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PART ONE

Party




















Ensnared by a film director, for whom he had little regard, Cody Hiller did the only sane thing to do in the movie industry and listened politely. He was at the after-party of one of the industry's biggest awards ceremonies, in London, excited to have been asked to present an award but more excited to be here, right now, for there was someone he was desperate to talk to. The party was already steaming ahead when he got there (he'd dawdled backstage where the awards were being held, chatting with the night's host) which meant that it was impossible to spot the man he wanted to speak to from the doorway, thanks to the lighting being all disco-y reds and blues. He ventured into the crowd, in the general direction of where he thought the interesting people might be, managing to overhear snippets of conversations as he passed by—a couple of which stopped dead when they spotted him so close. He was also met with an abundance of smells, from drinks that had been spilled, perfumes that had been liberally applied and body odours that hadn't been kept in check. Because of this assault on his senses, which included the thumping bass of the music that was being pumped out, his reflexes had been thrown off, resulting in the unfortunate situation that he currently found himself in. Cody was, as he sometimes liked to remind people, the world's biggest movie star and as such, everyone wanted a piece of him (and it was always prudent not to piss off the people with power). So, having been captured in a surprise attack, by a strong hand gripping his shoulder, Cody allowed Michael, the greying, unkempt but still in-shape film director to talk at him for what he planned to be the minimum acceptable duration.

"You'd be perfect for my next film," Michael said to him, loud enough that those in the near vicinity could hear. He guided him to the edge of the room, where it was slightly quieter. "I've already found this pretty young girl who I want in it as well. The two of you together," he sighed as though he'd just tasted the most perfect steak, grunting over its flavour. "Magic."

As far as Cody could tell however, the film that Michael was planning on making next, sounded exactly like all the others he'd done - good-looking people running around avoiding explosions and shooting whatever it was that currently needed to be shot. It was not something that he found particularly appealing, but he nodded and smiled, contorting his face into something that he hoped would show the requisite level of intrigued politeness whilst at the same time suggesting that this was the end of the conversation, in the hope that he could find an escape route as quickly as possible. 

Unfortunately, as Michael was describing exactly how he'd film one particular scene (pointing up from on the floor), another director, who had been eavesdropping, thrust himself into their space, thus curtailing Cody's plan to get away.

"Hoping to get your dirty hands on the lad are you, Michael?"

Cody's stomach twisted. At thirty-two years old, he was most certainly not a lad anymore and found that being referred to as one, particularly in this manner, sent a cold and unpleasant shiver down his spine.

Michael, flashing a wide, toothy (and borderline creepy) smile at the other director—a tall, sinewy and equally as greying man—slapped him heartily on the back and then laughed, deliberately loud enough so that others might hear and therefore notice to whom he was talking.

"I'd sooner he were in one of my movies, John, than one of yours."

Cody suddenly felt like a piece of meat, not an unusual feeling to someone as chiselled as himself. He was square of jaw, broad of shoulders and thin of waist. He had muscular arms and a perfectly proportioned face. Every inch the movie star.

John laughed, taking the ribbing in good nature. "You might think he'd be perfect in your films, but we all know that he'd be more perfect in mine."

Holding back the roll of his eyes that threatened to overcome him, Cody instructed both men to send their scripts over to his agent.

"We'll take things from there. See which of them seems the most suitable."

Hoping that this would be the end of things, and having spotted the man he was eager to speak to across the room, through a gap that had opened up (which surely had to mean something), Cody nodded sharply and shifted the weight to his right foot, intent on spinning himself from out of their toxicity.

"I hear you're making another Blake Lancaster film" John said to him, placing his hand on Cody's arm and seizing him, if not tightly, then securely enough to prevent his leaving.

Glancing down at John's hand, Cody's features hardened, his lips pinching tight. He looked back up and held John's gaze for a moment, though glaring at him had no effect, the latter's fingers stroking the fabric of Cody's suit.

"This'll be the fourth one, won't it?" said Michael.

John released Cody from his grip and looked at Michael with a glint of superiority in his eyes. "I'm surprised they're doing another one, after the last one."

Cody sneered a smile at them both, not even bothering to hide his condescension. It would have been easy to say exactly the same thing to the two of them, for whom bad reviews were the norm. "We've got a really terrific script for this one. They've really taken a lot of care with it. That's the only reason I signed on to do it."

"I don't know why some people put so much stock into how the script is," said Michael. He gave his shoulders a slight twitch, conveying the triviality of the topic. "I only use mine as a guideline. It's much better to just take things as they happen. See what inspires you on the day."

"That seems particularly risky." John raised an eyebrow and shot a glance at Cody. Evidently he thought it would get him one-up on Michael, but Michael had caught the look too and was quick with his own jab.

"My last two films have both made north of $800million worldwide, so it clearly works."

Seeing that John's eyes had dropped to the floor, Cody couldn't help but smile, not just because Michael obviously knew John's achilles heel, but also because he hadn't quite done his homework.

"How about you both come and see me when you've had three billion-dollar grossing movies in a row. Then you'll know what really works." He let that sink in for a moment before taking a step back and nodding slightly at them. "Gentlemen."

Leaving the two of them behind, Cody pushed through the throngs of people to the other side of the room, where he was relieved to find that the person he wanted to talk to was still there. His heart skipped a beat. Not normally lacking in confidence, being this close jolted him a little. It wasn't as though he was expecting anything to happen and, honestly, wasn't even sure if he wanted anything to happen, but, despite having never met or spoken to him, Cody had a strange inclination to believe that they would get on well. And, unlike the two slimy directors that he'd practically just run away from, Arun Dayal was actually a director who he admired, one who'd been nominated for his debut feature, A Life Alone, at the night's awards, thus providing Cody with an easy starting point.

He hesitated however, for Arun was in the middle of a conversation with two other people and, not being the rude sort, Cody was unwilling to interrupt them. Unfortunately, from the corner of his eye, he saw someone who looked like they might be heading straight for him, possibly dragging him away from his goal. Having therefore no choice, Cody positioned himself directly opposite the director and proffered a hand.

"Congratulations on the nomination tonight," he said. "Should have been a win, if you ask me."

"Thank you," said Arun, not at all bothered by the interruption. He gave Cody a quick glance and shook his hand. "That's really nice of you."

Arun was taller than Cody by an inch, with a head of short, black hair. He was thin and boyish-looking, with legs that were less thick than Cody's arms and a body that was equally as untoned, wearing a rented tuxedo that didn't quite fit. All told though, he didn't look too bad considering he was a thirty-six year old man who'd toiled away his life making short films that few people had seen.

His gaze had quickly shifted back to his companions only for time to freeze for a second, as something clicked in his brain. His eyes slowly locked onto Cody's, finally recognising who he was. "Holy shit, you're Cody Hiller." There was a star-struck twinkle to the way he looked at him but there was also something else going on, something more red-blooded in his eyes.

Cody's own eyes lit up. He loved it when his presence got the kind of reaction that it just had. "I must confess," he said, taking a step closer, his face still beaming, "when I was reading out the Best Picture winner tonight, I was awfully tempted to say your film instead."

Arun laughed. It was almost a giggle. "That would have caused quite the controversy, seeing as how we weren't up for that award."

The two people with him—a sour-looking young man and a bookish middle-aged woman—both feigned laughter too, but shot a knowing glance at each other.

"It would have been pretty fucking unprofessional though," Cody said, laughing loudly.

He'd actually had no intention of reading out the wrong film, having taken the job of presenting the night's final award very seriously. From Cody's point of view, the most important thing about the task at hand was that it showcased him in the best light. He'd concentrated on the words on the autocue, making sure that the scripted jokes came across as natural and authentic, wanting people to see that he was more than simply a dumb, good-looking movie star. The thought to read out the name of Arun's film had only occurred to him right then, upon meeting him, as it seemed like something nice to say, a little throwaway thing until his mind, which right now wasn't quite as sharp as it normally was, could come up with something better.

"No-one would have believed you anyway," Arun said. "Little films like mine rarely get noticed at these big award shows. I was incredibly lucky to get the nomination I did get."

"I still think you should have won."

"I agree," said the young man to Cody's left, though neither Arun nor Cody appeared to hear him.

"I'm glad I didn't, to be honest." Arun leant in closer to Cody, dropping his voice a touch. "Between you and me, I'm not really one for making speeches."

"Nonsense," said Cody, dismissing Arun's statement with a shake of his head. "I bet your speech would have been fucking hilarious."

With a flick of his wrist, because Cody was being altogether too kind, Arun feigned modesty (a stance that was noted by his two companions with another exchange of glances, the woman's chest rising as she sucked in a deep breath) before deciding that it might be better to be honest, rather than present himself as someone that he wasn't.

"No," he said, "it would have been dreadful. Nobody wants to see a grown man wet himself on stage."

"You'd be surprised," said Cody, quick as a flash. "Especially in this industry."

Flicking his head up, Arun laughed heartily.

"I don't mean me," said Cody, aware, suddenly, of what he'd just said. His eyes widened. "Fuck. No, I could do without those kinds of rumours hitting the press."

"All publicity's good publicity, isn't it? For you actors."

"Not when it comes to bedroom stuff, no. The public will only let you get away with it if it's the basic man and woman thing. Fetishes are an absolute no-no."

The young man coughed delicately. He said, politely but firmly, that he and the woman were just going to go and refill their glasses. They made their exit, not bothering to wait and see if anyone would stop them. Arun saw the concerned look on Cody's face.

"Oh, just ignore them." His features hardened. "They're being pissy with me and trying to ruin my night."

"I didn't offend them, did I?"

"No, don't be silly. And so what if you did. Who cares." His face softened. "Sorry. They're the guys who financed my last film and now they're trying to make budget cuts to my next one, which I'm refusing to allow, so they're talking about pulling funding. All very messy."

"Sounds troublesome."

Arun sighed heavily. "I'll let them stew for a bit and sort it out in the morning. I don't want to make cuts, but I guess I'm going to have to if I want to get anywhere."

"What is it that you're working on?"

Brightening up at the question, Arun leapt into a well-rehearsed recital of the synopsis to his distinctly gay-sounding thriller, to which Cody listened intently. Unlike earlier, when being talked at by Michael and John, his nods and smiles were all genuine. Arun had painted, even in such a short time, a picture in Cody's mind that he wanted to explore further.

"Do you want to have to compromise on it?"

"No, of course not, but if I want any money at all then I might have to." He shifted his gaze off and up, considering things. "No, I will have to." He shifted his eyes back onto Cody. "Such is life. It's like you said, people only want things the heterosexual way. Anything else has everyone running scared. But I want to make a resolutely gay movie and the suits with the money aren't exactly keen on that."

"But A Life Alone was a gay-themed film."

"Yes, but it was a low-key drama. There's a definite audience for that. This one isn't going to have Mr. and Mrs. Smith from next door beating down the multiplexes for tickets, and that's all these rich folk are interested in. How to turn their money into even more money. A gay thriller almost certainly won't do that."

"So why are you doing it then? Why the desire to want it to be a mainstream movie if you know that it won't work?"

"Because someone needs to. Someone's got to try and break down the walls. I don't get to see myself up on screen very often. So, because I've got the skills and the opportunity, I have to do it. Nobody else is going to do it for me. Or if they do, they'll get it wrong."

"You're doing it for the love of the art then? The importance of it, not the money?"

"Exactly, though a bit of money won't do any harm."

Cody laughed. "It never does."

"You know yourself, making movies does not come cheap. I've got all these ideas and as far as I can see, the only way I'll get to make the films I want, exactly how I want, is either with a back catalogue of success or with my own money. Option B is very much a non-starter, so for now—" He tilted his head in the direction of where his two companions from earlier had settled. "—compromise with those two miseries."

"Seems a shame," said Cody, though he was unable to expand further as the two of them were interrupted by a rotund man, who had bounded to Cody's side.

"Can we borrow you?" he said to Cody.

"Of course you can, Jack, just give me a minute."

Jack was a top-level producer at one of the big studios and not someone that Cody wished to annoy, Jack's reputation always preceding him.

"Sorry," Cody said to Arun. "I need to go and schmooze for a bit. There's this project I'm interested in, something a little different, so I need to get the money on board."

"We're not too dissimilar then, are we?"

The two of them laughed.

"I guess not," said Cody.

"I bet you'll have a lot less hassle than I get though."

"I am the world's biggest movie star, so you'd hope so."

Arun laughed again, hoping it would delay the inevitable. "Well, it's been nice meeting you." He stuck his hand out. "And thanks for the kind words about A Life Alone."

"You're welcome." Cody shook Arun's hand. It was probably his imagination, but he could have sworn that a spark shot through him. He let go, a little reluctantly and shifted his weight, about to walk across to Jack's group, but an idea struck him and he hesitated, toying momentarily before deciding to chance it. "Are you sticking around? If so, I'll come back over once I'm done with that lot and we can chat some more. If you want to of course."

"Yeah, sure," said Arun.

"Cool. I'll catch up with you in a bit then."

Arun had the feeling that Cody was just being polite. In fact, so sure was he that this was the end of their conversation, he got the urge to turn around and head back to his hotel so that he could replay the whole thing in his mind, without anything else coming along to push it all away. It had been a thrill meeting Cody, both from a professional point of view and also a personal one, for Arun had been a fan of Cody's for quite some time. He admired him as an actor, certainly, but wasn't afraid to admit that often it was simply because Cody was so stunningly handsome and sexy. If this was to be the end of the, presumably, one and only time that they'd meet, it was preferable that it ended without any false hope. But there was hope though, regardless of how illogical it all seemed. After all, Cody had said that he wanted to come back and talk to him. Thinking that it was probably a little foolish to do so, Arun found an unoccupied booth and sat down, prepared to wait.

Cody made his way over to Jack, thinking about Arun. There was nothing to dislike, he thought to himself. This wasn't exactly a surprise, but it was nice to have it confirmed. Arun was friendly, funny, engaging and interesting. The encounter was everything that Cody could have hoped for. Well, perhaps not everything, but as he'd asked himself earlier, was there really any more that he wanted from Arun? He'd been fairly sure of the answer before, but now, having met and spoken with him, he was less convinced.

Unfortunately, Cody's plans to go back to him were soon thwarted. His chat with Jack's group led to him being diverted to another group, who occupied his time for much longer than he cared. On a couple of occasions he was able to spot Arun from through the crowd and both times he saw a clear look of boredom on his face. As the night wore on, and midnight came and went, Cody saw that unless he did something, his chat with Arun would be a one-time only event. He excused himself from the third group to whom he was talking, just for a minute, and headed steadfastly through the still plentiful crowds of people, ignoring their greetings.

"Okay, sorry," he said, sliding into the booth and sitting opposite Arun. "This is taking a lot longer than I'd hoped."

"No, that's okay." There was a tinge of disappointment to his voice. "Being the world's biggest movie star, of course everyone's going to want a piece of you. I'm going to get going in a second anyway."

"I do feel like a rodent that the vultures are all fighting over, yes. And trust me, it's not anywhere near as fun as you might think. Anyway, I was wondering if you wanted to swap numbers, maybe? We could meet up some other time then, carry on with what we were discussing."

"Which was?"

Cody grinned. "You."

A smile spread across Arun's face, feeling as though it had been absent for far too long. "I do love to talk about myself."

"Same here. So come on, what's your number?"

Having exchanged details they said their goodbyes, both of them feeling like they were teenagers again, unprepared for how to handle all this, Cody heading back to the birds of prey as Arun headed towards the exit.




















A little after one o'clock, as the party began to die off (though those that remained were still making enough noise for it seem as though things were in full swing), Cody quietly slipped away from the group of drunkards that he had found himself with and relocated himself to a quiet booth, which, without realising it, happened to be the exact spot that Arun had been in earlier. He took his phone out and decided to message Arun. All he sent was three simple words—You still awake?—the suggestiveness behind it not lost on him. Doubtless, had he not been a little tipsy, he probably wouldn't have sent it, or at the very least he wouldn't have worded it quite that way, but it was late and the people here were boring him, which reminded him of the one person who hadn't. Thinking that he'd give it five minutes, long enough to be sure that Arun was not still awake, before accepting that it simply wasn't meant to be, Cody got himself comfortable and prepared to look busy. He'd barely flicked through Facebook before a reply came back from Arun.

My body's not on UK time yet so yeah, still awake.

Cody couldn't help but smile. His thumb hovered over the keyboard. He was suddenly struck with an uncharacteristic uncertainty. Getting the conversation going hadn't been a problem—it never was—and yet he was hesitant right then. He knew what he wanted to say (something a little flirty) but a sense of restraint held him back. As he paused however, Arun took the lead.

How's the sucking up to the suits going?

Cody smiled again, chuckling to himself. It was entirely possible that it was simply his mind reading too much into one particular word in that reply, but then he saw Arun's previous message, and how he'd said My body rather than I'm, and so Cody's imagination began to fire.

He was halfway through replying, saying that it had gotten boring, when Arun messaged him again.

Sorry, that was rude. I've had drinks!

Choosing not to think about it, for fear that he might never actually be able to get a word in at this rate, he fired off a quick response.

No apologies needed.

Rather than make Arun wait for his entire train of thought (besides which, Arun seemed likely to interrupt them with messages of his own), he chose to send them in small chunks.

It's gotten more boring than even I can stand.

If you can believe that!

Glad you're still awake. Fancy a chat?

I could come to your hotel?

He tapped the side of his phone impatiently, biting his lip as he did so. Old memories had resurfaced, of times when he'd been here before, almost making the choice to chase but backing out every time. He wasn't sure why he'd actually gone ahead this time. Looking back through what he'd sent, he saw that it could be explained away fairly easily.

Another message came through from Arun, distracting him from the doubts that were percolating.

Sounds great. Hotel's a dive though, but you're welcome to come and brighten it up.

Simultaneously thrilled and repulsed by the idea (his movie star lifestyle had significantly raised his standards), Cody once more hesitated with his thumb over the keys. With what he'd already sent being perfectly innocent, it gave him an escape route, a way to back out of taking this huge step. Yet, that wasn't really why he was hesitating. Sure, he was reluctant to leave any evidence on his phone, but he wasn't so sure about quitting. Deciding to risk things he closed the messaging app and opened his phone's contact list, tapping the icon next to Arun's name. He put the phone to his ear and heard exactly one ring before Arun answered.

"I mean, it's a proper dive," Arun said, ignoring any need for greetings. "Like, two stars, at the most."

Cody laughed then looked around him. He'd learned to pay careful attention to his surroundings, aware that anyone could be listening, but had he forgotten to do that tonight? It felt as though when he'd been talking to Arun that he'd let his guard down and now he wondered if people had been able to figure out the truth because of that. After all, how did it look, him removing himself to a quiet area and laughing with someone on the phone? It was obvious what was going on!

Of course, no-one was looking at him. Everyone was in their own little world. The room was full of people from the same industry. They all knew that everyone here was just a regular person like anyone else. They didn't give a damn.

He relaxed his shoulders and shook his head, clearing the doubt away.

"Yeah, that sounds horrific. Mine's five stars. Proper classy." Without even thinking about whether it was a good idea or not, he added: "Do you fancy coming over there instead?"

"I do," said Arun, merrily.

Cody told him where it was ("Ooh, posh", said Arun in a playful tone) and gave him his room number.

"I'll be right over." He sounded distant suddenly, his head having turned away from the phone. "Just need to find my other shoe."

Arun disconnected the call and Cody stood there smiling, excited but wary. Arun had sounded as though he might have had more than just a couple of drinks and it gave rise to the possibility that the evening might not turn out how Cody wanted it to. Did he really even want things to go that way anyway? He felt like he did but this was completely new territory. Wanting to do something and actually doing it were two entirely different things. His thoughts strayed back to his earlier doubts, though they were coupled with new ones. He'd never taken things to this stage before—the pursuit—because he'd always had other goals that took precedence. But now that he'd made this choice he wondered if all it was going to do was make him look like a fool? He'd been certain that Arun had been giving off the right signals, but now he wasn't so sure. Was Cody just hoping that there'd be signals and had simply made them up, regardless of whether they were there or not? After all, this wasn't some chance meeting, it was one that Cody knew would happen and had been thinking about for a while.

He considered texting Arun back, cancelling everything. It'd be easy to do. Something's come up. Arun wouldn't know any different. But doing that would make Cody look bad. Admittedly, it'd only be in the eyes of one person, but it was the one person who he didn't want to think badly of him. Arun was someone that Cody wanted to impress and chickening out of things now would absolutely not do that.

He could rearrange things. Say that something's come up but instead of leaving it at that, he could add that they could meet up tomorrow. That might work. But what if he got this same feeling of doubt then too? He couldn't cancel a second time.

He took a long, deep breath. He was being silly. The best thing to do was to just let things play out. And besides, there was some actual business that Cody wanted to discuss with Arun, so if he could find the resolve, this meeting could be about that and nothing more.

He messaged his driver, telling him to bring the car around to the side entrance. He said quick goodbyes to a few people at the party and then headed outside. The rain which had greeted his arrival at the awards ceremony earlier in the evening had gone, but the chill in the air remained. He saw the car and was filled with relief, knowing that George would have it nicely heated. Before darting across to it, he scanned the area for potential threats. He wasn't looking for anything as dramatic as an attacker or anything like that. He was looking for autograph hunters (or the selfie hunter, as it was now). Early in his career, a seasoned actor had taught him how to spot the fans that were looking for a piece of you. You just had to look at their eyes. There was a determination to the way they stared at you, eager for the hunt. Ordinarily Cody had no issue with it. If it made them happy then it made him happy. But if you weren't in the mood for the attention—which Cody was not—then the results could be disastrous. With the rise of social media, even the slightest hiccup spread like wildfire. Fortunately, the coast was clear and Cody strode across to the car. George stepped out and opened the door for him. Cody ducked in, sinking back into the seat and sucked in the warm air.

George got back into the driver's seat and caught Cody's eye through the rearview mirror. "Did you have a good night, sir?"

"I did thank you, yes."

He'd told George once before that he didn't have to call him sir, but George had declined the offer, simply nodding to acknowledge it and then carrying on as before. He had that way about him, did George. A maturity that seemed beyond his youthful twenty-four years. A good upbringing is what Cody always thought, though it seemed such an Old Man type of thing to say. Not that Cody felt old, though it was something that seemed to be hurtling towards him rather quicker than he'd expected. He did wonder if the reason why he employed people younger than him was so that it might delay this ageing. A sort of by proxy type thing. Yet despite the distance that this age gap put between them—and the distinct employee-employer divide—Cody found it easy to talk to George.

"The night is still young though."

"Where would you like me to take you?"

"Oh, just back to the hotel please."

"Of course sir."

George pulled away smoothly and made his way along London's roads, still busy despite the time. Cody shuffled in his seat and stared out of the window, flashes of neon visible through the darkened windows. He'd have quite liked to have driven himself back to the hotel, but that ran the risk of him taking a detour and bailing on things. In any case, the studio making the fourth Blake Lancaster film would have none of it, having learnt a long time ago that movie stars driving themselves home from a party was absolutely not the kind of publicity they wanted.

The warmth and quiet in the car was lovely but it allowed his mind to wander again, back to thoughts of anxiety about what might happen next and he knew that even though he wasn't driving himself, all he'd have to do is tell George to take him somewhere else and he would, no questions. To reduce the chances of this happening, he decided that the best thing to do was to talk to George about something that he knew the two of them could chat about for the remainder of the journey. Himself.

"Did you catch any of the ceremony?"

"I saw the last few awards sir, yes. That's quite the privilege isn't it sir, presenting Best Picture?"

"Did I do a good job? I didn't fluff anything?"

"No, not at all. Very professional."

"What about the funny bits? Did they come across naturally or not?"

"I've always thought you'd be good in a comedy. You know, one of those sophisticated ones. Not the gross out stuff. No-one cares about those ones."

Cody was certain that George was just saying what he thought Cody wanted to hear, but he didn't mind at all. It was always good to have his ego stroked. He looked at George, through the mirror, and flashed him a smile. He'd seen George look at him in a particular way a few times, the way his eyes held his for just a fraction longer than usual and how his face would soften sometimes when Cody spoke. But again, that could simply be Cody completely mis-reading things. Not that he would ever try anything with George. What a horrible abuse of power that would be.

He leant back in his seat. If things didn't go to plan this evening, the image of George smiling at him wouldn't be the worst way to fall asleep. After all, there's no harm in just looking.




















When the door of his hotel room clicked shut behind him, Cody leant back against it and considered what to do. This was his last chance to escape. He looked around the room, at the double bed in the centre of the wall opposite, with it's thick, white duvet; at the sofa by the floor-to-ceiling window, flanked by two armchairs in the same soft, brown fabric; at the mahogany dresser opposite the bed, underneath the large, ornate mirror and next to the matching desk; at the large blue vases filled with fresh, delicate-scented flowers. Outside it was cold and loud and would probably rain again any moment. No, it was too warm and cosy to leave this room. Maybe it was about to get even cosier?

He took his jacket off and flung it onto the bed, discarding his bowtie in the same manor and unbuttoning a couple of buttons on his shirt as he strode over to the mini bar. He poured a whiskey, took a sip, sighed once more and located his iPad, on the dresser. Loading up YouTube, he searched for the night's awards show and found the clip he was looking for - the one of him presenting Best Picture. He sucked on his teeth for a moment then switched the iPad off, flinging it onto the bed. The night was going too well for it to be ruined by scrolling down and reading the incessant wailing of faceless people behind keyboards. He downed the remainder of the drink and went and stood in front of the floor-length mirror, just outside the bathroom. He checked himself out, preening a little, tugging at a loose tuft of hair on his head that wouldn't fall back into place. He licked his fingers and tried again, relatively successfully. He thought about using a bit of product to ensure it stayed in place but thought against it. He raised an arm and sniffed. Kind of iffy. Did he have time for a shower? He considered it and decided that it might come across as too obvious. A splash of fragrance would do, but would that then seem too forward? He could feel the doubts riding up again. Now that he was this close to something possibly happening he started to question if Arun's sexuality really did lie where he thought it did, or was he just wishing that it did? This was despite everything he'd seen and read about the man before they'd actually met.

He slapped himself repeatedly on both cheeks, like someone applying aftershave overzealously. "Come on man, pull yourself together."

This was something out of his comfort zone though—the balls to actually do something about his feelings—and so pulling himself together seemed like too extraordinary a task.

He went into the bathroom, pissed, washed his hands and grabbed a can of antiperspirant. That ought to do the trick without being overpowering. He unbuttoned two more buttons and applied the deodorant, at which point there came a knock at the hotel room door. Carelessly dropping the can on the shelf, he hurried to the door, pausing for a moment, just to try and remember to breath, before opening it.

Arun's eyes dropped a few inches, having spotted straight away the flash of chest that greeted him, a section of deliciousness that he'd seen countless times on the big screen that now, so tantalisingly close, took on a whole new level of eroticism.

"Hello," he said, an eyebrow raised and his voice, loosened by alcohol, thick with salaciousness. He gritted his teeth, fearful that he might have had too much to drink and was already making a fool of himself, though the night air had cleared his head a little, making him wonder if he was about to do something worse than mere foolishness, instead crashing headfirst into something and causing a catastrophe. It was entirely possible that Arun had imagined things and that any flirting that had happened earlier had been entirely one-sided. This really was going to be nothing more than a chat about their movies. It wasn't going to be a fantasy come true.

His embarrassment was abated quickly enough, when it became clear that Cody had neither seen nor heard the innuendo in Arun's greeting. Instead, he'd been casting a glance down either side of the corridor, making sure that not only was there nobody there who might have seen Arun arrive but also that Arun himself hadn't brought anyone along, a potential accomplice to what could, his mind racing overtime, be an expertly put together sting, for the pleasure of tomorrow morning's tabloids. Satisfied that there was nothing of the sort going on (Arun hadn't arrived carrying any bags either, that might conceal recording equipment), Cody shut the door and flashed Arun a smile.

"How does your hotel compare to this one then?"

Arun smiled back and stepped further into the room, to give it his full attention, unzipping the heavy, brown leather jacket he was wearing. His reply was deadpan. "Mine's much bigger." He turned around to face Cody, his lips pulling wider. "Nah, this place is..." He nodded to himself, then caught the view out of the window. "Holy shit. Yeah, proper nice."

"I've seen better," said Cody, who genuinely had, but as he said it, he realised how it might sound. "But it's not me paying for it, it's the studio, so I'm grateful for anything." He put a hand to his chest, feigning humility, at which point he realised that he'd been walking around with half his shirt undone, and this was not the impression he wanted to make, of the dumb movie star who could only rely on his looks and his body. He wanted Arun to see him as a proper actor. As soon as he thought that though, he swept it aside, realising that, if anything was going to happen, flashing some flesh might be the perfect approach.

Arun wandered over to the side of the room, his attention having been grabbed once more by the view. Cody seized the opportunity to straighten himself up, shaking his head and cursing himself silently as he did so. He went back over to the mini bar, feeling that another drink was needed if he was going to regain any control over his nerves. He offered one to Arun, who spun around, seeming as though he was going to leap at the offer, only to decline it instead.

"Are you sure?"

Arun considered it for a fraction of a second.

"What the hell, why not." He never had needed much persuading. "You only live once."

Arun took a seat on the gloriously comfortable sofa, gently swirling the drink around in his glass. He wondered if it was a good idea having another drink. He couldn't remember how many he'd already had (it was definitely more than six, since arriving at the party) and no amount of fresh, cold air could halt the effect it would have on him. In a room full of other people, that effect is fine. He'd just be merry, perhaps a little handsy and affectionate but it would be nothing more. But here, just the two of them? And in a hotel room too, for christ's sake! In any other circumstance, they'd already be naked on the bed. But this wasn't any other circumstance, and he had to remind himself of that. Another drink would only make him forget to remind himself. But he couldn't just sit there with it in his hand. How rude would that look? And handing it back would only make him look stupid. So he decided that he would have to drink it, but slowly and it would be the only one. He felt like groaning. It was so much easier knowing beforehand where you stood with someone. This kind of uncertainty belonged back in his youth, though he had to admit, there was an electric sort of thrill to it. The maybe that seemed to be lingering in the air.

He unbuttoned the top button of his shirt.

No harm sending out a little signal, just in case.

Cody paced up and down in front of him, staring out of the window for a moment before moving to the opposite side of the room and leaning against the wall. He had hoped that keeping moving would release some of this nervous energy but it just made him feel self-conscious and silly. He might genuinely be feeling like a love-struck school kid but he sure as hell didn't want Arun to know it. Of course, Arun had been watching him this whole time and in the space of that few minutes it had become delightfully obvious to him just what was going on in Cody's head. He'd seen this kind of thing before and had done it himself when he was younger, striding back and forth outside a gay bar back home, wondering if he'd ever find the courage to actually go inside. He did, and it was wonderful, but he'd done it off his own back and had often thought how horrifying it might have been had someone actually seen him and taken the next step for him. Which is why he simply leant back in his seat, a pleasant smile on his face, and waited. It was also nice to know that he could still read the signals, however unexpected the source of them might be. During all the hours he'd spent watching Cody in his movies, he'd never once suspected that the fantasy might become a reality.

He started a conversation, asking Cody what had happened after he'd had left the party. It wasn't something he was particularly interested in, but it got Cody focused enough to stop with the pacing and get him sat down, in the chair opposite, where he took the topic in his stride, loosening up in his seat, spreading his legs and dangling an arm over the side of the chair. Arun took off his coat and lobbed it onto the other armchair, an indication to Cody, if he were being observant, that he would be staying.

"When do you start filming the next Blake Lancaster?" said Arun, once Cody had finished recounting his evening.

"Three days. I'm kind of excited about it actually."

"Really? I'm surprised you want to do another one."

"I didn't, not at first. But the studio said they were going ahead with it."

"Because they make money."

Cody nodded. "Because they make money. They were going to make another one regardless of whether or not I wanted to do it. They have plans to build it into a shared universe."

Arun rolled his eyes and let out a groan. "The two worst words in the industry right now. Shared fucking universe."

"That's three words," said Cody, stifling a grin.

"It doesn't matter how many words you use, it's always a terrible idea."

"I agree, and maybe I should have just walked away, left them to it, but I couldn't end things at the last film."

"Because it was so terrible?"

"It wasn't that bad. Just a little unfocused."

"No, it really was. Sorry." Arun leapt forward in his seat. "Don't get me wrong, you were great in it. You always are, no matter what you do, but unfocused is a massive understatement. It had, what, six or seven major characters, two of whom never met at all, during the entire film, and only your character had anything resembling a conclusion to his story. It felt as though they added all these characters simply because they could, and it was a way of getting more big names into the film."

"Don't feel as though you have to hold back," said Cody.

For a moment Arun thought he might have gone too far, launching into a scathing critique of something, at the person who was most heavily invested in it. But he saw the expression on Cody's face—the sparkle in his eyes that assured him he was in on the joke.

"I'm not wrong though, am I."

"You're not," said Cody. "None of us started out with the intention of it becoming like that, but the studio interfered. You know, the usual. People in suits who don't have a clue about these sort of things, but love to pretend they do and are damn well going to make themselves heard. So no, the only reason I agreed to this fourth one is the script. It's fantastic. And I don't just mean within the confines of an action movie."

"I never said that it was bad because it was an action movie."

"No, I know. Sorry, it's just that, well, you know how it is. Some people can get really snobbish about things they don't consider worthy."

"Any genre can be worthy if it's made with the right intentions. And you know what, if that's not the case then at least the action movie genre is one that guarantees you hot dudes and big explosions, and sometimes that's enough to get you through."

Cody laughed, shifting in his seat to get more comfortable, assured that his doubts over Arun's sexuality had been refuted.

"Would you ever consider directing one?"

"A big budget action spectacular?"

"Yes."

"Would you ever consider not being in them?"

Cody stared at Arun, impressed with his non-answer. "I've thought about it," he said, looking away.

"Does that mean your next film will be something of a departure?"

"I've not signed on for anything yet."

"You can only be the action hero for so long. There'll always be someone younger and fitter and sexier to take your place." He quickly flicked his gaze up and down Cody's body. "Maybe not sexier."

Ignoring that comment (though it certainly aroused his interest), Cody took in a long breath, long enough for Arun to consider if he hadn't, once again, let his fantasies take control and overstepped the line.

Letting out his breath, slowly, Cody noticed a distant look on Arun's face and sensed that he was regretting what he said. His initial desire was to ramp up his own flirting, letting Arun know that he had no need to regret anything, but instead he took another path, once more prodded by a fear of the headlines that swirled before his eyes and the snide and bitter gossip that would come raining down on him. At some point he knew he would have to find the strength, if he was going to get what he wanted, to break through these fears, but that strength wasn't there just yet.

"Did you get anywhere with the financing you needed?"

Arun's face fell, in clear disappointment. He muttered incoherently, trying to gather himself together, before he was able to speak properly. "Not really. There were a couple of production companies interested, but it was still only a fraction of what I'd need, even with them both on board."

"You can make cuts and changes to accommodate the budget though, can't you?"

For a second, Arun thought about getting up and calling the whole thing off, struck by the likelihood that, whilst he had thought that his fantasies might not be so fantastic after all, it now seemed as though they were. But he was here now and so might as well throw himself into what they really had got together to talk about. You never know, he thought, it might solve the problems he was having in getting his movie made

 "I probably could, but why should I?"

"If you don't, you probably won't get any money at all. And even then, they're only going to give you what they think they'll make back. It's all about return on investment."

"Yeah, and that's exactly the problem. You've already said it yourself, that these money people like to shove their noses in where it's not wanted. They'll want to change things, not because it serves the story but because it serves their bank balances. I've already had enough of that with A Life Alone. You know, there was this production company I almost got involved with when making it. The main guy there, he said the story would work better if one of the two male characters was replaced with a woman."

"Do you not want more roles for women?" said Cody, knowing, in his gut, that it was not about that.

"Absolutely, but wait until you hear this guy's reasoning. He said—and I swear I'm not making this up—that if one of the two leads was a woman, she could have a nude scene."

Cody scrunched his face up. "Creepy."

"Yeah, and totally missing the point of the movie, which was a gay story about gay men. He was thinking about it only in terms of making money. And, well..."

"You just want to be an auteur don't you?," said Cody, laughing. "One who also gets all the money he needs."

"How dare you," said Arun in mock horror, before laughing heartily. "Okay, yeah, sure, I know I sound like someone who wants to have his cake and eat it too, but it's my art. My ideas. My vision. So why shouldn't I be able to have full control over it?"

"That's not how things are done around here. Tell me, was A Life Alone made entirely to your own design, or did it have other people's fingerprints on it?"

Arun looked at him and shrugged his shoulders.

"Right," said Cody, "and look where it got you."

"Fine. What do you suggest I do about it then?"

Cody got up out of his seat and wandered across to the mini bar. He held his glass up. "Another?" Arun nodded, giving no thought to what he'd told himself earlier. Cody handed him a glass, liberally filled, and began pacing again, holding his own glass against his chest.

"Okay, so I'd say there's two ways of looking at it. First of all, if you want to get your name out there, and your career moving forward, which in turn, if you're successful, will get you to the point where you can make the kind of films you want to make, with as little interference as possible, then for now, you'll have to play the Hollywood game and do what the suits tell you. Or secondly, you can scrape by with the minimum of funding, and therefore the minimum of interference, in order to keep full control of your art. Only, you'll still have to make changes and compromises, because, remember, you'll have no money, but at least it'll be you calling the shots. You deciding what has to be cut. Though don't forget, there's always ways around things. Different, cheaper ways of getting your point across, so it might not be as difficult as you think to keep full control."

Arun sighed. "I don't like either of those options." He sighed again, but more resigned this time. "Am I being too selfish with my dreams? Am I letting my ego get out of hand because I want to control everything?"

"Like a true director!"

"Yes, but I'm not sure it's a good thing."

"It might be. There's been plenty of people throughout history who have just got on with doing their own thing and gone on to create magic."

"True, but I hardly think I'm a DaVinci or anything."

"You never know."

"Oh, I think we do."

"Actually," said Cody, leaving the word hanging as he went across the room. He leant against the wall and stretched, wanting to loosen up the tiredness that was beginning to weigh on him. "There is a third option."

"Which is?" said Arun, when it became clear that Cody wasn't going to elaborate.

Cody smiled and looked at Arun from the corner of his eyes. "I'll keep that to myself for now."

"Tease," said Arun, referring not only to what Cody had just said but also the way he was stood, stretching back against the wall, so that his shirt had pulled loose from his trousers, exposing a small patch of skin.

Laughing, Cody caught Arun's line of sight and looked down, seeing that his shirt had come loose. He dismissed it with a shrug. The relaxed, jokey flirting between them was nice and, though it had had the effect of dialling down his concerns, it was all still something that could be easily explained away, should any third-parties come asking. Just two friends who were comfortable around each other.

"What's this film of yours about?"

"Did I not already tell you about it?" The two of them looked at each other blankly. If he had, it was many drinks ago now. "It's about a married, straight couple and he has an affair with another man that leads into something deadly."

"No, I mean in detail. Like, run through the whole story for me."

As he spoke, Cody sauntered across to the bed and sat on the edge. He hadn't meant it to be so alluring. The air had taken on a cosy feel, though that might have been because his eyes were feeling a little heavy. The bed seemed like a comfortable place to sit, especially as he was looking to be told a story. When he realised that his actions might seem deliberate, from Arun's point of view, he hooked one leg over the other and leant forward, elbow on knee, chin on fist, hoping to give off a studious vibe, but it was immediately uncomfortable, so he fell backwards, resting on his forearms and to hell with what anyone might think of it.

Arun gathered himself together, silently arranging all the pieces of his story in his head. He pulled himself up out of his seat, flexed his arms a bit (for he too had gone a little tired) and launched into his tale.

Cody listened without interrupting, remaining quiet the entire time. It must have taken at least twenty minutes, possibly thirty, for Arun to go through the story, and at the end of it he stood where he was and stared at Cody, hoping to glean something—anything—from his face or his posture or even the way he was breathing. But Cody let the story drift through the room, still saying nothing as he held Arun's gaze, soaking in the atmosphere that Arun had created.

"You have to make this film," he said finally. "It sounds fantastic."

"Really?" There was an innocence to the way Arun said it, almost pleading for it to be true.

"Yes. God, yes. I mean, fuck, it sounds like exactly like the kind of film I'd want to see."

He realised what that meant, having said it out loud. It was, after all, definitely a gay story. But it was too late to do anything about it, the words had been spoken and Arun must have heard them and surely understood what he'd meant. Even though Cody had lived a closeted life, he wasn't so ashamed of himself that he was going to rescind his comments. That would only make him sound much worse and this man in his room was someone that he wanted to impress.

Arun's eyes remained glued to Cody's. He'd understood the meaning behind Cody's words but was searching his brain for a reason—anything—that might explain away what Cody had just said. But there was only the one reason and it brought Arun's fantasies surging back to the fore. "Yes, me too. I want to see myself on screen," said Arun, keeping things on topic. "I just don't think anyone else does. Not, as you say, the suits with the money anyway. So come on then, what should I do? What's my third option?"

"Right, okay, so—and hear me out first, because it's going to make me sound like a proper Mr. Egotist."

"I can't promise anything," said Arun, coming closer and resting on the edge of the dresser, that stood opposite the bed.

Cody smiled at him and launched into his own story. He explained how he'd deliberately focused his career on the big budget blockbusters because they were successful and he was good at it.

"That's debatable," said Arun, proving why he couldn't promise anything, though it was, he thought obvious, a joke.

Cody feigned horror (much like Arun had done earlier) but, as Arun saw, there was actual hurt behind it, if only a hint.

"Sorry, I'm only messing. Honestly, I genuinely believe you are the best movie star of the last decade. You've got that star quality about you that no-one else seems to have. The humour, the down-to-earth nature, the beauty, the charisma. You're the full package." His eyes dropped from looking at Cody's face to the other, full package that Cody seemed to have.

Cody noticed where Arun's attention had fallen too. He smiled to himself. He'd come back to this room tonight buzzing with the possibility of what might happen, to find that it turned out that it could happen and now, a few drinks later and a connection made, that it was going to happen, and whilst previously that would have scared him, something had changed in him during the last hour or so. He'd blossomed or accepted his true self or something. Whatever it was, he was no longer scared—not right now at least—about what would come afterwards.

"Sorry," said Arun again, bringing Cody out of his dreaming, "I interrupted you. What were you saying?"

Toying with the idea of forgetting it all and leaping on top of Arun and ripping his clothes off, Cody pushed those thoughts aside and carried on with his tale, for it was, to him (and hopefully to Arun too) just as important as what might come afterwards.

He continued with what he'd been saying, about how he'd been successful with the big action roles. They'd led him to a string of box office hits, that had paid enormously well for him. He had considered not being in those kinds of films anymore, knowing that at some point, he'd make one or two that weren't successful. Or it might be that he simply got too old, as Arun had suggested earlier. Knowing that either of those possibilities could happen, Cody began to plan ahead, investing in his future (he'd always had a sensible head on his shoulders. Perhaps too sensible at times). He worked non-stop. He was always in demand, so it was easy. And it was easy too, because of his success, to negotiate a better deal, cleverly getting back-end cuts of the box office takings instead of, or sometimes as well as, an upfront payment. Other people might be loath to brag about it, but Cody had put in a lot of hard work to get himself to this position, so had no qualms about doing so. He was filthy rich and the time had come to start putting that fortune to good use.

"I'll finance your film, in full. You can make it exactly how you want to make it. No restrictions and no-one interfering."

By this point, Arun had figured out where Cody's tale was heading and, even though he knew it shouldn't, it made Cody even more alluring to him. Hearing Cody say it out loud though, and without any apparent catch, caught Arun by surprise. He remained where he was, trying to find the right words to say.

"I could kiss you," he said, pretty sure that those weren't the right words to say, but not caring either way.

Cody mumbled something, the declaration taking him by surprise. He wanted to say yes, do so immediately, but also wanted to be much more suave than that. The result was an incoherent mess of sound.

Arun seized the opportunity, sensing what Cody's reaction might mean, and took control. He stepped forward, grabbed each side of Cody's face and planted a kiss on his forehead.

Cody closed his eyes. The warmth of Arun's hands felt wonderful. He could smell the heat of the alcohol on Arun's breath, mixed with whatever cologne he had on. He could still feel the wetness of Arun's lips on his head. He'd never been this close to another man before and it was sublime.

He placed his hands on top of Arun's.

"Do you want to kiss me a little further down?"

Arun kissed him on the nose. Cody giggled. He didn't care how it made him sound.

Arun kissed him on the lips. It was passionate and full-bodied, as though lives depended on it. Cody felt as though he might collapse. It was a tempting image, flat on his back with Arun's weight on him.

"Was all this talk of financing my movie just so you could get into my pants? In true Hollywood fashion."

"Not at all. It's merely a bonus."

Laughing, Arun pushed him backwards and straddled him on the bed, looking down and into his eyes. There burned a desire in them that matched his own.

They kissed again, fumbling at buttons as they did so. Shirts came off and Arun kissed Cody's chin, then his neck, moving slowly down his body, an explorer on a path towards the treasure.




















PART TWO

Filming




















On the set of the fourth Blake Lancaster movie, where they'd been filming for a little over two weeks now, Cody stood with his hands on his hips and a grumpy expression on his face. The sky had darkened and the rain had just begun to fall, quickly turning heavy. Seeing that it wasn't about to pass over any time soon, the director had called things to a halt but Cody, who had gotten himself into character, remained where he was in a sort of trance. He was brought out of it by the sound of a voice, telling him that he ought to get back to his trailer. Cody turned his head in the direction of where the voice had come from. He saw his assistant standing there, holding a clipboard over his head. Cody closed his eyes for a moment and took a breath. Why did everything have to be so difficult? He took long strides across the increasingly muddy ground and pushed past his assistant. Crossing the parking lot, he headed up to his trailer, taking the steps into it two at a time. Alistair, a twenty-four year old with short brown hair and nerdy glasses, clipboard still aloft, raced into the trailer after him.

"I'm sure it'll only be a short delay," he said, heading straight to the bathroom to grab a couple of towels. He came back into the living area and offered one to Cody.

"Did you not perhaps think to bring an umbrella?" He grabbed the towel from him and patted his face dry.

"I'm so sorry. I checked the forecast but there was no mention of rain."

"It's sure as shit raining now though isn't it."

Alistair was lithe and cute (which Cody would never admit had played a part in his being hired) but right now none of that mattered. As far as Cody was concerned, he was annoying and not doing his job properly. They were getting ready to shoot an important scene in the movie when the heavens had opened, delaying things for a while, and it had infuriated Cody, who, as anyone on set would tell you, had not been in the best of moods right from the very beginning.

"Should I get you something to drink?" Alistair asked the question timidly, without looking at Cody. "Or a snack maybe?"

Cody's face was tight as he threw a glance his assistant's way, only for it to loosen when he saw Alistair's face. He knew he was being cruel to the lad but couldn't figure out why he was being like this, though he was sure that it wasn't because of the weather.

"No," he said, then, after a short pause, "thanks," though it still didn't sound particularly sincere.

Alistair busied himself in the trailer, straightening things and picking up bits of fluff and dirt here and there, pocketing them like a human vacuum cleaner. Cody dropped onto one of the sofas, opposite the large television that was on the side wall. He reached to grab the remote, only to find that it wasn't there. Leaping across to where it lay (which was outside of arms reach) Alistair grabbed it and handed it to Cody. Cody snatched it off him, that being as much of a show of displeasure as he thought it warranted (though again, he was tempted to let off rather more steam) and flicked through the channels, which only made his mood even more sour. After a few minutes of silence between the two of them, Alistair ventured a question.

"How long do you think this rain will last for?" he said, peering out of the window and seeing that the rain was bouncing off everything.

It was not the cleverest of questions to ask, so it was fortunate that he had his back to Cody and so could therefore not see his face.

"I have no idea," said Cody, shaking his head to himself and rolling his eyes. His face contorted into a sneer and derogatory words popped across his mind (though he kept them to himself).

Alistair spun around and tilted his head. "Is everything okay?"

"It's fine," said Cody, almost tacking an apology onto the end. "I'm fine. You know what, why don't you leave me alone for a bit and just give me a shout when they're ready to shoot again."

"Okay. You're sure you don't want me to make you something to eat first? How about a banana?"

It was like being married. At least, that's how it seemed to Cody that a marriage would be, one half of the pair constantly nagging and getting under the other's skin, as they regretted even getting involved with each other in the first place. Or maybe that's just what being married to Alistair would be like. Yeah, he was pretty but... urgh.

"No, nothing. Thank you." He flicked his wrist in the direction of the door. "Go and amuse yourself for a bit."

"No worries," said Alistair, brightly (though it was a cover for how he really felt). "I'll call you when they're ready. Or give you a knock."

"Yes, whatever. Just make sure I'm not disturbed."

Telling Alistair to go and amuse himself for a bit had conjured up an image, that he had an inclination to replicate, but instead, once Alistair had finally left (he seemed to dither about a bit first), he grabbed his phone and made a call.

In a cosy living room, in a small mid-terrace house somewhere in Manchester, sat on a upright wingback chair that had seen better days, Arun closed the book he was reading (a trashy erotic thriller, the kind he liked to read when he needed a reminder of how not to write) and peered over at his phone, smiling when he saw who was calling him.

"Evening, trouble."

"Alright handsome. It's not too late there is it?"

"No it's fine, don't worry. Never too late for you. How's it going?"

"Fucking terrible. You? What you up to?"

"I was just reading."

Cody sighed with jealousy. "That sounds so nice and relaxing."

"It is," said Arun, shuffling in his seat so he was sitting more upright.

"I wish this fucking shoot was more relaxing. It's just been one nightmare after another. I'd forgotten how difficult these big budget films can be."

"I thought you were all masters of those things now?"

"Yeah, we are, but none of us have figured out how to control the weather yet and it's properly starting to piss me off."

"There's not really anything you can do about it though, is there."

"No, I know, it's just that it keeps raining without any warning. You check the forecast and plan accordingly, thinking it'll stay dry and then bam! It pisses it down. I was so pumped up for making this film and now everything's starting to annoy me. I'm even snapping at Alistair now."

"Alistair?"

"My assistant."

Arun breathed a silent sigh of relief. "Ah, yes. He annoys you anyway though, doesn't he?"

"I can usually keep it in check though. He is good at what he does."

"Do you want to talk about it, or do you just want to vent." He brought his knees up and wrapped his free arm around them. "I'm happy to lend an ear either way."

"Sorry. No, it's good. Sorry, it's probably just because there's so much resting on this film. It'll be that that's got me wound up."

"There's not really that much resting on it though is there. I know the last one wasn't critically adored like the first two, but it made money, yeah? And audiences seemed to love it. You could just do more of the same and it'd be okay."

"I don't want to do more of the same."

"No, I know that. Anyway, you've said yourself that the studio has already got plans for spin offs and reboots, so I really don't see why you think there's so much pressure on this one."

"Yeah, well, things aren't that simple." There was a tone to his voice. "Have you ever worked on a film this size?"

He might have phrased it as a question but Arun knew it was more a statement than anything.

"No," he said simply. This was a side of Cody that he'd already seen before and it was off-putting enough that he was tempted to simply hang up and let him stew. Perhaps this was the real Cody and the version he'd spent two days with a couple of weeks ago was not.

But the frostiness to Arun's curt reply cut through Cody. He'd felt a twinge of guilt for talking to Alistair the way he did, but it wasn't enough to make him do anything about it. This, however, stabbed at him quite deeply.

"I'm sorry. I really am. I shouldn't be taking any of this out on you." He sighed heavily. "I really don't know what's wrong with me. We had all these problems on the last two films and it made no difference. I just got on with it. I don't know why I can't do the same now."

Arun had an idea as to why, but kept it to himself. Cody had spoken about how he'd planned for the change in his career that would surely come at some point. It seemed likely to Arun that he was in the midst of that change, but unaware of its happening.

"I think you just need to take a breather for an hour or two. Relax for a bit."

"You know what I'd love to be doing? Reliving those two days we spent at the hotel."

Arun laughed. That would be pretty damn good. They hadn't seen each other since then (though they'd talked and video-chatted a lot). Any thoughts of hanging up on Cody had vanished, playful ideas replacing them.

"Just imagine that I'm playing with your feet again," he said.




















In the hotel room, in the early hours of the morning, post-awards show and, now, post-sex, Arun sat atop the white duvet, comfortably naked, gently rubbing his fingers between Cody's toes. "It's not the weirdest fetish," he said. "I have definitely been asked to do worse."

Cody, who was lying on the bed, also naked, stretched out with his feet on Arun's crossed legs, raised an eyebrow, his interest piqued. "You do have a way of bringing out the weird in people."

The first time they'd had sex—last night, after the awards show party—Cody hadn't dared suggest anything out of the ordinary. It was more than enough to actually be this intimate with another man. But they'd woken up the next day, tired, hung over but still horny, and Arun had been considerate and playful with his tenderness towards Cody, his kisses and touches making him feel as though it would be possible to be a lot more honest about who he was and what he liked. So he said it. Out loud. And it didn't get the look of derision or disgust that he'd always feared. It simply got Arun heading south again, pausing midway for another taste, until he went all the way down and began licking and sucking on Cody's toes, rubbing at his feet as his tongue explored. Cody hadn't experienced anything like it before. He always knew that it would be something that he would like—his hygiene routines in that area often got him hard—but he never thought it'd be like this, a heat taking over him as he lay there and got lost in it, his back arching, fingers grasping at the bed sheets. He ought to have given some consideration for what Arun might enjoy, to slow down so they could experience this together, but it was so much of a thrill, of a satisfaction from years of pent up hiding, that he came quickly and explosively. Arun made his way back up—again stopping halfway—and rested his head on Cody's shoulder. They stayed like that for a while, in silence, as Cody held onto Arun as tightly as he could.

It was half an hour later, after Arun had been to use the bathroom, that he came back and started to play with Cody again.

"Like I said, it's not weird. We all have our kinks."

"How many fetishes have you been a part of?" said Cody, putting his hands behind his head and breathing slowly, wanting the experience to last longer this time.

"One or two."

"Out of how many?"

Arun laughed. "One or two."

"You don't have to tell me."

"I know." He smiled. "One guy wanted me to dress in his wife's clothes." He noted Cody's face as he sat up. "Yeah, I know. I had no idea he was married."

"So... did you?" He pulled his feet away and sat cross-legged, mirroring Arun.

"I did, actually. She had some nice stuff and, you know what, I looked good in that dress. A figure-hugging blue number. Shoes to match, which were not comfortable."

"Is that the kind of stuff you're into?"

"No. It was harmless enough, apart from him being married of course. To a woman. But he was, like, super hot. I mean crazy hot. I was never going to see him after that anyway. I'd already decided that as soon as he told me. But I was there and—" He shrugged his shoulders, suppressing a grin.

"You little home-wrecker," said Cody, laughing. Arun laughed too, the pair of them holding each other's gaze. "What about the other time."

"Ah," said Arun. He slapped at his knees, giddy at the memory. "He wanted me to pee on him."

Cody sucked in his breath.

Arun's eyes widened in agreement. "I grabbed my clothes and ran."

"That was the line, was it?"

"No, I think that was way over the line."

"I see." Cody bit his lip and considered what he wanted to say. "So, did you suck my toes because it's on the right side of the line, or did you just do it because I'm super hot?"

"And super modest!" He grinned broadly. "No, like I said, it's not even close to being weird. I'm not even sure it is a fetish. Is it?"

"It feels out of the ordinary to me."

"Okay, fair enough." Arun grabbed Cody's knees and dragged him closer, taking hold of his hands. "Now then, what freaky shit have you come across?"

"Nothing," said Cody, casually.

"None of the guys you've slept with have made you take a step back and go Whoa!?"

Cody pulled his hands out of Arun's grip and looked away. "I've never slept with a man before."

Funny how he didn't have to consider anything before he said it. It was just there, ready and waiting, as though he'd meant to tell Arun all along. Arun said nothing for a moment. He reached over and re-took hold of Cody's hands, looking at him with kindness. It felt to Cody as though this was why he'd subconsciously planned to tell him, because he would be okay with it. He wouldn't mock him or be put off by it. Cody knew that Arun would accept it as a simple fact, regardless of how sad or tragic it might seem to him.

"Does that mean that I was your first?"

"The first one that meant anything."

Arun processed that confession. It was sweet. Pretty adorable actually. But as Cody's words seeped further into his mind, Arun was able to decode what lay behind them - that Cody had slept with women.

He cocked his head. "With the greatest of respect, why the hell would you do that?"

Cody pulled away, shuffling back to the top of the bed. He rearranged the pillows, bashing them into shape behind him, struck by how suddenly uncomfortable they felt.

Looking back, he had to agree. Why the hell had he slept with women? He'd gotten no enjoyment out of it (though there were a couple of times when it was a much needed release) and he was quite sure that the women themselves hadn't got what they'd hoped for. But back then, it felt like something he had to do. It was systemic of Hollywood. Of the entire movie industry, something that Arun probably knew all about. For people like Cody, there was only one way to be. Cody had always wanted to be a movie star. Not just an actor. A star. That, to him, was a much bigger priority than anything else. So, in order for that dream to come true, he had to hide certain parts of himself. He'd kept his secret for a long time and was perfectly content to keep doing so.

At the start, all he could get was small parts, a few roles here and there, some with dialogue, most without. Just stand in the background and look pretty. The pay was less than good, but the exposure was great. He got to see what it was like to be on a film set. To be around those who had already become what he wanted to be. The long hours of doing nothing didn't put him off in the slightest. It was simply time he could use to ask questions and learn about the whole thing. It was that spark and inquisitiveness that got him his next role, one which originally came with three scenes and five lines of dialogue.  He'd gotten on well with Gina Brauner, the film's lead actress, who he'd worked with before, and she, having taken a certain liking to him (to which he'd acquiesced) recommended him to the director. It was the director whom Cody had to thank for getting him into his first big-budget summer spectacular.

"I remember that film," said Arun, moving up the bed to sit beside Cody. "You were stunning in it. Okay, so it was more visually than anything else, but that wasn't your fault. You did the best with what you were given. It's just, the film was lacklustre. Rather haphazard and incoherent."

Recalling the scathing reviews that the film got, Cody smiled to himself, knowing why things had ended up like that. "Not to brag or anything—"

"But you're going to anyway."

Cody nudged him playfully with his elbow. "The director and the producer both saw something in me and made changes to the script halfway through." He raised an eyebrow. "That went down well, I can tell you. Right in the middle of shooting. They'd seen the dailies and how strong my screen presence was and gave me a bigger part."

"How big exactly is your ego?" Arun said, narrowing his eyes.

"Probably as big as yours." He flicked an eyebrow up and flashed him a tight-lipped grin. "Anyway, those weren't my words. That's what the producer said, no lie. That I had a strong screen presence."

"Was he fat and balding and middle-aged and sweaty?"

"That's a disgraceful stereotype. Not all movie producers are salacious creeps."

Arun paused for a moment, looking at Cody in an expectant way. "I notice you haven't actually answered my question."

"Fine," said Cody, rolling his eyes. "He was almost exactly like that, but nothing happened."

"What, not even a quick hand-job in the executive washroom?"

"No." Cody laughed. "In any case, by all accounts it wouldn't have been a hand job. More like thumb and forefinger."

They both laughed. Arun hooked his leg over Cody's and moved in closer, wrapping his arm around Cody's shoulder. Cody snuggled in and continued his story.

This propulsion to the big leagues happened when he was twenty-one. He was finally on the ladder to success and had no intention of falling off it. He thought about being honest, of course—it's horrible to have to live your life as a lie, living in fear that one of the best things about you might be the very thing that brings you down—but he also knew that it would be prudent not to be truthful. The film had been an international success (despite its clear faults) and, figuring that if he considered it all from a worldwide viewpoint, where things aren't always so accepted, he chose to keep his sexuality a secret. It very quickly became clear that this was the right thing to do. The newspapers and the gossip columnists soon started asking him about his love live. Were the rumours about him and Gina true? (They were, thankfully, which meant that should anything start to look like it might pierce his armour, he could come clean about that instead, hopefully throwing everyone off the scent.) Did he have a girlfriend? Did he enjoy having young women throwing themselves at him, lusting over him? These were same tired old questions that were constantly thrown at him and he soon became adept at answering them. Fortunately for him, his responses were believed, for there was also another actor coming up the ranks around the same time, whose private life was poked into, whose secrets got revealed. Within six months he was guest-starring in second-rate television dramas. His secret and Cody's were different but Cody feared that the outcome would be the same.

It annoyed him at first, but he soon got over it when the glory and money came in. Now, looking back on that time, it doesn't annoy him quite as much. But it disappoints him so much more. All he can see now is how stupid he was and how he was doing himself—and everyone like him—a disservice. But equally, he knew that he wouldn't have been able to have the career he's had if he hadn't chosen this path.

"I was bullied at school. I was this scrawny, dorky kid who, in all fairness, did not have a clue. It was real hell at times. I remember thinking, as I sat alone in bed and cried, that one day—" He clenched his fist. "One day, I would show them. I'd be better than them and actually do something with my life. I'd be a success. Whenever I doubted that I was doing the right thing by hiding who I was, I just recalled those days at school. Right or wrong, out of those two things, that was the most important to me. I had to show the bullies that I was not a loser."




















Alistair knocked on the trailer door, interrupting what Cody was saying to Arun. He moved the phone away from his face and shouted for Alistair to come in.

"Sorry, I know you said not to disturb you, but it's going to be another couple of hours before things get up and running again. Things are getting waterlogged and need draining."

"That's okay, thanks for letting me know."

"And apparently Maria's gone off on one about her costumes, again. Too tight or something, so you're probably best staying in here out of the way."

"Good idea. Of course, if she'd lay off the doughnuts..."

Alistair laughed, not entirely convincingly, and then left. Cody put the phone back to his ear, to hear Arun's remark at what he'd just overheard.

"You're a bitchy fucker, aren't you."

"I've seen her go through an entire box of them."

"So? Why can't she do what she wants and look how she wants?"

"Because if I've got to stay in shape, she can fucking well do the same."

"Fair point," said Arun, not wishing for the conversation to derail so spectacularly.

"Anyway, sorry, it looks like you're stuck talking to me for a couple of hours."

Arun swivelled in his seat and dangled his legs over the arm of the chair. "I think I'll cope."

"How's the script coming along?"

"Yeah, not bad," said Arun. He made it sound as though things were bad, but they weren't. Not overall at least. It's just that he'd been stuck on how to get the story out of something of a tangle and it had been bugging him for a couple of days now. Wary of making Cody nervous—risking the chance of him pulling out his finances—Arun had braced himself for this moment, planning to breeze past it. Unfortunately, unlike Cody, Arun was not an actor.

"Is it not going well then?"

"No it is. Very well in fact." Was he now overcompensating? "It's just, I'm at this really complicated bit and it's annoying me. Not annoying me, you know?" He took a breath. "I need to figure out a reason for why someone is where they shouldn't be, that makes it look like they're involved in the main plot but actually it's something else. A something else that leads to the secondary plot taking over, which in turn then becomes a part of the main plot and therefore leads to the big showdown at the end." He laughed nervously, fearing that his rambling was saying more than the actual words. "Nothing major, you know."

"I thought you already had the plot mapped out?"

"No, just the basics."

"That's not what you told me at the party. And it all seemed to be there when you went through it at the hotel."

"Yeah..." Arun grimaced. "I thought that if I told you the truth, you wouldn't agree to finance it. I could kind of see where you were heading before you actually said it."

Cody got up and stretched his legs, pacing around the trailer. It had all seemed perfect. A relatively low-cost investment, on someone who he thought had it all figured out. A Life Alone seemed as though it had been made by someone who was confident in what he did, and nothing about their time together so far had indicated that he wasn't. He knew that no-one can be so assured all the time, but this was Arun's passion. The way he'd told it, this story was something that he had to make, and if he knew he had to make it, surely then he must know exactly what it was he was making.

"How much of they story have you actually got?"

"Most of it, don't worry. I know precisely where it's going. In the scheme of things, it's just a small issue. Connecting one point to another, that's all."

"Oh." Cody sat down and leant forward, elbows on knees. "So nothing to worry about?"

"A blip, nothing more."

"I swear though, when you went through it at the hotel, it all seemed there."

"It very well might have been," said Arun. He cleared his throat. "The problem is, I can't remember what I told you. I'd had a few drinks." A grin spread across his face. "And there was something more important on my mind."

"Were you always planning on fucking me?" said Cody, hearing the change in Arun's voice.

"Now hold on, you're making me sound like some sort of predatory monster."

Cody didn't take the joke. He thought he'd been careful all throughout his career, yet here was someone who might have already known, somehow.

"But it was a possibility?"

"A chance." Arun arranged himself properly on the chair. "Listen, until we met, I had no idea you might be gay. It was only ever wishful thinking. But when it was just you and me, after the others had left us alone, there was something there."

"We clicked."

"Yes. Exactly. But it was clicking with a flourish." He laughed. Cody laughed too. "You were flirting with me. Why else do you think I hung around, while you were off talking to the suits?"

"I saw you looking bored at one point."

"So bored," he said, elongating the first word. "But like I said, there was that chance that it wasn't simply my imagination. Me trying to bring my fantasies to life."

"Which are?"

"With you?"

"Yes."

"Oh, man, I have sucked you dry, pounded that ass and clung onto those lips so many times."

Cody let out a loud laugh, deep and from the belly. He took in a long breath and let it out slowly. "This is not helping you fix your problem with the script."

"No, but it's making me forget about it, which is just as good."

"If it were me," said Cody, adjusting himself, "though scriptwriting is very much not where my strengths lie, I would just have an alien appear out of nowhere or something."

"I see," said Arun, a hand down his pants, continuing with what it seemed as though Cody didn't want to. "The old Deus Ex-Machina trick."

There was silence on the other end of the phone. Ordinarily, Cody would have covered the awkwardness somehow, masking his intellectual inferiority. In Hollywood, appearing to be clever was just as good as actually being so. Already though Cody felt more at ease with Arun than he ever had with anyone else, so—and, strangely, this wasn't the first time this had happened—he let the mask fall.

"What does that mean?"

"You beautiful creature you," said Arun, before explaining exactly what he'd meant. It turned out that Cody did know what the term meant, he just hadn't connected the two. It was a relief to both of them. Cody was happy that he hadn't come across as being quite as stupid as he'd thought. Arun, on the other hand, was pleased that Cody wasn't dumb. If there was going to be something long-term between the two of them—and it was odd to him that he was thinking like that so soon—there'd have to be more to Cody than his looks. And his money. If they couldn't talk at the same level, that, to Arun, might be a problem. "Don't worry about it. In fact, I should really be thanking you."

"Why?" said Cody, sounding genuinely puzzled.

"Because knowing that money isn't an issue—"

"To a degree. I don't want to finance some huge-budgeted monster, not for my first time."

"I thought you liked huge things for your first time?"

"Funny," said Cody, deadpan. He smiled to himself afterwards though. It had felt good.

"No," said Arun, "don't worry. It's still going to be a small film. Knowing that I don't have to cut corners due to financial reasons has really allowed me to let my imagination run free. When I was writing A Life Alone it was always in the back of my mind, telling myself that I couldn't take things in certain directions because it would mean another location or another set or another character. All things that would need paying for. Now, however, it's all about the story and what works best for that."

"So, no aliens?"

Arun laughed. "That's not what I do. You get what I'm saying though, right?"

"Yeah yeah, totally."

"Good. Not to get too sentimental about it all or anything but, this freedom you've given me? Hell, it might just be the most valuable and special thing that anyone has ever done."

Cody tried his best to dismiss the compliment, but it had pulled at his heart too much. It was, after all, precisely what he'd wanted to do with his money. Giving it back to those who needed it. Plus it was Arun saying this to him, so...

"I've been thinking about something else too," said Arun. "I owe you an apology."

"For what?"

"At the hotel. I reacted badly."

"I don't understand?"

"I wasn't exactly complimentary about how you'd chosen to put your career ahead of everything else."

"Don't worry about it," said Cody, dismissing things again, though this time he was genuine. He really had forgotten about it. "I dare say you made some valid points. And we worked things out soon enough."




















Sitting with his knees pulled tight to his chest, Cody stared down the bed at the wall on the opposite side of the room. Next to him, with a noticeable gap between the two of them, Arun was looking in the same direction, his face stern as he absentmindedly played with the hairs on his legs, which were crossed at the ankle, in defiance, like his arms had been a moment ago.

"I would go back and change it if I could," said Cody. "I'd do it differently. It's something I've thought about for a while now." He paused, wondering if Arun wanted to say anything yet. He hoped he did, but feared that it wouldn't be what he wanted to hear. Arun didn't say anything though, silent except for the breaths he was taking. "I'm proud of my career. Enormously so. And grateful too. Grateful that people still want to see my movies." He shifted slightly, edging his body round so that it was pointing more in Arun's direction. "It's been on my mind though, that something was missing from my life. I've seen attitudes change. People's perception of us has softened. They've realised that we're no different to everyone else."

"And why do you think that is?"

"I don't know. Times have changed."

"No. It's because people have been brave enough to stand up for who they are. For the whole world to see."

"I would have loved to have been able to do that."

"So why didn't you?"

"It would have ruined my career."

"For some people, it would have ruined their lives. Didn't stop them though." He shook his head. "Why can't people just be honest about who they are?"

"You think it's that easy?"

"No, I don't think it's that easy, that's why it's so brave when people take the difficult route."

"But you understand why some people don't, yes?"

"Why they feel the need to hide?"

"Yes, exactly. You said yourself that some people's lives are ruined by coming out. Not everyone's strong enough to overcome that possibility."

"True, but you should have been."

"Me? Why the hell should things be different for me?"

"Because you have an influence on people."

"Just because I'm an actor? That's not part of the deal."

"You're a movie star, remember. Your words. It's very much part of the deal and you love it."

"What, so I can't ever just be Cody Hiller, the person? I always have to be Cody Hiller, movie star? Is that right? My private life gone forever. Everyone has to know everything about me, it's their right?"

"You're just being stupid."

Cody folded his arms and turned away from Arun, his face getting warmer. Is that what Mr. High And Mighty over there really thought? Just because he'd been out from the start. He took a deep breath. Why was Arun lumping all this on his shoulders? Deliberately weighing him down because of the choice he'd made. The choice to be successful, which he was. Perhaps it was just jealousy. Maybe he wanted to be famous and this was all resentment? And what kind of influence, exactly, did he think that Cody had on the public? He alone couldn't change their perception about anything, regardless of the subject.

He slumped back against the headboard.

And stupid? What the fuck? Where had that come from? Did he mean stupid in general, or just relating to this, his refusal to be honest about his sexuality in public?

"Look," said Arun, just at the point when Cody was about to let rip with his angry questions out loud. "All I meant was that celebrities are the only people that anyone listens to these days."

"Celebrities." Cody said it venom. "That's what I am then, is it?"

"That's not what I meant."

"And yet it's what you said. That I'm not an actor, I'm a celebrity."

"Whatever. Call it whatever the fuck you want. You know how it works in this day and age. If you'd have spoken up and been true to yourself, things might have moved along quicker for all of us. Think of all the good you could have done."

"I am doing good." He held a finger up at Arun, who had started to interrupt. "People need entertainment to make them forget about the world for a few hours. And, I know exactly what would have happened had I come out at the beginning. My career would have been over and what good could I have done then?"

"You're so fucking naive."

"I'm stupid and naive? Fuck you. I'm realistic. If I'd have come out at the beginning," he turned his head towards Arun, "when nobody knew who I was, remember, I wouldn't have been able to do any good. Now the world knows who I am. And more importantly than that, I've got money. That's all that's important. You know that better than me. Now I can do some good."

Arun found that he had nothing to say to that. Even as he'd been saying everything he'd already said, he cringed inside, that he was saying it all to Cody. They hadn't left this hotel room for twenty-four hours simply because there was nothing either of them wanted more than to be with the other, finding out about all the things that might bolster the connection they had. And with his stupid choice of words (for clearly it was him who was the stupid one) he was doing his best to tear that connection down. But he'd always been stubborn. Wanting to be in charge. Never admitting that he was wrong. It was weak to do so. That's what he thought at least. Perhaps it wasn't, not when he could see the effect it was having on someone. After all, even though they'd only met a day ago, Cody felt like someone—regardless of how unusual it was—that Arun had known for a decade. He'd devoured anything that Cody had appeared in, numerous times; read every interview that he came across; watched endless amounts of YouTube clips. It all meant that he thought he kind of knew who Cody was, as a real person, not just the actor he saw on screen.

He slid down and lay flat on the bed. He rested his left hand on his belly. His right arm hung beside him, fingers wanting to search out Cody's, the only apology he thought might mean anything.

Cody watched him from the corner of his eye. It might be that Arun had had enough, that he was laying still so that he could gather enough nerve to get up and walk out. But it looked softer. It almost seemed like defeat, an admittance that he was wrong.

The thought of coming out had crossed Cody's mind many times over the years. He'd say to himself, After this movie's been released, but then do nothing about it, because in the back of his mind, having never been prone to rash decisions, he always knew that he was doing the right thing. He'd seen the future, in a way. What his life and career would be like after he came out, and that was always enough to convince him to carry on as he was, the mask still in place. But as time passed, he began to see what else had been affected by his choices. He might now have the career he always wanted, but he could see the things he didn't have, the things he never knew he'd need. A partner. A lover. A friend with whom he could talk about anything. And he'd never discussed any of this before (throwing himself so heavily into his career had meant that proper friendships never happened), so in a way, even though it had seemingly gone disastrously, thanks to this argument, did that mean that Arun truly was a friend? And did that mean he might also be the other two things as well?

He pushed those thoughts aside, trying to remind himself of why he'd chosen to walk this particular path. If the public found out he was gay, his career would be over. He'd accepted that. Back then of course, it would have been true. Completely over. Now, things might not be so cut and dried. Sure, as an action star, in the big budget blockbusters, paired up with the hot young leading actresses of the day (who always seemed to be younger than their male counterparts), those days were probably numbered. But perhaps a detour wasn't out of the question. A tweaking to the roles he did. Maybe he might be lucky and find a second life as an actor in well-respected, but low paid roles. Financially it wouldn't be a problem. He'd made sure of that. That way, whilst he put that money to good use, by helping out those in the industry who aren't able to find their feet the traditional way, might it be possible to keep alive the thing he loves doing?

"I don't think we'd have met," he said, following his train of thought out loud. "If I hadn't made the choices I did."

"I'm not a project to you, am I?"

Cody's face crumpled. "No. God, no. Absolutely not."

Arun closed his eyes in relief. In the silence that had fallen between them, he too had been over-thinking things. Cody had already explained his reasoning for sticking with the well-paid blockbusters and it had occurred to him, when he finally allowed himself to let his guard down, that perhaps the two of them meeting had all just been part of Cody's plan, somehow. A plan to hook up with someone, fuck them, use them, get whatever it was that he needed out of it. It wasn't a plan that made any sense, thinking about it again now.

He rolled over onto his side, head propped up in the cup of his hand, and looked directly at Cody.

"I knew it wasn't. I did, honestly. I don't know why I even said it."

Cody smiled at him and it was such sweet liberation to be able to do so, having gotten himself so worked up over a couple of arguments, so stupid (that word again) and with no idea how they'd even begun. In fact, now that the two of them had pushed aside the disagreement, it occurred to Cody that he was probably giving the argument too much weight. It was their first one, yes, but it wasn't like they were in a relationship. It had only been a few hours! He wondered if perhaps there was a reason that he had allowed his mind to dwell on it, to let the argument even get to where it had gotten. Was he subconsciously trying to destroy things, to give himself the way out that he knew he still could take? After all, things had got very real, very quickly and after so long waiting for something like this to happen, it wouldn't be unreasonable for it to scare him so much. He knew though that that's exactly what it was - it was just fear. A silly thing that he kept hold of on the inside. Now what he could have hold of—on the outside, in the real world—was warm and beautiful and tender and loving, and that was a much more worthy thing to focus on.

"It was just chance. Beautiful luck. And do you not think that it makes perfect sense? I loved A Life Alone. It felt like exactly the kind of film that I should put my weight behind. I think, in a way, because of the message of it and the diversity in it, that I saw it as a way of atoning for me staying in the closet. If I was the one who backed another project from the man who created that film, that might be a start on making things right."

He lowered himself onto his side, so that he was facing Arun. Mirroring him. The gap between them had shrunk.

"I had a thought this morning," he said, shifting his eyes off Arun for a second. "I ignored it, hoping it would go away. I'd intended for all this to just be a business arrangement. Nothing more than that. But— I'm not imagining this, am I? I've never felt more relaxed with anyone than I have with you. I know it's only been a few hours but we've got something, haven't we?" Arun nodded, once. "It's great, it truly is. But it's scary. That's what occurred to me this morning. If you and I are becoming something, does that mean that the second half of my career is here already? I don't know if I'm ready for it. Or even capable of it. What if I'm not anything more than just a dumb action movie star? What if all I'm going to do from now on is show myself up and make a fool of myself. I truly will be a fraud then."

Arun put his hand out, placing it on Cody's hip. He shuffled closer.

"It's okay." He moved his arm to Cody's back and rubbed it gently. "I can tell you straight away that you will not fail at whatever you do. You're a great actor. I've known that for a long time. And that's not just me saying that, even though I have been a little infatuated with you for a long time." He smiled at Cody, who smiled back. "The problem has been the films you've done. They haven't pushed you enough. They haven't given you the opportunity to really shine." He pushed Cody onto his back and lay on top of him, his head close to Cody's. "You're worrying about nothing. You'll see."

"You think? Really?"

"Yes. Without doubt. Just forget about it."

Cody ran a finger down Arun's arm. They looked at each other suggestively.

"And how, exactly, might I do that?"

Arun's hand moved lower. "I know just the way."




















Having gotten up out of his chair, primarily to stretch his legs (and noticing that there was yet another thread loose on the chair) Arun went into the kitchen, the phone still pressed to his ear, and poured himself a drink of water. The conversation had been going on for almost an hour and showed no signs of stopping, not that he wanted it to. Whatever was going wrong on the set of Cody's film could continue to go wrong as far as Arun was concerned. He wouldn't mind if it was never fixed. If they were sent home from school early. Never to go back.

He'd never been in a relationship like this. He doubted anyone had. Ever. It was everything he'd ever longed for when he'd been sat in the cinema, Cody glistening down at him. And it was so much more than that too. They'd dived in and got the sex out of the way. Great sex. Mind-blowing sex, actually. And since then, they'd talked and talked and talked. And talked. There was so much to find out about each other. Most of it good. A few dubious bits (but who doesn't have those) and the odd thing neither of them probably ever wanted to talk about again. But the most important thing was that the vast majority of it meant something to them both. There were so many similarities that Arun often wondered if he wasn't asleep and was just making the whole thing up, creating Cody as some kind of projection of himself. That morning, however, before settling down to fix the issues with his script, he'd sorted out his car insurance, which was how he knew it wasn't a dream.

No, this was wonderful and joyful and sunny and—

He let out a contented sigh.

"Are you alright?" said Cody, thousands of miles away, his forehead crumpling as he tried to decode what he'd just heard.

Arun laughed. He was lovesick. Other than that, everything was great.

"I'm good. I've been thinking about things though. It wasn't you being naïve, that night at the hotel. It was me. I shouldn't have argued with you about any of it. Who am I to tell you how you should have lived your life."

Cody sat and listened, blinking fast as tears threatened to form. He genuinely had forgotten all about the argument, but to hear Arun's apology, spoken so sincerely, was the most heartwarming thing. He was an emotional person (like most actors), but he didn't allow himself to wallow, instead wondering why Arun's words had even affected him like that. Perhaps it was because he was stuck in a trailer, going nowhere, all alone. He missed Arun. Sometimes just hearing his voice wasn't enough.

"Actually," Arun continued, "I admire the way you've gone about things. You were smart enough to know when it was better to think about yourself rather than others. It's just as important as anything else and it takes guts. I know I said you should have been open from the start but it's not easy when you're young. Imagine if you'd have had your dreams crushed. Would you have been able to handle it?"

"I doubt it," said Cody. His voice cracked, which surprised him. He swallowed hard.

"No, I don't think you would either." He paused for a moment to consider how to say what he wanted to say next.

Cody remained silent, listening to the sound of Arun's breath. He wanted to be there with him, wrapped in his arms. There were sixty-eight more days on this shoot, taking him all over the world. For the first time in his life, he wasn't sure if he could do it.

"The problem is me," said Arun, having found the words (and the courage). "I can get so blinkered about this kind of thing. About being gay. I want to live in a world where everyone is treated as equals."

"That world doesn't exist."

"I know. I keep on forgetting. I keep forgetting that the way things work, in this industry—probably everywhere—is that if you had come out at the beginning, you wouldn't have reached the heights that you have. Even if you were just starting now, I still don't think you'd be fine. They'd just replace you with someone else. Someone straight. That's just how it is. It happens with women all the time. They get to a certain age and are replaced with someone younger. It pisses me off. The whole damn system pisses me off and I wish I could do something about it, but I can't. Because it's all about money. Progression is so fucking slow when it's all about money."

"You're ranting again." Cody's voice was soft. This wasn't something he particularly liked about Arun, but he'd soon learnt how to dampen the flames. It was good that he was a passionate person though, even if, as he himself said, it was capable of blinding him to everything else.

"Sorry," said Arun, running a hand through his hair. "I find it difficult to take a step back sometimes."

"It's okay. You don't have to stop yourself from being you. Not around me."

"Thank you. You're just the best. Anyway, that's what I should have said that night."

"That I'm the best?"

Arun heard Cody laughing but knew he kind of believed it.

"No, you fool. Thank you. That's what I should have said. You talked about how we might not have met if you'd done things differently and, yeah, that's not something I want to think about. Not just from a personal perspective either. Everything you've done has meant that I can make the film I want to make, without interference. I could not have done that any other way. You're letting me make my art without compromise and I cannot thank you enough for that. We have something good together, you and I, and it's all down to you."

"What are you wearing?"

There was silence. Arun sat back down in his chair wondering if he'd missed something, confused by the sudden change in topic.

"Why?"

"All this talk of how wonderful I am has got me a little hot and bothered." Speaking to Arun often got him feeling this way—the relationship was still new and exciting—but right now, it was more of a deliberate choice to take things that way. The conversation they were having had gotten a little serious and mushy and he really wasn't in the mood for that kind of talk.

Arun laughed, short and sharp. "Is there any limit to the size of your ego?"

"There is not, and it's all your fault. So...?"

"A pair of jeans and a shirt. Pale blue. Nothing fancy."

"No socks?"

Arun smiled. "Nope. It's quite a tight shirt too."

He heard Cody let out a long sigh.

"It's pretty hot in here," said Arun.

"Too hot for clothes?" said Cody reaching down into his pants.

Arun got up and headed towards the stairs. "Probably."

"Take your shirt off."

Arun made his way to the bedroom, dropping his shirt to the floor. He lay on the bed, on his back, nestling the phone on the pillow, by his ear.

Cody got comfortable on the sofa in his trailer. He thought about stripping but stopped himself. He was in costume still, having not known how long the delay would be. Keeping it on felt thrilling because it was something of an iconic outfit. It might only have been a simple pair of jeans, with a rip in one knee, and a distinctive red-and-blue checked shirt, topped off with an old, worn and battered brown leather waistcoat and thigh-length boots, but it had been used in the first two Blake Lancaster films during the more adventurous and thrilling escapades. It hadn't been used at all for the third film though, so here it was making something of a comeback

"Should I take my jeans off?" Arun said.

"Unbutton them. What pants have you got on? What colour?"

Arun looked down at the pair of black, supermarket-brand pants and scrunched his nose.

"Purple Calvins," he said, smiling to himself. He heard Cody's breath.

"Put your hand down your pants. Are you hard?"

"Yeah. You?"

"Yeah."

Arun stroked himself, enjoying the smoothness. He let out a moan.

"Don't hold back," said Cody, stifling a moan of his own.

"Can I take my pants off?" Arun said. It was usually him who made the demands, who took control of the sex, so asking the questions and being the subservient one was something new, and it felt good to both of them to change things up.

Cody gave him permission, picturing Arun naked as he himself remained fully clothed. He closed his eyes. Arun did the same.

They both got into a rhythm, Arun gasping and panting and talking dirty (upon Cody's instruction). Cody listened, letting out little more than short, barely audible gasps. Having started out slow, Cody soon heard the change in pace of Arun's breaths. He pictured the speed at which Arun's hand would be moving, matching his own pulls to it. Soon after, Arun began to groan, getting fully into it, his pleasure loud.

"I'm gonna come."

"No. Hold it." Cody's chest rose heavily.

"I can't."

"Yes you can. Wait for me. Hold it, baby. Hold it."

Arun tried but it was no use. His stomach was tightening, ready for the release.

"I'm gonna come," he said again, his words breathy and sultry.

The phone slipped off the pillow, away from his ear and Arun's orgasm took over. Cody could still hear it clearly, as he loosened and let his own ecstasy overtake him. He came quietly, held back by the thought that anyone could be right outside the trailer (loving the idea of it too) but his release held the same fervour as Arun's.




















PART THREE

Holiday




















Whilst he and Cody were being driven up a long, winding road, Arun peered out of the window, watching the scenery float by - white stucco houses with red terracotta tiles, oak and pine trees lining the roadside. The light was beginning to fade outside, but through the blacked-out windows it hardly made any difference. The outside world had been dimmed ever since he and Cody had stepped off the plane and straight into the chauffeur-driven Mercedes.

They were on holiday. A break from everything, at last, and a chance to finally spend some time together. Three weeks of it in fact. In the glorious warmth and seclusion of the Spanish hillside.

"It shouldn't be too much further, I hope," said Cody.

Arun turned and looked at him. Cody was also staring out of the window, and had been for most of the journey. It was charming and endearing, Arun thought. He was like a child who was constantly discovering new and wonderful things, pointing them all out to Arun, who couldn't see from his side of the car. Not that it mattered. It was more than enough to hear the thrill in Cody's voice.

"I can't believe it's been so long since you took a holiday."

"Forever," said Cody, not shifting his gaze from the window.

"It can't be healthy. A break does you the world of good."

"Just one day out of life."

Arun laughed. Madonna always did know best.

Cody twisted his head around, flashed a smile at Arun, that was as warm and comforting as the Spanish heat, and then went back to observing the world outside.

"I've thrown myself into work for the last decade," he said. "No time for a break."

"Your career wouldn't have come crashing down if you'd have hit pause for a bit."

"I know. At least, I know that now. I was convinced it would when I was younger."

"So," said Arun, tearing himself from the window and shifting further into the centre, the leather seats squeaking beneath him. He dragged the word out, coating it with a sense of wonder. "Three weeks of bliss."

"Absolutely." Hearing that Arun had moved closer, Cody did the same, his body turning away from the window quicker than his head. "Three weeks of nothing."

"You're not really going to do nothing though, are you? For three whole weeks?"

"That's the plan. Pure, much needed, relaxation. It's what I've prescribed for you too."

"Is it now, Doctor Hiller?" Arun's voice had turned to velvet. "What else are you going to prescribe me?"

"Whatever gets you to relax as well. You've been working so hard on the script that you deserve a break as well."

"I guess it's a good job I've finished it then."

Cody straightened himself in surprise. "What, finished finished?"

Nodding, Arun grinned, feeling rather pleased with himself that he'd gotten to the point, finally, where he was able to say that it truly was finished.

The satisfaction in his face dropped suddenly though.

"I think so at least. I kind of want you to be the judge of that."

"I get to read it?"

"Yeah, of course."

"Ooh, when?"

"Soon enough."

"Awesome. I have high expectations for it."

Arun laughed, though it wasn't a steady one, containing all the fear and doubt that had built up over the months because of it. "Maybe you ought to lower them a bit." Fortunately, before Cody could query what he meant by that, Arun felt the car slow down. "Are we here?" he said, shuffling back over to the window.

Cody shot around to look through the window on his side. He craned his neck trying to get a better view. He could see a huge metal gate and a keypad in the wall next to it. The driver's arm (tanned with a fine shimmer of golden hair) poked out from the car and tapped away at the pad, punching in what seemed to be a lengthy series of numbers that Cody wasn't quite at the correct angle to observe.

The gate creaked open. The arm disappeared and the car pulled away smoothly. He had no idea who the driver was but he'd been superb at his job and Cody made a mental note to mention this to the appropriate person.

They were driven up a long, sloping driveway, circling around to the front of what was to be their home for the next twenty-one days, the huge villa that sat high up in the hillside looking down with grandeur over this Spanish coastal area.

"Holy shit," said Arun, stepping out of the car and catching his first glimpse of it. The driver opened Cody's door and stepped aside to let him out. They exchanged a glance and a smile.

Cute, thought Cody.

Arun let himself out and stood there, his hands on his hips, looking down towards the sea, at the lights that were twinkling along the way. Cody stared at him. The driver might be cute but Arun was perfect.

He went over and stood by Arun, as the driver unloaded the car and took their luggage inside.

"Here are the keys sir," he said, handing them to Cody, after having deposited their bags. His voice was deadly, a product of all the best things that Spain had to offer. "I hope you enjoy your stay."

"Thank you," said Cody. He looked at Arun. "We will."

The driver smiled and nodded then got in the car and drove away. Neither Arun nor Cody watched him go, their attention only on each other.

"Are you not worried that he might have realised what was going on?"

"It's fine. Dean assured me that his staff are the utmost of discretion."

One of the perks of being a successful movie star—and there were literally many—was that it put you into contact with all manner of rich and equally successful business men. Tycoons from around the world, who were all either looking to invest or simply wanted a new conversation starter. You'll never guess who I had lunch with the other day, they'd say at business meetings, hoping to make the best of impressions on prospective clients.

Dean Lord had made his money in cardboard. He'd devised a more cost-effective way of mass-producing it that was (if you truly believed the claims) much more environmentally friendly. The success with cardboard had led to a shift into plastics, with equally as fervent claims, which in turn led to an entire packaging empire and a whole host of sub-divisions, expansions, diversifications and, ultimately, money. Impossible amounts of it. Cody often used to wonder if Dean had a room full of gold coins, not unlike Scrooge McDuck.

That was the only similarity to the animated tycoon that Cody thought Dean had though. Going against the generally considered opinion that the richer a person gets (the richer a man gets, specifically), the more disgusting he becomes, Dean was the epitome of generosity and benevolence. They'd met at a charity function a couple of years ago, for a rare disease that Cody didn't like to admit that he'd never heard of. It had been organised by Maria, a women that Cody had met numerous times at gatherings like this one (Dean was her husband) and she deliberately placed Cody at her table, knowing that he and Dean would hit it off, which of course they did, because she was a woman who knew her stuff.

The acquaintance blossomed and Cody, whilst not exactly making it absolutely clear, found that he was comfortable enough to at least hint to Dean that his desires lay in a certain direction. Dean, to his credit, even though he'd understood perfectly what Cody was referring to, kept it to himself, offering a friendly ear whenever it was needed.

So, when Cody mentioned that he was thinking about taking a break for a few weeks and that he was looking to get away somewhere, with a special someone, Dean immediately offered him the use of his villa, in an area that he knew would give them guaranteed privacy. Cody had told Arun all about Dean and how he could be relied upon but still, Arun wasn't completely convinced that this seemingly random driver could be trusted, though Cody was sure of it and that was good enough for Arun.

They wandered through the villa, flinging the doors wide open in every room, just because they could and it felt kind of fun to do it. Everything was spotless. Classy and clean. Lots of white and cream and chrome, dots of colour splashed here and there, giving it a certain mediterranean vibe, with a touch of everyman chic. With the downstairs areas all properly surveyed they both came to a halt in the hallway and looked at each other.

"Bedrooms?" said Cody.

Arun's eyes widened. "Bedrooms!"

Cody pushed past him and ran towards the spiral staircase that stood in-between the living area and the kitchen. He bounded up it, Arun keeping pace behind, the pair of them behaving like a couple of school boys, jostling with each other, trying to keep or gain the lead. They dashed past three doors, leading into bedrooms that they knew they wouldn't use, darting across to another set of spiral stairs and up them towards the area where the master bedroom was. It had been described to Cody before they set off and he'd thought about keeping it to himself, as a surprise, but hadn't been able to resist telling Arun long before they'd even got there.

The stairs opened up into a large, spacious room. The entire front wall of it was one big window, with a glass door to the right that led onto a small patio, which overlooked the hillside leading down to the sea. At the end of the patio was another set of stairs ("this guy sure does love his spiral staircases," said Arun), that led up to the roof.

They stomped up there, the shiny, black metal rattling beneath their feet. The roof was flat, a simple square tiled the colour of bricks and bordered with waist-height white concrete. There was a simple round table and four basic chairs in the centre, and a raised section at the back, upon which there was a two-tiered wooden bench. The view from the patio had been lovely. The view from up here, however, was glorious, nothing blocking their line of sight no matter which direction they looked. There wasn't much to see by now though, for the light had gone, but the night sky was clear enough to make out teasingly indistinct shapes. Any disappointment at having to wait until the morning to get a proper sense of what lay around them was quickly offset by the gentle, intoxicating breeze that tickled at them.

Arun stood by the edge and leant on the concrete border, soaking up the atmosphere.

"Holy shit," he said, whispering it to himself.

Cody went and stood by him.

"Absolutely," he said. He put his arm around Arun's waist. "Think you can handle three weeks of this?"

Arun leaned into Cody's shoulder. "I think I'll cope."




















The morning after they'd arrived started gloriously. There wasn't a cloud in sight and the sun was already quite high, a dazzling yellow against the vast stretch of blue sky. Only two sounds could be heard - the gentle splashes of Arun, doing slow lengths in the pool, and the unexpected—and incessant—chirping of the crickets, and even they were projecting an almost otherworldly sereneness. Arun reached the edge of the pool and rested against it, pausing for a moment to take everything in. He'd half expected, upon waking that morning, to find that it had either all been a dream or that the hazy twilight which had enveloped their arrival had tricked him into believing this place was more than it actually was.

But it wasn't.

In the quietness of morning, it had revealed itself to be as perfect as anything could ever be, its own separate world, beyond the reach of anyone else.

Before getting in the pool he'd stood by the railings which, whilst not affording him as spectacular a view as the one from on the roof of the bedroom, still allowed him to see the vast stretch of unoccupied land that surrounded the villa. He could see other villas in the distance, presumably just as fancy (and expensive) as this one, and the tiny blobs of other human beings going about their business. He wondered if they were doing something similar - surveying their surroundings and wondering how they'd managed to get so lucky. Maybe they were staring up or across at him right now and had better eyesight than he had, and so could see the expression on his face, reading it clearly: This man doesn't deserve any of this.

It was a drastic change from what he was used to. The leap from a one bedroom mid-terrace, in a borderline undesirable part of Manchester, to this slice of heaven had been one that even Superman might have struggled to make. Likewise, the shift from having to downsize his ideas to being given the freedom to go as big as he wanted was just as momentous. He had Cody to thank for both of them. He wondered though if he might end up blaming Cody for them too. He was already thinking ahead. It was inevitable now that his and Cody's relationship would leak out to the public, or, better yet, they'd announce it themselves. Either way, the world would know. And he had a fair idea of what they'd say.

At their least stinging they'd say that Arun had done well for himself, punching far above his league. When the gloves truly came off though, they'd say, without even bothering to layer it in any pleasantries, that Arun was simply riding along on the coattails of someone better than him. That he was just using Cody for his own personal gain. It wouldn't matter how much he protested that this wasn't the case (which it wasn't. What it was—now that Arun actually thought about it—was an actual, proper relationship). The world would only ever see the handsome movie star and the plain-looking nobody. It was possible that there might be a storm coming.

He shook his head and let go of the concrete, allowing himself to sink underwater. The storms could wait. He flicked his legs and pushed towards the centre of the pool, coming back up to the surface with the grace of a professional swimmer. He wiped the water from his face, running his hand through his hair. Looking over to the villa he saw Cody step out through the sliding door that led from the dining area. He was in blue shorts and a simple white t-shirt, his feet smacking against the floor. He still looked tired, and the long fully-stretched yawn only made him seem more so. Treading water, Arun smiled at him, smitten by how cute he looked.

"You're missing all the fun," he said.

Cody stopped and stretched his entire body, arms high and behind his head, t-shirt lifting teasingly. "It's far too early for any sort of fun."

"It's gone nine o'clock," said Arun, shifting his focus to the giant clock that was hanging on the wall in the dining area, deliberately placed so it could be seen from outside.

"Yeah, exactly," said Cody. "Still too early. I am not a morning person."

He glanced up at the sky and caught the full force of the sun, which made him crumple his face and turn away. He meandered across to the sun loungers and shunted one of them over into the shade that was offered by the kitchen, which had been extended and now stuck out from the dining area, forming an L-shape to the building. He lay down on the lounger, with the effort of what might be mistaken for an older man, and closed his eyes.

"Are you always this energetic in the morning?" He didn't recall Arun being sprightly at this kind of time, not from the few occasions where they'd both been together after the night before.

"Not normally," said Arun. He'd swum back over the pool's edge, Cody's voice having been low, sleep still pulling at it. "I was in bed last night though and was so excited about this place that I could hardly sleep. I'm surprised I didn't wake you."

"Nothing would have woken me last night. Not even the impending nuclear war."

"Anyway, that buzz wouldn't go away, so here I am."

"Once I've woken up properly I'll be as excited as you are, but I need this break like you wouldn't believe. My batteries are in need of a serious recharge first. Then we can explore things fully."

"This place is huge."

"It sure is," said Cody, after letting out a sleepy sigh.

Arun turned around and began to swim again, leisurely breaststrokes moving him through the water. The smile was on his face again. The villa itself was huge, but the land it was on was immense, full of fields and pathways and roads to explore. He felt a thrill of giddy excitement bubble up through him, like a child who'd woken up on Christmas morning and was counting down the hours until he was allowed to get up and drag his parents out of bed.

He looked over at Cody, as he lay on the sun lounger, quiet and still. That man held untold excitement, he thought to himself. He stared at him, whilst treading water, wondering where this relationship might take him. He came up with a few possibilities but none of them mattered, for the only thing that was of any importance right now was how Cody just lay there, relaxed and peaceful, and how gloriously content he seemed. Arun yawned. It might be a good idea for him to lie down too. His eyes felt a little heavy now, probably the exertion from swimming having gotten the better of him. He swam to the side and hoisted himself out. It would have been easier, and less demanding, to have swum to the steps and gotten out that way but doing it like this was much cooler. Cody wasn't looking though, unfortunately. Arun had hoped that he would have heard him getting out and lifted his head up to look. Since hooking up with Cody, Arun had felt slightly more self-conscious than he normally did. Understandable, he thought. Cody was a toned and sculpted God of a man. Arun was not. He was slender and, in his eyes, rather weedy. He'd bought a set of dumbbells a few months ago and whenever he remembered (which was not especially often), he'd give his biceps a blast of work. The semi-effort he'd put into it had actually paid off though, his upper arms developing an increased thickness that he found quite pleasing. Cody hadn't noticed, of course. Really, there wasn't that much to notice, but Arun saw those arms of his every day and so was much more aware of the slight change. He couldn't bring himself to tell Cody about it though, presuming that Cody would simply squint his eyes and then laugh at the absurdity of the claim that Arun was clearly making up. His plan, therefore, was to seize any available opportunity to get Cody to notice unprompted.

Thank you. Yes, I have been working out is what he'd say upon Cody's delighted enquiry.

This was not that moment though. Making a deliberate noise, his feet kicking at the water as he lifted himself up and out of the pool, resulted in nothing. Cody remained horizontal and unstirred.

Standing by the edge of the pool, Arun asked Cody if he was still awake.

Cody mumbled something, his voice lethargic.

Arun padded over to him. "I think you've got the right idea. A couple more hours sleep sounds amazing suddenly."

The noise that Cody made was close enough to an agreement.

"Take your shirt off," Arun said to him. "It'll only get wet and uncomfortable."

Cody sat upright, rather slowly, and said nothing. His eyes remained closed. Arun bent down, hooked his fingers under the bottom of Cody's shirt and lifted it up. Cody raised his arms and let Arun pull the t-shirt over his head. With a flick, Arun tossed the t-shirt aside (his aim unintentionally resulting in the shirt landing in the pool, therefore getting wet anyway). Cody shuffled over slightly on the lounger as Arun lay down beside him, getting himself comfortable, practically on top of Cody. He nestled his head into Cody's shoulder. Cody wrapped his arms around Arun, clasping his hands together at the small of his back.

"Can I read the script later?" Cody said, his voice nothing more than a whisper. Anything louder would have been too much effort.

"It can wait," said Arun. "Let's leave it until next week. This week can be free of all shop talk. Let's put everything aside and just relax."

"Okay," said Cody, his voice drifting off.

Arun's reasoning was grounded in truth—it would be good to just forget about all things relating to moviemaking for a week—but there was something else behind his request that the script be left unread for another week. He was nervous about Cody reading it. Cody had been so enthusiastic along the way, asking Arun all manner of questions about it and offering up ideas whenever Arun hit a bit of a bump, that Arun had quickly got into the mindset that there was no way it could live up to expectations. All he could picture was Cody sitting there, reading the script and pulling a whole variety of uncomplimentary faces. By delaying things, Arun could at least now get one more week in—a nice, relaxing week—before Cody told him how dreadful the script was.

He'd managed to convince himself that it didn't matter. He thought it was a good script and that was the most important thing. But at some point, quite soon, the other important thing in his life was probably going to disagree.

If he did, would it really be the end of the world? Probably, but at least he'd still have the memories of how exciting it was to write it. Memories of how exciting everything had been so far with Cody, though that excitement must surely end. The honeymoon period would soon be over. He'd experienced so many wonderful things by Cody's side that it'd be churlish to complain if things now became less fantastic. Meeting him. Talking to him. Fucking him. It had all been too brilliant for words. He'd never been in a relationship with anyone that had left him so much in awe; that had him constantly picking his jaw up from off the floor. All his previous relationships combined hadn't held the same amount of excitement as this one. From the big things to the little things. And it was still ongoing. This villa, its location and all the possibilities it promised. Exciting! Hell, even travelling here had been exciting.




















Arun stared out of the window of the car. Cody was chatting to George, telling him about some of the scenes he'd filmed for the fourth Blake Lancaster movie. Arun had been listening at first, thinking that actually, it was sounding like it might end up being a pretty good movie, when his attention was caught by something else. They'd been on the road with all the other cars that were headed to the airport but had now taken what seemed like a random right turn and were suddenly the lone car on the road. The drab grey walls, which were all Arun had been able to see along this stretch, came to an end, transforming into chain-link fencing, through which he could see smaller aeroplanes and the hangers where they were kept. His mouth opened slightly as his forehead scrunched.

He turned to Cody. "Are we driving onto the runway?"

Cody laughed. The road bent round to the left. He pointed out of the window, at his side.

"That's our plane, there."

Stretching across the seat, Arun's mouth dropped further. "Holy shit. Are we flying on a private plane?"

"Well, yeah," said Cody, as though it had been a particularly dumb question. "You'd rather fly there with all the riff-raff?"

Arun ignored the question. "And we've got it all to ourselves?" he said, the car pulling to a stop by the open hanger.

"Yup. Just you and me baby."

Suddenly, Arun slapped a hand on Cody's shoulder, gripping him a little too tightly. "If you tell me that you can fly that thing, I will literally die."

The car came to a stop and George got out. He opened the passenger door to allow Cody to escape. Cody extracted himself from Arun's grip, leaving the question unanswered. Stood by the open door, he bent down and offered Arun a hand.

"Sorry, 'fraid not," he said, helping Arun out of the car.

George noted the exchange, and the physicality between the two of them, with interest. He'd been driving for Cody for almost four years and during that time he'd picked up little bits here and there (mostly due to his having to drive Cody when he'd had a few drinks, after parties or awards shows), enough to have an idea that perhaps Cody might be keeping a secret. This seemed to confirm such a notion. As he was not one of those despicable people whose eyes would light up with dollar signs at such a revelation, George simply smiled to himself, thinking that it was rather sweet (and that, Jesus, he really needed a girlfriend) and headed round to get their luggage out of the car.

Arun's eyes bulged, flicking his gaze to George and then back to Cody, as he let the latter pull him out of the car. Cody's expression dropped and he mouthed shit, biting his lip afterwards. But there was nothing that either of them could do now, and anyway, he trusted George implicitly. He recalled a couple of times, the morning after the night before, when his drinking hadn't quite crossed the line that dissolved everything, where he'd let slip one or two things to George that he shouldn't (like referring to another man as "sexy"), none of which had ever gone any further.

George had walked on ahead, with their luggage, to the steps of the plane, tactfully leaving Arun and Cody alone.

"It's fine," said Cody, almost meaning it, despite what he'd just told himself.

"Is it?" said Arun, who wasn't bothered about what it meant for him. Everyone knew where his preferences lay. Lord knows he's shouted about them enough times.

After a moments thought, and reassurance, Cody nodded vigorously. "Yeah, no it is." He resisted the urge to put his arm around Arun, to prove how really okay it all was, instead turning and walking slowly off towards the plane.

Arun stayed where he was, his left arm outstretched, holding onto the top of the open door. He wasn't sure if Cody was being truthful or if he was simply trying to convince himself that it might be the truth. He knew very little about this George guy, other than the fact that he was pretty cute. Cody seemed to have quite a few cute lads in their mid-twenties working for him. He wondered how no-one had picked up on that. It seemed like an obvious sign, an easy way for an unscrupulous person to get in and do some digging. That thought worried him. He gave it more consideration, eventually taking the next logical step and deciding that it was such an obvious sign that the people close to Cody probably had figured it all out, which meant that, as nothing had ever hit the press, they could be trusted. It was a complicated set of conditional statements but it eased his mind anyway. He slipped into a slight jog and caught up to Cody at the bottom of the steps, leading up into the plane. He bounded up them, ahead of Cody and came to a stop inside the door.

"Holy shit." It was a plane fit for the most executive of executives.

Cody pushed him forward, smiling at the flight attendant, directing Arun to one of the plush, brown leather sofas that were positioned at either side.

"I say holy shit quite a lot," said Arun as he dropped into his seat.

"I've noticed," said Cody, who dropped down onto the sofa opposite. "It's like you're still a twenty-something kid."

Is that why Cody was attracted to him? It would certainly fit, thought Arun, reminding himself of what he'd noticed only moments earlier.

"Its one of the few things I've never grown out of," he said. "That youthful amazement at everything."

"I like it," said Cody, dismissing it with a shrug.

The flight attendant strode over to them, dazzling white smile between glossy red lips.

"Can I get you gentlemen anything? Water? Champagne?"

Having never been referred to as a gentleman before (and thinking that it actually sounded delightfully grand), Arun smiled broadly and turned his gaze to Cody, who was also smiling, having already made a decision, before turning back to the woman dressed in a pale blue blouse (which was silk, judging by the way it shone) and a darker blue skirt, whose own smile was fixed just a touch too rigidly, as though she'd been doing this for far too many hours now and just wanted it all to be over.

"We should definitely have some champagne," said Cody.

Her smile loosened in relief (one step closer to home) and she turned on her heel, having responded with the usual pleasantries, and sashayed down the aisle, as though this particular section of the plane was her own personal runway. Despite having no interest in such a thing, her hip action was captivating enough to hold Arun's attention for longer than such things normally would. She disappeared behind a blue, possibly velvet curtain and Arun's gaze wandered around the interior of the plane. The walls were an almost sickly-looking tan colour, which, combined with the darkness of the brown leather of the sofas and the mid-brown coloured carpet and furnishings and accessories, gave the effect of them having wandered back into the 70s, or an oddly modern version of it at least, in that whoever had designed the whole thing hadn't done their homework quite right.

Cody leaned across the aisle and tapped Arun on the knee. "She's not your type," he said.

Arun laughed, thankful that Cody was clearly joking. 

"She's not one of your employees, I presume?" he said.

"No," said Cody. "This isn't my plane either. It's Dean's."

"Is he the guy whose villa we're going to?"

"Yes. You're not great at remembering people and names, are you?"

"Not especially," said Arun. He wondered if this entire journey would just be an opportunity for Cody to point out all the flaws and foibles that he had. The sense of awe of a much younger man. The memory of a much older one. He got himself comfortable on the sofa and nodded at the surroundings.

"Money really can buy all the best things."

"It certainly can." Cody cocked his head. "I didn't think you were driven by money?"

"I'm not. It's nice to enjoy it once in a while though. If I ever get to a point where it does become a thing though, and I start obsessing over it, you have my permission to give me a good hard slap."

"I shall look forward to it," said Cody, stretching both his arms out over the top of the sofa.

The flight attendant swished the curtain aside and came across to them, expertly holding a silver tray, upon which were two crystal glasses, three-quarters filled with champagne, and the bottle which contained whatever was left of it. She set it down on the table, at the foot of the sofa upon which Cody had stretched out, picked up the two glasses and handed them to Cody and Arun, in that order. Arun had expected it to be that way round, but it still stung a little. Is that something he'd have to get used to, playing second fiddle to Cody?

"Is there anything else I can get you?"

"No, thank you—" Cody glanced down, having only just noticed the name tag pinned to her chest, "—Kristina."

Arun smiled to himself, having noted the slip of disappointment on Kristina's face, and took a gulp of his drink, which was refreshingly cold.

"If you do need anything, please, let me know. We'll be taking off in approximately five minutes and our flight time is a little under four hours. Enjoy the flight."

She bowed slightly, catching herself awkwardly, as though it was something she hadn't intended to do but impulse had got the better of her. No doubt it was an effect that Cody had on many women. Arun couldn't help but laugh to himself again. If only they knew.

"You okay?" Cody said to him, when Kristina had disappeared from view again (though undoubtedly not from earshot - it was, after all, only a bit of fabric that separated them).

"Fine," said Arun. He leant across and tapped his glass against Cody's. The echoing chime it created made them both laugh, there being a touch of absurdity to the whole experience so far.




Just about half way through the flight, the pair of them having enjoyed a few more laughs and some of the contents of a second bottle of champagne, they fell into a contented silence, both of them stretched out fully on their respective sofas, mirroring each other in a way that had become rather commonplace between them. A few minutes later, Cody sighed, quietly, to himself.

"Three weeks of bliss," he muttered.

Arun hoisted himself up, onto an elbow, and looked over at him.

"Any plans for these three weeks?"

'Nothing," said Cody, matter of fact.

"Nothing?"

"Absolutely nothing. What about you?" He stared up at the ceiling. "Will you be writing? Polishing up the script?"

Cody didn't notice it but Arun hesitated slightly. "I might, yeah. I might do nothing as well though. Unless the urge strikes of course. There's nothing that can be done when the need to write hits you."

Cody twisted onto his side and looked at Arun. "Would you consider yourself a writer first and a director second?"

Arun stared at him for a moment or two, struck by the untroubled calmness in Cody's eyes. Perhaps he really did mean what he said, that this was to be three weeks of nothing, away from everything.

"I like being both. There's always been this desire to get my ideas down on paper. The building of a world. But there's also always been that need to be the one to bring it to life, in the real world if you will. A need to see it all through to the end, to completion."

"How very controlling."

"I agree. It's a trait of many directors I believe. But see, the way I look at it is that it's my baby and I have to do it all my way. I couldn't let anyone else take the reigns. They'd just shape it into their vision instead and lose all the little touches that made it mine."

"Thank god you're not a parent," said Cody, having made a leap that Arun couldn't quite follow. "I bet you'd be one of those ones who are impossibly strict. You'd make the child call you Sir, I bet. Not able to do anything without your permission."

Paternal desire had never afflicted Arun. Whenever his parents had said to him, when he was a child, that he'd know what they meant one day, when he had kids of his own, he'd fobbed them off with whatever they'd wanted to hear, knowing even then that having children was not going to be a part of his life. It had nothing to do with whatever his sexuality might become (that wasn't something he was even aware of at that point). It was just a cold hard fact that he knew.

Cody bringing this up though, despite it having absolutely no relevance to his life, set a fire inside Arun. It was only a small flame—a spark of flint on a tiny bundle of twigs; the gentle breath over them that got the heat started—but it was able to fuel an anger in him. Why would Cody presume such a thing? And how dare he do so. What had there been about Arun that might suggest he'd be one of those people? Arun was aware of his flaws and being a nasty, controlling dictator had never been one of them.

Perhaps he was reading too much into it though, and that all it had been was simply Cody's usual flippant and playful behaviour. The alcohol talking. He saw Cody down the remainder of his glass and pour the rest of the bottle into it. Yes, he thought, more than likely it's just that. But still.

He took a long breath and let the argumentative desire seep away.

"I don't think that'd be the case at all," he said, forcing his voice to be calm. "As far as I'm aware, I'm only that controlling when it comes to my scripts and my directing. I'm not bossy at any other times, am I?"

"Not at all," said Cody. "You've been the perfect gentleman so far."

That word again. Gentleman. Arun really did quite like it. "Thanks," he said.

Cody lowered his voice. "Expect for in the bedroom. You're very bossy then." He wiggled the empty bottle of champagne. "Should we get another one?"

It was obviously just Cody being playful, his temperament soaking in the alcohol. Perhaps it was Arun who ought to loosen up a bit.

"Sure," he said. "Why not."

Cody called Kristina over and gave her their request. She went away, vanished behind the curtain for a minute and then, after the tell-tale pop of a cork being set free, reappeared. Having left the bottle with them, she once more returned to her hideaway.

"You like it though, don't you?" said Arun, his voice quiet. "Me being bossy in the bedroom."

Leaning across to fill their glasses, Cody stroked Arun's cheek, resting his hand against the side of his face for a moment before giving it a couple of brash slaps.

"Damn right I do," he said.




















The sun was higher in the sky now, blasting down at a different angle, its burning rays no longer blocked by the extension of the kitchen. The heat prickled at Arun's back and woke him up. He shifted position and opened one eye, only to find that he was directly in the sun's path. He shielded his face with an outstretched hand and crumpled his forehead. Everything was peaceful - those damn crickets (for they'd quickly lost their charm) had shut their noise, for now, he guessed. No doubt they'd be back. He peered over his shoulder at Cody, who was still sound asleep and looking adorably peaceful. The kindest thing to do would be to let him carry on sleeping, but the sun was so fierce that he'd burn quickly (he doubted that Cody had been sensible enough to put lotion on). He spotted a sun shade nearby and decided that if he brought it over here it'd give Cody enough protection to stay asleep. With the plan in place he swung his legs around and planted his feet gently on the ground, gripping his fingers at the underside of the lounger so that he could lift himself carefully off it, thus leaving Cody undisturbed.

The lounger, however, had other ideas and let out an almighty creak as Arun shifted himself off it. He paused, legs bent, ass hanging precariously over the edge of the lounger. Cody groaned.

"Shit," said Arun, to himself. He straightened himself up and turned round, looking down at Cody, who was squinting up at him. "Sorry, I didn't mean to wake you."

"That's okay," said Cody, sounding as though he almost meant it.

"You can go back to sleep if you want?"

"No, best not." He sighed, smacked his lips a couple of times and scrunched his face up. "When did we last eat?"

Arun thought about it, realising that it had been on the plane out here, during the time that they were over-enjoying the champagne.

"You hungry?"

"Starving," said Cody, rubbing his eyes with the balls of his palms. "You?"

"Yeah, definitely. Come on." He held a hand out, which Cody took, and pulled him upright. "Let's see what we can rustle up."

Cody had no intention of this being a we situation, but kept that to himself as he followed Arun across to the dining area (where the clock showed that it was ten to eleven) and round into the kitchen. The extension that had been added made the room much more spacious than it must previously have been. There were cupboards running along the entire back wall, with a sink and a cooker beneath them and a huge fridge and freezer at the left hand side. At the other end was a window, which ran from ceiling to floor, letting in the warm and illuminating light. In the centre of the kitchen there was a huge counter, six foot long and three foot wide, another cooker beneath it (with more cupboards) and another sink inset into the centre.

Opening the fridge, Arun got quite the shock. It was stocked full. He stepped aside to show Cody that when he meant full, he meant full. There was, at first glance, anything and everything that the two of them could need. Cody opened a couple of cupboards and saw that they too were crammed with all manner of tins and packets.

"Jesus," he said. "When Dean said we wouldn't want for anything, he wasn't kidding."

"This'll probably last us the entire three weeks."

"Possible," said Cody. "Oh, that reminds me, if there is anything we need, apparently if I give someone called Carlos a ring, he'll sort it out for us."

"Carlos, eh?" said Arun, a twinkle in his eye. "I wonder if he's hot?'

"I believe he's a local guy that Dean uses, which means he's Spanish. They're all hot."

"That's a sweeping generalisation."

"Yes, but it's a positive one, so it's okay."

Arun bent down to rummage through the fridge. He shook his head. "I don't think that's how things work." He grabbed a carton of eggs from inside the door, turned and placed them on the counter. "What do you fancy?"

"Does this mean you're doing the cooking?"

"Yes. If that's okay? I love cooking, so it's not a problem."

"Good. You can do all the cooking then, if you like it so much."

Arun's eyes narrowed. "Why do I get the feeling that you can't actually cook?"

"I can boil an egg," said Cody. He gave it a little consideration and then cocked his head. "Actually no, that's a lie. I'm entirely useless."

"How do you get this far into life without knowing how to cook?"

"I have a dietician. Had him for ages now. He sorts everything out. You can't possibly expect me to keep this figure," he motioned up and down his body with his hand, "without a dietician, surely?"

"Lots of other people manage it."

"True, but I've got the cash, so..." He shrugged his shoulders.

"If you didn't have expert help, would you just be a saggy, overweight lump?"

"No," said Cody. "I'd be dead, having gorged myself on takeaways for an entire decade."

"I must send this dietician of yours some flowers."

"You're not his type," said Cody, deadpan. "I used to think that he was the most important person in my life."

"And now?"

"Now? He might have slipped to second."

"Well," said Arun, cracking some eggs into a bowl, "we all know how much you love Hailey Maddocks."

Cody laughed deeply from the gut, this jokey twist having been quite unexpected. "Yeah, we did get along really well in the films we made together."

There had been plenty of rumours in the press about Cody and Hailey, which this time were completely untrue, though neither one of them did anything to refute them. On Cody's part, it was because of the obvious, but for Hailey it was because she was dating someone who was much younger than her and she knew that the press would have an absolute field-day with that (he was legal, but only just, whilst she was twenty-seven). So although neither one of them confirmed to other what their reasons were, they both did all they could to keep the rumours flying, at least until the press were distracted by something else.

"There was a definite chemistry in all the interviews I saw."

"You know full-well that I'm not talking about her."

Arun whisked the eggs, smiling.

It occurred to Cody that perhaps Arun's jesting was because he wasn't on the same page as Cody. It had, after all, only been a couple of months, and it was certainly possible that Cody was merely smitten so much with Arun because this was the first time he'd felt anything like this. It might, therefore, not be the beginnings of love at all, instead being just a bit of fun (not that Cody wanted to see it that way).

"You really did pay a lot of attention to my career, didn't you?" he said, deciding to join in on the ribbing.

"I guess," said Arun. "You were always good fun in interviews though. And hot too, of course, so, bonus!"

"Come on then, how long, exactly, have you had a crush on me?"

"I've never had a crush on you at all."

"Bullshit. I can imagine you at home, watching tv in your pants, drooling over me."

"Why am I in my pants in this scenario?"

"You know why. God, I bet all this is just so I can be one of your conquests. You'll never guess who I slept with! That sort of thing."

Arun's reply was straight-faced. "That's exactly what it is. We slept together that night, at the hotel, and the first thing I did afterwards was brag about it to all my friends."

"Damn right. I'm a fucking catch."

A soft smile spread across Arun's face. "You really are."

"You're a better one," said Cody. He glanced down at the ingredients that Arun was mixing into the eggs. "I don't like mushrooms."

He spun around and sauntered off outside (the conversation having led down a path of sentimentality that he wasn't in the mood for), leaving Arun stood there, shaking his head in bewildered delight.




















A week had passed. Cody had been itching to tell Arun this fact, and what it meant. Arun, wiping the sleep from his eyes and rolling over in bed to face the beaming excitement of Cody, had not expected him to take it all quite so literally.

"Have you been keeping track of the days?"

Cody nodded firmly. "You said I could read it in a week. It's been a week."

"Technically," said Arun, "it was mid-morning when we agreed to this deadline, so by my reckoning," he twisted around and lifted his phone up, "we've got another few hours yet."

"Oh my god," said Cody, folding his arms. "You've no idea how difficult it's been sticking to this whole you-can-read-it-in-a-week thing. The number of times I've almost snapped and demanded that you let me read it, but no, you said a week and I've respected that. Let's not argue about a couple of hours."

Arun grinned, seeming playful suddenly. "I dread to think what you're like at Christmas."

Cody's face dropped, a seriousness taking over him. "No, fair warning, I am a nightmare. It's the only time when I am a morning person. Everything has to be perfect."

"Okay, but I bet you're one of those people who wants to open a present early." He mimicked Cody's voice (though it wasn't anywhere near successful). "Just one. There's plenty of others that'll be left for the big day."

Cody punched him on the arm, just vigorously enough to let Arun know that Cody knew it was a joke, but also that it wasn't actually too far from the truth.

Rubbing at his arm, Arun rolled his eyes and gently shook his head. There was no use holding it back any longer. The dreaded moment had come.

"Fine," he said. "You can read it after breakfast."

"No, I'll read it during breakfast. So come on." He pushed Arun, on his still throbbing arm, strong enough to slide him across the bed. "Get up and make me some pancakes so I can get started."




He tried taking his time, but pancakes do not take long to make and before he knew it, there were a stack of them on a plate in front of an expectant Cody.

"You're forgetting something," said Cody, looking up at Arun with wide eyes and raised eyebrows.

"You'll just get it messy," said Arun, who had printed out a copy of the script before the holiday.

"I'm not a child."

Arun's face suggested that this might not be entirely true, but he'd run out of excuses now and had no option. He disappeared into the bedroom and pulled the script out from the bottom of a suitcase. Bringing it into the dining area, he dropped it onto the table, next to Cody's plate of pancakes. Cody reached across and rearranged the two things so that he could better multitask. Arun went and sat down at the opposite end of the table. Cody paused and flicked his gaze across to Arun.

"Are you just going to sit there and watch me read it?"

"Yes."

"Couldn't you go for a walk or something?"

"No. I want to see what your reactions are as you read it. I want to know what you're thinking."

"I'll tell you what I think about it, once I've read it."

"Yes, but I need you to be honest."

"What, you think I'm going to lie? Is that why you want to watch me, 'cos you don't trust me to be honest?"

"No, it's not that. I do trust you. People tend to want to sugar-coat things though and that's not what I need. I need the truth."

"I can tell you something truthful right now if you want?"

Arun sighed. "I get that I'm being annoying, I do. But you know how important this is to me. You can't just say that it's shit. I'll need specifics."

"It's not going to be shit. That I can say without even reading it. Anyway, it's important to me too. And not just because it's important to you. And, more importantly, why are you so convinced that I'll think it's shit? I don't know why you'd think that. I thought you were pleased with it?"

"I am. I really am. But me being pleased with it is vastly different to anyone else being pleased with it."

Cody had never seen Arun be so doubtful about himself. It was kind of endearing but also rather annoying. His confidence was one of the things that he loved about him and so to see it evaporate, and so quickly too, was a difficult sight.

Realising that this doubt he was displaying wasn't doing him any favours, Arun slapped his hands on the table and gave himself a mental slap.

"Right," he said. "Enough of this faffing around, why don't you get on with reading it so we can both find out exactly where we stand?"

A smile spread over Cody's face. There he was! The Arun he loved.

He laughed. There was a slight nervousness to it, one that he was certain Arun hadn't picked up on. What a time for that word to pop up. Loved. Having better things to think about—though, in the grand scheme of things, maybe they weren't as important—he pushed his emotions aside. He stabbed at the pancakes with a fork, pulled the script forward, so it was balanced on his lap, the top of the page resting on the edge of the table, and leaned back. He flicked over the first page and began reading.

Arun sat at the other end of the table, scrutinising Cody's face. He must be an excellent poker player, he thought, for there was nothing on his face to read. He was unable to gauge any sort of reaction at all. For a few moments he wondered if there was any point sitting there, watching. But then another thought crossed his mind. Perhaps it was that Cody had a terrible poker face and that what this lack of expression really meant was that the script was dull and boring, a horrifically flat waste of time. Something so deathly average that it didn't warrant any kind of emotional response at all.

With that possibility bashing at his mind, Arun began to panic. Upon agreeing to let Cody read it, he'd told himself that any questions about it should wait until the end, but now he was struggling to contain those questions. The desire to blurt them out was so powerful that he considered clasping his hands over his mouth as some sort of childish safeguard.

What does he think of it so far? What bit is he up to? Has he got to this bit yet? Does he like any of the characters? Who's his favourite?

He screeched his chair back, resting his chin on his hands on the table, so that he was stretched out and low down. Cody threw him a warning glance and it was enough to get him up and away. He went into the kitchen and did some washing up, trying to keep one eye on Cody the entire time, lest he should miss the one moment where his mask slipped (the downside of this was that, in being so distracted from the task at hand, he almost sliced the top of his finger off). When the washing up was done, he went and sat back at the table, but soon began to drum his fingers, resulting in another glance from Cody, through slightly narrowed eyes.

He knew it was no use. Watching Cody read the script was futile. Being close enough to still see him was dangerous. He went outside, past the pool, and sat in one of the chairs, turning it so that it faced away from the villa. The view was wonderful, obviously, but even that was unable to take away the agony of the wait. And it seemed like an eternal wait, one filled with the urge to get up and run back inside, to see if he'd finished yet, or at the very least to look over his shoulder, away from the view, to see if he could see Cody, and therefore his expression.

Eventually, Cody came outside. Arun heard his footsteps and leapt out of his seat.

"Well?" he said, his voice frantic, as though he'd just spotted the surgeon coming out of the operating room.

"It's wonderful."

"You're just saying that. I was watching your face remember."

Cody smiled and laughed. "It was pretty tough not showing my feelings. Thank God you left after a while." He sat down on the grass, which was soft and warm, and ran his hand over the short blades.

"Yeah, but you didn't show any emotion."

"That's because I'm a fucking good actor, thank you very much. And before you say anything, no, I'm not just saying it's wonderful because that's what you want to hear."

"Because that doesn't help anyone."

"Exactly. No, I genuinely loved it. You changed some of it though, haven't you?"

"What do you mean?"

"The main character isn't quite how you'd been describing him. I thought you had him locked down in your mind, that you knew precisely who he was?"

"I did."

"So what happened?"

Arun paused ever so slightly, wanting what he was about to say to carry a little extra weight. "You."

Cody looked puzzled.

"All this time that we've spent together," said Arun, "has made me realise something. You'd be perfect for this role. That's why I changed things. To write it specifically with you in mind."

"No," said Cody. "No no no, I'm just here to finance it. That's all. It's your film. Creatively, it's nothing to do with me."

"I disagree. It shouldn't just be something you're involved in from a distance. It should be our film. It's perfectly clear to me that that's how it should be."

"I'm not ready to be in a film like this."

"Why not? You've said yourself that the big budget blockbusters can't go on forever. That's what brought the two of us together. Onto the same path, yes?"

"That's in the future though. I've just finished filming one of them and there's all the promotion that'll need doing."

"But you've not signed up for anything else yet. Why is that do you think?"

"I needed a break."

"But why now? If your plan for the future was to use your money to finance other people's films, then I'd say that the future is already here, meaning..."

Cody's voice went quiet. "That the big summer films are in the past."

"I know you pretty well by now," said Arun. "You're never going to give up acting. It's in your blood. So your future isn't just going to be about financing movies, is it?"

"I was hoping to take things gradually."

"I think that would be a mistake. Your name still carries a lot of weight. I think you should do everything at the same time, really show everyone what you're made of."

"The perfect opportunity to show them all that I'm more than just an action hero," said Cody, though it was more to himself.

"Precisely."

Cody fell silent. This really had been his plan, but he'd always thought it was another decade off yet, at least. Plenty of time to test the waters, to find the right project, the right role. He thought about the script he'd just read. Now that Arun had pointed it out, it did seem as though the main character was tailor-made for him, but he knew there were dozens of other actors for whom it would fit. Better actors than him.

"No," he said. "No, you're making a mistake. I am nowhere near good enough to be in something of this quality. I'll just ruin everything that you've worked so hard on."

"You're being too harsh on yourself. It's just nerves, about the unknown."

"I'm just being honest."

"No, it really is just nerves. Trust me, you'll be perfect in it. And that's not simply me letting my feelings for you influence my decision. I've always known that there was more to you than what you've done so far."

"You're just telling me what you think I want to hear."

"We agreed not to sugar-coat things, remember? If any of this is going to work, we have to be honest and I am telling you the God's honest truth. This role is perfect for you."

Cody stood up. "I'll think about it," he said, though his voice was distinctly noncommittal. He walked off, back inside, away from any immediate response.




















Sitting outside, relaxing after a wonderful evening meal (that Arun had persuaded Cody to help him cook, without any disasters), Arun tickled Cody's leg with his toes. Cody looked up from his phone, where he was checking a few messages.

"Let's go up on the roof and watch the sunset," said Arun.

"That's such a clichéd thing to do," said Cody.

"And yet we haven't done it yet. Imagine going back home and telling everyone that we went to this amazing villa in the mountains of Spain but never bothered to watch the sun go down. It's unfathomable."

"Then we must do it immediately," said Cody, laughing.

"We don't have to," said Arun. "It's just an idea."

"No, I genuinely want to. It's the perfect night for it as well." He stood up and placed his phone on the seat of his chair. "Come on. No distractions." He walked past Arun and headed inside, taking a detour on his way to the bedroom (which was where the stairs to the roof were) to stop off and grab a bottle of bourbon and two glasses. When he got to the roof, Arun had already made his way there and was sat on the top level of the two-tiered bench. Cody went and sat beside him, close, so that their legs were touching. He put the bottle and glasses on the bench to his left and poured them both a drink, handing the first one to Arun.

"So," said Arun, having taken a sip. He was about to broach a subject that had remained quiet since it was first suggested. "Have you thought any more about taking the lead role?"

"I need more time to think about it."

"It's been a week. Is that not enough time?"

"It would be, normally, but this is possibly the biggest decision of my entire life."

"Not that you're being melodramatic or anything."

"I probably am, but it's so far out of my comfort zone and my experience that, right now, the only thing I can see is me fucking it up."

"That's just nerves talking." Arun found it hard to believe that this confident man he was with could be nervous about the same thing for more than a week.

"It might be, I guess. What if it's not though? What if it's the truth? I could end up doing irreparable damage to my career. I'd be a laughing stock. The dumb action movie star who thought he could do better." He twisted in his seat to face Arun. "More importantly though, think about what it'd do to your career."

"It wouldn't do anything."

"Yes it would. No-one would take you seriously any more, after foolishly putting your faith in me."

"Wow, you are grossly overthinking things. Why don't you re-read the script? That might give you a bit more confidence in it all, now that you know why I wrote it that way."

"It doesn't matter how you write it, I won't be good enough for the role."

"Look, the only thing you need to know is that I know you'll be perfect for the role. I wouldn't have offered it to you otherwise and I'm sure as hell not going to deliberately mess up my own art, am I?"

Cody thought about it for a moment. It was a valid point, however fantastical it seemed to him that he could ever be a part of something that was considered to be art. "Fine," he said, sighing. "I'll give it another read. See what happens."

"Good. Trust me, I have faith in you."

Cody leaned his head in close to Arun's. "Thank you."

"It sure is beautiful here," said Arun. He put his arms round Cody. "I don't think I've ever seen a sun quite this colour."

Looking at it, the two of them falling silent, Cody was inclined to agree. The sun was a deep yellow, beginning it's transition into a sombre orange and sucking the light out from the sky. He stared at it for a minute, a thought spreading through him that made him smile.

"I wonder at what point, during the sunset, you're going to say Holy shit?" He tilted his head up and rolled his eyes back to get a look at Arun's face. He saw that Arun was glaring back at him, from the lower corners of his eyes, his mouth tight and pursed.

"I shan't be saying it at all," he said after a moment.

Cody emitted a short, sharp laugh. "It's your favourite phrase, of course you'll be saying it."

"It is not my favourite phrase."

"I've lost count of the number of times you've said it. You know, you really ought to vary things up a little. Holy fuck perhaps. Or how about fuck me? Or even just a plain old simple fuck."

Arun pulled away from Cody, turned to look at him head on and studied him with a teasing glimmer in his eyes.

"You do like to swear, don't you."

"Ah, you're turning this around to me now are you?"

"It's a fact though, yes?"

"True. It's not deliberate though. It just kind of happens."

"I don't believe that for a moment, but okay. Actually, it's what I remember most about our first meeting. The swearing."

"That's what you remember most?"

Arun laughed. "Okay, no, obviously not. But now I'm thinking about it, you did swear a lot during that first time."

"You want to know the truth?"

"Go on, hit me."

"I swear when I'm nervous."

"Aww, do I make you nervous?" said Arun, prodding at Cody's arm.

"Not now, no. You did at first though. I'd been crushing on you quite a bit leading up to that night and then when I saw that you were even more handsome in real life, well..."

"In real life? Did you Google me beforehand?"

"Might have," said Cody, looking sheepish. "Anyway, it's more general than that. It's when I'm nervous about anything." He sunk his head into his hands and spoke through his fingers, his voice muffled. "Oh my god, I can't believe I'm even thinking about telling you this."

"What?" said Arun, sitting upright, excitedly intrigued.

"One of the most embarrassing moments of my entire life," Cody said, his face still covered.

"Oh, you've got to tell me this now. How does swearing become one of the most embarrassing moments of your life?"

Cody lifted his head up and looked at Arun. "Because I swore at Prince Charles."

Arun stared at him, his eyes wide, as his mouth broke apart into an amazed grin. "You swore at the future King of England?"

"I know," said Cody, despairingly, looking down at the ground, his forehead scrunched.

He took a deep breath and launched himself off the bench, walking over to the edge of the roof to gather himself. He turned around and stood facing Arun, who was looking at him in giddy anticipation.

"Right, so," he said, rolling his eyes. He really was going to relive that moment. There'd been plenty of times when it had crossed his mind, this funny little story that he could tell people, but he'd never met anyone with whom he felt comfortable enough to do so. Yet with Arun, he felt so comfortable that, despite his play-acting and protestations about repeating the story, he didn't actually have any qualms about it at all.

"This was after the royal premiere of the second Blake Lancaster. We're all stood in the lobby of the cinema, which they'd done up to make look especially posh. There's a line of us, starting with a load of the behind-the-scenes people, leading up to some of the cast, with Hailey Maddocks to my left, ahead of me in the line, and the director on my other side. I'm stood there, giving it my best posture, hands behind my back." He demonstrated the pose, looking a little stiff and awkward. "Prince Charles comes out of the door, nice suit, dark grey, royal-blue tie. He starts making his way down the line, hand shakes, nods, a quick word or two. I'm stood there looking down the line," he craned his neck forward and looked to his left. Arun smiled. "I'm thinking, this won't take long. He's probably got better things to do. Just wants to get home and put his feet up. Glass of whiskey, catch up on EastEnders. You know the drill. So, my heart had been pounding a little whilst we waited for him to come along, but now that I'm thinking this, that it'll be over before I know it, I start to calm down a little. I whispered something to the director, can't remember what about but I do remember thinking that I ought to keep my voice down, you know? It felt wrong, somehow, to be talking loud. As though I was back at school and didn't want the teacher to hear.

"Anyway, he's making his way along the line, still pretty quick, and he gets to Hailey and of course, she's always been the chatty sort and so there she is, laughing and joking with him, which he's loving, smiling and talking away with her. He's with her for at least a minute and I swear, it's the longest minute of my life. I'm getting really nervous by this point. I'd convinced myself that it'd be over and done with, quick sharp, but no, she's dragging everything out isn't she. So yeah, my hands are beginning to sweat by now and I'm stood there, grin on my face, because you just know the paparazzi'll spot it if I'm not, trying to discreetly wipe my hands on the back of my pants. No way in hell I'm going to shake Prince Charles's hand if mine's slick with sweat. Imagine the impression that'd create." He cocked his head, angling it slightly forward, his eyebrows raised and a woeful look on his face. "If only I knew. I'd much rather he remembered me as the guy with the sweaty hands. Anyway, the longer he talks to her, the more panicked I become. I'm thinking about my breathing by this point, at the same time as trying to predict what he's going to say to me, so that I'll have the perfect response. I've got it all clear in my head. He'll say, A pleasure to meet you. Congratulations on the film. To which I'll say, Thank you very much and point to the director, telling him that he's the one who deserves the congratulations, therefore cleverly shunting Charles along. Job done, thank you very much.

"No. Charles steps across to me, shakes my hand, which is still annoyingly sweaty, and says, Nice to meet you - close enough - the film was terrific. Now, it's only a subtle deviation from what I'd imagined, but it was enough to completely throw me into a panic. I stare at him blankly for a moment. I'd expected that he'd hate it. Like, it really doesn't seem like his sort of thing and he's only here because he drew the short straw when it came to handing out the royal duties for the year. So my brain tells me that he's joking. He's only saying that because he has to. This thought passes down to my mouth and, as you do when you don't believe someone, the words came out before I could do anything about it.

"Fuck off, really?"

"I swear to God, the room went silent. Charles, bless him, just looks at me, this almost-contained pained grin on his face. His assistant shoots me the filthiest of looks and pushes him along, to speak to the director, leaving me stood there wishing I could die. Like, just shoot me now, I don't even care. I can see Hailey out of the corner of my eye, really struggling to hold back from laughing hysterically and there's this murmuring going on down the rest of the line.

"Charles, for reasons I cannot imagine, makes quick work of everything else and is gone in less than a minute, at which point the director turns and looks at me, the most insanely childish look of amazement on his face, as though he'd just witnessed the best thing ever and says, Dude! You did not just do that!  There's nothing I can say to that. I'm just stood there, staring off into space, shaking my head in disbelief whilst Hailey is holding her stomach, trying to catch her breath."

Cody stood on the roof, mimicking his reaction, shaking his head in disbelief, though this time it was because he'd actually told that story to someone, despite having promised himself that it was forever to be consigned to the deleted items of his memory folders. Arun, without intending to, had ended up copying Hailey's reaction, holding his stomach which was paining him from having laughed so much.

Cody came over to the bench and dropped himself onto the lower tier, his head level with Arun's chest. Arun leant forward and wrapped his arms around Cody, who sank back into him.

"Well," said Arun. "There goes the knighthood."

"No, on the contrary, I think I'm dead certain to get one now. That way, he can make sure it's him who's doing it and he can accidentally lop my head off."

"I can see why you wouldn't want to tell that story to anyone. Even as you were telling me, I could see how embarrassed it makes you."

"Yeah. I thought it might feel good to say it all out loud. To actually own the story. But no, it's still completely horrific."

"Maybe save it for your autobiography then."

"Nope, not a chance. It's going with me to the grave. Promise me you'll do the same."

"I promise," said Arun. He let his arms dangle over Cody's shoulders, hands laying against Cody's chest. "It'll forever be our secret." He wondered if Cody had made everyone who was there promise to keep it to themselves, but decided not to ask. Better to leave it all be and change the subject. He looked out at the sun as it was making it's final descent for the night, gradually disappearing from view.

His attention on the same thing, Cody said, "It really is beautiful isn't it?"

"Just like you," said Arun.

"You're just saying that to cheer me up."

"No. In fact, I'd say out of the two of you, you win hands down."

Cody said nothing for a moment, thinking carefully about what he wanted to say (and not wishing to ruin things like he had with Prince Charles). He reached up and took hold of Arun's hands.

"I wasn't sure if I was imagining this, but there is more to this than just the two of us having some fun, yes?"

Arun leant down further and kissed the back of Cody's ear.

"You're not imagining it," he whispered.

"I've never felt anything like this before," said Cody. "I didn't know if it was all in my head. Or just all completely one-sided. It's silly, but I've seen so many people my age begin to settle down recently and it always sounded so wonderful. It made me see that I'd quite like it to happen to me too, but then I'd worry that it wouldn't. Or couldn't. But then you came along and it all felt as though it were meant to be, that we met for a reason. Not simply so that we could become business partners but—"

Arun squeezed him tight, the warmth of his embrace cutting him off from his rambling. He kissed him on the top of his head.

"I knew this was something special early on," he said. "When you were off filming. I loved the phone and video chats we'd have."

"You mean you liked the phone and video sex chats we had."

"They were great too," said Arun, laughing, "but no, it genuinely was the chats we had. I looked forward to them. To hearing your voice or seeing your face on the screen, and you telling me all about what you were doing. It was just so nice to stop everything for an hour or two and just talk. Just spend time getting to know each other. It never felt forced or awkward. We simply fell into a relaxed conversation. It was second nature, as though you'd always been a part of my life."

Cody kissed one of Arun's hands. The last of the sun's shimmering orange light fell out of view, coating the sky in a soothing blanket of night.

Despite knowing that he shouldn't, Arun, his voice low, said, "Holy shit."

"Absolutely," said Cody, his voice a contented sigh.




With their feelings for each other clear and in unison, the two of them spent the last week of their holiday doing what every other couple does. They lived the clichéd romantic life. They took walks through the fields that surrounded the villa, hand in hand, savouring every second. They had candle-lit meals, staring into each other's eyes. They lay in the sun together, fingers reaching out for each other as they drifted to sleep in the afternoon heat. Nothing that they did was creative or fresh when it came to romance, but it was all entirely wonderful.

On the plane ride home, Cody—having found a peace and trust with Arun that had previously been unfathomable—said that he would take the lead role in Arun's film.




















PART FOUR

Awards




















In a room on the top floor of another five-star hotel, Arun stood opposite Cody, in a black tuxedo, white shirt and shiny blue and grey-checked bow tie. He looked at his watch, an impatient expression creasing up his face.

"We have to leave in forty-five minutes," he said.

Cody—who had on black briefs and a white t-shirt—bulged his eyes and dropped his jaw. "Is that all?"

"Yes. That's all."

"I thought we had more time than that."

"We did when I first told you to get dressed, an hour ago. We cannot be late to the Oscars, so come on, hurry up."

Flinging open the wardrobe and holding each door open with his outstretched arms, Cody scrunched his nose up, his eyes surveying the plethora of clothes that hung there. This was a decision that he knew he ought to have made before now, but he'd been putting it off every time the topic came up, only to find that now, there was no time left and a choice still hadn't been made.

He turned to Arun, who had slumped into the nearest chair, legs wide, slouching in despair.

"Which shirt should I wear?"

"Really? How is it that you're only just trying to decide this?"

"It's not something you can just choose on a whim. This night could be ours, so I have to look perfect."

"No, I get that, even though you always look perfect, but you've had a month to plan all this."

"I know," said Cody, "but it's been too nerve-wracking to think about before now."

Upon its release, the film—which they'd titled The Snow's Fire—was met with a rapturous reception. In it, Cody played a man called Raymond Snow, a man who was in a passionless marriage with a woman. He gets himself into a relationship with a mysterious man, who lights the fire within Raymond. Only, that fire soon burns out of control and becomes destructive and deadly.

The critics praised it for how it was refreshing in its depiction of sexuality, and how it blended that with one of the most exciting thrillers they'd seen in a long time. That critical praise led to a string of awards, to the delight of them both. A month ago, the announcement of the year's Oscar nominations shot the two of them up to cloud nine. Arun had pretty much stayed up there ever since, but Cody had leapt back down to Earth, preferring to tuck the thought of Oscar glory to one side. Twelve nominations was a lot of pressure. It was the most of any film that year and between himself and Arun, they'd gotten four of them - Arun was up for Director and Original Screenplay, whilst Cody had been selected for Best Actor, with the two of them sharing the one for Best Picture. It had been a ride more magnificent than they could ever have believed (even though they'd both secretly hoped that it would take them this far) and Cody was not handling it quite as calmly as Arun.

"You're nervous," said Arun. "I understand." He got up and came over to Cody, laying his hands on Cody's shoulders. "You've been on edge the entire time. I just don't know why you're still on edge." He pulled him in for a hug. Cody squeezed Arun tight, angling his head into Arun's neck. He could smell his cologne, a delicate sandalwood that had a familiar and warming fragrance.

"This is a big deal," he said.

"True. But the worst part's over now. The film's been released and it's been a hit at the box office. The reviews have been amazing and the awards have flown our way. It's all good."

Cody extracted himself from the hug and looked at Arun.

"What if we don't get any awards tonight?"

"Then that's just how it is. Does it really matter anyway? All we wanted to do was make the best film we possibly could together and as far as I'm concerned, mission accomplished. Tonight, we just enjoy ourselves. It's the last chapter of this story."

"I don't want it to end though."

"Sorry babe, it has to. The future's what's important now. Our future."

"Do you not want to win tonight?"

"I'd love to. Academy Award-wining Director Arun Dayal. It sounds pretty darn good. But if doesn't happen tonight, I know it'll happen at some point."

"Cocky," said Cody, managing a grin.

"Maybe it is. That's your fault though you know? You've erased any doubts I might have had about my talents. It's because of you that I've been able to see that this is exactly what I should be doing with my life."

"You never told me you've had doubts."

"Of course I've had doubts. I just didn't want to burden you with them."

"I can handle it."

"I know. But you've been dealing with your own stuff. Anyway, it was mainly before we met. Trying to get this film financed and made, I did question if it was all worth it. You made me see that it was. Regardless of the struggles, if you're passionate about something—if you find something that you want to let take over your life—you should do everything you can to make it happen. You only get one life, right? And it's entirely because of you that I've come to understand that I can live it the way I want to."

Cody turned his attention to the rack of clothes, wiping at his eye. He swallowed.

"Yes," he said, finding his voice, his gaze still fixed firmly straight ahead. "But which shirt should I wear?"

Arun's face softened. He stepped over to Cody and put an arm around his waist. He scanned the row of shirts. If Cody couldn't make the decision, he would have to make it for him. He selected a plain white shirt, with contrasting black buttons and hooked it onto the top of the wardrobe.

"Why don't you just choose between this one..." he said. He pulled out another shirt, also white, but with a delicate cream-coloured pattern on it. "Or this one. That should make it easier."

"You don't think I should wear something with a bit more colour?"

Arun rubbed Cody's back tenderly with the palm of his hand. "No. Black suit, white shirt. Traditional and classy."

Flicking his eyes back and forth between the two shirts, Cody was silent for half a minute, trying to decide. Arun stared at him, watching this display of indecisiveness, his eyebrows rising slowly the longer it went on. Finally, Cody reached out and grabbed the patterned shirt, unhooking it off the wardrobe and holding it out in front of him. He remained quiet for a few more seconds, before turning to face Arun.

"You know I had nothing to do with all this, right?" he said, circling back to how Arun had said that Cody had changed his life. He turned around and laid the shirt on the bed before swivelling back to look at Arun once more. "You'd still be going to the Oscars even if I hadn't come over and talked to you that night."

"I disagree," said Arun, "but thanks anyway."

"No, see, you're selling yourself short. Your talent as a filmmaker, and your passion for it, would have shone through no matter what. It's different for me. There's no way any of this would be happening if it wasn't for you. If we'd never met, I'd just be doing yet another sequel to yet another summer blockbuster."

"Isn't that exactly what you did anyway, even though we did meet?"

"Shut up. You know what I mean. And you've seen the scripts I'm getting now. You've changed my life in the best possible way. In a way that I never thought could ever happen."

"How about we agree that we're both great," said Arun, "if for no other reason than it'll end this conversation and you can go and get a quick shower, so that we won't be late for the fucking Oscars." He began to smile as he spoke, his voice getting louder by the end.

He was excited by the prospect of what the evening might bring, but he didn't really want Cody to know. As important as it was to him, he was more aware of the momentousness of it all for Cody. He'd made that leap, the one that had taken him from crowd-pleaser to respected artist. Few people ever seemed able to do it and those that did had usually spent a long time trying to prove themselves. Cody's involvement in this film of theirs had been met with scepticism, disbelief and outright hostility. Most of those critics had been silenced and a win tonight would surely shut down the rest of them. If the film won any award tonight, as far as Arun was concerned, it had to be Best Actor. He himself losing wouldn't matter. As egotistical as it sounded, he'd kind of proved himself with his first film and the attention that had brought. In this industry though, one success, especially at the beginning, was never enough, hence the hesitation in allowing him a second chance (it was also in the back of his mind that who he was hadn't helped things either). The success that The Snow's Fire had had—particularly the box office kind—would open all the doors. An Oscar was just a prestige that, at this stage of Arun's career, might actually do more harm than good. For an actor, blips were easy to overcome. For a director, winning with his second film would put enormous pressure on what he did next. Losing would only make people believe that the best was yet to come.

Even though explaining all this to Cody might make him forget his own concerns, the more likely outcome was that it would simply double them. Worrying about yourself is relatively easy to handle. Worrying about the person you love can destroy a man.

"Were your doubts only ever before making this film?" said Cody. It was almost as though he could read Arun's thoughts, no matter how well he tried to hide them. "Was everything after that relatively stress free?"

"No more stressful than I imagine every film is going to be." It sounded like a convincing lie.

"I meant what I said. I can shoulder the burdens for both of us."

"Actually," said Arun, throwing Cody a heartfelt glance, "the most stressful time was waiting for the reviews to come out."

Cody sucked in a sharp intake of breath, mocking this confession. "You told me that you didn't care about the reviews."

"I lied. Sorry. It's one thing believing yourself that what you've created is great, but it's only when other people say the same, people who have absolutely no connection or investment in you. That's when you truly know that what you've created is good enough." He sighed heavily. "Imagine having spent six months putting everything into this and having it destroyed overnight if the reviews were bad."

"But they weren't."

"Thankfully not, no."

"Can I ask you another question?"

Arun placed his hands on Cody's shoulders again, but instead of bringing him in for a hug he spun him around. "No." He pushed him towards the bathroom. "Shower."

"It's only a quick question."

"Don't care. Do I have to rip these clothes off you and shove you under the water myself?"

Cody's face broke into a wide grin. "I'd quite like that."

"Yeah, I bet you would, but we don't have time for that right now." He turned and walked away to go and double-check that their shoes were shined. "Ten minutes," he shouted over his shoulder. "No more. The limo gets here at half past."




















In the back of the limo (that he'd kept waiting for quarter of an hour) Cody tugged at his shirt collar, pulling a disgruntled face as he did so. Arun leaned across and slapped him on the arm.

"Stop it."

"I should have worn the other one." He removed his fingers from the collar and stretched his neck, hoping to find a comfortable position. "I think this one might be too tight."

"I thought it was new?"

"It is," said Cody. "What's that got to do with anything?"

"You're not likely to have put on weight since getting it, are you? It was tailor-made, yes? So it should fit perfectly."

"Well it doesn't." He sighed heavily and folded his arms. "This is the Oscars. I have to look my absolute best. That's what Hollywood expects. Everything tonight should be of the finest quality and look as though it fits properly." His mind wandered back to the night when he and Arun first met. A bitchy comment about how Arun had looked that night popped into his head, but he kept it to himself.

Reaching across, Arun took Cody's wrist and pulled his arms apart, out of their sulking pose. He brought Cody's hand to his lips and gave it a gentle kiss. He glanced across at the privacy divider, just to double-check that it was still up.

"You look perfect, don't worry."

Cody gave the shirt's collar another quick tug. "Fine," he said. "I'll take your word for it."

"If you're not happy with it," said Arun, "maybe you should get your stuff made elsewhere." He was leading up to a question that he'd been wanting to ask for a while now.

"No," said Cody. "No, the guy I use is amazing. He made clothes for Sinatra you know."

"Wow," said Arun, nodding impressively. "He must charge a pretty penny."

Cody responded by staring at Arun.

Undeterred, Arun added: "How much does a shirt like that cost?"

For a few moments, Cody continued to stare at him, but then shifted his gaze away.

"Almost a thousand," he said.

Arun pursed his lips together and sucked in the air. "That's crazy. You movie stars really do get paid far too much money."

When Cody was younger he sometimes thought along those lines as well, that the millions these big movie stars got was excessive and ridiculous. As he turned into one of them though, his thoughts on the subject of money began to change and this notion that he was being over-paid irritated him. With the two of them now being in a moving car, with therefore no way of escape, it was the perfect time for him to explain his opinion to Arun.

It was clear to Cody that at some point the general public had decided that if a person was to choose the career of an actor, it meant that they were also choosing to give up their right to such things as privacy and freedom of speech. Admittedly, some people in this profession went out of their way to get their name and face constantly in the media, but there were many people who did not. It didn't seem to matter though. This was not a choice that the actor themselves was allowed to make. Cody had been followed around by the paparazzi incessantly. He'd been spied on, hassled and borderline interrogated. If he wanted to go out anywhere, it was a constant minefield, an obstacle course of people wanting selfies or autographs or to tell him that he's a shit actor.

When the life of an actor is viewed in that way, the money they get paid isn't just a wage. It's compensation.

"People have said to me in the past that they think it's disgraceful that the people working behind the scenes on a movie don't get anywhere near as much as I do, and I agree. They absolutely should get more. But I have to do so much more than they do. When the film's finished shooting, that's it for everyone else. It's me that has to do all the promotion for it. Travelling all over the world, away from home for so long. And like I said, there's the pressure from the media too. If the film fails, it's not on the Costume Designer's head. The people doing the visual effects don't get dragged over the coals. It's me. I'm seen as the one to blame and any failures get carried over to whatever film I make next.

"So if you take that into consideration, along with how I'm often not allowed to say what I really think and having to behave in a certain way, then yes, I should get paid the amount that I do. And come on, if someone's going to offer you that kind of money, of course you're going to accept it. Besides, they don't know what I do with it. Nobody knows how much I donate to charities. But the second you blow a few hundred thousand on something trivial, everybody's up in arms. It's my money and I'll do what I want with it, so fuck off."

Arun raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Cody had made valid points but it wasn't really a discussion that Arun wanted to be having right now and it wasn't really something that he wanted Cody to be dwelling on either, considering how heated he was getting.

The lack of response from Arun was enough to calm Cody down though.

"Sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to get so riled up. It's just it's something that bugs me. The public and media are the ones who have elevated actors and celebrities to this seemingly high position, where we're, apparently, the only ones whose opinions they'll listen to, and yet they're the same people who are constantly trying to tear us down. It infuriates me sometimes."

"Okay, I hear you, but just try to calm down a little. I want you to enjoy tonight."

"You're right, I'm sorry." He shuffled over a little and snuggled up to Arun. "I'm just nervous. I don't know how you can be so calm."

"It's easy. No big deal."

Staring suspiciously at Arun, Cody grabbed his arm and lifted it up so that his hand was flat in mid air. He saw a mild shake to it.

"It's just the road," said Arun. "It's not very even. They really ought to do something about it. Get it relaid or something."

Cody's mouth dropped open in delight. "You are nervous, aren't you?"

Arun rolled his eyes. "Okay, fine. Yes I am. I really do want to win tonight but I'm trying to keep it buried. There's nothing more unappealing than someone who clearly wants to win."

"It'll be fine," said Cody. "When you do win, just don't leap out of the seat and punch the air."

"I promise that I won't do that," said Arun. It was rather nice that Cody was so confident that Arun would win. Arun himself was doubtful that it'd happen. There were veterans of the industry and people long overdue recognition in all the categories in which he was nominated, so it wasn't a sure thing.

He looked out of the window and saw crowds of people and flashes of a red carpet between the sea of bodies.

"Looks like we're here," he said.

"No turning back now," said Cody.

"No," said Arun. His voice sounded a little distant.

"Listen," said Cody. He took Arun's hand. "No matter what happens, I'm so proud of everything that you've achieved."

"Thank you." Arun's eyes were moist. "I love you."

"I love you too," said Cody.

The door on Arun's side was opened by someone and the inside of the limo was swamped with deafening cheers. As Arun stepped out he realised that he was still holding Cody's hand. He turned around and bent down to look at him, glancing at their intertwined fingers. Cody saw what he was looking at and smiled, shaking his head. He kept a tight grip on Arun and got out of the car. The noise swelled as everyone caught sight of them hand in hand. Lights flashed all around them, the world wanting to capture the moment. They waved to the crowds, beaming smiles on their faces (they'd been well-trained in the art of crowd-pleasing) as they made their way down the red carpet, still holding onto one another. By this point however, it had gone from a romantic gesture to more of a desperate clinging, neither of them feeling able to get through this without the other's touch.

It was a slow walk towards the theatre, where the Oscars were being held. People with microphones and cameras swarmed around them, thrusting them in their faces and tracking their every movement, throwing questions at them, few of which they were able to actually hear above the noise. Instead, they simply carried on smiling, nodding where it felt appropriate and keeping their gaze ahead of them. A woman with a clipboard and a headset skipped over to them and stretched her arm out, directing them towards where a throng of paparazzi were gathered, ready for the kill. Cody and Arun exchanged a glance of wary dread.

"I don't know if I can do this," said Cody, leaning in close to Arun.

"Yes you can. Take a deep breath and just do it. Hold onto me if you need to."

They stepped up in front of the cameras and the lights that flashed away were almost blinding. Affecting the required poses, they stood like deers in the headlights.

"So the rumours are true then," said one of the reporters.

Cody was thrown by this. He didn't know that there'd been any rumours floating around. Once promotion for the film had been completed, he'd shut himself away from such things, as he always did, his sanity needing a break.

Arun, too, hadn't been aware of any gossip (the pair of them really ought to have words with their people) but didn't let it throw him.

"Yes, all true," he said. "Thank you very much."

He stepped away, down to the other end of the area. Cody was lost for a second and fell into his well-practiced bag of tricks—smile, nod, wave—before seeing that someone else had appeared to take their turn in front of the animals. He moved away and joined Arun.

"I don't think I've ever been so grateful to see Declan Hall in my entire life," he said, turning back to see how Declan (who was nominated in the same category as Cody tonight) fared with things. "He'd better not fucking win tonight."

Arun laughed and leaned in close again. "Now now, let's keep the bitchy comments to a minimum." He glanced around. "You never know who's listening in around here."

They rejoined the crowd of people that were making their way towards the theatre, a collection of nominees, presenters, legends and random people who must have put on a nice dress and somehow got lucky.

Ahead of them, Cody noticed a woman who was jumping up and down and waving. She started to push her way through everyone, heading away from the theatre and towards them. As she got a little closer, Cody heard that she was shouting his name. For one brief moment, his heart stopped, until, as she hit a clearing in the crowd, he saw that it was Amelia Ferreres, his co-star in The Snow's Fire. A Best Actress nominee tonight, she'd been catapulted from well-respected actress to global superstar (and one of the most lusted after women in the world). He'd seen her all made-up before but she'd taken it to another level tonight, her jet-black hair straightened and sleek, her make-up minimal and sophisticated and her silver dress tight and figure-hugging, showing off the curves that she was so proud of.

"Darling, you look amazing," he said to her once she'd finally made it over to them. They kissed each other on the cheek. "I hardly recognised you."

"Still as smooth as ever," she said to him, before flinging her arms around Arun and kissing him on the cheek too. She took a step back and admired them. "You both look impossibly handsome."

"Thank you," said Arun. "You look stunning and sparkly."

"You're too kind," said Amelia. "And also correct."

"Like a million dollars," said Cody.

She flung her hand to her throat, resting it on the diamonds that encircled her neck. She lowered her voice. "Five million, actually. They're on loan, so don't let me lose them. If I do, I'm fucked, and not in the good way."

"You haven't changed at all," said Cody, his laugh booming. He sighed. "It's been too long."

"I agree," said Amelia. "Hopefully, tonight will be just as exciting and unexpected as the last time we saw each other."




















In a brightly-lit television studio, at an ungodly hour of the morning, Cody and Amelia sat side by side on stylish-yet-functional metal chairs, waiting for the weatherman to finish his forecast (rain and lots of it) so that they could be interviewed for one last time. Opposite them, in a bright blue blouse and short black skirt, sat a woman whose name Cody was desperately trying to remember. As she was going to be the one to interview them, it was likely that her name would be needed, but Cody had gotten to sleep rather late last night and hadn't quite had the necessary amount of time needed to get all his senses into gear.

To their left, behind the cameras, a bald man, with a haggard expression, flung his fingers in the air and counted them down. Cody shuffled in his seat. Amelia crossed her legs away from the camera. A smile popped onto the woman's face.

She launched into her opening spiel, reminding the viewers of what they were watching and in which city it was (in case they'd somehow forgotten), adding, with a cheeriness that didn't seem appropriate, that it was just after half past seven in the morning. In amongst all this, there was no mention of her name.

"I'm joined today," she said, still frothing with effervescence, "by the two stars of the thriller that's taking Hollywood by storm, The Snow's Fire. Cody Hiller and Amelia Ferreres, welcome to the show."

"Thank you, Kate," said Amelia. Cody's shoulders dropped half an inch in relief. "It's great to be here."

"Absolutely," said Cody. "Even though it is ridiculously early."

Amelia smiled knowingly. It was going to be one of those interviews. She loved it when it was like this, when she could see the cogs in Cody's mind grinding away fruitlessly. He'd say the wrong thing or, rather, he'd say the right thing but about the wrong person, leading to all kinds of trouble and fervent back-pedalling.

"It's the best part of the day," said Kate. "And even better with the two of you here. I have to say, the movie is fantastic."

"Aww, thank you so much," said Amelia, making it sound completely sincere.

"It's such a physical role for you," Kate said, addressing Amelia. "Did you have to do much training? Was there a diet and exercise routine you had to follow?"

"There was, yes."

"Because you look amazing."

"You're too kind. No, I tend to watch what I eat anyway but for this I was extra careful. So much running around and like you say, it was a really physical role."

"I believe you ran, like, 5k every day, just to stay in shape?"

"Well, not every day, but yeah, it was a tough exercise program at times."

Kate turned her attention to Cody. "For you, Cody, this was quite a different character to what you normally play. What was it about the script and the challenges that drew you to the role?"

"I think for me, Kate," he paused ever so slightly before saying her name, suddenly doubting himself. When it got no reaction, he continued with confidence. "I just tried to stay sensible with what I ate and kind of did the same exercise routine that I've been doing for the last decade."

Kate looked at him confused, lines scrunching on her forehead. Amelia bowed her head, turning it away from the camera, hoping to hide the laugh that she was trying to hold in.

"Oh, I'm sorry," said Cody, feigning shock. "Is that not what you asked? It's just, you asked Amelia about how she stayed in shape so I just presumed you'd be asking me the same thing."

Amelia flicked at him with her right foot. She admired how he always stood up for her and the misogyny she'd often encounter, so this was a way that she could let him know that she was grateful, whilst at the same time warning him off taking it any further. This was, after all, her last interview in promotion of the film and she'd rather it didn't end with too much controversy.

"Just ignore him," she said to Kate.

"You're right," said Cody. "About it being a challenge. Not about it being best to just ignore me. Please don't ignore me. I'm an actor. Fragile ego and all that."

Amelia swivelled to look him dead on. "Do you need a moment?" She turned back to Kate. "He needs a moment sometimes. It's a shame."

Two conflicting thoughts were going through Kate's head by now. First, that this was a train wreck that might be the worst interview she'd ever been involved in. And second, that it was ratings gold. As much as she wanted it all to end right now, she knew that seeing it through for the allotted eight minutes might, if she could keep a tight enough grip, be the boost that her career needed.

"The two of you seem to have struck up quite the friendship." Was it possible that there was more to things than that? It would be quite the scoop if there was.

"Good lord no," said Amelia. "He's insufferable."

"I am hard work, yes."

"How many takes did you need for that one scene?" said Amelia, cocking her head. She leaned further over to Kate. "It wasn't even a difficult scene but he still kept messing it up. Eleven takes he needed."

"It was ten actually. And, it might not have been a difficult scene from your point of view, but it was from where I stood."

"There's this moment, pretty early on in the film, where I've got to... do something, shall we say." Amelia grinned. "No spoilers." She hooked her thumb over at Cody. "He has to launch into this angry bit of dialogue. A couple of paragraphs, all in one go. That's the scene he messed up ten times. Perfectly understandable. The one he got wrong eleven times in a row was where he just has to go and open a door."

Cody bit his lip, looking sheepish. "Okay, yeah. I'd forgotten about that. Thanks."

"You're welcome."

"You seem to have this sparky friendship," said Kate, twisting her head slightly, hoping it would elicit juicy details from them. "It's as though you've known each other forever, but you'd never met before making this film had you?"

"No," said Amelia. "If only I'd been warned."

"I wouldn't go as far as to say it's a friendship," said Cody.

"Absolutely not," said Amelia. "Actually, we can't stand each other."

"No that's right. Can hardly bear to be in the same room as each other." He waved his hand in the gap between where he and Amelia sat. "You'll notice that this is the minimum required distance of eight inches."

"Any closer and I'm liable to throttle him."

Kate smiled. She could see that this was all an act and surmised that it was being used to hide something else.

"Is there anything about him that you do like?"

"He does have a nice ass," said Amelia. "Can I say ass or is it too early for that kind of thing?"

"We'd rather you didn't," said Kate. The cheeriness vanished off her face for an instant (the train was derailing) but she was back in gear before anyone could notice. "You're known for playing the more glamorous roles," she said to Amelia. "Was it the lack of glamour that drew you to this one?"

Cody leaned back on his seat. "A question about beauty for the lady."

"It wasn't really about any of that," said Amelia, shaking her head playfully. "In all honesty, scripts like this don't come around very often. Especially not for people like me. So the image side of things never crossed my mind. It was simply a role that I had to play."

"What was it like working with such an inexperienced director?"

"It's not that he's inexperienced," said Cody, sitting bolt upright. "He's had plenty of experience making short films, that have all been successful, and of course, his first feature length film was nominated for a lot of awards. What he actually brought to the table was a new outlook on things, a way of presenting this type of movie that I don't think many people will have seen before."

"I'd like to add," said Amelia, knowing that Arun and Cody were an item and therefore not wanting to bad mouth her co-star's partner, "that I've never felt more comfortable on a set. Like Cody said, Arun, our director, his way of doing things kept it all fresh and exciting and even during the more intimate moments, I never felt as though things were getting out of hand."

"I get naked in this one," said Cody. "I don't know if that's going to help sell the movie. I just thought you all ought to know."

"Not full frontal though," said Amelia. "Nobody wants to see that."

"I can think plenty of people who would," said Cody.

"They're all lying," said Amelia, not missing a beat. "No, it's a smart, tense, exciting thriller. Plenty of action and a couple of twists that'll leave you breathless." She turned to Cody, who'd let out a snort of breath. "What? Someone's got to sell this movie."

"And it's America's number one movie right now," said Kate, who by this point was feeling completely left out, as though she'd wandered into the wrong party and was told she couldn't leave. "Cody Hiller and Amelia Ferreres, thank you for joining me." She turned and looked directly into the camera. "We're going to take a short break but stay with us because coming up Teddy's going to be telling us all how we can save a few cents at the grocery store with one handy trick, and I'll be checking out the latest high street fashions, from day-glow knitwear to see-through pants. See you in a couple of minutes."

Throughout that link, Cody and Amelia were looking at each other, hoping that the cameras weren't still on them (which, thankfully, they weren't) and pulling silly faces at what they heard. Whoever thought that see-through pants were a good idea!

"Thank you so much for coming in," said Kate, once the all clear had been given.

"Not at all," said Cody. "It's been great fun."

"He's only saying that because it's the last one. No more interviews now."

"Not for you at least. I've still got a couple more to do."

"You get to escape do you?" said Kate, still clinging to the teasing nature of things in the hope that, now the cameras were off, they might say something of value.

"Only because I'm needed elsewhere for another film."

"Jetting away to the other side of the world," said Cody.

"As far away from you as possible," said Amelia. She hopped off her seat. Cody did the same and Amelia slipped her arm through his. "Come on, you can buy me breakfast before I go."

She turned on her heel and sauntered off, pulling Cody along with her as she waved behind at Kate.

"It's been great fun, thanks."




















The three of them were slowly making their way into the theatre, the Oscars now less than an hour away. Excitement was beginning to build in the air. A man that was stood close to them (the smartness of his suit undercut by the bedraggled beard that engulfed his face), who none of them recognised, was telling the woman he was with that he really wanted to win. The woman (presumably his wife) said that she hoped he'd win too, if only because he'd be intolerable for days if he didn't.

Amelia pulled a face at Cody, suggesting that win or lose, there was already trouble in that relationship. Cody smiled at her, thinking exactly the same.

"Wouldn't it be funny," she said, lowering her voice (though with the cacophony in the air, there wasn't really any need to), "if the two of you ended up like that?"

"You'd hope we're a classier act than that," said Cody.

"I'm sure we are," said Arun.

"How are you both coping, now that the two of you are out in the open?" It was a relief that she no longer had to side-step any questions about it or flat-out deny things. It also made her feel enormously proud for the two of them, that they could finally be themselves and not have to hide.

"It's okay so far," said Cody.

Arun shrugged his shoulders. "It's only been out there a few minutes. I dread to think what the reaction will be once it's spread across social media."

"I've spotted one or two open mouths," said Cody, "at the sight of us holding hands. And a few raised eyebrows, but it's been fine so far."

"I did overhear one woman," said Arun, "who was clearly very disappointed that you aren't straight."

Amelia smiled. "I know how she feels."

Slapping her playfully on the arm, Cody said, "You can stop playing that particular game now. The secret doesn't need protecting any more."

"I suppose," said Amelia. "It was fun whilst it lasted though."

"How are you getting on with your next film?" Arun said, wanting to change subject. He knew that Cody had tried to cover his sexuality in the past, and had even gone as far as sleeping with women to try and deflect attention. Amelia had been flirty with him during interviews because it was her nature to do so, but also because—and she'd never actually said this, but Arun could see it quite clearly—there was a desire to protect him. She knew the two of them were an item but was savvy enough to know that if they were going to come out, it should be on their terms, when they were ready. But there was still the slight worry that there was more to it than that. He was convinced that there'd been no need for Cody to actually sleep with women, yet he'd done exactly that and, from what Arun could gather, he'd done so more than once. So, did that mean that Cody wasn't one hundred percent gay? Can a person be one hundred percent of anything? He'd dismissed this thought before and did the same now, persuading himself that it was just the fear of someone who was newly in love and didn't want it to end. But, the way that Cody and Amelia were so relaxed with each other prickled at him in a manner that threatened to turn from being fun to being irritating.

"Yes, come on," said Cody. "We've not seen each other since that last interview, so you'd better have some stories to tell."

"It's going fantastically. I've just spent the last four weeks filming in the Bahamas and the two weeks before that in Australia."

"Ooh, jealous," said Cody.

"Good," said Amelia grinning. "They've scheduled me a short break, so I can come here and win Best Actress, obviously."

"Obviously," said Cody. He was mocking her but he truly did want her to win. It was entirely possible that she'd put more effort into her role than he had in his, and the results had been phenomenal. As much as he adored all the other nominees, nobody deserved the award as much as Amelia.

"And then I'm off to Morocco in a couple of days for a week or two."

"Wow," said Arun. "You really are living the jet-setter lifestyle."

"I am, and I'm having a blast. It's the most wonderful adventure of my life, something I'd never dreamed would ever happen. You know, I was thinking about it the other day. Ten years ago, all I could get was walk-on parts with maybe one line of dialogue, that nine times out of ten would end up on the cutting room floor. Look at me now."

"You've made it," said Cody. "You're a star now, darling."

"I am and trust me, I'm going to make the most of it. I've just signed on for something actually, that's really exciting. It never would have happened if you guys hadn't wanted me for this."

"We're the greatest," said Cody.

"All joking aside," said Amelia, " but you really are."

"What is this film you'll be doing then?" said Arun. The downside of awards ceremonies was that it had the tendency to make people a but gushy and sentimental. He wasn't bothered by such emotions but they could at least have the decency to wait until the actual ceremony began.

"Well, the success of our film has given me a lot more clout than before. You know what they say, you're only as good as your last film. Anyway, I was sent this script by a young female screenwriter and it's amazing. Very female-focused. Ordinarily of course, the studios wouldn't touch it with a ten foot stick. But I was able to push my weight behind it and we've got a female director on board now, a really good production team behind it and, best of all, there's three roles for women over forty in the film, and they're not just there simply to service the male characters. Honestly, it's a dream come true."

"And I bet you didn't have to sleep with anyone to get it off the ground."

Amelia laughed heartily. She would never do such a thing in the first place but it was nice, and surprising, to have found that nothing of the sort was ever even hinted at.

"It's a Hollywood miracle," said Arun. "Now, as someone much better than me likes to put it - don't fuck it up!"

"God, I know," said Amelia, her eyes wide. "There's so much pressure on us all to get it right. I've heard the pair of you talk about it this last year and now I know what it feels like. It has to be successful, either commercially or critically, or ideally both, otherwise I'll have single-handedly set things back twenty years for all the women in this industry."

"I think maybe you're putting yourself under slightly too much pressure there," said Arun.

"Okay," said Amelia, "so maybe I'm over exaggerating things a little, but you know what I mean. Even though I'm now an Oscar-nominated actress—"

"Soon to be Oscar-winning," said Cody.

"Bless you. Despite that, I'm still getting scripts where the character they want me to play is described as nothing more than the male character's wife or girlfriend. And it's always about the way she looks. Sexy. Gorgeous. Beautiful. I mean, it's flattering, but come on. Do people really only see women in that way still? When people meet me, they'll say Oh, you played Cody Hiller's wife in The Snow's Fire and I just feel like grabbing them and saying that there was so much more to it than that."

"Yeah," said Cody. "If anything, I played your husband. It's shocking really, isn't it."

Arun sandwiched himself in between the two of them, draping his arms over their shoulders. The connection that they had—the one that seemed different to one that he had with Cody—was becoming apparent again. "Listen," he said, his insecurities seeking to cut short their high-minded chatter, "tonight is supposed to be fun. Why don't we try and solve the world's misogyny another time. Besides, it looks like they're letting us in now and we need to go and find our seats."

"I've already had a bit of a nosy," said Amelia. "I got here far too early and when you've got a smile as bright as mine, well... Anyway, they let me have a quick look around and we're on the front row. A good omen if ever there was one."




















It was shortly before eleven o'clock the next morning when Cody woke up. His mouth was dry, his head was throbbing and his eyes felt heavy. Generally speaking, his body was not at all happy. He looked to his left and saw that Arun, even though his eyes were still closed, also looked rather rough. With a degree of difficulty he propped himself up on his forearms and looked at the desk that was stood opposite the bed. On it, in a nice neat line, were the five Oscars that the two of them had won the night before.

"It wasn't a dream," said Arun, looking as though he were still asleep.

"I know," said Cody. "I'm just making sure though."

"Yes, well, you've been making sure on and off for the last six hours."

"I still can't believe it."

Arun took in a long breath and let it out slowly. He shuffled himself, with effort, into a slightly more upright position, yawned and finally opened his eyes.

"They do look good all lined up together."

"Yes," said Cody. "Three for you, two for me. Very nice. I wonder what Amelia's done with hers?"

"If she's any sense she'll still be asleep."

"Probably. Hopefully she's not going over her acceptance speech again."

Arun cringed. There were few details of the night before that he could remember right now, but that was certainly one of them.

Cody lowered himself back down and looked up at Arun. "I thought she was going to lose it at one point. I was sat there willing her to not cry. Pleading with her to pull herself together."

"It was the most terrifying moment of the evening," said Arun. He pulled his forehead tight. "She didn't cry though in the end, did she?"

"Do you not remember?"

"It's all still a bit vague."

"No, she turned it around. I mean, she literally had to tell herself off mid-speech, but no, she ended up giving the most terrific speech of the night."

"You're just saying that because you're biased."

"Probably," said Cody. "The two of us are friends for life, so..."

It was kind of sweet that Cody felt that way, but Arun wondered if it really would be true. Friendships have a way of fizzling out in the most unexpected of ways. He wasn't sure though if maybe that was him hoping that might happen.

Cody smiled to himself. "Do you remember the speeches you gave?"

Arun stared blankly ahead. "I sort of remember the first one, for the screenplay. I know I told myself not to be all gushy or anything, and just make it about how everyone who worked on the film did such a brilliant job of bringing the script to life. It might have been pretty dry actually."

"It was an uneventful speech," said Cody. "And the other two?"

"No idea."

Before Arun had even had time to realise his mistake and prevent Cody from doing so, Cody had leaped out of bed and had grabbed the iPad, that was on the dresser to his right.

"Let's take a look," he said. Even his head, which was reminding him of how foolhardy it was to be so active in its current state, couldn't stop him from bouncing around in excitement.

"No," said Arun. "That sounds like a dreadful idea. I don't need to remember anything specific to know that they were probably awful."

"Tough," said Cody, flinging himself back into position next to Arun. "It's happening."

He loaded up YouTube and searched for videos of last night's Oscars. Unable to prevent any of this from occurring, Arun snatched the iPad off him, stating that if they were indeed going to put themselves through this torture, they might as well do it in sequential order, therefore starting with Cody's speech for Best Actor.

"Fine," said Cody. "I'm quite sure that my speech was hilarious."

Arun let out a short, sharp, delighted laugh. Details of his own speeches weren't especially forthcoming but his memory had definitely kept hold of Cody's.

"Not even close," he said, tapping on the relevant video.

The video began to play, with last year's Best Actress winner walking out onto the stage.

"Whoever chose the colour of that dress needs shooting," said Cody, eyes glued to the screen.

She proceeded to read from the autocue, Arun noting that she'd clearly practiced saying one of the nominee's names.

"Thank God," said Cody. "We were spared all that horrific nonsense that they usually throw in. All that How do you pronounce that? bullshit."

Arun laughed. "Yeah, just learn the damn name, it's not difficult."

In the video, the time had come to read out the list of nominees. When it got to Cody's name, the camera cut to him in the audience, beaming like a little school kid.

"I thought we'd agreed that we weren't going to look as though we wanted to win?" said Arun, kicking at Cody's legs under the bedcover.

"Easier said than done."

"Huh, and you call yourself an actor?"

"An Oscar-winning actor, fuck you very much."

Arun pointed at the screen. "Oh, I remember this bit."

Upon hearing his name being read out as the winner, Cody got up from his seat and turned to Arun, who had done the same, kissing him on the lips in front of everyone in the theatre. He then headed towards the stage, bounding up the steps, taking them two at a time ("Oh, eager," said Arun, watching the video with delight).

Looking a little bit overwhelmed and a touch nervous, Cody stood behind the microphone, holding his award, and waited for the applause to die down before launching into his half-rehearsed speech.

"Thank you very much. First of all, I'd like to thank whoever it was who pulled my name out of the hat, because clearly that's the only possible way I could have won this award."

"That's actually quite funny," he said to himself, in bed. "Nicely played."

Arun shook his head in disbelief at Cody's ego.

"I didn't mean it of course," Cody said, tearing his eyes from the screen to look at Arun.

"No shit."

The two of them carried on watching Cody's speech. As they watched it, Cody began to grimace, his face dropping in relative proportion to how much Arun had begun to smile in smug joy. The speech had taken a soppy and sentimental turn, the result being that it looked as though Cody was going to cry as he was making it.

"And after everything you said about Amelia's speech," Arun said to him.

"I got caught up in the moment," Cody said, feeling that he might also shed a tear now too. "Ah!" he said, tapping a finger nail vigorously on the screen, not wishing to pause the video. The camera had cut to various people in the audience, who were all clearly affected by what Cody had been saying. "Look, they all get it."

"No," said Arun, his voice gentle, "I get it too. Being open about our relationship is a good thing. It's what people need to hear. I'm just surprised you said any of it, that's all." He rested his head on Cody's shoulder. "Good for you."

His speech finished, Cody walked off stage to thunderous applause and the video stopped.

"By that point," said Cody, taking the iPad off Arun, "I couldn't wait to get off stage. And it wasn't just because of the speech, though yeah, I'm surprised at myself for being so open. No, I think I'd underestimated what it actually meant to win. Sure, it's recognition from your peers and people who have trod this path before me, but it's also validation. I am more than what people thought I was." He bit his lip. "I must admit, I was getting close to doing a Gwyneth."

"Thank God you didn't" said Arun, removing his head from Cody's shoulder and staring at him in relief.

"Agreed. I was walking a fine line between sentimental and cloying there wasn't I? An explosion of tears would have tipped me over the edge."

He flicked the video away, taking him back to the search results.

"Right," he said. "Your turn."

Arun groaned.

"What?" said Cody. "It's only fair."

"I know," said Arun. "It's just, some of it's come back to me now and I think I might have gushed rather too much about you in my speech. Which is entirely your fault."

"Me?"

"Yes. The speech you made must have had an influence on mine."

"Well, let's see shall we?"

Arun put his head in his hands. He heard the video start and wondered if the room they were in was too high from which to make his escape. He spread his fingers apart, peering through them to watch how the events had unfolded. He saw himself, when his name was announced, almost leaping out of his seat in the theatre.

Cody laughed. "I honestly thought you were going to punch the air then."

"See, that's your fault too, for putting the idea in my head when we were in the limo. You're such a bad influence." He elbowed Cody's side. "God I hate you sometimes."

"Nah," said Cody. "You love me really."

Arun put his head back on Cody's shoulder in response.

The video progressed, showing that, thankfully, Arun did nothing as ghastly as punch the air. Instead, he kissed Cody, and then Amelia (who was bouncing with delight), before shaking hands with a couple of other people and then making his way to the stage.

"You'll notice," said Arun, waggling a finger in front of the screen, "that I'm taking the steps at a more calm and measured pace. Not leaping up them like an eager child."

"Whatever," said Cody.

To Arun's relief, the speech he made wasn't as dreadful as he'd feared, though he was forced to return his head to his hands at one point.

"Most important of all though, I need to thank Cody, my beautiful magician."

"What the hell does that even mean?" said Cody.

"He's the one who made all this happen. Without him, it'd still be nothing more than an idea in my mind and this magnificent dream might never have come true."

"There it is," said Cody. "Captured for all eternity. The worst speech ever."

"True," said Arun, his voice resigned. "But at least I can defend myself by reminding you that I'm not the actor here."

"Yeah, you keep telling yourself that. I told you not to wing it. Always come prepared."

"Come on," said Arun, taking the iPad off him. "Let's get this over with."




















The orchestra swelled up, hints of pomposity and grandeur in the music they were playing. Onto the stage, clutching the envelope for Best Picture, came Maximillian Miller, one of Hollywood's legends. His hair completely white and his face looking a little gaunt, he still walked with the sureness and strength of a man half his age.

During his career, which was still active, he'd written and directed more than forty films, which had netted him six Oscars. Despite Maximillian being close friends with one of the other filmmakers whose movie was up for this very award, Arun felt a tingle of anticipation. Of the nine films nominated, The Snow's Fire was the only one to have been written and directed by the same person. The award being presented by a fellow writer-director was surely not a coincidence.

Getting to the announcement of the winner seemed to take forever. There was the preamble and the requisite jokes. Then Maximillian did a bit of ad-libbing (which was funnier than the scripted stuff) and then there was a whole list of names to be read out for producing the nominated films. Eventually though the result was declared and, as was expected by most people in the room (considering that plenty of the night's previous awards had gone their way), The Snow's Fire was announced victorious.

Arun got to his feet. He waited, looking at Cody with a huge grin. Cody was still sat in his seat, in disbelief. No matter how expected it might have been, hearing their film's name read out as the winner took a little getting used to, as did the thunderous applause that greeted it. He looked up at Arun and shook his head slowly. This really was happening.

He composed himself enough to be able to stand up and the two of them embraced, holding each other for what seemed like forever, as though there were no-one else in the room. They pulled apart then moved back in for a kiss.

"We did it babe," said Arun.

Cody said nothing. His voice wasn't working. Even if it was, what was there to say?

Amelia was beside them, arms outstretched and the most joyous of expressions on her face.

"Congratulations," she said, wrapping her arms tightly around Arun, her words almost lost amongst the noise of people cheering.

"You should come up there with us," he said.

She let go of him and took a step back. "Absolutely not." She lunged at Cody, showering him with kisses. "This is your moment. You adorable, wonderful darlings." Arun had told her many times during the shooting of the movie that she'd contributed more than enough for them to consider it her film as well. As nice as this was, Amelia treated it as nothing more than the lovely gesture that it was. She wasn't listed as a producer—that title belonged to just Arun and Cody—and more importantly, she knew in her heart that it was their film and no-one else's.

She stepped back over to her seat, standing alongside everyone else who were still stood applauding and cheering.

Arun and Cody headed up the steps, exchanging a look of thrilled pleasure. At the microphone, Arun put his arm around Cody's waist and pulled him closer. Cody turned his head and looked at him, surprised that he was so willing to show their closeness.

The audience's appreciation finally died down and they all took their seats. Cody looked down towards Amelia and, even though she was quite a few feet away, he could see that her eyes were welling up already.

They'd agreed beforehand that, should this moment actually happen, Arun would do most, if not all, of the speech. Unlike the previous ones though, Arun was glad that he hadn't prepared anything, for it would have come across as forced, obviously scripted and completely insincere.

"I honestly cannot believe that this is happening," he said. It got a few cheers from the crowd. He laughed. "It seems crazy that someone like me can be stood up here, someone who for a long time never thought as though he fit in. I have so many people to thank that there just isn't time. We all want to get out of here and party, right?" More laughter and cheering from an audience that was fully on his side. "So I think I'll just say thank you to everyone who was involved in making this film. Every one of you is as important as the next and it's been a pleasure working with you." He paused and took a breath, steeling himself for what he wanted to say next. "What I do want to say though is this. I've learnt so much during the making of this film. My life has changed immeasurably since then. The world is such a brutal place and it only seems as though it's getting worse out there. So what I've learnt might seem insignificant to some people but I believe that it's the most important thing of all. When the world is so tough, what you truly need to get through it is love." He turned to face Cody. "I know I'm repeating myself here but there is no doubt in my mind that I wouldn't be up here if it wasn't for you and I can't thank you enough. I love you with all my heart and I'm so grateful that we live in a world where we don't have to hide that love."

Once more, the two of them felt as though they were alone. It was probably only a matter of seconds that passed but as they looked into each other's eyes, it felt as though they'd spent the most blissful eternity staring at each other.

"I have very little to add to that," said Cody. He swallowed hard, fighting the urge to let the tears flow. "I love you too."

Arun removed his arm from Cody's waist and took his hand instead.

"We should probably leave it at that," said Arun, "before things get too soppy."

"Too late," muttered Cody, off-handedly to himself, though of course, the microphone picked it up and everyone laughed once more.

"Thank you so much for this," said Arun, holding his Oscar high.

They both stepped back from the microphone, looked around and headed in the direction indicated off stage, to applause that threatened to bring down the roof.

"Congratulations guys," said Maximillian, once they were back stage. "Terrific speech."

Arun burst out laughing and Cody quickly followed suit, leaving Maximillian stood there, a grin on his face but without a clue as to what was going on.

"Did we really just do that?" said Arun.

"I think we did," said Cody. "We really did just say I love you in front of a billion people."

"We are such idiots."

Maximillian stepped in between them and slapped them both on the back.

"No, gentlemen," he said, "what you are is first-class narcissists and I couldn't be happier for you." He pushed through them and walked off. "Enjoy the rest of the night," he said over his shoulder. "You deserve it."

People were milling around them, looking and smiling at them as they went about their business. A man came across to them, middle-aged and with a heavy five-o'clock shadow, smiling just as broadly as everyone else.

"The press are waiting," he said, nodding to a door over by the far corner.

"Okay," said Cody. "Just give us one minute."

The man nodded and headed over there, waiting by the entrance.

Cody turned and took both of Arun's hands in his, once again looking him right in the eye.

"Is this not everything you could have hoped for?"

"It's perfect," said Arun. "You're perfect. We're perfect. This whole damn world's perfect right now."

"And I will do everything I possibly can to try and keep it that way for you. Forever."

Arun took a step forward and kissed him. It'd be nice if he could keep him this happy forever, but it was an unrealistic goal. Instead, Arun was more than happy to settle for Cody just being there with him every step of the way, regardless of what life threw at them. On his own, he'd probably do alright. With Cody there though, he knew he'd be fine.

From Cody's point of view, it was pretty much the same. He saw Arun in his future every step of the way. He would be quite content to only ever act in films that Arun made, wanting to be by his side for every moment of his remaining life.

"Now then my handsome lover," said Cody, "let's go and deal with these vultures."

They made their way towards the press room, Cody's arm affectionately loose around Arun's shoulder, Arun's arm wrapped tenderly around Cody's waist. They disappeared into the room. The people going about their business back stage all stopped in amazement at the sounds coming from within the press room. Judging by the whoops and cheers and clapping, it seemed that even the notoriously hostile media were on their side.

Maybe everything was now alright with the world.
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How We Fell In Love




For Josh Johnson, life was all about having fun, and to him, relationships were nothing more than one-night stands. Sex without love and without the hassle of having your heart broken. And he was perfectly happy with that.

But then he got a new job and it changed everything. That's where he met Tim, the shy, quiet young man with whom Josh would be working.




Join Josh as he races through the heart-warming and sweet tale of how, despite their different outlooks on life and the barriers that Tim puts up, the two of them fell in love.
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A Solitary Life




For the last decade, Parker Finn has lived a solitary life, happily alone in the farmhouse that he inherited.

But there have always been doubts, buried deep, occasionally bubbling up to the surface, that something might be missing.

When his intrigue is piqued by a young man sat at the side of the road, Parker finds those doubts pressing at him with a force like he's never experienced.

Unable to resist, he helps the young man out and something unexpected blossoms.

But the young man has a past that isn't easily buried.

And Parker has secrets of his own too...
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How We Fell In Love - sample chapter




I often wonder, looking back on the moment we met, if it had been one of those love at first sight things. I'd always thought it a silly notion. Lust at first sight had been my usual way of experiencing things. In fact, for the first ten years of my adult life, I don't think love—not of the kind that flows from the heart, at least—had played any part in my day-to-day life. I was the kind of guy who went through men at the sort of rate that gets you a reputation. Not that anything anyone said ever bothered me—I was too cocky to let things like that get me down. Besides, I was sure it was jealousy, pure and simple.

One night, in a moment of drunken hedonism, I told this guy I was with (don't ask me what his name was) to describe what he saw in me. The guy was a bit of a bookworm I think, if I'm remembering it correctly. Not the type I usually go for, but he had a certain something, and I decided it'd be interesting if the foreplay involved a delve into linguistics, of sorts, to see if he'd be able to find different—better—words to express how good my physique was. He didn't. He used the same words that others had used in the past. I had the classic V-shape, thin at the waist and broad across the shoulders. Always dressed to impress, my shirt was just tight enough so that you could make out the ripples of my muscular arms and my trousers were fitted perfectly to show of my pert little bubble bottom. Yeah, if you hadn't guessed, I can be pretty vain. It takes a lot of effort to maintain a body like this, but it's worth it, even if you have to hear the same old clichés from the guy's who are drooling over you.

But bookworm guy redeemed himself when describing my face. Hours spent at the gym and watching what you eat can turn any body into the desired shape, but when it comes to the face, it's all genetics. I'd been blessed there, the latest in a long line of good-looking descendants. He told me that my face was chiselled like a work of art, as though DaVinci or Michelangelo had put me together themselves. Nice, right? He said they'd found the sweet spot between cute and manly; rugged and soft; cheeky and respectable. My skin was a glowing, soft caramel tan, my eyes the colour of a clear summer sky and just as warm and inviting, my mouth shapely and kissable and my teeth when I smiled were a dazzling block of white. My hair was dark, not quite black, styled neatly with a hint of bed head, an almost palpable demand to have fingers run through it.

I expect most other people would have thought that overkill, that this guy was really, really trying to impress me into bed, but we were almost there anyway and, like I said, I'm one of those hideous vanity-obsessed creatures. So obviously, yeah, it worked a charm on me! He was one of those rare guys who got to have a second ride.

So with all that in mind, it's hard to believe that when I met Tim it was love at first sight.

He had his back to me you see. He turned round moments later and the impression was not good, sorry. But that first meeting, before his face ruined it, I experienced something unusual. My heart skipped a beat.

I should pause for a second at this point and say something to allay your fears that I'm a horrible person. Tim's face doesn't ruin anything, not now. That's when you know that love is involved, isn't it? When the things that you once thought were ugly become the most beautiful things in the world. Love does that. It washes away all the false trappings and lets you see the reality of a person. It shines over everything about that person and lets you see their true beauty.

But at that point, I wasn't there yet. Not at all. At that moment, it was nothing more than the possibility of there being a cute guy at work.

That was my first day in a new job. I'd recently turned 25 and something about it, the whole quarter century thing, made me think that it was time to settle into a career. I'd got the qualifications for a career in Marketing, but had been too busy enjoying the baser things in life to bother doing anything with them. Now I realised that I'd be able to do both—have a career and still have lots of uncomplicated fun.

I'm sure my new boss, Dawn—a homely woman in her early thirties who stood shoulder height to most people and was wider than most of them too—was professional enough to have chosen to hire me entirely on my skills, but I couldn't help notice during the interview the same thing that I'd noticed in the two other interviews I'd had earlier in the week, for other jobs, that there seemed to be a lot of giggling and flickering of eyelashes coming my way. As Dawn showed me around on my first day, I noted that the level of aesthetic appeal in this company was not especially high at all, so it's only natural (considering the type of person I am, remember) to think that I'd also gotten the job to add a bit of spice to company's sex appeal.

The small team of designers—there were, in fact, only two of them—was the last office that Dawn showed me. They'd be the ones that I'd be working the most with, and by that point I'd have been happy to settle for anyone who just looked plain, as there had literally been no-one to light any sort of spark.

The head designer, Kieran, was in a meeting, leaving his assistant on his own. As we opened the door to their office, the sight that greeted us was of this young man—Tim was 23 when we met—enjoying the solitude by flailing his arms around to the stirring slice of folk music that was emitting from his computer. I really feel that Dawn ought to have knocked before entering the room, but as she was also their boss too, I guess that she didn't have to. It might have saved poor Tim the embarrassment of hearing her cough discreetly, jerking him back into the real world, the world that contained two people who had just witnessed him getting lost in the music. Dawn's expression seemed to suggest that this was not the first time she'd had the pleasure of experiencing this moment. For me, it was impossibly cute. My mind leapt into action, possibilities and scenarios, of a certain kind of course, bouncing around in my head. Then he spun round in his chair and looked at us with mortified eyes and a burning, red face and disappointment set in.

His face was long, he had a bulbous nose and thin lips. His hair was blond and sensible. There were no boxes ticked at all. I wonder how differently things might have gone if I'd been able to put all that to one side sooner? Would we have got together quicker if I'd been able to recall the flash of something beneath the surface—the unique and adorable little creature, the energetic puppy in a world of tired old working dogs—that had intrigued me so immeasurably?

Dawn, bless her, simply ploughed headlong into the introductions as though nothing were out of the ordinary in the slightest, though the way that Tim muttered incoherently and refused to make eye contact with me suggested that he was never able to move on quite so efficiently. However, he seemed okay with the news that I, Josh Johnson, was the new Marketing Manager and so would therefore be working closely with him. 




Over the course of the next few weeks, I settled into the job and started to properly get stuck into it. At the same time, there'd been a noticeable reduction in the number of one night stands I'd had, but I just put it down to work, my thoughts being on that and all the changes I wanted to make and all the ideas I'd had for where to take things. Also, I'd slept with this guy who'd said he was 21 but he turned out to only have been seventeen and it threw me a little. I have this rule that I'll only sleep with guys who are in the same age bracket as me. I was in my twenties, so I only slept with other men who were also in their twenties.

I know now that I was just making excuses. Those two things probably did influence my sex life, but it was something else, more prominent—though at that point I wasn't able to see it yet—that was causing the change in me.

The second time that I spoke to Tim was as we passed each other in the corridor. I offered him a friendly hello, to which he responded with a kind of reverse nod and a mumbled 'sup, figuring that that was the cool thing to do. I asked how he was, if his day was going alright and he scuttled off, his head hung low, having told me, as briefly as possible, that things were alright. What a strange thing he is, I thought.

Kieran, on the other hand, was much more chatty. He was 29 years old, erred towards schlubby and was insistent on his continued attempts to grow what might, one day, be considered a beard. But he would at least look at me and engage me in conversation.

The room they shared was quite small. Tim's desk faced the wall, opposite the door, whilst Kieran's was over to the right, at the far end of the room, facing down it. To this day, I've never ascertained exactly why it's laid out like that, but I've come to the conclusion that it afforded Tim the opportunity, by staring at the wall, to pretend that he was there on his own.

I was sat with Kieran one day, working on a project, when it occurred to me that we'd talked nothing but shop. By that point I was getting on with both of them quite well, but knew next to nothing about them. Tim told me, when we'd finally got together, that the only thing he knew about me at that point was that I had the most fascinating voice. It has a musical quality to it, he said—soft and luscious, spoken with crisp diction. I love how he sees things like that. He asked me if I'd noticed the lack of tapping on his keyboard that day, but I hadn't. I'd been too wrapped up in work to spot it and he'd been too transfixed by my voice to do any work.

The lack of chit-chat or gossiping made me wonder if Tim and Kieran were always like this, the kind of people who just got on with their work. If they weren't then obviously there was a problem, and the problem was undoubtedly me. Had I been so fixated on work and making an impression there that I'd become the humourless manager? The intimidating kind to whom no-one can warm? Was I still the outsider intruding on things, stepping on toes and ruining the good thing they'd previously had? I certainly didn't want that to happen. I wanted to be one of the team, the regular Joe with whom everyone gets along and can have a laugh with. I decided to take an early lunch and that afterwards, I would have to put the effort in and see if we couldn't all just take the next step to being more than just colleagues.

I wouldn't admit to myself back then that I was interested in Tim. I feel sure that my desire to talk to him and Kieran about non-work related things had little to do with how I was coming across to them but more to do with wanting to know how Tim's mind worked. It was the start of me finding him intriguing.

If I'd have recognised my true reasons for wanting to get away from work conversations, I might not have spent all of the lunch break trying to figure out how best to approach it. I'd have done what I always do, no matter if I'm in the pub or at a nightclub or even in a supermarket. I'd just sidle up to someone and chat, no need to overthink things. It was easy. Most people had an opinion, good or bad, on pretty much anything. I could pick any subject out of thin air and begin a conversation, delving deep into it should the topic take hold, or springing off at a tangent if the initial response is unfavourable.

But everything I considered came with a red flag and I couldn't understand why. I was constantly contradicting myself. If I talked about music, would that remind Tim of when we first met and cause him to clam up? If I chatted about video games, would that come across as too obvious, reducing them both to a condescending stereotype? They both had a geeky air to them, which is why I dismissed the topic of sports too. I didn't want to seem clever by deliberately going against type. I toyed with the idea of bringing up the subject of movies and television, but couldn't narrow either of them down to any particular genre. If I chose Reality TV, would that make them think that I thought they were dumb? Would they think that I thought they were snobs if I chose some foreign language film to talk about?

What on earth was wrong with me?

I figured that my need to be the cool guy, the trendy manager, was what was making things difficult. I was blinded by the truth.

In the end, upon returning to their office, I went with the obvious.

"So," I said, "how long have you both been working here?"

As soon as I said it, I realised that it was the most natural thing to ask and the perfect way of leading onto more interesting things. I'd been over thinking things instead of letting my natural abilities take charge.

"Too long," said Kieran, with a laugh. "Seven years next month, I think. I came here straight after Uni."

Tim looked at the wall, his mouth open slightly, eyes puzzled. "Two years, I think. Is it?" He turned and looked at Kieran. "Or is it three?"

"It's two," said Kieran. "How can you not know that it's only been two years?"

"Does it feel like longer?" I said.

"No, I just couldn't remember."

"Is he always this forgetful?" I looked at Kieran and flashed a cheeky smile. Important to come across as jokey.

"No, to be fair, he's usually pretty on the ball. He's just being odd today." Tim raised his eyebrows. "In a nice way of course."

"I'm just tired," said Tim. "That's all."

I asked where Kieran went to university, though he'd barely finished telling me before I then asked the same to Tim.

"I didn't," he said. He must've figured what the silence after that statement meant as he quickly clarified. "I could've got in, I just didn't want to go. Not my kind of scene."

I saw his face blossom with the heat of embarrassment. His subconscious seemed to be doing everything it could to make him sound like a weirdo. I laughed after he said that it wasn't his kind of scene. He might as well have said that he hated people.

"Besides," he said, "I wanted to get out and start earning some money, help my mum out with things."

'Ah, ok," I said. "So is this your first job then or did you do something else before coming here?"

"I spent a year working at a fast food place," he said, looking at the wall again. "Then my mum got me a job where she worked, doing admin stuff, filing and boring stuff like that. Then I came here."

I've since reassured Tim that it wasn't the case, but he's still convinced that he couldn't have made himself sound any duller if he'd tried.

At that point, he'd had three jobs in his life, the first two being mundane and uninspiring ones and the current one he'd seemingly just wandered into. No inclination of a desire for a career. He simply needed money. That's what he'd seemed to be telling me.

He'd decided to take his lunch at that point, fairly bolting out of the room, pausing only to ask if either of us wanted anything from the supermarket, an offer which Kieran and I both declined.

I probed Kieran for information about Tim as soon as he'd gone, asking him what he knew about the odd young thing he shared an office with.

"You know," he said, "now that I think about it, a know very little about him. It's kind of strange, but I see myself as some sort of father figure to him." He laughed at the bizarreness of what he'd said. "I know I'm only six years older than him, but he's so much younger than his age, so I can't help but feel like he just needs some guidance, someone to help get him on the right path. There's a really great person in there, I'm sure of it."

"So how come you don't do it then?"

"No time," said Kieran. "I've a baby on the way so all my attention is on the wife."

"Congratulations," I said. "When's it due."

"Oh, not for another five months, but there's tons of stuff to organise. No, what Tim needs is a girlfriend."

I paid no attention to the disappointment I suddenly felt. I didn't even know why I'd felt such a thing. After all, it was only Tim.

"There's little chance of him getting one though," said Kieran. "Not if he won't put himself out there."

"Maybe he just isn't ready for anything?" I said.

"I guess not. Shame though. He's nice and funny and smarter than he makes out. He'd be a great boyfriend." Kieran laughed. "If that doesn't sound weird?"

I told him that it didn't and that I knew what he'd meant. I'd never come across such a person before, but it was my understanding that there genuinely were people out there who didn't suddenly come to life at fifteen, like I had, and grab hold of every opportunity.

The lunch break seemed to have done Tim the world of good. He was much more chatty and open when he came back. Whilst he'd been wandering the aisles the supermarket, he'd told himself to stop what he was doing; stop being the kind of person who wasn't interesting or attractive. He had to be the kind of person who stood out from the crowd, the one whose every word people hung onto. I'd had that effect on him, apparently.

After listening for a while to what Tim was saying, Kieran used a moments pause as an opportunity to pose a question.

"Are you ill?" he said.

Talk had turned to holidays and Tim, who, it transpired, had never once gone away anywhere, had declared his intention to go on an adventure holiday later in the year. I said little about it, those kind of holiday's not being my preferred type—holidays were for lazing around in the sun—and I noted that Kieran remained relatively silent too, listening intently as Tim kept adding layers to what could only be lies.

"What do you mean?"

"All this," said Kieran. "Since when do you do holidays?"

"Just because I've never been on one, doesn't mean I haven't thought about it."

"No, I get that, but you've literally never mentioned it, ever. And seriously? A year back-packing?"

Tim claimed that he had been all set to spend a year travelling before he settled down and found a job, and that it was only a lack of funds which had stopped him. He'd fully intended to save up his earnings from that job at the fast food place so that he could make good on his promise to see the world. Tim only realised afterwards that this completely contradicted his earlier claim that his decision to go straight into work rather than go to university was so that he'd be able to help his mother out financially. Fortunately for him, neither myself nor Kieran had picked up on it at the time, or we'd have ribbed him mercilessly for it.

"It was just one of those dumb ideas you have," said Tim. "I realised the stupidity of it soon enough, that's why I never mentioned it."

Kieran shrugged it off, told Tim that he had no idea what was going on in that head of his and then said no more about it.

It seemed that I had been blind to what was going on as well. How else could you explain that I hadn't noticed what was, looking back on it, so glaringly obvious? Tim had been trying to impress me. I can usually spot such tricks from a mile away.
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