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Chapter One
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Miles Callahan sat in the waiting room of his publisher’s office, thumbing through a magazine on a subject that held no interest for him, his leg bouncing in his khaki trousers. It was unusual for Nicolas, his editor, to call him on the carpet like this, and all manner of horrible possibilities were taking up space in his brain. What if his contract were being canceled? Or altered? What if something horrible happened? He was catastrophizing and he knew it, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. 

He looked up at the pretty young woman sitting behind the receptionist’s desk, who was hunting-and-pecking at her keyboard. “Pardon me, Celeste,” he said as graciously as he could.

She gave him a bright smile. “Yes?”

“Are you sure you have no idea why he’s called me in?”

“No,” she said, her eyes wide and Bambiesque. “He just said that I should have you come in at your earliest convenience.”

That didn’t soothe him at all. He sighed, then went back to his magazine, still uncomfortable. Celeste went back to typing on her computer with a small, unconcerned smile, as if she didn’t care at all that he was writhing internally. 

Miles found himself fighting back some uncharitable thoughts about why the shapely young Celeste might have been hired when she was so spectacularly unhelpful. 

After another two minutes that felt like two years, when he was afraid he was going to jump out of his skin, Miles closed the magazine. He was preparing to tell Celeste that she needed to tell Nicolas to hurry up, when all of a sudden, Nicolas appeared at the reception desk. He was tall and imposing in a slick suit, accented with a hunter green tie and pocket square. A smile lit his handsome face, but that smile held little warmth. 

“Miles! So good to see you,” Nicolas said, almost boisterous. Miles tried to fight the feeling he always had that this man was less than genuine - he was seeing some sort of persona. He doesn’t have to be your friend, he reminded himself. He has a job to do.

“It’s good to see you, too, Nicolas,” he said politely, getting to his feet. 

He made a sweeping gesture down the corridor, towards his office. “Come on back. Celeste, hold my calls.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Mandrake,” Celeste said brightly, making Miles wonder further about the nature of their relationship. He didn’t question it aloud, he just walked down the short corridor towards Nicolas’ office. 

He’d been in this office many times before, and it was always imposing, covered with photos of Nicolas with loads of famous people: authors and producers and people he’d worked with. There was a photo of Miles, since Miles was one of Nicolas’ star clients, but he was always hit with a massive case of imposter syndrome every time he came into this room. 

“Have a seat,” Nicolas said from behind him, closing the door, and Miles sat in his usual chair in front of the desk. 

“So, Nicolas,” he began, deciding to throw the first volley, trying not to give away his nerves. “How can I help you today?”

“Just wanted to have a little chat with you,” Nicolas answered sunnily, taking his own seat behind the desk. 

“Is there anything in particular going on?”

“Yes and no. We got the first sales report from your latest novel, and it’s on the level with your last three books.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Well, it’s certainly better than a decline,” Nicolas said, still seemingly affable. “We’re also getting loads of reviews on the newest book.”

Miles brightened a little at that. “Good reviews?”

“Mostly. But a lot of them - a large portion of them - are wanting you to make things... spicier.”

He tilted his head to the side, not understanding. “Spicier? I don’t know what you mean. Was the plot -”

“Sex, Miles. They want sex.”

Miles felt the blush creep up his neck to his cheeks and he tried to ignore it. “I write romance novels, Nicolas. My characters are having sex.”

“No, your characters are having implied sex. You’re fading to black. You write great romances, Miles, but people are telling us in reviews and focus groups and in other ways that they would like more aspects of the romance to be on the page.”

“Well, I’m afraid I can’t help them,” Miles said flatly. 

“Why on earth not?”

His blush was growing. “I just... can’t.”

“Of course you can. It’s your job.”

“My job is to provide people with love stories, and I’m doing that.”

“But they want more, and you’re capable of giving them more. Our data insists that this will improve sales by up to thirty percent.”

Now his ears were flaming. “I would not... not be speaking from experience. Not recent experience.”

Nicolas clicked his tongue. “Then use your imagination, Miles. Like you do for every other aspect of your romance novels. You can do that, can’t you?”

Miles, whose job was words, had no rebuttal to that. 

“Just do whatever you need to do to get us some sex scenes written. Figure out a way,” Nicolas said, getting to his feet to usher Miles out, apparently done with him. “We’ll meet back here in a few weeks and go over some early drafts. You’re working on a manuscript, aren’t you?”

“I’m about two thirds of the way through my next novel, yes. But I hadn’t intended to include any erotic scenes.”

“Well, now you’re being directed to. So figure it out.”

“But I -”

“Thank you, Miles. That’s all.”

Miles huffed to himself, but got to his feet and left.

––––––––

[image: ]


TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Miles was on his way back to his shop, mulling over what Nicolas had said.  How on earth was he meant to write realistic sex scenes with his limited experience? There was so much potential to get it wrong here, and Miles really didn’t think Nicolas was thinking about that. But now this was an expectation, and since he was in a contract with Mandrake Publishing for another three books, it was as good as an order. There was no way he could think of to wriggle out of it: he was going to have to write sex scenes. Could he do it? Could he just... imagine some things onto the page? Would that be enough, or would everyone know he was vastly inexperienced? Surely, he thought, if people wanted to see sex on the page, they’d have expectations about it. They’d want to see certain types of sex: athletic, passionate, creative - all those things he’d never been in the bedroom. Could he fake that on the page? 

Well, it seemed like he had little choice. He didn’t see another way; he had to fake it. His job was on the line. 

Miles got out of the Uber in front of his shop and let himself in, still stewing. The new directive annoyed him, and he wasn’t entirely sure what to do about it. He couldn’t ignore it, but he didn’t know quite how to obey it, either. 

The bells over the door jingled, and his assistant, Catie, looked up from where she was sitting behind the counter with a book. When she saw him, she smiled, but that smile quickly faded. “What’s wrong?” she asked, tucking a lock of black hair back from her face.

“Nothing,” he said, waving a dismissive hand, taking off his hat and scarf, hanging them on the coat tree. He took a deep sniff of his shop’s air, knowing perfectly well that it wasn’t an aroma many people liked, but he found it comforting. Catie had made tea recently, and it smelled wonderfully homey.

“Don’t tell me that. You look like someone just told you Oscar Wilde was straight.” 

Miles snorted. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked again.

He let out a very put-upon sigh. “I just left Nicolas’ office.”

She crossed her legs. “And? How’d it go? You don’t usually come back from those in a snit.”

“I’m not in a snit,” he lied. “It’s just... He’s given me... a directive.”

Catie raised a brow. “What’s the directive?”

Miles felt the blush creeping up his neck again, and tried to will it away. This was Catie, his assistant and in many ways, his closest friend. He didn’t keep many secrets from her. “He wants me to write more sex scenes. Explicit sex scenes.”

She looked nonplussed for a moment, then shrugged. “Okay, so what’s the problem?”

“I wouldn’t even know where to begin!”

“Of course you would! You’ve had sex, I know you have.”

“Of course I have, but it’s been a while. Years, I mean. And the sex I had... well, it wasn’t exactly setting the sheets on fire, if you take my meaning. But my characters... they always have fiery, passionate, intense lovemaking. I just don’t know if I’m going to be able to write that with so little applicable experience."

“So get some experience,” Catie said simply, with a shrug. 

He gave her a Look, then rolled his eyes. "Oh, thank you, Catie. It had never occurred to me that if I wanted to see someone I should just go do it! Why, you've solved every dating quandary ever! Just go find someone!"

“It really is that easy.”

Miles sighed again. It seemed he was sighing a lot. “Maybe for you. You’re so pretty, but I’m not.”

“Yes, for you, too. You’re a good-looking guy.”

“I’m average, at best.”

“I disagree, but we all have distorted self-views, I think. At any rate, we could go to the gay bar and have you hooked up in no time.”

“Hooked up?”

“Yeah. Casual sex.”

Miles shook his head. “I’m not sure I’m built for casual sex, Catie.”

“Well, what are you wanting instead?”

Another sigh. “I don’t know what I want.”

Catie recrossed her legs. “Look, I’ve had a fair number of casual hookups, and the vast majority of them have been really hot. There’s something about it being... I don’t know, kind of taboo, maybe? Clandestine? Anyway, that makes it hotter. If you have a connection, that’s all that matters.”

“I just can’t imagine myself having sex with someone on the first date.”

“I’m not even talking about dating, Miles. I’m talking about a hookup. This is the twenty-first century, and there are entire apps that are designed specifically to get you laid.”

His lip curled a little at the distasteful word. “I don’t think I could possibly -”

“Of course you could. Would I steer you wrong?”

He snorted. “Catie, my dearest, if I kept a list of your ideas that were shaky at best, it would be as long as my arm.”

“Well, this is not one of them,” she posited confidently. “You’re being asked to do something that you have no experience with. I’m offering you a way to get some experience in that department. You can take my help and advice or not, but it’s there if you want it.”

Miles looked at her for a long moment, contemplating, then sighed one last time. “Tell me more about these apps.”

––––––––
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IT WAS LATER THAT EVENING, after dinner, before Miles had the nerve to check back in on the apps that Catie had talked him into setting up earlier in the day. They’d downloaded two, both geared toward gay men, and she’d helped him choose a couple photos that presented him in a more flattering light. She’d also helped him compose a short biography about himself and what he was looking for. He’d balked at the idea of stating outright that he was looking for a ‘hookup’, and they’d compromised on him saying that he was interested in ‘casual dating, with the potential for more’. It was the least that the romantic in him would allow. 

Catie had coached him about online dating, giving him what she called a ‘crash course’. She’d advised him to meet in public places, to google any prospective dates, if possible, and not to be too honest - at least at first. That last one was going to be difficult, he thought. He had a tendency towards oversharing.

He’d heard and felt his mobile go off multiple times in his pocket since that afternoon, when they set up the apps, but he had been too afraid to check and see what sort of messages he may or may not be getting. Even after he closed the shop and went upstairs to make himself a little dinner, he still avoided his mobile. If he was honest, which he always strove to be, he was terrified to look. Finally, he could wait no longer. He settled into his favorite armchair and pulled out his mobile, opening the first app. 

There were five messages there, and as Catie had advised, when Miles opened each one, before he replied, he went to the man’s profile and scoured it. The first man looked to be quite a bit younger than Miles, which Miles didn’t think he’d like. The second man’s grammar and spelling was atrocious, so Miles didn’t respond. The third man had ‘no fatties’ in his bio and was seeking an adventurous sort, and Miles decided to skip over him, thinking they wouldn’t be a very good match. The fourth and fifth men were highly attractive, and seemed to be his type (on paper), but he just couldn’t get excited about the idea of sending either of them a message. Something akin to imposter syndrome was gripping him. He had no business here, on these apps. None of these men were going to be attracted to him.

Oh, this whole thing was a terrible idea, he thought to himself. He should never have even agreed to it. In fact, he was going to deactivate the account and call it a wash. He’d come up with something else-

The phone buzzed in his hand, telling him he had another message. 

Alex: Hi there

Just as he had done with the others, Miles clicked on this man’s bio, and immediately upon seeing his photo, his heart rate picked up a little. This man - this man was gorgeous, with dark hair that was shaggy in a highly attractive way, a short, scruffy beard that was well-trimmed, stylish clothing, and a charming smile on his sexy face. He was almost swarthy.  Miles felt the immediate pull of attraction, which he hadn’t felt for anyone in years, then read the bio. 

Alex, 37, London

I like to think of myself as simple but complex at the same time. Love to drive fast, but looking to possibly slow down if I can find the right passenger. Cat dad. Social drinker.

Miles read the bio several times, each time looking at the photo again, his heart still pittering in his chest, before he clicked on the message and started typing. 

Miles: Hello!
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Chapter Two
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It was late evening on a Friday night, and Alex was at his flat, bored. Not just bored, he was restless. He hadn’t worked his night job for the last few weeks or so, and that always made him a little on edge. He flipped through all the streaming services, looking for something to pique his interest. even just a little. But everything seemed so... stupid and dull. Ugh. What he wouldn’t give for something interesting.

Disgruntled, he settled on an old favorite, The Golden Girls, as white noise, then turned to his mobile while it played in the background. He thought about texting Michael, but knew perfectly well that his best friend was having his weekly date night with his wife. It would be rude to interrupt, especially just because he was bored. So he scrolled Bluesky, seeing that it was its usual self, then he scrolled Instagram, but quickly got tired of that. Finally, at a loss, he decided to open the dating apps to poke through available people. He almost never saw anyone who interested him, but what the hell. His luck might be different tonight. Probably not, but he guessed he never knew until he tried. 

Alex opened the app and scrolled around, looking at the variety of men available in London. It would be nice to get laid, or, better, go on a date. At the very least, if he got lucky, he could entertain himself by flirting while the Golden Girls did their thing on the screen. 

It seemed luck wasn’t on his side. He swiped and swiped, ignoring messages from interested men, sending no messages out, until he landed on a photo that made his eyes widen and his brain light up. 

The man on the screen looked like a fucking - he didn’t even have the proper word to describe him. He had blond hair that was on the brink of brown and the softest, sweetest features Alex had ever seen on a man. He was absolutely, stunningly beautiful, and Alex felt the tug of attraction that he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. 

Eyes still wide, he looked down at the man’s bio and read quickly. Miles, 38, London. Hello! I am a shop owner and writer in search of someone for casual dating, with the potential for more. Nonsmoker, social drinker.

Alex flipped through the three available photos, and each one was more attractive than the last. He didn’t look like Alex’s type, but Alex hadn’t really had much luck with the dark and broody guys. This guy... this man just appealed to him, somewhere in his hindbrain. And he really, honestly looked like a bombón, soft and sweet. Truthfully, he looked like boyfriend material. He could picture himself squiring this man around - and that mental image appealed to him. Massively.

Suddenly, he was ravenous to know more about this Miles. What was he like? What did he do? What did he enjoy? Well, there was only one way to find out. 

He clicked the little chat bubble beside his head and sent a message. 

Alex: Hi there.

As soon as the message was sent, he closed his eyes and sent up a (probably unheard) prayer. Alex usually got his messages returned, when he bothered to send them, but there was always a first time. That would be just Alex’s luck. But this man looked charming, attractive, seemingly intelligent, and at first glance, completely different from every other man on this app. Alex couldn’t help a quick little daydream about taking him to fine restaurants and plays and whatever the hell else interested him. He could see himself actually spending time with this man, not just hooking up with him. 

His heart nearly stopped in his chest when a message popped up on his screen.

Miles: Hello!

Alex beamed at the screen and tried to think for a minute. Okay, he’d said hello, that was out of the way. What should he say now? Nothing was coming to him. He typed and erased several lines, growing increasingly panicked, before he landed on:

Alex: I didn’t realize they made bombòns that look as sweet as you.

His heart was in his throat while he waited for an answer. 

Miles: Well, now, that was quite a line. Does it actually work?

Alex: I don’t know, I’ve never tried it before. So you’ll have to tell me.

Miles: I’m still here, so it seems to be effective so far.

Alex smiled to himself and typed a response. 

Alex: Best damn news I’ve gotten in a long time ;) 

He was debating what to send next when another message popped up. 

Miles: What are you doing on this chilly evening? Something warm, I hope.

Alex: I’m sitting at home watching Golden Girls.

Miles: Golden Girls! That’s a wonderful programme. 

He grinned. This guy was seeming more and more promising.

Alex: You like it?

Miles: I remember it fondly, but I haven’t seen it in a long time.

Alex: Maybe we can watch sometime. ;)

Miles: Maybe so.

Alex’s heart flipped over in his chest. 

Miles: Anything else interesting? Or am I just interrupting your time with some lovely sexagenarians? 

Oh, so he was cute-cute.

Alex: I was flipping through the app to see if anyone interesting was about. Found this one bloke, but I’m worried his photos might be fake.

Miles: Oh? And why is that?

Alex: Because you’re entirely too adorable to be real.

There was a little bit of a pause before Miles sent something back. 

Miles: I’m quite sure you must be talking about someone else.

Alex: Nah, it’s definitely you. Are you new to the dating scene? Or at least the app?

Miles: How did you know?

Alex: Because I definitely would have noticed you before now. Plus you speak in complete sentences. That’s a first.

Miles: That does seem to be rare, from the bios I’m reading. But yes, I am new. I just downloaded today.

Alex: Lucky me, I can scoop you up.

Miles: You can’t see me, but you’re causing quite the blush.

Good. He’d love to see this man blush. Alex debated for just a moment, then jumped in. 

Alex: I’d really like to see your blush in person.

Miles: You would? But we only just started talking...

Alex: We can talk here as long as you want to. No pressure. I was just offering. I’ll retract it.

Miles: No, no. There’s no need. Leave the offer on the table, and we’ll come back to it.

He beamed to himself. 

Miles: I rather liked your photos, too. 

Alex: Ah, they’re nothing special.

Miles: I beg to differ. You look like some sort of model.

Alex: I’m not. I just have a boring corporate job.

He felt a pang about his night job, then swore to himself that he’d tell him when the time was right. Soon. Right now, he was afraid he’d scare him off. 

Miles: I doubt it’s boring. I doubt anything about you could be boring.

Alex: I’m sitting at home watching TGG on a Friday night, so I’m not exactly a beacon of excitement.

Miles: Well, I suppose that’s true. But The Golden Girls are high entertainment!

Alex chuckled to himself. Oh yeah, he was definitely attracted to this man. 

Miles: Well, since you know I’m new to this, you might as well know that my dear friend Catie gave me some ground rules to follow, and one of them was that I should google any prospective date before I meet them.

Alex: That seems like good advice, yeah.

Miles: And since we’re talking about meeting - and I’m *eager* to meet - could I have your surname, please? I’ll be happy to give you mine in exchange.

Alex: Serrano is my surname. My first name is Alejandro, middle initial D. There are two of us in London, I’m the one in Hackney.

Miles: Oh, thank you for clearing that up.

Alex: What’s your name, then?

Miles: My surname is Callahan. I’m in Chelsea.

Alex flipped open the laptop beside him and typed ‘Miles Callahan Chelsea’ into the search bar as fast as his fingers would go. A cursory glance said that he owned a specialty stationery shop that looked just as bougie as one might expect, and there was very little additional information to go on. Not a lot of hints.

Miles: I don’t see any felony convictions or outstanding warrants...

Alex snorted. So Miles had been doing the same thing. For some reason, he liked that.

Alex: Ha! No, they were all expunged when I made a deal with the devil. 

Miles: That’s intriguing. You’ll have to tell me all about it when we meet.

Now his heart was thundering. 

Alex: When would you like to do this meeting up? 

Miles: Well, I do prefer face-to-face communication, and I’m free tonight... Are you?

Alex was already on his feet, dashing to his bedroom, typing as fast as he could on his mobile while he changed clothes. 

Alex: I’m completely free, and I’d love to meet. Where and when?

Miles: Are you familiar with the Fox and Badger, in Chelsea?

Alex: yep

Miles: Give me a few minutes to freshen up and I’ll meet you there in about... thirty minutes?

Alex: I’ll be there with bells on, bombón. I’ll be the bloke in black at the bar with an excited look. Hope that narrows it down.

Miles: I hope so, too. Looking forward to this, Alex.

Alex was pulling clothes on as fast as he could go. 

Alex: I am, too. Can’t wait. See you in thirty.

Then he ran to the bathroom to brush his teeth and splash on some cologne. 

––––––––
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ALEX KNEW HE WAS EARLY when he strode into the pub, but he still cast his eyes around the room, looking for Miles. He didn’t see him, and swallowed the tiny flash of disappointment, telling himself he still had another seven minutes before it was even time for Miles to get there. He wasn’t even close to being late. 

He sauntered to the bar and pulled off his grey wool peacoat and cobalt scarf, hanging it on the back of the barstool, then slid into the seat, waving a hand at the bartender. 

“Scotch on the rocks.”

The bartender threw a couple of cubes of ice in a glass, pulled down a bottle filled with brown liquid, poured, and then sat the drink in front of Alex, who thanked him. 

“Meeting someone?” he asked. 

Alex took a sip of his drink. “Supposedly. Here’s hoping he shows up.”

“Well, if he doesn’t, there’s more where that came from,” the bartender said, gesturing to Alex’s drink, then wandered off to watch the footie match on TV. 

Alex tried to watch the match, but his eyes were trained on the door. He was ridiculously excited about this, more excited than he’d been in a long time. He’d only chatted with Miles for about an hour online, but he already felt more of a connection than he usually felt with other people he went out with (or, to put it more accurately, hooked up with). As he looked around the pub and saw happy couples talking,  he let himself imagine that maybe, just maybe, in time, that could be him and Miles. 

But that was ridiculous. He hadn’t even met Miles properly yet. And he hadn’t told Miles about his night job, which was a daunting prospect. Still, Miles gave off the air of someone who was settled and stable, and Alex couldn’t help but think that would be a nice change. He just hoped the fact that he wasn’t particularly well-read wouldn’t be a turn-off for Miles. 

The light changed in the room and Alex looked up to see that Miles had come in, and God help him, his breath caught in his throat. He was standing just inside the door, bundled in a camel’s hair coat and a burgundy scarf, looking around the bar. Alex took just a moment to look at him. Even in the low light of the pub, Miles seemed to glow, and fuck it all, Alex was smitten. 

He raised his hand and waved, smile on his face, standing up a little so he could be seen. The smile Miles gave in return when he spotted him nearly knocked him flat. He could power the whole of London on that smile, and Alex had a quick little daydream about earning that smile for himself in various ways. About making Miles happy. 

His heart was pounding in his chest as this bombón walked over to him, and his mouth was dry despite the scotch. Still, he didn’t think he’d ever been so excited in his life, and his eyes were locked on Miles. Bloody hell, he was twice as attractive in real life, and way more sweet-looking. 

“Alex, I presume?” Miles said, extending his hand. Holy fuck, his voice sounded like some sort of musical instrument Alex couldn’t name. 

He extended his hand dumbly for Miles to shake. “Yeah. Hi. You must be Miles,” he said, not acknowledging the way there was a pulse of electricity that shot all the way up his arm into his brain.

“That’s me,” Miles smiled. “May I sit?”

“Of course, of course. Have a seat.” Alex gestured to the seat beside him, and Miles pulled off his coat and scarf, hanging them on the barstool just as Alex had done. He was dressed in a waistcoat and shirtsleeves, which had no right to look that good on anyone, but Jesus. Alex had met countless people in bars, but he very much wanted this time to be different.

He was interrupted from his ruminations by the bartender coming to address Miles. “What can I get you?”

Miles glanced over at Alex’s drink. “I’ll have what he’s having,” he said. 

“And it’s on my tab,” Alex hastened to say. 

“Oh, I can’t let you do that,” Miles said as the bartender went to pour the drink. “I asked you out.”

“No, if you remember, I asked you first. You just agreed,” Alex said with a grin he hoped was charming. 

Miles gave him another smile that made his pulse speed up, and Alex watched him very carefully while he took his first sip. Fuck, he’d never thought he’d want to be a glass. 

“Your name would lead me to believe that you’re... Spanish?”

“Yes, but mostly just culturally. Both my parents grew up in Spain. I speak the language, but I've lived here my entire life.”

“That’s so interesting.”

“If you say so. So tell me about yourself, then, Mr. Callahan,” Alex said, turning in his seat to face Miles a little bit. “I already know you’re handsome.”

“Are you always such a smooth talker?” Miles teased. 

“Not always. It’s a special skill I reserve for those I really like.”

“Well, I’m feeling very lucky, then,” Miles said, taking another sip. “What would you like to know?”

“The Google search told me you have a shop not far from here. Quality stationery, I believe?”

“Yes, that’s right. The best paper you’ll ever find,” he added with an adorably awkward laugh.

Alex was charmed beyond belief. “How did you get into that?”

“It’s nothing exciting, really. I’m a writer, and I enjoy writing my first drafts longhand. Because of that, I developed a love for good, quality paper and pens, but got sick of a poor selection. Notebook paper really is awful to write on, and good pens are hard to come by. My grandparents had left me a building in Chelsea that was a shop with a flat above it. I decided to open a stationery shop a few years ago and have done rather well.”

“Do you only do writing paper?”

“No, although that’s what I prefer to do. I’ll occasionally do special occasion cards: weddings and whatnot. To be honest, that’s where the money comes from, with regards to my shop. I’m only open to the public four days a week for six hours a day. The rest of the time, I focus on writing.”

“That’s fascinating. Do you work alone, or do you have an assistant?”

“I do have an assistant, yes, Catie. She’s the one that helped me get set up on the apps today.”

“Well, send her my thanks,” Alex said, raising his drink in a fake toast. 

Miles smiled that blinding smile again, and a thrill raced all over Alex’s body. “I will. She’s actually going to be quite excited to hear about this.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, she is. When she and I set up the apps, I spent the whole time telling her that it was a waste of time, that I wouldn’t meet anyone. She’s going to crow more than a little when I tell her that I met you tonight.”

Alex gave him a grin. “Are you willing to eat a little crow?”

“If things continue to go the way they are now, I’ll be happy to. Provided there’s just a little salt. Crow tends to be a bit bland.”

He laughed outright. “Good. Your bio said ‘writer’. Does that mean you’re published?”

Much to his delight, Miles’ face bloomed pink. “I am, yes.”

Alex was intrigued. “You are? How fascinating. What do you write? You must have a pen name, because I googled you and came up with nada. Do you have a nom de plume?”

“I write gay romance novels, and my pseudonym is Rhett Dupont,” Miles said, his cheeks now cherry-red, not meeting Alex’s eye. 

“That is incredibly cool,” Alex said, as earnestly as he could. 

Miles raised his eyes to look at him. “Do you really think so?”

“Oh yeah! I’ve never been a really creative sort, but I have the utmost admiration for anyone who can tell stories. And when someone has entire novels in their head? That’s absolutely amazing to me.”

Miles was biting his lip, which was patently unfair. Alex wanted to bite it. “You’re too kind.”

“Only stating truth. Do your books sell well?”

“I - yes. I have had four bestsellers to date, out of seven novels. I make a comfortable living, just from my writing.”

Alex’s eyes were wide. “You’re a bestselling author? That’s amazing. Holy shit, bombón.”

“You called me ‘bombón’ again.”

“Yeah, I think that’s going to stick,” Alex said, grinning. 

“What does it mean? I know bonbon is French and that sounds similar -”

“It is similar. It means ‘marshmallow’ or ‘sweet’.”

Miles blushed fetchingly.

“But seriously, hats off to you. You’re incredible.”

“Yes, well, so you say.”

“Are you writing a book now?”

“My editor would be cross with me if I wasn’t,” Miles said, averting his eyes. 

“Can I know what it’s about?”

“It’s an historical novel, set in Regency times. About a Duke and his valet who fall in love.”

“How does that work?”

“Oh, you don’t want to hear about -”

“I do. Really. Would you tell me?”

He blushed - fetchingly, Alex might add - then started talking. “Zeke, the Duke, is a confirmed bachelor. His sister doesn’t like that, so she installs a valet named Carter to spy on him and help to get him married. They fall in love almost instantly.”

“Do they end up together?”

“Of course. All my stories have a happy ending.”

“What about the sister trying to get him married? Does it work?”

Miles smiled, looking very proud of himself. “Zeke marries a suitable woman who is in love with a stable hand. They have a lavender marriage.”

“That’s clever,” Alex said, sincerely. “It sounds fantastic.”

Miles seemed ready to change the subject. “What do you do? You said a boring corporate job.”

Alex’s heart was pounding. “Well, yes. I have a boring corporate job as an architect, but... I also have a second job.”

“What might that be?”

“Here’s where you might throw your drink in my face and storm out,” Alex warned, his heart practically stopped. 

“Oh, I can’t imagine doing that, unless you tell me you’re stealing candy from toddlers or something,” Miles laughed. 

Alex tried to laugh, too. “No, I’m not stealing sweets from toddlers. Only teenagers.” Miles laughed again, but Alex was too anxious. “I’m... Um, I’m actually an adult film actor.”

Miles looked surprised for a minute, then blinked. “As in, pornography?”

“Yes, just so,” Alex said, absolutely sure he was going to pass out any moment. “And if you never want to speak to me again, I’ll understand, but I wanted you to know that up front.”

Now Miles tilted his head to the side. “Why would I never want to speak to you again?”

Alex’s heart lurched to life. “A lot of people don’t want anything to do with people like me.”

“Well, those people aren’t worth your time.”

He felt a smile spread across his face, hope springing in his heart. “You’re not... I don’t know. Turned off?”

“No, I’m not. It seems you and I are in a very similar business, are we not? We’re both selling fantasies, correct?”

“Yeah, I guess we are,” Alex said, relieved. 

“How long have you been doing that?”

Alex felt like five stone had been lifted off of him. “I started in uni, and it’s never been a full time gig. It’s more for fun than anything else, but I do enjoy it. Still, I’m almost retired now.”

“Retired?”

“Yeah, they call me sometimes, every few weeks or so, and I work or not depending on what kind of mood I’m in. I don’t need the money. It’s just something to do.”

“Forgive me for asking, but are you having sex with men or women in your videos?”

“Both. I particularly like doing threesome videos. But given a choice between men or women, I choose men. I consider myself straight for pay.”

“That’s fascinating. I haven’t looked at any pornography in a long time, but I shall have to look you up, if you’ll tell me your stage name.”

Alex’s smile grew. “I have to tell you, bombón, I’m absolutely stunned you’re being so accepting about this.”

“Well, I’m a bit more open-minded than you might have given me credit for,” Miles said. “Plus, this is encouraging news.”

Alex felt a thrill all over. “Encouraging?”

“Yes, it’s encouraging, but intimidating. I’d very much like to have sex with you at some point, you see, but I’m a bit worried about not being exciting enough for you.”

“There’s no need to worry about that, bombón,” Alex rushed to say. “No reason to worry at all. But we’ll get there.”
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