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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.


Eighteen


August


Harriet (Bath, UK)

The envelope was thin. That was the first thing that Harriet noticed as Mrs. Booth handed it to her… too thin, surely, for good news. Her stomach did a backward flip.

“Open them at the same time?” Laura, her best friend, said. “Otherwise we’ll just spend all day staring at them.”

The Great Hall of St. Joseph’s was chaos around them, near on a hundred upper sixth formers in various states of elation and despair, teachers circulating with fixed smiles, the odd parent hovering anxiously by the doors and trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. The August sun streamed through the tall stained glass windows at one end, illuminating the portraits of former headmistresses and illustrious alumni that gazed down with stern approval. The school had been educating girls since 1858, and the weight of all those expectations, all that history, pressed down on Harriet as she broke the seal.

Chemistry: A*

Biology: A*

Mathematics: A

She read it twice, three times, waiting for the letters to rearrange themselves into something worse. They didn’t.

“Well?” Laura was practically bouncing with excitement next to her.

“I got in.” The words came out strange, not quite real. “I got the grades. I got into Oxford.”

Laura screamed, an actual scream, and threw her arms around her, and then they were both jumping up and down like children, and Harriet was laughing and possibly crying a little too, she couldn’t quite tell, because she’d done it, medicine at Oxford, the thing she’d been working towards for years and it was real, it was happening.

“I knew it!” Laura was saying. “I bloody knew it! Oh my God, Harriet, you’re going to be a doctor. At Oxford. That’s insane, like actually insane…”

“What did you get?”

Laura’s results were good too, two As and a B, enough for her first choice of Edinburgh, and they hugged again, giddy with relief, a huge weight lifted from their shoulders. Around them was the full range of human emotion… tears of joy, tears of disappointment, frantic phone calls to parents, to universities, to UCAS.

Harriet pulled out her phone and messaged her mum.

Got in!!! A* A* A x

The reply was almost instant.

SO PROUD OF YOU!!! Dad crying (don’t tell him I said). Champagne in the fridge but come home whenever you can, enjoy it! Xx

She was smiling at her phone when she heard his voice.

“Harriet. Congratulations.”

She looked up and saw Mr. Ashford, standing a few feet away in chinos and a smart blue shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, looking every inch like he’d stepped out of a catalogue for men who had their lives together even though he could only be in his mid-twenties himself. He was smiling, the smile Harriet had spent two years thinking about far more than was probably healthy, and holding out his hand.

“Thank you sir.” She shook it, hoping he wouldn’t feel her pulse racing. His hand was warm and dry and strong, and she let go a fraction of a second too late.

“I saw your name on the list this morning. A star in Chemistry.” He looked genuinely pleased. “I always knew you’d do it. You worked harder than anyone.”

“I had a good teacher.”

She felt her cheeks redden even as she said it… was that too much? It felt like it. But he just smiled again, that slightly crooked smile that did funny things to her inside.

“You’ve got the natural talent, I just pointed it in the right direction.” He paused, looking around at the chaos of the hall. “Oxford medicine. That’s brilliant. You should be very proud.”

“I am.” She was blushing, she could feel it, and she hated herself for blushing. She was eighteen, legally an adult, about to go to one of the best universities in the world. She should be beyond blushing at her chemistry teacher.

Except… he wasn’t her teacher any more, was he? As of today, as of this moment, she was no longer a student at St. Joseph’s. She was just Harriet, and he was just…

“I should leave you to celebrate with your friends,” he said, already starting to turn away. “Have a wonderful day. You’ve earned it.”

“Sir…” The word was out before she could stop it. He turned back, eyebrows raised in a question. “I mean… thank you. For everything. The extra sessions, the interview prep, all of it. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Yes, you could.” He was smiling warmly. “But I’m glad I could help.”

He started to turn away again and something reckless surged up in her… the giddiness of the morning, the champagne that she hadn’t drunk yet but could already feel bubbling in her veins, the knowledge that after today she would probably never see him again.

“If you wanted to get a drink later,” she said, the words tumbling out before she could second guess herself. “To celebrate, I mean… I’d like that.”

She watched his expression change, surprise, then something she couldn’t quite read, then a carefully honed neutrality.

“That’s very kind,” he said. “But I should let you enjoy your day with your friends.”

“Of course.” Her face was bright red, she knew it. “Stupid idea. Sorry.”

“Not stupid at all.” He held her gaze for a moment that stretched on longer. “Have a good day Harriet.”

And then he was gone, swallowed by the crowd, and Laura was tugging at her arm to drag her over to some of their other friends, and Harriet told herself it was fine, it was nothing, she’d made a fool of herself but no one had seen and she’d never have to think about it again.

Time to enjoy the day.

***

Zach (Sydney, Australia)

The water was freezing.

Zach knew it would be… it was August, middle of winter, and only an idiot went swimming at Freshwater Beach first thing in the morning.

But Thommo had called him soft, and there were some things you simply couldn’t let stand.

So here he was, waist deep in the Pacific, his skin covered in goosebumps, while his mates jeered from the sand.

“Get your head under, you pussy!”

That was Thommo, of course. Built precisely like the second row he was, loud as a foghorn, utterly incapable of letting anything go, particularly when it involved one of the backs like Zach. Callum was filming on his phone, evidence for their rugby team group chat no doubt, and Jacko was laughing so hard he’d bent over double, hands on his knees.

Zach flipped them off and dove under.

The cold took his breath away, and for a moment there was nothing but the shock of it… the salt stinging his eyes, the roar of the water in his ears, but above all else the pure physical joy of being alive and freezing and eighteen years old and at university on a random Thursday morning in Sydney.

He surfaced gasping, shaking water from his hair, and heard cheers from the beach. “You mad bastard!” He swam in with the next wave back to shore, emerging onto the sand with his teeth chattering and his whole body singing with the cold.

Thommo threw him a towel. “Respect where respect is due,” he said, nodding solemnly. “You’re still an idiot, but respect.”

“Takes one to know one.” Zach dried his hair with the towel and gratefully accepted his hoodie that Callum had been holding. The morning sun was pale but warming, the sky that particular winter blue that only Sydney seems to manage… clear and bright and endless.

“You with us?” Jacko was waving a hand in front of his face and Zach realised he’d been talking to him. “I said the girls are coming to the barbecue tonight. After the match.”

“What girls?”

“The netball girls. Steph’s organising them.” Callum waggled his eyebrows suggestively and grinned. “Including Megan…”

Zach tried not to blush and didn’t quite manage it. Megan. Megan who studied history. Megan who played wing defence. Megan who had a way of laughing that on more than one occasion had made Zach forget what he was saying mid-sentence. They’d been gravitating towards each other for weeks now, bumping into each other in the line for lunch, eye contact across crowded rooms, and that moment at Steph’s party where they’d ended up out on the balcony until 1am talking and he’d almost kissed her but hadn’t quite managed it.

“Yeah?” He kept his voice deliberately casual. “Cool.”

“Cool, he says.” Thommo threw his large arm around Zach’s shoulders. “Mate, you’ve been pining after this girl for a month. Tonight’s the night. I can feel it.”

“I haven’t been pining.”

“Yeah, you have. I literally saw you write her name on your lecture notes last week. That’s lovesick puppy behaviour there.”

“That was… I was just practicing my signature.”

“You sign your name Megan?”

All three of his friends and teammates were laughing now, but in a good natured way, and Zach shoved Thommo away although he was smiling too. He had the whole day ahead of him… breakfast somewhere, home to rest before their match that afternoon, the match itself, then tonight. Megan. He couldn’t help but smile at the thought of seeing her.

“Come on,” he said. “I’m starving. And Thommo, you owe me breakfast for that swim.”

***

The opposition were from Western Sydney, big and physical but lacking guile in their play. Still, by halftime Zach already knew he was in a match… playing at fly half he’d been taken out three times already by big, big tackles, one after a complete hospital pass where he could feel the bruise coming up on his ribs.

He didn’t care though. The team were playing well, he was playing well, and it was the kind of game where everything came together, where his passes mostly found the targets and where he was in a kind of flow, seeing the lines for his wings and centres and them being on the same wavelength.

They won 25-17 in the end, but it was closer than that… until two minutes to go it was 18-17 and it was only a last minute try that he converted that padded the scoreline. Still, a satisfying win and in the changing room afterwards there was that special buzz of a team that had achieved something together, in the face of physical adversity, and done it well. The training they did twice a week had paid off.

“Zach, you legend.” Thommo slapped his back as they headed for the showers. “That tackle you put in with five minutes left down in our left corner. You fly halves aren’t supposed to be able to tackle like that.”

“It was alright.” In the first year of his degree it was also his first year in the team, and he didn’t want to sound cocky around some of his teammates who’d been around the team for a few years now.

“Alright, he says. Callum, you hear that? It was alright.”

“I heard.” Callum was grinning. “False modesty is a very unattractive quality.”

“Better than your real modesty problem,” Zach joked back with a pointed glance towards Callum’s crotch thankfully covered by his shorts. Callum launched a towel his way that Zach ducked, laughing.

He showered quickly, the hot water soothing muscles that he knew would carry that special all body ache that only rugby could give you tomorrow if he wasn’t careful. Outside the day was clear and warm enough, but cooling as the sun started its descent towards the horizon. Perfect winter barbecue whether so long as you wore enough layers.

His phone buzzed as he was leaving, a message from Megan.

Hey, you’re going to the bbq later, right? See you there?

He stared at the screen for a few moments, torn by what to write and how to get the tone just right. Then he typed something, deleted it, rewrote it three times before settling on:

Definitely. Good win today, still buzzing. See you there

Her reply was almost instant.

I heard you played amazing. Can’t wait to hear about it x

That x. That single, casual, possibly-meaningless-but-probably-hopefully-not x. Zach slipped his phone into his pocket and headed outside to join the other with a grin he couldn’t have suppressed if he tried.

***

Harriet

The pub garden was packed with St. Joseph’s students and their counterparts from the boys’ school round the corner, everyone getting steadily drunker on the cheap cider and the sheer, heady sense of freedom. Harriet had been there since noon, had started to lose count of how many drinks had been pressed into her hand, had been in what must have been close to a thousand photos, and had started to worry that the grin plastered on her face might never leave.

She was wearing her favourite summer dress, the blue cotton one with the thin straps that made her feel pretty without having to try too hard, and the sun was hot on her bare shoulders. She felt golden, untouchable, like the whole world was laid out in front of her as a vast oasis of opportunity.

“Harriet!” One of her friends was calling her name from across the garden, surrounded by a gaggle of guys. “Harriet, come do shots!”

She waved vaguely in their direction and took another sip of her drink. She was happy, genuinely happy, but beneath it there was something, an itch she couldn't scratch. The morning kept replaying in her head… Mr. Ashford’s hand in hers, his smile, the way he’d said her name. Have a good day Harriet.

Her phone buzzed, a message from Chris, her ex.

Congrats on Oxford. Knew you’d do it. Drink later? x

She stared at it for a long few moments, then deleted it without replying. They’d broken up three weeks ago after she’d found out he’d been texting his ex-girlfriend while Harriet had been on holiday earlier in the summer. Just as friends he’d claimed, as if she was stupid enough to believe that. She’d cried for a day and then felt nothing but relief… Chris was fine, nice enough, but he was also boring and jealous and had never once made her feel like the way she felt when…

When what? When her chemistry teacher looked at her? God, she was pathetic.

“Earth to Harriet.” Laura slid on to the bench next to her. “You’ve got your thinking face on. Something’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just tired.”

“Tired? It’s four in the afternoon. We haven’t even started properly yet!” Laura grinned. “Club later, remember? You’re still coming to my place to get ready?”

Harriet nodded and took another sip. “I’ll be there.”

“You’d better be.” Laura clinked her glass against Harriet’s. “This is our night, H. Don’t you dare bail on me.”

***

The afternoon wore on, the shadows lengthening across the pub garden. People started to drift away in groups, home to change, home to celebrate with family, home to prepare for the night ahead. By six, Harriet was at Laura’s house, supposedly getting ready for the evening but mostly lying on Laura’s bed staring at the ceiling while Laura did her makeup.

She’d pretty much put her awkward conversation with Mr. Ashford out of her mind when, at precisely 6.12pm, her phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

Hi Harriet. This is Daniel Ashford. I hope you don’t mind me messaging, I had your number from the charity day a few months back. I’ve been thinking about what you said this morning. If the offer of a drink is still open I’d like to take you up on it. But I understand if you’ve changed your mind. No pressure either way.

She sat up so fast she nearly fell off the bed.

“What?” Laura spun around from her mirror. “What is it?”

Harriet stared at her phone, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her ribcage.

Daniel. Not Mr Ashford. Daniel. She’d known his first name, of course, everyone knew their teachers’ first names, but seeing it there in a message to her… suddenly that felt real.

“Harriet, you’ve gone bright red. What’s happening?”

She looked up at Laura and something in her expression must have given her away because Laura’s eyes went wide.

“Oh my God. It’s a boy, isn’t it? Who is it?”

Harriet hesitated. She and Laura told each other everything, literally everything. Always had. And if she was really going to do this, whatever this was, she needed someone to know. Just in case.

“You have to promise not to freak out.”

“I’m already freaking out with you saying that. Tell me.”

Harriet took a deep breath. “Mr. Ashford.”

Laura’s mouth fell open. “Mr… wait. Mr Ashford? Chemistry Mr. Ashford? Fit Mr. Ashford that you’ve had a crush on for literally two years?”

“He wants to meet up. For a drink.”

“Holy shit.” Laura grabbed the phone out of her hand and read the message, her eyes getting wider with every word. “Holy shit, Harriet. He’s asking you out. Your teacher is asking you out.”

“Former teacher, as of this morning.”

“Still.” Laura looked at her. “Are you going to go?”

Harriet took the phone back, her hands shaking slightly as she typed.

I haven’t changed my mind. Where should I meet you?

The reply came quickly.

I could pick you up? Where are you?

She looked at Laura. “He wants to pick me up.”

“From my house? That’s punchy.”

“I’ll tell him the end of your street. But Laura… you have to know where I am. Just in case.”

“Just in case he turns out to be a murderer?”

“Just in case anything.” Harriet was already typing the street address. “If I’m not at the club by midnight, call me. If I don’t answer, call the police.”

“Jesus, Harriet.” But Laura was nodding. “Ok. Ok, yes. I’ll cover for you with the others too, say you had a family surprise thing and you’re meeting us later.” She paused. “You’re really doing this?”

“I’m really doing this.”

Laura grabbed her and hugged her hard. “You absolute lunatic. Be careful. And…” She winked at Harriet. “Tell me everything later.”

***

He was already there when she reached the corner, his dark grey Audi pulled into a parking space next to the pavement. The evening was still warm. Harriet smoothed down her dress and walked towards the car on legs that felt ever so slightly like they were made of jelly.

His window was down. “Harriet.” He was smiling, but she could see a hint of nerves which made her feel a little better in herself. “You came.”

“I came.”

He nodded towards the passenger seat. “Climb in.”

She walked to the passenger side, opened the door, and slid into the leather seat. The car smelled like him and suddenly he was vividly there, closer than they’d ever been before, close enough to see the faint stubble on his jaw and the dark brown of his eyes. He was wearing the same shirt and trousers as earlier and, if anything, they looked even better on him that evening than they had before.

“Hey,” she said, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Hey.” He was looking at her properly now, turned in his seat, taking in the summer dress, the bare shoulders, the makeup she’d hurriedly applied while Laura practically bounced around her bedroom in excitement. “You look good.”

“Thank you.” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “So… where are we going?”

“Do you know the Barley Mow? It’s probably five miles out of town, country pub. Very picturesque.” He paused and smiled. “I figure somewhere where we’re not likely to bump into anyone we know would be wise. You know it?”

Harriet nodded, not revealing that the time she’d been there she’d been half her current age for a Mother’s Day lunch… that really wasn’t the vibe she was looking for. “Sounds perfect.”

He put the car in gear and pulled away, and Harriet watched Laura’s street disappear in the wing mirror and thought something that she’d never imagined possible in her wildest dreams: This is actually happening.

***

The drive took twenty minutes, down narrow lanes where the hedgerows brushed against the side of the car whenever they needed to pass someone coming the other direction, the early evening light taking on that wonderful golden glow that comes with the end of a glorious English summer’s day.

They talked easily as they drove, about what Harriet had done since the morning, about Dan’s afternoon and how his summer holidays had been so far. When Harriet stumbled slightly over what to call him he laughed kindly.

“Dan. I’d really like it if you called me Dan this evening.”

“Dan it is,” she replied, grinning. “Dan. That’ll take a bit of getting used to.”

“Welcome to being an adult!” he teased, and they exchanged a brief glance before he focused his gaze back on the road.

The pub itself was old and low-beamed, the sort of sprawling pub that had been serving drinks to travellers for hundreds of years, but they didn’t go inside. Instead, Dan led her through the side gate to the wide beer garden and Harriet stopped for a moment, taking it in.

It was beautiful, far more beautiful than she’d appreciated all those years ago. Properly, impossibly beautiful, like the pub in a Hollywood fish-out-of-water romcom. The grass lawn sloped down to a stream that caught the evening sunlight, willows trailing their branches in the water. Wooden picnic benches were scattered across the grass, about two thirds of them taken by a mix of families, couples and groups of friends, a happy, relaxed atmosphere that was suitably anonymous. Somewhere nearby a bird was singing.

“I’d forgotten how gorgeous this place is," she said. "How do you know about it?”

“When I first started teaching I lived in the village nearby, this was my local.” He nodded towards one of the picnic benches. “In summers I mark GCSE papers for one of the exam boards, I probably shouldn’t admit to this but you wouldn’t believe how many Chemistry grades have been assigned at that table.”

The table was free and it looked like a good spot, near the water, away from the groups of friends, catching the evening sun through the branches of the willows. “Let’s sit there then. In honour of chemistry.”

“In honour of chemistry. What are you drinking?”

“White wine? Whatever they have… I’m not fussy.”

He went inside and Harriet walked down to the table and sat facing the stream. The air was warm, the heat of the day lingering but with the edge gone. She could hear the water flowing, the rustle of the willow branches, the distant conversation from the other tables.

She was here, actually here, at a pub in the countryside, waiting for Mr. Ashford… no, Dan, her former teacher now, as of this morning. It all felt so peaceful, so damned grown up, so far removed from the dramas and excitement of the rest of her day.

Dan came back with a glass of wine for her and a pint of something dark for himself. He sat across from her and for a moment neither of them spoke, they just looked at each other in the evening light.

“This is strange,” he said eventually. “Isn’t it?”

“Very strange.”

“I shouldn’t have messaged you.”

“But you did.” She took a sip of her wine, keeping her gaze on him. “I’m glad you did.”

He smiled, that slightly crooked smile she’d spent the best part of two years trying not to think about too hard, and raised his glass. “To results day then. And to Oxford.”

“To results day.”

They drank. The wine was delicious, better than she’d have expected from a country pub.

“So,” Dan said, leaning forward on his elbows. “Medicine at Oxford. Are you terrified?”

“A little. Mostly excited, I think. Ask me again in October.”

“You’ll be fine. Better than fine.” He studied her for a long moment. “You know, I’ve taught a lot of bright students over the years. Most of them work hard to pass the exams because they know they should be able to pass. You work hard because you’re genuinely interested and curious. That’s rarer than you’d think, and it’ll take you a long way.”

“Is that the teacher assessment?” she teased.

“It’s the honest assessment,” he replied with a laugh.

She laughed too and something relaxed between them… the formality that had still been there between them giving way to something more equal. He asked her about her plans for the summer and she told him about the family holiday planned to the Alps, the reading list she’d been warned to expect before she started, what she hoped to do with friends over the couple of months until term began. He talked about his own summer plans too, hiking in the Peak District, a friend’s wedding in Cornwall, and the huge stack of books he’d been meaning to read for years and couldn’t help adding to.

“What kind of books?” she asked.

“Novels, mostly. I started doing English at university before I switched to chemistry, did you know that?”

“You did English? Where?”

“UCL for a year, then I realised that I wasn’t actually that interested in understanding why what I read was enjoyable, it spoilt the fun for me. So I switched, had to take a year out, but then I started chemistry at Imperial.” He shrugged. “I still read. Keeps the scientific parts of my brain alive.”

“What’s your favourite?”

“I’m probably supposed to say Shakespeare or Dickens or something like that. But actually I love a good Stephen King… you?”

Harriet grinned. “I haven’t read enough in my life to have a favourite. I’m hoping to have the time at uni to fix that.”

“You’ll have no time doing medicine, I’m sorry to say. It’s all anatomy and biochemistry and pretending you’re not squeamish.”

“Are you squeamish?”

“Massively. It’s one of many reasons why I decided to study chemistry rather than doing what you’re doing.”

The conversation flowed easily between them, drifting to films then music then travel. He was planning a trip of a lifetime to Japan. She was embarrassed to admit that her family had been there a few years before and that she’d been too busy looking at her phone to see half the amazing sights. He told her about the year he’d spent teaching in South America after university, she mentioned her secret ambition to someday work for Médecins Sans Frontières, something she'd never told anyone because she thought it sounded naive.

“It doesn’t sound naive,” he said. “It sounds exactly like you.”

“You barely know me.”

He smiled. “You’d be surprised, I know you better than you think.”

His words hung between them, charged with a hint of something that had been bubbling under the surface. The sun was low in the sky now, pinks and purples starting to colour the horizon through the trees. There were only a few tables left occupied at the other end of the lawn… it was pretty much them alone down by the stream, the water and the rustle of the leaves cocooning them.

Harriet went to get the next round, insisting despite his protestations that it should be on him. When she came back she sat beside him rather than opposite, close enough to catch the scent of his aftershave.

“Can I ask you something?” Harriet asked.

“Go on.”

“When did you notice? That I…” She stopped herself, not quite sure how to finish the sentence. That I fancied you? That I stared at you during lessons? That I found excuses to come to ask you extra questions in my study periods?

“That you had a crush on me?” He said it gently, kindly, without mockery. “Probably Christmas of Lower Sixth? I noticed you moved to sit in the centre, near the front.”

“I always sat at the front.”

“You started sitting at the front and you were in the centre and you started asking very intelligent questions that I knew you already knew the answers to.”

She felt herself blush. “Was it that obvious?”

“Only to me. But… when I saw it I started looking for it, which I shouldn’t have been.” He studied his glass in his hand. “I told myself it was flattering. It’s not unheard of working in that environment to have a student develop a crush. I said to myself it didn’t mean anything. That you’d get over it and I’d forget about it.”

“But?”

“But I guess I didn’t completely forget about it.” He met her eyes. “And apparently you didn’t get over it.”

“No.” Her voice came out quieter than she’d intended. “It seems not.”

A faint breeze stirred the branches of the willow trees, and when she glanced round Harriet saw them trailing patterns in the water as they moved. The sky was deepening now, Venus visible on the far horizon. They’d been talking for a long while now, Harriet realised, but it felt like minutes.

“I like talking to you,” she said. “Properly talking, I mean. Not about chemistry or a uniform infraction.”

“I like talking to you too.” He smiled, but it was a complicated smile. “That’s the problem isn’t it?”

“Is it a problem?”

“It feels like it should be.” He was quiet for a moment. “I want to be clear about something. I would never have approached you, I’ve… I’ve never had a situation like this before. Ever. This isn’t a habit.” Harriet smiled encouragingly and he continued. “After tonight, this can’t… we can’t…”

“I know.”

“You’re going to Oxford. You’re going to have an incredible life. And I’m going to stay here and teach A-Level chemistry to teenagers who couldn’t care less about electrons and isotopes.” He smiled, a touch wistfully. “This isn’t the start of something, it can’t be.”

“I know,” Harriet said again. And she did know, had known it from the moment she’d asked him for a drink that morning, had known it when she’d told him where to pick her up, had known it when she’d got in his car. This was a one-time thing, never to be repeated.

“So what is it then?” Dan asked. “If it’s not the start of something?”

She thought about his question, gazing into his eyes. The wine on top of the cider from that afternoon had given her a buzz, the evening was quiet and peaceful around them, and she felt emboldened in a way that she’d never felt before… the world of possibility laid out in front of her seemed endless, like she could say anything, do anything, be anyone she wanted.

“It’s the end of something,” she said. “The end of school. The end of wanting something that it wasn’t right to want.” She held his gaze. “And maybe it’s the start of being someone who has the courage to take what she wants. I’d like to think I’ll be that sort of woman.”

Dan was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “And what do you want, Harriet?”

“Right now?”

“Right now.”

She reached and took his hand in hers. His fingers were warm, slightly rougher than her own. They felt real. She thought about the time they’d just spent talking, the easy conversation, the laughter, the way he’d listened to her like what she said really mattered. This wasn’t just a silly crush anymore. This was something that she was choosing, with the full knowledge of what it was and what she wanted, and without the difficult dynamic that would have existed before today.

“I want to go somewhere we can be alone,” she said. “And I want you to show me that what I’ve been imagining for two years can be more than just a fantasy.”

She watched his expression shift… surprise, a little colour creeping into his cheeks, then something that surprised her, something that looked almost like reverence.

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, and her stomach did a somersault that was curiously similar to that morning when she’d received her results envelope. The stars were starting to come out, scattered across the darkening sky, and the stream caught the last of the light from the sun as it slipped away.

“I’d say my place but my housemate is home.” He thought for a second. “I know somewhere nearby. Shall we?”

***

Zach

Curl Curl Beach at sunset was one of Zach’s favourite places in the world.

He’d grown up not fifteen minutes from there, learned to surf on those waves, even had his first kiss behind the dunes when he was fourteen and completely clueless. The beach wasn’t too busy on a Thursday in winter, save for the barbecue crowd, maybe forty people spread across the sand, about half from his rugby team and half from the netball squad, someone’s Bluetooth speaker playing a surprisingly cool playlist, the smell of sausages and burgers drifting over from the public grills the council had installed near the car park.

They’d claimed a good spot, not hard when it was quiet, and laid out a few blankets on the sand, some coolers fully stocked with beer and ice despite the season. The netball girls were mingling slowly, mainly sticking to the guys they knew. Zach grabbed a beer and tried not to look for Megan immediately.

He failed miserably.

She was standing with Steph and a few others, wearing a sundress over what looked like a bikini with a hoody on top of that, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. When she saw him looking, she smiled… not a wave, not a nod, just a smile that was meant for him alone.

“Subtle,” Thommo muttered, appearing at his elbow. “Very subtle.”

“Shut up.”

“I’m just saying. You’re staring.”

“I’m not staring. I’m… appreciating the view.”

“The view that is specifically Megan in a bikini and a sundress.”

“The beach. I’m appreciating the beach.” He paused and grinned. “And she’s wearing a hoody too.”

Thommo, laughing, slapped him on the back and wandered off to bother someone else, and Zach took a long drink of his beer and told himself to calm down. She was just a girl. A smart, funny, beautiful girl who’d sent him a text with an x in it. No big deal. Totally normal. He definitely wasn’t going to make a fool of himself.

As the sun sunk lower Zach talked to a mix of people… teammates, friends, a few of the netball girls he knew from lectures, but he was always aware of where Megan was, keeping an eye on her through the crowd.

Finally, inevitably, they ended up next to each other at the drinks cooler, both reaching for beers at the same moment. Completely by accident, he told himself, though he knew that wasn’t true.

“Oh… sorry…”

“No, you go…”

They both laughed, that slightly nervous, awkward laugh of two people who’ve been trying to manoeuvre a situation like that, an excuse to talk to each other, but once they’ve done it they’re not quite sure what to say.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.” He grabbed two beers, opened them and handed her one. “Enjoying the party?”

“More now.” She held his gaze for a few moments longer than strictly necessary. “Good game today?”

“We won and I didn’t embarrass myself… I’ll take that.”

“That’s not what I heard,” she replied. “Thommo’s been telling everyone how you single handedly destroyed the opposition.” Megan laughed. “An unstoppable force of nature, he called you.”

“Thommo exaggerates. He can’t help himself.”

“So you didn’t pull off a try saving tackle at one end with a few minutes left then create the winning try at the other?”

“I mean… technically… I guess, but the forwards did most of the work.”

Megan tilted her head, looking at him with an expression that made his stomach do weird things. “You’re not big on taking compliments, are you?”

“I’m better at sharing them.”

“I noticed.” She took a sip of her beer. “It’s kind of endearing, actually. Most rugby boys I know can’t shut up about how amazing they are.”

“But are most rugby boys you know Thommo?”

“Fair point!” She was smiling again, the smile that seemed to light up whatever room she was in. This was easier than he’d expected, or maybe they were just easy in each other’s company. He’d been worried that socially, like this, not late night at a party or in a rushed chat on campus, they might have awkward gaps but there were none.

“So,” he said. “What’s new in the world of history?”

Megan laughed. “Ah ha… a history pun. Very good.”

“I have my moments.” He paused. “But seriously, last time we chatted, at Steph’s party, you were telling me how excited you were to start looking at some 20th Century history. How’s that going?”

Her smile lit up her face. “You remembered… top marks for Zach.”

They made their way over to one of the blankets and were soon sat chatting, Megan telling him about some of the intricacies of pre-World War One diplomacy that she’d never considered, Zach asking what he hoped were intelligent questions. They soon moved on to her asking about his course, but there wasn’t a lot her could say there… biochemistry was one of those courses that gets very specialised very fast. He did manage to talk through a fascinating fact he’d learned in lectures that week, but felt quite self-conscious that he might be boring her.

The light was starting to fade by then, the sky turning pink and purple, the first stars appearing up above.

“Can I tell you something?” Megan asked.

“Of course.”

“I’ve been trying to work out how to talk to you again for about two weeks. Ever since Steph’s party. I kept hoping we’d end up at the same thing, but then when I saw you I chickened out.” She winced. “Does that make me really lame?”

Zach couldn’t help smiling. “You chickened out? I’ve been doing exactly the same. I literally asked Thommo to find out if you were coming tonight.”

“Steph told me. Said you’d asked about me.”

“Of course she did.”

“She also said… how did she put it?” Megan had a mischievous grin now. “She said you were ‘completely gone’ on me. Like, embarrassingly obvious about it.”

Zach could feel himself blushing. “I’m going to kill Thommo. And Steph. Both of them.”

“Don’t.” Megan leaned closer. “I liked hearing it.”

Zach looked over at her, saw her eyes fixed on him, noticed properly the little dimples at either end of her smile. God, she was beautiful, and he found himself momentarily lost for words.

“So,” she said quietly. “Surprise me with something about you.”

He thought for a moment, the question catching him off guard. He wanted to say something real, something deep or profound. Something that would establish his credentials as not just a rugby boy or a biochemistry student but also as someone with depth.

But, of course, in the moment his mind went blank.

“I’ve never left Australia,” he said. “Not once. Only been on a plane a few times.”

Fuck, why did I say that? That’s the exact opposite of being deep.

Her eyebrows rose. “Never?”

“Never. I’ve been to Perth which I guess is kind of like another country.” He shook his head. “Who am I kidding. Of course it’s not.”

“That’s… ok. Wow.” She seemed genuinely surprised and Zach was convinced he’d blown it. “I’d have thought… I don’t know, family holidays, something?”

“My parents aren’t really the travelling type. And I’ve never felt like I was missing out, you know? Everything I want is here. Beach, mates, rugby.” He paused and grinned at her. “And good company of course.”

“Smooth.”

“I try to be.” He took a swig of his beer. “What about you? Well-travelled?”

“A bit. My parents liked to take me and my sister to places when we were younger. They love Europe.”

“Wow… that’s far. Couldn’t they have done something easy like New Zealand or Bali?”

“I know, right?” She shook her head. “The flight’s a killer. But… Europe is amazing when you’re there.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, Italy is stunning. But then I guess I like history. France was good. England I loved.”

“England? Really? It’s just grey and wet there.”

“It would surprise you in summer. At least, when we went it was lovely. And they speak the same language and drive on the proper side of the road.”

Zach looked sceptical. “My professor wants me to go there. There’s an opportunity to do a year abroad.” He pulled a face. “She insists it would be an incredible opportunity but…” He gestured at the beach and the sky. “Why leave?”

“Which uni?”

“Oxford.”

Megan looked impressed. “Jesus, Zach. That’s the big leagues. You must be doing well.”

Zach shrugged. “I don’t know anyone who’s ever been there. It looks… very grand, I guess.”

She put her hand up. “You’ve met one person now. I’ve got an aunt and uncle who live in the countryside near there. The countryside’s gorgeous with little old villages made of the most beautiful stone and the city is… it’s pretty impressive. So many incredible buildings and departments, all throughout the town. It just feels like a place to go and learn. And the pubs, they’re super quaint with stupid names like The Frog and Nightgown.”

“The Frog and Nightgown?”

“I made that one up. But there was one in Oxford that my dad was desperate to go to, the Lamb and Flag or something like that. Me and my sister when to hang out in the museum nearby. There were some very cool shrunken heads on display, and dinosaurs.”

Zach laughed. “I can’t even imagine it. Proper old England. Castles and shit.”

“There’s definitely castles and shit, as you so eloquently put it. And Oxford itself…” She shook her head. “It’s like walking into a film. All the ancient buildings and the students cycling around, half of them in gowns though I think it was exam season when we were there and… I don’t know, you just feel like you’re somewhere that matters. Like it’s something that’s been there for hundreds of years and will be for hundreds more.”

“You sound like you loved it.”

“I did, actually. My aunt kept suggesting I apply there and for about ten minutes I gave it some serious thought.” She shrugged. “Then I remembered the distance and came to my senses. But… give it some serious thought, Zach. If your professor is suggesting it then hear them out at least.”

“Trying to get rid of me already?”

Megan laughed and leaned in closer. “Not remotely… I’m very happy that you’re right where you are right now. Very happy.”

“I’m glad you’re here too,” Zach said. “At the party I mean, talking to me.”

“Where else would I be?”

“I don’t know. Talking to someone more interesting.” He chuckled. “Someone who’s actually been on a plane.”

“Pah. They’re overrated anyway.” She reached across and rested her hand on his arm, her fingers warm and soft on his skin. “I’m exactly where I want to be.”

***

Harriet

They drove for five minutes, deeper into the countryside, the roads getting so narrow that they couldn’t have passed another car if they’d met one, until he pulled off onto a gravel track and stopped in a small, empty car park surrounded by ancient trees.

In the distance, through a gap in the trees, Harriet could see the silhouette of a large house against the dark blue evening sky.

“Where are we?”

“Harston Manor. National Trust.”

Harriet laughed. “You’ve brought me to a National Trust property? Very Alan Partridge.”

He hesitated for a second then laughed too. “I guess so… be glad it wasn’t an owl sanctuary. It closed at six but the car park stays open.” He turned off the engine. “I used to come here to think, when I first started teaching and I needed some headspace on a weekend. It’s very quiet.”

Harriet listened through the open window. Silence. But peaceful silence, punctuated by occasional birdsong and the breeze rustling the leaves on the trees all around. She could see why someone would come here to escape.

“And now?”

“Now…” He turned to look at her. “Now I’m here with a former student, which definitely falls under the category of needing some headspace to work out.”

Harriet undid her seatbelt and turned to face him in her seat. He laughed quietly. “You’re trouble, aren’t you?”

“I’ve been told from time to time…”

It was full twilight outside now. A wood pigeon was calling somewhere in the distance. Harriet felt like she was standing on the edge of something, a cliff or a high dive, about to jump.

“So what happens now?” she asked.

“That depends on you.” He hadn’t made any move towards her, wasn’t touching her, nothing, but the intensity of his gaze made her heart thump in her chest. “I want to be very clear, Harriet. You can say stop at any point. You can change your mind. And I will listen. I’ll drive you home, no questions asked, and we’ll never speak of this again.”

“And if I don’t want to stop?”

“Then I suppose we see where this goes.”

She kissed him.

It happened fast. She instinctively leaned across and pressed her lips to his and for a moment he was still, taken by surprise, and then his hand came up to her face and he was kissing her back, really kissing her, and it was good… so much better than Chris, so different to any guy she’d kissed before. He tasted like he looked, although Harriet could never quite work out what that taste was. A good taste, regardless, and when his tongue touched hers she moaned in a way she’d never moaned into a kiss before, a small sound that seemed to rise from somewhere deep inside her. His hand slipped through her hair and he kissed her harder, deeper, until she was breathless with need, her lips on fire with arousal.

“Wait.” He pulled back, breathless too. “Not like this. Come here.”

He reached down and flipped a lever under his seat, sliding it back as far as it would go, and then he pulled her across and onto his lap, her knees either side of him, her dress riding up. The position was awkward for a moment, the steering wheel against her back, and she managed to toot the horn briefly, laughing and seeing Dan grin back, but then she shifted and suddenly they fit perfectly together, her body pressed against his, his hands on her hips.

“Better,” she whispered, and kissed him again.

His hands were all over her now, moving up her sides, down her back, touching her body through the thin cotton of her dress. She could feel him growing hard under her, could feel her own body responding, a warmth and a want spreading through her that made her press herself closer, grinding against him, wanting to get more.

“I’ve thought about this,” he admitted between kisses. “More than I should have.”

“Me too.” She was grinding against him now, couldn’t help it, the friction sending little shivers of pleasure right through her even through the layers of fabric. “All the time. In your classroom, when you were writing on the board…”

“Christ, Harriet.”

“I used to imagine what you’d do to me if it was late and everyone was gone and it was only us…”

He groaned somewhere deep down and kissed her harder, his hands finding the straps of her dress and slipping them off her shoulders. Her bra followed and she was suddenly bare from the waist up, exposed to him in the faint twilight.

Dan sat back to look at her and she watched his face… the hunger in his eyes, desire written all over his expression.

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “God, you’re beautiful.”

“Touch me,” she whispered, leaning back down to kiss him again.

He did. His hands were on her breasts, his thumbs brushing over her nipples, making them harden, making her gasp. He knew what he was doing, that was what struck her, the difference between this and every fumbling encounter she’d had before. He touched her like he understood her body and was paying attention to every response.

When he lowered his mouth to her breast and took her nipple between his lips she gasped, her hand clutching at his shirt. His tongue was doing something incredible, circling and flicking, and when he added the slightest graze of his teeth it was like an electric shock, right down to her core.

“More,” she moaned. “Please, more.”

He swapped to her other breast, giving it the same attention, while one hand slid down her front and beneath the hem of her dress. His fingers traced up her inner thigh and she spread her legs as wide as she could, wanting him to touch her exactly where she needed to be touched.

His fingers found the edge of her underwear, plain cotton she realised, she hadn’t exactly been planning this, and paused.

“Yes,” she said before he could even ask. “Yes, yes, yes.”

He slipped his hand inside.

The first touch of his fingers against her made her whole body jerk. She was wet, embarrassingly so, had been since they’d first started kissing, and his fingers slid over her easily, exploring, caressing.

“All this for me?” he asked, his lips still on her breast.

“All for you.” She was almost panting now, her hips rocking against his hand. “I’ve wanted you… for so… long…”

He started to touch her properly, really, really touch her, and her gasp was shuddering. Chris had never got close to touching her like this, had never seemed to know or particularly care where she needed to be touched. But Dan was circling her now with exactly the right pressure, and sliding a finger inside her at the same time, and she was going to cum, she was going to cum embarrassingly fast…

Her lips found his, his tongue flicked against hers, and that was it. She came hard, her whole body shuddering, clenching around his finger as wave after wave of unstoppable pleasure thundered through her. He kept touching her through it, easing off as she came down from the heights, until she slumped against his chest, breathing hard, feeling like her heart was about to explode out of her body.

“Oh my God,” she managed to whisper.

“Good?”

“Like you couldn’t tell.” She laughed weakly and kissed him, her hair falling loose around them. “That was even better than I imagined…”

“That was just the warm-up.” He kissed her gently. “Do you want to keep going?”

“Yes.” She reached between them for the buckle of his belt. “I want everything.”

Harriet started to undo it then she looked around and started to laugh.

“What?” He was smiling, his hands stroking up and down her sides.

“Nothing, just… we fogged up the windows.”

He glanced around and laughed too. “So we did.” The car felt very small suddenly, very enclosed. “We could go outside,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “It’s a beautiful evening. Warm enough.”

“Outside?”

“There’s a lawn behind those trees. Part of the parkland around the manor, it’ll be deserted.” He paused. “If you want.”

She looked at him… at the man who’d been Mr. Ashford until that evening, her unattainable crush, and was now Dan, her impromptu date… and smiled.

“Show me.”

***

The grass was soft and cool under her legs, the darkening sky vast above her, the first stars appearing now. They’d found a spot behind a hedge, completely hidden from the car park and the deserted house, completely private, just the two of them and the parkland all around.

Dan had laid a jacket that he had in his car on the ground for her, a quaintly chivalrous gesture that she appreciated all the more for it, and she was lying down on it, the fabric under her back, her legs on the grass. He was lying next to her, propped up on one elbow, trailing his fingers lazily across her collarbone.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” she said quietly, looking up into his eyes.

“Having regrets?”

“None.” She shook her head. “None at all. You?”

“Not in the slightest…” He leaned down to kiss her and she felt something stir inside, the hunger that she’d thought might be satisfied already but, apparently, was only just getting started. His hand moved down, over her chest, down her stomach, finding the hem of her dress and slipping under it.

“Again?” she asked, in half-disbelief. Again hadn’t really been a thing that had ever happened in her experience with guys so far.

“If you want.”

“I want.”

He took his time this time, slower, much more deliberate. He undressed her properly, not just pushing fabric aside but actually taking off her dress, laying it carefully on his jacket so it wouldn’t get wet with any dew on the grass. Her bra had stayed in the car and he hooked his fingers under the waistband of her underwear and slipped those down and off, leaving her completely naked, exposed to the evening air that was cooling but still warm enough after the heat of the day.

She felt vulnerable in a way that she hadn’t in the car, outdoors, completely naked, but also strangely powerful at the same time… the way he looked at her made her feel so, so special.

“Your turn,” she said, and she unbuttoned the first few buttons of his shirt before he pulled it up and over his head, and then her hands fumbled at his belt, looking up at Dan and laughing as it got caught, him helping her with a grin. He slid the trousers down, and his boxer shorts, until he was as naked as she was.

He was stunning in the moonlight, everything she’d imagined and more… broad shoulders, flat stomach, the muscles of someone who kept in shape without being weirdly obsessive about it. And between his legs… she’d got the sense earlier, grinding against him, that he had nothing to be ashamed of down there and she’d been right, he was larger than anyone she’d been with before, excitingly so. She reached for him and he leaned down towards her, warm skin against warm skin, and the feeling his whole body pressed against hers was completely and utterly overwhelming.

He kissed her and she kissed him back hungrily, lips against lips and tongue against tongue, moaning in to the kiss and thrilling when she elicited a moan from him as she pressed herself harder into him.

“I want to taste you,” he whispered into her ear. “Will you let me?”

She’d never… well, Chris had tried once, for about thirty seconds, so reluctantly that she’d told him to stop, and another boyfriend had tried a few times without much success. But the way that Dan was asking, like it was something he actively wanted to do, something that would give him as much pleasure as it would give her…

“Yes,” she whispered back. “Please.”

He kissed his way down her body, her neck, her collarbone, lingering again over her breasts and making her gasp in anticipated delight, her stomach, her hip, and by the time he settled between her thighs she was almost shaking in anticipation… this was it, this was going to finally be what she’d heard could be so good about this.

The first touch of his tongue made her cry out, it felt so exquisite, such a delightful release of a tension that she realised had been building her whole life.

Dan knew exactly what he was doing. Licking, sucking, finding each spot on her that made her writhe and paying attention to them, building her up slowly then letting her come back down again, again and again, each time building on the last until she was begging him, her hands in his hair.

“Please, Dan, please…”

He slid two fingers into her slowly and, with his tongue pressed against her, she climaxed hard, her orgasm tearing through her so intensely that she actually saw stars, and not just the ones already looking down from the night sky above, her hands grabbing at Dan’s head and then at the grass on either side of her, her hips pressing against his face one moment then shying away the next, walking the fine line between pleasure and something almost too intense.

When, what felt like minutes later, she came back to herself he was kneeling between her legs. “You’re ok?” he asked.

She grinned wearily. “Very.” She hesitated, conscious that they only had that night and knowing there was something more she still wanted. “But how about you?”

“I’d like that.”

“I want you inside me,” she said, words she’d never have imagined saying, certainly hadn’t used with Chris, but with Dan they simply felt right, like she could be honest about what she really wanted.

He reached over to his discarded trousers and pulled a foil packet from the pocket, tearing it open.

“You came prepared?” she teased.

She saw a flash of Dan’s teeth as he grinned in the gathering dark and he slipped the condom on. “Any favourite position?” he asked.

“Just like this,” she replied, holding her arms out and pulling him down on top of her, wrapping her legs around him. “I want to be able to see you.” She laughed. “As much as we can in the dark.”

He pushed slowly inside her, giving her time to adjust to his size, and she gasped as he slid in fully. God, he felt good. When he started to move slowly she moved with him, thankful that he was being considerate to how sensitive she was after her recent climax, and as the minutes passed they found an easy rhythm together… slow and steady. She could feel something coiling ever so gradually tighter inside her, a spring that was ratcheting up slowly but delightfully, and they kissed while they moved, her hands on him and his hands on her. The jacket was soft against her back, the grass cool under her ass, and the air was still just warm enough on her skin… under the enormous night sky Harriet felt like she was suddenly part of something larger than herself, something otherworldly and ancient.

“You’re amazing,” Dan was saying, his breathing growing ragged. “God, Harriet, you’re…”

“Harder,” she interrupted, surprising herself. “I want to feel more.”

He obliged, his hips thrusting hard against hers, driving himself deeper inside her, and she could feel it really starting to build now, crying out with each thrust, not caring who might hear but glad that in all likelihood it was no-one.

She was cresting again, she knew it, and Dan said, “Yes, Harriet, cum for me…” and that was it, the trigger, pushing her over the edge, crying out loudly as her body shook around him, feeling him follow a few moments later, his low moan in complete contrast to her higher pitched cries, his whole body shuddering as he ground into her a few more times.

They lay tangled together on the grass after as their breathing slowed, the night fully dark, the stars bright overhead. Harriet felt like she’d made the best decision of her whole life that night, it felt transformative, like she’d been taken apart and put back together as something altogether more rounded and whole, like she’d discovered a part of herself she hadn’t known existed.

“What are you thinking?” Dan asked quietly.

“That I get it now…”

“Get what?”

“Get why people make such a fuss about this.” She laughed. “I thought maybe just sex wasn’t for me, like I wasn’t built to enjoy it like other people do. Turns out I was just doing it with the wrong people.”

Dan smiled but there was something wistful in it. “You’re going to break a lot of hearts at Oxford, Harriet.”

“Maybe… I’ll try not to.” She sat up, reaching for her underwear and dress. “What time is it?”

He checked his phone. “Around ten.”

“I should get back to the celebrations.” She pulled the dress over her head, realising she’d need to work something out with the bra back at the car. She had a sudden awareness that this part of the evening was coming to an end. “My friends are going to a club. I told them I’d meet them.”

“You must,” Dan replied. “Late on when you’re all drunk is the most dramatic part of results day. I’ll drop you nearby.”

They dressed in comfortable silence, laughing when he stumbled in the dark on the way back to the car, brushing grass off each other stood in the glow of the car’s headlights. Harriet checked her makeup in the car’s mirror, touching it up to make sure that she didn’t look like she’d just spent the evening sleeping with her ex-teacher.

In the car he reached over and took her hand.

“I should say,” he said, “in case it isn’t obvious… this was great.”

“Yeah.” She squeezed his fingers. “It really was.”

He drove her to the end of the street where the club was, the thump of the music audible through the open windows of the car. Harriet could see the queue outside, the flashing lights, her former classmates in various states of inebriation.

“I’ll let you out here,” Dan said. “Probably better if no-one sees us together.”

“Probably.”

She knew that she should open the door, should get out and go and join her friends and pretend that the last few hours had never happened. She couldn’t quite make herself move though.

“Thank you,” Harriet said. “For… all of it. Not just tonight. For everything.”

He reached out and touched her face, his thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone. “Good luck at Oxford, Harriet. I know you’re going to be extraordinary.”

She leaned over and kissed him, one last time, soft and slow, trying to commit the feel of it to memory.

“Goodbye, Mr…” She stopped herself and laughed. “Dan.”

He smiled. “Goodbye, Harriet.”

She got out of the car and watched him drive away, the lights disappearing around the corner. Then she stayed there for a few moments more, alone on the pavement, and a little shiver ran through her despite the warm evening air.

She could still feel him. On her skin, inside her, as a pleasant ache. She probably looked a mess despite her efforts with her makeup, but then she smiled to herself… in all likelihood she’d fit right in with her classmates who’d been drinking all day. And frankly, she didn’t care.

She felt radiant.

She felt alive.

***

Zach

As night fell properly, Megan suggested taking a walk along the beach. It was peaceful as they walked, the waves breaking on the shore, the music from the barbecue fading until it was just a faint beat mixed with a low burble of conversation.

“I love this time of day,” Megan said. “When it feels like the world is being put on hold.”

“Yeah.” Zach wasn’t looking at the sky or the sea or anywhere really but at her, watching her hair move in the ocean breeze, noticing for the first time properly the way her cheek curved down towards her jaw. He noticed she had some goosebumps. “Are you cold? I’ve got a spare hoody back by the blankets.”

“I’m fine.” She looked at him sideways. “It’s a beautiful night.”

They’d reached the edge of the beach where a narrow lane ran up towards rows of beach houses… unbelievably expensive beach houses, so Zach had been told by his dad, but he struggled to believe that. They didn’t seem large enough. String lights hung from someone’s fence, casting a warm glow over the beach that they stood on the edge of. It was quiet and private, the sounds of the party fully swallowed up now by distance and the breaking waves.

Megan turned to face him.

“So,” she said.

“So.”

“So… are you going to kiss me, or do I have to do everything?”

He grinned and kissed her.

God, it felt amazing, starting gentle, her lips soft against his, her hand finding his hand and holding it, her other hand moving to rest on his chest. He put his free arm around her, pulling her closer, thrilling at the feel of her body pressed against his through their clothes, the soft curve of her chest contrasting wonderfully with the rest of her sporty physique.

And then, suddenly, it was something else entirely… she let go of his hand and their arms were around each other, everywhere and nowhere all at once, and he tasted the beer on her tongue, and it was electric, he felt so alive. He backed her against a wooden fence and she pulled him closer towards her, her fingers clutching at the hood of his hoody, holding him tight.

“I’ve wanted this for weeks,” she whispered into their kiss.

“Me too. God, me too.”

They kissed and kissed until his mind was spinning, his hand in her hair while the other was on her chest, and he felt her hand on his ass, felt her pushed close against him, knew she could feel how achingly hard he was all while he was doing his very best to be a gentleman about it and not go faster than she was prepared to.

He felt her shift her hips, pressing against him deliberately, intimately close if it hadn’t been for their clothes.

“Would you like to ask me back to your place?” she whispered.

“I…” Oh God, thought Zach, this is embarrassing. “I live at home. With my parents.” He could feel himself crashing and burning, what a buzzkill when this was going exactly how he wanted it to go.

She just grinned though. “So do I. I guess… we can’t go there, so that just leaves… here?”

“I want to, Jesus I want to. But… here?”

Megan glanced around. The alley was dark, the nearest houses closed up, lights off, obviously no-one home, and they were in the shadows, outside of the illumination of the string lights. “Here seems good to me.”

Zach’s brain was short-circuiting a little. “I don’t have… I mean, I left in my wallet at the barbecue…”

“I’ve got one.” She pulled a small foil packet from the pocket of her dress. “Luckily us netball girls know that while you rugby boys are devilishly handsome and roguishly charming, you’re also forgetful.”

Zach couldn’t help laughing quietly. “I’ll make sure I’ve got one next time.”

She raised her eyebrows. “There’ll be a next time?”

“I hope so…”

“So do I.” She kissed him again, and his hands found the hem of her sundress, slipping underneath to find the warm, soft skin of her thighs and the edge of her bikini bottoms. She gasped when he touched her through them… actually gasped, a sound that made him feel in equal parts thrilled and terrified.

“Here,” she said, tugging him further into the shadows, behind someone’s storage container, presumably containing beach gear but perfect for a little more privacy still. Not romantic, exactly, but hidden and, well, actually when Zach thought about it still pretty damned romantic in the context, in the moment.

They fumbled with clothing, her unbuttoning him and freeing him, his hard cock suddenly catching the chill of the sea breeze but him not caring in the slightest. He pushed the fabric of her bikini bottoms aside, starting to touch her properly, while her hand started to move back and forth on his cock, and they kissed again, both moaning softly as their excitement started to build.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“I’m sure,” she replied, pressing the foil packet into his hand. “And full marks for checking.”

He rolled it on, and then lifted her with her back against the fence before he pushed into her, both of them gasping, her legs wrapped around him.

“Oh God,” she murmured. “Oh God, that’s…”

“Good?”

“So, so good. Move. Please. Now.”

He moved, found a rhythm, thrusting into her while her fingers dug into his shoulders, half pulling him into her and half helping to hold herself up. It was awkward. It was uncomfortable. And it was also absolutely perfect, her breath warm against his ear, her body tight around him and against him, the sounds she was making driving him onwards, knowing that she was enjoying it as much as he was.

“Harder, Zach, please harder.”

He obeyed, starting to thrust into her quicker, and she cried out once before putting her mouth to his shoulder, her cries muffled by the fabric of his hoody, and he felt her start to tighten around him, felt her start to shake.

“I’m going to… Zach, I’m…”

She cried out again and came hard, clenching around him, and the feeling of it, the knowledge that he’d done that, that she’d felt like that because of him, pushed him over the edge too and he buried himself deep and let go, trying to keep his moans quiet, the world narrowed to just that… her body and his, joined together in a dark alley under a sky full of starts with the waves crashing on the beach nearby.

They stayed like that for a long few moments, breathing hard, foreheads pressed together.

“Well,” Megan said eventually. “We’re definitely doing that again. Soon.”

He grinned. “Yeah.”

“We should probably…”

“Yeah.”

He put her down and they separated reluctantly, rearranging their clothing, trying to make themselves look like they hadn’t just been fucking desperately up against a wooden fence in a darkened alleyway. Zach disposed of the condom in a nearby bin left out by one of the houses, not ideal but better than leaving it on the beach, and then turned back to see Megan watching him.

“So… back to the barbecue?”

“I guess so.” He reached for her hand, lacing his fingers through hers. “And pretend we weren’t just...”

“Having sex near the beach?”

“I was going to say getting to know each other better but sure, your version works too.”

She laughed, the laugh that did funny things to him, and squeezed his hand as they started walking back down the beach.

“I like you Zach.”

“I like you too, Megan.”

“Good.” She stopped and, on tiptoes, kissed him, soft and quick. “Now let’s go get a drink. And funnily enough I’m suddenly starving… we must have worked up an appetite.”

***

They rejoined the party hand-in-hand and if anyone noticed, which they definitely did judging by the knowing looks and Thommo’s completely unsubtle thumbs-up, nobody said anything directly.

The night went on, more drinks, more conversation, someone in the team bringing out a guitar and leading a singalong that Zach would normally have found excruciating but seemed absolutely perfect that night. Megan stayed close the whole time, they were inseparable, holding hands, standing later on arm-in-arm.

Around midnight the crowd began to thin. A few couples drifted off together, groups made plans for after-parties, and a dedicated few settled in around a small fire that someone had built in a pit on the sand. Zach sat with Megan, his arm around her shoulders, watching the flames dance. The beer had given them all a pleasant warmth and he felt contented, more than he could remember in a long time.

“So,” Megan said, her voice quiet, just for him. “What are you doing after this?”

“Ideally, whatever you’re doing.”

“Good answer.” She paused and looked at him. “I’ve got a deal with some of the netball team. They feel sorry for me still living with my parents.” Her look conveyed volumes. “Sometimes I can borrow one of their rooms on campus…”

Zach smiled. “And would sometimes include tonight?”

“Funnily enough it would. Steph has very kindly given me her key. What do you say to us getting out of here in a minute and spending a bit more time getting to know each other?”

“I’d like that very much.”

They stayed a while longer as it turned out, watching the fire burn low… it seemed too perfect to interrupt.

And they talked, really talked. About where they’d each grown up, about their hopes for the future, about everything. At some point he promised that yes, he would try actually leaving Australia one day, but in return she promised to let him teach her how to surf… a fair deal in his eyes.

As they stood to leave, getting a lift from one of his team mates who’d driven and who had, thankfully, stayed sober, Zach helped Megan to stand. “I’m happy,” he said, not quite meaning to say it out loud.

“Me too.” She leaned over to kiss him. “This is a good night.”

“The best.”

Life felt good. Life felt really, really good.

***

Harriet

Laura spotted Harriet the moment she walked in, pushing through the crowd with a drink in each hand and an expression bordering on hysterical.

“Oh my God.” She thrust one of the drinks into Harriet’s grasp and grabbed her other hand, dragging her towards a quieter spot near the bar. “Oh my God, Harriet, look at you.” She moved her head to look at Harriet’s hair. “You’ve got grass in your hair. You’ve actually got grass in your hair.”

Harriet reached up and felt it, a few blades of grass and a small leaf tangled in with her rough ponytail. She pulled them out and started to laugh.

“Tell me everything,” Laura demanded. “Right now. I’ve been dying waiting for you to get here.”

“We went to a pub in the country, then to this Manor House nearby. National Trust place. It was closed but the grounds stay open and…”

“And you shagged your chemistry teacher on a National Trust lawn?” Laura’s voice was squeaking in her excitement. “Harriet!”

“Former chemistry teacher. Now just hot older guy.”

“Oh, well, that makes it completely normal then. Just a standard evening.” Laura was grinning so hard it looked like her head might fall in half. “Was it good? It looks like it was good. You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“That look. Like you’ve been thoroughly…” Laura made a gesture that was probably meant to be obscene but mostly just looked like she was having a seizure. “You know.”

Harriet bit her lip, trying to look serious and utterly failing. “It was really good.”

“How good?”

“Three times good.”

Laura’s mouth fell open. “Three… Harriet. You absolute slut.” She threw her arms around her. “You absolute legend. I’m so proud of you.”

“I can’t believe I actually did it.”

“I can’t believe he actually did it.” Laura leaned back again, her eyes bright. “God, wait until we tell… actually, no, we can’t can we? He’d get fired?”

“He’d get fired,” Harriet nodded. “This stays between us. Forever.”

“Forever,” Laura promised. Then her grin turned wicked. “Chris is here, you know. I saw him about an hour ago, looking pathetic with his loser mates by the bar.”

“Good for Chris.”

“Don’t you want to make him jealous? Walk past looking all post-coital and glowing? Looking like you’ve just had the fucking of your life that he could never give you?”

Harriet thought about it for a moment… it was tempting. “I don’t care about Chris. I don’t care about making anyone jealous. I just want to dance.”

Laura grabbed her hand and started to lead her towards the dance floor. “Then let’s dance.”

She followed Laura into the crush of bodies and the thump of bass and the flashing lights. Everyone was there, everyone she’d grown up with, everyone she was about to leave behind… and they were all celebrating or commiserating, but all equally euphoric, all caught up in the same giddy knowledge that they stood on the cusp of a new life, that everything was about to change.

Harriet danced. She danced with Laura, with girls from her class, with boys she barely knew, kissing one a little later on when everyone seemed to be pairing up. She danced until she was sweaty and breathless and her feet ached. She danced and didn’t think about Oxford or Chris or the future or the past… she simply danced in the moment, surrounded by people she loved, carrying inside her the delicious secret of what she’d done that evening and who she was becoming.

She was someone new. Someone who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid any more to reach for it.

It was a night she’d remember forever… the night she discovered exactly who she was.


Nineteen


October
Fourteen Months Later


Zach was so grateful that his parents had insisted on paying for him to get a taxi from Heathrow. He’d refused initially, wanting to do this on his own, but they had been right, as ever… not only was the cost more than he’d budgeted for his whole first week, but he’d been too jet-lagged to figure out the trains to Oxford, too overwhelmed by the grey October light, too confused by the uncanny valley he’d entered where everything was in English but nothing quite worked like he was used to.

Now he was standing in front of a medieval gatehouse, two suitcases next to him, a backpack on his back, staring at a grandiose wooden door that looked like it had been built to repel invaders. A small sign read Porter’s Lodge. He had no idea what a porter did or why they needed a lodge, but the very friendly email from the college the week before had said to go there, so that was where he was.

It didn’t help that he was a day late. A technical issue delayed his plane from Sydney, which had meant missing his connection in Singapore, and the next one with any space had been eighteen hours later. At least that had meant he’d got the chance to explore Singapore, his first taste of Asia, although he’d been disappointed when one of his mates had messaged to call it Asia-lite. It had been different enough for him, that was for certain.

“You alright there?”

Zach turned. A friendly looking man Zach's age wearing sports kit was walking over.

“I’m… uh… I’m a student. Exchange student. From Sydney.” He fumbled in his pocket for the crumpled printout of his email instructions. “Zach. It said I’m supposed to go to the Porter’s Lodge…”

“Ah, Zach the Aussie! Nice to meet you.” Zach found himself shaking the proffered hand. “Will. I’m part of the student welcome committee. Was anyway. Everyone else new turned up yesterday.”

Zach smiled. “I hadn’t counted on the joys of flight delays.”

“Not to worry… all you missed out on was a load of eighteen year olds getting hammered last night on their first night away from home. You’re going into the second year, right?” Zach nodded. “So you’ve been there, done that. Good. There’s a pub crawl organised tonight, Fresher’s Week and all that, I’m a second year too… why don’t we get you tagging along with my team, we’re supposed to keep an eye on all these naive first years but, we’ll have a good time?”

“Uh, yeah, that sounds good.”

Will laughed. “What am I doing banging on about pub crawls while you’re stood out here.” He took the handle of one of Zach’s suitcases. “Here, let’s get you sorted out with your room and then I can introduce you to some people.”

The Porter’s Lodge wasn’t anything like as magnificent as Zach had thought it might be, more of a small, modern office albeit wood panelled, and Will hung around to help him while the middle-aged porter gave him his keys and a map, and something called a Bodleian Card.

“Very important this,” the Porter said solemnly. “Lets you access the college after midnight through the side gate, you need it for the libraries, the IT room, your breakfast and lunch.” He fixed Zach with a stern stare. “Don’t lose it.”

“I won’t,” Zach replied equally solemnly, and then Will helped him with his bags again, leading him through another door and out into a courtyard where Zach’s jaw dropped.

It was stunning. Properly, absurdly stunning. Ancient stone buildings surrounding a perfect square of grass, with what looked like a chapel down one side and a medieval dining hall on the other. It was like something out of a history book, but it was real. There were a couple of small groups of students crossing the quad round the flag stone paving at the edges, chatting, laughing, as if this was all completely normal.

“Front quad. Never walk on the grass,” Will said, and Zach couldn’t quite tell if he was joking or not.

What am I doing here?

The thought came from nowhere, in sharp contrast to his wonder. He was ten thousand miles from home in a country he’d never visited, surrounded by people who’d grown up with all of this… the history, the tradition, the unspoken rules that he was sure he didn’t even know existed. His family, his friends, all of them would be asleep right now on the other side of the world, none of them standing in a medieval courtyard feeling like they’d just stepped into a history book.

“First time in Oxford?” Will asked, clearly amused by Zach’s expression.

“First time outside of Australia,” Zach replied.

“Well, you’ve picked a great place to start.” Will pointed at the dining hall. “College was founded in 1532 or something like that, starting there. There’s a lot of history.”

Zach tried to process it. His own uni had been built in the 1960s and seemed to be mainly concrete.

“Right,” he managed to say. “That’s pretty cool.”

Will led him through a passageway and out into what seemed to be a cross between a large garden and another courtyard, then they went up some worn stone steps into a narrow spiral staircase, the sort of staircase where you could squint and pretend that there were medieval knights clanking up it, and stopped at a wooden door. Zach made a mental note to send Megan some photos given how much she loved history… not that they were an item any more, they’d decided to split rather than do long distance even though they'd been together for more than a year by then, but they remained good friends and he knew that she’d love this.

“Here you are, staircase 9, room 2. Bathrooms are down the hall, shared with the other rooms on this floor. Lunch gets served in half an hour, do you want me to pop back and take you there, introduce you to some people?”

“I’d like that, thanks.” He hesitated. “Do I need… I guess my gown? My mortarboard?” Zach had had to buy both and didn’t have the faintest idea what for.

Will laughed kindly. “No, not during the day. We have formal hall Wednesdays and Sundays, though not today because it’s Fresher’s Week. So no gown today. You good?”

Zach had roughly ten thousand questions, starting with what is formal hall and why do I need a gown and what the hell have I let myself in for but he just shook his head and reached out his hand.

“Thanks again Will, it’s nice to meet you.”

“And you. I’ll see you in half an hour and… welcome to Oxford. I think you’ll enjoy it here.”

***

The room was small but beautifully formed… a sloping ceiling, leaded windows looking down on the garden-cum-quad, a single bed, a desk, bookshelves and a couple of comfy chairs. Someone had left a welcome pack on the desk: a map of the University, a schedule for the week, and a glossary of Oxford terminology that Zach suspected he was going to need.

He sat on the bed and started at the ceiling, trying to convince himself that this was real.

When he’d put in the application to come here at his Professor’s prompting and with Megan’s encouragement, he’d never thought he’d have a chance of success. It was a top university, and so hard to get in to. And yet… obviously in the interviews and with his grades and, he suspected, with a glowing reference from his professor the tutors here had liked what they’d seen.

It had been a whirlwind the last week getting ready for the move. A last minute student visa panic, saying goodbye to everyone, making sure he’d bought enough warm clothes… and a last day hanging out with Megan, as friends now, well, maybe a little more, as easy and comfortable between them as it was on that first night they’d got together. He couldn’t help wondering what might have been if he hadn’t taken this chance, but they’d been sensible because long distance wouldn’t work for either of them, not when Zach wasn’t planning to fly back until the end of his year, and they’d left it open between them. He was missing her, it was true, they'd been very close during their year together, but missing her in the very best way.

His phone buzzed. A message from his mum.

Did you arrive safely? Send photos! We miss you already xxx

He took a photo of the view from his window… the ancient quad, the chapel spire visible over the buildings behind, the pale grey English sky, and sent it back with a message.

Made it. Place is insane. Miss you too.

Then he started to unpack, knowing that if he was going to meet some new people in half an hour then at the very least he needed a shower and to change.

***

The next few days were a blur of powering through the jet lag and information overload. There were meetings with tutors, one of whom it turned out had literally written the text book that he’d been working from back in Sydney, and tours of libraries and signups for societies and every night there was dinner and drinks after and everyone asking where he was from and then saying “Oh, Australia!” in a tone that suggested they were about to tell him all about their holiday there or their family there or their parents camper van road trip there, not that he minded, and…

It was a lot.

To his surprise the other Freshers were a fifty-fifty mix of people starting straight from school and people who’d taken a year out, so despite Will’s astute observation that he was more of a second year actually he had met a surprising number of people at a similar stage in life to him… he was making friends fast, both among the Freshers and some of the existing students too.

The other Freshers were mostly British with a scattering of others from around the world, although among the ones who went to the drinks each evening they tended to be either European or from Anglophone countries. Thankfully all of them seemed to be as clueless as him when it came to knowing the secret cultural norms… which cutlery to use when at dinner, how to pronounce Magdalen, the unwritten rules of a social system that had evolved over hundreds of years. He felt like he was perpetually one step behind, but immensely reassured that he was far from the only one.

But he was also, against all odds, having the time of his life.

On Thursday afternoon they had a college clubs fair (apparently there was another University coming later… how many clubs did you need, he thought?) and he wandered past the sign-up table for the college rugby team and breathed a sigh of relief… ok, here was something that wasn’t new, wasn’t unfamiliar. Rugby he could do.

“Zach, right?” The guy running the table was looking at him. “The Aussie?”

“Word travels fast,” Zach replied.

“Mate, you’re basically the only Aussie in college. That makes you famous.” He grinned and stuck out his hand. “Fergus. I’m captain, and looking at the shape of you I reckon you play.”

“Guilty.” Zach shook his hand warmly.

“Union or league?”

“Union.”

“Even better! There’s a bit of league here at Oxford but college rugby is all union. You play back home?”

Zach nodded. “Yeah, fly-half mostly. Centre too if need be, full back at a push.”

Fergus’s eyes lit up. “Fly half? Seriously? Our fly half graduated last year and we’ve been desperate. I’m usually inside centre and was going to move across which, if you’d seen me play, would tell you that our prospects of staying in the top division are not good.” He laughed. “I don’t want to sound desperate, but you in?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good man. We’ve got a training session Saturday morning, 10am, up at the sports ground. And if you’ve got time after hall tonight come to the college bar… bunch of us are meeting for beers and would be good to introduce you to some of the lads.”

Zach left having signed up to pretty much every sport going… something about the Australian accent seemed to suggest to everyone that he was naturally sporty. Not entirely wrong, as it happened, and it certainly seemed a good way to meet new people fast. Rowing, cricket nets, even football despite never having really played much before.

The bar that night was loud and crowded, and exactly what Zach needed. The rugby boys were great company and, like everyone else he’d met so far, incredibly welcoming. There was some friendly banter about the upcoming Autumn internationals and Australia’s prospects when they came up against England at the end of November. They ended up in a student night at one of the clubs in town along with what seemed like half the college, dancing like lunatics, and by the time they were walking back to college long after midnight he’d earned the entirely unimaginative nickname of Skippy, courtesy of his slight wobbly demonstration of his side step half way down Broad Street.

It was a great night.

“You’ve got to do it all again tomorrow,” Fergus said as they all said their goodnights. “It’s the start of year bop. Attendance mandatory.”

Zach wasn’t entirely sure if he was joking but he’d decided that throwing himself into everything headfirst was a pretty good way to get himself into the community. One question first though. “What’s a bob?”

“Bop. Not bob. College party,” Will explained. “Fancy dress, terrible music, too much cheap alcohol. It’s dreadful.” He laughed and clapped Zach on the shoulder. “You’ll love it.”

***

The bop was held in the college junior common room, which had been transformed with disco lights and a makeshift DJ booth along with some questionable inflatable palm trees into the theme of Beach Party… ironic, Zach thought, given that it was cold outside. Everyone was wearing Hawaiian shirts and board shorts and, in the case of some of the women, bikinis over regular clothes.

Zach had dug out his own board shorts, surf t-shirt and thongs, packed in what he suspected now was an overly optimistic assessment of British weather, and was trying his hardest not to feel homesick for actual beaches when Fergus and Will grabbed him.

“Skippy! Come meet people. We can’t leave you stood in the corner all night looking mysterious…”

“I wasn’t looking mysterious. I was just wondering how to find the college bar from here.”

“Same thing. Come on, let’s feed you a drink and get meeting.”

They dragged him via a pit stop at the college bar to a group of second years gathered near the DJ booth, a mix of people that he vaguely recognised from the whirlwind first two days and some new faces. They made introductions that Zach immediately forgot, names blurring together in the noise and the crush.

And then he saw her.

She was tall, just a few inches shorter than him, with dark blonde hair loose and wavy around her shoulders and a face that made him forget what he’d been about to say mid-sentence. She was wearing a sundress over jeans, a plastic flower tucked behind one ear, and was laughing at something someone had just said, her whole face lit up with it.

“…and this is Harriet,” Will was saying. “Medic, far too clever for the likes of us thick rugby boys. Harriet, this is Zach. He’s Australian.”

She turned to look at him and Zach felt something slot into place, like a key turning in a lock. Her eyes grabbed him immediately, bright with curiosity. “Welcome to Oxford.” She flashed him a warm smile. “How are you finding it?”

“Confusing,” he admitted. “Beautiful. Extremely cold.”

She laughed, a genuine laugh, not just being polite. “It’s October. This isn’t even cold yet. Wait until January… then you’ll wonder whether Oxford isn’t actually the coldest place on Earth.”

“I might not survive until January.”

“You’ll adapt. Australians are supposed to be hardy, aren’t you? All that wrestling crocodiles and boxing kangaroos.”

“That’s just Tuesday for us.”

“And what do you do on Wednesdays?”

“Fight off drop bears. They’re the real danger.”

“Drop bears?” Her eyebrows rose. “Are those real or are you having me on?”

“Completely real. Vicious little creatures. They drop out of trees onto unsuspecting tourists.” He kept his face perfectly straight. “It’s why Australians never stand under eucalyptus trees.”

She studied him for a moment, trying to decide if he was serious, and then burst out laughing. “You’re completely lying.”

“Maybe.”

“Definitely. I can see it in your face.” She was grinning now, her eyes bright. “You’re a terrible liar.”

“I prefer to think of it as charmingly transparent.”

“Is that what you call it?”

They were facing each other, the rest of the group talking among themselves. Someone jostled past with an armful of drinks and Harriet stepped closer for a second to avoid getting spilled on, close enough that Zach caught a faint hint of her perfume.

“So what brings you to Oxford?” she asked. “Beside the excellent weather and old buildings?” Her accent, he realised, was the sort of English accent that he’d only heard on the TV. He liked it.

“Honestly? My tutor told me I should apply and I surprised myself by getting in. I still don’t really know how I ended up here.”

“Honestly, that’s not too different to me. One minute you’re filling out an application because your teacher reckons you’ve got a shot, the next you’re listening to Latin incantations and dressed up like a penguin being matriculated.”

“Matriculation… I know I’ve got that in a week, but I don’t have a clue what it is.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve been through it and I still don’t know.”

“You understand the Latin?”

“God no, I just play along like everyone else except for the Classicists.” She tilted her head, looking at him with interest. “You’re doing biochemistry, tight?”

“Yes. But, how did you know that?”

“We did a lot of biochemistry first year, one of my friends mentioned their tutorial partner is some guy called Zach on exchange.” She shrugged and smiled. “Putting two and two together.”

“That must be Freya, right?”

“Bingo.”

“The tutors seem… intimidating.”

She laughed. “I’m not sure I ever expected a big, burly Aussie like you to call something intimidating.” Zach felt himself blush despite knowing she was joking. “They’re fine though. Do the work and ask questions in the tutorials then you’re fine. Skip the work… then you can get on their wrong side. They made one of my friends cry last term.”

“That’s supposed to be reassuring?”

“Don’t worry, he deserved it. He’d tried to bullshit his way through a tutorial without doing the reading. She could smell it on him.” Harriet smiled. “You’ll be fine. Just don’t try to bullshit them.”

“I’ll add that to my growing list of Oxford survival tips… don’t walk on the grass, don’t bullshit the tutors, wear your gown to dinner on a Wednesday and a Sunday unless it’s the third week of a month that’s a prime number in which case whatever you do, don’t.” He grinned as he said it and she laughed.

“Now you’re getting it.” She took a sip of her drink, bright pink and Zach suspected very alcoholic. “What else have you learned so far?”

“That formal dinner is genuinely formal and I should have brought more than one nice shirt. That the libraries close much later than I expected and I’m not sure whether that’s a good thing or not. That everyone here seems to know things I don’t, like they’ve all read some manual about how to be English that I never got.”

“There is a manual, actually. We’re given it at birth. Chapter one is about queuing. Chapter two is about talking about the weather.”

“And chapter three?”

“How to apologise for things that aren’t your fault.” She grinned. “Sorry about that, by the way.”

Zach laughed. “You’re funny,” he said, and meant it.

“I know.” She said it without arrogance, just a statement of fact. “It’s my best quality. Well, that and my ability to recite all the bones in the human body in alphabetical order.”

“That’s a very specific skill.”

“Medicine is a very specific degree.” She shifted her weight and moved a little closer, not much, but a little. “What about you? What’s your best quality?”

“I’m extremely good at making toast.”

“Toast?”

“Perfect golden brown, every time. It’s a gift.”

“I’m impressed. Most people underestimate the difficulty of good toast.”

“It’s all about watching it. You can’t just set it and forget it. Toast requires attention.”

“A philosophy for life, really.”

“Exactly. I’m thinking of putting it on my gravestone. ‘He paid attention to his toast.’”

She was laughing again, and Zach felt something twist inside him in a very good way. He’d never met anyone like her, someone who could volley back everything he threw and return it with interest, who made him feel like he was funnier and smarter and far more interesting than he actually was. It was like they were on the same wavelength.

He remembered something someone had said the night before. “Can I ask you something?”

“That depends on what it is.”

“What’s your deal with pigeons?”

She blinked in surprise. “My what?”

“Pigeons. Someone mentioned you have a thing about pigeons.”

“Who told you that?” Her eyes narrowed in mock suspicion. “Was it Fergus? I’m going to kill him.”

“I’m not revealing my sources. But I’m curious.”

She sighed heavily. “Fine. I have a completely rational and well-founded fear of pigeons.”

“Rational and well-founded?”

“They’re rats with wings, Zach. Have you seen their eyes? There’s nothing behind them. Just malice and disease.”

“I think you might be overthinking pigeons.”

“I think you might be underthinking them. That’s exactly what they want. They want us to underestimate them, and then one day…” She made an explosion gesture with her hands. “World domination.”

“The pigeon apocalypse.”

“Mock me all you want. When the pigeons rise up, I’ll be prepared, and you’ll be sorry.”

“I’ll take my chances.” He was grinning so hard his face hurt. “Though I have to say, for someone who’s afraid of pigeons, you picked an interesting city. Oxford’s basically pigeon central from what I’ve seen so far.”

“I know. I suffer daily. It’s a testament to how much I love this place that I put up with it.”

“That’s dedication.”

“That’s masochism.” She smiled, and something in her expression softened. “But it’s worth it. Oxford, I mean. Despite everything… the cold and the pigeons and the frankly impossible workload… it’s worth it. There’s nowhere else like it.”

“I’m starting to see that.”

They looked at each other for a moment and Zach felt a spark, a genuine spark, all the more thrilling because it was so unexpected and it wasn’t something he was looking for. Her bright eyes, her warm smile, her playful chat.

And then someone else was there, a guy he’d not seen before, tall, dark haired, sliding into their conversation as if he completely belonged there.

“There you are.” He slipped an arm around Harriet’s waist, his hand settling on her hip. “I’ve been looking for you.”

Harriet looked at him, putting her own arm around him, and smiled. “Dave, this is Zach. He’s just arrived from Australia. Zach, this is Dave, my boyfriend.”

Of course. Someone like Harriet would of course have a tall, handsome boyfriend like Dave. Women who looked like her, who laughed like that, who made you feel like the most interesting person they’d ever me, they were never single. That wasn’t how the world worked.

“Nice to meet you, mate.” Dave’s handshake was firm, his smile confident and relaxed. He seemed like a perfectly nice guy. Zach hated him irrationally immediately, and hated himself for having that gut reaction.

“You too.”

“Australia? Whereabouts?”

“Sydney.”

“Nice. My mate spent his gap year there. Said it was great.” Dave was already turning to Harriet, clearly with other priorities on his mind than making friends with the new guy. “Everyone’s doing shots, you in?”

Harriet nodded then glanced at Zach, and he felt like something passed between them… although he’d have readily admitted that he might have imagined it.

“It was really nice meeting you, Zach.” She smiled and even with Dave’s hand on her hip and knowing that she had a boyfriend he felt that smile resonate somewhere deep inside. “I hope you enjoy the rest of the bop.”

“Yeah, you too.”

She followed Dave through the crowd, hand-in-hand, and Zach watched her go. Just before she disappeared into the crowd she glanced back over her shoulder.

Their eyes met.

And she smiled… just a little smile, almost private, but a smile that was seared into his memory for the rest of his life.

And then she was gone.

***

He didn’t stop thinking about her.

Ridiculous, he knew. He’d known her for not even twenty minutes, she had a boyfriend, she was going to be there for four more years studying medicine and he was an exchange student who’d be gone in nine months. There was no universe in which it could make sense.

But… he couldn’t stop.

He saw her the next morning on his way to rugby training. She was walking along the side of the quad with an armful of books, and when she saw him she flashed him that smile again.

“Off to get muddy?” she asked.

“I’m a back. The idea is to avoid it and let the forwards do all that.”

“That’s what you tell yourself. I know rugby’s really just an excuse to hit people under the pretence of tackling.” She grinned and he thought she was teasing. “Good luck, and don’t break anything important.”

“I’ll try my best.”

He headed over to where some of the other rugby lads were gathered near the front gate, his heart beating a little faster than a mild hangover and the prospect of violence masquerading as sport warranted, and spent the whole training session telling himself to get a grip. She was just being friendly. English people were friendly. It didn’t mean anything.

Rugby helped. Running around in the cold, getting tackled and ending up muddy, focusing on the immediate situation around him. Fergus was team captain and he was also a good coach and player with a genuine vision for how the team should play, despite his protestations a few days before that he wasn’t up to much. By the end of the session Zach was exhausted in the very best way, and felt like he’d shown his best while also learning something. A good training session.

“You’re good,” Fergus said as they headed back to college. “Really good. Where’d you learn that no look pass?”

“My dad. The hours we spent in our garden at home practicing it… he could play a bit in his day.”

“As in, pro?”

“Well, not pro back then, amateur, but amateur with a wink.”

Fergus laughed. “Well, thank him for me. We’ve got ourselves a fly half and we’ve got Balliol on Tuesday. I always like to beat Balliol.”

***

Sunday was formal hall, which meant sitting in the medieval hall in a gown that made him feel like he was at a kids fancy dress party, eating food that was surprisingly good, and trying not to look surprised when a student stood and said grace in Latin. Harriet was there too, at another table across the hall, and he made a very conscious effort not to look at her.

Of course, he failed miserably.

She was wearing a blue dress under her gown, her hair was tied back, and one time she caught him looking and smiled, making him look away so fast he nearly spilled his drink, but then when he looked back she was hiding a laugh and he couldn’t help but return the grin.

Monday morning, he bumped into her in the queue for the coffee shop round the corner from college.

“Zach! How was the rest of your weekend?”

“Good. Formal hall was… an experience.”

“Bit different to Australia?”

“Just a little… I’m trying to assimilate.”

“Well don’t assimilate too hard… I like the Aussie thing. Very refreshing.”

She got her coffee and left with a friendly wave, and Zach stood there for a few moments having completely forgotten what it was he wanted to order.

Tuesday, he saw her in the library. She was hunched over a textbook with a highlighter between her teeth, surrounded by a fortress of medical journals, and she looked so focused that he almost didn’t disturb her. But then she looked up and saw him, and her smile made him come over.

“Procrastinating?” she whispered.

“Looking for a book on enzymes. You?”

“Memorising the pathophysiology of heart failure.” She gestured at the chaos around her. “It’s going well, as you can see.”

“I can see that.” He nodded at the highlighter. “You’ve got ink on your chin, by the way.”

“What?” She rubbed at her face, making it worse. “Did I get it?”

“Not even close. It’s…” He pointed to the spot, resisting the urge to reach out and help wipe it away.

“Thanks,” she said, he thought a flicker of something in her eyes, and he wondered if she knew what he’d nearly just done.

“No problem.”

He found his book and left, and spent the rest of the afternoon thinking about the way she’d looked at him. She has a boyfriend, he told himself. Stop it.

Wednesday, Thursday, Friday… he kept running into her. In the quad, in the hall, in the common room. Of course he kept on running into lots of people, college was like that, but it was the times he ran into her that stuck in his memory.

On the Friday he saw her sitting on a bench reading a novel, and when she saw him she smiled and beckoned him over.

“Shouldn’t you be studying?” he asked, sitting down beside her.

“Shouldn’t you?”

“Probably. But the sun’s out and it turns out I miss it, so…”

“Same. You’ll learn to make the most of the sunny days over the winter.”

“What are you reading?” he asked, nodding at her book.

“Atonement. Have you read it?”

“No. Is it good?”

“It’s devastating. I’ve read it three times and I cry every time.” She closed the book and looked at him. “One of my teachers at school told me I wouldn’t have time to read doing medicine, I’m trying to prove him wrong.” She laughed. “Not that he’ll ever know. You should read it. I think you’d like it.”

“I’ll add it to the list.”

They sat there for a while, not talking, just existing in the same space. It felt easy, Zach thought. Being with her felt easy in a way that nothing else about Oxford did. She made him feel like he belonged here, like he wasn’t just a visitor pretending to fit in.

She has a boyfriend, he reminded himself. This is just friendship. Don’t do something stupid.

***

Saturday was matriculation.

Zach had read the instructions again and again, and still wasn’t entirely sure he understood. Subfusc apparently… white shirt, white bow tie, dark suit, dark shoes. Gown and a mortar board.

He stared at himself in the mirror. He looked like a waiter in a very weird restaurant.

Still… safety in numbers. He congregated with the hundred or so other matriculants from his college, all the new students whether on exchange, undergraduates or graduates, shepherded by a tutor with the grand title of Dean of Degrees who looked like she was regretting whatever deal with the Devil she’d made in exchange for her academic career that had carried this as the price.

Tourists were stopping and staring, the locals barely noticed, another batch of students in silly outfits walking through streets that had seen this sight a hundred times before. As they got closer to the Sheldonian they saw similar crowds from other colleges doing the same walk and Zach realised something… this was a part of his induction into the club, a uniquely odd but equally special tradition.

The Sheldonian Theatre itself rose up before them like something from a dream… curved, beautiful, statues of bearded heads lining the fence outside. It was the kind of place that didn’t exist in Australia because none of the cities in Australia were old enough. Inside it was equally impressive, dark wood, painted ceiling, and row after row of benches awaiting them.

"What exactly happens?" Zach whispered to one of the Freshers sat next to him as they filed into their seats.

"No idea. Some Latin, I think. We stand up at some point. Try not to fall over."

“Glad you’re as in the dark as me.”

The ceremony began. A man in elaborate robes spoke from a raised platform, his voice echoing off the ancient walls. The words were Latin, literally unintelligible to Zach, and he found himself watching the other students. When they stood, he stood. When they sat, he sat. When they responded to something in unison, he moved his lips and hoped no one noticed he had no idea what he was saying.

It was absurd. The whole thing was absurd. He was standing in a seventeenth-century theatre, wearing clothes that hadn't changed in two hundred years, being admitted to a university through a ceremony conducted partly in a dead language. His mates back home were probably out somewhere, his parents were probably in bed asleep. And here he was, in a country that was so different to his own even though the language and the shared roots were the same, in this ancient ceremony.

What am I doing here?

The thought hit him but he recognised it for what it was… imposter syndrome. He knew that most people in that theatre with him would be feeling the same, overawed by the history and the tradition, but they all deserved to be there, him included.

Finally, mercifully, it ended. They filed out into surprisingly bright daylight, a river of black gowns and white bow ties spilling onto Broad Street. They headed back to college for the obligatory Freshers photo, and then everyone was stood around, unsure what to do with themselves now that they were officially Oxford students.

“Pub?” someone suggested.

Music to Zach’s ears.

***

The King’s Arms was packed, and it felt like half the university had struck on the same idea. Celebrate matriculation by immediately getting drunk. Zach made his way slowly through the crowd with a few of the rugby team who were also still dressed in their subfusc, his tribe already found after a week and a half, eventually finding a corner with a small table where they could hear themselves think.

He felt fairly ridiculous still, even with half the pub dressed the same as him, like he was wearing a costume to a party where everyone else was in on the joke. The collar had started to dig into his neck and the gown kept catching on things. Certainly, he didn’t plan on wearing this costume again if he could at all avoid it though there was a rumour he’d heard that this was what you wore to exams, so… he’d see.

“First round on me,” one of his companions said. “Lager?”

Zach nodded, and he disappeared into the scrum at the bar. The others were already deep in conversation, comparing notes on the ceremony and taking the piss out of some of the more ridiculous parts. Zach let it wash over him, still not quite believing that any of this was real.

And then, inevitably, he saw her.

Harriet was at a table near the window with two other women. She was laughing at something, her head thrown back, and even across the crowded pub he felt the pull of her… that magnetic quality that had knocked him sideways at the bop.

She glanced over. Their eyes met.

She smiled, that smile, and raised her hand in a wave. Then she leaned over to say something to the dark-haired woman beside her, who said something back, also glancing Zach’s way, and a moment later Harriet was weaving her way through the crowd towards him.

“Well, well.” She stopped in front of him, looking him up and down with undisguised amusement. “Don’t you look fancy for an Aussie.”

“I look like a penguin.”

“A very distinguished penguin, I can assure you.” She reached out and adjusted his bow tie, which he only then realised had gone crooked. Her fingers brushed his neck and for a moment, just a brief moment, he forgot how to breathe. “There. Much better.”

“Thank you. You lot celebrating something too?”

“Nathalie’s having a crisis.” She gestured back towards her table. “She’s got to pick her dissertation topic by Friday and she’s convinced that every option is either too boring or too hard or already been done better by someone else.”

“Sounds stressful.”

Harriet laughed. “It’s Nathalie. Everything’s stressful, but we love her for it. Last week she had a mini-meltdown about the guy she’s been seeing so…” She shrugged. “In time honoured English tradition we’re self-medicating with wine. It’s very responsible.”

“It’s working?”

“So far.”

One of the others he was with leaned over. “Hey Harriet. Didn’t know you were here?”

“Just in the corner, watching you lot parade around in your subfusc. Very entertaining.”

“We look ridiculous.”

“You really do.” She was looking at Zach as she said it, her eyes bright with warm amusement. “Anyway, I should get back before Nathalie remembers why we’re drinking wine. I’ll see you around?”

“Yeah, definitely.”

She hesitated for a moment, like she wanted to say something else. Then she just smiled, that smaller smile she’d flashed him at the bop this time, and touched his arm.

“Have a fun evening.”

He watched her return to her table, slide back into the seat next to Nathalie and immediately start talking, her hands moving expressively. At one point she glanced over and caught him looking. She didn't look away.

Will and Fergus appeared at that moment, helping carry drinks from the bar. "Here you go. Thought we’d join you. What did Harriet want?"

"Just saying hello."

"Right." Will handed him a pint. "She's nice. Bit intense, but nice."

"Yeah." Zach took a long drink, his eyes drifting back across the pub to where Harriet was now gesturing emphatically at Nathalie, apparently making some kind of impassioned argument. As if sensing his gaze, she looked up again. A small smile. Then back to her friend.

He thought about what she'd said at the bop, about Oxford being worth it despite everything. He was starting to understand what she meant.

***

Zach looked for Harriet at formal hall on Sunday but didn’t see her. He told himself he wasn’t disappointed, but he knew he was lying to himself.

He was heading back to his room after dinner when he heard his name.

“Zach.”

He turned. Harriet was standing at the entrance to the quad, still in her gown, looking slightly nervous. She was wearing a green dress under the black fabric, and her hair was down, and she was beautiful, and he needed to stop thinking like this.

“Hi,” he said, cringing inside at how he couldn’t think of anything more charming or witty to say. He walked over.

“Hi.” She bit her lip. “Do you have a minute? There’s something I wanted to ask you.”

His heart was hammering against his ribcage, because surely this was good? But then how could it be good, not when she had a boyfriend? “Sure. Yeah. Of course.”

They walked together to a quiet corner of the quad, away from the other students streaming out of hall. The evening was cold, their breath visible in the lights, and Harriet was fidgeting with the edge of her gown.

“So,” she said. “This is going to sound strange.”

“Ok.”

“Would you like to get dinner with me? Tomorrow night? There’s this French place that opened over the summer that I’ve heard good things about, and I thought… I don’t know, I thought maybe you’d like to come with me?”

Zach’s brain had stopped working somewhere around would you like to get dinner with me?

“You’re asking me out?” he said cautiously.

“I’m asking you out.” She was blushing now. “If that’s ok? If you’re not interested, or you’ve got a girlfriend back home, we can just pretend this never…”

“What about Dave?”

“We broke up, the night of the bop.” She hesitated, seeming torn as to whether to explain more, then she took the plunge. “We were friends who tried getting together at the end of the summer term, but… long distance didn’t work, it never works, right? And we both realised it on bop night. So…” She flashed him that smile. “Have I just made a complete fool of myself?”

“Yes.”

Harriet looked shocked. “Yes… oh, God… I’m sorry, you’ve got a girlfriend already… you must… oh, shit…”

Zach started laughing. “I mean no, I mean… yes, I’d like to go to dinner, no, I don’t have a girlfriend, and no, you didn’t make a fool of yourself.”

He watched as understanding dawned on her face and her smile returned. “Yes?”

“Yes. Dinner. Tomorrow. French place.” He was grinning, he couldn’t help it. “I would very much like to get dinner with you.”

Her smile broadened, that smile, the one that had knocked him sideways at the bop, and Zach felt his insides do a little backflip at the thrill.

“Ok,” she said. “Good. I’ll book us a table. Meet you at the Lodge at seven?”

“Seven. Yeah. I’ll be there.”

“Good.” She was still smiling. “I’ll see you then.”

She walked away towards her staircase and Zach stood there in the quad, the cold air sharp on his face, completely unable to stop grinning.

***

“Mate, you’re going to be late.” Fergus had come round to Zach’s room and was watching, amused, as Zach prevaricated over which of three shirts to wear. “Just pick one and go.”

“The blue one or the white one?”

“The blue.” He made a weird pouting face and Zach knew he was being teased. “It matches your eyes or whatever. Girls like that.”

Zach turned and looked at him. “Thanks.” He pulled on the blue shirt anyway, checked his hair in the mirror one more time, and took a deep breath. “Any tips? You’ve known her for a year.”

“None. She’s a lovely person, and I saw how she was looking at you on Saturday. And for the twentieth time, Dave won’t be pissed. They were never going to last and he knew it for weeks.” Since Harriet had asked him Zach had spent a fair bit of time making sure that he wasn’t going to annoy anyone… the last thing he needed when he was trying to fit in and make friends in a hurry was to get caught up in some sort of love rivalry.

“Reckon I’m ready?”

“Go. Before you overthink yourself into fucking this up.”

The porter’s lodge was cold, the October evening already dark, and Zach was five minutes early. He stood around, trying to look casual, glad he’d worn the coat he’d bought that morning, emitting vibes as much as possible that yeah, this is totally normal, waiting in a medieval gatehouse for a beautiful woman to go to dinner with.

Harriet appeared exactly on time, coming round the quad in a dark green coat and scarf wrapped around her neck, much more dressed for the conditions. Her cheeks were pink already from the chill and she was smiling, and Zach forgot every single thing he’d planned to say.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

They stood there for a moment, grinning at each other like idiots, and then Harriet laughed and took his arm.

“Come on. I’m starving, and the restaurant’s a fifteen-minute walk.”

They walked through the dark streets of Oxford, past colleges and pubs spilling light onto the pavement. Harriet pointed out some of the landmarks as they walked, but in all honesty Zach soon forgot them… he was simply loving the walk.

“That pub has the best chips in Oxford. We should go sometime.”

Sometime. She was thinking in terms of next times. That was a good sign.

The restaurant was cosy in a good way, candle lit tables close together but full so that your conversation felt intimate, even with your neighbour only inches to one side. The older French man on the door greeted Harriet warmly by name, confusing Zach for a moment.

“You’ve been before?” he asked as they were shown to their table.

“No, first time. I popped in earlier to ask about a table and he was very sorry that they didn’t have one. We got talking, he ended up inviting me in for a glass of wine, turned out I went on holiday to the village in the Alps that he grew up in… one thing led to another, and miraculously he did have a table.” She shrugged. “Old guys seem to like me.”

“That’s a very specific talent.” It didn’t surprise him though from what he knew of Harriet, she seemed to have that knack of making everyone feel like they were her friend.

“Isn't it just? Not usually that useful though.”

They ordered, both steering clear of the snails he was pleased to see… he wasn’t quite ready for that degree of cultural immersion, not just yet. He took her lead though, ordering cassoulet because he figured she knew what she was talking about. “You’ll love it,” she reassured him. “Perfect food for a cold night.” They got a bottle of red too, and then they talked. Really talked, the way they had at the bop and each time since but deeper, longer, with the luxury of time and quiet and no soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend or rugby teammates waiting to crowd in.

She told him about growing up in Bath, being an only child and how her parents had been older when they had her and had worried about everything. She talked about deciding to do medicine years before because she wanted to help people, and the slight disappointment that medical school so far seemed to consist mainly of learning things and trying not to fall asleep in lectures. And she told him about her fear of failure, the stress of her first term at Oxford where she realised that everyone was insanely bright and that she couldn’t simply get by on her native wit as she had at school.

He told her about Sydney, about his parents and his two younger sisters and the beach he’d grown up surfing every morning. About choosing biochemistry because he’d been good at science and hadn’t known what else to do, and then falling in love with it, the elegance of molecular systems, the way you could understand life itself by understanding chemistry. About feeling, his whole life, like he was waiting for something to begin, though he was only starting to realise it now that he’d left Sydney.

“And has it?” she asked. “Begun?”

He looked at her across the candlelit table… her bright eyes, her open face, the way she was leaning forward like she actually cared about his answer… and felt something resonate deep inside him.

“I think it might have,” he said.

She smiled and blushed, and he realised he was blushing too.

***

They walked back slowly despite the cold, stopping in a pub for a drink en route, neither of them wanting the night to end. Somewhere between the pub and college Harriet slipped her hand into his, and it felt so naturally perfect that he didn’t even realise for a minute or two… it just felt right.

“I should tell you something,” she said as they got close to the college gates.

“Ok...?”

“I don’t usually do this. Ask people out, I mean. I’m actually quite shy, all things told.”

“You don’t seem shy.”

“That’s because I’m nervous, and when I’m nervous I overcompensate.” She laughed quietly. “I nearly didn’t ask you. I walked past the door to your room twice yesterday, thinking I’d knock, act casual, maybe pretend I wanted to borrow some tea or something as a pretext.”

“You’d have been disappointed,” Zach replied, laughing himself. “I don’t have any tea.”

“Ah… but then we’d have been talking and I could have asked.” She shook her head. “I’m very smooth, aren’t I.”

“I’m glad you asked me last night. I… wanted to ask you out, but I thought you had a boyfriend and, well, I’m not that guy.”

“Good. I’m glad.”

She stopped and faced him, stood close. He could smell her perfume again, and his heart was pounding so hard he was sure she could hear it.

“I had a really good time tonight,” she said, a little smile playing around the corners of her mouth.

“Me too.”

“Maybe we could do it again sometime?”

“I’d like that.”

She was looking up at him, her eyes searching his face, and he knew, knew with absolute certainty, that if he didn’t kiss her right now he’d regret it for the rest of his life.

So he did.

It started gentle, almost just their lips pressing against each other, then he heard and felt her sigh into it and pulled her closer and it became so much more… deep, slow, full of promise. He tasted the red wine on her tongue, and her hands were gripping his coat, and Zach felt like he was levitating.

When they finally broke apart, they were both breathing hard.

“Wow,” Harriet whispered. “As first kisses go…”

“Yeah.” He rested his forehead against hers. “Wow.”

They stood there for a long few moments, neither wanting to move. Finally, Harriet stepped back, her hand trailing down his arm until their fingers intertwined.

“I should go,” she said. “I have a nine o’clock lecture and if I don’t get some sleep I’ll be useless.”

“Ok.”

“But do you want to hang out tomorrow?”

“I’d love that.”

“So would I.”

She squeezed his hand, smiled that smile, and slipped through the porter’s lodge into the college. Zach watched her go until she disappeared into the darkness of the quad.

Then he walked back to his room, his feet barely touching the ground.


Twenty


December


Why is this so hard to remember?

Harriet kept looking at her notes, kept testing herself, and it just wasn’t sticking.

Tomorrow morning, last teaching day of term, last day before Christmas holidays, she’d be sitting in front of two Fellows she didn’t know and they would ask her questions about physiology and she would open her mouth and… nothing. She’d have no answers. And that would be it, failed. And then what sort of wannabe doctor could she call herself?

She closed her notebook and put her head in her hands.

It was fine. It was going to be fine, surely. She’d done all the reading, attended all the lectures, written all the essays, she’d been a model student. She knew the material. She knew it. But knowing it in the quiet of her room or the college library and knowing it when two senior academics were staring at her expectantly, two senior academics who would be oblivious to the effort she had put in and how good she was in tutorials, two academics chosen for that very reason so that they would be unbiased, well they were two very different things.

A knock at her door made her jump but then she relaxed… Zach’s knock, twice fast then a gap then once more. Knock-knock… knock.

“It’s open,” she called, not lifting her head.

She heard the door open and close, footsteps crossing the room, and then warm, familiar hands were on her shoulders, thumbs pressing into the knots of tension at the base of her neck, and a gentle kiss was being planted on the top of her head.

“You’re going to give yourself a migraine,” Zach said quietly.

“I’m going to fail my viva and get sent down and have to explain to my parents that I wasted their money and my potential. And then what will I do?”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes I do. You told me yourself you can resit if need be.” He kept working at her shoulders and, despite herself, Harriet felt some of the tension begin to ease. “You’re awesome at this. Don’t forget I’ve seen your notes, which are terrifyingly organised by the way, and you’ve got this. You know it all backwards.”

“Knowing it and being able to explain it while two experts judge my every word are different things.”

“Are they though?” Zach came around and crouched next to her chair, looking up at her with those eyes she could gaze into for hours if it wouldn’t freak him out, even after seven weeks of dating. “Because I’ve watched you explain the neuroendocrine system to me, a humble biochemist who didn’t actually need to know it, while more than a little drunk, using nothing more than beer mats, a napkin and a borrowed pen, and you were brilliant. Completely and utterly brilliant. If you can do that in the Lamb and Flag after three glasses of wine and make it interesting enough for me to pay proper attention, you can do it sober in front of some academics.”

“That was different. That was only you.”

“And tomorrow will be only them. Two people who are used to students who’ve learned it by rote and will be wowed that you understand it deeply, viscerally, that you’ve taken the time and care to learn it properly.” He took her hands in his. “You’re going to walk in there, and you’re going to be nervous, and that’s fine because everyone who goes in there will be nervous. And then they’re going to ask you a question, and you’re going to answer it, and then they’ll ask another one, and before you know it forty minutes will have passed and it’ll be done.”

“What if I freeze? What if my mind goes completely blank?” Her eyes drifted back to her notebook… so much to learn.

“Take a water bottle in with you, and pause to take a sip. It looks natural as anything and it buys you thinking time without looking weird. And if you need more time still clarify the question with them. It’s not a crime to pause to consider your answer… if the world wants doctors who rush to decide something then God help us all, and I suspect the two academics will fully know that too.” He squeezed her hands. “Harriet, look at me.”

She looked at him.

“You are the smartest person I’ve ever met. And I’ve met some smart people, both here and back in Sydney. But you’re not just smart, you’re good at this. Medicine. Understanding how bodies work. And you can see how well you understand it from how you got me to understand it.” He smiled and she felt her desperation start to lift just a little… she loved that smile. “You were born for this. And worst case, so what if it doesn’t work out and you go in there and knock over their cup of tea and accidentally swear at them and fall over and forget how to speak and a hundred other things… you resit and it makes not the slightest bit of difference to what a wonderful doctor I know you’ll be. One viva won’t change that.”

Harriet felt tears coming to her eyes, which was ridiculous… Zach was right, of course he was. But something about the gentleness in his voice, how deeply he cared for her, his absolute certainty in her destiny as a fabulous medic, it did something to her deep down.

“I’m scared,” she whispered, almost to herself.

“I know.” He stood and helped her up with him, wrapping his arms around her. She pressed herself against him, face buried in his chest, breathing in the smell of him… deodorant and washing powder and something that was simply Zach. “Being scared is good. It means you care. That’s a good thing.”

They stood like that for a long few moments, Zach holding her tight and her him, and she felt her breathing slow, not having realised she was breathing fast in the first place, and the panic receding. Finally she pulled back and wiped her eyes.

“God, I’m a mess.” She smiled weakly. “You won’t fancy me any more after seeing that.”

Zach grinned. “You’re beautiful, always. And right now you’re a stressed medical student at the end of an intense term.” He reached up and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Have you eaten?”

“I had a cereal bar for lunch around twelve.”

“That was nearly seven hours ago. No wonder you’re spiralling.” He took her hand. “Come on, it’s dinner time and we’re going to hall where you’re going to eat actual food, and then we’re going to come back here and I’m going to quiz you on whatever you want quizzing on or I’m going to ferry you my badly made cups of tea, whatever you need.”

“Zach…”

“Not negotiable. You can’t think straight when you’re hungry, and you can’t revise well when you can’t think straight.” He grabbed her coat from the back of her chair and held it out. “Besides, I saw they’re doing sticky toffee pudding tonight. You’d never forgive yourself if you missed it.”

Despite herself Harriet laughed. “Manipulating me by the means of dessert. That’s low.”

“I use whatever tools are at my disposal.” He grinned. “Now come on, future Dr. Harriet. Let’s go fuel that magnificent brain of yours.”

***

The viva next morning was both better and worse than she’d expected.

Better, because the questions they asked were fair, nothing designed to trick or humiliate her, and the examiners clearly were used to nervous students, giving her time to collect herself and try again when she stumbled over her first answer.

Worse, because forty minutes felt like forty hours at points. There were moments where her brain went blank and her heart started hammering so hard she figured they could probably hear it, but she followed Zach’s advice and it worked… take a drink of water, ask for clarification to buy time (which she realised after a while showed in itself how well she understood the material) and it worked.

When it was over, the more senior of the two examiners said, “Well done Harriet.”

“I did ok?” Harriet blurted out and immediately regretted it.

The examiner smiled sympathetically though. “You’ll get the email this afternoon confirming, but,” and she glanced at the other examiner who nodded, and then said very deliberately, “I think you can enjoy the last day of term.”

***

Zach was chatting to some friends in the junior common room when she got back to college. When he saw her he leaped up and came over to her. “How was it?” he asked, taking her hand in his.

“I don’t know. Fine? Terrible? I can’t tell.” She hesitated. “They said they thought I can enjoy the last day of term, whatever that means…”

“That feels like they’re dropping you a hint, right?”

“I don’t know. I get an email later apparently.”

He hugged her. “I’m so proud of you, whatever the email says. And I’m sure it’ll say well done. But either way, you walked in there and you gave it your best even though you were terrified. That’s awesome. You should be proud of yourself.”

Harriet wasn’t sure she felt proud, mostly just exhausted… she’d not slept well last night despite Zach sleeping in a separate bed for a change. But also there was something else, a flicker of relief. It was done. No more study that term. She felt the weight lift from her shoulders, knowing she had six weeks ahead with holiday reading and revision to do, yes, but no lectures, no tutorials, no practicals. She was on holiday now.

“Thank you,” she said. “For last night and making me eat. And for very patiently quizzing me.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” He squeezed her hand. “Well, that and the occasional comic relief.”

“Occasional?”

“I don’t want to overplay my comedic gifts.”

She laughed and it felt good, felt normal, the first normal thing since the viva stress had got real a few days before. “I’m so tired,” she said. “I feel like I could sleep for a week.”

“Then sleep for a bit. You’ve got nothing until Christmas Dinner this evening, right? Let’s get you some lunch, then go back to your room and get into bed, and I’ll come and wake you up at five with coffee and whatever else you need.”

Harriet shook her head. “I’ve… I need to pick up my dry cleaning. My dress for later, and…”

“Give me the ticket, I’ll sort it. Let me take care of you Harriet, please. You’ve been running on stress and caffeine for days. You deserve someone looking after you for a bit.”

Let me take care of you… she’d never had a boyfriend say that to her before. Not like that, with the quiet certainty that it was the most obvious thing in the world that he’d give up his day to look after her.

“Ok,” she said. “I’d like that.”

He walked her back to her room via lunch, the two of them stopping to chat to a few friends en route, and then when they got back he helped her out of her clothes and got her pyjamas from her drawer, and tucked her into bed. The last thing she remembered before blessed sleep claimed her was his lips pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead.

I think he quite likes me, she thought, drifting off with a happy smile on her face.

***

She managed to sleep until four thirty in the end, woken by an email notification on her phone. Groggy as you can only be when you’ve fallen asleep in daylight and woken up while it’s still afternoon but already dark outside, she reached for her phone and it took a moment to register the email title: Michaelmas Term Viva Result.

Scrambling to open it, her heart hammering, she dropped the phone on the floor in her haste then, when she opened it, the email was short and to the point:

We are pleased to inform you that you have passed your Michaelmas term viva voce examination with Distinction.

Well done, and we look forward to seeing you in Hilary term.

Distinction! Not just a pass, not a merit, but distinction, the top grade. She’d done it. She’d actually done it.

She was still staring at the email, nestled in the warmth of her duvet, when Zach knocked on her door at five, promised coffee in one hand and her dry cleaning in the other.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, seeing her expression. “What happened?”

Wordlessly, she held out her phone.

She watched his face as he read… the furrow of concern smoothing into surprise, then breaking into a grin so wide it transformed his whole face.

“Harriet! Distinction! That’s incredible!”

“I know.” She was grinning too now, the reality finally sinking in. “I actually did it.”

“Of course you did.” He set down the coffee and leaned down to hug her. “I never doubted it for a second.”

“Liar. You were almost as nervous as me.”

“I was nervous for you. That’s different.” He leaned down again and kissed her, grinning against her lips. “God, I’m so proud of you. Christmas Dinner and end of term bop… and we’re celebrating. It’s going to be a good night.”

“Yeah, it is.” She smiled.

Zach handed her the coffee. “Now drink this, let’s both get dressed up, and then let’s go and celebrate the superbrain that is you.”

***

The Christmas Dinner was a fondly held college tradition, and Harriet couldn’t wait for Zach to experience it. The hall was at its most elegantly charming, candles flickering along every table, their light catching the good silverware brought out for the occasion, Christmas crackers laid in every place, festive decorations of holly and the odd sprig of mistletoe adorning the walls.

It was ticketed, which meant you had to pay extra, but in return you got table service, wine, and what felt like the full on Oxford experience. They’d managed to get into the hall near the front of the queue and had claimed seats in the middle of one of the long tables, Harriet and Zach sat next to each other on one of the benches and a mix of his and her friends around them… Nathalie sat on Harriet’s other side, Will and Fergus across the table, although really there wasn’t much of a distinction between their friendship groups by then, they all kind of mingled together and it came down to degrees of closeness as much as anything.

“To Harriet,” Will said, raising his glass once they’d all sat. “Who convinced us all she was going to fail, and then went and did the very opposite! A first, no less.”

Various glasses were raised and clinked against each other while Harriet sat there feeling mildly embarrassed. “A distinction isn’t a first,” she protested.

“It’s as good as you could get,” Nathalie said. “That makes it a first in my eyes.”

“She’s physically incapable of not underselling herself,” Zach added, his hand finding hers under the table. “It’s one of her flaws.”

“I have many flaws.”

“Name three.”

“I…” Harriet stopped, laughing. “That’s not fair, you can’t put me on the spot like that.”

“I rest my case.”

They all pulled their Christmas crackers at the same time and were soon wearing the paper hats and cracking the terrible jokes. The conversation flowed easily among their group, jumping from topic to topic with the excited energy of people who’d survived another term and, for one precious night, could forget the essay crises and simply make the most of each other’s company before they all headed off back to their parents’ homes for the holidays. Harriet found herself really relaxing into it, helped along by the excellent wine that kept appearing in her glass.

She watched Zach as he talked to Fergus about rugby, gesturing with his fork, laughing at something Fergus said. Seven weeks, she thought. Seven weeks since their first date, since that kiss by the porter’s lodge that had felt unlike any kiss she’d ever had before. In some ways it felt like they’d known each other forever. In other ways she still caught herself marvelling that he was real, that this was real, that she’d somehow stumbled into something this good.

He must have felt her gaze because he turned, catching her eye and smiling… that private smile that was just for her, that made her feel like they were the only two people in the room.

“What?” he asked quietly, leaning in.

“Nothing. Just… thank you. For earlier. For everything.”

“You don’t need to thank me.”

“I do though. I was a disaster and you made it manageable. That means something.”

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, the gesture old-fashioned and oddly formal, and somehow exactly right. “You’d do the same for me.”

“I would.”

“I know.” His eyes held hers for a long moment. “That’s why we work.”

The spell was broken by a sudden hush falling over the hall, eyes all turned towards the gallery up above one end. Harriet looked up and saw the college choir stood up there, mostly grinning, as they launched into The Twelve Days of Christmas.

“Oh God,” Will groaned theatrically. “Here we go.”

Zach looked confused. “What’s happening?”

“You’ll see,” Harriet said, grinning. “Just… be ready to stand up.”

The song progressed through the partridge and the turtle doves and the French hens, the hall gradually joining in with growing enthusiasm. By the time they reached the fifth day, people were already shifting in their seats, and then…

“FIVE GOLD RINGS!”

The hall erupted. Everyone surged to their feet, climbing onto the benches, bellowing the words at the top of their lungs. The choir sang on serenely above while hundreds of students balanced precariously on benches that weren’t designed for standing on but had survived many Christmas dinners over the years, voices raised in what had to be one of the most enthusiastic renditions of Five Gold Rings ever performed.

Harriet grabbed Zach’s hand and pulled him up beside her, laughing at the expression on his face… pure delighted bewilderment, trying to sing words he didn’t fully know while balancing on a bench in a medieval hall surrounded by people in suits and dresses screaming about gold rings.

“This is insane!” he shouted over the noise.

“This is Oxford!” she shouted back.

The verse ended and everyone collapsed back onto their seats, catching their breath, only to surge up again when the sixth day cycled back around to the fifth. By the time they reached twelve drummers drumming, Harriet’s voice was hoarse and her cheeks hurt from grinning, and Zach was flushed and bright-eyed and looking at her like she’d given him some wonderful gift.

“That was amazing,” he said when it was finally over, the hall settling back into its seats with the satisfied air of people who’d participated in something gloriously silly. “You lot are completely mad.”

“Says the man who wrestles crocodiles and drop bears for fun.”

“That’s different. Drop bears are deadly,” he teased, shaking his head, still smiling. “This is… wow.”

***

The bop after was as loud and messy and absolutely perfect as Harriet expected.

They’d all decamped to the college bar after dinner but come midnight it had closed and the dancing could really start. Their group had claimed a corner near one of the speakers, the bass thumping through them, the room a pure chaos of dancing bodies and flashing lights, a set of students who knew that nothing really mattered now until January. Harriet danced with abandon, moving around between groups, letting the music carry her as she shook off the stress of the last few days.

Zach had a pint in hand off to one side, talking animatedly to a couple of his rugby friends, until she reached out to him and dragged him onto the dance floor, sacrificing his beer as he went. She’d learned over the last few weeks that he was a surprisingly good dancer, comfortable in his body from a lifetime of surfing and rugby and cricket in a way that she envied. He pulled her close and they danced together, her back against his chest, his hands on her hips, moving in time with the beat.

The songs blurred together, as did the night… dancing, drinking, laughing with friends. At one point Harriet found herself in an intense conversation with Nathalie about how another college had much better wine in their bar. At another point she taught Zach the chorus to a song he’d never heard, both of them shouting along to it. The time slipped past in a haze of happiness.

Then the opening bars of Free Nelson Mandela started up, and Harriet felt a surge of excitement.

“Last song!” one of her friends shouted over the music. “You know what that means!”

The dance floor was already reorganising itself, couples pairing up, the men bracing themselves, the women climbing onto shoulders with varying degrees of grace and a lot of shrieking laughter. It had been a college tradition for years, although some killjoy in the college student union had tried to argue that with Nelson Mandela having been freed for many years now maybe an expression of solidarity was no longer needed. The compromise was that they would save it for special bops… like this one.

“What’s happening?” Zach looked around at the chaos, bewildered, never having seen a bop end like this before.

“You need to lift me up!” Harriet was already kicking off her heels. “On your shoulders… come on, quickly!”

“On my… Harriet, are you sure…?”

“It’s tradition! Everyone does it! Come on!”

He crouched down and she climbed up, his hands gripping her thighs to steady her as she rose into the air, ankles hooked around his back, suddenly above the crowd, above everyone, her head close enough to the ceiling that she reckoned she could almost touch it. All around her other women were perched on shoulders, everyone swaying and singing along, arms waving.

It was terrifying. It was exhilarating. The room spun below her, a sea of faces and lights and movement, and she was part of it, above it, singing at the top of her lungs while Zach’s hands held her steady.

She looked down at the top of his head from up above, and something inside her sparked, a thrill of recognition.

I love him, she thought. The realisation hit her hard, even though some part of her had known it for weeks. I’m in love with him.

The song ended. Zach lowered her carefully, catching her as she slid down, and for a moment they just stood there, breathing hard, grinning at each other in the sudden quiet as the lights came up.

“That was nuts,” he said.

“I know.” She kissed him deeply. “Let’s get out of here.”

***

They were all over each other before she’d even got her door fully open, almost falling into her room. When the door was shut behind them Zach pressed her back into it, his mouth on hers, his hand already fumbling at the zip of her dress. She slipped off his suit jacket and then pulled at his shirt, desperate to feel his skin, and they stumbled across the room in a tangle of clothing and limbs, barely reaching the bed before she was pulling him down on top of her, her naked and him almost save for his trousers.

“God, I’ve wanted this all night,” he whispered against her neck. “Watching you dance and laugh and…”

“Shut up and kiss me.” She pulled his lips against hers, pressing her whole body against him. “And touch me.”

He did. Oh God, he did. His hands were everywhere, sliding over her skin, slipping inside her easily through her arousal. He knew her body so well now, and her his, and he was using that knowledge expertly, touching her just right, his hand doing just enough but not too much, making her writhe beneath him.

“Zach…” She was so close already, embarrassingly fast, but she couldn’t help it, not with his fingers doing what they were doing, not with his mouth just… there… on her neck, not with it simply being him, the man she’d realised she was in love with, doing this to her. “Oh God, Zach, I’m going to…”

She started shaking and came hard under him, tightening around his fingers, crying out as he touched her through it, his hand slowing as she came down from the heights, his lips finding hers and hers his.

“Oh, Zach… fuck…” She kissed him. “You…” She kissed him again, breathless. “I love you so, so much.”

She started to kiss him again but he paused, leaned up, and grinned. “What did you just say?” he said quietly, but his eyes were bright with excitement.

Harriet felt her already flushed cheeks redden. Shit, I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, not like that. But then she looked up into his eyes and thought, actually, this is the perfect moment. Perfect.

“I… love you.”

“You mean it?”

Harriet nodded, still catching her breath. “I’ve kind of known for weeks, but… I love you.”

He was looking down at her with an inscrutable expression, and for one terrifying moment she wondered whether he didn’t feel the same, whether maybe this was something casual for him and she’d completely misread what they had.

But then he leaned down and kissed her softly, and when he stopped and looked down at her his eyes were bright and his smile was gentle. “I love you too. So much. I’ve been wanting to tell you for weeks but I was worrying you might think it was too soon…”

She laughed, reached up to cup his face and pulled him back down to her. “I love you, I love you, I love you.” She kissed him. “And when I was sat on your shoulders earlier, it hit me… I love you Zach.” She smiled wickedly and pushed him gently, getting him to roll off her and onto his back. “Let me show you how much.”

Zach grinned as Harriet pulled down his trousers and then his boxer shorts, his hard cock springing free. “You don’t need to…”

“But if I want to?”

“Then, as the man who loves you, who am I to object?”

Harriet knelt between his legs and returned his grin, her hand holding his cock, moving slowly along it. She kept her eyes on his as she slowly lowered her lips onto him, taking him in her mouth, and flicked her tongue lightly against the head, smiling around his cock to see him gasp at the sensation.

She sunk her mouth lower and, after a few moments, got into a slow rhythm… this was the man she loved, she realised that now, and she was going to make sure he knew it.

It didn’t take long for Zach to start breathing hard, one of his hands reached above his head to hold onto the bed frame while the other was in her hair, and she could feel his cock twitch against her tongue, knew that he was getting close.

But in her mouth… that wasn’t going to be how it ended. Not tonight.

She popped her head up, her lips making a theatrical wet popping noise as she slipped her mouth off him, and she looked at him, flushed, happy, but also she could see he looked confused.

“I need you in me,” she said, working her way up the bed until she was straddling his lap, her hand holding him, close to being inside her but not quite. “You want that?”

“More than anything,” he breathed. He reached for the bedside table and got out a foil wrapper. She took it from him and slipped the protection on, then positioned herself above him and lowered herself down, his cock sliding into her easily, Harriet still so aroused despite her earlier climax.

“Ohhh… that feels perfect,” she whispered, looking down at him, before she leaned forward to kiss him. His hands reached up to hold her and they started to move together, her setting the pace and him matching it, slow, steady. “Touch me,” she said and she felt Zach’s thumb press gently against her, exactly what she needed, exactly what she’d taught him to do.

The grinding felt exquisite, little sparks of pleasure shooting through her, after-echoes of her earlier orgasm and a hint of what was to come, and she could tell that Zach was very, very close, had to be after she’d gone down on him before, so she kept it slow, as slow as she could manage, playing catch-up, and then Zach started to touch her a little harder and she moaned, and then he moaned too, and then it was as if they were feeding back off each other, building each other higher and higher, their moans getting louder and louder until Harriet was crying out and the pace got fast suddenly and she was peaking, she knew she was, and it hit her, a climax that felt so… fucking… good, and he came at the same time, his deeper moan mingling with her higher pitched cries, and then they were all over each other, kissing, touching, holding, laughing, and the world felt so perfectly good.

“I love you,” he whispered, their foreheads pressed together. “I love saying that too.”

“I love you so, so much,” she replied. “So much it hurts.” She paused and grinned. “A good hurt.”

He grinned too. “The very best kind.”
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To whet your appetite, here is the start of Pretending, picking up not long after Colliding ended:

Harriet’s parents’ house, her childhood home, was so boring.

It wasn’t as if anything had changed, it was just that after four days without Zach and four days not at university it all seemed a little too quiet, too sedate and genteel after surviving another eight weeks of the insanity that was an Oxford term. Still, on the plus side her various school friends would all be heading home for Christmas too from their universities over the coming days, so the boredom would hopefully lift soon, but for now… there was only so much gossip she could tolerate from her mum about friends that Harriet had never even met who all seemed to be called Sue and hence just blurred into one.

But Zach, the man she loved… the only boyfriend she’d ever said those magical words to. Harriet lay on her bed, staring at familiar walls, a bedroom that was permanently sat on the cusp of adulthood: the bookshelf still full of A-Level textbooks, supplemented by a few from her first year studies at university, the photo montage of school friends going back to her early teens, the posters of pop stars that she’d long since grown out of but couldn’t quite bring herself to take down. And as she lay there, staring out at the view of the Georgian rooftops of Bath stretching towards the surrounding hills, she tried not to think about how much she missed him.

Zach had flown to Denmark, of all places, the same day she’d left Oxford to visit his mate’s cousin who for some reason lived there… he assured her that his mate’s cousin was also a mate he’d known since he was old enough to talk, so she was happy that he was visiting someone he liked to start his Christmas holidays. They texted constantly, called when they could, but it wasn’t the same as being together, not even close.

Stop being melodramatic, she told herself firmly. People survive being apart from their partners all the time. This is not a crisis.

But… it sure as hell felt like one. Which was ridiculous, and probably a sign that she was becoming one of those people who couldn’t function without their boyfriend, which was exactly the kind of person she’d sworn she’d never be. Still, a couple of weeks and he’d be coming to visit her in Bath, a whole week before Christmas ahead of him going back to Denmark for the big day itself, he’d meet her parents, her school friends, the whole works. She couldn’t wait.

Her phone buzzed. Laura, back that very day from Edinburgh.

Pub tonight? I’m dying of boredom already and my parents are driving me insane. Say yes x

Harriet smiled to herself. Laura had always had impeccable timing.

You had me at pub! Yes. The Bell at 7? x

She didn’t have to wait long for confirmation.

Perfect. Cannot WAIT to hear more about this Australian boy. You’ve been holding back on my and I need DETAILS x

Harriet looked at the message with excitement. She hadn’t told Laura everything, by simple virtue of the fact that she’d not seen Laura since before term, and messages and video calls were no substitute for talking face to face. The thought of finally getting to share it with her oldest friend, the thing that only Nathalie really knew all the details about, this passionate, thrilling relationship that has taken over her life, was appealing to put it mildly.

You’ll get details, she typed back. All the details. Brace yourself! x

***

The Bell was old and properly charming, tucked away just outside of the centre of Bath and so avoiding a lot of the tourist trade. Low beams, worn stone floors, a fireplace in the centre that was kept lit all winter long… you wouldn’t go there for a nice dinner, but for a cosy drink with your best friend on a cold winter’s night it was perfect.

Laura was already there when Harriet arrived and she’d managed to snaffle a booth that had seen quite a few of their nights out over recent years. A bottle of white wine and two glasses were stood on the table, a promise of the evening ahead.

“You look different,” Laura said as she pulled Harriet into a fierce hug.

“So do you.” Harriet looked at her for a long moment then they both grinned. It was running joke since their first time back from uni for Christmas a year before, when they’d been comparing notes on how their mothers both wistfully told them they each looked different, they’d changed, the implication: where’s my little girl gone.

As they settled down Laura looked at her for a long moment, long enough that Harriet started to feel a little awkward, and then nodded. “You look properly happy. What have you done with my neurotic overachiever of a best friend?”

“Still here, don’t worry,” Harriet replied. “She just had a very good term.”

“So I gleaned from your extremely uninformative texts and your vague conversations on the phone.” Laura fixed her with a stern look. “I met someone, he’s nice, he’s handsome, tell you more next time I see you. That’s all you’ve given me for two months. Two months, Harriet! I had to piece it together from your socials like some kind of detective.”

“My socials barely exist.”

“I know! Which made it even harder. I don’t even know if I’ve seen a picture of him.” Laura leaned forward, her eyes bright with amusement. “So. Tell me everything. Start from the beginning. Leave absolutely nothing out. I want details!”

Harriet took a long sip of wine and began.

She told Laura about meeting him for the first time at the bop, about how they’d just seemed to have this chemistry between them from the very first moment, about how she'd never felt anything like it.

She told her about the first date, the French restaurant, the walk back in the cold and the kiss… the unbelievable kiss.

She told her about the weeks that followed, how their lives had gradually intertwined and it felt like the most natural thing in the world, that they each had their own lives but also their life, and it just worked.

She told her about the viva, about how she’d spiralled into panic and his steadiness, how he’d helped her through while somehow making her feel like she was a million bucks, and the Christmas Dinner after and his astonishment at some of the traditions.

And she told her about saying that she loved him, right then in the throes of passion, and him saying it back.

Laura listened to all of it, asking questions at the right times, laughing at the funny parts, going soft-eyed at the romantic ones. By the time Harriet finished, they were most of the way through the bottle and Laura was looking at her with an expression of delight.

“God, H,” she said finally. “You’re properly, head-over-heels in love with him, aren’t you?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“You’ve been glowing for the last hour. Literally glowing. I’ve never seen you like this.” Laura shook her head. “It’s disgusting, honestly. In the best possible way.”

Harriet laughed, thrilled that her best friend was happy for her too. But then Laura’s expression shifted ever so slightly, the briefest hesitation, and Harriet knew the question that was coming before Laura had even opened her mouth… because it was the obvious one, and several of her closest friends at college had asked her the same thing.

“What happens at the end of June?”

“What do you mean?” Harriet was playing dumb, knew she was playing dumb, and Laura knew that she knew it too.

Laura fixed her with a look that Harriet knew well. “I mean, he’s here on exchange, right? From Australia? And last time I checked that’s on the other side of the world… twenty four hours of flying, twelve hours of time difference to chat."

“Oh, that.” Harriet waved a hand dismissively, her stock answer. “We talked about it on the third date, when we both knew there were going to be more dates. It’s cool, we’re both agreed, and it’s ages away anyway… a lot can happen in six months.”

“You didn’t answer my question, H…?” Laura was smiling, but Harriet also knew that she could be like a dog with a bone, and knew the look that went with it. She had that look now.

“Ok. If you must know, neither of us believe in long distance. We both know it doesn’t work. You know, I had my thing with Dave over the summer and that lasted less than a week at the start of term. And Zach, he had a girlfriend and they split because he was coming here, they said it wasn’t fair on either of them.”

“So… you love him, in fact you’re completely in love with him, and you’ll both just walk away at the end of June?”

“Not walk away. If our paths crossed in future… well, we’d see. We’ll still be good friends. But I can’t leave here mid-degree, and he has his family and friends back there, and long distance would be horrendous, so… it’s sensible. The mature and grown-up thing to do.” She said it lightly, confidently, the way she did whenever she had to say it, whenever anyone asked. “And until then, we make the most of it. It’s ages away. And… he’s coming to stay the week before Christmas. I cannot wait to introduce you.”

Laura was quiet for a moment, and Harriet could tell that she was sceptical of Harriet’s optimism about the end of June. However, before Harriet could ask Laura moved the conversation on. “Well I’m sure you guys know what’s best for you,” she said eventually, and smiled. “And I can’t wait to meet this man who’s claimed my best friend’s heart.” She paused. “Speaking of relationship drama, you’ll never guess what’s happening with me and Adam.”

“Adam!” Harriet seized gratefully on the change of subject. She’d met Adam when she went up to visit Laura in Edinburgh during the first year. Tall, slightly awkward, but cute. “Something’s happening there? I thought that was casual.”

“It was casual. It was extremely casual. And then he went and caught feelings, and then to my immense surprise I went and caught feelings, and now it’s complicated and… I need your advice.”

They talked about Adam for the next hour… his good qualities, his annoying habits, whether Laura should push it the direction she thought she wanted or let it evolve, the eternal question of whether men had the faintest idea ever of what they actually wanted. It was exactly the same conversation they’d had countless times since their mid-teens, and all the better for it.

Beneath it her mind kept shifting to Zach, wondering what he was up to in Denmark right then, and counting the seconds until his train arrived in Bath in the run-up to Christmas.

Pretending is available now, along with the Too Sensible To Know Better Complete Boxset.


Still Want More?


Beyond The Game

The most powerful woman in the room has never knelt for anyone. Until tonight. 


Caitlin doesn't submit. Not to demanding clients, obstinate CFOs, or anyone who dares challenge her authority. She's built her entire identity on being the one in control... at work, in relationships, in every aspect of her life. At twenty-eight she's already a legend of the Houston consulting scene: the consultant everyone wants on their team, the woman who makes things happen through sheer force of will.


Helena is supposed to be invisible. She's younger, Caitlin's junior, only on temporary assignment to the Houston office from Sao Paolo for a few weeks. But when their team celebrates a major victory, Helena sees what everyone else misses: the cracks in Caitlin's armour, the hunger for something that Caitlin doesn't even know the name for, the desperate need to stop controlling everything.


"Would you like to learn what it feels like to let go?"


One question. One game. One Friday night that spirals from playful commands in a Houston bar to bound wrists in Caitlin's bedroom, where Helena introduces her to pleasures she never knew she craved, and that turns the days that follow into a week that will transform Caitlin's entire life.


Some women are meant to command. The right woman can teach them how to obey.

All three of these steamy, lesbian power exchange novellas are available in a single box-set: Beyond The Game (The Caitlin Collection)

***

Coming Into The Light

Lesbian romance? Check. High heat level? Check. Love triangle spread across continents? Check and check.


Amy fooled around a little at university, of course she did... who doesn't experiment, after all? But now, in her late twenties, living with her boyfriend, most of her friends' thoughts turning to getting married and settling down, those days are far behind her.


Well, at least she thought they were.


When her colleague and kind-of-boss Sarah helps her out with her career it sets in motion of a chain of events that opens the door to long buried emotions... and when she then meets Luisa Amy finds herself with a dilemma, her heart torn between these two amazing women that have come crashing into her life from nowhere and her boyfriend, James.


Discover this spicy lesbian love triangle romance, and join Amy on her journey to rediscover herself as she Comes Into The Light. 

Alongside the main novels in the series, companion novels tell the stories of other women in the same world… characters who cross paths with the main trio and have their own journeys to take. Starting with Her Miss Perfect.

***

Experimenting

Harriet and Zach have everything… a happy marriage, a life together in Sydney, a love that runs deep and strong.

But when Zach has a dream one night, a dream about Harriet with another man, it unleashes desires that neither of them knew they had, making them both ask the question about whether they have the courage to share their deepest selves with the person they love most.

Through encounters with other people and adventures beyond their wildest dreams, they learn that jealousy and desire can coexist, that trust can strengthen their relationship, and that love grows stronger when tested.

A high heat series about hotwives, bulls and polyamory, with Seasons 1 and 2 available now:

Complete Season 1

Complete Season 2


About the author


What happens when you push a character past what they thought were their limits? What do they discover about themselves? What lines will they cross?

Camilla's shorts built a devoted following of readers who found answers to those questions: over half a million individual reads, averaging more than 15k reads per story and ratings of 4.8+/5 for her three most popular series of shorts.

Now she writes novels and novellas that let her show what comes next. The full transformation, not just the spark. Relationships that go deep. Tension that builds to something worth the wait. Characters who don't just glimpse who they could be... they become it.

Whether expanding popular series or exploring fresh ground, every story is designed to deliver.
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