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      Eight o’clock Sunday morning in the middle of February and I’m jogging around my local park. I hate Sunday mornings, and I hate jogging. So why am I here? Because he is: Paul Adams, my best-friend-forever, the guy I’m totally, heartbreakingly, nauseatingly in love with.

      I know, I know, I’m a total cliché. What gay guy doesn’t grow up and fall in love with his best friend, right? I’ve read enough sappy romances in my time to know I’m not alone. There should be a support group or something. And in all those stories the supposedly straight (they’re always straight) best friend suddenly wakes up and realises he feels the same. Cue sunset.

      Except my best friend isn’t straight. And, once upon a time, he did feel the same.

      Not so sympathetic now, are you?

      I was named Jackson by my mother in a fit of Gaelic traditionalism, that being her maiden name and her being an only child. I guess she didn’t want the line to die completely, and at least my dad stuck around long enough to bestow us with his name—Campbell—saving me from the ignominy of being christened Jackson Jackson. You’d think with ancestry like that I’d be all peaches ’n’ cream with a shock of curly red hair, but I’m not. Coal black, my hair is, like soot. So black it shines blue in the light and everyone thinks I must have dyed it. Guys fall over themselves to tell me they love it—black hair, blue eyes, skin pale as marble. Like a Disney prince, they say. They think I’m lucky: I’m not. I live in fear of going grey—at twenty-five, a possibility that gets more likely by the day—because I know when I do I’ll look like a fucking badger, and then I’ll have to dye it.

      I quite like my eyes though, blue-green like the sea on a hot summer day. I just wish my lashes weren’t so damn long, like a girl’s, so thick you’d swear I was wearing mascara and kohl. To compensate I keep my stubble rough, not so long I look like one of the great unwashed but just a few mil, the second-shortest setting on my electric razor. I like it when guys stroke it, the soft scratchy sound it makes sliding over their palms. I like to rub my cheek across their chests, watch their nipples tighten.

      A stranger’s body holds so many novelties; men react in so many different ways to being touched. I’m a pretty tactile person in bed. I love nothing more than pinning a guy down and finding out exactly what he likes. Nothing beats the feeling you get hearing a new lover’s breath hitch when something you’ve done surprised him in the best possible way. Not that most of the guys I’ve been with appreciate that. I suppose when you’ve left the bar at two and you’re in work at nine, time for playing is limited. Wham, bam, thank you man; you can’t stay I’ve got to be up early. Club sex is about scratching an itch, that’s all. Shame it took me almost ten years to realise that.

      I was a precocious adolescent. Sometimes I sit and look at the old pictures from that time and wonder what the hell I thought I was doing. I suppose everyone thinks like that when confronted with memories of their fifteen-year-old self. At least I never kept a diary: imagine the melodrama that would have gone into that! It’s funny, but all through that period, fifteen to eighteen, as Paul and I discovered the truth about ourselves, each other, sex and men in general, I never looked at him that way. Never.

      He was just Paulie, my best friend, the guy I’d known since pre-school. In my eyes he’d never changed from the kid I can still remember playing Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, or crying because he’d fallen and hurt his knee. He was a constant in my life, the one thing I could always count on to be there.

      The kids at school called us queer long before any of us knew what it meant, or how it really applied to us. Teachers knew better than to try to split us up, and our parents were pretty tolerant too, I guess. I remember the occasional conversation, Mum asking me if I had any other friends, or if I wanted them, but I never did. Paul was enough.

      “Hey slowcoach, what’s up?”

      My best friend’s slightly concerned expression startles me from my reveries and I realise I’ve stopped jogging. I’m fucking freezing. Rubbing numb, reddened hands together, I blow on my fingers for warmth, the air leaving my body in smoky plumes, snatched away by the bitingly cold February wind.

      “Had enough?” Paul asks, bright eyes inquisitive. If I ever hear anyone say again that brown eyes are dull I think I’ll knock them out. Paul’s eyes aren’t brown, they’re bronze. Deep, shimmering, evanescent bronze.

      “Jackie? You okay?”

      I blink rapidly. Shit! “Fine, fine. Just tired.” I shiver as a trickle of sweat runs down my clammy back like ice in these low temperatures.

      “Heavy night last night?” he asks, hooking an arm around my neck and leading me towards the park gates. I shake him off before I cave to the almost overwhelming urge to bury myself in his armpit and never let go. Not cool, Jack.

      “Don’t call me Jackie,” I grumble, giving him my best “I’m mad at you” scowl. He grins back, eyes crinkling at the corners, perfect little white teeth standing neatly in a row. God, am I so far gone I think his dental work is sexy now? I don’t even think there’s a fetish for that.

      “Whatever, Jackie.” He reaches out and taps my bicep playfully with a closed fist, branding my skin.

      He’s called me Jackie since forever. Jackie and Paulie, that was us. If anyone else dared to try I’d kill them, but Paul’s different. As much as I protest I hate it, I don’t and he knows. I probably tell him five times a day to stop calling me that, but if he ever did I think I’d shrivel up and die.

      Curtis hates it. He’s Paul’s boyfriend, they’ve been together almost a year and he strikes me as the jealous type. I suppose it couldn’t have been easy for him when I landed back in Paul’s life again six months ago after all those years apart, but I don’t want to make this easy for him dammit, I want him gone.

      Looking at my best friend, smiling and chatting beside me as we lope down the quiet street, the guilt comes flooding back. Had I honestly expected Paul to wait for me? Why would he after what I said; after I moved three hundred miles away just to escape how he felt? It was a miracle he was even talking to me now. Who was I to come swanning back into his life after a seven-year hiatus and expect to pick up right where we left off?

      We part at the end of the road, he to head back to the townhouse he shares with Curt, me back to my lonely little one-bed flat. I watch him jog down the street, marvelling again that the beautiful man walking away from me is really Paulie, my Paulie, the gangly lightweight I’d left behind when we were both eighteen.

      The years have been good to him, that’s for sure. He’s filled out in all the right places, finally grown into his five-ten frame (still shorter than my even six feet), his chest broadened, the hint of a six pack lurking underneath his sweaty T-shirt. Yeah, there’s a reason I get up at six-thirty every Sunday to go running in circles like a fool. Wherever that tight, toned arse leads, I’ll follow, daydreaming about wrapping his slim thighs around my waist and staking a claim to the man who’s been mine since we were four years old.

      Except he isn’t mine. Not anymore.

      I step into my flat, stuffy and stifling after the frigid air outside. One good thing about living on the fifth floor: heat rises. I’ll never have to worry about my electricity bills—the storage heaters are essentially decorative. Stripping off, I pad naked to the minute wetroom the developers installed off the bedroom for the sole purpose of adding another five grand to the asking price. Like a one-bed flat needs two bathrooms. I shoehorn myself into the tiny space, elbows knocking the walls either side as I slide the glass door shut and turn on the shower, gasping as the water gushes scalding hot. A quick adjustment and it’s more bearable, but already my skin shows up red and blotchy, tingling in the sudden switch from cold to warm.

      As I slowly soap my body, I suppose I’ve changed, too. The light smattering of hair dusting my chest hadn’t been there when I was eighteen, for a start. Sparse and short, like iron filings, and as black as the hairs on my head. My chest is more toned than it was back then, abs cut, stomach flat. I’m not the scrawny twink I once was, that’s for sure. I like to keep in shape and I’ve been going to the gym at least twice a week since I was twenty, even occasionally getting in a workout between cruising the cute guys and arranging hookups.

      I admit, when I first came out—and for several years after—I was the proverbial kid in a candy shop. Sex with men is so easy if you know where to look. We’re honest about what we want, and about getting our needs met. At one point if I’d gone more than a day without getting my dick sucked I’d have considered it a dry spell. Everything had been simpler then.

      I don’t think Paul’s ever been like that. I was the cocky one, always louder
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