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AUTHOR’S NOTE







This is not a romcom.

I am stating this because this book, in particular, if you are familiar with my other ones, gets dark at times. It is very much a love story but the main characters, despite being in their twenties, have gone through difficult times and sometimes not come out of them okay. Their love for one another will get them there, but I prefer to warn this is not going to be a fluffy story. I wrote it in the summer of 2022, which can explain discrepancies in style from the books I have published before, that were written after. It is also the first ever thing I wrote when accepting myself as part of the LGBTQ+ community and it served to excise a lot of the hurts that repressing that for 28 years did to me.

It also means this story was written at a time when trans rights weren’t as badly under attack as they are today. I’m not sure I can articulate all I want to say about this in a way that fits in an author’s note so I’ll be brief: may the hope I poured into this story and how it ends reach you in those dark times.

That being said, I hope you will love it as much as I do. Before you go in, bear in mind the following content warnings:






  	Explicit sexual content

    	Homophobic slurs (not said to the character’s face)

  	Mentioned transphobia (off page/past references)

    	Mentions of gender dysphoria

  	Alcohol consumption

  	Drug use (off page/past references) and addiction

  	Attempted sexual assault (off page/past references)

  	Co-dependency

  	Emotional breakdown/flashbacks

  	Death of a parent
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July 1992




Miles Milgrave cocked his head as his feet touched British ground for the first time in nearly ten years.

He’d expected… more. For it to burn, a fanfare, something to show his return was acknowledged. But it seemed the motherland hadn’t missed him that much.

He straightened his shoulder, and walked over to collect his luggage. This hadn’t been a mistake, right? Sitting in the travel agent’s office, he wasn’t sure why he’d suddenly ditched his plans for Greece or Italy, with a fancy for the Scottish Highlands out of the blue.

Luxury suitcase in hand, he hailed a taxi to head into town. He ignored the double take his driver did upon noticing that he was in fact, yes, driving a man dressed in a glorious fur coat, pearls around his neck, and wearing the most expensive eye shadow available in France. 

Miles had learnt not to care. He knew he was beautiful, and that most people, after the initial shock, were usually quite confused for a while, and probably went home after their day wondering about their sexuality quite a lot. He sometimes liked to believe he was put on this Earth to turn heads and shake people’s position on the Kinsey scale on a daily basis.

Working in fashion meant his looks got slightly less noticed on a daily basis. This was more the sort of welcome he’d hoped and anticipated. At least, someone had noticed him.

Miles tipped generously for the lack of homophobic comment, and stepped on the pavement of Edinburgh for the first time in his life.

He breathed in deep and exhaled a slightly disappointed sigh. It didn’t smell like anything new.

His hotel, a little splurge on a five stars for his first holiday in five years, had the decency to treat him like half-royalty - a distant cousin of some low-line duke, but better than nothing.

His heels clacked on the marble floors, and the lift mirror reflected a pretty picture of a twenty-eight year old with more money than most, beautiful blue eyes and shapely brows, an upturned nose. 

The room was perfectly nice and quiet. A far cry from his usual Paris lodgings where the windows opened on constant street noise, cigarette smoke and exhaust fumes, and the occasional visit from a flea-riddled pigeon.

He dropped his suitcase onto the bed and promptly showered to hop into a fresh outfit made of high-waisted, flowing black silk trousers, a floral blouse and flat shoes.

All right… Where to first?

A simple walk through the cobbled streets should do to start, Miles mused on his way down. After all, he had no times to beat, nobody to meet. He was free as a bird, so to speak.

A light wind welcomed him in the street, carrying with it, at last, the smells of summer as he remembered them. London wasn’t Edinburgh, and vice versa, but there was something about the smell of warm beer on a hot day that had to be a universal British experience.

The pubs! He hadn’t been in a proper one in fifteen years. Parisian bistros had perfectly overshadows them in Miles’ new life but for some obscure reason, he was taken by the sudden urge for a pint. Maybe he’d feel brave and order some haggis. Oh, his Parisian friends would never believe him. Eating in a pub by himself, like a widower! How scandalous.

The first one he came across didn’t appeal to him. The second one either. With each new one he found fault, too full, too loud, too exposed to sunlight or not enough. For his return to the world of stale-beered carpets and chips, Miles wanted everything to be perfect.

By the time his feet slowed, the sun had started setting. He faced wide windows hidden behind black wooden grilles, backed by heavy burgundy curtains. Something about it all shouted of fireplace and comfort. With a sense of coming home, Miles pushed open the door.

Nobody seemed to notice his arrival here either. Here, no over-eager waiter rushed to take his coat and guide him to a table. Miles figured most patrons assumed, as he walked by the fireplace - knew it - he was just an old English lady in for a Sherry, waiting for her lover.

Sconces doused the pub in yellow light, a gentle atmosphere surrounding the conversations shared at round tables. All of which were taken. Miles progressed slowly, turning this way and that to observe the heavy wooden beams, blackened by decades of fire smoke, the celtic rugby flags put up on the walls. 

He paused, nearing a dark wooden bar. He’d forgotten how these things went. Was he supposed to sit and wait for someone to take his order, or wait like a potted plant by the bar in the hopes to catch a waitress’ attention?

He didn’t have to wonder much longer.

Behind the bar, a woman’s silhouette moved, arranging a set of clean pints on a tray.

Then, she turned to answer another patron with a grin, and time stopped around Miles.

He would have known that profile anywhere in the world.

How had the thought not crossed his mind?

He’d always known she was Scottish, but the last time they spoke, she still lived in that small village the name of which he’d never learnt to pronounce. Yet to him she’d always meant warm summers in the South of France, evenings spent by the bonfire, and a glorious teenage-hood, all thanks to her.

He thought he’d never see her again. And here she was.

He remembered finding her beautiful at fourteen. At twenty-eight, she was fucking breathtaking. 

Her hair bounced down in luscious, long, dark red locks she kept pushing out of her face with slender fingers. The tips of her fingers gleamed with mother-of-pearl varnish and Miles was brutally transported back to evenings of doing each other’s makeup, Miles sneaking around to meet her in the dark of night when he really should have been asleep in the boys’ dorms.

Miles’ vision began to swim as he kept in taking her in. The discreet eyeliner enhancing her eyes, the cherry red lipstick making her lips pop like Miles’ never had – he was fine with that. He always knew to draw more attention to his eyes, and he had gotten really good at that, mostly thanks to her patient teachings.

He was still staring, arms leaden at his sides, when she moved and paused in front of him.

She froze, just like him.

A myriad emotions crossed her face, like they’d probably done on his a few minutes ago. 

And of all possible reactions, Miles broke into a wide grin, barely holding back a laugh. He meant to stand on his bar stool and shout his thanks to the world like a fool.

They reached for each other without thinking, until their hands were clasped together tightly over the bar, and they were leaning in, beaming at each other.

“Miles Milgrave,” were the first words out of her lips, and Miles revelled in her accent, a happy man again.

“Aileena, my darling.”

Long seconds went by, their eyes doing the only talking until she leant back, cocking her head.

“Whatever the fuck are you doing in Scotland?”

Miles laughed for real, this time.

“Oh, and I thought you were happy to see me.”

Aileena tutted. “I’m over the moon obviously but… I just… don’t know which questions to ask first. How are you here?” she carried on, her eyebrows twisting up and down. 

Miles heard the unsaid words under those. Why now? I thought you’d forgotten about me. It’s been ten years.

He squeezed her hands a little tighter.

“It has to be fate,” he joked. “Or my feet simply know to lead me to the most beautiful woman in the world.”

She shook his head and her smile got coy in that way he knew meant she was faking politeness in the face of a compliment.

“Oh, you… I don’t need to tell you you’re the most beautiful man currently walking the ground of the British Isles, you. Where have you been all this time? I don’t know where to start…”

Miles pulled her closer, gently, and lowered his voice:

“How about you get me a pint and we’ll start from there?”
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They met 1977 in Provence, southern France of all places. 

Miles had known from a young age that his teenage summers would be spent there. At twelve years old, Milgrave boys were shipped off for two months every year, clearing room for their parents’ dealings of commercial alliances and doing coke on fine china.

When Miles was still a little boy too young to be locked up in boarding school, he’d eagerly stay up listening to his brother’s adventures in the guarrigue, telling him about the wonderful people he’d met, the ones he’d kissed.

Girls, obviously, and that had always seemed a bit strange to Miles, this need to kiss girls.

The summer he turned twelve, it was his turn, and mandatory girl-kissing aside, he had never been more excited. Two months away from home. None of his mother’s constant switching between praise and disappointment. None of his father’s disregard for his existence.

There, he would be someone new.

He would be Miles without the Milgrave. Just a boy, really.

His parents dropped him off in Heathrow and Miles made his way to Marseilles by himself, sitting nervously on the plane. He hadn’t had anyone’s hand to hold during the take-off, his first time in the sky. He hadn’t known at the time just how much of a metaphor that would turn out to be for the rest of his life.

Counsellors picked him up with other kids, loaded them into a bus and off they went.

She hadn’t been there at the airport. Miles would have remembered the sense of kinship, and he distinctly recalled instead being the campest, queerest kid on that bus, sitting by himself at the back. He remembered the looks he’d gotten. Contempt or disgust from other boys. Envy, or interest from most girls.

For over an hour he looked outside the window at the passing landscape, longing. For someone else like him to be there. For him not to spend the next eight weeks alone, huddled in a corner of the forest they were headed for.

Miles wanted to laugh when they were herded into separate dorms, with clear instructions not to sneak out at night. He’d wanted to snicker, then. A clear look at him should have told them who he would be sneaking out to snog at night.

That was where he saw her for the first time.

They saw each other, more like. A glint of recognition passed in their eyes and they exchanged a coy smile from a distance. 

Well hello there, fellow queer kid. I see you. We’re gonna be friends.

And friends they’d become. Friends might have even been an understatement. Nobody knew how important they truly were to each other. Hell, Miles hadn’t even known himself.

They did everything together. Except for archery, where she always was superior to all the others, her long arms and legs giving her the power stance of a goddess that made even the targets tremble in awe. And climbing, which had immediately become Miles’s thing, mostly because he was small and light and had nearly no weight to carry upwards – but truly, because the outfits were the queerest things he’d ever put on his body, and the tightest too. If that meant he could show off his arse without even looking like it, you could bet he was going to attend all the climbing sessions.

That first summer, she slept in the boys’ dorms. It was awful, and she cried every night that first week. Miles couldn’t bear it. With methods better left unsaid, he bribed another boy to get the top bed over hers. He felt he could protect her, then. At least, he could come down at night to hold her and cradle back to sleep.

Miles found out halfway through the summer that her parents hadn’t paid for the camp. Unlike the other kids, she’d won a grant at school. Her general brilliance had allowed for her to pick a holiday abroad. One. When Miles realised what that meant, he locked himself in the bathroom to cry. She wouldn’t be coming back the next year.

She might have been his first and only friend, then. The thought of losing her felt like being told to go back to prison.

Aileena found him first, and he kept on heaving into her chest while she told him it was going to be okay and he kept repeating it would not. Later that night he made a promise, to her, and mostly to himself. He would find a way for her to attend every summer, would steal from his parents if necessary, or even his grandmother – she was too old to notice anyway.

Aileena kept on reassuring him that she could find a way by herself. She would work in her uncle’s pub on the weekends to save some money, and they would see each other again. They promised.

The end of that summer had them both holding back tears while they exchanged their addresses and phone numbers.

“I promise I’ll call every weekend.”

And he did.

Their second summer was even better than the first.

Miles made more use of his parents’ connexions and through long research and blackmail, got her into the girls’ dorms.

It meant being away from her at night but the joy on her face when she found out was worth every moment of insomniac solitude Miles would go through.

Aileena came with two suitcases, that year. One had been for Miles.

They got quite good at sneaking away, finding secluded corners so she could improve her eyeliner skills on him, and him on her. They wore red lipstick and matching skirts at bonfires nights. Unsettling the other kids became one of their favourite past times.

That was probably when the kissing started happening.

Miles couldn’t pinpoint the first time but it had to be around one of those fires. When one too many questions or comments was better answered without words. He’d developed a taste for shocking people into silence, since then.

What he was sure of was that they never really stopped after that. There was always a good excuse. A slur thrown at them was a good reason to be the biggest ‘faggots’ those idiots would ever see by smearing lipstick over each other’s face.

Spin the bottle, the summer when they turned fifteen and were old enough to start having these kinds of cravings, was always rigged. People never let that bottle spin to chance, and Miles got his fair share of premeditated kisses. She did too.

But that one time Miles’ spin landed on her, she raised her chin up at him, the glint of challenge in her eyes. Who was he to deny her anything?

They met in the middle and he slid a hand to the back of her neck, whispering in her ear:

“You know what they say about France and kissing, right? … how about we give them a proper show?”

Her mouth had crashed into his and for the first time in his life, Miles had felt another tongue slide along his, and it had been perfect.

He couldn’t quite recall what the others’ reactions had been. What he remembered was the intense buzz lingering in his whole body for the rest of the night, and how he just couldn’t wait to French kiss her some more. Because the wetness, the feeling of closeness, was the best thing he’d ever felt in his life.

Then it just… kept happening. She would paint his nails, put eye shadow on him, he’d get her gifts from every outing in the city. She would protest at first, that she didn’t want his friendship for his money – which he knew, but if his money was going to buy her presence by his side every summer, then it was good money. Whenever he agreed to let it go, she’d wear his presents a few days after, and they never spoke of it again.

Heaven only lasted until they turned seventeen. Oh how Miles cried in August 1982, hopping onto his last flight back. Yet he clung onto hope. He lived in London, and her in Scotland. It wasn’t that far. There were trains, and planes.

Only they never did meet again. They called, of course, and they wrote.  Miles went to University, and she didn’t. 

And then, that fateful night at the end of his first year. When he’d taken so many drugs he couldn’t even remember his address, nor what happened, and he was sitting on the street crying, wishing to God she was there with him, until he remembered her number.

Just her phone number. It was the only thing he could think of. In his awful state he managed to get some change for the phone booth and rang her mum’s house at three in the morning, crying and begging for her to still live there.

“Yes?”

The sound of her voice was the final straw. Miles broke down, begged for her to come and get him, unable to explain anything that had happened. She talked him through the panic, and he kept putting more change into the machine as he calmed down and she gave him a plan for what to do, how to call a taxi and get home safely, drinking water, yes, getting a check-up with a doctor the next day, and taking care of himself or else.

He promised, got home, and never spoke to her again.

[image: Image1]

Miles never figured out if it had been shame, or the general feeling of worthlessness that inhabited him at the time. He dropped out of his law degree,  moved to Paris to study fashion, got cut off by his parents in the process – told them to go fuck themselves and never spoke to them again either. 

Five years later he’d made his money back and lived in Montmartre. It was a dream life many envied him. They didn’t have to know what it took to get there.

A decade later, entranced by the way Aileena’s hands moved as she spoke, Miles wondered why he’d ever let go of her in the first place.

His chest ached with every customer she left him for. He ordered more drinks for himself. 

“I know what you’re doing,” she told him on the third pint he never planned to drink, right as he handed her a note to pay for her time.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, smile falling a little. Miles hated the little downward lines with a passion. She should always be smiling. “It’s a busy time.”

Miles waved her concern away, keeping his own hurt to himself. “You’re working. I’ll just wait for the end of your shirt.”

“It might be a while.”

“Ten years was a whole lot longer than that.”

She brushed the top of his hand as she went, that time. Miles shivered and touched his own fingers to the skin.

He ordered fish and chips, ate with his fingers and delighted in the grease sticking to his chin. His lipstick went on a napkin, but his belly was full and his heart, too.

Hours passed him by as he sipped at one pint, in the end. Then another. He was half-asleep over his plate when a gentle hand landed on his shoulder.

“Miles, love… we’re closing.”

Miles mumbled in confusion, sitting up straight and blinking until his eyes refocused on her shape.

“Oh, right,” he rasped, then cleared his throat. “Yes, that was the point of me staying this late.”

She cocked her head at him, eyes glinting with mischief. “You should go to sleep.”

“Without a promise to see you again? Never!” Miles slapped a hand on his chest. Dramatic as ever. She didn’t have to know he meant it all.

Oh, how he’d missed her smile.

“Aileena, darling… please tell me I can come see you again tomorrow,” he begged.

“Don’t ask silly questions, you can see me anytime… How long are you staying in town?”

“As long as I can, now that I’ve found you,” Miles replied.

She gave her his hand willingly when he reached for it. “Oh, away. Now go to sleep, before you collapse and make me carry you.”

“With those heels you’re wearing? I’d never let you.” 

Miles’ words merged together, consonants dropped and tongue catching on his teeth. He was too weak to protest when she guided him by the shoulders off his seat, wrapping his coat around him and taking them towards the door.

“You couldn’t stop me if you were unconscious,” Aileena teased, grabbing the keys. Her perfume lingered in her wake, taking up Miles’ senses.

“I’d wake up again to stop you from hurting yourself,” he continued. She rolled her eyes at him and it was the best thing that had happened to him in years.

Soon they were standing outside, facing each other. The street looked much the same it had before Miles walked into the pub, hours ago. He could hardly believe all that had changed since.

“Tomorrow, right?” he checked.

“Anytime.”

“Can I walk you home?”

“Shhh, silly man, I live five minutes further up the street, and you need to get back to your hotel an hour ago. Please call a taxi.”

He leant forward slowly, giving her time to move back if she wanted. She didn’t budge as he caught her hand and kissed it.

“I think I’ll walk. Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow. Now go get your beauty rest.”

“And you.”

She winked and started walking with a last stolen glance over her shoulder.

Miles stood in place until she was out of sight. He didn’t want to wake up from this dream.
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August 1980




An early morning bus, loaded with raucous teens, left the camp on a bright, too-hot day.

The prospect of a full day in a Mediterranean creek had made most kids too loud and excited, bouncing in their seats and calling each other names while Miles and Aileena, cuddled together in the back, detailed their ranking system of the boys’ attractiveness.

The sun beat down hard on the car park when they arrived, teenagers trickling off the bus and dragging picnic baskets away to the relatively flat bit of rock the counselors had deemed an all right spot to gather thirty something excitable youngsters. By eleven, it was already hot enough that clothes were coming off, revealing the current fashion in swimsuits and fresh bodies ogling each other left and right. Which Miles would have done too, left the group to go looking for his friend, who he found sitting near the edge of the rock over looking the water.

She’d taken her dress off like the others, her skin a stark milky white in contrast with the bright red swimsuit she wore underneath. Miles approached from behind, mindful of the sharp rocks under his bare feet. He sat down next to her, tube of sunscreen in his hand, reconsidering his initial offer to do her back for her when he noticed she was holding her knees tight to her chest, chin resting over them.

“How are we feeling?” he asked after a while, his voice faint under the ruckus behind them.

“Terrified,” she whispered.

He ran a hand up and down her back, and she shivered.

“You know you don’t have to swim. I’d stay here with you if you wanted.”

She shrugged and shook her head. “My body –”

“Is perfect. You don’t need to change a thing about it.”

She lifted her head slightly and her nostrils flared as she looked down at the water, an air of longing in her eyes.

“Darling… they only wish they looked even half as good as you do,” Miles insisted.

The ghost of a smile brushed over her lips, and Miles shook the tube of sunscreen, and uncapped it.

“How about we protect your gorgeous skin from the sun first, and then we’ll see, okay?”

She turned her head to rest her cheek over her knee, and Miles had to fight down a sudden urge to press his mouth to the curve of her cheekbone.

“All right, fondle me in public, you know you want to,” she teased. She thought she was joking.

Miles said nothing, and started gently rubbing the cream into her skin. When she was whiter than white with the product, he got up and asked:

“So, what do you want to do?”

She breathed in deep and sighed.

“I want to swim. But I don’t want them to look at me.”

Miles nodded, a plan already crafting in his mind. After a second’s worth of reflexion - his plan didn’t have to be clever, it only had to be efficient, he took aim and shot the tube of sunscreen into the nearest group, hitting a French knob in the head in the process. He cackled.

“What are you doing?” Aileena whispered, looking up at him in panic.

“A diversion,” Miles winked.

He stood with his back to the group, facing the edge of the cliff, and shouted:

“Ladies, gentlemen! Thank you for coming to tonight’s show! We know you’ve been dying to see it, you were patient, you are deserving of it… Dear audience… My arse!”

He grabbed the edge of his silver swim trunks and slid them down his legs, reveling in the mixture of shocked and delighted gasps coming from behind him.

His feet rooted to the ground, arse cheeks clenched to give a better show, he looked over his shoulder to find Aileena gaping at him. Heart fluttering in his chest, he rolled his swim trunks in a ball and threw them at her. She caught them against her chest and yes, there it was, the slow rise of a smile at the corner of her eyes.

“Meet me down there,” he said, and winked again before jumping.

He was an idiot, and could have hurt himself terribly. But at that age, what was a bit of danger in the face of making his best friend laugh? He came back up at the surface to Aileena peering over the edge of the cliff curiously.

“Join me, darling! It’s wonderful!” he shouted up at her, hoping she could still hear him.

She disappeared back beyond the edge and Miles’ heart sank.

But then, she flew. Jumping up and over, arms flailing until she dropped in the water a few metres from him. He laughed, giddy with joy, and swam to meet her where she emerged. She was blowing water out of her mouth and giggling when he stopped in front of her.

“So, did they look at you?” Miles asked.

She shook her head, grinning. “I don’t care.”

“Give me a hug,” he begged, pouting in that way he knew made him extremely hard to resist.

“What, underwater? We’re gonna drown!”

“Never, I’ll hold you.”

She frowned and swam a bit closer, stopping when she looked down.

“Oh come on, I can see your dick floating about, how can I take you seriously?”

He snorted, taken aback by her retort. “Why would you ever take me seriously?”

Her gaze turned tender for an impossible second. “You’re right, you’re a clown and always will be.”

“That’s the spirit! Now wrap your beautiful legs around me and let me hold you.”

She huffed but still did it, and he closed his eyes as she settled against him and he struggled to keep them afloat – because he was obviously a cretin, and not strong enough to hold two nearly grown persons by himself underwater. She kicked him and laughed when he was forced to let go, and he watched her hair stick to her shoulders as she swam away.
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July 1992




Miles woke up groggier than he had since… oh well, probably 1985. Too much alcohol on an empty stomach. And wasn’t that something, to feel yourself grow older as you inched closer to thirty years old. He groaned and rolled onto his back, checking the time. Nine am. He groaned again.

It was hours until he could see Aileena again. And what was he supposed to do now, knowing she was in the city, explore it without her? He’d rather wallow in bed, thank you very much.

He did just that and ate his eggs Benedict under the cover, until he felt disgusted enough with himself that a thirty-minute-long scalding shower was the only solution to return him to feeling somewhat human.

His legs were oddly heavy as he dragged himself out to get dressed. He recognised the feeling, hated when it visited. The morning after gloom, he liked to call it. An evening of intense fun could leave him with mornings of darkness, of barely seeing himself in the mirror he felt so thin.

So, he slapped makeup onto it.

Today, a smokey eye in deep blue tones to pair with his sapphire ring, his electric blue shirt and the pearl satin belt he tied around his waist. He forced a smile at his reflection. He should be happy. It was only a few hours until he could see her again.

Yet today his own presence felt like an insult to himself.

He ties his shoe laces and left the hotel.

He erred through Edinburgh, fooling the world but not himself. He mimicked his own voice in his head. Oh, look at that second-hand bookshop, positively adorable. The ice-cream parlour, delightful. Oh, ice cream! He’d have to take her later.

None of it rang true and yet, nobody had ever seen through it either. 

He ate a burger from a shady little joint, just for the pleasure of shocking all the rugby lads when a man in makeup and pearls walked in, sending one of them into a coughing fit. Scots were too polite to say anything, though, apparently. 

When he made his way back to the pub at around four in the afternoon, he hid behind a bouquet of red roses and a shopping bag. For her, not him. He fully intended to take her out to dinner and treat her like the princess she was. One queen ought to recognise another, after all. Grinning at his own joke, he stepped inside the comfortable warmth of the pub.

His eyes roamed over the room for her, and found only a man behind the counter, a bloke barely younger than him, drying pints with a tea towel.“Hello,” Miles said, lurking behind the stools, wary to sit until he could know who he was talking to.

“Hi, what can I get you?” the man asked behind a beard so big its sole purpose could only be to shield him from the cold Scottish winters.

“Uhm, tell me good chap, is Aileena here?” Miles inquired, swaying on his feet and feeling suddenly out of place.

The man frowned at him. “Why? What do you want with her?”

Now that sounded… overly protective. Miles chewed down on his lower lip for a while, scanning the man’s face for clue. Bloody beard his about seventy percent of it from view. He relented and confessed:

“We said we’d meet here today… I’m an old friend and we hadn’t seen each other in years until last night…”

The guy gave him a slow once over and nodded.

“Yeah, you’re all right. Sorry, there’s all kinds of freaks coming asking for her. Not you, mind. She’s out back in the storage room, she’ll be back in a minute.”

Miles’ hands filled with blood, hot and heavy. Who did he have to punch? What… freaks could that man possibly be talking about?

Memories came back in flashes. Snickering and whispers, side-eye looks that he’d worked hard to shield her from.

What a failure he was. Who had protected her all these years?

“You drinking anything?” bear-man asked, snapping Miles out of his rapid descent into rage.

“Hm? Ah, cider please.”

The lad nodded and went back to his pint and ignoring Miles while he fumed.

So deep was he down the worst part so memory lane that he jumped when a soft hand landed on his shoulder.

“Oh, sorry love,” she said, circling him to put a pack of water down on the bar. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Scare me?” Miles laughed nervously. “I’m never scared.”

Before she could do anything with the dubious look on her face, Miles pushed the bouquet at her until it was close enough that he could see the hope painted on her face.

“Take them, darling. For you,” he explained.

She did, though still frowning over them. “Why?”

“Why not? Since when is it a crime to get a beautiful lady flowers?”

She wore a thin, flowy white blouse cinched by a leather belt, over a long burgundy pencil skirt that seemed to have attempted to mimick the russet in her hair, and failed. 

She hid her smile in the roses, taking a whiff of their scent before stepping back to fill a pitcher with water for the bouquet. 

“Oh!” she let out a little chuckle when she nearly bumped with beard-guy on the way.  “Sorry Mark.”

Mark, huh. Mark stared at Miles’ flower for a little longer than was necessary, Miles thought. 

Before he could think to look into that further, Aileena returned her attention to him.

“What can I get you to drink? You’ve come awful early, I’m afraid you’ll get bored before the afternoon is even over.”

Miles waved her concern away. “I’m only glad to bask in your glory, darling. I wouldn’t mind a pint of cider, if you have some.”

She moved away with a fond roll of her eyes, grabbing one of the clean pints that Mark had put away and filling it at the tap. In the few seconds she had her back to him, Miles slipped his shopping bag onto the counter.

When she came back and pushed his drink in front of him, her eyes fell to the brand on the bag, and she whistled.

“Got yourself something nice, huh?

Miles took a first sip of his cider, wiggling his nose as the bubbles went down his throat.

“Not for me, no.”

“Oh, who?”

He pointed his chin at the bag. “Open it.”

Aileena scowled but still plunged a hand inside the bag, pulling out the result of Miles’ morning of errance. He held his breath, watched as she let the fabric unfold in front of her, revealing a floor-length dress held by thin spaghetti straps. She pursed her lips and spun it in front of her, before letting out a slightly teasing:

“Miles…”

“Aileena.”

“We only met again yesterday… this feels like a big waste of money.”

Ah. Miles remembered the girl from summer camp, always declining his gifts. Waste had been a big word, back then. Miles had not quite known how to give up back then either.

“Darling, if all I ever did again with my money was to spoil you rotten, I’d still consider it well spent and die in peace.”

“Please don’t die just yet, we’ve still a lot to catch up on,” she smirked. Her lipstick was terracotta today.

Miles leant over the bar, delivering one of his famous winks. “Oh, I don’t plan to.”

“Good,” she nodded, then grimaced. “I’ll probably be busy on and off all afternoon, so really, if you want to go out and have a walk, do it. We can have dinner after my shift?”

Miles eyed Mark who still stood in a corner behind the bar. Didn’t he have tables to wait, or plates to clean?

“I’d rather stay here,” Miles said, a little louder. He wiggled in his seat for good measure. “Unless you beg me on your knees to leave, and even then I’m not so sure I could be persuaded.”

Aileena still held the dress in front of her and she looked down with an amused smile, folding it and putting it back into the bag.

“Well, thank you, Miles. For the presents. And… what you said. So, dinner, yeah?”

“Aye,” Miles replied, mentally scolding himself for the lack of eloquence. 

Words weren’t coming in the right order to his brain, right now. “Where do you want me to take you?”

“Why are you taking me? I live here,” she frowned.

“Because I am, keep up,” he snapped his fingers. “So, where’s a good place? Do you have a favourite restaurant? Oh, is there a good French place we could go to?”

Aileena waved him off: “How about I don’t tell you, and tonight when I get off work, I can take you somewhere, hmm?”

“Oh sweetheart, we have all afternoon to fight over this.”

“Good,” she drawled, bending forward and looking him straight in the eye. “I’m looking forward to it.”
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August 1980


“Ah! Bloody hell, it hurts,” Aileena cried out, just as Miles finished pulling off the first strip of wax off her leg.

They’d holed up in the shed again for this. Not an exceptional hiding spot, seeing as they always picked the same. If they went missing for too long, the counsellors usually knew where to find them. But today, Miles and Aileena had blocked the door from the inside, pushing as many shovels under the handle as they could manage.

The week before, Miles had finally noticed she hadn’t worn shorter skirts in a few days. When he’d asked, she’d taken him away from the group to whisper something about her leg hair, her cheeks unjustly red with shame. She couldn’t ask the other girls for help, she’d told Miles: somehow, they still felt uncomfortable enough in her presence that ‘girl talk’ kept on excluding her.

Never mind them, Miles had said, and on their next day into town had bought the wax himself, and here they were. Sitting down behind some shelves, Miles had tenderly hiked up the hem of her dress above her knees to get started.

“I’m sorry, love, maybe I’m doing this wrong,” he apologised, bending closer to her skin to inspect it.

A few dark ginger hairs lingered there, her skin already turning red from the aggression. Miles wished she wouldn’t have to do that to feel beautiful. But he knew how those things worked. Easier said than done.

“I think I pulled it too slow. Let’s try another one.”

Aileena held her knees as he picked another strip and placed it on the other side of her shin, smoothing it down as he did. He held her ankle with one hand and looked up, eyebrows raised.

“Ready?”

She nodded, lips pinched tight. He pulled it off in one move and this time, she held her cry behind clenched teeth. Miles’ throat felt too tight. He’d never been able to bear seeing her cry. 

His hands shook with the shock of hurting her. But this was her choice, and if she was going to be in pain, he needed to be there. He reached up a thumb to brush away the tears gathering under her eyes.

“Fuck. How do the other girls do it?” she asked hoarsely.

Miles shrugged. “They probably cry a lot, and do it behind closed doors too. And all that for men,” he huffed. “None of us deserve that.”

“I know it’s stupid, but –”

“Oh, stop,” he tutted. “You’re anything but stupid, you want to feel gorgeous and desired, and I get it. You just need to know you’re already ravishing and I could desire you even if you decided to keep a moustache,” he teased, earning himself a gentle kick in the chest.

“You know,” he continued, “I don’t think the hippies are very into shaving and waxing. You could lean into that, if you want.”

She frowned at him, as he ran gentle fingers on her reddened skin. “Eugh, it’s not John Lennon I’m trying to bag here.”

“Oh yeah, who is it then?”

She exhaled, nostrils flaring and shaking her head, which usually meant he was being a tad too stupid. “No one in particular. Now get on with it.”

Miles pouted and scooted back from her. “Nope. I have an idea.”

“Miles! You’re not leaving me with half a leg waxed, you know I won’t be able to do it myself!”

“I know,” he cooed, pulling up his own trouser legs, “that’s not what I said.”

And before she could protest, he’d already pulled the strip off his own leg, hissing when the sting shot up the skin above his shin.

“Oh Lord, you’re right, that hurts.”

She gaped at him from across their tiny enclosed space. “And you had to try because you didn’t believe me?”

“No,” he groaned, throwing the now hair-covered strip away. “I’m doing this out of solidarity, if you must know. And now that I think about it, we really should have brought ice, or aloe vera, or anything to make it burn just a little less.”

She laughed. “Oh yeah, we didn’t think this through, did we.”

“When do we ever,” he smiled, moving back in closer and pulling her leg into his lap.

“Shall we?”

She took a deep breath in and cocked her head.

“Do I get a good girl kiss when it’s done?”

“Aileena, angel, you never need to suffer to earn a kiss and also yes, you can get a thousand, if that helps.”

That next smile was the real kind, the one that made the corner of her eyes crinkle, the one that punched Miles in the gut on the regular.

“You can get a good boy kiss too, if we finish waxing yours,” she offered while he prepared the next strip.

He snarled. “I’m not good.”

“You’re always good to me.”
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July 1992


Miles read through the afternoon: a collection of French poetry, a local newspaper that Aileena brought him. He sipped his way through two pints and tipped ridiculously each time. Aileena, without fault, slipped his money into the common tip jar. 

Fine, he’d settle on getting her flowers and dresses for now.

Afternoon went by, and early evening, leaving Miles’ bladder too full of tea and his fingers too full of nerves. He was thankful that Mark had disappeared at some point during those long hours, the prickling feeling of being watched leaving Miles’ forehead at last. Another waitress came in, and a boy who looked like he’d just barely graduated from school and this was his first job - which was a distinct possibility. 

Miles liked to think he could pinpoint the exact moment Aileena’s shift finished. The polite, slightly over-the-top smile she gave all her patrons faded at the edges, her shoulders slumping forward. She leant against the wall behind the bar and downed a bottle of water before throwing her hair back over her shoulders and moving towards him.

Miles offered her his hand when she reached him, and massaged the meaty part of her thumb when she did.

“Ready?” he asked.

She hummed and instead of answering, switched her right hand for the left in his grasp. Miles bent his head to hide his smile and tenderly worked through the tension in her fingers until she rolled her shoulders with a sigh.

“Now I am.”

She dragged her feet to the coat stand, grabbing hers off it, and walking back towards the exit.

“You’re not taking your flowers?” Miles pouted, offering her his arm, which she took.

“I love them, Miles, but I’ll see them a lot more if I leave them here. Now let me take you to dinner,” she added, winking at him as they pushed the door and stepped outside together.

“We’ll see if you can be faster than me when the check comes, darling. I’m well trained, you know.”

“Oh, what, take women out often, do you?”

Miles rolled his eyes, smiling as she tugged him along to the top of the street.

“Not like that, you know I don’t,” he replied. “But business meetings and the likes. I’m quite high up in the hierarchy so I’m expected to treat clients once in a while,” he added with a pretentious wag of an eyebrow.

“Look at you, all grown up and settled into high society.”

“To be fair, I was born in high society, I can’t take the credit for that. Though I did drop out of it for a while, and sort of worked my way back into it.”

She turned her head and squinted at him. “You’ll tell me more about this?”

“Promise, if you tell me everything about you.”

“Oh, maybe not everything on the first night, Miles.”

He looked up at her, taking in the glory that she was when she had that smug air about her, when she was proud of something. He remembered her energy, the way she would give as good as she got when he teased her, making it the best game he’d ever played. His heart soared to find out she hadn’t lost that.

They walked to an unassuming little Indian restaurant, a perfect choice, since Paris so lacked that particular cuisine. They settled in a corner, at a table for two. Miles sat with the distinct awareness that this was their first time. Having dinner out together. Something akin to regret twinged in his chest as he took off his coat and lay it on the back of his chair, watching her do the same.

She’d always been so elegant and graceful, her long, slender limbs flowing through the air as if through water. She sat down, crossed her legs, and he marvelled at the flow of her skirt around her knees. A waiter interrupted his train of thought, and Miles picked the first beer on the menu. She needed her whole attention, not that piece of paper. 

Their eyes met over the table and Miles instinctively placed his hands in the middle, palms up in an invitation that she took with a smile, entwining her fingers with his.

“Don’t you want to look at the menu?” she asked, her eyes darting to it.

“No, just you,” he answered straight away.

She looked amused for a bit, then her expression grew slightly more serious as she wondered:

“So, are you going to tell me what you’re actually doing in Edinburgh?”

He nudged her foot under the table with his.

“I told you, I’m on holiday. For the first time in five years, even. And I don’t know what it was but Scotland appealed to me, this year,” he shrugged, carefully skirting around the details on the length of his trip.

“Travelling alone, then? How decadent of you,” she teased, her foot kicking his lightly.

“Yes, well you know me.”

She cocked her head, allowing her curls to fall over one shoulder. “Were you hoping to fuck your way across Scotland, then?”

He laughed out loud, surprised at her choice of words. “I was until I found you again.”

She pouted with the curl of her lips that meant she recognised flattery but was still up for it.

The waiter came back with their drinks and Aileena tapped her glass of white wine with Mile’s pint, toasting their reunion. When her glass went back down, a circle of lipstick marred its transparency.

“What about you?” Miles asked now that they had a few minutes to themselves. “What… I mean, it feels positively idiotic asking you to sum up ten years in one single conversation, but… what is your life, here?”

She looked away for a second, a sudden wistfulness in her eyes, then hummed. They’d each gotten one hand back to drink, but the other two were still held fast together. Miles felt her tense up in her palm as she began:

“Well, it’s… not much, you know? I inherited my uncle’s pub when he passed away. And I’ve been working there ever since. He left me his flat, too, so it’s… okay, I guess.”

Her tone lacked enthusiasm but Miles could fake it for two: “Oh, so you’re a business owner? My, my, how fancy.”

She shook her head, smiling. “No, you wouldn’t know… It’s nothing really exciting, mostly doing taxes and having to manage the employees…” she sighed. “Most of them are good, but it’s a hassle, more than anything. Oh well, it’s what I’ve got. It’s not bad. I’ve got good memories here, for the most part. And the income is pretty steady. Scots do love their drink,” she added with a wink, motioning to her own glass.

“Oh…” Miles was certain he remembered her living with her mother, the last time they’d talked. “and, your family? The rest of them, I mean.”

Her expression grew grim at that. “They… I’d rather not talk about it tonight, Miles, if that’s –”

“It’s all right, really. Shouldn’t have asked.”

“No, you’re… yeah.” Her shoulders dropped. “All right. How about you tell me about that job of yours, then? Now that sounds fancy.”

And it was. Miles was used to explaining his work to every stranger he met. Fashion didn’t need a lot of lies to sound grand.

“So as you know, I always used to like fashion,” he began.

“I don’t know if I’d have called what you wore back then fashionable,” Aileena pouted.

Miles tutted, and said nothing about his first designs. It had all started with her, filling sketchbooks to dress her up in his mind. Her silhouette had always been a great inspiration.

“Getting into that school required a bit of luck,” he continued. All the money he’d had had gone to the admission fees, leaving him with barely anything to survive throughout the first year. He had met a man, at that time, slightly older than him, who thought he had potential, and that renting a flat for him would grant him a shag once in a while. Which it did. Miles carefully left that part out of the story. The guy hadn’t been ugly, and treated him well. But if it had been up to Miles, he probably wouldn’t have paid for his fashion studies in blowjobs.

“When I got my Chanel internship, everything fell into place. I started getting paid,” – enough to ditch the man and get his own place, in his own name – “and it turned out I really had an eye for women’s fashion, after all, more than men’s. Which, in my opinion, is because most men are too cowardly to wear anything remotely fun, like I do.”

“Yes, funny is better to describe what you used to dress like.”

“Stop being so horrid,” Miles said, pushing his accent to the poshest it could be. She giggled, and all was well. “After a while, they put me in charge of my own line. Designing outfits, sourcing materials. I attended fashion shows, met more designers and before you know it, Vuitton was trying to snatch me away. Of course, I used that to get a rise at Chanel instead.”

“Of course,” Aileena grinned, then sipped some more of her wine.

Miles had moved to his current flat four years into his career. Obviously, it wasn’t the kind of money his father had. But he’d given up on that a long time ago. It was, however, more than enough to never have to drive anywhere himself, dine at the Ritz once in a while, and drink champagne when the fancy took him. He’d had to give up on drugs, though, but money hadn’t been the issue there. He left that out, too.

Their plates were brought over, and he reluctantly let go of her hand to unfold his napkin. He moaned aloud as he took his first bite.

Aileena, to Miles’ dismay, ate in silence. He paused with his dish, dabbed his napkin onto his lips and asked:

“I… I’m talking about myself a lot, aren’t I? Why don’t you tell me about Edinburgh. You haven’t lived here all your life, surely there must be some exciting things for you too?”

When they’d met, she only spent the holidays there with her uncle, helping out in the pub and earning a little cash, all of which she spent on her summer camps with him.

Save for that one winter when she tripped over a sheet of ice and broke her ankle. She hadn’t cried over the phone, but Miles could hear it in her voice. He hadn’t been able to hold back his own tears at the idea of a full summer without her. He’d begged his dad to let him hop on a train to Scotland to visit her. Money had never been the issue, Miles having access to his own bank account – more out of convenience for his parents than true generosity. Money was a handy bypass to be less involved in his upbringing. He’d still been a minor, though, and needed permission for some things, like disappearing to Scotland for a month.

Even his mother, at seeing him in tears, had tried to get in a word with his father. The fact he was crying over a girl had seemed to reassure her, at the time, as if the flamboyance of her son couldn’t be perceived by Geiger counters on the continent.

The answer had remained a firm no. And Miles had cried some more, alone in his too-big bedroom. He got his revenge by saving up his allowance to cover her next camp fee. If he had to fill in the form under her name to go around her pride, so be it. He’d then proceeded on getting flowers delivered to her every day of her recovery, first in hospital, then at home, where her mum had apparently grown quite upset at the lack of space left once the required month of bed rest had gone by. Aileena, on the other hand, had been over the moon.

She scolded him over the phone, at first. But the tone wasn’t right. She was smiling too much into his ear, spurring him on to go a bit crazier every time. He’d give very specific instructions to the florist, to which they didn’t exactly protest, not after the check he had his bank send them. Every day she got a card, from a not quite anonymous Duke Stallion, repeatedly asking to visit so he
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