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Joey

	Joey is hiding. Hiding from his family. Hiding from his friends. And especially hiding from the media. But when he finds himself aided by a man who was supposed to be a one-night stand, he can’t summon the energy to fight. 

	 

	Ethan knows nothing about Joey. Other than that he’s good in bed. Welcoming this stranger into his house probably wasn’t his wisest choice, but there’s something about him. He’s trusting his instincts, and they haven’t let him down yet.

	 

	When Ethan finds out the truth and the media come calling, Joey expects to be shoved to the curb. But Ethan surprises him - which shouldn’t surprise him at all. Ethan never does what any other person would. He’s a law unto himself.

	 

	And just what Joey needs.

	 

	Joey is a BDSM story about two men who take a chance and reap the rewards.

	 

	
Author note

	If you would like to see any potential triggers for this book and any other books I’ve written, please go to this link on my website: https://elouiseeast.com/triggers 

	


Chapter 1

	Ethan

	Ethan Wright studied the men surrounding him, trying to gauge which ones were gay. Usually, he had good instincts, but sometimes, he was off his game. Tonight, it looked like there wasn’t much for him to get excited about.

	“No one?” Christi asked in his ear.

	Ethan shook his head. “I might call it a night. I have to work early tomorrow.”

	“Aww, no! You can’t come out just to go home early,” she whined. “I need my wingman.”

	Ethan chuckled. “No, you don’t. You have enough guys checking you out that you have your pick. Choose one and have fun.” He pressed his lips to her cheek and hugged her before weaving through the crowd towards the door.

	Before he could exit, though, a guy sitting at the bar caught his eye. He was of similar build to Ethan, which meant his long-sleeved T-shirt barely contained his muscles, and Ethan could see tattoos peeking out from above the collar. He was a sucker for tattoos. All in all, he looked edible. The question was, was he gay? There was no way to tell from that vantage point, so he slipped closer until he settled against the bar next to him. 

	Glancing down, he saw more tattoos covering his wrists and hands, and he bit his lip to contain his groan of delight. The guy turned the beer bottle in place, eyes glued to its movement. Ethan took a chance and stared at him, noting the generous beard hiding his lips in the same colour as his dark hair. His nose had a bump on the bridge, indicating it’d been broken at one point, and his eyebrows were scrunched as if he were in pain or deep in thought.

	“Everything okay?” he murmured, leaning on his elbow and turning to face the man fully.

	The guy blinked and peered at him for a second before he seemed to register the question. “Oh, yeah.” His beard moved, and Ethan assumed he was attempting a smile. “Lot going on. Thanks.”

	“Can I buy you a drink?” Ethan asked.

	The man opened his mouth, then closed it, the crease between his eyebrows coming back for a long second before he glanced at Ethan. “Yeah, thanks.”

	Ethan thumbed at his beer. “Same again?” The guy nodded, and Ethan placed the order with the bartender. He held out his hand. “I’m Ethan.”

	“Joey.” He shook his hand, and Ethan couldn’t deny the literal spark he caught from him. “Ooh, sorry. Bit of static there.”

	“It must be my sparkling personality.” Ethan winked, and Joey chuckled and shook his head.

	“So, what job could hold a candle to your sparkling personality?”

	Ethan stood from his lean when the bartender brought their drinks and paid for them before answering. “I’m a hotel receptionist.” He waved his hand. “I know, I know. It doesn’t fit my look, but I enjoy it, and I’m good at it.”

	Joey raised his eyebrows. “I never said a word.”

	Ethan huffed a laugh. “Sorry. I get that all the time and thought I would cut it off before you said it.”

	“I can understand getting fed up with the stereotyping. The world would be a much better place if we all listened and talked instead of assuming.” 

	Joey resumed studying his new beer, though he didn’t turn the bottle this time. Ethan could sense some underlying meaning to his words, and the lost look on his face was back.

	“Okay, I’m going to be forward here. I like you, and I think we could have a good time together. Maybe losing ourselves in each other for a night. Trouble is, I can’t get a read on you.” Ethan rested his elbow on the bar again, tilting his head and studying the enigma beside him.

	Joey’s eyes flicked to his and held. He worked his jaw for a moment, then nodded as if coming to a decision. “I’d love that.”

	“Phew! Thank fuck I didn’t try to pick up a straight guy! Far too many memories of doing that, and I don’t want to anymore.”

	Joey’s smile didn’t reach his eyes, but Ethan would take what he could. “Not the best thing to do.”

	“Nope. My place or yours?”

	“Yours, if you’re okay with it?” Joey stood, and Ethan guessed Joey was a couple of inches taller than him. They headed for the exit once Ethan agreed.

	“Do you want to follow me, or shall I drop you back here afterwards?”

	“I’ll follow you. It saves you coming out again later.”

	Ethan got into his car and waited for Joey to climb into the monstrosity that was his own. When Joey flashed his lights, Ethan pulled out and headed for home. What had made the wave of sadness flow over Joey’s face earlier? He’d love to know, but it also wasn’t his place to ask. He was a one-night wonder in this guy’s bleak life, and he would do whatever he could to make sure Joey had an enjoyable night. It didn’t hurt that Ethan would enjoy it, too. He wanted as much fun in his life as he could cram into it because he wasn’t leaving this world until he couldn’t fit any more in. The world could be a dark and poisonous place, but Ethan refused to cower in it. He could shine bright enough for two people—and tonight, he would.

	He parked in front of his house, and Joey pulled up on the road a few doors down. Ethan waited until Joey joined him before unlocking the door and entering.

	“Welcome to my humble abode. It’s not much, but it’s mine, which makes it a palace.” He set the keys on the hook behind the door.

	“It’s nice.”

	“It’s usually bigger, but with two giants in here instead of one, it’s shrunk.” Ethan bit his lip to see if Joey would crack a smile, and Joey rewarded him with a flash of teeth behind the beard. “Would you like a drink?”

	“I’m good.” Joey’s gaze pierced him, and Ethan stepped closer, sliding his hands up Joey’s chest to rest on his shoulders.

	“You’re sure about this?” he murmured.

	In answer, Joey lowered his head and joined their mouths. The scratchiness of his beard was a welcome feeling against his face, but he distractedly hoped his slightly longer-than-usual stubble was enough to reduce the chance of beard burn. If not, he’d have to moisturise the hell out of his skin… His thoughts derailed when Joey’s tongue flicked against his lips, requesting entry, and Ethan’s focus narrowed on where they touched.

	Joey slid his arms around his waist, holding him tightly but with a tremble. Was it need or something else? Ethan slipped his hands around Joey’s neck and deepened the kiss, wanting him to forget whatever troubled him. Their groins rubbed together, and Ethan moaned into the kiss, enjoying the feel and wanting more.

	He broke away from the kiss and stepped backwards, not letting go of Joey, which meant he had to move with him. Luckily, he knew the layout of his house, and he got them to the stairs, where he had no choice but to pull away. 

	“The stairs are a bugger. They’re far too steep,” he explained while panting. He climbed the steps as quickly as he could and turned right into the main bedroom. He spun and grabbed Joey as soon as he closed the door behind him.

	Their mouths clashed, and they tore at each other’s clothes. He needed to feel the warmth of Joey’s skin against his own. When they were down to their briefs, Ethan pulled his mouth free, though Joey suckled on his skin.

	“How do you like it?”

	Joey licked over the area and lifted his head. “I prefer to top, if that’s okay?”

	“I love to bottom.” He grinned, his eyes locking onto the canvas of tattooed art in front of him. “Are you into anything else?” He glanced up when there was no answer.

	Joey studied him for a long moment before nodding slightly. “I’m a Dom.”

	Ethan groaned and dropped his head back. “I hoped you were. Thank fuck.”

	“Safe word?” Joey asked, scraping his teeth against his jaw.

	“Coconut.”

	“Hard limits?”

	Ethan blinked, trying to concentrate. “Whipping, fisting. Anything else is fair game. You?”

	“No ropes.”

	“Don’t have any.” Ethan gasped when Joey latched on to his nipple.

	Ethan’s cock was so hard he was sure he’d blow at the first touch, but he couldn’t help grinding against Joey’s hardness. Joey grasped his thighs and lifted him—which was quite a feat and showed how much he worked out—before depositing him on the bed and crawling over him again. Their mouths met as their bodies thrust, reaching for the ultimate goal. Joey slid his thumbs into Ethan’s briefs and slid them over his dick and down his legs, repeating the action with his own. When he lowered himself back over Ethan, he gripped Ethan’s wrists and held them over his head while their cocks slid and dripped and rubbed against each other.

	“Fuck!” Ethan moaned. “Please! Inside me!”

	Joey lifted Ethan’s leg around his back, and Ethan whimpered when he settled a smack against his ass. “Pardon?”

	Ethan opened his mouth, then hesitated when he met Joey’s gaze. “Please, sir!”

	“Much better.” Joey dropped a kiss on his lips. “Condom? Lube?”

	Ethan glanced at his bedside table. “Top drawer.”

	Joey’s grip tightened on his wrists. “Stay.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Ethan bit his lip against the noises that wanted to escape as Joey disappeared for all of ten seconds—he knew it was ten seconds because he counted—and returned with the essentials. Joey remained on his knees, and Ethan splayed his legs, pulling them as wide as he could, hoping to entice Joey to hurry the fuck up.

	Joey squirted the lube on his fingers and tested the limits of Ethan’s restraint while he prepared him. Despite Ethan’s mumbled requests for him to go faster, Joey took his time, which Ethan was truly grateful for when Joey rested the head of his cock against his entrance and pushed forward. Even with Ethan being prepared and bearing down, the head was like a fucking boulder being shoved up his ass. The pressure relented, and Ethan glanced at Joey, who slapped his hip. 

	“Up and over. Show me that ass.”

	Ethan scrambled to his hands and knees, and Joey slid his cock between his cheeks, nudging the head against his pucker several times. Then he pushed forward, and Ethan bore down until the head popped past his ring. Ethan panted, and Joey froze, running his hands up and down his back and sides, calming him. 

	It took him a minute or two before the pain receded, but then he nudged back, wanting more. Joey complied, slowly thrusting and withdrawing in small increments. Ethan lost track of how long they danced before their hips met. Now, all the way in, Joey leaned forward, bracketing Ethan with his arms and kissing his back and shoulders. Ethan turned his face to the side, and they kissed. Their tongues met and explored while Ethan relaxed into the feeling.

	He exhaled. “Fuck, sir. You’re huge.”

	Joey chuckled, the sound vibrating through Ethan’s body. “I am. I would say sorry—”

	“Don’t you fucking dare!” Ethan spat. “Sir,” he added.

	He could feel Joey’s smile against his shoulder. “Are you ready?”

	“To be split in half? Of course. I’m always ready.”

	The heat against his back disappeared, only to bloom on his ass cheek when Joey’s hand met his skin, and he bit his lip as the warmth spread to his cock. Joey withdrew slowly, his shaft igniting the nerve endings in Ethan’s channel. Ethan groaned and hung his head, his fingers clawing into the bed with some idea of holding onto his sanity. Joey paused, then slid back in just as slowly, sending waves of pleasure crashing over Ethan. When he did it again, this time stopping almost fully withdrawn, he slapped and soothed Ethan’s ass alternately before sliding deep once more.

	Ethan dropped his head to the bed, putting his hands against the headboard to stop him from banging his head with every slam of Joey’s hips against his own. He couldn’t even reach for his cock to stroke it—not that he thought he needed to. If he had any inkling of his own body, he would believe he’d come hands-free if Joey kept up the pace.

	“Hands behind your back,” Joey growled, and Ethan could do no more than obey. His body wasn’t his own. It was Joey’s to command.

	Joey gripped his wrists in one hand and pounded into him, the slap of their skin loud, and Ethan had a brief moment to wonder about what the neighbours would think; then he didn’t care because Joey let go of his wrists and lifted Ethan’s body upright. He was sitting on Joey’s dick.

	Their mouths met in a frantic need, and Ethan wanted to wrap his hand around his cock, but he’d not been told he could. Joey’s hips circled as they kissed, and Ethan moaned, gripping Joey’s muscular thighs. Joey’s hand tightened on Ethan’s neck while his other encircled Ethan’s shaft.

	All it took was three strokes, and Ethan tensed, then flew over the edge, gasping into Joey’s mouth while his brain went on hiatus. When the contractions ended, he slumped in Joey’s arms.

	“That was fucking beautiful. My turn.” Joey groaned. He kept his hold on Ethan, circling his hips faster and harder, then tucked his face into his neck and held himself still and deep as he growled his release.

	“Holy fuck!” Ethan said, not wanting to move from their position but knowing the bubble that surrounded them would pop soon.

	Joey kissed up the column of his neck and along his jaw until he met his mouth. Their tongues danced as Joey moved them, pulling free from Ethan’s body. Ethan winced but gasped when Joey’s fingers filled him. He was tender, but Joey massaged him from the inside, rubbing his fingers along his channel. Ethan trembled, his mouth gaping, while Joey worked him over. Joey pecked a kiss on his lips and withdrew completely. Ethan dropped to the bed, exhausted, letting his limbs fall wherever. 

	“Holy schmoly,” he mumbled.

	“Where’s your bathroom?” Joey asked.

	Ethan dragged his arm up the bed and pointed at another door. The toilet flushed, and the water ran before Joey returned, the bed dipping by Ethan’s hip. 

	“Let me clean you,” Joey murmured.

	“Mmm,” was all he could manage.

	A warm flannel wiped across his stomach, groin and ass. Then Joey pulled the covers from beneath him, and Ethan half-heartedly rolled to his side to make it easier. When the covers fell over him, he snuggled down.

	“Ethan, you need to drink,” Joey said.

	Ethan blinked repeatedly, then gave up and reached for the drink with his eyes closed.

	“Let me help.”

	An arm came around his back and lifted him. He lolled back against him, and Joey held the bottle to his lips. Ethan curved his mouth around the opening and sipped the cool liquid until he’d had enough. He rubbed his cheek against Joey’s chest.

	“Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome. I’ll leave this on the bedside table.” Joey pressed a kiss to his forehead. “Thank you for a wonderful night.”

	Ethan sank back into bed, smiling, and when his alarm woke him the next day, Joey was gone.

	He knew the way things were supposed to be. No one stayed over uninvited, but Ethan wouldn’t have kicked him out of bed. At least until he had to go to work. He groaned and rubbed both hands over his face. He didn’t want to work now. He wanted to stay in dreamland and remember what a magnificent night he’d experienced. Would he ever see Joey again? It was unlikely, as he’d never seen him before. Joey was probably just passing through.

	Ethan climbed from bed and stood under the shower spray, thoughts of Joey not far from his mind as he went through his usual routine. After he’d dressed and had breakfast, he locked his house and got in his car. He’d never had a problem brushing thoughts of one-nighters from his mind before, but Joey wouldn’t leave.

	He turned the radio up as loud as he could stand, tapping his fingers to the beat and singing the odd bar, and pretended he wasn’t thinking about the man. Even when he passed the club they had met at the previous evening and saw Joey’s car in the car park, he thought he had imagined it. He continued driving but slowed down, finally turning down a side road and going back the way he’d come. He pulled into the club’s car park and stopped a distance away. 

	Why was Joey’s car here? The club wouldn’t open until that evening, and there was nothing around here, not even houses. Ethan’s mind conjured the sadness in Joey’s expression, and he couldn’t leave without checking on him. 

	Decision made, he switched off the engine and climbed out, wandering closer and closer. There was no movement, and no one sat in the front seats. He peered into the back seat and frowned. A mountain of fabric lay haphazardly, but a tuft of brown hair against pale skin nestled among it.

	He gently knocked against the window, not wanting to scare whoever it was. The head popped up, and grey slate eyes peered at him, the crease between Joey’s eyebrows more defined.

	Why was Joey sleeping in his car?

	****

	


Chapter 2

	Joey

	Joey Reynolds didn’t intend for anyone to see him sleeping in his car, which was why he’d chosen a darkened corner of the car park. Unfortunately, he must’ve overslept because he’d planned to be on the road before dawn.

	He stared at Ethan, who stared back. He sighed and looked away. Pushing the covers aside, he rubbed his hand over his face and head, slipped on his shoes and climbed out of the car.

	“Morning,” he said.

	Ethan blinked at him. “It’s too early for this conversation without caffeine in my bloodstream.” He shook his head. “Get yourself organised and meet me at The Cliff End Hotel.” He started to walk away. “Don’t leave me hanging, Joey,” he called over his shoulder.

	Ethan climbed into his car and drove away, and Joey stood there wondering what the hell had just happened. 

	He did as Ethan ordered, though. He found some public toilets, got washed and changed in not the cleanest of amenities he’d ever seen, and checked the route to the hotel Ethan had mentioned. The man had been dressed in a suit, tie and waistcoat, and Joey could imagine him standing at the reception desk in a swanky hotel. He fit in perfectly. Just like Joey would’ve if he’d been in his old life.

	He parked in the hotel car park and stood staring across the landscape. It had a magnificent view of the ocean, the waves crashing against the pier and the cliffs. He’d never planned on stopping at Whitby for longer than a few hours, but when he’d driven by the club, he realised how much he needed a breather, even for one night. And what Ethan had offered, Joey couldn’t resist.

	Inhaling the salty, cold air, he aimed for the entrance, hoping Ethan was there. He didn’t want to be in public for too long in case anyone looked at him too closely. He could hide some things—like his neck tattoos—but he couldn’t do much about his actual facial features. He was miles away from London, though, so he hoped it was far enough.

	When he stepped inside, the white walls and dark furniture immediately took him back to the many hotels he’d visited prior. It was probably a four-star hotel—he hadn’t paid attention to the information on the door—but what drew his focus was Ethan’s melodious voice. Ethan spoke to a woman who had a baby on her hip and a large suitcase at her feet. She appeared tired and wrung out, but his tone was calm and comforting as he checked her out of her room. The click of the computer keyboards and mouse merged with the gentle music playing, and Joey relaxed in the familiar surroundings.

	Joey stayed back while Ethan dealt with the people waiting. Ethan leaned in to speak to a colleague, who nodded, and then grabbed Joey’s attention. 

	“This way.”

	Joey followed Ethan to an almost empty restaurant and pointed to a table while he carried on to the coffee machine. Joey sat, staring out of the large—and if he wasn’t mistaken, tinted—windows offering a similar view to the car park. He could see Whitby Abbey in the distance and the lighthouse at the end of the pier. It brought back memories of when his parents had brought him there as a child. It wasn’t often by any stretch, but he remembered at least two visits.

	“I wasn’t sure how you took your coffee,” Ethan said, setting a cup in front of him with packets of sugar and milk.

	“Thanks.” He added a splash of milk and stirred it before sipping and almost burning his mouth. He covered it by rubbing his lips together.

	“So,” Ethan said, his hands around his cup. “Do you have no place to go?”

	Joey sighed. He wasn’t getting out of this without some answers. “Yes and no.” Ethan raised his eyebrows, his jaw tense, so Joey continued, “I have a home in London, but I needed to…get away.” He glanced out of the window. “I got into my car and drove. No destination in mind. Just stopping when I needed to sleep or eat.”

	“What brought you here?”

	Joey gazed at Ethan and shrugged. “No idea. I’ve been here before,” he said, echoing his earlier thoughts, “but it was years ago.”

	“Are you planning on staying a while?”

	He stared at his cup and shrugged again. “I honestly don’t know what I’m doing, Ethan,” he whispered. “I just know I can’t go back. Not yet.”

	Ethan remained quiet for a moment, and when Joey glanced at him, his forehead was furrowed as he stared out of the window. Joey let him have the silence, undoubtedly trying to figure out what was going on. He jumped when Ethan started talking.

	“Answer me one more question.” Joey nodded. “Are you wanted by the police?”

	Joey shook his head. “I promise I’m not. I’m just…” He sighed, not wanting to go into what was happening in his life that made him want to run away from it all.

	“Not ready. I get it.” Ethan sipped his coffee, holding it in both hands with his elbows on the table. “If you found a place to stay, would you stop running?”

	Joey considered his question. If he could guarantee no one would find out who he was, he would be happy to stay, and not only because Ethan was here. He liked how relaxed he’d felt breathing in the sea air. “If I could keep below the radar, yes.” Ethan narrowed his eyes. “I promise it’s nothing to do with the police. It’s more to do with…the media.” He had to give Ethan something.

	“The media?” He waved his hand almost immediately. “Don’t answer that. Do you need a job?”

	“I’m fine for money.”

	“You have three choices, as I see it. You can get a room here, and I’ll book it under my name so no one knows it’s you. You can find a guest house somewhere and do the same thing. Or you can stay with me. I have a second bedroom in my palace.”

	Joey grinned at the mention of his palace. Despite the house being small, it had a big personality, just like its owner. “I won’t put you out like that, and I won’t stay here. It’s too close to where I’ve been before. If you can recommend a guest house that can keep quiet, I’d be willing to try.”

	Ethan grimaced. “Unfortunately, most of the places around here are gossip mills. Everyone knows everyone in the hotel business. Whitby has famous people visiting all the time, and I’m going to assume you’re famous enough to be noticed in certain circles, so it might not be your best option.” He drained his cup. “I don’t mind you staying with me, especially if you can cook.” He winked.

	Joey chuckled. “I actually can.”

	Ethan rested a hand on his chest. “Oh, be still my heart. I’d consider marrying someone for less.”

	“Honestly, I don’t want to intrude in your space—”

	“It’s fine. Do you want to head over there now, or do you want to wait until I finish my shift? I finish at two o’clock.”

	Joey rubbed a hand over his beard. “I’ll wait. I won’t be there without you. It’s not right.”

	Ethan stood. “Okay, well, you know where I live. I’ll be home around two-thirty.” He smiled. “I’ll see you later.” Joey nodded, and Ethan headed away, then stopped and faced him. “I know you said you have money, but are you any good at handyman jobs?”

	Joey frowned at the change of subject. “I get by doing my own.”

	“Do you fancy some busy work?”

	“Like what?”

	Ethan stepped closer again. “Our usual handyman is off sick, and everyone is busy. We have some lightbulbs that need changing, a leaky pipe in one bathroom, stuff like that.”

	Joey chuckled. “I can try. That’s all I can promise.”

	Ethan grinned. “It’s better than what I can do.” He tilted his head in the direction they’d originally come from. “Let me introduce you to my manager.” He paused. “What’s your surname? If you can give it to me.”

	Joey licked his lips. “Use Joey Rendall.”

	“Pseudonym. Got it.”

	Joey followed Ethan out of the restaurant and into the foyer. Ethan stopped briefly to let the other receptionist know where they were going and then pointed down the hall to a room at the end. Ethan knocked.

	“Come in.”

	The woman sitting behind the desk was in her fifties if he was to guess. She had black hair streaked with grey, black glasses and wore a suit similar to what everyone else wore.

	“Ethan! What can I help you with?” She frowned at Joey.

	“Meredith. This is Joey Rendall. He’s a friend of mine who’s staying with me for a little while. He’s offered his limited handyman services if you’d like them.”

	She narrowed her eyes. “How limited?”

	Joey smiled. “I can do basic things that any house would need, but nothing major.”

	Meredith rubbed her forehead. “If you’re sure, I’ll take you up on that. We’re seriously in need of someone who can help around here, even if it’s just a few minor things.”

	Ethan clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll leave you with Meredith. He’ll need to finish with me at two o’clock today.”

	Meredith nodded. “Understood.”

	Ethan disappeared, and Joey settled into a chair opposite the manager. She narrowed her eyes again.

	“Are you legit?”

	“On the up and up. No arrests or jail time. Not wanted by the police.”

	Meredith sighed. “That’s all I can ask, really.” She grabbed a list from an immense pile of paper on her desk, making Joey think it would all topple over, and handed it to him. “This is the list we have so far—that we know of. If you can try to fix what you can, leave what you can’t, and add to the list anything else you find that you can’t fix yourself.”

	“Okay.”

	“As for wages, I can offer just above minimum wage if that suits you?” She named an amount.

	He opened his mouth to decline being paid but then realised how suspicious that might look. “Perfect. Thanks.”

	“Brilliant. Get Ethan to show you where everything is, and I’ll have a contract ready for you before you leave today.”

	“Thank you.”

	“No, thank you,” she said with a smile. “You’re saving us at the moment.”

	Joey found Ethan back at his post at reception, and he showed him the handyman’s closet, as Ethan called it. 

	“Sorry for throwing you into it. It might help to keep you off the radar if you’re working and aren’t around many people.” Ethan grabbed a baseball cap and shoved it on Joey’s head. “Even better.” He chuckled.

	Joey raised his eyebrows but hid his smile as he readjusted the cap. “It’s fine. May as well keep busy.”

	He headed for the first job on the list, which was changing the lightbulbs in the corridors of the third floor. He carried the ladder with him, smiling at those people whose gazes he met but trying to keep his head down as much as possible. 

	By the time Ethan found him and told him it was nearly finishing time, Joey had lost himself in the mundane but occasionally physically demanding work. He’d enjoyed every moment. 

	“You ready to go?” Ethan asked.

	“I’ll just put these back, then yes.” Joey carried the stuff to the closet, locking it up. “Oh, I need to see Meredith again. She wanted me to sign a contract.”

	Ethan nodded and led the way down the hall. “Yes, it would seem rather weird if you didn’t want to be paid.”

	“Exactly what I thought.” He planned to give the money to Ethan as rent and for any food or whatever else Joey might need to use or borrow.

	Meredith had the contract waiting, and within seconds, they were out of the hotel and heading for their respective cars. Joey sat behind his steering wheel and realised he’d never felt so relaxed. At least, not since… He brushed that aside. He couldn’t think about that now. 

	Following Ethan again, he tried to decide what he could make Ethan for dinner that night. He made a mean curry, or he could make lasagne. He’d have to see what Ethan wanted and go to the supermarket if he didn’t have what Joey needed. It was a little unnerving how quickly things had snowballed since he’d met the guy, not even twenty-four hours ago. Had it really been less than a day?

	He was able to find parking closer than he had the night before, probably because people were out at work. He grabbed a bag from the boot but left everything else where it was. 

	“Is that all you’re bringing?” Ethan asked, opening the door.

	“At the moment. If I need anything else, I’ll get it later.” He put the bag near the stairs, out of the way, and asked, “What would you like me to make for dinner?”

	Ethan chuckled. “I was only joking about cooking for me. You don’t need to.”

	“I don’t mind. I like to do it to relax, especially after a long day doing…” He stopped himself.

	Ethan stepped in front of him. “Look, I know you’re hiding something, and it’s absolutely fine. I have no issue with it. But know that I can keep a secret if I need to. If you want someone to confide in, I’m here. You don’t have to watch your words with me.”

	Joey sighed and rubbed a hand over his head. “It’s not that I don’t trust you. If you’ve not recognised me by now, you probably won’t, but it’s still too…raw to talk about.”

	Ethan rested his hand on Joey’s chest. “Okay. Offer will always be there.”

	“Thanks.”

	“As for dinner,” Ethan continued, “anything.” He waved his hand towards the kitchen. “Whatever I’ve got is yours to use.”

	Joey leaned down and placed a kiss on Ethan’s cheek. “Thank you for everything.”

	Ethan smirked. “You’re welcome. Now, I’m going for a shower. Feel free to join me—oh, I mean, shower after me.” He winked and sauntered to the stairs.

	Joey wanted to follow him, but he refused, not wanting to mess up their new friendship. He was beginning to like it there. Checking the fridge told him Ethan liked meat and fruit but not much else, and unless he’d already eaten them all, he wasn’t a vegetable fan. There was some chicken, which he could use to make stir-fry, but he’d need to grab some peppers and onions. And maybe some tortillas. Ethan was also nearly out of milk, so Joey made a list, and when Ethan came back from his shower, all pink and toasty, Joey said he needed to go to the supermarket.

	“Let me go. You stay here and have a breather. It won’t take me long,” Ethan said.

	Joey offered him some money, but Ethan refused, and Joey set a note to tally whatever Ethan spent on him so he could pay it back later.

	While Ethan was gone, he familiarised himself with the kitchen and where everything was, then settled on the sofa and rested his head back. He knew he needed to call his mum and let her know he was doing okay, but he didn’t want to ruin the even keel he was on. He had people who counted on him, even those who worked for him, but he’d left Ani in charge, and she knew what she was doing. If she had a problem she couldn’t solve, she would call him, and he’d answer.

	The lock clicked, and he sat upright, expecting to see Ethan, but a woman came in.

	“Hey, babe! I didn’t see your car, but that doesn’t mean you’re not here!” She shut the door and then stopped, her bright green eyes boring into him. “Who are you? And where’s Ethan?”

	He held up his hands. “He’s at the supermarket.”

	She pointed a sharp nail in his direction. “And who are you?”

	“His new lodger.”

	She put a hand on her hip and pursed her lips. “This house is barely big enough for one giant, let alone two. Who are you really?”

	At that moment, the door opened, and Ethan returned. “Oh, hey, Christi.” He glanced between them. “This is Joey. Joey, this is my best friend, Christi.” He pushed the door closed with his ass, and Joey jumped up to grab the bags from him. “I bought a bit more than I went out for.”

	He’d say. Definitely more than the peppers, onion, milk and tortillas he’d put on the list. Carrying the bags to the kitchen, he left the two friends to argue not so silently in the living room while he put away what Ethan had bought, which included crisps, more fruit, vegetables he was sure were just for him, and some milk, plus other snack food.

	“Okay, then,” Ethan said, smiling brightly. “I thought you had work this afternoon?”

	Christi tucked her dyed blonde hair behind her ears and rolled her eyes. “Two appointments cancelled at the last minute. I have to go back at four o’clock for my final appointment, but I wasn’t waiting around just to get harassed again. I thought I’d harass you instead.”

	Ethan chuckled, flicking the kettle on. “Leave Di alone, and she’ll leave you alone.”

	“She started it!”

	“And you can finish it and have a happy work environment again.” Ethan glanced at Joey. “Christi is a beautician, but her arch nemesis is trying to take her clients.” He looked at Christi again. “You know your clients are loyal.”

	Christi stared at Joey. “Please tell me you’re straight?” she asked instead of responding to Ethan’s words.

	Joey cleared his throat. “Sorry, no.”

	She huffed. “Ethan, why are all the big ones gay?” she whined.

	Ethan snorted. “I promise, not all big guys are gay, but we are. Sorry, hun.”

	“Are you a model?” She tilted her head. “You look like you could be.”

	Joey ducked his head a bit, trying to stop her from examining him too closely. “No. Just a normal guy.” He helped Ethan with the drinks.

	“I love these tattoos.” She stepped closer.

	“Oh, Christi. Didn’t you want to show me those pictures on your phone? The different patterns you wanted my opinion on?”

	“Yes! I’d almost forgotten. Let’s sit down so I can show you without spilling my tea down me.” She sauntered off.

	Ethan stopped in front of him. “You owe me big time for this. I hate listening to her drone on about these designs, but I’m doing it for you.”

	Joey didn’t think. He dropped his head and kissed Ethan on the lips. “Whatever you want in return.”

	“Whatever is a big word,” Ethan cautioned.

	“Whatever,” Joey stated again.

	He leaned back against the counter and blew out a breath. Should he stay, or should he hightail it with the next dawn?

	****

	


Chapter 3

	Ethan

	Ethan’s alarm woke him the next morning with its usual incessant beeping. So annoying, but that was the point. He also charged the thing on top of his chest of drawers across the room, so he had to get out of bed to turn it off. It’s the only way he would get up in the morning.

	Bleary-eyed, he stumbled into the bathroom and under the shower, letting the shock of the initial freezing spray wake him up before the warmth could send him back to sleep again. He washed, dried, brushed his teeth and dressed in his uniform before descending the stairs, pausing when he heard sounds from the kitchen. It took him far too long to calm his racing heart and to remember he’d invited Joey to stay with him. 

	Entering the kitchen, Joey stood at the counter, pouring beans on top of toast on two plates. Ethan didn’t eat that early in the morning, but he hadn’t told Joey that, and he refused to deny him.

	“Morning,” he said.

	“Morning,” Joey replied, a hint of a smile on his lips. “I’ve made coffee as well.”

	Ethan frowned. “I don’t have any coffee.”

	Joey put the pan back on the hob. “I went for a jog this morning and bought a few things. You mentioned not having had caffeine yesterday, so I thought I’d make you some. And breakfast.” Joey frowned. “I hope that’s okay?”

	Ethan blinked. “Yes. That’s…fine.”

	Joey handed him a plate and some cutlery, and Ethan settled at the small dining table. His new friend brought their mugs over to them before going back for his own plate.

	“You don’t have to cook for me,” Ethan said. “I was only joking.”

	“I don’t mind. I’m usually up early, anyway. But today…more so.”

	Ethan cut up his toast and paused. “You didn’t sleep well?”

	Joey sighed. “I haven’t for a while. It’ll get better.” He glanced at Ethan. “You’re not an early bird, I take it?”

	“God, no. Whoever invented time should have the early hours of a day shoved up their ass until it hits their throat.”

	Joey laughed. “Quite a visual.”

	Ethan shrugged and finished his mouthful. “I have a way with words.”

	“That you do.”

	They finished their breakfast in silence, and Ethan carried their used dishes to the kitchen, leaving them in the sink. “I’ll clean them when we get back,” he murmured. “I’ll drive.”

	Joey nodded, and they headed for the door. As they passed the hook where Ethan kept his keys, he grabbed the spare key to the house and handed it to Joey. 

	“In case you need to get in when I’m not here.”

	Joey shook his head. “I don’t want to be here when you’re not here.”

	Ethan glared at him. “I trust you, Joey. Mother help me, but I do. You need this for any time that I won’t be home, for whatever reason that might be. Take it.”

	Joey sighed and curled his hand around the key. “Okay, thanks.”

	They parted ways when they reached the hotel, Joey going for the handyman’s closet, Ethan to the reception desk to relieve the night receptionist.

	“Hey, Thomas. How were things?” Ethan asked, squeezing the man’s shoulder.

	“Morning. All good. No issues except for the couple in room 406. They called down a couple of times to say their TV kept cutting out. I took them through the usual, but in the end, they said they’d go to bed and not watch it. Might be something we need someone to look at.”

	Ethan pressed a few keys on the computer. “They’re checking out today, and no one is scheduled to book into that room. It’ll give Joey the chance to have a look at it.”

	“Joey?” Thomas asked, collecting his jacket.

	“Our stand-in handyman for a bit,” Ethan explained. “He’s a friend of mine.”

	Thomas nodded and yawned. “Right, I’m off.”

	“Have a good sleep.” Ethan smiled, focusing on the computer and starting up his morning checklist.

	He worked through nearly all the morning paperwork before Charly arrived. The manager believed that having staggered start times worked best for the hotel rush times, so there were always two receptionists working at the hotel except between midnight and eight in the morning.

	“Who’s this new handyman I’ve heard about?” Charly asked, smirking at Ethan. “I’ve been told he’s your tattooed best friend. You kept that quiet.”

	Ethan snorted. “He’s a friend, not my best friend. But yes, he’s tattooed.”

	“Where’s he from? Why haven’t you told us about him? Is he single? Is he straight?” Charly popped off a dozen questions Ethan refused to answer. “You’re no fun.”

	“It’s nunya beeswax,” he said.

	Charly frowned. “What?”
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