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Okay Mr. Nice Guy

by Hollis Shiloh

ABOUT THE STORY:

Bobby Worth has never met Jack Randolph, but he already resents the guy.  The whole town seems to think he'd be a better handyman or anything else than newcomer Bobby.  Bobby keeps his head down and works hard.  He has debts to pay and a past he'd rather nobody look at too hard.  Then he meets Jack, and he's as charmed as everyone else.  But there's more to Jack than the town seems to see.  Sensitive, musically gifted, and sweet-tempered, the guy lives a nomadic life, arriving for a few months and then leaving again to try and kick start a music career.  

Bobby plans on keeping his head down and minding his own business.  He's always been an outcast and tells himself he doesn't care.  Now he's finding himself drawn into Jack's life, happy for excuses to spend time with him.  As they grow closer, Bobby keeps telling himself not to be weird about it.  Not to make waves, not to want anything, not to let himself long for this guy he used to resent.  

But Jack makes time for him.  Jack makes him laugh.  Jack turns a bad day into a good one—and Bobby seems to have that effect on him, too.  Maybe he should take this to mean he's actually capable of forming the kind of bond he wants.  Someday, he'd like to have a boyfriend for real.  But right now, he just wants to be around Jack, in whatever way he can.  Trusting Jack with his secrets, moving in together, spending more time with each other than anyone else...maybe it's not just him at this point? 

55,000 words – New Adult sweet gay romance – low heat 
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Chapter one
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"Randolph been through yet?" asked Old Mr. Hopkins.

"Nope," said Jenkins, wiping his mouth on the diner napkin out of a belated sense of manners, I guess.

Hopkins grunted.  "I need him to take a look at something for me."

"What is it?  If it's mechanical, Bobby here can do it for ya."  Jenkins jerked a thumb at me.  "He's all right with a wrench."

High praise, I knew, but Mr. Hopkins didn't look impressed.

Old Mr. Hopkins and I regarded one another warily.  He grunted.  "I'll take my chances with Randolph," he said, and turned away.  He was limping a little.

So either it wasn't mechanical, or, more likely, he didn't like the look of me.  I was getting irritated with this Randolph guy.  I'd only been in town six months, but I'd been hearing a lot about this fabled guy who was apparently good at everything.  Always heard about, never seen, though.  When he came through town, boy, did he leave an impression.  He must; they were still talking about him.  It was just little things, here and there.  

I'd been here six months, trying to settle in, do my jobs well, and keep on the good side of the law and everybody else.  But I was still as good as a stranger, and no matter how long he was gone, somebody who was born here, like this Jackson Randolph guy, was always going to be something special.  And I was always going to be small potatoes.

So it was more what he represented than whatever he was actually like, but lately, I'd sure been disliking this guy I kept hearing about.

"You finish on that Toyota yet?" asked Jenkins, interrupting my thought process.

"This afternoon for sure," I said.  I was only part-time at the garage so far, but hoping he'd have more work for me soon.  

He grunted, raised his coffee cup to his lips, and that was the end of the conversation.  Fine by me.  A diner meal should be savored without the need to chat with your boss.

I was at the hardware store that evening, working my other part time job, when a customer came in wanting paint mixed up to match a sample.  I didn't know exactly how to do the paint machine stuff yet, so I told him it would have to wait for the next shift or the boss to stop by.  "I thought you were working here for months now?" demanded the guy, whose name I didn't know, but whose grumpy attitude made it clear he'd never been on this side of the counter facing the public.  "When Randolph worked here, he could work that thing the first week!"

I gritted my teeth against another Randolph story.  "Did he get full-time hours and enough training?" I asked sweetly.  Because I get a couple hours a week and nobody's teaching me shit, I added silently.  You don't say 'shit' to customers.  I didn't think it was purposeful neglect on the part of the boss.  A family medical emergency had left holes in the schedule, and he was around far less often, acting harried when he was here.  I was a patch in the schedule and training was on the back burner till somebody made time for it.  

It was a poky little hardware store, with some of the aisles very small and cramped.  Not shocking that the place would go downhill when the boss was partially absent.  As far as I could tell, people still shopped here out of loyalty, but there were murmurs of folks thinking of going over to the big Ace Hardware in the next town, even though it was a forty-minute longer drive.  I figured they had about six months longer before Pete's Hardware ran into the ground at this speed.  So either Pete figured out what needed to be done to hold the business together, or I'd be looking for another part-time job around then.  That's if I stayed in town that long.

I liked it here, though.  I really did.  I'd never been much of a small town guy, but there was something about it.  Now that I'd served my time, was going on the straight and narrow (well, not so much the straight, let's be honest), I kind of liked the slower pace of the place, the fact that people felt safe enough not to need to lock their doors at night.  I didn't know if anyone actually didn't lock their doors—I'd never checked—but it sounded like at least some of them actually meant it when they talked like that.

It was a poky little town about twenty years behind the rest of the world, and happy that way.  Folks barely kept up with the bigger picture.  The biggest news was usually local gossip, whatever local event was going to be the biggest draw that weekend—auction, bake sale, estate sale, company picnic, funeral, multi-family yard sale, and the rest of it—and frankly, it was a breath of fresh air to a guy like me, ready for a slower pace of life.  

It wasn't fun being an employee, but I was good at working on cars, and getting better at the hardware job even if I didn't know how to work the paint machine yet.  As for the social scene, well, I had to drive to the next town if I wanted a hookup.  But I liked it pretty well otherwise.  Folks left you alone and didn't ask too many questions.  I liked that part of it.

I was living in a small place in a rundown row house.  It was a sort of half apartment sublet by the owner who was getting older and had trouble keeping up with maintenance, so part of my rent was not asking for that.  Personally, I didn't feel safe leaving my door unlocked, would never feel safe doing that, but nobody asked me to, or bothered me, so we were golden.

There was a Chinese food place I could stop by on my way home from work, a convenience store within walking distance from my apartment, and a barber shop where they knew me enough to nod.  In short, it was starting to feel comfortable, like a real home.  But I still felt skittish, and like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.  

I'd been under eighteen when I was sentenced, so it wasn't like it had to follow me all my adult life.  I hadn't even been locked up long, and I'd like to think I served my time and could go on and live a good life now, without it haunting me forever, without doing anything else to ever get in trouble like that again, and that I could someday even feel happy again.  But the truth was the few friends I'd had before didn't speak to me now.  My family had had little use for me even before all of that, and less now.  To be honest, I was probably better off without them taking an interest in my life, but it still wasn't exactly comfortable to feel so completely alone and lonely.

Sure, it was a community that generally skewed older and had more of an insular vibe than most.  But the fact that I hadn't actually made any friends in my time here so far was, well, kind of discouraging.  I hadn't even met anyone who made me want to trust them with the fact that I wasn't actually straight.  I guess I could pass pretty well, and I continued to do so.  I felt like it made my life a little easier for now.  Maybe someday, that wouldn't be the case, but right now, why borrow trouble?

I'd kept it a secret while I was locked up, too, because you didn't want people thinking you were an easy target, and some people think like that.  Hell, my own stepfather didn't know.  And I intended to keep it that way if possible.  I wasn't exactly a fan of my stepfather and he wasn't exactly a fan of me, either. 

The fact that I know for a fact one of my cousins is an actual dealer and still in good graces with the family, maybe because he's never been locked up for it, and I'm now the black sheep, well, it seems kind of stupid to me.  Maybe I don't have the moral high ground to judge.  Okay.  I get it.  But it still bugged me.  I wasn't ever popular with my family.  I felt like the scapegoat growing up, the one who couldn't ever do anything right.  I suppose my mom did her best, but her best didn't look like any other best I'd ever seen, and frankly, she just wasn't there a lot.

Shoplifting started out as a way to eat when I was forgotten about.  It escalated when I got older, so I could have a few nice things and fit in a little better at school, and not face as much bullying.  But by the time I graduated, I was lifting for a local gang.  It doesn't have to be violent to be organized crime; and it sure was organized.  They had a whole string of kids who lifted, delivered to the gang, and then they flipped it for profit.  I was already good at it, and they taught me to be better.  

They taught me what to lift for the best value for them to sell on the black market.  It was no longer just about having enough to eat; it was about feeling good at something and making actual money.  Even though I was an apprentice mechanic, with a decent job ahead of me if I kept my nose clean, I didn't.

It had been so easy to get caught up in it, from a reason that was actually pretty good (not going hungry), to a reason that was also pretty understandable (not wanting to be bullied for being poor), to downright greed and lying to myself.  Maybe big companies were doing bad things, but the guys that recruited me weren't exactly Robin Hood out there making things any better.  We were just trying to make money.  

If I'd stepped back before I went down hard, maybe I could've extracted myself from that life, gotten a good job at a garage, and built myself a decent life.  Even had a real boyfriend and everything.  As much as I'd been through in life, I still hadn't had that.  

I'd served my time, and this was my new shot at life.  I was hoping to build a life I liked, even though I'd missed some time and lost pretty all the connections to my old life.

The thing that gets to me sometimes the most is like when you hear about murderers whose mothers still love them and think they're innocent and stuff like that.  Well, I wasn't a murderer, and my mother still didn't bother to visit, write, or call.  I mean, I knew we didn't exactly have a close relationship even before, but I guess if that doesn't prove you're not exactly the apple of your mother's eye, nothing will.  It seemed like a childish thing to still be bothered by, when sometimes, I felt as old as the hills.  But it did still bother me.  I tried not to think about it much.

"You get those dishes cleaned yet?" asked Mrs. Marks from the kitchen doorway.

"Yes ma'am," I told her.  

This was my third part-time job.  I owed some money as restitution.  It was part of my sentence, and the reason I hadn't served even more time.  That, and good behavior, had lightened my sentence some.  It still felt like forever in there, though objectively, many would say it was a light sentence.  Every day felt like an eternity, and the best you could do was try to hold out hope that someday it wouldn't.  I wasn't even in max security or a particularly bad place.  It still felt like hell to me.

So maybe it felt like a big burden to still have money to pay back, but at least I wasn't behind bars.  At least I was out and a part of the community, however marginally.

Mrs. Marks ran a cleaning service, and I went to some of the houses and helped.  The pay was decent, actually, but she worked her staff hard, and there was a lot I didn't know.  Cleaning houses is harder work than I took it to be when I signed up.  Dishes were actually pretty easy, compared to some tasks, such as bathrooms.

"Good," she said.  "Toilets are next," she added, and turned away.

Damn it.
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Now I'm not the kind of guy to pick up hitchhikers, but this guy looked down on his luck in a way I understood.  I was driving my rattletrap old truck, which I loved more than I would ever want anyone to know, even if it did sometimes seem to be one step from death's door.  I was keeping it alive, and even with my growing skills as a mechanic, that was a challenge.

The guy had on jeans and a flannel shirt and a backpack, and he was just walking.  His guitar was over his shoulder and he sort of looked like he'd been walking for quite a while and expected to be walking even longer.  Without thinking about it too much, I pulled over.

He looked surprised.  Maybe he wasn't even a hitchhiker.  "You need a ride?" I called.  

"Well, you're going my way.  Thanks, stranger."  His smile was easy, relieved, and rather charming.  I guess there was some kind of mathematics going on in his head about whether I was a murderer or not, but I didn't see it on his face.  He looked calm and purposeful and relaxed as he climbed aboard.  I studied him a little more, hoping I hadn't made a mistake.  But I just didn't see a guy this tired as a potential danger.  He was carrying a guitar like it was his baby.

He was probably about my age, maybe a little older.  His face was young, but he already had a few gray hairs.  There was something about it, though, sort of worn and lived-in, like he'd seen a lot.  There were a lot of stories to tell behind those eyes, but I wasn't asking and he wasn't telling.  

I'd been to the big town forty minutes away to pick up some parts for the garage.  They were in the back, padded carefully in their boxes and tied down with cord.  They made the truck sit a little heavier on its back wheels than usual.

I finally thought about making conversation.  "Long trip?"

"Well, longer since my car broke down."  He smiled ruefully.  "About two weeks ago.  I've been taking buses, but there aren't any direct buses to North Lyslee, so it's been a journey.  They say life's about the journey, right?"

"I don't know about all that," I said, thinking it was a shame he didn't have anybody he could call to come get him.  He looked like he might've been sleeping in some of those bus stations, too.

"Another six months of life on the road, and I'm back, broke, busted, and dusted," he said, and tried to smile.  It was a rueful look at best.  "That's the music business, I'm afraid."  He patted his guitar lovingly.  It was clearly his most treasured possession.

"Sounds like an interesting life," I admitted.

"Well, I haven't given up yet, so I suppose I agree.  Anyway, I'll hang around town and rest up and earn some money before I try again.  There's always tomorrow."

"Sorry to hear about your vehicle," I said, to be polite.  I didn't really know what to say to him.  There's a reason I don't have many friends, and some of it is just how awkward I can be with new people.

"These things happen," he said.  "Thank you for the ride."

"No problem.  Where do you want to be dropped off?"  We were in town now, but I didn't want to just pull to the curb and tell him to get out.  It seemed rude.

"Can you stop by the diner?  I've been missing their meatloaf, of all things."

I had to laugh.  "Yeah, it's not too bad, is it?"  

"Almost as good as homemade."  He flashed me a smile as I pulled into the parking lot of the diner.  "Thank you.  Perhaps I'll see you around?"  He held out a hand, offering to shake.  "I'll owe you one."

"Sure," I said, accepting the handshake.  He had a long, thin hand, strong but not powerful.  He was careful with it, but firm.  "You'll probably see me around if you stay long.  I'm Bobby."

"Thank you, Bobby.  I'm Jack."  He got out and went into the diner, with a bit more spring in his step, still being real careful with his guitar.  

I need to stress that I absolutely did not connect any of this to the town's golden boy.  

I drove to the garage and didn't think about it much more than that.  My good deed for the day—possibly the week.  He was kind of an interesting guy, and maybe he'd even be my type if I let myself think about it.  But I didn't, not except with strangers, and he wouldn't be a stranger if he was in town.  Like I said, I drove to the big town forty minutes away when I wanted to have sex.

When I got to work the next day at the hardware store for my shift—once again, odd hours, after being called in at the last minute—I heard the customers saying Jackson Randolph was back.  

Goody goody, I remember thinking, as I rang up an old lady.

"He's looking so thin, he needs feeding up!" she was telling her friend.  "He's going to change all my smoke detector batteries and put up some hooks for me."

"Oh, good, I should get him to do mine, too."

I was ringing up the second lady when the first one said, "Make sure you give him something good to eat.  You know he won't accept any money!"

Wait, did the sainted Randolph just do all this stuff for free?  Up till now I'd sort of assumed he was the odd jobs guy, but now it sounded almost like he was just a helpful neighbor.  Maybe that's why Old Mr. Hopkins didn't want me looking at his mechanical problem—he was too cheap.  He wanted somebody who'd work for free.  Good luck with that.  We couldn't all be Jackson Randolph.

My boss, Peter Harrison, showed up towards the end of my shift.  I hadn't known him long, but even in that short time, the bags under his eyes had gotten a lot more intense.  

"Good news!  Jackson is back, and he'll be working weekends now," he informed me.  "I'll need you to come in sometime when he's here so he can finish your training."

"If you pay me," I said, because sometimes you have to be blunt with people. 

He paused at that and blinked.  "Of course.  I'm not asking you to come in off the clock.  Just let him know when you can show up to learn about the paint machine and some of the other things."

That I could do.  I couldn't help being slightly curious, though.  "Is this his regular job when he's in town?  Working here?"

"Oh, he works all over.  I certainly hire him for as many hours as I can get.  People like Jackson, and he knows how to work at a hardware store."

He couldn't have said anything more offhandedly designed to piss me off.  Sure, Mr. Town Hero, he knew hardware.  He could get as many hours as he wanted.  Maybe Harrison wasn't trying to make me work without pay, but he wasn't exactly making it sound like I was valued here, either.  

I made up my mind to be less available, not to say yes to every single shift, even if it meant losing the job in the future.  A guy's got to have some dignity.  Of course, I'd need to have other options lined up and everything else I did was just as hand-to-mouth and part time as this.  So maybe that was just a pipe dream, too.

The next day after work, I went to the Chinese restaurant because it was open late and I was absolutely starving.  It had been a long day selling bolts and hearing about people wishing Jackson Randolph was serving them instead of me.  My feet hurt from being on them all evening, my back hurt from working under cars all morning, and my head hurt because it had been a hot day and I'd been in a pissy mood which hadn't made it any better.  I desperately wanted to eat as much Chinese food as I could hold and fall asleep on the couch covered in egg roll crumbs and sticky with duck sauce.

I'm not a classy guy.  Food was one area I didn't have a lot of self-control.  I'd never gotten into drinking—enough bad examples in my life to make me wary, and an aversion to the way it tasted and made me feel—but I loved to eat, and found food very comforting.  

Maybe it was being hungry a lot growing up, or maybe it was something else.  I don't know.  All I do know is that so far I've stayed kinda thin, either genetics or just how much physically demanding work I've always had to do.  I'd never had a time in my life where I wasn't extremely active, either doing manual labor, walking a lot because I didn't have a car at the time, or even when I was locked up, doing prison exercises to keep from going nuts.

If I got a little older, and my metabolism slowed down or I got a less active life, maybe I'd find out I could gain weight and fast.  So far, I hadn't really had to think about it.  I know that's one area I'm lucky, but it doesn't necessarily feel like a good trade off for the areas where I'm unlucky.  Not that you can really compare when you've never experienced both.  

Sometimes I think I'd trade almost anything for the experience of growing up with a loving family who's always there for you.  Then other times I think, fuck 'em, I can make it on my own.  I don't need anybody.

It's just that there's so many ways to be so deeply alone in the world, and every time I think I've found all of them, more pop up.  It's just me and then there's even less than that, somehow.  Like I can't even be there for myself sometimes, or I wouldn't do dumb shit that ends up hurting me later.

When I got to the Chinese restaurant, there was a guy ahead of me waiting to pick up his stuff.  The people in the back were working hard, with delicious smells heading our way.  The guy waiting glanced back at me, his expression friendly.  I almost didn't recognize him from the guy I'd picked up walking along the road, because he'd cleaned up and his face had less of a pinched, hungry look to it.  His hair also looked a lot nicer washed and combed.  

"Hey, it's you!" he said, giving me a smile he seemed to mean.  "Bobby."  He extended a hand cautiously.

I nodded and extended a hand to return the shake.  "That's right, you remembered."

His smile was relieved, easy, now that he saw the thundercloud on my face wasn't going to be aimed at him.  I found myself smiling a little, too.  He looked a lot nicer like this, and it was a relief to see he wasn't dragging his guitar around with him.  That meant he had a place to stay, somewhere it was safe to leave it.  Surprising to realize I'd be concerned about that for him.  But anyway, it was nice to see he'd landed on his feet.

"Found some work yet?" I asked, just to keep the conversation going.

"Oh yeah, my uncle lets me work at his place.  I also pick up some diner shifts when they need a little extra help.  There's always the dollar store if I'm really desperate."

"Ha," I said, "yeah, you'd have to be desperate to work there."  We exchanged knowing looks.  The floors were sticky, the shelves were half stocked, and you just knew if you went to work there, you'd be responsible for all of it by yourself, for minimum wage.  Less if they could find a way to withhold your wages.  I'd heard some stories already, and I'd only been here six months, like I said.

"They're going to be patching some roads up the township," said Jack.  "I could probably get a job there, but I'm bad with construction.  Almost lopped my own thumb off when I was sixteen and I haven't had much luck since.  I need all of these for my music."  He held up his fingers, which I admit were kind of nice, long and interesting, sort of sensitive but strong, with character.

"How's that going?" I asked, logging the job idea away for later.  I didn't really know if I was any good at road work, but it was worth thinking about if I got too fed up with the other stuff I was doing, or if the pay was any better.  I had debts to pay, I had to eat, and most of all, I wanted to earn a little respect at whatever job I did.  I never really felt like I got respect, except when I was fixing cars, and even that, I wasn't good enough to get much.

It's also possible I had a chip on my shoulder and working construction would be just as bad, or worse.

"Music?  Oh, so-so.  I haven't had much chance to—excuse me.  Thank you."  This last wasn't directed at me.  He stepped forward with a warm smile, and accepted his food from the lady behind the counter, made small talk, and paid his bill.  Then he stepped aside and waited, holding the bag, giving me a little nod and smile as if to say, sorry to hold you up.  

I didn't make small talk, didn't manage to smile, but did pay my bill and remembered to say "you're welcome" after the "thank you" from the lady.

Jack walked out with me, getting the door and holding it for me.  I gave him a quick look but didn't protest.  

"Haven't had time to work on my music," he said, as if our conversation needed to be completed.  "Too many chores and relatives to catch up with, but I'll get there.  I just know I'll get inspiration again someday.  Thank you again for the ride.  It's good to see you around.  Obviously you've got good taste in food."  He nodded to my bag of food.

"Well, it's that or the gas station at this time of night," I said.  "It doesn't take much of a gourmet to know this is better."

He smiled, and again, he seemed like he meant it.  Weird that he was talking to me when he didn't absolutely have to, but I wasn't going to turn it down.  People didn't chat with me much.  Not in insular little towns, not behind bars, and not where I'd grown up.  I didn't have the face for it, I think.  People don't look at me and














d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





