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Prologue


The alarm went off at 5.30am, an ungodly hour for a Saturday.

Harriet reached across Zach to silence it, feeling him start to stir under the covers next to her. Luckily he’d never had a problem getting back to sleep in all the years she’d known him, otherwise she’d have felt a little guilty. Maybe more than a little, given what today was.

“Melbourne day,” he murmured sleepily.

“Melbourne day indeed.” She kissed the shoulder that was poking out from under the covers. “Go back to sleep.”

“Gladly…” and he settled back down again, his breath slowing.

In the shower Harriet let the hot water wake her up properly while she thought about the day ahead. Mid-morning flight to Melbourne, Ben’s university reunion, playing at being his girlfriend, make his ex-girlfriend Emilia regret her life decisions that led to her losing him, fool around a little at the end of the night where she wouldn’t be playing at anything… well, more than a little and all a standard part of the crazy life that her and Zach had been living lately.

Absolutely, objectively insane, but with its own logic that somehow worked. The ex-girlfriend angle was an excuse that served to legitimise what the weekend really was, and it worked for all three of them. It was going to be fascinating to see what it would be like, just her and Ben, and Zach had been as happy for the weekend to happen as either her or Ben had been… because this whole thing, her the hotwife, Ben her bull, it had the potential to get serious and, as Zach had reasoned, if they didn’t try this at some point how could they ever know?

Still, there was a little flutter of nerves to go with the excitement, because it was certainly unorthodox what they were doing.

When she emerged, having taken care to get dressed and do her makeup in the bathroom without disturbing Zach, he surprised her by being up with a coffee waiting for her and her bag stood ready by the door.

“Best husband ever,” she said, wrapping her arms around him.

“I know.” He kissed the top of her head. “But you can say it as often as you want. Make sure you have fun today. Be the perfect girlfriend.”

“That’s the plan.”

“And Harriet?” She looked up at him as he leaned back. “I meant it when I said to go all-in with this. Pretend I don’t exist until you get home. It’ll be fun, seeing what it’s like just the two of you. Just one condition…”

“…I have to tell you everything.” She finished for him and smiled. “Not a problem there.”

It was going to be a little odd because some of Ben’s Sydney friends, the ones who’d met Harriet and Zach, obviously would know it was a show, but they were all in on it. It sounded like Emilia had pissed all of them off a little with how it had ended with Ben so their loyalty was firmly to him.

“Are we mad?” she asked.

“Having second thoughts?” He looked at her seriously. “Only do this because you want to, not because I do or because Ben does.”

“No… not second thoughts, just, I don’t know… a good kind of nerves I guess. Excited nerves.”

Zach grinned. “Excited nerves are the best kind.” He hugged her tightly. “Text me when you land. I love you so, so much.”

Harriet kissed him, savouring the feel of his familiar lips on hers. “I love you so, so much too.”


Chapter 1


Ben was at the airport already when she arrived, and his face lit up when he saw her.

“There she is. My heroine. My saviour.”

“Your kind-of-fake-but-I-guess-kind-of-actually-real girlfriend, you mean?” She accepted his hug, holding it for a moment or two longer than she would if they were just friends because, well, they were more, that was for certain. What exactly she didn’t quite know, but certainly more, certainly girlfriend factored into it somewhere even if not in the orthodox sense.

“Semantics. We’ll shorten it to just ‘girlfriend’ for the weekend.” He pulled back from the hug and looked at her grinning. “You look great.”

She grinned back. “Wait until you see what I’ve packed for later…”

They negotiated the joys of airport security together, packed as ever on a Saturday morning… having grown up in England where you could, you know, just drive somewhere for the weekend the sheer number of people in Australia catching flights for a weekend away never ceased to remind her better than a map ever could of the sheer size of the country. Melbourne counted as relatively near to Sydney and it would still have taken them most of the weekend simply to get there and back if they’d driven.

Over breakfast while they waited for their flight to be called Ben filled her in on the key details… it was an official, university organised reunion for his year, people from all subjects, probably several hundred people there. His friends Matt and Chris that she’d met a few times now in Sydney would be there, all clued up on the semi-charade of Harriet’s presence.

And there would be Emilia…

“So I’ve got to ask,” Harriet said. “It feels like there’s some genuine angst there. With you and Emilia I mean.”

Ben waggled his head and pulled an expression that somehow managed to convey both yes and no at the same time. It was kind of hilarious but also kind of cute. “We dated for a while, it didn’t end too well but we’re all part of the same wider group of friends. So… we’ve both made an effort ever since to be friendly, even with how it ended. There’s an undertone, you’ll see.”

“What sort of undertone?”

He looked embarrassed. “There’s been a few times where we’ve… regressed. Particularly where alcohol is involved.”

Harriet couldn’t hide her amusement. “Regressed as in… that?”

“Err, yeah… that. Which then makes it all more complex again.”

“You mentioned there was some overlap?”

“Both sides of it.” When Harriet raised her eyebrows, asking a question, he expanded. “She cheated on me towards the end, with the guy she’s with now. But then she cheated on him with me a few times after they’d got together.” He paused. “That makes her sound evil. She really isn’t, it was just… complicated.”

“So in a way, I’m here to make sure you keep your dick in your pants?” Harriet was enjoying teasing him just a touch.

Ben squirmed in his seat, toying with his food. “A little? But she’s likely going to be there with her boyfriend too, he’s an AFL player.”

Harriet laughed. “Let me guess, handsome, tall, super fit, the thought of the two of them in bed together kills you sometimes?” She paused and took his hand in hers, giving a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry, I’m kidding. I’m very happy to help on that front. Just so long as you’re not planning to keep it entirely in your pants the whole time we’re there, because I’ve got some plans for you and I, and Zach would be devastated if I got home tomorrow with no tales to tell…”

They talked about some of the other characters that would be there, and then their flight was called and they had a mad rush to board it… it turned out that Ben wasn’t as organised as Zach was when they flew together, which could have been a problem as Harriet had come to rely on him when travelling as a couple. They made it just in time though.

Interesting, she thought walking down the air bridge, this whole kind of playing at boyfriend and girlfriend thing… even the dynamics of how they got through an airport and onto the plane were different. Just that little thing was, funnily enough, thrilling. This weekend was a change to how she normally did things and she was determined to lean into it, to establish a few of those couple-like routines that would be unique to her and Ben. In essence, to deepen their nascent relationship.

Ben sprung a surprise when they boarded, an upgrade to business class at the front of the plane. “I had so many miles built up from my business trip I need to use them somehow,” he said with a shrug, but Harriet appreciated the gesture either way.

“Very romantic of you.”

Ben blushed. “I figured if you’re flying to Melbourne with me the least I could do is make sure you fly in comfort.”

“Thank you… there was no need, but I appreciate it.” She glanced out of the window as the air bridge was pulled back. “Do you think it’s too early to ask them for champagne?”

Ben laughed. “It's never too early in business class.”

***

Ben was a great travel companion, completely and utterly relaxed, happy to chat or to read. It wasn’t as if the flight to Melbourne was particularly long, a couple of hours including the time waiting to take off, but it flew by.

At one point he asked her about a complicated medical case she’d mentioned in passing a couple of weeks before, and she found herself explaining the diagnostic challenge and how the treatment worked. Ben listened with genuine interest and asked intelligent questions, and it hit home for Harriet just quite how much she enjoyed his company beyond the physical… Zach talked often about the plausible love rival angle to what they did, the thrill of her being with someone who could usurp him and her coming back to him after, and she could really see it with Ben. If Zach wasn’t on the scene, Ben would be an excellent Plan B.

As they came in to land he looked past her out of the window. “Ready to play at girlfriend?”

“Pretty sure I already am,” Harriet replied. It certainly felt like she was, though the extent to which it was playing rather than being was an open question… in many ways she was, indeed, his girlfriend, just that she was also married to someone else. “But absolutely, yes. I’m briefed, a lot of our backstory is simply the truth… we’re into each other, we’re certainly seeing each other, I’ve left my wedding rings at home. We’re all good.” She paused and laughed. “And if it starts to go wrong you can fake a medical emergency and I can be your doctor.”

“Doctor and patient role play? Kinky,” Ben shot back.

“Very. You should see what I can do to a man with only a stethoscope and a pair of latex gloves.”

He looked at her startled, then smiled in relief when he saw her broad grin.

***

If business class was a romantic gesture, the hotel was something else entirely.

Ben had taken care of the booking, insisting on paying, and he’d outdone himself, choosing a boutique hotel tucked away down a trendy street but still within walking distance of all of central Melbourne’s sights.

They checked in together, Harriet using her maiden name in the spur of the moment for reasons she couldn’t quite fathom. Something just didn’t feel quite right about using her married surname when the other person in her marriage was in another state.

“We’ve got your suite all ready,” the receptionist said. “First floor, up the stairs at the end of the corridor.”

“Suite?” she whispered, eyebrows raised once they were out of earshot.

“Nothing but the finest for my fake girlfriend…”

“Wait. Stop.” Harriet stopped in the corridor, Ben looking puzzled stopped next to her.

“What?”

“Enough of the fake girlfriend and pretend girlfriend thing.” She said it lightly, but wanted to make sure he heard what she was saying. “I’m committed to this weekend fully, and let’s be honest, in many ways I am actually your girlfriend. Just not one that you’re in a monogamous relationship with, ok?” He nodded. “Good. Because if we turn up at your reunion later and you think like this, that this isn’t real, then first it’ll be obvious, and second you’ll be wrong.”

A smile flitted across his face. “You mean it, like you think of me as,” he hesitated for a moment, “as your boyfriend?”

“I do. Yes. Because you are. It’s just that you’re my boyfriend that my husband knows about and that hangs out with him to watch sport sometimes and gets involved with me and him in all sorts of brilliant ways. And you’re my boyfriend that is completely free to see other people and have other girlfriends. We’re dating, you and me, just in a non-monogamous and completely open relationship."

“When you put it like that… I guess we are, aren’t we? Girlfriend and boyfriend I mean?”

Harriet nodded. “Exactly. And your old uni mates don’t need to know the fine details, unless you want them to know. Now we’ve got that out of the way, why don’t you show me whatever wonderful romantic gesture you’ve made with this room.”

It didn’t disappoint.

An elegant modern space, all pastels and whites, the room was huge with a sitting area leading on to a large bed, windows beyond and doors opening onto a balcony. Plants took the edge off the modern decor, and the bathroom visible through the door to the side was massive… she was absolutely one hundred percent going to use the bath before they checked out again tomorrow, that was for sure.

On the side was a vase containing a dozen red roses and a bottle of champagne chilling on ice, along with a note.

Harriet read it and glanced at Ben. “Anniversary?”

He grinned and took it from her, reading. “Got us a freebie didn’t it?”

She turned and walked over to him, putting her hands on his waist. “It did. And a very nice room. So, boyfriend, what do you say we plan to make the most of that champagne later?” She leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. “Thank you… this is a very good start to our weekend.”

“Nothing but the finest, girlfriend.” He kissed her back, slowly, and she could feel something stirring inside, particularly when he sighed into the kiss. “Tempting as it would be to rip that dress off you and see how sturdy our bed is, I’ve got something even better to tempt you with.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“What could possibly beat that?”

“How about you unpack anything you need to unpack, and then you’ll find out.”

***

“Oh my God.” She couldn’t help a grin spreading across her face. “That’s amazing… Jesus, Ben… just wow.” She looked at Ben in wonder. “I had no idea it could be that good.”

Ben looked a little embarrassed at her reaction, but she figured it was firmly deserved.

Put simply, this was the best coffee she’d ever drunk.

“I know people from Melbourne like to claim that their coffee is the best… I just figured it was all talk.”

“I know, right?” Ben looked pleased despite her initial reaction. “We didn’t come here often as students, it would have bankrupted us, but when we did… this particular coffee shop is, I reckon, the best in the world. In my humble opinion.”

“I reckon you’re onto something.” The coffee shop didn’t look much on the outside, tucked away down an alley and covered in graffiti, but looks could be deceiving. Ben was adamant that he wasn’t just going to drag her around his memories of Melbourne, but the coffee shop he couldn’t resist and she could understand why.

“So when we’ve finished these, there’s a place for lunch the other side of the river, it was kind of where you went for a nice date… I figure we’d do that then see where the afternoon takes us. You good with that?”

“Business class flight, a suite with champagne and roses, coffee so good I think,” Harriet lowered her voice and leaned forward in her seat with an exaggerated whisper, “I think I might have had a tiny orgasm when I tasted it.” She leaned back again. “I’m not even joking. And your go to date restaurant. Ben… are you hoping to get lucky later?” she teased.

Ben shrugged. “I mean maybe… I guess I’ll see which single women are at the reunion…”

Harriet kicked him playfully under the table. “You were absolutely going to get lucky right up until that joke.” She pouted. “Now, you’re back to square one.”

“I guess we need to feed you a second coffee to go. See if it gets the same reaction.”

She laughed. “You know exactly what gets me going, don’t you?”

***

Lunch was great, a really relaxed place full of a whole mix of locals enjoying their weekend.

They got back to the hotel mid-afternoon, leaving themselves plenty of time to get ready. But then Ben seemed very relaxed about when they arrived at the reunion, dinner wasn’t until seven with drinks and various subject related meet ups beforehand and, as Ben had said, “I already see the only other engineers I really liked most days anyway.”

Harriet had had that bath in the back of her mind ever since she’d seen it, and she was determined to make the most of it. It was never the same having a bath at home, surrounded by your clutter, all the unfinished jobs around the apartment weighing on you, and the hot water would always run out just a little too soon. Hotel baths were so much better.

She left Ben relaxing in the room, feet up on one of the sofas reading, and slipped into the hot water… it felt heavenly, the hotel even providing a bath pillow. She closed her eyes and slid down into the bubbles, letting the heat and the steam envelope her.

Sometime later she heard the door open but, too relaxed to move a muscle, she kept her eyes shut.

“I really hope that’s you, Ben,” she said. They’d known each other for so long now, had been so intimate together so often, that she really didn’t care about her nudity under the bubbles. In all honesty, behind closed doors, they probably spent more time naked together than clothed.

“I thought you might need a drink.” She heard him put something down on the side of the bath and opened an eye lazily.

“Champagne… perfect.” She reached up a hand to take the glass and saw that Ben had one too.

“Here’s to being boyfriend and girlfriend.” He tapped his glass against hers.

“To girlfriend and boyfriend. Get it the right way round.” She grinned and he laughed.

“Would you mind if I took a shower while you soak?” He glanced at his watch. “I want to be fashionably late to arrive, but not actual late.”

“Of course not… you don’t need to ask.” She took a sip and had a thought. “This is good champagne. You’ll struggle to drink it in the shower. The bath though…”

Ben pretended not to understand. “But you’re in the bath?” His grin told her that he understood the solution.

“So I am… how selfish of me.” Harriet pretended to think, a frown creasing her face. “It’s a very big bath though. So big that I’m a little scared to be in it on my own. I could really use a strong, handsome boyfriend who likes swimming in their free time to keep me safe.”

Ben couldn’t shed his clothes fast enough.


Chapter 2


“You’re sure about no tie?” Ben asked, checking his reflection in the window of the Chemistry building on his old campus.

Harriet put a reassuring hand on his arm as she stood looking at his reflection with him. “Definitely not. Trust me.” She went on tiptoes to whisper in his ear. “You look so… fucking… hot without it, there’s a real danger I might jump you in the middle of dinner.”

She was joking, of course, but only a little… he looked seriously good in his suit and shirt, and in the reflection they looked good together, Harriet in a halter neck red formal dress and high heels, her hair in an elegant half-up-half-down style.

Getting ready together had been a delight, just a wonderful, wonderful afternoon in each other’s company. The bath, showering together after, the easy intimacy that came from spending that time just them, body against body, nothing to hide, his body hers and her body his, nobody else. It had felt so desperately right.

And that carried through to the reunion… they would look like a couple because that day they really had been.

They were aiming for a lawn area for pre-dinner drinks, following the crowd, and Ben had already seen a few people he knew, making various promises to chat properly later and the usual pleasantries exchanged with the sort of people that you hadn’t even thought about since leaving but were still pleased to see.

As they neared the drinks reception the sound of a string quartet drifted across along with the buzz of conversations, carried on the warm early evening air. It made Harriet miss her old college at Oxford more than she would care to admit, they did this sort of event well, and she felt a pang of homesickness for England, not much, but it hit her from time to time and it hit her then.

“This is nice,” she said to Ben, slipping her hand into his, setting her thoughts to one side. “Ready?”

“Absolutely. You?”

“Looking forward to it. I’m pretending I’m a lumberjack by trade, right?” She almost kept a straight face but the smile crept through and he grinned back, giving her hand a squeeze.

“And I’m a space cowboy. Honestly though, I think doctor is pretty awesome.”

“You mean that?”

“Yeah, massively… God, Harriet, I’ve got so much respect for what you do.”

She smiled again, loving the compliment, and just then a voice to their side said, “Ben, mate, how’re you doing?” and a cheerful looking man and woman came bustling over.

Ben’s friends were welcoming, enthusiastic, the kind of people who’d clearly been close once and were determined to recapture that feeling for that one night. Harriet found herself shaking hands, accepting hugs, answering the same questions over and over.

“How did you meet?”

“In a bar, about three months ago.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a doctor. In Sydney.”

“Ben, mate, you’ve really outdone yourself this time.”

Ben was popular, that was for sure… this wasn’t one of those reunions where you’re scrabbling to recall vague connections, Harriet thought, this was a wide group of people who knew him well and respected him more.

As they took their seats for dinner at one of the many round tables set up in the university’s main hall, all white linen and table decorations and excited buzz of voices, Harriet leaned close to Ben. “Am I doing ok?”

He smiled and took her hand. “Better than ok. Perfect.” Their eyes met for a long moment, then she leaned forward and kissed him, just a peck on the cheek.

“So, my handsome boyfriend, where is Emilia? You’ve got me curious.”

He indicated with a nod of his head towards the table next to them. “Blonde woman.” Harriet started to turn her head. “Don’t be obvious!”

Harriet took her time instead, waiting until the person next to her was seated, one half of a couple who’d both played water polo with Ben in their student days, and then used the cover of making small talk with them to look.

She reckoned she knew exactly who it was, because she was stunning and very much looked like Ben’s type. First impressions were that she seemed nice, the way she was listening intently to the woman sat to her side and asking questions.

“The blonde messy bob in the black dress?” Harriet whispered to Ben.

“Bingo.”

“I can see what you saw in her,” she said.

Ben grinned. “I forgot that you’d recently come to appreciate the female form,” he said quietly.

Harriet gave him an admonishing look. “No boyfriend tonight from the look of it.” Harriet raised her eyebrows.

Ben simply smiled. “Good job you’re here to stop me trying something stupid.”

“Will you introduce us later?” She saw his sceptical look. “Not like that,” she reassured him. “It’s you and me only this weekend, no one else. Only introduce me if you want to.”

“I will. You’ll either get on like a house on fire or you’ll hate each other.” He shook his head. “Let’s see which it is.”

***

The opportunity came when coffee was being served after a thankfully short speech that was, in summary, begging all the alumni present to please give some money, mixed with a guilt trip about how hard things were for the students of today. Maybe run your finances better, Harriet thought, the same view she had whenever her old Oxford college came begging.

People had been mingling throughout the meal and Harriet had long since lost track of the names and faces… they were a blur by that point, but a happy blur. It was genuinely joyous to see quite how many people were glad to see Ben and wanted to catch up with him.

Harriet and Ben were already stood talking to a group of his friends when a woman’s voice from behind said, “Fancy meeting you here…”

Ben turned, as did Harriet, and it was amusing. He wasn’t really the type to get flustered but on this one occasion she could see that he was struggling a little, before gathering himself. “Emilia, hey.” He leaned towards her and they exchanged a friendly hug. “How are you doing?”

“Good, thanks.” She paused and looked at him for a long few moments. “Good. How about you?”

“Not doing bad thanks. You here with Jake?”

She gave a look that told Harriet that she knew that he knew that Jake wasn’t there, but she’d play the game. Even in just a few sentences the history between them was palpable… there was as much passing between them that went unsaid as was said. Kind of cool to watch, safe in the knowledge that her own relationship with Ben was emphatically open and non-monogamous so she didn’t need to feel protective or defensive.

“He’s got a game tonight. How about you?”

Ben grinned and took Harriet’s hand, interlacing his fingers with hers. A little squeeze told Harriet that he wasn’t feeling quite as confident as he was making out. “Harriet, meet Emilia. Emilia, Harriet.”

Time to shine, Harriet thought.

She held out her hand and Emilia took it after a second, shaking hands. “Lovely to meet you,” Emilia said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Harriet was certain by then that there was a parallel universe somewhere where Ben and Emilia were still an item, both of them clearly still had some residual feelings for each other but also way too much baggage to allow anything to ever happen again.

“And you,” Harriet replied, her smile genuine. “Ben’s told me a lot about you.”

Emilia pursed her lips slightly, presumably wondering exactly what narrative Ben had given Harriet about their relationship and how it had ended, but to her credit it passed quickly. “I’m sure he has. You guys are dating?”

“Yep.” Harriet leaned in close to Ben, slipping her arm around his back. He slipped his arm around her shoulders in return. “What, three months now?” Harriet asked Ben.

“Give or take,” he replied.

“Did you go to uni here?” Emilia asked Harriet.

“No, I went to uni in the UK. This place is nice. Ben’s told me so much about his university days.”

“Has he?” Emilia was grinning now, a genuine grin this time that was half-teasing Ben. “I’m sure he left out the most interesting parts.”

“Probably,” Harriet replied with a grin of her own. “Ben… why don’t you get us both a drink, and Emilia can tell me all the stories that you’re too embarrassed to admit to?”

“Uhhh… sure, I guess.” Ben very obviously was not expecting that, but Harriet gave him her most reassuring look and he headed off to the bar.

“So… he’s told you about his bleached blonde phase?”

Harriet looked at Emilia in surprise, having only known Ben with dark hair. “No. But do tell!”

“I’ll go one better.” She picked up her phone. “Photos…”

***

Harriet ended up spending half an hour with Emilia being told increasingly embarrassing stories about Ben, some of which he unconvincingly denied when he came back with the drinks. Eventually Emilia excused herself to go and mingle, leaving the two of them momentarily alone.

Ben puffed out his cheeks. “I was not expecting that.”

“She’s nice. I figure if you dated her for a long time then she must be, regardless of how things ended between you. Benefit of the doubt and all that.”

“Thank you.” He put his arms around her and leaned in to kiss her. “You’ve been perfect.”

“You’ve got a fun circle of friends, it makes it easy.” She kissed him back, enjoying the opportunity to be openly affectionate with each other. “What do you say you introduce me to some more people?”

The rest of the evening was a blur of conversations and music and drinks. Harriet found herself enjoying it very much, not a hint of artifice. It felt real because it was, in many ways, real. Ben’s friends were genuinely good people, funny, warm, clearly fond of him. But more than that, her and Ben moved between them naturally, like they belonged together.

It was the small things she noticed. The way he touched her lower back when they were weaving through the crowd, how she leaned into him instinctively when someone was talking, the moment when someone made a joke about corporate strategy and they both rolled their eyes at the same time, then caught each other doing it and grinned.

Harriet realised with surprise that when it was just the two of them they had rhythms together, patterns of interaction that had developed over the months on their nights out and their weekends away in the spaces where Zach wasn’t. Their complete physical ease with each other translated seamlessly into, well, couple behaviour… he knew when she needed another drink and what without needing to ask, she could see when he was getting tired of a conversation and wanted to move on.

She understood as she listened to stories of high jinks from his student days that that she already knew how they’d finish… she knew him much, much better than she’d realised. Not just his body, not just his personality when they were with Zach, but him.

The revelation sat strangely somewhere deep inside… they really weren’t playing at being a couple. They were a couple.

They danced later on. Ben pulled her onto the floor during a slow song, his hands settling on her hips. Harriet’s arms went around his neck, and they swayed together.

“Emilia’s watching,” she whispered.

“Let her watch.”

Over Ben’s shoulder, Harriet could indeed see Emilia standing at the edge of the dance floor, talking to a group of people. Emilia’s expression was unreadable, but she was definitely watching.

“Your friends like me,” Harriet said.

“Of course they do.” He gazed into her eyes as they moved. “This feels real,” he said eventually.

“It does, doesn’t it?” Harriet replied. “This is right about when you’re supposed to kiss me, I think…”

It was a very good kiss.


Chapter 3


They didn’t talk much in the taxi back to the hotel, but then they didn’t need to. Ben’s hand held Harriet’s, his thumb idly tracing patterns as they both watched the Melbourne streets pass them by.

Harriet’s mind was half on the reunion, the sheer number of people she’d spoken to and the realisation of quite how popular Ben was, and half on the hotel room and what was to come, giving her butterflies in her stomach that she hadn’t expected but thought she understood.

They walked hand in hand through the hotel back to their room, silent but the atmosphere charged with what was about to come. When they got back to their room Ben clearly felt it too, fumbling with the key card a little, giving her a shy smile.

Something, and she couldn’t pinpoint the precise moment when it happened, but something had fundamentally altered between them that day… something exciting and terrifying in equal measure.

Inside the door they stood facing each other for a moment. Across the room was the bed, with a promise of what lay ahead.

“That went well,” Ben said finally.

“It did. And you’re here with me, not wherever with Emilia.”

“Yeah.” He smiled. “Mission accomplished.”

“Completely accomplished.”

Neither of them moved. Eventually it was Ben who stepped closer, his hand coming up to cup her face.

“The funny thing is, I would much rather be here with you than somewhere else with her.” Harriet stayed silent even as her tummy performed a complete flip, her breath catching. This felt very, very real, in a way that nothing had since she’d got back together with Zach all those years ago. “Can I kiss you?”

Harriet started to make a flippant comment, something about how many times they’d kissed before, but she stopped… somehow, here, right now, it felt like he was asking for permission for something bigger than just another kiss.

“Yes,” she replied, before she could even think of what the answer should be, because right then, there in that hotel room, after a wonderful day together, she wanted him so much, desired him so much… nothing else mattered right then. Literally nothing.

The kiss was gentle, as if they were kissing for the first, not the thousandth time. Tender, exploratory, loaded with meaning… whenever they’d kissed before, whether with Zach or on the few occasions without him, it had been performative, Harriet with her bull, fulfilling a dynamic.

Those had been for show.

This, though, was just for them, and to call it only intense would be to do that kiss a great disservice.

When they finally broke apart, Harriet’s heart thumping in her chest, she found herself smiling. “We should get ready for bed.”

“Yeah. Good idea.”

She escaped to the bathroom, though not without a long, lingering stare at Ben over her shoulder as she went, feeling her breath catch again, and then she closed the door behind her and leaned against it. Her reflection in the mirror showed flushed cheeks and bright eyes. She looked like a woman about to sleep with someone she cared about deeply.

She washed her face, brushed her teeth, messed up her hair a little. With her dress off she stood there in her underwear, debating whether to emerge in her pyjamas, a silk shorts and shirt set she’d bought specifically for tonight, or a bathrobe.

Pyjamas, she decided, because they’d make her feel sexy but also because the idea of that sort of domesticity did something funny to her… normally with Ben it was all sexy lingerie or no clothes at all. Pyjamas would be different and felt right.

When she emerged, Ben was sitting on the edge of the bed in his boxers, suit and shirt hung up. He looked up, and his expression softened.

“Your turn,” she said.

He passed close enough that she caught his faint scent, then disappeared into the bathroom. Harriet heard water running and felt her pulse quicken.

This had happened so many times before, but it had never felt quite like this.

Ben emerged, and Harriet’s breath caught yet again. He was so handsome, she wanted him so much… she’d always known that, but somehow here it felt more real, more present.

“Hi,” he said quietly.

“Hi.”

She stood and he crossed to her. His hands slid across the smooth fabric of her pyjamas, firm against her skin. Her hands went to his back and she could feel his muscles, firm and devastatingly sexy, as he looked at her.

“Is this ok?”

“Yes. Very, very ok.”

He smiled and then he kissed her again, deeper this time, more passionate, and she responded, their lips locked, their tongues playing against each other, it was a kiss for the ages. Ben started to slowly walk her backwards towards the bed and when she felt the back of her legs against the mattress he didn’t stop, the two of them tumbling on to the bed together in a tangle of limbs and laughter.

What came next was utterly unlike any other time they’d been together before. There was no urgency, no performance, no Zach watching from across the room or waiting for videos at the other end of a phone. It was just the two of them, five hundred miles from home, alone together, learning each other afresh.

Ben’s touch was so gentle to start with, his hands and lips everywhere, that it just made her want him even more. The curve of her hip, the sensitive skin on her inner thigh, her ribs just below her chest, he touched them all, and when his hand finally slipped between her legs, her pyjamas long since discarded on the floor, he smiled at her arousal even as she gasped and her back arched under him.

“This is so amazing,” he whispered as his hand played and his lips found her neck. “You’re so amazing.”

She reached for him too, wrapping her hand around his hard cock, but when she started to move her hand he murmured, “Slow… let’s go slow.”

Slow? That was music to Harriet’s ears, so slow she took it.

It was glorious, a deliciously slow building wall of pleasure, the pace absolutely perfect. Ben varied what he did, alternating touching her between her legs with stroking and kissing her elsewhere, and Harriet did the same.

When she climaxed for the first time it was sudden, her mind unable to stop her body responding to the gentle, teasing stimulation, her back arching as she gasped at his touch, her fingers digging into his back, it was like a gentle wave washing through her, a promise of so much more to come.

“Ben,” she gasped even as it rolled through her. “I need you inside me.” A moan. “Now…”

Harriet rolled onto her back and Ben positioned himself above her, both of them gasping as he slid easily into her, Harriet wrapping her legs around him. They fit perfectly together, they always had, but somehow this felt different, more intimate, more real. Two bodies joining as one.

They moved together slowly, finding a rhythm that was unhurried, almost lazy. Ben’s forehead pressed against hers, his hot breath mingling with hers, then his hand found hers, fingers interlacing, pinning it gently above her head.

“Harriet,” he whispered. “God, Harriet.”

She could tell that he was close, his voice strained, and she could feel it building inside her again, that climb towards a crescendo of pleasure.

They slowly ground together and she felt it hit her again, deeper, stronger this time, but then the second time often was like that. Her body clenched around him and he ground through it, climaxing himself moments later with a deep groan, his face buried in her neck, cumming deep inside her and then staying there for a long, long time, both trembling and breathing hard, before he carefully pulled out and rolled to the side, pulling her with him.

Harriet curled up against his chest, his arm around her, her leg thrown over his. The silence was comfortable, easy, the charged atmosphere gone and replaced by something warm and joyous and safe. She listened to his heartbeat slow and felt her own body relaxing too.

“I…” she started to say, then stopped herself.

“What?” he asked gently. “Are you ok?”

“Very ok,” she confirmed. She hadn’t been sure what she was about to say, because she hadn’t worked out the emotions in her head, how to express the overwhelming feeling of desire and want and affection that she had for him right now. I love you? No, that wasn’t quite it. I could fall in love with you? Maybe that was closer, but even there and then, in that magically intimate moment, she knew to swerve the L-word, because once that had been said it couldn’t be unsaid.

“Shall we get under the covers?” Ben asked.

“I’d like that.” Harriet stirred and, after some scrambling with the sheets and turning the lights off (why was it always so hard to turn the lights off in a hotel?), they were soon cuddled together in the dark, just the sounds of their breathing and the slight whisper of the air conditioning.

Harriet could feel the weight of her want for Ben pressing down on her, an almost desperation to find some way to express what she was feeling for him that night but in a way that didn’t get too caught up in the short term over the long term. It was a feeling that hadn’t dissipated, that had been there really since the slow dance at the reunion, that even after sex and the time lying together after hadn’t diminished in the slightest.

She needed to express it somehow, and if she couldn’t say it with words she could at least express herself through actions.

“Ben?” Her voice was quiet.

“Mmmm.”

“Would you… would you do something for me?”

With the arm that was wrapped around her he lightly stroked her side. “Anything. Anything at all.”

“I want you to…” How to ask this? “I want you… you know the thing you did our first time together? With your tongue? That you’ve done a few times.”

He chuckled. “I’ve done a few things with my tongue.”

“The…” She was struggling with how to ask without being too graphic. “The thing with my…” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “My rear.” To illustrate she moved his hand to her ass. “There.”

“You want me to do that? Gladly.”

“What if you do that but then maybe you swapped your tongue for something else after a bit.” She reached her hand to touch his rapidly hardening cock. “Used that instead.”

“You’re asking me for… anal?”

She grinned in the dark, realising he couldn’t see but grinning regardless. “If you want to be crude about it, yes.” Because what better way to express what she was feeling for him without words than to give him that final part of her, the one thing they’d never done, that final step of absolute intimacy and trust between a woman and a man… she’d not wanted it many times in her life before, and had only recently started to enjoy it with Zach after her threesome in Bali had shown her how good it can be, but right at that moment she wanted it desperately, wanted the intimacy of giving her body entirely to Ben.

She heard a chuckle. “Better to check now than find out I misunderstood in a few minutes time… if you’re sure, I’d love to.”

“I’m sure.”

“Ok. But I want to do this right… slowly.” He started to sit up. “Let me get something from my wash-bag.”

She watched him walk naked in the darkness over to the bathroom, saw him silhouetted when he turned the bathroom light on. A silhouette that left no doubt as to what he thought about her suggestion.

“Always be prepared,” he said with a smile, coming back to the bed with a small bottle of lube.

“Such a good boy scout,” Harriet joked, lightening the mood of excited tension.

Ben sat back down on the bed and leaned down to kiss Harriet. “Roll over.”

She rolled and she understood what he meant by slowly, because before he even went there he started to massage her, using a little of the lube, and once she’d relaxed into it it felt amazing… he used long strokes of his hands along the length of her back, unknotting tension she hadn’t realised was there, and she soon felt herself relaxing more than she’d thought was possible given what they were about to do.

Soon enough his hands started working lower, massaging her lower back and upper thighs, and she ostentatiously parted her legs to give him better access, moaning softly when his fingers brushed against her centre. As he massaged her his touch got more and more intimate, and at his prompting she parted her legs wider, much wider, opening herself to him.

His fingers were still focused between her legs, but then he slipped them back, covered in lube, and while one hand continued pleasuring her he used a finger on the other hand to press gently at her rear, a sensation of pressure, not unpleasant, just different, and then suddenly his finger had slipped into her ass up to the first knuckle and she let out a little cry of surprise.

Immediately he stopped, though kept his fingers where they were. “This is ok?” he asked.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Just, keep it slow…” In truth it felt so wonderfully intimate to have him inside her in both places at once, but slow absolutely was the name of the game.

He gave her a minute, then started to pleasure her again with one hand while the other slid slowly deeper into her ass, drawing gasps and moans until she felt that his finger was fully inside.

“Ready for the next step?” Ben asked.

“Mm-hm.” Forming words was going to be difficult from here on, Harriet knew, the sensations so insane, almost overwhelming but in the very best sense.

He slowly withdrew his finger and then she felt him lift her hips up, a pillow put beneath them, and she knew that she was totally open to him now, thrilled to put this trust in Ben.

The bed creaked as he moved position, then his hand returned to between her legs and she felt his tongue on her ass, probing gently, touching her so ridiculously intimately, and she felt it, felt that deep, deep affection for him, reaching her hand back to touch his hair, wanting somehow to make a connection back to him, to show him how she felt.

After a few minutes of slow building pleasure he lifted his head. “You’re sure about this?”

“Never more sure of anything,” was her gasped reply as his fingers hit just the right spot between her legs.

He moved on the bed and she was pleased to hear the sound of a liberal amount of lube being applied to his cock. Ben moved, kneeling behind her, and she felt him guide himself to her, felt the tip of his cock at her ass, as ready as she could ever be.

It was then that he paused and she understood that he wanted her to make the final step, that he respected her so much that he wasn’t, even with everything she’d said about wanting this, about to take the final step without her positive action. It was consent as it should be, and she appreciated him all the more for it.

Bracing herself with one hand against the headboard, she reached back with the other and grabbed his ass, pulling him towards her, and then she felt him start to slide into her, big and hard and erect and it felt so impossible, like it always did, like he couldn’t possibly fit, but of course he did, slowly, steadily, right on the border between manageable and not.

When he was inside her fully, he slowly lowered his chest so that he was lying lightly on top of her, his chest against her back, but taking most of his weight on his forearm resting on the mattress, and then he kissed her neck, her cheek, her shoulder, soft, gentle kisses, taking the intimacy even further.

“This is ok?” he whispered between kisses.

“Very.” She gasped as he shifted slightly. “Boyfriend.”

“Girlfriend,” he whispered back, and then she felt him slide back, ever so slowly, and then back into her, so, so slowly again, and she gasped again, the sensations so intense, the feel of him behind her and on top of her and deep inside her and of his lips and breath on her so all-encompassing.

He slow fucked her, she didn’t know how long for, but after a little while the hand that wasn’t supporting his weight moved down to her thigh and then reached round between her legs, starting to play with her again, and she started to feel a wonderful contrast, the intimacy and the arousal, could tell that there was her third climax of the night starting to build.

Ben, it turned out, was only human… he kept it slow, but she could feel and hear his excitement growing, in the way he was speeding up almost imperceptibly, in the way his breathing was growing ragged, the way his touch between her legs was getting less gentle.

“Let me,” she whispered, moving her own free hand between her legs and starting to touch herself. “You focus on you.”

“Thank you,” he grunted, and he started moving faster… not by much, but enough that it turned from slow and gentle to him genuinely fucking her.

With her own touch Harriet had much more control and she built her own pleasure, complemented by the feeling of his cock deep inside her, and just as she was starting to moan with her own pleasure Ben couldn’t stop himself any more, climaxing inside her, a few harder thrusts as he grunted, but when he started to pull out she stopped him, keeping him there, making the most of feeling so gloriously used and within a couple of minutes her own climax hit, hit hard, and she came crying out into her pillow, Ben’s cock still hard in her ass, her whole body radiating incredible pleasure.

He stayed inside her for a moment longer before carefully pulling out. He pressed a kiss to her shoulder, then disappeared into the bathroom. She heard water running, the sound of mouth wash gargling, and Ben returned with a warm washcloth, cleaning her gently between her legs and around her rear, his touch tender. Then he climbed back into bed and pulled her close.

“You ok?” he asked quietly.

“More than ok.” Her voice was shaky. “That was…”

“Yeah.”

They didn’t need more words than that. Harriet curled up against him, naked skin against naked skin, exhaustion and satisfaction and emotion all tangled together. His arm tightened around her and she felt safe, cherished.

As sleep pulled her under, she was aware of competing feelings… happiness, confusion, guilt. She’d given him something profoundly intimate tonight, not just her body in a new way, but something deeper. A declaration without words.

Tonight she’d let herself become Ben’s completely. What that meant, whether it even meant anything at all… that was firmly a question for tomorrow.


Chapter 4


Harriet woke to sunlight streaming through a gap in the curtains and the warm weight of Ben’s arm lying across her. This wasn’t one of those mornings where she took some time to work out where she was or what had happened… this one grabbed her straight away. Melbourne. Ben. Whatever that was last night.

She turned her head carefully. Ben was still asleep, his face relaxed, looking younger in his sleep. His hair was a mess, a faint crease on his cheek from the pillow where he must have rolled over not too long ago. She had a powerful urge to kiss it, but stopped herself.

Instead, she slipped out of bed and padded silently over to the bathroom. Her reflection showed her exactly what she expected to see after the night before… rumpled hair, bleary eyes, but relaxed, contented.

She’d crossed a line last night, not in a physical sense necessarily, they’d crossed plenty of them before, but something else. Something that made her realise that telling Zach all about it later wouldn’t just be describing something physical.

When she emerged from the bathroom Ben was awake, lying on his side, watching her with a sleepy smile.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

“Come back to bed.” He lifted the cover and she caught a tantalising glimpse of him, in all his naked glory.

She wondered whether she should get dressed instead, create a little distance, row back a little from what had happened the night before.

But she didn’t.

Instead, she crossed the room and climbed in next to him, accepting his embrace, lying in his arms with her back to his front.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, his hand holding hers.

“Good. A little sore.”

“Too sore?” He sounded concerned.

“No, it’s…” She struggled to find the right words. “It’s a good kind of sore. A reminder.”

“A reminder of what?”

Of how desperately intimate they’d been. Of how much she’d given him, the last of her that he’d not been given before. Of how deep her affection for him last night had been, how deep it still was in the cold light of day.

“Of last night,” she said instead.

Ben was quiet for a moment. “Last night was…”

“Yeah.”

“Harriet, I know what last night meant. What you gave me. I’m not going to pretend I don’t. I just… I know it could get complex from here.”

Her breath caught. “Ben…” He gave her time to find her words as she rolled over to face him. “It could, but it’s worth it. We need to work out what we are now and how that fits with me and Zach, but I’m so, so happy that we’ve discovered this… this, electric connection between us. Are you?”

Ben smiled. “I woke up this morning remembering yesterday and I couldn’t stop grinning.”

Harriet leaned across and kissed him, feeling him respond, noticing that he was hardening as she pressed her body against his.

“Morning glory?” she teased, glancing down.

Ben looked slightly embarrassed. “Or maybe I just quite like you.”

“So we need to get some breakfast in a minute, and I’m out of action after last night. But we need to take care of this… there’s no way they’ll allow something like that,” here she gently stroked his now rock hard cock, “through airport security.” She moved herself down under the covers, wasting no time in placing her lips on his cock. “A dangerous, dangerous weapon,” she joked. “Very potent and powerful. I’d better make it safe.”

Ben sighed as she sunk her mouth on to him. “What have I done to deserve this?”

Harriet lifted her head briefly. “Just being you.” She lowered her head again, flicking her tongue against the head while her lips closed around his shaft.

She suspected that Ben somewhat enjoyed his start to the day.

***

They dressed after with an easy domesticity that felt both natural and faintly terrifying. Ben in the shower while Harriet brushed her teeth. Harriet doing her make up while Ben got dressed. Little comments back and forth, casual touches in passing.

“You going to wear the dress you flew in again?” he asked as she stood in front of her bag.

“Change I think. I brought jeans for today.”

“Good call. Though I did like that dress. Sexy doctor on a weekend away style.”

“You liked what was under the dress.”

“Well, yes. Obviously.”

She threw a sock at him, laughing, and he caught it with a grin.

They found a café a few blocks from the hotel which did, naturally, excellent coffee. Ben ordered eggs while Harriet got buckwheat pancakes with berries and a flat white.

“So,” Harriet said once they’d settled in at a corner table. “Final verdict on the reunion?”

“It was a good one. Did you enjoy it? Genuinely?”

“Yeah, I love meeting new people so it was great. Emilia was nice.”

Ben blushed a little. “I didn’t really expect you and her to get on so well.”

“Is it a surprise? You and her were a couple, so she was obviously your type, and I’d like to think I’m your type too?” Ben nodded his agreement. “So it stands to reason that we would get on… I guess it might have been different if you’d just broken up.”

“I think you did something for me there that I hadn’t realised I needed. After last night I feel like me and her are genuinely just friends again, and that’s nice… it was getting awkward meeting up and the whole will we, won’t we fall in to bed thing.”

Harriet took a sip of her coffee. “Your friends were nice. I liked them.”

“They loved you. One of them texted me this morning asking when you’re coming back to Melbourne.”

“Did they?”

“Yeah. Said I’d better not fuck this up because you’re clearly too good for me.”

“Well, they’re not wrong about that.”

“Indeed they're not,” he said, but he was smiling.

A comfortable silence fell between them. Harriet watched Ben butter his toast and felt something knot in her chest. This easy companionship, these small moments… they weren’t supposed to be part of the arrangement between Ben, her and Zach. But here they were anyway.

“What are you thinking about?” Ben asked, catching her watching him.

“Just… this. Us.”

“What about us?”

How to explain it? That while she’d talked a good game yesterday about how they were already boyfriend and girlfriend the reality had surprised her… this wasn’t just playing, they were a couple in all the ways that mattered. That she had feelings for him that went far beyond the physical. That she was nervous about what that meant, because regardless Zach was still number one.

“Just that we’re good at this,” she said instead. “Being together.”

“We are.” He reached across the table, taking her hand. “Harriet, I know this complicates things. Last night. This morning. All of it. But I don’t regret any of it.”

“I don’t either.”

“Good.” He squeezed her hand, then released it as their second coffees arrived.

They ate, swapping bites, Ben trying her pancakes, Harriet stealing one of his eggs. It was couple behaviour, completely unconscious, and Harriet didn’t realise they were doing it until she caught Ben’s amused expression.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just… that felt natural.”

“Is that bad?”

“No. It’s just… couple-y.”

“We’re being a couple this weekend,” she pointed out.

“Right. Yeah. That’s what we’re doing.”

The way he said it suggested he knew as well as she did that it really had stopped being an act by now.

***

They made their way back to the hotel following a circuitous route, stretching their legs and getting rid of the last of the cobwebs from the night before in the warm fresh air of a Melbourne Sunday morning.

Back in the room they packed quickly, unconsciously doing those things that couples do… Ben helping to zip up her bag when it wouldn’t quite close, Harriet reminding him to check the bedside table for his charger.

“Got everything?” Ben asked as they did a final sweep of the room.

“I think so.”

Ben stood in the middle of the room, looking around. “This was a good room.”

“It was.”

“We should…” He stopped, seeming to reconsider. “Never mind.”

“What?”

“I was going to say we should come back sometime. But that’s probably not…”

“Ben.” She crossed to him, taking his hands. “Last night was incredible. This morning was lovely. All of it. But when we get back to Sydney…”

“Things go back to normal,” he finished. “I know.”

She shook her head. “No, things don’t go back. This thing between us, this is something more now. This is the new normal, but we need to make sure that Zach has caught up to it.”

“I know, I’m excited about that. A little jealous that you’re going to go home to him and I’m going back to my place later, but that’s important. Really important. I can bury my jealousy.”

Harriet smiled and leaned up to kiss him. “We absolutely must come back some time. When the time is right. I would like that very much.” She paused. "This very room. Just you and I."

Ben’s smile lit up the room. “So would I.” He looked at his watch. “I think we’d better get going, we’re cutting it a bit fine with our flight.”

Harriet grinned. “God forbid we’d have to spend a second night here…”

***

When they landed in Sydney a few hours later they stopped near the taxi rank, suddenly awkward, about to go their separate ways.

“So,” Ben said.

“So.”

“Thank you. Again. For this weekend. You really saved me.”

“It was fun. Your friends are great. Emilia too.”

“Mission accomplished.”

“Completely accomplished.”

They both hesitated. Then, Ben pulled her close and kissed her properly… the kiss of two lovers parting after a wonderful time together. Harriet kissed him back, her hands gripping his t-shirt, and for a moment the busy airport disappeared around them.

When they broke apart, they were both breathing fast and Harriet knew that the flush on Ben’s cheeks was repeated on hers.

“See you and Zach in the week?” Ben asked.

“Definitely.”

One more quick kiss, and then he was walking away towards the station. Harriet watched until he disappeared into the crowd, then turned towards the taxi rank, her mind already churning.

She had an hour, give or take, before she’d get home. An hour to figure out how to explain to Zach what had happened in Melbourne.

Harriet thought she knew how he’d react, thought he’d be happy, but there was a residual fear that lurked… what if her and Ben had taken things too far?


Chapter 5


The taxi ride passed in a blur of thoughts, and Harriet stared out of the window at the familiar streets, trying to sort through what had happened.

She knew now, unequivocally, that she had feelings for Ben. Real feelings. The kind that made her want to do things and say things that showed him how she felt.

The realisation wasn’t exactly a surprise. If she was honest with herself she’d know for months, probably since the weekend away the three of them had had in the Blue Mountains. Melbourne, though, had made it undeniable.

She had to talk it through with Zach, all of it, no secrets, complete honesty.

Harriet pulled out her phone and typed out a message to Zach:

Flight landed on time, in taxi now. We need to talk about something when I’m back, nothing bad I promise, just important. Love you so so much and can’t wait to see you xx

His reply took seconds.

Now you’ve got me intrigued! Love you lots, see you soon xx

Then a quick follow up.

I’ll have a cup of tea ready! xx

Harriet sat back and smiled, reassured. The tea would be terrible, no Australian could make good tea, but it was the thought that counted, and the message that came with it… that Zach would listen to whatever she had to say with patience and understanding.

God, she might well have feelings for Ben, but with Zach there was no doubt. She meant it when she said it… she loved him so, so much it almost hurt.

***

By the time she stood on their doorstep, her heart was racing, but not with dread, just with anticipation. She was about to tell her husband she’d fallen for their bull, and she was cautiously confident that it was going to be ok.

She unlocked the door and went inside.

“Harriet!” Zach appeared from the living room, grinning. “You’re home!”

He pulled her into a hug, and she breathed in his familiar smell. God, she’d missed him. A day and a half felt like forever.

“How was it?” he asked, pulling back to look at her. “Was Emilia as evil as we thought? Did Ben’s friends love you? Tell me everything.”

“I will. But first…” She took his hand. “Can we sit down? I need to tell you something.”

His expression shifted to curious rather than worried. “Ok. This sounds important.”

They settled on the sofa and Harriet realised she was smiling despite her nerves.

“The reunion was perfect,” she started. “Emilia was there without her boyfriend, she was great actually once we’d got talking, I can see why her and Ben were a couple.”

“I knew you’d make friends rather than doing the whole make her jealous thing.” Zach squeezed her hand. “And?”

“And Ben’s friends were wonderful. They loved me. One of them took me to one side and told me that me and Ben were perfect together.” She paused. “The thing is, Zach… they were right. We were perfect together. Not just pretending to be a couple. Actually being one.”

“It doesn’t surprise me, given what we’ve been through with Ben.” His thumb traced circles on her palm, a reassuring presence, encouraging her to continue.

“We had in-jokes that just appeared naturally. We had the kind of easy intimacy that felt like, well, a couple. We shared food without thinking about it. And when we got back to the hotel…” She took a deep breath. “It was different. We made love, just the two of us, slowly, gently, not like our nights with the three of us. I felt such strong emotions towards him, such huge affection and desire. We were lying in the dark and I just wanted him… more of him I mean.”

“What did you do about it?” Zach was focused intently on her, but with that same curiosity and interest, not a hint of alarm, and Harriet felt so relieved that it was him that she had to tell this to.

“I didn’t have the words, and I knew to tread carefully, once something has been said it can’t be unsaid.” She paused and took another deep breath. “So instead, I wanted to show him physically how intense my feelings were. I asked him to have anal sex with me, because I needed to show him what I was feeling even if I couldn’t say it. And it was so intimate, so special. He was gentle and careful and it felt like giving him something profound.”

She waited for Zach’s reaction, watching his face.

Slowly, a smile spread across his features. “You have feelings for him.”

“Yeah.” She felt her own smile growing. “I do. Real ones. Not just physical attraction. Actual, genuine feelings.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“Terrified. Excited. Confused.” She laughed. “Also kind of thrilled? Is that weird?”

“No.” Zach’s smile widened. “It’s not weird at all.”

“You don’t seem surprised.”

“I’m not.” He shifted closer. “Harriet, I’ve been watching this develop for months. The way you light up when he texts. How you get ready for our nights with him. The inside jokes between you two. I knew something was happening.”

“You did?”

“Of course I did. I know you better than anyone.” He cupped her face. “The question was whether you’d realise it. And now you have.”

“You’re not upset?”

“Upset?” He laughed. “Harriet, you just told me our arrangement has evolved to include actual feelings. Do you know how rare that is? How special?”

She stared at him. “I thought you’d be… I don’t know. Threatened?”

“Why would I be threatened? You’re sitting here on our sofa, having just come home to tell me everything. You’re not leaving me. You’re not choosing him over me. You just have feelings for him in addition to me. That’s…” He paused, searching for words. “That’s actually amazing.”

“It is?”

“Think about it. We’re doing this with someone you have deep feelings for. That makes it even better, doesn’t it? More intense, more meaningful. And you get to share all of that with me.” His eyes were bright with excitement. “This is just the next evolution of what we’re doing, because honestly, I’ve got feelings for him too, platonic yes, but feelings regardless. He’s special to us.”

Harriet felt something loosen inside. “I was so worried you’d think I’d ruined it.”

“Ruined it? You’ve made it far, far better.” He took both her hands in his. “Tell me more. Tell me everything. What did he say when you asked for… that? How did it feel? What was it like?”

“He was incredible,” she said, her hands squeezing his at the memory. “So gentle, so patient. He prepared me carefully, his hands and his mouth, and when he finally pushed inside it was overwhelming in the very best way. And he touched me the whole time, made sure I climaxed too. It was…” She struggled for words. “It felt like a declaration of our feelings for each other even without the words.”

Zach’s hands tightened on hers. “God, that’s hot. My wife giving herself to her bull like that.”

“You’re not jealous?”

“I’m turned on,” he replied, and his eyes confirmed it, bright with arousal. “There’s a difference. And also…” His expression softened. “I’m really happy for you. That we get to have this. That we get to explore what it means together.”

“I love you so, so much,” she said, her voice breaking slightly with the strength of the emotions she was feeling. “You have to know that. My feelings for Ben don’t change what I feel for you. You’re still…”

“Everything,” he finished. “I know. And you’re everything to me too. Always will be.”

She kissed him then, deep and desperate, trying to show him what her words couldn’t quite express. He kissed her back just as fiercely, his hands reaching for her body.

“Bedroom,” she gasped against his mouth. “I need you.”

“I need you too.” He stood, helping her up. “Need to show you what we have. Need you to feel it.”

They stumbled to their bedroom, shedding clothes as they went, naked before they even reached the door, hands everywhere.

The two of them fell onto the bed and the pace slowed, a moment of looking into each other’s eyes, and then Zach was pressed against her and inside her, holding there, the two of them joined, as they should be, something feeling just absolutely, perfectly right.

“I missed you so badly,” she gasped as moved his hips slowly, reaching her hands to his ass, wrapping her legs around him, so completely open to her wonderful husband.

“I missed you too.” He sighed as Harriet moved her hips, the two of them starting to build a slow rhythm. “God, Harriet, you feel so perfect.”

Harriet could tell how much he’d missed her by how intense it was… both holding back despite being desperate to grind against each other. Zach needed this reclaiming just as much as Harriet did, this affirmation of them, and she realised that she had an almost overwhelming need to feel the reality of Zach, her true love above anyone else, inside her and on top of her, remembering how he was the foundation of everything.

“Tell me you’re mine,” he said breathlessly, his forehead pressed to hers as they moved together.

“I’m yours. Always yours.”

“Tell me you love me.”

“I love you. So much, Zach. More than anything.”

“Show me,” he said. “Show me what I mean to you.”

She did. She rolled him over on to his back and straddled him, slipping him deep inside, grinding her hips while her hands held his, looking into each other’s eyes as she came hard, gloriously hard, knowing that he was seeing her face in the throes of pleasure and happy that he was.

“Oh, Zach, you’re mine and I’m yours, always,” she cried out.

“Mine,” he moaned, following her over the edge himself, his body shaking in his ecstasy. “You’re mine, Harriet. Always.”

“Always,” she panted, grinding through the last of their mutual climax. “Yours.”

As she collapsed down on top of him, smothering him in kisses, her hair falling loose around them, she knew that they both knew what Zach meant… not possession, but partnership, an unshakable, adamantine basis for everything. She was his, and he was hers, and nothing, not Ben, not feelings, nothing, could change that fundamental truth.

***

Afterward, they lay tangled together, both catching their breath.

“That was…” Harriet started, then stopped and simply grinned.

“Yeah.” He kissed her temple. “We needed that.”

“We did.” She propped herself up on one elbow to look at him. “Zach, I need you to understand something. Having feelings for Ben, it doesn’t diminish this. It actually makes me appreciate what we have even more. Because this is home. This is the foundation. Everything else is just… extra.”

“I know.” He traced lazy patterns on her skin with his fingers. “And I love that we get to have extra. That our life is big enough to include these complicated, messy, beautiful feelings. For both of us.”

“How are you this understanding?”

“Because I love you enough to want you to be fully yourself. Even when that means having feelings for our bull.” He grinned. “Also, I’m not going to lie, the idea of you sleeping with someone you’re actually falling for is incredibly hot. Someone I have feelings for too, don’t forget.”

She laughed, swatting his chest. “Of course that’s what you focus on.” Though Harriet knew how hard it must be for Zach to admit that he also had feelings, albeit platonic, for another man, and appreciated that he was happy to be so open about it.

“What? It’s true! And nights with Ben are going to be even better now. You’ll be even more into it, which means I’ll be even more into watching you.”

“You’re insatiable.”

“You love it.”

“I do.” She kissed him gently. “I love you. So much, Zach. Thank you for getting this. For getting me.”

“Always.” He pulled her close. “Now, tell me more about Melbourne. I want every detail. What did his friends say? What did you eat for breakfast? Did Emilia get jealous at all?”

So she told him. Everything. The reunion, the dinner, the dancing, the coffee and lunch before, the breakfast after, and, of course, the night… sparing no details. Zach listened, asking questions, laughing at the right moments.

As she talked Harriet felt something she hadn’t expected, a weight that she’d not known she was carrying lift from her shoulders. This was why she loved Zach, not just the physical connection, not just their history or anything like that, it was the way he listened, he understood, he held space for all of her, even the complicated parts.

They ordered sushi. They curled up on the sofa. And later, they went to bed together in their own room, in their own house, secure in the knowledge that their foundation was unshakeable.

Ben was important. The feelings were real. But this, this marriage, this partnership, this love, was everything.

And that was precisely why she loved Zach so much, and why their whole crazy life nowadays could work.


Chapter 6


Four weeks.

That’s how long it had been since Melbourne, and Harriet was fairly certain she’d never been happier in her entire life.

Which was saying something, because she’d been pretty bloody happy before.

The thing was, Melbourne had changed things. Not in a bad way… God, not in a bad way at all… but in a way that made everything feel more… well, more. More intense. More meaningful. More terrifyingly wonderful.

Their time with Ben had always been good. Now they were something else entirely.

***

Harriet found herself lying in Ben’s bed, in his apartment, her head on his chest, natural, easy. Zach was sat in a comfy chair by the window, looking thoroughly content, and the rest of the apartment sat silent, Ben’s flatmates out for the evening.

“I’ve been thinking,” Ben said quietly.

“Dangerous,” Harriet teased, but she felt her heart skip a beat. Thinking could mean anything. Thinking sounded serious.

“About Melbourne.”

“Oh?” She kept her voice light even as she felt herself tense ever so slightly.

“It was really good. Being there with you. Just us.”

Harriet rolled so that her chin was resting lightly on his chest, looking up at Ben. “It was,” she agreed. “Really good.”

Their eyes met and held, and Harriet felt that same charge she’d felt in the hotel room. That moment where words either weren’t enough or would have been too much, she still couldn’t quite work it out. She felt that same outright desire and affection.

“This is good too though,” Ben added, glancing over at Zach with a smile. “All three of us.”

“It really is,” Zach met his smile. “Though I feel like I should be charging admission for the show you two put on, make some money out of it.”

Harriet threw a pillow at Zach, laughing, and then Ben was kissing her and she was pressed against him, and it was all so perfect that she never wanted it to end.

***

The following Tuesday, Harriet met Phoebe for a coffee at the end of her night shift, one that thankfully hadn’t been too busy.

“You look disgustingly happy,” Phoebe noted as Harriet slid into the seat across from her at the café. “Tired, granted, but still… disgustingly happy.”

“I am disgustingly happy,” Harriet agreed breezily, taking a sip of her flat white. “Life is good.”

“Ben?”

“Among other things, yes.” Harriet grinned. “And you, for example. You’re an Other Thing that makes me disgustingly happy too.”

Phoebe laughed. “I’m honoured to be a Thing.” She paused. “Though you can call me Unicorn.”

Their thing, Harriet and Phoebe’s thing, was very different from what Harriet and Zach had with Ben. Lighter. More casual. They’d see each other maybe once every couple of weeks, sometimes less. A drink, maybe dinner, and then some uncomplicated fun together, just them with Zach on hand when Harriet got home to hear all about it. No expectations, no pressure, just easy chemistry and very good sex.

It was exactly what Harriet needed as a counterpoint to the emotional intensity with Ben.

“So when am I seeing you next?” Phoebe asked.

“Zach’s got a work thing next week. Client visit in Darwin of all places for a couple of nights. Fancy keeping me company?”

“Always.” Phoebe’s smile was warm. “Your place or mine?”

“Let’s do mine. I’ll cook.”

“You’ll cook?” Phoebe raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried?”

“You'll talk yourself out of an invite!” Harriet laughed. “I can cook. I choose not to most of the time, but I can.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“Do you want to stay over after?”

Phoebe laughed, fixing Harriet with narrowed eyes and an expression that sent a thrill of anticipation right through to Harriet’s core. “Just you try stopping me.”

***

That Thursday night Ben arrived at their flat at seven with a bottle of wine and a smile that did funny things to Harriet inside.

Whereas before Melbourne there’d been a formality to it, some small talk with Zach maybe before anything happened, after Melbourne it was more intimate from the start. She kissed him at the door, letting it linger just a moment longer than usual, let herself enjoy the warm envelopment of his arms around her.

“Missed you,” she whispered into his ear.

“It’s been less than a week,” he teased.

“Still missed you,” she grinned, before Zach came over and gave Ben a warm but strictly friendly hug, welcoming him in like the family he was starting to become.

Dinner was easy and full of laughter. The three of them had developed a comfortable rhythm over the months, particularly since their time in the Blue Mountains, but since Melbourne that rhythm had shifted a little. Little things, like Ben knew his way around their kitchen enough to get what he needed without asking and, importantly, no longer felt like he needed to ask. Like Zach knowing that Ben claimed to like tea for Harriet’s benefit but secretly added sugar to make it palatable. Like Harriet and Ben having little in-jokes from the reunion that they explained to Zach as they made them.

They’d become, for want of a better word, domestic, and Harriet loved it.

After dinner, as they always did, they migrated to the bedroom, but now there was no rush… they took their time, talking and touching and simply being together.

That night all three of them went to bed together, Harriet the ecstatic centre of it all, thrilled to have these two fantastic men so focused on her, and afterwards, lying in the dark, hearing her two men, her husband and her magnificent bull, drift off to sleep she thought about how far they’d come from that first nervous, terrifying, utterly thrilling and electric night together all those months before to this… this easy intimacy and profound connection.

She had two men in her life now.

One she’d married and one, well, she was figuring that out.

And somehow, impossibly, it worked.

***

Their life had settled into a pattern.

A couple of times a week: Harriet, Zach and Ben. Deep and intense and increasingly emotional. But also a great deal of fun.

Every couple of weeks: Harriet and Phoebe. Fun, light, uncomplicated. But also genuine friendship.

At least once a week: Zach and Ben. Usually involving sport and beer, building a unique rapport and understanding based on their genuine liking for and mutual trust in each other.

Every day: Harriet and Zach. The foundation, the certainty, the always. But… well, there were no buts when it came to Zach.

There were a lot of moving parts and sometimes it didn’t quite work out, last minute crises and problems at work and all of that, but somehow it still all worked well, and by now there was no issue if someone had to cancel last minute… Zach stuck at work? No problem, Harriet and Ben could hang out and do what they did, with Zach joining them when he could. Harriet dealing with a patient? There was always sport for the men to watch.

Everything was blending together into something new that Harriet didn’t have a name for yet.

Whatever it was, though, she liked it. A lot.

***

The next night, Friday, Harriet stood in her and Zach’s bathroom getting ready for bed and caught sight of herself in the mirror.

She looked happy. Properly, thoroughly happy. The kind of happy that showed in your eyes and your posture and your smile.

Zach came up behind her in his pyjama trousers looking almost impossibly handsome, wrapping his arms around her waist and resting his chin on her shoulder.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, meeting her eyes in the mirror.

“How lucky I am,” she said honestly. “How ridiculously, impossibly lucky.”

“We both are.” He kissed her shoulder. “This whole thing… it’s turned out better than I ever imagined.”

“It’s not too complicated?”

He grinned. “Life would be boring without complications.”

Harriet turned in his arms to face him. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too.” He kissed her gently, a lingering kiss. “Now come to bed. We’ve got a lazy Saturday ahead of us, no bulls, no unicorns, and I intend to make full use of it.”

“Oh really?”

“Really.”

She let him lead her to their bedroom, their sanctuary, the place that was just theirs. And as they made love, slow and absolutely perfect, Harriet thought about how this was her anchor. Her constant. No matter what happened with Ben, no matter how deep her feelings got, or if she caught feelings for Phoebe too, this would always be home.

Zach would always be home.

Everything else was beautiful and exciting and worth exploring.

But this… this marriage, this love, this partnership… this was forever.

And knowing that was what let her be brave with everything else.


Chapter 7


Harriet glanced at the clock for the third time in as many minutes. There’s time, she told herself, forty five minutes until Phoebe was due to arrive at six.

Forty five minutes to prove that yes, she could in fact cook, a fact that Zach would normally vouch for except that he’d flown to Darwin that morning.

She surveyed the kitchen. Ingredients were laid out, the recipe, pulled from an old favourite that promised restaurant grade pasta, was open on her tablet, wine was chilling.

All nicely under control.

Forty five minutes later with flour somehow on her forehead and what she suspected was too much garlic browning in the pan, Harriet was asking herself whether tonight really had been the night to make pasta from scratch for the first time in, well, forever.

The buzzer sounded.

“Shit.” Harriet wiped her hands on a tea towel and pressed the intercom. “Come on up!”

She did a frantic check in the hallway mirror… most of the flour removed, hair relatively presentable, dress looking ok. Good enough.

When Phoebe knocked, Harriet opened the door to find her holding a bottle of wine and grinning.

"I brought back up," Phoebe said, holding up the bottle. "Just in case your cooking is as questionable as you implied and we need to have a liquid dinner."

"Now that’s just plain rude," Harriet said, but she was smiling as she pulled Phoebe in for a hug. "I'll have you know I'm making us a lovely meal."

"Is something burning?"

"Shit!" Harriet ran back to the kitchen, Phoebe setting her overnight bag down near the door and following with barely contained laughter.

The garlic was definitely over-browned, but not quite burnt. Harriet rescued it from the heat and turned to find Phoebe leaning against the counter, looking thoroughly amused.

"So this is going well then?" Phoebe asked.

"Spectacularly well, thank you." Harriet gestured at the chaos. "I'm making pasta. From scratch.”

"Impressive," Phoebe said, and she sounded like she meant it. "You need help?"

Harriet grinned. “God, yes."

***

They worked well as a team, Phoebe focusing on chopping the vegetables and keeping the sauce going while Harriet attended to the pasta, both of them drinking wine and laughing at their increasingly creative interpretations of the recipe.

“It says to add a splash of pasta water,” Harriet said, peering at the tablet. “How much is a splash? Like a teaspoon, a tablespoon, what?”

“I reckon just about…” Phoebe poured a little of the pasta water in. “That much.”

“Yeah, that’ll do,” Harriet grinned.

The cooking itself really became secondary to just being together. As they cooked, Phoebe told Harriet about some of her more chaotic new private clients (“I swear, this man wants a whole strength program to be able to deal with a zombie apocalypse, and he’s not joking”) while Harriet countered with her own stories of hospital madness.

When they finally sat down to eat the pasta was actually pretty good. Not quite restaurant quality but not far off, and definitely edible.

"See?" Harriet said triumphantly. "I can cook."

"You can cook when supervised," Phoebe retorted, but she was smiling. "This is really nice though. Just us."

"It is, isn't it?" Harriet topped up their wine glasses. "Nice to be able to do this, have you over to my home.”

“Zach really doesn’t mind?”

Harriet shook her head. “It’s the same deal as the times before, he’s completely cool with it so long as I tell him everything.”

Phoebe looked at her for a long moment with a curious look on her face. “Everything everything? Or a sanitised version?”

“Everything everything. Is that ok?”

Phoebe laughed. “It’s kind of hot, to be honest. I like Zach, I like that you guys can be so liberated. Don’t get me wrong, if this was some sort of serious relationship it’d be weird, but this kind of friends-with-benefits thing we’ve got going on… it’s cool.”

Harriet smiled and they ate in easy silence. The wine that Phoebe had brought with her went perfectly with the pasta, a very nice meal indeed.

“So tell me,” Harriet asked. “And tell me to mind my own business if you don’t want to talk about it, but you know all about my love life… my husband, Ben, you. How about you? Are you seeing anyone at the moment?”

Phoebe thought for a few moments and Harriet could see her cheeks redden a touch.

Eventually, Phoebe said, “There’s someone at the moment, but… it’s complex.” She smiled ruefully. “Sophie will tell you that I never do these things easily.”

“She already has… when we saw you at the festival and she clocked that we had something going on, she said something like ‘of course Phoebe’s involved in something complicated’.”

“Well, yeah. That’s me.”

“Tell me about them. Him? Her?” Harriet paused and grinned. “They? It?”

Phoebe smiled at that. “Him. It’s early days, I… he’s good looking, great fun, but… it’s complicated.” She looked at Harriet. “Sorry, I’m kind of… it’s like I don’t want to jinx it by talking about it, because it could be really special but a lot could go wrong. Does that make sense?”

Harriet reached out and took Phoebe’s hand in hers for a moment. “Of course.”

“I’ll tell you more if it gets serious, deal?”

“No rush.” Harriet gazed into Phoebe’s eyes. “I can tell you like him, whoever he might be. Your expression when you were thinking about him.”

Phoebe shrugged. “Guilty…”

“It looks good on you.”

“Speaking of people seeing people, is anything happening between Sophie and Chris? As in Ben’s friend?”

“You want me to gossip about my friend and your colleague?” Phoebe’s smile said that she was teasing.

“Well after she worked out our… let’s call it our unusual dynamic, we agreed not to talk about any of that at work. But I’m curious, they seemed to be getting on well.”

“When I asked her, she said that ladies don’t kiss and tell.” Phoebe pulled a face. “So at least I know they kissed… but beyond that I don’t think much. She went for a drink with a guy which might have been him, but she keeps her love life to herself.”

“Shame… I half expected to go over to Ben’s place one evening and find Sophie coming out of Chris’s room!”

They finished dinner and migrated to the sofa with the remainder of the second bottle of wine, sitting close together in that easy, casual way that had developed between them… more than friends, less than lovers.

They talked for another hour, easy and comfortable, about everything and nothing, Phoebe's new clients and Harriet's nightmare shift last week and then they settled down to watch a new reality show on the TV that everyone was raving about, chatting about the contestants and who was backstabbing who. Very relaxed, it was just… nice. Two friends just hanging out.

Except…

“So Zach’s in Darwin,” Harriet said when the TV was off again, shifting position to sit cross legged looking at Phoebe.

“Yes.”

“And I’m here alone.”

“Yes.” Phoebe had turned to face Harriet with a little smile playing across her lips.

“And you brought your overnight bag.”

“Oh… so I did.” Phoebe pretended to be surprised.

Harriet looked at Phoebe for a long few moments, then reached her hand up to brush a strand of loose hair back from Phoebe’s face, leaving her hand there after, cupping her chin. Phoebe’s hand moved up to rest on Harriet’s hand, gently, just there, and she leaned her head slightly into Harriet’s touch.

“And I’ve not got a shift tomorrow as I’ve been on nights. I’m basically nocturnal at the moment.”

Phoebe turned her head slightly to kiss the palm of Harriet’s hand. “And my first client tomorrow isn’t until lunchtime.”

“What do you say we make the most of our time alone?” Phoebe nodded and Harriet closed the gap, Phoebe letting out a little exclamation of delight as Harriet kissed her passionately, pushing her back down on to the sofa. “I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment you got here…” she breathed before her lips were on Phoebe’s again, and Phoebe’s hands were on her, and their bodies were pressed up against each other.

Within minutes they’d both had their first shuddering climaxes of the night, still fully clothed, still on the sofa, caught up in their desperate physical desire for each other, passion beating everything.

Cooking and reality TV as foreplay, Harriet thought, that and a lot of wine.

Not a bad combination at all.

***

Around midnight the two women had made it to bed and were lying naked facing each other, the sheets somewhere on the floor, the window open to let the cooler night air in. It was the first time they’d spent time together at Harriet and Zach’s flat and they’d ended up in Harriet and Zach’s bedroom, something that Harriet had pre-agreed with him. It was kind of strange, but with Ben they always used the spare room, while with Phoebe it felt ok not to. She couldn’t explain why, neither could Zach, but it just felt right… probably the whole Ben as a plausible love rival thing versus Phoebe as a casual whatever-she-was.

“I like the painting,” Phoebe said, looking at the far wall.

Harriet turned and looked, then smiled. “I hated it at first,” she said. “Zach picked it out at this market we went to and I thought it was too dark. Almost a little scary.”

“That’s why I like it.” Her hand slipped idly along Harriet’s side, giving her little goosebumps. “A bit of edge to it.”

Harriet’s phone buzzed and she rolled over to check it, rolling back to face Phoebe once she had it in hand. “Sorry, it’s set so that only Zach comes up as an alert at night, so… you know.”

Phoebe smiled. “I know, don’t worry. What’s he saying?”

“Oh, just asking how dinner was.”

“What are you going to reply?”

“I might leave it for a minute, get his imagination going…”

Phoebe reached out her hand. “Let me reply for you.”

Harriet looked at her for a long moment, seeing a playful hint to Phoebe’s expression that she both liked very much and wondered what she might say. Screw it, Harriet thought, Zach will like that. She handed over her phone.

Phoebe typed away for a few minutes, deleting her message a couple of times and starting again, the light from the screen lighting up her face in the half darkness of the room. Harriet hadn’t realised but Phoebe bit her bottom lip a little when she was concentrating, which looked cute as hell.

Finally, she was done. “There. Sent.” She handed the phone back to Harriet and she read it.

Hey Zach, Phoebe here. Dinner was great. In fact so good I’m holding your wife hostage in your bed. I’m not letting her wear any clothes. I’ll only set her free once she’s given me a whole night of her undivided attention. Sweet dreams Pxx

Harriet looked at Phoebe. “I’m your hostage am I?”

“I’d like to think so.”

She looked at Phoebe for a long moment, an idea forming… she’d discovered with Ben back in the Blue Mountains that she rather liked, in moderation, playing a little with being tied up. Just a little. Phoebe had done the same to her when they’d had a foursome at her place and, well, if Phoebe was going to claim that Harriet was her hostage then they could have some fun with it.

She handed the phone to Phoebe again. “Tell him that you’ll send proof.”

Phoebe raised a questioning eyebrow, but when Harriet nodded her encouragement she simply smiled and typed out a message.

A reply was quick to come. “‘Proof necessary’ Zach says,” Phoebe read from the screen. “I think I can see where you’re going with this…”

Harriet grinned as she climbed off the bed. “Be right back.”

She went through to the spare room and opened one of the bedside drawers, knowing exactly what she wanted… a pair of ridiculous pink fluffy handcuffs that were gentle on the wrists but also surprisingly robust, and also, very importantly, the key.

Coming back in she held them up for Phoebe to see. “Let’s make it legitimate…”

Phoebe sat up in the bed, laughing. “If you absolutely insist.”

“Oh, I absolutely do.”

Harriet started to lie down on the bed but Phoebe shook her head. “My hostage, my rules. I want you on your front, your head near the foot of the bed.” Hesitating for a second, Harriet did as Phoebe asked, lying down on her front. “Now hold on to the bed frame with both hands.”

Harriet complied, and Phoebe crouched down on the floor in front of her, putting the cuffs around her wrists with the chain looped around the bed frame.

Phoebe went and fetched the phone and crouched down again. “Say cheese,” she joked as she took a couple of photos, turning the phone around to show Harriet the result. Harriet grinned… if they didn’t get Zach going she didn’t know what would, Harriet very obviously handcuffed to the bed, very obviously naked, very obviously having fun.

She sent the images and got another quick message back. “‘Tell Harriet that I love her very, very much’ he says. ‘And Phoebe, don’t let her go just yet.’” Phoebe smiled at Harriet. “Who am I to argue?”

Harriet felt a little thrill run through her, because she really didn’t want to be let go just yet either. The idea of being there for Phoebe to do whatever she wanted to her… she liked that very much indeed.

“Can you message him to say I love him lots too, and that I’ll tell all tomorrow?” Harriet asked.

“Of course.” Phoebe typed out the message and sent it. “So… you want to do this?”

“I do if you do?”

Phoebe climbed on to the bed, propped up on an elbow next to where Harriet was lying, and she felt Phoebe’s hand slide slowly down her back and lower, down between her slightly parted legs. Harriet let out a little gasp of anticipation and excitement.

She leaned close to Harriet’s ear and whispered, “I do, on one condition.” She kissed Harriet’s cheek.

“What’s that?” Harriet was getting distracted already by Phoebe’s hand roaming her body at will.

“That we swap places at some point…”

Jesus, thought Harriet, yes and yes. “Deal.”


Chapter 8


Date night.

Harriet loved date night with Zach. Not that every night with him wasn’t lovely, but there was something special about getting dressed up, going out somewhere nice, pretending for a few hours that they were just a normal married couple without a complicated, albeit incredible satisfying, alternative lifestyle.

Tonight they’d chosen a wine bar in Surry Hills recommended by one of Zach’s friends and it was perfect… tons of character with a charming outdoor area strung with fairly lights overhead and tables tucked in here, there and everywhere. It was firmly a date venue and very romantic.

They’d been there about an hour, working their way through a bottle of excellent white wine and sharing a cheese board, when Harriet froze mid-sentence, her wine glass halfway to her lips.

“Harriet?” Zach said, his expression alarmed. “You okay?”

She was speechless for a moment, her mind struggling to catch up with what her eyes had spotted at the bar across the street from them.

At the couple sitting at a window table, clearly visible in the warm glow of the bar’s lighting.

At the couple sitting close together, holding hands across the table, looking at each other with expressions that were decidedly, well, couple-ish.

“It’s early days, I… he’s good looking, great fun, but… it’s complicated.”

Phoebe’s words from when she’d come over echoed in Harriet’s head.

“Harriet?” Zach tried again, then followed her gaze. “Oh.”

“Oh indeed,” Harriet managed.

Phoebe and Ben.

Now, Harriet understood what Phoebe had meant by complicated.

They both watched as Phoebe said something that made Ben laugh, watched as he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, watched as Phoebe leaned across the table, playfully demanding a kiss on the lips.

Harriet felt something twist inside her, and it wasn’t particularly pleasant. Not quite jealousy… or at least, not only jealousy, although jealousy was definitely there. It was more complicated than that. Surprise, definitely. A little hurt that neither of them had mentioned anything. But also…

“They look good together,” Zach ventured quietly.

They did. That was the annoying thing. They looked really good together.

“When did this happen?” Harriet said, more to herself than to Zach.

“No idea. But…” He squeezed her hand. “How are you feeling about it?”

Harriet took a moment to check in with herself. Jealous, yes. A little hurt, yes. But also kind of happy for them… it was tentative, and hadn’t been there just a few moments before, but there was a growing spark of joy mixed in with all the rest to see these two people that she cared about so happy together.

“I’m not sure yet,” she admitted. “Ask me again in five minutes. How about you?”

He smiled. “Same. It’s a surprise.”

She watched as Ben sat back and said something that made Phoebe both laugh and blush at the same time… God, they really did look good together, their chemistry off the charts.

“They didn’t tell us,” she said.

“No.”

“That bothers me.”

“Me too,” Zach agreed. “Although in fairness we don’t know how long this has been going on. Might be their first date.”

Harriet thought about the easy way they sat together, the comfortable intimacy of their body language. “I don’t think it’s their first date.”

“No. Probably not.”

“No, I mean that Phoebe kind of told me and I didn’t realise. She’s been seeing someone she really likes but it’s complicated.” She indicated across the road with her head. “As in… them. Us. Complicated.”

“Ah, I see.”

They sat in silence for a moment, watching their bull and their unicorn be a couple together.

Then Harriet started to smile.

“What?” Zach asked.

“I’m having an idea.”

“Oh God. That tone means trouble.”

Harriet pulled out her phone and opened her messages. With a few quick taps, she created a new group chat and added Zach, Ben and Phoebe.

“What are you calling it?” Zach asked, leaning over to see.

“My Menagerie,” Harriet replied, typing it in. “Because that’s what you all are. My bull, my unicorn, my… whatever this all is.” She knew she sounded a little deranged, knew that she was probably overcompensating for how she was feeling, no, I’m fine, this is great isn’t it, but what she absolutely did not want, the very last thing she wanted, was for it to be a problem between the four of them… so, make it light, make it fun.

Zach, to his credit, simply went with it, and she loved him all the more because Harriet knew that he knew what she doing.

She opened her camera app and zoomed in across the street, managing to get a reasonably clear photo of Ben and Phoebe at their table, holding hands, faces close together in conversation.

“Perfect,” she murmured to herself, Zach watching her closely, and sent the photo to the group chat with a single word:

BUSTED!!!

She added a laughing and a heart emoji too, keep it light, breezy.

They watched as, almost simultaneously, both Ben and Phoebe checked their phones. Even from across the street, Harriet could see Phoebe’s hand fly to her mouth. Could see Ben’s head whip around, scanning the street.

When he spotted them, his face went through several expressions in rapid succession… guilt, embarrassment, sheepish amusement… before settling on a helpless grin and a shrug.

He said something to Phoebe and pointed across the street at Harriet and Zach.

Both of them waved awkwardly.

Harriet and Zach waved back.

Her phone buzzed with a message from Ben.

Shit. Can we come over?

“Let’s go to them?” Harriet said to Zach and he nodded. She could tell that he was dealing with this much more calmly than she was, but that was often them… he’d have his own freak out later, maybe.

We’ll come to you x

“Come on,” Harriet said to Zach, draining her glass and standing up. “Let’s go and say hello to our two favourite people who are apparently dating each other.”

“You’re ok with this?” Zach asked as they paid their bill.

Harriet considered for a moment. “I think so. I mean, we’re non-monogamous. It would be pretty hypocritical of me to be upset that Ben’s seeing someone else when I’m literally married to you. And Phoebe is, well, she’s Phoebe.”

“True. But feelings don’t always follow logic.”

“Also true.” She took his hand as they crossed the street. “But I think… yeah. I think I’m okay with it. They’re both lovely. If they like each other, that’s… good?”

She wasn’t entirely convinced by her own words, but she was trying.

“Just don’t let me do or say anything stupid.”

Zach laughed and squeezed her hand. “Like I’ve ever had any chance of doing that…”

Harriet gave him a look that was meant to show displeasure but she ended up smiling. He’d said exactly the right thing at the right time to break the tension she was feeling.

They pushed open the door to the bar and made their way to Ben and Phoebe’s table. Both of them stood as Harriet and Zach approached, looking adorably flustered.

“Hey,” Ben said.

“Hey,” Phoebe echoed.

“Hey yourselves,” Harriet replied, and then she was hugging Ben, breathing in his familiar scent, feeling some of the tension inside ease. When she pulled back, she turned to Phoebe and hugged her tightly too. “So. Now I get what you meant by complicated!” she said to Phoebe.

“We…” Phoebe looked at Ben, who looked back at her with an expression that made Harriet’s breath catch, a look that they’d shared too.

“We’ve been seeing each other a bit,” Ben admitted. “Since Parkfest, actually. That night we all… you know.”

“We didn’t want to make things weird,” Phoebe added quickly. “With you guys. So we just… didn’t mention it. Not yet.”

“That backfired spectacularly,” Zach said with a grin.

“Yeah.” Ben ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I’m sorry we didn’t say anything. I just didn’t know how to bring it up. And then after Melbourne it got harder, and…”

“Ben,” Harriet interrupted gently. “It’s ok.”

He blinked in surprise. “It is?”

“Well, I’m a little hurt you didn’t tell us,” Harriet admitted. “And I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit jealous. But…” She looked between them, at their joined hands, at the way they stood close together. “You look happy. Both of you. And honestly, if I had to pick two people for each other, it would be you two.”

“Really?” Phoebe asked.

“Really.” Harriet smiled, and to her astonishment found that she really meant it. “Though I reserve the right to be a bit weird about it for a few days while I adjust.”

“That’s fair,” Ben said. He looked at Zach. “You ok with this too?”

“Mate, I’m thrilled,” Zach replied honestly. “You both deserve something good. And clearly you make each other happy.”

There was a slightly awkward pause, then Ben gestured to the two empty chairs at their table. “Do you want to join us? Have a drink?”

Harriet looked at Zach, and they had one of those wordless married-couple conversations that happened in a glance. She could see him thinking the same thing she was: this was their night. Their date. The beginning of whatever they were building together.

“Actually,” Harriet said, “I think you two should have your evening. We don’t want to intrude.”

“You wouldn’t be intruding,” Phoebe protested.

“We appreciate that,” Zach said. “But really. You’re on a date. You should enjoy it.”

Ben looked uncertain. “Are you sure?”

“Completely sure,” Harriet confirmed. She stepped close and kissed him on the cheek, brief but warm and friendly, then did the same to Phoebe. “Let’s catch up soon, all four of us. But tonight, enjoy your time together.”

“Thank you,” Phoebe said with a smile. “That’s… really generous of you.”

Harriet shrugged and grinned. “What can I say? I’m an exceptionally generous person.”

“And modest too,” Zach added, earning him an elbow to the ribs.

They said their goodbyes, more hugs, promises to talk soon, genuine warmth all around, and then Harriet and Zach were walking back out into the evening air.

***

They walked in silence for a block before Zach said, “How are you really feeling?”

Harriet took a moment to unpick what was going on in her head. “Weird. Good weird, I think, but definitely weird. I saw them together and I felt…” She struggled for words. “I wanted to stay. Or ask Ben to come home with us. Or both of them. Or anything to make it about me again.”

“But you didn’t.”

“Because that wouldn’t be fair.” She squeezed his hand. “We’ve spent months building this whole non-monogamous thing around me being the one who gets to explore, who gets to have Ben and Phoebe and whoever else. But if it’s really non-monogamous, it has to work both ways.”

“Very mature of you.”

“I have my moments.” She paused. “Though I’m absolutely going to need you to reassure me extensively when we get home that at least I’m still your favourite.”

Zach laughed. “Deal. Though you know you’re always my favourite, right? You’re my everything.”

“I know. But I still need to hear it.” She grinned and leaned into him. “And experience it.”

They walked a bit further, heading in the general direction of home, when Harriet’s phone buzzed. She pulled it out to see a couple of messages in their new group chat, one from Ben, one from Phoebe.

Thank you both for being so understanding. That means everything x

And:

You two are the best. Honestly. Talk soon Pxx

Harriet showed the messages to Zach, then typed a reply.

We’re really happy for you both. Take the time you need to figure out what this is. We’re not going anywhere x

She almost hit send, then paused. That didn’t feel right. She deleted what she’d written and started again.

We’re really happy for you both. Enjoy your evening together.

Better. Less presumptuous. Less about her.

She hit send.

“Good message,” Zach said, reading over her shoulder.

“Thanks. I’m trying very hard to be a grown-up about this.”

“You’re doing great.”

They walked on, and Harriet found herself thinking hard. Ben and Phoebe. Together. Dating. Maybe falling in love, if the way they’d looked at each other was any indication.

Her bull and her unicorn.

Part of her wanted to text Ben right now, ask for reassurance that what they had was still special. Part of her wanted to text Phoebe, make sure this wasn’t going to change their friendship-with-benefits.

But of course she didn’t do either of those things.

Instead, she held Zach’s hand tighter and kept walking.

“I think,” she said after a while, “we need to give them some space.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. They need to figure out what they are without us being… us. Without me being in the middle of it all the time.”

“That’s very wise.”

“I know.” She sighed. “I hate being wise. I’d rather be selfish and demanding.”

Zach laughed. “I know you would. But you’re not. You’re thoughtful and generous and you want the people you care about to be happy.”

“Even when it’s hard?”

“Especially when it’s hard.”

They reached their building and got the lift up in comfortable silence. Once inside their apartment, Harriet kicked off her heels and collapsed on the sofa.

“That was not how I expected date night to go,” she said.

“No.” Zach sat beside her and pulled her against him. “But for what it’s worth, I’m proud of you. That couldn’t have been easy.”

“It wasn’t.” Harriet curled into him, breathing in his familiar scent. “I wanted to be petty. I wanted to insert myself into their evening and make it about me.”

“But you didn’t.”

“But I didn’t.” She was quiet for a moment, then added, “I almost texted Ben just now. To ask him to come over tomorrow. One last time before he and Phoebe get serious.”

“What stopped you?”

“You,” she said simply. “The thought of what you’d say if I did that.”

“What would I say?”

“That I was being selfish. That I was making this about my feelings instead of respecting theirs. That if non-monogamy is going to work, it has to work for everyone, not just me. That I need to think about the long term picture, not the short term.”

“All true.” He kissed the top of her head. “But also, I would have understood. These are complicated feelings, Harriet. You’re allowed to have them.”

“I know. But I don’t have to act on them.” She tilted her head back to look at him. “They deserve a chance to figure out what they are. Without me interfering.”

“They do.”

“Even though it means less Ben for us. Probably less Phoebe too.”

“Even though.”

Harriet felt tears come to her eyes, which was ridiculous. She wasn’t losing either of them. She would if she started making this all about her, but she wasn’t. This was just evolution for all of them.

“I’m sad,” she admitted quietly. “The last few weeks have been so perfect. Is that ok?”

“Of course it’s ok.” Zach held her tighter. “You have real feelings for Ben. Feelings for Phoebe too, even if you’ve not realised it yet. Watching them potentially fall for each other, knowing it might change what you have with them… of course you’re sad.”

“But also happy for them?”

“You can be both.”

They sat together in the quiet of their living room and Harriet let herself feel all of it. The jealousy, the sadness, the happiness, the fear, the hope.

It was a lot, but manageable with Zach beside her.

“What do we do now?” she asked eventually.

“Now?” Zach considered. “Now we give them space, at least for a few days. And we trust that if this is meant to work, something that encompasses all four of us together, it’ll work better if Ben and Phoebe have had a little time and space to build something real first.”

“And if they decide they just want each other? No us?”

“Then we’ll deal with that if it happens. But Harriet?” He turned her face towards his. “That’s fine too. Us first, we’ve got each other. And it’s a big city, a lot of people live here. At worst we’ve made some lifelong friends, I’m sure of that, and if that’s the worst case then I’d say we’re winning, right?”

“You sure about that?”

“Pretty sure. Not completely sure, because none of us can see the future. But pretty sure.”

Harriet nodded slowly. “Okay. We give them a bit of space.”

“We give them space.”

Harriet kissed him then, deep and desperate and grateful. Grateful that she had this… their marriage, this partnership, this man who understood her even when she didn’t really understand herself.

“Take me to bed,” she whispered against his lips. “Remind me why you’re my favourite.”

He stood and pulled her up with him. “With pleasure.”

As they walked towards their bedroom Harriet felt some of the anxiety ease. Whatever happened with Ben and Phoebe, whatever shape this all took in the end, she had this.

She had Zach.

And that was enough.

More than enough.

It was everything.


Chapter 9


The next morning Harriet woke early with a churning feeling in her stomach. It gave her pause, trying to remember where that feeling had come from before, and then it came back to her… it was the exact same feeling she’d had back at university, the day after Zach had flown back to Australia after his year abroad in England, the day after they’d broken up, thinking they were being sensible and grown up and a whole heap of other things that took them the long holiday to realise they’d got badly wrong.

It wasn’t a feeling she enjoyed, but at least in being able to put a name to it she could understand it and manage it.

Still only 6am, she silently put on her running kit and went out for an early morning jog on what was an uncharacteristically overcast day. The exercise helped a lot, an hour of time just to herself to get her thoughts lined up and work through her demons, particularly those little ideas that popped up of somehow trying to insert herself back into Phoebe and Ben… she let the fantasies play out in her head, let them run their course, then she could set them to one side. It was a strategy that had worked for Harriet for years, and worked well for her that morning.

When she got home Zach was up and making scrambled eggs and avocado toast for breakfast… just when she thought he couldn’t get more perfect he surpassed himself again.

She walked straight over from the front door and hugged him, surprising him slightly but then he put down the utensils and hugged her back, and she knew, not that she’d doubted it, that everything would be ok.

“Morning,” he said into her hair.

“Morning.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Ok, I think,” she said. “Better than I expected. How about you?”

“That’s good, and about the same.” He kissed the top of her head then turned to stir the eggs. “Tea?”

“God, yes. But… make it properly.”

“I’ll try!”

They ate breakfast studiously ignoring the main topic, the only topic on their minds, instead talking about plans for the weekend. Plans that very likely didn’t include either Ben or Phoebe.

Finally, long after they’d finished and were both idly catching up on the news on their phones, Zach put his phone down and looked at her. “We should talk about it.”

“Should we?” Harriet said, but she knew of course that he was right.

“What do you want to do? About Ben and Phoebe.”

Harriet set down her own phone and wrapped both hands around her coffee mug. “I’ve been thinking about that. About what we said last night, giving them space.”

“And?”

“I think we should actually do it. Properly.” She looked up to meet his eyes. “I think we should message them. Tell them explicitly that we’re stepping back for a while. Give them room to figure out what they are without us… hovering.”

Zach nodded slowly. “I’ve been thinking the same. But… I know you’ve got more invested in them, in one way or the other.”

“I’m trying to be less selfish about it.”

“You’re not selfish, Harriet. You’re human. And you have feelings for both of them, let’s be honest. So do I, Ben particularly. It’s inevitable that it’s complicated.”

“It is complicated.” She took a sip of coffee. “But I keep thinking about what we said last night. If non-monogamy is going to work, it has to work for everyone. Ben deserves to have something that’s his. Not just nights with us and the odd weekend away with just me that fits round the edges of you and I. Something more substantial.”

“And if that something substantial is Phoebe?”

“Then…” Harriet felt her breath catch. “Then I’m happy for them. Both of them.”

“Even though it might mean less time with either of them? Or even no time with either of them? Maybe just being friends?”

“Even though.” She paused. “I mean, I’m not thrilled about it. But I can be not-thrilled and still want what’s best for them. And if the choice is to have them in our lives as friends, or not at all, friends wins every time.” She smiled weakly. “I’d rather more than friends, of course, but life isn’t perfect sometimes.”

Zach reached across and took her hand. “I love you so, so much.”

“I love you too.” She squeezed his hand back. “Will you help write the message? I don’t trust myself not to make it weird.”

“Of course.”

They spent the next twenty minutes crafting the perfect message, deleting and rewriting and debating specific words. Finally, they settled on something that felt right.

Harriet opened the My Menagerie group chat and typed:

Hey you two. Zach and I have been talking, and we want you to know something. We think you should take some time to explore what’s happening between you without us in the mix. We’re not going anywhere, and this doesn’t change how we feel about either of you. But you deserve space and as long as you both need to figure out what you are to each other. We’ll be here whenever you’re ready. Love you both xx

She showed it to Zach, who nodded. “Perfect.”

She hit send.

***

The little “read” receipts appeared almost immediately… they were both online. Then the typing indicator popped up.

And popped up.

And kept popping up.

Whether they were reading it together or apart she didn’t know, would never know, but if they weren’t with each other at that moment she smiled to think of the urgent phone call between them.

Finally, a message came through from Ben.

Are you sure? We don’t want to lose what we have with you both.

Phoebe then added:

We really don’t. You’re both so important to us xx

Harriet felt tears come to her eyes. God, she loved them both. Like genuinely loved them… they were precious to her, and she knew that Zach felt the same. Why did it have to take something like this to be able to put a name, finally, to how she felt? And how had she ended up caring so much about two people who weren’t her husband?

Harriet tapped out a reply, showing it to Zach who nodded before sending.

We’re sure. And you’re not losing us. We’re just giving you room to breathe. To be yourselves together without worrying about how it affects us xx

“You mind if I add something?” Zach asked. Harriet nodded.

What Harriet said. You two deserve to figure this out. We’ll still be here.

Another pause. More typing from Phoebe.

Thank you. Both of you. This means more than you know. You really are the best. We’ll talk soon, okay? xx

Harriet’s reply was easy to write.

Whenever you’re ready xx

Harriet put her phone down and let out a long breath she hadn’t even realised she’d been holding.

“Done,” she said.

“Done,” Zach echoed.

***

They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of what they’d just done settling over them, and then Harriet went to get showered and changed from her run, a curiously mundane activity to follow something that felt so momentous.

“So,” Zach said when she returned. “What do we do now?”

Harriet laughed, but it came out a bit forced. “I have absolutely no idea.”

“We should treat this as an opportunity. We’ve started The Pause. Let’s make the most of it.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well,” Zach continued. “We’ve been doing this whole experiment thing for months now, and we never intended it to be so focused on one, now possibly two other people. Maybe we can use this time to take stock? Explore on our own terms, if we want to?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re a hotwife who’s gotten very comfortable with her bull and then her unicorn. Maybe it’s time to remember what it’s like to just… play. Be spontaneous. See what happens.”

Harriet felt a little flutter of excitement, taking the edge off the sense of deflation she had. “You’re suggesting we go back to basics?”

“Sort of… I’m suggesting we maybe take a little while not seeking out opportunities, but being open to anything that comes up. Just enjoy life, enjoy us, enjoy our friends, see what happens.”

“So if we were out, we could play our old game, the nightcap one, I chat to someone who looks fun, see where it takes us? That sort of thing?”

“Exactly. Or if you were out and had an opportunity, so long as you agree with me first. But take a break from all the craziness.”

Harriet smiled, which surprised her given how she’d been feeling when she came out of the shower. “That sounds perfect. Absolutely perfect.”


Chapter 10


Three weeks.

That’s how long it had been since they’d seen Ben and Phoebe, and Harriet was surprised to find she was… ok.

Not just ok. Actually pretty good.

She missed them, of course. Missed the way that her heart skipped a beat when she was in Ben’s arms, the way that Phoebe made her feel so alive. But the space had been good, necessary even.

It had given her time to remember who she was outside of the complexity of being married but also being involved with other people. In two and a half relationships as Zach had jokingly called it.

It had given her time to just… be Harriet, and for Zach to just be Zach.

Which was why, on a Saturday night three weeks after The Pause, she found herself getting ready for a girls’ night out with actual female friends who had nothing to do with her alternative lifestyle and who knew nothing about it.

“You look hot,” Zach said from the doorway, watching as she applied her lipstick in the bathroom mirror.

“Thank you.” Harriet turned to model the dress she’d chosen… a sleek black minidress that hugged her curves and ended mid-thigh. “Not too much?”

“Just enough.” He grinned. “You ladies are going to be fighting off admirers all night.”

“That’s the plan. At least for the others.” She slipped on her heels and grabbed her purse. “You’ve still got plans for tonight?”

“Yeah, still meeting a couple of the guys from cricket earlier for a beer. But I’ll have my phone on me the whole time.” He grinned. “Just in case.”

As in, just in case something happened. Just in case an opportunity presented itself.

They’d agreed that while they were in The Pause they would take a break from actively seeking out opportunities to play, but if opportunities came their way… Harriet had to admit that she felt a little thrill at the possibility. Not that she was planning anything, she wasn’t going out to try to get laid, it genuinely was dinner and drinks with Mel, Tash and Kate. But if something did happen…

“Have fun,” Zach said, kissing her on the cheek and taking care not to smudge her lipstick.

“You too. Love you so much.”

“Love you so much too. Now go… your taxi’s already messaged twice to say they’re waiting!”

***

Dinner was at a trendy new Japanese place… delicate, delicious food, even better cocktails, and conversation that flowed easily with her three friends. Mel was gushing about the latest guy she’d met on a dating app, Tash was lamenting having to use two weeks of her precious annual leave to go to her cousin’s wedding in the US, and Kate was complaining about her nightmare boss.

Harriet contributed what she could but mostly she just enjoyed being normal. Being the only married one out of the four she could dispense little nuggets of relationship wisdom without having to explain that actually, her marriage was very far from conventional.

After dinner they migrated to a bar that Mel had heard was the new place to be on a Saturday night. It was certainly popular, packed with people, a queue to get in that they managed to charm their way to the front of, music thumping, lights low, and their group squeezed into a spot near the dance floor where they could only just hear each other talk.

“Next round’s me,” Harriet shouted over the music. “Same again?”

Three enthusiastic nods came her way and she pushed and twisted her way through the crowd to the bar.

She was waiting to catch the bartender’s attention when a voice next to her said, “You’ll be waiting forever. He’s hopeless.”

Harriet turned to find a guy about her age, maybe a bit younger, grinning at her. Tall, fit, light brown hair, nice smile. Objectively attractive. Very attractive.

One hundred percent her type.

“Is he?” she replied.

“Completely. You’re better off trying the woman at the other end.”

“Good tip. Thanks.”

“No worries.” He paused, then added, “You’re English.”

“Bath, originally. You?”

His face lit up. “Bristol! I knew I caught a hint of the accent. What are the odds?”

There was no way he could hear her accent over the music, but she decided to bite anyway. “In Sydney? Pretty low, I’d say.” She stuck out her hand. “Harriet.”

“Max.” He shook it, his grip firm. “How long have you been out here?”

“Few years now. You?”

“Two years. God, it’s nice to hear a proper English accent. I’m surrounded by Aussies all day.”

Harriet laughed. “I know the feeling. Though I have to say, Bristol? Really? We’re mortal enemies, you and I.”

“Oh, here we go. Let me guess, you’re one of those Bath people who thinks you’re posh because you’ve got Roman ruins?”

“We are posh, thank you very much. Bristol’s just… well, it’s Bristol.”

“Ouch.” He was grinning though. “You follow the rugby?”

“I do, actually. Grew up going to the Rec.”

“No way! It hurts me to admit it but it’s a great ground, much more character than Bristol.” He looked around theatrically. “Don’t let anyone hear I told you that.”

She smiled. “Your secret’s safe with me. Were you at the 2022 Bath Bristol game?”

“Yeah… were you?”

Harriet nodded. “Most recent game I went to before moving here. That was a brutal match.”

“And the right team won…” Max added. “Best day of my life. Do you know the Pig and Fiddle?”

“Know it?” Harriet replied. “That’s where we always went for a beer before a match.”

“Us too! Always packed but great atmosphere.”

“Small world, right? We must have been there at the same time.”

“Probably were. Small world indeed.” He shook his head, laughing. “Here we are, thousands of miles from home, and we find each other in a Sydney bar talking about rugby and pubs in Bath.”

“It’s kind of surreal, isn’t it?”

“It’s brilliant. Like a little oasis of Englishness.” He gestured around at the bar. “Don’t get me wrong, I love Australia, but sometimes you just want to talk to someone who doesn’t take the sunshine for granted.”

“Or someone who understands that proper tea requires an English teabag and a kettle, not a microwave.”

“Exactly!” Max laughed. “There’s no good tea here.”

“Ah, I managed to smuggle a stash in.”

“Now you’re just making me jealous. So what do you do out here, Harriet from Bath?”

Eventually she managed to catch the female bartender’s attention and ordered her round. As she waited she explained how she was a doctor and he mentioned that he was a personal trainer, Max leaning against the bar next to her. He was good company, really good company in fact… she liked him.

“So, Harriet from Bath, can I get your number?”

She felt a little flutter in her chest. Here it was. The moment.

She held up her left hand, letting the light catch on her wedding ring. “Married, sorry.”

His face fell slightly, but to his credit he recovered quickly. “Lucky guy.”

“I’d like to think so.” She paused, then added with a smile, “He certainly tells me he is.”

“Fair enough. Well, it was nice meeting you anyway.”

“You too, Max from Bristol.”

The bartender handed over her drinks and Harriet made her way back to her friends, acutely aware that Max was watching her go. She resisted the urge to look back.

“Who was that?” Kate asked immediately, her eyes gleaming with interest. Kate was single and Max would certainly be her type.

“Just some guy. British. We were comparing notes about home.”

“He’s hot.”

“He is,” Harriet agreed.

“And you’re married.”

“Very married.”

“Shame for you.” Kate laughed. “Don’t worry, I won’t let on to Zach that you’ve been talking to random hot guys!”

Harriet just smiled and took a sip of her drink.

***

About half an hour later, when the conversation had moved on and her friends were debating whether to stay or move to another bar, Harriet pulled out her phone to message Zach. She’d been turning her chat with Max over in her head, and figured that opportunity had come knocking.

So I might have found someone to play with. Brit, personal trainer, very charming and devastatingly handsome. Thoughts? x

The reply came before she’d even had the chance to lock her phone.

I’m very game if you are. Want me to head home? x

She typed a quick response.

Give me 20 minutes, should know either way by then x

She looked up to check that Max was still there and saw him across the bar, talking to his friends but also, she couldn’t help notice, glancing in her direction. Their eyes met and he smiled. She played along, using the old tricks from when she’d been single long ago, glancing away then back at him, flashing him a shy smile before looking away again.

Harriet made a decision.

“I’m going to head off soon,” she announced to her friends. “Early start tomorrow.”

“Boooo,” Mel said, but she was smiling. “Fair enough. This was fun though.”

“It really was.”

Twenty minutes later, after hugs and promises to do it again soon, Harriet’s friends headed off to the next bar and she stood on the street watching them go.

Then, the minute they were out of sight, she turned and said to the doorman, “Sorry, I left something inside.” He nodded and let her jump the queue, and she was back inside the bar.

Max was still there, still with his friends, and his face lit up when he saw her coming back.

“Forget something?” he asked as she approached.

“Yeah, actually. I did.” Harriet held out her hand. “Can I see your phone?”

He looked puzzled but handed it over. Harriet typed in her number and handed it back.

Then she leaned close, standing on her tiptoes to speak directly into his ear over the music. “Message me in a minute.” She gave him a playful peck on the cheek. “You just got lucky, Max from Bristol. You need to show this posh Bath girl what she's been missing."

She pulled back, gave him a smile, and walked away.

This time she did look back, just as she reached the door, and caught him staring after her with an expression of complete bewilderment. His friends meanwhile looked like they were somewhere between jealous and amazed.

Outside, her phone buzzed.

Um, hi? I’m confused but very interested.

Harriet grinned and typed back.

I’ll send you my address in a second. Be there in an hour. Two conditions: first, my husband watches, second, tonight only, no strings attached.

She hit send before she could second-guess herself.

The reply took a few minutes.

Are you serious?

Ah yes, the moment where him and his mates think it’s too good to be true.

Completely. You in?

Another pause.

I’m very in. See you in an hour.

Harriet immediately texted Zach.

He’s coming over in an hour. You good to head home? x

His reply took moments.

On my way. This is going to be amazing. You’re amazing. x

There was only one possible reply to that:

I know xx

***

An hour later Harriet and Zach were both home, slightly nervous, both excited. It felt a little like that first time Ben had come over all those months ago, but different. Different because they knew what they were doing now, different because they didn’t have to agree on what was ok or not, they both knew, different because they had the absolute certainty that whatever happened with Max wouldn’t blow up their marriage, something that had been a genuine risk that they’d probably underestimated back when they started out.

Harriet had touched up her makeup, checked her dress, put her heels back on in anticipation (Zach was insistent that they made her legs look amazing). Zach meanwhile had tidied the living room, set up his usual watching spot, and poured them both a glass of wine with a third glass sat ready.

“What if he doesn’t show?” Harriet asked, standing up from her stool at their kitchen island and pacing.

“Then he doesn’t show and… I figure I’m a decent substitute.” Zach stood too and hugged her. “But he’ll show.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you’re irresistible. And he’d be insane to pass this up. I mean look at you… literally no man could resist you right now.”

Right on cue, the buzzer sounded.

Harriet and Zach looked at each other.

“That’s him,” Harriet said, completely unnecessarily.

“That’s him,” Zach agreed, grinning. “You ready?”

“So ready.”

Zach buzzed him up and they waited by the door. When the knock came, Harriet took a deep breath and opened it.

Max was stood there, looking slightly uncertain but definitely interested. He looked good in his trousers and shirt… handsome and fit and all the things that Harriet liked in a man.

“Hi,” Harriet said.

“Hi.” He looked past her to Zach. “And you must be the husband.”

“Zach.” Zach stepped forward, hand outstretched, a warm smile on his face. “Good to meet you.”

They shook hands, and Harriet was amused to see both men sizing each other up in that very male way, though friendly. She was glad that her instincts with Max seemed to be right, that he was here with a positive intent.

“Come in,” she said, stepping aside.

Max walked in, looking around the apartment, clearly trying to get his bearings in what must have been a very unusual situation for him.

“Drink?” Harriet asked.

“Yeah, thanks. Anything that’s open.”

She poured him a glass of the wine and they all stood there for a moment, the awkwardness palpable.

Then Max laughed. “I have to say, this is a first for me.” He took a sip of his wine. “If I’d known that this was what Bath girls were really like I’d have made the trip over from Bristol more often!”

Harriet grinned and felt her cheeks redden. “Us Bath girls are very innocent and chaste women, I’ll have you know.”

Zach looked at Max. “Don’t believe a word she says,” he joked.

“So how does this work?” Max asked.

Harriet glanced at Zach for final confirmation, who nodded. Good, he approved of her choice. She put down her wine glass and walked over to Max.

“It works,” she said, looking up at him, “like this.”

And she kissed him.

He responded immediately, his hands moving to her waist, pulling her closer. It was a good kiss… confident yet considerate, filled with desire yet hinting just enough at more to come.

When they broke apart, both breathing a little harder, Max glanced over at Zach, his hands still on Harriet and hers on him. “This is really ok?”

“More than ok,” Zach replied from the stool he’d sat down on. “I’m enjoying the show.”

“Well alright then.”

Max kissed Harriet again, harder this time, more passionate, and she felt herself responding, her body remembering what it was like… the thrill of someone new, someone she didn’t know and who didn’t know her, someone who wanted her and who she wanted. His lips were new, his tongue was new, his smell was new, his body was new… everything was new and exciting and interesting.

It progressed quickly from there, one moment they were kissing stood near the kitchen, the next they were near the sofa, his hands already unzipping her dress, her already unbuttoning his shirt, feeling his hard muscles beneath.

“Wait,” Harriet gasped between kisses. “Not the sofa. Bedroom.”

“Lead the way.”

She took his hand and led him down the hallway to the spare room, what she’d come to think of as Ben’s room though she tried not to think about it in that moment. Zach followed, sitting down on the sofa by the window.

Max noticed the set up and grinned. “You guys have done this before.”

“It’s not our first rodeo,” Harriet admitted. “But we’ve not done it much.”

“Lucky me,” he replied and then he kissed her again, the two of them falling on to the bed. Max’s shirt came off and she fumbled at the buckle of his belt, getting it undone, as he slipped the dress down off her shoulders and sat back to take it off completely, leaving her in only her black lingerie. “Jesus, Harriet, has anyone ever told you how fucking hot you are?” he asked as they lay down and he started to kiss down her neck towards her breasts.

Harriet looked over at Zach who was so obviously excited to watch this, a smile plastered across his face. “Once or twice,” she teased, holding eye contact with Zach, “but feel free to say it as much as you want.” I love you she mouthed at Zach, and he mouthed it back.

“You…” Max kissed her neck, “are…” his fingers brushed over her hard nipple, making her gasp, “so…” he undid her bra, slipping it off and tossing it away, “fucking…” his tongue flicked her nipple now, sending an exquisite shiver of pleasure right through her, “hot.”

His hand slid between her legs and she cried out, knowing that her arousal was sky high already, the excitement, the novelty, the knowledge that Zach was watching, and she thought what it must be like to be in his shoes… to see her in just her lingerie, this good looking man’s hands and tongue and lips on her body, the two of them moving against each other with only one conclusion likely.

It was hot. Really, really hot.

Her lingerie came off, and so did Max’s clothes, and then they were rolling around together, fiercely passionate, naked, a man and a woman who’d grown up not many miles apart and yet hadn’t known each other even existed until a couple of hours before, hands touching and lips caressing, sensations everywhere and a desperation to make the most of this one night only encounter.

Max positioned himself at her entrance and then they were both startled by a polite cough from the sofa. Harriet looked over quizzically and Zach said, “Protection,” tossing them a wrapper.

“Oops…” Harriet said, embarrassed to have forgotten… she’d got so used to sex with Ben where they now relied on her birth control that she’d completely forgotten. She slipped the protection on to Max who looked equally sheepish, then looked up at him poised above her. “Time for you to show me quite how good you Bristol men are…”

He slid into her and she gasped as he filled her, pulling him in with her hands on his tight ass. He felt glorious, different to Zach, different to Ben, and very, very good.

"That's ok?" Max asked.

"Perfect. Now show me what posh Bath girl has been missing out on all these years…"

Max did not disappoint.

***

Quite a bit later Max was getting dressed while Harriet lay under the covers, thoroughly satisfied and somewhat exhausted. They’d had sex twice and fooled around a fair bit in between… that felt just about right to Harriet, enough to really enjoy and build genuine rapport with each other, enough to start to really understand each other’s bodies, but also not too much.

“That was…” Max started to say, then laughed. He shook his head. “Yeah, I don’t actually have words.”

“If you did they’d be good I hope?” Harriet asked, knowing the answer but fishing anyway.

“The very best.” He buttoned up his shirt. “Thank you. Both of you. That was incredible.”

“You’re welcome,” Zach said from his chair. “You guys looked good together.”

“We were,” Harriet agreed.

Max finished dressing and leaned down to kiss Harriet one more time. “If you ever want to do this again…”

“We’ll let you know,” Harriet replied with a smile, kissing him again, a lingering kiss. "Wait, I'll be right back. I've got something for you."

Harriet climbed out of bed and threw a bathrobe over her shoulders, heading to the kitchen, seeing Max look at Zach with an expression of bemusement and Zach simply shrug and grin in reply.

She came back in a couple of minutes later carrying a small, sealed plastic bag and tossed it to Max. "Your payment," she joked.

Max looked confused and then started laughing. "Actual English teabags?"

"The same."

"You should feel honoured, Max," Zach added. "Harriet guards those jealously."

"Just when I thought tonight couldn't get any better," Max replied. He hugged Harriet. "Thank you, Harriet from Bath."

"See you around, Max from Bristol."

Zach showed Max out then came back to the spare room. Harriet was back in the bed, naked again, looking up at him with a familiar expression.

“So,” Zach said. “How was it?”

“Good. Really good.” She propped herself up on her elbows. “But you know what?”

“What?”

“As ever, it was only good because you were here. Without you watching, it would have been just… fine. Nice. Nothing special.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She held out her hand to him. “Come here. I need you.”

“Yeah?” He had a hungry look in his eye that told her that the night wasn’t over yet. “Need me how?”

“Need you to remind me who I belong to. Need you to reclaim me from my random British personal trainer.” She grinned. “Think you can handle that? Aussie male pride and all that?”

Zach was already pulling off his shirt. “I think I can manage.”

He climbed onto the bed and pulled Harriet to him, kissing her hard, possessively, and she melted into it. This… this was what she needed. Not Max, nice as he’d been. This. Zach. Her husband. Her everything.

“Bedroom,” she whispered. “Our bedroom. Not this one.”

“Agreed.”

He stood and helped her up, and they made their way down the hallway to their own room, to their own bed.

And as Zach laid her down and made love to her, slow and intense and reclaiming, Harriet thought about how lucky she was. To have a husband who understood this part of her. Who encouraged it. Who loved watching her with others but who she always, always came home to.

Ben and Phoebe were out there somewhere, building something together.

And here she was, building something too. With Zach. Always with Zach.

Everything else was just… extra.

Fun, exciting, satisfying extra.

But this, this marriage, this love, this man, was home.

And there was nowhere else she’d rather be.


Chapter 11


Harriet was supervising Sophie’s consultation with a patient one afternoon when her phone buzzed in her pocket. In all honesty, supervision was a very loose term by now… Sophie was nearly at the end of her rotation in Harriet’s department and was going to make an excellent doctor, no, she corrected herself, was already an excellent doctor. So supervision was just about as light as could be at that stage, simply Harriet sitting in just in case Sophie needed to ask or clarify something. The best stage of supervising a junior doctor… purely there for emergencies.

She ignored the buzzing. Then it buzzed again. And again.

“Sorry,” she said to Sophie, “I just need to step outside. I’ll be outside the door if you need me.”

Sophie smiled and nodded before looking back at the elderly patient. “I think it is excellent that your daughter is doing so well, but how about we focus on what your concern is…”, her voice dropping off as Harriet closed the door behind her and stood out in the hallway.

She pulled out her phone to find three texts from Zach, each more cryptic than the last.

You’ll never guess who I just ran into x

Then:

Actually you probably could guess given that I’m messaging you about it, but still x

And then:

I’ll tell you tonight. Don’t ask, I’m not saying anything until then x

Harriet stared at her phone. What the hell?

She typed back quickly.

WHO??? Tell me now! xx

The reply came immediately:

Nope. Tonight. I promise it’s worth the wait x

She fired back her reply:

I hate you xx

She could see that Zach was typing, then his reply pinged up.

No you don’t x

Harriet shoved her phone back in her pocket, knocking and going back into the consultation room. “Sorry,” she whispered and settled down again in her seat, her mind on overdrive.

For the rest of the afternoon, Harriet couldn’t concentrate. Ben or Phoebe. It had to be.

But which one? And what had they said? And why was Zach being so bloody annoying about it?

The afternoon dragged on forever. Every time she checked her phone, hoping for more details, there was nothing. Just Zach being infuriatingly mysterious.

Finally, mercifully, her shift ended and she practically ran to catch her tram home.

***

When she burst through the door of their apartment Zach was in the kitchen making dinner, looking annoyingly pleased with himself.

“Tell me,” Harriet demanded, skipping right past hello. “Right now. Who did you run into?”

“Hello to you too,” Zach grinned. “How was your day?”

“Zach, I swear to God…”

“Fine, fine.” He turned from the hob, still smiling. “I ran into Phoebe.”

Harriet’s breath caught. “Phoebe? Where? When? What did she say?”

“This afternoon. I popped out for coffee around three, and she was on her way back from seeing a client.”

“And?”

“We stopped and chatted for a while. I bought her a coffee.”

“For how long?”

“Twenty minutes? Half an hour?” He laughed. “I didn’t time us.”

“Half an hour! And you’re only telling me now?” Harriet tossed her bag onto the sofa and walked over to him. “What did she say? How did she look? Was she with Ben? Did she mention us? Did…”

“Slow down,” Zach laughed. “One question at a time.”

Harriet took a deep breath. “Ok. How did she look?”

“Good. Really good, actually. Happy.”

“Happy how?”

“Just… happy. Relaxed. New relationship glow relaxed I reckon.”

Harriet felt that now familiar lurch in her stomach. “So she and Ben are definitely serious then.”

“Seems like it from what she said.” Zach turned back to the hob, stirring something that smelled admittedly delicious despite her annoyance with him. “She asked after you.”

“She did? What did she ask?”

“How you were doing. Whether you were keeping busy.”

“What did you tell her?” Harriet asked.

“That you were good. Keeping busy.” He gave a shy smile. “I didn’t mention what we got up to with Max at the weekend…”

Harriet leaned against the counter, processing, calmer now, her annoyance with Zach dissipating. “Did she say anything about Ben?”

“Not really. Just that he was good.”

“Did she say anything about… us? Like, us and them?”

“Not explicitly.” Zach paused, thinking. “But there was something in the way she asked about you. Like she was… I don’t know. Testing the waters maybe?”

“Testing the waters how?”

“I can’t explain it. Just a vibe.”

“A vibe,” Harriet repeated. “That’s very helpful, thank you.”

“You asked!”

“Did she say anything about wanting to see us? Or when we might all hang out again?”

“No, but that was the vibe, like she was seeing whether the door was still open.”

“Did you ask?”

“No. How could I have? It would be the very opposite of giving them the space we promised!”

Harriet groaned and put her head in her hands. “I can’t believe you talked to her for half an hour and didn’t get any useful information.”

“You’re sounding like my mother asking me about my old school friends.”

“That’s a low blow,” Harriet replied with narrowed eyes, but she was smiling inside because she knew it was kind of true.

“I got plenty of useful information!”

“Like what?”

“Like she’s happy. Like she’s thinking about us. Like maybe, at some point, they’ll reach out.”

“Might,” Harriet said. “Might reach out. That’s not exactly concrete.”

Zach put down his spoon, turned down the heat, and walked over to her, taking her hands in his. “What did you want me to do? Interrogate her in the middle of the street about their relationship and when they’re planning to contact us?”

“Yes.” Harriet was smiling now, appreciating how ridiculous it sounded when he spelled it out. “That would have been ideal.”

“You’re impossible.”

“I know.” She sighed. “I just miss them. Both of them.”

“I know you do.” He pulled her into a hug. “I miss them too.”

“Do you think they miss us?”

“I think Phoebe stopping to chat for half an hour when she probably wanted to get home and have a shower and do whatever else suggests yes.”

Harriet pulled back to look at him. “Really?”

“Really. She didn’t have to stop. She could have just waved, said a quick hello and kept walking. But she didn’t. She wanted to talk.”

“That’s true.” Harriet felt a little glimmer of hope. “So you think they might reach out?”

“I think they will. When they’re ready.”

“But when will that be?”

“I don’t know, Harriet. But we agreed to be patient, remember? To give them space to figure things out.”

“I know. I just…” She trailed off.

“You just what?”

“I worry that maybe they’ll figure it out and decide they don’t need us. That they’re happy just the two of them.”

Zach was quiet for a moment. “Is that what you really think?”

Harriet considered. “No. I don’t think that. But I worry about it.”

“That’s fair.” He kissed her forehead and she pushed against him, hugging him. “But Phoebe asking about you… that doesn’t sound like someone who’s decided they don’t need us.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“So we wait.”

“We wait,” Harriet reluctantly agreed.

“And in the meantime,” Zach said, turning back to the hob. “Dinner.”

“It smells delicious, but I know you’re just trying to distract me from being annoyed at you for not getting more information out of Phoebe.”

“Is it working?”

Harriet laughed. “A little…”

***

While they ate dinner Harriet made Zach go through the encounter three times in painstaking detail, asking questions that he couldn’t possibly answer.

“What was she wearing?”

“I don’t know, workout clothes?”

“What kind of workout clothes?”

“The workout kind!”

“Was she wearing makeup?”

“I genuinely have no idea. Is this a trap? Because if I noticed it means, well, I noticed, but if I don’t it means I didn’t find out everything you want?” He was smiling.

“Well, you have slept with her on several occasions,” Harriet said. “So you’re allowed to notice her. Other women, not so much. Phoebe, yes.”

“Ok, so I don’t know about makeup, I can’t remember exactly what she was wearing, but I can confirm that she looked good, really good.” He shrugged. “Exercise clothes suit her.”

“Did she seem like she was going to Ben’s place?”

“I doubt it when he would be at work!”

Despite her teasing interrogation, Harriet felt better in the end. Lighter. Knowing that Phoebe seemed happy and pleased to see Zach… it was something. Not much, but something.

***

Later that night, lying in bed, Harriet said, “Thank you for telling me about running into her.”

“Of course. Though I’m sorry I made you wait.”

“You’re not sorry at all. You enjoyed torturing me.”

“Maybe a little bit,” Zach admitted. “But seriously, are you ok? With everything?”

“Yeah.” Harriet thought about it. “I am. I miss them. But I’m okay with missing them, if that makes sense. And knowing that Phoebe’s thinking about us too… that helps.”

“Good.”

“Do you really think they’ll reach out?”

“I really do. I don’t know when, but I think they will.”

“Ok.” Harriet cuddled up against him. “I’ll try to be patient.”

“That’s all we can do.”


Chapter 12


It was traditional in Harriet’s department to celebrate the end of a junior doctor’s rotation with after-work drinks, and Harriet had absolutely no intention of letting Sophie escape without upholding that tradition.

That Friday evening eight of them had decamped to a bar not too far from the hospital to mark the occasion. Harriet had been looking forward to it as the group who’d made it were all other doctors that she got on well with, and she was genuinely going to miss working with Sophie who had been a hard worker, very competent, but also a joy to spend time with over lunches or late dinners in the hospital canteen.

And, of course, there was a little frisson of something else, because Harriet had been thinking about Sophie in other, entirely inappropriate ways throughout her time supervising her. Ways that were fine just as a fantasy but absolutely would not have been fine in real life with the supervisor-subordinate power dynamics.

Power dynamics that, it had to be said, had disappeared the moment they left work that day at the end of her last shift in the department… that evening, she wasn’t Harriet’s subordinate, she was simply Sophie, funny, sharp, occasionally flirtatious, blonde and beautiful.

They were three drinks in, the group had thinned to four of them, and Sophie was regaling them with a tale from her emergency medicine rotation.

“I swear to God, he was walking… funny. And he wouldn’t tell anyone why.”

“What did you do?” Harriet asked.

“I ended up asking everyone else to leave and leaned in for him to whisper to me.” Sophie grinned. “He was so embarrassed.”

“And…?”

“Let’s just say, no one was quite sure how or why he had wanted to try putting a TV remote control where he did. The nurse’s face when it came to extraction was a picture!”

The conversation flowed on until it was only Harriet and Sophie left sat in a booth, facing each other with most of a bottle of wine left to finish between them.

“So,” Sophie said, topping up both their glasses. “I’ve been wanting to ask you something. We agreed not to talk about the whole Phoebe thing, but now we’re no longer colleagues I figure it’s fair game?”

Harriet felt her cheeks redden a little, but Sophie was right. “Ok…?”

“That night at Parkfest. With Phoebe.”

“What about it?”

“You two are… together?”

“It’s complicated.”

“But then there’s also Ben?” Sophie asked.

“Also complicated.”

Sophie nodded. “Phoebe told me she’s been seeing Ben.” She laughed. “Complicated doesn’t begin describe it!”

“It’s worth it,” Harried replied, smiling back at Sophie.

“And Zach knows?”

“He more than knows. He encourages it, and is part of it.”

Sophie nodded slowly, her eyes bright with curiosity and something else that Harriet couldn’t quite identify but could hazard a guess at. “That’s hot.”

“It can be, yes.”

“So if Phoebe and Ben are seeing each other, are you seeing Phoebe at the moment?”

“We’re on a pause.” Harriet laughed. “The Pause as Zach calls it. Giving them some space.”

Sophie nodded slowly again. “What’s it like? Being with a woman I mean?”

Harriet took a sip of her wine, buying time to get her answer right, knowing that the drinks had loosened both of their tongues and not caring in the least. “It’s different. Softer in some ways. More intuitive I guess? Women know what women like.”

“I bet.” Sophie leaned forward slightly. “Have you been with many women?”

“Just Phoebe.”

“Do you like it?”

“Very much.”

There was a charge silence. Sophie was looking at Harriet with an intensity that made Harriet’s pulse race.

“I’ve never tried it,” Sophie said quietly. “And I’m curious. About what it would be like. With a woman.”

“That’s natural.” Harriet tried to keep her voice calm and steady, even though she could see exactly where this was going. “Lots of people are curious.”

“Are you attracted to me, Harriet?”

The directness caught Harriet off guard, and her mind raced to try to think what the right answer should be. In the end, after a long few moments, she went with honesty.

“Yes,” she admitted. “I have been for a while actually.”

Sophie smiled. “Good. Because I’m very attracted to you. Have been for a while actually.”

Harriet’s breath caught. “Sophie…” and her voice carried a warning.

“I know. It would have been inappropriate.” Sophie paused. “Would have been. Not anymore.”

“No, not anymore.”

“So.” Sophie took a deep breath and Harriet could see that she was nervous beneath the confident façade, fortified as she was by most of a bottle of wine. “I’m curious what it’s like." She was counting off each point on her fingers. "I’m attracted to you. You’re attracted to me. And your husband seems to be cool with you fooling around a little.”

Harriet’s mind went blank. This was Sophie… beautiful, funny, intelligent Sophie, who she’d been fantasising about on and off for months while never even considering that something could come of it.

“I…” Harriet started to say, then stopped and started again. “I need to think about it.”

Sophie slid out from the booth and stood. “That’s fair. I’m going to the bathroom. You’ve got until I get back to decide. No pressure either way, we’re friends whatever happens.”

She walked away and Harriet sat there feeling like the room had tilted, or was spinning, or some combination of the two.

Her phone was in her hand before she’d made any conscious decision to pick it up, opening up her chat with Zach.

Harriet: Sophie just propositioned me. It was her last day working with me today. Thoughts? xx

Zach: Do you want to? x

Harriet: I mean… yes? But is it a terrible idea? xx

Zach: There’s no ethical issues, right? x

Harriet: Right xx

Zach: Then you have your hall pass if you want it. Usual deal, you have to tell me all about it later! Will you be staying there or home later? x

Harriet: You’re sure? Home late, don’t wait up xx

Zach: Completely sure. Have fun. Be safe. Love you so, so much x

Harriet: Love you so, so much too. Best husband ever xx

Harriet put her phone down and took a deep drink of her wine. Did she want this?

Yes.

Was it a good idea?

Probably not.

But the power dynamic was gone, and her and Zach’s months of experimenting had taught her to seize the day… she’d been thinking about Sophie for months.

She looked up as Sophie returned from the bathroom, walking across the bar with an easy confidence, her blonde hair catching the light, those elfin features that Harriet had been trying very hard and, it seemed, not quite succeeding to make it look like she wasn’t staring at over these recent months.

Sophie slid back into her seat and look at Harriet expectantly, though with a trace of understandable nerves beneath it… she’d shot her shot, and was waiting to hear if she’d just made a fool of herself.

“Well?”

Harriet took a deep breath. “Yes.”

Sophie’s face lit up. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. But we need to be clear… this is a one-time thing. Tonight only. We’ll work together at some point in the future and I don’t want things to be weird.”

“Agreed. A naughty, drunken one-night stand. The best kind. Tonight only.” Sophie grinned. “So, your place or mine?”

“Yours, if that’s ok. It feels less… I don’t know, complicated?”

“Fair enough.” Sophie stood and drained her glass then held out her hand. “Shall we?”

They settled their tab and headed outside. The night air was cool and Harriet felt suddenly, acutely aware of what she was about to do.

***

The taxi ride to Sophie’s place was… intense.

They’d barely settled in their seats and the taxi started moving before they were on each other, Sophie’s lips on hers, insistent and hungry, and Harriet responding in kind, her hands in Sophie’s hair, her nose breathing in Sophie’s smell.

“God, I’ve wanted this for months,” Sophie whispered between kisses.

“Me too,” Harriet whispered back, and then they were kissing again, hands everywhere, the taxi driver struggling to keep the car on the road with the distraction of what was happening in the back seat in his rear-view mirror.

When they got to Sophie’s building they practically fell out of the taxi, Harriet’s lipstick smudged, Sophie’s hair a mess. They made it up the deserted stairwell in a flurry of giggles and kisses.

Sophie unlocked her front door and they stumbled inside, kissing against the wall, when Sophie froze.

Voices from down the hall.

“Shit.” Sophie looked around. “My flatmates weren’t supposed to be home yet.”

The two women looked at each other, both well aware of the dilemma… Sophie’s flatmates were also junior doctors at the hospital, a man and a woman that Harriet knew well enough to say hello to. If Harriet was seen, the gossip would spread around the hospital like wildfire.

“I should… probably go?” Harriet whispered, with an overwhelming sense of disappointment.

“Nonsense,” Sophie whispered back. “I’m not giving up that easily.” She looked down the hall for a second. “My room is the one at the end of the hall, on the right. It’s got a picture of a wombat on it… a nickname but don’t ask because I won’t explain… I’ll go and distract my flatmates, when you see me close a door behind me you go to my room. Ok?”

Harriet grinned. “It’s been a while since I’ve been snuck into someone’s accommodation.”

“You and your old people stuff,” Sophie teased, then she planted a quick kiss on Harriet’s lips and went down the hall to, presumably, the living room.

As soon as Sophie had shut the door behind her Harriet slipped off her shoes and carrying them in one hand walked silently down the hall, feeling a thrill at the subterfuge. She could hear Sophie talking to her flatmates behind the closed door, and tiptoed extra quietly as she went past, then she got to the far end, spotted the wombat, and opened the door, closing it quietly behind her.

Harriet was stood in a darkened bedroom, the only light coming from the streetlights outside. She didn’t dare turn a light on because that would have been a dead giveaway to Sophie’s flatmates, so instead she simply walked over to the double bed and sat down, looking around and catching glimpses of Sophie’s life in the half-light… a family photo, presumably of her parents and her two sisters, another photo of what looked like uni friends. A guitar was sat in the corner, some clothes discarded over a chair. It felt very normal, very lived in, and took Harriet back to when she’d been a junior doctor herself in shared accommodation back in England, trying to balance a crazy workload with keeping a long-distance relationship going halfway across the world.

Crazy, but happy, times.

About ten minutes later the door opened and Sophie appeared, closing and locking it then turning on her bedside lamp and closing the curtains.

“Sorry about that,” she whispered, grinning. “I thought they were going to be out. I took a moment to chat to them so they didn’t think anything suspicious, then told them I was exhausted.” She paused. “We’ll have to be quiet.”

Harriet laughed quietly from her spot on the bed. “How intense…” she teased. “Now you’d better come over here and finish what you’ve started.”

Sophie looked at her with an expression that spoke to her wanting nothing more. She walked slowly over to Harriet and, when she got in front of her, straddled Harriet’s lap, sitting down and looking down into Harriet’s eyes, her hair falling loose around them. “Like this?” she whispered, leaning down and playfully biting Harriet’s lip. “Or like this?” She kissed Harriet’s neck while her hand rested on Harriet’s chest. “Or like this?” Sophie pulled her top over her head and tossed it away, revealing a bright blue, sexy as hell bra, before taking Harriet’s face in both her hands and kissing her deeply.

“All of the above,” Harriet whispered between kisses, pulling Sophie against her, and they soon rolled over onto the bed properly, lying down, kissing hard, hands everywhere.

Their clothes didn’t last long, quickly down to their underwear, and then they were under the covers, escaping the slight chill in the air that night, warm and cosy and intimate, and the two of them slowed down, almost hesitant now it was really happening.

“What do I do?” Sophie whispered at one point.

Harriet kissed her. “Whatever you think you should do,” she whispered back. “There’s no wrong answer.”

It felt a little like the blind leading the blind, Harriet not exactly bringing a lifetime of experience with women to that evening although at least she had a little more confidence than Sophie to go for it and not worry too much.

Harriet smiled to herself when she felt Sophie’s hand go tentatively to the waistband of her underwear. “Can I?” Sophie asked.

“Don’t you dare not,” was Harriet’s whispered reply, making Sophie grin, and soon she was touching Harriet exactly where she needed to be touched, and Harriet was returning the favour, and then Sophie leaned over, rolling Harriet onto her back, and she was kissing Harriet while her fingers slid into her and Harriet was kissing her back and touching Sophie too, feeling that familiar exquisite tension building, knowing from Sophie’s near silent moans that she was feeling similar, and then Sophie came, breathing hard, her body shaking, actually shaking, and she moaned out loud, and Harriet put a hand to her mouth to quiet her, Sophie moaning into the hand, and whether it was that or whatever that triggered Harriet’s own climax which Sophie helped silence with her own hand…

…it was messy, it wasn’t refined, it wasn’t what anyone would call textbook sex between two women.

But it was absolutely, one hundred percent, authentic and so also absolutely, one hundred percent perfect.

***

It was 2am when Harriet turned the key in the front door of her and Zach’s flat, as quietly as she could so as not to disturb him… grinning at the thought that from the moment they’d stepped foot in Sophie’s apartment that evening silence had been the name of the day.

It had been good with Sophie, really good. Light and casual and fun, neither woman had taken it seriously and that was exactly what they needed. At times it had felt like she was the teacher, Sophie the student, but not really… it was more that Harriet had the experience to know that if they tried something and it didn’t work they could just try something else.

One thing she was determined to do, though, was to meet Sophie for lunch in the canteen next week at work, not with any sort of view to a repeat performance, but Harriet knew that re-establishing their friendship early was key.

As she stepped into the flat it turned out she needn’t have been quiet. Zach had waited up for her, sitting on the sofa with a beer, watching some live sport from the other side of the world.

“There’s my hotwife,” he said with a grin.

“There’s my wonderfully patient husband,” she replied, settling down next to him.

“So… Sophie?” He looked amused as well as curious.

“So… Sophie.”

“She's cute. Tell me everything.”

And, of course, Harriet did, sparing no detail. How Sophie had propositioned her, the journey, the tiptoeing through her apartment (which Zach found hilarious), the first frantic time together, and then later, when they’d taken longer, taking it in turns to go down on each other, and finally how Harriet had stayed until Sophie was asleep, leaving a note and creeping out.

“When you were first back there at her place, tell me what you did to each other.” Harriet could see that Zach was aroused, unsurprisingly, to hear her talk about her night.

“How about,” she leaned over to kiss him, “we play a game. The old night cap game.”

“I’m interested…” he replied.

“Bedroom. Now. And I’ll tell you every… little… detail while you reclaim me like you’ve never reclaimed me before.” She looked at him innocently. “Deal?”

He stood and held out his hand to her. “Deal.”

***

A while later, late enough that the sky was just starting to lighten with the first hints of dawn, they lay curled up together in their bed, naked, exhausted, happy.

“That was incredible,” Harriet said after a while. “It made me realise something.” She turned to look at him seriously. “Phoebe’s special. What I have with her is different. Sophie was great, but it was just… sex. With Phoebe, there’s actual connection. Not just friendship. Something a bit more.”

“Missing her?”

“A little bit, yeah. Missing Ben too.” She paused. “Think they’re ok? Ben and Phoebe?”

“I think they’re probably more than ok.” Zach stroked her hair. “And when they’re ready, they’ll reach out.”

“You’re probably right.”

“I’m always right.”

Harriet laughed and swatted his arm. “No, you’re not.”

“Fine. I’m right about this though.”

“Maybe.” She yawned, cuddling up closer to him. “God, I’m exhausted.”

“Thank you,” Zach said quietly.

“For what?”

“For telling me everything, and for always coming home to me.”

“Thank you for being you. For encouraging me. For being the best husband in the world.”

They fell asleep like that, wrapped around each other, and as Harriet drifted off she thought about how lucky she was.

Ben and Phoebe were out there somewhere, building their relationship.

And here she was, getting on with her own life, safe in the knowledge that Zach would always be waiting when she got home.

To reclaim her. To love her. To be her everything.

It was a good life.

A very good life indeed.


Chapter 13


The message came on a Tuesday afternoon, a couple of weeks after Sophie.

Harriet was at work, between patients, when her phone buzzed with a message from Zach.

You seen it? What do you think? x

Harriet was oblivious but knew he could only mean one thing. She’d muted the My Menagerie group chat several weeks before because she was finding it too distracting, checking her phone every five minutes, jumping out of her skin every time a message alert came up. Much better to have it muted where she could control when she checked and not let it take over her life.

Less useful when there was an actual message though.

Fumbling the phone in her haste, she opened up the group chat and saw it.

Phoebe: Ben and I have been talking…

Harriet had to sit down to read on, her hearth thumping in her chest.

Ben: We’d really like to see you both. Are you free Friday night?

Phoebe: Dinner somewhere, there’s a new place we’d like to try if you guys would like?

Harriet stared at the messages, reading them and re-reading them over and over. After all these weeks of space and silence, Phoebe and Ben wanted to see them.

She quickly fired a message off to Zach on their private chat:

Harriet: THEY WANT TO SEE US FRIDAY NIGHT. DINNER XX

Zach’s response was quick.

Zach: No need to SHOUT!! Obviously yes, right? x

Harriet: Trying to play it cool here… xx

Zach: Fuck playing it cool. I miss them as much as you do. Tell them yes x

Harriet laughed, delighted to see that Zach was as excited about this development as she was, and switched back to the group chat.

Harriet: We’re in. What time and where? x

Phoebe: There’s a new Thai place. Will message the details if I can get a table. 7pm? x

Zach: Done and done, looking forward to it.

Ben: Us too. We’ll see you Friday!

Harriet put her phone down and took a deep, deep breath. Friday. Three days from now.

Three days until she could see Ben, and Phoebe, and find out what this all might end up being.

***

Friday night came both far too quickly and much too slowly, not helped in the slightest by Harriet not having a shift during the day on Friday… it dragged on interminably, giving her far, far too much time to think about what the evening might bring.

Getting ready, Harriet changed outfits three times before settling on a simple red dress, nothing too formal but nothing too casual either, she wanted Phoebe and Ben to know that she was putting an effort in without going overboard. Zach, though he would never admit it, had gone through a similar process.

“What if this is bad news?” Harriet asked Zach for the umpteenth time as she gave herself a final check in the mirror.

“The very worst, the absolute worst it could be is they just want to be friends with us. There’s no way they’d want to meet somewhere nice for dinner for anything less than that. And just friends… that would still be great, right? We both care about them a great deal. There’s a lot worse in the world.”

“I know. But…” Harriet shrugged and looked at Zach’s reflection next to her in the mirror. “I want it to be more.”

He smiled and put his arm around her. “So do I. For what it’s worth, that’s my gut feel… they want more than just friends too.”

“What if, also, it’s weird tonight? What if the time apart has changed things?”

“Then we pull on our big boy pants and do what we need to do to make it not weird. That part is easy.”

***

The restaurant was packed when they arrived, buzzing with Friday night energy. Zach spotted Phoebe and Ben immediately, already seated at a table near the window, heads close together in conversation.

When he pointed them out Harriet looked over and saw how good they looked together. Really good. The way they were sat, the body language, the way that Phoebe laughed at something Ben said…

Without a doubt they looked like a couple.

Harriet felt Zach’s hand tighten on hers, and she knew that he’d noticed it too.

As they approached the table Ben looked up and spotted them, both his and Phoebe’s faces lighting up as they stood in a way that made Harriet’s heart leap for joy… they were genuinely, one hundred percent pleased to see them.

“Hey,” Phoebe said, and then she was hugging Harriet tightly, so wonderfully tightly. “God, I’ve missed you,” she whispered.

“I’ve missed you so much too,” Harriet whispered back, noticing that Zach and Ben had exchanged a much more reserved, manly hug of their own next to them.

They swapped and Ben hugged her next, another tight hug that felt so good, his body and his smell and his everything so familiar and so welcome. “Hey you,” he said into her ear.

“Hey yourself,” Harriet replied.

Then, before she knew it, they were all sat down, menus in front of them, and a moment of slight awkwardness after the warm greetings, no one quite sure what to say.

In the end it was Phoebe who broke the silence. “So… this is us.” She looked at each of the other three as she said it.

“This is us,” Harriet replied. “You both look really good.”

“You too,” Ben said. “Both of you.”

The waiter came and they ordered drinks and some starters, getting wine for the table, and then they were alone again with space to talk properly.

“We should probably cover the elephant in the room up front,” Ben said eventually.

“Which is?” Zach replied, grinning.

Phoebe and Ben both smiled. “We should explain why we asked you here tonight,” Phoebe said.

“Ok,” Harriet replied, her heart racing, realising that this was all about to become clear much sooner than she’d expected. “We’re listening.” Zach’s hand found hers under the table and gave a reassuring squeeze.

Ben and Phoebe exchanged a look, one of those couple looks that covers an entire conversation in a glance, and then Phoebe spoke.

“The last month or so has been really, really good. Ben and I have been dating. Properly dating. Going to the movies, cooking dinner together, meeting each other’s friends… all that good stuff.”

“It’s been great,” Ben added. “Phoebe’s great. We’re… it’s really good.”

Harriet felt that lurch in her stomach, happiness for these two people that she cared about deeply tempered by the worry that she was about to lose something herself. She forced herself to be positive though. “That’s wonderful. We’re really happy for you both.”

“And,” Zach said, laughing, “imagine what you’ll tell your kids about the night you first met…”

Both Ben and Phoebe looked confused for a minute, then started laughing themselves and even Harriet managed a grin. Mummy, daddy, how did you meet? Well, child, let me explain to you something called a foursome. She felt her mood lighten considerably, and knew that’s why Zach had cracked the joke.

“There’s a but,” Phoebe added after a few moments, and Harriet sat up a little straighter. “The thing is, we’ve been missing you guys. Both of you.”

“A lot,” Ben added. “Like, a really surprising amount.”

“We though that maybe the time apart would make us realise that we were better off going our separate ways. That’s the conventional thing to do, anyway,” Phoebe explained. “You two do your thing, we do ours. But instead…” She looked over to Ben.

“Instead we kept talking about you,” Ben finished. “All the time. Wondering what you were up to. Missing the time each of us spent with you. Missing just… being around you both.”

The wine arrived at that moment, creating a pause in the conversation as they each took their first sips.

Eventually, when the waiter had gone again, Zach said, “We’ve missed you both too. The apartment’s felt emptier, life’s felt quieter. We’ve been fine, but less fine than when you guys are in our lives.”

“What Zach said,” Harriet added. “We’ve been keeping busy,” she noticed that a little smile played around the edges of Phoebe’s lips and wondered what Sophie might have told her, “but it’s not the same without you two. It’s been good. Different, but good.”

There was a pause, and then Ben said, “We wanted to meet you somewhere neutral. Not at my place or at Phoebe’s place or at your place. Somewhere we could all just… talk. Without pressure. Because we’ve got something we want to ask you both.”

There was a moment’s silence, then Harriet smiled and said, “Ask away.”

Phoebe took a deep breath. “We wanted to ask the two of you whether there might be space for something that’s all four of us. Together.”

The word hung in the air.

“Like a quad?” Zach asked.

“Maybe?” Ben said. “We don’t know exactly what it would look like. But we wanted to see if you’d be interested in exploring it. The four of us, together, as something that’s more than, well, nothing.”

“But also more than just occasional hookups too,” Phoebe clarified. “Something that involves feelings and emotions and all that good stuff.”

Harriet looked at Zach and they had one of those married couple silent conversations of their own. She knew what he was thinking about this anyway, and he her. This was exactly what they’d both been hoping for but hadn’t dared to believe that it might come to pass.

“We’d need to talk about what it all means,” Harriet said cautiously. “Boundaries, expectations, who is what to whom and when.”

“Absolutely,” Phoebe agreed. “We’re not suggesting we’ve got the answers. Any of them really,” she added with a laugh. “But we wanted to ask if you’d be open to trying.”

“This could be special. Four of us,” Ben added.

The starters arrived, and inevitably the men had ordered far more than was needed. Once they’d all helped themselves and were alone again Harriet leaned forward.

“I think,” she said slowly, “that we’d like to try. If you would.”

“Really?” Phoebe replied, her face lighting up.

“Really,” Zach confirmed. “We’ve been hoping you’d get back in touch, and that it wouldn’t just be to say let’s be friends.”

“But, we need to be realistic,” Harried clarified. “This is complicated and none of us have done this before, at least as far as I know.” She looked at Ben and Phoebe and they both shook their heads. “We’ll probably make mistakes.”

“Without a doubt,” Ben agreed. “If we accept that, we can work through it. It’s worth it.”

“Amen to that,” Zach said. “Could you just excuse me one minute.”

He stood and disappeared towards the front of the restaurant, presumably headed to the bathrooms, while Harriet turned the conversation to what Phoebe and Ben had been up to since they’d last seen each other.

Ben was just telling her about an open water swimming competition he’d done the weekend before, Phoebe adding details as she’d been a spectator from the shore (“They all looked the same from the shore, but I’d like to think I knew which one he was”), when Zach came back over followed by a waiter carrying a tray.

As he sat down, he said, “The wine can wait. This is officially a celebration.”

The waiter handed them each a very generous glass of champagne, and when he’d gone again Zach proposed a toast.

“To none of us really knowing what we’re doing, and to it being a whole lot of fun away!”

The other three all laughed and clinked their glasses against his because, as Harriet realised, his toast was spot on… this had the potential to be messy, confusing, challenging, but it had even more potential to be wonderful, amazing, brilliant.

It was going to be worth it.

***

They steered clear of any practicalities throughout the rest of dinner, all agreeing that that could wait for another time. The most important thing was enjoying the night as the joyous reunion that it had become, simply revelling in the pleasure of being in each other’s company.

It was fantastic, everything that Harriet had hoped for and more.

As dinner wound down and they lingered over a very pleasant glass of dessert wine, Phoebe said quietly, “We wanted to invite you somewhere neutral tonight because we didn’t want you to feel pressured. But…” She glanced at Ben who nodded slightly. “Would you maybe like to come back to my place with us tonight? Not because you have to, just because we’d really like to spend more time with you. See what it feels like, all four of us together.”

Harriet glanced at Zach. She could see the desire in his eyes, the hope, but also the unspoken question he’d be asking her: is this too fast for you?

She thought about it. They’d been apart for weeks now. They’d given Phoebe and Ben the space that they needed. They’d had a conversation now, agreed on what they wanted at least in the broad sense.

Maybe it wasn’t too fast. Maybe it was exactly the right pace.

“We’d like that,” Harriet said. “If you’re sure.”

She looked to Zach for confirmation and he nodded. “I’d enjoy nothing more.”

“We’re sure,” Ben said.

They split the bill four ways after a brief, good-natured argument, Ben and Phoebe insisting that they’d invited Zach and Harriet and Zach and Harriet hearing nothing of it, and headed outside into the cool night air.

On the street, waiting for their taxi, Harriet stood with Zach to one side, his arm around her shoulder, but with Phoebe on her other side, holding her hand, Ben stood just behind her.

It felt right. Everything about it just felt right.


Chapter 14


Phoebe’s apartment felt just the same. Harriet wasn’t entirely sure why she’d have expected it to be otherwise, but it surprised her nonetheless, as if The Pause had been so significant to her and Zach that she intuitively expected it to have impacted everything else too.

There were a few signs here and there that Phoebe was in a full-on relationship now… she recognised a pair of Ben’s shoes by the front door, his hoody hung up on the coat pegs, a book on the coffee table that she recognised as Ben’s as he’d lent it to her to read early on.

Little signs that, slowly, Phoebe and Ben were on that wonderful path of two lives starting to blend into one.

“Sorry about the mess,” Phoebe said, though the apartment was very far from messy. “I wasn’t expecting… well, do you know what? I didn’t want to jinx it by having the place ready. That sounds weird doesn’t it?”

Zach grinned. “That’s exactly what Harriet would say too. Right?” He looked at Harriet and she nodded.

“It’s perfect,” Harriet reassured her, and meant it.

Ben was already mixing gin and tonics, no need to ask where the ingredients were any more, and they settled into the living room, drinks in hand, Harriet and Zach on the sofa, Ben sat in an armchair with Phoebe draped comfortably on top of him. It felt deliberate, like they were trying to arrange themselves in strict couples while they worked out exactly how to be together.

“So,” Ben said after a moment of silence. “This is kind of surreal.”

“Good surreal or bad surreal?” Zach asked.

“Good,” Phoebe said immediately. “Definitely good. Just… different.”

“Different how?” Harriet asked.

Phoebe thought about it. “Before, it was always one of us coming to you, fitting into your life. Tonight feels like…” She gestured around. “Like you’re fitting into our life.”

“Is that ok?” Harriet asked. “You’re comfortable with that?”

“Very ok,” Ben said. “We wanted this. To share it with you.”

They talked for a while, the conversation gradually becoming easier and more natural as the gin and tonic went to work. It helped a great deal that they had such familiarity already, so that even with this new dynamic they were heading for they were already people who knew each other, who cared about each other, and who wanted it to work.

Phoebe refilled their glasses and settled on the arm of the sofa next to Harriet. “You know,” she said, a playful smile on her lips, “I’ve been thinking about something.”

“Oh?” Harriet said.

“The group chat. ‘My Menagerie.’” Phoebe grinned. “You’ve got your Bull…” she nodded at Ben “…and your Unicorn…” she gestured to herself. “But that’s not really fair anymore, is it? If we’re doing this properly. All four of us.”

“What do you mean?” Harriet asked, though she was smiling.

“I mean,” Phoebe said, “if Ben and I are the Bull and the Unicorn in your menagerie, what does that make you two? You should have names too.”

Zach laughed. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Well, Ben and I have,” Phoebe said, glancing at Ben, who was grinning. “We think Zach’s obviously the Stag.”

“The Stag?” Zach said.

“The watcher,” Ben explained. “Noble. In control. Choosing what happens and who gets close. That’s what a stag is in all this, right?”

“I like that,” Zach said, looking genuinely pleased.

"My stag…" Harriet whispered, and kissed him on the cheek. God, that sounded kind of hot.

“And Harriet,” Phoebe continued, her eyes sparkling with fond amusement, “you’re the Nymph.”

“The Nymph?” Harriet felt a flush of pleasure at the word.

“Think about it,” Phoebe said. “Nymphs are playful, sexual, free-spirited. They move through the forest drawing admirers, making people fall in love with them. And the Stag watches over his Nymph while she plays.”

Harriet felt warm inside to think of it. “The Nymph and the Stag,” she said, looking at Zach. “I like that. I really like that.”

“So do I,” Zach agreed, pulling her closer. “My Nymph. Jesus, that’s hot.”

“And one other thing,” Harriet added. “I can’t call it My Menagerie anymore. It’s The Menagerie, all of us part of it.” She laughed. “That sounds a lot better.”

“So,” Phoebe said, raising her glass. “To The Menagerie. The Bull, the Unicorn, the Nymph, and the Stag.”

They all raised their glasses and drank, and when Harriet looked back in years to come at that moment, she knew that that was it… that was when it became real. They weren’t just Harriet and Zach anymore, the married couple who played with others. They were the Nymph and the Stag, equal partners in this beautiful, complicated thing with their Bull and their Unicorn.

***

At some point, Phoebe ended up sat next to Harriet on the sofa. And then, naturally, Ben moved closer too, while Zach gravitated in the other direction, coming back from the bathroom to take a seat on one of the armchairs. Nothing forced, just each following their natural roles.

Harriet felt a little thrill when Phoebe’s hand found hers. “I’ve missed this,” Phoebe said quietly. “That night we all four had together was special. I’m glad it wasn’t a one-off.”

“I’ve missed this too,” Harried replied.

Phoebe leaned over and kissed Harriet, soft, familiar, wonderful. When they broke apart again, Ben was watching from close by while Zach was sitting in his armchair smiling.

“Come here,” Harriet said to Ben and he didn’t need to be asked twice. He closed the gap and kissed her too, a kiss she’d feared she might never feel again, and it felt so, so right, all of them there together.

Phoebe stood and held out her hand to Zach, helping him to stand. “Your turn,” she said with a smile, and he stood to kiss her too.

“Bedroom?” Phoebe suggested after a few minutes, slightly breathless.

The four of them went together through to the bedroom, and Harriet noticed the little signs of Ben in there too, the shirt of his hanging up in the wardrobe, his deodorant on the dresser, little things again but signs, everywhere.

“I want to show you both something,” Phoebe said, looking at Zach and Harriet. “Show you what Ben and I have together. And then…” She smiled. “Then the night is young.”

She pulled Ben to her, kissing him hard, not performative, not for anyone else but the two of them, a real kiss, the sort of kiss you have with your lover in private when you know each other’s bodies and reactions so well, when you want them more than anything else on the planet.

Harriet followed Zach to sit down and watched, transfixed. She’d known intellectually that they were together now, of course, but seeing it, her bull and her unicorn, as an actual couple, as two people falling in love, it was different. It was powerful in a way that she hadn’t anticipated, and it felt like an honour to be present to watch them like that.

Zach’s hand found hers and squeezed, and when she looked at him he was transfixed too, his expression a mirror of what she felt… desire, a touch of jealousy, but mostly just awe.

Phoebe broke the kiss and turned to look at Harriet and Zach. “You can watch,” she said. “Or you can join us. But tonight you’re our guests, in our space. Ok?”

The role reversal was complete, Harriet realised. Up until now it had been Harriet at the centre, the hotwife being desired, the one ultimately calling the shots. Ben had been her bull, Phoebe her unicorn, and even when Zach was involved it had all orbited around Harriet.

Not anymore.

Tonight, Ben and Phoebe were the couple. The established pair. And Harriet and Zach were the guests, invited into their intimacy.

She wondered if it should feel strange, because it didn’t. Instead, it simply felt right.

“We’d like to join,” Harriet replied. “At least I would. Zach?”

“I’d like to watch and then see, if that’s ok?”

“Absolutely perfect.” Phoebe reached out a hand to Harriet. “Come and join us.”

Harriet felt breathless with excitement and arousal simply climbing on to the bed… and she couldn’t help wondering, if that was the case already then what sort of state was she going to be in by the end of the night?

***

At some point later on, after God only knew how many permutations they’d already tried of the three of them, Phoebe said, “Harriet, I want to try something. If you’re comfortable.”

“Anything,” Harriet breathed, and meant it.

“Ben, lie back,” Phoebe directed, and he did, settling his head against the pillows.

“Harriet, I want you on your hands and knees. Facing Ben.”

Harriet positioned herself as instructed, her heart racing with anticipation.

“Good,” Phoebe murmured, her hand stroking down Harriet’s naked back. “Now, I want you to make Ben feel good. Show me what you do to make him feel good.”

Harriet leaned forward, taking Ben in her mouth, hearing his gasp of pleasure as her lips closed over him and her tongue flicked against him. She knew exactly what he liked, exactly how to touch him, and she was going to use that knowledge now.

Behind her, she felt Phoebe’s hands on her hips, felt her positioning herself. Harriet had a moment to recognise what was coming, the strap-on from that crazy night in the hotel with Zach, from Zach’s birthday, before Phoebe pressed against her and slid into her slowly, filling her completely.

Harriet gasped around Ben, the sensation of the strap-on, the feeling of such fullness almost overwhelming. With Ben in her mouth and Phoebe inside her she felt so desperately carnal.

She glanced off to the side to see Zach watching, a look of delighted wonder on his face, naked himself now too, his own cock hard, and she could see that his hand was moving slowly, gently stroking himself, his gaze fixed squarely on Harriet.

Her three favourite people in the world.

All here. All together. All wanting her. All wanting each other.

Phoebe set a steady rhythm from behind, each thrust slow and deliberate. Ben’s hands were in Harriet’s hair, his breathing growing ragged. She could hear Zach’s breathing from his seat, could feel his presence even though he wasn’t touching her.

The physical sensations were overwhelming, Ben in her mouth, Phoebe inside her, the dual stimulation building something huge and unstoppable deep within her. But it was more than physical, it was the emotional weight of this moment.

She replaced her mouth with her hand for a few moments, her eyes finding each of them in turn, even as her body moved with Phoebe’s rhythm.

Ben. Her Bull. Strong, powerful, the one who’d made her feel desired in ways she’d never imagined. The one she’d fallen for despite knowing better.

Phoebe. Her Unicorn. Magical, rare, the woman who’d opened up a whole new world of sensation and connection. The one who’d somehow, out of nowhere, become so much more than a casual encounter.

Zach. Her Stag. Noble, watching, always in control even when he seemed to be giving it up. Her husband, her foundation, her everything. The one who’d made all of this possible.

And her. The Nymph. Playful, sexual, free to explore. Drawing them all to her, moving between them, loving them all in different ways.

The Menagerie.

It was so perfectly, wonderfully fitting. Each of them with their role, their nature, their place in this beautiful ecosystem they were planning to create.

She took Ben in her mouth again and wondered, was this the start of something deeper? A genuine polyamorous relationship among the four of them, with all of the complexities and joys of loving multiple people?

Was it just tonight? A beautiful reunion before they figured out what sustainable actually looked like?

Or was it something in between? Simply taking it one day at a time to see where it led?

She didn’t know.

And in this moment, suspended in time, surrounded by love and desire and sensation, Harriet realised something profound:

It didn’t matter.

Not right now, anyway.

Right now, she was exactly where she belonged.

Right now, this was heaven.

Right now, with Ben’s moans mixing with Phoebe’s breathless encouragement, with Zach’s love almost tangible from the across the room, with her own body building higher and higher towards a seismic release…

Right now was everything.

The future would come. Decisions would need to be made. Boundaries would need to be drawn. Conversations would need to be had about logistics and feelings and what being a quad actually meant in practice.

But right now, mid-thrust, mid-pleasure, mid-moment, surrounded by three people who loved her and who she loved back in all their different, complicated, beautiful ways…

Right now was perfect.

Right now was home.

Right now, with Phoebe’s hands on her hips and Ben’s fingers in her hair and Zach’s eyes on her face, Harriet understood something fundamental: that love didn’t have to fit into neat boxes, that relationships didn’t have to follow prescribed paths, that home could be multiple people, multiple connections, multiple forms of intimacy all coexisting.

Her marriage to Zach was unshakeable, the foundation everything else was built on. Her connection with Ben was real and deep and worth nurturing. Her relationship with Phoebe was evolving into something profound.

And somehow, impossibly, they all fit together.

She moaned onto Ben's cock as Phoebe did something very, very right to her, felt him twitch in her mouth, knew that him and her were so very close to something spectacular.

Right now, in this perfect moment, everything made sense.

Right now was exactly where Harriet wanted to be.


Want More?


First, a quick ask: if you get a pop-up asking for a rating, please take two seconds to leave one! It's incredibly helpful – it tells me which books readers love and which stories deserve sequels.

That was the last episode in Experimenting Season 2. Season 3 will come at some point, but in the meantime you can catch up on the whole of Season 1 in a single boxset by reading Experimenting Complete Season 1.

Also By The Author

If you loved this check out Coming Into The Light, my debut full length novel. Amy's got her future path all figured out: career, long term boyfriend heading towards marriage and kids and the suburban dream. Then she meets Sarah. And Luisa. Suddenly, that comfortable path doesn't look so appealing anymore.

If series of novellas are more your thing, then take a look at Beyond The Game series, following force of nature Caitlin as she comes to terms with what it means to meet a woman in Helena who is more than a match for her:

What Caitlin Wants

What Caitlin Needs

What Caitlin Craves

And finally you can follow me to keep updated in either of the below places:

https://ckfairfaxbooks.com

https://www.amazon.com/author/camillakfairfax


About the author


Established author of spicy romance shorts with over 500,000 reads, averaging more than 15,000 reads per story and ratings of 4.8+/5 for her three most popular series of shorts, Camilla has recently made the move into longer form writing.

Camilla writes primarily for fun, with a particular interest in seeing what happens when characters challenge their own comfort zone, exploring where the characters go and what they do.

She has made the move into self publishing as it presents the opportunity to develop more rounded, deeper characters than short stories allow with stronger, fuller, more satisfying narrative arcs, often built around characters and situations from her short stories.

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc1ST.jpg
BOOK 4 OF EXPERIMENTING SEASON 2

AUTHOR OF BEYOND THE GAMEAND COMING INTO THE LIGHT

" GAMILLA K"FAIRFAX





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Prologue


    		1. Chapter 1


    		2. Chapter 2


    		3. Chapter 3


    		4. Chapter 4


    		5. Chapter 5


    		6. Chapter 6


    		7. Chapter 7


    		8. Chapter 8


    		9. Chapter 9


    		10. Chapter 10


    		11. Chapter 11


    		12. Chapter 12


    		13. Chapter 13


    		14. Chapter 14


    		Want More?


    		About the author


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176






OEBPS/image_rsrc1SU.jpg





OEBPS/font_rsrc1SS.ttf


