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Towards the end of the nineties, Alex found himself in a position he’d never been in before. After almost two decades of bearing their slings and arrows, he was finally a critics’ darling. 

The commercial and critical success of Glass Ceiling well and truly earned Alex his passage out of exile. Critics and audiences alike gushed over its glossy production, Alex’s impassioned vocals and the overall quality of the song writing. It may not have been the only pop album to have flirted with electronica at the time, but it proved one of the first to thoroughly crossover into the mainstream. 

Pull of the Moon, critics felt, was Glass Ceiling’s more mature sibling. Though it had flashes of the same, high sheen production, many considered it a more innovative record. Its songs, constructed around powerful melodies, often brimmed with surprising and unexpected arrangements. The consensus was that Glass Ceiling was a late–night album, and Pull of the Moon a tonic for the morning after. 

Critics had welcomed Alex’s creative reunion with Ian, noting how Ian brought out the best in Alex’s song writing. But many also hailed the collaborations with Musashi, whom some labelled a madcap musical genius.

Despite the praise, the album’s commercial performance threw Alex’s management team for a loop. Its singles – acclaimed as they were – simply weren’t scaling the charts the same way the Glass Ceiling songs had. 

Fans, it seemed, were treating Alex’s singles as optional collectables. The album’s two lead songs; Raven, a dark, electronic ballad from the Osaka sessions, and Follow My Heart, an up–tempo number recorded in Como, only peaked in the charts after a raft of remix editions flooded the market. 

As Alex’s management spent weeks and months fretting over DJs and producers who could be brought on board to help sell more remixes, the commercial performance of the album was sometimes lost on them. With sales averaging between 150,000 and 250,000 a week, Alex’s intergenerational audience was transforming him from singles artist to album artist, right under everybody’s noses.

It was only when Alex’s label took the reins that the campaign became focused. Putting their full resources behind him, the label gave up chasing the singles markets, focusing instead on helping record buyers see Alex as the last solo male act of his generation still able to keep up with the new princes of pop; former boy-banders like Robbie Williams and Ricky Martin, whose appeal was already reaching far beyond teen audiences. 

To leverage Alex’s appeal, many of the album’s tracks were licensed for advertising campaigns. In addition to the financial shot in the arm provided, the tactic also compensated for the lack of airplay his singles received in some markets.

But in return for the label’s substantial efforts, Alex had to make himself available for press and promotion in all parts of the world. Reminding him of his responsibility to his own “brand”, they pushed him into the gaping jaws of the swirling new media; it constantly expanding with its insatiable hunger for new content and exclusives. 

Shuttled from continent to continent, often with Søren and a small entourage in tow, Alex found himself talking about his work more than ever before. And while he was well and truly accustomed to promotional duties after so long in the game, he initially struggled to understand the new rules that now applied to the entertainment media. 

Despite cherry picking his media commitments, he found that off the cuff comments made in one interview would be picked up and reused by other outlets almost overnight. At times even his more layered, thoughtful responses would be reduced to mere soundbites; translated and taken out of context as they rode the waves of the entertainment news cycle. 

Geography and exclusivity meant nothing anymore; he might’ve been in Mexico City making an observation on a Thursday but his comments would have already created debate in Tel Aviv, Tokyo and Toronto by the weekend, their meaning lost, lodged deep under a web of hyperbole and commentary.

To an untrained eye, Alex’s media prominence may have seemed like just another wave of Alekzandr mania, but in truth it was merely more content in a landscape desperate for more ‘news’. Yet, in 1998 and 1999, Alekzandr’s “brand” was as powerful a drawcard in the global village as it had been in the eighties, his likeness still lucrative for media outlets who relied on magnetic stars to attract advertisers. 

As the recrowned King of Cool, Alex may have attracted more attention than his peers, but the coverage was often random and pithy, despite the accompanying “news” tag. Some of the interest also extended to Søren, in spreads and specials dedicated to Cool Kids and Cool Parents. Images of Alex carrying Søren through airport terminals or playing with him in the park commanded the same airtime and column inches that some world crises did. And as Alekzandr’s profile soared, so too did Søren’s. 

Alex and Tomas did what they could to shield him from the press. Søren may have been the apple of his father’s eye, but he was already capable of terrifying temper tantrums and in possession of a stubborn streak as strong as his father’s. The last thing Alex and Tomas wanted was for the press to play a part in exacerbating the boy’s more difficult traits.

Unlike Tomas, who was a disciplinary parent, Alex tended to be more instinctual. 

With an intense promotional schedule requiring Søren to travel with him, Alex often found himself improvising when any one of the travelling nannies was unable to appease the boy during promotional jaunts. 

Tomas had his own obligations to deal with. In addition to fortnightly visits to Stockholm to spend time with Victoria, he worked all kinds of hours for the sports channel in London, who never thought twice about sending him off at a moment’s notice to cover events around Europe. 

Accommodating Alex’s unpredictable schedule added yet more complexity to Tomas’ life. At times, his interactions with Alex were reduced to bartering for time and attention, in the same way that Alex was constantly negotiating with Søren, his record label, his management and the domestic staff everyone now desperately relied on. The only given was that all parties knew that fresh negotiations were always just around the corner. 

Desperate not to let anyone down, Alex worked all kinds of hours to honour his commitments. There were music videos to film, television and awards performances, sitcom appearances, charity work, and another greatest hits album to think about. This in addition to keeping up his end of the bargain with Marin in Copenhagen, and her parents in Stockholm. There were times he seriously doubted whether he could keep up the breakneck pace needed to satisfy all the invested parties in his life and his own ambitions. 

But arriving back in Stockholm in late April 1999, the view of the pretty old town confirmed the one thing he had known for a long time; he was no longer invested in the city, and it had come to represent something of his past. 

Alex took it for granted of course, but Tomas and the Stockholm years, for the most part, had given him a stability when his other “go to”, his career, had let him down. Though Alex often saw the return to the city as nothing more than a burden, it and Tomas, had once been crucial to pulling him away from the abysses of low self–esteem, character assassination and burn out. 
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“It’s a bit dusty in here,” Alex said, as he followed Tomas and Søren into their old apartment.

“Yeah, because the last time I saw Victoria, I took her up to Umeå to be with my family,” Tomas explained, opening the sliding door onto the terrace. “I don’t remember if I even came by to air the place out.”

“What time is Victoria coming over?” Alex asked.

“In time for dinner,” Tomas replied, sticking his head into Søren’s room to check on the boy, who was already busy making an inventory of his toys and books.

“Well, I might get started and do some cleaning before she gets here,” Alex said, heading into the kitchen. “Seeing as it’s too late to call someone in to get it done.”

“We can do that together later,” Tomas said, walking over to Alex. “Why don’t we go into our room for a little while? It’s been a long time,” he said, massaging Alex’s shoulders. 

Tomas felt Alex tense up at his touch. 

“Maybe later,” Alex said. “Maybe once the kids are sleeping. I’d feel better knowing that the house is clean before Lena and Victoria get here,” he said, 

Tomas sighed. “Fine, pass me the broom then.” 

Later that night, after reading his customary bedtime story to Victoria, and staying back until he was confident she was fast asleep, Tomas did a last check of the apartment before heading into the master bedroom, where he found Alex waiting for him. Alex, naked and sitting up against the headboard, quietly beckoned to Tomas, playfully touching himself. 

Tomas was exhausted, tired after a long day of traveling, cleaning and another terse exchange with Lena which had sapped him of his energy. His instinct told him to dismiss Alex’s enticement, and to simply head into the bathroom to brush his teeth. But he couldn’t keep his eyes off Alex, who, staring boldly, spread his legs further and began to touch himself even more insistently. 

Tomas, feeling his underwear tighten, closed the door behind him and pulled off his pants, diving onto the bed and hastily kissing and caressing Alex before brusquely entering him. With his hands pinning Alex down at the chest, Tomas thrashed away, aroused by Alex’s discomfort. The incredible tension and the clinical nature of the sex hastened Tomas’ rhythm. But just as he was nearing climax, he heard one – or both – of the kids howling from their rooms. He finally looked Alex in the eye, still determined to finish off. But the children’s incessant calls stripped him of his enjoyment, and he abruptly pulled out of Alex, rolling over onto the bed. As he panted and tried to regain his breath, he watched Alex bolt out of bed and down the corridor. 
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By the time Alex returned, after having coaxed both kids back to sleep – Victoria had had a nightmare, and her yelling had caused Søren to wake in a panic– he found Tomas fast asleep under the duvet.

In the dark, listening to Tomas snore, Alex thought about the last few months. With all the demands of Pull of the Moon and Tomas’ own commitments, they’d barely spent more than a few days together at any one time. 

Alex chuckled quietly as he remembered the old rules about limiting work trips to a fortnight and not relying on domestic staff to manage their daily lives. Those guidelines had well and truly gone out the window. 

Watching as Tomas slept, this was the first weekend Alex could remember being free of nannies and his management team. Part of him wanted to wake Tomas and finish what they’d started. But Tomas looked more serene than he had in ages, and Alex wasn’t sure whether sleep now trumped sex in the current iteration of their relationship.

Frustrated, Alex went into the kitchen and made himself a cup of tea. As he did, he contemplated to what extent he and Tomas had officially put events behind them. 

He could see that Tomas had stepped up to the plate since moving to London. That, despite working more than ever, Tomas was still often prepared to shoulder some of the load with Søren, especially when Alex’s work trips were too chaotic for the boy to go on. 

He also acknowledged how Tomas had kept his cool even in the more challenging moments. Alex remembered how nervous he’d felt when he had to tell Tomas he was heading to the States for a month for the awards season and a sitcom appearance. He had expected Tomas to blow up and accuse him of constantly putting his career first. But Tomas had simply said ‘I wish I could come and see you walk away with all the trophies you deserve.’

Alex hadn’t detected any sarcasm on Tomas’ part. Usually, Tomas ribbed him endlessly about being overlooked at awards ceremonies. But that night, between yawns and their zombie like states on the couch, the comment had seemed heartfelt.

Yet, though they technically now lived together, the amount of time they were seeing each other had hit rock bottom. Not since they first met, when Alex was still touring had they spent such little time in one another’s company. This, a weekend custody visit, was proving the first time in months that they’d both been able to step away from work at the same time. 

It had also proved the first time in months that they’d attempted anything remotely sexual together. The rare nights they had found themselves under the same roof were marked by jetlag, exhaustion or awkwardness. Neither ever seemed able to get their act together well enough to provide the other with even a brief, earth shattering moment between the sheets to enjoy.

Feeling guilty about everything and pathetic for still wanting to get his rocks off, Alex nonetheless returned to bed, but simply snuggled up to Tomas, praying his libido would release its hold over him and let him sleep. 
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After Stockholm, the next time they were properly able to spend time together was in the summer of 1999. Alex had floated the idea of visiting the Greek islands for old time’s sake, but Tomas declined, insisting they spend the time in Sweden. 

The three–week break proved a family affair, their time mostly spent near Umeå at Tomas’ family’s cabin, with excursions over to Copenhagen with Marin and to Stockholm to spend time with friends. 

Though the break was relaxing, the holiday centred around the children, Søren and Victoria eagerly spending time with their cousins. But during the holiday, Alex was cornered separately on three occasions. While Tomas was out on the lake with the kids, Karl and Karin turned to Alex who watched as Tomas circled around the kids in his tiny canoe.

“Is there something we should know?” Karin, Tomas’ mother asked.

“About what?” Alex replied, arms firmly crossed.

“About you and Tom,” she said, gently.

“Not that I know of,” Alex said. 

“You don’t seem your usual selves,” Karin noted.

“I guess we’re just tired. It’s the first proper break we’ve taken in a year.”

“So, we don’t need to worry?” Karl asked, putting his arm on Alex’s shoulder.

“I don’t think so,” Alex said, irritated. “Has Tomas said something?”

“No, you know Tomas,” Karin said. “It’s like blood from a stone with him at times.”

“I think it’s just hard for him,” Alex said. “It’s the first time he’s been back in Sweden for a good amount of time. I’m sure it’s making him think a bit,” Alex said.

“But things are fine between the two of you?” Karl asked.

“As fine as they can be,” Alex admitted. “It’s been a tough year. I think we’re just a bit out of sync. We’ve just got to get back into our old rhythm.”

“You know, if the two of you want to leave the kids here for a few days and have some time for yourself, we are happy to help,” Karin said.

“Thank you,” Alex replied, uncrossing his arms and putting his hands in his boardshort pockets. “But I don’t think Tom will go for it. I think he really needs the family time.”

Karin and Karl looked at each other before Karl patted Alex on the shoulder again.
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The following day, as Tomas argued with his parents over a trivial matter, Greta, Tomas’ sister, took the opportunity to speak with Alex as he lounged in the garden.

“I’m worried about him,” she said. “He seems really stressed out.”

“Tom?”

“Yeah, something’s not right with him,” she said, Tomas then bellowing almost on cue.

“He has his bad days. I don’t think he slept very well. He said he was eaten alive by mosquitoes last night,” Alex explained.

“I told dad to fix the screen in your room,” Greta said, unfolding a deckchair and sitting beside Alex. “But I don’t know, Tomas seems really tense.”

“I don’t know what to say, Greta. He’s doing his best. We all are,” Alex said.

“Well, just don’t let him walk all over you Alex. He’s always tired and grumpy, and he thinks that gives him permission to act as he pleases.”

“He’s doing his best,” Alex said, desperate to concentrate on his book. “Try and cut him some slack.”

“That kind of attitude is going to get you into trouble with him,” Greta said, standing up and waltzing back into the kitchen.

Alex closed the book in his hands and wished desperately to be elsewhere.
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When Alex and Tomas flew over to Marin’s in Copenhagen for a long weekend with Søren and Victoria, Marin too wasted no time in pulling Alex aside, this time at the Tivoli gardens.

“What’s going on with the two of you?” she asked, the corny sounds of the theme park music providing a soundtrack to her concern. “You’re like two dead men walking,” she said, running her fingers through Alex’s hair as they sat on the damp wooden bench.

“What are you on about?” Alex asked, shaking his head and doing his best to keep an eye on the kids who were in line with Tomas.

“The two of you. It’s like you’re just going through the motions. You’ve barely exchanged a word these last two days.” 

“Not you as well,” Alex complained as he watched the kids race onto the ride.

“What do you mean?” Marin asked.

“Tom’s family are on my case too.”

“You don’t see it?” Marin asked. “It’s like you’re both on autopilot.”

“It’s normal Marin,” Alex replied. 

“It’s not. I’ve never seen the two of you like this.”

“It’s just the exhaustion piling up. We’ve got the kids to look after, his family to contend with and now that we’re on holiday, no privacy whatsoever. It’s just one of those periods where everything else has to come first.”

“Alex, I don’t know why you don’t want to admit it. But you guys look like you’re in a bit of trouble,” she said, carefully checking over her shoulder.

“You’re overreacting,” Alex said. “It’s just a phase.”
REBIRTHED 92:00

Back in London, Alex, with the help of his label, began finalising his second greatest hits album; an album which documented his second decade of peaks and troughs. 

As he prepared the linear notes in dedication to the collaborators he’d worked with over the decade, the label’s creative director began work on the visuals. After dismissing a series of mock-ups, Alex finally signed off on a packaging concept that painted him as a chameleonic one–man boyband. 

A brief advertising campaign was devised in the lead up to its December release, but Alex’s only media engagement was to sit for an interview with his old journalist friend, Richard, to whom he had granted an exclusive. 

On the eve of the album’s release, a domestic drama ensued, with Alex discovering that one of his London security guards, Josh, had tried to make off with an artwork from the basement of the London house. Wasting no time, Tomas and Alex had Mitch, Alex’s head of security, call in the police, who later charged Josh with attempted theft.

With Tomas unable to take leave from work, Alex settled on spending Christmas and New Year in Australia with Søren at the beach estate, along with his family, whom he’d barely seen in years. 

Søren, for his part, couldn’t wait to get to know his cousins better. And though Alex was looking forward to reacquainting himself with his family, he was unsure whether spending three weeks in Australia without Tomas was a good idea. 

Arriving a day before everyone else, Alex realised how much the estate meant to his family. Packing up all their scattered belongings that had accumulated over the years and storing them away, he was mildly peeved by how much his family had treated his house as their own. But after a day of putting things back in order, Alex realised why they loved it so. Even now, after all these years, it still felt like a special haven to him. Though he’d barely spent any time there, it had witnessed many of the changes in his life. Walking into certain rooms to store games and clothes or simply walking amongst its grounds was enough to jog his memory of time spent there with Tomas, Diego and Athena. 

After a restless sleep, the following morning he accompanied Søren down the private path to the beach for a morning swim, and found himself in deep contemplation. Was the fact that he’d not had sex with Tomas in months accounting for why he wasn’t missing Tomas at all? That the idea of remaining monogamous now just left a bad taste in his mouth? How much longer was he going to be a slave to his own libido? And how was it, that even now, after all these years, his desires still fanned his decision making? 

When his family arrived later that day, they too had questions. Mostly, they probed him about Tomas and Marin, and even Victoria who they’d become fond of. Alex explained their absence by reminding his family that the Swedes had families of their own that they wanted to spend Christmas with, and that he and Søren had gone out of their way to do the same. 

With more than a dozen people in the house, each morning brought with it debates about the day’s activities, excursions and discussions about how many cars would be needed to ferry the gaggle about. 

Søren seemed happier than Alex could remember. Although many of his early conversations centred around Tomas or Marin, the Australian contingent of the family quickly won the child over. Alex saw that Søren’s cousins were constantly taking him under their wing, modelling behaviour that the boy was only too happy to imitate in order to fit in with his cohorts. 

Sometimes though, Søren actively sought Alex out, abandoning his cousins in favour of some one-on-one time. This was particularly common in the evenings after dinner, when he’d creep into his father’s room, finding Alex alone and a million miles away with a book in hand. 

Climbing onto Alex’s bed, Søren would spark off the same discussion every night. He’d start by asking what time it was in London, Copenhagen and finally in Umeå. He’d ask Alex what Tomas, Victoria and Marin were up to and whether they might be having blue or yellow days (his code for good and bad days). But as the holiday progressed, his conversation topics largely revolved around his cousins, Alex sometimes unable to answer the questions Søren asked about them.

In any case, Alex used the almost nightly conversations to gauge Søren’s state of mind. And when he wasn’t completely satisfied with his own interpretations, or those of his family, he’d place a call to his therapist in New York, who would routinely ply Alex with the same responses, including the night that Søren asked if Marin would ever live with them again.

“You know, you probably need to spend some more time with other parents,” the therapist began, “that way you’ll stop stigmatizing yourself as ‘a gay dad’. You’ll realise that that you’re no more neurotic or unequipped to raise a child than anyone else.”

“Is this the insight that I pay you for?” Alex asked.

“You need to socialise more. Especially with people in the same boat. Doing so will help you find more of the answers that you’re looking for, instead of turning to me for them.”

“What kind of thing is that to say to a patient?” Alex asked.

“The truth. I mean, I can hear it in your voice. You’ve taken to treating our calls like conversations between friends. Alex, I think you need to mix more than you have been. Sometimes with people with children and sometimes not. What you’re experiencing is something I commonly see with first time parents. They often look for problems that don’t exist. Søren sounds fine. It’s natural for him to be curious and even obsessive about what he sees or experiences.”
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Once the family had well and truly rung in the new year, arrangements were made for a television crew to descend onto the property for the much vaunted exclusive. 

Alex had initially resisted the idea of mixing business with pleasure, asking Kathy, his publicist, to suggest the interview take place in a hotel of Richard’s choice. But Kathy encouraged him to host the crew at the estate, reminding him it would be over in a matter of hours and that he wouldn’t waste an entire day traveling to the city and back. 

Among his fans, the greatest hits package, Rebirthed 92:00, was already proving a hotly contested release. Its radio edits, sequencing, and even the songs left off the track list, all caused fiery debate, as did its one new song, an outtake from the Pull of the Moon sessions. 

While fans debated its worth online, the album’s arrival barely caused a ripple among regular record buyers. In some markets it was successfully marketed as a stocking filler, but in others, its status as a fan collectable limited its appeal. With sales hovering just shy of three million, it was on track to become Alex’s lowest ever selling release. That said, its modest success still helped Alex land a spot on the list of the decade’s ten top selling artists.

The last time he’d consented to a greatest hits release he’d been genuinely nervous about bookending his work and considering what lay ahead. Back then he couldn’t put the past behind him fast enough and for his life to change. This time around he wasn’t so sure. It had been such an up and down decade. There had been moments of extreme happiness but also utter despair. It had been ten years of both professional glories and rock bottom disasters, all accompanied by profound changes in his personal life. Alex wasn’t sure he had it in him to endure another decade of so many ups and downs. 

And now that he’d fulfilled his contractual obligations, he realised he was long overdue for a break from his work and its cyclical series of beginnings and endings. Two decades in, his career was proving an endurance sport and his time had never been more accounted for than it was now. 

With the setback of the album’s lacklustre sales, Alex sought consolation in the beach estate, away from the swirling chaos and panic that all the talk of Y2K had brought with it and the importance his management were placing on his exclusive interview. 

After more than a year of constant media engagements, he felt ‘all talked out’, and had little insight into what his career and the future held for him, given how uncertain he felt about his present. 

So when Richard arrived, Alex was cautious, desperate to know what Richard’s angle would be. 

With cameras rolling, Richard began benignly.

“One of your idols recently said people like you have done a better job of being seventies artists than seventies acts themselves. What do you think he meant by that?” Richard asked.

“I almost died when I heard that!” Alex said, beaming. “I was so humbled, a comment like that coming from him, without whom none of us would exist today. I was so chuffed. He really is the grand statesman of pop. I still listen to his music religiously. I think what he was trying to say is that some of us have way more tools at our disposal than he ever did, so we’ve been able to pull off things that he only dreamed of doing.”

“You had a few dicey moments this last decade,” Richard said, faltering. “How do you feel now, looking back?”

“I’m proud of what I’ve achieved. I think I experienced even more resistance in the nineties than I did back in the eighties. You know back then, I really had a target on my back because I was ambitious and people thought I didn’t have the means to back it up. But throughout the nineties the press in particular have really tried to bring me down... to sink the boot in.”

“But it’s been a long time since you’ve courted controversy,” Richard said, grinning. “The consensus seems to be that you’re being a good boy right now. Is it because you’re more settled these days?” 

“I don’t know. I feel like I had a lot to work through. A lot of values that I wanted to rebel against. I never really went through a rebellious phase when I was a kid. I had mine in my twenties and thirties, you know? I was so focused on getting out of Australia as a kid, that I spent so much of my early life just pushing forward. I worked so hard to never let anything stick to me. But eventually some of it caught up and I had to face some things head on. And I addressed some of those issues in my work, and others were more like causes I took to heart. I think I spent a lot of the nineties falling on my sword, you know, because I was adamant that someone had to talk about those things. And eventually I realised it was me that had to do it. That I couldn’t wait any longer for someone else to do it for me.”

“So are you done with that?” Richard asked. “I mean, being controversial?”

“I don’t know. I’m sure there will be things that I’ll want to talk about in the future that will push some buttons. But I don’t feel like I need to go out and look for them. It’s never been the case. All the controversies, all the issues have been way more natural and instinctual. I’m just drawn to certain themes.” 

“There’s an entirely new generation coming up in music now, and pop seems to be making a resurgence after all these years. Do you feel like a father figure to these new artists?” Richard asked, his voice hopeful.

“A father figure? God, no!” Alex replied, vehemently shaking his head.

“You don’t feel that they’re carrying your torch forward?” Richard asked.

“Nope. I’m still here and I’m quite capable of carrying my own torch.” 

“Do you worry about keeping up with them? Some of them are really taking the world by storm.”

“I’m happy for them, whoever they are. There’s room for everyone. I’ve never been one to tear somebody else down. I think that’s because I spent most of my career being pitted against other people. I feel like I’ve spent twenty years of my life being told I’m not good enough, that I have a crappy voice, that I can’t act, that I can’t dance. And yet I’m still here. I managed to keep going. And I’ve done so by focusing on myself, not by worrying about the competition, if that’s even the right word for them.”

“There’s been a lot of talk, this last year or so, about you and about George Michael,” Richard said, tapping his clipboard.

“There has been a lot of noise,” Alex said, interrupting, “but it’s all been very one dimensional.”

“Is it easier now than it was, say seven or eight years ago, when you were really in the middle of the storm? Where your
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