
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
      
        
          Wanted - Bad Boyfriend

          
		      
          TA Moore

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Rogue Firebird Press

        

      

    


  
  
Acknowledgements




As always, I would never have gotten here without the support of my mum and the “go on and do it” poking from The Five.


Love you all!











  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Wanted – Bad Boyfriend by TA Moore





His mother. His best friend. The barmaid at the local pub. Everyone is determined to find Nathan Moffatt a boyfriend. It’s the last thing Nathan wants. After spending every day making sure his clients experience nothing but romantic magic, the Granshire Hotel’s wedding organizer just wants to go home, binge-watch crime dramas, and eat pizza in his underwear. 

Unfortunately no one believes him, and he’s stuck with lectures about dying alone. Then inspiration strikes. He needs the people in his life to want him to stay single as much as he does. He needs a bad boyfriend.

There’s only one man for the job.

Flynn Delaney is used to people on the island of Ceremony thinking the worst of him. But he isn’t sure he wants the dubious honor of worst boyfriend on the entire island. On the other hand, if he plays along, he gets to hang out with the gorgeous Nathan and piss off the owners of the Granshire Hotel. It’s a win-win.

There’s only one problem—Flynn’s actually quite a good boyfriend, and now Nathan’s wondering if getting off the sofa occasionally is really the worst thing in the world.
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Gossip




“You know, my nephew’s gay. Maybe if you hire him to do some work in the garden, they could… run into each other?” 
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Chapter One





The Granshire Hotel brooded elegantly over some of Ceremony Island’s most stunning vistas. At the back the cliffs dropped down to the deep, white-sand crescent of the bay, where brightly colored boats rocked at anchor a few miles out. At the front the moorland rolled down, all heather and wildflowers, until it reached the straight, stone-built walls that fenced off the farmland. A small herd of deer sometimes roamed across the land. 

The Tatler had named it one of the top ten destination-wedding locations in the UK. Wedding parties arrived from around the world. It wasn’t cheap, and it wasn’t easy to reach. Even UK couples had a long drive over rutted coastal roads and had to take a ferry over the stretch of Irish sea. But couples in search of the perfect wedding seemed to think it was worth it.

It wasn’t just the aged stone hall or posing on the elegant stairway with its black oak railings carved to look like twisted briars. They wanted the trip down to the fairy caves on the beach, the congratulatory pint of Guinness in the traditional country pub with the brasses behind the bar, and the “something old” picked out of the trinket shop in the hollowed- out fisherman’s cottage on the beach—or any number of the other Instagrammable moments the island could provide.

Couples who came to Ceremony wanted a well-chronicled fairy tale or a rom-com, and as the Granshire’s wedding planner, it was Nate Moffatt’s job to make sure they got it—even on days when the last thing he wanted to think about was anybody’s happily ever after.

“Shoes?” he asked as he leaned in through the doors to the Granshire’s bar.

The bar was an expanse of sea-bleached wood and polished metal surfaces that usually looked like it was ready for a magazine spread. It was covered in the detritus of the previous evening’s wedding party, with crumpled confetti swept into multicolored drifts in the corners and glasses sticky with the dregs of fruity cocktails on every flat surface.

A skeleton staff of the bar crew were already making inroads on the cleanup, yawning as they dragged bags of rubbish behind them. They paused long enough to shrug their “no ideas” Nate’s way. He made a mental note to up the usual “thanks for a good job” gratuity he’d send down.

Technically he didn’t need to. Some couples wanted to hire a marquee or get married in the old distillery, which meant hiring on extra staff, but the newly minted Sanders had just gone with the hotel package. So the staff were included. Still, in Nate’s experience it was always better to have a reputation as a good person to work for—for that one event when you had to ask them to dress up like the Mad Hatter and serve Long Island iced teas into the a.m.

Nate left the staff to get on with clearing the glasses and picked his way through the tables to the bar. He leaned over the bar and whistled sharply between his teeth to catch the bar manager’s attention.

“Bride’s shoes?” he asked. “One of a kind. Designer. Look like every other pair of sparkly silver Cinderella slippers you’ve ever seen?” Max tossed two empty bottles of prosecco into the recycling and raised his eyebrows at Nate. “Somebody woke up pissy,” he said. The short, stylishly scruffy man was the son of the hotel’s owner and Nate’s best friend since they were two awkward gay kids trying to work out why more girls seemed to like them than boys did. It turned out that if you were best mates with the other queer kid in your small, islander class of twenty… that could be your gay quota until you graduated. “I haven’t seen any shoes. I found one of the bridesmaids sleeping it off in the toilet, though, if that helps.”

It was hard to resist Max’s smirk. Despite his sour mood, Nate caught the corners of his mouth twitching up in a return grin.

No matter how Grimm’s-fairy-tale pretty the weddings looked, the aftermaths were always a bit more like something out of the original stories—full of regrets, secrets to keep, and sometimes blood on the floor. Mostly vomit, but sometimes blood.

“As of midnight yesterday, the bridesmaids were back on their own time and not my problem,” Nate said.

“You could check the gardens,” Max suggested as he lifted the pot of coffee from the machine and poured Nate a cup. He didn’t need to ask if Nate wanted it. The answer was always yes. “I saw some of the wedding party dancing out there.”

Nate lifted the cup and took a scalding sip. There were bottles of syrup lined up on the wall, everything from basic bitch vanilla to cheesecake, but those were for people who drank coffee to enjoy it. This was maintenance coffee—hot, strong, and thick enough to stand a spoon upright in.

When he looked up, Max had taken a break from clearing the bar and was leaning on it instead. His arms were crossed, and he raised his eyebrows expectantly. “So? Long night why you’re such a cranky git this morning?”

It had been, but Nate didn’t think Max was wasting a suggestive leer on a 3:00 a.m. escort to her suite for the groom’s tiddly and depressed mother. That left….

Nate hissed out a sigh through clenched teeth. The morning seemed determined to just get on his last nerve. “I take it you’re the one who gave the groom’s brother my number?”

Max’s leer deepened. “Yeah, you owe me one. He still back at yours?” 

“No.”

The leer collapsed. “Didn’t he call you?” Max asked. He sounded genuinely surprised. “I can’t believe it. He seemed really into you, said you were a silver fox.”

Nate glanced past Max into the mirror behind the bar and self- consciously brushed gray-streaked brown curls back from his forehead. He was thirty-seven. That was too young to be a silver fox, even if he had been going gray since before he was twenty.

“He called.”

Texted actually. Nate wondered dryly if his mild offense at that meant he should accept that he was older than he felt.

Max looked at him quizzically. “And? He thought you were hot.

He called. You hooked up—”

“I didn’t answer him,” Nate said flatly. “I was in the middle of running a wedding. I didn’t have time to hook up with a random stranger.” Instead of picking up on the prickle of irritation underlying Nate’s voice and backing off, Max made a rude noise. “It never stopped you before. I remember back in Durham, when you were volunteering at the book festival. One night you hooked up with three different blokes between talks and readings, including one of the authors. Still got everyone to fill in your satisfaction survey at the end.”

Nate had to admit, that had been a good night. Of course his years in Durham had been full of good nights. Even if he ended up never using that English Lit degree for anything but impressing boys who liked sonnets. Ceremony wasn’t Durham, though, and Nate wasn’t twenty anymore.

“That was over a decade ago,” Nate said. “And I was a horny idiot.”

“Happy, though,” Max pointed out. He flashed the grin that had gotten more than a few men to follow him for a quick tumble. And the numbers had increased recently. Max wasn’t handsome. There was too much nose and too much jaw, and his hair was too thick for styling, but he had that gloss of growing up wealthy and sure of himself. It had gotten Nate into more trouble than he could easily list over the years, since the first time a ten-year-old Maxwell had poked him in the ribs, grinned, and suggested they do something stupid. “C’mon, Nate. I know your ex did a number on you, but—”

It was the wrong thing to say. It was pretty much always the wrong thing to say.

“Fuck you, Max.”

He put the half-finished cup of coffee neatly down on the counter and stalked out. The bar staff gave each other “this is awkward” grimaces as he passed them. Nate scored out the mental note he’d made about their gratuity, even though he knew he’d back down on that before HR drew up their paychecks.

“Nate,” Max called after him. “Hold on, okay? I didn’t mean to…. Shit.”

The doors into the gardens swung shut behind Nate and cut off anything else Max wanted to say.

It would be fine. Later on Max would apologize and stand Nate one of the crappy, local craft beers he insisted on stocking. Nate would forgive him, because it wasn’t as though bringing up an ex was a good reason to properly fall out with someone. And he might not be a silver fox yet, but he was definitely too old to make a new best friend.

It wasn’t even Max that Nate was angry at anyhow. Or his ex. Despite what everyone seemed to think, he wasn’t pining for that asshole like some Cookson romance heroine.

He walked through the hotel’s small, elegant rose garden. The bride’s shoes were sitting on the edge of the fountain, sparkly silver and damp from dew. Nate left them there for a second and walked to the edge of the garden so he could look over the wall.

The view crashed straight down gray cliffs dotted with seagulls to the decorative, deceptive white slice of sandy beach far below. It was only the start of May and a few sunbathing bodies decorated the sand, while out in the bay, someone was trying to drag a sodden parasail out of the waves. Nate leaned his elbows on the stone, rubbed his eyes, and waited for the hot bubble of anger to sink back into the pit of his stomach.

He spent most of his days planning other people’s weddings. There was the occasional festival and the village fair, but it was mostly weddings. He listened to meet-cute stories, wrangled bridesmaids, vetted speeches, and occasionally pulled off the impossible. To his clients he was charming, supportive, and made sure that the couple got the day they’d dreamed about.

But the happiest day of his client’s life was just another Tuesday for him. When he went home, he wanted to take his suit off, eat leftover pizza, watch Fortitude or something equally miserable, and be a grumpy, single bastard in peace.

It wasn’t too much to ask.

Or he didn’t think so. Everyone else in his life seemed to think differently. His friends kept trying to set him up on blind dates—or blind fucks in Max’s case—and since her cancer diagnosis, his mother was obsessed with the idea that she was going to die before he found someone… and that he’d then die alone and be eaten by cats.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Do you even have a cat?” Max asked.

It was eight hours later. Max was forgiven, Mary Sanders nee Black had her shoes back, and the beer tasted just as bad as Nate had expected. He slouched down on the sofa in Max’s office, one leg swung up over the worn leather arm.

“No.” Nate took a second sip of the beer, which claimed to be cranberry and rosehip flavored, in case the taste grew on you. If it did, it hadn’t so far.

Max kicked back in his office chair and put his feet up on the desk. A footstool was pretty much all he’d ever used the desk for. It wasn’t that he was lazy, but he’d never reacted well to being put somewhere and told to stay there. He couldn’t even talk on the phone unless he was moving, pacing out his conversations in laps of the bar. Why his dad had insisted on the office and then complained that Max was never in it, was beyond Nate.

“So,” Max said. He scratched his jaw with the base of his beer. “Does your mum think you’re going to turn into a crazy cat lady from loneliness? Or are cats just going to be drawn to your corpse from across the island once you’ve karked it?”

Nate shrugged. “No idea.” He kicked his foot absently, and his heel bounced off the side of the sofa. “Look, I knew it wouldn’t be easy having her come to live with me while she recuperated. But I thought it would be endless cups of tea and her constantly asking me ‘who’s that, then?’ in the middle of TV shows—not her obsessing about me getting married before she dies, which is apparently going to be any day now.”

That creased Max’s face into a frown, and he straightened up. The chair creaked under him as he shifted his weight. “Is she okay?” He sounded worried. “If Ally’s not feeling well, we should get her back to the hospital.”

Nate decided to blame the beer for the bad taste in the back of his throat. They weren’t kids anymore, and it was petty to be jealous that, in a lot of ways, Max got on better with Nate’s mother than he did. It wasn’t that Nate and his mum didn’t love each other—most of the time—it was just that Ally Moffatt and Max Saint John had all that “free-spirit, difficult relationships with their dads, think they know best for Nate thing” in common.

“Mum’s fine,” Nate said. “That’s the problem. Her brain used to be full of doctor’s appointments and drug regimes. Now she doesn’t have to worry about that, so she’s packed the space with paranoia and matchmaking.”

Max looked like that reassurance hadn’t put his mind entirely at ease, but he let it go. He gestured with the beer.

“C’mon, though. It’s not like she’s trying to make you marry a woman, and, I don’t know, study to be a divorce lawyer,” Max said. “She just wants you to be happy, and it’s not like you are.”

“I’m happy.” Nate tossed his hands in the air in frustration. Beer splashed out of the bottle and onto his wrist. It stained the cuff of his shirt, which only put him in a better mood, dammit. “I’m thrilled. I’m fucking ecstatic.”

“Yeah.” Max rocked back in the chair and folded his arms over his stomach with the bottle balanced on his belt buckle. His eyes glittered over his hook of a nose. “You really sound it.”

Nate rolled his eyes. “Okay. Not right now. Generally I’m fine.

Right now, I’m just okay with my own company, you know?” 

“You mean wanking?”

“No.”

Max snorted his opinion. Nate ignored him and took another swig of beer. The taste was not getting any better the more time it spent on his tongue.

And yeah, he wanked. It wasn’t like he’d signed up for celibacy— although with his mother living there it felt like it sometimes—but that wasn’t the point. There wasn’t a point. Despite what people seemed to think, he hadn’t made any big decision about locking his balls away and joining the monkhood.

“Why is it always me, anyhow?” Nate asked. “How come no one is after you to settle down and adopt some deserving little buggers to carry on the family name?”

Max winced and crossed himself with the bottle. His eyes flicked piously upward. “He’s joking. Don’t listen.” He looked back at Nate. “Besides, the last guy my family met was twenty years younger than me, a semiprofessional fire-eater, and stole ten grand from me on his way out the door. My dad lives in fear of me getting attached to the losers I bang.”

“Did you ever get that money back?”

“Nope,” Max said. He scrubbed his hand through his hair, which was a feat considering how dense it was. “Never saw it or my dad’s respect again. The things that guy could do with his mouth, though? Worth it.”

Both of them knew that was a lie. They sat out the slightly uncomfortable opportunity to address it, letting the seconds drag out as they shifted and sighed and picked at the label of their beers. Then Max dragged his smirk back out from where it had sunk and made a crack about hot mouths. It was easy to fill the air with banter. They’d had thirty years of practice, and it left plenty of Nate’s brain to mull over his new idea.

He’d never had a really bad boyfriend. Yeah, Jamie had been a dick at the end, but that had just been… shitty boyfriend behavior. Not country-song bad. Maybe what Nate needed was for people to realize there were worse things for him than watching too much TV.

“Want another beer?” Max licked the last drips from the lip of the bottle.

Nate glanced at his. Somehow he’d managed to accidentally drink most of it. Only a third was left behind the murky orange glass.

“No. I still have to drive home.” He set the bottle down on Max’s unused desk, next to his friend’s kicked-up boots. “Also this tastes like shit.”

“Yeah. The rosehips added something weird to the profile.” Max swung his feet down, stood up, and stretched until things in his spine popped. He slung an arm around Nate’s shoulder and dragged him into a rough hug. “You know, if you don’t like me picking your dates? There’s a whole bar full of people that will be checking out in a couple of days.

And they already have a room booked.”

Nate snorted and slung a reciprocal arm around Max’s neck. Twenty years on from the day it happened, and it still made him feel smug that he was taller.

“I have a big wedding party coming in next week. I want to get an early, sober start,” he said. “Besides, Mum would worry.”

Max laughed, told him to give Ally his love, and waved him off through the bar. On his way out through the hotel, nodding goodbye to the receptionist on duty as he crossed the marble-tiled entry, Nate wondered where he could find a bad boyfriend at short notice on an island.

Of course, when he put it like that, there was really only one choice.








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Gossip




“If he doesn’t have something to hide, then why doesn’t he come out and say we’re wrong about him being a criminal?” 
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Chapter Two





“Fish supper, chicken nuggets, and a curry!” Gennie the barmaid yelled out as she shoved the plates onto the bar. 

A man looked up from one of the coin-sized round tables that filled the space between the booths and the bar. He had two whining, wilting children with him, and the harried look of a man who hadn’t thought through what a weekend away with the kids would be like. He lifted his hand hopefully. Gennie gave the plates a shove toward the edge of the bar.

The guy sighed and got up, jabbed a finger at the kids, and squeezed his way to the bar. No one moved their chair for him. He reached the bar and fumbled at the plates as he tried to balance all three. Flynn propped himself up on his elbow and watched the man struggle.

The curry was the guy’s second mistake. The first was not going to the Fox and Swan. The Hairy Dog was the local pub. The food was cheaper, the atmosphere less friendly.

Gennie finished pulling Flynn’s beer. Froth dribbled down over her heavily-ringed fingers as she shoved it toward him.

“Three thirty,” she said. “Want me to start a tab?”

Flynn passed her a five instead. His father had drunk there all his life. When he died, his tab was thirty pounds, and the pub had wiped it in honor of him.

The beleaguered dad finally made it back to his table. Most of the food was still on the plates. The chicken dippers that had hit the floor were already being cleaned up by the pub dog, who’d been a sheepdog in Flynn’s dad’s day and was a lanky spaniel now.

“Mum said—” the pouting little girl started.

“Well, this is Dad’s weekend.” He tucked the napkin into her collar. “And on Dad’s weekend, we have chips.”

Poor bugger.

Flynn picked up the beer, the glass slippery under his fingers, and sucked the foam off the surface. His shoulder protested the movement. Some idiots had decided to go skinny-dipping off the bay, not realizing how quickly the weather went from balmy to Baltic once it started to get dark. The rescue ended with Flynn dunked in the freezing water as one of the idiots panicked when he was yanking them out.

The chill had sunk into his bones, and once the adrenaline wore off, his shoulder hurt. It was the sort of ache that smugly promised it was going to grow up to be a throb.

He was getting too old to be crawling up cliffs and diving into the Irish Sea. Twenty years earlier he’d have hauled himself back out of the water laughing. Fuck, twenty years earlier he’d have been the idiot pruning up his balls by skinny-dipping.

Yeah, he thought sourly as he drained the beer, but what else was he going to do? There weren’t a lot of options for a guy with his background. If there had been, he wouldn’t be propping up the same bar as his dad, would he?

“Well, I tell you what, Katie, I wouldn’t want him rescuing me.

He’d have your wallet out of the water before you.” It was the familiarity that caught his ear.

Flynn twisted around and leaned back against the counter with both his elbows braced behind him. He glanced around until he saw the two women at the end of the bar. Both were perched on stools, their heads tilted together over tall, lipstick-stained glasses of coke and something boozy. Chewed lemon slices lay on the side of the coasters. He vaguely recognized both. It was a small island.

“That’s a best-case scenario, Fi. My sister’s lad Ben and him used to be mates. What Ben says about what he got up to over on the mainland? Doesn’t bear repeating.”

She stopped and took a slurped drink of her coke and whatever-it-was for punctuation.

It was nothing new. The beer tasted sour on Flynn’s tongue all of a sudden. He left the pint sitting, pushed himself upright, and headed for the door.

Fi saw him coming, nudged her friend, and arched her eyebrows meaningfully. Before the woman could turn around, Flynn leaned in over her shoulder.

“Aw, go on, Katie. Repeat it,” he drawled. The low rasp of his voice in her ear, all growl and yeast, made Katie pull herself up straight and offended. “You know you want to.”

He winked at Fi and left them to sit and stew as he ducked out through the old black-wood main door. It was still summer—the season held on until the start of October—but Flynn could feel the chill creeping in.

His Land Rover was parked on the pavement outside the bar. Mud was splattered up the sides from the tire well to the back windows. Flynn hadn’t bothered to lock it. It wasn’t that there was no crime on the island—there were a lot of drugs, fights, bruises doled out behind closed doors—but if you stole a car, there was nothing to do with it but drive it to the other side of the island. If you stole Flynn’s car, you could drive the thing into the sea, and it would just have to be towed out and dried out. It was twenty years old, and there wasn’t much to it other than a heavy metal chassis and a red diesel-stained engine.

Flynn scrambled up into the driver’s seat and started the car. The heavy growl of the engine kicking to life rattled up through his bones. He jolted down off the pavement, one hand on the wheel as he headed out of town.

He passed the turnoff up to the Granshire halfway back to his house. They’d strung up old coach lanterns to illuminate the sight—brass and glass and class. Those got stolen pretty regularly.

Two turns and a sheep blocking the road for five minutes later, he saw the pale pillar of the old lighthouse appear on the headland. It stuck up like a defiant white finger at the Granshire, who’d tried to buy it after it was decommissioned.

But some old entailment on the property gave the lighthouse keeper first refusal and a generous discount. Flynn’s dad had still been in debt until the day he died. After the funeral, before the dirt had even settled, Teddy Saint John tried to buy it again, and Flynn had told him where to stick his offer. Ceremony might need the Saint Johns’ money and the posh bastards who came to the Granshire to get wed, fed, and off their head on expensive island whiskey, but no one liked them.

Besides, Flynn had been pissed at the world then—more pissed— and it was satisfying to have someone to aim that at.

He turned off the road and onto the rutted dirt track that led up to the lighthouse. The Land Rover jolted and juddered up the hill to the roughly flattened square of dirt and paving stones he used as a drive. There was another car already parked there, a sleek gray sports car covered in a fresh layer of dust and dirt, and at the top of the stairs to the lighthouse, Flynn could see a bright ember glowing against the dark. The firefly flicker of it rose and fell as he parked and got out of the car.

“I told you,” Flynn said as he climbed up the mossy concrete steps. “I’m not interested in renting my place out.”

Nate Moffatt exhaled a cloud of pale smoke into the air. He was sitting cross-legged on the old black painted bench next to the door. It wasn’t his space, but that didn’t seem to bother him. Like a cat, he assumed that he improved whatever area he was in.

Flynn disagreed with him on principle. He was too pretty to agree with. It would just encourage him.

“That’s not why I’m here,” Nate said. He took another drag on the cigarette and flicked the butt away from him. It arched toward the cliff edge in a trail of short-lived sparks, and Nate crooked the corner of his mouth in a wry smile. “I wanted to ask a favor.”

“A favor?” Flynn hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans and raised his eyebrows curiously. “A favor is what has Saint John’s errand boy hanging out up here at this time of night?”

The “errand boy” crack curdled the smile at the edges, but it hung on. “Well, I did try and catch you earlier. But you’re a hard man to pin down,” Nate said. “And yeah, just a favor.”

“Well, I don’t wanna do that either.” That killed the smile. Flynn ignored the flick of disappointment he felt and nudged Nate out of the way with his shoulder as he stepped past him. Unlike his car, he locked the heavy black door of the lighthouse. It took an old-fashioned, long- shafted key that rattled in the wrought-iron mechanism, and the hinges resisted opening for a second.

Long enough for Nate to slip in, “It will really piss off Max.”

The hook caught. Flynn braced his hand on the door, his tanned, scarred fingers against the dark wood, and huffed out his irritation. He glanced sidelong at Nate, who had his crooked smile back and added the expectant quirk of a dark, manicured eyebrow to it.

Goddammit. He could resist anything but pettiness and pretty men.

Now there they both were in one well-dressed package.

Flynn put his shoulder into it and shoved the door. It swung back until the iron-shod corner of it caught in the sandy rut a century of use had ground into the floor. Flynn jerked his thumb inside.

“I’m not promising anything,” he growled. 

“Wouldn’t ask you to.”

Nate ducked past him into the lighthouse and did a half turn on his heel as he checked out the rough plaster curves of the walls and the bare- bones spiral staircase that dominated the room. He looked interested, maybe approving, and Flynn bit his tongue on the unfamiliar urge to explain why he’d done something.

For a second, Flynn wondered if he’d made a mistake. He knew the type of man Nate was. He’d met them before. Nate would ask for an inch, take a mile, and make you feel like he’d done you a favor. Except he was already in, and Flynn might as well listen. He could always toss him out on his ear later if he felt like it.

“The favor?” he said.

Nate ran his fingers up the squared-off rod of metal that served as the banister. “I like this,” he said. “Very utilitarian.”

“I thought that was bad?”

“Depends on the context. This context? It works.”

Nate gave the stairs a last, absent rub, and Flynn forced down his dick’s urge to make something of that and turned back around. Nate flashed him a grin that was all practiced charm. “I’ll have a coffee, if you’re having one.”

“I’m not.”

“Tea?”

“Favor.”

There was a pause. Nate took a deep breath and bounced nervously on the balls of his feet. He gestured with his hands as he talked, each sentence punctuated with a jabbed finger or spread palm. “I do want to rent something. Not the lighthouse, though.” He brought his palms together and made his index fingers into a gun that pointed at Flynn’s chest. “I want to rent you.”

Flynn’s dick was all in, but his common sense thought it was time to chuck him out. Flynn compromised with “Fuck off.”

He shed his jacket, hung it up on the back of the door, and went into the galley kitchen he’d squeezed into the old tool shed during renovation. It was tiled black and white because that had been cheaper at B&Q, and it was spotlessly clean because he didn’t use it that much.

There was half a takeout carton of vindaloo and rice in the fridge. He tipped it into a white bowl and put it into the microwave. When he looked around, Nate was leaning against the doorframe. His arms were folded, and his soft pink shirt was pulled tightly over his chest. Flynn spent a second trying to pretend that he was surprised Nate hadn’t fucked off.

“I could eat.” When Flynn narrowed his eyes at him, Nate rubbed the back of his neck. He shrugged one shoulder. “Just let me explain. Then you can chuck me out on my ass if you want.”

The ping of the microwave interrupted them. Behind the smoked glass, the curry bubbled enthusiastically. What the hell. The joy of reheating was that you could always reheat again.

“I’m not feeding you,” he said. It was his turn to cross his arms and lean his hip against the scarred wood countertop. His shoulder whined at the stress on it, but he let it. “But go on. Spit it out.”

Nate blinked. Maybe he hadn’t expected it to be that easy. “Everyone thinks I need a boyfriend,” he said. “So I thought I’d get one—a really bad one, or at least the worst one I can find at short notice on an island.”

“And you immediately thought of me,” Flynn said. And he’d thought the posh boy trying to buy his ass was insulting. Showed what he knew. “What? The island’s child molester died finally?”
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Gossip




“Have you thought about Tinder? Online dating is how all the boys do it these days.” 
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Chapter Three





All right. Nate could hear it. Said out loud, standing in Flynn’s own kitchen, that did sound worse than it had in Nate’s head. 

“Okay, I can see that sounds a bit offensive.” He drew the words out carefully. “But hear me out.”

Flynn scowled at him. He drew his dark, heavy brows down to shadow his chilly, sea-gray eyes, but he waited. That was great. It meant he was open to discussion, which was more than Flynn had ever been about the idea of renting the lighthouse out as a honeymoon suite.

Of course it also meant that Nate had to find a way to put his plan that didn’t sound like it was “my loved ones would rather I die alone than date you.” Since that was the plan, it wouldn’t be easy. Nate bit his lower lip and tried to think of a less abrasive way to explain that.

“You going to say anything?” Flynn asked. “Or just stand there looking pretty?”

“Would that work?” Nate asked.

Flynn looked him up and down, from his hair to the sneakers that he was, one day, going to replace with grown-up shoes. The slow, unabashed study flushed a dull heat under Nate’s skin, and he shifted uncomfortably. It might have been the wrong tack to flirt with Flynn. He seemed the type to take things too literally, and the whole point of being there was to put a temporary pin in Nate’s love life, not complicate things by noticing that Flynn actually looked sexier with a lean jaw and crow’s feet weathered into pale skin than he had when he was young, meaty, and St. Tropez amber. Of course, Nate had a wholly inappropriate crush on him back then too.

A sly little voice that he hadn’t heard for a while nudged his brain suggestively and reminded him that fifteen and twenty was inappropriate. Thirty-seven and forty-three was—

“No. You’re not that pretty,” Flynn said flatly and interrupted Nate’s train of thought before it could get away with him. “Look. I don’t see any way you’re going to convince me to play your bit of rough because you don’t have the balls to tell people to fuck off. So either come up with something good or get out of my house so I can eat my dinner.”

Usually Nate didn’t have a problem coming up with a convincing line. He routinely talked fathers of brides into putting down a large and nonrefundable deposit at the Granshire. He convinced brides to compromise on having owls fly in and drop the rings into the couple’s waiting hands. He cozened Mr. Saint John into putting on his Irish and making an appearance at the occasional wedding. This time he had nothing.

He wished he hadn’t used the “pissing off Max” angle to get through the door. If he’d thought about how bad the whole “I want to rent you” thing was going to sound, he’d have kept that in reserve. Instead all he had was a couple of flaccid rejoinders scraped from the bottom of the barrel. Since he was pretty sure “I’ll pay you” would make things worse, that left him only one.

“Have you got anything better to do?” he asked.

There was a pause as Flynn stared at him. “I work for the Emergency Services,” he finally said, each word stated slowly as though Nate might misunderstand. “I save people’s lives.”

“I’m sure that’s very rewarding. It’s not like you can plan your Friday night around someone falling down a hole, though.”

“You’d be surprised,” Flynn muttered. He popped the door of the microwave open and pulled out the bowl of curry and rice. The heat made him juggle it from hand to hand. “If I wanted to party on a weekend, I’d still live in London.”

From what Nate had heard, that wasn’t an option. But he let the statement pass unchallenged and stepped out of the way to let Flynn get a fork out of the drawer.

“And if you wanted to be a hermit, you’d have moved to a smaller island,” Nate countered. “Come on. You go out with me for a couple of weeks, get to go to a bunch of events and be a dick to Max. Where’s the downside?”

Flynn pointed the fork at him. “Do you want me to list them? For a start, it’s not dating. It’s being paraded around downtown while you ring a bell and shout ‘bad boyfriend’ like I’m some sort of relationship leper. I have to lie to everyone. I have to pretend that I want to bang you.” That stung. Nate swallowed the bitter pill and pretended it was sugar. If nothing else it undercut the distracting awareness of Flynn’s broad, muscled frame. “Besides, despite what you think, not everyone on this island hates me. I’d like to keep it that way. You need anything more?”

The answer would probably have been “not really,” since that had been a pretty comprehensive list. Flynn took a pointed step toward the door, but Nate held his ground and blocked the way.

“C’mon, Flynn,” he said. “You know you’ve got a reputation around the island. Nobody thinks you’re a danger to the sheep, but nobody’s granny is trying to set you up either.”

“Move.”

Nate backed out of the kitchen into the big white round of the main room. He was briefly distracted by the space. The lighthouse really would be ideal for some of his couples—an indulgent, one-night stay, honeymoon getaway. Even if the rent went straight into Flynn’s pocket, the word-of-mouth would be great.

He dragged his mind back onto topic as Flynn kicked a chair out and sat down at the stripped-pine table. It wasn’t going nearly as well as he’d imagined.

“I don’t want you to steal my life savings and release a sex video online.” It was probably a push to sit down, so Nate leaned on the squared-off back of the chair opposite Flynn. He tapped his fingers on the wood. “Just be yourself. That’ll get up Max’s nose, and I’m sure one of my mum’s friends will fill her in on what bad news you’re meant to be. We ‘break up’ and they get off my back without me having to—”

“Talk to them?” 

“Fight with them.”

Flynn shoved a forkful of rice and curry into his mouth. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, sat back, and hooked his arm over the chair. The sleeve of his T-shirt crawled up his bicep and flashed a blurred tangle of faded black ink lines that curled around his bicep.

“You asked me to hear you out. I did. I’m not interested in playing your bit of rough. Time to go, Mr. Moffatt.”

Nate started to argue but caught himself. The point was to dodge dating, not skip straight to the resentment and bartering aisle of a shitty relationship. Besides, under the chill dose of Flynn’s contempt, it was possible it wasn’t such a great idea. Even if none of the stories about Flynn Delaney and why he’d come back to the island last year after nearly twenty years on the mainland were true? He was still a miserable bastard. Nate wanted to date again one day. Someday. A couple of months of Flynn and he’d get Wi-Fi put into the old hermit’s cave on the beach.

The ache in his balls snorted at that for a lie, but he stuck to it. “Yes, it is.” He pushed himself up off the chair. “Sorry to take up your time.”

He got a grunt from Flynn for that. On his way out the door, Nate stopped and spun around. Rejection was never nice, even if it was for a fake relationship designed to go wrong, and it was instinct to gloss it over.

That was something he’d learned from Max’s dad. Teddy Saint John never failed. He just succeeded sideways.

“By the way,” he said. “Now that I’ve finally seen the inside of this place? It would be perfect as part of one of the Granshire’s wedding packages. I’ll drop you down a proposal.”

“Don’t.”

“It’s a couple of bits of paper.” Nate rolled his eyes. “Read it or burn it. It’s up to you. Good night, Mr. Delaney.”

Outside, with the door closed behind him, he let some of the facade slip. The night air was cool against his hot face as he stalked down the slippery steps to his car.

That was humiliating. He felt like an idiot. He felt like the fifteen- year-old kid he used to be, all sweaty from a crush and rejection. The only difference was that teenage Nate thought he’d eventually grow out of it. Instead he was a stone’s throw from forty, with burning ears and a deep-seated desire to eat a whole bag of Mars Minis.

At least there was slightly more dignity in driving off in a car, rather than trying to make a brooding exit on a BMX.
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Nate grabbed a slice of toast from the rack and shoved it in his mouth. He tore the corner off and chewed it while he pulled the carafe off the coffee machine and filled his travel mug.

“There.” He took a swig of coffee to wash away the dry toast crumbs and bent down to kiss his mother’s cheek. “Happy?”

She tched at him and pointedly added a cup of nuts and dried berries to her breakfast. The spoon clinked self-righteously against the china as she stirred the roughage into her yogurt.

“That’s not breakfast,” she said. “That’s a recipe for an ulcer.” 

“You used to eat Tayto Cheese and Onion Crisps for breakfast,”

Nate pointed out. “You said it was two of your five a day.”

Ally spread her hands. “And I got cancer,” she pointed out. As if that were the “I win” clause to every argument they had from then on. It kind of was, even with her hair growing back in baby-fuzz curls. “Eat some yogurt. Or we have granola.”

“No time,” Nate said. It was technically true. He had a “crack of the morning” meeting with Teddy, and then he had to get to the ferry to meet the head of a charity that wanted to hold a fundraiser there. But even if he had the morning free, he wouldn’t eat the granola. Ally ordered it from some artisan farmer’s website, and it was flavored with fennel and green tea. At least the toast—although it had been carved off some sprouted- wheat probiotic sourdough loaf—was burned enough that it only tasted crisp. “And I have a bride coming in this week with her family to finalize the plans.”

That distracted Ally from force-feeding him something healthy. She perked up over her green tea and demanded details. Nate filled her in as he added cream to his coffee and cinnamon sugar to his toast and got his suit jacket on.

His mother was a wedding fanatic, and he learned his skills by osmosis when he was growing up. From celebrity wedding pictures in glossy magazines to organizing them for her friends, Ally loved it all. She didn’t believe in marriage, but who could object to a three-tiered cake and a poufy dress?

“Snorkeling?” Ally scoffed. “You want to talk them into doing that after the wedding. A bride’s feet get uncomfortable enough without getting them cut up from rocks.”

Nate grinned. “Already on it.” He buttoned his jacket and turned to face her, arms spread to give her the full effect. “How do I look?”

“Very handsome,” she said. “You always do. That’s why it’s such a shame—”

“Mum.”

“—that I’m the only one who gets to appreciate it. You spend every day making people happy. When are you going to spend some time being happy?”

“I’m happy.”

“Happy people don’t eat all the Mars bars.”

Nate bit his tongue on an answer. In the month since she’d gotten the all clear, Ally had bounced back from the bag of bones she’d been. She was eating, exercising, and cheerfully going to all her physio appointments. Nate felt like one harsh word might undo all that. He still snapped sometimes, but he always felt like crap afterward.

He forced a breath out through clenched teeth and shook his head. “I’m fine.” He picked up her crutches from where they leaned against the sink and carried them around to her. “What are you up to today?”

“Nothing much.” She took the crutches and slid her arms into the cuffs. The jersey sleeves of her pajamas bunched up as she put her weight on the metal to stand. One leg of the pajama bottoms ended in a slipper. The other flapped empty from just below Ally’s knee. “Yoga this morning. This afternoon I’m going into the office to talk about when I’m going back.”

Nate frowned. “Isn’t that too soon? You’re barely back on your feet.” 

“Foot.”

“Mum.”

She wrinkled her nose at him and wobbled sideways to jab him with her elbow. “Stop being so serious, sweetheart. I’m not dead, so all that’s left is getting on with living. After all, one of us has to.”

Last jab of the morning delivered,Ally hopped her way determinedly out of the room. Nate pulled a sour face at her back and raked his fingers through his hair. He cupped the back of his skull and looked up at the ceiling for a second.

“Your idea,” he reminded himself.

He let go of his hair and checked his reflection on the way down the hall. His haircut was expensive enough that he could do pretty much anything to it and come out the other end still looking expensively tousled. Even grabbing handfuls of it in frustration just took a quick ruffle to get the curls flopped the right way again.

“I’m going now, Mum.” He stopped outside her door. “Don’t push yourself too hard. Okay?”

The only answer he got was an inarticulate rude noise. He got his coat from the rack at the bottom of the stairs and shrugged it on as he headed out the front door.

Sometimes he wasn’t sure if his mother living with him was turning him into a fifteen-year-old version of himself or a forty-year-old version of her. He spent his time either rolling his eyes with teenage angst at her fussing, or nagging her while she threw herself into a second lease on life as though she were a girly version of Max.

The thought made him snort as he unlocked the car, and the noise earned him a suspicious glare from Mrs. Saunders next door as she stepped over the threshold in slippers and a housecoat to wrestle her bin over the threshold. He nodded to her politely, and she puffed herself up like an affronted pigeon and disappeared back inside. The door slammed behind her.

She’d never liked him. Nate wasn’t sure if it was because he was gay, because he was relatively young to own a house on Ceremony where property was sell-your-kidneys expensive, or because he worked at the Granshire. It could be all three, he supposed.

He folded himself into the car and was about to pull away from the curb when his phone rang. Nate sighed and grabbed it without even looking at the screen. He assumed it was Max with one of his usual last- minute plans that he wanted Nate to “just run by” his father.

Turned out, it wasn’t Max.

“I’ll play your bad boy,” Flynn said. In the background of the call Nate could hear gulls and the grate of metal. “On one condition.”

A very dirty scenario flashed through Nate’s mind—fairly dirty, anyhow. It was all sweat and aches and stickiness. He blinked and glanced out the window at Mrs. Saunders’s house, as though she might somehow sense the gay was rising. The curtains twitched closed as he watched, so maybe she could.
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