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  Julian is a flamboyant backing dancer for Australian pop princess, Sallie. He loves touring with Sallie as it means he has gentlemen friends for the night in every European city. Backrooms in Berlin, cruisy bars in Barcelona, Julian’s enjoyed it all. And if he doesn’t pull while he’s on tour, he ends up in bed with best friend and fellow dancer, Bjorn.


  Troy, a quiet, gruff St John Ambulance volunteer, and gardener at a stately home in Essex, has just split up from his third supposedly serious girlfriend in the last few years. He doesn’t understand why he can’t make relationships last. A failed serial monogamist, he’s obviously doing something wrong.


  One night, at a Sallie concert, an enormous glitter ball falls and concusses Julian. In the recovery room, as Troy is seeing to Julian’s vital signs, the dancer feels a spark. Julian doesn't do relationships so he dismisses it as simply lust. Troy finds himself drawn to the confident chatty performer, wanting to get to know him better…


  Can Troy put aside his preconceptions to discover who he really is and how he feels about Julian?


  Can Julian face his biggest fear of being emotionally vulnerable with a man; with Troy?


  Can Julian and Troy, who’ve never had a relationship with a man, find out if they were lucky enough to have met the only man they should be with? I should be so lucky—they both think…
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  Chapter 1


  Julian


  After our performance at Wembley Arena, there was, as usual, a party in Soho at one of the clubs you access through a hidden door round the back of a shop and down some stairs. One of the other dancers bought the first round, and I took my turn buying the celebratory vodka and Cokes; one of the guys was celebrating getting a new job supporting acts on a TV talent show. I thought it was a step down, but he was made up, so who was I to burst his bubble? Then there was a taxi whisking us to a club in Vauxhall with me and the other gay male dancers…and that was where I met someone.


  “What do you do?” he asked, his large pupils scanning me slowly while he chewed his cheek.


  “I’m a backing dancer for Sallie.” She’s one of those famous people who only needs to use her first name and everyone knows who you mean.


  His eyes lit up. “Sallie? As in the Sallie? Used to be in that Australian soap as the tomboy carpenter in the eighties, Sallie?”


  Suddenly his too-butch-to-be-gay act came tumbling down around his ears, as I’d suspected it would. He didn’t look as straight-acting as he had minutes before, a mass of sexual tension and hormones and manliness. Now, he was clapping and squealing excitedly about my Australian Pop Princess boss and whether I could get him backstage tickets.


  “Maybe,” I replied, eyeing up the empty glass on the shiny metal bar. “Get me another drink and we’ll see.”


  He bought me another drink, and another, and another, and before long we’d kissed a few times and moved on from Sallie talk to other stuff, like how far his place was and if I wanted to come back with him.


  The last bit was said with a raised eyebrow and a leering curl of his lips.


  Bored of the thumping music, and with all the inevitability of Wednesday following Tuesday, I went home with him.


  I won’t go into the details of the sex because it was pretty standard. When you have as much as I do, with as many different men as I do, it all becomes a bit of a blur. Not that I don’t enjoy it; I do, otherwise I wouldn’t do it. And I’m game for anything; I’ll give anything a go at least once—as long as it’s legal—and I always take care of myself. I’m not stupid.


  I’d give it a six or seven, if I had to pick. Yeah, a six or seven I’d give it. Him, I mean. I’m a good eight or nine, darling. Of course I am.


  Afterwards, he asked—I don’t remember his name, he may not have told me, I don’t remember telling him mine—while wiping the stickiness off his smooth chest, “What time you thinking of leaving?”


  I took a quick glance around his bedroom—all chrome and black wood, mirrored wardrobes and nothing on display. Reminded me of a luxury car showroom. “I could go now, to be honest.” I shrugged.


  “Whatever. If you want,” he replied, moving closer to me on the bed.


  I braced myself. Is he going to be a hugger? I knew I couldn’t cope with another hugger. There’d been a succession of those last year. Given the option of a hugger and a fuck-and-goer, I’d always pick the latter.


  He spooned me from behind and put his arms around my waist, kissing my back, stroking my navel with his fingers. “If you don’t have to rush off, stay. We can cuddle.”


  I removed his hands from my waist, jumped from the bed and pulled my trousers and T-shirt on in a few quick movements. My underwear had been ripped off and used earlier, so I thought it best to let crusty Calvin’s lie on the floor. “Bye.” I was at the bedroom door now, waving.


  He knelt on the bed, his cock and balls squeezed between his legs, nestling among stubble where he’d shaved down there. It was slightly hilarious, slightly ridiculous and not in the least bit sexy.


  “See you, then,” I said.


  “Do you want my number?”


  I inwardly sighed. A cuddler and a can-I-have-your-number-er too. I’m definitely best off out of this one. I smiled as he scribbled his number on a bit of paper and handed it to me. I put it in my pocket.


  “What about yours?”


  “I’ll text you, then you’ll have mine.”


  “We could do coffee in Soho. Go to see that Sallie exhibition you said was on at the V&A museum…”


  I didn’t hear the rest because I was now in the cool early morning air, on the pavement outside his house, thanking my lucky stars I’d got out of there with my sanity intact, and wondering how long it would take to get back to my place in Paddington.


  ***


  A few hours later, I woke in my bed. My own glorious bed, in my own glorious bedroom, in my own glorious flat that I shared with Angie, who was pretty glorious in her own way too. No bunny-boiler boyfriends in the making, kneeling on the bed and asking me to date them.


  I threw on the red and gold silk kimono I’d picked up in Japan during the last Sallie tour and shuffled slowly downstairs to the kitchen.


  Angie sat at the kitchen table smoking menthol cigarettes, her brown hair tied back in a bun and her face covered in white make-up like a Geisha girl. “What time did you get in?”


  I sat at the table and pushed my coffee mug next to the three-quarters-full cafetière. “Be gentle with me.”


  “Sore, are you?” She filled my mug with strong black coffee and added four large spoons of sugar.


  “Because no, I’m not sweet enough.”


  We laughed at our ongoing joke about my sugar addiction.


  “What do you want this time? I’m long haul to Australia, via Dubai, so anything I can get you?”


  “Ralph Lauren eau de toilette, the green bottle, not the orange one. That smelt of cat piss. Chucked it down the toilet.”


  “Sorry it wasn’t up to His Royal Highness’s standards.” She was making a note on her phone.


  I shifted from one bum cheek to the other on the chair, then took a big gulp of coffee.


  “Sore head?”


  “And the rest. We finished, then he asked when I was leaving. I’d have stayed awhile, actually, but then he got all clingy and boyfriendy. Couldn’t get out of there fast enough.”


  “Where do you meet these people?”


  “Never mind that, why do they think a fuck in a club is going to turn into a boyfriend? If I wanted a boyfriend, I wouldn’t be in Vauxhall at five a.m. talking to someone who’d certainly had more than a few gin and tonics.”


  Angie shook her head. “Eau de toilette. Anything else?”


  “Some phone bits. They’re dirt cheap in the Middle East, aren’t they?”


  She shook her head.


  “And some of that designer luggage.”


  “You still owe me for the Gucci carry-on and man-bag I bought you.”


  “Add it to the list. Put it on the fridge door. I’ll transfer the money when I get paid.” Or next month. “I turned up to the last tour and three other dancers had the same luggage. Not similar, but exactly the fucking same. Same colour, size, brand—everything. Mortified! I almost bin-bagged it there and then, but I wouldn’t have had anywhere to hold my stuff.” I tutted loudly.


  “Your shallowness knows no bounds.”


  I finished giving her my order of goods, and we talked about when she’d be back.


  “A week. Two-day stop-over in Sydney, and then I’m back again. So you’ve got the place to yourself. And please, if you have a party or invite any trade round, can you make sure you clean up afterwards? I never got that stain out of the cushion.”


  “Sorry.” I blushed at the memory of how the cushion had become stained. I’d only just got rid of the six-foot-six rugby-playing ‘straight’ man—the reason for the stain—fifteen minutes before Angie had returned home.


  “Fancy some breakfast? Bacon and eggs?”


  I glanced at the empty mug of coffee. “What do you think this is? Scotch mist?”


  “Nice thick slices of bacon, and a snotty egg, covered in ketchup and slices of toast on the side.”


  I retched slightly at the thought, then held my mug in the air. “Please.”


  Angie filled my mug then hers and asked, “That’s the third one this month. Why do you think there are so many guys like that?”


  “I think they pretend to be fuck-and-go, but really they want cuddles and a takeaway on the sofa. There’s not an app for that. It could be called Cudlr, or something.”


  “You’re not tempted by a bit of cuddling and sofa action?”


  “Not at the moment. Why would I?”


  “Someone to have a laugh with, get old with, to snuggle up with.”


  “I’ve got friends for that. Why do people think you have to get everything you need in one person? What’s wrong with splitting it? Some people for sex, and others for everything else. Much neater.”


  We sat in silence for a few moments. Angie smiled and eyed me up slowly, her nose sniffing to the side in a gesture that told me she was far from convinced but that the conversation was now over. “When are you next working?”


  “I said be gentle with me. I said I was sore. What’s with the third degree?”


  “Not today, I take it?”


  “What do you think?” I waved at the semi-naked firemen calendar on the wall. “It’s on that. Check, would you? I’m too weak to stand.” I fluttered my eyelashes at her.


  “You’re such a tart.” She walked to the calendar, peering at it closely, then said, “Nothing for over a week. Lucky you.”


  “Maybe I’ll meet my own fireman.” We often talked about my penchant for men in uniform, and in particular the rescue services—fire, ambulance, police. I’d developed it after once pulling a Westminster Council parking attendant who’d tried to give me a ticket in Soho Square until I’d charmed my way out of it, and him into the back of my car. Unfortunately, the allure of an electronic penalty-charge machine was nothing compared with a policeman’s helmet or a fireman’s hose.


  But a wank in the car is worth two parking tickets on the dashboard, isn’t it?


  Chapter 2


  Troy


  “Are you with me or not?” Freya shouted at me as she stood with her hands on her hips in our kitchen.


  “I don’t know what you want from me. I live here. We’ve been together for seven years. I dug you the pond you wanted in the garden. What more can I do?”


  “I want more than a pond. Which, by the way, you’ve only half dug. I want commitment. I want you to show me you’re serious about us.”


  Always the emphasis on the word, us. Always at the end of the sentence, accompanied with a stare. Us.


  “Seven years and no wedding. No proposal. And kids? There’s no chance. Every time I mention them you leave the room. Might as well be talking about booking a holiday to the Moon for all the likelihood of us having kids.”


  “I want to do it at the right time, babes. I don’t want to rush into it. I want to give the kid a proper life.”


  “First time you’ve said that much about it. I’ll come off the pill, I said. But every time you’re in with the condoms. It’s not like I’ve got anything infectious. I’ve only been with you for the last seven years. But no, every time, even though I’m still on the pill you pop on a hat.”


  “Double Dutch method it’s called.” And the just in case method, I call it. The thought of kids was interesting, like the thought of climbing Mount Everest—something I stood back in awe when others did but not something I really wanted to happen in my life.


  “I know what it’s called. What I want to know is why we’re still doing it when we could be having a family.”


  “When the time is right.”


  “I’m thirty-fucking-three. My biological clock is ticking so loud it wakes me in the morning like an alarm clock.”


  Am I being selfish not really wanting kids and not actually telling her? I’d had this conversation with some of my football friends with kids. For them, it seemed it was definitely a joint decision; they had both wanted to start a family. It wasn’t like going on a holiday you didn’t want, or to a concert to see an act you didn’t like. Having a child was a lifetime decision.


  Staring at my hands, I said, “I don’t know what I want.”


  Freya shouted, “Well, it’s taken you fucking long enough to make a decision. Are you with me or not? I’m sick and tired of all this titting around. I love you, and I want to start a family with you. What’s so complicated about that?”


  “Nothing.”


  “And so?” She stared at me, her voice quieter now, her smile…the same smile that had enchanted me when we first met.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Don’t know what? If you love me, or if you want to have a family together? Us.”


  I did love her. I cared a great deal about her. I would never wish any harm on her. And we’d had some great times together, great memories of our relationship—holidays, silly in-jokes we’d shared—and her family were like a second family to me. But, even now, after seven years, there was still this nagging feeling about something missing in our relationship, and it wasn’t children.


  I said, barely audible now, avoiding her eyes, “I’m wasting your time. Probably best I go.”


  “Go forever, or for tonight? What do you mean, go?” She hugged me, squeezing my bum just like on our first date when I’d hoped against all evidence to the contrary that things would last this time. Only now, I was still in the same place, and it wasn’t fair to her to continue stringing her along.


  “I love you, and that’s why I’m going. Find yourself another man who knows he wants to have kids. I don’t know if I want to have kids, which I think says it all.” I removed her hands from my body and walked to the front door.


  Freya ran after me. She stood in the hall, her fists bunched at her sides and her face red. “Don’t worry about the fucking pond. It doesn’t matter. I love you. You can’t leave. What about us?”


  “That’s why I’m leaving.” I closed the door behind me and drove to the only place I could think of: Finchingfield Abbey where I worked as a groundsman.


  ***


  I was eleven when I realised I was a bit different from many other boys my age, and I already knew it wasn’t a good thing. I saw other boys who couldn’t play sport and stood, with rain-covered glasses, waiting to be picked for a team. We used to laugh at boys like that for being different. Different wasn’t something I wanted to be.


  ***


  Finchingfield Abbey was a large stately home in Essex, near the Suffolk border, on the edge of the chocolate-box village of Finchingfield. It had a village green, windmill and guildhall which was the village’s beating heart, containing the library, shop and museum. The abbey and my work there had always been somewhere to escape disagreements with Freya, and Olive—the cook—was always there for some down-to-earth advice and a sympathetic ear.


  Dumping my bag on the stone kitchen floor, I asked Olive if I could stay for a while.


  She removed her blue hair net, combed her short white hair through her hands and sat at the large pine table in the middle of the room. Her cheeks were permanently flushed from standing over the Aga for twenty years. “What the bleedin’ ’ell have you been and gone and done now?”


  “Nothing. I just need somewhere to stay for a bit. I’ll set up one of the staff bedrooms.”


  “They’re all for storage. Full of the antiques the family need to sell to run this place. Even I don’t live in now.”


  “Ah. Not to worry, I’ll sleep in the car. Flatten the seats down, I’ll be fine. You haven’t got a blanket I could borrow, have you?”


  “What are we gonna do with you, eh? Tell me what’s gone on and we’ll clear one of the rooms for you. But only a few nights, mind. If the family finds out, we’ll both be out on our ears.”


  I followed Olive along a narrow corridor off the kitchen, and up a few flights of stairs to a long corridor with a series of doors off it. The nearest one opened to a small room with a single bed, a sink and a wardrobe. The floor was covered in packets of flour and sugar and tins of food.


  “Home sweet home,” Olive said. “You get the tins, I’ll shift the flour, and you can tell me what’s gone on.”


  As we cleared the room, moving its contents to the next staff bedroom, piling the food among the antiques, I told her what had happened.


  She listened without question until we’d cleared the room, then she sat on the squeaky, single, metal-framed bed. “When you started ’ere seven years ago, hadn’t you just split from someone then?”


  “Penny.”


  “That’s the one. Wanted kids, didn’t she?”


  “And the rest. Wedding, two-point-four children, car on hire purchase, new kitchen, three-piece suite every three years.” I shook my head.


  “Hate to say it, love, but you’re not getting any younger. This is the sort of thing I’d expect from one of my kitchen girls, or that young lad who fixes all the household cars, not someone in his for’ies.”


  I shrugged, because there was nothing else to be said about that.


  “Thought you loved her.”


  “I do. That’s why I left.”


  Olive patted the bed next to her, asked me to sit and tell her what was really the matter.


  I repeated what I’d already told her, but said nothing about the something missing.


  After a while, she threw me a blanket and told me to be quiet—she’d see me in the morning if I fancied a cooked breakfast. “Go to work on an egg, they used to say in the war. It’ll all look better in the morning after a good night’s kip.”


  ***


  Dear Dave—


  



  I had named my diary because it felt less poncey than writing ‘Dear Diary’.


  



  —history repeated itself. It’s over with Freya. I don’t feel like it was bound to happen, but at the end, during the argument, it was the only thing that could happen. Another seven years. What is it with me and the seven-year itch? Why don’t these relationships stick? I thought it was all going along nicely, and suddenly we’re shouting about half-dug ponds, and kids and weddings, and I knew it wasn’t for me.


  All I’ve ever done was go along with what she wanted—no questions, no disagreements with Freya. Whatever she asked for, I got it for her. I didn’t realise a family was so important to her. She said she’d told me, but I don’t remember. I definitely loved her—still love her, but there’s something missing.


  Just wish I knew what the hell it was.


  Chapter 3


  Julian


  I arrived early at the O2 Arena because Sallie had invited all the backstage and onstage members of the company for drinks. ‘Me and my boys’, she liked to call it. It was mainly a male onstage crew; Sallie’s act worked better with male dancers since most of her fans were gay men and straight women.


  And yes, if I’m being one hundred percent honest, I had slept with some of the other male dancers. One of them, Bjorn, was still my go-to at the end of the night if we’d both failed to pick up someone new. ‘It’s only sex’ we had both agreed numerous times. The first time Bjorn came over to my place to talk pensions—I had a private one, and he needed someone to talk him through the basics because he didn’t understand them—we ended up in bed together, and it had continued from there.


  Now, I was backstage, watching the warm-up act—some girl group trying to sing live and failing miserably. Meow.


  Familiar hands reached around my waist, and a pair of equally familiar lips planted a kiss on my neck. I turned to kiss him back.


  Bjorn—blond, Swedish, full of Viking genes, square-jawed and bulging with muscles, with a wide grin—kissed me back. “Nervous?”


  “First night of Sallie’s biggest tour in ten years, us on for every costume change and no understudies? Piece of piss.”


  He laughed.


  ***


  The opening of the concert involved Bjorn and I carrying Sallie—sitting on a gold throne and wearing a crown and an ermine cape—on stage. She started by singing one of her cheesy eighties hits. Naturally, the whole audience knew every word and sang along.


  Bjorn and I stood either side and copied her dance moves until the final bars of the song when we lifted her back onto the throne and carried her off stage for the first of sixteen costume changes of the evening.


  The concert passed well; the audience sang along to the classics and cheered at the new songs. For Bjorn’s and my next big number, we stood either side of a bath filled with bubbles into which we lowered Sallie. She wore a pink bikini and shower cap while Bjorn and I were bare-chested, a short pink towel wrapped around our waists and cartoon-style pink plastic hair over our real hair, giving the appearance of cartoon-character heads on male model torsos. It was exactly the sort of mixing it up and shameless appealing to gay men that Sallie did so often and so well. The song she sang was about her being the most fortunate girl in the world, and how fate had simply come into her life. It was a classic bubble-gum-pop song from the eighties, and the audience loved it. They cheered at the start, sang along with the chorus and begged for more when it ended.


  Sallie then climbed into a golden trapeze seat suspended above the audience, swinging from side to side of the arena, sometimes a few feet above the audience’s heads and at other times near the ceiling. She wore a black feathered dress with a hat in the shape of a crow’s head while singing about love birds and how love songs didn’t always make sense when they got together. The audience, almost all gay men, lit their cigarette lighters and waved them in the air in time with the music.


  With a nod to the techie guys backstage, she raised the tempo a few beats, and the backing track of one of her disco number ones began to play. Enormous glittering disco balls were lowered from the lighting rig to appear either side of the stage. When I’d watched the rehearsal, it had reminded me of one thing and one thing only, to which Bjorn had said, “You have a one-track mind. I like. The audience will not see it this way.”


  Currently on our sixth costume change of the evening, Bjorn and I wore tiny silver glittering shorts—hot pants for men, basically—with matching shoes. As you can probably imagine, it was one of my favourite parts of the concert and one on which I’d lingered during rehearsals.


  The audience sang and waved along to the music, the tension rising as we danced towards the extravagant finale.


  Chapter 4


  Troy


  I stood backstage at the Sallie concert at the O2 Arena. Having been at the casualties area at the last concert—which had got pretty messy, people with eyes rolled into the back of their heads, tongues hanging out and babbling nonsense—this time I had asked my St John Ambulance boss if I could be backstage first aid. From where I stood, I could see the two backing dancers’ outfits—little silver shorts and sparkly shoes. The shorts were very tight and didn’t leave much to the imagination. The men filled them well, with large bulges on them both. I shook that thought away and returned to watching Sallie in her black feathered outfit. The audience was mainly gay men, some holding hands, some with beards, some with spiky hair. Most looked like any other man, except for when they kissed the bloke next to them.


  Fascinated by what I saw, my gaze drifted back to the dancers. Both obviously worked out at the gym; their bodies had sculpted lines running in a V from their hips to their groins, beneath the towels. Their pecs were what could only be described as chiselled, and the hair was trimmed and covered in a sprinkling of glitter—it was a Sallie concert after all. Their bodies were different from mine—gym bodies as opposed to a hard-labour-outside-in-the-garden body. I wondered how often they went worked out to keep in shape. My stomach tightened, realising I’d been staring at the men’s chests for most of the song.


  As Sallie reached the end of the number, the glitter balls retracted upwards, disappearing into the lighting rig, or one did. The other seemed to stick and shook violently. Someone cried out. Then the audience screamed. Before I knew what was happening, the glitter ball hurtled from the ceiling and landed on one of the dancers.
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