

Breaking

A Scorching Messy New Adult Romance

Camilla K Fairfax


Copyright © 2026 Camilla K Fairfax

All rights reserved worldwide.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. All characters are 18 years of age or older.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express prior written permission of the publisher.


Contents


A Note on Sections
Twenty One 
November
May
July


Want More Harriet and Zach? 
The Too Sensible To Know Better Series


Still Want More? 
Beyond The Game
Coming Into The Light
Experimenting


About the author



A Note on Sections


Each section corresponds to the age of Harriet and Zach at the time. So, for example, Twenty One refers to when they were twenty-one.

Each chapter within these is titled with the month in which it starts. For additional clarity, where the narrative jumps forward by more than a few months, a sub-title is included to show how many months after the prior chapter the new chapter starts.


Twenty One


November


The Heathrow Terminal Two Costa wasn't ideal for a video call, but Zach had found a table tucked away round the back with a blank wall and, if he angled the phone just right, the generic beige background could pass for anywhere.

He'd landed an hour ago after twenty seven hours of travelling, lengthy stop over included not that he was counting, a string of films that had soon grown tiresome and, somewhere across it, probably about six hours sleep in snatches. By now it was mid-morning on what he hoped was still Friday and he was running on not a lot other than adrenaline, caffeine, and the knowledge that Harriet was only a coach ride away.

Harriet’s face filled the screen, still in her pyjamas. She was in bed, he could see… her college room, a different one to last year and she reckoned much nicer not to mention en suite, but with her familiar posters and trinkets dotted about and that oh so familiar English autumn light through the window.

“Happy Birthday Eve,” he said, keeping his voice normal despite the secret he was hiding that threatened to turn his expression into a beaming grin at any moment. “How does it feel to be almost twenty one?”

“It feels like I should still be asleep.” She yawned. “It was a late one last night and Nathalie’s taking me for brunch in an hour. Apparently there’s a whole schedule for the weekend, but I’m not allowed to know the details. Apart from dinner for all of us tomorrow, but my parents are paying for that so… otherwise it’s too secret apparently.”

“Sounds ominous.”

"That's what I said." She shifted, wrapping the duvet up around her shoulders. She looked cute as hell. “I wish you were here."

Those words, they got him every time, he knew they did her too, but they were important. Six weeks since he’d said goodbye at Sydney airport, since that amazing fortnight where she’d flown to him to ask him to take her back. Six weeks of daily FaceTime calls and constant texting, six weeks of falling asleep with his phone on the pillow and waking up to messages from her, counting down to December when she’d fly out to Sydney for Christmas.

"I know," he said. "Me too."

"It's stupid. I've got all my friends, I've got dinner tomorrow, I've got…” She waved a hand vaguely. "A whole thing planned, apparently. I should be excited. I am excited. But every time I think about it I just think about how you're not going to be there, and then I feel sad, and then I feel guilty for feeling sad when everyone's doing all this nice stuff for me."

"That's not stupid. That's just… long distance."

"Long distance is stupid."

"Long distance is temporary." He made himself sound reassuring, even though his heart was singing at how soon he’d actually be seeing Harriet and a woman at the next table was giving him a curious look. "Four more weeks and you'll be here in Sydney. We'll have three whole weeks together. Beach every day. My mum's already planning meals." The lady next to him looked like she was about to interject, to explain to him that he was in London and not in Sydney, but she seemed to think better of it at the last moment.

"Four weeks feels like forever."

"It'll go fast. You've got your birthday, and then a few more weeks of teaching, and then you're on a plane."

She rubbed her eyes. "Sorry. I didn't mean to make this mopey. Tell me about your day. What are you doing tonight?"

"Nothing much." He kept his voice casual. "Might see some friends, very relaxed. Probably beach tomorrow."

"While I'm out here shivering in the English winter."

“You wouldn’t want me to lose my tan. I know that’s all you see in me.”

She laughed, the proper laugh that crinkled the corners of her eyes, and Zach felt something melt inside him… God, he loved that laugh. He loved everything about her, but the laugh especially, the way it transformed her whole face.

"I should let you go," she said. "Nathalie will be here soon and I'm still in bed."

"Have an amazing day. And your birthday tomorrow, I'll call you in the morning, ok? Your morning. When you're hungover from whatever’s planned tonight and questioning all your life choices."

"You know me too well."

"I do." He paused. "I love you, Harriet. More than anything."

"I love you too." Her smile was loving but a little sad. "Same time tomorrow.”

"Same time tomorrow. Twenty eight days.”

“Twenty eight days.”

She blew him a kiss, and then the screen went dark, and Zach was alone in a Costa Coffee two hours from her door. He checked the time… forty minutes until his coach, he’d be in Oxford at lunchtime.

He grinned at his reflection in the blank phone screen, looking slightly unhinged with jet lag and anticipation.

Too many hours on a plane. Three months' savings, gone in a single booking. Three days… all the time he could take out of his studies with exams in a few weeks. And then the flight back again. His body was already dreading it, the cramped seats, the recycled air, the cattle truck nature of long-haul economy.

This is insane, he thought, completely insane.

But then he thought about her face when she saw him. The way she'd looked on FaceTime that morning, tired and sad and missing him. The knowledge that in a few hours he'd be holding her instead of watching her through a screen.

Worth it. Worth every dollar, every hour, every ache.

***

The coach pulled out of the Heathrow coach station right on time, slipping onto the stream of traffic on the M4, then the M25, then settled on the M40 for the run through to Oxford. Zach had managed to get a window seat near the back, his bag with all the others in the luggage compartment down below.

He rested his head on the glass and watched the English countryside, or at least what he could see if it through the mist that hadn’t burned off yet that morning, pass him by, muted greens and browns so different to the brilliant daylight of Sydney that he’d left behind.

Six weeks.

Six weeks since he’d held her, kissed her, woken up with her arm flung across him casually in her sleep or, even better, woken up to her nestling into him, warm and cosy and safe.

Six weeks of FaceTime calls at hours that didn’t quite work for them, always feeling like she’d missed out on his day and he was missing out on hers.

Six weeks of missing her so much that it had become something physical, a hole in his chest that was always there, always yearning for her.

But, before that, two weeks that had changed everything.

As he watched the traffic start to thin as they headed away from London, he let himself remember. That day she’d arrived in Sydney he’d been at rugby training, a nothing session, just fitness work and a few backs drills, but when he came off the pitch to find that his mum had both messaged him and left voicemail he’d rushed back home with his heart hammering, certain that something had happened to his family or there was some major crisis brewing.

He’d walked into the kitchen, half-wondering if it was the police waiting to talk to him about a prank him and Thommo had played outside a bar a couple of days before, but instead she’d been standing there… Harriet, in his kitchen, out of the blue and ten thousand miles from where she was supposed to be.

His brain had refused to process her being there, he’d been in shock, but then he touched her and she spoke to him and they’d kissed and… it was the happiest moment of his life, bar none. Harriet had flown ten thousand miles on hope and instinct, with no guarantee that he’d take her back, and that kind of courage and that depth of love had spoken to something deep, deep inside.

The two weeks that followed had been the best of his life. He’d taken her to his favourite beaches, his mates had embraced her immediately (Thommo declaring within five minutes that she was quality and coming from him there was no higher praise, Callum getting detailed on English rugby with her and Harriet more than holding her own), his parents had been wonderful, his mum fussing over Harriet like she was a long-lost daughter and his dad, quieter but no less welcoming, saying simply she’s good, son, don’t let this one go again. As if Zach needed telling.

The coach slowed for some traffic close to Wycombe and Zach shifted in his seat, his thoughts inevitably drifting to the nights… two weeks together, sharing the spare room bed, being quiet out of respect for his parents but, he suspected, not being quite as quiet as they thought they were being.

Harriet had been different. Not bad different, far from it in fact. But she’d grown up somehow in the months they’d been apart, had found more confidence and become more certain of what she wanted and unafraid to ask for it. In bed particularly she’d become someone who spoke her mind, who told him exactly what she needed and how she needed it and asked him to tell her the same instead of relying on guesswork, who wasn’t shy to reach for him and guide him and say yes, like that in a voice that, it turned out, drove Zach wild. And when she was excited… some of the things she’d started to say, he liked very much indeed.

He knew where it had come from. Matt, the guy she’d been seeing over the summer, the one who Zach had a huge amount of time for because he was the one who’d persuaded her to stop being an idiot and fly to Sydney before it was too late. Harriet and Zach had agreed that there’d be no detailed confessions, no comparing notes on the people they’d each been seeing in their break, and that was absolutely the right thing for them to do, but he’d seen from the way she talked about him and from reading around the edges that Matt had been good for her, exactly what she’d needed after that horrendous morning where Zach had said goodbye to her at the door to her college room and gone to catch his flight home.

At first, if Zach was being brutally honest with himself, there’d been a flicker of jealousy. Some other guy had unlocked something in her, had seen and heard her in ways that Zach had always wanted but never quite managed to reach, had taught her to be vocal and demanding and pursue her own pleasure without apology. For a few days after they’d talked about who they’d been seeing he’d found himself thinking about them at odd moment, picturing her with Matt, feeling that hot twist of possessiveness like a dagger to the gut.

But then, very quickly, he’d got over it… in fact jealousy had transformed into what might even have been gratitude to Matt because whatever had happened between them had made her more fully herself, and that self was even more wonderful than the Harriet he’d left behind in Oxford back in June. Matt had given her something Zach hadn’t known how to give, and rather than resenting that, he’d learned to be thankful for it. She was happier in her own skin. That was what mattered.

Zach had his own version of that story, after all. First there’d been Megan, his girlfriend from before his year abroad, and when he’d first seen her a few weeks after getting back at a party the old spark was definitely there… she was happy to see him, and he happy to see her, and while he felt guilty towards the memory of Harriet about it he’d fallen into bed with her that same night, desperate to be loved and to have someone to love in return.

They’d slipped back into their old routine over the days that followed, and it all seemed to be going nicely, but then little things crept in… the way they talked to each other, the things they liked to do together. It was similar to before, but not the same. Zach had realised that, plain and simple, his year overseas had changed him… no longer was he the guy who’d never left Australia and thought exotic was a trip to Brisbane. Their dynamic had changed, and with it they fizzled out, although ending it on the very best of terms… they were both part of the same group of friends and, once they’d ended it, they realised that good friends was precisely what they should be.

And then there’d come Liv… and Zach knew that would always be a question mark for him in life, a what-if to ponder.

He’d met Liv out at a bar one night, and they’d immediately hit it off. She was beautiful, funny, clever, an awful lot like Harriet in many ways. He’d asked her out at the end of the night, and she’d said yes, and they fell hard into dating for getting close to a month. Liv had been the perfect Harriet antidote, and his mates could tell… they even started planning her joining them for a camping trip later in the year, it felt to everyone like she was going to be a big part of his life, even that early on.

But then… she could see it, that for all of their great chemistry and, Zach liked to think, their compatibility in bed, he was still thinking about Harriet. And it was true, completely and utterly true. When she’d told him to give her a call once he was properly over Harriet he’d accepted it, but he would always wonder because there’d been something… and he was pretty sure that there was a parallel universe out there somewhere where Zach and Liv were something more than a few week long relationship.

Liv was not Harriet though, and he could not have been happier with how things had turned out. He knew, too, that his side of their temporary split had changed him just like it had changed Harriet, and he knew that she could see things too, but that was fine… this was them, they’d matured, and having got back together they could both experience the thrill of getting to know the new parts of each other afresh.

As the coach headed down the long slope into Oxfordshire, the open countryside magnificent through the windscreen, Zach was struggling to contain his excitement. In less than an hour he’d be at college, and he’d be minutes from seeing her.

He pulled out his phone and looked at the last messages he’d exchanged with Harriet, I miss you and I love you and I can’t wait to see you again. Long distance was hard. Harder than he expected, even after all they’d been through. The time difference alone was a killer… when he was eating lunch, she was fast asleep, when she was finishing lectures, he would be tucked up in bed. They’d developed their rhythm, of course, calls slotted into the narrow windows that worked for both of them, and then messages all the time.

Zach trusted her completely, without question. She’d flown ten thousand miles to get him back, she messaged constantly, she’d chosen him over the easier path of moving on. There was no doubt in his mind that she loved him, that she was committed, that she was his.

But… trust didn’t stop his imagination. Sometimes he’d wake up on a Thursday morning, do the maths, and realise that it was student night at one of the clubs in Oxford and that she’d be there, surrounded by her friends, more than likely a little drunk, definitely beautiful. And he’d lie there in bed and picture it… Harriet in her going out clothes, hair loose around her shoulders, laughing at something someone said. The someone was always a man in his head. Tall, confident, leaning in close to be heard over the music… the kind of guy who was her type and who could actually be there, to buy her a drink and walk her back to college and kiss her goodnight without twenty four hours of flying in between.

The jealousy would flare, and he couldn’t stop himself thinking about some faceless stranger’s hand on her waist, about her dancing close to him, about all the opportunities that existed when he was quite literally on the other side of the world. It made him want to message her immediately, to remind her he existed, but of course he didn’t… that way lay madness. But then also he told himself that despite everything, despite the temptation that must exist, she kept on choosing Zach anyway, just like he kept on choosing her, even despite the distance and everything else.

It was complex, and he wasn’t sure he fully understood it himself. The jealousy was real, but so was the other thing… the strange thrill of knowing that the woman he loved was very likely wanted by others and wanted only him. He’d never tell her any of this. Some thoughts are just too tangled to put into words, too likely to be misunderstood. But he’d learned that love at this distance required a different kind of faith than love in the same room.

So… the distance was hard. And it was lonely at times, very lonely.

But then she’d send him a photo of something mundane, maybe her breakfast or the view from the library or her face half-hidden in a college scarf, and he’d feel it all over again. That certainty that had hit him the moment he’d first met in the Fresher’s Week bop over a year ago, that absolute knowledge that this was it, she was it, and he would cross every ocean in the world to be with her.

He smiled to himself, because of course then there were the other photos. The ones for his eyes only. They’d made a game of it… sending each other something while the other was asleep, a little gift to wake up to. He sent them too, of course, and knew that she appreciated them just as much, but God, the ones she sent him. Harriet looked so, so good in those. Really good. Her body was amazing and each one made him miss her all the more, made his hands long for when they could touch her again.

There was one he’d looked at more times than he’d ever admit where she claimed that she’d been touching herself, her hand between her thighs, her head thrown back, lips parted… a photo that didn’t necessarily show anything but was all the better for it. Jesus. Just thinking about it made him shift in his seat. That photo had got him through more than a few lonely nights.

They’d tried being intimate over video, of course, watching each other, talking each other through it, and Harriet’s new found confidence had transformed those calls. Zach had never been particularly shy but with her encouragement he’d learned to narrate, to describe, to say what he really wanted to say to make her breath catch and her pulse race. It was intimate in a way that surprised him, but the timing was always tricky… finding a moment across time zones where they were both in the right headspace and, crucially, Zach was home alone was hard. So they relied more on the photos, the messages, the slow-burn exchanges that stretched across hours. Thinking about you. Thinking about your hands on me. Thinking about what I’m going to do to you when I see you. It wasn’t the same as being there, nothing could be, but it was something and much, much better than nothing.

The coach turned off the M40, heading down towards Oxford, and Zach knew that the dreaming spires would be coming into view any time now. Half an hour, now, if he was lucky. Zach put his phone away and watched the countryside turn into the outskirts of the city, the traffic building up even though it was the middle of the day.

He imagined what Harriet’s face would look like when she saw him. Confusion, he reckoned, because she thought he was on the other side of the world. Then recognition, maybe a slow dawning realisation he was rally there. Would she cry? Laugh? Be a little angry with him even? Probably all of the above and more, knowing Harriet.

He grinned to himself.

A very long journey was coming to an end, and it was totally worth it.

***

The JCR was exactly how it had been when he’d left in June… the same battered sofas, the same noticeboard covered in flyers and sports team sign-ups, the same faint odour of old carpet and instant coffee. He’d spent far more of his time on his exchange year than he probably should have in this very room, talking to friends, waiting for Harriet, dancing like a lunatic when it was converted into the dancefloor on bop nights. He had a lot of happy memories tied up in that room.

Nathalie had met him by the side gate to college, swiping him in now that he no longer had his own student card, and insisted on them taking a convoluted route to the JCR that avoided any plausible accidental sighting by, well, anyone. Now, she was waiting by the door practically bouncing up and down in her excitement, fiercely guarding the secret of Zach’s presence. A couple of friends who knew him from last year had already come over to chat, only to be sworn by Nathalie to absolute secrecy on pain of… well, of something very painful.

Her phone pinged and she read the message that popped up. “She’s on her way,” she said to Zach. “Five minutes. She thinks we’re going to have afternoon tea before the spa thing.”

“There’s a spa thing?”

“There’s a whole thing. You’re disrupting the schedule, but I’ve rearranged it all. I’ll allow it because she is going to be so absolutely ecstatic.” She moved him near the window, slightly out of the sightline from the door. “Stay there. Don’t move. God, she’s going to lose her mind.”

A few of their friends had started to arrive, drawn by cryptic Nathalie messages to hurry up for something amazing, and Zach said rushed hellos to Will and Fergus and Lucy and Naomi and a few others, promising everyone they’d catch up properly later. Even people who didn’t know Zach knew something was about to happen, and a sort of awed hush started to descend over the room as they all watched the door with barely concealed anticipation. One person had her phone out, ready to record.

Zach’s heart was pounding. He’d flown half way around the world for this moment, had lied to her over FaceTime a few hours ago, had coordinated with Nathalie in secret for the past few weeks, working out the timing, making sure there was space in the schedule, booking the cheapest possible flights for the three nights he could stay for… he hoped it was long enough.

The door opened.

Harriet walked in, talking to someone over her shoulder, something about the dinner plans for tomorrow. She was wearing jeans and a chunky knit jumper, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, light makeup, completely ordinary, staggeringly beautiful.

She turned, scanning the room for Nathalie, and her gaze swept past him, then snapped back.

For a moment she just stared. Her face went through something that Zach would remember for the rest of his life, something he imagined not far from his own face’s contortions in Sydney a couple of months before… confusion, disbelief, the slow dawning of recognition, and then pure, undiluted joy.

She screamed.

Actually screamed, a sound of shock and delight that made everyone jump and then laugh.

And then she was running across the JCR and throwing herself at him, and he caught her, lifted her off her feet, spun her around while she clung to him making sounds that were half laughing and half crying but entirely joyful.

“Oh my God,” she was saying, over and over. “Oh my God, oh my God, I talked to you this morning. You were in Sydney, how are you here, oh my God…”

“Surprise.” He grinned as he said it, though he could feel tears coming to his eyes. “Happy Birthday.”

“You flew here? Like, actually flew here?”

“Landed at Heathrow this morning. I was in a Costa when we FaceTimed earlier.”

“A Costa…” She pulled back to look at him, shaking her head and grinning. “You absolute bastard. You absolute brilliant bastard… you were at Heathrow and you let me go on about missing you…”

“Would you rather I’d spoiled the surprise?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know. No.” She was laughing and crying tears of joy, her hands on his face as if to confirm to herself that he was real. “I can’t believe you’re here. I can’t believe you’re actually here.”

“Where else would I be for your twenty-first?” He kissed her, not caring about the audience, and felt her melt into him the way she always did, her body pressed against his like they’d been custom built for the purpose.

Someone wolf-whistled, and someone else was definitely still filming, and Zach didn’t care. He had Harriet in his arms for the first time in six weeks and nothing else mattered.

Nathalie appeared at their side with a box of tissues. “Happy birthday,” she said, handing a tissue to Harriet. “I told you the weekend had some surprises.”

Harriet laughed, dabbing at her eyes. “You knew? You absolute cow, you knew this whole time?”

“It’s been torture not telling you.” Nathalie grinned at Zach. “Good surprise?”

Harriet looked at Zach, really focusing on him, and her smile was radiant.

“The best,” Harriet replied. “Ever.”

***

They made it back to her room in record time.

Zach had a vague impression of saying goodbye to Nathalie and various others as Nathalie prompted Harriet with don’t you want to show Zach your room and don’t worry, the afternoon is free on the schedule and a very unsubtle wink, and then of walking around the quad with his bag over his shoulder and Harriet’s hand in his while she kept looking at him and smiling. Then they were climbing the stairs to her room, different to last year, on the front quad now and overlooking the chapel, and she was closing the door and turning to face him with an expression that sent a thrill of anticipation through him.

“Six weeks,” she said.

“Six weeks.”

“I’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you too.” He reached his arms out to her and she pushed herself against him, burrowing her face into his chest. She smelled the same as six weeks before… that same combination of shampoo and deodorant and whatever else it was. “Every day. Every single day.”

“Show me.”

She lifted her head, slowly at first, tentatively, and then she kissed him, hard, and he kissed her back, a desperate urgency, and then her hands were pulling at his t-shirt and his were on her jumper and they worked their way towards her bed, shedding clothes as they went. By the time they fell on to the mattress they were both down to just their jeans, and the feeling of her skin against his was almost overwhelming, it felt so good, and he broke the kiss to look at her.

“You ok?” she whispered.

“Better thank ok.” He looked at her as his fingertips traced along her shoulder and down her arm, watching little goosebumps rise up in their wake. “I just need a second… I’ve been imagining this for six weeks and now it’s actually happening and…”

“I know.” She pulled him down to kiss her again, slower this time. “I know exactly what you mean.”

They undressed each other slowly from there, taking their time now, relishing that they could be unhurried and luxuriate in each other’s presence. Six weeks was nowhere near long enough to forget the little details, and Zach thrilled to see her react exactly like she always would when his lips found that spot on her neck or his fingers caressed her breasts.

“I need you,” Harriet said. “I’ve been thinking about this for weeks. Please, Zach.”

He shifted and positioned himself on top of her, and she reached down to guide him, her hand warm on his hard cock. “Go slow,” she whispered. “I want to feel it all.”

He slid into her slowly and they both gasped… the connection, the closeness, the insane intimacy were so, so good. He held still for a moment, almost not trusting himself to move again, his forehead pressed against hers.

"God, I've missed this," she whispered. "Missed you. You feel so good."

"I love you," he managed. "I love you so much."

"I love you too." She wrapped her legs around him, her hand on his ass pulling him deeper. "Now move. Please move."

He moved. Slow at first, savouring it, teasing her a little, but then she urged him on, her nails digging into his back, her hips rising to meet each slow thrust.

"Faster," she breathed against his ear. "Go faster. I need more."

Zach smiled to himself, recognising that as the new Harriet, the more confident one, and liking it all the more because of that knowledge. He gave her more, and she rewarded him with the sounds he’d been dreaming about for weeks, the ones that told him how good it felt. The bed creaked beneath them, but then every college bed creaked, they weren’t the strongest, and neither of them cared.

“You feel amazing,” he gasped, because he knew that she liked to hear it, that the words heightened everything. “I’ve thought about this every night, about being inside you. About making you climax.”

“Oh, Zach…” Her breath caught. “Keep talking. Tell me…”

“I’ve thought about your voice when you’re close.” He gasped and she gasped too. “The way you sound. The way you feel when you…”

“Zach… oh God, Zach… make me cum, please Zach…” He shifted his hips slightly and she moaned loudly. “There Zach, yes there… I want to cum for you…”

“I want you to cum for me too…”

He was pushed up on his elbows, using the leverage to grind into her hard, and when he looked at her the sight pushed him dangerously close to the edge… head thrown back, lips parted, completely lost in their pleasure.

“I’m going to…” he started to say.

“Me too,” she gasped. “Stay with me… stay with me…”

She came loudly, crying out as he thrust into her, not holding back, her body shaking against him, and he followed a second or two later, burying himself deep inside as the pleasure crashed through him in unstoppable wave after unstoppable wave.

“Best birthday present ever,” Harriet whispered as he pulled off and rolled to one side, pulling her into his arms against him.

“Your birthday’s tomorrow.”

“I don’t care. Nothing can possibly top this.”

He laughed and wrapped her tighter in his arms, leaning across to kiss her. “We’ve got three days. Plenty of time to try.”

“Is that how long we’ve got?” she asked quietly.

Zach nodded. “It’s long enough. And then four more weeks and you’re in Sydney for ages and we’ll have the beach, and my family, and…”

“Shh.” She put her finger to his lips. “No planning. Not allowed on my birthday weekend. Let’s just enjoy you being here.”

“Deal.”

“Did Nathalie tell you what’s happening tonight?”

Zach shook his head. “No. You know?”

“No… nothing except that I need to be dressed for cocktails.” He felt her shrug against him. “I assume you’re invited.”

Zach laughed. “Yeah, don’t worry there. There’s no way she was helping with that surprise then leaving me to go drink with the rugby lads.”

They sat in silence for a long few minutes.

“You must be tired?” Harriet said eventually.

“I think I’m beyond tired. I’ll just keep going until I drop.”

Harriet looked up at him and smiled. “Lucky me.”

***

Harriet's actual birthday began with a mild cocktail induced hangover and morning sex and ended with tequila shots, which Zach thought was about as good as any birthday could get.

The morning was slow and brilliantly relaxed, waking late but not too late to pale winter sunlight streaming through the curtains, Harriet’s body warm against his. They made love lazily, warm bodies pressing gradually closer, hands getting more intimate, none of the urgency of the day before but just as good. Afterwards they lay cuddled up together, talking about nothing, putting off the moment when they’d have to get up and he’d have to share her with the rest of the world.

"Dinner's at seven," she said eventually, her fingers lazily tracing patterns through the hair on his chest. "Quod.”

"The place on the High Street?”

"That's the one. My parents are paying, private room and everything, which means everyone's going to order the most expensive thing on the menu and I'm going to feel guilty about it."

"That's the rule. Birthday dinner, someone else's card, you go big."

"You're a bad influence."

"You love it."

She kissed him, long and slow, and she very nearly didn’t make it to the girls’ brunch that Nathalie had arranged.

***

The day was a happy blur of celebrating… after Harriet’s brunch with Nathalie and a few others (time that Zach used to catch up with some of his mates), the two of them hung around in town, Harriet showing him the new ice cream place that had opened in the Covered Market followed by coffee in old haunt of theirs then meeting various friends for a drink at the Kings Arms, shivering in the cold of one of the outside benches although Zach very much appreciated the daylight to help recalibrate his body clock.

Everywhere they went she kept touching him… his arm, his shoulder, his hand, as if she still couldn’t quite believe that he was actually there.

“I can’t stop,” she admitted when he teased her about it. “I keep forgetting for a moment and then realising that you’re actually here… it’s like it’s last year all over again.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” He grinned. “Well, not until Monday…”

"Don't talk about Monday."

"Sorry."

She squeezed his hand. "It's ok. I just want to stay in today. Is that alright?"

"That's more than alright."

They went back to her room early evening to get ready for dinner, which turned into making out on the bed, which turned into her straddling his lap while they were both still half-dressed, which turned into them very nearly being late.

"We have to stop," she said, pulling back with obvious reluctance. "People are expecting us."

"Let them wait."

"Zach…”

"Fine." He released her with a laugh. "But I'm holding you to a do-over later."

"I would expect nothing less."

***

The private dining room in Quod felt appropriately special to Zach as somewhere to celebrate Harriet’s birthday. The restaurant itself was buzzing as they were led through to the room, packed as it always was on a Saturday night with the usual mix of students being taken out for dinner by visiting parents and older professionals and academics on their nights out.

When they got to the room the rest of the guests were there already, mostly familiar faces… there was Nathalie, of course, and Lucy and Naomi and Lara and Amy and Fergus and Will and, well, the list went on. Laura, Harriet’s best friend from home, had made the long journey down from Edinburgh and arrived just as Harriet and Zach did, and then there were a few new faces too… people from the college boat club, Harriet had said beforehand, part of the men’s first eight that she now coxed.

Soon they had champagne glasses in hand and Harriet was explaining the new faces. “That’s Pete,” she said quietly, nodding towards a stocky guy with a shaved head. “Here doing a doctorate… you’ll like him, he readily admits it’s because he doesn’t want to get a real job yet. And Brad,” she nodded towards a tall, broad shouldered man talking to Lucy and Will at the far end of the table. “He came from California to do his masters. He’d never rowed before but he’s our powerhouse. We’re still working on his technique.”

Zach grinned. “I can tell… he’d best be careful or he’ll get co-opted for the rugby team too!”

“Oh, Fergus has tried already. I think Brad confessed that he wasn’t brave enough to do contact sport without a helmet or shoulder pads.”

Before long they were surrounded by birthday well-wishers, all making the most of drinking actual champagne courtesy of Harriet’s parents rather than cheap sparkling wine, and Zach started to feel like he’d never left. It felt like home, Oxford, a home-away-from-home yes, but a home regardless. Knowing that he’d back next September to start his own masters excited him, and not just because of Harriet. Well, a lot because of Harriet, but also a lot because of the people, the place, the familiarity.

Harriet introduced Zach to Pete and Brad. “Ah, so you’re the infamous Zach,” Pete said with a warm smile. “Harriet talks about you constantly.”

“So does everyone else,” Brad added, smiling too.

“Hopefully all good things,” Zach replied.

“Nothing bad from me, I promise that,” Harriet added.

“So Zach,” Pete said. “Long way to come for a birthday party.”

“Worth every mile.”

He saw that Brad was nodding with an expression of recognition. “I get it,” Brad explained. “My girlfriend’s back in California. Julia. The distance is…” He shook his head. “It’s brutal, man. And you’re twice as far.”

“You as sick of the sound of the FaceTime ring as I am?”

Brad laughed. “Absolutely. Still… I’m heading home for Christmas. Not long to go.”

Both Harriet and Zach nodded their understanding. “I’m doing Sydney for Christmas,” Harriet said.

“That sounds like a hardship,” Pete joked. “Leaving winter behind for sunshine and beaches.”

“I’ll be the only one in our crew with a tan in January!”

Just then they were asked to take their seats so that the meal could be served. Zach found himself sat next to Harriet at the centre of the table, next to Lucy and with Laura on Harriet’s other side. He found that opposite him were Nathalie, Will and Fergus so it was perfect… most of his favourite UK people all around.

The meal itself was excellent… amazing food, plenty of good wine, laughter and happiness. At some point between the main course and dessert Nathalie insisted on a toast, and her and Laura had worked together on a little speech that ended up with both of them, and Harriet, in tears. There was a surprise cake, accompanied of course by singing happy birthday for which Harriet tried to look like she wasn’t absolutely thrilled and failed completely.

Afterwards, there seemed to be a consensus for heading on to The Bridge… Zach certainly wasn’t complaining if they did, he’d had some brilliant nights there, with and without Harriet, during his exchange year and it would be nice to keep the night going.

“It’s not even optional,” Nathalie said. “It’s Harriet’s twenty first, we’re basically legally obliged to go dancing. All of us.”

"I'm exhausted," Harriet protested, but she was smiling.

"You can sleep when you're dead. Or at least when Zach goes back to Australia, which to all intents and purposes is the same thing with you.”

"Thanks for that."

"Any time."

They spilled out of the restaurant in a loose crowd, the November air sharp after the warmth of the restaurant. Zach kept his arm around Harriet as they walked, feeling her shiver but realising that he wasn’t feeling the cold himself as much as he’d feared, and making himself ignore the jet lag that was lurking somewhere… much as Harriet could sleep when she was dead, he could sleep when he was sat on a plane again on Monday morning.

***

The Bridge was as packed as you’d expect on a Saturday night, a mix of townies and students, bodies pressed together on the dance floor and the bass so loud that Zach felt it vibrating through to his core. They’d claimed a space downstairs to start with, getting through a quite startling number of drinks that suggested the night was going to end messy. Zach didn’t mind in the slightest… by the time they’d headed to the dance floor upstairs he was dancing close with Harriet, her body moving against his in the strobe lights, her arms around his neck, her face relaxed and happy.

“Having fun?” he shouted in her ear.

“The best.” She kissed him and tasted of tequila and lime. “Best birthday ever.”

“Even better than the surprise?”

She laughed. “You’re fishing! The surprise was part of it, it all counts.”

Laura appeared with more tequila shots. “You can’t get away with me not buying you a drink,” she shouted handing one to Harriet. “Zach.” She handed another to him and kept one for herself.

“Birthday girl rules,” Harriet said to both of them. “You have to drink when I drink.”

"I feel like that's not an actual rule."

"It is now." She clinked her glass against both of theirs. "Come on. Don't be boring."

They drank. The tequila burned going down, and Zach made a face that made Harriet laugh, and then Laura was pulling her away to dance with Nathalie and Lucy, and he found himself at the edge of the group, watching.

She was beautiful like this. Loose and happy and completely herself, spinning under the lights with her friends, her hair coming undone from whatever arrangement she'd put it in earlier. Every now and then she'd look over at him and smile, that particular smile that was just for him, and he'd feel it deep inside.

"She's different when you're here."

Zach turned. Pete, one of the rowers, had appeared beside him with two beers.

"What do you mean?"

“Lighter, I guess? She’s been… not unhappy, but there’s been a serious side to her since I met her. Tonight she's like a different person." Pete handed him a beer. "Must be hard, being so far apart."

"It's the hardest thing I've ever done."

"Worth it, though?"

Zach watched Harriet throw her head back laughing at something Nathalie said, the lights catching the line of her throat.

"Worth everything," he said.

The night wore on, getting messier as predicted. At some point Zach found himself in a conversation with Lucy about her coursework, then with Fergus about rugby, then with Brad about the torture of trying to sleep when your girlfriend was just waking up on the other side of the world.

"I'm trying to get back again at Easter as well as Christmas," Brad said. "See Julia. But the flights are insane."

"Tell me about it. I spent three months' savings on this trip."

"For three days, right? That's commitment."

"That's love." Zach shrugged. "You do what you have to do."

"Yeah. Yeah, you do." He clinked his beer against Zach’s. “To long distance and them being worth it.”

Around 1am, Harriet found him and wound her arms around his neck.

"Take me home," she shouted into his ear. "I want you."

"Now?"

"Now. Please. I've been thinking about it all night."

They said their goodbyes, brief although Harriet was concerned to make sure that Laura was ok given that she didn’t know the others that well (“Nathalie’s promised to take care of me,” Laura had said. “God help you then,” was Harriet’s grinning response), and slipped out into the cold night air. The walk back to college was short but felt endless, Harriet pressed against his side for warmth, her hand in the back pocket of his jeans.

"I love you," she said as they crossed the quad, the ancient buildings looming above them in the darkness.

"I love you too."

"I'm so glad you're here. I'm so glad you came."

"Wild horses couldn't have kept me away."

She stopped walking, turned to face him, put her hands on his face. Her eyes were serious despite the alcohol, searching his.

"I mean it," she said. "I know we said we'd just enjoy this, not think about you leaving on Monday. But I need you to know… this means everything to me. You mean everything to me."

"I know." He kissed her forehead, her nose, her lips. "You mean everything to me too."

They made it to her room in a rush of kisses and laughter, shushing each other on the stairs, fumbling with her keys. And then they were inside, and the door was closed, and the rest of the world fell away.

***

Sunday was great, but with the shadow of Monday hanging over them. Bittersweet, Zach supposed… not a word he used often, but it felt right.

They slept late, tangled together like they’d been so many times before in Harriet’s single bed, waking occasionally to whisper something to each other before drifting off again. It was fair to say that they were both nursing hangovers, those last few tequilas not doing them any favours, but they were hangovers that reminded them not of too much indulgence and too few good decisions but rather simply of a birthday well celebrated.

“What do you want to do?” Zach asked. “Your birthday weekend. Your choice.”

“I want to stay in bed forever,” Harriet groaned.

“Besides that.”

Harriet thought about it for a moment. “What’s the weather like?”

Zach took the lazy option, checking on his phone rather than getting up to peak through the curtains. “Cold, sunny, not windy.”

Harriet leaned up on her arm to look at Zach. “Do you know what I’d really like to do?”

“What?”

“Port Meadow and The Trout.”

Zach was surprised. “Really?” Last time they’d been there had been back in June, when they’d had The Talk. “It’s not… I don’t know, it feels like that’s got some not great memories?”

“Precisely. I want to reclaim it for us. We’d had so many nice walks up there before then… let’s make it a fun place again.”

Zach nodded slowly, then stopped when he realised it made his hungover head hurt. Harriet grinned when she noticed, and he couldn’t help grinning back.

“Ok… deal. I like the symmetry of it.”

“How do you mean?”

“Last time we went was before we ended it, and then we’re out the other side again and reclaiming it for us. Very poetic. Or very something anyway.” He sat up gingerly and swung his legs to the floor. “But can we get some breakfast first? I’m starving.”

***

They ended up walking for hours, wrapped up in coats and scarves, their breath misty in the cold air. One drink became two at The Trout, then they slowly made their way back towards college as the sun started to set.

"Thank you," Harriet said as they walked around the quad. "For coming for my birthday… for everything.”

"You don't have to thank me."

"I do, though." She stopped and turned to face him. "Long distance is hard, we both know it is. And this… flying here for only a weekend, apart from confirming that you’re certifiably insane, is going to make this term so, so much easier and better. I just… thank you.”

“Harriet.” He’d stopped to face her and put his hands on her waist. “I would do that journey ten times over to be with you. I’d do this again and again for the rest of my life if that’s what it took. You’re everything to me. Everything.”

Her eyes were bright. "You mean that?"

"I mean it."

She kissed him, long and deep and passionate, right there in the middle of the quad, with other students walking past them. When she pulled back, she was smiling.

"Come on," she said. "Let's go inside. I want one more proper night with you before you go."

***

They didn't sleep much that night. Why waste the time sleeping when every minute together was so precious? They talked, made love, talked more, dozed briefly before one of them reached for the other and it all started again.

At 6am his alarm went off, although they were both awake. Time to leave for the coach to Heathrow.

Harriet walked him to Gloucester Green, both of them quiet, holding hands. They got there with a few minutes to spare.

"I hate this part," she said.

"Me too. A lot better than saying goodbye back in June though.”

She smiled. “Much. Call me when you get to Singapore?"

"Of course.”

"And FaceTime when you get back? The usual time?”

"Every night until you're there with me. I love you so much.”

“I love you so much too. Twenty five days now.”

Zach smiled. “Twenty five days. Easy.”

She kissed him, as hard as she’d ever kissed him, and he tried his hardest to remember her lips on his, her body against his, a memory to hold onto for the next twenty five days. And then he was getting on the coach, and she was stood outside waving, and he was waving back, and then the coach rounded a corner and she slid away out of sight.

He glanced back again and she’d walked down to the corner, and he got one last sight of her… a shrinking figure in a big coat, her hand raised in goodbye, already impossibly far away.

Less than four weeks until she came to Sydney.

He could do this. They could do this.

He had to believe that, or the distance would swallow him whole.


May
Six Months Later


The light in Sydney looked a bit more wintry than Harriet was used to seeing, a grey sky visible through Zach’s bedroom window while Harriet sat in her college bedroom in a hoody and shorts, a beautiful late spring morning just getting started outside. Ten thousand miles, eleven hours’ time difference, this small window of overlap in their days… it had never stopped feeling strange.

“So what’s the plan?” Zach asked, moving his laptop so she could see him better. He was freshly showered, hair still damp, getting ready to head out for the evening. Saturday night in Sydney. Saturday morning in Oxford. Ships passing.

“Bump Supper tonight. Black tie, speeches, drinking until we can’t stand… you know the score.”

Zach laughed. “Oh, I do. God, I miss the fancy dinners. The rugby club dinner last year was epic. Remember when Adam fell into the river?”

“I remember you carrying him back to his room over your shoulder like a sack of spuds.”

“He was very grateful. He even sent me a thank you card.”

“He sent you a photo of a potato with a face drawn on it.”

“Same difference.”

She laughed, and for a moment it felt normal… was normal, she reminded herself, nearing the midpoint of the longest stretch that she swore they’d ever go without seeing each other. Just the two of them, teasing each other, grabbing these precious minutes where the distance collapsed to nothing. But then his phone buzzed and he glanced at it, and she saw him think. His evening was starting, his friends would be waiting, his life over there without her much as she had her life in Oxford without him.

“You should go,” she said, wanting to get ahead of him feeling bad for glancing at his phone.

“I’ve got a few more minutes…”

“It’s fine. Really. Go and have fun.” She made herself smile. “Have a beer for me.”

“Only if you have a glass of port for me. The good stuff, not the rubbish they normally try and serve.”

“I’m sat at High Table so I reckon they’ll get the good stuff out. You’ve got a deal.”

He leaned closer to the screen. “I wish I was there, you know. Tonight. I loved those stupid formal things, even when I pretended not to.”

“I know you did.” She forced another smile. “From September you will be.”

“It’s going to be brilliant. And, don’t forget… forty days down, forty-two to go.”

Harriet nodded. This was their little thing, counting the days until they’d see each other again… this time until they’d meet in Vienna to do some backpacking together over the summer. “Forty down, forty-two to go,” she echoed.

“We can do forty-two days.”

“We can do anything.”

He kissed his fingers and pressed them to the camera, a habit they’d formed early on and had kept. She did the same, feeling ridiculous and affectionate and so, so lonely.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you too. Now go. Your friends are waiting.”

“Talk tomorrow?”

“Absolutely.”

The screen went dark and Harriet sat there for a moment, staring at her reflecting in the darkened glass. The silence of her room settled around her heavily, the absence of Zach felt so acutely it hurt.

Forty-two days.

It was nothing.

It still felt like forever though.

***

Harriet pulled her hood up against the slight chill of that May morning and let her mind drift back over the months since she’d walked into the JCR and got the best birthday surprise ever.

Christmas in Sydney had been special… it was a cliche but it had been literally golden, the endless sunshine so welcome after the grey English winter she’d left behind, the beaches and the barbecues and the ease with which Zach’s family had welcomed her back. She’d slotted into his life there like she’d always been part of it, getting to know his friends better, seeing fully the day-to-day of his world.

Megan had been there, of course. Part of the group, part of his life, unavoidably present at every big social gathering. Harriet had watched her and Zach when they were together those first few days, seeing how easy their familiarity was, the little in-jokes they shared, the history they had together, and she felt something she wasn’t proud of. Jealousy, plain and simple, even though she knew it was irrational, even though Zach had chosen Harriet.

It had taken a few days but it settled down, seeing Megan clearly… just a friend now, nothing more, someone who knew Zach as only exes could, but who genuinely posed no threat to what Harriet and Zach had. By the end of the trip there were firm friends, bonding over their shared exasperation at Thommo’s larger-than-life antics and mutual appreciation of Zach’s more ridiculous qualities.

But it was the conversations she remembered most from that trip. Late nights on his parents’ back deck, the unfamiliar stars wheeling overhead, talking about everything and nothing, but often coming back to the months where they’d broken up and were trying to move on. And, unlike before, they really talked about it rather than skirting around the subject.

“You’re different,” Zach had said one night, her legs over his lap and his hand lazily making patterns on her thigh. “Good different. Just… more yourself, if that makes sense.”

“Different how?”

He’d smiled, a little shy. "More vocal. About what you want. What you like." A pause. "I like it."

She'd felt her cheeks blush, knowing exactly what he meant, knowing exactly where that confidence had come from. Matt's name hung unspoken between them… not a secret, just something they'd agreed didn't need examining too closely.

"You're different too," she'd said, deflecting. But it was true. There was something steadier about him now, more certain. The boy who'd left Oxford in June had come back to her as something closer to a man.

They'd talked more that night. Not details, they'd agreed on that, no comparing notes, but enough. Enough to understand that they'd both needed the summer apart, painful as it had been, and that they'd both tried to move on and failed. That they'd both grown up in the trying, learned things about themselves they couldn't have learned together. It didn't make the separation worth it, exactly, but it made it mean something. And that was reassuring to them both… that it had made them stronger for having survived it.

Easter, when Zach had come to stay with her, had been different. She'd been deep in revision by then, Finals looming like a thundercloud on the horizon, and Zach had spent most of the fortnight working remotely on his own dissertation while she buried herself in textbooks. They'd stolen time together in the gaps, walks along the river, dinners in her room, falling asleep tangled together in her narrow college bed, but there'd been a distracted quality to it, both of them half-present, their minds on the work waiting for them.

It had felt like a placeholder, she realised now. A way station to get them through to July, when Finals would be done and his degree would be finished and they'd have glorious weeks on end of trains and hostels and European cities stretching out ahead of them. Vienna first, because he'd never been and she'd always wanted to go back, and then wherever the rails took them.

Forty-two days until Vienna. Forty-two days until she could touch him again.

The weeks since Easter had been the hardest yet. Maybe it was the pressure of Finals, the relentless grind of revision, the way her world had shrunk to her desk and the library and the increasingly desperate group chats with her fellow medics. Maybe it was knowing that everyone else was going through the same thing with someone beside them… even the singletons in their group of friends had someone casual they could go to at 2am when the revision got too much and they needed someone to lean on. Meanwhile Harriet had her phone, and her scheduled calls, and the ache of missing someone who was always, always ten thousand miles away.

She stood up abruptly, knowing that if she kept thinking about the loneliness she’d simply spiral. Nathalie's room. Tea. Human contact with someone who wasn't made of pixels.

She grabbed her keys and headed for the door.

***

Nathalie answered on the third knock, still in pyjamas, a cup of tea in hand her hair piled in a messy bun.

“Oh God,” she said, taking one look at Harriet. “FaceTime with Zach?”

“It’s that obvious?”

“You’ve got the face. Come here.”

She put down her tea and pulled Harriet into her arms, a proper hug, holding her tight and warm, the kind that feels like it could last forever. Harriet let herself sink into it, pressing her face into Nathalie’s shoulder, breathing deeply. Just a few seconds of being held, it shouldn’t matter so much, but it did. God, it did.

“Right,” Nathalie said, letting go and guiding her into the room. “Sit. Tea.”

Nathalie’s room was its usual comfortable mess… books stacked everywhere, fairy lights strung around the window, a pile of laundry under the chair that had been there for long enough that Harriet almost thought of it as furniture. Harriet sat on the end of Nathalie’s bed, her legs folded under her while Nathalie busied herself with the kettle, grateful for the company and, simply, the fact of being somewhere, anywhere other than alone in her own empty room.

“Bad call?” Nathalie asked.

“No, it was good. It’s always good.” Harriet pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “That’s almost the problem, isn’t it? If it was bad I could tell myself it wasn’t worth it, but it’s good, and then it ends, and I’m just… here. Alone. Missing him.”

“You’re down to forty-something days until Vienna now, right?”

“Forty-two.”

“That’s nothing. Six weeks, that’ll fly by and then you’ll be doing your amazing travelling together.”

“I know. I know it will. Particularly with Finals in between.” Harriet accepted her mug from Nathalie gratefully, wrapping her fingers around it. “I just get so tired of it sometimes. The waiting, the time difference. Everyone else gets to just be with their other half, and I get scheduled video calls and waking up to texts that he sent six hours before.”

Nathalie sat cross legged at the head of the bed. “For what it’s worth, I’d kill to have what you two have. Even with the distance. The way he looks at you…” She shook her head. “You guys are almost sickeningly perfect for each other.”

“I know. I’m lucky. I know I’m lucky.”

“But it still sucks.”

“It still sucks.”

They sat in silence for a few moments, Harriet sipping her tea while it cooled down a bit. Outside the bells of the college chapel marked the hour. Nearly time for breakfast, the whole day stretching ahead. The whole day where Zach would be asleep for most of it.

“So,” Nathalie said, shifting to a brighter tone that Harriet recognised immediately… it was her lets cheer you up tone. “Tonight.”

“Tonight.”

“I need a new dress.”

“What’s wrong with the ones you have?” Harriet smiled. “The many ones you have.”

“None of them are right.” Nathalie gestured vaguely at her wardrobe. “I’ve tried everything on twice and nothing works. I need something that says I’m effortlessly gorgeous and you should definitely ask me to dance.”

“And who, exactly, needs to receive this message?”

“Anders.”

“Wait… Swedish Anders?”

“Of course Swedish Anders. Unless you know of another Anders in college who’ll be there tonight?”

“I just didn’t know you…”

“He’s been giving me looks, Harriet. Significant looks. Every time we’ve been down at the boathouse.” Nathalie’s eyes were bright. “And tonight I intend to give him something worth looking at.”

“So we’re going shopping?”

“We’re going shopping. Emphasis on we.” Nathalie had uncrossed her legs and was standing, energised. “Breakfast first, maybe that new place down on the High Street with the pancakes, and then we’re finding a dress that will make Anders forget how to speak English.”

“He barely speaks English as it is.”

“Exactly. I want him to forget Swedish too.”

Harriet laughed, and to her surprise it was genuine… as ever Nathalie had this ability to lift her mood. “Fine. Give me twenty minutes to have a shower.”

“Take thirty… I need to make myself presentable.” Nathalie held her hand out to help Harriet stand. “We’re going to have a good day, ok? And then we’re going to have an amazing night. You’re going to have an even better night… first crew in years to win Blades for the college. It’s going to be a party. You’ll have a great time once we’re out.”

Harriet nodded. She could do this, put the loneliness aside for a few hours and just be present, enjoy the day and the night instead of aching for what she couldn’t have.

“Ok,” she said. “Let’s go and find you a dress that breaks Anders.”

Nathalie grinned. “That’s my girl.”

***

The pre-dinner drinks were served in the college gardens, round the back of Hall, and when Harriet arrived she was what she’d like to think was fashionably late, short-hand for most people had been there a while and she’d taken longer than she’d expected getting her hair and make-up just right.

She gave herself a moment to take it all in… the happy buzz of the college boat club members mingling with some of the senior academic staff, including the Master of the college, the black tie, the champagne. And all of this was to celebrate her crew’s achievements, Harriet the cox who’d steered the men’s first eight to winning blades during Torpids back in Hilary term. This is going to be a good night, she told herself, and Zach would want you to make the most of it, so do.

She smoothed down her dress, a green, floor length halter neck bought in a moment of reckless extravagance that very day, caught up in the moment with Nathalie choosing her own dress for the night, and waded into the crowd.

“There she is!” Pete spotted her first, already on his second glass from the look of it, his bow tie slightly askew although, Harriet reflected, he was exactly the sort of person whose bow tie would never be quite right… it just wasn’t his style. “Our fearless leader!”

She clinked her glass against his. “Fearless leader who nearly steered you all into the bank on the last day, you mean?”

“But you didn’t though… you just wanted to get our adrenaline spiking.” He grinned. “We got blades, that’s all that matters.”

Harriet looked around, spotting Lucy with her women’s second eight crew, less fortunate back in Torpids to be bumped twice themselves but it didn’t seem to be having any impact on their high spirits. And, of course, all the other crews were there… the boat club was a world unto itself and tonight that world was celebrating.

The men’s first eight was gathered loosely around Harriet, eight men in dinner jackets, all flushed with the memory of last month’s triumph, not to mention the early effects of alcohol. She had to laugh to herself at how small she felt… Harriet was tall herself, but slim. But it was amusing too that on the water they’d done exactly what she told them, that was the reason for their success as much as anything else, while off it they were a chaotic mix of competing egos and in-jokes that only the nine of them understood.

“Harriet.” Brad had come back with four fresh glasses of champagne in his hands, and was handing them out. “Ladies first.”

She took the glass. “Thank you.” Once he’d handed them out she asked him, “How’s Julia? Have you heard from her today?”

“We chatted just before this. She’s good.”

Harriet could see a look in his eyes that she recognised well. “When did you last see her?”

“January.” He smiled wryly. “Four months now… still, only one more to go.”

Harriet nodded sympathetically. “You got something special planned for when you see each other.”

Brad laughed. “Beyond that? Yeah, we’ll take some time away. How about you and Zach… when are you next seeing him?”

“Forty-two days.” Harriet felt herself blush a little. “Not that we’re counting. And forty since I saw him at Easter. It feels long.”

“It is long. But worth it?”

“Totally worth it.”

“Same. How long have you been together?”

“Coming up to two years now. Though we had a brief… interruption in the middle. Long story.”

“Sounds like a good one.”

They did this dance around each other often, her and Brad… acknowledging the existence of their respective partners as a kind of mutual reassurance and a common ground that, out of their friends, only the two of them could really understand. Julia was lovely, from what Brad had told her, working already down in San Diego and he couldn’t wait to get back to see here, and Harriet would have loved to meet her but she’d not been able to visit Oxford, not on her salary.

“Right,” Brad said, pulling her attention back to the present. “I have a proposition for you.”

Harriet raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried?”

“Deeply.” But he said it with his irrepressible grin and leaned in conspiratorially. “You and me, we’re the only ones here long-distance, right? I mean proper long distance, not one of the first years whose boyfriend is at Exeter and doesn’t like getting a train for two hours to see them. The rest of these animals are either single or dating someone they’re actually in the same country as, which means they’re all going to get absolutely hammered and make some terrible decisions, so someone needs to look out for them.”

“And that someone is us?”

“That someone is us. I propose a pact.” He held out his hand. “We stick together, we pace ourselves, and we make sure none of our friends does anything they’ll regret in the morning. It’s Saturday night and everyone is gearing up for exams… they’re going to go hard.”

Harriet laughed and shook his hand. “Deal. Though I should warn you, I’ve seen Will after three glass of port. Not pretty.”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” Brad raised his glass. “To sensible, adult supervision.”

“To sensible, adult supervision,” she echoed, and they drank.

***

Hall looked magnificent, the vaulted ceiling high above disappearing into shadow, the stained glass windows catching the May evening light. Harriet found her seat at High Table between Will and the college’s Master, a man who’d been something significant in government many years before but who now, in his elderly years, was perfectly liable to fall asleep during dessert.

The food was surprisingly good. Normal college meals were alright, after a fashion, but they always managed to feel very mass produced. This food, though, was different, although Harriet wondered if that was simply because she was at High Table and they got better food. Still, she wasn’t going to complain… salmon to start, rack of lamb for the main, and profiteroles for dessert that she’d run out of room for but ate anyway. It was good, and the wine flowed freely too, different glasses for each course, so that by the time that the port came around Harriet had lost track of how much she’d drunk.

Not too much, she reassured herself looking at the refills everyone around was taking, she was in a pact with Brad after all… sensible adult supervision.

But, she had to admit, the port was really very good, and the toasts and speeches went on forever even as the port decanter kept coming round. She stifled a yawn at one point, then glanced over to see Brad laughing as the current speaker, the Boat Club Captain, managed to turn a two sentence message into a ten minute speech. When Brad mimed shooting himself in the head she snorted into her glass, drawing a disapproving look from the Master and triggering Will on her other side starting laughing too. It looked like chaos might descend but they all reigned it in just about and the speeches came to an end soon after.

When the meal was finally over, the last toast had been drunk and the last speech applauded, they all spilled out into the quad and on to the college bar. It was a warm May evening, the stars starting to come out up above, and people started hatching plans for the after party… Nathalie was pushing for The Bridge, as she always did, and it looked like that was enough.

Harriet tried to demur, thinking that she had revision to do the next day and that she’d had quite enough to drink already, but then Nathalie was practically begging her (“I need you to be my wing woman with Anders”) and her crew were threatening to physically carry her there (“It’s got to be all nine of us or none of us”) and all of her friends were going, so… peer group pressure won over in the end.

“Remember, we’ve got to be the sensible ones,” Brad said, grinning as they walked in a loose group down Broad Street towards The Bridge.

“Of course,” Harriet replied. “Sensible, sober, grown-up, mature, saving everyone else from their own bad decisions.”

“We’ll have none of that fun police sort of thing tonight,” Nathalie interjected. “Tonight’s our last chance to be utterly reckless and totally irresponsible before Finals… I, for one, am going to make the most of it.”

***

The Bridge was packed when they arrived, as it always was. Saturday night, the last weekend before everyone went into exam hermit mode and got on with the serious revision as their exams started to loom closer and closer, and everyone was out… not just her college boat club but students from right across the university, partying in a sea of sweat and spilled drinks.

“Shot time,” Lucy called out, grabbing Harriet’s hand and pulling her towards the bar where Will and Fergus were waiting with a row of shots lined up… something Harriet didn’t recognise but that smelled too sweet and made her wrinkle her nose in disgust.

“Really?” she asked.

“Really,” was Lucy’s reply.

They downed them together, the alcohol hitting the back of her throat, and Harriet felt her head swim a little… she was definitely a little drunker than she’d planned to be.

Brad ambled over with Pete and did a shot too. “Still in the pact?” he shouted over the music.

“Barely!” Harriet shouted back, grinning, before Lucy grabbed her again and dragged her onto the dancefloor.

Soon enough she was dancing, really dancing, surrounded by her friends and her crew, their bodies forming a loose circle that kept moving and reforming and moving again. It was hot in there, really hot, and she could feel the sweat running down her back while the music pumped through her blood like a second heartbeat. She should have stopped drinking a few hours before, she knew she was drunk, but it was good, she could dance freer like that.

She danced with Pete for a bit, then Nathalie, then who knew who… she was carried away by the music, glancing to see Nathalie walk off towards the bar with Anders following, then Will and Lucy, then others, it felt like everyone disappearing in couples to do whatever they’d do, and it felt lonely, to be alone on the dancefloor with no one, and then she saw Brad and made a beeline for him through the throng, the only familiar face now on the dance floor, and they started dancing together, the crowd squeezed tight around them.

A guy tried to dance up close to Harriet and Brad saw, smiling as he stepped across protectively, close to her out of necessity. She smiled up at him, grateful, and as she watched the light strobe across his face she found herself noticing him… really noticing him, the play of blue then pink then white then blue light across the strong line of his jaw, the way his body moved, and she danced closer instinctively.

Just dancing.

Everyone was dancing like this.

It didn’t mean anything, and better Brad, safe, taken Brad, than one of the random guys around them out on the pull.

Except his thumb was tracing small circles on the small of her back, just above where her dress dipped low, and she could feel it like a little electric shock, and when she looked up at him his expression had changed into something that thrilled her, his focus entirely on her.

Someone bumped into her from behind, hard, and she stumbled forward into Brad’s chest. His arms reached around her automatically, catching her, steadying her, and suddenly they were pressed together, her face inches from his, so close she could feel his breath.

“Sorry,” she said, but didn’t move.

“Don’t be.”

She looked at him. He looked at her.

And then they were kissing.

It lasted only a moment, his lips on hers, a shock of electricity, her whole body suddenly awake, before she pulled back, her heart hammering.

“Not here,” she breathed, glancing around, knowing somewhere through the haze of alcohol that not here was a far cry from not at all. The dance floor was chaos and she couldn’t see anyone they knew, but somewhere in this club were their friends, people who knew her as Zach’s girlfriend, people who would remember and mention and ask questions she couldn’t answer.

Brad followed her gaze, understanding immediately. “Where?”

She took his hand and pulled him through the crowd, weaving between bodies until she found what she was looking for, a dark corner near the back, behind a pillar, where the shadows were deep and the strobe lights barely reached.

“Here,” she said, and then they were kissing again, and it was like tumbling into the abyss, like she was on fire, like every cliché suddenly made perfect, devastating sense. His mouth desperate against hers, her hands in his hair, the taste of port and beer and sambuca, and when his tongue found hers it blew any semblance of rational thought away.

She was against the pillar. He was pressed into her. She could feel how much he wanted her and how much she wanted him.

“Let’s get out of here,” he half-shouted into her ear.

"Yes."

She took his hand, leading, too caught up in the moment to bother with the pretence of separate exits, too desperate to be held, to be desired, to be wanted, and… the night took on a life of its own.

***

…the cold night air hitting her flushed skin, the shock of it after the heat of the dance floor, and how alive it made her feel…

…and Brad’s hand on the small of her back, firm and guiding, and how she leaned into it, wanting to be led somewhere, anywhere…

…and hurrying through town until Broad Street, past the queues at the kebab vans, the cobblestones uneven beneath her heels, and the giddiness of almost stumbling under the gaze of the stone heads outside the Sheldonian, and them both laughing as his arm caught her…

…and them pressed up against a wall somewhere near the Radcliffe Camera, cold stone against her bare shoulders, and how his mouth tasted of spirits and beer, and how she could feel how much he wanted her, pressed against her, and how she wanted him so badly too…

…and then falling through his door, the two of them crashing into his room, and the frantic urgency of it, mouths and hands everywhere, like they might die if they stopped touching, and her dress coming off, the cool air on her skin, and then his shirt gone too and the warmth of his chest against hers…

…and falling onto his bed in a tangle of limbs, losing her lingerie somewhere in the tumble, and the desperate fumble to get the last barriers off, needing skin against skin, and him inside her, finally, and the sound that came out of her mouth, raw, animal, relief and fucking him, not making love, not having sex, fucking, hard and fast and frantic, her legs wrapped around him, her hands pulling him deeper, both of them grunting and gasping like they were trying to crawl inside each other and the orgasm building, unstoppable, and crying out with each thrust as it started to hit, her whole body clenching around him, wave after wave while he kept moving, kept thrusting, until he groaned and shuddered and she felt him climax inside her…

…and afterwards, under his duvet, how warm it was, how dark, how the world had shrunk to just the two of them in this small safe space, just two drunk bodies tangled together, damp with sweat, breathing each other’s air and kissing him, lazy and slow, and feeling him hard again so fast against her thigh, and her hand finding him, and his hand finding her, and how quickly the fire rebuilt…

…and the second time, not as frantic as the first but inevitable, her parting her legs and him sliding into her easily, her crying out as he pushed into her, oh so slowly, lying side-by-side, his cock feeling so, so good inside her, him feeling so, so right, her desperate need to be held and to hold, to be desired and desire, to be someone's, anyone's, to make the loneliness go away just for that one night, and their second climax rushing up to meet them…

***

And… after.

Pre-dawn light, grey and thin, seeping through curtains she didn’t recognise. Her head hurt, her mouth was dry, she felt nauseous, really nauseous. A body beside her that was wrong… wrong shape, wrong smell, wrong weight of the arm draped across her waist.

Brad’s room. Brad’s bed. Brad’s arm across her body, his breathing slow, deep asleep.

She lay very still, her heart hammering, as the fragments of the night reassembled themselves into something undeniable, as she remembered.

I fucked him. Oh fuck. I fucked him. Twice. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

She was naked. So was he. Under his duvet, in his room, the evidence of what they’d done scattered across the floor… her dress crumpled by the door, her bra hanging from his desk chair, her underwear nowhere to be seen.

Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.

Moving slowly, carefully, she lifted his arm and slid out from under it. He stirred but didn’t wake, rolling onto his back and mumbling something, and she stood frozen beside the bed, barely breathing, until his breathing settled again. The room swam. She was still drunk, she knew, and the hangover was kicking in. She felt sick, and knew that that wasn’t only the hangover… the enormity of what had happened was just starting to dawn.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

The room was cold. Her skin prickled with goosebumps. She picked up her bra and put it back on. Her underwear she couldn’t find for a moment and she prayed Brad wouldn’t wake up to see her wearing only her bra, crouched down searching his room, then she saw it under his desk and slipped it on too. Her dress she pulled on with shaking hands, half closing the zip in her haste.

What have I done? Oh God, what on Earth have I done?

She needed to leave. She needed to get out of this room before he woke up, before she had to look at him, before any of this became more real than it already was.

The door creaked when she opened it. She froze, glancing back, but he was still asleep, one arm flung above his head, mostly under the duvet.

That’s him. I was in his bed. I was under him. I…

She thought she was about to be sick and slipped out of his room as fast as she could.

Please don’t let anyone see me. Please. Please. Please. Oh God, please can I not bump into one of Zach’s friends. Oh God.

The quad was empty. Of course it was… it was barely five in the morning, the sun not yet up, the whole college sleeping off the excesses of the night before. Harriet walked fast, her heels loud on the flagstones, praying with every step that no one would appear, that no one would see her doing the walk of shame in last night’s dress with her hair a disaster and her makeup smeared and guilt written across every inch of her body.

She made it to her staircase without seeing a soul. Up the stairs, fumbling with her key, and then she was inside her room, and the door was closed behind her, and she was alone.

She stood in the middle of the floor and waited for the tears to come.

They didn’t. Not yet. She was too hollowed out for tears, too shocked, too busy watching the night replay behind her eyes in fragments and flashes… him sliding into her, her crying out, pulling him deeper, his breath as he thrust into her, her hands all over him as her climax rocked through her…

She made it to her bathroom before she was sick.

***

Harriet didn’t sleep so much as pass out, her body shutting down the moment she crawled under her duvet, dress and underwear discarded on the floor, too exhausted and hollowed out to do anything else but pull on a t-shirt she often wore to sleep.

Dreamless. Merciful. Gone.

Her phone woke her.

The FaceTime ringtone, loud and insistent, dragging her up from the dark. She fumbled for it on instinct, muscle memory from months of long distance, and Zach’s face filled the screen before she was awake enough to think.

“Morning, beautiful.” His voice was cheerful. “Or should I say afternoon? Ah, not quite, but it’s almost midday for you, right? Big night?”

“Mmm…” She propped herself up on one elbow, squinting at the light from her window. “Big night.”

“You look wrecked. In a cute way.”

“Thanks.” Her voice was scratchy, like she’d spent most of the night drinking and shouting and… oh fuck. The memory of what had happened hit her like a sledgehammer. She froze, watching Zach’s face for any flicker of suspicion, but saw nothing but affection.

As she stared at him, slowly, horribly, the memories came back to her… the kiss, Brad’s door, Brad’s bed, fleeting sensations of hands and lips and… oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

"Harriet? You still with me?"

She blinked. "Sorry. Still half asleep. What time is it there?"

“Nearly eleven. I went to cricket nets then a few of us grabbed a drink after.” He tilted the phone and she caught a glimpse of his bedroom, the familiar posters on the wall, the dark sky outside through the still open curtains. “Thommo was on good form tonight, bowled very fast. He’s unbearable.”

“Give him my congratulations.”

“Absolutely not! His ego’s big enough already.” Zach grinned. “So come on, tell me about last night. Did the crew behave themselves?”

She made herself think, trying to assemble the parts of the evening that she could talk about, the parts that were safe… not helped by the hangover hammering away behind her eyes. “The dinner was beautiful. Candles everywhere, proper cutlery, the works. Speeches went on forever… I think one or two of the Fellows fell asleep they went on so long.”

"Classic."

"And the food was actually good. We had the lamb."

"What about the port? Did you hold up your end of the bargain?"

"I had port." She managed a smile that felt like it might crack her face. "Lots of port. Too much port, probably. That's why I'm like this."

"That's my girl." He settled back against his pillows, clearly in no rush. "What about after? Did you go out?"

Harriet felt her stomach turn… the question was close to where she couldn’t go.

“The Bridge," she said. "The usual. Dancing. More drinking. Too many shots.” She paused, her brain scrambling for details that wouldn’t lead anywhere dangerous. "Nathalie was on a mission with Anders. Swedish Anders. I don't know if she succeeded but she was certainly trying."

Zach laughed. "Poor Anders. He doesn't stand a chance."

"He really doesn't."

She shifted slightly, and became aware of her body in a way she desperately didn’t want to be. She smelled of sweat that wasn’t all hers, still clinging to her skin beneath the duvet. There was a tenderness in her nipple where a hand had been too eager. And on her stomach, oh God, a patch of something dried and crusty where he must have…

…oh fuck, the second time… Brad pulling out before he came, and then he came on me, and… oh God oh God oh God…

Harriet closed her eyes, taking a deep breath to try to steady herself. We didn’t use protection, she realised, and the first time he didn’t pull out… he came inside me… oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

“Hey, you ok?” Zach’s voice was filled with concern. “You seem… I don’t know. Off?”

“Just very, very, very hungover.” She forced a brightness into her voice that she didn’t remotely feel and her best impression of a smile. “I think I’m still a bit drunk actually.”

“Lightweight.”

“Takes one to know one.”

“True though.”

She laughed, and she hated herself for how easy it was to pretend, to lie to him, to perform a version of herself that he expected, a version that hadn’t done what she’d done last night.

“Tell me about your night out last night,” she said, desperate to stop talking about herself.

“Just beers with the boys. But, you know.” He shrugged on the video. “That can cover a lot of ground. Thommo wanted us to do karaoke but none of us would go with him.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Honestly, I was home by midnight. Kept thinking about you at your fancy dinner, wishing I was there.”

“I wished you were there too.”

It came out more honest than Harriet had intended, an edge to her voice in the words that she hadn’t meant. But God… if he’d been there, none of this would have happened. Not that that was an excuse, but she just desperately wished he had been.

They were silent for a few moments, then Harriet said, desperate to let him talk and her stay silent, “You’ve got a rugby match next week?”

“Yeah, Wednesday. Big one actually…” She let him talk, let his voice wash over her, making sounds of encouragement in the right places while her mind spiralled somewhere else entirely. The fragments kept surfacing. Brad’s face looking down at her… the weight of him on top of her… the feel of him inside her… the way she’d been far from a passive participant…

“…anyway, I think this year their winger’s moved on so it should be a bit easier, but… Harriet?”

“Sorry.” She blinked. “Sorry, I’m here. Their winger’s moved on.”

“You’re really out of it, aren’t you?” His voice was concerned for her. “I should let you go. Get some water, have a shower, go back to sleep.”

“Yeah.” She felt a wave of relief that they were about to end the call that was so strong it almost hurt, followed immediately by a wave of horrendous guilt. But she did need to end the call, to try to gather her thoughts, to work out exactly what the fuck had happened and what it meant. “Yeah, I think I need to. I’m sorry, I’m not good company right now.”

"You're always good company. Even when you're a hungover disaster." He kissed his fingertips and touched them to the camera. "Take care of yourself, ok? I wish I was there to nurse you back to health. I'd make you tea and toast and tuck you in."

"I wish you were here too," she whispered, kissing her fingertips and touching them to the camera.

"Forty-one days now. Forty-one day gone. We made it to halfway.”

"Forty-one days. Halfway.”

"Love you, Harriet. Call me later if you're feeling human again and want to talk, I don’t mind you waking me up. Or don’t… just rest. I'll be here."

"Love you too."

She ended the call and made it to the bathroom just before the vomit came.

***

The shower helped. Or at least it removed the physical evidence, the smell and the stickiness and the traces of him on her skin. She stood under the water for an age, washing herself again and again, and tried not to think about anything at all.

It didn't work.

Her mind kept on forcing itself back to what had happened, brief flashbacks through the drunken fog… sights and sounds and senses, on loop, again and again and again…

She got dressed. Jeans, jumper, nothing remotely as elegant as the green dress that lay crumpled on the floor. She brushed her teeth twice, tied her hair back, looked at herself in the mirror and saw someone she didn’t recognise… same face, same features, but behind the eyes a personality she did not like. A personality who did what she’d done last night.

The afternoon stretched ahead of her, formless and impossible. She should revise. She should eat something. She should do any of the normal things that normal people did on normal Sundays.

Instead she sat on her bed and stared at the wall for an hour.

***

Hall that evening was unavoidable.

She'd thought about skipping it, claiming illness, hiding in her room until enough time had passed that she could pretend to be functional. But she needed to eat, and thankfully the day after a Bumps Supper it wasn’t formal hall so you could sidle in, eat, and be gone quickly, so she walked to hall and talked to her friends, as usual, and tried to act like a person who hadn’t just put a thousand tons of TNT under her whole world and lit the fuse.

Brad was there.

Of course he was. Same loose friendship group, same college, same life that would keep forcing them into proximity for the rest of term whether she wanted it or not. As it happened he walked past with Pete, heading to his seat just as Harriet was taking hers.

“Hey,” she managed to say, looking between the two of them.

“Hey,” Brad replied.

That was all. One word each, nothing that was unusual… but her heart was hammering, and when she tried to focus on the conversation around her she couldn’t, her mind flashing back to the night before.

…his body against hers, the sound he made when she held his…

She shook her head and refocused on Nathalie’s story she’d been halfway through telling as they’d come into hall, about her walk back to college at the end of the night, minus Anders.

A few minutes passed, and then Harriet glanced down the table, seeing Brad sat on the other side six seats along. She only looked for a second but then his eyes flicked to meet hers and she felt her cheeks redden, saw his do the same, nothing that anyone else would notice but both of them knew, and then she looked away.

She’d expected to feel only horror. Only guilt. And the guilt was there, God, the guilt was crushing.

But beneath it, or maybe alongside it, was something else… the stark realisation, seeing him face-to-face for the first time since, that yes they really had done that, that last night they’d both willingly carried on when either could and should have stopped, that they’d got naked and done what they did, and, somewhere deep inside, the visceral physical memory that it had been good.

And seeing him now, sat down the table, she couldn’t unfeel it. Couldn’t unsee what her memory was showing her, couldn’t unhear the sounds they’d both made, couldn’t unfeel the memory of them both orgasming, not once but twice, in his bed, in his arms.

If the guilt had been bad before that realisation, it was a hundred times worse after. Harriet wanted to curl up in a ball and die, she felt wretched.

She glanced over without meaning to. Caught him glancing at her. Both of them looked away immediately, and something electric and awful passed between them in that half-second of eye contact.

Stop it. Stop it. This is insane.

The meal passed her by… she pushed her food around her plate, smiled when others laughed, answered questions about the night before with vague references to drinking too much. No one seemed to suspect anything… no knowing looks, no subtle comments, no indication that anyone had seen them on the dance floor or after.

She wondered if she should talk to him, maybe take him aside after dinner, find a quiet corner, have the conversation they surely needed to have. Agree that it was a mistake, that it could never happen again, that they needed to pretend it hadn't happened.

But the thought of being alone with him made her pulse race, and she wasn't sure if that was fear or something else, and that uncertainty terrified her more than anything.

When he stood to leave she bottled it, stayed in her seat and let the meal end and the crowd disperse and told herself she'd figure it out tomorrow.

***

Afterwards, in the JCR, she was talking to a few friends more on the edge of her group, Amy and Lara, about nothing, just some gossip from the night before, gossip that she was immensely relieved to hear had absolutely nothing to do with her or Brad, not even tangentially.

She stood to get a cup of tea from the machine near the door and, sod’s law, just as she started heading over there she looked up to see Brad walking in, heading in her direction.

Panic flooded through her.

What do I do? What do I say? I’m not ready for this… I don’t know…

“Evening,” he said quietly as he came close to her with a nod.

He passed and Harriet hesitated, realising she should have said good evening or something, anything, wondering if she should call out after him, then stopping herself, realising that if she did it would be weird… but then wasn’t it weird to not have said anything? What might he think of that? That maybe she was pissed off with him? So maybe she should? God, no, she shouldn’t…

She forced herself to keep on walking to go and make her tea instead. Her hands were shaking, just a little, her heart was pounding, her hangover that had been lurking all day coming back with a vengeance…

The guilt and embarrassment were overwhelming by that point.

Brad saw me naked last night… he felt what it was like to fuck me, to be inside me… he heard the noises I make when I’m… Jesus fuck, what a fucking disaster.

She forced herself to take a deep breath.

I can’t sit here in the same room as him and pretend nothing happened. Not when I can remember that it was me who led him off the dance floor… what the hell was I doing?

But she knew, of course she knew. She’d been lonely, desperately lonely, and stressed with Finals looming, and she’d seen everyone else with someone and she’d needed it, needed someone, and in that mood it could have been anyone, it was just that Brad was there and Brad was safe thanks to their pact… she couldn’t help but shake her head at that thought. Safe. That was laughable.

I need to get out of here.

She gave up on making her tea and, with the briefest of apologies to Amy and Lara, fled to her room.

***

Monday was worse.

It started with her usual FaceTime with Zach, and at least this time she’d slept and wasn’t hungover… which on the one hand made the guilt worse, but on the other at least meant she could think straight. He was his usual lovely, wonderful self, chatting about his day, asking about what she had planned… caring and funny and brilliant and utterly oblivious to her betrayal, and she made herself play along, saying what she knew she needed to say, even as a voice in her head whispered he’s too good for you, you don’t deserve him, again and again and again.

What she hadn’t done was confess, because simply put that wasn’t a topic she was remotely prepared to think about yet. Harriet was still coming to terms with what had happened, desperately confused as to what it meant, and she knew that once she told Zach there was no putting that genie back in the bottle… it was something she needed to wrestle with, and soon, but not quite yet. She loved him so desperately, missed him so much, and what she’d done didn’t change that at all. Indeed, the irony wasn’t lost on her that the loneliness that she knew had been behind what had happened had left her more lonely than ever… trying to handle a problem entirely of her own making that she couldn’t ask Zach’s advice on, and nor could she talk to her two best friends, Laura and Nathalie, Laura because she wouldn’t understand the full context all the way from Edinburgh, Nathalie because, well, Nathalie was close to everyone involved too and she couldn’t put her in that difficult position.

The day was set aside for revision, but then from that point until Finals started a few weeks later every day was set aside for revision, from morning until night, weekends included. Focus was everything, but focus was entirely lacking that Monday… every time she tried to concentrate on a topic the fragments would surface, disjointed, the chronology all wrong.

…the second time, them grinding together, slow, slow and then fast and frantic, and him pulling out moments before they came…

…the dance floor, that electricity as their lips briefly met...

…the first time, fucking like animals, oh God the noises they made…

…the stone wall against her back, his lips and tongue against hers, her wanting it so, so much…

Twenty minutes would pass and she’d shake her head and try again, only for the same thing to happen.

It wasn't just guilt. That was the problem. If it had been pure guilt, pure horror, she could have packaged it up as a terrible mistake and started the long work of moving past it. But it wasn't pure anything. It was guilt and shame and confusion and, underneath all of it, the stubborn insistent memory of pleasure.

She'd enjoyed it.

She couldn't pretend otherwise. She’d not just enjoyed it, either… in her drunken state she’d revelled in it. Orgasmed twice in another man’s bed while her boyfriend carried on oblivious on the other side of the world, and fell asleep in another man’s arms feeling safer and more satisfied than she had done in, well, forty days.

What did that make her?

And the glances at dinner on Sunday. The way both their faces were flushed when he saw her. The way she’d panicked when he walked towards her in the JCR, genuinely not knowing what to say or what they were to each other now…

She couldn't do this.

Before Saturday night Brad had been a good friend, nothing more. She searched her conscience and knew it was true… she’d never seen him like that, not remotely.

Now… they’d slept together. That would always be true. There would always be a before that night and an after that night for them, it was unavoidable.

But she needed to know how they stood now. She couldn't sit with this confusion, couldn't keep running into him and feeling her heart thump in her chest and not knowing what she felt, couldn't keep wondering if the next time they were alone something might happen again. She needed to talk to him, to see him face to face, to prove to herself that it was a one-off drunken mistake and agree with him that it was over, that it had to be over.

That night, alone in her room, she picked up her phone.

We need to talk. Can you meet me tomorrow morning? There's a café on Little Clarendon Street, the one at the far end. 10am?

His reply came within minutes.

Agreed, we need to talk. I’ll be there.

She put the phone face-down on her desk and pressed her hands to her eyes and breathed.

Tomorrow. Harriet made a promise to herself… that she would be completely honest. She’d say out loud that it had been good, because pretending otherwise would be lying to them both, and then she’d say out loud that it could never happen again. And then, hopefully, that would be the end of it.

No, she thought, not the end of it… simply the beginning of trying to put my mistake behind me.

***

The café was quiet on a Tuesday morning, just a few students with laptops and a couple of tourists pouring over a map in the corner. Harriet made sure that she arrived early, choosing a table out back that couldn’t be seen from the street or the counter. The last thing she wanted was for one of their friends to come in and see the two of them having a serious conversation together, because then that would set tongues wagging and, she was increasingly thinking, it looked like they’d got away with it, not a whisper or hint of anything on the college grapevine.

She ordered both their coffees, to have there but in takeaway cups to avoid any awkwardness if one of them decided to leave, and had a brief moment of crushing guilt. I even know his coffee order, what does that say about me? But then she knew all of her crew’s coffee orders and them hers. They’d trained together every day from the start of Michaelmas term through to a few weeks ago, and coffee was the fuel that kept them all sane with the 5am starts and those glorious, clear, freezing cold dawns on the river as the mist rose all around and it felt like the rest of the world was sleeping.

Brad walked in at ten exactly and seemed to have had the same thought as Harriet, heading towards the back and, when he saw her, a hint of an awkward smile on his face. Harriet smiled back.

“I got you a latte.”

“Thank you.” He sat down opposite her and she took a moment to take him in. He looked as bad as she felt… dark bags under his eyes, his skin pale, and none of the warm, self-confidence that he’d had since she’d first met him.

“How are you?” he asked eventually.

“How do you think?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. Same.”

The silence stretched on between them. A couple of tables over what looked like a couple laughed at something on one of their phones. Normal people having normal Tuesdays. Harriet had never felt less normal in her life.

“Saturday night was a mistake,” she said. “A terrible, drunk stupid mistake.” She knew that it sounded harsh, but she wanted to set the tone right from the start, knew that that was important.

“I know.” He was looking down at his coffee, sat untouched.

“It can never happen again.”

“I know.” He met her gaze. “Harriet. I… I don’t know what happened. I don’t know how we… I’ve never done anything like that before. Julia and I have been together for years, and I’ve never…”

“Neither have I.” Harriet felt her voice breaking on the words but forced herself to keep talking. “Zach is… he’s everything to me. And I…”

She couldn’t finish, feeling herself welling up but refusing to give herself permission to cry. Not here, not now. Later, yes. Now, no.

“I…” he started to say, then stopped, then started again. “I need to ask you something.”

Harriet felt her heart thumping in her chest, terrified that he was about to ask her something she didn’t want to hear, but she simply nodded. “Of course,” she said quietly.

“On Saturday… I didn’t… I mean, you wanted to do what… jeez, this is hard.” He took a deep breath. “What I’m asking is, it was consensual, right? I thought it was, and I’m not that sort of guy, but I just… I’ve been lying awake worrying that I made you do something you didn’t want to do…” He trailed off, watching her.

Harriet studied him for a long, long moment. She knew exactly what he was asking, but answering it truthfully was going to be hard because it meant admitting something that she hadn’t yet said out loud, and it took away what could have been an excuse she gave herself, even if it would have been a lie.

“Yes, it was consensual.” She felt her cheeks redden at the admission. “I… I mean I don’t think we paused to check, either of us, but… it was completely consensual.” She nearly said I wanted it to happen but couldn’t bring herself to, an admission of her betrayal of Zach that she knew was no different in substance to it was completely consensual but somehow felt like it was so much worse.

Brad visibly relaxed, and she understood the fear that had been gnawing away at him… that he might have forced himself on Harriet, that what had happened had been even worse than it already was. He still looked terrible, mirroring her own demeanour, but at least he now knew that he hadn’t done something really bad.

“What do we do?” Brad asked after a few moments.

“Do you think anyone saw? Anyone knows?”

He shook his head. “No. I… no one has even hinted. Have you heard anything?”

“No. I think…” She’d been about to say I think we got away with it but that was wrong, completely wrong. That would imply that what they’d done was something you could get away with, and one look at the two of them would tell anyone that they’d got away with nothing. This was something that would haunt them both for years to come. “I don’t think anyone saw, and if they did they were hammered. No-one we knew in there was remotely sober. Have you told anyone?”

Brad shook his head again. “No. Nobody. You?”

“No. Same.” She hesitated. “Will you tell Julia?” Is this what it’s come to, the only person I can sense check whether to tell Zach is the guy I cheated on him with?

“I… don’t think so. I don’t know. From five thousand miles away,” he shrugged. “It would be over. How could I explain that it was a drunken mistake?” He looked at Harriet. “Will you tell Zach?”

Harriet took a deep breath. “Not now… it’s the same. And… it’s too soon for me to have understood it all. Something made what happened happen, and I need to get that worked out in my head.” She paused. “And once I tell him, I can’t untell him. I need to make sure it’s the right moment.”

“This is fucked up, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

They both took a sip of their coffees, silence settling over the table again.

“We shouldn’t avoid each other, not socially,” Harriet said. “If we suddenly stop talking people will notice. They’ll wonder. We just have to be normal. Friendly. Like nothing happened.”

“Can you do that?”

“I don’t have a choice.” She looked at Brad, this man she’d known since October, trained with, laughed with, drunk with, trusted. This man she’d let inside her body just a few days before. “Can you?” He nodded and she continued. “When do you finish?”

“Five weeks. Dissertation’s due and then I fly home.”

Five weeks. She could manage five weeks of pretending. Of seeing him in the JCR and the library and hall and acting like everything was fine. Of smiling and making small talk and forcing herself not to remember what they’d done between the dance floor and the cold, grey pre-dawn light of the next morning.

“After today,” she said, “we never speak of this again. It never happened. It has to never have happened.”

“It never happened,” he agreed.

They sat in silence for a while, stretching on. They’d covered the key points: it was a mistake, it was consensual, let’s pretend it never happened, let’s not tell a soul, at least for now. But there was more… they were good friends, and they both obviously didn’t want to leave it like that.

“I want you to know,” Harriet started to say eventually, then stopped. She needed to say this right, needed him to understand that she wasn’t, that this wasn’t… “I never intended for anything to happen. Between us, I mean. I don’t have feelings for you.”

She saw the words land and realised they’d come out much harsher than she’d intended. There was a flicker in his expression, not hurt exactly but something that didn’t quite sit right, and she immediately wanted to take her words back.

“That sounded awful. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” She was making it worse. She could hear herself making it worse and couldn’t stop. “Obviously I find you attractive. I wouldn’t have… we wouldn’t have… if I didn’t…”

Oh God. Stop talking. Stop talking right now.

But her mouth kept going, trying to find the right balance between I don’t want you and I did want you on Saturday night, clearly and I absolutely did not plan this in the slightest and I like you very much as a friend but only a friend, and the more she talked the further she got from anything that made sense.

“What I’m trying to say is that I like you. As a friend. And yes, I’m… there’s obviously a physical… and I’m not denying it was good at the time… but that’s not… it doesn’t mean I want…”

She put her head in her hands. “I’m making a complete mess of this.”

“No, I get it, I do.” Brad leaned forward and she could see him gearing up to say something, to fix what she’d just jumbled up, to make it easier. “I feel the same way. About you, I mean. Or… not about you, that’s not what I…”

He stopped and tried again.

“What I mean is, I’m not… I wasn’t trying to…” He ran his hand through his hair in frustration. “Ok, this is harder than I thought.”

Despite everything, Harriet felt herself smile, just a little. He was as lost as she was, and somehow that helped.

“I think what I’m trying to say,” Brad continued, speaking slowly now like he was picking his way through a minefield, "is that I think you’re great. I’ve always thought you were great. And Saturday night was…” He winced. “See, this is the problem… I can’t say it wasn’t good, because it was. But then that makes it sound like I wanted it to happen, which I didn’t. Except obviously I did in the moment, or it wouldn’t have…”

“Oh God, please stop,” Harriet said, half-laughing despite herself. “You’re as bad as me.”

Brad grinned sheepishly. “We’re both terrible at this, aren’t we?” He slumped back in his chair, the grin gone. “Can I try again?”

“Please.”

He took a deep breath. “Saturday night was real. I’m not going to sit here and pretend I didn’t want you, because clearly I did. I think you think the same?” Harriet nodded. “And I’m not going to pretend I don’t find you attractive, because…” He gestured at her. “Obviously. But that’s not… it wasn’t about you. I didn’t have any intention of that happening, or want that to happen. Does that make sense?”

“I think so.”

“It’s like…” He paused, searching for the words. “Everyone in The Bridge, all those people dancing, hooking up, falling into each other. They were all there, you know? Present, in the same room. And on the dance floor it hit home… I was there, just me, everyone else seemed to have gone off with someone, and I was looking around thinking… I guess I could either go and have a drink on my own, or go to bed.”

Harriet nodded slowly. She knew exactly what he meant… the loneliness of being surrounded by people who were fully present while you were split in two, half here, half thousands of miles away.

"Everyone else got to want someone they could actually have," she said quietly. "We just had to watch."

"And then when I saw you on the dance floor and we started dancing I was relieved.” He laughed bitterly. “The pact, you understood too. We’d look out for each other. What a joke.”

"It wasn't a joke. We meant it."

"I know we did. That's almost worse, isn't it?"

They sat with that hanging over them for a moment, the café humming around them, getting busier now with people who looked like they weren’t having to deal with the wreckage of a Saturday night gone badly awry.

“I love Julia,” Brad said eventually. “I’ve never doubted that, not once. I don’t doubt it now. But on Saturday night I was drunk and lonely and everyone around me was finding someone, touching someone, and I just…”

“Needed someone.”

“Needed someone.” He looked into her eyes. “And you were there. And you understood. And for one night, I didn’t have to miss her alone.”

She felt tears pressing at her eyes again, not because she was sad, or at least not only because she was sad, but because he’d described it so precisely. The ache of missing Zach, night after night, alone in her college room while the rest of her world had their relationship dramas, their flirtations, their secret hook-ups. The exhaustion of being faithful to someone who existed only as a voice on the phone and a face on a screen. The desperate hunger to just be held by someone real, someone warm, someone there.

“I didn’t go looking for this,” Harriet said, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “I wasn’t attracted to you before Saturday night, not like that. You were just…”

“Safe.”

“Safe. Someone who understood. And then suddenly…”

“Suddenly we weren’t safe at all.”

“No.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Don’t cry, just don’t cry. “We really weren’t.”

Brad reached instinctively across the table, then pulled back, and she was glad he did. They couldn’t risk physical contact, much as she desperately craved the comfort.

“I’m glad we’re talking about this,” he said. “I was terrified you might think I wanted… that this was the start of…”

“I was worried about the same thing. That you’d think I had feelings for you.”

“Do you?”

His question hung in the air, and Harriet considered it honestly… owed him that, owed herself that too.

“I care about you,” she said finally. “As a friend. And yes, apparently I’m attracted to you, which I didn’t know until Saturday night. I mean, I knew you were good looking, but not attracted like that. But do I want to be with you?” She shook her head. “No. Not at all. Zach is my boyfriend.”

“Same.” The relief in his voice was palpable. “I mean… you’re beautiful, and smart, and I clearly… Saturday night… but no. Julia’s my girlfriend. What happened with us wasn’t about wanting somebody else. It was about missing what we both already had.”

“And trying to fill the gap.”

“And filling it wrong.”

They looked at each other across the table, two people who’d made the same mistake, for the same reasons, and now had to figure out how to live with it.

“We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?” Brad said.

“We really are. We were supposed to be the mature, sensible ones on Saturday night.”

He started to stand, and she realised there was one more thing. Something she’d been dreading saying, the thing that made it all so much worse.

“Brad. Wait.” He hesitated, half out of his chair. “We should both get tested.”

She watched his face… confusion, a flicker of understanding, then something that looked a lot like shame. He sank down heavily back into his seat.

“Right,” he said quietly, not making eye contact. “Yeah, of course.”

“I’m on the pill, so that’s not… but we didn’t…” She couldn’t say it. Couldn’t say the words use protection because of all the meaning that that carried, the echoes of quite how reckless they’d both been and how far they'd gone. “We should both get tested.”

“Ok,” he nodded. “I’ll find a clinic.”

“We have to tell each other the results,” she said. “Don’t we.”

Not a question. They both knew why. She couldn’t go back to Zach, he couldn’t go back to Julia, not without knowing that they weren’t carrying something they’d caught from each other. The very thought made her stomach churn at what it meant… Brad came inside me.

Brad was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “I regret what we did, but…” He shrugged, looking wretched. “If we were both…”

Don’t say it, she thought. Please don’t say if we were both single. Please don’t make me acknowledge that that night it was good, really good, and that I’m not entirely sure what I’d be doing now if we were both single.

Because she had thought it and shied away from it. That was the worst part. In the heat of the moment, in the club, on the way back, in his room, it hadn’t felt like a mistake. It had felt like blessed relief. Like connection. Like something that she had desperately needed. And now, in the cold light of a Tuesday morning, that truth was unbearable.

“Yeah,” she said quietly with a weak smile. “Same.”

They looked at each other for a long moment. The unfinished sentence hung between them… the but that neither of them would ever complete, the acknowledgement of something that they could never speak aloud.

Then Brad stood, picking up his coffee.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “For what it’s worth. I’m really sorry.”

“I know.” She forced herself to look at him. “Me too.”

He left. She waited five minutes, enough time for him to be well clear, and then she left too, walking back to college the long way round through streets that looked exactly like they always had, as if mocking how her world had changed so fundamentally from Saturday evening to now.

***

Back in her room, she picked up her phone. She’d put it on do not disturb while she was with Brad, and she had the usual stream of messages… Nathalie asking if she wanted to get lunch somewhere outside college, their group chat with some logistics about the summer ball they’d all go to after exams were done, and, of course, Zach.

Ignoring the others she read through his, feeling guilty that she’d not picked them up straight away despite knowing that that had been necessary.

How’s my favourite doctor today? Let me know if you want to chat later, know how busy revision is xx

She checked the time… 11am in Oxford would be, what, 8pm in Sydney? It had caught her out big time how the difference shrunk from eleven hours to nine hours when the clocks changed, but it was better that way, a little more overlap, a bit more of their waking lives that coincided.

She started typing out a message, really, for once, not remotely feeling like talking, just wanting some time to herself, but then she stopped herself... that was a slippery slope, and more importantly yes, the conversation with Brad had been hard but it had been necessary, and it had drawn a line under what had happened.

It would take time for her to fully process what had happened, what it had meant to her, what it said about her and who she really was, but it was important that she focused her attention on Zach now… did her best to make sure that it kept on working. And she knew now that she could accurately characterise Saturday night for herself as what she’d been telling herself it was… a drunken mistake, unforgivable, she knew she’d never forgive herself, but as Brad had put it they weren’t looking for someone else, they were just desperate to plug the gap of someone they each had and missed desperately.

What Harriet had done did not impact how she felt about Zach, in fact far from it… she was missing him now even more, loved him even more than she’d thought possible. While she worked this out for herself, including whether she should tell him or not, she needed to re-focus her efforts on being there for him, present for him, in a way she’d failed to be since Saturday night… she needed to stop feeling sorry for herself and be the girlfriend he needed her to be.

Harriet took a moment to splash some water on her face in her sink, and looked in the mirror to see something she’d worry she’d never see again… some colour was coming back into her cheeks, her eyes didn’t look like floods of tears were about to come out at any minute. She didn’t feel amazing, of course not, but she didn’t feel so fragile that she might break into a hundred pieces at any minute any more.

She’d take that as progress as she slowly came to terms with what had happened.

Sitting back down on her bed, she hit the video icon next to Zach’s name and settled back against her pillows as the oh-so-familiar FaceTime dial tone started up.

Zach’s face popped up, grinning broadly, and she returned it. God, she thought, I love him so so much.

“Evening handsome,” she said playfully.

“Morning beautiful,” came his reply. “Good morning so far?”

“Not bad thanks… not a lot of revision, but I did some stuff I needed to do. I’m off to the library after lunch.”

“Good.” He paused and looked at her intently through the screen. “You seem different. Good different.”

Harriet smiled. “I… I had far, far too much port on Saturday. I’m only really feeling human again today.” Not a million miles from the truth, she thought.

Zach laughed. “You Brits are hardcore. But welcome back to planet Earth!”

Harriet grinned back, and for the first time since Saturday it felt genuine. “Tell me about your day, what have you been up to…”

Thirty nine days to go until Vienna. A lot still for Harriet to work through in her head, and she knew the guilt was lurking. But for the first time since Saturday she felt that at least alongside it there was hope.


July


The train from Ljubljana to Zagreb was late, which meant they missed their connection, which meant two hours on a station platform in the Croatian summer heat with nothing but a vending machine and each other for company.

Harriet didn’t mind. She’d stopped minding things like that somewhere around day four of the trip, finding that there was a freedom in having nowhere particular that they had to be, letting their travels happen at whatever pace the universe dictated to them.

Zach was stretched out on the bench beside her in the shade, his head on her lap, reading a battered paperback he’d picked up at the first hostel in Vienna. She ran her fingers absentmindedly through his hair, watching the world go on around them. Not that it was particularly busy at the station mid-morning, but there was still a steady stream of elderly couples and Croat families and backpackers just like them to people watch.

Two weeks they’d been travelling now… making their way slowly from Vienna through to Ljubljana, now Zagreb, then they’d head down the cost to Split and Dubrovnik and wherever the whim took them when they were there. Two weeks down, two weeks to go, trying to do it as cheaply as possible with the cheerful optimism of two people who’d rather be broke and together than comfortable and apart.

In September he’d be at Oxford too, starting his Masters at the same time that she started her first year of post-graduate clinical training. Same college as each other, same city, same timezone. No more ten thousand miles, no more FaceTime, just Zach, close enough to reach whenever she wanted. And between now and then, travelling, then he’d come to stay in Bath… they were together, now, properly together in a way they hadn’t been since he’d finished his exchange year a little over a year before.

Heaven.

“What are you thinking about?” Zach asked, looking up from his book.

“Nothing much. Just… this. It’s nice. We’re lucky.”

“We’re sitting on a bench in a railway station that smells like something died a few years back and didn’t get cleared up.”

Harriet laughed. “That’s how I know I’m ready for clinical training… bad smells don’t offend me anymore.” She looked down at him, her hand taking his. “We’re lucky though. Even if it smells a bit funny and some air conditioning would be nice.”

Zach grinned and half sat up, trying to kiss her and just about managing it, awkward at that angle, before falling back onto her lap laughing. An old lady walked past and gave them an indulgent smile… young love.

“I’m going to get us some water and snacks for the train,” Harriet announced, moving her legs. Zach sat up and turned to put his feet on the floor.

“You want me to?”

“No, I’m good. I’ll go to the supermarket we saw over the road. Enjoy the book.” Harriet had never thought she’d think it, but she was taking a few weeks off reading… Finals revision had been reading, reading, reading until she was sick to death of words on a page, and while she’d always had a love for the escapism of fiction she wanted a few weeks of the real world and not having to remember page or chapter numbers. It was nice as a break.

She stood and walked through the ticket office which felt like a sauna, no air conditioning in sight but an under-powered wall fan trying to get some circulation going. The faint breeze it generated was an insult to the idea of cooling, simply moving air that was too hot around the room a little.

Back outside on the street, she put on her sunglasses and crossed the road. The supermarket blessedly did have air conditioning, and they had at least another forty five minutes until their next train, so she could take her time.

Grabbing a basket she wandered the aisles, and as she picked out the more appetising snacks to go with the water her mind started to wander, thinking about their trip so far.

The days had generally had a rhythm to them… lazy mornings waking up together in wherever they were staying, always a private room but often a very cheap private room, daytimes either travelling to the next place or exploring whatever sights the latest town or city had to see, late afternoons and evenings that invariably involved wine or something stronger and talking, and then the next day repeat.

When they talked they talked about everything, amazing when she thought about it given that they’d had two years of talking already, but they never seemed to run out of topics to talk about. They talked a lot about the coming year, about Zach’s masters syllabus, about Harriet’s clinical placements, about how fun it would be with Harriet staying in college accommodation up Cowley Road while Zach would have a room in college, the best of both worlds as far as they were concerned. It was their life that they were finally building together.

She’d worried, before the trip, that being together again would feel strange after so long apart. Their last time really, properly together in the same place had been Sydney at Christmas, their fortnight in Oxford at Easter a weird interlude where both of them were studying hard alongside each other. But it wasn’t like that at all. If anything, being with Zach felt easier than ever… the comfort of someone who knew her completely, who she could be silent with or silly with or serious with and all of them were fine.

It was as if no time apart had passed… they were so easy in each other’s company. And the sex was good. Really good. She’d wondered about that too, both because of their time apart but also, well, the other thing…

The other thing.

It had been two months now since the dinner, that Saturday night, what had happened with Brad. At first, it had dominated everything in her head, but over time that had eased so that by now it felt distant, like something that had happened to someone else or, at the very least, to a different version of her. She’d boxed it up in the weeks after, buried it somewhere deep and quiet, and mostly it stayed there. There’d been the awkward conversation with Brad a few weeks after that night, unhelpfully right in the middle of her Finals, where they’d both confirmed to each other that they were clean. There's been the pregnancy test she'd taken alone in her bathroom, knowing it was paranoid, knowing the pill worked, but needing to see that single line with her own eyes before she could breathe. And then, the day that she’d finished Finals and was out celebrating, Brad had been there along with all her other friends and they’d got talking late in the evening, just the two of them sat outside the college bar for a few minutes, and they’d been getting on well, and… nothing. Absolutely nothing. A blessed relief to know that what they’d said in the cafe a few days after had been accurate, that there genuinely wasn’t something lingering between then, that it really had been a one-off mistake.

Brad had flown home. A chapter had closed. A thing that had happened once and would never happen again.

She'd made her peace with it over the past two months, particularly since that night of finishing Finals. Or something close enough to peace that she could function, could love Zach, could plan this trip and look forward to September and believe in their future.

The past was the past. This was now.

Of course, there was still the open question of whether she should tell him, but Harriet was still caught in two minds and, for now, didn’t plan to say anything… this was too perfect a holiday, and she’d convinced herself that that one night with Brad hadn’t been her, it was an aberration.

Maybe she’d say something one day, but in her own time, when the time was right. Certainly not now, not on this trip.

She put a few last snacks, some kind of chocolate and nut bars, into her basket and headed to the till. Not long until the train came now, not long until the next stage of this wonderful holiday together.

***

Korčula rose from the sea like it was something out of a painting… impossibly picturesque, olive trees and rocks and stone walls and terracotta roofs tumbling down towards the water. The ferry from Dubrovnik pulled into the harbour mid-morning and within half an hour they’d found their accommodation, a small studio apartment a few minutes’ walk to the west of the Old Town rented from an elderly woman who more than made up for her lack of English and their lack of Croatian with her beaming smile and her seeming delight to be able to share a part of her home with them.

“This is perfect,” Harriet said, standing out on the small balcony and looking out at the view across the stretch of water to the mainland. “Beats the place in Split anyway.”

Zach came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “It is. Although, to be fair, the hostel from that horror movie would beat the place in Split, so a low bar.”

She put her hands on his and leaned back into him. Below them the water glittered in the midday sun. A few small boats bobbed about at anchor. A group of teenagers were down on the beach with some music playing, flirting and joking around and doing exactly what teenagers do the world over.

They had four days planned here, four days to swim and eat and sleep and simply be them before the ferry back to Dubrovnik and the slow journey home. Four days in this perfect place, with this perfect man.

She turned around in his arms and kissed him. “Take me to bed.”

“It’s still morning.”

“Good. That means we’ve got all the time in the world.”

Zach didn’t argue.

***

The last week, working their way through Croatia from that train platform in Zagreb to this paradise island, had been heaven. Almost constant sunshine, only punctuated by the occasional spectacular thunderstorm, beaches and wine and long, long nights. They’d barely given any thought to the real world in all that time, and really there was no need… it was just them.

That afternoon they walked away from town, along the coast, until they found a small cove with an even smaller concrete platform jutting out into the clear water. Private, empty, they knew that it would belong to somebody but that if they weren’t around that afternoon it didn’t matter, and settled down with their towels laid out to sunbathe, swim, read, and doze, and then repeat.

Harriet had relented on her break from reading by then, engrossed in one of Zach’s trashy thrillers… something to do with a spy who’d infiltrated the French government and the agent sent to stop them, mostly nonsense but charming nonsense, enough to keep the brain ticking over without getting bored.

That evening, after a quick shower and getting changed, they walked into the old town and, after skipping past a few restaurants that looked amazing but with prices to match, found a table at a small place on the edge of the old part with a view of the water and the mainland beyond. The waiter brought them wine, a local white, nice and chilled, and they ordered grilled fish off a simple menu that they were told would arrive when it arrived… this wasn’t the sort of restaurant to worry overly about quick service, and judging by the number of locals sitting around it wasn’t going to care about its reviews on tourist websites. Which, Harriet thought, was perfect, because they were in no hurry, none whatsoever.

The sun was setting, families were strolling along the waterfront, children were chasing each other around, parents and tourists were enjoying drinks and food at the restaurants and bars nearby, and music drifted across the warm evening air from where what was presumably the night’s entertainment were setting up their guitars.

“I think this might be the most beautiful place I’ve ever been,” Zach said.

“Wow,” Harriet grinned. “I know it takes a lot for an Aussie to admit that anywhere is more beautiful than home…”

Zach shrugged and grinned back. “I’d like to think Sydney Harbour is a close second, but yeah… I’ll give Croatia this one.”

“It really is beautiful.” Harriet took a bite of one of the delicious bar snacks they’d been brought to keep them going while their food was cooked.

“I was thinking earlier… what if we just stayed? Sold everything we own, moved here, opened a little bar or something and spent the rest of our lives swimming and drinking wine and watching the sunset.”

“You’d be bored in a week.” She knew he wasn’t serious, or at least she thought he wasn’t.

“Probably. A nice fantasy though.” He reached across the table and took her hand. “Thank you for planning this trip. All of it… the trains, the hostels and rooms, everything. It’s been incredible.”

“It has, hasn’t it?” She squeezed his hand. “I keep thinking about September, how it’s all going to be different.”

“The best kind of different.” He paused and raised his glass in a toast. “We made it.”

She raised hers and clinked it against his. “To making it through. To surviving long distance.”

The food arrived, grilled fresh fish with salad and bread, and they ate and talked while the evening faded to night around them. The wine was good, the company better, and Harriet felt so happy, like everything was so right the world, like being with Zach was exactly where she was supposed to be. She felt whole.

And it was that feeling, that all-encompassing sense of wholeness, that started it.

He deserves to know.

It came out of nowhere, taking Harriet by surprise.

Look at him. Look at how much he loves you. How can you sit here and lie to him?

She pushed it away, taking a sip of wine and forcing a smile. Zach smiled back and looked down at his food.

You promised to be open with each other. That was the only way long distance could work. And then you…

Stop. Stop it. Now.

But the thoughts wouldn’t stop, all through dinner they kept coming back, any time there was a gap in the conversation, any time her mind had time to think. She’d been so pleased with how she’d managed to bury that box deep, deep down, thought she’d got past it, so why was it opening now, here, in this perfect place?

Maybe because it was so perfect, because she was so happy. Maybe because she realised how deeply she loved him, how she never wanted to lose him, yet she’d risked it all in one night of bad decisions.

What if you just told him, right now, right here? You love each other, doesn’t he deserve to know all of you? Shouldn’t you be able to share everything with him, not just the good?

She imagined it. The words leaving her mouth. His face changing. This perfect evening shattering into a thousand pieces.

But what if it didn't shatter? What if he forgave you? What if he understood, and if carrying this alone is so much harder and so much more poisonous than carrying it together?

“Can I tell you something?”

The words came out before she could stop them.

Zach looked up from his fish and smiled. "Always."

“I…”

Tell him. Just say it. Two months ago I made a mistake. A stupid, lonely, drunken mistake that I regret more than anything I’ve ever regretted but it happened and I’ve been living with it ever since and I’m so, so sorry and…

She looked at his face, open, trusting, full of love, expectant. Ready to hear whatever she had to say because he was always ready to hear anything she had to say and he had no reason to suspect it could be anything bad.

She couldn’t do it.

“I need to tell you how scared I am sometimes,” she said instead. “Of us.”

True enough in itself, but a long, long way away from what she’d nearly confessed to.

“Scared of what?” he asked, taking her hand in his across the table.

“Of messing this up somehow, or hurting you.” She was embarrassed to realise she was crying. “I love you so much, Zach. More than I’ve ever loved anyone, and that terrifies me. Because what if I lose you? Or hurt you?”

He was around the table before she could say anything else, pulling her into a tight hug right there in her chair.

“Hey,” he whispered. “Hey, listen to me. You’re not going to lose me, and you’re not going to mess this up. We’ve been through too much to do that now.” He leaned down, his forehead against hers. “We did a year of long distance. We can do anything.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do know that, because I know you.” He leaned back to look at her, his arms around her, his eyes smiling and certain. “You’re the best person I’ve ever met, Harriet. The kindest, the cleverest, the funniest, the prettiest, the most… well, everything. And there’s nothing you could do that would hurt or lose me.”

There is one thing, she thought. Precisely one thing.

But she didn’t say it… the moment had passed and the door had closed.

“I love you,” she said instead. “So, so, so much.”

“I love you too.” He kissed her gently. “Now this fish is too good to waste on an emotional breakdown about a thing that isn’t even a thing.”

Harriet laughed, a tearful laugh but it was genuine. They finished dinner as the stars came out up above, and walked back to the apartment hand-in-hand.

But the box was open now, she knew, and what she didn’t know was how to close it again.

***

Back in the apartment Zach lit the small lamp next to the bed while Harriet stood at the open balcony door, looking out at the dark water and the lights of the mainland beyond reflecting off it. She could feel that the lid of the box was closed for now, but it was rattling and what was inside wanted to break out.

“Hey.” Zach’s arms reached around her and his chin rested on her shoulder. “You ok?”

“I’m ok.” She turned to face him. “I’m sorry about earlier. The crying, the whole… that.”

“No need to apologise.” He kissed her forehead. “You’re allowed to worry about things. It’s nothing I’ve said or done, is it?”

She smiled. “No, you’re… you’re too perfect almost. It’s just me, it hit me that what I’ve wanted so much for the last year I’ve got. I just don’t want to ruin the trip with one of my weird emotional spirals.”

“They’re cute, and you’re not ruining anything.” He pulled back to look at her, his hands on her hips. “This trip has been perfect. You’re perfect. And if you need to cry over dinner sometimes, that’s fine. Just forgive me if I keep ordering more wine.”

She laughed and some of the tension eased, the lid rattling a little less. This, right now, was them. Whatever was happening in her head, the current moment mattered more.

“Take me to bed,” she said.

“Twice in one day?” Zach teased.

“Damned right… we were apart for ten weeks.” Harriet took his hand and started leading him towards the bed. “That’s a lot of catching up to do.”

In answer he pulled her back towards him and kissed her, hard, and she let herself sink into it. This was what she needed… not confession, not unburdening herself, just connection. Zach. If she could lose herself with him maybe the thoughts would go quiet, maybe the box would stay shut and bury itself again and they’d be back to normal.

They took each other’s clothes off slowly, oh so familiar, and when they lay down together, his naked skin against hers, it felt so desperately normal and right, like it always did, like they were meant to always be like this.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you too.” He kissed her neck then her collarbone, then started to move lower. “Do you want me to make you feel good?”

“Yes.”

He looked up at her with an affectionate smile. “Tell me what you want.”

She smiled back… they’d both learned to communicate much more over the last year, her first after her experience the previous summer, but Zach had learned fast too. “I want… I want you to go down on me. Slowly. Make it last.”

“Good. Because I want to go slow too. I want to watch you and feel you as you writhe against me.” There was an intent in his eyes that made her heart flutter in anticipation… God, she loved him, loved this, so much.

His lips moved lower along her body, unhurried, and she heard herself gasp at how good it felt, closing her eyes at the rightness, at how he knew exactly how to use his tongue so well, and…

Brad’s body pressed against hers up against the pillar in The Bridge, their lips pressed together, their tongues too, pushing into him, desperate for more…

No.

She pushed the thought away, focusing on the feel of Zach’s tongue between her legs, his hands wrapped around her thighs, the warmth of his breath on her.

His tongue flicked and it felt amazing, but then it always did with Zach. She was here, she was present, she…

Spilling through Brad’s bedroom door, slamming shut behind them, then hands everywhere and clothes flying off, an unstoppable whirlwind…

Stop. Stop it.

She forced her attention back to Zach. His hands on her thighs. His tongue moving in slow, deliberate strokes. The pleasure building, warm and real.

But the harder she tried to focus, the more the other memories forced their way in… trying not to think about it only made it worse.

His bed, the frantic urgency to get each other naked, the feel of his muscles under her hands and of Brad’s tongue finding her nipple…

Harriet gripped the sheets, trying to anchor herself, and Zach glanced up and she saw him smile around his eyes as he slowed his pace… to him it would look like she was in the throes of pleasure, and he’d promised to go slow, so he was. She forced a smile… this was Zach’s mouth, Zach’s hands, Zach’s eyes looking at her. And it wasn’t his fault that…

…Brad sliding into her, hard and fast, and her wanting it, wanting it so bad, fucking each other, and the noises she made…

Her pleasure was building now, her body responding to Zach’s touch like it always did. But it was building wrong, his touch, him, tangled up with memories that didn’t belong in this bedroom in Croatia, that belonged a thousand miles away and buried deep, deep down, but she couldn’t separate them, couldn’t untangle what was Zach and what was…

…fucking, not making love, hard and fast, her legs wrapped around Brad, pulling him deeper…

Oh God. Oh God, no.

She should stop this, say something, claim a headache, anything. But Zach was working so hard to please her, and stopping now would be difficult to explain, and she couldn’t really explain, couldn’t really tell him why he should stop, and so she…

Didn’t stop.

Let it continue. Let the pleasure build and told herself she could control this, could focus on Zach, could push the memories away through sheer force of will.

But she couldn’t, and as she felt a wave of pleasure roll through her, heard herself gasp even as the fragments of that night two months ago kept flashing through her mind like a movie she couldn’t turn off she realised that they were pushing her towards it, her body was remembering something that at the time she’d enjoyed…

The second time, slower, hot and sweaty under Brad’s duvet, hands and then more, side by side, gasping and moaning and kissing and touching…

Her orgasm was closing, she could feel it coiling tight, almost there and she tried, she tried, to think only of Zach, to focus on his tongue, his fingers inside her, his rhythm that was so familiar and that she loved so much, and…

…Brad pulling out suddenly and her reaching for him and him for her, a shuddering orgasm hitting her hard as he came in her hand, came on her hand, came on her…

And then it hit her, the climax crashing through her body, and she cried out, back arching off the bed, her hands clawing at the sheets, pleasure flooding through her, intense, overwhelming…

…and wrong. So desperately wrong, because even as her body shuddered with her climax she knew she’d been thinking about Brad at that precise moment, no, worse, she’d been remembering the moment when Brad had cum in her hand and the sensation of his fingers inside her, so illicit, so wrong, but it was that which had tipped her over the edge, and she hadn’t been able to keep the memories out and she felt ashamed, so desperately ashamed, and the box was open, completely open now and…

The aftershocks rippled through her, and with them came a horrible sick feeling beneath the fuzzy warmth.

Zach kissed his way back up her body, looking pleased with himself. At any other time he’d have been right to be, too. “Good?”

“So good.” The words came out automatically, the lie too easy. She pulled him down to kiss her, tasting herself on his lips, burying her face in his neck so that he wouldn’t see whatever was going on with her expression.

“Your turn,” she whispered, rolling him onto his back and kissing her way down his chest. She wanted, desperately, to atone for the shame of what had just happened, and this was the best way she knew. “Tell me what you want.”

Zach had his arms folded behind his head, smiling at her. “Slow… do that thing where you really draw it out.”

“You want that?” she asked.

“If you want to do that.”

“Oh, I really want to do that.” Frankly at that moment he could have asked for anything and her guilt-ridden mind would have said yes… she wanted to make this better.

He gasped when she took his cock between her lips, and she went slow… very slow. Giving the best, most teasing blowjob of her life, she used her lips, her tongue, her hand, and when, a little while later, she felt him tensing, heard his breathing catch, his back arch, she took him right to the edge and then stopped, a trick she’d learned, and his moans as his climax hit him were worth it, really worth it, and she made sure to swallow it down, giving him exactly what she knew he liked best.

When she’d moved back up the bed and settled down in his arms, she could feel his heart hammering and his breathing gradually slow. “That was amazing,” he said quietly. “Really, really amazing.”

She turned to switch off the light then pressed closer. “Mmm,” was all she said, not trusting herself to speak.

I came thinking about making another man climax, him making me climax too. While you were going down on me. While you were trying to make me feel good. I let myself orgasm to the memory of someone else who I should never have done anything with in the first place.

She’d known that the guilt would stay with her, had accepted that she’d carry what happened with Brad for a long time, maybe forever. But she hadn’t expected this, hadn’t expected her own mind to betray her in the middle of intimacy with the man she loved, hadn’t expected the memories to have this kind of power over her, two months later, to pop up unwanted and unannounced in the middle of what should have been a perfect night.

What did it mean? Did some part of her want Brad? No… she searched herself honestly and knew that wasn’t it. She didn’t want Brad. She’d never wanted Brad, not really. What had happened between them had been about loneliness and proximity and too much alcohol, not attraction and certainly not desire.

But her body didn’t seem to know the difference. Her body had stored those memories alongside all her other sexual memories, and apparently it could access them without her permission, summon them up at the worst possible moments, use them to fuel arousal she hadn’t asked for.

She felt dirty. Used by her own subconscious. And so, so guilty… not just for what she’d done with Brad, but for what had just happened here, in this bed, with Zach drifting off to sleep peacefully beside her with no idea that she’d been somewhere else entirely when she came.

I did this, Harriet thought. I made this mess, and now I have to live with it.

She rolled over and the tears came silently, soaking into her pillow while Zach slept next to her. He didn’t stir, didn’t know, would never know.

And she lay there, awake in the dark, for hours, hating herself and loving him and wondering how on earth she could live with carrying this for the next three days, let alone the rest of her life.

***

Harriet woke to sunlight and the smell of coffee, but her body was heavy with exhaustion, her eyes red from a night of not much sleep and frequent tears.

Zach was on the balcony, shirtless, two cups of what she knew would be instant coffee steaming on the small table next to him. He turned when he heard her sit up and smiled, but there was a hint of caution in his expression.

“Morning, beautiful. Coffee’s ready.”

She reached for the dress that she’d discarded next to the bed and slipped it on before padding out to join him, taking the cup that he offered her. It wasn’t exactly busy down below, she suspected it was never really busy, but a few boats were moving around out on the water and a few people were visible down on the beach. The day promised to be another scorcher, hot already despite still being mid-morning.

“How did you sleep?” he asked.

“Ok.” She sipped her coffee, not meeting his eyes. It was a lie, and she knew from the way he’d asked that he’d sensed her restlessness in the night… she must have slept for at most a couple of hours, the rest of the night spent staring at the ceiling between crying silently, feeling the warmth of his body next to her and the cold knowledge of her betrayal sitting heavily between them.

My betrayal, she thought. Not something that was done to me, not something that happened to me… I could pretend I was taken advantage of but that would be the coward’s way out, and I’d know deep down it wasn’t true. I chose it… I have to own the consequences.

“What do you want to do today?”

She thought for a few moments. “There’s a beach I read about, in a village with a few cafes and shops around it. It’s supposed to be even hotter today but there’s shade… we could do that, take a picnic?”

“Sounds perfect.” He paused. “You ok?”

Harriet forced a smile and went to stand behind Zach’s seat, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Yeah. I guess, I didn’t sleep too well. A chill day by the water will fix me.”

They spent most of the day there, alternating between swimming, sunbathing, having a drink in one of the cafes. Harriet lay for a while with her eyes closed while Zach read his book, trying not to think, failing not to think, thinking anyway. But it wasn’t the night with Brad that haunted her, not precisely… it was what had happened last night, the worry that it would happen again, that one of her favourite things in the world, intimacy with Zach, would be tainted again and again by those memories flooding back when she least needed them.

And also it was the knowledge that those memories had been what pushed her over the edge, that if they’d repulsed her as she thought they should she’d have never climaxed last night, whatever Zach had been doing… what the hell is wrong with me that I find the memory of fucking another man so arousing that it can make me orgasm?

By late afternoon her stomach was churning. Nerves, guilt, shame. When they got back to town and Zach suggested they get dinner somewhere near where they’d gone the night before, she shook her head.

"I'm not feeling great, actually. I think maybe I got too much sun."

He put his hand to her forehead, concern on his face. “You do feel a bit warm. Let’s get you back to the room.”

She let him fuss over her, fetching refrigerated water from the nearest store and closing the shutters before tucking her into bed even though it wasn’t long after seven. When he asked whether she wanted him to stay with her or go and get himself some food she told him to go, that she probably just needed to sleep whatever it was off.

“You sure?”

“I’m sure. If there’s something light in the store, like some fruit, can you bring some back?”

“Done.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Feel better, ok? I love you.”

“I love you too.”

She waited until the door closed then curled up on her side to face the balcony doors.

She needed to figure out how to fix this, how to reclaim intimacy with Zach without her mind betraying her. She needed to figure out how to find herself, her true self, to not let one mistake start to define her, to close that box properly and bury it where, if it did open again, she could contain it and not allow it to poison what she had with Zach.

She’d created this mess. It was her job to fix it.

***

The next day was easier, after a fashion.

She woke that morning feeling genuinely fragile, broken sleep, emotional exhaustion, an unpleasant adrenaline buzz from her fears twisting around and around inside her head… she didn’t need to pretend that she was feeling under the weather, because she genuinely was.

Zach fetched her coffee and breakfast from a bakery in the town, and didn’t push when she said she might take the morning slowly. He could tell, clearly, that she wasn’t one hundred percent.

“I’ll go and do a bit of exploring,” he said when she said she might take the morning slowly. “Find somewhere we can go for a cheap lunch. You rest.”

“Thank you.” She grabbed his hand as he turned to go. “I’m sorry for being rubbish.”

“You’re not rubbish, you’re just human.” He squeezed her hand and smiled. “Everyone’s allowed to feel under the weather. Just message me if you need anything.”

Harriet spent the morning on the balcony, watching the view, thinking. Not spiralling, she wouldn’t let herself do that, just thinking practically, the same way she approached difficult problems in her studies. Here is the situation, here are the variables, here is what I can control, here’s what I can’t.

She couldn’t undo what she’d done with Brad, much as she wished she could. She forced herself to say it to herself, to confront it head on. I slept with him. I chose to sleep with him that night. I enjoyed it and my body remembers that I did even if my mind would like to think otherwise. Those were facts. She couldn’t unmake the decisions she’d made that night. That was fixed. Permanent. Out of her control.

But what she could control was what happened next… she could choose how to carry it, and refuse to let one terrible night, one night that she had chosen, that she had walked into with her eyes open even if her judgement was clouded by alcohol and loneliness, define the rest of her relationship with Zach. One of her tutors often talked about letting the tail wag the dog, and this was one of those situations: one night out of many, one night where she had made an awful decision, must not come to define all the other nights and days where she hadn’t.

The question was how to take control.

By midday she felt sufficiently strong to join Zach for lunch at a cafe in a square they’d not come across before, shaded by a large tree, simple and cheap and good.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

“A bit. Still a bit fragile.”

“We can take it easy. There’s no agenda. Our ferry isn’t until the day after tomorrow.”

She nodded, managing a smile, and kept one ear on him talking while her mind kept on working on the problem.

That night, in bed, cuddled up against each other, his hand started to wander… as their hands started to wander pretty much every night they were together. Nothing overt, but his hand on her hip, his body pressing a little closer, the question implicit.

She put her hand on his and held it still. “I’m still not feeling right,” she said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise.” He kissed her shoulder. “You never have to apologise.”

“I know. I just…” She rolled to face him, needing him to see that this wasn’t her rejecting him, that this was about her. “I want to. I do.” She smiled. “I always do. I’m just not… I need another night. Is that ok?”

“Of course it’s ok.” His arm tightened around her, her head against his chest. “This is enough. After a year of long distance, I’ll take being here, cuddled up, right now.”

Harriet pressed against him and let herself be held.

In her head she had a solution, or at least the kernel of a solution… tomorrow was going to be better.

***

The next morning she woke at dawn with a clarity she hadn’t felt in days.

She’d been slow to go to sleep last night, the pieces of her idea slotting into place, but when she’d slept she’d slept like the dead.

The sky outside was a pale blue, the sun on the verge of climbing above the low mountains she could see to the east. Zach was asleep beside her, his breath slow, his face peaceful. Harriet watched him for a long time, thinking about precisely how she was going to fix this.

The problem wasn’t the guilt. The guilt would be with her forever, and one of her key learnings from the day before was that she needed to accept that. The problem was what had happened two nights ago, when she’d let herself drift and the memories surface and her body respond to the wrong thing. She’d lost control of her own mind and then compounded it by allowing her pleasure to be contaminated with the memory of her wrongdoing.

She couldn’t let that happen again, but she also couldn’t avoid intimacy forever. Zach would notice, obviously, and then he’d worry. More than that, though, she wanted to be intimate with him, it was such a core part of how they connected with each other, and she needed to prove to herself that what she had with him was so much stronger than one stupid, drunken mistake.

So… the plan.

The memories had intruded because she’d let her mind wander, her eyes closed and the sensation carrying her somewhere she didn’t want to go. The solution, then, was to stay present… aggressively, intentionally present. No closing her eyes, no drifting, no silence.

Harriet from a year ago wouldn’t have known where to start with that. But, thankfully, Harriet had had her summer fling with Matt last summer, a fling that was so aggressively, intentionally present that the two of them had never been anywhere else but in the moment. She needed to channel that later, adapt that for her and Zach, create something where the intensity was off the scale but something that was their own, not simply replicating what she’d done with an ex. Harriet was comfortable with that… her and Matt had been a thing, a good thing, and realistically wasn’t everyone’s approach in bed simply an amalgamation of their sexual experiences up to that point? She was simply being entirely conscious in what she took from those experiences to mold it to her specific situation.

She could do that and she would do that tonight.

But first… Harriet wasn’t so naive as to assume that she could simply solve her problem through sex. She wanted to give Zach a good day, the best day, entirely about him and about them, about being completely present together long before she tried to be present in bed.

She shook his shoulder gently. “Wake up.”

He stirred and blinked, coming out of a deep sleep. “What time is it?”

“Early. I have an idea.”

He smiled. “Someone’s back…”

“Yeah,” Harriet nodded. “I am.” She swung her legs out of bed and walked over to Zach’s bag, picking up his swimming shorts and tossing them to him. “Now, get dressed.”

***

The bike ride was precisely what Harriet needed. The road wound through olive groves and vineyards, climbing towards the island’s spine before dropping down towards the southern coast. The morning was warm but not too hot, the air smelling of pine and the distant sea, the dappled shade providing relief from the Adriatic summer sun. They cycled in companionable silence on the whole, stopping from time to time to catch their breath or take photos of views that seemed almost impossibly beautiful.

Harriet felt herself coming back to life with each mile. There was something about exercise like this, focusing on unfamiliar and in some cases not the smoothest roads, that left no room for anything else… simply the burn in her legs, the wind on her face, and the next twenty metres in front of them.

And, of course, Zach was there, experiencing it all too, always either just ahead or just behind, grinning when they paused, pointing out things he’d seen. “This is amazing,” he said as they stopped at the crest of the final hill to see the coast laid out below them. “How did you know about this?”

“I asked.” She pulled up beside him, both of them straddling their bikes, catching their breath. “I wanted to do something today that was more than sunbathing and eating.”

“Missing accomplished.” He looked at her for a long few moments, and she held his gaze, then he smiled. “You seem better. More yourself.”

“I feel a thousand times better.” She kept holding his gaze, and realised that this was the first time in a couple of days that she’d been able to. “I’m sorry about the last few days. I don’t know what it was, I just felt…” She shrugged. “Under the weather. But I’m here now. I’m back.”

“You don’t have to apologise…”

“I know, but I want to.” She reached out and took his hand. “I love you, and I don’t want to waste any more of this trip being anywhere but doing fun things with you. Ok?”

“Ok.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed his lips to it. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

Harriet smiled, and leaned over to kiss him, losing her balance and taking Zach down with her, leaving the two of them laughing in a sweaty heap by the side of the road.

***

The cove they’d been aiming for was everything that the woman in the tourist office had promised. Small but not too small, accessible only by a rocky path, the water so clear that you could see the bottom still a long way from shore, and best of all they had it all to themselves.

They swam out to a tiny island and stretched out on the sun-baked rocks to dry before swimming back to shore again, then they ate the picnic that Harriet had hastily assembled… bread, cheese, fruit, washed down by a bottle of the local wine.

“I could stay here forever,” Zach said, looking out to sea.

“If you keep saying things like that I might start believing you…” she teased.

“This beach… I might actually mean it this time.”

She laughed, then looked around the beach. “It’s really very deserted here, we haven’t seen a soul.”

He looked at her, his head cocked, reading the tone in her voice. “And…?”

“And I don’t like having tan lines…” She looked at him intently. “Would you mind if I sunbathed for a bit,” she lowered her voice to a dramatic whisper, “au naturel?”

Zach looked at her for a long few moments and she was pleased to see his cheeks redden. Eventually, he said, “I wouldn’t mind that at all.” Then he smiled. “Tell me if you need some help with your sun cream…”

“Oh, I think I might.”

Just a bit of fun, but it was nice actually taking off her bikini and lying on her front next to him… she didn’t quite have the bravado to sunbathe nude on her back.

After a while she looked across at Zach to see him looking at her. “Like what you see?”

She saw him redden again. “Yes…”

“Stand up.” She was grinning.

“I’d… rather not.”

“Why not?”

“You know why not!”

“Nobody would see except me.” Her grin broadened. “You think I should do this more often then?” Zach nodded. “Why? What do you like about it?”

“Jeez, Harriet… you’re stunning anyway. But seeing you like that… your back, your ass, your legs. You do something to me.”

“Do I?”

Zach shook his head, laughing. “You’re such a tease. You know you do.”

She leaned across, a little closer, and whispered, “You do something to me too…”

A little later they went for a swim again, and she thought it best to wear her bikini for that.

“Imagine getting washed out to sea and being rescued with no clothes on,” Zach joked.

“Or seeing some people come down to the beach while we’re in there…”

That made Zach laugh. “I’d have to decide whether to come and get your bikini or leave you in there.”

“You wouldn’t dare leave me in the sea with no clothes.”

“You’ll never know…”

When, late in the afternoon, they got dry and changed to ride back to town Zach turned to face her, putting his hands on her hips.

“Thank you for this… it’s been the perfect day.”

Harriet put her arms around him and pulled him in for a kiss. “It’s not over yet.”

“Oh no?”

“Oh no. I want to take you to dinner tonight," she said. "Somewhere nice. My treat."

"You don't have to…"

"I want to. Please." She pouted playfully. "Let me spoil you. I have plans."

He raised an eyebrow. "Plans?"

"Plans. Big plans." She smiled, and felt the shape of the evening ahead. Dinner. Back to their room. Romantic. And then a conversation she’d been rehearsing in her head all day… about what she needed from him to make them both totally and utterly present. “Trust me.”

"Always," he grinned.

***

She found a restaurant up in the old town, tucked into a medieval building with thick stone walls and a delightful terrace overlooking the sea. Expensive by their backpacker standards, but for Harriet’s purposes absolutely worth it.

They took their time over the meal, easy conversation to go with the good food and wine. By the time they walked back to their accommodation, hand-in-hand through the quiet streets, Harriet felt ready. Not confident, exactly, she knew that this could still go wrong, but prepared… she had a plan, and she knew what she needed to do.

In the apartment she lit the two side lamps but left the main overhead light off, and opened the balcony doors to let the sound of the waves breaking on the beach across the road in. Small touches, but they changed the space to make it feel intimate and intentional.

Zach watched her. “The plans?”

“I wanted tonight to be special.” She turned to look at him. “Our last night here. I want it to matter.”

He walked over and put his arms around her. “It already matters.”

She kissed him, gently at first, then more passionately, and felt his hands on her back, his lips and tongue against hers… that wonderful familiarity of him.

When she leaned back she took his hands in hers and looked up at him intently. “I need to try something tonight,” she said. “Will you trust me?”

“Always,” he replied without hesitation. “What is it?”

“The other night I… I struggled to be completely present. I’ve been thinking about how to fix that and be completely here, present, with you.”

He nodded slowly, and she could see him thinking about what she was saying and understanding the meaning of her words… she wasn’t going to say where her mind had been if not there with him, of course, but if he understood that her mind had wandered he would know why she needed what she needed tonight.

“I would like us to do something that will make us both completely present. I want that. For you and me to be completely there. I want you to trust me that I know why this will work, and to go along with it, even if it feels a bit strange at first.”

“Ok.” He nodded again. “Tell me what you need.”

Harriet thought about Matt then, briefly, about the talking and the communication and, yes, the mirror. She wanted to capture the intensity, the way they’d talked through everything and watched everything, leaving no space for the mind to drift. That was what she needed now. Not the playfulness, this wasn’t play, but the presence, that mechanism to stay anchored in each other.

Then, she put Matt out of her mind, this wasn’t about remembering sex with him, nowhere near, and instead she took Zach’s hand and led him to the foot of the bed, facing the large floor-to-ceiling mirror that sat on the opposite wall a couple of metres away. It was ideal, the soft lighting from the lamps illuminating them perfectly.

“I want to watch us,” she said, meeting his eye in their reflection. “I want you to watch me watching you, and vice versa. And I want us to talk the whole time. We tell each other everything. Everything. What we’re feeling, what we want, what feels good, what feels bad. No silence. No space for anything but us.”

He looked at her reflection for a moment, nodding slowly. “Ok. I can do that.”

“Thank you.” She turned to kiss him briefly, then looked at his reflection again. “Undress me. Slowly. And tell me what you see and feel.”

Zach moved to stand behind her, and his hands went to the hem of her dress, his touch light against her thighs. Slowly, wonderfully slowly, he slid the hem up, always keeping his hands on her, up her thighs, over her hips, her abdomen, her chest, her collarbone, and as he did he talked, all with his gaze constantly on hers in the reflection.

“I see you,” he said quietly. “I see the woman I love… I feel your legs, your wonderful thighs… I see your underwear, the set you know I love… I feel your hip, God I love your hips… I see your breasts under their bra…”

Harriet watched and listened, seeing how he started off tentatively but then grew into it, his descriptions getting more confident and more direct, and she revelled in it. She reached back to undo her bra, letting it fall away. In the mirror his eyes feasted on her body and she loved it, watching him watching her.

“Your turn,” she said. “I want to see you too.”

“Tell me what you see.”

“I will.” She stood behind him, off to one side, and unbuttoned his shirt, using the mirror to guide her hands. “I see your muscular body… I love your body, I can never get enough…” She pulled the shirt off once the buttons were all undone, running her fingers over his torso. “The feel of your muscles… I want to touch each and every one…” Her hands moved to his trousers, undoing his belt, then the button on the waist and unzipping them, helping them to slip down. “I can see your excitement,” she said, looking very obviously at the erection inside his boxer shorts, “and I love it, I absolutely love it, that you get like that for me.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Were you that excited on the beach earlier, when I was sunbathing?”

“Yes.”

“To see me naked?”

“Yes.”

“I love that so much.” She put her fingers inside the waist of his boxers and slid them down, leaving him naked, keeping her gaze fixed on his in the reflection. “You look so, so good naked. And you feel so, so good.” She paused as she straightened up again. “And I love you so, so much.”

“I love you so, so much too.” She turned and took his hand, leaning up to kiss him briefly. “Lie back on the bed, against the pillows. I want to lie against you.”

He did as she asked, settling back against the headboard, the pillows propped up behind him, and she followed, positioning herself between his legs, her back against his chest, both of them facing the mirror on the far wall. They were further from their reflection now, but not too far… certainly close enough. Zach wrapped his arms around her, his chin resting on her shoulder.

“I can see us,” Harriet whispered. “Both of us. Together.”

“So can I.” His hands roamed her body slowly, over her stomach, tracing her ribs one by one, up towards her breasts. “Tell me what you want.”

“Touch me and tell me how it feels.”

His hands went to her breasts first, gentle to start with, stroking and teasing, firmer when she pushed against him. “You feel amazing,” he murmured. “Soft, sexy as hell, I’d touch you there all day if you let me.”

She could see it all in the mirror, his hands on hers, toying with her, teasing her, and how her skin was flushed in the gentle light, her breath catching when his thumb brushed her hard nipple. She focused on what she could see, marrying it to what she could feel, anchoring herself in the moment.

“Lower,” she said. “Slowly.”

One hand trailed down her stomach while the other stayed on her breast, his thumb gently playing with her nipple. She watched and felt, arching her back into him, as his fingers slid beneath the waistband of her underwear, and then she saw herself move her hips, part her legs further, giving him access.

“You’re so wet,” he whispered, kissing her neck. “God, Harriet…” His voice trailed off and she saw and heard herself gasp as his fingers played with her.

“Tell me what you’re feeling.” She kept her eyes on the mirror. “Don’t stop talking.”

“I’m feeling you. How ready you are, how much you want me.” His fingers started to move in a rhythm that was so, so familiar to her, felt so good. “I love how much you want me. And I’m watching you, your face in the mirror, the way your cheeks have gone pink, the way your mouth parts when I touch you down there, how bright your eyes are… God, I’ll never get tired of how bright your eyes are when you’re like this.”

She could feel the pleasure building, and it was building right… just Zach’s voice in her ear, Zach’s hands on her body, their reflection in the mirror keeping her entirely grounded in the present.

“That feels so good,” she gasped. “Keep going. Keep talking to me.”

"I love making you feel like this. I love watching you respond. I love that I know exactly how to touch you." His fingers moved faster. "I can feel you getting close. I can feel your body telling me."

"I am. I'm close. Don't stop." She was gripping his thighs, her body arching back against him. "Tell me you love me."

"I love you. I love you so much. I want to watch you cum. I want to feel it."

She kept her eyes on the mirror as the orgasm built, watching his hand between her legs, watching her own expression shift with her pleasure, marvelling at how completely undone she looked, and when it hit, wave after wave rolling through her, she cried out Zach’s name, only his name, and there was nothing else in her head, nothing else at all, only him.

Harriet was still trembling slightly when she turned in his arms to kiss him, deeply.

“Fuck Zach,” she grinned between kisses. “You are too good at that.”

“You enjoyed?” he asked back, feigning ignorance.

“Yeah,” she nodded. “I enjoyed.”

She reached down between them and found him hard, taking him in her hand. “I want more. I want to feel you inside me.”

“Already?”

“Already.” Normally she’d need some time to recover. Normally. Not tonight. Tonight she was desperate to have as much Zach as she could take.

“How do you want me?”

She thought for a moment, then pulled away and positioned herself on her hands and knees, facing the mirror. “Like this. You behind me.” This one was for Zach as much as her, she knew it was one of his favourites. “But one condition… you have to watch me in the mirror and I have to watch you.”

Zach was trying not to grin and failing miserably as he knelt behind her, his hands on her hips, and she watching in the mirror as he positioned himself, watched his face as he slid into her slowly.

“Oh God,” she gasped. “I can see you. I can see us.”

“So can I.” His voice was breathless with barely concealed excitement. “You’re so beautiful like this. Watching you take me…”

He set the pace, steady, not too hard, and she found a rhythm that worked with him, pushing back against him when he slid into her, sliding forward a little when he pulled back. They both kept their eyes locked on the reflection and every thrust, every expression, every moment was visible… nowhere for either of their minds to go but right there, right then. No darkness for the mind to wander in, just the lamps and the mirrors and Zach, only Zach.

“Talk to me,” she moaned. “Keep telling me.”

“I love being inside you. I love how tight you are, how you move against me. I love watching your face when I push deeper…” He matched his actions to his words and she cried out in pleasure. “God, that sound… I love that sound.”

“Harder now… I want to feel you completely.”

His grip on her hips tightened and he started to move faster, and she watched them in the mirror, the way their bodies pressed together, seeing the pleasure obvious on his face, watching herself be loved by this man who deserved every single ounce of love she could give him, this man who had all of her, could have anything she had to give.

“I’m getting close,” he warned. “Harriet…”

“Wait.” She leaned forward, letting him slip out of her, and turned around. “Lie down. I want to finish on top of you, looking at you… the real you, not your reflection.”

She pushed him onto his back and straddled him, sinking down onto him slowly. His hands went to her hips and she braced herself against his chest, looking down into his eyes.

“There you are,” she smiled. “Right where you need to be.”

Harriet started to move her hips, slow at first then building quickly. No mirror now… she had his face, his eyes, his mouth right there, his voice telling her he loved her, that she felt incredible, that he was so, so close…

“Let yourself go,” she whispered. “I want to watch you.”

“I’m… Harriet…”

She felt his hard cock pulse inside her and watched his face as his climax hit, watched the pleasure overtake him, heard the sounds he made and saw the struggle that he had to keep his eyes on her as his body lost control, and then she felt her own body respond, a second orgasm surprising her… more sudden than the first, smaller, but rippling through her and making her gasp as she collapsed against his chest.

They lay together for an age, breathing hard, skin against skin.

“Jesus, Harriet…” he whispered eventually. “That was one for the ages.”

She chuckled against his chest. “Wasn’t it just?”

“The mirror thing. The talking.” He stroked her hair. “That was intense. Insanely intense.”

“Was it ok? It wasn’t too…”

“It was amazing.” She looked up at him and he continued. “I felt like we were together, as one, even more than usual. I don’t know…” He shook his head. “Like we were doing more than… sex.”

“I felt the same.” She leaned up to kiss him. “One for the ages, without a doubt.”

He kissed her back. “We should do that again sometime.”

“Yeah.” She settled against his chest, listening to his heartbeat slow. “We really should.”

“Not sometime. Every time… wow.”

They lay in comfortable silence, and Harriet let herself feel it… the quiet satisfaction and the immense relief of having found a way through. It wasn’t absolution, and she knew there might be other nights like the one a few nights before, but then there was this… she’d proven to herself that it could still work, and work even better than before.

She wasn't naive about what lay ahead. Tonight had been a victory, but it was one battle, not the war. There would be other moments when the guilt came rushing out of its box to haunt her, other nights when staying present would be hard. What had happened with Brad wasn’t going to fade away quietly, she understood that now. It would be with her for months to come, maybe years, maybe forever.

But she’d proven to herself that she could do this… she could love him, be present with him, she had a way to make this work and knew there would be other ways too without her stupid mistake destroying everything. It would take work, and sometimes it would be hard. The thought of confessing, that was buried for now… carrying this alone was the price she had to pay. It wouldn’t be effortless like it had been before, but she could do it, and she would do it.

Harriet felt like herself again. Their relationship felt like it was their relationship again. That was enough for now.

“I love you,” Zach whispered sleepily, and she could feel him starting to drift off.

“I love you too. So, so much,” she replied, putting her arm over his chest and settling in his arms.


Want More Harriet and Zach?


First, a quick ask: if you get a pop-up asking for a rating, please take two seconds to leave one! It's incredibly helpful – it tells me which books readers love and which stories deserve sequels.

To get a free story sign up to my mailing list for updates:

https://ckfairfaxbooks.com

You can also follow me on Amazon:

https://www.amazon.com/author/camillakfairfax

The Too Sensible To Know Better Series

This was the third of four novellas in the Too Sensible To Know Better series, and the fourth (Choosing) is out now and just a click away. Or you can get all four novellas in a single box set (Too Sensible To Know Better Complete Boxset) which should normally work out cheaper than buying all four novellas individually.

To whet your appetite, here is the start of Choosing, picking up a year after Breaking ended:

The shower wasn’t really big enough for one person, let alone two, but they made it work… Harriet stood closest to the shower head, her back warm against Zach’s chest, the water streaming over them both.

“We’re going to be late,” she said over her shoulder, not moving an inch.

“You always tell me it’s good to be fashionably late,” Zach replied, knowing that Harriet didn’t really care if they were late or not. “So… whatever.” His hands slid around her waist, pulling her even closer.

“The queue starts at six and it’s five already.”

“Then we’d better be quick.”

He moved his hand lower, between her legs, and she stopped protesting. They’d been together long enough now, nearly three years in total, that he knew exactly how to touch her, exactly what she needed. He felt her head fall back against his shoulder as his fingers found a rhythm, the hot water cascading on them both, steam filling the tiny bathroom of her Oxford room.

“Zach…” A gasp more than anything, one hand reaching back for his head as the other braced herself against the wall, her hips moving now to match his movements… he could tell she was close and he loved that, loved the way she melted against him, loved the way she moved with him, loved making her feel good.

“Sssh… let me.”

She came hard and fast, shuddering against him, and he held her through it, one arm wrapped around her, keeping her steady as he felt her stagger slightly. She turned to face him in the tight space, very close, her eyes bright, her cheeks flushed, and she reached for him.

Zach was hard, had been since she’d first pressed back against him under the water, and when she wrapped her hand around him he moaned, louder than he’d meant to. The walls were thin, and her flatmates were home, all getting ready for the ball too, but he couldn’t bring himself to care… hearing your neighbours was all part and parcel of living in student accommodation, after all.

She stroked him slowly at first, grinning, then faster, the water making everything slick. He braced himself with one hand against the tiles, the other in her wet hair, watching her face… the concentration, the smile, the way she looked right into his eyes.

“I love you,” he said, the words coming out barely controlled.

“I love you too.” She started to twist her wrist in that way that did wonderful, magical things to him. “Now shut up.”

He came with a loud moan that the flatmates definitely heard, onto her hand, the water washing the evidence away down the drain. They stood for a moment, pressed tight in the confined space, both breathing hard.

“Now get out of my shower,” she said, kissing him gently. “I need to do my hair or we’ll never make it to the ball.”

***

Her room wasn’t the largest, really just a bed, a desk, a chair and the bathroom leading off it, but Zach loved it regardless. His own room for the year had been in college, great location, character in spades, but Harriet was in one of the college shared apartments out in Cowley along with most fourth years and Zach loved the sense of community. Each apartment had a large shared kitchen and living room and, after all, most of the people she was living with were his friends as much as hers… Will and Fergus were still around doing the final year of their integrated masters, Nathalie was hanging around doing a masters because, she claimed, she had nothing better to do, then others seemed to have various excuses to put off adulting for another year… Lucy starting a doctorate that she had no intention of finishing, Amy doing her law conversion up the hill at Brooks and so on.

Zach stood at the bathroom mirror shaving while Harriet sat at her desk doing her makeup, the door open between them. Through the window he could see the spires of Oxford in the distance, the city that had changed his life though he hadn’t known it would when he’d arrived three years ago, jet-lagged, overawed, and utterly unprepared for any of it.

“Nervous?” he asked, catching Harriet’s eye in the mirror.

“About the ball? No. Why would I be?”

He smiled. “End of an era. Everyone’s going to be graduated and out in the big scary world after tonight.” He paused. “Except you, and Pete doing his doctorate. And even you’re basically working next year.”

She paused, mascara wand in hand, and he saw her expression shift. She felt it too, he knew.

“I’m not nervous,” she said. “I’m… nostalgic, maybe. In advance.”

“Pre-emptive nostalgia. Very you.”

Harriet laughed. “Very. Now shut up and shave or we really will be late.”

He grinned and went back to his razor, but his mind was elsewhere. Pre-emptive nostalgia was actually a pretty good term for what he was feeling. His last night as a student in Oxford, his masters done, exams finished, dissertation submitted. He had a month off and then he was starting a graduate job in consulting down in London. Harriet still had another year finishing her clinical rotations, but he’d be commuting from Oxford daily and she’d be working hard… they’d thought about him living in London but even that distance filled them both with terror. A year of ten thousand miles apart had been tough, tough but they’d made it one piece, the many pitfalls successfully avoided, and he’d gladly do an hour or so each way on the train daily to go to sleep next to Harriet every night.

The past year had been great, worth every sacrifice they’d made to get through their year of long distance that had come before it, but not without its challenges. The start, once he’d begun his masters and Harriet her clinical rotations, had been a little rocky at times if he was being honest… there’d been a distance between them that he’d not expected, almost as if they’d both got so used to having their own space that it was a shock to be so near to each other again. It had been both of them, he knew, and it didn’t take them long to work through it, but there’d been once or twice where he’d actually worried that he’d moved all the way to Oxford for the year and maybe Harriet didn’t really want him there. Just a little, not much, but it had been there.

After that, though… great. He’d played college rugby again, slotting in at inside centre as they had discovered a fly half in the year between who was a cut above, and he’d enjoyed the mix of slipping back into his old friendships and getting to know some of the newer faces.

And now… Oxford was ending, and part of him didn’t really feel ready to let it go.

He finished shaving and started to put on his dinner jacket, watching Harriet put the finishing touches to her makeup. She was going for dramatic that night, smoky eyes, red lips, and she looked amazing, even before the dress.

She stood and slipped off her dressing gown, reaching for her underwear.

“What?” she asked, catching him staring.

“Nothing. Just looking.”

“You’ve seen me naked, what, ten thousand times.”

“And I appreciate it every single time.”

She rolled her eyes, but her grin gave her away. “Pervert.”

“Absolutely.” The memory of her sunbathing naked on a Croatian beach, her skin golden under the summer sun, did funny things to him even a year later.

“Don’t get any ideas…”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve got that look…”

“Who? Me? Never.”

He watched her step into her dress, shimmering gold effect with a halter-neck, floor length, with a slit up one side that he knew would drive him crazy later on. She’d been saving it for tonight, the last proper Oxford party. She turned her back to him.

“It looks ok?”

He crossed to her and ran his hand slowly up her bare back, then rested his hands on her shoulders and looked at their reflection in the mirror propped up against the wall, her in her gold dress, him in his dinner jacket and black tie.

“We look good.”

“We look amazing,” she replied, smiling at their reflection.

“Modest as ever.”

“False modesty is dull.” She turned to face him, straightening his bow tie. “Now, put your shoes on. We’re already late.”

Choosing is available now, along with the Too Sensible To Know Better Complete Boxset.


Still Want More?


Beyond The Game

The most powerful woman in the room has never knelt for anyone. Until tonight. 


Caitlin doesn't submit. Not to demanding clients, obstinate CFOs, or anyone who dares challenge her authority. She's built her entire identity on being the one in control... at work, in relationships, in every aspect of her life. At twenty-eight she's already a legend of the Houston consulting scene: the consultant everyone wants on their team, the woman who makes things happen through sheer force of will.


Helena is supposed to be invisible. She's younger, Caitlin's junior, only on temporary assignment to the Houston office from Sao Paolo for a few weeks. But when their team celebrates a major victory, Helena sees what everyone else misses: the cracks in Caitlin's armour, the hunger for something that Caitlin doesn't even know the name for, the desperate need to stop controlling everything.


"Would you like to learn what it feels like to let go?"


One question. One game. One Friday night that spirals from playful commands in a Houston bar to bound wrists in Caitlin's bedroom, where Helena introduces her to pleasures she never knew she craved, and that turns the days that follow into a week that will transform Caitlin's entire life.


Some women are meant to command. The right woman can teach them how to obey.

All three of these steamy, lesbian power exchange novellas are available in a single box-set: Beyond The Game (The Caitlin Collection)

***

Coming Into The Light

Lesbian romance? Check. High heat level? Check. Love triangle spread across continents? Check and check.


Amy fooled around a little at university, of course she did... who doesn't experiment, after all? But now, in her late twenties, living with her boyfriend, most of her friends' thoughts turning to getting married and settling down, those days are far behind her.


Well, at least she thought they were.


When her colleague and kind-of-boss Sarah helps her out with her career it sets in motion of a chain of events that opens the door to long buried emotions... and when she then meets Luisa Amy finds herself with a dilemma, her heart torn between these two amazing women that have come crashing into her life from nowhere and her boyfriend, James.


Discover this spicy lesbian love triangle romance, and join Amy on her journey to rediscover herself as she Comes Into The Light. 

Alongside the main novels in the series, companion novels tell the stories of other women in the same world… characters who cross paths with the main trio and have their own journeys to take. Starting with Her Miss Perfect.

***

Experimenting

Harriet and Zach have everything… a happy marriage, a life together in Sydney, a love that runs deep and strong.

But when Zach has a dream one night, a dream about Harriet with another man, it unleashes desires that neither of them knew they had, making them both ask the question about whether they have the courage to share their deepest selves with the person they love most.

Through encounters with other people and adventures beyond their wildest dreams, they learn that jealousy and desire can coexist, that trust can strengthen their relationship, and that love grows stronger when tested.

A high heat series about hotwives, bulls and polyamory, with Seasons 1 and 2 available now:

Complete Season 1

Complete Season 2


About the author


What happens when you push a character past what they thought were their limits? What do they discover about themselves? What lines will they cross?

Camilla's shorts built a devoted following of readers who found answers to those questions: over half a million individual reads, averaging more than 15k reads per story and ratings of 4.8+/5 for her three most popular series of shorts.

Now she writes novels and novellas that let her show what comes next. The full transformation, not just the spark. Relationships that go deep. Tension that builds to something worth the wait. Characters who don't just glimpse who they could be... they become it.

Whether expanding popular series or exploring fresh ground, every story is designed to deliver.
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