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Chapter One

“FARK THIS,” RHODRI said, “fer the ace o’ farking spades.”

John grunted, busy watching a Facebook slanging match unfolding on his phone. It had started to snow, which—despite Sheffield getting snow on a regular basis in the winter—ensured everyone promptly forgot how cars worked.

A fact that Rhodri backed up by leaning out of the van window and bellowing, “Who taught yer to farking drive, yer daft cunt!” at a middle-aged man in a BMW.

John snorted, grinning, and squinted out of the slush-smeared windscreen. They were nearly at the high street.

“I can walk from here,” he said. “Turn around and use the ring road, if you don’t want to be here all night.”

“Fark the ring road,” Rhodri grumbled in his thick, garbled accent. “It’ll fark the suspension.”

“You mean it’s not already?”

Rhodri snarled a defence of his beloved, twenty-year-old death trap of a van, but John firmly stuck by his assertion as the rust bucket was hauled over to the side of the road, and the handbrake screeched like a banshee in an opera house.

“Monday for the renovation?” John asked as he curled his coat collar up.

“Yeah. Gazzer’s looking fer a spring sale.”

“Have a good weekend, then.”

“Fark off.”

John grinned and slammed the passenger door on the pseudo-affectionate dismissal. The day Rhodri Campbell started talking nice to his friends was the day hell froze over.

Mind you, John thought, squinting at the black sky, that might not be too far off.

He was supposed to meet his older sister for dinner, but she’d be at least another hour. Grimacing at the weather, John decided to find a café and settle in to wait out the snowstorm. Hunching his shoulders, he broke into a jog, aiming for the first sign he saw, and soon shouldered his massive bulk through the glass door of a tiny, heavenly warm coffee shop.

It was busy inside. Everyone else had had the same idea. The floor was crowded with shopping bags, a buggy thoroughly blocking one aisle. John’s absurd size earned him some dirty looks that were hastily wiped away when he glanced back. Even the barista, when he asked for a large tea, sighed and popped her gum like it would be an enormous bother to cover her wide-eyed stare. The prickle of unease rose under his skin, and he forced it back down.

“Keep the change,” John told her as he handed over three pounds and folded his arms to wait, knowing that—even in Sheffield—a man with biceps like the steel ropes on a suspension bridge was not going to be left waiting for long. Especially if he folded his arms.

That was when he messed up.

He stepped back to glance around for a table, and in doing so, bumped the one directly behind him. A cup banged. Someone swore. And John felt the hot flush of shame flood his face, even as he spun on his heel to try to fix the damage.

“I’m so sorry. I—”

“It’s all right. I think it missed me.”

“Here, let me get you another—what was it?”

And then the man looked up from patting down his jeans and T-shirt with a napkin and smiled right into John’s face.

And John just stopped.

Staring.

The way the man smiled was…breathtaking. Literally. The air caught in John’s chest, his lungs seizing for a brief moment, when a crooked smile spread across narrow features, creasing a pale face from good-looking into gorgeous. It was like the sun bursting over a still sea, like the car dashboard when the ignition was first turned in the dark. A sudden spark lit behind an attractive face to make it utterly beautiful, and John stared.

The stranger was tall and lean, with a halo of messy black curls that surrounded his face and threw the ethereal beauty of that smile into sharp relief. The smile itself was formed out of the most ridiculously kissable mouth John had ever seen. And the face. God. It blazed with the brilliance of that beam, and above it lay the burn of eyes the colour of an endless summer sky.

Damn.

“A mocha with peppermint and a double shot of espresso.”

“A…what?” John asked, still staring stupidly.

The man chuckled, and John died. His soul ascended into heaven on the back of that sound. Jesus. Holy goddamned Jesus.

“Just ask for Chris’s regular.”

“T-that’s you, then?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Um. John. Nice to—nice to meet you.”

The touch of his hand was like a cattle prod. John felt it all the way up to his brain, and the most inappropriate parts of his brain too. He had to learn how to breathe again. His heart was pounding. He wanted—desperately, stupidly, urgently—to reel Chris in and kiss him as if they were the only two people in the room.

He didn’t.

Obviously.

He let go and ducked back into line to ask for the guy’s regular. Tipped double. And when he took it back to the table, John knew for his own sanity and safety he should apologise once more, take his tea, and go.

Instead, he said, “Mind if I join you?” and instantly hated himself for it.

And then didn’t, when Chris smiled a little wider and said, “Please.”

“I am sorry about that. I’m not usually that clumsy.”

“Just an accident. It sounds busy in here.”

“It…is,” John said slowly and frowned.

Then it clicked. That brilliant blue was as vacant as a summer sky too. And he’d never once looked John quite in the eyes. John glanced about. There was a cane leaning up against the table. A glint of a gold medical bracelet around one thin wrist. And the way Chris slid his hand across the table, heels together and fingers spread, until he found the coffee cup…

“Are you sheltering from the weather too?”

“Uh, yeah,” John said, snapping out of his reverie. “It’s snowing. I’m supposed to meet my sister for dinner later, but I’m stupidly early, so…here I am.”

“Lucky me.”

John blinked.

“What?”

“Sorry, sorry.” Chris waved a hand. “Ignore me. Big important family dinner, is it?”

“No, not really. She probably just wants to have a whine about our mum. Mum’s—well, Mum.”

“Let’s pretend for a minute I don’t know your mum…”

John chuckled, ducking his head. “Mum’s…she loves us, she wants the best for us, but her best and our best doesn’t always mesh, you know?”

“Ah, one of those. Yes, I know.” Chris raised his cup in a saluting gesture. “To parents running interference.”

“She’s very practical,” John said. “Very—you know, we ought to all marry well-off, well-educated folks with careers and good ankles. And Nora—my sister—she’s cocked that up a bit.” Then he winced at his crass phrasing and started to apologise.

Chris talked right over it. “Cocked it up how?”

“Well, she’s currently divorcing her well-off, well-educated, well-ankled husband for a bloke who makes sandwiches.”

Chris snorted and laughed. The coffee cup wobbled dangerously before he set it down to put a hand over his mouth and laugh a little harder, and John curled his toes in his boots. A warm flush spread from head to toe. God, he wanted to touch that. Wanted to reach out and curl his fist into that wild hair and kiss him like the world was ending.

John wanted him.

“Well,” Chris said when he’d recovered, “if your sister has a voice anything like yours, then that’s the luckiest sandwich man in the world.”

“Uh—”

“What about you? Ditching your missus for the maid?”

John’s stomach twinged. “There’s no missus.”

“Or mister?”

What?

“I—no.”

“Sorry,” Chris said again. “I guess I’m being a little too hopeful.”

Hopeful? What?

“I—are you…flirting with me?”

“Yes.” Chris raised both eyebrows. “Don’t tell me that doesn’t happen often.”

“Well…it’s been a while,” John admitted. “And not usually in coffee shops.” Or from men. John wasn’t exactly good-looking, and in his experience, it was mostly women who were into the huge and hulking thing rather than men.

“Where does it usually happen? I could always try doing it there, if you like.”

John barked a startled laugh. “Er—well—clubs. Here’s—here’s nice though. Here’s fine.”

“I refuse to believe it doesn’t happen often.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Really? Hm. Local clubbers need to open their ears, then.”

“I—thank you?”

“I’m making you uncomfortab—”

“No,” John interrupted quickly. “I just—I’m…not used to this.”

Chris turned the coffee cup around in his hands, biting his lip.

“You sounded…I don’t know. You sounded like you saw something you liked. And I felt something when you shook my hand.”

“You…you don’t want to be trying me out,” John said carefully.

Chris smiled.

It wasn’t the bright, beautiful smile. It was a slow smirk, devious and dirty. And John’s cock swelled fiercely in his jeans. His dick didn’t care about Daniel and his damage. His dick just wanted to have that incredible body around it, and to hell with the risks. Oh, God. That was a dirty trick, and judging by the way Chris lounged in his chair, pure sex, he knew it.

“You have a voice,” Chris said, “like the hot afterburn of whiskey.”

“I—”

“Smooth, liquid, and so easy to bask in. Like being drunk and not caring.”

John swallowed again. He was half hard. Chris spoke so slow and soft, so very deliberately, that it was turning him on even though he wasn’t saying anything filthy at all.

“I’m a dumb idea,” John croaked.

“So am I.”

John wanted to look away. But he felt incapable of not looking. He was spellbound, completely captured by this stranger’s wide smile and fluttering hands. They were large hands, but thin. John wanted to call them spidery. Long fingers, but narrow palmed. He wondered wildly what they felt like. John’s hand were rough from his trade, but Chris had a completely smooth paleness to his skin tone, and his face was impossibly young, not weather-beaten and wind burnt. His hands, John decided, would be just as smooth. They would be cool, too, like refreshing water against John’s calluses.

And then they slid over the table and hooked casually over John’s thumb.

John’s heart hiccuped and clenched again, and the flood of pure want was so powerful that his vision flexed, like a fisheye lens homing in on this stunning man. He wanted to kiss him, hold his hand, say yes, something. And yet he felt paralysed—moths to flames, deer to headlights, whatever. He was caught.

“If you’re really not interested, then that’s fine,” Chris said. “But—”

“That’s definitely not it,” John muttered.

“So—you want to get dinner sometime?”

The smile softened into something sweeter. More hopeful. More—

John’s dick softened. Because his heart tightened, his stomach clenched, and his throat opened.

He should say no.

He was still a mess from Daniel, still wounded after nine whole months, still unable to so much as flirt on Grindr without questioning himself, his motives, how he came off. There was no way this was a good idea. Not with anyone, and least of all this brilliant, beautiful, blind guy.

After all, if Daniel were right—

If Daniel were right, if there had been any truth in the things he’d said, then John was the last person who should be going out to dinner with a blind man.

John should have said no.

But he said yes instead.




Chapter Two

JOHN LIVED IN a small flat with his older sister in the Kelham Island redevelopment.

The redevelopment was a gentrified hipster-magnet, full of boutique coffee shops selling vegan, organic, gluten-free, lactose-free, taste-free flapjacks and thimbles of coffee for five pounds a go. John’s sisters all looked the part, in one way or other, and fitted in, or at least appeared to. John, being a man who had to both duck and turn sideways to get through the average-sized door, did not.

But while being in the city centre made him feel uncomfortable—trying to squeeze down to fit into everyone’s else little worlds—in Kelham Island he felt almost smug. Let any of that lot, with their three-foot words and university theses about why cars were racist or whatever, change a light bulb. It was kids like that who kept John in such good business. And with the economy in its current state, he’d out-earn the lot of them put together too.

In truth, he didn’t really like living there, with pretentious neighbours and bad parking. But the flat had been cheap, in the midst of a housing crisis, and John had bought it before the development was finished. He’d originally lived with Aljaz—the closest John had ever come to finding ‘the one.’ But when that broke down, Aljaz moved out, and Fran, in the midst of her short spell at art college, moved in. And ever since, the flat had been a revolving door of John and whichever sister needed a room that year.

Currently, thanks to her divorce, it was Nora.

John had three sisters. Nora, at thirty-seven, was only a year older than him. Fran and Tasha, in their early twenties, could be politely referred to as surprises. All of them were blonde, less than five foot four in height, and utterly, completely, one hundred percent, in control of their stack-of-meat brother.

That was sort of a trend in John’s life. He was a behemoth of a man…and everyone else in his world took absolute control. From his diminutive grandmother to the sister young enough to be his own child, everybody else ruled John. Every boyfriend had, too.

Including Daniel.

Maybe now it was time Daniel stopped ruling his life. After all, he wasn’t here anymore. And John might have someone new on the horizon.

So, the first thing he did when he got home was find a bin bag and start emptying the hall closet.

All of Daniel’s things, everything he’d left behind, had been rammed to the back and forgotten. Mostly. Photos, gifts, clothes. Even old climbing gear they’d bought together, back when John had been in love and thought there was something real about it all. All of it disappeared into the bag. Ugly memories of an ugly man.

His name was Daniel Ostrowski. They’d met—typically, for John’s track record with men—in a gay bar in Sheffield. Daniel was exactly John’s type: tall, slim, and with eyes like the sea. He lived in Doncaster, so they didn’t get to spend as much time together as John had wanted, but for a whole year, John had adored him. He really had. He’d been head over heels in love, almost as much as those amazing four years with Aljaz, and he hadn’t seen the signs that were so obvious now.

Like how Daniel never invited John to Doncaster to see the flat he kept bragging about. How he’d never entertained the idea of moving to Sheffield, or John moving to Doncaster, and actually setting up a life together instead of stolen weekends here and there. How, after a whole year, John had yet to meet any of Daniel’s actual family.

Turned out Daniel’s boyfriend might have had something to do with that.

Daniel was engaged to some other man, and when this fiancé found out about John, Daniel lied through his eye teeth and made everything so much worse. He’d tried to get away with it, tried to come out of it smelling like roses, and in doing so, had thrown John not only under the bus, but under the entire Stagecoach fleet.

He nearly destroyed John’s life.

They’d split up nine months ago, yet John was nowhere near recovered. Daniel and his lies—persistent, dogged lies he spouted to anyone who’d listen and so insistently he even had John questioning if they were true—had left scars. Mental ones and, after one drunken night alone in the kitchen, physical as well. John had nearly killed himself over the whole thing, and still woke sweating in the night, hearing Daniel’s accusations on a loop inside his head.

Nine months, and only now was John clearing the evidence of Daniel’s existence out of his flat. Only now did he feel able.

Now, out of nowhere, it felt easy where before it had been impossible. To pick out their pictures and crumple them up. To retrieve the long-abandoned T-shirts from the back of the wardrobe and throw them away. He even found a bottle of aftershave he wasn’t sure was Daniel’s, but he couldn’t remember buying it himself, so away it went.

“What are you doing?” Nora asked when she came back from her shower, standing in her plaid pyjamas and drying her honey-blonde hair with a small towel.

“Cleaning out some of Daniel’s things,” John said.

Nora paused.

“Oh,” she said eventually. Then she frowned. “Any reason why?”

“Well, it’s not like he’s coming back.”

She rolled her eyes. “Why now?”

John opened his mouth, then abruptly changed his mind. Nora was sensible—the only one of them who was, really—and she’d scold him just like Mum would if he told her. One coffee with a guy didn’t mean it was time to move on, she’d say. One coffee didn’t make a boyfriend. He was pinning his hopes on this, and so what if it had been nine months since Daniel. Getting rid of his things and throwing himself into a new relationship would effectively be a rebound. That was what she’d say.

And she’d be kind of right, but John didn’t need to give her the satisfaction.

“I—just think it’s time.”

“Sure,” Nora said, “but again, why now?”

John sat back on his heels, turning a jumper over in his hands.

“I—I stopped in a café today…and someone started flirting with me.”

Nora made a face that broadcasted her opinion of John’s mental faculties loud and clear. “You mean, you finally noticed somebody flirting with you.”

“Fine, I noticed—he wasn’t subtle—”

“Oh, he. I change my answer. You mean, a man flirted with you.”

John threw the jumper at her. She threw it right back.

“Do you want a reason or not?”

“So-rree, princess,” she drawled. “So, a man flirted with you.”

“He asked me out.”

“Well, that’s a start. Now, we just need you to start saying yes and actually going on dates and moving on from that bulls—”

“I did say yes.”

She stopped.

“Oh.”

John grimaced.

Then, “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“No?” John said. “But he was so—stunning.”

“What, a random model asked you out?”

“He could be. Pretty sure he’s not, but he could be.”

“So, you listened to the wrong head,” Nora surmised, then pursed her lips. “Well, for once, John? Good.”

“Wait, what? I thought you’d be annoyed with me. Rebound relationship, and all that.”

“Hey, if this guy did the asking, he’s a big boy and can handle a little rebound for himself. You need to get back out there.” Nora dropped her towel—and herself—onto the carpet beside him. “You’re not like Fran, John. You’re miserable on your own.”

John bit his lip, staring at the half-full bag.

“Getting the hell away from Daniel was the best decision you ever made,” Nora said. “But you’ve been really lonely and down ever since. So…yeah, don’t pin all your hopes on this new guy, but have fun, okay? Get your spark back. There’s someone out there for you—an Aljaz who isn’t so hell-bent on going back to Croatia. But you won’t find him if you’re not out there looking. Okay?”

He wordlessly lifted an arm, and she tucked herself in under it to hug him. Her wet hair smelled of mangoes, and John swallowed against the lump in his throat.

“Promise me you’ll go on this date with this guy, and you won’t think about Daniel or any of what happened,” Nora whispered in his ear.

“It’s not that easy, Noz.”

“I know. But promise you’ll really, really try?”

John thought of Chris’s bright smile, brighter eyes, and brash flirting. Maybe he wouldn’t be allowed to think about Daniel. Hell, he got the distinct impression Chris would rather he didn’t think at all.

“Promise,” he said and hugged her until she squeaked. “But you can’t tell the others yet.”

“Oh, God, really? Nan’ll have both our heads if she’s not first to know!”

“That’s—that’s too much pressure,” he admitted. “She’s been bugging me about finding somebody new since we split up; she’ll go all-out on Chris if—”

“Another Chris, huh?”

“—she finds—yes—out.”

“Okay,” Nora said. “I promise not to tell her, unless this turns into a not-just-one-date thing.”

“What?”

“If there’s a second date, the deal is off, and I spill. I’m not having her spamming my phone with ‘excuse me, young lady, I have the right to know these things, blah blah blah.’”

John pulled a face.

“Fine,” he said.

By which, of course, he meant fine—he just wouldn’t tell Nora about a second date.

Because way in the back of his head, in the stubborn bit that resisted Daniel’s crap and survived it, John already wanted a second date.




Chapter Three

JOHN HAD HAD—in total—twelve first dates.

And he’d never been so nervous.

The thing was, before Daniel, John had been a pretty confident fish in the sea. He knew his strengths. He could make people laugh, and he could make people come. Sometimes, he could even make them do both at once.

But since then—

Well, that had been before, and this was after.

Even without the before-and-after, John had never had a first date where walking in the door felt like a sucker-punch.

Chris had chosen a fancy little coffee shop that smelled of roasted beans and chocolate and was lit close and intimate like a romantic restaurant. John couldn’t figure out if Chris knew that and had picked accordingly, or if it was a coincidence. Either way, it was working. John wasn’t meeting for a cuppa, not in this place.

And not with this man.

If he’d thought Chris was attractive that Friday evening, it was nothing to his Saturday-afternoon-and-dating thing. The T-shirt was tight-fitting. The jeans could have been painted on. Both were black, making his skin look uniformly smooth and lickable. That glint of gold was definitely a medical bracelet, yet somehow, it gave the impression of casual jewellery. He had a silver lip ring, tucked in close to the corner of his mouth, that he hadn’t been wearing last time, and John immediately wanted to get his teeth around it and feel it move under his tongue.

God, he was so screwed.

“You’re not playing fair,” John said weakly, and Chris grinned up at him.

“Why?”

“You look—edible.”

“Oh? Well, I was going to suggest dinner later. On me?”

“Please don’t,” John said, sinking into the chair opposite. Chris had already bought drinks. To John’s surprise, both were teas. “I had enough difficulty walking out of the last coffee shop you were in with any dignity.”

“Dignity is overrated.” Chris lifted the cup. “Thanks for coming though. Now, and maybe later.”

“Oh, my God.”

“Flirting aside, I’m genuinely glad you said yes.”

John cleared his throat. “Yeah, well, I’m—glad you asked.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

John winced. “Er. Well. Not to—spend a date talking about my ex, but…my last breakup was…bad.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“Hence your surprise at the flirting?”

“Yeah. And my reluctance.”

Chris raised his eyebrows, and John grimaced.

“I had wood all the way through, talking to you,” John confessed.

Chris’s face lit up like the sun, and he laughed. The flash of pure happiness was so bright it hurt, and John’s dick twitched anew at the sheer, raw, almost violent life in front of him.

“God,” he breathed. “I’m going to get it again if you keep laughing like that.”

“Sounds to me like I should keep laughing.”

“Sounds to me like I’m going to develop a blood pressure problem here,” John groused.

Then Chris slid his hand over John’s wrist on the table, and John’s skin caught fire.

“Seriously,” Chris murmured, “I could listen to you read the dictionary and be turned on. So, you’re not the only one.”

John swallowed thickly. “Uh—”

“But, unlike you, I have no idea what I’d be eating off. Or out. Or both.”

“Oh, Christ.”

“So, fill me—in?”

“Stop it,” John implored, and Chris grinned wickedly at him.

“Seriously. You have images. I don’t. Give me some.”

“If you behave!”

“Behaving perfectly,” Chris sang and tapped John’s wrist with two fingers. “Come on. Who does that gorgeous voice belong to?”

John swallowed. “Uh. John Halliday.”

“And who’s that?”

“Um. An electrician.”

“Mm, no wonder there’s sparks…”

“Fu—uh. Fudging hell.”

“Language!”

John rolled his eyes. “God. All right. Um. I’m—tall. Really tall. Uh. And I’m broad too. I play rugby a lot, and I work out, so…”

“Could you bench-press me?”

John snorted. “Yes.”

“What, really?”

“Uh, yes.” Chris was tall enough, but he was skinny. Twelve stone at the absolute most.

“Mm, filing that information for later.”

“If I don’t pull my shoulders together, I can’t fit through door frames.”

“Holy hell.”

“And I’m taller than most doors too.”

“Shit.”

“My bed’s custom-made. And I have regular backaches because of the strain.”

“And you’re all in proportion?”

John frowned. “What?”

“You know, tall guys have big hands. Big feet. Big di—”

“Okay!”

Chris laughed again, and John groaned.

“I—yes, all right.”

“Very all right.”

“I’m not exactly cuddly-looking, is my point.”

“You sound like you are.”

John flushed. “Well. Um. Yeah.”

“Really? You like to cuddle?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, I’m keeping you,” Chris decided. “But that’s not much of an image. Big guy, I get it. So—what else? All the normal fingers and toes? Three eyes? Magical six cocks?”

John snorted, smirking. “No. Standard number of everything. Uh.” He glanced down at Chris’s pale fingers, white against the black of John’s sleeve tattoo. “I have ink.”

“You have what?”

“Ink. Tattoos.”

“Oh. How many?”

Both arms sleeved, one leg the same, a huge eagle on his back, even a tiny gay pride flag on his upper thigh within about two inches of his bollocks…

“A lot.”

“Is that what this line is?” Chris asked, rubbing lightly at John’s wrist. John turned it over and gently moved Chris’s fingers to the black eye of the snake.

“There,” he said. “I had a scar before.”

“What kind of scar?”

John swallowed. Daniel’s scar. He wasn’t going to talk about that.

“Hell if I remember.”

Chris grinned and traced the snake lightly up to John’s elbow. It was a huge python in vivid colours, less than six months old, and the outline still a stark groove. Chris’s touch tickled. In its wake, it left a trail of raised hairs, and John’s heart beat faster the higher those soft fingers climbed.

“It’s a snake,” he said softly.

“Why a snake?”

“I love snakes. Always have. Got a corn snake at home.”

“Yeah? I’ve never even touched one.”

“You have now,” John said and flushed. He shouldn’t. But he wanted to. And…

And Nora was right. He’d never be happy on his own. He’d been miserable since he left Daniel. And here was Chris, flirting and laughing and so utterly incredible—

Here was Chris, asking him to describe himself because he couldn’t see.

The mental flinch, the spark of fear, was as real as if Daniel had walked right into the coffee shop with the police at his heels, and John leaned back a little until Chris’s fingers slipped back down to his wrist.

Only…

Only that was sort of worse, because their hands ended up cupped about one another, soft and intimate. A sweat broke out along John’s back.

Then Chris said, “I’d like to touch your snake. Your pet too,” and John was startled into another laugh.

“Why—why do you want me so bad?”

Chris shrugged. “Like I said. You have a wonderful voice. And a…manner. There’s something about you.”

“Something like what?”

“I don’t know. Something attractive, anyway.”

John bit his lip, then blew upwards into his hair. “I’m not the looker here. I don’t exactly beat them off with a stick.”

Chris laughed. “Good, beating me off by hand is more than enough.”

“Oh, for Christ’s—!”

Chris’s delighted cackle was like an aphrodisiac, and John suddenly felt a flash of boldness himself.

“Don’t make me put you over my knee,” he warned. A flash of guilt and disgust instantly followed the statement, only to be washed away by Chris’s snort.

“Please, if you got hard just by my flirting with you the other day, you’d not last a whole spanking.”

John shifted uncomfortably. “Yeah. Well. Might be the case again.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

The smile softened a little. “So, what do you say we get lunch and maybe head somewhere quieter for coffee?”

John’s heart hiccuped. Christ. His body wanted to. His body wanted nothing more than to strip this gorgeous guy out of his painted-on jeans and his too-tight T-shirt and spend a whole evening sucking his cock…but his brain cringed. After all Daniel had said, after so much drilling away at John’s head until John himself half believed it, there was no way he could have a one-night stand and not…

Not believe it all over again.

Not spend the next year looking over his shoulder for the cops and the court case.

“Is this— What do you want here, Chris?”

Chris’s face softened.

“I want whatever you’re willing to give me.”

“I’m—I’m not in a place…I’m not in a place where I can really do flings,” John said awkwardly.

To his surprise, Chris ducked his head and smiled sheepishly.

“I come off more confident when I flirt than I feel,” he admitted. “Truth is, I don’t really know what I want right now. I don’t know who you are to know what I want from you yet. But I like this. Flirting and making you squirm and getting you flustered. And I’d like to do it again. And again, and again. And yeah, I want to know what it feels like when you squirm and get flustered, not just what it sounds like. But if you’re willing to give me…dates, then I want those too.”

John’s ribs locked shut.

Dates?

As in—ongoing, persistent, long-term dating?

As in, go to restaurants with this guy? Have Chinese on the sofa and watch the rugby with him? Weekends at Whitby Bay, with fish and chips on the seafront? Extra keys and—

He put the brakes on. Please. One date, and he was imagining keys to Chris’s flat and taking holidays together.

But…

Couldn’t get to those places without dating.

And, okay, it felt like it was too soon after Daniel, but Nora was right. He had to get past Daniel’s legacy. And who better to try with, than someone who could get him hard and breathless just by smiling at him?

Slowly, John wrapped his fingers between Chris’s and squeezed.

“Dates sound good,” he said and allowed himself to smile. “I’d like that.”

Chris smiled as well—then it widened into a smirk, and John closed his eyes to brace against the terrible chat-up line that was bound to be coming.

And sure enough:

“I have no ethical problem with sex on the first date, though. Just so you know.”




Chapter Four

JOHN WENT TO work on Sunday.

Rhodri rang as John was leaving rugby practice. Emergency call from a long-term client. Lightning strike and a lot of fried circuits. Could they sort it out?

Triple fees for the weekend, and a way of getting out of Nan’s Sunday dinner with Nora smugly beaming and thereby brandishing all over the place that she knew something the others didn’t?

“Yeah, sure, I’ll be up in half an hour.”

John was an electrician. After leaving school at sixteen, he’d trained under Tommy Whittaker, one of the best in the business. John had developed a solid reputation with Whittaker and went solo at twenty-seven. So for the last nine years, he’d made his money—and a lot of it—working on a self-employed basis. And as skilled tradesmen were in very short supply, he didn’t have to put up with colleagues unless he wanted to. Most of them at the firm had been tossers anyway.

“All right, Holliday!”

Except for Rhodri. Rhodri Campbell was, like John, an excellent tradesman who’d started out as an apprentice and dogsbody. Rhodri was a bear of a plumber, who’d gone into property maintenance and renovation, and was a great source of income for John when his projects needed rewiring. So for Rhodri? Sure, why not a Sunday once in a while.

“All right, Rhod,” he said, dropping down from the van. The house in question was a Victorian rectory that hadn’t seen a repair since the 1890s, was now falling apart around the owner’s ears, and was so far from health and safety regulations it was laughable. John wondered it had any electrics to fry in the first place.

“Thought you were off with the family this mornin’!” Rhodri boomed, clapping John on the shoulder. A loud and amiable bloke, with a permanent inability to remember John’s last name properly, Rhodri was a somewhat typical labourer. That was to say, Rhodri was entirely under the thumb of his tiny wife, Amy.

“I was,” John said. “Sunday dinner. Get one next week, doesn’t matter.”

“Mine too. Breaking news to the in-laws. No bloody ta.”

“Nothing bad?”

“Havin’ a baby,” Rhodri said, and though his gruff voice didn’t change, his face lit up. John grinned, the smile infectious.

“Congrats,” he said, punching Rhodri in the arm. “You know what it is yet?”

“Not yet. Only ten weeks gone.” Rhodri sounded rightly pleased. He’d been married to Amy for six years—John was his best man—but although they’d wanted kids, it hadn’t happened. “First one should be a boy, I say. Boy first, then a girl. One of each.”

John snickered. “Don’t think it works like that, Rhod.”

“M’just sayin’,” Rhodri rumbled. “Lasses need older brothers to look after ’em. I looked out fer my little sister, and any lad o’ mine will do th’same fer ’is.”

John smiled faintly as they stomped down into the cellar, and the blackened wall and remains of the fuse box greeted them with a burnt stench. “You’re old-fashioned,” he said, and Rhodri laughed.

“You’ll be th’same when you get a girl.” Rhodri’s rolling voice meant that get a girl came out closer to gerragirl.

John’s smile didn’t even twitch. “White picket fence and babies? Not a chance, mate.” The façade didn’t flicker. He knew better than to let things slip. Like most of the men John had worked with since leaving school, Rhodri was the traditional type. One man, one woman. Blokes could shag around, but it made a girl a slag. A girl who refused advances was a lezzer; a bloke who showed weakness was a poufter. That type.

John never bothered to challenge it much. It was a losing battle anyway. It made you out as an arsehole, or bent. And bent, in the building industry? Not the best of ideas. Oh, John wasn’t afraid of much—he was a big sod, not many would think about trying to physically do anything. But that wasn’t the only way to drive a queer out. Tools going missing, orders not coming in, work suddenly drying up. A reputation for badly done jobs. Tell the odd loyal customer not to bother with Halliday—he was a bit dodgy, bit of a nonce, know what they meant?

So, he kept under the radar. Always had. And it was easy to do when there was no boss and he could go weeks without working with anybody else. He got into the habit. Luckily, most of the lads were either much younger, or older and married with kids, so didn’t see much of John outside of work. It had been easy to spin the lies. Jason had been Jess. Daniel had been Danielle. Switching pronouns was easy. Jokes about the missus were even easier. John’s lack of sharing stories, and the switch from ‘Chrissie’ to ‘Jess’ and then the rapid abandonment of ‘Jess’ had earned him a reputation as a womaniser—much respected in that crowd—so he went by undetected.

Even by Rhodri. Which felt disloyal somehow, but John would not have risked that easy friendship for the sake of a secret. For the sake of impermanent partners and stereotypes. For the sake of—

If Rhodri had heard—if any of the old firm had heard—about what Daniel had done, they’d have believed it.

And for that, they’d have beaten him. His size wouldn’t have protected him then.

So, when they got to work, and Rhodri asked about his weekend, John said nothing about Chris. Even a bad liar could lie well given enough time and practice, and John had had nearly twenty years of practice. So, Rhodri didn’t notice.

But then, Rhodri was a Campbell, not a Halliday.

John could get away with fudging a lot of his personal details at work—but the moment he got home, at five past five that evening, Nora materialised in the kitchen doorway with two cans of lager and two eyebrows up at her hairline.

“So,” she said, “you ducked out of Sunday dinner, ignored all of Nan’s calls, and willingly stayed on this late? On a Sunday?”

“The money was good,” John said defensively but took the can anyway.

“Sure. There’s going to be a second date, isn’t there?”

It was barely a question. Her voice was so flat, it might as well have been a statement. So much for his intentions of not telling her.

John sighed, cracked open the can, and nodded.

She beamed.

She might have been thirty-seven and going through a divorce, but Nora was a sucker for romance. John had tried reading her book collection once. It was stuffed with slushy novels where all the characters were called Baby or Darling and featured scenes with ‘throbbing columns’ and holes all over the place. Her taste in films wasn’t much better. When her face lit up like that, it knocked about twenty years off her age, and John groaned as his sister shepherded him into the living room, so excited it felt like they were kids on Christmas morning.

“So,” she said, throwing herself down on the sofa. “Tell me all about him. And your date yesterday. And your next one.”

John coughed.

“Yeah, well, it was just coffee yesterday. Next week is a proper nice date. Restaurant and dressed up nice everything. I picked, this time.”

“Hence, you put all your shirts in the dryer this morning,” she said.

“Hence, I put all my shirts in the dryer this morning,” John echoed obediently.

“Oh, good,” she said. “So, tell me about him. What’s he look like; what does he do?”

John’s family had known he was gay since his early teens. There’d never been much issue with it, really. John was six feet tall by the time he was twelve years old, and out—though not entirely intentionally—since around the same time. He’d attracted the usual snide comments in school, and double takes as an adult when he went out with a boyfriend, but nothing serious. He was smart enough to keep his sexuality a secret from the types of people who could cause him hassle, and everyone else wasn’t dumb enough to try.

Dad put it down to being raised by a domineering mother and having three sisters, never mind that John had had only one sister until he was fourteen years old and already pretty sure he wasn’t into girls. Mum put it down to his interest in property programmes and home decoration, even as a little kid, but seeing as that had translated into training as an electrician and working for a building firm for most of his life, John couldn’t quite follow her logic.

John put it down to being gay and had left it at that.

Generally, he knew he’d been lucky, and luck had given over to a certain amount of boldness in asking guys out when he didn’t know if they swung his way. Which, in turn, had led to the old confidence he used to have before Daniel. And now, his luck could make a comeback with Chris, and that stunning, gut-wrenching smile.

So he said, “He’s totally fucking gorgeous, Noz.”

“John, you’ve said that about literally every boyfriend you’ve had, and none of them look alike! Come on, specifics. What’s he like? What’s he called? Craig, was it?”

“Chris,” he corrected. “And he’s, um. He’s tall—maybe five eight?”

“Kissable height?”

“As close as I can get, yeah.”

She laughed, beaming, and John grinned to match.

“He has black hair, and it’s all curly and messy, a bit overlong but not long-long—like if you gave it the usual short back and sides, then left it for six months?”

Nora, a hairdresser for nearly a decade, nodded sagely.

“And they’re quite big curls. They look soft. I wanted to run my fingers through them to see how they feel.”

“What did he think of you?”

“He…”

Chris had liked his voice and touching his hands. But how could he tell Nora that without her catching on? And, weirdly, John didn’t want to tell her about Chris being blind yet. There was some childish part of him that wanted to keep the odd secret to himself, at least in these early days.

“He liked my sleeve tattoos,” he said eventually. “He says there’s something about me. And he really likes my voice.”

“Your voice?”

John winced. Too odd. “That’s what he said. Maybe he’s into music and stuff,” he said. “And he thought I was charming.” At least, he’d seemed charmed.

“You?”

“I charmed him into a second date, didn’t I?”

All right, well, given Chris had been pushing for it, too, he hadn’t exactly needed to, but John wasn’t going to tell Nora that.

“How?”

“Because he likes me, that’s how.” John kicked her ankle. “Go away if you’re going to rain on my parade.”

“I’m not, I’m not!”

John grunted, eyeing her suspiciously.

She laughed. “So, come on, what’s your grand plan to keep him charmed? When do we get to meet him?”

“Never?”

“Yeah, right.”

“Not for a while,” John capitulated. “I—I just don’t want to have that pressure yet. Not so soon, not the first one after…after. He’s special, Nora. I just—I feel so good with him, and he’s not like any of the others. He’s—I know I say that every time, but there’s something different about Chris. I think there’s really something special there, so…you know, I don’t want Mum interrogating him about whether he’s son-in-law material and scaring him off too soon. Or piling all that pressure on me and making me freak out a bit. You know what she can be like.”

Nora pulled a face and nodded. “All right. But not forever.”

“And don’t tell Fran. She’ll blab.”

“All right. God, you suck.”

“I…I want this to be the real deal,” John said. “I want this to be good. And I reckon it can be. And—and after Daniel, I…I need good, Nora. I need this.”

Nora rubbed his arm and said nothing.




Chapter Five

THIS WAS JOHN’S element.

He’d always been very good at laughter and love, and the best way to combine the two was to turn on the charm full blast and leave someone flustered, smiling, and feeling good about themselves.
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