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WARNING:

This book contains sexual content, which may only be suitable for mature readers. Depictions of emotional abuse and cheating.


James and Merrick

Take a Shot, Book One

Jessica Skye Davies


In memory of Bob: for the many laughs, the many G&Ts, and for always being so supportive of my writing.


Chapter One

Meredydd Rhys—Merrick to his friends—juggled a stack of post in one hand and his umbrella and house keys in the other as he locked the front door behind him. After standing the brolly in the corner to drip, he crossed his small but tidy sitting room, set the post on the kitchen counter, and hung up his keys on the peg, intent on getting the kettle on first thing after returning home from work. By the time he’d changed and put away his suit, the water was boiling, and he just had to transfer it to the pot and wait a few more minutes for the tea to brew up. The box of Yorkshire tea he’d opened just that morning still had that wonderfully fresh tea aroma that reminded him of golden sultanas and made the brewing wait time well worth it. 

Idly flicking through the post and discarding most of the adverts, he found a postcard between an insurance solicitation and yet another pizza shop menu. He knew the ridge of hills depicted on the face of the card like his own name, and the sight of them nearly always gave him a twinge of longing. He hardly had to guess at the sender, and the message was no surprise either.

Ti’n dod gartref ar dy wyliau haf? 

—Mam-gu

Merrick couldn’t help smiling. Sometimes his gran acted like he was still away at school, but he knew it was no senior moment on her part and was mostly just because she lived in hope for the day her grandson finally quit London and came home to the hills and valleys of his childhood. Before he had a chance to reach for his mobile, it started ringing. Not Mam-gu, but his mate, Theo. Merrick stuck the postcard to the fridge with a rugby-playing dragon magnet to remind him to ring home soon and answered the phone.

“All right, Theo. What’s occurring?” Merrick said, the rise and fall of his accent answering that of the hills and valleys on the postcard.

“Heya, kid, how’s everything?” 

“Not bad, mate. How’s Nige?” Merrick responded. 

“Nigel’s fine; we’re both fine. Uh…there’s just something I was wondering about. See, we’re sorta in a bit of a spot…” 

“Oh?” Merrick had a feeling his mate’s call wasn’t purely social, but Theo had done him a lot of good turns over the years, so he didn’t mind a favour being called in. 

“One of our mates is getting married, and we’re hosting the stag do this Saturday. Now, I know what you’re going to say—you don’t really do the dancing thing anymore—we know. But, due to an unfortunate slip from a bar top at some club on the weekend, we’ve now got no dancer and our mate needs this. He’s marrying the world’s biggest tosser. And it’s just gonna be us and a bunch of our ‘older’ mates from the Richmond Rainbow Club, nobody you’ve met. Besides us, obviously. We’ll make sure nobody gets out of hand, and there won’t be any bother about the groom either. He doesn’t want any sort of special attention or anything.” 

Merrick took a deep breath, wondering how Theo could get that out all at once. “Right. I’ll do it, but only an hour, yeah? And just remind your guests I’m not available for private parties.”

“Yeah, of course, naturally. Don’t expect any of the people on our guest list will be at all problematic; it’s a pretty relaxed, mature bunch of chaps,” Theo promised. 

“All right. Any special requests?” Merrick asked.

“Not really. And, no offense, but maybe Tom Jones is a bit predictable.”

“I won’t take offense as long as nobody throws knickers at me,” Merrick said with a laugh. 

“Hey, do you still do massage as well?” Theo asked.

“I do the occasional massage, yes, but absolutely not combining with a strip show. Sorry. That’s just way too fraught with complications.” 

“Fair do’s. Actually, I was just wondering because I was thinking of booking something for Nigel and I next month for our fifth year anniversary. But not telling him yet.”

“Gotcha. Just give me a bell if you decide on that. So, what are you thinking for this do? How many you expecting and all that?” Merrick asked.

As Merrick rang off with Theo after they’d chatted a bit, he wondered if he’d been mistaken in agreeing to revive his male stripper routine for a stag do. Those things so often got out of hand, with someone inevitably presuming that on-the-spot private parties were encouraged. That was a big part of why he’d started cutting back on dancing in the first place, even before his ex had wanted in on the game.

It was Nigel and Theo though, and Merrick felt reasonably confident there wouldn’t be those sorts of problems. They really didn’t have a common circle of friends in London, but he didn’t fancy two blokes as solid and practical as Nigel and Theo running with too wild a crowd. 

As Saturday evening came around, Merrick also did his best to remind himself that a party like that wasn’t a place to meet guys, not when he was providing the entertainment. But, of course, if any of his friends’ crowd seemed nice…well, maybe there could be further conversation afterward. It had been nearly three years since his disastrous relationship with Seth, and now, as he wasn’t doing the dancing thing anymore, he thought maybe he didn’t have to adhere quite so strictly to his policy of independence. He had always been attracted to the proverbial gentlemen of a certain age, after all.

When Merrick arrived at Nigel and Theo’s place, he was pleased to find he had been correct about the type of mates Nigel and Theo had round—grown, professional-type men who mostly seemed to be getting a laugh out of the notion of having a stripper at a stag night. A rather more laid-back party than the young and perpetually randy crowd one usually encountered at such parties.

There was one guy who Merrick found himself drawn to repeatedly. He was handsome and quiet with an understated sort of masculinity and didn’t look like he was trying to impress anyone. His strong jawline was complemented by warm, observant grey eyes. His gaze followed Merrick’s movements appreciatively but almost shyly. 

Merrick was taking a short break before the last half hour of the booking when Nigel asked if he’d be up for doing body shots as his last ‘act’ of the evening.

Merrick hesitated slightly; in his experience, that routine could get a bit sticky—in more ways than one. “Right, yeah, but just regular navel shots,” Merrick assented. “Not the tequila ones with the lick-salt-lime ritual, yeah?” 

Nigel pulled a face. “What do we look like, mate? You know you’re the only one here under thirty, don’t you?” 

“Doesn’t always feel like it,” Merrick laughed. “You clear a table; I’ll change leather pants for something easier to wash. I’ve got a pair of genuinely hideous aussieBums with cartoon bananas on that Henry sent me on my last birthday—that should go down a treat.”

“It’s cherry vodka we’re using,” Nigel said absently, as if trying to decide whether cherry would pair well with banana-printed pants.

Within a few minutes, the table was cleared and Merrick carefully arranged himself with his arms behind his head. It helped keep his abdomen taut but also elevated his head so he could give a reassuring smile and wink to the guys who seemed shy about sucking vodka out of a nearly nude stranger’s belly button. He knew they were just going along to be good sports. Then again, there were also those who stepped up to the makeshift bar grinning like Cheshire cats and usually stepped away only after an extra lick up his treasure trail. As long as it all stayed good-natured, Merrick didn’t much mind. 

The last guy up was the one Merrick had been catching looks from all night. As he positioned himself beside Merrick, the rest of the guests cheered him on, but the tension between the two of them spiked. Merrick could tell the man was well buzzed, but by no means sloppy drunk. He fixed Merrick with that sexy look he’d been giving all night, only by now it was practically smouldering. Merrick knew he was returning the same look as the cold liquor was poured once again into the focus of his navel. 

The man leaned in, deliberately keeping eye contact with Merrick as he put his mouth to Merrick’s abdomen and sucked up the vodka. He swallowed it down but didn’t step back straightaway, instead boldly swirling his tongue around a few times. When he looked back up at Merrick, an electric zing filled the space between them as their eyes locked. Merrick didn’t hesitate at all when the man moved from his stomach to his lips.

Merrick could taste the cherry vodka as the man pushed his tongue into Merrick’s mouth, and Merrick felt as though he was the one who had been drinking all evening. He couldn’t remember ever having been kissed quite like that, so sensuously, and he wanted more—a lot more. 

Unfortunately, just as the nameless man pulled back a bit, Merrick realised that the partygoers were cheering wildly, and they’d just put on a fairly good show for them. Not that Merrick was at all shy about it, but he knew if things went any further just then, it might border on getting out of hand. 

As the guy helped him up off the table with just a soft kiss of thanks to his cheek, Merrick checked the time and found he was done for the night. He thanked the guests for being a good crowd and collected the offered tips as he went to change back into normal attire. He considered Theo’s invitation to stay for the rest of the party, but he decided it was better to get home. Mixing business and pleasure was too often inadvisable, and if he stayed any longer he was rather sure he’d end up asking for that guy’s number. 

Once home and in his own shower, Merrick wondered about ringing Theo and Nigel in the morning to ask about the guy. Give it a night to sleep on, he thought, and if he still found himself that interested, it might be worth enquiring. The attraction between them was plain enough, and that kiss had been downright sizzling. 

His dreams that night, full of snogging handsome guys with bedroom eyes, had a rather predictable result by morning. He woke hard and aching like a randy teenager, glad he’d at least avoided a wet dream. Merrick decided he really did need to give it a few days before asking any favours about phone numbers; he wanted to put some distance between himself and this fixation. And to get a start on it, he decided to get dressed and go get some breakfast. His favourite place was just a few blocks away and would take his mind off the hot mystery man.

*

James woke with a somewhat estranged old friend. He didn’t remember the last time he’d woken up hard. It wasn’t a wonder, not after watching that dancer Nigel and Theo had hired. James lay in bed for a while, staring up at the ceiling, running through a mental highlight reel of the night before. He was surprised with himself for fantasising like that, and even more surprised with himself for the snog he’d laid on the dancer during that body shot. James was sure he hadn’t been that drunk, despite the mild telltale headache making itself known. 

Maybe it was just the fact that despite being a stripper the guy was so…normal. He wasn’t overly muscled like a typical Chippendale—he was just nicely built, fit and healthy and obviously not ashamed of his body, with a warm and inviting smile. He seemed so…comfortable, James thought. Not like he was trying too much to put on a show. That alone was unbelievably attractive.

Shaking his head, James dragged himself out of bed, intent on a shower. He needed a quick wank, a long breakfast, and a load of tea. It was a few miles between his house in Dulwich and his favourite café in Balham but would be worth it. And then he needed to give Theo and Nigel a ring before long and thank them for organising his stag night.

Before he even made it to the shower, his mobile began buzzing insistently. Checking the name, James found he’d slept through three calls already. All from Michael. Taking a deep breath, James answered.

“God! Where have you been all morning?” Michael demanded.

“Just nursing a hangover. Relax, Michael.” 

“Did you even get home last night?” 

“I did,” James promised. “In one piece. Alone. Well, in a cab, anyway.” 

“You know I’m not thrilled with your friends.”

“Neither am I,” James said dryly, then added in an unintelligible mutter, “with yours.” 

“Pardon?”

“Nothing,” James dismissed, hoping Michael would drop it.

“How drunk did they get you, exactly? They did not take you to a bloody strip show, did they? And if they did, just say no one recognised you.” 

“They didn’t take me anywhere. Nigel and Theo hosted at home,” James hedged. “I just had a few too many shots, that’s all. And not enough to eat.” 

“Look, I can’t talk. I’ve just left a conductors’ meeting, and I’m heading into the gym,” Michael said. “You’ll be home when I’m done?” 

James repressed a sigh. “I don’t know. I’m going to get some breakfast.”

“When are you going to have the key copied? On second thought, probably no need to bother. I’ve been thinking we should move into mine. You can sell your house.” 

James didn’t bother responding. Michael would have just kept talking over him. And since he was going to the gym, Michael wouldn’t be talking long anyway. James just left him on speaker and started toward the shower. It would be easier to deal with his intended once he was feeling refreshed. If nothing else, he no longer wanted that wank. 

*

James was surprised when he overheard the person behind him in the queue order nearly the same breakfast he’d just ordered, but he was downright startled when he glanced over and saw the dancer from the stag night—tall and fit, handsome features, appropriately untidy dark-brown hair, and deep-blue eyes. 

James debated for a moment whether it would be prudent to say something or if he should just ignore it. Was it improper to talk to a stripper ‘out of context’? Was the polite thing to pretend you didn’t recognise him? They hadn’t been introduced, after all, despite having shared a steamy kiss after a body shot. As the younger man slipped his change into his jacket pocket, James decided to just stop agonising over the vagaries of etiquette and just say hello. Surely it had to be more awkward and rude not to, even in such a unique case.

“Hi,” James said softly when the dancer stepped aside to wait for his order. The way his blue eyes widened in surprise first, then recognition, accompanied by an almost shy smile, spoke volumes to James. There was the briefest moment of uncertainty between them. It felt so much like the tension that rose as they matched gazes the night before. Then James’s manners caught up with him again. “I hope this isn’t terribly awkward. I just overhead you ordering almost the same thing as I had and was rather surprised to recognise you from last night. My name’s Jacques-Yves, but I never use that—call me James, please,” he said, offering his hand.

James was spellbound by the warm, firm handshake and the man’s soft laugh. Both were easily more intoxicating than even that cherry-vodka-laced snog the night before. “Well, clearly we have the same tastes and the same penchant for assumed names. I’m Meredydd, but nearly no one’s called me that since I sat my GCSEs. It’s Merrick these days. Pleased to meet you, properly this time.” 

“Would you care to sit with me?” James asked, gesturing to an open table for two.

“Sure, thanks,” Merrick said brightly. “I was just going to get my brekkie and eat at home, but it’s always nice to share, isn’t it?” 

“I quite often think it is,” James said. He certainly did at that moment, anyway.

“If I may say, your name and accent don’t quite mesh,” Merrick said as they sat down. “Is that why you use an anglicisation?”

“Pretty much. I am half French, but you’d never know it. I think people kind of get a preconceived notion of who I am when they only get the exotic name; it doesn’t really reflect who I am and what I connect with, and people are often disappointed to find I’m just a South Londoner,” James said with a self-deprecating smile. “But what about you? You don’t use your given name either.” 

“Got a bit tired of people asking for Miss Rhys,” Merrick said with a laugh.

James nodded. “Somewhat different set of expectations, huh?” 

“It doesn’t occur as often back home, but…often enough that I started going by Merrick around my mates by the time we were in year nine. Almost nobody at university knew me as Meredydd. Though, I’ll be honest with you, I think Meredydd probably does reflect who I am a lot more these days than it did when I was sixteen. I think I’ve sort of grown into it now.”

“Don’t guess I have to ask where ‘back home’ is with your accent.”

Merrick smiled. “Bit of a giveaway, yeah?” 

“You’re almost definitely young enough to not remember this, though maybe you’ve heard about it if you’re up on your recent history, but I was nineteen when I went to my first Pride celebration. Not to give away my age, but that was the year London Pride was led by busloads of miners from Wales. That left me with an indelible impression and something rather like eternal gratitude.”

Merrick’s smile glowed. “Well, it was a few years before I was born, yeah, but I have heard of it. As a matter of fact, my dad and uncle were both on those buses. Quite possibly one of our finest hours since the days of Glyndŵr.”

“I’m afraid one side may have got more from it than the other in the end,” James said.

“On the contrary. I don’t know that there would have been a push for devolution without what went on during the strikes. And becoming a bilingual nation again, the whole Cymru Cool era, that’s all to do with cultural identity. I think those days were a huge catalyst to that patriotic feeling. It’s about honouring the past while looking to the future. Neither has to crowd the other out; there is room for symbiosis and harmony.”

“Well said,” James agreed, raising his cup of tea to Merrick. 

Even after they’d both finished their meal and were into a second cup of tea, Merrick and James were still sitting in the café chatting. It wasn’t until James’s phone rang that either of them realised how long they’d been there.

“Guess I really should be getting on with the day,” James said a bit sheepishly. He hadn’t looked at his phone, but he could guess who’d been ringing.

“Yeah, me too,” Merrick said. “You know, now that we just happened to meet while I’m off duty—which I always am now because I was only dancing last night to help out Nigel and Theo—I don’t think it would be at all unprofessional to trade phone numbers. Perhaps we could hang out some time if you’re in the area?”

James smiled, nodded, and scribbled his number on the back of his breakfast check. Merrick did the same and handed it to James who slipped it into his jacket pocket and thanked Merrick for the relaxing morning interlude.
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