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Five years later.





Chapter One

Stan stepped out of the car and immediately pushed his sunglasses back down on his nose, protecting his eyes from LA’s harsh sunshine. The driver scrambled around to collect Stan’s small rolling suitcase from the trunk, and Stan murmured his thanks as he tapped his phone, adding a tip to the driver’s fare.
While he waited, he twisted his long, thick blond hair into a knot at the back of his neck and secured it with a band that he usually kept around his wrist. Los Angeles was definitely hotter than New York. Stan had anticipated this, and dressed casually for the flight in loose pants, a thin tank top, and flip-flops. But even his light clothes felt like too much here.
The house had imposing iron gates over the drive, and Stan walked up to them, wondering if he’d have to figure out how to get inside or if someone would come to collect him. His thoughts were answered as he spotted a familiar figure loping toward him.
Stan shook his arms to release the tension in them and took a deep breath, steadying his nerves. The gates opened automatically when Tone got closer, and Stan grabbed the handle of his case and dragged it over the threshold.
“Am I fucking glad you’re here,” Tone said, pulling Stan into a rough hug. Stan went with it, allowing himself to be held and wrapped in the familiar. Tone was just like Stan remembered him—big and gentle, scruffy hair, scruffy beard, and the kindest eyes Stan had ever met.
“How’s he doing?” Stan asked as he stepped away.
Tone shrugged. “The same, mostly.”
Stan didn’t say anything else, just followed Tone up to the beautiful big white house.
Inside, the air was blessedly cool, and Stan felt the AC like a kiss on his skin. He’d seen this house in a magazine article about the band. The entrance hall was decorated in black-and-white tiles, and a huge sweeping staircase dominated the room. It had made a fun juxtaposition on the cover of Rolling Stone—the grotty, grungy band in the elegant, opulent surroundings of Beverly Hills.
“How about the others?” Stan asked.
“They’re all out in the recording studio. They’re pissed at him,” Tone added.
Well, that wasn’t anything new. “Okay. Where is he?”
“In his room. Go to the top of the stairs and turn right, then go all the way along the corridor. It’s the last door at the end. You can’t miss it.”
“You’re not coming with me?”
Tone shook his head gently. “I think it’s probably better if you go on your own.”
It hit Stan then, the betrayal. “He doesn’t know I’m here.”
Tone rubbed the back of his neck. “Shit, Stan. He never would have agreed to it.”
“Neither would I,” Stan muttered.
“Go on. You’re here now, you might as well.”
“This is entrapment,” Stan said, but put down his suitcase, kicked off his flip-flops, and left it all in the hallway before heading up the stairs.
The house was big and shiny new, built in the style of older Hollywood mansions but with little tells that spoke of modern construction. It was beautiful, and Stan hated it.
The carpet under his feet was thick and muffled his footfalls as he made his way along the long corridor. Artwork on the walls caught his eye, but he didn’t stop to admire it.
He didn’t bother knocking when he got to Ben’s room, just pushed the door open and let himself in. Inside, the room was dim and musty, smelling of cigarettes and weed and unwashed man. Ben was huddled in the middle of a huge bed, the white sheets beneath him stained. Shivering and sweating at the same time, he wore just a pair of loose black boxer-briefs that had probably fit him well, once. He was skinny, but that word didn’t really work because he had always been slim.
Emaciated.
That worked better.
Stan sighed and went over to the bed. He sat down next to Ben, who barely registered his presence, and smoothed his hand over Ben’s dirty hair.
“Oh, darling. What have they done to you?”
Ben turned his face away and sobbed.
An hour or so later, Stan went back downstairs and found his way to the kitchen, following the sound of voices. Conversation stopped when he walked in, and he felt like a bug under a microscope until Summer rushed over and hugged him close.
“Oh fucking hell, I’ve missed you,” she said.
Stan hugged her back.
“We just ordered food.” Geordie gave Stan an apologetic look. “I forgot about the time difference. You’re probably starving.” Then he winced at his choice of words.
“I ate on the plane,” Stan said. “But dinner would be good.”
The group looked much the same as they always had… almost. Tone had changed the least, which didn’t surprise Stan at all. He was the sort of man who would probably never change. Fame and fortune hadn’t affected him much either.
Summer was slimmer than she’d ever been, her ribs hard lines under Stan’s hands, her hair a washed-out version of her formerly vibrant pink, the dark roots starting to show underneath. He wondered if she was doing okay. Geordie and Jez looked… they looked tired. Worn out. Dealing with Ben had probably left them that way.
They were under a huge amount of pressure, after all.
“Come on, sit down,” Summer said, taking Stan’s hand and leading him to the big island in the middle of the kitchen, where several tall barstools were pushed close to the counter.
“Drink?” Jez offered. Several empty beer bottles were already lined up next to the sink.
“Water would be good.”
“We’ve got the fancy fizzy stuff,” he said, walking over to the fridge. Stan took a moment to look at him. Jez had ditched his preppy style since the band had made it, and these days he was wearing his dark hair longer so it curled around his ears. It suited him, though Stan was still a little surprised to see him wandering around in cut-off sweatpants and a tank. He looked more like a California surfer than a British schoolboy.
The thought made Stan smile. Jez came back and held out the bottle.
“Thanks,” Stan said, accepting the water and twisting off the cap. It hissed at him angrily.
He couldn’t escape the hard look Tone was sending his way. Stan nodded at him.
“What are we going to do?” Tone asked.
Stan thought for a long moment. In reality, there were a lot of answers to that question—Stan had spoken to Tone at some length before agreeing to come to LA. Ben had been in and out of rehab twice already, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t go back. That would have an impact on the band, though, and Stan couldn’t help but consider them too. They could make an announcement that he was leaving and could attempt to release the next album as a four-piece. Rumours had been swirling for long enough that there was trouble within Ares, stoked by the recent row that had erupted at an awards show. Ares had performed, and then Ben and Summer had been caught going their separate ways after a screaming argument that was caught by several phone cameras backstage. TMZ had reworked that article and kept the story hot for weeks.
“We’re going back to London,” Stan said. As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew it was the right thing. For Ben. For himself. And for anyone else who wanted to come with them. “To Camden.”
Stan wasn’t sure what reaction he was expecting. Jez looked furious. Geordie looked resigned. Summer… Summer looked like she was about to cry.
“I’m coming with you,” Tone said immediately. “When are we leaving?”
Stan glanced at the clock. “Tonight. I’ll see when the next flights are.”
“Stan, we’re in the middle of recording a fucking album,” Jez snapped, his anger bubbling to the surface. Geordie put a hand on his arm.
“Jez.”
“No,” Jez said, shoving Geordie away. “Just because Ben can’t get his shit together does not mean we’re going to flush what we’ve achieved down the fucking drain. He owes us.”
“He can record in London,” Stan said calmly. “Well, not right now, he can’t. He can barely stand. I don’t even want to think about the sort of comedown he’s going through, but it doesn’t look pretty. Look, we might be able to get him to a place where he can finish recording if we get him home. He can’t stay here, Jez. It’s killing him.”
His words hung heavy in the air, too true for comfort.
“I’m coming with you,” Tone said again. “You won’t be able to move him on your own. I can help.”
“Okay,” Stan said, nodding.
“We have work to do,” Summer said. Tears streaked down her cheeks, milky black mascara leaving trails. “But we can maybe come back to visit when we’re a bit closer to being done.”
“There you go. There’s the plan.”
“What are you going to do with him when you get there?” Jez asked, looking slightly more resigned to the idea.
Stan shook his head and gripped his water bottle tighter. “One step at a time. I’ll work that out next.”
Tone booked the last flight out of LA that night, leaving just before midnight. They hustled Ben into clothes and packed a handful of essentials—laptop, phone, chargers, guitar, a change of clothes—leaving toiletries and mostly everything else behind. Stan thought a clean start back home would be good for him. It certainly couldn’t make anything worse.
The plane was quiet, save for the roaring of the engines, and Ben promptly curled up in his first class seat and went back to sleep. He’d barely spoken to anyone in weeks, according to Tone, and didn’t seem to want to change that habit. Stan wrapped himself in a huge knitted cardigan—the plane was cold—and tucked his feet up underneath himself as he turned to talk to Tone.
“There’s a lot I don’t know yet.”
Tone nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry we lost touch.”
“Don’t be,” Stan said. “Life happened. I understand.”
“I’m still sorry.”
Stan smiled softly and set it aside. “I need to know what’s been going on. I get that I’m a last resort here, and I’m okay with that. But if I have any chance of helping him, you have to tell me some stuff.”
Tone sighed heavily, checked his beer, and finding it empty, called for the flight attendant.
“It didn’t happen overnight,” he said. “It must be hard for you to suddenly see him like this, but it wasn’t like one day he was the guy you used to know and the next day he’s….”
They both glanced over to check Ben was okay. He’d curled up, his back to them, but seemed to be breathing steadily.
“He’s a fucking mess,” Stan said candidly.
“Yeah. I had a feeling, you know. Way back when. Ben never handled all of the shit that came with being a musician as well as the others. Summer and Jez revel in it, Geordie tolerates it, but Ben didn’t know how to deal with the fans and the scrutiny.”
Stan nodded. He’d seen a lot of that for himself.
“We’ve been trying to help him for so long.” Tone sighed. “It would seem like he was getting better, he had a handle on things. Then he’d just snap and we’d lose him. He’s been in therapy constantly, in and out of rehab, but no one can get through to him. He disappears for days at a time, sometimes more than a week—”
“Are you serious?”
“I wish I wasn’t,” Tone said, expression grim. “One time he just took off, and we eventually found out he was in fucking Miami. All that time we had no idea where he was, if he was okay, who he was with. Our manager had to send someone down there to pick him up.”
“Shit,” Stan murmured.
“I found him before the fucking press did, this last time. A few days ago. He’s been pretty much silent since I got him back to the house.”
“How are you keeping all of this out of the gossip rags? They report on your ‘party lifestyle,’ but that’s part of the band’s image. It always has been.”
“We have a really good manager,” Tone admitted. “She’s a good person, actually seems to care about us as people as well as the machine that makes money. We’re going to have to call her when we get back to London, let her know what we’re doing.”
“Okay,” Stan said.
“How about you? Tell me about the magazine.”
“It’s good,” Stan nodded. “I didn’t think I’d ever move back to New York, but it’s good. I like the vibe there. I’m a guest lecturer at Parsons—the fashion school—and I’m mentoring three people for Teen Vogue.”
“Wow.”
“I never thought I’d love the teaching as much as I do. They give me a lot of autonomy to design the course. It’s not a compulsory class, but a lot of students take it anyway.”
Classes were out for the summer, so Stan didn’t have any immediate responsibilities. The question still hung between them, wondering what Stan would do come August. He hadn’t planned that far ahead.
“You look good too.”
Stan grinned. “Thanks.”
He’d maintained a healthy weight for a few years now. There were still good days and bad days, and good months and bad months, but he was better at recognising when things were rough and doing something about it. He had learned how to ask for help.
“Are you seeing anyone?”
Stan hesitated before answering. “No. Sort of. No.”
“Well, that was inconclusive.”
He laughed. “I’ve been dating someone on and off, but it’s not serious. I’ve known for a while that we’re not going to have a relationship.”
“Friends with benefits?”
“I guess.” Stan wrinkled his nose. “I’ve never really been into the whole ‘fuck buddy’ thing, but I guess that’s what it is.”
“Hey, I’m not judging,” Tone said, holding up his hands. “If it works, it works.”
“I know. I like to think I’m a fairly monogamous person. But actually, having something casual has been good for me.”
Ben shifted in his little seat-pod, and they both looked over at him. He cracked open an eye and scowled at them both. “Fuck off,” he muttered, and turned his back on them.
“Charming,” Tone said. Then he lowered his voice. “What did you say to him to get him to agree to move? We’ve been trying to get him to go see his mum for months, and he kept saying no.”
“I didn’t really give him a choice.”
“Did he talk to you?”
Stan shook his head. “I went in there, and he just cried. When he was done, I told him we were going back to London and he didn’t say no, so I went and got you and….”
“Here we are,” Tone finished for him.
“Here we are.”
Stan peeked out the window; the sun was just starting to rise over the horizon.
“What are we going to do next?”
“Honestly, Tone, I don’t have a fucking clue.”
They managed to bustle Ben out of Heathrow airport without fans or paparazzi recognising them, which was a miracle, and one Stan was grateful for. He knew both Ben and Tone had property of their own in the capital, but the idea was to take Ben away from situations that had led to bad decisions, so Stan didn’t want to take him there. Instead he had their driver take them back to his own place. It was an unassuming two-bedroom flat overlooking Camden Lock that he occasionally rented out to other fashion industry people. It had been empty for a few months, and Stan had arranged for some of his own things to be transferred out of storage and moved into the flat.
Ben still hadn’t spoken more than a few words, and even then only in response to direct questions. He was weak—Stan could tell that just by looking at him—and with his hoodie and sunglasses he looked like any other junkie on the street.
“Jesus Christ, I’m jet-lagged,” Tone said as they all dumped bags in the hallway and stumbled for the kitchen.
“There’s a bedroom there, and another opposite the bathroom. Feel free to crash.”
Tone looked conflicted.
“Go on,” Stan insisted. “The sofa pulls out into another bed. I can sleep there.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
Tone squeezed Ben’s shoulder and loped off in the direction of a bed.
“Do you want anything?” Stan asked.
Ben made hell of a picture, with his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his black hoodie and his skinny jeans falling down on his too-skinny hips.
“Mandy?”
“I’m not giving you fucking drugs,” Stan snapped. On one hand, at least Ben had expressed a want for something. On the other….
“Then I’ll go to bed,” Ben grumbled and took the other bedroom, then slammed the door shut.
Stan pressed his fingertips to his eyes and counted to ten.
He was tired too, beyond jet-lagged after flying from New York to Los Angeles, then back to London in the space of twenty-four hours. Which was ridiculous. He wasn’t sure what his body clock thought was happening. He had things to do before he could relax, though.
First, he went to the bathroom and turned the shower on as hot as it would go. There was only one bathroom in the flat, and it wasn’t a big space, so sharing between the three of them was going to be interesting. For now, Stan wanted to wash off the feel of aeroplane from his skin and get his hair feeling soft and clean again.
Just before Stan bought the flat, the bathroom had been redecorated in calm sandstone tiles that he much preferred to stark white. The shower had a rain-effect head that dumped water out at a truly blissful speed, and Stan took his time cleaning himself from head to toe.
He couldn’t dry his hair when he was done, because the only hairdryer was in one of the bedrooms, so instead he towel-dried it as best he could, then carefully combed and braided it. Before leaving New York, he’d packed a change of clothes, and though it wasn’t the comfiest outfit in the world, it was clean. Stan changed into another loose pair of pants and a T-shirt and went to open some windows. The air in the flat felt stale; he needed fresh air to blow through.
Though the cupboards still had some staples, the fridge was empty and turned off so it didn’t start to smell. Stan gave it a quick clean, then turned it back on and set up his laptop at the dining table so he could put together a grocery order to be delivered later in the day.
While he was online, he took the time to quickly skim through a list of therapists in the city. He knew a few from his stay in hospital years ago, but it had been a long time, and they were mostly eating disorders specialists. He needed to get Ben to someone who was an expert in addiction. Not wanting to make any decisions on Ben’s behalf, and definitely not when he was this tired, Stan just made a list to present to Ben later.
With that done and the sound of Tone’s snoring echoing down the hallway, Stan decided to give in to his body and curled up on the sofa to nap.
Christ, what a day.




Chapter Two

Ben slept in fits and starts, never achieving full restfulness before being startled awake again. He’d long since given up on trying to get enough sleep. The only shit that he’d found that helped was prescribed by a doctor, and his so-called fucking “friends” had flushed all of that weeks ago.
The grey, dull light told Ben he was back in London before his conscious brain caught up to remembering the flight home.
He was back in London, with Stan and Tone, and it felt like insult on top of injury.
“Oh, good, you’re awake.”
Stan stood in the doorway, dressed in black jeans and black trainers and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. His hair was pulled back into a long ponytail, and if he was wearing makeup, it wasn’t obvious. He looked like an echo of the Stan that Ben used to know.
Ben grunted in response and rolled over. He was so tired, and everything ached.
“We’re leaving in twenty minutes. That should be plenty of time for you to get showered and dressed.”
“No.”
“I’m afraid you don’t have a choice in the matter. We’re going out, and if you want people to see you looking like that, it’s no skin off my nose. I really would like you to have a shower, though.”
Ben listened as Stan walked away, his feet soft on the carpet.
He heaved himself onto his back and stared at the ceiling, palms up, breathing deeply.
He had no idea where he was. London. Well, it was a big place.
No one apart from Tone and Stan knew he was here. As in this room.
Pretty much everyone he knew was mad at him.
He considered resisting; he was still bigger than Stan, though Stan was likely stronger than him right now, and the image of Stan dragging him out of the flat by his ankles flashed through his mind. He had some self-respect left, and a tiny, tiny amount of dignity.
Ben got up, found the bathroom, and forced himself to take a shower.
He’d been on a comedown for days, since Jez had locked him in his room, bringing meals to him and forcing him to use the en-suite bathroom. They’d confiscated his phone and laptop too, so he couldn’t even call someone to break him out. The worst of the withdrawal symptoms were done—the physical ones, at least—but Christ, he ached for a hit.
Ben hadn’t actually looked at himself in a mirror for a long time. He’d thrown something at the one in his bathroom at the house in LA, and it had shattered into big chunks that lay on the bathroom floor for days because he wouldn’t let anyone in to clean it up. Then he cut his foot on something, and it got infected, and they had to get a doctor to come out to the house because Ben wouldn’t go to the emergency room.
The mirror in Stan’s bathroom was very unflattering. Ben turned his back on it and fumbled for a towel, dripping water all over the floor.
When he got back to the bedroom, his suitcase was at the foot of the bed. He rubbed himself dry and pulled on his sole pair of clean jeans and a T-shirt, then glanced out the window. Early May in California had been bright and beautiful. London was overcast and probably chilly. He grabbed his hoodie and pulled that on too.
Stan was right. It smelled. But he didn’t have anything else, so it would have to do.
He didn’t bother to do anything with his hair, just left the wet strands streaming water under the edge of his T-shirt, and went to find Tone. Instead he found Stan, sitting at a small, two-person kitchen table with his laptop and a cup of coffee.
Stan looked shocked to see him, like he wasn’t actually expecting Ben to drag himself out of bed.
“I’m ready,” Ben muttered.
“Great.”
Stan snapped his laptop shut and gathered up his phone, wallet, and keys, then shoved them all into his pockets. Years ago he would have carried a huge handbag, bright and bold and coordinating with his outfit. Someone or something had dulled Stan’s sparkle, and Ben hated it.
He didn’t say anything. It wasn’t his place to.
Tone was gone, Ben didn’t ask where, and he followed Stan as he locked up the apartment and headed out onto the street. They were right next to the lock, his old stomping ground. People rushed past, Londoners on their way somewhere or tourists taking their time, no one paying the slightest bit of attention to him. It was disconcerting and slightly comforting at the same time.
Stan didn’t offer any conversation as he picked up a brisk pace, heading out to the main road and turning right. They walked in silence for maybe fifteen minutes, deeper into Camden proper, until Stan stopped and pushed open a nondescript white door. The building was unmarked apart from the number on the door.
Inside an older woman sat at a computer, typing away. No one else was in the waiting area, but the posters on the wall gave Ben a good idea of where they were.
“Can I help?” she asked Stan in a bright voice.
“We have an appointment. Novikov.”
“You can actually go right in. We’re quiet this morning.”
Stan nodded his thanks and walked through the open door that led to a small clinical room.
Ben took a seat without being asked.
A few minutes later, a younger male nurse came into the room. “Good morning,” he said, shutting the door behind himself. “We’re doing a full screening today?”
Stan nodded. “For Ben, not me.”
If the nurse recognised either of them, he didn’t mention it.
“Right, no problem. Do you want to hop onto the bed for me? We’ll start with the blood tests.”
Ben did as he was told, though he could feel a flush of humiliation creeping up his neck. He was here for an STD test. Now that it was presented to him, he realised how necessary it really was. He hadn’t exactly been safe with either sexual activity or drugs in the past few months.
He wondered who had passed that information on to Stan. Who had made the decision to bring him here. Not telling him was a good choice. He never would have agreed to it before they left the flat. He didn’t want to kick up a fuss in front of the nice nurse, though—despite what people thought of him, he wasn’t a complete arsehole.
The blood test was fine. Ben turned his head away and didn’t look, barely wincing at the scratch of the needle in the crook of his elbow. Then the nurse took a swab and ran it around the inside of his cheek, and sealed it carefully, before handing Ben another sealed packet.
“I can do this for you, or you can do it yourself,” he said. “Most people prefer to do it themselves. You need to insert the swab into your urethra, less than an inch is fine, and quickly rotate it. It often makes you need to pee, so if you can give us a quick urine sample while you’re there, that would be great.”
Ben nodded and slid off the bed.
“The bathroom is just through there.”
He shut the door behind him and snapped the lock into place.
While he went through the even more humiliating process of sticking something in his dick, Jesus Christ, he could hear the low murmur of voices outside, the nurse and Stan talking. Maybe they knew each other. Ben couldn’t decide whether or not that was a good thing.
In the bathroom was a little red plastic basket with a laminated sign telling him that was where he should leave the samples, so he did, then washed his hands thoroughly.
The whole thing took less than fifteen minutes, and after Stan left his phone number with the receptionist for the results, they stepped back outside onto the grim street.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you where we were going. I promise I’m not going to do that again, or force you to do something you don’t want to do. But it was important.”
“No, it’s fine,” Ben mumbled.
Stan touched his arm, only lightly, though Ben still winced away, and they started walking back in the direction of the flat. Ben ignored the faint twin throbs in his elbow and his dick, painful reminders of the experience.
When Stan didn’t turn off toward the block of flats, Ben was almost surprised enough to say something. Then he decided he didn’t care, and followed Stan as he weaved his way through the growing crowds on Camden High Street.
Ben kept his hood up and his chin low, though he really wanted to look around and soak it all in. He hadn’t spent much time here since that crazy summer when the EP got picked up and played everywhere, and then the next year they got an invitation to fill a last-minute slot at Glastonbury. They played the John Peel Stage, the legendary home of new and up-and-coming music, and the reaction from the Somerset crowd had cemented their reputation as a band to watch.
Coming back to Camden to hang out or go to Buck Shot for a pint after that was out of the question. The one time they’d tried, all of them together as a band, they’d been mobbed, and Gem behind the bar had been forced to call the police to break it up. Tone had stayed working behind the bar for a few more months, up until Christmas, then even he had to give it up.
Maybe now no one expected to see a member of Ares walking down the High Street. Ben was supposed to be in LA, after all, recording the next album. They all posted often enough on social media that no one would expect him to be home. Not that Ben was in control of his own social media any more. Someone from the record label did that for him. Probably some unpaid intern. Poor sod.
Stan turned abruptly into a store, and Ben almost stumbled as he followed him. It took a few seconds to realise they were in H&M.
He still didn’t care what Stan decided to do with him, even if he was curious as to Stan’s choice of shopping location. Ben was pretty sure Stan had never been the sort to shop in H&M back when they were together, and he definitely didn’t look like he did now.
“Here, hold this,” Stan said, picking up a shopping basket and thrusting it in Ben’s direction.
Ben did as he was told, following Stan to the men’s department.
There, he watched as Stan filled the basket with underwear, socks, T-shirts and shirts and jeans, and a dark grey hoodie that had somehow been put on the racks amongst the summer T-shirts and shorts. Ben was vaguely aware that a lot of this stuff was in his size and that his size was maybe the same as Stan’s size these days. Stan looked a hell of a lot better now than he had when he was really ill, but he was still very slim. Now his arms looked toned, though, instead of scrawny, and he carried more muscle across his chest.
Ben looked away and adjusted the basket when Stan added two belts to the pile.
“Come on,” Stan said, leading Ben to the tills.
The little shopping excursion came to about four hundred quid, which wasn’t bad, since Ben had paid that for one T-shirt only a few months ago—back when he was actually allowed access to his own money.
They arrived at the flat as a summer rain started to fall, soaking the streets within seconds. Ben watched the water bouncing off the surface of the lock and felt more lonely and more scared than he had in a very long time.
He really, really wanted a hit.
Inside, Ben set the bags down in the hallway and went back to the room where he’d slept the night before. He pulled the curtains closed, toed off his trainers, and curled up in a ball on top of the covers. There, he shivered and shook himself back to sleep.
When Ben woke again, it was starting to get dark outside. That meant he must have slept most of the afternoon and into the evening, longer than he’d managed in a while. His body clock was fucked up beyond immediate help, that much was clear. He stumbled out of the bedroom and into the bathroom to piss. As he stood at the toilet, his stomach gave a demanding, painful growl.
Right. The last time he’d eaten was on the plane here, almost twenty-four hours ago. Ben hated aeroplane food. Even first-class aeroplane food.
He could hear Tone talking in a low voice in the other bedroom, possibly on a video call with someone. Tone usually video called when it was important. He liked to be able to read people’s faces and expressions. In the kitchen, Stan was working at the little table again, hunched over as he typed furiously at the keyboard.
“Is there anything to eat?”
Stan startled, jerking away from the laptop like he’d been caught watching porn. “Shit. Sorry, you scared me.”
Ben shoved his hands into his pockets and couldn’t meet Stan’s eyes. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be.” Stan pushed away from the table, the chair scraping on the floor. “What do you want? I can make you a sandwich. I got some fresh soup delivered too. Or a salad, or eggs, or….”
“Toast?”
“I can make toast,” Stan said, nodding decisively.
“It’s okay. I can do it.” Ben felt useless enough as it was. He didn’t need someone else making his fucking toast for him. He wasn’t a fucking invalid.
“Okay,” Stan agreed easily. “Help yourself to anything.”
“Thanks.”
The bread was in the fridge, which was definitely Tone’s doing—he always kept bread in the fridge. It used to drive Summer mad. It was nice bread too, the stuff with lots of seeds and shit in it. Ben left the end piece and pulled out two of the soft, inside pieces, and slotted them into the toaster.
While he waited, Ben found peanut butter in one of the cupboards. That was definitely Stan’s influence. He always liked fancy peanut butter… not the overly processed, sweet sticky stuff, but the raw, crunchy type that was usually organic and sugar-free.
Ben was suddenly starving.
He grabbed a spoon from a drawer and loaded it up with a huge pile of peanut butter, then carefully nibbled at it so he didn’t make himself sick from eating too much too quickly. He’d made that mistake before.
When the toaster popped, he licked the spoon clean and set it in the sink, then picked a clean knife to spread the peanut butter on the toast. Back when he was trying to help Stan put on weight again, he used to put butter on toast before peanut butter, or sometimes Nutella and peanut butter on the same slice. Ben always liked it plain, though, just toast and peanut butter.
He cut each slice of bread in half and set them on a plate, then quickly wiped down the surface. He really, really wanted to take his plate and go back to bed, but that seemed rude. Stan had gone back to his laptop, studiously ignoring Ben and his pathetic attempt to make some kind of dinner for himself.
Ben went and took the seat opposite him.
Stan quietly saved whatever he was working on and closed the laptop.
“How are you doing?” Stan asked. “You slept for a long time.”
Be nibbled at his toast and nodded. “I don’t sleep very well.” He hadn’t admitted that to anyone else, though it was probably obvious.
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
Ben almost snapped something about wanting some fucking coke, or whatever Stan could get him, but he stopped himself. Biting Stan’s head off wasn’t going to do either of them any good. “I’m on a pretty rough comedown. I’m not gonna lie.”
“I guessed that, yeah.”
“What are you going to do with me?”
Stan barked a laugh and leaned back in his chair. He twisted his hair into a loose bun and secured it with a pen. Ben had always admired how he could do that.
“I don’t have anything planned,” Stan said. He bit his bottom lip, then sighed. “I’m kind of winging it here, Ben. I figured LA wasn’t working for you, so we could try something else.”
“I’m fucked up.”
“I can tell.”
Ben ate his dinner in silence for a few long minutes. When he was done, he chased a few last crumbs around the plate with his thumb, then licked it clean. The simple food was making his stomach ache with fullness.
“Can we go for a walk tomorrow?”
Stan nodded. “Sure. We’re not far from the zoo, you know.”
“I know,” Ben said. “Maybe.”
He waited for Stan to say something else, but he didn’t.
“Are you going to make me go to a therapist? Or rehab?”
Stan shook his head. “I told you earlier—I’m not going to make you do anything.” He stared down Ben’s expression. “I might stop you from doing things that you do want to do, but that’s only for your own good.”
“What if I want to see a therapist?”
“Then we’ll find you one. Or you can borrow my laptop and find your own.”
Panic gripped at Ben’s chest, and he wasn’t entirely sure why. Well, he did. Because for a couple of years now, people had told him what to do, where to be, how to think and feel about everything. His only outlet had been the music that had been remixed and commercialised, edited for public radio, then he’d been forced to regurgitate it again and again and again until the words felt meaningless.
He wasn’t allowed to have an opinion that wasn’t edited or censored, not allowed to date or fuck people unless they’d been vetted, denied the impulsive freedom that he didn’t know he’d treasured.
And Stan wanted to let him pick his own therapist.
“Okay,” he said.
Okay.




Chapter Three

When Tone got back, Ben was already in bed. Stan had stayed awake, not wanting to curl up on the sofa until he knew Tone was home safely.
It was stupid to pretend they weren’t vulnerable these days. Tone could blend in on these streets with his Jack-the-lad look much better than Summer or Jez or Ben. Especially Ben. HMV sold posters of the band, alongside Justin Bieber and Ariana Grande and whoever else was popular. Like Ares were admired by teenagers who looked up to them. Wasn’t that a terrifying thought.
Tone stumbled through the door just after one in the morning, not that Stan minded. His body clock was still totally fucked. He appreciated the quiet apartment and the chance to work without interruptions.
“Sorry,” Tone said as he shut the door behind himself, then locked it and put the chain across.
“Nothing to be sorry for.”
Tone ambled into the kitchen and pointedly sniffed. “Did you make toast?”
Stan grinned. “Ben did.”
“Ben ate something?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh. Good. That’s good.”
“Do you want some toast, Tone?”
“Ooh, yes please.”
Stan laughed under his breath and unfolded himself from the chair, stretching his arms above his head before going to the fridge and slotting four slices of toast into the toaster. Tone ate more than Ben.
“I spoke to him, earlier,” Stan said, leaning back against the counter and folding his arms over his chest.
“Bloody hell. Getting him to talk, getting him to eat… we should have called you sooner.”
Stan shrugged. “I’m not a threat to him.”
That seemed to stop Tone short. He nodded slowly, as if just realising Stan’s words were true.
“Did you have a nice time tonight?” Stan asked.
“Yeah. Went to Buck Shot.”
“They let you in?” Stan teased.
“Hey, I wasn’t the one who got barred.”
“That was Geordie?”
Tone rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Dickhead. Quiet in there tonight, so I could sit at the bar and have a decent conversation with someone.”
“That sounds nice.”
“It was, yeah.”
The toaster popped, and Stan turned away to fix Tone’s late-night snack.
“Are you alright for work and everything?” Tone asked. “You left New York quickly.”
“It’s not too bad,” Stan said. “I’ve rearranged a couple of meetings to do them by video call instead. And my intern is going to go to a few events for me and report back so I can do the write-ups. Everything else can be done from here.”
“How long are we staying here?”
Stan took the plate over to the table, pointedly making Tone eat there instead of standing at the kitchen counter.
“I don’t know, Tone. You all seem to think I’ve got some grand plan. I really don’t.”
“You’re doing better than the rest of us put together. You made more progress with him in a day than we have in months.”
Stan sighed and flicked his hair back behind his shoulder. “Los Angeles wasn’t working, so I told him I thought we could try somewhere else. Sometimes a change of pace, or a change of location… it helps with a change of mindset.”
“That makes sense.”
“I don’t know if it does.”
“I spoke to Summer earlier,” Tone offered. “She’s keeping the boys in line, trying to get them from blowing up. They spent most of the night and half the day going through what we already have for the album. I’ve already laid down all the drums, so that’s done, and they’re further along with keys and guitars than we realised. This might come as a shock to you, young Stan, but we have a tendency to fuck around in a recording studio.”
“I refuse to believe that.”
“It’s true,” Tone said with a wink.
“You have peanut butter in your beard.”
Tone wiped his face with the back of his hand, then licked it clean. “Anyway, the point is, they have a lot of material they can work with over the next couple of weeks, and then we can make a plan to fill the gaps. Ben already wrote all of the lyrics for the tracks we’ve been working on. He just hasn’t recorded any of them yet.”
“You said you can record in London.”
“We can,” Tone said. “If Ben wants to. That’s the big million-pound question right now. If he decides to leave the band, then there’s a whole lot of things we need to do to separate him from what’s already been done. He could argue that he owns those lyrics, and we don’t necessarily want to get into that debate. It could take years for lawyers to figure it out. And do we want to release an album with his influence all over it?”
“I could see why you wouldn’t.”
“Right. If Ben goes, then we either continue on as the four of us, which I think is most likely, or find someone else. Ben writes most of our lyrics, though, so even if we don’t bring in someone else, we need to find a lyricist for this album. Or, we scrap the past six months of work and start again.”
“What a mess,” Stan said.
“Right. We’ve got, what, thirty tracks so far for this album?”
“And you’ll pick your favourites when you’re done recording, is that it?”
Tone nodded. “That’s usually how it works, yeah. Part of the problem in the past few weeks is that the others have been putting Ben under a huge amount of pressure to get his shit together so we can finish the album. The record label set us a deadline, which was last weekend.”
“You missed the deadline already?”
“Yeah. And that’s not good. They’re breathing down our necks, wanting to see progress, and we can’t give it to them because Ben went off the deep end. Summer’s a mess, Jez is pissed off, Geordie washed his hands of the whole thing because he can’t handle Ben when he’s high… which leaves me.”
“You’re his best friend,” Stan said gently. “He listens to you even when he doesn’t listen to anyone else.”
“Yeah, well, he’s not fucking listening to me any more,” Tone muttered. “The only way I could even get him to let me in his room was to offer him a joint. Then we got high and forgot whatever it was they wanted us to talk about.”
Stan couldn’t help it; he laughed. Some things would never change. “Oh, Tone.”
“I know.”
“How are they all now?”
“I think things are better since we made a plan. We can tell Melissa the plan—she’s our manager—and she can relay it back to the label. Musicians are fucking temperamental by nature. They’re not expecting us to be Boy Scouts. We could still get it finished and released by Christmas.”
“But you don’t know what Ben’s doing.”
“No. He’s still the wild card. I want him to stay, I want him to keep recording and touring with us, but it’s killing him, Stan. How can I tell him I want him to stay when staying is killing him?”
“I don’t know,” Stan murmured.
“Me either. I said to Summer earlier—I would prefer for Ben to go than for him to die. I don’t think she’d been looking at it like that up until now.”
“He’s not going to die.” Stan looked Tone in the eye, wanting him to know how much he meant it. “He saved my life once. Maybe now I have to save his.”
Tone tried to insist that Stan take the bedroom, but Stan held firm. He had purposefully bought a nice pull-out sofa that was actually comfortable to sleep on, and besides, Tone was a guest. The flat really wasn’t big enough for them all to be living on top of one another, but it would do, for now.
Despite the comfy sofa, Stan didn’t sleep well. The pressure to “fix” Ben and get him back on track was all on his shoulders now, with an internationally famous, Grammy-winning, platinum-selling band looking to him to get Ben in a position where he could keep going. The thing was, Stan wasn’t sure if convincing Ben to keep going was the right thing. Tone was right: this lifestyle was killing him.
But what could he do after this? Was it possible to go from being in a wildly successful band to… what? Serving pints back at Buck Shot?
Stan sighed and rolled over.
He had his own life to worry about too. He’d built a career in the past few years, a successful one that he loved very much. The thing with fashion was that Stan could bring his work with him, whether that was to Tokyo for six months or Johannesburg for six weeks, reporting while immersing himself in a different culture. Travel wasn’t an essential part of his work, but it forced him to consider other points of view in an industry that tended to inspire singular ways of thinking.
He’d always been drawn to the vibe of London, though; there was no point in denying it. Even now, with everything else going on, Stan was itching to get out into the bustle of it all and find some inspiring independent business making clothes or jewellery or shoes and write features about them. He knew, without a doubt, that he could find that here.
Maybe tomorrow he’d send an email to Parsons. He wasn’t signed on to teach next semester yet. Students would likely be anticipating his lectures, but he hadn’t committed to any. After almost two years of living in New York, it could be time to come back to London.




Chapter Four

Tone disappeared during the days to somewhere he didn’t deign to tell Ben about. Sometimes he was around in the evenings. Other times Ben didn’t see him from when he rolled out of bed in the mornings to when he crawled back in it.
Not that he spent much time out of bed.
With Stan now in charge, rather than the committee of his friends, Ben was allowed his laptop back. That meant he could lie in bed all day and watch Netflix or porn and wank himself silly, and Stan was content to let him.
Stan had gotten the test results back: Ben was clear of any infections. Ben studied his spunk, oddly grateful to know he didn’t have HIV. Then he wiped his hand off on the bed sheet.
Ben knew Stan was working hard on something. Whenever he went to the kitchen, Stan was hunched over his own laptop, typing away or frowning at the screen, or sometimes talking to someone on a video call. Ben didn’t ask him what he was doing. He didn’t care, and it was none of his business anyway.
They had been back in London for five days when Ben’s cabin fever suddenly snapped. Stan had been forcing him to wash every day, so Ben could just pull on clothes from the H&M bag, yanking off the labels as he went, and he was ready to go.
“I’m going out,” he announced over his shoulder as he headed for the door.
As he expected, that caused a reaction.
“Give me five minutes; I’ll be with you,” Stan said, rushing to his feet.
“I just want to take a walk. I’ll be back in an hour.”
“Ben, you know I can’t let you out on your own.”
Ben stared him down, pure loathing throbbing through his body. It made his fingers shake.
“I’m not going to get drugs.”
He was definitely going to get drugs.
“Ben.”
Shit. In the time they’d been arguing, Stan had pulled on shoes and a jacket that were next to the door, ready to go in an emergency. Almost like Stan had planned it. Knowing Stan, he probably had.
“Look, I’ve been stuck here with nothing to do for the past week, and I’m going fucking crazy. I just need to get out and away from you people for five fucking minutes, okay? I can’t stand looking at you anymore.”
Stan blinked. A colour rose on his cheeks, and Ben thought Stan might slap him.
Then Stan slowly reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.
“The number for the landline is programmed in,” he said. “Under ‘Camden Flat’. If you need anything, call me.”
Ben thought about refusing him. Then he snatched the phone out of Stan’s hand and stormed out.
For a while he did walk, his hood up and his head down, hands shoved deep into his pockets as he avoided eye contact. That worked here; no one wanted to look at anyone else anyway.
Ben knew there was no need to be rude to Stan. He’d been nothing but nice ever since he’d let himself into Ben’s room in LA. Ben definitely was not sick of looking at his face. Stan had a nice face. He’d missed it.
Despite the meandering route he took to get there, Ben knew exactly where he was going. By the time he arrived, he’d worked up a full head of steaming self-loathing.
Ben had bought the three-bedroom flat on Baker Street for about two million about a year after the first album came out. At the time it seemed like an obscene amount of money. It was an obscene amount of money, especially considering Ben had never really lived there. He’d been told to think of it as an investment property.
After living in some of the most mouldy, grotty accommodation London had to offer, the thought of an investment property whose only purpose was to sit empty and make money made Ben feel even worse. So he didn’t think about it much at all and made no effort to live there.
Marylebone was just on the other side of Regent’s Park, so he could walk through and pretend he was a normal person, like all the nice families that were out, walking their dogs or playing with their kids in the leafy shade. London had warmed up in the past couple of days so he stood out for wearing a hoodie, but still no one looked at him.
Out of everything London had to offer, Ben appreciated the anonymity the most. He wasn’t sure why he’d made such a fuss about not wanting to come back here. London was awesome.
Ben didn’t have a key to the flat. He wasn’t even really sure where the keys were. He did have his identification, though, and the pass code, and the building had a doorman who could let him have the spare key.
Despite being so close to the bustle of Baker Street, inside the building was eerily quiet. Ben glanced at the lift, remembered the mirrors that lined it, and decided to take the staircase. His flat was only on the second floor. His feet didn’t make any noise as he climbed, the carpet on the stairs was that thick. And no one ever used them. Why would they, when there was a perfectly serviceable lift?
Ben unlocked the apartment and didn’t bother to lock it again, just toed off his trainers and kicked them to the side and pulled off his hoodie.
He hadn’t bothered decorating when he’d moved in, so it still looked like a pristine show home. The whole thing was far too classy and modern chic for his liking, all white and cream and grey with the odd colour for “accent.”
Without bothering to look around, Ben headed back to the master bedroom. He’d slept here a few times, when he didn’t want to go back to the house, or if he needed some time away from the rest of the band. After he’d first bought the flat, he’d felt like he should at least stay in it a few times.
When everything kicked off, it was the flop he used to get high.
The bedroom had a huge built-in wardrobe, with no clothes hanging in it at all. Ben thought there might be some clothes in the chest of drawers but didn’t bother to look. He wasn’t here for clothes.
The built-in safe came with the flat, and Ben had programmed the code so no one else knew what it was. He punched in the numbers with trembling fingers, almost sobbing with relief when it beeped and clicked open.
He didn’t have quite as many pills as he’d thought, but there was plenty of coke and Mandy, some Vicodin he’d brought back from the States one time, and a whole fucking box of beautiful, beautiful lorazepam. These were actually prescribed too, his name printed on the side of the box.
Setting up the lines the way he liked them didn’t take long, and as usual, he hated himself more and more with every gram he snorted.
Then he spread himself out on the bed and waited for the nothingness to appear.
A couple of hours later, the phone was ringing almost nonstop, and Ben decided it was irritating enough to do something about. He was going to throw it out the window, like he’d done with plenty of phones before, but then he remembered it was Stan’s and stopped himself. Instead he turned it off, set it on the dressing table, and went back to his safe to find some nice painkillers.
Ben was sure Tone wasn’t real. He’d been dreaming of Tone for a while now, differing variations, some of which were nice, some less nice. Ben wasn’t so fond of the Tone that had tentacles coming out of his face instead of a beard. He’d closed his eyes until that one left.
This Tone was touching him. That was nice. New. Different. Smoothing Ben’s hair back from his face. Talking to him—a lot of them talked, in that warm Bristol burr that Ben associated with home.
He’d only been to Bristol a couple of times, so that was weird.
“Tone is home.”
Tone kept talking, and Ben didn’t listen.




Chapter Five

Stan wasn’t sure if he was supposed to hear from Tone again after he left to go find Ben. He guessed it would probably depend on what sort of state Ben was in, if Tone could drag him back to the flat or if they’d stay in Ben’s place for a while.
When Tone had got back earlier, he’d known almost immediately where Ben would be. Or he’d had strong suspicions, which Stan was willing to go with. Tone knew Ben probably better than anyone else.
There was no way Stan was going to be able to rest, that much was certain. The flat wasn’t particularly messy, but he went around and gathered up everyone’s dirty laundry and threw it in the washing machine, then scrubbed the bathroom.
A few hours after Tone left, the flat’s landline phone rang. Stan scrambled to answer it.
“Hello?”
“He’s fine,” Tone said to answer.
“Oh, thank God.” Until that moment Stan hadn’t been prepared to admit how scared he was that Ben might have gone and done something stupid. Like overdose. He didn’t want to be the person who was responsible for Ben dying.
“I’m gonna stay here tonight, keep an eye on him. He should be okay, though.”
“Thanks, Tone.”
“No problem.”
Stan set the phone back down and pressed his trembling fingers to the cool counter.
No matter how strong the desire was to chase after Ben and drag him back to the safety of the flat, Stan knew he couldn’t. What was that saying about loving things and letting them go? He’d already let Ben walk away once in his life, and he’d regretted it every day since. But there was still no point in chasing him down when he so clearly didn’t want to be found.
Stan went back to the sofa, carefully took his shoes off, then curled up in a ball. He was so, so tired.
Tone got back the next morning, as promised, with a paper bag from McDonalds that smelled like grease. Stan had slept on the sofa in his clothes, ready to run out at a moment’s notice if Tone called and said he needed Stan’s help. Or if something went wrong.
“Morning,” Stan said.
“Mornin’. I brought you coffee. Thought you probably wouldn’t want a bacon sandwich.”
“No, thank you.” He still accepted the take-out cup gratefully, though, and scooted over to make room for Tone on the sofa. “He’s okay?” Stan asked.
“Yeah. I guess.” Tone didn’t say anything else, just unwrapped his breakfast sandwich and took a big bite.
Stan sipped his coffee. It was strong and sweet and black, as he liked it. Tone had remembered.
“What happened?” Tone asked with his mouth full.
“He left. He said he was going for a walk.” Stan checked his watch. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let him go.”
“Don’t be sorry,” Tone said with a sigh. “You’re not the first person he’s run out on.”
“He makes a habit of it?”
Tone half-shrugged. “He used to. He gets claustrophobic, I suppose. Not by buildings, though, more like by situations. If he feels boxed in, he ends up running away.”
“Stupid,” Stan muttered.
“Yeah. It’s not your fault. It’s only something that started happening the past couple of years.”
“Where was he?”
“He has a flat,” Tone said. He finished his sandwich with a huge final bite and washed it down with his own coffee.
“It sounds like you’ve done this before.”
“More than I like, yeah. Sometimes I wonder if I’m making it worse.”
“You’re not.” Stan took his hand and squeezed it gently. “I promise you, you’re not.”
“I’m sorry.” Tone wrapped his arm around Stan’s shoulder and pulled him into a hug. Stan went with it. He’d missed Tone’s hugs. “This was too much to put on your shoulders. You’re his ex-boyfriend, for fuck’s sake. Asking you to get involved was really unfair.”
Stan rested his cheek against Tone’s shoulder and just appreciated the hug, for a moment. “I thought I could help. Hubris.”
“Nah. Don’t worry about it. I’ll try and figure out what we do with him next. Maybe throw him in a rehab place here. What’s that one all the celebrities go to?”
“The Priory?”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
“I almost went there. They decided to keep me at the eating disorders wing of the hospital instead, though.”
“I remember. That feels like a million years ago.”
Stan nodded. “A lot has changed.”
“A lot has stayed the same.”
“That is true.”
“He never told me why you broke up, by the way. I don’t think he told anyone.”
Stan knew Tone was fishing for details and decided he didn’t mind. He’d lost Tone as a friend when he and Ben broke up. And the others, of course, but he’d always been closest to Tone.
“Where were we? Somewhere in Germany.”
“Lollapalooza,” Tone said immediately. “Berlin.”
“That’s right. You know things weren’t good,” Stan said, tipping his head back and rubbing his hands over his face. He hadn’t thought about this in a long time. Hadn’t allowed himself to think about it—it hurt too much, and dwelling on it didn’t change anything. Moving on with his life had been Stan’s therapy.
“No.”
“That was early on, but even then he didn’t like all the fans and the interviews and the pressure.”
“He wanted to leave,” Tone said. “Leave the band. Back when you were in hospital. I convinced him to stay….”
“You couldn’t have known. Any of it,” Stan said, waving his hands around demonstratively. “No one expected you to get as popular as you did so quickly.”
“I know. I still feel like he would have been better off leaving us and doing his own thing.”
“How would he feel now, though?” Stan said. “If he left a band that went on to be so successful? Anyway. We’d been arguing for a long time, and we weren’t having sex any more, and I spent more time with you and Summer than I did with Ben.”
“He was off with Geordie and the roadies.”
“Yeah. I didn’t know there was drugs involved at that point, but I think it’s likely.”
“Me too.”
“I asked him if he wanted me to come with you to wherever it was you were going next. And he said he didn’t care.” Stan shrugged. “I figured he should probably care, if I was his boyfriend. So when you got on the bus and left, I got a taxi to the airport and came back to London instead. Bought this place.”
“You stayed here for a while?”
“Another six months, yeah. Then I started moving around again. Paris first, then Asia, South Africa, then back to New York.”
Tone was quiet for a few moments, clearly lost in his memories. “I wish I could tell you something to make you feel better.”
Stan smiled. “It’s okay. I don’t blame anyone for what happened. It was just… just life, I suppose.”
Stan had sometimes wondered if it would have been easier if they’d broken up in some massive argument; something with screaming and crying and throwing plates at each other. At least then there would have been a definitive ending. As it was, the band’s success had stuck a wedge between them, one that had slowly but surely wrenched them apart, and by the time Stan came to terms with the fact that it really was over, months had passed.
“He was depressed for a while, after you guys split up. Then he seemed to get himself together. We all thought—shit, fucking finally, he’s here. I guess that was around the time he started taking coke.”
“Where was he getting it from?”
“Other bands. Roadies. Wherever. It was all over the place, Stan. We barely had to turn around and someone was offering it to us. We’ve all smoked weed since forever, Christ, but none of the rest of us touched anything stronger. Summer lost a lot of weight, and we thought she was taking shit at one point, but she swears she didn’t.”
“I thought she looked slim.”
“Is it fucked-up for me to be talking to you about this?”
“No,” Stan said easily. “I don’t mind.”
“Oh. Good. Ben got into a screaming match with her once, you know. Your name got thrown around.”
“I should be honoured,” Stan said drily.
“I’m sorry.”
“No, no. I’m always going to be a recovering anorexic, Tone. Talking about it is good. I’ve talked about it until I was blue in the face, actually, a lot of it in the context of the fashion industry. If we don’t talk about these things, then they stay hidden, which isn’t good.”
“You’re so clever.”
Stan laughed. “I’m not. I’ve just been through shit, same as you guys. Go on.”
“Ben isn’t a bad person.”
“I know that. He’s an addict.”
“Yeah.”
“He needs to accept that before he can get help. Same as I had to accept that I had an eating disorder before I could do anything to get better. Until he’s ready to accept his issues and seek out help for himself, there’s not much any of us can do for him.”
“So we—what—just try to keep him alive until he’s ready to ask for help?”
God, that was morbid. “We can try.”
“I don’t think I can do this for much longer, Stan.”
It sounded like that confession had been torn from Tone’s gut. For the first time, Stan looked at him properly. There had always been flecks of grey in Tone’s unkempt beard; time had added more. He had tired eyes too. Tone might claim that Ben was the one who had never chased after the glittering jewels of fame that the music industry offered, but Tone hadn’t either.
“He doesn’t deserve you,” Stan murmured.
“He didn’t deserve you either.” Tone grinned.
That made Stan laugh. “I thought we deserved each other. For a while.”
“Yeah.”
They fell into a comfortable silence. Stan thought that maybe, after all this was over, he might get to keep Tone as a friend. If that happened, it would all be worth it.




Chapter Six

Being alone was unnerving.
Silence on all sides.
Except the echoes.
The fridge hummed, and sometimes water rushed through the pipes from another flat in the building.
He didn’t have a TV. When he’d looked around the place, before he’d bought it, there was one mounted on the wall. But it had gone by the time he moved in. Now there were just brackets and holes in the wall where a TV should be.
Ben hadn’t ever liked TV that much.
About a week had passed since they’d all left him. Tone had gone, then Ben had spent four days off his face on drugs, then ran out and spent three days coming down again. Right now, his skin itched and his eyes ached and his tongue felt too big for his mouth. Despite having eaten very, very little, he’d been shitting up a storm.
Ben lay on his back, wearing just his boxers, staring at the beautiful crown moulding around the edge of the ceiling.
“You need to pull yourself together, mate.”
They were wise words, ones he wasn’t used to hearing in his own voice.
It was strangely cathartic, hearing things he needed to say and at the same time, being the one to say them.
“You’re fucked up.”
Very true.
It took a long time to get the next words out.
“I don’t want to die.”
The past five years had been a whirlwind, and the wind had stripped away all the elements of himself that Ben liked best. He imagined it like a tornado, peeling away his compassion and his sense of humour and his sense of charity. His politics were gone, his passion, his drive, his motivation.
And what was left was a guy who liked to divorce himself from reality by taking shitloads of drugs because that was easier than facing the truth.
When he finally decided to move, it took a very long time. Ben struggled to his feet, to the bathroom, and into the shower. He attempted to wash his hair, but it was all matted and gross. For the first time in a long time, he took stock of his body. Too skinny. Bad tattoos—some really bad tattoos. Bad decisions.
No track marks. The thought of injecting himself with anything turned his stomach, which was weird, considering the amount of needles he’d encountered getting the tattoos. Maybe that was one good thing he’d managed.
Ben huffed a humourless laugh. If the only good thing he could say about himself was at least he hadn’t started injecting heroin, then maybe he really had hit rock-bottom.
He dressed in clothes from his chest of drawers—too big for him and several years old, not feeling right on his body. Then he took stock and looked around.
Ben had no phone. No internet connection because he’d never bothered to get it installed. He needed food—decent food. He really didn’t want to go outside but life sucked, so he was going to have to. He dug his wallet out of his dirty jeans and shoved it into the pocket of the sweatpants, and didn’t bother to lock the door.
Outside, everything was too loud, too busy, and Ben realised he was definitely not done with coming down from the epic high he’d been on.
Thankfully, this was central London, so he could get what he needed without having to go more than five minutes from the flat.
His stomach growled threateningly as he passed a KFC, but that was such a bad idea right now he couldn’t even begin to contemplate it. Grease on his empty stomach was a recipe for disaster. A few doors down was an Itsu. Much better.
Ben wasn’t sure what the time was, but it wasn’t very busy inside. He walked up to the counter, no doubt looking like strung-out druggie scum.
“I need something vegan,” he croaked at the girl.
“Vegan?”
“Yeah. Fucking vegan.”
“Well, we have—”
“Just… give me one of everything.”
“One of everything what?”
Ben fought the urge to press his hands to his face in frustration. “One of every vegan thing you have. Please.”
She glared at him. Ben was ridiculously grateful for the glare. She was a sassy, young black Londoner who probably thought Ares were shit, if she’d ever heard of them. Her bad attitude was a blessing he’d count.
Before collecting anything, she rang it all through the till and made him pay, clearly not expecting him to have the cash to cover it all. He didn’t. Have cash. He had a contactless debit card, and that was just as good.
“Eat in or take away?”
“I’ll eat some of it here and take the rest away.”
“Okay.”
He watched with growing agitation as she assembled everything in a bag for him.
“Cutlery’s over there.”
“Thanks,” he muttered, then almost tripped over his own feet on his way to pick up a fucking fork.
Ben didn’t want to sit in a window seat, and instead found a tiny booth that was out of the way and hardly overlooked. Then he picked through the bag, trying to figure out what he wanted to eat.
The vegan thing was an idea he’d had, remembering how Stan used to eat vegan during one of his episodes because there were far fewer things that were likely to upset his stomach. While anything greasy would definitely make him sick, Ben also had a good idea that too much meat or dairy would also have adverse effects on his digestive system. And since that system was currently royally fucked up, he wanted to treat it nicely.
He picked his way through a salad, then ate two pieces of sushi before rubbing his hand over his stomach, almost awe-struck at how such a small amount of food had made him bloat. It had revived his energy, though, and suddenly his anxieties all rushed back in. Being seen like this, looking like this, and being recognised, filled him with the sort of dread that made him ache for another hit.
Ben looked down at his hands, scarred and calloused.
“I don’t want to die,” he murmured softly.
So he wouldn’t.
He gathered his bag and ducked his head so he wouldn’t have to make eye contact with the sassy girl behind the counter. Outside, his breathing picked up, close to panic, and he glanced around for a safe place to hide.
His eyes fell on a barber shop.
Two birds, one stone.
He scuttled across the road, weaving in and out of traffic, and almost slammed the door behind himself.
Two guys were working, though one was just finishing up with a client and the other was taking a payment. No one else was in the small, one-room shop, and Ben had an idea.
He kept his hood up and his head down as the first guy got done paying.
“I’m ready when you are, mate.”
Ben startled. “Can I use your loo really quick?”
“Course. Right back there.”
He didn’t really need to go, but took the opportunity anyway. When he was done, both of the customers had left.
Ben leaned against the counter.
“I’ll pay you whatever you like to close until I’m done.”
The guy who he’d spoken to first looked slightly taken aback. Apparently no one in fucking Marylebone expected the druggie tramp to be a vegan who had cash to splash.
The second barber, younger, came over.
“I need to go to the bank anyway.”
The first guy nodded. “Take an hour, if you like.”
He didn’t argue, just grabbed his phone from behind the counter and walked out, clearly happy to be given an extended lunch break.
The barber walked over to the door and flipped the sign to Closed.
“Come take a seat.”
The thought of having to sit in a chair and stare at his own face for however long this took almost sent Ben into another panic attack. When the barber wrapped a cloak around his shoulders, he could barely fight back the tremors.
“Hey.”
Ben forced himself to meet his eyes as the guy took a seat in the chair next to him. He was maybe in his early fifties and looked good. He had a short, neat beard and very well-styled hair. This was one of those retro barbers, where they did wet shaves and everyone wore white shirts and braces or bow ties.
“I’m Dominic. This is my place. The kid we just chucked out is my nephew Corey. You don’t have to tell me anything, but I’ve seen a lot working here. Okay?”
“Okay,” Ben muttered.
“What do we need to do today?”
“It’s all fucking….” Ben grouched to himself. “Matted.”
“Do you want to work it out or cut it off? Fair warning, it’s probably going to hurt like a bitch if I try to comb it out.”
“Shave it all off if you have to. I don’t care.”
“I don’t think we need to go that far. Can I take a look? See what we’re working with here?”
“Okay.”
Dominic got up and swung Ben’s chair around so it wasn’t facing the mirror or the street. He was looking back at a dark grey wall with some nice art on it in fancy gold frames. Better. That was better.
He closed his eyes and forced himself to relax as Dominic picked his way through Ben’s hair. Ben thought back to when it had been last cut—almost eight months ago, by his reckoning. It was long.
“This side is the worst,” Dominic said casually. Somehow Ben didn’t feel bad about himself with the way Dominic said it. “I reckon we can go short on the sides, then whatever you want on the top.”
“I used to wear it in a Mohawk,” Ben muttered.
“Yeah?” Dominic sounded both amused and pleased with that. “I can work with something like that, if you want.”
“I just don’t want to look like a homeless drug addict anymore. Only one of those things is true.”
“Leave it with me. You’re alright facing that way?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay.”
Dominic worked quickly, the snipping of his scissors loud in the silent room. Ben kept his eyes closed and focused on breathing slowly. Even so, it didn’t take long for the tremors to come back.
“You need a break?” Dominic asked.
Ben put his face in his hands and folded himself in half. “I’m such a fucking wreck.”
“I don’t see a wreck,” Dominic said. He came around and took a seat in the chair next to Ben again. “I see a guy who’s clearly going through some shit, who decided to get a healthy lunch today, then come in to get his hair cut. That’s who you are right now. A guy who’s making decent choices.”
“You sound like a therapist,” Ben muttered. His chest felt so tight, and he was, once again, ridiculously humiliated.
“You’d be surprised at how often the worlds of hairdressing and therapy overlap. Therapists just charge a lot more than I do.”
They were both quiet for a few moments. Then Dominic spoke again.
“You want a cup of tea?”
Ben really, really did.
“Yes, please. Milk and one sugar. Please.”
“I’ll be right back.”
He stayed where he was, head almost between his knees, and listened to the familiar routine of tea-making. By the time Dominic got back, Ben almost felt okay again.
Except the embarrassment. That had gotten worse.
“Here you go. You want to keep going?”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
“Sit up, then.”
Ben did as he was told, and reached over for his tea.
Dominic had made one for himself, too, and took sips in between working on Ben’s hair. The haircut took longer than Ben had expected, probably because his hair was in such a fucking state. He didn’t flinch when Dominic got the clippers out, though, and was proud of that.
By the time he was done with his tea, Dominic was about finished with Ben’s hair.
“You want to look?” Dominic asked.
“Not really,” Ben said wryly.
“No problem.”
Ben was taken aback again. He thought having to look was part of the transaction.
Instead Dominic brushed the hair off his shoulders and quickly fiddled some wax through the ends of what was left of Ben’s hair, almost like he couldn’t help himself.
Ben stood up, so grateful it hurt, and turned around to say thank you.
He watched the moment of startled recognition dawn in Dominic’s eyes.
“Oh,” he said softly.
Ben gave him a wry smile and a shrug. “Thanks.”
Dominic didn’t say anything else, just walked over to the counter.
“That’s twenty-five quid.”
Ben shook his head. “I made you close up.”
“Do you see anyone else in here?” Dominic said, opening his arms wide. “We’re not busy.”
“I can pay you. For your time. And for….”
“That was free,” Dominic said with a small smile. “As was the tea.”
He set up the card machine for the transaction, and Ben tapped his card again. He wanted to leave, to rush away and hide himself in the relative safety of his flat. But Dominic stopped him with a gentle hand on his arm.
“Look, mate. I’m really not a therapist. I’m just a guy who cuts hair for a living. I meant what I said, though. You get to say who you are, not anyone else. It’s all bullshit anyway, right?”
That was a line from one of Ben’s songs. From the first album.
For the first time in a long time, Ben laughed. “Yeah.”
“Someone wise said that.”
“Nah. Last I heard, he was a total arsehole.”
When Dominic pulled him into a hug, Ben went with it.
“Come back whenever you want.”
“I will,” Ben said, and in that moment, he meant it.
When he left the barbers, he had every intention of going straight back to the flat. The past hour had exhausted him beyond belief, and he was still unsure of what was happening to the food in his stomach. Chances were, it would explode out of his body one way or the other. He’d wait and see.
The problem was, right on the corner was an estate agent. Ben was almost certain they were the people who had sold him the flat in the first place. And he needed it gone. Just… gone. Behind him.
The haircut made him walk a little taller as he pushed the door open into the cold, passionless space. He’d definitely been in here before. Someone looked over and did a double take.
Fuck. Maybe he shouldn’t have gotten his hair cut. Now every dickhead in the West End was recognising him.
“Can I help?” a young girl asked.
“Yeah. I need you to sell my flat.”
Another thirty minutes, and Ben was finally back in the safety of a fancy apartment that soon wouldn’t belong to him anymore. For some reason, it felt like an enormous weight off his shoulders.
At one point he’d almost gotten into a shouting match with the girl in the estate agents, who was so fucking insistent that someone come over to take professional photos of the apartment. Literally nothing had been done to it in the years Ben had owned it—no new furniture, no new fixtures or fittings, no decorating… nothing. So the pictures that were used last time would be fine. And he didn’t want people traipsing in and out while he was still figuring out the whole drug addict situation.
It didn’t help that he still didn’t have a full set of keys. To the flat. That was another fucking thing he needed to fix.
Ben stuffed the leftover vegan food in the fridge, then lay down on the bed to sleep for an hour. Just an hour. Because the past couple of hours had left him physically and mentally exhausted.
One hour turned into four without him noticing, and Ben woke with a start.
Dusk was falling, and with the window slightly open, the rush of noise from the street outside seeped into the room. Ben rubbed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets and wondered what happened next.
He wanted to go back to Stan’s flat. He wasn’t sure if he’d be welcome.
Ben looked around the room, forcing him to accept the truth that circled him.
Tone had taken the phone—Stan’s phone—so Ben didn’t have any way of contacting them, of scoping out whether or not him going back was even a possibility. If that’s what he wanted, he was going to have to ask. In person.
Sometimes it was the little things that forced Ben to remember how sheltered he’d become from real life. The band’s management team had been really good at keeping them at arm’s length from the real world, and Ben was grateful for that. But in the process of keeping them away from the ugly side of their career—the bad reviews and the stalkers and the people who set up Twitter accounts with the sole purpose of tweeting them several times a day telling them how shit they were—Ben had turned into someone who couldn’t do anything for himself.
He wanted a phone, and his instinct was to contact Melissa and ask her to get someone to go and buy one for him.
He wanted drugs, and normally there was someone from his “team” who would go and get that for him too.
If Ben wanted to go home, someone booked the flights. He wanted to see a movie, and someone arranged for it to be sent to his laptop so he didn’t have to go to a movie theatre and interact with the public. He sneezed, and someone handed him a damn handkerchief, for fuck’s sake.
He was a thirty-one-year-old man who had almost had a breakdown over buying lunch for himself, going to get his hair cut, and asking an estate agent to sell his flat.
Ben hauled himself out of bed and stumbled for the wardrobe. A day—or was it two?—before he’d rummaged through the backpack he’d found in there, checking it for cash or pills and finding neither. Now he stuffed it with anything in the flat that definitely belonged to him. It all fit in the backpack, which said something.
He almost left the food in the fridge, willing to let it go, but at the last moment thought maybe Stan would like it. So he turned back, packed it back into the paper bag he’d brought it home in, and walked out of his drug den for the last time.
The absolute last time.




Chapter Seven

Stan was watching TV when he heard a knock at the door.
He almost didn’t answer—first assuming it was for the neighbour next door, then deciding it could be someone in the building wanting something. Tone was out, but he had a key.
He was almost ashamed to hope it was Ben.
Stan opened the door to find the last person he expected to see.
“Oh.”
Ben was slumped over, his shoulders hunched, with a bright red backpack hanging off one shoulder.
“I fucked up,” he said in a hoarse voice.
Stan nodded and stepped aside, leaving space for Ben to come in. But he didn’t move.
“Am….” Ben took a deep breath, then looked up, facing Stan like Stan was judge, jury, and executioner. “Can I come back?”
Stan’s heart jumped in his throat. “Of course you can,” he said. “Always, Ben.”
“Thank you.”
He shuffled into the flat, looking embarrassed and so small. Stan felt another pang in his chest and pressed the heel of his hand to his breastbone to rub it away. Ben had never been small. He was tall and strong and held his head up with his chin jutted out, his whole stance welcoming challenge. He didn’t crumple like this. Not the Ben that Stan had known.
“I, uh, I bought some food earlier. But I didn’t finish it, and I didn’t want to throw it away, and I thought you might want it.” He spoke in a mumbling rush, the New Zealand twang threading through his words. Like when he was tired. Stan remembered.
“That sounds good. What did you get? Maybe we could share it.”
Ben seemed surprised by that suggestion. He set the paper bag down on the kitchen counter and dropped the backpack on the floor.
“I went to Itsu,” he said. “Got vegan food. My stomach has been messed up, and I remembered that’s what you used to….”
Stan nodded. “I don’t eat just vegan food anymore, but I like Itsu.”
“Can I use your loo?”
“You live here, Ben,” Stan reminded him. “You don’t need to ask.”
“Okay. I’m not going to take drugs,” he said in a rush, suddenly looking up at Stan with wide, begging eyes. “I just need to piss.”
“Okay.”
Ben exhaled heavily. “Okay.”
Stan didn’t want to poke around in Ben’s food, even if he’d been invited to share it. Instead he cleared off the dining table with his work stuff and put it away in one of the living room cabinets, then poured two glasses of iced water from the dispenser in the fridge.
“Do you want to choose something?” Ben said when he came back. He’d taken off his hoodie, and was wearing a very crumpled T-shirt and his loose skinny jeans.
“Or we could just grab some plates and share it?”
Ben nodded. “That works.”
Stan got plates and cutlery from the kitchen and took a seat opposite Ben. He’d had his hair cut, and Stan wanted to mention it. Then decided against it. When he’d been feeling bad about himself, people mentioning his appearance was never a good thing, even if it was a compliment.
“I think this is supposed to be hot,” Ben said, poking at a container of dumplings.
“I don’t mind,” Stan said with a shrug.
“It’s been in the fridge since lunchtime, so it should be okay to eat.”
Stan lightly touched the back of Ben’s hand. “This is good,” he said gently. “Thank you.”
Ben nodded and ducked his head as he carefully pulled his hand away. “S’alright.”
They ate in silence for a while, but it wasn’t as awkward as Stan had expected. Ben looked wrung out, possibly even more so than when Stan had picked him up in LA. He decided not to comment on that either.
Ben picked through the food, and Stan wondered if he had any interest in it at all, or if he was just eating as a performance. Stan had done it plenty of times himself. Eating a meal was a kind of social nicety, one of those things that made you feel like you were normal, even if it only lasted a few minutes.
When Ben set his fork down, apparently done working through the dishes, Stan did the same.
“I’m sick of feeling like shit,” Ben said, rubbing his hands over his face.
“Are you going to do something about that?”
“I’m fucking trying.”
“Ben, going cold-turkey is probably going to cause you more issues, rather than resolving them,” Stan said. “If you really want to get better, then we can get you some help.”
“I don’t want to be locked in a room with any more fucking therapists who just want me to spill all my most traumatic memories for them to wank over later,” Ben snarled. “Trust me when I say I’ve been there and done that. I’ve been to rehab, Stan, twice. I’ve been on monitored coming-clean programmes. I’ve done this shit before.”
“And yet here you are,” Stan snapped back. “Maybe you’re used to people treating you with kid gloves, Ben, but I’m not going to. You told me once you weren’t going to watch me die. Well, guess what, I’m not going to watch you die either. So fucking… sort yourself out.”
He pushed himself back from the table and wanted to storm off, but there was only two bedrooms in the flat, and he wasn’t sleeping in either of them. Feeling stupid, he went and locked himself in the bathroom to calm down.
Stan put the toilet seat down and sat on it, folding himself in half and burying his face in his hands. He was furious at himself for snapping at Ben, especially after Ben had only just come home after his drug binge. If Stan had pushed him away again, he’d hate himself even more.
He was surprised when there was a light knock on the bathroom door.
Stan splashed water on his face before opening it.
“I’m trying,” Ben said quickly, before Stan could interrupt him. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot, and his lips were dry and cracked. He licked them, apparently a habit. “I know I’m fucking up, and I’m sorry. This is so fucking hard.”
On instinct, Stan pulled him into a hug. “I’m sorry for shouting at you.”
Ben pressed his face to Stan’s shoulder and didn’t hug Stan back and didn’t cry. Stan thought he might break with the effort of not crying, and desperately wanted to tell Ben that he could. But it wasn’t his place.
Instead he wrapped his arms around Ben’s too-skinny shoulders and held him, and smoothed his hand over Ben’s clean hair, and gently rocked them from side to side.
He held Ben for far longer than he had intended, until Ben’s tight, shuddery breaths calmed down, and he started to relax into Stan’s hug.
Only then did Stan let go.
They didn’t talk about it again. It felt like too much, like Stan had crossed a line in both shouting at Ben, which was what everyone else had done and it hadn’t worked then, so why did Stan think it would work now? And in offering him comfort. As much as he didn’t want that to be his responsibility any more, it wasn’t like anyone else was coming forward to let Ben know he was still loved.
Stan was embarrassed, and it seemed like Ben was too. They danced carefully around each other for days, not quite interacting, eyes not quite meeting. Ben went back to his room, and Stan went back to his laptop. It was a strange, new kind of status quo.
“Do you want to go out?”
Stan looked up from his laptop and frowned at Tone. “Out?”
“Yeah, out.” Tone looked amused. “There’s a gig tonight at the Electric Ballroom. I chatted up the girl on the box office and got us tickets. It’s sold out officially.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
Tone shrugged. “Ben’s not going anywhere.”
That was true. Ben had holed himself up even more than he had before, resolutely not taking Stan’s advice and getting professional help, preferring to sweat his comedown out on his own. Stan had resolved to let Ben make his own decisions about his body, however much he hated to see Ben in pain.
It was taking a toll on them all, emotionally and the rest.
“I guess I could,” Stan said, still unsure.
“There’s a wardrobe full of your nice frocks in there.”
Stan gave him a wry smile. “I haven’t worn any of those in a long time. Years.”
“Well, you should. Your legs are too nice to hide in jeans.”
That made him laugh. “Okay. I’ll go and have a look, see what’s in there.”
“We don’t need to go out until nine. Ish.”
Stan glanced at his watch. It was only just seven. “I can be ready to go at nine.”
“Great. I’m going to the pub. Will meet you there?”
“Sounds good.”
Tone winked, and left him alone.
Stan wanted to get his article finished—or almost finished, ready for proof-reading at least—before he started getting ready.
When he was done, his laptop switched over from work to play mode with some quiet music playing, he went to dig through the wardrobe in what had become Tone’s room.
He knew, vaguely, that there were still a few things here. Everything was packed in either suit bags or dry cleaner’s bags, so even when he’d been home, there hadn’t been any need to go through them.
Carefully, Stan started unpacking.
The first bag was mostly sheer shirts, the style he’d favoured when he’d first moved to London. He’d worn them to work at the time. The next few bags were his dresses.
Stan was slightly surprised that there were so many of them here. And expensive dresses too. His body didn’t suit some designers; he preferred strange shapes and off-kilter tailoring to more classic looks.
The labels on the dresses spoke of his past.
Alexander McQueen.
Roberto Cavalli.
Dior.
Jesus. He had thousands upon thousands of pounds’ worth of dresses here. Stan flicked through them, the designs immediately evoking a time and place. He remembered that Galliano gown, the event he’d worn it to, even the pomegranate martinis they’d served. The Oscar de la Renta mini dress that he’d worn with skyscraper heels. They’d destroyed his feet.
When he found the Elie Saab dress, Stan knew it was right.
Tight, black, moody and dramatic—no one at the Electric Ballroom would know who the designer was, but he’d definitely make an entrance. Stan still made entrances sometimes, but his job now didn’t call for the red carpet events or the big, industry socials he’d attended in London. He didn’t have any dresses at his apartment in New York. None at all.
There was a time when he’d wondered if all that was in his past. Stan had never made any move to get rid of those outfits, though, just kept them safe until he was ready to look at them again. Maybe, if he really pushed himself to think about it, he associated the dresses so closely with a time and place—and a person—that it hurt to think about being the guy who wore them. He hadn’t allowed himself to be that guy in a while.
It came back to him so, so easily.
Stan didn’t keep a lot of makeup in the flat, but he could make do with what he had. The dress was a lot, and he didn’t want to over-do the occasion, so a little understated on the makeup would be fine.
He didn’t have any foundation, so he used a heavier powder to cover up some of the variations in skin tone around his eyes. He’d always kept his brows perfectly shaped, so they just needed a slick of clear mascara to hold them in place.
Instead of shadow, Stan picked a thick, kohl eyeliner and smudged it carefully around his eyes, deliberately going for a mussed, heavy-handed look. There was no way he’d be the only guy in the Electric Ballroom wearing eyeliner tonight. It was practically part of their dress code.
Mascara, bronzer, highlighter, and he was done.
Stan worked some salt spray through his hair, wanting to go for textured and messy rather than sleek and straight. It was a risk; if it rained later, he’d turn into a massive frizz-ball, but Stan was okay with that.
He glanced at the clock and decided he needed to leave soon.
There wasn’t a handbag among all the dresses, so Stan grabbed his black leather backpack and loaded his phone, wallet, and keys into that instead, satisfied he could leave it all in the cloakroom. The last challenge was getting into the dress. The hidden zip made it a twisty, uncomfortable squeeze to get the damn thing done up, especially because Stan had put on weight and muscle definition since the last time he’d worn it. The dress was tight, but he could get the zip up and still breathe, so it would be fine.
For a moment he looked longingly at his flat shoes that he’d been wearing since New York. But they weren’t good enough for the Elie Saab. There was only one pair of shoes in his collection good enough, and Stan knew already they were going to destroy his feet.
Worth it, though.
He strapped himself into the Chloé ankle boots and found his centre of balance. A quick glance into the full-length mirror on the back of the wardrobe door turned into a full double-take.
Stan surveyed himself, head to toe.
He looked good.
Something about a fantastic pair of shoes and a beautiful dress made him hold his head higher, tighten his core, put his shoulders back. He ached for a slick of red lipstick, but he didn’t have any with him. It didn’t matter, not really.
Stan ran his fingers down the sides of the dress, smoothing it into place, and stepped into this familiar, old persona. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and smiled.
Tone was leaning against a wall, smoking, when Stan arrived at the club. He gave Stan a good look up and down, then whistled between his teeth.
“Lookin’ good.”
Stan laughed. “Thank you.”
“Those legs, bubs. Jeez Louise.”
“Should we go inside?”
Tone offered his arm, which made Stan smile, and he took it.
It wasn’t particularly late when they stumbled back to the flat, the balmy London night sticking to Stan’s skin as he laughed because Tone was being crude, as usual.
Stan hadn’t had fun like that in a while. He’d had fun, just not this specific brand of fun. The sort of fun that happened on one of those anything can happen London nights.
He pinched one of Tone’s chips as they made their way up the stairs to the flat, shushing each other to be mindful of their neighbours.
“Keep your paws off my chips,” Tone grumbled.
Stan pinched another one.
“You let me pay for your drinks, you steal my food,” Tone said as Stan fumbled for his keys. “If this is a date, you could at least put out.”
Stan laughed again and turned to him. With his heels on, he didn’t even need to rise up onto his toes to press a kiss to Tone’s bearded cheek.
Tone blushed.
“Thank you for taking me out,” Stan said as he unlocked the door and let them inside. “Now, I need to get out of these shoes.”
Tone shoved the rest of the chips into his mouth and dumped the container in the bin, then waved absently behind himself as he made his way to the bathroom.
Stan collapsed onto the sofa, sticking his aching legs out in front of himself. He’d been right—the shoes were mayhem, but it had been good. And worth it.
He breathed slowly, the loud music still echoing in his ears in the quiet flat. He needed to make up the bed to get some sleep, because he was sure to wake early in the morning despite the lateness of his bedtime. But for a moment, Stan just breathed.
From down the hall, he heard the toilet flush and the sound of Tone’s door closing.
Stan sighed and reached down to undo the straps that bound the torture shoes around his poor feet. They fell to the floor in two distinct thuds, and Stan all but groaned. His feet throbbed, and he was sure there was a blister forming on his big toe.
That’s what happens when you wear heels after six months of abstinence, he reminded himself.
With the cool, fake-wood floors soothing his soles, Stan padded down to the bathroom. Before he could get there, Ben’s door opened.
He was wearing a creased T-shirt and his boxers, with his bed-hair rumpled and eyes adorably perplexed. When Stan smiled at him, he blinked the fog from his eyes.
“Hi,” Stan said. “Sorry if we woke you.”
“No, it’s fine.” Ben’s voice was rough. He’d been sleeping a lot since he came back. Apparently he’d been spending a lot of time in bed over the past few months, according to Tone. It had something to do with the insomnia. He couldn’t sleep, so he was exhausted all the time.
“Do you want to use the bathroom?”
Ben ignored Stan’s question and took a step closer, looking Stan up and down like he was confused.
“I like your dress,” he said instead.
“Thanks.” Stan grinned.
“You don’t dress up any more.”
“Not as much as I used to. Tone asked me if I wanted to go out, so….”
“You went to the Electric Ballroom?”
“Yes.”
“Looking like that?”
“Yes,” Stan said again. “Is that a problem?”
Ben blinked slowly. “You look amazing.”
Something fizzy rolled down Stan’s spine. “Thanks,” he murmured.
Neither of them seemed to want to move, the moment growing thicker between them. Stan thought any sharp motions would kill it. So he just breathed, as quietly as he dared.
He had been afraid of this. If they did what they were supposed to do and Ben got better, what if, at the core of him, there was still the man Stan had loved? What would he do then? Could he walk away again?
“Sorry,” Ben said, his voice low.
“What for?”
“You hate it when people stare at you.”
Stan laughed softly. “I hate it when strangers look at me like I’m a freak. I never minded when….”
“Hmm?”
“When it was you,” Stan finished.
Of course it was still there. Stan was a fool for pretending it wasn’t, for hoping Ben still didn’t have the power to completely destroy him. Again. If Stan’s heart had been broken all this time, then now it was delicately cradled in Ben’s hands, just waiting to be pieced back together.
“Oh.”
Stan turned away, hating how vulnerable he was right here, barefoot and exposed and caught in Ben’s aura.
“Hey,” Ben said, catching Stan’s fingertips with his own.
“Goodnight, Ben,” Stan said.
Ben traced his thumb over the inside of Stan’s wrist, whisper soft. “Goodnight,” he said.
This time when Stan turned away, Ben didn’t stop him, and their hands fell apart.




Chapter Eight

Something had changed.
Well, everything had changed.
Ben wasn’t prepared for that—emotionally or practically or in any other way.
Being this close to Stan again was messing with his head, though not necessarily in a bad way. Stan’s presence had always been enough to push Ben to be a better person. He’d worked hard in the early days of their relationship to be the type of guy who made an effort for his partner.
Whether it was conscious or not, he was doing that again now.
It wasn’t exactly a revolution to discover that he still carried a torch for Stan. It had taken a few months for Ben to really come to terms with the fact that Stan was really gone and wasn’t coming back. He’d buried the pain of that realisation under a haze of drugs, and his friends had quickly learned to stop mentioning Stan’s name when Ben was around.
He knew he needed to call the others in LA and at least tell them he was okay, and it took a few days to identify the heavy feeling in the pit of his stomach as shame. He wasn’t ready to face them yet. Not when he wasn’t sure what sort of reaction he would get.
Stan was out of the flat, disappearing well before Ben rolled out of bed. He had meetings or something. Ben guessed he’d put his career—his life—on hold to drag Ben back to London so he could sort himself out.
If Stan had done that for him, it felt like Ben should at least make an effort.
He spent most of the morning lying on his back, staring at the ceiling and thinking about how awful the idea of doing anything was. In the back of his head, he was able to identify this as depression—a deep, dark, sucking thing that took all the last wisps of his personality and left a really fucking dull creature behind. That didn’t make dealing with it any easier.
The twin-power protests of his stomach and his bladder finally got him out of bed, and he made himself take a shower without anyone else telling him to do so. The effort of that almost floored him, but he still had a growling stomach to deal with, so he dressed in whatever he found on the floor and went to the kitchen to make tea.
When that was done, Ben collapsed on the sofa and sipped it while watching terrible British daytime TV, because Stan was the last person alive who didn’t have Netflix. Ben did, but his laptop was in his bedroom, and he was taking today one thing at a time.
When the tea was finished, he set the kettle to boil to make another one, put two pieces of bread in the toaster, and went to collect his laptop. The restorative power of tea and toast gave him enough energy to pull up Google and search for a stupid fucking therapist in London.
The search results were overwhelming. How the hell was he supposed to pick one person to spill his guts to out of literally thousands of therapists who worked in the city?
With his head pounding, Ben opened a text document and started on a list of criteria.
Needed to be a bloke. Ben wasn’t sure he could talk about all the things he probably should be talking about with a woman, no matter how nice she was. Scratch that—if she was nice, it would be a hundred times worse.
Someone with experience dealing with addicts. Someone who didn’t work too far from Camden.
Ben used the new list to narrow down his search, then got up again to grab the phone from the kitchen and dialled the first person he’d found.
“Are you taking new clients?” Ben growled when a bubbly female voice answered.
“With which practitioner, please?”
“Dr Harris.”
“His next available appointment is in October.”
“Are you shitting me? It’s June.”
“Dr Harris is very busy, I’m afraid—”
Ben hung up before she could say anything else.
The next two people on his list had similar answers, and he was starting to remember just why he liked having people who made his every fucking dentist and pedicurist appointment for him. This shit was exhausting.
He vowed to himself to call one more, and if it didn’t work out, he’d have a break and watch more shit TV, then try again later.
But a soft male voice answered this time, and he didn’t sound like a massive arsehole.
“Can I book an appointment with Dr Freiberg at some point within the next century? Please?”
The man chuckled. “I’m sure we can arrange that. Are there any days or times that work better for you?”
“As soon as fucking possible,” Ben muttered.
“I can fit you in tomorrow morning? At, say, eleven?”
Ben blinked. “Yeah. Yeah, that would work.”
“Great. What’s your name?”
“Ben Easton,” he said automatically.
“Okay, Ben. Do you have a phone number I could take?”
“No… not right now. Can you see this number I’m calling from? I… lost my phone.”
“I’ll find it,” he said.
Ben had a strange sensation. “Are you Dr Freiberg?”
“Most people call me Greg. But yes.”
“Why do you answer your own phone?” Ben asked, suddenly suspicious. “And why do you have an appointment tomorrow morning? Everyone else I spoke to is booked up until kingdom fucking come.”
“I run my own practice,” Dr “Call-Me-Greg” Freiberg said. “If the phone rings and I can answer it, I do. If not, the answerphone gets it. And I have appointments free because I don’t cram my schedule full. I like to treat people like people, not like they’re part of the therapy sausage machine.”
“Huh.” Ben remembered reading that on Dr Greg’s website. It was part of the reason he made the shortlist.
“Do you have a pen? I can give you the address.”
“It’s on your website. I have a laptop, just not a phone.”
“Okay. Well, then, I’ll see you tomorrow at eleven, and I’ll look forward to meeting you, Ben.”
“Yeah,” Ben said, then hung up. He stared at the phone for a long minute.
He’d picked his own therapist. A man, who wasn’t a massive arsehole, who dealt with addicts and people who had been sexually abused and worked in Holloway.
Ben carefully set the phone down on the arm of the sofa and curled up into a ball. Stan had been sleeping on this sofa, and it smelled of him, like his shampoo and whatever cologne he was wearing these days and of Stan.
He closed his eyes and slept.
For a long time, Ben had been of the opinion that therapy was bullshit. He’d been thrown at therapists and addiction counsellors and people who had all sorts of fucking opinions on what he should do with his life. Group therapy wasn’t just bullshit, it was “seventh circle of hell” bullshit. Circle of fucking truth. Fuck that. One of Ben’s “circle of truth” buddies had sold him out to the fucking tabloids.
Bastard.
Ben hoped he’d got a really virulent case of genital herpes. And crabs. And a UTI, to top it all off.
Dr Greg wasn’t as bad as the others. He was still a bullshit therapist, but Ben had come to the conclusion that just waiting for his brain to rewire itself and stop being addicted to drugs probably wasn’t working, and he should maybe get professional help to speed up the process.
Dr Greg was younger than Ben had thought—probably in his early forties. He had a beard and wore a plaid shirt and jeans and ran his practice in the conservatory of his ground-floor flat. And he was German. He didn’t have much of an accent at all, but when Ben had asked, he said he’d moved when he was a teenager.
Then they’d spent almost an hour talking about moving to London from other places when they were teenagers.
Ben had set up a direct payment with his card and agreed to another appointment on Thursday, in two days’ time.
He wasn’t sure what exactly his money was paying for. They hadn’t talked about anything that Ben thought he was supposed to be talking about. But he had someone to talk to now.
He picked up food on his way back to Stan’s flat and left it in the fridge, not ready to eat it even though he was starving. And went back to bed.
“Ben.”
He rolled over in bed and cracked an eye open. Stan was backlit by the light spilling through the hallway, making him look like he was glowing. That would be about right. Stan had always glowed.
“Are you okay?”
Ben nodded. “What time is it?”
“Almost four. You’ve slept for a long time.”
“Okay. I’m getting up now.”
Stan smiled and shut the door behind himself.
Like usual, it took forever for Ben to get himself out of bed, to the bathroom, and into the kitchen. He didn’t feel raw in the way other therapy sessions had left him in the past. He hadn’t been forced to relive painful memories or explore just why he had such a deep, prevailing love for painkillers and cocaine.
But he still felt scraped. Like he’d been pushed. His wariness of the entire experience was as exhausting as the sessions themselves.
Stan was sitting at his usual table, with his laptop, working.
“Do you need to be in New York?” Ben asked.
Stan closed the laptop and turned to face him. “Not particularly. Why do you ask?”
“Because you fucking live there?” Ben said, without venom. He went to the fridge and picked out the salad he’d bought earlier. He didn’t want to eat at the table with Stan, so he pulled up one of the barstools at the kitchen island and ate there instead.
“I can work remotely. I’m freelance, Ben.”
“Oh.”
“I have contracts with a few different publications, a mentoring programme, and I’m a guest lecturer at Parsons. But I’m not tied to any particular city or company.”
“Oh.” Ben felt stupid. He stuffed his face with another piece of kale.
“We can be here for as long as you want.”
“What if I don’t want to be here anymore?”
“No one’s holding you,” Stan said mildly.
“I know that,” Ben grumbled. “Do we have to stay right here?”
“No. Where do you want to go?”
“I don’t know.” He ate another bite of his salad.
“Well, when you decide, let me know,” Stan said. He sounded amused.
Ben chanced a look up. Stan was grinning. “What?”
“Nothing,” Stan said. “You’re so contrary.”
“I am not,” Ben said automatically.
“You are,” Stan laughed. “You don’t know what you want, except you don’t want this.”
Ben opened his mouth to argue… then shut it again. Stan didn’t crow a victory, but it was close.
They hadn’t talked about the other night, when Stan got back from the club with Tone. Like everything else in Ben’s life, he didn’t want to talk about it. Big surprise.
Stan, at least, seemed to have figured that out and wasn’t pushing him.
“Why did you come?” Ben blurted. Then he wished he could pull the words back into his mouth and swallow them.
“To LA?”
“Yeah. Tone called you?”
“Yes.”
Stan rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. He was wearing his hair loose today, falling down his back in a soft, gold waterfall. Laying on top of his white T-shirt, it looked almost transparent.
“Tone said he needed my help,” Stan said. It sounded like he’d picked the words carefully. “I figured, if he was asking me—of all people—for help, then I should go.”
“Really?”
Stan nodded at him. “Really.”
Three, almost four years after they’d broken up, Stan had dropped everything on the back of a phone call from someone he wasn’t even friends with any more. Ben was having a hard time interpreting what that meant.
Would he have done the same for Stan? Sure. But Stan wasn’t the one who’d fucked up.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Stan said. His voice was gentle but serious.
“Not really.” Ben finished his salad and got up to put the container in the bin and stick his fork in the dishwasher.
He went and sat down on the sofa, which was still in sight of the kitchen, and tucked his feet up underneath himself. Stan came over to join him, silently taking a seat at the other end of the sofa and not commenting when Ben turned on the TV.
Once he’d picked something, Ben turned the volume down low and turned to face Stan. Maybe the therapy was making him brave.
“I don’t want to go back to LA,” he said.
Stan nodded seriously. “Okay. Are you going to tell the others?”
“I’m going to have to, I suppose,” Ben mumbled. “I don’t want to stay here, but not in the same way. This is your home, and I want to be somewhere where I don’t feel like I’m imposing.”
“You’re not imposing,” Stan said immediately, which was what Ben had expected him to say.
“I kind of am. Not just in your home, but in your life. You should be able to go back and do what you do, not be forced to babysit your addict ex-boyfriend.”
“I’m going to tell you something now, Ben, and I’m serious.”
His tone made Ben look over. Stan didn’t talk like this very often.
“If you and Tone decided you were going to move out tomorrow, I probably wouldn’t go back to New York.”
Ben frowned at him. “Oh.”
“At some point I need to go back there and pack up my things, figure out what to do for my roommates, all of that stuff. I’d really like some of my clothes back. But being in London has changed something for me too. I’ve lived in a lot of places in the past ten years, but nowhere has felt like home like London does.”
“Yeah,” Ben said, because he understood.
“So, you can stay here for as long as you like. As for babysitting you….”
Ben looked away again, his heart thumping hard in his chest.
“There’s nowhere else I’m going to be, for as long as you need me.”
“You shouldn’t have to.”
“That’s not what I said.” He got up then, and Ben frowned, watching as Stan went to the small cloakroom by the front door. After a moment of rummaging around, he pulled out a familiar black case and brought it back to the sofa. “Here.”
Ben took the guitar case and immediately set it down. “What’s that for?”
Stan shrugged. “It’s yours. I just realised we put it away when we got back here, and you might not have known where it was.”
Ben hadn’t known, but he hadn’t particularly wondered either.
“Is this, like, some kind of message?”
Stan laughed. “No? I thought you might want it.”
“Oh.” Ben felt stupid. “Okay.”
He got up, took the guitar case to his room, and set it on his bed so he would have to touch it again later. On impulse, he opened the case. It wasn’t just his guitar in there. Someone—likely Tone—had picked up Ben’s notebook too and stashed it in the inside pocket.
Ben wrote music everywhere—in blank emails on his phone, in notebooks or sheets of paper, on the back of receipts, on his arm with a Sharpie if there wasn’t a better option. But he tried to keep most of his big ideas in the notebook. It happened too often—when they were trying to put a new song together, the hook they needed happened to be scrawled in there.
Having the notebook as well as the guitar was a relief Ben didn’t know he was looking for.
He closed the guitar case and went back out to the living room.
“Did I ever tell you about the time Tone nearly chopped his own cock off with a guitar case?”
Stan looked up from his phone with an expression of horrified fascination.
“No. But please do.”
Ben sat back down on the sofa.
“We were playing Bestival,” he said. “A couple of years back now. It’s a nice festival, good vibes. Anyway, because we were headlining Sunday, we had a nice setup in the backstage area with access to showers and stuff, even though they were in a block rather than in our trailer.”
“Luxurious.”
Ben grinned. “Right. We’d just gotten off stage, and it had chucked it down with rain, and Tone ran for the shower before Summer could get in there. She was so pissed at him, she went and nicked all of his clothes and the towels. So he had fuck all.
“You know Tone—it’s not like he’s exactly afraid of wandering around naked. But one of the DJs from Radio One was around, and he had a thing for her, so when he got out, he grabbed an empty guitar case to cover himself up. It was still raining at this point, so he was going to have to get back in the shower to wash all the mud off his feet so he wasn’t best pleased.”
Stan shook his head, clearly trying to hide his smile. “I can see where this is going.”
“He was yelling at Geordie—for some reason, Geordie got the blame—and at that point the case fell open. Nothing was in it, but Tone was annoyed so he went to snap it shut again and almost got his cock caught in it. I think he pinched one of his balls, actually.”
“Oh my God,” Stan said. Then he started to laugh.
Stan’s laughter was infectious, and Ben giggled too as he kept telling the story that was part of Ares legend now.
“So there’s Tone, standing bare-ass naked in the middle of a field, up to his shins in mud while it was chucking it down with rain, screaming his head off because he’s hurt his balls. And me and Geordie were sitting in our trailer killing ourselves laughing at him. I wish we had pictures.”
“I wish you did too,” Stan said. He clutched at his stomach. “Poor Tone.”
Ben leaned back and let himself laugh at the memory, spurred on by the memory of Tone’s expletive-ridden rant and how Geordie had gotten hiccups from laughing so hard.
“Oh my God,” Ben gasped. He’d needed that.
Stan was still laughing, pushing tears from the corner of his eye. “So, there’s that.”
Ben looked down at him, at the pure, unrestrained joy written on Stan’s face. Stan tended to settle into a neutral resting bitch face, a remnant of his stern Russian roots. Russians didn’t smile in public. But Stan had broken that habit.
In the blink of an eye, Stan touched his fingertips to Ben’s jaw, leaned in, and kissed him.
Ben’s heart stopped. It took a second for it to come back online, and a second more for him to return the kiss.
Stan went to pull away, but Ben leaned into him and gently coaxed more of those light, sweet kisses from his lips. Something slow and sure uncoiled in Ben’s chest. Nothing had ever been like kissing Stan.
With a smile, Stan brushed his nose against Ben’s and pressed their foreheads together.
“Oh, wow.”
Ben felt himself shaking, just a little, and fought to hide that from Stan.
He couldn’t hide any fucking thing from Stan. They knew each other too well. They’d been here before.
Stan kissed him again, taking away the awkwardness and letting Ben tell him what he was feeling with lips and tongues and the easy, comforting rightness of kissing like this.
“Is this okay?” Stan asked after a while.
“Yeah. More than okay.”
It had been there, fizzing under the surface for days now. To have it finally come to something good was a relief Ben felt all the way down to his bones. He kissed Stan again quickly, because he could, then shuffled away. There wasn’t any point in spoiling it.
“Tone is going to be out for the rest of today and tonight,” Stan said, taking the cue and going over to the kitchen and putting the kettle on. “He’s catching up with some people you guys used to jam with, apparently.”
“Alright.”
“Do you want to get dinner later?”
Ben was still struggling with food. He didn’t pick up on hunger cues very well, and more often than not his craving for a hit took precedence over his body’s insistence that it needed food. But this sounded like a date, or something they could make feel like a date, and he wanted that.
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“What do you fancy?”
“Pizza.” The word was out of his mouth before Ben had chance to think about it. “Really good pizza. And a salad.”
Stan grinned. “I think we can manage that.”




Chapter Nine

Stan thought he should probably get his own therapist.
It had been a while since he’d regularly seen one, but being around Ben was stirring up all sorts of feelings that he was having a hard time untangling on his own.
Well, that wasn’t entirely true.
The world was reminding Stan, none too subtlety, that he absolutely still had a lot of feelings for his ex-boyfriend. Romantic, soul-mate type feelings. Because when Ben kissed him?
Stan had seen stars. Galaxies. It was a really good kiss.
Maybe he didn’t need therapy, after all.
Then he remembered he still didn’t know what he was going to do about that, and the therapist option went back on the table.
Ben had a way of being utterly charming, even when he was being a miserable bastard. Stan had always laughed at Ben when he was grumpy. Half of the time that brought him out of his strop with a laugh, the rest of the time it made things worse.
The little things were affecting Stan worse than he’d first realised. Like Ben’s rare, quiet smiles, his wide open vulnerability, his overwhelming capacity for love. Now more than ever, when he smiled at Stan, it set off an electric reaction all over his body. Stan really, really wanted to kiss him again.
Tone was gone more than he was around, either catching up with friends in London or taking the train back to Bristol to hang out with his mum, which Stan found ridiculously endearing. It meant that Stan was left alone with Ben more often than not, though, and they were both still figuring out how they felt about that.
While London was still enjoying a pleasantly warm summer, Stan tried to get Ben out of the flat and into the real world as often as he could. In practice that meant maybe one day in three he managed it. Ben hadn’t been recognised yet, and Stan was hoping that this run of good luck continued. It hadn’t been long since Ben stumbled back to his flat after his drug binge, and Stan was afraid of what had the potential to tip him over the edge.
The flat overlooked Camden Lock, meaning they could go outside and sit on the concrete bank of the river and still be close enough to the flat to get back inside if Ben got twitchy. Stan thought he was starting to learn Ben’s tells. They avoided the area at lunchtime and after work, preferring to go outside mid-morning when there were fewer people around.
Stan still insisted they sat on the sunny side of the river, though, two cups of takeaway coffee between them. Caffeine as a barrier.
Dropping back to rest on his forearms, Stan closed his eyes and tried to soak it all in.
“Can I ask you something?” Ben said.
They’d been quiet for a while—Stan wasn’t surprised Ben’s mind had come up with something to talk about.
“Sure.”
“Why did you stop dressing nice? Like you used to?”
Stan sighed. He’d guessed this question was coming. Ben had alluded to it a few times now.
“It’s more well received in some places than others.” That was the easy answer.
“You never gave a shit about what anyone thought before.”
“I still don’t.” Stan reached for his coffee and sipped it; it had cooled to the perfect drinking temperature. Ben had already finished his. “The sad thing is, Ben, some people—some companies—look at me and see a great tick-box exercise. I found out after I started my first job in Paris that the hiring manager had told everyone to use female pronouns for me. It took me months to get them to stop.”
“What, because they wanted to have a trans writer on the team? That’s fucking stupid.”
“I don’t know if it was as premeditated as that,” Stan said. “Maybe it was. I’ve always been a man, you know that. But there are a few trans models working in the industry now, and a few more gender fluid models. I guess they saw having a trans writer on the team as being part of that ‘movement.’”
“Okay. So you decided to go in the other direction to what—spite them?”
“It was a lot easier to convince people to use male pronouns for me when I wasn’t wearing a dress,” Stan said drily. “The Paris fashion scene is very different to London. In London, the indie scene butts right up against the couture scene, and the couture designers often borrow or even steal from the indie designers. It’s how they stay relevant. There’s more of a divide in Paris. And I was working for a couture department.”
“Okay,” Ben said. “I don’t understand, but okay.”
“I wanted to be taken seriously,” Stan said with a sigh. “I think we all do. I had to fit in, and the way I decided to do that was to overhaul my look.”
“Did it work?”
“In what way?”
“Did they take you more seriously after?”
“I suppose they did,” Stan said, leaning back again. “I still like to poke the beast, though. One of my lectures I give at Parsons is about how the fashion industry is more welcoming of trans models than they are of plus-sized models. There’s even an attitude starting to form now among some designers that if they can’t find female models with narrow enough waists and hips, they’ll just get a male model in instead.”
“Well, that fucking sucks.”
“Yes. Hiring trans or gender fluid or even male models who are willing to model womenswear is seen as ‘edgy’. You know, part of the zeitgeist. The designers and their publicists get to talk to the press about how forward-thinking and liberal they are, while discarding any model bigger than a size two.”
“So, wouldn’t you want to be part of that? Ride the wave while it’s there.”
Stan shook his head. “I’m a really good fashion journalist, Ben. I want to be recognised for my talent, not because I’m fulfilling a diversity quota.”
“Oh.” Ben considered that for a moment. “I guess I get that.”
“How would you feel if you got a solo billboard or a magazine cover, but the only reason why they picked you and not any other member of Ares was because half your family are Maori?”
His face darkened. “That’s bullshit.”
“It is. And it’s hard to argue against, because yes, these companies should be hiring more people from backgrounds that aren’t white middle- and upper-class. But I’m going to stand my ground and fight for diversity based on talent, because there’s so much talent out there.” Stan sighed heavily. “Sorry. I get frustrated.”
“No, I get it. You are good. I’m sorry people aren’t recognising that.”
“They are,” Stan said mildly. “But changing my look helped me push for the recognition I wanted. I stopped being the boy in the dress and started being a journalist that people had to take seriously. They quickly realised that I wasn’t just a diversity hire that could be easily dismissed.”
“Why did you stay in Paris if that’s the attitude there?”
“Because the fashion scene in Paris is incredible,” Stan said with a shrug. “I love it. But I’ve also loved watching careers develop in New York. It’s still the only place to be during fashion week, and I broke through several times with reporting on different shows.”
“Make it there, you can make it anywhere,” Ben said with a smirk.
Stan laughed. “Exactly! And one day I’d like to work in Paris again, and I’d love to spend more time reporting on what’s happening in places in Africa, because seriously, Ben, some of the work that’s coming from African-influenced designers is just stunning. I’ve been planning a trip back to Nairobi for at least six months. But I think for the rest of my career, I’m going to have to be in New York twice a year at least.”
“But you want to come back and work in London again.”
Stan nodded and pulled his hair over his shoulder. “Yes, I think I do. I decided to leave London for good reasons, so I don’t regret that. Now seems to be a good time to be back, though. I’m at a different place in my career, and I think I can move forward here.”
“You’re famous,” Ben said, like he was only just realising it.
Stan shook his head. “No, I’m not. I’m seeing respect for what I do in the industry I work in. Which is nice, of course. You’re famous.”
Ben made a face. Stan laughed.
“It’s not…” Ben started, then shook his head.
“What?”
“It’s not what I wanted.”
“I know,” Stan said softly, carefully.
“I can’t say that without sounding so incredibly fucking ungrateful, though. I didn’t want it, and Stan… I lost.”
“You lost?”
“So much more than I gained.”
Stan turned his hand over and lifted it, palm up. After a moment, Ben slipped his hand into Stan’s and squeezed.
“You regret it,” Stan said.
Ben nodded, then made another face. “Sometimes. I think about where I would be if we hadn’t made it. Probably still here, probably still doing the same jobs we were doing before. I don’t even know if we’d still be playing together as a band.”
“I think you would,” Stan said, absently drawing patterns on the back of Ben’s hand, now he had it in his own.
“Yeah. Maybe. I hate where things are at the moment.”
“Have you spoken to them?”
Ben shook his head. “Not yet. I keep wanting to, but the last time I had a conversation with Jez, it turned into a massive row. I knew right from the start that this was their dream we were chasing. Summer and Jez in particular. Geordie was in it because Summer was, and Tone was in it for a laugh.”
“They’re a better band for you being with them.”
“Yeah. They used to say that all the time. It made it hard to back out. Especially after the first album.”
He fell silent, and Stan made a decision.
“Let’s go shopping,” he said, standing and pulling Ben to his feet at the same time.
“Where?”
“Bond Street.”
Ben made a face. “Jesus. Why would we do that?”
“Because I just got paid,” Stan lied easily. “And because all my nice clothes are in New York, and even though my roommate agreed to go into my room and ship me a bunch of stuff, it’s still going to be at least a week until I get it.”
That last part wasn’t a lie.
“I suppose we could do that.”
“You’re right,” Stan said, dropping Ben’s hand. “I used to dress up and look nice. And if I want to reclaim my stake on the London fashion scene, I need to look like I belong here.”
“And you want to go to Bond Street to do that?”
“It’s not a bad place to start,” Stan said with a smirk.
“How about Harrods?”
“How is that better?”
“Less… people.”
Stan decided not to push further. “We can go to Harrods. I haven’t been there in forever.”
“Okay.” Ben looked relieved. He pushed his hands into his pockets, but seemed to be standing a little taller.
Stan hailed a cab and waited until they were inside it before taking Ben’s hand again.
“Are you sure this is okay? We can always go home if you want.”
Ben rolled his eyes. “When have I ever not loved going shopping with you?”
Stan didn’t say anything to that and looked out of the window instead. But he was smiling.
They were dropped off right on Brompton Street amidst the bustle of a weekday afternoon in Kensington. It wasn’t as bad as it would be on the weekend, so that was something. Ben kept his head down, as was his habit these days. Stan had noticed.
Stan whisked them up to the first floor without pausing, keeping Ben moving so he wasn’t startled by anything. It was always calmer up here than the bustle of the ground floor, where the tourists roamed in equal numbers to the locals. Ben seemed to be coping okay. Stan hadn’t let go of his hand, and Ben hadn’t tried to get away. Stan liked feeling Ben’s hand in his, with its calluses from playing guitar and his long, strong fingers. He didn’t think about it too much. Just accepted that it felt right.
“What are we looking for?” Ben asked as Stan started wandering.
“A few staples, a few statement pieces,” Stan mused. “I need a pair of good black jeans.”
“You could always borrow these,” Ben said.
Stan had to look at him to know he was joking. Then he rolled his eyes.
“I don’t think so, darling.”
Stan tended to move quickly when he was shopping. He knew almost instinctively what he wanted and what was going to fit his shape. Years of shopping in the womenswear department with a man’s body had taught him a lot. And of course, his eye for colour and shape was well known.
It didn’t take long for a sales assistant to swoop down on them.
“I can take these to a dressing room for you?” she offered, nodding to the pile in Stan’s arms.
“Thank you.”
“Is there anything I can help with?”
“No, just let me know where you take it so I can find it later.” Stan gave her a smile.
“Of course.”
Ben waited until she was a safe distance away before he leaned in with a conspiratorial grin.
“Does she know who she’s dealing with?”
Stan gave an affected shrug. “Maybe. You can go look for things for yourself, if you like. Menswear is on the ground floor.”
“Nah. I’m okay with this. I’m still impressed you could find so much for me in less than fifteen minutes. In one shop.”
“I’m a professional.”
“Yeah, I suppose you are.”
Stan gathered another dozen or so pieces before heading over to the dressing room the assistant had pointed out.
“We have our personal shopping department upstairs if you’d be more comfortable up there,” she offered as Stan started unloading things.
“No, this is fine. Thank you.”
Ben took a seat on the boyfriend bench and folded his arms over his chest, apparently endlessly amused at the interaction between Stan and the poor girl. Stan wasn’t sure what the fuss was about. He was being very polite.
While grinning over his shoulder at Ben, Stan ducked into the dressing room to change.
Stan had wondered how long it would be before someone figured out who he was; then he was treated to a visit from an old friend.
“Olivia,” he greeted, smiling as he kissed her on each cheek. “It’s good to see you.”
“And you,” she agreed.
Stan had worked with Olivia in Paris. She had been a stylist who’d collaborated with Stan on several articles. Now she was one of the higher-up managers here.
“This is my friend Ben.”
Ben grunted at her. She smiled blandly at him in response.
“I didn’t know you were in London.”
“It wasn’t a planned visit,” he admitted, pulling his hair free of the neckband of the top he’d just finished buttoning. “If it was, I would have looked you up.”
“Can I give you a tip?”
Stan raised an eyebrow at her.
“There’s a show tonight, in Spitalfields,” she said, tucking her dark bob behind her ear. “British-Nigerian designer, just graduated LCF with one of the best graduating shows I’ve ever seen. She does things with colours and textures that’ll make you drool, Stan.”
“This isn’t a work trip,” he said. Then turned to the sales assistant, who was still hovering. “I need a size seven, closed-toe heel. No straps.”
“Of course,” she said, and scuttled away.
Ben made another noise that Stan decided to ignore.
“You’re involved at LCF?” Stan asked Olivia.
London College of Fashion was to London what Parsons was to New York—the gateway through which new designers emerged. Stan had always kept half an eye on the university, even after he’d left the city.
“I was invited to their end-of-year shows,” Olivia said. “I wouldn’t normally bother, but I just broke up with Kaitlyn, and I needed a distraction.”
Stan made a sympathetic noise. “Does this come in a dress?” he asked, smoothing his hand over the burgundy satin shirt.
“Shin length,” Olivia agreed. “Two?”
“And a one. Please.”
She gestured and another sales assistant disappeared.
“It’s like you have minions,” Ben said from his seat.
Stan laughed. “They love it. I know I used to.”
“It’s at eight,” Olivia said, changing tack. “I’ll get your name on the attendees list. You have to go, Stan. It’s so your thing. Plus, there’s a few new designers showing and along with some familiar faces. I’m excited, which tells you something.”
Stan cast a glance over at Ben, who seemed entirely comfortable. He shrugged at Stan, and Stan wasn’t sure what that meant.
“Put my name down,” he said. “If I can make it, I will.”
“Excellent,” Olivia said and leaned in to kiss his cheeks. “I’ll make sure you have a plus-one.”
Both sales assistants reappeared at the same time, one with the burgundy dress, the other with several boxes of shoes. Stan spotted a pair of mustard-yellow Dolce & Gabbana pumps, and grinned.
He’d missed this too.




Chapter Ten

Ben watched Stan try on clothes and soaked himself in every moment of it. It helped that Harrods was calm and cool and a million miles away from his comfort zone.
Even though his skin crawled with the craving for something to take the edge off, Ben was in control for the first time in years. Normally in situations like this, he would find an excuse to take a couple of Valium and float through the tense, stomach-knotting anxiety in a haze of not giving a shit.
It had been a good cycle, for a while—cocaine to get him going and Valium to push him into sleep again when the comedown hit too hard and he couldn’t stop shaking. Being able to recognise both the cycle and his dependency on it didn’t stop his body from wanting it, though.
Maybe what he’d needed all this time was for someone to make him do something he wouldn’t ever normally do. Like go out in public while stone-cold sober, to a place where he might be recognised, and just sit and wait. He didn’t have a phone, so he couldn’t distract himself with Twitter or stupid games. This moment—the one he was living—was totally unavoidable.
The sales assistant girl gave him a small, friendly smile. Ben forced himself to return it.
“I like this one,” Stan said as he dramatically threw the curtain open.
The dress was black, falling to his shins with a cut up the skirt that exposed the long line of Stan’s leg. The top twisted at the waist, a strange angle and pleat of fabric that looked almost Grecian as it bisected Stan’s chest. It was very, very Stan. He looked incredible. Ben’s stomach ached with all the ways he didn’t know how to tell Stan that anymore.
“Me too,” Ben said. “You sure you want something black for summer, though?”
Stan rolled his eyes. “This is spring/summer.”
“What do I know.”
“Very little,” Stan said, but he was teasing.
“We’ll take it,” Ben said to the smiling sales girl. “And the shoes, and that dress thing, and whatever else he wants.”
“Of course.”
“Ben—”
Ben raised an eyebrow, knowing for sure he wanted to do this. He wanted to do something nice for Stan. “You bought me clothes when we got here. I’m just returning the favour.”
“It’s not the same and you know it.”
“I don’t care.”
Stan looked like he was struggling for a moment, and then he huffed. “Thank you.”
Ben grinned. “You’re welcome.”
Ben waited until they got back to the flat, arms loaded with bags of clothes and shoes and makeup—Stan had wanted to stop by the makeup counters before they left—before asking the question that had been grating on his nerves all afternoon.
“Do you want to go to this fashion show?”
Stan dumped all his bags by the door and went straight to the kitchen to put the kettle on.
“I don’t mind. Do you?”
Ben was taken aback. He’d been carefully practicing how he’d convince Stan to go without him, how he’d be fine on his own in the flat and how he’d make sure Stan knew he wasn’t going to go out looking for drugs. Because he wasn’t.
“I wasn’t invited.”
“Yes, you were,” Stan said. He got two mugs out of the cupboard and teabags from the little tin next to the fridge. “Olivia said she’d put down a plus-one. That was her subtle way of asking me if I’m fucking you.”
Ben choked on his own breath. “What?”
He desperately tried to remember Stan’s response to Olivia’s question, and couldn’t.
“Like I said, she’s subtle about it.”
“Oh.”
The kettle clicked as it boiled.
“So, are you coming?”
Ben wanted to say no. If the quiet, sombre interior of Harrods nearly gave him a panic attack, then a fashion show in the middle of Spitalfields was not going to set him alight with joy.
“I don’t know.”
“If you’re worried about people approaching you, you shouldn’t be. It’s going to be fashion people, Ben, and if there’s one thing I can tell you for sure, it’s that they’re all going to be falling over their feet trying to look cool. Most of them will pretend not to know who you are even if they do. I promise you’re not going to get mobbed by rabid fans.”
“It’s an industry event?”
“Yes,” Stan said and passed Ben a cup of tea. “Boring fashion people who are going to be reporting on the clothes, not who’s wearing them. For once.”
He blew across the surface of his own mug, then sipped. Ben did the same.
“Stan, I’m going to regret saying this for the rest of my life. But I don’t have anything to wear.”
Stan tipped his head back and laughed, a full-belly laugh that Ben felt all the way down to his toes. He hid his own smile behind his tea.
“Wear your jeans and a black T-shirt,” Stan said. “No one will know what label it is anyway. And if anyone does recognise you, they won’t expect you to be wearing anything other than that.”
“I guess.”
“You should come,” Stan said gently. “I promise I won’t abandon you.”
Ben felt those words too, but in a different way.
“Okay,” he said, and was surprised to find he didn’t instantly regret it.
There were a lot of people at the show. More than Ben was expecting. Apparently it was some kind of big deal, and there were people around who were there to be seen, as much as they were to see the artists at work.
Stan had introduced himself to the man with the list as Stan Novikov and guest, and Ben wasn’t sure whether to be amused or insulted by that. He stuck with amused. Stan was an infinitely bigger deal here than he was, which was fine by Ben.
He decided to skip all the free alcohol that was being passed around. Ben had never found a particular affinity for booze in the way he had for drugs, and even when he was messed up around drugs, he could still go out for a pint with Tone and have the evening end civilly. While he was figuring out what his body was doing in terms of his addictions, Ben thought it was probably a better idea to avoid it.
So he drank orange juice like he was a five-year-old. Stan did as well, so he didn’t feel too bad. As they slowly walked around the room, Ben remembered that Stan didn’t drink much anymore. Maybe he wasn’t just blending in for Ben’s sake.
The show was being hosted in a building that threw old and new together in a clash of architectural styles. The brick walls were the pale yellowish colour that could be found all over the Spitalfields area, and inside was more industrial, black and steel, with poured concrete floors. Ben found himself looking up, admiring the lighting design in this really interesting space.
Stan touched his elbow to get his attention. “It’s almost time. We need to sit down.”
Ben followed him to their seats.
The spaces that had been reserved for them were next to the aisle, just one row back from the front. Stan settled easily in his uncomfortable chair, crossing his legs at the ankles. Ben stared at his legs for a moment. In the black dress from Harrods, Stan looked stunning, and just spending time with him was stirring up all sorts of old desires. Ben worked hard to keep them in check. He had enough to deal with at the moment without complicating this tentative, fragile thing he was working on with Stan.
While others in the front row clutched notebooks or phones to make notes, Stan adopted an engaged-but-bored expression and simply watched. The first show was all menswear, very avant-garde stuff that Ben wasn’t sure about. He liked designer clothes, but only if they fit in with what he felt was his own particular style. This show was heavy on the mesh and Lycra. Lots of very interesting, totally unwearable designs.
Ben felt the change in Stan’s posture when the next show stared, and he suddenly understood why Olivia was so insistent that Stan attend.
This designer’s collection was made up of pieces that could be taken off the model and worn the next day almost anywhere in London. Even from Ben’s uneducated standpoint, he could recognise the African influence in some of the patterns, though the designer had worked them into shoes and sports jackets and sweatpants that were the clothes of the street kids from South London. A true fusion of influences.
At the end of the show, Ben applauded, like everyone else, then sat back to watch the last two shows.
“Did you like it?” Stan asked when they were finally done.
Ben nodded. “The second one.”
Stan beamed. “Yeah. That’s what Olivia sent me here for.”
“I guessed as much. Do you want to go talk to the designer?”
“Maybe.” Stan made a face.
“Why not?”
“We can just slip out now, if you want.”
Ben wanted. But he could keep pushing for a little while longer. “No, you should go talk to them.”
“Okay.”
Stan slipped his hand into Ben’s and squeezed, then didn’t let go while he went to find someone with a clipboard to make an introduction.
Stan’s name was enough to get them backstage. At that point, Ben realised that Stan was now a pretty big fucking deal in the fashion world. He’d been on the up-and-up when everything went to shit in their relationship. The same clearly hadn’t been the case for his career.
“Stan.”
Stan’s hand fell from Ben’s.
“Colin, it’s good to see you.”
He exchanged kisses on the cheek with an older guy wearing a tan suit with a very loud shirt under the jacket.
“You’re here to meet Nadia, of course.”
“Yes. This is my friend Ben.”
Ben shook hands with Colin. Colin didn’t have a fucking clue who Ben was. Ben smiled at him widely.
“Nice to meet you.”
“Likewise.” Colin turned back to Stan. “You know, Nadia was something for a prodigy while she was with us. I think she’s going places, don’t you?”
Stan reached back blindly as Colin led them farther into the backstage area, and Ben gripped at his fingertips. He was a little fascinated about the similarities between backstage at a fashion event and what he was used to seeing backstage at a music gig. Lots of people running around. Many hands making a few people look good.
Ben stepped to the side when Colin introduced Stan to Nadia, and leaned against a wall while Colin slipped away and Stan enthused about the collection. He forgot about Ben for a few moments, laughing with the young woman and offering high praise for her work.
When Nadia glanced over at Ben, she did a double-take. It was maybe too much to ask for to not be recognised all night.
“Hi,” he said, offering her his hand to shake. “I’m Ben. I’m here with Stan.”
“Nadia. Oh my God, I can’t believe Ben Easton just watched my first show. Holy shit.”
Ben laughed. He really didn’t mind her kind of open enthusiasm.
“It was amazing,” he said truthfully. “I really loved that bright pink suit.”
“You did? Holy shit. You can have it if you want. I’ll go rip it off the model and you can take it with you.”
“Tell you what,” Ben said, fighting to keep the smile off his face, and failing. “The next time I have to go to some horrendous event with lots of paparazzi shoving cameras in my face, I’ll call you and you can let me borrow it. Then when they ask me who I’m wearing, I can say something interesting for once.”
Nadia looked like she might burst. “That would be incredible. Oh my God. Thank you so much.”
“Thank you for having us,” Stan said. “I’m going to write something up, but I can’t guarantee it’ll get picked up by any particular publication. If it does, I’ll make sure you know. And congratulations, again.”
Nadia beamed and shook their hands, then reluctantly tore herself away to where a small huddle of other people had gathered to talk to her.
“I know a back way out from here,” Stan murmured, leaning in close as he led Ben away.
“She was great.”
Stan grinned at him, his face lighting up. “I agree. She’s going to be really good with a few more years’ experience behind her. I think you can still see some of her mentors’ influence in some pieces.”
“You’re talking to me like I have any idea what you mean,” Ben said, teasing him. “I just liked the pink suit.”
“It was definitely a highlight. I think I’m going to call it vivid raspberry in my write-up.”
“Pretentious.” Ben pretended to cough. “Bright pink works just as well.”
Stan ignored him. “The tailoring was incredible.”
“I’ll look good in it.”
“Ben, you know how much it pains me to agree with you.”
Ben bumped his shoulder against Stan’s and tried to hide his smile again.
They arrived back at the flat at the same time Tone was heading out for the evening, to a gig somewhere with a band Ben hadn’t heard of. That wasn’t so unusual. Tone kept an ear to the ground when it came to new and emerging music, and Ben had all but given up on that.
Ben was still tingling from head to toe. Time would tell whether tonight had been good for him or not, though he felt like it had skewed more positive. Being out in a crowd of people had set off his anxiety for years now, since he’d been mobbed at a signing event that had been set up by some cowboy who didn’t get in proper security.
Stan had been right, though. No one there really cared who he was. Except Nadia, and she was sweet and respectful, so he was okay with that.
Ben kicked off his trainers and went to collapse on the sofa instead of going to bed. Stan wandered around, tidying up the kitchen and changing into loose joggers before joining him.
“Do you want to write anything tonight?” Ben asked. He reached for Stan’s legs on instinct, pulling them into his lap so he could stroke Stan’s ankles.
“No, I don’t think so.” Stan tipped his head back, his eyes closed. “I have most of it in my head already. I’ll do better if I sleep on it to form some opinions, then write it tomorrow.”
“Okay,” Ben said. They breathed together in contented silence for a while and Ben luxuriated in the uncomplicated companionship. He’d missed this. Not just being with Stan, but having that easy relationship with someone where words weren’t necessary.
Ben closed his eyes too. It felt like the right thing to do.




Chapter Eleven

For the next two days, Ben hid himself away in his room. Stan had to send Tone in with meals to make sure he ate. He didn’t seem to want to speak to Stan, or Tone, or anyone else.
It was maybe understandable. Stan had pushed him back into the world in a big way, with lots of people and lots of things that could have gone wrong. The fact that it had all been fine didn’t seem to matter.
Stan worked on his article and tried to understand. If Ben needed to retreat into his shell for a while to calm down and find his equilibrium again, Stan could respect that. He just wasn’t sure where the line was between giving Ben space and letting him wallow.
On the third day, Stan woke to the sound of guitar music coming from down the hall. At first he thought Ben was playing something through his laptop. It took a while for him to figure out Ben was playing it himself, on the guitar he hadn’t touched since they got back from LA.
For a long time, Stan lay still and listened.
It wasn’t easy to make out the music. The bedrooms were at the other end of the flat, and Ben’s soft strumming was competing with Tone’s snoring next door. Stan thought it probably didn’t matter what he was playing. The fact that he’d chosen to pick up the guitar again at all was something of a miracle.
Eventually his bladder won out over his curiosity, and Stan didn’t try to hide the sound of his footsteps as he went down to the bathroom. He felt guilty that he’d been eavesdropping. Ben had never minded playing his music with Stan around before… but that was before.
When he got out of the bathroom, after showering and washing his hair, the music had stopped.
Stan made a big, messy pile of fruit and yoghurt with honey for breakfast, with enough left over for the boys if they wanted some. He was busy, actively courting publications—both online and off—letting them know he was back in London and looking for work. He’d set up a video-call with his senior editor back in New York too, with a pitch prepared about how he could add value as a roving reporter working out of London, with easy access to the rest of Europe. They already had one on the team, but she was based in Italy. Stan was hopeful.
Tone was still sleeping, and snoring, when Ben got out of bed and headed to the bathroom. Stan glanced at the clock. It was a little after 9:30 a.m. This was good for him. Tone would likely sleep for a while longer yet, as he’d been out late the night before. Stan had heard him stumble in at around 2:00 a.m.
Whatever it was Tone was up to in London, it kept him out of the flat for most of the afternoons and evenings. He didn’t talk to Stan about much, though not in a malicious way. Stan was still trying to figure out whether Tone was wary around Stan now, or if he just didn’t want Ben to overhear their conversations. Tone had always been slightly mysterious about what he got up to. He’d never stayed still for very long, so Stan wasn’t too worried about him. It wouldn’t surprise Stan at all if Tone had gone and got a job pulling pints somewhere.
When Ben padded through to the kitchen, Stan looked up from his laptop.
“Morning,” he said.
“Morning.” Ben went and turned the kettle on, then turned to Stan and held up a hand. “Look, before you say anything, I want to say something.”
“Okay.”
“I’m sorry. I know I’ve been a dick the past couple of days. I was having what Summer calls a moment.”
“You’re allowed to have a moment,” Stan said. “Or several, for that matter.”
Ben snorted. “Thanks.”
“There’s breakfast in the fridge if you want it. And you don’t need to apologise, Ben.”
“I do,” Ben said. He went to the fridge and took the bowl of fruit out. “I’m living in your fucking flat and treating it like a fucking hotel.”
“No, you’re not.” Stan laughed. “Trust me, I’ve had worse housemates.”
“Me too.”
Ben made his tea, then came to sit at the table with Stan to eat his breakfast.
“Are you feeling better now?” Stan asked cautiously.
“Yeah.”
Stan didn’t want to push him. He’d already learned that Ben would share in his own time, if he wanted to, and if he didn’t there wasn’t much anyone could get him to do to open up.
When he was finished eating, Ben took Stan’s empty dishes with his own and put the dishwasher on, then stood in the kitchen and fidgeted.
“Stan?”
“Yeah?”
“I need to go out. To get a phone. I broke mine.”
“Okay. Do you want me to come with you?”
“Yes, please.” Ben sounded relieved. At least part of that was likely because he didn’t have to ask. Stan had offered.
“I don’t know how this works,” Stan admitted. “Do you want to try and recover your old phone number and all your stuff?”
“No,” Ben said immediately. “No, there’s people on my contacts list that….”
He trailed off, and Stan got it.
“Starting over, then.”
“Yeah. That would be good.”
“Give me maybe half an hour, and I’ll be ready,” Stan said. Ben nodded and disappeared back to his room to put proper clothes on.
Stan had dressed that morning in skinny jeans, rolled up at the ankle, and a loose T-shirt that cut off at his midriff. All the rest of his clothes were in Tone’s room, and he wasn’t about to disturb Tone while he was sleeping, so it would have to do. This had become something of his standard summer outfit over the past few weeks, uninspired as it was. He definitely needed more clothes if he was going to start meeting with fashion publications in London.
Stan brushed his hair and found his huge, bug-eyed sunglasses, and left them perched on his head while he quickly researched phone shops in the area. Ideally he wanted somewhere they could get in and out quickly, without people paying them much attention. Even better would be somewhere that would close for an hour while Ben got what he needed, but Stan had no idea how to even set that up.
Dealing with Ben now was definitely different to dealing with Ben before.
Despite the warmth of the day outside, Ben came out of his room wearing a black hoodie with the hood up, to go with his black jeans and black trainers. He looked like a moody goth teenager. Stan decided not to tell him that.
“Any idea on where you want to go?” Stan asked as he let them out of the flat and locked the door behind them. He’d left a note on the kitchen counter telling Tone what was going on.
“Doesn’t matter. We don’t have to go to the Apple store or anything.”
“There’s a phone shop on the high street, but it’s going to be crowded out there,” Stan said. “I thought we could get a car and go somewhere that’s probably going to be quieter.”
“Like where?”
Stan shrugged. “We can ask the driver.”
“Yeah. Alright.”
He sounded like a moody teenager too, and Stan actually did want to pass that message on. Instead of winding Ben up, like he would have done before, he pulled up the app on his phone and flagged a car.
It had pulled up outside by the time they got downstairs. Getting a cab in London now was a hell of a lot easier than it used to be.
Stan explained what they wanted, and the driver didn’t seem to think their request strange at all. That, or he didn’t care, as he took them north out of Camden and into a much quieter high street in a mostly residential area.
“Thank you,” Stan said gratefully as he ushered Ben out of the cab.
They were the only people in the shop, apart from two guys who looked immensely bored. Of the two, one’s eyes widened when they caught sight of Ben. Stan walked up to the other.
“We need to buy a phone,” he said frankly.
“Sure. What do you want?”
Stan looked over at Ben. “What do you want?”
“Just… give me the latest iPhone. Or whatever.”
“Sure. You want to get that on a payment plan?”
“No. I’ll pay cash.”
“What colour do you want?”
Stan gently ushered Ben into a seat before he could explode. “It doesn’t matter,” he said to the phone shop guy, offering him a winning smile.
Stan could see the other guy furiously texting on his own phone, and stared him down when it became clear he was trying to take a photo of Ben without them noticing. Stan could glare daggers with the best of them. The guy looked suitably cowed.
It didn’t take long to get the phone, and Ben wanted them to set it all up so he didn’t have to bother, so Stan played the part of bored girlfriend while all that was happening. He was good at that. He’d had plenty of practice.
Thankfully, a much, much older man came into the shop to ask a question about his frankly ancient phone, which distracted the guy who did know who Ben was for long enough that Stan was sure they weren’t going to walk outside to hoards that had gathered because of a tweet.
Ben was shaking a little when they got outside, his phone tucked safely in the pocket of his jeans. Stan had put all the packaging and stuff in his bag, for safe keeping, because he was pretty sure Ben was going to leave it behind otherwise.
“Do you want to go for a walk?” he asked. “We’re not far from Hampstead Heath.”
“Can we get something to eat on the way? I’m fucking starving.”
“Of course.”
Stan followed the map on his phone, and they stumbled across a little deli selling sandwiches and pasties and sausage rolls. Ben ordered one of each. Stan just got a sandwich.
Ben’s appetite had come back full-force, and he wasn’t eating just vegan food anymore. Stan had ordered him some protein shakes off the internet, because he was still looking incredibly unhealthy even though he was starting to put weight on again. That, and it was hard to keep up with the amount of food he and Tone could put away.
Stan picked up a couple of cans of lemonade and made Ben wait until they got to the park and a bench with a nice view before he let Ben rip into the soft paper bags.
“Here, let me put my number in your phone,” he said while Ben was attempting to stuff half a pasty into his mouth in one go.
Ben grunted and handed over his phone.
“You really should put a pass code on this.”
“I will.” Ben chugged the lemonade, then burped. “Sorry. I’ll finish setting it up when we get home.”
“Have you still got everyone’s phone numbers?”
“No. But I can get them from Tone.”
Stan shook his head. “How on earth do you get by on your own?”
“I don’t,” Ben said, and it was too close to the truth for Stan’s comfort. “How did Tone get hold of you, anyway? I didn’t know you kept in touch.”
“We didn’t.” Stan sipped his lemonade, then burped delicately. Like a fucking lady. “He found me on Twitter.”
“Shit.”
“His account was verified, so I knew it was him.” Stan took a deep breath, remembering the sheer panic that had pushed him to run out of his apartment with barely a carry-on suitcase full of things. “He sent me a message, then I gave him my number so he could call, then I came out to LA.”
“I’m sure it was far more dramatic than that.”
Stan huffed a laugh. It was, but he wasn’t going to admit that to Ben. “Not really.”
“Why did you come?”
“That’s a very loaded question.”
“I know.” Ben wiped his hands on his jeans, and reached for his sausage roll. “That’s why I asked it.”
“Because….” Stan debated with himself on how honest he should be. Then threw caution to the wind. “Because I know what it’s like to hit rock-bottom. When I was there, a few really amazing people leaned down and gave me a hand up again. You were one of them, and Tone, and a few others.”
“So you figured you’d balance the scales? Pay it forward?”
“Yes, and no.” Stan sighed. “Tone said he thought I could help. I didn’t believe him at the time, but I thought if he was asking me, of all people, to come help you, then I should come. God, Ben, the last thing I ever wanted was for you to hurt like this.”
Ben nodded and stared out across the field. He didn’t say anything until he’d finished eating his lunch.
“I’m really grateful for what you did. Are doing. It’s a lot.”
“I don’t mind.”
“Thank you.”
“You keep saying thank you, and I’m going to start hitting you in the arm.”
That made Ben smile, just a little.
“Come on,” Stan said, standing up and stretching. “Let’s go for a walk.”
“Do I have to?”
“Yes,” Stan told him decisively. “It’ll be good for you.”
Ben grumbled and put his hood back up. When they were a few steps away from the bench, he brushed his hand against Stan’s. Stan could take a hint. Without looking at Ben, he slid their hands together and squeezed.
Ben didn’t let go.




Chapter Twelve

Ben was glad to have gotten out of the flat for something other than his appointment with Dr Greg. That was definitely a psychological thing—knowing he could, and would go out into the world for something other than trying to fix himself. Doing something that was for himself, other than getting drugs, felt nice too.
He was at a point now where he could admit that his sessions with Dr Greg were starting to affect him in a positive way, gently coaxing his mind into a healthier way of thinking. Nothing was instantaneous with therapy, Ben had learned that while watching Stan go to one appointment after another after he relapsed with his anorexia.
Greg didn’t structure their sessions in the same way other therapists Ben had been to. He didn’t have a notepad, or a Dictaphone, and he never seemed shocked by any of the shit that Ben talked about. Maybe that was why Ben wanted to tell him.
“I want to talk to you about something,” Ben said. He’d been thinking about this for a long time, waiting for the right time to bring it up. He’d come to the conclusion that there probably wasn’t a good time to talk about it, and he should just get on with it.
Greg leaned back in his chair and nodded. “Sure.”
“I did some crazy shit for drugs,” Ben said. It was a safe place to start. They were already talking about his addiction.
To take up some time, he pulled off his trainers and tucked his feet up underneath himself. Greg always let Ben walk into the conservatory first so he could pick where he wanted to sit. He always picked the same armchair, the one that was big enough to sit cross-legged in.
“Got mixed up with some shitty people.” Ben pushed his fingers through his hair. He needed to go back and get it cut again. “Look, Greg, I’m going to be honest with you. I got raped.”
Greg’s expression softened. “I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, me fucking too.” Ben’s heart was beating so hard he thought he might throw up. He’d never told anyone else about this. “It started with this guy, Johnny. Probably not his real name. I’m pretty sure he got off on the fact that it was me that he was dealing to. He asked me for so much money… fuck, a ridiculous amount of money, but I always paid him. Thousands, sometimes, for a hit. Then the price changed, and he didn’t want money anymore.
Ben sighed heavily. “He wanted a blow job, and I said no. I didn’t want to. But he loaded me up with some shit and fucked my face. Then he let his friend do me too. And I didn’t even care, because I was so off my face on Mandy it didn’t even occur to me to bite his dick off. I couldn’t breathe. I remember that. I couldn’t breathe. It was fucking disgusting, and my throat hurt…. I couldn’t talk for days.
“And now? I have Stan back. Maybe. We’re working on it. And I don’t know whether I should tell him.”
“Do you want to tell him?”
“No,” Ben muttered. He pushed his hand over his wet eyes and sniffed. “I don’t want anyone to know. It’s fucking disgusting.”
“Rape is a disgusting act. Being the victim of rape isn’t.”
“Being so fucked off your face on drugs that you don’t even care that someone is raping you is pretty damn fucked up, Greg.”
Greg didn’t say anything. He was good at that, not talking until Ben said something to fill the silence.
“I don’t know if I can tell him.”
“It’s your information, Ben. You get to share it with whoever you want. Your romantic relationship with Stan doesn’t mean he’s entitled to know anything about your history.”
“I know he’ll be upset if I do tell him. And I don’t want to upset him, but I also don’t want to keep secrets from him.”
“That’s understandable. Are you in a sexual relationship at the moment?”
“We’re working up to it,” Ben said. He picked at some lint on his socks, because that was easier than looking Greg in the eye.
“Are you in a sexual relationship with anyone other than Stan?”
Ben looked up sharply. “No.”
“Are you in any immediate danger?”
“No,” he said again, softer this time. He understood now. Greg had explained during their first meeting about patient confidentiality, and that he would only ever break it if he thought Ben was in danger.
“I’m okay, now. Being in London is making things better.”
Greg nodded. “That’s good. I’m pleased.” He paused for a moment, and Ben let him think, because Greg was pretty damn good at saying things that helped. “There are some things I’d like to talk to you about, some tools I think might be able to help you. When you talk, Ben, I hear you blaming yourself for a lot of things. It’s not your fault that drugs became the answer when you couldn’t cope with the situation you were in. It’s not your fault that you were raped. Blaming yourself for these things is going to hurt you more in the long run, and I think we need to work on breaking that circle of negative thoughts.”
“It is my fault, though,” Ben said, and hated how his voice sounded. This was what he’d hated about therapy before—how it made him feel flayed open and exposed. He tucked his knees up under his hoodie.
“It’s not, Ben.”
Ben felt his shoulders start to tremble, and he hated—fucking hated this. Greg was quiet while Ben used one of Greg’s techniques to calm himself down again.
“I hate therapists,” Ben muttered.
That made Greg laugh. “Yeah, if I were in your position, I probably would too.”
Ben wasn’t expecting him to say that. That was probably one of the reasons why he hated Greg marginally less than other therapists.
“I feel like you’re taking all of my issues and unfucking them one by one,” he said. “I don’t want to be the person I was.”
“Then you’re doing the right thing by coming here. Therapy isn’t easy, Ben. Part of my job is to help you with the things that are hurting you, but the way we often do that is by throwing them out there and examining them. That’s a difficult process. But it’s only by exposing those hurtful things that we can find ways to cope with them.”
“Cocaine was a really good coping mechanism,” Ben said.
“It is,” Greg agreed, surprising him again. “Drugs are a great way of postponing having to deal with painful thoughts. But as you’re now learning, eventually those painful thoughts catch up with you. You can’t put it off forever.”
“Yeah. I know.” Ben tipped his head back against the chair and sighed. “The worst thing is, I know stuff is coming. Like the album, and having to play it, and all that shit. Publicity.”
“There’s no reason you can’t get through all of that if you have the right tools to help you,” Greg said. “We can do this without cocaine. I promise you.”
Ben looked at him then, and for the first time in a long time, believed the bullshit a therapist was selling him.
“Okay.”
On his way home, Ben detoured into the market and dropped an obscene amount of money for a huge bunch of pink and white roses for Stan. He’d spent the rest of his session with Greg talking about how he could introduce healthy habits into his life again, a next step after he’d started chugging protein shakes twice a day to try and bulk up again.
“Doing nice things for Stan” came high on the list of things that gave Ben pleasure, so he’d been encouraged to do more of it. Stan was out at a meeting for most of the morning, talking to some magazine bigwig about writing some articles for them, so Ben knew not to expect him when he got into the flat.
He carefully set the flowers in water, then left them on the kitchen counter so Stan would see them when he got home.
Then he poked around the flat.
Despite having lived here for almost two months, Ben hadn’t really looked around much. The bedroom he’d collapsed in when they got back to London had become his by default, and he’d quickly deduced it was used mostly for storage. Not that there was much room to store anything. The built-in wardrobe housed an ironing board and iron, a few boxes of books and knick-knacks, and blankets for the beds.
The whole place was completely devoid of personality, which didn’t seem right for Stan. Even when he’d lived in a flat that wasn’t his, he’d managed to throw together pieces of artwork and rugs and furniture that made it a reflection of his personality. Here, even the plates and cups were plain white.
It was clearly a place to crash rather than a home.
Ben needed a nap, and a cup of tea, and not necessarily in that order. He went through to the kitchen and set the kettle to boil, then tidied up the mess they hadn’t yet cleared away from dinner the night before.
He could identify that he was feeling pretty numb after his session with Greg. All of the relief and exorcism he’d hoped for after finally speaking about what had happened to him was strangely absent. He’d found the empty feeling that came with drugs, without any of the fun of a high, and he wasn’t sure if he liked it or not.
The kettle clicked, boiled, and Ben went to make tea.
Not wanting to sit in silence, he turned on the TV and let the daytime, house-buying programmes run one after another. When his tea was done, he curled up into a ball and went to sleep in the still, silent flat.
“Just thought you’d make a nest in here, hmm?”
Ben nuzzled into the hand that was stroking through his hair and grumbled something in reply.
Stan laughed. “Thank you for the flowers.”
“You’re welcome.” He caught Stan’s wrist and kissed it.
“How come you’re napping out here instead of in your own bed?”
“It smells like you in here,” Ben said, and Stan didn’t push. Instead he sat down next to Ben and wriggled until he was comfortable. “How was your meeting?”
“Good,” Stan said. “I got the job.”
“I didn’t know it was an interview.”
“Neither did I,” Stan said with a laugh. “I just went in to talk to the editor in chief, and she wants me to start a regular column. I guess she liked me.”
“That’s amazing. Congratulations.”
“Thank you.”
“We should go out for dinner or something. To celebrate.”
Stan shuffled back to look at him. “That would be nice.”
Going out for dinner was a concept that posed something of a challenge. They could go somewhere like Pizza Express and hope no one was paying enough attention to anyone else to recognise them. Or they could pay to go somewhere super fancy.
Stan wanted sushi, so Ben decided to go fancy.
Going out like this felt more normal than Ben had allowed himself to feel in a long time. For years, they’d lurched from one crisis to the next, his body never really adjusting to time zones, stress, and highs that were as high as the lows were low. Taking the guy he was really kinda into out for dinner felt like an exhale. Like a relief.
Stan had done something with his hair that morning that made it look very shiny but also wavy as it fell around his shoulders. Ben stared at it while Stan ordered for both of them, trusting that Stan, of all people, knew what Ben liked to eat.
“You look really pretty today,” Ben said when the waitress walked away.
Stan smiled. “Thank you. You’re looking pretty too.”
That made Ben laugh. “I have a question for you.”
“Okay.”
“Do you like living at your flat?”
“It’s a roof over my head,” Stan said with a shrug. “I loved my apartment in New York. Even though I had three roommates.”
Ben tucked his foot around Stan’s under the table.
“You did? I didn’t know that. Where were you living?”
“Washington Heights. It’s a nice area. I think one of our friends wants to move in when I move out, so the others won’t be short on rent or anything.”
“We should arrange for you to go back sometime. To visit.”
Stan nodded. “I’d like that.”
“So I got an email today. Well, they sent it a few days ago, but I only read it this morning. The estate agent sold my old flat.”
“Already? That was quick.”
“I told them to price it stupidly low to get rid of it. I have to go to my solicitor and sign some paperwork, but it’s gone.”
“You sound relieved.”
Ben nodded. “I am. That place was a pain in my arse from the moment I bought it. So now I’m almost thirty-two, homeless, and living with my friends again. The more things change….”
“The more they stay the same,” Stan finished for him in a quiet murmur. “It’s funny how life can go in circles.”
“Yeah. I’m going to start looking for somewhere, I think.”
“Oh, no,” Stan said, leaning back and crossing his arms. “This isn’t where you tell me you want to move to the countryside and get a little cottage and start raising chickens and goats, is it? Because I am not cut out for livestock, Ben.”
It took Ben a long time to stop laughing. “I’m pretty sure there are people in London who have chickens.”
“Those people are not our friends,” Stan said seriously.
“I was thinking we could maybe get a cat.”
“I like cats.”
“Me too. We’d need a garden flat, though. I don’t want something big and obnoxious like the Marylebone place. Just something big enough for both of us. If you want that.”
“Is this a pipe dream?” Stan asked, fiddling with his chopsticks to make them sit flat.
“No. It’s kind of…. I was talking to Greg about our relationship before. We never got to live together, just the two of us. There was always at least four other people breathing down our necks at all times, and I think that probably affected us.”
“Yeah.” Stan nodded. “It was good, at the start, to have the support. But after a while….”
“It was oppressive. I love the guys, I really do, but I don’t really want to live with them. We’re not poor anymore,” he said with a laugh. “If I can figure out how to give us a really nice life together, that would be amazing.”
Stan was thinking, so Ben gave him some space to do that and tried not to let his traitorous, negative thoughts run away from him.
“I’m not saying I don’t like your idea, because I do,” Stan said after a while. “It’s just… this is still very new. Again. And we already spoke about treating it as something new and figuring out if we even work together any more, rather than diving back in and picking up where we left off.”
Ben nodded. “Okay. That’s fair.”
“So yes, to your idea, that sounds good. More than good. I want it too. And I don’t want you to live on your own, because I think that might not be the best thing for you right now. But I also get what you said about being thirty-two and feeling like you’re going backwards.”
“Almost thirty-two,” Ben corrected. Stan rolled his eyes. “I can deal with living with everyone for a while longer. It’s not the end of the world, and it is useful to have all of us close to each other when we’re working on an album. That’s the only reason why we got the house in LA—so we didn’t have to round everyone up every time we wanted to sit down and get some work done.”
“You spend a lot of time with them.”
“Yeah. That’s why we need to have our own houses—because we drive each other fucking crazy,” Ben said with a laugh. “It’s going to be weird, though. I know we’re all probably going to want to work on our own projects next year.”
“And that’s scary,” Stan offered.
“Well, yeah. I’ve pretty much lived in their back pockets for nearly seven years now. I’m trying to figure out if I want to have a solo career, and I’m pretty sure I don’t.”
“You don’t?”
“No.” He closed his eyes. “It’s hard to explain sometimes. Ares is magic. I’ve said that since we started, when we were still practicing in Sherrie’s basement and in Buck Shot. I don’t want to be someone who’s ignorant or arrogant enough to think that I’m the reason for it rather than just a little part of that magic.”
“You’re pretty magic on your own.”
“Thanks.”
Ben stopped talking when their food was delivered, then tucked in, not realising how hungry he was. That was something else Greg had suggested—getting a food-tracking app, because he was terrible at remembering to eat. At least until his body started sending him hunger cues again.
Sharing sushi with Stan was something they’d done so often before it had become almost boring. Now it wasn’t boring at all. Just sitting opposite Stan, watching him delicately work his chopsticks, filled Ben with a kind of warmth he hadn’t felt in so long.
He understood why Stan was hesitant to dive straight back into a serious relationship—their last one hadn’t exactly ended on a positive note, and there had been a lot of water under the bridge since then.
Ben struggled with keeping anything light, though. Especially when it came to Stan. He felt like he’d stumbled, tripped, and fallen back in love the moment Stan kissed him again. They weren’t rushing or pushing anything, but Ben wanted that happy place back.
When they got home to Camden, it was late and the area around the lock was buzzing with people who had stayed out after work, getting caught in the long summer evenings.
Ben took Stan’s hand as they walked up to the block of flats, then tugged him around the corner before they got to the door.
“I don’t want to kiss you good night in front of Tone,” he said, keeping his voice low.
Stan smiled, his grey eyes sparkling. Ben reached up and tucked a loose strand of blond hair behind Stan’s ear.
Stan put his hands on Ben’s shoulders and leaned up—he was wearing trainers, which put him a little shorter than Ben—and kissed Ben softly. Ben rested his hands on Stan’s hips and swayed into the kiss, closing his eyes and leading them to something sweet and familiar.
“I really like kissing you,” Stan said with a laugh.
“Then we should do more of it.”
That made him laugh again. Ben knew they should move before someone stumbled across them, but he couldn’t help himself. He leaned in and kissed the laughter off Stan’s lips.




Chapter Thirteen

The balmy early summer had come to an abrupt end when they got stuck into July, and now the sweet sunshine had given way to stormy skies and persistent, drizzling rain. It had driven Tone to stay in the flat more, highlighting how little space there was for three men to be living there together.
It was fine. Stan was coping.
Sort of.
With Ben’s recovery still in such early stages, Tone wasn’t ready to leave him yet, even if that did mean them all living on top of each other. Stan couldn’t blame Tone for that—Tone had been the one consistent supporter in Ben’s life for years, and now he needed him more than ever. They’d created a tiny microclimate in this little corner of London where Ben was making slow and steady improvements. That was the most important thing.
The box of clothes he’d begged his New York roommate to send over had arrived, and she hadn’t let him down. It turned out to be three fairly large boxes, containing his day-to-day staple wardrobe, with some fun things thrown in there too. And his shoes. And his designer bags.
With few other options, Stan unpacked the clothes into the closet in Tone’s room, and refused again Tone’s offer to swap beds. Stan had a feeling they weren’t going to last much longer, the three of them crowded into the flat together anyway. There was no need to cause a fuss for the sake of it.
Because Tone was a goddamned godsend.
“Gonna go get something from the market for lunch.”
Tone hauled himself up off the sofa, scratching at his beard. Like the others, he’d lost weight over the past few years. Except in Tone’s case, it wasn’t really a weight loss, more of a redistribution. His beer belly had almost gone, but he was barrel-chested and broad and still rather adorable. Stan had come to terms with his teeny tiny little crush on Tone a long time ago. It was harmless, after all. He definitely wasn’t going to do anything about it.
“Want anything?” he asked.
“Depends,” Stan said. “What are you going to get?”
“Dunno.” Tone patted his pockets, confirmed to himself that his phone and wallet were in them, and nodded. “I don’t mind going somewhere particular if you want something, though.”
“I want one of those Hawaiian poke bowls,” Ben said.
Both Tone and Stan turned to him, surprised. Ben hardly ever expressed an interest or an opinion on food.
“Any particular pokey bowl?” Tone asked.
“No, I don’t mind. I like it all. Oh, and Bang Bang Chicken. Get some of that too.”
“Okay. Stan love?”
“Poke bowls sound good to me. Nothing with red meat, but chicken or fish is fine.”
“Got it.”
Tone blinked at Ben again, then turned and left.
“I have an appointment again this afternoon,” Ben said. When Stan looked over, he was chewing on his bottom lip. “With Dr Freiberg.”
“Okay,” Stan said. “Do you want me to walk down there with you, or…?”
“No. I just wanted you to know.”
Trying to get through these conversations was often excruciating, but Stan tried to push on anyway.
“I don’t know if anyone else is telling you this, but I think you’re doing so well. I’m really proud of you.”
Ben wrinkled his nose and ducked his head. “Thanks,” he mumbled.
“If you need anything you know you can ask me, right?”
“You might have noticed, Stan, but I’m not the best at asking for help.”
Stan grinned. “I had noticed, now you mention it.”
He didn’t want to push Ben any more, not when Ben seemed to be doing so well with actually expressing his feelings, so Stan got up and unloaded the dishwasher so they had clean plates to eat from, if they wanted to.
They were close enough to the market that it only took a few minutes for Tone to get back. Only he wasn’t alone.
“Sherrie,” Stan exclaimed.
She made a very high-pitched noise and all but danced over to pull him into a hug.
Sherrie was Geordie’s mum, who had adopted all of the band as her surrogate children and even went as far as buying them a house to live in. A really nice house, in Belsize Park, because she was loaded. Not that anyone could ever guess that. Today she was wearing tight jeans and a nice black sweater with a leather jacket over the top. When Stan had first met her, Sherrie’s style had leaned towards the gaudy. He’d worked with her, though. Now there wasn’t a single gold hoop earring in sight.
“I haven’t seen you in forever,” she exclaimed, hugging Stan close, then holding him at arm’s length by the shoulders so she could look at him properly. “You’re looking so well.”
“Thank you,” Stan said with a grin that he wasn’t sure was entirely convincing.
“I literally just ran into Tone. It’s Emily’s birthday coming up, and I wanted to get her something she saw at the market, and—”
She broke off when she noticed Ben in the corner, who was doing a very good impression of someone who was trying to disappear into a sofa.
“Ben.”
“Hey, Sherrie.”
Sherrie held her arms out to him, leaving Ben no option but to go and be hugged by her.
“Oh, sweetheart,” she murmured, gathering him close. After a second of hesitation, Ben returned her hug like he was starving for it. “It’s so good to see you. I missed you so much.”
Tone had deposited his bag of food on the kitchen counter and was eyeing it like a sad puppy.
“Do you want to stay for lunch, Sherrie?” Stan asked. “I’m sure there will be enough to go round.”
“No, no, it’s fine. I need to skedaddle in a bit anyway. I just wanted to come and say hello. You carry on, though. Tone looks hungry.”
“Tone always looks hungry,” Ben mumbled. That made her laugh.
“The others are still in LA, I take it?” Sherrie asked. She leaned against a counter and seemed content enough to watch them eat. “I’d like to think Geordie would tell me if he was coming home, but you never know with that boy.”
“Yeah.” Tone didn’t offer any other explanation, and Sherrie didn’t dig. Stan guessed she might go home and call Geordie. That would be an entirely different conversation, Stan was sure.
“Are you all living here?”
Stan nodded. “This is my place.”
Sherrie stared at them all for a moment. “Why didn’t you go back to the house?”
“What house?” Tone asked.
“Your house.” Sherrie rolled her eyes. “Up the road.”
Tone shrugged. He was far more interested in his double portion of whatever it was he’d ordered.
“It’s still there, if you want to move back in,” Sherrie said.
Stan had a good idea where this was going, and he was more than a little conflicted. The Belsize Park house was where they’d been living when everything fell apart. Stan had packed his things and moved out of there and into this flat, after staying with one of his friends for a few weeks. It held a lot of memories, and not all of them good.
He also really didn’t want to disrupt Ben too much. Not when things were going so well.
“We could do that,” Ben murmured.
“Why don’t we talk about it later,” Stan said, aiming for diplomacy. “We need to figure it out, I think. Thank you though, Sherrie. That’s really nice of you.”
She smacked him on the arm. “No need to talk to me like I’m a bloody stranger. I change the security alarm codes all the time, but I’ll text you when I get home and let you know what they are. Just let me know if you do move back in, and I’ll get the cleaner to go round more often.”
“More often?”
“It’s not a fucking museum, Stan. Geordie and Summer stay there when they’re back home. I don’t know about anyone else.”
“Oh. Okay.”
“I best be going.”
Stan showed her to the door and gave her another hug.
“Don’t be a stranger,” she said quietly, so the others didn’t overhear. “I know it’s been a while, love, but you can always call me. Okay?”
“Thank you,” Stan said. He carefully closed the door behind her.
Tone was finishing off Ben’s leftovers when Stan got back to the kitchen. Ben was back on the sofa, looking weary.
“What do you think?” Stan asked. “About the house.”
“Thought I might talk about it with Dr Greg,” Ben said. “See what he thinks.”
“That sounds like a good idea.”
“I don’t want to impose on you.” Ben picked at a stray thread on his jumper and didn’t meet Stan’s eyes.
“You’re not imposing,” Stan said quickly. “Honestly. I like having you here.”
Tone burped loudly and went about clearing the food cartons away. Unsurprisingly, there wasn’t anything left over.
“You should have your place back,” Tone called from the kitchen. “We’ll only be up the road, anyway.”
“Talk to Dr Greg,” Stan said to Ben.
“Okay.”
Tone surprised Stan by deciding to move back into the house, taking Ben with him. Stan had an inkling that Tone could see what was not going on between Ben and Stan, and wanted to get out of the way before anything did.
While Ben slept late, Stan walked with Tone the twenty or so minutes it took to get from his flat to the house. Tone wasn’t moving all his stuff yet. This was a reconnaissance mission, to pick up house keys and check alarm codes and for Stan to have a peek back inside the house he’d left almost four years ago. He’d never expected to go back.
Tone had seemed happier the past few days. Whether that was because he knew he was escaping the flat or because there was good news coming from the others in LA, Stan wasn’t sure. Or maybe it was the same thing that was lifting Stan and Ben’s moods both—being back in London, in the beating heart of the city that had driven them to be the people they were today.
Either way, Stan was happy to walk in contented silence next to Tone as he chuffed on a vape that smelled like candy floss.
“I think,” Tone said as they walked up the front path, “if I tell the others we’re back here, they’ll come back to London.”
“Yeah?” Stan was surprised. He didn’t think any of the rest of the band looked like they wanted to leave LA. But that added a layer of reasoning to Tone’s decision to move that Stan hadn’t considered yet.
“Yeah. Especially if I’m moving back in. Geordie will hate it. He’s used to having this place on his own.”
“Why don’t you move back into your own flat?”
“My cousin is living there,” Tone said. He quickly disabled the alarms and stepped aside to let Stan in to the hallway. “She’s starting at uni soon, and I said she could stay there instead of moving into halls.”
“That’s nice of you,” Stan said.
Tone shrugged. “She needs it more than I do.”
And that was Tone all over, putting someone else before himself, just because he could.
“You don’t want to get somewhere else?”
“I will, eventually,” he said, turning the vape off and sticking it back in his pocket. “If we end up deciding to stay in London again. I just haven’t gotten round to it yet.”
Stan automatically took his shoes off as he stepped into the house, leaving them next to the front door. They’d all gotten into the habit at Summer’s insistence while they were living together. Back in the day, there had been an enormous pile of shoes next to the door at all times. Not anymore.
Even though this house was a similar size to the Los Angeles mansion, the feel of the place was night and day. This house had always been a home, full of light and laughter and warmth. Walking around with no one else here wasn’t even strange. Stan had spent plenty of time here on his own too.
He’d never done this before—gone back to a home he’d once lived in years after he’d left. Stan had lived in plenty of places since he left Russia as a teenager, so he’d never placed any particular sentimental value on a building. This, though, was very strange.
Tone had headed straight to the back of the house, where the band’s recording studio was set up behind the kitchen. Stan decided not to follow him and instead took the stairs to the left of the front door.
The bedroom he’d shared with Ben was in the attic of the house, on the third floor. At the time they’d moved in, it was the biggest bedroom, and Ben had managed to nab it partly because no one else wanted to traipse up all those stairs every day, and partly because Stan still needed his own space at that point. However much he loved the others, and he did, very much, they were a lot to deal with. So having some quiet space was precious.
It really was like stepping back in time. Stan could all but feel the years melting away, leaving him twenty-three years old again with the feeling that the whole world was at his feet.
He took a deep breath before pushing open the door to his old room.
It looked almost exactly the same as the last time he was here.
Stan stepped in cautiously, just in case some old memory came and smacked him between the eyes.
They’d painted the walls dark navy blue, which should have made the room feel small but with the skylights in the roof, it was never gloomy. The sofa in the corner was still angled towards the TV with the blanket Stan had bought at the market draped over the back of it.
The room was a little neater than when they were living here; a lot of their stuff had gone, after all.
Stan turned in a slow circle, breathing it in.
Then he caught sight of the black bunny rabbit stuffed toy on the nightstand.
“Hades,” Stan murmured, and his heart clenched.
He’d bought the bunny for Ben before he left on the first tour Ares had been signed up for, a little remember me token. Not only had Ben kept it, he kept it on his nightstand. Even now.
Stan went and sat on the bed, not sure if it was even okay for him to do that much. How many nights had he slept here, Ben curled around him? How many times had they made love, right here?
A lot.
There had always been a lot of love between them.
Stan picked up Hades, held him close to his chest, and for the first time in a long time, wept for what he’d lost.
That was how Tone found him, half an hour later.
Stan felt paralysed with fear—if he moved, something would change, and everything was so fucked up and so wrong, whatever he did next would inevitably make everything so much worse.
A tiny voice in the back of his mind told him this was an anxiety attack, and he needed to calm down.
But fuck that voice.
“Stan?”
Stan could barely blink, let alone respond.
Tone came over and sat down next to him on the bed, carefully reaching out to touch Stan’s arm, then when he didn’t startle, rubbed gentle, soothing circles on Stan’s back.
“Come on, let’s go sit on the sofa, hmm?”
“Can’t,” Stan gasped.
Tone seemed to size him up, then in one smooth move, lifted Stan up and carried him to the sofa. That was certainly one way of being moved, but didn’t do much to combat the deep embarrassment and humiliation of being caught in this situation.
Of course, Tone didn’t care.
He wrapped a blanket around Stan’s shoulders, then pulled Stan’s feet across his lap so he could gently rub them.
Moment by moment, Stan found himself starting to relax. Then he started to cry again.
“It’s alright,” Tone murmured in his soft, Bristolian drawl. “It’s okay, my love.”
A little while later—Stan wasn’t very good at getting his sense of time and space to work properly when he was feeling like this—he heard the front door slam and someone run up the stairs.
Ben appeared in the doorway, breathless.
“You okay?” he demanded.
Stan slowly turned his head to face Tone. “You called him.”
“Texted,” Tone said, and shrugged.
“What’s going on.” Ben came and knelt next to the sofa.
He’d left the flat. On his own. And come here. Because Tone had texted him and asked him to.
“I’m gonna let you talk in peace,” Tone said and quietly left the room.
Stan tapped his chest with his knuckles. “Anxiety.”
He’d had a few anxiety attacks around Ben, but not many. Stan had never suffered panic attacks, the breathless, gasping, eye-watering version. Instead he got the type where it felt like he was frozen, drowning, unable to move.
Afterwards, his muscles would ache for days from how hard he’d been clenching them, and he’d be left with the mother of all headaches.
Ben took over the position Tone had been in, but instead of just gently rubbing Stan’s feet, he shuffled in close and held out his arm for Stan to curl under.
And oh God, Stan couldn’t decide if that was better or worse. Now it really was like no time at all had passed, because moments like this, with them holding each other on the sofa, had filled Stan’s life for a long time.
“If you want to talk, I’m here,” Ben said quietly. Then he stopped talking. For a long time.
Stan didn’t hear the front door close again, so he knew Tone was still around somewhere. His bedroom was on the first floor, but he’d never spent much time in there. Tone was a social being, so he was always in the recording studio or the kitchen or the living room.
After he’d first moved in here, Stan had taken over as the unofficial marketing manager for the band, as well as picking up freelance fashion journalism jobs. Tone had set up Stan’s “office” in the corner of the kitchen so he was always as much a part of everything as the rest of the band. He was sweet, like that.
After a while, Ben fell asleep. Stan was still too wound up to do the same, but he was quite content to watch Ben doze. It was almost better. This way, Ben wasn’t looking at him like he expected Stan to fall apart at any moment.
Stan wanted to get up and sneak Hades back to the bedside table, just in case Ben woke up and asked Stan why he was holding him. He’d managed to keep it under the blankets so far. It was warm up here with the sun coming in through the skylights.
Ben started to snore, which startled him awake. He did a double take when he saw Stan curled up next to him, then visibly shook himself. Stan didn’t say anything. Even though he was feeling better, he still wasn’t ready to talk about it.
“Spent a lot of time thinking about what it would be like to wake up to your face,” Ben said. His voice was a little rough. Stan reached out and touched his cheek.
“Yeah.”
“Can I kiss you?”
It touched a little part of Stan’s heart that Ben asked. But he still shook his head. “Not right now.”
“Okay.”
“I know I’m being ridiculous. But if you start kissing me I might just have a full meltdown.”
“You’re not being ridiculous at all.”
Ben rubbed his hands viciously over his face and hair, upsetting the bird’s nest mess that his hair had turned into. He’d made more of an effort with his appearance since he’d gotten his hair cut, and he was starting to look like the Ben that Stan remembered.
“How do you feel about moving back here?” Stan asked.
Ben shrugged. “I talked to Greg about it.”
“What did he say?”
“He thinks that I’m probably not ready to live on my own again. I think I agree with him.”
Stan hummed. “Me too.”
“But this place… this fucking place.”
“We had a lot of good times here,” Stan said, reaching out and taking Ben’s hand so he could thread their fingers together.
“I barely came back again after you moved out. I bought the flat on the other side of the park and moved all my stuff in there, then I never actually got to live in the damn place before we relocated over to LA to make the second album.”
“You could buy somewhere new again. A fresh start.”
Ben nodded. “I want that. I do. But I want to buy the right place, you know? Not just another flat that’s convenient for what I need right now. I haven’t been able to make plans for more than about three days in advance for years. Years. Wherever I live next, I want it to be somewhere I can put down roots.”
“That sounds nice.”
“So… in the meantime I guess coming back here is as good an option as any.”
“You know I’m not kicking you out of the flat, right?” Stan turned their hands over and rubbed his thumb over Ben’s wrist. “If you want to stay, you can.”
“Thanks,” Ben murmured. “That was actually something else I spoke to Greg about. Maybe, if you like, we could date properly. Planned things, you know? Instead of living on top of each other. I could take you out places.”
“I like the sound of that,” Stan said, smiling and feeling it.
Ben nodded solemnly, but Stan felt better about things now. Ben was looking forward, and that had to mean something.
Ben sighed heavily. “I’m sure Sherrie will have spoken to Geordie by now. So they’ll know I’m here.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“Dunno, really.” Ben stared at Stan for a long minute. “I’m going to call them.”
“Okay.” Stan fought to keep his voice neutral, even though he wanted to dance for joy. This was such a big step for Ben.
“It’s almost nine in the morning there,” Ben said, checking his phone. “Someone should be up, right?”
He tapped out a text, then started to chew his lip as he turned his phone over and over in his hands. Tone came back upstairs a few minutes later.
“I didn’t even know you were still in that group chat,” Tone said. He was grinning. “It’s good to see you there.”
Ben huffed a laugh. “They’re probably all still asleep.”
Tone and Ben’s phones both buzzed at the same time.
“You want me to go?” Stan asked.
Ben shook his head vehemently. “No.”
Tone went to the TV and fiddled around with the wires coming out of the back of it, and a moment later his phone screen was showing on the TV screen. They were going to video call. Oh God.
“I’m going to move,” Stan murmured.
Ben was frowning like he wanted to say something about that, but he let Stan slip away with the blanket. Stan went and put Hades back on the table, then took the one armchair that wasn’t in sight of the TV and its webcam.
Tone took the space that Stan had just vacated, and then the other three members of Ares appeared on the screen.
“Hello, you bunch of wankers,” Tone said jovially. “I’ve missed looking at your fuck-ugly faces.”
“Hello to you too, you prick. Do you know how early it is here?” Geordie grouched.
“Stan’s here,” Ben said in response, looking over at him.
“Hi Stan,” Summer called. He leaned over to wave at them quickly, then retreated to the armchair so he could gnaw on his cuticles and watch.




Chapter Fourteen

Ben was pretty sure it was his turn to have a breakdown. These were his best friends, God damn it, but everything was still so fucked-up, and he really wasn’t prepared to face the music.
Ha.
“You look good, Ben,” Summer said. She looked better. Like not having to deal with the stress of Ben had actually been good for her. That was probably accurate.
“You too,” he mumbled.
“How’s it going, mate?” Geordie asked.
Ben forced himself to make eye contact with him. “Better,” he admitted. “I think I’m getting better. I’m going to a therapist.”
He watched as Jez’s eyebrows shot up. “Okay. Great,” he said.
They were all sitting around someone’s phone in the kitchen, with the LA sunshine pouring in through the huge windows. The kitchen was always beautiful first thing in the morning during the summer. Ben wished he’d appreciated it more when he was there.
“I spoke to my mum,” Geordie said. “She said you might be moving back into the house?”
“We’re here now,” Ben said. “We’ve been living at Stan’s flat, though.”
“We decided to give Stan his space back,” Tone said diplomatically.
“That’s good,” Geordie said.
Ben couldn’t quite read the mood of his three friends over the video. The call was a fairly good quality, but they were all being very guarded. Not like they normally were.
“How’s the album going?” he asked.
“It’s great,” Jez said. He was always going to be the one who would be the most straight with Ben. He’d never had much time for Ben’s bullshit. “We got a producer to mess with it to give us an idea of how it might sound when it’s finished. Summer’s done some of the vocals.”
“Just to try them out,” she added quickly.
“No, that’s good,” Ben said. “We were always going to get you to take the lead on a few of the songs.”
She nodded, clearly relieved.
Ben took a deep breath. “I want to help. Finish it. If you want me to help.”
He could practically see the relief flow off all three of them.
“That’s fucking amazing,” Geordie said. “Fucking hell, man.”
Ben grinned, but then his smile faded. “I don’t think I can come back to LA, though. I’m sorry. Things are better now I’m here, and I don’t want to fuck it up, and—”
“That’s fine,” Summer said quickly. “There’s fucking recording studios in London, Ben.”
“We can make some calls,” Jez said, looking over at Geordie. “We kind of mentioned to Melissa that you might be recording your part in London, and she was okay with that.”
“Thanks,” Ben said.
Where no one else could see, Tone squeezed his arm reassuringly.
“Look, we’re going to need to figure a few things out,” Jez said. “It might not be right away, but leave it with us, yeah? We’ll let you know when we’ve spoken to Melissa and see what the situation is.”
“Okay.” Ben nodded.
“Love you, Ben,” Summer said and blew him kisses. That made him laugh.
“I love you too,” he murmured. “Speak to you soon, yeah?”
Tone disconnected the call, and Ben flopped back onto the sofa, covering his face with his hands.
“Fucking hell.”
“I told you you should have just spoken to them, you wanker,” Tone said.
“Yeah. You were right. As always.”
Tone squeezed his shoulder as he left the room, taking his phone with him. That left Stan sitting in the chair, looking at him with an expression he couldn’t read.
“Are you okay?” Stan asked.
Ben nodded. “I think so.”
Stan got up and came over to sit on Ben’s lap, his bum one side and legs the other so Ben could wrap his arms around him. Just being able to hold him like this settled something in Ben’s chest. He pressed his face to Stan’s hair and breathed him in.
He didn’t know how to define his relationship with Stan. Ex-boyfriend didn’t seem right when they were dating again, even if that was a horrible word that didn’t accurately describe what they were doing. Stan was the love of Ben’s life, the light in his darkness, the one person who Ben had never forgotten. Memories of being with Stan had been buried deep and rarely examined. For a long time, Ben wasn’t able to face what he’d lost.
Right now, none of that seemed to matter. Ben liked that they weren’t pushing anything. Even though they’d kissed a couple of times, things had stayed fairly innocent between them. They were never going to jump right back into sleeping together. Though Ben would be lying if he said he didn’t want that.
He’d always known what they shared was special. He’d had relationships before Stan and since they broke up, so he was able to frame what they’d had together in the context of other people. There were very few other people in the world with the same light and joy inside them that Stan had. Sometimes Ben felt like he was basking in the glow of being close to Stan, like just the proximity to him made him a better person.
Ben didn’t have many possessions, so it only took one trip in a taxi to get them from Stan’s flat to the house. Everything he owned in London fit into an aeroplane cabin-sized suitcase and one black bin bag, which was fucking depressing. The rest of his shit was back in LA, and Ben wasn’t even really sure if he wanted any of it. There was something strangely freeing about being rid of all of it. Ben unpacked everything by chucking all of his clothes on the sofa and taking his guitar downstairs, then shut the bedroom door.
Even though his crap was in his bedroom, he didn’t sleep in there. Ben kind of understood why Stan had had something of a meltdown just from being in the room. At this point, there was no way to extract memories of living with Stan from the few memories he had of being in that room there on his own. Probably because he’d only been there on his own a handful of times after he broke up with Stan, and most of those times he’d been off his face on drugs.
Ben was still coming to terms with how many of his memories of the past five years were tarnished by drugs. And those were the things he could actively remember. A lot had been lost.
Instead of sleeping in his bed in his bedroom with all the bad memories, Ben was sleeping in Tone’s bed. With Tone. It was a testament to their friendship that Ben could just get into bed with Tone, and Tone would roll over to make room for him and say absolutely nothing about it, either in the moment or afterwards.
They kept that going for over a week.
Ben treasured this friendship more than his own life, at times.
He started having a look around the London housing market to try and figure out what he actually wanted, for when he was ready to buy someplace of his own. Ben knew he didn’t want to move out of this area. Camden had felt like home for a long time and he already knew he would feel out of place living anywhere else in London. And wasn’t that the point of coming back here? He wanted to be somewhere that felt like home.
The house felt too big for the two of them, and it was a relief to know that the others would be heading back to London soon. As much as there was bad blood between them at the moment, he needed to see them. The bond between the five of them had only grown in the past few years, and they really were more like siblings than friends these days. Ben had exploited that relationship in the past, knowing that they would be there for him, no matter what terrible things he’d done. He was closer to them than he was his actual siblings, or his parents, for that matter. They’d cultivated a very specific bubble that contained the five of them with their music.
Other people formed an important protective barrier around them. Sherrie, for one, who was a fierce mother figure. Stan at one point had held an almost sacred spot in the dynamics of the band.
No other girlfriend or boyfriend had managed to infiltrate the same way Stan had. These days, Summer and Geordie were an old married couple, even if they had hidden their relationship from the press for years. Jez didn’t date. He’d never slapped a label on himself, but Ben had heard the term a-romantic from him when they were all high once, and that seemed to make sense. Tone… well, Ben was pretty sure he was still grieving for his girlfriend who had died more than a decade ago. His relationships never lasted long.
Their wariness of outsiders in the early years had protected them from a lot of people who wanted to exploit them, to use their faces to sell fizzy drinks and clothes and toothpaste, and whatever else they were supposed to endorse. They’d developed a reputation as being a band who couldn’t be bought for shit like that. Ben thought that had probably contributed to the vibe of authenticity they’d had right at the beginning of their career. Fans knew there wasn’t anything driving Ares’s music except Ares. In the world of manufactured, mass-produced music, that had mattered.
That was before it all went to hell, though.
Now that Stan was back on the scene, Ben wasn’t sure how the others would handle it. Stan had been important to them too, back in the day, but it had been a long time since he was part of their inner circle.
A lot of things had fallen apart in rapid succession after Stan left, and even though the others knew Stan wasn’t responsible for that, it was hard to divorce the action from the consequences. Hell, Ben found it hard to mentally separate it all sometimes.
Now that things were changing again, Ben wondered if his relationship with the rest of the band would change again too. He’d be best friends with Tone forever, Ben was sure about that. But Jez was pissed off at him in a way Ben knew was going to be hard to resolve. And he’d hurt Summer a lot. He wanted to fix those relationships, he really did, but not having anyone other than the rest of the band to lean on had made that so much harder. There wasn’t anyone else he could go to and get some perspective.
The dates with Stan were helping. Just spending time with Stan helped, even if they didn’t do anything except order Vietnamese takeaway and eat it on the sofa in Stan’s flat while watching Marvel movies.
Just chilling out on the sofa with his arm around Stan’s shoulder felt like some monumental transgressive act. It felt normal. Nothing in Ben’s life had been normal for a really long time.
By the time the second film was over, it was getting late, and Ben wondered if he could stay over. Leaving Stan now was something he really didn’t want to do.
He went over to where Stan was sorting recyclables from rubbish, and carefully wrapped his arms around Stan’s waist from behind. Stan turned in his arms and leaned back against the counter.
Stan brushed Ben’s hair back from his face. “You know you asked me before? If you could kiss me?”
“Yeah?”
“Well, you can now. If you want.”
Ben felt like he’d been punched in the chest. “Yeah. I want to.”
Stan’s eyes did that thing where they crinkled up at the corners when he smiled, and he was still the most beautiful thing Ben had ever seen in his whole life.
He hesitated before leaning in and brushing his lips over Stan’s, just gently. So slowly. Stan stepped in closer and rested his fingertips on Ben’s shoulders, giving him plenty of space to step away if he needed to, while making his intentions plenty clear.
Ben’s heart was beating so hard he thought Stan could probably hear it.
He licked Stan’s bottom lip and pulled him closer still, silently begging Stan to take things further.
Ben was relieved when Stan took charge, finally wrapping his hand around the back of Ben’s neck and using it as leverage to lick into Ben’s mouth. Their kisses turned long and smooth. Ben got hard. Then he started grinding against Stan’s hip and he lost all sense of decorum.
“You wanna go to bed?” Stan murmured, his lips brushing against Ben’s ear.
“What?” Ben felt stupid. “Yeah. Of course.”
He felt Stan smile, his lips curving against Ben’s neck. “Come on, then.”
“Are you sure?”
“Are you?”
“I’m not a fucking idiot, Stan,” Ben said. “Jesus Christ.”
That made Stan laugh. “Come on,” he said again.
Stan stripped off his T-shirt and kicked off his trainers while Ben was still getting the bedroom door closed behind them. He watched, transfixed, as Stan pushed his tight jeans off too, leaving him in nothing but a pair of very tight black boxers that left nothing to the imagination.
Except Ben didn’t need to imagine anything. He’d been here before. He knew this dance intimately.
Ben had always liked touching Stan when he had his clothes on and Stan was naked, so he wasn’t going to miss this opportunity, not when he had no idea when it might come around again. He pulled Stan in close and kissed up his neck while his hands relearned the shape of Stan’s body.
Things had changed. Stan had changed, for the better. He had hard abdominal muscles now, pecs and defined biceps too. His ass, which had always been phenomenal, was definitely bigger than it used to be. Stan still felt long and lean under his hands, except now he had muscle and fat instead of bones that poked out too far.
Stan threaded his fingers through Ben’s hair and demanded kisses that sent Ben’s brain reeling. He grabbed two perfect handfuls of Stan’s ass and squeezed.
In the end, it was Stan who pulled off Ben’s T-shirt, who helped Ben out of his jeans and trainers and socks, and who sank to his knees to push Ben’s boxers down off his hips.
“Stan—”
“No, I want to,” Stan murmured, before carefully licking up the length of Ben’s cock.
Ben’s knees buckled and he instinctively reached for Stan’s hair. Before he could grab it he stopped himself, and carefully combed his fingers through the fine blond strands instead.
Stan wrapped his lips around the head of Ben’s cock and slowly worked down, licking and gently sucking while his fingertips stroked Ben’s balls.
“Holy shit,” Ben said, then he stopped thinking.
Stan did that thing with his tongue on the underside of Ben’s dick that always made him feel like he was going to come right fucking now and it was almost nice to know that they could still turn each other on like this. The head of Stan’s cock was sticking out from the waistband of his boxers, pink and a little shiny.
“Stan.”
He reached down to give Stan a hand up, and then they stumbled towards Ben’s old bed. After a second Stan kicked off his boxers and sprawled out on the soft grey sheets.
The sight of him there almost stopped Ben’s heart.
Instead of dwelling on, well, anything, he went for living in the moment and took hold of Stan’s foot to kiss his ankle. Then laid more kisses up the side of his calf, on the inside of his knee, then up the sensitive seam of his inner thigh until his face was buried in the crease between Stan’s thigh and his balls. He hitched Stan’s thigh to the side, leaving his legs sprawled, his whole body exposed.
When it dawned on him that he wasn’t prepared for this at all, Ben closed his eyes and groaned.
“Don’t suppose you have a condom?”
Stan tipped his head back and laughed. “Luckily for you, I do.”
“Thank all the gods and goddesses.”
Stan was still laughing as he climbed off the bed and went through to the bathroom, then returned a minute later with two condoms and a bottle of lube that he was fiddling with the plastic wrapper on.
He kicked the door closed and huffed, eventually pulling the plastic off and tossing it to one side.
The sight of him, all long and lean, pale skin, hair falling over his shoulders and cock hard, was something else.
Ben grabbed his balls and squeezed them to take the edge off.
“While you’re already fiddling with it….”
Stan tossed him a condom.
“I wasn’t fiddling with it,” Ben grouched. “Here. I want to do that.”
Stan silently handed him the bottle of lube, then lay down on his stomach next to Ben.
“Did I tell you already how incredible your ass is?” Ben asked.
“No. Tell me again.” Stan got a leg up underneath himself, exposing his hole. Ben leaned forward and kissed it. Stan jumped, then shuddered.
“It’s really incredible.”
Stan was mid-laugh when Ben slicked lube over his hole and edged one finger inside. The laugh quickly turned into a groan.
Stan didn’t let Ben tease him for long. He was impatient, and Ben was too, so that was okay. After a few minutes of Ben’s fingers working slowly into his ass, Stan sat up and nudged Ben onto his back.
“Condom,” he said, his voice husky and low.
Ben forced himself to breathe slowly and not break the damn thing as he worked to get it on his cock, then Stan’s hands were there, slicking more lube on top of the latex.
“Jesus Christ, Stan,” Ben muttered.
But Stan was already swinging his leg over Ben’s thigh, gripping Ben’s cock and then slowly, carefully, sinking down on it.
Ben couldn’t have looked away if his life depended on it.
Stan dropped his head and his hair fell over his shoulder, partly obscuring his face. Ben shifted on the bed until he could wrap his hands around Stan’s waist, steadying him so his whole weight wasn’t balanced on his thighs.
Slowly, Stan started to rock back and forth.
Ben wanted to kiss him so much he thought he might burst with it.
“Stan,” he murmured, and Stan seemed to get it. He braced his hand on Ben’s chest and leaned forward, the ends of his hair tickling Ben’s skin, and captured his mouth in a kiss that burned all the way down to Ben’s stomach.
They found a good rhythm, a good compromise between a deep grind and frantic thrusting. Whenever Stan switched from one to the other Ben longed for the first, and when Stan pinched one of Ben’s nipples, he thought he might come right then and there.
He reached for Stan’s cock, surprised to find that Stan was already jerking himself off.
“Need a hand?” Ben asked, wanting to laugh at how breathless he sounded.
“No… uh, just…. Fuck, Ben, right there.”
Ben could take a hint.
He grabbed hold of Stan’s hips and directed his cock where Stan needed it, and it didn’t take long for Stan to reward him by moaning Ben’s name as he came all over Ben’s stomach.
“Fuck, Ben,” Stan gasped and fell forward, catching himself on his hands.
Ben was too far gone to argue with him, just thrust up into the tight heat of Stan’s ass and came with a breathless shudder.
He pressed his face to Stan’s neck, not sure what this sudden rush of emotions were, just knowing that he couldn’t cope with it. This was Stan, for fuck’s sake. The one man he thought he’d never have the opportunity to love like this again.
Very carefully, Ben wrapped his arms around Stan’s waist.
A moment later, Stan’s lips brushed over Ben’s ear. “I need you to move, baby.”
Ben managed to carefully roll Stan to the side as he pulled out. Stan pushed his hair back from his face and looked down at himself with a grimace.
“Oops?”
Ben laughed as he disposed of the condom. When he rolled back, Stan was cleaning himself up with a pair of boxers.
“Don’t go,” Ben said in a rush. “Just… stay here for a while?”
“I wasn’t going to. I just need to pee.”
Ben usually fell asleep quickly after sex. He knew it was a guy thing, and he tried to cuddle, he really did, though biology often overtook other desires. Making sure Stan was okay was important, though. So he shuffled around the blankets until they were the way he liked them, and waited for Stan to get back. When Stan shut the door behind himself again, he was wearing clean underwear.
Ben held back the blankets so he could get into bed.
“You’re sure you want me to?” Stan asked in a very quiet voice. “I have my own bed, now.”
“Yes. Please. Stay here tonight. If that’s okay with you.”
“I want to be here.”
Ben threw the blankets over them both and curled around Stan’s body, holding him close. He pressed one final kiss to Stan’s shoulder, then fell asleep.




Chapter Fifteen

Stan woke with Ben’s arm wrapped around his waist and the rest of him plastered to Stan’s back. He forced himself to stay still as his mind came back online, taking stock of his surroundings and settling into this perfect moment of peace.
Ben was still sleeping; Stan could tell by his deep breathing. They’d spent a lot of time like this, and Stan had half expected to be freaked out by returning to it. But he wasn’t. It felt right.
Very carefully, Stan rolled over and pressed gentle kisses to Ben’s cheek, all the way up to his hairline.
“Go back to sleep,” he murmured, shifting a pillow so Ben could snuggle into it.
Ben grumbled and did as he was told.
On his way to the bathroom, Stan couldn’t help but look back at him. Compared to a few weeks ago when Ben was such a mess, he looked so much better now. His hair was getting long again, a little shaggy around the ears, but Stan liked it like that. He’d put weight on in a good way, so his ribs weren’t so noticeable anymore and his tummy was soft instead of concave. There was so much of Ben to admire. Stan liked looking at him.
He’d always been adorable when he slept, too.
Stan purposefully didn’t think about how hard and fast he was falling.
He ducked into the bathroom and turned the shower on, and brushed the knots out of his hair while he waited for it to warm up. Just as he stepped into the bath, there was a light knock on the door.
“Need to piss,” Ben called.
“Come in.”
“Sorry,” Ben muttered. Stan didn’t look out from around the shower curtain. It was partly his fault, after all, he only had a one-bathroom flat.
Ben flushed the toilet and the water ran cold for a moment. Stan yelped.
“Shit! Sorry.” He stuck his head around the shower curtain. “I forgot it did that.”
“Don’t worry.”
“Can I join you?”
Stan tipped his face up to the water, which was running hot again. “Sure.”
A swarm of butterflies took up residence in his stomach.
Ben stripped off his boxers and stepped into the bath, crowding up close behind Stan and wrapping his arms around Stan’s waist.
“Good morning,” he murmured.
“Morning.”
“Is this okay?”
“Yes.”
Stan guessed that this habit of checking in all the time wasn’t something Ben was going to break any time soon. He didn’t mind. It was definitely better than the alternative, though he was still a little surprised at Ben’s uncertainty. Not just with whatever was brewing between them, but at life in general.
Stan turned around so the water fell on his back and wrapped his arms around Ben’s neck.
“You’re so fucking beautiful,” Ben said, looking down Stan’s wet body. “Holy shit.”
Stan smiled and leaned in to kiss him. Closed lips, because morning breath.
“Turn around,” Stan said. “I’ll wash your hair.”
It should have felt too intimate, too much. If it were anyone other than Ben, it probably would have been.
Stan used his nice shampoo, because Ben deserved nice things too, and gave him a good head massage while he worked the shampoo through Ben’s hair. He felt Ben shudder under his hands and didn’t mention it.
“I can do yours,” Ben offered, sounding unsure.
“I already washed it. Can you put the conditioner through though?”
“I think I can probably manage that.”
Stan still wore his hair long, down past his shoulder blades to the middle of his back. When he bothered to dry it properly, it could be perfectly straight. These days he wore it up so much he often found little kinks in it.
“What the hell is that?” Stan asked and poked Ben in the stomach as he turned around again.
“Oh. Yeah.”
Stan blinked water out of his eyes. “Is that… a tattoo of two stick figures fucking?”
“Maybe?” Ben gave him a self-depreciating grin.
Stan slapped him on the arm. “Maybe? Ben, that’s awful. You need to get it covered up.”
“I’ve been meaning to for a while.”
Stan shook his head and turned the water off. He grabbed his towel from the rail next to the bath and wrapped it around his waist before passing the next one to Ben. He had another one ready to dry his hair.
“It has to go. Why did you get it in the first place?”
“It was a dare.” Ben sounded slightly proud of himself, and Stan made a mental note to slap him again. “Tone was getting his eagle tattoo on his arm, and I was there for moral support and I got bored. So the other guy in the shop said he’d tattoo me for free as long as he could pick the design.”
“And you said yes?”
“I was bored, Stan.”
Stan slapped his arm. And laughed anyway. “Get it covered up. With something nice.”
“How about a portrait of your face? That’s nice.”
“You’re awful,” Stan said.
He opened the bathroom door and came face-to-face with Tone.
“Oh, hell no,” Tone said. He slapped his hand over his eyes. “I don’t need to see that.”
Ben whipped his towel off and shook his penis in Tone’s direction. Stan shook his head and went into Tone’s old room—now his room again—to find some clothes.
“Are you okay, Tone?” Stan called from the bedroom as he pulled on a pair of boxers.
“Yeah. I came back to pick up that last box of stuff. Neither of you were answering your phones, so….”
“Sorry,” Stan said. He stuck his head back around the door. “Didn’t mean to traumatise you.”
“So, this is a thing again?” Tone waved his hand between Ben, who was using his towel to dry his hair, and therefore standing in the hallway buck naked, and Stan, who at least had underwear on.
“Tone, you should know by now that both Ben and I are anxiety-ridden sacks of flesh and can’t possibly give you a straight answer to that question.”
“How about a not-straight answer?”
“We had sex,” Ben said, sounding immensely proud of himself. “It was really good.”
“I had figured that out by myself, believe it or not. Do you have clothes on yet, Stan?”
“Working on it,” Stan said. He grabbed his yoga pants and pulled them on quickly with a T-shirt over the top.
Tone came in anyway and picked up the small box of non-essential things that Stan had found around the flat and put together for him. He had been planning on dropping it over to the house later. Tone had beaten him to it.
“Fuck’s sake, Ben, put your cock away. No one wants to see that.”
“Untrue,” Ben said.
Tone shook his head. “Congrats on the sex. Please never tell me anything about it. I’ll speak to you guys later.”
Stan waited until he heard the door slam before grinning at Ben.
“Do you think we permanently damaged him?” Ben asked, coming into Stan’s room, still naked, and leaning his chin on Stan’s shoulder.
“We can only hope.”
Ben kissed his neck.
“Go on and put some clothes on. I’ll make breakfast.”
“Mmm. What are you going to make?”
“Do you want anything in particular?” Stan ran his fingers through his hair to separate the wet strands.
“I need a hot breakfast. Omelettes?”
“I can do that.”
Ben kissed him again, and Stan shooed him out of the room.
It felt too good, too easy to slip back into that familiarity with each other. Stan decided he wasn’t going to fight it. They weren’t living together any more, which had cut down dramatically on the amount of time they spent together. Now Stan just wanted to be around him all the time. He had a feeling Ben felt the same way.
Because Ben’s things were starting to creep back to the flat. Like a spare toothbrush. And underwear. And joggers.
Stan didn’t really mind. He left his hair to dry naturally and went to make tea.
Though Ben was a decent cook, Stan liked making him breakfast. When they were living at the house in Belsize Park, Stan had been the one to make breakfast most mornings, usually because he was the only one who got up early. That was his contribution to the house, being the King of Breakfast.
He cracked eggs in a bowl while the pan heated up on the stove and added cheese and milk, then fried off bacon and mushrooms to fold into the eggs. Ben came out of his room just as the kettle boiled, and Stan pointed at it with the spatula.
“Tea, please.”
“Green or regular?”
“Regular, please. There’s soy milk in the fridge.”
“Gotcha.”
They moved around each other like their steps were synchronised, and then Stan took their plates to the table just as Ben was finished making the tea.
“Thank you,” Ben said as he dug into his eggs.
“You’re welcome.”
Ben had turned the radio on while Stan was cooking, which Stan took to be a good sign. He’d always been one for music and background noise, though he was rarely bothered as to what in particular they were listening to. Today’s choice was Radio Two. Something inoffensive for breakfast time.
They ate in silence, listening to the conversation playing out on the radio, a debate that would never affect them personally. When their plates were clear and the radio DJ played a song, Ben reached across the table to touch Stan’s wrist.
“Hey,” Ben said.
“Hmm?”
“Can we talk for a second?”
“Of course.” Stan sipped his tea, wrapping his hands around the warm ceramic.
“Is this… what is this?”
“You mean, what we’re doing?”
“Yeah.”
“I don’t know.”
Ben gave him a grim sort of smile. “I was afraid you’d say that.”
“What is it to you?” Stan asked carefully.
“Stan, you’re….” Ben shook his head and pushed his plate away. “There’s a lot of things I regret. Letting you go is the biggest. I’ve spent a long time wishing I’d done things differently, and—shit. Stan I used to fantasise about winning you back. I would get high with Tone and daydream all the ways I could convince you to be with me again. The whole, you know… white knight in fucking armour deal.”
“I missed you a lot.”
“Yeah. Me too. I would have done anything, just anything in the early days to try and get you back. I guess I kind of knew I didn’t deserve you, though, so I didn’t bother.”
“And now?”
“I want to tell you I’ve changed, and I have.” Ben still didn’t look up. He fiddled with anything within touching distance—his fork, the edge of his plate, his mug. “A lot for the worse, but I’m working on that. Of all the constants in my life, though, wanting to be with you is up there. I love Tone, I love my family and the guys, but I’ve never actively and consistently loved someone like I love you.”
Stan bit his lip, trying not to let the tears that were brimming in his eyes fall. “I… I….”
“You don’t have to say you love me back,” Ben said in a rush. He looked up then, and seemed to notice the wreck Stan had turned into. “Fuck, I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“You didn’t,” Stan said truthfully. “What do you want, Ben?”
Ben was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “Another chance. Please.”
“Okay.”
“Okay?”
“Yeah.” Stan reached for Ben’s hand and threaded their fingers together. “Like you said, we’re different people now. Let’s see what happens.”
“People like me don’t get second chances. We don’t deserve them.”
“I don’t believe that. It might not work, Ben, I can’t make any promises. I feel like….”
“You can say.” Ben gave him a tentative smile. “I’ve just spilled my fucking guts here. You can tell me.”
“You’re my man that got away,” Stan said. He reached over the table and held Ben’s cheek in his palm, smoothing it gently with his thumb. “In the past couple of years, I’ve had relationships, but nothing that stuck, you know? There’s never been anyone else who made me feel like me. Not the way I did when I was with you.”
“Can I kiss you now?”
Stan laughed. “Yes. Please.”
Ben got up and took Stan’s hand to pull him to his feet too. They bumped noses, by accident, it wasn’t cute, then Ben gently took hold of Stan’s face in his hands and kissed him, achingly soft.
Stan turned his head, resting his cheek on Ben’s shoulder because it felt right there.
“I should never have left,” Stan said.
“What?”
Ben pulled away, still holding onto Stan’s arms so they were touching, but Ben could look at his face. He was frowning. Annoyed.
“If I’d stayed with you,” Stan started, but Ben was already shaking his head.
“No, Stan.”
“If I’d stayed,” Stan repeated, “Maybe you would have gotten better. You needed me, Ben, and I just abandoned you with those people who were never going to help you.”
“You put up with more than any reasonable person would have.” Ben shoved his hands into the pockets of his joggers. “I don’t blame you for walking away, Stan. If that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I’m ashamed of myself,” Stan murmured.
Ben stared at him for a long moment, then shook his head. “You’re a better person than any of us. I honestly don’t think it would have worked out even if you hadn’t gone back to London. Sooner or later one of us would have cracked. I just wish we could have kept in touch, really.”
“Yeah?”
“I worried about you. A lot.”
That made Stan grin. “You always worried about me. Mother hen.”
Ben rolled his eyes. It was an old nickname, and one he’d definitely earned. “Please don’t beat yourself up,” he said. “We’re here now. That counts for something, right?”
“Okay. So, where do we go next?” Stan asked.
Ben stepped in close again and trailed his fingers down Stan’s back.
“Back to bed?”
The suggestion made him laugh. “Not right now.”
“Okay. You want to go out? Like a date?”
“Are you okay with that?”
Ben seemed to consider it. “There’s that Everyman cinema in Hampstead. We walked past it before. It has those double sofa seats so you can snuggle.”
And it was dark, and there wouldn’t be that many people around on a weekday during the summer. Stan got the appeal.
“You want to snuggle with me,” he teased, pulling away again to look at Ben’s face.
“Every chance I get.”
“Okay. Sounds good. I’ll go get changed.” He kissed Ben again.
“You could wear that,” Ben called after him.
“No, I couldn’t,” Stan sang back.
Ben just liked his ass in yoga pants. Stan was okay with that.
He’d always felt bold when he was with Ben, like the opinions and disdain of others failed to penetrate the bubble they created of the two of them together. The bubble had burst a long time ago and Stan knew that he did care about what other people thought, maybe more than he should.
He wanted to see if he could be bold again.
Stan took the yoga pants off and pulled on a pair of ripped black skinny jeans that fit him perfectly and always gave him a little boost of confidence. Since it was going to be warm outside today, he picked an oversized white-and-grey-striped T-shirt that hung off his shoulders, and got his strappy sandal heels out of the wardrobe ready.
Since their trip to Harrods, Stan had stocked up on his favourite makeup brands and had started experimenting a little again.
Firstly, he filled in his eyebrows with a colour a little darker than his natural hair colour, because he wanted the definition. In the summer he usually wore brown mascara, instead of black, because it just worked better, and a bronzer instead of blush to give definition to his cheekbones.
Stan was lucky that his skin tone was pretty even, so he didn’t wear foundation on a day-to-day basis unless he was really going for it with a full face of makeup. This was enough to make him feel confident though, a little edgy and a lot sexier.
Since his hair had already mostly dried from the shower, he scrunched some product through it to give it some texture and shape. He finished the look with a delicate gold necklace, a few gold rings, and the sandals.
When he walked back to the kitchen, Ben had switched his joggers for black jeans and put on what was likely a clean T-shirt. And messed some stuff through his hair. He’d brought a backpack with him when he came over last night, so Stan guessed the clean clothes had been in there, but he was pretty sure whatever hair products Ben had been using came from Stan’s supply. Not that Stan really minded.
Ben looked up when Stan walked in and his face slowly lit up as he took in Stan’s outfit.
“There you are,” he said.




Chapter Sixteen

For a few days, Ben floated along in a haze of good sex hormones that were almost certainly driving Tone crazy. He didn’t have sex with Stan again—even though he wanted to. He knew this was part of Stan’s directive to not rush anything, and he respected that; he totally did. But being with Stan was like someone turning on a dusty old switch in his heart, reminding him what it felt like to love someone. It felt like running a marathon after not exercising for a year. Everything ached.
Instead of all the incredible sex they could have been having, Ben spent hours researching dates. He booked after-hours events at museums, dinner at chef’s tables in restaurant kitchens, private boxes at the theatre to watch plays. He was going overboard and he knew it, but Stan seemed alternately charmed and bemused by the whole thing, so Ben kept going.
He was sticking to Stan’s vaguely defined rules and figuring out if they could make this relationship work today. The more time they spent together, the surer he was that it was going to be good. Not just now, but for a long time to come.
That Stan liked to dress up when Ben took him out was a very appreciated side benefit.
“You look great,” Ben murmured, smoothing his hand down Stan’s arm. He was wearing a dress again, this one loose and voluminous in some kind of textured chiffon material. Stan didn’t often wear a lot of yellow, but this looked amazing on him.
“Thanks,” Stan said. He leaned over and gave Ben a kiss. “Where are we going today?”
“Just walking, I think. We might find something interesting on the way.”
“That sounds nice.” Stan reached for Ben’s hand. That was a new thing, holding hands in public again.
When they got outside, Stan tipped his sunglasses down from where they’d been perched on his head onto his nose. Ben copied the gesture, even though it wasn’t that bright outside.
They headed north, farther out of the city, taking the scenic route towards Primrose Hill. For a while they just walked in silence. Ben basked in it. He’d always appreciated being able to be quiet with someone, and Stan was good at it.
Then Stan said something that upset everything.
“I need to go back to New York.”
Ben panicked. “Forever?”
“No, not forever.” Stan smiled at him, his expression fond. “I need to bring back the rest of my stuff and have a few handover meetings at work. Say goodbye to my roommates. Things like that.”
“Oh.” Ben was still panicking. “How long will you be?”
Stan fidgeted for a moment. “Maybe a week? Or less than that. A week at most.”
“Okay.” Ben nodded. “Okay.”
“I’m moving back to London,” Stan said. “It’s going to take time to figure that out logistically. I have EU citizenship, so that’s not a problem, but I still have to register my business and sort out what happens with my US work visa and all of that stuff.”
“No, I understand,” Ben said, even though he wanted to be selfish and beg Stan not to go. “Just… text me or something? Let me know you’re okay?”
“Of course I will.” He stepped up close and kissed Ben, just a light brush of lips on lips. That was new too, being openly affectionate in public. “I’m not going right away. I just needed to tell you that it’s going to have to happen.”
“Can I come with you?”
Stan shook his head slowly and started walking again, tugging Ben along with him. “No, sweetheart. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re doing so well here. And I’m going to be busy when I’m there, so I won’t be able to be with you all the time.”
“Babysit me, you mean.”
“Ben. Please don’t be upset. I want you to stay here and spend time with Tone. Summer and the boys will be back soon. You need to catch up with them, too, have some of those conversations.”
“I know you’re right, and I know I’m being irrational.”
That made Stan laugh.
“I still don’t want you to go, though.”
“Honestly, I’m not excited for it. But it’s important.”
“I know.” Ben sighed, and when they stopped to wait for a light to change so they could cross the road, he looked over at Stan properly. He seemed resigned. A little sad. “I’ll be fine.”
Stan booked his flight and left two days later, giving Ben enough time to get used to the idea and not long enough for him to get stressed. His thoughts tended to spiral, and that wasn’t good, especially when his main coping mechanism for his brain not shutting the hell up was a boatload of drugs.
Tone had already swept the house to make sure there wasn’t anything hanging about. He now had a massive stash of weed in his bedroom and seemed immensely pleased about this.
Since arriving back in London Ben hadn’t exactly been a social butterfly, but with Stan gone, he stuck to his bedroom more than ever. He kind of understood Stan’s reaction to the room, now that he’d moved back in. It was weird. There wasn’t any other way to describe it. Some wibbly-wobbly, timey-wimey shit was going down.
Ben stuck to his twice-a-week sessions with Dr Greg because routine was important and having something he was responsible for doing actually helped. He couldn’t get himself into a disgusting mess because he needed to go out and walk over to Dr Greg’s flat and sit in his conservatory to talk about his feelings.
He also listened to a lot of music.
Not Ares music, because he wasn’t ready for that yet. Ben dug through the hundreds of playlists he’d made up over the years and made a couple dozen more. His favourite, for now, was his divas list: Whitney, Mariah, Ella Fitzgerald, Diana Ross, Etta James, Dolly Parton, Adele, et al. It put him in a strange, girl power frame of mind that he wanted to do something with.
Ben set up his new phone carefully on the tripod he’d borrowed from Tone and hit Record.
“Not sure what I’m doing here,” he said, plucking at a few chords on his acoustic. “Let’s find out.”
He’d never heard a man cover I Will Always Love You before, and his style leaned more towards Dolly Parton’s country original than Whitney Houston’s powerhouse version. Strangely, though, his voice suited the song, and the lyrics felt appropriate.
It felt like a long time since he’d sang anything and actually meant it.
When he was done, Ben stopped recording and sat in silence for a while, letting himself feel whatever he was feeling and trying to identify those emotions. Dr Greg had taught him the exercise, and the point was trying to make Ben more comfortable with the more messy emotions instead of turning to drugs to suppress them.
He was feeling a lot these days.
Before he could change his mind, he quickly edited the first and last few seconds of the clip with an app on his phone, then uploaded it to his YouTube channel. Then he turned his notifications off and went back to writing his own music.
He was sleeping—napping—when Tone thundered into the room and yelled at him.
“Benjamin mother-wanking Easton!”
“What the fuck?”
“He’s alive,” Tone said to someone on the phone. “I’ll call you back.”
“What?”
“Jesus Christ, Ben, you fucking wanker.”
“What?” Ben repeated. “What did I do?” He shifted on the sofa to sit up properly and let the blanket fall to the floor.
Tone sat down too and poked Ben in the thigh, apparently to make sure he was still there. “People think you posted a fucking suicide note on YouTube.”
“What?”
Tone slapped his hand to his face. “You posted a fucking moody and dramatic Whitney Houston cover and people decided to interpret that as your goodbye, cruel world moment.”
“Wasn’t Whitney,” Ben grumbled. “It was Dolly.”
“Christ on a bike, you’re good at missing the point.”
“It wasn’t a suicide note. I’m not going to die.”
He liked repeating that to himself, from time to time. Ben strongly believed affirmations were bullshit. Instead he preferred to tell himself what a piece of shit he was to force himself to do better.
Each to his own.
“Stan saw something on Twitter and freaked out. You turned your phone off.”
“Oh, shit.” Ben scrambled for it.
“I just spoke to him. But you should call him back. And maybe post something on your Twitter to say you’re still in the land of the living.”
“I don’t have access to my Twitter. They took that off me ages ago.”
Tone rolled his eyes and left, muttering something to himself about melodramatic emo boys. Ben decided that was probably him. Oh well.
He picked up his phone and dialled Stan’s number.
“Is mother-wanking really your middle name?” Stan said as he answered.
Ben started laughing. “You know it isn’t. What time is it there?”
“Just after eleven. Can you video call me?”
“Sure.”
He flipped his phone and set it up on the tripod again, since that was easier than holding it.
“Hey, beautiful.”
Stan grinned at him. “Hey yourself.”
Stan was wearing makeup—pretty pink lipstick and blush and mascara. It looked like he was just wearing a T-shirt, but Ben couldn’t see properly from this angle.
“Sorry if I upset you.”
“You didn’t. But you’ve caused hell of a fuss on the Twittersphere.”
“I’ll let management deal with that,” Ben said, stretching his arms over his head until his back popped. “Did you listen to it?”
“Not yet. I thought I’d wait until after I’d spoken to you.”
“Well, we almost have a full house again. Summer and Geordie got back last night, and Jez will be back in the morning. He’s got a meeting with our management company about the new album.”
“Shouldn’t all of you be at those meetings?”
Ben shook his head. “Sometimes we are, but not for this. It’s about the album. I think he’s presenting to them what we’ve got so far so they can start deciding what songs are going to be put out as singles. Stuff like that.”
“Oh. Okay.”
“How’s New York?”
“Lovely, actually. There’s an Indian summer going on. I, uh, I actually met with someone yesterday.”
Ben frowned and sat up a little straighter. He didn’t like the expression on Stan’s face.
“A guy I used to date. I wanted to tell you before you saw anything about it on Instagram or whatever.”
“I don’t have Instagram,” Ben said. He didn’t like the squirmy, jealous feeling in his stomach, not one bit. “Why did you meet him?”
“To tell him I’m moving back to London. We stayed friends after we broke up. He’s a dancer, at Juilliard.”
“Okay,” Ben said slowly.
“Ben, I’m telling you because I want to be honest. You don’t need to worry.”
He was worrying, though. That was the problem. “You’re a really long way away,” he said instead.
“Oh, sweetheart,” Stan sighed. He rubbed his hand over his face. “Shit. I’m sorry.”
Ben made a face. “Should I be worried?”
“No,” Stan said emphatically. “Honestly. I’m just trying to be open with you.”
“Okay. What else is going on?”
Ben didn’t want to dwell on things he couldn’t change—it was hard enough that Stan was gone in the first place. Listening to him talk about New York was nice, though. It was something totally outside of Ben’s normal routine, so he could be invested in it without worrying that he was suddenly going to get triggered by some awful memory. Nothing terrible had ever happened in New York. As far as he was aware.
Listening to Stan talk about all of the running around he was doing actually helped. Ben, on the other hand, was loping around like a lost soul, not wanting to go out in case he got recognised, and not wanting to stay in this house because it was driving him fucking crazy.
When Summer and Geordie got home from visiting Sherrie later that afternoon, they ordered pizza, then went straight to bed. Ben knew from experience that the jet lag could last for days. So he didn’t take it personally.
Ben stayed up with Tone, smoking weed and eating pizza and playing Mario Kart. He appreciated that Tone was doing his best to keep Ben’s mind busy while Stan was away.
“He met up with his ex-boyfriend,” Ben said, noticing that it was past midnight. Jez would be back tomorrow, then Stan the day after.
“Stan?”
“No, Jez.” Ben rolled his eyes. “Of course Stan.”
“Oh. I didn’t know he had an ex-boyfriend.”
Tone got stupid when he was high.
“He’s got a few, from what I can tell. Though he doesn’t tell me much about them.”
“Do you want to know anything about them?”
“Not really.”
“So what’s the problem?”
Tone blue-shelled Ben off the Rainbow Road, and Ben let loose a string of expletives.
“He went and got coffee with his ex. In New York. His ex who’s a fucking dancer.”
“Oh.”
Tone sat back as the next game loaded, and used the break to drink some water and light his spliff again.
“I looked him up on Instagram,” Ben admitted. He felt petty. “He’s fucking gorgeous.”
“I’ll take your word for it.”
“Seriously. He’s a beautiful, tall black guy, with muscles everywhere, who wears tights for a living.”
“Are you jealous?”
“No.” Ben sulked. “Maybe.”
“That’s natural, I think,” Tone said with a shrug. “You’re still working out how you and Stan fit back together again, so another person who has history is automatically going to be a threat.”
“You’re very wise.”
“Thank you,” Tone said, though his voice came out tight because he was holding in a lungful of smoke. He exhaled heavily and passed Ben the joint.
“But,” he continued, “even though jealousy is a very human and natural emotion, you shouldn’t be. First of all, Stan is the most loyal person I’ve ever met. I tried to get him to give me a blow job dozens of times, and he never would.”
“Hey,” Ben complained.
“Second of all, he told you about it. Meeting the ex. He’s just trying to keep you in the loop so you don’t freak out.”
“I’m freaking out anyway.”
“Paranoia. Blame the weed.”
“I need to stop taking drugs,” Ben said with a sigh and passed the joint back to Tone.
“I can cut you off if you want. You know you’re not actually sober until you cut all that shit out. All of it.”
“Eh. One step at a time. You’re doing a good job at keeping me away from the worst of it.”
“Yep.” Tone sounded proud of himself. “No more of that shit.”
“No,” Ben said, and for the first time in a while didn’t feel like he missed it.
The next morning, Ben found himself in the kitchen with Summer while Geordie and Tone slept in.
“It’s fucking cold here,” she grumbled. Ben passed her a mug of coffee, and she wrapped her hands around it as she pulled it to her chest. She was wearing one of Geordie’s hoodies that was comically big on her.
“Not really.”
“It is when you’ve just come from the West Coast.”
Ben hummed. “Do you want breakfast?”
“Yeah. What do we have?”
“We got a delivery yesterday. So pretty much everything.”
“Any chance of a fry-up?”
“I can do that.”
Figuring that as soon as they smelled food, Tone and Geordie would appear, Ben decided to make enough for four. It didn’t take long to get bacon and sausages under the grill, tomatoes and beans on the stove, and hash browns in the oven. He wanted scrambled eggs, rather than fried, and didn’t give Summer the chance to complain.
“So how are you doing?” Summer asked, watching him work from her seat at the kitchen island.
“Good. Yeah. Better.”
“You look a lot better.”
“I know it hasn’t been that long, but it feels like forever.” Ben cracked eggs into a bowl, seasoned them, then got a pan heating on the stove.
“And Stan?”
“He’s good.”
She made a noise Ben didn’t know how to interpret. “What?”
“Do you know how he’s feeling about all of this?”
“I do talk to him,” Ben said with a laugh. He pushed his hair back out of his face, wishing he had something to clip it back with. Summer sighed at him and came over, pulling a grip out of her own hair to pin his back in a quiff.
“Of course you do.”
“He’s moving back to London,” Ben said. He turned to the grill to flip everything over.
“To be with you?”
“Yes and no. Partly for me, partly for his career, I think.”
She nodded, like that made sense. It didn’t to Ben.
“What aren’t you saying?” Ben asked her, knowing Summer wouldn’t be offended by his bluntness.
“Just that this is a lot, really quickly,” she said. “And I get why you would want to live with him and, you know, all the stuff that comes with getting back together with him. But—and don’t take this the wrong way—what’s he getting out of it?”
“Ouch.”
But she was right.
“Stan’s been around since before all of this took off,” Ben said. He gave the eggs a final whisk, then slid them into the pan. “I don’t think he’s after our money.”
“Me either.” Summer hopped up to sit on the counter and watch him. Ben passed her the bag of bread, and she got to work making toast. They ate a lot of toast. “I don’t necessarily think he has nefarious intentions. If anything, Stan’s a fucking saint compared to the rest of us.”
“I still love him.”
Summer whacked him around the head, which Ben probably deserved.
“Of course you do,” she said. “I could have told you that. What I’m trying to get through your thick skull is how are you going to show him that? How are you going to make it all worth it for him?”
Tone stumbled into the kitchen still wearing his pyjamas, bleary eyed, and muttered something about breakfast as he went to the coffee pot and helped himself.
“You don’t have to have an answer right now,” Summer said, taking out the toast and replacing it with untoasted bread. “Just think about it, okay? Because I’m pretty sure Stan is the most loyal guy there is. But he deserves to have a nice person to come home to at the end of the day.”
Ben leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Thanks. For kicking my arse.”
“Anytime.”
“Go get Geordie and tell him breakfast’s ready.”
She slid down off the counter and went to the doorway.
“Geordie!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Food!”
“Jesus Christ, woman,” Tone muttered.
“Tone, set the table,” she told him primly.
“Yes, sir.”
Ben started putting food on plates. Time had taught him not to get involved.




Chapter Seventeen

Stan knocked and waited. And knocked again. And waited. Then he tried the door handle, and it was open, so he let himself in.
The reason he’d been ignored became immediately clear; the noise from a massive argument was coming from the kitchen.
Stan dropped his bags in the entrance hall, locked the door behind himself, and made his way into the fray.
“What the fuck is going on?”
Five furious faces turned towards him. Not every expression changed when they realised it was Stan.
“When did you get back?” Summer asked. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing any makeup, and it looked like she’d been crying.
No one was wearing proper clothes, despite it being early afternoon. They’d likely not long been out of bed.
“Now,” Stan said. “What’s going on? Jesus Christ, I only left for a few days.”
“Not now, Stan,” Geordie said. He sounded tired. “It’s good to see you an’ all, but please….”
“Look, he’s a part of this as much as anyone else,” Tone said.
“He’s Ben’s ex. He’s not—”
“He helped when no one else would—”
“This is about us—”
“Holy shit, shut up!” Stan exclaimed, shouting over all of them. He scanned the big kitchen and pointed to the kitchen island. There were enough tall stools for them all to sit around it. “Sit. All of you.”
To his absolute surprise, they all did.
They grumbled about it, but they did.
“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he said, walking over to the island with five very upset people staring him down. “But we’re going to sort this out right now. Put your hands up if you want to talk.”
“Fuck’s sake, Stan, we’re not kids.”
Stan stared Jez down until he withered. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Ben, not yet. Not when he still ached to be wrapped up somewhere quiet with Ben again. That would have to wait.
“You’re acting like fucking kids. If there’s one thing I have experience in, it’s group therapy. So let’s figure this out.” He went to the fridge and found a bottle of water inside. Which was good, because he definitely needed a prop. “In three sentences or less, tell me what’s going on. One at a time.”
“Finishing the album,” Tone said.
“And what happens after,” Summer added.
Jez opened his mouth to speak, but Stan held his hand up to stop him. “That’s enough.”
It was true that he’d been through this experience plenty of times before, going around a circle to share his thoughts. Leading a group was a different kind of intimidating, though, especially with this particular group of people—who weren’t exactly known for hiding their feelings. He opened the bottle and took a sip.
“Just before we start,” Stan said. “I’m going to go over the rules. Only one person at a time can talk. Everyone else has to be quiet and listen. If you want to say something next, raise your hand. Oh, and the rules don’t apply to me. I’m the facilitator.”
“Can I go first?” Ben asked, raising his hand. Stan was surprised but silently nodded at him
“Everyone’s pissed off at me,” he said softly. He was wearing baggy sweatpants that Stan thought might belong to Tone, and one of his old band T-shirts. Stan guessed all the rest of their stuff had arrived from LA. “And I kind of get why. I’ve fucked up, I’ve hurt everyone in this room, and I’m sorry. I don’t get to say sorry because you guys start fucking yelling at me every time I try. I don’t know what we do next, but I can’t do another world tour. I can’t. And I’m sorry about that too.”
He slowly met Stan’s eyes. Stan’s heart ached for him.
Tone raised his hand, and Stan silently nodded. He picked up a tea spoon from the island, one that hadn’t been used yet, and slapped it against his palm.
“I think this album might be the best we’ve ever made. I really want to say that before we get into anything else. What I’ve heard already is so fucking beautiful, and I’m really proud of what we’ve done.”
He set the spoon down and shuffled his weight on the barstool.
The kitchen was eerily quiet, filled with just the sounds of six people breathing. Slowly, Summer raised her hand.
“I agree with Tone. And, Ben… I’m sorry we didn’t listen to you. We owe you an apology too.”
Jez had his arms folded across his chest, silently fuming, and Stan tilted his head at him, raising his eyebrows in a silent question. Almost imperceptibly, Jez shook his head.
Stan decided not to push it and shrugged out of his leather jacket. It was butter-soft tan leather and one of his most favourite things. Carefully he set it on the counter behind them and shook out his hair.
“Anyone else?”
Geordie held up his hand, and Summer nodded to him to go next.
“I agree with Tone and Summer. This album is really fucking good. It deserves to be heard. We’ve got a following now. People put us where we are, and if we release this music, then they deserve to hear it live. We owe them that much.”
Tone opened his mouth to speak, and Stan quickly held up a hand to silence him. Then he gestured for Geordie to keep going.
Geordie pushed his fingers through his curly hair. “I don’t want anything we do to hurt anyone, least of all Ben. I don’t want him to leave the band, but if he doesn’t feel like he can keep going, then that’s his decision.”
“I didn’t—” Ben started.
“Ben,” Stan said sharply. Then he shook his head.
Ben huffed and slumped over, resting his chin in his hand.
Stan took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Can someone please tell me how close to being finished the album is?”
“We need to lay down the vocals and finish some of Ben’s guitars,” Summer said. “Then it’ll go to our producer to put it all together.”
“Thank you.” He took a deep breath, thinking. “Okay. We’re going to go around again. One sentence or less answers, please. What’s your favourite gig you’ve ever played?”
He purposefully nodded to Jez first, aware that he hadn’t spoken yet. Jez was still coiled to pounce, tension rolling off him in waves. Still, he seemed to be prepared to go along with the game Stan was playing.
“Glastonbury,” he said tersely, then looked to Geordie.
“The Roundhouse.”
“Buck Shot,” Tone said without hesitation.
Ben hesitated for a moment. “Glastonbury,” he said.
“Anywhere in London,” Summer said. “It’ll always be a home-town crowd here.”
Stan had had a feeling what their answers might be. It was nice to be proven right.
“I’m going to make a suggestion,” he said slowly. “And you might all completely disagree with me, which is fine.”
He took another moment to sip his water and think, hyperaware of the focus that was directed at him.
“Close your eyes for me. Just go with it. What if… what if you released the album at Christmas, like planned, and wait for it to gain some traction. Then after a few months, you play a surprise gig in Newcastle. Get them to announce it on the breakfast show on Radio One. Tickets as first come, first served or something.”
They all still had their eyes closed, and Geordie was smiling a little.
“A couple of weeks later, you do it again, this time in Bristol. Then in Oxford.” Though they couldn’t see him, Stan nodded at Tone, then Ben. “By this time people are starting to realise what’s going on. You’re playing home-town gigs to the people from those places, right? It’s fan service, but the good kind. It’s going back to your homes, your roots. Then Brighton”—where Summer grew up—“and Cambridge.” For Jez. “No set schedule or anything. You just turn up, play the album, then pack up and go. No press, no interviews, just the music.”
Stan rubbed his hand across his stomach, wishing he could read the minds of the people in front of him. Jez looked slightly less murderous. Summer was crying, tears silently slipping down her cheeks.
“Then go back to the Brixton Academy, where you broke out. That’s how you tour this next album. Not by dragging yourselves around the world, but by going home and saying thank you.”
Jez opened his eyes and raised his hand. The others still had their eyes closed, so Stan held up a finger—one moment—and Jez nodded, his expression softening.
“You’re one of the biggest bands to come out of the UK for years, but, guys… I don’t know where you go from here. And I don’t think you do either. Neither does anyone else. What if you’re not the band who keeps doing what they’ve always done, what all bands always do, but you change it up? Over the summer you can play some of the biggest festivals in the world without ever leaving the UK. And if you want to occasionally go to Coachella or Lollapalooza, then go for it. On your terms, though.
“Do you know what would really shake the status quo? If you turned up at Buck Shot one night and asked to open for whatever local band are playing. Can you imagine? Back when you were starting out? If someone like Ares now came and asked to open for Ares then. Go and play open mic nights. Go and play tiny venues all over the country with no notice. Open at Reading and Leeds, headline Glastonbury. Play the little festivals too, the ones with a few thousand people who just want to listen to live music.
“You can be the band that changed everything, not because you’re determined to keep getting bigger, but because you turned around and insisted that you know who you are. You know where you’re from. And that’s good enough.”
Summer sniffed and pushed her hands against her eyes. Geordie got up and went to her, pulling her into a hug and letting her cry against his shoulder.
Jez stuck his hand up again.
“The record label would never let us,” he said bluntly.
“I don’t see why not,” Tone said.
“Tone.” Stan shook his head.
“We’re too big to go back,” Jez said. “It sounds good, what you’re saying, but you’re forgetting that we’re pretty much owned by the record label these days.”
Stan nodded. “You’re in a five-album contract?”
“Yeah. This is number four.”
Tone raised his hand.
“This is album four,” he echoed. “They put out a greatest hits or an acoustic album for number five, and we’re done. We’ve got a shitload of unreleased material, they can do something with that.”
“We still need to tour it, though,” Jez said. “And I really don’t like the idea of half-arsing our last album.”
Stan nodded. “I think you might need to lay it all out for them in a meeting. Sit down and put together a proper proposal, one that you’re all on board with. Look, Jez, you know I don’t know the music industry. I’m not going to pretend to. But I do know about influence.”
He looked around the room at them all, the ragtag group of musicians whose careers had been born in the back room of a bar in Camden.
“If your record label thinks the options are losing Ben from the band and having to deal with the fallout from that, or keeping you all together and letting you do things your own way, well, I think they’d be willing to listen.”
“The Spice Girls were never the same after Geri left,” Tone said sagely.
Summer snorted a laugh. “And One Direction broke up after Zane quit,” she added.
“Great,” Ben muttered. “I get to be fucking Ginger Spice.”
Stan smiled at him across the table.
Summer held her hand up and waited for Stan’s nod, even though it wasn’t really necessary any more, not now they were communicating like actual adults.
“I want to keep making music with you guys,” she said. “I honestly don’t care if that’s writing songs in the basement of some shitty shared house or in a recording studio in LA. You’re all my family now. As long as we’re all together, that’s what’s important.”
Geordie wrapped his arm around her shoulder and fixed Jez with a stare. “Could you give it all up?” he asked bluntly. “I know you like working out in the States.”
“There’s no reason why we can’t all work on other projects too,” Jez said with a shrug. “I think it would be good for us.”
“Ben’s been working on an EP,” Tone said.
“Fuck off,” Ben said and shoved him off the barstool.
“Have you?” Summer asked.
“Yeah,” Ben grumbled. “It’s just for me, though. I’m not releasing it or anything.”
“But that’s good,” Jez insisted. “Why can’t we go and do those projects, work on other things, but still come back together to do the Ares stuff as well?”
“We can,” Tone said. “There’s nothing stopping us. Except the label.”
“Geordie wants to go to do his DJ house music bullshit—”
“Hey,” Geordie complained, but Jez kept going.
“There’s always been stuff we’ve written that wasn’t right for Ares, but we liked it anyway.”
“Can I say something?” Stan asked. Jez nodded and the group fell silent again. “I think it would be good for you all to go away and write down on your own what you want from the next five years. For your personal life, and for the band, and the types of projects you want to do. Going back to that influence thing… if you’re able to go to your management team and say look, this is what we have planned, then you’re the ones driving those conversations. You’re in control.”
“Yeah,” Summer said. “That could work.”
“Good.” Stan chugged the last of his water. “I need a fucking nap.”
Ben followed him out of the kitchen and silently followed Stan upstairs, back to their old bedroom.
“Can I hug you now?” he asked when Stan shut the door behind them.
Stan gave him a tired smile and curled in on himself as he leaned into Ben’s embrace.
“I missed you,” Ben murmured against the top of Stan’s head. “I know it was only a few days, but I missed you.”
“I missed you too.” Stan turned his head so he could kiss the underside of Ben’s jaw. “I’m sorry for telling you about meeting Marcus when we were on the phone. That was a shitty thing to do.”
“You don’t need to apologise.”
“No, I do.”
It had been grating on him ever since—not the guilt from meeting Marcus for coffee; he didn’t think there was anything wrong with that. But telling Ben when they were so far away from each other, when Ben couldn’t do anything about it and Stan couldn’t reassure him in person.
“I just worry about you. If anyone’s going to ditch on this relationship, it’s not going to be me.”
Stan stiffened. “I’m not going to ditch either,” he said. He stepped back, out of Ben’s arms.
“You’re the one with a whole world out there, Stan,” Ben said. “I wouldn’t blame you if you decided you wanted to go out and explore it.”
“Ben, I literally just got home from moving my whole life back to London again so I could be with you. I’ve left my job, my roommates, things that are important to me. Because you’re more important than all of that.”
“Are we fighting?”
Stan blew out a hard breath. “I’m tired. I’m sorry. We should probably not talk about this for a while. At least until I’ve gotten over the jetlag.”
“Are you going to go home?”
“Can I stay here?”
“Yeah.” Ben swallowed, like he was nervous. “Course you can.”
Stan held his hand out and Ben took it. They didn’t go to the sofa, which was fine for one person to nap on, but not big enough for two. Stan kicked off his shoes and curled up on the bed, on top of the covers. A moment later, Ben shuffled in close behind him, his arm coming tight around Stan’s waist.
Stan took his hand and brought it up so he could kiss across his knuckles.
“Sleep for now,” Ben said, like he could read Stan’s thoughts.
After all this time, maybe he could.




Chapter Eighteen

Someone at Ares’s management company managed to get Ben a recording slot at a studio that had been used by pretty much every major rock band that had ever come out of the UK. Which was awesome. For years, Ares had recorded at the rehearsal space in the house at Belsize Park, or more recently, in LA. The producer who’d worked on their first album had moved out to California, and they wanted to keep working with him, so it made sense to be where he was.
Ben would have just sat down at the house to record, but he really needed professionals to give him some feedback. Having Tone around helped. Even though Tone’s part in the recording process had been tied up ages ago, he knew the songs as well as Ben and could give better direction than the sound techs.
Sitting in a booth with a guitar again was nerve-wracking.
“Need anything?” Tone asked, sticking his head around the door.
“Can you get someone to get me a Coke? A really cold can of proper Coke.”
Tone rolled his eyes. “I’m sure we can manage that, yeah.”
He shut the door and Ben slipped the headphones on.
Jez had arranged for everything they had recorded in LA to be sent to London, so Ben could work with that while laying down his part.
They worked solidly through the morning, getting far more done than Ben had anticipated. As it happened, he was good at getting back into the flow of working when he had to. He thought it probably helped that he’d had a really good session with Dr Greg the day before where they’d discussed professionalism and how to segment his process.
As Jez had promised, the music sounded good. Listening to it again after almost four months was weird. Ben recognised that he was in a different place now than where he’d been when he wrote those songs, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
When Tone reappeared with his Coke, Ben beckoned him in.
“We need another track for the album,” he said without preamble. “Maybe two.”
“You think?”
Ben nodded. “It’s not done. It’s not ready.”
“Ben… they want to see it pretty fucking soon. We don’t have a lot of time to write new material.”
“We can round up the guys,” Ben said. “Have a jam session in the studio like we used to. There’s something missing.”
Tone sighed and scratched his beard. “We need a banger and an eleven o’clock number.”
“You know what a fucking eleven o’clock number is?”
Tone had never struck him as a musical theatre fan.
“I’m not a fucking Muggle, Ben.”
That made Ben laugh. “I know, I know. You’re right, though. This record is going to blow their fucking socks off, but there’s nothing on there for people to scream back to us, you know? I love those songs. That’s why people like our music.”
“Yeah. We need another ‘Forget Me Not.’”
The single that had truly propelled them into the spotlight. Those kinds of songs only came around once in a lifetime, if they were lucky.
“We can try,” Ben said. “You get where I’m coming from, though?”
“Yeah. I’ll set something up.”
Ben nodded. “See you back at the house.”
“Yep.” Tone shut the door behind himself as he left.
While Ben was in the right mood to work, he ploughed through, working on as many of the tracks as he could, until his fingertips started to go numb from the strings of his guitar. He knew it was late, and the sound techs probably wanted to leave. If they were in LA, Ben would have kept going with cocaine and Red Bull, but he was trying to break both of those habits.
“You ready to call it quits?” the tech said through the headset.
Ben nodded. “Yeah. Save that last version for me? I want to listen to it back tomorrow.”
“You have tomorrow off.”
“Fuck.”
That made them laugh.
He carefully packed up his guitars—he’d brought three of them for this session—and filled his backpack with his notes.
One of the techs, Shane, held the door for him. “We’re going to grab a beer, if you want to join us?”
“Nah, I’m good, thanks, man,” Ben said.
“Are you sure? It’s all industry people, and we’re going to James’s house, so you don’t need to worry about anything.”
Ben hesitated for a moment, thinking about the empty bed he had to go home to. Stan was at an industry event, so he couldn’t go back to the flat. And it wasn’t particularly late, only just gone 9:00 p.m.
“Okay,” he said. He probably needed more friends other than his bandmates if he was going to be living in London full-time again. And these guys were cool. “Let’s go.”
He knew as soon as he turned up that there was something off. It wasn’t just a couple of guys hanging out at someone’s house, drinking a few beers and smoking weed. There was a full-blown house party going on, with people already spilling out onto the front garden and the entire street buzzing with activity. Ben got the impression it wouldn’t be long until the police got called, even if this was mostly a student corner of Hackney.
Shane had taken another cab over here, so Ben followed one of the other guys inside and stepped around a girl who was almost passed out in the hallway. These parties were painfully familiar, and Ben decided he’d slip out as soon as he could. Maybe he should text Dr Greg.
“Ben, man, you made it!” Shane slapped him on the back.
How the fuck was he wasted already? And how did he get here before Ben?
Shane pressed a beer into Ben’s hand and steered him through the house to the kitchen. Where there were lines of coke laid out on the marble countertop.
“Help yourself,” he said, waving a hand at it.
“No, thanks,” Ben mumbled. He pretended to take a sip of his beer to cover how much he wanted to say yes. God, he ached for the bittersweet high, the blankness, the opportunity to let everything just fucking go and breathe, for a while.
It was never just one line with Ben, though. One line would turn into two, then six, then he’d find himself waking up at a train station at dawn not knowing how the hell he got there.
“Aw, come on, man. We know you like to party.”
“Gotta work tomorrow,” he said, pasting a fake smile on his face. Because that was a more socially acceptable answer than ‘I’m a drug addict and this is a bad idea.’
“Nah, it’s Sunday.”
“We’ve got two more tracks to write for the album.”
“Can’t believe I’m mixing for fucking Ares.” Shane shook his head. “That was like, the dream, you know?”
In the past few weeks, Ben’s gut instincts had come back online. Now that his brain was pretty much clear of the influence of drugs—he was sober, for now—he found he could scope things out a lot better than before.
What he couldn’t control was how his eyes kept tracking back to the cocaine, and he knew he was angling himself towards it while they talked shop. He couldn’t avoid it, couldn’t stop looking at it. Couldn’t stop wanting it.
“Kevin!” Shane yelled at a guy who was helping himself to the coke. Ben fidgeted, shifting his weight from side to side, but Shane didn’t notice.
“Ben, this is my mate, Kevin. Kev, this is Ben. From Ares.”
“Nice to meet you,” Ben mumbled.
Kevin grabbed Ben’s hand—though Ben hadn’t offered it—and shook it enthusiastically.
“Oh my God, man, when Shane said he was mixing for you guys, I thought bullshit, you know? But you’re really back in London?”
Ben looked at him then, really looked, and saw the restless enthusiasm of a junkie. He didn’t want to think about how often he’d looked like that. Probably a lot. Probably most of the last three years.
“For now, yeah,” Ben said.
When a girl with her septum pierced and bright pink eyebrows grabbed his arm, Ben went with her. Shane probably thought he was going to hook up and whatever—that definitely wasn’t the worst thing that anyone had ever thought about him. He let her take him as far as the hallway before he shook out of her grasp.
“Where are we going?”
“I thought you wanted to get out of there.”
“I did.” Ben set his awful beer on a shelf. “Look, I don’t want to make any assumptions here, but I’m gay.”
She rolled her eyes. “And I’m a Capricorn.”
He decided he liked her and followed her up the stairs, relieved to be out of the kitchen.
It was more mellow up here, with some classic Ibiza chillout tunes coming from a DJ set up in one of the bedrooms. Ben recognised this situation too. Outside in the hot tub later, there would be a tripped-out orgy… and in here, someone would probably overdose.
“Not everyone wants to do it in front of a crowd, you know?” the girl said, and gestured to a bathroom that was set up with rigs and needles as well as lines of coke on a mirror balanced on the toilet. She raised a pink eyebrow at him and slipped into one of the rooms.
Ben closed the bathroom door behind himself.
He pressed his back to the closed door, breathing too fast and his heart beating too hard in his chest. There were a lot of things he probably should do in this situation, and like many times before, he felt like he was watching himself from above, making one bad decision after another.
Facing down the inevitable, he leaned over and snorted a line.
He sat back and leaned against the bath, heels of his palms pressed against his eyes, and rode the soft tingling that tripped and fell into a blissful high.
“Fuck,” he muttered. “Fuck.”
Someone banged on the bathroom door, and Ben yelled for them to come in. A tall, hulking guy loomed in the doorway.
“My turn,” he growled.
Ben pulled himself to his feet and stumbled back downstairs, not entirely sure where he was going or why. It didn’t matter, really. People were watching him, looking at him, and Ben fucking hated it when they did that. He wasn’t a fucking zoo animal.
He was on his way out to call a cab when he spotted the blue lights at the end of the road, screaming up towards him. He turned, planning on walking the other way, head down to look uninvolved, but there were police coming from that way too. He was pretty well trapped.
Shane stumbled out of the house and jogged over to him, looking pissed.
“Where did you get to, man?” He spotted the police coming up the road and turned back to Ben, a furious look in his eyes. “Did you call the fucking cops?”
“No, I didn’t call the fucking cops,” Ben said, shrugging his shoulder to dislodge Shane’s hand. “This isn’t me.”
“It looks like it’s you. You’ll take our drugs but you don’t want to party with us?”
Ben stepped away, not wanting to get into this. Not with the police parking up and calmly walking down the street towards them.
“They say you should never meet your heroes,” Shane said. “They’re only ever a fucking disappointment.”
“I never asked to be your hero,” Ben said. He turned away from Shane again, prepared to walk off and leave this whole night behind him.
“Hey, asshole,” Shane called, and Ben should have ignored it, he knew he should have ignored it, but he turned around.
“What?”
He saw the fist swinging towards his face and he ducked, still more sober than Shane even with a line of coke in him, and retaliated with a punch of his own. His landed, a satisfying smack across Shane’s face.
“Hey!”
Of all the stupid ideas he’d ever had, punching a guy in the face when he knew the police were looking right fucking at him was probably one of the worst.
Ben sat down on the garden wall and closed his eyes, and wished that for once, he’d trusted his fucking instincts.




Chapter Nineteen

Stan was already awake and halfway through his morning yoga workout when his phone started to buzz. He seriously considered ignoring it, but he got over himself pretty quickly and kept moving as he picked it up and answered Tone’s call.
“Hello?”
“You’re awake? Good. I’m on my way over.”
“What’s going on?” Stan said. “Is Ben okay?”
“No, he’s fucking not okay.” Tone sounded furious. “He was fucking arrested last night at a house party in Hackney. And the motherfucking wanker didn’t call any of us.”
“Shit,” Stan said. He rushed back to the bedroom to pull on socks and trainers. He could go out in yoga pants and a sweatshirt—he wasn’t that much of a princess. “How did you find out?”
“Well, it seems like whoever called the cops called the paps too. So there’s pictures all over the fucking tabloids of Ben being escorted away by the boys in blue.”
“Jesus Christ.”
“I’ll be there in five. Meet you outside.”
Stan threw his hair into a ponytail, grabbed his keys, and ran downstairs to meet him.
The police station in Hackney was quiet at this time on a Sunday morning—apparently there wasn’t much activity going on before eight. The night shift had just handed over and the guy working the desk had a mug of coffee at his elbow.
“We can release him,” he said, nodding, after Tone gave him Ben’s name. “He’s going to be under caution until we’re done with the investigation.”
Stan nodded. “Can you let him know Tone and Stan are here?”
“I’ll need your full names and addresses.”
“Stanislav Novikov.” He spelled it out.
“Daniel Jones.”
Stan did a double take. He knew ‘Tone’ wasn’t his given name, but it was still weird to hear him call himself anything else.
They were sent to a waiting area, and almost an hour later Ben was brought out by a very bored-looking female PC.
“Hey,” Stan said softly. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fucking tired and pissed off,” Ben said.
“Want to come back to mine?”
“Yes. Please.”
Stan took his hand and squeezed.
Tone called for another car to take them home again, and Ben seemed reluctant to talk about anything until they got back inside. Tone came upstairs, and Stan immediately went to the kitchen to make tea and toast.
“What happened?” Tone asked as soon as Ben was settled on the sofa. Stan didn’t think too hard about how it was like they had turned the clocks back a few weeks, like it was when they first got back to London and Ben refused to talk to either of them about anything.
“How well do you know that guy Shane? From the studio?”
“Not at all,” Tone said. “Chuck an extra sugar in that for me, Stan love? I fucking need it this morning.”
Stan added a fourth spoonful of sugar to Tone’s tea and took it over to him. Tone squeezed his ass to say thank you, which Stan took to mean everything was right in the world.
“Thanks,” Ben mumbled when Stan passed him his own mug.
“Well, he asked me if I wanted to go hang out with some guys after we finished recording, and I thought, fuck it, why not, and went with them. I didn’t realise it was a full-blown fucking house party.”
“The paps got you,” Tone said gently.
“Fuck!” Ben exploded, and Stan didn’t blame him. “Geordie is not going to believe me that I didn’t touch that shit. I didn’t take anything.”
“It’s okay, Ben. It’s alright.”
That was what Ben needed to hear, clearly. He slumped back into the sofa, and Stan made quick work of making the big pile of toast.
“I can do more if we need it,” he said, taking the first pile over for the three of them to share. Stan went to sit on the floor, but Ben pulled him onto his lap instead. That was definitely more comfortable.
Ben pressed his face to Stan’s neck, for a moment, then let him go to grab some toast.
“What are we going to tell the press? Did anyone call Melissa yet? How bad is it?”
Tone shook his head. He had a mouthful of toast. Stan took his own piece and nibbled on the edge. He wasn’t really hungry.
“You don’t need to worry,” Stan said. “We can go over to the house when you’re ready, and you can talk to everyone.”
“It’s going to turn into another fucking argument,” Ben said. He closed his eyes and sighed heavily.
“You want to go for a shower?” Stan asked.
“Yeah.” Ben wrapped his arms around Stan’s waist and squeezed him tighter.
“Should I go?” Tone asked. “If you’re gonna start getting freaky, I’m leaving.”
“Hey,” Ben said, grabbing Tone’s wrist, then pulling him in closer so he could look meaningfully into Tone’s eyes. “I have never loved another person on this planet the way I love you. You know that, right?”
“Ben. You are so gay.”
Ben laughed, slapped him on one cheek, and kissed the other.
“Love you too, man,” Tone said, getting up and brushing toast crumbs from his shirt. “I’ll see you later, yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll let you out,” Stan said, attempting to get up off Ben’s lap.
“Don’t bother.” Tone waved him off. “I’ll see you later too, sweet cheeks.”
Stan waited until Tone had closed the door behind himself, then shuffled round to face Ben.
“Now tell me the truth.”
Ben licked his lips. “I was planning on it.”
“Don’t—” Stan was almost vibrating with anger. “Don’t you fucking dare.”
“Stan. I took one bump of cocaine. One.”
“I don’t care that you messed up, Ben. That’s part of recovering. It’s not easy. But I’m really pissed off that you lied to me about it.”
“I was going to tell you, I swear to God. I just couldn’t tell Tone. He’s been through so much bullshit already.”
“He knows too, you asshole,” Stan yelled. “Of course he does. He knows you better than I do.”
Ben dropped his head and didn’t say anything.
“Maybe this isn’t going to work.” Stan went to get up, but Ben grabbed his hand.
“No. Please, Stan. Please. I’m sorry.”
“You have to be honest with me,” Stan said, sitting back down on the sofa. “That’s what fucked this up the last time. I couldn’t take all the lying all the time.”
“It’s not like that.”
“It is, Ben.” Stan’s chest felt tight and his throat heavy, like he was going to cry. “For Christ’s sake. If you need to take cocaine that badly, then tell me, and I’ll come with you and look after you when you’ve done it to make sure nothing bad happens to you. I don’t expect you to be perfect while you’re recovering.”
“You would do that for me?”
“Of course I would!” Stan pushed angry tears from his eyes. “I don’t understand. I don’t get why you need it. But if you do, at least let me help you.”
“I just….”
Ben looked wrung out, like he hadn’t slept in days. He almost certainly hadn’t slept the night before, and Stan was angry at himself too for getting angry at Ben, even though he knew his reaction was justifiable.
“Right now I don’t want it. It’s when people lay it out in front of you and go help yourself. It’s like willpower doesn’t even exist. Even if I want to say no, it’s like…. It was one line of cocaine. I shouldn’t have gone to the party, but I thought….”
“What?”
Ben sighed heavily. “I thought it would be nice to have some friends in London who are part of the industry. People who wouldn’t let me get mixed up in that shit.”
Stan leaned back against the sofa and put his hands over his face.
“I’m sorry,” Ben said again in a very quiet voice.
Stan silently fumed on his behalf. This boy. This fucking boy, who was so innocent and so trusting and saw the best in everyone. It really wasn’t any wonder someone had managed to lead him astray.
“Okay. Please, Ben, don’t lie to me again.”
“I won’t.”
“What do you need?” Stan asked. “Are you hurting?”
“Not really. I’m tired, though.”
“Okay. Go to bed for a few hours, and I’ll wake you up so we can get some lunch.”
Ben nodded and disappeared down the hallway.
Stan heard a light knock at the door and glanced down the hallway on his way to answer it. Ben’s door remained closed. He was surprised to see Summer standing there.
“Hey,” he said. “Come in. Ben’s asleep.”
“I guessed, yeah.”
She looked good—better than when Stan had seen her in LA, and better than her weepy state in the kitchen when he got back from New York. She’d put on a light, flowery summer dress and red lipstick, curled her hair and left her clompy Dr Martens boots unlaced. She was rocking a throwback 90’s vibe, and Stan was digging it.
Since getting back to London, Summer had dyed her hair, too; it was dark chestnut brown now, thick and shiny. Stan thought the new look was probably serving more than one purpose. It made her almost unrecognisable to the people who were expecting to see her with bleached blonde or pink hair. And the band was gearing up to promote the new album. She looked a little more mature like this, sexy and strong.
“Do you want a drink or anything?”
“I’m okay, thanks. I came to talk to you.”
He gestured to the living room, and Summer went and sat at one corner of the sofa.
“Tone caught me up on what happened last night.”
“Yeah. He’s tired this morning, so….”
Summer shook her head. “Tone said he got high.”
“He only told me that after Tone left.”
“I’m not going to ask for the circumstances or anything.” She blew out her cheeks as she sighed. “You’re back together?”
“I think so. Yes.”
“I really hope this doesn’t come off as patronising, because I don’t mean it that way. But you really don’t know what we’ve been through these past few years.”
“With Ben?”
“Yeah. I’m sure Tone gave you the CliffsNotes version.”
Stan bristled a little. “I’m trying to catch up on a lot, Summer.”
“I’m not being a bitch, I promise. It’s just… I know you’ve always seen the best in Ben, which is awesome, because everyone deserves that. It hasn’t been a picnic since you guys broke up. We thought he was going to die, more than once. He’s been blackmailed by dealers. We’ve had people threatening to take the whole band down because of shit Ben’s been caught up in. We’ve tried therapy and rehab and letting him do his own thing and come to his own conclusions because he’s an adult. I stopped taking him to hospital when he was overdosing about eighteen months ago. Now we just call an ambulance and let him go on his own.”
“Wow,” Stan murmured.
“Like I said, I’m not trying to be a bitch. I love Ben so much….” She choked up. “So fucking much. He’s my brother. Which is why I had to let him go. In my heart. I had to protect myself, in a way, so I’ve been grieving for him for a long time already. We were pretty much just waiting for him to die before Tone called you.”
“I’m so sorry,” Stan said. He reached over and took her hand. “I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through.”
“What I’m trying to tell you is that Ben’s an addict, Stan. He’s addicted to drugs, and that’s never going to change. Addicts are liars.”
“He didn’t want to upset Tone—” Stan started, but Summer was already shaking her head.
“He’ll tell you that,” she said. “He’ll tell you he was somewhere else, with someone else, doing anything but taking drugs. He’ll make excuses for where the money went, for why he disappears for days or weeks on end. He’ll sweet talk you where necessary or lie or gaslight or get aggressive. Because that’s what drug addicts do.”
Stan took a deep breath. She was right, of course.
Summer squeezed his hand. “I’m not telling you to do anything different. You’re a grown man too. If you want to date him, then you should. But he’s going to break your heart, Stan. Again. And again, and again.”
“What if you’re wrong?” Stan asked. He felt the tears in his eyes and knew he was begging. “What if he gets the support he needs and gets clean and—”
“And all it takes is someone to love him, right? He’s been surrounded by love and support and everything he needs for years, Stan. He’s had every opportunity, every clinic, every therapist, every fucking resource we could throw at him to help him get better.”
“So you, what, just wait for him to die? I can’t do that Summer. I can’t.”
Summer shook her head. “I’m not telling you to do anything different. I just want you to have all the information. If you’re going to be with him, then you deserve to know what you’re getting into.”
“These past few weeks….” Stan trailed off as he listened for any movement from Ben’s room. It was only on the other side of the kitchen, so he could usually hear when Ben got up.
“He’s vile when he’s high or coming down,” Stan said.
Summer gave him a sympathetic smile. “Yeah.”
“Really… just awful. It wasn’t easy. He ran off to his old flat and found a load of drugs and got totally off his face.”
That wasn’t a secret. He didn’t feel bad for sharing.
“I’m—” Summer sighed again. “—not surprised.”
“Did you know he put the flat on the market? Since then, he came back and said he was done with it. And he’s been clean between then and last night. That’s what… three, four weeks?”
“He was clean for three months once,” Summer said. “Just before the last album came out. Then the album dropped, and he fucking disappeared.”
“I know what you’re saying, I really do. Summer… I’m never going to forgive myself if I don’t give him a chance. God knows if he deserves it or not. If I’m wrong, and I probably am, but if I’m wrong, I’ll deal with it. I’ll go and get the therapy and work through my own issues about the ex-boyfriend who has haunted my life.” He gave her a watery sort of smile.
“You’re a good person, Stan. Don’t let him bring you down, okay?”
“Can I ask you for something?”
“Sure.”
Stan considered his next words carefully. “I need your help. So does Ben. He’s been so much better since we got back to London, and I think… I think if we can put something together so you can all keep playing music together and he can have a bit more control over the things that make him anxious, we might have a chance. But I really don’t think I can do it on my own. I need you guys to help me.”
“Oh, Stan.”
Summer folded herself in half, pressing her forehead to her knees. Stan rubbed her back for a bit. When she straightened up, he saw she hadn’t been crying.
“I never wanted to give up on him in the first place,” she said. Not crying, then, but trying not to. “He broke my heart.”
“Give him a chance to fix it.”
“If you’re wrong….”
“I’ll pay for your therapy,” Stan offered, which made her laugh.
“Okay.”
“Together? We might have a shot at this. He’s worth it. The guy I fell in love with when I was twenty-two was such an amazing person. I want to do it for him.”
“You’re back on Team Ares, then,” Summer said. “I know you have connections. I want you to do a write-up of that tour when we start it. Make everyone see your vision for our homecoming the way you told it to us.”
“I can do that.”
She stood and pulled Stan into a hug. Not a bro-hug—a proper, all limbs, little sister hug. Stan kissed the top of her head.
“You’re a silver-tongued charmer, Mr Novikov,” Summer said, her voice slightly muffled by his shirt. “I was supposed to convince you to go back to New York, not let you convince me to stay in London.”
“London is amazing. LA sucks. You’re much better here.”
“That,” she said, punching him on the arm, “we can agree on.”
He gave Summer another hug, holding her for longer than was probably socially acceptable. Then he walked her to the door and carefully shut it behind her, with a promise that he’d be over to see her soon.
When Stan turned around again, Ben was standing in the doorway to his bedroom.
“I need to go,” he croaked.
“No,” Stan said, realising that Ben must have heard if not everything, then a lot. “You don’t.”
Stan went to him and took his hand, then gently tugged him back to bed.
“Stan.”
“It’s okay.”
Stan kicked back the blankets and got in, lying on his back so Ben could curl up against his side. It took a lot of convincing to get Ben there. When he was finally settled, Stan brushed his fingers through Ben’s hair, carefully combing through the knots.
He held Ben as he shook, as he wept, as he ached from the aftermath of one mistake. One in a long line of mistakes.
“Tell me about the EP,” Stan said when Ben seemed more settled.
“It’s not much.”
“Tell me about it anyway.”
“I’ve only written two songs. I kind of have a concept for it, though.”
“Yeah?”
Ben fiddled with the hem of Stan’s T-shirt. “It’s about circles. Redemption. Forgiveness.” He whispered the last word. “Forgiving myself, asking for forgiveness from other people.”
“That’s very brave of you.”
“I want to go see my mum.”
Stan closed his eyes so he didn’t cry. “Okay.”
“Will you come with me?”
“If you want me to. I’m sure she’d come to London, though, if you asked her to.”
“I haven’t seen her in a long time. Not since last Christmas. I haven’t spoken to her since January.”
“How come?”
“Same reason I didn’t talk to anyone else. I didn’t want her to see what I was doing.”
“She’s your mum, Ben,” Stan said. He curled his arm around Ben’s shoulder to keep him close. “She loves you.”
“I know Summer thinks some horrible things about me, and fuck, most of them are right. Most of this shit is about trying to hide stuff from people, though. I ran away because I didn’t want them to see me when I was so fucked up. I never wanted them to have to clean me up and watch me fail over and over again.”
“I don’t think you failed, Ben.”
“I did,” he insisted. “Over and over again. I wanted the fucking therapy to work. I wanted the rehab to stick. It did, sometimes, and then something would happen, and….”
“Can I ask you something?” Stan asked.
“Yeah.”
“Have you ever been properly treated for your anxiety?”
“Sort of. I talk about it quite a lot with Greg.”
“Before him, though.”
“Not really. All my therapists wanted me to talk about my traumatic childhood, and I didn’t have a fucking traumatic childhood. We moved from Otara to Oxford and that sucked. I got through it, though. I was fine for a long time.”
“I’m no therapist, and you seem to be doing really well with Greg, so I definitely don’t want to take his job. It just seems to me that you’re clearly struggling with anxiety in certain situations, which makes you want to take drugs to stop the noise in your brain.” He hesitated before adding, “I’ve been there.”
“You never had social anxiety, though.”
“No.” Stan wondered if he was saying too much. Then again, Ben was talking, so it couldn’t be all bad. “I have a debilitating mental illness that means I have a very negative, very toxic voice in my head that drives me to behaviours that I know, logically, are bad for me.”
Ben pushed himself up to brace himself on his elbow and look Stan in the eye.
“You’re better now.”
Stan nodded slowly. “I am. That doesn’t mean I don’t still fight with my anorexia, Ben. It’s there. I’ve accepted that it’s always going to be there. I’ve just learned certain techniques to help me deal with it so I can go on living my life. Maybe that’s why I really believe that you can get help too.”
“I hadn’t thought of it like that. It’s not always bad, though.”
“Tell me.”
Ben huffed. “I like a lot of aspects of what we do. I like writing music with my friends. I like performing for an audience that appreciates us. I like playing big stages in incredible places around the world.”
“You can’t do that all the time, though.”
“No. I find press stuff hard. I don’t want to talk to people about my private life. It really fucking pisses me off when reporters are stalking my mum or my brothers and sister to try and get a story on me. I hate—”
“Go on.”
“It sounds really fucking ungrateful, but I hate some of the fans. They take things too far, you know? I love them, but when they show up with tattoos of our faces, that freaks me out. I don’t want to be a role model. I don’t know how to be a good role model, and I really don’t like that people look up to me. Especially now.”
“I understand.”
“And the more I hide away from them, the more they try and chase me down. That’s why other people run my social media now. Because if you don’t feed them with something, then they’ll go fucking nuts trying to get what they want. And when you break it down, there’s not that many fans who are like that. It’s a really small minority, but they make shit so fucking hard.”
“Did you ever get, like, a mentor?” Stan encouraged Ben to settle down again. They ended up lying on their sides, facing each other. “Or anyone to talk you through what was happening?”
“Not really. We had a different manager at the beginning, not Melissa.”
“Jordan?”
“Yeah. He was a fucking arsehole and all.”
Stan grinned. “I didn’t like him much.”
“I know you didn’t. He gave us the ‘don’t do drugs, kids’ talk, then sent us off on tour with a band who were fucking renowned for doing that stuff.” Ben shook his head. “I suppose it’s not really much of a surprise that we ended up where we are. Where I am.”
“I think there are things that can help you,” Stan said carefully. “I know we can’t turn the clock back and change the way things have gone so far, but there’s no time limit on getting help.”
“I didn’t want help for a long time. The drugs helped when nothing else did, so I wanted that.”
“I think that makes sense. But you don’t want to keep taking drugs every time you find yourself in an uncomfortable situation.”
“No,” Ben muttered. “I fucking don’t. It seemed like a good idea at the time, though.”
“Believe it or not, Ben, you’re not the first person to suffer from anxiety,” Stan said, gently teasing him. “I know you’re in a really unique situation, but that doesn’t mean you can’t change.”
“I know,” he grumbled.
“It’s hard. It’s so fucking hard, and it’s going to hurt. Well, it might not. The things that helped me might not work for you.”
“What worked for you?”
“Time,” Stan said honestly. “Giving myself permission to find a therapist who worked for me and not just struggling on with someone who wasn’t getting it. Being myself.”
“I don’t know if I can ever have that, though,” Ben said. “The band is too big. There’s too much pressure on us to get the next thing out, to do the tours and the promo and all the shit that comes with the music.”
“Ben.” Stan reached up and touched his face, hoping to calm down the panic in his eyes. “You don’t have to do something you don’t want to do. Not now, not ever.”
“But I—”
“I’m serious,” Stan said, interrupting him. “I’m going to arrange for someone to go to the recording studio and pick up your guitars. You can finish recording at the studio at the house.”
“We need the techs, though,” Ben said miserably. “We need someone who can do the mixing, and—”
“Then we can hire someone to come to the studio and do it. If we have to hire in the equipment, we can do that too. Look, I’m as invested as you are in getting this album finished now. I don’t care if it’s awkward or expensive or unusual. We’ll do what we need to do to make it happen in a way that doesn’t stress you out.”
That made Ben smile, at least. “I was talking to Tone yesterday. Fuck, was it only yesterday? Anyway. We need two more songs on the album. In his words, ‘a banger and an eleven o’clock number.’”
“Tone knows what an eleven o’clock number is?”
“I know; it surprised me too.”
Ben wrapped his hand around Stan’s waist and up under his T-shirt to stroke Stan’s lower back with his fingertips. It sent tingles up Stan’s spine. Ben probably knew it too.
“So you’re going to write a new song?”
Ben shook his head slowly. “No. I want to just go into the studio with the others and jam. Like we used to.”
“You don’t do that anymore?”
“Not for a while, no. Sometimes we do. But usually Jez and Geordie, or Geordie and Summer come up with a tune and hand it over to me to add lyrics. Then we go into the studio and put it all together, and Tone works out the drums on the fly.”
“That sounds very….”
“Disconnected?”
“Yeah.”
“It is,” Ben admitted. “But we got thrown out of so many recording studios for the crazy arguments we used to get into, it was easier to do it like that than to stoke the rumours that we were breaking up.”
Stan sighed and shuffled closer so he could tuck himself under Ben’s chin.
“I really don’t know what to do with you guys.”
“I think we need to make Therapist Stan a permanent member of the band,” Ben murmured against Stan’s hair.
Stan laughed. “I’ll start charging you,” he warned
“I’d be okay with that.”




Chapter Twenty

When Ben woke, he was alone in the flat. Stan had left a sticky note on the bedside table saying he’d gone out for a walk and would be back soon.
Ben rolled onto his back and let the vicious self-loathing envelop him.
One line of cocaine didn’t necessarily cause any physical hangover effects—not like the wreck he turned into when he was coming off an opioid high. This was almost worse, though. When his body was being ravaged by physical symptoms, he could concentrate on those and his brain didn’t have time to wander. When it was like this, he had plenty of time to contemplate all the ways he’d fucked up.
These days there was a new voice in his head, one that spoke in the calm, softly accented tones of Dr Greg. This voice told him that recovery isn’t linear and to make mistakes was human and he had to forgive himself for them.
It fought alongside the other voices that reminded him he was a worthless piece of shit who couldn’t keep control of his own fucked up impulses. Those voices had been around longer, so they tended to be louder.
To do something, anything, other than lying in bed fighting the effects of nightmare-laced dreams, Ben got up and took a shower.
His hair was getting longer, and he wanted to go back to Dominic to get him to fix it again. He also wanted Dominic to see that he was getting better. Compared to the wreck who’d walked into that barber shop the first time, Ben had made progress.
“I’ve made progress,” Ben mumbled to himself as he scrubbed shampoo through his hair. “I don’t want to die.”
He heard the front door close as he was brushing his teeth, and continued to vigorously scrub until he was spitting blood. The sudden need to feel clean wasn’t a new sensation, and logically Ben knew this was a side effect of spending so many mornings after lying in his own stench, unable to move.
“I’m back,” Stan called when Ben stepped out of the bathroom.
“Hi.”
He closed the bedroom door behind himself to get dressed.
Since they’d got back to London, Ben had been wearing the same half-dozen outfits on repeat because that was literally all he owned. He’d borrowed—and not given back, so technically he’d stolen—one of Tone’s plaid shirts that was definitely too big for him. Ben liked that, though. It hid how skinny and scrawny he’d become.
Once dressed, he went through to the kitchen where Stan was unpacking a few things into the fridge.
“I have some things I need to do today,” Ben said, grabbing a banana from the counter and peeling it.
“Oh?”
“Yeah. Do you—I mean, if you’re not doing anything—”
“I can come with you,” Stan said. “I’ll warn you, though. It’s already starting to get busy out there. Saturday crowds.”
Ben nodded. He usually hid away on the weekends, not wanting to throw himself into the melee of Camden market and its tourists.
“It’s not local.”
“Okay,” Stan said easily. He closed the fridge and offered Ben a smile.
It hit Ben like a punch in the chest.
Stan had brought all his clothes back from New York, and Ben was being treated with a whole new roster of outfits that made Stan look amazing. Today he’d dressed in a khaki green shirt dress, lots of gold jewellery, and strappy sandals. Ben decided those bare legs should come with a warning.
“I don’t need to do anything else. I’m ready when you are.”
“Let me find my wallet.”
“And your phone,” Stan called after him.
Shit. Yeah. His phone. He used it to book a car so they didn’t have to try and hail a cab.
“Okay, I’m good,” Ben said as he walked back to the kitchen. Stan was sitting on one of the barstools with his bare legs crossed at the knee while he texted someone. Ben fixed his eyes on Stan’s face.
“Where are we going?” Stan asked as he locked the door behind them.
Ben took a deep breath. “Oxford.”
“To see your family?”
“Just my mum,” he said.
“Does she know you’re coming?”
“Yeah. Mark has the kids today. He’s taking them to the football or something.” Ben’s stepdad was better at rounding up Ben’s siblings—the triplets—than anyone else. An afternoon screaming at the football would be good for burning off some of their apparent limitless energy.
“Okay, then we should go.”
Stan had met Ben’s parents before, once for Christmas and once over the summer when Ben decided to go home for the triplets’ birthday, so it wasn’t going to be the most awkward thing ever. Though Ben was still expecting it to be pretty awkward.
He’d been living independently for years before the band really made it, having moved to London when he was still a teenager. His mum had her hands full with three babies, which depleted the time they could have spent together even more. He didn’t blame her for it, though. She was happy with a house full of kids.
It took about an hour and a half to get to Oxford with a driver who seemed satisfied to totally ignore the conversation they were having in the back seat. Stan was good at noticing when Ben was nervous and distracting him. It was stupid—he shouldn’t be nervous to talk to his own bloody mum—but it had been a long time since he’d spoken to her.
They pulled up outside of the nice house in a nice area near good schools, where it was quiet and peaceful and not anywhere Ben wanted to live again. He took hold of Stan’s hand and refused to let go.
It only took seconds for his mum to answer the door after he knocked.
“Hi, mum.”
Ben always felt like a stranger in this house. He’d never lived here—they’d moved out of their nice three-bed semi near the town centre when his mum got pregnant with the triplets and moved to a bigger house near a better primary school.
While he hugged his mum for a really long time, Stan shut the front door behind them and went to make tea, because even though he’d been born in Russia, he was now British through and through.
When he heard the kettle boil, Ben wrapped his arm around his mum’s shoulder and led her back to the kitchen.
“Oh, Stan love, you don’t need to do that,” she said, fussing.
“I don’t mind,” he said, taking down three mugs from the cupboard. “You can catch up.”
Ben sat down at the kitchen table and let his mum and his boyfriend figure out making tea and getting the biscuit tin out and tried not to freak out. He didn’t have a plan for this. He didn’t know what to say or how to say it, and he hadn’t practiced with Dr Greg the best way to approach it all.
The house looked tidy, which meant his mum had probably spent all morning rushing around to clean it. That wouldn’t surprise him—she did things like that when she was nervous or stressed. Ben hadn’t picked up the habit. The thought that he was the one leaving her nervous and stressed was humbling.
The triplets were nine, now, so the kitchen wasn’t covered in drawings that they’d done at school and multicoloured plastic toys. They were into games and stuff. Ben had bought them all Nintendo Switch consoles for their birthday. At least, he’d told someone from his management team to get them that.
“You look good, Ben,” his mum said when Stan brought over the mugs of tea.
“Thanks.” He took another deep breath.
He reached for Stan’s hand, needing that connection more than ever.
“Are you two dating again?”
“Yes,” Stan said carefully. “Only recently. But yes.”
“Good. I’m so pleased. He was always happiest when he was with you.”
Stan smiled, and Ben felt some of the tension ease from his shoulders.
“I need to get some things off my chest.”
How was he supposed to apologise to his mum? He didn’t have the first clue about what he’d really put her through. For the band it was different—they were there, every day, watching him self-destruct. She’d heard it second-hand, through the press, or that one time when Tone had called her and asked her to talk to Ben because he’d gone off the rails again.
Despite everything, she was still his mum. They’d had plenty of arguments over the years, especially when they moved from New Zealand and he was terrified of the changes that were disrupting his life as he knew it. Their relationship had survived plenty of ups and downs.
In the end, he decided to be honest.
He couldn’t tell her everything—hell, he couldn’t face a lot of things himself yet, let alone confessing to anyone else—but he talked her through the gist of it. The anxiety, the way he felt let down by the people who had led them into the music industry, the way drugs were an easy way out. He told her about the tours that he didn’t remember, about the gigs they’d played that had changed his life, about the music that he still loved, despite everything.
She listened. And held his hand, and forgave him. Just like that.
When he was done, Ben folded his arms on the table and put his head down for a minute, not sure what his body was going to do next. From past experience, he could maybe throw up or cry or just shake until it was all over.
“Can I say something now?” she said, rubbing slow circles on Ben’s back.
“Yeah.”
He sat up then, and looked at her. He’d inherited a lot more of his looks from his mum and her Maori father than he had from his dad. When he was a kid, people had called Ben her little doppelgänger. These days she still wore her dark hair long, down to the middle of her back, almost as long as Stan’s. She had tattoos, too, similar to Ben’s. Maori tattoos. Their tattoos meant something, in their family.
“Some of the things you’ve told me, I knew already. Some of them I guessed.” She picked up Ben’s hand, with its chewed fingernails and ragged cuticles, and held it between both of her own.
“I know.”
“I put you through a lot as a kid. I put you through a lot when you were too old, really, to be a big brother to a bunch more little toerags. I thought—” She broke off and looked away but didn’t let go of his hand. Ben stayed very still. “I thought you’d always know that I love you. No matter what. You’re my big boy.”
He laughed, then sniffed and tried not to cry.
“Don’t you ever dare cut me off again, you understand? I don’t care how bad it is. I’m your mum, Ben.”
“I don’t plan on letting it get bad again. Now that we’re here… now that I got through that worst part.”
“Good.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You don’t have anything to be sorry for. You hear me? Just don’t do it again.”
It was something he’d been told many times during his childhood, so the scolding made him laugh.
“If I have you, and Tone, and Stan… I think I might be alright.”
Stan smiled at him. “I reckon between the three of us we can keep you in one piece.”
Ben pressed the heel of his hand to his chest and pushed hard, hoping to dislodge the uncomfortable feeling there.
“Yeah. I hope so.”
His mum wanted them to stay for lunch, and Stan agreed before Ben could silently ask him if that was okay. He figured it would probably take some time to rebuild his relationship with his mum, but staying for lunch and letting her feed them was a good first step.
He wanted to reconnect with Mark, too, and the triplets, but that was probably going to be harder. Mark hadn’t exactly hidden his displeasure at some of Ben’s behaviour. Which Ben accepted—he’d been a horrible person and needed to earn their trust back. Now he was planning on being in London for the foreseeable future, it would hopefully be easier to start building those bridges again.
They left after lunch, before Mark and the kids got back from the football, and because Ben thought there was only so much he could do or say in one meeting. Now that the door was open to go back to his mum’s, he’d make an effort. He would. Because she mattered.
Ben’s other stop of the day was to fulfil a promise.
They got the train back to London, not because it was easier or quicker, but because Ben couldn’t face sitting in traffic trying to get back into the city again. Being on the train was different. He paid for first-class tickets and let himself look at Stan for a while, basking in being close to him.
Under the table, he hooked his foot around Ben’s.
“I’m okay,” Ben said. “Honestly. I feel better for having seen her.”
“I know I don’t exactly have the easiest relationship with my parents,” Stan said carefully. “Well, it’s easier now that I don’t go home, and they don’t have to see me.”
“I still think that’s bullshit, for what it’s worth.”
“It is what it is.”
Stan could shrug it off, so Ben tried to as well. He knew being like Stan in an extremely conservative country wasn’t easy. Stan did what he had to do to keep his relationships with his family in a place where everyone was happy.
“Thank you for coming with me today.”
“That’s okay. I thought it would be awkward, but it wasn’t. I like your mum.”
Ben smiled at him. “Me too. I want to see her more often. Maybe when I get somewhere new to live, she can come to London and see it.”
“That would be nice,” Stan agreed.
Ben dozed on the train journey and almost startled awake when they pulled into Paddington station. When Stan subtly suggested they take the underground back to Camden, Ben surprised himself by agreeing. The entire tube network would be bustling this late on a Saturday afternoon, which was better for not being noticed. People weren’t paying attention to anyone else the same way they sometimes did when the trains were less busy.
“Are we going home now?” Stan asked when they transferred to the Northern line.
“We can if you want. But there’s something else I want to do.”
“I don’t have plans.”
Camden station was a nightmare, as usual, but it wasn’t far around the corner to get to where Ben wanted to go. He stopped in front of the building, and Stan looked up at the sign above the door.
“You’re getting a tattoo?”
“Getting one covered up,” he corrected.
Stan leaned up to kiss his cheek. “Good.”
Here, too, Ben was greeted like an old friend. It helped that they’d all known Joey for a long time, well before Ares was even Ares.
“You fucking dickhead,” Joey laughed, pulling Ben into a hug. “How’s it going?”
“Not bad,” Ben said and slapped Joey’s back. “I’ve been worse.”
“Come on through.”
Ben reached back blindly for Stan’s hand, pleased when he felt Stan’s fingers wrap around his own.
Joey wasn’t the first person who had tattooed Ben, but Ben had gotten a fair few of his tattoos from Joey in the years since. He’d been the one to put the eagle on Ben’s sternum, and since then Ben had been more likely to go back to Joey’s place than anywhere else.
Like most tattoo artists, Joey was covered in tattoos himself, up his neck and down over his hands. He shaved his head and wore a nose ring, and subscribed to the ‘straight edge’ lifestyle—a subculture of the punk scene. For a long time Ben had thought he was batshit crazy. A nice guy, but batshit. Now he was starting to change his mind. The idea of going without drugs or alcohol or tobacco, and eating vegan and cutting out caffeine, all seemed like things that might actually help him.
“I blocked out a couple of hours to do this,” Joey said, gesturing for Ben to hop up onto his bench. “If it doesn’t take that long, I’ll just pick up some walk-ins.”
“Sounds good.”
“Any idea what you want?”
“I’m open to suggestions. Not a rose or anything, though. Something cool. Maybe space-y.”
“Alright, let’s have a look.”
Ben pulled up his shirt, and Stan shook his head again.
“I’m with you,” Joey said, stepping back so he and Stan could get a better look at the amorous stick men. “That’s terrible.”
“I know. Just cover it up and let this go down as one of my bad ideas corrected.”
“How about a planet?” Stan suggested.
Joey cocked his head to the side. “That could work. Something realistic? Because the lines are so thin I should be able to disguise them pretty easily with shading.”
“I think that would work with the other designs he has too,” Stan said.
“I haven’t done any planets in a while. Could be fun. Let me have a look.”
He went to a laptop that was covered in stickers and pulled up some pictures of moon tattoos.
“Like that,” Stan said, pointing to one design.
“I can do that,” Joey agreed. “Ben?”
“Works for me.”
Ben took his shirt off completely, feeling self-conscious in a way he hadn’t during any other tattoo appointment, and not just because of how bad his tattoo choices had been in recent years. Joey hadn’t seen him this skinny before, and Ben had become more and more aware of it in the past few weeks. Stan didn’t keep bathroom scales in the flat, for obvious reasons, but there were some in one of the bathrooms at the house.
Ben figured he’d lost at least twenty, maybe thirty pounds in the past few years. It didn’t look good on him. Instead of dwelling on it, Ben reached for Stan’s hand and looked at him while Joey got all his equipment together.
They hadn’t had sex again since the first time, and Ben wanted to, but the thought of planning it made him nervous. They were taking it slow, like Stan had wanted. Ben was okay with that. His body was a different matter, though. Logically, he knew he wasn’t going to be able to fix himself overnight. It had taken a long time to get to this point.
Baby steps. All of this was baby steps.
Joey snapped on black gloves and got the transfer together while Stan sat next to Ben and worked through emails on his phone. When Joey was ready, Ben leaned back and closed his eyes.
“Ready for this?” Joey asked.
“Yeah.”
Ben wondered if this would be his last tattoo. He hadn’t gotten any in a while, not since the last couple which had not been done in good conditions—either his mental state or the actual location. Getting tattoos at house parties wasn’t a good idea. Ever.
Covering up old mistakes with Stan by his side felt oddly symbolic. He couldn’t change the past, the things that had happened were done and he was learning to live with them. But he could make amends, put things right, and move forward.
The tattoo didn’t hurt, not really. He’d had far more painful tattoos that had taken a lot longer to get done. By the time Joey was wiping it down forty minutes later, Ben had found himself in a sort of meditative daze.
“You want to look?” Joey asked.
“That’s so much better.” Stan leaned in to look. Ben took the opportunity to kiss his cheek.
“Thanks,” Joey said with a laugh, wiping the dots of blood off Ben’s skin again. “Can I take a picture?”
“Fuck yeah,” Ben said. He stretched, feeling himself come back online. It had been strangely more relaxing than a nap. “Blast it all over fucking Instagram. Drum up business.”
He took some pictures with Joey, tipped him well, and bought some lotion to keep the new tattoo healing nicely over the next few weeks. It was in an odd position, just above the waistband of his jeans, and Ben was worried about it rubbing. That hadn’t mattered with the old one, but this one he wanted to take care of.
“Are you alright?” Stan asked as they walked just up the high street to get back to his flat.
“Yeah. Good, actually.”
“I thought you didn’t like it when people took pictures of you.”
Ben shook his head slowly. “No, I get annoyed when people use me or the band to promote shit I don’t care about. It’s different with Joey. We’ve been friends for a long time. He’s really fucking talented too. If I can help him out, I want to.”
“Oh.” Stan smiled at him. “I get it now.”
“I’m hungry.”
That made Stan laugh. “Do you want to buy ingredients or go and buy something at the market?”
“Not the market.” They were in that weird period of time between the shops closing and the evening crowd coming out, but Camden was still busy. It was busy all the time on the weekend.
“Okay. Well, I have stuff to make a curry at the flat.”
Ben wrapped his arm around Stan’s shoulder. “When was the last time I told you I love you?”
“Creep,” Stan laughed.
Ben kissed him, and didn’t care who was watching.




Chapter Twenty One

Stan was still working through his feelings about Ben’s run-in with cocaine at the house party. Though Stan’s thoughts didn’t really matter while Ben was being slaughtered in the court of public opinion. He used to be able to tune out the vitriol that was directed towards the band from the press, but it was harder now he was more intimately involved with them again.
He turned off his news feed and deleted Twitter from his phone as a mental health concession to himself.
Tone and Ben had arranged a “bro-date,” and Ben had promised to talk to Tone about what had really happened at the party, as part of his no-more-lies promise to Stan. Usually the term “bro-date” would raise Stan’s hackles and set him off on the subject of fragile masculinity, but Ben and Tone were absolutely taking the piss out of the term instead of taking it seriously, so Stan let it go. He thought there probably wouldn’t be any long-term bad blood between them, but he also knew Tone was nearing the end of his patience with all of Ben’s bullshit. If Stan could help mediate—even a little bit—he would have achieved something.
While the boys were bonding, Stan went shopping.
He’d had chance to go through his wardrobe, sorting things he’d found in London and decided to bring home with him from New York. Some pieces he’d already set aside to donate or sell. They came with bad memories, like the suit he’d bought for an interview because he wanted to look more masculine. What was right for him at that time wasn’t right anymore, so he wanted to move on.
Stan headed back to Harrods because he was hoping to run into Olivia, and because his severance bonus had come in from New York and he was feeling flush.
He headed to womenswear, knowing most of what he was looking for would come from that department. For the first half hour or so, he meandered, peering into the shop windows in the designer section and lusting after a particularly stunning Moschino layered skirt.
Stan found Olivia at a till and sidled over, acting casual until she noticed him.
“You came back!”
“I did,” he agreed. “I’m shopping.”
“Want help?”
“Always.”
Olivia immediately abandoned her post and came to link her arm with Stan’s.
“You went to the show, I noticed.”
“I did. Thank you for the tip.”
“She’s good, hmm?”
“Very.” Stan stopped to admire a long satin dress in vivid blue. “I finished the article, and I’m shopping it around at the moment. No word yet if anyone will pick it up, but I’m hopeful.”
Olivia made an agreeing noise and led Stan back to a section with couture evening gowns.
“I’m not looking for eveningwear,” he said, immediately picking up a sparkling green dress.
“No one’s ever looking for eveningwear. It doesn’t mean we can’t look. So, tell me about the ex-boyfriend you’re seeing again.”
Stan rolled his eyes. Nothing got past Olivia. Not for long, anyway. “We’ve reconnected,” he said simply.
“And?”
“And, if you know Ben, he’s complicated and he comes with a lot of baggage. So we’ll see.”
“You’re such an enigma, Stan.” Olivia sighed. “Come on. If you’re not looking for dresses that you’ll look incredible in, I have some jeans that’ll make your ass look amazing.”
“I’m after dresses. Just not those kinds of dresses.”
Olivia raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at him. “You want to let it all hang out?”
Stan laughed. “If you like.”
“Huh.”
“London is good for that kind of thing,” Stan said by way of an explanation. “I can get away with more here.”
“So you want something daring?”
“More edgy than daring.”
“I can work with that.”
Stan parted ways with Olivia an hour later and several thousand pounds poorer when she had to dash to a manager’s meeting. Which sounded deathly boring, and Stan was grateful he didn’t have to partake in that sort of thing. He took a break, heading down to the restaurants on the ground floor and finding a space at the sushi bar. He didn’t want to eat too much for lunch, not when Tone and Ben were preparing something of a feast back home.
He picked out a selection of delicious-looking pastries for dessert and had them keep his order in the fridge to collect later, then headed back upstairs.
The problem with moving so frequently, as Stan had done since he was a teenager, was that things tended to get lost or discarded as life and people moved on. Stan wasn’t particularly sentimental, so he didn’t put hold much attachment to physical objects. He’d always quite liked gifting things to friends when he moved and couldn’t take them with him.
It did mean that he often found himself without something that he wanted or needed in that particular moment. Not the worst problem in his life—more of a minor inconvenience.
Right now, for both his sake and Ben’s, Stan wanted some pretty underwear.
Maybe not pretty. Maybe something that would blow Ben’s mind.
That was a pretty tall order. They had been together for almost three years at the point when they broke up, so Ben had seen Stan in a lot of pretty things.
London had plenty of places to go and buy racy lingerie. He’d made a stop on his way to Harrods at a place where they had a line of very luxurious leather, pleather, and rubber offerings, but that really wasn’t his style. He could sometimes make an exception for leather.
Ben had always liked him in lace.
Stan hadn’t bought anything at the boutique and was pleased with that decision as he browsed the Harrods lingerie section. There were some truly ridiculously impractical offerings here too—Stan had never understood the appeal of bodysuits that were impossible to get off easily or sexily.
He paused at a display of floor-length, totally see-through dressing gowns that he could happily wear with nothing underneath. It was certainly one way to make an entrance.
Stan had always avoided bras with an underwire, since he didn’t have anything to hold up and the empty cups made him feel self-conscious. The rise in popularity of wireless bralettes had definitely been a benefit.
Ben had been gently encouraging him to dress more like he used to since they started dating again, and Stan was still mentally unpicking why. He didn’t think it was because Ben preferred it when he dressed more feminine, though he frequently caught Ben staring at his bare legs if he was wearing shorts or a skirt.
He had a feeling it had something to do with authenticity.
Or to put it more succinctly: Ben saw through the bullshit.
There had only been one period in his life when Stan had dressed completely however the fuck he’d wanted, and that was when he first moved to London with nothing to lose, and the few years after that when he was with Ben. If anyone could tell that Stan was hiding behind boring, inoffensive clothes, it was Ben.
Stan couldn’t deny that he was loving being able to do that again, even if it did mean his morning routine took more like forty-five minutes rather than fifteen.
He picked up one of the ridiculous dressing gowns, two lacy underwear sets—one in black and the other vivid purple—and one of the impractical bodysuits. He’d fallen in love with the white mesh, embroidered with peach-and-lemon-coloured flowers and tiny delicate green leaves, with cutouts in interesting places. God only knew how he was going to get into and out of it, but he had a feeling they’d have fun figuring it out.
Stan was back downstairs in the Food Hall to pick up his pastries, laden with bags, when he got the text from Ben to say they’d accidentally made enough chilli to feed a small army and the whole band was now invited to dinner. Stan went back to the counter and ordered more desserts.
He wondered what the hell was going on between Ben and Tone and Summer and the boys. They really weren’t good at communicating. Maybe he’d get them to sit in a circle and talk about their feelings again.
Ben’s text made it clear that Stan was expected to join them when he was done, but he didn’t much fancy heading into the house with bags emblazoned with lingerie brand names. So he got the cab to drop him off at the flat first, hid all the bags in his wardrobe—it wasn’t Tone’s room anymore, it was his again, and Stan was making the most of it—and got changed into one of his new outfits. Mostly because he’d splurged on the Moschino skirt and wanted to show it off.
He would have walked to Belsize Park—the weather was mild, an Indian summer settling in after their washed-out August—but he’d put on heels and didn’t feel like dealing with the blisters. So he got into another cab and fiddled with his bracelets all the way there.
The front door was unlocked, again, and Stan was going to have to have a conversation with them about safety. He locked it once he’d let himself inside and went back to the kitchen to put the desserts in the fridge.
Someone, and Stan guessed it was Tone, had left the huge pot of chilli on the stove on low, and a note next to it to say they were all back in the recording studio.
Stan folded the note up and put it in his pocket—the skirt had pockets—and went back to the studio. The band had had it built not long after they’d moved in and it became clear that they would need somewhere because the basement was fine for rehearsing, but the sound quality was nowhere near good enough to record. The studio had been built on the foundations of the old garage, which no one needed because who the fuck had a car in central London?
It was a wooden structure, because Jez had been reading about the old Motown studios in Chicago where all the greats had recorded. The space wasn’t huge—the size of a double garage, funnily enough—but they didn’t need much more than that.
Stan checked for the red recoding light above the door, which was off, so he let himself inside.
Maybe unsurprisingly, he walked into an argument.
“Stan,” Summer said, bringing the racket to a halt.
“Hi. Should I come back later?”
“No, stay,” she said, so he went and hopped onto one of the tall stools near the sound desk.
“You look nice,” Tone said from behind his drum kit.
“Thanks. I went shopping.”
Ben put his guitar down and came over to give him a kiss on the cheek. “You look incredible,” he murmured against Stan’s ear, too low for the others to hear.
Stan wrapped his arm around Ben’s waist to keep him close.
“What’s happening?”
“Not much,” Geordie grouched.
“We’re trying to write Tone’s eleven o’clock number,” Summer said.
“That sounds like a terrible idea,” Stan said brightly.
“Why?”
Stan shrugged and took Ben’s bottle of water from his hand and took a sip. “What was it that Tone always used to say? Music’s like a fart—if you force it, it’s probably shit.”
Tone gave him a ba-dum-tish! in appreciation.
Stan had been part of enough jam sessions and recording sessions now that he knew the drill. They’d usually fuck around for an hour or two, then realise they were running out of time and pull something out of thin air at the last minute. By the shared looks of frustration on Jez and Geordie’s faces, they’d been at this for a while already.
“This is normally when we’d break out the booze and weed,” Tone said, not altogether helpfully.
“Don’t give it up for my sake,” Ben told him.
“Ben,” Stan admonished.
“I’m addicted to prescription painkillers and cocaine,” Ben said. “I think that’s fairly well documented by now. Weed is less addictive than tobacco.”
“Great,” Tone said and vaulted over his kit. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
“Pee break.” Summer followed him back into the house. There wasn’t a toilet in the studio.
“Is this a good idea?” Stan asked Ben. He shrugged.
“I can’t get any shit even if I want it. I figure this is a good test environment.”
“I really don’t know what to do with you sometimes,” Stan muttered.
Ben pressed their foreheads together. “I’m not going to smoke,” he said, too low for the boys to hear. “I don’t want any.”
“You can do what you want.”
“And what I want,” he murmured, “is to see what you’ve got on under that skirt when we get home later.”
Stan kissed him on the nose. “Behave and you will.”
When Tone got back he immediately began skinning up, and Summer arrived a few minutes later with a cool box full of beers and fancy sparkling water, and bowls for the chilli that she sent Geordie back to collect.
Stan helped himself to the sparkling water and noticed Ben stuck to his water instead of taking a beer. He also passed on the joint the first time it was passed around.
Stan went through to the store room part of the studio and grabbed the two big beanbags that he’d bought many years ago, secretly pleased they were still there. They were far comfier than the tall stools.
He kicked back in one of them, and Ben took the other, angling it so he was facing Stan rather than next to him.
“You want food?” Summer asked, holding out a bowl full of the chilli.
“Yes, please.” He sat up properly to eat it, burning his mouth on the first bite. “This is good,” Stan told Ben. “Thank you.”
“It’s one of only three things Tone knows how to make,” Ben said with a grin. “It usually turns out good, though. He learned how to make it from a roadie from Texas.”
Ben had unplugged his guitar and played little riffs on a loop while they ate.
“I like that one,” Stan said absently. He could, and had, watched Ben play guitar for hours.
“Hmm?” Ben tried it again, adding a new little flair to the end.
Stan grinned at him encouragingly.
“Plug it in,” Geordie called from across the room.
Instead of doing it himself, Ben waved the end of the cable in Summer’s direction until she came over and did it for him. She rolled her eyes, but she did it anyway before going back to her conversation with Jez. Tone was too busy concentrating on his food to pay much attention.
Stan was watching closely, though.
Ben and Geordie kept eye contact as Ben picked up the riff again and Geordie worked on figuring out the bass line to go underneath it.
“No, go back,” Ben said, playing something again.
“Gotcha.”
It was fascinating. These guys could be at each other’s throats one minute and making actual magic a few minutes later.
“Tone, give us a beat,” Geordie said.
“Uh….”
“Oh, give it here,” Stan said, hauling himself up off the beanbag to go and collect the spliff and the ashtray. He hadn’t smoked in a really long time, but like all of Tone’s weed, this was smooth and sweet.
“Cheers, babs.”
Tone picked up his drumsticks and found a thumping, earthy beat that gave the tune Ben and Geordie were working on some depth.
When Summer plucked the joint from his fingers, Stan grabbed a notebook from his bag and started scribbling his thoughts down.
He’d never been a creative writer. Not in the sense of poetry, or lyrics. Stan was very good at painting a picture with words, describing something real and making concepts easy to understand. More importantly, he enjoyed that far more than trying to write something that was a reflection of himself.
He wasn’t aware there was something bubbling under the surface, apparently needing to burst out of him in what Stan could only describe as an exorcism. It wasn’t pretty and it wasn’t nice, but the God-damn relief he felt from being able to scrawl his thoughts onto a piece of paper left him almost shaking.
“Hey,” Ben murmured, knocking his ankle against Stan’s. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” Stan blinked. Tone’s weed was apparently as strong as it was smooth.
“Can I see?”
“It’s not for you,” he said, only realising that truth when he spoke it. “It’s for Summer.”
She looked over at the sound of her name. “You’ve got something for me?”
“I don’t know.” Suddenly self-conscious, Stan closed the notebook. “Never mind.”
“Nah, come on. We have a very serious circle of no judgement in here.”
Stan huffed a laugh and reluctantly handed her the notebook. “Well, I hope I’m included in that.”
She read through his messy scrawl while the others went and got more drinks from the cooler. When she looked back at him, she was wearing an expression Stan couldn’t read.
“You sure?” she asked.
“No. It’s up to you.”
“This is incredible,” she said sincerely. “Holy shit, Stan, I didn’t know you could write like this.”
“Neither did I,” he said with a laugh, and reached for his water for something to do with his hands.
“Jez, can you give me the melody?” Summer asked, taking the notebook over to the keyboard where Jez was programming the chord progressions into an app.
Stan watched as Summer figured out how the words fit to the music, and Stan was pretty sure they didn’t in places, but Summer was better at this than he was and made it work. She came back to crouch next to him a few minutes later and carefully plucked the pencil from his fingers.
“We need to put a break in here,” she murmured, marking it on the paper so he could see, “and there’s a few beats here that are missing.”
Stan helped her put it together, feeling less like a fool with her open enthusiasm for his lyrics. Not that he’d known they were lyrics when he wrote them.
“It doesn’t rhyme.” Stan pushed his hair behind his shoulder.
“It doesn’t need to, not with something like this.” Summer closed the notebook and tapped the pencil against it. “If you don’t want me to share it, we keep it right here, okay? Just for me and you.”
He loved her then, in that moment. “You sing it. Not Ben, or anyone else.”
“You just wrote our banger,” she said, a grin spreading across her face.
“Oh God.”
“We’ll credit you.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
Summer looked horrified at the suggestion. “We give credit where it’s due,” she said emphatically.
“Oh God,” he said again.
Summer leaned over and kissed his cheek. Then she straightened up. “Come on, boys. Let’s give this a go.”
Stan listened for the next hour as the song came together in a way he could never have imagined. By the time they were done, Summer had scrawled the title “Girl Things” across the top of the page and underlined it three times.
Until then, Stan hadn’t realised how much he’d been struggling with himself over the past few years. It was almost like now that he had his anorexia under control—not cured, but in a better place—he’d let himself believe that his outward expression didn’t matter so much. The little rituals that he’d always loved, from the small things like getting his hair done and painting his nails, to taking the time to put on makeup in the mornings and wearing clothes that had been designed to be worn by women, had somehow fallen away.
He wasn’t so oblivious that he hadn’t noticed this change in himself. It had been a gradual thing, though, over a number of years, rather than switching it off overnight.
In the past few weeks, Stan felt like he’d been given permission to turn it all back on again. And he’d felt truly comfortable in his own skin for the first time in a long time.
“Girl Things” was his battle cry, a vicious defence of femininity, of empowering the things that were derided and scorned in a patriarchal society. When Summer gave voice to his ramblings, they started to make sense, and Stan started to understand that this empowerment wasn’t only his own. It could belong to women anywhere.
He was desperately proud and deathly afraid of anyone else hearing it.
“Pub,” Tone declared after a while.
“You know what,” Summer said, “I’d normally tell you to fuck off, but for once I actually agree with you.”
“I’ll power down,” Jez said. He didn’t trust anyone else to do it properly.
“I’ll book a car.”
Stan helped Ben pick up all the dirty dishes from dinner and cart them back to the kitchen. Someone would either load the dishwasher before they went to bed, or a cleaner would pick it up in the morning. No one was looking at it tonight, either way.
When they were done, Stan ducked into the downstairs bathroom to fix his lipstick. A moment later, Ben came in behind him.
“I could have been peeing, you know.”
Ben rested his hands on Stan’s hips and kissed the side of his neck. “I checked. Couldn’t hear anything.”
Stan shook his head and concentrated on his lipstick.
“Are you okay with the song?”
“Yes,” Stan said. He carefully blotted the lipstick dry, then turned around so he could look at Ben properly.
“It’s fucking amazing.”
“I think so too.”
“Why didn’t I know you could write lyrics like that?” Ben asked, and rubbed his thumbs across Stan’s lower back.
“I didn’t know myself,” Stan said with a laugh. He fixed Ben’s hair, then reached back into his bag and found his black kohl eyeliner. It only took a moment to smudge some around Ben’s eyes. He’d always looked good like this.
“Perfect,” Stan said, and kissed him lightly on the lips.
“Car’s here!” Tone yelled.
Ben tried to kiss Stan again, but Stan just laughed and ushered him out of the bathroom. The front door was open and the minibus-sized cab was idling outside.
“You two need to stop canoodling whenever we leave you alone for two fucking minutes,” Tone grouched as he locked the door behind them and set the alarm.
“Canoodling,” Stan repeated, and giggled.
“We also need to remember what you’re like when you smoke weed,” Ben said and wrapped his arm around Stan’s waist as they headed to the car.
“Where are we going?” Stan asked.
“We should go to the Dublin Castle,” Summer said. “They’ve got a band playing tonight.”
“Are you sure?” Ben wriggled to one side to let Stan buckle his seatbelt. “Won’t it be crazy?”
“It’s Tuesday, and they close in about two hours,” Tone said. Then he leaned over to the driver. “The Dublin Castle.”
“If it’s mad, we’ll just go around the corner to Buck Shot,” Geordie said, throwing his arm around Summer’s shoulder. “They’ll either kick everyone out for us or stay open late.”
It only took a few minutes to drive down the road to the pub, and as promised, the streets were fairly quiet. The doorman looked vaguely surprised to see them all pile out of the car and silently held the door open to let them all in.
Inside, most of the patrons were older men nursing pints of whatever decent local brew was on tap. Stan had always felt like this pub, with its red walls and deep red leather booths was particularly womb-like. The walls were plastered with posters of gigs from years gone by, and the sound of live music thrummed through the air from the back room.
“Ooh, grab a table, Stan,” Summer said, gesturing to one of the booths that was big enough for all of them.
“Sure.”
“Vodka soda?”
“Okay. Just a single though, yeah?”
She nodded, understanding that he didn’t want to drink more than that, and went to deliver his order to Tone, who seemed to be organising. Typical of Tone, of course. Completely unable to organise anything except a round of drinks at the pub.
Jez came over first, while the others were still arguing over flavours of crisps, and slid into the booth next to him.
“You’re good for us,” he said, grinning as he knocked his shoulder against Stan’s.
“You think?”
He nodded. “Yeah. All of us. We always get our shit together a lot quicker when you’re around.”
That made Stan laugh. “I should start charging you.”
“No need,” he said. “You’ll be raking it in with your royalties from the song writing credit.”
“Ugh.” Stan pulled a face. “You really don’t need to do that.”
“Collaborating is good,” Jez said. Tone came over with a tray of drinks, and Jez quickly picked up his pint of Guinness. “We don’t do it much because there’s enough of us that we’re usually pretty good at bouncing ideas off each other.”
“We can get stale, though,” Tone added. He passed Stan his drink. “It’s good sometimes to have someone else’s perspective. Cheers.”
Stan nodded slowly. “Cheers,” he echoed.




Chapter Twenty Two

Ben felt electric. Something had clicked tonight in a way that hadn’t felt right for a long time. It was good to know they could still write incredible music without drugs, without separating themselves so they didn’t get into a row, without emailing riffs and lyrics back and forth like they were strangers instead of best friends.
It meant something that it had been Stan who tied it all together again too. He’d felt like an integral part of the band for such a long time, and no one had wanted to talk about losing him when Ben and Stan broke up.
Ben leaned over Geordie and poked Stan in the ribs.
“Hey,” Stan grouched.
“Do you want to go dancing?”
Stan raised an eyebrow at him. “You sure?”
“Yes. I want to go out.”
At any point over the past three years, if he’d been feeling like this, Ben would have gone and gotten high. Drugs for the good times, drugs for the bad times, drugs as the answer to everything. Not right now, though. For once he wanted to go and live life, not hide from it.
He was drinking Diet Coke too, nothing mixed in it, mostly to prove something to himself. He could get through all of this without alcohol or weed or anything else.
“Okay,” Stan said with a grin.
“You should go to KOKO,” Tone offered. “There’s a DJ playing there tonight you’ll like.”
“You’re not going to come, Tone?” Stan asked.
“Nah. I know when not to gatecrash,” he said with a wink.
It was almost like the old times, drinking at the pub, then going out with Stan so they could be together just the two of them. Even Geordie ribbing them about getting some later didn’t bother Ben. That was like old times too.
KOKO was about a ten minute walk in the opposite direction of Stan’s flat, but he said he was okay to make it in his heels, and Ben believed him. He looped his arm around Stan’s waist and pressed his face to Stan’s hair and felt really, really fucking good.
“Oh my God. Are you Stan Novikov?”
Ben almost laughed.
Of course… of fucking course, the first time he got stopped in Camden wasn’t because some stalker fan had tracked him down, but because she recognised Stan.
“Hi,” Stan said. He stopped, so Ben did too, and tried to avoid eye contact with her. She was young, he could tell that much, with her dark hair braided into two thick braids like the teenagers did. Crop tops were back in fashion, so she was flashing a belly ring above ratty jeans and expensive trainers. He guessed she wasn’t even eighteen.
“I follow you on Instagram,” she enthused. “And when you write for Teen Vogue, and….”
Ben sensed the moment she clocked who he was.
“I love you guys,” she finished as her voice broke into a quiet whine.
Stan laughed. “Thank you,” he said, and sounded like he meant it.
She turned to Ben. “Honestly… your second album got me through some really tough times. I used to lock myself in my bedroom after I got done arguing with my stepdad and just listen to it on repeat. I… I guess I always wanted to tell you thank you for that.”
Ben swallowed. “You’re welcome.” His voice didn’t sound right. “I actually really needed to hear that right now. Thank you.”
“Do you want a picture?” Stan offered.
“Would that be okay? I don’t want you to feel like you have to or anything.”
Ben decided this was a precious angel who must be protected. “It’s fine by me. Here, give me your phone, I have longer arms than Stan.”
They crowded in together, Ben and Stan on either side of her so he could take the picture. It would be out soon enough that they’d been seen together, and who knew what would happen from there, but Ben didn’t care. For once, he was happy for people to write whatever they wanted about him.
“Are you alright getting wherever you’re going on your own?” Ben asked. “I can call a cab for you if you want.”
“I’m fine, thanks. I don’t live far from here.”
“Okay. Take care.”
“Thank you again,” she said, and rushed away.
“That was sweet,” Stan murmured, slipping his hand into Ben’s as they kept walking towards KOKO.
“She seemed nice.”
“Are you offended that she recognised me first?”
He was teasing, so Ben gently bumped his shoulder against Stan’s. Not too hard, so he didn’t topple off his heels.
“It’ll take a while for my infamous ego to recover, I’m sure.”
There was a queue outside KOKO, and they just got in it. Ben wasn’t going to push his way to the front, especially when they hadn’t called ahead to let them know he was coming. Besides, the line wasn’t long, and he got to wrap his arms around Stan as they inched forward.
“ID,” the doorman demanded when they reached the front.
Stan handed his over first. He had a proper UK Driver’s License now, even though he didn’t drive. When the doorman studied Ben’s card, he did a double take.
“You got security here tonight?” he demanded in a thick Scottish accent.
“No. Is that a problem?”
“You want it?”
“Not particularly.”
He nodded. “You alright with me telling the crew you’re here? Just in case?”
“That’s fine. Thank you.”
“Have a good night.”
KOKO was a great venue, one they’d played at a couple of times. The building had been converted from an old theatre and inside, it still looked almost like it always had, just with the seats taken out. The boxes and tiers of the theatre were still in place, along with the stage and the red and gold décor. Ben liked it a lot.
They bypassed the bar in favour of going straight to the dance floor. Tone was right—Ben liked the DJ a lot. This was totally his type of thing: a great beat, bouncy melodies, and a dirty grind underneath it all that made it great to dance to.
Stan wrapped his arms around Ben’s neck and lost himself in the music, throwing his head back and swaying to the music.
They danced for almost an hour, until Stan started to make pouty faces and pointed at his feet. Ben pushed his sweaty hair back from his face and leaned in to kiss Stan properly—a solid smack on the lips. He’d never been into big public displays of affection and had always hated couples who thought it was okay to make out on a dancefloor, so they hadn’t done that. Instead Ben had just ogled how beautiful his boyfriend was and enjoyed watching him get all flushed and sweaty.
“I need a drink,” Stan yelled over the noise of the music.
Ben nodded. “Can you get upstairs? It’s always less crowded up there.”
“Yeah.”
Ben took his hand and led them through the weird, maze-like venue until they were on the very top tier with an incredible view of the stage. Because everyone was gathered downstairs, there were actually a few empty barstools up here and Stan found one near the edge of the balcony so he could keep watching the show.
“Two waters,” Ben yelled at the bartender, signalling for the bottled stuff.
Six quid. Fucking hell, London was expensive.
He set the drinks down on the ledge next to Stan and wrapped his arm around Stan’s sweaty shoulders.
“We should do this more often,” Stan said, not looking back at him.
“Yeah.”
It didn’t seem like such an impossibility any more. Nothing did.
Ben knew the others were coaxing him out of the house more and more, trying to get him to integrate back into society during daylight hours. It had been easy to hide away in LA, in their house with its iron gates, miles from anyone who wasn’t also a billionaire or Hollywood royalty.
Meeting the girl the other night had been good for him. She’d posted the pictures on Instagram, of course, with a really sweet account of having met them. To her credit, she didn’t mention anything about them being “together” as a couple, though plenty of other people made the connection and the speculation had really picked up pace.
Stan said he didn’t mind, so Ben didn’t either, and he’d emailed Melissa to give her a heads up in case she had to field any nosiness from TMZ.
Tone dragged him onto the underground for the first time during the day in forever, and though Ben had worked himself into a right panic by the time they got to the station, no one looked at them. No one noticed.
The familiar rocking of the train, plus all the people with their heads down, ignoring the world around them, was strangely reassuring. Things hadn’t changed, not really. There were still things Ben could rely on to be just as he’d always remembered.
They took the tube down to Old Street then walked around the corner to a pub that Tone liked. Ben found a table in a quieter corner while Tone ordered pints and chips, because the pub did good chips. Tone would know.
Ben could feel a shift in the air. It had happened a few times before, and he was always pretty good at sensing it coming. With the album almost done, Stan back in his life, and his dependency on drugs something he was actively working on, his perspective on life was changing. For the first time in a long time he saw a future for himself.
“Here you go,” Tone said, passing him a pint before settling into one of the very comfortable armchairs. Ben loved pubs like this.
He nodded his thanks. “Cheers.”
“You doing alright?”
“Yeah.” He could leave it there. With Tone, there wasn’t ever any pressure for him to talk or share or discuss anything he didn’t want to. Their easy friendship had survived a lot. Tone really was one of the kindest souls Ben had ever met.
Ben took a deep breath. “I need to apologise to you.”
“Nah,” Tone said, waving it off.
“No, I do. You’ve put up with more than anyone else. Shit, Tone, half of my family don’t speak to me anymore, and you’re still around, putting up with my bullshit.”
“You called your mum.”
“Yeah. I did.”
“That’s good.” Tone nodded and sipped his cider, then leaned back in his seat, content.
“Can I tell you about some stuff?”
“Course.”
Ben felt sick. Apart from Greg, no one else knew about what had happened to him. Not even Stan. Ben wasn’t keeping it from him on purpose, but he wasn’t ready to talk about it with him yet.
“That last time you came and got me,” he said slowly, staring very intently at the bubbles on the top of his Guinness. “From that place out in Pasadena.”
“Yeah.”
“Did someone call you?”
Tone gave him a strange look. “You called me, mate. Asked me to come out and get you.”
“Oh.” Ben didn’t remember that. “It was pretty bad.”
“Yeah. I was going to take you to the hospital to get checked out, but you begged me not to. Then I was going to call the doctor when we got home.” He shrugged. “But you settled down in the car and went to sleep, and I guessed you were okay.”
Ben licked his lips. “Some people. They, uh, hurt me. In a way I didn’t want them to. Forced me to do... stuff….” He couldn’t finish it.
He waited for Tone to get it. It didn’t take long. “Holy shit, Ben.”
“Yeah.”
“Fuck. I didn’t know. Why didn’t you tell me?”
He shrugged. “Lots of reasons, I guess. Look, I told Dr Greg, and it’s okay. Well, it’s not okay, but we’re working on it. I just….” Ben sighed and pressed his fingertips to his eyes, then sat back quickly when the waitress came over with two big bowls of chips.
“You want anything with that, love?”
“Ketchup and mayo,” Tone said immediately. “And salt and vinegar.”
“No problem.”
Ben didn’t say anything else while they waited for her to get back, just nibbled on one of the chips. They were good. Tone was right, as he could be counted on to be when food was involved.
“Stan doesn’t know,” Ben continued when the waitress dropped off their condiments and left them in peace. “I’m going to tell him, but not yet.”
“This is going to sound well dramatic, but I’ve got to ask. Were you trying to off yourself?”
“Not intentionally.” He considered that. “I was trying to forget it happened. I’m sorry to chuck this at you. You shouldn’t have to deal with even more of my bullshit, but—”
“Fuck that,” Tone said emphatically. He dredged a chip through the ketchup and bit into it. “Seriously, fuck that. If you want to talk about stuff, then you can. I’m just sorry I didn’t tear those fuckers limb from fucking limb.”
“I’m not sure that would have helped.”
“Would have made me feel fucking better.”
“Actually, me too, probably.”
They fell into companionable silence as they worked through their lunch. Ben wondered if there was anything else to say.
“I know it doesn’t excuse what I did, or how I acted,” he said after a while. “And I know I still have to do a lot of apologising to everyone else. But when it happened, I thought that was it. I hated myself so fucking much.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” Tone said quickly.
“I know. I know. That’s uh….” He didn’t want to put it into words, not really, but he wanted Tone to know. “That’s why I couldn’t talk for a few days. My throat was—”
He almost said fucked. Well. Yeah.
“I thought I was finally broken in a way that wasn’t possible to be fixed.”
“I guess I saw that,” Tone said. “When I brought you home and got you to bed, after that was when I contacted Stan.”
“I didn’t know that.”
Tone nodded. “I figured things couldn’t get much worse.”
“No,” Ben said. His voice came out all wrong. Still broken. “They probably couldn’t. You saved my life, Tone. Honest to God. If you didn’t bring me back here, then I wouldn’t be around anymore.”
“I’m glad you are,” Tone said. “You’re hard work, but I fucking love you.”
“Well, I’m working on being someone else’s problem for a while.”
“Be good to him.” Tone was serious now, Ben could tell. “I fucking mean it.”
“I will.”
Tone seemed to believe him. Since he was done with his chips, Ben pushed them over to Tone, knowing Tone would happily finish them off.
“You left all the crunchy ones at the bottom.”
“Sorry,” Ben said with a laugh.
“Don’t be. Now I get them. So what are you going to do next?”
Ben leaned back in his chair, pleased with how ridiculously comfy it was. The whole atmosphere of the pub was comfy, like someone had picked up an old country pub and transported it to the middle of the city.
“Not sure. I need to find somewhere to live.”
“Yeah. Not that I mind you sleeping in my bed, but it does mean I can’t bring anyone home.”
“If you want to bring someone home, you should,” Ben said very seriously. “I won’t cock-block you.”
“I have a girlfriend.”
Ben sat up straight. “You have a what?”
“A girlfriend.” Tone looked embarrassed.
“Are you fucking kidding me? How did I not know about this?”
Tone shrugged. “I only met her when we got back to London. She was at a gig, and we got talking…. She’s nice.”
“What’s her name?”
“Amy. I want her to meet you guys, but she’s kind of shy. I might bring her to meet you and Stan first.”
“Yeah, of course mate. What’s she like?”
Tone was blushing. Ben made a mental note to relentlessly take the piss at every opportunity, and to write down all his favourite stories of the stupid shit the two of them had done over the years to embarrass him further in front of his girlfriend. Tone hadn’t ever brought a girl home before. They all knew he hooked up, but he hadn’t had a serious relationship in years, as far as Ben knew.
“She’s pretty. She’s really into music, but she’s not… I don’t know. She’s not like into a scene or anything. I think she’s like the sort of person I would have wanted to be my girlfriend even if I wasn’t in Ares.”
That sounded like hell of a confession.
“I want to meet her,” Ben said. “When she’s ready and everything.”
“Okay. I’ll tell her that. So, when are you moving out?”
“Soon, I think,” Ben admitted. “I know I need to.”
“Have you started looking for somewhere? You sold the flat, right?”
“Yeah. I guess I don’t want to look for somewhere without talking to Stan.”
Tone drained his pint. “Then you should talk to him.”
“You always give the best advice.”
Though it was framed as a joke, they both knew he wasn’t joking. Ben’s reliance on Tone was almost legend at this point.




Chapter Twenty Three

Though officially Ben had moved out of the flat, in reality, he spent more nights at Stan’s place than he did at the house. Stan thought there were probably multiple reasons for this, not just because he wanted to be with Stan all the time, and didn’t push too hard for an explanation.
From what Stan could tell, Ben’s relationship with Summer, Jez, and Geordie was still a little rocky. And selfishly, Stan wanted him around too.
He didn’t mind that he was constantly washing Ben’s boxers with his own, or that Ben always left his teabags in the sink, or that Ben had a toothbrush that now lived in the bathroom permanently. He actually kind of liked all of that.
The nightmares, though… those he could do without.
“Ben. Ben.”
Stan had tried shaking him awake before and almost got clocked in the jaw, so that was out. It broke his heart to see Ben so twisted up in pain like this—it wasn’t just a nightmare; it looked like he was being tortured.
“Ben!”
Ben sat upright with a heaving gasp.
“It’s okay. You’re alright,” Stan said quietly, still careful not to touch him. “You’re okay.”
“Jesus fucking Christ.” Ben covered his face with his hands and shuddered.
When he didn’t stop shaking, Stan wondered if this was a panic attack. Still worried to touch him, he decided to try and talk him through it.
“You’re okay. You’re with me. You’re in London. Breathe, baby. Deep breaths.”
Ben dug the heels of his hands into his eye sockets and let out a noise that might have been a sob.
He’d sweated through the T-shirt he’d worn to bed, so Stan got up and found a clean one and clean boxers, then went to the bathroom and got him a glass of water. When he got back to the bedroom Ben hadn’t changed.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah.”
Stan helped him put the clean clothes on, lifting the T-shirt up until Ben raised his arms and let Stan tug it the rest of the way off, then helping him into the new one.
“Put these on too,” Stan said, handing him the boxers.
Ben did as he was told, then gulped the water.
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be. Do you want to get up?”
Ben shook his head, so Stan got back into bed too and held his arm out for Ben to rest his head on Stan’s chest.
“I thought I was getting better,” Ben mumbled. Stan brushed his fingers through Ben’s hair, separating the damp strands and gently smoothing them back into place. Ben always liked having his hair played with.
“You are,” Stan said. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“I don’t even remember.” Ben pressed his face against Stan’s T-shirt and used it to wipe his eyes. Stan didn’t even mind. “My chest still feels all tight.”
Stan moved his hand down to the middle of Ben’s back and rubbed circles there instead. He wanted to press, to try and get some more information out of Ben now because experience had already told him that Ben wouldn’t talk about it in the morning. But it seemed almost predatory, when Ben was so vulnerable like this.
“I love you,” he said instead.
“I love you too.”
Ben kicked the blanket back up over them both, then anchored his arm around Stan’s waist. It took a long time for him to fall asleep again.
The next morning Stan let Ben sleep in while he got up early and sorted through all of the pictures on his phone and made a list of social media posts for the rest of the week. Then he logged onto his emails and sorted through a list of invitations to different events and press releases, and one sponsorship opportunity that he quickly sent an email to decline.
Brand sponsorship was an area he was definitely not ready to get involved in.
Somewhere around midmorning he heard Ben get up and get in the shower, and Stan put the kettle on so there would be tea when he got out again.
Ben emerged looking surprisingly refreshed, considering what he’d been through the night before, and Stan vowed to let it go. Ben would talk it through with Dr Greg when he was ready.
“I’ve got something I want to show you,” Ben said once he had a cup of tea in his hands.
Stan rolled his eyes. “I’ve seen plenty of that, thank you very much.”
“Not my dick,” Ben said, laughing, and Stan let himself get lost in that sound. Ben laughed more now, and Stan loved it so much.
“Okay.”
Stan put on flat shoes when Ben said he wasn’t going to call a cab, and layered his long coat over the top of his outfit. Now October was only a few days away it was definitely getting cooler out.
When they got outside, Stan tipped his face up to the chilly air. He liked this, liked watching the seasons change, liked the anticipation for next spring. He slipped his hand into Ben’s and let Ben lead the way.
It took almost half an hour to walk across Camden, through the park to the other side of Primrose Hill. Ben checked his phone, then walked up to a house and confidently rang the doorbell. The outside was a combination of red and brown brick, with white trim and huge windows.
“Ben?”
“Trust me?”
Stan shrugged. He could do that.
A woman in a smart grey suit answered the door and smiled at Ben, then gestured them inside.
“I found this place online,” Ben said, his voice low as they stepped into the hallway.
“Are you going to buy it?”
“Maybe.”
Stan quickly realised that it was a flat, rather than the whole house, and it was beautiful.
Light poured in from stained glass windows either side of the main door, opening into a wide hallway with wooden floors. From here, he could see all the way through to the back garden that stretched a ways back with real grass, almost unheard of in London.
Stan felt his stomach clench. For the cat, he thought. They needed the garden for their cat.
The estate agent didn’t attempt to show them around, which made Stan think Ben had been here before, without him.
“It’s actually a maisonette,” Ben said and gestured to a slim staircase. “Up there’s the master bedroom and a bathroom. But I want to show you something else first.”
He didn’t let go of Stan’s hand as they turned right and went down another short hallway to two doors, open opposite each other.
“This would be your office,” Ben said. It looked out onto the garden at the back. What Stan thought was an apple tree grew right outside the window.
Though the room was small, there was plenty of space for a desk set up under the window, and two of the three remaining walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling bookcases. The current owners had a thick, fluffy rug covering the floor.
“And I’d use that room,” Ben continued, gesturing across the hall.
His office was bigger than Stan’s, and had room for one of Tone’s little electric drum kits as well as Ben’s collection of guitars. There was a daybed set up in here too, meaning there was space for them to have guests to stay.
Something very meaningful settled over Stan as they explored the rest of the house. A feeling of right that he didn’t know how else to explain.
It was a few steps down to the main kitchen and living area, but that meant the space flowed right into the garden, with huge folding doors that they could open in the summer. Stan couldn’t really believe how tall the ceilings were, how much space was in the flat, despite it being relatively small.
“That’s a real fire; I asked already,” Ben said. “And I know we don’t cook much, but the kitchen’s nice, I think.”
“It’s amazing,” Stan murmured. He didn’t think this was a family home, but the people who lived here had set up a huge dining table anyway, a big wooden thing with benches on either side. Stan could already see the rest of the band sitting around it, with the windows open behind them.
“Come and look at the master bedroom.”
The staircase was steep, leading up to the area above the sunken kitchen and living room, which made sense now. The ceilings up here were lower, but Stan didn’t mind. It made the whole place feel cosy instead of cramped. On either side of the stairs was the bedroom at the back, overlooking the garden instead of the main road and its traffic, and a very luxurious bathroom on the other.
The bathroom had both a walk-in shower and an elegant, old-fashioned claw-foot tub. Stan had always wanted one of those.
Ben took Stan’s hand and gently tugged him close. “You’re being very quiet.”
“I’m stunned.”
“I wanted to find us a forever home,” Ben said, his voice suddenly soft. Stan stepped in close and wrapped his arms around Ben’s neck and pressed their foreheads together. “I wanted somewhere we can grow old together, with enough space for it to be comfortable but also just for us.”
Stan kissed him. “I want that cat.”
“Absolutely.”
“Maybe two cats. And….” He hesitated, knowing they’d had this conversation before, but wanting to make sure they were still on the same page. “No kids.”
“No.”
“We’re going to grow old here. Me and you.”
“Yeah. If you want that.”
This time Stan didn’t hesitate. “I really, really do.”
Ben’s smile was everything.
They found the estate agent in the hallway, near the door, typing away on her phone.
“We’ll take it,” Ben said. “We’re cash buyers, no chain, and we’ll offer the full asking price. How soon can we move in?”
She smiled at them beatifically. “Let’s see what we can do.”
The next two weeks were some of the most frantic of Stan’s life.
Ares’s new album was about to drop, so Ben was stressed and moody, and willingly agreed to pick up extra sessions with his therapist to try and manage the influx of anxiety he had around the whole thing. Stan was proud of him. It seemed like Ben was finally, finally figuring out how to ask for help.
At the same time, the work Stan had been chasing since coming back to London arrived with a dozen or more invites to parties, shows, exhibitions, and meetings. He’d never been a darling of the fashion industry before, and though he had a suspicion that his “leaked” relationship with the lead singer of Ares might have something to do with his sudden popularity, he decided he didn’t care. A connection was still a connection, and he still needed to work. More than that, he wanted to work.
Their estate agent decided to do what Ben had asked and worked her arse off to get them moved into the new flat as soon as possible. It turned out the current owners had already left, and most of the furniture was for staging purposes, so they just needed to sign contracts and move money around to make it all happen.
“I’m going to put this place up for sale,” Stan said as he sliced a banana and waited for his coffee to brew. Ben had come over early, dragging himself out of bed so they could have breakfast together before Stan’s first meeting of the day.
“What? No.”
“Ben.”
Stan took him a bowl of fruit and yoghurt and put it down, trusting that this early in the morning, Ben wouldn’t complain about having to eat something healthy instead of a bacon sandwich.
“You don’t have to,” Ben said, digging into his breakfast with gusto. “I can afford it.”
“I know that. But I want it to be our home, that we made together, not a place that you bought for us.”
“I’m not arguing with you about money. For fuck’s sake.”
“Good.” Stan smiled at him sunnily. “Then I’ll call the estate agents and get it sorted.”
“You’re a pain in the fucking arse, Stan Novikov.”
“I love you too.”
They were awake early so Stan could get to London College of Fashion for a meeting about him potentially becoming a mentor there, the same way he’d been at Parsons. He’d managed to get a great reference from his former supervisor at Parsons, and though she was sad to see Stan go, she was happy to recommend him to LCF.
Ben snagged Stan’s wrist before he rushed out of the flat—when did it get so dark in the mornings?—and tugged him in close for a kiss.
“Good luck.”
“Thank you,” Stan said, and kissed him again.
November had taken hold, and the temperature difference between the biting winter wind and the stuffy, stifling heat on the underground made Stan’s chest feel tight and his nose run.
He was not going to get sick. He really was not.
The college was only the first stop of his day. After his meeting was done—things were looking good, but he wouldn’t know until after Christmas if they wanted him for next year—he headed just down the road to the fashion district to meet Olivia at another event she’d invited him to.
He wasn’t late, but still felt flustered as he gave his name to the girl guarding the door and rushed in to find Olivia. She was sitting at the bar, naturally, in a sleek, tight black dress, chatting animatedly to the little gaggle of followers around her. She was magnetic like that.
“Good to see you, darling,” she said, exchanging cheek-kisses with Stan.
“You too.”
Olivia had made sure Stan got something fizzy and non-alcoholic so he didn’t stand out for not drinking. These events were always more about being seen than anything else, and Stan was happy to have Olivia by his side as they navigated the room.
She had status here, with her job in Harrods, and Stan was still re-establishing himself on the London scene. Soon he wouldn’t need to be a plus-one at events like this. He’d be getting his own invitations, especially with his contract at the magazine. For now, though, it was nice to have a partner in crime who could murmur names at him as they wandered around.
The last time he’d been working in London, Stan had attended plenty of industry events, but more on the publishing side than the celebrity side. He’d made friends with marketing managers and copy editors, not models and designers. This world was both familiar and not.
“Olivia,” a slim Asian woman said, leaning in to kiss her cheeks. “It’s good to see you.”
“You too. This is Stan Novikov. Stan, this is Alice Xu.”
“Nice to meet you,” he said, taking her hand. “I actually saw your show at New York Fashion Week.”
She was a bridal designer primarily, though her work was conceptual and edgy enough for it to work its way through into some high fashion publications.
“Of course, Stan. I chased your representatives for a long time. I wanted you to walk for me.”
Stan laughed. He didn’t have representatives, so that was probably why she’d had a problem. “Thank you. I’m a journalist, though, not a model.” He’d repeated that phrase countless times throughout his career.
“Oh, I know. It’s just that I’ve been working with models with your particular look for my next collection. It’s specifically a line of gender-fluid wedding outfits. I’ve already got Cara Delevigne signed up to walk for me.”
“Interesting.” Stan barely noticed when Olivia slipped away, letting them continue their conversation in private. “That definitely sounds like the type of thing I’d cover. Let me know when it’s ready, and I’d love to come take a look.”
“If you’re looking for an angle,” Alice pressed, “you’d be more than welcome to work with us on it. An insider’s take, if you will. I have a gown that you’d look stunning in—it’s a mist-coloured organza.”
“I’m not a model, so you’d be taking an awfully big chance on me. There are other gender-fluid models out there who I’m sure would love to be involved.”
“I’ve had my eye on you for a while,” Alice said, smiling kindly, though he definitely caught a glint in her eye. “I think it could be a great opportunity to have you involved. I won’t lie—the thought of having you cover the collection from the inside is a huge bonus. This kind of thing isn’t an easy sell, and you’re already so well respected for covering these kinds of collections.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere,” he laughed. “I’ll be in touch.”
She winked at him, then melted back into the crowd.
It took Stan almost half an hour to find Olivia again, eventually tracking her down near the bar, where she was ordering another drink.
“You threw me to the wolves,” Stan murmured as he took a seat next to her.
“Alice isn’t a wolf. She’s a force of nature.” Olivia shrugged, the strap of her dress falling down from her shoulder. Stan fixed it for her. “I knew I didn’t stand a chance.”
“She wants me to cover her collection ‘from the inside.’” The barman slid him a glass, and Stan picked it up, trusting that Olivia would have ordered him something he’d like.
“You’d be fantastic.”
“I’m not a model. I don’t know how much credibility I’d lose by doing something like that.”
Olivia was already shaking her head. “Not you. If this is about proving yourself, you did that a long time ago. I think it’s a great opportunity.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“If you need references, let me know. I know a few people who have worked with her in the past year or so. They’ll be able to let you know what she’s like.”
“Do you have a vested interest in this?” Stan laughed.
“Not at all. I just know you, and I know why you haven’t done anything like this before. You’ve made your point, though. No one underestimates you anymore, Stan. I think you’ll add a lot of credibility to what Alice is trying to achieve.”
“Have you seen the collection?”
She shook her head. “I’ve heard a few things, though. You know that if anyone was going to tackle a gender-fluid wedding collection and have it really make waves, it’s Alice Xu.”
Stan closed his eyes and sighed. “It’s going to be amazing, isn’t it?”
Olivia smiled serenely. “Oh, I do hope so.”




Chapter Twenty Four

Ben missed his regular Thursday appointment with Dr Greg because he was too busy trying to sort out the flat. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but by Thursday afternoon, he regretted the decision and called him instead.
Thankfully, Greg hadn’t given away Ben’s slot to someone else.
Talking through the decisions they were making and why actually helped Ben come to terms with them and feel more assured that his choices were the right ones, for once. Finding the flat hadn’t been difficult. Stan’s reaction had been more than Ben could have hoped for. Now he just had to make it real.
Though he could probably have called someone and arranged for them to do things like decorate and buy furniture and turn the place into a home, he wanted to do it himself. Even if it was stressful, even if he didn’t know what he was doing. Fortunately, their estate agent was a fucking dream and helped with stuff Ben was pretty sure wasn’t within her job description.
He put together a list of furniture they needed and worked steadily through buying it all online, arranging for it to all be delivered on the same day so he didn’t have to keep running back and forth to the house to let people in. Stan picked his own desk, and Ben went to a bookshop and dropped a ridiculous amount of money in an attempt to start to fill the book cases in Stan’s office. Being able to do that left him with a warm, fuzzy feeling that he wouldn’t admit to under torture.
God, he loved that man.
It turned out moving house was one problem Ben could throw money at and it actually helped.
“I can’t believe you did all this on your own,” Stan said, standing in the kitchen of their forever home with a cup of tea Ben had made for him.
A lot of things were still in boxes. Furniture was yet to be assembled, and nothing was where it was supposed to be. But they each had a set of keys, and Ben had changed the alarm codes, and it was officially, legally, theirs.
That alone called for a cup of tea in celebration.
“I had the motivation. For once.”
“But you did it so quickly.”
“Do you like it? I know there’s still some decorating to do, and we’ll probably be buying furniture for months, but it’s liveable for now….”
“Ben.” Stan set down his tea and stepped in close, wrapping his arms around Ben’s neck. “It’s amazing. I love it. Thank you.”
Ben kissed him, slow and easy.
“We live together,” Ben murmured.
“Yep. You’re stuck with me now.”
“I reckon I can handle that.”
Ben had been attracted to the living space in this flat more than anything else. The kitchen wasn’t huge, not compared to the house he shared with the band, but there was plenty of space for the two of them and the big dining table. The cupboards were all dark grey with silver handles, and the countertops had a glitter going through the white marble, which Ben surprised himself by liking. All the floors on the ground level were wooden—real wood—with underfloor heating so it never felt cold.
From the kitchen it was another two steps down to the living room where he’d bought two huge corner sofas, angled towards each other, with cosy armchairs in between. This was where they’d make music; he was sure of it. He’d bought a huge TV to go on the wall, even though none of them watched that much TV. It just felt like the right thing to be there.
Now he’d got the living room how he wanted it, Ben had decided to buy a couple more fluffy rugs to cover the floor. It was cosy already but they could definitely make it warmer for the winter. In the corner, next to the window, he’d purposefully left a space for a huge Christmas tree.
He’d never had a real tree before, but this was their forever home. And he wanted one.
They settled in faster than Ben ever thought possible. Within a few days, all of Stan’s clothes were thrown around the bedroom, and his dressing table was covered with makeup. Ben had always been able to see Stan’s flaws—they’d lived together before, and he wasn’t blind. Most of them didn’t bother Ben at all, or he’d learned to tolerate them. To see that Stan was still as gloriously messy as he’d always been was actually a bit heart-warming.
The bed was unmade and the whole room smelled like hair stuff and perfume and Stan. He was very okay with that.
And Hades back on his bedside table. That felt right too.
Because Stan’s job often took him out of the house, Ben was left on his own. In the first week after they moved in, he spent a lot of time wandering around, just touching things. Reminding himself that this was home now. For a long time, being alone like this had been his worst nightmare. But this home wasn’t tainted by drugs or arguments or bad vibes, and he found himself able to settle into his office and be a productive human being.
Or at least pretend to be one.
While the others worked with Weston, their producer, on the final mix of the album, Ben worked with an artist he found online for the cover. Not that he got much of a say in it. Their record label would ultimately decide what the album artwork would look like, but Ben could be persistent when he needed to be, and he was confident that this would be accepted as an “exclusive alternative” if nothing else.
He had strong feelings about this album. Mostly stomach-clenching, anxiety-ridden feelings. Their first album had been finished before they broke out, so making that hadn’t really been stressful at all. The second one had been a lot of pressure, but a lot of excitement too. It had been their first time working with a professional producer with an audience ready and waiting to hear their music.
This album would be a defiant return to form.
Or it would, if Ben didn’t have a breakdown before it was even released.
In the past week he’d also rediscovered hand-rolled cigarettes, something he’d mostly given up. He wasn’t smoking constantly, it was just something to do with his hands and an excuse to step out onto the patio in the garden for a while. Even though the garden was south-facing, at this time of year it was cold and grey. When Ben closed his eyes, he could picture what it would be like in the summer, with the doors to the kitchen open and Tone at the barbeque, flipping burgers.
They didn’t have a barbeque yet. It would go on the list to get sorted next summer.
One poor, empty plant pot had become his ashtray, and Ben stubbed out the end of his fag and took a couple of deep breaths of chilly winter wind. Then he went back inside to go and find Stan, who was working in his office.
Ben sat down on the floor and pressed his face to Stan’s knee.
“What’s wrong, hmm?” Stan asked.
“Everything.”
“Oh, sweetheart.”
Stan ran his fingers through Ben’s hair, his most gently calming gesture, and Ben tried hard not to cry.
“I want to get high,” he admitted. “I really, really want to.”
“Okay. Why’s that?”
Ben buried his face in Stan’s thigh. Trying to explain to someone who’d never experienced it before was difficult.
“Because I don’t want to think about anything.”
Stan stood up and held out his hand to tug Ben to his feet too. He took them across the hall to Ben’s office and went and picked a guitar from the wall.
“Play me something?” he asked, holding out the guitar.
“You’re trying to distract me,” Ben grumbled. But he took the guitar.
“Yes.”
Stan sat down on the floor, his back to the wall. Ben decided to get another comfy beanbag or something to go in here; Stan liked sitting on the floor.
He sat down on the sofa and carefully strummed the strings, testing the tuning.
Over the next hour, he took Stan through the EP he’d written that no one seemed to know what to do with. Ben wasn’t ready to release it into the world yet, but it had been included on the list of negotiations that Jez had sent to Melissa, so probably someone would want it at some point.
When he was done, Ben set the guitar aside and let Stan crawl into his lap.
“I really envy how you can put music together like that,” Stan said. Ben settled his arms around Stan’s waist, feeling marginally better. “You take the most horrible things in the world and make them beautiful.”
“It doesn’t feel beautiful.”
“How does it feel?”
“Like… like relief. I still want cocaine, Stan.”
“I know, baby. I know. Is this about the album?”
Well, now he said it, it sounded obvious. “Yeah. Probably.”
“Summer said….”
“It’s okay, she says it all to my face too. You can’t tell me anything she hasn’t said before.”
“She said you were clean for months before the last album came out. Then you didn’t cope so well when it was released.”
“Yeah. That happened.”
“Is it because it’s all so personal, do you think?”
“That probably has something to do with it. Yeah.”
Stan shifted so he was sitting with his back to the arm of the sofa with his legs draped over Ben’s lap. It was more comfortable, but less intimate. Ben wanted to scoop him up and take him to bed and hide under the covers until everything went away.
“Do you think now that you have a good relationship with Dr Greg, you can use that to handle this album a bit better?”
“I’m already handling it better,” Ben said. He took hold of Stan’s hand and threaded their fingers together. “I’m not off my face on Vicodin and cocaine in a trap house in Long Beach.”
He wasn’t expecting Stan to laugh, but smiled too when he did.
“I think you need to do something positive,” Stan said, sitting up a little straighter.
“Like what?”
“I don’t know.” Stan took his hand back and let his hair loose from its bun, letting it fall around his shoulders. “Just something for the album that makes you feel excited for it, rather than dreading it.”
“Are you talking about a gig?”
Stan shrugged. “Are you?”
“You’re starting to sound like my fucking therapist,” Ben grumbled, and Stan grinned again.
“Sorry. Do you want to play a gig?”
“We haven’t played anything live in ages. We’re very out of practice.”
“Well, I’m sure you could use Buck Shot as rehearsal space.”
“Or as gig space,” Ben said absently. Stan raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you doing that thing where you have an idea and you’re trying to make me think it’s my idea so I’m on board with it?”
“If only I was that manipulative, darling,” Stan said. And smiled.
“Alright. What if we played a gig at Buck Shot?”
“What if you did?”
Ben leaned in and tickled Stan’s sides until he was screaming with laughter.
“Get off me. Get off, you brute.”
Ben kissed him soundly. “A gig,” he continued, as if they hadn’t just been acting like total children. “To play a few old favourites and a couple of songs from the new album. For fans. At the venue where we broke out.”
“I think that’s a great idea,” Stan said.
Ben knew when he was being manipulated. Luckily, when it was Stan, he didn’t care.




Chapter Twenty Five

Stan managed to set the whole thing up in a matter of hours. It wasn’t as difficult as the others seemed to think—he just walked into Buck Shot when it opened, sat down at the bar with the new manager, Kerry, and told him what he wanted.
Kerry was cool, an older guy who had been managing pubs in Camden for about forty years, give or take, and had done a lot to build on the good reputation that Buck Shot already had for live music. He’d brought in some local craft beers too, and converted one of the upstairs rooms into a kitchen that served food in the evenings.
Even though Kerry had no experience working with Ares, he was aware of the guys from back in the day.
“I kicked Tone out of the Oxford Arms once,” he said, tugging on his greyish beard and grinning.
“I hate to tell you this,” Stan said, “But that really isn’t much of a claim to fame. Tone has been kicked out of many pubs around here.”
That made Kerry laugh.
They worked out a plan for the gig that would mean extra security brought in at the right moment to keep things nicely under control, without making the regular pub patrons feel like they were in some kind of police state. Stan could promise publicity for the bar in return for the effort Kerry was putting in, which he accepted as a good deal, especially since it came with generous compensation for the fuss they were causing. Stan also had an idea to do a photo shoot in the bar at some point, maybe when it came to promoting the next album, and Kerry was up for that too. After all, if they were going with a homecoming theme for the promotion season, it made sense to root that in the pub where it all started.
Setting up for the gig and sound checking didn’t take long at all, mostly because of how familiar Ares were with the space and how their music sounded in it. Stan sat at the back of the room and worked on his laptop and occasionally gave Jez a thumbs-up when he was testing levels. And stepped in to play peacekeeper when the inevitable arguments broke out.
In the end, they decided they’d do five songs—opening with their biggest hit to date, three from the new album, including “Girl Things,” then finishing like they’d always done in their early gigs, with their own version of “Teenage Kicks.”
While they were rehearsing—and arguing—over that, Stan went outside to get some fresh air, and found a woman who looked very out of place for Camden texting rapidly on her phone.
“Can I help?” Stan asked, carefully shutting the door behind himself so the noise from rehearsals didn’t spill out.
She looked at him with a frantic expression. “Is there… a band… rehearsing here?”
“Yes.” Stan wasn’t sure what else to tell her. She was dressed smartly, in a tailored dress and heels, with her dark hair in slightly frizzy waves around her shoulders.
“I don’t suppose…. Are you Stan?”
“Yes,” Stan said, holding out his hand.
“Oh thank God. I’m Melissa Armitage. I’m with Coast, Ares’s management company.”
“Nice to meet you,” Stan said as she shook his hand. “I’m sorry, I don’t think anyone was expecting you.”
“No, probably not. I spoke to Jeremy last night—well, last night my time—and I figured I should be here for this.”
“You just flew in from LA?”
“Yes.” She smoothed her hand over her hair, a little self-consciously.
“Do you want a drink?” Stan asked with a laugh.
“Dear God, yes. But I probably shouldn’t. Are they rehearsing?”
“They’re almost done,” Stan said. He cocked his head to the side as he considered how much to tell her. “Ares rehearsals don’t always run smoothly.”
“Nothing with this band does. You’re Ben’s boyfriend?”
“Yes.” Stan was still getting used to that title again. It was nice, hearing it from someone else.
“I’m sure there are other people who have said this to you already, but holy shit, Stan, the change in that man since you came along is astonishing.”
Stan was slightly taken aback by that. “I didn’t know you’d spoken to him.”
Melissa shook her head. “I speak to Jeremy and Summer a few times a week. Tone and Will and Ben less, but I try and keep in touch.”
“I’m sorry, I’m totally thrown by you using their full names,” Stan said, unable to keep the smile from his face. Melissa laughed too.
“I know. Tone is the only one who’s managed to get me using his nickname. Probably because he refuses to answer to Daniel, so I had to get used to calling him Tone if I ever wanted him to talk to me.”
“That sounds like Tone.”
“How’s the album coming along?”
“You haven’t heard it?”
“Bits of it,” Melissa said. Her phone buzzed in her hand, and she looked down at the notification, rolled her eyes, then tucked it into her Mulberry handbag. “I liked what I heard a lot, but it felt like there was still a lot to do.”
“They’ve done a lot in the past week, ten days,” Stan said, nodding. “They’ve finished recording everything now, and Jez is working with their producer to start putting it all together. Tonight is to test it out, see how people respond to it, and make any final tweaks.”
“Will this band ever do anything in a normal fashion?” Melissa asked, clearly exasperated. “I thought they’d be a nice pop/rock band that I could keep entertained with Rolling Stone covers and appearances on SNL.”
“I wish you’d called me before you picked up the job.” Stan grinned. “I would have warned you off.”
“Jeremy said they want to talk to me. Do you know what that’s about?”
Stan immediately clammed up. “I’m just Ben’s boyfriend,” he said. “You’ll have to ask them about that.”
“You’re a lot more than just Ben’s anything,” she said, giving him a small smile. “But I do appreciate your loyalty. They probably need it.”
“Melissa!”
Stan jumped when Tone burst through the door and jogged over to pull Melissa into one of his traditional bear-hugs.
“I didn’t know you were coming.”
“Neither did I,” she said, patting him on the arm as he released her. “It’s good to see you, Tone.”
“We’ll play you some of the album,” he said with childlike enthusiasm.
“I’d like that a lot.”
“Come on inside,” Stan said. “I’ll get you that drink.”
Tone ducked behind the bar and put together a round of drinks based on whatever came in bottles and therefore didn’t need the pumps turned on to acquire. When Ben came out from the venue at the back, he looked a little horrified to see Melissa.
“Hi, Ben,” she said easily.
“Hey.” He gave Stan a wild-eyed, panicked kind of look.
The others tumbled through after Ben and all seemed far more enthusiastic about Melissa’s presence.
“You came just for the gig?” Jez asked her as he gave her a hug.
“And to see you guys. It’s been a while.”
They took one of the booths so they could all sit together easier, and Ben tucked himself in next to Stan. Stan put his hand on Ben’s knee to stop it bouncing and tried to lead Ben in some calming breaths.
“We’ll play you some of the album,” Summer told Melissa. To Stan, it looked like they had a good relationship. “You’re going to love it.”
“I’m sure. How are you guys, anyway? Outside of finishing the album.”
A few heads turned to Ben, but he firmly looked in the other direction.
“It’s been good,” Geordie said. “I think we’re all enjoying being back in London.”
“We wanted to talk to you anyway,” Jez said and pulled his laptop out of his backpack. “About our plans after this.”
Stan sat back and let Ben wrap his arm around his shoulders as Jez laid out everything they’d talked about before, from how they wanted to promote the album to the homecoming gigs and the local festivals around the UK next summer.
“You don’t want to do any dates in the US at all?” Melissa asked.
Jez shook his head. “No. We’ll play anywhere here, anywhere that means we can come home after and sleep in our own beds. No more tour busses.”
Melissa sat back and drummed her fingers on the top of the table. “We haven’t done anything like this before. It doesn’t mean it can’t be done, but I’m not sure how to set it up. You don’t want to do anything in Europe either?”
“No,” Summer said firmly. Stan’s heart clenched a little at how the guys were rallying around Ben, not making him defend any of the decisions that had ultimately been his.
“There’s some great festivals in the UK,” Tone said. He was closest to Melissa and angled Jez’s laptop so she could look at it. “I mean, Glastonbury gets global coverage anyway. And there’s some smaller festivals that I think all of us would like to play, either as a band or on our own.”
Melissa looked up sharply. “On your own?”
“I think we’re going to all work on our own projects after this album,” Jez said, taking his laptop back so he could show her something else. “I know we’re signed on to an exclusivity contract, so none of us are going to be looking to move to another label. I’m not, at least.”
“Me either,” Geordie said. “We’ve spoken before about the DJ stuff I want to do.”
“Yes, we have,” Melissa said slowly. “Jesus, guys, I didn’t come prepared for this.”
“Sorry,” Summer told her.
“No, it’s good. I need to know where you guys are so I can make sure we’re working with you for what you want to achieve.” She leaned in closer to look at whatever was on Jez’s laptop. “I suppose the main thing to tell you is that I’m on board.”
Stan felt Ben slump in relief next to him.
“That’s not to say we don’t have a battle to get this all signed off by the label. They’re going to push for a world tour, guys. I have to be honest with you.”
“We understand that,” Jez said. “Can we use this stuff as leverage? Like, they’re not going to get a world tour out of us, but they will get other projects. And we’re not breaking up,” he added vehemently.
“Definitely not,” Tone added. “Doing this—all this other stuff—is how we keep ourselves sane as friends and fresh as musicians.”
“Let me see what I can do,” Melissa said. Then she looked over at Ben. “Ben, are you okay with this?”
“Yeah,” he said, and then he cleared his throat. “Yes. It’s actually… we came up with this because of me. I’m pretty sure I can commit to doing all this and not go fucking batshit crazy. Again.”
“That’s good. Okay. Let me take it away and package it up together. We might need to talk contracts before I go back to LA, but that’s later. Can I hear some of the music now?”
Ben grinned. “I’m sure we can do that.”
Just like Stan expected, word spread like wildfire on social media about the impromptu gig Ares were playing in the bar where they’d broken out. Security were turning people away due to capacity at least an hour before it was due to start, and the place was packed. Stan found a place near the back, to the side, where he had a great view of the downstage left area where Ben would be playing.
He’d kept up with Ares over the years, wanting to know what was going on with the band as much for himself as for them. He’d bought all the albums, watched the late-night talk shows, picked up the magazines when they were featured on the cover.
He’d caught the Glastonbury set more by accident than design. It was playing in an airport lounge when he was waiting for a flight to London. Watching the band play live had always set off a terrifying mix of emotions for Stan. He was immensely proud of them, nervous, excited, and a lot of other things that he couldn’t name, but formed as a knot in his stomach.
Knowing tonight they would be playing the song he’d had a hand in was setting those nerves alight again.
Stan leaned against the wall as the lights dipped and the assembled crowd started to roar.
Tone came out first, like he always did, picking up his drumsticks and starting a heavy beat. Choosing “Out of Here” as an opening was a great idea—before the rest of the band had even got on stage, the fans were screaming for it.
He watched, unable to keep the smile from his face as that magic Ben had spoken about was created in front of his eyes. Ben looked… he looked incredible. He was clearly healthy and seemed like he was actually enjoying himself, rather than just going through the motions.
Stan had never had a problem with this part of their relationship. He’d liked being the one in the audience, looking up at his rock god boyfriend while Ben did the thing he was best at. Ben was born for this. He could look moody and sultry, while still totally into the music and the crowd.
At the end of the song, Geordie hit a bum note, and they all collapsed into laughter. Stan couldn’t tell if he’d done it on purpose for effect or if it really was a mistake, but watching them all laugh together was amazing. Stan got it, then. He’d been wondering since LA why on earth they’d stuck together, why they’d put up with Ben and all the problems that came with him, why bother?
This was why.
Because when you threw those five people on stage together, nothing else mattered. They wanted to play their own music and didn’t care who was listening.
“Well, that went better than expected, seeing as how we haven’t played it in about six months,” Jez said, leaning into the microphone. “Hi everyone.”
They screamed back.
“Thanks for coming out tonight. We’re here to play you some music. I hope you like it.”
The next song was one from the new album, the first time they’d played it in public. Ben wasn’t really looking out into the crowd; he had his back turned to them for the first half of the song, watching Tone and taking something from the drums rather than the audience. Stan wondered if the levels were right and turned around to check with the sound guy, but he was already furiously working away so Stan didn’t bother him.
By song three, Ben seemed to have got into whatever groove he needed to be in. He looked so comfortable on stage, tall and sexy and sullen. And healthy. Pink cheeks, shiny hair, arms tight with muscle and some weight across his chest and on his arse, where it suited him. Instead of the more wild stage costumes that had started to appear in the past few years, all of the guys were wearing T-shirts and jeans.
Stan hadn’t had a part in that decision, but he approved of it. Everything they were doing was starting to build this impression that Ares were going back to their roots, that they weren’t a pretentious, unavailable band. They looked like any other group of people who got up onto that specific stage to play to a live audience, and Stan thought that was going to resonate.
At the end of the song, it took a few minutes for the crowd to calm down enough for Ben to step up to the mic and address them.
“I’m going to be self-indulgent now for a minute, so I hope you’ll forgive me for that,” he grumbled. Stan shook his head and smiled to himself. Ben had an incredible singing voice, but turned into a moody teenager when it came to public speaking.
Stan noticed mobile phones going up in the crowd, recording whatever Ben had to say for posterity. More phones. Plenty of people had been recording the whole thing. The rest of the band were watching him curiously too, and Stan wondered if Ben had given them a heads-up about this little announcement. Probably not, knowing Ben.
“There’s been a lot of bullshit written about us in the past year or so,” Ben continued. “About me, mostly, and a lot of it’s true. Sometimes life takes you in a direction you never expected, or brings you back to a place you never thought it possible to come back to. I’m really grateful to be here tonight—on multiple levels.
“Someone really important helped write this next song. For those of you who don’t know him, he’s my boyfriend, and I love him very much. This song is called ‘Girl Things.’”
The song opened with Ben’s guitar riff, and the rest of the band were poised and waiting for it, so the transition into the song appeared seamless. Stan stood in shock for most of it, amazed at Ben, yet again, managing to surprise him.
Ben had never been one for big, public declarations like that, especially not after the spotlight had been turned on him. He shied away from anything that could add fuel to the fire. It had been a while before he’d publicly come out, even though they were making no attempt to hide their relationship and plenty of people knew about it.
“Girl Things” sounded incredible live. Stan had heard it in rehearsals, of course, but it resonated around the room with a buzz that Stan felt all the way down to his bones. Summer leant a beauty and authenticity to the lyrics that would never have sounded right in Ben or Jez’s voice.
At the end of the song, Tone didn’t give the crowd any time to react, instead launching straight into “Teenage Kicks” and pushing the simmering emotion to the next level. They hadn’t played this live for years, not since people became far more interested in their original music than the cover. It held meaning, though, especially to the people who were here tonight. They understood the significance of it, and it was the final underline of the message they were pushing.
Ares was back—but more importantly, Ares was home.




Chapter Twenty Six

Ben stumbled to the small backstage area, which was more like a hallway with a toilet at one end and a little alcove with a sofa. He sank down onto the sofa because there wasn’t anywhere else to go and put his face in his hands.
Holy shit, he’d done it.
For the first time in over a year, he’d played for a live audience. For the first time in over three years, he’d done it stone-cold sober.
If anyone else got the significance of what he’d just done, they didn’t mention it. Only Tone briefly squeezed Ben’s shoulder before going to the fire exit to have a smoke.
Because of the open door, Ben could hear the crowd of people as they dispersed, out of Buck Shot and into the streets of Camden. Probably onto the next place, high on a great gig from a band who hadn’t played that well in a long time. People would write about this gig. Ben would do his best not to read about it.
“Hey.”
Ben startled, then looked up at Stan. “Hi.”
Without saying anything else, Stan climbed onto Ben’s lap and encouraged his head to rest on his shoulder. Ben was shaking, he could feel that now, and Stan gently combed his fingers through Ben’s hair until he felt a little more steady. That didn’t take long, not with Stan.
“You were incredible,” Stan murmured. He kissed Ben’s forehead. “I’m so proud of you.”
“I can’t believe I just did that.”
“I can. And you didn’t just do it—you totally rocked it. Even I got nostalgic.”
Ben laughed at that, and the knot in his chest loosened a little. He tilted his head back and Stan’s lips brushed over his own, once, twice, then a little more.
“Ben,” Melissa called from the other end of the hallway. “We’re ready for you.”
Stan frowned at him. “What’s going on?”
“Come on,” Ben said, taking Stan’s hand and leading him back into the now-empty venue.
The stage was still set up with all their gear, but now there was a tall stool in the middle of the stage and two microphones set up, one angled for the guitar and another for vocals.
“I need to record something,” Ben said. “I don’t know what we’re going to do with it yet, but… you’ll see.”
The techs had been working to set it all up: the two cameras at the back of the room, plus all the recording equipment. A small X, made with tape, was set on the floor in the middle of the audience space.
“You need to stand there,” Ben said.
“Me?”
“Yeah. I want to play it for you.”
Stan gave him a curious sort of look, then smiled. “Okay.”
In direct contrast to the sheer terror of going out in front of an audience, this wasn’t bad. Ben liked performing. He didn’t mind being on a stage, and he loved the instantaneous feedback of playing for a live crowd.
He wanted Stan to be the first person to hear this song.
The acoustic guitar was already set up and tuned; Ben pulled the strap around his shoulder and tested the strings. The tech had his hand up, indicating that they were already recording, so Ben just started to play.
This wasn’t the first song he’d written about Stan. A few of them had even made it onto albums in the past, though they were more abstract than this one. This song Ben had written in the small bedroom in Stan’s flat, fighting all sorts of personal demons while the man he loved slept a hundred feet away, on the other side of a wall.
It didn’t have a title yet, though Ben thought it might be called “Growing Old.” That’s what it was about, anyway. Looking into the future and wondering what needed to be done in the present to get to where he wanted to be.
The circle of addiction and anxiety Ben had been trapped in had him living not in the present, but in repeating the mistakes of the past while unable to escape from it. Reconnecting with Stan should have, logically, thrown him even deeper into that cycle—instead it had broken it. For the first time in years, Ben saw his future. One with Stan by his side, and he ached for it.
Halfway through the song, he forced himself to meet Stan’s eyes. A bright spotlight was trained on the stage, so Ben couldn’t see much. Stan had his hands clasped and was watching with the kind of rapt attention Ben was so scared of.
It wasn’t the best song in the world, but it was an honest one.
When it was done, Stan walked up to the stage and hopped up, then wrapped his arms around Ben’s neck and pressed their foreheads together. Holding the guitar in his lap made it hard to hug him back, but he managed to get an arm around Stan’s waist to hold him close.
“Wow.”
Ben smiled, pressing his lips to Stan’s neck so he could feel it. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
They stayed like that for a moment, even though there were people in the room watching them, even though the cameras might still be on. Then the rest of the band burst onto the stage and piled onto their group hug.
Ben couldn’t help but laugh, caught up in the ridiculousness of the situation. He wasn’t even sure what they were going to do with the song yet. It was just too good of an opportunity to miss, to get to record it live like this. It might even form part of the promo for the new album, rather than any of his own stuff. That was okay too.
“We’re not rolling,” someone called from the back of the stage, and Ben managed to shake Geordie off before he tried to stick his tongue in Ben’s ear. He’d learned how to dodge that a long time ago.
“You’re all a bunch of cocks,” he said.
Summer just kissed him. “It’s a good song.”
“Thanks.”
Ben slipped his hand into Stan’s as they started to pack up all their gear. Even now, they preferred to set up and break down from gigs themselves. Partly it was an ego thing, proving they didn’t have one and didn’t expect others to do their dirty work for them. Partly it was because they’d had too much kit stolen or damaged by techs in the past. Ben thought it was a healthy habit, either way.
“Are you doing okay?” Stan murmured when they were almost done. Ben nodded and kissed him on the cheek.
“Better than I thought I would be. Yeah.”
“Good. You want to get some food and go home?”
“Yes,” Ben said, being dramatic on purpose. He dropped his head so it rested against Stan’s. “Please.”
“What do you want?” Stan laughed.
“Anything. I want what you want. Just make sure there’s a lot of it.”
“Are you getting food?” Tone called from across the room.
Stan kissed Ben on the lips, just lightly, then turned to Tone. “Do you want to come back to ours for dinner, Tone?”
Geordie turned to Stan with a pout. “What about me?”
“Fine. I’m ordering sushi for six. And I’m not taking requests. Hurry up.”
They got back to the flat in some kind of covert operation that seemed to involve the entire security team smuggling them out of Buck Shot one by one. A few fans had hung around, trying to catch one last glimpse of the band before they were whisked away, but they were all waiting at the front of the building. It wasn’t exactly a secret that the band entrance to the venue was around the side, but it was so well blocked off, no one could get around there.
Even with weekend traffic, it didn’t take long to get back to the new flat.
No one had seen inside yet, so Ben let them wander around and criticise his taste in decorating while he sat at the dining table with his arms wrapped around Stan’s middle, his face pressed to Stan’s belly.
“You’re all miserable fuckers, and I hate you,” he mumbled, too quietly for anyone to hear.
Stan kicked everyone out at around two in the morning, sending them back to their own house to go to bed. But that didn’t feel right, somehow, and the next morning Ben dragged Stan over to Belsize Park so they could be together again.
They all wandered around in a weird kind of comedown, not wanting to break the magic of the night before. Summer camped out in the living room in front of the TV, obsessively checking social media for reactions to the gig. Ben made enough toast for both of them, then joined her on the sofa.
“So, what’s the consensus?”
She nodded and carefully picked up a piece of toast. “A lot of good vibes. I reckon we can drop a single in the next few weeks and it’ll do really well.”
“We don’t have a video or anything, though.”
Summer crunched her toast, then licked her fingers. “They can use footage from the gig if we use one of the songs we played.”
“’Girl Things’?”
“No,” she shook her head. “We need a better video for that. Maybe ‘Wooden Heart’?”
Ben was surprised. “I hadn’t thought we’d use that as a single.”
“Me either. But they loved it, Ben.”
“Maybe. Yeah. Maybe.” He split a piece of toast in half so they could share it. Summer was wearing an Ares T-shirt, one from their last tour that she’d had a hand in designing. For some reason, it made Ben feel very fond of her to see her wearing it. It was nice to know they were still their own biggest fans.
Impulsively, he pulled her into a hug.
“I’m so pleased you’re doing better,” Summer murmured against his shoulder. “God, Ben. You had me worried.”
“Me too,” he admitted as she shuffled back. “No going back now, though.”
“No. I spoke to Melissa earlier. They’re expediting the mixing for the album. She wants to do a listening party in the next few weeks.”
“That early?”
“She’ll do it with a rough cut if she has to. We did a lot of the work back in LA, mate. I think they might want us to rerecord some of the vocals, get the harmonies right, but we can do that in an afternoon if we have to.”
Ben nodded slowly. “Okay.”
“Are you going to be alright with all of that?”
“Yeah.”
She leaned over to squeeze his knee. “If you need us for anything, just say something, for fuck’s sake.”
“I want to listen to the album before we share it with anyone else. Even Stan, or Sherrie or Melissa. I want the five of us to be happy with it before it goes out there.”
“That’s a good idea.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’ll call Weston. He’s doing the bulk of the production in LA, but I bet he’d come here if we asked him to.”
“Are we going to be ready in time for the launch party?”
“Definitely.” Summer tapped at something on her phone, replying to a message. “Honestly, Ben, we were ninety percent done with it before we got back to London. Barring the two new songs, obviously. It won’t take long for us to put the rest of it together.”
“What about the track listing?”
“You’re worrying like an old lady,” Summer teased him. “It’s going to be so good. I promise you.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Ben stole the last piece of toast and didn’t apologise for it.
The listening party was mostly a press thing—they’d done the fan service with the gig at Buck Shot. Melissa wanted to build on the buzz from the gig and start getting the industry as excited for the album as the fans were.
Ben was strangely not nervous for this one. At previous launch parties, he’d been so anxious he’d thrown up backstage before it started. Not now, though. He wasn’t sure if Stan’s influence was keeping him calm, or his conviction for the music on this album. It told a story far more concisely than anything they’d released before, and he was sure no one would disagree that this story was about how they’d gone from a band on the brink of collapse, to having healthy relationships again.
He was proud of that story, and of his hand in it.
With Stan’s help, Ben had arranged to borrow the pink suit from Nadia to wear to the party. She’d even tailored it to fit him and found a perfect, translucent white shirt to wear underneath it. The whole thing was totally outrageous, and Ben loved it. He wanted people to notice him for the right reasons tonight—because their band was fucking amazing, and he was in a good place. Rather than all the bullshit that had been written about him over the past year.
Stan had used his connection with Olivia to borrow a Gorges Hobeika, silvery white gown that was embellished with thousands of crystals on top of an intricately patterned fabric. With his pale skin and blond hair, he looked ethereal in it.
Or he would, if he stopped messing with his eyelashes and got ready to leave.
“Babe, is my wallet in there?” Ben called. He’d left his jeans in a pile when he’d had a shower. Oops.
He’d still been asleep, napping in Stan’s bed, when Stan started getting ready.
“Yeah. You want it?”
“Yeah. Is there any cash in it? We might need it later if we want food.”
Ben finished lacing his shoes and stretched his legs out, shaking his whole body like he did when he was getting ready for a gig. This felt like a performance, just a different kind.
Stan walked out of the bathroom looking more incredible than Ben had ever seen him before. Despite the beautiful dress, he’d gone for a fairly masculine look with hard eyebrows and strong cheekbones. Stan would mess with people’s minds tonight, those who fell anywhere on the sexuality spectrum. Ben loved it when he did that.
Stan paused in his digging through Ben’s battered wallet.
“What’s this?”
He pulled out a little baggie, one that had probably had coke in it at one point. There wasn’t coke in it anymore.
Oh.
Ben stepped up close so he could pluck it from Stan’s fingers. The ring he’d given Stan a long time ago was inside.
“It’s your ring,” he said softly.
“You kept it.”
“Of course I did.”
Ben carefully took it out of the bag and rubbed it between his fingers. Stan hadn’t left anything else behind when he’d cleared his stuff out of the room they shared at the house. Just the ring. It had taken Ben a while to find it, on Stan’s bedside table, just left there.
“Why?”
Well, that was a loaded question. Ben decided to answer it honestly. “To remind me of everything I’d lost. Of everything that mattered to me.”
He thought about asking Stan if he wanted it back. Then he had a better idea, and leaned forward to kiss Stan softly on the lips, mindful of his makeup.
Then he sank to one knee. “Will you marry me?”
Stan’s jaw dropped. And he hesitated. Ben knew he’d carry that hesitation with him for the rest of his life.
“Yes.”
Ben barely managed to stand up again before Stan was throwing himself into Ben’s arms.
“Don’t cry, baby,” Ben murmured, kissing Stan’s brow, his cheek, his lips as he wrapped Stan up close. “Don’t cry.”
“I’m not crying, you asshole.”
That made Ben laugh. “Come on, let me put it on you. I know I promised you diamonds, once upon a time. I’ll have to go and buy you something better.”
“Don’t you dare.” Stan’s hand was trembling as he held it out. “This is ours.”
“Yeah. It is.”
He’d seen the ring resting on Stan’s finger hundreds, thousands of times before, but it was different now. Back then it had been a symbol of their relationship, of trust and honesty and love. Now it was all that and more.
Stan cupped Ben’s cheeks in his hands. “I love you. So much.”
“I love you too. I promise I won’t let you down.”
Stan kissed him hard, and Ben reached around to grab Stan’s ass.
“No. If you start that now, we’ll never get out of here.”
“We could just not go.”
“Ben, it took me almost three hours to get ready. We’re fucking going.”
Ben laughed again and took Stan’s hand, rubbing his thumb over Stan’s knuckles. And his ring. Which was back where it was supposed to be; on his hand, in their bedroom, in their forever home.
“Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
“Come on, then.”
They were late getting to the party, of course, but late was part of Ben’s MO, so Melissa wasn’t even surprised. The driver she sent to pick them up wasn’t surprised either, and didn’t say anything about Stan crawling onto Ben’s lap and refusing to move for the journey over to a very chic venue in SoHo.
Melissa was waiting for them outside, clearly a little stressed.
“Hello, darling,” Stan said as he walked over to her. “You look lovely.”
Ben glanced over. She was wearing a black leather dress. He looked back at Stan.
“One day, just one day, you’ll do something that doesn’t cause me to have a nervous breakdown,” she said, poking Ben in the chest.
“I asked Stan to marry me.”
“I said yes,” Stan added.
Melissa looked like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Congratulations?”
“Thank you,” Stan said brightly. “Should we go inside?”
The event was already buzzy enough that no one really noticed that they were late. The last launch event had been a very chill, low-key affair in a back room in some dingy LA bar, where everyone wore jeans and tried to be cool. Summer had been the one to suggest they make this one a black-tie event. Something a bit more grown-up, for once.
There was a pretty obvious juxtaposition between the back-room gig they’d done for the fans, and the fancy party that was for the journalists. Ben thought they were subtly telling the industry what they really thought of them, though who knew whether that would come across.
Ben had had a tumultuous relationship with the press for a while now. While Jez fought for them to be taken seriously as artists, Ben had fought to not be labelled the “bad boy” of the band. That had started way back in the beginning, when he was still with Stan, even before anything else kicked off.
They weren’t the fucking Spice Girls, and Ben hated being categorised based on his timidity in the face of prying interviewers. Unfortunately, his introversion and anxiety came off as arrogance. Those interviewers had quickly learned to direct questions to Summer and Jez if they wanted content they could actually use.
Since things went downhill with his addiction, Ben had found himself the subject of tabloid speculation more often than he liked. And of course they didn’t know the first fucking thing about his life, but that never stopped them making up stories to fit the pictures some arsehole paparazzi had taken. He’d been romantically linked to supermodels and sports stars, actors, artists, and a bank manager. No one seemed to care that most of these people he’d never even met.
So walking into a room of bloody music journalists wasn’t something that filled him with joyous anticipation. Though knowing he could do it with his fiancé on his arm made up for that.
Melissa had invited less than a hundred people to the event, wanting to keep it small and exclusive. People knew the album was coming out, and the first single would be released to radio stations in the morning, so it wasn’t exactly a secret. Ben thought it could maybe even be fun.
He spotted Tone near the bar, holding a glass of whiskey and talking to a guy who was probably someone Ben should know. He squeezed Stan’s hand and worked his way through the dim room until they were hovering where Tone could see them.
“Excuse me,” Tone said, and came over to them. “What’s got you two looking like the cat that got the cream?”
“Got something I need to ask you,” Ben said. He wrapped his arm around Stan’s waist and tugged him closer.
“Alright.”
“Will you be the best man at my wedding?”
Next to him, Stan chuckled. Tone looked between them comically.
“Are you shitting me?”
“We shit you not, Tone,” Stan said seriously.
“Well, fuck me. Of course I will.”
Ben let himself be pulled into one of Tone’s most bone-crushing hugs, then looped Stan in for good measure.
“Could have bought him a nicer ring, mate.”
Ben rolled his eyes. “That’s Stan’s fucking ring. The one he always used to wear.”
“So it’s like a sentimental thing?” Tone turned to Stan. “I don’t know if you heard, love, but he’s loaded now. Make him take you to Cartier or Tiffany’s or something.”
Stan leaned in so he could kiss Tone on the cheek. “I will,” he said, and winked at Ben.




Chapter Twenty Seven

When they stumbled through the door to the flat—their forever home—Stan still liked calling it that—he immediately kicked off his shoes and groaned.
“I really need to start acclimatising my feet back to wearing heels again.”
Ben caught him around the waist and gently pulled his hair to one side to kiss Stan’s neck.
“I like you whatever you’re wearing. But you looked incredible tonight.”
“So did you. Who knew hot pink was your colour?”
“Fuck off,” Ben muttered, making Stan laugh. He turned in Ben’s arms and lifted his hands so he could gather them into Ben’s hair.
“I love you.”
“I love you too, Mr Novikov.”
“Not for much longer.”
Ben pulled him in closer still and started to sway from side to side, dancing to a song only he could hear.
“You’re going to change your name?”
“I figured I would.” Stan kissed the corner of Ben’s mouth. “Unless you want to change yours?”
“I’ll take your name. I don’t have any fucking hang-ups.”
“We can figure it out later.”
Ben’s lips were on Stan’s before he’d even finished getting his words out. They needed this, needed to connect with deep, searching kisses. Stan plastered himself to Ben’s front, holding them close together while Ben’s hands found Stan’s ass. It was really only a matter of time.
“How the fuck do I get you out of this dress?” Ben mumbled.
Stan laughed and kissed up the side of his neck, making Ben shiver. “Give me five minutes, then come upstairs.”
“I can get you out of your clothes, Stan. Or I can bend you over and fuck you in the dress too. That’s definitely an option.”
“Five minutes,” Stan repeated, then carefully extracted himself from Ben’s embrace.
There was no way he was letting Ben get come on a Gorges Hobeika gown. Though Stan was very definitely turned on by the idea, if his cock poking at the inside of the dress was anything to go by.
He went straight to the bathroom and carefully got out of the dress, then hung it up on the back of the bathroom door so it could be sent for dry cleaning in the morning. The dress was possibly the most beautiful thing he’d ever worn in his whole life and he’d be sad to see it go.
He was excited, though, to slip into something far more suggestive than a sparkly white dress.
Some of the underwear he’d bought in Harrods had already made an appearance, and Ben was, as always, extremely appreciative of Stan’s efforts. The outrageously see-through dressing gown hadn’t yet, though.
Stan pulled on a pair of very tiny, black lace panties and shrugged the sheer gown over his shoulders. He’d taken extra care earlier to pin his hair up in a way that meant it could easily fall down over his shoulders again in big, bouncy curls.
When Stan had bought the nipple rings he wasn’t sure if he’d ever summon up the courage to wear them. They were simple rose gold hoops that pinched together—no piercing required. Stan’s nipples were very pink anyway, compared to his pale skin, and the jewellery looked good.
He chanced a look at himself in the mirror.
He looked like someone who was about to get fucked within an inch of his life.
“A girl can always hope,” he murmured to himself, then turned the bathroom light off and stepped into the bedroom.
“Sorry, love. Game over. I think I just came in my pants.”
Stan tipped his head back and laughed.
Ben had taken his suit off and hung it up in its suit bag, bless him, and had apparently decided to take off everything else while he was at it. The tattoo on his side was healed now. Stan liked it a lot. It felt like a positive symbol of how Ben had moved on.
“You’re so handsome,” Stan said.
“Gotta make an effort. Especially when I have a fiancé as stunning as you.”
Stan walked over and crawled onto their bed. He’d picked it—a big, wooden frame thing with upright posts in the headboard that he was definitely going to tie Ben to one of these days. Stan had plans for sex. Lots of plans. For lots of sex.
He threw them all out the window when Ben caught him around the waist and pinned him to the bed, his cock very hard against Stan’s thigh. He rocked his hips forward as if to prove a point.
“Are you trying to kill me?” Ben murmured as he licked up the side of Stan’s neck.
“I wanted to look nice for you.”
“You do—holy shit, did you get your nipples pierced?”
“No,” Stan said, but arched his back to show off his chest. “It’s just jewellery. Do you like it?”
Ben answered by licking one of Stan’s nipples while thumbing at the other.
Stan felt the moment his cock got too hard to be contained by the flimsy panties and bounced hard against his stomach. He lost sense of time as Ben worked him over, licking and teasing until Stan wondered if it was possible to actually come from this alone.
When Ben flipped him over, Stan wriggled his chest against the sheets to get friction on his sensitive nipples from the fine cotton instead.
“Did you know, there’s nothing in the whole world that turns me on more than lifting up your skirt to suck your cock?”
Stan hid his smile in the bed sheets.
“You’re a degenerate, Mr Easton.”
“Oh God, yes.”
He hitched up the sheer dressing gown to rest around Stan’s waist, then wriggled Stan’s underwear down and off his legs.
Stan had been hoping for it, but it still felt like a surprise when Ben spread his cheeks and licked lightly over Stan’s hole. His whole body felt like it was dialled up to eleven, things that shouldn’t be sexy suddenly were, and he wanted nothing more than to be fucked until he was screaming Ben’s name.
“Ben, please,” he groaned.
“Nuh-uh. Wanna get you all wet for me.”
“Zhopa,” Stan muttered into a pillow.
“Fuck, you know I love it when you curse at me in Russian.”
That made Stan laugh, though it quickly turned into a groan as Ben curled his tongue into Stan’s ass. Ben held Stan’s hips at an angle that meant he couldn’t thrust against the bed for friction against his cock, though his sensitive nipples were still getting plenty of attention from their once-innocent sheets.
It didn’t matter how much Stan begged and moaned, or in what languages, Ben seemed determined to lick and suck at his hole until Stan either came or passed out. Both seemed like viable options.
Finally, fucking finally, after what felt like forever, Ben shifted until he was kneeling and pushed his cock into Stan’s hole. Except he didn’t stop, like he usually did, just kept going until Stan felt like he was going to feel Ben’s cock poking at his lungs, Jesus Christ. When his hips fell flush against Stan’s ass, Stan moaned again.
“Are you going to fuck me now?”
“Only if you ask nicely,” Ben murmured, leaning forward to kiss the side of Stan’s neck.
“Please. Please.” The second one came out on a sob.
Every time they came together like this, it was like they were making something new, something that was theirs and so completely perfect. Stan closed his eyes and let his trembling body just feel… to immerse himself totally in making love with his boyfriend, in their bed, in their home.
Ben kept it slow and easy at first, letting Stan’s body adjust as they came together again. But he didn’t need to be careful with his body like they used to, and too soon it wasn’t enough.
Stan pulled the flimsy gown off and tossed it over the side of the bed, wanting to feel Ben everywhere, skin on skin. Ben’s hips snapped against Stan’s ass, driving his cock at just the right angle to send sparks flying down Stan’s spine. He needed this.
“Fuck. Fuck!”
“Okay,” Ben said, his voice breathless. “Hang on….”
Ben wrapped his arm around Stan’s waist, then slowly rolled to the side so he was spooned up behind Stan, on their sides. Like they used to, right back when they first got together and Stan was too fragile for much else.
“I used to dream of making love to you like this,” Ben murmured. “I wanted nothing else but you in my arms, to be inside you, to love you….”
They rocked together, slow and sure, because Stan knew this. It wasn’t something his body had forgotten, despite how thoroughly he’d buried all memories of Ben, both good and bad. Both hurt too much.
Ben closed his hand around Stan’s cock and rubbed his thumb in teasing circles just under the head, toying with Stan’s foreskin and sliding it back and forth. Stan grabbed hold of his wrist, needing to be touching Ben wherever he could.
“Kiss me.”
To get a good angle for that, Ben held himself up on his elbow and leaned over, brushing his mouth just gently over Stan’s mouth. Still teasing. Everything slowed down so Stan could lick his way into Ben’s mouth, needing the taste of him on his tongue.
“I love you. I love you.”
Ben came first, with his face pressed to the back of Stan’s neck, leaving open-mouthed kisses and hot breaths on Stan’s skin. Stan closed his eyes and thrust up into Ben’s fist and finally came with a shout when Ben bit gently on Stan’s shoulder.
They breathed together for a moment, holding still to keep it for as long as they could. Then Ben kissed Stan’s shoulder again, peppering kisses on top of his freckles as he carefully rolled away.
“Holy moly,” Ben said, and Stan cracked up.
“Holy moly? Where did that come from?”
“I don’t know.” Ben started laughing too. “Is that a normal reaction to having mind-blowing sex? Ugh, I’m covered in come.”
Stan shook his head and rolled out of bed, stumbling on wobbly knees. “I need a shower. I have to get this makeup off too or it’ll be crusted to my face in the morning.”
“Mmm. Crusty.”
“You’re so gross,” Stan laughed.
He didn’t expect Ben to follow him into the bathroom—Ben was a “roll over and fall asleep” kind of guy. But while Stan was pinning his hair up (the styling would definitely survive the night and he could make it look nice for his meeting the next morning) Ben wandered in.
“Are you getting in the shower with me?”
“Nah. I’ll have one in the morning.”
“Okay.”
Ben still kissed his cheek and slapped his ass before returning to the bedroom. Stan liked the little routines they were building together in this home. Lots of new things, things that meant they were moving forward.
Stan scrubbed his face free of makeup, then brushed his teeth while drying off, and walked back to their bedroom naked for the second time that night.
“You’re still awake.”
“Yeah.” It looked like Ben was struggling, though. “I didn’t want to go to sleep without you.”
Stan went to their dresser and put on a clean pair of boxers. When he got into bed, he automatically rolled onto his side, facing away from Ben, and waited for Ben to turn the lights out and curl up behind him.
“Thank you for tonight,” Ben murmured.
“The sex?”
“No,” Ben laughed. “Coming to the party.”
“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”
Ben kissed his shoulder again. “I can’t wait for what comes next. All the things I get to show you.”
Stan rubbed his thumb over the ring Ben had put on his finger earlier that evening. They had a future together—the ring proved it. When Stan closed his eyes he felt like he could see the shadows of the rest of their lives….
“Me too.”
And it looked good.




Epilogue

“Are you nervous?”
“No.”
Stan poked him in the side. “You look nervous.”
“I’m not fucking nervous. Shut up.”
Stan grinned. Ben leaned over and kissed him impulsively.
Stan had found the old, private member’s club online and it had been the only wedding venue they’d agreed on. It was small and intimate, and wonderfully dramatic with dark wood panelled walls and deep rich colours.
There hadn’t been arguments about the wedding, not exactly. There had been discussions. Some of them heated. Stan wasn’t bothered about having any kind of event, and Ben surprised himself by gently coaxing Stan around to the idea of an actual wedding, with people and mist organza outfits and cake. After all the horrible things they’d been through, this was something to celebrate.
Stan reached over and took Ben’s hand.
They were going to walk each other down the aisle—walking into their future together. Behind the double doors, fifty or so of their closest friends were waiting for them.
“You look stunning,” Ben murmured.
“Thank you. So do you.” Stan took a deep breath. They could just hear the music starting. “You ready for this?”
Ben squeezed his hand. Despite how hard his heart was beating in his chest, there really was only one answer.
“Yeah. I’m ready.”




AUTHOR’S NOTE:
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I never had any intention of writing a sequel, nor did it occur to me that there might be a follow-up to Ben and Stan’s story for another 18 months. Thankfully, this time it took more like four months, rather than four years, to write The Lost Boy, and I loved every last moment of writing and editing this story.
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After growing up in a rough part of Manchester, George Maguire found his way to Edinburgh and a career as a design engineer. He wasn’t that interested in finding a relationship—his habit of hot and steamy one-night-stands suited him just fine. Falling into a very expensive hotel room bed with Alex really was just another night.

Until George learns that the guy he’d slept with wasn’t just ‘Alex’—he’s Alexander van Amsberg, Prince of the Netherlands.

George puts the incident behind him until he runs into Alex again, and this time Alex makes sure to get George’s phone number. Despite all the reasons why their relationship shouldn’t work, something clicks, and Alex thinks that he might have finally found the right guy.

But Alex’s aristocratic ex stirs up trouble in the tabloid press, and suddenly George’s working class family is put under the spotlight. Alex has to admit that their relationship isn’t a fairy tale, and despite his royal title, he might have lost his chance for a happily ever after.

*This is a second edition, re-release of the October 2015 novel ‘My Prince’ by Anna Martin.










When paleontologist Nick Eisenberg gets word that someone has found velociraptor bones in Alberta, his curiosity overrides his desire to stay in London. After all, he’s one of the world’s leading experts on raptors and has always wanted to look for the velociraptor’s North American cousins. There’s only one problem: eco-conservationist Hunter Joseph, who is rallying support with the locals to oppose the way the paleontologists destroy the local landscape in their search for dinosaur bones.

Nick and Hunter have butted heads in the past and sparks inevitably fly when they meet again. But they have to figure out how to work on the same site without killing each other, especially since someone else seems determined to cause Nick even more problems than Hunter.

*This is a second edition, re-release of the December 2013 novel ‘Jurassic Heart’ by Anna Martin.
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