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Dedicated to the staff at NineStar who do such a good job of preventing me from embarrassing myself, but especially to Raevyn, Barb, and Sera. If I were remotely capable of anything resembling music, I would want to start a band with you.




Chapter One

“AND THAT WAS the latest travel information. For everyone stuck in traffic, my commiserations! At least you’ve got some top tunes coming up while you wait.” Liz Bang’s cheerful tones were a sharp contrast to the horns sounding all around their taxi. “I’m going to play you two songs back to back, and then Jake Boss, coolest man in radio, will be here to deliver his weekly gig report.”

Jake peered over the passenger seat. The row of cars in front of them had not moved in five minutes. “I’m about to become Jake Boss, latest man in radio.” His fingers twitched, itching for the packet of Mayfairs left behind on the kitchen table. God, I need a smoke.

He felt a hand on his shoulder. Dan, his boyfriend of eleven months, nodded out the window. “Two songs with a jingle in between. We’ll be fine.”

The taxi lurched forward before Jake could reply. The driver careened around a corner, and seeing empty road in front of them, hit the accelerator. Minutes later, Jake legged it towards the Radio Xtra building.

The cold November morning went right through his silk T-shirt, skinny jeans, and leather jacket combo. Jake dressed with paparazzi, not the weather, in mind. But it wasn’t photographers standing in wait.

Jake took in the three men and stumbled. Musicians often lingered outside Radio Xtra, hoping to offload demo CDs onto a sympathetic DJ. But these three could only be waiting for him.

At second glance, nothing linked the three of them as a band. The man wiping his hands on his jeans as he spotted Jake belonged to the Zayn Malik school of style. His black hair was long on top, contrasting with his buzzed sides and carefully curated stubble. Jake was sure he’d seen the guy beside him somewhere before, but his shoulder-length brown hair and shredded jeans didn’t ring any bells. The third wore a limp woolly hat, fashionable only in Japan, and watched his approach with a child’s confident expectance. They had only one thing in common —their sweaters—their mismatched, hideous sweaters.

Jake’s stomach plummeted. It’s started.

“Mr Boss?” The Malik-fan was evidently the front man. He ignored Jake’s attempt to avoid eye contact. “We’re a band, the—”

“I know.” Jake tugged his studio pass out of his pocket and held it out for the security guard’s inspection. “And I know what you want.”

“Our demo CD.” The front man licked his lips. “We’re aware you’re a really busy guy—”

Jake snorted. “You think?” He looked past the guard to the clock on the wall above the reception desk. Three minutes.

“If you could give our CD a listen—”

Jake pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re wasting your time. I get more CDs a week than I can listen to—and those come through the proper channels. And you want me to drop everything and listen just because you asked nicely?”

The front man swallowed, looking to his companions.

The longhaired guy frowned. His cheeks were pink from the cold. “We’re not asking for special treatment. We want to put our work in front of someone who knows their stuff.”

Dan was approaching, his habitual backpack slung over one shoulder. He cocked an eyebrow at Jake, raising his arm to tap his watch.

Jake glared. Like I don’t know time’s running out. “And you fixed on me because of my great experience.”

The longhaired guy tucked his hair out of his face. “Look—”

But the warning note in Jake’s tone went entirely unnoticed by the third member of the band. He grinned brightly. “And your sweater.”

Jake caught the guard’s smirk out of the corner of his eye. His fists clenched. “So knowing my fondness for Christmas, you decided to capitalise on it by dressing up in the most ridiculous sweaters you could find.”

“That’s not—” The longhaired guy started.

Jake snatched his pass from the guard. “Great job. You just ensured there’s no way I’m listening to your crap.”

“But if you don’t even listen—” Front man protested.

“I don’t need to.” Jake stabbed a finger toward him. “Look at you! You’re using a cheap ploy to draw attention to yourselves. Why? Because you know your music doesn’t stand up without it. If you had any—and I mean any—credibility as musicians, you wouldn’t rely on gimmicks.” He heard the buzz as the guard hit the security door and dived for the entrance. He ignored the lift, making straight for the stairs—fuck me, fuck me, fuck me—and skidded into the studio just as the producer began the countdown to on-air.

“Seriously, Jake?” Liz eyed Jake’s heaving shoulders and shook her head. “I thought you were on a health kick.”

Jake didn’t have breath for a comeback, so he glared.

“And we’re back! And with us in the studio, the one, the only, Jake Boss!” Liz grinned at him, thoroughly unrepentant. Her tight curls were died bubble-gum pink to match her lipstick, as bright as London was cold. “How’s the traffic?”

“Appalling.” Jake might be asphyxiating, but he had a second wind for links. “But I warn you now, I’m not adding traffic report to my list of duties.”

“Sounds like Jake’s eager to get into his gig report—must be a good one!” Liz turned the fader down on Jake’s background music and cued his theme. “I’m curious. Did Extra Terrestrial live up to the hype you gave them all last week?”

The link was effortless. Liz bantered easily and Jake got stuck into his favourite subject: music. It came as a surprise when the producer signalled it was time for news.

“And our next song is dedicated to Jake: ‘Run’ by Snow Patrol.” Liz grinned. “Light up, light up—as if you have a choice. Stay tuned for more of the songs you love after the news.”

Jake tugged his headphones off. “You’re an evil woman, Liz.”

She cackled. “How’s it going?”

“Horrible. My fingers are actually twitching. I can feel the start of a headache building.”

“He’s doing great.” Dan had entered the studio during the link without Jake noticing. He was touched to see Dan held a cardboard tray containing a Starbucks cup. “I’m really impressed.”

Eleven months and Dan was still simultaneously alarming and the best thing to have ever happened to Jake. The gym instructor knew nothing about music and had an appalling fondness for 80s pop ballads. He talked to Paul Entbridge of the Banging Roses without recognising the world’s greatest living guitarist and was the only person alive who knew Jake’s dirty secret. Dan could ruin him—and Jake didn’t want to do a thing about it.

“For me, babe?” Jake helped himself to the cup, joining Dan in the stairwell. “You came in with me on your day off. You didn’t need to get me coffee as well.”

“Just wanted to show my support. Quitting smoking’s tough.” As Dan crumpled the tray into a nearby bin, Jake saw he had a CD case in hand.

“Is that what I think it is?”

Dan glanced at the CD. “I talked to those guys after you left. They seemed pretty cool.”

Jake sipped the gingerbread latte, hoping to ward off the headache he could feel building. “Trying to manipulate yourself onto playlist isn’t cool.”

“You’re wrong about them. They call themselves the Charity Shop Rejects. The sweaters—”

“I don’t care. I’m not listening to their crummy CD.”

Dan followed Jake up the stairs. “Aren’t you being a little harsh?”

“You have no idea what it was like last year, Dan. The moment Liz launched her on-air hunt for the Man in the Ugly Christmas Sweater, there were musicians showing up decked out in tinsel and baubles, desperate to get my attention.” Jake tightened his fingers around his coffee cup. “Turning something personal into a grab for fame—” Hot liquid spilled across his fingers and he swore.

“Easy.” Dan grabbed a handful of tissues from a nearby desk. “Here.” He wiped down the cup and handed it back to Jake. “You don’t know they’re not serious about their sweaters. I mean—look at me.” He motioned to himself.

Jake smiled. Dan had swapped out his legendarily hideous sweater to accompany Jake to work. He wore a red-and-white scarf with a snowflake design that paired nicely with his hoodie—a look recommended by Jake’s PA. But the moment they got home, the hoodie would be ditched in favour of the tackiest knitted garment known to man. He brushed his fingers over Dan’s cheek. “You, babe, are one in a million.”

“And London’s got a population of eight point seven million.” Dan turned the CD over. “Statistically speaking, you should at least give them a listen.”

Jake hesitated. By the time I make it to my desk, there’s gonna be twenty CDs there already. What’s one more? As he hesitated, he saw the late night producer headed their way. Taking musical advice from Dan. That’s going to look great. The station collectively adored Dan but deplored his musical tastes. Jake shook his head. “And encourage people to copy them? Sorry, babe. I’m not risking my career over tack like that.”

 

“GIRL, YOU’RE SO fi-i-ine. I can’t believe when you say you’re mi-i-ine—”

Mikaal ground his teeth. Every autotuned syllable was a knife stabbed into his gut. He shouldered his way through the fire door, but even taking the stairs two at a time he couldn’t avoid the sound blaring from the radio of the hair salon occupying the ground floor.

“You’re my bae-bae-baby—”

The chorus. God, not the chorus. “Can you walk any slower, Declan?”

The sound of Declan’s boots on the stairs behind him slowed. “That a request?”

“Don’t push me. I’m a man on the edge. You don’t want to know what I’ll do.” Mikaal wrapped his arms around himself. He was a man on the edge, and—having kicked his sweater into an alley a block away from Radio Xtra—a man desperate to get inside.

Declan slid past Mikaal to unlock his studio apartment. He’d kept his sweater, a traditional Fair Isle design worked in the garish colour combination of a bad acid trip. “Sneeze on me? Shiver some more?”

“Don’t be an arsehole.”

“No one forced you to throw your sweater away.” Declan opened the door. He dropped his messenger bag on the floor, heading for the small kitchen in the corner of the apartment.

Mikaal made a beeline for the ancient radiator, thankful Declan’s landlord was obsessed with preventing damp. Declan would turn the heat on only when his fingers were too frozen to play his guitar. Apart from the table and three chairs, everything in the single room apartment was music related. Hiro’s drum set, Declan and Mikaal’s guitars, and the mic were set up ready for rehearsal, with the band’s extra gear leaning against the wall. The walls were plastered with concert posters. Only the curtain separating Declan’s bed from the rest of the apartment escaped decoration.

His phone hummed in his pocket. Mikaal pulled it out, but it was only the Google alert he’d set up for ‘Charity Shop Rejects.’ “How are there so many news stories about actual charity shops?” Not a single headline related to the band.

“No hits?” Declan asked. “I was sure ‘the band Jake Boss went off at’ would generate some interest.”

“Don’t even joke about that.” Mikaal felt bile at the back of his throat.

“Hey, we’d be known as something.”

“Fakes. That’s all we’d be.” Why did I agree to it? Mikaal navigated to the official Radio Xtra twitter account, before going to Jake Boss’s twitter. Neither mentioned the DJ being accosted by tacky, talentless musicians. It should have been a relief, but the knot of anxiety in his stomach had expanded on the Tube journey back to fill his entire chest, and it wasn’t going anywhere.

“Every musician experiences setbacks.” Declan’s calm was grating. Didn’t he realise how bad this was?

Mikaal watched him take a mug out of the cupboard. Making tea when the band’s entire future was in doubt? “Not like this.” Finally warm enough to leave the radiator, he sat at the table, drawing the band’s laptop towards him. A window was already open on the band’s YouTube feed. Mikaal’s heart sank as he saw the numbers. Only five new subscribers. “What are we doing wrong?”

Declan set a mug down on the table beside him. “That’s five more than we had yesterday.”

Mikaal looked up. Declan pursed his lips to blow steam off the mug he held. His cheeks were still ruddy from the November morning, but his mouth was sleek and inviting. Mikaal looked away quickly. He could go entire days without thinking about Declan’s perfect mouth, but something always happened to make him aware all over again that Declan, when he wasn’t delighting in being an arsehole, was the most sinfully attractive man Mikaal knew. He picked up the mug, his mouth suddenly dry. “This for me?”

Declan’s smile was ironic, as if he knew exactly what Mikaal was thinking. He leaned in to look at the laptop. “Got to get you warmed up.”

There are other ways to stay warm. Mikaal bit back the quip. It wasn’t a joke. The first time he’d met Declan, he’d felt it—an attraction even stronger than the heady rush of finding someone on his exact wavelength when it came to everything, but especially music. He’d poured out his soul in a Starbucks in Putney, and it had felt so right. Like he’d already known Declan played guitar and wrote songs of his own. They had so much in common that of course he was a musician. Mikaal was summoning the courage to ask when Declan leaned across the table, cutting to the chase with habitual directness. “You can fuck me, or you can start a band with me. But you can’t do both.”

Declan was not just a great guitarist. He was talented and dedicated, single-mindedly devoting himself to his craft in a way that humbled Mikaal. But there were moments—especially when Declan looked at him, his eyes half-lidded—when it took all Mikaal’s self-control not to press him against the nearest wall. Ignoring the jolt of heat simultaneously pooling in his cheeks and groin, he sipped the tea. “You put sugar in this?”

“Honey. Good for the throat.” He swallowed some of his tea.

Mikaal looked away, but the image of Declan’s muscles working had gone directly to his cock. Being buried in Declan’s mouth was his guiltiest fantasy. “So.” He struggled to collect his thoughts, and his gaze fell on the laptop. “The new video only has fifteen views.”

“It only went up a few hours ago. Everyone’s either at work or school.” Declan’s hand settled briefly on his shoulder. “Give it time.”

“Post Meridian had five hundred views on their new video this time yesterday.” Mikaal hit play. He winced at his introduction and skipped forward into the track itself. It was a cover of a recent chart-topper he hoped would bring in some new fans. “We’re doing everything they are—and we’re just as good as they are. So what’s the difference?”

“Post Meridian was around before everyone and their kid brother had a YouTube channel.” Declan shut his eyes as he listened to the song. “The new mic’s paying for itself. Listen to you.”

How on earth did you respond to that? Mikaal struggled to listen to himself on a good day, but with Jake Boss’s dismissal ringing in his ears, he sounded even more amateurish than usual. No real band would depend on a gimmick. You’re not a real musician, and you’re deluded if you think you ever will be. “You’re kidding, right? I sound awful.” Maybe he should quit now.

Declan’s eyes snapped open. “Don’t even start. Listen.” He waved to the laptop, as Mikaal traced the steady progression to the chorus. “Hear that? Gold.”

Mikaal winced. A breathy gasp interrupted the flow, and his voice wavered on the high note. “Amateur hour, more like.”

“That’s real.” Declan looked straight at him. “Think the White Knights could hit that note without autotune? There’s four of them, and one of you—and you put more emotion into one bar than they do an entire song.”
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