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            Bonus Lads

          

        

      

    

    
      Want updates on new releases and special discounts, as well as behind-the-scenes bonus material like deleted scenes and commentaries?

      Just sign up for my monthly-ish mailing list and join the fun!

      
        
        NEW: Now all subscribers can instantly download a free copy of the novel Throwing Stones (Glasgow Lads on Ice Book One), which includes crossover characters from the main series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Anthology

          

        

      

    

    
      Nine wee tales of pride. One big book of love.

      Take a short-fiction tour through the Glasgow Lads series of contemporary MM sports romances. Meet the Woodstoun Warriors, an all-LGBTQ football/soccer team based in Scotland, as they seek and find love, one lad at a time.

      This compilation includes six previously published works plus three new “minis”:

      Messages Bottled (Colin/Lord Andrew prequel flash fiction): After Andrew stands up Colin, the two headstrong lads try to reconnect on Valentine’s Day.

      Play On (Duncan/Brodie novella): A tale of pride over prejudice brings together a bullying victim and a hot-headed footballer, in a sweet and sexy flatmates-to-lovers romance.

      Play it Safe (Fergus/John followup short story): Fergus and John must overcome bad advice, broken headboards, and the doppelgänger from Hell to find their forever bliss.

      Ducks! (Liam/Robert prequel short-short story): Liam has a gift for his best mate, Robert, who hides a life-changing secret.

      Auld Lang Syne (Evan/Ben prequel holiday short story): Can a wedding planner melt a spy’s frozen heart and make him believe in love again?

      Play Dead (Colin/Lord Andrew followup novella): The ultimate opposites-attract couple rebuild their lives after a near-fatal attack. A tale of healing, passion, and die-for-you devotion.

      Play Hard (Liam/Robert followup novella): Robert’s workaholism threatens to come between him and Liam. The solution? A series of ever-hotter challenges to spice up their lives and remind them that the play's the thing. A feel-good, staying-in-love story!

      Schrödinger’s Kiss (Jamie/Perry short-short story): After their perfect first date is cut short by a family crisis, Jamie faces a wrenching choice, while Perry probes for dangerous information.

      All Through the House (Duncan/Brodie followup holiday short story):  Time and distance have tested Duncan and Brodie’s unshakeable love. Will their on-ice rivalry lead to holiday heartache, or will they win each other back better than ever?
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        * * *

      

      These works take place in 2014–2016 and therefore reflect the language, technology, and attitudes of that time.
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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Hiya, dear reader! Whether you’re an OG Glasgow Lads fan or a Lad-curious newcomer, Men in Shorts has something for you.

      This anthology of short fiction provides a chronological tour of the series, showing events occurring before, between, and after the novels. Each of the six couples has at least one turn here—including Jamie and Perry of the fifth and final novel, Playing By Ear (coming 2026).

      Five of the nine stories have been previously published as single titles. One story, “Auld Lang Syne,” appeared as part of the 2018 multi-author Rainbow Advent Calendar.

      The remaining three are brand-new wee bits ranging from flash-fiction length (500 words) to short-short stories (1500-2000 words). “Messages Bottled” and “Schrödinger’s Kiss” show how electronic communication fails to convey the truths of the heart, while “Ducks!” proves that face-to-face interaction is no guarantee of understanding.

      While each of the Glasgow Lads novels features a Happy Ever After, the shorts’ endings vary:

      
        
          	
        Play On has a Happy Ever After.
      

      	
        “Play It Safe,” Play Dead, Play Hard, and “All Through the House” are followup stories starring established couples. Therefore, they end with HappiER Ever Afters.
      

      	
        “Auld Lang Syne” and the three short-short pieces—“Messages Bottled,” “Ducks!,” and “Schrödinger’s Kiss”—leave the characters full of longing that will be happily fulfilled in each couple’s novel.
      

      

      

      Between each story, readers will find comments to help ground them in the series’ continuity—i.e., which novel comes next, what it’s about, and where to find more of the characters. The comments are no substitute for reading the novels, of course, but those familiar with the series will find them a welcome refresher, while new initiates will hopefully have their curiosity piqued!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            First…

          

        

      

    

    
      We begin our journey with “Messages Bottled,” which takes place a few months before the series begins and features the ever-contentious Colin MacDuff and Lord Andrew Sunderland. They’ve just met and can’t forget each other, much as they would like to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Messages Bottled

          

          A GLASGOW LADS FLASH FICTION

        

      

    

    
      
        
        14 February 2014

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Messages Bottled: A Glasgow Lads Flash Fiction

          

        

      

    

    
      From: <colin.macduff@gcu.ac.uk>

      To: LordAndrew@uselessweetoffs.com

      Subject: You’re a dick

      

      Dear Lord Andrew, aka ‘Adam’,

      Just saw your coming-out video on YouTube and wanted to say congrats and Happy Valentine’s Day.

      You probably don’t remember me—it’s been 2 weeks, after all—but I’m the lad with the black hair and tattoos you snogged at that rave in Tollcross. The one you gave a key to your luxury hotel room.

      Where I waited all fucking night for you to show up.

      Did you go home with someone else? Did you give a different room key to a dozen different lads and then choose a winner at the end of the night? Did your posh pals laugh when you told them how you went slumming in disguise, how you convinced some grubby eejit that you were a random hottie called Adam Smith who actually fancied me??

      Did you know that before that night, I’d never been inside a hotel?

      Colin sat back, fingertips aching from banging the keyboard in rage.

      And for what? This message was going nowhere, as he could find no contact information for the famous young aristocrat who’d abandoned him.

      He finished it anyway, for the sake of closure:

      I think you’re a terrible person and I’d rather like to see you again.
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        * * *

      

      Andrew began his fifth attempt at composing a text to Colin:

      
        
          
            
              
        By now you’ve no doubt seen my video and realised who I am. Deepest apologies for the deception, and for failing to meet you at the hotel. I was a coward. The truth is, it was you who inspired me to come out. After that night, I didn’t want to hide anymore. I hope we can

      

      

      

      

      

      Andrew stopped. He hoped they could…what, go on a date? Judging by Colin’s accent and clothes, their social stations were miles apart.

      Perhaps Colin could come here to Andrew’s flat, perhaps even this evening to feast on an elegant Valentine’s dinner—and then feast on Andrew himself. Just the thought of those muscular footballer’s arms holding him down upon this black leather couch sent a feverish wave up Andrew’s neck.

      He looked at his message.

      
        
          
            
              
        I didn’t want to hide anymore.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bollocks. Andrew was out now, but he was still hiding. No one—not friends, not family, not his collection of celebrity hookups—had seen him for who he really was, because he didn’t let them.

      But in Colin’s pale-green, wolfish eyes, Andrew had seen a mirror of his own bravado. He’d seen someone who felt as alone as himself, who wanted desperately to reveal the man beneath the mask.

      Andrew deleted the text…but not Colin’s number.
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        * * *

      

      Colin deleted his pointless draft email. He knew his wee fantasy of telling Andrew off was just a cover for his true desires. He knew that if he ever felt those strong, sweet lips crush his mouth again, if he ever felt those long, elegant fingers clutch his shirt again, if he ever felt that low, sultry laugh brush his ear again…

      If he ever held Andrew in his arms again, he wouldn’t let him go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            And then…

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed your first fleeting taste of the Lads! Colin and Lord Andrew will meet again, briefly in the novel Playing for Keeps (Book 1), then permanently in their own novel, Playing to Win (Book 2). They also appear later in this collection in their followup happier-ever-after story, Play Dead.

      Turn the page for the series prequel novella, Play On (Book 0.5, Duncan + Brodie). A long novella, it features a complete romance with a Happy Ever After.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Play On

          

          A GLASGOW LADS NOVELLA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        5 April – 17 May 2014

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Play On: A Glasgow Lads Novella

          

        

      

    

    
      Duncan Harris is on the edge. Scandal has shredded his LGBTQ football club’s history-making season, and now the once-unflappable striker is lashing out. Only one person can make Duncan feel like himself again…

      Brodie Campbell is out and proud—at least since he came to Glasgow for university—but years of bullying by schoolmates in his wee village have left their mark. Can flatmate Duncan help heal Brodie’s wounded heart?

      As the two lads grow closer, Brodie can’t forget how athletes like Duncan once tortured him. When Duncan attacks an opponent who threatens Brodie, the situation escalates. Soon Brodie doesn’t feel safe anywhere—even in Duncan’s arms.

      To defeat the bullies and reclaim his power to love, Brodie must find the strength to fight his own battles. And Duncan must find the strength to let him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To those who’ve survived the bullies, and to those who will survive.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday 5 April: Scottish Amateur Football Cup Quarterfinal, Petershill Park, Glasgow

      Mud.

      Sweat.

      Blood.

      Defeat.

      Duncan Harris tasted them all at once, yet he kept running, kept driving for that mad round leather ball. After ninety-plus minutes of play, his natural strength had long abandoned his limbs. Now his only fuel was rage.

      Down by four goals, the Woodstoun Warriors had no hope of victory, but if Duncan could score now, near the final whistle, his team could walk out of here today with a scrap of pride. They could give their legion of drizzle-damp, rainbow flag–waving fans something to cheer about. They could silence the haters, at least for a moment or two.

      But their opponents kept possession with a series of leisurely passes, savoring their shocking upset that would send them to the semifinals. In their smug certainty of victory, they’d finally stopped taunting the Warriors with homophobic slurs.

      Focus, Duncan commanded himself. For one more minute. Just focus.

      An idea struck him then. With nothing to lose, he came to a halt and let his body go still. His arms dropped to his sides, his feet stopped shifting, and his weight went back on his heels. Finally his shoulders slumped in utter submission.

      His charade worked. The opposing winger’s next pass was a fraction slower than the ones before it. Duncan sprang forward, snagging the ball on his right instep. With a quick pivot, he was off on a breakaway.

      A few steps later, he realized he’d surprised his own teammates as well. No one was flanking him to receive a pass. No one possessed his speed. This task was his alone.

      As he sprinted down the pitch, the roar of the crowd faded until he heard nothing but the huff of his own breath and the pounding of his feet against the wet turf.

      A flash of blue and yellow told him a defender was approaching. Duncan faked a lunge to the left, forcing the fullback into a wide stance. Then he poked the ball straight through the defender’s legs, zipped around him, and picked up his own pass.

      It was Duncan versus the goalkeeper now. The keeper rushed forward through the penalty area to cut down the angle, but with a nimble stutter-step, Duncan left him looking as stationary as a foosball figure.

      From that point, a five-year-old could’ve scored. Duncan could’ve walked the ball in, or given it a gentle tap—or fuck’s sake, just let it roll in of its own momentum. But his mind betrayed him.

      Evan would have been so proud of that play. You just showed the world why he chose you, why he fought for your place in the team. If only he were here to see it.

      That’s when the rage returned. Duncan yanked back his foot, slammed the shot with all his might⁠—

      —and booted it straight into the crossbar.

      The ball ricocheted into the arms of the keeper, who swiftly spun and punted it far down the pitch. Ears ringing, Duncan stared up at the crossbar, which still shook from the impact of his shot.

      “Yaaaaasss! Hahaaaa!”

      Duncan turned at the sound of the keeper’s yell. Near the Warriors goal at the other end of the pitch, the opposing striker was knee-sliding toward the corner flag, arms raised in triumph. A moment later he disappeared beneath a swarm of bouncing, hugging teammates.

      “What the—” A glance at the scoreboard told Duncan their opponents had just added their sixth goal.

      The final whistle blew. All at once, Duncan was slammed by the pain of a dozen cuts and bruises, and the exhaustion of a ninety-minute battle with futility. He sank down against the goal’s near post until he felt the cold, wet artificial turf under his shorts. Then he put his head in his hands, covering his ears to muffle the noise of the crowd.

      It’s over. Despair flooded his veins. The months of sacrifice—dawn runs, sore muscles, bored boyfriends who couldn’t tolerate Duncan’s early Friday-night bedtimes and demanding training schedule—all would’ve been worth it if they’d won.

      “Sorry, mate.”

      Duncan looked up to see the opposing goalkeeper extending a hand. He wanted to sit and sulk, but he grabbed hold anyway, for the sake of sportsmanship. The keeper pulled him to his feet, his ribbed glove rasping against Duncan’s scraped palm.

      “Don’t be sorry,” he told the keeper. “You were the better team today.” It was true. Their opponents had shredded them—physically and mentally—when they discovered the Warriors’ hearts had been ripped out minutes before the match began.

      “Aye, we were better, for once.” The keeper flashed a disbelieving grin, which he promptly muted. “I meant, I’m sorry about your captain. He’s a right shit for what he did.”

      “No, Evan’s a good—” Duncan stopped himself. “He was a good guy.”

      The goalkeeper shook his head as he jogged away to join his teammates, who were hugging and whooping at the other end of the pitch. Duncan turned to applaud the fans in the stands, where he saw his friend Lorna at the fence. She and her boyfriend, Paul, along with the rest of the Rainbow Regiment, were still brandishing their banners and flags. Still proud.

      He waved at them, searching the crowd for a face he knew he wouldn’t find. His friend Brodie hated football, and besides, he’d gone home for spring vacation. But after what had happened the last time they’d seen each other, Duncan hoped Brodie would change his mind. Maybe he’d take the train back to Glasgow for the day. And the night.

      He hadn’t.

      Duncan turned back to join his teammates, ready to console and commiserate. They’d been eliminated from this tournament, but there were still six regular-season matches to play. They were on track to place second and be promoted to the amateur Premier division—a first for an all-LGBTQ team. It could still be a successful season. It had to be.

      The Warriors were scattered across the pitch like chess pieces after an abandoned match, each man or woman alone. Some hobbled about in a daze, some sat and stared into the distance, some lay flat on their backs, drained of strength and hope. Duncan saw his own heartbreak reflected in each sweat-streaked, tear-stained face.

      One day, he knew, they’d rise together. But tonight, they were falling apart.
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        * * *

      

      Sixteen days later

      Pulling back his rain-soaked hood, Brodie Campbell scanned the ground floor of the University of Glasgow library with a growing dread. On the first morning after spring vacation, the place was pure crammed. “Christ A’michty, fit a madhouse,” he muttered.

      “Told you we should’ve come earlier.” Lorna dragged him toward the closest lift, which was opening just now. “C’mon, there’ll be seats upstairs—I hope.”

      They squeezed onto the lift amid a flood of sodden, desperate-looking students. One week before exams, the air buzzed with anxiety.

      Brodie wished his own tension were merely academic, but his mind was preoccupied with the inevitable moment he’d see his friend Duncan again for the first time in three weeks. The first time since their disastrous, drunken hookup the night before vacation.

      On the lift’s rear wall, someone had stuck a sign handwritten in a red marker:

      
        
        DESK HOGS MUST DIE

        !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

      

      

      The lion’s share of the exclamation points formed a second row beneath the letters.

      “Welcome to the jungle,” Brodie told Lorna.

      “It’s survival of the angriest during revision period.” She swiped a drop of rain off the tip of her nose. Her phone beeped. As she pulled it out, her long, dark hair hid the screen from Brodie’s view. “Oh!” She lifted her head and called out, “Level Two, please.”

      The lift filled with groans. “You couldn’t use the stairs?” asked a brawny lad standing near the door.

      “Just press the button, ya dobber,” Lorna said. “My mate here is ill.”

      With shouts of alarm, everyone backed away from Brodie—as much as they could in the cramped space.

      “I’m not ill.” His face heated under the hostile gazes. “I mean, I’m not contagious.” Not the airborne sort of contagious.

      The doors opened, saving Brodie from further explanation. He followed Lorna out into the study area, which was as crowded and chaotic as the one on the ground floor. “Thanks for embarrassing me,” he told her. “Soon someone’ll post a warning on Spotted—‘Beware the lad in a gray hoodie spreading plague.’”

      “No doubt.” Lorna surveyed the tables before them. Conversation was allowed on this level, so the volume of chatter was high. “You shouldn’t read that stupid site anyway. It’s a disaster.”

      “I read it because it’s a disaster.” Brodie pulled out his phone to check the Spotted: Glasgow Uni Library Facebook page. The site was already filling with the usual anonymous complaints and come-ons. Also, someone had posted a new photo of Clyde, Level Ten’s resident mouse. “Besides, we’re psychology students, so it counts as research.”

      “Aye, right,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      He nudged Lorna as they began their search for empty seats. “Listen to this post. ‘To the Hugh Jackman lookalike who sits by the Level Four keyboards: get your claws out and rip my clothes off. Please.’”

      “At least she said ‘please.’”

      “Could be a he. Here’s another. ‘To the beautiful lad in the Passenger T-shirt: I can’t wait to give you another ride. Next time, I promise we won’t crash.’”

      “I like it. Sleazy yet poetic.” She checked her phone again, then cursed softly. “I thought you’d got seats,” she murmured.

      “Who are you talking to?”

      “No one. Follow me.” She marched up to a table where half the chairs were unoccupied. “Are these seats available?” she asked the three lads sitting there.

      The largest of them sat back in his chair and leered up at her. “What’s it look like?”

      “It looks like you lot have spread out your books and notes so no one will sit in those chairs.” She set her rucksack on the edge of the table. “Classic desk-hog behavior.”

      The guy to her left said, “Ooh, Stevie, that’s you pinched by the Desk-Hog police.”

      Stevie laughed. “Coming soon to ITV—Law and Order: Desk Hog Victims Unit.”

      The third lad made the Law and Order “CHUNK-chunk” sound effect.

      Lorna pulled out a chair. “Okay, if you’re finished, we’ll just sit.” She started pushing papers aside.

      “Hey!” Stevie slapped his arm across the notes. “Gonnae no do that, doll. These are proper organized.” He smirked. “By my mate, I mean, who’ll be back any minute to claim his seat.”

      “The fuck he will, and I’m not your ‘doll.’” Lorna turned to the other pile of notes, ready to sweep the papers onto the floor.

      Brodie stepped forward to stop her. “Forget it. Let’s find other seats.”

      “‘Forget it. Let’s find other seats,’” Stevie repeated, mocking Brodie’s faint lisp and not-so-faint northeast accent. “Best listen to your girlfriend there,” he told Lorna.

      A hot wave of humiliation swept over Brodie’s head from nape to scalp.

      Lorna’s jaw dropped. “What did you call him?”

      Brodie turned on his heel and walked away—but not fast enough to miss the hoots and cackles that followed.

      It’s just a bit of banter. Stevie’s ridicule was nothing next to the beatings Brodie had taken in the tiny fishing village he once called home. Staying deep in the closet had kept him alive all those years—barely—but when he came to Glasgow seven months ago, he’d vowed never to deny his true self again. Now here at university, he was out and proud.

      Well, he was out. He was still working on the proud part.

      Lorna caught up to him around the corner. “Brodie, I’m sorry. I was just winding them up. I didn’t know they’d turn on you.”

      Bullies always sniff out the weak ones. “Whatever. Let’s just find somewhere to sit. I don’t care where.” After the confrontation, he needed to catch what was left of his breath.

      “Are you all right?” She put the back of her hand to his forehead. “Your face is red.”

      “I’m fine. It’s pure meltin’ in here.” He unzipped his hoodie to cool himself off.

      Lorna gaped at his chest. “You’re wearing a Passenger T-shirt. Like the lad in the Spotted post!”

      Brodie froze for a moment, then crossed his arms to cover the logo of the indie-rock act. “Loads of people have this shirt.”

      “But you also wore it at Duncan’s party the night before vacation.” Her brown eyes lit up with glee. “What if that Spotted post is meant for you, from him?”

      Brodie rubbed his throbbing forehead, wishing he’d never told Lorna he’d hooked up with their mutual friend. She was spot-on about the shirt. Brodie had worn it that night, and when he went home to his mum’s, he’d slept with it on his pillow, not washing it until the last bit of Duncan’s scent had faded from the fabric, replaced by the ever-present salt air of Brodie’s village.

      “That post can’t be from him,” Brodie said. “How can Duncan spot me if he’s not even here?”

      “Erm…” Lorna bit her lip, looking guilty. “Because maybe he is here? Maybe I invited him to study with us?”

      “You did what?” Brodie’s heart leapt even as his stomach plummeted. “Lorna, I can’t see him just now.”

      “You can’t avoid him either. You share a flat.”

      “It’s a large flat, and we live at opposite ends of the hall. Besides, he’s probably staying with his parents during exams. They live here in Glasgow.”

      “So do mine, but the moment vacation ended, I was back in Murano Street,” she said, referring to the sprawling university village that housed most Glasgow Uni freshers. “Duncan’s coming back today. He said so.”

      “When did you see him? Did he mention me?”

      “No, we didn’t talk much. It was the day of the cup quarterfinal match.” Her eyes turned sad. “Which was an absolute bloodbath.”

      “I saw the result online.” Brodie had wanted to take the next train back to Glasgow to comfort Duncan after the 6-1 loss. “What happened? I thought Warriors were favored to win.”

      “They were, but get this.” Lorna tugged him close and spoke so low, Brodie had to bend over to hear her. “Their captain, see, he disappeared directly before the game. He was cheating on his boyfriend—one of the other midfielders—and decided to leave the country with his lover. The team completely fell to pieces.”

      “That’s horrible.” Though the mere thought of football made Brodie ill, he couldn’t help feeling sorry for the players. “Is Duncan okay?”

      “I’ve been better.”

      Brodie nearly jumped out of his skin at the voice behind him.

      “Duncan!” Lorna spread her arms for a hug, giving Brodie a moment to collect himself.

      Duncan greeted Lorna with an “All right, doll?” as he leaned down to embrace her. “All right, mate?”

      Brodie nodded to the span of carpet separating their feet. “Good. You?” There. He’d managed two words without his voice cracking.

      “Not so good, as you’ve just heard.”

      The raw emotion in Duncan’s voice captured Brodie’s attention. He raised his gaze to meet…

      Och, those eyes. A blue so electric it almost hurt to look at them, their color accentuated by Duncan’s rain-speckled denim jacket.

      Those eyes widened at the sight of Brodie now. “Are you okay?” Duncan asked. “You look all peely-wally.”

      “Brodie had glandular fever!” Lorna announced, loudly enough that the two girls at the closest table overheard. One of them whispered “kissing disease” with a giggle.

      “I’m better now,” he told them.

      “Already? But—wait, how’s that possible?” Duncan twisted the strap of his rucksack as he stammered. “I mean, when did you have it? Because you were fine when we—erm, before you left for home.” He looked away, which told Brodie that Duncan found this moment as excruciating as he did.

      “It started about two weeks ago. I spent most of vacation in bed.” Don’t say ‘bed,’ he thought, his face warming at the memory of the two of them writhing shirtless atop a red-and-white-striped duvet, mouths locked, hands grasping. The fact their encounter had been so passionate only made its devastating conclusion more painful.

      All he wanted was to get out of here, away from the sound of Duncan’s questions, the sight of Duncan’s discomfort, and especially the scent of Duncan’s hair, amplified by the rain that matted the short brown spikes.

      “Anyway,” Brodie continued, “my sore throat, swollen glands, fever—they’re all gone, as of yesterday.” Though he was certainly feeling feverish now.

      “What about headaches?” Duncan asked. “Feel so knackered you can’t move or even think?”

      “No.”

      “Just wait.” Duncan nodded sagely. “You’re in the eye of the glandular-fever hurricane. I had it during my gap year in the States. They call it ‘mononucleosis’ there, you know.”

      Lorna groaned. “Yeah yeah, and ‘football’ is ‘soccer’ and ‘trousers’ are ‘pants,’ and you’re the only yin who’s ever spent time in America.”

      Brodie relaxed a wee bit. If Duncan was “enlightening” them on American words, and Lorna was having a go at him for it, then things were back to normal.

      “Hold on.” Lorna slid a wily glance between the two of them. “Duncan, you had glandular fever—or mono, whatever—only last year? I heard the virus can stay active in your saliva for up to eighteen months.”

      Brodie froze, eyes locked with Duncan’s.

      “Isn’t that scary?” Lorna continued. “I mean, you really have to be careful who you kiss.”

      Duncan looked at her, then at Brodie. “You told her?”

      “I—well—” Brodie swallowed, trying to wet his parched throat. Duncan’s reaction confirmed that their hookup was something to be ashamed of, to be forgotten as soon as possible. “You know, I do feel a headache coming on. Think I’ll work at home today.”

      He hurried to the exit without another word, shoving open the door to the stairwell so hard he nearly clouted a fellow student.

      She jumped back just in time to avoid a flattened face. “Watch it, ya knob!”

      “Sorry, sorry.” He ran to the top of the staircase.

      Behind him, the girl yelped again. “What, you too? Savages in this place today.”

      “Sorry,” said a familiar voice. “Brodie, wait!”
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        * * *

      

      Duncan saw Brodie stop short, teetering on the edge of the stairs. Then he turned and spoke to the floor at Duncan’s feet.

      “Fit’s a dee?” Brodie shook his head and repeated himself, replacing his native Doric with English. “What’s wrong?” His voice sounded pained, and his dark brows pinched together so hard, they nearly met in the deep crease above his nose.

      Duncan hated the thought he could’ve given this virus to Brodie. And yet…he didn’t regret kissing him. That night had ended awkwardly—and somewhat amusingly—but he was eager to try again. This time they’d be sober. This time they’d be happy.

      Duncan certainly needed a bit of happiness just now. “Can we talk?”

      Brodie shrugged. “If we can walk at the same time.”

      “I was hoping to catch you at our flat,” Duncan said as they made their way down the stairs, “but you’d already left.”

      “You know how this place is during revision period. Anyone not here fifteen minutes after the library opens is fucked for a table.”

      On the landing, Brodie’s feet started to drag on the thin carpet. Duncan knew his friend would soon be in the debilitating grip of mono’s second phase. He also knew they should wait to have this conversation until Brodie was well.

      But Duncan had never been good at waiting. “About before. The last time we saw each other?”

      Brodie stopped and leaned against the banister, still avoiding Duncan’s eyes. “You don’t need to do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Tell me it was a mistake, that we should pretend it never happened. I know it was, and I know we should.”

      Duncan’s mouth fell open. That wasn’t at all what he was going to say. He was going to say I can’t stop thinking about you. Every day these last three weeks I thought to phone you, wondering if hearing your voice would help, wondering if you were wondering the same thing two hundred miles away.

      “Okay,” he said, though it was the opposite of what he meant. “No harm, no foul. As we were.”

      “Right.” Brodie continued down the stairs toward the ground floor, his rucksack strap about to slide off his shoulder.

      “Stop.”

      Brodie halted, turning his head but not looking back. His tongue flashed out to give his lower lip a nervous lick, making Duncan want to kiss him more than ever.

      He caught up to Brodie and put a hand on his rucksack. “Let me have this before you break your laptop.”

      Brodie frowned as he reluctantly released the bag. “Thanks. How’d you know I’ve a laptop in there?”

      “Lucky guess.” He slung the rucksack over his other shoulder. “C’mon, we’ll get a taxi. You’ll never survive the walk home in this weather. It’s pishin’ down out there.”

      “Taxi’s expensive. We should wait for the minibus.”

      “Which could come in five minutes, or in fifty minutes. Do you feel lucky?” He elbowed Brodie as they descended. “Do ya, punk?”

      “Punk?”

      “It’s a line from an old Clint Eastwood film. Have you not got televisions up north?”

      “Just the one over at the meeting hall,” Brodie deadpanned. “We villagers take turns hiding in the box and making the voices.”

      “Ooh, maximum interactivity.”

      “Aye, it’s a right 3-D entertainment experience.” Brodie angled a sly gaze toward Duncan, who had to steady himself with the other banister. The look on Brodie’s face, smiling with only his eyes, matched the look seared into Duncan’s memory, the look directly before Brodie had kissed him.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Brodie suddenly stopped and put a hand to his pallid cheek. “On second thought, a taxi would be—” His balance wavered, and his next step was a stumble.

      “I’ve got you, mate.” Duncan slipped a supporting arm around his waist. Brodie flinched as if he wanted to shrink away, but he seemed to lack the strength.

      Which was fortunate, because at the moment, Duncan lacked the strength to let go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      “Sorry about your match. That cup thing, I mean.”

      Duncan winced at the mention of the Warriors’ crushing quarterfinal defeat, then continued opening the tin of chicken soup.

      “Nae bother,” he told Brodie, who was sitting behind him at their flat’s kitchen table, head resting on his crossed arms. “Life goes on.”

      “It’s not fair.” Brodie’s voice slurred with exhaustion. “You worked so hard.”

      “Who ever said football was fair?”

      “Still, it must’ve been difficult to lose your captain.”

      Duncan froze at the sound of the final word. That wasn’t all we lost. By ditching the Warriors to run off with his lover, Evan Hollister had fulfilled the worst gay stereotype—that of a shallow, fickle man following his prick. He’d made the team a laughingstock. Ultimately, he’d robbed the Warriors of not only a captain and an attacking midfielder, but their pride in themselves.

      “Aye, it pure sucked.” Duncan chucked the tin opener back in the drawer with a bang. “But what do you care? You don’t even like football.”

      “I’m only expressing sympathy.”

      “I don’t need it,” he snapped. Duncan hated hearing the hostility in his own voice. It wasn’t like him to lash out at those who didn’t deserve it, or even those who did deserve it. But lately, he couldn’t help it.

      Anyway, he was lying. He did need sympathy. After Evan’s departure, Duncan had seriously considered borrowing his parents’ car to drive up to Brodie’s wee village.

      But for what? he wondered as he started microwaving the bowl of soup. He and Brodie weren’t even close friends. They were in the psychology course together, so they saw each other nearly every weekday, between lectures and study groups. But they didn’t pal about on a Friday night or anything. Duncan had his football mates, and Brodie had his…well, his gay mates, the activists at Glasgow Uni’s LGBTQ club.

      Besides, as flatmates they were careful to keep each other at arm’s length to avoid domestic awkwardness. If they’d started something, then split up, it would’ve made their home a living hell—not just for them, but for the ten other students living here. Their flat had already suffered two heterosexual breakups this year. Slammed doors, late-night screaming matches, broken dishes—Duncan had no desire to enact the gay version of that scene.

      If only it hadn’t bothered him more and more to see Brodie bring his dates home. If only Duncan could view their own recent hookup the way Brodie did, as a booze-fueled mistake. If only he could stop remembering Brodie’s half-naked body, or stop dreaming of his fully naked body.

      The electric kettle dinged, snapping Duncan back to the present, back to their prickly conversation.

      “We should have won,” he told Brodie. “We’d had last-minute substitutions before and always adapted. Even without Evan, Warriors were still the better team. It should’ve at least been close.”

      He poured water for tea—Earl Grey for himself, and for Brodie, some medicinal herbal stuff their flatmate Petra had offered for public consumption after deciding she hated the taste.

      “But it wasn’t a close match,” he continued. “We got fucking destroyed. We couldn’t pass, couldn’t defend. It was like we’d forgotten how to play the game. In the two league matches since then, we’ve been complete crap. We’ve lost control of our fate in the division.” And I’ve lost control of myself. “It’s like Evan stole our mojo. Know what I mean?”

      There was no response.

      He turned to Brodie, who was fast asleep, cheek pressed to the dining table’s shiny, wood-effect surface, his dark lashes lying still against his fair skin.

      Something softened inside Duncan at the sight, and he felt a chunk of his rage melt away. Maybe this lad could make him feel more himself again. Surely he couldn’t be unkind to someone so sweet and fragile as Brodie.

      Could he?
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        * * *

      

      Brodie woke, sort of, several times that day and night. He’d had a vague vision of Duncan feeding him soup, tea, and ibuprofen—a vision that repeated itself, illuminated by different shades of sunlight through his window. Twice, maybe three times, this Duncan-vision helped him to the toilet and waited outside the door to make sure he didn’t fall asleep mid-piss.

      It was morning now, judging by the toxic taste in Brodie’s parched mouth. He rolled over and found a cup of water within reach on the windowsill. Expecting it to taste stale, he sat up and took a tentative sip. It was cool and fresh.

      Exhausted from this effort, Brodie sank back onto his pillow and checked his phone. He noticed a new text message from Lorna, from late last night. It simply read Ohhhhhhhhhh followed by a see-no-evil monkey emoji. Brodie scrolled up the thread and cursed when he saw messages he barely remembered receiving and sending.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lorna

      

      
        You OK sweetie? Can I bring you anything?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Brodie

      

      
        No thanks Duncan is hereditary

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        In what way?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tea and soup and tycoon

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I thought his parents were merchants. No idea he was a secret oil baron

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Or is this some sort of kinky role play you’ve got going?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Fucking autocorrect. Duncan is HERE, with tea and soup and a TUCKING IN

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Not a TUCKING IN like a big meal. A TUCKING IN like into bed

      

      

      

      

      

      Lorna must have loved that. At least his phone hadn’t changed “tucking” to “fucking,” though it often did the opposite.

      A soft knock came at his door, which slowly swung open.

      “Sorry,” Duncan said as he slid inside. “I know it’s early, but you’ve slept off and on for about eighteen hours.”

      Conscious of his terrible breath, Brodie took another sip of water and tried to be subtle about swishing it through his mouth.

      “Micky D’s breakfast.” Duncan set a pair of drinks on the desk, then held up a white paper bag with the golden-arches logo. “Sausage-and-egg McMuffin or bacon-and-egg? I also bought an apple-and-cherry porridge, in case you were feeling poorly or had gone vegetarian or something. And hash browns, of course.” When Brodie just stared at him, stunned, Duncan took a step back. “You look about to boak. Is it the food smell?”

      “No, I’m…” Amazed you’re here. “Bacon-and-egg sounds brilliant.”

      “Right, here you go.” Duncan tossed him the sandwich, which Brodie fumbled but managed to grab before it bounced onto the floor. “I brewed you a cup of tea in the kitchen.” He handed over Brodie’s favorite mug, which pictured a cat reclining on a slice of pizza floating in front of the Helix Nebula.

      “That’s…thank you.”

      “Nae bother. McDonald’s tea is shit.” Popping the lid on his own cardboard cup, Duncan inhaled the steam as he sat at the desk. “But their coffee’s pure heaven.”

      They ate in silence. The caffeine awakened Brodie’s brain, and with it, his swirling emotions. Though he appreciated Duncan’s help during his illness, he hated being weak in front of him.

      Weaker than usual, that is. Duncan’s strength and grace—especially obvious when he was walking out of their flat’s shower room—only made Brodie more self-conscious about his own lack of athleticism. Though Brodie wasn’t interested in sports, he found himself annoyingly attracted to those who were. Now here he was, with the virus sapping what little strength he had, in front of the one who made him feel most inadequate—and the one he most wanted to impress.

      “Library’s open now.” Brodie shifted his legs under the covers as if to get up, but in his current state, dressing in real clothes and leaving this building seemed a superhuman act. “You should go now if you want a seat.”

      “Naw, I’ll work here, if it’s all right with you.” Without waiting for a response, Duncan reached into his rucksack and pulled out his tablet. “We could review for the Psych 1B exam together.”

      “That’s not until a week on Wednesday. I’ve a statistics exam Monday.” He felt a flutter of panic in his chest as he realized he’d lost an entire day to sleep.

      “I’ve got a chemistry one then too, but I’m in denial about it, since I’m certain to fail.” Duncan peeked into the McDonald’s bag. “You want the last hash brown?”

      “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      Duncan looked at him, startled. “Am I?”

      “We’re not exactly pals.”

      “Aren’t we?””

      “Stop doing that.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Turning everything I say into a question, like I’ve lost my grip on reality.”

      “Haven’t you?”

      Brodie laughed, which made his head feel like it would shatter. He put a hand to it. “Ow. This is the worst.”

      “I know, mate. Feels like your skull’s stuffed with cotton, right? People who’ve never gotten mono love to have a banter about it, hahaha, kissing disease and all. They think it’s like a bad cold.” Duncan opened the bottle of ibuprofen on the desk and shook out a pair of brown pills. “A cold won’t drop you to the floor a month later. A cold won’t cripple your liver and spleen so you can’t play contact sports for eight weeks, or have two drinks in one night without boaking. The only consolation is once you’ve had glandular fever, you’ll never get it again.” He wheeled the desk chair over and handed Brodie the pills, fingertips brushing his palm. “If I gave you this virus, I’m really sorry.”

      So that’s why Duncan was being so nice to him—out of guilt. “It’s not like you did it on purpose.” As Brodie swallowed the ibuprofen, he realized the two of them were skating perilously close to the subject of kissing. “You couldn’t play football for eight weeks?”

      “Luckily this was during my gap year in San Francisco, so I wasn’t in a league at the time anyway.” Duncan leaned back in the chair, resting the toes of his Nikes on the frame of Brodie’s bed. “It took forever to rebuild my stamina. But our captain, Evan—our former captain—he promised before I left Scotland that when I came back to Glasgow I’d have a trial with the Warriors. So it gave me something to work for.”

      Duncan’s face turned sad at as he spoke of his team. He stared at his feet for a moment, rocking them against the frame, then pushed back and swiveled his chair to face the desk. “Talking of things to work for. Exams.”

      Brodie managed to stand and totter a single step to reach the shelf atop his desk. As he retrieved the heavy statistics textbook, he swayed a bit, but a warm hand on his ribs steadied him—physically, at least. Inside, he felt more wobbly than ever.

      Duncan let go without looking up from his notes. Of course he was unaffected by a mere touch. Their disastrous hookup had been but a joke to him, even as it had mortified Brodie. They were miles apart.

      Brodie returned to bed, determined to focus on standard deviations and probabilities. But his room had never felt so small. The desk sat three feet from his bed, so he’d barely need to lean forward to touch Duncan’s hair. The ends of the short strands, a shade lighter than Brodie’s own chestnut brown, glimmered in the light from the desk lamp. Brodie’s fingertips tingled as he remembered caressing the fuzz at Duncan’s nape, which now looked freshly shaven. If Brodie did reach out and stroke it, he wondered, would it be perfectly smooth, or would he feel a faint stubble?

      A wave of fatigue swept over him, making his lids heavy. It felt like the virus had poked a hole in some hidden corner of his body so that it might drain his life force, drop by drop.

      Was Duncan the source of this illness? He wasn’t the only lad Brodie had kissed in the last…well, hmm, what was the incubation period? A week? Two weeks?

      A month before Duncan, Brodie and his mate John had had a wee, what-the-hell snogging session. John was a brilliant kisser, but the chemistry wasn’t there, so they’d abandoned the effort before moving further.

      Kissing Duncan was the opposite. They’d both been so blootered, their lips barely functioned. Yet every cell in Brodie’s body had burned, wanting to melt into liquid so they could soak into Duncan’s skin.

      He found his phone and typed glandular fever incubation period into the search bar. The results came up instantly:

      
        
        Symptoms of glandular fever take around one to two months to develop after infection with the Epstein-Barr virus.

      

      

      So Duncan couldn’t have given him the virus, as Brodie had taken ill only a week after they’d kissed. It wasn’t fair to let him feel guilty for nothing. Brodie had to tell him the truth. He would tell him the truth.

      And then Duncan would leave forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

      

    

    
      Duncan turned up his study playlist’s volume to mask the sound of Brodie’s snores and impenetrable sleep-talking. But even the electronic beats of Calvin Harris couldn’t cover the sound. Eventually the two noises blended, creating a strangely soothing effect.

      He certainly needed soothing. Evan’s abandonment and the Warriors’ disintegration had birthed an angry beast within Duncan. Caring for Brodie was the first thing that seemed to tame that beast. Playing nurse didn’t come naturally, but it was keeping him sane.

      Later, returning from a mid-morning coffee break, Duncan found Brodie sitting up in bed, rubbing his eyes. His mop of dark hair was flattened on both sides, forming an off-center fauxhawk.

      “I dreamed the Desk-Hog Police were real,” Brodie said, punctuating his sentence with a yawn. “Two of them were here in my room interrogating me. ‘Is this bed available?’ they’d say, over and over. Every time I said no, they sat on my feet and whinged about calculus exams.”

      “Was I in the dream, sitting at the desk like in real life?”

      “You were, but the Desk-Hog Police didn’t care. They just wanted my bed.”

      “So they were really Bed-Hog Police.” Duncan sat at the desk and sipped his coffee. “Oh—did you want tea? You were asleep, else I would’ve offered.”

      “No thanks. I’m feeling much better.” Brodie slid out of bed and stood up, stretching his arms toward the ceiling. The frayed hem of his heather-wine Passenger T-shirt—the one he’d worn the night they hooked up—rose to expose an inch of bare stomach. Then he hugged himself, reaching across to scratch his other shoulder beneath his sleeve. This casual, boyish maneuver did Duncan in, reminding him how Brodie’s long arms had wrapped around him and how his slim waist had stirred under his hand.

      “You should have a shower,” he blurted.

      Brodie stepped back and sniffed his T-shirt collar. “Am I reekin’?”

      “Not yet. But you should do it now while you’ve the energy. Otherwise you’ll regret it in forty-eight hours when you’re pure manky but too weak to lift a bar of soap.” He cocked an eyebrow at Brodie. “Unless you’d rather I give you a sponge bath.”

      “Oh.” Brodie backed away, bumping into the wardrobe, his face turning scarlet. “Erm, I-I don’t—och.” Without turning his back on Duncan, he opened the wardrobe and quickly retrieved a set of clean clothes. “I’ll be—erm, yeah.”

      Duncan tried to return to his chemistry notes, but ionic and covalent bonds were no match for images of Brodie’s wet, naked body. So he went to the kitchen, intending to make tea for the lad who was shattering his equilibrium. There he saw Shu-Fen, who lived in the room next to Brodie’s. She was microwaving something spicy, judging by the smell.

      When she saw him, her eyes lit up. “Did you give Brodie glandular fever?”

      “Why does everyone assume that?” Duncan switched on the electric kettle. “We’re just mates.”

      “Mates can kiss.” Shu-Fen opened the beeping microwave and removed a steaming meat pie. Tapping the top of the crust to check its doneness, she said, “Besides, you’ve been in and out of his room for two days.”

      “He needs caring for. Why not me?”

      “Mind, romance between flatmates is toxic.” She bumped the microwave door shut with her elbow. “Then again, the year’s almost over, so what have you got to lose?” She winked at him, then bopped out of the kitchen, ponytail swinging smugly behind her.

      He pondered her point as he made Brodie’s tea. A month before summer vacation would be the perfect time to start something casual and fun, a diversion to sustain them through exams. But then Brodie would return to his home village until September. Duncan pure sucked at saying goodbye.

      Returning to Brodie’s room, Duncan chuckled to himself at Shu-Fen’s glandular-fever accusation. Yesterday he’d Googled the virus’s incubation period and discovered he couldn’t have been the culprit.

      But pretending he was the culprit gave him an excuse to be here.
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        * * *

      

      Duncan had barely covered one page of chemistry when the door opened. Brodie stumbled across the floor, dropping a wet towel and dirty clothes in his wake, then crawled into bed, his hair still wet and his clean T-shirt and pajama trousers spotted with water.

      “All right?” Duncan asked.

      “Trachled,” Brodie murmured into his pillow.

      Duncan smiled at the Doric word for “exhausted.” Brodie tried to minimize his northeast dialect so he could be understood in Glasgow, but when he was tired, drunk, or excited, he still let slip a “Fit like?” (“How are you?”) or called lads and lasses “loons” and “quines.” Other Glaswegians often mocked Brodie’s speech, but Duncan found it charming. Something about the contrast between the harsh, guttural accent and Brodie’s soft, sweet features really did it for him.

      Ten minutes later, Duncan gave up studying and just stared through his notes as he listened to the noises from the bed behind him—not snores this time, but whimpers and sighs, accompanied by the shifting of sheets. He remembered those noises all too well, how Brodie’s breath had sounded and felt against his skin that night as they’d kissed and groped. He turned up his music again, but it couldn’t stop the memories that were filling his brain and swelling his cock.

      “Am I annoying you?” Brodie asked suddenly, making Duncan jump.

      He took out an earphone. “Sorry?” he asked, his voice cracking from the constriction of his jeans.

      “I’m so tired I can’t sleep.” Brodie stared at the ceiling, arms spread, fingers draping melodramatically over the edge of the mattress. “I can’t read my notes. I can’t even think. I’m basically a useless person.”

      I should go. But he needs me. But I should go.

      Duncan set down his pen. “I know just what you need.”

      “Death?”

      “Mindless telly.” He brought up the BBC iPlayer on his tablet. “This calls for a binge of River City.”

      “The soap opera? My mum used to watch that. Seemed rubbish to me.”

      “It was at first, but now it’s really good. When I was ill last year, River City was the only thing I could bear to watch.”

      “How did you get BBC in America?”

      “Virtual private network app. Makes it look like your IP address is in a different country to where you are. It’s how I stream American shows here.” Duncan pretended to search the room for a place to set the tablet so they could both see it. But he’d already thought of one. “Move over.”

      “Why?”

      “So we can watch the show together, ya dobber. Where’s your spare pillow?”

      Brodie gaped up at him, not moving, making Duncan very nervous. Finally he nodded to the wardrobe. “In there.”

      As Duncan retrieved the pillow, Brodie squeezed himself against the wall, leaving more than half of the bed available. When Duncan settled next to him atop the sky-blue duvet, keeping the thick layer of covers between their bodies, Brodie let out what sounded like a sigh of relief. If Duncan hadn’t showered this morning after his daily run, he would’ve wondered if he stank.

      He pulled his knees up, then propped the tablet against his thighs.

      “Must I stare at your crotch to watch this show?” Brodie asked.

      “My crotch is the ultimate entertainment unit.”

      Brodie snorted, then put a hand to his head. “Ow. Here.” He drew his own knees level with Duncan’s, then rested the tablet so that one end was on his own left thigh and the other on Duncan’s right. “Better?”

      Now Duncan would have to hold his leg rigid to keep it from touching Brodie’s. “Erm…yeah.” He tapped the screen to play the show. The opening credits swept by, a dazzling montage of modern-day Glasgow. “This bit always made me homesick when I watched it in the States. Growing up here, I couldn’t wait to get out and see the world. And then I couldn’t wait to come home. Pathetic, isn’t it?”

      Brodie grunted. “I don’t miss home at all.”

      “Why not?”

      “Shh, it’s starting.”

      Duncan crossed his arms, tucking his hands into his armpits. His fingers itched to run through the dark, damp waves of hair flopping over Brodie’s temple. He tried to take shallow breaths so the smell of shampoo and soap wouldn’t weaken his resolve. He wanted to do more than touch that hair. He wanted to bury his face in it, right at Brodie’s nape, and behind his ear, and all the other places where his scent would be strongest: under his arms, behind his knees, between his thighs…

      “Those two men are a couple?” Brodie asked. “That’s brilliant.”

      “Told you this show got better.” Duncan paused the program to relate the tumultuous history of Robbie and Will. “I kinda hate that Robbie’s a hairdresser. I mean, stereotype much?”

      “Some gays are hairdressers. Get over it. We can’t all be straight-acting footballers.”

      “I don’t straight-act.” Do I?

      “Why do you assume I was talking about you?” Brodie gave him That Look again, the impish one that set Duncan’s skin on fire. Then he turned back to the screen. “I wish these characters had been in the show years ago. It would’ve been nice to see people like me on such a popular—oh.” Brodie’s lips suddenly twisted. “I just realized why my mum stopped watching River City.”

      “What, because of the gay couple?”

      “Probably.” He ran the edge of the sheet between his thumb and first two fingers. “She’s always saying, ‘Why do those people have to be all over the telly, shoving their lifestyle down our throats? Everywhere you look these days, there they are.’”

      “There ‘they’ are? Does she not know you’re gay?”

      Brodie’s dark gaze flicked over. “Would you come out to someone who says things like that?”

      “I don’t know.” Duncan liked to think he would be honest no matter what. But his own coming-out had been…unusual, to say the least. “What about your dad?”

      “He works at an oil rig, so he’s away most of the time. When he’s home, we do our best not to interact. It suits us both.”

      Duncan felt dismayed at Brodie’s lack of support at home. It was an all-too-common story. “Did you have a boyfriend in your village?”

      “A secret boyfriend, kind of. It wasn’t serious, and it was agreed that once we were away to university, that was it. By October he was posting pics of his girlfriend on Facebook.” Brodie’s bitter tone undermined his it-wasn’t-serious claim. “Geoffrey ignored me all year, even when we were both home for Christmas. Then last week he visited me out of the blue. Not because I was ill, but because he wanted advice on coming out. Apparently his girlfriend had just dumped him.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I told him to fuck right off.” He shot Duncan a guilty look. “It was prickish of me, I know.”

      “Justifiable prickishness. Besides, you were ill.”

      “That’s no excuse. I should’ve helped him. His university’s not as gay-friendly as ours.” Brodie steadied his end of Duncan’s tablet as he stretched his legs, then pulled his knees up again. “Let’s finish the show.”

      They watched the rest of the episode without interruption, but Duncan struggled to focus on the story after these revelations. He’d known Brodie came from a small village, but never realized he’d been completely in the closet before coming to Glasgow Uni. Despite his occasional awkwardness, Brodie seemed pure comfortable in his own skin. Perhaps his self-possession was a carefully constructed facade.

      As the closing credits flashed on the screen, Brodie said, “You were right. It’s not rubbish.”

      “Is it not-rubbish enough to watch another episode?”

      “Och, aye.”

      Duncan laughed. “It’s pure addictive, right? Admit it.”

      “They say admitting you’ve a problem is the first step to recovery, and I don’t want to recover.” Brodie slid down and pulled the sheet up over his nose like a mischievous wee lad. “What do you miss most about America?”

      “Besides the suntanned boys? Iced tea.”

      Brodie made a gagging noise.

      “That’s what I thought too.” Duncan brought up the next episode on his tablet. “But then one day last summer, it was pure meltin’ outside, and there was no sort of ginger—no Coke or anything—in my aunt’s fridge. Nothing but ‘sun tea,’ she called it. You put a bunch of tea bags in a pitcher, set it outside in the sun, and let the heat brew it. Then you add ice and sugar and lemon.”

      “Sounds gads.”

      “It wasn’t. It was delicious.” His mouth watered at the memory of the amber liquid glistening in the sun. “The key is to see it as a soft drink, not as tea.”

      “But it is tea. Or it was, before it got violated by ice.”

      “Shut up and watch the show.”

      Problem was, now that Brodie had shifted down, their knees no longer aligned. Duncan flipped the back of the tablet’s case to make a stand, but couldn’t find a level place to set it, as the duvet made Brodie’s torso higher than his.

      Finally Brodie sighed and said, “Get under the covers.”

      Duncan’s mouth went suddenly dry, and his cock suddenly hard. “You sure?”

      “Just don’t try anything, as I’m too weak to fend you off.”

      Duncan didn’t meet Brodie’s eyes as he lifted the covers and reclined beside him. The sudden warmth made him shiver. Every hair on his arms and legs seemed to stand up straight, yearning to brush against its counterpart on Brodie’s body.

      They watched the second episode with the tablet on its stand, one end on each of their stomachs. It rose and fell with their synchronized breaths.

      Earlier, atop the covers, Duncan had been at war with himself and his desire to get closer. But now that they lay shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip, separated by nothing but clothes, the war within him ended. With each inhale, he gave himself over to this intoxicating nearness.

      By the end of the episode, Brodie was clearly fading. “Sleep now,” he murmured at the closing credits, his long lashes fluttering shut.

      “I’m away to football training session anyhow.” Duncan tapped his tablet’s camera app. “First let me take a selfie.”

      “Of us in bed? Are you daft? What’ll people say?”

      “It’s just for us. Smile now!”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      Click!

      Duncan brought up the photo, of Brodie protesting and himself wearing a goofy grin. “Och, I look a maniac. Let’s take another, and this time, pretend you don’t hate me.”

      Click!

      The new picture stopped Duncan’s breath. In it, he was smiling at the camera while Brodie regarded him with a gaze of spontaneous tenderness, a gaze that said How could you think I hate you?

      “Delete it,” Brodie said. “I look stupid.”

      “No, you look—” So fucking kissable. “You look fine.”

      “My selfies are shite. Please delete it.”

      It was the last thing in the world Duncan wanted to do (or maybe the second-to-last thing). “Only if you promise to let me take another.”

      “Fine.”

      Duncan deleted the second photo, then took a third. They both looked half decent in this picture, but the guardedness had returned to Brodie’s eyes.

      After giving Duncan a quick nod of approval, he turned away to lie on his side. “Thank you for all you’ve done for me. It was very kind.”

      His tone was formal, almost cold, but beneath it lay a note of vulnerability that twisted Duncan’s heart.

      “Nae bother.” Duncan reluctantly slid out of bed. He held onto his tablet with both hands, to keep from reaching out and touching Brodie’s shoulder or cheek. “After training I’ll probably meet our study group at the library, but I’ll pop in on you later, see if you need anything.”

      Brodie uttered a faint, affirmative noise. Duncan gathered his things and left the room, before he could do something colossally, irrevocably stupid.
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        * * *

      

      The moment the door shut, Brodie turned over in bed. He wasn’t sleepy at all—quite the opposite, in fact. Lying beside Duncan for two hours had given him a pounding pulse, tingling skin, and aching balls.

      Pressing his face to the spare pillow, Brodie caught the faintest whiff of Duncan’s sweat. He sighed, remembering how it had tasted that night as he’d kissed his way down Duncan’s throat to his broad, muscular chest. How those hands had tightened in his hair as he’d tugged Duncan’s nipple, first with lips, then with teeth. It had all seemed so perfect until⁠—

      No, he wouldn’t think of how it had ended. Not now, when he needed relief. Instead, he’d think of how it could have ended.

      Brodie began to stroke himself—tentatively at first, through the soft cotton of his pajama trousers, the way Duncan would if he were lying here. He’d cup Brodie’s shaft with his strong, wide palm, taking the measure of him. Then his thumb would sweep up, up, up to the sensitive ridge under the head. Finally his fingers would drift lower, feathering over Brodie’s balls, feeling their fullness.

      Through it all he’d kiss him, swallowing Brodie’s pleas for more. Until he was ready to give it.

      Brodie shoved his briefs and trousers down over his hips, urgently, like he wanted Duncan to do. He wanted Duncan’s hands to tremble with need. He wanted to be grasped too hard, too eagerly.

      Turning back on his side to inhale Duncan’s scent, Brodie seized himself again. His fingers were cold, making him gasp with shock and pleasure. He started stroking with a tight, graceless grip, imagining Duncan trying to hold back, find a rhythm, make it last.

      But he wouldn’t last a minute under Duncan’s touch. Not with that deep voice urging him on. Not with those slicing blue eyes watching for signs he was on the edge. Not with that warm hand enveloping his cock, sliding up and down and up and down and⁠—

      “Och…” Brodie gasped, knees spreading wide, thighs trembling, hips jerking. Finally, in one moment, everything disappeared—past, future, memory, fantasy—everything but the singular surge of orgasm. His eyes locked open, fixed on the sandstone-red horizon of his pillowcase.

      As his limbs slackened and his breathing slowed, Brodie’s first coherent thought was, I fair needed that.

      His second thought was, Fucking hell, now I need to wash the sheets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

      

    

    
      Brodie’s soothing effect vanished the moment Duncan stepped onto the Warriors’ training pitch at Ruchill Park. The team had been stuck in a downward spiral since Evan’s abandonment, their once-solid bond unraveling as their form slid into mediocrity. With each sloppy pass from his teammates, Duncan’s fury grew, until he thought his head would burst into flames.

      No one made Duncan rage more than Evan’s ex-boyfriend Fergus. The Warriors vice-captain had become a phantom of himself. His skin’s pallor and the dark circles beneath his eyes showed he was barely eating or sleeping. Tonight Fergus wore what looked like several days’ worth of ginger stubble, which meant he’d not bothered to shave since Saturday’s loss to Drumchapel.

      Because of his skills and experience, Fergus had been moved up into Evan’s attacking midfielder position, which Duncan thought a huge mistake. As the Warriors defending midfielder, Fergus’s calm, analytical nature had made the team hard to beat. No one read an oncoming attack like Fergus. With precisely timed interceptions and tackles, he’d disrupt plays before opponents could even dream of shooting for goal. He’d kept the team so organized on the pitch, they seemed to share one collective brain.

      Fergus was the one their adversaries had feared most, the one they’d fought to neutralize. In many ways, he’d been the team’s true leader.

      But no longer. He refused to become the new Warriors captain, despite the urgings of their manager.  He’d stopped offering his wise insights at team meetings. To Duncan, Fergus seemed to be fading away from football, and perhaps from the rest of the world as well.

      Sprinting down the pitch near the end of training—toward what should have been an easy score—Duncan pulled up short, stymied by yet another half-hearted pass from Fergus that went far behind him and out of play.

      As the other side prepared to throw in the ball, Duncan darted over to the midfielder, utterly fed up. “What the hell’s your problem, mate?”

      Fergus turned away, rubbing his eye. “No problem,” he said in his soft Highland lilt. “I passed it to you. You weren’t there.”

      “You don’t pass to where I am, you pass to where I’m going.” Duncan followed him, gesturing at the goal. “That way I can keep running proper fast, which is my job, then score, which is my other job. Fuck’s sake, we’re taught this when we’re five years old. Have you gone off your head?”

      Fergus whipped around, towering over Duncan, his haunted gaze chilling the air between them. “What do you think?” he whispered.

      The whistle blew then, signaling the end of training. Fergus turned away with a hollow scoff.

      Duncan glanced at the touchline to see their manager, Charlotte Atchison, glaring at him, her face scrunched up against the low-angled evening sun. Hoping to avoid a lecture, he hustled to the other end of the pitch to gather equipment from their training drills.

      He knew he was on thin ice as it was. His recent short temper had made him commit careless fouls, enough to earn a yellow-card caution in each of the Warriors’ two league matches since that fateful Cup quarterfinal. If he wasn’t careful, Charlotte would drop him for the next match, and maybe more.

      As he collected the scattered footballs into their large net storage bag, he saw his fellow starting forward, Colin MacDuff, trotting toward him.

      “Here, I’ll gi’e you a hand. Or a foot. Catch!” Colin lobbed one of the footballs at Duncan, who spread the bag wide open to let it sail in. “Result!” Colin raised his arms in triumph.

      “Quality, mate. Do it again.”

      Colin sent him another shot, but this one sailed a bit wide, to Duncan’s right side. He stopped it with his thigh, then tapped it up and over with his instep, straight into the bag.

      “Get in!” Colin mimed a long-distance high-five, then walked toward the closest football. “So what’s got you round the twist, man?”

      Duncan started to protest that he was fine, then stopped himself. He appreciated the spiky-haired, multi-tattooed North Glaswegian’s brutal honesty. As the two youngest Warriors, they’d had a friendly rivalry from day one. By working on their shooting skills together outside of training sessions, they’d clawed their way into the starting eleven. They were a team within a team. If there was anyone Duncan could talk to, it was Colin.

      “Pissed off about Evan, I guess.”

      “We all are. What makes you so special?”

      “I didn’t say⁠—”

      “Look, I’m the hellraiser on this squad.” Colin fired a bullet of a shot that smacked Duncan’s knees. “I’m the loose cannon, the powder keg, the bampot.” He kicked another ball, this one at Duncan’s chest.

      “Ow! Knock it⁠—”

      “You’re the cool yin, Mister Fuckin’ Reliable. Naebody rattles you.”

      “But I don’t⁠—”

      “You cannae out-daft me, so gonnae no try it, ya dick.” Colin kicked the last ball straight at Duncan’s face.

      Instinctively Duncan bent his neck to head the ball straight back at Colin, who caught it in his arms.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay what?”

      “Okay, I’ll chill.” Duncan opened the ball bag. “You are the bam, after all.”

      “Sorry? Cannae hear you.”

      “You’re the bam!” he shouted.

      “Fuckin’ right.” Colin hurled the ball into the bag, then began leaping about like a chimpanzee on Adderall. “I’m the bam! I’m the bam!”

      “Harris! A word?”

      Duncan froze, then turned toward the touchline where Charlotte had just called to him. He gave her a wave of acknowledgment, a knot forming in his stomach.

      “I’ll get the rest.” Colin picked up two more balls and brought them to the bag. “Any final wishes I should tell your next of kin?”

      “Tell them to line my coffin with yellow cards. And I want my funeral dirge played on referee’s whistles instead of bagpipes.”

      Duncan headed toward Charlotte, frowning as he saw Fergus standing near her, arms crossed, looking a lot like the captain he lacked the balls to become.

      “All right?” Duncan asked his manager, ignoring Fergus.

      “I could put the same question to you.” Hands on her hips, Charlotte shook her head at him, her light brown ponytail brushing the hood of her jacket. “I’m worried about you, lad.”

      Duncan took a step back. He’d been prepared for her wrath, not her concern. The look in her eyes made him feel like a broken-legged racehorse about to be put down.

      “Harris,” she continued, “you’re everything a manager dreams of in a striker. You’re bold, instinctive, and fast as fuck. Most of all, you’re not stupid.”

      Though she’d paused, Duncan sensed that wasn’t the end of her speech. “Thanks.”

      “I’m not finished,” Charlotte said.

      “I’d a feeling.”

      “Wheesht!” She held up a hand to hush him. “Your behavior lately has been appalling. It won’t have gone unnoticed by our opponents. All they’ve got to do is look at match stats and think, ‘Hmm, this striker who rarely gets a yellow card suddenly got one in each of his last two starts. He must be on edge. Let’s exploit that.’”

      Fuck me, I’m a liability. “Are you going to drop me for Saturday’s match?” he asked her.

      “It’s been suggested.” Charlotte kept her gaze on Duncan, but from the corner of his eye, he saw Fergus shift his weight, which told him where this “suggestion” had originated. Fergus wanted him gone.

      Duncan crossed his arms to hide the fact his hands were clenching into fists. “And?”

      “And I don’t want to do that,” his manager said. “More than anything right now, we need goals, which no one delivers like you. But be careful out there Saturday against Shettleston. Anything those players say to you, do not take it personally. They want you to react. They know you’ve suddenly got a hair-trigger temper.”

      Behind her, Fergus muttered something about officials.

      “Sorry?” Charlotte asked him.

      He looked up from the grass he was toeing. “I said the refs know it too,” Fergus told Duncan. “They’ll be watching you.”

      Duncan curled his lips under his teeth to keep from lashing out. Then he nodded, his neck tight with tension.

      “I know you’re angry,” Charlotte told Duncan softly. “We all are.”

      “You sure about that?” He sneered at Fergus. “Because on some of us, anger looks a lot like giving up.”

      “Go home now, Harris,” Charlotte said in a low, steely voice. “And when we see you Saturday, be sure to have grown up a wee bit, okay?”

      “Aye. Whatever.”

      As Duncan stalked down the path toward the Ruchill Park exit gate, it took all his self-control not to break into a run. He wanted to feel his feet pound against the pavement, feel the earth pushing back on him. He didn’t want to die inside like Fergus.

      Is that what love does? Duncan vowed that if his heart were ever broken, he wouldn’t let himself waste away like that. He wouldn’t be weak. He’d go down swinging, even if it meant losing it all.
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        * * *

      

      Brodie sat in the empty launderette, trying to review his statistics notes while waiting for his sheets and favorite T-shirt to dry. But the vinyl, mushroom-shaped seats seemed to be designed for anything but human arses. Soon he was too tired to think of anything but being too tired to think.

      He stretched out on his back across two of the flat yellow seats and pulled out his phone to do some investigative work. The first call went to his friend John.

      “All right, mate?” John answered. “Good holiday?”

      “Not exactly.” Brodie told him about his illness and the mystery of its source.

      “Aw, ya poor lad,” John said. “Well, you didnae get it from me. I had it five years ago when I was sixteen.”

      “Did you kiss anyone else that night we snogged?”

      John gasped. “Brodie! What sort of slut do you take me for?” He paused. “Aye, I did, actually. But it was later, after you. So are you still at home?”

      “No, I came back to uni. Still ill, though.”

      “You need anything? Soup, tea, a naked man or two?”

      “Only if you can spare them.” Brodie rubbed his aching forehead, feeling stymied. “I must’ve got this virus off someone’s cup or fork or something. Knowing my flatmates, they probably just lick the cutlery clean before putting it back in the drawers.”

      “No other kissing candidates, then?”

      The launderette door opened to two girls with matching neon pink laundry baskets. Brodie got up quickly, making the blood rush from his brain, and crossed to the far side of the room by the ironing board. “There was another lad,” he said into the phone, “but it happened the night before vacation. Incubation period is a month or two, so it couldn’t have been him. But he thinks it is, and he’s been bringing me breakfast and tea and all, out of guilt.”

      “Brodie, ya wicked bastard.” John’s tone was admiring, not condemning. “When you gonnae tell him the truth?”

      “Soon. I mean, I should do, right?”

      “Do you fancy him?”

      “Aye, but we’re just pals.” Brodie traced a burn mark on the ironing-board cover and thought of Duncan’s sponge-bath offer. “Pals with potential.”

      “Then you should totally tell him. But—maybe not quite yet. Maybe it should slip your mind for a wee while. You must be pure glaikit, what with the fever and all.”

      Brodie smiled. John was always one to play the angles. “My brain is pretty foggy.”

      “And it’s about to be distracted by news of my summer internship.”

      “With who?”

      “A charity helping asylum seekers get humane treatment from our inhumane government. I’ll work with LGBTQ folk who’ve had to flee their home nations’ anti-gay laws.”

      “That sounds amazing.” Though John was studying Economic and Social History, his new position seemed applicable to Brodie’s psychology degree. “Have they got any other openings?” he asked as he went to the dryer to check the time left on his load.

      “I think so,” John said, “but they cannae pay. This charity’s pure skint. I can only afford to work for free because I’ve money saved from my gap years.”

      Brodie frowned at his tumbling sheets and T-shirt through the dryer window. “I need a paying job, but maybe I can volunteer some hours.”

      “That’d be brilliant. You could help me fundraise. My goal is twenty-five thousand pounds by the end of summer.”

      “Wow. You’ll need more than a cake sale, then.” Brodie’s phone beeped. He pulled it away from his ear to look at the screen, hoping it would be Duncan. “My mum’s on the other line. If I don’t answer, she’ll think I’m dead.”

      “See you at our dance party a week on Friday?”

      “If I can walk, I’ll dance.” Brodie hung up, then switched lines. “Hi, Ma.”

      “Brodie! Fit like?”

      “Good, ta. You?”

      “You sound trachled,” she said.

      “A wee bit, but that’s normal.” He moved his laundry bag from the end seat and sat down again. The two girls had finished sorting their loads and seemed to be using top-up cards and laundry apps to pay for it, which probably meant they’d leave and await the email announcing when their washing was finished. Brodie would have done the same if he could have managed the walk across the student village and back again.

      “I’ve been worried,” Ma said, “thinking maybe I shouldn’t have let you away to uni so soon.”

      “There’s nae lectures this week, just revision period, so I can rest.”

      “I ken there’s nae lectures, which is why you should’ve bided here until exams start next week. Are you eating?”

      “Aye, my mate Dun—erm, my mates have me sorted.”

      “Your mates?” Her voice took on an edge. “Quines, I hope, not loons.”

      Brodie bristled. “I’ve male and female friends, Ma. Fit’s the difference who looks after me?”

      One of the girls glanced over at him. She gave him a shy smile, then went back to tapping the washer control buttons with a long, pink fingernail.

      “Everybody kens, women make the best nurses,” Ma said with a laugh. “Talking of work, I spoke to Mr. Kendrick yesterday, and he says he’s got a summer job for you at the inn.”

      Brodie hesitated. He was far too tired to have this conversation, but it wasn’t fair to commit to a position he’d no intention of taking, especially when others desperately needed the work.

      “Ma, I’m keen on staying in Glasgow. I’ve applied for student accommodation and a few jobs.” He rushed to continue before she could protest. “If I’m to work in psychology one day, I need experience in my field. Most of the other first-year students are staying to work the summer.” This was technically true, but only because many of them, like Lorna and Paul and Duncan, lived in Glasgow to begin with. “Tell Mr. Kendrick thanks, though, okay?” When she didn’t respond, he said, “Ma, you still there?”

      “I am.” She released an aching sigh that made him nervous. “Fit about me? I miss you. I worry for you.”

      “Dinna fash, I’m fine. And I’ll come and visit.” His fingers were cramping from tension, so he shifted the phone to his other hand. “But this is my home now, ken?”

      “Oh, I ken.” She said the last word with a sharp hack. “I ken exactly fit you’re doing there, with those other loons.”

      A chill snaked over the back of his neck. Oh God. She knows. “I-I don’t⁠—”

      “Something was off, I could feel it, the way you and that farmer boy were having a bicker when he was here last week. He was greetin’ like a bairn on the way out the door.”

      Geoffrey was crying after their fight? Brodie’s chest went tight with fear and regret. “Has he said something?”

      “He’s come out at uni, says Mrs. Baines. Her niece knows him there.” His mother’s voice broke. “Tell me it’s not true, Brodie.”

      Eyes and throat burning, he turned away from the girls at the washing machines. “Dinna cry, Ma. Please. Aye, it’s true, but it’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay!” she screeched. “You’re up to filthy things in a filthy city, and it breaks my heart.”

      He pressed his lips together, knowing if he said one word, he’d explode into tears like a burst water balloon.

      “There’s treatments could fix you,” Ma said. “Mind that American preacher who visited last year? He’s coming again Sunday.” She sniffled hard. “He used to be—he used to have your problem, but he’s cured now.”

      Brodie’s fury at this dangerous lie gave him the strength to steady his voice. “It can’t be changed. And even if I could change it, I wouldn’t.”

      “But why, when you could be so much happier? This is why those bullies in school hurt you, isn’t it? They knew.”

      “I wasn’t out then, so they couldn’t know for certain.”

      “But they sensed it,” she hissed. “They sensed there was something wrong. They wanted to beat that wrongness out of you.”

      Brodie gasped, his stomach crumpling like he’d taken a kick in the gut. She didn’t say that. She didn’t mean that.

      He pulled the phone from his ear and stared at it. The photo of his mother from his contacts file smiled up at him as her vicious words streamed from the speaker, words he could hear even over the churn of the washing machines.

      With a trembling finger, Brodie hung up. He quickly selected Add to reject list from the menu, confirmed the blocked number, then set the phone on the floor beside him. He didn’t trust himself not to hurl it against the wall.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw the girls leave the launderette, shutting the door softly. Waves of dizziness swept over him then, like someone had lifted one end of the linoleum floor and was flapping the entire room up and down. Brodie lay back across the hard plastic seats again, fixing his eyes on the sprinkler in the ceiling, the one stationary point he could see.

      For years he’d dreaded the moment his mother found out for certain he was gay, but he’d often wondered if it would be a relief. He’d expected her disappointment, her pleas for him to change, even her grieving for his soul. All of those he could have handled (probably).

      But she’d spoken of his tormentors like she understood them. Like she agreed with them. The woman who’d nursed his wounds with bandages and ice packs, who’d demanded his school do more to ensure his safety—she wished his bullies’ mission had succeeded.

      They wanted to beat that wrongness out of you.

      A single tear slipped from each eye. Only his exhaustion was keeping him from a complete meltdown. His murky mind didn’t know which emotion to latch onto: fear, grief, or rage. All three twisted together in a desperate, sea-gray whirlwind.

      His phone buzzed with a text, then a moment later buzzed again, which usually meant a long message had been split into two parts by his message app. It couldn’t be his mother—he’d blocked her number, and anyway, she didn’t text. Perhaps it was Geoffrey warning him their secret was out.

      Brodie slowly reached down and picked up his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Duncan

      

      
        Can’t pop by tonight, but never fear! Ordered a takeaway for you. Put some fucking clothes on and meet the dude from the curry place in our lobby in 20 min
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Chapter 5


          

        

      

    

    
      “Cock-a-doodle-doo!” Duncan shouted as he swept into Brodie’s room at eight a.m. His mood had skyrocketed late last night, and he couldn’t wait for Brodie to find out why.

      Brodie rolled over in bed, rubbing his drawn face. “Fit’s that smell?”

      “Which?” Duncan held up the cardboard tray of Starbucks cups in his left hand. “The heavenly aroma of burnt coffee?” He lifted the bag in his right hand. “Or the tantalizing scent of dwarf breakfast wraps?”

      “Another Yank food chain. What’s next, Taco Bell?”

      “That’s a brilliant idea. I love their breakfast burritos.”

      “Och.” Brodie clutched his stomach melodramatically. “Never say the phrase ‘breakfast burrito’ in my presence again.”

      “The curry was a wee bit spicy?”

      “I couldn’t feel my tongue for hours.”

      I’d like to feel your tongue for hours, Duncan thought as he handed Brodie his tea and breakfast, then sat at the desk. And now I’ve a notion the feeling is mutual.

      “I will pay you back for this one day,” Brodie said.

      Duncan kept a straight face as he replied, “This is me paying you back for infecting you in the first place.”

      Brodie coughed, then took a sip of tea. “You don’t need to stay, though.”

      “Are you giving me the boot?”

      “No! I like having you—I mean, it’s fine if you—erm…yeah.” He gave a twitchy shrug. “Whatever.”

      Brodie’s blush told Duncan he could easily push the teasing too far. “Frankly, my room’s not the happiest place at the moment, with all that football rubbish hanging everywhere. I’d rather not think about the game just now.”

      “Ah. Sorry.” The corners of Brodie’s mouth drooped, then suddenly lifted. “I’d another funny dream about the library last night. I dreamed someone posted on the Spotted Facebook page that they missed me. Something about the lad in the Passenger shirt, how they loved the way I smelled after a shower.”

      Here we go. “Then what happened?”

      Brodie thought for a moment, then laughed. “I replied! Aye, now I remember. In the dream, I thought you were the original poster, and I wanted to have a bit of fun. So I wrote, ‘I’m still waiting for my sponge bath.’”

      Duncan pulled out his own phone and turned it toward Brodie. “You mean Spongebob?”

      Brodie’s smile vanished. “Wha—” He grabbed the phone, then thumbed the panel, eyes widening as he read the anonymous original post, his own reply—which was not a dream—and several others beneath his, most riffing off his accidental Spongebob Squarepants reference. “Fucking autocorrect again!”

      “You thought I posted that I missed you?” Grinning, Duncan swiveled the desk chair from side to side. “A bit cocky, aye?”

      “It was a dream—I mean, I thought it was. Haven’t you ever dreamed you’ve said something stupid on Facebook?”

      “Once or twice, when I’ve been spending too much time there.”

      “I thought this was like that.” Brodie dragged a hand through his already tousled hair. “‘To the lad in the Passenger shirt who’s not in Level Two tonight: I miss seeing your face. I miss kissing you. I miss the way you smell after a shower.’ You swear you didn’t write this?”

      Duncan could have written the post—it expressed his exact thoughts—but he hadn’t. “I swear on my mother’s grave.”

      Brodie gave a light gasp. “I didn’t know your ma was dead.”

      “She’s not. But she’s got a headstone reserved in the family plot, so technically…” He laughed as Brodie flipped him off. “As for the post, it could still be for you. Maybe you’ve a secret admirer.” The thought made Duncan more than a little jealous. “Maybe one of the many lads you loved and left this year.”

      Brodie held out Duncan’s phone, reddening again. “I didn’t love any of them.”

      He met Brodie’s gaze and held it as he reached out to take the phone. “Maybe that’s the problem.”

      Their fingers brushed, sending a wave of electric warmth through Duncan’s body. Brodie’s lips parted slowly.

      Then his phone blared on his pillow. Duncan recognized the ring tone as Bruno Mars’s “When I Was Your Man.”

      Brodie cursed under his breath, then flicked a furtive glance at Duncan. “It’s-it’s an old mate.”

      “Should I leave?”

      “No.” Brodie lifted the phone to his ear. “Fit like, Geoffrey?”

      Duncan turned away, dismayed Brodie had chosen such closet-y words—an old mate—for his ex-boyfriend, even here, even with him.

      “Na, min, I’m fair awake,” Brodie said into the phone. “Aye, better, ta. Still affa trachled, but the fever’s away.”

      As they made small talk, Duncan ate breakfast and examined his chemistry notes, trying not to eavesdrop. Though there was tension in Brodie’s voice, he sounded more natural than Duncan had ever heard him, either because he and Geoffrey shared a history or an accent.

      Brodie’s tone went suddenly serious. “Aye, Ma told me last night. Mrs. Baines’s niece has been clypin’.” He took in a long breath. “It was bad. She said…” He cleared his throat. “Never mind. What about you?”

      Duncan stopped chewing at the sound of Brodie’s pain. What had his mother said to him last night? Who was Mrs. Baines, and what was her niece gossiping about?

      “Aw, min, that’s horrible,” Brodie said. “That’s fair coorse. Fit you gonnae dee?” He paused. “You’re gonnae report it, right?” He let out a frustrated sigh. “No, you cannae haud your wheesht. Your silence just gi’es them more power.”

      Duncan plugged his earphones into his tablet. As much as he wanted clues to the mystery of Brodie Campbell, he was beginning to feel like an intruder. He turned up his music to block the voice behind him—the words, at least, if not the tone. Over the course of the first song, Brodie went from angry to sympathetic, then finally dropped to a steady calm.

      In the brief silence between album tracks, Duncan heard him say, “I ken this sounds a cliché, but it does get better. I promise.” Brodie enunciated the words as he repeated them, hitting the t’s with a forceful tongue. “It. Gets. Better.”

      Duncan marveled that Brodie could set aside his own hurt feelings to help his ex-boyfriend. Selfishly he hoped this turnaround had been inspired by mere compassion—or Brodie’s desire to hone his therapy skills—and not rekindled affection for Geoffrey. He nudged his music’s volume down so he could be sure.

      Brodie was rattling off a list of LGBTQ resources, some of which Duncan had never heard of. “And you can ring me any time. Preferably not in the middle of the night,” Brodie added, “but if that’s when you need me, I’ll answer.”

      Duncan gritted his teeth at the thought of Brodie lying here in the dark, chatting to his ex, sharing secrets kept from the rest of the world. Kept from him.

      He kicked himself under the desk for being ridiculous. Brodie clearly wanted to forget their night together—technically, their twenty-five minutes together. Their hookup was a mere blip compared to his relationship with Geoffrey, or even to Duncan’s own past romances.

      But to Duncan, that night had seemed the exclamation mark to the long, rambling sentence of their year together. Passing cheeky notes with Lorna and Paul during mind-numbing psych lectures. Seeing each other in the hallway here at the flat, at each other’s best (before parties) and worst (hungover the following mornings). Always revolving around the same places and people, coming ever closer to collision, like satellites in unstable orbits.

      Time was running out. In a few weeks, Brodie would go home to Geoffrey, and Duncan might never discover whether they were meant to be just mates. Or whether they could be something more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brodie said goodbye to Geoffrey, then lay back on his pillow to think. Unlike the call with his mother last night, he’d never expected this conversation. He’d assumed Geoffrey was gone from his life for good.

      Now they were going to be…what, friends? Just like they swore they’d be last September when they’d left for university, before Geoffrey decided to pretend Brodie had never existed? What if Geoffrey discarded him again?

      The thought didn’t slice through him as it once had. Apparently his heart had formed a Geoffrey-proof shield.

      He looked at Duncan, sitting a few feet away at the desk, bobbing his head to the music in his earphones. Brodie could still hear echoes of Duncan’s drunken laughter chasing him down the hall the night before vacation. Building a Duncan-proof shield was a task he definitely wasn’t up to. He couldn’t even bring himself to mention last night’s fight with Ma, knowing it would lead to tears.

      So why had he wanted Duncan to stay while he talked to Geoffrey? Thinking back to the moment he’d heard his ex’s ringtone, Brodie realized he hadn’t wanted to be alone. He needed to stay strong in the face of Geoffrey’s emotions. And strangely enough, Duncan, who’d once made him feel so weak, now seemed a source of strength.

      Brodie’s phone beeped with a Facebook notification. Another comment on the sponge-bath thread, no doubt. He’d made such an arse of himself.

      After a glance at this latest Spongebob Squarepants quote (Remember, licking doorknobs is illegal on other planets!), Brodie scrolled up to his original comment, preparing to delete it. Avoid embarrassment and exposure at all costs—that was how he’d always lived.

      Then he stopped, thinking of everything he’d said to Geoffrey. How they should be proud of who they were. How their pride changed the way others thought of them, and of gays in general. How the more “out” they were, the more “normal” they would come to seem.

      Everywhere you look, his mother had said, there they are.

      Aye, Ma, we are. He looked at Duncan. Even on the football pitch.

      “What if we pretend it was you?”

      Duncan turned halfway in the chair and took out an earphone. “Pretend who was me?”

      “The original poster on this thread, the one who missed the lad in the Passenger shirt. You could answer my Spongebob comment, then I’d reply, and so on.”

      Duncan furrowed his brow. “Why?”

      “Just for a lark.”

      “But what if people think we’re serious?”

      “We’ll make it funny.”

      “They’ll still think we’re gay.”

      “We are gay. And we’re both out.”

      “Yeah, but this is a public site with thousands of strangers. You sure you’re okay with⁠—”

      “Forget it. I’m away for a shower.” Brodie slid out of bed and went to his wardrobe for clean clothes, feeling utterly knocked back. If Duncan didn’t want to be linked with him online, he clearly wasn’t interested in a real-life connection.

      After his shower, Brodie returned to his room. Duncan didn’t even look up from his notes. Determined to be equally focused on exams, Brodie grabbed his statistics textbook and sat on his bed.

      The notification light on his phone was blinking blue. Facebook.

      He checked the app to find a new comment on the thread.

      
        
        Duncan Harris: I think you meant “sponge bath”, mate, not “Spongebob”. And I intend to give you one, when the time is right. Sadly, I’ve no sponge, so my tongue will have to do.

      

      

      Brodie let out a soft gasp. His skin prickled all over, and he felt suddenly weakened and invigorated at the same time.

      “Too much?” Duncan asked without looking at him. “I can delete it if you want.”

      Deleting the reply wouldn’t change the fact it had been sent to everyone else who’d already posted a comment. But it would do a certain amount of damage control.

      Then again, this page and countless others were filled with straight couples’ flirtations, both real and mock. Why couldn’t he and Duncan share a harmless bit of banter? This was why Brodie had come to Glasgow—to find love and lust and everything in between, all without fear.

      Before he could lose his nerve, he replied.

      
        
        Brodie Campbell: I think after a tongue bath we’d both end up filthier instead of cleaner.

      

      

      Duncan’s tablet chirped. He checked it, then laughed out loud. “Good one, mate,” he said, keeping his back to Brodie. Then he set the device aside and returned to his notes.

      “That’s it?” Brodie asked. “You’re letting me have the last word?”

      “Nope.” Duncan chewed the end of his pen, then scribbled on his notepad. “Just letting you simmer.”

      All day, between bouts of studying, eating—and in Brodie’s case, napping—they maintained their flirtatious Facebook patter with hourly updates. Others had noticed, posting dozens of replies that fell into two general camps: LOL and STFU. It had been a proper lark, easing their revision-week boredom. Still, Brodie couldn’t tell if that’s all it was.

      Are you as confused and turned on as I am? he wondered that night as his gaze bored into the back of Duncan’s skull. Give me a sign.

      “Who’s Clyde?” Duncan asked.

      Brodie shook his head, which was already pounding from eyestrain. “Sorry?”

      “Is there a Clyde at the library?”

      “He’s the mouse in Level Ten. Why?”

      “Erm…you’d better have a look at the Spotted main page.”

      Brodie opened his Facebook app to see a new anonymous post.

      
        
        To Brodie and Duncan, the callous bastards who hijacked my sincere post to my ex-boyfriend: I envy you two. It must be nice not to know what love is, to never feel the pain when the person you want more than anything in the world won’t even look at you, much less touch you again. Wherever you are, all I wish is that ONE DAY SOON you’ll know what it’s like.

      

      

      Brodie swallowed as he tapped the Read More… link to see the rest of the post:

      
        
        Also, if I ever spot you cocksuckers in this library again, I will knock you both flat and introduce Clyde to your rectal cavities.

      

      

      He looked at Duncan. “I felt sorry for her until that last part.”

      “I’m going to apologize. I’ll say that you mistook her post for one by me about you—which is true—and that I played along. That I pretended the post was mine to spare you the awkwardness of your mistake.”

      “That makes me sound pathetic.”

      “I could say her post was so beautiful that I wished it was mine.” He met Brodie’s eyes. “I could say it felt like something I could’ve written.”

      Brodie shivered inside. He wanted to ask if that were true, but feared the answer would be a laugh and an Of course not!

      “I can’t let you lie.” Brodie quickly thumbed in a response to the new post.

      
        
        Brodie Campbell: Sorry. :(

      

      

      Duncan glanced at his tablet. “‘Sorry frowny face’?”

      “I feel vaguely bad, and nothing expresses that like ‘Sorry frowny face.’”

      “Aye, but now if I say ‘Sorry frowny face,’ it’ll look like we’re mocking her.”

      “Then come up with something better. You are, after all, the lead bastard cocksucker.”

      “Hey! At least I’m not a Bed Hog,” he said, kicking the side of Brodie’s mattress.

      “Then you’re part of the Bed-Hog Police, which is arguably worse.”

      “Fair point.” Duncan scooted his chair closer. “I should probably reassess your bed-hogging tendencies and file an official report.”

      Brodie’s comeback died as he realized what Duncan meant. Speechless, he shifted over to make room, offering half his pillow as well. Duncan picked up his tablet, then slid beneath the covers.

      As they lay there, side by side on their backs, Brodie fixed his gaze on the ceiling, wishing for the courage to make something, anything happen. The inch-wide gap between their arms, legs, and hips hummed with energy.

      Finally Duncan clapped his hands together once. “Terribly sorry, old chap,” he announced in a posh English accent. “I grievously underestimated your bed-sharing abilities. I shall attempt to salvage your reputation post haste.” He awakened his tablet, displaying the Spotted post.

      “Leave it. There’s been enough drama for one day.” Brodie squinted at the bright white display, then put a hand to his pounding temple. “Och, I cannae look at any more screens.”

      “No River City tonight?”

      “Sorry, my head’s fair killing me.” He hoped Duncan would turn out the light and take his mind off the pain in the best way possible.

      “I could read to you until you fall asleep.”

      Nothing had ever sounded so romantic. “All right.” Brodie rolled over to face the wall. “As long as it’s not our psychology text.”

      “Let’s see what else is on my tablet. Oh, here’s my favorite book! At home I’ve got the hardcover and the paperbacks with the American cover and both the film covers—the 1997 Colin Firth film and the 2005 one with Jimmy Fallon—and in my room I’ve got the original paperback. It’s pure marked up.”

      When Duncan finally hit pause on his enthusiasm, Brodie asked, “Which book?”

      “Nick Hornby’s Fever Pitch, of course.”

      Oh God. “I love Nick Hornby.” But I hate football. “I thought you wanted to forget the game.”

      “Eh, I guess it’s not so painful when I’m here with you.”

      Brodie smiled against his pillow, despite his dread of the book’s subject matter. “On you go, then.”

      With a happy sigh, Duncan began reading aloud, about the obsessive nature of the football fan, the sort of man whose identity and happiness were inextricably entwined with the fate of a round leather ball. The sort of man Brodie would never understand, but was more than happy to lie beside tonight.
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