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Book three in the 

Bad Boyfriends, Inc. series

One and done has always been the rule—so what happens when once isn’t enough?

 

Leo Fisher is the outward picture of respectability, just like his parents raised him to be. But when he inherits a crumbling terrace house from his great-uncle, he also inherits a tenant who turns his world upside down. Tristan is brazen, gorgeous, experienced and utterly fabulous. He’s everything Leo is not—so why is Leo drawn to him? Leo has always made the right choices—the sensible choices—yet here he is, hooking up with his tenant, who’s a rent boy.

 

Tristan Montague is not a rent boy. Not exactly. He’s a Bad Boyfriend. For a fee, he’ll turn any date into the kind of disaster that will have his client’s unsuspecting parents begging them to date anyone but him. Boyfriending for cash is fun—but for real? No thanks. As far as Tristan is concerned, there are far too many flowers in the garden of love to settle on just one bloom. Instead, he flits happily from lover to lover like a glorious gay butterfly, and he doesn’t do repeats.

 

Except when he meets his cute, awkward landlord Leo, Tristan finds himself rethinking his ‘no repeats’ rule. He plans to show Leo that he, too, can be a glorious gay butterfly, but when physical attraction becomes something deeper, Tristan realizes he might be ready to hang up his wings and date…for real.

 

But in order for Leo to take a stand against his overbearing parents, Tristan will need to play the Bad Boyfriend one last time—and it’s going to have to be spectacular.
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Australian English Glossary

Bludger: A lazy person

Bottlo: A liquor store

CBD: Sydney Central Business District

Fossick: Rummage, search

Fluro paint: Fluorescent paint

RDO: Rostered Day Off

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

Smoko: A short break

Sparky: An electrician

Stat Dec: Statutory Declaration, a legal document containing a statement of truth 

Swimmers: A swimsuit, swimming trunks

Tradie: A tradesperson, someone who works with their hands

 

 


Chapter One

On an otherwise unremarkable Saturday morning, Tristan Montague was woken by a hard pounding. And not the sort he liked. The sort he liked, he realised as he unglued his eyelids, wouldn’t be forthcoming at all—last night’s hook-up was still crashed out beside him flat on his back, with his mouth open as he snored. This pounding, unfortunately, was coming from his bedroom door.

“Wha?” Tristan grizzled. The house had better be on fire, seriously, because it was only—he flopped an arm out, fingers searching for his phone on his nightstand—11.37 a.m. That was inhumane for a Saturday. Unless it was Sunday—but no, it would be just as inhumane for a Sunday.

The pounding on his door continued.

Tristan rolled out of bed and shuffled to his door. He pulled it open and glared at Harry, his housemate.

“Tristan!” Harry exclaimed, then his wide-eyed gaze travelled down Tristan’s naked body and back again. By the time it returned to his face, Harry was bright pink in that adorkable way that made Tristan want to ruffle his hair, pinch his cheeks and possibly rail him over the back of the couch into next week. Harry was out of bounds, though. Not only was he like the awkward little brother Tristan had never had, but Harry was also stupidly in love with Jack, their other housemate. They gave each other such heart eyes over breakfast each morning that Tristan half expected the local wildlife to burst into song every time, Disney-style. The local wildlife, in their case, being the mice infesting the walls and the huntsman spider that lived in the shower. “Tristan, you’re naked!”

There wasn’t really anything Tristan could say to that, so he nodded and waved his hand in front of himself like a showcase model on a television game show.

Harry’s blush extended all the way up to his glasses. “Like, really, all the way, naked.”

He sighed. “Did you wake me up just to tell me that?”

Harry blinked at him. “No! I woke you up to tell you that Mr. Erskine is dead!”

“Oh.” Tristan felt a moment of actual regret. Their landlord was at least six hundred years old, and batshit crazy in the best possible way. He loved to drop in and collect the rent money from the Milo tin in the kitchen, then spend hours regaling Tristan with stories of the Cross back in the seventies. And Tristan loved listening, because Kings Cross back in the day had been wild. “I thought the Milo tin was getting full.”

“I thought he’d just forgotten to collect the rent.”

Tristan sighed again. “Wow. That really, really sucks. Mr. Erskine was an awesome old bloke.”

“He once offered me a hundred dollars to play with his hair,” Harry said, his brows pulling together. “Which didn’t make any sense, because he was bald.”

“Well, not everywhere, probably.”

Harry blinked rapidly. “Oh. I didn’t think of that.” His mouth turned down. “Ew. Was he sexually harassing me?”

“To be fair, I think he sexually harassed everyone without realising it,” Tristan said. “Oh, man. What’s going to happen to this place, do you think?”

Harry looked slightly panicked. “I don’t know! I can’t afford to live anywhere else!”

The old terrace house in Dickson Street, Newtown, was a complete dump. It was the rotten, blackened tooth in an otherwise pristine smile of gorgeously renovated veneers, but it was cheap. Well, cheap by Sydney standards, at least. Which wasn’t saying much. Tristan would be okay whatever happened, but Harry and Jack were on incredibly tight budgets.

“I mean, these things take months, right?” Tristan asked. “Wills and probate and all that bullshit. And there’s probably some law that you can’t just throw tenants out on the street without notice. Isn’t there?”

Harry chewed his bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

“Hey, don’t stress about it,” Tristan said, even though it was pointless, because Harry stressed about everything. “It’ll all work out in the end.” He lifted his nose and sniffed as the scent of bacon and eggs cooking reached him, and his stomach growled. He brightened. “Is Jack making breakfast?”

Harry blocked him as he tried to step out of the room. “Tris!”

“What?”

“You’re naked.”

“Oh yeah.” He reached around to grab his robe off the hook on the back of his door. “Breakfast first, then crisis, okay?”

Harry nodded unhappily, and they headed down the stairs.

 

* * * *

 

Mr. Erskine’s funeral was held on a Wednesday afternoon at the non-denominational chapel of a funeral home in King Street, Newtown. Tristan, Jack and Harry arrived just in time to see Miss O’Jenny, one of the local drag queens at the Palace, his favourite gay bar and drag club, extracting herself from an Uber. It might have taken her less time if she’d been wearing a wig that was less than half a metre tall, but it was at least diverting to watch. Ambrose and Liam, who had managed to score a park on the street, stopped to help her. The day was bright and sunny, somehow incongruous for a funeral, and the sequins on Miss O’Jenny’s gown glittered like a disco ball in the sunlight.

“Darling!” she exclaimed when she saw Tristan, and he pushed himself up onto his toes to kiss her on the cheek. Then she caught sight of Harry. “Darling!”

She reeled Harry into a hug, pressing his face into her bosom and holding him there while he struggled to breathe. Jack extracted him and helped him straighten his glasses.

“Isn’t it just awful?” Miss O’Jenny held a hand to her now-Harry-free bosom. “God, it’s like the end of an era, isn’t it? Not that I’m admitting how old I am—”

“God forbid,” Tristan said, earning himself a smack on the arse with her handbag.

“Not that I’m admitting how old I am,” she continued, “but back when I was just a fresh-faced country boy from Taree, Jimmy bought me my first drink and my first set of tits.” She sniffled, then tugged a lacy handkerchief from her handbag. “My fucking mascara’s going to run, isn’t it?”

“You look gorgeous,” Tristan said, looking around at the people arriving. He knew quite a few of the faces—a few more drag queens, Wei from the adult shop and a couple of the pole dancers and the bartender from The Palace. But there were also a bunch of serious-faced people who were looking back at them like they were the ones who didn’t belong here. As soon as they went inside the chapel, Tristan saw that the lines had been well and truly drawn. The left side of the chapel was full of queens, go-go boys and queer octogenarians who must have been Mr. Erskine’s peers. The right side of the chapel had about a pew and half filled with people in sensible suits and blouses in varying shades of black, with nary a sequin among them.

In fairness, Tristan was also wearing black, but he was wearing it with style. He’d specifically worn the leather pants that Mr. Erskine had always said made his arse look delicious. He felt like the old man would have appreciated the gesture.

“Did Mr. Erskine have a secret double life as an accountant?” he asked, helping Miss O’Jenny into a pew.

Miss O’Jenny huffed out a bitter laugh. “Oh, that would be his family.”

She said it in a way that made Tristan want to reach past all her battle makeup and find that fresh-faced country boy from Taree and tell him that he’d be okay. But he nodded instead, then sat down beside her in the pew.

Harry and Jack squeezed in beside him. Ambrose and Liam sat behind them with Wei.

The service was short and sombre, and there was nothing in the eulogy that reminded Tristan of the man he’d known at all. The family sat stoically through the entire thing without a ripple of emotion crossing their faces, except for one young man, who looked genuinely devastated when they reached the end of the service and the coffin went rumbling on tracks through a curtain at the back, presumably for cremation. Tristan watched as the young man’s throat bobbed and he ran the heel of his hand over his eyes, presumably fighting back tears.

He was attractive, in a tense, rumpled-accountant kind of way. He was also wearing black, but interestingly, Tristan spotted a discreet rainbow pin on his lapel. The guy looked to be in his late twenties. He had dark, wavy hair with curls that brushed the collar of his jacket, a dusting of rather enticing stubble along his jaw and wide, expressive brown eyes that were distinctly red-rimmed. He was shorter than Tristan—although since Tristan was six feet four, most people were—and compactly built. If it hadn’t been a funeral, Tristan might have hit on him, but even he had some decorum, apparently.

He’d wait for the wake, like a decent person.

Although now that he thought about it, the guy was sitting with the family. Maybe, Tristan speculated as they filed towards the side room for tea and sandwiches, he was Jimmy Erskine’s boyfriend, and that was why he’d been welcomed into the family fold. It wouldn’t surprise Tristan in the least to find that Mr. Erskine had a pretty boy one-third his age warming his bed, and he felt a pang of sympathy for the guy as he watched him fill a plate with finger sandwiches then stare at them, unseeing.

Deciding that the least he could do was offer a shoulder to cry on, he stepped in closer and placed a hand on the man’s arm. The guy startled and almost dropped his plate, but Tristan managed to save it. “Sorry,” he whispered, before wondering why he was whispering. It was a funeral, not a library.

The guy frowned at him. “Do I know you?”

“No, but I just wanted to offer my condolences,” Tristan said, petting the man’s sleeve for no good reason.

The man gave him a small nod of acknowledgement before pulling his arm back. “Thank you.”

“Can I ask how long you were together?”

Dark eyebrows pulled downward. “I beg your pardon?”

“You and Jimmy,” Tristan clarified. “I’m assuming you were”—he glanced at the various relatives and lowered his voice further—take that, anyone who’d ever accused him of being indiscreet—“his inamorato?” He was greeted by stunned silence. “The cowboy he rode to save a horse?” he clarified. Again, a blank stare. Obviously, he was being too subtle, which wasn’t something that had ever happened to Tristan before. He blinked and tried again. “The, um, object of his affections? The friend with all the benefits? Boytoy? Lover?”

His brows shot back up, and the man hissed, “Jesus, no! He was my great-uncle!”

Oops.

There was probably no way to salvage this, was there? Especially not by saying, which for some reason Tristan did, “Sorry, you just looked like his type.” So much for discretion.

The guy’s face covered a range of emotions between horror and disgust, then landed somewhere in the middle of them both, as though he’d tasted something truly awful on his finger sandwiches. “Oh, Jesus. He was ninety-two!”

“And still had perfect eyesight, apparently,” Tristan said, wincing apologetically. He decided that on balance it was probably better not to mention that Mr. Erskine had come on to Harry quite recently and had always been bragging to Tristan about what they could get up to if only he’d been twenty years younger. Maybe fifty years and Tristan would have considered it, but he’d always smiled, agreed and flirted right back because Mr. Erskine was hilariously incorrigible, and hell, a part of Tristan hoped to be just as outrageous at that age.

The guy furrowed his brow. “Perfect eyesight?”

“Because you’re hot,” Tristan said, faltering. “Only now that I say it, that makes no sense, because you’re his nephew and not his hot younger lover, so he wouldn’t be looking at you like that at all. Shit.”

The guy looked at Tristan, down at his sandwiches, then at Tristan again. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go and eat my sandwiches somewhere else. Away from you.”

“Yes,” Tristan said. “Okay. Sorry for the confusion. It was nice to meet you.”

With an expression that clearly said he thought otherwise, the hot guy and his sandwiches retreated, along with Tristan’s hopes of maybe hooking up with him later.

A slim arm slid around Tristan’s waist. “What are you doing?”

“Offending Mr. Erskine’s relatives by mistaking them for his toyboys,” he said, leaning against Wei briefly. It wasn’t easy to do. She didn’t even come up to his shoulder. “What about you?”

Wei checked her watch. “I’m going to eat all the free food I can, then go and open the shop. Orlando wants to do a ‘Mr. Erskine is dead memorial sale’, whatever that is, so I should probably get there and put a stop to it before he does up the banners.”

“I think he’d probably have liked that.”

“Oh, I know he would.” Wei bit her lower lip, causing her piercing to dance. “But he owned the shop, did you know? And when I say he owned it, I mean he still ran it, hands-on—he took care of ordering all the stock and the bookkeeping. If Orlando sells everything, I have no idea how to order any more. Hell, I don’t even know if we’ll get paid this fortnight, because Mr. Erskine used to come around and give us actual pay envelopes—with real money in them, all crinkly and rolled up. I don’t think he ever used a computer in his life.”

“Did the money smell a little bit like Milo?”

Wei blinked at him. “Sometimes.”

Tristan thought fondly of Mr. Erskine and the way he’d settle himself in at the kitchen table every fortnight, and Tristan would make him a Bloody Mary then count out the rent money from the Milo tin. Mr. Erskine would insist that Tristan call him Jimmy, unzip a fancy pen from a fancy case he carried around with him and mark off the rent in a mysterious book. Then he’d painstakingly write out a receipt in his shaky, spidery handwriting. And they’d flirt. Tristan was going to miss it—more than he’d thought.

“I think he paid you with our rent money,” Tristan said. “I guess there’ll be some sort of probate and you’ll get paid somehow, but otherwise we’ll just raid the back rent that’s in the Milo tin and forge a receipt.”

Wei looked thoughtful. “Is that…legal?”

“I feel like Mr. Erskine would approve,” Tristan said, neatly sidestepping the question.

Wei nodded and squeezed him a little tighter before letting him go. “You’re right.”

They grabbed some finger sandwiches and napkins and moved to the side of the room. People murmured vague things at one another and stepped from conversation to conversation. Tristan saw that the divisions from the chapel still held in here. He had an idea that the stories people were swapping were very different, depending on which side of the room people stood on. The nephew was standing apart, and now that he thought about it, Tristan had a vague memory of Jimmy mentioning him, saying he was the best of the lot as far as family was concerned, and Tristan felt bad now for upsetting him. He wondered if it would be tasteless to offer him an apology blow job.

“Darlings!” Miss O’Jenny announced loudly in the voice that could, and had, cut through a crowded bar on a pumping Saturday night. The buttoned-down relatives looked horrified, but that seemed to be a trait of theirs. “Ten o’clock tonight! The Palace! Drinks are on me and the girls, in honour of our darling Jimmy! Let’s put the fun back in funeral, because it’s what he would have wanted!”

Tristan smiled. He had a Bad Boyfriend gig at eight, but he’d be done by ten—it was a basic bad date—then he could go straight to the club. He could think of no better way to send off Mr. Erskine than by going to a club, getting wasted and hopefully getting laid.

Miss O’Jenny was right. It’s what he would have wanted.

 

 


Chapter Two

The Palace was a seedy-looking building on Darlinghurst Road, King’s Cross, sandwiched between a twenty-four-hour gym and a place that sold fried chicken. Maybe it had once been a nice building, but the windows had clearly been plastered over years ago, and the entire façade had been painted black. A flashing neon sign read “The Pa ace”. The L had burned out. The only light spilling out came from the narrow front door, illuminating, in rainbow strobes, the scary bouncer who stood there and glowered. As Leo Fisher watched, the bouncer stepped aside to let two glittery, sequined guys slip inside.

Leo had no idea what the hell he was doing here. It had seemed like a good idea, right up until the Uber had dropped him just down the road—because the funeral had been eye-opening. His parents and the rest of the family had always spoken about Great-Uncle Jimmy in vaguely disapproving terms, but up until being confronted by a funeral service full of drag queens, gay guys wearing body glitter and at least three butch lesbians in matching motorcycle leathers, Leo hadn’t really understood why. His parents weren’t homophobic, but they were, well, proper? Okay, they were snobby. They didn’t have a problem with Leo being gay, as long as he was the right sort of gay—unassuming and discreet—and it was obvious that Great-Uncle Jimmy had been the wrong sort of gay. The very, very wrong sort of gay.

The fun sort.

A part of Leo admired that. He wanted to know more about Uncle Jimmy, regretful that he hadn’t made more of an effort while he still could. They’d had a ‘meet three times a year at Christmas and family events’ kind of relationship, but Uncle Jimmy had always made time to talk to Leo, especially after he’d come out. From the time Leo had spent in his company, it was clear that Great-Uncle Jimmy hadn’t given a rat’s arse what anyone thought of him. Leo envied him, if he were honest. If he’d been braver, he might have asked what the secret to not caring was. Still, he was glad that Uncle Jimmy had filled his life with such an eclectic group of friends, ranging over an entire spectrum of ages, identities and genders. It seemed like he’d had an incredibly full life. Leo hoped that he’d be able to confirm that tonight.

If he ever worked up the courage to walk in the door of the place.

The street was busy, even for a Wednesday night, and Leo was jostled by a group of young women with heels as high as their hemlines. They were all wearing plastic tiaras, and one of them was in a sash that proclaimed her the bride to be. She was shoving an entire hotdog in her mouth as she walked but still managed to mumble out an apology to Leo as she elbowed him on her way past.

The bouncer glared at him. This wasn’t, apparently, as hostile as Leo had assumed, because a second later he beckoned him over. “Hey, come here.”

Leo stepped forward, his heart thumping as loudly as the bass coming from inside the club.

The bouncer rolled his shoulders. The muscles in them were as big as boulders. He looked like the sort of terrifying guy that’d be the last thing an unfortunate soul would see if he failed to pay off a drug debt to a mobster. Then his face cracked with a smile. “First time?”

“Um…”

“It’s not that scary, mate,” the bouncer said. “Just a bunch of blokes dancing.”

“No, I know,” Leo said. “I’m already gay.”

They stared at each other and Leo took a moment to contemplate how fucking stupid that sounded. It looked like the bouncer was thinking the same thing.

“I mean, I just don’t do clubs,” Leo clarified.

“Shame,” the bouncer said, eyeing him up and down.

Leo flushed.

“I’m Brendan,” the guy said, and held out a beefy hand for Leo to shake. “So if this isn’t your scene, what are you doing here?”

Leo bit his lip. “There’s a…wake? I guess? For my great-uncle.”

“Oh, Jimmy? I’m sorry for your loss. Were you close?”

And that, Leo thought, is how you address a bereavement—not with “were you the cowboy he rode to save a horse?” like the tall blond arsehole at the funeral. He still wasn’t quite over it—both the fact that the guy had thought he’d looked like his great-uncle’s type, or that Uncle Jimmy’s type was apparently over sixty years his junior. He supposed he shouldn’t really be surprised. There had been stories, told in hushed tones when his mother was a bottle and a half of red in, that Leo wasn’t supposed to have heard, of a succession of pool boys.

“Uncle Jimmy has a pool?” he’d once asked excitedly when he’d been about eight, sweltering through a Sydney summer.

His mother’s mouth had turned down. “No.”

It had taken Leo a few years to figure that one out.

“You right, mate?” Brendan asked, dragging Leo back to the present.

“Yeah. Um, we weren’t super close, but I always liked him. He was a bit of a black sheep in the family,” Leo said.

Brendan grinned widely. “Sounds like Jimmy. Go on in, kid.”

Kid. Leo fought the urge to point out that he was thirty and headed inside instead.

It was like walking into a wall of sound and colour. Lights flashed, temporarily blinding him while intermittently illuminating dark corners, and bass beats thumped so hard that the floor vibrated under his feet. He took another few steps forward, trying to orient himself as his senses were overwhelmed. Despite the lights and the noise, it wasn’t actually that hard to find who he was looking for. Over by the bar, several drag queens were holding court, for want of a better term, surrounded by a crowd of people who were smiling and laughing and clinking their glasses in response to whatever the tallest of the queens had said. Leo recognised her as the one from the funeral who’d invited everyone here. It couldn’t have been more different from the subdued atmosphere at the funeral home, and Leo was suddenly glad he’d come. He headed over towards the group.

As soon as he reached the bar, a girl with rainbow hair appeared at his elbow with a bright smile and thrust out a hand. “Hi! I’m Wei,” she shouted over top of Daft Punk’s repeated insistence that they were up all night to get lucky.

He shook the proffered hand. “Leo.” There wasn’t much point in trying to say more, not with the noise levels what they were. What was that saying? If it’s too loud, you’re too old? Right now, with his eardrums ringing, Leo felt about a hundred.

Wei tapped his arm, and he looked down to find she was holding out a shot glass. “Tequila!”

He took it, looking at it dubiously. It was a Wednesday. Who did tequila shots on a Wednesday?

Uncle Jimmy’s friends, apparently. Wei lifted her own glass and knocked it against his.

“To Jimmy!” She slammed it back, and he really had no choice but to follow suit.

It burned all the way down, making his eyes water as he gasped out, “To Uncle Jimmy.”

All around him, people lifted their glasses in a toast, and it warmed him inside in a way that wasn’t all caused by the alcohol. It was nice to think that Jimmy had friends who cared about him, even if they were…well… “unsuitable” was the word his mother probably would have used.

Leo had asked her before he’d left the house if she wanted to come with him. She’d given him a look that was all pursed lips and judgement and said, “If you must go, try to not to embarrass yourself, and don’t catch anything off the toilet seats.”

He’d taken that as a no.

A long arm was flung across his shoulders and a voice purred “Darling!” He turned and looked up into the face of the woman—Man? Queen? Leo wasn’t sure what the proper term was here—who’d announced the drinks at the funeral. “You must be Jimmy’s little nephew! I’m Miss O’Jenny. Sounds like misogyny, but spelled like Jenny from the Block.”

Leo blinked. “Pleased to meet you?”

“I am still Jenny from the block,” Miss O’Jenny said in response to something someone behind her said. She leaned down to buss his cheek with a kiss. “Pleased to meet you, too, darling. Welcome to The Palace.”

“Why is it called The Palace?” Leo asked, just for something to say.

Miss O’Jenny threw her head back and let out a tinkling laugh. “Isn’t it obvious, darling? It’s where all the Queens live!”

Leo blinked again. His pun game wasn’t strong enough to ever do drag. Not that he… Well, he’d worn Mum’s high heels once when he was a kid, and she’d yelled at him for it. At the time he’d thought she’d just been worried he’d ruin them. It had occurred to him years later that no, she was more worried he’d ruin whatever idea she had of how he should be.

Jenny sighed and ruffled his hair with a hand that sported long, elegant nails. “Bless, you’re like a lost puppy, aren’t you, darling? This isn’t your normal scene at all.”

Leo swallowed and shook his head. It really wasn’t. He was wearing a tidy pair of jeans and a plain blue button-down shirt with his rainbow pin as decoration, which had looked fine in the mirror at home, but now he wasn’t sure if he was overdressed or underdressed. He had a definite urge to race out and buy a feather boa, just to fit in a little better. “No, but I still wanted to come,” he said. “It felt like this would be the real send-off, you know? From what I know about Uncle Jimmy, tea and sandwiches weren’t really his style.”

Jenny gave an approving nod. “Oh fuck no, darling. Jimmy would have choked on whatever dick he was sucking at the very thought of tea and sandwiches being his last hurrah.”

Leo’s face grew hot at the mental image, but he was saved from having to answer when someone handed him another shot. Jenny took one look at his expression and laughed again, but it wasn’t unkind. “Stick around for the show. Maybe it’ll turn out to be your scene after all.” She pressed another kiss to his cheek, patted his arm then turned and spotted a newcomer. The six-inch heels she was wearing didn’t slow her down in the least as she swooped in and embraced the new guy in a bear hug.

It was the blond arsehole. He was still wearing those leather pants, the ones that were so tight he looked like he’d put them on in primary school and grown into them. Instead of the black shirt he’d been wearing at the funeral, he was wearing a black mesh crop top that gave tantalising glimpses of skin and left his smooth stomach completely bare. Leo couldn’t be sure, but he thought he caught a glimpse of a nipple piercing.

“Tristan!” Jenny said. “You made it! I thought you were working?”

The arsehole—Tristan—said, “It was just a quick one tonight, in and out in under an hour.”

“Another satisfied customer?” Jenny asked, one elegant eyebrow arched.

“Sweetie, all my customers are satisfied,” Tristan said with a wink, before performing some frankly obscene contortions that looked like the only thing they were missing was the pole. The reason for the squirming became clear when Tristan extracted his hand from down the front of his leather pants clutching two one-hundred-dollar notes. Leo stared as Tristan tucked them into Jenny’s cleavage and gave them a pat. “Put that towards the bar.”

Jenny pursed her lips. “I’m not taking tonight’s proceeds. You worked hard for that.”

Tristan smirked. “I’d hardly call it working. It’s just doing what I do best and getting paid for it.” He patted Jenny’s cleavage again. “Now take what I’m offering. I’ve got three more bookings this week, so it’s not like I can’t afford it.”

Leo knew he was eavesdropping, but he couldn’t seem to care, because…was this guy a…sex worker?

Not that there was anything wrong with that, he reminded himself. Sex work was just work. Except his face heated up just thinking about it, and he darted a nervous look at Tristan. He was gorgeous, and not just because of his fine bone structure and his golden hair that fell in careless tendrils from his man bun. Side note—were man buns still in, and who could actually wear them without looking like a dickhead? This guy, apparently, and it was twice as unfair because Leo knew that he really was a dickhead. A completely gorgeous dickhead though, because he was smiling, and that smile was fucking dazzling. It poleaxed him. No wonder people were willing to pay to fuck this guy—or be fucked by him. Leo wasn’t quite sure how it worked, but he assumed there must be options. Not that he was going to ask, because he wasn’t planning on talking to the guy at all.

Except Jenny was leading the guy over to him. “Tristan, meet Leo, Jimmy’s…nephew? Is that right, darling?”

“Great-nephew,” Tristan said, turning that devastating smile on Leo. “We’ve met.”

Leo found himself gazing into pale, storm-grey eyes, unable to look away. “Um, hello again.”

“Oh, absolutely not,” Jenny huffed out. “You can’t be his great-nephew. If Jimmy has a great-nephew, that implies that he was old. And that would imply that I’m old, which I’m not, so shut your fucking mouth, Tristan Montague,” she snapped, shooting Tristan a warning glare. His mouth, which had in fact been opening like he had something to say, snapped shut, and Jenny smirked, satisfied. “So,” she continued, “by royal decree—because I am a Queen—you’re his nephew now. Okay, darling?” She handed Leo another shot.

Leo didn’t dare object, his brain already fuzzy from tequila. “Um, yeah. Uncle Jimmy used to say the same—that he was too young to be a great anything.”

“Except a great lay,” Jenny said with a wink, then thumped Leo firmly between the shoulder blades as he choked on his drink. “Right. I’ll leave you boys in peace. I’ve got to go and get ready for the show, and I’m coming apart at the seams, so to speak. Tucking’s a bitch when you’re packing,” she said, and blew them a kiss before tottering away on her heels.

“What show?” Leo asked, tracking Jenny’s progress via her impressively tall wig as she bobbed and weaved through the crowd.

“Jenny’s doing a medley of Jimmy’s favourites in his honour,” Tristan said. “And sorry, again, for before. Jimmy did mention he had a nephew. I just forgot.”

“It’s fine. Forget you said anything.”

“Okay, but—”

“No, literally, please forget it. I’m trying to,” Leo said. “So, if you could just never mention it again, that’d be great.”

“Deal.” Tristan nodded. He cocked an eyebrow, and Leo was grateful when he changed the subject. “Have you ever been to a drag show?” Leo shook his head and Tristan sighed. “Of course you haven’t. Well then, I hope you like ABBA.”

And with that, Tristan turned and sashayed to the bar for another drink, leaving Leo standing in a haze of alcohol, hypnotised by the guy’s arse as he shimmied across the room in those criminally tight pants—not that Leo was looking.

 

* * * *

 

Miss O’Jenny is awesome, Leo thought hazily. She was currently lip syncing and dancing up an absolute storm to Gimme! Gimme! Gimme! as Leo stood and swayed from side to side and sang along with the rest of the crowd, drink firmly clutched in one hand.

It might have been his sixth drink—or was it his ninth? He wasn’t quite sure. All he knew was that every time he turned around, someone else was hugging him, telling him they were sorry for his loss and handing him a drink. And it would have been rude to refuse when these people all obviously just wanted to pay their respects to his uncle in the way they thought most fitting—which was apparently getting completely shitfaced at a drag show.

Jenny worked the stage like she owned it—just like she had all night alongside the rest of the queens. She was mesmerising. She strutted and danced, light glinting off the diamantes on her barely-there mini dress as she gave a flurry of twirls before finishing the number by dropping into an impressive display of the splits that had the crowd whooping and cheering. Leo showed his appreciation by sinking another shot. And when all the queens paraded out for one final, spectacular ensemble number—Chaka Khan, of course—Leo sang along the loudest of all.

He was every woman, dammit.

Leo collapsed into his plastic chair at the end of the number, his head swimming and legs suddenly far more unsteady than they had been. Maybe that last drink had been a mistake—that one and the five before it—if he were being honest. He was hammered. Still, he didn’t regret it, happy riding that pleasant buzz of should-know-better-but-too-drunk-to-care.

A hand landed on his shoulder, and he turned to find himself face to face with Tristan, who somehow managed to be more attractive than before. A light sheen of sweat—whether from alcohol or dancing, Leo couldn’t tell—made him glow, and the light behind him bestowed a hazy halo, although he was probably the farthest thing possible from an angel. Tristan smiled, displaying perfectly even teeth that spoke of some top-level dental care in his childhood. Or maybe he was just lucky.

“Jimmy would have fucking loved that,” Tristan said, his eyes sparkling as he sat down beside him. He raised a hand and brushed a stray tendril of spun gold hair away from his face, and Leo couldn’t stop himself from staring. Tristan’s hair was so pretty. Everything about him was pretty, but his hair was especially glorious. Leo wondered if anyone had ever told him that.

He reached out and petted Tristan’s head clumsily. “Nice hair,” he mumbled. “S’pretty, like you.”

“Oh, you like this?”

Leo nodded, dumbstruck.

Tristan twirled a stray blond lock between his fingertips, and his smile widened. Leo’s hand continued to pet Tristan’s hair, seemingly of its own volition. Tristan leaned forward and licked his lips suggestively. “If you like my hair that much, maybe you could run your fingers through it while I blow you?”

Leo’s jaw dropped, and any attraction he’d felt shrivelled up. Was Tristan seriously drumming up business at his uncle’s wake? He pulled his hand back as if he’d been burned and reared back in his seat, the chair legs scraping the floor with the force of it. “Are you soliciting me right now?” he blurted out.

Tristan’s eyebrows shot up and the smile dropped from his face. “I wasn’t soliciting. I was offering to blow an attractive guy. There’s a difference. I thought it might do your obviously uptight arse some good to get laid. My bad, obviously. But if I was ‘soliciting’?”—he made honest-to-god air quotes—“you couldn’t afford me.”

Then he pushed his chair back and left, crossing the room to the bar without so much as a backward glance, leaving Leo off balance, confused and feeling like he was the arsehole somehow for saying no. Well, he wasn’t the one turning tricks at a wake, was he?

His pleasant buzz vanished, leaving him nauseated. He needed to get the hell out of here. He dragged himself to his feet, taking deep breaths in an effort to clear his head. It was then that Jenny emerged from backstage and, catching sight of him, strode towards him. “You look a bit green around the gills, darling. No more shots for you.”

Leo nodded slowly. “No more tequila,” he muttered. He didn’t tell her it was his encounter with Tristan, not the alcohol, that had his stomach churning.

Jenny petted his head and he found himself leaning into the touch. “I should have known you’d be out of your depth. You baby gays have no staying power,” she said with a sigh. “Do you have a way to get home?”

Leo fumbled open his Uber app and managed to enter his details. “Yeah, thanks.” He was hit by a wave of alcohol-enhanced gratitude, and it suddenly seemed desperately important that he express it. “Thanks for”—he waved his arm vaguely—“this. For Uncle Jimmy. He would have loved it, I think.”

Jenny gave him a soft smile. “Anything for Jimmy. I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”

“How did you know I enjoyed myself?” Leo asked, blinking at the bright lights and feeling a little like a drunken lizard.

Jenny laughed softly. “Don’t think I didn’t see you singing your little heart out, darling.” Jenny enveloped him in a hug that smelled strongly of vodka and hairspray, and when she let go, she plucked his phone from his hand with her perfectly manicured nails and tapped at the keys before handing it back. “There. You have my number. If there’s anything you need, feel free to get in touch.”

“Thanks.” Leo couldn’t think of any possible reason he’d have to see Jenny again, and a tiny part of him already mourned the loss. This whole night had been different from anything he’d ever experienced, and he couldn’t help but feel there was a whole world he was missing out on. Maybe, he reflected, he could come back sometime, just to get more of a glimpse behind the curtain of Uncle Jimmy’s life.

It was then that he saw Tristan at the bar, one arm slung casually around the shoulders of a bearded guy as he leaned in for a kiss, and his mood soured at how blatant it was. Jesus, Tristan and his beautiful hair hadn’t wasted any time finding a new client, had he? Leo felt himself flush with embarrassment, his cheeks burning at the memory of blurting out his attraction. What the hell had he been thinking, drunk-flirting—because that’s what it had been—and making a fool of himself like that?

He was blaming the tequila.

He checked his phone and saw his Uber was a minute away. As he walked out of the door, he saw that Tristan’s hand was now planted on the guy’s arse. No, he decided. He wouldn’t be back.

Still, at least there would be no chance of running into the pretty arsehole again.

 

 


Chapter Three

“Oh, I’m coming into my seventh year at uni,” Tristan said, casually dragging his fingertips over his date’s shoulders. “I’ll probably get around to graduating eventually, but degrees are so overrated, you know? I prefer to live in the moment. The best part is, if you never get a job, you never need to start paying back your HECS!” He grinned. “And, I mean, why study when you can fuck?”

His date’s parents stared at him, their mouths dropping open, and his dinner date Jo leaned into his touch. “Tristan’s so free in his attitudes,” she said with a dreamy sigh. “A real Renaissance man.”

“I don’t think that’s what a Renaissance man is,” her father said tightly.

“He’s right, darling. Perhaps you’re thinking of the Vetruvian man, all deliciously symmetrical perfection?” He leaned and whispered in her ear, exactly loud enough for her parents to hear, “Although, full disclosure, I’m not quite symmetrical. My left ball is slightly larger. I know this is only our second date, but I’ll show you later, if you’d like.”

Jo’s mother choked on her drink, and Tristan silently congratulated himself. His work here—to make Jo’s long-time boyfriend Paul look like a catch—was pretty much done. He pushed his chair back, said, “I’ll be right back,” and headed for the bathroom. A vital part of Bad Boyfriending, he’d quickly discovered, was making himself scarce so his date’s parents could express their disapproval, but in this case, he did actually need to piss. The skin-tight jeans he was wearing didn’t allow for much bladder expansion.

While he was washing his hands, his phone buzzed with a text from Jo.

 

They’re asking if I ever hear from that nice Paul I was dating.

 

The one they thought was the worst?

 

That’s the one. Mum just suggested I call him for coffee sometime. I’ll paypal you what’s owing. Dad wants to leave before you get back.

 

So you don’t want to see my lopsided balls after all? Darling, I’m wounded.

 

He got a middle finger emoji in return and grinned to himself. Then he took a moment to rearrange his messy bun, giving Jo and her parents time to escape. It was all for the best, anyway. There was a waiter he’d been flirting with over dinner, and it was only half for the sake of Bad Boyfriending. The guy was cute, and even though he’d shot Tristan a few evil looks when Tristan had slid a hand down the front of his jeans and adjusted himself with so much enthusiasm that it looked like he was fondling his balls, he figured if he explained what he’d been up to, the guy might think it was funny and forgive him for being an arsehole.

He splashed water on his face, just for something to do, and inspected himself in the mirror. He was still hot. Tristan was a lot of things, but insecure wasn’t one of them. It had never been in his vocabulary at all.

Hoping the waiter forgave him for being an arsehole made him think about Leo, Jimmy’s nephew. Okay, so Tristan had been terrible to him at the funeral, which had been completely unintentional, but he’d offered the guy a blow job as an apology. Which wasn’t at all a hardship—Tristan loved giving blow jobs. Except Leo had gotten all weird and uptight about it and had asked him if he was soliciting. Who even said things like that anyway? Apart from cops and lawyers, probably. But also, screw Leo for thinking that being casual about sex was the same as soliciting.

He pulled out his phone and googled soliciting.

No, definitely prostitution-related. Or, weirdly, lawyer-related. Soliciting was bad, but solicitors were good. English really was a fucked-up language. Orlando, Wei’s co-worker, was Chilean, and even though he’d been in Australia since he was a kid, he still complained that English was bullshit. He’d once offered to teach Tristan Spanish, but they’d only made it halfway through the first lesson before they’d derailed it by having sex. Tristan hadn’t learned any Spanish, but he had learned a fun trick with his tongue, so the afternoon hadn’t been a total waste.

He gave Jo and her parents some more time to clear out, then sauntered out of the bathroom. He was a little disappointed that the cute waiter wasn’t anywhere to be found, but not too disappointed. It wasn’t like he had no other options.

Twenty minutes later he was at The Palace. If there had been a queue, he would have cut to the front of the line, because the bouncer liked him. He liked the bouncer, too, but not enough for a second date. Life was too short for second dates.

“Hey, Brandon,” he said.

“Brendan,” the bouncer corrected him with a grin. “Back again tonight?”

Tristan clutched his chest in mock horror. “Where else would I be, babe? The Palace has everything I need!”

Brendan laughed and waved him in. “You need to expand your horizons, Tristan.”

Tristan blew him a kiss. “My horizons are exactly as wide as they need to be.”

He let the thump of the bass and the flashing lights draw him inside to whatever, and whoever, the night would bring.

 

* * * *

 

Tristan awoke with the sun hitting him in the face because he hadn’t closed his curtains the night before. He groaned and checked the time on his phone. It was almost ten o’clock, but there was a crack in the screen that made the day, and half the screen, unreadable. Unless it was the weekend, he’d missed his first lecture at uni. He listened for a moment and caught the faint sounds of someone in the kitchen—the squeaky cupboard being opened, the clatter of a pan on the stovetop. Either a burglar had broken in and was making themselves a late breakfast, or it was a Saturday and Harry and Jack were home. Harry and Jack both had jobs and always seemed to be away doing them. The house was generally Tristan’s from Monday to Friday, which he enjoyed, but he couldn’t deny that he also liked it when Harry and Jack got home every evening, and they all sat around and watched Netflix together, squeezed onto the couch with their dinner plates balanced on their knees. It was nice, even though Jack talked about mysterious things like alternators and differentials, and Harry talked about even more mysterious things like four-year-olds and developmental milestones.

Someone sighed in their sleep behind him.

Tristan stretched.

Oh yeah. Last night had been good. Tristan hadn’t been rimmed by a guy with a tongue stud before, and the experience was definitely one he wanted to repeat—not necessarily with this guy, though. People sometimes got weird and clingy, even though they said they wouldn’t, and Tristan didn’t have any time for that. In a sea full of fish, why settle for the same old sardine every time?

Thinking about sardines reminded him that he was hungry, so he rolled over, sat on the edge of the bed and stretched. He didn’t bother waking his bedmate—Rhys? Ross? One of those, anyway. Tristan had found that if he just rolled out of bed and left his partner alone, they were less likely to assume he was interested in morning-after hugs, exchanging numbers and arranging to meet for coffee and far more likely to take the hint, get dressed and bugger off, leaving behind nothing more than fond memories. On very rare occasions, Tristan indulged in another round the next morning, but generally he took the view that lovers were a bit like stray cats—show too much affection and there was a risk they’d hang around indefinitely, and Tristan wasn’t interested in that.

He fished a pair of satin boxers off the floor and shrugged into his kimono before heading down the stairs, sniffing. There was a disturbing lack of bacon in the air, and when he walked into the kitchen, nothing was cooking at all. There was just Harry, on his knees with his head in the oven.

Oh no.

“Harry, no,” Tristan said, hurrying over and laying what he hoped was a comforting hand on Harry’s shoulder. “Whatever it is, it’s not that bad. Unless—oh puppy, you and Jack haven’t broken up, have you? Is that why there’s no bacon and you’re trying to gas yourself?”

Harry sat back on his haunches, his brow furrowed. “What?” There was a smudge of grease on his cheek, his glasses were spattered with dirt, and he was holding a scourer.

Tristan took a second to take in all the details of what, exactly, he was seeing. “You’re—Harry, are you cleaning the oven?”

Harry held up the scourer. “Um, yes?”

“But—why?”

Harry raised his eyebrows. “For the inspection? Please tell me you didn’t forget?”

Tristan stared blankly.

“Tristan! The new owner is coming to look at the house, and we have to make it decent!”

“They are? When?”

“Today! We got the letter weeks ago!” Harry huffed, dragging his forearm across his forehead and smearing more oven grease on his face. It made him look like a Dickensian urchin, except for the part where he was a fully grown man. “We agreed that we’d all spend the morning cleaning. Jack’s taking care of the bathroom, and you’re meant to be doing the floors. Is any of this ringing a bell?”

Tristan racked his barely awake brain and found a half-buried recollection of a conversation about what was happening with the new owners. He dug harder into his memory bank, and it started to come back to him. Of course. Tristan had received a letter, since his name was on the lease, and it had been extremely long-winded and formal, but once they’d dug through the jumble of legalese, it had said that the new owner wanted to inspect the property and make sure they were keeping it in good condition, which had led to Harry getting all flustered and panicking that they’d be homeless, which had led to him extracting a promise that all three of them would pitch in when it was time to clean up—at which point Tristan had probably tuned out, to be honest. More pressing right now, in his opinion, was the complete and utter lack of a cooked breakfast.

But Harry was still looking at him, his face scrunched up in concern, and Harry was a world-class worrier, so Tristan took pity on him. “Of course I remember,” he lied. “Coffee, and then I’ll do the floors. It’s not like they’ll turn up early, anyway. It’s Saturday.”

Harry gave him a grateful smile, which lit up his adorable little face like a sunrise, and Tristan once again mourned the fact that Jack and Harry had both turned down his suggestion of a threesome. Twice. Not that he was surprised—sex for Harry didn’t exist outside of Jack, and Jack was from Goulburn, which was hardly kink central, and quite apart from that he only had eyes for Harry—but still, a boy could dream.

He manoeuvred his way around Harry and started his coffee brewing before settling for a bowl of cereal, since it seemed he wasn’t going to get his bacon today—it wasn’t like he was going to cook it himself—and sent dark thoughts in the direction of any landlord who thought it was okay to disturb someone’s Saturday. He was just putting his bowl in the sink when Rhys/Ross meandered into the kitchen—fully dressed, Tristan was happy to see, which generally meant he wouldn’t be hanging around. “Harry, this is Ross,” he said, because his mother had raised him with manners.

“Rhys.”

“Rhys,” Tristan corrected with a smile. “He has a tongue piercing.” Harry made a sound of acknowledgement from the depths of the oven.

“So, thanks for a great time last night,” Rhys said.

“Oh no, thank you,” Tristan said, raising his eyebrows. “It was an experience.” He put his coffee cup down and stood up. “Let me see you to the door.”

“Kicking me out already?” Rhys said, clearly only half-joking.

“Actually yes, unless you’d like to stay and help clean up for a rent inspection?” Tristan asked hopefully. “The floors need to be mopped, but maybe afterwards, we could…” He raised one eyebrow and licked his bottom lip suggestively. It wouldn’t really be much of a sacrifice to take Rhys back to bed, especially if it meant getting out of housework.

Rhys laughed. “Thanks, but I’ll pass. I’ll see you around.”

“Sure,” Tristan agreed, walking Rhys to the door. He didn’t offer his number, and Rhys didn’t ask for it.

“Thanks again, last night was marvellous,” Tristan said as he opened the door, then he wrapped one hand around the back of Rhys’ head and dragged him in for one last, filthy kiss. Tristan would never get a tongue piercing—it would be a crime against his perfect teeth—but that didn’t mean he didn’t enjoy them immensely in others, and he explored Rhys’ mouth with enthusiasm. He slid one hand over Rhys’ arse and was just wondering if he’d been a bit hasty in turning down another round after all, when he was pulled from the moment by someone pointedly clearing their throat.

Rhys pulled back, cast a glance over Tristan’s shoulder and said, “Um. I’d better go.” And he did, taking his lovely piercing and perfect arse with him.

Tristan sighed and turned to address whoever had so rudely interrupted what had been shaping up to an excellent pash, only to find that the face staring back at him was both familiar and unexpected.

Except it wasn’t, not exactly. Jimmy hadn’t had much family, and even less that he spoke to, so there was a certain grim inevitability to it all, but still. Coming face to face with Jimmy’s nephew, all dressed up in a suit and carrying a clipboard, really put a dampener on Tristan’s afterglow.

The dismayed expression on Leo’s face as he peered unhappily at Tristan reflected his own thoughts perfectly.

Well, shit.

“I guess you’re here for the inspection,” Tristan said loudly, hoping that the sound would travel enough for Harry to get his head out of the oven at least. He heard muttered swearing in the background and the sound of drawers slamming, so he figured it had worked.

“Yes, so if I could just come in…?”

Tristan angled his body so Leo’s entry was blocked and said, “Come back with a warrant.”

Leo’s face scrunched in confusion. “Pardon?”

“I don’t know why I said that,” Tristan said. “You’re not the police.” He paused. “Are you?” Now that he thought about it, he wouldn’t be surprised if Leo was in some sort of law enforcement. He seemed like he was that special type of buttoned-down that screamed cop, and he’d been all up in Tristan’s face about soliciting, which seemed like a very law enforcement-adjacent thing to say. “Maybe you are. Ooh, does that mean you have your own handcuffs?”

Tristan wasn’t sure what possessed him—maybe it was some vague idea of distracting Leo so the puppies could finish tidying, or maybe he just wanted to see if he could rattle Leo’s cage—but he licked his lips, ran his fingers through his hair, parted his robe slightly more so that his abs were on display and leaned forward, one hand braced on the doorframe above his head. “I’ve been a bad, bad boy, officer,” he purred with a wink. “Wanna frisk me?”

Leo took a half-step backwards, his eyes wide, a blush crawling up his neck. “I’m not frisking you! I’m not a cop!”

“Oh? Pity. I’ve always had a thing for uniforms.” Tristan raised an eyebrow. “You could frisk me for fun?”

Leo didn’t say no, but he didn’t say yes, either, which was disappointing. Tristan was sure, if he could just get him to relax, that Leo would be a lot of fun. Leo exhaled before visibly pulling himself upright and squaring his shoulders. “Look, I’m here to do an inspection, that’s all. Now, can I come in or not?”

Could he be any more buttoned down? Tristan wondered briefly if Leo had ever truly relaxed in his life, and he briefly felt sorry for anyone who was so easily scandalised. But he could still hear Jack and Harry scrambling around like hyperactive mice, so he stayed in the doorway and said, “Actually, legally I don’t think you can. You haven’t given seven days’ notice of intent to enter the property.”

Leo sighed, a sound dragged from the very soles of his boots, and after digging in his folder he held out a copy of the letter Tristan had received, tapping his finger on the date, which was—shit, ten days ago? Where the hell had the days gone? No wonder Harry had accused Tristan of forgetting his promise—which he had, but Harry didn’t need to know that.

“Oh.”

“Yes. Oh. Now, can I please come inside?”

Tristan cocked his head, listening. Cupboard doors were still banging, so he said, “Look, now’s not a good time.”

Leo’s face flushed pink and he swallowed as he looked Tristan up and down in his barely tied kimono. Fuck, he was cute when he was flustered. “Are you…expecting someone?”

Tristan grinned. “Only if you’re offering.” Leo just stared, and Tristan sighed inwardly. “Fine. If you must know, Jack and Harry—they’re my roommates—are…in flagrante delicto, so to speak.” There. That should buy the puppies some more time.

“They’re what?”

“They’re fucking,” Tristan said bluntly. It was far too entertaining to watch Leo blush even harder.

“What, right now?”

“Well, of course. They both work during the week, so they tend to catch up on the weekends. What do you do with your Saturday mornings? No, wait, let me guess. You either go to the farmer’s market and buy revolting homemade protein bars, or you turn up on people’s doorsteps with a clipboard and interrupt them in the middle of a frankly spectacular kiss.”

Leo pursed his lips at the accusation, and it should have made him look officious, but instead it somehow made him look adorable, like a terminally offended teddy bear. Tristan wondered if he should point Leo’s inherent adorableness out and if Leo would take ‘you’re cute when you’re angry’ as a compliment, or if it would go down like a lead balloon, the same way offering to blow him at Jimmy’s wake had. Probably the second one, because while the guy was cute, obviously he didn’t have a fun bone in his body.

Leo’s obvious grumpiness aside, Tristan wouldn’t have minded putting his fun bone in his body, but before he had a chance to offer, a breathless Jack appeared at his shoulder. “Hey,” he panted, leaning forward and extending a hand to Leo. “I’m Jack. Me and my boyfriend definitely were not having sex, just for the record. You’re here to inspect the place, yeah?”

 

 

 


Chapter Four

Leo Fisher didn’t make waves. Sometimes he wished he’d had the nerve to at least try it, but at heart he was a peacemaker, not a boat-rocker. Even when he’d come out to his parents as a teenager, he’d ended his statement that he was gay with, “if that’s all right?” That was how much of a non-rebel he was. His parents had told him that it was fine, as long as he didn’t go around making a spectacle of himself. Like your great-uncle was unspoken, but the message was still loud and clear, and Leo had somehow felt he’d gotten their permission to be gay by the skin of his teeth.

Uncle Jimmy, on the other hand, had been delighted at his coming out and had called Leo and told him if there was anything he wanted to know, anything at all, to just ask. Leo, barely seventeen, had told him he was all good, thanks, mainly because talking about sex wasn’t something he was comfortable with, but also because he knew his uncle well enough to say with certainty that he definitely wasn’t ready for any stories Uncle Jimmy might choose to share. Uncle Jimmy’s filter hadn’t just been faulty—it had been non-existent—and there were some things Leo just didn’t want to know.

In the end Uncle Jimmy had sent his congratulations in the form of one of those greeting cards that said, ‘It’s a boy!’, only he’d added the word ‘gay’ in front of ‘boy’ in hot pink Sharpie. It had come with a gift box containing a rainbow lapel pin, a feather boa, a handful of heart-shaped confetti and a hundred-dollar gift card from an adult shop that Leo had never been brave enough to redeem. Still, Leo had felt the warm glow of acceptance and a sense of kinship.

And apparently Uncle Jimmy had felt the same, because in his will he’d left almost everything to Leo. And it turned out he’d had a hell of a lot to leave, including the shabby terrace house Leo was currently standing in front of—the one that was home to Tristan, the pretty blond sex worker from the funeral who was leaning casually against the doorframe in a silk robe of some sort that was tied loosely enough for Leo to catch a glimpse of a barbell adorning one nipple, the flash of silver a stark contrast to the deep brown of the nub.

Tristan had been saying goodbye to someone Leo assumed was a client—either that, or he’d been performing a tonsillectomy with his tongue—when Leo had arrived, and Leo was trying very hard not to replay that image in his mind, thank you very much, because he was here in his professional role as new property owner. No matter how much his thoughts and gaze kept straying between that tantalising piercing, the guy’s messy blond locks and the way he kept pushing his hair behind one ear with an elegant fingertip.

Professional, Leo reminded himself sternly. He was here to assess the property, not ogle the way Tristan’s legs seemed to go all the way to his armpits under the skimpy silk of his robe.

It was a relief when the other roommate appeared and asked him inside, even though upon seeing Jack’s tousled hair and pink cheeks, Leo had to fight back a blush when he thought of what Tristan had said Jack had been doing, although Jack had denied it. “They’re fucking,” Tristan had said, like it was no big deal. Perhaps to him it wasn’t, given his profession.

Oh God. If there was a sex worker renting from him, did that mean Leo was a pimp now? Or was it an accessory after the fact? Was sex work even illegal? He shook his head slightly to clear his jumbled thoughts, took a deep breath and followed Jack inside.

When Leo stepped inside the hallway of the dingy little house his uncle had left him, he was hit by the smell of Domestos, the unforgiving burn of it strong enough to make his eyes water. Obviously there had been some emergency last-minute cleaning going on. As he looked around, Leo wondered why they’d bothered, because the place was a shithole.

The lino was patched and uneven, there were bare patches where the paint had flaked off the walls and there was an ominous hum coming from the antiquated light switch. The skirting boards in the hallway appeared to be in a state of disintegration, and the bottom stair had somehow warped so much that the rats, which Leo was sure were vast in number, could use it as a ski jump. Leo had been expecting something a little old and rundown, but that old saying about not being able to polish a turd sprang to mind.

A cute guy in glasses, his hair mussed up, appeared in the doorway of what Leo guessed was the kitchen. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Harry.”

Leo shook his hand. “Leo. I’m the, um, the new owner.”

Harry wrinkled his nose and his glasses shifted. “I’m really sorry about Mr. Erskine.”

“Thanks.”

Jack slid an arm around Harry’s waist. “He was a good bloke.”

“He was an institution,” Tristan announced, flipping his hair back and displaying the long line of his throat. He tugged the edges of his satiny robe together. “I’ll be in bed.”

Then he sauntered up the stairs, and Leo definitely didn’t stare at his arse. Definitely not.

“Do you want us to show you around?” Harry asked, nose wrinkling again. “Or do you just want to, um, sort of wander on your own?”

Leo tore his gaze away from Tristan’s receding arse. “If you could show me around, that would be great.”

It was weird going through the house and looking at other people’s things, especially when the other people were standing right there with him and obviously trying to pretend that any slight sign of actually living there was totally out of character, and normally the place looked like a page spread out of House Beautiful, which was never going to happen with this house. This was definitely House Ugly. Hell, Leo wasn’t even sure he should have been charging anyone rent to live here, and not just morally, but legally. When Harry explained how they had to turn the living room light off to get the oven to work, Leo’s stomach dropped.

“Oh, God,” he said. “Are you serious? That’s—what even—oh, Jesus. I’m going to call an electrician out straight away.”

Harry’s eyebrows shot up. “On a weekend?”

“Yes!” Leo didn’t want to electrocute his tenants just to avoid paying more for a weekend callout.

The rest of the inspection went pretty well, except the part where Harry flung Tristan’s door open and they all discovered Tristan crashed out face down on his bed, his sheet pulled down low enough to expose the crack of his naked arse.

“Um,” Harry said, and pulled the door shut again. “Sorry. He works late hours?”

The way he ended on an upward inflection made it sound like a lie. But Leo, who had a pretty damn good idea of exactly what Tristan’s work entailed, knew it wasn’t.

They headed back down the creaking, warped stairs to the kitchen.

“Do you want a cuppa?” Jack asked. “We probably should have offered you one at the start.”

“That’d be great, thank you.”

Harry sat down with him at the small kitchen table and set a Milo tin in front of him. “Nobody’s collected our rent in a while, so um, here it is.” He pried the tin open with a battered teaspoon and extracted a bundle of notes. “Jack, did Tris put back the fifty he borrowed the other day to go to the bottlo?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, it’s all there then,” Harry said, and slid the money across the table to Leo.

“I…I can’t take your rent money,” Leo said.

Harry paled. “Are you evicting us?”

“No! I just, I can’t charge you for living here. I think it’s probably illegal. This place is a dump, and it’s not liveable!”

Harry’s wide-eyed gaze drifted around the kitchen before it landed back on Leo. “It’s liveable! We already live here!”

Leo made the mistake of looking to Jack.

“We can’t afford rent anywhere else,” Jack said. “I mean, the place is a dump, but have you seen rental prices lately?”

“I’m not kicking you out!” Leo said. “I just—this place might kill you! I’m pretty sure it needs to be basically gutted and started all over again.”

Jack and Harry exchanged a worried look.

“I’ve never been a landlord before,” Leo said. “And I don’t want to be a slumlord! Sorry, but this is all harder than I thought it would be, and I shouldn’t be dumping that on you guys. It’s going to take a lot of work and a lot of money to get this place up to code, is all I mean. I’ll start by getting the electrician here as soon as possible, but it needs a proper inspection.”

Harry and Jack didn’t look reassured, and who could blame them? Fixing this place up would probably cost tens of thousands of dollars that Leo didn’t have, if not even more than that, and in all likelihood the only way he could recoup those costs would be selling it when it was done. And nobody was going to buy a million-dollar home—because fuck Sydney real estate prices, seriously—then let three guys live in it for a Milo tin’s worth of rent money.

Maybe he wouldn’t have to sell. Maybe once he untangled all of Uncle Jimmy’s finances, he’d find a way to repair the house and keep it. But at the same time, he had to be realistic. There was every possibility the figures wouldn’t work out and selling would be the only option. He wasn’t a charity, after all.

God. After only a few days as a landlord, he was already sounding like one.

There was a sudden thumping noise in the walls, as though someone was playing the drums.

“What’s that?” Leo asked.

“Nothing!” Harry said.

Jack sighed. “It’s the pipes. They make that noise when the shower’s on.”

“Oh, my God!” He eyed the walls suspiciously. He wouldn’t have been surprised if they caved in any second now. “Is that…?” He squinted at the corner of the ceiling above the refrigerator. “Is that black mould? Can’t that kill you?”

“It’s just regular mould,” Harry said. “Right? Because none of us are dead yet.”

“I don’t think ‘none of us are dead yet’ is a ringing endorsement!”

“It’s regular mould,” Jack said. “There’s a leak, that’s all.”

Leo pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, look. I’m not going to evict you unless the building inspector literally condemns the place—which, let’s be real, might be a possibility. But I’m getting an electrician and a plumber in straight away, and everything else? Well, I guess I’ll have to see how bad it is before I make any decisions. But this is…I can’t believe how bad this place is. I can’t believe Uncle Jimmy didn’t fix any of it.”

“He wasn’t a slumlord,” Harry said. “He was just an old guy who let us pay cheap rent. Do you know how much I was paying before me and Ambrose got this place? Like, okay, it’s not very nice, but at least he didn’t crack the shits if we put in a picture hook or there was mildew in the tile grout when he came around.” His nose wrinkled. “Jack got rid of the mildew once, but it just…keeps coming back.”

“The mildew may be the only thing holding the bathroom together,” Jack said. “That, and the remains of Tristan’s hair product.”

Leo swallowed at the reminder of Tristan’s gorgeous hair. God, it was mesmerising. He was struck by a sudden urge to see that messy bun undone and golden locks cascading down Tristan’s body like a waterfall, while another, more pragmatic part of him wondered if that was something Tristan charged extra for and how that even all worked.

Focus, he scolded himself. You’re a professional.

“…that leave us, though?” Harry’s voice pulled Leo’s attention back to the matter at hand.

“Sorry?”

“I said, if we do have to move out, where does that leave us?” Harry pushed his glasses up his nose, his brow crinkled with concern.

“We’ll figure something out,” Jack said, throwing a comforting arm over Harry’s shoulder and giving him a peck on the cheek. They were kind of adorable, and Leo was vaguely jealous. He wasn’t jealous of their possible impending homelessness, though, and he didn’t want them to think he didn’t care.

“I, um, think Uncle Jimmy had other properties. I haven’t got through the entire list yet, but I know there’s a flat over”—he squinted at his clipboard—“a shop called…Pleasure Party? And I don’t think it had tenants. I’d need to look into it.”

“Mr. Erskine had a party supplies shop?” Harry asked, nose crinkling in confusion. “That doesn’t seem like him.”

“That’s because they’re not that sort of party supplies, precious,” Tristan said, gliding gracefully into the kitchen fresh from the shower, propping himself up on his elbows against the kitchen bench. His hair, still damp, hung over one shoulder in a mass of loose waves, and it looked exactly as Leo had imagined. He’d gotten dressed, but his shirt was unbuttoned, leaving his lean, smooth chest and piercing on display and his shorts were, well, short. Really, he wasn’t any more covered than he had been in his kimono. “Pleasure Party is a sex shop. Congratulations. Your new business makes a lot of people very happy.”

Leo’s mouth dropped open. “It’s a what?”

Tristan rolled his eyes. “A sex shop. You know, where people with a sense of adventure go to have a good time, or at least get the things they’ll use later to have a good time.” Tristan raised one eyebrow and looked Leo up and down. “I’m guessing you’ve never been to one.”

“That’s really none of your business.” Leo flushed and fixed his gaze on his clipboard. What did it matter if Tristan thought Leo was some sort of prude or a stick in the mud? But Tristan’s assessment stung, for reasons Leo couldn’t quite articulate—except that when he thought about it, he knew exactly why it stung. It was because Tristan was right, and Leo hated that he was.

Leo wasn’t intentionally boring, okay? He was just…sensible. And maybe he hadn’t had a chance to branch out, but then again, he hadn’t felt like he’d needed to. He thought of the gift voucher Uncle Jimmy had sent him, the one he’d never used. He’d been tempted, sure, but his temptation had been outweighed by the fear that someone he knew would see him going into the shop—or even worse, coming out of it. And he hadn’t thought he’d been missing much. He’d had boyfriends before. But now, even with the small amount of time he’d spent with Jimmy’s cohorts, he was beginning to realise that maybe his parents and their insistence on being respectable were wrong, and there was a whole other side of himself that he’d been missing out on exploring.

When he looked up from his clipboard, it was to find Tristan watching him, his head tilted and wearing a pensive look. “Hey,” he said, “I was only teasing, okay? And sometimes I get carried away. Just ask the puppies. Jack’s forever telling me to fuck off.”

“He can be a bit of an arsehole,” Jack confirmed, and Harry nodded his agreement.

“Fuck you both very much,” Tristan shot back with a grin, before turning his attention back to Leo. “Look, it’s okay if you’re a vanilla boy, I promise. No judgement”—which Leo personally thought was a bit rich, coming from someone in Tristan’s line of work—“but I’ll tell you what.” He leaned back against the kitchen counter, his impossibly long legs crossed at the ankles. “Pleasure Party doesn’t just sell kinky shit. I can take you there later and show you around, explain the products on offer and introduce you to Wei and Orlando, who work there. And after, we can check out that flat, if you want?”

His mouth curved up into a gorgeous smile, his utterly perfect teeth gleaming more brightly than the freshly bleached kitchen sink, his eyes sparkling. All Leo could think was that no wonder Tristan could get people to pay to sleep with him, because when he stopped being a dick for two minutes, he fairly oozed charm—and he oozed it in the warm, chocolate-fudge-sauce-that-he-wanted-to-lick kind of way, and not the nameless-nasty-green-sludge-in-the-bottom-of-his-fridge way. His smile was practically incandescent.

Leo found himself utterly transfixed, helpless in the face of the almost ethereal beauty in front of him, and before he knew it, he was stuttering out, “That—yes, thanks, I’d like that.”

Tristan’s smile widened and he said, “Great. It can’t be today though. I’m too tired to leave the house. Pick me up around three tomorrow. I have back-to-back lunch dates, but I should be done by then.”

Dates. He called them dates. Leo wondered briefly if it was just because it made Tristan feel better about what he did, or if it was some sort of quasi-legal thing to avoid arrest. Would it be rude to ask? Then he wondered what the hell he was thinking, because if he was questioning if it was rude to ask, then obviously it was.

And at that moment all thoughts left his head entirely, because Tristan swanned over to the fridge, opened it and bent at the waist to pull a yoghurt off the bottom shelf, giving Leo an uninterrupted view of what seemed to be miles of leg. When Tristan stood and stretched, then peeled back the foil lid of the tub and licked at it with a deep, sensual groan of pleasure, Leo had never wanted to be a tub of yoghurt so badly in his life. All he could think was Holy shit. No wonder people are willing to pay him.

Hell, Leo was almost tempted himself.

 


Chapter Five

The great thing about back-to-back Bad Boyfriend gigs, Tristan reflected, was that it made it so easy to pull stunts like the one he was currently engaged in. He’d made a pig of himself at the all-you-can-eat seafood buffet on his first date of the day—with plenty of winks and crude references to the aphrodisiac power of oysters, which had horrified Amelia’s parents just like she’d ordered—and now he wasn’t hungry at all, which meant that sitting opposite James and his parents, it was easy to push his menu away disdainfully before declaring, “Actually, I can’t eat any of this. I’m a strict vegan.”

James’ father, who had hated Tristan on sight and done nothing to hide it, scowled at Tristan from under a set of impressive John Howard eyebrows. “How can you be a vegan? You’re wearing leather pants.”

“I mean yes, but I didn’t eat the meat that came wrapped in this leather, though, did I? Although”—he raised his eyebrows at James and gave a saucy wink—“James will probably be eating the meat that’s wrapped in this leather later, if he’s lucky.”

He watched, satisfied, as both his faux-date and his parents blushed scarlet and stared fixedly at their menus. Tristan beamed. He was killing this.

Really, it was laughable how easy it was to upset people simply by mentioning sex, and how much he’d like to have it with their offspring.

James’ brief for their date had been simple—and more common than Tristan had ever imagined it would be when he’d started this. “My parents don’t like my boyfriend, just because he’s a mechanic and not some white-collar professional. So I need you to be really, really offensive over lunch. Then I can tell them we broke up and when I get back together with Dylan, they’ll be thrilled.”

He’d put a lot of effort into looking unsuitable for Sunday lunch, and he was proud of the result. When Harry had been the Bad Boyfriend in Bad Boyfriend, Inc., he’d leaned more towards ill-fitting, atrocious fashions in eye-searing colours, but that wasn’t Tristan’s jam. As far as he was concerned, there was no reason he couldn’t look inappropriate and hot—the two weren’t mutually exclusive. After all, he never knew who he might meet while he was out. To that end, he was wearing the aforementioned leather pants, a gold mesh singlet that stopped at his navel, his hair in a bun that was the sexy sort of messy and some killer eyeliner that he frankly felt was wasted on this particular audience.

Although…James was looking up at Tristan from under his lashes and biting his lip in a way that suggested he wasn’t all that put off by the idea of Tristan’s trouser meat. Maybe, after this was over, Tristan could take him home and they could celebrate a job well done, so to speak.

Tristan picked up his wine glass, took a mouthful and gargled loudly while he considered it. Yes, he decided. A nice little afternoon delight might be just the thing for a Sunday.

Except, he remembered sadly, James did have a boyfriend on the scene. And Tristan had promised to take Leo, Jimmy’s pretty-but-repressed nephew to the sex shop this afternoon. He brightened at the thought. Teasing Leo could be its own kind of fun.

James’ mother, Athena, cleared her throat. “There’s a nice pear and walnut salad on here you could have,” she said, in what was obviously a valiant attempt to get the conversation back on track.

Tristan raised an eyebrow. “No, thanks. Walnuts look too much like little, tiny ball sacs for my liking. If I’m putting a scrotum in my mouth, I’d prefer it to be the real thing.” He blew James a kiss.

James’ dad’s face went red. “Have some bloody decency!” he snapped, whacking the menu against the table with a loud thump. He turned to James and pointed a finger. “What the hell is this, some sort of joke? You can’t possibly be dating this—this dickhead.”

Tristan held his breath. Not always, but occasionally, there was a moment where a date could go horribly, spectacularly wrong, and this looked like it might be one of those times. He was already banned from four restaurants, surpassing both Ambrose and Harry’s records, and he wasn’t looking to make it five. He quite liked this place, scrotal salads notwithstanding.

But James swallowed and sat up straighter in his chair, a determined glint in his eye. “Just because you’ve set the bar so high that Tristan doesn’t meet your standards, it doesn’t mean he doesn’t meet mine,” he said tersely.

“Set the bar high?” his dad sputtered. “The bar was on the ground, and you started bloody digging with this one! He doesn’t even have a job! He has a man bun!”

Which, rude. And technically accurate, but that wasn’t the point. Tristan took another slurp of his wine.

“Yeah, well, Dylan had a job, and you didn’t like him either, all because he drives a Commodore and doesn’t spend his Friday nights at Young Liberals fundraisers!” James snapped. 

His father’s mouth closed with a click at that, and Tristan relaxed. He could tell from the hangdog expression on James’ dad’s face as he examined the back of his hands and the way his wife was elbowing him in the side that this was going to work out just fine.

He drained his wine glass, then, because he believed a thing worth doing was worth doing properly, he picked up the wine bottle and drained the last half-glass from that as well, before standing and stretching. “And on that note, I think I’d better go. Meeting you was a time,” he said to the wide-eyed parents. Then he waggled his fingers at them, blew James another kiss and sauntered out of the restaurant, confident that his work there was done.

 

* * * *

 

Tristan debated keeping his leather pants on for his outing with Leo, just to see if it would make his shy little number-cruncher blush, but in the end, the thought of sweating in them for an entire afternoon when he wasn’t getting laid or paid at the end of it seemed like too much effort, so he switched them out for a pair of ancient soft-washed jeans and a fitted V-neck tee. He still looked fabulous, of course, but now he was comfortable as well. He was just running lightly gelled fingers through his hair and trying to decide if he wanted it to look just-fucked or utterly fuckable—the difference was subtle, but definite—when there was a knock at the door. He tugged a few strands to the left, putting him firmly in fuckable territory, and padded down the stairs.

When he opened the door, Leo was standing there, but it took Tristan’s brain a second to catch up to the fact that it was Leo, because for the first time since Tristan had met him, he wasn’t wearing a suit or a collared shirt or some sort of office-jockey outfit. Instead, he was wearing well-worn black jeans and a slightly ragged Nirvana shirt that gaped around his collarbones a bit, giving a glimpse of more muscle than Tristan was expecting. His hair, rather than being gelled to within an inch of his life, was a tumble of soft curls, and when combined with the way his T-shirt clung to surprisingly muscular biceps, Leo somehow managed to look even more attractive dressed down than he did in a suit and tie. It was suit porn in reverse, and Tristan’s dick gave an interested twitch. Tristan let a sexy smile spread across his face. “Well, well, look at you. Have you been hiding all those muscles under your suits this entire time?” Leo gave him a look that suggested he wasn’t sure if Tristan was making fun of him or not, and Tristan was reminded that he possibly hadn’t made the best impression so far. He’d have to remedy that if he ever wanted to see what else Leo was hiding under his proper exterior and sensible clothing. Maybe those biceps meant he could hold Tristan up against a wall while they fucked. Although with the height difference…

Tristan was dragged out of his musings by Leo clearing his throat. “Can I come in?”

Tristan stepped back and opened the door farther, yanking it over the lumpy bit in the floor. Determined to get in Leo’s good books, Tristan led him through to the kitchen and nodded at the mismatched chairs surrounding their tiny kitchen table, indicating Leo should take a seat. “I just need to grab some shoes. Want a beer while you wait?”

Leo hesitated then nodded and sat. “Yeah, that’d be nice.”

Tristan made sure his arse was on display as he bent to fossick in the fridge—he hadn’t missed the way Leo’s eyes had tracked him the other day—and pulled out two bottles of some fruit-flavoured beer that he didn’t recognise the name of, which meant it was either really off-brand or super fancy. Harry had been in charge of the bottlo run this week, and his taste in beer was non-existent, so Tristan’s money was on off-brand.

He handed the bottle over to Leo, who eyed it dubiously before shrugging, twisting the top off and taking a swig. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, and Tristan didn’t bother to hide the way he watched it. Subtlety was overrated, in his opinion. Like his mum used to say, “Shy kids get no lollies.” Of course, Tristan had never been shy a day in his life, so the advice was redundant in his case.

He wondered suddenly if anyone had ever told Leo that, or if Leo had always been one of those kids who’d never dared raise his hand and so ended up at the back of the line when it came to treats. Then he wondered if the behaviour was so ingrained that now Leo was afraid to ask for anything that he wanted in life. It seemed entirely possible, having met his family, and Tristan was struck with unaccustomed sadness at the thought.

Maybe poor Leo had never experienced the delight of a Wizz Fizz, too afraid to ask for what he wanted, and instead had always been the poor sucker who ended up with the dodgy hard caramels from the bottom of Santa’s sack. Okay, maybe that metaphor was a bit of a stretch, but the point was, maybe Leo needed someone to encourage him to dip his hand into life’s lolly jar, so to speak—and maybe Tristan was just the man for the job. He was, he decided selflessly. He was fully prepared to give Leo the benefit of his vast experience and show him all sorts of fun and interesting things in the bedroom. Maybe he’d get to see if those muscles could hold Tristan up against the wall while Leo railed him.

Okay, so maybe not completely selfless.

He took a sip of his beer while he contemplated it, but pulled a face at the taste, a combination of yeast and cloying fake passionfruit flavour. He leaned forward and plucked Leo’s bottle from his fingertips, making an executive decision. “That,” he declared with a shudder, “is fucking disgusting.” He carried the bottles over to the sink and tipped them out.

Leo’s face lit up with something like relief and he laughed. “Thank fuck. I wasn’t looking forward to drinking the rest of it.”

He would have, though, Tristan realised. Leo would have drunk the whole thing and never said a word, just to keep Tristan happy. More proof that somewhere in his past, Leo had been taught to stay quiet, swallow what life threw at him and not rock the boat.

It just made Tristan more determined to show him that it was okay to ride the waves now and then.

 

* * * *

 

Wei was at the front counter at Pleasure Party when Tristan pushed open the door and ushered Leo inside to take his first step into an amazing new world. She looked tired and hungover, as though she could barely summon the energy to blow him a rather lacklustre kiss. Then she leaned forward in her chair, rested her head on her folded arms on the counter, and closed her eyes. Her elbow threatened a container of dick-shaped lollipops that tasted like shit but were apparently incredibly popular with hens’ nights.

“Ta da!” Tristan announced, spinning around and waving his arms at all the displays, like Leo was a contestant on a game show and Tristan was the showcase model. He beamed. “What do you think?”

Leo looked like he was thinking about bolting.

“No, it’s great,” Tristan declared for him, and grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to the nearest display. “This is where the new stock comes first. Oh, look! This dildo is shaped like a banana. It has a little face and everything!”

Leo blinked at him slowly. “Bananas don’t have faces.”

“This one does,” Tristan says. “It’s clearly an anthropomorphic banana. Look at its little mouth!” He shoved the package at Leo, forcing him to take it, then put a hand over his mouth and let out a muffled, “Help! It’s dark in here and I can’t breathe!”

Leo put the package back on the shelf.

“Okay,” Tristan said. “You don’t like the funny stuff. Let’s look at the quality stuff instead.”

“I thought we were going to look at the flat?” Leo said, casting hopeful upward glances, but Tristan wasn’t deterred. There was a fun-loving little gay hiding under Leo’s anxious shell, he just knew it, and Tristan was determined to help him emerge, like a butterfly from its cocoon. Or shell. Whatever. Science had never been his strong point.

“We should look around down here first,” he said firmly. “After all, you should know something about your new business. You need to know your butt plugs from your cock rings, at least.”

Leo looked slightly overwhelmed at that, so Tristan led him over to a display stand and said, “I mean, the difference is pretty obvious. Here.” He plucked a small foil package off the shelf at random and waggled it in front of Leo. “Cock ring. That one’s a single use, but you can get fancy ones.”

Leo’s eyes widened slightly. “Why would you put a ring on your cock? Is it some sort of BDSM thing?”

Tristan laughed and slapped his arm with the foil package. “No, silly. It’s to make you stay harder for longer. Makes a good time better,” he said with a wink.

Leo went a delightful shade of pink as Tristan reached over to a shelf and picked up a pack of butt plugs and pressed them into Leo’s hands. “Butt plugs. These are a nice size, perfect for a beginner.” Leo blushed harder and tried to hand them back, but Tristan was on a mission, so he piled a few more boxes on top. “Vibrator, vibrating butt plug—they’re different, trust me—oooh, beads!”

“Those would never fit around your neck,” Leo said, his brow scrunching. Tristan just stared at him then looked pointedly back at the box, where the word ‘Anal’ was written in big black letters. It took a second for Leo to follow his gaze, but when he did, Leo’s eyes grew wide, and his mouth dropped open. Instead of backing away, though, he threw his head back and started laughing.

Tristan was unsure why anal beads were funny—except that was a lie, because they were always at least a little bit funny, he just didn’t know why in this case—but he grinned along with Leo, glad to see him loosening up at last. Leo put the armful of stuff on the nearby shelf before he dropped it all. When he’d stopped laughing, he said, “It’s just, after they cleaned out Jimmy’s place when he died, I overheard my mother muttering about having to throw all sorts of stuff out and how disgusting it was that Jimmy owned those godless beads, and for some reason”—he stopped and giggled again, and Tristan took a moment to appreciate how good Leo looked with a smile on his face—“for some reason, I thought she was talking about a rosary. I remember thinking that I didn’t even know Jimmy was Catholic.” He shook his head. “She wasn’t talking about rosary beads, was she?”

Tristan snorted. “The closest Jimmy came to the church was wearing a priest’s collar and a G-string at Mardi Gras, darling.”

Leo’s laughter trailed off. “That,” he declared, “is a mental image I never needed.”

“Obviously, it was back in the day, but let me tell you, Jimmy Erskine in a G-banger was smoking hot. I’ve seen photos, and I’d do him.”

“Yeah, well,” Leo said. “Not to be rude, but you’d do anyone.”

“I would,” Tristan agreed happily. “It’s all part of being young, hot and single, Leo, and that had better not be any judgement creeping into your tone there, because guess what? You own a sex shop now. You’re a part of the sex industry, just like…” He blinked. “Well, me too, I suppose. Peripherally.”

“Peripherally?” Leo’s brow creased.

“Peripherally,” Tristan said, more emphatically this time. He’d never thought of being a Bad Boyfriend as actual escort work, but of course it was. Escorts just put out. Or were escorts the ones who didn’t put out? He could never remember. “Anyway, get off your high horse and join the rest of us in the gutter. It’s fun down here.”

“I don’t…” Leo looked almost distraught. “I don’t think I’m on a high horse, am I?”

“No, you just need to loosen up a little.” Tristan reached out and put his hands on Leo’s shoulders. Gave him an impromptu massage that had the opposite effect of loosening him up—Leo tensed all over. “Are you always this tight in your shoulders?”

“I don’t know.” Leo bit his bottom lip. “I’m not normally fondled by strange men in sex shops.”

Tristan laughed. “Oh, if I was fondling you, you’d know it, babe!”

Leo flushed and stepped away. He picked up a box off the shelf and studied it. It was an anal hook. The second he realised what he was holding, he shoved it back on the shelf. “Oh my God.”

Tristan laughed and dragged him into the next aisle where things weren’t quite as extreme. This aisle was full of fluffy handcuffs, bunny ears and glow-in-the-dark condoms, which were probably more Leo’s speed.

The tension left Leo’s shoulders almost immediately, and he picked up a packet of edible underwear, examining the package curiously. “Do people really use this?”

Tristan grinned. “Absolutely. Best save them for cooler weather, though. I once had a disastrous hook-up with a guy that involved a forty-degree day, melting fruit-flavoured underpants and excessive body hair. It turned into a bit of an unplanned waxing session. It was brutal.” He shuddered at the memory of Mitchell and his sticky, swollen ball sack—which, of course, made him wonder about Leo’s balls. Did he wax, or was he a ‘let it grow’ kind of guy? Tristan would put money on the latter, but he certainly wouldn’t say no to a chance to check it out for himself.

Leo laughed and put the packet back on the shelf, still smiling. Tristan was pleased to see that Leo no longer looked like he wanted to crawl under Wei’s counter—which was lucky, because Tristan knew for a fact that they stored the biggest of the strap-ons there.

They looked around for a while longer until some customers drifted in. Tristan, watching the way Leo tried to slink behind the flavoured lube display, took pity on him and hooked an arm through his elbow. “So,” he said, leading Leo over to the door near the rear of the store, “wanna go upstairs?”

 

 


Chapter Six

Leo would have loved nothing better than to escape upstairs with Tristan, who he had to admit had actually been helpful today, except Tristan paused and signalled to Wei, who nodded and made a just one second gesture. While they waited, Leo ducked his head and examined the floor, doing his best not to stare at the two women who were currently giggling as they had a mock sword fight with the display dildoes. They were his mother’s age, but he couldn’t ever imagine her having fun like that in a place like this.

Of course, he’d never imagined himself here, either, but here he was on a Sunday afternoon, learning about different lube flavours like it was no big deal. Maybe it really wasn’t, and Tristan had been right about him getting off his high horse. Sure, some of the stuff was miles out of his league, other things he’d have to google later, and some of it he never ever wanted to know about, but what was it Tristan had said? “It’s fun down here.” And, Leo was fast coming to realise he was right.

Wei tottered over to them in a pair of thigh-high leather boots that boasted impressive six-inch fuck-me heels, holding out a bundle of keys with what looked like a tiny penis swinging off the keychain. “Keys for the flat. Plus, I heard you talking about Jimmy’s Mardi Gras days, and I thought you’d like to see this.” She thrust a battered book towards Leo. “He kept it in the back office, for when he was feeling nostalgic.”

“Thanks?” Leo took the book and tucked it under one arm.

Tristan scooped up the keys. “Thanks, sweetness.” He blew Wei a kiss then opened the door that led through to a narrow staircase. “Flat’s up here.” 

Leo followed him up the stairs, doing his best not to stare at Tristan’s arse and failing utterly. In his defence, it was an absolute peach of an arse, and he’d just spent the last half an hour in a sex shop being handed dildos and vibrators and talking about lube. Stories about the hair removal capabilities of melted edible underwear notwithstanding, of course his brain was fixated on all things sexy right now. And Tristan was very, very sexy.

When they were halfway up the stairs, Tristan stopped suddenly and Leo ran into the back of him, managing to face-plant right into Tristan’s arse. He reached up with one hand instinctively, cupping Tristan’s arse cheek as he tried to keep his balance, and the brush of soft worn denim under his fingertips, combined with a handful of firm flesh, fuelled a burst of arousal that sucked the breath right out of him.

Tristan looked back over his shoulder and grinned before continuing on, and Leo was fairly certain he’d done it on purpose. Leo was left standing with one hand extended and his face hot with either embarrassment or want—he couldn’t decide which. Anyway, it didn’t matter. He was here to look at the flat in case Harry and Jack needed somewhere to go, not to have fantasies about Tristan—even if he was hotter and more tempting than anyone Leo had ever seen.

Leo spent the rest of the climb lingering a few steps back, keeping his eyes on the staircase, reminding himself that he was here for business and willing his dick to calm the fuck down. It worked, sort of. By the time they reached the top, he was fairly certain he was back in control. Tristan opened the door to the flat and stepped inside, Leo following. “Ta-dah!” he said brightly as he spun, arms extended.

Leo took in the sight in front of him, pleasantly surprised. Based on the state of the terrace house, he’d half-expected a seventies-era disaster with floral wallpaper and lime green shag carpet, but this was nothing like that. It was a small space, sure, but it was neat and clean and modern, with polished floorboards and inoffensive cream paint that suggested it belonged to a Tupperware consultant named Linda rather than a sex shop owner.

A quick survey of the space revealed a central living space, compact kitchen area, a bathroom, one bedroom and a tiny office that an enterprising real estate agent would definitely try to market as a second bedroom, but that would really only be suitable for hobbits. The furniture was dated but in good condition. “I wonder why he didn’t rent it out or sell it? He could have made a killing.”

“Jimmy kept it empty for his rescues,” Tristan said. “You know, baby gays that found themselves kicked out of home, country boys in the big city who needed some help to get on their feet, that sort of thing. He always seemed to have one or two in tow. Besides, Jimmy wasn’t that hung up on money.”

And that—that did sound like Uncle Jimmy. Leo thought again of the variety of mourners at the funeral. He’d wondered how his uncle had known them all. He guessed this at least partly answered that question.

“And what about you? Were you a poor lost boy who was kicked out of home?” he asked. “Is that how you ended up renting the doomsday house?”

Tristan let out a tinkling laugh. “What? No, not me. The house is just cheap and convenient, that’s all. And it’s not that bad. That electrician even said it wasn’t the worst he’d seen, and he did manage to fix the power surges.”

Leo had been more relieved than he’d liked to admit when the electrician he’d called the day before had confirmed that the wiring itself was sound and that the power fluctuations, while serious, were easy to fix. It was a glimmer of hope in what Leo had assumed would be a dark landscape of renovation nightmares. He only hoped the same went for the pipes, because Leo wasn’t any sort of plumbing professional, but even he knew that no house should make noises associated with an exorcism every time a tap was turned on.

He’d worry about it next week, he decided, which was when he had a bunch of tradies coming to give him a verdict on the state of the house. For now, he’d take the win with the sparky.

Tristan plopped himself down on the tiny two-seater couch and patted the spot next to him. “What did Wei give you?” he asked.

“I’m not sure.” Leo sat down next to him, doing his best to ignore the way their outer thighs were pressed together in the small space, and opened the book.

It was a photo album.

The first page didn’t contain a photo, though. Instead, it housed a ragged newspaper clipping. Leo squinted to read the faded print. “It’s an article about a gay march and…an arrest list?” He looked closer. “Uncle Jimmy’s on there.”

“Yeah,” Tristan said, his mouth giving a rueful twist. “This must be from the first Mardi Gras. It was a protest march. Did you know that? Figures Jimmy would have been involved. And they published the details of everyone arrested.”

Leo swallowed convulsively, trying to imagine how he would have coped with having his personal details plastered all over the paper for the crime—because it was a crime, back then—of being gay. He took a shaky breath. “Shit,” he said softly.

Tristan raised an eyebrow at him. “Yeah. Can you imagine,” he said quietly, “being outed by the bloody Sydney Morning Herald?”

Leo shook his head, mute. He turned the page to find a photo of a handsome man who was already edging into silver fox territory, his good looks marred by a bruised cheekbone and a split lip. He was grinning despite the injuries, and had his arm draped around the neck of a younger, stockier man. Scrawled underneath was “Bailed out! Jimmy and Brett, 1978.”

Leo looked closer, and recognition flooded through him. This was Uncle Jimmy in his heyday—even through the years, Leo could spot the twinkle in Jimmy’s eyes that promised a good time, or at least an entertaining one, and the familiar insouciant grin—the one his mother had always pursed her lips at the sight of.

Tristan was right, was his initial reaction. He was hot. He recoiled from the thought, backing away like he would from a cockroach on a buffet, horrified at himself.

He glanced up to see if Tristan had somehow read the wrongness of his thoughts and was about to mock him for it, but Tristan’s gaze was firmly fixed on the photo, a fond smile on his face. It was different from his usual self-assured expression—softer, somehow. It suited him.

Leo flipped the page and there was Jimmy again, part of a crowd this time, marching and holding a placard. “1979. No mugshot this time” the scribbled caption read.

“He went back,” Tristan mused. “How brave would you have to be, hey?”

Not only had Uncle Jimmy gone back in ’79, he’d gone back every year since, and these were the photos to prove it. They flipped through the album, and Leo felt like he was walking through history. As the years passed and the photos got less blurry around the edges, he could see the nature of Mardi Gras changing, too, morphing slowly until it was less about protest and more about celebration.

And every year Jimmy was there, front and centre. The costumes varied, from G-strings to leather harnesses, angel wings to sequinned booty shorts—and, one memorable year, something made entirely of balloons—but the one thing that never changed was Jimmy’s devil-may-care grin, the one he wore whether he was planting kisses on the cheeks of the pretty young things tucked up against his side or waving a flag from the back of a parade float while wearing nothing but a chest harness, tiny shorts and army boots. He looked like he was living his best life, and Leo envied him.

Leo peered at the picture of Jimmy wearing a leather harness and short shorts and pointed to the drag queen who was kissing his cheek. “That’s Miss Jenny!”

“Miss O’Jenny, darling. She gets very upset if you ignore her O,” Tristan said, waggling his eyebrows.

Leo wasn’t sure what possessed him to say, “I don’t think I’m qualified to provide her with one of those.”

Tristan’s mouth dropped open. “Leo Fisher, did you just make a sex joke?”

Leo felt his cheeks heating. “Maybe?”

“I’m so proud! It must be my freeing influence!” Tristan beamed at him, his delight obvious. He was all dazzling perfect teeth and delicate features, and the shaft of sunlight dancing across his golden hair looked like some sort of halo, even though Tristan was about as far from angelic as you could get. But Leo didn’t care. All he could think, looking at him, was that Tristan was irresistible, and Leo wanted him in a way he’d never wanted anyone before. He ached to touch him, taste him, feel the strands of his hair between his fingertips, and he was seized with a sudden surge of his own kind of bravery. Before he could talk himself out of it, Leo leaned in, wrapped a hand around the nape of Tristan’s neck and kissed him.

Tristan froze for a moment, huffing out a surprised breath against Leo’s lips, but before Leo had a chance to regret every life decision that had brought him to this moment, Tristan moved. He stood, dragging Leo along with him, and curled his fingers around Leo’s hips, tugging them closer together. He opened his mouth into the kiss, sweeping his tongue against Leo’s bottom lip before sliding into his mouth to touch Leo’s.

It was like electricity. If they’d been at the decrepit terrace house instead of here, Leo might have thought they’d stumbled across a live wire. But no, apparently Tristan was just that good at kissing. Leo tried very, very hard not to think of why that was the case, because this kiss was magical and he didn’t want to break the spell by thinking about all the people Tristan had kissed in exchange for money, and—

Too late. His brain had ruined it.

He pulled back, a little breathless, his face burning. “Um.”

Tristan grinned at him, swaying his hips, and pulled Leo into something that was almost a lazy dance. “You are just full of surprises, aren’t you, Leo Fisher?” His grin grew, and he released Leo’s hips. “I like it.”

Leo’s heart hammered in his chest as he sorted through a tangle of emotions. He liked it, too, and he wasn’t sure what that said about him. Because on the one hand, Tristan was gorgeous and sexy, and Leo wanted him. But on the other hand, Tristan was a rent boy. On the other other hand, if Leo really meant what he told himself about there being no shame in sex work, why did he care? Then again, on the other, other, other hand—hell, Leo couldn’t think straight. He had too many hands, lips that still tingled from an amazing kiss and a gorgeous man in front of him—and really, did any of it even matter?

No, he decided, it didn’t. He was sick of second guessing and overthinking. He put his hands on Tristan’s hips, pulled him close again and went in for another kiss. It was just as good as the first one, and Leo let his eyes close as he soaked up the taste and feel of Tristan’s soft lips against his, the flicker of a tongue seeking entry, the hand that slid round to his arse and squeezed gently. He moaned into the kiss and felt Tristan’s mouth curve into a smile before he pulled back and they broke apart.

Leo was about to object when Tristan ran a hand over the bulge in Leo’s jeans where he was half-hard—more than half, actually—he was well on his way to a full hard-on. Leo rocked forward into the touch without even thinking about it. Tristan let out a soft laugh, then leaned in and whispered in his ear, “Can I blow you?”

Leo froze for a split second, then he found himself nodding, agreeing before he gave himself a chance to back out. Just for today, he decided, he was living by WWJD—What Would Jimmy Do? And what Jimmy would do in this situation, he was almost certain, was make the most of it. “Yeah,” he said, his voice cracking with nerves.

Tristan’s eyes danced with anticipation, and he kissed Leo again, right before he dropped to his knees in front of him. He unpopped the button on Leo’s jeans and eased the zipper down before extracting his now fully erect cock.

“Fuck, that’s a pretty dick,” Tristan whispered as he wrapped a hand around the length, his breath ghosting over the sensitive head. Leo wasn’t sure whether it was the warm air or the reverence in Tristan’s voice that made his cock throb more.

He didn’t get a chance to think about it, because Tristan stroked his length once, twice, then there was the sound of foil tearing and a condom was expertly rolled onto his dick in a way that shouldn’t have been erotic but definitely was. A moment later those hands were replaced by the heat of Tristan’s mouth. Fuck, if Tristan was good at kissing, when it came to blow jobs, he was nothing short of stellar.

His mouth was hot, wet and everything Leo didn’t even know his dick had been missing up until now. He was overwhelmed with pleasure as Tristan flicked his tongue up and down the length of Leo’s cock and fondled Leo’s balls with one hand, teasing and tugging lightly in a way that had Leo’s knees threatening to buckle under him.

Leo couldn’t help but let out a groan, and when he dared look down, Tristan was glancing up at him from under long lashes. He looked nothing short of sinful on his knees like that. Leo gave in to his fantasy and tangled his hands in Tristan’s golden locks, pulling gently. Tristan moaned around his mouthful of cock, and when the vibrations travelled through him, Leo felt like he’d touched that live wire again, his cock throbbing and jerking.

Tristan hummed again, and Leo was helpless to stop his hips driving forward, forcing himself deeper into the welcoming warmth of Tristan’s mouth. Tristan swallowed around him, his head bobbing rhythmically, and it was barely a minute before Leo’s balls drew up tight. This was going to be over embarrassingly fast, and Leo didn’t even care, his entire body straining to chase his peak. His hips stuttered as he made a strangled noise of warning before thrusting forward one last time and coming harder than he ever had before. His orgasm seemed to last forever, pleasure washing over him like one of the waves at Bondi, pulling him helplessly under again and again until he was left gasping and breathless.

Tristan worked him through it, holding Leo’s softening dick in his mouth and wrapping warm hands around the back of his thighs to steady him until Leo, shuddering at his touch, collapsed backwards onto the couch, throwing a hand over his eyes. “That was…Jesus,” he breathed out.

“Well, it’s not the first time I’ve made someone see God,” Tristan said with a soft laugh, peeling the used condom off. Leo squirmed at the touch, still sensitive, as Tristan tucked him gently into his jeans, leaving the zip open.

Leo peeked out from under his arm in time to see Tristan raise gracefully to his feet, which put Leo right at eye level with the bulge in Tristan’s jeans. He swallowed. “Do you want me to”—he gestured vaguely—“help with that?”

Tristan raised an eyebrow. “Do you want to?”

And Leo did. He wanted to see what Tristan was hiding in those jeans, and he wanted to get his hands on it. Feeling bolder than he had in a long time, he leaned forward and tugged at Tristan’s hips, pulling him closer. “Come here.”

Tristan came easily, draping long legs on either side of Leo so he was straddling him, unzipping his jeans as he went. He tilted his head and leaned in for a kiss while Leo fumbled Tristan’s cock out of his jeans, taking a second to appreciate the satisfying thickness of it and imagining what it would feel like inside him. He skated his thumb across the damp head, spreading pre-cum down the length, and Tristan gave a gratifying whine. Leo started jerking him off in a nice, steady rhythm, working the shaft as Tristan rocked his hips, tangling his hand in Leo’s hair, his fingers flexing.

Leo responded by tightening his grip on Tristan’s dick and speeding up his movements to match until Tristan was squirming in his lap and panting against his mouth. It was cramped and awkward with one hand shoved between their bodies and the metal teeth of Tristan’s zipper dragged across his knuckles more than once, but Leo didn’t care, and Tristan didn’t seem to notice, fucking desperately into Leo’s grip. Far sooner than expected, Tristan pulled back from their messy kiss and threw his head backward, his spine arching as he groaned loudly and came across Leo’s knuckles in hot spurts. Sweat gleamed on the long line of his throat as he shook and shuddered through his orgasm. Leo hadn’t thought Tristan could be any more gorgeous, but like this, raw and unguarded, he was stunning—and, Leo realised with a start, he wanted to keep him.

Tristan slumped forward, resting his head against Leo’s shoulder and letting out shaky breaths. Normally, now would be when Leo started to stress about the sticky handful of cum that was trapped between them and whether it was getting on his shirt, about what Wei would say when they went back downstairs or if she’d guess what they’d been up to. Except that for once, he found he didn’t have a fuck to give. He’d given his last one to Tristan, apparently.

This had probably been a terrible idea, but as he breathed in the scent of sex, sweat and Tristan’s bodywash, he couldn’t find it in himself to care. Instead, he wallowed in his post-orgasmic high and let himself savour the heat and weight of Tristan’s lax body where it was pressed against his, turning his head to steal a slow, lazy kiss from a gorgeous, smiling mouth.

Just this once, he decided, he’d save the worry for later.

 

 


Chapter Seven

Tristan hadn’t intended to blow his new landlord, but he couldn’t say he was upset about how the day had turned out. Leo had definitely needed to relax, and what better way was there for him to feel loose-limbed and noodly all over if it wasn’t getting his brain sucked out through his dick? Tristan was certainly a fan. He was also, luckily, a fan of hand jobs, and not at all disappointed that Leo had chosen to reciprocate that way instead of getting down on his knees. Hell, he was honestly surprised Leo hadn’t bolted once his post-orgasmic glow had faded, so the hand job had definitely been a win.

And Tristan, because his mother had raised him right, had kissed him, thanked him, then left him blinking owlishly in Jimmy’s flat. “Catch you later,” he’d said as he’d headed out the door. “I’ve got this last-minute work thing.”

The thing for work was gate crashing Allyson Fletcher’s family picnic at the tables near the pet pool at Sydney Park and complaining that she hadn’t invited him but that he’d followed her because he was tracking her phone. She’d called the previous night, and Tristan had agreed because he liked Allyson. Besides, it only took fifteen minutes and he fled before her brothers beat him up, so it was an easy fifty bucks to make. He only wished he’d gotten to eat something first.

He got Red Rooster on the way home to make up for it.

Tristan didn’t need the work, but he enjoyed it. He’d always had a dramatic flair, and being a Bad Boyfriend was fun. Also, it was a community service. There really were a lot of people out there who needed a vivid demonstration of just how terrible the wrong boyfriend could be for their son or daughter.

Tristan didn’t get that at all. His parents had always been nothing but supportive, no matter who he’d brought home. He’d told his mum about the Bad Boyfriend thing, and she’d laughed her head off. His dad had quirked a single eyebrow and slid him the business card of a criminal lawyer “just in case.” Personally Tristan thought he was overreacting, since he’d only been threatened with arrest twice but had never actually been dragged down to the police station.

It was drawing on into the late afternoon when he got home. Harry and Jack were being all cute and lovey-dovey in the kitchen, moving around each other as they threw together something for dinner, and smiling and blushing whenever they brushed up against one another.

“So,” Tristan announced, tossing his Red Rooster bag on the table, “guess who blew the new landlord?”

“Tristan!” Harry exclaimed.

“Of course you did.” Jack rolled his eyes.

“Of course I did,” Tristan agreed. “And I was excellent. Glorious. Transcendental.”

“And modest,” Jack said.

“Well, that goes without saying.” Tristan dug into his bag for some more chips. He shoved them in his mouth, then looked at Harry, who was wearing a slightly worried expression. That wasn’t unusual, but Tristan didn’t like that it was directed at him. “What?”

Harry pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “Is this going to mess things up with our rent?”

“Sweetheart, the way I give head, we’ll probably get a reduction.”

“Sure,” Jack said. “Right up until he realises you don’t ever hit the same target twice. We’re already in danger of getting evicted, Tris. Please don’t make it worse.”

“You two worry too much.” Tristan headed for the hallway. “It’s boring.”

He climbed the stairs to his room, flung his door open and flopped onto his bed on his back. He dug around in his bag for any chips that might have escaped the carton, sighed when he didn’t find any then crumpled the bag up and tossed it onto the floor. He stared at the pattern of sunlight on the ceiling.

Harry and Jack were adorable, but they were also boyfriends—the sort of boyfriends who spent all their spare time together, and somehow didn’t drive each other crazy. And when they weren’t together, they were texting and smiling at their phones. Which was nice, because they were very much into that kind of thing, but Tristan wasn’t. He was young, hot, single and determined to enjoy the fuck out of all those things as long as he possibly could. What were his university years for except to have fun and get laid? Well, his parents would argue it was also to get a degree, but they couldn’t complain about his results. He was constantly on the Dean’s List, which wasn’t something he bragged about—because he wasn’t a nerd—but he was quietly proud of it, all the same. It was just that he had his studies and his future career all worked out and on track, so why not cut loose a little in other areas of his life?

He licked the chicken salt off his lips.

Jack was right about his one and done rule, though. Tristan didn’t do encores, no matter how spectacular the performance had been. It led to messiness and expectations. If he invited a guy over for a second time, then they’d expect a third, and a fourth and suddenly they were having all these crazy ideas that they were dating. No, Tristan had learned that lesson very early on.

He had a faint sinking feeling in his stomach, and he didn’t know how to put a label on it. It grew into an ache that felt uncomfortably like regret when he thought of Leo, his gorgeous dark eyes, his shy, awkward smile and his really, really nice dick.

One and done, right?

Tristan glared at the ceiling.

But then, it wasn’t as though he’d had sex with Leo, right? Blow jobs and hand jobs didn’t technically count, not unless he wanted them to. And Tristan thought that maybe he didn’t want them to, not this time. Because if the opportunity arose to actually get his dick inside Leo Fisher, or vice versa, then Tristan was going to enjoy the hell out of it.

 

* * * *

 

Tristan thought of Leo a few times over the following week, but mostly because there was a steady stream of tradesmen poking around the house, knocking on walls and making unhappy sounds. Jack and Harry usually dealt with them, but the mould guy turned up at Wednesday lunchtime when they were both at work.

“Oh, yeah,” the mould guy said, craning his head to look at the greyish-greenish-blackish patina on the bathroom ceiling, “that’s mould all right.”

Tristan leaned in the doorway in his kimono and nodded.

The mould guy got his phone out. “Leo? G’day. It’s Jason, the mould guy. Yeah. Yeah, I’m taking a look now. Yeah.” He chuckled, a warm, happy sound, and Tristan narrowed his eyes at him. Was Leo being funny? Leo didn’t know how to be funny. “Yeah, right-o. It’s a bit of a fucking mess, to be honest. Yeah, I reckon you’re looking at about three grand for the whole house.”

Well, Tristan bet Leo wasn’t smiling now.

The mould guy hummed. “No point even starting until the water damage is fixed, though. And the builders might reckon it’s just best to rip the whole bathroom ceiling out.” Another hum. “Yeah. Yeah, depends on the damage, yeah.”

Tristan was already bored with this one-sided conversation, and he yawned. Of all the things someone could talk to Leo about, who’d pick mould?

“Okay,” the mould guy said. “Yeah, I’ll give you a call later.” He ended the call and set his phone down on the bathroom sink while he stared up at the ceiling again. “Just gonna grab a ladder.”

Tristan moved out of his way in a swish of silk, listening to him tramp down the stairs. Then he stepped into the bathroom, grabbed the mould guy’s phone and scrolled through his recent call list to get Leo’s number, in a completely non-stalkerish way. He typed it into his own phone and put the mould guy’s phone back where he’d found it.

Nope. Completely above board and non-stalkerish. It was just that it made sense for him to be able to get in touch with Leo. This was Tristan being an adult, in case he needed to step up in a sort of tenants’ rights advocate capacity in the event the tradies did something sus—like turning up at fuck o’clock in the morning and using power tools or whistling and being cheerful.

He typed L into the contact details and paused. Tristan had plenty of numbers in his phone, and none of them belonged to hook-ups. He bit his lip and typed quickly—andlord.

There. It was perfectly reasonable to have his landlord’s details in his phone, not stalkery in the least—even if his landlord did have a plush, fuckable mouth, wide doe eyes and shaggy curls that begged to have a hand tangled in them.

The need for Leo’s number had nothing to do with the way Tristan had been thrown off-balance by the radio silence from Leo after their afternoon at the flat. At least, that was what he told himself. After all, it wasn’t like he’d expected to hear from Leo. Well, okay, maybe he’d hoped, if only for Leo to thank him for a spectacular afternoon delight. But apart from that, there was nothing for them to talk about.

Except…

It looked like the house was going to be undergoing some renovations after all, and they never did get round to inspecting the flat properly to see if it was suitable for Jack and Harry. What sort of friend would Tristan be if he didn’t make sure his little lovebirds had a nest?

The responsible thing to do would be to contact Leo and find out about the possibility of homelessness, surely? That’s what a good tenant would do.

Tristan was distracted from thoughts of Leo by the sight of the mould guy going up and down the ladder and displaying a very nice set of legs, all tanned and lean. It was a pleasant enough way to spend half an hour, and Tristan even thought briefly of flirting, right up until he saw the wedding ring. Once the guy had gone, though, he found himself wondering what Leo was doing. He grabbed his phone and hit the call button before he could think too hard about it.

Leo answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Leo! It’s Tristan.”

A wary note crept into Leo’s tone. “How did you get my number?”

“Oh, you know how these things work,” Tristan said airily. “It just occurred to me that we never did decide if the flat was habitable before we got distracted by our dicks, and we didn’t get a proper look at the inner workings of Pleasure Party. When’s a good time for you? Friday night? I’m not working for a change.”

Tristan’s heartbeat raced, for no reason he could fathom, while he waited for Leo to answer. It seemed to take forever, before Leo said, “Um, sure, I guess? I probably need to know what I’m selling. Just…don’t give me any hooks, okay?”

Tristan laughed. “No hooks, I swear. Shall we say seven? I’ll meet you there.” He ended the call and took a moment to wonder if the butterflies in his stomach were from relief or anticipation before deciding to do what he always did when he encountered an unexpected emotional response—ignore it. Tristan had successfully managed to avoid his feelings getting tangled up in his love life up until now, and that wasn’t about to change just because of Leo’s adorable awkwardness.

This, Tristan reminded himself, was about getting into Leo’s pants, and nothing else.

 

* * * *

 

When Tristan arrived at Pleasure Party, Leo was already standing outside, glancing at his watch with a worried look on his face. He stuck out like a dog’s balls, radiating the nervous energy of a high school virgin about to buy condoms with his mum’s credit card. The tense set of his shoulders softened when Tristan approached, although the frown didn’t quite disappear. “You’re late.”

“Sorry,” Tristan said breezily. “I lost track of time.” He didn’t mention that he was late because he’d missed the bus or that he’d missed the bus because his man bun wouldn’t sit right and that he’d had to redo it four times. He also didn’t mention that he’d ended up cajoling a lift out of Jack, in case Leo asked if Jack was still around and invited him up to the flat. Tristan didn’t want that. He wanted it to be just the two of them because…well, he just did.

He pushed the door of the shop open, and when Leo followed him inside, he looked less terrified than last time, which was something, at least. Wei was busy serving, but Leo pulled the keys to the flat out of his pocket and waggled them at Tristan, so they gave her a wave and headed upstairs. It was almost like déjà vu, and Tristan found himself wondering if he’d be lucky enough to get a repeat of the last time. Not that he did repeats, but the last time didn’t count. It had been a slip of the tongue. Or hand. Something had slipped, anyway, then everything had gotten nice and slippery.

Leo’s arse swayed in an enticing manner in front of him as they climbed the stairs, and Tristan wondered if he was doing it on purpose, but he dismissed the thought. Leo wasn’t the type of guy to sway his hips. He was more the sort to hop around on one leg and overbalance while trying to get out of his jeans. Tristan really hoped he’d get to find out.

When they got inside, Tristan managed to behaved himself as Leo took stock of the condition and contents of the flat. It was nicer than the house they were in now—although that particular bar was set incredibly low—and it was even kind of furnished, including an ancient double bed and a chipped dinnerware set in the kitchen cabinets, as well as an assortment of sheets and towels lurking in the linen cupboard.

When they circled back round to the living area, Leo threw a glance at the old sofa where Tristan had gotten his mouth on Leo’s cock last time before clearing his throat. “So, um. The other day…”

“Was a lot of fun!” Tristan interrupted, before Leo spoiled things by saying he regretted what they’d done. That would just be awkward.

Leo swallowed again. “Yeah,” he said, “it was.” A shy smile crept onto his face, which Tristan found encouraging. Not that he’d really thought Leo had regrets—Tristan knew for a fact he gave spectacular head.

“We should do it again sometime,” Tristan said—then wondered where the hell that had come from, because it was definitely in his lexicon of Things Tristan Doesn’t Say, along with “Call me,” and “Would you like to meet my parents?”

But, he reminded himself, he’d decided last time didn’t count, so this was fine.

Probably.

Leo fixed his gaze on a spot on the floorboards and made a non-committal sound in reply, which wasn’t a no, but Tristan could also sense that Leo didn’t want to talk about it. Tristan wasn’t completely insensitive, whatever Jack said, so he changed the subject.

“If Jack and Harry do move in, this room really needs a rug so that Harry can sit on the floor and do his craft and Jack can sit next to him and make goo-goo eyes while he hands him the glitter glue. It’s not my idea of a good time on a Friday night, but they seem to enjoy it, the little weirdos. What about you, Leo? Are you artistically inclined?”

Leo blinked. “Um, no?”

“I can’t draw to save my life,” Tris carried on blithely, “and I can’t carry a tune in a bucket. My talents lie in other areas.”

“What, shagging?” Leo blurted out, before clapping a hand over his mouth, eyes wide and horrified. He pulled his hand away and his face was beet red. “Oh my God, that was so rude! I’m sorry!”

Tristan wondered for a moment what Leo’s upbringing had been like that he thought that was being rude. “It’s fine,” he said, and raised a suggestive eyebrow. “I’m good in bed, and I’m not ashamed of it. It’s just that you can’t get a BA in shagging.”

That earned him a surprised laugh. Leo had a nice laugh, rich and musical. Tristan was surprised to find that he wanted to hear more of it, which was unusual for him. His normal stock in trade was moans, whimpers and pleas for harder, deeper, more.

Leo shook his head, but he was wearing a wry smile now, so Tristan guessed he was over his mortification. Leo cast one more glance around the flat and said, “So, take me downstairs and show me what’s hiding out back?”

“Is that a euphemism, darling?” Tristan smirked. He’d always thought he looked good in a smirk.

Leo’s cheeks flushed, and he laughed again, and Tristan laughed along with him and led the way downstairs. Wei was still serving, so Tristan took Leo out the back where he showed him the less sexy stock that consisted of teddy bears and silk flowers, as well as the boxes of unpacked stock. Tristan felt a weird sort of pride that one blow job from him had apparently been enough to loosen Leo right up, because Leo didn’t even shy away from an open box of dildoes. Instead, he wondered aloud if it was better to market them by firmness, size or colour.

“Hmm,” Tristan said. “Maybe amateur, enthusiast and professional?”

He liked to make Leo laugh.

They stuck their heads into the tiny, cluttered room that had been Jimmy’s office, but there wasn’t much to see, just a sagging office chair, a battered wooden desk and a bunch of those old concertina files that Tristan didn’t think still existed.

They made their way back to the counter where Wei was filling up the complimentary condom basket. Tristan pocketed a few just like he always did before asking “Hey, Wei, did you ever get paid?”

She nodded and smiled brightly. “Yeah! Apparently, Jimmy had an accountant all along, a guy named Kevin. Turns out Jimmy just did the cash payment thing because he liked an excuse to come down and chat. Kevin sorted it all out, and the pay goes into our bank accounts now.”

“I’m glad to hear it, love,” Tristan said, and meant it. He couldn’t imagine having to live payday to payday. It sounded miserable. He turned to Leo. “I guess you have to talk to Kevin, too?”

Leo furrowed his brow. “Yeah, it’s on my list, but sorting out the estate is… It’s a lot more complicated than I expected.”

Tristan felt a pang of sympathy. Wills were never fun at the best of times, and it definitely sounded like Leo had inherited more than a few headaches along with Jimmy’s properties and businesses. Yet here he was doing his best to take care of everything. A wave of fondness washed over Tristan that was new, and frankly unsettling. Tristan wasn’t fond of people. He just fucked them—or they him, either was good—then he walked away, which was why the overwhelming desire to spend more time with Leo—time that didn’t involve getting his dick out, caught him off guard. Before he could think about it too much, he found himself asking, “Do you eat?”

Leo gave him a guarded look, like he wasn’t quite sure where Tristan was going with this—which was fair, because Tristan wasn’t quite sure either. “Do I eat?”

“Meals,” Tristan clarified. “And, do you. With me? Want to?”

Leo just stared.

Jesus. Tristan had asked a hundred men to bed in a hundred different ways and he’d managed to be flirty and seductive every single time, but when it came to something as simple as asking Leo to dinner, he couldn’t even form a sentence. Silently appalled at his complete lack of composure, Tristan took a breath and tried again. “Can I take you to dinner, Leo?”

“Um, are you asking me on a…date?” Leo’s eyes widened, and Tristan caught a glimpse of something vulnerable there—hope, maybe.

“Yes,” he said. “I am.”

Leo bit his bottom lip and hesitated for just long enough for Tristan to second-guess himself before he gave a shy smile and nodded. “Yeah. That’d be nice.”

Tristan mentally high-fived himself and ignored the voice in his head reminding him that he was breaking his hard and fast no-dating rule and chose instead to focus on the warm tendril of anticipation that curled in his belly at the prospect of dinner with Leo. He was shocked to discover that he wasn’t even all that concerned about whether or not they shagged afterwards, which was uncharted territory, as far as Tristan was concerned.

He wasn’t sure what had spurred him to ask Leo out or why he was doing this, but he was doing it.

Fuck the rules.

Tristan was going on a date.

 


Chapter Eight

Every Friday night for as long as he could remember, Leo had made his way to his parents’ house in Vaucluse for dinner. If there had ever been a time when Vaucluse had been a laidback beachside Sydney suburb, those days were long gone. Now it was full of multi-million-dollar trophy homes and mums driving Lexus SUVs. Leo’s parents were property developers, so they were exactly the sort of people who were to blame for changing the face of Vaucluse—and not for the better. But Leo had no right to complain. He’d grown up in a house that was now worth a fortune in equity alone, and he’d gone to a good school—the sort where he’d worn a tie and a boater—and he was exactly the sort of son that his parents were proud to show off to their friends and colleagues. It just rankled a little more every Friday night.

“And how is the property in Newtown?” Mum asked five minutes after he arrived, which was five minutes longer than he’d thought it would take her.

“The house needs a lot of work.”

Mum rolled her eyes. “Goodness. Why not just sell it? Renovations are nothing but headaches, darling.”

“Yeah.” He was discovering that himself. “But the tenants—”

“Oh, you don’t need to worry about them!”

“This is why the internet is full of instructions about how to build guillotines, Mum.”

She blinked at him from behind lashes too long to be natural. “Don’t be silly, Leo.”

Leo stared out through the wide glass doors to the pool.

There had definitely been a time when they hadn’t had a pool or a Vaucluse mansion. The first house Leo remembered had been a lot more modest than this one and in a very different postcode. His parents had worked hard to build the business into what it was today, and Leo respected that. He just didn’t understand how quickly some people pulled the ladder up behind them once they’d got where they wanted to be.

Mum let out a breath like a horse trying to dislodge a fly. “Honestly, I have no idea why Uncle Jimmy left everything to you.”

“Thanks, Mum,” Leo said wryly.

“I didn’t mean it like that!” Another huff. “Just, what do you know about property development?”

She had a point there. 

“Well, he probably didn’t want it developed?”

He thought of the house, which was a complete shitheap, but had been home for a bunch of university students who couldn’t have afforded anything else. He thought of the flat above the shop that was kept empty, just in case someone needed it. Jimmy might have made good with the properties he’d bought, but it was pretty clear that hadn’t been his motivation. Jesus. Even the sex shop had an entire wall devoted to local charities, events and resources to help those in need. It featured the weirdest community noticeboard Leo had ever seen, with a flyer for Father O’Malley’s soup kitchen next to one called The Queens’ Gamble, which was apparently a clothing exchange—‘DD breastplate wanted!’—for the local drag queens. But it worked. He wondered what his mother would think of the shop wasting all that prime sales space and decided he wouldn’t mention it. The sex shop was a whole other can of worms as far as his parents were concerned. They’d immediately make the assumption that he’d be selling it, and Leo wasn’t sure he wanted to. He liked Wei, and he didn’t want to be the one to tell her she no longer had a job, just like he didn’t want to tell Jack and Harry and Tristan—especially Tristan—that they no longer had a place to live.

Thinking about the sex shop and Tristan had him circling back round to the blowjob Tristan had given him, the one that had left him slackjawed and stunned, and to Tristan himself. What the hell had that been about? Not that Leo had regrets—he’d have to be insane to regret the best sexual experience of his life—but he did wonder where things stood now. Was this like the thing his mother had always warned him about, where drug dealers would inject naïve kids in the arm if they sat in the aisle seat at the movies, just to get them hooked on whatever they were selling? Should he expect a text from Tristan with a schedule of prices and available times now that he’d enjoyed his free sample?

“—unsavoury businesses will have to go, of course. Leo? Are you listening?”

“What? Why?”

Dad swept into the room, a tablet tucked under his arm. “It’s all about the optics. When you’re selling yourself as a provider of upmarket properties and developments, you have to be careful what people might dig up.”

“What people? Who’s digging anything up?”

Mum beamed at him. “Dad’s thinking of making a run for government, aren’t you, Ian? We’ve been in talks with the party brokers—local, or maybe state. We haven’t decided yet.”

“Whichever one, you have to be squeaky clean,” Dad said. “And Jimmy’s knock shop isn’t.”

“It’s not a knock shop,” Leo said, his stomach twisting. “Also, it isn’t your business, Dad. It’s mine.”

“Course it is,” Dad said. “But people don’t care about technicalities when the optics are bad.”

The optics of owning a sex shop. And, of course, going on a date with a sex worker. Yeah, his parents weren’t going to like that at all, were they? This was not the image they were going for. Just because Leo didn’t care about local politics, it didn’t mean he didn’t know how they worked. Look at the guy from last election, the one who’d been a sure-fire thing—right until he’d had his entire campaign sunk on the strength of an old photo from uni days of him wearing a Nazi uniform at a fancy-dress party. Leo didn’t think consorting—were he and Tristan consorting? Was that a thing?—with a sex worker and owning a sex shop were going to do his dad any favours at all.

It made annoyance burn and itch under his skin, the idea that even now, as an adult, his life wasn’t his own, especially when he compared it to Tristan’s carefree existence, where he got to have sex and get paid and nobody seemed to give a fuck. Leo envied him, which wasn’t something he’d ever thought he’d say about someone who sold themselves for a living.

Of course, wouldn’t Leo also be selling himself, in a way, if he did what his parents wanted?

It was only one date with Tristan, though, so who’d even find out about it? It wasn’t like he and Tristan would suddenly be in a relationship where Leo would have to not only navigate his own very complicated feelings about Tristan’s sex work—yes, empowerment was great, but was it safe?—and tell his parents before the local newspaper told them for him in some lurid headline like ‘Ian Fisher’s Campaign in Tatters as Son’s Gay Hooker Sex Scandal Revealed!’ That was going to make Friday night family dinners incredibly awkward for the next few decades—assuming he was ever allowed back home at all.

No, he was just overthinking it. Going to dinner with Tristan didn’t mean anything at all. They were friends. And, if they weren’t friends, they were at least acquaintances who had things to discuss—like rent, renovations and not blow jobs.

“So you’re really running for government?” he asked.

“Possibly state!” Mum trilled as she grabbed something from the fridge, and it was pretty clear where her preferences lay. “So it’s in everyone’s best interests if you unload that tatty shop and the house.”

“I’m renovating the house, Mum. People live there.”

Mum waved her hand. “Fine. Put the money from the shop into the terrace house. Once it’s done up, you can sell it for a good amount. It makes financial sense.”

Leo wasn’t sure where the burst of irritation came from, or the urge to argue the point with his mother, but he snapped, “Actually, the shop’s quite profitable. It makes sense to keep it.”

His father pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed out, “The optics, Leo.” Like that was all he needed to say on the matter. Possibly he thought it was.

Leo took a deep breath and reminded himself that even if their worldview differed drastically from his—even more so now he was spending time with Jimmy’s circle of friends—these were his parents, and he loved them…probably. Pasting on a fake smile, he said, “I’ll certainly consider your input when the time comes.” Which was a bullshit answer, and they all knew it, but he wasn’t prepared to have this conversation right now, not until he had the rest of the quotes for the renovations, at least. Maybe his parents were right and selling the shop made sense, but for once in his life, Leo wanted to choose for himself.

His mum puckered her mouth like a cat’s bum at the implied dismissal, but she didn’t say anything, just set down a dish of olives.

“Nothing’s set in stone yet,” Dad cautioned, “so keep it under your hat.”

As if Leo knew anyone who would care that his dad was running for government or possibly the state legislature. “Okay.”

“It’s very exciting though,” Mum said. “Isn’t it?”

Hugely. Leo could not be more excited. He forced a smile. “Sure.”

“The preselection is almost a dead cert,” Mum said, with a gleam in her eye like she was Dad’s campaign manager. Leo actually pitied whoever got that job and had to try to tell Mum to take a step back. “We’ve been invited to dinner with Lillian Kingsbury next month. The Lillian Kingsbury.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“She’s the senior party secretary for the state executive,” Mum said.

“Oh,” Leo said. Those were words that told him nothing. “Okay.”

“Well, she says that Peter Morgan is thinking of retiring—something about some missing electoral funds? And apparently the media found out? Anyway, he might be retiring, so Dad might go up for state preselection.” She beamed at Dad. “Imagine that! The Member for Vaucluse!”

“Well,” Dad said, and laughed, “we’ll see.”

But it was obvious to Leo they’d already both decided that Dad was going to have some sort of political career, which meant that the Fisher family was about to become fodder for the media. So it was lucky, really, Leo thought with a sinking sense of disappointment, that he’d only agreed to a single date with Tristan.

And a single date didn’t have to mean anything at all.

 

* * * *

 

On Saturday night, Leo double-checked the address Tristan had texted him and found himself at a hole-in-the-wall taqueria in Newtown. It looked rundown and suspicious, and Leo figured it was either one of those places that didn’t bother with shiny decor because the food spoke for itself and all the locals knew it, or he’d have food poisoning by the end of the night. Weirdly, he found himself willing to risk it when he stepped inside and saw Tristan waiting for him at a poky little table.

There was a drink already waiting for him, condensation beading on the sides of the glass and leaving a damp ring on the cardboard VB coaster.

“I thought you might like a margarita,” Tristan said, and he sounded almost…nervous? Which didn’t match anything Leo knew about Tristan at all, really.

“Thanks,” Leo said and took a sip. He was pretty sure he wasn’t imagining the way Tristan’s shoulders relaxed. “Did you do something different with your hair?”

Tristan touched his man bun reflexively. “No! Well, I’m trying this new product. It’s supposed to smell like sand and surf. I don’t know how that works.” He blinked. “And that wasn’t a weird way to get you to smell my hair.”

Leo laughed. “Is there a non-weird way to ask that?”

Tristan smiled, then bit his lower lip. “Well, I’d just ask nicely, I suppose. ‘Hey, Leo, want to smell my hair’?”

Leo blinked, because at once he did want to smell Tristan’s hair, but he didn’t know if the question had been legitimate or not. “Um…”

“Anyway!” Tristan thrust a menu at him. “The Korean barbeque tacos are to die for.”

That sounded more like something to die from. “Korean barbeque? In a taco?”

“It’s fusion or something,” Tristan said. “Honestly, everything’s really good, however weird it sounds.”

Like an invitation to sniff Tristan’s hair, he assumed.

Leo took another sip of his drink. If the food was as good as the margarita, he was going to go ahead and guess that this was one of those hidden culinary gems. “Why don’t you order, and I’ll follow your lead?”

Tristan raised an eyebrow. “I do love it when people let me boss them around.”

He was talking about the menu, but Leo’s face still heated as he remembered the way Tristan had explained which handcuffs at the Pleasure Party were for show, and which ones could “really hold a big guy in place while you edge him.” Which had been followed up straight away with, “You met Brendan the bouncer, right? Super fun guy. Very strong.” It had filled Leo’s imagination with such vivid pictures that he couldn’t remember the rest of that conversation at all, which was probably for the best.

There was an awkward silence that stretched between them as they sipped their drinks before Tristan blurted out, “I think you should know I haven’t done this before, so let me know if I’m fucking it up.”

Leo’s brow furrowed. “Done what?”

“Dated. I don’t date. Except for—” He waved a hand vaguely, which Leo took to mean his work. “You know.”

“Yeah.” Leo smiled tentatively. He liked Tristan. He liked him enough that he could see himself working through the issues he had with Tristan’s job—if Tristan wanted to keep seeing him, of course—except he couldn’t, not with Dad’s foray into politics. Leo didn’t want Tristan dragged into all that. “So, um, it’s a pretty unusual job.”

“I guess so,” Tristan said. “I mean, it’s not the sort of thing you plan for, but Harry was doing it and—”

“Harry!” Leo blinked in surprise. Harry seemed so…unlikely.

“Yeah. Apparently, he was really good at it. But then he got together with Jack and decided he wanted out. Plus, it’s not a good look for a preschool teacher, you know?”

“Oh, wow. Of course.” That was a headline Leo could imagine only too well.

“Anyway, when Harry quit, he asked me if I wanted to take over, and I said yes, because I’d already covered for him once when he was in a bind, and it’s a fun way to make some cash, you know?”

“Oh. I think…I think it’s really cool you’re so positive about it.”

A waiter came to take their order, and Tristan ordered for them with a wink at Leo that did something twisty to his insides. “Well, it is pretty fun, when you think about it.”

Leo took a gulp of his margarita. “I guess it is. It’s not for everyone, though. I mean, there are risks, right?” He hoped he didn’t sound judgemental or anything.

Tristan nodded. “Yeah, for sure. I’ve been banned by four restaurants in the CBD alone.”

“What?” Leo’s jaw dropped as he tried to imagine what Tristan was doing that, could lead to a restaurant ban.

Tristan laughed. “Hey, I only do what the customer wants. Oh, do we want corn chips and salsa for starters? Yeah, we do.” He waved the waiter over and added to their order. Leo wondered how it was that Tristan was the polar opposite to the type of guy he normally dated, yet somehow, he was having more fun than he’d had in a long time.

He decided not to overthink it and just enjoy Tristan’s company instead. After all, if his dad’s ambitions came to anything, it was probably the only chance he’d get.

 


Chapter Nine

Tristan didn’t mean to drink four margaritas over dinner. He’d drunk the first two because he’d been nervous about being on a date, then he’d drunk the second two because he’d been having a good time and they were, frankly, delicious. So by the time he paid the bill—waving away Leo’s offer to split it—he was feeling a little bit shiny. Also, his cheeks were numb.

Once he’d gotten over his nerves and moved past that whole awkward part where he’d inadvertently invited Leo to sniff his hair, he’d had fun. Sure, some of it was the margaritas, but it was also that Leo was funny and clever and good company, and when he smiled and his eyes lit up, Tristan’s insides did a thing where they went all warm and gooey at the sight. It was nothing at all like the usual lust Tristan felt when faced with an attractive man, and he didn’t want to examine it too closely.

It didn’t help that Leo had wrapped an arm around Tristan’s waist in an effort to help him stay upright as he swayed in place. At least, that was what Tristan assumed. What if Leo was being more than a helpful crutch? What if this was one of those body language things he was frankly terrible with, because he liked to skip straight from prolonged eye-fucking right to actual fucking, with name exchange an optional extra. In his first ever night in a gay bar he’d said, “Hi, I’m eighteen today. Wanna blow me in the toilets?” He’d never looked back, and he had never regretted it for even a second in the decade since, except maybe just a tiny bit right now, when he was totally off balance and couldn’t blame it all on the tequila.

The warm press of Leo’s body against his side had to be deliberate, right? And the way his hand was affixed to Tristan’s hip like he’d glued it there. Tristan turned his head and found it put him in the perfect position to sniff Leo’s hair, which struck him as somehow poetic. He inhaled before he could think too hard about it.

They stumbled to a stop outside a kebab place, and Leo said, “Are you smelling my hair?”

“No,” Tristan lied.

“Because I thought I was supposed to smell yours,” Leo said. “Sand and surf, right?”

Tristan blinked at him.

They were standing face to face now, both of them illuminated by the flashing lights tacked up around the kebab shop’s windows. Somehow both of Leo’s hands were on Tristan’s hips now, and somehow, they were both swaying gently to the strains of Arabic pop that drifted out of the shop.

“Right,” Tristan said. “Sand and surf.”

Leo leaned in and kissed him, which was a weird way to smell his hair, but whatever. Tristan wasn’t going to argue. Leo’s lips tasted of salt, tequila and Korean barbeque tacos.

Leo lifted one of his hands to Tristan’s hair, pulling it free from its bun, and Tristan didn’t even care that it had taken him ages to get it looking just right. He didn’t care about anything except this kiss—not his hair, not the traffic rushing past them on the street and not the claps and cheers of the guys behind the counter at the kebab shop, who clearly appreciated the show. Somehow this seemed more intimate, more real than anything Tristan had ever done, which, frankly, was saying something.

Leo pulled back, wide eyed and pink-cheeked. “Was that all right?”

“More than,” Tristan said, slightly surprised he got the words out without slurring them. Which had nothing to do with those four margaritas—he felt sober as a judge suddenly—and everything to do with the way that kiss had pole-axed him.

“How far away is the house from here?”

“About ten minutes.”

“Okay,” Leo said. “Let’s go.”

Tristan had no idea what the hell had happened to shy little Leo, but…oh, wait. Tristan had happened. He had taken dull little Leo Fisher and dragged him out of his boring little chrysalis so that he too could be a bright slutty butterfly. And now they were both about to reap the rewards.

He grinned, caught Leo by the hand and pulled him down the street.

The guys at the kebab shop yelled out their encouragement, but Tristan was pretty sure they didn’t need it.

 

* * * *

 

The lights in the downstairs hallway didn’t turn on when Tristan hit the switch. He should probably complain to someone about that. Like the landlord. But frankly he had more important things he wanted to do with the landlord. Like fucking his brains out. He pressed Leo back against the wall and kissed him in the dark hallway, deep and filthy. Their tongues didn’t so much battle for dominance as work in synergy, filling the spaces in each other’s mouths. Leo let out a soft whine when Tristan tugged at Leo’s shirt and slipped a hand under the hem, tracing his fingertips over warm skin, and the sound went straight to Tristan’s cock. “Upstairs?” he breathed in Leo’s ear.

“Jack and Harry?” Leo’s voice shook slightly.

“They’re not invited.”

Leo let out a hitching laugh that turned into a gasp when Tristan captured a nipple between his thumb and forefinger and tugged. Tristan grinned and did it again. Leo made a needy sound. “Upstairs,” he agreed, slightly breathless. Tristan grabbed his hand and dragged him up the steps.

Tristan flicked on the light and was pleased to find that this one worked—except his room was a mess. Somehow in the process of pulling everything out of his closet in his effort to get dressed for his date, he’d completely forgotten to shove everything back in again in case he actually brought Leo home. It looked like H&M had exploded and there had been no survivors. He flicked the light off again.

Leo didn’t seem to care about the state of the floor or the lack of lighting. He shoved Tristan through the hummocks of clothes on the floor towards the bed. “You’re so fucking gorgeous.”

Well, yeah.

Another shove had Tristan landing on his back on the bed, and Leo climbed on top of him, his knees settling on either side of Tristan’s hips. They kissed some more, heat building between them. Tristan shivered with pleasure when he rocked his hips up and Leo ground against him.

“We are wearing too many clothes for this,” he said, pressing a line of kisses along Leo’s jaw.

Leo stared at him and bit his bottom lip. He ground down again to really make his point. “We are.”

Leo sat back up, peeled his shirt over his head then threw it to the side. Tristan had to take a second, because under all those boring polo shirts he wore, Leo was hiding a gloriously muscled chest and an actual set of abs.

“Bullshit,” Tristan blurted out. Leo stilled with one hand on the button of his jeans and cocked his head to one side. “You’re not meant to look that good under there,” Tristan said. “You’re meant to be all—accountanty or something, but you’re bloody gorgeous.”

Leo’s face split in a wide grin and he laughed. “Thanks. You do know I’m not an accountant, right?”

“Gorgeous,” Tristan repeated, unwilling to be distracted by something as unimportant as Leo’s day job. He sat up and tugged his own shirt off, running his fingers through his hair so it fell in soft waves around his shoulders because he knew Leo liked it.

Except, Leo wasn’t looking at his hair.

He was looking at Tristan’s pierced nipple, and his mouth was hanging open like he’d seen a particularly ripe strawberry and wanted to take a bite. “Can I—?” He extended a fingertip.

And fuck, Tristan really wanted to feel those fingers on his skin, but. “First things first,” Tristan said. “Pants. Off.”

Leo blinked. “Oh. Right.” He scrambled off the bed and turned his back as he started to peel out of his pants and underwear all at once.

Tristan kicked his shoes off then arched his hips up and shimmied out of his skinny jeans and underwear. He had getting naked in seconds down to an art form. He was down to his skin while Leo’s pants were still tangled around his ankles, which was hilarious, actually. Who forgot to take their shoes off first? That was a rookie error. Clearly, he had a lot of things to teach Leo if he was truly going to live a glorious slutty butterfly life. A slutterfly life. He’d never been someone’s sex Yoda before, but he was definitely here for it. Or, here for it he was, if he was going to embrace the Yoda thing. He probably wouldn’t do the voice, though. That’d be weird.

Leo turned around, a frown creasing his forehead. “What are you grinning at?”

“Nothing. Fuck, you’re hot.”

Leo’s cheeks stained pink. “So are you.” Having shed his shoes and jeans, he clambered awkwardly onto the bed and straddled Tristan where he was propped half-sitting against the headboard. He cupped Tristan’s face in his hands and kissed him, long and slow and sweet, completely at odds with the way his hard cock was pressing urgently against the crease of Tristan’s hip. Tristan closed his eyes and lost himself in the softness of Leo’s mouth and the heat of his hands as they roamed his shoulders and chest. Then Leo was pulling away, and Tristan snapped his eyes open at the sharp tug on his nipple piercing. Leo quirked his mouth in a smile as he tugged on the barbell again and Tristan let out a gasp. “Sensitive?”

“Fuck, yes.” Tristan arched his back, rolling into the touch. Leo fixed his gaze on the sliver of steel in his chest as he kept up the teasing, light pinches and soft tugs that made Tristan’s blood fizz and sent tingles down his spine. It didn’t take long before the touches had Tristan desperate for more. In a well-practised move, he flipped them so Leo was lying under him on the bed.

Tristan sat back, his knees on either side of Leo’s hips, and captured Leo’s wrists in one broad hand and pinned them gently above his head, hoping it was okay. It must have been, because Leo did nothing to stop him and just gazed up at him wide eyed.

Tristan had to remember to breathe at the sight of Leo spread out underneath him, his body bathed in the moonlight that was flooding in through the open curtains. With his flushed cheeks, lust-dark pupils and his dark curls in disarray, he was fucking beautiful, and Tristan wanted to rail him until he begged, but he also wanted to bring him breakfast in bed the next morning and make plans to go to the farmer’s market.

He pushed those confusing thoughts aside and focused on what he did best, leaning in for more tequila-flavoured kisses. “How are we doing this?”

Leo blinked up at him like he was suddenly speaking a different language.

“You want me to top?” Tristan clarified. “I’m vers, for the record.”

“Yes.” Leo sounded breathy. “I mean, me, too, for the record, but yes, I want you to top. If you’re cool with that.”

“I am very fucking cool with that.” Tristan released Leo’s wrists so he had another hand to work with, because there was a lot of skin in front of him and he wanted to run his hands over every inch of it. He smoothed his palms over Leo’s pecs and slid them along his ribs before settling them on the points of Leo’s hips, which earned him a shudder and a soft sigh. Tristan ran his hands farther down, tracing across the treasure trail on Leo’s stomach and stroking the skin that led to his inner thighs, rubbing small circles against the flesh with his thumbs there when his hands came to rest.

Leo’s cock throbbed visibly, straining upward like it was begging to be touched, and Tristan wrapped a loose hand around the shaft just to feel the weight of it against his palm. It was as pretty as he remembered. Leo let out a groan and rocked his hips. Tristan leaned over and scrabbled in his bedside drawer, pulling out the lube and condoms that lived there. He squirted a dollop of lube into his palm before taking hold of Leo’s cock again, stroking more firmly this time. Leo arched his back like a longbow and a shuddery breath escaped him.

Tristan kept his movements slow and steady. He could have spent hours watching Leo’s face contort with pleasure and listening to his breathy little sounds, but his own cock was achingly hard, and he wanted to be inside Leo yesterday, so he reluctantly pulled his hand away and settled himself between Leo’s thighs, nudging at his knees till they were spread high and wide. “Like this, yeah?”

“Uh-huh.” Leo nodded, reaching down and grabbing his own dick. His soft panting, coupled with the sound of slick skin on skin as he touched himself, was loud in the quiet room, and it was as sexy as fuck. Tristan had always loved the noises that went with sex, but Leo was taking it to a new level.

Tristan slipped his lubed-up hand between Leo’s perfect arse cheeks, seeking out that delicate furl of muscle and rubbing the pad of his thumb over it, back and forth, back and forth, until it was soft and slick and yielding. Leo let out an absolutely filthy groan when Tristan sank one finger in deep and Tristan repeated the motion, in and out in a smooth glide until Leo was rocking into his touch. 

“Fuck, yes. More.”

Well, Tristan wasn’t going to argue with that. He added a second finger, and it went in easily—but then again, he’d always been dextrous. Leo was a hot, desperate mess in no time at all, because Tristan found his prostate and made sure he nailed it so hard that the neighbours probably knew about it. Leo slammed his head back onto the pillow, the tendons in his throat cording as he cried out, and Tristan had to tug himself sharply by the balls just to remind himself not to come.

By the time he rolled on a condom and slid home into Leo’s tight, hot body, Tristan was almost frantic with need.

Jesus. Was sex always like this? It was always good, but this? This felt different, the culmination of a week of thinking about this guy and an evening watching his face light up as he discovered the joy of Korean barbeque tacos. This wasn’t just some hot guy. This was a guy Tristan liked, and somehow that made everything about this feel just a little different. It reminded him of discovering the taste of a new spice on his favourite food. He kissed Leo, and Leo curled a hand in Tristan’s hair and tugged. The sharp sting travelled all the way down to his balls, and Tristan let out a sound he’d deny making later and thrust forward hard, making both of them moan against each other’s mouth in a sexy, off-key acapella of desperation.

Still sexier than a Yoda voice, though.

“Tris,” Leo said. “Tris. Tris.”

He sounded so close, and Tristan wasn’t too far behind him. He lifted Leo’s leg, angled his hips to go deeper and suddenly he was coming as quickly as a horny teenager who’d just discovered Pornhub for the first time. His only consolation, as he lay panting into Leo’s throat, was that Leo had come, too, and now they were glued together in a gross, sweaty way, like that horny teenager and his Kleenex.

“Fuck,” Leo said in a wondering tone, and let out a breathless laugh. “Holy shit.”

Tristan rolled off him and stared up at the ceiling.

“That was great,” Leo said. He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, then grimaced down at himself. “I’ve got jizz all over me.”

Tristan leaned over far enough to snag the box of tissues on the bedside table and held them out. “I’d offer to gently clean you with a warm cloth, but I don’t think I can move right now.”

Leo laughed softly and grabbed a handful of tissues, giving himself a cursory clean-up while Tristan got rid of the condom. “Shit. There are clothes everywhere. Which ones are mine?”

Tristan’s stomach fluttered at the thought of Leo leaving already. “What? You can just sleep over if you want.”

“Yeah,” Leo said. He smiled in the moonlight. “But, as your landlord, I’m going to check that light in the hallway.”

“That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard,” Tristan said. “It’s dark! Plus, we probably don’t even own a torch. And do we have a stepladder? I have no idea. Come back to bed and check it in the morning.”

“Okay,” Leo said, and let Tristan haul him back down. “I’ll check it in the morning.”

Tristan smiled. “I’m gonna be the big spoon.”

He folded his arms around a laughing Leo and closed his eyes, trying not to think too hard about why it felt like coming home.

 

* * * *

 

Tristan woke up so early that it was still dark outside. That would have been bad enough on a weekday, but on a Sunday it was ridiculous. He blamed Leo, who was cuddling into his side like a baby koala. That should have activated every one of Tristan’s internal warning klaxons, but, somehow, it didn’t.

Because this was nice.

Somehow.

Weirdly.

So instead of escaping, Tristan lay there and enjoyed Leo’s closeness, gently carding his fingers through his hair, and tried not to think so much about exactly how different this morning after with Leo felt compared to the morning after with every other guy before who’d shared his bed. Tristan had never wanted to cuddle any of them. But with Leo, it felt…nice.

The word kept bouncing around his skull like a pinball, and Tristan didn’t know why he was so hung up on it. Nice was a good thing. It was a positive word. But Tristan had never been very interested in nice before. He preferred things to be spectacular, mind-blowing and filthy—those were also all very positive words in Tristan’s vocabulary. He hadn’t expected nice to blindside him with its gentle warmth and quiet. Yet here he was, stroking Leo’s hair marvelling at its softness and imagining doing it again tomorrow morning and possibly the morning after, and the one after that.

In fact, Tristan couldn’t imagine doing this with anyone else. And the thought of Leo as a slutty butterfly? It wasn’t glorious at all, but instead made his stomach churn unpleasantly, which was bullshit. Unless…

Unless he was falling for Leo.

He took a deep breath and waited for the inevitable panic at the thought of an emotional attachment to hit, but it didn’t come. In fact, the more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea. Maybe, for Leo, Tristan’s one and done rule could be…done.

Maybe they could date for real.

 


Chapter Ten

Leo awoke much earlier than he’d expected. It was barely light outside. Half the blame was probably down to the unfamiliar bed—the other half was squarely on the unfamiliar guy underneath him. Somehow in the middle of the night they’d unspooned, and Tristan had rolled over onto his back. Leo had apparently followed him. He was lying on his side, his head resting on Tristan’s shoulder, his arm flung over his chest and his leg hooked over him. Tristan’s arm was around him, and he was…he was petting Leo’s nape gently?

Leo shifted, rolling away from him so that he could prop himself up onto an elbow.

Tristan blinked at him. “Morning.”

“Morning.” Leo twisted around, looking for his pants, which would hopefully have his phone in the pocket, which would tell him what time it actually was. It might have been Sunday, but Leo had things to do. Not very interesting things, but necessary things. He had to cook all this week’s work lunches and freeze them, because he’d read an article about how much money he could save in a year if he stopped buying his lunch every day. So far, he was only five weeks into the experiment, and he was pretty sure the benefit of saving a few thousand dollars a year was coming at the cost of losing his will to live. “What time is it? And were you stroking my hair?”

“About seven,” Tristan said. “And is there a non-creepy way to answer that second question?”

Leo laughed, his face heating up. “It’s cute.”

“That’s me,” Tristan said, with a smile that seemed a little wonky and unsure of itself. “Cute.”

It was true. Like this, with his hair loose and unkempt and his face still bearing traces of sleep, he looked softer, somehow vulnerable, and Leo got the feeling that he was seeing the real Tristan for the first time, rather than his rent-boy persona.

He winced internally and wondered if thinking of Tristan as a rent boy made him a bad person. Except, that was what Tristan was. Acknowledging it didn’t make Leo judgemental. It just made him a realist. Any issues Leo had with it were his problem, not Tristan’s. Right now he honestly couldn’t bring himself to care, because Tristan was gorgeous, and Leo wanted more of him.

Leo leaned in impulsively, cupped Tristan’s face and kissed him. Tristan made a surprised sound, but then he was into the kiss and wrapping his arms around Leo’s shoulders and pulling him closer. Leo went with it, enjoying the brush of warm skin against his and the tickle of Tristan’s leg hair against his thigh. Leo had been planning on ignoring his morning wood, but Tristan was sporting a pretty solid case of his own, and he slid his hands down to Leo’s arse and tugged at him until Leo was sprawled across him, their bodies plastered together. He pulled back from the kiss and gave Leo a smile that was much more like his usual smirk. “Wanna get off?” He rolled his hips and the hard line of his cock brushed against Leo’s own erection, making Leo’s nerve endings sizzle and his hips buck forward chasing more.

“Yeah,” Leo breathed out, just in case there had been any doubt.

Tristan hummed and rocked up against him and Leo ground right back, because apparently his body was just going to do wherever the fuck it wanted. Case in point, when had his hand gotten tangled in Tristan’s hair and pulled his head back like that? Still, it left Leo with a gorgeous long stretch of throat to pepper kisses against, so he went ahead and did that while he rolled his hips and his cock throbbed in response to the intoxicating little gasps Tristan was making.

“Wait,” Tristan said urgently. He wiggled sideways and snagged some lube off the bedside drawers. He propped himself on his elbows just long enough to squirt some into his hand, then he was arranging them so they were pressed close again. This time he wrapped a broad, slippery palm around their dicks, and it felt fucking phenomenal—and that was even before he began to move, jerking them off in a series of short, desperate strokes that were just the right side of too rough and utterly fucking perfect. 

“Shit,” Leo hissed. Tristan let out a breathless laugh and kissed him. Leo got lost in the sensation of teeth and tongues and skin on skin, and his cock throbbed as his climax came racing toward him with hardly any warning. He barely managed to gasp out “Tris!” before he shot his load, his toes curling with the sheer intensity of it.

Tristan gave a couple more strokes before he tensed and grunted, then he was coming as well, which would have made Leo feel better about his own hair trigger, except he was currently incapable of giving a fuck. Instead, he just rode the aftershocks, letting the tremors run through him as his entire body slumped and he took shallow, shaky breaths and waited to regain some sort of control over his body.

Jesus, Tristan was amazing at this. Actually, Tristan was amazing, full stop. Leo lifted his head from where he’d buried it in the side of Tristan’s throat, only to find Tristan staring at the ceiling with a fucked-out smile on his face, and honestly, Leo could relate.

He wondered if he could lose IQ points through his dick, because he definitely felt far less intelligent than he had previously.

Worth it. 

Once he’d caught his breath, Leo rolled off to the side.

“So,” Tristan said, leaning out of bed just far enough to grab a crumpled T-shirt and using it to clean them up, “that was amazing.”

“Yeah.”

Leo was surprised to feel warm fingers entwining with his, Tristan’s touch gentle. It was nice, and not what he’d expected at all. There was something almost fragile in Tristan’s tone when he said, “Um. I was thinking, we could maybe do it again? The date thing? And the sex, obviously, because Jesus, that was mind-blowing. But mainly we could, um. Date? As a couple?”

Leo turned his head to find Tristan watching him and wearing a small, tentative smile. He knew he should say no for the sake of his parents, but the problem was that he didn’t want to say no. He didn’t want to care about the optics of his dad’s as-yet non-existent campaign.

Just for once, he wanted to stop caring what his parents thought, and he wanted to keep the gorgeous guy lying next to him, whatever his mother and her friends might think.

He must have been quiet too long because Tristan’s smile was growing dimmer by the second. “Unless you don’t want—”

“No, I want,” Leo interrupted. “I want very much. I mean yes. Again. Please.”

The smile came back in full force, lighting up Tristan’s face like a Christmas tree. “Really?”

“Really,” Leo said, and smiled broadly at Tristan’s delight. “I’d like to date you.”

Tristan rolled so they were facing and pressed their foreheads together. “Awesome,” he said. “That’s so awesome.” Then he was kissing Leo again, and it was somehow different from every other time—softer, warmer, more tender—it took Leo a second to place it, but he couldn’t help grinning against Tristan’s mouth when he figured out what the difference was.

This was a boyfriend kiss.

Leo sighed happily and opened his mouth as Tristan probed deeper with his tongue. He was just weighing up the inherent romanticism of showering together against the advantages of going back to his own place—namely decent water pressure and zero black mould—when they were interrupted by a burst of Britney Spears’ Toxic at full volume. Tristan pulled back out of reach with a groan and fumbled for his mobile. “Work call,” he said, brow creased. “Do you mind?” The phone continued to blare as Tristan waited for his answer.

“Uh, sure. Yeah, go ahead. I’m going to, um…” Leo swallowed around a sudden, solid lump in his throat. “Check out that light.”

“Okay, great! If we do have a ladder, it’s in the cupboard under the stairs. Bulbs as well, I think.”

And with that he hit the green button and answered the call. “This is Tristan. Yeah? When for? Tonight? I mean it’s short notice, but I can squeeze you in. What exactly are you looking for? I have a sliding scale, depending on exactly what you need, so if you give me the details, I can give you a price.”

Leo shoved the blankets back and sat on the side of the bed, fumbling for his jeans and yanking them on along with last night’s underwear and pulling his shirt on in a series of jerky motions. He ignored his shoes and scurried out the door, his stomach a tight ball as behind him, he heard Tristan laugh and say, “Oh yeah, I can definitely do that for you. Now, about payment—”

He shut the door before he could hear any more and made his way to the bathroom, where he pissed then splashed cold water on his face and took a couple of deep breaths in an effort to calm his racing heartbeat.

He could do this. He could cope. And if he couldn’t, he’d have to learn. For now, he’d focus on fixing the hallway light.

Leo was shaky as he checked the under-stairs utility cupboard and, as expected, didn’t find a step ladder. He found a lightbulb, though, and considered that a win. He grabbed a chair from the kitchen and set it underneath the light in the hallway. He could just reach it, on tiptoes.

God.

It was Tristan’s job. Leo was trying really hard to be rational about it, but he didn’t like it. Not because a relationship with Tristan would mean that Leo wasn’t the only one touching him and kissing him and making love with him, but because it was dangerous. What did Tristan do to protect himself from violent guys? Did he check in with someone? Did he carry anything for self-defence? Had he ever been assaulted? It was just so risky, and Leo’s stomach clenched at the thought of Tristan getting hurt.

And, okay, yeah, he couldn’t deny he didn’t love the idea of sharing Tristan with anyone else, but that was his own baggage to unpack—or prejudices to dismantle or something. Because what he knew on an intellectual level and what he felt on an instinctive level didn’t match up. And how could anyone sell their body like that, without selling even a little piece of their soul each time?

Leo’s fingers trembled against the old lightbulb as he unscrewed it.

Yeah, that was bullshit. That was the upper middle-class Vaucluse boy making himself heard, when he needed to take a seat and shut the fuck up. Just because Leo wouldn’t have been able to engage in sex work without it damaging him emotionally didn’t mean that Tristan couldn’t. If Tristan said he liked his job, then Leo had no right whatsoever to disbelieve him. Because whatever they had together was doomed to failure if Leo was going to be that guy—the one who looked down on what Tristan did, because he thought he knew better.

The bulb finally came free with a weird scraping sound and a tiny shower of grit.

Leo climbed down from the chair and got the new bulb. He screwed it in, then got down and flicked the switch near the front door.

The light turned on.

It was good to have at least one success of the day. Now, if only he could get over himself long enough to not mess things up with Tristan.

When he took the chair back to the kitchen, he almost walked into Harry.

Harry yelped and took a step backwards, right into Jack’s arms. “Oh! Oh God! You scared me. I wasn’t expecting…Leo? Oh wow.”

Harry looked sleep-rumpled and adorable and his glasses were askew, but he clearly knew how to put two and two together.

“Hi,” Leo said, his cheeks heating.

“Morning,” Jack said. “Coffee?”

“That would be a life saver.” Leo put the chair back at the little table. Then he sat on it, because why the hell not? He was already here, they’d already seen him and upstairs Tristan was arranging to meet a stranger for sex. His knees were allowed to feel a little wobbly.

Harry sat next to him. He was wearing fuzzy pants with dalmatians on them, and a T-shirt that was so faded it was almost see-through. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Leo lied. “I’m actually really good. Tristan and I—”

“Please don’t tell me the details,” Harry said.

“I…” He blinked. “I wasn’t going to. I was going to say we’re seeing each other. We had a date last night, and things went really well, and we’ve decided to keep seeing each other.”

God. Why did none of those words sound like English? He ratcheted up a smile.

Harry poked his glasses farther up the bridge of his nose. “Um…wow. Congrats? That’s…that’s—”

“A sign of the apocalypse, probably,” Jack said. “But yeah, congrats, Leo. Are you smiling or are you in pain?”

So much for his smile. “Smiling!”

“Are you sure?” Harry asked tentatively.

Without his fake smile to fall back on, Leo had no defences at all. “I…I really like him, but…” He lowered his voice. “His job is, well, you know.”

Harry’s eyebrows tugged together. “I mean, that shouldn’t get in the way too much. It’s not like he does it every day.”

Leo sighed and wondered how to explain without sounding like, well, his mum. “I don’t object to the work itself,” he said. “I’d never judge Tristan’s choices. It’s just, it’s risky. And I worry for him.”

“I almost got punched once,” Harry said, with a knowing nod.

God. Harry was so kind and sweet. If someone had punched him, then Tristan probably got beaten up even more regularly, because Tristan was a shit stirrer, no question. Leo couldn’t imagine him ever shutting his mouth.

“And Jack almost murdered me for realsies.”

“That was an accident!” Jack exclaimed, while Leo picked his jaw up off the floor.

“It was attempted murder, babe. I almost died!” But Harry was, for some weird fucking reason, laughing.

“I didn’t know my sister was a paying client. I just thought you were an arsehole! And I didn’t know you had weird allergies!” Jack was laughing, too, and none of this made any sense. Jack’s sister?

“I thought you were gay?” The question fell out of Leo’s mouth.

“Oh, I am,” Harry said. “Well, I thought I was ace at first, but it turns out I’m Jacksexual.” He threw Jack an adoring look.

“You should just say demi,” Jack said. “Jacksexual sounds like you can only get off if you wank.”

“Oooh.” Harry nodded. “Good point.” His lips quirked. “Or maybe it sounds like I can only get off to The Nightmare before Christmas.”

“Idiot,” Jack said fondly.

“How were you an ace rent boy?” Leo blurted out. Harry and Jack stared. Leo flinched back. “God, I mean, sorry, that is none of my business—the hows, the wherefores and the actual mechanics. I mean, not that attraction even comes into it at all, right? Probably. So it wouldn’t matter if you can’t get—I mean, there are pills for that. Jesus, of course there are. I am so, so sorry for opening my mouth.”

Harry blinked at him. “I wasn’t a rent boy. I was a Bad Boyfriend.”

“You were a—a what?”

Jack sat down at the table. “Oh, fuck. You think Tristan is a rent boy.”

Harry tugged at Jack’s sleeve. “He thinks I’m a rent boy!”

Jack shrugged. “Yeah, but he thinks Tristan’s a rent boy, and he still wants to date him. Holy shit. That date last night must’ve been really something!”

Leo was at least ten steps behind in this conversation. “Is nobody a rent boy? But—but the dates. For money.”

Harry bit his lip and his brow furrowed. “It’s like—you know that thing real estate agents do, right?”

“Maybe,” Leo hedged, because real estate agents did all sorts of things. He’d never before considered that they might be charging people for sex, but then again, the Sydney property market was brutal, so who knew? Maybe a couple of hundred bucks and a really spectacular bang was what it took to get an offer and acceptance signed these days. “What thing, specifically?”

“The thing where first they show you a string of shit properties so you despair of ever finding what you want, then they show you one that’s still only halfway to what you want, but by then it looks like a palace. That thing.”

“Tristan’s…a real estate agent?” Whatever type of coffee this was, it wasn’t working nearly fast enough.

Jack sighed. “Tristan takes people out on fake dates and acts like a wanker,” he said bluntly. “He pisses off the parents so that when the real partner shows up at the next family gathering, the family loves them, because whatever their faults, at least they’re not Tristan.”

Leo was vaguely offended on Tristan’s behalf. “He’s not that bad!”

Harry laughed. “No, he is! That’s the point! We’re Bad Boyfriends. We have business cards and everything. Well, I’m not anymore, so it’s just Tristan. But people hire us to be bad dates. Not to have sex.” He flushed. “Who would hire me—?”

“I would,” Jack said before he could even finish that thought.

“So, just to be clear, Tristan’s definitely not a rent boy?” Leo asked, his heart fluttering with something that shouldn’t have been a relief, but definitely was.

But it wasn’t Harry or Jack who answered him.

“No, darling,” Tristan said, leaning in the doorway looking resplendent in a kimono, his hair falling in twists and waves down his shoulders. “I’m not a rent boy. Rent boys are professionals who get paid. I’m just a talented amateur.”

Leo’s cheeks flushed and he resisted the urge to crawl under the table to escape his mortification. “Oh, Jesus.”

Tristan swanned into the kitchen. “I’ve been called worse.”

“Worse than a rent boy?”

“No, worse than Jesus. Nothing wrong with rent boys.” He sat down on Leo’s lap and grinned at Harry and Jack. “I see you guys have officially met my boyfriend. He’s a bit of a fucking idiot, but I like him.”

And that, Leo decided with a rush of relief, gratitude and embarrassment, he could live with.

 

 


Chapter Eleven

Tristan didn’t see Leo for the rest of the week because Leo was working, and he was surprised by how much he missed him. They texted, of course, and Tristan sent him dick pics just because he could, but it wasn’t the same as seeing him in person. Still, sending Leo dick pics was fun, because Tristan got to watch those three little dots that told him Leo was typing appear and disappear for upwards of half an hour before he finally got a response, which was usually something like “Thank you” or “I’m in a meeting right now” and one memorable time, “Is this fanart of Shrek? Because yours isn’t green.”

In the meantime, Tristan had uni, which kept him busy, and hanging out with Wei and Orlando at Pleasure Party, which kept him even busier, because there was nothing more time consuming than unloading a box of dildoes and giving every one of them a name and a backstory. Tristan didn’t actually work at Pleasure Party, but he’d spent long enough hanging around there that he was an unofficial member of staff, like those middle-aged ladies who volunteered at the zoo. He was sort of a docent for dicks.

“Orlando, have you ever thought about being a Bad Boyfriend?” he asked on Friday afternoon as they restacked a shelf.

“I am a fucking incredible boyfriend,” Orlando said, and puffed out his chest. “Look at me! I’m gorgeous!”

“There’s more to being an incredible boyfriend than pecs,” Wei said.

“I also have an amazing dick.”

Tristan and Wei exchanged a glance, and both shrugged. Yeah, it was true. They’d both been there.

“Are you thinking of expanding the business?” Wei asked.

“Thinking of passing it on, more like,” Tristan said. “I mean, it’s a lot of fun, but I’m graduating at the end of the year, and I’d have to quit then, anyway.”

“And you have a boyfriend now?”

“Yeah.” Tristan smiled. “I have a boyfriend now.” He really liked the way that sounded. “I’d like to take him out sometimes, but it’s hard when most of my weekends are Bad Boyfriend dates.”

“Aw, look at you. You’ve turned into a real boy.” Wei almost hit him in the head with an anal hook. “Oops, sorry.”

“I don’t want your silly Bad Boyfriend business,” Orlando said.

“Okay,” Tristan said. “I’ll have to find someone else who wants to earn up to eight hundred dollars a week. Tax free.”

Orlando dropped a box of dildoes. “How much?”

“Some weeks it’s a grand, if I squeeze in a lunch date and insult the grandparents.”

Wei blinked up at him. “You do not make that much money!”

“Yeah, I do.”

Wei put her hands on her hips. “I want in. For all the straight boys and lesbians. I want to be a Bad Girlfriend.”

“No, he asked me first!” Orlando bitched.

“There’s no reason you can’t both do it,” Tristan said. “This could be a franchise opportunity.”

“You can’t franchise a cash-in-hand scam.”

“It’s not a scam! And it’s…an example of grassroots economy. Supply and demand, meeting the market and all that. It’s pretty much a community service.”

Wei rolled her eyes. “Bullshit. But it’s exactly my kind of bullshit, so I’m in.”

Orlando nodded. “Me, too.”

The bells on the shop’s front door tinkled, and Newton’s most fabulous drag queen stepped inside.

“Miss O’Jenny!” Tristan exclaimed, rushing over to kiss her on the cheek. “Did I tell you I’m an honest man these days?”

“Oh, darling, I’m so sorry,” Miss O’Jenny exclaimed. “What did the magistrate give you?”

“Me and Leo Fisher are together.”

“Little Leo Fisher!” Miss O’Jenny clasped her hands to her latex bosom. “Aw! Jimmy always did say that boy needed some glitter in his life.”

“Speaking of, you’re looking very sparkly for this time of day.”

She fluttered her exaggerated lashes at him. “Me and the girls are going on a harbour cruise, can you believe it?” She did a twirl, so he could see her blue and white dress, which was festooned with tiny gold anchors. “Hence the nautical theme.” She waved at Wei and Orlando. “Hello, Wei! Hello, Orlando.”

Her voice dropped to a lower octave on Orlando’s name, and she practically purred.

Orlando flushed. “Hello, Miss O’Jenny.”

“Uh-oh,” Tristan said in an undertone. “You didn’t! Not with Orlando?”

“Oh, that boy’s as thick as two bricks, but…” She fanned herself. “He’s also as thick as two—well, have you seen his dick?”

“Well, yeah. So has most of Newtown.”

“Oh, of course you have, you naughty thing! Stupendous, isn’t it?” She fluttered her eyelashes in Orlando’s direction. “Orlando, darling, fetch me a cool drink, would you?”

Orlando was off like a shot.

“You slut,” Tristan said affectionately.

“Bitch, he’s half my age with a dick that would stretch the limits of the Sydney Harbour Tunnel. I’m not made of stone.” She pinched his cheek. “Anyway, I need tiny cocks to decorate the cocktails with on my cruise. And penis straws, of course. We intend to make the sailors blush.”

Tristan went to the counter to grab what she needed.

“Wei, darling, how’s all that bookkeeping going?”

“It’s great!” Wei said enthusiastically. “We actually know what we’re going to get paid now!”

“Wonderful! What’s that face for, Tristan?”

“Ugh, accountancy. It’s so boring.” He leaned against the counter. “Also, I thought Leo was an accountant, but then he said he wasn’t, and now I might have left it too long to ask what he actually does for a living.”

“Why did you think he was an accountant?”

“Because he looks boring.”

Miss O’Jenny snorted. “Not all accountants are boring, my love.”

“Not the ones I know, anyway,” Wei said.

Miss O’Jenny tottered up to the counter on her platform heels and inspected the packets of penis straws and tiny little cocktail cocks. “Perfect! And your Leo is an urban planning consultant. Jimmy told me.”

“What is that?”

“Honey,” Miss O’Jenny said, shoving the packets into her handbag, “I’m not fucking Google, all right?”

Orlando appeared from the back room with a can of lemonade. “Is this okay?”

Miss O’Jenny raised one perfect eyebrow. “Where’s the vodka, darling?”

Orlando scrambled away again.

“God, he’s got it bad,” Tristan said.

“Not as badly as you have. You’re quite besotted with your boy, aren’t you?” Miss O’Jenny cast him a soft look.

“I wouldn’t say besotted.”

“Besotted,” Wei agreed. “You can’t remember your hookups’ names to save yourself, but you haven’t fucked up his name once.”

Well, she had a point there.

“Enjoy it, Tristan,” Miss O’Jenny said. “Not everyone gets a love story in their life. It’s a privilege, darling. And if it puts you out of circulation, well, all the pretty boys will cry and weep for a weekend, but they’ll find themselves another dick in a couple of days. If you’ve found someone who thinks you’re special, you ought to hold on to them for as long as you can.”

“Are you sure you haven’t already had too much vodka?”

“Firstly, there is no such thing. And secondly…” She leaned in and kissed him on the forehead, like a fairy queen bestowing a blessing. “Shut your whore mouth while I’m dispensing wisdom.”

What was it with people calling him a whore this week? Still, he supposed that if the slutty shoe fitted…

Orlando came back with a glass of something clear and fizzy, complete with a penis straw, and Miss O’Jenny beamed at him. “Aren’t you a good boy?” she cooed, and Orlando’s face flushed. “Tell me, darling, what are you doing later?” she asked him, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked on her plastic penis.

“Um…” Orlando’s cheeks went even pinker, and Jenny rolled her eyes.

“Me, darling. The correct answer is, you’ll be doing me. Meet me after the cruise?”

Orlando nodded vigorously, and Miss O’Jenny beamed. She paid for her purchases and swept out the door in a flurry of kisses, leaving Orlando gazing after her, starry-eyed.

“Jesus, how good are you with that dick?” Tristan asked. “Wait. No, don’t answer that, I already know. Still, congratulations. You’ve impressed Jenny, and that takes some doing.”

Orlando shrugged, then went and snagged a bottle of lube and a box of the good condoms—extra-large—off the shelf. Tristan wondered if he should do the same. He had plans for the weekend, and they involved getting Leo’s dick in his arse. Jenny might have called him ‘little Leo Fisher,’ but he definitely wasn’t. Tristan could only imagine how good it would feel to be stretched around that nice, thick cock.

It still caught him by surprise that suddenly he had no interest in sleeping with anyone but Leo. It was like a switch in his brain had been flicked, changing his settings from ‘all the dicks, please’ to ‘just this one here.’

The weirdest thing was that Tristan actually liked feeling this way. It was strange and new, but in a good way. He’d spent a long time in the shower just this morning, thinking about Leo’s dick and imagining what he’d like to do when he next got his hands on it.

Speaking of Leo’s dick…

He pulled his phone out and sent off a text.

 

Dinner tonight?

 

His phone rang a second later, the screen flashing Landlord. He’d have to change that. He slipped out to the back room before answering. “Hello, gorgeous. Up for a date tonight?”

“I can’t. It’s Friday, and I have dinner with my parents.” Leo didn’t sound particularly thrilled about it.

“You could just tell them you got a better offer?” Tristan suggested. He was fairly certain he was the best thing on offer.

Leo sighed. “I really can’t. Mum’s pretty militant about the whole thing.” He paused. “I wish I could, though. I’d sooner spend time with you.”

Tristan got a warm glow in his chest at that. “How about Saturday?”

“Yes. Saturday,” Leo said decisively. “I’d like to take you to Gio’s.”

Tristan winced. Gio’s was one of the premier Italian restaurants in Sydney. Tristan had been there once, and it had been memorable for all the wrong reasons. “Um. We can’t go to Gio’s. I’m banned.”

There was a moment’s silence. “You’re what?”

“Remember I told you I’m banned from four restaurants? Well, Gio’s is one of them. It was a Bad Boyfriend date that went really, really well, from the client’s point of view. Not so much as far as the restaurant was concerned.”

Leo huffed out a laugh. “You know what? I’m not even going to ask what you did. We’ll go somewhere else.”

“Great. Definitely Italian, though. And afterwards, we can go back to mine, and you can fuck me through the mattress,” Tristan said.

Leo made a sputtering sound like he’d just choked on something, and hissed, “Jesus, Tris, you can’t just say that! I’m in the tea room, and there are people listening!”

“Sorry!” Tristan lied, grinning as he imagined Leo’s cheeks all pink with embarrassment.

Leo drew a couple of deep breaths before saying in an undertone, “But yes. We’re definitely doing that.”

“Great! What could be better than a night of fettucine and fucking? I’m buying extra lube right now.”

“Of course you are.” Leo laughed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Tristan ended the call, and after a second, pulled up his contacts list and quickly changed Leo’s details to Sexy Boyfriend. As he typed the word Boyfriend, he could feel the same dumb smile spreading on his face that Orlando got when he was around Miss O’Jenny. Tristan didn’t even care. It turned out being with the same person wasn’t overrated at all, not if it was the right person—which Leo Fisher was.

It was a shame about tonight, but from the sounds of it, Leo’s family were fairly inflexible about Friday dinner. It sounded like they were inflexible about a lot of things, actually. Tristan couldn’t help but compare it to his own relationship with his parents, whom he saw frequently but irregularly. His dad’s practice hours were set in stone, but his mum’s schedule was unpredictable, what with the nature of her work, and Tristan’s wasn’t much better, which meant sometimes he’d go weeks without seeing them, and sometimes they’d see each other three times in a week. But he’d never once felt like spending time with them was an obligation.

He was just contemplating whether it was too soon to introduce Leo to his parents—probably, seeing as they’d only technically been on one date—when Wei stuck her head around the door. “Hey, are you off the phone yet? Only there’s a new range of titanium barbells that are really nice. Want to come see? If you like them, I can let you have a set for free, seeing as the packaging’s been ‘damaged’.” She made air quotes, a pair of scissors still dangling from one hand.

“Ooh, I love free things!” Tristan was immediately interested. He hadn’t missed the way Leo had fixated on his one pierced nipple the other night, so he could only imagine the effect it would have if Tristan surprised him with new jewellery for their date tomorrow. He got to his feet eagerly and followed Wei out into the store.

 

* * * *

 

The fettuccine was good, but Tristan was certain the fucking was going to be even better.

They headed for the bedroom as soon as they got back to the house, not even bothering to say hello to Jack and Harry, who were cuddled up together in the living room watching a movie. When Tristan’s shirt came off and Leo caught sight of his new titanium barbell, his eyes went wide, and he shoved Tristan backwards onto the bed before straddling him with a gleam in his eye. “Is this for me?”

Tristan nodded, grinning. Leo started to tease and tug at his nipples and lave at them with broad swipes of his tongue. Tristan squirmed and panted and wondered where the hell Leo had learned to use his mouth like that. While he was still pondering it, Leo flipped Tristan over, fingered him open and fucked into him like his life depended on it.

This was a side of Leo that Tristan hadn’t seen before—demanding and desperate—and he was here for it.

“Fuuuck.” Tristan groaned into the pillow. The hands at his hips tightened as Leo drove forward into him again, and it was just as good as Tristan had imagined—better, if that were even possible. Leo nailed his prostate with every stroke, as steady and relentless as a metronome, until Tristan’s balls drew up tight and he was clawing at the sheets in desperation. “Leo, please!”

Leo laughed a little breathlessly and tugged Tristan’s hips up to change the angle, which meant he hit every nerve ending when he pushed inside in one long, smooth stroke. Tristan’s insides lit up like a pinball machine, and that was all it took. He let out a high-pitched whine, his balls throbbing, cock pulsing and arse clenching as he spilled onto the sheets.

Leo dragged Tristan back onto his cock, his hips stuttering forward once, twice, before he stilled and shot his own load. He collapsed against Tristan’s back, breathing heavily, and Tristan slumped down against the mattress. Leo swept Tristan’s long hair to one side so he could press soft kisses to his nape. Tristan shuddered at the touch, everything incredibly sensitive—which wasn’t surprising, with the way Leo had just fucked an orgasm right out of him.

Tristan’s entire body relaxed, and he melted into the bed, letting out a satisfied sigh. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so well-fucked. Leo hummed, his body a pleasant weight as Tristan floated along in his sex-induced high. “Good?” he murmured in Tristan’s ear.

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” Tristan mumbled into his pillow. “As soon as I can feel my legs, we’re doing it again.”

“Fuck, yes. That was amazing.” Leo kissed Tristan’s neck one more time before pulling out and rolling to the side. Tristan would have liked to stay sprawled where he was, except when he moved, he could feel the sticky wetness where he’d come on the sheets. He knew from experience that if he didn’t clean up, he’d regret it later. He sighed and hauled himself upright and out of bed. Leo made a sad little noise. “Where are you going?”

“I’m just going to clean up.” Tristan grabbed his kimono and wrapped it around himself. Harry had asked him to stop wandering the house naked, and Tristan was doing his best. He liked to think it counted as personal growth.

He wandered into the bathroom to clean the jizz off himself. When he got back to the bedroom Leo was still lying starfished across the bed, blinking up at him and wearing a lazy grin.

Seeing Leo spread out like that, all fresh-fucked and rumpled, Tristan was struck by a wave of affection that was closely followed by an overwhelming urge to wrap Leo up in a soft blanket and take care of him, which Tristan could honestly say was a first. He racked his sex-addled brain for some way to show this new, caring side of him. “Did you want a glass of water or some juice or something?” Leo shook his head, eyes drifting closed. “What about, I don’t know, some toast?”

Leo opened his eyes and scrunched his brow in confusion. “Why the hell would I want toast?”

“Well, I don’t know!” Tristan said. “I haven’t done this bit before. Maybe toast is the gold standard in post-sex snacks. Although now I say it out loud, it was probably a long shot.”

Leo propped himself up on one elbow and huffed out a laugh, but it wasn’t mean. “Honestly? It’s super sweet of you to ask, but I don’t need juice, or a snack or toast. What I really want is for you to come back to bed so we can go to sleep”—he hesitated, his cheeks staining pink, and added in a low voice—“then later maybe I could, um, blow you?”

“Hell, yes.” Tristan nodded like a bobble head, and Leo laughed in something like relief, scooching over and patting the mattress in invitation. He was adorable, shy and awkward and hot as fuck all at once, and Tristan found himself thinking how lucky he was.

He dropped his kimono on the floor and slid under the covers, snuggling up behind Leo and wrapping an arm around his waist. Leo nestled back against him, and Tristan pressed a kiss to his shoulder blade while he silently congratulated himself.

He was nailing this boyfriend business.

 

 


Chapter Twelve

Leo had never thought of himself as a rebellious kind of guy. He liked to imagine that if he ever got the call to stand up against the forces of galactic evil, he’d grab his lightsaber and give it his best shot, but in his day-to-day life, he wasn’t rebellious at all. He’d never even been particularly adventurous. But on Friday night as he was listening to his mother tell him over and over that he really must sell that old house—“it’s the smart financial choice, darling”—he felt definite stirrings of something in his gut that he tentatively labelled dissent. Because the more she went on about it, with Dad murmuring his agreement, the more Leo was determined not to do it.

The house was a pain. It was a crumbling mess that at first glance was only held together by the black mould and some particularly resilient cobwebs, but none of that was important, because if what Jimmy had left him didn’t cover it, then Leo could get a loan. There was enough equity in the place to do it. What was important were the people who lived in the house—Harry and Jack, and Tris. If Leo kicked them out, where else could they go? He didn’t need anyone to tell him how obscene rents were in Sydney. Hell, he was a renter himself, in his tiny little apartment. And maybe Harry and Jack would figure something out, because they had full-time employment, but Tristan was a uni student, and uni students barely had two packets of ramen to rub together. Leo had been one of those once as well, though he’d been lucky enough that he’d never felt the same pinch that so many of his peers had. He’d had his parents to fall back on. He was grateful for that and always would be, but at the same time, here he was with a ribbon of rebellion curling through his gut, and he liked it. He wanted to keep the house because of what it meant for Harry and Jack and Tris, just like he wanted to keep the weird and wonderful sex shop because of what it meant to the weird and wonderful community of Newtown.

“You can’t rush this stuff, Mum,” he said, cutting his mother off mid-diatribe. “I still have to get in touch with Uncle Jimmy’s accountant, and sorting everything out takes time.”

Uncle Jimmy’s accountant—because he’d had one after all. Who knew?—was someone named Kevin O’Brien. They hadn’t met yet, but Leo had exchanged a couple of emails with him regarding paying the bills and wages at the sex shop, and Kevin had taken care of it for him. Leo was planning to sit down with the man and sort out the labyrinth of Uncle Jimmy’s holdings, but he hadn’t felt up to it yet, with the house—and one of its occupants, specifically—taking all his focus.

A smile crept onto his face when he thought of Tristan, who was out on a bad date right now, doubtless horrifying someone’s parents, but who had promised he’d be done in time and waiting at home with a bottle of pink gin once Leo was done with dinner with his folks. Leo hadn’t had pink gin before, and all he knew was that there were raspberries involved. Dating Tristan meant he was getting an introduction to all sorts of new things and surprisingly, not all of them were sexual.

“How’s the campaign going, Dad?” he asked, steering the topic into safer waters.

“Oh, it’s going swimmingly!” his mother gushed. “It looks like your father’s a shoo-in, assuming he doesn’t have a secret drug habit or a second family lurking somewhere!” She tittered brightly at the very suggestion that Leo’s sensible father would be capable of such a thing.

“Got the official invitation to Lillian Kingsbury’s dinner,” his dad said, chest puffing out. “It’s gilded.”

Leo nodded like he thought that meant something—maybe in political circles it did. He spent the rest of dinner smiling politely and listening to talk of preferences and nominations and pre-selections and other things he really didn’t care about, while pondering how pink gin differed from regular gin. He wondered whether Tristan would be wearing his pink kimono, since it matched the colour of tonight’s drinks. It seemed like the sort of thing Tristan might do.

The evening finally drew to a close. With one final admonition from his mother that he simply must make a decision regarding selling the house, Leo made his escape.

When he got to the share house, the banging in the walls told him someone was in the shower. Since Jack and Harry were out, he surmised it must be Tristan. A quick glance into Tristan’s room revealed a pile of wet clothing on the floor that gave off a faint smell of beer, which told Leo that Tristan’s date had gone according to plan.

Leo was still getting used to the idea that Tristan having a drink thrown in his face was the desired outcome, but as ridiculous as the whole Bad Boyfriend concept was, Leo preferred it to his earlier belief that Tristan was a rent boy.

When he’d discovered the truth, he’d struggled for a hot minute with what it said about him as a person that he didn’t want to share Tristan with anyone else, but in the end, he’d decided that all it meant was that he didn’t want to share his boyfriend, and there wasn’t actually anything wrong with that. If Tristan had been a rent boy, Leo would have wanted to date him anyway—hell, he had—and he was pretty sure that was what mattered.

The pipes in the walls shuddered and screeched in protest as the water was turned off. A minute later Leo found himself with an arm full of damp, towel-wearing boyfriend as Tristan wrapped his long arms around him and pulled him in for a kiss.

“Hello, lover,” Tristan said when they parted, pushing a tendril of wet hair behind his ear in that enchanting way of his. “How was your dinner date?”

Leo stole another quick kiss before answering, “It was fine. Yours?”

“Oh, it was an absolute disaster, by which I mean a triumph.” Tristan grabbed at the towel draped around his shoulders and dried his hair more thoroughly, grinning when he peeked out at Leo from under the damp fabric. “Luckily beer’s a good conditioner, so I got a beauty treatment and I got paid.”

Tristan dropped the towel on the floor with the beer-soaked clothes and ran his fingers through his hair, fanning it out so it lay in damp curls against his shoulders. He dropped the towel from around his waist and grabbed a pair of jeans from the end of the bed, and he didn’t even try to pretend he wasn’t showing off as he shimmied his long legs into them. He threw on a T-shirt and led the way downstairs, where he had the drinks chilling in the fridge.

They spent the evening curled up on the couch, an old movie playing in the background as they sipped the cocktails Tristan made them. They exchanged slow, gin-soaked kisses, with Tristan sprawled across Leo’s lap as they lazily made out until they were interrupted by the sound of keys in the lock.

Harry popped his head around the doorway a minute later and blinked. “Oh! I didn’t mean to interrupt—” He made a vague gesture between them.

Tristan shrugged and stood, leaving a Tristan-shaped space on Leo’s lap that Leo wasn’t a fan of at all. “It’s fine. We were just going upstairs, weren’t we, babe?”

Leo’s cheeks warmed, but whether it was from the gin, his arousal or Tristan’s invitation, he couldn’t quite tell. Regardless, upstairs sounded pretty good about now. “Yeah. Please.” He went to stand, stumbled a little and okay, that was the gin.

Tristan let out a sigh, “Leo Fisher, you’re such a lightweight.” He raised one arm so Leo could lean against his side and guided him out of the room, calling back over his shoulder, “There’s some pink gin left if you two want some. Before you ask, Jack, it’s raspberry, not a strawberry in sight.”

“Ooh! Can we have cocktails, Jack?” Harry’s eyes lit up.

“Sure,” Jack said with a soft smile as he headed for the kitchen, Harry hot on his heels. Leo suspected they’d end up having their own make-out session on the couch.

Tristan helped him up the stairs to his room. Leo was forced to admit, now he was standing, that maybe the last drink had been a mistake because he was decidedly tipsy. Tristan laid Leo out on the bed, tugging his shoes off for him when it turned out to be too far for Leo to reach, slipping his jeans off as well so that Leo was lying in just a T-shirt and his underwear. Then Tristan lay down next to him and they kissed for a while. As nice as it was, the alcohol was making itself known, and Leo found his eyes slipping closed. Tristan pulled back. When Leo opened his eyes, it was to find Tristan propped on one elbow, gazing down at him with a fond expression. “You’re hammered, aren’t you?”

“Little bit.” Leo grinned, wide and sloppy, and Tristan let out a soft laugh.

He stripped down to his boxers and slid under the blankets next to Leo, arranging them so he was the big spoon. “Go to sleep, babe.”

“But we didn’t get to fuck.” Leo frowned, unable to fight a vague feeling that he’d lured Tristan upstairs under false pretences or was depriving him somehow.

Tristan kissed the back of his neck. “No, but—and I can’t believe I’m saying this—sex isn’t everything. I like just holding you.”

“Really?” Leo half-turned so he could see Tristan’s face, because that wasn’t what he’d expected to hear.

Tristan gave him a wry smile, like he couldn’t quite believe he was saying it either. “Really. Trust me. Nobody’s more surprised than me. Now get some sleep, my happy little drunk.”

Leo hummed and turned back around, smiling to himself. He really was happily drunk, and the fact Tristan didn’t seem the least bit bothered by the lack of sex had warmth blooming in his chest as he considered the fact that Tristan just wanted to hold him.

He shimmied backward until they were as close as they could possibly get, warm skin pressed against the length of his back. He shivered when Tristan went back to kissing his neck.

“Besides,” Tristan murmured quietly as his fingertips traced patterns on Leo’s biceps, “tomorrow’s Saturday. We can spend the day fucking each other stupid.”

And that, that sounded more like his Tristan.

Leo had things to do tomorrow. He didn’t have time to waste hours in bed. Yet, right at that moment, he couldn’t think of any way he’d rather spend the day.

“Deal,” he mumbled as he settled into the warmth and security of the body blanketing him. “Sleep now, fuck tomorrow.”

Tristan might have replied, but Leo didn’t hear him. He was already asleep.

 

* * * *

 

Leo woke with a throbbing head and a determination never to let Tristan mix the drinks again. Obviously, both moderation and the use of a spirit measure were foreign concepts to his boyfriend.

His boyfriend.

He smiled to himself, despite his headache, and wondered if that was going to get old any time soon. He hoped not. There was heat and pressure against his side. When he opened one eyelid it was to find Tristan plastered against him with one arm still draped across Leo’s stomach, his mouth open and eyes closed, making little huffing sounds in his sleep like a dog chasing a rabbit.

His boyfriend had no business being so adorable.

And there it was again—his boyfriend.

Even thinking the words was like a punch to the gut, but in a good way. Was there a good way to be punched in the gut? Though supposedly some people were into that. Tristan would probably know.

He thought back to what Tris had said that night at the taqueria. Tris hadn’t dated anyone before. Then, last night, that he was happy just to cuddle.

This time the punch in the gut felt less good, because it hit him square in the middle of all his insecurities. Tristan was a guy who had been around the block once or twice. Hell, he’d been around the block so many times they’d named the street after him. And that didn’t matter, not really, because more power to him, but wouldn’t the fact he had so much experience mean that any second now he was going to get bored with Leo? Tristan was like a supernova—brilliant, massive, universe-swallowing. Okay, Leo was no astrophysicist. But if Tristan was like a supernova, then Leo was like the famous Centennial Light Bulb that had been putting out its steady, modest glow since 1901 and showed no signs of ever stopping.

Fuck.

The fact that he not only knew there was a famous lightbulb but also knew its name proved that he had nothing in common with Tristan at all.

Tristan stretched and yawned. The sunlight was gleaming golden on his skin. Leo, who didn’t want to be discovered staring at him like a creeper, squeezed his eyes shut and pretended to be asleep.

The mattress shifted.

“I know you’re not asleep,” Tristan murmured.

Leo opened one eye. “How do you know?”

Tristan grinned and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Babe, nobody sleeps with their eyes all scrunched up like that. Also, you answered me.”

Leo gave up and opened his other eye. “Yeah, that was a bit of a giveaway.”

Tristan rolled away from him for a moment. Leo heard a plastic rustling sound that his hopeful brain—and dick—interpreted as ‘condom’ then Tristan was back beside him, propped up on one elbow. He held out a bag. “Mint?”

Leo’s brain and dick took a moment to wrestle with their disappointment. “What?”

Tristan rattled the bag. “Do you want a mint?”

“I…what?”

“Morning breath,” Tristan said. “I’m not a fan, but I promised you sex this morning, and I’m not getting out of bed to brush my teeth first.”

“That’s hot,” Leo whispered, his eyes widening. “But I need to pee.”

Tristan held his gaze for a moment, then groaned. “Fuck. Me, too. Okay, so toilet, then breakfast, then we brush our teeth and then we have sex all day? Or at least until muscle strain and chafing takes us out of the game.”

“So romantic,” Leo said with a snort.

“I have my moments.”

“This isn’t one of them, is it?”

Tristan gasped and clutched his heart. “Leo! Are you saying I’m not charming?”

“I might re-evaluate my opinion if you make me breakfast.”

“Mmm.” Tristan shook his head. “I love that you think that might happen, but, trust me, if I made you breakfast, your opinion of me would not improve. I am a terrible cook. Unless you want toast. I can probably make you toast, though Harry says my toast is really just warm bread. Apparently if you can’t snap it in half, it’s not real toast.” He raised his eyebrows. “What are your opinions on toast, Leo Fisher?”

Leo blinked. “It should be crunchy?”

Tristan sighed. “Yeah, no. My breakfast-making skills are going to leave you very disappointed, I’m afraid.”

“So when you offered me toast the other night, it was going to be sub-par?”

Tristan rolled his eyes. “You’re not going to let me forget that, are you?”

“It was cute,” Leo insisted. “Weird, but cute.”

“Fine. My failed attempt at acting like a boyfriend was cute. Now, let’s please never mention it again.”

Leo didn’t like the hint of insecurity he glimpsed behind Tristan’s smile. He reached for his hand and squeezed it. “You’re an amazing boyfriend. You just can’t make toast. And that’s not exactly a deal-breaker, because I can, so I’ll just make all the toast in this relationship.”

Tristan wrinkled his nose. “Is this you offering to make me breakfast instead, or is it a metaphor? Because I have to tell you, I almost failed English Lit when they made me take it in my first year.”

Leo laughed, then groaned as his head thumped and his hangover flared. “I’ll make you breakfast. But yes, it was also a metaphor.”

Tristan kissed him again, on the lips this time. His breath was minty-fresh. “You can explain it to me over our firm, crunchy toast. Come on. I’m starving.”

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

In a stroke of incredible luck, Jack was already making breakfast by the time Tristan and Leo made their way downstairs.

“Omelettes or scrambled eggs?” he asked, working the stovetop like the god among men that he was. “Harry’s gone to buy juice because we’re out, and Advil for his hangover. Please don’t give him gin again. He watched kitten videos on YouTube and cried.”

“Sad videos?” Tristan asked. “Why would he—?”

“No, just regular kitten videos.” Jack leaned against the sink. “He cried because they’re so cute and fluffy. Leo, what’s your policy on pets?”

Leo blinked. “Um…they’re probably not as destructive as the possums in the ceiling, so I guess they’re fine?”

Jack let out a sigh of relief. “Thank God. I think I promised him he could have a kitten. Actually, maybe I shouldn’t drink gin, either.”

“Maybe we should wait till we find out what’s happening with the repairs,” Leo said. “It would be cruel to get a cat and relocate it while the workmen are here. It might be noisy, and with a lot of people coming and going, what if it got outside?”

And this was why Tristan was falling for the guy. He was so fucking thoughtful. Whereas Tristan rarely thought past the next dick he wanted to suck—except, he found he didn’t actually want to suck anyone’s dick except Leo’s now.

Huh.

The revelation that he might enjoy monogamy was unsettling and exciting all at once. He’d always hated the idea of settling for one person when there were so many fun people out there. It was like being told he could only have one chocolate out of a Cadbury’s Selections box—why couldn’t he have all the chocolates? He deserved nice things—but with Leo it wasn’t like he was being forced into a choice he hadn’t wanted to make to begin with. No, it wasn’t settling when it came to Leo. It was winning. It felt like one of those emails from the Spanish National Lottery. Tristan didn’t even know he’d entered, but apparently he now had millions of euros. The difference was, there was nothing about Leo that was a scam. Leo was possibly one of the most genuine people Tristan had ever met. Eighteen-year-old Tristan would have been bored stupid by someone as honest and straightforward as Leo Fisher, but apparently, against all the predictions of anyone who knew him, Tristan had finally grown up. Honest and dependable and genuine weren’t synonyms for boring. They were incredible. Leo Fisher wanted to make him toast now, and in the future, and Tristan couldn’t believe how exciting that sounded.

Leo bumped his shoulder. “Earth to Tris?”

Tristan leaned in and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Sorry. I was just imagining Harry’s face when you tell him he’s allowed a cat.”

“Maybe don’t mention it yet,” Jack said. “He’ll be worse than a little kid at Christmas otherwise.”

Tristan could picture it. Harry would be like one of his preschool students on assembly day, all unstoppable excitement and a desperate need to wee every two minutes. Okay, maybe not that last part. The point was, Harry was going to be thrilled, and Leo was making it happen because he was decent and kind and thoughtful, and somehow, he still wanted to date Tristan. It wasn’t as though Tristan thought badly of himself at all. But he was self-aware enough to know that he didn’t tick many boxes on Leo’s Ideal Boyfriend List.

“He’s been jealous ever since Ambrose moved in with Liam,” Jack said. “Because Liam has that horrible cat.”

“Excuse you. Tobermory is a delight,” Tristan said. “But yeah, if we could get a cat that is like the exact opposite of him in every way, that would be perfect.” He leaned against Leo. “Ambrose was our flatmate before Jack. He actually started the whole Bad Boyfriend thing. Now he’s all respectable and living with his actual boyfriend in Potts Point.”

“His place is amazing,” Jack said, cracking an egg into a bowl. “Talk about moving up in the world.”

“Your landlord is right here, Jack,” Tristan reminded him.

Leo laughed. “Your landlord knows this place is a shitheap. Don’t worry.”

Jack turned to him, serious. “While Harry’s not here to get in a flap at the mention of it, where are we going to live while you’re having repairs done? He’s still half-convinced you’re going to sell the place out from under us, and we’ll end up homeless.”

Tristan rolled his eyes. Harry and Jack were so dramatic about the whole homelessness thing.

“Well,” Leo said. “I’m still figuring that out, but there’s the flat above the shop, if that’s okay. But it’s only one bedroom…” He flushed.

“Oh, I’m like Tobermory,” Tristan said. “I always land on my feet.”

“I was going to say you could stay with me?” The words came out of Leo in a rush. “I mean, if you wanted to. My place is… Well, it’s pretty small, but it has a couch if you didn’t want to—I mean, there’s no pressure or anything, but—”

“Leo,” Tristan said, cutting him off before he tangled himself up completely, “I would love to stay with you—and not on your couch.”

Leo beamed, and the force of his happiness hit Tristan in the chest like a jolt of electricity. He beamed back. “Maybe after breakfast, we could—”

“Go back to your place and have sex all day?” Tristan finished for him. He wasn’t sure if that was what Leo had been planning, but it sounded excellent to him.

Leo’s cheeks went an adorable shade of pink. “Um, yeah. We could do that.”

Jack slid an omelette onto a plate and set it in front of Leo. Tristan opened his mouth to object, but Jack said, “People who are letting Harry have a kitten take priority, Tris.”

“Oh, so Leo’s your favourite now?” Tristan asked, clutching at his chest.

“Yep,” Jack agreed cheerfully. “He’s the best.”

Tristan took in the sight of a grinning Leo, hair still tousled from sleep, shovelling omelette into his mouth. “Yeah,’ he said softly, “he really is.”

It didn’t stop him from leaning over and stealing a forkful of omelette, though.

 

* * * *

 

The prospect of moving into Leo’s flat was exciting, and Tristan wanted to check it out straight away. They took an Uber to Woollahra and a set of red-brick flats that were nothing special from the outside…and nothing special from the inside either.

Leo’s flat was definitely nicer than the house—but then, the skip bin out the back of Coles was a lot nicer than the house, simply because it didn’t have that weird recurring mould—so Tristan supposed that particular bar was set pretty low. It was only one bedroom like Leo had said, but that bedroom was a decent size and had a big enough built-in wardrobe that Tristan would be able to fit most of his stuff in there. The rest of the flat was airy and modern, and it boasted an honest-to-god bathtub—and most importantly, it had Leo in it.

Tristan looked around the place, imagining he was a spy and he’d been sent to dig up information about Leo Fisher. While he could have just asked anything he wanted to know, it was fun to put together his own picture, based on the takeaway menus Leo had stuck to his fridge, the books on his shelf and the couple of photographs he spotted here and there. There wasn’t a single sex toy in sight, which was no surprise. It looked like Leo’s decadence only went as far as the six-pack of imported beer in the fridge and the half-eaten box of those fancy chocolates shaped like seashells. It was all very sensible and clean and decent, just like Leo, and Tristan loved it, just like—

No.

He was falling for Leo, yes, but he hadn’t fallen all the way yet. For some reason that seemed like an important distinction. Because Tristan didn’t fall in love, and when he did, he would only do so after an appropriate length of time, whatever that was. Tristan was only new to feeling even a little bit like an adult, but he wanted to get it right. He wasn’t going to spoil whatever this was with a premature declaration.

Although now that he thought about it, Leo asking him to move in seemed like the definition of premature. A ball of anxiety squirmed its way into his chest as he wondered if Leo had felt obliged to offer, rather than see him homeless. It seemed like a very Leo thing to do.

But then he remembered the way Leo had beamed at him like he was the one who’d won the mythical Spanish National Lottery when Tristan had said yes. The knot of worry eased and was replaced with a warm glow when Leo took a laminated card off the fridge that had been stuck there with a magnet and held it out. “I know you haven’t moved in yet, but while I remember, here’s the wi-fi password. The Netflix password is the same. You may as well put them in your phone now.”

So fucking thoughtful.

Tristan plucked the card from Leo’s hand then quickly entered the details in his phone before handing it back. “Best landlord ever. Best boyfriend ever.”

Leo’s mouth quirked up in a smile as he stuck the card back on the fridge. “Did you want a drink or something?” He stood there, his hands twitching at his sides like he wasn’t sure what was meant to happen next, uncertain and adorable all at once.

Tristan decided to rescue him and held out a hand. “Show me the bedroom again? I want to check something.” Leo creased his brow but he took Tristan’s hand and let himself be led. Once they reached the doorway, Tristan hummed and pointed to the neatly made bed. “Exactly what I thought. It’s missing something.”

“Do you need more pillows? Or another lamp?” Leo asked, creasing his brow further. “Because I can—”

“It’s your bed,” Tristan interrupted. He placed his hands on Leo’s hips and turned them so Leo was backed against the door, then leaned in so his mouth was next to Leo’s ear and breathed, “I just think it would look better with you in it.” Then he kissed him, teasing at the seam of Leo’s mouth with the tip of his tongue until Leo opened up and let him in. Tristan kissed him long and slow, smiling to himself when Leo began to squirm against him. He moved to brush his lips lightly down the side of Leo’s neck and nuzzle at the collar of his T-shirt to get to his collarbones so he could kiss him there, as well.

When he raised his head, Leo’s eyes were dark, his mouth hanging open. “Oh,” he said, a little breathless. “You’re seducing me.”

Tristan grinned and slid his hands around to cup Leo’s arse. “I’m trying to, yes. Is it working?”

Leo tugged at Tristan’s hand and dragged it to the front of his jeans so Tristan could feel the bulge there. “God, yes.” He groaned. “Now are you taking me to bed or not?”

Tristan tried not to let his success go to his head, but he couldn’t deny that Leo wanting him was a thrill, that it was different from when he was just hooking up. With Leo, it meant so much more.

Comparing his old hook-ups with Leo was like comparing a slice of supermarket pizza at the kitchen table with a slab of fresh, hot dough topped with sauce, mozzarella and basil, served from a wood-fired oven, while sipping a nice red at an outdoor cafe in Tuscany. The basics might be the same, but the entire experience was worlds apart, and Tristan knew which he preferred. He’d take a slab of fresh, hot Leo every time.

He slid his hands under Leo’s thighs and hoisted him up without warning. Leo let out a startled laugh and grabbed at Tristan’s shoulders, crossing his ankles to keep himself steady while Tristan carried him the five steps over to the bed and dropped him there so he bounced slightly. He was still laughing as he kicked off his shoes, shimmy-shuffled out of his pants then pulled his shirt over his head.

“You can, um, do that anytime,” Leo said, colour high in his cheeks. Tristan made a mental note to manhandle Leo as often as he could, just so he’d get to see the wide-eyed look of arousal he was wearing right now. It was a good look, and it had the effect of making Tristan achingly hard.

He stripped out of his clothes and dived onto the bed next to Leo, capturing him in a kiss. Leo wrapped his arms around Tristan and tugged him down so their bodies were pressed together, kissing him enthusiastically. Leo’s cock brushed against his. When Tristan pulled back to catch his breath, Leo’s eyes were bright with anticipation. He was fucking gorgeous right now. Just the sight of him made Tristan’s dick ache, a dull throb like an extra heartbeat, and he knew this wasn’t going to take long.

Tristan took an educated guess and leaned over and pulled open the bedside drawer, scrabbling his fingers fruitlessly for a few seconds before he found what he was looking for. He held up the lube, triumphant, and Leo grinned at him. Tristan slicked up his palm and wedged it between their bodies, wrapping his hand around their dicks. Leo made a high-pitched, needy sound and Tristan echoed it. A shiver ran through him when Leo closed a hand over his and he took control and started jerking them off, slow, easy and far better than it had any right to be.

“Fuck.” Tristan panted. “How are you making a hand job so fucking sexy?”

Leo let out a breathless laugh, speeding up his movements and tightening his grip. Tristan could feel heat coiling deep in his gut, pulsing just beneath the surface. Every stroke brought him closer to the edge, and when Leo dragged the pad of his thumb over the head of Tristan’s cock, that was all it took. He arched, his toes curled and he saw stars, maybe even a galaxy or two as he came all over himself. Despite the suddenness with which he’d come, Tristan felt a bone-deep satisfaction settling over him, even as he shivered through the aftershocks.

Leo let out a low grunt and shuddered and wet warmth spilled over Tristan’s knuckles. Leo stilled his hand, and he lay there panting, his short, shallow breaths warm against the side of Tristan’s throat. Tristan closed his eyes and enjoyed the closeness, ignoring the cum on his belly and his fingers, happy for now to stay tangled in a sweaty, boneless mess.

Leo sighed happily next to him. “Fuck, that was good.” He kissed Tristan’s cheek then sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. When Tristan made a questioning noise, Leo said, “I’m just gonna clean us up.”

He was back with a warm cloth before Tristan had time to miss him. Leo wiped their stomachs down then cleaned Tristan’s hand, kissing his knuckles as he carefully dabbed away the mess. Somehow that felt more intimate than the sex they’d just had.

Once he was done, Tristan took the cloth from him and dropped it over the side of the bed, then reached out and pulled Leo back into bed with him so he was sprawled against Tristan’s chest. “How is everything with you so good?” he asked quietly—and meant it. He’d had a lot of sexual experiences since that blow job in the nightclub bathroom at eighteen, yet a messy hand job from Leo had managed to eclipse them all.

Living with Leo while the house was being fixed was going to be amazing.

 


Chapter Fourteen

A week after showing Tristan his place, Leo was still on a high on the idea that as soon as the contractors got their ducks in a row, Tristan would be moving in with him. Was it wrong to hope the roof would collapse so that he’d have to stay longer? Probably, but a part of him couldn’t help hoping—the part that wasn’t in charge of his finances, obviously. Even at work, when he should have been, well, working, more often than not he found himself thinking of Tristan, spending much longer than he should have on homewares and furniture websites, like an anxious bird looking for exactly the right nest decoration to impress that other bird—the one with the really fancy tail feathers.

Leo blinked at his screen and at the display of garishly sequined cushions he was somehow considering, glad he’d caught a moment of self-awareness before clicking to add them to his cart. Tristan liked him for him, not for how many sparkly cushions he could fit on his couch. At the same time though, he liked that being with Tristan was encouraging him to step outside his comfort zone. Contemplating new cushions that weren’t beige might not seem like a huge deal for most people, but for Leo? Earth-shattering stuff.

He clicked out of the webpage before anyone walking past noticed that it had nothing at all to do with his job and forced himself to concentrate on his work again. He’d barely been at it for half an hour when his phone buzzed with a call, and Tristan’s name appeared on the screen.

Leo flushed with warmth as he answered. “Hey.”

“Hey there.”

“Hey,” Leo said again, and smiled dumbly at his co-worker Aaron. He didn’t even realise he was doing it until Aaron gave him an odd look. Leo turned in his chair. “Um, how’s it going?”

“Well,” Tristan said, “that’s what I’m calling you about.”

Something in his tone sharpened Leo’s senses. “What?”

“Well, Jason the mould guy was just here taking pictures or something, and the builder’s guys were here, too, measuring something, and they were all having smoko out the front or whatever it is that people with jobs do, and when I went downstairs to see if anyone wanted a cuppa, there was this other guy there. And I asked who he was, and he gave me his card. Hold on.” Cloth rustled. “Gary Hooper-Maddings. Property valuer.”

Leo frowned. “I already had it valued.”

“That’s what I said,” Tristan said. “And I thought maybe he was with the bank, because you said something about getting a loan, so I asked him, and he said he was doing the valuation for pre-sale. Pre-sale, Leo.”

“But I’m not selling,” Leo said. “And I didn’t hire a valuer.”

“Well, that’s why I thought I’d better check in,” Tristan said. “Since I’m not aware of bands of travelling property valuers who go from house to house doing inspections just for shits and giggles.”

“Shit,” Leo said.

“And giggles.”

“No.” Leo scrubbed a hand over his hair. “My fucking parents. It’s got to be them. I told them I’m not selling, but of course they think they know better.”

“So I should tell this guy to fuck off?” Tristan asked.

“He’s still there?”

“No, I already told him to fuck off,” Tristan admitted. “I just thought I should check if that was the right thing to do.”

Leo laughed despite himself. “You’re the best.”

“I know,” Tristan said. “Come over for dinner tonight and look at all the fluro paint markings Davo One and Davo Two have left all over the walls, and I’ll prove it to you.”

“Who are Davo One and Davo Two?”

“The builder’s guys,” Tristan said.

“And they’re both called Davo?”

“Well, they both answer to Davo, so I can only assume,” Tristan said airily. “Anyway, I’m making fettuccine carbonara since that’s our thing now.”

“Is it?”

“Either that or Korean barbeque tacos, but I’m less likely to fuck up fettucine.” He hummed. “Marginally.”

“Marginally less fucked-up fettucine sounds incredible,” Leo said earnestly, and Tristan laughed. “See you after work.”

“See you then, babe,” Tristan said, and ended the call.

 

* * * *

 

Leo made it to Newtown just before seven, a bottle of wine tucked inside his messenger bag. Tristan met him at the door like a 1950s sitcom housewife—if 1950s sitcom housewives had worn harem pants slung so low on their hips that they were almost indecent, bare feet and nothing else. The light caught Tristan’s nipple piercing in a way that completely short-circuited Leo’s brain and left him standing slack-jawed on the doorstep.

“Well, I’ve been slaving all day over a hot stove,” Tristan said.

“Uh-huh,” Leo replied, unable to get anything more coherent out since Tristan was in the process of putting his hair up in a messy bun. All Leo could compute were those bare arms, those long, dexterous fingers and the glorious way all Tristan’s muscles shifted under his skin as he moved. The snap of the hairband startled him back to reality. “Sorry, what?”

“I said I’ve been slaving all day over a hot stove,” Tristan said, leading him down into the kitchen, where a bunch of takeaway bags from Gio’s immediately called him out as a dirty liar.

Leo raised his eyebrows. “Sure you did.”

“I actually did, but it turns out I’m a terrible cook, so Jack very kindly suggested I get delivery instead of, and I quote, ‘murdering your boyfriend with food’.”

“Oh, wow.” Leo blinked around at all the bags. He counted at least four bags, all of them stacked with containers. The whole house smelled of garlic and everything that was good about the world. “This must have cost a fortune!”

Tristan waved his hand. “It’s fine. Oh, and Harry and Jack are at Ambrose and Liam’s for the night, so we have the place to ourselves for at least a few hours. Usually I’d suggest that means we can fuck in the living room, but I’ve been sitting here smelling this food for the last half hour, and if I don’t eat it now, I might die.”

They ate in the living room, sitting on the floor with their plates on the coffee table. They left the lights off, and the only illumination was from the strings of fairy lights stuck around the windows. It was surprisingly effective. The soft lighting made the house look much nicer than it actually was—charming instead of decrepit. Faint music played in the background. Something instrumental.

“This is nice,” Leo said, then realised how inadequate those words were. “I mean, it’s perfect.”

Tristan’s happy smile was beautiful. “I’m pretty new at this boyfriend stuff…”

“You’re doing amazing.” Leo kissed him and smeared carbonara sauce on his lips.

Tristan laughed and swiped it off with his tongue. “Harry said I shouldn’t order anything with garlic for a date, but frankly he gets all his tips from romcoms, so he can’t be trusted.”

“I love garlic.”

“Same.”

They kissed again. Leo thought that all kisses ought to be carbonara-flavoured, and also that maybe he’d had a little too much wine if he really thought that was a good idea.

“Want to tell me why your parents sent a property valuer?” Tristan asked.

“Ugh.” Leo helped himself to another piece of garlic bread. “My parents are…painfully middle class. They think that Uncle Jimmy was the devil.”

“Because he was gay?”

“No, because he was the wrong sort of gay,” Leo said.

“Ah.” Tristan grinned. “Am I the wrong sort of gay, too?”

“God, yes,” Leo said. “You’re so… You’re not boring. You’re not the least bit apologetic. They’d hate you.” He realised what he’d said a second later. “Oh God, that sounded awful, didn’t it? I just mean they hate the idea of anyone like you existing, because you’re so loud about it.” God, he really had drunk too much wine, hadn’t he? “Not that there’s anything wrong with you!”

“I like tipsy Leo.” Tristan topped up his glass. “He’s very uninhibited.”

“Uninhibited!” Leo exclaimed. “That’s the right word. For you, I mean. And it’s a good thing.”

“I’m a fabulous gay butterfly who spreads colour and joy throughout the world, and people like your parents would prefer it if I was a boring brown moth, is that it?” Tristan said.

“Yes! And…ugh, I’m so tired of being a boring brown moth, Tris.” He blinked. “Not that…not that I could be a butterfly. I don’t like it when people look at me. But there are other sorts of moths, right? Apart from those dusty brown ones.”

Tristan caught his hand as he reached for his phone to google it. “I like tipsy Leo, but maybe he should switch to water after this one.”

“That’s a good idea.” Leo sighed. “I think that’s why Jimmy left me the shop and the house, so that I could get out from under their thumb. Except I didn’t even really know I was stuck there. Not until…not until I met you, and Wei, and Harry and Jack, and Miss O’Jenny and even Orlando.”

“You think Jimmy was giving you an escape?” Tristan smiled and squeezed his hand. “Yeah, that sounds like him.”

“I wish I’d known him better.”

“He was great,” Tristan said. “Totally crazy, but in the best way. He was the most glorious butterfly, if you crossed it with a fighter pilot or something. Wait. No. A wasp? I feel like this metaphor is getting away from us.”

“A Siamese fighting fish,” Leo suggested.

“Sure, why not?” Tristan shifted Leo’s wine slightly out of reach.

“I wonder what he’d say about Mum and Dad sending a valuer.” Leo sighed.

“He’d tell them to go fuck themselves, probably.”

“I wish I could tell them to go fuck themselves, but I don’t think I’m that brave. They even talked me into going to one of Dad’s political dinner thingies. Said it would look good on his diversity card to be seen out with his gay son.”

“Are they really that awful?”

“Yes!” Leo sighed again. “No? I don’t know.”

“Do you need them for money?”

“No. I mean, look, I own a house now and everything.”

“Okay.”

“What?” Leo squinted at him.

Tristan shrugged and smiled.

“You’re…” Leo gestured at him. “You’re looking at me like you’re waiting for me to figure something out.” The drunk penny dropped. “Oh! You’re waiting for me to realise that I could tell them to go fuck themselves, and what’s the worst that could happen, because I am finandually—financially independent!” He gasped. “I could tell them!”

Tristan laughed. “There it is. But only if you wanted. Because you are brave enough.”

“Am I?”

“Yup.” Tristan said it like there was no room for argument.

“Because I don’t want to do the things they want me to do,” Leo said. “I don’t want to be just like them. I don’t want to bring home a boring boy. I want to bring you home.” A thought struck him then. “I should take you to their fancy dinner! As my boyfriend!”

Tristan raised an eyebrow, and a wicked smile formed. “No,” he corrected. “As a Bad Boyfriend.”

Leo gasped. “I couldn’t!” He blinked. “Could I?”

Tristan smirked. “I mean, they’d never ask you to go to any more boring dinners.”

“God, you’re right.” Excitement stirred in his gut. His parents would never forgive him. Except Leo’s life was already full of things they’d never forgiven—his brief emo phase when he’d dyed his hair black, that time he’d tried karaoke at his cousin’s wedding, the time he’d had a party when they were out of town and the police had been called about the noise—and he was used to them bringing them up, even years later. What was one more thing? And maybe, this would be a big enough thing that he’d actually shock them into realising that he was his own man. If not, well, fuck it—at least he’d have earned their disapproval this time. A part of him wondered if this was like the fettuccine kisses—an excellent idea when he was drunk but probably not in the cold light of day tomorrow—but another part of him didn’t care. “Jimmy would approve.”

“Jimmy would a thousand percent approve.”

“That’s not a number.”

“Leo, babe, I know.”

And in that instant, as tipsy as he was, Leo knew that he wouldn’t change his mind about horrifying his parents with Tristan acting as the best—worst?—Bad Boyfriend who ever existed. Because as Leo laughed, throwing his head back, his body shaking with joy, he knew that there was nothing more important in life than moments like these.

 

* * * *

 

“I don’t see why you’re upset,” Leo’s mother said impatiently at their regularly scheduled Friday dinner. “We were just trying to help. Obviously, you’re not capable of arranging an assessment yourself or you would have done it. And from what he saw before that rude tenant kicked him out, Gary said even in its current state you’re sitting on a small fortune.”

“That’s just it, Mum. I’ve had it valued, to secure the loan for the repairs. You do know I’m an actual adult, right?” It wasn’t how he normally spoke to his mother, and the flame of defiance that seemed to have taken up residence in his gut flared brightly with the unaccustomed thrill of it.

“No need for that tone,” his father said. “Your mother’s looking out for you, that’s all.” He peered over the top of his glasses at Leo, a move that normally would have had Leo squirming and apologising, except now all he could think of was Tristan saying “You are brave enough.”

He decided now was as good a time as any to change the subject. “By the way, I’m free for Lillian whatsername’s dinner.”

“Kingsbury,” his mother said, her mouth set in disapproval. “Please take the time to at least learn her name. We want to make a good impression. That’s why we’re bringing you. It will cement us as allies.” She frowned. “Is that the word? Allies?”

Leo breathed deeply through his nose and didn’t bother to point out that talking to their own child hardly made someone an ally. Instead, he said, “I wondered, would it be all right if I brought a date?”

His mother tilted her head as she twirled the stem of her wine glass. “Since when are you dating? You never mentioned it before now.”

“It’s recent,” Leo hedged, “but I’d like to bring him to dinner.”

His mum nodded her approval. “That would work nicely. That way people can see that you’re gay, and we won’t have to find ways to slip it into conversation.” She hesitated. “He is…he is the right sort of person, isn’t he?”

Leo thought of Tris, his nipple ring and his skimpy kimonos and the way he did that thing with his tongue that made Leo’s spine melt. “Yeah,” he said and smiled. “He’s perfect.”

 


Chapter Fifteen

A few days before Leo’s parents’ fancy dinner thing, Tristan wandered home from the bus stop, taking his time so he didn’t miss the cat at number six who liked to demand all the pets. From where he was crouched on the footpath at number six, the cat weaving around him happily, he could see Jack’s ute parked up in front of their house, and a couple of other utes too, which suggested there were tradies of some sort on the scene. He wondered if there was an official start date yet. A ‘We’re knocking this whole wall down, so you have to go and live with your boyfriend for as long as it takes, Tristan’ date. He couldn’t wait. He and Leo didn’t work at all on paper, but in practice? Somehow, their opposing edges fit together exactly right.

The cat mrowped at him impatiently and butted his head at his hand in a clear demand for more scritches, and Tristan obliged. He couldn’t wait till Harry got a kitten. Although, would he be here to see it? Or would he just…stay at Leo’s once he’d moved in? It was a bit presumptuous to assume he’d be welcome—but then, Tristan always had been a bit presumptuous. Wallflowers didn’t get laid.

He stood and stretched, then meandered the rest of the way home. The house still had all its walls, so he guessed he wasn’t moving quite yet. Maybe he’d ask Leo if he wanted him to bring his stuff over this weekend. That way they could leave for the fundraiser together. Tristan still hadn’t perfected his outfit for the evening. It was proving harder than he’d thought to pin down a look that would get him in the door of a political dinner but still be shocking enough to scandalise Leo’s parents. The more Tristan heard about them, the more he disliked them. Leo was awesome and smart and funny and gorgeous, and Tristan would fight anyone who tried to make him feel like he was anything other than amazing. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like, having to fit into someone else’s blueprint to win their approval. At the same time, he admired Leo for finally taking a stand against his parents, their outdated ideas of decency and their definition of what made the right kind of gay. He was looking forward to fucking them over, honestly.

“If we were all expected to be the same, we wouldn’t need an entire fucking rainbow,” he told the wheelie bin. He liked to think the cloud of flies buzzing around it agreed.

“Talking to yourself, mate?” a bloke in a high-vis vest and faded blue shorts asked as he hauled a ladder out the front door.

“I’m the only person who listens to me, Davo Two,” Tristan said, pulling his mouth down in an exaggerated sad mask.

Davo Two laughed as he headed for his ute. “Only one crazy enough!”

Tristan clutched his heart. “Davo Two! I thought we were BFFs forever!”

“I’m Davo One!” Davo Two yelled back, still laughing. “And my name’s Darren.”

“I never was any good with names!” Tristan called back, heading inside.

The small kitchen was crowded, with Jack, Harry, Ambrose and Liam all squeezed around the tiny table, helping themselves out of the parcel of hot chips sitting in the centre. “Ooh, chips!” He wedged himself onto Liam’s lap.

Ambrose side-eyed him.

“It’s okay. I have a boyfriend now,” Tristan assured him, and helped himself to a chip.

“I think that’s one of the signs of the apocalypse,” Ambrose said.

“Fuck you,” Tristan said. “How are you, anyway, you salty bitch?”

“Fine,” Ambrose said. “So’s Liam.”

Tristan squirmed. “Yeah, I can feel that. Fiiiine.”

“Oh, god,” Liam muttered in his ear, and shoved him off his lap.

“You have a parcel, Tristan,” Harry said, wide eyed. “I had to sign for it and everything. It’s marked fragile.”

Tristan furrowed his brow. “I don’t think I ordered anything.”

Harry darted into the living room and came back with a large box. Sure enough, there were orange stickers all over it proclaiming this way up and fragile. Tristan reached out and grabbed it and shoved the chips aside to make a space. It wasn’t from Bad Dragon or Adultshop, so he really had no idea what it could be. He ripped open the box—well, he tried to rip open the box, then Liam handed him a bread knife, which got it started well enough to tear.

The pristine white box inside it gave it away.

“Is that the newest MacBook Pro?” Harry asked, his jaw dropping. And no wonder. Whenever he started up his cheap ten-year-old laptop, it complained so loudly Tristan could hear it from his bedroom.

“Hmm,” Tristan said. “Looks like it, yeah.” He poked around in the wrappings and found an envelope with a card wedged inside the outer box. He flipped it open. “Oh! It’s just from Mum. She sent it as a ‘well done’ for getting HDs in all my mid-years.”

The silence was deafening. Tris looked up to see all eyes on him. “Your mum sent you a new Mac, just…out of the blue?” Jack asked slowly.

“Um, yeah? They like to give me things.” Tristan shrugged. He turned to Harry. “Hey, you want my old laptop? It’s a couple of years old, but it’s hardly worth the effort of selling it.”

Harry gasped like a scandalised Victorian maiden. “You can’t just give away a laptop.”

Tristan shrugged again. He didn’t see what the big deal was. “Okay, fine. How about you pay me by helping me find something to wear to this big dinner on Friday night? I need to be the worst boyfriend ever, but I also need to get in the door of the Point Seymour Yacht Club. So slutty, but slutty formal.”

“But—”

Tristan leaned forward and placed a finger across Harry’s lips. “Shhh. Stop arguing and think of something fabulously decadent for me to wear, preferably with sequins.”

Harry huffed a breath against Tristan’s finger. “Yeah, I was never really decadent. I was more dole bludger.”

“Same,” Ambrose said, his eyes alight with mischief. “But I have ideas.”

 

* * * *

 

Once all the chips had been consumed and Liam and Ambrose had gone home, Tristan called his mum. She picked up on the first ring. “Darling! Did you get my present?”

“Yeah, it was great!” Tristan said. “Thanks!”

“Don’t mention it, sweetheart. You know your father and I are so proud of how well you’re doing at uni. I can’t believe you’re almost qualified.”

“Me either. Six more months and no more uni. I’ll have to work like an actual adult.”

“You’re a perfectly fine adult, Tristan, and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Now I’ve been meaning to ask, are you busy on Saturday night?”

“Actually, I’m going on a date,” Tristan said, “with my boyfriend.”

There was a moment’s silence. “Tristan Montague, are you telling me you’re actually dating?”

“Yeah,” Tristan said. “Nobody’s more shocked than me, but Leo’s special. I really like him, Mum, and he likes me back.” He got a warm glow just thinking about it.

“Oh darling, that’s wonderful! I can’t wait to meet him. When can you bring him for dinner?”

Tristan didn’t know why he was surprised at his mother’s enthusiasm. Half the reason he’d moved out of his home in the first place was that his mother had kept insisting on feeding his hook-ups breakfast then asking to add them on Facebook, which had gotten awkward really fast when most of the time Tristan didn’t even remember their names. But in this case, he wanted his parents to meet Leo, just so they could see how amazing he was.

“We have this thing on Saturday night, but I’ll check with Leo and get back to you. We could do Sunday lunch?”

“I can’t wait. How did you meet? How long have you been dating? I want to know everything.”

Tristan laughed. “Slow down, Mum. It’s pretty new. Don’t start sending out invitations to the Fisher-Montague nuptials just yet!”

“Fisher-Montague or Montague-Fisher?”

“Maybe I’ll just take his name.”

“Or keep your own, darling. That’s what I did. Be a strong independent woman like me,” his mother teased.

“Strong independent woman, got it.” Tristan laughed. “I have to go, Mum. I’m taking dinner over to Leo’s.”

“Look at you, being all considerate. I hope this boy knows what a catch you are.”

“If he doesn’t, I’ll make sure to remind him. Bye, Mum!”

Tristan ended the call and took a moment to smile over how much he genuinely liked his parents. He was still smiling over it as he ordered their dinner—Indian, because it was Leo’s favourite.

His mum was right. He was a catch.

 

* * * *

 

When Leo opened the door of his flat, he looked distinctly frazzled. His expression brightened when he saw Tristan, and his smile widened even further when he saw the bag of Indian takeaway Tristan was carrying. “Food! Tris!” He stood aside so Tristan could come in.

“Wait! Why am I second on that list?” Tristan complained, setting the bags down on the table.

Leo gave him a sheepish look. “I promise you’re my favourite, but I’m also really hungry. I’ve been looking at figures from the shop all afternoon, and I forgot to eat.”

Tristan took the time to give Leo a quick kiss before he pulled out two plates and started dishing up the takeaway. “Does that mean you finally talked to Jimmy’s accountant?”

“Not exactly. We keep playing phone tag. But he emailed me the figures for the past few months. There’s so much money in sex!”

Tristan laughed. “Of course there is!”

“Pretty sure my parents haven’t figured out just how lucrative the shop is.”

Tristan raised his eyebrows. “Would it make a difference if they knew?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Leo said. He shrugged. “And you know what? I don’t want them to know how well the shop does. If they have a change of heart, I don’t want it to be about the money. So as far as I’m concerned, it’s none of their business.”

Tristan didn’t like how Leo looked so tired when he said that, as though he couldn’t even summon up the energy to be angry at his parents anymore. And Tristan got it—at least in theory. Sometimes all a person could do was step back from a messy situation.

He ignored the plates for a moment, and tugged Leo into an embrace. He hugged him until he felt his shoulders slump and the tension leave him. “I’m sorry you’re having a rough day, Leo.”

“It’s better now you’re here,” Leo said, and pressed a kiss to his cheek.

“Well, of course it is,” Tristan agreed, releasing him at last. “I bring joy and happiness wherever I go. It’s my superpower.”

Leo’s eyes sparkled. “Don’t forget your modesty.”

“Also a superpower,” Tristan said with a grin.

Leo was much chattier, and much happier, by the time they sat down to eat, and Tristan felt a swell of pride at having contributed to the lift in his mood. And something more than pride too—protectiveness? He was having a Spider-Man moment, realising that with the great power of influencing how Leo felt came the great responsibility of not fucking it up.

“So, tell me everything about yourself,” he said around a mouthful of naan.

Leo blinked at him. “What?”

“Leo Fisher one-oh-one.”

“I think you already know everything.”

Tristan hummed. “I know some things. But I want to know all the things. I want to know who your favourite teacher was. I want to know your first dog’s name. Your favourite colour. I want to know exactly where you grew up. All the little things that came together to make you you, I want to know.”

“Really? Because it sounds like you’re trying to crack the security questions on my internet banking.”

“I’m trying to get to know you better!” Tristan narrowed his eyes. “I’d make an excellent conman, by the way.”

“Oh, I wasn’t disparaging your conman skills,” Leo said, putting his fork down to show Tristan his palms. His mouth twitched. “Much.”

“If I were a cold war spy, I’d totally be a honeypot,” Tristan said. “I’d be so good at pillow talk. You’d spill your guts on those nuclear codes in minutes, because I am amazing at sex.”

“You—” Leo snorted and shook his head. “Yeah, no, you’re totally right. I would fold in a heartbeat.”

“Worth it, though,” Tristan said, “since you get to tap this.”

“Oh, I would have no regrets at all, even if the world exploded.”

“I’d keep you warm in the ensuing nuclear winter, baby.”

Leo wrinkled his nose. “To be clear, you’re a bad spy in this scenario, right? You not only took my nuclear codes, but you used them, too?”

Tristan rolled his eyes. “You can’t give me something and tell me not to use it, Leo. It’s like that marshmallow experiment with toddlers. The marshmallow is right there. What are they supposed to do? There is literally no point in having a marshmallow if you can’t eat it.”

“Is that really the same as having nuclear codes and not using them?”

“I don’t know,” Tristan said. “Nobody’s ever given me nuclear codes. And it’s been way too long since I had any marshmallows, too, come to think of it.”

Leo laughed. Tristan loved the little wrinkles that appeared at the corners of his eyes when he did.

He couldn’t remember ever having so much fun with anyone before. Well, fun without sex. Because sex was great, but so were moments like these. Moments where there was no heat, where a conversation wasn’t leading straight to the bedroom, but instead there was warmth and joy in each other’s company. If tonight ended up with them in bed? Fantastic! But if it didn’t? Also genuinely fantastic, because Tristan loved just spending time with Leo and making him laugh by talking shit.

“So, Ambrose and Harry helped me with my outfit for this dinner thing,” he said.

Leo raised his eyebrows. “Is it amazing?”

“I think I can do better,” Tristan said frankly. “I never thought I’d say it, but maybe my wardrobe isn’t up to the job. Because it has to be something good enough to get me past the doorman, but also totally shocking, you know? But I’ll think of something, and it’ll knock their respectable little socks off.”

“Do I get a preview of this outfit?” Leo asked, biting his lip.

Tristan suddenly thought back to his mum’s earlier teasing about weddings, and that weird custom of the groom not getting to look at his bride first, which was weird. Not just the custom, but the idea that some part of his brain was subconsciously making connections between ‘Leo’ and ‘outfit’ and ‘wedding’, and he wasn’t running screaming for the hills. The fact he was casting himself as the bride was a whole other level of weird that he wasn’t looking at right now.

“No,” he said. “I want to surprise you. But if you biting your lip there was an attempt at a sexy-times seduction, sign me the fuck up, and I’ll wear whatever you want.”

“How did you ever get laid when you call it a ‘sexy-times seduction’, though?” Leo laughed.

“It’s because my mouth does more than make silly words.”

Leo blinked. “That’s valid.”

“I’m also really hot.”

“And modest.”

“Yes, we talked about how modest I am before. It’s my superpower, remember?”

“I’m surprised you aren’t classing your dick as a superpower,” Leo grinned.

“Oh, no. No radioactive spiders are getting anywhere near my junk, thanks. What if it doesn’t give me super stamina and makes it shrivel up and fall off instead? It would be a loss to humanity. I’m not prepared to take that risk.”

Leo threw back his head and laughed. “You’re ridiculous.”

“You like me anyway.”

Leo’s smile faded. “I really do.” His smile wavered. “These last few weeks have been crazy, but you’ve been there for me in ways I don’t think you even know are really important. It felt like coming out all over again, almost—figuring out who I am, and who I want to be. And it turns out there’s a whole community out there, and—” He shook his head and swallowed. “Thanks for being the rude hot guy at my great-uncle’s funeral, Tris. Because I wouldn’t be here tonight, with you, if you hadn’t asked me if I was Uncle Jimmy’s sugar baby. And I wouldn’t have known what I was missing.”

“The sugar baby thing was a genuine foot-in-mouth moment,” Tristan said. “Just so you know, I’m not always a total dick at funerals. But I’m glad my mouth got ahead of my brain that day, too, because meeting you and being with you is the best thing that’s happened to me.”

Leo reached out across the small table and caught his hand. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me, too.”

 


Chapter Sixteen

Leo was sitting in the tea room at work, eating pre-made chicken casserole that he no longer wanted but was stuck eating for two more days this week because meal planning sucked, when his phone rang. He didn’t recognise the number on the screen but he answered regardless, because Darren had said he’d call him with a date for the renovations to start before the end of the week, and it was already Thursday. It wasn’t Darren on the phone, though.

It was Harry.

“Are you selling the house and kicking us out?” he demanded, slightly out of breath.

“What? No, why?”

Harry’s voice had an edge of panic to it when he said, “Well why is there a real estate guy here demanding to be shown through the property and saying the owner sent him and it’s going on the market?”

“What?” Leo sat bolt upright and dropped his fork into his lunchbox, heedless of the gravy spatters that landed on his work shirt.

“There’s a guy here who says he’s listing the house for sale,” Harry repeated.

Leo felt a lead ball forming in the pit of his stomach. “Is his name Gary?”

“I don’t know. I shut the door in his face and told him he’s breaching tenants’ rights,” Harry said. “He keeps knocking, though.”

“Don’t let him in. And I’m definitely not selling.”

Harry’s sigh of relief was audible. “I mean, you said you weren’t but then he turned up, and I didn’t know—”

“Are any of the Davos there?” Leo interrupted and wondered when he’d picked up Tristan’s habit of referring to his tradies as ‘the Davos’.

“Um, yeah. Geoff the floor guy’s here.” Leo nodded to himself. Geoff the floor guy was built like a prop forward for the Sydney Roosters but was also a nice guy. He was perfect.

“Okay, good. Get him to act as your bouncer and tell Gary to fuck off.”

“I…I can’t just say that!”

You can take the boy out of preschool, but apparently you can’t take the preschool teacher out of the boy, Leo thought.

“Put Geoff on the phone, yeah?”

A few muffled sounds later, and Geoff said, “Leo?”

“Hey, yeah. Harry says there’s a guy there? And he won’t leave? He doesn’t have my permission to be there. I can call the police but—”

“Nah, I got it,” Geoff said. Muffled sounds again, and Leo heard a distant bellow of, “Fuck right off or I’m coming down there!”

A moment later, Harry was back on the phone. “I think he’s gone. Geoff is really, um, scary, actually. He was waving a piece of wood out the window and everything.”

Leo made a mental note to pick up a slab of VB for Geoff. “I still don’t have an official start date for the work, but do you and Jack want to move into the flat today? I don’t want you guys getting hassled.”

Harry was silent for a moment. “And you’re not just saying that to get us out, right?”

“Not to sell the place, no!” Leo rubbed his forehead. “I’m not selling, I swear. Like, I can sign a Stat Dec or something if you want me to.”

“Would that count?”

“I honestly have no idea. Would it make you feel better?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m not trying to screw you over, but the only way I can prove it is, well, by not screwing you over. But if I was trying to get rid of you, would I be moving you into another one of my properties?”

“That makes sense, I guess,” Harry said slowly. “But where did the real estate guy come from, then?”

Leo sighed. “My parents. They think if they keep pushing me to sell, I’ll cave.”

“But you won’t, right?”

Leo couldn’t even be mad at Harry for asking, not when he’d only just discovered he had a backbone himself. He knew what it was like to be in a constant losing battle with his insecurities and anxieties. And Harry had every reason to be nervous. If there was even a chance that Leo was intending on going back on his word, he—and Jack and Tris—would be screwed. “I won’t cave. I’ve decided that I’m keeping the house and I’m keeping the shop, and my parents can go fuck themselves.”

It felt surprisingly good to say it out loud.

“So, um, are you sure we can move into the flat today? Because it’s my RDO today, so I can pack, and if I call Jack he can probably scrounge a half-day, but you’re still stuck at work and we don’t have keys to the new place.”

Leo pressed his fingertips to his temples. “I’ll chuck a sickie and be there in an hour, okay? You’ll call Jack and tell him what’s happening?”

“Yeah.” Harry still sounded worried—but then, Harry always sounded vaguely worried. “Thanks, Leo.”

Leo ended the call. Being a landlord was stressful. Being a landlord with interfering fucking parents was even more stressful. He was definitely going to remember this moment when he turned up to Mum and Dad’s bullshit political thing at the yacht club on Saturday. Because if he even had a moment where he second-guessed himself about whether or not he was doing the right thing, he needed to remember this.

He took a deep breath and opened his contacts.

Then chickened out and sent a text message to his parents instead.

 

Mum and Dad. I am not selling the house. If you try to send anyone over there again, I will call the police on them.

 

This time next week, he’d have put a bomb under his relationship with his parents, and he had no idea what the fallout was going to look like, but he found that he didn’t care.

It was an oddly comforting mental space to find himself in.

 

* * * *

 

Tristan was a surprisingly efficient packer. Leo wasn’t sure why, but he’d kind of expected Tris to shove everything into Coles bags and dump the contents in the middle of the living room. Instead, he pulled out an ugly set of matching luggage, folded and stacked everything with military precision, and was ready to go inside an hour.

“What?” he said. “You don’t think I’ve ever packed for overseas holidays before?” He looked around the room with a satisfied nod. “The rest of the stuff can stay here till the Davos are done.”

“I’m starting to think you really are a spy,” Leo said, from where he was leaning in the doorway.

“What? Why?”

“Just…if you had this whole hidden life, it wouldn’t surprise me, I guess. You have a matching luggage set. You.” He snorted. “Even if it is ugly plaid.”

“Honey,” Tris said, raising a brow, “it’s Burberry.”

“Wait? What? Seriously? Like Burberry, or ‘I got it from a guy in the pub who said it fell off the back of a truck’ Burberry?” He did the air quotes.

“It all looks the same,” Tris drawled with a grin. He straightened up and stretched, pressing his palms on the backs of his hips and arching his spine in a way that made Leo want to throw him onto the bed and ravish him… or be ravished. “Anyway, how about you see if Jack and Harry are ready to go, while I raid the kitchen and make sure we’re not leaving the Tim Tams behind?”

So no ravishing, then.

Leo sighed and went to check on Harry and Jack. Harry looked a bit like a forlorn orphan standing there next to his belongings, most of which were stuffed into Coles bags. Jack had several duffels and some cardboard boxes, and it looked like they were ready to go.

They loaded up the ute while Tristan ordered an Uber for him and Leo, and Jack followed them to the flat. Harry stood on the footpath looking up at the sign in the window that proclaimed Pleasure Party in foot-high hot pink letters, his cheeks almost as pink as the sign.

Leo felt a flash of recognition at his unease—hadn’t he been exactly the same the first time he’d visited? He stepped forward and patted Harry on the shoulder. “It’s not as scary as it looks, I promise. Come on.” He led the way inside.

“It’s not scary at all,” Tristan insisted. “Everything here is fun stuff!” He grabbed a bottle of flavoured lube and chucked it at Harry. “Here, housewarming present.”

Harry caught the tube instinctively and jammed it into the pocket of his jeans, his face flaming. “Can we just go upstairs?”

“Don’t you want to look around?” Tristan asked. Leo knew that given half a chance, he’d be fitting Harry for a chest harness and discussing the best brand of anal plugs. Poor Harry might actually die of embarrassment right in front of the dildo display case.

Leo hastily pulled the keys out. “It’s through here.” He unlocked the door to the stairwell.

“Oi!”

They all turned as Wei glared at them from behind the counter. She stood there, chin tilted up, a geometric chunk of her hair dyed violently orange.

“I saw you steal that lube and give it to your friend, Tristan!” She pointed at Harry. “You, put that back.”

Harry meeped. Leo was sure he was having visions of police, arrest and the end of his teaching career.

“It’s fine!” Leo said. “I can pay!” He blinked. “Wait. I’m the owner. I don’t actually need to pay.”

Tristan gasped. “Oh! You don’t! You can take anything in the shop! There’s this vibrator I really want to try and—”

“I don’t want the lube!” Harry exclaimed. He held it out with trembling fingers, and Leo took it. “I don’t need a housewarming present. Thank you, Tris. And Leo.” He pushed his glasses up his nose and squinted at the tube. “What does ‘warming and tingling’ mean?”

“Wei, this is Harry and Jack,” Leo said, handing the lube back to Tristan to reshelve. “They’re going to be living in the flat for a while. Harry and Jack, this is Wei. She’s the manager.”

“I’ve met Jack before,” Wei said.

Harry’s eyes went round.

“I bought your teddy bear here,” Jack said, a smile tugging up the corners of his mouth.

“Oh!” Harry brightened. “They have teddy bears?”

“Why don’t we go and look at the flat first?” Leo suggested and ushered everyone up the stairs.

He wondered if between Tristan and his ambition to try everything in the shop, and Harry and his love of teddy bears, the place would be bankrupt in a month. Then he thought that was an overreaction. Neither of them would get past Wei.

He pushed open the door at the top of the stairs. “Here it is.”

When he got his first glimpse inside the flat, Harry stopped dead. “This is nice,” Harry said, a note of wonder in his voice. “Like, really nice.”

“I told you,” Tristan said as he leaned over and ruffled Harry’s hair affectionately. “I said it was nice and that Leo would take care of you.”

“Yeah, you did,” Harry admitted, stepping farther into the flat and wandering around the living area, taking everything in.

“Let me give you the tour,” Leo said. Harry and Jack followed him around as he pointed out the bedroom, bathroom and tiny second not-a-bedroom. “It’s only small.”

“But there’s no black mould or dodgy floorboards,” Jack pointed out. “It’s great.”

“And the rent’s really not any more than the other place?” Harry asked, because Harry and his insecurities came as a package deal.

“It’s actually a bit less,” Leo said, “since you’ve had to go to the trouble of moving.”

Harry beamed at him. Jack threw Leo a grateful smile and took Harry’s hand and tugged him downstairs. “Come on. Let’s get our stuff.”

Tristan wrapped an arm around Leo’s waist and pressed a kiss to his temple before saying “I don’t know how to break it to you, but you’re failing as a slumlord. You’re far too decent.”

“I don’t mind,” Leo said, leaning into the embrace. “Did you see how happy they were?”

“Mmm. Shall we help them unload? The sooner we’re done here, the sooner we can go back to your place.”

The thought of Tristan being at his flat and waking up next to him every morning filled Leo with joyous anticipation.

“Our place, you mean,” he corrected. Sure, it was a temporary arrangement, but Leo could pretend it was more, right? Tristan rewarded him with one of his dazzling smiles. Then he turned and cupped Leo’s face in his hands and drew him into a kiss that lasted right until they were interrupted by Jack and Harry clattering back up the stairs with their arms full of boxes.

“Is there a back door?” Harry asked. “This place is great, but I don’t want my preschoolers’ parents seeing me leaving a sex shop.”

“Yeah, I’ll show you the side door.” Leo suspected that Harry also didn’t want to walk past shelves full of dildoes and vibrators on his way to and from work each day. He got it. Hell, a few weeks ago he would have worried about it, too, and he didn’t have parents and the moral outrage to worry about. Well, except his own parents. They had plenty of moral outrage to go around. And he and Tristan were going to give it a real workout at the yacht club.

That thread of rebellion that had been twisted around in Leo’s stomach since Uncle Jimmy’s funeral? It was a core of steel now.

Or at least it would be, with Tristan by his side.

 

 

 


Chapter Seventeen

On the morning of the party, Tristan awoke in Leo’s very beige bedroom, stretched, and stared up at the ceiling. Then he turned his head and squinted at the window. Bright sunlight was slanting through the blinds. It promised to be a lovely morning outside, for people who liked that sort of thing. Tristan was really only a fan of mornings when he could sleep through them. Leo, though, got up early and did morning things like eating a healthy breakfast and sometimes even jogging, which Tristan personally thought was taking things too far, but each to their own. The past few days had been kind of fun, finding out those little quirky details about each other. He enjoyed this relationship business. It was like the discovery proceedings of a lawsuit, where everyone had to be open and honest and show off all their secrets. Like the fact that Leo folded his socks, instead of balling them, because “that way you don’t stretch them out and they last longer, Tris!”

He wondered idly if he should wear socks or go full Miami Vice for the fundraiser tonight. He still hadn’t settled on the perfect thing to wear, despite Ambrose and Harry’s advice, although he was contemplating a gold mesh crop top under a tuxedo jacket. The problem was slipping under the doorman’s radar. He knew from experience that unless he had the right connections, gaining entrance to some of the yacht clubs in town was more difficult than getting tickets to the NRL Grand Final.

He snuggled against the soft cotton sheets for a minute before sighing and levering himself upright. Leo didn’t know he didn’t have anything to wear yet, so Tristan was going to have to find something this morning, even though he’d much rather find Leo and drag him back to bed. If he did that, Tristan knew, it would be afternoon before they emerged again, because Leo was insatiable. While normally that wouldn’t be a problem, today Tristan had a responsibility to make himself the worst possible boyfriend, as a way of showing he was the best possible boyfriend—or something.

It was too early for this.

It was—he reached for his phone and squinted at the screen—ten a.m.

God. That was practically still dawn. Although it did mean that Leo had probably been back from his run for hours and was currently doing something else adorably domestic, like the laundry. No, Tristan remembered. He was out getting a haircut in preparation for tonight. Tristan knew this, because he’d made the appointment for him with Valli, his own hair guy, horrified when Leo had mentioned dropping into a Supercuts.

He still had so much to teach Leo. After all, since he was saving so much money by prolonging the life of his socks by folding them, he could afford to drop more than thirty bucks on a decent hair stylist. His curls could look so good, if only he’d put them in talented hands.

There was a parallel there somewhere with Leo’s arse and it being at its best in Tristan’s hands, but Tris was too under-caffeinated to fully make it.

He got up and staggered into the kitchen to fix that.

Leo, because he was the best boyfriend in the world, owned a decent coffee machine. Okay, maybe he owned it because he liked good coffee, but the fact remained that it was just one more thing Tristan lo—liked about him.

Tristan might have been a boyfriend novice, but even he knew it was too early to start thinking any L-word apart from like. Even if the warm, tingling feeling in his chest told him he was deluding himself. The whole process of meeting Leo, to fooling around with Leo, to being exclusive with Leo, had happened so quickly and smoothly that why couldn’t it be love? Tristan wasn’t going to say it, of course, not even to himself, but why couldn’t it be?

Although, if it could be, and it was, why not say it?

His coffee woke him up, but it didn’t do much to unmuddle his thoughts. He liked Leo—both he and the argumentative voice in his head agreed on that—but anything bigger than that, he’d table for the future.

“I’m shutting it down,” he told the voice in his head as he sipped his second coffee. “I’m not going to blurt it out yet. It’s not happening.”

He almost immediately fucked that up though, when Leo came home with fresh coffee scrolls. His boyfriend was perfect.

“Are you okay?” Leo asked him curiously.

“I am marvellous,” Tristan assured him, biting into his coffee scroll. “And you are adorable with that haircut. Valli is a god.”

It wasn’t quite what he wanted to say, but Leo smiled and blushed, so Tristan figured that, for now, it was good enough.

He reached out and ran his fingers through Leo’s curls. “Look at this. They’re so shiny and bouncy. You look like a shampoo commercial.”

“Not quite long enough to do the over-the-shoulder hair flick like you can.”

“Because I’m worth it,” Tristan said, and gave him a demo. He rubbed his thumb down Leo’s neck. “Oh, you’ve got some little bits stuck on you. I hate that.”

“Yeah, I’m gonna jump in the shower,” Leo said. “Which will ruin whatever Valli did, probably.”

“How do you have these gorgeous curls, and nobody ever taught you how to treat them right?” Tristan pecked him on the lips. “Come on, babe. I’ve got enough product to start my own salon. I’ll wash your hair for you.”

Leo froze, a half-smile on his face. “What, really? You’d do that?”

“Of course! Why wouldn’t I?” Tristan said. “And afterwards I’ll style it for you so everyone else can see how gorgeous you are.”

“Why do I feel like I’ve been sucked into an episode of Queer Eye?” Leo said, his smile relaxing into something more natural.

Tristan laughed. “No, babe. You’re already hot. I just like the idea of getting you all wet and soapy.” It was more than that, though. He wanted to take care of Leo, to run his fingers down the nape of his neck, to caress him as he worked his fingers through the strands of his hair, to make him feel treasured and special and adored.

If they happened to fuck as well, that was just a bonus.

Tristan reached out and brushed at the loose hairs on Leo’s collar. “Come on. Let’s go and get you wet, and then I’ll make you pretty.”

Leo grinned, took Tristan’s hand and led him towards the bathroom, stopping on the way to discard his clothes in the laundry basket. Leo wasn’t the sort of person to drop his clothes just anywhere, even if he was getting naked in the shower with someone. It was just another cute quirk of his. Tristan hadn’t even made it as far as wearing clothes, so he only had to slip out of his kimono and hang it on the back of the bathroom door. He started the water running and contemplated his haircare collection as he waited for the water to warm up. He was distracted by Leo slipping his arms around him from behind and leaning his head on Tristan’s shoulder. It was startling how quickly he’d come to recognise the curves and planes of Leo’s body where he was pressed against him and to crave it. Who knew that one person could be so intoxicating?

He turned in Leo’s grip and stole a quick kiss before tugging him under the hot water. Thankfully Leo had one of those shower heads that was the size of a small planet, so neither of them had to stand shivering outside the spray, and even better, the height was adjustable, so Tristan didn’t have to duck to get under the water. He placed his hands on Leo’s hips and turned him so they were facing, and took a moment just to soak up the gorgeous picture Leo made with his head tilted back into the spray, his eyes closed and lips slightly parted. Tristan reached out and dragged his fingertips through Leo’s curls, making sure his hair was properly wet. He picked up his shampoo and drizzled some onto his hand. Leo let out a moan that was almost pornographic as Tristan massaged his scalp and teased the shampoo into a lather, careful to avoid tangling the strands. “Fuck, that feels good. You’re almost as good as Valli.”

“Only almost?” Tristan asked, running his thumbs down the nape of Leo’s neck.

“Well, he’s a professional.”

Tristan tilted Leo’s head so it was under the water again and rinsed the shampoo out before applying his special salon-brand conditioner, even though Leo’s curls were already silky to the touch. Normally Tristan wouldn’t share it, because it was hellishly expensive, but it was different with Leo.

Everything, it seemed, was different with Leo.

While he waited for the conditioning treatment to be done, Tristan rubbed sandalwood-scented body wash over Leo, using it as a shameless excuse to touch his sexy-as-fuck boyfriend’s firm muscles and gorgeous skin, his dick hardening as he did so.

“Eyes closed,” he instructed, then tipped Leo’s head back and rinsed the conditioner away. Once the water ran clear, Leo opened his eyes and stared up at Tristan with a mischievous smile on his face, the water droplets caught in his eyelashes sparkling like tiny diamonds.

Tristan surged forward and pulled Leo close, kissing him hard. Leo kissed him back, slid his hands down Tristan’s back and squeezed his arse. Tristan moaned into the kiss, and Leo pulled back, eyes bright. “Can I blow you?”

“Fuck, yes.” Tristan groaned.

Leo’s smile widened and he dropped to his knees right there. Tristan briefly debated suggesting that they move this to the bedroom, but then there was a hot mouth engulfing his cock and every coherent thought flew out of Tristan’s head as Leo slipped one hand between his legs and started playing with his balls. Tristan’s cock throbbed urgently, and he couldn’t stop the filthy moan that left him, just like he couldn’t resist reaching out and threading his fingers through those wet curls and tugging gently.

Leo responded with a moan, wrapping his other hand around the rest of Tristan’s shaft and stroking him, the steady rhythm a delicious counterpoint to the wet heat of his mouth, and fuck, Tristan wasn’t going to last. 

“Babe,” he gasped out, the hands in Leo’s hair clutching tighter.

Leo pulled back long enough to press a series of kisses to the crease of Tristan’s thigh that shouldn’t have been nearly as arousing as they were, then swallowed Tristan down again, his tongue laving against the shaft. Tristan could feel his orgasm gathering like a thundercloud, heavy and ready to burst. 

“Leo,” he panted, “Babe, I’m gonna—”

Then he did.

Leo didn’t pull back like he’d expected, instead working him gently through it, swallowing everything down and only pulling off when Tristan started to squirm with sensitivity.

Tristan swayed on his feet for a minute before he managed to pull himself together enough to reach out a hand and help Leo to his feet and pull him in for a hug. “Fuck,” he breathed in Leo’s ear. “That was—” He couldn’t even find words for how mind-blowing it had been.

“Yeah,” Leo said, “it was.” He sounded distinctly smug—which was probably justified, considering he’d just sucked Tristan’s brains out through his dick. It had been incredible, just like everything about Leo, and Tristan was overwhelmed with the need to be close to him.

“Fuck me?” he asked quietly.

Leo’s eyes went wide. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Tristan reached over and turned the water off, then pulled Leo in for a messy, cum-flavoured kiss before dragging him, damp and grinning, out of the shower and into the bedroom. He had things to do and places to be, but right now, Leo was more important.

Somehow, Leo was always more important these days.

 

* * * *

 

The afternoon brought an emergency visit to Pleasure Party, because Tristan wanted to check out their leather gear. Maybe a harness under his tuxedo jacket or something that he could reveal once he was inside? Ugh. He hated not being able to get this stupid outfit right. He’d even contemplated Harry’s hideous peacock suit, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to do it. He still wanted to look attractive. Besides, Harry and Jack had some stupid emotional attachment to the thing, and he wasn’t sure they’d let him borrow it.

“Why aren’t you more shocking?” he mumbled at the leather harness he was holding.

“What are you bitching about?” a familiar voice purred in his ear. He turned to find Miss O’Jenny standing behind him. She was wearing a gold lamé pantsuit and army boots. Her arms were folded over her ample silicone chest as she observed him with a furrow in her brow—not that he’d ever point out that her brow possessed a furrow, since he didn’t want to end up impaled on the pointy end of one of her stilettos. “Aren’t you meant to be in the first flush of passion with little Leo? But here you are, as cranky as a case of the clap. What gives?”

“I am in the flush of passion,” Tristan said after he’d leaned up and given her the obligatory peck on the cheek. “It’s just that I can’t find anything to wear tonight. I’m supposed to be Bad Boyfriending for Leo at a fancy dinner, and I need something that’s shocking but also scrapes by the dress code. It’s impossible.”

Jenny’s immaculate eyebrows shot up. “You’re Bad Boyfriending for your actual boyfriend?”

“Yeah. Long story short, his parents are stuffed shirts with political aspirations, and they’ve insisted Leo come to this dinner to get them the gay vote or something, only he’s done with their bullshit, so he wants me to go as his terrible date. I’m planning to pull out all the stops.”

“All the stops?”

“Yeah—but first I have to get in the door.”

Miss O’Jenny got a speculative look on her face. “Where’s the dinner?”

“I think Leo said it was the Point Seymour Yacht Club?”

The smile that Jenny gave him was positively wicked. “I know their dress code. Formal, but cocktail wear is acceptable.” She reached out and removed the harness from Tristan’s grip. “I have just the thing. And frankly, I’m insulted you didn’t come to me first. Don’t try to be your own fairy godmother, Cinderella.”

Hope blossomed in Tristan’s chest. If anyone could find him something to wear, it was Jenny. And whatever it was, one thing was guaranteed. It would be an absolute show-stopper.

“You are an angel and a goddess,” he proclaimed, “and I trust you utterly.”

Miss O’Jenny tossed her hair back over her shoulders. “Of course I am, and of course you do. Now come with me and let me work my magic.”

 

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

The entrance to the Point Seymour Yacht Club wasn’t something as common as a car park. That was farther down the winding street. There was a valet service to drop cars off after their owners had cruised up the curving semi-circular drive where everyone standing on the balcony inside could see exactly how expensive their ride of choice was. The balcony, Leo knew from experience, wrapped around the entire building. On one side it overlooked the entrance and the city lights, and on the other, the harbour. It was a gorgeous old building, and Scarlett O’Hara wouldn’t have seemed out of place had she come sweeping dramatically down the wide marble staircase.

Leo arrived in an Uber and lurked at the entrance, trying to act casual. He checked his phone again. Tristan was late for…some reason? Some wardrobe emergency or something. He hadn’t been exactly forthcoming with the details. But the upshot was, he was running late, and he’d meet Leo there instead of coming back to the flat first. So now Leo was here, and Tristan was—his phone buzzed with a new message—ten minutes away, apparently.

Leo exchanged an apologetic smile with the doorman for cluttering up the fancy entrance, then went and stood next to a potted palm tree to watch some other people arrive.

The men wore tuxedos, and the women wore gowns of various jewel tones. Leo hated black tie events. He hadn’t been to enough to ever feel comfortable dressed up like a penguin, and he was sure it showed, which made everything twice as awkward as it had to be. Story of his life, really. He envied Tris and the way he was so damned unapologetic about being himself. He didn’t just envy him, though. He was inspired by him.

Still, he reflected, at least he knew his hair looked good. Once he and Tristan had recovered from their sex session enough to function, Tris had fussed over Leo’s curls, primping and styling and applying a myriad of product, tutting under his breath until finally he’d stepped back, satisfied. When Leo had glanced in the mirror, it had been to find that his curls sat almost exactly like they had when he’d left Valli’s salon that morning. He’d been careful not to disturb his hair for the rest of the afternoon, aware that he’d never looked this good in his life. It was just another way Tristan was opening up Leo’s horizons.

Leo cast another glance at the man on the door, and wondered what Tristan was wearing, and if it would make the doorman’s head explode or not.

A familiar silver Audi crunched to a stop on the gravel driveway, and the valets darted forward to open the doors.

Mum emerged first, one hand hovering around her hair as though she was putting it in place using the power of telekinesis. “Leo!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing out here? Did you forget your tickets?”

“No.” He patted his breast pocket. “I’m waiting for my boyfriend. He’s running late.”

Mum’s disapproval was obvious, and Leo was glad that Tristan wasn’t trying to make a good impression. “Oh, Leo, is that—?”

“It hasn’t even started yet,” he said.

Dad rounded the car, casting a worried glance at the valet climbing into the driver’s seat. “Ah, Leo. Good to see you. Where’s your boyfriend?”

“He’s late,” Mum said, and they exchanged a pointed look.

Leo’s phone buzzed again, and he checked his messages. “He said he’s almost here now.”

“Well, you can wait for him inside. It’s unseemly lingering on the footpath. It leaves a bad impression,” his mother said firmly. “Leave his ticket with the doorman.”

Leo opened his mouth to argue but then thought better of it.

The valet drove off in Dad’s Audi, and a white sedan slid smoothly into its place. At first Leo didn’t take any notice of the woman stepping out of the front seat, then he heard her say, in a decidedly masculine tone, “Thanks, mate!”

Tristan.

Leo’s breath caught in his throat.

He was—he was in a satin dress and heels, and he was beautiful. It wasn’t drag, not exactly, though Leo couldn’t claim to be an expert. All he knew was that Tristan didn’t have Miss O’Jenny’s fake boobs and towering beehive hair. He didn’t have the theatrics. He was, quite simply, a man in a dress. The dress was scarlet, with thin spaghetti straps that showed off the very masculine width of his shoulders, and a gaping scoop neck that had no boobs to rest on but displayed his chest hair nicely. It was split up one side, to the thigh, and Leo lost the ability to think when he saw a flash of garter keeping Tristan’s fishnet stockings in place.

Tris’ hair was styled in an updo, with artful strands framing his face, and he was wearing winged eyeliner that made him look like an Egyptian god—or possibly Amy Winehouse, or Amy Winehouse if she were an Egyptian god… goddess.

And, just in case anybody missed it from his flat, hairy chest, he hadn’t shaved. He had unmistakable stubble.

He was glorious.

“Who is that? What is that?” his mother hissed.

Leo struggled to keep from laughing at the sound of horror in her voice that clearly suggested she already suspected the worst. “Mum, Dad,” he said, and stepped forward to hold out his arm to Tristan, “this is Tristan, my boyfriend.”

“It’s so nice to meet you,” Tristan said with a brilliant smile.

Mum and Dad just…stared. For a second Leo thought they’d broken them, but then Mum whirred into action again.

“Leo,” she said. “No, I’m sorry—Tristan, was it? Tristan. My husband and I are very progressive, but I’m afraid you simply cannot—you cannot—we give to charities, you know! For gays. And dogs, too.”

“Oh, how lovely,” Tristan said. His eyes sparkled as he linked his arm through Leo’s. “Perhaps you can send me a collar?”

“Shall we go in?” Leo said brightly. “It’s unseemly to linger on the footpath—or so I’ve been told.”

This was already the best night of his life.

The doorman cleared his throat as he took Leo’s tickets and looked Tristan up and down. For a moment Leo thought he’d be a problem, but Tristan winked at him, and the guy fought down an obvious smile and opened the door for them.

“Leo!” Mum called, sounding desperate. “Leo!”

But they were already inside.

People stopped and stared in the foyer as they made their way up the wide staircase, but Leo barely even noticed. Well, that was a lie. He noticed, but he simply didn’t care. What did it matter if they stared? Let them look. Tristan was amazing and beautiful, and he was on Leo’s arm.

“Doing okay there, babe?” Tristan asked him as they ascended.

“You look beautiful.”

“Aw.” Tristan planted a kiss on his cheek. “And you look super-hot in that suit. Ravish me in the toilets later?”

A man coming down the stairs almost stumbled.

“I would love to,” Leo said. His cheeks ached from how widely he was grinning, and he wondered if this was how Uncle Jimmy had felt when he’d broken all the rules of what was supposedly right and proper. If it was, Leo suddenly understood why he’d done it his whole life, because this was amazing. He was right at the top of a roller coaster—roller coasters didn’t scare the crap out of him for the purposes of this analogy, not like in real life—and the ride was only going to get better.

Huh. Maybe he should actually try a real-life roller coaster at some point. He might hate it, but at least he would have tried it. And he might even surprise himself and have the time of his life.

Maybe Tristan was his roller coaster. He was certainly something special, anyway.

They reached the top of the stairs. Leo hesitated, not sure which way to go, but Tristan breezed forward, saying, “The function room’s to the left, babe,” and Leo allowed himself to be led.

They found their table and settled in. There was an older man already seated. He raised his eyebrows at Tristan, then gave him a broad smile and extended a hand to Leo. “Steve,” he said. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Leo. And this is my boyfriend, Tristan,” Leo added pointedly. Just because Tristan was acting like a Bad Boyfriend didn’t mean it gave this guy a free pass to ignore him.

Tristan waggled his fingers in a tiny wave.

“Tristan and I have met before,” Steve said, and Leo could have sworn the look he gave Tristan was fond. Which—fuck, were they sitting with one of Tristan’s past hook-ups? Not that it mattered, he reminded himself. Statistically, it was bound to happen sooner or later. It was just that this guy didn’t seem like Tristan’s type, despite his silver-fox vibe.

Mum bustled over to the table, Dad in tow. “Leo!” she exclaimed, clutching Leo’s wrist. “I insist that your friend leave!”

“Mum,” he said firmly, “don’t make a scene.” It felt good to throw that back in her face. He’d been hearing it for years. “And Tristan isn’t my friend. He’s my boyfriend.”

“But-but—” She paused for a second, then said triumphantly, “He can’t stay! He’s breaching the dress code!”

Leo’s mouth dropped open. Really? She was resorting to the dress code?

“Technically,” Steve said—and since when did he have a stake in this?—“he’s not. He’s in formal wear.” He nodded at Tristan. “And by the way, you look bloody fantastic.”

Mum blinked rapidly at Steve.

“I, ah, why don’t we sit down?” Dad asked awkwardly.

Mum sounded almost tearful. “But people are going to see!”

Dad sat down and gestured for a waiter with a tray of champagne glasses. “Line them up here, thanks.”

Mum, a hand over her mouth, sank into her seat. She didn’t look at Tristan or at Leo.

A moment later, another man came and sat at their table. He was middle-aged and looked vaguely familiar, but Leo couldn’t place him.

“Hello,” he said. “How is everyone?”

Mum let out a strangled sound, and their table fell into awkward silence.

Then, maybe because it was too quiet, Tristan lobbed a bomb. He leaned back in his seat and crossed his legs, the split in his dress falling open to reveal his toned, muscular thighs, encased in fishnet. “Mrs. Fisher, did Leo mention we’ve moved in together?”

“What?” Mum and Dad asked as one.

“What?” Steve asked, and Leo shot him a look. The fuck was it any of his business?

“Aw!” said the latecomer. “Isn’t that nice?”

Well, he seemed to be the only one who thought so.

Leo grabbed a glass of champagne and handed one to Tristan, who promptly did that silly thing where they linked arms before they drank. It was cute and awkward all at once.

“Yeah,” Tristan said with a smile. “We had sex in his shower earlier today. It’s so big.”

Leo almost choked on his champagne.

“The shower, too,” Tristan said with a wink.

Leo forced down his embarrassment. This was what he wanted Tristan to do. Just…did he have to be so good at it? He was incredible, but Leo would have liked an out-of-body experience right now, thanks.

Steve threw back his head and laughed, and so did the other guy, which made Leo feel a little better. Then, because Steve and the other guy were clearly both arseholes, they shook hands across the table and introduced themselves.

“Steve,” Steve said.

“Kev,” said the other guy.

And now everyone was friends. Yay.

Leo drank some more.

His mother was giving him a death glare, but instead of crumbling under her disapproval like he usually would, Leo straightened up in his chair and ignored her.

“A little bird tells me that you’re considering running for pre-selection, Mr. Fisher,” Kev said. “That’s very admirable. Tell me, what are your thoughts on how to encourage small businesses in the current economic climate?”

Leo tuned out Dad’s response about tax cuts and other incentives.

“We’ve been talking to Lillian,” Mum said. “Lillian Kingsbury.” As though nobody would know otherwise. “She’s been so encouraging.”

“Ah,” said Kev, with a polite nod.

“Ah,” echoed Steve. “Lovely woman, Lillian. Got a lot of time for her.”

“Anyway.” Tristan gave a tinkling laugh. “God, it’s all so boring, isn’t it?” He leaned closer to Steve, his elbows on the table. If he’d had tits, they would have been spilling out of his neckline. “What is it that you do, Steve?”

“I’m an oral and maxillofacial surgeon.”

“Oooh,” Tristan said, walking his fingers along the tablecloth. “Sounds like haaaard work.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. “It’s a very serious profession.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Tristan said, and drained the rest of his champagne. He winked. “You had me at ‘oral’.”

Mum made a high-pitched sound like air escaping from a balloon. “Leo…”

“Doctor Steve,” Tristan said, leaning towards him like a cat looking for affection. “I can call you Doctor Steve, can’t I? Or maybe you’d prefer—?” And suddenly he was out of his chair and perched on a startled Steve’s lap. “Daddy?”

“Oh, my God,” Mum said.

“Oh my God,” Dad said.

Steve laughed. “You little shit.”

Leo was not jealous. He was not. It was just that Steve was attractive, he wasn’t making any move to unseat Tristan, and Leo was finding it harder by the second not to take it personally. It’s all an act, he reminded himself.

It didn’t help much.

The waiter came over with the first course, which consisted of oysters on a half shell, garnished with lemon and displayed on a bed of rock salt. “Oooh, oysters! The food of love, or so they say. Shall I feed you yours, Daddy?” Tristan asked, trailing a fingertip down Steve’s arm.

Leo’s mum choked on her champagne.

“Don’t you think you’d better save that for your date…baby boy?” Steve said with a twinkle in his eye. He gave Tristan a gentle shove off his lap back into his own seat, then, catching Leo’s eye, he winked. Leo had never been so confused in his life. He wasn’t sure what the hell was going on, but it seemed like Steve was somehow in on the whole Bad Boyfriend thing? Which, now he thought about it, was entirely possible. Tristan had all sorts of weird connections. That he’d called in a favour from a daddy-type who was also a dentist wasn’t that much of a stretch. Hell, maybe the guy was his actual dentist. Tristan did have an exceptionally perfect smile.

Tristan slid into Leo’s lap, straddling him, and whispered, “You didn’t tell me it was a Lillian Kingsbury event.”

“Should I have?” Leo murmured, distracted by the way Tristan was squirming against his dick. “Does it matter?”

“Not exactly, but it’s fucking hilarious,” Tristan breathed against the shell of his ear. “I’ll fill you in later.” Then he cupped Leo’s face and gave him a truly filthy kiss, which for some reason earned a smattering of applause from Kev. Tristan grinned and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “Maybe Daddy Steve’s right. Maybe you’re the boy I want to share my oysters with,” he proclaimed loudly. “After all, he’s getting on. He won’t have half the stamina you do.” He rocked in Leo’s lap, and Leo tried, and failed, not to groan.

“Did you need to get a room, Tristan?” Kev asked with a smirk as Leo’s cheeks burned.

“Oh no, I’m fine here, thanks,” Tris said, blowing him a kiss.

“I don’t know what you were thinking, bringing this…this person here!” Leo’s mother burst out, obviously unable to hold back any longer. “He’s a disgrace! How could you possibly imagine we’d approve?”

“He’s my boyfriend,” Leo shot back. “And I wasn’t asking for your approval. After all, you’ve never given it to me before, so why would you start now?” The words were out before he could stop them, and Leo hadn’t meant to shout, but the sudden silence from the surrounding tables made him suspect he’d been louder than he’d intended. He waited for the usual sinking feeling in his gut he got when he’d overstepped with his parents. Instead, a lightness bubbled up in his chest, something like euphoria, and as his mother stared at him open-mouthed, Leo realised that it didn’t just feel good to stand his ground and say what he was thinking. It felt fan-fucking-tastic.

He only wished he’d found out earlier.

 


Chapter Nineteen

Tristan had done a lot of crazy things as a Bad Boyfriend, but sprawling across his father’s lap and calling him “Daddy”—something which had been a lot more wholesome when he’d last done it at around age five—was probably one of the craziest. How the hell hadn’t he put it together that this was one of Lillian Kingsbury’s events? Of course his dad would be here for that. Luckily, a lifetime of raising Tristan had given Steven Montague the patience of a saint and the sangfroid of a—well, a saint meeting a particularly gruesome end. So when Tristan had flung himself at him, he’d just rolled with it.

His dad really was cool. Tristan had always known that but seeing Leo’s parents certainly brought it into sharp relief.

Up on the stage usually reserved for debutantes and charity auctions, a man tapped the microphone, drawing attention away from the drama happening at their table. Even Mrs. Fisher sank back into her seat, looking fraught and harried. Mr. Fisher waved his hand at a waiter for more booze. Tristan liked him the most, but it wasn’t as though he had a high bar to clear to be Leo’s nicer parent. And liking him the most didn’t mean he liked him much at all. He hadn’t exactly stood up for Leo, had he?

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the emcee said, his gaze landing on Tristan, “and ladies. Um, we do hope that you’re enjoying your dinner. All locally sourced, of course. And we also hope that you’re feeling generous with your chequebooks tonight.”

He paused for the expected tittering that filled the room.

“And now, please welcome tonight’s guest of honour, a lady who needs no introduction to the party faithful—Lillian Kingsbury.”

Leo’s mother clapped a little too hard, then stopped abruptly as though she’d suddenly remembered she didn’t want to draw attention to their table. Leo’s dad downed his third, or maybe fourth, flute of champagne. Tristan’s dad inclined his head at the woman walking out on stage.

“It’s Lillian!” Mrs. Fisher exclaimed, sitting up straighter, like the teacher’s pet when the teacher walked in. “Lillian Kingsbury!”

As though the whole room didn’t know it. As though the emcee hadn’t just said it. As though she wasn’t one of the most recognisable faces in state politics.

Lillian Kingsbury was one of those women who was clearly unapologetic about getting older. She wore her grey hair like a battle helmet, except it was more nicely styled, in a sensible bob that, with just a little bit of product, Tristan was sure could be fun and funky. Like every other woman here—and Tristan—she was wearing a ball gown, but she was wearing it like she was one of Charlie’s Angels infiltrating an awards show, where if terrorists suddenly attacked, she’d knock over a table for cover, hitch up her satiny skirt, reveal her sidearm in a thigh holster and save everyone present. Yes, Tristan had recently rewatched the Charlie’s Angels movies with Leo, but he also had a lot of love for badass female characters in general.

“Good evening,” Lillian Kingsbury said. “What a wonderful turnout. It’s good to see so many faces, both old and new, turning out to support the party.” Some wag at the other end of the room called something out. Tristan didn’t hear him, but Lillian laughed. “Yes, Malcolm, some of us are older than others!”

She was quick, funny and sharp, and Mrs. Fisher clasped her hands together like she was having a religious experience.

Tristan didn’t really understand how. Politics was so boring, and he’d been dragged to too many of these things over the years so that, if they’d ever had any shine, they’d lost it ages ago. Really, the only redeeming feature was the free champagne and decent food.

He reached over and helped himself to a salmon and cucumber canapé from his dad’s plate. Making eye contact with Mrs. Fisher and holding it, he poked his tongue out and slid the cracker onto his tongue like a communion wafer, then made a show of chewing and swallowing. “I do love cucumbers,” he said. “Sometimes I even like them as food.”

Leo made a choked-off sound, and Kev didn’t even bother to hide his amusement, laughing loudly. Mrs. Fisher blinked, then, in an obvious desperate attempt to draw attention away from Tristan, said in a slightly too-loud voice, “I’ve spoken to her, you know. Lillian Kingsbury, that is. In person.”

“Oh, really?” Steve said.

“Yes,” Mrs. Fisher gushed. “I called her office to see about getting an extra ticket for Leo’s plus one”—her nose wrinkled in distaste—“and she answered the phone herself.” She addressed Tristan. “So really, you have Lillian Kingsbury to thank for being here at all.”

“I have to thank Lillian Kingsbury for being here?” he asked, wrinkling his nose. “Well, I suppose you’re right, so I’ll be sure to do that when I speak to her next.”

His dad laughed.

“Mum,” Leo said. “Can you…?” He made a face. “Can you calm down?”

It didn’t work. It had the opposite effect. Mrs. Fisher glared at him, then at Tristan, and her face turned a very unhealthy shade of pink. “You want me to calm down? You’re the one ruining everything, Leo! You and your disreputable…friend. People are looking at us! I don’t know what your father and I have done to deserve this!”

Tristan rolled his eyes and sighed. He leaned towards his father and said in an undertone, “How much midazolam do you think it would take to sedate her?”

His father hummed thoughtfully before murmuring, “Are you going to ask her how much she weighs?”

Leo tensed beneath Tristan’s thighs. “Are you—? I mean, how do—? You know what? I’m afraid to ask how you know how much it takes to sedate an adult.”

Tristan flashed him a bright smile. “I need to know, babe. It’s part of my job. Or, it will be.”

Leo looked even more confused. “And how—how do you know Steve?”

“He’s going to be my boss, eventually. I still have to do a year’s general surgical rotation, but after that the plan is for me to join the practice.”

“For my sins,” his dad said, and slapped his hand away before he could steal another canapé. “Stop it. You know the food is the only reason I’m here.”

“The food and the fact you have a crush on the speaker,” Tristan teased.

“Will you stop it!” Mrs. Fisher hissed across the table. “Lillian is speaking!”

“Oh,” Dad said with a smile, “you hear one of her speeches, and you’ve heard them all.”

Leo was staring between them, looking like someone had slapped him upside the head with a four by two. “You’re…a dentist?”

“He’s a disgrace is what he is!” Mrs. Fisher snapped.

“Excuse you,” Tristan said, loudly. Loudly enough that people at the other tables were looking at them again. Even Lillian Kingsbury stopped speaking. “I might be a fucking disgrace”—he winked at Leo—“but also, babe, I’m not a dentist. Once I graduate, I’ll be an oral and maxillofacial surgeon.”

Leo blinked. “Is that not the same as a dentist?”

It was Dad’s turn to glare. “No, it bloody well isn’t.”

“Please, just leave,” Mrs. Fisher said. “I don’t care who you are or what you are. Please go!”

A posse of nervous waiters was heading for their table.

“You do care,” Leo said. “You care too much about things that don’t matter! You’re so sold on the idea that I have to be the ‘right’ sort of gay—whatever that is—that you don’t care about what I want or who I am!”

“Son,” Leo’s father interrupted, “you have to understand, it’s all about the optics. We can’t be seen to have a son who associates with someone like”—he pointed at Tristan—“well, that.”

Leo stood and threw his linen napkin down on the table. “I don’t give a fuck about the optics!” he yelled.

The room went silent.

“Hello,” Lillian Kingsbury said from the stage. “Is there a problem? We’re not at the social policy part of this speech yet, but you know what? It’s never a bad idea to circle around to that more than once.”

Mrs. Fisher froze.

Lillian Kingsbury’s smile could have cut glass. “We support families, and families come in all different shapes and sizes. When I got married, there was still an expectation that a woman stayed home and supported her husband’s career. And she certainly took his name. And she definitely didn’t go off and make a name for herself in politics. Apparently, it didn’t look good. What do they call it nowadays? ‘The optics.’ Now, if I’d followed all those rules, I wouldn’t be here tonight, but luckily, I married a man who was nothing but encouraging. For those of you who don’t know, my husband, Dr. Steven Montague, has been my greatest supporter. Followed closely by my son. They’re both here tonight. Steve, wave.”

Dad grinned and waved.

Mrs. Fisher let out a shocked gasp.

“And Tristan, I’d say wave, but you look so fetching in that gown, why don’t you give us a spin instead?”

Tristan winked at Mrs. Fisher, who was still frozen in place, stood and gave a twirl followed by a curtsy, quietly glad Miss O’Jenny had coached him in that particular move, because it wasn’t as easy as it looked, not in heels.

“Isn’t he gorgeous?” Lillian asked the crowd. “Smart, too. Top of all his classes, on the Dean’s List for six years running, and in a few months, he’ll be the second doctor in the family.” She smiled proudly. “Sorry, gentlemen, he’s already taken. Now, if we can get back on track…”

Tristan sat down again, grinning at Leo. “I honestly didn’t put two and two together until we got here or I would have told you.”

Leo’s jaw was on the floor.

“Are you pissed off?” Tristan asked him.

Leo seemed to shake himself awake, then, laughing, pulled Tristan forward for a kiss.

Not pissed off, then.

Tristan dragged his fingers through Leo’s hair and kissed him so thoroughly that the rest of the room vanished, and he was only vaguely aware of Mr. and Mrs. Fisher scuttling away in shame.

Good riddance.

 

* * * *

 

“This is the first Bad Boyfriend date I’ve had where I wasn’t the one who left,” Tristan said an hour later, nursing a glass of something sparkling as he and Leo leaned on the balcony railing and gazed out over the harbour. “Or, well, was kicked out.”

Leo smiled softly at him.

“Are you okay?” Tristan asked. “That was a pretty big deal in there. What happened with your parents, I mean. And what you said. You were incredible.”

“For finally remembering I had balls?”

“I’ve always known you had balls,” Tristan said. “I love your balls. But yeah, for standing up to them like that loudly and in public.”

Leo drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You know what? I am fine. I think the most surprising thing tonight is finding out you’re a dentist.”

“Um, I’m not a dentist, but okay.”

“Maxi oral surgeon?”

“Close enough. As long as you remember the oral part.”

“It’s hard to forget where you’re involved,” Leo said, grinning. “It’s just such a trip to think you’ve been studying something so…sensible all this time, and I never even thought to ask.”

“Well, what did you think I’d been doing at uni for the past seven years?”

Leo ducked his head. “Um, honestly? I just assumed you’d been dicking about, taking one of those pointless degrees so you didn’t have to get a real job. I mean, you never actually said what you were studying.”

“Rude, but still a step up from your initial assessment of me as a rent boy. And I didn’t mention it because when you’re trying to seduce someone, mentioning impacted wisdom teeth is a real mood killer.” Leo laughed and Tristan reached over and ran his fingers through his hair. “I still maintain your parents’ greatest crime, apart from being arseholes, was having someone with gorgeous curls like yours and not teaching you how to look after them.” Leo tilted his head back, leaning into the touch like a particularly affectionate cat.

The doors leading to the ballroom opened.

“Here they are!” Mum exclaimed, trailing Dad and Kev behind her. She strode up to them and folded her arms. “So that’s what you do to make your pocket money?”

“I’m twenty-eight, Mum,” Tristan said. “We don’t call it pocket money. We call it fun money. But yeah, that’s what I do.”

“Still got that lawyer’s card I gave you?” Dad asked.

“Yes, but I haven’t needed it yet.”

“Leo, it’s so nice to meet you,” Mum said. “Welcome to the circus, I guess.”

“Well, that’s what you get for dating a clown,” Dad said.

Tristan rolled his eyes. “I’m more of a lion tamer.”

Dad snorted. “Whatever you say, son.”

“Oh, wait, no. Contortionist.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Kingsbury,” Leo said. He bit his bottom lip. “I’m sorry about my parents. They were incredibly rude.”

Mum flapped a hand. “Call me Lillian. And don’t worry about it. Honestly, your mother’s been practically stalking my office trying to get your father on the card for pre-selection. She doesn’t take no for an answer, does she?”

“She really doesn’t,” Leo agreed.

“I suppose one upside of tonight is that at least I don’t have to tell your father he’s not going to be the new candidate. He never was, really.”

“Oh?” Tristan asked. “I thought it was in the bag?”

“Oh, no.” Lillian laughed. “Kev’s got much stronger ties to the community, and he’s a lot more progressive on social issues. Have you two met before?”

“No,” Tristan said.

“Yes,” Kev said.

Tristan blinked. “Sorry?”

Kev let out a tinkling laugh that was startling in its familiarity. “Don’t play coy, Cinderella. And you totally fucked up that curtsy, by the way.”

“Holy shit. Miss O’Jenny?” He never would have recognised her out of drag. Well, he’d just sat across from her for an entire meal, and apart from thinking that middle-aged guy looked vaguely familiar in some way, the penny had never dropped. “You’re so much shorter without your hair!”

“If you have any opinions on my daytime persona, keep them to yourself.” Kev arched an eyebrow, but somehow it wasn’t nearly as menacing as usual—possibly due to the lack of glitter eyeshadow.

“Wait,” Leo said. “You’re Miss O’Jenny? I’m so confused right now. You’re not a dentist as well, are you?”

Kev laughed. “No, sweetheart. I’m an accountant. Actually, I’ve been trying to catch up with you over Jimmy’s financials, but we seem to keep missing each other.”

Leo’s mouth dropped open. “You’re Kevin O’Brien?”

“Of course, darling,” Kev said. “Who else would Jimmy have trusted to look after his accounts? You know, I tried to convince him computerised records were safe since the nineties, but he didn’t trust any numbers he couldn’t see in a book. He thought digital records weren’t real. Don’t even get me started on his opinions on stocks. Anyway, I digitised it all regardless, and I’ve got records of everything, so I can email them to you whenever you want, though it’d be much more fun to go somewhere fancy, call it a business lunch, and we can both claim it on our taxes, hmm? I know a place in North Bondi that does amazing brunches.”

“Can I come?” Tristan asked. “I’d be prepared to get out of bed for a good brunch.” Which really, he thought was very selfless of him, given how he felt about being awake before noon.

“Of course, darling,” Kev said. He looked Tristan up and down critically. “You can come and return that gown, once you’ve had that sauce stain dry-cleaned.”

Tristan glanced down at himself and saw that Kev was right. He’d somehow managed to get a smear of something on the scooped neckline. He shrugged. “It’s not the first time I’ve ended up messy after a date.”

“Oh, honey, same,” Kev said. “And in that exact dress. Well, twenty years ago when I could still fit into it, that is.”

“You still look stunning,” Tristan said, because he wasn’t stupid.

Kev blew him a kiss.

“Anyway,” Dad said. “It looks like the glad-handing and schmoozing part of the evening is done, and I’ve convinced the staff to put someone’s nineties playlist on, so your mother and I are going back inside so I can impress her with my smooth dance-floor moves.”

“You don’t have any smooth dance-floor moves,” Tristan said.

“I think I still remember the Macarena.”

“I rest my case.” Tristan turned to Leo. “I, on the other hand, have very smooth moves. Wanna see?”

Leo gave him a soft smile. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

Tristan beamed, then bent down and tugged off the heels he’d borrowed from Miss O’Jenny. Fuck dancing in those things—walking was enough of a challenge—then he took Leo’s hand and led him inside.

They joined Mum and Dad and a handful of other couples on the dance floor. Tristan cringed at his Dad’s rendition of yes, the Macarena—seriously, who the hell had that on their playlist?—before showing him how it was actually done. Leo laughed and joined in before a slower song started. Tristan wrapped his arms around him and pulled him close for a proper dance. They swayed in time to the music, and Leo was warm and solid against him. His eyes sparkled, his hair was a mess of soft curls and he was gorgeous—Tristan loved him, and he couldn’t keep the words in, not for anything.

“I love you, Leo Fisher.”

Leo stilled in his movements. For a moment Tristan was afraid that he’d fucked it up, that Leo didn’t feel the same, then Leo reached up and pushed a tendril of hair behind Tristan’s ear, smiled and said, “Thank fuck you said it first. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out.”

Tristan let out a breath. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Leo leaned in and kissed him then, and it was the most perfect kiss Tristan had ever had. Maybe that’s what love did, he reflected. It took what was good and made it perfect.

When they finally parted, Leo said, softly, “We’re going to finish this dance, then we’re going to go back to our place and I’m going to ravish you like I promised. Because I love you, Tristan Montague, but also, you’re hotter than hell in that dress, and I can’t wait to peel you out of it.”

Tristan’s smile widened. He loved Leo, and Leo loved him back.

He didn’t dance after that. He floated.

 


Chapter Twenty

Six months later

 

“It’s not about the size, necessarily,” Leo said to the red-faced twink who looked ready to melt into the floor in embarrassment, “but more about the curve. A prostate stimulator has a very specific job to do, and it doesn’t need to be huge. If you do want something for the stretch, we’ve just got in a great new selection of dildoes. They have a suction base, so they work really well in the shower.”

“Oh,” murmured the twink. His eyes were big enough to swallow whole galaxies.

“So it all depends on what you’re looking for,” Leo said. The twink looked slightly panicked, and Leo took pity on him. It hadn’t been that long ago that he’d felt the same. It was funny how things changed. “Don’t worry. There’s no right or wrong here. People just like different things. So why don’t you browse for a bit and think about it? Come and see me or Orlando if you have any more questions.”

“Okay,” the twink said faintly. His gaze darted over to where Orlando was stacking shelves. On a stepladder, his shapely arse jutting out.

Leo left him to it. It wouldn’t be the first time Pleasure Party had lured customers in just because of Orlando’s fantastic arse. He’d let Orlando break it to the guy that he was in a committed relationship with a drag queen over twice his age who could kill a man with a single stare or a well-aimed stiletto.

Leo’s phone vibrated, and he fished it out of the back pocket of his leather pants, the ones that Tristan said made his arse look amazing. They were light-years away from the sensible khakis he’d worn at his old job, but then again, owning and managing a sex shop was light-years away from being an urban planner—in the best possible way. The past six months had been like a crazy dream, and Leo wouldn’t give any of those moments back for anything.

After the confrontation with his parents, Leo hadn’t hesitated to ignore their opinions and instead go ahead and do what he’d wanted—and what he’d wanted was to keep both the shop and the house, so he had. His parents had had remarkably little to say on the subject. They didn’t have much to say to him at all these days.

When Wei and Orlando had wanted to cut back their hours since they were too busy putting their own spin on Bad Boyfriends—it was called Disaster Dating, now, and they were busier than ever—he’d stepped in to run the shop. It was only meant to be a temporary solution, and he hadn’t expected to love it as much as he did. But he soon discovered he was happier here than he’d ever been as a town planner, because not only was it interesting and fun, but the shop was a much more important part of the community than he’d realised. It wasn’t all about vibrators and anal beads. It was about putting money and time into events that supported LGBTQ+ kids, contributing to the local church’s soup kitchen and drumming up support from other business holders for stuff like better signage and street lighting—okay, maybe he was still a town planner at heart—and about being a part of the neighbourhood he lived in. It was about building connections with people he cared about. So he’d quit his job at the council without a backward glance and made the move permanent.

The text was from Harry, asking if he needed anything while he was grocery shopping. He sent back that he was good, thanks.

The bells on the door jingled, and Wei stepped inside. She was in jeans and a casual T-shirt today, and her hair was purple. There was a girl with her, so small and slight that she looked like she was trying to vanish. She had a duffle bag over her shoulder.

“And this is Leo!” Wei exclaimed. “Leo, this is Hayley, who Father O’Malley was talking about.”

“Oh, of course,” Leo said. “Hi.”

“Hi,” the girl whispered.

“Well, the flat’s great,” Leo said. “And you’re welcome to stay for as long as you need. Just bang on the floor if these idiots are playing the music too loud when I’m not here.”

That won him a faint smile.

Leo had talked a lot with Kev in the past few months about how that modest little flat above the shop had saved his life when he’d first landed in Sydney, lost and alone. While Leo could have rented it out, it felt wrong. This was a case where ‘what would Jimmy do?’ was a no brainer, because Jimmy had already been doing it, hadn’t he?

Leo liked to think Jimmy would approve of his decision. More than that, he liked knowing that he was keeping Jimmy’s legacy alive. One day, he hoped to have enough local business owners on board to do something much bigger. Father O’Malley had ambitious plans for a twenty-bed shelter, and Leo wanted to do what he could to make it happen.

“If you need anything at all,” he said to Hayley, “my number’s on the fridge.”

“Thanks,” she whispered, and Wei showed her up the stairs to the flat.

Orlando climbed down from his ladder. “New tenant?”

“Yup.”

“Can this one pay rent?” There was no sharpness in Orlando’s tone.

“Probably not.”

“Okay, so you need to stop telling them they can help with stocktake in exchange for board,” Orlando said. “That last kid? We were doing stocktake for three months. Three months, Leo. There are only so many vibrators you can count. Just admit to them that you’re a soft touch and put all of us out of our misery.”

“But your misery makes me happy, Orlando.”

Orlando rolled his eyes. “Puta. I’m telling Jenny that you’re mean to me.”

Leo shrugged. “She’d approve.”

“She would,” Orlando agreed with a dreamy smile.

A glance at his watch reminded Leo that he’d need to get moving soon. He wanted to get home in time to make dinner for Tris, who was coming off a brutal ten-day run of shifts—the result of a series of swaps so that he could have the entire weekend off. Leo was planning to cook them dinner then try out his powers of seduction. Tris had been too weary to do more than shower and bitch about how tired he was, which meant it had been a long, sexless ten days. Jack and Harry were going out for the evening so they had the place to themselves. It hadn’t made any kind of sense to keep paying rent on his flat when Leo owned the terrace house, so once the renovations were complete, he and Tristan had moved back in—and so had Harry and Jack. By unspoken agreement, each couple got one evening alone on the weekend, and the others made themselves scarce. It was an arrangement that worked. 

Friday night dinners with his family were a thing of the past, and Leo didn’t miss them.

“Right, I’m going home,” Leo said. “Keep an eye on that kid over there who looks like he’s about to shoplift those condoms, will you?” He never failed to be amazed at how many people tried to steal shit, even when there was an entire bowl of freebies right there on the counter.

“See you on Monday,” Orlando said. “Have a good weekend away.”

“We will,” Leo said, and hurried out of the shop.

 

* * * *

 

The terrace house in Dickson Street, Newtown, had once looked like the derelict bad seed cousin to all its neighbours. Now it was pristine. The Davos and the other contractors had done an incredible job. If it had been the blackened stump in an otherwise flawless smile before, now it was the diamond tooth that outshone all the other houses in the street.

It was still a pleasant surprise every time Leo unlocked the front door and it swung open smoothly instead of sticking on the lumpy bit of floorboard, and he stepped into a hallway painted in muted sage green without a single crumbling skirting board. The best, most important thing about the terrace house, though, was that it contained Tristan, who Leo loved with his entire heart, and who loved Leo in return.

Leo poured himself a glass of wine, put on some music and got busy assembling the fettuccine carbonara that was Tristan’s favourite dish.

Not only were Harry and Jack already out, but the kitchen was sparkling clean, even though Leo knew he’d left dishes sitting in the sink on his way to work. That was all Jack. The man hated working in a less than clean kitchen, which begged the question of how he’d ever managed to put up with Harry and Tristan in the first place. But Harry had cleaned up his act, literally, since the house had been renovated. He’d bought a handheld vacuum and everything, just for his preschool craft projects and the inordinate amount of fuzz, shredded paper and glitter they seemed to leave behind.

And Tristan…

Well, Leo thought as he stooped down to collect a flimsy scarf off the floor, knotting it loosely around the back of a chair for safekeeping, Tristan is Tristan. He had other qualities.

He’d just finished draining the pasta and was stirring in the sauce when the front door opened and closed. Tristan came into the kitchen and leaned against his back, wrapping his arms around Leo’s waist. “Hey, babe,” he mumbled against the nape of Leo’s neck.

“Hey.” Leo put the spoon down and turned in Tristan’s arms, pressing their foreheads together. “Busy day, love?”

Tristan groaned. “So busy. Why am I doing this again?”

“Because it’s your life’s dream?”

“Is it, though?” Tristan scrunched up his face. “Seems fake.”

“It is,” Leo said. “You told me yourself that you’ve always wanted to be a dent—maxillofacial surgeon like your dad.”

“You forgot the oral,” Tristan grumbled.

Leo grinned. “No, I didn’t. I’m saving it for after dinner.”

Tristan stared at him. “I can’t believe I walked right into that. I’m blaming the fact I’m so fucking tired.”

“Too tired for me to take you to bed and make you come your brains out?” Leo asked, one eyebrow raised.

“I said tired, babe, not dead.”

Leo laughed—he seemed to be doing a lot more of that now that Tristan was in his life—and nudging Tris gently aside, plated their food.

They ate by candlelight in the dining room, and so much for Leo’s idea of a perfect romantic dinner, because the combination of low lighting, wine and carbs worked hard and fast against Tristan. He was nodding off by the time he was halfway through his carbonara.

“Oh, shit,” he said, jolting upright when Leo reached to clear his plate away. “I’m sorry, babe.”

“Hey, it’s no big deal,” Leo said, and bent to kiss his temple. “My sexy surgeon has been working a lot of back-to-back shifts.”

“I love my job,” Tristan said. “And I know I have to complete my surgical rotation to qualify, which is fine. But also, I can’t wait to go into private practice with Dad. Like, you’re just finished up, and you think ‘Okay, I can grab an hour’s sleep in the on-call room’, then some drunken idiot drives his motorcycle into the wall of the Harbour Tunnel, and suddenly you’re holding his spleen while your boss tries to put him back together like the world’s wettest, slipperiest jigsaw puzzle.”

“Thank you for that,” Leo said, his mouth twitching. “That was truly a beautiful image. Dessert?”

Tristan’s laugh was rueful. “Sorry. You know what? I would really just love a shower, then for you and me to go to bed. Can we have dessert tomorrow instead?”

“Of course we can,” Leo said. “You go upstairs and get in the shower, and I’ll clean up here.” He picked up Tristan’s plate. “Did your motorcyclist make it?”

Tristan smiled. “Yeah. It was a good result. He’s still an idiot, though.” He let out a jaw-cracking yawn and stretched his arms over his head. “Shower and bed.”

“And a blow job to help you sleep?” Leo suggested. He figured anyone who’d spent a portion of the day holding a dripping spleen probably needed something to take their mind off it.

“Aw, babe, you know all my favourite things!”

Leo slapped him on the arse to get him moving. “Get upstairs. I’ll meet you there.”

Tristan scrambled up the stairs with more energy than he’d shown so far.

A moment later, in the kitchen, Leo heard the shower start. These days it was a faint whisper rather than an ominous banging in the walls. The stairs didn’t even creak when Leo climbed them.

He leaned in the bathroom doorway. “Need help scrubbing your back?”

“No,” Tristan said, pulling the door open. He leaned out, dripping on the bathmat. “My dick won’t suck itself, though.”

“Oh, smooth,” Leo said, laughing as he began to strip.

“You love me anyway.”

“I really fucking do,” Leo agreed. He bundled his clothes into the hamper, then stepped into the shower. “For some crazy reason, I really do.”

Tristan moved back to give Leo space to step into the shower and stumbled. It was only a tiny misstep, and he caught himself easily, but it was enough for Leo.

“No,” he said. “Come on, bed. We’re doing this lying down on a non-slippery surface.” He grabbed Tristan’s towel and threw it at him.

“I love it when you bully me.”

“I refuse to have to explain to the nurses in A and E at the hospital where you work how you cracked your skull on shower tiles,” Leo said firmly. “I mean, they’ve met you, so they’d probably guess, but still.”

“That’s fair,” Tristan said, wrapping the towel around his hips. “I’m a respectable surgeon-in-training these days. I have a reputation to uphold.”

Leo, stark naked, took him by the hand and drew him out of the bathroom, down the hallway to their bedroom. Tristan left wet footprints the whole way. He looked back to find Tristan laughing at him.

“What?”

“Remember when you were shy?”

Leo laughed too. “Shut up. Smart arses don’t get blow jobs.”

“Now that’s not true at all,” Tristan said. “I blew you the other week when you kicked my arse at Trivial Pursuit.”

“Smart and smart arse aren’t the same thing,” Leo said, grinning. “Now lie down and let me do my thing.”

Tristan dropped the towel and lay back on their bed. “God, that feels good.”

“I haven’t done anything yet.”

“Yeah, I know. Sorry. Just being on a fucking mattress feels good.”

“I’m gonna make this quick,” Leo said, “so you can crash out, okay? And tomorrow morning, we’ll have dessert and talk about all the amazing ways you’re going to reciprocate.”

Tristan smiled. “That sounds perfect, babe.”

Leo sat on the edge of the bed and took a second just to look at Tristan. “You’re gorgeous,” he said softly.

“My hair’s a mess, and I have bags under my eyes,” Tristan countered.

“Don’t care. You’re still gorgeous.” Leo moved so he was kneeling between Tristan’s legs and started stroking his semi-erect cock, which hardened rapidly under his touch.

“Mmm, you’re so good at that, babe,” Tristan said, closing his eyes.

“Well, I do run a sex shop for a living,” Leo said before leaning down and taking Tristan’s dick in his mouth. Tristan let out a low moan and his thighs tensed. Leo ran his palms along them in long strokes, the blond hair coarse beneath his fingers, and began to blow Tris properly, losing himself to the rhythm of hot, slick skin dragging softly across his lips—in and out, in and out, in and out. Tristan groaned and rolled his hips when Leo swirled his tongue around the tip of his cock, so Leo did it again. He massaged Tristan’s balls gently with one hand in a way he knew would send him over the edge fast—he’d promised it’d be quick—and was rewarded with a salty burst of pre-cum. Leo grinned around Tristan’s leaking cock. His boyfriend was a sucker for a good blow job, and Leo gave very good blow jobs. He’d practised. Tristan tangled a hand in his hair and gave a sharp tug. “Babe—”

Leo relaxed his throat and swallowed Tristan’s length down as far as he could, humming as he did so. Tristan’s grip tightened for a second before he was holding Leo’s head in place, making absolutely filthy sounds as he came. Leo swallowed most of the cum flooding his mouth, but he let a few stray drops pool in the corner, purely because he knew that Tristan liked seeing it, and he’d been working hard. He’d saved lives today, and he deserved every good thing Leo could give him.

“Fuck, babe,” Tristan slurred. “That was fantastic.”

Leo shuffled up the bed and propped himself up on one elbow, grinning. “You’re fantastic.”

“Mmm. Lucky I don’t have work tomorrow. I think it’ll take all weekend for the brain cells you sucked out of me to regenerate.” Tristan pulled him in for a kiss, soft and lazy. “Thanks, babe. Love you.”

Leo pressed a kiss to Tristan’s temple. When he pulled back, he went to tell Tristan he loved him, too, but he discovered there was no point. Tristan’s eyes were closed, his mouth was open and his face was already slack with sleep.

Leo curled up against his chest and smiled to himself. It was fine. He could tell Tristan he loved him tomorrow.

And every day after that.


Chapter Twenty-One

Connelly Estate was several hours from Sydney, in the Hunter Valley. Tristan and Leo left early on Saturday morning, sharing a hire car with Harry and Jack, and arrived before noon. It was a gorgeous day. The sky was a brilliant blue, and the air smelled of eucalyptus and wattle, courtesy of the trees that lined the driveway from the turnoff up to the house.

A girl in jeans and a singlet was waiting to meet them.

“Hey,” she said, holding two sets of keys out for Tristan, who was in the front passenger seat. “You guys are in the last two cabins. Turn right and follow the road. You can’t miss them. This whole thing starts in…” She squinted at her watch. “Two hours, but Mum says you have to be at the chapel half an hour beforehand if you’re in the wedding party.”

Tristan vaguely remembered meeting her at least once before. Liam’s younger sister, Riley. She had red hair and a cheeky grin. He took the keys. “You guys have a chapel now?”

Riley shrugged. “Well, it’s an old packing shed, but the tourists go apeshit for it.” She smacked the top of the car. “See you there.”

They bumped down the gravel road that led through the trees, past a pond filled with ducks, to a series of cute little cabins set out like a tiny bushland village.

“Oh, wow,” Harry said, leaning forward between the front seats. “This is amazing!”

They piled out of the car, and Tristan took the opportunity to stretch while Jack and Leo began to unload their suitcases and suit bags from the boot. He drew in a deep lungful of fresh air and luxuriated for a moment in the sensation of sunlight on his face. He loved his surgical rotation at the hospital, and he was learning so much, but sometimes it felt like the whole world tasted like cold air and antiseptic. It was good to get away from it for the weekend. And a cute cottage thrown in as well? As soon as this whole ceremony thing was done, he was going to spend the rest of the weekend repaying Leo for last night’s blow job.

The old Tristan wouldn’t recognise the new one. Early mornings, long hours and too exhausted to go more than one round with a hot guy? Impossible! But the new Tristan loved his life, even the parts where he was dog tired, because he was sharing it with Leo. He didn’t miss clubbing, staying up until dawn or finding some new hot guy every time he wanted to get laid. Because he had Leo, and Leo was everything he wanted. He was everything he needed.

Life was better than good. Life was fucking perfect.

A little under two hours later, the four of them made their way to the chapel. Harry and Tristan wore matching suits. Tristan had side-eyed the pale green ties and waistcoats, thinking the colour looked strange and washed out, but, when Mrs. Connelly met them at the door with their wattle and eucalyptus boutonnieres, he got it. They matched perfectly.

“See you after,” Leo said, and kissed him on the cheek. Then he and Jack went to find their seats.

The chapel, like Riley had said, was an old packing shed. The beams were rough and weather-worn, and one wall had been removed and replaced with glass picture windows that looked out over the trees and, in the middle distance, the rolling vineyards. It was beautiful.

Ambrose was pacing in a side room when Harry and Tristan found him. Harry immediately hugged him and took forever to let him go. They both looked suspiciously wet-eyed when Harry finally stepped back.

Tristan’s hug was briefer, but no less sincere. He patted Ambrose on the back before releasing him. “How are you doing? Nervous?”

“Shitting myself,” Ambrose said, and blew out a shaky breath. “But also, wow, how lucky am I?”

“How’s your mum?” Harry asked.

“Yeah, she’s good,” Ambrose said. “She’s sitting with Liam’s grandad. He’s a fan, so, you know. That keeps her good, talking about the old days and stuff.”

Tristan leaned out the door to check on things. The rest of the guests were arriving, and the chapel was filling up fast.

Riley ducked between two groups of people, her pale green dress hiked up to show off a pair of cherry red Doc Martens. “Hey. Liam’s ready. Dad says the music’s going to start soon, so, you know, get your arses out here.” She grinned at Ambrose. “Nervous much? The last time you looked this pale, you and Grandad had been on the port again.”

“I’m going to drink him under the table one day,” Ambrose said.

Riley shrugged. “Better men than you have tried and failed.”

She darted away again.

“It’s free port,” Ambrose said, shaking his head. “Why the hell would I try and beat him for real?”

“And this is why you started Bad Boyfriend,” Harry said. “Because, at heart, you’re a con man.”

“Probably,” Ambrose said. “Liam says it’s because I’m an actor.”

Harry flushed. “Jack said it’s because I like helping people.”

They turned to look at Tristan.

“Oh,” he said. “I was bored, and it seemed like it’d be a cheap laugh. Now, are we gonna go out there and get Ambrose married or what?”

Outside, the music started.

“Yeah,” Ambrose said, showing them a wobbly smile. “Let’s go and get me married.”

 

* * * *

 

Tristan and Harry stood with Ambrose at the makeshift altar—an old door laid across a couple of wine barrels—while Liam and his groomsmen joined them. Groomsmen was a stretch—Liam’s sister Riley and his toddler nephew Balian were his attendants. Riley was mostly wrangling the kid, who seemed intent on undoing his bowtie and kicking off his shoes. Tristan knew the feeling.

Harry was beaming and kept looking back to where Jack was sitting. Tristan knew that feeling as well. Despite telling himself that he was totally unaffected by weddings and all that nonsense, the fact that he was here, taking part in one, and Leo was right there… Well, it put all sorts of ideas in his head—soft, fluffy ideas that started in his brain, then migrated down into his chest and burrowed there warmly, like a bunch of fuzzy animals. It should have been disconcerting, except it wasn’t. Leo hadn’t changed Tristan, but Tristan had changed because of him. And that felt okay. It felt better than okay.

The ceremony was only short, officiated by a local celebrant. Ambrose and Liam exchanged their vows in somewhat shaky voices, both of them grinning like absolute fools. But then again, so was everyone. When they kissed, everyone cheered and clapped. Liam’s mum Fi cried happy tears, and even his dad’s eyes were suspiciously glassy.

Afterwards they all moved out to a marquee on the lawns behind the house, and after the speeches and the toasts, they spent the afternoon celebrating. Once, Tristan would have thought getting married and being tied down to someone was a nightmare, but now he felt like, if that person were Leo, it might be a dream come true. Not now, not yet—he had to finish his rotation first—but someday soon.

“What has you all starry-eyed?” Leo asked him, handing over a glass of red.

“Nothing. This whole thing’s just romantic, that’s all,” Tristan said, stealing a kiss.

“You know what’s romantic?” Leo said, nodding over to the corner where Ambrose’s very pregnant sister Bridget was lying on an outdoor couch. Her feet were in her husband Orhan’s lap, and he was rubbing them and looking at her tenderly. “That. True love right there.”

“It is, isn’t it,” Tristan said. “Why don’t you rub my feet, babe? Don’t you love me?”

Leo elbowed him. “I rub you plenty, just not your feet. But if you’d rather I rub your feet than your dick…”

“Dick!” piped up a small voice.

Tristan looked down to find Balian staring up at him, wide eyed. The toddler had successfully ditched his shoes somewhere and had cake on his face.

Tristan took a step backward. “We’re going to pretend we never heard that, aren’t we?”

“Never heard a thing,” Leo agreed as they rapidly put distance between themselves and Balian.

Fi, Liam’s mum, swooped in and picked Balian up, dabbing at his face with a tissue and crooning grandmotherly nonsense at him as she carried him away. When he didn’t say ‘dick’ again, Tristan heaved a tiny sigh of relief.

“We don’t want children, do we?” Leo asked suddenly.

Tristan’s stomach swooped, but it was in a good way. He loved that Leo was even thinking about things like that. “Well, I think raising Harry is enough for now, don’t you?”

For now.

Leo smiled. “Yeah.”

They shared a look.

“If I was still a Bad Boyfriend,” Tristan said, “I’d get up on that table, take my pants off and dance.”

“Hmm. Pretty sure you don’t need to be a Bad Boyfriend to do that,” Leo said. “I think Liam’s grandpa is about a glass of shiraz away from doing the same.”

“Well, then,” Tristan said. “Maybe I should just steal us a couple of bottles of wine, and we can go back to our cabin and drink them in the hot tub?”

Leo slapped him on the arse. “For a Bad Boyfriend, you have the best ideas.”

 

* * * *

 

Later, Tristan and Leo relaxed together in the hot tub on the back veranda of their cabin, the strains of Lou Reed’s Perfect Day drifting out of a discreet Bluetooth speaker. They’d made their way through one bottle of wine and were working on the second.

“That was so nice,” Leo said for about the hundredth time. “Not just the ceremony and the reception, but the family and everyone, you know? It was just so much fun. The last wedding I went to was my cousin’s. I think I was about eleven or twelve. It was so boring I wanted to scream.”

“Hmm.” Tristan leaned in and stole a kiss that left Leo smiling. “When we get married, it’ll be a fun wedding.”

Leo raised his eyebrows.

“What?”

“Was that a proposal? That had better not have been a proposal, Tristan Montague, because we are naked and in a hot tub.”

“I can’t believe we forgot to pack our swimmers.”

“I can’t believe you’re dodging the question like that.”

Tristan laughed and reached for his wine glass. He took a sip. “No, that wasn’t a proposal. When I propose to you, Leo, and I will, you’ll know it.”

Leo smiled. “And then we’ll have a fun wedding.”

“The most fun wedding,” Tristan agreed. He hummed thoughtfully. “Maybe I’ll wear a dress.”

“You have the legs for it.”

“Oh, I know. The rotation hours are hell, but all that walking has given me the calves of, well… someone with great calves.”

Leo frowned. “Achilles?”

“I think he was known for his heels, and it turned out they weren’t actually so great. Oooh, will I wear heels again?” He gasped as he was struck by a stroke of genius. “We could get married at the shop! Miss O’Jenny could officiate!”

“I’m not getting married at my place of work.”

Tristan shrugged. “Liam did.”

“Yes, but Liam works at a winery, not a sex shop.”

“You said you wanted fun! What’s more fun than a sex shop? You could throw a dildo instead of a bouquet! An entire bouquet of dildoes.”

Leo threw his head back and laughed. “Whoever catches this bag of dicks is next in line to marry their bag of dicks?”

“Speaking of bags of dicks, I thought the sex basket from Liam’s folks was a nice touch. Weird, but nice. I was expecting something more like a cheese platter.”

“I’m not sold on the quality, to be honest. And I’m sure we could offer them a better variety.”

“God, you’re such a professional now! Go on, lecture me on dildoes. The impromptu talk I got last week about varying degrees of firmness was legitimately fascinating.”

“Stop!” Leo flicked water at him.

“No, it was! Even at my sluttiest, I was only ever an enthusiastic amateur!”

“So enthusiastic,” Leo reminded him with a grin, “that you offered to blow me at a wake.”

“It’s what Jimmy would have wanted.”

“That’s actually very true.”

“And it was the best offer you ever turned down.”

“It was.” Leo threaded their fingers together under the water. “I’m glad I took you up on it the second time.”

“Me, too.”

“How much do you think a hot tub would cost?” Leo asked. “We could get a deck and a hot tub.”

“At home?”

Leo hummed.

“I mean, we have the equity, but it’s a terrace house. It has a yard the size of a postage stamp. Do you really want to lose half of it getting a deck put in?”

“I suppose not.” Leo’s smile grew. “What are you grinning about?”

“I’m so domesticated these days,” Tristan said. “With my very adult, very responsible career and my business-owning boyfriend, with whom I discuss things like potential home renovations and equity. And I love it. It’s not even the slightest bit chaotic, and I love it.”

Leo pinched his side gently.

“I also love you,” Tristan said, “if that pinch was a subtle reminder. I thought it went without saying.”

“It does,” Leo said. “But I still like to hear it.”

“I love you,” Tristan said, and kissed him.

Leo’s laugh broke the kiss. “I love you, too.”

“That does sound nice, you’re right.”

They settled into silence for a moment, gazing out at the stars. It really was incredibly beautiful in the Hunter Valley, but Tristan could barely pull his gaze away from Leo, because Leo was incredibly beautiful, too. He was looking back at Tristan and he was smiling, as though just being here with him made him happy. Tristan knew exactly how that felt.

“You have to get away from the city to really see the stars, don’t you?” Leo murmured, leaning his head against Tristan’s shoulder.

Tristan shifted and readjusted them, so that he could put his arm around Leo and draw him even closer. “You do.”

He’d wondered, once or twice, if he’d ever miss his old life. The partying, the clubbing, the hooking up. And while he’d always look back on those things fondly, he didn’t think he’d miss them. They’d been his city, and he’d loved his city, but Leo…

Tristan smiled and kissed him.

Leo was his stars, perfect and dazzling and brilliant, and he brightened Tristan’s world in a way nobody else ever had.

And Tristan had never been happier.
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London, England, August 2016

 

Two triple-shot espressos down and Kennedy Grey massaged his fingers into his temples. Dull throbbing had begun to resemble a migraine. Not because of the coffee—his lifeblood most days—but because the previous candidate had tried his patience to the limit. ‘Is the food safe to eat? Isn’t Singapore in China? Aren’t gays banned in China? And will there be any fringe benefits?’ Questions about food safety he could accept, especially if a candidate had allergies. He could even appreciate them not being familiar with the geography of the travel destination. For that very reason, he had brought along a one-page map of Asia highlighting Singapore. But asking if there would be any fringe benefits had tipped him over the edge. The advert had been straightforward enough on the subject of remuneration. 

 Not for the first time that afternoon, Kennedy considered throwing in the towel and abandoning the whole precious idea. Maybe this was the year he made a change. After all, the signs of madness were everywhere, what with a game show host being chosen as the official Republican candidate to run for the US presidency and the people of Britain filing for divorce from Europe.

As a penniless young man straight out of university, he would have trampled heads for a heaven-sent dream of a job like this. On the laptop, he scrolled down to the UK Gay Society billboard and reread the contents of the advert.

 

Gay Holiday Companion Required

Based in or around London. Must have full ten-year passport with at least seven months remaining and be freely available to travel overseas for the whole month of September 2016. Candidate should ideally be between 21 and 25, non-smoking, social drinker, drug free, and must be able to pull off the role of dutiful boyfriend in front of male sponsor’s close-knit circle of friends. Acting experience a distinct advantage. Any ethnicity considered. 

Successful candidate will receive an all-expenses-paid holiday to Southeast Asia, starting with round-trip flights from London Heathrow to Singapore’s Changi Airport, a three-night stay in Singapore, followed by a 14-night gay cruise to Hong Kong. After a two-night stay in Hong Kong, the holiday will culminate in a flight to Bali, Indonesia and eight nights staying at the sponsor’s private luxury villa. 

Candidate will receive a guaranteed five thousand pounds in cash for services rendered, and a discretionary bonus, should the candidate’s performance exceed expectations.

If you are interested, please respond to gayvaccom@mooddle.com with a recent photo (headshots only, thank you) and CV, to arrange a mutually agreeable time for an interview.

 

So what if the advert bordered on politically incorrect? Marketing staff at UKGS had assured him that he had breached no advertising codes or legal regulations. Besides, the ‘exceed expectations’ line had only been tacked on this year, a suggestion from his best friend, Steph—a safe enough addendum, since for the past three years no one ever had.

Moreover, the advertised list of requirements told only half a story. He peered up and scanned the coffee shop. Even a couple of the young men sitting at various tables could have made the grade. In his head, Kennedy had an unspoken list of other requirements, undocumentable, such as the companion being a toned, blond twink, pretty as a royal wedding, but with a relatively low IQ. They should be no more than five feet six, and definitely shorter than his five-ten. Most importantly, they needed to be totally and utterly compliant to Kennedy’s whims and wishes. And finally, once they had been paid off and returned to dear old mother England, he never wanted to see or hear from them again.

Since his split with Patrick, his partner of nine years, he’d made a point of continuing to join his friends’ annual sojourn to different parts of the globe—his one break each year from the office and the boardroom—but now with a beautiful young acquaintance. Yes, perhaps bringing along a twink companion smacked of vanity, or desperation even, especially for someone in his early forties whose dark hair had begun to display grey streaks at the temples. But the simple truth was that while Kennedy found meeting and conversing with people for business purposes effortless, he found socialising awkward, especially on his own, and had always relied on Patrick to be the catalyst when meeting friends, old and new. Hence, for the past four years, he had paid for a companion to join him.

Palm Springs gay festivals, Hawaiian island hopping, gay tour of Barcelona and Sitges, cruising around the Greek islands with a week in Mykonos. 

Pure culture? Maybe not. But a welcome respite from a punishing work life.

Ollie, his first post-Patrick choice, had turned out to be perfect. Previously an intern at Kennedy’s corporate security company, the blond Adonis had flirted shamelessly with Kennedy and all other male staff, whether straight or gay. And even though Kennedy had been flattered and tempted, he had never succumbed. After the placement had ended, however, he’d made a point of keeping in touch. Once Patrick had decided to walk, Ollie had been his natural choice as lab rat companion. Perfect, as things had turned out, because Ollie had recently lost his job, so Kennedy had sweetened the deal by offering a sum of money to accompany him. Which was how the arrangement had first begun.

That first year the holiday had gone so well, Kennedy had not only stayed in touch but had invited Ollie along for a second helping. A huge mistake, as things transpired, because Ollie had incorrectly translated the gesture to mean that not only were they equals, but that they were going steady. And Kennedy no longer did ‘steady’ with anyone.

If his friends suspected anything, they said nothing. Only Steph knew the truth. And he made a point of telling any candidate the arrangement would be strictly nonsexual, unless they wanted more—which was how the idea of the playing card had come into being. But more than anything, he wanted a companion, not an escort. If the rationalisation might have meant anything to any of them, he would have cited Forster’s novel A Room With A View and the chaperone arrangement between the two main female characters. But after he’d mentioned the reference to Ollie, and had then been lectured about that ‘old James Bond movie they keep showing on Netflix’, he’d stopped bothering to explain altogether.

For the first time since Patrick had walked out, he had been in two minds whether to ditch the charade, to simply bite the bullet and turn up alone. Only five friends had signed up for this year’s sojourn—after last year’s debacle—and one of those was Leonard Day. Kennedy not only had feelings for him but respected his business acumen. Maybe this year he would finally make his feelings known. If only Leonard didn’t come with baggage of his own.

But Kennedy accompanying a plaything had become something of a tradition, a joke among his friends, and he wouldn’t want to let them down.

“S’cuse me. You Kennedy Grey?”

Kennedy peered up from his thoughts to find an extremely blond, extremely buff young man standing over him. Steroid buff, Steph would have labelled him. 

“I am, yes. And who might you be?”

“Who might I what?”

“Who… What is your name?”

“Francis.”

Kennedy glanced down at his notes. Francis Slade, twenty-five years old, three o’clock appointment. Ten minutes ahead of schedule. One point in his favour. Kennedy swore by punctuality.

“Ah yes, Francis. Please sit down. So do you prefer Francis, Frank or Frankie?” 

“Francis.”

“Great. You’ve read the advert?”

“Yep.”

“Good. So let me go into a bit more detail, give you a few minutes to relax. Then I’ll ask you a few questions and finally let you ask any questions you may have. I’ve got other candidates to see, but I’ll let you know whether you’ve been successful or not by Friday. How does that sound?”

“S’all okay.”

Taking the response as his cue, Kennedy went into further detail about the holiday, explaining that in Singapore they would be staying in Kennedy’s parents’ house. However, the person would be introduced as a friend and would have their own bedroom. Whenever he delved into specifics—especially the rawer aspects—he always studied the candidate’s face carefully to see if any of the information caused a reaction. Francis’ flat face appeared incapable of showing any kind of emotion.

Whenever Kennedy got onto the subject of the cruise and his friends, he found himself becoming defensive. Yes, they could be a bitchy bunch, and a couple of companions had found them bordering on rude, but they were his long-time friends.

Bali, at the end of the holiday, was not only the cherry on the cake, but the icing, marzipan and ornate decoration. If the companion managed to survive until then, they would be able to enjoy the delights of that magical Indonesian island. By then Kennedy would usually be ready to get back to work, so would spend most of the last week either on his laptop, mobile phone, or writing up proposals.

“So far, so good?”

“Yep,” said Francis, yawning and stretching his hands above his head. When his tee pulled tight, Kennedy spotted the outline of nipple rings beneath the material. Tick. Another point in the boy’s favour.

“How tall are you?”

“Five-seven.”

“Nice,” said Kennedy, reaching next to his laptop for the supplementary document. “So here’s a list of other requirements. You’ll need to take a medical examination before you travel.”

“Why?”

“A precaution. To make sure you’re in good shape, physically.”

“I’m negative, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“That’s not…” Kennedy huffed out a sigh. “Look, the year before last, my travel companion came down with acute appendicitis three days into the trip. And due to severe rupturing—which was touch and go for a while—he had to spend six days in a private hospital in Florida after which, quite naturally, he wanted to fly straight home to be with his family. If he had taken a medical examination before the trip, it’s likely the appendicitis would have been diagnosed early, avoiding his suffering and my equally ruptured bank account.”

“Ain’t got an appendix. Got it removed when I was eleven.”

“That’s not the point—” Kennedy ran a hand through his hair. “I need to make sure the person accompanying me is fit and healthy in all respects. And that condition is non-negotiable. So if it’s a problem for you, then you need to let me know right away.”

Francis stared down at the paper for so long that for a moment Kennedy thought he’d changed his mind.

“You’ll pay?”

“Sorry?”

“For the medical?”

“Of course.”

“‘S’okay, then.”

“Great. Any other questions for me?”

“How old are you?”

“Forty-two.”

Francis grinned then. At least, that was what it appeared to be to Kennedy. Either that or the lad had wind.

“You like ‘em young, then?”

Kennedy had to stop himself from answering that more than anything, he liked them compliant. And most younger guys tended to be less free-willed, more willing to please, mainly because they needed the money.

“Is that a problem?”

“Nope. I’m into Daddies.”

Oh, heck, thought Kennedy, Steph is going to have a field day if Francis becomes this year’s chosen one.

“So I’ve got your number. I’ll be in touch Friday.”

When Francis stood, whether purposely or not, he yawned again and stretched his arms above his head so that the bottom of his tee rode up slightly to reveal a ripped stomach and a dark-blond trail of curly hair running down and disappearing beneath the waistband.

Kennedy almost handed him the job right there and then.
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