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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 Two


June
Eleven Months Later


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.”

***

The queue for the ball stretched halfway down Broad Street by the time they arrived, a river of black tie and ball gowns flowing slowly towards the college gates. The evening was one of those glorious June evenings that Zach loved about England, warm without being too hot, blue sky dotted with clouds above, the sun still well clear of the horizon, and he could see various bottles of what looked like champagne being drunk in the queue. Clearly, people didn’t hold back at college balls.

Harriet spotted their friends first. Nathalie was there looking stunning in a red silk dress, Pete was looking as out of place as Zach would have expected wearing anything more than his usual shorts and t-shirt, Lucy was dressed in purple, and all the others from their little corner of Oxford life. “Harriet! Zach! We saved you a spot!”

They eased their way through the queue, apologising as they went, until they reached the group and Nathalie immediately thrust plastic cups full of champagne in their direction.

“You’re playing catch up, we’ve been here since six. I’m already half a bottle down and I need to pace myself, so drink up.”

“We got… delayed,” Harriet said, glancing at Zach.

“Delayed.” Nathalie raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you’re calling it now?”

“Shut up.”

Pete clapped Zach on the shoulder. “Good to see you, mate. Ready for a big night?”

“Born ready.” He looked Pete up and down. “Dinner jacket suits you.”

“No it doesn’t. I’m going to lose the tie and the jacket first chance I get.”

Zach took a sip of the champagne. It was warm and a bit too sweet, served in a plastic cup stood on the pavement, and it was perfect. “Who’s headlining? I’ve heard rumours but nothing confirmed.”

“I'm sworn to secrecy, but they rhyme with Moo-a Pee-pa,” Lucy said. “It was supposed to be a secret but when your supervisor is the fellow in charge of the ball committee…”

Zach laughed. “Seriously? That’s insane.” He paused. "And also not a very subtle clue."

“This whole thing is insane.” Nathalie gestured at the queue, the college gates, the evening sun. “We’re queueing in black tie to spend the night in a medieval college listening to one of the biggest up and coming acts in the world. How is this our life?”

“Best enjoy it while it lasts,” Pete said. “This time next year you’ll all be in offices being yelled at by middle managers.”

“Not me,” Harriet grinned. “I’ll be getting yelled at by doctors.”

“Oh, that’s much better…”

The queue inched forward and they inched with it, passing the champagne around, catching up on gossip, speculating excitedly about the night ahead. Zach kept his arm around Harriet’s waist, hyperaware of how she was leaning into him, both still buzzing from what they’d done in the shower earlier.

Two years now he’d spent in this country, one as an exchange student, the second for his masters, and now it was ending, this strange extended adolescence, and within a few weeks Harriet and him would be adulting properly… they’d be renting an apartment of their own, paying bills, doing the boring adult stuff. He couldn’t wait.

But he wouldn’t think about that tonight. Tonight was for champagne and dancing, not to mention holding the woman he loved while a thousand people in formal wear lost their minds to a surprisingly sweary brand of catchy pop music.

When they finally reached the gates, he paused for a moment on the threshold. Through the archway, he could see the quad had been transformed… lights strung between the buildings, a string quartet playing on the grass, people drifting around with drinks, laughing and chatting.

This was it. It really did feel like the end of an era.

Harriet took his hand. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

They walked in together.

***

The next few hours were a blur of champagne, music, cocktails, food and, bizarrely, laser tag. The ball committee had outdone themselves, every public area of college pressed into service and transformed for the night. There was a comedy stage in the chapel, a casino in the seminar room, a stage hosting student bands in the common room. The main stage was in the college gardens, a massive structure rising up between the ancient trees, and every time they walked past the crew were doing another sound check, each burst of music a promise of what was to come.

They ate what was claimed to be lobster rolls from a stall in the back quad (Zach was dubious), drank more champagne, more cocktails, endless alcohol. They tried to dance to a swing band in a marquee, Zach’s attempt to spin Harriet nearly taking out half the other dancers, both of them laughing so hard they had to go back outside for air. They found Nathalie and Will making out behind the chapel and pretended not to notice, and Pete trying to convince the vodka luge staff to just give him the bottle.

At some point after eleven they found themselves alone at the edge of the garden, the main stage looming over everything, the crowd starting to thicken in anticipation of the headline act.

“I need to sit down,” Harriet said, dragging Zach towards a bench tucked away beneath an oak tree. “My feet feel like they’re about to fall off.”

“You’re the one who insisted on heels.”

“Fashion requires sacrifice.” She sat and pulled him down beside her, then swung her legs up onto his lap. “Rub my feet.”

“So romantic.”

“You love it.”

It was actually true. He rubbed her feet, working the ache out and focusing on her arches while they watched the crowd flow past, saying hello to everyone they knew. They were all beautiful tonight, happy, the air electric with the magic of a summer evening where exams were done and nobody was worrying about what came next.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

“Pre-emptive nostalgia,” she replied, grinning. “It won’t be the same next year… I’ll barely be in college, you’ll be working, most of our friends will have gone. This place is special. It’s been my whole adult life, and now it’s… ending.”

“It’s not ending, just changing.”

“I know, but still…” She turned to look at him. “Everything’s going to be different after this.”

“Good different though.”

“Yeah. And we’re us.” She paused. “We’ve always got each other.”

“Exactly. We survived a whole year of long distance. Everything else is easy.”

Harriet looked over towards the stage, nodding slowly. “Yeah, we did. It wasn’t easy, was it?”

“No.”

“No. I think it might have been the hardest thing I ever did.” She turned back to look at him and he could see tears in her eyes.

He took hold of her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Yeah. Same. Worth it though?”

Harriet nodded, taking a deep breath. “Completely.” She took another breath. “Enough of this sentimentality… we need to go and get a good spot, the music’ll start in a minute.”

Zach stood and held out his hand to help her up too. “One thing first.”

“What?”

“This.” He leaned over and kissed her, slow and deep, and she melted into him like she always seemed to. “I love you so much,” he whispered.”

“I love you so, so much too.”

“Come on.” He took her hand as the stage lights dimmed, an anticipatory hush descending on the crowd. “Time to dance.”

***

By 2am the ball had reached that point of wonderful chaos where anything seemed possible. The music had lasted for an hour and a half, the crowd a single pulsing creature, and now a DJ had taken over and the dancing had fragmented, people spreading back through the college grounds to make the most of the last three hours of entertainment. Zach himself was sweaty and exhilarated, not to mention the absolute optimum amount of drunk to feel invincible.

He was at the cocktail bar, fetching drinks for Harriet, Nathalie and Will (who were absolutely pretending that nothing was happening at all between them, not in the slightest), when Harriet came up next to him and grabbed his hand.

“Come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere.”

“What about the drinks?”

“They’ll still be serving when we come back.”

She led him away from the crowds, out towards the bar quad and then, sneaking a look to make sure that no one was watching, down towards the toilets and past them, through the door to the squash court. Zach had a pretty good feel for the warren of tunnels under college, but nowhere near Harriet’s knowledge… from what she’d told him in her first year she’d got up to some adventures down there.

“Harriet…” He was laughing, stumbling slightly as she pulled him along. “Where are you taking me?”

“You’ll see. I knew they’d forget to lock these tonight.”

They went through a tunnel that Zach had never been down before, then emerged through a door into the back of the college’s old music room, a centuries old concert hall with tiered seats in a U-shape around a stage.

It was, of course, deserted, the moonlight shining in through the windows up above, the faint sound of the DJ set just about audible in the distance. The room smelled of old wood and dust, and it was completely, perfectly private.

“We shouldn’t be here,” Zach said, grinning.

“Definitely not.” Harriet pushed him against the wall next to the stage and kissed him. “That’s rather the point.”

His hands found her waist, then lower, finding the slit down the side of her dress and sliding beneath it. The stone wall was rough against his back, and he could feel the cold seeping through his shirt, but he didn’t care… all he could feel was her mouth on his, her body pressed against him, the desperate desire for each other.

“I want you,” she said against his mouth. “Right here. Right now.”

“Anyone could come in…”

“No one’s coming in. Everyone’s at the ball.”

“We’re at the ball.”

“We’re having our own ball.” She reached for his belt, fumbling with the buckle. “Unless you’d rather go back and dance?”

He answered her by spinning them around, pressing her back against the wall instead, lifting her up so that her legs wrapped around his waist. The dress made it easy, the slit making it simple to hike it up round her hips, and he wondered for a moment whether she’d been planning this all along as his hands found her underwear, already damp, easily pushed aside.

“God, you want this,” he whispered against her neck.

“I’ve been thinking about this all night.”

He positioned himself and pushed into her, and she gasped, clinging to his shoulders. The angle was intense… deeper than usual, the wall giving him leverage, gravity doing half the work. He paused for a moment, watching her face, making sure.

“Ok?” he asked.

“Don’t stop. For the love of God don’t stop now.”

He didn’t. He thrust into her hard and fast, his hands gripping her thighs, her back against the ancient stone. She buried her face in his neck to muffle the sounds she was making, and he could feel her breath against his skin, could feel her nails digging into his shoulders through his shirt.

“Zach…” His name, gasped against his throat. “God, Zach…”

She came first and fast, clenching around him, biting down on his shoulder to keep from crying out. The feeling of her, the sound of her, the knowledge that he could make her feel this way… it pushed him over the edge, and he followed moments later, moaning her name, holding himself deep inside her as his hips shook against hers.

They stayed like that for a long moment, both breathing hard, her legs still wrapped around him, foreheads pressed together.

“Wow,” he managed to whisper eventually.

Harriet laughed quietly, still breathless. “Yeah.”

“We should sneak into more forbidden concert halls.”

“Noted for future reference.” She kissed him. “Now put me down before your legs give way.”

He lowered her carefully, both of them adjusting their clothing in the moonlight. Her hair had mostly fallen out of place, and her makeup looked exactly like she’d just had sex up against a wall, but she’d never looked more beautiful to him.

“Ready to go back?” he asked.

“Not yet.” She took his hand. “Let’s just stay here for a minute. Just us.”

They sat on the steps to the stage, her head on his shoulder, his arm around her waist. Through the windows the distant thump of bass kept going, punctuated by the occasional shriek of laughter… the ball carrying on without them.

“I’m glad we came tonight,” Harriet said quietly. She sat up straight and started to sort her hair out, opting to wear it down… presumably deciding it was too hard to style after what they’d just done.

“Me too.”

“And I’m glad we snuck off.”

“Me too.” He looked at her and smiled. “Though I think we might need to sneak back in. I have no idea how to retrace our steps.”

“Don’t worry. I know this college like the back of my hand.” She stood and pulled him up. “Come on. I think it’s nearly bacon roll time.”

***

The bacon rolls were served in the back quad at 4am, along with endless cups of tea and coffee for those who needed it and champagne for those who really felt the need to still drink more. The crowd had thinned a little, the lightweights who’d gone home, the sensible ones who didn’t want to write off their whole weekend, but those who remained had the wild, red-eyed look of people who’d fully committed to seeing in the dawn.

They found Nathalie at one of the tables, her dress looking like it had seen better days but still going strong, bacon roll in one hand and champagne in the other.

“There you are!” She beckoned them over. “Where have you two been? We looked everywhere.”

“Around.” Harriet sat down and took a bite of her own bacon roll. “Exploring.”

“Exploring.” Nathalie’s eyes narrowed. “Exploring the same college you’ve been at for four years now.”

“Yep.”

“Exploring that involves your hair do changing and Zach’s collar getting your lipstick on it.”

Harriet grinned and winked at Zach. “Yep.”

Nathalie laughed. “Never change.”

Their group reassembled gradually, Pete looking more than a little worse for wear, Lucy quite the opposite, Will still going strong on the cocktails. Looking around there were a good number of people they knew as dawn started to arrive, the grey-blue light starting to lighten the quad and the first hints of pale pink and yellow towards the horizon.

“What do we do now?” Lucy asked after a while. “I’m not ready for bed quite yet.”

They all looked at each other, all feeling the same… because going to bed would mark the end of something special to most of them, that and the start of their proper adult lives, so why not delay it just that little bit longer.

Pete raised his hand. “I have an idea. We’ll need champagne though.”

***

The scaled the fence into Christ Church Meadow at 5am, slipping past the locked gate like thousands of students must have done over the years. It didn’t feel like they were technically breaking in, the gates would be open soon enough anyway, but there was something deliciously transgressive about being where they shouldn’t, the empty peace of the meadows only broken by the odd group in the distance dressed the same and with clearly the same idea.

“Let’s go to the boathouse,” Pete said, leading them towards the river. “The terrace upstairs… we can watch the dawn.”

Pete, it seemed, had had it all planned, right down to having had the foresight to ‘borrow’ the boathouse key the day before and forget to return it.

“How did you know?” Nathalie asked.

Pete laughed. “Because I did this all two years ago when I finished at Cambridge. And as I’m clearly the most intelligent one here simply by virtue of doing a doctorate to put off the real world for as long as I can.” Lucy play-punched him on the arm. “And,” he looked around at them all, “if it had looked like you were just going to go to bed I’d have made you all come down here anyway.”

“It’s perfect,” Harriet said as they gathered some chairs and laid them out in a loose array, looking down at the river and across at the playing fields beyond. Zach couldn’t help but agree… the other boat houses either side stood empty, silent, and apart from a couple of swans down on the water below and someone cycling along the towpath on the opposite side of the river it was just them.

Someone opened the champagne and it got passed around. Zach took a swig and passed it to Harriet, then leaned back and looked at the river.

Two years. He’d been in this country for two years, yes with a whole year back home in between but still… it had changed him completely. He’d arrived as a kid, really, nineteen years old, fresh off a plane from Sydney, so jet-lagged and overwhelmed that he’d just had to let himself get caught up in it all and go with the flow.

And now, here he was, sitting by a river at dawn with a group of friends that he loved, a degree under his belt and a job waiting for him in London, the woman he knew he was going to spend the rest of his life with cuddled up against him.

“I’m going to miss this,” Lucy said quietly. “All of this.”

“We’ll come back,” Will said. “It’s not that far from London.”

“It won’t be the same though. We won’t be students anymore. We’ll just be… visitors.”

“Maybe,” Zach added, surprising himself, “the college isn’t the place, it’s the people. Let’s make sure we keep that.”

A round of heads nodded to that, and Harriet leaned over and planted a gentle kiss on his cheek. They sat in silence for a while, watching the light change, passing the champagne back and forth.

“Ok,” Pete said eventually. “Moment of sentimentality. Everyone say one thing they’ll remember from tonight.”

“The music,” Will said. “When she’s playing to stadiums of fifty thousand people we’ll know we saw her there, in our college. That’s special.”

“The fireworks,” Lucy added. “Though I’ll bet the neighbours didn’t appreciate them much…”

“The champagne,” Nathalie said. She lifted up the bottle and grinned. “Obviously.”

“All seventeen bottles you seemed to drink,” Pete added.

“Something like that.”

They went round the circle, each saying something new when their turn came again. The dancing. The lobster rolls. The silent disco which had apparently descended into chaos around 3am. Small moments, large moments, the kind of details that would stay in their memory and last forever.

When it came back to Zach again he was quiet for a moment, looking at Harriet next to him… she looked exactly like she’d been out at a ball now for the last twelve hours. And she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Then he looked around the group.

“This,” he said eventually. “Sydney will always be home. But so is this, right now, right here. I feel so lucky to have found all of this.”

“There’s always one…” Pete said, but his smile said that he understood.

“What about you, Harriet?” Nathalie asked.

She pretended to think about it, then looked deep into Zach’s eyes. “The bacon rolls.”

Everyone laughed, and Zach pulled her closer, pushing a kiss to the top of her head. He knew what she really meant. He always knew.

The sun was warm on his face now, burning off the hints of early morning mist. Somewhere a bird was singing. His friends were laughing around him, and Harriet was solid and real against his side, and the future was waiting for them, jobs, commuting to London, but not yet. Not quite yet.

For now, there was just this: the river, the light, some of the people he loved most in the world spread out on the grass beside him.

He closed his eyes and let himself feel it.


Twenty Four


December
Eighteen Months Later


Harriet had been to Sydney quite a few times now, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to the shock of the bright, bright summer morning light that hit them when they walked out of the terminal. That and the heat were an assault on the senses. She squinted against the glare, fumbling for her sunglasses while Zach grinned… she knew that for him this felt utterly normal, but her body was telling her it’s December, it’s supposed to be dark and wet and grey.

“I always forget,” she said, sunglasses safely on. “How much sun there is.”

“You say that every time.”

“Because it’s true.”

Zach smiled as he pushed their luggage trolley towards the car park where his mum was waiting, Harriet walking alongside. This was her fourth time in Sydney and she figured it was probably time to stop counting… either that or she’d work out that that meant more than a week of her life already spent squeezed into the purgatory that was economy class and transiting in either Singapore or Dubai.

The first trip had been the mad one, the desperate following of her heart to try to stop them making a stupid mistake… that had been a crazy whirlwind. Then Christmas later that same year, Easter earlier this year, and now Christmas again although Harriet’s mum had struggled this time to hide her disappointment that her and Zach weren’t going back to Bath for this Christmas (“But it’d be so much easier for you both…”).

This trip was a little different to those that had come before though. Zach had been working for a little over a year already down in London, and Harriet had joined him, a fully-fledged doctor for all of five months now working in one of the big London hospitals and discovering that if there was any glamour to being a doctor it didn’t come when you were right at the bottom of the ladder. This was the first time, then, that they were travelling having both taken leave from work, having packed their bags in their tiny, rented south London flat and wrestled with luggage on the Tube to get to Heathrow… it felt different, like they had to make the most of the time off in a way they’d never needed to before.

What was nice though, really nice, was that with each trip it felt more and more like visiting family and friends, rather than visiting his family and friends. Zach’s parents had been incredibly welcoming right from that first visit, and Harriet could still do no wrong in his mum’s eyes having flown all that way to ask him to get back together, but it was more than that… she knew Zach’s broader family well now, and got on great with his mates, some of whom had come to visit them in Oxford and then London. Sydney felt like a natural second home now, and it made each visit more and more exciting.

Zach’s mum Sarah was waiting by the car, waving frantically despite only being twenty feet away with the broadest grin in the world. Zach was quickly enveloped in a fierce hug and then it was Harriet’s turn.

“Look at you both. Exhausted, I can tell. Have you eaten? There’s food at home, I’ve been cooking all week, your dad’s already started on the ham…”

“They gave us breakfast on the plane, mum.”

“That’s not real food. We need to feed you properly. Get in the car, both of you.”

Harriet caught Zach's eye over his mum’s head and smiled. Some things never changed.

***

The drive north was familiar now… the glimpses of the iconic skyline, then the quieter suburbs and finally along the coast with the Pacific glittering to one side. Harriet watched it all from the front passenger seat, insistent as she had been that she’d try to stay awake to beat the jet lag while Zach snoozed in the back.

“How’s the flat?” Zach’s mum asked from next to her. “Zach said you finally got furniture.”

“We’ve got a corner sofa now and an actual bed frame.” Harriet smiled. “It’s starting to feel like a real home.”

“And you’re settling in alright? London must be strange after Oxford.”

“It’s good. Busier.” She glanced back at Zach who was sound asleep in the back. “And Zach doesn’t have to do that commute any more, that’s a big plus. He was trying to pretend it was ok but I think a year commuting from Oxford nearly broke him.”

“He works too hard,” his mum said with the tone reserved for mothers still worrying over their adult children. “All those late nights. I told him he’ll burn out before he’s thirty.”

“Consulting,” Harriet agreed. “It’s brutal.”

“You’d know. Being a junior doctor is worse from what I hear?”

“Different kind of brutal.” She thought of the baptism of fire she’d had so far… actual patients that she was now responsible for, long hours, some weeks where her and Zach barely overlapped. Adulting was proving to be a full-on gear shift for both of them, and they were gradually adapting to it. Harriet wasn’t going to tell Sarah that though, because right now was about two weeks of sunshine and not doing night shifts, with nothing more demanding to do than eat too much and sleep as late as they wanted.

They pulled into the drive and Zach jerked awake, blinking in the bright light. "We're here?"

"We're here."

The house looked exactly as it had that first time that Harriet had pulled up in a taxi with nothing but a hastily packed shoulder bag for luggage, except that the sun was bright and the sky deep blue. It was a lovely family home that you could almost feel the happy memories emanating from, and whereas that first time she’d been desperate, jet-lagged and terrified that Zach had moved on, now it just felt like their home-away-from-home.

“Right,” Sarah said, unlocking the front door. “Bed. Both of you. I’ll wake you up in a couple of hours.”

“We’re fine really…”

“You’re dead on your feet and we’re lighting up the barbecue later. Your dad’s doing prawns,” she added, looking at Zach.

Harriet had learned that Zach’s mum was a woman with a lot of common sense. The two of them headed up to Zach’s childhood bedroom, their bedroom whenever they visited and now thankfully equipped with a good-sized double bed, and were asleep within minutes of their heads hitting the pillows.

***

Harriet woke up early afternoon to the sound of birdsong and the bright light of Australia summer clear through the curtains. Zach was deep asleep next to her, sprawled on his stomach, one arm flung out towards where she’d been lying.

She watched him for a long few moments, this man she’d chosen again and again and again, and who’d chosen her back, across all of the distance and the messiness of becoming who they were.

Sometimes she still couldn’t quite believe they’d made it.

She tiptoed across the room, careful not to disturb Zach, and pulled a skirt and top out of her bag… it was funny, but the excitement for a trip Down Under really only got going when she packed and could get all of her hot weather clothes out.

Changed, she went downstairs, following the smell of cooking. Zach’s dad was at the barbecue on the deck, prodding at a large piece of meat that looked and smelled delicious.

“Sleeping beauty emerges. Tea?”

“Please.”

He gestured to the outdoor table, where a pot sat under a cosy. "Help yourself. Sarah's gone to pick up a few things, back in an hour. She insisted we needed to have tea ready for you.”

Harriet smiled gratefully and poured herself a cup before settling back down to watch him work. He’d always been quieter than Zach’s mum, steady, solid, contained, but she liked him. He had a way of making her feel welcome without making any fuss about it.

"Good flight?"

"Long. But fine."

"They always are."

He turned the meat on the grill and the smell made her stomach growl. “That smells amazing.”

“It’ll be a few hours until it’s ready, I need to slow cook it. I’m going to do my prawns as well.”

“I love your prawns,” Harriet replied, pleased to see him blush slightly at the compliment. It was true, though. His prawns in their marinade were incredible.

“You hungry now?”

“A little.”

“I need someone to do a taste test. Let me chuck a couple on now and you can tell me if they’re good.”

Harriet smiled. This was how Zach’s dad showed affection, not through words but through actions.

“Zach said you’re working long hours at the moment.” He had to raise his voice slightly over the sizzling sound that the prawns made as their marinade hit the hot grill.

“All part of the deal. We both are.”

He laughed. “Worth it in the long run.”

“So I’m told.” She smiled ruefully. “I’m not sure it feels like it when I get home from a night shift just as Zach heads out to work though.”

They sat in companionable silence for a while once the prawns were ready, Harriet finding them just as delicious as she knew they’d be. She was glad of the shade over the veranda, it was so different from England… brighter, hotter, everything more vivid somehow. Christmas shouldn’t feel like this, she thought, it should be dark by now and cold.

But there was a lot to be said for sunshine, for eating outside and swimming in the afternoon, the simplicity of a life lived significantly outdoors. She thought about back home, about her experiences as a junior doctor so far and those who’d been in the system longer, working eighty hour weeks for barely more than minimum wage, grey faced and exhausted, running on caffeine and willpower. And she thought about what she’d heard about the life of doctors here, better paid, better hours, better able to have an actual life outside of the hospital.

She hadn’t mentioned it to Zach yet, but the thought was there, growing day by day and week by week. What if they didn’t stay in England forever? What if, someday, they built a life here instead?

“Penny for your thoughts.”

Harriet blinked and smiled. “Sorry, miles away.”

“You looked serious.”

“Just thinking about the future. Work, mostly.” She paused. “Nothing interesting.”

He looked at her for a long moment then nodded and went back to the barbecue. “Future’s important. You only live once.” He looked down at the meat. “But so is the present. And right now, the present involves barbecue.”

Harriet laughed. “I can live with that.”

***

Christmas Day came with the chaos of a house full of family. Zach’s grandparents arrived first, Sarah’s parents, both in their seventies, opinionated as ever and delighted to see their grandson. Then an aunt and uncle arrived with three kids under ten who rapidly disappeared into the pool at the end of the garden, joined by Zach shortly afterwards… it didn’t take much, it seemed, to bring out his inner child at times like that. One of Zach’s sisters was due to pop in during the afternoon with her new boyfriend. It was that sort of day.

Harriet helped wherever she could, setting the table, ferrying dishes, fetching drinks, and found herself folded into the chaos in a way that felt entirely natural. The first Christmas here she'd been anxious, desperate to make a good impression, hyperaware of being the English girlfriend. Now she was just Harriet, part of the furniture in the very best way.

“Thank you,” Zach said as the two of them loaded the dishwasher after lunch, leaving everyone else outside lingering over dessert.

“For what?”

“For… fitting in.” He leaned against the counter, watching her. “Mum says you’re officially family now, and that I’d better not do anything to mess it up.”

“Your mum’s being nice.”

Zach shook his head, grinning. “I reckon if it came down to it she’d disown me first. She adores you, everyone does.” He reached out as she straightened to face him and pushed her hair away from her face. His touch felt electric, just as it always did. “I adore you.”

“You’re biased though.”

“One hundred percent.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Happy Christmas by the way. I don’t think I said it yet.”

Her hand went to the necklace, his first Christmas present to her that she wore every day. “Happy Christmas.” She leaned into him, letting his arms wrap around her, enjoying the feel of him. The noise of the festivities filtered in from outside, the cousins shrieking, adults laughing, a game of cricket about to start from the sound of it. “I like it here. Christmas, I mean. It’s different, but I like it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She looked at him. “I’ve been thinking actually, about the future.”

“Sounds ominous…”

“Not ominous, just…” She hesitated, searching for the right words. “You moved for me. Your masters, starting work in London, you left all of your family and friends to come to England for me.”

“I’ve got friends in England too.”

“Yeah, but not in the same way, not friends you’ve known since you could barely walk.”

“I came to England for both of us.”

"I know. But still. You made the sacrifice. And I've been thinking... maybe someday I should do the same."

Zach went still. "What do you mean?"

"I mean maybe, eventually, we don't have to stay in England. Maybe we could build a life here instead." She watched his face carefully. "The working conditions are better. The pay's better. The weather's definitely better. And your family's here, your friends…”

"Your family's in England. Your friends…”

"I know. I'm not saying we do it tomorrow. I'm not even saying soon. But..." She took his hand. "You gave up a lot to be with me. I want you to know I'd do the same if that's what we decided, if that's what made sense for us."

He went quiet, looking intently into her eyes. Then he pulled her into a tight hug. “We should talk about it. We’ve got time, years… but the thought of you and me, here someday. I like that.”

“I like that too. I wanted you to know that it’s on the table.”

“I love you.” He pulled back again and looked at her. “You know that, right? Wherever we are, I love you.”

“I love you too.”

They stood there for a moment, wrapped in each other, then one of the cousins came running in demanding that they both come and join the cricket game and the moment broke, and they went back to being part of the family.

***

Three days after Christmas, they drove up the coast. Thommo had organised it, two nights camping near a beach that he swore was the best in the world, a reunion of Zach’s old crowd before everyone scattered back to their real lives after New Year. Harriet had been looking forward to it for weeks. She’d met them all before, on previous visits and when some of them had come over to England, and she liked them… the banter was easy and they all included her without making a fuss, treating her as if she’d always been one of them.

They were picking up Thommo and Steph on the way, while Callum and Jacko were heading up separately and driving Megan and her new girlfriend Ella up with them. Harriet knew the history of Megan with Zach, of course, and she also knew he had a slight sore spot about Megan having a girlfriend now, not out of jealousy but rather from the gentle ribbing that came from his mates that he’d obviously done something to put her off men.

Thommo was larger than life in every respect, and him and Steph made a couple that was odd on paper but somehow worked. She was sensible where he played the fool, she had a dry wit to counterbalance his louder sense of humour, and while Steph was tall herself she looked tiny next to Thommo’s physical presence.

By the time they hit the highway, the car was full of noise and laughter, old jokes and new gossip, an excited energy.

"So, Harriet," Thommo said from the front seat, twisting around to look at her. "When are you giving him back? It's been a couple of years now. We're starting to take it personally."

"Never. He's mine now. Sorry."

"See, this is what I've been saying." Thommo shook his head mournfully, looking at Steph who was sat next to Harriet in the back. "She steals him away to the other side of the world, makes him get a job, probably makes him do laundry and everything…”

"I do make him do laundry,” Harriet confirmed.

"Tragic. Absolutely tragic. The man used to be fun."

"I'm still fun," Zach protested.

“You wear suits and have a commute. I’ll bet you have opinions about mortgage rates and all of that boring adult stuff.”

“I absolutely do.”

"See? It's worse than we thought." Thommo reached back and patted Harriet's knee. "Don't worry, we don't blame you. Much. He was always going to end up boring eventually."

"Thanks for that."

"Any time, mate. Any time."

The campsite was basic, really just a series of clearings in the bush with a wash block and a rudimentary store. Their group had got the pitches down at the far end, out of the way of the others and right next to the beach, and Harriet wondered whether that was what Thommo had requested or whether the owner had taken one look at him and decided they might get a little rowdy and needed to be kept away from the rest of the pitches. Either way it was perfect.

The other four arrived not long after, and they soon had their four tents up, a fire pit dug, and by late afternoon they were all settled in camp chairs with cold beers, watching the sun start its leisurely descent towards the low hills visible inland.

“Right,” Thommo announced, cracking open the esky. “Who’s swimming?”

“Looks cold.” Steph said.

“It’s summer. At worst it’ll be refreshing. There’s a difference.”

“The difference is you’re a lunatic.”

“Love you,” he mouthed at her, and Steph blushed and grinned, shaking her head.

“Still no.”

"Harriet?" Thommo turned to her with a grin. "You in? Show these soft southern hemisphere types how it's done?"

"I'm from Bath. We don't swim, we complain about the weather."

"Come on." Zach was already pulling off his shirt. "Live a little."

"You're as bad as him."

“I’m worse. You just never see it.” He held out his hand, his eyes bright with excitement. “Unless you’re chicken?”

Harriet pursed her lips as she looked back at him… she knew exactly what he was doing, but dammit it always worked. Of course she wasn’t going to back down now.

"Fine." She took his hand and let him pull her up. "But if I get hypothermia, you're explaining it to my parents."

The water was cold at first, but Zach was right there with her, both of them shrieking and laughing as they waded in. Thommo crashed past them in a graceless dive, surfacing with a whoop, and then Callum was there, and Megan and Ella, then Jacko and even, eventually, Steph gingerly picked her way in, cursing good naturedly the whole time.

“See?” Her and Zach had swum a little way out and were treading water. “Not bad once you’re in.”

“I’m glad I’m moving.”

He grinned. “I’d come over there and kiss you if it wouldn’t make us drown.”

“You’d have to catch me first,” she replied, laughing as she splashed him and swam off, Zach in hot pursuit.

They swam until the sun started to get close to the horizon, then staggered back up the beach to towels and fresh beers. Jacko lit the fire and got it going quickly, everyone settling around it, all buzzing from the cold of the sea and exhilarated from the exercise.

“So Thommo,” Callum said, once people who wanted had had time to change and arrange themselves back around the fire. “You still pretending to work in finance?”

“How dare you,” Thommo replied in mock outrage. “I have a desk and everything.”

“You survived that whole sleeping under your desk thing?”

Steph stifled a laugh and Callum grinned, but Harriet could see that everyone else was oblivious.

Thommo looked around the circle. “I might have decided at the end of a night out that it was easier to sleep under my desk than get a taxi home.”

“Your desk?” Steph’s arched eyebrow told Harriet that there was more to it.

“Well, a desk.”

“Whose?” Megan asked.

“My managing director’s. It’s bigger.”

“The managing director who then discovered you under there at seven thirty the next morning…” Steph was enjoying keeping Thommo honest, Harriet could see. They had a nice dynamic the two of them. Zach had told her that even though they’d only got together a year ago everyone knew it was on the cards for ages before.

They were soon into comparing their adult lives, not quite going round the circle but each of them contributing. Jacko had headed into law and was wondering if he regretted it already, Megan was coaching a pro netball team and loving it, Ella it turned out was a player on that team, and so on… a real mix of professions and hopes and regrets.

“How about you two?” Steph asked, looking at Harriet and Zach. “Are you still living the romantic dream in Oxford?”

“We’re in London now, with its romantic rain and romantic wind and, I’m sorry to say, romantic mould in the corner of our bathroom.” Harriet grimaced slightly.

“She’s exaggerating,” Zach added. “It’s only a bit of mould.”

"Oh, well, that's fine then."

"See, this is what I don't understand." Thommo leaned forward, gesturing with his beer. "You've got this one…” he pointed at Zach "…who grew up with beaches and sunshine. You know, actual quality of life. And he moves to England. Voluntarily. For weather and mould."

"He moved for love," Steph said. "It's romantic."

"It's stupid is what it is."

"It's both," Zach said, grinning. "Romantically stupid." He paused. “And totally worth it.”

Harriet felt her cheeks going red. Even after all this time, give or take four years together depending on how you counted, he could still make her feel like that… he’d chosen her, and come all that way for her. She reached out her hand and he took it, squeezing tight.

The evening deepened and more beers appeared. They cooked some food over the fire, and then the marshmallows came out. The conversation wandered around, through shared memories and old jokes, but the six of them who’d known each other seemingly forever were always careful to include both Harriet and Ella in everything. Harriet found herself listening though, more than she talked, content to be part of it without feeling the need to drive it.

“Oh, speaking of drama,” Callum said. “Did you hear about Rob?”

“Which Rob? Melbourne Rob?”

“Yeah. That girl he was seeing… remember he met her in the gym? She was cheating on him the whole time. He only found out last month.”

“Shit.” Jacko shook his head. “Poor bastard. How long were they together?”

“Three months maybe? He was gutted. Really liked her.”

“What a bitch,” Steph said. “Seriously. If you want to see other people, just say so. Don’t string someone along.”

“How did he find out?” Megan asked.

“One of his mates saw them and told him.”

"I don't understand people who do that," Thommo said. "The sneaking around. Just break up first, it's not hard. Just be honest. It’s not that hard to say no.”

"Some people get off on it, I reckon," Jacko said. "The secrecy. The thrill."

"That's fucked up though. How do people live with themselves? You're supposed to be able to trust your partner.”

“I don’t know… once a cheater, always a cheater if you ask me.”

Harriet resisted the urge to shift in her seat, going completely still instead, those words hitting hard: once a cheater, always a cheater. She kept her face neutral, nodded along with everyone else.

"What do you think, Harriet?" Steph asked. "Would you ever forgive it? If someone cheated on you?"

"No," she said, and she forced herself to say it calmly despite the churning she suddenly felt inside. “I don't think so. Once the trust is gone, it's gone."

"Exactly." Steph nodded firmly. “Trust is everything. Zach, you've got a good one."

"Don't I know it." Zach squeezed her hand, and she smiled at him, and the moment passed.

"Right," Thommo announced, slapping his thighs. "Enough depressing chat. Who wants to see if I can still do a backflip?"

"Absolutely not," Steph said. "You'll break your neck."

“Yeah, but I’ll do it impressively. Isn’t that what matters?”

“You are an idiot.”

Too late though. Thommo was already up, heading for the water and losing his t-shirt on the way. Most of the others followed, laughter floating back from the waterline as he attempted something that might, technically, have been a backflip but lacked a certain elegance from what Harriet could see in the mix of moonlight and the orange flicker from the fire.

“Glad we’ve got a doctor here,” Megan said as Callum now tried to do one himself.

“I just hope they know I’m not that type of doctor.”

Megan smiled. It was just the two of them left in the camping chairs, Ella having excused herself to go to the wash block and the others watching the increasingly hazardous backflip attempts.

They sat in silence for a few moments, then Megan took a deep breath as if she was going to say something, then stopped herself, then took another deep breath.

“What?” Harriet asked.

“I… I just wanted to say, with no one else listening, how glad I am that Zach has you.”

Harriet was taken aback. “Really?”

“Yeah, really. You know me and him dated for a while?”

“A year, right? Then a little more when he got back from Oxford?”

Megan nodded. “There’s another world where…” She shrugged. “Where he didn’t go to Oxford and me and him never split up. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t wish anything different. I’m not jealous or anything like that.”

Harriet nodded her understanding, giving her time to speak. Clearly she’d been wanting to say something, to get it off her chest.

“His year abroad changed him, for the better. But I’ll always have a special place in my heart for him, you know?” She looked intently at Harriet. “And I want the best for him and, I guess what I mean is, you’re the best for him. I can see it… you guys are so in love. It’s brilliant to see.”

“I…” Harriet hesitated, not sure what to reply. “Thank you?”

Megan laughed. “You’re welcome. I just wanted to tell you that, because, you know, we’re all mates and just in case you’d ever thought there was something weird there… or whatever.”

“I get it, don’t worry.” Harriet smiled back. “Tell me about Ella. How’d you guys meet?”

Megan was soon into the story of a team social and some mixed messaging on how people were getting home after, and then Ella came back and embellished the telling, and before long the backflippers were back too, no necks broken mercifully, and the night went on… beers and stories on a warm evening under the stars.

***

Later, when the fire had burned low and Thommo’s snoring was just about audible from his and Steph’s tent next door, Harriet and Zach crawled under their blankets, the weather too warm for sleeping bags, exhausted from the sun and sea, and simply from spending such a good time with such a good group of people.

They curled up on their sides, Harriet backed into Zach, heads on pillow, his arm around her waist. “Today was good,” he whispered sleepily.

“It really was.”

“I’m glad you’re here. You get on well with everyone.”

“They make it easy.” She put her hand on his, holding tight, feeling that familiar warmth of his skin. “Your friends are good people.”

“Our friends.”

She smiled in the dark. “Our friends.”

He kissed her neck and she felt his body relax into sleep quickly, a deep, easy sleep. She closed her eyes and let herself drift too, listening to the sound of the waves and of his breathing, steady and slow, relaxing…

***

Harriet surfaced slowly, not quite awake and not quite asleep.

Something was wrong. She could feel it before she could put a name to it… her mind was racing with fragments of the evening.

Once a cheater, always a cheater.

Trust is everything.

How do people live with themselves.

She tried to go back to sleep but the words wouldn’t go away, circling, dragging her in the other direction. Zach’s arm was still around her, his breath on her neck, but she couldn’t settle.

Would you ever forgive it?

No. Once the trust is gone, it’s gone.

Her own voice saying the right thing. She couldn’t have said anything else, not without sounding suspicious, but the worst part was that she did genuinely believe it herself. Trust was everything. Cheating was unforgivable.

And yet she’d done it anyway. Two and a half years of distance didn't change that fact.

She was drifting towards being awake now, her eyes half open in the darkness, just able to see the outline of everything in the moonlight. The tent felt suddenly airless, the blankets too hot. She wanted to move, to go outside, to walk, but Zach was right there, oblivious, and she couldn’t work out how to disturb him without him wondering why.

Harriet reached carefully for her phone, shielding the screen so as not to wake Zach up. 2.27am.

Of course it was. It was always in the dark, lonely hours of the night that the thoughts came now. Never in the light.

Her thoughts were swirling, not quite coherent yet… Callum bringing up Rob, everyone piling on, the certainty of their judgments. They had no idea that the woman nodding her agreement was exactly what they were condemning.

Hypocrite, she thought. Fraud.

She couldn’t quite get her thoughts straight, it was like her mind kept sliding sideways, catching the fragments. The half-awake spiralling never helped, it just made everything worse, turned manageable guilt into something monstrous and all-consuming.

Wake up properly, she told herself. You know how to deal with this, so deal with this right.

She took a slow breath, then another, feeling herself surface fully into consciousness. The swirling thoughts began to settle, arranging themselves into something she could actually work with.

Right. She knew how to handle this. She’d learned, over the past two and a half years, what worked and what didn’t.

Fighting the memories only made them stronger. Trying to push them away, to refuse them entry, only gave them more power. The only way through was to let them come… to open the box deliberately, on her own terms, and let her mind process what it needed to process.

Six months it had been since the box last opened. Six months of it staying shut, the memories buried so deep that she’d almost forgotten they were there. She’d been doing well. Life had been busy… work, the flat, London. There hadn’t been space for remembering, and she’d let herself believe that maybe she was past it.

And yet, here it was again. Triggered about a bit of gossip about someone she’d never met. But then, that was all it took.

Ok, she thought. Let’s do this.

She started where she’d learned to always start: the decision. Not the act itself, that had followed, but the moment she’d chosen wrong and Brad had chosen wrong. The dance floor at The Bridge, the brief kiss that shouldn’t have happened, and then the words that had sealed it: not here.

Not no. Not stop. Not even this is wrong and we can’t.

Just not here.

She’d known, she realised now, even then, even drunk and lonely and desperate to be touched. She’d known exactly what she was doing when she led him off the dance floor, when she found that dark corner, when she let him press her against the wall. Every step had been a choice. Every moment had been a decision she’d made with her eyes open.

That was what she couldn’t forgive herself for.

Not the sex itself… that had been almost inevitable once they’d started, two drunk and desperately lonely people with no one and nothing to stop them. But the decisions that led them there, the series of small and wrong choices, each one taking her further from who she wanted to be, those were unforgivable.

I could have stopped, she thought. At any point I could have stopped. I chose not to.

She made herself feel that, the weight of her choice, didn’t let herself swerve it… the shame of her own weakness. The knowledge that when it mattered most, when her integrity was on the line, she’d failed.

The memories came then, as they always did when she stopped fighting them. Brad’s room. The desperation of it. The way they’d fallen onto his bed, too far gone to think about consequences. She let them play out, not resisting, watching like a film she’d seen too many times.

The guilt was there, familiar and heavy, the pleasure too because that was part of it, the part she hated most. She’d enjoyed it. Not after, not remotely, but there and then she had.

What she really needed, when this happened, was to be completely present with Zach… the talking, the eye contact, the techniques she’d developed to keep herself anchored that she’d first used in Croatia. She couldn’t do that in a tent with their friends sleeping ten feet away though… near pitch black and the need for silence didn’t tend to lend themselves to the kind of insane connection that worked. Better to wait and let the process run its course and find Zach properly later, when they were home, when she could give him her full attention.

The memories kept coming, but they were losing their power now. She’d been through this too many times, she knew how it played out… the walk of shame the morning after, the coffee with Brad and the blessed relief that both of them saw it as a terrible mistake, the weeks of guilt and confusion that followed, the test results.

I made a terrible decision. A series of terrible decisions, and I can never undo them.

But that was the thing about decisions. You made them once, and then they were made. You couldn’t go back. You could only go forward, choosing better, being better, proving through a thousand small daily choices that you were so much more than your worst moment.

I will never make that decision again.

That was the promise she’d learned to make to herself every time this happened. Not just I won’t cheat, that was too abstract and easy to say. It was a specific, concrete commitment: I will never again choose what feels good in the moment over what I know is right. I will never again let loneliness or desire override my integrity. I will never again be the person who says “not here” instead of “no”.

She realised that the tent was starting to lighten, and that she’d been thinking for several hours, but the process had worked. The memories were back in their box, the guilt was present but quiet, a weight she could carry rather than one that risked crushing her.

She thought about Zach, really thought about him, not as a contrast to Brad. His kindness, his decency, the way he’d moved across the world for her.

She told herself she deserved him, despite that one terrible night. She hoped it was true, though she was never so sure. But at the very least she could spend the rest of her life trying to be worthy of him, and that was what she intended to do.

I made a bad decision once, she told herself, a mantra that she repeated to herself each time. I will never make it again. And I will spend every day proving that I’m so much more than that one night.

Her eyes were getting heavy now and she let them, the exhaustion catching up with her. She let them close, felt herself starting to drift.

The box was shut, the demons were quiet, and tomorrow she would wake up and she knew she would be ok.

***

Harriet slept late, the morning sun bright through the canvas by the time she woke. Zach was awake, dressed, propped up on one elbow, smiling at her.

“There she is,” he teased. “I was starting to think you’d sleep through the whole day.”

She blinked, disoriented for a brief moment, then checked in with herself the way she’d learned to after those nights wrestling the memories. How do I feel? Am I ok?

The answer came back: Tired, but ok. The box is closed.

She let herself relax.

“What time is it?” she asked, her throat dry.

“Just gone ten. You were out cold, I didn’t want to wake you.”

“Sorry. I didn’t sleep well in the middle of the night. Ground was hard.”

“Thommo’s snoring probably didn’t help.”

“That either.”

He leaned down and kissed her forehead, gentle and loving. “The others are just hanging out, come and join whenever you’re ready.”

“Give me ten minutes to feel human.”

“Take twenty. I’ll make you coffee.”

He unzipped the tent and climbed out, and she heard voices greeting him, someone cracked a joke, the sounds of a lazy morning camping. She lay there for a moment longer, letting the normality wash over her.

I’m ok. We’re ok.

She sat up, running a brush through tangled hair, and reached for her clothes. She could see through a gap in the door that Zach was crouching by the camping stove, coaxing it into life. Thommo was holding court, as usual, Steph rolling her eyes, also as usual. Megan and Ella were curled up on a bean bag they’d brought, looking the very picture of contented bliss. It was normal.

Harriet climbed out of the tent and went to stand next to Zach, her hand on his shoulder.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” Thommo called out. “We thought you’d died in there.”

“Just resting. Some of us need more than four hours of sleep.”

“Weakness. Pure weakness.”

“Probably.” She smiled, and it was genuine. The day stretched ahead with the promise of sunshine and friends and the man she loved, and another night round the fire to follow it.

Last night had been hard, but it was over and it had been necessary. This was now.

She was going to be ok.

***

They saw in the New Year on the beach, surrounded by crowds and fireworks. Harriet stood with Zach behind her, arms wrapped around, watching the show in the distance over Sydney Harbour Bridge, boats packed with revellers sounding their horns as the clock struck midnight.

“Happy New Year,” Zach said.

She turned in his arms. “Happy New Year.”

Around them strangers were hugging, people were cheering, the joy of a fresh start spreading through the crowd. Harriet felt it too… the sense of possibility and of a blank page waiting to be written. This year would be one to enjoy, another step towards the future they were building.

“I’ve been thinking,” Zach said, when the noise had died down enough to talk.

“About?”

“What you said at Christmas, about maybe coming here someday.”

Harriet felt her pulse quicken. “And?”

“And I want you to know… I’d never ask you to do that. Leave everything, move to the other side of the world. It’s too much.”

“You did it.”

“That was different.”

“How?”

He was quiet for a few moments, the sounds of celebration carrying on around them. “Because… I had a year in Oxford, making friends, feeling at home, that would have happened without you. So making the big move for my Masters I was moving to a community. With you, yes you know my friends well now but you haven’t lived with them in the same way. You’d need to build your community.”

“You’re not asking. I’m offering.” She took his face in her hands, made him look at her. “I love my life in England. But I love you more. And if being here is what makes sense for us, eventually… then that’s what I want too. You made your community when you came to Oxford as a nineteen year old. So can I in my twenties.”

“You really mean that.”

“I really mean it.” She kissed him. “Not tomorrow. Not this year. But someday, when we’re ready and it’s right.”

He pulled her tight. “I don’t deserve you,” he said quietly. “You know that, right?”

The words hit her hard in a way they always did and that he never knew. But she’d made her peace with them in a way. He didn’t know her secret, she wasn’t sure if he ever would. And maybe that meant his love was based on incomplete information, but it was still real.

“You deserve everything,” she said. “And I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure you know it.”

Making good decisions. Every day, every choice, making sure that save for that one terrible mistake I am the person he thinks I am.

Zach held her tight and she let herself be held.

***

The flight home was long… so, so long. Harriet slept for most of the final leg, her dreams mercifully empty.

When they landed at Heathrow the cold hit them like a slap… grey sky, grey terminal, grey everywhere. England in January doing its level best to crush the spirits.

“Home,” Zach said, grinning.

“Home,” she agreed.

Their flat was cold inside, the heating having been set low while they were away, and smaller than she remembered after a fortnight in Zach’s family home. But it was theirs… their books on the shelves, their photos on the walls, their life building together in this small space.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” Zach said.

“I’ll turn the heating up.”

This. This is what makes it all worth it.

She crossed the kitchen and wrapped her arms around him from behind, pressing her face into his back.

“What’s this for?” he asked, amused.

“Nothing. Just wanted to.”

He turned in her arms and looked down at her, his expression kind. “You ok?”

“Yeah.” She smiled up at him. “I’m good. Really good.”

“The holiday was nice, wasn’t it? Despite the jet lag.” He laughed. “And despite Thommo.”

“It was perfect.” She reached up to touch his face. “I love your family. I love your friends. I love…” She paused, suddenly serious. “I love the life we’re building. You know that, right?”

“I know.” He kissed her forehead. “I love it too.”

The kettle clicked off. Neither of them moved.

“Let it wait,” Harriet said. “Five more minutes of this first.”

“Deal.”

They stood there in their cold kitchen, holding each other, and Harriet let herself believe that good decisions, made day after day, could build something stronger than one bad decision could destroy.

She’d made a mistake once. She would spend the rest of her life making better choices.

Every. Single. Day.


Twenty Five


April
Sixteen Months Later


The tube was busy for eleven on a Friday night, the usual mix of workers coming back late from after work drinks and people heading to the next venue on their nights out. But then Zach had learned over the last two and a half years of experiencing the joys of the world of work that the tube seemed never to be quiet, at least not whenever he wanted to use it.

Zach found a seat and slumped into it, resting his laptop bag on his lap and feeling the exhaustion of yet another week of late nights desperately trying to turn around whatever the client wanted, this time capped by “quick drinks” that had somehow turned into a four hour session.

He pulled out his phone and scrolled through his messages, Harriet first.

Harriet: Shattered. Going to bed early. Don’t wake me! xx

Zach: Promise I won’t. You want me to head back now? x

Harriet: No, important you do work drinks. Have fun xx

That had been three hours ago, and he hoped she was sound asleep by now because if he thought his job was tiring it didn’t remotely compare to hers… life as a junior doctor was, so far as he could see, brutal. At least in consulting the long hours came centred around something that approximated the working day. Harriet on the other hand was working shifts at various ungodly hours, coming home sometimes exhausted at 8am just as he was heading to work. Those weeks weren’t great, the two of them barely seeing each other.

Next message was from his mum asking about Christmas plans. He’d not replied yet because, well, first of all it was only April, and second he wasn’t mentally ready to tiptoe through that minefield. Maternal jealousy was a real thing, and wherever they did Christmas this year would piss off either his mum or Harriet’s so they needed to discuss it properly before committing either way. Zach knew it might be weeks until they could have that chat.

Then, the Sydney group chat that had been pinging for the last couple of hours as his mates woke up on their Saturday mornings. He loved being on it, but God did it make him feel homesick sometimes.

Thommo: Beach cricket later, who’s in?

Callum: Obviously

Jacko: Can’t, seeing Isla’s parents

Thommo: Whipped

Jacko: Can’t deny it

Megan: Ella and I are in

Steph: Me too

Thommo: Always need numbers but all three of you are shit at cricket

Megan: Charming as ever. Boys vs girls then?

Steph: Let’s do it.

He scrolled through the rest of the messages, feeling the familiar pang of homesickness. He could picture it perfectly: the stretch of sand, the makeshift wickets, the cold beers on a warm Sydney afternoon. He also knew that for all the banter the girls team would probably win… Ella was an actual professional sportswoman and both Steph and Megan had got close. The boys could find their way around a rugby pitch, yes, but that wouldn’t make up for the superior hand eye coordination of the girls.

Thommo: @Zach wish you were here mate

Zach: Me too. @Megan @Steph smash them for me.

Megan: Will be our pleasure.

He put his phone in his pocket and stared at the dark tunnel sliding past the windows, his own weary reflection looking back at him. More than three years now since he’d come to England for his Masters and to be with Harriet. They’d built a good life, and he’d choose it again in a heartbeat. But some nights, trudging back home on the Northern Line watching his friends plan things he couldn’t be part of, he felt every single one of the ten thousand miles.

The train pulled into his station and he hauled himself to his feet, riding the escalator up to ground level and walking the familiar route home. Harriet had left the living room light on but the other lights were off which meant she’d very definitely gone to bed. Good, he thought. She needs her rest. Tomorrow was Nathalie’s birthday brunch, a weekend off for Harriet, and she’d been looking forward to it all week… no, not looking forward to it, more relying on it as a crutch to get her through her shifts.

He stood in the hallway for a moment, weighing his options. He could slip into bed beside her, try not to disturb her. But he knew himself after a few drinks too many… he’d fumble in the dark, knock something over, and she needed the sleep more than he needed to not spend the night on the sofa.

Decision made, he grabbed a blanket from the cupboard and settled on the sofa, the fish tank glowing blue in the corner. Fish had been Harriet’s idea, her thinking that having some life in the flat when one of them came home and the other was at work would make it all easier. He’d been sceptical but, as ever, she’d been right.

He watched the tetras drifting around the tank in their endless circuits and then closed his eyes, his mind thinking about cricket on the beach and sunshine.

***

Zach knew this already, but his night on the sofa confirmed it for him… sofas were not intended for sleeping.

He woke at eight with a crick in his neck and a dull headache behind his eyes. Not a full blown hangover, but not far off. Why didn’t I drink more water before bed? Four pints and a couple of whiskies combined with bad sleep and, he realised, no dinner had left him feeling roughly fifty percent human.

Harriet was already up. He could hear her in the kitchen, very much not being quiet as he heard a pan clatter. I’m in the doghouse, he thought. He dragged himself upright and shuffled through in his boxer shorts from yesterday, finding her at the kitchen table in leggings and an old t-shirt, scrolling through her phone.

“Morning,” she said, glancing up. “There’s coffee in the pot.”

“Thanks.” He poured himself a cup and took a long sip, willing the caffeine to do what it needed to do. “Sorry I was late back. Drinks ran on longer than I thought.”

“I figured.” She didn’t sound annoyed exactly, but there was something in her tone. “How was it?”

“Fine. The usual. Mark and Jeremy telling war stories and all of us juniors trying to keep up.” He sat down across from her. “I slept on the sofa. Didn’t want to wake you.”

“Thanks. I could hear you snoring when I got up.” She looked at him properly and he could see her taking in the state of him, the bloodshot eyes, the rumpled hair. “You look rough.”

“Is that a medical opinion?” he asked, flashing a grin and immediately regretting it when she didn’t grin back. He must be in the doghouse for the grin not to work, it usually did.

“It’s my opinion.”

“I feel rough. But I’m fine for brunch, don’t worry.”

“Are you? Because you’ve got that look you get when you’re trying to power through.”

“What look?”

“That one.”

“I’m fine. Really. I’ll have another coffee and a shower and I’ll be good as new.”

She didn’t say anything but her expression said plenty. They both knew that he’d power through, of course he would, but weekends were precious when you both worked, particularly when on some weekends one of you was on shift, and Zach could feel the clock ticking as their Saturday morning passed them by.

Harriet stood up and took her mug over to the sink. “I’m going to go and do Parkrun in a minute.”

Zach started to stand. “I’ll come too.”

She shook her head. “No. I need to clear my head and, in the nicest way possible, I don’t want to be keeping one eye out for my hungover boyfriend wheezing his way around the course.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have left earlier. I didn’t mean to…”

“You don’t have to apologise for work drinks, Zach. You’ve got to be there.”

“I know, but you’ve been looking forward to today and I’m…”

“It’s fine.” She started to head for the door through to their bedroom. “I just, I’d like to get you for all of my Saturday, not spend half of it with a hungover ghost. But it’s fine.”

It wasn’t fine, obviously, but Zach didn’t own a time machine so he just nodded. “How about if I meet you with a coffee at the finish line?”

“No, I’ll need to get back here to get ready for brunch.”

“Ok.” Zach knew when it was best to stop talking, so he just drank his coffee and hoped a shower would help.

It did, marginally. When Harriet got back from her run she actually brought him coffee, which he accepted as the peace offering that he knew she meant it to be, and he was feeling human again by the time they left for brunch save for a small headache lurking in the background. She even slipped her hand into his as they walked to the Tube… not a full thaw, but the start of one at least.

***

Nathalie’s birthday brunch was at a place in Battersea that did bottomless prosecco, not something that Zach thought he could stomach quite yet but then Harriet pressed a mimosa into his hand and it slipped down remarkably well.

“Hair of the dog,” she whispered, and her smile told him that he was definitely on the path to forgiveness.

There was a whole crowd of them there from uni. Nathalie of course, Lucy with a new boyfriend who seemed nice but was clearly not going to last, Naomi, Amy and her boyfriend James, Will, Fergus, Pete and the rest. Fourteen in total, it was a mini-reunion as much as anything, and Harriet was soon in her element catching up on gossip.

“You alright mate?” Will asked quietly, leaning over. “You look like death warmed up.”

“Work drinks that ran on late.”

“Ah.” Will laughed. “The curse of being in the city. My team were out on Thursday and I’m still feeling it today.”

“Harriet’s a little pissed at me.”

“She’ll be fine.”

Zach listened as the conversations moved around him and the food came and went. With each glass of prosecco he felt better, and he could see Harriet visibly relaxing too… he knew that her reaction that morning wasn’t really annoyance at him, it was annoyance at the situation that meant their life together had to squeeze in around the edges of work and all that came with it.

“How’s the hospital?” Pete asked Harriet. “Still saving lives and all that?”

“Still saving lives.” She smiled. “Still being paid a pittance to do it, but sure.”

“The NHS dream.”

“Living it every day.”

Zach watched her from across the table, loving how easy her warmth was with every interaction. She was such a natural in social situations like this, it reminded him of the very first time they’d met, how she’d made him feel like he was the most interesting person in the room. She caught his eye, and for a moment they just looked at each other. He tried to communicate an apology with his expression. She gave him a small smile that said I know, I’m not really angry, but you’re mine for the rest of the weekend.

He nodded slightly. Try stopping me.

By the time brunch wound down mid-afternoon he felt human again and, judging by how Harriet was sitting close to him now, all was forgiven. They said their goodbyes, deciding that it wasn’t wise to join the group decamping to the pub for the rest of the day, and walked home the long way round through the park, the April sun warm on their faces, Harriet’s arm looped around his.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Genuinely.”

“I know.” She leaned in close and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’m not being fair either, you need to do those drinks for your career. It’s just… some weeks we barely see each other as it is. When we do get time I want you to actually be there. You know?”

“I know. I could have left an hour earlier.”

“You could but it’s fine. Lesson learned.” Harriet sighed. “I’m not trying to make you feel guilty. I just miss you, even when you’re right here. Does that make sense?”

He felt it too, sometimes. The way their schedules kept them apart and then exhaustion stole the hours they should have together. Some weeks it felt like they were flatmates who shared a bed and occasionally kissed, and he didn’t like that at all.

“Yeah,” he said. “It makes sense.”

“Ok.” She looked at him and smiled. “We’ve got each other until Monday morning. Let’s not waste it.”

“Deal.”

By the time they got home all the tension was gone, and what was left was simply the ordinary comfort of two people who’ve been together long enough to ride the small bumps that come up and let them go.

***

Harriet made dinner, nothing fancy, just a simple recipe she often made involving chickpeas, tomato and kale… it had no right to taste as good as it did, but then she insisted on frying a copious amount of garlic as part of it and that, with the paprika, took it to another level. It smelled and tasted amazing.

They ate at their small dining table and talked about not a lot: the brunch, Lucy’s new boyfriend who definitely wasn’t going to last, some of Zach’s gossip from Down Under, whether Pete would drag his doctoral thesis on and on so he’d never need to leave uni, not to mention the eternal question of whether their landlord would ever fix the dripping tap in the bathroom.

“I saw a flat online the other day,” Zach said. “Two bedrooms, little garden, still in the area. Bit more than we’re paying now, but not insane.”

“Show me after dinner?”

“Yeah. I mean, it’s probably already gone, everything goes so fast, but…”

“But it’s nice to look.” She smiled at him over her water glass and he knew for sure that there were no lingering hard feelings now.

After dinner, they migrated to the sofa, Harriet’s legs across his lap, his laptop open between them. The flat was nice, but then again what flat didn’t look nice in the photos, and when they worked out how the monthly payments would look Harriet grimaced.

“Maybe in a year,” she said. “When we’re both the next level up and we’re not quite so…”

“Broke?”

“I was going to say stretched.” She laughed. “But yeah… broke.”

He closed the laptop and put it to one side, resting his hand on her knees. “I heard a good term at work yesterday. We’re not broke, we’re just strategically under-resourced.”

“Consultant speak for broke?”

“Consultant speak for not quite yet but give it time.”

She nestled into him, her head on his shoulder, and they sat in peaceful silence, the fish tank glowing blue in the corner, the sounds of the city muffled through the windows.

***

“Bed?” Harriet asked eventually, stifling a yawn. “I know it’s only ten but I’m still exhausted from that week.”

“You don’t have to ask me twice.”

They got ready in their usual pattern, taking it in turns for one to shower while the other was at the sink in their one bathroom. By the time they were in bed the flat was dark save for the ambient glow of the city through the curtains.

“Come here,” Harriet said, and Zach rolled her way. They met somewhere near the middle of the bed, their mouths finding each other in the dark. The kiss started slow, almost tentative, both testing the water with the other, neither wanting to pressure the other to do more than their tiredness might allow, but somehow the kiss deepened anyway, getting more urgent.

“I thought you were exhausted,” Zach murmured.

“I am. But also…” She kissed him. “I wanted to lure you into bed in good enough time…” Another kiss.

“I feel used…” he teased, before kissing her back.

“Desperately, I’m sure,” she joked. “It’s been more than a week since we… you know. We should.”

“We should what?” Zach knew, of course he knew, but he couldn’t resist playing a game.

“This.”

He saw Harriet sit up and peel off her pyjama top, then quickly slip off her pyjama bottoms too.

“Oh, that…” Zach joked, seeing her eyes bright with excitement in the dim light. “I’d better just…”

“No you don’t,” she replied putting her hand on his chest. “You owe me something for this morning.” She straddled him, and Zach couldn’t help noticing that where she’d sat on him was precisely where his rapidly growing arousal would be very, very obvious.

“I guess I do. What do you want?” He loved it when she said what she wanted, such a huge turn on.

“This.” She moved up his body until she was straddling his face, looking down at him from above in the darkened room. “You’re ok with this?”

“Do I have much choice?”

Harriet laughed. “Not really.” She lowered herself gradually until his tongue found her, his hands gripping her thighs, her hand braced against the wall at the head of the bed, and let out a long, shuddering gasp as he gave a little flick. “Oh, that’s what I’ve missed…” she breathed. “More of that please.”

As it turned out, neither of them was all that exhausted after all.

***

Afterwards they lay in a sweaty, naked heap, both utterly spent but also utterly happy… it turned out that more than a week without, well, that simply made the release of all that pent up energy all the better. It had been Zach’s turn to receive after Harriet, and then, that first frantic reconnection achieved, they’d spent a good part of the hour since making slow, passionate love.

“Worth the wait?” Zach asked, still catching his breath.

“We should do that more often,” Harriet said, and he could hear her smile in her voice.

“We should quit our jobs and do nothing but that.”

“Very tempting. How do we pay rent?”

“OnlyFans.”

She laughed, a wonderful, relaxed laugh and playfully thumped him. “You’re disgusting.”

“I’m half-serious… people would pay to watch what we just did.”

“No you’re not.” She paused. “But they would, you’re right. English rose claimed by Aussie brute.”

“Kinky.”

“Very.”

“I’d prefer Handsome Aussie stud shows English beauty what she needs.”

“I’d need to find myself a handsome Aussie stud first…”

They lay there for a long few moments.

“I’ve been thinking,” Harriet said quietly after a while. “About Australia.”

He felt his heart rate jump when she said that, but forced himself to stay calm. They’d talked about Australia before, relatively often since Harriet had first mentioned it on Christmas Day more than a year ago, but there was something different in her tone tonight. He didn’t want to push too hard though.

“Yeah?”

“I read another article the other day. About the NHS versus Australian healthcare. The pay, the hours, the working conditions.” She moved so that she could look at him. “And I keep thinking… we’ve been saying someday for, what, sixteen months now. And maybe it’s time to stop saying someday and start saying when.”

He was careful not to react too quickly, not to let the hope show too obviously on his face or in his posture. He’d never wanted to push her, never wanted her to feel like this was something she was doing for him rather than something she wanted for herself.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying my foundation years end in August, and we’re both exhausted and broke and, I reckon, ground down by London and the weather and we can barely afford somewhere to live and…” She took a deep breath. “I’m saying let’s do it. Actually make a plan, set a date, find work in Sydney.”

“Harriet…”

“I know it’s huge and that I’d be leaving all my support network here… my parents, Laura, Nathalie, all our friends. But I’d be leaving it with you, and you’ve spent years now missing your own family and friends. I’ve watched you when you get a message on your group chat… I want to have the chance to build something with your friends like you built with mine. It’s our life together, and we’re only living half of it if we simply stay in England forever.”

“I never wanted you to feel…”

He caught a flash of her teeth as she smiled at him in the darkness. “We’ve talked about this enough. I don’t want to keep talking about it, let’s do it.”

He took her hand in his, looking into her eyes.

“You’re sure? I mean, really sure?”

“I’m sure that I love you, and I’m sure that we’d have a better life there than we do here, and I’m sure that if we don’t do it now we’ll keep finding reasons to put it off.” She looked at him intently. “So yes, I’m sure. Are you?”

“I’ve been sure since you first mentioned it that Christmas Day. I just didn’t want to…”

“Push me. I know. You’ve been very noble about it.” She leaned over and kissed him. “Stop being noble. Tell me you want what you want.”

Zach smiled to himself. This was the Harriet who’d flown to Australia to ask him to get back together with her again, the one who he’d found had changed and loved all the more for how she’d grown and become more sure of what she wanted.

“I want this.” It felt good to say it. “God, Harriet. I want this so much.”

“Then let’s do it. Let’s set a deadline, no later than a year from now. Give ourselves the time to save a bit more, for me to find a sponsor and get a visa.”

“We could…” Zach had been about to suggest getting married, but stopped himself. Yes, it would be easier for her to live and work there if they were married, but no, he didn’t want to make a proposal out of a life admin challenge… he knew he’d marry her one day, but he’d do that properly when they had the money for him to get her a good engagement ring and all of that, not like this. “…I mean, yes, let’s actually commit.”

“Good.” She lay back down and cuddled up against him, her head on his chest. “I’ll start a spreadsheet tomorrow.”

He laughed. “Of course you will.”

“Visa requirements for me, job applications, shipping costs, timeline. The whole thing. Maybe you can transfer with your company. And we’d need a second bedroom because I want lots of visitors there. We’re doing this properly.”

“I love you.” The words felt somehow inadequate for what he was feeling: gratitude, excitement, joy. “You know that, right?”

“I know.” She kissed his shoulder. “I love you too. Now go to sleep. We’ve got a lot of planning to do, starting tomorrow.”

She was asleep within minutes, her breath slowing. Zach stayed awake a little longer, listening to the city, watching the pattern the city lights made on the ceiling.

They were actually going to do this. And his heart sang with joy at the thought.


Twenty Six


January
Nine Months Later


The house was so much quieter than Harriet remembered. Growing up it had always seemed full of noise, the radio on in the kitchen, her dad’s latest DIY project using some sort of power tool somewhere downstairs, the creak of the old pipes, the reliable groan that the third step up to the top floor made. Now, at nearly midnight, with her parents asleep on the floor below, it almost felt too silent.

She lay in her childhood bedroom and stared up at the ceiling, the same ceiling she’d stared at so many times over the years she’d lost count. Her mum had wanted to redecorate, turn it into a guest room, but Harriet had resisted… she was back often enough that it made sense for her to still have her own space. Harriet knew that she was fighting a losing battle though, that once she’d moved to the other side of the world there wouldn’t be the same frequent visits, and that it made sense for it to be used for others as well as herself. Still, she’d miss the décor, though at least the view from window that looked out over the garden would remain the same.

Tomorrow, Zach would fly to Sydney. Five days later Harriet would follow. And this life, her life in England, this bedroom in the house she’d spent more nights of her life sleeping than she could count, would become something she visited rather than something she inhabited.

Her phone buzzed. A message from Zach, in the guest room as usual two floors below.

You awake? x

She smiled in the dark.

Obviously. Can’t sleep xx

A moment then his reply.

Me neither. Can I come up to you? x

She hesitated for all of about two microseconds…

Door’s unlocked. Be quiet xx

The floorboards in the landing creaked and she held her breath, listening for any sound from her parents’ room. Nothing. Then her door was opening, a sliver of light from the landing, and Zach was slipping inside, closing it gently behind him.

“Your parents would kill us,” he whispered, climbing into the narrow single bed next to her.

“You know the rules.” She kept her whisper light, but they both knew it wasn’t really a joke. Her parents were old-fashioned when it came to that sort of thing, properly old-fashioned. Even after six years together they still weren’t allowed to share a room under her parents’ roof. Not until marriage. That was the rule, stated plainly by her mum that first Christmas when Zach stayed and kindly but firmly restated every visit since.

“I know the rules.” She saw him grin in the low light. “I’m breaking them anyway.”

“Rebel.”

“Aren’t I just?”

They lay there for a moment, pressed close like they had been in college beds when they’d first got together, and Harriet felt something deep inside. Six years they’d been together now, through long distance and the dumbest break-up imaginable and reconciliations and everything. And here they were, on the verge of moving to the other side of the world together.

“I can’t believe we’re actually doing this,” she whispered.

“Your parents won’t hear.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

“I know… having second thoughts?”

“Only about a million, but none of them right ones.” She leaned closer. “Not even close.”

In the darkness she could just make out the shape of his face, the face she’d loved since she was just turning twenty. She kissed him, gently at first, then deeper, and felt him respond, his hand sliding down her back.

“We shouldn’t,” she whispered against his lips. “My parents…”

“We’ll be quiet.”

“Zach…”

But she was already pulling at his t-shirt, already letting his hands wander under her pyjamas, because this felt like a momentous night, their last night living in England together, and she wanted him, needed that physical connection in the most fundamental way.

Their clothes mostly stayed on, hampered by the narrow bed and the need for silence. Every rustle sounded deafening, and when Zach’s lips found her nipple she had to bite her lip to stop herself gasping out loud.

“Shhh…” he whispered, and just the vibration of that drove her wild. “Quiet, remember?”

“I’m trying,” she grinned back.

He slid his hand down, inside the waistband of her pyjama bottoms, and she had to bury her face in his shoulder to muffle the sounds that she made when his fingers started to play against her. He knew her body so well after all this time, knew exactly how to touch her and how she responded, she wanted him so badly, her hips gently rocking against his hand.

“Good?” he whispered, before kissing her.

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, but through the haze she knew that fair was fair and Zach needed attention too, reaching her hand down to find him hard, straining against his own pyjama bottoms, and she wrapped her hand around him, starting to stroke him slowly, going for a rhythm she knew he liked.

They touched each other slowly, drawing it out, and Harriet half clung to Zach and Zach half clung to her, both of their breath coming in shallow gasps that they were desperately trying to suppress. The bed frame creaked slightly with every movement, not much, but she was past the point of caring.

As they both got close, Harriet whispered, “Inside me. Now.”

“Clothes?”

“Easy.” She rolled away, backing into him in a spooning position, her legs parted, and guided him to her. Zach wasted no time sliding inside, and Harriet had to bite the pillow, literally, to stop herself crying out. They moved against each other slowly, the pace dictated by the need for silence. Every thrust made the bed shift slightly… the need to be slow was both maddening and exquisite, the intensity amplified to insane levels by the constraint, every sensation heightened because they couldn’t express it.

“I love you,” Zach whispered right next to her ear. “So, so much.”

“I love you too.” She took his hand and put it between her legs. Zach got the hint and started to stroke her while he thrust into her. “Don’t stop.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

The slow, deliberate rhythm was insanely good, the orgasm hurtling towards her like a wave, unstoppable but in its own time, building oh so slowly and then suddenly it was on her and she buried her face in the pillow again, letting out a little moan, her body shaking, feeling Zach climax too, his hips ragged against her as he thrust deeper.

They lay in silence for a long while afterwards, both catching their breath in the quietest way they could. The house was still silent around them, which meant that either her parents hadn’t heard or, if they had, they were choosing not to acknowledge it.

“I should probably head back down.”

“Stay.” She rolled to cuddle up against him. “Just for a bit. I want to fall asleep with you.”

“If your dad finds us…”

“He won’t.” She kissed him. “Just stay. For me.”

He stayed.

***

She woke at eight to find the bed empty, Zach having presumably crept back down to the guest room at some point in the night. The light through the curtains was that weak, pale sunlight that comes with January in England… a welcome respite from the grey, but nothing compared to full sunshine in the summertime.

The day was a blur of final preparations. Zach’s suitcase had a final pack and re-pack, crammed as it was to the top with as much as they could carry as they’d have to get by for two months while their possessions shipped by sea.

Harriet’s mum made a Sunday roast, pulling out all the stops… three kinds of vegetables, her legendary roast potatoes, homemade gravy and two types of stuffing. Her dad opened a bottle of wine that Harriet suspected had been saved for something more than a random Sunday in January.

“To Zach,” he said, raising his glass. “Thank you for making our daughter so happy. Even if you are taking her to the other side of the world.”

“I’ll take good care of her.”

“I know you will.” Her dad cleared his throat, his eyes bright with emotion, and Harriet saw him blink rapidly. “I know you will.”

Her parents had insisted on paying for Zach to get a taxi to Heathrow, and when it came it felt like it came too soon. They said their goodbyes and then left Harriet and Zach alone at the front door.

“So… see you in Sydney.” Harriet wasn’t sure what to say so she stuck with the obvious.

“Five days’ time. Easy.”

“I know.”

“And then you’ll be there. It’s so exciting.”

“I know.” She started crying, but she didn’t know why. “I’m sorry, I’m excited, it’s just…”

Zach held her tight. “It’s ok. This is big. You’re allowed to feel it.”

“I’m going to miss them.” She wasn’t even sure if she was talking about her parents, or her friends, or just England. Probably all of the above. “I’m going to miss everything.”

“We can always come back. I mean it. So long as we’re together I’d live anywhere with you.”

She pulled back to look at him. “What if we love it there and never come back?”

“Then we’ll love it there and never come back.” He wiped her tears with his thumb. “As long as we’re together, I don’t care where we are.”

She kissed him and then he was putting his suitcase in the taxi and waving goodbye. She watched as he drove off down the road, round a corner, and he was gone… phase one of their move to Australia was really, genuinely happening.

Well, phase ten if you really counted, she realised, but this felt like the big one… bigger than sorting out her visa and finding a job and quitting her current job and arranging shipping and moving out of their flat and… a thousand other things.

As she walked back inside her dad put his arm around her.

“He’s a good man,” he said quietly.

“He is.”

“Your mother and I… we’re going to miss you terribly. But we’re glad you have him.”

“I just hope I deserve him.”

“Oh, you do, darling. Don’t worry about that.”

Harriet leaned into her father’s shoulder and let the tears come.

***

The house didn’t settle into silence until close to midnight, her parents wanting to talk and talk, particularly her mum, as if they could somehow delay Harriet’s departure to London the next morning through the medium of conversation. Harriet didn’t mind, of course, and it wasn’t like she had anything else to do… the twenty-four hours since Zach had climbed into the taxi had felt a little like being sat in a waiting room, and it being a normal working Monday for the few of her childhood friends who still lived in Bath it wasn’t as if there was anyone else to spend the time with.

When, finally, she’d said goodnight at the foot of the stairs up to the top floor, still what she could think of as her top floor for a few more hours at least, the hug from her mum had been fiercer than usual and her dad had struggled to find words, a simple, “Sleep well, darling,” sufficing.

She changed into her pyjamas and climbed into her bed, the same bed she’d been so excited to get as a twelve-year-old, and tried to read but she couldn’t get the words to come into focus on the page. The streetlight outside cast the same patterns against the curtains, the desk, the comfy chair, the wardrobe, all these familiar shapes that had accompanied her through so many years… on nights before exams, on nights when her heart was broken, and on nights when she was so happy she couldn’t sleep.

The nostalgia came in waves, and she let it.

She thought about being seven, running up to this room with wet hair after swimming lessons, her mum calling after her to please use a towel and don’t get her bedding wet.

She thought about being thirteen, lying exactly where she was right now, the exact same pose in fact, listening to music on her headphones and feeling desperately misunderstood by everyone.

She thought about the night before A-Levels when exam terror had gripped her and her dad had brought her warm milk to help get her to sleep.

She thought about the night in that room right before she started at Oxford, an almost giddy excitement tempered by fear of the unknown, and it gave her strength because that night had felt like it was the end of something and it wasn’t, far from it… it was simply the start of something better, her friends, the joy of learning and the freedom of being away from home in an environment where she could learn to adult safely.

She thought about a year later, Fresher’s Week bop, being introduced to a wonderfully entertaining not to mention stunningly handsome Australian exchange student, the only person in her whole life where the sparks she’d felt from their first few words to each other could almost have been visible… it still sent a thrill through her to remember it now all these years later.

She thought about the stupid break up, Matt and that summer of discovery that taught her things for which she’d always be grateful, booking herself flights to Sydney in this very room, and the year of long-distance, the ups and downs, the soaring joy and the desolate loneliness.

And then, at the edge of her thoughts, she felt it approaching… the other memory. The one she’d learned to skirt around, like a patch of ice on the pavement. Aware of it, careful not to step on it, but not touching it directly.

Brad.

She felt her mind doing what she’d learned to do over the past five years… acknowledge it but don’t engage, note the presence and move past it. It had been more than a year since she’d last needed to confront it directly, to think about it, so long had passed. She’d got good at steering her mind past it, usually to Zach and the promise she’d renewed to herself so many times it was like a well-worn smooth pebble in her pocket.

Harriet was doing it now, moving on, thinking ahead to Sydney, about the apartment in Bondi that they were going to rent to start with off some of Zach’s parents’ friends to find their feet…

And then she stopped.

Something felt different tonight.

She lay very still in the darkness, trying to make sense of what it was that had grabbed her attention. She’d done this countless times before, it was how she survived. Why did it feel wrong now?

And then she realised: it was the shadow.

Even when that night wasn’t in her conscious mind, even when she was entirely focused on the present, there was still something there. A darkness at the edge of her vision that coloured everything, so familiar that she’d nearly stopped noticing it was even there.

She’d been living with the shadow for nearly five years now. It was a part of her in the way that a scar becomes a part of you… you stop seeing it but it’s still there, still marking a difference in you between before and after.

And she was about to take it with her to Sydney.

It hit her hard, and took her by surprise. In five days’ time she’d be landing on the other side of the world, starting a new life with Zach, building something fresh and hopeful in a place where her history didn’t matter. And she’d carry this shadow with her, into their new flat, their new jobs, their new friendships, and into whatever came next… marriage, she hoped, children maybe one day, a whole life stretching ahead.

Do I want to take this with me?

The question was so simple, and yet she'd never asked it before. She'd asked herself how to manage the guilt, how to live with the secret, how to be present with Zach despite what she'd done. But she'd never asked whether she wanted to keep carrying it the way she'd been carrying it, whether there might be another way.

She made a decision… no more skirting around it.

For the first time in probably a couple of years she turned towards the memory instead of away from it. She made herself look at it directly… not the little glimpses that she’d allowed herself over the years, but a full, deliberate confrontation.

The dinner, the wine and port, too much of it, The Bridge, the loneliness, the pounding music.

Brad’s hand on her back, the stumble, the thrill of a real touch for the first time in weeks, then the kiss and the words that sealed it… not here.

His room, the frantic, desperate urgency, the pleasure she’d felt, God help her, even as she was risking everything.

She made herself stay with it, not flinching, not moving on, not reaching the familiar comfort of self-condemnation of her younger self. Just… looking. Seeing it clearly, maybe for the first time since it happened.

And in the clarity of those thoughts a question came to the surface, one that she’d never thought to ask before.

Is it fair to judge twenty-one year old me?

Not was it wrong? She knew it was wrong, had known the moment she woke up naked in Brad’s bed, and had never pretended otherwise. But was it fair, after nearly five years of punishing herself, to keep holding twenty-one-year-old Harriet accountable? To keep treating her like a convict who could never be released for committing a crime that could never be paid for?

She thought about that young woman.

Twenty-one.

Halfway into an eighty-something day separation.

So lonely, so desperately lonely.

The young woman who’d been strong for so long, who’d held herself together through week after week of missing Zach so much it actually hurt, and watching everyone around her slip in and out of relationships, being physically there for each other and to share each other’s lives.

The young woman who, on one night, had broken.

Harriet had spent five years condemning her twenty-one-year-old self, vilifying her. But tonight she asked herself a new question.

In that exact situation, with the same context, the same loneliness, the same desperation to be with who I loved, would I make a different choice?

She made herself think about it honestly… not imagining the version of herself where she was strong and honourable, where she walked away, where she said and did the right thing. Imagining that version was too easy and was a cop out. She thought about the real her… the her where she’d been so lonely she could barely breathe, where the slightest touch of another person on her back had felt like oxygen when you’re drowning, where the stress of Finals was all consuming with no release, where Brad had been there and safe and wanting her while Zach was ten thousand miles away.

She thought about what she’d said on the dance floor. Not here.

Would she, genuinely, have said anything different, right there, right then?

The answer, when it came, was certain and entirely surprising.

No. She would not.

In that moment, with everything that was true about her life right then and what the evening had involved up to that point, she would make the same choice. Not because it was right or good, because it was neither of those things, but simply because it was necessary in a way that she was only now letting herself understand.

Twenty-one-year-old Harriet had needed something that night, something that a relationship over ten thousand miles couldn’t give her with its video calls and text messages… she’d needed to feel that connection with another human, and it could have been anyone that night. Brad, while she’d liked him, had simply been the person standing there.

It didn’t make it ok, or erase the betrayal. But it made it understandable. Human. Forgivable, even, by herself.

Harriet had been so busy flagellating the memory of her twenty-one-year-old self over the years that she’d never stopped to consider whether that young woman deserved compassion instead.

She felt the tears come then, but they weren’t the tears of shame that she’d gone to sleep to in the weeks following that night. These were tears of relief and release, the understanding that she’d been so, so hard on her previous self and that she’d been too hard.

I forgive you, she thought, talking to the young woman stood too numb to even cry yet in her college bedroom at 5am wearing her dress from the night before, reeling from the knowledge that she’d just made the worst decision of her life. I understand why you did it. I would have done it too. And I’m not going to punish you anymore.

Harriet could feel it… the shadow that she’d been dragging in her wake for the last five years change into something that was still there, yes, of course it always would be, but weightless now, easy to carry with her. Part of her history, but not something that defined her.

She lay in the darkness for a long time, the silence of the house all encompassing. She almost felt euphoric, like she was floating.

With the euphoria came clarity…

She needed to tell someone.

Not Zach. Not yet, and maybe not ever. Him knowing or not knowing was a different question and one she wasn’t ready to tackle, even after five years. But she needed to say this all out loud to someone, to make it real in a way that thinking alone in her head couldn’t achieve. She needed someone to hear her, to help her understand whether what she’d discovered tonight was real or just another way of hiding from herself.

Not her parents either. They would never look at her the same way, and she couldn't bear that… not now, not when she was leaving them for the other side of the world.

Not Nathalie. Too close to Oxford, too tangled in those years, guaranteed to remember Brad's face when Harriet said his name. Not any of her university friends for the same reason. They'd all been there. They'd all known him. Telling them would send ripples through a community she still cared about.

But Laura.

Laura had known her since forever. Long before Oxford, long before Zach, long before any of it. Laura had seen her at her worst… the teenage meltdowns, the exam panics, the night she'd cried for three hours at a party over a boy whose name she couldn't even remember now. Laura had never judged her. Not once.

And Laura was far enough from Oxford that the story would stay contained. She'd met Brad once at her birthday but that was it. Telling Laura would be safe, and the two of them trusted each other with anything and everything.

She had three nights coming up in Laura’s spare room in London before the flight to Sydney. Three nights with her oldest and most trusted friend.

It was time to tell someone.

The thought of telling even Laura was terrifying… she’d kept this secret for five years, buried so deep that in recent times she’d almost forgotten it existed. Opening her mouth and actually saying the words I cheated on Zach made her stomach turn in fear. But the alternative was carrying it alone forever and tonight, for the first time, that felt like too heavy a price. She needed to share it with someone who could hold the secret with her and tell her whether her new understanding was real.

Laura would tell her the truth, too, not just what she wanted to hear, and that was precisely what Harriet needed.

***

Laura and Hugo’s place was in Finsbury Park, a narrow Victorian townhouse that they’d bought the year before. Three floors, original features, the tiniest garden imaginable, and a mortgage that they both freely admitted was based on their hoped for future income, not their present employment. Harriet had been staying in the spare room on the middle floor since she caught the train from Bath on Tuesday, living out of the one large suitcase that hadn’t been put in the shipping container bound for Sydney.

It was strange, this liminal week. She’d said goodbye to a lot of her old life, her and Zach’s London flat was emptied and, she suspected, already occupied by new tenants, her London job was finished and, most obvious of all, Zach was already in Sydney. They hadn’t been sure whether him flying ahead had made sense, but in hindsight it was perfect… they’d had a big going away party the week before where they’d said goodbye to their friends with many-a-promise of holidays to Australia to come and see them. So now, it gave Harriet the space for some more private goodbyes, not just to friends and family but to the country she’d called home for twenty-six years now.

Laura had taken a couple of days off work to spend hanging out and it had been lovely. A last shopping trip to Oxford Street, a bit of culture at the Tate Modern, lunch in Borough Market, she’d been hitting all the nostalgic highlights.

They’d been friends since before Harriet could really remember and, despite ending up at different universities, their friendship had survived as strong as ever. Laura had been there for everything in Harriet’s life, whether in person or at the end of a phone, and Harriet for Laura. Much as Harriet had had her relationship journey with Zach, so Laura had had with Hugo… they’d stayed together after their summer back in Bath at the end of the first year of uni and had made a life together down in London after graduating.

“How are you feeling?” Laura asked on the Wednesday evening. They were curled up on the sofa with wine, Hugo making dinner in the kitchen. “Really feeling, I mean… not the version you’re telling everyone when they say ‘isn’t this exciting!!’.”

Harriet smiled and thought. “Terrified,” she admitted. “Excited, but sad also. Ready I think. More ready than I thought I would be.”

“Sad about what?”

“Leaving everyone. My parents… I could tell it was hard for them. They’re putting on a brave face but I know they’re devastated.”

“They’ll be fine. Knowing your mum she’s already booked her flights to come and see you.”

“Probably,” Harriet conceded. “No… definitely. It’s just, it feels like I’m abandoning them.”

“You’re not abandoning anyone, you’re simply choosing your life.” Laura reached out and squeezed her hand. “That’s what you’re supposed to do.”

Hugo appeared in the doorway. “Dinner’s ready, if you two can tear yourself away from the emotional processing.”

“We’re bonding,” Laura replied. “It’s important.”

“Bond over this nice piece of lamb before it gets cold.”

They ate at the kitchen table, talking about what had happened at Hugo’s work that day, both women firmly skirting around the fact that tomorrow was going to be Harriet’s last full day in the country.

***

The bar was in Shoreditch, the sort of place with exposed brick and exposed lightbulbs, and with cocktails made from ingredients that Harriet assumed must be high quality by simply virtue of the fact that she’d never heard of most of them.

They’d taken over a booth down one side, a kind of impromptu second leaving drinks for Harriet and any well-wishers who found themselves at a loose end on a Thursday night and fancied swinging by. Laura was there, of course, and as the evening wore on there was a steady stream of friends popping in on their way home from work. Nathalie was there, and Lucy. Pete had made the pilgrimage down from Oxford, acting most perturbed at the lack of draft beer, Naomi and Amy made a brief appearance on their way to some other drinks, Will too albeit half-drunk already and on a promise to return to his work drinks.

By ten pm it was four of them left: Harriet, Laura, Nathalie and Pete.

Pete raised his beer in a toast. “To Harriet! May Australia appreciate how lucky they are to have you.”

“And may there be no pigeons to terrify you,” Nathalie added, grinning.

Laura laughed. “I think H will be busy enough with the snakes and spiders.”

“Them and the drop bears…” Harriet said. “Zach had me convinced for a few minutes back when I first met him that they were real.”

They got another round of drinks, swapping stories, some that Harriet remembered, and some that had definitely grown in the telling over the years. The night in their first year at uni that her and Nathalie had gone on a double date with a couple of guys from Balliol, engineering their escape when it turned out that they were part of one of those upper class drinking societies. Laura’s twenty third birthday camping trip where it had rained all weekend and they’d all ended up warm and a little damp in the local pub. Too soon, Nathalie made her excuses as she was heading over to her boyfriend’s place, and Pete needed to get the bus back to Oxford.

“One more?” Laura asked.

Harriet shook her head. “I think I’m done. Let’s go home.”

They walked to the bus stop arm in arm, the night air cold after the warmth of the bar. London went on around them, a standard Thursday night, sirens in the distance, laughing banter from a kebab shop they walked past.

“I’m going to miss this,” Harriet said.

Laura looked around them. “Really? Drunk people walking along dark streets in the cold?”

“All of it. Yeah.” She gestured around her. “I know how this all works. It’s home.”

“You’ll learn how it all works down there, too.”

“You reckon?”

“I know.”

The bus came and they rode it in silence, top deck, seats at the front, watching the city lights go past the windows.

***

The basement snug was probably Harriet’s favourite room in Laura’s house… it had once, apparently, been a coal cellar but had been converted to what was now a cosy space with sofas, a speaker system and some nice artwork on the walls. Hugo called it The Cave, but Laura called it her sanctuary.

“I don’t know about you, but it feels criminal to just head to bed on your last night,” Laura said, pouring two large glasses of red wine and handing one to Harriet. “Hugo’s up early so we’re banished down here if we want to keep on talking. You can hear everything in the bedroom that anyone says in the kitchen and living room, and Hugo’s a light sleeper.”

“I remember.”

“But down here…” Laura gestured at the thick walls and the heavy door at the top of the stairs. “We could have a big party and a live band, and he wouldn’t hear a thing.”

She tapped her phone and the speakers came to life. “Right, special occasion, I’m putting on our playlist.”

Harriet groaned, but she was smiling. “Oh God, the playlist.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t love it.”

The opening notes of a song from when they were fifteen filled the room, all angst and lyrics that had felt profound at the time. They’d made the playlist together years ago, adding to it whenever they found something that spoke to them both. It was both ridiculous and sentimental, and their little private thing.

“Teenagers would think this is old people music,” Laura said, folding her legs under her on the sofa, half-turned to look at Harriet.

“We are old… mid-twenties, that’s fully grown up.”

“Speak for yourself, I don’t feel a day older than eighteen.”

Harriet laughed. “I hate to break it to you, but…” She cradled her wine. The room felt warm, safe, cocooned from the rest of the house and the rest of the world. They sat for a while, letting the playlist wash over them. Next up was a song about heartbreak from when Laura had broken up with her first boyfriend.

"So," Laura said eventually, her voice gentle beneath the music. "Are you going to tell me what's going on?"

Harriet looked at her. "What do you mean?"

“I mean, I know you, and you’ve been somewhere else all evening. Even at the bar, when everyone was getting all sentimental, I could see something was going on and I know you well enough to know it isn’t just nerves about moving. There’s something else.”

Harriet took a long drink of wine. Eventually, she looked at Laura again. “Can I tell you something? Something I’ve never told anyone?”

Laura put her glass down on the coffee table, her full attention on Harriet. “Of course.”

“I mean it. This is one of those things you can never tell a soul. Not even Hugo.”

“Harriet.” Laura shifted closer, her expression serious. “Whatever it is, you can tell me and I’ll keep it entirely to myself. You know that.”

Harriet nodded. She did know that, and she knew that Laura knew that what she was really saying was this is big, and I need to tell someone, and I can only tell you.

“Third year,” Harriet said. “Trinity term… that’s summer term. Do you remember me talking about the big rowing dinner celebration.”

“Vaguely, you coxed the men’s eight, right?”

“The men’s first eight. We’d won blades, best result in years. Everyone was celebrating. Kind of a last hurrah before Finals.” Harriet stared into her wine. “There was this guy on the crew. Brad, American, from California. He was doing a masters, just there for the year.”

“I remember meeting him at your twenty-first. Nice guy.”

“Yeah, he was.” Harriet paused, trying to find the right words. “He was good looking, in that kind of all-American way. I remember when he started a few of my friends were interested, but he had a long distance girlfriend, Julia, back home. Similar situation to me and Zach, so me and him got on well… we were both in the same boat, it was safe, we could both be friends.”

Laura nodded her understanding but kept silent.

“And we were just friends, genuinely just friends, for the whole year. We’d talk about missing our partners, joke about our time differences, complain about how hard it was. He was easy to be around. I never thought of him as anything other than a mate.”

“Until the dinner?” Laura was watching her closely, giving her the room to say what she needed to say.

“Until the dinner.” Harriet took another drink, a large one. “We made this stupid pact at the start of the evening. Said we’d look out for each other as everyone got drunk, we’d be the sensible ones, make sure nobody did anything they regretted because we were the only ones in proper long-distance relationships.”

She sat silent for a moment. The playlist moved on to something upbeat from when they were in the sixth form, a song Harriet could remember dancing to on A-Level results night all those years ago.

“The dinner went on forever. Speeches, toasts, more and more port, more than anyone should sensibly drink. And Brad and I kept catching each other’s eye, just as friends, making faces during the boring bits. It felt conspiratorial and fun. And safe, because we had our pact.”

“What happened?”

“After dinner we all went to The Bridge… remember it? We went there on my twenty-first.” Laura nodded and Harriet continued. “It was packed, everyone out for one last night before they knuckled down to the serious revision for exams. We were all dancing, then at some point I ended up alone on the dance floor, everyone seemed to be pairing off, then I saw Brad and he was alone too so we started dancing together. Close… closer than we probably should, but we were drunk and it was safe because we had our pact.”

Harriet could feel her stomach turning, the old familiar shame rising up. The act of telling was proving harder than she’d thought.

“Someone bumped into me from behind, hard, but just the normal sort of thing that happens on a dance floor. It knocked me off balance and he caught me, and… we were just there, his arms around me, my face inches from his and I could smell him and I thought…” She stopped and shook her head. “I don’t know what I thought. I don’t think I was thinking at all.”

She looked at Laura and smiled weakly. Laura took her hands and gave them a comforting squeeze, returning the smile. It was a look that said it’s ok, take all the time you need.

“I kissed him. Or he kissed me. Probably both. Right there on the dance floor. And it was…” Harriet pressed her hand to her mouth for a moment, composing herself. “It was electric. Intoxicating.”

“What happened then?”

“I pulled back quickly, remembering where we were, that there were tons of people that me and Zach knew in the club. And I…” She hesitated. “I said not here. I didn’t say no. I led him to a dark corner behind a pillar and we kissed properly, for ages. His hands were everywhere, so were mine, and I wanted him so much I could barely think straight.”

The tears came, sliding down her cheeks, but she made herself continue.

“We ended up leaving the club together and walked back to college. Halfway back he pushed me against a wall and we were all over each other. I could feel how much he wanted me, and I wanted him too, so badly it scared me.”

“H…”

“We went to his room. It happened so fast, neither of us stopped to think. We ended up in his bed and…”

She stopped, the words catching.

“You don’t have to…” Laura started to say.

“I need to say it, I’ve never said it out loud, not once in nearly five years, and I need to say it.” Harriet took a deep, shaky breath. “We had sex. Frantic and desperate, I wanted it so badly. We didn’t use protection. All while Zach was asleep on the other side of the world.”

Her words hung in the air, the playlist filling the silence.

“And then after, I didn’t leave. We were all over each other again, I had sex with him again. I…” She hesitated. “I can’t remember all of it, I was drunk, but that’s no excuse… I remember the second time.”

“You… were a willing participant?”

Harriet nodded. “Yes, it was entirely consensual. It wasn’t… there wasn’t anything where he treated me badly. The opposite in fact. But when I woke up next to him the next morning… I had the walk of shame, praying nobody would see me. And then… talking to Zach, he woke me up with a call at lunchtime, it was horrible. I’d betrayed him and he didn’t know.”

“What happened after that?”

“Brad and I skirted around each other. It didn’t seem like anyone else knew, or maybe if someone saw something they ignored it, I don’t know to this day. But nothing was ever said. We met for coffee a couple of days later… Brad felt as bad as me, we both knew it was a terrible mistake and swore never to tell a soul.” Harriet forced a smile. “You don’t count. We had to get tested because we’d not used, well, you know… and we spoke before he moved home and there was nothing between us. It really was just a drunken, one night mistake. I’ve had no contact with him since, not in five years. I don’t even know if him and Julia are still together.”

Laura was quiet for a long moment, then she simply pulled Harriet in for a tight hug.

“Five years” she said quietly. “You’ve carried this for nearly five years.”

“Every day, to start with.” Harriet wiped her eyes as she leaned back. “Every single day, at least at the beginning. It got easier over time, but it never went away. Every now and then it would spring back up and surprise me, and I’d have to deal with it again. This thing I'd done. This person I apparently am underneath."

"Does anyone else know? Anyone at all?"

"No one. Brad and I never spoke about it again after that coffee. There's no evidence, no witnesses, nothing. It's just… inside me. This thing I've never been able to get rid of."

Laura squeezed her hand. "Tell me what you're feeling. Right now, tonight, having said it out loud."

Harriet thought for a long moment. Something felt different.

“Lighter,” she said tentatively. “Which feels weird, seeing as I’ve just told you the worst thing I’ve ever done.”

“That makes complete sense.”

“And… I guess, I was thinking about this all the other night, at home in Bath. I was thinking about everything really, and when what I’d done came up I did what I’ve learned to do, skirt past it, move on quickly. But then I stopped myself, because I’ve spent five years judging and blaming twenty-one-year-old me and I didn’t want to feel that. Not then.”

"What did you do?"

"I made myself look at it. Really look at it, properly, for the first time since it happened, dispassionately, almost like I was seeing it for the first time. And I asked myself this question I'd never asked before." Harriet took a breath. "I asked myself: would I have done anything different? If I was back there, twenty-one years old, that lonely, that drunk, that desperate… would I have made a different choice?"

"What was the answer?"

"No, I wouldn't. And that surprised me. Because I'd spent years telling myself it was the worst decision I'd ever made, that I should have been stronger, that there was no excuse. But when I really put myself back in that moment… I understood why I did it."

"Tell me why."

"I was so lonely." Harriet's voice was quiet. "So far from Zach, so desperate for connection. Weeks and weeks of video calls and text messages, watching everyone around me be with each other, while the person I love was on the other side of the planet. And Brad was there, and he was lonely too, and for one night we both just… broke."

She wiped her eyes again. The playlist had shifted to something gentle, a song from the summer before university, full of hope and uncertainty.

"It wasn't about Brad. It could have been anyone. It was about needing to feel something other than absence. Needing to be touched by someone real, someone who was actually there."

"That makes sense, H."

"Does it? Because I spent years telling myself it didn't. That I was weak and selfish, that I'd betrayed everything that mattered like a spoilt teenager.”

“You can understand why you made a decision and still wish you hadn’t.” Laura was looking into her eyes, emphasising the point. “Those are different things.”

“That’s what I’ve finally realised.” Harriet looked at her oldest friend, who was looking back at her entirely without judgement. “I’ve been so angry at my younger self and so determined to punish her, but she was just… just a person, young, lonely, imperfect who broke under pressure.” She shrugged. “I think maybe I’m done with being angry at her.”

“Good.” Laura looked like she was near tears herself. “You should be done. Five years is long enough.”

“In Bath, the other night, I sort of… I forgave her. Myself I mean. I told her I understood why she did it, and that I’d have done it too, and that I wasn’t going to punish her anymore.” Harriet laughed despite the tears. “It sounds insane when I say it out loud.”

“It doesn’t sound insane at all. Completely the opposite.”

They sat for a moment, the music playing on around them. Harriet felt drained, but also completely present. The secret was out, finally, spoken aloud to another person and it was almost a surprise to see that the world hadn’t ended.

“Can I ask you some things?” Laura said. “Not to judge, just to help you understand.”

“Of course.”

“That night with Brad… the sex itself. Was it good?”

Harriet sat back in surprise. She’d not expected that, and it was something she’d very definitely skirted around in her head. She remembered the physical pleasure, yes, but had it been good?

“Yes,” she admitted eventually. “It was. That’s part of what made it so awful. If it had been terrible maybe I could have written if off as a drunken disaster. But it was quite the opposite. It was intense and desperate and…” She shook her head. “I… enjoyed myself. Twice.” She winced. “It may have been more, my memory is hazy…”

“Would you rather, honestly, have done that that night and it be bad?” Harriet shook her head reluctantly. “No, far better that it was something that you enjoyed at the time. And look, bodies respond to pleasure and minds respond to situations. That’s not some kind of moral failing… once you were there, in that situation, that’s far better than any of the alternatives.”

“I know. Intellectually I know that. But it felt like another betrayal, like I wasn't even allowed to have had a bad time.”

Laura nodded slowly. “And since then? In the five years since? Have you ever done anything like it again?”

“No. God, no. Never.”

“Have you been tempted?”

“No. I mean… I’ve noticed when other men are attractive, maybe flirted a little from time to time, but who doesn’t? But I’ve never felt anything like what I felt that night, and never come close to acting on anything.”

“So it was an isolated incident. One night, one mistake, in years of complete and utter fidelity.”

“One night is all it takes, though.”

“Yes, one night is all it takes to do something you regret.” Laura squeezed her hand again. “But one night isn’t all it takes to define who you are. You’ve been with Zach for six years. You’ve loved him, supported him, you’re flying to the other side of the world for him. Does one night cancel all of that out?”

“It doesn’t cancel it, but it…” Harriet hesitated, trying to find the right word. “Complicates it, doesn’t it?”

“Maybe. Or maybe it just makes you human.” Laura paused. “Can I ask you something else?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you telling me now? Tonight, specifically. You’ve gone five years already, why not five more?”

Harriet thought about the question for a few moments. “Because I’m about to move to the other side of the world, and I realised the other night in Bath and in the days since that I’ve had enough of carrying it alone. Not the secret as such, but the weight of it… or maybe I could say the shadow of it following me around.”

“And?”

“And I needed someone to know me, all of me, including this. Before I go.” Harriet met Laura’s eyes. “I’ve felt like a fraud for years, like all of you only like me because of the version of me that didn’t do what I did. But you know now, and you’re still here. And that means…” She felt her voice catching. “That means the real me isn’t as unlovable as I thought.”

Laura reached across and pulled her into a fierce, tight hug. “You are not unlovable,” she whispered. “You’re not a fraud. You’re my best friend who made a mistake once, a mistake that any of us could have made, probably would have made, and you’ve spent years being far harder on yourself than you deserved. I love all of you, including the parts you’re ashamed of.”

Harriet clung on for dear life, the tears flowing properly now.

When they finally pulled apart, both women wiping their eyes, the playlist had moved on to something almost embarrassingly earnest… a song from when they were fourteen that hadn’t stood the test of time.

“God, this song,” Laura laughed. “We had terrible taste.”

“The worst.”

“Pass the wine. We’re not done yet.”

Harriet reached for the bottle and refilled both their glasses. She felt calmer now, she’d said it and it was out there and she couldn’t unsay it any more.

“There’s one other angle to this,” Harriet said, settling back onto the sofa. “Something I really need your help to think through.”

“Ok.”

“Should I tell Zach?”

The question hung in the air.

“I’ve asked myself a thousand times,” Harriet continued. “And I’ve always said no, telling myself it was to protect him, or to protect me, but really because I couldn’t face doing it. But now, with this move, with everything changing… it feels like I’m at a crossroads. Like if I’m ever going to tell him it should be now, before we get fully settled in our new lives. Or if I’m not going to tell him, I need to make that decision now and stick with it. Properly. Make it something I never consider again.”

She could see that Laura was thinking hard. “Can I tell you about some people I know?” she said eventually. “Not to tell you one way or the other, because I don’t think there is a right answer, just to offer some perspective.”

“Please.”

“My friend Anna, from Edinburgh.” Laura took a sip of her wine. “She was in a similar situation, not exactly the same but close enough. She was going through a rough patch with her boyfriend, there was another guy who liked her, she went for a drink with him one night and… let’s just say, it was similar though more deliberate on her part than your situation. She decided to tell her boyfriend, she thought she owed him that and that absolute honesty was the foundation of everything.”

“What happened?”

“He tried to forgive her, he really did. He loved her and wanted to make it work.” Laura shook her head sadly. “But he couldn’t stop asking questions… who was it, when exactly, what precisely did you do, did you enjoy it, did you think about me? Every answer made it worse and led to more questions. He’d say he was over it and then something would trigger him and they’d be back at it again, him needing details, her apologising.”

“God.”

“They lasted a while, six months I think, but Anna said it was like he was always looking to her for something… reassurance, evidence, she could never quite tell. The next holidays when they were both apart were a nightmare, she said it was eating him inside and he admitted he was terrified she’d do something again. Eventually he ended it, he couldn’t deal with the pictures in his head of her with someone else.”

Harriet felt a chill run through her. “That’s awful.”

“It was and it still is. She still thinks about it. She thought she was being honest, but she wonders if she was just offloading her guilt onto him. Making her problem his problem.” Laura paused. “But then I know someone else too, I won’t name names for obvious reasons, different situation and she never told. It’s been, what, seven years now, happily married with kids. I know she carries it, she told me one time not too long ago after a few too many wines, but it’s part of her history. She made a choice and she’s at peace with it.”

“Do you think she made the right choice?”

“I think she made a choice she can live with. Whether it's right…” Laura shrugged. “I don't know if there is a right. There's just different kinds of wrong, and you pick the one you can bear.”

“I mean, it seems obvious from those doesn’t it?”

Laura shook her head. “No, far from it. It’s a sample size of two, and neither identical to yours. Anna, this was something that built over time, I think there was a period of emotional infidelity that contributed. The other person, there wasn’t the emotional triggers you had… if I was to judge I’d say that hers was worse, without going into details.” She paused. “If you did tell Zach, what do you think would happen?”

Harriet made herself really think about it properly. “He’d be devastated, and he’d ask questions… why, did I have feelings for Brad, was there something that built up to it. And I’d have to answer.”

“Would he leave you?”

“I don’t know. Not straight away, Zach isn’t the impulsive type. He’d take time to process, but the thought of him not looking at me in the same way again… that breaks my heart.”

“And if you don’t tell him?”

“Then I carry it, the way I have been, and it’s getting lighter all the time. It’s part of my story for ever, though now I’ve realised I shouldn’t be so hard on myself it does get better.”

Laura was nodding slowly. “So… if you’re confident you can carry on carrying it, then the only question really is would telling him make anything better? For him, I mean. Not for you.”

“That’s the thing.” Harriet hesitated. “No, it wouldn’t make it better for him. He’d feel terrible and I’d be transferring my pain to him, to make myself feel marginally better.”

“The total amount of pain stays the same,” Laura said. “It’s just distributed differently.”

“Yes, exactly.” Harriet looked at her. “And he’d be suffering for something that happened nearly five years ago, that was over as soon as it started. One night of weakness.”

“You’ve been faithful every day before and every day since, never even really tempted. One night doesn’t define you and your relationship, it can’t. None of us are defined by our worst, we’re defined by everything we’ve done and everything we do. One night doesn’t undo six years of love.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“So the question isn’t whether Zach deserves to know. It’s whether knowing would help him, or hurt him.”

“Hurt him… there’s no way it doesn’t hurt him.”

“Then maybe…” She could see Laura choosing her words carefully. “Maybe the kindest thing you can do is carry this yourself. It’s not for self-flagellation or any nonsense like that, you’ve done enough of that from the sounds of it, but simply your penance. Without wanting to sound brutal, you did a thing you shouldn’t have, you understand why, but this is how you make it up to him… it’s your gift to him, I guess, now that you’ve forgiven yourself. It’s yours to carry so that he doesn’t have to.”

“You’re saying I shouldn’t tell him?”

“I’m saying you’re the only one who can make that choice. But I’m also saying that telling isn’t automatically the brave or sensible thing to do. Sometimes keeping something to yourself is its own form of courage.”

“Protecting him from something that would only cause him pain.”

“Yes.” Laura looked at her, holding her gaze. “If it had been more, say if you’d been emotionally involved with Brad or having an affair or anything like that, then that would be different. I’d say Zach would need to understand it because it would be something fundamental about you and him. But a one off thing when you were drunk and lonely that you regretted immediately… that’s not the real you.”

They sat in silence while they sipped their wine. It was getting late now, long past midnight, but in the bubble of the basement snug time didn’t have much meaning.

“I’ve already decided, haven’t I?” Harriet said eventually. “I made that decision five years ago and I’ve just been too scared to own it.”

“What decision is that?”

“Not to tell him. Because, deep down, I’ve always known that telling him would hurt him and I love him too much to do that. I think… I just needed you to give me the perspective, how one night doesn’t define me.”

“Can you live with that decision?”

“Yes,” Harriet said after a moment’s thought. “I think so. I’ll carry it but I don’t have to let it crush me and I can stop punishing myself. It’s just… part of my story. The part that only I know.”

“The part that taught you what matters.”

“Exactly. In a strange way, that night, as awful as it was in the cold light of day, clarified everything. It showed me what I could lose, and I’ve spent every single day since knowing exactly how much Zach means to me.”

“Silver linings.”

“I suppose so.”

Laura pulled her into a gentler hug. “H, I’m so glad you told me. I wish you’d told me sooner.”

“I should have done it years ago. I just… I didn’t want you to see that version of me.”

“I’ve seen the version of you that vomited in my handbag outside a nightclub when we were seventeen. There’s no version of you I could be disappointed in after that.”

Harriet smiled and leaned into the hug more, the music playing on around them. This was just one more thing, Harriet realised, to go with the secrets and jokes and heartbreaks over the years. One more layer to a friendship that had held everything else.

When they pulled apart Laura was smiling. “You know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think you’ve spent so long hating that twenty-one-year-old you, that you forgot to notice everything else. You’re everything to each other. One mistake doesn’t cancel all of that. It never did.”

“I’m starting to see that.”

“Good.” Laura squeezed her hand. “Because you deserve to be happy, H. Not in spite of that one night, simply full stop.”

Just then, the playlist moved to a ridiculous song from when they were eighteen, one of those horrendous pop tunes that becomes popular for reasons no-one can comprehend only to disappear weeks later. They both burst out laughing.

“God, this one,” Harriet said. “What were we thinking?”

“God knows, we were idiots. Complete idiots.” Laura grinned. “Good taste in friends though.”

“The best.”

They stayed up for another hour, letting the playlist run and moving the conversation on to easier things… including, very importantly, Laura and Hugo coming out to visit towards the end of the year. That was going to be special, and precisely what Harriet needed to have locked in. Both women needed some light relief rather than going straight to bed after such a heavy conversation.

Eventually, Harriet stood. “I should sleep. I don’t want to miss my flight in the morning.”

“You’re right.” Laura stood too and hugged her one more time at the foot of the stairs. “I love you. You know that, right? Including everything you told me tonight.”

“I love you too.”

“And I’m proud of you, really proud. It can’t have been easy to tell me, nor to forgive yourself.”

“Thank you, for listening and not judging.”

“Always.” Laura paused. “Now go to sleep, and when you land in Sydney and see Zach… don’t think about any of this. Just be with him, just love him. That’s all that matters.”

Harriet changed into her pyjamas and lay down under her duvet, looking up at the ceiling in the dark.

She thought about everything… the confession, the questions, the decision that she’d finally made. She thought about twenty-one-year-old Harriet, alone in her college room, terrified of what she’d just done, and she sent her the greatest gift she could over the years… understanding, compassion, love.

You were so young, she thought. You were so lonely, and you did the best you could. I’m not angry at you anymore. I forgive you. I forgive us.

I should have told Laura years ago. I should have let someone in sooner.

But she’d done it now, said the words out loud and the sky hadn’t fallen, the world had kept turning.

What it had left her with was something she realised she’d not felt in a long time… simple hope for the future.

***

The journey went on and on… the first leg to Dubai not too bad, but then her body clock was all out of sync. A few hours’ sleep at Laura’s house, a 9am flight from Heathrow, Dubai at 8pm. She’d slept for most of the flight and she was wide awake when her senses told her it was dark outside and she should be sleeping again. Disorienting didn’t start to describe it.

The second leg was long. Fourteen hours in the air, watching movie after movie to while away the time, interspersed with food and sleep and reading. She spent the final couple of hours looking out of the window at the Australian outback passing by below, endless, red, and, with a thrill, she realised part of her new home.

The descent into Sydney was spectacular, the harbour glittering below in the late afternoon light, she was perfectly placed to see it all. Harriet pushed herself up against the window like a little kid, taking it all in, her heart hammering with excitement and nerves.

“First time visiting?” the elderly lady sat next to her asked. She’d gleaned early on that the woman had been to Europe to visit her grandson and was on her way home, but they’d never quite got on to Harriet’s own journey.

“No, my boyfriend is here. I’m moving here.”

The lady grinned. “Welcome home then.”

Immigration took forever, coming into the country on a sponsored work visa. Baggage claim took longer, and then the biosecurity channel was the worst of all… lots of people who didn’t want to queue after fourteen hours on a plane being told very definitely that yes, they did indeed need to queue with everyone else. She’d been travelling for more than twenty four hours now since leaving Laura’s house, and wanted nothing more than a shower and a bed.

As she came through she scanned the crowd for Zach’s face, expecting to see him somewhere near the back, probably on his phone, probably…

And then she saw the sign and she dropped, literally dropped, her suitcase.

Handwritten, on a large piece of white cardboard, the letters charmingly uneven but with two different coloured pens which was about as artistic as Zach got.

WELCOME TO AUSTRALIA HARRIET

WILL YOU MARRY ME?

She stopped walking, actually stopped, in the middle of the arrivals hall, her suitcase clattering to the ground.

Zach was holding the sign, grinning at her, looking ever so slightly terrified behind it. He was wearing a t-shirt and shorts, looking handsome as ever, and he’d had a haircut, and he was holding a sign asking her to marry him in the middle of the airport.

“Oh my God,” she said. Or, in hindsight, she wondered if she screamed it. She was never entirely sure.

People were looking… people who’d been waiting near Zach and had picked up on the excitement, people who’d been walking through near Harriet and had seen her reaction then clocked the sign. Of course people were looking… a man with a proposal sign and a woman frozen in the middle of the walkway, her hand over her mouth, tears streaming down her face.

“Zach…”

“Is that a yes?” he called across the gap between them.

“Yes!” She was laughing and crying at the same time, her voice something close to a shriek. “Yes, of course yes, you absolute idiot, yes…”

She was moving before she’d made the conscious decision to move, forgetting her suitcase, closing the gap, but before she could throw herself into his arms he lowered the sign, reached into his pocket, and dropped to one knee.

“Wait,” he said, grinning up at her, tears in his eyes as she stood there with her hands to her mouth. “Let me do this properly.”

The crowd around them were all watching, but Harriet didn’t care. She couldn’t see anything except Zach, kneeling on the floor of Sydney Airport arrivals, holding open a small velvet box.

“Harriet,” he said, his voice steady even though she could see his hands shaking. “I’ve loved you since the moment I met you. Literally. I moved across the world for you, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat. You’re my best friend, my favourite person, and the only one I want to spend the rest of my life with.” He held up the ring, a simple diamond on a silver band, elegant and absolutely perfect. “Will you marry me?”

“I already said yes,” she managed to say, laughing through her tears.

“Say it again.” He looked around, laughing too. “We’ve got an audience.”

“Yes.” She pulled him to his feet and kissed him, right there in arrivals, with strangers grinning around them. “Yes, a thousand times yes.”

He slid the ring onto her finger, a little loose but nothing that couldn’t be fixed, and then she kissed him again and they held each other. When they parted, a man she recognised from the flight came over. “Your suitcase,” he said, then grinned. “And congratulations.”

“Thanks,” Zach said, and then rapidly it was the two of them again, everyone who’d been nearby getting on with their day.

“I can’t believe you did this,” she said. “I look like death, I’m filthy and smelly.”

“You’re beautiful.” He was grinning with a grin so wide it looked like it hurt. “You’re the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.”

“I’m a disaster.”

“You’re my fiancée disaster. If that makes sense.”

“Fiancée.” She looked at the ring on her finger, still not quite believing it. “Oh my God. We're engaged.” Her mind was racing. “I need to tell my parents. Laura. Nathalie.”

“We’re engaged.” He put a hand on her suitcase, the other firmly on her waist. “Your parents know… I asked your dad’s permission before I left.”

“Oh, very old fashioned of you. No wonder they were telling me how great you are!”

“Before anything else though, let’s show you our new place. You need to get settled in, I need to stop shaking, and tomorrow night I’m taking you out to celebrate properly.”

“Tomorrow night?”

“Tonight I need to feed you, then you’re going to pass out from jet lag and I’m going to watch you sleep like a creep because, it turns out, even five days is too long nowadays.” He hugged her and kissed her hair. “Tomorrow we celebrate. Deal?”

“Deal.”

They walked out of the airport together, Zach pulling her suitcase, into the Sydney evening light and Harriet thought, this is really happening, this is my life now. And I’m engaged!

She couldn’t stop smiling.

***

The apartment was small but perfect as somewhere to help them find their feet, a one bedroom in Bondi, borrowed from friends of Zach’s parents while they started their jobs and found somewhere longer term. It had a kitchen, a living room, a small balcony that, at a stretch, could be said to have a side view of the ocean between neighbouring buildings. Furniture was sparse, a few comfy chairs that Zach’s parents had lent to them, a mattress on the bedroom floor, a kitchen table with a couple of chairs. The rest they could shop for over the next few weeks.

“I know it’s not much,” he said, carrying her suitcase through the door. “But it’s ours for now, and…”

“It’s perfect.” She meant it, too. The sky was darkening outside towards dusk and she could hear the distant sound of the sea. “It’s absolutely perfect.”

She showered and put on her pyjamas, finding time to tell her parents her good news, smiling to herself when they feigned ignorance and thrilling at their genuine delight, and when she went back to the living room Zach had come back with Thai takeaway from a place down the street. She made it through half her meal and a cup of tea before the jet lag steamrolled her. Zach saw and steered her towards bed, pulling the covers over her, and she was asleep before he’d even said goodnight.

She woke once, disoriented, in the middle of the night. Zach was next to her, his arm across her waist, and through the gap in the curtains she could see the stars high above.

Sydney, she thought. I live in Sydney now. And I’m engaged.

She looked at the ring on her finger in the faint light from the street outside, feeling the unfamiliar texture, and felt something settle deep inside. Peace, maybe, or belonging, or simply the sense that after everything she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

She closed her eyes and slept again.

***

Harriet woke properly the next morning before Zach, enjoying the peace of lying next to him as sunlight streamed through the curtains and the sounds of Bondi waking up floated through the open window.

She got up eventually and, tiptoeing around so as not to wake Zach, she got dressed and went out to source breakfast. When she got back with pastries from a place a couple of streets over, via sending messages to break her good news to her friends back home, she arranged them on a plate and presented them to him with a flourish when he emerged from the bedroom, bleary eyed but with a grin when he saw her.

“Breakfast for my future husband.”

“I can get used to that.”

“Breakfast or future husband?”

“Both.”

They ate with their chairs pulled up to the balcony door, feet on the railings, watching the street below come to life and talking about everything… although they both agreed that wedding planning could wait for a little while. It felt surreal, being here, on the other side of the world, coming from winter to summer, but also curiously normal, and they had time to get used to it. Zach’s work started in a fortnight and Harriet’s a week after, plenty of time to find their feet and, possibly, start looking for the bigger place that they’d need when the visitors from the UK started rolling in.

“We’ve got today to ourselves, I thought we should spend it getting to know the area as I guess we’ll be here for a few months at least. And then dinner tonight, of course,” Zach said.

“A coffee shop first, I think. Maybe check out a few pubs and bars too? Speaking of which…” Her phone buzzed, then buzzed again. She glanced at it and laughed.

“What?”

“Megan and Steph.” She held up the phone so he could see the group chat. “They’ve added me to their chat. Apparently I’m being taken out for drinks next weekend, whether I like it or not.”

Megan: HARRIET! Welcome to Sydney!! We’re stealing you Saturday night, no arguments.

Steph: Non-negotiable. Zach can have you back on Sunday.

Megan: Maybe Sunday… depends how crazy we get

Steph: Bring your drinking boots.

Harriet wasted no time in replying. She liked them both anyway.

Harriet: I think I packed them…

Megan: You’re going to fit right in then.

Steph: She’s perfect. Tell Zach he’s lucky to have found you.

“You’re being claimed,” Zach said, grinning. “Good… I’m glad they’re being so welcoming.”

“Apparently so.” She was smiling. “I love them already.”

“They both think you’re awesome, everyone does.” He reached across and took her hand, his thumb going to the ring, feeling out the shape of it. “This is going to be good, Harriet. Really good. I can feel it.”

“So can I.”

***

That evening Zach had booked a restaurant nearby, with views of the ocean. Small, intimate, candlelit, very romantic. They’d both dressed up as much as they could given the limited wardrobes they’d each travelled with, and Harriet nearly felt glamorous despite being half jet-lagged still.

“To us,” Zach said, raising his glass. “To new beginnings, to Sydney, and to you saying yes even though I ambushed you in arrivals looking like you’d been dragged to Australia behind the plane.”

“I did not look like…” She saw his expression and laughed. “Ok, maybe a little…”

“But beautiful still, of course.”

“Shut up and drink your wine.”

They ordered enough food for three and ate all of it, talking and laughing and planning. She told him more about her last couple of nights in Bath and her time with Laura, the good parts, the fun parts, the catching up and reminiscing to their old playlist on the last night. The other part, the cathartic conversation that had finally freed something deep inside her, she kept to herself. That was hers, or at least her and Laura’s.

“So,” he said as they shared a dessert that neither really had room for. “Barbecue at mum and dad’s on Tuesday, the whole family’s coming. Fair warning. They want to celebrate.”

“I’m ready.” And she realised, they were becoming her family now too. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“You say that now. Wait until my uncle starts with the Ashes talk and the Pom-bashing.”

“I like cricket.”

“You like the idea of it. Him explaining why Australia didn’t deserve to lose in 2005 is something else entirely.”

She laughed, and so did he, and the meal continued… comfortable and joyful, precisely what she’d hoped their new life would feel like.

***

They walked home the long way round, along the beach, the night warm and clear, stars high above. Harriet felt pleasantly full, a little tipsy from the wine, but above all else deeply content. Zach’s hand was in hers, the ring unfamiliar in how it pressed slightly into her skin but already starting to feel like it belonged.

“Good proper first day?” Zach asked.

“The best.” She leaned into him. “Thank you, it’s been perfect… the proposal, last night, today, everything.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I want to.” She stopped and turned to face him. “I know I’ve said it before, but I mean it. Thank you for saying yes to me, all those years ago when I turned up on your parents’ doorstep out of the blue. And for staying with me ever since. And for being the person I get to be with forever.”

“Harriet.” His hand went to her face, his touch gentle. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be and no-one else I’d rather be with. You’re it, you’re everything.”

She kissed him, gently at first then deeper, more passionate.

“Take me home,” she whispered eventually.

“Yes boss.”

***

The flat was dark when they got back, the streetlights casting soft shadows through the windows. Harriet kicked off her heels and wandered into the bedroom, turning the solitary lamp on, seeing the mattress on the floor, the sheets made, looking wonderfully inviting.

She looked around the room and registered the mirror on the far wall, between the built in wardrobes… a large mirror, floor to ceiling, and when she went to stand in front of it she could see the doorway behind her, see herself standing there in her dress, Zach appearing in the doorway.

“I see you’ve found the mirror,” he joked, walking up behind her and putting his hands on her waist.

“Hard to miss.”

His eyes met hers in the reflection. “Reminds me of somewhere else we went that was hot and sunny.”

Harriet felt her pulse quicken. The mirror in Croatia, the insane connection, the way it had kept them both entirely in the present where they needed to be. Since then it had become something they’d done relatively often, and it was amazing every time, but never quite as incredible as that first time.

“You look like you’ve got an idea?” she said, eyes fixed on his reflection, seeing the way he was looking at her hungrily, seeing her own cheeks flushed.

“I was thinking…” He started to slide the zip of her dress down slowly, still watching her in the mirror. “…that we’ve got a new home, a new life. And maybe we should mark the occasion with something special.”

The dress slipped off her shoulders and she let it fall, standing there in her underwear, watching him watching her.

“I think that’s an excellent idea.”

He turned her around to face him and kissed her, long and slow, his hands running down her back. She unbuttoned his shirt as they kissed, pushing it off his shoulders, feeling his skin and the hard muscles beneath under her fingers, so familiar but still so exciting, then her hand went to his belt and undid his trousers too, letting them slip down. Zach stepped out of them.

“Turn around,” he said quietly. “I want to see you.”

She turned back to face the mirror, watching as he undid her bra, sliding the straps down her arms and letting it fall. His hands came up to her breasts, and she watched his hands on her body, watching her own face, her lips slightly parted, a gasp as his fingers teased her hard nipples.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered into her ear. “I love you so much.”

His hands moved lower, slipping inside her underwear, and she gasped louder as his fingers found her. She wanted him so badly, she knew she was ready and he could tell too.

“Tell me what you want,” he whispered. “Talk to me.”

“I want you inside me.” She was watching his hand moving inside her underwear, watching herself press her hips towards his hand. “And I want to watch us.”

He slid her underwear down and she stepped out of it, naked now, then he removed his boxer shorts too. When he pressed against her again she could feel how hard he was and she pushed back against him, wanting more, so much more.

Harriet moved her legs apart, widening her stance, leaning forward and bracing her hands on either side of the mirror, pushing rear back towards him. “Like this,” she said. “I want to see everything.”

She watched as he positioned himself behind her, felt him press against her, saw the exhilarating expression of sheer pleasure cross his face as he slid slowly into her, matched by the long, low moan she let out. Looking down she could see, actually see, him sliding into her in the reflection.

“Fuck, Zach, that feels incredible…” She gasped.

“Keep watching.” He started to move, sliding out then slowly back in, his hands on her hips. “Don’t close your eyes.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” she managed to say, before another gasp. She watched everything, watching him thrust into her, watching her body push back against him, watched the pleasure on both their faces. The mirror gave her everything, nothing hidden.

“Faster now.” Harriet said. “Please…”

Zach did as she asked, increasing his pace, the sound of their bodies coming together filling the silent room. She had to move her hands a little, brace herself harder against the wall, her breath starting to fog the mirror, but she kept her eyes open, fixed on Zach’s.

“Tell me how it feels,” he gasped.

“So good… you feel so good… I love watching… I love seeing…” She gasped again as he hit the right angle. “Right there… God, right there.”

“I’m not stopping.” His right hand slid round to touch her and she cried out, the dual sensation insane. “I want to see your face when you...”

“I’m close, Zach, I’m so close…”

“I know, I can feel it…” His fingers sped up, she could see how hard he was trying to slow himself down, to keep going for her. “I’m close too…”

She kept her eyes on the mirror, watching, feeling the unstoppable tsunami of her orgasm rushing towards her, feeling the first wave shudder through her, moaning loudly, knowing there was more, much more to come, and as the first wave subsided and the second started to rush through her, she caught a glint of something, swaying with each thrust. The necklace, the one that Zach had given her for their first Christmas, the tiny heart shaped pendant, two halves wound around each other… that necklace had been with her through everything, and she had a moment of wonderful, beautiful clarity…

My future husband, my Zach… my everything.


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

Experimenting

If you've not discovered Experimenting yet, it takes you to four years after this story ends and continues the tale of Harriet and Zach, now happily married and living in Sydney, as they embark on the next stage of their relationship. Here is an extract:

Prologue

Zach leaned back against the wall of the board room, loosening his bow tie and taking off his black dinner jacket to get comfortable… reminding himself that he needed to breathe still, needed to stay relaxed, despite what he suspected was about to unfold in front of him.

Through the floor to ceiling windows along the opposite wall, high above the darkened Sydney streets down below, he could see the famous sights lit up, the Harbour Bridge, the Opera House, and an array of boats still ferrying passengers up and down at this late hour.

Between him and the windows, the board room table, an expanse of expensive wood, built to impress, a room that he rarely got to see… except tonight, when it was deserted, no one else around.

The handle turned on the door near where he was stood, and along with a sudden increase in the volume of music from the other end of the floor in spilled Harriet… his wife Harriet, his beautiful, amazing wife Harriet, looking incredible in her long, flowing, sparkling golden ball gown, backless and seemingly held up by little more than willpower and a thin cord tied around the back of her neck, high heels to match, her hair worn elegantly down.

Harriet wasn’t alone. Behind her, holding her hand, was Him. Tall, handsome, powerfully built, rugged in His own dinner jacket, she’d had eyes only for Him for the last few hours at Zach’s work winter ball and Him for her, and as He followed her into the room they didn’t even stop to notice Zach, all over each other the moment that He locked the door behind them.

Zach watched, enthralled, as they kissed, deeply, passionately, tongues playing against each other while their hands roamed freely. This was hours of sexual tension distilled into moments, and their hunger for each other seemed insatiable.

It didn’t take long, not long at all, for Him to back Harriet against the table, reaching His hand down and lifting her dress, revealing her long, tanned legs. She reached for his belt and undid His trousers, and Zach took a deep breath as she took His large, erect cock in her hand.

Within moments He’d pressed closer and, though Zach couldn’t see it all from where he was stood, He was soon inside her, starting to thrust as Harriet wrapped her arms and legs around Him, alternating between kissing Him frantically and crying out in pleasure.

Zach, meanwhile, might as well have been invisible for all of the attention that they were paying him... a silent spectator and nothing more.

Harriet was absolutely loving it, that much was clear… loving it more than he’d ever seen her love sex before, in fact, and he was surprised that her orgasm was taking so long to hit, her arousal so clear and obvious.

But yet… He pulled out and leaned to whisper in her ear. She nodded, biting her lip, then turned around, looking back over her shoulder as He lifted her dress from behind and roughly pulled her lingerie down to her knees, pushing her firmly down so that she was bent over the table before positioning His cock and sliding back into her.

Harriet’s hands were bracing herself on the table, her legs tensed, her high heels raising her up so that she was the perfect height for Him, and the noises she made as He started to thrust into her again, hard, were the most carnal, animalistic noises that Zach had ever heard… expressions of pure, unadulterated pleasure, as if Harriet’s new state was a permanent orgasm, never ending.

That was when Zach realised... Harriet was watching him in the reflection in the window, even as pleasure consumed her. When she saw that he'd noticed, a smile played across her features... not an embarrassed or guilty smile, but one of pure joy, almost wonder, a smiled that seemed to say 'Can you believe this? Isn't this incredible?'

Then He thrust into her again and her expression melted into ecstasy, but even as she cried out in pleasure that smile lingered, and her gaze never left Zach's in the reflection.

He reached up to untie the cord around her neck, pushing her hair out of the way, and the dress loosened and slipped down, Harriet's breasts tumbling free... beautifully proportioned, pale as cream, the tan lines from her bikini creating a stunning contrast with her bronzed skin, her nipples hard. Now she was gloriously exposed, almost naked save for her high heels and the bunched fabric of her dress around her waist like a golden belt.

His hands quickly covered her breasts, rough and demanding as He squeezed and played with her, His fingers finding her hard nipples and working them mercilessly until Harriet was writhing at His commanding touch, all while he continued to thrust into her from behind.

And then it hit… He started to moan too and suddenly the orgasm crashed through them both, shuddering in its intensity, Harriet arching backwards to press her back into His chest before He pushed her back down, both climaxing for what seemed like for ever, the sort of sex that most people can only dream of.

As the orgasm rocked through her, Harriet's eyes never left Zach's, her face as she came a picture of staggering, unbridled pleasure and breath-taking beauty. And she smiled again at him in the reflection... slowly, deliberately, not embarrassed or guilty, but radiant with satisfaction and something that looked almost like pride.

Fuck me, Zach thought, his heart pounding as he watched his wife writhing in pleasure at the touch of another man… that is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

Chapter 1

Amazing how things can turn out, Zach often thought to himself afterwards. That small, innocuous comment, a bit of light hearted fun in the moment, forgotten not long afterwards ninety nine times out of a hundred. But that one time, well... that one time can snowball into something extraordinary.

One sunny Sydney winter's morning Zach stirred and hit snooze on the alarm clock, instinctively cuddling up to the naked body of his wife Harriet under the covers as he desperately tried to eke out a few more minutes in bed before their days began.

"Morning beautiful," he whispered to her, kissing her gently as he felt her naked chest push closer to his bare torso, her smooth leg rub against his.

"Morning to you too," she whispered back, reaching over to stroke his cheek. "Sleep well?"

He couldn’t keep the smile out of his voice. "When you let me..." he replied.

"When you let me, more like," she laughed back. "What time do you need to be in?"

Zach worked for one of the large multinational strategy consultancies and often had to spend time at client sites, but today was a rarity, a day in the office with no meetings until the afternoon. "Not an early one for a change. I figured I might go to the gym first."

Harriet smiled lazily. "Or just stay here with me..." One of the perks of working as a doctor at one of the big hospitals in Sydney was being lucky enough to have no shift that day, so her day was looking very different to Zach's.

"Don't tempt me," he replied, leaning in to kiss her. They lay there quietly, contently together for a few more minutes, then Zach said, "I had a dream last night..."

"Oh yes...?"

"About you."

He could see from Harriet's knowing smile that she reckoned she knew precisely what sort of dream it had been. "What were we doing?"

"We weren't doing anything... you were. At my work winter ball."

"The one last week? Just me?"

Zach paused. "Not just you... you and someone else." He was smiling as he said it. "You want to know?"

She smiled and kissed him. "So long as the other woman was stunningly beautiful and incredible in bed too, you can tell me."

"It wasn't a woman..." Harriet raised an eyebrow at that, so Zach continued. "It was you and a guy, good looking, muscular, rugged in a dinner jacket but not looking like he belonged, and he was... well... you were under him, then he was behind you, and you were... you know... on the boardroom table…"

"I was what?" she whispered back, kissing Zach on the lips briefly.

"You were enjoying it. A lot. Really a lot. And I was there, in the boardroom, but only watching."

Harriet smiled and kissed him briefly again. "Was it hot?"

"Kind of..."

"Kind of?" Harriet reached her hand down to touch Zach's cock and gave him a grin that said she didn't believe him as she grazed her fingertips along his hard length. She wrapped her hand around it and gave it a little squeeze. "Feels like more than kind of..." she said smiling again.

Zach sighed as she kept her hand there. "Maybe more than kind of."

"Did I... you know... complete my enjoyment?"

"You did... loudly."

Harriet started to move her hand slowly backwards and forwards, drawing a little twitch from Zach. She leaned over him and kissed him, more passionately this time, before she asked, "It turned you on, watching me with him?"

"A little..." he whispered between kisses.

"Just a little?"

"Ok, a lot. Watching you and him was hot as hell."

"Right answer..." whispered Harriet, as she sat up, tied back her long, dark blonde hair, and then kissed her way down his chest and further.

Just before taking his cock in her mouth she looked up at him and said, with a teasing smile, "We can't have a good looking old man like you going to work surrounded by all those beautiful, ambitious twenty-somethings with MBAs without doing something about this first, can we?"

"Old? We're barely 30 and your birthday comes before mine!"

"Exactly..."

As she took him in her mouth, Zach closed his eyes and imagined it wasn't him that she was pleasuring, but instead the guy from the dream with him watching. Not a fantasy he'd ever had before, but it turned him on like nothing had in a long time.

It was a good start to the day.
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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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