
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Chapter One



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my little tribe, you know who you are; I couldn't do it without you. 

To my readers; if you're not into a bunch of very spicy fluff and copious use of the word 'cock', you're in for a bad time.

To my therapist; Fine. You win. I did it. Happy now?

To my parents; if you didn't want to disown me before, this oughta do it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Thank you so much for spending this time with me. I hope you enjoyed this story and are interested in more from me.

If you liked this story, I ask two favors of you:

First, please leave a review! Reviews help people find me and bump me up in the algorithm. 

Second, please tell a friend! Tell two friends! Tell all your friends! 

      

    


There was bustle around him, the typical bustle you might find in a pub, but Everett Atwood was oblivious. Currently, he was sitting at a table in the Fox and Badger, the pub nearest his flat, feeling morose. His best friend was supposed to come have a drink with him – and hopefully give him some earthly idea of what the hell to do. While he waited, he scrolled his contacts listlessly, without any hope, checking off the people who had turned him down.

“Busy... busy... seeing someone... out of town that week... this one told me to bugger off, which was much ruder than I expected. I thought he and I were on good terms,” he muttered to himself.

When he got to the bottom of his contacts, he sighed pitifully and opened Facebook, thinking maybe there was someone he had missed there. There had to be at least one person he’d -

“Wotcher, Ev,” came a friendly voice.

Everett looked up to see his best friend, Maddox, striding into the pub like he owned the place - which was his way. Maddox was a football player, with a not-insignificant level of fame, which might ordinarily explain his swagger. But in truth, Maddox had always walked into every room he entered like he owned it, even before he was famous. Of course, that could have been because Maddox was better looking than David Beckham: tall and strapping with rugged features, clear blue eyes, and a jaw you could grate cheese on. He had been getting second glances since he began puberty, and it was sometimes a little difficult to be at a pub or any other public place with him, because he attracted attention from fans and admirers. He really was the polar opposite of Everett in every conceivable way, but they had been virtually inseparable since Uni. Everett knew the man within, and loved him wholeheartedly.

At any rate, Everett was relieved to see him, and his face lit with the first smile he’d had in what felt like days. “Good, you’re here. Please, sit.”

Maddox took the seat across from him, not commenting on Everett’s bossy tone. Before he even had a chance to take off his coat, the waitress was at the table, smiling at Maddox besottedly. “Ah, yeah,” Maddox said when he noticed her. “How’s your lager?”

"Best in the city," the woman answered, batting her lashes.

Everett was amused that Maddox seemed completely unaware of her flirting. "I'll take one of those, then. What do you want, Ev?"

"I’ll take another port, please."

She barely looked at Everett when she jotted it down and he wondered if Maddox really was oblivious or just uninterested. He'd seen him flirt confidently before, so he assumed disinterest. Not that Everett blamed him - this woman was at least ten years older than the two of them.

“So what’s got your knickers in a twist?” Maddox asked, picking up the lager when she brought it back - and had batted her lashes at him again.

“What makes you think my metaphorical knickers are in a twist?” Everett bluffed.

Maddox saw right through it. “Something’s got you all wound up. What is it? Are you okay?”

“I’m... physically I’m fine. There’s no danger to my person or anything.”

“Are you in some sort of spiritual jeopardy?”

“There’s no need to make light of it,” he snarked. “It’s... it involves my family.”

“Oh, fuck,” Maddox groaned, rolling his head back a little. “What did those arseholes do this time?”

“I need a date for Geoffrey’s wedding in ten days.”

“I still can’t believe Geoff suckered someone into marrying him. Poor girl.”

“Oh, she’s delightful,” Everett said.

Maddox raised a suspicious brow. “Really?”

“No. She’s horrible. They deserve each other.”

Maddox snorted into his lager. “Marrying a complete bitch is just what that shithead deserves.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” Everett said. “And Marceline is a piece of work.”

“Her name is Marceline? I thought he was dating someone named Scout, just a couple of months ago?”

“Yes, the bride’s name is Marceline, and he was dating someone named Scout just a couple of months ago.”

“So what happened?”

“My parents did. They didn’t pass muster, so my parents told him to find an acceptable wife and pushed him in Marceline’s direction.”

Maddox looked stricken. “Jesus. That’s awful.”

“Again, couldn’t agree more. Not even my brother deserves that.”

“I don’t know, man,” Maddox said with a wry grin. “He’s pretty fucking terrible.”

“Well, that’s true. I won’t argue with you about that. But do you think we could focus on me for a moment?”

“Not at all.” He took another sip. “What’s the problem?”

“I need a date for Geoffrey’s wedding, and I don’t have a date.”

“Why do you need a date?”

“Because they gave me a plus one.”

Maddox shrugged. “So? They gave me one, too. You don’t have to use it.”

Everett felt his cheeks heating with embarrassment. “Well, I do, because... you see... I told them I was seeing someone. That I had a boyfriend.”

The look Maddox was giving him communicated clearly what he thought. “Why the hell did you do that?”

“Because I thought I would! This was several months ago, and I thought I’d have time to find someone to go with me. But everyone I’ve asked has told me no, and I’m almost out of time. I have no idea what to do.”

“Tell them that you broke up with this imaginary guy. You could even give it some flair - say he cheated or something.”

“No way,” Everett scoffed.

“You’re afraid to besmirch the name of some imaginary guy?”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just that if I tell them that this man and I broke up - even for a valid reason - it’s going to make me look bad. Like I can’t make a partner happy. You know how my family feels about me being gay -”

“Yeah. They just tolerate it.”

“Right. And you know how they feel about me in general -”

His voice was sympathetic. “That you’re a loser.”

That stung, even coming from Maddox. “That I’m not living up to my potential, yeah. So I think you’ll understand why I’m hesitant to turn up at this event with no boyfriend, saying we broke up. They’ll think I’m pathetic - and they wouldn’t be far off the mark,” he finished morosely.

“You’re not pathetic, you just come from a family of pricks.”

“Well, you just tell that to my family. ‘Everett isn’t pathetic, like you think, it’s you who suck’.”

“It would be true.”

“Yeah, but how often is my family receptive to the truth?”

“Fair point. Alright,” Maddox said, sitting forward a little bit. “Let’s workshop other ideas. You could say something came up with work -”

“They have no respect for my work, and wouldn’t accept that as an excuse. You know they think teaching primary school is beneath them. Beneath me.”

“Fine. What about saying your boyfriend is sick? Or you’re sick? Diarrhea can strike at any time, as I’m fond of saying.”

Everett snorted a little at that. “Telling them my boyfriend is sick might work, but only if they don’t ask too many questions. You know how they are.”

“Yeah, that’s true. They’re going to ask questions.” He looked to be thinking for a minute, then said, “You know, you could just... not go. Don’t even bother with any excuses or anything, just... not fucking go.”

Everett gave him a look. “You know better than that, Mads.”

“I know that ‘no’ is a complete sentence. You don’t owe them anything.”

“No, I don’t, but if I do that, my mobile will blow up with calls and texts telling me what a miserable son I am, that I’ve shamed the whole family, all that song and dance.”

“You could block them all.”

“I can’t do that, either. This is my family, Maddox. I can’t just cut them out of my life, as much as I would like to. Besides, I couldn’t possibly do that to Addie. Or Nanny, or Mr. Black.”

“You could stay in contact with them.”

“And then they would face estrangement. Out of the question.”

Maddox looked displeased by this, and Everett sighed. “I really just don’t know what to do. There aren’t any good options here. I’m seriously considering taking out an advert, looking for a date for the week.”

“For the week?”

“Well, not quite. It’s five days, from Wednesday to Monday.”

“You have to be there the whole time?”

“Unless I want to hear the inevitable bullshit that would result from me not showing up, yes.”

“So you’re thinking of - what? Paying someone?”

“What else can I do? It’s hopeless otherwise. I’ve got five thousand pounds ready to give the person who will go with me.”

“Five thousand pounds?”

“Yes. A thousand for each day.”

“You’re going to pay that amount of money for a week at the estate?” Maddox scoffed. “Shit, I’ll do it. Consider me your boyfriend now.”

Everett laughed, then said, “Oh, do be serious. You are one of the most recognizable people in British sports. It would cause a huge scandal.”

“I’ll grow a mustache and start answering to ‘Tom’. No one will know.”

Everett laughed again.

“In all seriousness, Ev, what are you trying to accomplish with this date? Just arm candy?”

“No. Well, I mean, yes... Really, I just want them to see that I’m...” He sighed. “I’m about to get deep and maudlin.”

“Go ahead. It’s me you’re talking to.”

Everett thought for a moment, then nodded internally. “I want them to see that I’m not entirely unlovable. That at least one person in the world enjoys my company.”

“Okay, first of all, you are the farthest thing from unlovable. You are the most lovable person I know, by leaps and bounds. It’s just your shitty family that treats you this way.”

“Well, yes...”

“And what’s more - what the hell am I? Chopped liver? You are my favorite person to hang out with. I enjoy your company immensely.”

Everett gave him a little smile. “I love you, too, Maddox, but you don’t count. Not for this. Although I will say that they see my friendship with you as one of the very few things I’ve done that’s respectable.”

Maddox snorted. “I’d love to kick the crap out of every one of them.”

“I know you would. To be honest, I wouldn’t mind that, some days.”

“One day, maybe. Anyway, back to this date. You’re just wanting someone to go, pretend to be your boyfriend in front of people, and behind the scenes, you just... ignore each other?”

“I mean, ideally, I would like to be friendly with the person. But as long as we can get along, at least in front of my family, I’ll be happy.”

Maddox looked to be thinking for a second, then his face cleared. “I think I have the guy.”

Everett perked up. “You do?”

“Yeah. He’s my mechanic.”

“Oh, they’re not going to like the idea of a mechanic...”

“Two things. First, he’s not just a regular mechanic. He only works on high-end, luxury cars - as well as classic cars. He and his garage are highly in demand. As for the second thing - wouldn’t it make it better if they disapproved?”

Everett started to protest, but then it felt like a light was shining down on him, and his face cleared into a smile. “Do you know, it just might be better?”

“Good, because he’s also Irish.”

“Oooh,” Everett groaned with delight. “They’ll hate that.”

“Yeah, it’s a tossup whether they’ll hate the mechanic thing or the Irish thing more. Plus he has tattoos.”

“He sounds like everything they’d hate. Do you think he’d do it?”

“He might, yeah. I can ask him.”

The excitement ebbed and doubt crept in. “Maddox, the wedding is in ten days. And it isn’t just a weekend thing, it’s for the majority of five days. Surely he’s beholden to his job.”

“It’s his garage,” Maddox shrugged. “He owns it, so he’s the boss. I’ve known him to take off for things he wanted to do before.”

“Yeah, but this is not something he’s going to want to do.”

Maddox grinned. “You don’t know that. He’d probably be delighted to take a couple of days off to needle some uppity English tossers.”

“Won’t he lose business like that?”

“I’m telling you, Ev, he’s the best around. His garage is very well-known, and people pay a lot to go there. If he tells me to wait a few days for him to work on my car, I’m not taking it somewhere else. Neither will his other customers.”

“Oh, well, that’s exc- wait. Is he even queer?”

Maddox shrugged. “Don’t know. I see women hanging around, trying to catch his attention - and I’ve seen men do it, too. He banters with them, is a little flirty, but I’ve never known him to actually date anyone. Male or female.”

“Then why do you think he’d do this, if he’s straight?”

Maddox tilted his head to the side. “Why do you assume he’s straight?”

“Because most people are. It’s just safer to assume they’re not queer, lest you offend them. Some people don’t like that at all. Especially men.”

“Not this guy. Promise. He won’t be offended, so you should assume away.”

“No, I don’t think I will. I have pretty solid evidence that he’s not queer.”

“What might that be, pray tell?”

Everett smiled. “Well, I hesitate to say this, because it could swell your head to giant pumpkin proportions...” Maddox snorted indelicately. “...But if he didn’t hit on you, I think it’s probably safe to assume he’s straight.”

Maddox laughed outright. “You’re so funny sometimes, mate.”

“Really, though, Maddox. Seriously, why do you think he’d do that, if he’s straight?”

“Well, first, like I said, I’m not certain he’s straight. I literally have no idea if he is or isn’t. But as for why he’d do it: Because he has a penchant for fuckery. He loves mischief. The dude is - what’s the word? Puckish. I’m almost certain he would do this just for the laughs. This is right up his alley.”

Everett thought for a moment. “How long have you known him?”

“Since not long after I bought the Porsche. Something like five years? Six?”

“How old is he? What does he look like? Is he a nice guy?”

Maddox smiled indulgently. “He’s about our age, so mid-thirties. He’s very nice, but he’s a jokester, like I said. A really funny guy. As for what he looks like, he’s not exactly your usual type, he’s got some tattoos and whatnot like I mentioned, but he’s good looking, as far as I can tell.”

“As far as you can tell? What does that mean?”

“That means that I have no desire to bugger him, but I can see why he has people flirting with him all the time.”

Everett considered this. “And you really think he’ll do it?”

“I think I can ask him about it, see what he says. But he’s a good guy and a friend of mine. If I tell him the situation, I feel like he’ll do it.”

“Well, okay, then. You can ask him.”

“Perfect. I’ll go by his shop tomorrow, and I’ll let you know what he says after, yeah?”

“Sounds good to me,” Everett said, feeling a tiny touch of relief. Maybe this would work. Maybe he wouldn’t be -

Something occurred to him suddenly. “Oh, I almost forgot. What’s his name?”

“His name is Jacob O'Connell, but he goes by Jace.”

Jace was doing what he loved best: he was on his back, under a car, humming along with the radio that was playing in the shop, tinkering. This Alfa Romeo had an oil leak somewhere, and he could have left it to any of the others, but he had done paperwork all morning and was sick to the back teeth of administrative shit. He wanted to do something. So he’d decided to say fuck the paperwork for now and come get under a car. He was happiest when he was solving problems, and filling out stupid tax forms was not the kind of problem he liked to solve.

He was just getting somewhere, had just spotted the source of the leak, when he heard one of his workers, Johnny, calling his name. “Hey boss!”

“Yeah?” Jace called back.

“Maddox is here to see you.”

“You can send him on back,” Jace said, then sealed the pipe he was working with and slid out from under the car.

When he was free of it, he looked up to see Maddox Keaton, his friend, coming in with a smile on his face. Jace jumped up off of the board almost effortlessly.

“Well, would you look at what the cat dragged in,” Jace drawled, smiling, as he pulled off his gloves so he could shake Maddox’s hand. “How the hell are you?”

“Fair to middling,” Maddox grinned. “Can’t complain, wouldn’t do any good if I did.”

“You got the right of that. How’s that Porsche?”

“Drives like a dream.”

“Glad to hear it. So what made you decide to come in and brighten my day?”

“Got a proposition for you, of a sort.”

Jace’s grin grew. “I never took you for the type, but sure. Proposition me.”

Maddox snorted. “It’s not for me.”

He raised a brow. “You looking to pimp me out?”

“Nah. I hung up my fur coat years ago.” It was Jace’s turn to snort at that mental image. “I’ve got a friend that needs a date for a family wedding.”

“Are you trying to play matchmaker?”

“No, no. Not like that. He’s got to go to this thing, and they disapprove of him. It’s one of those passive aggressive disapprovals, where they never outright tell him they don’t like him or what he’s doing, they just talk around it. But he knows.”

“So this is a he?”

“Yeah. If that’s a problem, I’ll leave with no questions, and we can forget I ever asked.”

“No, it’s not a problem for me. I don’t mind helping someone in need for a day.”

Maddox rocked his head back and forth. “Well, it’s kind of more than a day.”

He raised a brow again. “A weekend?”

“A long weekend. From Wednesday to the following Monday.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“I’m not. I was invited, but as a regular guest. If I go, I’ll get there Saturday and leave Monday. But he has other shit to do because he’s family, so he’d need you five days.”

“Jesus, Maddox. What kind of wedding is this?”

“It’s at Whitbrand Manor.”

Jace’s eyes widened. “This guy is one of the Atwoods?”

“He’s their son.”

He blew out his breath. “Well, that whole shindig sounds poncy.”

“Oh, it’s absolutely going to be. He’s dreading it horribly.”

“When is it?”

“The actual wedding is the twenty-sixth.”

“Of this month?”

“Yep.”

He did some quick math. “That’s next weekend!”

“I know, I know. But he’s desperate. He’s willing to pay you a thousand pounds a day to come pretend to be his boyfriend.”

Another eyebrow raise. “Your mate sounds desperate.”

Jace sensed a change in Maddox that was almost imperceptible: a hint of defensiveness. That was borne out by his deep voice when he said, “I don’t want you to think ill of him. He’s my best mate and the best human I’ve ever known. He’s just in a tough spot.”

“Understood, but I don’t need the money. You know I don’t need the money.”

“I know. But he feels compelled to offer it.”

“What’s this guy like?”

“Well, he’s been my best mate since Uni. He teaches primary school -”

Jace’s brows were near his hairline. “A teacher, you say?”

“Yeah, but don’t let that fool you. He’s kind of... I don’t know. He’s kind of soft and gentle when you first meet him, but once you scratch the surface just a little, he’s witty as hell. Got just enough of a bastard streak to keep you on your toes. But he’s also the kind of man that finds baby birds lying on the ground in the park and either puts them back in their nest or nurses them to health. He’s got a heart as big as the world.”

“I don’t know, man. He sounds like a nice guy, but the idea of spending a week around a bunch of fucking ponces like the Atwoods at some hoity-toity function... and I’ll have to be on my best behavior...”

“Maybe not,” Maddox said, eyes twinkling. “He didn’t go into much detail about how he wants you to act. All he said was that he wanted someone who would pretend to like him in front of his family. To be honest, he’s impossible not to like. I don’t know how the hell his family manages it.”

Jace let his thoughts swirl for a minute, then Maddox said, “Look, if you don’t want to do it, I respect that entirely. This is a weird ask for anybody, but when I’m asking you to do it for a stranger... I get it. I’m kind of crossing a line here, but I would really, really appreciate it if you would at least be willing to sit down with him and have a drink. Just meet him and see what kind of impression you get. If you don’t like him or whatever, we’ll say no more. But I’d consider it a personal favor if you’d at least meet him.”

“Yeah,” Jace said, coming to a decision. “I can at least meet him and have a drink with him. Go ahead and set us up for drinks, if you don’t mind. I’m free tonight and tomorrow night.”

“Perfect,” Maddox said, looking pleased. “That’s perfect. Thanks a lot, mate. I owe you one.”

“Well, we’ll see how big of one you owe me after I meet this guy,” Jace said, grinning. “Oh, before I forget - what’s his name?”

“Everett. His name is Everett.”
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Chapter Two
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Jace wasn’t entirely sure he was going to hear back from Maddox after he left the garage on Thursday afternoon. The whole interaction had been strange - which in itself was strange, because Maddox was usually such a level-headed bloke. The fact that it was so weird piqued Jace’s curiosity. He’d known Maddox and they’d been somewhat casual friends for the last five or six years... finding a fake date for a wedding did not seem like the kind of thing Maddox would participate in. It must be something - and/or someone - that was really important. That gave it a little more weight in Jace’s mind.

But he had still almost put it out of his mind entirely and dismissed it as some sort of prank when Maddox texted Jace Thursday evening. Maddox asked if he’d be willing to meet this Everett after work on Friday at the Fox and Badger in Mayfair. He didn’t think much about it before he sent back a message agreeing to meet, then set a reminder in his phone so he wouldn’t forget.

And that’s how he found himself strolling down the pavement to meet his prospective fake boyfriend for next week. The whole idea was silly, when you thought about it. But Jace had been so bored lately. He felt restless, like he needed a little bit of excitement. He certainly didn’t need the money - although, if he did this, he might take it anyway. He could always donate it to some charity. But there were dealbreakers - things that he would absolutely not compromise on, and he listed them to himself as he walked.

He would say no if this Everett fellow had bad breath. He’d say no if he had facial hair that was ridiculous: one of those grizzly beards, or mutton chops. He’d say no if the guy was not funny - that was a big one for him, actually - and he’d walk right out if he was wearing a ManU jumper. Jace was also going to keep an eye on what the man ordered. If he seemed high maintenance or something, Jace was going to vamoose without a look back. He was open to the possibility that this might go well, but he didn’t realistically think he was going to walk out of this meeting with a date to a wedding. It was just a lark, and a way to kill some boredom this evening.

Jace found the pub, and it looked decent enough from the street. He wouldn’t know until he got inside - pubs could be so dicey, even in Mayfair. There was no telling.

He pulled open the wooden door and stepped inside. Once his eyes adjusted to the low light, he was pleased to see that this pub wasn’t really seedy at all - it just looked like any average pub. A little soothed by that, he started looking around for this Everett fellow. All Maddox had told him was that this man was good looking (which gave Jace pause, since that was so subjective) with dark hair that was a little curly and dark eyes. It was kind of vague, which Jace had pointed out to Maddox, but Maddox just shrugged and said he didn’t spend a lot of time gazing at his best friend. Jace had to allow that was fair.

Scanning the pub, he spotted the likely candidate. There was a man sitting at a table near the corner with his back to Jace. He looked to have on a robin’s egg blue collared shirt and dark, curly hair. He was the only person in the pub with curly hair, so Jace started over in that direction, mentally preparing himself that ‘good looking’ could mean anything, and this guy might be fairly unfortunate looking. He was also going over his list of hard nos: not funny, bad breath, mutton chops...

He put on a smile when he got close enough, and was still mostly behind the man he assumed was his date when he said, in his most charming voice, “Hi.”

The man turned and looked at Jace, and whoof, he was good looking. He had a face that was soft and gentle, with perfectly formed features, and eyes that were the most interesting mix of grey and brown. Fucking hell, he was pretty. Jace couldn’t think of a single word to say to the man, who was looking at him a little like he was crazy.

“Can I help you?” he said, polite but clearly guarded.

It didn’t matter how guarded he sounded, his voice was beautiful: clear and musical, like chimes.

Jace finally managed to speak. “Ah, yeah. Hi. Are you Everett?”

The man’s face spread into a smile, and bloody hell, he looked like a fucking cherub or some shit when he smiled.

Yeah, Jace would have compromised on the mutton chops thing.

“I am, yes. Are you Jace?”

Jace gave him an answering smile. “That’s me. Can I sit?”

“Please.”

Jace slid into the seat across from him, still smiling. Couldn’t seem to help it.

“I’m sorry,” Everett said, looking abashed. “When Maddox said you were Irish, I was expecting -”

“A leprechaun?” Jace asked, cheeky.

The gorgeous man flushed. “No, I know better than that -”

“Red hair and green eyes? Freckles galore?”

He laughed, and the sound was a bit like bells - although it was a little depreciating. “No, I meant I expected a heavier accent.”

“Ah,” Jace said, before he thickened his brogue. “I’ve got a wee bit o’an accent,” back to his normal voice, “but I’ve lived here long enough that it doesn’t come through a great deal.” He grinned mischievously and put the brogue back on. “Been known to turn it on just for fun, from time to time.”

Everett laughed again, and Jace wanted to hear more of that sound. He was a little disappointed when Everett seemed to turn business. “Thank you for coming to meet with me,” he said. “I realize this is a really weird request.”

“No problem,” Jace said, flagging down a waitress. He ordered a lager and Everett ordered a port - which was not as fussy or high-maintenance as he’d feared. It suggested that he appreciated fine things, but wasn’t a snob. Good. “Maddox is a good friend, the least I could do was meet with you.”

“I’m grateful you did.”

Honestly, Jace was, too.

The waitress came and brought their drinks, and Jace took a sip of his at the same time Everett took a sip of his own. Jace was just trying to think of something to say to get the conversation started - he very much wanted to have a conversation with this man - when Everett pushed his drink a little to the side and leaned over the table a bit. “Let me tell you the situation, and what I need. My brother is getting married, see -”

Jace held up both hands, smiling. “Whoa, whoa, whoa there. Pump the brakes for a minute. Let’s just chat for a bit and see if you and I mesh well enough to pull this off, okay?”

Everett looked flustered. “Oh! Oh, you’re right. I suppose that would be proper, wouldn’t it?”

He gave him a flirtatious grin. “I’m not much on being proper, most of the time. Way I hear it, it’s part of my charm.”

“Oh. Yes, I imagine it would be,” Everett said, a little less flustered. Jace was pleased with that.

“So tell me about yourself, Everett,” he said, still giving him a smile he hoped was winning.

“What would you like to know?”

Jace shrugged. “Anything, really. Let’s start with ‘what do you do’?”

“Of course, that’s a great place to start. I’m a primary school teacher.”

“Maddox had mentioned you taught. That’s interesting. What year?”

“Several years, actually. I teach children with special needs. Primarily autism.”

“Holy shit,” Jace blurted without thinking about it. What he was thinking was that this man had to be some sort of saint. Deciding that was an appropriate level of praise, he said, “You must have the patience of a saint.”

Everett laughed, and, again, the sound was like fucking bells or something. “Some days do require extreme patience.”

“How long have you been teaching?”

“About eight years. It took me a while to get through uni, since I got a couple of higher degrees. I didn’t finish my education until I was nearly thirty. My doctorate took the longest.”

“You have a doctorate?”

“Is that a problem?”

Jace was a little amazed at the idea of someone having multiple degrees, but he reminded himself that this was one of the Atwoods, and that was probably par for the course. They probably all had higher degrees. “No, not at all. Just a wee bit intimidating.” He took another sip before he said something stupid. “So you’re about my age, then.”

“How old are you?”

“I’m thirty-four. I’ll be thirty-five in December.”

“Ah, then yes, we’re about the same age. I’ll be thirty-six... soon.”

“Delightful,” Jace smiled.

“What about you? Maddox said you’re a mechanic?”

“Yeah. I own a garage that specializes in vintage, classic, and modern luxury cars. Alfa Romeos, Rolls Royces, things like that.”

“That sounds interesting. I don’t know the first thing about cars. You must be very clever.”

Was that flirting? Jace fervently hoped that was flirting. “Enh, I guess you could say I know what I’m doing.”

“How long have you had your garage?”

“I got a job there right out of school, and worked my way up until I was running it.”

“You must have worked your way up quickly.”

“I did, yeah. It took a lot of hard work, but I was willing to put in the hours. Plus I have a knack for it.”

“So which garage do you work at?”

“I own it, actually,” he said, hoping to God that was impressive.

It seemed it landed. “Maddox had said, but I wasn’t entirely sure. You do, then?”

“Yeah. The owner decided to retire a few years ago and I bought it. It’s been mine for about five years.”

“That’s fantastic, Jace!” Everett seemed genuinely pleased, and that pleased Jace. “I take it you like what you do?”

“I do, yeah. I like the idea of taking things that are broken and making them better. It’s kind of a rush to fix problems. It makes me feel like I have purpose.”

“Oh, I’m sure you have a lot of purpose in your life,” Everett said, flushing a little.

Jace grinned. “I do, actually, but I really like my job, anyway. So how do you know Maddox?”

“That’s a funny story. He and I met at uni.”

“You did?”

“We did, yeah. I was the star pupil, if you’ll forgive me for bragging, and he was, of course, the star of every sport he played. He was also the class clown. It seemed like he thrived on attention, and that gave me an impression of him. I thought he was this big, dumb jock with one brain cell that played pong in his head.” Jace laughed at that, and Everett smiled. “I didn’t like him on principle, and avoided him as much as I could.”

Jace was grinning. “What changed your mind?”

“In our English Lit class, he had faffed about so much he was in danger of failing. So he came to me and asked for help. He was plaintive and sincere when he asked, but I was dubious of him, thinking he might be an excellent actor. Even so, I couldn’t turn down someone in need, so I agreed to tutor him. He and I met at my flat, and he was supposed to be there for forty-five minutes. I had actually set an alarm to remind me to tell him to leave. He ended up staying for four hours, and by the time he left, we were the best of friends. We’ve been best friends ever since.”

“That’s so interesting. I’d have thought you’d be opposites.”

“We are! We totally are. But when we talked and got to know each other, I saw past the persona he wears everyday. I felt like I saw a glimpse of his soul, if you’ll forgive the dramatics. As it happened, I really liked what I saw. We just... clicked. Now he’s this big star athlete, and kids have his posters on their walls... I think it’s the sort of thing that could go to someone’s head, if they let it. He’s never said so, but I think he likes spending time with me because he doesn’t have to be inauthentic. He doesn’t have to be Maddox Keaton,” Everett said, making little jazz hands. “He gets to just be himself.” He gave a mischievous little grin. “Plus, he knows all my deepest, darkest secrets, so I can never let him go.”

Jace let out a bark of a laugh. He hadn’t expected that, and it absolutely delighted him. He’d said he was going to walk out if Everett was boring, and he seemed to be anything but boring. Jace was thinking that he might have compromised on the ManU jumper, too.

“How do you know Maddox? He mentioned that he met you when he bought his Porsche.”

“He did, yes. He bought it and a week after the dealer’s warranty expired, one of the belts broke. So he brought it to me, and I get famous and rich people in my shop all the time, but I was still a little starstruck by him. He was just the nicest guy,​​ though.”

Everett smiled, looking proud. “He is a very nice guy.”

“Yeah. We spent some time talking, just chatting, and struck up a friendship. We’ve been friends for the last, oh, I guess five or six years. But we’re obviously not as close as the two of you are.”

Another grin. “To be honest, I’m grateful to hear that. I’d hate to have to fight for his attention.”

Jace laughed again. He definitely would have compromised on the ManU jumper, and he was almost certain he was going to do this crazy thing. But before he committed...

“So why are you needing a date? A guy like you... seems like you’d have men beating down your door.”

Everett looked shy but pleased. “You might be surprised. I’m not exactly what most men look for in someone to date.”

“You just haven’t met the right men,” Jace flirted.

“No, I don’t think I have,” Everett said. “I’m hoping to change that one day, but I don’t think it’s going to happen before next weekend.”

That stung a little, but it shouldn’t have. It would have been alarming for him to flirt with Jace quite at that level at the moment. Honestly, that would have been a huge red flag. Still, he did seem somewhat interested, and Jace was happy about that.

“Alright, then, let’s say I’m interested in doing this. Tell me the situation, please?”

“Ah, yes. The nitty gritty. Well, it’s my brother Geoffrey's wedding, and he’s marrying the daughter of an Earl.”

“Which Earl?”

“Brighton, I believe,” Everett supplied.

“Hmm. I don’t know a great deal about him, but his wife has a bit of a reputation.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Way I hear it, she’s cold and uppity. She apparently was raised working class, but was a social climber, so now she’s married to an Earl - even though her husband isn’t exactly the richest member of the gentry, if you take my meaning.” He leaned forward, as if to impart a great secret, and was thrilled when Everett leaned forward, eager to hear it. “The rumor mill says she’s a bitch.”

Everett looked delighted by that news. “If she’s anything like her daughter, that’s quite likely. The whole thing is quite the to-do in my family, who are all very excited about us joining as peerage.”

“Are you excited about that?”

“Honestly?”

“Please.”

“I could not possibly give less of a damn about anyone’s title. But my parents do, and I guess that’s what’s relevant here.”

“Your parents are living?”

“Yes. Ernestine and Henrik Atwood.”

Jace took a sip. He’d heard things. “Are they nice?”

“Well, I think that depends on your definition of the word, and your perception of them,” Everett hedged.

That sent Jace’s antennae up a little and hinted towards validating what he’d heard, but he wasn’t alarmed. Just intrigued. “They don’t approve of you?”

“No, not as such.”

“Are they homophobes?”

“I... don’t quite know how to answer that, honestly. I’d like to say no, because they patronize a couple of charities that help the LGBT community, but it’s one of those situations where they’re doing the right thing, but not for the right reasons. Homosexuality is perfectly fine in theory, but they don’t want it under their roof.”

“I see,” Jace said, deciding that if he did this, he wanted to act as gay as possible - for a couple of reasons.

“They also feel I’ve wasted my potential by teaching.”

“Wasted your potential, how?”

“They just think that it’s beneath them. Beneath me. Being a teacher is, again, fine for other people, but not for one of the Atwoods.”

“Hmm,” Jace said, mind spinning a little. “Tell me the details of the wedding?”  

“It’s going to be a big, obnoxious, posh affair. My family can't seem to do anything that's not huge, and Geoffrey's bride has a huge family with their own estates and things, so it'll be almost a week that we'll be there."

"Yeah, Maddox said. A week just for a wedding?"

"And various parties and dinners, which will turn into mostly business.”

“Well, I don’t know, Everett,” he said teasingly. “You’re asking me to be gone for Daylight Savings Time?”

He looked a little puzzled. “Is there a celebration or something?”

“Nah. I’m just teasing a little.”

“Oh!” Everett said, looking first surprised and then thrilled. “I’m going to have to watch myself around you, Mr. O’Connell. Maddox was right, you’re a jokester.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Oh, no, not at all. As long as your jokes aren’t mean-spirited.”

“Nah, not to you. Never to you. In all seriousness, what would you need me to do?”

“All I’m really asking is for you to be polite... and decorative.” Jace grinned and Everett blushed. “I'm sure it'll be really boring for you, but ..."

“Don’t worry about me being bored. Can you give me a bit more detail?”

“Of course. I’m supposed to arrive Wednesday evening and stay until the following Monday. The wedding is on Sunday, at the estate, and there’s a rehearsal dinner Friday evening. There’s also a couple of other things I can’t think of off the top of my head.”

“Will they put us in separate rooms?”

Everett laughed lightly. “I’m certain they will. They won’t want me to engage in any behavior that isn’t ‘edifying to the kingdom’, so to speak.”

That was interesting. “Ah, so they’re religious.”

“They go to church every Sunday, but they’re only really religious when it suits them. Keeping gay sex from occuring under their roof would be one of those times they invoke the Almighty.” He was smiling, but his face quickly turned to mortification. “I’m sorry, I didn't mean to imply -”

“You’re fine,” Jace said with a grin, liking this man more and more with every passing second. “What do you expect of me? You said ‘decorative and polite’, right?”

The gorgeous man blushed a little. “I really shouldn’t have told you that I needed you to be decorative. That was the wrong thing to say and really rude-”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jace said with a wave of his hand. “That’s what you need, though?”

“Yes, that would be ideal.”

“Is there anything else?” Everett seemed stumped for a minute, and Jace went on. “Put it this way - you want me to come be your boyfriend. I’d like to be the kind of boyfriend you’d want me to be. So what does a good boyfriend look like to you?”

He stammered. “I... I don’t really know...”

“What would your dream man be like?” Jace asked, fishing.

He thought for a moment. “I think, ideally, I’d like someone who is... nice.”

Jace grinned at him. “Nice is not a descriptor that people usually apply to me, but I can swing it, for certain people.”

“You’ve seemed very nice so far, to me.”

“I’m nice to people I like, but your family doesn’t sound like the type of people I’m going to like. Still, I can be nice for your sake. I’m an excellent actor. What else would you like me to be?”

“I, um, I think I’d like to have a boyfriend who is attentive. Perhaps even romantic. And who would... who’d pretend to be proud to be seen with me. That would be nice.”

There was more to unpack with that last one and Jace knew it, but he wasn’t about to get into it right now. “I can absolutely do all of those things.”

Everett looked at him hopefully. “You can?”

“I can, and I’d like to. This sounds like fun.”

Everett looked terribly pleased. “God, I’m so relieved to hear that, Jace. Thank you so, so much. I promise not to be too much of a bother -”

“I can’t imagine you ever bothering me, honestly.”

“I, um, I actually have the cash now to pay you for this.”

Jace’s eyes widened. “You’re just walking around with that much money in your pocket?”

“I was hoping to sweeten the pot,” he said, reaching into his pocket.

He put his hand up in a warding off gesture. “Keep it. I’m not taking it.”

“But you have to! There’s no way I can let you do this without reimbursing you for your time -”

“Just hang onto it for now, if you don’t mind. We’ll talk about it more later. For now, we’ll just call it cash on delivery.”

“Well, I guess, if you insist -”

“I do.”

“Do you have a good suit? I can get you a good suit if you don't have one.”

“I do have a very nice suit, actually. Tailored just about six months ago for another wedding. Is black alright?”

“Black is just fine with me. But I do wish you’d let me pay you -”

“Honestly. Just hang onto it, and we’ll reassess when things are done.”

“Well, alright. If you insist.”

“How far is the estate? And what time do you have to be there Wednesday? If possible, I’d like to work that day, at least for a while. But I can knock off early.”

“They asked me to be there by dinner, which is seven, but I don’t have to-”

“No, that’s fine. How far away is it?”

“It’s about two hours by train. Foxdale-on-Sea, in Oxford.”

“Oh, no. We won’t be going by train,” Jace said with a grin.

“We won’t?”

“No, we won’t. Did you forget what I do? I have a couple of really nice cars. You are going to arrive in style, my new friend.”

“I am?”

“Oh, absolutely. We’re going to do our best to impress your family. Knock them dead.”

“Oh, thank God for you, Jace,” Everett said, looking very happy. It was a look Jace liked - and he really liked the way Everett had just sighed his name right then. “I’m so pleased you’re willing to do this.”

“Trust me, Ev - if I can call you Ev.”

“Of course you can.”

“I’m looking forward to this. This is going to be fun. I’ll pick you up Wednesday afternoon. How does 4:30 sound?”
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Chapter Three
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Wednesday afternoon, Everett had his bag packed and on the couch. The television was on, but he wasn’t looking at it: Jace was supposed to be arriving any minute now for them to go to Foxdale-on-Sea for the weekend. He was actually supposed to be here three minutes ago, and that was all Everett could think about. What if Jace had had a change of heart and decided not to come? That would be disastrous, and he’d have no choice but to lie and say that his boyfriend got sick.  He’d thought he was nervous about meeting Jace and asking him to be his date, but that had been nothing compared to the way he felt now, as he was about to embark on nearly a week’s so-called holiday with this man. Everett was sure he was simultaneously going to be in heaven and hell over the next few days. Provided Jace showed up at all, which wasn’t a guarantee.

Maddox had said Jace was good looking, but Maddox must be straighter than Everett thought, because Jace was downright dreamy. He was tall and lean, like a jungle cat, with perfectly tousled hair his mother would have called ‘dishwater blond’. He had eyes that were the exact color of the sea, and the perfect amount of scruff on his gorgeous face to make Everett feel like swooning. Everett had had to fight to keep from sighing like a besotted schoolgirl multiple times while they were at the Fox and Badger on Friday. But putting all of that aside, Jace was incredibly charming. If he’d thought Jace was queer in any way, he might have thought he was flirting, but he knew better. His gaydar was generally pretty good, and hadn’t gone off with Jace. On top of that, men like that were never interested in him. Jace had natural charisma, and that’s all he was sensing. There was just no indication that Jace was interested in men. Besides, he and Jace had exchanged a handful of texts since drinks, and there had been nothing at all that indicated flirting. It had mostly just been exchanges of information - although Jace had mentioned twice that he was looking forward to this weekend. Everett was encouraged by that - not because of any attraction he may or not be feeling, but because he hated the thought of Jace coming along and being miserable about it. The fact that he seemed to be even a little excited about the prospect was comforting.

He had serious, serious doubts his family was going to approve of Jace, and some accompanying fears that his family was actually going to scare him away. The latter really shouldn’t matter, but he liked Jace - he’d enjoyed their time at the pub and their ongoing text conversation. Ideally, he’d like to come out on the other side of this weekend with a friend he could call on sometimes. If his family was awful to Jace, he’d likely want nothing to do with Everett anymore. He wouldn’t be the first friend Everett had lost because the Atwoods were rude, but he hoped Jace was made of stronger stuff.

Actually, Everett knew beyond any shadow of doubt that his family was going to disapprove of Jace. Not only because they thought he was gay, they’d be unhappy about the fact that he was a mechanic, too. He hoped, probably futilely, that the fact that Jace was a high-end mechanic and business owner might mitigate things, but he knew better. None of that was even touching on the fact that Jace was Irish. His family was likely to be snide to him, the way they were with everyone they thought was beneath them (he was reminded of Scout for a moment). Everett was determined to be as nice to him as he possibly could, to counter it. But he was equally determined not to throw himself at Jace. He was definitely attracted, but he couldn’t possibly act on said attraction. Jace would certainly run if he got the idea that Everett had caught feelings. In front of his family, though, he could look at Jace admiringly. Maybe even hold hands, if Jace was willing to play along. It’d be nice to let a little bit of his crush show.

No matter what, though, he was going to keep the knowledge that Jace was straight at the back of his mind. He couldn’t allow himself to-

There was a knock at the door, and his heart jumped into his throat with excitement and nerves. He got to his feet, checked his reflection in the mirror, making sure he didn’t look atrocious. His rust-colored jumper and jeans were stylish, as far as he knew. When he decided he looked as good as he was likely to, he went to the door and opened it, with a smile on his face.

Jace was standing there, in all his glory, slouched in a pose that was undeniably sexy. He was also wearing jeans and a long-sleeve henley that clung in fantastic ways that made Everett feel like gulping. When he finally managed to let his eyes go to Jace’s face, he was giving Everett a smile that was almost naughty.

“Hi there,” he said, grinning.

Everett went wibbly all over. Was wibbly a word? He didn’t care right at the moment. “Hello, Jace,” he said. It was all he felt capable of.

“Sorry I’m late. I got caught up at work for a couple of minutes.”

“No, it’s fine. I can just call ahead and tell them we’re going to be late for dinner.”

“Nah, no need. We’ll make up the time on the road. Got a bit of a lead foot, me,” he said with a grin that made Everett feel even more wibbly. “You ready to go?”

“I am, yes. Let me grab my bag.” Everett stepped over to the couch and grabbed his suitcase plus the hanging bag that contained his tuxedo. He took a moment to steady his nerves as best he could, then turned back to Jace with a smile. “Alright,” he said. “I’m ready.”

God, he hoped he was telling the truth.

If Jace spotted the lie, he didn’t let on. “Here, let me take those for you so you can lock the door,” he said, taking the bags out of his hand. Everett was grateful, and intended to take them back after he locked the door, but Jace pulled them out of his reach. “Nah-ah,” he said, grinning. “I’m carrying them. Isn’t that what a good boyfriend would do?”

Everett felt himself flushing. “Oh. Yes. I guess it is.” In truth, he had no idea what a good boyfriend would do, because he hadn’t had one in... a very long time.

“Come on, then,” Jace said, smiling, tilting his head towards the staircase. “Your chariot awaits.”

Everett followed him down the stairs to the pavement, and continued to follow when Jace turned right. “Are you sure I can’t help you carry that?” he asked.

“Nah.” Jace hoisted one bag a little higher. “I’m pretty strong, from throwing metal around all day every day. Might as well put it to good use. Here we are,” he said, coming to a stop beside a very old, very nice car. Everett stood by while Jace put his bags into the boot with a good amount of care, next to his own bags, then gave a smile when Jace held the passenger door open and gestured for him to get in.

Within a couple of minutes, they were headed for the M40. Everett wasn’t quite sure what to say, and was just trying to think of something appropriate when Jace chuckled. “You’re not like other people, are you?”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Everett said, now a little anxious all of the sudden.

Jace was taking a left. “Most people, when they see my Aston Martin, have some kind of reaction to it. There’s usually a lot of ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ and a fair amount of disbelief. But you took it in stride.”

“I’m sorry,” Everett said. “I didn’t mean to be... I don’t quite know the word. Rude, I suppose..”

“No, don’t get me wrong. I like it. Everyone makes a big deal out of it, and that’s fun for a while, but it kind of gets old. Anyway, her name is June, and she’s my pride and joy. I restored her myself.”

“She is an absolutely lovely car,” Everett said, hoping to be playful by petting the dash. It seemed it paid off, because Jace chuckled. “You did a great job. I’d never have known she hadn’t just been driven off the set of a James Bond film.”

“That’s the highest possible praise. Love James Bond.”

“Who doesn’t?”

“Some people don’t, I’ve found, but those people aren’t usually my people. Is this music okay?” Jace asked, gesturing towards the radio.

Everett took the opportunity to look at his profile, really drink it in. God almighty, he looked like some kind of Roman deity. It took a second before he remembered the question. “Whatever you want to listen to is fine.”

“No, seriously, I’m willing to put it on whatever you want. I like 90’s alternative music, but I know not everyone does.”

“I tend to listen to a lot of singer/songwriters. My Spotify has made multiple ‘chill’ mixes, and I’ve loved every one.”

Jace chuckled, then offered him a wire. “Here you go, the aux. Plug in and put it on whatever you want. Whatever makes you a little more relaxed.”

“Is it so obvious that I’m nervous?”

Jace turned to him for a moment and smiled, pinching his fingers together to indicate something small. “Mayhaps a wee bit. But it’s okay, I get it. Taking your bloke home to meet your family is a big deal. I’m a little nervous, too, but I don’t really expect them to like me much, so I’m pretty at peace with it.”

“I’m sorry. I feel like I’m taking you into the jaws of some kind of... dragon.”

“Good thing I’m not scared of dragons and brought my sword, then, isn’t it?”

Everett was suddenly concerned about ruining June’s seats by melting. Again.

They rode on a little ways while Fleetwood Mac played, until Everett said, “So, ah, I was thinking that we probably need to know a bit more about each other, in case people ask. And we also need to come up with a story of how we met.”

Jace had a smile on his face that Everett was coming to recognize as mischievous. He was also starting to love it.

“How about this,” he said, gesturing towards the windscreen as if to illustrate. “There I was, doing my pole dance routine in my g-string, when I suddenly realized I was out of body glitter. This hot guy came walking in...”

Everett couldn’t help the laughter that bubbled up out of him, and he could tell Jace was pleased with that.

“As fascinating a story as that might be, I’m afraid my family might not buy it.”

“No?” Jace said cheekily.

“No, I think not,” Everett said, grinning.

“Alright, how about this one: I came to watch Maddox play footie, and you also came. You were getting one of those jumbo lagers and a hot dog from the concession stand, with every condiment you could think of on it. Some drunk came stumbling by and was about to bump into you, but I heroically saved you from getting splashed by the shitty lager and getting ketchup all over yourself.”

Everett giggled again. “Yeah, that might work, but the times I’ve been to see Maddox play, I’ve been in the box. No need to go to the concession stand.”

“Ah, yeah, that must be nice. Well, let me ask you, then. What’s your ideal meet-cute?”

He tilted his head to the side. “Meet-cute?”

“Yeah. In a movie or book or whatever, when two people meet each other and the music swells and they look into each other’s eyes, and suddenly you want them to be together?”

“Ah,” Everett said, feeling a trifle embarrassed. “I hadn’t ever heard it called that.”

“No problem,” Jace said cheerfully. “But what kind of meet-cute would you like?” Before Everett could think of anything, he said, “Oh! I know! We could say I saved you from the coppers.”

Everett was deeply amused by this little game. “From the police?”

“Yeah. You were out someplace, and didn’t realize you didn't have your wallet. The manager was yelling at you, tempers were flaring, you were probably yelling back. Then I swooped in gallantly and bought your blintz for you.”

“How do you know I would be eating blintz?”

Jace grinned. “You look like the sort of man that enjoys a good blintz. But at any rate, I paid for your meal, and when you offered to pay me back, I traded you for your number. The rest is history.”

“Hmm,” Everett said, smiling brilliantly. This was immensely fun. “I like that one, but maybe we should workshop a couple more ideas.”

“Fair enough,” Jace said. “How about - a rainstorm!”

“A rainstorm?”

“Can’t go wrong with a rainstorm!” Jace said.

“Well, I like a cozy read in the rain, but I’ve never thought of it as romantic.”

“Are you kidding?” Jace said. “Rainstorms are the most romantic things in the world!” Everett was laughing again, and Jace seemed heartened by that. “So we’ll tweak that a little and say I’m out running an errand. A storm is threatening, so I’ve got my collar up and head down. I’ve got to stop at a crossing. There’s a distant rumble of thunder and I feel a few drops on my hair. Just as I’m thinking I’m going to look like a drowned rat, an umbrella appears over my head. I look up. You’re protecting me like the saint you are. Our eyes lock. I’m worried I look like a dog that just had a bath, but you just smile at me...”
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