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Alex spent much of the spring of 1989 in a purgatory of his own making, unable to pinpoint why. His “comeback” album, Without You I’m Nothing, was a bona fide smash. Its second single, Circumstances Unknown, –  one of his personal favourites –  was now climbing the charts, and earning him yet more accolades. He’d even had a good time filming the video for it with Andres in Houston, in a range of locations around the downtown area. 

Alex’s modern “gypsy” look in the clip was even inspiring copycats, right down to the new accessory he’d added: a Star of David. It hadn’t been intended as a religious or political statement, but once the video aired, stories of Alex’s apparent conversion to Judaism began appearing in the media. Article after article quoted ‘close sources’ who claimed Alekzandr had long been in crisis, and that he had embraced the Jewish faith after meeting a charismatic rabbi. 

Truth be told, the pendant was Ben’s. It was among the trinkets in Ben’s personal effects and Alex had begun wearing it in tribute without even thinking. Alex’s new publicist, Kathy, was delighted by all the fuss. She was thankful that her star client was so hot, he was able to set tongues wagging by literally doing nothing. 

But Alex was having a crisis. He had his friends, his wealth and a career that was once again soaring, but something seemed to be overshadowing it all. 

He couldn’t shake the feeling he was at a crossroads where so much of what had once fascinated or inspired him now seemed trivial. And though the talk of Judaism was unfounded, the reality was Alex was spending a lot of his free time looking into faith. He felt horribly fashionable for doing so, but after performing at a Tibetan benefit (his latest cause célèbre) he quietly began visiting a brownstone in Harlem, where, working with a monk he’d met at the benefit, he began a guided study of Buddhism.

It was only when working with Kathy and Kōji to promote the album that Alex noticed the intense glare of the press interest. Beyond their speculation about his faith, his HIV status and his love life, some in the media had also taken to referring to Alex as a pop diva, pitting him against the day’s top female popstars. 

Quips about how he, Paula Abdul and Janet Jackson stayed up all night, concocting ways to outfox each other with punchy dance moves and hot remixes, became a recurrent punchline on late night television. 

Alex knew what the hosts were getting at. But he was confident no one in the mainstream media had the courage to openly discuss his sexual orientation. Doing so would undermine the unspoken agreement the entertainment press had with A list stars. 

But the trashier news rags had their own rules of engagement. As Circumstances Unknown hit the top ten, some rent boys in New York and LA began making claims they’d been dating Alex, the tabloids swiftly running with the accusations. 

“Half my luck,” Alex muttered as Kathy’s driver pulled up to the curb. Alex was standing at the newsstand near his apartment, perplexed to see it covered with images of his face and the headlines suggesting he had a thing for toy– boys. In the back of the town car, Kathy felt it necessary to remind him the tabloids were just part of the game, but Alex never found their claims as offensive as other, more litigious male stars of the time did. He couldn’t bring himself to publicly comment on their accusations, knowing it would be disingenuous to deny his sexual orientation. If anything, the gay slurs and the press’ weaponization of his sexuality only strengthened Alex’s commitment to the GLBT cause. 

In 1989 he hosted a number of benefits to raise money for GLBT charities in the tristate area and LA, and, appeared in two safe sex public service announcements. He was happy to lend his name and celebrity to all kinds of causes; to various environmental agencies, the UN; even to a gun control group in the US. But Ben’s loss, above all, turned Alex into a warrior for the HIV/AIDS cause. 

It wasn’t just Ben that haunted him. Alex’s newfound activism was his way of shaking things up and doing something new. There had to be more to fame than just success for the sake of it. Alex felt it was time to use his voice and to take some chances. 

To that end, he accepted roles in a range of movies, including the film that Max’s company was filming in New York. 

In between the shoots, he and Andres headed over to Monterrey with a small crew to film a video for his album’s title track.

The heat was positively stifling, made worse by long hours under the lights and the scorching sun on location. Not even his hotel room offered him respite, its air conditioning unit just another victim of the lethargy of summer’s peak. 

Filming in Mexico did have its advantages though. 

On his first day on set, Alex spotted a handsome production assistant who captured his attention. The guy was of a similar height and build. He was dark haired with a strong forehead and a chiselled jawline. When Alex got closer, he noticed the dimples and the grey eyes. Watching him throughout the day yielded other surprises; glimpses of tattoos, a touch of body hair under a white V–neck, and beautifully smooth skin which ran a range of russet tones depending on how the sun hit it. 

But as a lowly assistant, the guy seemed so busy obliging his colleagues that Alex didn’t have the heart to single him out or risk getting him into trouble with Andres.

The next day, filming a sequence on a steep road with astonishing views of the city and the Cerro de la Silla mountain range, Alex felt the heat. The assistant appeared shortly after eleven, explaining he’d been tasked with keeping Alex hydrated and shaded between takes.

“Adoro su canción,’ the assistant said during a break, looking Alex in the eye. 

Alex now knew what he sounded like and added the lovely timbre of the guy’s voice to his lust list.

“Oh really? Thanks. I liked it too before I heard it for the fiftieth time today. ¿Cómo te llamas?” Alex asked, fanning himself with a piece of paper.

“Diego,” the assistant replied, handing Alex a flask, which Alex accepted gratefully.

“Gracias Diego,” Alex said, gulping down the cold water and handing the empty flask back. Diego put it away and then opened up an umbrella, enjoining Alex to stand under it. Kōji was never anywhere to be found when it came to the heat. 

“So, you know some Spanish?” Diego noted, playfully nudging Alex in the rib with his elbow. 

“Yeah,” Alex said, “but if we go out for dinner tonight you could teach me something more useful.” 

“I don’t know how appropriate that would be. You’re the boss.”

“Well, technically,” Alex began, pointing to Andres. “He’s the boss. I’m just the talent. So that means we,” he added, conspiratorially, “are just colleagues. And free to see each other.”

Over dinner, the conversation swung between English and Spanish, Alex learning that Diego was a film maker. 

Diego explained he made documentaries, but took on any film–related work in between projects. He’d driven the almost twelve hours from Mexico City at a moment’s notice, despite the pittance Andres’ production team offered him and the fact he’d have to drive back home the minute the shoot wrapped. 

“You can’t stay? Not even an extra day?” Alex asked.

“I can’t. I want to spend time relaxing before I go back to work. I’m working on a telenovela for the next few weeks. I need the money. Anyway, it’s not such a bad job. I’ve worked with them before. I do a bit of field producing for them. I take care of some of the on– location segments and scenes.”

“Sounds like fun,” Alex said. 

“It is actually,” Diego replied. “It’s a bit like doing music videos. Everything has to be done quickly, there’s no time to mess around. It’s good pressure to work under. And the soap isn’t that junky. The writers are very topical... they’re not afraid to talk about corruption or politics.”

Staring at Diego, Alex sipped his vodka sour and lit a cigarette, unable to stop looking. 

“Listen, I know why we’re here,” Diego said. “But I just came out of a relationship. A long one. Not an easy one either,” he added, looking in Alex’s direction but focusing elsewhere. “I don’t think being someone else’s good time is part of my plans right now.”

Alex smiled. Diego’s chutzpah was intoxicating. “That’s mighty presumptuous of you.”

“Sobre aviso no hay engaño,” Diego said, smiling ruefully.

“Ah, like, ‘don’t say I haven’t warned you?’” Alex asked, nodding as he contemplated Diego’s response. “Well, we’re just having dinner. No need to jump to any conclusions.”

Diego smiled again. “Famous last words.”

By the time they’d left the restaurant a small crowd had formed outside. There were a couple dozen fans who were snapping away, the flashes on their long, horizontal 110 cameras flickering. The valet had brought Diego’s car around for them, while two of the restaurant’s security guards tried in vain to shepherd the fans away. 

Once they managed to get into the car, Alex apologized. 

Diego laughed. “You’re in Mexico. You haven’t seen anything yet. Lock your door.”

Diego expertly steered the car down the sloping driveway through the swarm of fans, many still snapping away. When he finally reached the curb, he stopped for oncoming traffic. The mob descended onto the car again, screaming Alex’s name and using their combined muscle to shake the car up and down. The impression Alex had that his fans were harmless evaporated. As the shaking got rougher, and the fans’ screams louder, a surge of panic surged through Alex.

“Don’t worry,” Diego said calmly, briefly touching Alex’s thigh. 

Diego lurched the car forward to give the fans a bit of a shock, and when a few dispersed, he lightly applied the accelerator, pushing the car to the road’s edge. The restaurant security finally intervened and waved Diego into the traffic. And with that, they were off.

Despite Diego’s reluctance, they spent the night together in Alex’s hotel room. 

Alex struggled to get to sleep that night, his mind pulsating while Diego slept beside him. In the elevator on the way up, Diego had made it clear that sex wasn’t on the cards, landing a light rebuttal to Alex’s come– ons. But the following morning, waking up to Diego gave Alex a euphoria, reminding him of a type of intimacy he hadn’t experienced in months. 

On his next break between films, Alex headed straight to Mexico City. Putting his bags down, he surveyed the room before him, pleasantly surprised.

Diego’s apartment was in the Roma Norte district, and when Diego disappeared down its corridor, Alex took it upon himself to have a look around. The apartment seemed like it had once been part of a grander space but had been subdivided in a way that created strange nooks. The original owners had however, annexed the terrace, it hemmed in by stuccoed white walls and lattice brickwork. Although it was a strangely laid out apartment, it was also clear that Diego had taken great care of it. The curved walls were a cool white and adorned with interesting images and fabrics, while the grey tint of the floorboards added an extra design touch to the place. 

Though the kitchen was tiny, with a table that could only accommodate three at a push, it opened up onto the terrace which overlooked the street. 

But it was the living room that Alex liked most. It was full of fifties styled furniture, artwork, and knickknacks. They all seemed to be considered, linked by colour or texture or by recurring motifs, no doubt acquired and curated from vintage stores and flea markets. 

“I bought it last year,” Diego called out from the laundry as Alex fingered a small black wooden statue of a bird, using it to try and get a clearer idea about its owner. “It was one of the lucky buildings that wasn’t damaged by the earthquake.”

“Earthquake?” Alex asked. “Right. The one from a couple of years’ back?”

“Yes. I was away working at the time. But, yes, this is mine now. The bank’s mostly, but mine, if you know what I mean,” Diego added, stepping into the living room.

“I wasn’t born rich you know,” Alex said. “I haven’t always had money.”

“Sorry, that was stupid of me,” Diego said, smiling. “Here, give me your bags, I’ll put them away for you.”

After a coffee in the kitchen, they ventured out for a walk to the local mercado to pick up some supplies. Diego picked up what Alex thought was enough food to feed a small army.

“There’s a few more things I need to get around the corner from here, but you should keep an eye out for pickpockets,” Diego explained. “Do you want to give me some of those bags?”

“No,” Alex said, rolling his eyes. “Listen, I’ve seen and done it all. You don’t have to worry about me. I know how to handle myself,” he said, immediately regretting how sharply his reply landed.

Diego looked at him. “I’m sorry, I’m just feeling protective, maybe? I don’t want you to have a bad experience.”

Alex smiled. “That’s sweet. And completely unnecessary. Unless the press finds out I’m here and then, well, it’s all over.”

***
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They would go down as one of the biggest VMAs in MTV’s history, with a stellar line up of talent. 

Alex had been nominated for four awards and was due to perform Without You I’m Nothing live. 

Backstage, he felt nervous. He mingled with the household names, some of them music’s biggest and most controversial stars. Coming up in the early eighties he hadn’t spent a lot of time playing the social game with his peers. The only time he saw many of them was at awards ceremonies or at promotional events. Things had changed when Felicidad went global, even if Alex had always felt like something of an imposter when surrounded by other A listers. 

But at the VMAs, as he joked and drank with the other members of pop royalty, friends and acquaintances alike, he felt anxious. Not for himself, but for Diego. And to that end, he caught himself constantly checking that his plus one was okay, that Diego had everything he needed, and that Kōji was on hand to keep an eye on Diego when Alex was occupied. 

Diego for his part wasn’t star struck. It was true that some of his favourite bands were in attendance: The Cure, Guns N’ Roses, even Def Leppard, and that waves of fandom momentarily overcame him. But he’d been part of the Mexican entertainment industry long enough to understand how the game was played, and by extension, how to deal with other creatives. He watched from the side of the stage as Alex began performing, before ducking out into the audience with Kōji for the last few minutes of the song. Being part of the audience as they sang along to the song that had brought Alex into his world gave Diego a sense of ownership over the moment. 

For two months Alex and Diego spent as much time together as their commitments allowed, dividing their time between New York and Mexico City. But soon enough, Alex’s management team insisted Alex head out on the road for a live tour to further promote the album. Alex capitulated, only agreeing to a mini tour with a handful of shows in the UK, Australia and Asia. 

Alex insisted on a back to basics approach. A show without dancers or video backdrops that focused on the new material and aimed for intimacy. The lack of theatrics was welcomed by critics, and the final sold out dates in Osaka were even filmed for a home video release. Though not the financial boon his label could have expected from a full– scale tour, it nonetheless stoked album sales, which were now hovering around ten million. 

At the end of the tour, Alex rang in Christmas and the new year in Mexico City along with Diego’s friends. Diego’s sister Yolanda and her husband José also joined them, coming in from Ixtapa where they ran a resort hotel. 

Without much help from Alex, Diego decked his apartment out in the traditional festive colours and prepared a range of dishes for a Christmas lunch, repeating himself for a smorgasbord for New Year’s Eve in time for Jasper’s arrival. 

“Do you think the two of them are going to fight?” Jasper asked, motioning towards Diego and Yolanda who stood at the terrace. “Diego looks really tense.”

“I don’t know. I hope not. She’s very passive aggressive,” Alex observed.

“Does she play the big sister because their parents aren’t around anymore?”

“I think she’s had to for a long time. Their parents died while they were still in school. That’s when they moved to Ixtapa. Diego says she doesn’t want him living in Mexico City. Plus, his ex was really abusive so I think she’s protective.”

“No way!” Jasper said, chewing on an olive.

“But get this, Yolanda’s best friends with the ex! I hear Diego on the phone with her, and from what I understand, and it’s hard to understand because they talk a million miles a minute, but the gist is, she wants him to go back to Rafael.”

“So, she doesn’t adore you?” Jasper asked, looking over at Yolanda. “That’s gotta sting.”

“We only met the other day but I can tell she doesn’t like the idea of me. She must think I’m some rich gringo out to treat her brother like a plaything,” Alex explained.

“Well you are the only white person in the room. Speaking of, I have a message for you. From Bono.”

“Bono? What?” Alex asked.

“He wants to know when he can have his vest back. Do you realise they’ve become your new leggings? Seriously, a new decade starts in like, two hours. You need to make some changes. Cut that hair too, the gypsy look is dead and buried. And, I repeat, Bono wants his look back.”

“Listen, I’m feeling fragile. Leave my hair and vests alone,” Alex said.

“Why would you be feeling fragile? You’ve got that hot piece. I bet he’s an animal in bed.”

“We’ve never done it,” Alex confessed.

Jasper looked at him and put his drink down on the coffee table. “Excuse me?”

“I mean, we’ve done everything else. Just not that.”

“Why not? And why are you still with him?”

Alex looked at Diego and then back at Jasper. “Actually, I’m just having a lend. He’s brilliant in that department.”

“Oh, thank god,” Jasper said. “I was worried you were taking that Buddhism stuff too seriously.”

“But do you know what? We didn’t have sex for the first month we were together.”

“Why on earth did you wait so long?” Jasper asked, picking up his drink and scoffing it down.

“At first he didn’t want to, and then I didn’t. It was like starting afresh.”

“Oh, so you both played the virgin card? What then? Did you do the bridal waltz? Did you carry him over the threshold?”

Alex laughed. “How’s Scott the Scotsman? Are you still dating him?” 

“Yes and he’s in Glasgow. Family. Cold weather, rubbish food. I wasn’t going to put myself through that again. I wanted something warm. And since you weren’t going to Australia, Mexico seemed like a good enough compromise.”

“Why haven’t you got any films lined up this year?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know. I think I want to take it easy. I want some shorter projects.”

“I have two more music videos to do,” Alex added.

“No, no, no, no, no, no, no.”

“Please? Andres is all funny with me. I think maybe because I hooked up with Diego on his set.”

“No, it’s not about you,” Jasper snapped. “Andres landed a feature for Paramount.”

“Oh. Well good for him,” Alex replied, annoyed. “Come on, they’re great songs. And I have ideas.”

Jasper looked at Alex resentfully. “LA. Only in LA. I don’t want to do it here. I want my crew, my guys. And my team. And I only want to deal with Celia, not Kōji. So you’ll have to find him something else to do,” Jasper warned. 

“Oh, stop it, Kōji is coming, but, yes, you can play with Celia.” 

Jasper smiled. “And no vests,” he added.

Though the party was tame by Alex and Jasper’s standards, they nonetheless embraced gratefully when midnight arrived. 

“I guess we managed to survive the eighties after all,” Jasper noted, giving Alex a kiss.
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Alex was in a jovial mood when he began promoting the greatest hits collection, Obituary 1981–1990, the first of his career, which featured fifteen of his singles and two new tracks. 

“I’m in a good space so I wanted to write something a bit upbeat and fun,” he cooed, when a journalist asked about the inspiration behind the new songs.

The promotion had come as an afterthought. Without You I’m Nothing was still selling. One of its last two singles, aided largely by Jasper’s incredible video, had peaked briefly at No.1 on the US charts. This had led to the decision to put the compilation out without any fanfare. But as his studio album finally lost its steam in the summer of 1990, Alex was finally put back through the promotional paces. 

Alex wasn’t sure what putting out a greatest hits signified. Was it that he’d nothing new left to say? The end of a chapter? Or simply a decade of work that needed to be documented, repackaged and resold to capitalise on all his efforts?

In any case, its release fulfilled Alex’s contractual obligations with his parent label. For the first time since his early years in New York, he was technically out of a recording contract and a free agent. Representatives from all the major labels had come knocking and Celia was keen to sit down with him to go over the options. Equally keen to do so was Michael, whose hot streak with Epic was coming to an end, in more ways than one. But Alex wasn’t ready to voluntarily sign his life away again, no matter how lucrative it could be.

Instead, he was happy to divide his time between New York, LA and Mexico City, the chaotic, crazy, capital getting under his skin more and more. 

Alex had also taken a rental in LA, spending much of 1990 there while working on films. As an interloper in the film industry, he worked to union rates, arriving on set each day with a humility that would never serve him in the music industry. And though people were curious about how he’d fare on the big screen, they were more interested in the greatest hits album which was shaping up to be a smash. 

Although Alex appreciated the renewed interest in his music, he couldn’t understand why there was so much nostalgia for his past releases. Especially when he felt his two new songs were so progressive by pop music standards. 

But throughout the interviews he gave in LA, he was asked to talk about his old music and answered the questions without investing himself too deeply. To him, the 1980s weren’t represented by his radio hits, but rather, the extraordinary relationships he’d forged while hitting the pavements on almost every continent on earth trying to prove himself. Even now there were times when he wondered how he’d ever found the energy to do what he had.  

The true legacy of that decade for Alex was in its friendships. He would’ve been happier talking about who’d survived the Reagan era: who had or hadn’t succumbed to big illnesses with small names and who’d walked away from the trail of heartbreak the eighties had left in their wake. 

“It’s another smash for you, this album,” the journalist noted. “They’re estimating something like seven or eight million copies already. Did you ever imagine you’d find yourself in this position when you started out? That people would be so loyal to your music? To your ideas?”

Alex despised these kinds of questions, even today when they came from his old friend Richard, a popular Australian television journalist. But Alex knew Richard was just warming up. Richard always bided his time on his way to the jugular.

“I don’t think I ever imagined I’d be releasing a greatest hits album,” Alex said. “But it’s the kind of thing that my fans have been asking for and that the record company wanted, to kind of commemorate all these years. I guess it’s also a good entry point for a lot of people who haven’t followed my career very closely, to get an idea of what I’m about.”

“Do you think it sums you up, musically?” 

“They’re snippets of what I’ve done,” Alex said. “I think when I started out doing live shows, I wanted more songs of my own, you know? When you do a gig with just some singles or an EP to fall back on, you really struggle to fill out a set. I’m proud of what I’ve done so far, but I’m sure if I go back into the studio, I’ll make music that’s better than anything I’ve done before.”

“Do you feel that? More confident each time?”

“Well, the more you do something, the more you commit to it, the better you get. When I first started, I was quick to come up with ideas. But I don’t write and record like that anymore. I put a lot more thought into it these days.”

After some questions about the movies Alex was working on, his inability to do a full scale tour due to his film commitments, and the vaguest of plans for the future, Richard finally got to where he was heading.

“Can we talk about Athena for a minute?” Richard asked.

Alex bristled. “Sure.”

“You were married?” Richard asked, a look of surprise occupying his face.

“We were.”

“But you decided to keep that from the public? From your families?”

“I think everyone is entitled to some privacy. Even people that are famous.”

“Isn’t it odd to keep that kind of news from your loved ones?”

“Not in this day and age, no, I don’t think so,” Alex replied, shaking his head.

“Was there a reason for it? I mean one could argue you were both teen idols and that it would’ve hurt your appeal if your fans knew. But that wouldn’t account for why you wouldn’t tell the people in your life, surely?”

Alex cleared his throat and sat silent for a few moments. “We made a decision. We decided it would be better to keep things in a cone of silence. Not just for us, but also for our family and friends. We didn’t want to put them in a difficult position.”

“The two of you divorced in the end after, what, four years?”

“Give or take,” Alex said.

“Was it acrimonious?”

“I think separating is difficult for everyone, no matter who you are. We’re still friends,” Alex added. “It didn’t work out between us, but I want the best for her. Just like I’m sure she does for me.”

“Have you heard her new album?” Richard asked, his left eyebrow arching.

“Of course.”

“She seems to have some things to say,” Richard said, smiling mischievously. 

“That’s okay. Divorce is complicated. Even among friends.”

“You’re not offended by any of her lyrics? I mean there’s some damning stuff in there.”

“You’d have to ask her if they refer to me. I can’t speak for her,” Alex said, smiling icily. “If you want to know what she’s singing about, maybe you should interview her.”

Richard smiled. “Nothing you want to add? No right of reply?”

“No, I don’t have anything to say about her. She’s a great person. I’ve always admired her and I always will. That’s what I have to say about that,” Alex said, adjusting his shirt cuff.

Once the film crew turned out the lights and began to pack up the equipment, Alex cordially thanked Richard.

“You held back,” Alex said. “I was expecting more.”

“They warned me not to cross the line,” Richard admitted, folding away his clip– on mic.

“Who? My team?” Alex asked.

“No. Mine. They wanted a feel good with just enough juice to sell it to other markets. Apparently, it’s the only full sit– down interview you’re doing, so we’re going to milk it.”

“Oh, I see,” Alex said.

“No plans to sign another deal?” Richard asked. “There’s some big numbers being bantered around.”

“No plans. I’m thinking of doing a Momoe Yamaguchi,” Alex said.

“What?” Richard asked.

“Who. She was a Japanese singer. My favourite one I think, of that era. But she just gave it all up. Said she wanted to get married and focus on her private life.”

“And that’s what you plan to do? Settle down? Get serious with Diego?”

“No. But I like the idea of really stepping away from music. Just living without a bounty over my head for a bit. What are they saying in Australia about Diego by the way?”

“Nothing. Like here, I guess. I guess they just think he’s part of your posse.”

“That word doesn’t sound right when you say it,” Alex said, wincing.

“All the kids are saying it,” Richard replied, smiling.

“Come on,” Alex said. “I’ll take you out to lunch and widen your vocabulary a bit.”

***
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Although Alex liked having the freedom of driving in LA, he didn’t like LA all that much. He’d come to think of it as Athena’s city. Spending too much time there drove him crazy, especially now with the messy public aftermath of their divorce. 

When Athena released her own album earlier in the year much of its publicity campaign centred around the breakdown of their marriage. Alex felt like Athena had betrayed him, especially when she publicly painted him a career and publicity fiend. Around the same time “reliable sources close to Athena” publicly revealed that Alex and Athena had indeed been married, but that Alex’s ongoing infidelity had doomed the union.

The talk in the press undoubtedly benefitted Athena’s album promotion, but it also sparked renewed interest in Without You I’m Nothing, whose lyrics were being dissected again with the new facts at hand. 

Furious with Athena for reneging on their pact, Alex found himself in damage control mode with his family, Diego and other friends for not having fully disclosed his past. Why hadn’t he trusted them with it? Why the big secret? 

In her songs she sang of a man who couldn’t be trusted. A man who hid from the truth. A man who didn’t acknowledge her power or listen to what she had to say. A man who had manipulated her. 

He decided to never dignify her accusations, publicly attributing them to creative license anytime anyone had the courage to ask. But when he eventually ran into Athena at an event in LA, he was livid.

“Everything I’ve said is true, Alex,” she’d said the minute she saw him. 

“I didn’t think you’d throw me under the bus,” Alex said, skipping the pleasantries. “Not for the sake of selling a few more records.”

“We didn’t have an NDA Alex. I reconsidered my options once I had time to think about it. There was no point in me keeping mum about things.”

“I guess that in your books it’s fine to stab a friend in the back for some publicity.”

“Alex,” she said, forcing a smile as she cosied up to the man who sidled up next to her, “this is Matthew, my fiancé.”

“Pleasure,” Alex mumbled, shaking Matthew’s outstretched hand. 

“Oh, we’ve met before,” Matthew said, “at the rainforest benefit.”

“Have we? I have the memory of a sieve,” Alex said. “Congratulations. When’s the big day?”

“Next weekend,” Athena gushed. “We’re doing it in Sydney! At Whale Beach. Our families are going to be there,” she said, beaming at Matthew and then at Alex.

“Great,” Alex said, “all of Sydney must be buzzing with excitement.” 

“Oh no, it’s going to be a private thing,” Matthew said.

“Of course,” Alex concurred, furrowing his brow. “Well, again, congratulations.” 

Almost twenty years after she and Alex divorced, and after over a decade out of the spotlight, Athena published her memoirs, clarifying some of her views on Alex. 

“We were both too young to know better. We had this deep bond because we’d both come from the same place and been on similar journeys. We went from unknown to infamous together. We were best friends and that was everything. I know we both prized our friendship. But we didn’t prioritise our marriage in the same way. It was a by– product of our friendship. We were just kids who began to think of our marriage license as a piece of paper. 

“When I got remarried in Sydney I was furious with Alex. I literally cursed his name when the paparazzi were taking our photos on the beach. I was sure it was him that had tipped them off. And so for years I despised him. But time has a way pushing the truth to the surface. Turns out it was one of my cousins who’d tipped off the media. Alex had nothing to do with it. 

“For years his affair with Michael really hurt me, but I made my piece with it in the end. For all his faults, Alex never once said a negative word about me publicly. I think I represented the last trace of the straight world for him and I think he, in his own way, treated that memory sacredly, never speaking poorly of me or the time we had together. 

“In hindsight, I shouldn’t have fallen for someone who had been ambiguous about things from the start. And Alex should’ve walked away. But everything connected to our time together was disproportionate; the scrutiny, the secrecy, the end. We were two kids who wanted to keep an eye out for each other, but we were also two professionals, busy living our own lives at two separate ends of the continent. And soon enough we were in two completely different worlds.

“We email from time to time. I like to think that he still has a soft spot for me because I certainly do for him. We were each other’s firsts in a way. That kind of thing never leaves you.”

***
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When Alex wrapped up his work in LA, he was only too happy to give Kōji the order to pack up the most important of his belongings and send them on home. Rather than follow them on to New York, he headed down to Mexico. In addition to spending time with Diego, part of the attraction of heading there was knowing he could simply disappear into its crowds, the city affording him a level of anonymity he hadn’t experienced in years. 

He and Diego had been discreet over the year and a half they’d been together, aided by Mexico City’s urban sprawl and their lowkey existence there. It was one of the biggest cities in the world, but one of the last places people might assume Alex was hiding out in. 

He’d come to regard Diego’s cosy apartment as a home away from home, and, letting himself in, quickly scanned the place to see if he could detect any new flea market acquisitions. He almost felt he needed to sit Diego down and have ‘the talk’. Diego’s addiction to knickknacks was getting out of hand.

Inspection done, Alex made himself a cup of coffee, and sat down on the couch with the intention of reading the trade magazines he’d picked up at the airport. He and Diego had been playing phone tag for days, Diego away on location in the south of Mexico. Alex was excited and hopeful that Diego would make it back that night, but gave in to his fatigue, falling asleep on the couch. When he came to, it was already evening. Realising Diego wouldn’t be getting home that night, he ventured downstairs to pick up a few things for breakfast and some take away from one of the local joints he and Diego frequented. It was the closest he’d gotten to doing anything remotely normal since he’d last seen Diego. 

Back at the apartment he opened the shutters in the kitchen so that he could at least peek out at the world outside as he nibbled away at his dinner, mulling over the notes Celia had attached to the three scripts he’d also brought with him. Only one of them piqued his interest, that about a traveling group of carnival performers clinging to their traditions despite the world changing around them. Celia noted that he’d been offered the main supporting role by Max’s company and that there would be no need to audition.

He liked the script. Found the dialogue believable and the story intriguing. There were of course some glaringly, off kilter ideas that made him worry, but overall, it was far better than anything he’d worked on over the last year. 

The more he read, the more he liked it, but alarm bells sounded in his mind, warning him not to get too attached. Max’s film projects always had an air of uncertainty to them and, Alex had never even heard of the director. To cap it all off, there was the issue that Alex’s role was that of a trapezist, and that Alex had a deeply ingrained fear of heights. 

But the script was better than anything he’d ever been offered before.

By the time he was ready for bed, he’d read two thirds of the script. He cursorily brushed his teeth, stripped and pulled up the blanket, unable to think of anything but the film project until sleep got the better of him again.

The next morning he awoke to the
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