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      Playing For Keeps: A Glasgow Lads Novel

      Fergus Taylor is damaged goods. Reeling from a brutal breakup, he’s determined to captain his LGBTQ soccer team out of scandal and into a winning season. For that, he needs strict rules and careful plans. He does NOT need a brash, muscle-bound lad messing with his head and setting his body afire.

      John Burns has a rule of his own: Don’t get attached. Boyfriends are for guys with nothing to hide. Nobody—not his university mates, not the men he beds—knows his family’s shame, a shame that stains all Scotland. Now his double life is starting to unravel, thanks to a certain Highlander whose storm-riddled eyes turn John inside out, who wears a kilt like he was born in it.

      Fergus is the first man John wants to share his secret with—but he’s the last man who could handle it. John knows the truth would shatter Fergus’s still-fragile heart. But how can he live a lie when he’s falling in love?
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        * * *

      

      Playing for Keeps takes place in 2014 and therefore reflects the language, technology, and attitudes of that time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those who cross the divides, and to those who demolish them.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “Rule One: No drama!”

      Fergus Taylor felt a rush like no other as his football teammates shouted the last two words with him. They gathered close as one body, hands stretching toward the center of their circle.

      “Rule Two,” he began, and together they all yelled, “Play faster!”

      Fergus inhaled the heady mixture of skin, grass, and mud, all baking under an unusually bright Scottish sun. A beautiful day for the Beautiful Game.

      “Rule Three: Hunt rebounds!”

      Pulse pounding, he clutched the round leather ball to his hip so hard he thought it would burst.

      “Rule Four: Check your shoulder!”

      The players’ voices overflowed with trust in their newly elected captain. Which, incredibly, was Fergus.

      They clustered in, holding tight, releasing the final collective shout. “Rule Five: NO DRAMA!” Their fists shot together toward the cloudless sky.

      Then Fergus stepped back, watching his teammates greet one another, exchanging hugs and high fives as if it had been two years instead of two weeks since they’d last trained. Maybe it was the weather imparting a feeling of newness. Only an hour before, a ten-day spell of rain had finally ended, leaving the pitch beneath their feet and the mountains to their north a bright pistachio green.

      The players lined up side by side facing Fergus, looking like a mural painted to show Glasgow’s diversity of races, genders, and orientations. The Woodstoun Warriors Amateur Football Club’s eleven starters and twelve substitutes also varied greatly in size, skills, and experience. They had but one thing in common: a completely insane amount of pride.

      They needed it, after the way last season had ended.

      Now that the inspirational bits were over, it was time to get to work. “All right, mates,” Fergus said. “Charlotte asked me to run a training exercise while she does some club business.” As he described their manager’s new drill, Fergus tossed the ball between his hands, hoping he didn’t look as nervous as he felt. His players seemed to be watching him closely for lingering symptoms of heartbreak. It was best for everyone if Fergus pretended he was fine.

      For the exercise, he divided the Warriors into smaller groups, leaving out one of their forwards, Colin MacDuff. “Come with me,” he told Colin. “I need your insights.”

      “Ooh!” Colin scampered after Fergus to the side of the pitch, leaving the others behind. “Does that mean I’m to be vice-captain?”

      “No, I need you to be something more important.”

      “A mascot! I’ll paint my face like Braveheart and go screaming up and down the pitch during matches.” He demonstrated with bulging eyes and protruding tongue, waving his tattooed arms until the black ink blurred with his pale skin. “Aye? Put the frighteners on our opponents.”

      Fergus humored him with a smile. At eighteen, Colin was the Warriors’ youngest player and most prolific scorer. But it was his manic energy that Fergus valued most. There’d been days when the forward’s antics were all that salvaged the team’s spirits. “I appreciate the offer, but you’ll scare our opponents better as our new playmaker.”

      Colin’s face fell slack as he gaped up at Fergus. “I’m to take…his place? You’re making me the attacking midfielder?”

      “Technically, Charlotte’s making you attacking midfielder.”

      “Yaaaaas!” Colin punched the air and spun around, then grabbed at his mass of spiky black hair. “Wait, why am I standing here? Shouldn’t I be out there practicing my new position?”

      “If you’re to control the flow of our offense, you need to see what we’ve got. Learn our players’ strengths and weaknesses.” Fergus blew the whistle to begin the drill.

      He and Colin watched in worried silence. Their teammates’ focus was still in the shambles left by their former captain. It made Fergus extra grateful that they’d been willing—eager, in fact—to begin preseason training in early June, a month sooner than usual. Several had just finished university exams and would have loved a few weeks’ holiday. But they’d returned. For him.

      The best way to repay their devotion was to make them champions.

      “I know you telt me to watch the players,” Colin said, “but who’s that lad with Charlotte?”

      Fergus shaded his eyes and peered across the pitch to see their manager standing near the bench, chatting to a boy barely taller than herself. “Must be that first-year from the Glasgow Uni LGBTQ group. They want us to play a friendly preseason match for charity.”

      “Oh, aye, Duncan mentioned it.” Colin gestured to the Warriors striker, who had just paused to wave to their visitor. “His boyfriend is pals with this guy. So what’s the charity?”

      “New Shores. They help asylum seekers who were persecuted in their home countries for being gay. But I’m not sure we should play the match.”

      “Fuck’s sake, why not? It’s a good cause, and it’d be good practice. God knows we need it after losing⁠—”

      Fergus blew the whistle before Colin could utter the name. “Start again, mates, and this time, faster! I want to see one touch only before you pass!” Then he told Colin, “I’m worried this charity match could turn us into a spectacle.” Again.

      “What’s wrong with being a spectacle? We’re different. We’re special. Gonnae have some fuckin’ pride in that, okay?”

      “We’re not the only gay football club in Scotland.”

      “We’re the only one with lasses and trans folk, and the only one playing in a straight league.” Colin shifted from foot to foot, discharging excess energy. “There’s naebody like us, so why not get some exposure and make the world a better fuckin’ place and all?”

      Fergus suppressed a shudder at the word exposure. After recent events, it was the last thing he wanted, the last thing the team needed. “I’m sure that’s what that eager wee pup over there will say.” He shaded his eyes again to peer at their visitor. Wearing a white Oxford shirt with a dark tie and trousers, the lad looked out of place on this tattered pitch. Yet he held himself with an animated ease and confidence, as if to say, I belong anywhere I want to be. A smooth talker, for certain.

      Colin elbowed Fergus’s side. “Charlotte wants you, ya blind bastard.”

      Sure enough, their manager was waving at him. And the boy next to her had caught him staring.

      As he jogged across the pitch to join them, Fergus realized: This was no boy. The stranger’s chest and shoulders were thick and broad, and the challenge in his dark gaze—combined with the disarming smile he unleashed as Fergus approached—were one hundred percent grown man.

      “Hiya,” he said, holding out a hand to shake. “I’m John Burns.”

      That voice—deep and solid, yet strangely buoyant—made a dormant part of Fergus awaken and uncoil. His steps slowed as he concentrated on not stumbling.

      “John. Yes.” What does that mean? “Yes” what? “Thanks for coming. Coming to the training session, that is.” Fergus stopped several feet short, dismayed at how this lad had already rattled him.

      “Nae bother,” John said with a smirk.

      “Sorry, I’d shake your hand, but I’m all sweaty.” Fergus put his hands behind his back to hide their dryness.

      Charlotte gave him a what-the-fuck? look, then cleared her throat. “I’ll run the next drill while youse two discuss the charity match. Fergus, I’m up for it if you are.” She put her whistle in her mouth, then took it out again. “Oh, before I forget.”

      From her pocket she produced a clear plastic bag. Fergus’s heart stuttered when he saw the strip of dark cloth within.

      “Normally you’d wear it only during a match.” Charlotte pulled the captain’s armband from the bag and gave it to him. “But I think it’d mean a lot to your players if you wore it today.”

      My players. Not his. None of us is his now. Fergus rubbed the rough black material between his thumb and forefinger. He remembered the times Evan had come to bed wearing nothing but the armband. How it had looked against his perpetually tanned skin. How it had felt under Fergus’s palm as they’d kissed and clutched and fucked.

      The manager’s whistle snapped Fergus back to the present. He looked at John, worried he’d been caught out daydreaming, but their guest had already turned away to watch the players.

      Fergus braced himself for a sales pitch. John would tell him what a brilliant opportunity the charity match was for his team, how they’d gain new supporters while helping those in need. He’d gloss over the bit where the Warriors would be put on display like circus animals.

      Instead John kept his eyes on the field and said, “Tell me about your team, Fergus.”

      This guy was good. By feigning interest in the Warriors, he’d gather information to help him manipulate Fergus into agreeing to the match. It didn’t hurt that the sound of his own name rolling off John’s tongue had made Fergus’s jock strap feel suddenly tight.

      He cleared his throat. “Right. Warriors belong to the Scottish Amateur Football Association. They were formed in 2005 by⁠—”

      “I know all that. Tell me about the players.” Lifting his chin, John tugged his maroon-and-blue-paisley tie to loosen the knot. “And yourself,” he added with a sideways glance as he undid his shirt’s top button.

      Fergus rubbed the side of his neck, which had grown suddenly warm. He couldn’t assume John was gay; those LGBTQ organizations were full of straight allies. Gay or straight, John wouldn’t be above flirting to get Fergus’s cooperation.

      “So, erm, I’m the captain and usually play deep midfield—that’s the part closest to the defense,” he added, unsure how much John knew about football. “Colin, the one standing on the far touchline, he’s our new attacking midfielder—what some call a ‘playmaker’ or ‘number ten.’”

      “You’ve lasses in your squad?” John nodded toward the Warriors keeper, who was jogging toward the goal at the end of the pitch, her long bronze ponytail sweeping her back. “That’s rare.”

      “Heather Wek is one of the team’s founding members. She was our first trans player. Plus there’s Shona Redfield, who’ll be taking Colin’s place as starting striker if my plans work out.”

      John looked up at him, brows raised. “Your plans? Charlotte’s the manager, right?”

      “Aye, but—” Fergus hesitated, wanting to boast without sounding like he was boasting. “She trusts my judgment.”

      “Ah. Now who’s that lad with the shaggy brown hair? He looks familiar.”

      John’s tone made Fergus oddly jealous. “Robert McKenzie, and he’s straight.”

      “Oh?”

      “We don’t discriminate. Besides, we had to take him if we wanted his best mate, Liam. They’ve played together their whole lives and seem to share a brain, which makes them a dream central-defending unit.” Am I babbling? It feels like I’m babbling. “Robert studies at GU, so perhaps you’ve seen him there?”

      “Maybe. Och, it’s pure meltin’ today.” John undid another shirt button. “That’s better. So what about you, same as Robert?”

      Fergus’s eyes locked onto the smattering of dark chest hairs revealed by John’s open collar. “No, I’m not straight.”

      John laughed. “I meant, are you a Glasgow Uni student?”

      “Oh!” Fergus’s face heated, which usually meant it was turning as red as his hair. “Yes—I mean, no. I just sat my final RIBA exam—that’s Royal Institute of British Architects. Seven years of uni, over at last.”

      John’s eyes widened, accentuating their chocolate-brown irises. “Well done! It’s like you’re a real adult or something.”

      “If only I felt like one.” Needing to focus on anything but John, Fergus scraped the sole of his right shoe against the toe of his left, dislodging mud from between the studs. “I still have the student’s nightmare, where it’s exam day and I’ve never attended a single lecture.”

      “Och, that’s the worst. Whenever I have that dream, I always seem to be naked.”

      Fergus coughed, then adjusted the waistband of his shorts. “Well…” He flailed for a snappy comeback, sorely out of practice when it came to banter.

      “Ah! I know who Robert looks like. This American actor Brandon, from the Dakota Wyatt films. You know the one I mean?”

      Fergus gaped at John. “The porn star?”

      “Aye. It’s the hair, and the body type, and the…you know.” John sculpted the air with his hands. “Everything. Oh, here he comes!” He gave Fergus’s arm a quick squeeze. “Look casual.”

      The hulking, square-jawed defender was trotting over, lifting the hem of his shirt to wipe sweat from his cheek. “Fergus, Charlotte wants us to play a possession drill in five minutes, so we’ll need you on the pitch.” He nodded hello to John, then went to the bench and started counting out yellow and blue vests for the two sides.

      On a whim, Fergus said, “Hey, Robert? John here thinks you’re the spitting image of this American actor he’s seen.”

      Robert brightened. “Aye? Which one?”

      “Brandon Dakota Wyatt,” John said.

      “Never heard of him.”

      “He’s done mostly indie films.” John nodded vigorously. “Gonnae Google him, see for yourself?”

      “I will. Cheers!” Hugging the vests to his chest with one arm, Robert hurried back onto the pitch.

      Fergus covered his own mouth to muffle his laughter. “I hope his girlfriend’s not with him when he Googles.”

      John shrugged. “He plays for an LGBTQ football club. If she’s not secure about his sexuality by now, a wee gander at gay porn shouldn’t make the difference.”

      “She might even find it inspiring. After all, straight lads love watching fake lesbian action, so why wouldn’t it be the same for straight lasses and us?”

      John’s smile vanished. He stared up at Fergus, whose stomach dropped in horror.

      Oh God. What did I say?

      “Are you implying—” John whispered with a trembling lower lip. “Are you telling me…porn’s not real?”

      Keeping a straight face through his relief, Fergus laid a funereal hand on John’s shoulder. “Young man, I’m so sorry. The truth is a hard, hard thing.”

      This set them off, cackling like schoolboys. Fergus couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed so much his cheeks hurt.

      When Charlotte blew her whistle, Fergus straightened up and wiped his eyes. “Sorry, I must do football now.”

      “Right, right. So, about the charity match?”

      And there he is, trying to close the deal. Fergus’s mood sank again as he realized John was only flirting to get what he wanted. “I’ll talk to the team and get back to you.”

      “Let me give you my card.”

      “Sorry, I’ve nowhere to put it.” Fergus lifted his arms to display his lack of pockets.

      “Aye, you do. Here.” Before Fergus could react, John went down on one knee before him. Placing a steadying hand behind Fergus’s left calf, he slipped the business card into the top of the long white sport sock. Then he looked up at Fergus through thick, dark lashes. “How’s that, then?”

      Fergus swallowed, unable to speak. The picture before him was sending waves of electric desire to his now painfully confined cock: John’s fingers, poised inches from the sensitive bare skin behind his knee; John’s wide eyes, gazing intently at him from below; John’s full lips, parting and curving in a knowing smile.

      How’s that, then? Fergus repeated in his head. It’s fucking paralyzing, that’s how it is.

      John stood, brushing the dirt from his midnight-blue trousers, then lifted his hand into the narrow space between their bodies. “It was good to meet you, Fergus Taylor.”

      Christ, the way he said that name…

      Fergus grasped John’s hand, with breath for only one word:

      “Aye.”
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        * * *

      

      John watched Fergus’s swift, graceful gait as he ran toward the center of the pitch for the kickoff. Halfway there he stopped. John hoped the tall, lean ginger would turn back with one last word or smile for him.

      Instead, Fergus wrapped the captain’s armband around his upper left arm, then gave his biceps a quick flex to check the fit. Finally he laid an almost reverent palm over the white letter C, his expression inscrutable.

      When Charlotte had first handed Fergus the armband, he’d stiffened suddenly, as if his back had spasmed. Then, as he and John chatted, Fergus had fidgeted with the piece of black cloth, stroking, stretching, and squeezing it like a stress toy. But once they’d laughed together, he’d seemed to forget he was holding it at all.

      Kind of like how John had forgotten he was trying to persuade Fergus to play the charity match. What had started as a charm offensive had turned into genuine flirtation. His fingertips still tingled where they’d brushed the smooth skin behind Fergus’s knee.

      As he sat  on the bench to wait for Charlotte, he pondered Fergus’s inexplicable—and annoying—reluctance. What did he think he was protecting his team from? Doing a good deed? Attracting hordes of new fans?

      The wind drooped to a bare breeze, letting in the sounds of nearby traffic and accentuating the sun’s heat. John unbuttoned his cuffs so he could roll up the sleeves of his ghastly Oxford shirt, the sight of which brought to mind his afternoon in court. At least the Fergus Taylor Enigma was proving a distraction from that nightmare.

      The manager blew her whistle to start play, then walked backward off the pitch, watching the team intently. “Well? What’d he say?” she asked John when she reached the bench.

      “That he’ll let me know.”

      “Riiiiight.” Charlotte sat beside him with a sigh, smoothing back pale-brown wisps of hair too short for her ponytail. “Listen, if Fergus refuses to do the charity match, it’s not because he doesn’t want to help or doesn’t care. It’s because he does care—about his players. He wants this club to be seen as a serious sporting organization, not a sideshow or a source of scandal.”

      He watched Fergus slipping effortlessly among his players, directing their actions like a conductor with an orchestra, and marveled that he had such command on his first day as captain. “Why would this match cause a scandal?”

      “A gay football team raising money for a gay charity? It calls attention to, you know, the gay.”

      “And?”

      “And it could lead to distracting drama. Personally, I think more attention is what we need.” Straightening up, she propped the end of her battered clipboard atop her thighs like a shield. “Attention means supporters, which means money. Can you guess my primary goal for this season?”

      “Getting promoted to the top division?”

      “That’d be nice. But no, my primary goal is not to lose a single player because they cannae afford proper shoes, much less membership fees. I want to provide those things.” Charlotte lifted her chin, which looked sharp enough to chisel ice. “This club’s a source of pride and hope for Glasgow’s working-class gays. It’s one thing growing up different in the West End, but in the poorer areas⁠—”

      “I know. I live in Ibrox.” Even the straight lads on John’s street had to earn one another’s respect with punches and kicks. Once he’d come out, he’d had to be twice as tough as the rest—and twice as good at finding allies—just to survive.

      “Then you understand why this is important.” She lowered her voice. “Don’t tell Fergus, but I’ve already made a list of possible opponents. I’ve known most of the local managers since we played youth football together twenty years ago. The sooner we get this scheduled, the sooner you can start selling tickets.”

      Charlotte clicked her ballpoint pen and returned her focus to the pitch. Before she could start scribbling, John asked, “What’s with the ‘Rule One, No Drama’ thing? Whose idea was it?”

      “The rules are a new thing,” she said, sketching a formation with rapid, slashing strokes. “Doesn’t matter whose idea. Fergus and I are of one mind on that matter.”

      Sensing he’d worn out his welcome, John stood and thanked Charlotte for her support. Then he added, “Just one more wee thing. About your captain⁠—”

      “Aye, he’s single.” Charlotte raised somber eyes to John. “But grievously wounded.”
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      The change in John’s posture as he stepped out of the subway station wasn’t subconscious. Walking through the shadow of the majestic red-brick Ibrox Stadium, he deliberately clenched his fists, broadened and hunched his shoulders, and slowed his pace to a swagger.

      One day, John promised himself, he’d live north of the River Clyde. He’d be free to walk however he wanted, be the sort of man he wanted, twenty-four hours a day. Until then, to survive, he’d be an Ibrox lad. At least on the outside.

      On the inside, he mulled over Charlotte’s warning about Fergus. She hadn’t given details, but it was clear her new captain was on the rebound. John had always avoided heartbroken men, since he himself couldn’t offer anything more meaningful than a casual hookup. Not while he had so much to hide.

      So north of the Clyde he was gay, and south of the Clyde he was something secret. Something shameful. Something necessary.

      Still, as he made his way through a busy roundabout, trying not to get run over by cars exiting the circle, John couldn’t stop thinking of how that haunted chill had melted from Fergus’s hazel eyes as they’d laughed together. How his voice, with its sweet Highland lilt that made John’s toes curl, had come to life. Not to mention how those legs, when seen from below, went on and on and on.

      Reaching his own quiet side street, he saw three men his father’s age sitting on a low, grimy concrete wall in front of a terrace home that belonged to no one.

      “All right, mates?” John said as he passed through their collective cloud of cigarette smoke. As a boy, he’d spent many a summer afternoon at this makeshift streetside pub, listening to these men dissect the latest Rangers match over a bottle of tonic wine. He’d thought they were so cool, having every day off.

      “Wee Burns!” said Jimmy Stokes, who’d taught John to play snooker when he was six and poker when he was ten. “Gonnae do the walk the weekend?”

      “Nah, I cannae.” John pivoted to answer without actually stopping. “Got an exam.” His last exam had been ten days ago, but Stokes wouldn’t know that.

      “Good luck, ya clever wee bastard!” Stokes smiled as he blew a cloud of smoke in front of his sunken, stubbled cheeks. Seeing him in the harsh sunlight, John realized how much older he looked than Dad.

      “Cheers.” John opened the small iron gate in front of his house. Its squeak almost covered Stokes’s next words:

      “Shame about Keith,” he said. “Fuckin’ travesty of justice, punishing a man for the thoughts in his heart.”

      John pretended not to hear him.

      Inside, the house was eerily silent, without the usual blare of TV. John found his father sitting at the kitchen table with a glass of whisky, still wearing his suit from today’s sentencing.

      “You’ve not changed yet?” John asked him as he opened the refrigerator.

      “Just got home. My mates took me out for a pint and a pie after.” He stared at the upside down Daily Record in front of him. “I wasnae hungry, so there’s leftovers in there if you want it.”

      “Yaldy, I’m starving.” John grabbed the polystyrene takeaway container and a bottle of Tennent’s. “You shouldnae be eating pub food anyway. Cholesterol, mind?” Instead of sitting at the table, he popped open the box on the worktop beside the sink. The steak-and-ale pie was vaguely warm inside, though its crust had gone all cold and soggy. “I went to see about the charity match,” he said with a full mouth.

      “Oh?” Dad finally looked at him. Behind his gold-rimmed glasses, his eyes were bloodshot, cradled by dark semi-circles. “Did they say yes?”

      “The manager did, but the captain, he needs convincing. I give it a fifty-fifty chance.”

      His father waved his hand. “Och, you underestimate your charm. So was he cute?”

      “Dad…”

      “What? If you were straight and just met a new lass, I’d ask if she was cute.”

      It embarrassed John to discuss his social life with his parents, but he felt lucky to be accepted. Besides, he couldn’t hide his grin at the memory of that delicious footballer. “Aye, Fergus is cute. And an architect.”

      The ends of Dad’s thick gray mustache turned down. “Fergus what?”

      “Taylor.” John stuffed a pair of cold chips into his mouth, not bothering to ask why the second name of someone Irish-sounding like “Fergus” was important.

      His father nodded in approval at the English surname. “An architect, you say?” He gave a bitter chuckle. “Maybe he can build us a new house. This one’s too big now.”

      John’s heart sank. Was it only a year ago there were four people living here?

      “When you finish uni one day, it’ll be just me.” Dad shifted the newspaper aside, revealing a smooth wooden box. “An old man, tottering about alone in a three-bedroom terrace house.”

      “Dad, look at it this way—once I’m gone, you’ll be free to throw massive bashes. Loose women, the edgiest DJs, champagne fountains—this house’ll be Party Central.”

      “John—”

      “You could install a hot tub right there.” He pointed out the kitchen window to the weed-riddled rear garden. “Tear out Mum’s perennials. They’ve looked pure shite since she left.”

      “Son.” His father crossed his arms on the table in front of him, hunching his shoulders. “Have I told you lately how proud I am of you?”

      To John, the words sounded less like praise than a declaration of defeat. “You don’t need to say it.”

      “I do. Because it’s true.” Putting his head in his hands, Dad drew his fingertips back and forth over the top of his scalp, as if searching for the hair that had once grown there. “Whatever else you are, John, you’re not stupid. Not like your brother.”

      John took another bite of pie to stop himself replying. But he struggled to swallow the beef, his throat closing up in the rush of emotion.

      Dad thought Keith’s worst sin was getting caught, letting witnesses hear him shout anti-Catholic slurs as he pummeled that lad in the green-and-white scarf. Slurs their father had taught them:

      Tim.

      Paddy.

      Taig.

      Papist.

      Fenian.

      “Right.” John picked up his leftovers, the polystyrene container squeaking in his grip. “Need to change my clothes. Cannae breathe in this tie.”

      “Think I’ll do the same. Just one other thing?”

      John paused at the kitchen threshold, almost free. “Yeah?”

      “At the pub, the Brothers and I were talking about this year’s Orange Walk. The big one before the Twelfth.”

      John’s jaw tightened. Dad didn’t need to specify the month. Among hardcore Protestants, there was only one Twelfth—in July, commemorating the day in 1696 when William of Orange’s defeat of King James liberated the British Isles from Catholic rule. Some of John’s earliest memories were of the Glasgow Orange Walks, parades culminating on the Saturday before the Twelfth. Parades that saw counter-protests from Catholics and hand-wringing from progressives who wished the city would leave its sectarianism in the past where it belonged.

      John himself had marched in those parades for over a dozen years. With pride as a child. With shame as a teen.

      But this year would be different. At university he’d met too many Catholics—befriended too many Catholics—to stomach another daylong Protestant gloatfest. No matter how proud it made his father.

      “Dad, about the Walk⁠—”

      John stopped when he saw what was being pulled from the wooden box.

      “This collarette was Keith’s.” Dad stood, holding up the V-shaped orange sash, hands trembling with emotion. “The Lodge wants you to carry its banner this year. Now that your brother’s gone away.”

      Fucking hell. John gripped his beer bottle so hard he thought it would shatter.

      “I know you’ve got issues with the Order,” Dad continued, “but⁠—”

      “Issues?” he asked incredulously. John’s “issue” was that he’d come to hate everything the Orange Order stood for, apart from their charitable works.

      “Issues like their opposition to independence.” Dad shrugged, as though Scotland’s destiny was a minor thing. “But think of all they’ve done for you.”

      John fell silent. It always came back to this, what he owed the Order for their protection. Brotherhood had its price.

      “Just think about it, aye? It would mean a lot to me.” Dad’s voice was gentle as he draped the collarette around John’s neck. “You’re all I’ve got left.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment he reached his bedroom John ripped off the collarette and hurled it onto the floor of his wardrobe. Then he slammed the door shut so he couldn’t see the orange atrocity. Thanks to a loose hinge, the door bounced against the wardrobe frame, then opened again with a resentful creak.

      John switched on his bedside radio, along with the small electric fan on his desk, then began to shed his clothes, dropping them in a sweaty pile on the scuffed hardwood floor.

      In his boxers and undershirt, he sat on the bed to finish his beer, which was gone in a few swallows. He wished for another but wouldn’t have gone downstairs to face his dad again for all the lager in Lanarkshire.

      On the radio, Peter and Roughie’s Football Show was wrapping up with another dire prediction for John’s favorite team, the once-glorious Glasgow Rangers.

      “Gonnae no listen to them,” John murmured, offering a comforting caress to the faded Rangers fleece blanket covering his bed. As he traced the red lion at the center of the blue-and-white logo, he thought about his team’s rivalry with Celtic, a club created by and for Glasgow’s Irish-Catholic immigrants. Though Rangers hadn’t begun as a Protestant club, they soon became one, pressured by fans who were sick of new arrivals from Ireland competing for their jobs and refusing to associate with them.

      Even now, more than a century later, merely taking a side in the “Old Firm” football rivalry was often enough to announce one’s religion (when John had explained it to his American friend Katie, she’d said it sounded like “the Yankees and Red Sox playing for the Gaza Strip”). Though sectarian chants at football matches were now banned in Scotland, and though Celtic and Rangers rarely met on the pitch anymore—thanks to Rangers’ humiliating financial collapse and relegation to the lowest division—on many streets, the fires of bigotry blazed hot as ever.

      Early in each working-class Glaswegian’s life, lines were drawn, alliances declared: Love Rangers and hate Celtic, or vice versa. Love the Queen and hate Irish Catholics, or vice versa. Reenact every Northern Ireland conflict right here in Glasgow, like a sordid shadow-puppet show. No matter who got hurt.

      Keith wasn’t “stupid” for what he did. He was wrong. That lad in the green-and-white scarf, he was the stupid one, for wearing Celtic colors and talking shite in a Rangers pub. He’d paid for his idiocy with spilled blood, broken bones, and a damaged brain. Keith would pay for his hate crime with seven years of his life—five for assault with grievous bodily harm and two for religious motivation.

      As well he fucking should.

      John regretted that thought as soon as it came, remembering the most innocent victim: his wee nephew, Harry, who would be twelve by the time his dad got out of prison. At least he’d been too young to attend today’s sentencing, to see Keith led away, his dark eyes dull with defiance.

      Taped to John’s wardrobe door—the unbroken one—was a crayon drawing Harry had given him last week, of a man and a boy with square heads. Their oval bodies were Rangers royal-blue, and their stick legs kicked seven yellow footballs (or maybe six, if the blob in the upper corner was meant to be the sun). The field at their feet was bright green, unlike their real-life pitch made of pitted gray asphalt.

      “The man in the picture, is that me or your dad?” John had asked Harry.

      “It’s you, Uncle John. See, cos he’s smiling.”

      On the wall beside the wardrobe was a gold-framed photo in which he was definitely not smiling. Freshly initiated into the Orange Order, the eighteen-year-old John stared at the camera with a look of mute disbelief, like he’d just woken from a coma to discover his arm had been replaced with a lobster claw. He was flanked by his brother, their father, and the local lodge’s Worshipful Master, who stood with a protective, possessive hand on John’s shoulder. A hand that said, Never fear. You belong to us now.

      A lie, of course. John didn’t really belong anywhere.

      Despite all the politics connecting religion to football, John still loved his Rangers. He couldn’t help it. “Don’t worry, lads,” he whispered to the blanket. “I’ll renounce the rest of this nonsense, but I’ll never renounce youse.”

      He went to his desk, set down the empty bottle, then stood at the bedroom’s open window with the takeaway container, picking through the leftovers in search of the least soggy chips.

      In the vacant lot beyond the rear garden, a rising wind sent bits of rubbish bouncing over the grass like children at the end of a school day. From an abandoned shopping trolley, a neon-yellow flyer swooped up, then flapped to the ground, tumbling end over end before escaping through a gap in the sparse hedgerow and restoring the landscape’s gray-brown emptiness.

      Feeling restless, John unfolded his lifting bench, then retrieved the dumbbell set from beneath his bed. Though his abs needed work, he’d just eaten, and besides, he needed cheering up. So Arm Day it was.

      He began with flyes before moving on to chest presses, then triceps extensions, and finally his favorite: the biceps concentration curls.

      Through it all he thought of Fergus and his spectacular legs. He imagined gliding his hands over those muscular calves, up those taut thighs, arriving at a perfectly toned arse (or so he assumed—the long shirt and shorts of the football kit left much to the imagination, arsewise).

      Then he imagined Fergus touching him, fingertips tracing John’s arms, palms spreading over his pecs, hands clutching his shoulders as John slid deep inside⁠—

      Ding!

      He dropped the dumbbell with a thunk, then launched himself off the bench toward his phone, which was still stuffed in his trouser pocket.

      There was a message from an unfamiliar number:

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam says he’s going to kill you

      

      

      

      

      

      For a moment John’s blood froze, until he remembered where he’d last heard that name.

      
        
          
            
              
        John

      

      
        Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fergus

      

      
        Because now whenever he looks at his best mate, he’ll see a smoking hot porno star

      

      

      

      

      

      John grinned at the erupting-volcano emoji appended to the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Guess I’ll be needing a bodyguard

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll see if I can find a volunteer

      

      

      

      

      

      While contemplating a cheeky comeback, John added Fergus to his contacts. Sadly, the label “Tall Ginger Starring in Tonight’s Wet Dream” was more characters than the directory would allow.

      His phone dinged again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fergus

      

      
        Also, Warriors’ll do the charity match, IF I can have a hand in planning

      

      

      

      

      

      “YAAAS!” John jumped onto his bed and thrust his fist at the ceiling in triumph.

      Then he typed, You can have a hand in a lot more than that before remembering Fergus’s current fragile state. To avoid coming on too strong, he deleted this and sent a gentler substitute:

      
        
          
            
              
        Let’s start pronto. Over dinner Saturday?

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

      

    

    
      Fergus was impressed. John had chosen one of Glasgow’s best-kept secrets as the location for their first…whatever this was (Charity-match planning meeting? Hookup prelude? Date?). The bar restaurant’s unassuming powder-blue facade, which literally overlooked the motorway, had no sign hanging upon it or so much as a menu in the window.

      Inside, the place oozed a speakeasy-like mystery and moodiness. Fergus felt like he was in an old-fashioned gangster film, the sort with tommy guns and fedoras and women who could order your assassination with the tilt of an eyebrow. It set him on edge, but not entirely in a bad way.

      They were shown to a cozy window snug, where the server plucked a handwritten Reserved sign off the wee table and replaced it with a pair of pearlesque slate-gray menus. Fergus sat next to the wall while John slid into the snug with his back to the window. Their table was separated from the rest of the bar by three stairs and a low wooden wall, providing intimacy amid the Saturday-night raucousness.

      They ordered from the dizzying array of bourbons and somewhat less dizzying array of food. Then John asked, “Why are you called the Woodstoun Warriors when there’s no such place? You’re based in Woodside, right?”

      “We are.” Fergus shifted his white paper napkin to align it with the edge of the table. “But there were already several Woodside Warriors round the world. A soccer team in Australia, a cricket club in Yorkshire, a lacrosse team in New York⁠—”

      “So?”

      “So our founders thought those teams might be offended if they were confused with a gay football club.”

      “Who cares if they’re offended?”

      Fergus bristled. Clearly this man knew nothing of the sporting world’s rampant homophobia. “Also, Woodside Warriors domain names weren’t available.”

      “Oh. Well, in that case,” John said with that wry smile that Fergus had already come to dread and crave. “So what made you decide to say yes to the charity match?”

      “It’s a good cause, helping the asylum seekers.” Plus I wanted to see you again, despite my better judgment.

      “But you already knew that when we met. What’s changed?”

      “I talked to the team. They want to help save lives too.”

      “Right.” John tugged the cuffs of his navy-blue micro-print shirt, looking unconvinced. “But why’d you decide it’s good for the Warriors?”

      “Here we are, lads.” The waitress ascended the short staircase to their snug, her heavy black trainers scuffing the wooden floor.

      As she set down their drinks, Fergus took a moment to deliberate. How much did John already know of the Warriors’ downfall? At the time, it had seemed the entire world was watching. It wouldn’t take much digging to discover the truth.

      “We need a positive focus after some”—he took a sip of bourbon—“unexpected personnel changes.”

      “Does this have anything to do with the ‘No Drama’ rule?”

      “It does.” Fergus set down his glass with a sigh. John clearly saw past his facade the same way he’d seen past this restaurant’s. “Our former captain, Evan Hollister, was my boyfriend.”

      John looked genuinely surprised. “What happened?”

      Fergus could still see the letter, how it shook in his hands, how the looping, erratic script blurred in his vision. I met someone a while ago. It doesn’t matter when or how. What matters is, he’s leaving tonight, and I’m going with him.

      “He fucked off to Belgium,” Fergus said. “Apparently there was another man.”

      “Christ. Had you been together long?”

      “Four years. We met at Glasgow School of Art—he was an architect too. Is an architect, I mean.” He hadn’t meant to speak of Evan as though he were dead. “When we finished our undergraduate studies, I went on for my Master’s and Evan worked full-time to help support me.”

      “You lived with him, then?”

      “No, we were to move in together last month.” Fergus shifted on the snug’s cushion. Sometimes it seemed he could feel in his pocket the weight of the extra key on his fob. When he’d found a replacement flatmate, he’d had a third key made for her so that he could continue carrying what he thought of as Evan’s key. “Both our names were on the lease, so I had to have him removed.”

      “He couldn’t do that himself?”

      “No, because he just…left. Not a word to my face or even a phone call.” He struggled to keep his face from twisting. “Just a note.”

      “What a cowardly wee cunt! Fuck him.” John raised his glass. “And fuck Belgium. And their waffles.”

      Fergus’s laugh was half cough, clumsy from lack of practice. “Right. Fuck all the waffles.” He tapped his tumbler against John’s, then together they drained the rest of their bourbons. As Fergus set down the empty glass, the glow of camaraderie illuminated his insides like a torch in a haunted house.

      Their dinner arrived then, an array of small plates to be shared tapas-style. As the noise in the bar swelled with hipster banter, Fergus and John inched closer to their common corner, reaching across each other for food and condiments. Whenever their hands brushed, Fergus felt a hot shiver more delicious than anything he was putting in his mouth.

      Perhaps he was finally ready to “get back in the saddle,” as his friends had been urging him for weeks. Perhaps he was ready to forget Evan and move on. At least for one night.

      “So you know my sordid backstory,” Fergus said once they’d taken the edge off their appetites, “yet I know nothing about you other than you wear a tie to a football training session.”

      “Och, I don’t normally dress like that. But I’d gone to a-a thing Monday afternoon and didn’t have time to pop home and change.”

      “And where’s home?”

      “Ibrox,” John said, wiping his mouth.

      Fergus had suspected from John’s accent that he was a native Glaswegian. After seven years, his own Highlander’s ear still couldn’t distinguish among the city’s dialects. But he knew enough about Glasgow to state the obvious:

      “Ibrox, eh? Home of the Rangers.” He managed to utter the football club’s name without a snarl, an accomplishment considering they were arch-rivals to his own beloved Celtic.

      “Aye, we live stone’s throw from the stadium. My brother used to work there, in fact, before he—” John stopped, then started to hack, as though he’d inhaled a bit of food.

      “Here.” Since John’s water glass was empty, Fergus shifted his own across the polished wooden table, deciding not to pry about John’s brother. Unemployment was a sensitive issue in the current economy. “What are you studying at Glasgow Uni?”

      John took a gulp of water, then gave back the glass. “Economic and Social History, combined with philosophy.”

      “Ah.” Fergus had never understood why anyone would enter a program with no clear career path. But perhaps John was considering law. “Then what?”

      John beamed at him. “Then I take over the world, of course.”

      “Emperor of the universe at twenty-one. Ambitious.”

      “Twenty-four. I’m already twenty-one. Took a few gap years to save for fees and books and that, and to give my family a wee financial cushion.”

      “Wise.” Fergus was relieved that John was only three years younger than himself—not that this was a date or anything. “What sort of work did you do?”

      “Construction labor for the company my father’s a manager at. Mostly paving, piping, concrete work.”

      So that’s where he got those muscles. As an architect, Fergus had visited dozens of construction sites over the last few years. Maybe he’d seen John at one, unaware they’d someday be drinking bourbon and sharing goat-cheese pizza at a restaurant too hip for signage. “You live with your parents, then?”

      “Just my dad. Mum left last year, moved back to Ayrshire to live with my gran. The divorce’ll be official soon.”

      “Sorry.”

      John shrugged. “Honestly, after a decade of shouting, it’s been a relief. I love my dad, but he’s a manipulative bastard.” He leaned his elbows on the table, wearing that wicked smile again. “Case in point? When I was fourteen, he had a heart attack, one of those silent ones which don’t give you chest pains but show up later on EKG. After he saw all the attention it got him, he started faking heart attacks—the unsilent sort—whenever one of us pissed him off.” John gestured with a skinny fry as if sketching a scene. “The paramedics would come, and the neighbors would gather outside the newsagent across the street, placing bets on whether it was real this time. After the seventh fake heart attack, Mum said, ‘Right, that’s me away.’”

      Fergus chuckled. “Can’t say I blame her.”

      “But here’s the funniest bit—directly after, Dad had another real heart attack.”

      Fergus nearly choked on his prawn tempura. “How is that funny?” he asked, though he was laughing himself.

      “Well, he didn’t die or anything. It was another silent one the cardiologist found during a checkup.” John tilted his head. “Actually, if he had died from a real heart attack after all those fake ones, it’d be even funnier. Though not for him, I suppose.”

      Fergus watched John return to his food with gusto, seemingly unfazed by his father’s serial cardiac mishaps. The dark, ballsy Glaswegian sense of humor was Fergus’s favorite thing about the city (next to the architecture). No topic—least of all death—was off-limits for a joke.

      “Anyway, Dad’s doing better now.” Having finished the skinny fries, John licked his fingers, then reached for a fresh napkin. “He finally quit smoking, and I see to it he exercises and takes his meds every day. He won’t give up all junk food, but he’s swapped his precious crisps for Wotsits—those cheesy corn puff things? At least they’re mostly air. Plus, I cook decent meals for him. It’s loads of work, but what else can I do? He’s family.”

      Inside, Fergus smiled. After Evan, it was good to meet a man who knew the meaning of loyalty.

      “Besides,” John continued, “Dad’s been totally supportive since I came out. Says he just wants me to be happy. As long as I don’t f—” An odd look crossed John’s face. “As long as I don’t ‘flaunt it’ in front of his mates.”

      “Right.” It was often the case that totally supportive meant conditionally supportive. “My father died when I was twelve.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” John touched Fergus’s arm, but not in the flirty way he’d done all evening. This touch was soft, genuine.

      Fergus felt himself relax, only now realizing how tense he’d been. John’s openness made him feel he could be honest. “Sometimes I wonder if I would’ve come out at all to my family if Da had still been alive. Not that I’m glad he’s dead, obviously, but it made things easier. No expectations of what sort of man I’d become. My brother and my ma are like your father—they just want me to be happy.”

      “And are you?” John’s eyes met his, and like his touch, they had softened, trading their showy animation for a searching sincerity. “Are you happy?”

      Fergus hesitated, munching a polenta chip instead of replying. The easy answer to that question these last sixty-three days was a resounding NO. Evan had stolen not only Fergus’s favorite scarf and matching knit cap, but also his capacity for joy.

      But now that John was asking whether he was happy—in that unflinching manner that battered Fergus’s defenses—the easy answer wouldn’t come.

      So he swallowed the chip and said, “Potentially.”

      “That’s all any of us can ask for, isn’t it? Potential? The rest is down to us. It’s like this table, aye?” John spread his hands to the edges, brushing Fergus’s elbow. “Sometimes life gives us an empty plate, and sometimes life puts shite on that plate. It’s our choice whether to eat that shite or say, ‘No, thanks.’ But it’s the same when life gives you a plate of—well, what’s your favorite food?”

      “Blueberry pancakes.”

      “So sometimes life puts a giant plate of steaming hot blueberry fucking pancakes on your table. It’s still down to you whether to eat them or say, ‘No, thanks.’ You can walk away from shite or pancakes. Wait for the next course, see if something tastier comes along.”

      “But it’s better, you think, to seize the pancakes?”

      “Aye!” John raised his empty tumbler to the approaching waitress. “Carpe pancakes!”

      She rolled her eyes but brought them another round of bourbons, and then another. As their dinner went on, Fergus realized he’d neither laughed nor eaten this much in months.

      They even dared to discuss Scottish independence—a dodgy but unavoidable subject these days.

      “I’d be pure sad to leave the Union,” John said, “but I think going our own way is the only path to a better economy, especially for working-class folk.” He tapped his temple. “So I guess I’m voting Yes with my head, not my heart.”

      “For me it’s the opposite. I’m scared witless about what could happen to our economy if we break from the UK. But then I hear the opening lines of ’Flower of Scotland’ and—I don’t know, I suppose my mushy patriotic heart takes over, and I think, ‘Let’s do this!’”

      “A romantic, eh?”

      “All footballers are romantics. No cynic would suffer so much pain for so little gain.” Basking in the warmth of John’s smile, Fergus examined the remains of their meal and realized he was finally full. He sat back against the wall with a satisfied sigh, then glanced at the television above the bar. It was tuned to the news, which at the moment was focusing on Fergus’s least favorite subject.

      “Fuck’s sake,” he exclaimed. “Again?”

      “What is it?” John asked.

      “Orange Walkers,” Fergus said with a growl. “Packs of bigots roaming all over Glasgow this time of year. Might as well be Belfast.”

      John shrugged and kept eating. “I’ve been to Belfast. There’s loads more there.”

      Fergus glared at the men onscreen marching in their blasted bowler hats and orange sashes. The next shot showed a crowd of Orange Walk spectators, swaying together and punching the air, probably singing lyrics like “Fuck the Pope” or “We’re up to our necks in Fenian blood.” It boiled Fergus’s own “Fenian blood” how such worthless, drunken scum could think themselves superior to him just because he was Catholic.

      “Don’t those racists know it’s the twenty-first century?” Fergus’s fist tightened on his fork. “This country’s moving forward without them. Most people don’t even go to church, so why persecute others for their religion? It’s all so un-Scottish, don’t you think?”

      John’s expression was inscrutable, like he’d put on a mask that was an exact replica of his own face. Then he blinked.

      “Sorry,” John said. “It’s just that, now the light’s changed—” He gestured to the window, then at Fergus. “I cannae stop noticing how your shirt brings out the green in your eyes.”

      Fergus stared at him, thinking of all the shirts he’d tried on before selecting this poplin-weave avocado. It wasn’t brand new, but it was still fashionable and exceedingly comfortable.

      And yes, it did bring out the green in his eyes. A fact Evan had never mentioned.

      “Sorry,” John added, “I was listening to what you were saying. I disagree about sectarianism being un-Scottish. We’re a very tribal people. Look at all the clans and their ancient rivalries. Factions are in our blood.”

      “That doesn’t make it right. We should be more enlightened. Those parades should be banned.”

      “Because they’re offensive?”

      “Yes.”

      “Most people found gay-pride parades offensive when they first began. Some still do. Should they be banned as well?”

      “Obviously not.” Fergus rubbed his neck and looked away, regretting he’d started a debate with an aspiring philosopher-politician.

      “Funny thing is, the event the Orange Walks celebrate—William’s defeat of King James—was partially financed by the Pope.”

      “I didn’t know that.” At school, Fergus had enjoyed studying history until he’d discovered that every “fact” was open to interpretation.

      “Aye, at the time it was less about religion and more about stopping James’s French allies. One of those ‘enemy of my enemy is my friend’ situations.”

      “Then why do the Orangemen commemorate that battle with their stupid marches?”

      “It’s a symbol. Like most bigots, they feel hard done by, that some minority—in this case, Catholics—have got unfairly good treatment at their expense.”

      Fergus bristled. “Unfair how?”

      “Well, here in Scotland, our taxes fund Catholic schools.”

      “Those schools accept students from all religions.”

      “Yes, sort of. But they can and do discriminate in who they hire, based on religion.” John’s lips twitched. “One could argue that’s not terribly enlightened.”

      Fergus looked away again. It was easier to defend his faith against hate than against reason.

      “I will say one thing about the Orange Walks.” John leaned in and spoke in a loud mock-whisper. “I doubt they’d exist if the Battle of the Boyne had happened in January instead of July.”

      Fergus smirked. “Aye, not too many men would fancy a march down an icy street.”

      John shifted closer still, planting his hand on the cushion beside Fergus. “Imagine the band members, their saliva freezing up inside their flutes, leaving behind a trail of wee spit-sicles.”

      “And sending the drummers falling arse over tit. Drumsticks and three-pointed hats everywhere.”

      “Right? Pure chaos.”

      John’s laughter brushed Fergus’s ear, sending a jolt of desire down his spine. Fergus knew if he shifted his left leg just a few inches he’d feel John’s fingers under his thigh. The thought made his cock thicken and throb. He glanced about the crowded bar, taking a mental snapshot, from which he promptly deleted the other patrons, along with his and John’s clothes. This snug would be the perfect height for⁠—

      “Here she comes.” John sat up straight at the waitress’s approach.

      Their decision on dessert was a unanimous no. As the server gathered their plates, Fergus said to John, “I just realized we’ve not discussed any details of the charity match. That was the whole point of this dinner.”

      “Was it?” He glanced up from his wallet. “I thought it was an excuse.”

      So Fergus wasn’t imagining things. This was a date, one he longed to continue. He still didn’t entirely trust John, but he wanted him. Desire for anything but oblivion had become such a foreign, forgotten feeling, Fergus knew he had to seize it while he could.

      As soon as the waitress was gone, Fergus pressed his knee against John’s beneath the table. “We could discuss the match at my place.”

      John’s long, dark lashes flickered. “Sorry, not interested.”

      Fergus jerked his knee away, banging it on the table leg. “Ow!” His face flamed with embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I thought you—I thought we⁠—”

      “What I mean is this.” John reached into Fergus’s lap and took his hand. “Talking business is the last thing I’ll want to do at your place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

      

    

    
      “You live in City Bakeries?” John’s neck ached as he gaped up at the stone-and-red-brick facade of the former factory. It towered over its neighbors by several stories. “This is a piece of Glasgow history.”

      “Aye, one of the few original buildings left here in Woodside.” Fergus gave an affectionate pat to one of the columns flanking the entrance. “I’ve been coveting a flat here since second year. I’ve even got a parking space, in case I ever own a car.”

      John looked down at the pavement’s smooth, dark bricks. The street wasn’t posh by far, but it was in better condition than the cracked, pale tarmac of his own road.

      Inside, they fell quiet as they waited for the lift, and remained so as it carried them to the top floor. Now that they were finally alone together, John felt too nervous for conversation. After all, Fergus had planned to share this flat with his ex. Did Evan’s metaphorical ghost haunt this home?

      As Fergus unlocked the door to his flat, John saw him bite his lower lip, as if worried about making a good impression.

      He needn’t have worried. The place was gorgeous. Hardwood floors shone in the living room in front of them, while stainless-steel appliances gleamed in the kitchen to their left. The furniture, decor, and houseplants perfectly complimented one another, arranged in neat, precise configurations. It was all thoroughly middle-class, thoroughly intimidating.

      “Nice,” was all John could say.

      Fergus stepped quickly to the opposite wall and pulled back a set of pale-green curtains. “A balcony of sorts. Enough room for feet, at least.”

      As he passed through the living room, John took in the black-leather corner sofa with matching chair. An eclectic array of artwork was displayed on a tall corner shelf. “You live alone?”

      “No, but my flatmate works the night shift now, in emergency surgery at Western Infirmary. She won’t be home until morning.”

      “Too bad for her,” he said as he sidled up beside Fergus on the narrow balcony and leaned against the smooth black railing.

      The view stole what few words he had left. The entire city lay in front of them—or at least the central, southern, and eastern parts. Past the roaring M8, he could make out the ornate City Chambers building in George Square, and beyond it, the spires of Glasgow Cathedral and its towering city-of-the-dead graveyard, the Necropolis. The Forth and Clyde Canal meandered to his left, and if he leaned out a bit and wrenched his neck to the right, he could see the Finnieston Crane and the silvery River Clyde. Beyond the river lay his home, which seemed at once so close and yet so far.
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