the handcuffs.”

Liam paled. “Please don’t mention that to Mum. She’ll have a set added to the bedside drawers just in case.” 

Fuck, he really was cute with those wide brown eyes and deer-in-the-headlights look. Ambrose wasn’t sure how someone as reserved as Liam had come from a family as boisterous as the Connellys—maybe he was a throwback—but Ambrose found himself increasingly drawn to Liam’s whole awkward turtle demeanour. He gave himself a mental shake. Liam was cute, but it wasn’t what Ambrose was here for.

He was here for five hundred bucks, and the sooner this weekend was over, and he was back in Sydney, the better. Mum was clearly starting to spiral—she wanted Ambrose to come and help find whoever had broken in and stolen her Bert Newton photograph—and Ambrose needed to be there before she crashed. He wondered if he should text Isadora and see if Mum had already started to hassle her as well. Usually it was Ambrose she called for help, not just because Ambrose lived locally, but because it was Ambrose who was her little star, the kid just like her, the one who was going to be famous. Isadora had never been interested in acting, or the theatre, or the stories Mum spun about her amazing career and all the wonderful people she’d met. As a kid, Isadora had been jealous of Ambrose, but she was having the last laugh now, wasn’t she, safely far away from the drama in Brisbane? Well, that was unfair, because none of them were laughing. But it was Ambrose that Mum relied on, because he’d been her little shadow once upon a time. She only called Isadora when things were about to get really messy. 

He thought about texting Isadora but decided it could wait. If Mum had called her, Issy would have let him know. 

Besides, there was a selfish part of him that wanted to just enjoy this weekend—as much as he could while he was working, anyway—and pretend that this was real, that Liam was his boyfriend, and that he really was welcome somewhere for a change. If Mum got to live in her fantasy world all the time, why shouldn’t Ambrose at least get a weekend? 

He forced a grin and screwed the top back on the jar of body chocolate. “Do you think if I suggested it, she’d get anchor points screwed into the bedposts? Maybe I’ll float the idea of Velcro restraints.” 

“Please, no. She’d have the sewing machine out and a pair whipped up in ten minutes flat.” Liam groaned.

Ambrose laughed. “Your family is pretty great.” 

“Yeah,” Liam said, shooting him a shy smile. “They are.” 

“But a bit overbearing when it comes to you being single,” Ambrose said, wondering if he could draw Liam out on that any more. 

Liam shrugged and wrinkled his nose. “It’s Mum, mostly. I think she doesn’t get that you can be perfectly happy single, you know? And Dad thinks I study too hard. So they kind of meet in the middle with their whole ‘Liam needs to have a boyfriend’ thing because Mum thinks I’m lonely, and Dad thinks I’m not having any fun. Also, Bridget and Neve are both a lot more outgoing than me, so they think that I’m some kind of a shut-in or something.” 

“I can see it would be difficult to be the quiet one in your family,” Ambrose said. 

“I’ll bet you weren’t the quiet one, were you?” 

Ambrose laughed. “No. But me and my sister were both very loud in very different ways.” He met Liam’s steady gaze and felt a pang in his chest. He looked away and fiddled with a thread coming loose from the hem of his T-shirt. “I think it’s nice that they worry about you. That they pay attention.” 

“Your parents didn’t?” Liam ducked his head as soon as he asked, Ambrose noticed, as if he were worried that he’d crossed a line. He had, but he didn’t know that, so Ambrose was able to shrug it off and give something that resembled an answer.

“It was just Mum and us kids. And she tried, but she had a lot on her plate.” He raised his eyebrows. “Speaking of plates, is it pizza time yet?”

It was clumsy, but Liam obviously recognised a diversion when he saw one. “Not quite. Wanna walk back through the vines? By the time we get back to the house, it’ll be dinnertime.”

Ambrose forced his mouth into a smile. “Should we be late, tell them we were taste-testing the body paint?”

Liam grinned back. “We’re here for four days. Save something to throw at them tomorrow, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Ambrose agreed. “Piss them off in instalments.” Then he wondered why even the suggestion of upsetting the Connellys made him feel like the worst person alive. “Okay, let’s go and swing through the vines like Tarzan.” 

Liam’s smile was a little exasperated, and a little fond. “You know they’re not that kind of vines.” 

“Dear TripAdvisor,” Ambrose said. “Worst. Vineyard. Ever. No swinging in the vines, complete lack of Tarzan look-alikes. Zero stars.” 

Liam’s laugh carried them outside again. 

 

* * * *

 

Dinner was okay. Ambrose had been glad that Liam had asked him to tone things down, because it gave him the chance to take back a little of the ground he’d lost with the Connellys, and when he wasn’t being an arsehole, they didn’t hate him. He could tell that Bridget and Orhan were still a bit reserved with him, and Fi didn’t quite know how to take him, but Will, and Grandad Billy and Riley were happy to include him in their conversations. 

He knew that there’d been some sort of conversation between Liam and his dad over the afternoon tea dishes earlier, because when he’d offered, deliberately grudgingly, to help, Fi had told him that no, a boy and his father needed time together, and if that wasn’t a big fat ‘stay the fuck away’, Ambrose didn’t know what was. However that conversation had gone down, it seemed to have made Liam’s dad like him more.

“What did you think of the vines, Ambrose?” Will asked now, leaning forward expectantly with his elbows on his knees. “Aren’t they something?”

Ambrose felt like he’d just been asked if someone’s ugly baby was attractive, because the vines had looked like nothing more than a bunch of sticks with some leaves strung along wires to him. The sheer volume of them was impressive though, and Liam had assured him that they didn’t look like that all the time, honestly, and he’d been almost as weirdly proud of them as his dad. Ambrose tried to think of a diplomatic answer. In the end he settled on, “There are a lot of them, aren’t there? But where are the grapes?”

“Ah, they look like they’re half-dead, to be sure,” Grandad Billy said, “but come harvest, you’ve never seen a more beautiful sight than acres and acres of green, with all the fruit. Come back at Christmas, and you’ll see what I mean.”

“Ooh, yes,” Riley said, “you can come and pick. It’s a shit job, and we’ve all done our share, so no reason you shouldn’t have to.”

Except Ambrose wouldn’t be around at Christmas, but he couldn’t say that, could he? So he settled for a shrug and said, “Maybe. I don’t really like hard work.”

“That’s probably why you want to be an actor,” Bridget said, and Orhan choked on his drink laughing.

“Hey, some families are into grapes, and some families are into the arts.” Ambrose picked a piece of spinach off his wood-fired pizza. He immediately regretted it—the family comment, not the spinach—because he never talked about his family, at least not his real family, when he was being a Bad Boyfriend. He’d once told a date’s parents that his father was the One Nation Party member for their local electorate, and that had gone down, as intended, like a lead balloon. But even when he’d said it, he’d wondered if they would think it was worse to have an imaginary father with some shit right-wing politics, or no father at all.

“Oh, your family are artists?” Fi asked, looking interested. She was probably looking for a redeeming feature and clutching at any passing straw with the same desperation as Jack had grasped at that door in Titanic. 

Ambrose bit his lip, deciding how much to reveal. But in the end, he decided, In for a penny, in for a pound. He could work it in somehow, make the arrogance of an almost-Logie-winner’s child part of his act. Besides, they probably wouldn’t even remember who his mum was. Nobody else did. 

“My mum was an actress,” he said at last. “Soapies, back in the nineties. Harbour Med. She played Angela.” 

Grandad Billy’s face lit up. “Oooh! You aren’t Bella Newman’s son, are you?” He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing as he inspected Ambrose as carefully as a piece of slightly bruised fruit on the Reduced for Quick Sale table. “Oh! I can see it! You’ve got her eyes, don’t you? Oh, she was a pretty one, and feisty too. Will, you remember your mum used to love that show?” 

Will smiled and got a faraway look in his eyes. “Yeah, Mum loved it. She was mad about that doctor, the one with the moustache and the good hair.” 

Grandad snorted dismissively. “Pfft. Who wants a pretty boy anyway?”

“Well, I do for one,” Ambrose said before he could stop himself.

“Our Liam’s not too rough on the eye, is he?” Grandad Billy asked.

Ambrose couldn’t help laughing as he took in Liam’s mortified expression. “No,” he said, “he’s not too bad at all. I did all right there, I reckon.” 

Liam ducked his head. 

“And what about your father?” Grandad Billy asked. “Was he an actor too?” 

“No,” Ambrose said around a mouthful of pizza. “He was a magician. Right after I was born, he disappeared.” 

He wasn’t sure if the sudden silence was because of that little revelation, or the terrible joke he’d wrapped it in for delivery. 

“Oh,” Fi said at last. Her forehead was creased with concern. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that, Ambrose. It’s his loss, I’m sure.” 

Jesus. Even when she didn’t know what to think about him, she was still so nice. Who the hell were the Connellys, and why were they so kind? Ambrose had grown up watching families like this on TV and realising from a very young age that like everything else on the screen they were just made up. They were no more real than Daleks or werewolves or superheroes. Except here they were, trying their hardest to take him under their wing even though he was waving more red flags than Stalinist Russia. 

“Eh,” he said, and shrugged, like it didn’t matter. And it shouldn’t have mattered, not to him and not to anyone else. Most times Ambrose didn’t give a fuck, but then some cute guy like Liam Connelly came along and shoved his big, happy, loving family in Ambrose’s face and all of Ambrose’s hard-earned indifference got a little shaky. 

“I’m sorry,” Liam said quietly a little while later as they walked back to the cabins, their path illuminated by the bouncing light of the torch that Ambrose carried. “My family are busybodies.” 

“It’s all good,” Ambrose said lightly, even though it wasn’t. It wasn’t Liam’s fault, though, or his family’s. He was glad he couldn’t see Liam’s expression, because he had the idea he could see right through him. 

“Okay,” Liam said, and they continued on in silence to the cabin, along the curving path that wound through the trees and bushes and around the edge of the pond. 

It was cool and dark, and quiet apart from a rustling in the trees and the distant soft hoot of what Ambrose assumed was an owl, but really had no idea. He was used to a different symphony of night-time noises—brakes squealing, sirens, bottles breaking on the street, the occasional drunks shouting and yelling to one another as they stumbled by. 

Ambrose stepped up onto the front porch of the cabin and wedged the torch under his arm while he unlocked the door. For a moment he was almost nervous about going inside, about being in a small space with Liam Connelly when the lights were on and there was nowhere for him to hide. He was afraid of what Liam might see. He was afraid he might also see nothing at all. Then, shaking off his stupidity, he turned the key. There was a second where he didn’t think the door was going to open, but then the tumblers clicked smoothly into place, and he pushed the door open. He stepped inside and slid his hand up the wall to find the light switch. He flicked it on, and a moment later the cabin was filled with soft, warm light. 

“Well,” Ambrose said with a grin, “here we are in the honeymoon cabin. Just you, me and most of a jar of body chocolate. Shall I ravish you first, or the other way around?” 

Liam gave an awkward wince. “How about we just go to sleep?” 

“Boring, but okay,” Ambrose said. “Will you hold me if the drop bears attack?” 

Liam mustered up a smile for that and rolled his eyes. “Sure, in the unlikely event of a drop bear attack, I’ll hold you.” 

“We’ll both still die because drop bears are vicious, but at least I’ll die wrapped up in a cute boy,” Ambrose said, and regretted it immediately, because now he was thinking about what it would feel to be wrapped in Liam, and that wasn’t where he needed his mind to go, not right before bed. 

He kicked off his shoes and dug around in the closet, pulling out a spare blanket. 

Liam frowned. “What are you doing?”

Ambrose indicated the dainty armchair in the corner of the room. “I was going to sleep in the chair?” 

Liam’s frown deepened. “You won’t fit.”

Ambrose was fairly certain that he’d have to fold up into a pretzel, but he could make it work. He shrugged. “For five hundred bucks, I can cope.”

Liam bit his lip. “You, um, don’t have to do that,” he said, ducking his head. “We can share. The bed’s massive.” Ambrose stared blankly, and Liam added, “How can I hold you while we await death by drop bear otherwise?” His smile was, Ambrose was pretty sure, ninety percent nerves and one hundred percent fucking adorable.

“Sure,” he said. “For drop bear protection purposes.” He opened his bag and pulled out his toiletries, a pair of sleep pants, and an old tee with a faded AC/DC print on the front, then they took turns in the bathroom to shower and change. 

When Liam emerged, the ends of his hair were curled and damp, and a stray drop of water trickled down his neck and across the collarbone that was peeking out of his sleep shirt. It was too fucking cute, and Ambrose had to look away for a second as he fought the urge to kiss the droplet away. He found himself wondering if Liam would like that, then he found himself wondering where else Liam might like to be kissed. He reminded himself that it was none of his business what Liam liked, because whatever it was, it sure as hell wasn’t Ambrose. 

 


Chapter Ten

Liam awoke to the sound of rain on the tin roof, and the feel of a warm body pressed against his. 

When they’d climbed into bed last night, it hadn’t escaped Liam’s notice that Ambrose had scootched over to the farthest edge of the bed and kept his back turned to him, and he hadn’t been sure if he should be insulted or not at Ambrose’s apparent reluctance to get within touching distance. 

Asleep Ambrose apparently didn’t have the same reservations as awake Ambrose. Sometime in the night he’d rolled over, and now he was pressed against Liam’s back. He had one arm flung possessively over Liam, and his breath was warm on Liam’s neck. Liam lay there quietly and debated whether it made him a bad person if he didn’t wake Ambrose up right away.

It had been a long time—fourteen months and six days, not that he was counting—since Liam had woken up in anyone’s arms, and it felt good. Just because he wasn’t looking for a relationship didn’t mean he didn’t miss someone touching him and holding him. Was it creepy if he let himself enjoy being held for a bit more? At what point did this become weird?

Ambrose let out a snuffle-snort and pressed in closer, and that was when it did become weird, because now there was something pressing against Liam’s arse, and he was one hundred percent certain it was Ambrose’s dick. 

Okay, so morning wood was a thing, and Liam knew it had nothing to do with him personally, but it was still as awkward as fuck—especially now that, having woken up slightly more, he was aware of his own erection. Getting out of bed and away from Ambrose immediately went from optional to imperative. 

Careful not to wake Ambrose, he lifted his arm up, shuffled forward out of his hold and eased himself out of bed. Ambrose mumbled something about Bert Newton (Liam made a note to tease him about it later), and rolled forward into the space Liam had left and buried his face in the pillow. 

Liam scurried to the bathroom, embarrassed at his arousal even though there was nobody here to see it. Surely if he ignored it, it’d go away, just like it did every other day. He turned on the shower and stood under the stream of hot water while he pointedly thought unarousing thoughts—about Balian’s nappy, about that time his mum had gotten a frizzy perm that made her look like a Brillo pad, about the uni assignments he had due—anything except the warmth of the arms that he’d woken up in, the press of Ambrose’s body against his and how nice it had felt to have someone caring for him again.

Not that Ambrose cared. Ambrose was here for Ambrose. He was selfish and shallow and generally rude, and Liam didn’t need to waste his time thinking about him.

Except, that wasn’t quite true, was it? Arsehole-for-hire Ambrose was rude and shallow and selfish. Regular Ambrose Newman was, well, he was a decent guy, at least as far as Liam could tell from the glimpses he’d had. He’d been willing to sleep in a chair last night, and he’d apologised repeatedly over the Orhan thing. 

And Grandad Billy liked him, which was more puzzling than anything, because Grandad’s radar for bullshit was legendary. More than once he’d met someone who seemed perfectly normal only to state, “I don’t like him. He’s a bastard, mark my words.” And inevitably, days or weeks or months later, he’d be proven right. It was uncanny. But he wasn’t saying anything about Ambrose, who was patently here under false pretences and absolutely acting like a bastard, and what was that about?

Liam turned off the water and was relieved to see that his dick had once again decided to behave respectably. He dried himself and brushed his teeth before realising he’d left his clothes in the bedroom. Ambrose was still asleep, he reasoned. He’d just go out in a towel and grab them, then duck back in here to get changed. 

He wasn’t sure why he was so shy about Ambrose seeing him undressed, but he suspected that it was because next to Ambrose, he wasn’t much to look at. Ambrose had actual muscle definition and a chest like you’d find on a Staffy, whereas Liam was more of a whippet. He wrapped the towel around his waist and went back into the bedroom, hoping Ambrose was still asleep. 

He wasn’t. He was sitting up in bed, rubbing the heel of one hand against his eyes and talking on his phone. “It’s half past six in the morning, Mum. I wasn’t ignoring you. I was asleep. I didn’t hear the phone, that’s all.”

Liam busied himself getting a clean shirt and underwear out of his bag and pretending not to listen.

“I’ll call you when I can, but I can’t answer my phone during rehearsals, you know that,” Ambrose said, which made Liam wonder again why Ambrose was lying to her and exactly what was going on with Ambrose’s mum—Bella Newman, actress, he remembered. 

Not my business, he reminded himself, and ducked back into the bathroom. He took his time dressing and when he came out again, Ambrose was off the phone and bent over the fridge in the kitchen peering inside, which had the unfortunate effect of highlighting the curves of his pert arse in ways that Liam did his best to ignore. 

“There’s a cheese platter and all sorts of good shit in here,” Ambrose said, closing the fridge and turning with a dimpled grin that was somehow even more distracting than the view of his arse had been. “Your mum went all out.”

“Yeah, she’s a feeder,” Liam said. “Expressing her love one cheese wheel at a time.”

“Aw, she likes me,” Ambrose said. His smile faltered just for a second, but then it was back. “For now, anyway. What do you say, I keep up the current level of inappropriateness for today and tomorrow, and then when they have the big family engagement dinner on Sunday night, I drink too much and ramp it up, do something truly outrageous? Oooh, maybe I’ll make a move on Neve’s fiancé? That’d be heart-breaking enough for you, right?”

Liam pulled a face. “Nobody would believe it. And besides, if you overdo it, Bridget won’t let you in her car, and you’ll end up having to take the train back to Sydney. Trust me, you don’t want to do that.”

“Fine, no cracking on to the brother-in-law. I’ll figure something out.” Ambrose stretched, his shirt riding up so an enticing strip of belly skin was on display, and said, “I’m going for a shower. I hope you left some hot water. You were in there forever.” And with that he wandered into the bathroom, leaving Liam doing his best not to wonder what Ambrose would look like wet and naked. 

 

* * * *

 

When they got to the main house for breakfast, Grandad Billy was rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “Eat up, boys,” he said, “and put a good lining on your stomachs. We’ve got the wine tour today.”

“Now, Dad. You can’t take the boys drinking at the crack of dawn,” Fi scolded mildly as she presented them with plates loaded with scrambled eggs and toast. “You can wait till Neve and her fellow get here.”

“Fine,” Grandad grumbled. “The pair of them can help me fix some of the reticulation in the meantime. And then we’ll drink.” He stabbed at his toast mulishly, and Liam smiled to himself. Grandad pretended to hate it when he didn’t get his own way, but it was mainly front and bluster for the look of the thing. In reality, Liam’s dad did most of the day-to-day running of the winery. Grandad mainly took care of the tour groups. And he was good at it, too, his larger-than-life persona and Irish accent making the whole thing an unforgettable experience. 

Liam knew that he could never run a wine tour like Grandad did—he didn’t have the personality for it. He knew that if he explained the oenology process it would come off like he was reading from a textbook. Oenology. He winced internally—that right there was a prime example. Other people would just call it wine-making, but not Liam. Whereas he’d heard Grandad refer to it more than once as, “Bashing the hell out of the grapes to get the good stuff.”

People liked that sort of thing. They liked their information packaged as entertainment, with style and flair and a little bit of flirting for them to giggle over as they sipped their shiraz and pretended they could taste the difference between that and the other shiraz they’d just tried, or the one before that.

Ambrose would be great at wine tours. Liam wasn’t sure where the thought came from, but he could see it in his mind’s eye. Ambrose had all the qualities needed to deal with groups of tourists in spades. If they really were together, Ambrose would fit right in. 

“Eat your breakfast and stop wool-gathering, Liam,” Mum said, and prodded his shoulder. “You’re away with the fairies.”

He looked up to see Grandad beaming at him. “Leave the boy alone, Fi,” he said, a wicked glint in his eye. “He’s just spent the night in the honeymoon cottage, after all. Of course he’s distracted.”

“Oooh, how was the cottage?” Mum asked. “Did you have everything you needed? How was the gift basket?” She leaned forward eagerly, elbows on the table, and Liam felt himself flushing beet red.

Not Ambrose, though. He leaned back in his chair and made those fucking finger guns at her. “It was aces, Mrs C. Great stuff in there. Bed was excellent, too. Nice solid frame.” He winked. “Sturdy.” 

“Christ on a cracker,” his father muttered under his breath, and Mum swatted at him.

“Don’t blaspheme over breakfast, William.” She turned her attention back to Ambrose. “So did you find the cheese board? Should there be a little sign telling people there’s a cheese board? We don’t want the guests to miss it.”

“We found it this morning,” Ambrose said with a wicked grin. “We got sort of, um, distracted by the gift basket last night.” Dad choked on a forkful of eggs as Ambrose continued blithely, “Have you thought of adding anchor bolts and restraints to the bed, Fi? Maybe a few more sex toys, a nice paddle perhaps? I’ll bet people on their honeymoon would like something a bit spicy like that. I know I would.”

“Do you think so?” Mum asked while Liam debated whether he could fit under the table with John Phillip and stay there till this conversation was over.

“Sure,” Ambrose agreed easily. “If you want, I’ll show you some good websites to order what you need, and the ones to avoid.”

“You seem to be quite the expert,” Mum said, looking uncertainly from Liam to Ambrose and back again. 

Ambrose gave another grin. “Nah, just an enthusiastic amateur.”

Dad’s chair scraped against the floor as he pushed it hastily backwards. “Perhaps we could discuss it when we’re not having breakfast,” he said gruffly. Liam had never seen his dad so red in the face, apart from during the talk he’d given Liam at fifteen that had mainly consisted of him impressing on Liam the importance of using contraception if he ever met a nice girl and things went that far. That particular talk had turned out to be unnecessary, but in fairness to his dad, neither of them had known that at the time.

“Righto,” Grandad Billy said, rubbing his hands together. His eyes sparkled. “Reticulation. Let’s go, boys.” 

“What’s reticulation?” Ambrose asked. 

“Oh, for when you want things to reticulate,” Grandad Billy said. “Are you wearing comfortable shoes? We’ve got a bit of a hike. Bring a brolly!” 

Ambrose snagged another piece of bacon before leaving the kitchen. 

“Good,” Grandad Billy said. “You’ll need that. Bit of lining on the stomach, right?” 

Ambrose’s eyes grew wide as he and Liam followed Grandad Billy out of the house. “We’re not doing reticulation, are we?” 

“I very much doubt it,” Liam agreed. 

Riley joined them and walked with them as far as the side of the house, then she headed around the back to feed the chickens. John Phillip followed her halfway down the long driveway, before he changed his mind and loped back to follow Grandad and Liam and Ambrose as they headed for the vineyard. 

“Now then,” Grandad said as they reached the first of the vines. “What do you know about dirt?” 

“Absolutely nothing,” Ambrose said cheerfully, his nose wrinkling as it started to rain again. 

Liam opened his umbrella and stepped closer so they could share. 

“It’s good soil here,” Grandad said, squatting down to dig his fingers into the first. “Red clay.” 

“That’s what Liam said last night,” Ambrose said, and Liam felt a tiny thrill that Ambrose had remembered. 

“The soil’s good,” Grandad said, his eyes twinkling. “But the proof’s in the finished product!” He leapt to his feet again and pointed in the direction of the sheds. “To the wine!” 

He headed off down the slope of the hill, his coat flapping wildly behind him. 

 

* * * *

 

Ambrose was drunk, and he seemed surprised about it. He kept peering at the glass in his hand and muttering, “I’m hammered?” like it was a question, and not the inevitable result of Grandad pouring glass after glass of red down his throat. 

The tasting room in the shed was large and airy, and mercifully free of customers. On holidays and for corporate events, the place could be transformed with decorators and caterers, but mostly wine tastings were small affairs for whoever dropped by. One of the Connellys talked people through it and maybe offered a charcuterie board as well. Grandad hadn’t bothered with any of the trappings. He’d just lined up a bunch of bottles and glasses, popped the cork off the first one, and now, forty-five minutes later, Ambrose was wrecked. They had tasting glasses, dainty little things that held barely a mouthful, but Grandad Billy tended to ignore those. And because of course Ambrose was the one who’d joked about ‘spitters are quitters’, he’d emptied every full-sized glass Grandad had set in front of him.

Liam, who was still sitting on his first glass of shiraz and managing to dodge Grandad’s continued attempts to refill it, wondered if he’d have to wheel the pair of them back to the house in a barrow. Ambrose, very possibly, but Grandad wasn’t yet at the sea-shanty stage of things, so he could probably still walk. 

“Nonsense,” Grandad said, sloshing more wine into Ambrose’s glass. “You’ve barely a shine on. Try some of this one.” 

“Who…?” Ambrose blinked dozily. “Who comes up with the words?” 

“What?” Grandad asked. “The names?” 

“No, the words.” Ambrose attempted to swirl the contents of his glass and slopped it all down his hand. He licked it off. “This wine is heavy and verdant and has hints of…of tin, and scaffolding and cow. Words like that. But not that, because nobody has cow wine.” He wrinkled his nose. “Does anyone have cow wine?” His eyes widened. “Ooh. You know how people make hard lemonade? Could you make hard milk?” 

“I’m gonna get you some water,” Liam said, and headed for the fridge out the back. Hopefully he’d get back in time to prevent Grandad from pouring more wine down Ambrose’s throat and also agreeing to make hard milk. That honestly seemed like something Grandad would attempt. “Also, hard milk is already a thing! It’s called Baileys!” 

Ambrose lifted his glass in agreement. “To Baileys! Even though it doesn’t have subtle notes of cow.”

“Would that not just be cow shit though?” Grandad asked. “The notes of cow? Or would it taste of steak?”

Liam missed Ambrose’s reply, too busy retrieving a water bottle and some crackers and dip from the fridge. Something to soak up the wine could only be good at this stage. Maybe he should have warned Ambrose about Grandad and his tastings. Although now he thought about it, they’d tried in the car on the way up. Maybe Ambrose just hadn’t believed them because Grandad seemed so harmless, all charm and blarney, right until he was breaking out the special reserve port, the one that could fell a grown man.

Shit, the port. Liam hoped he wasn’t too late. 

He was. 

He got back to the tasting room just in time to hear, “—aged for seven years in an oak barrel to give it some depth. You can taste the heart of the grape. Go on now, no sipping, take a decent mouthful!”

Ambrose was staring wide-eyed at the glass of port Grandad had plopped on the table in front of him. “Do grapes even have hearts? Do they get heartbroken when you make the wine? Do they miss the rest of their bunch?” He giggled and swayed on his stool, then picked up the glass carefully with both hands and slurped noisily. He set the glass down, licked his lips, and belched. “I like that one,” he declared, right before he slid sideways off his stool.

Liam dropped the crackers and darted forward in an attempt to catch him while Grandad cackled. “Your boy’s a lightweight, Liam!”

Ambrose lay on the floor, blinking up at Liam and smiling dozily. “I like green grapes.” 

“Yeah,” Liam said. “From Woolworths. You said.” 

Ambrose’s smile widened. “And you remember!” Then his smile wavered, and he exhaled heavily. “Why am I on the ground?” 

“Because you drank the wine,” Liam reminded him, and tried not to be charmed by Ambrose’s helpless confusion. 

“You’re not on the floor though,” Ambrose pointed out. “Why aren’t you on the floor? Don’t you wanna drink with me? Drink with meeeee,” he wailed, and Liam wasn’t sure if he was asking or if he was just singing lines from Les Mis incredibly badly. John Phillip gave a querulous howl in agreement from his position under the table and licked Ambrose’s face.

“I am drinking,” Liam said, and pointed to his half-full glass on the table. 

Ambrose scrambled into a sitting position then, taking Liam’s arm, hauled himself to his feet, frowning at the glass. “It’s full,” he accused. “You didn’t swallow.”

Grandad, still perched on a stool, chuckled. “He’s got you there, lad.”

Ambrose’s bottom lip quivered. “I wanna drinking buddy like in the movies,” he declared. “And now you’ve pulled out.”

Grandad cackled into his glass. “Drink with your boy, Liam. A good boyfriend swallows and doesn’t pull out.”

Ambrose cackled, and Liam sighed. He should have known Grandad wouldn’t let him get away with just one glass. Saying no to Grandad was like fighting off a hurricane with a paper fan. Pointless, and a waste of energy. And truth be told, Liam didn’t really mind having a few glasses with the old man. They’d had some of their best conversations halfway into a bottle of red. Liam even remembered some of them.

He helped Ambrose back onto his stool. “You drink your water, and I’ll drink my wine, okay?” 

“Okay,” Ambrose agreed happily. “And we’ll meet in the middle!” 

“What?” Liam asked. 

“What?” Ambrose echoed, his brow wrinkled. 

“Drink your water,” Liam said, hiding his grin behind the rim of his wineglass. Ambrose was a messy drunk, but he was cute as hell, and the last thing Liam needed to do was confuse pretending to care for him as actually caring for him. At least as more than a friend. God. Were they even friends? Probably not. He didn’t know a thing about Ambrose, not really. 

Ambrose returned the smile and drank his water. 

 

 


Chapter Eleven

Ambrose woke to the sound of rain on the cabin roof. It took him a moment to realise where he was, and a moment longer than that to realise what day it was. Then he had to check his phone to figure out the time. It was Friday afternoon, and he appeared to have missed most of the day. 

He blinked around the cabin. There was no sign of Liam, but there was a large bottle of water and a packet of Panadol on the little bedside table. 

Ambrose groaned. He rarely got drunk—not because he had any moral opposition to it, just because he never had the money to splash around—and he hoped he hadn’t said or done anything too embarrassing. Like chucked his guts up all over the place or something. That might work well to have the Connellys hate him, but Ambrose didn’t want them to hate him. He wanted them to think he wasn’t right for Liam, but not to hate him. It was a line he’d never thought about before, and it was stupid, probably. What did it matter what they thought of him? It wasn’t like they’d invite him back once he and Liam ‘broke up’. 

Except an amicable breakup wouldn’t work, would it? Because Ambrose had been hired to make it look like he’d broken Liam’s heart to give Liam an excuse for continued singlehood, which meant that, at some point during this weekend, he was going to have to do something truly awful. 

The idea that these people would spit his name with narrowed eyes for years to come made his stomach turn—although that could have been all the wine. Except when he sat up carefully, although he felt sluggish and muzzy-headed, he didn’t feel hungover. Either all that stuff he vaguely remembered Grandad Billy saying about the quality of Connelly Estate wines was true, or he was still tipsy. When he walked into the wall on his way to the toilet, he figured it was the second thing. 

When he came out of the toilet, he spotted a note sitting on top of the opened gift basket from last night. 

 

Come up to the house when you’re awake—Liam 

 

And while a part of Ambrose really just wanted to go back to bed and sleep, he was technically working. And besides that, he was a little tired of cheese and crackers. Maybe there’d be a hot meal available at the house, or at least a sandwich or something. He was feeling quite peckish. 

The rain was still falling steadily as Ambrose made his way up to the house, an umbrella clutched in his hand. It was late afternoon, and the day was grey and bleak, but it was still beautiful here, all rolling green hills in the distance and the fresh smell of rain in the air. Ambrose could see why the area was so popular for tourists and weekend escapees from Sydney’s rat race. 

John Phillip met him halfway to the house and fell into step beside him. Ambrose had vague memories of sitting next to the dog on the floor in the tasting shed and wondered once again exactly what he’d said and done, but he was still drunk enough that he couldn’t muster up a decent level of concern. If he’d been an utter arse, someone would tell him soon enough. His clothes didn’t smell of sick and his mouth didn’t taste like cat litter, so he’d probably avoided throwing up at least.

He reached over and scratched the dog’s head without thinking as they approached the house, and Grandad Billy’s voice sailed across the yard. “There, I knew you’d like dogs if you met the right one! See, Fi, I told you the lad had good in him!”

Shit. He’d forgotten that he’d said he didn’t like dogs. He pulled his hand back, but it was too late. John Phillip had sensed weakness. He shoved his skull under Ambrose’s palm persistently, making a warbling sound until Ambrose gave in and patted him some more. It was only when they reached the porch that John Phillip loped up the stairs to shove his head under Grandad’s hand instead, still making that noise. 

“Ah, that’s his happy sound,” Fi said, giving Ambrose a bright smile. “You’ve made a friend.” Which was the polar opposite of what Ambrose was meant to be doing, but he found he couldn’t care too much right now, not when Fi looked so happy. Even the dog’s mouth was stretched wide in what was definitely a smile. 

Liam appeared in the doorway, and he looked so genuinely pleased to see Ambrose that it made something inside him ache, because if it wasn’t for this stupid charade of theirs, maybe they could have been genuine friends. “How are you feeling?” Liam asked, still grinning. “Grandad and I practically had to pour you into bed.”

Ambrose shook out the umbrella before stepping onto the porch, wobbling slightly, and ran a hand through his hair. “I think I’m still a bit drunk,” he admitted. At least that might get him back in the bad books, where he was meant to be.

But Liam just laughed. “Yeah, I thought you might be. The 2012 shiraz is a killer on its own, let alone Grandad’s special edition port. Come on, let’s get you something to eat.”

Ambrose wondered briefly if Liam was like his mother and showed affection one meal at a time. Did this mean he liked Ambrose after all? But then he pushed the thought away, dismissing it as wishful thinking brought on by wine, and summoned up a smile. “I’m starving. What have we got?”

“Lasagne,” Liam said. “It’s the best thing after you’ve been drinking. Mum always keeps some in the freezer just in case.”

And fuck, suddenly Ambrose couldn’t think of anything better than a giant slab of pasta and sauce and meat and cheese. “Lead the way,” he said, and followed Liam inside. He even managed it without walking into the doorframe this time.

 

* * * *

 

“That was bloody awesome,” Ambrose said, scraping his fork across the bottom of his plate in a way that he hoped was obnoxious. It was certainly annoying the fuck out of him. 

Fi beamed and whisked the plate away, only to bring it back with another slice of lasagne. The cheese was tinged with the pink of tangy tomato sauce where they’d swirled together, the lasagne was just slightly crispy around the edges, and it was at least as good as some of the restaurant food Ambrose had endured on his ‘dates’.

As he ate, an arc of headlights hit the dining room window, cutting through the dreary day outside. 

“Oh!” Fi exclaimed. “They’re here!” 

She set the tray of lasagne down and hurried towards the front door. Will followed her, wiping his fingers on a cloth napkin. 

“If Neve asks me to be her bridesmaid, I’m telling her I’m getting my head shaved and wearing my purple Docs,” Riley announced. 

Bridget snorted. “Like Neve would care. You’ll have to think outside the box if you want to turn her into a Bridezilla.” 

Riley laughed, but she glanced at Ambrose, and Ambrose felt a sudden jolt of panic. Had Riley guessed he was the guy to ask for professional tips on how to be a dick? No, of course not. He was just getting paranoid. 

“Ambrose, we have to do this thing for English,” Riley said. “Like this drama thing?” 

Ambrose relaxed. “What sort of thing?” 

“Shakespeare,” Riley said, wrinkling her nose. “But we have to make it modern and relevant.” Complete with air quotes. “Why is that the go-to assignment of every English teacher ever?” 

“Because the curriculum forces them to teach it,” Ambrose said, “even though their students would rather rip their own fingernails out. So they try to make it sound cool, and it ends up as cringey as those lame Christian rappers.” 

“You get it,” Riley said, and jabbed a fork in his direction. She looked around the table. “Ambrose gets it.” 

“Reading Shakespeare is like watching paint dry,” Ambrose said. “But watching it be performed, like it was meant to be? It’s fucking killer. Like, dude knew how to write, you know? But it doesn’t translate to the page, and it sure as shit doesn’t translate to silent reading material.”

“Done some of the Bard, have you?” asked Grandad Billy from where he was leaning against the door. “Give us a bit, then.”

Ambrose swallowed around his mouthful of lasagne. “What?”

“A bit of a turn. Show us if you’ve inherited your mother’s talent. Lord, that woman was a delight to watch. A true star.”

Every single bit of Shakespeare Ambrose had ever learned chose that moment to leave his head, except that line from the poem Venus and Adonis that was definitely about oral.

 

Graze on my lips, and if those hills be dry 

Stray lower, where the pleasant fountains lie. 

 

“Um,” he said. Whole fucking monologues out there, and all he could think of was that line. He blamed the distraction of Liam sitting across the table from him with sauce-stained lips. And possibly the wine.

“Maybe later,” Liam said, rescuing him. 

“Performance anxiety?” Grandad asked with a wink. Ambrose wasn’t sure how to answer that, but he was saved by Liam’s parents bustling through the door, followed by Neve. 

“Marcus will be right here. He’s getting the bags,” she announced, even though nobody had asked. “God, the traffic was terrible. I think there was an accident on the highway. I hope everyone was okay.” Her face lit up. “Ambrose! It’s great to see you again! You look a bit peaky. Did Grandad give you the tour already?” 

Ambrose laughed. “Yeah. I’m still recovering.” 

“I was out of action for two days,” Orhan said, shifting Balian from Bridget’s lap onto his. 

“Ah well, give it time,” Grandad said, laughing. “We haven’t tackled the whites yet.”

Ambrose’s stomach rumbled in warning, and it had nothing to do with the lasagne. 

“Grandad,” Liam said, and rolled his eyes. “Go easy.” 

“Fine. I suppose I can wait till tomorrow, and Marcus can join us.” Grandad heaved a heavy sigh, sounding for all the world like all the joy had been sucked from his life. John Phillip warbled his agreement and leaned on Grandad’s leg.

Ambrose was glad that at least there was another newbie here now who could take some of the heat off him. He looked up as Neve’s fiancé, Marcus, stepped into the room. He was tall and blond, as handsome as a David Jones menswear model, and he was brushing droplets of water off the shoulders of his linen shirt as he entered the room. He gave everyone a blinding Colgate smile, and Ambrose felt his world shift a little as a flash of memory came to him.

It had only been last week. The night before his date with Kelly, Ambrose had been on a date with Lucy at some swanky place at Circular Quay. And Marcus had been sitting at a nearby table with a girl—a girl who definitely hadn’t been Neve, because she’d been as blonde as Neve was dark. Ambrose remembered it vividly, because Marcus had been an absolute nightmare, first complaining that his al dente pasta wasn’t truly al dente, then banging his fist on the table and demanding to see the chef. Ambrose had found it unbelievable that someone could be a bigger arsehole than him when they weren’t even getting paid for it.

“It’s so lovely to meet you at last, Marcus,” Fi said, taking him by the arm, and running through the introductions. “This is everyone. Grandad Billy, and you just met Will. This is Bridget, our oldest, and her husband, Orhan. And their little one, Balian. And our son, Liam, and our youngest, Riley. And Liam’s boyfriend, Ambrose.” 

“How long have you guys been dating?” Ambrose blurted out, and every face turned to him. “Just, um, you know, trying to get a ballpark figure for when Liam will pop the question.” 

Marcus laughed. “Oh, it’s been pretty whirlwind, right, Neve?” 

“Yeah,” Neve said. “We met eight months ago, didn’t we? At Sally’s party.” 

Ambrose’s heart fell. 

“Pull up a seat,” Grandad Billy said. “I’ll pour you a drink.” 

Marcus smiled again and plopped himself in a kitchen chair, legs spread wide. “I’ll have one of whatever you’re offering,” he said. “The bigger the better.”

“That’s what she said.” The words slipped out of Ambrose’s mouth on autopilot. 

Marcus looked startled, but Grandad Billy laughed loudly. 

The Connelly inquisition began, and Ambrose hated to admit it, but Marcus weathered it a lot more smoothly than he had. He didn’t seem bothered by the volume, or the sheer number of questions being peppered at him from all different directions. He was thirty-one. He was an investment banker. He’d never been married before and had no kids. His family was all in Melbourne. He didn’t get as much time off as he would have liked—or Neve would have liked—but he loved his job. His dream was to work in Hong Kong for a few years, but he definitely wanted to raise his future kids in Sydney. 

Ambrose stabbed his fork into his lasagne and rolled his eyes at Mr. Perfect. Then he wondered if anyone had seen him do it and glanced around the table. Grandad Billy caught his gaze and gave him a nod. For a moment it felt like they were allies, united in their ‘Who does this fuckhead think he is?’ stance, but then Ambrose remembered that Marcus wasn’t the only liar at the table, and he felt a rush of guilt. 

And, he reminded himself, he didn’t know that Marcus was a liar. Maybe he was super affectionate with his female friends. Maybe it had been his sister. It would explain the terrifyingly Stepford similarities between him and his dinner partner. They’d been like Malibu Ken and Barbie, fresh out of the box, complete with matching smiles and spray tans. Then again, Ambrose had a sister, and he couldn’t remember ever sliding his hand down her arse when she got up from the table to use the bathroom. But it was possible he’d misinterpreted that. Maybe it hadn’t been her arse, but her lower back, or maybe he’d been brushing lint off her skirt, and Ambrose had only assumed they were sleeping together when it had all been perfectly innocent. After all, who knew better than Ambrose that first impressions could be entirely mistaken? 

Still, it ate at him, enough that when Grandad Billy waggled a wine bottle at him in query, he held his glass out without thinking twice. Maybe another drink or two would quiet his brain, stop him from saying something he shouldn’t about Marcus and his mystery blonde.

He focussed instead on listening to the conversations going on around him, trying to keep track of all the different threads as ten different people dipped in and out of them at will. In the end, he just paid attention to Grandad, because that was easiest. Currently, it looked for all the world like Grandad was doing his best not to get into an argument with Marcus over closing down for renovations.

“I mean, how much are you missing out on not being open this weekend?” Marcus asked. “The whole area is crawling with tourists right now, and that’s money that’s not coming your way.” 

Grandad Billy narrowed his eyes and drew a deep breath for what Ambrose hoped would be a scathing reply. 

“We decided it was less of a liability to close down for construction,” Will put in smoothly. “And sure, we miss out on a big weekend now, but we’re ahead of schedule, and we’ll be open to tourists again in time for summer, which is our peak season here in the Valley.” 

Ambrose was distracted when Liam slid a plate of olives in front of him. 

“Chilli and garlic,” he said. 

“Pretty sure they’re olives, actually.” 

Liam rolled his eyes, but he was smiling as he did it. “I meant they’re stuffed with chilli and garlic.” 

Ambrose took one and popped it in his mouth. “And now I’m stuffed with chilli and garlic.” He liked the way that Liam’s eyes shone when he laughed. “Seriously though, don’t let me eat anything else. I’m too full already.” 

“But your dinner!” Fi exclaimed, head whipping round like a meerkat’s at the mention of someone refusing food.

Ambrose blinked. “The lasagne wasn’t dinner?” 

Fi flapped the hand not holding Balian on her lap at him. “There’s more to come. That was just the starter, to put a lining on your stomach.”

Liam grinned and murmured, “Resistance is futile.”

“I’d love some more lasagne, Fi,” Marcus said, holding his plate out, and everything about the way he did it grated on Ambrose’s nerves. 

Apparently he wasn’t the only one. “Have they not heard of ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ where you’re from, city boy?” Grandad Billy asked loudly, fixing Marcus with a hard stare. 

Marcus’s smile faltered just for a second, but then Liam’s mum was on her feet, taking the plate. “Now, Billy, there’s no need for formality here. Marcus is almost family.” 

Billy scowled and muttered something into his glass, and even though he couldn’t hear what it was, Ambrose was right there with him. 

Liam stood and extended his arms toward his mum. “I’ll take Balian,” he offered, and Fi gave a grateful smile and slid the baby into his waiting arms. 

“You’re a good boy, Liam,” she said, and kissed him on the cheek. “Ambrose is very lucky to have you.” Her eyes flicked to Ambrose, and he knew what she was thinking—that Ambrose wasn’t nearly good enough for her boy. Ambrose wished he could say she was wrong. 

He popped another olive in his mouth, and Liam grinned. “What happened to not eating any more?” he teased.

“They’re right there. It was instinctive,” Ambrose protested. 

Grandad got a twinkle in his eye and filled Ambrose’s glass again, which had somehow become empty without him noticing. “That’s the boy. Take what’s put in front of you.”

“That’s my philosophy,” Marcus agreed. “Take what you can get, when you can get it.” His laugh was a little too loud, and Ambrose thought again of the blonde. He took a swig of wine in an effort to keep himself from saying something, and Grandad topped his glass up again. Ambrose briefly wondered if this was what it was like for the parents of his bad dates and felt a pang of guilt. 

Then Marcus opened his mouth and said, with a narrow look at Ambrose, “So, Liam and Ambrose, how long have you guys been dating?” 

“It’s very new,” Liam said, before Ambrose could answer. “We’ve only known each other a few weeks.” 

“A few weeks,” Marcus repeated slowly, and curled his mouth into a smug grin, and Ambrose knew that he wasn’t the only one that remembered they’d seen each other in the restaurant only last week. Marcus either thought he had dirt on Ambrose now or, even worse, that they were both on the same page. 

Ambrose shot Marcus a look and picked up his glass of wine. 

Fuck this. 

There was no way he could handle this dinner sober. And hey, he was here to be an arsehole, right? Getting hammered at family dinner fitted in perfectly with his job description. 

 

 


Chapter Twelve

“You have pretty eyes,” Ambrose mumbled, one arm wrapped around Liam’s shoulders. He expelled a warm, shiraz-tinged breath against the side of his neck. “You’re pretty.”

“Uh-huh. Let’s get you to bed.” Guiding Ambrose back to the cabin was turning out to be more difficult that he’d anticipated. Liam almost wished he’d taken Orhan up on his offer to help, but Ambrose had flapped his hands at them and protested that he was fine to walk, he wasn’t a child. He’d had that gleam in his eye that meant he’d hit that stage of drunkenness where he was either going to get emotional or belligerent. Liam hadn’t been willing to risk either one, so now here they were, weaving towards the cabins in the cool night air. 

A hand patted his face. “Why, though?” Ambrose asked almost plaintively.

“Why what?” 

“Why’re you alone? You’re nice. And good looking.” A hand petted at Liam’s chest clumsily. “Nice body. Probably got a nice dick too.”

Liam felt warmth flood his face and tried not to focus on the fact that Ambrose had been thinking about his dick. He was drunk, and probably wouldn’t even remember having this conversation. “Watch the puddle,” he warned, and steered Ambrose around the pooled water on the path. 

“Thanks. Wet shoes. Ew.” Ambrose scrunched his face up in distaste. “See? Nice guy. So, why’re you single?” he asked again. 

Liam navigated Ambrose up the single porch step and leaned him against the front door of the cabin, pulling the key out and fumbling it into the lock. “I’ll tell you when we get inside,” he said. Wasn’t there something about how walking through a doorway reset your brain? Maybe once they stepped inside Ambrose would forget all about it. 

Liam struggled for a second with the key before getting it to turn and made a note to put a squirt of WD-40 into the keyhole in the morning. 

Ambrose swayed against the wall, staring dreamily at Liam. “You have nice hair, too.” 

“Thanks,” Liam muttered. “You’re, um… You also have nice hair.” 

He pushed the door open and flicked the light on. 

“I’m sleepy,” Ambrose said, shuffling through behind him and wrapping his arms around him like a koala. “I drank a lot of wine. Again.” 

“Yeah,” Liam agreed. As much as he liked warm, loose-cuddle-koala Ambrose, there was no way this could end well. “So okay, how about you lie down and go to sleep?” 

“Down is a long way down,” Ambrose said, pushing out his bottom lip. 

“It’s really not that far,” Liam assured him. “I’ll help you.” 

“You’re so nice.” Ambrose’s eyes widened. “Wait! You promised to tell me why you’re all sad and alone!”

So much for the door theory. Apparently it didn’t work on drunks. 

“Okay,” Liam said with a sigh. “But there’s not much to tell.” He furrowed his brow. “Also, I’m not sad and alone. I’m just alone.” 

“But that’s so sad,” Ambrose whispered, his eyes as big as John Phillip’s when there was bacon in play. “You need a good person!”

Liam wondered briefly if Ambrose had somehow become possessed by the spirit of his mother. “I really don’t, though. I mean, it would be nice, I guess, but I don’t need it. I’m only twenty-three. I’ve got plenty of time, right? Or is there something my mum’s not telling me? Have I been diagnosed with a terminal illness, and everybody knows but me? Is there a family curse that I won’t live past twenty-five? Like, why do I need to have a boyfriend?” 

Ambrose’s eyes got even wider. “Your sad story is a family curse?” 

“No!” Liam couldn’t help laughing. “My sad story is a dickhead of an ex-boyfriend called Jonah, who my family all thought was great, by the way, who decided to fuck another guy in our bed and didn’t expect me to come home so early.” 

“Ooof,” Ambrose said, and his eyes narrowed. “Want me to kill him for you?” 

“Oh, is that an extra service you offer? Fake boyfriend and bonus hitman?” 

“I like to think I would be very good at killing people,” Ambrose said, swaying a little on his feet. “But also, I threw up a bit last time I had to touch one of those soggy blood mattress things that come in supermarket steaks.” He gazed at a spot over Liam’s left ear for a second before coming back to himself. “Why didn’t Grandad kill him? He’d be a great hitman.”

“Because I didn’t tell them,” Liam said. “I felt stupid for trusting him, and I couldn’t take Mum being sympathetic and telling me I’m too trusting. That would have made it worse.”

“But it’s not your fault!” Ambrose exclaimed hotly, and Liam felt a rush of affection for him because he was so indignant on his behalf. It was probably mostly fuelled by the wine, but it still felt nice. 

“I know,” he said. “But I still felt like an idiot, and I don’t like feeling that way. I don’t want my whole family knowing I was cheated on, you know?” 

“Yeah,” Ambrose said with a sigh. His mouth twitched, and he shook his head. “Ack…ackshully, no. My mum… my mum doesn’t notice stuff. Notice me.” He tugged his shirt up from the hem and got his elbows caught in it, then seemed confused as to what had happened. “Help me?” 

Liam helped him pull the shirt over his head. Ambrose emerged from the fabric blinking owlishly. 

“I need to lie down,” Ambrose said. “I’m wine sleepy, and you made me sad.” 

“I’m sorry,” Liam said. 

“You’re nice and it’s not your fault,” Ambrose said. He tugged at the waistband of his jeans. “My pants are stuck.” 

“They’re just done up,” Liam said. 

“Help?” Ambrose asked pathetically. 

“Okay.” 

“I am not a cheater,” Ambrose slurred as Liam tried to help him out of his jeans. “Not ever never.” 

“Uh huh,” Liam said, and tried not to think about how close his hands were to Ambrose’s dick. 

“I’m a bad boyfriend, but it’s pretend,” Ambrose told him seriously. He pressed his hands to either side of Liam’s face and squeezed. “You have smooshy cheeks. If we were dating, I would never cheat on your smooshy cheeks.” 

“Good to know,” Liam said. He popped the button on Ambrose’s fly. “Please don’t be sick.” 

Ambrose flopped back onto the bed and closed his eyes. He began to snore. 

Liam sighed and lifted Ambrose’s legs onto the bed. He rolled him onto his side in case he was sick then took his shoes off for him. 

Dinner had been…ugh. And it hadn’t even been Ambrose, this time. Okay, so Ambrose had gotten pretty hammered again, but that was a rite of passage in the Connelly house, and he hadn’t embarrassed either himself or Liam, or more importantly, blurted out that they weren’t a real couple. 

No, dinner had been a trial because Liam hadn’t wanted to listen to a lecture from Marcus on the futures market, whatever the hell that even was, thanks very much. Nobody knew better than Liam that people had different interests—he’d had to reel in the soil talk before when he’d seen people’s eyes start to glaze over—and he appreciated that Marcus was passionate about his work, but Jesus, Marcus needed to learn to read a room. There was a time and place for discussing the inner workings of high finance, and a Connelly family dinner wasn’t it.

Liam went into the bathroom and brushed his teeth and changed into his sleep pants and T-shirt. Then he came out and took a bottle of water from the small fridge and put it on the nightstand on Ambrose’s side of the bed, next to the Panadol he’d left there after Grandad’s wine tour. Ambrose was asleep already in his T-shirt and unbuttoned jeans, one arm outflung and hanging over the side of the bed. His eyes were closed, his dark lashes resting on his cheeks and his mouth was open. Liam resisted the urge to run his fingers through his dark, tousled hair. 

He turned off the light then lay down on the bed beside Ambrose. He folded his arms behind his head and looked up at the ceiling. 

“You weren’t supposed to be nice as well as hot,” he said to Ambrose. 

Ambrose snored gently in response. 

 

* * * *

 

Liam blinked himself awake and raised his head off the pillow, squinting as he searched for the persistent, rhythmic buzzing that was coming from somewhere. The buzzing started again, and Liam felt a vibration against his thigh. For a horrible second, he thought that Ambrose was trying out the sex toy from the gift basket, but no, Ambrose was still fast asleep, curled in against Liam’s side. The buzzing stopped, and a few seconds later it started again. Ambrose flopped onto his back, and Liam could see that Ambrose’s phone had worked its way almost all the way out of his front pocket, and the screen was lit up with the word Mum.

Liam was going to ignore it when the buzzing stopped, but barely a few seconds later it started up again. He prodded Ambrose gently, but he got the same response he did when he tried to move John Phillip off the couch—that is to say, none. As the buzzing continued, he could see the notifications—eight missed calls. He carefully levered the phone out of Ambrose’s pocket. It was past midnight. It had to be an emergency, surely? 

He swiped the screen and lifted the phone to his ear. “Hello?” 

“Ambrose!” the woman said. She sounded upset. 

“No, sorry, it’s not—” 

“Ambrose!” Her voice rose. “Why didn’t you answer me? And why haven’t you called me back? Don’t tell me you’re still rehearsing?”

Liam had always been a shit liar, but he gave it his best shot, for Ambrose’s sake. “Um, yes. Ambrose is still rehearsing,” he said. “Can I help you at all?”

“Who are you?” the woman demanded.

“I’m working on the”—Liam racked his sleep-addled brain, trying to remember what he’d heard Ambrose telling his mum—“play with him. Is this some sort of emergency, Mrs Newman?”

The voice changed, became smooth, and almost coquettish. “Please, it’s Ms. So how’s my boy doing? Isn’t he talented?” There was something odd about the way she spoke that Liam couldn’t quite put his finger on.

“From what I’ve seen he’s a very good actor,” he answered truthfully. 

“He gets that from me, y’know.” There it was again, that slight slurring. “I could have been a real star, moved to LA, made it big. But no, I chose to have children instead, and by the time they were old enough to take care of themselves, I’d missed my chance at the big time.” Liam wasn’t sure what he was meant to say to that. There was a sigh, then she said, “Well, I do have some projects in the works. Has Ambrose told you about them?” 

Liam had no idea who she thought he was. Someone important? Or maybe she just talked like this to everyone. “Ah…” 

“I was nominated for a Gold Logie,” she continued. “I had my photograph taken with Bert Newton, but someone’s come into my flat and stolen it.” 

“They stole your Gold Logie?”

She snorted. “I was nominated. I should have won, but it’s rigged, you know.” She sighed and when she spoke again her voice was oddly tremulous. “Someone stole my photograph. It might be Ambrose. He won’t tell me where it is.” 

God. Liam’s stomach twisted. He had no idea what he was dealing with exactly, but something was very wrong with Bella Newman. 

“He’s very talented,” she said, “but I think he’s jealous.” 

“I don’t think Ambrose took your photograph, Ms. Newman,” Liam said woodenly. Not that he knew a thing about Ambrose and his potential photo-kleptomania, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if there hadn’t even been a photograph to begin with. “I’ll tell Ambrose you called,” he said, disconnecting the call. 

Then he slipped the phone back into Ambrose’s pocket and lay back down and stared at the ceiling for a very long time, wondering what the hell Ambrose spent his days dealing with. Because she might have been famous once, but Bella Newman was… Liam didn’t know how to put it, even in his own head, except to say that Bella Newman wasn’t all there. 

 

* * * *

 

Ambrose was hungover the next morning and wore his dark sunglasses all through breakfast with the family. When Mum asked what they had planned for the day, Ambrose whispered, “Death.” But in the end, he agreed to go for a swim instead. 

The pool was behind the house, in a fenced-in oasis of native shrubs and groundcover. Half of it was covered by a shade sail, so no matter how hard the sun was beating down in the summer, the pool was always cool. It didn’t need the shade sail today—the clouds were still low and heavy, although the rain had stopped. Grandad had been listening to the weather reports which said the rain was continuing further upstream, which meant the local creeks might flood. Liam wasn’t too worried about that. Mild local flooding wasn’t unusual around the district this time of year, and they were on high enough ground at Connelly Estate that they wouldn’t be too badly affected. One of the tributaries of Middle Creek ran smack across the bottom of the long driveway, but Liam didn’t think they’d have any trouble getting through on Tuesday morning in Orhan’s HiLux. The rain had two days to clear before it was an issue, anyway. 

They weren’t the only ones using the pool. Liam’s breakfast suggestion had been heartily taken up by his sisters, so now Orhan and Bridget were standing in the shaded shallow end, very gently pushing Balian back and forth between them on some inflatable contraption. Riley was lounging on the steps, engrossed by her phone, which Liam was sure would end in disaster, but hey, it was her funeral. 

Neve and Marcus were in the deep end, resting their arms on the side of the pool, their heads close together as they whispered and smiled like the sickening lovebirds they were. 

And Ambrose lurked in the shallow end, hunched down so the water was up to his neck, and stared morosely at everything through his sunglasses. 

Liam slid through the water to him. “How’s the hangover?” 

“I have so many life choices to regret but drinking with your grandfather is at the top of the list,” Ambrose said. 

John Phillip wandered along the side of the pool, stared at Liam, then at the shut pool gate like he wanted it to magically open and let him back outside the pool area, then back at Liam. Liam ignored him. 

“I think Grandad would take that as a compliment,” he said, and Ambrose’s mouth twitched into a grin.

“It really is beautiful here,” Ambrose said at last, spreading his fingers on the surface of the water and wriggling them to make tiny waves dance. “It must have been great growing up here.” He looked away. “And your family is awesome.” 

Liam’s heart clenched for a moment, as he thought of the phone call last night with Ambrose’s mother. It was pretty easy to imagine that Ambrose’s upbringing had been incredibly different from his own, and not just because Liam had grown up here and Ambrose had grown up in Macquarie Fields. There was something not quite right with Ambrose’s mother, and Liam wondered how long it had been going on. It made his chest ache to think of Ambrose navigating a childhood where he couldn’t count on a parent to be there for him. 

“Hey,” he said softly, “so I don’t know if you’ve checked your phone today, but your mum called last night.” 

Behind the sunglasses, Ambrose’s face froze. 

“I answered it,” Liam said. “I told her you were rehearsing.”

“What’d she want?” Ambrose asked, his voice rasping a little. 

“She thinks you stole some photograph.” 

Ambrose snorted and looked away. “Yeah,” he said. “Sounds about right. Don’t tell anyone, okay? About how she is. Please.” 

“I wouldn’t,” Liam said. “Is there anything that—?” 

Ambrose slid under the water, putting a sudden end to that line of conversation, so Liam figured he might as well do the same. For all the weather was damp, it wasn’t actually cold, and the water was refreshing on his skin. He swam the length of the pool underwater and popped up near Riley. Ambrose had climbed out and was drying himself off. He was in a pair of Liam’s old boardies, and they’d slid partway down, exposing not only the slope of a nicely curved arse, but also part of a vaguely tribal tattoo across his lower back that suited him more than it had any right to.

“Nice tramp stamp, Ambrose!” Marcus called out. “Got any more?”

Ambrose ignored him as he draped the towel around his shoulders, and Liam didn’t blame him. Marcus was turning out to be a bit of a dick, if Liam was honest. He knew Ambrose was still suffering from the night before, so he hauled himself out of the pool, went over to the outside fridge and grabbed a bottle of water and handed it to him. “Here.”

“You’re a lifesaver,” Ambrose said, twisting the top off the bottle and downing most of it in one go. Liam tried not to stare as Ambrose’s throat worked and a trickle of pool water ran down the side of his neck, but it was easier said than done—it was a sight worth staring at. He was aware that behind him, Bridget had lifted Balian out of the pool—he could hear him rustling around in the bushes with John Phillip, and making those cute little inquisitive noises he did, as though everything were new and exciting. Which he supposed it was if you’d only existed for fifteen months. But he couldn’t tear his gaze away from Ambrose’s throat. 

“I…” Liam became aware not just of Ambrose’s throat, but of his slick, gleaming skin, of his shoulders and his torso, of the dips and valleys of his ribs and muscles, and of the trail of dark hair that led from his bellybutton down into his borrowed boardshorts. And especially of the way the wet fabric clung to his dick, filling Liam with a sudden and desperate desire to see if the dimensions matched his imagination exactly or not. 

Ambrose’s gaze held his, and Liam almost thought they were having a moment, here at the side of the pool. Then Ambrose ruined it by darting forward, pushing Liam out of the way and yelling “Balian!” at the top of his lungs as he leapt into the bushes. 

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

“Ouch,” said Ambrose, wincing at the sting as he sat on one of the pool loungers while Bridget dabbed Betadine on his skinned knee. Balian sat next to him, painting his face, the lounger and Ambrose’s thigh with a melting green ice block. 

Riley laughed from the steps of the pool. 

“To be fair,” Ambrose said, “I did think it was a snake.” 

“You did,” Bridget said, and looked up at him with her head on an angle as though she were seeing something new in him after all, and not just his inability to tell the difference between a snake and what had turned out to be a very large skink. “Okay, I think you’re good to go.” 

“Eh. I might sit out for a bit.” 

Bridget rose to her feet and scooped Balian up into her arms. “Still hungover?” 

Ambrose gave an affirmative groan. He watched as Bridget and Balian headed back into the water, Balian waving his ice block like a sword. Liam came and sat down on the lounger next to him, looking all damp and tousled and amused. 

“Are you going to laugh at me too?” Ambrose asked. 

“It was pretty funny,” Liam said. His faint smile faded, and he said, seriously, “But also, it was brave.” 

Ambrose’s heart did a weird flip-flop thing at being called brave by Liam. “Nah,” he said. “It was a skink.” 

“But you didn’t know that,” Liam said. 

No, Ambrose hadn’t known it. He’d just seen its head, way too close to Balian’s little bare foot, and he’d thought it was a snake. So he’d pushed past Liam and careened into the bushes, lifting Balian up and twisting away in the same movement, only to end up tripping and landing on his knees on the rough pebbling beside the pool. 

“Snake,” he’d managed, hugging Balian tightly to his chest so he didn’t drop him as the baby squawked indignantly at being grabbed. 

Liam had been right there, hands held out to help Ambrose up even as he’d scanned the garden beds warily. Orhan and Bridget, probably thinking Ambrose was attempting to abduct their child, had both rocketed out of the pool, only to freeze when they heard Ambrose’s pronouncement. Then the undergrowth had rustled, and the shiny silver-grey head Ambrose had spotted before emerged again, except this time it was followed by a shiny silver-grey body…and four legs. 

Liam had sagged in relief, like a balloon deflating. “It’s a skink.” 

So Ambrose felt like an idiot, then and now, but he liked the way that Liam’s expression softened when he looked at him. And he liked the way that Liam had called him brave, even if it turned out there had been nothing to be brave about in the first place. He liked—

Oh shit. There it was. 

He liked Liam Connelly. 

And he had a feeling that Liam Connelly liked him too, even if there was a good chance he hadn’t quite realised it yet. 

And suddenly, Ambrose didn’t care about being a bad boyfriend. At least not right now, when he thought that Liam felt the same way. So instead of remembering what he was paid to be here for and blurting out something loud and dickish, Ambrose just smiled. Then he reached out, took Liam’s hand, and twined their fingers together. 

Liam looked startled, but he didn’t pull away. 

Let him think this was just a little PDA to set the scene for the rest of the Connellys. That was fine. 

“This is nice,” Ambrose said, and smiled and closed his eyes. 

Liam didn’t let go of his hand. 

 

* * * *

 

Eventually it got too cool to sit around in wet shorts, so Ambrose went inside and got changed. In the spirit of appearing like a terrible person, he left his wet shorts and towel in a pile on the bathroom floor after he’d changed, but his heart wasn’t in it, not really. He sat on the closed toilet seat and pulled out his phone, opening his banking app and staring at the five-hundred-dollar deposit from Liam. 

He wondered if he should return it—it wasn’t like he was doing a very good job of making the family hate him. But then he thought about the power bill stuck on his fridge at home, and Mum’s prescriptions that he still had to collect and pay for, and he put the phone away.

“You’ll get offered jobs as an actor that you might not like,” his mum had told him when he was growing up, when his budding career had made him worthy of her time and advice, “but you’ll take them anyway, because you don’t know where they’ll lead.” He guessed this was one of those jobs. 

He put the phone away and opened the door, almost running into Liam with his fist raised to knock. They stood there for a second chest to chest, the air between them sizzling with something, then Liam cleared his throat and said, “Um, Mum says lunch is ready.”

“Right.” Ambrose looked down and pulled his phone out, just to have something to do with his hands, and made a mental note to charge it later. “Do you want me to be a bit of a dick at lunch? I mean, it’s why I’m here.”

“You probably should,” Liam agreed. “They almost like you after you saved the baby from the deadly lizard, so you might need to crank it up a bit.” He sounded as enthusiastic about the idea as Ambrose felt, and for a moment Ambrose was certain he wasn’t the only one who wanted to drop the charade. “Listen—”

“There you are, boys,” Grandad Billy said, a hand settling on both of their shoulders. “Time for lunch, and afterwards I’ll take you to see my tractor.”

“Is that code for more wine?” Ambrose whispered, stomach lurching at the thought as the hand on his shoulder steered him towards the kitchen.

Liam laughed. “No, Grandad actually has an old tractor he’s restored that’s practically an antique. He’s very proud. Besides, I don’t think you could take any more wine.”

“Fi says I’m not to intoxicate you anymore,” Grandad Billy grumbled. 

“Oh, thank God,” Ambrose breathed, and Liam laughed again. 

Lunch was a barbie, and by the time Ambrose had eaten four sausages in bread, a steak sandwich, and a serving of potato salad, the residual stomach acid from last night was soaked up by the sheer volume of carbs and grease, and he felt almost human again.

He made sure to pull his usual annoying stunts—putting his elbows on the table, licking the serving spoons, slurping his can of Coke obnoxiously—and waited for an opportunity to be a dickhead. But there never seemed to be an opening—either that or he wasn’t really trying—because they made it to the end of the meal without him managing to make one outrageous statement. He had to settle for belching loudly, and all that did was make Balian giggle from his highchair.

“So,” Marcus said, settling back in his chair and dabbing sauce off his mouth, “Neve and I were thinking about the wedding.”

Fi’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, yes, have you set a date?”

Neve took Marcus’s hand and beamed. “We were thinking about October?”

“That’s only six months away!” Fi said. 

“We know it’s quick,” Marcus said, “but I don’t want this one to get away.”

Maybe it was just Ambrose, but that sounded more creepy than affectionate—like Marcus was a big game hunter, and Neve was an exotic cat to be skinned and stuffed and mounted.

Or maybe it’s because I’m still seeing everything through my ‘Marcus is a cheater’ filter, and that’s colouring everything. 

He needed to sort that out. Because while imploding Neve’s relationship would be the ultimate dickhead move to pull, he didn’t want to hurt her over a misunderstanding. 

“Do you have any brothers or sisters who you’ll have in the wedding party, Marcus?” Ambrose asked. Please have a sister, please have a sister, he silently prayed, while hoping Liam would just think he was being weirdly personal as part of his dickhead act.

“I’ve got a younger brother,” Marcus said. “But I think I’ll ask my mate from school to be my best man. Me and Campbell aren’t that close.” 

“So no sisters?” Ambrose asked. “Or girl cousins? Or lady best friends or work wives?” 

Marcus looked at him like he’d grown a second head. His perfect brow creased. “What?” 

“I have enough sisters to fill all the bridesmaid positions,” Neve said with a laugh. “We were thinking of having the wedding here, of course.” 

“Of course!” Fi exclaimed, and just like that the conversation moved on to stuff like colour schemes and themes and things that Neve had seen on Instagram, and even Ambrose, who could talk with a mouth full of wet cement, couldn’t get a word in. 

He caught Marcus looking at him strangely a few times. 

After lunch, Ambrose’s brain churned with thoughts as he trudged out to the machinery shed over muddy ground with Liam and Grandad Billy to see the tractor. Should he just tell Liam what he’d seen and leave it to him to sort out? Or should he say something to Neve? The trouble was, he didn’t know Neve well enough to know how she’d react to something like that. He didn’t know any of them, really, only that they were decent people and they didn’t deserve the shit he was pulling on them. But then again, they didn’t deserve the sort of shit Marcus was maybe pulling, either. 

Grandad Billy wrenched the shed door open and grinned. “There now. Isn’t she a beauty?”

Ambrose blinked at the orange tractor. 

“She’s a 1936 Allis Chalmers,” Grandad Billy said. “Model U.”

“It’s very shiny,” Ambrose said, and Grandad Billy puffed out his chest proudly. “And it still goes?” 

Grandad Billy beamed. “She still purrs like a kitten.” 

Ambrose stepped forward and ran his hand over the gleaming metal. “I like how you can see right through it,” he decided, peering into the engine. “You can see all its bits.”

“That’s because you had to be able to fix them on the go,” Grandad Billy said. “With a couple of bootlaces and a bit of elbow grease. Machines were simpler back then. These days you can open up the bonnet of a car and it’s all computerised. Dig around in there with a screwdriver, and who knows what you’ll mess up?” 

“I can’t even change a washer in a tap,” Ambrose admitted. “And I’ve watched YouTube tutorials and everything.”

Grandad Billy laughed. “Ah, you’d be surprised what you can do when you need to.” 

Ambrose was pretty sure he knew his limitations. But, as he listened to Grandad Billy talk lovingly about his tractor, he thought that no, he really wouldn’t be surprised by what he was capable of when it was a matter of necessity. And he didn’t mean that in a good way. Bad Boyfriend had started out as half a joke, half a public service to girls who were being hassled by dickheads, but Ambrose wasn’t sure where the line was now. It was being tested by the Connellys, that was for sure, and Ambrose wasn’t liking what it was showing him about himself, and about how far he’d go for money. Asking where Orhan was really from? He hated himself for that. Having to pretend he didn’t see Fi’s worried expression when she looked at him and wondered if he was good enough for Liam? That hurt a little. And what had Harry said back home? That he should try being an escort like Ambrose? Just because there was no sex didn’t mean that Ambrose didn’t feel more and more like he was selling a part of himself he couldn’t get back. His dignity, maybe. 

He wanted this weekend to be real, was the problem. He wanted him and Liam to be real. Just for once, he wanted to be the kind of guy whose boyfriend took him home to meet the parents. 

And just maybe, pretending to be a shitty person all the time was starting to make him a shitty person, or at least cloud his judgement when it came to others. Wanting Marcus to be a shitheel of a boyfriend? Ambrose felt like those American evangelists who spent all their time railing against infidelity and it turned out they’d had three mistresses and two rent boys on the side all along—it was all projection.

Maybe Marcus was a perfectly harmless guy whose only crime was being a bit up himself, and Ambrose just wanted him to be a bad guy so he could feel better about himself and his actions—after all, he was only being an arsehole because Liam had asked him to, right? It was all an act, and just because Ambrose happened to be a totally convincing arsehole, that was in no way at all a reflection on who he actually was. Right? 

Yeah, nah. 

“Penny for them, Ambrose?” Grandad said. “You’re miles away, lad.”

Ambrose looked up with a start and shoved all thoughts of Marcus away. He was here to be all wrong for Liam, so that’s what he was going to do, even if he hated every minute of it. You took the jobs you didn’t want. He curled his mouth into what he hoped was a convincing smile, and asked, “Can I drive it?”

The way Liam’s eyes widened with shock told him that this was definitely a step too far. Grandad stepped protectively in front of the tractor and folded his arms across his chest. “You cannot.”

“You may as well have asked for his firstborn,” Liam murmured, and bumped their shoulders together.

“But I’m a great driver,” Ambrose said, hitting his stride. “You should see me play GTA!” 

“What’s GTA?” Grandad Billy asked. 

“It’s a video game,” Liam told him. “Ambrose, do you even have a licence?” 

“No,” Ambrose lied. “Since when do you need a licence to drive? I mean, all a licence says is that you’re allowed to, not that you’re able to.” That’s what his mum had said when they’d taken hers off her, anyway. “I’ve driven a car before. A tractor can’t be that different. Especially not an old one like this. I bet it couldn’t even go fast enough to hit anything.” 

“She has a top speed of seven miles per hour. That’s all she needs,” Grandad said.

“Jesus, could you imagine getting stuck behind it on the highway, though?” Ambrose said. He could almost hear Grandad’s hackles rising. 

“She’s a grand old lady, and she’s retired,” he said stiffly. “She doesn’t leave the property.”

“Why do you even have it then?” Ambrose asked. “Why waste time and money restoring it? What’s the point?” he asked partly to be obnoxious, but partly because he genuinely wanted to know. In his experience, once something was past its prime, people tended to move on and forget it as they chased greener pastures, brighter stars. He thought briefly of his mum, the way her career had stalled just because she’d committed the crime of having kids and being out of the public eye for too long.

He’d expected to rile Grandad Billy up, but Grandad Billy only studied him carefully for a moment. Then he ran a gnarled old hand over the tractor’s fender. 

“Because she makes me happy,” he said at last. “And she’s not useless if she makes me happy. Now, I’m a very lucky man, Ambrose. My life is full of things that bring me happiness. My family, my vineyard, my dog, my wines and even my old tractor here. And I cherish every single one of them, because I know how important they are, and because I dread the thought of living a life entirely without joy.” 

Ambrose thought it would have been easier to handle if Grandad Billy had lost his temper. This strange softness? He wasn’t sure how to react. 

“Oh,” he said at last, pushing the word out. “I mean, I guess.” 

Grandad patted the fender again. “It’s also why nobody drives her but me. They wouldn’t appreciate her like I do. Some things are only precious to one person, but it doesn’t mean they’re any less precious.”

Ambrose was saved from having to answer by a sudden hammering on the tin roof as the rain started up again. “I guess we’re stuck here for a bit,” Liam said, glancing up.

“Nonsense. A bit of rain never hurt anyone, and we’ll have a nip of port when we get back to the house to warm the cockles. It’ll be grand,” Grandad Billy said. He shooed them out into the pouring rain with a giant grin. 

As he ran up the mud-soaked driveway with cold water pelting down the back of his neck, Ambrose reflected that Grandad Billy was obviously a little bit of a bastard at heart, and Ambrose liked that about him. Then he remembered that he wasn’t meant to like him, that he wasn’t here to make friends. He was just playing a part. 

The thought of spending any more time with the rest of the family and being deliberately obnoxious was suddenly unbearable.

“I don’t want to drink any port,” he said as they reached the safety of the porch. “I might just go back to the cabin for a bit, if that’s okay?” 

Liam nodded at him. He looked confused as to why Ambrose had even asked. “Yeah, of course. Are you okay?” 

No, I’m not okay. Because I like you, but I’m not really your boyfriend, he wanted to say. And I’m asking your permission because you’re paying me, remember? 

Grandad Billy, though, nodded sagely. “Need a nap, do you? I’m not surprised. It can take it out of you, saving a poor babby from a snake.” He laughed heartily at his own joke and slapped Ambrose on the back with a wet palm, and Ambrose forced a smile.

“That’s me, the Steve Irwin of Pokolbin,” he agreed. He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck in a vain attempt to stop the rain sliding down his shirt. “I’ll, um…I’ll see you back there.” 

He turned and bolted for the cabins before he could hear Liam’s response. 

 

 


Chapter Fourteen

It was several hours before Liam made his way back towards the cabins, loaded down with food from Mum because Ambrose had missed dinner. Mum’s attitude towards Ambrose had softened a lot after he’d ‘rescued’ Balian, and it helped that she was delighted with the prospect of helping to organise an October wedding. It took Liam a minute to remember that Mum liking Ambrose was the opposite of what they’d planned, and that he was meant to be all wrong for Liam. They’d probably have to work on that. The thought of Ambrose parading himself as a poor choice made Liam’s gut squirm uncomfortably for reasons he didn’t really want to think about right now, so he thought about Neve’s fiancé instead, which didn’t actually make the squirming go away. 

Marcus was… 

Well, Liam didn’t know how he felt about Marcus. He firstly didn’t understand why it had taken an engagement to meet him. Neve had explained that Marcus’s work kept him very busy, and Liam understood busy, okay? But he also understood family, and he was pretty sure missing your own engagement announcement was taking the piss. Then, over an early dinner of sandwiches and salad, Marcus had said, “You live in Potts Point, right? In Byron Hall?” 

“That’s right,” Liam had said. 

“Neve, sweetheart,” Marcus had said, “instead of looking for a place together, we should move into your family’s flat.” 

Liam had blinked. “It’s not the family’s flat. It’s Grandad’s flat.” 

Neve had laughed. “I already told you we can’t do that, Marcus. Liam lives there, and the spare room in the flat will be for Riley if she goes to Sydney for uni.” 

Yeah, that too, but it was Grandad’s flat. He’d let all of them use it for uni because what was the point of it just sitting there otherwise? But they were expected to get their own places after graduation, not just assume they could go on living there rent-free. 

Liam trudged unhappily through the rain, holding his umbrella tightly in one hand and the straps of the bag digging into the fingers of his other. He didn’t like Marcus. He didn’t feel right, as though he didn’t fit. Even Orhan, who’d once been shy and polite before the Connellys got their hands on him, had seemed to fit from the start. Hell, Ambrose fitted, and he wasn’t even meant to. But Marcus? He had edges that didn’t slot in with the rest of the family, let alone with what Liam thought he knew about Neve, and those edges grated. 

He stepped up onto the porch of the cabin. The door was ajar, propped open with a shoe. Liam rolled his eyes and pushed the door open with his shoulder, kicking the shoe out of the way when he nearly tripped over it as he stepped inside.

Ambrose was curled up on the bed, hugging a pillow and snoring softly. 

Liam moved past him silently into the little kitchen area and began to unpack the snacks. He wasn’t as quiet as he’d hoped—by the time he glanced at Ambrose again, Ambrose was yawning and stretching awake. 

“Hey,” he said, his voice sounding muzzy with sleep. 

“Brought you some food,” Liam said. 

Ambrose sat up, blinking, and smiled slowly. “Yeah?” 

“Sandwiches, mostly,” Liam said. “I didn’t know what you liked, so I got some roast beef and chutney, some pulled pork and coleslaw, and some chicken and avocado.”

“Those sound fancy,” Ambrose said, and yawned. 

“They’re pretty good,” Liam agreed. “Hey, why were you sleeping with the door open?” 

“Oh,” Ambrose said. “Don’t move the shoe! The key snapped off in the lock, and—” 

A sudden blast of wind blew the door shut. 

“And I didn’t want that to happen,” Ambrose said. 

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Liam replied. “It won’t have locked or anything.” He crossed to the door. He jiggled the handle, and it didn’t turn. He tugged it, and the door didn’t shift. “Oh.” 

Ambrose looked vaguely apologetic. “I propped it open because the sticky-out bit was sticking out when it snapped, and I thought it might lock.” 

“Tongue?”

“Maybe later.” Ambrose grinned and reached for his phone on the nightstand. “Your parents will have a spare key though, right? They can come and rescue us. What’s their number?” 

“I honestly don’t know,” Liam said. “We’ll have to look it up.” 

“Yeah,” Ambrose said, and frowned at his phone before tossing it on the bed. “And my battery’s dead. You’ll have to look it up.” 

“I can…” Liam felt the pockets of his jeans. Then his front shirt pocket. Then the pockets of his jeans again. “I…” 

Ambrose’s eyes widened. “Don’t say it! Don’t you fucking say it, Liam!” 

Liam squeezed his eyes shut. “I left my phone at the house.” He heard an odd strangled sound, and opened his eyes to find Ambrose contorted on the bed with laughter. “This isn’t funny!” 

“It’s hilarious!” Ambrose said, red in the face. “It’s fine! It’s fine! I’ll get my charger.” He rolled off the bed and crouched down beside his overnight back. He rifled through it, stopped, then rifled through it again. “Uh…” 

“Is this where I tell you not to say it?” Liam asked. 

“Okay, so the good news is I know exactly where my phone charger is,” Ambrose said. He stood up and winced. “The bad news is, it’s in Sydney.” 

“You’re kidding, right?” 

“I’m not! I swear!” Ambrose made that strangled sound again—the one that was trying hard not to be a giggle. “But your charger’s here, right?” 

“Oh!’ Liam grabbed the end of the cable off his bedside table. “Do you have an iPhone?”

Ambrose’s face fell. “I’m sorry, I have to leave you. This can never work out. I’m an Android boy.”

“Are you serious?” 

“Yeah,” Ambrose said. “I like their operating system. I find it more user friendly, though I am well aware I’m in a minority on that account. Also, who wants to drop thousands of dollars on a new phone?” 

“Not about that! God, are you serious that my plug won’t fit your socket?”

Ambrose raised an eyebrow. “In the interests of you not strangling me right now, I’m choosing not to say what I’m thinking. But you should know I’m thinking it really, really, hard.”

“Shit,” Liam said, and dragged his fingers through his hair. “Are you laughing? Stop laughing! It’s not funny!”

Ambrose did not stop laughing. “It is funny, though! We’re trapped, and there’s only one bed! But hey, at least we have sandwiches! Besides, someone will come looking for us when we don’t turn up for dinner, right?” 

Liam wrinkled his nose. 

“Right?” Ambrose prompted again, raising his eyebrows. 

“Mum might have told me to bring the sandwiches since you already missed dinner with the family,” Liam admitted, “and she thought we’d like some alone time. It’s supposed to be a romantic weekend, after all.” 

Ambrose sagged back down onto the mattress, still grinning. “Shit. This is suddenly a lot less entertaining. It’s still pretty entertaining, but now it’s less entertaining.” He tilted his head as if he were thinking and said, “We could break the glass panels?”

“We’re not breaking the glass panels! The panes are too narrow to get through, and we’ll have fucked the entire door. Grandad will go spare.”

Ambrose shrugged. “Well then, we’re stuck here till they rescue us. At least we have sandwiches. Liam, can you get me a sandwich?” 

“Are your legs painted on?” Liam asked him. 

Ambrose grinned. “Excuse you. I saved your adorable nephew from a deadly snake attack this morning. Look at my skinned knee. Look at it!” 

“You’re such a martyr,” Liam said, and rolled his eyes. But he went and grabbed the sandwiches. When he came back, Ambrose was sitting cross-legged on the bed, patting the doona beside him. 

Liam climbed up with him and opened the bag. “Okay, we’ve also got some sparkling apple juice in here.” 

“I’ll get the glasses!” Ambrose said, scrambling off the bed. 

“Oh, your legs are fine now, are they?” 

“It comes and goes.” Ambrose danced back with the glasses, his eyes shining. He also grabbed the remote control for the TV. “Movie picnic?” 

“Is that a thing?” 

“It is if we say it is,” Ambrose declared. He got back onto the bed and held the glasses out so that Liam could pour. Then he handed Liam’s glass to him and dug through the bag. “Wow. Your family goes all out, doesn’t it? Before you said they were so fancy, I figured it’d be Vegemite or something.” 

Liam made a face. 

“What?” 

“Family joke. I never used to like Vegemite.” 

Ambrose blinked at him. “Who doesn’t like Vegemite?” 

“Most of the world, actually. An anti-Vegemite stance happens to be incredibly valid.” He shrugged. “But I like it now.” He smiled. “For a while there, Mum tried to go gourmet and she figured since it went well with cheese it’d go great with brie, but we soon talked her out of that madness.” 

“Oh, you shouldn’t even try to go gourmet with Vegemite,” Ambrose agreed. “Vegemite on cheap white bread is the only way to go. It’s a bogan staple.” 

“And student food,” Liam agreed. “Unless you’re a student running a scam where you go to fancy restaurants and are a dick over seafood.”

Ambrose grinned as he bit into a sandwich. “For the record,” he said around a mouthful, “that was a top-notch seafood platter. Five stars. Would recommend. Certainly some of the finest I’ve ever eaten in all of Sydney”—he paused before adding—“plus, the waiter was cute.”

Liam snorted, feeling his face heat up. “He thought you were pretty cute too. Until you opened your mouth.” 

Ambrose’s mouth dropped open. “Rude! I’ll have you know I was Kelly’s dream date!”

“Nightmare, you mean,” Liam said, grinning so hard his cheeks hurt. “But, to your credit, I guess, her and Greg seem to be going strong.” 

“He’s a good bloke,” Ambrose said. “And they’re cute together. I wonder, if they ever get married, if they’ll invite me to the wedding.” 

“I think if Kelly’s dad ever saw you again, he’d murder you,” Liam said frankly. 

Ambrose got a faraway look on his face. “I do sometimes wonder if my dates ever come clean. If they’re like, ‘Hey, remember that awful guy I dated? Guess what? He’s actually an okay guy’.” He shook himself and snorted. “But probably not, right?” 

“Probably not,” Liam agreed softly, wondering if he’d ever tell his parents the truth and wishing that he weren’t contributing to a growing number of people who would only ever think of Ambrose and shudder at the memory. The fact that Ambrose had brought it up, the fact that he wondered about it at all, that surely meant that on some level it mattered to him. 

“Ah well, like Mum always told me, never read your reviews,” Ambrose said, and there was something wistful about the way he said it that made Liam suspect it bothered Ambrose a lot more than he was willing to let on. 

Liam leaned closer so he could knock their shoulders together. “Well if it’s any consolation, you’re doing an absolutely shit job of making my family hate you. I think Mum wants to adopt you after you rescued Balian from the skink, and Grandad’s asking what your plans are for Christmas.” 

Ambrose sighed, and his brow furrowed. “It’s hard, with your family. They’re all so nice. Upsetting them’s like, I dunno. I’d say kicking a puppy, but Grandad’s more of a pit bull under all that Irish charm, isn’t he?” Ambrose gave himself a shake. “Anyway, my point is, I’m very good at my job. It’s just that your family likes to think the best of people, which is very inconsiderate of them in this case. Totally unprofessional.”

“Oh, they’re total monsters,” Liam said. “Awful. How dare they have faith in human nature? Utter bastards, the lot of them.”

Ambrose stared at him for a second, then said, “Where were we going with this again? I’ve forgotten.”

Liam grinned and grabbed another sandwich. “I think we were going for you’re not awful,” he said. “Annoying, but not the worst.”

“And don’t forget hot,” Ambrose said, and grinned back. He took a sip of his apple juice and brightened. “You know what would be awesome?”

“A spare key?”

“No, the hot tub!” Ambrose bounced on the edge of the bed excitedly. “Soaking in the almost-outdoors, drinking apple juice like it’s champagne because hot tubs and booze don’t mix, listening to the rain on the roof and pretending we’re rich people!” He wrinkled his nose. “Well, I’ll be pretending I’m a rich person. You just do whatever you normally do.”

“I’m not rich!” Liam protested.

“He says, in the honeymoon cottage at his family’s vineyard, while on holiday from his million-dollar flat in Potts Point,” Ambrose said. “Just your average student.” 

Liam flushed. “I don’t think about it like that. This is a working property. Mum and Dad slog their guts out to make it profitable. And the flat’s Grandad’s.” 

Ambrose bit his lip. “I was kidding,” he said quietly. “It’s what I do. Your family’s pretty great. And you’re not, like, always talking about what you own or what you want to own, or bragging about how much things cost. I’ve met guys like that before. The ones who like legit don’t understand how you sometimes have to walk places or jump the barriers because you didn’t have any money to put on your Opal card this month, or you’re scrounging for this month’s rent. It just doesn’t compute in their brains, you know?” 

“I try not to be one of those guys,” Liam said. “I know how lucky I am.” 

“You’re not,” Ambrose said. He wrapped the leftover half of his sandwich up and slid it back into the bag. “You’re not one of those guys at all.” 

They were sitting so close that Liam could feel the heat of his body. 

Ambrose nudged him and grinned. “Now let’s go get in that hot tub!” 

 

* * * *

 

Ambrose was a genius, Liam decided. He leaned his head back against the headrest of the hot tub, listening to the rain falling, and raised his glass in a vague toasting motion. “You were right. This is brilliant.”

“Told you.” Ambrose grinned, returning the toast before pressing the button that fired up the bubbles. “If we’re gonna be locked in together in the honeymoon suite, we might as well use all the bells and whistles.”

Liam thought of the basket with lube and condoms and the slim vibrator and was quietly thankful that he was already pink from the hot water, or else there would have been no hiding his blush. It was bad enough that Ambrose was sitting across from him wearing nothing but a pair of boxer briefs in place of bathers, hair wet and tousled, cheeks pink, dimples on display. The last thing he needed to be thinking about was vibrators right now. And, specifically, the look on Ambrose’s face as he came with one inside him. No, Jesus, he definitely didn’t need to think about that. 

Night had fallen, and it was dark outside. Liam couldn’t see anything through the floor-to-ceiling glass—perfect for hot tubbing in the freezing winter months, probably, but not so great, it turned out, if you needed to escape the cabin and couldn’t use the door—apart from their own hazy reflection. He supposed they could always break the glass, and there was a tiny emergency hammer stuck to the wall that must have been there for that reason, but he couldn’t imagine his parents would be impressed if he’d caused hundreds of dollars’ worth of damage when it wasn’t technically an emergency. And there were worse things than being stuck in a hot tub with Ambrose. Liam couldn’t hear anything over the bubbling of the hot tub and the sound of the rain thrumming on the tin roof. If he wanted to imagine it, the entire world might have stopped existing, except for him and Ambrose. 

Ambrose leaned back, spreading his arms out along the side of the hot tub. His skin gleamed with moisture. A drop of water slid down the planes of his torso, between his pecs and the smattering of chest hair there, and Liam’s gaze followed it. Ambrose grinned, that same lazy grin that Liam was becoming addicted to. “This is so nice.” 

“Yeah,” Liam said, his voice rasping. He didn’t know if Ambrose was even aware of the picture he was presenting, or if he knew it, and was just being a tease. “You…you work out, right?” 

Jesus. Could he sound more awkward if he tried? 

Ambrose’s grin grew, and he bent his arm and flexed his biceps. “You like these guns?” 

Liam liked the entire armoury, actually. 

Ambrose wrinkled his nose. “I don’t really work out. Like, I lift weights about once a week because I have a mate who lets me sneak into the gym he works at when he’s on shift. But I run a bit too, and I used to surf.”

“Yeah, I remember thinking you must be a runner, to get away from people trying to punch you in the face,” Liam admitted. 

“Ha!” Ambrose’s eyes danced. “I mean, it’s mostly for work. You have to have a look for TV, you know? Nobody cares if the leading guy on stage looks like a regular person, but TV? You’d better have abs if you wanna get a part in Home and Away. It’s bullshit, but that’s the way it is. I was a pretty scrawny kid growing up, so I’ve had to work on it a bit.” He shrugged. “Not that I’m booking any gigs right now, but I figure my chances are better if I look the part.”

Liam cleared his throat. “Well I think you look, um, fine. Muscular.” He glanced down at himself. “Better than I do, anyway.”

“Nah,” Ambrose said. He swiped his tongue quickly along his bottom lip as he dropped his gaze to Liam’s chest. “You’re tall. Little bit lanky. Face like an angel. It’s fucking hot.” 

Liam’s eyes widened. “What?”

Ambrose leaned forward. “You’re cute, Liam. And you have a brain. And you’re decent. That’s a pretty fucking rare combination, you know?” 

“Careful,” Liam said, his heart in his throat, “or I’ll think you actually like me.”

Ambrose tilted his head to one side, considering. Then he caught Liam’s gaze and held it. “Maybe I do.”

There was a moment of fraught silence while he likes you, he likes you, he likes you echoed through Liam’s brain like a klaxon, then Liam was surging forward towards Ambrose, his actions driven by a single thought—Fuck it.

Ambrose must have had a similar thought process because he met Liam in the middle of the hot tub in a tangle of limbs. Liam copped an elbow to the chin, and he laughed it off, because Ambrose liked him. Then they were kissing, knees slipping on the floor of the hot tub, fingers sliding over wet skin. It was messy and awkward, and they would probably drown, but at the same time it was the most incredible kiss Liam had ever experienced.

Ambrose’s lips were just as ridiculously soft as Liam had imagined them to be, and he kissed like he was born for it. The muscles in his back were firm under Liam’s hands as he wrapped his arms around Ambrose and clung like a limpet—partly to pull him closer, and partly to steady himself so they didn’t go arse over teakettle in the tub. 

It had been too long since Liam had gotten to enjoy the feel of bare skin against his, and he wasn’t going to spoil it by thinking too hard about it. Instead, he closed his eyes and let himself enjoy the sensations of a tongue sliding into his mouth and a hand tangling in his hair as they kissed some more. 

When they finally pulled apart, Liam opened his eyes to find Ambrose staring at him with something like awe. Then his trademark grin appeared, and he said, “So. Wanna take this somewhere less hazardous?”

Liam nodded like a bobblehead, slightly breathless, still trying to wrap his head around the fact that this was actually happening. Ambrose leaned in and stole another quick kiss before scrambling to his feet, which meant Liam was face to face with the obvious bulge in Ambrose’s clingy, almost see-through boxer briefs. Every curve, every contour was highlighted by the wet fabric, to the point that Liam could tell Ambrose was uncut, and Liam had the fleeting thought that if Ambrose had wanted to do porn, he was definitely built for it.

“Oh,” Liam said. “Wow. That’s…yeah. Impressive.” His own cock, which had already been taking an interest, perked up even further as he imagined getting his hands—or maybe his mouth—on all that.

Ambrose let out a soft laugh. “The one muscle I didn’t get from a gym”—he raised his eyebrows—“but also the one I work out the most, if I’m honest.” He made a crude hand gesture and grinned. “These days, it’s mainly at-home workouts, though.”

Liam snorted, more pleased at the thought that Ambrose didn’t do this often than he had any right to be, and carefully climbed to his feet. Ambrose didn’t even try to hide the way he looked Liam up and down, his gaze lingering on Liam’s own wet underwear. Liam felt his face warm up and fought the urge to cover himself. His self-doubt faded when Ambrose nodded and said, “Fuck, you’re pretty all over, aren’t you?” He leaned in for another kiss.

Liam could have happily stayed there enjoying Ambrose and his magic mouth—and that was a porn title if ever he’d heard one—for hours or days or years, except it quickly became uncomfortable standing up to his knees in hot water while the rest of him was a fraction too cool, and Ambrose obviously felt the same because he pulled back and stepped out of the tub, throwing Liam a towel and grabbing one for himself.

They scurried from the patio into the bedroom where it was warmer and dried themselves haphazardly, Liam taking the opportunity to appreciate the play of Ambrose’s muscles under his skin when he moved, the way the light glistened off the droplets of water caught in his chest hair. Ambrose caught him looking of course and grinned widely before hooking his thumbs in the elastic of his underwear and pushing it down his thighs. 

Liam’s towel hit the floor at about the same time his jaw did, because Ambrose was a work of fucking art. It was as if God himself had looked at a perfect Grecian statue of a man and said, “I can do one better,” and the result had been Ambrose. Also, unlike a classical sculpture, his dick was more than proportionate, and rather than cold marble, it was warm flesh, slapping against Ambrose’s belly with every step he took towards Liam. 

Liam shook himself out of his hotness-induced daze, and taking a deep breath, pushed his own wet briefs down, screwing up his nose at the drag of clammy fabric against his thighs. He kicked the underwear away, and he didn’t have a chance to be self-conscious because Ambrose was right there, gripping his face in his palms, murmuring, “So fucking gorgeous, Li.” He kissed him again, moving a hand down to his arse and squeezing lightly.

“Same,” Liam agreed, breathless. Ambrose’s dick was pressed against his, a solid line of heat, and he ground up against it instinctively, chasing that delicious friction, his arousal building frighteningly fast. He wondered if Ambrose would judge him if he came just like this.

Ambrose shuddered and pulled away, but it was only to dart over to the open basket on the table and grab a bottle of lube. Then he was back, leading Liam by the hand over to the bed. 

“What do you…?” Liam could barely push the words out. “How do you want to do this?” 

“Don’t care,” Ambrose said, leaning in to nip at Liam’s bottom lip. His eyes were wide. “I’m about ready to blow anyway.” 

Liam didn’t know where he found the breath to laugh. “Same.” 

Ambrose pushed Liam onto the bed and climbed up with him, straddling his thighs for a moment as he struggled to open the lube. Then he squeezed it too hard—“Oh, shit!”—and Liam laughed as a huge glob of it landed on his chest and the smell of fake strawberry flooded the room. 

“Well,” said Ambrose, scooping it up with his fingers, “waste not, want not.” He curled his fingers around Liam’s dick, and Liam almost jack-knifed off the bed. 

A moment later they were kissing again, one of Ambrose’s legs wedged between Liam’s thighs. They rocked against each other, skin hot and slick. Liam tilted his hips to line their bodies up better and moaned when Ambrose’s dick slid against his in the tight space they’d created. The wet sounds their bodies made rubbing together were filthy and amazing at the same time, and Liam rocked with more urgency, the slip-slide of flesh on flesh unbearably good. 

“Fuck,” Ambrose muttered, burying his face in the curve of Liam’s throat, panting, his five o’clock shadow rasping against the tender skin. The roll of his hips sped up, and Liam matched his pace as his balls tingled and his cock throbbed with the need to come. He rutted against Ambrose shamelessly, the need in his belly coiling tighter. Ambrose slipped a hand between them and wrapped a wide palm around both of their dicks, giving urgent little tugs, and it was the heat of his touch that had Liam arching his back and choking on air. His orgasm hit him hard, and he let out a whine as he came, his dick pulsing in Ambrose’s grasp. 

Ambrose grunted and his body jerked as well, and Liam felt warmth on his stomach as Ambrose added to the mess there, stroking them both gently through it before stilling. He laughed softly, his breath warm against Liam’s throat. “Wow.” 

“Wow,” Liam echoed, tracing patterns across Ambrose’s back as he blinked up at the ceiling and wondered what, exactly, happened now. 


Chapter Fifteen

Liam got a slightly anxious, haunted expression on his face the moment it was over. Ambrose scraped up enough energy to get out of bed and toss him a towel for clean up, then went and grabbed the bag of sandwiches from the fridge. He came back and climbed onto the bed beside Liam, tugging the doona up to cover them both. Then he grabbed the TV remote control and waved it in Liam’s face. “Movie marathon?” 

Liam showed him a tentative smile. “Okay.” 

Ambrose liked Liam too much to spook him now. “You know what the best thing about being my own boss is?” 

“What?” Liam asked curiously, unwrapping a sandwich. 

“I get to change the rules if I want,” Ambrose said. “Remember that time I said no handies or gobbies? I changed my mind.” 

“Well, it wasn’t technically a handy,” Liam said. His gaze dropped to Ambrose’s mouth. “And it definitely wasn’t a gobby.”

“True,” Ambrose agreed. “It was dirty grinding, if anything, with a happy ending thrown in. Totally allowed.”

Liam’s mouth quirked. “If you say so.” 

Ambrose’s heart skipped a beat. He’d wondered briefly if Liam wanted this to be more, but maybe it was a case of Liam just having an itch to scratch, a one and done kind of thing. He waited for Liam to say something, anything, to indicate he was interested in a repeat, but the silence was deafening.

Ambrose curled in on himself. He’d hoped they were on the same page, but it seemed that wasn’t the case after all. And now he was left to deal with the fact that some time in the past couple of days he’d started to crush on Liam Connelly. Worse, he’d started to get invested in him. And now Liam didn’t feel the same. 

“Have we messed things up?” he asked. “I mean, this”—he waved a hand between them—“wasn’t meant to happen.” 

Liam chewed his lip and stared at the TV screen for a moment. Then he dropped his gaze to his lap. “Maybe we could just chalk it up to, um, the heat of the moment, if you want?”

Ambrose’s chest clenched, but he hadn’t run up a HECS debt studying drama without learning at least basic acting skills, so he forced a smile onto his face and said, “Sure thing. What happens in the cabin stays in the cabin, right?”

“Right,” Liam said. But he didn’t look as relieved as Ambrose had thought he would, and Ambrose wondered what he was missing. Liam was the quiet sort, he suddenly remembered. Not the sort to push. Maybe he was interested but didn’t know how to ask. So just maybe, Ambrose was going to have to be the one to offer. 

“Listen,” Ambrose said, “I know you paid for a bad boyfriend, and nothing that happens here has to change that. I’m not gonna come over all touchy feely in front of your parents just because we both got off together, okay?” 

Liam’s mouth pushed into a thin line, and he nodded. “Yeah, okay.” 

“But,” Ambrose said, and didn’t miss the way Liam’s expression shifted from being closed off into something that was almost hopeful, which made him slightly more confident that he was reading this right. His stomach clenched with nerves, regardless. “But if you wanted to hang out again once we’re back in Sydney, that would be cool too.” 

Liam turned his head to gaze at him, his brown eyes wide. “Okay,” Liam said. “I wouldn’t mind, once we’re back in Sydney, hanging out with you again. Like this.” 

“Cool,” Ambrose said. He wasn’t sure where they stood, exactly, but maybe Liam didn’t know either, and maybe that was okay. It seemed like something they could try to figure out together, once this weekend was over with. 

 

* * * *

 

Ambrose fell asleep halfway through the movie and awoke some time later in the darkness surrounded by sandwich wrappings and crumbs. At first he wasn’t sure what had woken him, then he became aware that Liam, lying on his side next to him, was watching him in the gloom. 

Outside, the rain was still coming down. 

“Hey,” Ambrose said softly. 

“Hey,” Liam whispered back. 

“Come here,” Ambrose said. Liam shifted closer, and Ambrose threaded their fingers together. “This is nice.” 

It was dark and cool, and the rain on the roof made him want to sleep for days. And if he could sleep snuggled up with Liam, that would be even better. He rested their clasped hands on the pillow between their faces. 

“I don’t do this,” he said. “I’ve been on hundreds of fake dates in the past year, and never a real one. My sister says I’m messed up. She says Mum messed us both up in different ways. She’s probably right. But I don’t feel messed up.” 

Liam didn’t say anything, but he didn’t look away either. 

“Isadora says I have trust issues,” Ambrose said, “and I don’t let anyone close. She’s an accountant, by the way, not a therapist, but she reads a lot of self-help books. She diagnosed Mum with narcissism after watching one episode of Doctor Oz. So, you know, she’s not qualified at all, but maybe she’s not totally wrong either.” 

Liam’s brow creased. “Is there an official diagnosis?” 

“There are a few,” Ambrose said. “Borderline personality disorder seems to be the favourite. But Mum also did way too much coke back in the day, and she drinks too much these days, so who knows? She doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with her. It’s everyone else who’s the problem.”

“Shit,” Liam said quietly, and his hand squeezed Ambrose’s. 

“I love my mum,” Ambrose said. “She’s not perfect or anything, but I love her. But yeah, maybe I have a bunch of issues that come from her. Like, I never measure up, you know?” He smiled, but it was a bitter smile. “She, like, lives in a dressing gown for a week straight without showering, and her agent hasn’t called her in a decade, but I’m the one who never measures up to her brilliant fucking career.” 

“I think you measure up,” Liam said quietly. 

“Sometimes I don’t even know if I even love acting still, or if I’m just trying to prove something to Mum. Just trying to make her proud, or something, when half the time she doesn’t even know what day it is.”

“How does she manage, if she’s like that?” 

Ambrose gave a half-shrug. “Me. I pay a neighbour to take her shopping, and I go see her when I can, and when she goes off the rails for the umpteenth time, I visit her in hospital and pretend it’s all fine.”

“Does your sister help out?” 

“Nah, she’s in Brisbane. She did the smart thing and went to uni there, and just never came home again.” He exhaled heavily. “I don’t mean to make it sound like she does nothing. She sends parcels pretty often, clothes and gifts and stuff for Mum, and we talk a lot, but she doesn’t visit much. She says she can’t stand it. I sometimes wish I had the guts to walk away too, but it’s my mum, you know?” 

He pulled their hands apart and rolled over, away from Liam’s pitying gaze. He hadn’t meant to lay himself bare like that, but he hadn’t had anyone he felt like he could talk to about this stuff in too long, and once he’d started it was hard to stop. He silently hoped that Liam would know enough to leave it alone, and Liam must have picked up on it, because he said, “It could be worse. She could try and feed you brie and Vegemite croissants and threaten to set you up with rat-faced Richard that you last saw when you were nine.”

Ambrose laughed weakly, grateful for Liam’s attempt at a joke. “Yeah. I guess I got lucky on that score at least.” 

Liam put a hand on Ambrose’s hip. “It sounds rough. I’m sorry you have to deal with all that.” 

“It’s not as bad as some people have it.” 

“Yeah, probably not,” Liam said, and tightened his grip on Ambrose’s hip briefly. “But it’s not a competition.” 

“You’re nice,” Ambrose said around a yawn. “And cute. Why are you single again?” Even as he asked, a tendril of a memory tinged with wine tickled at the back of his mind. “Wait—you told me about this. There was a guy, right? And he…”

“Cheated, yeah.” Liam sighed. “And I never told Mum and Dad, and they don’t understand why we broke up, and now they’re on my case.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll break your heart sufficiently to keep them at bay,” Ambrose said, and tried to ignore the way even the idea of letting Liam go left a bad taste in his mouth. It’s fine, he reminded himself. The breakup was as fake as the relationship. And they were going to catch up sometimes back in Sydney. Liam had agreed. So that was something, right?

Liam snuggled up closer behind him and let out a yawn of his own, his hand never straying from Ambrose’s hip. He pulled the blankets up and mumbled, “Okay, sleep time.”

He was asleep minutes later, breathing soft puffs of air against the nape of Ambrose’s neck, and if Ambrose pulled Liam’s arm across his body so he could cuddle in closer, so what? He was sharing a bed with a hot guy. He might as well make the most of it. 

 

* * * *

 

They were woken by a knock at the door. Ambrose blinked and raised his head from where it had somehow ended up pressed against Liam’s chest. Ambrose had apparently been possessed by the spirit of an octopus sometime in the night, because he’d also thrown an arm and a leg over the top of him. Liam didn’t seem to have a problem with it—but then again, Liam was still dead to the world.

Ambrose shook his shoulder. “Hey. Someone’s here. I think it’s your dad.”

Liam’s eyes flew open, and he stared at Ambrose in silent confusion. He had bed hair and was sleep-rumpled and he was utterly fucking adorable. Ambrose kind of wanted to kiss him, but he didn’t, because while they’d sure as hell blurred those lines last night, blurred—jizzed all over them—whatever, Ambrose was painfully aware that rules often changed in the cold light of day.

There was another knock, and Will called, “Boys? Are you awake?”

“We’re trapped!” Ambrose called. “The key snapped off and now we’re locked in!”

There was the sound of the door handle rattling, followed by muttered cursing. “Let me grab my tools, and we’ll have the door open in a jiffy, okay?”

Liam’s eyes grew wide, the way people’s did in a movie when they’d just remembered something important. “Shit,” he breathed. “We need pants before he gets back.”

Oh, right. They were still naked. Ambrose toyed briefly with the concept of staying naked—it would certainly get him in the bad books—but looking at the way Liam was scrambling desperately for his bag and dragging out underwear, he dismissed the idea. He liked Liam, and he didn’t want him to melt into a puddle of embarrassment if it turned out it wasn’t only his dad on the other side of that door. 

By the time Ambrose had used the bathroom and brushed his teeth, Liam was dressed, and Will was obviously back, if the sound of drilling and the mumbled “Come on, you bastard thing,” was anything to go by. 

“He said he tried to jimmy it open, but that didn’t work so now his best bet is probably to drill out the entire mechanism,” Liam said, and Ambrose nodded as if he had any kind of clue how locks worked. Whatever Will was doing, Ambrose should probably put his pants on.

He wiggled into his underwear and skinny jeans and was just shrugging his shirt over his head when there was more drilling, a triumphant “Ha!” and a metallic clunk as the handle inside dropped to the ground, leaving a hole where it used to be. There was another thunk, and the door swung open to reveal Will standing there, a cordless drill in his hand, looking all too pleased with his handiwork. 

“Well, the lock’s fucked, and the door won’t shut at all now,” he said, holding up a handful of parts that Ambrose didn’t even attempt to identify. “We’ll have to fit a whole new one. Bloody Dad and his bargains. I told him the locks were dicky. You boys are probably going to want to move up to the main house.” He tucked the drill into his tool belt. “I guess at least it was you two who got stuck in here, and not paying guests. Why didn’t you call us?” 

“His plug doesn’t fit my socket,” Ambrose said blithely. “Does this mean I can’t leave a terrible review on TripAdvisor?” 

Will gave him a look like he wasn’t quite sure if he was kidding or not. “Well, I’d certainly appreciate it if you didn’t.” 

“He’s kidding,” Liam said. “Right, Ambrose?” 

“Right,” Ambrose agreed, and rolled his eyes at Liam when Will wasn’t looking. Way to sink a perfectly good arsehole moment. 

“Yeah,” Liam said. “We should probably move to the house if we can’t secure the place. I’d hate for Ambrose to be attacked by an army of skinks seeking their revenge.” 

Ambrose grinned, and shoved last night’s discarded clothes into his bag, peeling his still-damp boxer briefs off the floor with a slight wince. “We’re taking the rest of the sex basket stuff, right? Because we haven’t used it all yet.” He waggled the vibrator at Liam. “Got any batteries at the house? These are normally a double-A.” 

It was Liam’s turn to wince, and the tips of his ears turned a delightful shade of scarlet. Will pretended to be very interested in the door. 

It only took a few minutes to get their stuff together, then they set off towards the house. Ambrose wore his backpack and hugged the sex basket to his chest, and Liam held an umbrella over both of them. 

“This rain is something, right?” Ambrose asked. 

“Middle Creek will probably go over some time today,” Will said, as though that meant anything to Ambrose, but Ambrose nodded knowledgeably in any case. 

Despite the crap weather and getting evicted from the honeymoon cabin, he was feeling pretty good this morning. This thing with Liam was new, and it gave him butterflies every time he looked at the guy, but Ambrose liked that. He imagined himself back in Sydney, curled up with Liam on his couch with his cat, watching cheesy old movies and eating cheap, greasy pizza. Then removing the cat from the equation and having filthy drag-down sex, because sometimes a guy wanted to cuddle, and sometimes he wanted to get dirty as hell, and both of those things were valid. 

“I think Neve was going to take Marcus to see the Hunter Valley Gardens this arvo,” Will continued, “but that’s probably off now, I’d imagine.” 

“The Gardens?” Ambrose asked, looking at Liam. “Do I want to see the Gardens too?” 

Liam wrinkled his nose. “Not in this weather. And maybe not in any weather. It’s… Do you like botanical gardens and parks?” 

“Um, probably more in theory than practice,” Ambrose admitted. 

“Yeah,” Liam said. “Same.” 

They shared a quick smile. 

“Although I am a fan of certain herbs,” Ambrose said with a wink. Will’s eyebrows raised, and his mouth tightened, and Ambrose took it as a win. 

“We could go yabbying down at the dam?” Liam suggested. “Dad keeps it stocked, and we’re already wet. It’ll be fun.”

Ambrose frowned. “What’s yabbying when it’s at home?”

Liam grinned. “You throw a line in with a bit of meat on it, and when the yabbies grab on, you fish them out with a net. You catch a bucketful, and then Mum drags out the big pot, and we have a boil-up.” 

Ambrose screwed up his face. “Pass.”

“I thought you liked seafood?” Liam teased with a wink, and Ambrose decided he liked this new, playful Liam. 

“Only when it’s served to me on a plate. Not when I have to get dirty and work for it.”

“City boy. So, that’s a no to fishing in the dam and catching your own lunch, then?”

“A definite no,” Ambrose agreed, even though he thought it sounded like it might be fun, and he’d definitely enjoy watching Liam be all wet and wild and Crocodile Dundee—or was that Yabby Dundee? Either way, while he might enjoy it, Asshole Ambrose definitely wouldn’t lower himself to standing around in the pissing rain with a bit of meat on a string, so that meant it was a no-go.

They trudged up the porch steps and into the house, and Ambrose made a point of leaving his wet shoes on even when Will and Liam stopped to take theirs off. He didn’t miss the look Fi gave his soaked sneakers, but she didn’t mention it at first, instead wrapping Liam in a hug, squeezing him tightly as if he’d been missing for six months instead of vaguely inconvenienced overnight. Ambrose was slightly envious, although he wasn’t sure if he was envious of Liam for having a mum who hugged him, or of Fi for getting to put her hands on Liam. 

She finally let go and put her hands on her hips. “Now, what on earth happened? I know you had enough sandwiches to get you through dinner, but when you missed breakfast as well, I sent your dad down to check on you.” 

“It was those bloody doors,” Will said. “I told Dad the locks were buggered.”

“Yeah. Long story short, broken key, flat phones,” Liam said. 

“I have to replace the whole mechanism,” Will said, “so I thought the boys might as well stay in Liam’s old room.”

“Do you guys have an Android charger? My phone’s dead as a turd,” Ambrose said, wiggling it around in his hand as if to show just how dead it was.

“There’s one in the kitchen. I’ll plug it in for you,” Will offered, and Ambrose squelched across the floor to hand it over.

“Ambrose,” Fi said, obviously unable to help herself, “pop your wet shoes outside, there’s a good lad?”

Ambrose looked down like he hadn’t realised he was wearing soaking wet shoes inside. “Oh, right.” He squelched across the room, leaving a trail of muddy footprints on the hardwood. He didn’t apologise, and he didn’t offer to wipe them up, even though his own mother would have skinned him alive for a stunt like that. 

Instead, he kicked the shoes off into a heap and peeled off his socks as well, piling them on top. He dumped his backpack and the gift basket on the kitchen table and asked, “So, any chance of breakfast? Worked up an appetite last night.” He followed it up with finger guns.

Liam’s ears went that delightful shade of red again.

Fi’s eyes widened. “I’m sure you want to put your bags in Liam’s room first,” she said. 

“Oh, good idea,” Ambrose said. He slapped Liam on the arse and made a point of grabbing the sex basket and leaving Liam to carry his own bag as well as Ambrose’s. “And maybe we can work up even more of an appetite in the meantime.” 

“Uh, yeah,” Liam said, very obviously not making eye contact with his parents. “I’ll show you where my room is.” 

“Do you still have your Justin Bieber poster? I bet you had a Bieber poster when you were a tiny gay,” Ambrose said. “I had a Bieber poster.”

“I don’t have a Bieber poster,” Liam said. 

“We might have to take it down, though,” Ambrose continued, ignoring him. “I really don’t think I can do the nasty with the Beebs watching.”

Liam picked up both bags and said, “Come on.”

Ambrose waved at Will and Fi and followed Liam through the house. The entire house was gorgeous, not just the few rooms he’d already seen. It was clearly old, but everything shone and gleamed like the foyer of a fancy hotel. Ambrose didn’t have much experience with fancy hotels, and the foyer was usually as far as he’d ever made it. He couldn’t speak to the quality of the rooms in fancy hotels, but he imagined they were something like Liam’s bedroom—large, airy and showroom worthy. That didn’t mean sterile though, at least in Liam’s case. This room had clearly been lived in once upon a time, even though it had been by a boy who was obviously a lot more organised than Ambrose had ever been. The books on the shelf—way too many on agriculture, honestly—had obviously been read, but they were also lined up in alphabetical order. There was a poster on the wall—not Bieber—but it was framed, like the Connellys didn’t know what Blu Tack was. Ambrose looked at it and laughed. 

“The Mighty Boosh? Really?” 

Liam flushed. “Why not?” 

“You are a man whose still waters run deep, aren’t you, Liam Connelly?” Ambrose asked approvingly. “I also had a massive crush on Noel Fielding. I still do. In fact, if he called me now, I’d have to leave here immediately and go and meet him.” 

“You’d have to walk. You got a ride here,” Liam pointed out with a grin.

“Oh, I got a ride, all right,” Ambrose said, just to see Liam blush again. “And if I’m lucky, I’ll get another one tonight.”

Liam threw a book at him, and Ambrose dodged it, laughing. 

“Where shall I put the sex toys?” he asked. “Do you have somewhere in particular you keep those?” 

Liam looked vaguely scandalised, like he wasn’t sure whether to laugh or throw something else. “Yes, I do, actually. I keep them in Sydney, where there’s zero chance of Mum finding them.”

“Oh,” Ambrose said, and winked. “Maybe you’ll show me them some day.” 

“Maybe I will,” Liam said, and ducked his head to hide his shy smile. 

 


Chapter Sixteen

The moment Mum suggested the best way to pass a rainy Sunday afternoon was a family game of Monopoly, and Ambrose eagerly agreed, Liam knew it was going to be a disaster. Grandad Billy recused himself, and nobody tried to talk him into staying. Not after the Monopoly Incident of Christmas 2016. The Connellys got passionate about their board games, which was great fun, but something about Monopoly turned them into bastards. Liam bit back a groan as Mum dragged the board out and shooed everyone into the living room, and Ambrose hurried after her with an evil spring in his step. 

“I bags the dog!” Ambrose called out, but he didn’t put up much of a fight when Riley grabbed it first. “Fine! I bags the ship!” 

Marcus leaned in and snatched the top hat, tossing it casually in his hand. He didn’t even have the good manners to bags it first, Liam noted, which was just rude. There was etiquette to the distribution of Monopoly pieces, and Marcus had just ignored it. 

Liam wasn’t the only one who noticed. 

“Bridget’s always the top hat,” Will said, frowning. 

“Then she should have moved quicker,” Marcus said, and slipped the piece into his pocket as if he were worried he’d be asked to give it back. “I mean, the whole point of the game is to get in first and come out on top, am I right?”

Bridget, who’d had her hands full wiping the remains of a Vegemite sandwich off Balian’s face, gave Marcus a dark look. 

“Actually,” Ambrose said a little pompously, and Liam took a moment to admire the way he was taking the opportunity to be a know-it-all pain in the arse, “Monopoly was originally invented as a demonstration of the failings of capitalism. It came with two sets of rules—one based on one winner taking all, and one where all players came out ahead through land taxes and equitable wealth distribution. Ironically, in a demonstration of the failings of a greed-driven society, the idea was stolen and a bastardised version was sold to Parker Brothers. So no, it wasn’t the name of the game, not to begin with.”

“Isn’t that interesting!” Fi said too brightly, a fixed smile on her face. “Now we’re going to have to play in teams, because there are so many of us. Shall we make it couples?”

“I only play solo,” Marcus said quickly, “and I’ll be Banker, since it’s practically my job. Neve can play with Riley. That’s all right, isn’t it, babe?”

Neve looked slightly put out but nodded her agreement. “I guess.” 

Liam frowned at that, because wasn’t Ambrose meant to be the professional arsehole here? But Ambrose stepped up and filled his role perfectly when he said, “Everyone knows the Banker always cheats.”

“It’s only cheating if you get caught,” Marcus said. He tipped Ambrose a wink that Liam wasn’t sure he was meant to see, and he wondered what it meant. Ambrose appeared to ignore it and instead busied himself getting settled on the floor around the board. Monopoly always ended up being played on a floor somehow, even if there was a table right there—it seemed to be an unspoken universal rule that the game wasn’t complete without a numb arse from sitting on the ground and a sore, stretched back and creaking hip joints at the end of it.

Liam plopped himself down next to Ambrose, who ignored him in favour of studying the battered rule booklet closely. Liam couldn’t help feeling a little rejected, and he had to remind himself that this was an act, that Ambrose liked him, and was just doing what Liam had paid him to do—namely, be all wrong for him.

Ambrose cleared his throat and asked, “Do you guys play the rule where all properties sell on landing? Or the coward’s version?”

“All properties sell on landing,” Will, Fi and Neve chorused in unison, and Liam was reminded again that his entire family took this way too seriously.

“Just so you know, this lot plays for sheep stations,” he murmured to Ambrose.

Ambrose just grinned, sharp and slightly evil. “Oh, so do I.”

Everyone arranged themselves around the board, and Marcus distributed the cash. Ambrose insisted on double counting, presumably just to be a dick, but it turned out that Marcus actually had an extra three hundred dollars. He laughed it off, and something tickled at the base of Liam’s spine. Marcus hadn’t even flinched at being caught out, which made Liam wonder if it was because he lied so often and so well that it was second nature. Or maybe he was being unfair, and Marcus genuinely had made a mistake. But still, the prickle of unease wouldn’t go away. 

They started to play, and everyone was incredibly polite for the first three or four rounds of the board, maybe because there were guests. The good manners soon fell away, though, when Ambrose bought Oxford Street and gave Will, who already had Regent and Bond Street, a shit-eating grin. “Too bad, old man. No landlord earnings for you.”

“Opportunistic little bastard,” Will said with a scowl. 

“That’s me,” Ambrose agreed breezily. “But I might sell it to you later, if the price is right.”

“You can’t on-sell properties,” Marcus objected. 

“You can in the Connelly rules,” Neve said firmly, and Liam suspected she was still annoyed at Marcus for ditching her so quickly. 

“We’ve always traded,” Fi said. “It keeps it interesting.” Marcus was obviously either smart enough or intimidated enough not to argue with her.

Ambrose waggled the orange card he’d just bought at Will obnoxiously before tucking it under the edge of his thigh at the top of his folded legs, where it nestled next to the railroads that he’d bought so far. Well, they’d bought, since Liam was technically playing, even though Ambrose appeared to be calling the shots. “I’m open for any offers,” he announced loudly.

Marcus snorted. “I’ll just bet you are.”

“For the property,” Ambrose clarified with a raised eyebrow. “For anything else, I’m taken. Right, cutie?” He leaned over and pinched Liam’s cheek. It was obnoxiously affectionate, and Liam honestly didn’t know whether to pull back in embarrassment or lean into it. Of course, then Ambrose ruined it perfectly by running a thumb over Liam’s bottom lip and murmuring slightly too loudly, “God, I love your sexy mouth.” 

There was a moment’s awkward silence, then Neve cleared her throat and sent the dice clattering across the board. “Double six!” she crowed, as Bridget leaned forward and moved their counter, landing them on Whitechapel. They didn’t want to buy it, which meant that a furious bidding war soon broke out between Marcus and Ambrose before Fi swooped in and outbid them both, giving her the set.

“Congratulations, you’re a slumlord,” Ambrose told her. “Don’t forget to never do any maintenance, turn up at the arsecrack of dawn for unscheduled inspections and bump up the rent every chance you get. It’s how you get rich preying on the underprivileged.” That earned him a glare from both Mum and Dad, but he just shrugged, seemingly unrepentant. “What? I told you, I’m a kid from Macquarie Fields. I’m just telling it how it is.”

Liam was struck with a sudden desire to sit his parents down and explain that Ambrose didn’t mean any of what he said, that it was all an act, he really wasn’t like this, and would the real Ambrose Newman please stand up, please stand up?

But then he remembered that the whole point of this was to show he had terrible luck with men, buy him some peace and quiet and get him out of dating Mary’s boy Richard—he of the ferret features—so he kept his mouth shut, let Ambrose do his thing and let his family continue to think he was dating a wanker. 

And Ambrose, to his credit, played the wanker incredibly well. He did little things, like extending his elbows just far enough that he continually jabbed Bridget in the side and making an obnoxious clip-clopping noise with his tongue every time someone moved their counter. He insisted on folding his cash into tiny origami shapes before he handed it over when he had to pay anyone rent. He even stole a bite of Balian’s biscuit, earning an outraged squawk from the toddler. 

It was just a shame he was outdone by Marcus, who seemed to be treating the game like a gladiatorial challenge to the death. Liam had thought his family played hard, but they had nothing on Marcus. He legitimately whooped loud enough to frighten the baby when he bankrupted Riley after she was two dollars short on her rent. “No mercy in the real world, kid,” he said when she pouted and asked if he’d take an IOU.

“That’s a bit harsh don’t you think?” Will said. “We always allow IOUs with the younger ones. Family rules.”

Marcus shrugged. “New family member, new rules.” 

Ambrose opened his mouth as if to say something, then snapped it closed again, and threw the dice with enough force that one of them skittered off the board and ended up under the armchair. Liam had to fish it out, and Ambrose slapped his arse while he did so, making Fi’s mouth pinch up like she’d sucked a lemon. The dice added up to four, which landed them on Chance. Ambrose picked up the card and screwed up his nose. “Go directly to jail,” he announced glumly, and didn’t even make the clip-clop noises when he put their piece on the square. “Why don’t we have a get-out-of-jail-free card?” he demanded of Liam, as though it were somehow his fault. 

“Aw, you’ll have to do jail time,” Marcus mocked, far too cruel for it to be funny. Liam kind of wanted to punch him, and he was startled at the depth of his genuine dislike. “I guess you’ll be someone’s prison wife now. You’d enjoy that, right?” 

Ambrose tilted his head at Marcus. “Bold of you to assume I’d be the wife. I might be the prison husband.” His eyes sparkled. “What do you think a prison husband does? Works nine to five in the prison yard and then comes home to his cell for a nice glass of toilet wine? Then he and the missus snuggle on the top bunk, and afterwards they smoke some contraband cigarettes until lights out.”

Liam almost laughed at how puzzled Marcus looked. 

Marcus scowled for a moment and raised his eyebrows. “Wait. Does that mean Liam’s your—”

“My throw!” Dad interrupted, grappling desperately for the dice. “Doubles! I get to go again!” He banged his counter loudly against the thin cardboard and counted aloud, possibly in an effort to drown out his own thoughts. 

It didn’t deter Marcus in the least. “So is it true that gay guys give better head than girls?”

Ambrose raised an eyebrow. “Good question.” He leaned in close, grinning, and whispered loudly, “I guess you’ll never know, straight boy.” Then he mused aloud, “If a guy and a girl both compete sucking someone off, is it called going head-to-head?” 

There was silence for a second before Riley let out a shocked giggle, and Fi sniffed in disapproval and said firmly, “That’s enough of that talk.” Liam recognised the thread of steel in her voice that meant the subject was closed, and heaven help anyone who didn’t take the hint. Apparently Ambrose recognised it too, because his mouth, which had just opened, shut with a snap. “That’s better,” Fi said.

Liam couldn’t help but grin at Marcus’s pinched expression at having lost the verbal battle, and when Ambrose flashed him a bright smile, it made warmth bloom in his chest. 

He was distracted by his dad throwing the dice again, less violently this time. He advanced five squares and promptly snapped up Mayfair, meaning Marcus couldn’t complete the set. 

“Aw,” Ambrose cooed. “No high-class real estate for you, big guy. Guess you’ll have to marry rich instead—oh wait, you already are.”

Neve’s brow furrowed when Marcus didn’t bother to disagree with Ambrose’s not at all subtle assessment of him as a gold digger. 

“Sure am,” he drawled. But then he blew Neve a kiss and said, “Beautiful and rich. I guess I hit the jackpot, huh, sweetheart?” 

Something about it struck wrong, but Liam didn’t have a chance to look at it too closely, because then Ambrose was tugging on his arm and saying, “Think I can get in on that? How long until you propose, sweet pea? Because my lease is up soon, and you have harbour views!” 

Liam didn’t dare look at his parents. He could sense their sudden alarm. “I’m not proposing to you any time soon unless you unexpectedly fall pregnant.” 

“That would be unexpected,” Ambrose agreed with a grin. “Since if anyone’s the baby daddy, it would be me.” 

Mum sucked in a sharp breath. 

Balian chose that moment to reach out from where he was perched in Bridget’s lap and pluck a house off one of Marcus’s properties, clutching it curiously in his fat little fist and examining it, then shoving it in his mouth. 

“No!” Marcus snapped and smacked the back of Balian’s hand. “Don’t touch!”

Balian’s eyes grew wide, his mouth fell open and the spit-covered house fell into his lap. He let out a sharp wail at the same time that Bridget gasped loudly and pulled him close, glaring daggers at Marcus. 

Liam could see that there was no way this was going to end well. And maybe it was a coward’s way out, but he didn’t even feel slightly guilty when he moved a foot sideways and with a sharp kick sent the board flying, scattering pieces all over the floor. “Oops,” he said unconvincingly. “Game’s over.”

“Good thing, too,” Will said darkly, scowling at Marcus. “Some people take Monopoly far too seriously.” Which Liam personally thought was rich, coming from a man who’d once bribed his own child with an entire pack of Tim Tams in exchange for letting Will have all the green and orange properties. Liam had been eight at the time, and a whole pack of Tim Tams had seemed like a much better option than a pile of cards from a game he didn’t really understand, especially when he didn’t even get to keep once the game was done. 

Bridget shushed and soothed Balian gently before handing him off to Orhan, who stood and rocked the baby back and forth, then she joined Liam and Neve and Fi in tracking down plastic houses and hotels and cards from where they’d gone flying, throwing Marcus dark looks the entire time. Ambrose plopped himself on the couch and didn’t help at all, other than to point out the bits that they’d missed. Marcus finally took a hint and made himself scarce, and as soon as he left the tension in the room eased, at least a little. 

“Sorry, Bridge,” Neve offered. “Marcus doesn’t have much experience with kids. He doesn’t mean any harm, he’s just…driven.”

“It’s fine,” Bridget said, her tone suggesting it wasn’t really fine, not yet, but if they pretended for long enough it would be. Liam felt a flash of sympathy for his older sister, having to put up with her siblings’ two dipshit boyfriends this weekend. Except Ambrose was faking it, whereas it looked like Neve was engaged to an actual dickhead. 

Maybe Liam was imagining things. Maybe Marcus was just nervous and on edge meeting the family and was a decent person under all his bluster. Still, Liam couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease at his sister’s choice. 

Ambrose caught his eye and patted the couch next to him, and Liam slid into place. “Wow. When you said your family plays for sheep stations you weren’t kidding,” Ambrose murmured. 

Liam gave a rueful smile. “Just be glad they didn’t get the Trivial Pursuit out. Grandad has a near-photographic memory and gloats like a bastard when he wins.”

“That sounds terrifying but I also kind of want to see it.” Ambrose pulled a face that was part-confusion, part-admiration and one hundred percent adorable. Liam resisted the urge to kiss the tip of his scrunched-up nose and settled for smoothing a stray lock of ear behind his ear. 

“It’s something,” Liam agreed. “Grandad has strong feelings about board games.” 

“And tractors,” Ambrose said with a grin. “I like your grandad. Mind you, I never had one of my own, so the bar is set very low for grandparent appreciation.”

It was a sharp reminder of what Ambrose had told him about his fucked-up family situation, and Liam felt bad then, for all the times he’d resented his own family for their interference—no, interest—in his life. “Grandad’s pretty great,” he agreed. 

“All your family are,” Ambrose said, eyes sparkling. “I might even like them better than I like you.”

Liam shoved his shoulder. “Dick.”

“Maybe later,” Ambrose said with a wink, and Liam laughed, a lightness washing over him when he remembered that Ambrose wasn’t necessarily kidding, now. They might have something together. Or at the very least, they had the hint of a possibility of something, which was still enough to make Liam smile hard enough that his face hurt.

“I’m hungry,” Ambrose announced looking at Fi expectantly, and Liam was brought back to earth with a bump when he remembered that Ambrose was meant to be obnoxious. Except he couldn’t quite remember why that was, again. 

“I’ll get it, Mum,” he said, and pushed himself to his feet, but before he could take more than two steps, Ambrose spoke again. 

“Don’t worry about it, babe,” Ambrose said. “I’ve just remembered, we still have some of that body chocolate from the honeymoon basket. We could go upstairs, and I could lick it off your—”

“You know what we need?” Fi interrupted loudly. “A nice platter. I’ll go and see what’s in the fridge. Riley, you can come and help.”

She swept out of the room with Riley in tow, presumably before Ambrose could corrupt her any further. 

 

 


Chapter Seventeen

Monopoly sure had been something, Ambrose reflected when the dust had settled. It was a bastard of a game to begin with, and Marcus had added some extra bastard to the mix, but once the game had ended, and the Connellys had started to reminisce about other times they’d played, the tension in the room had dissipated and everyone had chilled out again, though Marcus still looked peeved that he hadn’t won. The game itself might have been a bust, but Ambrose enjoyed hanging out with Liam and his family and watching the way they all interacted. When he was a kid, he’d always wanted to be part of a big family. He liked that the Connellys had jokes that everyone already knew, and all it took for someone to start an embarrassing story were a couple of well-chosen words, because everyone knew the story and had heard it a thousand times before. And he liked that when Liam saw him watching avidly, he’d shared the joke or the story with Ambrose in an undertone, so that he was included too. 

Like the one about the time when Riley got the Monopoly house stuck up her nose. She’d been twelve. Or how Neve had once spent hours one Christmas Eve when she was six drawing fake Monopoly money with crayons, and everyone had played along with it and pretended they couldn’t tell because she’d been so proud of her deviousness. One of the notes had still been in the bottom of the box, and Bridget had shown it to Ambrose—Neve was no forger. But the cutest story had to be about when Liam had been learning to play, and he couldn’t say ‘Community Chest’ so he’d called it ‘Community Kiss.’ Liam’s ears had turned pink when Fi told that story, and Ambrose had reached over and held his hand, his chest swelling with warmth. 

In the end, despite Marcus—ugh—it had been a fun way to spend some time. 

He flopped back onto the couch, feeling loose and boneless and relaxed. But not so relaxed that he didn’t shift his arse and make room for Liam beside him. He moved back so that he could lean against Liam. He got a fluttery feeling in his stomach when Liam put his arm around him, which was weird, because usually PDAs didn’t bother him at all. The difference, he suspected, was because this one was real, and the glances that the Connellys gave them meant something. He hoped there might have been less reservation in those glances if they’d known the real him. 

Jesus. If he and Liam made a real go of this, Ambrose had a not-insignificant redemption arc coming up in his future, didn’t he? He’d cross that bridge when he came to it, he guessed. For now he just wanted to enjoy the sensation of Liam’s arm around him, and lean against him some more. 

Fi brought another charcuterie board into the living room and set it down on the coffee table. The Connellys and their charcuterie boards. Maybe they thought that a person would die if they weren’t always within easy reach of a triangle of Camembert. But Ambrose approved. So did Balian, who toddled up and carefully examined the olives. Then he looked hopefully at Bridget for permission before lifting one to his mouth, obviously still cautious after what had happened with the Monopoly house earlier. 

“Oop,” Orhan said, and plucked the olive from Balian’s chubby little fingers. He broke it in half, then in half again, and gave the mangled pieces back to him. “You’re still figuring out that chewing thing, right, Bal?” 

Balian didn’t seem to be having any trouble as he shoved the olive pieces into his mouth but he nodded anyway. 

“Kids,” Orhan said, and sat down on the couch with Bridget. “You spend ages planning for them and getting everything ready, then when they get here it’s like your entire life suddenly revolves around stopping the little lemmings from killing themselves.” 

Bridget laughed and tangled her fingers in his. 

“Oh, the girls were the same,” Fi said. “Not Liam though. He was so well behaved.” 

Will came around with a bottle of ginger beer, filling glasses. Ambrose was relieved there was a non-alcoholic choice on offer. He was warm and comfortable enough that he was pretty sure half a glass of wine would send him straight to sleep. 

Riley snorted and rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mum, we know he’s your favourite!” 

Fi clutched her bosom. “That is not true at all, Riley Meredith Connelly, and you know it!” 

“It’s true,” Bridget mouthed to the room, and everyone laughed. 

Liam flushed, and Ambrose jabbed him gently in the ribs. “You’re my favourite, too.” 

Marcus, leaning back in an armchair with a glass of white wine perched on the armrest, looked slightly bored, and Ambrose wondered if he was thinking about spreadsheets and figures and exchange rates, or whatever it was guys like Marcus thought about. He caught Marcus’s gaze, and Marcus’s mouth twitched in a faint, mocking smile. Ambrose wasn’t sure if he was mocking Ambrose, or the Connellys, or something else entirely. Probably not himself though, and the way he stood out like a sore thumb among the Connellys. Guys like Marcus, in Ambrose’s experience, didn’t like to take what they dished out. 

It was a pain having to get up to reach the charcuterie board, but Ambrose made the sacrifice, loading up enough crackers that he wouldn’t have to move again for a while. 

“All I’m saying,” he said, “is if you nailed the board to the top of a train set, and set up a track around the room, that would solve all my problems right now.” 

“I don’t think anyone asked,” Marcus pointed out. 

Neve laughed, but Ambrose didn’t think Marcus was joking. He jammed a cracker in his mouth and regarded Marcus narrowly.

“God, don’t tell Grandad Billy,” Riley said. “He’d be on that idea in a heartbeat.” 

“Well,” Will said, “it’d be a tripping hazard, wouldn’t it?” 

As though that were the craziest thing about Ambrose’s suggestion. He looked like he might be seriously considering it otherwise. 

“I’m going for a swim,” Riley announced. 

“But it’s pouring down!” Fi exclaimed. 

“Oh no,” Riley deadpanned, heading out of the room. “I might get wet.” 

Bridget put on some annoying children’s TV show for Balian and planted him in front of the screen. He seemed more interested in the olives than whatever was on the screen, and Ambrose respected that. The olives were very good. 

“Do you guys want another round of Monopoly?” Bridget asked, giving the box a dubious look. 

“Hell, no,” Liam said. “I’m going to see what else is in the games cupboard.” 

Ambrose made a small sound of protest as Liam levered himself out from underneath him. But also, he got to watch that arse as Liam walked away, so he didn’t complain too much. 

“If we’re playing another game, we probably need more cheese,” Fi decided, and followed Liam out of the room. Ambrose could only assume she’d be back with a charcuterie board large enough to sail to New Zealand on. Again, no complaints. Well, apart from his bladder, which was straining a little because of that last ginger beer. 

Ambrose rose and stretched and padded out of the room for the closest bathroom. Of course the Connellys had more than one, and of course they were all immaculate. The entire house was like something that could have featured in the glossy pages of a fancy magazine, but, more than that, it felt like a home, and that was something no photoshoot could capture. The Connellys were the heart of this place, and they filled it with warmth and laughter. 

God, Ambrose would have killed to be a part of a family like this when he was a kid.

He used the toilet in the half-bathroom and washed his hands. Then he wiped them down the side of his jeans, even though there was a fluffy hand towel hanging right there, because you could take the boy out of the shitty student share house, apparently, but you couldn’t take the shitty student share house out of the boy. 

There was pomegranate-scented hand wash on the edge of the sink. Ambrose didn’t even know what a pomegranate was supposed to smell like. They didn’t have hand wash at their place and, honestly, the shard of soap that lived on their leaky bathroom sink was covered in dust and so dry that a spider lived under it. Still, the shitty share house with its rotating roster of shitty roommates—excluding Harry, who Ambrose loved like a brother—was a home of sorts too. At least, it was more of a home than Mum’s flat in Macquarie Fields. It wasn’t until he’d left there that he’d realised how long he’d spent walking on eggshells around Mum, and what a relief it was when he didn’t have to constantly watch everything he said and did for fear of puncturing her very fragile reality.

The weight of his phone in his pocket reminded him that he should probably call Mum and check in with her. Maybe she’d forgotten that she thought someone had stolen her photograph, or maybe she was spiralling even further into that place where she thought everyone was conspiring against her, jealous of her success. 

He drew a breath. 

He’d call tonight. Hell, he deserved an afternoon to just laze around and play stupid board games with his not-quite-fake-anymore boyfriend, right? 

He opened the bathroom door to leave, moving back in surprise as Marcus stepped inside. 

“Um,” Ambrose said, and made a lemme-just-get-around-you gesture, only to find Marcus crowding him up against the sink. “What the fuck?” 

Marcus was tall enough to look down at him, even from their sudden and uncomfortably close quarters. “You’ve landed on your feet here, haven’t you? For a guy from Macquarie Fields.” 

Ambrose rolled his eyes. Of course Marcus was a total snob. “Yeah, well, not everyone gives a fuck about someone’s postcode, do they?” 

“Hey,” Marcus said with a smirk, “I respect the hustle, Ambrose.” 

“The hustle?” Ambrose demanded. “Mate, the only hustle I know is the dance, and I’m way too sober to give that a whirl right now.” He looked pointedly at the door. 

Marcus leaned even closer, his expensive aftershave threatening to make Ambrose sneeze. “So, is it true that gay guys give the best head?” 

The question felt like suddenly being dunked in icy cold water, so cold that Ambrose struggled to draw a breath through the sharp shock of it. This wasn’t just being a dick like Marcus had been before over Monopoly. This was physical intimidation, from a guy taller and maybe even stronger than he was, from a guy who was giving off every physical signal that he didn’t know the meaning of the word ‘no’, and Ambrose felt queasy. He looked over Marcus’s shoulder. Marcus had closed the bathroom door when he’d come in, and Ambrose really didn’t like the implication that he’d wanted privacy for this. He managed to draw a breath at last and summoned up his outrage. 

“Uh, how about you go and get fucked?” Ambrose got an elbow between them and jabbed Marcus in the chest, but Marcus only pushed back harder, ending up with Ambrose shoved back roughly against the vanity unit. The edge of it dug into his lower back almost painfully. 

“Come on,” Marcus said. “You’ve got a good thing going here, Ambrose. You wouldn’t want to fuck that up, would you?” 

“Um…what? Are you blackmailing me?” Ambrose asked. He stared at Marcus’s arrogantly handsome face, expecting a denial and not getting one. “Holy shit, are you seriously blackmailing me?” 

“I saw you last week at Circular Quay,” Marcus said, narrowing his eyes. “On your date.” 

Ambrose almost laughed. He didn’t bother to explain. Why the hell would he, when Marcus was sitting in his very fragile glass house throwing stones? “And I saw you too, remember? Which makes this a fucking stalemate.” 

“Jesus.” Marcus rolled his eyes, as if he were suddenly bored of this entire conversation. Well, that made two of them that wanted it over and done with. “Seriously, what the fuck have I got to do to get a fucking blow job here?” 

Yeah, no. That was not how Ambrose wanted the conversation to end at all. 

“Fuck you,” Ambrose said. “Not if hell froze over, arsehole.” 

“You think?” Marcus asked, a corner of his mouth lifting in a knowing sneer. “Like I said, you’re on a good wicket here. These people are fucking loaded. You really want to jeopardise that just because you’ve suddenly decided to play hard to get?” 

Hard to…what?

“Come on,” Marcus said again. “You know you want to.”

“Get the hell away fr—” Ambrose’s brain short-circuited and his skull filled with static as Marcus grabbed him by a handful of hair and pulled him forward into a kiss. For a moment he didn’t know what shocked him so much—the fact that Marcus was such a scumbag, or that his ego was really that huge that he thought kissing Ambrose would lead to a grateful blow job in return. Oh, yes, Marcus. Thank you for bestowing me with such a magical kiss. I, a lowly gay, would be honoured and privileged to suck your cheating straight-guy dick in return. 

And before he could even decide, before he could even unfreeze and push Marcus away, the door to the bathroom opened again, and Neve was standing there. For a moment she was frozen too, then she screamed. 

“Marcus!” 

Marcus thrust away from Ambrose, and Ambrose winced as the lip of the vanity dug into his back again. 

“Babe,” Marcus said, showing her his palms. “Neve. I can explain!” 

“What’s going on?” Bridget asked, appearing beside Neve. 

Neve was tearful and full of rage, her face twisted and her mouth wavering. She pointed an accusatory finger into the bathroom. “They were kissing!” 

Bridget’s mouth dropped open in shock. 

Panic rose up in Ambrose, threatening to overwhelm him. He pushed past Marcus on shaky legs, then past Neve and Bridget in the bathroom doorway. 

“Ambrose,” Bridget said, but Ambrose kept moving. Away from the bathroom, away from Marcus and Neve and Bridget. He just needed to get away. 

He wanted Liam. God, he did. He wanted to explain, and mostly he wanted Liam to feel angry on his behalf. He wanted Liam to be outraged, both with Ambrose and also on his behalf, but no. 

“Oooh,” he’d said jokingly on Friday, “maybe I’ll make a move on Neve’s fiancé? That’d be heart-breaking enough for you, right?”

And what had Liam answered? 

“Nobody would believe it.”

Well, it had happened now. Not that Ambrose had been the one to make a move, but Liam didn’t know that, and it wasn’t like Marcus would tell the truth, was it? And Ambrose would, but would that count? A part of Ambrose thought that Liam would believe it, maybe, if only Ambrose could explain it to him. That might not be enough for the rest of the Connellys, but maybe it wouldn’t feel so bad if Liam believed it. 

But another part of him—the kid from Macquarie Fields who would never be good enough for a family like this, the guy who lied for a living, who’d never had a proper family and probably didn’t deserve one—didn’t want to know. He didn’t want to look Liam in the face and see the moment that Liam decided he was a piece of shit, and that it hadn’t been an act after all. That a guy like Ambrose was just awful and not worth sticking around for. Not worth falling for. Not worth anything at all. 

Ambrose headed for the front door. 

He could hear Neve yelling, but he couldn’t make out the words above the sound of the blood roaring in his skull. 

“What’s happening?” Will asked, his brow creased in worry as he hurried past Ambrose towards the bathroom. He didn’t stop when Ambrose didn’t answer. 

Ambrose had to leave. He had to get the hell out of here and never come back. All the stupid fantasies he’d built up over the last few days, the ones where the Connellys liked him, shattered around him now like glass. And they’d been so stupid, because this weekend was supposed to be about Ambrose showing them that he wasn’t good enough for Liam, not about…not about falling in love with all of them. With Liam, who was sweet and kind and awkward and everything Ambrose had ever wanted but been too afraid to acknowledge. 

Well, he’d showed them, he guessed. He’d definitely showed them. 

“Ambrose?” Liam asked from the living room. He was holding a battered Mouse Trap box. His face was a picture of confusion. “What’s going on?” 

Ambrose ignored him and kept moving. 

He pushed his way out the front door onto the porch and ran outside into the pouring rain. 

 

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

Neve was yelling and Ambrose was hurrying away, and Liam, who had no idea what the hell was going on, was standing in the living room holding Mouse Trap like a fucking idiot. 

Dad was the first one to head to the bathroom to see what was going on, but Mum bustled along after him quickly. So did Riley, wearing her swimmers and a towel around her waist. Even Grandad Billy, blinking like he’d just woken up from a nap, was in the middle of the crowd when Liam finally peered down the hallway towards the bathroom. 

What the hell was going on? And why the hell had Ambrose bolted like his arse was on fire? 

Orhan, holding Balian on his hip, moved past Liam towards the melee. 

And at that moment Neve’s yelling, which had been a series of angry noises up until now, like a frustrated toddler throwing a tantrum, transformed into words. “I saw you, you liar! You fucking liar! You were kissing! You and Ambrose were kissing!” 

Liam gasped in shock, and Mouse Trap dropped to the floor, pieces scattering everywhere. The yellow plastic cage had some bounce—it ended up over by the couch. The big pink ball rolled in a lazy ellipse around Liam’s feet. 

“He came onto me!” Marcus said, his tone contrite and whiny. 

Liam hurried out of the living room and down the hallway. He saw Marcus standing in the bathroom doorway, palms held out, and Neve and Bridget moving around him like vengeful Furies poised to attack at any moment. 

Dad was standing a little way back, narrow-eyed and watchful, content to let Neve and Bridget deal with it, Liam knew, as long as it didn’t turn physical. Then all bets would be off. Will Connelly had never raised a hand in anger to his kids, and Liam had no doubt that if anyone else tried it, he’d rip their spines out with his bare hands. Which would be a mercy killing at that point—because Mum?—Mum would go nuclear. 

“He came onto me,” Marcus repeated, his wary gaze taking in all the Connellys crowding the hallway. He took half a step back, as though realising for the first time that he was very much outnumbered, but at the same time he lifted his chin defiantly. “I mean, come on, you know I don’t swing that way, Neve.” 

Liam’s stomach twisted. He remembered Ambrose saying that maybe he should crack onto Neve’s fiancé, but Liam had shot that down, hadn’t he? He’d thought he had, and Ambrose had seemed to understand that Liam didn’t want any of his family members hurt. And besides, weren’t they past that whole arsehole-for-hire thing? Hadn’t they gone from fake boyfriends to almost-real boyfriends? He’d thought Ambrose wanted it as much as he did—but he’d thought Jonah had felt the same as him once. He thought of Ambrose and the kisses, and more, that they’d shared. And maybe that made Liam a total fool—again—but he didn’t think he’d fallen into bed with a liar. Or fallen in love with one. 

“You’re lying,” he said, and Marcus’s gaze fixed on him. “Ambrose wouldn’t do that.” 

And he knew, just looking at Marcus, that it was true. 

“Then where is he?” Marcus asked. “Why am I the one here explaining what happened, when he’s done a runner?” 

“I don’t know,” Liam said. He shrugged and folded his arms across his chest. “Maybe I’ll go get him, and we can ask him, huh? Because I can’t wait to hear his side.” 

Dad shot him a worried look. So did Mum. And Bridget and Orhan. Even Riley looked a little dubious. Wow. Ambrose really had sold the whole horrible boyfriend thing really well, because while they weren’t on Marcus’s side, obviously, they also weren’t on Ambrose’s side, and there was a good chance that the entire family thought Liam was an idiot for believing Ambrose hadn’t done anything wrong. Only Grandad Billy was smiling, and when Liam’s gaze fell on him, he gave Liam a double thumbs-up, like Liam was six years old again and this was Saturday morning Auskick.

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” Marcus said, “but last week I was at dinner with a client, and I saw Ambrose. I didn’t know who he was, but he was obviously on a date.” 

Liam’s stomach clenched. “Yeah, I know. So what?” 

He had the satisfaction of seeing Marcus’s shocked expression. 

“What client were you having dinner with?” Neve asked suddenly. “A client like Jana? Or Vicki? Or is it someone new this time?” She punched him in the chest then, obviously not liking that it had absolutely zero effect, drew her arm back for another shot. “You promised you wouldn’t do it again, you lying piece of shit!”

“Babe…” Marcus blanched. “It’s not like that. I can explain.”

“No!” Neve yelled, her face blotchy and red. “I’m sick of your bullshit! We’re over! Get the fuck out of my parents’ house!” 

Dad caught her arm before she landed another punch. “You heard my daughter. Get out of here.” 

Marcus dithered. “Babe, that ring cost a lot of money.” 

Neve glared at him. “Fuck you. It’s mine now. I’m going to sell it for fifty bucks and a bottle of vodka.” 

“You’d better leave, Marcus,” Dad said. “Let’s not make this more awkward than it needs to be.” 

Translation—Don’t make me punch you, because I will. 

“You’re making a mistake, Neve,” Marcus said, but he began to move down the hallway, through the assembled Connellys. His shoulder brushed against Liam’s, and his mouth turned up in a sneer. “And your boyfriend’s a dirty slut, Liam.” 

“Takes one to know one!” Neve screamed at Marcus’s retreating back. 

Liam winced. He appreciated where she was coming from, but he was also really glad Ambrose hadn’t heard that. 

Marcus headed for Neve’s bedroom, presumably to grab his bag. John Phillip growled and followed him, his claws clicking on the polished wooden floorboards. 

Neve took a giant, shuddering breath. Her face crumpled, and she started sobbing, real ugly-crying with no holds barred, and Mum immediately pulled her close, squeezing her tight and making soothing noises, all the while wearing a face that showed a willingness to commit murder, if necessary. 

It was Bridget who turned to Liam and said, “What did you mean about knowing Ambrose was on a date with someone else? What the hell’s going on, Liam?”

Liam looked at his assembled family—his dad with arms folded over his chest, his sisters with hands on their hips like matching sugar bowls, his mum with an arm full of Neve and a face like thunder, and Grandad, who for some reason was still grinning madly—and took a deep breath. If he wanted to salvage any kind of relationship with his family—and with Ambrose—he was going to have to come clean. 

“Ambrose isn’t really my boyfriend.”

Dad’s brows drew together in confusion. “But you said he was. And he certainly acted like it!”

Liam sighed. “I hired him, Dad. When Mum was threatening to set me up with rat-faced Richard, I panicked and said I’d met someone, just so she’d stop fussing. And Ambrose, well, he’s a boyfriend for hire, so I paid him to date me.”

Riley’s mouth fell open in an O of shock, and Orhan’s eyebrows hit his hairline. In the background, John Phillip barked loudly, and the front door slammed. Marcus was gone, then. 

When Mum spoke, it was in that very calm, very quiet voice laced with steel that they all dreaded, the one that meant there’d be hell to pay if someone didn’t explain what was going on right this very minute. “William Patrick Connelly, did you bring a—a male prostitute into our home?” 

Mum looked like she was about to have an aneurysm, and Liam quickly shook his head in denial as he hurried to explain. “No, Mum, not, um—not like that. Ambrose hires himself out as a bad date. If, say, you want your parents to stop interfering in your love life, you introduce them to Ambrose. He acts like a dickhead, and then when you break up with him, they’re so happy he’s out of the picture, they stop questioning your choices. My friend Kelly suggested him.” 

“But he was lovely at family dinner!” Mum said, almost pleading.

“That’s because I asked him to be nice. I just wanted a date, so you’d get off my case, Mum. I didn’t expect you’d like him so much you’d invite him for the weekend!”

Mum’s face crumpled in confusion. “Get off your case? I’ve never pressured you to be in a relationship, Liam. I don’t interfere—”

“You do a bit though, Mum,” Bridget said. 

“Yeah, you really do, Mum,” Riley agreed. “You’re already after me about who I’m taking to the school formal.”

Will wrapped a comforting arm around his wife’s shoulder. “We know you just want the best, love,” he soothed.

“We know it’s because you want us happy,” Liam said with a nod, “but it’s a lot of pressure even if you don’t mean it, you know? So I thought, if Ambrose came for the weekend, he could be a dick and you wouldn’t like him, and then after he dumped me, I could plead heartbreak, and you’d give it a rest. I didn’t mean for any of”—he waved his arms vaguely—“this to happen.”

“Bollocks,” Grandad said loudly, and every head swivelled to look at him. “That was never fake dating. That boy was making sheep’s eyes at you every chance he got, and you were making them back.”

“Um, yeah. About that,” Liam said, face heating. “It sort of got…less fake? We were maybe hoping this might go somewhere. I guess that’s out of the question now, though.”

“Why is it out of the question?” Grandad asked. “Just because Neve’s fiancé turned out to be a fecking arsewipe doesn’t mean you and your boy are a lost cause. Sorry, Neve,” he added, barely apologetic, “but I never liked that little tit. He’s a real, what’s the word, Liam? A Jimmy Fig?”

Liam laughed despite himself. “You mean a figjam, Grandad?” At his father’s puzzled look, he explained, “Fuck, I’m good, just ask me.”

“That’s the one! Head so far up his own arse he could see his fecking tonsils. Sorry, Neve,” Grandad repeated.

Neve wiped her eyes on the back of her hand, stepping out of Mum’s embrace, and Liam felt for his sister, recognised her pain, but looking at her, standing with her shoulders back and chin jutting out, he felt a flash of pride as well, and he knew she’d get through it. “It’s fine, Grandad. Marcus has cheated before, but he promised he’d change, and I felt like I had to give him one more chance. But he’s a bastard, and I’m not sorry he’s gone.” She took a deep breath and held out her left hand, fingers splayed wide. “Besides, I’m not really selling the ring for fifty bucks and a bottle of vodka. I’m selling it for five grand and spending a week in Bali.”

“Good girl,” Grandad said approvingly, and Neve gave him a watery smile.

“So let me get this straight. You and Ambrose weren’t dating?” Mum asked. 

“Not really, no,” Liam said.

Mum’s eyes widened in horror. “Oh my God! I put you two in the same room! I gave you the honeymoon suite! With the honeymoon basket!”

“Oh my God!” Riley said, then she let out a giggle. “There was only one bed!”

“If it makes you feel better, we didn’t really use the basket,” Liam said. “I mean, apart from Ambrose eating the body paint with a spoon. He said it was like upscale Nutella.” Liam smiled at the memory, despite himself, but his expression sobered when he remembered the way that Ambrose had run out on him without a word. 

“He’s a good one, that boy of yours,” Grandad said, over the sound of rolling thunder. “Now, are you going to stand here all day, or are you going to go get him and fix this? Because given the way that poor lad bolted, he probably thinks we’re ready to string him up.”

Liam’s chest squeezed at the thought of Ambrose out there, alone in the pouring rain, walking fuck knew where and thinking fuck knew what—that Liam believed Marcus maybe? That he hated Ambrose, and they were over before they’d even started? The thought of it had Liam frozen on the spot.

“Go on, then,” Grandad said, and shoved his shoulder. “He can’t have gone far.” It was enough to get Liam moving. 

He ran for the front door, feet clattering on the hardwood, and was greeted by the sight of Ambrose’s wet shoes, still sitting where he’d abandoned them earlier. Ambrose was out there barefoot. Surely that meant he couldn’t have gone far? He pulled out his phone and dialled Ambrose’s number, but after ringing for a while, it went to his message bank.

Liam opened the door and peered through the curtain of rain looking for any sign of Ambrose, but all he could see were grey shapes in the gloom. Maybe Ambrose had gone to the cabins? Liam shrugged on the Driza-Bone his dad always kept hanging inside the front door and grabbed an umbrella, then trudged down the swampy driveway as quickly as he dared. It took longer than he would have liked to get to their cabin, and when he got there, Ambrose was nowhere in sight. 

Shit. He stood there for a minute, helpless, and wondered what the hell he was going to do next. Ambrose wouldn’t have tried to walk back to town, would he? Even as he thought it though, he knew he would have, because Ambrose was exactly that impulsive. He tried calling again, and got the same recorded message assuring him that Ambrose wasn’t available right now but if he’d like to leave his name and number, Ambrose would get back to him. He huffed in frustration. 

He stomped back across the property in the direction of the house, only to be met by Grandad coming the other way wearing a raincoat, John Phillip plastered against one leg, and grinning from ear to ear. “Road’s gone!” he said cheerfully. “Marcus called the house. His car’s stuck in the ditch, and he expected us to come and pull him out.”

“Really?” 

“Really. Will told him to bugger off. He’ll have to call a towie.” Grandad’s smile widened. “No sign of your boy down here?” He seemed far too cheerful for the situation, but then, Liam had forgotten how much Grandad loved a good bit of drama. 

“No sign,” he confirmed, “and he’s not answering his phone. But if the road’s out, he can’t be walking that way, so where the hell did he go?” He did his best not to imagine Ambrose lying injured at the side of the road or swept away by the creek and failed utterly. 

Grandad tilted his head in thought. “The dam trail, maybe?” he said. “It’s higher up, and your boy’s probably following the easiest path.”

That made sense. The trail to the dam ran along a ridge, and it wouldn’t have flooded, but it also would have stuck out like dog’s balls to someone who didn’t know the property and was looking for a road. Liam shaded his eyes with his hand as if that would help him see better, and he could make out the stark line of red dirt cutting across the landscape. “It’s worth a try,” he decided. 

The sky lit up just then with sheet lightning, and Liam thought he saw, for a split second, a tiny figure moving along the road. “There he is!”

“Well then, let’s go get him!” Grandad said and pulled a bunch of keys out of his pocket. 

Liam’s brow furrowed. “But the road’s washed out.”

“Roads?” Grandad’s eyes twinkled. “Who needs roads when we’ve got Adeline?”

Liam’s eyes widened. “You don’t mean—?”

“The old girl’s made for this,” Grandad said. “Not like these modern cars. She’ll get us there. We’ll rescue your boy, you’ll tell him you’re still sweet on him, and your mother can stop having conniptions about your love life.” He waggled the keys. 

“Um.” Liam appreciated the gesture, but… “She only has one seat, Grandad.”

Grandad Billy waved a hand. “We’ll hook up a harvest bin and you can ride in the back. Besides,” he added, “it’ll be…what’s the word? Symbolic.”

“Will it?” Liam asked doubtfully. 

“Ambrose will understand. We have an understanding, he and I,” Grandad assured Liam, grinning far too widely considering they were standing in the pissing rain in the middle of a thunderstorm, and Liam was reminded anew that Grandad really did love a bit of drama. 

Liam hesitated. “Are you sure, Grandad? The Allis will get wet and dirty, and I know how you feel about that.” Grandad normally fussed and fretted over so much as a speck of dust on his precious Allis.

Grandad huffed. “Well now, I think we can make an exception for romance. It’ll be grand, like in one of those books your mother likes so much.”

Liam didn’t think anyone in his mum’s bodice rippers had chased their one true love on a tractor while riding in a wine bin that would probably smell faintly of fertilizer. Besides. “One true love might be a bit strong, Grandad,” he said, ducking his head shyly. 

“One true wants-to-be-more-than-friends, then,” Grandad amended, and his grin widened. 

There was another flash of lightning, enough for Liam to catch a glimpse of the distant figure. And maybe he was imagining it, but even at this distance Ambrose looked like he’d curled in on himself, and the thought of him in the pouring rain, barefoot and alone, decided him. “Let’s do it.” 

Grandad slapped him on the back hard enough to make droplets of water fly off the surface of his Driza-Bone, and together they splashed over to the shed where the Allis was kept. Grandad drove her out carefully, and between them they hitched a grape bin to the towbar on the back and Liam clambered in, clutching his umbrella and taking a second to ditch the almost-empty manure sack that had been languishing in the corner. 

“Tally ho!” Grandad Billy cried enthusiastically, and they set off down the driveway in what was possibly the world’s slowest romantic pursuit. As the tractor trundled along sedately, Liam tried calling Ambrose again, but it went straight to the message bank, so he shoved his phone back in his pocket and gave it up as a bad job. 

John Phillip loped along easily alongside the tractor, stopping to piss on any interesting looking posts, and Liam couldn’t help but sigh. They were getting overtaken by a dog. “Are you sure this can’t go any faster, Grandad?” he yelled over the noise of the motor. 

“Seven miles is the recommended maximum, and seven miles is as fast as we’ll go,” Grandad said firmly, and Liam hadn’t thought it was possible, but the tractor slowed down as they started to climb the gentle slope of the driveway, heading in the direction of the dam trail. Once they levelled out, it picked up speed again, and John Phillip had to trot to keep up, right until he made a soulful, warbling noise, and Grandad stopped the tractor long enough for them to lift him onto the back, long legs scrabbling awkwardly against the wood as they heaved him over the side. He panted happily and propped his front paws up on the edge of the bin, looking for all the world like he was navigating. Liam found himself thinking that Ambrose would get a kick out of that when he told him about it. At least, he hoped he would. He hoped Ambrose was talking to him at all. After all, he’d hardly leapt to his defence, had he? No, he’d stood there like a spare dick at a wedding, holding a game of Mouse Trap with his mouth hanging open catching flies. 

John Phillip, as though sensing Liam’s despondent mood, turned his huge shaggy head and gave him a slobbery kiss up the side of his face. 

“Thanks, John Phillip,” Liam said, and he and the dog held on to the edge of the grape bin, water sloshing around their feet, as they chugged very, very slowly up the hill. 

 


Chapter Nineteen

Ambrose splashed through yet another puddle. He was following a dirt track that was becoming increasingly eroded by deep rivulets of running water, but he was pretty sure that it would eventually get him to some sort of main road. The Connellys’ driveway had been a bust. Even a city boy like Ambrose hadn’t been dumb enough to try to walk that way once he’d seen the flooding. But he’d taken in the lay of the land, pretending he knew what he was doing, and in a fit of inspiration, he’d decided that if he just followed this dirt track over the slight rise of the hill, he would undoubtedly meet the curve of the main road at the bottom of the slope, right? 

It had made perfect sense twenty minutes ago, when Ambrose had been slightly drier than he was now and completely desperate to get the hell back to Sydney. Okay, so he was still desperate to get back to Sydney, but the edge of that desperation had worn off now that he was slogging through the pissing-down rain through squelchy red mud and puddles that splashed all up around his ankles. 

This sucked balls.

He was cold and he was wet, and his feet were fucking freezing, and the pointy bits of gravel scattered over the road’s surface were jabbing into his soles like malevolent Lego, and at some point, he was going to have to admit he had no idea where he was going and trek back to the house. Or he could save his pride and die here among the rows of grapevines. Maybe the Connellys would name a wine after him in remembrance. 

The Awful Ambrose. A full-bodied red, slightly bitter, with hints of bullshit. 

He wrapped his arms across his torso as he walked, trying to believe that it would somehow keep him drier. Which he knew was bullshit, because he was as dripping wet as if he’d just climbed out of the pool. He was pretty sure that even his underwear was soaked through, which was going to lead to some fun chafing issues in the near future. Jesus. Even if he made it to town—he couldn’t even remember what the town was called. Polka bin? Polka dot? Poker, I hardly even know her?—Would they let him on the train like this? 

Oh fuck. 

Is there even a train? 

No, it was okay. He still had his phone on him, and it was obviously still working from the way it kept buzzing. He’d get to Polka Dot and figure it out. And, if worse came to worst, he’d phone Harry, and Harry could borrow their dodgy mate Shane’s dodgy van and drive up and collect him. 

Ha! Suck on that, universe. Ambrose wasn’t going to die surrounded by grape vines after all, because he wasn’t totally friendless and alone after all. He had Harry, and a phone and a plan. 

“Holy fuck!” Ambrose leapt backwards as a snake slithered past him trying to escape the water. His heart leapt at least twenty feet further away than he did, and he had to wait for it to find its way back into his ribcage. “Okay, that was not a skink.” 

That was what he got for telling the universe to suck it, he guessed. 

“Point taken,” he said, squinting up at the low, black clouds. “You could still kill me at any moment. Got it.” 

A bolt of lightning lit up the sky in response, which in Ambrose’s opinion was just showing off. A gust of cold wind blew, making his shirt cling wetly to his back and sending shivers up his spine as he splashed along, watching the ground carefully in case the snake had brought its mates. Although, it turned out the real snake had been Marcus all along. Ambrose’s gut churned bitterly at the memory. 

He wasn’t even surprised that Marcus had turned out to be the kind of guy who’d make a move like that. Ambrose imagined him now, turning on that smooth charm as he lied about what had happened, pinning the blame on Ambrose. And the Connellys would believe it too, wouldn’t they? After all, Marcus was some sort of financial whiz kid who was engaged to their daughter, and Ambrose was just some unemployed student blow-in that Liam had only known for two minutes, and who’d spent all weekend making the worst possible impression. 

The red clay mud was thick and sticky and freezing between his toes, and he thought to himself that if he ever had to audition for ‘miserable Dickensian urchin number six’, if he just channelled this moment, he’d be a shoo-in for the part, because he’d never felt so utterly wretched in his life. 

His phone buzzed again, and he continued to ignore it. He didn’t need to hear Liam telling him that he’d fucked up. He was aware, thank you very much. The rain continued to beat down relentlessly, and he ducked his head as far as he could and wished he’d thought to steal an umbrella and a pair of gum boots from the porch. After all, the Connellys already thought he was a cheat. Adding petty theft to the list couldn’t possibly make their opinion of him any lower, and at least he’d be slightly drier now. 

In the distance, a dog barked. 

Ambrose slumped along, grateful that the rain at least appeared to be easing up a little and tried to figure out how far he was from the main road. He hadn’t paid much attention when they’d arrived because he’d never had much of a sense of direction anyway, but now he wished he’d taken in more of his surroundings. That way he’d at least know to look out for a tree shaped like a bent fork, or a stack of tires made into a sculpture, or any of the ridiculous landmarks country towns always seemed to possess in spades. Not that it mattered, because the only thing he could see was miles and miles of vines stretching out in every direction, the scattering of leaves drooping under the weight of the raindrops much the same way that Ambrose was drooping under the weight of this entire fucked-up afternoon. 

The dog barked again, closer this time, and Ambrose turned his head curiously, only to be greeted by the sight of John Phillip. The dog was in the back of some sort of trailer, being towed by—Ambrose squinted against the rain—what looked for all the world like Grandad Billy, although it was hard to tell with the hood of his raincoat pulled up.

Ambrose stopped walking and blinked once or twice to clear the rain from his vision and make sure he wasn’t imagining things, but no, it was definitely Grandad Billy on his ancient tractor, towing a trailer with John Phillip in it, the dog’s paws set against the top edge of the trailer like a ship’s captain at the wheel. 

And next to John Phillip, waving frantically, was Liam.

Ambrose’s heart lurched at the sight and tumbled over the next few beats. He shoved down the instinctive need to dive into the vines and hide, but only because there were snakes in there. The tractor continued its relentless, snail-like approach, although it appeared to have slowed in the face of a small incline, and Ambrose remembered—“a top speed of seven miles an hour”—combined with, “She’s retired.”

Had Grandad Billy gotten his precious tractor out in this weather just to come and look for Ambrose? His heart lurched again, only this time it was with something that might be hope. It seemed unlikely, but if Grandad was willing to get the Allis out, maybe they weren’t here to drag him over the coals and tell him what a bastard he was after all.

The phone in his pocket buzzed again, and Liam was holding his own phone up and making some sort of exaggerated gesture. The buzzing stopped at the same time the tractor hit a bump, and Liam lurched sideways and disappeared out of view, making John Phillip, who hadn’t budged from his spot, let out an impressive “Woof!” that echoed loudly.

Ambrose bit his lip in an effort to stifle a laugh, because he might be cold and wet and miserable, but the sight of Liam going arse over teakettle in the pouring rain on the back of an ancient tractor? Hilarious. As he watched, Liam pulled himself upright, wearing what might be mud all up one side of his face. Ambrose hoped it was mud, anyway. 

Liam was shouting something, and Ambrose caught faint snatches over the rain. “…going? Not the…town…way!”

Ambrose shrugged helplessly, spreading his arms wide and sending a rivulet of cold water down his neck. He shuddered at the unwelcome flood. His phone buzzed again, and faced with the inevitable, he gave in and answered it.

“Where the hell are you going?” Liam said without preamble. 

“I, um. I was walking to town,” Ambrose said. “Figured I’d get in first before your dad kicked me out.”

There was a moment’s silence, then Liam said, “You’re heading towards the dam, dickhead.”

Ambrose stopped walking and frowned at the track like it had been the one to betray him, and not his own terrible sense of direction. He’d reached the crest of the hill, and as he gazed ahead, he saw that Liam was right—at the bottom of the hill was a wide expanse of dark water, surrounded by long grass and stocky shrubs and not, as Ambrose had been hoping, the road into town. “So, what? You came to tell me to get the hell out of Dodge, but walk in the other direction?” 

Over the drone of the tractor Ambrose faintly heard Grandad Billy saying, “Put it on the speaker, lad,” and his voice joined the conversation, tinny and faint against the backdrop of thunder and machinery. “Ambrose, get your sorry arse back here. You’re not in trouble, lad,” he said. It warmed something in Ambrose, to hear Grandad calling him lad the same as he did Liam, even if he probably only meant it in a generic way.

“We know that Marcus is the arsehole,” Liam added. “Neve dumped him, and Dad kicked him out.”

Ambrose stood frozen on the spot, and unexpected warmth flooded his insides. Did that mean that just for once, he wasn’t being cast as the bad guy after all? “But what about—?” 

What about the fact I’ve acted like an utter fuckwit this entire weekend? What about the fact I lied to your family? What about the fact I like them and want them to like me back and I’m not sure what I’ll do if they don’t?

The questions remained locked inside, because Ambrose was afraid to hear the answers, but Liam must have been able to read his silence because he said, “It’s fine, I promise. I told them about the fake dating, and that you’re not as big a dickhead as you make out, that it’s mostly an act.”

“Only mostly?” Ambrose couldn’t help the smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. Maybe he hadn’t fucked this up completely, after all.

“That’s not what I meant, idiot,” Liam said. “Anyway. Come back?”

“Yes, lad, come back,” Grandad chimed in. “This old body’s not made for going uphill in the rain, and I’m not talking about Adeline.” As he spoke, the tractor’s motor sputtered alarmingly before smoothing out again, but Ambrose took the hint and started walking back towards the tractor. Maybe it was because he was walking downhill, or maybe it was because Liam and his family didn’t hate him, but the rain didn’t seem as cold, or the walk as daunting. 

Maybe the universe didn’t hate him after all. 

But it didn’t love him either, because two steps later he lost his footing in the mud and went down in a flailing heap, arms windmilling uselessly as he tried and failed to save himself from landing on his arse. His phone went flying from his hand, but he could still hear Grandad’s guffaws of laughter coming from the speaker. 

He lay sprawled flat on his back for a minute, eyes closed against the rain, and when he opened them again John Phillip’s face was inches from his. The dog barked and licked the side of his face, breath redolent with Pedigree, and that was enough to motivate Ambrose to drag himself into a sitting position in order to avoid a repeat. John Phillip barked again in approval and kept trying to slobber all over him. Ambrose swatted vaguely at his snout, then hauled himself to his feet, scooping up his phone.

He put the phone to his ear in time to hear, “…all right? You went down pretty hard.”

“Hard’s how I like it,” he said on reflex, and Liam snorted. 

“Dickhead. Seriously though, are you coming back?”

Ambrose hesitated. “It depends. Do you promise your mum isn’t going to kill me, and your dad cut me up and bury me, then use my body as compost?”

Liam laughed loudly. “Pretty sure you’re safe. After all, Grandad approves of you, and that’s the important thing.”

“Sure, lad. I know a good egg when I see one,” Grandad Billy cut in. “Now how about you stop standing there like a fecking scarecrow and get your arse back here so we can get home and get dry? It’ll be dark soon.” 

“Oh! Right. Sure.” Ambrose ended the call and started walking again, and he was pretty sure he was covering more ground than the tractor, which was struggling up yet another slight incline. As he approached, it made an ominous graunching noise, before wheezing and shuddering to a standstill. 

John Phillip, who’d been loping along next to him, barked and took off, running in circles around the tractor and trailer. By the time Ambrose reached them, Liam had clambered out of the back, and Grandad Billy was peering into the guts of the machine and muttering darkly. Liam hurried over to Ambrose before coming to a stop in front of him. Ambrose wondered if Liam would kiss him, but instead Liam reached out, hesitantly at first, then he grabbed both his hands, giving them an affectionate squeeze, and somehow that was better than a kiss.

“Your hands are fucking freezing,” Liam said, and didn’t let go. Ambrose forgot about the rain and the cold and the mud as warmth and something like hope flooded him. “I don’t think you came onto Marcus,” Liam said. “Nobody does.”

“Yeah, you said,” Ambrose reminded him. “You said Marcus was the arsehole, which frankly I find to be an insult to my professional integrity as a bad boyfriend.”

A grin appeared on Liam’s face at that. “To be fair, Marcus has probably been a dick his entire life, so he’s had more practice.”

Ambrose laughed. 

“So, come back home? If you still want to leave, we can arrange something, but I’d, um, like you to stay? As yourself?” Liam gave him a hopeful look that was reminiscent of the one John Phillip gave when he was in the vicinity of a wedge of Brie, and how the hell was Ambrose supposed to resist that?

“Sure,” he said. “I’d like that.” Liam squeezed his hands again, and Ambrose squeezed back.

Grandad Billy cleared his throat. “This is all very touching, but could we get out of the pissing rain so you can have your heart to heart somewhere dry?” He shivered. 

Ambrose turned to him. “Your tractor! She’s meant to be retired, and you brought her out in the rain! Will she be all right?”

Granddad Billy ran a hand over the back of his neck and sighed. “She’ll be fine. She’s just out of fuel. I didn’t expect to be driving her, never filled her up. We’ll have to leave her here, I think.” His mouth twisted, and Ambrose felt bad for him.

“Could we push her back? I mean, Liam’s pretty much useless because he’s a skinny drink of water, but you and I have some brawn, and it’s downhill. We should be able to manage it between the two of us. Liam can steer and look pretty.”

Liam cocked an eyebrow. “And this is you…not being an arsehole, is it? Because I’m honestly struggling to see the difference.”

Ambrose shrugged. “I call it as I see it, pretty boy.”

Grandad Billy roared with laughter, slapping Ambrose on the back in a hearty gesture. “I said it at the start, Liam. This one’s a keeper!”

“He is, isn’t he?” Liam agreed, beaming. 

Grandad clapped his hands together. “Right. Liam, you can steer—just this once, mind—and Ambrose and I will push.”

It took some time to unhitch the trailer, but at least by the time they set out back for the sheds, the rain had eased back to a steady misting drizzle. Once they got some forward momentum the downhill slope worked in their favour, and it wasn’t too bad pushing Adeline through the mud. And Liam’s arse was right there in front of Ambrose as he pushed, so that was nice. 

Grandad Billy caught him looking, but he just said, “Nothing like country views, right, Ambrose?” with a twinkle in his eye, and Ambrose grinned back at him.

The Connellys were all right.

When they reached the spot where the dam track connected to the driveway, they stopped for a breather—because downhill or not, pushing an antique tractor was hard work—and John Phillip, who’d been trotting happily next to Grandad, raised his head, sniffed then took off at a pelt across the vineyard, barking loudly. Ambrose peered through the fading light and saw the dog, hackles clearly raised, circling someone standing next to a car and growling at them. “Who’s that?”

Grandad looked over and said, “Well, would you look at that? Marcus is still stuck. Guess he couldn’t get a towie to come out in this weather after all. Looks like he’ll be sleeping in his fancy car.”

“He got bogged when he tried to leave,” Liam explained quietly, “and Mum won’t have him back in the house.”

“Really? “Ambrose asked. “But Fi wouldn’t leave him out here all night, would she? She’s too nice!”

Both Grandad Billy and Liam snorted, and Liam said, “No, she’s polite. There’s a difference.”

“Exactly. That little gobshite tried to do the dirty on my granddaughter. He’s lucky Fi hasn’t come after him with the garden shears and chopped his cheating little dick right off,” Grandad said darkly. “Sleeping in his car’s the least of his worries.” 

“Serves him right, too,” Liam said. At Ambrose’s raised eyebrows, he added, “We Connellys don’t take kindly to people who mess with one of ours.” 

Ambrose looked over at Grandad, who was soaking wet and leaning in, bracing his shoulder against the tractor again, and it occurred to him that the Connellys hadn’t left Ambrose out in the rain, had they? No, they’d rescued him. 

There was a shout from the direction of the house. Will and Orhan were jogging across the lawn, both in rain jackets and boots, and when they reached them, Will said, “Jesus, Dad. You can’t just go off in the rain on your own without telling anyone! Fi nearly had a heart attack. We both did.” 

“Well, someone had to go and fetch this poor daft city boy. He was walking towards the dam,” Billy said, straightening up. “He’s Liam’s lad, after all. We have to take care of him.” 

Will’s eyes widened. “The dam? Why were you heading to the dam?” he asked Ambrose, who shrugged. 

“No sense of direction? I mean, it seemed like I was going the right way?”

“Gods, you really are a city boy, aren’t you?” Will laughed. Ambrose nodded, and Will clapped Liam on the shoulder. “Let Grandad steer Adeline into the shed, son. Orhan and I can push. You take your young man inside, before your mother worries herself into a lather over the both of you.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Liam said, hopping down from the tractor. He held a hand out to Ambrose. “Come on. Let’s go inside. Mum’ll be waiting to fuss over us.”

“Unless your young man would like a go at driving the old girl? He could steer her to the shed,” Grandad Billy said. “Think you can manage it, lad?”

Ambrose’s mouth dropped open at the offer, and Will’s eyebrows raised. “I’ve never gotten to drive Adeline!”

“Ah, well, you’re not an expert at GBC now,” Grandad Billy said, eyes twinkling. 

“It’s GTA,” Ambrose corrected automatically, his mouth curving up into a smile. “And um, yes, please.” He tried to wrap his head around the fact that not only was he not the bad guy, but that Grandad Billy considered him worthy to drive the Allis, which, frankly, was a lot more faith than anyone had shown in him in a long time—except for Liam of course, who’d trusted Ambrose with his heart. 

Liam was smiling shyly at Ambrose, and he was struck with the conviction that apparently the Connellys counted him as one of theirs now. Liam definitely did. The thought filled him with enough warmth to counteract the chill of the rain while he clambered up onto the seat. Once he was settled in place, the other four pushed as he gently steered the Allis into the shed, carefully avoiding the puddles and grinning like a fool the entire way.

 


Chapter Twenty

When they finally got inside, Mum bundled Liam into her and Dad’s en-suite bathroom, and bundled Ambrose into the main bathroom. He wasn’t sure what she did with Grandad Billy—hosed him off outside, maybe? When Liam had showered and rid himself off the mud he was covered in and dressed in the warm, clean clothes Mum had left for him, he came back into the living room to find Ambrose wrapped up in a blanket on the couch, his hair all fuzzy and soft and his fingers wrapped around a mug of hot chocolate. Grandad was splayed out in his recliner in a dressing gown and Ugg boots, with Balian starfished on his barrel-like chest. They were both snoring. The TV was playing quietly in the background.

Liam only hesitated a second before settling next to Ambrose on the couch. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.” Ambrose gave him a shy smile. “Thanks for the rescue, and for not thinking I cracked onto Marcus.” He wrinkled his nose at the name.

Liam ducked his head. “It was nothing.”

“It wasn’t, though,” Ambrose said quietly. “You believed me, and that doesn’t happen to me very often. Normally I’m the bad guy. And then you came looking for me in a thunderstorm, riding out to rescue me on your white horse. Well, orange tractor. That’s super romantic. Very Pride and Prejudice.”

“I’ve never read that,” Liam admitted.

Ambrose grinned. “Probably because it doesn’t have a Chapter on the optimum alkaline soil balances needed for superior shiraz harvests, am I right?”

Liam grinned back and bumped their shoulders together. “Idiot.”

“Nerd.” 

Mum came bustling through from the kitchen carrying a tray which held two mugs of hot chocolate and a plate filled with thick slices of her homemade fruitcake, bright yellow and slathered with butter. “There we go now, boys,” she said, settling the tray on the coffee table and handing Liam his mug. “Something to chase the cold away.”

“Thank you, Fi,” Ambrose said. 

“Thanks, Mum,” Liam echoed. 

Fi picked up her own mug and sat in the armchair across from them.

Liam reached out and took Ambrose’s hand. “We thought we might try dating for real, Mum,” he said, because it seemed important for Ambrose to know he still wanted to try this, that nothing had changed as far as Liam was concerned.

Fi gave him a considering look, and Liam reminded himself that he wasn’t asking permission and held her gaze. 

“Let me get this straight,” she said, turning to address Ambrose. “You…hire yourself out and pretend to be a terrible date, but it’s all an act?”

Ambrose shrunk back into the sofa. “Um, yeah.”

“To clarify,” Mum said, pursing her lips a little, “the first time we met you, at the restaurant at The Rocks, that was you being you?” 

“Uh, yeah.”

“Oh, thank goodness!” Mum said and sagged with relief like a balloon with the air let out. Liam expected her to rally and launch into a lecture, but instead she let out a triumphant “Ha!” that was loud enough that it had Grandad Billy startling in his sleep. “I knew you were nice! I said, that first night we went out, now there’s a nice boy for Liam!”

Ambrose just looked confused, and Liam couldn’t blame him. “So, you don’t think I’m a liar and a terrible person?”

Fi pursed her lips. “Well, I will admit you threw me for a loop a few times there, but really, what you do isn’t really lying, is it? It’s—” Liam watched her cast about for the right words. “Well, it’s acting, isn’t it? You’re just an actor, playing a part.”

“I guess?” Ambrose said cautiously.

“Well then, there’s no reason to hold it against you.” She nodded to herself. “No reason in the world. Like I say, I knew you were a nice boy.”

Ambrose let out a long breath. “I swear I didn’t mean for this to happen—the thing with Neve and Marcus, I mean. Marcus saw me on a fake date the other week when he was there with some blonde, and he tried to blackmail me. I’m so sorry about everything.”

“No,” Liam said firmly, reaching for Ambrose’s hand. “This looks like she’s letting you off easy, but really she’s letting herself off easy. Mum, you put a lot of pressure on us, to the extent that I paid a stranger to pretend to be my boyfriend, and that’s on me, but it’s on you a bit as well. Because it’s crazy, isn’t it? That I’d rather do that than tell you the truth? That I wasn’t ready for another relationship because the last one…” He swallowed. “The last one I got cheated on, okay? Jonah cheated on me.” 

“Liam!” Mum exclaimed, immediately outraged. “He did what? I’ll wring his scrawny little neck!” 

“No!” Liam groaned. “It was ages ago and it doesn’t matter now, and just…just leave things alone, please.”

“Fi, sweetheart,” Dad said from the door. “Liam’s trying to tell you that you need to back off sometimes.” 

Mum sucked in a shocked breath. 

“You have to let them make their own mistakes,” Dad said. “Liam, and Neve too, and do you remember how many frogs Bridget kissed before she found Orhan?” 

“I just want them to be happy!” Mum exclaimed. 

“It looks to me like they’re all figuring it out at their own pace,” Dad said. His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled at Liam and Ambrose. “What sort of money do you make from being a fake boyfriend anyway? I reckon I scrub up all right.” 

“You’re a silver fox,” Ambrose said. “You’d make a killing.”

Liam wrinkled his nose and pondered the awkwardness of having to be jealous of his own dad. “Ew.” 

But he flashed a secret smile at Dad too, to thank him for lightening the mood. He knew Mum wouldn’t let the Jonah thing go—she’d fret about it on his behalf for ages before she finally burst—but she was letting it go for now, and that was a hell of a big step for her. 

“Hear that, love?” Dad asked proudly. “I’m a silver fox.”

“I know you are, love. I’m very lucky.” Her smile wavered a little. “Oh, Liam, is it really all my fault?” 

“Liam is also terrible at conflict,” Ambrose said suddenly. “And I don’t mean fighting. I mean that Liam is the sort of person that if a waiter brought out his soup and it was cold and also there was a dead sparrow in it, Liam would tell him it was fine and then he’d eat around the sparrow.” He squeezed Liam’s hand. “I get it, Fi. What you have, you and Will, it’s pretty amazing. And you want that for your kids as well. You want them to be happy. Except Liam doesn’t know how to ask you to give him space, because he’s scared you’ll think he’s rejecting you, so in some crazy part of his brain it actually made more sense for him to hire me than it did to just tell you that he didn’t want a boyfriend right now.” 

“Then you changed my mind anyway,” Liam said softly, warmth flooding his chest. 

“I am super convincing,” Ambrose said. His smile was cocky, but his fingers shook a little against Liam’s. 

“It’s not your fault, Mum,” Liam said. “It’s my fault too. But also, if we were both normal people from a normal family, I never would have called Ambrose, so, ah, thanks.” 

“He thought I was horrible at first,” Ambrose agreed. “But he kind of likes me now.” 

Fi got a twinkle in her eye. “You know what Ambrose is, Liam?”

Liam had a horrible feeling he knew where this was going. “Don’t say it, Mum,” he warned.

She ignored him. “He’s your Vegemite!” She paused and thought. “Actually, he’s mine too, I think. I’ve quite got the taste for him now.”

“Mum, stop. That sounds all kinds of wrong,” Liam said.

“What sounds wrong?” Neve asked, coming into the living room dressed in her pyjamas and clutching a family-sized block of chocolate. Her eyes were red-rimmed, but she gave Liam a watery smile and plopped herself down in one of the armchairs.

“Mum’s trying for an analogy,” Liam said.

“How’s it going?” Neve asked curiously. 

“Eh.” Liam held his hand out and waggled it from side to side. 

“Oh, you two!” Mum said, but she was smiling even though her eyes looked suspiciously wet. Liam supposed it wasn’t every day that your daughter broke off her engagement because her fiancé had forcibly kissed your son’s fake boyfriend. He couldn’t blame Mum for being a little bit overwhelmed by everything. To be fair, it did sound like the plotline of an incredibly overwrought soap opera. The way today had started out, by this evening they’d probably discover that Riley had a secret twin or something, or maybe Grandma, even though she’d been dead for almost ten years, would make a dramatic entrance in the rain. It honestly seemed like that kind of a day. 

“Neve, I’m so sorry about Marcus,” Ambrose said, but Neve shook her head.

“It wasn’t your fault. This isn’t the first time he’s cheated, but he always had an explanation, managed to talk me out of listening to my gut instinct. You’ve actually done me a favour, showing him up for the rat bastard he is.”

“Marcus was an arse,” Grandad chimed in, because apparently the mere mention of Marcus was enough to wake him. “If it was up to me, I’d—”

They never got to hear what Grandad would do to Marcus, because they were interrupted by the persistent buzz of Ambrose’s phone. 

He pulled it out and frowned. “Sorry, I have to take this.” Liam caught a flash of the name on the screen as Ambrose pulled his hand out of Liam’s and hit the answer button. 

Mrs. Ahmadi.

“Hello?”

Liam could hear a voice speaking rapidly, and Ambrose stiffened. But as they spoke, Ambrose’s shoulders lost some of their tension and when he let out a sigh, it was resigned. “I’m glad she went on her own. That’s always better. She’s probably been skipping her meds. Thank you for telling me,” he said. “I’m out of town until tomorrow. Will she be all right till then?” A muffled response. “Oh, you will? Thank you so much. Tell her I’ll see her soon, and tell her—tell her I love her, okay?”

Ambrose hung up the phone, and his face crumpled. Liam wasn’t sure if he should ask, but it turned out he didn’t need to. “It’s Mum,” Ambrose said. “She’s in hospital. It’s not—it’s not a big deal. She got a taxi there.” 

For a moment Liam didn’t understand exactly what Ambrose was saying. Then he realised he was talking about his mother’s mental health, and that sometime in the past she must have been taken to hospital unwillingly. “Okay.” 

“What’s happened?” Mum asked, her forehead creased with concern. “Has she had an accident?” 

A quick smile flashed across Ambrose’s face before he ducked his head—both rueful and bitter. 

“She has some mental health issues,” Ambrose said, his gaze fixed on his phone screen. “But she took herself up there. So that’s good. That’s really good.” 

Liam wondered what it was like to have your mum calling you, claiming you’d stolen some photograph, and not believing you hadn’t. He wondered what a whole lifetime of that felt like, and suddenly understood why Ambrose’s smile had been bitter when Mum had assumed it was an accident. Because Mum thought that most families were like theirs—hell, Liam thought it too. Maybe not with the same privileges, but the same dynamics—people who loved each other. People you could tease and annoy the shit out of, but also count on to have your back when you needed. And where the parents took care of their kids, not the other way round. 

Liam remembered being shocked when he was a kid, and someone told him that fish couldn’t see water. That’s what the Connellys were, in the end. They were fish who couldn’t see water, while Ambrose was dying of thirst. 

Great. 

Now he was doing the analogy thing. 

“That’s good,” he agreed, maybe a little too brightly. 

“Do you need someone to take you back?” Mum asked, obviously not convinced that it wasn’t a crisis. “I know the roads are flooded, but by the morning it should be clear, and we can get Will to drive you back early or you and Liam can take the RAV4—”

“If Ambrose says it’s fine, it’s fine, love,” Dad said, and Liam didn’t miss the grateful look Ambrose shot him. 

“Yeah, it’s fine,” Ambrose said, and stood up suddenly. “I just have to go and use the…” 

And he bolted from the room. 

Neve pointed her block of chocolate at Liam. “You should go after him.” 

“Are we a bit much?” Grandad asked, patting a sleeping Balian on the backside. “We might be a bit much.” 

Liam levered himself off the couch. “I’ll go,” he said. “But I’m taking the chocolate.” 

 

* * * *

 

He found Ambrose sitting on the front veranda with John Phillip, both of them glaring out into the rain. Through the shifting dark curtain of the storm, Liam caught occasional glimpses of Marcus’s car in the distance, still face-first in the ditch. 

“Where’s Marcus?” he asked curiously, sitting on the love seat beside Ambrose and holding out the chocolate. 

“He tried to come up here, but John Phillip growled at him,” Ambrose said. “So he ran back to the car. It was pretty funny.” 

John Phillip grinned, his tongue lolling. 

“I like your family a lot,” Ambrose said, breaking off a piece of chocolate. “But they are also very big, and very loud, and far more caring than I’m used to. Not in a bad way,” he hastened to add. “Just…I feel like they think I’m a poor lamb or something. They don’t get that not everyone has what they have, and that’s fine.”

“You’re not talking about the vineyard, are you?” 

Ambrose laughed softly and shook his head. “No.”

“Okay,” Liam said. “And I know that it’s fine in general if not everyone has a family like mine, and I know that you, specifically, are fine, but also, it would be okay if you wanted to borrow my big, dumb, loud family whenever you wanted.”

“Okay.” Ambrose’s voice wavered a little on the word. 

“They don’t pity you, either,” Liam said. “Like, when they’re love-bombing you, that’s not going to be pity.” 

“Love-bombing?” 

“It’s what cults do,” Liam said. “And multi-level marketing schemes. And also big Irish families—this family in particular. Except in this case, it’s because they genuinely like you.”

Ambrose hummed and sucked on the end of his chocolate. “I mean, I’m pretty great,” he said at last. “I can see why they’d like me, quite apart from the fact I’m dating your sorry arse.”

Liam’s breath caught. “Are we dating, then?” he asked, just to make sure.

Ambrose broke off a square of chocolate and pressed it against Liam’s lips. “I don’t share my chocolate with just anyone, so yes.”

Liam let his lips part, and he snagged the chocolate between his teeth but he barely tasted it, too busy savouring the knowledge that they were on the same page, and that Ambrose wanted him just like he wanted Ambrose. He swallowed, then impulsively leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on Ambrose’s lips.

Ambrose made a surprised noise, then he was kissing Liam back. It was soft and sweet, and Liam let himself savour the taste of Ambrose as he learned the shape of his mouth. They kissed slow and lazy, and Liam ended up with one hand curled around the back of Ambrose’s head, fingers carding through the strands of his still-damp hair. When Ambrose finally pulled back, Liam grinned and said, “You’re a good kisser.”

“You too,” Ambrose said. He rested his forehead against Liam’s. “Can we just…stay out here for a bit?”

“Sure,” Liam said. Honestly, he would have agreed to anything Ambrose asked right now, because despite the absolute shitshow today had almost turned into, it had ended up all right. “Besides, if we go back in now Neve will want her chocolate back.”

Ambrose shook his head. “Not happening.” Peeling back the foil from the block, he proceeded to lick the entire surface. “It’s mine now, but you can share.”

Liam rolled his eyes. “Really? Licking it to make it yours?”

Ambrose grinned. “It’s one of my best patented bad boyfriend moves, I’ll have you know. People hate it when you do it at restaurants.”

Liam couldn’t hold back the snort of laughter. “You do not!”

Ambrose raised an eyebrow. “You’ve seen me in action. What do you think?”

“I think I may never be game enough to take you out to dinner, just in case you fall into old habits.”

Ambrose laughed softly, and let his head fall against Liam’s shoulder. It was nice, a comforting weight, and Liam wrapped his arm around Ambrose and pulled him closer, and they sat there for a while trading kisses and squares of chocolate as they listened to the rain and the occasional sounds of Marcus swearing. As romantic evenings went, it might have been unconventional, but Liam thought it was pretty great. 

Eventually though, the front door opened, and Will poked his head out. “Mum’s got dinner ready, boys.”

Liam stood, stretched and extended a hand to Ambrose, who let himself be pulled out of the love seat, and they trooped inside. Fi fussed over Ambrose still having bare feet and bustled off to find him some dry socks, and as she left Liam mouthed “love-bombing,” at Ambrose, who grinned back at him.

Once Fi had determined that Ambrose wasn’t in imminent danger of losing his toes to frostbite or trench foot, they settled around the table, and she brought out shepherd’s pie and roast veg as well as warm, fresh bread rolls, and Liam’s stomach rumbled at the soothing, familiar smells. It wasn’t that he couldn’t look after himself in Sydney, but there were times when nothing beat his mum’s cooking, and this was one of them. 

Ambrose inhaled deeply as well and let out a tiny groan. “Fi, you’re a goddess among women.”

“That she is,” Will agreed, giving her a fond look. “Now eat up, the lot of you.”

Liam couldn’t help sneaking glances at Ambrose as they ate. His hair had dried into a soft mess of sticky-uppy bits and stray curls on the nape of his neck, and it should have looked silly, but no, Ambrose was still stupidly attractive. In fact, the scruffiness somehow made him even better looking, which Liam felt was patently unfair—except he didn’t really mind, because that unfairly attractive man was his boyfriend. And this time it was for real.

 

 


Epilogue

Three months later

 

“I wish I didn’t have to work tonight,” Liam said. He looked like a sad little matchgirl as he gazed at Ambrose and Tobermory who were curled up on the couch under a fuzzy blanket. 

“You don’t have to work for hours yet,” Ambrose said. He lifted the edge of the blanket. “Get in here and snuggle with me.” 

Liam sat down beside him, pulling the blanket over his body and putting his arms around Ambrose. Tobermory grumbled as they squished him. 

“How did your audition go?” Liam asked, curling his fingers around Ambrose’s. 

Ambrose wrinkled his nose. “Good? I think so, anyway. Who even knew the Arts Council was still a thing? This time next month I could be driving around in a van, rocking up at primary schools and scaring young children with song and dance numbers about stranger danger.” 

Liam laughed. 

“Like, I don’t know,” Ambrose said. “Is the smartest way to teach kids to be wary of strangers really by encouraging them to play along with weirdos in costumes who ask them their names and give out lollies? Seems counter-intuitive to me.”

“But it’s a paid gig,” Liam said. 

“It is a paid gig,” Ambrose agreed. “And Jeanette, she wrote the songs, has some really good connections with the local theatre scene too. She’s crowd-funding to make her first short film, and she reckons I’d be good in it.” 

Liam’s face lit up. “That’s fantastic.” 

Ambrose drew a breath. “I mean, maybe nothing will come of it. But who knows?” 

Ambrose still didn’t like to think too hard about what would happen if he didn’t make it as an actor. Because while on one hand, the last few months had taught him that he wasn’t a total fuck-up and things could always turn around, on the other, he still didn’t have a backup plan. Liam said he didn’t need one, but that was because Liam was his biggest fan and he seemed to think it was inevitable that Ambrose would eventually get his big break. Ambrose was a hell of a lot more jaded than Liam, but it felt nice to have someone on his side who, unlike Mum, wasn’t actually delusional. And meanwhile, the Arts Council gig, which he was pretty confident he would get, was money for jam, plus an entry on his resume that wasn’t over a decade old. He’d take it. 

And, even without a plan, for the first time in his life, contemplating a future where he didn’t make it as an actor didn’t scare the fuck out of Ambrose. Because there were other things in life that were just as important. Like Liam. Like being around people he loved—Liam, again, Harry and the Connellys—who loved him in return, and who didn’t care if his face wasn’t on the cover of TV Week, as long as he was happy. 

So he didn’t have a plan, but that was okay. Everything was, surprisingly, okay. It was more than okay, really. It was great. Ambrose was loving his life right now, and not just because he’d moved out of his shitty share house and into an apartment with harbour views and a cat. Although that didn’t hurt, of course. And the hot, nerdy boyfriend who knew way too much about soil and grapes and would tell Ambrose about them until Ambrose threatened to smother him with a pillow was a definite added bonus. 

Said hot, nerdy boyfriend snuggled in closer. “Even if this doesn’t come to anything, there’ll be other chances,” he said, echoing Ambrose’s own thoughts, “and there’s no rush. You’re still at uni. You aren’t meant to have it all figured out yet.” He leaned in and kissed Ambrose, long and slow, and Ambrose responded eagerly. It was the kind of kiss that could easily have turned into something more if Tobermory hadn’t started making that low, angry caterwauling noise that meant he was going to claw someone soon if he didn’t get his space on Ambrose’s lap back. 

Liam sighed and pulled away, giving the cat space. “I still can’t believe my cat likes you better than he likes me.”

“In fairness, I’m an absolute catch, and Tobermory’s an excellent judge of character,” Ambrose said. The cat meowed his agreement and started kneading Ambrose’s lap, sharp claws digging in and making Ambrose glad of the protective layers of blanket. Just because Tobermory liked him didn’t mean Ambrose wasn’t sporting an impressive collection of incidental scratch marks. The ones on his backside were mostly healed, but it had been one hell of a shock and an absolute mood killer to have Tobermory suddenly sinking his claws into Ambrose’s naked arse while he was balls deep in Liam. 

They’d laughed about it pretty hard afterwards, but they were also careful to keep the bedroom door closed now.

Ambrose was just debating whether there was time for him to coax Liam into bed for the afternoon when his phone buzzed where it was sitting on the coffee table, the screen lighting up with the word Mum.

For once it didn’t fill him with a low-level dread, and he tipped the protesting cat to the floor so he could take the call. 

“Hey, Mum, what’s up?” Ambrose asked, and it was more of a relief than he liked to admit to know he didn’t have to brace himself. Her last trip to the hospital had resulted in Isadora coming down to stay for a couple of weeks and taking charge of the whole situation. Her application of polite but persistent pressure had resulted in Mum seeing a different doctor and getting a reassessment and adjustment of her medications, as well as finally agreeing to see a therapist, and all those things combined meant that she was on her way back to being her old self. Or rather, her new self—Ambrose didn’t think he’d ever really known his mum when she wasn’t a mess, to be honest. The road to recovery wasn’t linear, he was painfully aware of that, but it really did look like she’d finally turned a corner. She still loved recalling her glory days, because that was part of who she was, but she was trying her best and taking her meds and she seemed happier. That was all Ambrose could ask for. 

“Ambrose! How did the audition go?” 

“Pretty well, I think? They asked when I’d be available, so that’s a good sign, right?” 

“It’s a very good sign,” she said, her voice alight with excitement. “I’m sure they’ll hire you. After all, excellence is in your genes!”

Ambrose rolled his eyes, but at the same time he was glad his mum’s meds hadn’t dampened her personality down to nothing, the way some of them did. “Well, I’ll let you know as soon as I hear. Did you need anything?”

“No, I just called to ask about the audition because I knew it was today.” She sounded justifiably proud of herself for remembering. Ambrose took a moment to appreciate the fact that she’d cared enough to call, and somehow hadn’t made it all about her for a change. She really was trying. 

“Thanks,” he said, meaning it. “Are you still coming to the vineyard with us next weekend? Grandad Billy’s very excited to meet you. He’s a big fan,” he added, knowing hearing it would make her day.

“I wouldn’t miss it. They do know I can’t drink with my pills, don’t they?” she asked, even though she’d already checked, and Ambrose felt a flare of unfamiliar pride at how seriously she was taking the doctors’ instructions this time.

“They know,” he assured her, “but Grandad Billy makes a lovely ginger beer, and they’ll feed you enough cheese platters that you’ll start to moo from all the dairy. It’s how they show they care.”

“They sound like lovely people,” his mum said.

“They are,” Ambrose said. “We’ll collect you on Friday afternoon, okay?”

They had the luxury of a car now—Liam’s dad had insisted Liam take his unused RAV4 back to Sydney so he and Ambrose could have their own transport and visit more often. It was kind of great.

“I’ll look forward to it. I have to go. Mrs Ahmadi’s coming over to take me shopping, and I don’t like to make her wait.” The unexpected consideration in that simple statement made Ambrose smile as his mum ended the call.  

Ambrose slumped back against the couch, and when he looked up it was to find Liam watching him, a soft smile on his face. “She’s really doing okay, huh?”

“Yeah. It’s weird, not worrying about her all the time,” Ambrose admitted, “but I also like that I don’t have to.”

“It’s okay to be happy that the stress is off you,” Liam reminded him, and Ambrose was overcome with a wave of affection. He shoved the blanket to the floor and scrambled so he was straddling Liam’s lap. He cupped Liam’s face in his hands and dipped in for a kiss that went on until they were both slightly breathless, and when he pulled back, he asked, “How long until you have to leave again?” as he rocked his hips forwards. 

“Oh, ages,” Liam said, grinning brightly. 

Ambrose kissed him again, then climbed off Liam’s lap and drew him to his feet and led him to the bedroom, making sure the bedroom door was closed against feline invasion. Then, just when he had his hands down Liam’s pants, Liam started vibrating. 

“My phone,” he muttered, tugging it out of his pocket. 

“Oh, thank God,” Ambrose said. “I thought your dick was about to explode.” 

“And not in a fun way,” Liam said dryly before Ambrose could, and answered his call. “Hello?” He listened for a moment and made a face. “Yeah,” he said at last. “Okay.” 

“What?” Ambrose asked when he finished the call. “Was it your dad? Your mum? Does Grandad Billy need some kind of specialist antique tractor part, but the only seller is here in Sydney, and he wants us to go and get it for him and then drive overnight to take it to the vineyard?” 

“That only happened once,” Liam said. “So far. And no, that was work. They’re short, and they want me to start early.” 

“But—” Ambrose looked down at his tenting jeans. “But my dick is about to explode!” 

Liam shrugged. “Sorry, babe, but you’ll have to take care of that yourself.” 

“Ugh.” Ambrose put more annoyance into the word than he actually felt and rolled his eyes exaggeratedly for good measure. “Fine! Go off and be a good provider! I’ll just stay here and be sad and lonely.” 

Liam tugged his closet open, searching for his work clothes. “You have Tobermory. And isn’t Harry coming over for pizza?” 

“No, he has a thing,” Ambrose said. “Harry, not Tobermory. Actually, I don’t know if Tobermory has a thing or not. He plays his cards very close to his chest, the sneaky devil.” 

From outside, Tobermory yowled. 

 

* * * *

 

Wednesday night at Bayside wasn’t usually too busy, but with Katrina out sick, it was down to Liam and Alastair to manage all the tables. It meant a lot of running back and forth to the kitchen and the bar, and Liam’s feet were sore by halfway through his shift. Mum had texted a few times, checking in to see if he and Ambrose were still coming up on the weekend—she promised the cabin door was fixed, then said that she doubted he and Ambrose would mind too much if it wasn’t anyway. She ended with a winky face, which was disturbing, but at least it wasn’t an eggplant. 

Riley had texted too, reminding him to measure up the spare room for her. It was still six months until she graduated high school and moved to Sydney for uni, but apparently she and Mum had decided they were going to redecorate the room for when she moved in. Ambrose, who’d moved in with only a duffel bag, a pillow and a box of books, seemed delighted by the idea of helping out, and kept sending Riley links to the ugliest furniture he could find. 

It was going to be weird living with his little sister and his boyfriend, but Riley had promised not to bring Monopoly, so at least they wouldn’t kill each other in the first week. 

Liam strode into the kitchen for what felt like the millionth time that night, barely stepping back in time to dodge Alastair coming the other way. 

“Seafood platter for table four,” he said to Gregori, the chef, and Gregori grunted and swore, which Liam understood to be the main way chefs communicated in the kitchen. And outside of it, too. 

He took a moment for a breather, heading over to the dessert station where Julie, the pâtissier, was building something delicate out of cream and wafers. 

“Hey,” he said, and grabbed his water bottle from the shelf beside her station. 

“Motherfucker,” she muttered as a piece of wafer slid off the tower. 

Liam took a drink and screwed the lid back on his bottle. He checked his watch. Two hours to go, another half hour to get home, then he could shower and collapse in front of the TV, and Ambrose would make him a toasted cheese sandwich because he was, secretly, an incredible boyfriend and not a bad one at all. 

The kitchen door swung open again, and Alastair bolted inside. “Holy fuck!” he exclaimed. “Some arsehole wearing a tie with a naked lady on it just called me garçon!” 

Liam felt a flush of unhappy recognition. 

No. 

No, he wouldn’t. 

Liam hadn’t asked him to, but Ambrose had said that he was finishing up Bad Boyfriend. He’d been too busy lately, now he was getting more auditions, and he’d got a job at one of the million coffee places around campus. He worked mornings now, to keep evenings free in case he got any theatre gigs. And even if he was still being a bad boyfriend for money, there was no way that he’d do it at Bayside again, surely… 

With his heart in his mouth, Liam pushed open the door and stepped back outside into the restaurant. 

And there was Ambrose, sitting at the bar, bright-eyed and unfairly gorgeous. 

Liam stalked over to him. 

“Hi!” Ambrose said with a grin. 

“Did you just—?” 

“Shh!” Ambrose jabbed him gently in the ribs. “Look!” 

Liam turned and saw, at table three, a group of people picking through the complimentary bread basket. An old couple with grey hair and matching tortoiseshell glasses. A middle-aged couple who looked like they’d rather stab themselves than be here, a pretty young woman with straight dark hair and—

Harry. 

Ambrose’s best friend Harry, wearing a nervous smile and a tie with a naked lady on it. 

“Oh,” Liam said. “Oh, no. This is Harry’s thing? You didn’t!” 

“It seemed a waste to throw all the business cards away, and Harry needs the money,” Ambrose said, and bit his lip as he looked at Liam beseechingly. “He called me in a panic at the last minute and asked if I’d be here for moral support. It’s his first time. I couldn’t say no!”

“Why here though?” Liam asked as Alastair re-emerged from the kitchens and headed over to the table to fill their water glasses. 

“Um, Mia’s parents booked it. And we figured you’d be least likely to call the cops, honestly.” Ambrose wrinkled his nose. “Look, he’s not going to— Oh. Oh no.” 

Liam watched, his horror rising, as Harry cleared his throat and tapped loudly on his glass with a fork. 

“Mia,” he said to the girl, “and Mia’s mum and dad, and Mia’s dad’s olds, I wanted to thank you for inviting me out with you tonight. It’s an honour, really. Like, not many people would give a guy who’s on bail for drug offences—which were totally trumped up, by the way—the okay to date their daughter, but I’m super happy you did, because Mia’s really hot.” 

The parents and the grandparents looked mortified. 

“Anyway,” Harry continued, “I don’t actually have any money to pay for dinner tonight, because my bitch of an ex is bleeding me dry on child support, and I’m not even sure the kid is mine, but anyway, as a show of my appreciation for you guys welcoming me into your family, I’d like to do a trick.” 

He stood and gripped the edges of the tablecloth. 

“Holy shit!” Ambrose said under his breath. “He’s going straight for the finale!” 

“No,” Liam said. He hurried over to the table. “Sir!” he called out. “Sir, please do not attempt that! It never works!” 

Harry threw him an obviously terrified stare that he tried to mask with a wonky smile. “I know what I’m doing, mate.” 

He wrenched the tablecloth free. 

Everything shifted and rattled, Mia’s grandmother let out a warbling shriek, then Harry was standing there with the tablecloth in one hand, blinking down at the table, where everything was, incredibly, still upright and in place. 

“Holy fuck,” Ambrose said in a disbelieving tone from behind Liam. 

The other diners laughed and clapped. Someone cheered. 

Harry’s jaw fell, and he stood there for a moment like a kangaroo caught in headlights. Then, possibly because he panicked and didn’t know what else to do, he picked up his glass of water and upended it in Mia’s dad’s lap. 

Liam darted forward to drag him away before Mia’s dad punched him. 

 

* * * *

 

“I think he’ll do well,” Ambrose said later as he climbed into bed beside Liam. Then he took in Liam’s expression. “Don’t be mad. Nobody got hurt or arrested.” 

“Not getting hurt or arrested isn’t a good thing,” Liam said. “It’s the bare minimum standard of expected behaviour!” 

Ambrose attempted to soothe him by rubbing his hand along his arm. It had about the same effect of doing it to Tobermory when he went the wrong way up his spine instead of down. Liam glared at him. “Okay, so he’s not very subtle, but he’ll get better at it.” 

“You’re banned from Bayside,” Liam said. “You and Harry. I emailed our manager your photographs.” 

“That’s actually very fair,” Ambrose said. He stroked Liam’s arm again, and this time Liam relaxed a little, so Ambrose leaned in and stole a kiss off him as well. He was delighted that Liam wasn’t really angry at him. “Oh, huh.” 

“Huh, what?” 

Ambrose took another kiss. This one was freely given. “If I’m banned from Bayside, where will we have our engagement dinner?” 

Liam cocked a brow. “Our what now?” 

“Our engagement dinner,” Ambrose said, flashing that cocky smile he knew Liam loved. “You know, for when you finally realise you can’t possibly envision living without me, and you decide to make an honest man out of me.” 

“Oh, that,” Liam said. He reached out and brushed his knuckles gently down Ambrose’s cheek, a tender gesture at odds with his suddenly bright smile. “Well, that will be at the vineyard, obviously.” 

Ambrose felt warmth burst inside his chest. “Oh,” he said. “Well, obviously. Now hurry up and ravage me. I have an early start in the morning.” 

Liam laughed and pulled the doona over their heads. 
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Excerpt

 

“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 you 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 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 grew. “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 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.” 

Harry grinned. “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 specialized in ‘hot but an asshole’ but, well”—Harry gestured 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 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. And 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. 
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